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this is a dark age, a bloody age, an age of daemons and of sorcery. It is an age of battle and death, and of the world's ending. Amidst all of the fire, flame and fury it is a time, too, of mighty heroes, of bold deeds and great courage.

At the heart of the Old World sprawls the Empire, the largest and most powerful of the human realms. Known for its engineers, sorcerers, traders and soldiers, it is a land of great mountains, mighty rivers, dark forests and vast cities. And from his throne in Altdorf reigns the Emperor Karl-Franz, sacred descendant of the founder of these lands, Sigmar, and wielder of his magical warhammer.

But these are far from civilised times. Across the length and breadth of the Old World, from the knightly palaces of Bretonnia to ice-bound Kislev in the far north,

come rumblings of war. In the towering World's Edge Mountains, the orc tribes are gathering for another assault. Bandits and renegades harry the wild southern lands of the Border Princes. There are rumours of rat-things, the skaven, emerging from the sewers and swamps across the land. And from the northern wildernesses there is the ever-present threat of Chaos, of daemons and beastmen corrupted by the foul powers of the Dark Gods.

As the time of battle draws ever nearer, the Empire needs heroes like never before.
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CHAPTER ONE



Clouds drifted across the night sky, obscuring stars and slivered Mannslieb. Their shadows fell across the town, rippling over its tall sturdy walls, momentarily dimming the torches set along the tops. Within, the sounds of revelry continued unabated.

Something moved in the shadows beyond the base of the wall. A tall figure stood in the darkness, staring up at the barrier. Dark cloth concealed features, even gender, although something about the figure's posture and motion suggested a man. Beneath a long hood his eyes glittered in the dim light as they studied the wall. He stripped off thick gloves and raised one long-fingered hand, fingers splayed, to rest his palm against the rough stone. The hand stopped just shy of contact, a shudder passing though him.

The man raised his hand for a second time, and the air around him thickened. Wisps of fog or smoke swirled around his fingers as he pushed, his entire body leaning into the motion. Again his hand stopped inches from the stone.

After .1 moment the man tried again. This time the darkness seemed to rise around him, shrouding him until he was little more than a sensation of motion, a hint of sub­stance. He did not move suddenly but advanced by inches, his raised hand closing the distance slowly but surely. Until, once again, it stopped. This time little more than a hairsbreadth separated flesh and stone. The air suddenly filled with a powerful stench, burning flesh and something far worse. For an instant the air was filled with hideous wailing torn from ravaged throats, but then the wind shifted and they were lost behind the music that issued from the town.

The man stood for a moment longer, unmoving, although his hand and arm shook with effort. Finally he pulled his hand back and stepped away, cradling it against his chest.

Very well,' he muttered, his deep voice almost a growl. 'Your defences hold, for now.' He glared at the tall, wide front gate, securely fastened for the night, as if his eyes could pierce the wood and see the people beyond. 'Enjoy yourselves while you can, degenerates,' he warned, although his words were swallowed by the night. 'Soon I will return, and when I do,' he said, his hands clenched into fists, 'your barriers will fall before me.'

Turning, he slipped away, his footfalls silent even in the still night air. Behind him a faint mark, a swatch darker than its surroundings, marred the wall where his hand had approached it. The grass nearby was blackened as well, as were patches further on, marking a trail as if scalding liquid had been poured out at regular intervals. By morning the marks would have faded, and no one would notice them.

'Halt! Who goes - wait, I know you!' The guard lowered his crossbow and peered at them, the weapon resting atop the heavy wooden barricade before him. The sounds of other soldiers marching around, patrolling the pass that disappeared into the mountains above, emerged behind him.

'Indeed you do,' Alaric replied. 'I am pleased to see our assistance has not been utterly forgotten so soon.' He preened slightly, adjusting the short sleeves of his soft leather jacket and the silk shirt-ties at his throat, brushing back a stray hair that had drifted across his handsome face. Then he shifted the weight of the rapier at his side, making his horse shuffle. If either of them felt the summer heat they didn't show it, but Dietz was sweating up a storm, his raw-boned face dripping moisture, his simple, serviceable leathers clinging to his long frame. Perhaps ignoring the heat was a noble thing. That might explain why the slender young man beside him was able to shrug it off so easily.

'You were here when the orcs attacked,' the soldier said, eyes widening as he remembered. 'You helped us fight them off.'

'That is correct,' Alaric agreed, nodding graciously. Dietz thought his friend and employer looked like a king receiv­ing accolades and managed to stifle the amused groan that rose in his throat. Glouste, less concerned with propriety, chittered what might have been a rebuke from her perch upon his shoulder, although whether aimed at Alaric or himself, Dietz could not tell. He scratched the wiry, long- tailed tree-fox behind her small rounded ears to calm her and his pet's complaints changed to burbles of delight. Interrupting Alaric when he was so clearly enjoying himself might put the younger man in a foul mood.

Nonetheless, they were on a schedule, and couldn't waste much more time impressing some poor soldier.

'Time,' Dietz murmured, edging his horse close to Alaric's so only his young employer would hear him. He saw Alaric glance at him, frown slightly, and nod.

'Yes, well, we are in a hurry,' Alaric said, never turning from the guard. "We need to use the pass.'

'Use it?' That had the guard confused again, although Dietz wasn't sure he blamed the man. The Black Fire Pass was one of the only routes through the Black Mountains and into - or out of - the Empire. It was always heavily guarded, and this time they weren't working for one of the

elector counts, or really for anyone. This time they were on their own, not that Alaric planned to let that stop them.

Yes yes, we need to reach the Border Princes,' he said testily. He raised his chin, blue eyes flashing, blond hair streaming behind him, for that instant every inch the impe­rious noble. 'Now, either let us pass or take us to Captain Verten or Commander Haas.'

The guard straightened at the mention of his superiors. He glanced over his shoulder, as if expecting to see the two officers there. Then he chuckled at himself, nodded, and said something to someone below. A moment later two sol­diers moved the barricade door aside.

'The captain is down in Grenzstadt with Sergeant Druber, getting supplies,' one of the men admitted, evidently hav­ing overheard their conversation, 'but Commander Haas is probably in his tent or near enough to make no difference in finding him. You know the way?' Dietz knew the man was debating whether to leave his post to accompany them or let them wander the pass unescorted. The three guards were alone at the barricade, but they were enough to secure it against anything but a major assault. Two might be hard- pressed to defend it and that was probably the guard's concern.

"We know it,' he assured the guard. 'We'll go straight to Haas.'

'Good.' The guard nodded, pushed the stout iron-banded door back into place, and then paused. He glanced up at them, his eyes wide. There isn't another ore warband com­ing, is there?'

'Not that we know of,' Alaric reassured him. 'We're sim­ply passing through.'

Suiting the action to the word, he spurred his horse on, and he and Dietz rode up the trail and into the pass.

'What are you two doing here?' Haas asked when Alaric and Dietz reined in. The stocky army commander had obviously just returned from a patrol and rock dust clung to his face and hands, although his uniform was no dirtier

than usual. Dietz was pleased to see his friend Adelrich beside Haas, and exchanged friendly nods with the scout. The ride to the array camp had taken two hours, but fortu­nately Dietz had remembered the route. He didn't relish the idea of wandering aimlessly through the narrow trails that branched off the main pass, hoping to avoid any stray orcs that might still lurk in the mountains. The camp looked much as he remembered it, an orderly array of tents set in rows in a large clearing, the larger command tent at the centre. There were men everywhere, sharpening weapons, drilling with blades, eating, sleeping, mending uniforms and marching on patrol.

'Sorry to trouble you, commander,' Alaric said smoothly, bowing from his saddle with the grace of the nobleman he was. 'We are simply passing through and felt it courteous to inform you of our presence.'

'Passing through? Where are you going?' Haas's eyes nar­rowed. 'What does Todbringer have you doing now?'

'Well, actually,' Alaric coughed nervously, 'we are not here on the elector count's orders.'

'No?' Haas studied him for a moment, and then turned his gaze on Dietz. 'Who did send you, then?'

'No one,' Dietz answered honestly. He didn't see any rea­son to tell Haas about the map, or about their reasons for investigating it.

'Are you bringing trouble to my door again?' Haas demanded.

'I'll have you know we were here to remove-' Alaric began, but Dietz cut him off.

'No trouble,' he assured the commander. 'We're just on our way to the Border Princes.'

Haas locked gazes with him for a moment, and then nodded. 'Fine, just so long as you're not leading another orc warband towards us.' The faint upward curve to his mouth indicated that he might in fact be joking, although Dietz decided not to chance it. You never knew with officers when they were joking and when they were deadly serious.

■We didn't lead that warband here,' Alaric objected. 'If anything, we-' Again Dietz cut him off.

'Can we stay the night?' he asked. 'We'll be gone in the morning.'

Haas hesitated for only a second before nodding. 'Fine, you can take that tent over there, its owners won't be need­ing it again.' He turned on his heel and walked away, although Dietz knew better than to take offence. The com­mander was probably preoccupied as usual with the all-important job of defending the pass and the Empire.

Dietz dismounted and let out a soft groan of relief as he stretched to his full height. Damn and blast, it felt good to be out of the saddle! He didn't mind riding, but after the past few months he'd be happy never to see a horse again, much less climb into another saddle.

Adelrich was at Dietz's side, grinning, by the time his feet had settled on the ground. They clasped hands, the wiry lit­tle scout and the tall, raw-boned traveller, both relieved to see the other still alive. Of all the men who'd accompanied Alaric and Dietz during their months-long quest, to find and destroy the Chaos statues scattered across the Empire, Dietz had identified with Adelrich most strongly, and the two had become fast friends.

'No drinks, I'm afraid,' Adelrich said sadly, 'not until Druber returns with supplies.' The two men had agreed to share a drink the next time they met and the scout was clearly dis­appointed that the army sergeant's poor timing would delay that.

It was Dietz's turn to grin as he reached back up to his saddle and untied a wineskin hanging there. 'Fortunately I brought my own,' he said, passing it to Adelrich, who took a long draught and sighed appreciatively.

'Ulric's beard, I needed that!' he said, returning the wine­skin so Dietz could drink as well. 'Now, tell me how you've fared since we parted. No more strange encounters, I hope?'

'You have no idea,' Dietz replied, shuddering. He and Adelrich found a place to sit on the rocks near the camp's edge and traded the wineskin back and forth while Dietz

scratched Glouste behind her ears and told of their experi­ences in Middenheim. Alaric wandered over to join them after a few more words with Haas, and chimed in from time to time as Dietz related their discovery of the first statue's disappearance.

They had parted ways after destroying the third statue in the pass and had thought their quest finished, the Chaos statues gone and the daemon attempting to use them safely repelled. Unfortunately that had not been the case. The original statue, which they had assumed was destroyed, had been spirited deep beneath Middenheim, and Alaric and Dietz had been forced to pursue it and its owners. Adelrich growled when they told him of their former com­panions, of Kristoffs treachery and Fastred's death, and shuddered when they described the mutants and cultists in the tunnels below the city. His face turned pale when Dietz spoke of the ceremony Kristoff had performed, the gate it had created through the remaining statue, and the daemon that had begun to emerge. Alaric was white as a sheet too, clearly reliving those horrific events, and Dietz could feel his pulse beating rapidly and knew his voice was shaking as he remembered the mind-bending, sanity-shredding terror of the daemon. Glouste whimpered softly, the little tree-fox sensing her master's distress, and coiled herself around Dietz's neck in an effort to comfort him.

'Morr's breath,' Adelrich whispered finally when Dietz had finished his tale. 'I thought what we faced together was grim enough, but this! You beheld a daemon in the flesh! And fought it!' His voice held a note of awe.

'It did not fully emerge,' Alaric corrected, his voice shaky. 'We did not so much defeat it as destroy the gate and foil its attempt to cross over.' He shuddered, recalling the dae­mon's ever-shifting features, and its voice as it had bellowed at him even as the gate collapsed. His hand rose idly to rub at his neck.

'Even so,' Adelrich replied, 'you faced a daemon, a true daemon, and survived! And triumphed!' He took the almost empty wineskin from Dietz. 'You saved

Middenheim, certainly, and most likely the Empire as well.' With that, the scout hoisted the wineskin in salute. He took a quick sip before handing it to Alaric, who sipped as well before giving it back to Dietz.

'How is Hoist?' Alaric asked, trying to change the subject. He had not seen the Middenheim army sergeant since they'd arrived and was curious as to why. They all owed their lives to Hoist and his men several times over after the hunt for the Chaos statues. Alaric regretted asking, how­ever, when he saw Adelrich's face fall.

'Dead,' the scout admitted quietly. 'We've been cleaning up the remains of that orc warband we fought, killing scat­tered groups that escaped the battle and hid among the cliffs. Last week we came across a group of a dozen or so. Two of them had bows, those short horn bows they favour. One got off a lucky shot when he saw us. It took Hoist in the throat. He was dead before he hit the ground.'

'Damn and blast!' Dietz lifted the wineskin, realised it was empty, and tossed it aside. He'd liked the quiet, com­petent sergeant.

'Commander Haas sent word to Middenheim,' Adelrich added. 'He said Hoist had been a fine soldier and had given his life defending the Empire. The same thing he says about the others we've lost.'

'Hoist deserved better,' Dietz said quietly. 'They should have given him a medal, after all we faced.'

'He wouldn't have worn it anyway,' Alaric pointed out. 'It would have made too much noise clinking against his armour.' All three of them laughed, realising it was true, and felt a little better.

Still, it was with some relief that they watched Sergeant Druber's return, a few hours later. He was carrying supplies, including several fresh wineskins, one of which they appro­priated to toast their fallen friend.

The next morning Alaric and Dietz spoke briefly with Haas, thanking him for his hospitality and catching him up on recent events in the Empire. They had come well provisioned

for their journey, but accepted a wineskin and a few packets of dried fruit and travel bread from Druber anyway, to sup­plement their own fare. Then they left the camp, following the winding path back to the larger pass and turning their backs to the Empire, their horses pointed towards the Border Princes. Adelrich accompanied them until noon before turn­ing back.

'Be careful,' he warned as he said goodbye. 'We've cleared the immediate area of orcs, but they are like rats; there're always more of them lurking somewhere nearby, and if they are lurking, they're likely to be hungry.'

'We'll watch ourselves,' Dietz replied, patting the cross­bow at his side. It had belonged to Fastred Albers, another friend who had died recently, and it reloaded automati­cally. Dietz was sure that the big, generous explorer would have wanted him to have the weapon, and he took good care of it.

'I still expect that drink in Middenheim,' Adelrich said as they clasped hands.

'Definitely,' said Dietz. He waved and kicked his horse forwards, Alaric's steed moving beside his. Within minutes they had rounded a small bend in the pass and Adelrich was gone from view.

They rode in silence for some time, both glancing ner­vously around in case of ambush. The pass was wide enough for ten men to ride abreast, but somehow it felt as if the walls were closing in on them, and the sky seemed to weigh down upon them. The ground was rough, bare stone still jagged despite centuries of travel, and here and there Dietz saw hints of old ruins. For once his companion showed no interest in investigating them, a rare thing indeed.

'I hate these mountains,' Alaric commented finally, hid­ing a faint shudder. 'It's as if they're frowning at me, glowering at me.'

Dietz looked around, studying the high cliffs on either side, and nodded. Too much blood had been spilled here for these peaks to be anything but ominous.

'Let's leave them behind,' he suggested, and spurred his horse into a fast trot. He heard Alaric's mount clattering along behind him, and together they raced towards the far side of the pass and the lands that lay beyond.

'You didn't tell him about the map,' Alaric commented when they slowed their horses an hour or so later. The Black Fire Pass was a hundred miles long so there was little point in tiring out their horses at the start of their trek. Thus far they had encountered nothing worse than a few loose rocks, a few cracks they had been forced to jump and some startled lizards. It was the first thing either of them had said since spurring their horses, but Dietz understood what Alaric meant.

'Didn't see the need,' he admitted, patting his horse's sweat-covered neck. Alaric nodded. He liked Adelrich and trusted him, and knew Dietz did too, but his friend was right. Why go into the story about the map when it wasn't necessary? Besides, the fewer people who knew about it, the better. That was one of the first lessons he had learned in his antiquities classes back at the university. Keep the information to yourself and those who have to know it and you minimise the chances of someone stealing your dis­covery out from under you.

And this could be quite a discovery. They still couldn't read the entire document - lack of care or deliberate malev­olence had destroyed portions of the old parchment. What they could read, however, was fascinating and drew him like a moth to a flame.

'It seems to be a map to an ancient tomb... in the Bor­derlands... famed for... treasures beyond imagining.'

The name was impossible to make out, although Alaric had stared at that portion of the manuscript so many times he felt he could trace its shattered lines in his sleep. What­ever had come before and after was also gone, but this was enough to inflame his curiosity.

A tomb in the Border Princes! He had heard of such things, of course. Several of the university professors had

mentioned such troves and one, Professor Auguste, had even taught a very popular class on ancient tombs. The Border Princes were littered with old ruins, which was not surprising since the stretch of land between the orc and goblin infested Badlands and the Empire had been invaded, conquered, and occupied by at least four different cultures in the past thousand years. At least two of those civilisations had revered their dead enough to bury them in elaborate tombs, along with astounding treasures. Of course, most of those places had been looted long ago, and many of them had been outfitted with a variety of deadly traps to kill any who dared disturb them, but that only made the attempt more exciting.

They had another reason for going. The ancient scroll that accompanied the parchment, the one with the map on it, was also difficult to read but a few landmarks stood out on it. So did the glyphs along the side, which were already far too familiar for Alaric's comfort.

The glyphs matched several of the marks he had seen etched into the Chaos statues they had recently destroyed. Something in or near this tomb bore the mark of Chaos.

Their friend Rolf had died because of those statues, and his son Hralir had passed the two parchments to Alaric, fol­lowing instructions that his stone-carver father had left before his execution. Alaric considered it something of a last request for him to find that tomb, and poetic justice for him to destroy any Chaos taint he found there.

So far as Alaric was concerned, there was no reason for Adelrich to get wrapped up in their problems a second time, and Dietz had evidently felt the same way.

'He might have helped us find it, though,' Alaric pointed out, as much to himself as to his companion. Dietz only grunted in reply. 'After all, we don't know where we're going, exactly. Adelrich might have had some idea, some suggestion on where to start.' The Border Princes was said to be a night­mare to navigate, in part because it was broken into a cascade of petty nations and in part because those miniature king­doms ffequendy changed their borders, and their rulers.

Dietz didn't bother to reply, but the expression on his face told Alaric they were probably thinking the same thing. The scout wasn't the ideal person to show the map to. The real expert had been Renke, the Imperial geographer who had accompanied them to the first two statues and who had been killed by the treacherous Kristoff when Renke suspected his loyalties. This quest could prove equally dangerous. That was another reason they had not told Adelrich about the map. The scout might have insisted upon accompanying them, and Alaric suspected that nei­ther of them could handle causing another friend's death.

'We have the river.' Dietz commented finally. They had puzzled over the map every night during their ride back across the Empire and had finally realised that the wide, wavy line at the bottom was a river. More specifically, it was the Blood River, which separated the Border Princes above from the Badlands below. Not having anything else to go on, Alaric had agreed they should head towards the Blood River and then reorient from there. By that time they'd have been in the Border Princes for several weeks and were more likely to recognise other landmarks from the map.

'I know,' Alaric agreed. 'I just wish we had a clearer idea of the location, and of how long it will take to get there.'

They rode on in silence for a while, allowing the scenery to distract them. The Black Mountains were certainly impressive, their dark peaks towering high above, and the pass itself would have fascinated Alaric at any other time. He spotted definite dwarf architecture several times, the remnants of outposts and forts they had built long ago to defend the entrance to the Old Dwarf Road that ran nearby and led off to the fabled Karaz-a-Karak. In other places he spotted monuments, or what was left of them. They rode past - and twice through - old battlefields, bones and bits of metal and wood still scattered across the bloodstained ground. Once Dietz's sharp eyes spied the remains of a funeral pyre, the blackened wood and ash probably mark­ing the destruction of ores after a major conflict. Alaric felt the itch to explore the sites, but memories of their mission,

and of Rolf, kept him to the pass, as did more practical con­cerns.

Haas was a fine commander and his men had done an excellent job, first destroying the large warband that had threatened to tear through the pass and into the Empire and then mopping up the remaining ores. But the moun­tains were vast and filled with hiding places. The orcs were very good at burrowing into caves and crevices, and even with a force ten times the size Haas would not have been able to find them all. Alaric and Dietz spotted ores moving about several times, and three times orcs spotted them as well. The first time they kicked their horses into motion and galloped away before the handful of ores could descend from the ledge where they perched. The second time, the ores emerged from a cave just off the pass, but Dietz shot the first one in the chest and they safely passed the rest. The third time the orcs appeared almost under­foot, but Alaric had kicked one away and then skewered it with his rapier. Dietz had shot two more, and the rest had backed away just long enough for the horses to break free. They rode hard for an hour before slowing again, but the remaining orcs had not pursued them.

Finally, after almost ten days of travel, Alaric and Dietz reached the end of the Black Fire Pass. Grey cliffs closed in above, the pass narrowing to a single wagon width and then dropping down steeply as the mountains fell away. Both men took deep breaths as they emerged into the lands beyond, enjoying the smell of trees and dirt after so many days surrounded by nothing but rock.

The small village of Munzig stood near the end of the pass. It was little more than a crude trading post with a few ramshackle homes for those who traded there all year round. It had high, sturdy walls, however, and armed guards patrolled them, crossbows and spears in hand. Alaric and Dietz paused long enough to get a few addi­tional supplies, although the prices were so steep they bought sparingly, before heading out again. A few of the

traders had eyed Alaric's fine clothing and handsome sword a little too long and he wanted to put some distance between himself and those men before they decided his finery would look better on them.

Dull brown dirt cloaked the rocks on either side of the pass and stunted bushes clung to them, masking the terrain with sickly greenery. An hour's travel saw the end to the stone altogether. The soil was deep brown and the small bushes were replaced by large, looming trees with dark dull bark and grey-green leaves. The foliage formed a thick canopy overhead, blocking out the light of the sun, which was both a blessing and a curse. The sun was high overhead and they would have been broiling out in the open, but the shade made their surroundings dark, gloomy, and difficult to navigate. A road had been cleared through the forest but the massive trees seemed determined to reclaim that ground. On several occasions, they were forced to step their horses carefully past tangled roots and thick vines, or hack through interwoven branches that hung across the path in a leafy barrier.

'Charming place,' Alaric commented as they picked their way along. 'I cannot imagine why more people do not visit it simply for its natural beauty.'

'Heh?' Dietz hacked at a vine blocking their path and absently swatted away the snake that ducked down from a low-hanging branch. 'Less beauty, more speed.'

Despite their best efforts it was past nightfall by the time they found a place to make camp. The forest had offered several tempting little clearings, but both men had agreed they felt too much like traps, as if the forest was lying in wait for them to drop their defences. The copse they finally selected was really just a cluster of three sad-looking trees amid the denser forest, but there was enough space between them to build a small fire and stretch out and they could see not only the sky but also anyone approach­ing. The forest around them seemed to glower like a put-out old woman who'd been denied what she saw as her rightful reward.

The next morning the sun blazed down on them, the copse's foliage doing little more than adding a flurry of small shadows to the onslaught. Dietz and Alaric blinked against the early morning light as they stoked the fire enough to brew water for tea, ate a quick breakfast, and then dowsed the fire with dirt and gathered their gear and their horses. The sun was still inching its rays across the land, chasing away the shadows, when Alaric and Dietz were up and riding, their horses plunging back into the welcoming shadows of the forest to seek relief from the heat the day promised.

They reached Akendorf three days later.

'Lovely,' Alaric said facetiously, glancing around as they topped the rise and headed down towards the town. 'I can see why people forsake the Empire for this paradise.'

The valley below was narrow and shallow, little more than a long depression in the surrounding hills. The town filled the valley floor and had a sturdy wooden wall ten feet high around it. Gates on both sides stood open, but only a few people were visible near them. The land around the town was clearly given over to farms, their crops forming a patchwork across the valley, the lighter hues standing out against the forests all around. They could just make out the broad ribbon of the Thunder River to the east, its waters separated from the valley by a single ridge of low hills. Enough water trickled through in places to provide decent irrigation, it seemed, and the farms seemed to be prosper­ing.

'Not so bad,' Dietz replied, taking in the sight. Alaric sighed. Dietz was a good man, an excellent companion, and a trusted friend, but despite his upbringing in Mid­denheim he was horribly provincial in some ways. The town below probably didn't even have a decent tavern! Still, they probably had an inn, or at least a farmer willing to rent them his barn for the night. It would certainly beat sleeping on hard-packed dirt and scraggly grass as they had the last few nights.

'Best be wary,' Dietz continued. 'People who flee here are often running from something.'

He was right, of course. They had both heard the stories, although neither of them had been here before. The Border Princes were renowned across the Empire, and not always for the best of reasons. Stories claimed that a man could rise from slavery to kingship here, just on the strength of his own right arm. Certainly some of the local petty tyrants had once been peasants or worse and now ruled lands of their own. Life here was brutal and usually short, and each person was out for himself, willing to kill for power, money, Or simple pleasure. Criminals often fled the Empire and took refuge here, knowing it was not worth the Empire's trouble to send men after them. Some of those vil­lains rose to power here too, carving out realms where they could act out their depravities without restriction - par­adise, indeed.

As they drew closer - for the distance proved greater than they'd realised - Alaric and Dietz could see that the town was of a decent size. It boasted at least three two-storey buildings, all handsomely crafted from mountain stone and aged wood. They saw farmers working in the fields though none of them returned the travellers' friendly nods as they rode past. It never hurt to make a good impression on the locals.

Then, a mile or more from the town gate, they heard a commotion - the sounds of raised voices and of wood on flesh.

'Ah yes,' Alaric said out loud as they followed a bend in the path and discovered a scene laid out before them, 'the bedrock of the civilised world - random senseless violence.'

They saw a man clutching onto a thick wooden fence post, struggling to stay upright. His simple, mud-spattered clothes and the deep tan on his face, neck, and arms sug­gested someone who worked the fields, either a farmer or a farmhand. The eight or nine men who were beating him looked much less wholesome, with their battered mail, dirty cloaks, ragged beards and simple but well-honed

weapons. Two of them were holding the farmer's arms, pry­ing him away from the post, while a third prepared to brain him with a large tree branch.

'Damn and blast!' Dietz was charging before Alaric even realised his friend had moved.

'What the...?' Alaric turned his horse and hurried after his friend, cursing under his breath as he did so. Dietz could be a hard man, but he had a good heart and some­times his moral outrage got the better of him. He was charging the motley crew of warriors, enraged at the notion of so many trained, armed and armoured men attacking a single man. 'Excellent way to meet new people, Dietz,' Alaric muttered under his breath, even as he drew his rapier. Then they were in the thick of things, as always.



CHAPTER TWO



'Leave him be!' Dietz shouted, his hand straying to his crossbow, but then moving past it to the club that hung beyond. There was no sense shooting if he didn't have to. Several of the ruffians turned, hearing his horse's hooves, and shouted as they stumbled back to avoid being tram­pled. Dietz let his horse barrel into the man with the club, knocking him aside like a wind-blown leaf. Then he turned his horse and halted, facing them.

'Pathetic!' Dietz said, the word coming out sharp as a thrown dagger, carrying the weight of his contempt and rage. He'd seen men like these too many times in his life. They were bullies too weak to threaten anyone by them­selves, but high and mighty when in a pack. Somehow the like-minded always found each other, and they grouped together, roving the streets and hills, throwing their collec­tive weight around, terrorising good folk. They were always eager to use violence because they were thrilled to finally have opportunity, and exhilarated to know they could beat someone senseless without getting mauled themselves.

He'd been the victim of gangs like this himself a few times and still bore scars from such encounters. He'd steered clear of some of them afterwards, but he'd paid others back in kind, and he'd sworn not to let another suffer the same fate if he was near enough to offer aid.

The good news was with a pack like this, any show of superior force usually sent them scurrying like rats. His sud­den charge and harsh tone should spook them and put an end to this.

Or not, he thought, as he saw the man he'd felled clam­ber to his feet. The ruffian had dropped his makeshift club and did not bother to retrieve it, drawing a nasty-looking short sword from the scabbard at his side, instead.

'Should have kept on riding, stranger,' the man said, lev­elling his sword at Dietz. 'Mind your own affairs. It'll cost your life, this will.'

'Not likely,' Dietz replied shortly. He kicked out, his boot striking the man solidly in the chest and sending him fly­ing again, while he pulled the club free from its place among his saddlebags and thwacked another ruffian on the head with it.

Two down, seven to go.

His actions only served to enrage the other bullies. Draw­ing swords, axes and maces, they charged his horse, shouting and cursing. It was a lot more resistance than he'd expected.

Nor was the man he'd saved any help. He still hung from the fence post, wide-eyed and apparently frozen with fear. Great.

Fortunately, Dietz had not come alone.

Glouste uncoiled from his shoulder, launching herself at one of the attackers. Her sharp claws latched onto the man's scalp and cheek, eliciting hoarse screams that turned shrill when she clamped tiny, needle-sharp teeth into his left ear. He dropped his sword and grabbed at her desperately, but the quick little tree-fox scurried up over his head and around to the back of his neck, clinging there as she bit down on his other ear. In his panic, the man staggered too close to Dietz,

and a quick kick put him into soothing unconsciousness. Glouste leapt from the bully as he fell, onto Dietz's boot and then up his leg, winding her way around him until she was back on her perch on his shoulder, chattering proudly.

"Yes, very helpful, thank you,' Dietz told her as he clubbed another man.

Four down. Five left.

Unfortunately those five had seen enough to grow wary. They backed away, out of Dietz's range, and circled him, weapons ready. It was clear they were planning to charge him all at once, knowing he could not club them all before at least one reached him. His horse gave him the height advantage but limited his ability to sidestep blows or turn quickly, and his leather jerkin, while sturdy, would not stop a strike by one of those blades. This was not good.

'Pardon me, coming through!' Alaric galloped into the fray, his polite words hanging in the air as his horse ploughed through the remaining ruffians. Alaric laughed with delight at his little ploy, but the rapier in his hand was wielded by a master as it snaked out and removed a short sword from one of the men's grips. Dietz grinned. Some­times his friend had impeccable timing.

"You took a while,' he said, although he was still grinning. Alaric snorted in reply.

'Perhaps if you'd told me you were going to throw your­self into someone else's affairs, I'd have been here sooner.'

The charge had taken out one more ruffian, leaving four still standing, although one of them had lost his blade to Alaric. Those four were angry now, rage driving fear or even caution from their minds, and they leapt at both riders, snarling word­lessly. It was past the time for jokes and playful manoeuvres.

The first bully, the one with the club, rose from Dietz's far side while another ruffian swung at him with a heavy axe. Dietz had already raised his club to block the blow, but the first man advanced towards his exposed side, sword poised for a fatal strike.

There was nothing else Dietz could do. His left hand maintained the block with his club while his right dropped

to his belt. In one smooth motion he drew the long knife there and threw it in a quick sideways arc, the blade gleam­ing as it spun through the air and caught the man in the throat just as his arm pulled back to lunge.

The ruffian toppled, blood spurting from the wound. The other man attacking Dietz shouted, a wordless cry of fear and anger, and Dietz used the distraction to grip his club in both hands, twisting it up to knock the axe aside, and then swivelling it around to catch the man a solid blow to the temple. He toppled with a groan and Dietz glanced around for the rest of the pack.

Alaric had apparently kicked one into another, and the two bullies had fallen in a tangle of limbs and steel. The one on the bottom did not get up but the other rose shak­ily to his feet. A third had attacked Alaric clumsily and the blond nobleman's rapier had made short work of him, since Alaric had reflexively gone for a killing blow to the throat rather than some lesser wound.

That should leave one more, Dietz realised. He glanced around and finally saw the remaining ruffian. He was crouching behind their intended victim, over by the fence post, and was busy setting a bolt into a heavy crossbow that had apparently been waiting there, unnoticed.

'Morr's blood!' Dietz kicked his horse and it responded by leaping into motion, its first steps carrying it almost to the man. The second flurry of hooves struck the bully in the chest and head, and Dietz didn't need to hear the crack of bone to know that this bully would never threaten anyone again.

Alaric had disarmed the remaining man, and rather than attack again the man showed surprisingly good sense. He grabbed his fallen friend and ran off, as did two of the oth­ers. There were two more on the ground, unconscious at the very least, and three fit for burial.

One very frightened former victim, probably a farmer judging by his dirt-stained hands and mud-caked clothes and boots, cowered back from Dietz and Alaric as if they were to take their turn at beating him next.

'Quite invigorating,' Alaric commented, dismounting and wiping his blade on one of the men's cloaks before re- sheathing it. 'You do find ways to keep our trips interesting, don't you?'

'Me?' Dietz started to point out all the times Alaric had got them into trouble, and then stopped. It wasn't worth the time and aggravation. Besides, Alaric was joking, or so he thought.

Instead he dismounted, reclaimed his knife from the dead man's throat, and turned to the farmer.

'Are you all right?'

The man continued to stare, but when Dietz repeated the question he finally nodded. Then at last, rubbing his wrists where the two ruffians had held him, he spoke.

'Shouldn't 'a done that.'

'Well, there's gratitude for you,' Alaric muttered.

Dietz just stared.

'What?'

'Wouldn't 'a killed me,' the man continued, taking a shaky step away from the fence post. 'Just rough me up some.'

'Why?' Dietz asked.

The farmer looked embarrassed. 'Didn't pay,' he admit­ted, shuffling his feet in the trampled, blood-spattered dirt and grass. 'Should'a, but didn't.'

'Why should you have paid?' Alaric asked, leaning for­wards, 'Just to avoid being beaten?'

Taxes,' the man replied, shrugging. 'Gotta pay 'em. I was going to pay next week.' He glanced around quickly, and Dietz didn't need words to know what the man was think­ing now: How am I going to pay enough to make up for this?

'So these men,' Alaric asked, 'they were not mere bullies or brigands?'

The farmer actually laughed at that, showing a few bro­ken teeth. 'Bullies, sure,' he agreed, more relaxed now that he'd decided he wasn't in immediate danger from the two strangers, 'but they ain't no brigands.' He pointed towards

one of the fallen men, and nudged the body with one foot, indicating the large brass-buckled bracer the man wore on his left forearm. The same bracer, Dietz realised, that all the ruffians had worn, almost like a uniform.

The farmer continued speaking, words that Dietz had begun to suspect and fear but could not stop: 'They're the town guard.'

'Ah, excellent,' Alaric said with a sigh. 'A fine welcome indeed.'

'How was 1 to know?' Dietz protested again. They had left the farmer with a few gold coins to help cover not only his taxes but also any punishment he might receive for the recent events. Although, truth to tell, he wasn't to blame for that. Any sensible man would see that the farmer had merely been the cause of the violence, not its instigator. No, the ones responsible for the death of at least three town guards were the two strangers who were riding towards Akendorf as quickly as their horses could carry them. They had no choice, the valley was the only way to continue south and the town was the only way through, unless they wanted to trample through the surrounding farmlands. That would not only slow them down, it would leave them exposed to anyone watching. Besides, why would anyone go that route instead of through the town unless they had something to hide? Their best option was to get to and through Akendorf quickly, before anyone found out what had happened.

'No way,' Alaric admitted. He shook his head. 'Even if it had been bandits, as you thought, why interfere? They would have beaten him up, taken whatever money he had, and left. End of story. Everyone still alive.'

'You don't know that,' Dietz protested. They might have killed him!' He couldn't believe Alaric was suggesting they turn a blind eye to such things.

Apparently Alaric couldn't either. 'I know,' he said after a second's pause. 'You're right, we couldn't just stand by, but now we're heading straight for a town filled with guards

whose fellows we have just killed. Not the ideal way to enter a region, would you say?'

Dietz didn't bother to respond. He just spurred his horse on.

They reached Akendorf's north gate, a large gap carved into the stout wall of rough logs that tapered to crude points up above. A pair of sturdy doors stood open, guards standing at either side. Several more guards stood above, evidently on a catwalk behind the wall, their weapons aimed casually down at the approaching travellers. Alaric and Dietz slowed their horses as they approached, keeping their hands in plain sight of the guards.

'What is your business here?' one of the guards shouted as they neared, swinging his crossbow towards them.

'Just passing through,' Alaric replied easily. The guard nodded and stepped aside for them to pass by, and Dietz followed his friend into the city.

'Perhaps they haven't returned yet,' Alaric said too softly for the guards to hear, although his tone suggested he was not going to rely upon that.

Dietz nodded and clucked at his horse, guiding it along the narrow street. Up close and within the walls, Akendorf was even bigger than it had seemed before, a substantial town that might have expanded further if the valley had allowed it. Buildings lined the street, wooden signs over­head proclaiming the businesses within, and people thronged the hard-packed dirt street, some selling wares from carts and small stands while others shopped or sim­ply moved from place to place. Several stopped to stare at the strangers, but no one barred their path except a few urchins asking for loose coins and a man offering them the finest in food and drink if they would just follow him.

Alaric refused the last offer with a heavy sigh. So there was a decent tavern here, possibly even an inn. It was too bad they could not stay to sample its wares.

They kept riding, instead, navigating through the crowd as they worked their way across the town. This was the

main road and would have been wide enough for two or even three wagons across if it wasn't for the people and horses and carts everywhere. It was a teeming throng of humanity, and Alaric longed to lose himself in it for a few moments, soaking up the sights and sounds and smells. Akendorf was hardly Nuln or Middenheim, or his beloved Altdorf, but it was the largest settlement they'd seen for weeks and held many of the luxuries they'd forgone on their journey.

Alas, they would have to forgo them for a while longer yet.

As they rode, both men kept glancing around, both to see their way through the crowd and to look for more of the town guard. Several were in evidence, men in a variety of armour and carrying what must be personal weapons, but they were all marked by the same heavy bracers on their left arms. A few of the guards nodded at Alaric and Dietz, but seemed to be doing no more than greeting the newcomers and letting their own presence be noted. Alaric and Dietz both nodded back every time, half-expecting each guard to shout for them to halt and relieved when that did not occur.

'Perhaps we did outrun them,' Alaric suggested quietly as the south gate came into view. 'We did not see horses, after all.'

Dietz merely grunted. Alaric knew his friend was too pragmatic to relax until they were well beyond the town, but he had begun to feel a bit more cheerful. The gate was not far ahead and they would be through it soon. Surely they were safe now?

He always remembered too late that thinking such thoughts usually got him into trouble.

The first hint was the wave of sound that washed over them from the rear. The street was filled with noise already, people talking and haggling, and animals snorting and chewing and clomping along. But this was a discreet thing, a sudden shift in the voices from mixed emotions to fear, anger, and even grief. Here and there they caught a few words from the tumult:

'...guards dead...'

'.. .strangers attacked them.

'...no reason...'

'...Rillian's own son...'

'.. .said it was two men on horses...'

'.. .blond and fancy.

'.. .lean and weathered...'

'That's them!'

Alaric had no idea whether the last shout had come from a guard or merely a resident, but the result was immediate. People turned to stare at them, a collective gasp rose from the crowd, and everyone backed away.

'Run!' Dietz suggested quietly. Alaric had had the same idea and was already spurring his horse back into a gallop. The two mounts leapt forwards side-by-side, racing down the suddenly cleared street towards the gate that waited so invitingly up ahead: the gate that guards were already rushing to close.

'Stand aside!' Alaric shouted, drawing his rapier even though he knew it would not do much good. He was too far away to strike at the guards and his blade was not meant for use from a galloping horse. Strong as it was, the blade that Todbringer had given him would snap from the impact. He only hoped that waving it about would at least menace the guards into ducking back long enough for them to pass.

Fortunately Dietz had a better idea. The older man drew the crossbow at his side, levelled it, and fired. Then he fired again, the mechanisms within raising a fresh bolt into the groove automatically. He fired a third bolt, each one strik­ing not flesh but wood, the wood of the gate, where men had rushed to push it shut. The guards leapt back as the first bolt thunked solidly into the gate and wisely kept their hands to themselves as the next two bolts hit as well. Alaric knew his friend was a fair shot, but he also knew that no one could be expected to hit a target from a galloping horse. The guards didn't know that though, and he was glad that they were erring on the side of caution.

The gate had been pushed partially closed already but it did not close any further, and Alaric raced through it,

followed closely by Dietz, who swivelled in his saddle, to keep the crossbow trained on, first the men by the gate and then the men stationed above it. One of the guards fired a crossbow of his own, the bolt narrowly missing Alaric's cheek. Dietz loosed three more bolts, the third one chipping wood from the logs mere inches from where the guard stood, and the man did not make a second attempt.

Then they were out of range, at least of crossbows. The valley stretched before them and beyond it the farmland faded and the forest beckoned.

They kept riding, forcing their horses to maintain the gal­lop for as long as possible. Surely Akendorfs ruler, the Rillian they had heard mentioned, would send mounted guards after them. Their only chance lay in maintaining their lead.

Once out of the valley Dietz turned his horse sharply west and led Alaric off into the trees on the opposite side from the river. They slowed out of necessity, both because the horses were slathered in sweat and because it was too dangerous to ride full-speed through an unfamiliar forest, but they continued moving for several more hours before finally halting beside a narrow stream.

'I think we lost them,' Alaric said quietly, and after a moment Dietz nodded.

'We'll stick to the trees for a while,' he said, 'just to be safe.' Then he dismounted and began rubbing down his horse.

Alaric did the same. 'The one with the club must have been the mayor's son,' he said after a while. 'He seemed like the leader.'

'Would have been a lousy mayor,' Dietz pointed out. Alaric nodded. Yes, the man had all the earmarks of a clas­sic tyrant: crude, violent and not too bright. The town was probably better off without him.

'I would have liked to have tried the wine, though,' Alaric said with a sigh. Dietz tossed him a wineskin from his horse and Alaric caught it and took a long drink, but of course it wasn't the same.





CHAPTER THREE



Crack!

Alaric shifted and peered about blearily. 'What was that?'

'What?'

'I heard something.'

'It's the wind. Go to sleep.' Dietz's slurred words indi­cated he was still mostly asleep himself.

'It wasn't the wind/ Alaric insisted. 'It sounded like a branch breaking.'

'Then it was a branch. Go to sleep.'

'Who would be breaking branches in the middle of the night? Doesn't that seem odd to you?'

Dietz paused for a moment before responding, and Alaric thought he might have fallen asleep again. Then his friend spat out a single word, 'Animals.'

'In the middle of the night?'

'Night animals.'

'Oh.'

'Go to sleep.'

'Fine.' Alaric lay back down and closed his eyes, trying to ignore his own misgivings.

Crack!

'Up!'

Alaric blinked. 'But you just said-'

'Up! Now!'

Alaric took the command literally and leapt to his feet, which proved to be a good thing. The space his head had occupied on the ground was suddenly beneath a hairy paw. A paw that was followed immediately by another, as a large wolf leapt into their campsite. Its fur was matted, its claws gnarled, its mouth open and slavering, and its eyes were glittering in the last embers of the fire. But the wolf wasn't what held their eyes. No, what really demanded their atten­tion was the figure mounted on the wolf, swinging a heavy war axe. Alaric ducked just in time.

A goblin wolf rider!

Dietz had heard tales of such creatures, of course. They roamed the Empire as well as the Border Princes, although not as frequently or in such large numbers. They were gob­lins who had tamed wolves, or at least broken them enough to use them as savage steeds, and ride the wild canines in raids and battles. Now, a wolf and his rider had invaded their camp, the animal's jaws snapping at Alaric while the burly goblin readied his axe for another swing.

Unfortunately, one of the things Dietz had heard was that wolf riders never travelled alone.

He grabbed his crossbow and fired, putting a bolt through the first goblin's left eye. Then he spun and crouched just in time to avoid losing his face to a second wolf as it sailed into the tiny clearing. The goblin on its back had a spiked club and Dietz blocked the blow with the crossbow stock. The solid wood took the hit without splintering, but the force sent a shiver through his arms.

A third wolf circled them, growling, its rider shouting something in the harsh goblin tongue, while at least one more prowled beyond. Fortunately they had selected a site within a small cluster of trees, boulders and low bushes, and

the other beasts could not reach them. The horses were teth­ered within the trees and were snorting their terror, but the wolf riders ignored them. There would be time enough to handle the mounts once the men were no longer a threat.

Except that Dietz intended to remain a threat for a very long time, and so did Alaric. The younger man had used the first goblin's fall to distract its wolf long enough for his rapier to stab it through the eye and into the brain. The beast had collapsed, as dead as its rider, and provided an additional barrier blocking the other wolf riders from reaching them.

Alaric took advantage of that, sheathing his rapier and drawing his crossbow from his saddlebags. It was not a self- loading model like Dietz's, but he slipped a bolt into place quickly enough and paused to aim before firing. The bolt took the third wolf rider in the chest, knocking him out of his saddle. His wolf launched itself furiously towards the clearing, jaws snapping, and clambered over its fallen pack mate. It could not have made the climb while burdened with a rider, but the awkward scramble slowed it long enough for Alaric to drop his crossbow, grab the axe the first goblin had dropped, and swing it. He was not familiar with the heavy weapon and the attack was clumsy, but the wolfs own momentum imbedded the heavy blade in its skull and it collapsed, still trying to bite even as it died.

