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GROWING MORE HORRIFIED BY THE MOMENT . ..

... the half-mad soldier struggled to hisfeet. Around him he noticed tall hills, even
mountains, and the first glimmers of sunlight. Y et, none of them looked at all familiar.
None of them at all resembled the peak in which he and his friends had discovered the
tomb of Bartuc. Norrec took a step forward, trying to get his bearings.

An unsettling creaking accompanied every motion.

Norrec looked down to discover that not only his hands were clad in metal.

Armor. Everywhere he stared, Norrec only saw the same blood-colored metal plates. He
had thought that his shock and horror could not possibly grow worse, but ssmply gazing
at therest of his body nearly threw the formerly steady soldier into complete panic. His
arms, historso, hislegs, the same crimson armor now hid all. To add to the mockery,
Norrec saw that he even wore Bartuc’s ancient but still serviceable leather boots.

Bartuc . . . Warlord of Blood. Bartuc, whose dark magic had apparently saved the
helpless soldier at the price of Sadun and the sorcerer’s lives.
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One

The skull gave them alopsided grin, asif cheerfully inviting thetrio to join it for all
eternity.

“Looks like we’re not the first,” Sadun Tryst murmured. The scarred, sinewy fighter
tapped the skull with one edge of his knife, causing the fleshless watcher to waobble.
Behind the macabre sight, they could just make out the spike that had pierced their
predecessor’s head, leaving him dangling until time had let all but the skull drop to the
floor in a confused heap.

“Did you think we would be?” whispered the tall, cowled figure. If Sadun had a lean,
almost acrobatic look to his build, Fauztin seemed nearly cadaverous. The Vizjerel
sorcerer moved amost like a phantom as he, too, touched the skull, this time with one
gloved finger. “No sorcery here, though. Only crude but sufficient mechanics. Nothing to
fear.”

“Unless it’s your head on the next pole.”

The Vizjerei tugged at histhin, gray goatee. His slightly slanted eyes closed once asif in
acknowledgment to his partner’s last statement. Whereas Sadun had a countenance more
akin to an untrustworthy weasel—and sometimes the personality to match—Fauztin
reminded some of awithered cat. His nub of anose, constantly twitching, and the
whiskers hanging underneath that nose only added to theillusion.

Neither had ever had areputation for purity, but Norrec Vizharan would have trusted
either with his

life—and had several times over. As he joined them, the veteran warrior peered ahead, to
where avast darkness hinted of some major chamber. Thus far, they had explored seven
different levelsin al and found them curiously devoid of all but the most primitive traps.

They had aso found them devoid of any treasure whatsoever, atremendous
disappointment to the tiny party.

“Are you sure there’s no sorcery about here, Fauztin? None at all?”

The feline features half-hidden by the cowl wrinkled further in mild offense. The wide
shoulders of his voluminous cloak gave Fauztin a foreboding, almost supernatural
appearance, especialy since he towered over the brawnier Norrec, no small man himself.
“You have to ask that, my friend?”

“It’s just that it makes no sense! Other than a few minor and pretty pathetic traps, we’ve
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encountered nothing to prevent us from reaching the main chamber! Why go through all
the trouble of digging this out, then leave it so sparsely defended!”

“l don’t call a spider as big as my head nothing,” Sadun interjected sourly, absently
scratching his lengthy but thinning black hair. “Especially as it was on my head at the
time...”

Norrec ignored him. “Is it what | think? Are we too late? Is this Tristram all over again?”

Once before, between serving causes as mercenaries, they had hunted for treasurein a
small, troubled village called Tristram. Legend had had it that, in alair guarded by fiends,
there could be found atreasure so very extraordinary in value, it would make kings of
those fortunate enough to live to find it. Norrec and his friends had journeyed there,
entering the labyrinth in the dead of night without the knowledge of the local populace. .

And after all their efforts, after battling strange beasts and narrowly avoiding deadly
traps . . . they had found that someone el se had stripped the underground maze of nearly
anything of value. Only upon returning to the village had they learned the sorry truth, that
agreat champion had descended into the labyrinth but a few weeks before and
supposedly slain the terrible demon, Diablo. He had taken no gold or jewels, but other
adventurers who had arrived shortly thereafter had made good use of his handiwork,
dealing with the lesser dangers and carrying off all they could find. But a few days’
difference had left the trio with nothing to show for their efforts. . .

Norrec himself had also taken no consolation in the words of one villager of dubious
sanity who had, as they had prepared to depart, warned that the champion, socalled the
Wanderer, had not defeated Diablo but, rather, had accidently freed the foul evil. A
guestioning glance by Norrec toward Fauztin had been answered at first with an
indifferent shrug by the Vizjerei sorcerer.

“There are always stories of escaping demons and terrible curses,” Fauztin had added at
the time, complete dismissal of the wild warning in his tone. “Diablo is generally in most
of the favorites whispered among common folk.”

“You don’t think there’s anything to it?” As a child, Norrec had grown up being scared
by his elders with tales of Diablo, Baal, and other monsters of the night, all stories
designed to make him be good.

Sadun Tryst had snorted. “You ever seen a demon yourself? Know anyone that had?”

Norrec had not. “Have you, Fauztin? They say Vizjerei can summon demons to do their
bidding.”

“If 1 could do that, do you think I would be scrounging in empty labyrinths and tombs?”
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And that comment, more than anything else, had convinced Norrec then to chalk the
villager’s words down as yet another tall tale. In truth, it had not been hard to do.
After al, the only thing that had mattered then to the three had been what mattered
now—uwealth.

Unfortunately, it seemed more and more likely that once again those riches had eluded
them.

As he peered down the passage, Fauztin’s other gloved hand tightened around the spell
staff he wielded. The jeweled top—the source of their light—flared briefly. “I had hoped
| was wrong, but now | fear it isso. We are far from the first to delve this deep into this
place.”

The dlightly graying fighter swore under his breath. He had served under many a
commander in hislife, most of them during the crusades from Westmarch, and from
surviving those various campai gns—often by the skin of his teeth—he had come to one
conclusion. No one could hope to rise in the world without money. He had made it as far
as captain, been broken in rank thrice, then finally retired in disgust after the last debacle.

War had been Norrec’s life since he had been old enough to raise a sword. Once, he had
also had something of afamily, but they were now as dead as hisideals. He still
considered himself a decent man, but decency did not fill one’s stomach. There had to be
another way, Norrec had decided . . .

And so, with his two comrades, he had gone in search of treasure.

Like Sadun, he had his share of scars, but Norrec’s visage otherwise resembled more that
of asimple farmer. Wide brown eyes, with abroad, open face and a strong jaw, he would
have looked at home behind ahoe. Y et, while that vision occasionally appealed to the
sturdy veteran, he knew that he needed the gold to pay for that land. This quest should
have led them to riches far beyond his needs, far beyond hisdreams. . .

Now, it seemed asif it had all been awaste of time and effort . . . again.

Beside him, Sadun Tryst tossed his knife into the air, then expertly caught it at the hilt as
it fell. He did this twice more, clearly thinking. Norrec could just imagine what he
thought about. They had spent months on this particular quest, journeying across the sea
to northern Kehjistan, sleeping in the cold and rain, following false trails and empty
caves, eating whatever vermin they could find when other hunting proved scarce—and all
because of Norrec, the one who had instigated this entire fiasco.

Worse, thisguest had actually come about because of a dream, a dream concerning a
wicked mountain peak bearing some crude resemblance to a dragon’s head. Had he
dreamt of it only once, perhaps twice, Norrec might have forgotten the image, but over
the years, it had repeated itself far too many times. Wherever he had fought, Norrec had
watched for the peak, but to no avail. Then, acomrade—later dead—from these chill
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northern lands had made mention of such a place in passing. Ghosts were said to haunt it
and men who traveled near the mountain often disappeared or were discovered years
later, al flesh stripped from the shattered bones. . .

There and then, Norrec Vizharan had been certain that destiny had tried to call him here.
But if so—why to atomb already vandalized?

The entrance had been well hidden in the rock face, but definitely open to the outside.
That should have been hisfirst clue to the truth, yet Norrec had refused to even see the
discrepancy. All his hopes, all his promises to his companions. . .

“Damn!” He kicked at the nearest wall, only his sturdy boot saving him from a few
broken toes. Norrec threw his sword to the ground, continuing to curse his naOvetE.

“There’s some new general from Westmarch hiring on mercenaries,” Sadun helpfully
suggested. “They say he’s got big ambitions . . .”

“No more war,” muttered Norrec, trying not to showthe pain coursing through his foot.
“No more trying to die for other people’s glory.”

“| just thought—"

The lanky sorcerer tapped the ground once with his staff, seeking the attention of both
his earthier partners. “At this point, it would be foolish not to go on to the central
chamber. Perhaps those who were here before us | eft afew baubles or coins. We did find
afew gold coinsin Tristram. Certainly it would not hurt to search alittle longer, would it,
Norrec?”

He knew that the Vizjerei only sought to assuage his friend’s bitter emotions, but still the
idea managed to take root in the veteran’s mind. All he needed were a few gold coins! He
was still young enough to take a bride, begin anew life, maybe even raise afamily . . .

Norrec picked up his sword, hefting the weapon that had served him so well over the
years. He had kept it cleaned and honed, taking pride in one of the few itemstruly his
own. A look of determination spread across his visage. “Let’s go.”

“You’ve a way with words for one using so few,” Sadun jested to the sorcerer as they
started off.

“And you use so many words for one with so few things worth saying.”
The friendly argument between his companions helped settle Norrec’s troubled mind. It

reminded him of other times, when, between the three of them, they had persevered
through worse difficulties.
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Y et, the talk died as they approached what surely had to be the last and most significant
chamber. Fauztin called a halt, staring briefly at the jewel atop the staff.

“Before we proceed inside, the two of you had better light torches.”

They had saved the torches for emergencies, the sorcerer’s staff serving well until now.
Fauztin said no more, but as Norrec used tinder to light his, he wondered if the

Vizjerel had finally noted sorcery of some significance. If so, then perhaps there till
remained some sort of treasure. . .

With his own torch lit, Norrec used it to set Sadun’s ablaze. Now surrounded with more
secure illumination, the trio set off again.

“l swear,” grumbled the wiry Sadun, a few moments later. “I swear that the hair on the
back of my head’s standing on end!”

Norrec felt the same. Neither fighter argued when the Vizjerei took the lead. The clans of
the Far East had long studied the magical arts and Fauztin’s people had studied them
longer than most. If a situation arose where sorcery had to take a hand, certainly it made
sense to leave it to the thin spellcaster. Norrec and Sadun would be there to guard him
from other assaults.

The arrangement had worked so far.

Unlike the heavy boots of the warriors, the sandaled feet of Fauztin made no sound as he
walked. The mage stretched forth his staff and Norrec noticed that, despite its power, the
jewel failed to illuminate much. Only the torches seemed to act as they should.

“This is old and powerful. Our predecessors may not have been so fortunate as we first
believed. We may find some treasure yet.”

And possibly more. Norrec’s grip on the sword tightened to the point that his knuckles
whitened. He wanted gold, but he also wanted to live to spend it.

With the staff proving unreliable, the two fighters took to the front. That did not mean
that Fauztin would no longer be of any aid to the band. Even now, the veteran knew, his
magical companion thought out the quickest, surest spells for whatever they might
encounter.

“It looks as dark as the grave in there,” Sadun mumbled.
Norrec said nothing. Now afew steps ahead of both his comrades, he became the first to
actually reach the chamber itself. Despite the dangers that might lurk within, he almost

felt drawn toiit, asif somethinginside called to him . . .

A blinding brilliance overwhelmed the trio.

ABC Anber LIT Converter
http://ww. processtext.confabclit. htm



ABC Anber LIT Converter
http://ww. processtext.com abclit. htm

“Gods!” snapped Sadun. “I can’t see!”
“Give it a moment,” cautioned the sorcerer. “It will pass.”

And so it did, but as his eyes adjusted, Norrec Vizharan at last beheld asight so
remarkable that he had to blink twice to make certain it was not afigment of his desires.

The walls were covered in intricate, jeweled patterns in which even he could sense the
magic. Precious stones of every type and hue abounded in each pattern, blanketing the
chamber in an astonishing display of refracted and reflected colors. In addition, below
those magical symbols and no less eye-catching were the very treasures for which the trio
had come. Mounds of gold, mounds of silver, mounds of jewels. They added to the
overal glitter, making the chamber brighter than day. Each time either fighter shifted his
torch, the lighting further altered the appearance of the room, adding new dimensions
equally as startling as the last.

Y et, as breathtaking as all this looked, one shocking sight dampened Norrec’s
enthusiasm greatly.

Strewn across the floor as far as he could see were the many mangled and decaying
forms of those who had preceded him and his friends to this foreboding place.

Sadun held historch toward the nearest one, an almost fleshless corpse still clad in
rotting leather armor. “Must’ve been some battle here.”

“These men did not all die at the same time.”

Norrec and the smaller soldier looked to Fauztin, who had atroubled expression on his
generally emotionless countenance.

“What’s that you mean?”

“l mean, Sadun, that some of them have clearly been dead for far longer, even centuries.
This one near your feet is one of the newest. Some of those over there are but bones.”

The slight warrior shrugged. “Either way, from the looks of it, they all died pretty nasty.”
“There is that.”

“So . .. what killed them?”

Here Norrec answered. “Look there. | think they slew each other.”

The two corpses he pointed at each had blades thrust into one another’s midsections.
One, with his mouth still open in what seemed alast, horrified cry, wore garments akin to
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the other mummified body by Sadun’s feet. The other wore only scraps of clothing and
only afew strands of hair covered an otherwise clean skeleton.

“You must be mistaken,” the Vizjerei replied with a slight shake of his head. “The one
warrior is clearly much older than the other.”

So Norrec would have supposed if not for the blade thrust into the other corpse’s torso.
Still, the deaths of two men long, long ago had little bearing on present circumstances.
“Fauztin, do you sense anything? Is there some sort of trap here?”

The gaunt figure held his staff before the chamber for a moment, then lowered it again,
his disgust quite evident. “There are too many conflicting forces in here, Norrec. | can get
no accurate sense of what to seek. | sense nothing directly dangerous—yet.”

To the side, Sadun fairly hopped about in impatience. “So do we leave all of this, leave
all our dreams, or do we take a little risk and gather ourselves a few empires’ worth of
coin?”

Norrec and the sorcerer exchanged glances. Neither could see any reason not to continue,
especialy with so many enticements before them. The veteran warrior finally settled the
matter by taking afew steps further into the master chamber. When no great bolt of
lightning nor demonic creature struck him down, Sadun and the Vizjerei quickly
followed suit.

“There must be a couple dozen at least.” Sadun leapt over two skeletal corpses still
trapped in struggle. “And that’s not counting the ones in little pieces . ..”

“Sadun, shut your mouth or I’ll do it for you . . .” Now that he actually walked among
them, Norrec wanted no more discussion concerning the dead treasure hunters. It till
bothered him that so many had clearly died violently. Surely someone had survived. But,
if so, why did the coins and other treasure look virtually untouched?

And then something el se tore his thoughts from those questions, the sudden realization
that beyond the treasure, at the very far end of the chamber, a dais stood atop a naturally
formed set of steps. More important, atop that dais lay mortal remains still clad in armor.

“Fauztin . . .” Once the mage had come to his side, Norrec pointed to the dais and
muttered, “What do you make of that?”

Fauztin’s only reply was to purse his thin lips and carefully make his way toward the
platform. Norrec followed close behind.

“It would explain so much . . .” he heard the Vizjerei whisper. “It would explain so many
conflicting magical signatures and so many signs of power . . .”

“What’re you talking about?”
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The sorcerer finally looked back at him. “Come closer and see for yourself.”

Norrec did just that. The sense of unease that had earlier filled him now amplified as the
veteran peered at the macabre display atop the platform.

He had been aman of military aspirations, that much Norrec could at |east tell, even if of
the garments only afew tattered remains existed. The fine leather boots lay tipped to each
side, pieces of the pants sticking out of them. What likely had once been a silk shirt could
barely be seen under the majestic breastplate |ying askew on therib cage. Underneath
that, blackened bits of aformerly regal robe covered much of the upper half of the
platform. Well-crafted gauntlets and gutter-shaped plates, vambraces, gave theillusion of
arms still sinewy and fleshbound; whereas other plates, these overlapping, did the same
for the shoulders. Less successful was the armor on the legs, which, along with the bones
there, lay askew, asif something had disturbed them at some point.

“Do you see it?” Fauztin asked.

Not certain what exactly he meant, Norrec squinted. Other than the fact that the armor
itself seemed colored an unsettling yet familiar shade of red, he could see nothing that
would have—

No head. The body on the dais had no head. Norrec glanced past the dais, saw no trace
on the floor. He made mention of that to the sorcerer.

“Yes, it is exactly as described,” the lanky figure swept toward the platform, almost too
eager in the veteran’s mind. Fauztin stretched out a hand but held back at the very last
moment from touching what lay upon it. “The body placed with the top to the north. The
head and helm, separated already in battle, now separated in time and distance in order to
ensure an absolute end to the matter. The marks of power set into the walls, thereto
counter and contain the darkness still within the corpse . . . but. . .” Fauztin’s voice
trailed off as he continued to stare.

“But what?”

The mage shook his head. “Nothing, I suppose. Perhaps just being so near to him
unsettles my nerves more than | like to admit.”

By now somewhat exasperated with Fauztin’s murky words, Norrec gritted his teeth. “So
... who is he? Some prince?”

“By Heaven, no! Do you not see?” One gloved finger pointed at the red breast plate.
“This is the lost tomb of Bartuc, lord of demons, master of darkest sorcery—"

“The Warlord of Blood.”” The words escaped Norrec as little more than a gasp. He knew
very well the tales of Bartuc, who had risen among the ranks of sorcerers, only to later
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turn to the darkness, to the demons. Now the redness of the armor made perfect and
horrible sense; it was the color of human blood.

In his madness, Bartuc, who even the demons who had first seduced him had eventually
come to fear, had bathed himself before each battle in the blood of previously fallen foes.
His armor, once brilliant gold, had become forever stained by his sinful acts. He had
razed cities to the ground, committed atrocities unbounded, and would have continued on
forever—so the stories went—if not for the desperate acts of his own brother, Horazon,
and other Vizjerel sorcerers who had used what knowledge they retained of the ancient,
more natural magics to defeat the fiend. Bartuc and his demon host had been slaughtered
just short of victory, the warlord himself decapitated just in the midst of casting adire
counterspell.

Still untrusting of his brother’s vast power even in death, Horazon had commanded that
Bartuc’s body forever be hidden from the sight of men. Why they had not simply burned
it, Norrec did not know, but certainly he would have tried. Regardless, rumors had arisen
shortly thereafter of places where the Warlord of Blood had been laid to rest. Many had
sought out histomb, especially those of the black arts interested in possible lingering
magic, but no one had ever claimed to truly find it.

The Vizjerei likely knew more detail than Norrec, but the veteran fighter understood all
too well what they had found. Legend had it that for atime Bartuc had livedamong
Norrec’s own people, that perhaps some of those with whom the soldier had grown up
had been, in fact, descendants of the monstrous despot’s followers. Y es, Norrec knew
very well the legacy of the warlord.

He shuddered and, without thinking, began to back away from the dais. “Fauztin . . .
we’re leaving this place.”

“But surely, my friend—"
“We’re leaving.”
The cowled figure studied Norrec’s eyes, then nodded. “Perhaps you are right.”

Grateful, Norrec turned to his other companion. “Sadun! Forget everything! We’re
leaving here! Now—"

Something near the shadowed mouth of the chamber caught his attention, something that
moved—and that was not Sadun Tryst. The third member of the party presently engaged
himself in trying to fill a sack with every manner of jewel he could find.

“Sadun!” snapped the older fighter. “Drop the sack! Quick!”

The thing near the entrance shuffled forward.
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“Are you mad?” Sadun called, not even bothering to look over his shoulder. “This is all
we’ve dreamed about!”

A clatter of movement caught Norrec’s attention, a clatter of movement from more than
one direction. He swallowed as the original figure moved better into view.

The empty sockets of the mummified warrior they had first stepped over greeted his own
terrified gaze.

“Sadun! Look to your back!”

Now at last he had his partner’s attention. The wiry soldier dropped the sack instantly,
whirling about and pulling his blade free. However, when he saw what both Norrec and
Fauztin already faced, Sadun Tryst’s countenance turned as pale as bone.

One by one they began to rise, from corpse to skeleton, those who had preceded the trio
to this tomb. Now Norrec understood why no one had ever |eft alive and why he and his
friends might soon be added to the grisly ranks.

“Kosorag!™

One of the skeletons nearest to the sorcerer vanished in aburst of orange flame. Fauztin
pointed afinger at another, a half-clad ghoul with some traces of his former face till
remaining. The Vizjere repeated the word of power.

Nothing happened.

“My spell—" Stunned, Fauztin failed to notice another skeleton on his left now raising a
rusted but still serviceable sword and clearly intending to sever the mage’s head from his
body.

“Watch it!” Norrec deflected the blow, then thrust. Unfortunately, his attack did nothing,
the blade ssimply passing through the rib cage. In desperation, he kicked at his horrific
foe, sending the skeleton crashing into another of the shambling undead.

They were outnumbered several times over by foes who could not be slain by normal
means. Norrec saw Sadun, cut off from his two friends, leap to the top of a mound of
coins and try to defend himself from two nightmarish warriors, one a cadaverous husk,
the other a partial skeleton with one good arm. Several more closed in from behind those
two.

“Fauztin! Can you do anything?”

“l am trying a different spell!”

Againthe Vizjerei called out aword: this time the two creatures battling with Sadun
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froze in place. Not one to miss such an opportunity, Tryst swung at the pair with all his
might.

Both ghouls shattered into countless pieces, their entire top halves scattered on the stone
floor.

“Your powers are back!” Norrec’s hopes rose.

“They never left me. | fear | have only one chance to use each spell—and most of those
still remaining take much time to cast!”

Norrec had no chance to comment on the terrible news, for his own situation had grown
even more desperate. He traded quick strikes with first one, then two of the encroaching
ranks of undead. The ghouls seemed slow in reaction, for which he gave some thanks, but
numbers and perseverance would eventually pay off for these ghastly guardians of the
warlord’s tomb. Those who had planned thislast trap had planned well, for each party
that entered added to the ranks that would attack the next. Norrec could imagine where
the first undead had come from. He had remarked to his friends early on that although the
three had come across sprung traps and dead creatures, no bodies had been found until
the skull with the spike in its head. The first party to discover Bartuc’s tomb surely had
lost some of its numbers on the trek inside, never knowing that those dead comrades
would become the survivors’ greatest nightmare. And so, with each new group, the ranks
of guardians had grown—with Norrec, Sadun, and Fauztin now set to be added.

One of the mummified corpses cut at Norrec’s left arm. The veteran used the torch in his
other hand to ignite the dry flesh, turning the zombie into awalking inferno. Risking his
foot, Norrec kicked the fiery creature into its comrade.

Despite that success, though, the horde of unliving continued to press al three back.

“Norrec!” shouted Sadun from somewhere. “Fauztin! They’re coming at me from
everywhere!”

Neither could help him, though, both as harried. The mage beat off one skeleton with his
staff, but two more quickly filled in the space left. The creatures had begun to move with
more fluidity and greater swiftness. Soon,no advantage whatsoever would remain for
Norrec and his friends.

Separating him from Fauztin, three ghoulish warriors pressed Norrec Vizharan up the
steps and finally against the dais. The bones of the Warlord of Blood rattled in the armor,
but, much to the hard pressed veteran’s relief, Bartuc did not rise to command this
infernal army.

A flash of smoke alerted him to the fact that the sorcerer had managed to deal with yet
another of the undead, but Norrec knew that Fauztin could not handle all of them. So far,
neither of the fighters had managed much more than a momentary stalemate. Without
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flesh for their blades to penetrate, without vital organs that could be skewered, knives and
swords meant nothing.

The thought of one day rising as one of these and moving to slay the next hapless
intruders sent a shiver down Norrec’s spine. He moved along the side of the dais as best
he could, trying to find some path by which to escape. To his shame, Norrec knew that he
would have happily abandoned his comrades if an opening to freedom had abruptly
materialized.

His strength flagged. A blade caught him in the thigh. The pain not only made him cry
out, but caused Norrec to lose his grip on his sword. The weapon clattered down the
steps, disappearing behind the encroaching ghouls.

His leg nearly buckling, Norrec waved the torch at the oncoming attackers with one hand
while his other sought some hold on the platform. However, instead of stone his grasping
fingers took hold of cold metal that offered no support whatsoever.

Hiswounded leg finally gave out. Norrec slipped to one knee, pulling the metallic object
he had accidentally grabbed with him.

Thetorch flew away. A sea of grotesque faces filled the warrior’s horrified view as
Norrec attempted to right himself. The desperate treasure hunter raised the hand with
which he had tried to garner some hold, asif by silently beseeching the undead for mercy
he could forestall the inevitable.

Only at the last did he realize that the hand he had raised now had somehow become clad
in metal—a gauntlet.

The very same gauntlet that he earlier had seen on the skeleton of Bartuc.

Even as this startling discovery registered in his mind, aword that Norrec did not
understand ripped forth from his mouth, echoing throughout the chamber. The jeweled
patterns in the walls flared bright, brighter, and the unearthly foes of thetrio frozein
place.

Another word, this one even less intelligible, burst free from the stunned veteran. The
patterns of power grew blinding, burning—

—and exploded.
A fearsome wave of pure energy tore through the chamber, coursing over the undead.
Shards flew everywhere, forcing Norrec to fold himself into as small abundle as

possible. He prayed that the end would be relatively quick and painless.

The magic consumed the undead where they stood. Bones and dried flesh burned as
readily as oil tinder. Their weapons melted, creating piles of slag and ash.
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Y et, it did not touch any of the party.
“What’s happening? What’s happening?” he heard Sadun cry.

The inferno moved with acute precision, sweeping over the tomb’s guardians but nothing
else. Astheir numbers dwindled, so too did the intensity of the force, until at last neither
remained. The chamber became plunged into near darkness, the only illumination now
the two torches and the little bit of light reflected by the many ruined stones.

Norrec gaped at the devastating results, wondering what he had just wrought and
whether somehow it heralded an even more terrible situation. He then stared down at the
gauntlet, afraid to leaveit on, but equally fearful of what might happen if he tried to
removeit.

“They . .. they have all been devoured,” Fauztin managed, the Vizjerei forcing himself
to hisfeet. His robe had been cut in many places and the thin mage held one arm where
blood still flowed from a nasty wound.

Sadun hopped down from where he had been battling. Remarkably, he looked entirely
uninjured. “But how?”

How, indeed? Norrec flexed his gloved fingers. The metal felt ailmost like a second skin,
far more comfortable than he could have thought possible. Some of the fear faded as the
possibilities of what else he might be able to do became more obvious.

“Norrec,” came Fauztin’s voice. “When did you put that on?”

He paid no attention, instead thinking that it might be interesting to try the other
gauntlet—Dbetter yet, the entire suit—and see how it felt. As ayoung recruit, he had once
dreamed of rising to the rank of general and garnering his riches through victory in battle.
Now that old, long faded dream seemed fresh and, for the first time, so very possible. . .

A shadow loomed over his hand. He looked up to see the sorcerer eyeing him in concern.
“Norrec. My friend. Perhaps you should take off that glove.”

Take it off? Suddenly, the notion of doing so made absolutely no sense to the soldier.
The gauntlet had been the only thing that had saved their lives! Why take it off? Could it .
.. could it be that the Vizjerei simply coveted it for himself? In things magic, Fauztin’s
kind knew no loyalty. If Norrec did not give him the gauntlet, the odds were that Fauztin
might simply just take it when his comrade could not stop him.

A part of the veteran’s mind tried to dismiss the hateful notions. Fauztin had saved his
life more than once. He and Sadun were Norrec’s best—and only—friends. The eastern
mage would certainly not try something so base . . . would he?
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“Norrec, listen to me!” An edge of emotion, perhaps envy, perhaps fear, touched the
other’s voice. “It is vital right now that you take that gauntlet off. We shall put it back on
the platform—"

“What is it?” Sadun called. “What’s wrong with him, Fauztin?”

Norrec became convinced that he had been right the first time. The sorcerer wanted his
glove.

“Sadun. Ready your blade. We may have to—"
“My blade? You want me to use it on Norrec?”

Something within the older fighter took control. Norrec watched asif from a distance as
the gauntleted hand darted out and caught the Vizjerel by the throat.

“Sa-Sadun! Hiswrist! Cut at his—"

Out of the corner of his eye, Norrec saw his other companion hesitate, then raise his
weapon to attack. A fury such as he had never experienced consumed the veteran. The
world grew to abloody red . . . then turned to utter blackness.

And in that blackness, Norrec Vizharan heard screams.

Two

In the land of Aranoch, at the very northern fringe of the vast, oppressive desert which
made up much of that land, the small but resolute army of General Augustus Malevolyn
remained encamped. They had set up camp some weeks previous for reasons that still
mystified most of the soldiers, but no one dared question the decisions of the general.
Most of these men had followed Maevolyn since his early days in Westmarch, and their
fanaticism to his cause remained without question. But in silence they wondered why he
seemed unwilling to move on.

Many felt certain that it had to do with the more gaudy tent pitched not far from the
commander’s own, the tent belonging to the witch. Each morning, Malevolyn went to
her, evidently seeking portents of the future and making his decisions based upon those.
In addition, each evening Galeona made her way to the general’s tent—for more personal
matters. How much influence she had over his choices, none could truly say, but it had to
be substantial.

And as the morning sun began to peek over the horizon, the slim, well-groomed figure of
Augustus Malevolyn emerged from his quarters, his pale, clean-shaven features—once
described by a now-deceased rival as “the very visage of Lord Death without the
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kindness inherent”—entirely without expression. Malevolyn stood clad in armor of the
darkest ebony save for the crimson border running along every edge, especially around
the neck. In addition, the symbol of ared fox over three silver swords decorated the
breastplate, the only reminder of the general’s far-flung past. Two aides attended the
genera as he put on ebony and crimson gauntlets that looked as if they had just been
forged. In fact, Malevolyn’s entire suit looked to be in perfect condition, the result of
nightly cleanings by soldiers trained to understand what even a single hint of rust might
mean to their lives.

Fully covered save for his head, Maevolyn marched directly toward the sanctum of his
sorceress, his mistress. Resembling something of a tentmaker’s nightmare, the abode of
Galeonalooked asif it had been put together like a quilt, with patches of more than two
dozen shades of color sewn together over and over. Only those like the general, who saw
beyond the facade, might have noticed that the various colors created specific patterns
and only those cognizant of the inner workings of sorcery would have known the power
inherent in those patterns.

Behind Malevolyn the two aides followed, in the arms of one a covered burden that
vaguely resembled something akin in shape to a head. The officer carrying the object
moved uneasily, asif what he held filled him with distrust and not allittle fear.

The commander did not bother to announce himself, yet just as he reached the closed
flap of the witch’s tent, a feminine voice, both deep and taunting, bid him enter.

Even though sunlight now toyed with the encampment, the interior of Galeona’s tent
appeared so dark that, if not for the single oil lamp dangling from the middle of the
ceiling, the general and his aides would not have been able to see more than afoot
beyond their noses. Had that been so, they would have missed quite a sight, indeed.

Pouches and flasks and items unnamed hung everywhere. Although once offered a case
in which to house her wares, the sorceress had declined, finding some purpose in hanging
each piece by noose in carefully preselected locations. General Malevolyn did not
guestion this idiosyncrasy; so long as he received his desired answers, Galeona could
have hung dry corpses from the ceiling and he would have made no comment.

She nearly did just that. While many of her prizes remained thankfully hidden within
containers, those that dangled free included the desiccated forms of severa rare creatures
and various components of others. In addition, there were a few items that |ooked to have
come from human sources, although full identification would have required too close an
inspection.

To further add to the uneasiness her sanctum engendered in all save her commander and
lover, the single lamp somehow created shadows that did not move in conjunction with
normal reasoning. Ofttimes, Malevolyn’s men would see the flame flicker in one
direction, but a shadow move in another. The shadows in general also made the tent seem
much larger inside than its outer dimensions warranted, asif by stepping in, the
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newcomers had entered a place not entirely set in the mortal plane.

And as the centerpiece to this unsettling and distracting chamber, the sorceress Galeona
presented the most arresting and yet also disturbing vision of all. As she rose from the
multicolored pillows covering the patterned carpet below, afire stirred within each man.
Lush, cascading black hair fell back to reveal around, enticing countenance marked by
full red and inviting lips, a generous but pleasing nose, and deep, so very deep, green
eyes matched only by the sharp emerald ones of the general himself. Thick lashes half-
draped over those eyes as the witch seemed to devour each newcomer in turn simply by
looking at him.

“My general . . .” she purred, each word a promise.

Built voluptuously, Galeona displayed her assets as she did every weapon at her
command. Her gown had been purposely cut aslow asit could without failing itsmost
basic function, and glittering jewels accented the edges near her chest. When she moved,
she moved asif the wind gently pushed her aong, her thin garments billowing
seductively around her.

The visible effect of her charms on Maevolyn proved to be little more than a slight
touch of his gloved hand on her deep-brown cheek, which the sorceress accepted asif he
caressed her with the softest fur. She smiled, revealing teeth perfect save that they had a
slight catlike sharpness to them.

“Galeona ... my Galeona. . . slept you well?”
“When | actually slept . . . my general.”

He chuckled. “Yes, the same myself.” His very slight smile faded abruptly, “Until | had
the dream.”

“Dream?” The momentary intake of breath before she spoke signaled well enough that
Galeonatook this comment not at all lightly.

“Yes . ..” He moved past her, staring at without actually seeing one of the more macabre
pieces of her collection. He toyed with it, moved one of the joints, while he spoke. “The
Warlord of Blood arisen . . .”

She swept over to him, adark angel now at his shoulder, her eyes wide with anticipation.
“Tell me all, my general, tell me all . . .”

“l saw the armor without the man struggle from the grave, then bone filled the armor,
with muscle and tendon joining afterward. Then flesh covered the body, but it was not
Bartuc as his images have shown.” The ebony clad officer seemed disappointed. “A
rather mundane face, if anything, but artisans were never known for carvings such as
those. Perhaps this was the face of the warlord, although he seemed more a frightened
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soul in my dream . ..”
“Is that it?”

“No, I saw blood then, on his face, and after it appeared he marched off. | saw mountains
give way tohills and hills to sand and then | saw him sink into that sand . . . and there the
dream ended.”

One of the other officers caught sight of a shadow in one far corner of the tent. It moved,
shifting toward the general. Trained by experience not to speak of such things, he
swallowed and held his tongue, hoping that the shadow would not, at some later point,
turn in his own direction.

Galeona draped herself against General Malevolyn’s breastplate, looking up into his
eyes. “Have you ever had this dream before, my general?”

“You would have known.”

“Yes, | would’ve. You know how important it is to tell me everything.” She separated
from him, returning to the pile of plush pillows. A glimmer of sweat covered every
revealed portion of her body. “And this most important of all. . . . For this is no ordinary
dream, no it is not.”

“l suspected as much myself.” He waved one negligent hand toward the aide who carried
the cloth-covered object. The man stepped forward, at the same time ripping away the
material in order to reveal what lay beneath.

Ahelmet with aridged crest glistened in the weak light of the single lamp. Old but intact,
it would have covered most of the head and visage of its wearer, leaving but two
narrowed gaps for the eyes, a dight passage for the nose, and a wider but still narrow
horizontal gash for the mouth. The back of the helmet hung low, protecting the neck
there, but leaving the throat itself completely open.

Even in the dim illumination one could clearly discern that the helmet had been col ored
bloodred.

“l thought you might need Bartuc’s helm.”

“You may be right.” Galeona separated herself from Malevolyn, reaching out for the
artifact. Her fingers brushed the aide’s own and the man shivered. With the general
facing away from her and the second officer unable to see from his angle, the sorceress
took the opportunity to let one hand briefly caress the aide’s wrist. She had tasted him
once or twice when her appetite had demanded some change of pace, but knew that he
would never daretell his commander of their encounters. Malevolyn would be more
likely to have him executed rather than his valued witch.
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She took the helmet and placed it on the ground near where she had originally been
sitting. The general dismissed his men, then joined Galeonathere, placing himself
directly across from her.

“Do not fail me, my dear. | am adamant in this.”

For the first time, a bit of Galeona’s confidence dissipated. Augustus had always been a
man of hisword, especially when it came to the fates of those who did not live up to his
expectations.

Hiding her concern, the dark sorceress placed her hands palm down on the top of the
helmet. The general removed his gauntlets and did the same.

The flame in the lamp flickered, seemed to shrink to nearly nothing. The shadows
spread, thickened, and yet somehow also seemed more alive, more independent of the
frail light. That they had a surreal, unworldly sense to them did not bother General
Malevolyn in the least, though. He knew of some of the powers with which Galeona
conversed and suspected others. As amilitary man with imperial ambitions, he saw all as
useful toolsto his cause.

“Like calls to like, blood to blood . . .” The words slipped readily from Galeona’s full
lips. She had uttered this litany many times for her patron. “Let that which was his call to
that which was his! What the shadow of Bartuc wore must be linked again!”

Malevolyn felt his pulse quicken. The world seemed to pull back from him. Galeona’s
words echoed, became the only focus.

At first he saw nothing but an eternal gray. Then, before his eyes, an image coalesced in
the grayness, animage somewhat familiar to him. He saw again Bartuc’s armor and the
fact that someone wore it now, but this time the general grew certain that the man before
him could not possibly be the legendary warlord.

“Who?” he hissed. “Who?”

Galeona did not answer him, her eyes closed, her head bent back in concentration. A
shadow moved behind her, one that Malevolyn vaguely thought resembled some large
insect. Then, as the image before him grew, he threw his attention wholly back into
identifying and locating this stranger.

“A warrior,” the sorceress murmured. “A man of many campaigns.”

“Forget that! Where is he? Is he close?”” The warlord’s armor! After so very long, so
many falsetrails. . .

She twitched from effort. Maevolyn did not care, willing to push her to the very limits
and beyond if necessary.
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“Mountains . . . cold, chill peaks . ..”

No help there, the world was filled with mountains, especialy the north and across the
Twin Seas. Even Westmarch had its share.

Galeona shuddered twice. “Blood calls to blood . . .”
He gritted his teeth. Why repeat herself?
“Blood calls to blood!””

She teetered, nearly losing her grip on the helmet. Her link to the spell all but broke.
Malevolyn did his best to maintain the vision on his own even though his own magical
skills paled in comparison to Galeona’s. Yet, for a moment, he managed to fix better on
that face. Simple. Nothing at all like aleader. In some ways, panic stricken. Not
cowardly, but clearly far out of hiselement. . . .

The image began to falter. The general silently swore. The armor had been found by
some damned foot soldier or deserter who likely had no idea of either itsvalue or its
power. “Whereishe?”

The vision faded away with such abruptness that itstartled even him. At the same time,
the dark witch let out a gasp and fell back onto the many pillows, completely shattering
the spell.

A tremendous force threw Malevolyn’s hands from the helmet. A string of harsh epithets
burst from the general’s mouth.

With amoan, Galeona slowly rose to a sitting position. She held her head with one hand
as shelooked at Malevolyn.

He, in turn, considered whether or not to have her whipped. To entice him with the fact
that the armor had been found and then to leave him without the knowledge of where it
was.

She read his dark look and what it likely meant for her. “I haven’t failed you, my
general! After all this time, Bartuc’s legacy is yours to fulfill!”

“Fulfill?” Malevolyn rose, barely able to keep his frustration and fury in check. “Fulfill?
Bartuc commanded demons! He spread his power over much of the world!” The pale
commander gestured at the helmet. “I bought that from the peddler as a memento, a
symbol of the might | sought to gain! A false artifact, | thought, but well done! The
Helmet of Bartuc!” The general let out a harsh laugh. “Only when I put it on did I realize
the truth—that it was the helmet!”
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“Yes, my general!” Galeona quickly rose and put her hands on his chest, her fingers
caressing the metal as if it were his own flesh. “And you began to have the dreams, the
visions of—”"

“Bartuc. . . I’ve seen his victories, seen his glories, seen his strength! I’ve lived them all
...—Malevolyn’s tone grew increasingly bitter—"but only in my dreams.”

“It was fate that brought the helmet to you! Fate and the spirit of Bartuc, don’t you see?
He means for you to be his successor, trust me,” the witch cooed. “There can be no
reason, for you’re the only one to see these visions without my aid!”

“True.” After the first two incidents, each during a period in which Malevolyn had worn
the helmet, the general had commanded afew of his most trusted officers to try the
artifact on for themselves. Even those who had worn it for several hours had admitted to
no subsequent dreams of their own. That, to Augustus Malevolyn, had been proof enough
that he had been chosen by the spirit of the warlord to take on his glorious mantle.

Malevolyn knew all that any mortal man could know of Bartuc. He studied every
document, researched every legend. While many in the past have shrunken away from the
warlord’s dark and demonic history—fearing some taint spreading to themselves—the
general had devoured each scrap of information.

He could match Bartuc in strategy and physical strength, but Maevolyn himself wielded
only the least bit of magic. Barely enough to light a candle. Galeona had provided him
with more sorcery—not to mention other pleasures—but to truly be able to emulate the
warlord’s glory, Malevolyn needed some manner by which to summon and command not
one demon, butmany.

The armor would open that path for him, of that he had become obsessively certain.
Malevolyn’s extensive research had indicated that Bartuc had imbued the suit with
formidable enchantments. The general’s own meager powers had already been
augmented by the helmet; surely the complete, ensorcelled suit would give him what he
desired. Surely the shade of Bartuc wanted that. The visions had to be asign.

“There is one thing | can tell you, my general,” the sorceress whispered. “One thing to
encourage you in your quest . . .”

He seized her by her arms. “What? What is it?”

She grimaced momentarily from the pain of his grip. “He—the fool who wears the armor
now—he comes nearer!”

“To us?”

“Perhaps, if the helmet and the rest are meant to be with one another, but even if not so,
the closer he comes, the better I’ll be able to specifically locate him!” Galeona pulled one
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arm free, then touched Malevolyn’s chin. “You can wait just a little longer, my love. Just
a little longer. . . .”

Releasing her, the general considered. “You will check each morning and each evening!
Y ou will spare no effort! The moment you can identify where this cretin is located, |
must know! We shall march immediately after! Nothing must stand between me and my
destiny!”

He seized the helmet and, without another word, departed from her tent, his aides
quickly falling into line behind him. Malevolyn’s mind raced as he pictured himself in
the ensorcelled armor. Demonic legions would rise to his command. Citieswould fall. An
empire spanning . . . spanning the world. . . would spring up.

Augustus Malevolyn hugged the helmet amost protectively as he returned to his own
guarters. Galeona had the right of it. He only had to be alittle more patient. The armor
would come to him.

“I will do as you once dreamed of doing,” he whispered to the absent shade of Bartuc.
“Your legacy will be my destiny!” The general’s eyes gleamed. “And soon . . .”

The witch shuddered as Malevolyn vanished through the tent’s flap. He had grown more
unstable of late, especially the longer he wore the ancient helm. On one occasion she had
even caught him speaking as if he were the Warlord of Blood himself. Galeona knew that
the helmet—and likely all the armor—contained some mysterious magical force, but as
of yet she had been able to neither identify nor control it.

If she could control it . . . she would not need her lover any longer. A pity in some ways,
but there were always other males. Other more malleable males.

A voice broke the silence, a scratchy, deep voice that even to the witch sounded
something akin to the buzzing of a thousand dying flies. “Patience is virtue . . . this one
should know! One hundred twenty-three years on this mortal plane in search of the
warlord! So long . . . and now it comes together . . .”

Galeona looked around at the shadows, searching for onein particular. She finally
noticed it in afar corner of the tent, a wavering, insect-like figure only visible to one who
truly looked close. “Be silent! Someone may hear!”

“No one hears when this one chooses,” the voice rasped. “Know you that well, human—

“Then quiet your voice for my sanity, Xazax.” The dark-skinned sorceress stared at the
shadow but did not approach it. Even after al thistime, she did not entirely trust her
constant companion.

“So tender the ears of a human.” The shadow took more form, now resembling a specific
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insect, apraying mantis. Y et, such a mantis would have been more than seven feet tal, if
not more. “So soft and failing their bodies—”

“You’d do well not to talk of failures.”

A low, chittering noise spread throughout the tent. Galeona steeled herself, knowing that
her companion did not like to be corrected.

Xazax moved, shifting closer. “Tell this one of the vision shared.”

“You saw it.”

“But this one would hear it from you. . . . Please . . . indulge this one.”

“Very well.” Taking a deep breath, she described in as good detail as she could the man
and the armor. Xazax surely had seen everything, but for some reason the fool always
made her go over the visions. Galeona tried tohurry matters by ignoring the man for the
most part, going more into the armor itself and the landscape vaguely seen in the

background.

Xazax suddenly cut her off. “This one knows that the armor is true! This one knows that
it wanders this mortal plane! The human! What about the human?”

“Perfectly ordinary. Nothing special about him.”

“Nothing is ordinary! Describe!”

“A soldier. Plain of face. A simple fighter, probably the son of farmers, from the looks of
him. Nothing extraordinary. Some poor fool who stumbled onto the armor and, as the

general clearly thinks, has no idea what it is.”

Again the chittering. The shadow withdrew slightly. When Xazax spoke, he sounded
extremely disappointed. “Certain that this mortal journeys nearer?”

“So it seems.”

The murky form grew still. Xazax clearly had something in mind. Galeonawaited . . .
and waited some more. Xazax had no concept of time where others were concerned, only
when it came to his own needs and desires.

Two flashes of deep yellow momentarily appeared where the head of the shadow seemed
to be. What might have been the outline of an appendage ending in three clawed digits
shifted momentarily into sight, then quickly vanished again.

“Let him come, then. This one will have decided by then whether one puppet is better
than another . . .” Xazax’s form grew indistinct. All semblance of a mantis, of any
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creature, faded away. “Let him come . . .”
The shadow melted into the darkened corners.

Galeona swore to herself. She had learned much from the foul creature, increased her
power in so many ways because of his past guidance. Y et, much more than Augustus she
would have preferred disposing of Xazax, being rid of his horrid self. The genera could
be manipulated to a point, but not so her secret companion. With Xazax, the sorceress
played a continual game of cat and mouse and too often she felt like the latter of the two
creatures. However, one did not simply break a pact with Xazax’s kind; if done without
precautions, Galeona might find herself minus her limbs and her head—all before he
finaly let her die.

And that made her consider at last something new.

He who wore Bartuc’s armor certainly looked to be a warrior, a fighter, and, as she had
also described him, a simple man, too. In other words, afool. Galeona knew well how to
manipulate such. As aman, he would be defensel ess against her charms; as afool, he
would never realize that fact.

She would have to see how matters went with both the general and Xazax. If it seemed
one or the other still worked to her advantage, Galeona would do what she could to tip
the balance that way. Malevolyn with the armor his to command could certainly deal with
her shadowy partner. However, if Xazax gained the ensorcelled artifacts first, truly he
would be the oneto follow.

Still, the stranger remained a possibility. Certainly he could be led around by the nose,
told what to do. He presented potential where the other two presented risk.

Y es, Galeonaintended to keep an eye on thisfool for her own good. He would be far
more susceptible to her desires than an ambitious and slightly mad military commander—
and certainly far less dangerous than a demon.

Three

Blood.

“By all that’s holy, Norrec? What’ve you done?”

“Norrec. My friend. Perhaps you should take off that glove.”
Blood.

“Damn you! Damn you!”’
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“Sa-Sadun! Hiswrist! Cut—"

Blood everywhere.

“Norrec! For god’s sake! My arm!™

“Norrec!”

“Norrec!”

The blood of those closest to him. . . .

“Nooo!”

Norrec raised his head, screaming before he even knew he had awakened. A chill wind
snapped him to full consciousness and for the first time he noticed the intense pain in his

right cheek. Without thinking much, he put a hand to that cheek.

Cold metal brushed his skin. With a start, Norrec looked at the hand—a hand clothed in
acrimson gauntlet, areddish liquid now staining the fingertips.

Blood.

With great trepidation, he returned his hand to his cheek, touching the flesh with one
finger now. By that means, Norrec discovered that he bled in three places. Three valleys
had been gouged in his cheek, asif some animal had clawed him.

“Norrec!”

A flash of memory sent shivers through the veteran. Sadun’s face, contorted in fear not
witnessed by Norrec outside of the most horrible field of battle. Sadun’s eyes pleading,
his mouth open but no more words escaping.

Sadun’s hand . . . tearing desperately at his friend’s face.

“No...” It could not be as Norrec remembered it.

Another image.

Fauztin on the floor of the tomb, blood pooling on the stones nearby, its source the
gaping hole where the Vizjerei’s throat had once been.

The sorcerer, at least, had died relatively quickly.

“No...no...no...” Growing more horrified by the moment, the half-mad soldier
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struggled to hisfeet. Around him he noticed tall hills, even mountains, and the first
glimmers of sunlight. Y et, none of them looked at all familiar. None of them at all
resembled the peak in which he and his friends had discovered the tomb of Bartuc.
Norrec took a step forward, trying to get his bearings.

An unsettling creaking accompanied every motion.
Norrec looked down to discover that not only his hands were clad in metal.

Armor. Everywhere he stared, Norrec only saw the same blood-colored metal plates. He
had thought that his shock and horror could not possibly grow worse, but ssmply gazing
at therest of his body nearly threw the formerly steady soldier into complete panic. His
arms, historso, hislegs, the same crimson armor now hid all. To add to the mockery,
Norrec saw that he even wore Bartuc’s ancient but still serviceable leather boots.

Bartuc . . . Warlord of Blood. Bartuc, whose dark magic had apparently saved the
helpless soldier at the price of Sadun and the sorcerer’s lives.

“Damn you!”” Gazing down at his hands again, Norrec tore at the gauntlets. He tugged as
hard as he could on first the |eft, then the right. Y et, regardless of which Norrec sought to
remove, the metal gloves slid no more than an inch before seeming to catch.

He peered within and, after seeing no impediment, tried once more—but still the
gauntlets would not come off. Worse, as the sun rose, for the first time Norrec could see
that the blood from his injured cheek had not been the only stains upon the metal. Each
finger, even most of each palm, looked asif it had been bathed in arich, red dye.

But it was not dye that covered them.
“Fauztin,” he murmured. “Sadun . ..”

With aroar of outrage, Norrec swung onefist at the nearest rocks, perfectly willing to
break every bonein his hand if only it would mean the release of his hand. Instead,
though, the rock itself gave way in part, the only damage to Norrec being a violent
throbbing throughout his entire arm.

He dropped to his knees. “Nooo . . .”

The wind howled, seeming to mock him. Norrec remained where he was, head cast
down, arms dangling. Fragments of what had happened in the tomb flashed through his
mind, each painting a scene most diabolic. Sadun and Fauztin, both dead . . . both dead
by his hands.

