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			Cannibal Gate

			The Road of the Hollow King

			John French

			~Go around.~ 

			‘There is no other way out of this land other than the way we entered.’

			~There may be. The signs that an Azyrite expedition are here were recent and clear, and they must have entered somehow. Find them and they could tell you–~

			‘It has taken too long to find this path. How much more time would it waste to find those mortals and then another way out?’

			~You are beyond death, my prince – the one thing you have in abundance is time.~

			‘No,’ said Cado. ‘I do not.’

			The sound of the wind in the trees slid into the moment that followed. Cado could sense Solia’s disquiet and disagreement. Had he been able to look at her, he was sure he would have seen her lips purse and her expression settle into a mask of blended disapproval and reluctant acceptance. She was right, of course. He had been considering whether there was another way ever since they had seen the corpse cairns beside the roads rising into the canyons and the pass. Then, as they had crested a ridge, the wind had shifted, and the smell had filled his senses. He had stopped, the shade of Solia clinging to his shadow as he looked at the end of the road. 

			The underworld they were in was small. Perhaps it had once been larger, but the beliefs of the mortals that had formed it had become rarer, and its boundaries had shrunk, ceding substance to the lands that it bordered. What those beliefs were, Cado was not sure, but they had carved a land of white stone cliffs, of needle-cloaked trees crowding sheer slopes, and black water laughing down gulleys and snaking across valley floors. Pale birds with wings that were half feathers and half skin glided between the trees, and watched from nests of bone high on the cliff faces. Night never fell. Daylight dipped into a russet twilight and rose into a red dawn without the arrival of true darkness. There were shadows though, deep shadows under the trees, where the carpet of needles stole the sound of every footstep. 

			Entering the underworld, Cado had presumed that he would be able to cross it swiftly, circling past the lands that bordered it to the north, where wild tribes of orruks and the legions of the Ossiarch Empire ground against each other in war. That was why he had chosen to come this way. It was supposed to avoid trouble. It was supposed to save time. 

			Time – ever his ally and his enemy. Solia was right. He was Soulblighted, undying in a realm of death. He had become a creature sustained by blood and bound to darkness so that he could pursue his vengeance beyond the horizon of life. He had been a king long ago, in an age murdered by the coming of Chaos and forgotten by the living. A servant of the Dark God of Deceit and Sorcery had turned his kingdom to ashes. That vile soul was the Burning Hand, and she had survived to thread the realm with falsehoods and spawn a cult of lies that bore her name. Now, for the first time in an age, he knew where the Burning Hand was. Lethis – the City of the Raven, waiting on the other sides of mountains, seas, and broken lands of the dead. And every day that passed increased the likelihood that his quarry would flee before he reached his destination. 

			‘They will let me pass,’ he said, at last. 

			~You are sure? Delusion, blood, and magic are as unpredictable a combination as I can think of. They may not recognise you as what you are, or not care.~

			‘They will care. We are bound by blood, no matter how distantly.’

			~There have been examples of them turning on the Soulblighted. In the War of Seven Bones a–~

			‘I will take the risk.’

			He did not move for a long moment, nor did Solia reply. Then, at last, he started up the road towards the keep that stood across the pass out of the land. 

			~As you say, my prince,~ said Solia. 

			Tatters of skin hung from the arch of the gate. There were skulls too, and bones, tumbled and strewn amongst the rocks and trees that bordered the road. The crowns of every skull were open. Rainwater had gathered in some. Scraps of hair and skin stirred on the tree branches, caught on the needles where they had been scattered. Further back on the road, the bone cairns had been arranged and set with care, but here they lay like the husks of discarded dried seeds. The gate spanned the space between the canyon’s walls – an arch of stone topped by crenellations. Towers jutted from the cliffs to either side, and bridges ran between them. The  portcullis was drawn up, its metal rusted. Red-brown streaks ran down the sides of the open gateway from where rain had pulled the colours of corrosion across the cracked stone.

			The road continued on the other side of the gate, disappearing into a white fog that filled the canyon. That fog was the way into the next land – a bridge across the boundary between this underworld into the next. So close. So very close. 

			~There are eyes watching you,~ said Solia. ~Both on the battlements and on the cliffs.~

			‘I know,’ said Cado, keeping his gaze on the gate as he walked forwards. If he looked, he knew he would see the silver circles of eyes gleaming from the deep shadows under the trees and the mouths of caves on the cliffs. 

			~They do not attack…~ 

			‘They can sense that my flesh and blood is not of the living,’ Cado told her, still walking towards the gate. 

			He had reached the shadow of the gate arch when he saw the figures standing in the dark recesses of doorways lining the cliff. They stepped out as Cado passed. Bone fingers and claws dragged on stone. Still he did not look around. 

			~Cado… They are–~
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