Dietz had blocked a second blow from his opponent but could not move back far enough to fire his crossbow with­out getting mauled in the process. He drew a knife instead, plunging it into the goblin's neck while mace and crossbow were locked together. The first stroke tore a deep bloody wound, but it did not slow the goblin, so Dietz withdrew the knife and stabbed again. This time he hit a vital spot and blood fountained forth, the goblin dropping its mace to clutch at its throat. The creature turned its mount, trying to flee the battle, and Dietz stepped back far enough to get a clear shot at the wolfs head, putting a crossbow bolt through its skull and dropping both wolf and rider in a heap as they leapt to apparent safety.

He fired at another rider, hitting it in the shoulder, and Alaric took a shot at a fourth, also winging it. That was evi­dently enough to persuade the wolf riders that this would not be an easy kill, and they retreated, leaving their dead behind as they vanished into the forest's gloom.

'I told you I heard something,' Alaric pointed out as he cleaned his blade and tugged his cloak out from under a wolf carcass. 'Now it smells of wet dog,' he complained, adjusting the cloak over his shoulders.

'At least you're alive to wear it,' Dietz pointed out. They spent some time retrieving usable bolts from the bodies. There was no sense wasting them, especially when they couldn't be sure of finding more any time soon. Alaric also found a handsome lady's ring, gold with a small pink pearl, in one goblin's ear and took it, pouring wine over it to clean it before wrapping it up and putting it in his belt pouch. The goblins had a few coins on them as well, no doubt taken from previous victims and kept for their shine, and Dietz took them, reasoning that the wolf riders owed them for disturbing their rest.

Then, since there was no chance of going back to sleep and they had no desire to remain among the corpses, Alaric and Dietz saddled the horses and set out again.

Akendorf was almost a week behind them. Any pursuit on the part of the town guard had long since ended, but they still kept off the roads to be safe. The land was heavily forested, although not as dark or gloomy as the first stretch past the mountains. They could see the World's Edge Mountains looming up to the far left, the vast mountain range forming the eastern border of both the Border Princes and the Badlands and effectively cutting the continent in two. The Thunder River had merged into the Skull River, which ran along to their immediate left, its fast- moving current providing a pleasant accompaniment to their horses' hoof beats as they rode.

Alaric had suggested taking a boat downriver, for the Skull was wide enough to be navigable and boats plied the water from just below its juncture with the Thunder to the

Blood River itself, but Dietz had pointed out the problem with that notion.

'No regular travel,' he explained, and Alaric interpreted his friend's typically terse statement and realised he was right. This wasn't the Empire. The Border Princes were still wild, and the various rulers fought one another constantly. The river was wide enough to allow boats, yes, but no one wanted the risk of maintaining such vessels. They might see fishing boats here and there but few would venture beyond their immediate area. It just wasn't safe for them.

Besides, he reasoned, river travel might make it difficult to follow the map. It indicated that the tomb was some­where above the Blood River, but how far above it? They could travel all the way down, only to learn that they should have turned westward several days earlier. At least they wouldn't pass it by so quickly if they were on horse­back.

Every night when they camped, Alaric took out both parchments: the map and the document describing it, and puzzled over them until it was too dark to read them prop­erly. He had made some progress, both through careful examination of the worn markings and several educated guesses.

'It is Nehekharan,' he announced one night, looking up from the map to beam at Dietz. 'It must be!'

'Nehekharan?' Dietz shook his head. 'I thought they were desert people.'

'Nehekhara is a desert, yes,' Alaric explained, shifting into lecture mode as he often did, 'but the Nehekharan Empire was once the greatest civilisation in the world. They con­quered and occupied most of the nations we know today, including the Border Princes. I believe it was Amen- emhetum the Great, back in-'

'You're sure this tomb is one of theirs?' Dietz interrupted. He wasn't in the mood to hear ancient history.

'Fairly certain, yes,' Alaric admitted. 'It makes sense. The Border Princes have been held by many different civilisa­tions, including both the Nehekharans and the Arabyans.

Both cultures revere their dead and build elaborate tombs and memorials in their honour.' He paused, waiting, and finally Dietz sighed.

Why isn't this an Araby tomb, then?' he asked, knowing his friend had been waiting for just that question.

'Ah, you see, that is the really interesting part.' Alaric's eyes lit with excitement. He was a good enough fellow, and an excellent companion and employer, but he got far too worked up over musty old details that no one but scholars would ever care to hear. Dietz tuned out the rest of the explanation, about how the tomb's entrance, marked clearly on the map, showed it had to be Nehekharan because the direction was all wrong for an Araby memorial, owing to their different cultural beliefs about facing or shielding from the sun and on and on and on. Eventually Alaric ran down, as Dietz had known he would.

'Any idea whose it is?' he asked, both to fill the silence and because he actually wanted to know the answer.

'No idea,' Alaric admitted cheerfully. The name is too worn away or defaced to read on the manuscript, and it isn't men­tioned on the map.' He frowned. 'Actually, I heard once that they didn't mention their dead by name, something about it calling the soul back to this world and delaying or even ruin­ing its journey to the next phase of existence.' He pointed at several marks on the map. This talks about the tomb's occu­pant, though. If I'm reading it correctly he was a great war leader, although there is also a word that usually denotes a king. He could have been both, of course, a war leader and king, or a war leader who became a king.'

'What about those?' Dietz stabbed a finger towards the strange, scratchy marks along the side, being careful not to actually touch them. True, they were only ink on parch­ment here, but he'd seen what similar marks could do, and there was no sense in risking it.

'I haven't been able to decipher them yet,' Alaric replied, "but at least one of those marks appears not only here and on the statues but on the mask as well.' He frowned. 'If only I had the mask here,' he added pointedly, 'I could tell for certain.'

They'd had this argument several dmes before, and Dietz suspected they would have it several more times in the near future. When they had decided to follow the map Alaric had planned to bring the mask with him so he could study it more closely. Dietz had pointed out that this was a bad idea.

'It's valuable,' he had said, 'and rare, maybe even unique.'

'I know,' Alaric had replied, 'that's precisely why I need to study it.'

'We're going into the Border Princes,' Dietz had pointed out. 'Bandits, ores, mutants: you want to bring the mask there? You'll lose it.'

'I won't lose it,' Alaric had protested. 'I'm very careful with things!'

'I meant someone would take it from you,' Dietz had clar­ified, 'and then it'd be gone forever.'

'Oh.' He'd thought that might work. Alaric was confident, sometimes too confident, in his own abilities, but the thought of losing such a precious item gave him pause.

'What should I do with it, then?' he'd demanded after a moment, 'Leave it with the innkeeper until we return?' Dietz had repressed a smile. If Alaric was considering alter­natives he had already conceded the point.

Dietz had already had an answer for that. 'Give it back to Hralir,' he'd suggested. Rolf s son had held it for them once already and would keep it safe a second time.

After a few additional protests Alaric had finally agreed, and they had left the mask, still in the box Rolf had placed it in, with Hralir. The carpenter had promised to put it somewhere safe and not to let anyone near it but them. Dietz knew he would keep the promise.

Alaric had of course sketched the runes on the mask before handing it over, but he continued to grouse about the difference between his drawings and the original mark­ings.

'Should have done better drawings, then?' was Dietz's standard reply.

Unfortunately, puzzling over the map and the runes were not the only things on Alaric's mind. As they continued their journey his dreams were occupied by other thoughts, images and events he wished he could put behind him.

The first night after leaving Middenheim, he had dreamed. In that dream he had been back in the chamber beneath the city, watching Kristoff and his cultists complete their foul ceremony. The statue had stood undamaged in the chamber's centre, directly beneath the large circular grating through which blood had poured from the witch hunters' execution stands up above. The statue was as repulsive and horribly fascinating, towards the end, as it had ever been, its shifting surface covered in blood, its stone features writhing and pulsing like a monstrous heart.

This time he and Dietz were not there to interfere. This time the statue remained upright as the curtain of blood fell, enveloping it, and the statue began to glow, just as it had before, that glow spreading around it to form a wide disc with the statue at the centre. The statue flared into a strange dark-light, disappearing from view, and somehow that light created the illusion of depth, as if the disc were a cone, a tunnel connecting this plane to another far away.

That was exactly what it was. For in the centre of that disc, at the tunnel's far end, something moved, and came closer.

Alaric had shrieked and bolted upright as the daemon began once more to emerge.

Dietz was on his feet in an instant, crossbow in hand, but had relaxed slightly when he saw Alaric sitting there, star­ing sightlessly into the banked fire.

'A nightmare,' Alaric had assured his friend, 'just a night­mare.'

'Not surprising,' Dietz had replied, setting the crossbow back down and handing Alaric a water skin instead. 'After all we've faced, it's a wonder we can sleep at all.'

Dietz was right, of course. They had fought Chaos cultists, destroyed Chaos relics, encountered a true daemon in the flesh - at least partially - and survived. It was amaz­ing they were still sane, let alone able to sleep. A few

nightmares were a small price to pay for the good they'd done and the evil they'd averted.

That didn't stop him from screaming himself awake sev­eral times on their journey. For each time he dreamed he was back in that chamber as the daemon neared the end of the tunnel, and Alaric knew that if it stepped forth, through that statue, into this world, it would claim his soul as its own.

Something told him that part would not be a dream.

Ever since the battle with the cultists, ever since he had carelessly looked up and locked gazes with the daemon, ever since he had been so close to the creature, Alaric had felt a strange sensation. It was like the prickle of feeling watched, but different. This was more internal, as if the eyes upon him were not physical, as if they were peering into his very soul. It was a feeling he could not shake, and it made him jittery, jumping at sounds and starting at shadows. Dietz did not snap at him, however. The older man under­stood.

Two weeks later they reached the base of the Skull River. They had passed several small tributaries, all coming east from the mountains, but on their side the way had remained clear, or clear of waterways, at least. The land had been littered with ruins, some recent and others far older.

One had been the burnt-out remains of a farmhouse, the blackened wood still warm to the touch and the ground still saturated in places with blood. Not all of the blood had been human.

Another had been a tower of some sort, the foundation built from stones made perfectly square and almost silk- smooth. Little of the building remained above the foundation, although a few of the upper blocks littered the area, all covered in moss and half-buried beneath brambles and thorn bushes. Alaric had wanted to linger, but had set­tled for sketching down the marks he had found carved into the top of each block, and drawing the foundation's general design.

The land was soft and marshy, the bank of the Skull low and easily overrun during heavy rains. Tall, tough grass grew everywhere, interspersed with reeds near the river, and no trees shielded them from the warm midday sun. Sting­ing insects, drawn to the warm, damp climate, were everywhere, and Dietz was forced to add green wood to the fire each night. The smoke made them cough, but at least it kept the bugs at bay.

They had only seen a few people since leaving Akendorf behind. The first had been a hunter of some sort, judging by the longbow on his back, and he had clearly seen them but had not returned their nod or greeting. He had disap­peared into the taller rushes of the bank when they had drawn closer, and they had not pursued him.

The other people had been a small merchant train, per­haps twenty strong, their heavy covered wagons staying far to the west of the river and its soft ground. Guards armed with crossbows had ridden before and behind, and had lev­elled their weapons at Alaric and Dietz when they had waved hello. The caravan had not slowed but one guard rode out to speak with them and inquire about any dangers that lurked in the direction from which they had come. Alaric warned them of the wolf riders and the guard gave him a silver coin as payment for the information. He had also told them they had come from Zenres and then Tengey, and that the land was quiet.

'Prince Levrellian keeps a tight grip on his lands,' the guard said, although it was hard to know whether he meant it as a compliment or a warning. He had returned to the caravan after that, and Alaric and Dietz had continued on their way. They suspected Zenres was the large town, really a small city, that they had first sighted a few days back, but the Skull River was far too wide to cross without a boat and they had decided to stay on this side of the water for as long as possible.

They had not been attacked since the wolf riders, even though Dietz had seen shadows moving among the trees and later in the tall grass, more than once. Each time he

had hefted his crossbow in what he hoped was a menacing fashion, and the shadows had faded away.

Now they stared at the spot, not far ahead, where the Skull River met the River Starnak and the two continued down towards the Blood River. Both were large rivers in their own rights, and swift-moving, but here their currents merged seamlessly, only a little spray and a touch of churned white indicating where the two became one. The result was a wider but equally fast Starnak, which ran south until it was swal­lowed by the massive Blood River. The Blood River in turn widened into the Black Gulf that led to the Tilean Sea.

Alaric and Dietz paused for a moment to take in the scene and ponder their options. They would have to cross somewhere, either by fording the Skull River and staying to the combined river's east side or by crossing the Starnak and venturing west into the Varenka Hills.

'We should stay east,' Alaric decided after consulting the map again. 'The Blood River runs below and a little west of the tomb, judging from this. If we head into the hills we'll be too far to the west.'

Dietz agreed, and they rode at a leisurely walk to the juncture of the rivers. A small fishing town sat there and it was an easy enough matter to hire one of the locals to take them and their horses to the town on the far side in his wide, flat-bottomed fishing boat.

'Tengey, that is,' the man said when they asked. It was all he said during the hour-long crossing, which was fine. Alaric was busy studying the map again and Dietz was star­ing at the town as it grew nearer.

Tengey was a fair size, and the side facing the river had only low stone walls so he could see much of the town as they approached. Long wooden piers stuck out into the water, each supported by rows of thick poles sunk deep into the riverbed, and boats of all sizes were tethered there or anchored nearby. Dietz tried not to shudder as he thought about taking one of those craft down the river. At least with this crossing he could see the far side the whole time, so the terror was lessened.

He could see sturdy wood and stone buildings past the docks, and what looked like a central market as well. They'd probably find fresh produce there, sold by the farm­ers who worked the lands nearby. That was something to look forward to, since they had been making do with the dried meat and hard bread Haas had given them, and with whatever fish or small game they could catch each day.

Their boat reached the docks and Dietz leapt out before it was fully tied down. He hated the feel of the water beneath him. It was far better to stand on properly fastened planks, than in some flimsy shell tossed about by the cur­rents. Alaric followed behind, the amused look on his face showing he knew all too well the source of Dietz's hurry. They had paid the fisherman in advance and once they had led their horses onto the dock he pushed off again, not even waving a farewell, but then he probably did this so often that a few more travellers were nothing to remark upon.

'Ah, civilisation at last,' Alaric said, rubbing his hands together happily. He shot an arch look at his companion. 'Do you think we can stay in this one long enough to have a drink, at least? And perhaps some decent food?'

Dietz only growled in reply. Alaric's laughter followed him as he led their horses towards the market that he had spied from the river.

The market was exactly as Dietz had guessed it would be from his earlier glimpse. It was set up in the town square, an aptly named area between a small temple and several other important-looking buildings. People had set up stands, stalls and long tables and were offering produce, prepared food, drinks, and a variety of crafted goods. The prices were far better than they had seen in Munzig, as was the quality, competition keeping anyone from charging too much or from offering inferior goods. Dietz bought some sort of round green fruit, similar to a small apple but crisper and not as tart, to munch as he walked, and a small round of cheese, a strand of sausages and several small

loaves of bread to store in his saddlebags. Alaric sampled a drink from one merchant and, delighted with the sweet, fruity taste, bought three wineskins, one of which he and Dietz passed back and forth.

They were beginning to enjoy themselves when Dietz turned from examining a box of tubers to find himself star­ing down a crossbow. The man holding it wore serviceable mail, a plain cloak, and a red tunic marked with a large black V in the fancy cursive script of the Tileans.

'Come along quietly,' the man, obviously a guard of some sort, said. 'No trouble and you stay breathing.'

'Sounds fair,' Dietz replied. He could see that another guard had accosted Alaric and two more waited just beyond on horseback. Dietz was marched back to his horse, where the guard disarmed him while the two mounted warriors kept their weapons fixed upon him. Alaric was next. Heavy ropes were tied around their necks, the other ends fastened securely to a guard's saddle, and after they'd remounted shorter lengths were used to bind their wrists behind them.

Dietz had to admire the concept. He could spur his horse on, but he'd hang himself in the process. This way the guards weren't slowed by escorting prisoners on foot, but didn't have to worry about an escape. The mounted guards led the way through town, forcing Alaric and Dietz to fol­low by the simple means of tugging their ropes, while the guards with crossbows flanked them on foot.

'May I ask why we have earned such a noble escort?' Alaric asked after they had left the market and were making their way down the main street. If being trussed like meat headed for the slaughterhouse bothered him he gave no indication.

'Shut up,' the guard to his side replied. 'You'll find out when we get there.'

'Get where?' Dietz asked, noticing that the town's outer wall and front gate had just come into view. They were heading right for it, and the guards there nodded and waved them through. The two guards behind them paused long enough to mount horses before catching up, and all six moved on together.

'Zenres.' another guard answered. 'Prince Levrellian wants to see you.'

'Well.' Alaric said, glancing at the wineskin he'd bought in the market, which now hung from a guard's saddle, 'at least we got that drink this time.'





CHAPTER FOUR



It took them six days to reach Zenres. The four guards, whose names they learned were Armin, Klaus, Matthias and Wim, were efficient and took no chances. The ropes around Alaric's and Dietz's necks never came off, but were transferred from saddle horn to low-lying branch when they camped each night. Their hands remained bound and at night their feet were bound as well. The guards rarely spoke to or even acknowledged them, although Armin and Klaus kept up a running conversation together and baited Matthias mercilessly. None of them could cook worth a damn, not that it mattered much since they only gave the prisoners water and stale bread.

Taking too long to get up in the morning or dismount in the evening earned a cuff to the head or a jab to the ribs, not vicious but certainly not friendly, and both Alaric and Dietz were tired, dirty, hungry, thirsty and bruised within days. At least the countryside was calm and pretty, the ground more solid on this side of the Skull River and the foliage more trees and crops and less marsh grass, and the

weather was pleasant, warm with a cooling breeze off the river.

Then they reached Zenres and everything took a turn for the worse.

The city itself was pleasant enough. It was easily twice the size of Tengey despite not having as ideal a location, and the walls around it were high and strong. A dozen guards waited for them at the front gates and took the two for­eigners from their four recent travelling companions. Matthias cuffed Alaric one last time as a parting gesture. Alaric and Dietz were led down several side streets to an imposing stone building that looked like either a court­house or a prison.

Judging from the cell they were tossed into, Alaric guessed it was the latter.

'A bit nicer than the last cell we spent time in, at least,' he said to Dietz, trying to lighten the mood. It wasn't true, actually. The last time they'd been thrown in prison, back in Middenheim, the cell had been dark and dank and filthy. This one did not seem any better. The floor was hard- packed dirt, or at least he guessed that's what it was through the layers of grime and blood and other old bodily fluids. The walls were rough stone and almost as dirty, and what little straw still covered the floor was rotted and slick to the touch. They had been searched thoroughly upon arrival and had been left their shirts and trousers but not their boots, which meant that Alaric knew for certain how the straw felt against bare flesh. At least the heavy wooden door had a barred opening, which allowed them air and some light. Alaric did his best to concentrate on that while he wondered what punishment was planned for whatever crimes they were supposed to have committed.

He didn't have to wait long to find the answers to those questions. Less than an hour after they arrived, Alaric heard a door open and then footsteps. He stepped back from the door and Dietz rose beside him as the sound grew louder, finally stopping before their door. There was a clanking of keys, a loud grating sound, and then the door opened.

Several guards stepped into the small cell, two of them with cocked crossbows. Those two moved to the corners, covering Alaric and Dietz as three more guards filed in. Behind them was a man wearing a similar tabard but it was black-trimmed and he wore it over finer mail. He had a close-cropped beard, black with a few strands of silver, and his hair was equally short but more salt-and-pepper. His face was broad and bored and he barely glanced at Alaric and Dietz before nodding to the men beside him. One of the guards, a heavyset man with a broken nose and a ring of keys on his belt, took command. 'All right, you two,' he barked, 'move it!'

Alaric and Dietz were marched out of the cell and down the hall. They were led up a flight of stairs, which Alaric took to be a good sign; torture chambers were usually found in dungeons for some reason, not in airy upper rooms. He'd never understood that one, actually. He would have thought that if he was going to be doing something messy and tedious, he'd want a room with some ventila­tion and a bit of light. Perhaps it was the noise people worried about, though.

They walked down a wide hall with white-washed walls and floors of rough tile. Finally they stopped at a set of wide, polished wood doors. The man in the black-bordered tabard, who Alaric took to be a guard captain, knocked once and the doors swung inward, opened by a pair of guards. Again, everything felt eerily familiar. After their last prison sojourn Alaric and Dietz had been escorted into Todbringer's throne room and, unless Alaric missed his guess, that was exactly the sort of place they were entering now.

The room was nowhere near as impressive, of course, since this was only a small kingdom in the Border Princes and that had been the court of the Elector Count of both Middenheim and Middenland, one of the most powerful men in the Empire. Alaric supposed it would seem impos­ing to the locals, however, with its slate floor and wood-plank walls. Thick white-plastered pillars ran down

either side, and a single tall window marked the far end of the room, light streaming through the real stained glass to cast pools of colour upon the dais below. A throne was set there, really nothing more than a large, heavy wooden chair with thick crimson cushions. A man, presumably the Lev- rellian that Alaric had heard mentioned, sat on the throne awaiting their approach. He tapped his fingers idly on the chair arms as the guards shoved Alaric and Dietz forward, using the crossbows to propel the two along. A few other men - most likely courtiers - stood between the dais and the far columns, watching the small party approach and talking quietly.

As they closed the distance Alaric studied Levrellian who was, in turn, studying them. The prince was slender and seemed to be of medium height, although it was hard to be sure with him slouching in his chair. His features were plain, nose and chin both a little narrow, and he had dusky skin and the oily brown hair that suggested Tilean ancestry. His clothes made up for his uninspiring features. He wore a handsome crimson velvet doublet and fine black trousers, with a fur-trimmed cape around his shoulders and match­ing boots upon his feet. He wore a heavy gold ring, set with a ruby, on his right hand, a slightly smaller ring with a black stone on his left, and a thick gold chain bearing a dia­mond hung around his neck. An ornate crown, gold with gems at each point, encircled his head and made him look very much a king. It was an excellent presentation, Alaric thought.

Who have we here, then?' Levrellian asked when the guards finally brought Alaric and Dietz to a halt a few paces from the dais.

'These are the men brought from Tengey, my liege,' one of the guards replied.

A pained look crossed the man's face, although it was gone in an instant. 'I meant, what are their names, you fool,' he said, his voice little more than a hiss. Alaric's blood ran cold. Men generally came in two sorts. When angry they either turned to fire and passionate rage or to ice and

calm malevolence. Levrellian was clearly the latter type, and in Alaric's experience they were the more dangerous.

'I don't know, my liege,' the guard replied. 'We didn't ask.'

Again that pained look, although this time it left behind a glance of irritation. 'Never mind,' Levrellian told the guard. 'Who are you, and what are you doing in my king­dom?' he demanded, turning his dark, shrewd eyes towards Alaric and Dietz.

'Alaric von Jungffeud, at your service, your majesty,' Alaric stated grandly, bowing as best he could with his hands bound. This is my associate, Dietrich Froebel.' Dietz nodded. 'As for our presence here, we are merely travellers, passing through.'

'Indeed?' The prince smiled; a slow, unpleasant expres­sion. 'And which way did you enter our domain, Herr von Jungfreud?'

Alaric considered lying but decided against it. If Levrel­lian knew anything about their trip, lying about it would only make them look guilty of whatever he thought they had done. 'We arrived from the Empire, your majesty,' he answered, 'by way of the Black Fire Pass. From there we travelled down along the Skull River until we reached its end and ferried across to Tengey. It was there your guards found us and escorted us here to your fair capital.'

'Nicely put,' Levrellian congratulated him, 'but tell me, did you stop anywhere along the way? Say, in Akendorf?' The last word had the crack of a whip behind it, and the prince leaned forwards, his face eager. In his eyes Alaric saw the look he'd seen in his youth when one of his cousins, an avid hunter, had been about to spring a trap on some unsuspecting animal.

'I believe we did pass through a town of that name,' Alaric replied as casually as he could. 'It is difficult to keep all the names straight after a while.'

'Oh, you would remember this one,' Levrellian replied nastily. 'After all, I'm sure it's not every town where you slaughter a dozen men, including the mayor's own heir!'

'Slaughtered a dozen? What!' Dietz had been silent until now, no surprise given his natural taciturnity and his

tendency to let Alaric take the lead in conversation, but this proved too much for him. 'More like defended an unarmed man against a pack of nine!'

'Ah, I see.' The prince leaned back and stroked his chin, a smug smile on his face. 'Obviously my cousin was mis­taken when he sent me the details.' Alaric's face must have given away his surprise, for Levrellian pounced on it. 'Oh yes, didn't I mention? The mayor there, Rillian, is my kin, and so was the son you killed!' He leaned forwards again, the smile breaking into a grin. That must be why he placed such an impressive price upon your heads.'

A price? Alaric and Dietz exchanged a glance. That was something they had not counted upon. Weren't the petty kingdoms here supposed to be poor and autonomous, with each one hating its neighbours? But this was family, apparently.

While Alaric was thinking this, one of the guards stepped forwards and slammed a mailed fist into his stomach. Alaric doubled over from the pain, the breath escaping him in a loud gasp. Tears came to his eyes as he struggled to breathe. Through the thudding of his heart he could hear a groan close by and gathered from it that Dietz had received similar treatment.

'That was in case you felt like lying to me,' Levrellian explained, his tone conversational but his eyes glittering. 'I find it best to lay the ground rules beforehand. Now you know that dishonesty will bring you pain. So tell me,' he continued, 'what are two such dangerous criminals doing in my lands?'

Still gasping for breath Alaric opened his mouth. He meant to say again that they were only passing through, that they meant no harm, that the incident in Akendorf had been an unfortunate misunderstanding that had esca­lated beyond their control. But those were not the words that emerged. Instead what he heard escape his lips was We're seeking an ancient Nehekharan tomb.'

Dietz stared at him as if he had gone insane, and for an instant Alaric thought his friend might have a point.

If Levrellian was startled by this honest answer, he did not show it. Instead he laughed.

'Ah yes, the tombs,' he said after a moment, still chuck­ling. 'They litter the Border Princes, you know. Damn things are everywhere. You can barely walk around without tripping over a ruined this or that. Most of them were picked clean long ago. Pity, really. You've wasted your time... and your lives.' He gestured again and once more the guards pummelled Alaric and Dietz, their mailed fists striking heavily against ribs, bellies, chests, shoulders, and heads.

Alaric withstood the assault as best he could but after the second blow his head was ringing, his vision blurred, and his side burning every time he took a breath.

'Wait,' he gasped finally, twisting so the guard's latest blow glanced along his cheek rather than smashing his jaw. 'Wait!'

'Yes?' Levrellian leaned forwards slightly, indicating that the guards should pause in their attack.

Alaric had intended to reason with the man, or make up a story about their importance or offer services in exchange for their freedom, anything really to keep the beating from being renewed. Instead he once again found his voice working without his consent or control. 'I doubt this one has been ransacked,' he said clearly. 'It's hidden, and only I have the map.'

A man emerged from the shadows behind the Border Prince's chair and stepped forwards to whisper in Levrel- lian's ear. He was tall and narrow, with long pale hair and piercing eyes, and was dressed in handsome dark clothing and fine leather gloves. Alaric had not noticed him before but something about the man made him uncomfortable.

Levrellian listened intently before glancing up again.

'Let us speak of this tomb,' he said, turning a disarmingly friendly smile upon them, and gesturing to his guards. 'Give my guests chairs at once,' he commanded. 'And bring me this map Herr von Jungfreud has mentioned.'

Two gilded chairs were slid up behind them and Alaric and Dietz were pushed down into them, although Alaric noticed that no one bothered to untie their hands first. After a few moments a guard entered the room and handed the man in the black-bordered tunic Alaric's scroll case. He in turn handed the case to his prince. Levrellian removed the scroll and the accompanying document carefully and examined them closely, the tall man leaning in to study them as well.

'How did you come by these?' Levrellian asked, his friendly manner barely hiding the steel in his tone.

'A friend thought I might find them interesting,' Alaric replied, pleased to discover his voice was once again his own. 'Do they interest you?'

'Oh, indeed,' Levrellian replied, matching Alaric's casual tone. 'I've a powerful curiosity about such things. Have you deciphered this map?'

'Not yet,' Alaric admitted after a moment. He had debated whether to lie. If he said he had learned the tomb's location, however, Levrellian might have him killed to make sure that only he had that information. It seemed safer to tell the taith. 'I am working on it, though,' he added.

Again the tall man and the prince had a whispered con­versation, and Alaric's ears twitched trying to catch what they were saying. Whatever it was, the prince did not seem to agree with his advisor's suggestion. Alaric was not sure which of the two he hoped would win the debate, but he was certain his and Dietz's fate hung upon the outcome.

Finally Levrellian turned back towards them.

'It seems I have a dilemma,' he admitted, leaning back in his chair and twirling the scroll case idly. "You killed my cousin, and his father - also a cousin - has appealed to me for aid in catching and punishing you. He has also offered a handsome reward. Thus, for reasons of both blood and money, I should kill you now.' Guards appeared on either side of them, drawn blades in hand, and Alaric tried not to shrink back. If he were to die now, he would do so with dignity.

'You have brought me this very fine map, however,' Lev­rellian continued, 'and as Strykssen points out it may be

worth more than the price on your head.' Strykssen was evi­dently the tall man, who stood nodding behind his prince. 'So what am I to do?'

It seemed like a genuine question and Alaric decided he didn't have much to lose by answering. 'Let us go, your majesty,' he suggested. 'Let the map's value cancel out our debt.' He hated the idea of losing the map, but if it was that or his life he'd gladly see the scrap of parchment gone.

'Hmm, yes, that was what Strykssen suggested as well,' the prince admitted. For a moment he looked like a child denied its favourite toy. 'Strange, really, normally he's the first to suggest a little torture or an execution.' Behind him the gleam in his advisor's eyes told Alaric that the statement was true. This was a man who enjoyed bloodshed. His gaze flicked back to Levrellian even as the spoiled child was replaced once more by the cool monarch. 'Fortunately, I've never much liked Rillian,' the prince confided. 'I practically handed him that town as a favour to our mutual aunt, and this is how he handles it? He deserves what he gets, and young Anders was a nasty piece of work, I doubt anyone else will miss him.'

Levrellian stood and guards hauled Alaric and Dietz to their feet. 'I am a reasonable man and a king, not a thief. I will not steal, even from criminals:' Alaric doubted that was true but knew better than to say so. 'I give you your lives in exchange for the map.'

He beckoned to the man with the black border. Take them back to their cell,' he commanded.

Alaric gasped despite himself. 'You just said you'd give us our lives!' he accused.

'Yes, and you won't be killed,' the Border Prince snapped. 'Now be gone before I change my mind!'

As the guards dragged them away Alaric heard the Border Prince saying to his advisor, You really think the map is worth all this trouble?'

Alaric was certainly starting to wonder that himself.

It was dark when Dietz regained consciousness. The guards had taken it upon themselves to beat him and Alaric upon their return to the cell, and that combined with their earlier treatment in the throne room had mercifully allowed Dietz to pass out. Now he slowly, carefully levered himself up from the floor and glanced around. His head was pound­ing, his vision blurred, his entire body alternately aching and throbbing, and each ragged breath caused sharp stab­bing pains through his chest, but at least his limbs felt intact and he still had all his fingers and toes and most of his teeth.

The little cell was quiet, too quiet.

Alaric?' Dietz whispered. No response. He tried again and this time got a soft groan. His eyes were adjusting to the darkness and finally he made out a huddled shape against the far wall. 'Alaric?' The cell was small enough for him to cross it in only two steps, but the exertion had been enough for him to be glad for an excuse to drop to his knees.

The shape shifted as Dietz approached, and by peering closely he could see it was his friend. Alaric looked every bit as bad as Dietz felt and possibly worse.

'At least we're still alive,' the younger man murmured. He tried to smile and winced instead.

Dietz left his friend and went to examine the cell door. It was solid and heavy, too thick for him to break even when he hadn't been beaten recently. Nor was there another way out of the room. He leaned his head against the door, trying to think, and heard a faint noise from the other side: a tiny scraping sound, accompanied by a soft, almost musical chirping.

'Glouste?'

The chirping increased in speed and volume until it became his pet's usual chattering. Then he heard a scrab­bling, along with a metallic clinking, and a second later Glouste had slipped through the window bars and was wrapping herself ecstatically around his neck.

'Yes, yes, I missed you too,' Dietz assured her, laughing as she nibbled his ear affectionately. He hadn't seen her

since they'd entered the city and had been worrying about her. She'd managed to hide from the guards they'd travelled with, but was gone before he'd been searched. Apparently she'd followed them here, and she'd been busy since, judging from the key-ring she proudly dropped into his hands.

'Nice,' he told her, scratching her between the ears while he fumbled with the keys. The fourth one opened their cell door.

'How did you-?' Alaric started to ask, sitting up at the sound of the hinges creaking. He laughed when he saw Glouste. 'I might have known.' The younger man managed to clamber to his feet unaided and only swayed a few times on the way to the door. 'Best not to linger,' he suggested, walking as quickly as he could down the hall. 'There's no telling when the guards might return.'

As it turned out, they needn't have worried, llpon round­ing the corner Alaric almost tripped over one guard. The man was leaning back on a stool, his head and shoulders in the juncture of the walls, an empty tankard on the ground beside him, and he was snoring.

They found three more guards in a room nearby, sitting around a rough wooden table, also asleep.

'Strong ale,' Dietz commented, glancing at the tankards in front of the men. He took the opportunity to search the room, which was clearly a guard station. 'Aha!' he said qui­etly after opening a small chest in the corner. Their boots were in it along with their belt pouches, his club and his jacket and cap. The chest held several other articles of cloth­ing, presumably from other prisoners, but he left those alone.

Dietz turned around, holding his prizes up for Alaric to see, and froze. His friend had his hands around a guard's waist and was carefully unfastening the man's belt.

'Got it!' Alaric said after a moment, lifting the belt tri­umphantly. It was his own and his rapier and dagger still hung from it. The guard had not moved during the process.

They quickly donned their boots, grateful for the footwear. The table held a wineskin, a water skin, a small piece of cheese, a loaf of bread, and a small cask. The cask was empty.

Dietz sniffed at it suspiciously, shrugged and shoved the rest of the provisions into a sack he found on the floor. 'Strong stuff,' he commented. Too strong to be mere ale, he thought, but he didn't say that out loud.

Time to go,' Alaric said, and Dietz agreed. They saw one more guard, stationed at the front door, also out cold, and Alaric reclaimed his jacket from the man. Then they were outside and moving hastily towards the front gates.

'How are we going to get through that?' Alaric asked as they approached. Six guards were visible around it and sev­eral more probably lurked nearby.

'Confidence,' Dietz told him. 'Walk like you have a right to leave.' Trying to ignore his injuries he stretched and con­sciously adopted his usual loose stride, walking towards the gate as if he hadn't a care in the world. He saw Alaric beside him after a moment, the nobleman reclaiming his custom­ary posture and pace as well. Together they approached the gate.

'Halt!' One of the guards stepped forwards, holding his spear before him, and Dietz stopped obediently just beyond its tip. 'Where are you going?'

Tengey,' Dietz replied. 'We have business with a wine merchant there.'

Alaric nodded and managed to look impatient, annoyed, and superior, all at the same time.

The guard studied them for a moment. He started to ask a second question when a second guard came run­ning up. 'Fire!' the new arrival shouted. 'The jailhouse is on fire!'

As one, the guards ran towards the jailhouse, leaving Dietz and Alaric alone by the gate. They didn't waste time running through it as fast as they could.

'Did you-?' Alaric asked as they limped away from the city walls.

Dietz shook his head. 'Did you?' But he knew the answer before his friend denied it. They hadn't started any fire.

So who had?

'It could be worse,' Alaric pointed out. They had been walking for perhaps an hour, skirting the road when possi­ble. It made for easier walking but also left them open to pursuit. Unfortunately they were in no shape to trek through the wilder parts of the forest.

'No crossbows,' Dietz pointed out sourly.

'At least we have our other weapons back,' Alaric pointed out. He understood his friend's concern, though. Without those crossbows hunting - not to men­tion defending themselves - would be a lot more difficult. He knew Dietz particularly regretted the loss of Fastred's crossbow, both for its usefulness and for senti­mental reasons.

'I guess you were right about the mask,' Alaric admitted, wincing as he stretched. 'If I'd brought it Levrellian would have it now.'

'As it is, he's got the map,' Dietz pointed out. He glanced at Alaric in what might have been meant as a glare but was too pained to be more than a look. 'Why did you tell him about that?'

'I don't know,' Alaric admitted. 'I did not intend to. The words emerged without my control.' It had been a terrible feeling, those words bubbling up from somewhere deep within, his lips and tongue forming sounds his brain fought desperately to block.

'Didn't know what you were saying,' Dietz commented, misunderstanding.

'No, I knew,' Alaric replied, feeling a bit testy after their recent encounter. 'I just couldn't stop it.'

'Well/ Dietz said, 'that's it then. We can't find this place without a map.'

Alaric studied his friend. '1 thought you weren't keen on finding it to begin with.'

'I wasn't/ Dietz agreed, 'but now I am.' He grinned, winc­ing as the smile tugged at his split lip and swollen jaw. 'Imagine Levrellian's face if we get there first.'

'That would be worth it/ Alaric agreed.

'But he's got the map/ Dietz said, 'and that's the only way to find the tomb.'

'True/ Alaric said. Then he grinned, which caused a pained grimace of his own. 'But I still have most of it/ he added, enjoying the look of surprise on his friend's face. 'Up here.' He tapped his forehead, wincing as his finger touched a sore spot.





CHAPTER FIVE



'YOU MEMORISED THE map?'

'It wasn't all that complicated,' Alaric admitted, starting to shrug and thinking better of it. The map didn't have much detail, and I have been staring at it for the past month or more.'

'You can redraw it, then?'

'I can, although I'm not sure that's a good idea.' At Dietz's puzzled look Alaric explained. 'If I draw a new copy it just means someone else could steal it.'

'If you draw it, I can see it,' Dietz replied with a tone that suggested he was being daft. It was a tone he heard all too often.

This time, however, it seemed justified. It hadn't occurred to him that Dietz would want to see the map as well,- and it did make more sense for both of them to have some idea where they were going.

'I'll redraw it when we stop to rest,' he assured his lanky friend. No one seemed to be pursuing them, but he knew they'd still both feel better with more distance between them and Zenres.

By that night the city was further behind them, although the distance they had covered was pitiful compared to what they could travel on horseback, or even walking when in good health. It would have to do, however. Alaric felt as if his legs were going to turn to dust beneath him, and he was drenched in sweat despite the fact that his mouth felt as dry as a desert under a hot sun.

They chose a campsite less by scouting than by simply collapsing at the first available spot. It wasn't as if they had much to set up camp with anyway. True, Dietz had flint and tinder in his pouch, and after a few minutes to catch his breath he assembled a small fire for some much-desired warmth, but they had no blankets, no bedrolls, no cook- ware, and nothing to cook on it if they had. It was going to be a long, cold night, followed by several more just like it.

After eating the piece of cheese and the loaf of bread - there was no point rationing it when it would already be barely enough to keep them going tomorrow - Alaric pulled a quill, a small vial of ink, and a blank scrap of parchment from his belt pouch. Apparently the guards had not been impressed with Alaric's gear because they had shoved it all back into the pouch and left it there.

Meanwhile Dietz was thinking again about their recent escape, and about how easy it had been.

Too easy,' he said aloud as Alaric drew.

'What's that?'

'Our escape was too easy,' Dietz repeated. Why?'

'Just luck, working in our favour for once,' Alaric sug­gested, still focused on the map he was making from memory.

That was more than luck/ Dietz countered. 'Somebody drugged the guards and then set fire to the jailhouse to cover our escape. Why? Who would want to help us?'

'Perhaps that guard captain took pity on us. He seemed a decent sort/ Alaric suggested.

'Not that decent/ Dietz argued, 'and it wouldn't be worth the risk for him.' He shuddered as he remembered the tall man behind the throne, Strykssen, and his obvious

enthusiasm when Levrellian had mentioned the torture. He could only imagine what they did to traitors. 'Why would it be worth the risk for anyone?'

'I don't know.' Alaric admitted. He set down his quill and looked up. 'What matters is that someone did decide to take the risk, and thanks to them we're free again. It could have been far worse.'

Dietz couldn't argue with that, but he still couldn't shake the feeling there was more to it than mere generosity. Someone had helped them escape for a reason. The ques­tion was why?

'There!' Alaric scratched one final mark with his quill, and then carefully wiped the tip clean and returned it to his belt pouch, along with the stoppered vial. Dietz stepped over to inspect the piece of parchment over the younger man's shoulder.

Alaric had indeed redrawn the map. A few of the marks were missing, perhaps, and some of the lines seemed... dif­ferent, somehow.

'Are you sure those are right?' Dietz asked, gesturing towards a handful of long, wavy lines that intersected one another at various points. 'I don't remember those from the original.'

Alaric frowned. 'I'm sure they were there/ he insisted. 'I can still picture it clearly.'

Dietz shrugged. He would have said the lines were something new, but Alaric did have an impressive mem­ory for maps and history, and he was the one who had been staring at the thing all those nights. Perhaps those marks had simply been too faint to notice on casual inspection and Alaric had drawn them in darker because he had found them on the original and so remembered them clearly.

'What are they?' he asked after a minute.

'Roads, I think.' Alaric replied, 'trails of some sort.' He brightened. 'They may be paths that lead to the tomb!'

'We still have no idea where it is.'Dietz couldn't help but point out as they both studied the parchment together.

'I know.' Alaric said, 'but at least we have this as a guide again.' He rolled the parchment up carefully and stuck it inside his jacket for safekeeping. 'If nothing else, we hold to our original plan - head towards the Blood River and hope something along the way strikes a chord.'

'Find the nearest town and buy fresh supplies.' Dietz sug­gested, stretching out on a patch of ground with more grass and fewer twigs and rocks. He considered taking off his jacket and bundling it behind his head, but the fire he'd built was small and the nights were chilly. He was better off wearing the garment than sleeping on it.

'Definitely.' Alaric agreed, also bedding down as best he could. 'Horses, blankets, bedrolls, and we'll be as good as before.'

'You still have money?' Dietz asked. He was surprised that the guards had left that as well.

'Not as such, no.' Alaric admitted. 'They took my coin, but I do still have this.' He held up something small and round that gleamed in the firelight, and after a second Dietz recognised it. It was the ring Alaric had taken from that fallen wolf rider. 'It was buried in my pouch, beneath the ink.'

'Good thing.' Dietz said, settling down and closing his eyes. Glouste took the opportunity to move around to the front, curling up across his chest and neck like a massive red-brown beard. 'Don't think we'd get much for that sack, or our boots.'

'Oh, I have great faith in your bargaining ability, my friend.' Alaric replied sleepily. 'You could get us two horses for one old sock if you had to.'

Dietz spared himself the need to reply by falling asleep.

It was four more days before they reached any sort of set­tlement, and that was only a sturdy farmstead nestling among its fields. Many of their bruises had faded to a dull purple, and walking only brought aches rather than sharp pains. Breathing was still a chore and both men had to be careful not to draw breath too quickly or too deeply, but

they were getting better. Dietz had rigged snares with boot­laces and twigs and caught them a brace of hares the second night, which had gone a long way to making them both feel considerably better. Even so it was morning when they spotted the farmstead and almost dusk before they reached it.

Alaric told the suspicious farmers they had been waylaid and robbed. Their bruises and lack of any belongings sup­ported the story, and the farmer let them stay the night in his barn. He gave them directions and a few crusts to eat, and a loaf of bread and rind of cheese in a sack the next morning. Alaric and Dietz left quickly, determined not to outstay their tentative welcome.

Three days later they reached what the farmer had assured them was the Howling River. Their bruises had faded consid­erably, and if people did not look too closely the discoloration would not be noticed. They were also moving more smoothly, the pains in the limbs fading to aches and the aches to mem­ories. The food from the farm was gone but it had done its work well and Alaric felt almost fully recovered.

Of course, none of that helped with the problem of find­ing the tomb.

'It's no use!' Alaric shouted one night, tossing the parch­ment from him. It fluttered, caught by a light breeze, and wafted towards their fire - only Dietz's quick dive saved it from incineration. 'I've no idea where we're going!' Alaric continued petulantly, although he was relieved his little tantrum had not cost them this second map.

'Blood River,' Dietz replied, handing the parchment back to him.

'Yes, yes,' Alaric said testily, 'but what then?' He held the map up so Dietz could see it as well. The river is here,' he said, jabbing at the map with one finger, 'and the tomb is here,' another jab. 'But what does that mean? We have no sense of scale here. The blasted thing could be right beside the water or halfway across the Dark Lands!'

'We'll find it,' Dietz assured him calmly. 'Something will turn up.'

When they reached the Howling River, however, they had another problem.

'I don't know where we are,' Alaric admitted glumly. 'This has to be the Howling River - it's too big to be a stream, too small to be the Blood River, and the few scraps I've read about this region mention that high-pitched hiss you're hearing, the one that gives the river its name.'