Norrec’s head jerked up again. Not exactly by his hands. The damned gauntlets, one of
which had saved him from the ghoulish sentinels, had done this. Norrec still blamed
himself much for those deaths, for perhaps he might have altered mattersif he had
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removed the first gauntlet immediately, but by himself he would have never slaughtered
his friends.

There had to be away to remove the gloves, even if he had to peel them off piece by
piece, taking some of his skin off with the metal.

Determined to do something for himself, the veteran fighter rose again, trying to better
identify his surroundings. Unfortunately, he saw little more now than he had on first
glance. Mountains and hills. Forest stretching to the north. No sign of habitation, not even
adistant plume of smoke.

And, again, nothing resembling the peak in which Bartuc’s tomb lay.

“Where in Hell—" He broke off quickly, uneasy at even mentioning that dark and
supposedly mythic realm. Even as a child and certainly as a soldier, Norrec had never
believed much in either demons or angels, but the horror to which he had been a part had
changed some of his opinions. Whether or not demons and angels truly existed, the
Warlord of Blood had certainly left a monstrous |egacy—a legacy of which Norrec hoped
to rid himself quickly.

Hoping that perhaps he had simply been too upset the first time he had tried to remove
the gauntlets, Norrec decided to inspect them in yet greater detail. However, as he looked
down, he made yet another horrific discovery.

Not only did blood soil the gloves, but it did so the breastplate, too. Worse, on closer
study, Norrec saw that the blood had not accidentally splattered the armor but had been
purposively and methodically spread acrossit.

Again he shuddered. Quickly returning to the gauntlets, he sought some latch, some
catch, even some dent that might have caused the gloves to stick. Nothing. Nothing held
the gauntlets fast. By rights, they should have slid off his hands with a simple shake
toward the ground.

The armor. If he could not remove the gauntlets, surely he could unfasten the other
pieces. Some had catches readily seen and even with the gauntlets he surely would not
have that much trouble undoing them. Other pieces would not have any catches, having
been simply designed to slide on and off . . .

Bending down, Norrec tried one leg. He fumbled at the catches at first, then saw how
best to secure his hold. With great care, the soldier forced the catch open.

And immediately it snapped shut.

He forced it open again, only to have the same result. Norrec cursed, attempting the
catch athird time.
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Thistime, it would not even open.

Attempting several othersresulted in the same frustrating results. Worse, when he tried
to at least remove the boots—that despite the cold—they, like the gauntlets, slid only so
far before refusing to give way.

“This can’t be possible . . .” Norrec tugged harder, but again with no visible success.

Madness! These were only garments, pieces of metal and a pair of old if sturdy boots!
They had to come off!

Norrec’s desperation rose. He was a common man, a man who believed that the sun rose
in the morning and the moon at night. Birds flew and fish swam. People wore clothes—
but clothes never wore people!

He glared at the bloody palms. “What do you want of me? What do you want?”’

No sepulchral voice arose from around him, telling him of his dark fate. The gauntlets
did not suddenly draw words or symbolsin the earth. The armor simply would not let go
of its new wearer.

Scattered images of his companions’ gruesome ends once more tumbled about in his
thoughts, making it hard for Norrec to focus. Norrec prayed—pleaded—for them to go
away, but suspected that they would forever torment him.

Y et, if he could never berid of the nightmares, there still might be something he could
do about the cursed suit he wore. Fauztin had been a sorcerer of some reputation, but
even the Vizjerel had admitted that there were many practitioners more skilled, more
knowledgeable, than he.

Norrec would just have to find one of them.

He looked east, then west. To the east he saw nothing but tall and menacing mountains,
whereas the west seemed a bit more gentle in scope. True, Norrec knew he might be
working under false assumptions, but his best hope, he decided, had to be the latter
direction.

The cold wind and moisture already chilling him to the bone, the weary veteran started
off on his tremendous trek. It might be that he would die of exposure before he even
made it out of the mountains, but some part of him suspected that such would not be so.
Bartuc’s armor had not seized him simply to let him die in the middle of the wilderness.
No, it likely had some other notion in mind, one that would make itself known with time.

Norrec did not look forward to that revelation at all.

The sun vanished into an overcast sky, turning the weather even colder. A wetness also
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hung in the air. Breathing heavily, Norrec pushed on despite everything. As of yet he had
not so much as seen aglimpse to hint that he traveled the right direction. For all the
weary veteran knew, he had headed in the exact opposite of where he should have gone.
Some mountain kingdom could have been just past the next peak to the east.

Thoughts like that, however frustrating, managed to keep Norrec from completely going
mad. Each time he let his thoughts wander, they ever returned to the tomb and the horror
of which he had been a part. Fauztin’s and Sadun’s faces haunted him and every now and
then Norrec imagined he saw the pair condemning him from this shadow or that.

But they were dead and, unlike the bloody warlord, they would stay so. Only Norrec’s
guilt continued to condemn him.

Around midday, he began to stumble. It finally occurred to him that he had neither eaten
nor drunk since waking and the day before he had last supped early. Unless he planned to
fall over soon and die, Norrec had to find sustenance of some sort.

But how? He had no weapon, no trap. Water he could find simply by scooping up some
of the snow topping the nearby rocks, but actual food looked to be hard to come by.

Deciding he could at least assuage his thirst, Norrec walked over to a small outcropping
where the coolness of the shadows had kept a small bit of snow and ice still unmelted. He
scooped up what he could and greedily sucked on it, not caring at al about the bits of
dust and grass that came with it.

In moments, his head seemed to clear a bit. Spitting out a few fragments of dirt, Norrec
pondered what to do next. Not once had he seen any wild animal other than a bird.
Without a bow or slingshot, he had no chance to bring down one of the creatures. Y et, he
needed food—

His left hand suddenly moved without any regard as to his wishes. The fingers separated
and bent inward, amost as if now Norrec clutched an invisible sphere. The gauntleted
hand then turned until the palm faced the landscape just before the stunned fighter.

From his lips burst a single word, “Jezrat!”

The ground a few feet ahead buckled. Norrec at first thought that a tremor had struck the
area, but only asmall crevice, perhaps six feet by three, actually formed. The rest of his
surroundings did not so much as shiver in the slightest.

His nose wrinkled as noxious fumes arose from the minute but apparently deep fissure.
The air burned where yellow tendrils of smoke spread.

“Iskari! Woyut!”” The new words came out of his own mouth with great ferocity.

From within the fissure came a horrid, chattering sound. Norrec sought to back up, but
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his feet would not move. The chattering increased, now a babble of highpitched,
animalistic sounds.

Norrec barely stifled a gasp as a grotesque tusked face thrust itself somewhat unwillingly
into the overcast day. A pair of jagged, curved horns rose from the top of the scaly head.
Round, yellow orbs with blazing red pupils shied away from the sky, finally focusing
with clear bitterness on the human. The creature’s squat, porcine nose twitched as if
smelling something terrible—something that the fighter realized likely was him.

Twin sets of three-digited talons seized hold of the sides of the fissure as the horrific
beast pushed itself up to the surface. Squat, oversized feet with curved nails planted
themselves on the ground. Norrec stared down at athing surely out of the underworld, a
vaguely humanoid, hunchbacked denizen of the depths who, while barely reaching his
waist, revealed surprising muscle under skin both scaled and furred.

And then a second of the creatures joined thefirst . . . heimmediately followed by a
third, afourth, afifth . . .

The frightful pack ceased growing in numbers after the sixth, a half a dozen more than
Norrec certainly desired. The demonic imps chattered in their incomprehensible
language, obviously upset with being here and very clear upon whom they blamed this
entire situation. A few opened toothy maws and hissed at Norrec, while others simply
scowled.

“Gester! Iskari!”” The strange words once more startled him, but their effect on the
monstrous pack proved even more astonishing. All signs of defiance faded abruptly as the
imps groveled before him, some fairly burying themselves in the ground to prove how
lowly they were.

“Dovru Sesti! Dovru Sesti!™

Whatever the phrase meant, it sent the horned brutes scurrying in outright panic.
Squealing and chattering, they headed off in different directions asif their very lives
depended upon it.

Norrec exhaled. Each time unknown words sprang from hislips, it felt asif his heart
stopped. The language sounded akin to that used by Fauztin and other Vizjerei with
whom the veteran had made acquaintance over the years, but it also sounded harsher,
darker, than anything Norrec’s murdered friend had ever spouted, even in the worst of
battles.

He had no time to think any more on the subject, for suddenly chattering arose in the
distance. Norrec peered to the south, saw two of the monstrosities |oping back— the
bloody, torn remains of a goat dragging behind them.

He had been hungry and now the suit provided him with itsidea of sustenance.
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Norrec blanched at the sight of the carcass. He had, of course, often slaughtered animals
for food, but the imps had taken some delight in capturing and slaying the unfortunate
goat. The head had nearly been ripped from the body and the legs dangled asif al
broken. A portion of the goat’s flank had been torn away, the blood flowing from that
massive wound leaving a stream of crimson behind.

The grotesque creatures dropped the animal in front of Norrec, then backed away. Even
asthey did so, athird member of their pack returned, this one carrying a small, bloody
carcass with vague similarities to a rabbit.

Eyeing the grigly offerings, the wary veteran looked for anything he himself might till
consider edible. Exceptional hunters the tusked beasts might be, but their handling left
much to be desired.

The other three imps returned within moments, each bearing their own prizes. One, a
tattered-looking lizard, Norrec immediately dismissed. The others, a pair of rabbits, he
finally chose in preference to what had been first given to him.

As he reached for them, hisleft hand again rebelled. The gauntlet passed over the rabbits
and as it did, incredible heat threatened to sear Norrec’s fingers.

“Damn you!” He managed to stumble back a step. The heat faded quickly again, but his
hand still throbbed from the near burning. From where they gathered, the imps chattered,
this time sounding quite amused at his discomfort. However, aquick and furious glance
silenced them.

His hand nearly normal again, Norrec returned his attention to the rabbits—and found
them completely cooked. The scent that arose from them even smelled of certain spices,
al enticing.

“So ... don’t think I’m going to thank you for this,” he muttered to no one in particular.

Hunger overtaking his good sense, the graying warrior tore into the surprisingly well-
prepared meat. He devoured not only one, but both rabbits with great ease. Large, they
eventually silenced the cry in his stomach, leaving him to ponder what to do with the rest.
Norrec waited, expecting the suit to make the decision for him, but nothing happened.

The pack still watched him, but their gazes often slipped to the meat, finally giving
Norrec his own answer. He raised his hand, indicated the goat and the other slaughtered
creatures, and waved toward the imps.

They needed no further invitation. With a manic glee that made the seasoned veteran
push away, the tiny horde fell upon the meat. They tore into the flesh, sending gobbets
and blood flying everywhere. Norrec’s own meal grew queasy in his stomach as he
watched the demons strip the bones of anything they could devour. He imagined those
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same claws and teethon him . . .

“Verash!” So disturbed by the sight before him, Norrec barely reacted to the harsh word
bursting from his mouth.

The imps recoiled as if struck. Cowed, they seized what remained of the goat’s carcass
and dragged it toward the fissure. With some effort, the grotesgue creatures deposited the
remains in the crevice, then, one by one, followed after it.

The last gave the human a quick and highly curious glance, then vanished into the
bowels of the earth.

Before Norrec’s wondering eyes, the crevice sealed itself, leaving no trace of its
existence.

Walking dead. Haunted armor. Demons from the underworld. Norrec had witnessed
magic in the past, even heard tales of dark creatures, but nothing could have ever
prepared him for al that had happened since he had first entered that cave. He wished
that he could go back and change events, make the decision to leave the tomb before the
guardians had risen to slay his band, but Norrec knew he could no more do that than peel
the cursed suit from his body.

He needed rest. The trek had been an arduous one and with food in his stomach the
desire to go on had faded, at least for the time being. Better to sleep, then continue on
refreshed. Perhaps his thoughts would also clear, enable him to better think how to
extricate himself from this terrifying situation.

Norrec leaned back, stretching out. After so many years on the battlefield, any spot
served as good as another when it came to finding a bed. The armor would make matters
uncomfortable, but the tired soldier had suffered worse in that respect.

“What in—?"

His arms and legs pushed him back up to a standing position. Norrec tried to sit down,
but no part of his body beneath his neck obeyed.

His arms dropped, swinging from the shoulders asif every muscle had been cut.
Norrec’s left foot stepped forward; his right followed after.

“l can’t go on, damn you! I need some rest!”
The suit cared not awhit, picking up the pace. Left. Right. Left. Right.
“An hour! Two at the most! That’s all | need!”

His words echoed uselessly through the mountains and hills. Left. Right. Whether the
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hapless veteran liked it or not, he would continue his arduous journey.
But to where?

This should never have happened, Kara nervously thought. By the will of Rathma, this
should never have happened!

The emerad sphere that she had conjured earlier in order to see gave the entire tableau
an even more unsettling appearance. Her face, already palein color, paed further. Kara
pulled her lengthy black cloak about her, taking some comfort from its warmth. Under
thick lashes, silver, amond-shaped eyes surveyed a scene that her masters surely could
never have envisioned. Thetomb is forever safe ,they had awaysinsisted. Where Vizerel
elemental sorcery falters, our own trusted skills will make the difference.

But now both the more materialistic Vizjerel and the pragmatic followers of Rathma had
apparently failed in their trust. That which they had sought to forever bury from the sight
of men had not only been discovered, but had actually been stolen.

Or was there more to it? How powerful could the intruders have been to not only
eliminate the undead guardians, but also shatter the unbreakable wards?

Not so powerful that two of them had not died in very violent fashion. Moving with such
grace that she seemed almost to glide, the black-clad woman went to the nearest of the
corpses. Karaleaned down and, after pushing back several tresses of lengthy, raven-
colored hair, inspected the remains.

A wiry man, a battle-scarred war veteran. From one of the distant western lands. Not a
pleasant-1ooking man, even before someone had compl etely twisted his head around and
nearly torn off hisarm. The dagger in his chest, surely an exercise in excess, looked to be
his own. Which had killed him, even the necromancer could not say—not yet. The gaping
wound had bled well, but not as much asit normally should have. Y et, why cut the victim
open after snapping his neck?

Assilent as death, the slim but curvaceous young woman made her way to the other
body. This one sheimmediately recognized as a Vizjerei, which did not surprise her in
the least. Always meddling, always seeking methods by which to gain advantage over
one another, the Vizjerel made untrustworthy allies at best. If not for them, this entire
situation would never have occurred. Bartuc and his brother had followed the early
teachings of the Vizjerei, especially their reckless use of demons for more powerful spells
of sorcery. Bartuc had especially excelled in that respect, but his constant interactions
with the dark ones had twisted his own thinking, making him believe that demons were
hisallies. They, in turn, had fed off his growing evil, kindred spirits from both the mortal
and inferna planes.

And athough Horazon and his fellow mages had slain Bartuc and defeated his demon
host, they had found it impossible to destroy the warlord’s very corpse. The armor,
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known to bear several sinister enchantments, had continued to try to serve its function,
protecting its master even in death. Only the fact that Bartuc had failed to cover his throat
properly had even alowed his foes to decapitate the villain in the first place.

Left with ahead and torso that they could not readily burn, the Vizjerei had cometo
Kara’s own people, searching the dense jungles for the reclusive practitioners of a sorcery
that balanced life and death, a sorcery that caused their wielders to be branded
necromancer. Together the two diverse orders worked hard to make certain that Bartuc’s
remains forever vanished from the face of the world, hopefully even the warlord’s
enchantments fading to nothing with time.

Karatouched the crimson-soaked throat of the dead sorcerer, noting how most of it had
been ripped away with a savageness beyond that of most animals. Unlike the fighter, the
mage had died very quickly if still brutally. His eyes stared up at her, the horror of what
had happened to him still evident. His expression remained a mix of shock and disbelief,
amost . . . amost asif he could not believe who his murderer had been.

Y et, how could some force slay aVizjerel and still fail to stop the other thieves? Had
they just been fortunate, barely escaping? Kara frowned; with the undead guardians gone
and the wards shattered, what had remained that could have hunted the intruders? What?

She wished the others had come with her, but that had not been possible. They had been
needed elsewhere—everywhere, it seemed. A genera ground swelling of forces so very
dark had been sensed not only throughout Kehjistan, but also Scosglen. The faithful of
Rathma had been spread thinner than in any other period of their existence.

And that |eft only her, one of the youngest and lesstested of her faith. True, like most of
those who followed the path of Rathma, she had been trained to be independent almost
from birth, but now Karafelt she entered territory for which no amount of teaching or
experience could have prepared her.

Perhaps . . . perhaps though, this Vizjerei could still teach her something about what she
now faced.

From her belt, Kararemoved a delicate-looking but highly resilient dagger, the blade of
which had been fashioned in a back-and-forth serpentine manner. Both the blade and the
handle had been carved from purest ivory, but there again appearances deceived. Kara
would have willingly pitted her own knife against any other, knowing full well that the
enchantments placed on it made it stronger and more accurate than most normal weapons.

With neither distaste nor eagerness, the necromancer touched the point to one of the
bloodiest areas on the dead Vizjerei’s ravaged throat. She turned the blade over and over
until the tip had been completely covered. Then, holding the dagger hilt down, Kara
muttered her spell.

The deep red splotches on the tip flared bright. She muttered a few more words,

ABC Anber LIT Converter
http://ww. processtext.confabclit. htm



ABC Anber LIT Converter
http://ww. processtext.com abclit. htm

concentrating.
The splotches began to change, to grow. They moved asif alive—or remembering life.

Kara, called Nightshadow by her teachers, flipped the dagger over, then thrust the point
into the floor.

The blade sank in halfway, not at all impeded by the hard rock surface. Stepping back
quickly, Karawatched as the ivory dagger became engulfed by the swelling splotches,
which then melded together, creating a vaguely human form little taller than the weapon.

Drawing patternsin the air, the necromancer uttered the second and final part of her
incantation.

In ablaze of red light, a full-sized figure materialized where the ivory dagger had stood.
Completely crimson from head to toe, skin to garments, he stared at her with vacant eyes.
He wore the clothes of a Vizjerel sorcerer, the same clothes, in fact, that the corpse on the
floor behind him wore.

Kara eagerly beheld the phantasm bearing the likeness of the dead mage. She had done
this only once beforeand under conditions much more favorable. What stood before her
most mortals would have called a ghost, a spirit—but in doing so they would have been
only partially correct. Drawn forth from the life’s blood of the victim, it indeed bore
some traces of the dead’s spirit, but to fully summon a true specter would have taken
more time and trouble and Kara had to act in haste now. This phantasm would surely
serve to answer her questions.

“Name yourself!” she demanded.

The mouth moved but no sound came from it. Nonethel ess, an answer formed in her
mind.

Fauztin. ..

“What happened here?”

The phantasm stared, but did not answer. Kara cursed herself for afool, realizing that it
could only answer questions in a simple way. Taking a breath, she asked, “Did you
destroy the undead?”

“Who destroyed the rest?”

Hesitation, then . . .Norrec.
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Norrec? The name meant nothing to her. “A Vizjerei? A sorcerer?”

To her surprise, the spectral form shook his crimson head ever so slightly.Norrec . . .
Vizharan. ..

The name again. The last part, Vizharan,meant servant of the ViZereiin the old tongue,
but that information helped Karalittle. This path led her nowhere. She turned to a
different and far more important subject. “Did this Norrec take the armor from the dais?”

And again the phantasm shook his head ever so dlightly. Karafrowned, recalling nothing
in her teachings mentioning this. Perhaps Vizjerel made for more unusual summonings.
She pondered her next question with care. With the limitations of the phantasm, the
necromancer realized that she could spend all day and night askingand yet still receive no
knowledge of value to her mission. Karawould have to—

A sound came from the passage behind her.

The young enchantress whirled about. For just the briefest of moments, she thought she
saw a dlight bluish light deep within, but it vanished so quickly that Kara had to wonder if
she had imagined it. It could have simply been a glow bug or some other insect, but . . .

Cautiously approaching the tunnel, Karawarily peered into the darkness. Had she been
too hasty in heading directly to the main chamber? Could this Norrec have been hiding
outside, waiting for someone to come?

Absurd, but Kara had heard a noise. Of that she felt certain.
And at that moment, she heard it again, this time much farther into the passage.

Muttering a spell, Karaformed a second emerald sphere, which sheimmediately sent
fluttering down the rocky corridor. As it darted along, the dark-haired woman followed
after for afew steps, trying to make out what she could.

Still no sign of another intruder, but Kara could not take a chance. Anyone who could so
readily slay aVizjerel certainly offered deadly threat. She could not simply ignore the
possibility. Taking a deep breath, the necromancer started down the rocky passage—

—and froze amoment later, swearing at herself for her carelessness. Kara had left her
prized dagger behind, and she dared not face a possible foe without it. Not only did it
provide her with protection both in the mundane and magical senses, but by leaving it
behind, the dark mage even risked possibly losing it to whomever might be stalking the
tomb.

She quickly stepped back into the chamber, aready preparing in her mind the spell to
dismiss the phantasm, only to find that the crimson figure had already vanished.
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Kara managed but one more step before a further realization struck her just as hard. With
the phantasm had vanished her precious dagger, yet that aone did not leave her now
wide-eyed and unable to even speak.

Both the body of the sorcerer Fauztin and his slighter companion had also disappeared.

Four

The sand snake wound swiftly along the shifting desert, its constant undul ations keeping
the heat of the ground from burning it underneath. Hunting had been poor today but with
the sun rising higher, the time had come, like it or not, for the snake to temporarily seek
shelter. When the sun had descended some it could come out again, this time hopefully to
snag a mouse or beetle. One could not go long in the desert without food, where hunting
had always been a difficult business.

Pushing itself hard, the snake traveled up the latest dune, aware that only minutes
separated it from shade. Once over this one impediment, it would be home free.

The sand beneath the snake suddenly erupted.

Mandibles more than afoot in length snapped tight around the midsection of the serpent.
The snake flailed desperately, trying to slither out. A monstrous head burst through the
sand, followed by thefirst pair of needle-like legs.

Still struggling, the snake struck at its attacker, hissing and trying to use its venom. The
fangs, however, could not penetrate the chitinous exoskel eton of the huge arthropod.

One leg pinned down the rear half of the snake. The beetle-like head of the massive
predator twisted sharply, at the same time the mandibles squeezing tight.

Flailing, the bloody front half of the serpent dropped to the ground, the head still hissing.

The black and red arthropod emerged completely from its hiding place, turning now to
the process of dragging its meal to where it could eat in leisure. With its front
appendages, the nearly seven-foot long predator began prodding the back half of the
serpent.

A shadow suddenly loomed over the hideous creature. Immediately it turned its bulky
head and spat at the new intruder.

The corrosive poison splattered against the somewhat ragged silk robe of a bearded and
rather wild-eyed elderly man. From above along, almost beaklike nose, he gazed down
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briefly at the sizzling mess, then waved one gnarled hand over it. As he did this, the
acidic poison and the damage it had already caused compl etely vanished.

Watery blue eyes focused on the savage insect.

Plumes of smoke arose from the exoskel eton. The beetle-like creature let out a high-
pitched squedl, its spindly legs teetering. It tried to flee, but its body seemed no longer to
work. The legs buckled and the body crumpled. Parts of the monstrous insect began to
drip away, asif the creature was no longer made of shell and flesh, but rather runny wax
now melting in the hot sun.

The sgquealing arthropod collapsed in a molten heap. The mandibles, so deadly to the
snake, dissolved into a pool of black liquid that readily sank into the sand. The cries of
the dying creature finally cut off and, as the ragged figure watched, what remained of the
once savage predator utterly vanished, draining away like the few drops of rain that
annually sought to soothe this parched land.

“Sand maggot. Too many of them about now. So much evil about everywhere,” the
white-haired patriarch muttered to himself. “So much evil even out here. | must be
careful, must be very careful.”

He walked past the savaged snake and its just as unfortunate pursuer, heading to another
dune just a short distance away. As the bearded hermit neared, the dune suddenly
swelled, growing higher and higher, finally forming a doorway within that seemed to lead
directly into the underworld itself.

Watery blue eyes turned to survey the oppressive landscape. A momentary shiver ran
through the elderly man.

“So much evil . . . I must definitely be careful.”

He descended into the dune. The sand immediately began to pull inward the moment he
passed through the entrance, filling the passage behind in rapid fashion until no sign
remained at al of any opening.

And as the dune settled to normal again, the desert winds continued their shifting of the
rest of the landscape, the snake and the sand maggot already joining countless other
hapless denizens in a dusty, forgotten burial.

The mountains lay far behind him, although how he had journeyed so far Norrec only
half-recalled. At some point he had passed out from exhaustion, but evidently the suit had
gone on and on. Despite the fact that none of the effort had actually been his own, every
muscle in the veteran’s body screamed and every bone felt as if it had broken. His lips
were parched from the wind while sweat covered much of his body. Norrec yearned to
pedl off the armor and run free, but knew the hopel essness of that dream. The armor
would do with him asit chose.
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And now he stood atop aridge, staring at the first sign of civilization he had seen in
many aday. An unsavory inn, a place that more befitted brigands and highwaymen rather
than honest warriors such as himself. However, with darkness about to befall and Norrec
nearly donein, the suit seemed to finally register that it had to once more deal with the
frailties of its human host.

He marched without desiring to toward the building. Three glum horses stood tethered
nearby and at least one more sounded its displeasure from a wretched stable just beyond.
Norrec found himself wishing that he had his sword; the armor had not bothered to take
that when it had walked out of the tomb with him.

Just before he reached the doorway, the veteran’s legs suddenly buckled under him.
Norrec quickly caught himself, realizing that Bartuc’s damnable armor had granted him
the dubious gift of entering on his own, likely in order to avoid notice of anything
strange.

Hunger and rest more important to Norrec at the moment than his own pride, the soldier
pushed the door wide open. Grimy, suspicious faces looked up, the onlookers a mixture
not only of the eastern races, but those on the other side of the Twin Seas as well.
Mongrels, all four of them, Norrec saw, and although he certainly held no man’s
background against him, this group did not look at all like men next to whom he desired
to sit.

Kind of place where you gotta watch your back even around the serving wench! Sadun
Tryst would have jested. Tryst, of course, would have sat with anyone who would have
offered him adrink.

But Sadun was dead.
“Shut the door or go back out!” snarled the one seated nearest.

Norrec obeyed, desiring no confrontations. Forcing himself to act asif he had just ridden
in, the weary fighter kept his head high as he walked smartly through the room. His body
screamed as he moved, but no one there would know of it. Give these men even the
slightest hint of weakness and Norrec suspected that they would make dire use of that
fact.

He approached what he assumed to be the innkeeper, a towering heavy-set figure more
frightful than his patrons, who stood behind a worn and scratched counter. A bush of
dirty brown hair fought its way from under an old travel cap. Beady eyes stared from a
round, canine face. Norrec had noted a peculiar odor in the room when he had first
entered and now he knew it to originate from the man before him.

Had he thought that the armor would let him leave, Norrec would have walked right out
regardless of his needs.
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“What?” the innkeeper finally muttered, scratching his extravagant belly. His shirt had
been decorated in avariety of stains and even arip under the arm.

“I need food.” That, more than anything else, Norrec had to have quickly.
“I need good coin.”

Coin. The desperate soldier fought back growing frustration. Another item that had been
left behind with the bloodied corpses of his companions.

His left hand suddenly shot forward, the gauntlet slapping down so hard on the counter
that the innkeeper jumped. The men seated at the tables leapt to their feet, some reaching
for weapons.

The gauntlet pulled away . . . leaving behind an old but clearly gold coin.
Recovering before the rest, Norrec said, “And a room for that, too.”

He could feel every pair of eyes avidly staring at the coin. Once more Norrec silently
cursed the damnable armor. If it could produce wealth from thin air, it could have at least
produced something less conspicuous than gold. Again he wished that he still carried his
sword or at least agood, solid knife.

“Got some stew in the pot back there.” With a tip of his head the ursine giant indicated
the kitchen. “Got a room up the second floor. First on the right.”

“I’ll eat in there.”
“Suit yourself.”

The innkeeper vanished in back for afew moments, then returned with a stained bowl
containing something that smelled even worse than he did. Nevertheless, Norrec
gratefully accepted it, his hunger so demanding now that, if offered to him again, he
would have even eaten the goat the imps had mutilated.

With the bowl in the crook of his arm, Norrec followed the innkeeper’s directions to the
room. As he walked up the creaking wooden stairway, he heard low muttering down in
the common area. His free hand tightened. The gold coin had burned itself into the minds
of the men below.

The room proved as dismal as the veteran had expected, a dark, dusty closet with a
window so grimy it gave no view of the outside. The bed looked ready to collapse and
what had once been white sheets now were permanently gray. The single oil lamp shed
barely enough light to illuminate its immediate surroundings, much less the rest of the
room.
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With no table or chair in the place, Norrec gingerly sat on the bed and began spooning
the contents of the bowl into his mouth. If anything, it tasted more vile than he could
have imagined, but seemed at |east fresh enough not to kill him.

The need to sleep grew more urgent as food filled his stomach. Norrec had to struggle to
remain awake long enough to finish and the moment he had the bowl emptied, he
dropped it gently on the floor and settled back. In the back of his mind, Norrec continued
to worry about those below him, but exhaustion soon overcame even that significant
concern.

And as he drifted off to sleep, Norrec began to dream.

He saw himself shouting commands at an infernal army of grotesgque horrors his
imagination could have never created on its own. Scaled, fiery, nightmarish abominations
thirsting for blood—blood Norrec seemed all too willing to give them. Demons they
were, but under his complete control. They would raze cities for him, slaughter the
inhabitants in his name. Even Hell respected the power of the Warlord of Blood, he. .
.Bartuc.

At that thought, the soldier finally fought to escape the dream. He could never be Bartuc!
Never demand such horror for the sake of his own desires! Never!

Y et such absolute power had its seductive side.

Norrec’s internal battle with himself thankfully came to an abrupt halt as a noise
suddenly awoke him. Eyes flashing open, he listened for more. What he had heard, the
fighter could not say. A small, somewhat insignificant sound, but one that had registered
even in his subconscious.

He heard it again, just barely audible through the closed door. The creak of someone
slowly and, it seemed, very cautiously ascending.

There were other rooms, true, but the men below had hardly struck Norrec as so polite
that they would tread so carefully in order not to disturb him. Had they tromped up the
steps without concern, he would have thought nothing of it. However, such caution
indicated to the soldier that perhaps they had something else in mind, something not at all
to hisliking.

If aweary traveler had one gold coin, surely he had more. . .

Norrec’s hand slipped to where his sword should have been. No hope there. That left him
entirely dependent on the armor itself, not necessarily a path he could trust. Perhaps the
suit would find one of the thieves more to its liking, opening the way for the soldier’s
easy Slaughter . . .
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The creaking ceased.
Norrec pushed himself up as silently as he could.

Two men with drawn knives broke through the dilapidated door, instantly diving toward
the figure before them. From behind the pair came athird villain, this one wielding a
curved short sword. Each of the attackers matched the rising fighter in height as well as
in muscle, and they had the advantage of trapping him in aroom with a window too small
for Norrec to try to fit through.

He raised afist, ready to make them pay—

And the fist suddenly held along, sable sword with wicked teeth set in the edge.
Norrec’s hand came down with the blade, moving so swiftly that he and his first
adversary could only gape.

The blade ripped into the attacker, tearing flesh and sinew without effort. A gaping
wound spread across the robber’s entire chest as if by magic, blood spilling so fast from it
that it took the victim amoment to realize he had been dain.

The first attacker finally slumped to the floor even as his companions came to grips with
this sudden, dismaying turn of events. The one with the dagger sought to back away, but
his partner pushed forward, daring to match blades. Norrec might have warned the
brigand of the foolishness of that, but by then they were locked in combat.

Once, twice—that proved to be al the effort the suit would allow its opponent. Asthe
intruder brought his sword up for a third strike, Norrec’s gauntleted hand twisted sharply.
The sable blade turned in a mad, zig-zag fashion.

Hislife fluids spilling from a horrendous slit running from his throat to his waist, the
second villain staggered. He dropped his sword as he desperately tried to prevent the
inevitable.

As if impatient to end matters, Norrec’s hand came up again.

The head of his foe struck the floor, rolling to a corner and coming to rest—all before the
torso even began to tip over.

“Gods!” the soldier managed to gasp. He had been trained to fight, not to slaughter.
Clearly aware of what chance he had, the third intruder had aready hurried to the
doorway. Norrec wanted to let him go, desiring no more bloodshed, but the suit chose

otherwise, leaping over the two bodies and chasing after.

At the bottom of the steps, the last of the trio struggled to get around the innkeeper, who
appeared to be demanding to know why his friends had failed in their task. Both men
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looked up to see the crimson figure above them, the dark blade flaring. The innkeeper
drew a prodigious long sword from his waist, a weapon so massive Norrec momentarily
feared that the suit had overestimated its invulnerability. The other man tried to continue
hisflight, but afifth outlaw who suddenly appeared from behind the innkeeper pushed
him back toward the fray.

If they expected to meet him on the stairs, they were sorely mistaken. Norrec found
himself leaping feet first toward the trio, their astonished faces no doubt matching his
own. Two of them managed to back away just in time, but the lone survivor of the earlier
debacle stood too horrified to move quickly.

The sinister weapon made short work of him, the blade pushing through until it came out
the back, then immediately retracting.

“His right!” snarled the heavy-set innkeeper. “His right!”

The other swordsman obeyed. Norrec knew exactly what the leader planned. Attack
from opposite sides, keep the soldier distracted. One of them would surely land a blow,
especialy the innkeeper, whose weapon had nearly twice the reach of the black one.

“Now!” Both men struck at once, one aiming for Norrec’s throat, the other for hislegs,
where the armor did not cover everywhere. These two had evidently battled side-by-side
before, just as Norrec had with Sadun and Fauztin. Had it been his effort alone, the
soldier knew that he would have perished there and then. Bartuc’s armor, however,
fought with a speed and accuracy that nothing human could match. Not only did it force
down the larger adversary’s gargantuan blade, but it also managed to come up in time to
deflect the second villain’s strike. More amazing, it followed through with a savage thrust
that sank into the throat of the latter man.

And as his companion fell, the innkeeper’s iron reserve suddenly melted. Still wielding
his sword before him, he began to back toward the doorway. The suit pushed Norrec
forward, but did not harry the last of its foes.

Flinging open the door, the innkeeper turned and fled into the night. Now Norrec
expected Bartuc’s armor to pursue, but instead the suit turned around and marched him
over to where one of the other bodies lay. As Norrec knelt beside the corpse, the sable
blade dissolved, leaving both hands free.

To his horror, one gauntleted finger thrust into the mortal wound, pulling back only
when blood covered much of the upper portion of the digit. Moving to the wooden floor,
the finger drew a pattern.

“Heyat tokaris!”’his mouth suddenly blurted. “Heyat grendel!”

The suit backed away and as it did, a plume of rank, greenish smoke arose from the
bloody pattern. It quickly formed arms, legs—and tail and wings. Areptilian visage with
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too many eyes blinked in disdain, disdain that vanished when the demon saw what stood
before him.

“Warrrlorrrd . . .” it rasped. The bulbous eyes looked closer. “Warrrlorrrd?”
“Heskar, grendel! Heskar!”

The demon nodded. Without another word, the monstrous being headed toward the open
door. In the distance, Norrec heard the frantic beats of severa fleeing horses.

“Heskar!””his mouth demanded again.

The reptilian horror picked up its pace, departing the inn. Asit stepped outside, it spread
its wings and took off, disappearing into the night.

Norrec did not have to guess its purpose. On the command of Bartuc, it had gone
hunting.

“Don’t do it,” he whispered, now certain that whatever spirit lurked within the armor
could hear him. “Let him go!”

The suit turned back toward the first corpse.

“Damn it! Leave him be! He’s not worth it!”

Seemingly ignorant to his pleas, it forced him again to bend down near the body. The
hand that had earlier touched the wound with but one finger now planted all of them
there, letting the blood stain the entire palm.

Outside, afrantic human scream rose high—then cut off with harsh finality.

In Norrec’s other hand, a new weapon appeared, this time a scarlet dagger with adouble
point at the end.

The flapping of wings warned him of the demon’s return, but Norrec could not twist his
neck enough to see. He heard the heavy breathing of the creature and even the folding of
its leathery wings as it settled down in the common room.

“Nestu veraki . . . “The dagger shifted toward the corpse’s throat. ““Nestu verakuu . . . **
The veteran soldier shut his eyes, now praying for himself. Enough of his memories
concerning his friends” deaths had come back to him to give him indication of what
would happen next. Norrec had no desire to face it, would have fled if he could.

“Nestu hanti . .. “
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But he could do nothing now except try to preserve both his sanity and his soul.
“Nestu hantiri . . .*

The dagger plunged into the throat of the brigand.

General Augustus Malevolyn arose from the sea of pillows, leaving Galeonato whatever
dreams a sorceress of her ilk had. Without making a sound, he donned some clothes and
stepped out of histent.

Two sentries snapped to attention, their eyes straight ahead. Malevolyn gave them the
slightest of nods, then moved on.

A city of tents spread out to the west, the only homes for the general’s dedicated
minions. Despite being alandless noble, he had managed to raise afighting force
virtually unequaled in the Western Kingdoms. For a price, he had served the causes of
any ruler, garnered for himself the money he had needed for his future ambitions. Now,
however, the point had come when he had sworn never to serve another, that some day
he, Augustus Maevolyn, would be master of more than this worthless patch of ground.

The general turned his eyes to the south, where the vast desert of Aranoch lay. For some
time now, he had felt drawn in that direction, drawn to more than the fact that a
tremendous prize, the rich, lush city of Lut Gholein, lay some distance within. Lut
Gholein, despite its proximity to the desert, also bordered the Twin Seas. Because of that
and thefertile strip of land on which it stood, the kingdom had prospered well. Severa
times would-be conquerors had thought to add its riches to their coffers, but each attempt
had met with total disaster. Lut Gholein had not only proven to be well defended, but it
appeared to have a bit of a charmed existence. In fact, in Malevolyn’s mind, that charm
bordered on outright sorcery. Something watched over the city.

And that something was what most tantalized the commander now. Somehow it had
some link to his desireto seize Bartuc’s legacy and make it his own. Malevolyn dreamed
about it, found himself constantly turning his thoughts toward it.

“Soon,” he whispered to himself. “Soon . . .”

And what will you do with that legacy? came the sudden thought in his head. Emulate
Bartuc? Repeat his mistakes as well as hisvictories?

“No . ..” He would not do that. For all the warlord’s power, for all his command of
demon hosts, Bartuc had had one failing that the general could not overlook. Bartuc had
not been a career soldier. The fabled Warlord of Blood had been first and foremost a
sorcerer. Mages had their uses, especially Galeona, but they were unstable and too
focused on their arts. A true commander had to be able to keep his attention on the field
of battle, on the logistics and the sudden shifts. That had been part of the reason Augustus
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Malevolyn had been unable to achieve any true skill with his own sorcerous abilities; his
military career had been his true passion.

But with the armor, with the magic of Bartuc, you could be more than him, the perfect
fusion of soldier and sorcerer! You could be more than Bartuc, even eclipsing him. . .

“Yesss . ..yesss...” The general pictured his image forever engraved in the hearts and
minds of those in the future. General Augustus Malevolyn, emperor of the world!

And even demons will bow to you, call you master.

Demons. Y es, with the armor his, the ability to summon demons would surely follow.
The dreams he had had since first wearing the helm had all pointed to that. Reunite helm
with suit and the enchantments within would give him the power.

The suit. . . . His brow furrowed. He needed the suit!
And some fool had it.

Malevolyn would find him, find the witless wretch and peel off the armor piece by piece.
Then, he would reward the cretin with the honor of being the first to die at the hands of
the new Warlord of Blood.

Yes, the general would make the fool’s death a memorable one.

Augustus Malevolyn walked on, dreaming of his glory, dreaming of what he would do
with the dark powers he would soon wield. Y et, while he walked and dreamt, he still paid
meticul ous attention to the encampment, for a good leader aways watched to make
certain that slovenliness did not spread among his forces. Empires were won and lost
because of overlooking such seemingly minor things.

Y et, while Malevolyn noted the care with which hisloyal warriors performed their tasks,
he failed to notice a shadow not caused by the flickering torches. He also failed to notice
that this selfsame shadow had stood behind him moments prior, whispering what the
general had believed had been his own thoughts, his own questions.

His own dreams.

The shadow of the demon Xazax shifted toward Galeona’s tent, his work this night more
than to his satisfaction. This human presented some interesting possibilities, ones that he
would explore. It had occurred to him long ago that the armor of Bartuc would never
accept an actual demon as its master, for, while the warlord had come to believe in the
ways of Hell, he had also carried abasic distrust of anyone but himself. No, if the spirit
of Bartuc remained even in part in the ancient armor, it would demand a more susceptible
human host, however fragile and temporary their bodies might be.
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The general desired to play warlord. That suited Xazax well. The witch had her uses, but
asuccessor to the bloody Bartuc—Xazax’s lord, Belial, would reward his humble servant
well for such afind. Not only had the civil war in Hell against Azmodan not gone well of
late, but troublesome rumors had reached even there that the Prime Evil Diablo had made
good his escape from his mortal prison. If so, he would seek to free his brothers Baal and
Mephisto from theirs as well, at which point they would then attempt to regain their
thrones from Azmodan and Belial. The three would not deal well with demons who had
so loyally served their rebellious lieutenants. If Belial fell, so too would Xazax . . .

“What’ve you been doing?”

The shadow paused just within the entrance of the sorceress’s abode. “This one has
many tasks and cannot always be at your beck and call, human Galeona . . .” He made a
clacking sound, much like a sand maggot might have done just before crushing its prey in
its mandibles. “Besides, you slept . . .”

“Not deep enough to not sense your magic in the air. You promised you wouldn’t cast
any spells around here! Augustus has some skill; he might notice it and wonder what it
means!”

“There is no danger of that, this one promises.”

“l ask again, demon! What were you doing?”

“Making a little study of the helmet,” Xazax lied, shifting to another part of the tent.
“Searching for our fool who knows not what he wears . . .”

Her anger turned to interest. “And did you find out where heis? If | could tell Malevolyn
more . ..”

The demon chuckled, a scratchy sound like furious bees trapped in a jug. “Why, when
we agreed that the armor will never be his?”

“Because he still has the helmet, you fool, and until we find the armor, we still need
Augustus because of his connection to the helmet!”

“True,” mused the demon. “His ties to it run deep . . . this one would say blood deep.”

Her chin went up as she flung her hair back, signs that Xazax had long ago learned
meant that the human had grown angry. “And what does that mean?”

The shadow did not waver. “This one only meant a jest with that, sorceress. Only a jest.
We speak of things concerning Bartuc, do we not?”

“A demon with a sense of humor.” Galeona looked not at all amused. “Very well, I’ll
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leave the jesting to you; you leave Augustus to me.”
“This one would not seek to take your place in the general’s bed . . .”

The sorceress gave the shadow a withering glance, then left the tent. Xazax knew she
would hunt down Malevolyn, begin reinforcing her hold on him. The demon respected
her abilitiesin this matter even if he felt confident that in a struggle between Galeona and
himself, the witch woman would surely lose. After all, she was mortal, not one of the foul
angels. Had she been such, Xazax might have been more concerned. Angels were
conniving, working behind the scenes, playing tricks instead of confronting their foes
directly.

The shadow of the demon pulled back, secreting himself in the darkest corner. No angels
had interfered so far, but Xazax intended to remain wary. If one showed itself, he would
takeit in his claws and slowly pluck its limbs from it one at atime, al the while listening
to the sweet song of its screams.

“Come to me if you dare, angels,” he whispered to the darkness. “This one will greet you
with open arms . . . and teeth and claws!”

The dim flame from the single oil lamp suddenly flared, briefly illuminating Galeona’s
tent far more than normal. In that sudden light, the shadow hissed and cringed. The
outline of amassive emerald and crimson insect briefly flashed into sight, then quickly
faded again as the flame dimmed.

Xazax chittered furiously, grateful that Galeona hadnot witnessed his reaction. Oil lamps
often flared; he had only been taken by surprise by a mundane act of nature. Nonethel ess,
the shadow of the demon pressed deeper into the comforting recesses of the tent. There
he could safely plot. There he could safely use his power to seek out the human wearing
Bartuc’s armor.

There he could better watch for cowardly angels.

Five

Rumbling storm clouds turned the day as nearly as black as the night had been, but
Norrec hardly noticed. His mind still sought to come to grips with the terror of the
previous evening and his own limited part in it. More men had died brutally because of
Norrec’s damned quest for gold; although unlike Sadun and Fauztin these had likely
deserved execution for past crimes, their deaths had been too awful asfar as the soldier
had been concerned. The innkeeper especially had suffered a horrible demise, the
returning demon bringing back far too much proof of its thorough handiwork. Norrec
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only gave thanks that the hellish beast had returned to the nether realm shortly thereafter
with its prize.

That, of course, had not enabled Norrec to escape the suit’s own monstrous actions
afterward. As the desperate fighter moved on, he tried not to look down at the armor,
greatly stained by the night’s activities. Worse, each passing second Norrec remained
aware that his own face still bore afew smudges despite his best attempts to rub
everything off. The armor had been very thorough in its foul work.

And while he fought off the horrorsin his thoughts, the suit pushed him unceasingly
west. Thunder rumbled again and again and the wind howled, but still the armor moved
on. Norrec had no doubt that it would keep on moving even if the storm finally broke.

He had been granted one slight boon at |least, the garnering of an old, dusty travel cloak
hanging on a peg in the common room. The odds had been that it had belonged to the
thieving innkeeper, but again Norrec tried to avoid thinking of such things. The cloak
obscured much of the armor and offered him a bit of protection should the rains come
pouring down. A very small blessing, but one for which he was truly grateful.

The more he headed west, the more the landscape changed, the mountains giving way to
smaller hills and even flatlands. Now much farther down in altitude, it also grew
increasingly warm. The plant life turned lush, becoming more and more reminiscent of
the dense jungles the fighter knew existed further south.

For the first time, Norrec could also smell the sea. What he recalled of the maps he and
his companions had carried indicated to him that the more northerly of the Twin Seas
could not be that far away at this point. Norrec’s original hope had been to head
southwest to find one of the Vizjerei, but he had suspicions that the cursed suit had other
plansin mind. A fear briefly erupted within him that it might actually try to walk the
breadth of the sea, dragging a helpless Norrec into the inky depths. However, so far
Bartuc’s armor had kept him alive, if not completely well. It apparently needed him
breathing in order to achieve its mysterious goals.

And after that?

The wind continued to pick up, nearly buffeting Norrec about despite the determination
of the cursed suit to keep on its course. No rain had yet fallen, but the air grew thick and
moist and fog began to develop. It became impossible to see very far ahead and although
that did not seem at al a bother to the armor, now and then Norrec still feared that it
would walk him right off acliff without ever realizing it.

At midday—which almost might as well have been midnight for all the sun failed to
penetrate the cloud cover—imps again came in summons to the unintelligible words
spouted unwillingly by Norrec. Even despite the growing fog, it took them but minutes to
bring back prey, thistime adeer. Norrec ate hisfill, then gladly alowed the small, horned
demons to drag the rest of the carcass back to their infernal abode.

ABC Anber LIT Converter
http://ww. processtext.confabclit. htm



ABC Anber LIT Converter
http://ww. processtext.com abclit. htm

On and on he trudged, the smell of the sea growing stronger. Norrec could barely seein
front of him, but knew that he could not be that far from it—and whatever destination the
infernal armor had in mind.

Asif reading his thoughts, a building abruptly materialized in the mist . . . followed
almost immediately by another. At the same time, he heard voices in the distance, voices
clearly of those hard at work.

His hands his own for the moment, the exhausted traveler pulled his cloak tight about
him. The less any of the locals saw what he wore underneath, the better.

As he wandered through the town, Norrec sighted adim but vast shape in the distance. A

ship. He wondered whether or not it had just arrived or now prepared to disembark. If the
latter, it likely would be the armor’s destination. Why else would he have been brought to
this specific place?

A figure in mariner’s garb came from the opposite direction, a bundle under one arm. He
had eyes and features somewhat akin to Fauztin, but with much more animation in his
face.

“Ho, traveler! Not a good day to be making your way from the interior, eh?”

“No.” Norrec would have walked past the man without another word, his concern that
the mariner might become the next of the suit’s victims, but his feet suddenly stopped.

This, in turn, caused the other to also halt. Still grinning, the seaman asked, “Where do

you hail from? Look to be awesterner to me, though it’s a little hard to tell under all that
stubble!”

“West, yes,” the soldier returned. “I’ve beenon a. .. a pilgrimage.”

“In the mountains? Not much up there but a few goats!”

Norrec tried to move his legs, but they would not budge. The armor expected something
of him, but would not indicate what. He thought fast and furiously. He had arrived in a
harbor town toward which the armor had purposely headed. Norrec had already assumed
that it needed transport to some location, possibly even the ship in the distance—

Theship...

Pointing toward the murky shape, Norrec asked, “That vessel. Is it heading out soon?”

The mariner twisted his head back to look. “The Napolys? She’s just come in. Be

another two, maybe five days even. Only ship leaving soon’s the Hawksfire, just down
that way.” He pointed toward the south, then leaned close—far too close, in Norrec’s
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anxious opinion—and added, “A word of caution there. The Hawksfireis not agood
vessel. She’ll be at the bottom of the sea one of these days, mark me. Best to wait for the
Napolysor my own fine girl, the Odyssey, though that’ll mean a week or more. We’ve
need for a little refitting.”

Still his legs would not move. What more did the armor want?
Destination? “Can you tell me where each sails t0?”

“My own, we’re heading for Lut Gholein, but it’ll be awhile before we can leave, as |
said. The Napolys now, that heads for far Kingsport, along journey but a part of your
Western Kingdoms, eh? Get you home faster, I think! That’d be the one for you, eh?”

Norrec noticed no change. “What about the Hawksfire?”’

“Leaves tomorrow morn, | think, but I warn you against it. One of these days, she’ll not
make it al the way back from Lut Gholein—and that’s if she makes it there in the first
place!”

The soldier’s legs suddenly started moving again. The suit had finally found out what it
wanted to know. Norrec gave the mariner a quick nod. “Thank you.”

“Heed my warning well!”” the seaman called. “Best to wait!”

Bartuc’s armor marched Norrec through the small town, heading to the southern part of
the harbor. Mariners and locals glanced at him as he walked by, his western looks not as
common here, but none made any comment. For all itstiny size, the port apparently
handled a steady business. Norrec supposed that it would have looked more impressivein
the sunshine, but doubted that he would ever have the opportunity to seeit so.

A sense of unease touched the veteran as he entered the southernmost part of the port. In
contrast to what Norrec had seen so far, the area here looked to be in some disrepair and
those few figures he noticed nearby struck Norrec as almost as unsavory as the
unfortunate fools who had tried to rob him. Worse, the only vessel in sight looked to be
most appropriate for ajourney desired by a cursed suit of armor.