Dietz nodded. 'So you do know where we are.'

'I know we're by the river,' Alaric corrected. 'It's not a short span, though - this river runs from just above the Blood River all the way up into the World's Edge Moun­tains - or down, I should say, since that's upstream from here.' He squinted towards the east, where the mountain peaks were clearly visible on the horizon. 'I've no idea where we are along that length.'

Alaric pulled out his journal - it had still been in his jacket when he had reclaimed it from the guard - and flipped it to a page that held a rough map. 'You see, this is the area.' He showed Dietz a line that ran almost straight down the page until it intersected another and stopped. 'That is the River Starnak,' he explained. 'This one,' he said, pointing to another line that intersected the first two-thirds of the way down on the right side, 'is the Skull River. That's what we followed. Here, where they meet, is Tengey, and over here,' he pointed to a spot farther up along the Skull River's south side, 'is Zenres. This,' he indicated a line that branched out as it rose to the right, 'is the Howling River. We could be anywhere along here.'

Dietz studied the map for a moment and shook his head. 'No sign of the Starnak,' he pointed out, indicating the land to their west. 'So we're not that close to it. We haven't crossed any water, so we're still above the top branch.' He glanced towards the mountains. 'Not that close, either. We're somewhere in here.' He indicated the middle of the Howling River's northernmost branch.

'Yes, you're probably right,' Alaric agreed, staring at the lines. Once again he marvelled at how his friend could make sense of things so quickly. 'We must have walked

south from Zenres, which puts us about here.' He looked up and grinned. 'Well then, now I know where we are.' Dietz chuckled, as Alaric had hoped he would. This trip had hardly been a laughing matter thus far.

'So we follow it west?' Dietz asked as they stood and gathered their gear again - they'd paused to eat lunch while they discussed their options.

'Yes, west,' Alaric said. 'If we follow the Howling River it will take us to the Starnak, which flows right to Blood River.' He frowned, 'Of course, at some point we will need to go east, since we know the tomb is east of Blood River. The question is when to start turning.'

Dietz had already started walking west but he stopped and came back, stifling a groan. 'So we go east?'

'Perhaps we should,' Alaric said absently, taking the map out again. He glanced down at it, and Dietz took a step closer, staring at it upside-down. After a minute he reached out and took the map from Alaric, who protested until Dietz turned it around and handed it back to him.

'They're not roads,' the older man said, indicating the thin lines between the river and the tomb. 'They're rivers.'

'What?' Alaric stared down at them, and then stared again. 'Oh. Oh!' He pulled out his journal again and hur­riedly flipped back to the region map he'd sketched there. Then he compared the two. 'You're right!' he all but shouted. 'They're rivers! How did you know?'

Dietz shrugged. 'Saw it differently this way,' was all he answered.

But Alaric could see why. The lines weren't complete, which was why he hadn't realised their nature before. They looked like paths, or hills, or even just arrows pointing towards something, but upside down it was clearer that they converged into a single line. Once he turned it right side-up again, he could see that they were really four small rivers merging into a single larger one: the Howling River.

We're here!' he shouted happily, stabbing his finger at a spot on the parchment. That's the Blood River, that's where the Howling River branches, and this is where we are! And

this.' he traced the line with his finger, following it up until it branched again and then following the lower branch, 'will lead us almost directly to the tomb!'

'So we go east.' Dietz confirmed. He sounded more relieved to have a chosen direction than to know the loca­tion of the tomb, but Alaric knew his friend was also pleased he'd been able to figure out the map. Dietz just didn't like to show it.

Of course, it probably didn't help Dietz's mood that the tomb almost had to be in the World's Edge Mountains. If the map was right it was past the river, which ended at the mountain's feet, and Dietz didn't much care for heights.

'Oh, cheer up.' Alaric told him as they walked. 'At least it's better than crawling through dank caves or musty tunnels.'

'Speak for yourself.' Dietz said. 'You can't fall to your death in a tunnel.'

It took them three more days to reach the place where the Howling River branched again. A small fishing village sat there, and they traded the ring Alaric carried for more food, two backpacks, a second coil of rope, a small pot, a pair of short, hook-backed hammers and a sturdy lantern. The ring was worth considerably more than that but it was a matter of what the fishermen had to trade. They could have traded for a boat or a donkey but they needed to head upstream and, without knowing how they would get up the moun­tain, the donkey might not have been able to follow them.

The sale of the ring also got them a ride across the river, this time in a fast, narrow boat owned by a man who claimed he made a living diving in the river for pearls, shellfish and sunken treasure. The boat swayed dangerously and leaked more than a little but it carried them swiftly across the currents. An hour later they were clambering out of it and onto the river's south bank. The boatman backed his boat away without a word and spun it around, letting the current carry it away quickly. Dietz watched the man go, shuddering, and then turned deliberately away, shouldered his new pack, and started walking. Alaric was right beside

him. The mountains were close, their peaks looming high above, and Dietz felt slightly dizzy tilting his head back to study them.

'Are you sure we need to go up?' he asked for the third time. 'Tombs are usually down.'

The tomb itself will be underground,' Alaric agreed cheerfully, 'but the entrance is up there.' He grinned, clearly enjoying Dietz's discomfort. 'Come on.'

'Fine,' Dietz grumbled, clambering up onto the rocks behind Alaric, 'but if I fall you get to haul your own trea­sure back.'

The first day wasn't so bad, actually. They were in the foothills still, and though rugged they were no worse than the hills back home. Dietz kept from looking back, know­ing if he saw the land and the river far below he'd regret it, and focused on the path ahead, picking his way among loose stone, clumps of dirt and scraggly bushes.

That night, as they rested, Alaric pulled out the map again. Dietz was cooking one of the fish they'd traded for and after pulling it from the fire he glanced over to see Alaric drawing something onto the parchment. The younger man seemed almost asleep, his eyes half-closed and not even looking at his hands.

'What are you doing?' Dietz demanded, and Alaric glanced up, startled.

'What?'

'You're ruining the map!' Dietz accused stepping over to see what his friend and employer had done.

'No I'm not,' Alaric protested. Then he noticed the quill, and started. 'I... I was dreaming,' he said quietly. 'I saw the river, and the mountains, and the path, all just like they are on the map.'

'What path?' Dietz didn't remember anything like that.

Alaric frowned. This one,' he answered, pointing to a line Dietz hadn't noticed before. It started just below where the Howling River branched, apparendy in the same foothills they occupied. It wound its way through the foothills and up into the mountains proper, and stopped just shy of the tomb itself.

That wasn't there before.' Dietz said. He was sure of it.

'Really?' Alaric studied the map again. 'It must have been.' he replied finally. 'I was just dreaming about it, wasn't I? And this is exactly how it looked in my dreams.' His frown deepened. 'Although I don't remember seeing it here last night.' he admitted.

Dietz felt the hair stand up on the back of his neck. That line hadn't been there before and now it was. Had Alaric just drawn it? Was it real, or just something he had dreamed up?

Still, if it helped them find the tomb...

'Perhaps it was on the original map.' Alaric suggested, 'and I forgot it until now. Yes, that must be it.' he decided. 'It must have been faint on the other map and that's why I didn't redraw it right away, but I knew it was there, and finally I remembered it well enough in my dreams to draw it again.'

'Maybe.' he said. It did sound plausible, but Dietz wasn't convinced.

'Well, there's only one way to be sure.' Alaric told him. 'Tomorrow we'll look for this path. If it does exist, it must have been there.'

Dietz wasn't sure that made sense, but he was too tired to argue and it rarely did any good anyway. So he gave up and went to sleep.

Sure enough the next morning they headed slightly south, deliberately distancing themselves from the river to approx­imate the path's position on the map. And after a few hours Dietz literally stumbled onto a narrow trail that stretched up into the hills.

'That's it!' Alaric exclaimed when he caught up to Dietz a moment later. 'You found the path!' Dietz couldn't argue. It was clearly a path, narrow and worn away and only visi­ble if you were looking, but definitely someone or something had once worn a channel through these hills, and it was too close to the position on the map for it to be a coincidence.

They followed the path into the hills and Dietz had to admit it was much easier than climbing. The path did turn steep at times, and often it wound up and around like a corkscrew, but it never got so steep that they needed the climbing hammers they'd bartered in the village. They could have brought a donkey through here, in fact, and Dietz regretted not getting one, but of course he hadn't known that at the time.

After two days they had left the hills behind and were in the mountains proper. The World's Edge Mountains were hard granite and everything around them was cold grey and black stone, most of it sharp-edged enough to cut flesh. The path was actually easier to follow here. In the hills it had been worn away and obscured by rocks and dirt, but here it was a clear channel cut through the rock. Dietz even found he didn't mind the altitude that much, since the path stayed well below the peaks, leaving sturdy cliffs on either side to block the vision of just how high up they really were. The air was crisp and clean, sharp enough to burn slightly on a deep breath, and sound travelled easily through each valley, but was quickly dampened beyond, while the clear sky, strong sun and thin cool air combined to let the eyes see for miles.

It was exhilarating and Dietz wondered why he'd ever griped about climbing mountains. Alaric clearly felt the same way and each day he grew even more confident about their route, moving quickly among the rocks, climbing onto small ledges and cliffs to survey the valleys ahead and chart their course. He was adding detail to the map as they went, changing it from a vague indicator to a clearly defined route, and each day brought them closer to the spot marked as the tomb's location. Dietz marvelled more than once at how his friend had acquired an uncanny sense of direction, for he seemed to know instinctively which direc­tion the map would lead them in next.

For three days, as they climbed through the mountains, they did not see another living soul beyond a few birds of

prey overhead and the occasional mouse or lizard. They had run out of fresh fish and meat and were down to the salted goods, supplemented by mushrooms they dug from cracks in the surrounding rocks.

Then one morning they came across a shallow valley. Its narrow floor was strewn with debris, small rocks and jagged stone and dirt. Alaric led the way without concern and Dietz followed but caught his foot against something and stumbled. Looking down he saw a glint that could only be metal.

Curious, Dietz knelt to examine it more closely. It was rusted, whatever it was, and had the jagged edge that indi­cated a break. Only a sliver of it was visible but it looked no wider than his finger and roughly as long.

'What is it?' Alaric asked, turning back towards him.

'I don't know,' Dietz replied, studying the small piece again. Then he froze for an instant before slowly, carefully rising to his feet and backing away.

'What's wrong?' Alaric asked, but Dietz motioned him to be quiet. Glouste sensed her master's unease and craned her neck from her usual perch, her nose quivering with curiosity but her tail vibrating slightly from anxiety.

'It's moving,' he answered when he was beside his friend, one hand on his club. More of the metal had been exposed when he'd looked a second time, as if it were shifting for­wards, out of the ground.

'That's-' Whatever Alaric had meant to say was lost as they both froze, listening. There it was again: a scratching noise, like Grouse's claws on rock but louder, deeper, and repeated, again and again.

As they watched, unable to move, the ground shifted in front of them. It continued to move in several patches, the dirt and rock shoved aside as objects began to rise from the earth. Dietz saw that the metal he'd first noticed was a sword, a broken, rusty sword, as its shattered blade pierced the earth and then rose into the air.

Nor was it alone, because clutching it, raising it, was a skeletal hand, still caked with dirt, ragged bits of what might be flesh still clinging to the yellowed bone.

A second hand appeared beside it, empty, its finger- bones digging into the ground just beyond. Then a dull yellow globe rose between the two. After a second he saw two dark gaps beneath the upper dome. The smoky red light deep within those sockets confirmed what he had I ready realised and somewhere deep inside he wanted to curl up and hide.

The objects rising from the ground were not objects but people. Or at least they had been.

Now they were the undead, and according to legends all undead hated the living.

Dietz had a feeling he was about to find out if that was true.



CHAPTER SIX



'Sigmar's Beard!' Alaric cried out when he saw the first skeleton pull itself out of the ground, an unfamiliar breast­plate over its decayed torso and a few tatters of yellow cloth clinging to its ancient, yellowed bones. His heart was pounding and his breath came in short gasps as he stared at the walking bones. He wanted to cower, to run and hide, to curl up somewhere small and dark and pray that the long-dead warriors did not come for him, but somehow he knew that running was not an option. These creatures would never tire, never stumble and never lose focus. Once they began to pursue him they would chase him forever.

The only way to deal with them was to destroy them.

The first skeleton was making straight for Dietz, who stood frozen as it approached, knife still in his hand. Four more had emerged behind the first, and Alaric slipped around a boulder to get a clear line on the rearmost. 'Sigmar preserve us,' he prayed as he moved, hoping against hope that the god might be listening for once. He ran for­wards, deciding speed was more important than caution,

and stabbed, a clean lunge that took his rapier's point through the warrior's chest and out the other side, sliding neatly between two ribs.

'Damn!' Of course the sword would be useless, he thought, cursing his own stupidity. These creatures had no flesh to pierce and no blood to let, and his rapier was use­less for hacking. He needed something heavier, something more like—

The straps of his new pack cut into his shoulders as he turned, and he glanced up to see the handle of the hammer he had bartered for in the village. Perfect!

Alaric tugged the hammer free. 'Dietz, here!' he shouted, and lobbed it at the older man:

Fortunately Dietz's reflexes kicked in. He looked up at the sound of his name, caught the hammer instinctively, and used its thick wooden handle to block the sword the lead skeleton swung at him. Then he knocked the blade aside and used the heavy iron hammer to bash in the creature's face. It staggered back and he swung again, this time at its neck. Alaric could hear the crunch of bone giving way and the skeleton's head tumbled from its body, which collapsed in a heap at Dietz's feet. His friend's lips were moving and Alaric thought he saw the name 'Ulric' on them. Of course his friend would be praying to the Winter Wolf, guardian of Middenheim and its people, and here, in these cold grey mountains, Ulric might even pay attention.

He was distracted from watching further when the skele­ton he had stabbed before attacked him in turn. Alaric barely managed to sidestep the undead creature's mace, idly noting the fine workmanship as he did. Unfortunately he had given his hammer to Dietz, leaving him nothing but the rapier that he had already demonstrated was useless against these creatures.

His friend had come to the same conclusion. 'Alaric, catch!' He glanced up in time to see the hammer flying towards him even as Dietz pulled the second from his own pack. Alaric fumbled at the hammer and barely caught it. Then he staggered back from the skeleton's second attack
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while he shifted the weapon into a proper grip. He swung with it but the hammer was very different from his rapier and he misjudged the balance, missing the creature by a narrow margin. It swung again, a clumsy enough blow that Alaric easily dodged, and this time his own return strike was better aimed, connecting with the skeleton's upper left arm. The limb shattered and the lower portion fell to the ground and lay still.

It had been clutching the mace with both hands and the loss of one, which lingered on the grip a moment before dropping free, unbalanced it. Alaric took advantage and struck again, this time collapsing the creature's chest. He almost lost his weapon to the tangle of bones and had to wrench it free, taking a weak blow from the mace as pun­ishment. Then he attacked its right arm and destroyed that limb as well, leaving the skeleton unarmed both literally and figuratively. That allowed Alaric to take careful aim and demolish its neck, leaving nothing but a scattered pile of bones on the ground.

Glancing back over at Dietz, he saw his friend was more than holding his own. Dietz had his knife in one hand and the hammer in the other, and was using the blade to fend off skeletal attacks while the hammer made short work of limbs, necks, and even heads. One of Dietz's pre­ferred weapons was the axe and this hammer was similar in shape and heft so he was proving very proficient in its use. In the time it took Alaric to destroy a second skeleton, Dietz had put down two more, until at last the two men faced each other over a mound of bones, weapons and armour.

'What in Ulric's name-' Dietz started. Alaric simply shook his head, letting his hammer drop to the ground now that the attack was apparently over.

'I have no idea,' he admitted, sinking down onto a nearby boulder. He was having trouble getting his mind to focus on what had happened. Pull yourself together, he told him­self roughly. You've faced a daemon, for Sigmar's sake! This should be nothing to you!

But daemons were not of this world. These creatures had been. They had been human, once, and somehow that made it worse.

Finally he realised that Dietz was still standing, staring at nothing, and roused himself enough to reply further. 'I've heard stories of the walking dead but I've never seen such things myself, not until now.' He glanced over at the remains. 'I know one thing, though.'

'What's that?'

'These are not recent bodies.' Alaric stepped over to the first skeleton he'd destroyed and crouched beside it, forcing his mind to focus on the immediate details and thus force back the horror of their recent experience. 'See this?' He pointed to a ring around one finger, the band blackened by age. Shapes were visible beneath the tarnish, geometric forms representing stylised suns, moons, and animals. 'That sun, the way it's carved, that is Nehekharan.' He glanced up and grinned. 'I'd say we're close indeed, close enough for someone to send out a welcoming party.'

'It's a tomb,' Dietz growled at him, kicking the pile of bones out of his way. 'They're all supposed to be dead!'

'They are,' Alaric pointed out. 'They're just still moving.' The idea horrified him too, of course, as did the fact they had just fought several men who were literally nothing but animated bones. But they had been easy enough to defeat once he and Dietz had recovered from their initial fear, and the fact that they were near their goal was exciting enough for him to overcome the terror lurking just below his skin.

'You're saying there may be more?' Dietz asked, his voice huskier than usual, and Alaric shuddered, suddenly imag­ining a small army of walking corpses waiting for them deep underground. He forced himself to consider the prob­lem from an academic perspective.

'The Nehekharans buried their kings with servants and warriors,' he explained, calling up the memory of those old lectures at the university. That way, the king would still have warriors to protect him and servants to wait on him in the next life, thus demonstrating his importance. This king

will likely have a sizeable retinue. So yes, if some dark magic awakened these skeletons from the tomb, it may have awakened all the bodies there. We could be facing dozens, scores, even hundreds more like these.'

'We can't fight that many.' Dietz pointed out.

"We don't have to.' Alaric replied. He managed a weak smile. 'All we have to do is get in and get out. I've heard how these tombs are traditionally built, all narrow corri­dors and winding paths. We shouldn't have to face more than a handful at a time. We did that here and took care of them easily enough.'

That made Dietz pause and consider the combat they'd just survived. They're clumsy.' he said finally, 'and slow, all except that one.' He pointed at the first body, the one that had led the charge. Alaric had barely noticed details at the time, but now he saw the breastplate, the sword, and the other accoutrements. In an instant he was kneeling by the remains and eagerly examining the items.

This must have been magnificent!' he said, lifting the breastplate free to study it in the light. 'Look at the work­manship! The detailing!' He poured a little water on the armour and used a sleeve to wipe some of the dirt away, revealing the markings beneath, and traced a flattened oblong shape set into the piece's upper corner, upon the left shoulder. 'This would have been a cartouche, a word- box, a signpost. It probably tells the owner's name, and this one.' he indicated a similar box on the other shoulder, 'most likely tells his rank and perhaps any military decora­tions he had received.' He studied the gem set just below the centre of the breastplate's ringed collar. It was a glossy black stone, onyx perhaps, and carved in the form of a winged beetle. 'A black scarab.' he whispered, more to him­self than to Dietz. He thought back, trying to remember if he'd heard anything about such a symbol. 'Scarabs are for protection.' he said out loud, remembering, 'powerful fig­ures granting strength, defence, wisdom, magic, a whole host of attributes, but a black one suggests death, protective death? Killing others to spare you?'

Alaric set aside the breastplate for the moment to pick up the helm, a matching piece inscribed with runes and Nehekharan hieroglyphs. Another black scarab was placed just above the nose. Bracers and greaves completed the set, all encrusted with centuries of dirt and rust but still show­ing hints of their former glory.

The creature's sword was also amazing. It was longer than most blades Alaric had seen and as wide as a longsword but thicker, with a small round guard, a circular pommel and a blade that curved like a question mark. The sword was bronze and rusty but still serviceable, although the guard and pommel were covered in grimy but otherwise intact gold and the handle was wrapped in treated leather that had long since turned black and brittle. The sword's tip hooked back slightly, forming a nasty barb.

'Strange shape,' Alaric mused, hefting it experimentally. 'I've seen a few Nehekharan reliefs and the warriors were holding something that looked almost like a flattened sickle. I wonder if this is what the artists meant. It seems it would be good for both chopping and slashing.' He set it aside. If they did encounter more skeletons he might do better with that blade than with the hammer.

Each of the skeletons had jewellery, they discovered upon checking. Most had simple rings and bracelets and neck­laces, tin and bronze with stones they recognised as only moderately valuable. The first skeleton had items of silver and even gold, and the gems on his jewellery seemed more valuable, amethysts and citrines instead of agates and mar­bles. Most of the items were rusted or corroded or tarnished and some of the gems had cracked from time and exposure.

This one was definitely a warrior,' Alaric finally con­firmed, indicating the first skeleton. These others were servants, not soldiers. That's why they were weaker, slower. One real soldier and a handful of servants sent to pretend.'

'Great, skeletal hierarchies,' Dietz muttered just loud enough to be heard, and Alaric laughed.

'It's a good sign for us,' he pointed out. 'If they had enough warriors to send a full patrol of them, why not do

so? This suggests whoever commands them has only lim­ited troops. He's padding his army with servants to make his forces look bigger.'

Then he hauled himself to his feet.

'Well, we're close now,' he announced, clapping his hands together. 'I doubt those things range far from home, especially on a lovely morning like this. Most likely they patrol right around the tomb to keep away any unwanted visitors.'

Alaric glanced over at Dietz, who nodded and scooped up their packs. They took a moment adjusting their gear again, and then Alaric picked up the skeletal warrior's sword and turned to his friend. 'Well?' he asked with a grin, "What are we waiting for?'





CHAPTER SEVEN



The next valley over was empty, a mere cleft in the sur­rounding cliffs, but the one past that was larger and rounded, circular save for a bulge to the west. The path wound down into the valley, and Dietz was surprised to see sand below, pale sand that belonged in a desert or on a beach, not here in these grey mountains.

That wasn't the only surprising sight.

Alaric ignored everything else, of course.

'Look there!' he shouted, pointing. 'The way that side bulges then flattens in front. That must be the entrance! Look, those are columns on either side!' All Dietz saw were ridges in the cliff face, but he knew his young friend's eyes were sharp and also trained to notice such details. Besides, he'd been distracted.

Instead of studying the rock walls, as Alaric had, Dietz had focused on the people.

He saw five of them. They were clustered in the valley centre, one of them kneeling while the others stood arrayed in a half-circle. From here Dietz thought they looked like

flesh and blood rather than skeletons. Certainly their cloth­ing and armour was more familiar than the antiques the undead warrior had worn.

That didn't mean they were friendly though.

'Careful,' he cautioned as Alaric started down the path as fast as possible. 'We don't know them.'

'Hmm?' Typically the nobleman had been so fixated on finding the tomb he had barely noticed the strangers. 'Oh, right.' He slowed his descent slightly and turned the rusty bronze sword so its blade was low and in front as he reached the valley floor. Dietz was right behind him. He'd taken a heavy mace from the remains. Its engraved brass was rusty but still good and solid in his grip, and he kept it at his side, ready to use it if necessary.

The people below had seen them approaching, of course - Dietz was sure they'd been nicely silhouetted against the sun as they'd topped the rise and started down - and clus­tered together, one man stepping forwards slightly. Dietz could see the man was around his own age, perhaps forty, with thinning hair fading from black to grey at the temples and a short beard covering a weak chin. The man wore leathers and carried a short sword and a hand axe, the sword in his hand but the axe still hanging at his belt. Behind him stood three other men, one of them big and burly, one slight and stooped, and the third of average height and wiry. A dwarf stood there as well, hefting an impressive pickaxe in his massive hands. The figure on its knees proved to be a woman, judging from the long red hair.

'State your name and business, friend,' the first man called out while still several paces away, raising his sword slightly to indicate they should stop where they were.

'Alaric von Jungfreud,' Alaric replied, sweeping into a bow, 'and my associate, Dietz Froebel, and yourselves?'

'That's yer names,' the dwarf rumbled, glaring at them under his heavy brows. 'What oyer business?'

'We seek knowledge and occasionally fortune,' Alaric replied easily. He glanced at the leader again, 'And your names, good sir?'

The man hesitated, and then nodded, apparently swayed by Alaric's friendly smile and good manners. Aye, fair enough,' he said. 'I am Woldred, Woldred Adelof. These are Goran, Ehrl and Johann.' He indicated the burly man, the stooped one, and the wiry one in turn. That is-'

Thorgrek Bellison,' the dwarf interrupted, 'of the Thun- derstone clan from beneath the Black Mountains.' He glowered as if daring them to contradict him. Alaric merely bowed again.

'And the lady?' he inquired politely.

'That is Therese,' Woldred replied with a smile. 'She'd greet you herself but she's busy.'

'So I see,' Alaric said. Dietz could hear the woman chant­ing something and noticed a small bundle of some sort spread out before her. Was she a priestess? Or a witch? It was hard to say from here, although her clothing seemed too normal and too patched for a religious figure. In the Empire, of course, only those trained by the Colleges were allowed to practise magic, but Dietz had heard stories that the Border Princes were less controlled and that random people practised hedge magic and other strangeness. Was this woman one of them?

'We were here first,' Thorgrek growled, raising his pickaxe so its long point caught the afternoon light. 'Whatever lies within is ours!'

'Now, let us not be so hasty, good sir,' Alaric replied calmly. 'We all stand here together, and there is nought to be lost by a little polite conversation.'

The big man, Goran, stepped forwards. He was Dietz's height but considerably broader and his bulk looked to be all muscle. He moved easily despite the mail shirt and leather jack he wore, and carried a longsword in one hand and a shield upon the other arm, although the handle and pommel of a larger blade poked up from behind one shoul­der. His blond hair was cut short and his features were not unpleasant, even though they were set in a fierce scowl.

'You want I should run 'em off?' he asked Woldred, rais­ing his sword so they could not mistake his meaning.

Woldred, clearly the leader, considered for a moment. 'We do have the prior claim,' he pointed out to Alaric casu­ally.

'Perhaps,' Alaric agreed. You certainly arrived first, but we have been seeking this tomb - if it is the one we seek - for months. Surely that counts for something.'

'Intent is not sufficient,' said the stooped man, Ehrl. He had narrow features and lank brown hair. 'Possession alone is important.'

'Yet you have not entered,' Alaric replied. 'So you do not possess it yet. No one does. We stand before the entrance, all together. Does that not make us all equal owners in whatever lies within?'

You only stopped because you saw us here,' Oran said, his hand tightening on the sword grip.

'Not so,' Alaric replied. 'We have been seeking this very place.' He pulled out his map and held it up long enough for them to notice a few details, and then tucked it away again. 'So as you can see, we already possessed this valley and its contents because we held the map to guide us here.'

'A map is not a place,' Woldred replied, although he seemed almost amused by Alaric's argument.

'It details the place and defines it,' Alaric argued. 'By hold­ing the map I hold the details, and what is a place but its details? Therefore I own the place as well.'

Dietz stood back and kept quiet, admiring yet again his employer's quick mind. Alaric could be a scatter-brained young man at times, but when he wanted something he was as sharp as any merchant or trader Dietz had met, and his good manners hid a keen eye and a clever wit.

'A pretty argument,' Woldred admitted, 'but it means lit­tle. We are already here and we outnumber you. We could kill you or run you off easily.' He was kind enough not to point out that he and his band were properly equipped and provisioned, while Alaric and Dietz had only their packs and their weapons. Dietz saw all that in the man's look, however, and understood. If the situation had been

reversed he would have considered them mere ruffians or wanderers, certainly not rivals.

'Perhaps,' Alaric admitted, 'but what would that gain you?'

'Fewer hands to grab our gold,' Thorgrek said sharply.

'Why should we cut you in?' Woldred asked. Dietz took it as a good sign the man had not yet ordered his compan­ions to attack. He was certainly right about the numbers, and Dietz didn't doubt Goran alone could take both him and Alaric on, but so far Woldred seemed content to dis­cuss the matter sensibly.

'Because we are experts,' Alaric answered. 'My friend and I have searched many a tomb and catacomb. We have a great deal of experience that could help you.' He tilted his head to one side, 'Unless you're already an expert on Nehekharan tombs, of course.'

'Nehekharan?' Ehrl cut in, eyes wide. 'How do you know?'

Alaric gestured towards the wall he had noticed from above. Those are the front gates, are they not?' He didn't bother to wait for confirmation before continuing. A set of double doors, unless I'm mistaken. There should be five steps leading up to them.' Now Dietz could see a crack start­ing partway down the cliff face and ninning to its base. It was too smooth and too perfectly vertical to be anything but manmade. Running his eyes along it Dietz could just make out another crack at the top and one at the bottom, both running to the left. It was a door and it was partially open.

Alaric had moved on. He gestured towards the columns he had mentioned to Dietz before. From this close Dietz could see that the young nobleman had been right about them, although they were worn almost smooth by years of sand, wind, and rain. 'The columns flanking them would have been covered by reliefs originally, showing scenes from the king's life. There should be a cartouche over the door there, bearing his name and titles.'

'I see nothing,' Ehrl replied. The haughtiness in his tone told Dietz at once that Alaric had met a fellow scholar, and

one thing he knew from their time together was that schol­ars hated to be proven wrong.

'Most of it has been worn away,' Alaric admitted. He stepped closer, holding up both hands to show he meant no harm, the bronze sword dangling blade-down from his waist. Woldred stepped away and the others followed suit, swivelling to keep both Alaric and Dietz in clear sight. Alaric ignored them and concentrated on the cliff face instead. 'Ah, here,' he said after a moment. He used the long bronze sword to indicate a spot on the wall between the column's curve and the crack that might be a door. Dietz could just make out a shape, roughly rectangular although the top and bottom were curved.

Ehrl stepped up beside Alaric and stared at the spot. 'A cartouche!' he whispered, dropping to his knees for a bet­ter look.

"Yes, most tombs had one to the left and right of the door,' Alaric explained, clearly pleased with his discovery. 'The one on the right tells of the curse anyone desecrating the tomb would suffer. This one simply warns that the tomb is not to be disturbed.'

'Can you read it?' Woldred asked his scholar, who nod­ded eagerly.

'Given a little time, yes,' Ehrl said, already tracing the worn hieroglyphs with a forefinger, brushing away sand and dirt to get a better look. 'It says something about a scarab-'

'Not "a scarab", Alaric corrected gently. 'That's a definitive mark there, you see? It's "the scarab", a specific one rather than the generic item.'

'Yes, yes,' the stooped scholar agreed. 'I see that now, and here, this mark, the dog or wolf?'

'Jackal,' Alaric supplied. 'It's a jackal head, for Djaf, their god of the dead.' Dietz repressed a shiver. Any talk of the gods made him nervous. 'It says "the Death Scarab".'

The Death Scarab!' Ehrl exclaimed, his eyes like saucers, 'Karitamen!'

'Of course!' Alaric was so excited he looked as if he would explode. 'Karitamen, the Death Scarab! It fits!'

Woldred exchanged a look with his other men and even with Dietz, a puzzled and slightly annoyed look that Dietz knew he had made himself many times. It was the look of someonewondering what all the fuss was about, and why these two men were so excited about a simple name, even an odd one like that.

'Carrot-who?' Dietz asked, knowing he'd regret it but also knowing it probably wasn't a good idea to walk around a tomb without at least knowing who was buried there.

'Karitamen. He was said to be a Nehekharan general under Amenemhetum the Great,' Alaric explained to Dietz. 'Amenemhetum was both a king and a sea captain, and scholars believe his fleets conquered all these lands,' he added when Dietz still had no idea what he was talking about. 'According to legend, Karitamen was one of his greatest generals and helped him defeat the natives. Amen­emhetum gave him his own kingdom, as a reward.'

Alaric looked around, as if seeing the valley for the first time. 'We're near the western edge of the mountains,' he mentioned absently. 'I've heard the Nehekharan kings often built their tombs and pyramids where they would still be able to look out upon their subjects and their lands, to symbolically protect them even after death. If Karita- men's lands were the eastern half of the Border Princes, which is what we suspect from the few mentions we've found in scrolls and histories over the years, this location would let him see his entire domain.'

'Your grasp of Nehekharan is impressive,' Ehrl admitted to Alaric, standing and brushing the sand from his legs.

'I've always been good at languages and histories,' Alaric replied modestly. 'Although I admit, I remember more than 1 had hoped.' Then he stopped and turned back to Wol­dred. 'You didn't know this was here, did you?' he asked.

'That cartouche? No.' But that wasn't what Alaric meant and Woldred obviously knew it. After a minute of silence, with Alaric watching him pointedly, the other man shrugged and looked slightly embarrassed. 'No, we did not know it was here. We suspected a tomb might lie

somewhere in these mountains and felt it worth the risk to explore. We happened across this place by sheer chance.'

Alaric nodded. 'Luck led you here; impressive, but now you need an expert to get you inside. I can do that.'

Woldred looked at Ehrl, who nodded reluctantly. 'My knowledge of Nehekhara is sketchy at best,' the scholar admitted. 'He would be an asset.'

'Well,' Woldred said, sheathing his sword and gesturing for the others to do the same. 'That casts things in a differ­ent light, hey?' They all visibly relaxed and so did Dietz, although he kept an eye on the big fighter and the grum­bling dwarf. Either could still be trouble. 'A third of whatever we find,' he suggested to Alaric.

'Done.' Dietz wasn't surprised at Alaric's ready agreement. They weren't looking for riches, exactly, just for whatever linked the runes on the map to this place. Besides, a third was fair, given their smaller numbers, and the others clearly thought so as well. Even the dwarf loosened the grip on his pickaxe.

'What is she doing?' Alaric asked as he moved back over towards Woldred, gesturing to where Therese still mum­bled and chanted.

'Checking for magic,' the other man replied. 'Some of these tombs are guarded by fierce spells.'

Alaric shook his head. The Nehekharans apparently did not hold with that,' he said. 'There will be traps aplenty inside, but they would not put spells on this tomb. It would be sacrilege.' Dietz was watching his friend and employer but a sound distracted him and he glanced around. He noticed Goran and Johann glancing around as well.

'They had mystical guardians,' Ehrl protested, 'I've read of such.'

'Guardians, yes,' Alaric agreed, 'and those may bear enchantments, but not the tomb as a whole.' He started to say more but Dietz cut him off.

'Company,' he said softly, his hand tightening on his mace. The sound had been footfalls, more than a few, and they were close by. The wiry man had noticed them as well

and had tapped Woldred to whisper in his ear just as Dietz spoke.

'Friends of yours?' Woldred asked, drawing his sword again.

'No, we came alone.'Alaric replied honestly. 'We've no more desire for company than you have.' He glanced at Dietz, one eyebrow raised slightly, and Dietz shook his head quickly. The sounds were boots on stone, not bone. Whoever approached was alive or at least not skeletal.

They saw them a moment later, as a large group of men topped the rise and started down towards them. They came from further south than the path Alaric and Dietz had taken and were forced to pick their way down the cliff, but several men stayed up top with loaded crossbows while the first handful made the ascent, and then climbed down while their fellows provided defence. Alaric counted twenty-two in all.

The men were clearly soldiers, all but one dressed in similar mail and all working as a single unit. As they reached the val­ley floor Dietz saw that they wore tabards over their armour, red with a stylised black 'L'. He groaned and so did Alaric.

'You know them?' Woldred asked quietly, turning so he could see both Alaric and Dietz, and the newcomers. His sword tip wavered between the many targets before him.

'Unfortunately yes,' Alaric answered. 'It looks as if we may have competition after all.'

'There is no competition,' one of the newcomers called out, striding forwards. He moved boldly, clearly in control, and his tabard was black with the 'L' in red upon it. Tall and broad-shouldered, with a broken nose and sharp blue eyes, the man's scarred face and hands told Dietz that he had seen many battles and survived them all. A longsword, a dagger and a pistol hung at his side, but he did not bother to draw them.

'I claim this tomb and its contents in the name of Prince Levrellian,' he announced in a gravelly voice. Behind him his men levelled their crossbows at Alaric, Dietz, and the others. You will stand aside or you will die.'





CHAPTER EIGHT



Alaric could see at once there was no reasoning with the newcomer. He took two steps back, putting him further from the opening, and raised his empty hands, letting the sword fall to the sand behind him. Dietz also moved aside although he did not drop his new mace, and after a moment's hesitation Woldred motioned for his small troupe to back away as well.

'I've seen you before,' Alaric said to the newcomer, who nodded brusquely. 'At the prince's court in Zenres?' he guessed.

'Correct,' the man replied. 'I am Paulus Gunther, the prince's lieutenant.' He glanced at Alaric with a visible mix­ture of contempt and amusement. 'And you were the criminals my lord let live.'

'That was merely a misunderstanding,' Alaric protested, more for Woldred's benefit than anything else. He was still hoping the two groups could explore the tomb together, although with Gunther present the chances had lessened significantly. Alaric considered staying quiet but his

curiosity got the better of him. 'How did you find this place?' he finally asked.

Gunther laughed and held up a piece of worn parchment that Alaric recognised instantly. 'We have your map, remember?' The map! He had forgotten that his copy was not the original. Alaric was surprised, however, to see that it held less detail than he remembered. Where were the marks for the rivers, or for the mountain path? Where were the lines that had drawn them here?

'There's not much to follow there,' Alaric pointed out. 'Believe me, I tried.'

That earned him a tight grin from Gunther. 'This,' he said, tapping a mark in the lower right corner. It looked like a dog's head and Alaric had assumed it was a crude copy of the Djaf hieroglyph. 'It's a dog,' Gunther explained when Alaric clearly didn't understand, 'for the Mad Dog Pass.'

Ah, Alaric had heard of that. Mad Dog Pass cut through the World's Edge Mountains. In fact, thinking back to the area map in his journal, the pass was probably not far south of this valley.

'So the map led you to the pass,' Alaric guessed, 'but how did you get here from there?'

Gunther pointed to a scribbled note along the parch­ment's right edge. 'It says "'tween canine eyes",' he said, and Alaric nodded again. He'd read that cryptic missive and taken it for a warning about something in the tomb, perhaps a trapped statue of Djaf. 'The pass is the dog's mouth,' Gunther went on. 'That puts the eyes right about here.' He scowled. 'Although even with those directions we have been searching for the past two weeks.' He grinned. 'Fortunately one of my men spotted the two of you as you entered the valley. Your help is certainly appreciated.'

Alaric hated to admit it but he was both impressed and embarrassed. The map had told them the tomb's location all along, and he had never guessed it because he'd been too busy being clever. He could feel Dietz glaring at him and couldn't meet his friend's eyes.

'What will you do with us?' Woldred asked quietly. If he was worried about being surrounded by armed guards it didn't show.

Gunther considered the situation. 'Killing you would be easiest,' he said bluntly. 'That way you couldn't cause trou­ble later.'

'Murder,' Dietz commented, and Gunther glanced at him.

'What's your point?' he asked.

'Killing us in battle is one thing,' Dietz explained. 'Killing us where we stand is murder. You're a soldier, not an assas­sin.'

One of the guards stepped forwards, crossbow pulled back to smash Dietz across the face, but a gesture from Gunther stopped him.

'You're right,' he agreed. 'I won't kill you in cold blood.' He nodded. 'Drop your weapons and you will live.'

Dietz immediately released his mace. Woldred was next, letting his sword fall and removing the axe from his belt so it could join the sword on the sand. Alaric had already dropped his bronze sword but he undid his belt as well, leaving both rapier and dagger sheathed on it. The rest of Woldred's crew also disarmed, although Goran scowled before surrendering his blades.

'What's she doing?' Gunther asked, having apparently noticed Therese for the first time. She was still chanting, apparently oblivious to the drama unfolding behind her.

'She's checking the tomb for curses and other magics,' Woldred replied. 'She's a mage.'

'A mage!' Gunther turned to Woldred. 'She's with you?' The explorer nodded. 'Get her out of the way, and if she casts a spell she dies instantly.' He indicated a guard, who immediately trained his crossbow on the woman. Woldred motioned to lohann, who stepped forwards and tapped Therese on the shoulder. She glanced up, her chant dying mid-stream, and he said something too sofdy for the rest of them to hear. Whatever it was it caused her to glance over her shoulder, and her eyes widened as she saw the armed strangers for the first time. Alaric noticed that she had

pretty eyes, although her features were plain. Johann led her back over to the others and she added her dagger to the pile.

'Tie them up,' Gunther instructed. Two of his guards moved to obey and within minutes Alaric found himself sitting in the sand halfway across the valley, his hands bound behind him and his feet tied securely as well. The others were treated the same way.

When that was done Gunther motioned two guards into position on either side of the group, each with their cross­bows trained upon them. 'Sit quietly,' he told his prisoners, 'and when I return I'll release you. Fair?'

'More than fair,' Alaric said calmly. The others nodded.

Gunther turned away from them and pointed to two guards. 'You two go first, no more than ten feet in, then stop and report.' They nodded and moved towards the crack in the wall.

This could get ugly,' Alaric muttered as the men marched towards the tomb entrance. Fortunately he spoke too softly for the guards to hear him.

To distract himself, Alaric studied the sand around him. It was strange to find sand in the mountains. Had the Nehekharans imported it to remind them of home? He dredged up what he remembered about Nehekharan tombs - which was considerably less than he had led Woldred to believe, since few had entered such crypts and survived - and remembered a lecture about their general layout. According to that professor and to the scrolls he had deci­phered there should be a-

He sank his bound feet into the sand before him and grinned when his heels hit something solid. Yes!

Meanwhile one of the guards pushed against the cliff wall next to the gap and it slid back with a loud creak and a shower of rock dust, revealing a dark space beyond. Alaric was pleased to see he'd been right about the doors. Wouldn't Professor Brecht be thrilled to know at least one of his former students was putting his lectures on Nehekhara to good use? Alaric craned his neck to make out

additional details. All he could see from here, however, was darkness.

The first guard stepped in and reached to one side, appar­ently plucking an unlit torch from a wall sconce. Then the man shrieked and collapsed. The other guard skirted his fallen fellow. Alaric could not see what happened next but after a second he heard the second guard screaming and flailing about. After a few seconds he too collapsed, falling backwards across the first guard.

'Hold your weapons!' Gunther shouted too late, as one of his guards fired a crossbow bolt into the darkness past his fallen comrades. Several of the other guards had drawn their blades and looked ready to attack despite the absence of any obvious foe. Some of them were shaking and a few had turned pale.

'It is cursed!' One of the guards whispered, but Alaric laughed at him. So did Woldred and several of the others. Dietz did not, but Alaric recognised the calculating look in his eyes and knew what his friend was thinking: two less soldiers meant better odds for them. It was a depressing thought but a practical one.

'It's not cursed,' Alaric corrected, 'just well-defended.'

'What in Myrmidia's-?' Gunther started, and then turned and glared at Alaric. 'You!' He bellowed. 'You knew this would happen!'

Alaric shrugged. 'I know this type of tomb,' he admitted, 'which means I knew there had to be certain traps at certain places spread throughout.' He grinned up at the lieutenant. 'I can help you navigate it safely, or at least with fewer deaths.'

Gunther eyed him warily, 'And in return?'

Alaric considered for a moment. He debated explaining why they were really here but decided against it. No sense borrowing more trouble when they already had plenty. 'We get a share of the treasure,' he said finally, 'a small share, and it's up to you to decide how much, but we get some­thing for our time and effort.'

'I have a better idea,' Gunther replied. He reached down and hauled the woman, Therese, to her feet. He held her in

front of him, one arm across her neck, preventing her from crying out. Through the mane of hair covering her face Alaric could see that her eyes were wide with fear. 'She goes first,' Gunther announced. 'You tell me how to get past the traps or she's the one who suffers.'

'It doesn't work that way!' Woldred said. He glared at Alaric. 'Tell him!'

'He's right,' Alaric agreed. 'I can't tell you what to do because I haven't been inside. It's not like drawing a map. I know some of the signs, that's all. I'd have to go with you to get you past them.'

'Fine.' Gunther gestured and one of his men pulled Alaric up. 'You and her.'

'You'll need me,' Dietz spoke up. 'I'm his hands and his eyes. We work together.'

Gunther glared at him. 'I decide who goes,' he said qui­etly.

Then you and your men will die,' Woldred replied. He met the lieutenant's glare with one of his own. Therese is a mage and her magic has aided us many times, whatever you think of such things,' he explained, 'but she'll need her hands free to cast her spells. Ehrl is a scholar and good at finding and disarming traps. Goran is protection against any creatures that might be lurking down there. I know my way around a tomb. And Thorgrek,' he grinned. Thorgrek is a miner, and a dwarf to boot. There's little he doesn't know about stone.'

Gunther mulled that over, frowning. Finally he looked up. 'Fine,' he decided, 'we all go.' His men began pulling Dietz and the others to their feet and cutting their bonds.

'Sir,' one of the guards protested. He was a short, solidly built man and his dusky skin and dark hair and eyes sug­gested Araby heritage. He wore leathers rather than mail, carried a short sword instead of a longer blade, and had a short bow and a quiver of arrows instead of the usual cross­bow. Everything about him screamed scout. 'They could turn on us,' he pointed out.

'I know that, Hammlich,' Gunther snapped, but with them we stand a better chance of getting out of this trap

alive!' He glared at each of his men. 'Nobody lets them out of their sight and nobody hurts them unless they try any­thing. Clear?' They all nodded and mumbled agreement and Alaric was impressed. This was a man who knew how to control his troops. Alaric's father would have approved.