If some dark spirit had dredged up along-lost ship from the black depths of the sea, then
failed afterward in a half-hearted attempt to make it pass for something still from the land
of theliving, it would have looked little more baleful than the Hawksfiredid at that
moment. The three masts stood like tall, skeletal sentinels halfwrapped in the shroud-like
sails. The figurehead at the bow, once probably a curvaceous mermaid, had been worn
down by the elements until it now resembled more an aquatic banshee in midshriek. As
for the hull itself, something had long-ago stained the wood nearly to pitch and scars
raked the sides, making Norrec wonder if at some point in its colored past the vessel had
either served in war or, more likely, had been used more than once as a freebooter.
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He saw no crew, only asingle, gaunt figure in aworn coat standing near the bow.
Despite the uncertainty of taking a voyage on such aghastly ship, Norrec had no choice
but to do as the armor forced him. Without hesitation, it walked its unwilling host up the
gangplank toward the rather haggard figure.

“What you want?”” The skeleton coalesced into an older man with parchment skin and
absolutely no flesh and sinew beneath the thin vell of life. One eye stared sightlessly to a
point just to the left of Norrec, while the other, bloodshot, glared suspiciously at the
newcomer.

“Passage to Lut Gholein,” replied Norrec, trying to end this matter as quickly as he
could. If he cooperated, then perhaps the warlord’s garments would give him some
freedom of movement for awhile.

“Other ships in port!” the captain snapped, his accent thick. Under a broad-rimmed hat
he wore hisivory-white hair in atail. The faded green coat, clearly once that of anaval
officer from one of the Western Kingdoms, had likely gone through severa owners
before this man had laid claim to it. “No time to serve passengers!”

Ignoring the fetid breath, Norrec leaned closer. “1 will pay well to get there.”

An immediate change came over the captain’s demeanor. “Aye?”

Trusting the armor to do as it had done at the inn, the soldier continued. “All I need is a
cabin and food. If I’'m left alone for the duration of the journey, so much the better. Just
get me to Lut Gholein.”

The cadaverous figure inspected him. “Armor?” He rubbed his chin. “Officer?”

“Yes.” Let him think Norrec some renegade officer on the run. Likely it would raise the
price but make the captain more trusting. Norrec obviously needed to be away from here.

The elder man rubbed his bony chin again. Norrec noted tattoos running from his thin
wrist down into the voluminous sleeve of the coat. The notion that this ship had served as
afreebooter gained merit.

“Twelve draclin! Bed alone, eat away from crew, talk with crew little! Leave ship when
docked!”

Norrec agreed with everything except the price. How much was a draclin worth
compared to the coin of his own land?

He need not have bothered worrying. The left hand stretched out, severa coinsin the
gauntlet’s palm. The captain eyed them greedily, scooping each from the proffered hand.
He bit one to make certain of its worth, then poured all into aragged pouch on his belt.
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“Come!” He hobbled past Norrec, for the first time revealing that his left leg had splints
running down each side all the way to the boot. From the extensive binding he saw and
his own experiences with field surgery, the veteran suspected that his host could not even
stand on the leg without those large splints. The captain should have had the limb better
looked at, but both the bindings and the splints appeared as if they had been put on quite
some time ago and then forgotten.

However much twelve draclin might be in Norrec’s own land, his first viewing of the
cabin led him to believeit far too great a price for this. Even the room at the inn had
looked more hospitable than what he now confronted. The cabin barely outspanned a
closet; only arickety bunk whose side had been nailed to the back wall represented
anything in the way of amenities. The sheets were stained and looked asif they had been
crudely cut from the sails, so dark and coarse were they. A smell like rotting fish
pervaded the cabin and marks on the floor hinted of some past violence. In the upper
corners, spiderwebs larger than Norrec’s head wiggled in the breeze let in by the open
door and near the edge of the floor, moss of some sort had taken a foothold.

Knowing he had no choice, Norrec hid his disgust. “Thank you, captain—"
“Casco,” the skeletal figure grunted. “Inside! Eat at bell! Understand?”
“Yes.”

With a curt nod, Captain Casco left him to his own devices. Heeding the man’s advice,
Norrec shut the door behind him and sat down on the dubious bed. To his further regret,
the cabin did not even have a porthole, which might have offered some relief from the
stench.

He flexed his hands, then tested his legs. Movement had been granted to him for his
cooperation, but for how long, Norrec could not say. He supposed that aboard the
Hawksfire ,the armor expected little trouble. What could Norrec do except step over the
rail and sink to the bottom of the sea? Asterrible as his situation had grown, he could not
yet bring himself to try to end hislife, especialy in such horrifying fashion. Besides,
Norrec doubted that he would be alowed to do even that, not so long as the suit required
his living body.

With no notion as to what else to do with histime, he tried his best to go to sleep.
Despite the stench—or perhaps because of it—Norrec managed to doze off.
Unfortunately, his dreams proved again to be troubled ones, in great part because they did
not even seem his own.

Again he lived as Bartuc, taking relish in the dreadful acts he performed. A settlement
that hesitated too long in accepting his domination felt the full force of his righteous
wrath, the town elders and several other chosen fools drawn, quartered, then flayed for
the good of therest. A Vizerel caught spying became the centerpiece for a macabre
candelabra that illuminated not only the warlord’s quarters, but even caused his demonic
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servants to shudder. A bell sounded . . .

—stirring agrateful Norrec from his sleep. He blinked, finally registering that he had
actually slept until the bell for evening meal. While he doubted the food would
beanything to his liking, his hunger had become so great that Norrec could not avoid the
matter any longer. Besides, he did not want to risk the suit summoning impsto feed him.
There was no telling what they might decide could be edible. . .

Pulling his cloak tight around him, the fighter stepped out to see several worn, bitter-
looking men heading down into the bowel of the ship. Assuming that they, too, planned
to eat, Norrec followed them down to arather seedy-looking mess. In silence the former
soldier stood in line, receiving hard bread and a questionable meat dish that almost made
him yearn for the thieving innkeeper’s fare.

One glance at the surly group convinced Norrec to retire to his room. Carrying his food
up to the deck, he paused at the rail for amoment to inhale some of the relatively fresh
sea air before going back into the cabin.

A figure standing in the fog-enshrouded dock caught his eye.

The food dlipped from his hands, spilling al over the deck, but Norrec did not even
notice.

Fauztin. Even with his robes wrapped around him, it could be no other.

The dead eyes of hisformer comrade stared back at him. Even from where the fighter
stood, he could see the gaping hole where the Vizjerei’s throat once had been.

“Fool!” Casco roared from behind Norrec. “What mess! You clean up! No help!”

The startled veteran looked over his shoulder at the angry captain, then down at the
spilled food. Some of the meat dripped over the toes of Bartuc’s boots.

“Clean up! No help! No more food tonight!” Casco limped off, muttering in his native
tongue something no doubt derogatory about foreign devils.

Despite the fury of the captain, Norrec immediately forgot the spilled meal, instead
quickly returning his gaze to the dock in search of—

Nothing. No sepulchral figure stood staring back at him. The ghastly shade had
vanished—if it had ever even been there in the first place.

Hands trembling, he stumbled back, unmindful of anything but the terrifying sight he
thought he had just beheld. Fauztin, so clearly dead, condemning him with those empty

eyes. ..
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Still ignoring Captain Casco’s earlier demand that he clean up the mess, Norrec hurried
back to his cabin, slamming the door tight behind him and not daring to breathe until he
sat once more on the bunk.

He had lost the struggle. The sorcerer’s ghost had been the first obvious sign. Norrec had
lost the struggle for his sanity. The horrors the cursed armor had put him through had
finally torn away the last barriers protecting the veteran’s mind. Surely now, the
downward spiral into complete madness would be swift. Surely now, he had no hope of
saving himself.

Surely now Bartuc’s legacy would claim not only his body—abut his soul, too.

An exhausted Kara Nightshadow inspected the miserable little port town with some
distaste. Accustomed to the beauty of the jungle and the carefully cultivated ways of her
kind, she found the port, Gea Kul, reeking of too many unwashed bodies and far too
much devotion to materialistic things. As a necromancer, Kara saw the world in balance
between the actions of life and that which occurred after death and believed that both
aspects should be dealt with accordingly with as much dignity as a soul could muster.
What she had so far withessed in her few minutes here had revealed very little dignity.

It had taken her great effort to reach this place as quickly as she had, effort that had worn
her out physically, spiritualy, and very much magically. Kara dearly wanted to get some
sleep, but she had come to this place for reasons that even she did not completely
understand and so needed to at |east survey the areain the hopes of finding some
answers.

After the unsettling loss of not only the warlord’s armor but also both her prized dagger
and the two corpses, the young necromancer had used her training to try to ferret out the
locations of al—and that had unerringly led her to this most unassuming place. What ties
the port might have to all, she could not say, but it clearly did not bode well. Kara wished
that she could have consulted with her teachers, but time had been of the essence and she
had been trained to rely on herself as much as possible. Delaying the chase only meant it
becoming more difficult to track everything later on. That, she could not afford. If the
thieves planned on taking the armor overseas, she had to stop them now.

Asfor therevenants. . . she had no idea what to do about that unsettling pair. They acted
like nothing spoken of in her studies.

Ignoring the unsavory glances from the sailors she passed, Kara headed for the first inn
she found. On the one hand, the ebony-tressed enchantress needed food, while on the
other, she hoped to garner useful information. Surely those who carried Bartuc’s suit had
needed ameal or adrink after such an arduous trek.

The Captain’s Table,as the inn had been titled, proved to be a bit better in appearance
than she expected. Although the building looked old and worn, the gray-haired, imposing
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man in charge kept it clean and orderly. Karaimmediately knew that he had once been an
officer in some naval force, from his features likely one of the wealthier Western
Kingdoms. Cheerful for the most part, the gigantic figure with muttonchop sideburns
brooked no argument from one patron who believed he could depart without paying.
Despite his advanced age, the innkeeper handled the much younger seaman with ease, not
only retrieving the money owed him but also depositing the cul prit out in the fog and
mud.

Rubbing his hands on his apron, the owner noticed his newest guest. “Good evening,
milady!” He bowed graciously despite his growing girth, his entire expression lighting up
at the sight of her. “Captain Hanos Jeronnan, your humble servant! May I say you grace
my little place!”

Unaccustomed to such open displays toward her, Kara did not answer at first. However,
Captain Jeronnan, clearly realizing that he had overwhelmed her, patiently waited for her
to recover.

“Thank you, captain,” she finally responded. “I seek some food and, if you have the
time, the answers to afew questions.”

“For you, my lovely little one, I’ll make the time!”

He walked off, humming to himself. Karafelt her face reddening. Captain Jeronnan
obviously meant nothing forward in his comments, but none of the dark mage’sintense
training had taught her how to take compliments on her appearance. She knew that some
of her brethren found her attractive, but among the followers of Rathma such matters
were treated with the formality with which they treated everything.

Seating herself in aside booth, Kara glanced around at the other patrons. Most went
about the business of drinking and eating, but afew had other mattersin mind. She saw a
woman in scandalous garments leaning over a sailor, her offer to him needing little actua
conversation. To her right, a pair of men dickered over some deal, babbling in alanguage
of which the necromancer had no knowledge. There were aso a few males among the
clientele who eyed her with more open interest than Captain Jeronnan had and without
his tact. One who showed far too much interest for her own tastes received a stony glare
from her silver eyes, asight so unsettling to him that he quickly turned away, burying his
head in drink and visibly shivering for severa seconds.

The innkeeper returned with a plate bearing broiled fish and some sea vegetable. He
placed that and a mug in front of the necromancer. “Cider in the mug. ‘Tis the simplest
drink 1’ve got here, milady.”

Kara considered telling him something about the strong herbal concoctions developed by
the Rathma faithful, but chose to graciously accept the mild drink. She looked at the fish,
the spices giving it avery enticing scent. Of course, at this point Kara amost would have
been willing to eat it right out of the sea. Still, it pleased her to find such civilized fare
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here. “What do | owe?”
“Your company alone’s worth the price.”

She bristled, thinking of the woman plying her wares on one of the customers. “l am
no—"

He looked chagrined. “No, no! “Tis just that I don’t get such fair visitors much, lass! |
only meant sitting here and answering your questions! No harm meant—"" Jeronnan
leaned closer, whispering, “and | know better than to try forcing myself on one who
follows the ways of Rathma!”

“You know what | am and still you desire to sit with me?”

“Milady, | sailed every sea and all over the Great Ocean. I’ve seen many a magic, but the
most trustworthy of mages were always the faithful of Rathma . . .”

She rewarded him with a slight smile that proved enough to redden his already ruddy
cheeks. “Then perhaps you are the man with whom | can trust my questions.”

The captain leaned back. “Only when you’ve first tasted my speciaty and given me your
fine opinion.”

Kara cut into the fish, tasting a small bite. Immediately she cut a second, downing it as
quickly asthefirst.

Jeronnan beamed. “’Tis to your liking, then?”

Indeed, it was. The jungles of the east contained a variety of marvelous spices, but the
necromancer had never eaten anything like thisfish. In less time than she could have
imagined, Kara had devoured a good portion of her meal, so much so that she finally felt
like herself again.

Captain Jeronnan had excused himself now and then to deal with his other customers,
but by the time she had finished, there remained only two others, a pair of dourlooking
sailors clearly too weary to do anything but nurse their ales and food. The innkeeper
settled in across from her and waited.

“My name is Kara Nightshadow,” she began. “You know what | am.”

“Aye, but I’ve never seen one that looked like you, lass.”

Kara pushed on, unwilling at this point to be detoured by niceties. “Captain, have you
noticed anyone out of the ordinary here?”

He chuckled. “In Gea Kul? It’d be more extraordinary to see someone ordinary!”
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“What about . . . what about a man traveling with armor probably strapped to the back of
an animal?” The necromancer paused to consider the implications further. “Or a man
wearing armor?”

“We get some soldiers here. Not uncommon.”

“In crimson plate?”

Jeronnan’s brow wrinkled. “I’d recall that—but, no. No one.”

It had been a desperate hope. Kara wanted to ask another, very particular question, but
feared that if she did, the captain’s easy manner would change. He might be familiar with
her kind, but some subjects could be too dark even for him to accept. Walking corpses

would certainly be one of those subjects.

Kara opened her mouth with the intention of trying a different track, yet what escaped
from her lips proved not to be words but rather along yawn.

Her companion looked her over. “Pardon me for being blunt, milady, but you look even
more pale than you likely usually are. I think you need some good rest.”

She sought to dissuade him, only to yawn again. “Perhaps you are right.”

“I’ve got a couple of rooms available, lass. For you, no charge—and nothing expected, if
you’re worried about it.”

“I’ll pay you.” Kara managed to retrieve some coins from the purse on her belt. “Is this
enough?”

He shoved most of it back. “That is . . . and don’t go showing all that money around. Not
everyone’s a kind soul like me!”

The necromancer could barely move. Her legs felt like lead. The spellwork she had
utilized to quicker get her to her destination had taken too much from the dark mage. “I
think 1 will go to it immediately, if you will forgive my leaving.”

“Best give me a few minutes, lass. | fear that with the help I hire here, it might not be
ready for you. Just remain here and I’ll be back shortly!”

He hurried off before she could protest. Kara straightened, trying to keep awake. Both
the spellwork and her own physical efforts naturally had drained her much, but this
exhaustion seemed far more oppressive than it should have been, even taking those
matters into account. It almost made her believe—

She pushed herself to her feet, turning to the door at the same time. Perhaps Kara had
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misjudged Captain Hanos Jeronnan. Perhaps his congenial manner hid a darker side.

Aware that her thinking might well be too muddled, the necromancer stumbled her way
toward the entrance, not at all caring what the two sailorsin the corner might think. If she
made it outside, then perhaps she could clear her mind enough to reconsider. Yes, for all
the odioussmells of the port itself, the sea air would still no doubt help her regain her
balance.

Karanearly fell through the doorway, so weak had her legs become. Immediately she
inhaled. Some of the heavinessin her head evaporated, enough at least for her to get
some general sense of her surroundings, but the raven-haired enchantress needed more.
She could not decide what to do about the innkeeper until she could think clearly again.

Once more sheinhaled, but as her head cleared a bit more, a sense of immediate unease
struck Kara

She looked up into the dark fog and saw afigurein aworn travel cloak standing just a
few feet from her. His face remained obscured by the hood of his cloak, but lower Kara
could make out one pale hand emerging. In that hand, the figure held a dagger that
gleamed even in the mist-enshrouded night.

Anivory dagger.

Kara’s dagger.

Another pale hand reached up and pulled back the hood dlightly, revealing aface the
necromancer had seen but once before. The Vizjerei from Bartuc’s tomb.

The Vizjerei who had had his throat torn out.

“Your spell . . . should’ve worked . . . better on her,” a voice croaked from behind her.
Karatried to turn, her body still moving far too slowly. At the same time, it occurred to
her that all her training, all her spellwork, had failed to enable her to notice not one

attacker, but two.

A second pale face smiled grimly at her, the man’s head tipped slightly to one side as if
not entirely connected to his body.

The second corpse from the tomb. The wiry man whose neck had been snapped.
“You leave us . . . no choice.”

His hand had been raised, in it another dagger held hilt up. Even as this fact reached her
sluggish brain, the hand of the ghoul came down, swinging hard.
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The blow caught Kara Nightshadow on the temple. She spun around once and would
have surely cracked her head on the stone path save that the undead creature who had hit
her now caught her in his arms. With astonishing tenderness, he lowered the stunned
woman to the ground.

“You...really...leave us. .. no choice.”

And with that, she blacked out.

Six

Norrec did not leave his cabin again until time came to retrieve his morning meal. No
one spoke to him, especialy Captain Casco, who had not forgiven his passenger for
leaving the mess near the rail. Norrec actually appreciated the lack of conversation,
wanting nothing to slow his return to the safety of hisroom.

He had slept fitfully during the night, not only haunted by dreams of Bartuc’s glory, but
now also dread images of Fauztin’s vengeful spirit come to claim him. Not until the
Hawksfire finally set sail did the veteran fighter calm at all. Out on the sea, troubled
spirits could certainly not pursue him. In fact, as the ship pushed out onto the stormy
waters, it finally began to sound reasonable to Norrec that he had imagined the dreadful
vision, that what he had taken for Fauztin had either been but another Vizjerei—for
certainly the port lay near enough to their eastern lands—or the complete figment of his
own troubled mind.

The latter seemed more and more likely. After al, Norrec had been both physically and
mentally torn apart by the demands of the cursed armor. The memories of not only the
tomb but the slaughter at the inn remained with him. In addition, the warlord’s suit had
pushed his endurance to the limits and beyond, forcing the soldier to traverse arough
landscape without hardly any rest and at a pace that would have killed many men. If not
for the fact that only part of the effort had been his own, Norrec suspected that he would
definitely have died along the way.

The waves grew choppier as the Hawksfire entered deep waters. With each groan of the
hull, Norrec became more and more convinced that at some point the sea would crush the
worn ship like tinder. Y et, somehow, the Hawksfire continued on, riding one wave to the
next. In addition, for al their motley outer appearance, Captain Casco and his crew
proved quite adept at managing the vessel. They scurried up the ropes, raced across the
decks, ever keeping their ship ready to meet the elements.

What they could not entirely keep at bay, though, was the storm. It struck but afew
hours out, the sky blackening and lightning flashing all about. The winds picked up,
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bending the masts and trying to rip the sails. Norrec, who had finally stepped out, quickly
gripped the rail as the sea tossed the Hawksfire to the side.

“Starboard!” called Casco from the deck. “Starboard!”

The man at the wheel worked to obey, but wind and water battled against him. A second
crew member came to his aid, the pair managing to fulfill the captain’s orders after great
effort.

Rain at last fell, atorrent that forced Norrec back into the cabin. Not only did he know
nothing about sailing, but, clad in armor, herisked hislife every time he neared theralil. It
would take only one strong wave to toss him over the side.

A soiled lantern swinging violently from the ceiling tried desperately to keep the cabin
illuminated. Norrec planted himself on the inside corner of the bunk and tried to think.
He had not yet completely given up hope of escaping the cursed armor, but so far had no
idea as to what to do. It would require powerful sorcery and he knew no one with such
abilities. If only he could have asked Fauztin—

The memory of what he had thought he had seen on the dock returned full blown,
sending renewed chills through Norrec. Best to forget about Fauztin—and Sadun, too.
They were dead.

Night came and still the storm did not abate. Norrec forced himself down to the mess,
where he noticed for the first time some of the crew eyeing him with more than
disinterest and disdain. Now afew gazes seemed almost hostile, hostile and yet
frightened. Norrec had no doubt that it had to do with the armor. Who was he, they must
be wondering? The armor spoke of power, of command. Why did such a one as he travel
on amiserable vessel such as the Hawksfire?

Again hetook his meal to the cabin, preferring the solitary atmosphere. Thistime he
found the food slightly more pal atable or perhaps the previous meals had just burned
away histongue. Norrec devoured it, then fell back and tried to go to sleep. He did not
look forward to sleep, both the dreams of Bartuc and the nightmares surrounding the
tomb not at al enticements. However, exhaustion quickly set in and, as aveteran
campaigner, Norrec Vizharan knew better than to try to fight it. Even the violent rocking
of the Hawksfire could not keep his eyesfrom closing . . .

“It would be . . . nice to rest,” came acracking yet still familiar voice.** But, after all,
they say . . . no rest for the wicked, en?”

Norrec bolted to hisfeet, eyes wide. Barely any light shone from the lantern, but even
with what little he had the soldier could see that no one else stood in the room.

“Damn!” Another nightmare. Staring at the lantern, Norrec realized that he must have
fallen asleep without realizing it. The voice had been in his head, nowhere else. The voice
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of acomrade now lost . . .
Sadun’s voice.

Thunder crashed. The Hawksfire shivered. Norrec gripped the side of the cot, then
started to ease himself back onto it.

“You should’ve . . . listened to Fauztin . . . Norrec. Now it . . . may be too late.**
He froze where he was, gaze shifting to the door.

“Come to us, friend . . . come to Fauztin . . .and me.”

Norrec straightened. “Sadun?”

No reply, but some of the planks just outside the cabin creaked as if someone walked
upon them and paused now before his door.

“Someone out there?”

The Hawksfire dipped, nearly sending him tumbling. Norrec flattened himself against a
wall, eyes never leaving the doorway. Had he imagined Tryst’s cracking, laboring voice?

The days since the horror of the tomb had tested the veteran’s nerve more than any battle
in which he had fought, yet still something within urged Norrec toward the door. Most
likely when he opened it there would be nothing. Sadun and the Vizjerei could not be out
there, awaiting the friend who had so terribly murdered them. Such things did not happen
save in tales spoken in whispers around late night campfires.

But such things as the dreadful armor Norrec wore did not happen outside of those tales,
either.

Again the planks creaked. Norrec gritted his teeth, reached toward the latch . . .

The gauntleted hand suddenly twitched—and began to glow a sinister red.

Norrec drew the glove back, watching in wonder as the glow now faded. He reached
forward once more, but this time, nothing happened. Steeling himself, Norrec undid the

latch, then swung open the door—

Rain and wind battered him, but no fearsome shade stood outside the cabin, bony finger
outstretched in condemnation.

Seizing his cloak, Norrec hurried outside, his gaze immediately shifting first to the left,
then the right. Toward the bow he saw the dim shapes of men struggling to keep the sails
in order, but of the supposed phantoms, he found not atrace.
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The hard tramping of feet made him look in the direction of the stern again, where he
saw one of Casco’s men running toward the bow. The man would have passed Norrec
without a glance, but the soldier seized him. Ignoring the sailor’s fierce glare, he shouted,
“Did you see anyone out here before you? Anyone standing by my cabin?”

The sailor spat something in another tongue, then pulled away from Norrec asiif just
touched by aleper. Norrec watched the man run off, then shifted his own attention to the
rail. A notion filled his head that he found entirely ludicrous, but still it made him risk
fate by actually stepping to the edge and peering over the side.

Waves shattered unceasingly against the timeworn hull of the Hawksfire ,doing their
best, it seemed, to pound through the wood and send the vessel and its occupants to their
watery dooms. The sea beyond churned wildly, sometimes rising so high that Norrec had
trouble seeing the heavens.

But of his supposed visitor, he saw no sign. No vengeful ghoul clung to the side of the
hull. The unforgiving shades of Sadun Tryst and Fauztin had not, after all, been standing
outside his cabin door. He had imagined them, just as he had first believed.

“You! What you do out? Inside! Inside!” The hobbling form of Captain Casco closed in
on Norrec from the bow. Casco seemed completely outraged that his sole passenger had
dared the elements. Norrec doubted it had to do with concern for the veteran’s well-
being. Aswith therest of the crew, ahint of fright tinged Casco’s angry words.

“What is it? What’s wrong?”

“Wrong?” the cadaverous mariner barked back. “Wrong? Nothing wrong! Back to cabin!
Storm outside! You fool?”

Half-tempted to respond “yes” to Casco’s question, Norrec did not bother to argue with
the man. With the crippled mariner watching, he returned to the cabin, closing the door
on Casco’s scowling visage. After a moment, Norrec heard him stump away.

The thought of trying to fall asleep again did not at all appeal to Norrec, but he
nonetheless tried. At first, questions raced through his thoughts, all but one of which the
veteran could answer. That lone question concerned the crimson gauntlet and why it had
begun to glow just prior to his going outside to search. If no danger had lurked beyond
the door, what reason would the armor have for such a protective measure? True, it had
not seized control of him, but still its actions had appeared to have purpose.. . .

Norrec fell asleep still pondering the suit’s reaction. He did not stir again until a crack of
thunder that shook the cabin nearly caused him to tumble out of the makeshift bunk.
Disoriented, the soldier tried and failed to calculate just how long he had been asleep.
The storm still blew strong, which to Norrec meant that it could not have been more than
afew scant hours. Rarely had a storm that he had suffered through lasted more than a
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day, athough he supposed that on the high sea it could be different.
Arms and legs stiff, Norrec stretched, then tried to go back to his slumber.

A long, cracking sound far different from thunder again brought him to hisfeet. He
recognized that sound, even if he had not heard it often. It had been the sound of wood
breaking.

And on aship in the midst of awild storm, that could spell doom for everyone.

Norrec burst out of the cabin, heading toward the bow. Shouts informed him that the
crew already struggled to deal with whatever danger threatened, but he knew how
difficult their task would be if what he suspected had truly occurred. Bad enough for the
ship to suffer damage, but to try to repair it during such chaos. . .

A moment later, hisworst fears had been realized. Just ahead, severa sailors fought to
keep one of the masts from entirely cracking in two. They pulled on ropes, trying to force
the upper portion in place while other men attempted to strengthen the ruined area with
planks, nails, and more rope. Norrec, however, could already tell that theirs had become a
struggle in futility. More and more the mast leaned dangerously, and when it went the
others would surely soon follow.

He wanted to do something, but none of the skills he had |earned would have been of aid
to the more experienced mariners. Norrec stared at the gauntleted hands, the crimson
coloring making them look so mighty, so full of strength. Yet al the vaunted power of
Bartuc’s legacy would avail him nothing now.

The thought faded as an unsettling blue aura formed without warning around each glove.

Norrec suddenly found himself rushing forward, the suit again in command of his
actions. For once, though, the veteran fought little against it, certain of itsintentions if not
its methods. The armor desired to reach its distant destination, and it could not if it and
Norrec sank to the bottom of the sea. For Norrec’s life alone, it needed to act.

“Away! Away!” shouted Captain Casco, no doubt certain that his clumsy passenger
would just make aterrible situation worse. Norrec, though, barged past him, nearly
bowling the crippled mariner over.

The mast creaked ominously, a sure sign that only seconds remained before it toppled
into the next. Norrec took a deep breath, anxiously waiting for the suit to act.

“Kesral! Qezal irakus!”

Lightning punctuated each word thrust from the soldier’s mouth, but Norrec paid it little
mind. What he did notice, what all those around him also surely noticed, was that several
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shimmering green forms suddenly surrounded, even clung to, the ruined mast. They had
strong, sleek arms that ended in suckered fingers, but where there should have been legs,
the monstrosities had bodies reminiscent of gigantic slugs. The creatures hissed and
crawled, their half-seen faces akin to some demented artist’s idea of a bat made up like a
clown, face paint and all.

The sailors fled in panic, releasing their grip on the ropes and wood. The mast started to
fal ...

The shimmering horde pushed it back in place. While some held it there, others started to
crawl around and around the ruined area. Asthey moved, they left trails of slime over the
cracks. At first Norrec had no ideawhat they intended, but then he noticed that the slime
almost immediately hardened, strengthening and stabilizing the mast. Over and over the
creatures crawled, a madcap race with no finish line. Their brethren, no longer needed to
support the mast, watched and waited, hissing in what seemed encouragement to the ones
circling around the pole.

“Kesra! Qezal ranakka!™

The demons quickly crawled from the mast, grouping together. Norrec pulled his gaze
from the horrific band, looking over their completed handiwork. Despite the storm, the
mast now swayed asif only in agentle breeze. Not only had they repaired it, but they had
reinforced it in such a manner that the odds were it would better survive this voyage than
the other two.

Asif aso satisfied, the suit waved a negligent hand at the demons. A burst of light so
bright that Norrec had to shield his eyes covered the foul pack. The creatures’ hissing
grew stronger, harsher, until, with what seemed a sigh, the light faded out—Ileaving no
trace of the sluglike beasts, not even asingletrail of slime.

Seemingly unimpressed, the storm battled on, tossing the Hawksfire about. Y et, despite
the continued threat of it, the crew hesitated to return to their posts, only doing so when
the captain finally shouted at them. The sailors who passed Norrec gave the fighter a
wide berth, their fear of him quite clear in their expressions. True, their lives had
probably been spared because of the demons summoned, but to know that one who could
call forth such horrific apparitions journeyed with them surely shook the men to the very
core of their souls.

Norrec, however, did not care, so weary his legs threatened to collapse underneath him.
Even though it had been the suit that had cast the spell, he suddenly felt asif he had just
rebuilt the entire mast single handedly. Norrec waited for the armor to guide him back to
the cabin, but now that the danger had been dealt with, apparently it had left mattersto
him.

The metal plate felt like athousand pounds as he turned and walked from the deck.
Around him, Norrec continued to feel the uneasy stares of the crew of the Hawksfire. No
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doubt they would soon even forget that they owed their lives to his presence and begin to
consider what it meant to have a master of demons aboard. Fear had away of turning to
violence. . .

Y et, despite that knowledge, Norrec sought only his bed. He very desperately needed
sleep. Even the storm would not be able to keep him awake now. Come the morrow, he
would do what he could to explain what had happened.

Norrec only hoped that, in the meantime, none of the crew would attempt anything
foolish . .. and fatal.

Darkness. Warm, envel oping darkness.

Kara nestled init, dwelled in it, found it so comforting that for the longest time she had
no desireto leaveit. Yet, there came a point when something—an uneasy feeling, a sense
of foreboding—made her turn, shift . . . and try to wake.

She also heard a voice.

“Kara! Lass! Where are you?”’

The voice had a familiarity to it, one that slowly drew her up from oblivion. As she tried

to awaken, Kara Nightshadow’s own will aided in the task. This darkness, this
nothingness, held her prisoner. The comfort it offered was a smothering one, an eternal

sleep.
“Karal”

It no longer even comforted. Now it scratched, crushed, felt more akin to a casket than a
soft bed . . .

“Karal”

The necromancer’s eyes flew open.

She stood imprisoned in atomb of wood, her limbs seemingly frozen.

Somewhere a hound barked. The necromancer blinked, trying to focus better. A few
cracks of dim light shone through, just enough to enable her to better understand what
had become of her. Wood tightly surrounded her on al sides, a hollow tree without major
openings. Somehow, she had been placed here, sealed in here—to die?

A sense of claustrophobia nearly overwhelmed her. Kara struggled to move her arms, but

could not. They had been pinned to her sides and wrapped by vegetation growing in the
hollow tree. Worse, moss aso covered her mouth, sealing her lips together. Shetried to
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make a sound, but, muffled by both the moss and the thick trunk, Kara knew that no one
outside would hear her.

More hounds barked, this time nearer. She fixed on avoice, Captain Jeronnan’s voice,
calling her name.

“Karal Lass! Can you hear me?”

Her legs aso could not move, likely for the same reasons as her arms. Physically, Kara
had been left completely helpless.

The sense of claustrophobia grew. Although the necromancer had lived much of her
short life in seclusion, she had aways had freedom of movement, freedom of choice. Her
ghoulish attackers had left her without either. Why they had not slain her outright, the
desperate dark mage could not say, but if she did not soon escape, her demise would be
just ascertain. .. and in afar ower, grislier fashion.

And that thought, accompanied by her growing feeling that the tree trunk closed in on
her from all sides, pushed Kara as none of her teachers had ever. She wanted to escape, to
be free, to not suffer the slow tortures of starvation. . .

Bound as she was, with even her mouth sealed, no sophisticated spell could save her.
Y et, raw emotion, so generally kept under control by the followers of Rathma, now
bubbled up, demanded to overflow. Kara stared at the wood before her, seeing it as her
nemesis, her own tomb.

She would not die this way, not through the dark magic of an undead sorcerer . . .
Not diethisway . ..

Theinterior of the trunk grew hot, stifling. Sweat dripped over the necromancer. The
vegetation seemed to tighten around her limbs.

Not die. ..
Her silver eyesflashed bright . . .brighter. . .
The tree exploded.

Fragments of wood flew in al directions, bombarding the nearby landscape. Somewhere,
Kara heard men swear and dogs whine. She could do nothing for them, though, and, in
truth, could do no more for herself. The necromancer fell forward, her arms and legs no
longer hindered. Theinstinctive reaction to put her hands out to save herself kept Kara
from striking the ground head first, but did not prevent the jolt when her body hit from
causing her to momentarily black out.
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Vaguely she heard voices that seemed to draw near. A beast sniffed the ground near her
head, its cold nose briefly rubbing against her ear. She heard a command, then felt strong
but gentle hands touch her shoulders.

“Karal! What in the name of the Sea Witch happened to you, lass?”
“Jeron—" she managed to utter, the effort nearly doing her in again.
“Easy, lass! Here, you fool! Take the dogs’ leashes! I’ll see to her!”
“Aye, captain!”

Kara barely noticed the journey back to Gea Kul, save for one moment when the
innkeeper, who carried her in his arms, swore at one of his companions for nearly letting
the dogs trip him. She drifted into and out of consciousness, now and then recalling her
short glimpses of the two undead. Something about them had greatly disturbed her, more
than she would have imagined possible.

Even in her present state, it went through Kara’s mind that they had been invisible to her
senses, that they had played her, not the other way around. Necromancers manipul ated
the forces of life and death, not the other way around. Y et, the Vizjerei and his grinning
companion had toyed with Kara as if she had been less than afirst year novice. How?
Moreto the point, why did they walk the world at all?

The answer had to deal with her earlier error in the tomb. Somehow, although her
training had never covered such astounding occurrences, when she had |eft the phantasm
alone, it had been able to seize full control of the body. Then, it must have summoned the
companion it had known in life, the pair vanishing by magic before she returned.

A simple explanation, and yet not at all satisfactory. Kara missed something; she felt
sure of it.

“Enchantress?”

The word echoed in her skull, drowning out her thoughts. She forced her eyelids open—
which Kara had not even realized until now had been closed—and stared up at the
concerned visage of Captain Hanos Jeronnan. “What . . . ?”

“Easy, lass! You’ve gone two days without food and water! Not enough to do you any
real harm, but still too much for your own good!”

Two days? She had been trapped in the tree for two days?
“When you vanished that night, | started a search right away, but not until morn came

did | find this pouch near the side of the inn.” He held up a small, leather pouch in which
Kara stored some of the herbs necessary for her calling. Necromancer spells required
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other ingredients besides blood, although most outsiders never knew that.

Odd, though, that she should lose that pouch. It would have almost required her captors
to spend precious time to tear it off, so securely had the young spellcaster generally kept
it fastened. Of course, that made even less sense, since the only reason that they would
bother to do that might be to actually leave a clue to her kidnapping, hardly something
either ghoul would have done.

But, then, they had |eft her alive, if buried in the heart of a dead tree.

She felt so confused. Her irritation must have shown, for the innkeeper immediately
sought to aid her. “What is it? Need more water? Blankets?”

“I’m . ..” Her words sounded more akin to the croaking of a frog—or too much like her
more vocal assailant. Kara gratefully accepted water, then tried again. “l am allright,
captain . . . and | thank you for your care. | will, of course, pay you—"

“l don’t like foul language in my establishment, milady! There’ll be no more talk of
that!”

Hetruly was a curiosity to her. “Captain Jeronnan, most folk, especially westerners,
would rather have left one of my kind to rot in that tree, much less put together a search
party. Why do this?”

The huge man looked uncomfortable. “Always watch over my guests, lass.”

Despite the aches throughout her body, she pushed herself up to a sitting position.
Jeronnan had given her aroom such as she could not have imagined in Gea Kul. Clean
and comfortable, with no odor of fish, either. Truly amarvel. Y et, Karadid not let her
pleasant surroundings deter her from her question.““Why do it, captain?”

“l had me a daughter once,” he began with much reluctance. “And before you think it,
she looked not a bit like you save in also being pretty.” Jeronnan cleared his throat. “Her
mother was higher born than me, but my naval successes et me rise to where we could
wed. Terania was born to us, but her mother never lived much beyond carrying her.” A
daring tear emerged from the gruff man’s eye, one the innkeeper quickly brushed out of
existence. “For the next decade and more, | couldn’t stand my life because it tore me
away from the only one left to me. Finally, | resigned my commission when she was just
beginning to blossom into afair maiden and took her across the seato aplacel
remembered being so beautiful. Bless her, Terania never complained, even seemed to
thrive here.”

“Gea Kul?”

“Don’t sound so surprised, lass. Was a much nicer, cleaner place a decade ago.
Something foul’s touched it since, just as it’s touched every other place | hear of these
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days.”

Kara carefully kept her expression neutral. As one of the faithful of Rathma, she knew
well that dark powers had begun to spread over the world. The ransacking of Bartuc’s
tomb only exemplified that fact. The necromancers feared that soon the world would slip
out of the delicate balance it needed to maintain, that the tide would shift toward the
Lords of Hell.

That demons already walked the world again.

Captain Jeronnan had been talking while she had considered all of this and so Kara had
missed his past few words. However, something at the end caught her attention, so much
so that she had to blurt, “What?”

By now his face had turned grim, so very grim. “Aye, that’s what happened, all right!
Two years we lived here, happy as could be possible; then one night | hear her scream
from her room, a place no man could get without passing me first! Smashed through her
door, | did—and found no trace of her. Her window remained locked, her closet |
searched well, but she’d somehow vanished from a room with no other good exit.”

Jeronnan had searched high and low for his daughter, several of the locals more than
willing to join the hunt. For three days, he had looked and for three days he had failed . . .
until one night, as he tried to sleep, the captain had heard his daughter calling to him.

A cautious man despite his desperate hopes, he had taken with him the ceremonia blade
awarded to him by his admiral. With it, the innkeeper had gone out into the wilds,
following the call of his child. For more than an hour he had trekked through the woods
and hills, seeking, searching . . .

Finally, near a crooked tree, he had caught sight of hisbeloved Terania. The girl, her
skin so oddly pale—even more so than Kara’s—had stood waiting for her father with
arms outstretched.

She had called out to him again and Jeronnan had, of course, responded. Sword in one
hand, he had taken his daughter close—

Her fangs had nearly ripped out his throat.
Captain Jeronnan had sailed the world, had seen many a marvel ous and disturbing thing,
had fought pirates and villains in the name of his masters, but no experiencein hislife

had meant more to him than raising his only child.

And nothing had ripped at his soul more than running the creature she had become
through the heart.

“It hangs downstairs,” he muttered, finishing. “A fine piece of craftsmanship and
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designed to be practical, too.” Almost as an afterthought, the captain added, “Plated in
silver or else 1’d not be here with you today.”

“What happened to her?” Kara knew such tales, but the causes varied.

“The damned thing is, | never found out! Finally managed to push it to the back of my
mind until you vanished. Feared that it had come back for you!” A daring tear escaped
his eyes. “I still hear her cries . . . both the one when she vanished and the one when |
slew her.”

Jeronnan’s unknown horror had not stalked Kara, but the two undead tomb robbers had
certainly been waiting, which drew her at last back to her own immediate situation.
“Forgive me, captain, for sounding so uncaring about your great loss, but can you tell me
if any ships departed during the time | was lost?”

Kara’s question caught the grieving man off guard for a moment, but he quickly
recovered. “Only ship that’s sailed off so far has been the Hawksfire ,a cursed vessel if
I’ve ever seen one! Surprised it hasn’t sunk yet.”

Only a single ship had departed. It had to be the one she wanted. “Where was it
heading?”

“Lut Gholein. It always sails to Lut Gholein.”

She knew the name. A prospering kingdom on the western side of the Twin Seas, a place
where merchants from all over the world bought and sold.

Lut Gholein. The Vizjerel and his grinning friend had trekked al the way here from the
tomb, moving at a pace only those who felt no exhaustion could maintain. They had
specifically come to Gea Kul, whose only good purpose served as a point by which to
reach other realms. But why?

There could be only one reason. They pursued the remaining members of their party, the
ones who also carried with them Bartuc’s armor. Kara suspected that might be only one
man, but she had to keep in mind the possibility of morein mind.

So this Hawksfire carried either the survivors or the revenants. If the latter, the pair
would have to have secreted themselves carefully in order to avoid detection, but she had
heard tales of the undead doing whatever they needed while pursuing their victims.
Crossing the seawould be difficult, but not impossible.

Lut Gholein. It might yet be only another brief stop, but at least Kara had a particular
destination.

“Captain, when is the next ship sailing there?”
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“Lass, you’re barely able to sit up, much less—”

Silver eyes fixed unblinking at him. “When?”

He rubbed his chin. “Not for a time. Maybe a week, maybe more.”

Much too late. By then, both the revenants and those they pursued would be long gone,

the armor with them. Even more important than her dagger remained the fact that the
bloody warlord’s suit moved about. The enchantments within would certainly call out to

the ambitious, the evil.

Even those not necessarily human.

“I have funds. Can you recommend a ship | could hire?”
Jeronnan eyed her for a moment. “This is that important?”

“More than you can imagine.”

With a sigh, the innkeeper replied, “There’s a small but sleek vessel, the King’s Shield,
near the northernmost end of the port. She can sail at any time. Just need a day or two to
gather the crew and supplies together.”

“Do you think you can convince the owner to hear me out?”

This caused Jeronnan to laugh hard. “No need to worry about that, milady! He’s a man
who used to follow many a cause, so long as it was a good one!”

Her hopes rose. Already she felt nearly well enough to travel. The Hawksfire had afew
days head start, but with a good ship, Karamight be able to arrive in Lut Gholein in but a

short time after. Her unigque skills, combined with afew careful questions, should enable
her to follow the trail from there.

“I need to talk with him. I must be able to leave by tomorrow morning.”
“Tomorrow morn—"

Again she gave him that gaze. Kara regretted pushing, but more than her health and the
patience of this other captain were at stake. “It must be so.”

“All right.” He shook his head. “I’ll get everything ready. We’ll set sail in the morning.”

Kara was touched by his sudden offer. “It is more than enough that you can convince the
King’s Shield’s captain to take this journey, but you need not tear yourself from your
beloved inn! Thisis no longer your concern.”
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“l don’t like when my guests are nearly killed . . . or worse, lass. Besides, I’ve been too
long on dry land! Be good to feel the sea again!”” He leaned nearer, giving her a smile.
“And as for convincing the captain, |1 don’t think you understand me yet, enchantress! I’'m
owner of that fine vessel and by all that’s holy, I’ll see that she sets sail in the morning—
or | promise you that there’ll truly be hell to pay!”

As he hurried off to see to arrangements, Kara slumped down, caught by his last words.
Hell to pay?

Captain Hanos Jeronnan had no ideajust how fateful his oath just might end up being.

Seven

“My men grow restive and | can truly understand their positions, Galeona. Greatness
beckons and we have sat here on the edge of the desert!”

*“’Twas by your command that we remained yet longer, my dear Augustus.”

He towered over her. “Because you said that soon we would better know the location of
Bartuc’s armor! We would soon know where this fool brings it!” Malevolyn seized her
hair, pulling her up until their faces nearly touched. “Find him, my darling. Find him—or
I may have to find myself mourning your passing!”

She let him see no fear. Those who showed fear to the general became much reduced in
his eyes, nevermore respected, forever expendable. Galeona had worked long and hard to
make certain that she remained invaluable and she would not |et that change now.

“l will see what I can do, but it must be accomplished without you this time.”

He frowned. “You always required my presence in the past. Why the change now?”
“Because what | must do will require me to delve deeper than | ever have before . . . and
if for any reason | am disturbed at the wrong point, not only will it kill me, but it may

also perhaps slay anyone nearby.”

This clearly impressed even the general. Brow raised, he nodded. “Very well. Is there
anything you require of it?”

A voice suddenly spoke in Galeona’s head. There must be. . . some sacrifice.

The sorceress smiled, wrapping one arm around Malevolyn and putting her lips to his.
As she pulled away from the kiss, she absently asked, “Who’s failed you most of late, my
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love?”

His mouth set into a straight edge, unyielding and unforgiving. “Captain Tolos has
proven something of a disappointment of late. I think his dedication is slipping.”

Her hand stroked Malevolyn’s cheek. “Then perhaps | can make him more useful to
you.”

“l understand. I’ll send him to you immediately. Just give me results.”
“I think you’ll be pleased.”
“We shall see.”

Genera Malevolyn marched out of the tent. Galeonaimmediately turned to the shadows,
onein particular. “You think it’ll be enough?”

“This one can only try,” replied Xazax. The shadow separated from the others, moving
nearer. Part of the shadow crossed over the sorceress’s foot, sending a sensation like
approaching death through her.

“I must find him this time! You see how impatient the general gets!”

“This one has waited much longer than the mortal,” chittered the shade. “This one
desires the finding far more than even him.”

They both heard footsteps outside her tent. Xazax’s silhouette immediately sank back
into the rest of the shadows. Galeona brushed back her hair, then adjusted her arresting
garments for best viewing.

“You may enter,” she cooed.

A young officer, his helm in the crook of hisarm, entered. Red-haired, with a slight
beard and eyes too innocent, he looked like alamb coming to the slaughter. Galeona
remembered his face and the interesting notions that had crossed her mind more than
once. “Come closer, Captain Tolos.”

“The general sent me,” the officer returned in a voice that held just a hint of uncertainty.
No doubt he knew well of the sorceress’s reputation . . . not to mention her appetites. “He
said you had atask for me.”

She went to the table where she kept wine for the general, pouring Tolos a cup of the
finest. Galeona held it up for him to see, beckoning the man to cometo her. Like afish to
the lure, he did just that, his expression still confused.

Pressing the cup into his hand, Galeona led it to his mouth. At the same time, her other
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hand followed the course of his body, which further increased his anxiety.

“Lady Galeona,” Tolos stammered. “the general sent me here for a purpose. It would not
do for him to discover—”

“Hush . . .” She pushed the drink to his lips, making him sip. The fiery-tressed soldier
swallowed once, twice, before the enchantress lowered the cup again. With her free hand,
she brought hislipsto hers, keeping them there long. He hesitated for the first few
seconds, then pressed hard, lost in her charms.

Enough of frail pleasures, came the demon’s voice in her head. We haveworktodo. . .

Behind the enamored officer, the shadow grew, solidified. A sound akin to adying
swarm of flies arose, enough of anoiseto finally snap Captain Tolos from the
enchantment Galeona had woven over him. The light of the oil lamp let part of a new
shadow cross hisfield of vision, a shadow shaped like nothing human.

Tolos pushed her away, then sought his sword as he turned to face his supposed assassin.
“You’ll not take me so—”"

Whatever words he planned failed him. Captain Tolos gaped, his skin turning completely
white. His fingers still fumbled for the sword, but the overwhelming fear enveloping him
made his hand shake so much that he could not maintain any grip on the hilt.

And looming before him, the demon Xazax surely represented a sight capable of
ingtilling such horrific fear. More than seven feet in height, Xazax resembled most a
praying mantis, but a mantis as only Hell could create. A mad mix of emerald and
crimson colored a body upon which pulsated great golden veins. The head of the demon
looked as if someone had peeled off the outer shell of the insect, seeking the equivalent
of askull beneath. Oversized, yellow pupilless orbs stared down at the puny mortal and
mandibles wider than a soldier’s head—with smaller yet equally savage ones nearer the
actual mouth—opened and closed with terrible eagerness. Astench like decaying
vegetation pervaded the area surrounding the monstrous creature and even began
permeating the tent.

The middle appendages, skeletal arms with three-fingered claws, reached out with
lightning speed, dragging the petrified officer near. Tolos finally tried to scream, but the
demon spat first, covering his victim’s face with a soft, sticky substance.

Xazax’s main appendages rose high, two jagged scythes ending in needle-like points.

He thrust both lances through the breast plate of the unfortunate officer, skewering Tolos
like afish.

The body quivered violently, something that seemed to amuse Xazax greatly. Tolos’s
hands feebly clawed at both his chest and his face, succeeding in freeing neither.
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Galeona frowned at the sight, trying to cover her own dread of the demon’s physical
presence with anger and sarcasm. “If you’re done playing, we do have work to do.”

Xazax let the still-quivering body slide free. Tolos dropped to the ground, his blood-
soaked carcass splayed out like some stringless marionette. The hellish mantis prodded
the officer’s corpse toward her. “Of course.”

“I’ll draw the patterns. You be ready to channel.”
“This one will be prepared, make no mistake about it, human Galeona.”

Touching Tolos’s chest, the witch began to shape the patterns needed. She drew first a
series of concentric circles, afterwards placing a pentagram in the midst of the largest.
Galeona then traced in crimson both the marks of summoning and the wards that would
protect her and even Xazax from being overwhelmed by the forces of the spell.

After a few minutes’ work, Galeona had everything prepared. The sorceress glanced up
at her demonic companion.

“This one is ready, as promised,” came the raspy reply to her unspoken question.

The mantis approached, his scythe-like arms reaching out to touch the center of
Galeona’s main pattern. A sound that grated the sorceress’s ears erupted from Xazax, the
demon speaking in atongue with no earthly origins. She gave thanks that her protective
spells kept anyone outside from hearing the creature’s unholy voice.

The tent began to shake. A wind arose inside, one that lifted Galeona’s hair and blew it
back. The oil lamp flickered, at last dousing, but another light, a dank, poisongreen aura,
emerged from the blood-soaked chest of the dead soldier.

Xazax continued muttering in his demonic tongue, at the same time the mantis drawing
new variations in the crimson pattern. Galeonafelt forces both natural and hellish come
forth, then mix in a combination otherwise impossible in the real world.

She reached out, adding to the demon’s variations on the patterns. Now the interior of
the tent crackled with energies both in flux and in conflict.

“Speak the words, human,” commanded Xazax. “Speak before we are engulfed by our
own creation . . .”