'Right,' Gunther said, turning back towards Alaric and Woldred and severing each of their bonds in turn. 'Attack me or my men and we cut you down.' He waited for a response and both of them nodded. 'Good,' he said. 'Get moving.'



CHAPTER NINE



Johann and Ehrl were already halfway to the front gates and Alaric shook his head but followed them. Dietz was right behind him. He had wanted to pick up his new mace but the guards had gotten there first, gathering all their weapons together and holding them. Well, at least if something attacked them inside he'd know who to beg for a weapon.

Alaric and Ehrl were examining the two dead guards and Dietz took the opportunity to glance around. The room was small and square and did not have a far wall, stretch­ing off into another space beyond. The other two walls held mosaics of some sort, as did the floor.

Then Dietz noticed the figures. They were large, powerful men, wearing the same armour as the skeletal warrior he had destroyed. Bronze hook-swords hung at their sides and the figures held torches aloft. They were positioned in the four corners of the room, facing the centre. He guessed they were statues, although the armour glinted like real metal. The one to the left of the door was missing its torch, which lay in the first dead guard's hand.

'Compressed salt,' Alaric said, indicating the first man, 'horribly corrosive.' He tried not to look at the man's face, which had melted away to reveal the bone and muscle beneath. 'It was triggered by moving the torch, no doubt.' One of the guards stopped mid-motion, his hand inches from another statue's torch.

'What about him?' Dietz asked, nudging the other man with his foot. He still wasn't happy about having to enter this place, but at least he could keep an eye on Alaric and try to keep him out of trouble, and he had to admit the tomb was fascinating. Glouste apparently did not agree, and tucked herself inside his jacket, occasionally hissing her disapproval.

One of the guards lit a torch and Dietz could see the details of his surroundings. They were incredible. The floor of this small chamber was covered in concentric rings, each one a pattern of symbols and characters that he was sure told a story. A large black scarab was set in the centre. The walls had similar designs, although not as tightly constricted, and the ceiling showed the night sky, golden stars winking from the deep blue surface. The far end of the chamber led to several steps, each as wide as the room itself, which led down in turn to a long corri­dor.

Alaric turned to study the second guard. Gunther knelt beside him, clearly concerned as to what had killed his man. Dietz found that comforting. At least Levrellian's lieu­tenant worried about his troops. Hopefully he was also the type who kept his promises.

'Here,' Alaric said after a minute, indicating what Dietz had thought to be freckles or birthmarks, tiny dots on the man's neck, 'darts. They're tiny darts, probably just needles, really.'

'Needles killed him?' Gunther asked.

Alaric nodded, 'Poisoned ones, yes.' He glanced around. 'Don't anyone touch that scarab!' he ordered, which was a good thing since Johann had been eyeing it. 'That was probably the trigger.'

'Aye, it were,' Thorgrek agreed. The dwarf crouched and inspected the carved black stone. 'It's set on a plate. Pres­sure moves it and sets off the trap.'

Dietz was examining the shiny thing along one wall. It was a large disc and one side glittered gold while the other had the dull grey look of iron. The gold side was carved into rings, each one patterned and filled with the Nehekharans' pictographic writing. It did not look like it belonged here leaning against the wall, and the back of it still bore several short nails.

'What's this?' he asked finally. Alaric came over to inspect it, as did Ehrl and Woldred.

Woldred answered first. 'Door seal, I'd say.' He grinned when Alaric looked at him, one eyebrow raised in surprise. 'I've seen my share of tombs too.'

Dietz's friend nodded at that. Yes, well, you're right. That was fitted to the front doors to hold them closed, both physi­cally and symbolically.' They all glanced at the door. Now that Gunther's men had pushed both sides open they could make out a faint outline of a man across both. That would have been Karitamen himself,' Alaric mused, 'standing with arms crossed to proclaim this tomb as his and to bar passage. As a king he would have had a golden disc behind his head, indi­cating the sun that blessed his reign. This disc was attached across the tomb when the doors were closed after his burial.' He grimaced. They were never meant to be opened.'

'Someone did, though,' Woldred pointed out. 'It was like this when we got here.'

Dietz glanced at the doors again. They opened inwards, and the exterior had no handles of any sort. How had they been opened if they were sealed shut?

1'he entrance chamber led into a long corridor, which ended in a set of double doors. Dietz didn't see any other entrances.

'It looks like a trap,' he muttered to Alaric, who nodded.

'It is,' his friend agreed cheerfully. 'No one was meant to walk these halls once the doors had been sealed. Every inch of that corridor is probably deadly.'

'You seem far too cheerful for someone about to walk it.' Gunther commented.

'That's because I'm not going to.' Alaric replied. 'We're not going this way.'

Everyone turned to stare at him and Dietz could tell that his friend was enjoying himself immensely, and because Alaric enjoyed his dramatic moments, he paused for a moment before continuing.

'This is the front entrance.' he explained finally, 'but it is not the only way in.'

With that he walked past the stunned Gunther and his guards and back out into the valley.

'There's another way in?' Woldred was the first to react and caught up to Alaric in a few strides. He glanced back at Ehrl behind him, who simply shrugged.

'There is.' Alaric confirmed. Dietz was back beside his friend, his long strides covering the distance between them quickly. 'It's concealed within the temple.'

'What temple?' That was from Gunther, who was march­ing after them. 'And when were you planning to mention this?' His scowl suggested he blamed Alaric for the death of his two guards.

'I wasn't sure it existed.' Alaric explained apologetically, stopping on the spot where they had been tied up earlier. 'I only found it while we were watching your men attempt the front gates.' He dropped to his knees and swept the sand aside, revealing a smooth grey surface beneath. At first Dietz thought it was simply the valley floor but then he spotted a clean break running across it. Those were flagstones!

'The Nehekharan pyramids have small mortuary temples attached.' Alaric said, standing and walking a few paces before checking the ground again. 'The two structures were linked by a grand causeway. That's what I found here.'

'Pyramid?' Woldred looked puzzled and Dietz didn't blame him as the man glanced back at the doors behind him. 'There's no pyramid here!'

'I know, but there should be.' Alaric replied. 'Every Nehekharan king had one.' He frowned, glancing back at

the clear lack of a towering triangular structure. 'Perhaps it was because of the mountains,' he mused aloud, 'or the dis­tances, or the materials available. I don't know, but he did have a causeway, which means he had a temple.'

Alaric had already covered twenty paces, but Gunther, realising what he was doing, had set his guards ahead of him at regular intervals, each one shoving aside the sand. It was the second-to-last guard who called out, 'Over here!'

The rest of them raced to his location. Dietz was one of the first there and saw not grey flagstone but a carved cir­cular pattern similar to the mosaics on the entryway walls.

'Yes!' Alaric skidded to a stop beside them, and then paused to kneel and touch his head to the ground, muttering something. 'A prayer to the Nehekharan gods,' he explained to Dietz as he straightened up, grinning, 'just in case.'

'What is it?' Gunther demanded as his men scraped the rest of the sand away.

'It's a door,' Alaric replied, admiring the pattern. He took out his journal and did a quick sketch of the design before speaking again. 'This was the temple's inner chamber. They often put a hidden door here, allowing the dead king sym­bolic access to the temple and to the worship of his people.'

'Where does it go?' Hammlich asked. If he still doubted the wisdom of bringing them along he did not mention it.

'To the lower levels,' Alaric answered. He looked up at Gunther. 'We can bypass more than half the tomb this way, and the treasure room will be in the lower portion.'

The lieutenant nodded. 'Open it,' he said, but Dietz could tell the man was pleased.

Opening the hidden door took time, as Alaric had never encountered one before, but eventually he, Woldred, and Ehrl figured it out.

'Of course,' Alaric said as the door slid to the side, 'the blue band represents the sacred river, the heart of every journey, and the second circle is for burial, the start of the spirit's journey to the next stage.' Ehrl was nodding but everyone else was more interested in the narrow channel the door had revealed.

'Slick,' Johann commented, running a finger along the interior. 'I think it's glass.'

'No stopping once you start,' Alaric agreed, 'but it does lead straight into the tomb.' He glanced over at Gunther, who nodded.

'You,' he said, tapping one of the guards on the shoulder, 'go first.'

The guard swallowed nervously, sweat standing out on his forehead, but he nodded. Sheathing his sword and handing his crossbow to another guard, he sat down on the lip of the tunnel, his legs dangling over the empty space. Then, after taking a quick breath and muttering a prayer, he pushed himself off and disappeared down the chute.

Dietz winced as he heard the distinctive thwack of metal striking bone, and a stifled scream echoed up the narrow passage.

'It's probably safe now,' Alaric said, 'but still...' Before anyone could react he grabbed the dead guard's crossbow and tossed it down the chute as well. Any protest Gunther might have made died on his lips as they all heard a second impact, this time of metal slicing into sturdy wood.

'Why didn't you suggest that first?' Gunther demanded.

'Because you wouldn't have believed me,' Alaric replied, shrugging, 'and there was a chance the traps had broken down over time.'

'Fine,' Gunther snapped, 'you go next.' He shoved Alaric forwards. Dietz saw the surprised look on his friend's face as his feet were propelled over the tunnel entrance and then the young nobleman had dropped from view.

'Morr's teeth!' Dietz shoved a guard aside and leapt into the tunnel, feet first. If he was going to die, at least he'd do so by his friend's side.

He didn't die, however. The trip down the tunnel was fast, the glass-coated sides sliding him along without resis­tance, and it seemed like only moments later that the tunnel fell away behind him and he dropped to the ground in a small room. Alaric was right beside him, having just twisted to avoid being landed upon. The dead guard was

there as well, his head a few feet from his body. The cross­bow lay beside the corpse, chopped neatly in half.

'Cheery place,' Alaric remarked. He pulled himself up and was looking around. Dietz saw at once what he meant. The room they were in was not large, although it had a high ceiling. The wall was covered with murals and friezes, every inch decorated and none of it pleasant. Dietz saw men and women being hacked apart, being strangled, being drowned, dying of terrible diseases, and more.

'What is all this?' he asked.

'A warning,' Alaric replied. He gestured towards one of the images, that of a man and a woman being torn apart by wild beasts. 'Look what they're carrying.' Dietz studied the image and saw gold and gems in the ill-fated couple's hands. 'It's telling us what happens to those who try steal­ing from this tomb.'

'That might scare away simple grave-robbers,' Gunther commented, 'but it will not dissuade us.' He and his men were all there now, as were Woldred and his group, and the room was decidedly crowded. Alaric shifted slightly to get a guard's elbow out of his side and it felt for a second as if the floor was moving beneath him.

Apparently he had not been the only one to notice it. 'Don't move!' Thorgrek announced, dropping to his knees. The dwarf spread both large, gnarled hands upon the floor. He tilted his head and closed his eyes as if listening.

'We must leave here at once,' he announced finally, rising to his feet.

'Why?' Gunther demanded.

'Because the floor is trapped,' Thorgrek snapped. 'I can feel our weight shifting it. When it stops, it'll set something off. Best we aren't here for that.'

That made sense and everyone turned towards the only door. It had been carved with a single image, that of a large man with the head of a jackal, his arms crossed and his fangs bared in a snarl.

'Djaf, god of the dead,' Alaric said softly. 'He's warning us that no one living may pass this point.'

'Then why is there a handle?' one of the guards asked, pointing at the plain knob protruding right below the deity's elbow. Before anyone could stop him the man turned the knob and pushed the door open.

'Idiot!' Gunther snapped, shoving the guard to one side. He spat in disgust as the man stiffened, not from fear but from the first effects of whatever poison had coated the handle. The lieutenant-drew his dagger almost casually and cut the guard's throat, ending the man's suffering. Then Gunther wiped and sheathed his blade, neatly sidestepping the falling body, and gestured for Alaric and Dietz to lead the way through the door.

The room beyond was considerably larger and extremely long, a narrow walkway running its length. Alaric noticed that the ground to either side seemed pockmarked, and realised after a moment's study that it was actually an intri­cate latticework. Beneath that he saw only shadows but they seemed too uneven to be flat spaces.

Glancing behind him Alaric saw Thorgrek by the still- open door, watching the previous room. They heard a faint click and then a blade swept across the room only a foot above the floor. Thorgrek grinned.

'I said we'd best be gone,' he pointed out. A second click made him turn back and Alaric saw a second blade cut across the chamber, this one roughly five feet high.

'Nasty,' he said as the dwarf caught up.

'But effective,' Thorgrek replied.

The others had passed them by already, and Alaric turned to catch up to Dietz, who was crouching roughly halfway across the room where another walkway intersected the first, dividing the long room into quarters.

'Lovely design,' the older man muttered as Alaric reached him. He was indicating the latticework and it took Alaric a moment to see what he meant. At first the pattern seemed abstract but then elements came into focus and he realised what he was seeing. They were people! The entire lattice­work had been carved to show people writhing as if in pain. Glancing around he saw a matching theme on the

walls, which had been carved into an array of agonised faces. The room reeked as well, smelling much like a char- nel house.

'How do we get out of this place?' Gunther demanded from in front, and that made Alaric notice something else. The room had no other exits.

'There's nothing over here,' one of the guards reported from the far wall. He walked back towards them, paying more attention to the carvings than to his path, and strayed from the walkway onto one of the latticeworks.

'Get off that!' Gunther shouted but it was too late. With a snap the latticework split in half, dropping the guard into the pit they all saw below. Alaric thought the man's weight might have broken the screen but then the two halves swiv­elled back up and snapped back into place, leaving the guard groaning below.

'No one steps foot off the paths!' Gunther ordered. No one argued. They had all seen what would happen if they strayed.

'Careful on it as well,' Thorgrek said. He had made his way across the room and was starting back, weaving from side to side as if drunk. 'This floor be trapped in many places, though I think I've found them all.' He paused, studied a spot before him, crouched down to sniff it, glanced to either side and then up, and then stood again, nodded, and stepped carefully around it. 'Yes, that's the last of them.'

'So we can get from one side to the other safely,' Hamm- lich commented, 'but that still doesn't get us past this room!'

There must be a hidden entrance somewhere,' Woldred pointed out, 'and if it's not along one of these walkways there's only one other place it can be.' He glanced down at the latticework beside him, and the pit below.

Johann nodded. The scout took a coil of rope Gunther's guards had left at his belt and tied one end firmly around his waist. He handed the other end to Goran, who wrapped it around his own waist and then firmly around one hand.

Once the big man nodded Johann stepped deliberately off the path and crouched atop the latticework. It opened almost immediately but he was ready for it and dropped lithely into the pit, the rope slowing his descent.

'It's close to twenty feet down,' Johann called up, 'and there are bodies down here.'

They all peered over the edge. The pit was large, filling all the space under the latticework, and the walls glittered like glass in the torchlight. Alaric could see the bodies Johann had mentioned. Most of them were little more than bones and scraps of cloth. A few were more recent, however.

'Would-be grave robbers,' Ehrl commented, stepping up beside him. 'They must have fallen prey to traps some­where within the tomb, but how did they wind up in here?' Alaric had an idea but wasn't sure he should mention it. Was the tomb infested with the same skeletal undead they had fought in the mountains beyond? He hoped not. Still, he would feel better armed.

'Will you give us back our weapons?' he asked Gunther. 'Something killed all these people. If we're attacked we'd be more useful armed.'

'And you'd be able to strike at us in turn,' the lieutenant replied. He turned away, ending the conversation, and con­tinued to supervise the guards who were repeating Johann's trick on the other three latticeworks.

Soon all four pits were being explored. Alaric and Dietz found themselves in the back left, along with two guards. It was the same pit where the first guard had fallen and his body lay not far from them. He wasn't moving.

'He must have broken his neck when he fell,' Alaric said, nudging the body with his foot. Dietz started to nod, and then stopped and stepped closer. The older man flipped the body over with his boot.

'No fall caused that,' he said, pointing to the jagged wound across the man's throat.

'Gunther!' Alaric called, looking up. As he straightened his gaze swept past the bodies that covered the floor, and he blinked as one of them moved.

'Watch the bodies!' he shouted, reaching for a sword that wasn't there. 'They're still alive!' Or at least still fighting, he thought.

'What?' One of the guards with them turned, laughing. 'Don't be an idiot. Just because you're scared-'

The man broke off as a body rose in front of him, a rusted axe gripped in one hand. The guard was too stunned to react as the blade chopped forwards and down, but he did scream as his hand and forearm fell to the ground. The axe bit into his neck and the guard toppled, blood spurting from both wounds.

'Myrmidia's spear!' The other guard didn't need any more convincing and leapt forwards, his sword taking the attacker through the chest. Unfortunately that did nothing to stop the figure, whose ragged clothing fell away, reveal­ing its skeletal form.

'Weapons!' Alaric shouted up. 'We need weapons!' Gun­ther must have agreed, because an instant later his belt and the strange hook-bladed sword fell into the pit, followed by Dietz's knives and mace. 'About time!' Alaric grabbed up the bronze blade and hacked at the skeleton, which had killed the second guard and was turning towards them. The heavy sword smashed its forearm, causing it to drop the axe. Then Dietz's mace smashed its skull to pieces and the bones collapsed and did not move again.

'What is this place?' Hammlich demanded above them. He had his sword out and his face was pale beneath his dusky skin. 'The dead still walk and attack?'

'Dark magic,' Therese replied, her eyes flashing. 'This tomb reeks of it.'

Several other skeletons rose within the pits but the guards and seekers were forewarned. They made short work of the undead attackers, although a few people took minor wounds. Scorpions emerged from some of the bodies as well, but no one was stung. Gunther had returned Woldred and his crew their weapons, and after the skirmishes he nodded at Alaric.

'You were right,' the lieutenant admitted wearily. His cheeks were still pale. 'Better armed.'

Alaric started to reply but Dietz stopped him. Take a look at this.' his friend said. He indicated a spot on the back wall in their pit. Alaric felt it carefully and discovered a narrow depression that ran down to the floor and up to a match­ing line that cut across and then down again. A door!

There must be a trigger here somewhere.' he told Dietz and the two of them began searching. Others quickly joined them. It was Ehrl, in fact, who stumbled upon it, as his foot tapped a small bump on the ground a few feet from the doorway. They all heard a faint click and froze, expecting another trap, but then Woldred pointed at the wall.

'Look!'

That section of the wall had shifted slightly in response, swivelling outwards along the left side. Dietz inserted his knives into the gap, one high and one low, and tugged gen­tly. The stone slid aside without a sound, revealing a narrow staircase that rose as it led away.

'Up?' Alaric thought about that one for a minute. Nor­mally the treasure room would be down, not up, but then this should be a pyramid and wasn't, so obviously some allowances must be made.

'Where will this lead?' Gunther asked as he gathered his men into a single line, Alaric and Dietz and the others mixed in among them.

'To the treasure room, if we're lucky.' Alaric replied. He didn't bother to list the places it could go if their luck ran out. Why worry about that? It wasn't as if they had any­where else to go.





CHAPTER TEN



Dietz's first thought, upon emerging from the stairway, was that the large room around him was made of beaten gold. Then he caught glimpses of white and corrected that impression. No, the walls were actually white, clean simple white. The floor was simple granite flagstone and the ceil­ing showed a starless night sky. The golden glow that dazzled him and everyone else came entirely from the heaps of coins, jewellery, and other precious objects filling the room from end to end, top to bottom. It was an astounding sight, literally too much wealth to compre­hend.

Woldred and his people began giggling like small chil­dren as they danced among the treasure, lifting this and that piece, tossing coins and gems at each other as if they were snowballs. Gunther and his guards were less exuber­ant but even they were grinning as they shovelled coins and gems into sacks at their belts. Alaric wandered here and there, examining various items, apparently less interested in wealth than artistry. Dietz wasn't sure how to react. A

single handful from this hoard would be enough to set him and his entire family up for life, anywhere he wanted to live. Gunther had claimed it all for Levrellian, of course, but short of searching them afterwards the lieutenant couldn't prevent the others from taking something away with them, and Dietz knew ways to hide things that he doubted the guards would want to discover.

He pocketed a few small gems, knowing they would be difficult to dig out of his pouch and pockets, and swal­lowed a few more as a precaution. Then he simply looked around, admiring the workmanship. He saw a suit of golden links, so bright he could barely look at it, the metal strong and sturdy but the weave as light as cloth and soft as silk. A helmet and large shield stood with it, also of gold, intricately wrought. Nearby he saw a miniature building, clearly a palace or castle, carved from rubies fitted together like bricks and cemented with gold. Tiny people stood within it, each one also carved from gold.

A massive creature dominated the room, ten times the size of a horse with a strange snout like a pig's at the end of a thick snake-like body, flap-like ears on either side of a round head and beady eyes. The creature was carved of solid gold, its eyes sapphires, and wicked tusks curved up beside the snout, gleaming like polished bone. Elsewhere he saw Therese admiring a pair of drinking goblets, carved from some dark blue stone with gold stems shaped like ele­gant birds, their necks intertwined. Thorgrek was hefting a massive axe, lust in his eyes as his gnarled hands wrapped around the gold-wrapped handle. Woldred and Johann were studying a small throne, its golden surface covered by thousands of rubies, all exactly the same size, shape, and colour.

'This is amazing!' One of the guards was saying as Dietz walked past. The man dug his hands into a nearby casket and let coins cascade through his fingers. 'Levrellian will be the richest prince in history!'

Another guard was looking at a row of warriors stationed across one wall. They were encased in golden armour of the

same style Dietz had seen on the skeletal warrior he'd fought, and armed with similar hook-swords and tall rec­tangular shields.

'Keep your distance,' Therese warned, gliding forwards and resting a hand on the guard's arm. 'They will strike at you if you approach them.'

The guard hesitated, clearly not sure whether to believe her or not, and looked at Dietz for advice. He shrugged.

'Best to listen,' Dietz suggested. 'There's plenty else to see and touch.' The guard nodded and moved away. Therese also urged everyone to steer clear of the quartet of sculpted lions grouped near one corner. They were life-sized and made of gold, with emerald eyes and diamond claws, but the mage claimed they contained cats whose spirits were bound within their decayed bodies. Several of the guards scoffed until Woldred reminded them of the skeletons they'd faced in the pits. That shut them up, and they gave the four golden cats a wide berth.

Hammlich had been studying the walls and Dietz saw him tap a spot, listen, and then tap another spot a foot to the side. 'I've got something!' the scout called out. 'I think it's a hidden door!'

'To where?' one of the guards asked.

'The burial chamber,' Ehrl replied. 'It would lie beyond this treasure trove, and would contain Karitamen's body, and his personal treasures.'

That drew everyone's attention. They all gathered around as Hammlich tapped his way around the door he'd found, feeling for anything that might open it. He didn't find any­thing, however, and stepped back, frustrated, but one hand brushed a golden urn next to the wall and it shifted slightly. They heard a click as the urn moved and suddenly the por­tion of the wall Hammlich had found swung open, revealing a room beyond.

'You,' Gunther said, gesturing towards Johann, 'and you two,' indicating two of his guards, 'check it out.' All three nodded and stepped cautiously through the doorway. Alaric and Dietz followed them and peered through the

portal, Dietz noticing as he did the relief carved into the door itself. It was a man, tall and powerfully built, bear­ing two swords at his side and a strange cloth hood atop his head. His collar was ornate and carved at its centre was a large scarab, painted black. Remembering what Alaric had said, Dietz realised this might well be Karitamen him­self.

Turning away from the door, Dietz studied the room beyond. It was a single large room, easily fifteen feet deep and with a ceiling almost as high. The floor was a mosaic but he couldn't make out the pattern from this angle. The walls displayed scenes that looked like battles, and guard statues like the ones they'd seen by the entrance were arrayed around the room, although these held swords instead of torches. A massive coffin sat in the centre of the room, carved of some pink stone that Dietz couldn't recog­nise. Something else gleamed in the far corners.

'What are those images on the wall?' Alaric asked, trying to make out details from where he stood.

'Battles,' Johann answered after glancing behind him, 'bloody ones.'

'And the floor?'

'A scarab,' the scout replied, 'with smaller ones set throughout.'

Gunther had a question of his own. 'What is that in the far corners?'

'A suit of armour and a sword and shield,' one of his guards shouted back. 'They look to be gold!' The guard started walking towards the items he had just mentioned but Alaric stopped him.

'Do not move!' Alaric commanded.

Gunther was furious. 'What? What is wrong? Tell me!' he demanded.

'It's not the right room,' Alaric replied, shaking his head. 'Everything is wrong about it. It's a trap, one big trap.'

'What? It is the right room,' the lieutenant insisted. 'His body is in that coffin, this king of yours, and his armour and weapon are beside him! He was a general, you said,

and the walls show his greatest victories! His soldiers stand around him to protect him! This is it!'

'No.' Alaric insisted. 'Listen: the Nehekharans didn't dis­play battles on the walls of a burial chamber. That room should show his spiritual journey, not bloodshed. The floor is too representational; all the others have been abstract patterns, not a specific image. The guards shouldn't have their weapons out, it's disrespectful. They shouldn't be there at all - no one but Karitamen himself should be in that chamber. If he was such a great warrior and general why isn't he buried in his armour? Why is it hanging on a stand beyond his sarcophagus?'

'You don't know everything.' Hammlich sneered at him, looking as if he would strike Alaric. Dietz stepped closer to his friend and raised his mace slightly but Hammlich laughed and turned away. 'The room does not match what you think it should, and so you say it is false, but this is the end of the tomb! There is nowhere else!' He turned to his lieutenant, who nodded but glanced at Alaric again before speaking.

'Check the perimeter, and bring me the armour and the sword.' Gunther finally commanded the two guards already over there. 'Make sure nothing lurks in the shad­ows. Then I'll send others in to help carry everything back.'

'It's wrong.' Alaric whispered, though only Dietz heard him. 'It's a trap. The whole thing is a trap.'

Dietz watched with him as the two guards stepped fur­ther into the room, their torches aloft. Johann glanced at Woldred, shrugged, and followed them.

The scout had only taken a single step from the door when it slammed shut. They all heard the lock click.

'What happened?' Gunther demanded, first of the door and the guards behind it and then of Alaric. 'Who closed the door?'

'The tomb's builders.' Alaric replied sadly. 'They set the trap and your men just triggered it.'

'Johann!' Woldred shouted. 'Are you all right?'

'Fine,' the scout shouted back. 'The door just shut by itself!'

'Get down!' Alaric called out. 'Drop to the floor! Now!'

They heard someone drop and then there was a rush of air, like the sound Dietz had heard before when the one guard had died, only louder. Someone screamed, and another body struck the ground. Someone, maybe the same someone, gurgled, and they heard another heavy thud.

'What was that?' Gunther asked.

'Darts,' someone called back, and Woldred visibly relaxed. It was Johann. 'They were everywhere, several missed me by inches. The guards weren't so lucky.'

'Careful,' Alaric warned. 'That may not be all of it.'

'I know,' Johann replied. Judging from the sounds, he was climbing back to his feet. 'I'm going to-' He was inter­rupted by the sound of stone grinding against stone. It came again, and again, and then he screamed.

The statues!' the scout cried out. They're alive! They're all turning towards me! I-' Dietz clearly heard the swish of a heavy blade and the thunk of metal cleaving flesh and bone. Johann's words died in a shriek that turned to a bur­ble and faded to silence. They all heard the sound of a body striking the floor, and then the shifting of stone. Then all was silent.

'Ulric's beard,' Goran whispered. His face was pale, "l he statues are alive?'

Alaric didn't answer, but Ehrl shrugged. The scholar looked as if he was about to retch but his voice was steady, if weak. 'I've heard legends of walking statues,' he admitted, 'that guard royal tombs, nothing more.'

They all stood in silence for a moment, staring at the door. Then a click resounded in the shaft, followed by a strange shifting sound. Dietz heard the distinctive sound of something heavy sliding across a floor, and then it was gone. The other sounds repeated, first the shifting and then the click.

'What was that?' Someone whispered.

'At a guess, I'd say the floor opened,' Alaric replied, 'just in case the darts and the guards missed anyone.'

'Is this entire tomb a trick then?' Gunther asked finally. He sounded tired, even defeated, and Dietz knew he was afraid that his men had died for nothing.

Alaric shook his head. 'No, the tomb is real,' the young nobleman replied, glancing around. Dietz saw the look on his friend's face with some relief. Alaric was still too sensi­tive to death, particularly when it was someone he knew, but the best way to get him moving again was to give him something to puzzle out. 'There must be another door,' he decided after a moment's thought. 'That room was a trap to trick us and keep us from finding the real door and the real burial chamber.'

'Back the way we came?' Dietz asked him, but Alaric shook his head.

'No, it's bad luck to go back,' he explained. 'The journey must go forwards, not back.' Alaric glanced at the doorway. 'It also has to continue westwards, which means it's on that wall,' he said. 'Either there's another door or-'

'Or what?' Gunther demanded. Dietz, watching his friend's face, recognised the expression there. Alaric had just thought of something.

'Strange,' Alaric said to himself, 'why would that be?'

'What?' Dietz knew the right tone to use, and motioned Gunther back. 'What is it, Alaric?'

'The carving,' Alaric answered, his natural desire to explain kicking in. 'It's of Karitamen.'

Dietz nodded, pleased to find that his earlier guess had been correct, but he knew better than to interrupt.

'The collar, though,' Alaric continued. 'It's in sunken relief, not bas-relief.'

'Sunken? Bas? What does that mean?' Gunther demanded. Fortunately Alaric was intent enough upon his explanation not to object to the lieutenant's tone or his interruption.

'Sunken relief is when the image is carved out,' he replied 'Bas-reliefs are the opposite, the stone around the image

carved away so the image protrudes.' He indicated the fig­ure, and the collar. 'The Nehekharans were masters of bas-relief and used it everywhere. So why is one portion of this figure done in sunken relief instead?' He stepped up and examined the carved collar more closely, and then glanced around. 'I need a scarab, one of the onyx ones,' he demanded, 'now!'

Moved by the urgency and command in his voice, every­one leapt to obey. They began handing him scarabs from all over the room, some of them pried from various objects, others found loose and laying about. Alaric tried each one in the collar in turn but none of them fit. Then Dietz noticed the gem-encrusted war banner hanging along the wall and tore one of the scarabs from it.

'Yes!' Alaric laughed as the scarab slid into place in the collar. Standing right behind him, Dietz heard a faint click. Then Alaric pointed at the scarab and laughed again. 'It's upside down,' he said, and with a quick twist he turned it around.

The click was louder this time, and Alaric stepped back as the door slid to the side, taking the wall behind it with it.

'Clever,' Alaric whispered, 'one door, two entrances.' Everyone gathered behind him and peered at the opening, and the long staircase beyond.

'That's it,' Alaric said, the relief clear in his voice. 'That is the way to the real burial chamber.'







CHAPTER ELEVEN



They found a single wide stone door at the bottom of the staircase. The door bore a carving of Djaf, the jackal-headed death god, his arms crossed and a fierce scowl baring his fangs. Unlike the doors from the shaft this one had a nor­mal handle made of gem-inlaid silver.

That's it,' Alaric said softly. 'The burial chamber should be behind that door.'

'What we waiting for, then?' Thorgrek demanded. Before anyone could stop him he reached out and grasped the door handle, giving it a quick turn and a hard shove. The door flew open and several guards stepped back, glancing around and raising their weapons in case anything attacked them.

A vast room opened out before them, easily the largest they had seen yet. Six massive pillars lined the walls, three on each side, and the flowers carved into them were so fan­tastical that Alaric could not believe they came from real plants. More of the imposing giant stone guardians stood there, one beside each pillar, wearing different faces from

the four in the receiving room. The floor was a mix of mosaic stone and granite flagstone worked together, and Alaric did not see any of Karitamen's scarabs. Perhaps the king was symbolically beyond such trappings now. The walls certainly suggested that, showing the former king being led through an imposing hall by a priest.

'Have a care,' Therese called-out, 'for these statues too are marked by magic!' She indicated the guardians with one hand.

Gunther laughed and Hammlich sneered but Woldred took her seriously. 'Can you stop them?' he asked.

The mage shook her head. 'No, they are too strong. I can cloak us, however. If they do not see us they will not attack.'

That sounded good enough for Alaric. He watched with interest as Therese made a series of elaborate gestures in the air, leaving faint trails like wisps of flame hanging before her. Her fingers glowed blue-white as she traced a symbol on Woldred's forehead and then repeated the process for Goran, Thorgrek and Ehrl. Alaric let her do the same for him, smiling his thanks and receiving a surprisingly pretty smile in return. Dietz also allowed it, and Gunther finally nodded for his men to permit the marking as well. The symbols did not fade, leaving each of them with a faint blue design upon their skin.

Therese looked exhausted after the process but she nodded. Woldred helped support her as they walked into the room, which was empty save for the pillars and their statues. Whether it was her magic or some other factor Alaric could not be sure, but the statues remained as still as stone and they passed by unhindered. There were sev­eral broad steps at the far end of the room, which led down into a smaller room that Alaric knew would be the crypt proper.

'Who's that?' Dietz asked quietly, nudging him and pointing back the way they had come. The door had swiv­elled shut again and carved on its back was an enormous snake, rearing up as if to strike. Jagged lines radiated from its head.

Alaric stopped to stare and Dietz bumped him to keep up with the others and stay within Therese's protective chant­ing. 'I think it's Asaph,' he whispered back, 'goddess of vengeance and magic. She takes the form of a giant asp.' He continued to stare at the image. 'That shouldn't be there,' he said finally, turning back around.

'Why not?'

'This is the burial chamber,' Alaric explained. 'No one should be here but the king and the god of the underworld. Asaph isn't used on doors except as a mystic barrier, but to put her on the inside of the door, she'd have to be blocking something from exiting, rather than entering!'

'Karitamen?' Dietz asked, but Alaric shook his head.

'No, the king would never reverse his steps,' he told his friend. 'He's moving forwards, not back. Strange.'

The others were descending the stairs and Alaric and Dietz hastened to join them. The steps were plain granite, not marked or decorated in any way. So was the granite floor beyond. The room itself was short but as wide as the rest of the burial chamber, with white plaster walls bearing a green wave motif along the bottom third. The ceiling showed the scarab constellation again, and the sun beginning to rise in the east. Two plain wooden doors were set into the back wall. Alaric noticed these details in passing because most of his attention was drawn to the sarcophagus.

It occupied most of the crypt. Made of some red stone, its top had been carved to show the Death Scarab, stretched out as if asleep although his eyes were open, dressed in full armour over funeral wrappings, the crook and flail crossed upon his chest. The lid had been set aside, however, and was leaning against the far wall between the two doors. A coffin rested inside the sarcophagus. It was made of wood inlaid with gold, and its lid was painted to show Karitamen but it had also been removed. A third coffin lay within that, and then another, although this last was made of gold and precious gems rather than wood or stone. Its lid leaned against the side wall as well, so that four Karitamens seemed to stand around the room watching them.

The innermost sarcophagus was open, and Alaric's eyes were tugged in that direction. The coffin was lined with crimson silk, including the small headrest, and a figure was laid out there, its head upon that cushion, the flail and crook in its hands. It was Karitamen.

The Death Scarab had certainly seen better days. Unlike his carved and painted doppelgangers the king's body had crumbled away, the bandages rotting off to reveal bleached bones beneath. His armour hung about him loosely, empty air visible between its blue-enamelled metal and the white of his ribs. Below his blue helm was a bare skull, its sock­ets empty.

Then the skull turned towards them.

Alaric froze, as did the others. He stared, unable to move, as the skeleton shifted and hauled itself upright. Then one foot flopped over the edge of the sarcophagus, followed by the other. With a faint creak and the clatter of bones against metal, the long-dead king rose from his coffin and stood facing them. A fiery light glowed in its eye sockets, bright as the sun but no larger than a pinprick.

Then it opened its mouth, the jaws groaning, and words issued forth from between its rotted, blackened teeth. Alaric knew he was hearing true Nehekharan spoken for the first time, although the voice was little more than a rusty croak. He could not decipher the speech but it was clear that the long-dead king was speaking to them, and somehow the tone sounded less angry than... welcoming? Hungry?

It lurched towards them.

'Grungni's beard!' Thorgrek gasped, almost falling as he back-pedalled rapidly, his pickaxe rising to present its axe blade to this new foe. 'Tis a liche!' The name made Dietz's skin crawl. He had heard stories of the foul undead crea­tures, although he had always thought them mere legends and ghost stories.

'Back, foul creature!' Therese shrieked, her hands work­ing in some intricate pattern. Dietz could only hope it was meant to protect them.

Most of the others stood frozen in fear, Alaric among them. Dietz swallowed his own terror and shouldered into his friend, knocking the younger man to the floor just as the skeletal king swung his flail. The heavily beaded lashes whipped past Dietz's shoulder, right where Alaric had stood an instant before, one of the beads bruising his upper arm as the creature pulled its arm back for a second strike.

'Kill it!' Gunther shouted, drawing his own blade, appar­ently not realising the folly of his statement. How could you kill something that was clearly already dead?

There was no doubt about it, Karitamen was long since deceased. Dietz could see the king's bones clearly through armour and wrappings, and the king's skull stared out at him from its imposing blue helm.

The guards understood their lieutenant's command. Two of them fired their crossbows at the approaching king, but the bolts passed harmlessly through its body. The others dropped the ranged weapons and drew their axes, swords and maces, clustering around their commander. Woldred had his sword out, and Goran drew his longsword, leaving the larger blade on his back because the crypt was too tight to wield it effectively. The two men and Thorgrek arrayed themselves in front of Therese, who was once again chant­ing.

Ehrl, unfortunately, was as stunned as Alaric had been, and Woldred could not reach him in time. They all heard the sickening crack as the liche's crook flashed out, its gold and blue bands gleaming, and struck the scholar solidly in the temple. He fell like a sack of flour, dark blood spilling from his shattered skull to seep across the floor.

'Damn you!' Thorgrek roared, his pickaxe describing a fierce arc as it sliced through the air. But the liche was too fast and sidestepped before the blow could land. It swung its flail in return, the lashes striking the dwarf solidly across the helm, and he staggered but did not fall.

Two of Gunther's guards stepped forwards, wielding an axe and a mace respectively, and attacked Karitamen from either side. The liche shrugged off their blows and his crook

and flail struck in return, the former caving in one guard's chest while the latter crushed the other guard's throat. Only six guards were left around Gunther and Hammlich, and they seemed less inclined to attack after seeing their com­panions' fates.

Unfortunately for them, Karitamen was not willing to wait. The liche king advanced up the steps, closing on the guards before they could retreat. Gunther's sword licked out, only to be blocked by the liche's crook, but the lieu­tenant had his dagger in his other hand and used it to block the responding flail attack. His guards attacked while the liche was occupied and managed to score several hits, although the creature's bone somehow withstood the attacks from blade and mace.

Alaric had slipped down the stairs and behind the sar­cophagus while this occurred, and Dietz hastened after him, even though he was torn when Glouste suddenly chose this moment to vacate her safe haven in his jacket. His pet leapt free and dashed back up the stairs and across the burial chamber, chattering as she went. Dietz almost ran after her, but decided she could probably look after her­self better than Alaric could.

It proved to be a wise choice. The young nobleman was peering into the inner coffin, and as Dietz approached he reached in and lifted something from the cushions there. It was a gauntlet of some sort, although Dietz had a hard time seeing it clearly. Perhaps it was the lighting, or the confu­sion from battle, but all he could tell was the general shape and the presence of sharp spikes down its length.

Unfortunately he was not the only one who noticed Alaric's find. The liche had just impaled a guard on his crook, hooking the curved rod into the man's abdomen right through his mail, but it turned as Alaric lifted the gauntlet clear of the sarcophagus.

Karitamen shrieked something, dropping the crook where it lay imbedded in the dying man and turning towards them. It screamed in obvious rage and leapt down the stairs, tossing aside its flail as it came and drawing two

hook-swords from scabbards at its side. Alaric ducked in time to avoid being split by the first bronze blade and Dietz's mace blocked the second, even though the force drove the mace back into his head and nearly downed him from the impact.

The liche spat something in its native tongue, swinging again. Dietz ducked the blow and dodged towards the stairs, seeing as he did, that Gunther and his men had already taken advantage of the respite to quit the crypt for the relative safety of the larger room.

Unfortunately they had forgotten about the statues there, and Therese was busy mumbling something and flinging lines of wavy light at the bloodthirsty liche. Apparently whatever she had done before had worn off or required her constant attention, and without her protection the statues awoke to their presence. One guard did not even have time to scream as a hawk-faced stone guardian's sword severed his head from his torso with a single swipe.

'Get out of here!' Gunther shouted, retreating. He side­stepped a blow from one statue and returned it with a strike that would have killed a man but bounced harmlessly off the guardian's stone torso. He and his guards ran across the room, another dying under a guardian's attack. The remaining three reached the far door with Gunther and Hammlich and burst through it.

That left Woldred, Goran, Thorgrek and Therese trapped with Alaric and Dietz, and the liche.

'Go!' Dietz shouted at the other explorers. 'Get out while it's distracted!' Woldred hesitated for a second, and then nodded. He and Goran made a break for it, charging across the room, dodging the statues and reaching the far door safely.

Thorgrek had turned to follow them. As he did, however, he spied a large ruby sitting upon one of the steps. Dietz had not noticed it either, but he saw it sparkle in the torch­light as the dwarf bent down to retrieve the gem.

Thorgrek, no!' Dietz shouted, but it was too late. The dwarf clutched the ruby in his thick fingers, and as he lifted

it from the step they heard a click. Then a large stone block smashed the dwarf onto the step, crushing him beneath its weight. Blood oozed out from between the stones and Therese screamed.

'Sigmar's hammer!' Dietz cursed. 'Alaric, get out of here!'

Alaric nodded and ducked back around the sarcophagus, still clutching the strange gauntlet. He sidled past Thorgrek's grisly remains and grabbed Therese by the arm. 'Come on!' he told her urgently.

The mage nodded and reached up to sketch a new pat­tern on Alaric's brow. Then she dashed over to Dietz, barely avoiding a stroke from the liche's sword, and did the same to him. Then she began to chant again...

...and Karitamen lowered his sword, turning this way and that in confusion, his glowing eyes peering right through Dietz and past him.

The spell! Therese had somehow rendered them invisible to the creature! Dietz took back everything bad he had ever said about magic and about mages in particular as he turned and made his way carefully back up the steps and across the pillared room. Alaric was right beside him, guid­ing Therese across.

Fortunately the spell worked on the statues as well, and they returned to their stances by the pillars, convinced that the intruders had all been dispatched. Karitamen knew bet­ter but could not locate them. The liche did climb the steps, however, and stalked across the floor, his blades spinning around him. If those swords came close enough he wouldn't have to see them.

Just as Dietz reached the far door he heard a familiar chattering sound. He looked up and saw Glouste on the doorframe above him, a strange amulet hanging from a chain in her mouth.

'Get down here!' he told her sharply and the tree-fox leapt onto his shoulder and curled up, buzzing happily about her find.

Unfortunately Therese had not marked Glouste with her magic, and Dietz saw the liche's head swivel around, until

its glowing eyes locked upon her, there on his neck. The dead king charged towards them, both blades held high for the attack.

'Out! Now!' Dietz grabbed Alaric and all but tossed him through the door. Then he did the same with Therese and darted through after her, shutting the door just before the first sword connected. He heard the thud of bronze on stone and a low hiss as the liche voiced its frustration.

They were out.

"Will that hold it?' Gunther asked. The others were all clustered in the room before the burial chamber, weapons up, faces pale.

'It should,' Alaric gasped, catching his breath. 'The door has been warded.' He grimaced. 'Now we know why.'

'Time to leave,' Dietz insisted, and everyone nodded their agreement.

'If Levrellian wants anything else from that room,' Gun­ther added, glancing at the door behind them, 'he can get it himself!'





CHAPTER TWELVE



They passed back through the treasure room, Gunther and his remaining men collecting more gold and gems as they went, and from there out into the pits.

They would have run at that point. Alaric certainly wanted to and he was sure the others felt the same. The urge to abandon all reason and flee full-speed for the entranceway and the calm, rational world outside was almost overwhelming. Fortunately cooler heads prevailed. One guard started to bolt once they'd climbed from the pits but Gunther and Hammlich caught him before he could take a single step.

'Don't be a fool,' Hammlich hissed. 'The floor is trapped, remember?' The guard froze, eyes wide. 'Now,' the scout said, 'follow me.'

He retraced the route Thorgrek had plotted exactly, an impressive feat, but stopped halfway across, staring at something atop one of the latticeworks. Alaric looked as well and saw a mummified cat. It had not been there ear­lier. As he watched, it turned glowing eyes towards them

and uttered a series of sharp meows, the sounds strangely like words.

'Kill it!' Therese said behind him, gasping. Her efforts in the crypt had exhausted her. 'Quickly!'

One of the guards obediently raised his crossbow but the creature had leapt across the grille work and was upon him before he could pull the trigger. The man screamed, the cloth-wrapped feline's jagged claws having sliced open his face, but the screams turned to shrieks as the wounds burst into flames. The others backed away as the man fell to the ground, convulsing, and half-rolled, half-jerked off the path, the lattice snapping open to drop him into the near­est pit. After a moment he stopped moving. The cat, meanwhile, sat daintily in front of them and began licking its claws with a desiccated tongue.