Galeonadid, the ancient syllables spilling from her lips. Each word made her own blood
burn, made the horrific veins coursing over her partner flare over and over. The dark
sorceress spoke more quickly, knowing that if she faltered, Xazax’s fear might yet prove
true.
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A thing the color of mold and fleshed almost like atoad formed above the body of
Captain Tolos. It struggled, twisted, tried to cry out with a mouth not completely formed.

Let...me...resssst! it demanded.

Deformed beyond even the manner of demons, the grotesque creature sought to swipe
first at Galeona, then Xazax. However, the wards that she had set into place caused a blue
spark whenever the monstrosity reached out, a spark which clearly hurt the thing much.
In frustration, it finally pulled within itself, wrapping spindly, taloned limbs about it as if
trying to fold itself up enough to utterly disappear.

“You are ours to command,” she told the imprisoned creature.

[ ...must...rest!

“You cannot rest until you complete the task we’ve set for you!”

Nightmarish eyes that dangled loose yet also seemed in some ways human peered at her
in open malevolence. Very well . . . for atime, anyway. What would . . . you have. . . of

me?

“No magic binds your eyes, no barriers block your vision. See for us what we seek and
tell us where itis.”

The horror above Tolos’s cooling body quivered, rumbled. Both Xazax and Galeona
bent back at first—until both realized that the thing only laughed at their demand.

That . . .isall? For this. .. | amtortured . . . forced to wake and even . . . forced to
remember?

Recovering, the witch nodded. “Do it and we’ll return you to your sleep.”

The eyes swung toward the demon. Show . . . mewhat . . . you seek.

The mantis drew asmall circle in the midst of the main pattern. A haze of orange filled
the areain which the trapped creature floated. The eyes stared into the haze, seeing what
even Galeona could not see.

It becomes. .. clearer ... whatyou. ..seek Itwill...berequiring...of aprice

“The payment,” interjected Xazax. “you have already tasted a portion of.”

Their prisoner gazed down at the body. Accepted.

And with but that—a force struck Galeona so hard within her mind that the sorceress fell
back, collapsing onto her pillows.
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She sailed aboard a vessel of dubious means and reputation, a vessel fighting a storm
she found not at all natural. The storm had already ripped apart some of the sails, yet
still the ship pressed on.

Curiously, Galeona saw no crew aboard, almost as if only ghosts manned this vessel.
However, something tugged at her, demanded she look beyond the deck. Without even
moving her feet, the sorceress shifted position, the door of a cabin now before her.
Galeona raised one transparent hand, trying to push open that door.

Instead, she drifted through it, entering the cabin like one of the specters she had
imagined sailing the ship. Yet, the lone occupant of this sad excuse for a roomin no
manner resembled the dead. In fact, up close he looked like far more than Galeona had
first believed. Very much a soldier. Very much a man.

The witch tried to touch his face, but her hand went through his flesh. Nevertheless, he
shifted slightly and almost smiled. Galeona glanced down at the rest of his body, noting
how Bartuc’s armor fit himwell.

Then, a shadow in the corner caught her attention, a shadow with a familiar fed to it.
Xazax.

Knowing that she had to tread carefully now, Galeona focused on what she and the
demon sought. Once more acting as if she caressed the fighter’s cheek, the witch
murmured.*““Who are you?”’

Heturned slightly, asif unsettled.

“Who are you?” she repeated.

This time, his lips opened and he mumbled, “Norrec.”

She smiled at her success. ““On what ship do you sail?”

“Hawksfirrre.”

“What is its destination?”

Now he began to turn. A frown appeared on his slumbering visage and he seemed
unwilling to answer, even in his dreams.

Determined not to fail in this, the most important of the questions, Galeona repeated
herself.

Again, he did not answer. The witch looked up, saw that Xazax’s shadow grew stronger.
She did not trust the demon to take care, though. In fact, his presence even threatened to
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jeopardize matters.

The sorceress turned her attention back to Norrec, looming over him and speaking to
him now in the seductive tone she generally reserved most for Augustus. “Tell me, my
brave, handsome warrior . . . tell Galeona to where you sail . . .”

His mouth opened. “Lut—"

At that moment, the demon’s shadow crossed his face.

Norrec’s eyes flew open. “What in the name of all—"

And Galeona found herself back in the tent, her eyes staring toward the ceiling, her body
covered in achill sweat.

“You imbecile!” she roared, picking herself up. “What were you thinking?”

Xazax’s mandibles snapped open and close. “Thinking that this one could find answers
much more quickly than a much distracted female human . ..”

“There are much better ways than fear for discovering secrets! | had him answering
everything! Afew moments’ more and we would have had all we needed to know!” She
thought quickly on the subject. “Maybe it’s not too late! If—”

She hesitated, staring down at where Tolos lay—or rather , had lain.
The body, even the blood that had splattered the carpet, had vanished.

“The dream one has taken his prize,” Xazax remarked. “This Captain Tolos will suffer a
terrible afterdeath . . .”

“Never mind him! We have to get the Dreamer back—”

Here the mantis vehemently twisted his head back and forth, the closest he could come
to shaking it. “This one will not defy a Dreamer in his own domain. Their realm is
beyond even that of Hell or Heaven. Here we may command them, but, break the link,
and they may take what is theirs.” The demon leaned forward. “Do you think your
genera might part with another soul?”

Galeonaignored his suggestion, thinking what she could say to Malevolyn. She had the
names of both the man and his vessel, but what good did that do her? The ship might be
sailing anywhere! If only he had managed to blurt out his destination before the demon
had fouled matters much! If only—

“He said ‘Lut—,”” the witch gasped. “It has to be!”
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“You have a thought?”

“Lut Gholein, Xazax! Our fool journeys to Lut Gholein!” Her eyes widened in
satisfaction. “He comes to us, just as | first said!”

The monstrous yellow eyes flashed once. “You are certain of this?”

“Very much!” Galeona let out a throaty chuckle, one that would have stirred many a
man, but did nothing for the demon. “I must go tell Augustus at once! This will keep him
in line for the time being!” She considered further. “Perhaps I can finally convince him to
dare the desert. He wants Lut Gholein; this gives him even more reason to want to take
it!”

Xazax gave her what for the mantis appeared a puzzled look. “But if the human
Malevolyn throws his men at Lut Gholein, he will certainly fail—aah! This one
understands! How clever!”

“I don’t know what you mean . . . and I’ve no more time to argue with you! | must tell
Augustus that the armor sails toward us as if summoned by our very hand.”

She swept out of the tent, leaving the demon to his own devices. Xazax glanced at the
spot where the unfortunate officer’s body had lain but a short time before, then again at
the tent flaps through which the darkskinned sorceress had passed.

“The armor sails toward us, yes,” the mantis chittered, his form beginning to fade back
into shadow. “Curious what your general would think of you, though . . . if it did not
reach Lut Gholein.”

Norrec’s eyes flew open. “What in the name of all—"

He paused, aready half out of his bunk. Even though the lamp had gone out, Norrec
could see well enough to know that he remained the only occupant of the cabin. The
woman leaning over him—a sight he would certainly not soon forget—had evidently
been the product of his dreams. What exactly she had been doing, the veteran could not
say, only that she seemed interested in talking with him.

A beautiful woman who only wants to talk is certain to be after your purse,Fauztin had
once pointed out to Sadun Tryst after the latter had nearly lost his meager pay to afemale
thief. Y et, what harm could awoman in a dream do to Norrec, especialy considering his
already dire situation?

He wished that he had not awakened. Perhaps if the dream had gone on longer, it would
have proved more enticing. Certainly it had been an improvement over his recent
nightmares.
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Thinking of nightmares, Norrec tried to remember what had actually made him call out.
Not the woman. Some sense of foreboding? Not quite right, either. More the feeling that
something horrific had been encroaching upon him even as the dark-skinned temptress
had leaned nearer . . .

A violent shift in the Hawksfire suddenly sent Norrec tumbling. He fell against the cabin
door, which swung open without warning.

On his own, Norrec would not have reacted swiftly enough, but one gauntleted hand shot
out of its own accord, seizing hold of the door frame and preventing the helpless soldier
from crashing through the outside rail and plummeting into the stormy sea. Norrec
dragged himself to safety, then pulled himself to hisfeet, his hands once more his own.

Did Captain Casco no longer have any control over his crew? If they were not careful,
they would end up letting the waves and wind tear the Hawksfire apart!

He seized a handhold and began fighting his way toward the bow. The roar of the waves
and the constant rumble of thunder made it impossible to hear the mariners, but certainly
Casco had to be berating them for their carelessness. Certainly the captain would seeto it
that his crew—

Not a soul stood on the deck of the Hawksfire.

Still unwilling to believe his eyes, Norrec glanced up at the wheel. Using strong rope,
someone had lashed it into one position, giving at least a semblance of control. However,
there any concern for the ship ended. Already some of the lines for the sails fluttered
loose, whipping about madly in the storm. One sail had tearsin it that threatened to widen
quickly unless someone did something.

The crew had to be below. No one would have been insane enough to abandon a
serviceable ship, even the Hawksfire, in the midst of such violence. Casco had likely
summoned them to the mess in order to discuss some drastic measure. Surely that had to
be—

The lifeboat that should have been hanging near to where he stood had vanished.

Norrec quickly peered over therail, but saw only loose ropes battering the hull. No
accident had occurred here; someone had definitely lowered the boat into the water.

Heran from rail to rail, confirming his greatest fear. The crew had abandoned the
Hawksfire, leaving both it and Norrec at the mercy of the storm . . .

But why?

It was a question to which he aready knew the answer. He recalled the expressions of
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the crew after the suit had summoned the demons to repair the mast. Fear and horror—
and both aimed not at the armor, but rather the man who wore it. The crew had been
afraid of the power they believed Norrec wielded. Even from the start of the voyage,
there had been a wariness whenever he had entered the mess. They had known even then
that he had been no ordinary passenger and the incident involving the mast had more than
proven them correct.

Ignoring the rain and wind, he returned once more to therail, trying to make out any sign
of the crew. Unfortunately, they had likely left hours before, making good use of his
exhaustion after the summoning. Never mind that they had probably condemned
themselves to death on the sea; the mariners had feared more for their eternal souls than
their mortal bodies.

But where did that leave Norrec? How could he hope to sail the Hawksfire to land by
himself, much less even steer a course to Lut Gholein?

A creaking noise directly behind him made the desperate soldier quickly turn.

Looking much bedraggled and not at all pleased to see Norrec, Captain Casco emerged
from below deck. He had appeared cadaverous before, now he looked amost like a ghost.

“You...” he muttered. “Demon man . ..”

Norrec closed in on him, seizing Casco by the shoulders. “What happened? Where’s the
crew?”

“Left!” the captain snapped, pulling free. “Drown on sea rather than sail with demon
master!” He shoved past Norrec. “Too much work to do! Away!”

The dismayed soldier watched as Casco moved to tighten some lines. His entire crew
had abandoned ship, but the captain insisted on not only trying to keep the Hawksfire
seaworthy, but also on route. It seemed like a mad, pointless exercise, but Casco |ooked
determined to try as best he could.

Following after, Norrec called out, “What can | do to help?”

The soaked mariner gave him a contemptuous glance. “Jump over!”

“But...”

Casco ignored him, moving on to the next ropes. Norrec took one step, then realized how
futileit would be to get the captain to listen. Casco had reason to both fear and hate him,
and the veteran could not blame the man. Because of Norrec, Casco would likely lose
both his ship and hislife.

Lightning flashed, this time so near that Norrec had to turn away in order to keep from
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being blinded. Frustrated by hisinability to do anything, he headed to the doorway
leading below deck. Perhaps out of the storm he could better think.

Afew lanterns still provided light as he descended into the bowels of the Hawksfire ,yet
their illumination did not help keep Norrec from being unsettled by the emptiness around
him. Everyone but Casco had |eft the ship, daring certain death in order to berid of the
demon master in their midst. Likely if they had thought that they could have slain him,
they would have tried that, but the display of power by the suit had clearly convinced
them otherwise.

Which left Norrec wondering how long the Hawksfire had before the waves and wind
toreit apart.

He glared at the gauntlets, the parts of the armor he most associated with his plight. If
not for the suit, he would have never been in this predicament.

“Well?” Norrec nearly spat. “What do you plan to do now? Are we to start swimming if
the ship sinks?”

At first he regretted even making the suggestion, fearful that the armor would choose to
attempt to do just that. Norrec tried not to picture the heavy armor trying to stay afloat.
To him, who had rarely taken to the sea save for short voyages, drowning seemed the
most horrible of fates. To suffocate, to have hislungs fill with water as the dark sea
engulfed him . . . better to run a blade through his gut instead!

The Hawksfire shook, this timein so violent a manner that the hull moaned ominously.
Norrec gazed toward the ceiling, wondering if Captain Casco had finally lost what little
control of the ship he had briefly had.

Again the vessal shook, the planks literally bending. A few more moments of this and
the soldier felt certain that all his darkest fears would soon come true. Already he could
feel the waters closing in.

Determined not to fall victim to panic, Norrec raced to the stairway, fighting to keep his
footing as he rushed back up on deck. Whatever the mariner might think of him, Norrec
had to try to somehow help Casco regain mastery of the Hawksfire.

He heard Casco shouting something in his native tongue,an unending litany of curses,
from the sound of it. Norrec looked around, trying to find the captain in the storm.

He found Casco—along with a gigantic nightmare rising from the sea.

A gargantuan horror with what seemed a hundred tentacles and one vast red orb had the
bow of the Hawksfire in its clutches. The aquatic behemoth resembled a giant squid, but
only if some great force had first ripped away its skin and put in place wicked barbs
everywhere. Worse, many of the smaller tentacles had, not suction cups, but rather tiny,
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claw-like hands that grasped and pulled at whatever part of the ship they could reach.
Sections of therail came away readily, as did some of the deck itself. Severa hands and
tentacles sought for the sails.

Captain Casco ran about the deck, ducking one attacking appendage and swatting at
others with along, hooked pole. On the deck near him, one ripped end of atentacle
flopped around, dark ichor pouring from the torn section. Defying the danger al about
him, the mariner continued to try to fend off the monstrous sea creature. The sight looked
as absurd as it did terrifying, one lone man trying to stop the inevitable. . .

Once more, Norrec looked down at the gloves, shouting, “Do something!”
The suit did not react.

With nothing else left for him, Norrec looked around, seeking a weapon. Seeing another
of the hooked poles, he immediately seized it and ran to Casco’s side.

His actions proved most timely for at that moment a pair of clawed hands rose behind
the battling captain, reaching for his back. One hand managed to dig into Casco’s bony
shoulder, causing the captain to cry out.

Norrec brought the hooked poleinto play, burying the point in the monstrous hand and
pulling with al his might.

To his amazement, the hand tore off, dropping to the deck. At the same time, though, the
second appendage, inhuman claws outstretched, turned toward Norrec. In addition, two
tentacles with suction cups darted in from the veteran fighter’s right.

Bringing the pole around again, Norrec tore into one of the tentacles, sending it
retreating. The hand snapped at him, talons as long as the fingers trying to rip into
Norrec’s face. He swatted at it with the side of the pole, but missed.

What sort of monster had risen up from the depths? Although he would have willingly
admitted that he knew little about life in the Twin Seas, Norrec Vizharan had heard no
tales of any creature akin to this ungodly abomination. It looked more like athing out of a
tale of horror, a beast more at home with the demonic imps the suit had earlier

summoned.

Demons? Could this creature be some sort of demonic force? Could that explain why the
armor had not reacted? It till left so much unexplained, yet . . .

More than a dozen new tentacles, some with the bizarre clawed hands and some not,
erupted from the sea, assaulting anew both Casco and Norrec from various directions.
More adept at using the hooked pole, the lanky captain disproved his sickly appearance
by swiftly tearing into two of the tentacles. Norrec proved not so fortunate, managing to
push back afew of the horrors but doing damage to none.
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More and more tentacles turned from the task of ripping the ship to pieces to now
dealing with the only resistance. One managed to seize Casco’s pole, pulling it free with
such force that the captain fell to the deck, his bad leg giving out on him at last. Several
clawed tentacles encircled him, dragging Casco toward the great behemoth.

Norrec would have helped, but his own troubles grew worse than those of the mariner.
Tentacles wound around both legs, then his waist. Two more tore the pole from his
hands. The soldier found himself hoisted up into the air, his breath slowly being squeezed
out of him despite the enchanted armor.

He screamed as a set of claws raked his |eft cheek. Somewhere beyond his limited field
of vision, Norrec heard Casco uttering oaths even as death prepared to welcome both
men.

A serpentine shape curled around Norrec’s throat. In desperation, he tugged at it, already
aware that his strength would not prove sufficient to save him.

The gauntlet flared afiery red.

The tentacle instantly uncoiled from his throat, but the glove would not release it.
Norrec’s other hand, also glowing furiously, came up, seizing the tentacle holding him by
the upper part of the waist.

The rest of the behemoth’s limbs pulled away, leaving the startled veteran dangling by
his hands high above the Hawksfire. The storm whipped him about, but Bartuc’s armor
refused to give up its hold on the gargantuan monster, even when the beast sought to
separate the captured tentacles. Norrec screamed, his arms feeling as if they would soon
be torn from their sockets.

“Kosori nimth!’his mouth shouted.““Lazarai . . . lazarai!”

A bolt of lightning struck the leviathan.

The creature shuddered, nearly succeeding in freeing itself of Norrec simply dueto its
throes of pain. Yet, even then the gauntlets fought to retain hold, clearly the warlord’s
suit was not finished yet.

“Kosori nimth!’the soldier’s mouth repeated. “Lazarai dekadas!”

A second bolt caught the sea monster directly in itsterrifying eye. The bolt burned away
the orb with little trouble, sending a shower of hot fluids over Norrec and the ship.

“Dekadas!™

The areas of the tentacles under Norrec’s fingers turned a pasty gray. Serpentine flesh
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grew stony, petrified with startling swiftness.

The leviathan stiffened, its many appendages remaining in whatever position they had
been just after the last of the magical words had been spoken. The pasty gray coloring
spread rapidly down the two tentacles the hapless soldier held, then coursed along in
every direction, covering the giant’s body and other limbs in mere seconds.

““Kosori nimth!”” Norrec shouted for the third and—so he suspected—final time.

A flash of lightning more intense than either of the others struck the graying sea demon
directly in the ruined eye.

The horrific behemoth shattered.

The gauntlets released their grip on the crumbling tentacles, at the same time returning
control of the hands to Norrec. Suddenly bereft of any hold, the startled fighter frantically
grabbed at one of the massive limbs, only to have the piece he seized break off.

He plummeted toward the ship, his only hope that he would die crashing into the hard
deck rather than sinking beneath the violent waters.

Eight

“Very curious,” Captain Jeronnan muttered, peering far ahead. “Seems like a lifeboat in
the distance.”

Kara squinted, seeing nothing. The captain evidently had miraculous eyesight. “Is there
anyone in it?”

“No one visible, but we’ll take a closer look. I’ll not risk a single sailor’s life just to
gpare a few minutes . . . hope you understand that, lass.”

“Of course!” She felt grateful enough that Jeronnan had arranged this voyage in the first
place. He had put his ship and his crew at her disposal, something the necromancer would
not have expected from any person. In return, he had accepted such payment as would
cover her expenses, but no more. Each time she tried to press, a dark expression would
cover his countenance, warning the raven-tressed enchantress that she threatened to tread
on the memory of the former naval officer’s daughter.

It had taken two days at sea, in fact, before Kara had come to realize that he truly needed
this voyage as much as she did. If the tall innkeeper had seemed boisterous before, he
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now seemed at times ready to burst. Even the constant hint of |ess than fair weather on
the western horizon did nothing to dampen his spirits.

“Mister Drayko!”” At Jeronnan’s cry, a slim hawkfaced man in perfectly kept officer’s
garments turned and saluted. Drayko had not acted at all bitter when his master had
declared that he would be taking command of this voyage. Clearly Jeronnan’s second had
great respect and devotion for the innkeeper. “Lifeboat ahead!”

“Aye, captain!” Drayko immediately gave commands for the sailorsto prepare for
survivors. The crew of the King’s Shield reacted in quick and orderly fashion, something
Kara Nightshadow had aready come to expect. Those who served Jeronnan served a man
who had lived much of hislife following the strict dictates of discipline. Thisdid not
mean that he ruled with an iron hand. Jeronnan aso believed in the humanity of each of
his men, arare quality in any leader in these times.

The King’s Shield came up to the lone craft, two sailorsimmediately preparing linesto
draw her in. Jeronnan and Kara stepped down to watch them at work, the necromancer
beginning to feel uneasy about this discovery. They followed the same genera route that
the Hawksfire would have used; could this be a boat from that vessel? Had Kara’s quest
ended so soon, her quarries at the bottom of the sea?

“There’s one aboard her,” Captain Jeronnan muttered.

True enough, one sailor did lie in the boat, but even as the crew worked to secure the life
craft, Karaalready noted telltale signs that, for this man, they had arrived too late.

Mister Drayko sent apair of men down to investigate. Sliding down the ropes, they
gingerly turned over the body, which had been lying face down.

Eyes that no longer saw stared up into the heavens.

“Been dead a day,” called up one of the men. He grimaced. “Permission to send him to
his rest, sir.”

Karadid not have to ask what he meant. Out here, there were limitations to what they
could do for acorpse. A ceremony . . . and then awatery burial.

Jeronnan nodded his permission, but Kara quickly puta hand on his arm. “I need to see
the body . . . it may tell us something.”

“You think it’s from the Hawksfire?”’
“Don’t you, captain?”

He frowned. “Aye . . . but what do you plan to do?”
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She dared not explain in full. “Find out what happened . . . if I can.”

“Very well.” Jeronnan signaled for the men to bring the body up. “I’ll have a cabin set
aside for you, milady! I don’t want anyone else witnessing what you plan. They wouldn’t
understand.”

It took but a short time to bring the body to the cabin Jeronnan had chosen. Kara had
expected to work with the corpse by herself, but the captain refused to leave. Even when
she gave him arather cursory explanation of what she intended, the former innkeeper
refused to depart.

“I’ve watched men torn apart in battle, seen creatures | doubt you’ve even heard of,
viewed death in athousand forms. . . and after what happened to my daughter, nothing
can ever make me flee again. I’ll watch and I’ll even help, if it comes to that.”

“In that case, please bolt the door. We will not want anyone else seeing this.”

After he had obeyed, Kara knelt beside the body. The sailor had been a middle-aged man
who had not lived a gentle life. Recalling what little she had learned of the Hawksfire, the
dark mage grew more suspicious that the boat had been indeed from that desperate
vessel.

The men who had brought the body had quickly closed the eyes, but Kara now opened
them up again.

“What in the Sea Witch’s name are you doing, lass?”

“What has to be done. Y ou may till leave if you wish, captain. It is not necessary that
you subject yourself to any of this.”

He steeled himself. “I’ll stay . . . it’s just that a dead man’s stare is said to be bad luck.”
“He certainly had enough of that.” She reached into her pouch, searching for
components. Without the dagger, she could not readily summon a phantasm as she had
done in Bartuc’s tomb. Besides, attempting to do so might have even made Jeronnan
change his mind about letting her continue. No, what she had in mind would work well
enough, provided that in the process it did not turn the captain against her.

From one tiny pouch Kara pulled forth a pinch of white powder.

“What’s that?”

“Ground bone and a mix of herbs.” She reached toward the dead sailor’s face.

“Humanbone?”
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“Yes.” Captain Jeronnan made no noise, no protest, which relieved the necromancer.
Kara held the powder over the eyes, then sprinkled both sightless orbs with the white
substance.

To his credit, Jeronnan kept histongue still. Only when she next retrieved atiny black
vial, then reached for the corpse’s mouth, did he dare interrupt again. “You’re not going
to pour that down his gullet, are you, lass?”

She peered up at him. “I mean no desecration, captain. What | do, | do to find out why
this man perished. He looks dehydrated, starved, almost asif he has had neither food nor
water for more than aweek. Avery curious state for him to bein if, indeed, heisfrom the
ship we pursue. | would assume the captain there would keep his crew fed, would he
not?”

“Casco’s a mad, foreign devil, but, aye, he’d still see that his men were fed.”

“As | thought. And if this poor soul is not from the Hawksfire ,it behooves usto find out
exactly which vessel heisfrom, too. Don’t you agree?”

“Your point’s made, lass . . . forgive me.”

“There is nothing to forgive.” With the top of the vial now removed, she used one hand
to open the jaws of the sailor. That accomplished, Karaimmediately tipped the via so
that half the contents would quickly drain down into the throat. Satisfied with that, she
stoppered the bottle again and leaned back.

“Maybe you could at least tell me how you hope to find out anything.”

“You’ll see.” She would have explained, but Jeronnan did not realize how swiftly she
now had to work. In conjunction with the powder, the liquid Kara had used would have
an effect lasting but a very short time and the necromancer still had the final part of the
spell to cast. Any interruption from here on might waste crucia seconds.

With her finger, Kara drew a circle over the sailor’s chest, then extended a line from
there aong the length of the throat, up the jaw, and finally ending at the mouth. At the
same time, she whispered the words of the spell. Once that had been done, Kara tapped
the corpse on the chest, once, twice, thrice. All the while, the dark mage kept track of
each passing second.

The dead mariner let out an audible gasp as his lungs sought to fill with air.
“Gods above!” blurted Jeronnan, taking a step back. “You’ve brought him back!”
“No,” Kara curtly answered. She had known that the captain would mistake this for a

resurrection. Outsiders never understood the many facets of a necromancer’s work. The
faithful of Rathma did not toy with death as some believed; that went against their

ABC Anber LIT Converter
http://ww. processtext.confabclit. htm



ABC Anber LIT Converter
http://ww. processtext.com abclit. htm

teachings. “Now, please, Captain Jeronnan, let me proceed.”

He grunted, but otherwise remained silent. Karaleaned over the sailor, looking into the
dead eyes. A faint hint of gold radiated from them, a good sign.

She leaned back. “Tell me your name.”

From the cold lips emerged a single word.““Kalkos.”

“From what ship do you hail?”

Another gasp of air, then, “Hawksfirrrre.”

“So, he isfrom the—"

“Please! No speaking!” To the corpse, she asked, “Did the ship sink?”
“Noooo . ..”

Curious. Then why would this man have abandoned it? “Were there pirates?”

Again anegative response. Kara estimated the time she had remaining and realized that
she had better push to the point. “Did everyone abandon ship?”

“Noooo . ..”

“Who remained behind?” The necromancer tried to keep the anticipation out of her
voice.

Once more, the corpseinhaed. “Casco . . . captain . . .”’ The mouth shut, something not

at all normal. The mariner’s body almost seemed reluctant to add more, but then it finally
gasped, “Sssorcererrrr .. .”

A sorcerer? The answer caught Kara off guard for a moment. She had expected to hear
him speak of either the thieves who had stolen the armor or, in view of the crew’s
desperate act, the two revenants who had attacked her. Certainly their presence would
have sent hardened sailors fleeing to the dangers of the sea.

“Describe him!”

The mouth opened, but no words came out. Like the phantasm, this spell allowed only
for simple answers. Kara cursed quietly, then altered her question. “What did he wear?”

Inhaling . . . then, “Armorrrr . ..”

She stiffened. “Armor? Red armor?”
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“Yesss...”

Something she had not expected. So, apparently one of the survivors of the tomb had
been a sorcerer after all. Could it be this Norrec Vizharan of which the earlier phantasm
had spoken? She repeated the name to the mariner, asking him if he knew it.
Unfortunately, that did not prove the case.

Still, Kara had found out much of what she wanted to know. The last time this man
Kalkos had seen the Hawksfire ,it had not only been afloat, but the armor she sought
remained aboard.

“Without a crew,” she commented to a silent Captain Jeronnan. “The ship cannot sail far,
can it?”

“More than likely to go in circles, if only its master and this spellcaster remain aboard.”
Jeronnan hesitated, then asked, “Haven’t you more questions?”

She did, but none that the corpse could answer. Kara dearly wished that she still had her
dagger. Then she could have taken more time and summoned up atrue spirit, something
that could have answered with longer, more coherent statements. Older, more skilled
necromancers could have performed such a fantastic feat without the use of atool, but
Karaknew it would still be afew years before she reached that point.

“What about him?” insisted the former naval officer. “What happened to him . . . and the
rest, for that matter, lass? One day on a rough sea’s enough to kill many a man, but
there’s something unsettling about the look of him . ..”

Feeling somewhat ashamed that Jeronnan had found the need to remind her, Kara
quickly leaned over the corpse again. “Where are your comrades?”

No answer. She quickly touched the chest, felt it sink under the slight pressure of her
fingers. The liquid component of her spell had begun to wear off.

The necromancer had one chance. The eyes of a dead man often retained the last few
images he had witnessed. If the powder she had placed on them still had some potency,
then Kara might be able to see those images for herself.

Without looking back at the captain, she said, “Under no circumstances must | be
interrupted for the next step. Is that understood?”

“Aye . ..” but Jeronnan said it with much reluctance.
Kara positioned her gaze directly over the sightless orbs, then began muttering. The gold

tint to his eyes seized her, pulled her in. The necromancer fought back the instinctive
desireto flee from the world of the dead, instead throwing herself fully into the spell she
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now cast.

And suddenly Kara sat in a boat in the midst of a stormy sea, pulling at the oars with all
her might asif the three Prime Evils themsel ves chased the tiny vessel. The necromancer
looked down, saw that her hands were thick, rough, seaman’s hands—the hands of
Kalkos.

“Where’s Pietr’s boat?”” a bearded man called out to her.

“How would I know?”” her own mouth snapped back, the voice deep and bitter. ““Just
row! Got us a chance if we keep headin’ east! That hellish storm’s got to end
somewhere!”’

“We shoulda taken the captain with us!”

“He’d never leave her, not even if she sank! He wants to ride with the demon master, let
1im!1’

“Watch out for that wave!”” someone else shouted.

Her head turned toward that direction, epithets such as Kara had never imagined men
using spitting from her lips. In the distance, she saw two other lifeboats, each crammed
tight with desperate men.

The bearded man suddenly stood up, not the wisest thing in such conditions. He gaped at
something behind her—behind Kalkos—and pointed frantically. “Look out! Look out!”

Kalkos’s gaze shifted as best it could. The sailor continued to man the oars.
At the edge of the the mariner’s field of vision emerged a vast, serpentine tentacle.
“Turn about! Turn about!”” Kalkos called. “*Sit down, Bragga!”’

The bearded man dropped to his place. Those able to work the oars desperately tried to
turn the boat around.

Over theroar of the waves and the crash of thunder, Kara heard the distant screams of
men. Kalkos looked that direction, revealing the horrific sight of scores of tentacles
overwhelming one of the other boats. Several men were lifted into the air, some by the
suction cups of the tentacles, others by macabre, grasping claws—almost hands—that
plucked sailors fromthe boat as if they were flowers.

Kara expected the sailors to be drawn to the cavernous opening that she now witnessed
in the center of a massive, monstrous form, a creature much like a gigantic squid, but
with only one massive orb and horrid flesh that marked it as no denizen of this mortal
plane. Instead, however, the monster simply held them al oft, using its clawed appendages
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to attach other sailorsto various suckers. The victims cried out, pleading to those in the
distance to save them.

“Row, damn you!”” Kalkos roared. “Row!”’
“I told you he wouldn’t let us go! I told you!”
“Be quiet, Bragga! Be—"’

A vast wave washed over them, throwing one shouting man overboard. Next to the tiny
vessel, an array of tentacles rose from the water, surrounding Kalkos’s companions on
all sides and reaching hungrily for each.

“At “em with your blades! It’s the only—"

Yet although the men managed to parry the assaults of a few of the demonic arms, one
by one they were picked off the boat, screaming—until only Kalkos, one oar used as a
weapon . . . remained.

Kara felt a chill as wet tentacles seized her legs, grabbed her arms. She felt the suction
cups attach to her body . . . No! This had all happened in the past! This had happened to
Kalkos, not her!

Despite recalling that, however, she still felt the mariner’s own horror as a new and
terrible thing happened. Even despite his clothing, Kalkos felt weaker, drawn—as if the
very life were being sucked from his body. His flesh wrinkled, dried despite the wetness
all around him. He felt like a water sack whose contents were being swiftly drained . . .

And then, just as all life seemed stolen from him, when his body felt like no more than a
dry husk, the tentacles suddenly dropped Kalkos back into the boat. Too late for the
sailor to survive, Kalkos already knew that, but better to spend his last few moments of
life back in the boat rather than in the gullet of such a hellish beast.

Only when talons dug into his arms and dragged him to a standing position did he come
back from the brink enough to register that someone else had joined himin the lifeboat.

No—not someone—but something.

It spoke in a voice reminiscent of a thousand buzzing insects in agony; although Kara
strained to make its form out clearly, the eyes of Kalkos no longer saw well. The
enchantress could only perceive a terrifying, emerald and red shape looming over the
dying sailor, a shape that did not conform to any human standard. Oversized eyes of deep
yellow that seemed to have no pupils fixed on the unfortunate Kalkos.

“Death is not your pleasure yet,” it chittered. “This one has things it must know! Where
is the fool? Where is the armor?”’
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“l...” the mariner coughed. His body felt so very dry, even to Kara. “What . . . ?”

His inhuman inquisitor shook him. A pair of needle-tipped spears came from nowhere,
pressing against Kalkos’s chest. “This one has no time, human. Can offer you much pain
before life flees. Speak!”

From somewhere within, Kalkos found the strength to obey. “The s-stranger . . .
armored . .. blood. .. still on. . .Hawksfire!”

“Which way?”
The mariner managed to point.

The demon, for Kara knew it to be one, chittered to itself, then demanded, “Why flee?
Why run?”’

“He—demons on ship.”
The murky creature made a sound unlike any Kara would have expected from one of his
kind, a sound that she recognized instantly as a sign of consternation. “Impossible! You

lie!”

The sailor did not answer. Kara felt him slipping away. Hislast attempt to respond to
the monstrous figure had drained him of what little he had left of life.

The half-seen creature dropped Kalkos, a jolt of pain coursing through the necromancer
as the body struck. She heard the demon chitter again, then spout one comprehendible
word.

“Impossible!”

Kara had a lone brief glimpse of the inner side of the lifeboat and the sailor’s fingers
twitching—and with that, the vision faded.

Inhaling, Kara clutched herself tight, eyes still fixed on the corpse’s own.

She felt the nearby presence of Captain Jeronnan. The former naval officer put
comforting hands on her shoulders. “Are you all right?”

“How long?” the necromancer murmured. “How long?”
“Since you started whatever you’ve been doing? A minute, two maybe.”

So short atimein the real world, but so long and violent in the memories of the dead.
The necromancer had performed this spell before, but she had never faced a death time so
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horrible as what this Kalkos had suffered.

The Hawksfire sailed aday or two ahead of them, no crew left to man the ship save the
captain and this sorcerer, Norrec Vizharan. The last name should have warned her:
“Servant of the Vizjerei”? More like one of the untrustworthy mages themselves! He had
the armor, even had the audacity to wear it! Did he not understand the danger?

Without a crew, even he would have trouble keeping the ship on course. Karahad a
chance to catch him after al, provided that neither the revenants nor the demonic forces
she had witnessed in Kalkos’s death time had not caught up with the murderer already.

“S0,” continued Jeronnan, helping her to her feet. “Did you find out anything?”

“Little more,” she lied, hoping her eyes would not give her away. “About his death,
nothing. However, the Hawksfire is definitely still afloat, both the captain and my quarry
aboard.”

“Then we should catch up to them soon enough. Two men can’t do much to keep a ship
like that going.”

“I believe it is only two days ahead at most.”
He nodded, then glanced down at the corpse. “Are you done with him now, lass?”

She forced herself not to shiver at the memories she had shared with the late Kalkos.
“Yes. Give him a proper burial.”

“He’ll get that . . . and then we’ll be on our way after the Hawksfire.”

As he departed the cabin to summon a pair of hands, Kara Nightshadow pulled her cloak
about her, her gaze still on the body, but her mind on to what she had just committed
herself—herself and every man aboard theKing’s Shield.

“It must be done,” the necromancer muttered. “He must be caught and the armor
returned to hiding. No matter what the cost . . . and no matter how many demons.”

“Xazax!”

Galeona waited, but the demon did not respond. She looked around, searching for the
telltale shadow. Sometimes Xazax played games, games with dark intentions. The
sorceress had no time for games, especially ones that occasionally proved fatal for others
than her partner.

“Xazax!”

Still no reply. She snapped her fingers and the lamp blazed brighter—yet still the shadow
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of the demon did not reveal itsalf.

Galeonadid not care for that. Xazax in the tent, she understood. Xazax elsewhere
generally spelled trouble. The mantis sometimes forgot who aided him in secretly
walking the mortal plane.

No matter. She had far too much to do. The darkskinned sorceress turned her fiery gaze
on amassive chest positioned in one corner of the garish tent. Taken as it appeared, the
chest, made of iron and good strong oak and standing on four stylized leonine paws,
would have required two sturdy soldiersto drag it to her and that with much effort on
their part. However, as with the demon, Galeona had no time to go searching for strong
arms, especially when the enchantress knew that they were all busy packing up the rest of
the camp. No, she could handle her own needs at this juncture.

“Come!”

The lower corners of the great chest shone. The metallic-paws twitched, the leonine toes
spreading, stretching.

The chest began walking.

The massive box wended its way toward Gal eona, looking almost like a hound
summoned by its mistress. It finally paused within afew inches of the witch, awaiting her
next command.

“Open!”

With along, creaking noise, the lid swung up.

Satisfied, Galeona turned and put her hand under one of the many pieces of her hanging
collection. The piece unlatched itself, dropping gently into her waiting palm. The
sorceress placed it in the chest, then went on with the next.

One after another, she dropped the itemsinside. A nonlooker who had observed the
entire time would have begun to notice that, no matter how many things Galeonaput in
the chest, it never seemed to completely fill. Always the witch found room for the next
and thenext . . .

But as she neared completion of her task, aslight chill went up and down her spine.
Galeonaturned and, after some searching, found a shadow that had not been present
before.

“So! You finally come back! Where’ve you been?”

The demon did not answer at first, his shadow sinking deeper into the folds of the tent.
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“Augustus has commanded that the entire camp be struck down. He desires we leave
immediately after, whether preparations are completed in daylight or night.”

Still Xazax did not answer. Galeona paused, not liking the silence. The mantis tended to
babble, not hold his tongue. “What is it? What’s gotten into you?”

“Where does the general seek to go?” the shadow abruptly asked.
“You have to ask? Lut Gholein, of course.”

The demon seemed to consider this. “Yes, this one would go to Lut Gholein. Yes . . . that
might be best . ..”

She took a step toward the shadow. “What’s the matter with you? Where’ve you been?”
When he did not answer, the witch walked up to the corner of the tent, growing more
furious by the moment. “Either answer me or—"

“Away!”

The demon burst forth from the shadow, his full monstrous form looming over the
human. Galeona let out a gasp and stumbled backward, at last falling over the pillows
still covering much of the floor.

Death in the form of a hellish insect with burning yelloworbs and rapidly snapping
mandibles hovered. Claws and sickle-like appendages came within an inch— no more—
of Galeona’s face and form.

““Cease your chattering and keep from this one! Lut Gholein is our agreed destination!
We will talk no more until I choose!””

With that . . . Xazax pulled back into the dark corner, his physical form fading, his
shadow growing dimmer. In but a few seconds, the only sign of his continued presence
remained just the hint of a monstrous shape among the folds of fabric.

Galeona, however, did not move from where she had fallen until absolutely positive that
the mantis would not leap out again. When the sorceress did finally rise, Galeona did so
making certain that she rolled away from where the shadow lurked. She had come very
close to death, very close to alingering, agonizing death.

Xazax made no more sound, no more movement. Galeona could not recall when she had
ever seen the horrific demon act as he had just done. Despite the pact between them, he
had been more than willing to slay her if she had not obeyed instantly—something she
swore not to forget. The pact should have been impossible for either to break, the only
reason they could tolerate one another on such along-term basis. If Xazax had been
willing to risk the consequences of doing away with both that pact and her, then it
behooved Galeona more than ever to find away to rid herself of him . . . which very well

ABC Anber LIT Converter
http://ww. processtext.confabclit. htm



ABC Anber LIT Converter
http://ww. processtext.com abclit. htm

meant either the general or the fool. At least with men, she always knew she had some
control.

The sorceress turned back to the task of loading the contents of her tent into the chest,
but her mind never left the demon’s actions. Besides the danger she now perceived in his
willingness to risk the consequences of breaking their covenant, his near attack of her had
left aquestion behind to which she dearly desired an answer. It alone would give reason
not only for Xazax’s unnerving reaction, but also the revelation of an emotion she had
never witnessed in him before.

What, Galeona wondered, could possibly have frightened the demon so?

Nine

The agonizing pain coursing through Norrec Vizharan proved to be the first sign that he
had not, after all, perished. That he could breathe also indicated immediately to him that
he had not dropped into the sea and that, therefore, he had struck the deck. Why he had
not snapped his neck nor broken several other bones, Norrec could only suspect had to be
the fault of Bartuc’s cursed armor. It had already saved him from the demonic behemoth;
a simple, short fall likely had been child’s play to it.

Yet, in his heart, the veteran soldier half-wished that it had failed. At least then he would
have been rid of the nightmares, the horrors.

Norrec opened his eyes to see that he lay in his cabin. Outside, the storm raged
unceasingly. Only two forces could have dragged him back in here, one being the suit.
Y et, after what it had done to the tentacled monstrosity, it had seemed weaker, unable to
perform any feat. Norrec himself felt so drained, he marveled that he could even move.
The weakness felt so odd that the weary soldier wondered if either the armor or the beast
had somehow sucked part of hislife from him.

At that moment, the door swung open, Captain Casco hobbling into the tiny cabin with a
covered bowl in his hand. A scent that Norrec found both enticing and repulsive drifted
from the bowl.

“Awake? Good! No waste of food!” Without waiting for the soldier to rise, the
cadaverous mariner handed him the bowl.

Norrec managed to right himself enough to eat. “Thank you.”
In return, the captain merely grunted.

“How long have | been out?”
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Casco considered the question for atime, possibly wanting to make certain that he
understood it. “Day. Little more.”

“How’s the ship? Did the creature damage it much?”
Again a pause. “Ship always damaged . . . but can still sail, yes.”
“How can we possibly sail in a storm with no crew at all?”

The captain scowled. Norrec suspected that he had finally asked the question for which
Casco had no good answer. Of course, they could not sail without a crew. Likely the
Hawksfire went around and around, tossed in random directions by the winds and waves.
They might have survived the attack by the monster, but that did not mean that they
would reach Lut Gholein.

The monster . . . Norrec’s memory of what happened seemed so outrageous that he
finally had to ask Casco if what he had seen had been truth.

The captain shrugged. “Saw you fall . . . saw the Sea Witch fall.”

The foreign mariner had evidently decided that what he had confronted had been the
legendary behemoth mentioned by so many sailors. Norrec believed different, certain
after his encounters with the imps and the winged creature at the inn that this had been
yet another demonic force—but not one, this time, summoned by the enchanted armor.

Legend spoke of Bartuc’s rise to dark glory, first as a pawn of hellish powers, then as a
sorcerer both respected and feared by them, and how he had led alegion of demonsin his
guest to overwhelm all else. No one,though, ever spoke of how the greater demons might
have felt about that usurping of their power. Had they now noted the armor’s escape from
the tomb and so feared that the ghost of Bartuc sought to reestablish his hold over their
kind?

His head pounded at such outlandish thoughts. Best he concern himself with his own
situation. If the Hawksfire remained unmanned, it would continue to meander over the
Twin Seas, either sailing on long past the deaths of the only two aboard or finally sinking
due to some aspect of the endless storm.

“I’m no seaman,” he commented to Casco between bites of food. “But show me what |
can do and I’ll help. We’ve got to get the ship back on course.”

Now Casco snorted. “Done enough! What more? What more?”

His attitude not only struck Norrec as peculiar, but it also stirred the fighter’s own ire.
He knew that much of this situation could be blamed on him—or rather, the armor—but
his offer to help the captain had been an honest one. Norrec doubted that the suit would
prevent him from helping; after all, it had been the one that had truly wanted to reach Lut
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Gholein, not him.

“Listen! We’ll die if we don’t get the Hawksfire under control! If the storm doesn’t take
us, then we’ll either eventually starve when the supplies go bad or, more likely, strike
some rocks and sink like a stone! Is that what you want for your ship?”

The gaunt figure shook his head. “Fool! Fall crack skull?”” He had the audacity to seize
Norrec by the arm. “Come! Come!”

Putting aside the nearly empty bowl, he followed Casco out into the storm. His legs took
afew steps to again get used to the rocking of the ship, but the captain waited for him to
catch up. Casco seemed caught between hatred, respect, and fear when it cameto his
passenger. He did not offer any assistance, but neither did he try to force Norrec aong
faster than the weakened man could go.

Reaching the open deck, the mariner let Norrec move past him. The veteran fighter held
tight to what handrail remained, peering through the heavy rain and trying to see what it
had been that Casco sought to show him. All Norrec could make out was the same empty
scene he had confronted earlier. No sailors manned the ropes, no helmsman stood at the
wheel.

Andyet . . . the wheel turned. Ropes no longer held it in place. Norrec squinted, certain
that the wheel should have been spinning wildly, yet it barely moved, sometimes turning
one direction, then adjusting to the other, asif some invisible sailor kept it under control.

A movement to the side caught his attention. Focusing, Norrec at first had the horrible
fear that one of the main lines had suddenly untied, only to have it reloop itself before his
very eyes, then tighten the new knot.

And all around him he began to notice subtle shifts, subtle changes. Ropes adjusted
according to the needs of the sails. The sails themselves adjusted as necessary. The wheel
continued to counter the churning waves, fixing the Hawksfire on a particular route—one
that Norrec expected would turn out to be almost directly west.

No crew manned the vessel, but it seemed to the Hawksfire not to matter in the least.

“What’s going on?” he shouted at the captain.

Casco only gave him aknowing glance.

The armor! Again its power astounded him. It had dealt with the gargantuan demon and
now it ensured that its own journey would continue regardless of the mutiny of the crew.

The Hawksfire would reach port one way or another.

Norrec stumbled away, heading not for his cabin but down into the mess. Casco trailed
behind, a captain with no purpose on this voyage. Both men shook off the rain. Casco
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dug into a chest, pulled out a dusty bottle whose contents he did not offer to his
companion. Norrec thought of asking for a drink—he certainly needed one— but thought
better of it. His head pounded enough at the moment and he preferred to try to let it clear.

“How long until we reach port?” he finally asked.
Casco put down the bottle just long enough to answer him. “Three. Four days, maybe.”

Norrec grimaced. He had hoped for less than that. Three or four more days aboard a
vessel where wheels and ropes moved by themselves and his only companion remained a
wild-looking captain who thought him a devil in human form.

He rose. “I’ll be in my cabin until it’s time to eat.”

Casco made no move to stop him, the lanky mariner quite content to be alone with his
bottle.

Stepping out into the storm, Norrec battled his way back to the tiny cabin. He would
have preferred to stay in the much more spacious—not to mention drier—area below
deck, but in Casco’s presence, the guilt over the troubles Norrec’s being here had caused
the man ate at the soldier. It amazed him that Casco had not just dlit histhroat when he
had come across the unconscious figure. Of course, after seeing what Norrec had
supposedly done, then discovering that even the fall had not killed his unsettling
passenger, the captain likely had suspected that any attempt to slay the stranger would
end up with Casco the dead party.

He would have probably not been far from wrong.

The rain continued to not only soak Norrec but tried to beat him to the deck. In al his
years fighting for one master or another, the veteran had faced harsh weather of all sorts,
including blizzards. However, to him this storm had no equal and he could only pray that
it would at last end when the Hawksfire reached Lut Gholein’s port.

That assumed, of course, that the ship would reach the port.

The intense rain kept visibility limited, not that there had ever been much to see either
aboard ship or among the waves beyond. Nevertheless, Norrec had to continually blink
away moisture just to see afew yards ahead of him. Never had the cabin seemed so far
away asit did this moment. The heaviness of the armor did not help, either, the metal
plate seeming twice its normal weight. Still, at least Norrec did not have to worry about
rust settling in; the enchantments cast by Bartuc had clearly kept the suit as new as the
day the demon master had first donned it.

Not for the first time, Norrec stumbled. Cursing the weather, he straightened, then wiped
his eyes clear again so that he could see just how far away the door to his quarters
remained.
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A murky figure stared back at him from the aft section of the walkway.

“Casco?” he called out, realizing only afterward that the captain could not have possibly
rushed all the way to the stern, not with his bad leg. More to the point, this figure stood
taller than the mariner and wore a broad shouldered cloak reminiscent of a Vizjerei
sorcerer—

Reminiscent of Fauztin’s cloak.

He took a step forward, trying to see better. The figure seemed half mist and Norrec
wondered if what stood before him could be only the result of his own tortured, weary
mind.

“Fauztin? Fauztin?”

The shadow did not answer.

Norrec pushed another step forward—and the hair on the back of his neck suddenly
stiffened.

He whirled around.

A second, somewhat shorter figure near the bow drifted in and out of sight, hiswiry
form hinting of an acrobat or, more likely, athief. What looked to be atravel cloak
fluttered in the wind, enshrouding and obscuring most of the second figure’s detail, but
Norrec imagined a dead, still-grinning face, the head cocked slightly to the side because
the neck had been broken.

“Sadun . . .”’he blurted.

His hands suddenly tingled. Norrec glanced down, barely catching a slight red aura about
them.

Abolt of lightning struck so near that it lit up the entire ship—so near, in fact, that the
stunned fighter almost swore that it touched the Hawksfire yet did not damage it in any
way. For amoment, the blinding brilliance surrounded Norrec, making him even briefly
forget the two specters.

His eyesight finally returned to normal. Blinking, Norrec glanced toward both the bow
and stern and saw no sign whatsoever of either of the dire shades.

“Sadun! Tryst!” the frantic fighter shouted. Turning back to the stern, he yelled,
“Fauztin!”

Only the storm answered him, rumbling with renewed fury. Unwilling to give up yet,
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Norrec headed back toward the bow, shouting Sadun’s name over and over. He made his
way across the open deck, scanning every direction. Why he desired to confront either of
his two dead comrades, even Norrec Vizharan could not actually say. To try to
apologize? To explain? How could he do that when, even knowing that it had been the
armor that had claimed their lives, the former mercenary still blamed himself for not
having heeded Fauztin a few precious seconds earlier. Had he done so, he would not be
where he was now.

Had he done so, neither of his friends would be dead.

“Tryst! Damn you! If you’re real—if you’re there— come to me! I’m sorry! I’m sorry!”
A hand fell upon his shoulder.

“Who you call?” demanded Casco. “What you call now?”

Even in the darkness and the rain, Norrec could see the fear rising in the captain’s watery
eyes. To Casco, either his passenger had gone completely mad or, more likely, Norrec
planned to summon yet new demons. Neither choice obviously thrilled the mariner.