'Now what do we do?' Gunther demanded, raising his hand to stop another guard from trying the same tactic. Most of the others looked equally confused but Alaric glanced at Dietz, who grinned.

'You need to be the right size,' he said. Then he whistled. Alaric bit back a laugh as he saw some of the guards start at the small, furry head that popped up out of his friend's jacket. Apparently some of them hadn't noticed Glouste until now.

He'd never been sure just how smart the tree-fox was but fortunately this situation didn't require any explanation. Glouste glanced around, spotted the strange mummy-cat, and hissed. The cat hissed back, spine arching, tail pointing straight up. Then the tree-fox leapt from Dietz's jacket to the ground and the fight was on.

Glouste was hampered slightly by a chain she had clutched in her mouth, but the cat's bandages hampered it in turn, and of the two, the tree-fox proved to be the faster. They exchanged blows, claws raking fur and wraps respectively. Then Glouste ducked beneath an attack and, faster than Alaric could follow, somehow wrapped herself around her undead foe. All four paws fastened securely, claws deep in the bandages across the cat's chest, and then Glouste gave a fierce tug and the cat was

torn open, what was left of its innards spilling out onto the walkway. Two of the guards and Therese were sick over the side, but the cat slumped, the glow in its eyes fading away. Glouste preened for a moment before returning to Dietz's shoulder and he scratched it affectionately.

'Shall we?' Alaric asked Hammlich, who had been staring with some admiration at the tree-fox. His words made the scout start but the little man nodded and continued along his path. The others trailed him across the room, doing their best to ignore the feline remains off to one side, and to the antechamber beyond. Alaric was wondering how they would escape the small room, since the chute they had used ended well above their heads and was far too slick to climb, but Gunther had obviously thought of that. He nod­ded to Hammlich, who fired an arrow up the shaft. A moment later a rope appeared.

'Smart,' Alaric admitted. The lieutenant had left one or more of his men up above for just such an eventuality.

'I plan ahead,' Gunther replied, and something about the way he said it made Alaric uneasy. There wasn't much he could do about it now, so he followed Hammlich up the rope with Dietz right behind him.

It was a relief to see the sky again, and Alaric allowed himself to breathe deeply as one of the guards gave him a hand out. He sprawled to one side of the tunnel entrance, staring up at the night sky, thankful their journey through the amazing, awful tomb was finally over.

They numbered eleven and all but the guards who had pulled them up were wounded to some degree. Therese had suffered a minor scratch from one of the statues and Dietz had taken a grazing blow to the temple from a skeletal guard. Alaric had a few small cuts and scrapes from the var­ious encounters, and Gunther and Hammlich looked to be in the same shape. Woldred had a cut to one arm and was limping from a blow to the leg and Goran's left arm was all but useless. Both of the guards who had been below had taken blows from skeletons and statues, and were bruised and bloodied. They were all a mess, but they had survived.

Gunther and his men had all the treasure they had taken from the treasure room, and Alaric had the gauntlet. He wasn't sure why he'd taken it, but he had a feeling it was important.

Everyone was out, and Gunther was speaking to the two guards who had remained above. Alaric turned to say something to Therese, who was sitting up next to him, sip­ping from a water skin Woldred had handed her. As he watched she jerked, the skin falling from her hands, her eyes grown wide as she stared down at the crossbow bolt blossoming from her chest.

'No!' Alaric reached for her and caught her as she fell, her blood drenching his hands where the bolt emerged from her back. Even as he held her, the mage's eyes glazed and dimmed, and her face slackened. Her body shuddered one last time and went limp. Alaric stared down at her. He hadn't known Therese long but he had liked the quiet woman with her sparkling eyes and shy, lovely smile. For her to die now, after surviving the horrors of the tomb, was more than he could stand.

He turned to Gunther, to demand an explanation, just in time to see the lieutenant draw a long knife and slash Wol- dred's throat from behind.

'Damn you!' Alaric shouted, dropping Therese's body and scrambling to his feet, his hand reaching for his rapier. He had lost the bronze hook-sword somewhere in the tomb. The lieutenant just laughed as he and his men arrayed themselves against Alaric, Dietz, and Goran.

'Did you really think I would let you live?' Gunther asked quietly, his sword raised as he approached Alaric, 'After you knew the way in, and to the treasure room? I can't risk your coming back here to take what's left, or telling anyone else about it. I'm sorry.' He didn't sound very apologetic but he didn't seem to be enjoying the betrayal either. Alaric sus­pected that it wasn't personal.

That didn't make it any easier for him, Dietz, and Goran. The big fighter, enraged at Woldred and Therese's murders, smashed one of the guards aside with his shield, despite his

own injuries. He swung his sword at another, blocking the guard's own blow and bringing his blade back around to stab the man through the stomach. Then he stabbed down­wards, his blade driving deep into the chest of the guard he'd knocked aside. Hammlich slid up behind the big man and stabbed Goran in the side while his sword was still caught in the guard's torso. Goran dropped to his knees, trying to retrieve his blade and defend himself even as the life drained from his body. Then he collapsed and did not move again.

Gunther advanced on Alaric and made the first move, lunging forwards, his longsword sweeping across to carve Alaric's chest open. He blocked the blow and took a step back, giving himself more space to manoeuvre, and parried the next blow before assaying a strike of his own. The tip of his blade licked past Gunther's defence and caught him on the cheek, leaving a line of blood there.

'We would have left,' Alaric said quietly, trying to force back the rage building within him. The lieutenant was a good enough warrior for him to need a cool head to beat him. 'We would have stayed away.'

'I couldn't take that risk,' Gunther replied, trying another attack. This time he pulled a long knife from his belt and used it to block Alaric's sword, stabbing with his own at Alaric's head. Alaric managed to twist and avoid the blow, but he left his side open as a result. Gunther did not miss the opening and stabbed him in the gut with his knife, sending a spike of pain through Alaric's stomach and leav­ing him weak in the legs.

Alaric caught a brief glimpse of Dietz as he went down, his friend fending off one of the remaining guards while Glouste clawed at the face of the other. Then he was on his knees, peering up as Gunther raised his blade for the killing blow.

A shot rang out.

Gunther looked down in surprise, and Alaric stared up, both of them fixated on the gaping hole that had suddenly appeared in the lieutenant's chest. Gunther managed to turn before he fell, staring at the face of his attacker.

It was Hammlich.

The scout stood there, pistol still smoking, his face utterly blank of emotion. Alaric idly wondered where he had found the firearm, and then realised it had been Gunther's own. His assistant must have taken it from him at some point during their flight.

Dietz had clubbed his opponent with his plundered mace and stood a few feet from Hammlich, staring at the gun. Alaric knew his friend was wondering if he could reach the scout before he could reload or draw a new weapon.

'Don't,' Hammlich warned, stepping back a few paces. He dropped the pistol and crouched, and when he stood again he had a shortbow in his hands, an arrow already nocked. It was his own bow, Alaric realised, he'd seen it on Hamm­lich back when Levrellian's troops had first arrived, what seemed like ages ago now. The scout must have left it here when they entered the tomb, and now he was armed again, and could shoot one or both of them before they could get close enough to harm him.

'Kick that over here,' Hammlich said, jerking his chin towards something in front of Alaric. With a start he realised it was the gauntlet, lying on the sand where he must have dropped it. Alaric did as he was told, nudging it with his foot, and Hammlich nodded.

'I'm taking this,' he said, taking a step forwards and kick­ing the gauntlet behind him a few paces. Then he backed up so it was in front of him again. It was a smart move, Alaric thought. Even if they rushed Hammlich he might still have time to grab the gauntlet, stand, and fire at least one arrow. 'I leave, you live, everyone's happy.'

Dietz glanced pointedly at Gunther's body, and the scout laughed.

'Fine, everyone left is happy,' he corrected. He looked at both of them. 'Agreed?'

Alaric nodded. There was little else he could do. With the wound to his stomach he couldn't even stand, let alone fight, and he could see that Dietz knew it.

They both watched as the scout reached down, grabbed the gauntlet, and stuffed it in the sack at his side with the rest of the treasure he'd taken. Then Hammlich was back­ing up, his bow still sighted on them. The scout scooped up the other three sacks where Gunther and the two guards had dropped them, slinging each one over his shoulder in turn. Once that was done he continued backing up to the valley's far wall. He reached the path Alaric and Dietz had taken to get down into the valley and started up it. After a few paces he turned, unnocked his arrow, shouldered his bow, and ran. Within minutes Hammlich had vanished over the rise.

Dietz had run over to Alaric the minute Hammlich had started his escape. The older man sank to his own knees, helping Alaric lay back on the cool sand. 'How bad?' he asked, his fingers already gently probing the wound.

'Bad,' Alaric admitted. He was feeling light-headed and alternately burning hot and freezing cold. Dietz offered him a water skin and he drank a little, even though it hurt to swallow.

'We'll get you patched up,' Dietz assured him. 'I'll ban­dage this and then we'll get out of here. We'll go slowly.'

He was reaching for his backpack and the meagre sup­plies there when a voice stopped him.

'Slow is good,' it said. 'So lift your hands, real slow, and keep 'em there.'

Alaric looked up. A man stood nearby. Apparently he had come over the cliff while they were watching Hammlich. He was short and stocky, with sandy, greying hair, but what Alaric noticed most was the crossbow aimed at him, and the short sword pointed at Dietz.

'Nasty wound,' the man said, glancing down at Alaric. 'Good thing the price on your head is the same dead or alive.'





CHAPTER THIRTEEN



'Price?' Alaric asked, staring at the stranger, and clearly distracted by this strange new information. Dietz kept his own attention focused on the man's weapons. They looked far too well used for his liking.

'Akendorf,' he reminded his friend quietly, 'the ruler there.'

'Oh? Oh!' Alaric sat up straighter as he remembered what that self-styled Border Prince Levrellian had told them, and then winced as the motion caused his wound to shift.

'That's right, Akendorf,' the stranger agreed, showing that his hearing was as sharp as the sword tip he kept pointed in Dietz's direction. 'Prince Rillian put a handsome sum on both your heads. I aim to collect.'

'Look, my friend is injured-' Dietz began, but the new­comer cut him off.

'Obviously.' He eyed Alaric as if he was a slab of meat. 'The only question is: will it be easier to bring him back injured, or dead?' From the look in his dark eyes Dietz didn't think the man was joking.

'Look, let's discuss this like reasonable men,' Alaric said, keeping one hand pressed tight to his side. Dietz could see blood welling up around his friend's fingers despite the obvious pressure on the wound, but Alaric managed to keep his voice steady, even pleasant. 'I'm sure we can work something out.'

Sometimes Alaric's friendly manner swayed people unex­pectedly, but not this time.

'Why don't you work out that blade of yours?' the stranger suggested, although his tone made it clear this was not a request. 'Just kick it away from you, nice and easy.'

'He's hurt!' Dietz shouted, resisting the urge to leap at the man. He knew doing so would mean both their deaths. 'He can't kick anything!'

'Then you do it,' the man said, 'and toss that fancy club of yours over there, too, while you're at it.'

Growling under his breath, Dietz did as he was told, col­lecting Alaric's rapier and tossing both that and his own plundered mace several feet away.

'Toss those little blades, too, while you're at it,' the man added, and Dietz cursed softly. He'd hoped the stranger wouldn't notice his knives but of course the man was too sharp for that.

'Fine, they're gone,' Dietz said, flinging the knives over by the other weapons and turning back, hands raised. 'Now can we talk?'

'Now you can lie down, face in the sand,' the man replied. When Dietz didn't move, the crossbow swivelled from Alaric to him, the bolt centred on his heart. 'Now.'

Gritting his teeth to bite back a retort Dietz complied. He felt the stranger walking closer, and standing over him. Then suddenly a knee landed in the small of Dietz's back, forcing all the air from his lungs in a swift gasp, and some­thing cold and metallic clinked tight around his right wrist. The left followed, something rattling between them, and then both ankles.

'Better.' The man stood and hauled Dietz to his feet. His hands were bound behind him, but Dietz could see the

heavy iron manacles around his ankles, the thick chain between them long enough to allow him to take short steps but nothing more. He realised that he'd been shackled like a common criminal.

A groan distracted him from his own plight and he glanced at Alaric. The younger man was turning pale and swaying slightly where he sat.

'Look,' Dietz began again, turning back towards his cap­tor, 'we- Oh hells, I don't even know your name!'

'Is that all?' The man grinned, although his eyes stayed cool as he executed a rough bow. 'Merkel Lankdorf, bounty hunter, at your service.'

'Dietz,' Dietz replied, lifting his chin, 'and that's Alaric.' He glared at Lankdorf, 'and he's badly wounded!'

'I can see that,' the bounty hunter agreed. 'Stomach wound. Blade of some sort, I'm guessing a dagger.'

'Well, help him!' Dietz pleaded. 'Or let me do it!'

Lankdorf stepped back a pace and studied Alaric for a moment. Then finally he shrugged. 'Don't matter to me if he's alive or dead,' he admitted, 'but I don't much like lug­ging a corpse around. The smell tends to bother the mule.' He had sheathed his sword at some point, probably when Dietz had been facedown on the ground, and now he ges­tured Dietz to back up several paces, away from both him and the weapons. Dietz did so, careful to avoid the corpses that littered the ground. He also stayed well clear of the temple ruins and well away from the massive doors that led down into the tomb. Going in there once had been more than enough.

Once he was comfortable with the distance the bounty hunter gestured for Dietz to stop and sit. Then he set the crossbow on the ground behind him, within easy reach, and knelt beside Alaric, prying the nobleman's fingers away so that he could get a better look at the wound.

'Nasty, all right,' he said after a minute, 'not mortal, though, not with proper treatment.' Reaching to his belt Lankdorf removed a water skin and a small pouch. He poured some water directly on the wound, cleaning away

the blood and eliciting a small gasp from Alaric. He took a large pinch of something from the pouch and placed it in his palm. Then he added water, mixed them together, and spread it over the wound.

That'll help stop the bleeding,' Lankdorf said, although Dietz wasn't sure whether the bounty hunter was talking to him, Alaric, or himself. The man tore the rest of Alaric's shirt away and ripped the still-clean portions into strips, which he bound around Alaric's waist.

'Will he live?' Dietz asked when the bounty hunter stood.

'If he's strong enough,' Lankdorf replied. Then he grinned that humourless grin again, 'Leastways, 'til we get to Akendorf.'

The bounty hunter gathered the discarded weapons, not just Dietz's and Alaric's but those of the others in the clear­ing. He also searched the bodies carefully, removing anything of value. 'Waste not, want not,' he said when he noticed Dietz watching him. Finally he searched Dietz and Alaric as well, which led to an unpleasant surprise as the bounty hunter reached towards Dietz's chest.

'Myrmidia's spear!' The man jumped back, shaking one hand even as he drew his sword with the other. Dietz did his best to back-pedal without tripping over those thrice- damned chains. Glouste, chattering like mad, bounded from her place in his jacket and scurried away, hiding behind Alaric when Lankdorf approached.

'It's my pet!' Dietz shouted. She had hidden within his jacket throughout the trip into the tomb but must have somehow wriggled around to the side when he was being shackled. He whistled and Glouste ran towards him, duck­ing a half-hearted swipe from the bounty hunter's blade and wriggling between Dietz's bound arms and his back. 'She won't hurt you!'

'Hurt me? Damn thing already bit me!' Lankdorf snapped, examining his fingers carefully. Dietz could see a drop or two of blood, although it looked as if the bounty hunter had got­ten off lightly. Glouste was capable of doing considerably more damage when riled. 'No one said anything about a pet,'

the bounty hunter muttered, apparently deciding the wounds weren't serious. He approached cautiously, he and Glouste eyeing each other warily. 'What's that, then?'

'Her name is Glouste,' Dietz explained as the tree-fox climbed up to her usual perch around his neck and butted her head against his cheek affectionately. 'She's a tree-fox.'

'Is it valuable?' He didn't like the way the bounty hunter was looking at her now.

To me, yes,' Dietz replied, 'but no, I doubt she's worth much to anyone else.'

Lankdorf sheathed his sword, slowly. 'Well,' he said, 'it stays over there and that's fine, but it makes a try for me with those sharp little teeth and it'll be turning on a spit. Got it?'

'She won't bother you,' Dietz said, rubbing his cheek against his pet's head, although she was bristling angrily. 'She'll be good.'

'Uh huh.' The bounty hunter resumed his search, but carefully, one eye on the tree-fox at all times.

'What's this?' he said after a minute, pulling something small from Dietz's pocket. It was the amulet that Glouste had found in the tomb. She must have deposited it in his pocket during their trek back out.

'I don't know,' Dietz admitted. 'We found it inside.' This was the first time he'd really looked at the jewellery and he could see immediately why Glouste had been drawn to it. The amulet seemed to be a pair of flattened silver discs, set one atop the other, although one had slipped slightly so that a crescent of the lower disc showed along the upper left. A large gemstone, pale green, took up most of the upper disc's surface, with strange markings carved all around it. A small silver ring was attached to the lower disc right above the exposed section and that linked the amulet to a fine silver chain.

It was definitely a handsome piece, but something about it made Dietz uncomfortable. Lankdorf obviously didn't feel the same way and he looped the chain over his head, letting the amulet settle around his neck and beneath his shirt collar.

Time we were moving,' the bounty hunter said after he'd searched Alaric as well and been disappointed to find noth­ing of value. Dietz noticed that he shoved Alaric's notebook back into the young noble's pouch, and wondered if the man simply hated to leave anything behind. 'Wait here.' He walked away without another word, towards the valley wall, taking the weapons with him, and for a second Dietz thought this might be their chance to escape, but how? He was shackled, Alaric was wounded and unconscious, they had no weapons, and they were trapped in a valley that any minute could fill with the undead. He glanced uneasily at the tomb's front entrance, but for whatever reason the Death Scarab's skeleton guards had not pursued them. Perhaps the liche assumed they were all dead, or perhaps he was holding his warriors back to give them the thrill of the chase.

Dietz was almost relieved when Lankdorf reappeared a few minutes later, leading a pack mule. He'd take a live bounty hunter over undead soldiers any day.

Lankdorf unceremoniously dumped Alaric over the mule's saddlebags, although at least he was careful not to put any direct weight on the wound. Then he tied a length of rope around Alaric's middle, holding him to the mule, and another length from the mule's halter to the chain con­necting Dietz's wrists. A longer rope ran from the halter, and Lankdorf picked up the end and wrapped it around his hand, giving a short tug. With a grunt the mule started walking and the little procession moved out, climbing a narrow trail up along the walls and out into the mountains beyond.

Dietz wasn't sorry to see the valley disappear behind them, although he wished they could have buried Woldred and the others. Gunther had been a backstabbing ass and deserved to rot in the sun but the grave robbers had been good men - and woman - despite their occupation. Dietz whispered a short prayer to Ulric under his breath, asking the White Wolf to guide their souls to a better place, but that was all he could do.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN



'Unh.' Alaric woke, feeling as if a mule had been dancing on his chest while men stabbed his stomach with red-hot pokers. Opening his eyes blearily he saw that he had been at least partially right. There was a mule, and its slow, steady plodding was sending jolts through his chest, although he was lying across the beast and not the other way around. Below the mule's feet was hard grey granite, and that and the thin cool air suggested they were still in the World's Edge Mountains. Not in the valley, though, since he saw no sign of sand within his limited view.

'You're awake!' Alaric turned his head and saw Dietz walking beside him, hands behind his back. At first Alaric thought his friend had adopted a casual pose but then he heard the chink of the chains and saw the manacles around the older man's wrists.

'It seems so,' Alaric agreed, trying to push himself up enough to look around. A sharp pain through his middle stopped him, however, and he collapsed over the mule's back with a low groan. 'What happened?'

'Gunther stabbed you,' Dietz reminded him quietly.

'Ah, yes. Now I remember.' And he did. The betrayal came flooding back. The double betrayal, really, since Hammlich had then turned on Gunther. Alaric glanced around. 'Where are we?'

'Making our way to the Mad Dog Pass,' the man walking in front, holding the mule's reins, replied, and Alaric remembered the other events as well. This stranger had arrived after the battle and taken them prisoner. 'Feeling better?' he asked.

'A bit, yes,' Alaric admitted, and he did, now that he stopped and took stock. His stomach was still tender and he could feel the wound pulsing angrily, and trying to straighten up had caused him to break out in a sweat and made his vision swim, but at least he wasn't shuddering or freezing as he had been right after taking the wound. 'I don't believe we've met.'

The stranger laughed. 'Such polite prisoners,' he said, tip­ping his hat slightly. 'Merkel Lankdorf, and I already know your name, Herr Alaric.' Alaric glanced at Dietz, who nod­ded. 'I should check your dressings, since you're finally awake.'

Lankdorf halted the mule in a shallow basin between two mountain ridges, untied the rope around it, and dragged Alaric off, setting him on the ground none too gently. He also pounded a metal stake into the nearer ridge wall and attached Dietz's manacles to it. Then he removed the bandages Alaric found around his waist, cleaned the wound, and packed some sort of paste into it before binding it with fresh bandages. He finished by tying Alaric's hands and feet and then looping the rope around the stake as well, but at least he left Alaric enough slack to sit on the ground.

'I take it I've got you to thank for this,' Alaric said, gestur­ing weakly at the bandages, 'my thanks.'

Thank your friend,' Lankdorf replied, jerking a thumb back towards Dietz, 'he convinced me.' Alaric noticed that it was getting dark, as the bounty hunter stood up and took

something from the far side of the mule. 'We'll camp here,' he announced, raising the crossbow and sliding a bolt in place. 'Don't go anywhere.' Then he turned and walked away, vanishing into the lengthening shadows.

'How long was I out?' Alaric asked once Lankdorf was gone. He tried to pull himself into a more upright position but gave up when his vision swam again.

Two days,' Dietz replied, crouching by the wall. That was apparently as far as the manacles would allow him to go. 'You were feverish at first but Lankdorf fed you a broth of some sort and put a compress on your forehead. That helped.' He nodded in the direction they were heading. 'He says there's a pass not far from here and that's how we'll get back out of the mountains.'

Alaric nodded. 'He seems... efficient.'

'He is,' Dietz agreed, frowning. 'I just hope it doesn't become easier for him to kill us and haul our heads back as proof.'

Lankdorf returned an hour or so later, a dead mountain goat slung across his shoulders. The bounty hunter gutted the animal, built a fire, and roasted the meat on Alaric's rapier. Lankdorf ate his fill but he only gave Dietz and Alaric small pieces of meat, barely enough to stop their stomachs growling. Nor did he release Dietz's hands, set­ting the meat upon the mule's back and forcing Alaric's friend to eat by bending down and snaring each piece with his teeth.

'Can we have a bit more?' Alaric asked after he'd finished the meagre meal and accepted a water skin from his captor. 'We're still hungry.'

'I know,' Lankdorf replied, carefully wrapping the rest of the meat and storing it in one of the saddlebags, 'but I don't know how often we'll find meat up here.' He grinned. 'Besides, I feed you more and you might feel strong enough to escape. 1 like you better this way.' The bounty hunter didn't seem inclined to further conversation and moved to the far side of the mule after holding the water skin for Dietz to drink. He kept a clear line of sight on both of

them, however, and lay down with the loaded crossbow on his chest, ready to fire at a moment's notice.

'Charming fellow,' Alaric muttered, stretching out care­fully and wincing as the movement pulled at his wound. Dietz only grunted a reply.

The next day they continued to make their way through the mountains, following narrow trails between cliffs and peaks, and wending generally southward. Alaric was well enough for Lankdorf to set him upon the mule in a sitting position, piling the saddlebags behind him to provide some support and tying his legs below the beast and his hands to the halter. Alaric swayed slightly but held on, pleased not to be banging his face against the mule all day.

He tried to engage Lankdorf in conversation several times but the bounty hunter proved almost as taciturn as Dietz. When he did respond his replies were short and to the point, and he offered very little information about himself, their surroundings, or what might happen to them once they reached Akendorf.

'Don't know, don't care,' was Lankdorfs answer to that last question, but Alaric certainly cared, and since their cap­tor wouldn't talk about it he spoke to Dietz instead.

'Do you think they mean to kill us?' he asked his friend as they picked their way slowly through the mountains. Lankdorf was out in front scouting for loose rocks and unstable ledges, and then returning to lead the mule and Dietz carefully from crevice to crevice and peak to peak.

'Probably,' Dietz replied. The older man's eyes were downcast, although Alaric suspected it was more to watch his footing than from some sense of foreboding.

'I wonder if it will be a public display or a private execu­tion?' Alaric mused. He knew the thought was morbid but he had little else to think about, and he kept hoping that Lankdorf would offer his opinion, since the bounty hunter clearly knew the Border Princes and its customs far better than they did.

'How much did you say they'd offered for us?' Alaric asked as the bounty hunter returned and took the mule's lead again.

'I didn't.'

'All right then, how much did they offer?' When Lankdorf did not reply Alaric pressed him. 'Oh, come now, surely I have the right to know my own price!'

For a moment he thought the bounty hunter was going to ignore him again, but finally the man grunted out an answer. Alaric leaned forwards to hear it, and then sat back, astonished. He had to grab the mule's halter to keep from topping from his makeshift seat.

'Did you say five hundred gold?' he asked finally.

'I did,' the bounty hunter replied.

'Each?'

That's right.'

Alaric whistled, even though it made his side twinge. 'Dietz, we're rich!'

Dietz laughed. 'How's that?'

'Well, we're worth five hundred gold apiece,' Alaric told him giddily, part of him realising that it was the pain, the fatigue and the hunger talking. 'That's as good as carrying around the money ourselves, for who's closer to it than us?'

'Can't spend it, though,' Dietz pointed out.

'Of course we can,' Alaric argued. 'We can buy things on credit. We make a purchase, accept the debt, and they can collect the money when we're caught and killed, simple as that.'

'Except I caught you already,' Lankdorf said softly, 'and I'm not inclined to share.'

'Well, it's hardly up to you, is it?' Alaric retorted. "You can­not very well stop us from owning ourselves, and thus the money is as much ours as yours, more even.'

Lankdorf half-turned, his sword hissing from his scab­bard, and Dietz took several quick hops forwards, placing himself between Alaric and the bounty hunter. 'He doesn't know what he's saying,' Dietz said quickly. 'He's delirious.'

Lankdorf stared at Alaric past Dietz's shoulder, the bounty hunter's cold grey eyes hard. Finally he turned away again, the blade returning to its sheath. 'The money is mine,' he said again as he distanced himself from them.

'Sigmar's hammer, Alaric, are you trying to get us killed sooner?' Dietz demanded once their captor was away again. 'He'll gladly cut us both down and drag our corpses back.'

'Sorry,' Alaric said, although he didn't feel very repentant. 'I was just passing the time.'

'Pass it more quietly next time,' Dietz warned.

That night, Alaric and Dietz waited, bound and staked as usual, for Lankdorf to return from hunting. The man had already shown himself to be an excellent shot, particularly with the crossbow, although Dietz had noticed a sling at the man's belt as well. While they sat Alaric let his thoughts drift back to the tomb and its hideous occupant.

He had been trying not to think too much about the val­ley and the structure built within it, because he was already having nightmares about walking, rotting corpses, mum­mified cats with eyes of fire and statues that came to life and carved people to pieces. Plus he kept seeing Therese and the others in his dreams, their skin chalk-white, their eyes milky, and their wounds still dripping blood as they came for his flesh. He knew he could not avoid the memo­ries forever, and something about the doomed expedition was nagging at him, something that didn't make any sense.

Alaric leaned back against the cold stone cliff and tried to lock down the errant thought. What was it that had both­ered him? The tomb's construction? No, even though the exterior had not matched - no pyramid - the interior had been consistent with what he'd read of the Nehekharans. The inhabitants? Certainly, but he'd heard stories of such creatures being found in pyramids and tombs before. No, that wasn't it. It was something he'd seen, something that didn't seem to belong.

Then he knew what it was.

It was the gauntlet.

'Hammlich wanted that specifically.' he said softly.

'What's that?' Dietz had been petting Glouste, as best he could with his cheek.

The gauntlet,' Alaric replied. 'It was the one thing Hammlich specifically wanted. He took the gold, of course, but the others had gathered trinkets as well. He ignored all of those, but the gauntlet he took.'

Dietz shrugged. 'Maybe he thought it was worth more.'

Alaric nodded, "Yes, clearly, but why? It wasn't made of gold, I don't think, and it didn't have any gems that I recall.' He closed his eyes, trying to see the gauntlet again in his mind. There! Not gold, no, some sort of strange, banded stone, he remembered, with overlapping plates, and barbs everywhere. There were engravings as well, but he hadn't been able to examine it properly and couldn't say what they were, exactly. It was certainly an intriguing piece, but worth more than the rest put together? He doubted it.

He thought there was something else about its appear­ance. Alaric concentrated, forcing himself to ignore the pain, hunger and fatigue, and push through it. What else had he seen about the gauntlet?

Then he remembered. It had been covered in runes, and he had seen those runes before.

Reaching for his belt pouch, Alaric winced as he tugged at the wound yet again. Moving more carefully he managed to retrieve his notebook, which he flipped open.

'There!' he said after finding the right page. Dietz glanced over at the mark Alaric was indicating. That's it!'

That's what?' his friend asked.

'That mark,' Alaric explained, 'was on the gauntlet.'

'You're sure?'

'Of course I'm sure!' Alaric snapped. 'I know what I saw.' He stopped to think. The entire surface was covered in runes.' He straightened up, carefully, knowing how painful it might be.

'That gauntlet was marked by Chaos!' he whispered. 'It's another artefact!'

Dietz groaned. 'What, another one?'



'I know.' Alaric agreed, 'but that's partly why we came out here, to make sure nothing like that was set loose upon the world.' He grimaced. 'I suppose we haven't been doing much to stop that lately, but now we will.'

He thought about the gauntlet again. Now that he knew its origins the design made sense. No human would have designed it with so many spikes and barbs. Perhaps he had even recognised the gauntlet's inhuman nature subcon­sciously and that was why he had taken it from the crypt.

'But that doesn't make any sense.' he realised. Dietz waited patiently for an explanation. 'The gauntlet was in the Death Scarab's crypt, the very heart of his tomb.' Alaric explained, 'but the Death Scarab is a liche, one of the undead. The undead may be evil but they're tied to this world, not another. I've never heard of such creatures con­sorting with the forces of Chaos. It should be anathema to them.'

'Maybe they've got a pact?' Dietz suggested, and shivered. 'Sigmar's hammer, just thinking about those skeletons mixed with that daemon makes me sweat.'

'It wouldn't happen/ Alaric reassured him. 'Artefacts of Chaos make us uncomfortable because they come from another world. The undead are powered by magic, and Chaos magic would disrupt that. They'd never work together. If anything, I would think the undead would be even more determined to destroy anything Chaos-tainted.'

He thought back. What was it Karitamen had done when he'd found the gauntlet? The liche had looked almost crazed with anger and it had shouted something, but Alaric didn't know enough Nehekharan to understand the words. The long-dead king had certainly wanted him dead, how­ever.

Or perhaps he simply had not wanted that gauntlet to leave his tomb.

If it had belonged to Karitamen, an artefact like that, why hadn't he been wearing it? It had been tucked safely into his sarcophagus instead, almost as if it had been placed there for safekeeping.

'Morr's blood.' Alaric whispered as he realised exactly what the liche's actions meant. 'I'm an idiot.'

'No argument here.' Dietz replied, leaning against the rock wall.

'He wasn't trying to protect it.' Alaric said absently, replaying the scene in his head. 'He was trying to guard it.' Alaric tried pulling himself to his feet but gave up after a second, forced to content himself with sitting a little straighter than before.

'If the gauntlet had been Karitamen's he would have been wearing it/ Alaric pointed out. 'It had to be one of the most potent items he possessed, but he had it stashed in his sar­cophagus instead. It was hidden in the innermost layer, which is the most important one, and the most heavily guarded. He was trying to keep anyone else from finding and taking the thrice-cursed thing. That way the servants of Chaos wouldn't have access to something so powerful; until now.'

'So how does a liche get hold of a Chaos artefact, any­way?' Dietz asked.

'I don't know.' Alaric admitted. 'We know he had some sort of foul sorcery, bestowed on all the walking dead, but why wouldn't he tell them to keep anything Chaos-tainted well away from his tomb?'

'We need to find that gauntlet/ Alaric announced, feeling some of his aches and pains fading to the background.

'How are we going to do that?' Dietz asked. 'Hammlich is long gone.'

'Doesn't matter.' Lankdorf pointed out, appearing from the shadows and dropping a brace of birds by the fire, 'since I'm taking you straight to Akendorf.' Obviously his sharp ears had picked up at least part of their conversation and Alaric wondered how long Lankdorf had been listen­ing. The mountains were quiet enough, and the small crevice where he'd made camp would amplify any sounds so that he could have heard the entire discussion.

'You don't understand.' Alaric told him as the bounty hunter began plucking the birds and getting them ready for the fire. 'That gauntlet is very powerful and very dangerous.'

Lankdorf shrugged. 'Not my problem. All I have to do is get you back to Akendorf. End of story.'

'Well, it is my problem,' Alaric replied heatedly. 'I found the gauntlet and I'm the one who removed it from the tomb. That means I'm responsible for letting it loose. I've got to put that right by finding it and either destroying it or returning it to the tomb!'

The bounty hunter finished gutting the birds, cleaned his knife against his trouser leg, and slammed the short blade back into its sheath. 'We are not going anywhere near that thing,' he announced.'I'm taking you back to Akendorf. End of discussion.'

'I let it out, but you're stopping me from correcting that,' Alaric responded. 'That makes it your responsibility, too! If anyone dies from that thing because we couldn't go after it, it will be your fault.'

Suddenly Lankdorf was on his feet, the knife back in his hand. In two quick steps he was across the clearing and the blade was against Alaric's throat. 'Another word and I'm bringing back a corpse,' he hissed, his eyes as cold as the stone around them, 'understand?'

Alaric nodded carefully, the sharp blade pressing into his flesh, and the bounty hunter backed away. Then, without a word, he stormed off into the night, climbing the shallow incline to one side that led back towards a higher peak, leaving them, the mule, and the uncooked birds behind.

'Bit of a temper, hasn't he?' Dietz commented dryly after a moment.

Alaric nodded, rubbing the line that still tingled along his throat. 'These artefacts certainly bring out the worst in people,' he said absently. Then his gaze fixed on the birds and the fire beside them, both out of reach, and he shook his head.

'I guess I should have waited until after dinner to anger him.'

Lankdorf returned an hour or so later, tossed the birds into the fire, and lay down, all without speaking to Alaric

and Dietz. He didn't mention the incident the next morn­ing, either, but he did alter their bonds slightly. He tied Alaric's hands but not to the mule, leaving him free to twist about a bit more. His feet were still tied together below the beast's belly, of course, and Lankdorf kept a tight grip on the mule's lead, so there was no chance of escape. The bounty hunter also shifted Dietz's bonds, moving his arms around in front instead of behind and then refastening the manacles. Now Dietz could eat more easily, and walk more comfortably, which was certainly a blessing.

Shortly before noon they topped another rise, this one taller than most of the previous ones. Below them lay a wide, deep channel, cut as straight as the stubborn rock would allow and broad enough to accommodate several wagons abreast.

'Mad Dog Pass,' Lankdorf said, clearly pleased, 'takes us straight down out of these bloody mountains. Then we'll follow the river north to Akendorf.' He glanced at Alaric, as if daring him to argue, but Alaric simply nodded. The bounty hunter seemed to be in a good mood and he didn't want to jeopardise that.

Lankdorf located a narrow trail curving down to the floor of the pass and they navigated it carefully, the bounty hunter in the lead, followed by Dietz and then the mule. It was slow going, the trail so tight in places the mule's sides scraped the rock, and all their attention was on the next step and the one after that. They were almost to the bottom when they heard noises and glanced up.

They saw a group of men, perhaps a dozen or more, emerging around a bend in the pass. From this distance, Alaric could make out very little about them, beyond the fact that they significantly outnumbered him and his com­panions.

'Unchain me, quick!' Dietz hissed, but Lankdorf shook his head.

'Could be someone else after your heads,' the bounty hunter explained, readying his crossbow and tugging the mule forwards several paces, where a handful of boulders

almost blocked the end of the trail, 'or bandits. I can't take that risk. Get down and keep quiet.'

Dietz growled but did as he was told, missing his step on a loose rock and stumbling against the wall but not falling. He found a place to crouch just in front of Lankdorf, who was in front of the mule, his crossbow aimed through a gap between two of the rocks. Alaric, leaning down as best he could to hug the mule's back, knew there was another rea­son why Lankdorf wasn't going to arm them. They were both too weak from days of reduced meals to be able to fight, and his wound was still bad enough for him to be able to do little more than cling to the mule and hope the strangers passed without noticing them.

As the strangers drew closer, Alaric made out more details. The first thing he noticed was that they were ragged, their clothing litde more than tatters and mismatched items, their hair wild and filthy, and their beards thick and matted. Each wielded a weapon of some sort, from sword and axe to crude club, and those were held in hand, unsheathed. The way the sunlight reflected on them, he was fairly certain the weapons were encrusted with blood, and some of it not that old, but two other details made Alaric's blood run cold.

The first was the gleam in the strangers' eyes. They had the look of fanatics, men gone beyond reason, utterly wrapped up in their own obsessions.

The second was the mark each bore on his forehead. It had been carved there, he was sure; he could still see dried blood in several places. It was a rune he recognised, and despite being cut into flesh it had a strange malleable look about it, that same skin-crawling sensation he had felt too many times before.

It was a Chaos mark, and these men wore it as a mark of devotion.

'They aren't bandits, or bounty hunters,' he whispered to Lankdorf, in case the bounty hunter hadn't noticed. 'They're cultists! If they see us they'll kill us... or worse!'

Lankdorf nodded and Alaric saw his shoulders tense. 'Then let's hope they don't see us,' he whispered back.



Unfortunately as the cultists neared their hiding place Alaric smelled a foul stench rising from them. Clearly reli­gious fanaticism did not include an interest in bathing. The blood and gore caked on their weapons and clothes prob­ably didn't help either.

As good as Alaric's nose was, the mule's was better.

The beast brayed, shaking its head to drive away the smell. The sound was impossible to miss and the cultists turned towards the rocks, weapons shifting in their hands, grins splitting their faces to reveal rotting, bloody teeth.

'I hear meat,' one of the filthy men declared loudly, a rusty axe held high above his head, 'and meat like that does not hide on its own. That means people. We shall feast on their hearts and offer their livers to our lord and master!'

The cultists surged forwards, several direcdy at the boul­ders while others curved around towards where diey met the cliff wall. Lankdorf took that opportunity to fire, the bolt tak­ing the lead cultist through the throat and flinging him back with the force of impact. There was not time to reload and so Lankdorf tossed the weapon down and rose to his feet, drawing his sword with one hand and a dagger with the other. As Alaric watched, the bounty hunter stepped for­wards, blocking the end of the trail, blades swinging, and caught one cultist's sword stroke on his dagger while his own blade darted in to gut the man. Lankdorf clearly knew how to handle himself, but would that be enough?

After a moment it was clear that the answer was no. The bounty hunter was a competent fighter, but he was badly outnumbered. There were ten cultists in all, and several were trying to scale the boulders and climb down behind Lankdorf. Neither Dietz nor Alaric were in any shape to help, even if they'd had their hands free and weapons to hand. Lankdorf was holding his own, for the moment, fending off those who approached the trail's mouth, but it was only a matter of time before one of the weapons around him found an opening or one of the cultists made it over the boulders and cut him down from behind, and once his blade dropped they were all dead.

'A little help would be good.' Alaric said softly. He wasn't even sure who he was talking to, certainly not any of the gods, but it seemed that one of them heard him anyway, for an instant later they heard a shout from the other end of the path.

'By Grungni's beard!' A deep, rough voice cried out. 'Looks like a fight up ahead!'

'Help!' Alaric responded, trying to catch a glimpse of the newcomer. 'We're under attack and badly outnumbered!'

'Outnumbered?' A second new voice replied. 'Looks like bandits! Well, they'll soon regret their actions. Fall before Sigmar's light!'

Suddenly the strangers came into view through a gap between the boulders. Alaric saw the dwarf first, a short, stout figure with swirling blue tattoos, a long red beard and the distinctive orange crest of a Slayer. He bore a massive war axe in each hand. A tall, broad-shouldered man with a shaved head and stern features emerged behind him, wear­ing the armour of a Sigmarite, his bronze hammer catching the light as he called Sigmar's fury down upon the heathens before him. Behind them were two other men, one dressed in a long red robe and the other a massive white-bearded man with an eye patch, a longsword and an array of dag­gers and knives about him. A silver-haired woman strode with them, lovely and fine-featured even though she wore full armour and carried both a shield and a sword.

The dwarf reached the cultists first, roaring something in his native tongue, his axes lashing out to cut the nearest cultist in half, the blades sliding past each other as they met through the man's middle. The Sigmarite's hammer shat­tered another's skull even as the man with the patch stabbed one through the chest with his longsword and the woman knocked another aside with her shield, following the blow with a slicing attack from her delicate but clearly sharp blade. The robed man did not use a weapon but fire danced around his clenched fists and he struck out with that, the flames lick­ing around his target as the cultist fell, blackened marks appearing where the man's fists had connected.

Lankdorf did not miss his opportunity, either. As the sur­viving cultists turned away from him to deal with this new threat his sword arm snaked out, catching the nearest cultist around the neck. A quick tug backwards and a slice with his dagger and the man fell dead at his feet, blood spurting from his cut throat.

The dwarf had already taken down another foe, his blades shearing one of the man's legs off and then lopping off his head as he toppled. The one-eyed man also killed another, and the Sigmarite battered down the final cultist before either the woman or the robed man could reach him.

'Thanks for the help,' Lankdorf called out. He seemed to be directing his speech towards the Sigmarite, which made sense, since a man like that was not likely to take orders from anyone else, so he was most likely the leader of the strangely assorted group.

'I could not in good conscience let you battle alone against such vermin,' the Sigmarite replied, his manner of speech reminding Alaric of their witch hunter friend Oswald Kleiber. Why did religious fanatics all speak the same way, he wondered? Or at least why did Sigmarites? The cultists had certainly not bothered with such careful diction.

'Are you injured?' The robed man asked, stepping over the bodies towards the trail entrance. He had wild red hair and a flowing beard, and a flame tattoo around his left eye. Alaric noticed that the man's robes also bore flame patterns at the cuffs and a set of silver keys hung prominently around his neck.

'Nothing important,' Lankdorf answered. He had a few small cuts where blades had nicked him, but none of them seemed to hamper him.

The robed man glanced up and saw Alaric and Dietz behind the bounty hunter. His eyes widened, clearly surprised to see anyone else there, and then narrowed as he noticed their bonds. His companions had approached and stood arrayed before Lankdorf. For a second Alaric thought

this might be their chance to escape, but the bounty hunter was no fool.

'I'm a bounty hunter,' he explained. 'These two are wanted for crimes in Akendorf.'

'A misunderstanding,' Alaric corrected, keeping his tone light, 'nothing more. Why the prince felt the need to take such extreme action for so minor a disagreement is beyond me.'

'Doesn't matter,' Lankdorf countered, turning slightly and cuffing Alaric on the cheek. 'They're my prisoners and that's that.'

The strangers stood for a second without speaking, but then the Sigmarite stepped forwards.

'We have no wish to interfere,' he assured Lankdorf, who visibly relaxed. 'Yours is a rightful task and we will not impede you.'

Thanks.' Lankdorf nodded and sheathed his blades. 'Merkel Lankdorf,' he introduced himself.

'I am Alaric von Jungfreud, at your service,' Alaric inter­jected, bowing carefully from his seat to avoid aggravating his wound, 'and this is my companion, Dietrich Froebel.' Dietz nodded. Lankdorf glared at him but didn't try to strike him again.

'Jurgen Heim,' the Sigmarite responded, 'and these are my companions.' He gestured at the dwarf, the robed man, the lady, and the one-eyed man in turn. 'Urrel Two-Axe, Otto Enbar of the Bright Order, the lady Kera of Ostermark, and Gorge von Oswald.'

Dietz gasped when he heard the last name. The Butcher of Middenheim!' he blurted out, and then looked embar­rassed as the man in question scowled. 'Sorry, it's just... I've heard all about you! I'm from Middenheim myself. My father was a wheelwright there.'

'Oh?' von Oswald brightened. 'What did you say your name was? Froebel?' He thought for a moment, and then snapped his fingers. 'Not Denholm Froebel?'

'That's my father!' Dietz straightened. 'My older brother Dracht runs the shop now.'

'Ah, a fine man, your father,' von Oswald said. 'Yes, an excellent craftsman. I bought from him more than once.' His face clouded, as if remembering that time in his life had led to other, less happy thoughts, and he fell silent once more.

'The Bright Order?' Alaric asked the robed man, trying to fill the uncomfortable pause. He'd heard that somewhere, but where? After a second he had it. 'You're a fire mage!'

'Yes.' Enbar seemed pleased at the recognition. You know of our order?'

'Only a little,' Alaric admitted. 'I've heard of the various magical orders but not in detail.' This was actually the first time he'd met a Bright Wizard in person and he had several questions to ask, but the way Lankdorf was looking at him he knew he'd best not push his luck.