“No one . .. nothing!”
“No more demons?”

“No more. None.” He pushed past Captain Casco, wanting nothing more than rest, but
no longer interested in his cabin. Looking back at the perplexed and frustrated sailor,
Norrec asked, “Are there bunks for the crew below?”

Casco nodded glumly. Likely he slept in a cabin near those bunks and did not like the
direction of the question. Bad enough he had to share the ship with a summoner of hellish
creatures, but now that same demon master planned to sleep nearby. No doubt Casco
expected various monsters to go wandering around below deck if that happened . . .

“I’ll sleep in one of them.” Not caring how the captain surely felt, Norrec headed below
deck. Perhaps the battle against the demonic behemoth had taken too much out of him,
resurrecting his guilt over the deaths of his comrades. Perhaps he had imagined both of
them. That seemed so very likely, just asit seemed likely that he had imagined Fauztin on
the dock in Gea Kul. The mutilated bodies of histwo friends still lay in the tomb, thereto
be found by the next eager treasure hunters.

Y et, as he shook off the rain and headed in search of the bunks, a stray thought disturbed
him. Norrec stared at his gloved hands, flexed the fingers that, for the moment, obeyed
hiswill. If he had imagined it al, if the shades of Fauztin and Sadun Tryst had not
confronted him out on deck, why had the gauntlets glowed, even if only for a moment?

* % %
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In the dead of night, the army of General Augustus Malevolyn went on the move,
entering the vast, terrible desert of Aranoch. Many of the men did not look forward to this
march, but they had been given an order and knew no other course of action but to obey.
That some of them would surely perish before they reached their destination—assumed to
be the lush prize of Lut Gholein— did not deter them in the least. Each hoped that he
would be one of the fortunate survivors, one of those who would lay claim to some
portion of the wealth of the port kingdom.

At the head of the army rode the general himself, the helmet of Bartuc worn proudly. A
faint sphere of light conjured by Galeonafloated just ahead of him, marking the path for
his steed. That it might also identify him as the most desired target by ambushers did not
bother Malevolyn in the least. Clad in the ancient helmet and his own spell-enshrouded
armor, the general sought to show the ranks that he feared nothing and that nothing could
defeat him.

Galeonatraveled beside her lover, outwardly indifferent to everything, but al the while
quietly utilizing her sorcery in order to detect any possible threat to the column. Behind
the witch came a covered wagon loaded with Malevolyn’s folded tent, the various
personal items from within it, and—seeming almost as an afterthought—Galeona’s
wooden chest.

“At last . . . the armor will soon be within my grasp,” the general murmured, staring
ahead into the darkness. “I can already sense its nearness! With it, I shall be complete!
With it, | shall command a host of demons!”

Galeona considered, then dared ask, “Can you be certain that it’ll do all this for you, my
general? True, the helmet has enchantments and the armor is said to be even more be
spelled, but so far the helmet has left us all baffled! What if the armor acts much the
same? | praynot, but the secrets of Bartuc may demand more of us than we’re able to—"

“No!” He snapped at her with such vehemence that his guards, situated just behind him,
immediately drew their swords, perhaps thinking that the sorceress had sought to betray
their leader. Augustus Maevolyn signaled them to resheathe their weapons, then glared
at Galeona. “It will not be so, my dear! | have seen the glorious visions brought forth by
the helmet, the shade of Bartuc surely calling to meto add to hisvictories! | have seenin
each of those visions the power of the armor and helm combined! The spirit of the bloody
warlord livesonin the suit, and it is his desire that | become the mortal bearer of his
standard!” He waved a hand at the desert. “Why else does the fool who wears it now
come to me? He does so because it is destined! I will be Bartuc’s successor, | tell you!”

The witch cringed, taken aback by his outburst. “As you say, my general.”

Malevolyn abruptly calmed, once more a self-satisfied smile across his face. “As | say.
And after that, yes, Lut Gholein will be mine to take. Thistime, I shall not fail.”
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Galeona had ridden with the commander from Westmarch for some time, likely knew
him better than any under his command. Y et, in all that time, the only mention of Lut
Gholein had been as an eventual target, one that Malevolyn had dreamed of conquering.
She had never heard him speak of it as a past defeat. “You’ve been there . . . before?”

With something akin to devotion, he gently adjusted the helmet, turning away from her
and preventing the sphere from illuminating what of his expression the armor did not
already hide. “Yes . .. and if not for my brother . . . it would have been mine for the
taking . . . but thistime. . . thistime, Viz-jun will fall!”’

“Viz-jun?’she blurted, her tone incredul ous.

Fortunately, General Malevolyn paid her no mind, attention concentrated on the
darkened, shifting sands. Galeona did not repeat the name again, preferring to
immediately drop, if not forget, the subject. Perhaps it had been adlip of the tongue, just
as something else he had just said had to have been an innocent mistake. After al, the
general had much on his mind, so very much . . .

She knew that he had never been to the fabled Kehjistani temple-city, had never yet been
across the seato that land. In addition, Augustus Malevolyn had been an only child—and
an unwanted bastard at that.

Yet . .. someone else Galeona knew of had not only been to fabled Viz-jun, but had
sought to conquer it, to destroy it, only to be thwarted in the end by his own brother.

Bartuc.

With a surreptitious glance, the witch studied the helmet, trying to divine its intentions.
The visions that the western commander had experienced had clearly been for his benefit
alone; even when she had secretly tried the artifact on, no such images had been shown
her. Yet, it appeared that the more Augustus wore it, the more he had trouble
differentiating between his own life and that of the monstrous warlord.

Did the helmet perform some sort of enchantment each time these incidents happened?
Galeona casually touched a black-jeweled ring on one of the fingers of her left hand,
turning the gem in the direction of her lover’s head. She mouthed two forbidden words,
afterward cautiously glancing to see if the general had noticed her lips moving.

He had not, nor did he now notice the invisible tendrils extending from that ring, tendrils
that reached out to touch the helmet in various places. Only Galeona knew that they were
there, seeking, probing, trying to detect whatever forces permeated the ancient armor.

Perhaps if she finally discovered how they affected the general, the witch could take the
first step toward using those powerful enchantments for her own goals. Even some slight
bit of new knowledge would go far toward extending her own abilities—
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A flash of crimson light flared from the helmet, illuminating for a stunned Galeona each
of the magical tendrils rising from her ring. A surge of power coursed toward her with
lightning speed, eating away at the tendrils and converging on her finger. Fearing for
herself, the sorceress reached to pull the ring free.

Only mortal, she moved too slow. The streams of crimson light devoured the last of the
tendrils, then came together at the black jewel itself.

The gemstone sizzled, turned molten in less than the blink of an eye. The liquefied stone
dripped over her finger, burning at her skin, searing her flesh . . .

Galeona managed to bite back a scream, transforming her reaction to the intense pain
into a barely audible gasp.

“Did you say something, my dear?” General Maevolyn casually asked, his eyes never
leaving the landscape.

She managed to keep her voice calm and assured despite her suffering. “No, Augustus.
Just a slight cough . . . a bit of desert sand in my throat.”

“Yes, that’s a risk here. Perhaps you should cover it with a veil.” He said no more, either
focused on his duties as commander or lost once more in Bartuc’s past.

Galeona carefully looked around. No one had noticed the astounding display of powerful
energiesin conflict. Only she, with her magical senses, had been witness to both her
failure and her punishment.

Giving silent thanks for that bit of fortune at least, she cautiously investigated the
damage. The ring had turned to slag, the rare and resilient gem ablack, burning stainon
her finger. The band she finally managed to remove, but the melted jewel |eft a
permanent and painful ebony blot on her otherwise unmarred hand.

The injury meant little to her overall. She had endured much worse for her craft. No,
what bothered Galeona more concerned the helmet’s violent reaction to her probing.
None of her spellsin the past had caused it to respond with such vehemence. It almost
seemed as if something within the armor had awakened, something with distinct
intentions of its own.

It had always been her assumption that the ancient warlord had cast numerous
enchantments of tremendous power on his armor, the better to aid him in battle. Such
precautions would have made perfect sense. Y et, what if she had only guessed a part of
it? What if even those who had slain Bartuc had not realized the full extent of his mastery
of magicks demonic?

Did enchantments al one possess the helm and plate— or had Galeona discovered more?
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Did Bartuc himsalf seek to return from the dead?

Ten

The King’s Shield entered the storm late into its fifth day out of Gea Kul. Kara had
hoped that the foul weather would break up before they confronted it, but, in truth, those
who manned the ship had only themselves to blame for this new situation. Captain
Jeronnan commanded an excellent crew, one that understood well the idiosyncrasies of
the turbulent sea. The necromancer doubted that any other vessel could have plied the
waters as efficiently and with such remarkable speed as this one, which, unfortunately,
had virtually guaranteed that the King’s Shield would outrace even this swiftly moving
tempest.

The unfortunate Kalkos had been given aformal burial at sea, Kara adding to the
ceremony with afew words of respect based on the funeral traditions of her people. In
her eyes, Kalkos had only transcended to another plane, where, in his new existence he
and those before him would work to maintain the balance of al things. However, she till
felt some guilt, some misgivings, about the prayer she had said, for the pale enchantress
had not forgotten her own deep desire to live when she had found herself entombed in the
tree. Kara’s only way so far to reconciliate that with her general beliefs had been to
decide that, if she had perished, it would not only have upset the balance, but it would
also have left no one who could have tracked down the missing armor. That could not be
allowed to happen.

Almost immediately upon entering the storm-tossed waters, Kara Nightshadow took it
upon herself to spend much of her time watching the wild seas from the bow. Jeronnan
guestioned the sanity of this, but she refused all suggestions that she return to the safety
of her cabin. He thought that she watched for the Hawksfire—in part the truth—but what
actually concerned her more had been the possibility that the demons of Kalkos’s
memories might possibly return, especialy the aquatic leviathan that had slain the
majority of the other vessel’s crew in such a horrible manner. Having still not mentioned
its existence to the captain, Karafelt honor-bound to at least keep watch. She also
believed that, of all of them, she had the best chance of doing something to either scare it
off or possibly distract it while the King’s Shield attempted to escape.

Even though caught between the harsh rain and the mad sea, Jeronnan’s crew remained
determined and—to her—quite polite. For atime, Kara had feared that the stories she had
always heard about sailors would mean her having to deflect unwanted attention.
However, although several of the men clearly admired her—and that despite now
knowing her true calling—they did not press. In fact, only Mister Drayko had attempted
anything resembling an advance, and he had done so in so formal and cautious a manner
that it had amost been asif one of her own had made entreaties. She had kindly and
quietly rejected his advance, but had found his attention flattering.
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Captain Jeronnan himself had long ago erased any lingering question as to whether he
had designs on his passenger. When he did not treat Kara like an aristocratic client, he
acted as if at some point she had been adopted into his house. Now and then the former
naval officer fussed over her just as Kara suspected he had fussed over Terania. She
allowed him to do that, not only because it kept him in good spirits, but because the
necromancer also found it made her feel some comfort aswell. Growing up, she had not
been without parental love, but once her adult training had begun, the faithful of Rathma
were expected to put such emotions aside for the better good of |earning how best to
protect the balance of the world. The balance had to come before all else, even family.

The King’s Shield leapt up a particularly high wave, crashing down into the water a
second or two later. Kara held the rail tight, trying to see past the rain and mist. Although
day had begun to give way to night, her eyes, more accustomed to seeing in the dark, let
her better view what might lay ahead than any of the more experienced mariners. By now
they had surely reached—even passed—the waters in which Kalkos and his comrades
had perished and that meant that at any moment the entire vessel might be under attack
by forces unnatural.

“Lady Kara!” Drayko called from behind her. “It’s getting worse! Y ou should really get
below!”

“l am fine.” Although certainly no highborn lady, the dark mage could not get the men to
simply call her by her name. That had been the fault of Jeronnan, who had, on first
introducing her to the crew, emphasized the title and, most important, his respect for her.
What served their captain well served the crew.

“But the storm—!”
“Thank you for your concern, Mister Drayko.”
He already knew better than to argue with her. “Just be careful, my lady!”

As he battled his way back, Kara decided that the consideration she had received from
Jeronnan and his men would certainly spoil her for Lut Gholein. There, she knew, she
would face the prejudices far more common toward her kind. Necromancers dealt with
death and most folk did not like to be reminded of their mortality nor the fact that their
spirits could perhaps be affected by those like her afterward.

Despite her refusal to Drayko, the necromancer soon decided that she could not stay at
the bow much longer. The coming night, combined with the horrific weather, reduced
visibility with each passing second. It was quickly coming to the point where even she
would be of no use. Y et, she remained determined to stand her post as long as humanly
possible.

Up and down the waves flowed, their continual rise and fall in some ways a monotonous
sight despite the spectacle of such raw power at work. Once or twice, she had spotted
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what she believed some sea creature and much earlier a piece of rotting wood had
momentarily broken the cycle, but, other than that, Kara had little to show for her efforts.
Of course, that also meant that there had been no sign of the demons, something for
which the enchantress could feel grateful.

She wiped the spray and rain from her eyes, turning her gaze one last time to the port
side of the King’s Shield. More waves, more froth, more—

An arm?
Shifting her position, Kara peered into the dark waters, every sense alert.

There! The arm and part of the upper body of a man. She could make out no detail—but
swore she saw the waterlogged limb rise of its own accord.

Kara had no quick spell for such a situation and so turned instead back to the deck . . .
and the dwindling figure of Jeronnan’s second. “Mister Drayko! A man in the sea!”

Fortunately, he heard her immediately. Calling to three other men, Drayko rushed up to
where the necromancer stood. “Show me where!”

“Look! Can you see him?”

He studied the mad waters, then nodded grimly. “A head and an arm, and | think it might
be moving!” Drayko shouted to the helmsman to bring the ship about, then, in amuch
more subdued voice, told her, “It’s unlikely that we’ll be able to save him at this point,
but we’ll try.”

She did not bother to reply, more aware of the odds than even he could be. If the nature
of the balance dictated the man’s survival, he would be rescued. If not, then, like Kalkos,
his soul would go on to the next plane of existence, there to fulfill another role for the
balance, as taught in the teachings of Rathma.

Of course, that same balance also dictated that where there remained hope of life, those
that could had to struggle to save it. Rathma taught pragmatism, not col dheartedness.

The storm made for rough going, but despite that the King’s Shield still managed to close
in on the feebly struggling form. Unfortunately, the coming of night made the task more
and more difficult as the vague figure vanished and reappeared with every new wave.

By this time, Captain Jeronnan had joined his crew, taking over control of the situation.
To Kara’s surprise, he commanded two sailors to bring bows, sailors Drayko informed
her were exceptionally skilled with the weapons.

“Does he mean them to end the man’s suffering?” she asked, startled by this side of the
former officer. Karahad at least expected him to try to save the unfortunate mariner.
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“Just watch, my lady.”

Her eyes narrowed in belated understanding as the archers quickly tied rope to their
shafts. Rather than trying to simply toss aline to the man in the water, they hoped to use
the shafts to better get the ropes within reach. Even with the storm, they could get more
precision from using the bows than relying on hands only. A risky venture still, but one
with more chance of success.

“Hurry, blast you!” Jeronnan roared.

The two men fired. One arrow soared far past itstarget, but the second came within a
short distance of therolling form.

“Grab hold!” Drayko shouted. “Grab hold!”

The figure made no move toward the line. Taking aterrible risk, the necromancer leaned
over therail, trying to will the floating rope closer. Perhaps if it actually touched him, he
would react. Kara knew elders who could move objects ssmply by thinking of them, but,
as with so much else, her studiesin that respect had not yet reached such a point. She
could only hope that her desperation combined with what abilities she had already
learned might prove enough at this dire moment.

Whether due to her desperate thoughts or merely the whims of the sea, the line came
within inches of the man’s arm.

“Grab it!” the captain encouraged.

Suddenly, the body jerked. Awave washed over it and, for afew nerve-wracking
seconds, the hapless figure vanished. Kara sighted it first, now severa yards from either
line.

“Damn!” Drayko pounded his fist on the rail. “Either he’s dead or—"

The floating form jerked again, almost going under.

The first officer swore. “That’s not the waves doing that!”

In growing dread Kara and the crew watched as the body bobbed twice more, then went
under again.

Thistime, it did not reappear.
“The sharks’ve gotten ‘im,” one of the sailors finally muttered.

Captain Jeronnan agreed. “Draw in the lines, lads. You did what you could. Odds were
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he was already dead, anyway, and we’ve got ourselves to worry about more, eh?”

The mood dampened by the futility of their efforts, the crew slowly returned to their
tasks. Mister Drayko stayed behind for amoment with Kara, who still sought some last
glimpse of the lost mariner.

“The sea claims its own,” he whispered. “We try to learn to live with it.”

“We see it as part of an overall balance,” she returned. “but the loss of a life that might
have been saved is still to be mourned.”

“You’d best come away from there, my lady.”

Touching the back of his hand very briefly, Kara replied, “Thank you for your concern,
but I wish to remain for a moment. | will be all right.”

With reluctance, he left her once again. Alone, the necromancer reached into her cloak
and removed from around her throat a small, red icon shaped in the likeness of a
fearsome dragon with blazing eyes and savage teeth. The followers of Rathma believed
that the world sat upon the back of the great dragon Trag’Oul, who acted as a fulcrum
and, as such, helped maintain the celestial balance. All necromancers gave their full
respect to the fiery leviathan.

Under her breath, Kara prayed that Trag’Oul would see the unknown man to the next
plane of existence. She had prayed the same for the sailor Kalkos, although none of the
King’s Shield’s crew had noticed. Outsiders did not readily comprehend the place of
Trag’Oul in the world.

Satisfied that she could do no more, the slim, silvereyed woman returned to her cabin
below deck. Despite her dedication to her task, Kara entered the room with much relief.
Standing lookout for demons, then watching the rescue attempt fail, had drained her of
much of her strength. During the enchantress’s self-imposed task, she had taken only
minimal breaks for her meals and had, in truth, been longer on her feet than any of the
men. Now all Karawanted to do was slegp and sleep and sleep some more.

The cabin offered to her by Hanos Jeronnan had been originally set aside for his
daughter and so the more austere Kara had to deal with ladylike frills and too-soft
pillows. Unlike the crew, she al'so had a true bed, one secured very well to the floor in
order to prevent it from sliding across the room. To further ensure her safety while she
slept, the bed aso had short, padded rails on each side to keep the occupant from rolling
off onto the hard, wooden floor during the worst storms. Kara had already found herself
grateful more than once for those rails and especially appreciated them now, so exhausted
did she feel. The necromancer doubted that tonight she would have had the strength to
hold on by herself.

Throwing off the wet cloak, Kara sat on the bottom edge of the bed, trying to collect her
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thoughts. Despite the cloak, her garments, too, had been thoroughly soaked, from her jet-
black blouse down to her leather pants and boots. The dampness of the blouse made it
cling tight, chilling her further. Jeronnan had been dismayed that the necromancer had
not brought any other garments with her and had insisted before the voyage on locating at
least one more set of clothes. Kara had only relented when he had agreed that they would
resemble her own black garments as much as possible. The teachings of Rathmadid not
include interest in the latest fashions; the necromancer sought only functional, durable
clothing.

Grateful now that she had given in even that much, Kara changed quickly into the
second set, hanging the others to dry. She had performed the exact same ritual each night
of the voyage, doing what she could to keep everything clean. Because one dealt with
blood and death did not meant that cleanliness no longer became an option.

For once, the young woman found the so soft bed a very welcome thing. The captain
would have been dismayed had he known she slept fully clothed, but on ajourney of this
nature, Kara could take no chances. If the demons of Kalkos’s memories did materialize,
she had to be ready for them immediately. Her only compromise to comfort concerned
her boots, which, out of respect for Jeronnan and his daughter, she left by the bottom of
the bed.

Lantern doused, Kara Nightshadow sank deep into the bed. The wild waves actually
worked to more quickly send her drifting off to sleep, rocking the weary mage back and
forth, asif in acradle. The troubles of the world began to recede. . .

Until afaint blue light seeped through her eyelids, pulling her back from slumber.

At first she thought it a figment of some peripheral dream, but then the gradual
realization that Kara still sensed it through closed eyes even while awake set every nerve
on edge. The dark mage tensed—then spun about in the bed, rising to a kneeling position
with her hands pointed toward the source of the surreal illumination.

Situated in a cabin below the waterline, Kara at first imagined that somehow the sea had
finally broken through the hull. However, asthe last vestiges of sleep faded from her
mind, she saw instead something far more unsettling. The blue light from her dreams not
only existed, but it now covered afair portion of the side of her cabin. It had a hazy ook
toit, amost asif the wall had turned to mist, and pulsated continually. Karafelt her entire
body tingle. ..

Through the magical haze stepped not one but two water-soaked figures.

She opened her mouth, whether to cast a spell or call out for help, even Kara could not
be completely certain. In either case, her voice—and her body as awhole, in fact—failed
her. The necromancer did not understand why until one of the dark figures held up a
familiar ivorydagger, a dagger that blazed an unsettling blue each time Kara even thought
of attempting anything.
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The dripping and quite dead figure of the Vizjerei sorcerer Fauztin—the gaping hole
where his throat had once been only partialy obscured by the collar of his cloak— grimly
stared at her, his unblinking eyes silently warning Kara of the foolishness of any
defiance.

Next to him, his grinning companion shook off some of the seawater. Behind them the
blue light faded away, the revenants’ magical portal vanishing with it.

The smaller of the two undead took a step toward her, performing a mocking bow. As he
did, Kararedlized that it had been his body she and the crew had seen; he had been the
helpless mariner. Fauztin and his friend had tricked her and the crew in order to arrange
this monstrous visitation.

The ghoul’s smile widened, yellow teeth and rotting gums now adding to the initial
image of pedling skin and the wet, putrefying flesh beneath. “So . . . very good . . . to see
you...again...necromancer...”

If the storm did not end by the time the Hawksfire at |ast reached the harbor of Lut
Gholein, then at least it finally eased to something approaching tolerable. For that, Norrec
Vizharan gave thanks, just as he gave thanks that the ship had arrived just prior to
sunrise, when most of the kingdom would still be asleep and, therefore, would not so
much notice the sinister peculiarities of the dark vessal.

The moment the Hawksfire docked, the spell cast by the armor ceased, |eaving Captain
Casco and Norrec to do the best they could to finish matters. The ship drew the stares of
those few about, but, fortunately, it seemed that no one had noticed lines adjusting
themselves nor sails lowering without physical aid.

When finally the gangplank had been lowered, Cascomade clear with his expression if
not words that the time had come for his passenger to disembark—and, hopefully, never
return. Norrec reached out a hand in an attempt to make some sort of peace with the
skeletal, foreign mariner, but Casco glanced down at the gauntlet with his good eye, then
set that same eye unblinking on the soldier’s own gaze. After afew seconds of unease,
Norrec lowered the hand and quickly walked down the gangplank.

However, afew yards from the Hawksfire, he could not help but look back one last
time—and therefore saw the captain still watching him closely. For several seconds, the
two stared at one another, then Casco slowly raised one hand Norrec’s way.

The veteran fighter nodded in return. Seemingly satisfied by this minor exchange, Casco
lowered his hand and turned away, now seeming intent only on inspection of his badly
damaged vessdl.

Norrec had barely taken a step when someone called down to him from another
direction.
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“The Hawksfire tricks fate again,” an elderly looking sea captain with almond-shaped
eyes, awhite tuft of beard, and weathered features remarked from the deck of his own
vesseal. Despite the early hour and the foul weather, he greeted Norrec with a cheerful
smile. “But looks like barely, this time! Rode along with this storm, did ye?”

The soldier only nodded.

“Word to the wise; ye’ve been fortunate! Not every man that’s sailed her has finished the
voyage! She’s bad luck, especially to her captain!”

More so than ever, thought Norrec, although he dared not tell the other captain. He
nodded again, then tried to move on, but the elderly mariner called out once more.

“Here now! After a trip like that, ye’ve no doubt the need for a tavern! Best one’s
Atma’s! The good lady herself still runsit, even what with her husband gone now! Tell
‘em Captain Meshif said to treat ye well!”

“Thank you,” Norrec muttered back, hoping that the short answer would satisfy the
much-too-cheerful man. He wanted to be away from the docks as quickly as possible, till
fearful that someone would not only recognize something amiss with the arrival of the
Hawksfire but also link Norrec to it.

Cloak drawn about him, the weary veteran hurried on, after several anxious minutes at
last leaving ships and warehouses behind and entering the true, fabled Lut Gholein. He
had heard tales about the kingdom often over the years, but had never visited it before.
Sadun Tryst had said of it that anything a man could buy he could find here.. . . and in
great quantities. Ships came from all over the world, bringing in goods both legal and not.
Lut Gholein represented the most open of markets, although those who ruled made
certain that order was still constantly maintained.

At no time did the entire city sleep; according to Sadun, one only had to look long
enough and one would find a place willing to | et those seeking exotic entertainments
spend their coin no matter what the hour. Of course, those who could not keep their
entertainments confined to the facilities provided still risked running afoul of the
watchful eye of the Guard, who served the cause of the sultan with great fervor. Tryst
himself had told some quite lurid tales of Lut Gholein’s dungeons . . .

Despite all that had happened to him since the tomb, Norrec’s interest stirred almost
immediately as he walked through the streets. All around him, gaily decorated buildings
of mortar and stone rose tall, the banners of the sultan atop each. Along the astonishingly
clean, cobblestone streets that stretched in every direction, the first wagons of the day
began to emerge. Asif sprouting from the very shadows, quick-moving figuresin
flowing robes began opening tents and doors in preparation for new business. Some of
the wagons paused at these tents, suppliers delivering new goods to the vendors.
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The storm had dwindled now to afew dark, rumbling clouds, and with its continued
lessening, Norrec’s mood lightened yet more. So far, the armor had not demanded
anything more of him. Perhaps he could, for atime at least, seek his own path. In aplace
asvast as Lut Gholein, surely there had to be sorcerers of some repute, sorcerers who
could help free him of this curse. Under the pretext of admiring the sights—an easy
enough thing to do— Norrec would try to keep his eye out for any sign of possible help.

Within moments of the dawn, the streets filled with people of all shapes, sizes, and races.
Travelers from as far away as Ensteig and Khanduras waked among darkclad visitors
from Kehjistan and beyond. In fact, there seemed more outsiders than locals. The varied
crowd worked in Norrec’s favor, enabling him to fit in without much suspicion. Even the
armor did not overly mark him, for other figures clad akin to him appeared everywhere.
Some of them had clearly disembarked from ships not all that long ago, while others,
especially those with the turbaned helms and elegant silver capes fluttering behind their
blue-gray breastplates, obviously served the masters of thisfair kingdom.

Overal the architecture remained consistent, with the lower floors of buildings a smooth,
rectangular shape while quite often the tops tended toward small towers resembling
minarets. A peculiar design, especially to one born and raised among the high, turreted
castles of lords and the lowly, thatched domiciles of the peasantry, but one with an exotic
quality that caused Norrec to marvel over it again and again. No two buildings were
exactly the same, either, some being broader, even squat, while others appeared to be
making up for the lack of space on the ground by stretching thinner and higher.

A horn sounded and the street around Norrec suddenly emptied of people. Following
suit, he narrowly missed being run over by a mounted patrol clad in the same turbaned
helms and breastplates he had seen earlier. A lively, active city Lut Gholein might be,

but, as Sadun had said, it also looked to be well policed. That made it all the more curious
that no one had stopped Norrec on the docks for at |east some questioning. Most major
seaports kept security strong day and night, but he had seen no one. Despite Lut
Gholein’s open reputation, it puzzled him.

Hunger and thirst slowly crept up on him as he wandered along. He had eaten some food
aboard the Hawksfire, but hisinterest in reaching the docks had kept him from taking his
fill. Besides, it had been Norrec’s secret hope to find something in the city rather than
stomach yet another portion of Casco’s unsettling concoctions.

The armor had provided funds before and so with some confidence the veteran |ooked
around. Several taverns and inns of various demeanor dotted the area, but onein
particular instantly caught Norrec’s eye.

Best one’s Atma’s! Tell ’em Captain Meshif said to treat ye well! That same tavern stood
but afew yards from the soldier, the wooden sign with its bleary-orbed mascot hanging
directly over the entrance. A hardy, weathered place, but one still honest enough in looks
for him to risk without worry. With as much determination as he could still muster,
Norrec headed toward it, hoping against hope that the armor would not suddenly turn him
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elsewhere.

He entered in peace and of his own free will, something which, along with his new
surroundings, raised Norrec’s hopes further. Despite the early hour,Atma’s had a good
business going, most of its customers seamen,but afew merchants, tourists, and military
figures partaking of its offerings as well. Not wanting to draw too much attention to
himself, Norrec chose a booth in one corner and sat down.

A dlip of agirl, likely too young to be working in any such establishment, came up to

take his order. Norrec’s nostrils had already pinpointed something cooking in the back
and so he risked ordering whatever it might be, plus amug of ale to rinseit down. The
girl curtsied, then hurried off, giving him the opportunity to look around.

He had spent far too much of hislifein taverns and inns, but at least this one did not ook
asif the cooks would be broiling whatever they could catch in their floor traps. The
servers kept the tables and floors relatively clean of refuse and none of the customers had
so far choked on either their meals or drinks. Overall, Atma’s verified his opinion of Lut
Gholein as akingdom in the midst of tremendous prosperity, where everyone appeared to
be benefiting, even the lower castes.

The girl returned with hisfood, which actually looked as good as it smelled. She smiled
at him, asking for what seemed to him reasonable coin. Norrec eyed his gloved hand,
waiting.

Nothing happened. The gauntlet did not slam down on the table, leaving the proper
amount. Norrec tried not to show his sudden anxiety. Had the armor let him trap himself?
If he could not pay, at the very least they would throw him out. He glanced toward the
door, where two brawny enforcers who had not bothered to look at him on hisway in
now seemed more than interested in his discussion with the serving girl.

She repeated the amount, this time aless friendly expression on her face. Norrec glared
at the glove, thinking, Come on, damn you! All | want is a good meal! You can do that,
can’t you?

Still nothing.

“Is there something wrong?” the girl asked, her expression indicating that she thought
she aready knew the answer.

Norrec did not reply, closing and opening his hand in the fading hope that some coins
would magically appear.

With one glance toward the two enforcers, the young server began to back away.
“Excuse me, sir, | ... I’ve other tables . . .”

The soldier looked past her, where the muscular pair had begun to move in his direction.
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The girl’s actions had been a clear signa for them to do their work.
He rose, planting his hands on the table. “Wait! It’s not what you—"
Under his palm, he heard the tinkle of coins as they struck the table.

She heard them, too, and the smile suddenly returned. Norrec sat back down, indicating
the tiny pile now before him. “I’m sorry for the confusion. I’ve not been to Lut Gholein
before and had to think whether I had the right amount. Is this enough?”

Her expression told him all he needed to really know.
“Aye, sir! Enough and much more!”

Over her shoulder, he saw the burly pair hesitate. The larger of the duo tapped his
companion on the arm and the two men returned to their posts. “Take what you need for
food and drink,” he told the girl, feeling much relieved. After she had done that, Norrec
added, “And the largest coin left for yourself.”

“Thank you, sir, thank you!”

She nearly floated back to the counter, from the looks of things having received the
largest tip of her life from him. The sight cheered Norrec briefly. At least some little good
had come of the cursed armor.

He stared at the gauntlets, well aware of what had just happened. The suit had let him
understand without words that it and not he controlled the entire situation. Norrec lived
his life through its sufferance. To think otherwise wasto play the fool.

Regardless of the reality of his dilemma, Norrec managed to enjoy his mea. Compared
to Captain Casco’s fare, it tasted of Heaven. Thinking of that mystical realm, the soldier
pondered his next move. The armor kept a close rein on him, but surely there had to be a
way to get past its guard. In arealm as vibrant as Lut Gholein, not only sorcerers but
priests had to be found in abundance. Even if the former could do nothing for Norrec,
then perhaps a servant of Heaven might. Surely a priest had links to forces far more
powerful than the enchanted suit.

But how to speak with one? Norrec wondered if the armor could withstand being on holy
ground. Could it be so simple as walking past a church and then throwing himself onto its
steps? Would he be able to do even that much?

For a desperate man, it seemed worth the try. The armor needed him alive and relatively
well; that alone might give him just enough of an opportunity. At the very least, Norrec
had to try for the sake of not only hislife, but his soul, too.

He finished his meal, then quickly downed what remained of the ale. During that time,
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the serving girl came back more than once to seeif he needed anything, a clear sign that
he had been very generous in his tipping. Norrec gave her one of the smaller coins
remaining to him, which caused her smile to somehow grow even wider than before, then
he casually asked her about some of the sights of the city.

“There’s the arena, of course,” the girl, Miram, replied quickly, no doubt having been
asked this question more than once by newcomers. “And the palace, too! You must see
the palace!” Her eyes took on a dreaming look. “Jerhyn, the sultan, lives there . ..”

This Jerhyn evidently had to be a handsome and fairly young man judging from Miram’s
rapt expression. While the sultan’s palace surely had to be an intriguing sight, it had not
been what he had been searching for. “And besides that?”

“There’s also the Aragos Theater near the square with the Cathedral of Tomas the
Repentant across from it, but the Zakarum priests only allow visitors at midday and the
theater is being repaired. Oh! There’s the races on the far north side of the city, horses
and dogs—”

Norrec ceased listening, the information he had needed now his. If holy ground or
Heaven had any power over the demonic legacy of Bartuc, then this cathedral offered the
best hope. The Zakarum Church represented the most powerful order on either side of the
Twin Seas.

“—and some old folk and scholars like the ruins of the Vizjerel temple outside the city
walls, though there’s not much to see any more after the Great Sandstorm . . .”

“Thank you, Miram. That’s good enough.” He prepared to leave, already trying to think
of some roundabout method by which to approach the vicinity of the Zakarum site.

Four figures in the now familiar garb of Lut Gholein’s Guard stepped into Atma’s, but
their interest in the tavern had nothing to do with drink. Instead, they looked directly at
Norrec, their countenances darkening. He could almost swear that they knew exactly who
he was.

With military precision that Norrec would have at other times admired, the foursome
spread out, eliminating any hope of bypassing them on the way to the front entrance.
Although they had not yet drawn their long, curved swords, each guard kept a hand near
the hilt. One wrong action by Norrec and all four blades would come flying out, ready to
cut him down.

Pretending to be not at all concerned, the wary fighter turned back to the serving girl,
asking, “There’s a friend Ineed to meet in aplace located in the street behind this tavern.
Do you have another exit in the back?”

“There’s one that way.” She started to point, but he gently took her hand, dropping
another coininit.
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“Thank you, Miram.” Gently pushing past her, Norrec moved as if heading toward the
counter for one last drink. The four guards hesitated.

Halfway to the counter, he veered toward the back doorway.

Although he could not see them now, Norrec felt certain that the men knew his
intentions. He picked up his pace, hoping to reach the exit as quickly as possible. Once
out, he could try to lose himself among the growing throngs.

Norrec pushed the door wide, immediately darting through—

—and came to an abrupt halt as rough, strong hands seized him by both arms, holding
him fast.

“Resist and it will go the worse for you, westerner!” snapped a swarthy guard with gold
tabs on his cloak. He peered past Norrec, saying, “You have done your work well! This is
the one! We will take it from here!”

The four who had pursued Norrec from inside stepped past the prisoner, pausing only to
salute the officer in charge before wandering off. Norrec grimaced, realizing that he had
walked into the most basic of traps.

He had no idea as to the intentions of his captors, but at the moment, they interested him
far less than the question as to why Bartuc’s armor had not reacted. Surely this situation
called for something from it, but so far it seemed unwilling to try to freeits host. Why?

“Pay attention, westerner!” the officer came close to slapping Norrec, but finally lowered
his hand. “Come peacefully and you will not be mistreated! Resist . . .” The man’s hand
now slipped to the hilt of his curved sword, his meaning quite clear.

Norrec nodded his understanding. If the armor chose not to resist, he certainly had no
intention of trying to fight himself free of this armed patrol.

His captors formed a square of sorts, with their leader in front and Norrec, of course, in
the middle. The party headed down the street, away from the larger crowds. Several
curious folk watched the procession, but no one seemed at all sympathetic to the
foreigner’s troubles. Likely they figured that there were always more outsiders, so what
difference the loss of one?

No one had as of yet explained exactly for what reason Norrec had been arrested, but he
had to assume it had something to do with the Hawksfire’s arrival. Perhaps he had been
wrong when he had thought that no watch had been set at the port. Perhaps Lut Gholein
kept amore wary eye on those who arrived by ship than appearances had suggested. It
also remained possible that Captain Casco had, after al, reported the goings-on aboard
his vessel and the one responsible for the loss of his crew.
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The lead guard suddenly veered toward a narrow side street, the rest of the group
following close behind. Norrec frowned, no longer thinking of Casco and the Hawksfire.
His captors now journeyed through less frequented, more disreputable-looking avenues
into which even the brightest day would have had trouble shedding light. The soldier
tensed, sensing something suddenly awry with the situation.

They journeyed alittle farther, then turned into an alley nearly as dark as night. The band
proceeded afew yardsinto it, then the guards came to an abrupt halt.

His captors stood at attention, seeming to barely even breathe. In fact, the four guards
stood at attention with such stillness that Norrec could not help but think that they
resembled nothing more than puppets whose master had ceased pulling their strings.

And asif to verify that notion, a portion of the shadow sseparated from the rest, shaping
itself into an elderly, wrinkled man with long, silver hair and beard and clad in an
elegant, broad-shouldered robe clearly fashioned in the style worn by someone Norrec
had known so very well . . . Fauztin. However, thisfigure, this Vizjerei, had not only
lived for far longer than Norrec’s unfortunate friend, but by being here evidenced quite
well the fact that his abilities far outstripped those of the dead mage.

“Leave us . ..” he ordered the guards, his voice strong, commanding, despite his
advanced years.

The officer and his men obediently turned, marching back the way they had come.
“They will recall nothing,” the Vizjerei commented. “As the others who aided them will
recall nothing . . . just as I desire . . .” When Norrec attempted to speak, the silver-haired
figure cut him off with but a singular glance. “And if you hope to live, westerner . . . you,
too, will do as| desire. . .exactly as | desire.”

Eleven

“Are you not feeling well, then, lass?”” Captain Jeronnan asked. “You’ve come out of
your cabin only to gather your meals, then returned there for the rest of the time.”

Kara looked him directly in the eye. “I am well, captain. With the King’s Shield nearing
Lut Gholein, | must prepare for my journey from that point on. Thereis much for me to
consider. | apologize if | appear unfriendly to you and your crew.”

“Not unfriendly . . . just more distant.” He sighed. “Well, if you need anything, just let
me know.”

She needed quite alot, but nothing with which the good captain could help her. “Thank
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you . .. for everything.”

The necromancer felt his eyes on her as she headed for her cabin. Jeronnan would likely
have done anything he could for Kara regardless of the situation and she much
appreciated that fact. Unfortunately, any aid he might have offered would not have at all
hel ped the enchantress in her present predicament.

As she entered the cabin, Kara saw the two undead standing in the far corner, waiting
with the proverbial patience of their kind. Fauztin held the gleaming dagger ready, the
Vizjerei’s spell upon it ensuring that the necromancer could do nothing against the pair.
The yellowed eyes of the mage stared unblinking at her. Kara could never be certain what
Fauztin thought, for his expression varied little.

Not so with Sadun Tryst. The other revenant continually smiled, asif he had some jest
he wished to share. Kara also found herself constantly desiring to straighten his head,
which ever leaned alittle too far to one side or another.

The stench of death surrounded them, but so far as she could tell it had not pervaded any
part of the ship beyond her cabin. As a necromancer, the foul smell bothered Karaless
than most, but she still would have preferred to do without it. Her studies and her faith
had ensured that Kara had dealt almost daily with the realm of the dead, but those
encounters had ever been on her own terms. Never before had the tables been turned, that
the dead made her come at their beck and call.

“The good captain . . . leaves you to . . . your self still . . . I hope,” Tryst gasped.
“He is concerned for me; that is all.”

The wiry ghoul chuckled, a sound like an animal choking on a bone. Perhaps when the
man’s neck had been broken, a part of the bone there had lodged in hiswind pipe. It
would explain the way he talked. Even though Sadun Tryst did not need to breathe, he
needed air in order to speak.

Of course, with a gaping hole in his throat, Tryst’s companion, the Vizjerei, would
forever be silent.

“Let us hope . . . that his concern . . . remains distant . . . from this room.”

Fauztin pointed to the edge of the bed, a wordless order the dark mage readily
understood. Her food held tight in one hand, she perched there, awaiting whatever new
command they had of her. So long asthe Vizjerei held the dagger, his magic kept Kara
Nightshadow in thrall.

Tryst’s eyes blinked once, a conscious effort on the part of the corpse. Unlike Fauztin, he
worked to pretend that some life remained within his decaying husk. As a mage, the
gaunt Vizjerei no doubt saw the situation in more practical, realistic terms. The fighter,
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on the other hand, appeared to have been aman much in love with all the aspects of life.
Behind the smile Kara suspected that this ungodly predicament enraged him more than it
did his companion.

“Eat...”

Under their unwavering gazes she did. All the while, though, the necromancer
rummaged through her memory, trying to recall some bit of knowledge she might use to
free herself from al this. That they had not so far touched Kara, much less harmed her in
any manner, did not assuage her concernsin the least. The revenants had one goal in
mind—to reach their friend, this Norrec Vizharan. If, at some point, it seemed necessary
to sacrifice her for the culmination of that goal, Karafelt certain that they would do so
without regret.

Vizharan had been their partner, their comrade, and yet he had evidently brutally slain
both, then taken off with the armor. Sadun Tryst had not exactly told her al this, but she
had come to that conclusion from the fragments of information garnered from
conversations with the talkative ghoul. Tryst had never actually even accused Norrec,
instead only saying that they needed to find their partner, to end what had begun in the
tomb— and that because Kara had not stayed behind as they had wished, she would now
be a part of their macabre quest.

Karaatein silence, purposely keeping her gaze from the ungodly pair as much as
possible. The less she drew their attention, especially that of Tryst, the better.
Unfortunately, just as she reached the bottom of the bowl, the more vocal revenant
suddenly rasped, “Is it. .. does it taste . . . good?”

The peculiar question so caught her by surprise that she had to look at him. “What?”
One pale, peeling finger pointed at the bowl. “The food. Does it . . . taste . . . good?”

Some bit remained, more than Karatruly desired at the moment. She considered what
she knew of undead, never recalling any with an appetite for fish stew. Human flesh, yes,
in some cases, but never fish stew. Still, on the off chance that it might ease tensions a
little, the necromancer held out the bowl and, in a steady voice, asked, “Would you like
to try it?”

Tryst looked at Fauztin, who remained the immovable rock. The slimmer ghoul finally
stepped forward, seized the food, then immediately returned to his favored spot. Kara had
never known that a walking corpse could move with such speed.

With decaying fingers he took some of the remnants and stuck them in his mouth. Sadun
tried to chew, fragments of fish dropping to the floor. Despite the fact that both he and
the mage acted as if living, the dead man’s body did not completely function as it had
previous to his murder.
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He suddenly spat out what remained, at the same time a monstrous expression crossing
his rotting countenance. “Filth! It tastes . . . it tastes of . . .death.”” Sadun eyed her. “It’s
too long dead . . . they should have . . . cooked it. . . less ... a lot less.” He considered
this crucial matter more, eyes never leaving Kara. “I think . . . maybe they should have . .
.not cookedit...atall...the fresher...the better...eh?”

The raven-haired woman did not reply at first, having no desire whatsoever to prolong a
conversation that might turn to exactly what types of meat the ghoul would think tasted
best uncooked. Instead, Karatried to turn back to the subject of most concern to her—the
hunt for Norrec Vizharan.

“You were aboard the Hawksfire, weren’t you? You were aboard until whatever
happened that caused the crew to abandon her.”

“Not aboard . . . underneath . . . for the most part . . .”
“Underneath?” She pictured the two clutching the hull, using their inhuman strength to
hold on even through the most turbulent of waves. Only arevenant could have

accomplished such a harrowing effort. “What do you mean . . . for the most part?”

Sadun shrugged, sending his head wobbling for a moment. “We came aboard . . . for a
short . . .time. .. after thefoolsjumped. . . ship.”

“What made them leave?”

“They saw . . . what they didn’t like to see . . .”

Not avery helpful answer, but the longer Kara could keep the conversation going, the
less time the pair had to think about what el se they might need of her—and what it might
cost the necromancer.

Once more Kara thought about their unholy perseverance. The revenants had managed to
nearly catch up with their prey, even latch themselves onto the hull of hisvessel likea
pair of lampreys onto a shark. The vision of the two undead clinging to the underside of
the Hawksfire throughout the violent storm they had earlier mentioned would forever be
seared into the necromancer’s imagination. Truly Norrec Vizharan would not escape their
brutal justice.

Andyet . .. he so far had, even with them within yards of his throat.

“If you and he were alone aboard the ship, then why is the hunt not yet over?”

A decidedly grim change came over Tryst’s smile, managing to make his general
appearance even more ghastly than previous. “It should . . . have been.”

He would say no more and when Karalooked to Fauztin, his dark visage revealed
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nothing. She pondered their responses as rapidly as she could, finally deciding to try to
play on their failure aboard the Hawksfire. “I can be of more help to you, you know. Next
time, nothing will go awry.”

Thistime, Fauztin blinked once. What that meant, the necromancer could not say, but
the Vizjerei’s action had been for some specific reason.

Sadun Tryst’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You’ll be . .. of all the . . . help . . . we need.
Truston...that...”

“But I could be more than your unwilling puppet. | understand what drives you. |
understand why you walk the earth. As an ally rather than a prisoner, the possibilities of
what you can accomplish grow tenfold and more!”

Silent, the wiry corpse tossed and caught his own dagger afew times, something he had
done often since his arrival. Apparently even death could not break some habits. Kara
thought he did it whenever he had to concentrate especially hard. “You understand . . .
less than you think.”

“All I am trying to say is that we need not be adversaries. My spell stirred up your
murdered spirits, set you on this quest, and so | feel some responsibility. Y ou seek this
Norrec Vizharan, so do I. Why can we not work as allies?”

Again the mage blinked, almost asif he might have wanted to say something—an
impossibility, of course. In lieu of that, he glanced down at his companion. The two
undead shared a long gaze, which made the enchantress wonder if they communicated in
some manner beyond her ken.

The grating sound of Sadun Tryst’s unearthly chuckle filled the tiny cabin, but Kara
knew better than to hope that Captain Jeronnan or one of the crew would hear. The
Vizjerel had cast a spell deadening al sounds within. Asfar as the men of theKing’s
Shieldmight be concerned, the necromancer made no more noise than if she now slept
peacefully.

“My friend . . . he brings up an . . . amusing point. You . . . as our good ally . . . would
surely . . . expect your dagger back . . . eh?” When she had no good reply, Trystadded,
“Not a bargain . . . we could very much . . .livewith . . . if you know what | mean.”

Kara understood very well. Not only did the dagger give them power over her, but it
likely served as afocus for that which let them function on the mortal plane. The ritual
blade had been what had first summoned the phantasm of Fauztin and the probable result
of taking it from them would be that both bodies would simply collapse, the vengeful
shades sent back to the afterlife forever.

This pair would have none of that.
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“You’llaid us . . . as we need. You’ll serve . .. as the cloak covering . . . the truth from .
.. those we meet. You’ll do . .. what we can’tdo . . . in thelight of day . . . where all can
see...”

Fauztin blinked for athird time, avery distressing sign. He had never before taken such
avisibleinterest in their conversations, preferring everything to come from his more
vocal companion.

Tryst rose, ever smiling. The more Kara Nightshadow thought of it, the more she
realized that the smile never truly left the slimmer ghoul’s face save when its owner
forcefully chose to make it go, as when the food had so disgusted him. What she had
taken for humor looked, in part, to simply be what death had frozen on his countenance.
Tryst would likely be smiling even when he ripped out the heart of his treacherous
comrade, Norrec.

“And as we must . . . have your cooperation . .. my good friend’s suggested away . . . to
make you even more . . . amenable . . . to the situation.”

Both he and the Vizjerei approached her.

Kara leapt from the bed. “You have the dagger. You need no other hold over me.”
“Fauztin believes . .. we do. lam so. . . sorry.”

Despite the unlikely chance of anyone hearing her, she opened her mouth to shout.

The mage blinked for afourth time—and no sound escaped the necromancer’s lips. Her
seeming hel plessness both horrified and infuriated the pale woman. Kara knew that there
were far more experienced practitioners of her arts that could have turned both undead
into silent, obedient servants. A few more years and perhaps even she would have been
ableto do so. Instead, the ghouls had turned her into the puppet—and now they sought to
further add to her invisible chains.

Tryst’s macabre grin and cold, white eyes filled her view. The breath of decay drifted to
her nostrils each time the rotting figure spoke. “Give me . . . your left hand . . . and it’ll be
... less painful.”

With no choice l€eft to her, Karareluctantly obeyed. Sadun Tryst took the hand in his
own moldering fingers, caressing it almost asif he and the young enchantress had
become lovers. Karafelt achill run up and down her spine at the thought. She had heard
such tales before. . .

“I miss many things . . . about life . . . woman . . . many things . ..”

A heavy hand dropped on his shoulder. Tryst nodded as best his crooked neck allowed,
then backed away a step. His grip on her hand remained painfully tight, the ghoul now
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turning it so that the palm showed.
Fauztin plunged the gleaming dagger into it.

Kara gasped—then realized that while she felt discomfort, she did not feel actual pain.
She stared in astonishment, noting and yet not quite believing the sight before her. More
than two inches of the curved blade stuck out of the other side of her hand, yet nowhere
did she see any trace of blood.

A brilliant yellow glow arose from the area where the dagger had penetrated, a glow that
completely bathed her palm.

The Vizjerei at last tried to say something, but only athin gasp escaped. Even rewrapping
his ruined throat did not work.

“Let me .. .” snarled Tryst. Eyeing the captive necromancer again, he intoned,*“Our lives
are...your life. Our deaths. . . areyour death. Our fateis. . . your fate. . . bounded by
this . . . dagger and your . . . soul ...”

With that, Fauztin tugged the dagger free. The Vizjerei thrust the blade toward her face,
showing Karathat no blood stained it. He then indicated her hand.

She studied her palm, could not even make out the slightest scar. The murdered mage
had summoned powerful sorcery for histerrible spell.

Tryst pushed her toward the bed, indicating the young woman sit. “We are . . . one now.
If wefail ... youfail. If weshould perish ... or bebetrayed...you...too...will
suffer . . . remember that always . . .”

Kara could not help but shiver dlightly. They had bound her to them in amanner far
more absolute than that which their possession of the dagger had previously done. If
anything at all happened to the pair before they could accomplish their dreadful task,
Kara’s soul would even be dragged back to the underworld with them, forever doomed to
wander without rest.

“You did not have to do that!” She looked for some glimmer of sympathy, but found
none. Nothing mattered more than avenging what had been done to them. “I would’ve
helped you!”