'Lucky our paths crossed when they did,' the bounty hunter commented, forcing attention back away from his prisoners.

Yes,' Heim agreed, 'particularly since we will not stay on this road long. Our path lies somewhere within the moun­tains, through less travelled routes.'

'Assuming we can find the damned thing at all,' Enbar muttered.

'We'll find it,' the dwarf, Uriel, growled back. 'I can find anything buried in the ground.'

'Anything belonging to your people,' Enbar agreed, 'but what do you know of the ancient Nehekharans?'

Alaric's ears pricked at the name, and he resisted the urge to see if Dietz had caught the mention as well.

'Stone is stone,' Urrel was insisting. 'If it's here, I shall find it.' His grip tightened on his two axes as if daring anyone to contradict him again. No one did.

'Which way did you travel?' The lady, Kera, asked them. Her voice was smooth and soft, her speech delicate, and Alaric knew at once that he was dealing with a fellow noble. Yet she wielded a blade and wore armour and shield, more like a guard or man-at-arms than a lady. I le wondered what her story might be.

'We came from the north,' Lankdorf told them grudg­ingly. He indicated the peaks behind them.

'Did you see anything... unusual?' Enbar asked, his eyes bright.

The bounty hunter seemed unwilling to yield informa­tion. 'A lot of rock,' was his only reply.

'Unusual in what way?' Alaric asked, unable to stay quiet.

'Oh, strange formations, carvings, that sort of thing,' Enbar replied as casually as he could.

'You mean like a pair of massive doors, carved in the image of a dead Nehekharan king?' It was the first time Dietz had spoken since mentioning his brother, and several of the newcomers started at his comment, their eyes widen­ing as his words sank in. Dietz grinned at them.

'Aye, that's what I thought,' he said slowly. 'You want the tomb.'

'Shut up!' Lankdorf struck Dietz in the stomach, hard enough to double him over. 'You speak when I say you speak!'

'I would hear what they know of this tomb,' Enbar announced, stepping forwards. Perhaps Alaric was imagin­ing it but the air around the man seemed to shimmer, the way it did around a strong fire.

'Aye, so would we all,' Heim agreed. He studied Lankdorf soberly. 'It would be a great aid to us if you would allow them to speak, friend.'

'Fine.' Lankdorf spat the word out. 'Talk, then.' All eyes turned back towards Dietz, who suddenly looked less thrilled about that.

'We've been there,' Alaric interjected, drawing the new­comers' attention away from his friend. Now he had all their attention. 'Karitamen the Death Scarab, his tomb, we've been there.'

'You carry no treasure,' von Oswald pointed out, his one eye piercing. 'The tomb is said to be filled with gold and other baubles.'

'It is,' Alaric admitted. 'More than ten men could carry.' He shook his head and winced at the motion. 'We were in a bit of a hurry.'

'And inhabitants?' Heim asked, his hands tightening on his hammer.

'Undead,' Dietz told him, 'skeleton warriors, mummified cats, living statues... oh, and the king himself.' He shud­dered, clearly remembering the fight in the burial chamber. 'He's like a skeleton but much worse, more alert, for one thing, and much stronger.'

'A liche!' The way the Sigmarite's eyes lit up, Alaric might have thought the man had found a treasure beyond value, and perhaps the idea of killing such a creature was that valuable to him.

'Go due north for three days,' Dietz told them, 'head between the cleft that resembles a bent fork tine and aim for the peak that looks like a hawk's beak. Look for a valley with a flat wall along the west side.' His expression shifted. 'You'll see bodies there as well.'

'Bodies?' Urrel asked.

'Some of our recent companions,' Alaric explained, 'and several local soldiers fought over the treasure.' When Heim's gaze shifted to them and to Lankdorf, Alaric felt compelled to admit, 'he wasn't there. We were wounded and he found us afterwards.'

Lankdorf spoke up. 'What about the way you came?' he asked, clearly bored with all this talk of the tomb. 'Anything we should watch for?' He dragged the mule down into the pass proper, and then hauled Dietz along as well, leaving the way clear for the adventurers.

'Aye,' von Oswald replied, his face twisting into a snarl of disgust. 'That town, the one we heard of. What was it again?'

Vitrolle,' Enbar reminded him.

'That one,' the one-eyed man agreed. 'Steer clear of it.'

'It stands at the head of the Howling River, where it splits in twain,' Kera explained. 'We heard strange stories of that place and its people. They say all there are fanatics, all wor­shipping the same god. They say many who enter that region disappear, never to return.' She shuddered slightly, although she masked the tremor almost immediately.



'Good luck, and may Sigmar be with you,' Heim told them, raising his hand in benediction. Then he gestured ahead of him with his hammer and the others followed as he passed Alaric and Dietz, and Lankdorf began climbing the trail up the cliff side.

The other four said goodbye, each in his or her own fash­ion, and marched past them and up the winding trail. Before long Heim had reached the top and disappeared over the peak, the others following behind him.

'You meet the most interesting people,' Alaric murmured as Lankdorf gathered the mule's reins and led her down the pass. None of them spoke much for the rest of the day as they followed Mad Dog Pass, but Lankdorf kept his cross­bow close at hand and his eyes peeled, and all of them started every time a rock fell or the wind howled through the mountains.

It took them two more days to reach the path's end, walk­ing down out of the mountains, out of the foothills, and finally to the edge of rolling green countryside. They hadn't seen anyone else along the way.

They were still camped on the third day, enjoying the shift from hard rock to dirt and trees, when they heard a strange rustling noise. Before any of them could react, the bushes erupted, a flurry of leaves and branches rising into the air around them. Then the steady drumbeat reached them, shaking their feet, making them want to die. The pounding increased, someone drawing closer, until sud­denly the shadows around them burst into life as a trio of horsemen emerged. The men wore studded leather armour with wine-red sashes across their left shoulders, and carried shields and longswords. The shields were deep red, with a brown horse rearing upon them. The riders closed in around Alaric, Dietz and Lankdorf, leaving no path for escape.

Who are you and what is your business here? the lead horseman asked, addressing Lankdorf. His hand rested on his sword hilt, but he didn't draw it.

'I'm a bounty hunter,' Lankdorf replied, carefully keeping his hands away from his weapons. He didn't sound very concerned. 'I'm taking these two criminals back to Akendorf.'

'Under what authority?' the rider demanded.

'My own,' the bounty hunter replied. 'What else is there?'

One of the other riders laughed. 'In these lands, you must have our ruler's permission to engage in such activities.'

'I didn't know that,' Lankdorf admitted. 'I didn't mean to break any laws.'

'Yet you have,' the first horseman informed him. He frowned. 'You will come with us,' he said after a second's pause, 'all of you.'

'Is that really necessary?' Lankdorf asked. He let one hand rest on his belt pouch and shifted it slightly, causing a clink that could only come from coins rubbing together. 'Isn't there some fee I can pay instead? I don't like long delays.'

"You will delay for as long as necessary,' the rider informed him. He studied the three of them carefully. 'I do not trust your presence here,' he said finally, 'especially at such a time. We will take you to our ruler and let her decide your fate.'

Alaric noticed the pronoun shift. The local ruler was a woman? He'd never heard of a female ruler here, and he was curious to meet her. Not that they seemed to have much of a choice.





CHAPTER FIFTEEN



Apparently the ruler's camp was nearby. One of the three horsemen removed Lankdorfs weapons, tied his hands behind him, and pulled him up onto the horse in front of him. Another hoisted Dietz up onto his horse, leaving the wrist manacles but taking the key from Lankdorf and removing the anklets. The third clearly considered treating Alaric the same way, but after seeing his bandages the rider decided it was better to leave Alaric where he was, and so it was three horses and a mule that rode away from the last sight of the pass and plunged back into the Border Princes.

The land was not as heavily forested as it was to the north, although there were trees aplenty. The copses were smaller and further apart, however, creating small plains and valleys in between. Tall grass covered the ground between the trees, but Dietz also saw cultivated fields bor­dered by sturdy wooden fences.

The horsemen led them along a wide dirt path that was clearly well used, judging by the way every bit of grass had been trampled flat. It took only two hours for them to

reach a large camp staked out on a decent-sized plain. The tents were sturdy and well anchored, suggesting this was a long-term encampment. Armed guards barred the path but moved aside when they saw the horsemen coming. Soldiers were everywhere, most of them sitting or pacing, drinking, gambling, honing weapons, cleaning armour, cooking or sleeping. Alaric was glancing around, a strange look on his face, and Dietz remembered that his friend had seen such gatherings before, in his youth, when his father had forced him to accompany his kin into battle.

The horsemen had barely spoken during the ride, although they did offer all three captives water skins and even wizened apples and hunks of dried meat. Now they tethered their horses at a convenient hitching post and helped Dietz and Lankdorf to the ground. Alaric had to be lifted down. The hard ride had opened his wound again, and he was barely able to stand unaided.

The horsemen led them into a large tent near the centre of the encampment, its heavier material and better con­struction indicating that it belonged to someone important. Stepping through the entrance flap, however, Dietz saw only a low table and seating cushions off to one side, and a sturdy, high-backed chair to the other. The three of them were forced down onto the rug before the chair and left there. The horsemen disappeared but two other men stood by the entrance flap, spears in hand, watching their every move.

After a few minutes a woman entered the tent. She was short, broad-shouldered and busty, with strong features, dusky skin, dark hair and large dark eyes. Dietz might have called her 'handsome' and certainly she had a charisma that made him and his two companions pay attention. She was wearing plain, well-made clothes and wore a sword at her side, its handle worn from use. Nothing about her appearance or attire suggested anything other than an unusual woman warrior, possibly a mercenary. Her pres­ence, however, said that she was far more than a mere fighter, and this was confirmed when she sank down into

the chair with the ease of long practice and the grace of someone whose reflexes had been honed from years of hard use.

'You are on my lands and have broken my laws,' she told them, her voice deep and rich. 'Explain yourselves. Who are you and what do you want here?'

As usual Alaric managed to speak first. 'Alaric von lungfreud, madam, at your service.'

'Ignore him, madam,' Lankdorf said quickly. 'He's my prisoner. They both are. I am a-'

'Yes, a bounty hunter,' she interrupted, her flashing eyes warning him not to test her patience. 'I have been told. Yet I gave you no permission for anyone to hunt people on my lands. You have no authority here.' She returned her atten­tion to Alaric. 'You were saying?'

'Yes, madam.' Alaric executed a graceful bow, although Dietz saw him sway slightly. 'As I said, I am at your ser­vice. This is my friend and companion, Dietrich Froebel.' Dietz nodded, 'but I do not believe I know your name, fair lady.'

The woman frowned, eyes narrowing, and for a second Dietz thought his young friend's charms had backfired. 'Fatandira is my name,' she answered finally, 'and I will ask the questions. Now, Herr von Jungfreud, why are you here?'

Dietz thought his friend would launch into an explana­tion of their plight, and of the events at the tomb. Instead Alaric chose a different tack. 'We are pursuing a man, a spy,' he answered, ignoring the shock on Lankdorfs face. 'He stole something from us, something of great significance, and we must restore it to its rightful place.'

Fatandira leaned forwards in her chair, clearly intrigued. 'A spy, you say? This sounds little like a bounty hunter and his prisoners, does it?' She glanced at Lankdorf and Dietz shuddered. He had seen similar looks from cats when they had cornered their prey.

'We were captured by this man while pursuing the spy,' Alaric explained.

'What is his name, this man you seek?'

'Hammlich.' Dietz offered, knowing his friend and employer's problem with names. Alaric could speak half a dozen languages well, write more of them, and recite chap­ter and verse from various dry old tomes on archaeology or what have you, but he couldn't remember most people's names five minutes after meeting them.

'Yes, Hammlich,' Alaric confirmed. 'He-'

He was cut off by the sound of laughter. Fatandira was chuckling, a deep throaty laugh. This was not a delicate woman, but Dietz appreciated her direct nature.

Alaric was less amused. 'Did I say something funny?' he demanded.

'Oh yes,' Fatandira replied. She raised her voice so the guards at the tent entrance could hear it. 'Has Hammlich recovered yet? If so, bring him to me!' One of the guards saluted and vanished from the tent.

'You know him?' Alaric asked.

'Of course I do,' she replied. 'He works for me.'

While Alaric absorbed this information the guard returned, supporting a familiar figure. Hammlich started slightly when he saw the two of them, and then nodded and smiled.

'Well, you survived,' he said by way of greeting. 'I didn't think you would. I almost didn't make it, myself.' He had a small sack hanging from his belt and Dietz noticed ban­dages around the scout's left arm and torso.

This is the man you wanted to chase down?' Lankdorf asked. Lie had been looking around before, but had glanced up when Hammlich and the guard entered and had started slightly. Now he was watching both men carefully.

'Yes,' Alaric agreed. 'He betrayed his commander, stole something from us, and fled just before you arrived.'

'I did not betray anyone,' Hammlich corrected haughtily. 'Gunther was never my true commander, nor is my loyalty to that filth, Levrellian. My allegiance lies here, with Fatandira.'

Fatandira smiled at his statement. 'That is true,' she said. 'Hammlich has been true to his oaths. I sent him to spy on

Levrellian and inform me if that weasel attempted another attack on my lands.' She eyed Hammlich. 'Now that your wounds have been tended, report. I had not expected you to come here in person,' she told him, her tone indicating he was on dangerous ground. 'You have compromised your cover.'

'I know,' the scout admitted. 'I can never go back there. I would not have betrayed my position but we found some­thing, something I knew Levrellian should never see.'

'Oh?' She glanced back over at Dietz, Alaric, and Lankdorf. 'And who is this "we"?'

Hammlich straightened, eyes focusing straight ahead, clearly a soldier rattling off a report. 'Levrellian learned the location of an ancient Nehekharan tomb,' he said. 'He sent Gunther to locate it, explore it, and bring back any trea­sures it contained. I accompanied him, along with a patrol unit. We encountered these two' - he indicated Alaric and Dietz - 'at the mouth of the tomb, with several others. Apparently Levrellian had taken their map. We explored the tomb, which belonged to a king named Karitamen.'

Fatandira shuddered at the name, going slightly pale below her normal dusky hue. 'The Death Scarab!' she whis­pered.

"We encountered many horrors,' Hammlich continued without pause, 'including the dead king himself, now a hideous creature of bones and foul magic.' That got a shud­der from everyone present, including Lankdorf, who had never asked about the tomb or what lay within it. 'How­ever, there was indeed treasure, enough to buy an army large enough to rule all the Border Princes. Only a handful of us escaped alive, but I knew if Levrellian got his hands on that gold he would be unstoppable.' He straightened. 'So I killed Gunther, took the treasure we had carried out, and brought it here, although I was attacked twice along the way. The rest of Levrellian's men are dead. No one else knows how to find that tomb.' He looked straight at Alaric and Dietz when he said this, and the meaning was clear: no one else but the three of them.

'You left something out,' Alaric pointed out softly. 'You didn't tell her about the artefact.'

"What artefact?' Fatandira looked back and forth between the two men, her dark eyes piercing, and Hammlich finally looked away.

'I was going to tell you of it privately,' the scout claimed, although his words sounded false to Dietz. 'That one' - he gestured towards Alaric again - 'found an item, clearly something of great power. Gunther was going to kill him after we escaped the tomb and claim it for Levrellian. I knew you wouldn't want that.'

'So he took it from me,' Alaric clarified, 'after he'd killed Gunther with his own pistol.'

'I see.' Fatandira stroked her chin absently as she thought. 'This item... you have it with you?'

In reply Hammlich opened the sack and pulled out the gauntlet, holding it up so it would catch the torchlight.

Everyone in the tent gasped as they gazed upon the gauntlet. Dietz found himself entranced and he knew where it had come from, knew that it was tainted, but it was still utterly captivating.

It was hideous, actually. It had segmented overlapping plates and wicked claws like insanely long fingernails. It had barbs and spikes all over. Runes covered much of the surface, but in between them were small carvings of some sort. Dietz strained to make out the carvings, but gave up, realising that he might be better off never knowing.

Hammlich lowered his arm, extending the artefact towards Fatandira, who reached towards it... and recoiled as a gleaming blade slid through Hammlich from the back, piercing his heart.

The scout dropped to the ground without a sound, the gauntlet tumbling from his limp fingers.

The guard behind him, the one Lankdorf had been eye­ing, wiped his blade off and, raising it again to the ready, reached down and retrieved the gauntlet.

'I'll be taking this,' he said, wrapping the item in his cloak, 'and as for you-' He turned towards Fatandira, his

sword raised. She simply watched him approach, appar­ently calm, her hand not straying to her blade because she knew she would never be able to draw it in time.

Lankdorf burst into action, just as the guard pulled his arm back to strike Fatandira. He took a quick step forwards, scooped up a heavy brazier, and smashed it into the treach­erous guard, toppling him like a felled oak. Then the bounty hunter shoved both the brazier and its victim aside and offered Fatandira a hand up.

'Thank you,' she said, accepting the gesture and the aid without a hint of reluctance. She looked down at Hammlich's body and shook her head. 'I am sorry, cousin.' she whispered, so softly that Dietz barely heard her. Then she walked over to the fallen guard and kicked him hard in the side. 'To think, I trusted you, Rorschach,' she snarled. 'Well, good riddance!'

She turned and took a step towards the entrance to give an order to the remaining guard. She froze. For an instant Dietz couldn't understand why. Then he heard the unmis­takable sound of a man dragging himself to his feet.

The guard, the one she had called Rorschach, was awake and somehow standing right behind them. He had the gaunt­let cradled under one arm still, and his sword tip wavered slightly but not enough to make him less than a severe threat.

'Die, you filthy she-beast,' he growled, 'for the glory of-'

For a second time he was interrupted, this time as some­one hurled himself forwards, colliding with Rorschach's legs and knocking him to the ground. Alaric groaned with the impact and Dietz could see blood seeping through his bandages, but he was impressed. No one would ever call his friend a coward.

Unfortunately Rorschach proved resilient, and Dietz saw that the collision had knocked the guard down but not out. More guards were entering the tent, however, and the trai­tor must have realised that the moment was past, for he leapt to his feet and bolted for the entrance, shoving two other guards aside and escaping before they realised that he was their intended prey. They took off after him while Dietz

turned and knelt by his friend's side. After a moment Fatandira joined him.

'Thank you.' she said, gazing down at Alaric, who seemed dazed. 'I owe you my life.' Then she noticed the blood. 'You're hurt!'

'He was stabbed a few days ago.' Dietz explained. 'It's a nasty wound.'

'I will not have him die in my tent, not after he put him­self at risk to save me.' Fatandira exclaimed. She turned to her guards. 'Fetch Estia at once!' she said. They saluted and hurried out.

'Do not worry.' she assured Dietz, glancing down at Alaric again. This time she wasn't frowning. 'He will survive. I will see to that.'

Dietz believed her. If necessary he thought this woman could challenge Morr himself and come out ahead.

Estia proved to be a short, slight woman with dark skin, close-cropped black hair, and pale blue eyes. She wore the emblem of Shallya around her neck and bustled in, carry­ing a basket filled with strange smells that made Dietz's eyes water. Her sharp eyes took in the scene at once and she directed the guards to move Alaric to a nearby pile of thick rugs. She then knelt at his side, checking his forehead with the back of her hand before unwrapping the wound. Alaric had apparently passed out, although he did groan as she pulled the blood-soaked bandage from his flesh.

The healer lifted the bandages clear, and then paused and sniffed at them. 'Alfunas, Sigmafoil and Spiderleaf?' she murmured. Her voice was deep and throaty, far too rich for such a tiny woman. 'Who dressed this wound?'

Lankdorf stepped forwards. 'I did.'

Estia eyed him for a second, her hands still busy wadding up the old bandages and lifting new ones from her basket. You know your herbs.' she said approvingly. 'That's rare.'

Dietz thought he saw the bounty hunter flush, although it was hard to be sure in the torchlight. 'My parents.' he said shortly. 'They were herbalists.'

'They trained you well,' she said. 'That compress may be all that's kept him alive. When was he wounded?'

'Three days ago,' Dietz told her. She nodded without looking at him, intent upon cleaning the wound with a cloth she wet from a small water pitcher.

'He'd have bled out for sure if it wasn't for that compress,' the healer confirmed as she studied the wound. Thank your friend there for saving his life.'

Dietz glanced at Lankdorf, who shrugged and actually looked uncomfortable. Neither of them bothered to point out that they weren't friends.

While the healer worked, one of Fatandira's guards approached. 'Rorschach is gone,' he told her. 'He didn't go by horse but he must have had a back way out of the camp. None of the sentries saw him leave.'

'Ilyria's teats!' Fatandira cursed, earning a shocked smile from the healer. 'How long has he been planning this? Who is he working for? Where did he go? Find out, now!' The guard scurried away quickly, clearly happy to escape his leader's wrath so easily. Then she turned her attention to Dietz and Lankdorf.

'Remove their bonds,' she ordered, and another guard hurried forwards.

These two are my prisoners,' Lankdorf protested, but Fatandira turned on him, fire in her dark eyes.

"You are all my prisoners,' she snapped. Then she soft­ened slightly. 'What existed between you before this is not important.' She faced the bounty hunter down, 'unless you wish to remain a prisoner, while they go free?' Lankdorf backed away, shaking his head. 'I thought not.' She gestured for the guards to continue. The three horsemen must have handed over Lankdorfs keys because they unlatched Dietz's manacles without pause, and removed Lankdorfs ropes as well. Estia had already cut away Alaric's so she could treat him more easily.

'You will be our guests,' Fatandira explained. 'For our security we will hold your weapons for you, but you may have the run of the camp.' Dietz understood what that

meant: they were free to roam within the encampment but not allowed to leave it. Still, it was better than being a pris­oner, or a casualty.

'Find them a tent,' was the ruler's next command. 'Clear one out if necessary.' She glanced at Estia, who shook her head.

'I will keep watch over this one,' the healer replied to the unspoken question. "We will move him to my tent for now.' She had replaced the bandages, first applying another com­press of some sort, and began chanting something over the fallen nobleman. Dietz could not make out the words, but the melody was soothing.

Very well.' Fatandira turned back to Dietz and Lankdorf. 'He will receive the finest care, I assure you. Estia has a true gift for healing. The moment he awakens you will know of it, and once he is recovered more he will be moved into your tent.' She glanced at Alaric again. 'He will be fine,' she murmured.

Then the guards helped Dietz to his feet and led both him and Lankdorf from the command tent.

The tent they'd been given had clearly been vacated recently by some of the local guards, and contained only bedrolls, a camp table, and several stools. It was enough, however, and Dietz gratefully collapsed once the guard left. He was about to drift off to sleep when he realised that Lankdorf was staring at him.

'What?' he asked.

'Nothing,' the bounty hunter replied, turning away and laying down.

'If you're worried I'll get away, don't be,' Dietz said, fatigue making him irritable. 'I wouldn't leave Alaric here and it's not as if we can leave anyway.'

'I know,' Lankdorf said, setting his hat over his face. 'I just don't like it, that's all.'

There wasn't much to say to that, so Dietz didn't bother. In a minute he was asleep anyway.

* * *

When he woke up the sun was low on the horizon and the bounty hunter was nowhere to be found. Getting up, Dietz stepped to the tent's entrance flap and glanced outside. Men and women milled around, handling the normal business of a camp, and he could see the edge of the com­mand tent. A familiar figure crouched next to it.

'Find something?' Dietz asked once he'd walked over. He crouched beside Lankdorf, who didn't bother to turn around or look up.

'Here,' the bounty hunter said finally. He traced some­thing on the ground. Peering at it, Dietz made out a half-moon indentation. Just ahead of that was a second depression, shaped more like a blunted arrowhead but far larger.

'A footprint?' He glanced at it again. 'So what? This is a camp. There are a lot of people here, all of them walking about.'

'None of the others have boots like these,' Lankdorf replied. He glanced up and met Dietz's eyes. 'Most of these people have riding boots, high and stiff, with no heel but a groove from the stirrup. These are softer boots with sturdier soles, made more for walking.' He grinned. 'I've been watching people's feet the past hour or more. I haven't seen any like this. I've only seen one set here like this, not count­ing ours.'

'That guard's?' Dietz guessed. Lie knew he was right even before the bounty hunter nodded. 'So you're saying you can track him?'

Lankdorf nodded again. 'If we're not stuck here too long,' he added, 'but if I can figure out his direction now, while they're still mostly fresh, I can guess his direction and his destination.'

'Have you told the guards?'

The bounty hunter shifted his weight, settling back on his haunches. 'No,' he replied finally. 'Not sure if I will, either.'

'Why not?' Dietz stared at him. 'He killed Hammlich, and he's got the gauntlet.'

'I know. That's why I want to track him down.'

Dietz frowned. 'I thought you said the gauntlet wasn't your problem.'

'It isn't.' Lankdorf looked down and idly traced the boot print with one finger. 'But maybe it's worth something. A thing like that, it's got to be. It might be worth my while to retrieve it.' Dietz was sure there was more to it than that, but he wasn't about to press it.

'So once Alaric's better, if they let us go, you plan to track that guard?' Lankdorf nodded. 'Good. We'll go with you.'

'Oh, count on it,' Lankdorf replied, straightening up. 'You're still my prisoners. I'm still taking you to Akendorf.'

Dietz snorted and stood. 'I don't think so.' The bounty hunter rose to his feet and they stared at each other for a moment. Dietz was a full head taller. 'You had a crossbow last time, and we were tired and Alaric was wounded,' he pointed out. 'None of those things are true now.'

'I can still take you,' Lankdorf claimed, but even he didn't sound convinced.

'Look, you were only taking us back for the money, right?' The bounty hunter nodded. 'Well, you've got the rest of the things we found in the tomb and they're probably worth as much as the price on our heads.' Lie wasn't exactly sure, but they were certainly worth a good deal. 'Why not just take that and be done?'

Lankdorf scowled. 'I've never failed a job and I don't aim to start now.'

'It's not a failure,' Dietz argued. 'It was taken beyond your control.' He thought the bounty hunter was starting to weaken. 'And we can help you with the gauntlet,' he added.

'How? I can track it fine on my own.'

'True,' Dietz agreed, 'but Alaric is an expert on artefacts like that. If anyone could tell you what it is and what it's for - and what it's worth - it'd be him.'

That caught Lankdorfs attention, and his eyes looked through and past Dietz as he mulled that over.

'I keep whatever we get for it,' he said finally, 'part of the price for letting you go.'

'Done,' Dietz agreed.

'Done.' They shook hands and then relaxed. Dietz was relieved it wouldn't come to a fight - although he'd still keep an eye on Lankdorf if and when they got their weapons back - and thought the bounty hunter probably felt the same. Why risk life and limb when you could get as much or more with less danger?

'So what do we do now?' he asked.

'We track these prints as far as we can,' Lankdorf replied, 'and then we wait.'

The wait ended up being four days. Alaric woke up that night but was feverish again and too weak to do more than whisper and sip at the broth Estia had prepared. The next day his fever had broken and he could sit up and talk more normally. The third day he was finally allowed out of bed. On the fourth he insisted on leaving the tent.

'It's an amazing recovery,' the healer said, shaking her head as she watched Alaric moving around carefully. That alfunas must be the cause. He shouldn't even be able to sit up yet, and here he is, walking around.'

'I heal quickly,' Alaric replied lightly, but Dietz could tell that he was only putting on a brave face. He was a little alarmed at his young friend's pallor, and at the way his arm shook when he held the water skin to his lips, but it was good to see Alaric up and about, at least.

'The fresh air will do you good,' Estia agreed as she helped him step out of her tent. She had placed a stool right by the entrance and sat him down with the water skin and a bowl of broth.

'What, no meat?' Alaric joked, but he drank the broth meekly enough.

While the healer ducked back into her tent to air out the bedding and remove the old bandages she had just replaced, Dietz filled Alaric in on recent events.

'Glad to hear we're no longer captives,' Alaric said after­wards, grinning at Lankdorf, who only grunted in reply, 'and it's excellent news about pursuing the gauntlet, even

though it may not be as valuable as you think, at least not in terms of money.' Dietz winced, wishing for the hun­dredth time that his friend and employer was not so honest.

Fortunately the statement didn't seem to faze the bounty hunter. 'I'll take that risk,' was all he said. His tone sug­gested he thought Alaric was holding out on him, and Dietz silently cheered the man's inherent greed and suspi­cion.

'Has anyone spoken to our hostess?' Alaric asked next. Both Dietz and Lankdorf shook their heads, but Alaric stopped whatever he'd been about to say and looked past them. 'Well, her timing is certainly excellent,' he com­mented. The statement didn't make much sense until Dietz glanced behind him and saw Fatandira striding towards them.

She was wearing mail today, as she had the past two days when he'd seen her from a distance. The gear looked solid and well worn, and clearly she was accustomed to its weight. A longsword and a dagger hung at her side, and she carried a spear in one hand, its edge glinting slightly in the late morning light.

'You have recovered,' she said without preamble, march­ing past Dietz and stopping just beyond arm's reach from Alaric.

'I am on the mend, yes,' he replied, doing an abbreviated bow so as not to aggravate the wound further, 'thanks to the kind attentions of your healer. I am in your debt, madam.'

'No, I am in your debt,' she replied with a faint smile. 'You saved my life. All t did was help to save yours.' Estia emerged from the tent, and nodded when the ruler glanced her way.

'He is recovering well,' the healer said, 'surprisingly well. A few more days and he will be healed completely, I think.' She shook her head. 'I have never seen such an apt patient,' she admitted quietly. 'Surely Shallya has blessed you with her touch.'

Then I am in her debt as well.' Alaric said with a smile. 'I will offer up my thanks to her as soon as I am able.'

'Rest today.' Fatandira told him. 'Recover your strength. Tonight you dine with me.' Then she turned and stalked away.

The three men watched her go, Alaric with a familiar look of confusion on his face. Lankdorf, however, was chuckling.

'Looks like you'll get a chance to show your gratitude after all.' the bounty hunter said.





CHAPTER SIXTEEN



'Why me?' Alaric grumbled as he was dressing for dinner. A guard had delivered a set of clothes to Estia's tent earlier, with instructions that he wear them tonight. It was noble­man's garb - where they had acquired it he had no idea - and a reasonable fit, although the jacket and shirt were a bit loose in the shoulders and across the chest. It was taking him forever to fasten the shirt ties, however, because too much stretching still caused a nasty twinge in his stomach.

'It's the curse of good looks,' Dietz replied from where he sat in the corner. 'If you weren't so pretty you wouldn't have this problem.'

'That's not particularly helpful,' Alaric snapped. He knew his friend was laughing at him. Dietz seemed to have a way with women, at least if the encounters he'd had in several towns and ports were any guide. Alaric had always been too busy with his books for romance. He'd been raised as a noble, of course, and so he knew the social niceties and could spout poetry if necessary, but that was as far as it went. Still, he supposed a little light conversation and some

witty banter wasn't beyond him. Hopefully that was as far as it would go.

Not that Fatandira was bad looking; a bit mannish, per­haps, with that square jaw, but she was certainly fit and full-figured and she had striking eyes.

Of course, she was also a military commander and could have him killed if he displeased or upset her.

'Why not?' Dietz suggested for the third time. 'Make her happy and we go free. Upset her and she slits our throats.'

'I know, I know,' Alaric groused. He finished tying the shirt to his satisfaction and buttoned the jacket. Then he unbuttoned it again when it tugged his bandages uncom­fortably. She would simply have to accept that he was wearing the jacket open, he thought crossly.

'How do I look?' he asked Dietz, turning around and holding his arms out so his friend could see the full effect.

'Like a peacock,' Dietz replied, 'all dressed up to impress the ladies.'

Yes, well, let's hope this lady is impressed.'

As he walked to the command tent, stepping between smaller tents and corrals and passing several guards and several soldiers on horseback, Alaric allowed himself to think about the other things that had been bothering him since their arrival. There were three, in fact: his recovery, his dreams, and that cursed gauntlet.

Estia was still amazed at how quickly he had recovered. She had praised Lankdorf s use of herbs, but the bounty hunter admitted that they shouldn't have caused such a rapid healing process. Estia spoke of her goddess, Shallya, taking a hand and Alaric wanted to believe that. The prob­lem was, he worried that someone - or something - less benign had been knitting his wound together instead.

That was because of the dreams. He had been having nightmares, the same ones he'd had since their battle under Middenheim. He kept seeing the cultists in his dreams, and the portal they had created. He saw the shadowy form of the daemon they had summoned, slowly making its way

through that otherworldly tunnel. Each time it drew closer and closer, and each time he woke up screaming, or whim­pering.

The dreams had gotten worse since he'd been wounded. They were longer, and clearer, and somehow more vivid. He could smell the dank mould of that underground chamber, and feel the heat of the torches placed around the room, and the strange hot breeze that blew from the por­tal, carrying with it the stench of decay and old blood. The stone felt solid beneath his feet. It took him several min­utes after waking to convince himself that this was the reality and that had been the dream, and not the other way around.

The gauntlet had also appeared in his dreams recently. In one he was wearing the artefact and had stood frozen in horror as barbs from the inside stabbed into his arm and hand, piercing his flesh and sending blood spilling into the tainted relic. Then the barbs, plates and runes had spread from the gauntlet, seeping up his arm and over his torso, finally covering his head and causing him to choke as they transformed his face into something horrific. He had woken up gasping for breath.

In another, the daemon was wearing the gauntlet. The artefact had glinted from its place on the creature's forearm, visible even through the darkness of that long tunnel, and then that arm had shot forwards, somehow covering the distance instantly, so that the mailed hand burst free of the portal. At its arrival the air around the portal seemed to split open and Alaric felt as if the world was tearing apart. The daemon lumbered forwards, the distance halved and its speed increased by the presence and use of that gauntlet. Alaric knew it would be free of the portal in moments rather than hours, free to smother the world with its hatred and its madness and its bloodlust. Even while the rest of the daemon remained caught in the portal it proved itself dangerous beyond measure. It reached for Alaric with the gauntleted hand, locating him through the crowd of chant­ing cultists, its reach impossibly long. It caught him by the

neck and lifted him off the ground, the barbs digging into his flesh. Then it had twisted, and he had woken clutching his neck, making sure it had not been broken like a dry twig. His neck had stung where one barb had cut him, although he couldn't find an actual wound there.

What did it all mean? Was it just his mind, taking all the things he worried about and throwing them together? Or were they really linked: his recovery and that daemon and the gauntlet? The gauntlet was definitely tainted by evil, and the daemon was born of Chaos, but it had not been wearing anything like that object when they had last met. Nor had he heard of such an artefact in his studies, and how or why would the daemon still be pursuing him after it had be;en banished back into Chaos when they had destroyed the statue and its portal? He didn't know, but something in his gut told him they all had a purpose, and none of it was good for him.

Now he had dinner to deal with; dinner with a ruler who was also a warrior and a woman. To his mind that was a dangerous combination.

Alaric reached the front of the command tent, only to find Estia waiting for him.

'Not here,' she said with a smile. She led him to a second, slightly smaller tent off to one side. Its flaps were closed. 'Here.'

The healer woman pulled open the flap and stuck her head inside. Then she re-emerged and gestured for Alaric to enter. As he did she touched his arm. 'Do not exert yourself too much,' she warned, her pale eyes alight with mischief. 'It might reopen your wound.'

Nodding and trying to look amused even though he felt a little faint, Alaric entered the tent. The flap slid back into place behind him.

This was clearly Fatandira's personal tent. It was made from a thicker material than most of the other tents in the camp. They were canvas or oilskin or sometimes a layer of both, while this had been oilskin on the outside but had a

layer of short golden fur for the interior walls. The ground was covered in thick, colourful rugs, and a large, short- legged brazier stood in the centre, generating heat and light. Silk cushions were piled here and there around the space, for use both as seating and as beds. Alaric gulped at that last thought. A faint scent hung in the air, rich and musky, and scarves hung from the tent's peak, softening the sharp point and creating the impression of a low ceiling and a warm, intimate space.

The ruler herself lounged on several cushions not far from the brazier. Gone was the mail he had seen her wear­ing, and in its place he was surprised to see a vivid red skirt covered in an elaborate pattern of curling, swirling gold, and an embroidered vest, pulled tight across her impressive chest and fastened with buttons carved to resemble tiny flowers. Her dark hair, normally pulled back in a tight mil­itary braid, hung loose and flowed over one shoulder, and in her ears were large gold discs engraved with similar designs.

Slender gold bracelets hung around her wrists, minute charms upon them flashing and tinkling as she moved, and as she shifted her legs he heard a soft chiming as if she wore tiny bells upon her ankles as well.

The garb and the tent's furnishings, along with her exotic looks, suddenly made sense to him.

'You're Arabyan!' he blurted out, and then felt foolish. That wasn't a very good way to start a dinner conversation.

Fatandira did not seem offended, however. Instead she laughed a rich throaty laugh.

'I am of Arabyan blood, yes,' she admitted, raising both arms over her head and then swivelling her wrists, a move he remembered the Strigany women using when they danced, the chiming of their charms providing a delicate counterpoint to the beat of the drums and the melody of the flute. He remembered several scholars theorising that the two, the Strigany and the Araby, were cousins, begun from a single source but travelling through different lands, and he thought that might be true. Perhaps, if he survived

this strange quest of theirs, he might present a paper on it someday.

'My people have roamed this land for centuries,' Fatandira was saying, her wrists still moving to provide an accompaniment to her words. 'We were here long before your Empire existed, long before your people forged weapons and conquered your own lands. My forefathers were here when the Nehekharans first set foot upon these shores, and one of my ancestors greeted Amenemhetum himself as he landed.'

'Really?' Alaric felt his interest in antiquities overwhelm­ing his nervousness. He moved closer, and at a gesture from her he took a seat on a pile of cushions right beside her. 'Amenemhetum the Great? Your ancestors knew him?' That reminded him of the tomb he had recently explored, 'And Karitamen?'

She shuddered slightly, her hands dropping to her lap, the right clenching as if on a sword hilt. 'The Death Scarab?' she said, 'Yes, we knew of him. For many years my people were welcome in his lands, until his mind grew dark and we turned away, fearing for our lives.' She looked at Alaric, who found himself lost in her intense dark eyes. 'You entered his tomb.' It was not a question.

Yes.' He found himself fidgeting beneath her sharp gaze. 'We were seeking something there.'

'The gauntlet?'

'Yes.'

'And Karitamen?'

Alaric took a deep breath. He wasn't sure he should tell her the truth, but at the same time he realised she would see through any lies. 'He walks within his crypt,' he admit­ted, shuddering as he remembered that skeletal form and the hunger it had expressed. 'He is undead, a liche.'

Beside him he heard Fatandira gasp slightly, but she nodded. 'So the legends are true, then,' she said, almost to herself. 'My people heard of his obsession with the dark arts, his desire to rule his people forever. The stories claim he only slumbers within his tomb in the mountains,

awaiting the right moment to awake and return to his throne, and now he has.'

'You think he will come here?' Alaric asked her

'These were his lands,' she replied, tugging absently at the buttons on her vest. 'His domain once stretched from the World's Edge to the Starnak, from the Black Mountains to the Sour Sea. If he has returned, he will wish to rebuild his kingdom, and we will all fall beneath his shadow.'

'Perhaps not,' Alaric said. He told her of the door to the burial chamber and the carvings he had seen upon it. 'Those were wards,' he explained, 'and I suspect they were set there to contain Karitamen. I do not think he can leave that chamber.'

'Ah, this is good news!' Fatandira beamed, the smile transforming her face. She would never be lovely but she was certainly striking, and Alaric found himself getting flus­tered. This was not the formal, pleasant dining he'd expected. 'First you save my life and then you rescue my people,' she continued, eyeing him as if he were a prized possession. For a second they sat there, not speaking. Then she roused herself and lifted two golden goblets from the floor beside her.

'We drink,' she told him, her voice once more tinged with command, and he accepted one of the goblets from her. They both raised them in a silent toast and sipped, and Alaric was pleased to find that he was drinking an excellent wine. Whatever else might be said of her, Fatandira was a gracious hostess.

A platter by the side of the brazier was laden with food, olives and dates, and cheeses and soft flat bread. Metal spits lay across the fire, roasting delicately spiced meat. They ate, wrapping the meat within the bread, and drank more wine, conversing about this and that. Fatandira was an interesting woman and held a wealth of information about these lands and their people. She told him of their surroundings and in return Alaric told her of some of his travels.

You have experience with servants of the Dark Gods,' she noted after he had given her an abbreviated version of their

encounters with the Chaos statues. 'That will be most use­ful.'

'Oh?' Alaric felt a warning prickle at the back of his neck. 'Why?'

'Soon we ride against them.' Fatandira explained, shifting instantly from woman to commander. Even her posture changed, becoming straighter, bolder. 'The town of Vitrolle.' she said, 'they nest within it, like poisonous snakes, and from there they attack travellers and traders, and any­one foolish enough to cross their path.'

Alaric remembered what Enbar and the other adventur­ers had said of the place. 'It is by the split in the Howling River, is that right?'

'Yes.' She glanced at him, clearly wondering how he had known that.

'Some travellers we met warned us to avoid it.' he explained.

'They were among the lucky ones.' Fatandira replied, 'for few who pass close to that place survive.' She scowled. 'They sit upon my lands, for all that lies between the mountains and the forks of the river is my domain. They prey upon my people. They must perish!' Her hands had bunched into fists and Alaric noticed the heavy muscles along her upper arms. This woman could snap him in half.

'The town holds treasures as well/ she added, suddenly surprisingly coy. 'It is rumoured the cultists have amassed a great fortune there, both money taken from their victims and wealth they brought with them when they arrived. I have heard stories of a sceptre carved from jade, worth more than all our weapons and horses together. With such wealth I could hire more men, equip them, and drive off my rivals once and for all!'

She turned back towards Alaric, leaning towards him. He couldn't help noticing how her vest dipped severely in front and suddenly found himself sweating. 'You could accompany me/ she said, her voice going throaty, her pos­ture shifting again. Once more she was all woman. 'You could ride at my side. With your knowledge and my might

we could dispose of these cultists. Then we might have time for... other activities.'

Alaric was taken aback. He had expected an evening of pleasantries, perhaps even flirtations, not this suggestion of more physical involvement. It didn't sound as if she was talking about a brief tryst, either, but about something more extended, months if not years at her side! His first impulse was to flee but then he reminded himself where he was and who he was with. If he spurned her so callously his life might be short indeed.

'That is a most generous and enticing offer,' he began slowly, 'and were I free to choose I would be honoured to stay beside you, but my life is not my own to give.'

You are indebted to someone?' Her dark eyes flashed. Tell me his name and I will kill him for you.'

'Ah, no,' he back-pedalled quickly, 'no, I am not indebted. No, what I meant was, that I am bound to a higher purpose and cannot deviate from it, not even for such pleasures.'

Her gaze narrowed. 'You are no fanatic,' she accused. 'I have seen many such, and you lack their religious fervour.'

That made him laugh. 'No,' Alaric agreed, 'I am not reli­gious, although I do respect the gods and even call upon them in need. My purpose is not tied to one of them, how­ever, at least, not specifically. I spoke to you of the statues we found, and the evil that lay behind them, waiting to emerge?' Fatandira nodded. 'It is that evil I have pledged to stop. That is why I seek the gauntlet. I must prevent evil from using that artefact to enter our world.' Something else occurred to him. 'We share a common interest in fact. Both of us wish to see such influences removed from your lands. You seek to destroy that town and its inhabitants, while I seek to remove the gauntlet. The result is the same, to drive the taint from your realm.'

'So you will destroy this gauntlet, and after that you will be free to return?' Fatandira asked bluntly.

Alaric frowned. 'I would say yes, but something tells me otherwise. I think there is more waiting for me. There is the

mask I mentioned, and I am sure that also plays a part here.' He shrugged. 'I do not know when this quest will end, only that I must continue it. I am caught up in this evil's plans and must foil them or the world will perish.' Although he had initially mentioned the quest as an excuse, the more he spoke of it the more Alaric realised the truth behind his words. He really was caught up in the dae­mon's attempts to enter this world, and somehow it had fallen to him - and to Dietz - to stop the Chaos creature's plans.

'So you refuse my offer?' The words were soft but made of steel, and he could see from her face and her pose that woman and commander both spoke, and both were angry.

'I have no choice,' he said. '1 must continue my mission. It takes precedence over all other interests, and my feelings are insignificant beside it.'

Fatandira glared at him for an instant, and then turned away with a huff. Very well. Leave me, at once!' She lashed out with one hand, knocking the pitcher to the floor, dark wine spilling out and seeping into the rugs and cushions.

'I am sorry, my lady,' Alaric told her, and a part of him was. She was a fine woman, and he could imagine how des­perately lonely she must be. She had to be a commander here and nothing more. She could never dally with any of her subjects, not without losing their respect. An outsider like him was her only chance at romance, and he had spurned her, as politely as he could, but it was still a rejec­tion. He bowed and left, moving quickly but without hurry, trying to ignore the shiver in his back as he half-anticipated a blow from behind. Nothing happened and he exited the tent, walking quickly to the tent that Dietz and Lankdorf shared.