“Now . . . we can be certain you will.” Tryst and Fauztin retreated to the far corner again.
The ritual dagger gleamed golden. “Now . . . there’ll be . .. no fear . .. of tricks . . . when
you meet with . . . the sorcerer.”

Despite what they had just done to her, Kara stiffened at the last words. “Sorcerer? In
Lut Gholein?”
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Fauztin nodded. Sadun Tryst cocked his head more to the side—or perhaps the weight on
what remained of his neck simply had proven too much for the moment.

“Yesss . ..a Vizjerei like . .. my friend here . . . an old man . . . with much knowledge . .
.and known by . . . the name . . . Drognan.”

“My name is Drognan,” the cloaked mage remarked as he swept into the chamber.
“Please be seated, Norrec Vizharan.”

As he gazed around the Vizjerei’s sanctum, the sense of unease that had crept over
Norrec earlier returned a thousand times stronger. Not only had this elderly but certainly
formidable figure drawn the veteran to him with ease, but Drognan understood well
exactly what had happened to Norrec—including the quest by the cursed armor.

“l always knew that the curse of Bartuc could not be contained forever,” he informed
Norrec as the soldier seated himself in an old, weathered chair. “Always knew that.”

They had come to this dim chamber after a short trek into even less savory areas of the
otherwise rich, energetic kingdom. The doorway through which the pair had entered had
seemed to have led into an abandoned, ratinfested building, but once through, the interior
had shifted . . . transforming into an ancient but still stately edifice which Drognan
informed him had once been rumored to be the home of Horazon, the bloody warlord’s
brother.

It had been abandoned at some point long after the disappearance of Bartuc’s brother,
but the spells protecting it from curious eyes had continued to serve their designated
purpose—until Drognan had outwitted them while searching for the tomb of the very one
who had cast them. Deciding that no one had a more appropriate right to lay claim to the
magical abode than himself, the Vizjerel had moved in, then continued his research.

Through an empty hall whose floor had been coveredin arich tapestry of mosaic patterns
that included animals, warriors, and even legendary structures, they had finally reached
this particular room, the one that the old mage most called his home. Shelf upon shelf
bordered the walls and on each of those shelves had been arranged more books and
scrolls than asimple soldier such as Norrec could have ever dreamed existed in all the
world. He could read, but few of the titles had been written in the common tongue.

Other than the books, though, only afew other items decorated the shelves, among the
most interesting being a single polished skull and afew jars of adark colored liquid. As
for the room itself, its decor consisted chiefly of awell-crafted wooden table and two old
but stately chairs. It had all the look of a chamberlain’s office such as might have been
found in the sultan’s palace. Hardly what Norrec would have expected from a Vizjerei or
any other sorcerer for that matter. Like most common folk, he had expected to see all
sorts of horrifying and grisly objects, the so-called tools of Drognan’s trade.
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“lama. .. researcher,” the wrinkled figure added suddenly, as if he needed to explain
his surroundings.

A researcher who had been the reason why no guards had stopped Norrec on the dock. A
researcher who, with but a simple use of his power, had seized the minds of a half dozen
soldiers and directed them to bring the foreigner to him.

A researcher who dabbled in dark arts, knew of the deadly enchantments contained in
Bartuc’s armor—and who had apparently overcome most of them with ease.

And that, more than anything else, had been why Norrec had willingly followed him
here. For the first time since the tomb, hope had arisen that someone could at last free
him of the parasitic suit.

“It came to me in a vision little more than a week ortwo ago.” The sorcerer ran wizened
fingers aong arow of books, obviously searching for one in particular. “The legacy of
Bartuc rising anew! | could not believeit at first, naturally, but when it repeated itself, |
knew the vision to be a true one.”

Since then, Drognan continued, he had performed spell after spell to discover the
meaning—and in the process had uncovered Norrec’s secret and the journey the armor
had forced upon him. Although he had not been able to observe the veteran during the
long trek from the tomb, the elderly mage had at |east been able to keep track of where
that trail seemed to lead. Soon it became apparent that both man and armor would soon
be in the Vizjerei’s very midst, a fortuitous event as far as Drognan had been concerned.

The sorcerer pulled free one vast tome from the shelf, then placed it gently on atablein
the center of the chamber. He began thumbing through it, still talking. “It surprised me
not at al, young man, to find out that the armor sought out Lut Gholein. If some
lingering, spectral aspect of Bartuc hoped to fulfill his last wishes, then certainly
traveling to this fair kingdom makes perfect sense, especially for two particular reasons.”

Norrec cared little for what those reasons might be, more concerned with that which the
Vizjerel had hinted might be possible to obtain—the fighter’s freedom from the suit. “Is
the spell in that book?”

The aged sorcerer looked up. “What spell?”

“The one to separate me from this, of course!” Norrec banged the breastplate with one
hand. “This damned armor! You said you had some way you could peel it off of me!”

“I believe my earlier words to you were closer to ‘if you hope to live, you will
doexactlyas | desire.” ”

“But the armor! Damn you, wizard! That’s all | care about! Cast a spell! Get it off of me
while it’s still subdued!”
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Looking down on him as a father might a whining child, the silver-haired mage
responded, “Of the armor, while | cannot as yet remove it, | assure you that you need not
worry about its other enchantments while | have it under my power.” Reaching into one
of the deep pockets of hisrobe, Drognan removed what at first seemed a short stick but
quickly revealed itself to be much, much,muchlonger. In truth, by the time the sorcerer
had it freed from the pocket, the “stick” had swollen in size and length—the latter a good
four feet and more—and revealed itself as a spell staff covered in elaborate and glittering
runes. “Observe.”

Drognan pointed the staff at his guest.

Norrec, who had traveled with Fauztin long enough to know what it meant to be on this
end of the magical staff, leapt to his feet. “Wait—"

“Furiosic!”’shouted the mage.

Flames shot toward the soldier, flames that spread as they moved. A blanket of fire
sought to envelop Norrec.

Just afew scant inches from his nose, the fire abruptly died out.

At first Norrec believed that the suit had saved him again, but then he heard the wrinkled
figure chuckle. “Not to worry, young man, not even a hair singed! You see now what |
mean? My control over the armor is complete! Had | so desired, | could have left you a
roasted skeleton and even the suit could not have saved you! Only my canceling of the
spell protected you now! Now do sit back down . . .”

The searing heat still burning his nostrils, Norrec slumped back into the old chair.
Drognan’s unnerving display had proven two things. The first had been that what the
elderly sorcerer had claimed had been true; with his magic, he had subdued the
enchantments of the armor.

The second had been that Norrec had evidently placedhimself into the hands of a
somewhat ruthless and likelyhalf-madwizard.

Yet...what else could he have done?

“There is a bottle of wine next to you. Pour yourself some. Calm your nerves.”

The offer itself did little to calm Norrec down, for both the bottle mentioned and the
table upon which it now sat had not been next to the veteran a second earlier. Still, he
kept himself from showing any uncertainty as he first filled a goblet, then sipped some of

the contents.

“That should be better.” One hand spread over a page in the massive book, Drognan

ABC Anber LIT Converter
http://ww. processtext.confabclit. htm



ABC Anber LIT Converter
http://ww. processtext.com abclit. htm

peered at his guest. The staff rested loosely in his other hand. “Do you know anything of
the history of Lut Gholein?”

“Not much.”

The wizard stepped away from the book. “One fact | will impart upon you immediately,
afact | think central to your situation. Before the rise of Lut Gholein, this region served
briefly as a colony of the Empire of Kehjistan. There existed Vizjerei templesand a
military presence. However, even by the time of the brothers Bartuc and Horazon, the
empire had begun to pull back from this side of the sea. Vizjerei influence remained
strong, but a physical presence proved too costly for the most part.” An almost childlike
smile spread across the dark, narrow features. “It is all quite fascinating, really!”

Norrec, who, under the circumstances cared little about history lessons, frowned.

Seeming not to notice, Drognan continued. “After the war, after Bartuc’s defeat and

death, the empire never regained its glory. Worse yet, its greatest sorcerer, its shining
light, had suffered too much in body and, most pointedly,mind. | speak, of course, of

Horazon.”

“Who came to Lut Gholein,” Norrec helpfully added, hoping by doing so that it would
assist the ramblingel der to reach whatever point he sought to make. Then— perhaps
then—Drognan would finally get around to helping the fighter.

“Yes, exactly, Lut Gholein. Not named that yet, of course. Yes, Horazon, who had
suffered so terribly even in victory, came to thisland, tried to settle into alife of studious
pursuit—and then, as | informed you earlier, just disappeared.”

The veteran soldier waited for his host to continue, but Drognan only stared back, as if
what he had just said explained all.

“You do not understand, | see,” the robed sorcerer finally commented.

“l understand that Horazon came to this land and now the cursed armor of his hated
brother has come here, too! I also understand that I’ve had to watch men slaughtered,
demons rise from the earth, and know that my life’s no longer my own, but that of a dead
demon lord!” Norrec rose again, having had enough. Drognan could have easily raised
the staff and slain him on the spot, but his own patience had come to an end. “Either help
me or slay me, Vizjerei! I’ve no time for history lessons! | want release from this hell!”

“Sit_"
Norrec sat, but this time not of his own accord. Adarkness crossed Drognan’s features, a

darkness that reminded the hapless soldier that this man had readily taken control of not
only half adozen guards, but the damnable suit, too.
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“I will save you despite yourself, Norrec Vizharan— although certainly no servant of the
Vizjerel are you despite that ancient name! | will save you while at the same time you
will lead me to that for which I have searched for more than half my life!”

Whatever spell Drognan used pressed the fighter so tight into the chair that Norrec could
barely speak. “What . . . what do you mean? Lead you to what?”

Drognan gave him a nearly incredulous look. “Why, what must surely be buried
somewhere under the city itself and what the armor must aso be seeking—the tomb of
Bartuc’s brother, Horazon . . . the legendaryArcane Sanctuary!”

Twelve

As he did each night, General Augustus Malevolyn marched the perimeter of the
encampment. Also as he did each night, he studiously observed each detail concerning
his men’s readiness. Ineptitude meant severe punishment no matter what the soldier’s
rank.

Y et, one thing the general did different this particular night, a single change that went
little noticed by most of hisweary men. This night, Maevolyn made his rounds till
wearing the crimson helm of Bartuc.

That it did not quite match with the rest of his armor did not concern him in the least. In
fact, more and more he considered the possibility of finding some manner by which to
dye his present armor a color more akin to that of the helmet. Thus far, though,
Malevolyn had come up with but one method by which to possibly match the unique
color, amethod that surely would have caused a full-scale insurrection.

His hand touched the helm almost lovingly as he adjusted its fit. Malevolyn had noticed
some discomfort on Galeona’s part when he had earlier refused to remove it, but had
simply chalked it up to her fear of his growing might. In truth, when both the helmet and
the suit became his, the general would no longer need the witch’s magical skills—and
while her more earthly talents were most expert, Malevolyn knew that he could always
find amore willing, more submissive female to satisfy his other needs.

Of course, such matters of flesh could wait. Lut Gholein called to him. He would not be
cheated out of it, as he had been cheated out of Viz-jun.

But are you worthy of it? Are you worthy of the glory, the legacy of Bartuc?
Malevolyn froze. The voice in his head, the one that asked on a previous eve the

guestions that he himself feared to ask out loud, that proclaimed what he dared not yet
proclaim.
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Are you worthy? Will you prove yourself? Will you seize your destiny?

A faint glint of light from beyond the encampment caught his attention. He opened his
mouth to summon the sentries, then made out the murky figure of one of hisown men, a
dying torch in one hand, coming toward him from that direction. The dim light of the
flames kept the soldier’s visage almost a complete shadow even when the man came
within a couple of yards of the commander.

“General Malevolyn,” whispered the sentry, saluting. *“You must come and see this.”
“What is it? Have you found something?”

The sentry, though, had already turned back to the darkness. “Better come see, general . .

Frowning, Malevolyn followed behind the warrior, one hand gripped on the pommel of
his sword. The guard no doubt understood that whatever he had to show his leader had
better be of some import or there would be hell to pay. Maevolyn did not like his routine
disturbed.

The two wended their way some distance through the uneven landscape. With the sentry
in the lead, they crossed over a dune, cautiously making their way down to the other side.
Ahead, the dark outline of arocky ridge loomed over the otherwise sandy region. The
general assumed that whatever the guard had noticed had to be out there. If not . . .

The sentry paused. Maevolyn did not even know why the man bothered to carry the
torch any longer. The pale, sickly flame did nothing to illuminate the area and if some foe
lay ahead, it would only aert them to the presence of the approaching pair. He cursed
himself for not having ordered it doused before, but then assumed that, if the soldier had
not thought to do so, whatever he had brought the general out to see could not be an
enemy.

Spitting granules from his mouth, Augustus Malevolyn muttered, “Well? What did you
see? Is it near the rocks?”

“It is difficult to explain, general. You must see it.” The shadowed soldier pointed at the
ground to the right, “The footing is better there, general. If you’ll come . ..”

Perhaps the man had discovered some ruins. Those Malevolyn would have found of
interest. The Vizjerei had along history in and around Aranoch. If this turned out to be
the remains of one of their temples, then perhaps it contained some lost secrets of which
he could make use.

The ground beneath his foot, the ground on which the sentry had told him to step, gave
completely away.
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Malevolyn first stumbled, then fell forward. Fearful of 1osing the helmet, he sacrificed
one hand in order to keep it in place, thus losing any chance of halting hisfall. The
genera dropped to both knees, his face but inches from the sand. His right arm, the one
that had been forced to support his weight, throbbed with pain. He tried to right himself,
but the loose ground at first made it difficult.

He looked up, searching for the fool who had led him into this. “Don’t just stand there,
you wretch! Help me—"

The sentry had vanished, even his torch nowhere to be seen.

Steadying himself, Malevolyn managed at last to rise. With great caution, he reached for
his sword—and foundthatal so missing.

Are you worthy?repeated the damnable voice in his head.
From the sand erupted four hideous and only vaguely humanoid forms.

Even in the darkness, the general could make out the hard carapaces, the distorted,
beetlelike heads. A pair of arms ending in oversized, sharp pincers completed the look of
an insect out of some nightmare, yet these manlike horrors were no product of
Malevolyn’s imagination. He knew already of the sand maggots, the massive arthropods
that hunted for prey in the wilderness of Aranoch and also knew of one of the few hellish
creatures that hunted them in turn . . . when human prey could not be found.

Y et, while scarab demonsin great numbers had been rumored to be the cause of
caravans lost over the years, never had the commander heard of such creatures lurking in
the vicinity of as great aforce as his own. While not the largest of armies—notyet—
Malevolyn’s disciplined warriors certainly represented a target not at all of temptation to
creatures such as these. They preferred smaller, weaker victims.

Such as alone warrior tricked into walking into their very midst?

Which of his officers had betrayed him he would find out when he located the traitorous
sentry. For now, though, Maevolyn had more important matters to consider, such as
keeping himself from becoming the scarab demons’ next meal.

Are you worthy?the voice repeated again.

Asif suddenly prodded to action, one of the grotesque beetles reached for him, its
pincers and mandibles clacking wildly in anticipation of abloody prize. Although not
true beasts of Hell despite their name, the scarab demons were certainly monstrous
enough foes for any ordinary man to face.

Y et Augustus Maevolyn considered himself noordinaryman.
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Asthe savage claws came at him, the general reacted instinctively, his hand swinging
forward to deflect as well it could the attack. However, to his surprise—and certainly that
of the creature before him—in that empty hand materialized a blade of purest ebony
surrounded by a blazing crimson aurathat lit up the surrounding area more than any
torch. The blade grew even as it cut an arc through the air, yet its weight and its balance
remained perfect at all times.

The edge dug into the hard carapace without hesitation, completely severing the pincered
appendage, which went flying to the side. The scarab demon let out a highpitched squeal
and backed away, dark fluids dripping from its ruined arm.

Genera Malevolyn did not pause, caught up in the miraculous turn of events. With
expert ease he drove the wondrous blade through the second of his attackers. Even before
that monster had fallen, the general turned to the next, forcing it back with hisrelentless
onslaught.

The two remaining creatures joined with the third, seeking to catch the commander from
opposing directions. Malevolyn took a step back, repositioned himself, and immediately
dispatched the one whose limb he had but moments before cut off. As the other pair fell
upon him, the veteran officer twisted, bringing the sword around and beheading one.

A foul-smelling liquid sprayed him as he did it, momentarily blinding the general. The
final of his opponentstook advantage, first dragging him to the ground, then attempted to
remove Malevolyn’s head by biting through his throat. Snarling like an animal,
Malevolyn blocked the mandibles with his armored forearm, hoping that the plate there
would protect the flesh and bone beneath long enough for him to recover.

With one knee, he managed to push his monstrous attacker up abit, forcing the
mandibles away. That gave Malevolyn the angle he needed. Twisting the sword around in
his other hand, the general turned the point toward the head of the scarab demon and
drove it through the thick, natural armor of the beast with all the force he could muster.

The horrific beetle et out abrief, shrill squeal and dropped dead on top of General
Malevolyn.

With only a dlight sense of disgust, the commander pushed the carcass away, then rose.
His immaculate armor dripped with the life fluids of the scarab demons, but, other than
that, they had done him little real harm. He stared at the dark, still forms, both angered at
the earlier betrayal yet aso feeling arush of intense satisfaction for having
singlehandedly slain the four hellish creatures.

Augustus Malevolyn touched his breastplate, which had become covered with the fluids
of the scarab demons. For nearly a minute, he stared at the stenchridden muck now
covering his gauntleted hand. On impulse, Malevolyn touched the breastplate again, but
instead of trying to wipe his armor clean, he began to spread the fluids further—just as
Bartuc had done with the blood of his human foes.
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“So ... perhaps youareworthy . ..”

He spun about, at last sighting the night-enshrouded form of the traitorous sentry.
However, common sense now told Malevolyn that what he had taken for one of his own
men surely had to be something far more powerful, not to mentionsinister . . .

“l know you now . . .” he muttered. Then his eyes widened slightly as truth dawned. “Or
should I say . .. | knowwhatyou are. . .demon . ..”

The other figure laughed quietly, laughed as no man could. Before the astounded eyes of
Genera Malevolyn,the sentry’s shape twisted, grew, changed into that not born of the
mortal plane. It towered over the human and where there had been four limbs now six
materialized. The foremost appeared as great scythes with needle points, the middle as
skeletal hands with deadly claws, and the last, serving as legs, bent back in a manner
much like the hind limbs of the insect the demon most resembled.

A mantis. Amantis from Hell.

“Hail to you, General Augustus Malevolyn of Westmarch, warrior, conqueror,
emperor—and true heir to the Warlord of Blood.” The hideous insect performed a bizarre
bow, the sharp points of the scythes digging into the sand. “This one congratulates you on
your worthiness . . .”

Malevolyn glanced at his hand, now empty of any weapon. The magical blade had
vanished the moment it had no longer been needed—and yet the general felt certain that,
in the future, he could summon that blade whenever necessary.

“You’re the voice in my head,” the commander finally replied. “You’re the voice that
cajolesme...”

The demon tilted his own head to the side, glowing bulbous eyes flaring once. “This one
did not cajole . . . simply encouraged.”

“And if | had not passed this little test?”
“Then this one would have been terribly disappointed.”

The creature’s words caused General Malevolyn to chuckle despite the implications in
the response. “Damned good thing I didn’t fail, then.” One hand reached up to adjust the
helmet while Malevolyn thought. First had come the visions, then theincrease in his
otherwise limited powers—and now this magical blade and a demon to boot. Truly it had
to be as the mantis had proclaimed; Augustus Maevolyn had indeed earned the mantle of
Bartuc.

“You are worthy,” the demon chittered. “So says this one—Xazax, | am called—~but still
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one thing remains outside your grasp! One thing must you have before Bartuc you
become!”

General Malevolyn understood. “Thearmor. The armor that fool of a peasant wears!
Wi, it comesto me even now from across the seal Galeona says it approaches Lut
Gholein, which is why we march there now.” He considered. “Perhaps now would be a
good time to see what she can learn. Maybe with your aid . . .”

“Best to not speak of me to your sorceress, great one!” Xazax chittered with what
seemed some anxiety. “Her kind . . . cannot always be trusted. They are better not dealt
with atall . ..”

Malevolyn briefly mulled over the demon’s statement. Xazax almost spoke as if he and
Galeona shared a history, which, in retrospect, would hardly have surprised the general.
The witch dealt with dark powers almost on a continuous basis. What did interest him,
however, was that this creature did not want her to know what was now being discussed.
A faling out? A betraya? Well, if it served Malevolyn, then so much the better.

He nodded. “Very well. Until I decide what must be done, we’ll leave her ignorant of our
conversation.”

“This one appreciates your understanding . . .”

“By all means.” The general had no more time to concern himself with the sorceress.
Xazax had raised a point of much more interest to him. “But you spoke of the armor? Do
you know something of it?”

Again the foul mantis bowed. Even in the starlight, the general could see the horrendous
veins coursing all over its body, veins that pulsated without pause. “By now, this fool has
brought it to Lut Gholein . . . but there he can hide it within the city’s walls, keep it from

he to whom it truly belongs . . .”

“I had thought of that.” In fact, General Malevolyn hadconsidered it much during the
journey, considered it and grown more and more enraged, although he had revealed no
outward sign of that fury to anyone else. A part of him felt certain that he could seize Lut
Gholein and, thus, capture the peasant who wore the armor, but a more practical part had
also counted up the losses on his own side and found them far too great. Failure still
remained well within the realms of possibility. Malevolyn had, in truth, hoped to keep his
army beyond the sight and knowledge of the kingdom and wait for the stranger to head
out to the desert on his own. Unfortunately, the general could not necessarily trust that
the fool would do as he desired.

Xazax leaned closer. “The kingdom, it is a strong one, with many soldiers well versed in
the art of war. He who has the armor would feel quite safe in there.”

“I know.”
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“But this one can give you the key with which to make Lut Gholein yours . . . a force
most terrible . . . a force which no mortal army can subdue.”

Malevolyn could scarcely believe what he had just heard. “Are you suggesting—"

The demon suddenly looked back toward the camp asif he had heard some sound. After
amomentary pause, Xazax quickly returned his attention to the human. “When but a day
separates you from the city, we shall speak again. There, you must be prepared to do this

The commander listened as the demon explained. At first even he felt repul sed by what
the creature suggested, but then, as Xazax told him why it must be so, Augustus
Malevolyn himself saw the need—and felt the growing excitement.

“You will do this?” the mantis asked.
“Yes...yes, lwill...andgladly.”

“Then we shall speak soon.” Without warning, Xazax’s form began to grow indistinct,
quickly becoming moreshadow than substance. “Until then, hail to you once again,
general! This one honors the successor of Bartuc! This one honors the new master of
demons! This one honors the newWarlord of Blood!”

With that, the last vestiges of Xazax faded into the night.

Genera Malevolyn immediately started back to camp, his mind aready racing, the
words of the monstrous mantis still echoing in his head. This night had become aturning
point for him, with all his dreams coming together at last. The demon’s test and the
manner by which Malevolyn had passed it paled in comparison to what Xazax now
offered—the armor and the method that would guarantee that it and Lut Gholein fell into
the general’s hands with little trouble.

Master of demons,the mantis had said.

One more night to get through. One more night and theKing’s Shieldwould dock in the
port of Lut Gholein.

One more night and Kara would be alone in the strange land, alone save for her two
grotesgue companions.

She had returned with her evening meal just as before and eaten it under the watchful
eyes of the two undead. Fauztin had remained standing in the corner, the dour Vizjerei
looking like some macabre statue, but of late Sadun Tryst had edged closer, the more
talkative of the two ghouls now seated on a bench built into the wall nearest her bed. The
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wiry ghoul even tried to make conversation with her on occasion, something that the
necromancer could have done well without.

Y et, one subject interested her enough to force her to speak with him for atime and that
subject concerned the ever elusive Norrec Vizharan. Kara had noticed something odd
about the way Tryst spoke of hisformer comrade. His words seemed to hold no malice at
all for hismurderer. Most of the time, he simply regaled her with tales of their adventures
together. Tryst even seemed to feel some remorse for the veteran soldier despite the
horrible acts Norrec had committed.

“He saved ... my life .. . three times and more . . .” the ghoul concluded, after being
coaxed once more into speaking of his treacherous friend. “Never awar . ..asbhad as. ..
that one.”

“You traveled with him from then on?”” The war mentioned by Tryst had apparently
taken place in the Western Kingdoms some nine years before. For men such as these to
stick together for so very long showed a powerful bond of some sort.

“Aye . ..save during ... Norrec’s sickness . . . he left us . . . for three months . . . and
caught up after . . .” The rotting figure looked to the Vizjerei. “Remember . . . Fauztin?”

The sorcerer nodded his head ever so dlightly. Kara had expected him to somehow forbid
Sadun from going on with such stories, but Fauztin, too, seemed caught up in them. In
life, both men had clearly respected Norrec highly and, from what she had heard so far,
so now did the necromancer.

Y et this same Norrec Vizharan had brutally murdered the pair and revenants did not
exist if not fueled by a sense of revenge and justice that went beyond mortal
comprehension. These two should have harbored only thoughts of retribution, of the
rending of Vizharan’s flesh and the sending of his damned soul to the underworld. That
they still felt anything at al other than that struck her quite strange. Sadun Tryst and
Fauztin did not act at all like the revenants of which legends had spoken.

“What will you do when you find him?” She had asked this question but once before and
received no clear answer.

“We’ll do . .. what must be . .. done.”

Again, a response that did not satisfy her. Why shield Kara from the truth? “After what
he did, even your past friendship must mean little. How could Norrec commit so terrible
a crime?”

“He did . . . what had to be . . . done.” With that equally enigmatic reply, Tryst’s smile
stretched, revealing more of the yellowed teeth and the gums aready receding. Each day,
despite their all-consuming quest, the revenants grew less and less human in appearance.
They would never completely decay, but their link to their former humanity would
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continue to shrivel. “You’re very beautiful . . .”
“What?” Kara Nightshadow blinked, not certain that she had heard correctly.

“Very beautiful . . . and fresh . . . alive.” The ghoul suddenly reached forward, caught a
lock of her long, ravencolored hair. “Life’s beautiful . . . more so than . . . ever...”

She hid a shudder. Sadun Tryst had made his intent quite clear. He still recalled too well
the pleasures of life. One of those, food, had sorely disappointed him already. Now,
hidden in thistiny cabin for the past couple of days in the constant company of aliving
woman, he seemed ready to try to relive adifferent pleasure—and Kara did not know
how she could prevent him from trying.

Without warning, Sadun Tryst suddenly turned and glared at his friend. Although Kara
had noticed nothing, clearly some communication had passed between the two,
communication that did not please the wiry ghoul in the least.

“Leave me. .. atleast. .. theillusion...”

Fauztin said nothing, his only reaction being to blink once. However, that alone seemed
to quell his comrade some.

“l wouldn’t have . . . touched her ... much .. .” Tryst looked her over once before
meeting her eyes. “I just—"

A heavy knocking on the door sent him hurrying to the far corner. Kara could not believe
her eyes each time the ghoul moved so. She had always read that swiftness could not be
termed one of the skills of the undead. In its place, they had persistence, an unholy
patience.

Ensconced next to the Vizjerei, he muttered, “Answer.”

She did, aready suspecting that she knew who it would be. Only two men dared come to
her door, one Captain Jeronnan, whom she had just spoken with but a short time before,
the other—

“Yes, Mister Drayko?” the sorceress asked, keeping the door open only a crack.

He looked uncomfortable. “My Lady Kara, | realize that you’ve requested absolute
privacy, but . . . but | wondered whether you might join me on the deck for afew

minutes.”

“Thank you, Mister Drayko, but, as | have said before to the captain, | have much to do
before we make landfall.” She started to close the door. “Thank you for asking—"

“Not even for a littlefreshair?”
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Something in his tone puzzled her, but the necromancer had no time to think about it.
Tryst had made it very clear that she should spend no more time outside than needed to
retrieve her food from the mess. The revenants wanted their living puppet where they
could see her. “l am sorry, no.”

“l thought as much.” He turned to leave—thenthrewhis shoulder to the door with such
force that the door knocked Kara back onto the bed. The blow did not stun her, but she
lay there for amoment, completely bewildered by his actions.

Drayko fell to akneeling position just inside. He looked up, saw the ghouls, and
blanched. “By the King of the Depths!”

A dagger suddenly materialized in Tryst’s hand.

The mariner reached for his own knife, which Kara saw lay by his side. Drayko had
clearly been holding it all along, concealing its presence while he had spoken inanities
with the dark mage. All along he had acted with the knowledge that something seemed
amissin the cabin— although likely even Drayko had never imagined the sight before
him.

As Sadun Tryst raised his arm, a second figure charged into the tiny room. Ceremonial
blade held ready, Captain Hanos Jeronnan shielded his officer from harm. Unlike
Drayko, he seemed only mildly surprised at the horrendous figures but a short distance
from him. In fact, Jeronnan amost looked pleased to see the two ghouls.

“l won’t let it happen again . . .” he murmured. “You’ll not take thisone .. .”
Karaimmediately understood the captain’s words. In his mind, the undead represented
that invisible monster that had not only taken his daughter from him, but had turned her
into avile creature he had been forced to destroy. Now he thought to wreak his
vengeance on them.

And with the silver-plated sword, he had the potential to do just that.

Tryst threw his dagger, again moving with a speed his decrepit form belied. The smaller
blade sank into Jeronnan’s sword arm, sending the captain staggering. However, the
former naval commander did not retreat. Blood dripping down, the ghoul’s weapon still
halfburied in his flesh, Captain Jeronnan attacked, slicing at his unliving adversary.

His macabre smile seeming to mock, Sadun Tryst reached for the blade, clearly
intending to grab it in his hand. As one beyond death, no normal blade could touch him.

The edge of the captain’s weapon severed off the lower two fingers.

Pure agony abruptly coursed through Kara, the pain so great that she doubled over,
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nearly collapsing.

With ahiss, Tryst pulled his maimed hand back. Glaring at Jeronnan, he gasped to his
partner, “Do something . . . while I still have . .. a head on my . .. shoulders...”

Her eyes blurry from tears, the necromancer nonethel ess saw Fauztin blink once.
“Look out!” she managed to cry.

A wall of force erupted from her ceremonial dagger, sending both Jeronnan and Drayko
flying against the opposite wall. At the same time, the Vizjerel put his other hand on the
wall behind him.

A blue haze spread behind the ghouls, ablue haze that grew rapidly in both height and
width.

The two mariners struggled to their feet. Mister Drayko started forward, but Jeronnan
pushed him back. “Nay! The only weapon that’s good for them is this one! | swear I’ll
slice them both into fish bait—that is, if even the fish’ll take something so rotten! You
see to the girl!”

The officer obeyed instantly, hurrying to the Kara’s side. “Can you stand?”

With help, Karafound that she could. Although the pain did not leave her, at least it
subsided enough for the enchantress to think—and realize what had happened.

Through the dagger, Fauztin had tied her life to the revenants’ continued existence. The
blow that Jeronnan had landed had not been felt by Sadun Tryst, who had been long past
such mortal weaknesses. However, each successful strike against them would, so it
appeared, be suffered byher.

And so, with asword gilded in silver, Captain Jeronnan had the capability of not only
slicing the undead into the bait he had mentioned, but aso in the process slaying the very
one he sought to save.

She had to warn him. “Drayko! Jeronnan must stop!”

“It’s all right, my lady! The captain knows what he does! His silver blade’s just right for
dealing with the likes of those! In such close quarters, he’ll make quick work of them
before the one can cast another spell!” Drayko wrinkled his nose. “Gods, what a stench in
here! After you started acting so strangely, Captain Jeronnan finally recalled what had
happened to you back in Gea Kul and felt certain that something was up! He summoned
meto his cabin after dinner, related his suspicions, then told me to come with him and be
prepared for Hell itself—although how close to the truth he meant that even I didn’t
know!”
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The necromancer tried again. “Listen! They’ve cast an enchantment on me—"

“Which is why you couldn’t say anything, aye!” He started to pull her toward the open
doorway, where several of Jeronnan’s men had gathered. Some had their weapons drawn,
but none had yet dared enter, far more fearful of facing the undead than either the captain
or his second. “Come on! Let’s get you away from them!”

“But that’s not the—"" Kara stopped as her body suddenly twisted free of its own accord
from the officer.

He reached for her arm. “Not that way! You’d better—"

To her dismay, the necromancer’s hand folded into a fist—thenstruckher protector hard
in the stomach.

While not that harsh a blow, it nevertheless caught Drayko completely by surprise.
Jeronnan’s second fell back, more startled than injured.

Karaturned toward the undead . . . and saw the grim Vizjerei beckoning her to join them.

Her limbs obeyed despite her best attempts to counter his summons. Behind the ghouls
the blue haze had spread to encompass most of the wall. Discovered by the living, the
undead now sought to retreat—but with them, they hoped to take their prize.

Karatried to resist, knowing not only that she had nodesire to go with the duo, but that
the only thing beyond that wall lay the dark sea. Tryst and his companion did not need to
breathe, but Kara surely did.

Come to me, necromancer. . . she suddenly heard in her head. The eyes of Fauztin stared
unblinking into her own, drowning out her own thoughts.

Unableto control herself any longer, Kara ran toward the undead.

“Lass, no!” Captain Jeronnan seized her arm, but his wound kept his grip from
tightening much. She tore herself free, then reached forth to take Sadun Tryst’s mutilated
hand.

“l ... have her!” the smiling ghoul gasped.

Fauztin grabbed his companion by the shoulder, then purposely fell backwards—
vanishing through the blue haze and pulling Tryst with him.

And with Tryst went Kara.

“Grab hold of her!” the captain shouted. Drayko called out something, possibly her
name, but by then they were both too late to do anything.
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The dark mage fell through the haze—and into the suffocating embrace of the sea.

Thirteen

The tomb of Horazon . . . the Arcane Sanctuary . . .

Norrec Vizharan struggled through a thick, gray webbing, forcing his way down a
winding, confusing arrangement of corridors.

Horazon . ..

Ancient statues lined the wall, each the face of someone familiar to him. He recognized
Attis Zuun, hisfool of an instructor. Korbia, the far too innocent acolyte he had later
sacrificed for his goals. Merendi, the council leader who had fallen prey to his well-
crafted words of admiration. Jeslyn Kataro, the friend who he had betrayed. Buried
behind the webs he found everyone he had ever known—except one.

Everyone except his brother, Horazon.

“Where are you?”” Norrec shouted. “Where are you?”

Suddenly, he stood in a darkened chamber, a vast crypt before him. Skeletonsin the garb
of Vizierel sorcerersstood at attention in a series of alcoves lining the right and left walls
of the room. The symbol of the clan, a dragon bent over a crescent moon, had been
carved in the center of the great sarcophagus directly before the armored intruder.

“Horazon!”” Norrec cried. “Horazon!”’

The name echoed throughout the crypt, seeming to mock him. Angered, he marched up to
the stone coffin and reached for the heavy lid.

As he touched it, a moaning arose from the skeletons on each side of him. Norrec almost
shrank back, but fury and determination won out over all other emotions. Ignoring the
war ningsof the dead, the soldier wrenched the lid from the sarcophagus and let it drop to
the floor, where it shattered in a thousand pieces.

Within the coffin, Norrec beheld a shrouded form. Sensing victory, he reached to tear the
cloth from the face, to see the withered and failing countenance of his cursed brother.

A hand covered with rotting flesh and burrowing maggots seized his own at the wrist.

He struggled, but the monstrous fingers would not release him. Worse, to Norrec’s
horror, the corpse began to sink deeper and deeper into the coffin, asif the bottom had
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suddenly given way to an endless abyss. Try as he might, Norrec could not keep from
being pulled into the sarcophagus, into the pit of darkness below.

He screamed as the world of the dead closed in around him—

“Awaken.”

Norrec shook, his gauntleted hands reaching to fend off nightmares. He blinked,
gradually realizing that he still sat in the old chair in Drognan’s sanctum. The dream
about his brother’s crypt—no,Bartuc’sbrother—had seemed so real, so horribly real.

“You slept. You dreamed,” the elderly Vizjerei commented.

“Yes . ..” Unlike most dreams, however, the veteran recalled this one quite vividly. In
fact, he doubted that he would ever be able to forget it. “I’m sorry about falling asleep . .

“No need to apologize. After al, | am the one who, with the aid of some wine, made you
sleep . . . and dream as well.”

Sudden anger made Norrec try to leap up from the chair—only to have Drognan stop
him in his tracks with but a warning hand. *“You will sit back down.”

“What did you do? How long have | been out?”

“I placed you under shortly after you sat down. As for how long you slept . . . nearly a
day. The night has comeand gone.” The sorcerer came closer, the spell staff now used as
a cane. Norrec, however, did not read Drognan’s use of it as any sign of weakness. “As
for why | did it, let usjust say that | have taken the first step toward both our goals, my
friend.” He smiled expectantly. “Now, tell me, what did you see in the dream?”

“Shouldn’t you know?”

“I made you dream; | did not decidewhatyou dreamed of.”

“Are you saying | made up that nightmare myself?”

The ancient mage stroked his silver beard. “Perhaps | had some influence on the choice
of subjects . . . but the results were yours alone. Now tell me what you dreamed.”

“What’s the point of it?”
All friendliness faded from Drognan’s tone. “The point is your life.”

Aware that he had no true choice in the matter, Norrec finally gave in and told the
sorcerer what he wanted to know. In nearly perfect detail, the soldier described the scene,
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the events, and even the faces and names of the statues. Drognan nodded, quite interested
in all of it. He asked questions, dredging up minor details that Norrec had initially
forgotten to mention. Nothing seemed too insignificant to the listening mage.

And when it came time to relate the horrifying events taking place in the crypt, the
Vizjerel paid very close attention. Drognan seemed to take special delight in having
Norrec describe the skeletal mages and the opening of the sarcophagus. Even when
Norrec began to shake in recollection of his descent into the abyss, the sorcerer pushed
him to continue, to not leave out the most minute bit of information.

“So fascinating!” Drognan burst out when Norrec had finished, completely oblivious to
the agony he had just forced the veteran to relive. “So vivid! It must be truth!”

“What . . . must be?”
“You actually saw the tomb! ThetrueArcane Sanctuary! I’m certain of it!”

If he expected Norrec to sharein his delight, the wrinkled mage had to have been
disappointed. Not only did the soldier not believe that what he had seen could bereal . . .
but if such a place could exist, Norrec wanted no part of it. After Bartuc’s lair, the notion
of entering the crypt of his hated brother chilled the otherwise steadfast fighter. He had
suffered nothing but misery and terror since this had all begun; Norrec only desired to be
free of the enchanted armor.

He said as much to Drognan, who replied, “You will have that chance, Vizharan . . . if
you are willing to face the nightmare one more time.”

Somehow, Norrec found himself not at all surprised that this would be the sorcerer’s
response. Both Bartuc and Drognan shared the history of a culture focused much on
ambition regardless of the consequences. The Empire of Kehjistan had been founded on
that principle and the Vizjerd, its backbone, had delved into demon summoning as a
method by which to garner power over all others. Only when those demons had turned
upon them had they willingly given up that course—and even these days there existed
stories of corrupt Vizjerei who had turned again to the forces of Hell for their might.

Even Fauztin had, at times, hinted of awillingness to take steps beyond what his craft
would have deemed safe. However, Norrec liked to believe that his friend would have
been less inclined than Drognan to force another to suffer such horrific nightmares not
once, but twice—and al for simple gain.

Y et, what choice did the soldier have now? Only Drognan kept the cursed suit from
running off with Norrec to who knew what new monstrous destiny . . .

He gazed around at the multitude of books and scrollsgathered over the years by the
elderly Vizjerei. Norrec suspected that they represented only a part of Drognan’s
storehouse of knowledge. The sorcerer had kept him to this one chamber, but surely hid
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some of his other secrets from the fighter. Truly, if anyone could free him, the Vizjerei
could—nbut only if Norrec proved willing to pay the price.

Again, what other choice did he have?

“All right! Do what you must . . . and do it soon! | want an end to this!” Yet, even as he
said it, Norrec knew that there would never be an end to the horrible guilt he felt.

“Of course.” Drognan turned from him, reaching for another massive tome. He perused
the pages for afew moments, nodded to himself, then shut the book. “Yes, that should do
it.”

“Do what?”

Replacing the book, the mage answered, “Despite the enmities between them, Bartuc and
Horazon are forever bound together, even in death. That the suit has brought you hereto
Lut Gholein shows that bond remains strong even after all this time.” He frowned. “And
your bond with the armor is nearly as great. An unexpected plus, | might add, but one |
find myself curious about. Perhaps after thisis over, | shall make a study of it.”

“You still haven’t told me what you want to do,” reminded the veteran, not wanting
Drognan to become distracted again. He vaguely understood what the sorcerer had said
about the bond between the brothers and how the suit had alink to that, but the rest made
no sense to him and Norrec did not wish to pursue it any farther. His own connection
with the armor had begun with entering Bartuc’s tomb and would end when Drognan
helped him strip the metal from his body. After that, the Vizjerei could do what he
wanted with the suit— preferablymeltingit down to make farm tools or some other such
harmlessitems.

“This time | will cast a spell that should enable us to find the actual physical location of
the tomb, which | have always believed might very well be under thecity!”’Drognan’s
eyes lit up at the possibility. “It will require you to go back into the dream . . . but this
time you will do so in a waking state.”

“How can | dream if I’m awake?”

The mage rolled his eyes. “Preserve me from the uninitiated! Norrec Vizharan, you shall
dream while awake because of myspell. Rest assured that you need to know nothing
more.”

With great reluctance, the weary fighter nodded. “All right, then! Let’s get it done!”

“The preparations will take but a few moments . . .”

Coming closer, the elderly Vizjerel used thetip of his staff to draw acircle around the
chair. At first Norrec saw nothing of interest in this, but the moment Drognan compl eted
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the circle, it suddenly flared to life, glowing afurious yellow and pulsating over and over.
Again, the fighter would have jumped out of the chair if not for the warning glance his
host gave him. In an attempt to calm down, Norrec reminded himself of the ultimate goal
of al of this—freedom. Surely he could face whatever Drognan might put him through
for that.

The sorcerer muttered something, then reached out with his left hand to touch Norrec’s
forehead. The soldier felt adlight jolt, but nothing more.

With his finger, Drognan began drawing symbolsin the air, symbols that flashed into
and out of existence each time he finished one. Norrec caught only glances of each,
although at least one reminded him of one of the wards he had seen in Bartuc’s tomb.
That made him more wary again, but the time for retreat had already passed and he knew
that he had to face whatever resulted from the spellcasting.

“Shazari . . . Shazari Tomei . ..”

Norrec’s entire body stiffened, almost asif the armor had once more taken control.
However, the veteran soldier knew that it could not be that, for Drognan had long ago
proven his mastery over the enchanted suit. No, it had to be just another part of the spell.

“Tomei!’the silver-haired mage cried, raising his spell staff high above his head. Despite
his advanced years, he looked more terrible, more powerful, than any man Norrec had
ever met, even on the battlefield. A white, crackling aura surrounded the Vizjerei,
causing Drognan’s beard and hair to fluttered about almost as if with a life of their
own.“Shazari Saruphi!”

Norrec gasped as his body shook violently. A force pushed him hard against the chair.
The mage’s sanctum suddenly receded from him with such speed it made the fighter
dizzy. Norrec felt asif he floated, although neither his arms nor his legs could move at
all.

An emerald haze formed before him, a haze with avaguely circular shapeto it. Far, far
away, Norrec heard Drognan shout something else, but it seemed drawn out and
unintelligible, asif for the Vizjerei time had slowed to a crawl and even sound could
move no swifter than a snail.

The haze refined itself, forming a perfect circle now. The emerald mist within that circle
then dissipated—and as it did, an image, a place, formed within.

The crypt.

But something about its appearance immediately troubled Norrec. Details seemed
altered, incorrect in many ways. The Vizjerel skeletons now wore elaborate armor instead
of robes and appeared not to be true dead, but rather cleverly carved from stone. The
massive cobwebs gave way instead to tattered tapestries depicting magical creatures such
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as dragons, rocs, and more. Even the symbol of the brothers’ clan had transformed, now a
vast bird clutching in its talons the sun.

Norrec tried to say something, but his voice did not work. Once more, though, he heard
the painfully belabored words of Drognan. The mage sounded farther away than before.

Suddenly, the image of the crypt receded. Faster and faster it rushed away from Norrec.
Although he till sat in the chair, it felt to the fighter asif he ran backwards through the
musty corridors leading to Horazon’s tomb. Row upon row of statue darted in front of
Norrec, vanishing as quickly as the crypt had. Although most faces appeared as little
more than blurs, some few he recognized, but not as those from the warlord’s dark past.
Instead, they were faces from Norrec’s own life—Sadun Tryst, Fauztin, Norrec’s first
commander, some of the women he had loved, and even Captain Casco. A few he did not
recognize at all, including a pale but attractive young woman with hair the color of night
and eyes so arresting not only for their exotic curve, but for the simple fact that they
gleamed silver.

But even the statues finally receded from sight. Now he saw but earth and rock, all
tumbling about him asif he burrowed in reverse. Drognan called out something, but he
might as well have been silent for all Norrec understood him.

At last, the earth and rock gave way to a more powdery substance . . .sand, he belatedly
realized. A glimmer of light, perhaps the light of day, spread around the edges of the
images.

Norrec!

The veteran shook his head, certain that he had imagined someone calling his name.

Norrec! Vizharan!

It sounded like Drognan, but Drognan as he had never heard the sorcerer. The Vizjerel
sounded almost anxious, possibly even fearful.

Vizharan! Fight it!

Something within Norrec stirred, afear for hisvery soul . . .

His left hand rose of its own accord.

“No!” he shouted, his own voice seeming distant, disconnected from him.
His other hand rose, his entire body following suit.

He had barely left the chair when a physical force suddenly attempted to halt his
unwilling progress. Norrec saw the distorted form of Drognan, staff in both hands, trying
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to drive the soldier back, away from the vision of the Arcane Sanctuary. He also saw his
own gauntleted hands meet those of the Vizjerel, Norrec gripping the staff asif he sought
toripit free

The staff crackled with energy where the two men held it tight, brilliant yellow bursts
where Drognan touched, bloody crimson flashes where Norrec’s fingers sought a hold.
Norrec could feel powerful sorceries flowing through his verybeing—

-Fight it, Vizharan! called Drognan from somewhere. His mouth never seemed to move,
but his expression matched the stress in the words in Norrec’s head. The armor is stronger
than | believed! We have been tricked all along!

No more need have been said. He understood exactly what the mage meant. The
enchanted armor had obviously never been under the Vizjerei’s control; the suit had
simply bided its time, waiting for Drognan to discover that for it which it had so very
long sought.

The location of Horazon’s tomb.

In some things, then, Drognan had been correct. He had said that Bartuc and his hated
brother remained linked forever. So now did Norrec see why the armor had dragged him
from one side of the world to the other. Something pulled it toward the final resting place
of Horazon, something so powerful that even death had been unable to stop the quest.

The armor had amind of sorts; certainly it had shown far more cleverness than either
Norrec or anyone else he had so far met. Likely when theHawksfirehad approached Lut
Gholein it had even sensed Drognan’s spellwork . . . and somehow knew that it could
make use of the Vizjerel in order to further its own sinister goals.

Incredible, unbelievable, improbable—but more than likely the absolute truth.

Energy sizzled between Norrec’s gauntlets. Drognan let out a cry and fell back, not dead
but obviously stunned. The gloves released their hold on the spell staff, then the right
reached for the image before Norrec.

However, asit did, the vision began to shift, to pull away, as if some other force now
sought to defeat the suit’s evil purpose. The image faded, twisted—

Undeterred, the armor placed the right gauntlet into the very center. A crimson aura
appeared around the hand.

*““Shazari Giovox!”
As the undesired words fell from his lips, Norrec’s body lost all substance. He cried out,

but nothing would stop the process. Asif acreature of smoke, his form stretched,
contorted—and finallypouredinto the dwindling vision.
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Not until both Norrec and the magical circle had both vanished did his screaming stop.

This day they had lost one man to sand maggots and another to the heat of the desert
itself, yet Galeona noticed that, if anything, Augustus Maevolyn acted more and more
cheerful, amost as if he already had not only the armor of Bartuc but the power and glory
he dreamed it would give him. That bothered the witch, bothered her more than she
would have thought it could. Such a display was hardly like the general. If his disposition
had lightened so much, he surely had good reason for it.

Galeona suspected that reason had something to do with Xazax. She had not seen much
of the demon of late and that never meant anything good. In fact, since the other night,
when Malevolyn had evidently lost his common sense and taken awalk alone in the dark
desert, the mantis had acted distant. Twice when the sorceress had found excuses to
separate herself from the party and talk with him about their plans, Xazax had remained
suspiciously remote in his comments. It almost seemed asif everything for which they
had worked together no longer mattered.

Xazax wants the armor, she considered.But he can’t make use of its enchantments
himsalf.

Y et, if he could not, surely a human dupe could . . . and Augustus presented a quite a
distinct possibility there. Already the witch had suspected Xazax of trying to manipulate
her lover. Now she felt certain that she had underestimated the mantis.

Galeona had to regain her influence over the general. If not, she risked losing more than
her station—the sorceress risked losing her head.

Malevolyn had called for arest. They had made surprisingly good time and had overall
suffered scant losses to their harsh surroundings. A pack of |eapers— monstrous, hopping
terrors somewhat reptilian in appearance and with spikes along their spines—had harried
them for atime, but never had the troops allowed the creatures to come near enough to
make use of their long claws and savage teeth. Slaying one had |eft the others fighting
over the carcass. Like most desert creatures, the easy meal, even if it happened to be one
of their own, ever won out over battling with something that battled back.

If anything, the sand and heat continued to be their greatest nemesis, which had been
why the general had finally relented. Had the choice been solely his, he would have kept
going, even if it meant riding his mount to death and then walking on from there.

“l can almost see it,” he remarked as she rode up next to him. Malevolyn had taken his
horse and moved on a short distance ahead of the column. Now he sat in the saddle,
surveying the emptiness ahead. “I can almost taste it. . . .”

She edged her own mount nearer, then extended one hand in order to touch his. General
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Malevolyn, Bartuc’s bloody helm still in place, did not so much aslook at her, not a good
sign at all.

“And well deserved,” she cooed, trying to garner his interest. “Imagine how you’ll look
when you bear down on Lut Gholein clad in the crimson helm of the warlord! They’ll
think you to be him come back to life!”

She regretted the words almost at once, recalling how his memories and those of the
helmet had earlier melded together. He had not suffered another bout since that last,
sinister event, but Galeona still wore the burning reminder of that time on her finger.

Fortunately, Augustus appeared to have his own mind for the moment. He finally looked
Galeona’s way, sounding pleased with what the sorceress had said. “Yes, thatwillbe a
wondrous sight—the last one they will ever behold! | can amost pictureit now . . . the
cries of fear, the looks of horror as they realize their doom and who it is who delivers it.”

Perhaps now she had the opportunity for which she had been looking. “You know, my
love, whileif we still have time, | can cast another search spell for you. With the helmet,
it wouldn’t be—-"

“No.” As simple as that. His gaze leaving her, Malevolyn added, “No. That will not be
necessary.”

He did not see the shiver that coursed through her. With those few words, he had verified
her deepest fears. The general had even been adamant about taking any opportunity they
could to seek out with sorcery the rest of Bartuc’s legendary garb. When the helmet had
falleninto his handsin an act even she would have called providential, he had spared no
effort in letting her use the artifact to aid in hunting for the suit. Even when they had
discovered that this Norrec now walked the earth clad in Malevolyn’s prize, he had
insisted she still use the helmet at regular intervals to keep track of the wanderer’s route.

Now hetalked asif he hardly cared, asif he had become so certain of the inevitability of
retrieving the armor that he no longer even needed to maintain amagical eyeonit. This
did not at all sound like the Augustus she had known so inside and out, and Galeonafelt
it did not entirely have to do with the influence of the helmet. Surely the enchanted
artifact had already solidified its hold over him enough to survive a few moments’
separation.

And that brought her back to Xazax.
“As you wish,” Galeona finally replied. “How soon before we move on again, my love?”

He glanced up in the direction of the sun. “A quarter hour. No more. | will be ready to
meet my destiny at the proper time.”

She did not ask him to elaborate. Aquarter hour would suffice for her work. “I shall
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leave you to your thoughts, then, my general.”

That he did not even nod in dismissal did not surprise her in the least. Y es, Xazax had
definitely made his move, likely had even contacted the commander directly. By doing
so, the demon had taken the first step toward not only severing his pact with the witch,
but seeing herdead.

“We’ll see whose head lies atop a pike,” she muttered. With no shadows in which to
hide, Xazax had to remain far from the column until the fall of night. That meant that
Galeona could cast her spell with little worry that the treacherous mantis would know of
it.

The sorceress found an ideal location behind a dune just beyond the column. She herself
had no fear of sandmaggots and the like, protective measures cast by her before the
journey’s beginning still strong. It had been within the limits of her power to do the same
for the rest of those in the column, but that would have left Galeona without any ability to
cast other spells. She had seen no reason to be so magnanimous. A few less soldiers
would not make adifferenceto her . ..

Dismounting, she took her water flask, then knelt on the hot sand. From the flask the
witch poured several precious mouthfuls of the cool liquid onto the parched ground. The
moment she felt satisfied with the amount, Galeona shut the flask, then quickly went to
work.

Her slim, tapering fingers molded the damp sand into a vaguely human figure the size of
adoll. As she refined the form, Galeona muttered the first portion of her spell, attuning
her creation to what she desired. The sand figure took on a more male aspect, broad of
shoulder with indentations along the torso showing it to be wearing armor.

Knowing that the moisture would not last long, Galeona quickly took out atiny vial. Still
whispering, the sorceress poured afew drops of its contents onto the chest of the sand
doll. Thevia contained aliquid most precious to her; asmall bit of blood that she had
sacrificed from her body, then preserved for certain, delicate spellwork.

A representation involving Bartuc’s armor needed blood to mark it and, more important,
to link Galeonato the figurine she had created. That, in turn, she hoped would enable her
to reach out to this Norrec, touch him as she had on the ship. As distant as he had earlier
been when she and Xazax had summoned the Dreamer, such a spell cast then would have
required far too much of her life’s fluids for her to survive the effort. The soldier
sacrificed in the tent had served in her place the last time. Now, though, Galeona felt
certain that what sheattempted herewoul dsucceed—and with minimal effect on her.

She drew acircle around the effigy, then placed her hands—pams down and fingers
splayed—on the left and right sides of her creation. Leaning low, she stared at where the
face would have been, whispering the final segment of her spell while intermittently
muttering the soldier’s name.
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“Norrec ... Norrec...”

The world around her receded. Galeona’s view shifted, flew along the desert as if she
had been transformed into an eagle who soared the skies with the swiftness of the wind.
Faster and faster it raced, until she could no longer even see what landscape lay beneath
her.

Her spell had worked. Through her own memories of her brief encounter with the fool,
she further strengthened the magic by concentrating on his face, hisform.

“Norrec . . . show me . .. show me where you are . . .”

Her view suddenly shifted, turned completely black. The abrupt change so caught
Galeona by surprise that she nearly broke the spell. Only quick thinking enabled her to
maintain the precious link; she would not have timeto try again if she failed now. Even
this long away from the column might make Augustus suspicious.

“Norrec...showme...”

His face appeared before her, eyes closed, mouth slack. For amoment, the witch
wondered if he had somehow perished, but then she realized that her incantation could
not have worked in thefirst place if that had been the case. The sand effigy demanded a
living target.

If not dead, then what had happened? Gal eona probed deeper, entered the frame in which
Norrec existed. By doing so, shelost all but the thinnest thread of contact with the true
world, but, by doing so, she also stood to gain so much more.

And at last, the sorceress saw where her quarry lay.

The knowledge so stunned her thatthistime she could not help but lose her link to him.
His face pulled away, receded with such shocking speed that it gave her vertigo. The
darkness reappeared, then Galeona found herself falling backwards across the desert, a
complete reversal of her journey.

With a gasp, the exhausted witch fell back onto the burning sand.

Sheignored the discomfort, ignored everything. The only thing that mattered to her was
what she had just |earned.

“So .. .” Galeona whispered. “I have you, my pretty puppet.”

Fourteen
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A harsh rumbling shook Kara Nightshadow, dragging her from the darkness enveloping
her. She inhaled, only to quickly start choking. The necromancer tried to breathe, but her
lungs would not work properly.

She coughed, suddenly expelling an ocean of water. Over and over, Kara coughed, each
time trying to empty her lungs so that she could then fill them up with lifesaving air.

At last it became possible to breathe, albeit somewhat raggedly. The necromancer lay
still, inhaling again and again in an attempt to regain some balance. Gradually, matters
returned near enough to normal for her to begin to sense other things, such as the chill
around her and the moisture saturating all her clothes. A gritty substance in her mouth
forced her to spit, and she slowly realized that she lay face down on a sandy beach.

Again the world rumbled around her. Forcing her head up, Kara saw that the heavens
above had begun to fill with storm clouds much like those of the tempest through which
theKing’s Shieldhad sailed. In fact, she suspected the clouds above to be the precursor of
the same storm, now ready to assail much of the eastern coast.

Memories began to return, memories of Captain Jeronnan in battle with the revenants,
then the two undead dragging the necromancer through the portal and into the raging sea.
After that, however, she could recall nothing whatsoever. How Kara had survived,
shecould not say. The enchantress did not even know what fate, if any, might have
befallen Jeronnan and his men. It had seemed asif the portal had not had any effect on
the hull, so if theKing’s Shieldhad survived that incident, then the odds were good that
the vessel would soon make Lut Gholein—if it had not done so already.

Karablinked, thinking of the city. The fate of theKing’s Shieldaside, where by Rathma
hadsheended up? With great effort, the soaked necromancer pushed herself to a kneeling
position and peered around.

Her first glimpse of her surroundings told Karallittle. Sand and afew hardy plants typical
of acoastal environment. She saw no signs of civilization, no signs of any human touch.
Ahead of her lay a high ridge, making observation further inland impossible without a bit
of aclimb. Karatried to avoid the inevitable by looking left, then right, but neither of
those directions offered her more hope. Her only true option remained the ridge.

Still feeling asif she had just expunged both of the Twin Seas from her system, Kara
forced herself to her feet. She knew that she should have removed most of her cold wet
clothing, but the notion of being discovered by any locals while without much to wear did
not appeal to her. Besides, other than the wind, the day itself seemed fairly warm. If she
moved around for awhile, surely her garments would dry.

Of either Sadun Tryst or Fauztin she saw no sign, but by no means did Kara think herself
rid of the two ghouls. Most likely they had all become separated in the fearsome waters.
For al she knew, the duo had washed up farther down the coast. If so, it behooved the
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necromancer to reach Lut Gholein as quickly as possible, perhaps even look for this
Vizjerel they had mentioned, this Drognan. She doubted that he willingly worked with
the undead; likely they sought the use of his knowledge in order to find their former
friend. Whatever the case,Drognan a so represented her best chance of not only freeing
herself from any bond to the revenants, but also locating Norrec Vizharan and the armor.

With some struggling, the enchantress made it to the top of the sandy ridge—and there
discovered awellworn road. Better yet, as she looked to the south, she noticed adim
shape on the horizon, a shape Kara believed resembled a city.

Lut Gholein?

With as much eagerness as her weary mind could muster, she started south. If, as she
suspected, Lut Gholein lay ahead, it would likely take her a good day to travel that far,
especialy in her condition. Worse, hunger already gnawed at her stomach, a condition
that only grew worse with each step she took. Nevertheless, Kara did not even think of
giving in to her weaknesses. So long as she could walk, she would continue on with her
mission.

However, Kara had journeyed only a short distance when a clatter behind her made the
weary necromancer pause to look over her shoulder. To her relief, she spied two well-
laden wagons making their way from the north, a bushy-bearded old man and heavy-set
woman in thefirst, a younger, wide-eyed youth and a girl most likely his sister guiding
the second. A family of merchants no doubt on their way to sell their waresin the
thriving metropolis. The exhausted necromancer paused, hoping that they would have
pity on a bedraggled wanderer.

The elderly man might have driven his team past Kara, but his wife took one look at her
and made him stop. They exchanged words with one another for afew moments, then, in
the common tongue, the woman asked her. “Are you all right, young one? What’s
happened? Are you in need of help?”

Almost too tired to answer, the necromancer pointed toward the east. “My ship, it—-"
She need not have said anything more. A sad lookcame over the elderly woman’s round
face and even the man gave her sympathy. Anyone living or traveling this near the sea
surely knew of its violence. No doubt this had not been the first time the merchants had
learned of some seafaring disaster.

The husband leapt down with an agility that belied his age. As he approached, he asked,
“Is there anyone more? You the only one?”

“Thereis...nooneelse. | was. . . theshipmay beadl right ...l was. .. washed
overboard.”

His wife made a tsking sound. “You’re still soaked, too, young one! And your clothes
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arein tatters! Hesial Find her ablouse and awarm blanket! Those, at |east, she must have
at once! Hurry!”

Unwilling to accept any charity, Karafumbled at her belt. To her tremendous relief, the
pouch in which she kept her money had somehow managed to remain intact. “I will pay
for everything, | promise.”

“Rubbish!” remarked the husband, but when she insisted on thrusting some coins in his
hand, he nonethel ess took most of them.

Hesia, daughter of the merchants Rhubin and Jamili, brought garments that Kara could
only believe had to belong to the girl herself. Clearly with an eye toward respecting the
stranger’s dour garb, she had chosen a black blouse and even a gray knit blanket with
which Kara could cover herself. Out of eyesight of Rhubin and his son, Ranul, she
changed, feeling much better to be out of the soaked and ruined clothing.

Kararegretted the loss of her cloak even more once she had put on the blouse. Although
in keeping with her taste in color, it fit too tight and had been cut too low. Y et, she said
nothing, knowing that it had been the best choice available and, more important,
something offered to her out of genuine concern. That she had insisted on paying for it
did not take away from that.

To her relief, Jamili had Kararide in the first wagon. Old enough to appreciate women,
Ranul had eyed her with casual interest in the beginning and far more pointed interest
once the enchantress had dried herself off and changed clothing. She expected no harm
from him, but did not want to encourage anything that might cause dissension between
herself and her rescuers.

And so, with the help of the kind merchant family, Kara Nightshadow managed to
actually reach Lut Gholein more than an hour before sunset. She thought of immediately
going to the port to see if Captain Jeronnan had arrived, but the urgency of her quest
finally made her decide against it. The hunt for Norrec Vizharan and Bartuc’s armor
remained paramount.

In the gaily-colored bazaar, she bid farewell to Jamili and her family. Kara returned the
blanket with thanks, then searched the marketplace for someone from whom she could
buy an inexpensive but serviceable cloak. Doing so used up another valuable hour, but
with the hooded garment the necromancer no longer felt so vulnerable. Karawould have
replaced some of her other clothes as well, but her funds, much depleted, needed to be
preserved now for food.

Questioning the locals carefully brought the dark mage some information concerning the
mysterious Drognan. He seemed to live in an old building some distance into the massive
city. Few visited him save to purchase elixirs and such. The only time Drognan l€eft his
sanctum looked to be when he made excursions to various scholars, seeking information
on some pet passion of his.
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Following the directions of avegetable seller who had, on occasion, supplied the
Vizjerel with supplies, Karawended her way through the mazelike streets. The multitude
of noises and bright colors wreaked some havoc on her senses, but she managed to not
lose her way more than twice. Every so often the necromancer asked apasserby if he or
she had seen aman clad in red armor, but not once did anyone say that they had.

Her kidnapping and near drowning in the sea had left her bereft of nearly all her
belongings. Other than the pouch in which she had kept her money, only two others had
survived. Unfortunately, the powders and chemicals in both had been ruined, save for a
couple of vials of no use to her at present. Amazingly enough, theicon of Trag’Oul
remained around her throat, for which she thanked the great dragon. It gave her some
comfort in this strange land.

The loss of her belongings did not mean that Kara could no longer cast spells, but it did
limit her somewhat. Fortunately, her change in garb had so far kept anyone from realizing
her calling, even if it had encouraged one or two vendors to try to offer her more than
information. Necromancers were not favored in Lut Gholein. The Church of Zakarum,
powerful in the kingdom, frowned on their existence even more than it did that of the
Vizjerel, who were evidently tolerated here by the young sultan. One or two acolytes
from the Church had crossed her path so far, but, other than brief glances, they had not
paid any attention to the slim young woman.

With much of what remained of her funds, Kara had purchased enough to carry along
with her so that she could eat while she searched for Drognan. The notion of confronting
askilled, experienced Vizjerel bothered her enough, but to do so nearly ready to collapse
would have been foolhardy at best. She could not assume that their encounter would
necessarily be afriendly one. Animosity had long existed between the two callings.

A trio of soldiers on mounted patrol rode past, their eyes stern and their swords always
near at hand. The foremost, evidently the officer in charge, rode a magnificent white
stallion while his two subordinates each had brown, well-muscled beasts of their own.
Karahad riddenlittle in her life, but realized as she watched them that, if the trail led
outside of Lut Gholein, she would have to find some means of obtaining a horse. The
dark mage could not rely on any travel spell out in the desert of Aranoch. Even in her far-
off homeland Kara had heard tales of its deadly nature.

Her surroundings suddenly grew decrepit and dank, a complete contrast to the well-kept
areas she had first encountered. Kara cursed herself for not having parted with her
remaining coins for a usable dagger. The one that Captain Jeronnan had loaned her while
aboard theKing’s Shieldhad been lost at sea. The enchantress began concentrating on her
spells, inwardly hoping that she would still have the strength to cast them should the
situation prove dire enough.

The necromancer came at last to the old building the vendor had somewhat vaguely
described. Despite its decayed appearance, Karaimmediately sensed forces at work in
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and around it. Some felt extremely ancient, surely even more ancient than the edifice
itself. Others seemed more recent, including afew that had to have been summoned not
all that long ago.

Climbing the outer steps, Kara looked over the ruined doorway, then stepped inside—

—and found herself standing in atimeworn but still magnificent hall that spoke of the
glories of another time, another place. While aso projecting a sense of long-ago
abandonment, the high-columned hall had nothing else in common with the decrepit
exterior, so much so that Kara even felt tempted to step outside again to see if perhaps
she had somehow entered the wrong building. Here stood no ruin, but rather an ancient
wonder still filled with the memories of greatness, of a splendor that even modern Lut
Gholein had not yet approached.

The necromancer walked slowly through the hall, hermission still in mind but her
attention distracted by the awesome marble columns, the imposing stone fireplace that
covered nearly al of of onefar wall, and the massive mosaic floor upon which she
cautiously tread.

Thefloor, in fact, ensnared her attention more and more as Karawalked. In it, the artisan
had captured intricate images both fanciful and real. Dragons curled around trees. Lions
gave chase after antelope. Fearsome, stony warriors clad in breastplates and kilts did
battle with one another.

Something clattered further down the hall.

Karafroze, her gaze shifting that direction. Y et, despite her excellent night vision, she
could only make out a shadowed doorway at the far end. The necromancer waited,
hesitant to even breathe too loudly. However, when no new noise came, Kara exhaled,
realizing that in this ancient edifice bits of marble and stone would, on occasion, fall free.
Even the dlightest sound echoed here.

And at that moment, something behind her scraped across the marble floor.

She spun about, suddenly certain that the revenants had followed her here and now had
chosen to reveal themselves. Against them, Kara could truly do nothing, but that did not
mean that she would not struggle. They had already done too much, taken too much.

However, instead of the ever-grinning Sadun Tryst and his sorcerous companion, what
greeted her eyes proved to be even more startling.

The gray figure wielding the sturdy blade moved slowly but surely toward her, his
intention quite clear. Kara might have taken him for some brigand who had waited in the
shadows for her, if not for the fact that she recognized him from but a few seconds
earlier. Of course, even if Kara had not recognized the newcomer, she certainly could still
make out the many tiny squares of stone composing not only his entire breastplate and
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kilt—but also his very skin.

The mosaic warrior stalked her, his savage expression exactly the same as when he had
existed only as adecoration set in the floor. He swiped at her with the blade—revealing
then that while he had the height and width of aliving creature, he had no more depth to
his form than the tiny stones from which he had been created.

Not for amoment, though, did Karathink this any weakness. The magic that had created
such a guardian would not have made him so fragile. Physically striking the mosaic
warrior would likely be just like striking a stone wall. She also suspected that the blade
would cut just aswell as, if not better than, area one freshly sharpened.

But what had set him into action? Surely Drognan did not set out such awelcome for
everyone who walked through the door. No, more likely Kara had been identified by
some hidden spell as a necromancer, adark mage of unknown loyalties. She knew of
such detection spells and knew also that many mages utilized them for their own safety.
Had Kara not suffered through so much of late, the enchantress felt certain she would
have recalled such information earlier—when it might have prevented this deadly
encounter.

Rattling came from the floor just behind her macabre assailant, and to the necromancer’s
consternation, a second warrior arose to join the first. Karathen turned quickly to her
right, where yet more noise marked the awakening of athird.

“I mean no harm,” she whispered. “I seek your master.” Did they even serve Drognan?
Kara only assumed that she had come to the right place. Perhaps someone the enchantress
had talked to earlier had recognized her for what she was and had sent her here todie.
Many, especially those of the Zakarum faith, would have considered the loss of a
necromancer no loss at all.

Thefirst of the mosaics had nearly come within the striking range of his sword. Kara
saw no other choice but to take the offensive.

The words of the spell tripped off her tongue as the necromancer clutched the icon of
Trag’Oul and pointed at her first attacker. At the same time, Kara stepped back asa
precaution. If her spell worked, the incredible forces she summoned might not be
contained to the destruction of the magical guardian.

A swarm of toothy projectiles formed from thin air, then rained down on the nearest of
the mosaic warriors. TheDen’Trag, orTeeth of the Dragon Trag’Oul, ripped through the
stone body of the guardian, scattering small squares everywhere. The warrior tried to
move, but his legs and arms, now missing so many pieces, crumbled. Still wearing his
scowl, he attempted one last thrust at her, then collapsed in a shower of stone.

Karaexhaled, relieved to berid of at least one adversary but praying she still had the
strength to deal with the others. Summoning the Den’Trag had taken much out of the
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already-weary necromancer. Y et, if Kara could do it twice more and thus completely
eliminate her unliving foes, then perhaps she could rest afterward.

Once again the necromancer clutched the icon tight, muttering the spell. A few words
more and—

Anintenserattling all around her caused Karato falter. She glanced down, saw the many
bits of mosaic stone from the fallen warrior now rolling toward one another, gathering in
aswiftly growing pile behind the others. To her horror, first the feet, then the legs
reformed. Bit by bit the stone warrior rebuilt himself, none the worse for her destructive

spell.

The Teeth of Trag’Oul had failed her. Stepping back, Kara entered the darkened hall
leading to the doorway. She had other spells at her command, but, combined with her
weakness and the enclosed surroundings, none ofthem seemed likely to help her quickly
enough without risking her own life further.

“Verikos!’avoice caled.“Verikos . . . Dianysi

The ungodly trio paused at the cry . . . then each warrior abruptly collapsed, the
individual stones dropping to the ground with a harsh clatter that echoed throughout the
ancient structure. The stones, however, did not rest where they lay, but rather began to
quickly roll back to where the figures had originally been set in the ground, each bit of
mosaic returning to its precise location. One by one, they fell into place. Within seconds,
the menacing fighters had not only retreated from their attack but had completely
reformed as images on the el egant floor.

Kara turned to thank her rescuer, certain that it had to be the enigmatic Drognan. “I
thank you for your aid—"

The figure that stood before her could hardly be the venerable, elegantly clad Vizjerel
the vendor and others had described. Advanced age seemed the only thing this wild-eyed
beggar with long white hair and beard had in common with the mage in question,
although even Drognan could not be as old as this man looked. While still somewhat firm
of body, his skin had grown so wrinkled and his watery blue eyes so weary that surely he
had to be the oldest human aivein al the world.

He put agnarled finger to thin lips. “Hush!” the beggar whispered much too loudly. “So
much evil about! So much danger! We shouldn’t have come here!”

“Are you . .. are you Drognan?”

The elderly man blinked, looked confused, then patted his worn, silk robe asif looking
for something. After several seconds of this, he finally looked up and replied, “No . . . no,
of course not! Now hush! There’s too much evil about! We’ve got to be careful! We’ve
got to be on guard!”
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Kara considered. This man had to be a servant or something similar to the mage. Perhaps
Drognan evenkept him here out of pity for the beggar’s madness. She decided to get to
the point. Perhaps enough sanity remained within the man so that he could help her with
the Vizjerd. “I have to see your master, Drognan. Tell him it concerns something of
interest to him, Bartuc’s—-"

“Bartuc?”’ Aghastly change came over the beggar as he shouted the dead warlord’s
name. “Bartuc!No! The evil’s come! | warned you!”

At that moment, another voice called out from the entrance of the building. “Who is it?
Who has invaded my sanctum?”

The necromancer turned to speak, but the ragged man moved with amazing swiftness.
He clamped a hand over her mouth, then whispered, “Hush! We mustn’t be heard! It
might be Bartuc!”

Instead, the newcomer proved to be a Vizjerei—and likely the one for whom Kara had
been searching. Curiously, he looked as if he had been in some accident, for he had
bruises over much of his face and seemed in discomfort each time he put pressure on his
right leg. In the crook of one arm, the elderly mage carried a small package. She had no
doubt that here stood Drognan, newly arrived from some errand.

“Norrec?” he called. “Vizharan?”

He knew the man Kara hunted! She tried to speak, but for arather spindly figure, the
beggar had incredible strength.

“Hush!” her unwanted companion whispered. “So much evil about! We must be careful!
We mustn’t be seen!”

Drognan stepped closer, surely able to see them now— and yet, he peeredpastboth
intruders asif seeing only air.

“Curious . . .” He sniffed the air, then frowned. “Smells as if a necromancer was about . .
. but that’s absurd.” Drognan glanced at the floor, at the warriors in particular. “Yes . . .
absurd.”

He continued to stare, asif lost in thought. Not once did the mage so much as notice the
struggling woman or her odd captor. At last, the sorcerer shook his head, muttered to
himself about another lost trail and the need to keep searching, then—much to Kara’s
dismay—walked past her and the madman. Drognan continued on, heading into the
darkness, heading toward the doorway she had earlier sought.

Heading away from someone in desperate need of his aid.
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Only when he vanished behind the door did the tattered figure pull his hand from her
lips. Planting his face next to hers, he whispered, “We’ve stayed too long! We’d better go
back! Been out much too long! He might find us!”

She knew that he did not mean Drognan. No, judging by his earlier reaction, her captor
could only mean one other—Bartuc.

He led her aong the scul pted floor, to the very center, where the unknown artisan had
built out of mosaic tiles an intricate temple like those that might have existed in
legendary Viz-jun. Karawould not have followed him that far, but, as with the revenants,
the choice of what her body did no longer remained hers. The necromancer could not
even call out.

“Soon we’ll be safe!” the madcap figure muttered to her. “Soon we’ll be safe!”

He stomped down once with his right foot—and suddenly the doorway of the temple
opened,deepened,becoming an ova hole in the floor in which the necromancer could see
aset of steps leading to—towhere?

“Come, come!” her captor chided her. “Before Bartuc finds us! Come, come!”

Unable to do otherwise, she followed him down into the earth, down toward a distant,
yellowish light. As Kara stepped below the level of the floor, the enchantresssensed the
stones shifting, the image of the Vizjerei temple returning to its prior state.

“We’ll be safe down here,” the mad hermit assured her, seeming somewhat more calm
now. “My brother will never find us here . . .”

Brother ?Had she heard right?

“Horazon?”’Kara blurted, surprised not only by her conclusion but that she could now
articulate it. Evidently her captor had no concerns about anyone hearing her underneath
layers of rock and earth.

He looked right at her, the watery eyes focusing hard for the first time. “Do we know
each other? | don’t think we know each other . . .” When she did not respond
immediately, he shrugged and continued on with the trek, still mumbling. “I’m sure we
don’t know each other, but we might know each other . ..”

Kara Nightshadow still had no choice but to follow, not that she much noticed at the
moment. Her thoughts reeled, her world entirely turned upside-down.

She had come in search of the Warlord of Blood’s armor and had found instead—even
despite the many centuries that had passed since their time—Bartuc’s living, breathing,
and much hatedbrother.
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Incredible heat assailed Norrec as he at last came back to his senses. At first he imagined
that a fire must have started in Drognan’s sanctum, perhaps through the arcane powers of
the sinister armor. However, gradually the veteran became aware that the heat, while
harsh, did not burn and, in fact, surely had to be from the sun itself.

Rolling over onto his back, Norrec shielded his eyes and tried to get his bearings, only to
find asea of sand in every direction. He grimaced, wondering where he had landed now.
In the distance, Norrec thought he noticed darkness, asif a storm approached from that
direction. Could Lut Gholein lay somewhere underneath thoseclouds? It seemed
wherever he went, the storm followed. If that were the case now, then at least he knew
that he had materialized somewhere west or northwest of the coastal kingdom.

But why?

Drognan had said something about the armor having tricked them. How true those words
had been. It had played both the Vizjerei and him for fools, no doubt seeking the mage’s
aid in locating its goal. Could that have been Horazon’s tomb, as Drognan believed? If
so, why had Norrec ended up out here in the middle of nowhere?

With great effort, the battered and worn soldier rose. Judging by the sun, he had alittle
more than an hour or two before nightfall. The walk back to Lut Gholein would take far
longer than that, likely two days—and that providing Norrec actually survived the trek.
More important, he could not even be certain that the suit would let him return. If what it
sought lay out here, it would do everything it could to remain in the desert.

Norrec took a few steps, testing the armor’s resolve. When it did nothing to prevent him
from heading toward the city, he increased his pace as best he could. At the very least,
Norrec needed to find some shelter for the night and the only hope of that lay in atwisted
hill of rock barely visible ahead. It would take him until sunset to reach the hill, if not
longer, which meant that, despite the heat, he had to move even quicker.

His legs ached horribly as Norrec pushed on. The loose sand and high dunes made it
tough going and often Norrec lost sight of his goal for quite some time. He even found
himself turned around at one point, the swirling dunes shifting in size and direction even
as hetried to cross them.

Y et, despite all that, the hill soon became an aspiration possible to achieve. Norrec
prayed that he would find moisture of some sort there; his short time in the deserthad
already parched him. If he did not find water soon, it would not matter whether he made
it to the hill or—

A large, winged shadow crossed over hisown . . . followed immediately by a second.

Norrec looked up, trying to see against the sun. He caught glimpses of two or three
airborne forms, but could not make them out. Vultures? Quite possible in Aranoch, but
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these looked much larger and not quite avian in some ways. Norrec’s hand slipped to
where his sword would have been and once more he cursed Bartuc’s armor for putting
him through such horrors without a decent weapon of his own.

Despite his flagging strength, the veteran doubled his pace. If he could reach the rock, it
would provide him with some defense against the marauding birds. V ultures tended to be
scavengers, but this flock looked more aggressive and, in some way he could still not
define, unsettling.

The shadows passed over him again, this time much larger, much more distinct. The
creatures had descended for a better look.

He barely sensed in time the feathered form dropping on him from behind. With instincts
honed on the battlefield, Norrec threw himself to the ground just as talons as great as his
hand scraped across his armored back and managed to briefly snag his hair. The hardened
fighter grunted as he rolled over, ready to face the birds. Surely he could scare off afew
vultures, especially once he let them see he would not simply lie down and die for them.

Butthesewere no vultures. . . although their ancestry had certainly come from those
desert scavengers.

Nearly astall as a man and with the wings and head of the avian they so resembled, the
four grotesque creatures fluttered just above him, talons on both their feet and their
almost human hands ready to tear his head from his body. Their tails ended in whips that
lashed out at Norrecas he desperately tried to back away. The demonic birds let out harsh
cries asthey tried to surround their wouldbe victim, cries that made Norrec’s pulse
pound.

He waited for the suit to do something, but Bartuc’s armor remained dormant. Swearing,
Norrec braced himself. If he had to die here, he would not die like alamb because he had
come to depend on the armor for so much. Nearly al hislife, he had served in one war or
another. This battle represented little different.

One of the monstrous vultures came within his grasp. Moving with more speed than he
thought himself capable of at this point, Norrec seized it by one of its legs and threw it to
the ground. Despite their size, the desert terrors were astoundingly light, no doubt
because, like their ancestors, their bones were designed for flight. He took advantage of
that, using his own considerable mass to pin the shrieking creature down, then twisting
the head as hard as he could.

The three survivors harried him even harder as he rose from the limp form, but a
different Norrec faced them now, one who had, for the first time in many days, fought a
battle of his own and won. As the second dove at him, he grabbed a handful of sand and
threw it in the vulpine horror’s eyes. The demonic bird blindly whipped its tail at him,
giving the veteran soldier the chance to seize the deadly appendage in both hands.
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Squawking, the creature tried to fly free. However, Norrec spun the massive avian
around again and again, driving back the other pair at the same time. The talons of his
captured foe scraped futilely on his gauntleted hands, Bartuc’s armor well protecting its
host.

Norrec’s blood surged. His attackers had come to represent to him more than simply the
dangers of the desert. In many ways, they now became the brunt of all his frustration and
fury. He had suffered through too many terrible events, suffered too many horrors, and
not once hadbeen able to do anything about them. Powerful enchantments saturated the
warlord’s armor and yet none of it obeyed him. Had it been his to command, he would
have used the sorcery of the suit to roast the demonic beast he now held, turn it and its
dire companionsinto fireballs.

His gloves suddenly glowed bright red.
Eagerly, Norrec eyed them, then stared at the vulture demon. Yes, ablazing inferno . . .

He grabbed the furious avian by the neck. The savage beak tried to tear out hisface, only
increasing his determination to end this battle as quickly and decisively as possible.

Norrec glared at the monster.“Burn!”
With a garbled shriek, the winged terror burst into flames, perishing in an instant.

Wasting not a second, the fighter threw the fiery carcass into the nearest of the two
survivors, setting that one aflame, too. The last of the avians quickly turned about, flying
away as if the hounds of Hell pursued. Norrec paid its retreat no mind, content to
finishing off the third.

Its feathers seared away, it tried to emulate its sole surviving comrade, but it had already
suffered too much injury. Unable to do more than rise afoot or two above the ground, it
could not escape the vengeful fighter. Norrec seized it by one wing, |etting the now-
pathetic monster claw at his breast plate while he took it by the head.

With one quick jerk, Norrec snapped its neck.

In truth, the battle had taken only a minute or two, but in that short span the veteran
soldier had transformed. As he dropped the feathered corpse to the sand, Norrec felt a
thrill such as he had never experienced in any war. Not only had he triumphed against the
odds, but for once the cursed armor hadobeyedhim. Norrec flexed the fingers, truly
admiring the workmanship of the gloves for the first time. Perhaps the encounter with
Drognan had changed everything; perhaps now that which had driventhe armor to such
lengths had finally given in, had even accepted its host asits master . . .

Perhaps he could test it. Surely after all he had seen it do, the armor could perform one
basic task at his command.
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“All right,” he growled. “Listen to me! I need water! | need it now!”

His left hand tingled, twitched dlightly, asif the armor wanted to take control—but
soughtpermission.

“Do it. | order you!”

The glove pointed to the ground. Norrec knelt, allowed hisindex finger to draw acircle
in the sand. It then drew alooping pattern around that circle, with small crossesin each
loop.

Words of power erupted from hislips, but this time Norrec welcomed them.

The entire pattern suddenly crackled, miniature arcs of lightning playing between one
end of the design and the other. A tiny fissure opened in the center . . .

Clear, sparkling water bubbled to the surface.

Norrec eagerly bent down, sipping hisfill. The water felt cool, sweet, almost as if instead
he drank wine. The thirsty fighter savored each swallow until at last he could sip no
more.

Leaning back, he took a handful and spilled it on his face. The soothing moisture trickled
down his chin, his neck, and into his hot garments.

“That’ll be enough,” he finally said.

His hand waved over the tiny spring. Immediately the ground healed itself, sealing the
fissure and cutting off the flow of water. What remained on the sand quickly sank out of
sight.

A feeling of jubilation washed over Norrec, causing him to laugh loud. Twice now, the
armor had served him. Twice now, he had been themaster,not the slave.

Spirits lifted, he headed again for the hill. Now Norrecno longer worried about whether
he would survive the desert. What could he not survive, if the enchantments obeyed him?
For that matter, what could he not accomplish? No one had seen such might as the armor
wielded since the days of Bartuc! With it, Norrec could make of himself a commander
instead of afoot soldier, aleader instead of afollower . . .

Akinginstead of a peasant?
The image enticed him.King Norrec,ruler of al he surveyed. Knights would bow before

him; ladies of the court would seek his favor. Lands would come under his control.
Riches beyond belief would be histo spend . . .
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“King Norrec . . .,” he whispered. A smile once again spread across his face, a smile not
at al like any Norrec Vizharan had evinced before in hislife. In fact, athough he could
not know it, Norrec’s smile resembled almost exactly the smile of another man, one who
had lived long, long before the former mercenary.

A man named Bartuc.

Fifteen

Night enshrouded Aranoch and with its coming al so returned the demon Xazax to
Augustus Malevolyn. The general had been waiting most anxiously for the past hour,
pacing back and forth inside his tent. He had dismissed all his officers and ordered that
even his guards depart from the vicinity of his quarters. As an added precaution, he had
also not permitted any tents within hearing distance. What transpired between Malevolyn
and the mantis would be for their ears aone.

Even Galeona had been forbidden to set up her abode nearby, but she had protested little
when he had told her. The general had not given that lack of protest much thought, more
concerned with the offer made by hisnew ally. As far as he was concerned, the witch
could now pack her things back up and ride off. If she did not, he would likely have to
have her dlain. Some sort of animosity existed between Xazax and her and, at the
moment, Malevolyn needed the demon far more than he needed a very mortal sorceress,
whatever her other charms.

Women could be easily replaced; moments of immortality generally could not be.

By Malevolyn’s choice, only a single lamp lit the tent. He did not know if the demon
cast shadows, but, if so, the less chance of one of his men noticing, the better for the
general. Had they known what he and themantis wished to discuss, they would have al
likely fled into the dark desert heedless of the dangers lurking out there.

A flickering movement caught his attention. Augustus Malevolyn turned, noticing that
one shadow moved in defiance of the lamp’s flame.

“You are here, aren’t you?” he murmured.
“This one has come as promised, oh great one . . .”

The shadow deepened, grew substantial. In moments, the hideous form of the hellish
mantis loomed over the human. Y et despite the presence of a creature who looked
capable of ripping him apart limb by limb, General Maevolyn felt only anticipation. In
Xazax, he saw the first of many such monsters who would eventually serve himin every
way.
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“Lut Gholein lies little more than a day from you now, warlord. Have you changed your
mind?”

Changed his mind about gaining the armor? Changed his mind about his destiny? “You
waste my time on useless prattle, Xazax. | am firm in my choice.”

The bulbous, yellow orbs flared. The mantis’s head twisted slightly, as if the demon tried
to peer through the closed tent flap. “We spoke briefly of the witch, great warlord. This
one has considered that matter much since then and believes still that she must not be part
of this . . . or perhaps anything else.”

Augustus Malevolyn pretended to brood over this. “She’s been of value to me for some
time. | would hate to lose her assets.”

“She would not agree with what this one has proposed to you, warlord. You may trust
thisone on that . ..”

The general had not missed Xazax’s continual use of the new title and while it pleased
Malevolyn to hear it, the demon in no way succeeded in playing to his ego. Malevolyn
still considered each detail by its own worth, even Galeona. “What lies between you and
her?”

“An agreement made foolishly—and one this one wishes to break.”

Not the most clear of answers, but enough to give the general what he needed. He had a
possible bargaining chip. “You will give me all I demand? All we discussed?”

“All—and gladly, warlord.”
“Then you may have her now, if you wish. I will wait here while you do what you must.”

If the demon could possibly ever looked disconcerted, then he did so now. “This one
most graciously declines your kind offer, warlord . . . and suggests that perhaps you take
the honoryour selfat some point soon.”

The mantis would not orcouldnot touch Galeona, just as Malevolyn had expected. Still,
to him the matter seemed moot. It would not change his other decision, not in the least. “I
will send a detachment to her tent to see that she remains under control. That will at least
prevent her from causing any disturbance during our efforts. Perhaps after, | will decide
what to do about her. In the meantime, unless there is something el se you need to tell
me—I would like to begin.”

The eyes of the demon flashed again, thistime in what seemed immense satisfaction. In
that voice that reminded the general of a dying swarm of flies, Xazax replied, “Then . ..
you will needthis,warlord . . .”
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In the two skeletal hands, the hellish mantis held alarge, twin-bladed dagger made of a
black metal, a dagger with runes etched not only in the handle but along the flat sides of
the blades. Also in the handle had been embedded two stones, the larger as red as blood,
the other as pale as bone. Both stones had a dlight gleam to them that came from no
outside source.

“Take it . ..” urged the demon.

Augustus Malevolyn did so with eagerness, hefting the massive knife and noting its fine
balance.

“What must | do with it?”

“Prick the skin. Let a few drops of blood flow.” The mantis cocked his head. “A simple
matter . . .”

Dagger in hand, the general hurried to the flap of the tent. He shouted for one of his
officers, then glanced over his shoulder at Xazax. “You’d better fade back into—-"

But the demon had already anticipated his request, Xazax melting once more into
shadow.

Athin, mustached soldier with silver tabs on his shoulders appeared out of the darkness.
He rushed up to the tent, then saluted his commander. “Yes, general?”

“Zako.” One of his more competent aides. Malevolyn would miss him, but the potential
glories outweighed any concern for a single person. “The witch is to be placed under
protective arrest. Sheis not to be alowed to touch any of her belongings nor is she to
even so much asraise afinger until I say so.”

Agrim smile crossed the other soldier’s face. Like most of Malevolyn’s officers, Zako
had no love for this sorceress who had, up until now, influenced their leader so much.
“Aye, general! I’ll do that, all right!”

Something occurred to the commander. “But first . . . but first bring the guards chosen
for this task here. Be quick about it!”

With a swift salute, Zako vanished into the dark, only to return a short time later with
four sturdy-looking warriors. Zako ushered them into Malevolyn’s tent, then took up his
place at the forefront.

“All present, general!” he called out, snapping to attention.

“Very good.” Malevolyn gave the small troop a brief inspection, then faced them. “You
have all served me loyally time and time again.” His fingers stroked the hilt of the
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dagger, to which none of the five had so far paid much attention. “You have sworn your
lives to me more than once. . . and for that | thank you. However,with a prize such asthe
one awaiting us, | must ask of you one last show of your willingness to serve me
untodeath . . .”

To one side, General Malevolyn noticed a shadow move. Xazax no doubt grew
impatient, not understanding the need for the short speech. These men would be the first;
therefore, from them would spread word of why their leader now demanded this new
proof from them.

“Tomorrow begins a day of glory, a day of destiny, and each of you shall play an integral
part! | ask now, my friends, that you verify my faith in you, my hopesin you, with this
one last oath!” He held up the dagger for all of them to see. A couple of the guards
blinked, but no one otherwise reacted. “Zako! I give you the honor of being the first!
Show me your bravery!”

Without hesitation, the mustached officer stepped up and thrust out his ungloved hand.
This had not been the first time he had sworn a blood oath to his commander and, of the
five, only he no doubt thought that he understood why Malevolyn desired to reemphasize
to the men the loyalty they owed the general.

“Palm up.” After Zako had obeyed, Malevolyn held the dagger points-down over the
fleshiest part—then jabbed his officer’s palm.

Zako stifled a gasp, the man keeping his eyes straight ahead, as had been expected of
him. Because of that, he did not notice something strange about both the knife and where
it had punctured his skin. The two gemsin the hilt briefly flashed the moment the points
pierced his hand. More curious, athough blood flowed from the tiny wounds, little of it
actually spread over the palm, most of it seeming drawn toward the black blade—where
it then disappeared.

“Have yourself a sip of wine, Zako,” Malevolyn offered, pulling back the dagger. As his
aide steppedaway, the general signaled to the next man, upon whom he repeated the same
process.

After all five had been bled, Augustus Malevolyn saluted them. “You have given me
your lives. | promise to treat them as the valuable gifts they are. You are dismissed.” As
the soldiers departed, he called to Zako, “Before you deal with the witch, have Captain
Lyconius bring every man under his command to my tent, will you?”

“Aye, general!”

When the others had gone, the voice of Xazax drifted from the shadows. “This goes too
slow, warlord. It will take days at this rate.”

“No, now it will go much faster. These five have been given an honor, so they see it.
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Zako will tell Lyconius and he, in turn, will tell hismen and so on. | will order the
officersto give aration of drink to each soldier who shows them he has once more sworn
his life to my cause. The pace will quicken incredibly, | promise you.”

A few seconds later, Lyconius, athin, fair-haired man older than the general, asked to be
admitted. Outside, every soldier under his command awaited. Malevolyn bled the captain
first, then had him line the men up. The mention of aration of drink afterward made each
fighter all the more eager to be there.

However, only afew of Lyconius’s men had been dealt with when Zako, looking much
perturbed, burst into the tent. He knelt on one knee before the commander, head down in
shame.

Somewhat irritated at this costly interruption, General Malevolyn barked, “Speak! What
is it?”

“General! The witch—she is nowhere to be found!”
Malevolyn tried to conceal his annoyance. “Her belongings; are they still in the tent?”
“Aye, general, but her horse is missing.”

Even Galeona would not ride out into the vast desert at night. Taking a casua glance
over his shoulder, Maevolyn noticed the shadow of the demon shift. No doubt Xazax did
not find this news pleasant either, but at the moment neither man nor demon could afford
to waste time on her. If the sorceress had somehow learned of their intention and had
chosen to flee, it truly mattered little in the long run to her former lover. What harm could
she do? Perhaps, once he wore the armor, he would hunt her down, but now Malevolyn
had more important concerns.

“Never mind her, Zako. Return to your normal duties.”

Relief in hisvoice, the aide thanked him, then hurried from the tent. General Maevolyn
turned back to histask, bleeding the next man, then commending him for his bravery.

The pace did indeed quicken, just as he had told the mantis it would. The combination of
honor and drink caused a line to spread throughout the entire encampment, each man
anxious to prove his worth to his master and his fellows. Tomorrow, they felt, the general
would lead them to a glorious victory and riches beyond their wildest dreams. That they
might be too few to take a stronghold such as Lut Gholein did not occur to them; General
Malevolyn would not have made the sudden decision—sotheyassumed—if he did not
already have some battle plan ensuring success.

And deep into the night, the last man proved his loyalty, hand out, the dagger already
pricking his pam.
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The final soldier and the officer who had guided him in both departed after saluting their
trusted leader. From without, Augustus Malevolyn could aready hear the sounds of
celebration, as each of his men savored their ration of drink and toasted their future good
fortunes.

“It is done,” rasped Xazax, emerging from the shadowy corners. “Each and every one
has tasted the dagger’s bite and of each and every one the dagger has sipped . . .”

Turning the ceremonia weapon over and over in his hands, the general commented,
“Not a single drop, not the tiniest stain. Where did all the blood go?”

“Each to its own, warlord. Each to the one it must go. This one promised you an army
against whom even Lut Gholein could not defend long, remember?”

“I recall . . .” He touched the helmet, which he had not taken off once since camp had
been made. It seemed so much a part of him now that he swore it would never leave his
side, that he would only remove it for necessity’s sake. “And | say again, lacceptthe
consequences of our deal.”

The mantis’s body dipped in what might have been an acknowledging bow. “Then, there
IS no reason not to proceed immediately . . .”

“Tell me what must be done.”

“In the sand at your feet, you must draw this symbol.” Using one of the skeletal hands,
Xazax traced the mark in the air. The general’s eyes widened slightly as the demon’s
gaunt finger left afiery, orangetrail behind, highlighting the symbol.

“Why don’t you just do it?”

“It must be done by he who will command. Would you prefer it to be this humble one,
warlord?”

Seeing Xazax’s point, Malevolyn bent down and drew the mark as it had appeared in the
air. To hissurprise, as he completed it, strange words suddenly burst from hislips.

“Do not hesitate!” urged the mantis eagerly. “The words were known to him; they will
be known to you!”

Hiswords . . .Bartuc’swords. Augustus Malevolyn let them flow, savoring the power he
felt from their use.

“Hold the dagger over the center.” When the general had done that, the demon added,
“Now . . . speak the name of my infernal lord! Speak the name ofBelial!”

Belial? “Who is Belial? | know of Baal and Mephisto and Diablo, but not of this Belial.

ABC Anber LIT Converter
http://ww. processtext.confabclit. htm



ABC Anber LIT Converter
http://ww. processtext.com abclit. htm

Do you mean Baa—"

“Speak not that name again!”’Xazax nervously chittered. The mantis twisted his horrific
head left and right asif he feared discovery by someone. Evidently finding nothing upon
which to base that fear, the demon finally responded in calmer tones, “There is no master
in Hell saveBelial. It is he who offers you this wondrous gift! Recall this always!”

More familiar with the magic arts than the mantis might think him, Malevolyn knew that
Hell had once been described as being ruled by the Three Prime Evils. Y et, he aso knew
of legends which had told of the three brothers cast up onto the mortal plane, their rule
over Hell athing of the past. In fact . . . one of the more obscure legends mentioned Lut
Gholein as the possible location of Baal’stomb, although even the general doubted the
veracity of such afantastic tale. Who would build a city on top of a demon lord’s tomb?

“As you say, Xazax. Belial, it is. | simply wanted to get the name correct.”

“Begin again!” the monstrous insect snapped.

Once more the words spilled from Malevolyn’stongue. Once more he held the vampiric
dagger high above the center of the symbol—Belial’s symbol, the general now realized.
At the end of the incantation, the eager commander called out the demon lord’s name . . .

“Plunge the dagger into the center—exactly!”

General Maevolyn drove the twin-tipped blade deep into the sand, catching the center of
the image perfectly.

Nothing happened. He looked up at the looming horror.
“Step back,” Xazax suggested.

And as the would-be conqueror did, a grim, black haze arose around the dagger. While
the two watched, the haze rapidly grew, first expanding above the weapon, then finally
spreading toward the tent flap. Asit drifted outside with what seemed definite purpose to
Malevolyn’s trained eye, the foreboding haze took on the shape of what looked to be a
huge, clawed hand.

“It will not be long now, warlord.”

Unconcerned, Malevolyn sought out a goblet of his finest wine. For this night, he chose
anew bottle, one that had been packed carefully for countless journeys over desperate
landscapes. The general opened it, sniffed the contents, and, with much approval, poured
himself afull cup.

At that point, the first of the screams began.
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Augustus Malevolyn’s hand shook at the sound, but not because of any fear or regret. It
was just that he had never heard such a soul-tearing cry, not even from those he had
tortured, and the suddenness of it had ssimply startled the hardened veteran. When the
second, the third, and fourth arose, Maevolyn found them not at all disconcerting. He
even raised his goblet toward the halfburied dagger and Xazax’s unseen lord.

And as he did, the shrieks outside became a chorus of the damned, scores of men crying
out at the same time, pleading for some escape. From all around the camp the agonized
screams assaulted the general, but he took each in stride. The men—hismen—had each
sworn more than one oath that they would serve him in al thingsin al ways. Tonight, he
had taken that oath to heart, accepting their sacrifices—quite literally—for the better of
his quest.

He turned toward the tent flap again. Mistaking the human’s reaction, the mantis warned,
“It is too late to save them. The pact has been accepted by this one’s infernal lord.”

“Save them? | merely wished to toast them for what they have given in order to garner
me my destiny!”

“Aaah . ..” responded the demon, clearly seeing the true General Malevolyn for the first
time. “This one is mistaken . . .”

And on went the screams. A few sounded quite distant, asif some of the men had tried to
flee, but they could not flee from something eating away at them from within their very
souls. Some, obviously very loyal, called out to their commander, pleading for help.
Malevolyn poured himself another goblet, then sat down to wait for the finish.

Gradually, the last of the screams died down, leaving only the nervous whinnying of the
horses, who could not understand what had happened. That, too, though, ceased as the
heavy silence of the camp affected them as well.

The sudden clank of metal against metal made him look at the demon again, but Xazax
said nothing. Outside, the clanking increased, growing both in intensity and nearness.
Genera Malevolyn finished the last of his wine and stood up.

The noise outside abruptly stopped.
“They await you . . . warlord.”

Adjusting his armor, especialy his helmet, General Augustus Malevolyn stepped
outside.

They did indeed wait for him, their ranks perfect. Several held torches, so he could see
their faces, the faces he had come to know so well over their years of service to him.
They all stood there, Zako, Lyconius, and the rest of the officers, each with their men
behind them.
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As he stepped into their sight, a cry of salute rose up among the throng, a cry monstrous,
bruta, initstone. It made Malevolyn smile, just as a somewhat closer glance at the
foremost visages further enthused the commander. No matter how dark or light their
skins had been before,they now had a pale, pasty ook to them. Asfor their mouths, their
battle cry had revea ed teeth now fanged and tongues long and forked. The eyes—

The eyes were completely red—blood red—and burned with such evil desire that they
could be seen even without the aid of atorch. They were not human eyes, but rather eyes
that, at least in malignance, more resembled those of the mantis.

Garbed in the very husks of hisloyal soldiers, these horrific warriors would be his new
legion, his path to glory.

Xazax joined him outside the tent, the hellish mantis no longer needing to be concerned
about secrecy. After al, here he stood among his own.

“All hail Malevolyn of Westmarch!” Xazax called out. “All hail, theWarlord of Blood!”