'Get up,' he said as soon as he'd entered. Dietz was there, laying back on his bedroll, Glouste curled contentedly on his chest. The older man was smoking a pipe and lazily scratching the tree-fox, but he sat up as soon as he saw Alaric.

'That bad, eh?' was all he asked.

'We're leaving,' Alaric replied. 'Gather what you can.' He glanced around. 'Where's Lankdorf?'

'No idea.' Dietz shrugged. 'Does it matter?'

Alaric frowned. 'I don't know that it's safe for any of us to stay,' he said, 'and I would feel responsible if he suffered from my actions.'

'What'd you do, laugh at her?' Dietz asked. He was already up and rolling the bedroll, Glouste in place across his shoulders.

'She asked me to stay with her,' Alaric replied. '1 turned her down.'

'Sigmar's beard, you do inspire them,' his friend said. He shoved a few things in his pack and hoisted it. 'Ready.'

'Good.' Alaric turned and found himself face to face with one of Fatandira's guards.

'You will leave in the morning,' the guard said to both of them. He thrust a scrap of parchment at them. It had the horse image Alaric had seen on the shields crudely burned into it. 'This will allow you to pass through these lands unmolested.' Then the guard was gone.

'Well,' Dietz said, dropping his pack and collapsing back onto his bedroll, 'at least we can get a night's sleep before they kill us.'

'Ha ha.' Alaric dropped onto the other bedroll and, despite his concerns, was soon fast asleep.

The next morning a guard roused them at dawn. Several more warriors stood outside the tents, spears in hand, but at least the points were not levelled at them.

Alaric and Dietz were escorted back to the command tent and led inside. Lankdorf was already there.

'What's all this?' the bounty hunter asked as they joined him before the tall wooden chair that Fatandira used as a mobile throne.

'Alaric refused her,' Dietz explained quietly.

'What? You idiot!' Lankdorf snapped.

You sleep with her, then,' Alaric snapped back. 'We can't stay here.'

Whatever the bounty hunter had meant to reply faded from his lips, as Fatandira entered and took her seat before them. The woman was completely masked again. She was in her customary mail, her hair bound back, every inch the ruler once more. Only he thought he saw a hint of sadness in her eyes.

'You have saved my life and revealed a traitor among us,' she announced without preamble. 'For that you may go. Keep your pass close at hand, for you will need it whenever you encounter one of my guard patrols. My men will escort you beyond our camp, and your weapons will be returned to you there.' She glanced at Alaric. 'Return and you will die.' Alaric opened his mouth to speak but she gestured with a hand and guards appeared at his side. They motioned with their spears and he turned away, knowing that she did not want to hear whatever he had been about to say.

Outside the command tent Lankdorf was handed his pack, and his mule was led to him, its saddlebags already in place. Alaric's pack had been brought as well, and he could tell it was heavier than it had been, although he did not have time to inspect its contents. Once they were equipped the guards led them through the camp. They marched for two hours without a word. Then the guards suddenly stopped.

'Go,' one of them said, and tossed a bundle onto the ground. Dietz was closest to it and managed to reach it before Lankdorf, giving the other man a grin as he straight­ened. The clank of metal suggested it was their weapons.

'Thank you,' Alaric told the guards, who were already turning away, 'and tell your ruler we are truly grateful for her hospitality.' The men were already marching back and he wondered if they'd heard him, and if they would bother to relay his message. Not that it mattered. He suspected that he was the last person Fatandira would want to hear from.

After the warriors had disappeared over a low rise, Dietz opened the bundle. He handed Alaric his rapier and dagger

and restored his knives to their sheaths, lifting out his mace as well. Then he-tossed Lankdorf his sword and daggers.

"What about the crossbow?' the bounty hunter asked, as he belted his weapons back into place.

Dietz cocked his head, studying their companion. 'I'm not so sure I want that thing pointed my way again,' he said softly.

'We have a deal,' Lankdorf reminded him. 'I get these' - he tapped the sack at his side, which clinked - 'and any money we get from that gauntlet, and I don't pursue the price on your head.'

'That makes us partners,' Dietz pointed out.

That's right.'

'So I'll carry this for you, partner,' Dietz said, shouldering the crossbow.

Lankdorf scowled for a second, and then nodded.

'Fine.' He felt for the sling at his belt. 'Better we both have range, anyway.'

Alaric had checked his pack during this exchange, and was surprised and pleased by what he found. Fatandira had provided food, water and wine, and had given him a fresh set of clothes as well. His own shirt had been carved into bandages when he'd been injured, but Estia had found him one when he'd been allowed to leave the sickbed, and that was here as well, along with his trousers. Even when she had been angry Fatandira had proved generous.

His companions had provisions as well, and they were in excellent shape as they gathered their gear and prepared to move out.

'We should circle down to the south,' Lankdorf told them as they walked. 'That was the direction of the boot prints.'

Alaric nodded. Levrellian was to the north and the moun­tains were to the east. Rorschach probably did not work for Levrellian, which meant he would have to head either south or west, and if his footprints were heading south, that was good enough for him. He shouldered the bag.

'Let's go,' he said. 'I'd feel safer if we put a little more dis­tance between us and the camp, anyway.' He knew from the stories he'd read - and a few of the ones Dietz had told him - that a woman scorned could have a very long reach.





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



They camped that night, locating a small clearing in the forest once they were too tired to continue, and rose again at dawn to renew the search. Lankdorf had followed Rorschach's boot prints to the edge of Fatandira's camp the first day after the attack and knew roughly which direction to follow, assuming the treacherous guard had not deviated once he'd fled.

'How did you know?' Dietz asked as they walked. His question was directed to the bounty hunter, who was on his left. Alaric was on his right, whistling as he walked and grinning as the sun touched his face and the light breeze stirred his fair hair. Dietz was glad to see his friend looking cheerful. The younger man had looked almost mournful last night. Dietz found it both amusing and comforting that the young nobleman felt such sympathy towards a woman who had tried to seduce him and failed. It proved yet again that his young friend had a good heart, even if it was easily bruised.

'Know what?' Lankdorf asked, his eyes intent upon the ground.

'Rorschach.' Dietz said. 'You knew he was dangerous.'

'Did you?' Alaric glanced over. 'I hadn't noticed.' He stared off into space, clearly thinking back to that night. 'You did respond quickly when he attacked,' he agreed after a moment.

'He was mumbling,' Lankdorf replied.

'Mumbling?'

'When he came back in with Hammlich, he was mum­bling,' the bounty hunter explained. 'I heard him. It sounded like a prayer to Sigmar, and that didn't make any sense.' Dietz nodded. Fatandira was too Arabyan to approve of the Empire's principal god, and most of her people seemed to have the same heritage. 'So I kept an eye on him,' Lankdorf finished.

'Good thing you did,' Dietz commented.

The bounty hunter nodded, and then dropped to one knee. 'Aha! Gotcha!' He pointed at the ground and Dietz could see a depression there: Rorschach's boot print. 'Good thing it hasn't rained these past few nights,' Lankdorf said, standing again. 'The ground was damp enough to hold his print and dried around it afterwards, and he was walking off to one side, whereas the riders stick to the middle of the path.' He checked the ground a few paces to the south and nodded. 'He went this way.'

They followed the tracks, which eventually led them to a break in the forest. A short stretch of tall grass filled the gap between the trees and a wide, deep river. Dietz suspected it was the southern branch of the Howling River, given what he remembered of Alaric's map, and the strange whistling sound, almost like moaning, that rose from the water as it rushed by. Dietz could see a similar landscape on the far side. A wide furrow had been scraped in the shore not far from where they stood, and the boot prints were heavier beside it.

'A boat,' Lankdorf said, confirming Dietz's own guess. 'He pushed off from here and went across.'

Alaric peered across the water. 'I don't see anything.' the young nobleman said after a minute. 'He must have hidden it once he reached the bank.'

'How do we get across?' Dietz asked, shuddering slightly. He hated water.

'Do you have a boat?' the bounty hunter asked him.

'No.'

'Then we swim.' Lankdorf said with a grin.

They tied their weapons and packs atop the mule and struck out into the cold water. Fortunately the current was not too strong, strong enough to tug them off-course but not strong enough to sweep them uncontrollably downriver. Dietz had never been much of a swimmer - Middenheim had no rivers - but he could tread water and he clutched the mule's saddlebags, letting the animal pull him along. Lankdorf held the mule's lead as he swam, and Alaric took to the water like a fish, moving rapidly and gracefully to the far side despite his recent injury. By the time Dietz pulled him­self out of the water Alaric had lit a fire, and he collapsed gratefully next to it, letting the heat stop his shivers.

Lankdorf had suggested removing all but their breeches before entering the water, which meant they had dry shirts, socks and boots to wear. He and Alaric had spare trousers as well, but Dietz had only the one pair - the rest of his clothing had been on their horse and had vanished into Zenres - so he was stuck in sopping-wet breeches until they finally dried. He distracted himself by cooking some soup over the fire, which both kept him near the flames and gave them all something warm to overcome the chills. While he cooked Lankdorf scouted the shore.

'Found the boat.' the bounty hunter said when he returned a short while later, 'hidden over there, behind some bushes.'

'Well, at least we won't have to swim back.' Dietz mut­tered.

'Tracks lead south and west.' Lankdorf continued, ignor­ing the remark, 'still nice and clear. They shouldn't be hard to follow.'

After they'd eaten they did just that, the bounty hunter taking the lead again. Since reaching Fatandira's camp he and Dietz had spent some time together, and although he still didn't entirely trust the bounty hunter, Dietz admit­ted to himself that the man was a good travelling companion. He was quiet and competent, and very effi­cient. Lankdorf was also an excellent hunter, and had proven as skilled with the sling as he had been with the crossbow, bringing down a bird one night and a fleeing rabbit another. The man had a sense of humour, too, even though he kept it well hidden. Dietz also suspected that Lankdorf was still uncomfortable with their changed sta­tus, and was still adjusting to the notion of him and Alaric as companions rather than captives. The more time they spent together however, the more accustomed they became to one another and the more easily they worked as a team.

The tracks led them across a shallow valley and then up a small hill. As they walked, Alaric sidled up to Dietz.

'Where do you think we're going?' he asked. 'I mean, where do you think this Rorschach fellow was heading?'

Then they topped the rise.

'Oh,' Alaric said. 'There.'

A large armed camp was spread out before them, its tents neatly arrayed in rows. For a second Dietz thought they had somehow circled back to Fatandira's headquarters, but that was impossible. They'd crossed the river and had not forded it a second time, and now that he looked more closely he could see the differences. This was someone else's military.

The first thing he noticed was the absence of horses. Most of Fatandira's men were cavalry, lightly armoured and fast. They wore leather, scale and some chain, and carried spears and short bows. They also seemed as comfortable on horse­back as they were on the ground. He suspected, from what Alaric had said of the ruler's background, that her Arabyan heritage made her more inclined towards combat from horseback, certainly her people were known for their fast

horses and their lightning raids. The camp below had some horses but only a few, and even from here Dietz could tell they were larger and heavier than any of the sleek mounts in Fatandira's camp. They were too far away to make out details but it looked as if the men also moved more slowly, and he had the feeling they wore heavier armour.

The one thing that really caught his attention was the banner that flapped above the central tent. It bore the ham­mer of Sigmar, proudly displayed.

'You said Rorschach was muttering a prayer to Sigmar?' Alaric asked, mirroring Dietz's thoughts. Lankdorf nodded.

Then I think we've found the right place,' Alaric said. He grinned. 'Well, at least followers of Sigmar usually feed their guests. I'm starving!' he said, and began walking down the hill.

'Alaric, stop!' Dietz shouted, catching up with him in a few long strides and grabbing his young friend by the arm. This isn't a temple in Middenheim,' he pointed out crossly. That's an armed camp down there, and we're strangers! They'll most likely shoot us first and search our bodies for answers later.'

'I doubt that,' Alaric replied, pulling his arm free. 'You know as well as I do that, if they really do follow Sigmar, they'll wait to see if we share their faith.' He glanced around. 'They've probably already seen us anyway.' If we try to go around them or run it'll look suspicious, better to walk right up to them and say hello.'

Dietz looked at Lankdorf, who had caught up, and the bounty hunter shook his head. 'He may be right.' Lankdorf looked as if he hated saying those words. 'Skulking past a Sigmarite's practically a sign of guilt to them. If we approach them directly it looks like we've got nothing to hide.'

Dietz stared at both of them. 'You're both mad,' he said finally. Then he threw up his hands. 'Fine, what are we wait­ing for?'

Alaric grinned and led the way. After a few paces he started whistling again. Dietz and Lankdorf exchanged

another glance and then followed behind the young noble­man. Yes, the bounty hunter was fitting in just fine.

At first Dietz thought whoever controlled the camp below must be lax indeed. He had not seen a single guard since they began their approach, and no one had called out to them or interfered with their descent in any way. Perhaps Alaric had been wrong when he'd guessed that they'd already been seen?

As they drew closer, however, he saw his mistake because four men rode directly towards them, stopping just shy of stepping on Alaric's feet. Clearly someone had been watch­ing them, probably for quite some time, and had relayed that information back to the camp. Whoever was in charge must have felt they weren't a significant threat, and he'd let them get this close to make sure they were not an advance party for a larger force.

The four riders all wore heavy mail, the leader in full plate, and carried shields. Three of them had spears in hand, and their shields had a strange irregular cross. The fourth, who was in the lead, carried a massive warhammer across his saddle. His shield bore the sign of Sigmar's ham­mer, as did his battered but well-tended breastplate. A helmet hung from the saddle, and without it on they could see that he had rugged, almost handsome features, dark hair, and blue eyes lit with the flame of the fanatic. Great, thought Dietz, more religious fervour.

'Hold, strangers!' the man called out, his voice deep and resonant. 'State your names and your purpose here.'

'Alaric von Jungfreud, sir,' Alaric replied, sweeping into a bow. Dietz was surprised but pleased to see only a slight hitch in his friend's motion, a sign that he was all but healed. These are my companions, Dietrich Froebel and Merkel Lankdorf.' Dietz managed a rough bow, as did Lankdorf beside him. 'We are pursuing a man we must speak with, on a matter of great personal significance.' Alaric did not explain further, and Dietz was glad to see that his young friend was finally learning some tact. There

was a good chance Rorschach had come here, and accusing him of theft to his own people might not be the best way to make new friends.

'I am Mir Haflok,' the strange knight told them, bowing from his saddle. 'These are my lands, by the grace of Sig­mar. Are you followers of his way?' The question had hints of impending judgement.

Fortunately Alaric was a noble, and when he chose he could be graceful both verbally and physically. 'I am not an adherent,' he replied, 'but I am a man of the Empire and I have only the greatest respect for Sigmar and his teachings.' He gestured to the two of them. 'My friends, also, are of the Empire, and thus we owe allegiance to Sigmar through Karl-Franz, his spiritual heir.' Dietz was surprised, not by this argument but by the identification of Lankdorf as a fel­low Empire man. Upon considering it, however, he realised that Alaric was right. The bounty hunter's speech did bear traces of Empire upbringing, although he could not be sure which of the lands Lankdorf was from.

'Well met, then,' Haflok said heartily, apparently satisfied with Alaric's answer. 'Come, you will breakfast with us and we will speak of your business.' He turned and started back towards the camp. Alaric nodded and walked forwards, a safe distance behind the Sigmarite's charger. Dietz and Lankdorf shrugged and joined him. The other horsemen held back until they had passed. Then two of them urged their mounts into walks, flanking the trio, and the fourth moved in behind them.

As they walked through the camp Dietz saw several other differences between this and Fatandira's base. The other camp had seemed orderly and martial, but compared to this it was a swirling mass of colour and confusion. Every tent here was the same in size, shape, and colour. Most of the men had matching armour in one of three varieties. Weapons were consistent, as were hairstyles. Paths were perfectly straight and sentries were posted at regular inter­vals. This was a true military operation, and Dietz found himself both impressed and a little frightened. What was a

commander like Haflok, a true Sigmarite, doing out here in the Border Princes, playing at being a petty noble?

Alaric had obviously wondered the same thing, and once they were seated with their host in the command tent - a tent no larger or fancier than the others but with the Sig­marite symbol flying above it - and eating a simple meal of bread, cheese, and meat, he made a polite inquiry.

'I am surprised to find a Sigmarite knight so far from home,' was how Alaric put it, sipping at the cool water in his glass. There was no sign of wine, beer or ale, not just here at the table but anywhere along their way through the camp. 'May I ask your purpose here?'

'We seek to protect the holy Empire,' Haflok replied, lift­ing his glass. His hands, Dietz noticed, were surprisingly delicate, with long, tapering fingers. 'The best way to shield her from her foes is not to battle them within her borders but to stop them well short.'

'So you are securing the Badlands?' Lankdorf guessed, tearing a piece of bread in half.

'That is correct,' the Sigmarite agreed. 'My men and I hold the Blood River against the ores and other foul creatures that would cross it. We protect not only the Empire but the rest of these lands from their corrupt incursions.'

You hold the Blood River?' Dietz was so surprised he couldn't stop himself from speaking, 'With these men?'

Their host laughed. 'We hold it as best we can,' he amended. You are right, I would need a great many more warriors to secure its full length, or even the stretch between the mountains and the Starnak, which is my cho­sen ground, but at least we drive them back where the danger is greatest and prevent more than a handful from crossing in one go.'

'You came to defend the Empire, yet you rule here,' Alaric asked. 'How is that?'

Haflok frowned. 'In truth, I know not,' he admitted. 'When we arrived my men and I were no more than war­riors, set to guard the bank. Then people began sheltering with us, taking refuge behind our shields. More and more

arrived, forming towns and villages in our wake, and call­ing me their prince.' He shrugged, although his eyes seemed troubled. 'If Sigmar has chosen me to protect these people by ruling them, who am I to argue? Certainly he has not said otherwise.'

'Talk to him regularly, do you?' Lankdorf muttered, but the Sigmarite's hearing proved as sharp as his own.

'Of course.' Haflok looked surprised that anyone would even ask. 'He speaks to me in my dreams, guiding my hand. It was his will that I travel to this place and set myself here to deny his foes passage.'

'Truly you are blessed with his favour,' Alaric said quickly, cutting off any farther comments from Lankdorf. 'Now, if I might, this man we pursue?'

'Ah, yes,' Haflok said, draining his glass and setting it down. 'Tell me of him. You say you must speak with him?'

'Yes, about a piece of armour,' Alaric replied. 'It has great... personal value for me.' Dietz was certain that he alone heard Lankdorfs snort. 'I believe he may know its whereabouts. We still had it when we encountered him, as guests of your neighbour, Fatandira.' Dietz was impressed. His friend had managed to say 'this man stole something from us while in your rival's camp' and made it sound like a casual, friendly encounter.

An unreadable expression crossed the Sigmarite's face, followed by another that Dietz could make out: guilt. 'Ah, you speak of Rorschach,' he said softly.

'The very man,' Alaric agreed. 'You know him, I take it?'

'Indeed, he is a devout follower of Sigmar,' Haflok admit­ted, 'and I set him to observe Fatandira and inform me of her movements. She and my other neighbour, Levrellian, attack from time to time, although I have told them that I have no interest in their lands. I seek only to guard the bor­ders and protect such people as have placed themselves in my care.' I Ie shrugged. 'Alas, my peers often fail to appreci­ate our motives and misinterpret our actions. I was forced to send Rorschach there if only to avoid any further dam­age to my own lands and any distractions to my men.'

'Shouldn't he still be there, then?' Alaric asked. 'It doesn't do you much good if he's here instead of there.'

Haflok looked genuinely displeased. 'He was indeed instructed to remain in her camp,' he rumbled. 'He arrived a few days past, saying he had urgent news for me, but he took ill crossing the river and has been in his tent since.' He gestured, and one of the guards stationed by the tent flap approached. 'Bring Rorschach to me,' the Sigmarite leader commanded, 'regardless of his health.' The man saluted and departed.

'Thank you, sir,' Alaric told him. 'This armour is impor­tant to me, and I appreciate your aid in recovering it.'

'Of course,' Haflok said, waving one hand absently. 'If this armour is yours it is only right for you to reclaim it, and if my man knows anything about it I will insist he tell you of it.' Then he lapsed into silence.

A moment later a different guard entered the tent and whispered something to Haflok, who nodded and said something in return. The man saluted and left again.

'Is there a problem?' Alaric asked cautiously.

'Nothing to concern yourself with,' their host replied, 'only a status report from my men.' He glanced up at them. 'Tell me, which way did you travel? Before encountering Fatandira, I mean.'

'We came from the east,' Alaric answered, 'from the mountains. Why?'

Haflok had lost interest the minute he'd heard the word 'east' and only shook his head.

Trouble from the west?' Dietz asked, and started when the Sigmarite's head whipped aroung to study him, his blue eyes narrowed.

'How did you know that?' Haflok demanded.

Dietz shrugged, trying to look unruffled. 'You wanted to know where we'd been,' he answered. 'It had to be north, east, or west to reach Fatandira's camp. You didn't care about the east and the north is on the other side of her lands, so are nothing to you, but the west butts up against you at the river.'

That is correct/ the Sigmarite agreed, relaxing slightly. 'My concern lies just above my own lands, at the edge of hers, where the halves of the Howling join.' He leaned for­wards. 'There is a town there, a place of true evil and infamy.'

'Vitrolle,' Alaric offered, and held up a hand when Haflok's gaze swept to him. 'We were warned against it by a fellow traveller, a Sigmarite named Heim.'

'Jurgen Heim?' Haflok's eyes widened. They all nodded. 'He is here, in the Border Princes?'

'In the mountains,' Dietz told him. 'Or he was a week or more ago.'

'Ah, truly, his aid would be most welcome now,' Haflok said quietly, 'for truly his deeds are mighty and his faith unassailable, but Sigmar has said nothing of his presence here, and thus Heim must be sent upon a separate mission. This task remains mine alone.'

'You're going to destroy the town,' Dietz guessed, and this time it was the Sigmarite who nodded agreement.

Truly it is a blight upon the land,' Haflok proclaimed, his words ringing. 'They practise foul rituals there, and spread filth by their very touch. Sigmar himself has ordered them destroyed and their town razed, and it shall be done!' His eyes blazed with determination and piety, a combination Dietz had always found unsettling.

Haflok's declarations were interrupted as a guard burst into the tent. 'He is dead, lord,' the man blurted out.

'Who?' Haflok was on his feet in an instant, one hand reaching for the hammer at his side. Dietz and the others rose as well.

'Rorschach,' the guard replied, eliciting a groan from Alaric. 'We found him in his tent.'

Haflok was already moving, and Dietz was right behind him as they exited the tent. The Sigmarite strode quickly past a row of tents, stopping at one whose flap had been tacked back. The stench of blood was overpowering.

'Who would do such a thing?' Haflok demanded, duck­ing inside. If the smell affected him he gave no sign.

Dietz and Lankdorf entered as well, but Alaric waited at the entrance.

Rorschach was certainly dead, that much was obvious. He had been carved open, and the tent walls all but painted with his blood. Several of the splashes seemed to form pat­terns, and Dietz heard Alaric gasp as he saw them.

'Runes,' the young noble said quietly.

'Runes?' Haflok whirled and confronted Alaric. 'You say these are marks of the Dark Powers?' Alaric nodded. 'How could such horrors have crept into my very camp, here beneath Sigmar's watchful eye?'

'The gauntlet,' Alaric asked softly, 'do you see it any­where?'

Dietz and Lankdorf both looked. The tent had few fur­nishings so it was not hard to search, except for the blood and gore everywhere. The gauntlet was nowhere in sight.

'Gone again,' Alaric said with a sigh. 'What is it about this thing? It just won't stand still!'

'Clearly there is more to your story,' Haflok said with a trace of annoyance. 'You will tell me the rest, that I might be better apprised of the evil loosed among my men.' He gestured to one of the nearby guards. 'Marshall the men and check them against the rosters. If any are missing, or anyone has appeared unannounced, I would know of it at once.' The guard nodded and hurried away with two others, and Haflok returned his attention to Alaric.

'All right,' Alaric said, taking a deep breath. 'You want to know what's going on? Well, it all started in Ind...'





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



By the time he had finished the tale Haflok's face had paled, and his wasn't the only one. Lankdorf also looked a bit green.

'You faced all that,' the bounty hunter asked, 'and you're still going after this thing?'

Dietz nodded. 'Somebody has to,' he answered.

Alaric had worried that the Sigmarite commander might not believe them, but that turned out not to be a problem. Truly, you serve Sigmar well,' Haflok announced, clapping him on the back hard enough to rattle his teeth. 'This Kleiber of yours was correct: you are noble men and well worthy of praise!' Alaric had made sure to mention Kleiber, knowing the Sigmarite would value the Witch Hunter's opinion.

Thank you,' Alaric replied modestly, 'but we are just doing what is necessary.'

This foul artefact has passed through my camp, and beneath my very nose,' Haflok muttered, 'and I knew nought of it!' He was clearly upset, but didn't seem angry

with them at all, just at himself for not knowing, and per­haps at his god for not telling him.

'Sigmar must have wanted your full attention on Vitrolle,' Alaric suggested diplomatically. 'He did not want you dis­tracted with our problems.'

Yes, that must be so,' Haflok agreed with the ready accep­tance of the fanatic. 'For the Jade Sceptre must be stopped, and I have been granted that task!'

'Did you say Jade Sceptre?' Lankdorf asked. He had gone from green to red in an instant.

'Yes, for it is the foul cult that holds the town in thrall,' Haflok said. 'I know little of them beyond their name and the depravity of their deeds.'

'I've heard of them,' Alaric admitted, shuddering as he remembered the stories. 'They were in the Empire several years ago. Many of their members came from the noble class, and several of my fellows at school belonged, although only to the outer fringes.' He winced. 'A few even tried to recruit me, saying it wasn't about worship, only about pleasure, but I didn't believe them. I'd heard even those casual members saying mumbled prayers to the Prince of Chaos.' He refused to say the name, but he thought it: Slaanesh. 'They were strong in Middenheim, if I remember right,' he said with a glance at Dietz, 'but I'd heard that a rival cult destroyed them.'

His friend nodded. 'I remember some of the stories,' he said. 'People would disappear and their bodies would be found days or even weeks later.' He shook his head, and Alaric could hear the bitterness in his voice. They say only nobles belonged to the cult, and that they preyed upon us "lesser folk".'

'Animals,' Lankdorf said sharply, and looked surprised at his own outburst. 'They thought us little more than ani­mals.'

Truly they deserve their fate,' Haflok agreed. They do not allow any but their own within their walls, and so we shall tear those walls down, expose their filth to the bright light of day, and purify the land with salt and fire.'

Just then one of the guards rode up. 'We have marshalled the men as ordered, lord,' he announced after saluting. 'Braechen is missing. No one has seen him at all today and he was supposed to report for duty two hours since.'

'Braechen,' Haflok said, shaking his head. 'He has ever been one for solitude, yet he has served faithfully and I did trust him. Clearly I was deceived.'

'Which direction would he have taken?' Lankdorf asked.

'I cannot say,' their host admitted. 'I thought him loyal despite his faults, and know not who else he might report to.'

'Vitrolle,' Dietz suggested. Alaric turned to look at him, as did the others, and his friend shrugged. 'Runes here,' the older man said, gesturing at the tent behind them, 'cultists there. Makes sense to me.'

'You're right,' Alaric agreed. 'It does make sense.' He sighed. 'It's back across the river, then, since the town's in Fatandira's lands, where we're not supposed to go, on pain of death.' He brightened. 'At least we can use that boat this time.'

'Assuming he hasn't taken it,' Lankdorf pointed out. 'In fact, he may have been delayed in his flight because he saw us and couldn't risk running into us on the river.'

'Then we may not be far behind him,' Alaric realised, leaping to his feet. 'We need to go now!'

He had worried that Haflok might detain them for some reason, but the Sigmarite nodded. 'Yes, your mission must continue!' he announced. 'I will lend you horses. Braechen has none, and thus you will close the gap still further. Use them with my blessing, although I will expect their return afterwards. Anything else you need, name it.'

'A second crossbow,' Dietz admitted, handing Lankdorf s back to the bounty hunter. 'We only have the one.' Lankdorf seemed surprised to be offered his weapon back, but nodded and accepted it without a word, 'Maybe another pair of trousers.'

'Done,' Haflok said. He gestured a guard over. 'Saddle three horses, and hang a crossbow and bolts on one, and

spare clothes for all.' he ordered. 'Our friends must depart at once!'

The camp really was well run and within minutes they were mounted and off again, Lankdorf s saddlebags trans­ferred to one of the horses from his mule and a second crossbow hanging from another. Haflok offered Sigmar's blessing as they departed. 'May he guide us all to victory!' he shouted as they rode away. 'Good luck, my friends!' Then he was behind them.

'He could have been worse.' Dietz commented as they crested the hill at a gallop, covering in minutes what had taken them hours to cross on foot.

'Fanatics can be great.' Alaric agreed, 'as long as you agree with their ideas.' Dietz was right, of all the people they had met in the Borderland thus far, Haflok had been the one most willing to help them for no reason other than their common heritage and a general belief that they were doing the right thing.

They reached the river a few hours later, and sure enough the boat was gone. This time they had horses, and their mounts forded the river far more quickly than the mule had last time. Then they were up on the far bank, back in Fatandira's territory.

'Let's not get caught by her guards.' Alaric warned as they paused to change into dry trousers. 'I doubt she'd be happy to see me again so soon.'

'Stop breaking women's hearts.' Dietz advised with a laugh, 'or some day one of them will carve out yours.'

They turned west and rode for two days, pausing only when necessary for the horses. As dawn rose on the third day they crested another hill and looked down on the fork of the Howling River, and the town that nestled between its branches. They all stared in utter shock.

'That's not a town.' Dietz said, voicing what all of them were thinking, 'it's a bloody fort!'

It was true. From where they stood they could see Vitrolle clearly, outlined against the rushing waters above and below

it. The town did not cover much area, trapped as it was between the two banks, but it had high, sturdy walls and the structures within were linked by walkways, creating the impression of a single massive building broken into smaller sections. The sun struck the walls wrong for them to be wood or metal - they were too smooth and flat for the one and too dull for the other - which meant they were made of heavy stone. Even from here they could see men walking those walls, which showed how thick the battlements were. Alaric had seen castles with weaker fortifications.

'How in the Emperor's name are we going to get into that?' Lankdorf demanded. His gaze narrowed. 'It's only got the one entrance,' he said after a moment's scrutiny, 'and it's those bloody great gates!' The gates in question were enor­mous and clearly too heavy for even the three of them together to open. They would certainly be barred on the inside anyway, and would swing outwards to prevent intruders from battering them down easily.

'Getting in may not be the problem,' Alaric said. 'Look!' He pointed past the town and the others followed his ges­ture, seeing what he had noticed a moment ago.

Fatandira's lands lay behind the town. To the north, on the far shore, were Levrellian's lands. Both regions were crawling with tiny figures that they knew must be men.

'Fatandira's attacking the town,' Alaric reminded the oth­ers. 'She wants them gone from her lands, and she wants the sceptre she claims they have.'

'Levrellian must have his own reasons for attacking,' Lankdorf said. 'He never does anything unless it serves his purpose.'

'He could claim that land for himself if he takes the town,' Alaric pointed out, remembering the lessons his father had drilled into him long ago. 'From there he can strike out at Fatandira, driving her back against the moun­tains and finally crushing her altogether. He could control both lands then.'

'And the third is massing behind us as we speak,' Dietz said pointedly. 'Perhaps we should discuss this somewhere else?'

'There!' Lankdorf pointed. East of the town, on a small slope, they saw few brown splotches, and by squinting Alaric could tell they were stones of some sort. 'It looks like an old ruin,' the bounty hunter explained. 'We could tether the horses there and get a closer look at the town's defences. It's an ideal vantage point.'

'It's below the line of Fatandira's men,' Alaric said, musing aloud, 'and Haflok will follow our path, which is the most direct approach, so it's east of his attack as well. It's perfect.' He kicked his horse into a fast trot, the best they could man­age on such a steep slope, and raced down the hill, heading for the ruins. The others were right behind him.

Upon approaching it, they saw that the building was in better repair than they had realised. It stood atop a low hill and had apparently been a single storey stone building. One corner was still largely intact, offering a stretch of wall on two sides. The rest had tumbled down but the builders had used large rough blocks and they were piled here and there like bales of hay, offering more shelter if necessary. The roof was long gone, of course, and so the ruin was open to the elements, but they only needed a place to stop and think, and plan.

Unfortunately someone else had apparently had the same idea.

As they dismounted they heard a faint noise, like mutter­ing. Dietz and Lankdorf both had their crossbows ready in an instant.

'Someone's here,' the bounty hunter said, gesturing towards the standing corner. They crept forwards, Lankdorf in the lead, and rounded a pile of blocks to see two men conversing. One of them was of average height and build, although Alaric could see that the man had powerful arms. His back was to them but he had sandy brown hair and wore serviceable mail that looked like it had been patched many times. A sword and an axe hung at his belt.

The other man was facing them and reaching for some­thing from the first when they approached. They could see

him clearly as a result, and Alaric couldn't prevent the gasp that escaped him. He had seen the tall thin man with the piercing eyes once before, weeks ago, in Levrellian's throne room back in Zenres.

'Strykssen!' he said, the name slipping out.

Levrellian's chief advisor glanced up at them, and Alaric took a step back. Strykssen had struck him as a fanatic and a sadist during their first encounter, but he had been hand­somely dressed and impeccably groomed. This was almost a different man. His face had sagged in places as if made from warm wax and clumps of his long pale hair were miss­ing around his head. He wore a long cloak and beneath it his body protruded strangely, as if someone had rearranged his limbs and perhaps added several spares. Alaric was instantly struck by a memory of equally twisted creatures in the sewers beneath Middenheim, and understood at once. Strykssen had been touched by Chaos!

The deformed advisor laughed, a horrible strangling sound, and resumed his previous motion. Braechen had turned as well, however, and in his hands Alaric saw the gauntlet.

'No!' he shouted, leaping forwards, drawing his rapier as he went. Dietz and Lankdorf simply fired their crossbows. Both of them aimed at Strykssen, apparently seeing him as the bigger threat, and both bolts struck home, sinking into his chest with meaty thunks and driving the mutated man back against the crumbling wall.

Strykssen staggered and righted himself. His eyes were glazed and gleamed with an unhealthy red glow. He snarled, more an animal sound than human, and lunged forwards again, one twisted, claw-like hand scraping Braechen's arm. Then he laughed, a chilling, wet sound that still haunted Alaric's dreams every night, and collapsed.

'Is he dead?' Lankdorf asked, already loading a second bolt, his crossbow swivelling to cover Braechen, who stepped back, eyes wide.

'I think so,' Alaric replied. He moved forwards, sword still at the ready, and kicked the advisor's body. It shifted but

the man made no sound. Nor was there any motion under the cloak. 'Dead,' he confirmed.

Dietz had approached as well, and the three of them stood over the body. 'Too easy,' the older man said. 'Some­thing's wrong.'

As if on cue they heard a strange gurgling behind them. Whirling around, Alaric saw Braechen standing there, writhing, his body contorting wildly. The man's eyes had rolled back in his head, and froth was erupting from his mouth, and blood from his nose and ears. Alaric thought he saw strange flashes of colour and even odd images danc­ing across the man's face and body. Then Braechen straightened. He looked right at Alaric and laughed, the same liquid, rasping laugh they had just heard from Strykssen. The same laugh that Alaric had heard months before, in the chamber beneath Middenheim.

Then Braechen donned the gauntlet.





CHAPTER NINETEEN



'No!' Dietz hadn't reloaded yet so he tossed his empty crossbow aside and raised his mace, intending to club the man down before matters got any worse. Then Braechen glanced at him and Dietz felt his arm go weak, the mace dropping to the floor beside him with a dull clatter. His eyes!

Lankdorf had apparently not been affected. A crossbow bolt flew towards Braechen's head, and was knocked aside by the gauntlet. Dietz wasn't sure what Alaric was doing in the meantime. He could see his friend off to one side, but most of his attention was trapped by the spectacle before him.

The gauntlet had been hideous when Dietz had seen it back in Fatandira's tent and here he had a clearer view, too clear, in fact, as if the artefact had somehow come into sharper focus than it should. He could see, for example, that the armour was constructed of some strange, murky stone, the light causing bands of colour to shimmer across and through each plated segment. Between the runes were

small carvings, which he could see were faces, eyes open wide with horror, mouths pleading for release. He was sure he saw several of them move. Vicious barbs curved out along the edge of each plate and from the fingertips and over the knuckles. It was a thoroughly nasty piece of work.

That had been before, but now it was worse. As he watched, unable to turn away, he heard something like the click of a key in a lock, only quieter but repeated many times. Braechen's entire body tensed, and then shuddered, and Dietz saw the gauntlet flex and tighten as if it was swal­lowing his hand and arm whole. Blood began dripping from beneath the gauntlet's edge, thin rivulets all around, and somehow he knew it had pierced the man's flesh many times within.

As if fuelled by this bloodletting, the gauntlet's appear­ance shifted slightly. Instead of flat stone the plates seemed more like living scales or armoured hide. The barbs writhed as if alive. The runes glowed with a black nimbus that burned his eyes.

The gauntlet was growing. It had extended over most of Braechen's forearm, leaving the area around the elbow free for mobility, but now it ran right to the elbow, the mail there vanishing somehow, replaced by another row of barbed, rune-etched plate. His elbow was already changing appearance, darkening and stretching to match.

Nor were those the only changes in Braechen. He seemed taller and fuller across the chest and shoulders, yet his legs had somehow changed stance, moving farther apart at the hips and resembling a horse's or bull's more than a man's in their conformation. The man's skin had mottled along his face, neck and other hand, darkening with strange splotches that moved of their own accord, and his eyes... Dietz knew better than to look into that gaze again.

He finally managed to tear himself free by glancing at Alaric. The young nobleman was right beside Braechen, having crept closer during the transformation, and as Dietz watched Alaric lunged, his rapier piercing the man through the throat. Braechen gurgled once and staggered back a

pace, the blade pulling free with a wet sucking sound, blood trickling from the wound.

As Dietz watched, horrified, the blood flow increased. The wound widened, becoming a deep cleft all the way around Braechen's neck, and the blood that poured forth turned darker, almost black. It spilled down over his chest and stuck there, solidifying, raising bumps and grooves that made Dietz think of diseased animal flesh.

Then the tear in Braechen's neck widened further. The edges curled outwards, thickening, and within the gap shreds of flesh poked out and hardened, into what were unmistakably rows of teeth.

Braechen laughed through his new second mouth. A laugh that Dietz remembered all too well, even though he had been busy fighting off cultists and smashing a statue the last time he had heard it. It was a laugh that could never have come from a human mouth, a laugh that did not belong in this world: the laugh of the daemon.

'It's coming through!' Alaric shouted, falling back and tugging Dietz with him. Lankdorf was already behind them, having stayed back to attack with his crossbow. He sent another bolt into Braechen, and it struck him dead centre on the chest, and sank in with an odd ripple, as if the man's torso had turned liquid. 'The daemon is using him as a living gate!'

'What can we do?' Dietz asked, letting his friend and employer pull him back until they were almost out of the ruins.

'I don't know,' Alaric admitted, his eyes wild. 'Last time we destroyed the gate. This time it is the gate!'

'We have to do something,' Lankdorf pointed out, already loading another bolt despite the uselessness of his last attack.

'I know!' Alaric shouted.

A movement behind the young nobleman caught Dietz's eye and he turned, just in time to duck an axe swing that would have removed his head. The man screamed and swung again, and Dietz drew his knives reflexively, blocking

the axe with one and driving the other deep into the man's stomach. The blade entered with a gratifying thunk and the man shuddered and collapsed, blood frothing from his lips. At least this attacker had been human!

Unfortunately he hadn't been alone. Several more men and a few women charged into the ruins, each wielding at least one blade. They were strangely dressed, so much so that Dietz almost stopped and stared despite the dan­ger. None of the newcomers wore much, just flimsy wisps of cloth and odd leather straps that seemed designed to accentuate their forms rather than for any defence or other practical purpose. They all had long hair, although several had theirs braided while others wore it loose, and he noticed idly that at least one of them had painted nails. Jewellery glistened from fingers, wrists, arms, ears, and other areas where Dietz didn't normally see such adornments. They were also all bare-chested, even the women.

'Die for the glory of our lord!' one shouted as he lunged at Lankdorf with a nasty looking short sword and caught the crossbow stock in the jaw for his troubles.

The Prince of Pain welcomes your suffering!' A hand­some blonde woman declared, stabbing at Alaric with an ornate longsword. He parried the blow easily and disarmed her, although her naked chest seemed to distract him slightly. He had to sweep his blade free when she lunged at him again, her empty hands tensed into claws. He knocked her out with his sword pommel and turned to Dietz.

'Cultists!'

'I thought cultists were all ragged, filthy people, like the ones in the pass?' Dietz asked without turning, his hands already full with two more. Someone from the town must have noticed them as they rode towards this place, or per­haps this band had simply been set to patrol the area. Not that it mattered.

'Different gods,' Alaric explained, sidestepping an attack from a man wielding a pair of long daggers and covered in thin strips of ribbon and gauze that danced around him as

he moved. 'These worship a god of pleasure and pain. They believe in beauty and style, or at least their version of it.'

Not all of the cultists were attacking the three of them. Several had brushed past and charged Braechen, who was still somewhere behind them near the building's surviving corner. One of the cultists who had darted past screamed, a high-pitched wail of sheer terror. He must have seen the daemon-mutated man clearly, Dietz guessed, remembering the cultists in Middenheim whose sanity could not with­stand even a partial view of the very champion they had summoned. The others either did not get as good a look or were less susceptible, because they continued to shout about their own god and the pain they would visit upon these intruders. Dietz heard the sounds of blades striking flesh. Then there was a sudden silence, followed by gasps of surprise. He didn't have time to turn around and look, and was glad of that.

Then the screams began.

Fortunately they did not last long.

Unfortunately, the daemonic laughter began at the same time, and continued to echo after the last of the cultists had fallen forever silent.

Dietz, Alaric and Lankdorf had dispatched the rest, although one ducked Lankdorfs blade, stumbled back out of the ruins, and turned back towards the nearby town.

'To arms, my brothers!' he shouted. 'Strangers have entered our realm! They seek to usurp our lord with their own foul creation, but we will teach them the error of their ways and the primacy of our Prince.' Dietz wanted to protest that last part - what, the man thought they were allied with the daemon? - but it didn't matter. The cultists' cries were drowned out by a new sound rising up from the field below the hill: the sound of battle.

Dietz knew it far too well to be mistaken. He heard horses charging, men bellowing and war horns sounding. Then he heard the grinding of a massive gate, and answer­ing shouts and screams. Close behind them, he heard the sound of clashing metal.

Clearly the Border Princes had arrived, and the cultists of Vitrolle had come forth to meet them.

The remaining cultist paused, surprised, and Lankdorf used the opportunity to knock the man out with his cross­bow. Another sound reached them as the man dropped, and Dietz recognised this one too.

It was the sound of stone shattering.

The armies must have reached the town's outer walls. He had noticed battering rams and ballistae among the armies when they had looked down towards the town earlier, and had seen similar weapons in Haflok's camp. Clearly one or more of the local rulers had unleashed these weapons, and judging by the sounds they'd done so to good effect. Vit- rolle's defences were caving.

Dietz glanced at Alaric but the younger man looked as uncertain as he felt. They couldn't fight an entire army, let alone four, and getting into the town would be impossi­ble with all those warriors running around, just looking for targets. Not that they wanted to enter Vitrolle anyway. They had only been going there because they thought it was Braechen's destination, but now he was wearing the gauntlet and the daemon had taken hold. They had no idea what the daemon would try to do next, nor how they would stop it, even in this partial state. So what could they do?

He was about to ask Alaric when they all heard Braechen laugh again. It was different this time, more liquid, horri­bly reminiscent of blood draining from a gaping wound, complete with bubbling gasps, and, although he hated himself for knowing it, Dietz could tell that it was a sound of pure joy. The daemon inside the man was thrilled.

Dietz wasn't sure he wanted to know why.

Then he noticed that the laughter was growing fainter, its hideous sound swallowed up by the battle beyond.

'He's getting away!' Alaric shouted. He dashed around the edge of the ruins, looking down the hill and towards the town. Dietz followed him, shaking his head. Lankdorf was right behind him.

Sure enough, they saw Braechen striding away from them, heading right towards Vitrolle. He had evidently stepped through one of the gaps in the shattered building.

Past him, Dietz saw a massive battle to match the sounds he'd already heard. He couldn't tell much, beyond the fact that there were people everywhere, some on horseback and some on foot, and weapons were swinging wildly. He saw the glint of sunlight off metal here and there, suggesting heavy armour, but beyond that it was all a blur: a blur that the daemon-infested warrior was heading straight for.

'After him!' Alaric said, breaking into a jog.

'Why?' Dietz asked, although he only paused for long enough to reclaim his mace before catching up with his friend. 'What can we do?'

'1 don't know,' the young nobleman admitted, 'but we have to try something. Anyway, I want to know why he's going towards the town. What does he need there?'

That was a fair point, Dietz thought. Besides, he didn't have any better ideas. So he and Lankdorf flanked Alaric, and all three of them sprinted after the daemon-possessed soldier. He was moving slowly but purposefully and they caught up before he had reached the base of the hill, or the battle that raged just beyond. They slowed perhaps ten feet behind Braechen and then stayed far enough for him to be unable to reach them easily, but close enough to follow.

Not that Braechen paid them the slightest attention. He lumbered onto the field and towards the town, cutting a swathe through the raging battle.

'Stay close!' Lankdorf shouted, taking the lead. The bounty hunter had his crossbow slung on his back, his dag­ger in one hand and his sword in the other, and charged into the battle without looking back to see if they were fol­lowing. For a second, faced with the daunting prospect of entering that wild melee, Dietz considered backing away. Let the daemon reach the town, assuming it wasn't killed in the process. Let Lankdorf die at the hands of the four clash­ing armies. He and Alaric could walk away and never look back. Who cared if the Border Princes fell?

Unfortunately, he did care, and so did Alaric. That was the problem. That was why, with a sigh, Dietz checked to make sure Glouste was secure inside his jacket, hefted his mace in one hand and gripped one of his knives in the other, and plunged after Lankdorf. Alaric was right beside him, rapier at the ready.

It was utter madness. Dietz had been in fights before. He'd even fought a pitched battle before, back in the Black Fire Pass, but that had been only two forces, the Empire armies against the orc warband. There were four separate groups here, and only one could claim the victory.

Warriors from the three armies were everywhere, as were the cultists. Dietz was amazed at how many people must have been packed inside that one town, and, as best he could tell, no one was worrying about who was fighting whom. He saw one of Fatandira's men battling a soldier wearing the garb of Levrellian's troops, while another of her warriors fought a cultist only feet away. One of Haflok's knights charged past, cutting down both the cultist and his opponent without pause. It was a free-for-all, a complete madhouse.

Dietz sidestepped a blow from someone, he didn't even see whom, and struck back, feeling his mace connect with a body and the resulting crack of bone. Someone else swung at him just beyond the first assailant and he blocked with his knife, hitting again with the mace and shattering an arm. Then he grabbed Alaric and yanked him forwards, his long strides carrying them both to Lankdorfs back. With the bounty hunter close by, they were better able to defend themselves and Dietz was able to concentrate on their left flank, knowing that Alaric had the right and the bounty hunter the front. He swung at anyone who approached them, knowing that everyone else on the bat­tlefield would do the same to them.

They marched their way slowly through the fighting. Dietz had a handful of small nicks and bruises where something had got past his defences, and his head swam from fatigue, tension and trying to focus through the

tumult. The town walls were growing closer, however. He just hoped they'd survive long enough to reach them.

Surprisingly enough, the possessed soldier's own focus helped them immensely. Braechen, whom Dietz had half- expected to stop and revel in all the confusion and bloodshed, continued on without stopping. He dispatched anyone in his path, ripping warriors limb from limb, snap­ping blades with his gauntleted hand, sending battle-hardened men screaming or dropping them to the ground in quivering balls with a mere glance.

Dietz could see that the changes were continuing: Braechen's back had some of the same bumps and lumps and discoloured patches that had appeared on his arm. His boots had merged into his legs and sprouted both claws and flat­tened appendages like fins, and two small protrusions had sprouted from above his shoulder blades and were rising higher and curving in slightly, forming the unmistakable base for a pair of wings. Still he kept going, not hurrying but never turning aside, straight towards Vitrolle's walls. Dietz and his companions marched in the creature's wake, taking advantage of the carnage he'd created to keep pace with him.

Dietz expected Braechen to batter his way into the town, but that proved unnecessary. He had heard the armies tear­ing at the outer walls and that had apparently been what had pleased the daemon-bearing soldier because he angled directly towards one of the breaks. It must have been a ballista attack because Dietz saw cracks in the stones up above and a great gouge smashed through several more. Chunks had fallen, littering the ground, but near the base of the wall the cracks widened into a gap large enough for a small wagon to enter.

Braechen walked straight for and then through this gap, into Vitrolle itself. Alaric followed the daemon, with Dietz and Lankdorf right beside him.

'Sigmar's beard!' Alaric said softly as they passed through a stable and into the town proper. Dietz nodded. He was impressed despite himself, and of course Alaric, with his scholarly tendencies, would be spellbound.

Vitrolle had only a handful of buildings, the ones they had seen from the hill. Dietz had thought there were nine, but he wasn't sure any more. They all seemed to be built mostly of stone, with some wood, and they were rough but solid. Walkways connected each building, forming a latticework of shade and shelter throughout the town and reinforcing the sense of the town as a sin­gle large building.

That, however, wasn't what had caught his eye, or made his gorge rise in his throat.

From the rumours back in Middenheim and what little Alaric had told Haflok, Dietz knew that the Jade Sceptre cult focused on torture. They were into pleasure and pain, seeing the two as irrevocably linked, and tormented their victims slowly, drawing out each horrible mutilation until the person finally died. He had heard claims that victims might last weeks, even months, receiving just enough med­ical care each time they collapsed to revive them and let the torture start anew.

He had thought they were only stories, or at least exag­gerations.

Now he knew better.

The one thing he had not been able to see from their van­tage on the hill was the town's decorations.

The stable doors they pushed past had been made of skin stretched over a rough wooden frame, a traditional method that Dietz had seen in many farms and small villages. Sym­bols were scrawled across them in what was clearly blood, however, and recent blood at that. Dietz recognised several of them from Alaric's notebook and they all seemed to crawl across his vision, shifting even as he stared until he had to turn away for fear of nausea.

Compared to the obscene runes, the bodies nailed across them were nothing, even though he now knew where the blood had come from. Judging by the corpses' hands, which were smeared with it, these victims had been forced to write the runes themselves, using their own blood, before being crucified across their handiwork.

The entire town was like that, Dietz saw as he shuddered and glanced around. Walls and doors were covered in runes, and bodies - or parts of them - hung everywhere. The town had statuary as well, and the nearest one depicted two beautiful women in the throes of passion. That seemed benign enough until Dietz noticed the man trapped between them, and the sharp little knives they were using to dig at his flesh. Charming, he thought. The rest of the statues seemed much the same, a combination of beauty and torment that left him feeling vaguely unclean.

Everywhere he looked Dietz saw more examples of utter depravity that no daemon had perpetrated, not directly, anyway. These cultists followed the Chaos god Slaanesh and through worship they allowed their master to tap the darkest recesses of their souls. That was what he saw dis­played. This was the result of human cruelty. The very worst of the human soul had been dredged up and spewed out upon innocent victims. It sickened him, but the worst part was that some tiny portion in the back of his mind, at the bottom of his soul, understood each and every one of these foul creations. The cultists' god had taken a side of man that normally hid deep within, never seen or even sus­pected, and exposed it to the light of day.

'Haflok was right,' Lankdorf rasped. They all deserve death, and this place must be destroyed.' Beyond even the disgust Dietz heard something else in the bounty hunter's tone - anger, pure and hard and deep - and he wondered at its source.

They will be,' Alaric assured them both, 'but right now that's not our problem; he is.' He pointed ahead of them. Braechen had continued on, clearly unaffected by the sights around him.

Apparently, not all the cultists were fighting beyond the walls. Dietz saw several battling soldiers who must have found similar holes in the town's defences, and others who seemed to be panicked beyond rational thought. Several ran past, apparently not seeing the three men near the sta­ble doors but easily spotting the lone figure walking

brazenly through their stronghold. The cultists launched themselves at Braechen, shouting their defiance, and he slaughtered them without even slowing down. As Dietz watched, Braechen entered the town's central building.

'Quick, before we lose him!' Alaric ran forwards, dodging those few cultists still inside, and Dietz followed, glad of the distraction. He wanted to get the job done and get back out of this twisted place as soon as possible.





CHAPTER TWENTY



The building was easily the largest structure in Vitrolle. It consisted of a massive square with wide square-arched entrances on each side. Steps cut into the walls led up to the flat roof, reminding Alaric of the temple he and Dietz had seen in Ind. Was this the cultists' temple? It would certainly make sense to have it so large and so centrally located, but what did the daemon want in here?

Braechen had vanished into the building and they were right behind him. Blinking in the sudden gloom, they were just in time to see his mutated form disappearing down a massive staircase. It had been cut right into the ground and then faced with stone, and Alaric could tell from the cool air wafting up that the stairs must go well beneath the surface. Ah, Sigmar's beard, why did it always have to be tunnels? But he knew they had no choice. The daemon wanted some­thing here, wanted more than just a chance to kill cultists, and whatever it was, they had to keep him from it.

They crept down the stairs as fast as they dared. Alaric was sure they would encounter more cultists - no religious

group would leave their temple unguarded, even during an attack - and they had to step over several, still twitching bodies, but saw no one else. One of the fallen cultists had been bearing a curve-bladed axe and Dietz appropriated it, shoving his mace in his pack.

What are we going to do once we get wherever we're going?' Lankdorf asked behind him. The bounty hunter had his cross­bow loaded and ready, but Alaric suspected that it was as much for comfort at this point as for real use. They'd already seen how little effect the thing had on Braechen.

'No idea,' he admitted, wincing as his head finally dropped below the level of the floor above, and the day­light behind them vanished. Calm, he reminded himself, calm. You're chasing a daemon into a Chaos temple. Surely the fact that a few tons of rock sit above us and could crush us in an instant is the least of your concerns. He muttered a prayer to Sigmar under his breath anyway, just in case. 'Let's see what we find first.'

What they found was the base of the staircase, a good hundred feet or more below the surface. The floor was solid rock, carved and carefully smoothed, and it widened out into an enormous rough-walled chamber. The curving ceil­ing was at least forty feet high and that made Alaric feel better. It was hard to feel claustrophobic in such a large space. The walls curved slightly as well, although with no discernible pattern, and he suspected that the cavern was natural. The cultists had found it somehow and crafted the staircase to it, but beyond smoothing the floor they had done little else to alter the room's original elements.

This was clearly their temple, and silk curtains and banners hung upon the walls, masking the harsh stone with smooth fabric. Torch brackets had been imbedded at regular intervals, as had manacles and a variety of straps, bars, and cages. Alaric saw several devices he recognised as torture implements and many more he guessed were equally vile, although thankfully he did not understand their use. Not all of the devices were empty, and Alaric was glad the lighting was dim enough to hide some of the wounds he could almost see on those

bodies. Rugs covered the floor and cushions had been strewn upon them, several already trampled by Braechen's passing. Couches and chairs were grouped together here and there, often around strange metal racks covered in thick leather straps. Small bronze braziers still smoked, sending delicate incense fumes to tickle his nostrils, and he also saw implements heating in many of them. This place was like a lady's boudoir or a high-class brothel's sitting room mixed with a torture chamber.

Then he noticed the centrepiece.

Rearing high above them, her head almost brushing the ceiling, was the statue of a woman, or at least of something with certain feminine attributes. Her face was stunning, with full lips, wide eyes, a strong brow, high cheekbones and a surprisingly sharp nose. Golden hair billowed around her, framing her features in a golden halo that did little to dim the proud, demanding look upon her face. Two pairs of curv­ing horns sprouted from her temples, each adorned with gold and gems. Her skin was smooth and white, most likely alabaster, and gleamed in the torchlight.

Her body was equally perfect, with broad shoulders, proud, prominent breasts and a smoothly curved stomach, her belly button pierced by a pair of overlapped silver cres­cents. Her arms were strong and well muscled but still smooth: all six of them.

lust below the belly button she began to change, how­ever. Her skin developed a pattern of overlapping scales that quickly covered her lower form, and instead of legs she narrowed from the hips into a single thick column that coiled twice before rearing up behind her. The scales were a varied green, from deep emerald to a pale milky colour, and formed patterns that made Alaric's eyes ache.

He knew who he was looking at. The intense, almost fright­ening beauty, offset by the unsettling combination of human and animal, meant it could only be one of the four Chaos gods. Slaanesh: the Prince of Pain and Lord of Pleasure. This must be one of his many forms, the beautiful woman with the six arms and the lower body of a massive serpent.

The daemon-possessed soldier was already halfway across the large chamber and appeared to be heading straight for the statue. Lankdorf fired another crossbow bolt, striking it in the back near one proto-wing, and Braechen stumbled, snarling. Apparently the change had not progressed as far there, because the bolt stuck out from his flesh, and blood dripped from the wound. He glanced behind him and grunted when he saw them, and Alaric was careful not to meet his gaze. Then Braechen turned back towards the statue once more.

"We've got to stop it!' Alaric said, his mind racing. Per­haps it contained some tainted energy of its own, as had the Chaos statues they'd encountered before, something the daemon could tap to increase its own strength. What­ever its reasons, if the monster wanted to reach the statue they had to prevent that from happening, but how?

'The gauntlet!' Dietz shouted, already running towards the mutated man. 'We broke the statue and closed the gate. If we destroy the gauntlet maybe it'll be forced out again.' He raised his new axe, saying something that Alaric recog­nised as a prayer to Ulric. Lankdorf was right behind him and Alaric saw the bounty hunter also muttering some­thing, although he couldn't make out the words.

Alaric nodded to himself. That made sense. At least, it was worth a try. The only problem was, the daemon didn't want to cooperate. Braechen was walking again and seemed oblivious to the two men rapidly approaching from behind. If he didn't stop he would reach the statue before they could get close enough to attack the gauntlet.

That meant they had to distract him, and Alaric knew just how to do it.

Taking a deep breath, he called out. 'Hey! Braechen!' He thought he heard the man grunt but Braechen didn't react otherwise. Alaric took a few steps closer and tried again. 'You, daemon! Turn and face me!' This time the daemon- infested soldier laughed, making that horrible sound again. That gave Alaric another idea.

He closed his eyes and let the memories he had held at bay for so long overwhelm him. He was back in that
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chamber once more, facing the daemon as it struggled to enter this world. Dietz had shattered the statue and the gate was closing, but still the daemon lurched forwards. He raised one hand absently to rub at his neck, where the daemon's tentacle had struck him just before it vanished. He remembered what it had said.

'K'red'lach!' he shouted, his eyes flying open again.

Braechen stopped dead.

He turned, slowly, to look at Alaric, and Alaric forced himself to look right back.

Studying what had been Braechen in an effort to maintain his sanity, Alaric saw that the changes to his body had contin­ued. His entire arm was now scaled, ridged and barbed, right up to the homed shoulder, and his chest had traces of alter­ation as well. Right in the centre, a dull glow rose through his flesh, reminding Alaric of the throbbing sphere he had seen in the daemon's flesh. Was that its heart, he wondered? Braechen's flesh had all gone dark, all mottled, and his face had shifted, growing longer and narrow, with cheekbones that literally carved through his flesh and reared like small axe blades along his face. His sandy hair had clumped together, looking more like spikes or horns scattered atop his head, and darkening to black at the tips, and his eyes glittered and burned, tugging at Alaric again as they had once before.

This time the daemon was trapped within a man. Even though it had claimed that body, and was changing it to suit itself, it was still mortal flesh, and the gaze, though powerful, was muted by its terrestrial prison. Alaric found he could still think, could still move a little, even as those eyes bored into his.

'You know me, don't you?' he asked, advancing a few more feet. Dietz and Lankdorf were almost in position, swords at the ready. 'You remember me.'

The mutated warrior eyed him, both mouths split into wide grins. Then the lower mouth, the one across its neck, moved, hissing something he could not begin to compre­hend, and the upper mouth, the one that had belonged to Braechen, formed one word.

'Alaric.'

He shuddered and the creature laughed. It knew his name! But how?

Dietz chose that moment to attack, his borrowed axe flashing out and down, landing right at the juncture of gauntlet and mutated flesh. Lankdorfs sword was right beside it, hitting the arm just a little higher up.

Braechen roared. His arm flailed, knocking both blades away, and then his other arm swept the two men aside, sending them tumbling to the floor.

'How do you know me?' Alaric shouted, desperate to draw the daemon's attention. The ploy worked. Braechen turned back to face him, still grinning, but Alaric thought he saw blood along the arm where the blades had struck.

'I know you,' the daemon-altered man replied simply, the Braechen-mouth apparently translating the mind-numbing sounds that issued from the wider mouth below.

Yes, but how?' Alaric demanded. It wasn't just a ploy. He needed to know. 'From the statue?' he asked.

Braechen laughed. 'The statue,' it repeated. Was that agreement? 'Yes, and from this.' He raised his left arm, the gauntlet gleaming and flickering, and apparently moaning between them.

'The gauntlet?' Alaric was confused. 'How?'

'Yes, gauntlet,' the daemon replied, 'Hraklonesh.' The Braechen-mouth mimed the word, which apparently defied translation. 'Expanding Maw, his.'

'That belonged to... Hraklonesh of the Expanding Maw?' The name made his teeth feel numb and his mind shriek but Alaric continued. He could see Dietz and Lankdorf out of the corner of his eye. They were on their feet again and ready for a second attempt.

'Mine now,' Braechen replied. He laughed. 'Soon you will be, as well: body and soul.' Alaric had continued his approach during their conversation and wondered if that was his doing or the daemon's. He suddenly remembered being drawn towards it once before against his will, and

panicked as he discovered he could not stop himself from taking the next step. Only a few feet separated them.

He was saved, surprisingly enough, by cultists. A wave of men and women came charging down the stairs, straps, rib­bons and gauze flying, and weapons raised, shouting their defiance. They paused at the sight before them, unsure who to attack first. Dietz solved that problem for them.

'He's an unbeliever,' he shouted, gesturing towards Braechen. 'He defiles this holy place!'

That was enough for the cultists. They launched them­selves at the mutated soldier. He laughed and turned to meet them, ripping the first attacker's arm clean out of its socket and beating the stunned man's head with the limb hard enough to crack both arm bone and skull. More attacked, however, and even with the daemon inside him Braechen was forced to focus on this new threat.

Several braziers had been knocked over already and more were overturned, their coals smouldering atop the rugs and pillows. The cavern was getting darker, but it was still light enough to see what was happening. Alaric blinked, notic­ing a light oddly placed at the upper edge of his vision, and turned to look. It was coming from the statue. In the upper­most of her right hands the statue held a large sceptre of cunningly wrought gold set with bands of milky jade. It' was the jade sceptre, the symbol of the cult and the Chaos god's greatest treasure.

Jade didn't usually glow.

Alaric stared. Then he blinked and stared again. Yes, he was sure: the jewel at the very tip of the sceptre, a large rounded gem, possessed a dull glow, invisible before but evident now that the room had grown darker. That wasn't jade!

'Ulric's beard! It's enchanted!' Dietz gasped out, also star­ing at the sceptre. 'It's probably another relic!'

Alaric nodded. That could be the daemon's goal, to claim not one but two artefacts. Certainly Braechen was heading in that direction, shoving his way past couches and benches, and piles of cushion without slowing. Why would

the daemon need a second artefact? And why was only the tip glowing? The rest of the sceptre, although it appeared to be of excellent workmanship and extravagant materials, did not appear unusual in any way.

'Warpstone!' It was Lankdorf who hissed the word, and Alaric remembered again the bounty hunter's sharp eyes. 'I think that thing's a warpstone!'

That's what he wants!' Alaric said, suddenly putting the pieces together. 'The gauntlet must not be enough of a gate to bring him through completely. He needs that warpstone to complete or at least speed up the process!' Then his mind took another leap. The gauntlet lets him manifest through Braechen,' he realised, speaking out loud, 'but that's still not his full presence. With the warpstone he can step through completely, just as he'd planned with the stat­ues. We have to keep him away from that sceptre!'

He turned back towards the battle before him, just in time to see the remaining cultists fall back and to the sides, making room for a new figure.

'Begone, foul daemon!' The man now speaking was tall and slight, making Alaric think of Strykssen, although his hair was dark, dyed a deep red like wine, and bound back in a long braid, and his features were delicate, almost feminine. He wore an assortment of leather straps around each limb and a series of looped chains around his waist, covering a flimsy loincloth of some shimmering fabric. Gems hung from his ears and naked chest, and adorned his fingers and neck, and he moved with the assurance of command. Clearly this was a high priest of some sort.

'I know your allegiance,' the senior cultist continued, stop­ping several feet from Braechen's reach as his brethren attacked again. 'Your master is not welcome here! We worship Slaanesh!'

Braechen took a step towards him, slow and menacing, but the cultist did not retreat. 'Begone,' he said again, 'before I call upon our master's power to destroy you!'

The daemon-infested soldier took another step. 'Very well,' the cultist said, paling slightly but still standing his

ground. 'SsTbiart'ah!' he shouted, tilting his head back, the word echoing around the room, 'your servant calls upon you! Ss'I'biart'ah! Aid me!' His hands began to glow, a soft green that matched the statue's scales, and violet light poured from his eyes. The room grew noticeably colder, and Alaric felt a wind tug at his hair and clothes, carrying the too-sweet scent of decaying flesh.

Braechen actually paused at the first utterance of the name. Then he threw back his head and howled, both mouths emitting wordless cries of defiance, rage, and per­haps fear? Did the daemon really fear this SsTbiart'ah? Alaric didn't know and right now he didn't care. All he knew was that Braechen was distracted and his body was his own again. He began to creep forwards, trying to get closer to the daemon-possessed soldier without drawing attention to himself. Dietz and Lankdorf had clearly had the same idea, and all three of them advanced quietly, try­ing to find an approach that would sidestep the cultists and put them within striking range of Braechen.

Fortunately the priest was keeping both Braechen and the other cultists distracted. 'Kneel before the Prince of Chaos!' he commanded, his hands snapping forwards as if punching. The green glow shot across the gap and stmck Braechen in the chest, sending the daemon-infested man staggering, and again he howled, this time clearly in pain and rage. Again the priest struck and again Braechen reeled, blood and some other liq­uid dripping from tears and cracks across his battered chest.

'Yes!' shouted the priest, stepping forwards. His eyes were the brightest spots in the chamber and Alaric could still see their pinpoint glows when he blinked. 'Bow before the greatest of the gods,' the cultist demanded, raising his hands, the glow intensifying. 'Cower for mercy from Slaanesh and his servants!'

In his exultation the priest had gotten too close. Braechen suddenly straightened, growling like a maddened beast, and his gauntleted arm shot forwards, grasping the cultist by the neck and squeezing. The captured cultist gasped, his face turning dark and his hands flailing, but their green

energy washed over the gauntlet like water, unable to harm it or make Braechen release his grip. The cultists lunged at his other side, but the mutated warrior laughed and brushed them aside. They did distract him, however.

'Now!' Alaric shouted. He took a quick step forwards and lashed out, his rapier slicing across Braechen's forearm right above the gauntlet. Dietz and Lankdorf had not missed the opportunity, and both of their blades also landed, carving deeper into the flesh. The mutated warrior shrieked and tried to pull away, but the priest grasped Braechen's arm right where the gauntlet ended. The barbs sank deep into his flesh but the cultist ignored the wounds, focusing upon the forearm in his grip. The glow around his hands intensified, turning a searing greenish white, and Braechen screamed as the strange fire burnt away his mutated flesh, and his hand clenched in response, prevent­ing him from pulling loose.

Alaric, Dietz and Lankdorf were on both sides of the arm and continued hacking at it. The cuts had turned to deep gouges, and Alaric saw bone through the blood. Just as Braechen managed to wrench his fingers open, the priest falling to the cushion-strewn ground, Dietz struck one last mighty blow and his axe sheared through the bone. With a resounding splintering sound the arm separated and Braechen's own convulsive jerk sent the gauntlet flying. It dis­appeared somewhere behind the statue, lost in the shadows.

Alaric glanced over at Dietz. 'We have to make sure it's destroyed,' he said, starting to turn away He didn't get very far.

Alaric had hoped that with the gauntlet gone, the dae­mon would also disappear. He soon realised that wasn't the case, as Braechen struck at them, knocking the three of them off their feet. The daemon-infested soldier staggered back several paces, shoving aside the gathered cultists, blood and ichor dripping from the ruin of his arm, but he still stood, and his eyes still blazed as he gnashed his teeth at them and roared his defiance.

'Ulric preserve us,' Dietz said, shoving cushions aside as he stood and grasped his axe again. 'Now it's angry.'





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



Dietz shook his head, trying to clear it. Braechen's last punch had made his head ring and his vision was still slightly blurred, but he didn't have time to be groggy. The daemon- possessed warrior was clearly enraged at the loss of the gauntlet - not to mention his forearm - and it was lumber­ing towards them, murder glinting in its glowing eyes.

'Die, Chaos spawn!' Lankdorf had been faster to recover and was already back on his feet, sword in one hand and ever-present crossbow in the other. He fired a bolt into Braechen's head, where it protruded from the temple like a strange, feather-edged horn, and swung with his sword.

The mutated man merely laughed that chilling laugh again and knocked the blade aside with his stump. His remaining hand lashed out, slicing across the bounty hunter's chest, the long barbed nails sprouting from the fingers carving through cloth, leather, and flesh. Lankdorf groaned and dropped to his knees.

Braechen growled, the horrible second mouth drooling in anticipation, and raised his clawed hand. Then he

abruptly dropped his hand and turned away, wading into the cultists instead.

What? Dietz shook his head to make sure he wasn't see­ing things. No, the daemon really had turned away from Lankdorf, leaving the bounty hunter wounded but alive, but why? He stepped quickly to the other man's side and knelt beside him.

The cultists, for their part, swarmed Braechen like angiy bees, clearly insensed at his presence in their temple and outraged by his treatment of their high priest. Even though they wore no armour - and little clothing, for that matter - the cultists made up for their vulnerability with grace and speed, dancing around Braechen, darting in to stab him and then ducking away again before he could strike. Dietz hoped they would at least keep the creature busy for a while.

'Get off me! I'll be fine!' Lankdorf tried to shove him away, but his injury left him too weak to resist as Dietz quickly examined it. The wound was nasty but not life- threatening. He saw a row of gashes across the chest that would probably scar, and he could see the bounty hunter's flesh beneath the tatters of his shirt and jacket. Then he saw something else.

'What's this?' It was a gleam of silver and emerald and as Dietz reached out to touch it he remembered - the amulet! The one Glouste had found in the tomb, over the burial chamber door. Lankdorf had taken it when they'd first met and he'd forgotten all about it. It had been hidden beneath the bounty hunter's shirt, but the blow had exposed it. Was this why the daemon had backed away?

"You want it back?' The bounty hunter laughed weakly, and then groaned as the movement shifted his torn flesh. Take it, then.' He bowed his head to let Dietz slip the chain free.

'Alaric!' Dietz glanced up and saw his friend nearby, clearly torn between going after the daemon, going after the gauntlet, and coming to their aid. 'Look at this!' He tossed the amulet to the nobleman, who caught it, and almost dropped it when he glanced at it fully.

'That's a mark of the Dark Gods!' Alaric said, studying the piece, and Dietz's blood ran cold. 'It's the sign of the Lord of Pleasure,' he continued, and then glanced up at the wall hangings all around them. 'Look, the same mark is on these banners!' Of course! He'd heard of the symbol - the signs for male and female combined - but had never seen it, and he'd thought that the layers of the amulet had slipped loose from age or damage.

'This has runes all around it,' Alaric continued, holding the amulet up to examine it more closely. 'I wonder, per­haps this too is enchanted?'

Another enchanted item, maybe even another artefact, and Glouste had found it and brought it to him! Dietz couldn't stop himself from groaning. Of all the times for his pet to be generous!

'It didn't like it,' Dietz said, gesturing towards Braechen, who was still battling the cultists. He also noticed that two had helped the priest to his feet and the tall man's eyes were glowing again, albeit weakly. Despite his revulsion for the cult and its practices, Dietz hoped the priest was capa­ble of fighting again. They needed all the help they could get.

'No? Strange, it's a Chaos artefact and he's a daemon,' Alaric mused. Then he brightened. 'Of course, it's what that one cultist said, about allegiances. This is dedicated to Slaanesh and carries that god's power. The daemon answers to Khorne. The two are opposing forces, rivals, and so their power counteracts one another, like fire and water.'

'So that thing will keep him away?' Dietz asked. He was helping Lankdorf to his feet as they spoke. The bounty hunter was a little unsteady but he'd bound what was left of his shirt around the wound and seemed to be doing better. Behind them the cultists were down to a handful, although Braechen had at least a dozen cuts that should have been mortal, mute testament to their skill. The high priest was standing unaided, and his hands were glowing again, although not green this time. They shone with a pale purple light that danced around his fingers almost like

butterflies. It was very pretty, almost hypnotic, but Dietz had a feeling the effect was a lot nastier than a flying insect.

'It may do more than that,' Alaric replied. He glanced at Dietz, and then at Lankdorf, and at something at the bounty hunter's waist. 'Here!' he pitched the amulet back and Dietz caught it, though only barely. 'Lankdorf!' The bounty hunter glanced up. 'Can you still wield that sling?'

Lankdorf nodded brusquely. 'I could use it blind and limbless and still take out a man's eye at a hundred paces.'

'Never mind the eye,' Alaric replied. 'Aim for the mouth, the lower one.'

The bounty hunter nodded. Dietz stepped back to give him some room as he freed his sling, dropped the amulet into it, and began to whirl it over his head. 'Ulric guide you,' Dietz whispered as he readied himself for whatever might happen next. It wouldn't be a bad thing, he figured, to have the Win­ter Wolf looking out for them. He thought he saw Alaric mouth something suspiciously like a prayer, and suspected that his friend was invoking Sigmar*s blessing.

'Your time on this plane has ended, foul beast!' the priest was shouting as the last of his cultists fell, but the air seemed thick and his words were quickly muted. 'You have trespassed upon our master's property, and for that you must pay the penalty!' He raised both hands, and the glow from them intensified, growing almost too bright to look at.

'Hey, K'red'lach!' Alaric shouted. He had backed up and was almost directly in front of Lankdorf and Dietz, between them and Braechen. The daemon-infested soldier had torn the last cultist in half, turned back to the statue and had just reached up, its remaining hand grasping the bottom edge of the sceptre despite the statue's towering height. Had Braechen grown somehow, or did the normal rules of dis­tance simply not apply to the creature within him?

At the sound of that word - its name? Dietz wondered - the mutated man turned towards Alaric, and spat some­thing at him, a curse or just a shout of defiance, as he tugged the sceptre from the statue and grasped it firmly. The glowing warpstone cast a strange glow upon his twisted

face. The daemon-corrupted warrior grinned in triumph, his mouths opening wide, and Lankdorf let fly the amulet at the same time as the priest hurled his magic.

The bounty hunter's aim was perfect, and the rune- inscribed missile shot into the daemon's mouth: its real mouth, not the one it had stolen from Braechen. Purple bursts of energy hit it, striking it in the head and chest and leaving pinpricks of light where they had pierced the skin. The daemon swallowed convulsively, threw back its bor­rowed head and howled in rage, a sound that changed rapidly to a shriek of inhuman pain.

'Return to your own world!' the priest bellowed, his words gaining volume suddenly as the air turned thin and cold like the air of the mountain peaks. This body will hold you no longer!'

Braechen began writhing, his body mutating rapidly and uncontrollably, spines, barbs and tentacles, and even tiny limbs sprouting at random and disappearing just as quickly. He staggered and glared not at Lankdorf or the priest but at Alaric, and both mouths moved in unison.

'Soon,' the Braechen-mouth said, slurring the word badly, 'I come for you.'

Then energy exploded outwards from the daemon, waves of light and shadow crashing across one another, the very air in the cavern flickering from their passage. Violet light lanced out from his eyes and incandescent blood gushed from his mouth as shards almost like black crystal burst from various parts of his body. The daemon-infested sol­dier dropped to his knees, his body shredded, and then collapsed further, as if his bones had all been splintered into tiny fragments. He was still clutching the sceptre some­how, but it too was bathed in strange light, and as he dropped, its base struck the ground. The entire sceptre vibrated from the blow, shaking free from his weakened grasp, and then the jewel at the top shattered with a tin kling sound, its glow dispersing into the cavern's gloom. The rest of the sceptre, blackened as if by intense flames, crumbled as it hit the floor.

'Nice shot,' Dietz commented, stepping forwards just in case, the axe he'd claimed at the ready. He was too numb to register what had happened. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the priest sway and then collapse, apparently drained by the use of such potent magic. Good. Hopefully he'd stay unconscious for long enough for them to leave unnoticed.

'Thanks.' Lankdorf was right beside him, his sword in his hand as they approached the fallen daemon. The bounty hunter looked dazed and Dietz suspected he bore a similar expression. Had they really just defeated a daemon? The body before them certainly confirmed that.

Only it wasn't a daemon any more. They could see that right away. It was Braechen again. A shattered, torn, maimed Braechen, who shuddered and died before they could reach him.

'He wouldn't have survived,' Alaric said, sounding as if he was trying to reassure himself. 'The daemon twisted his body too much. Its magic was all that was keeping him alive. Once it left he was doomed.' Dietz could see that his young friend was shivering, not that he blamed him. It had taken them days to recover from the shock of facing a dae­mon back in Middenheim and that time it had only been able to peer through the gate. This time it had looked full upon them and had fought against them, even if it had only by using a man's body for a host.

'Brought it on himself,' Dietz pointed out wearily, and Lankdorf nodded. Braechen had been offering the gauntlet to that man Strykssen when they'd spotted him. He had to have known what it was. He was probably a Chaos wor­shipper himself, which meant he'd given himself willingly. He had no one but himself to blame for the outcome.

Alaric started to say something but was interrupted by a shower of dust and tiny rock fragments. Glancing up, Dietz saw cracks spider webbing across the cavern ceiling. A quick survey showed similar damage appearing along the walls.

'We need to go,' he urged, taking Alaric by the arm and leading him back towards the staircase at a quick walk. The numbness was pushed aside by more immediate panic. The

bounty hunter was ahead of them, limping but moving quickly despite that, and had somehow retrieved his cross­bow.

'The gauntlet!' Alaric argued, trying to twist free. 'We have to make sure it's destroyed!'

A chunk of stone the size of a horse's head narrowly missed them, triggering a small avalanche from above. The statue was hit by another chunk that shattered the right side of its face and sent a long crack down through its impressive torso. Several other pieces fell, one of them near where the priest had collapsed. Dietz thought he heard a grunt as it struck the ground, but he wasn't sure. 'It'll be buried,' he assured Alaric, 'and so will we, if we don't move!'

Dietz half-led, half-dragged his friend to the stairs and they raced back up, taking the steps two at a time. Several more cultists had just descended the stairs, apparently intent upon aiding their brethren, but they turned and fled when they saw what was happening. Dietz and Alaric were right behind them. He heard more crashes as they neared the top of the stairs and a thick cloud of stone dust rose from the cavern, choking him for a second before they burst back onto the main level and gulped in fresh air from outside.

Lankdorf was waiting for them by one of the building's entrances, leaning against the wall for support. 'We'd better get out of here,' he said. 'No telling how much damage that'll do. The entire town could collapse into the ground.' Alaric shuddered and Dietz, remembering his young friend's fear of enclosed spaces, knew the bounty hunter had found the per­fect motivation to get him away from this place and quickly.

'Fine,' Alaric said, pulling free of Dietz's hand and dust­ing his sleeve. 'Let's go.'

Alaric staggered out of the building and into the street, Dietz and Lankdorf right behind him. None of them could resist glancing back as they left the building, but the stairs were quiet. Even the dust had settled, and they heard noth­ing from below. The earth had reclaimed the cavern and everything in it, hopefully for good.

He was so thrilled to be alive that it took him a second to register the activity occurring all around them. The shouts, thuds and groans finally got his attention, however.

The walls had apparently been breached and the attack­ing armies had entered the town proper. As Alaric glanced around he saw soldiers from all three forces battling cultists and each other. It was the same scene they'd witnessed on the way into the town, only now it was all around them. So far they hadn't been noticed because they were still in the shadow of the temple, but Alaric knew that it was only a matter of time before they were seen, and this time they didn't have Braechen wading through the conflict in front of them, clearing the way.

'Great,' Lankdorf said, stepping up on his left side. Dietz was on his right. Already several shouts were aimed in their direction. 'How in Myrmidia's name are we going to get out of this?'

'I-'Alaric started to reply, but then he saw the bounty hunter stiffen. Lankdorf s face twisted into a look of pure rage and he leapt into the combat, his wound apparently forgotten, shouting something incoherent and raising his crossbow like a club. The crowd swirled around him and in seconds he was lost from view.

'Damn and blast!' Dietz swore. 'What got into him?'

'I don't know,' Alaric replied. 'Obviously something important.' He shook his head. 'We need to get out of here.' A soldier, any markings he'd had torn away or covered in blood and gore, lunged at them and Dietz almost absently clubbed the man down with his axe.

'What about Lankdorf?' Dietz asked, and chuckled at Alaric's expression. 'I know, I know,' the older man said, shak­ing his head. 'He's a piece of work, all right, but he's been damned useful and he's not a bad sort to have around.'

Alaric nodded. He still didn't quite trust the bounty hunter, at least not where money was concerned, but he had fought beside them without hesitation, and he cer­tainly hadn't been the worst travelling companion they'd had in recent months.

'He'll turn up,' Alaric assured his friend, turning away for a second to parry a sword thrust from a cultist and stab the woman in reply. His point took her between bare breasts and he glanced away as he yanked the blade free. 'He's a survivor. The smart thing is for us to get out of here and wait for him somewhere beyond all this fighting.'

Dietz nodded, hefting his axe and pulling his mace from his pack to use in his other hand. 'Right, let's go.'

They turned and made their way towards the town's outer wall, figuring there had to be one or more breaches that they could use for an exit. Soldiers attacked them, as did cultists, and Alaric and Dietz found themselves forced to advance back-to-back, sidling like a crab while using sword, dagger, mace and axe to fend off blows. Fortunately the fighting was so confused that most of their opponents got swept away after only a quick flurry of blows. Many of their assailants were cut down from behind, by foes who then attacked Alaric and Dietz before also being targeted. This was not a war any more, Alaric realised. It was mere carnage. Most of these people were no longer thinking about anything, just fighting on instinct. He and Dietz had a plan and a purpose, however, which gave them the advantage.

Another cultist charged him, and Alaric defended him­self, but the man fell before Alaric's blade touched him, a heavy sword point sprouting from his chest amid the rib­bons and straps. The cultist toppled, a surprised frown on his lips.

Alaric found himself staring at a familiar face.

Levrellian was still dressed in finery, but at least this ver­sion was more practical. The prince wore a suit of glittering mail and wielded a golden broadsword that flashed in the sunlight. A crown had been worked into his gleaming helm but the faceplate was open and Alaric saw at once that Hu­man's eyes were wide and a little dazed as he tugged his sword free of the cultist's back. Several men in the bordri prince's livery fought nearby, presumably Levrellian's pii sonal guard, but the melee was too confused for them in si.iv at his side, and for the moment the prince was a loin-

'I know you!' the prince shouted upon seeing him. 'You were in my throne room!'

Alaric nodded. He didn't think it would help to remind the prince why they'd been there.

'Ah, yes, the travellers!' Levrellian glanced over at Dietz, whom Alaric noticed had his axe at the ready. 'You killed my nephew!'

'You never liked him much,' Alaric pointed out, leaning to one side to stab a soldier who'd been approaching with a mace held high to strike. Then he quickly changed the subject. 'Will you win this battle?'

'Hmm? Yes! Ah, of course!' Levrellian glanced around again, taking in the confusion. 'AlthoughI don't remember why I wanted this place so much.' A wave of warriors crashed through before Alaric could reply, carrying the prince with them.

A little confused,' Dietz commented as they continued on, fending off a cultist, one of Levrellian's soldiers and one of Haflok's in rapid succession. They had crept past the main square and the fighting around them lessened slightly, although they still had to keep their backs together and their weapons ready.

'1 suspect Strykssen manipulated him,' Alaric said, par­rying a surprisingly skilful attack by a cultist wielding a rapier. A stray blow from a hammer took out the duellist before they could cross blades again and Alaric consoled himself by stabbing the hammer-wielder instead. 'He was the one who wanted the map, so he could get the gaunt­let, and he wanted this town so he could get the sceptre.' He shook his head. 'I've seen that before, counsellors who take control, but Levrellian let him. He's no one to blame but himself.'

They continued to fight for several minutes, both of them feeling the strain. The initial adrenaline had worn off and fatigue was setting in, as well as the effects from the numerous small wounds they'd each received. There were fewer opponents now that there was also less con­fusion, which meant those who did attack them were less

likely to get distracted a moment later. Alaric was starting to wonder if they would escape alive when Dietz nudged him.

There,' the older man said, pointing with his mace. Alaric looked and felt his spirits lift slightly. Somehow they had arrived before the town's main gates, and they were open! Well, battered apart was more accurate, but the wide portal stood open, and with much of the fighting inside the town, the gates and the field beyond looked almost empty by comparison.

'Right,' Alaric said, nodding. He took a deep breath, bat­ted aside a longsword, and raised his own blade in reply. 'Let's not keep the horses waiting.'

'Who do you think will win?' Dietz asked, gesturing at the town below. They were back at the ruins, peeking out from behind the still-standing corner and watching the last gasps of the battle they had just waded through. Large parts of Vitrolle were in flames, but they could still see small patches of fighting through the smoke.

'Who cares?' Alaric replied absently, tending to a cut along his side, fortunately not the side where he'd been stabbed before. They had managed to cut and bash their way through the gates and across the field to the hill but it had not been easy and neither of them was exactly unscathed. He frowned. 'Levrellian doesn't care any more,' he pointed out, now that he thought about it, 'and Haflok only wants it destroyed. I suspect they'll both back off after the town is gone, leaving the land to Fatandira.' He shrugged. 'Not that it matters to us.'

Dietz nodded, apparently satisfied with the answer, and Alaric lapsed into his own thoughts again. He had so many questions. Why had Karitamen had that gauntlet? How had it got into his tomb? Had it been interred with him, or smuggled in later? And if the latter, by whom? What about the wards and the amulet, both of which might have stopped the liche from leaving his burial chamber? Who had put them there?

How had the daemon known about all this? And about the warpstone in the sceptre?

'I don't get it,' he said finally, throwing up his hands and wincing as the motion tugged at one of the wounds he'd just clumsily bandaged.

'Looks like you were right,' Dietz said over his shoulder, still watching the town. He was absently stroking Glouste, who had hidden within his jacket throughout the battle and had only emerged, chattering a sharp rebuke, when they'd collapsed onto the stones of the ruin. 'Haflok's gath­ering his men. So is Levrellian, and they're both facing away, as if they're about to leave. Fatandira's got the town, or at least what's left of it.' Then he turned, Alaric's com­ment apparently just registering. 'Don't get what?'

'Any of it,' Alaric replied sharply. He shook his head. 'None of this makes any sense.' He gestured towards Vit­rolle. 'The daemon wanted the warpstone, correct?' His friend nodded. 'So why not go and get it?'

Dietz frowned. 'He did. Or he was about to.'

'No, why not go get it before the battle? He waited until the battle had started. Why?'

'Maybe the bloodshed made him stronger?' Dietz sug­gested.

'Maybe.' Alaric thought back, trying to remember the sequence of events. They entered the ruins, Strykssen died, Braechen put on the gauntlet, the attack on the town began, the daemon laughed-

'That's it!' he said softly. 'It was excited when the attack began!'

'Like I said, bloodshed.' Dietz nodded.

'No, that's not it,' Alaric corrected his friend. 'If it was that, the daemon would have stayed on the battlefield longer. Instead he made straight for the town, and for that hole in the wall. That's when he laughed, after he heard the stones break.' He pounded one hand against the old stone beside him. 'He didn't go in before that because he couldn't!'

Dietz didn't have much education but he was quick on the uptake and he had a good memory. 'Fire and water?' he asked.

'Exactly.' Alaric replied. 'The cultists held the town in... in the name of their god. The daemon serves a different god. The town must have been shielded against him, but once the attackers broke through he could use that gap to enter.'

He frowned, his mind racing. 'Strykssen manipulated Levrellian into attacking.' he said out loud, working through the ideas as they hit him, 'so he knew the town would be attacked. That's why he was waiting here, but he also needed that gauntlet, and we found it for him.'

'He'd have found it anyway.' Dietz pointed out. 'He had your map.'

'Maybe.' Alaric agreed, but he wasn't convinced. The orig­inal map had been less detailed than the one he'd drawn, supposedly from memory. Where had those extra details come from? Without them he couldn't have found the val­ley, which meant he wouldn't have found the gauntlet. Had someone helped him? If so, why?

Alaric didn't much like the idea of anyone else manipu­lating his thoughts or actions. He tried to tell himself it had simply been bad luck, but something in his gut told him that wasn't true.

Something was toying with him.

He shuddered as he remembered what the daemon had said down in the cultists' temple. 'Mine now.' it had said, meaning the gauntlet. 'Soon you will be, as well: body and soul.' Right before its borrowed body had been destroyed, the daemon had proclaimed, 'Soon I come for you.' Alaric shivered, suddenly covered in a cold sweat. He gulped des­perately at the wine that Dietz had pulled from one of their saddlebags when they'd reached the ruins and found their horses still here.

The daemon wasn't gone. He knew that somehow. It had been banished, yes, but it was not destroyed. That meant it was still out there, and he had a feeling he would see it again. Their fates were intertwined, and he worried that, the next time they met, the daemon might be right. Next time it might claim him utterly, and he wasn't sure he would be able to resist it.
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