And once again, the demonic horde cheered Augustus Malevolyn.

So far from the encampment, Galeona heard nothing, but the witch did sense the striking
of the sinister spell. Long associated with the darker aspects of her art, she knew that such
incredible emanations of hellish sorcery could only mean that her fears had come to
fruition. She had been right to depart when she had or el se the enchantress would have
certainly joined the fates of Augustus’s unsuspecting warriors.

Xazax had underestimated her for the last time. The mantis would have used othersto
deal with her in order to break the blood pact that they had made some years back. He
had chosen the general for his new ally, the demon having always hinted that a new
warlord would be of more interest than simply gaining empty armor. Galeona should
have realized months ago that he had never intended to continue with their own alliance
any longer than necessary.

Y et, what had made him so suddenly choose Augustus over her? Could it really have
been fear? Ever since that night when the monstrous insect had nearly done the
unthinkable—slain her outright despite the repercussions of directly breaking their pact—
the witch had tried to think of what could so disturb a creature of Hell. What fear had sent
him scurrying straight to Malevolyn?

In the end, it did not matter. Both Xazax and Augustus could have one another for all she
cared. After what she had discovered during her brief spellwork earlier, Galeona had
decided that she, in turn, needed neither of the two treacherous creatures. Why settle for
always looking over her shoulder when she could be the one who truly commanded?
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The sorceress glanced down at her hand as she rode, not the first time she had done so.
In her left palm, Galeona held a small crystal which through spells she had tied to her
intended destination. So long as the crystal glowed, the enchantress knew that she
remained on the right track.

So long asit glowed, she knew that she could find the fool she intended to make her
PUppet.

In betraying her, Xazax had made one terrible error in judgment. For some reason that
she could not yet fathom, the demon could not by himself detect the ancient warlord’s
armor. He needed human assistance, which had been one of the foremost reasons the two
of them had first joined together. That had been why, when he had believed that he knew
where the prize lay, the cursed mantis had abandoned her for General Maevolyn. It
should not have been at all surprising to her since Galeona had considered doing much
the same, but for Xazax, the error would prove a costly one.

The demon no doubt believed that the armor could be found now in nearby Lut Gholein,
the location they hadlast determined it would head toward. Even she had assumed that
much until her last spell. Where else could it be but within the coastal kingdom? A lone
traveler either needed to find a caravan there willing to take him on or wait instead for a
ship heading on from Lut Gholein to one of the more western lands. Either way, Norrec
should have still been within the city walls.

But he was not. At some point, he had left, choosing to forego sanity and apparently ride
out into the desert at a pace that surely had killed his mount. When Galeona had
discovered his new location, it had stunned her; the veteran fighter practically stood
under Augustus’s very nose. If the general had agreed to letting her cast a search spell
when she had originaly offered, the armor might very well even now be his. He could
have already been approaching Lut Gholein clad in the crimson garb of Bartuc, hisloyal
witch at hisside.

Instead, Galeona now hoped to convince this other fool thatheshould useit . . . under her
masterful guidance, of course. He looked to be a manageable sort of oaf, one she should
readily be able to wrap around her finger. He also had a not unreasonable countenance,
one in some ways the witch preferred to her former lover. That would make the task of
maintaining control of her new puppet not so great a chore.

Of course, if Galeona found some better method by which to harness the astonishing
power of the enchantments, it would also not bother her much if she had to do away with
this Norrec. There were always other men, other fools.

On and on she rode, her only concern that Xazax might choose to interrupt his activities
with Augustus to pursue his former partner. Of course, that would go against their pact,
too, which would endanger the demon as well as her. More likely the hellish mantis
would forget her for now, satisfied that he had his grand prize. Later he wouldno doubt
find the means by which to sever their ties—not to mention her head and limbs.
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He would be too late, though. Once she had her pawn ensnared, Galeonawould seeto it
that Xazax, not she, would soon lay scattered over the landscape. Perhaps she would even
have Norrec bring the insect’s head to her, a pretty trophy with which to begin to rebuild
the collection that the sorceress had been forced to |eave abandoned tonight.

She peered around, looking for some sign of her prey. In order to lessen the risk of riding
around nearly blind because of the darkness, the witch had cast a spell enhancing both the
visions of her horse and herself. It enabled the animal to pick a path that would avoid
accidents and predators while giving Galeona the ability to better hunt for the soldier.

There! Reining her mount to a halt, the sorceress stared at the distant, shadowed form of a
rocky hill. The crystal indicated that her path continued directly that way. Galeonarose in
the saddle for amoment, searching for any other likely spot and finding none. As a
seasoned warrior, the fool certainly had enough sense to ook for reasonable shelter and
the small hill before her |ooked to be the only such choice for many miles around. He had
to be there.

Eager now, Galeona urged the horse on. Asthey neared, she thought she saw afigure
just to the left of the hill. Yes. . . most definitely a man seated under an outcropping, his
knees drawn up to his chest, his arms resting atop the knees.

He jumped up as the witch approached, for one clad in heavy armor his agility and speed
surprising her. Galeona could see him peering back, trying to make her out in the
darkness and so far failing. No, not an unpleasant face at all, the guileful sorceress
thought. Better than she had recalled from their encounter on the ship. If hewould just
prove himself to be reasonable, to listen to her, then they would have no troubles with
one another and she would not have to so soon begin the search for his eventual
replacement.

“Who is it?” Norrec called. “Who are you?”

She dismounted a short distance from him. “Only a fellow wanderer . . . no one who
means you harm.” Now Galeona simply used the crystal to illuminate the area, let him
see the good fortune that had just stepped into his miserable little life. “Someone looking
for some warmth . . .”

The witch manipulated the gleaming stone, letting its light cross both her face and torso.
She saw his interest immediately. So much the better. He looked to be one readily led
around by the nose in return for afew readily given pleasures. The perfect dupe.

His expression suddenly changed and not for the better. “I know you, don’t 1?”” He
approached, towering over her. “I need to see your face again.”

“Of course.” Galeona held the crystal nearer to her features.
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“Not enough light,” Norrec muttered. “I need more.”

He held up his left hand—and in the palm of the gauntlet there suddenly formed atiny
fireball that outshone the crystal a hundredfold.

Galeona could not stifle a gasp. She had expected an uninitiated fool, afighter with no
grasp of sorcery. Instead, he had summoned flame without so much as an effort,
something still beyond many well-schooled apprentices.

“That’s better . . . Idoknow you . . . your face, anyway! On theHawksfire!”’He nodded in
immense satisfaction. “I dreamed of you there!”

Recovering, Galeona quickly replied, “And | dreamed of you, too, that time! Dreamed of
awarrior, achampion, who could protect me from the evils pursuing me.”

As she hoped, her words and tone had an immediate effect on the man. Hislook of
distrust did not completely fade, but now she saw also sympathy—and pride that she
looked at him as her savior. The witch pressed nearer to Norrec, staring adoringly into his
eyes with her own, halflidded ones. She surely had him enticed by this point.

“You’re in danger?” A protective look crossed his face. He peered beyond Galeona, as if
already expecting to see the villains who chased after her.

“They don’t know | escaped them just yet. I . . . | dreamed of you again last night, knew
that you had to be near, waiting for me.” Putting a hand on his breastplate, Galeona
leaned forward, but inches between her full lips and his own.

He did not rise to the tempting bait, instead considering some other matter. “You’re a
sorceress,” Norrec finally responded. “What’s your name?”

“Galeona.. . . and | know from my dreams that my knight is called Norrec.”

“Yes . ..” The fighter smiled at the title she had given him. “Are you a powerful
sorceress?”

The witch let her hand trace the seams on the armor. “l have some talent in that . . . and
other fields as well.”

“I could use a sorceress,” he muttered almost to himself. “I wanted one to help me deal
with this armor . . . but that’s not so important any more. I’ve had time to think, time to
put matters in their proper order. There’s things I need to do before I go on any further.”

Galeona only half-paid attention, already planning ahead. Norrec definitely did not
sound as simple aman as the enchantress had first imagined, but he had at |east taken her
story to heart and accepted her as a companion, if nothing else. As she learned more
about him, Galeona would strengthen that tie. He had already revealed some weakness to
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her charms; the rest of what she desired the witch would gain soon enough.

Of course, if she could help Norrec with whatever concerned him, show her puppet of
what valuabl e assistance she could be, that would shorten her own task. While Galeona
did not understand his statement concerning the armor itself, these other matters he had
mentioned— whatever they might be—she could surely aid him in accomplishing.

“Of course, I’ll help you in any way | can, my knight! I ask only in return that you
protect me from those who would do me harm.” She turned her gaze briefly to the desert.
“They’re powerful and have dark arts at their command.”

Galeona had wanted to test his reserve, to see the extent he felt sure of the power he
apparently wielded. Y et, even to her surprise, Norrec shrugged, then amost casually
answered, “Warriors, magic, demons . . . I’ve no fear of any of them. Those under my
protection will come to no harm.”

“You’ve my gratitude,” she whispered, leaning up and kissing him hard.

He pulled her away, not out of any disgust, but because he seemed not to have any
interest at the moment in what she had offered him. Instead, Norrec appeared once more
lost in his other concerns.

“I’ve thought about it,” the fighter finally told the witch. “Thought about why I ended up
here of all places. It has to be somewhere near. It tries to keep hidden and from me it can
doit...” He looked down at her again, something in his eyes suddenly unnerving
Galeona a little. “Butyoumight be able to find it! Y ou found me, after al! You can
probably succeed where Drognan failed.”

“I’ll do what I can,” the dark-skinned enchantress returned, curious as to what so
demanded the man’s attention. Something of value to her, too, perhaps? “What are we
looking for?”

His expression indicated that he found it surprising that she did not already know.
“Horazon’s tomb, of course!” Something in his face changed as he spoke, something that
made Galeonalook at him again—and this time see aface that she did not entirely
recognize. “Mybrother’stomb.”

Sixteen

An entire world existed beneath Lut Gholein.

No, corrected Kara, not aworld, but something that seemed at least aslarge as, if
notlargerthan, the regal kingdom far above her. The curious and unsettling figure she had
identified as an impossibly old Horazon had led her down one confusing corridor to the
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next and to the next and so on until the necromancer had actually gotten dizzy trying to
keep track of her path. She had climbed up and down stairs, walked through door after
door, and passed room after room until at last Horazon had brought her to this single
chamber, this well-lit and wellfurnished bedroom, and told her to sleep.

Karadid not even remember lying down, but now she found herself atop the soft bed,
staring up at the intricatel y-sewn canopy there. She had imagined her quarters aboard
theKing’s Shieldto be the finest she would ever use, but these set even those to shame.
Curiously, the elegant furnishings, while clearly of another time, another place, looked as
if they had been made only yesterday. The great wooden bed appeared perfectly polished,
the sheets crisp and clean, and the marble floor beneath spotless. The same went for the
nightstand next to the bed and the chair in the far corner. On the walls had been hung
richly-woven tapestries of decidedly Vizjere tastes, fantastic creatures and images of
astonishing spellwork, all crafted by an expert artisan. If not for the fact that she was
presently a prisoner in thelair of a possibly dangerous madman, the enchantress would
have felt quite comfortable indeed.

She dared not stay here. While legend had always spoken of Horazon as the brother
considered the lesser of two evils, he nonetheless not only remained an ambitious
Vizjerel who had once, too, commanded demons to serve him, but who also clearly had
lost his sanity over the centuries. Karawondered how he had even survived for so long.
The only records of such extensive life-extending spells had always included the
summoning of unearthly powers to help cast them. If Horazon had turned again to
demons for his needs—despite his constant mutterings to the contrary—then that would
not only explain his present condition but also gave Kara even more reason to find her
way out before he returned.

Still clothed, the anxious dark mage slipped out of the bed, heading immediately to the
door. It did no good to try to seeif Horazon had cast any spells upon it, for his entire
sanctum emanated magic to such a staggering degree that she wondered why every
spellcaster for hundreds of miles around could not have sensed its presence. Then again,
perhaps that same magic explained why they did not. If even a portion of that might had
been directed toward hiding Horazon’s domain, then the greatest mages in all the world
could have stood at its very doorstep and still not noticed the wonder at their feet.

Deciding to take the risk, the necromancer tugged at the handle, only to find the door
unmoving. Shetried again, with equally dismal results.

It hardly surprised her that she had been locked in, but the truth nevertheless frustrated
Karaimmensely. The necromancer had been trapped time and time again since beginning
this chase and now she wondered whether or not she would be able to escape this prison.
Unwilling to give up, Karatouched the handle and muttered a spell of opening. It was a
minor incantation, one that actually haditsrootsin Vizjerel elementa sorcery, but the
followers of Rathma had found it one of the few useful creations of the rival calling. That
it amost certainly would fail did not escape her, but Kara could think of no other way out
of the room that would not require a spell likely to bring the ceiling down on her as well.
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The handl etur ned.

Startled by her unlikely success, the necromancer nearly flung open the door. Instead,
taking a deep breath, Kara cautiously opened it a crack, then surveyed the outer hallway.
Seeing no sign of danger, the dark mage quietly stepped out. She peered both directions,
trying to recall by which she had earlier come. After a brief mental debate, Karaturned to
the right and ran.

The corridor ended at a stairway that led up, a hopeful sign. Kara pushed herself up the
steps, certain that if she kept going the direction she did, the desperate spell caster would
eventually find her way out.

The stairway stopped two flights later, opening up into a much wider corridor. Making
certain that Horazon did not seem about, the necromancer crept down the larger hall.
Although the room in which she had slept had been well-decorated, the halls themselves
seemed positively austere, with only the occasional door breaking the monotony. The one
consistently odd element of her surroundings proved to be the yellow light, whose source
never proved evident. It came from everywhere at the same time. There were no torches
nor anywhere even to put them.

As she hurried along, Kara occasionally felt tempted to try one of the doors, but knew
that it behooved her more to find the way out as soon as she could. Any lingering might
give Horazon time to discover that she had gone missing. While the necromancer dearly
wanted to know more about the mad mage and his sanctum, she desired to do so on her
own terms, not his.

Just ahead, the corridor took a hard right turn. Kara stepped up her pace, hoping that the
change in direction meant that she had found a passage to the outside. The frustrated
enchantress cut around the corner as quickly as she could, praying that somewhere at the
end would be another stairway or, better yet, the true exit.

Instead, she found herself facing a blankwall.

The hallway simply ended just afew yards after it had begun. Putting both handsto it,
the necromancer checked the wall for illusions, magic, even afalse front. Unfortunately,
for al practical purposes, the barrier before her seemed as solid as it looked even though
she could find no good reason at all for its existence.

Stepping back, Kara studied the only other direction. To return to the stairway made no
sense, but that left to her only the doors. Surely they did not represent a path out of
Horazon’s domain.

She went to the first, cautiously opening it. With her luck asit had been so far, Kara
feared that her choice would turn out to be the ancient Vizjerei’s very own chambers.

ABC Anber LIT Converter
http://ww. processtext.confabclit. htm



ABC Anber LIT Converter
http://ww. processtext.com abclit. htm

Behind the door stood along, curving passage.

“Is that the trick, then?” she whispered to herself. Did the true way out depend on
opening the doors and not following the regular corridors? Trust her demented host to
design his underground lair in such an improbable manner!

Eagerly Kara Nightshadow hurried down the hidden corridor, not even bothering to shut
the door behind her. Somewhere at the end, she would find escape. Somewhere she
would find the way back to the old building or some other secret entrance into Lut
Gholein.

Instead, the necromancer found yetanotherdoor.

She had no choice but to open it. There had been no other passage, no other entrance.
However, at |east this time Kara opened the door with some hope of success.She had
journeyed for some distance. Horazon’s mazelike sanctum had to come to an end here
and now.

Another hallway greeted her.

That it resembled the wide one Kara had long left behind did not bother her. Of course,
the design would be similar. After all, the same man had created it all.

Then she saw the open door just a short distance to her | ft.

With great trepidation, the weary necromancer walked over to it. She peeked inside,
hoping her guess to be wrong.

The same curved corridor Kara had just traversed greeted the weary woman.

“Trag’Oul, guide me out of the madness!” What point had there been to a corridor that
returned to the same hall? Kara blinked as another realization hit her. This door and the
one she had returned by had been located onoppositesides of the hall. How could she
possibly have looped around like that? The corridor would have had to cut through the
hallway, a complete impossibility!

Without hesitation Kara headed for the lone door left to her. If it did not |lead somewhere
other than this hallway, then Horazon’s bizarre realm had finally defeated her.

To the necromancer’s relief, though, the doorway opened into a vast chamber in which
two sets of wide, bannistered staircases flanked a pair of high bronze doors decorated
with intricate dragon motifs. A well-preserved marble floor covered the entire expanse of
the room and more tapestries covered the stone walls.

Kara stepped into the massive room, debating whether to choose the doors or one of the
staircases. The doors looked most tantalizing, being directly across from her, but the
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stairs, too, enticed the necromancer, either one possibly leading to an exit above ground.
A dlight sound above her head made Karalook up— then gasp at what she saw.

Far, far up, Horazon sat in a chair, the white-haired sorcerer mumbling to himself while
he ate at along dining table. The noise Kara had heard had been the madman laying his
knife on what looked to be an elaborate gold plate filled with rich meat. Even though so
far below, Kara could still smell its succulent flavor. As she watched, Horazon reached
for agoblet of wine, the elderly Vizjerei taking along sip without spilling so much as a
drop. That feat especially amazed her, not because she had not thought the insane mage
capable of simple table manners—but because he did so while he satupside downon the
ceiling.

In fact, the entire tableau was upside down and yet nothing fell toward Kara. The chair,
the table, the plates full of fresh food, even Horazon’s lengthy beard—all defied basic
nature. Gazing around the ceiling in astonishment, the dark mage even saw doors and
other staircases that would have suited the mage well in his present position. If not for
Horazon and his elaborate meal, it would have been as if she stared at amirror image
above her,

Still drinking, Horazon cocked his head up—or ratherdown—and at last caught sight of
the startled young woman.

“Come! Come!” he called to her. “You’re late! | don’t like people late!”

Fearful that he might use his considerable power to drag her up to the ceiling, perhaps
forever eliminating her hopes for escape, Kara rushed across the great hall, heading to the
bronze doors. They had to lead somewhere out of his reach! They had to!

With one last look up at her captor, Kara flung open the nearest of the doors and darted
through. If she could just keep ahead of him—

“Aaah! Good! Good! Sit there! Sit there!”

Horazon watched her from the other end of along, el eganttable identical to the one at
which she had just seen him sitting, only thistime it stood not on the ceiling, but rather in
the center of the room she had just now entered. The exact same meal, even down to the
wine, lay spread before him. Beyond the mage, doorways and staircases just like the
necromancer had seen atop the other chamber now served as backdrop to Horazon and
his meal.

Unableto prevent herself from doing so, Karalooked up at the ceiling.

Staircases and doorways, al upside down, greeted her gaze.

One of the latter, a bronze giant, stood open—as if someone had flung it aside in haste.
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“Rathma, protect me . . .” Kara murmured.

“Sit, girl, sit!’” commanded Horazon, totally oblivious to her dismay. “Time to eat! Time
to eat!”

And with nothing more she could do to save herself, the necromancer obeyed.

A storm covered the desert, a vast ocean of black, churning clouds that spread all the
way from the east to as far west as Augustus Malevolyn could see. Dawn had risen, but it
might as well have been just after sunset, so dark had the day begun. Some might have
taken such athreatening sky for abad omen, but the general saw it instead as a sign that
his time had come, that his day of destiny was at hand. Lut Gholein lay just ahead and in
it he knew cringed the fool who wore the glorious armor—nhisglorious armor.

Xazax had assured him of the last. Where else would the stranger have gone? The winds
blew strong, ensuring that no ship would be heading out to seathis day. Hehadto still be
in the city.

The general studied Lut Gholein from atop a massive dune. Behind him and entirely
invisible to the eyes of theenemy, Malevolyn’s demonic host patiently awaited his word.
Because of the particular spell utilized, the sinister creatures still wore the shells of his
men, although eventually they would be able to discard those. They had needed them to
make the passage from Hell to the mortal plane and would yet require them for some time
to come. That need, though, did not bother Maevolyn. For the moment, it served better
that the enemy thought thistiny army simply mortal. It would make the commandersin
Lut Gholein overconfident, arrogant. They would commit themselves to tactics which
would expend their might early for a quick victory—>but in doing so they would merely
be setting themselves up for a slaughter that Malevolyn aready much savored.

Xazax joined the human, the mantis finally creeping into sight after being gone far too
long. Something about that struck the general as curious. Of al the demons now with
him, Xazax clearly had to be the most dominating, yet the insidious insect moved about
asif fearful that, even on such adark day, someone might see him.

“Why do you lurk about? What are you afraid of?”” Malevolyn asked, growing a bit
suspicious. “Are you expecting something I should know about?”

“This one is afraid of nothing!”” the mantis snapped, his mandibles working furiously.
“Nothing!” However, in a slightly lower voice, he added, “This one is merely . . .
cautious . . .”

“You act as if you fear something.”

“No...nothing...”
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General Malevolyn again recalled both Xazax’s reaction to the nameBaal and the fact
that Lut Gholein had been said to house underneath it the demon lord’s tomb. Could there
then be some fact after al to that outlandish tale?

Deciding he could investigate the demon’s anxieties later, General Malevolyn turned his
gaze back to LutGholein. The city lay unsuspecting. Even now, a contingent of the
sultan’s forces rode out of the gate on early morning patrol, the riders’ attitudes plain to
see even from this distance. They did their rounds with the notion that no one would have
the audacity to attack, especially by way of the desert. Lut Gholein more feared attacks
by sea and on aday as fierce as this one looked to be, the odds of that appeared
infinitessimal.

“We will let the patrol come as near as possible,” he informed the mantis. “Then we
shall take them. | want to see how your warriors act before we seek the city itself.”

“Not this one’s warriors,” corrected Xazax.“Yours...”

The riders swept out, crisscrossing the land beyond the walls. Maevolyn watched and
waited, knowing that their course would soon enough take the patrol to where he wanted
them to be.

“Prepare the archers.”

A rank of figures stepped forward, inhuman eyes eager. Although they wore but the
husks of Malevolyn’s men, the demons somehow retained the knowledge and skills of
their victims. The faces Augustus Malevolyn glanced at had been the faces of his best
archers. Now the demons would prove whether or not they could do as well—or,
preferably, better.

“On my mark,” he commanded.
They readied their bows. Xazax spoke a single word— and the tips of the arrows blazed.

The turbaned riders drew nearer. Malevolyn shifted his mount, the better to be seen by
them.

One of the defenders noted him and called out to the others. The patrol, an estimated
forty and more in strength, turned toward the outsider.

“Be ready.” He urged his horse a few steps in the direction of the other riders, as if he
intended to meet them. They, in turn, rode at a pace that suggested that they were wary,
but not very much so.

And at last, the soldiers from Lut Gholein came near enough for General Malevolyn’s
tastes.
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“Now!”

Even the howling wind could not overwhelm the terrible shrieks of the feathered shafts
in flight. Arain of death undaunted by the gale fell upon the enemy.

Thefirst of the arrows landed, some missing, some striking well. Maevolyn saw a bolt
hit one of the lead riders dead on, the shaft burning through his breastplate as if the latter
did not exist, then burying itself deep in the man’s chest. Even more shocking, that rider
suddenly burst intoflames, his terrible wound the point of origin. The corpse fell off the
frightened horse, colliding with another mount who then shied, throwing his own rider to
the ground.

Another shaft caught aguard in the leg, but what seemed a bad wound at best became a
new terror asthat, too, erupted in fire. Screaming, the soldier frantically slapped at alimb
entirely engulfed by quickly spreading flames. His animal, too, shied, sending the
unfortunate man to the ground. Even there, the flames would not cease, already spreading
up and around the victim’s waist.

Of the forty or so ridersin the patrol, at least athird lay either dead or near to it, al the
bodies afire. Severa horses, also lay stricken. The rest of the soldiers fought for control
of their panicked steeds.

A smile on hisface, Augustus Maevolyn turned back to his deadly horde. “Second and
third ranks . . . advance and attack!”

A war cry that would have chilled most men but only served to thrill the genera erupted
from the throats of those summoned. The demonic warriors poured over the dune. As
with Malevolyn’s late soldiers, they kept their ranks tight and orderly, yet still he could
see the savagery in their movements, the inhuman lust in their continualshouts. In
numbers, they more than surpassed those of the riders, but not enough that, under normal
circumstances, the patrol could not readily fight their way to freedom.

One of the officers spotted the marauding band and called out awarning. Immediately
the survivors of the patrol turned toward Lut Gholein. However, Malevolyn had no
intention of letting them go. Glancing at the archers, he ordered another volley.

This time the shafts flew far over his adversaries, just as intended. Moments | ater, the
sand in front of the retreating patrol exploded with fire as the arrows struck the ground.
For afew precious seconds, awall of flame cut off al hope of escape.

Those few precious seconds were al the demons needed to reach their foes.
They swarmed around the riders, swords and spears up. Several riders and horses fell

quickly, pin-cushioned. The defenders fought back, thrusting at their assailants. One
managed to strike what should have been a mortal blow, only to have Malevolyn’s
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unholy warrior completely ignore the blade in his side while he pulled the stunned soldier
off his mount.

An officer from the patrol attempted to organize better resistance. Two of the demons
dragged him down. Abandoning their weapons, they tore his armor from his body, then
tore into the flesh underneath.

“They are . . . enthusiastic . . .” Xazax remarked with some amusement.
“Just so long as they recall what | said this morning.”
“They will do so.”

One of the few remaining defenders made a mad break for Lut Gholein. A demon
grabbed at hisleg and would have brought him down, but another suddenly tore his
comrade’s clawing fingers from the hapless rider, enabling the human to make good his
escape.

“You see? This one promised you that they would obey your orders, warlord . . .”

“Then, as soon as the rest have been dealt with, we’ll move forward. You’ll remain
behind, | trust?”

“For now, warlord . . .” Xazax had suggested that, without a true human form, he would
be too obvious a sight for thisfirst struggle. In daylight, the demon could not apparently
create sufficiently the illusion of aman, as he had done that night. In fact, had General
Malevolyn inspected the shadowed face better during that encounter, he would have seen
that no true features had actually existed—just hints of them.

The mantis’s explanation for his hesitation had a few holes in it that the general would
discuss with him further, but he knew that such a conversation could wait. The armor
called to Maevolyn; all he had to do was take the city to get it.

Below, the slaughter of the patrol took but a few short minutes more, the defenders’
ranks dwindling with each passing second. More and more the true nature of Malevolyn’s
force became evident as the demons fell upon the soldiers, drenching the sand with blood.

By thistime, the lone survivor had reached the gates of Lut Gholein. Horns blared
behind the walls, warning being given to all that the kingdom had been attacked.

“All right! Let’s let them see us!” He raised his hand high in the air—and in it formed
the fiery, ebony sword that he had used on the scarab demons. “Advance!”

The clouds rumbled and lightning flashed as General Malevolyn’s army came out of
hiding. Below, the first and second rank formed up, their lines alittle more ragged than
before. The feast of bloodletting had stirred up the demons there, making them forget
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some of the human traits they had stolen. Still, so long as they obeyed his commands to
the letter, the general could forgive the dlight error.

The howling wind whipped Malevolyn’s cloak around. He adjusted his helmet, bent his
head dlightly down to avoid the sand blown into the air. As of yet, the sky had not given
any indication of rain, but even that would not stop him now.

Panic must be spreading among the common folk within. The soldiers, however, would,
at this moment, be studying his advancing force and determining that, despite the
wholesale slaughter of the patrol, this new foe lacked the numbersto be atrue threat to
them. They would make one of two choices; either defend the walls only—or send out a
much larger force seeking retribution for the horrific deaths of which the one surviving
guard would speak.

Understanding human emotions, Augustus Malevolyn predicted that they would choose
the latter.

“All ranks into line formation!”

The hellish horde spread out, gradually creating two larger, imposing rows. To the
commanders in Lut Gholein, it would be clear that the invaders sought to make their
force look more impressive. Y et, those same commanders would also think how foolish
the newcomers had to be to try such an apparent trick.

Lut Gholein would also wait to seeif a second force followed after the first. They would
judge the possibility of that by how near to the walls Maevolyn dared lead his troops.
The commanders would then decide whether the risk was worth it to crush the first wave,
then retreat back inside before any aid might arrive.

The demons began to lose some of the order in their ranks, but for the most part they
held as they should. Their new warlord had promised them much blood, much mayhem,
and that alone kept them in control. They had but one order to obey once the walls of the
city had been breached; the man clad in the crimson armor had to be brought to
Maevolyn immediately.

All othersthey could deal with asthey desired.

As he and his force reached the point midway between the mangled bodies of the
unfortunate patrol and the very gates of the fabled realm, along row of turbaned figures
with bows suddenly arose at the battlements. In quick fashion, they loosed a storm of
arrows, all arced perfectly to wipe out thefirst line of attackers—including the general
himself.

However, as each shaft neared Malevolyn, abrief flash of light erupted around every
singleone. . . obliterating them before they could touch even his horse. More than a
score of arrows vanished in such away, the archers evidently determined to slay the
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enemy’s leader quickly if they could.

Y et, around him, hiswarriors fell one after another, shafts sticking out of throats, in
sides, even in heads. One by one, the rain of arrows whittled down the first row and even
many in the second, leaving the would-be warlord with visible losses of nearlyhalfhis
followers.

Lightning played above Lut Gholein as if marking the next phase of the defenders’
intended vengeance. The gates opened, avast legion of hardened, bitter fighters on both
horseback and foot charging in perfect order toward what remained of the murderous
invaders. The turbaned warriors spread out, creating a series of rows not only longer than
Malevolyn’s but also several times thicker. As he had surmised, defending from the
battlements had not been satisfying to his adversaries. They would make him and his pay
for the butchered riders at the same time garnering some glory for themselves.

“Fools,” he muttered, trying hard to hold back a smile. “Impetuous fools!”

General Malevolyn made no move to retreat. In normal combat conditions that would
have proven even more costly than his suicidal advance. At least his men could die
knowing that they took more of the enemy withthem—or so Lut Gholein’s commanders
must also be thinking.

And as the opposing sides converged, he signaled to one of the few surviving warriors
next to him, the one to which had been given the battle horn.

The hellish soldier raised the horn to his lips and blew, sending out a mournful cry
throughout the field of combat.

From the sand arose the supposed dead, General Augustus Malevolyn’s demons
charging forward regardless of the wounds the arrows had inflicted. Armored figures
with shafts sticking out of their throats or their eyes moved to meet the stunned
defenders, some of whom let out horrified cries and tried to back away only to collide
with those advancing behind them. The turbaned lines slowed, faltered, as the horrific
sight registered with each man in front.

In a voice that smothered the thunder, Malevolyn roared, “Slay them! Slay them all!”
The demons roared and fell upon their more numerous but merely mortal foes.

They tore into the humans, with their hellish strength completely severing limbs and
even heads from those nearest. The foremost of Lut Gholein’s defenders perished
horribly, several split open completely by swords, others ripped apart by hand while they
screamed. Swords and lances had little effect on the general’s troops, although
occasionally ademon would indeed fall. Y et, despite these one or two losses, the balance
of the battle clearly had begun to turn. The bodies of the defenders began to pile up as
those in back, still somewhat ignorant of the terrible truth, forced their comrades into the
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unyielding maw of death.

A horn within the walls sounded and suddenly a new rain of arrows fell upon the
invaders. Unfortunately, the new volley had little hope of success and even contributed to
the continual slaughter of the defenders onthe ground, many of them now falling victim
to their own archers. Almost immediately after the first wave of shafts, the horn sounded
again, but by that point scores more had perished.

Out among the demons, Malevolyn fought as possessed as the rest of hisinfernal legion.
The ebony blade cut a bloody swathe through his foes, neither armor nor bone slowing it
in any fashion. Soon, even his monstrous horde gave him room, the general’s viciousness
approaching their limits. Malevolyn’s black armor had been stained from head to foot in
crimson, but, if anything, it spurred him on to harsher, more brutal acts.

The ground around him abruptly exploded. His horse fell hard, dying instantly. More
fortunate, General Malevolyn landed afew yards away. The explosion, which would
have killed any normal man, did little more than stun him for a few seconds.

Rising, he looked up at the wallsto see apair of robed figures, Vizjerei no doubt in the
service of the young sultan. Maevolyn had expected Lut Gholein to throw sorcery at
him, but had become so caught up in the massacre that he had forgotten.

A fury such as he had never experienced took hold of him. He recalled Viz-jun, recalled
how Horazon and the others had tricked him, led his hellish horde into atrap . . .

“Notthistime!” Augustus Malevolyn held up a fist, shouted words he had never known
before. Above him, the heavens appeared ready to explode.

A fierce wind struck the battlements, but only where the sorcerers stood. Those who
watched saw the pair pulled high into the air, where they helplessly flailed about, no
doubt trying to cast counterspells.

The warlord brought his fist down hard.
With wild shrieks the two Vizjerei plummeted to the ground asif shot from great bows.

When the sorcerers hit, even the demons backed away, so startled were they by the
terrible force with which the pair hit. Only Malevolyn watched with great satisfaction, his
first step toward avenginghisloss at Viz-jun now taken. That his memories had so
mingled with Bartuc’s that he could no longer tell them apart did not even occur to him
any more. There could be only one Warlord of Blood—and he stood nearly at the gates of
thistrembling city.

His quick eyes caught sight of one among the failing defenders, an officer of high rank.
A demon stood before the bearded warrior, the black-clad creature forcing the enemy
commander to his knees.
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Genera Malevolyn acted swiftly, summoning the magica sword and driving it through
the back of the stunned demon. The monstrous warrior shrieked and the body within the
black armor shriveled until nothing remained but athin, papery layer of dried flesh over
bone. A wisp of green smoke rose from the collapsing corpse, smoke that dissipated in
the wind.

Stepping over the pile of bones and metal, Maevolyn headed for the officer he had just
saved. The general had known that the demon would not have paused in time and the loss
of one of his minions meant little to him. After Lut Gholein, he would be able to summon
every beast in Hell.

The weakened officer tried to fight him, but with a gesture of his hand, Malevolyn sent
the man’s own weapon flying—into the throat of one of the other defenders.

He seized the hapless officer by the throat, dragging him up to a standing position. “Hear
me and you may live, fool!”

“You might as well slay me now—"

Tightening his grip, Malevolyn held on until the fighter nearly suffocated. At the last, he
loosened his fingers slightly, allowing the man to breathe again. “Yourlife—the life of
everyonein Lut Gholein, ismine! Only one thing will save you for the time being! One
thing!”

“W-what?” his prisoner gasped, now much more sensible.

“There is a stranger in the city! Aman dressed in armor the color of the blood that covers
both of us and that you might yet keep running through your veins! Bring him to me!
Bring him out through the gates and send him to me!”

He could see the commander calculating the advantages and disadvantages. “You’ll—
you’ll put an end to this battle?”

“I’ll put an end to it when I have what | want . . . and until | see him, Lut Gholein will
know no peace! Think well on this, for you can already see that your walls will be of
little good against me!”

It did not take the man long. “I—1 will do it!”

“Then go!” General Malevolyn contemptuously threw the officer back, waving away a
pair of demonic soldiers ready to strike the man down. To the enemy commander, he
added, “Call a retreat! Any who pass through the gates will not be slaughtered! Any who
fail to follow quick enough will serve as fine food for the carrion crows! Thisisal |
grant you—Dbe grateful you get this much!”
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The officer fled from him, stumbling in the direction of Lut Gholein. Malevolyn watched
him signal to someone up on thewalls. A few moments later, a pitiful wail went up from
one of the war hornsin the city.

An armored figure with eyes that matched the blood on Augustus Malevolyn’s armor
came up to him. The face had once belonged to Zako. “Let them go, warlord?”

“Of course not. Beat them to the ground, let none survive who do not make it to the
gates. Any who do, though, you do not touch and none of you are to enter the city!” He
glanced in the direction of the enemy commander,who had not bothered much to wait for
his men. “And make sure thathesurvives! He’ll have much to tell them.”

“Yes, warlord . . .” The Zako demon bowed once, then hesitated. “Not to enter the city?
We leave Lut Gholein alone?”

“l want the armor! We will harass them, even do what we can to damage their defenses,
but until I have the armor and the head of the one who dared keep it from me, the city
will not be touched!” General Malevolyn—WarlordMa evolyn—smiled grimly. “I
promised them an end to the battle, that Lut Gholein would not know peace until | had
the armor. Once | have it, | will give to them exactly what | promised. Afinalend to the
battle . . . and the peace of thegrave.”

Seventeen

“What’s that sound?” Norrec asked, looking up from the pattern he had drawn in the
sand.

Close to his side, Galeona shook her head. “I hear only thunder, my knight.”

He rose, listening again. “Sounds like battle . . . from the direction of the city.”

“Perhaps a celebration. Maybe it’s the sultan’s birthday.”

Norrec frowned to himself, suspicious of her continual denial of what he certainly
recognized. Although his memories and those of Bartuc had intermingled to the point
where it had become hard to tell one from the other, both sets of memories now aided
him in determining that he heard correctly. The clatter, the shouts. . . they all spoke of
violence, of bloodshed . . .

A part of him felt tempted to join in.

No. . . he had more important things to do. Horazon’s tomb, what the beguiling witch

evidently called the Arcane Sanctuary, had to lie somewhere near, perhaps even beneath
where he presently stood.
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He knelt down again, ignoring Galeona’s momentary look of relief. Something about the
pattern he had drawn—an upside-down triangle with circles around each corner and three
crescents beneath—did not look right. That the fighter should not have even known of
such spells no longer bothered him. Bartuc had known them; therefore, Norrec Vizharan
did.

“What’s missing?”

The witch hesitated. “One of two things. To search for a person, you would need a
pentagram in the middle of the triangle. To search for a place, you would need alarger
pentagram surrounding all the rest.”

She made perfect sense to him. Norrec grimaced at having forgotten something so
simple. He rewarded her with a smile. “Very good.”

Despite the fact that her magical skills augmented his own growing abilities and her
physical charms enticed his baser nature, not for a minute did the veteran soldier trust his
new companion. She told half-truths and hid much from him. He could sense her
ambition. The enchantress saw him as useful to her own ends, just as he saw the same
where she was concerned. So long as she aided his efforts, Norrec had no trouble
accepting her lies. However, if shetried to betray him later on, he had no compunction
about dealing with her as he would have any traitor.

Some part within him still did battle with what he had become. Even now, Norrec sensed
that such thoughts as he had just had about Galeona went against what the veteran had
believed in most of hislife. Yet, it seemed so easy to accept those thoughts now.

His mind shifted back to his task. He had to find Horazon’s tomb, athoughwhystill
remained a mystery to him. Perhaps when he did discover its whereabouts, then the
reason for the quest would finally become clear.

He drew the larger pentagram, choosing to try to find the sanctuary rather than the man.
Horazon would be little more than bones, making it somewhat more difficult to fix upon
him. The edifice itself represented alarger, more distinct target for the spell.

“Have you cast anything such as this before?”

Galeona gave him a proud look. “Of course, | have!” Her look faltered slightly. “But
I’ve never seen the Arcane Sanctuary nor do | have anything from it.”

“That’ll be no problem.” Norrec already had a plan in mind. He felt certain that he could
have both uttered the necessary incantation and focused on the location, but that would
have forced him to spread his thoughts and will too much, likely increasing his chance for
failure. The Arcane Sanctuary had already appeared to be a place quite unwilling to
reveal itself. Even after the armor had fought off Drognan, some other force had pushed
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Norrec away from his goal. As with Bartuc’s own tomb, Horazon’s resting place had
probably been built with much security in mind. The creators had obviously not wanted it
defiled or ransacked and had cast powerful protective measures such as those the soldier
had encountered in Drognan’s chamber.

But with Galeona casting the spell, Norrec could focus fully on their destination. Surely
that would work. If not . . .

He explained it to the witch, who nodded. “It can be done, I think. We must be of one
mind, though, or else our own thoughts might work against us.”

She reached out her hands. Norrec placed his own in hers. Galeona smiled at him, but
something about that smile repelled the veteran rather than attracted him. Again he saw
raw ambition in her eyes. The sorceress thought that by proving her usefulnessto her
companion, she could eventually control him. That, in turn, brought more dark thoughts
of his own, thoughts of what he would do to any who believed that they could do such.
There could be only one master—and that had to be Norrec.

“Picture it,” she muttered. “Picture where you wantustogo...”

In his mind, Norrec imagined the tomb as he had seen it the first time. He felt certain that
the initial vision had been the true one, that the force trying to keep him from the
sanctuary had afterward attempted to confuse hismemory. The robed skeletons, the stone
coffin with the symbol of the dragon over the crescent moon . . . these surely had to be
the true images of the tomb.

Holding tight, Galeona leaned back, her eyes closed and her face toward the sky. She
swayed as she muttered the incantation, pulling at her companion’s gauntleted hands.

Norrec shut his own eyes, the better not to be distracted by the witch’s body while he
pictured Horazon’s resting place. An eagerness swelled within him. Thiswouldwork.
Hewoul dbe transported to the Arcane Sanctuary.

And then what?

Norrec had no time to divine an answer to that question, for suddenly he felt hisentire
body lighten, asif he had become more spirit than flesh. The only tug of weight he felt at
all came from his hands, where the sorceress still gripped him tight.

“Nezarios Aero!”’cried Galeona.““Aerona Jy!”

The fighter’s body crackled with pure energy.

“Aerona Jy!”’

A great sense of displacement shook Norrec—
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—and in the next moment, his feet landed onhard stone.

Eyes immediately opening wide, Norrec Vizharan looked around. Web-enshrouded walls
greeted his gaze and within those walls he saw aline of statues, each distinct in face and
form, staring back. Not all of them had names that he could recall, but among them he
spotted more than one who had known him well—and known his brother, Horazon, too.

But no—Horazon wasnothis brother! Why did he keep thinking that?

“We’ve done it!” Galeona cried, having at last registered their surroundings. She flung
herself on him, kissed him with afury that could almost not be denied—yet, Norrec
desired nothing more than to push her away.

“Yes, this is it,” he replied, once he had managed to peel her tentacles from his body.

“There is nothing we can’t accomplishtogether,”she cooed. “No one who could stand in
ourway...”

Y es, Galeona definitely sought to seal their aliance. The seductive witch understood full
well the power he wielded, the power the suit had at last given to him. If she could have,
Norrec had no doubts that she would have tried to wear the armor herself—and thereby
cut out any need for a partner. The sooner he rid himself of her, the better.

Turning from the devilish woman, Norrec looked down the ancient, musty corridor. A
peculiar, yellowish light illuminated the abandoned edifice, alight seemingly without
source. He could not recall it from hisfirst incursion into this dark realm, but since
everything else looked as it should, Norrec paid the one difference little attention. His
goal was at hand.

“This way.” Without waiting to see if the sorceress followed, Norrec stomped down the
corridor in the direction he felt certain that the sarcophagus lay. Galeona hurried to catch
up, the dark-skinned woman dlipping an arm around his own as if the two were loversin
the midst of amoonlit walk. He did not struggle free, aware that this way he could also
keepherunder watch.

Now and then a face familiar to him stared out from the dust-ridden statues. Norrec
marked each with satisfaction, remembering their order from the vision. Not only did
they prove that he headed in the correct direction but particular facesindicated to him
that the final chamber had to be only a short distance further.

Andyet . . . and yet something about the statues also caused the veteran some unease, for
although outwardly they seemed identical to those he recalled, minute alterations in detall
began to haunt him. Certain features on some of the faces |looked ever so slightly off—the
shapeof anose, the curve of a mouth, the strength of ajaw. Most of all, the eyes tended
toward different appearances. Never completely, but enough to make Norrec finally
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pause at one in order to look.
“What is it?” Galeona whispered, anxious to move on to their ultimate destination.

The face he stared at, the face of one Oskul, a roundheaded, officious mage who had
briefly been Horazon’s sponsor to the Vizjerei council, resembled much the visage as
Norrec’s memory recalled it . . . but the eyes should have been narrower and the artisan
had also given the orbs a sleepy 100k, not at all in keeping with the ever-active
personality of the man. Nothing else about the statue seemed out of place, but the eyes
proved to be enough to disturb him yet more.

Still, Norrec had been in the tomb for only a short time and had spent only afraction of it
among the ghostly sculptures. Whatever mistakes he now recalled likely had more to do
with the artist’s failing rather than anything else.

“Nothing,” the soldier finally remarked. “Come on.”

They journeyed on for afew minutes more—and at last entered the crypt. Norrec smiled
as he studied the ancient site. Here, everything looked as it should. In the niches on the
left and right, the skeletal figures of the Vizjerel sorcerers silently greeted the
newcomers’ arrival. The vast stone coffin atop the dais matched perfectly hisvision.

The coffin .. ..

“Horazon . . . “*he whispered.

With growing eagerness, Norrec dragged Galeona toward the sarcophagus. The horror he
had suffered during his dream visit to this place had been all but forgotten. All Norrec
wanted to do now was open the coffin. He left the witch to the side, then reached up to
take hold of thelid.

At that moment, his gaze slipped down to the clan markings again, something about
them snaring his attention.

The dragon remained as it had been—but now below it lay afiery star.

He stepped back, the truth dawning slowly on him. There had been too many errors, too
many differencesin detail . . .

“What’s wrong? Why didn’t you open it?”

Glaring at the traitorous markings, the veteran fighter snapped, “Because it’s not real!”
He waved his hand at the legion of dead mages. “I don’t thinkanyof thisisreal!”

“But that’s mad!” Galeona touched the coffin. “It’s as solid as you or I!”

ABC Anber LIT Converter
http://ww. processtext.confabclit. htm



ABC Anber LIT Converter
http://ww. processtext.com abclit. htm

“Is it?” Norrec extended his hand—and as he had hoped, in it he now held the sinister
ebony sword. “Let’s see what exactly the truth is!”

As Galeona watched in both astonishment and dismay, the soldier raised the sword high
above his head, then brought it down hard on the massive sarcophagus.

The blade cut through without pause and yet no line appeared in the coffin. The two
halves of the great stone monument did not separate and collapse . . . and the tattered
bones of Horazon did not tumble to the floor.

“Illusion . . . or something akin to it.” He turned to the horrific throng lined up against
the walls, glaring at the dead as if they were to blame. “Where is he? Where’s Horazon?”

“Perhaps down another passage . . .” suggested Galeona, her tone indicating she did not
completely trust his sanity at the moment.

“Yes, maybe so.” Without waiting for her, he charged out of the crypt. For some
distance, Norrec followed the single corridor, looking for a side passage, a doorway. Y et,
not once could he recall having seen one. In both versions of his dream, it had aways
been only this single passageway. The great Arcane Sanctuary had always consisted of
only this and the actual burial chamber itself. Hardly the immense edifice one would have
expected.

Unless what he had seen had been designed simply for the benefit of curious and greedy
intruders—and the rest lay hidden elsewhere.

The frustrated fighter paused to glare at the statue of one of his—no, Bartuc’s—former
rivals. The bearded man smiled in what Norrec felt a very mocking manner.

That brought him to adecision. He raised the black blade again.

“What do you plan to do this time?” snapped Galeona, her patience with him having
finally gotten thin. Great power he might wield, but so far Norrec had evidently not
impressed her with his running about in circles.

“If there’re no passages, I’ll make one of my own!” He glared at the statue, desiring very
much to wipe the condescending smile off its face. Here would be the perfect location to
begin cutting his way out. Norrec held the sword ready, determined to bring down the
mocking effigy with hisfirst blow.

But as he swung, as the blade came within inches of beheading the smiling statue,
Norrec’s entire surroundings fragmented. The floor rose and the walls pulled away, the
rows of statues seeming to fall back asif fainting. The enshrouding webs folded in on
themselves, utterly vanishing. Stairs bloomed like flowers, twisting and turning. Part of
the floor ceased rising and instead dropped lower, leaving the two standing near a
precipice. The only thing that remained consistent through the growing anarchy was the
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yellowish illumination.
“What’ve you done?” Galeona cried. “You fool! It’s all falling apart!”

Norrec could not answer her, unable even to keep hisfooting. He fell back, the heavy
armor dragging himdown. His weapon flew from his grip and asit did, it faded away.
The ground shook, keeping him from rising and, worse, rolling him toward the edge.

“Help me up!” he called to the sorceress, growing desperate. The gauntlets tore at the
stone floor but could not get a grip anywhere. Around him, the Arcane Sanctuary
continued to transform itself without any noticeable rhyme or reason, almost asif the
tomb had gone into convulsion as a human might.

Galeonalooked his way, hesitated, then looked to her right, where a stairway had
suddenly formed.

“Help me, damn it!”

She sneered at him. “What a waste of my time! You, Augustus, Xazax—all of you!
Better I relied only on myself! If you can’t even pick yourself up, you might as well stay
here and die, fool!”

With one last contemptuous glance at Norrec, Galeona started toward the steps.

“No!” Anger and fear vied for supremacy in him, anger and fear of the likes the fighter
could never have imagined. As the witch fought her way to what might be freedom—
abandoning Norrec to whatever fate awaited him—the urge to strike out, to punish her for
her betrayal grew almost overwhel ming.

Norrec pointed at her with his left hand. Words of power gathered on hislips, ready to be
spoken. With one quick phrase, he would rid himself of the treacherous woman.

“Damn it! No! I won’t!” He turned from her, pulled down his hand. Let her flee without
him if she liked. He would not haveanother death on his hands.

Unfortunately, the armor did not agree.

The hand rose again, this time against Norrec’s will. He struggled to lower it, but as
since amost from the beginning of thisterrible quest, the soldier found himself not the
master, but simply the means. Bartuc’s armorsought retribution for Galeona’s failing—
and it would have that retribution regardless of what its host wanted.

The gauntlet flared crimson.

Their surroundings still in complete flux, the darkskinned enchantress had only now
made it to the twisting staircase. To her misfortune, however, it shifted to the side,

ABC Anber LIT Converter
http://ww. processtext.confabclit. htm



ABC Anber LIT Converter
http://ww. processtext.com abclit. htm

forcing her to readjust her path. As Norrec’s hand came up, Galeona managed at last to
set afoot on thefirst and second steps.

“No!” shouted Norrec at the gauntlet. He looked at the fleeing woman, who had not
bothered to take even the slightest parting glimpse at her struggling companion. “Run!
Hurry! Get out of here!”

Only after he had blurted out the warning did Norrec realize what he had done. Those
words more than anything el se caused Galeonato pause and look over her shoulder,
costing her the precious seconds she had needed.

The dark words that the fighter had struggled not to say burst free.

Galeona saw what he did and reacted, striking back. She pointed at the prone figure,
mouthing a single harsh word that some memory not of Norrec Vizharan’s past
recognized as a spell most foul.

Brilliant blue flames surrounded the witch even as she finished speaking. Galeona raised
her head and howled once in utter agony—then burned away to ash in the blink of an eye.

Norrec, though, had no time to acknowledge her terrible demise, for suddenly his entire
body became wracked in pain, as if each bone within sought to break apart. Norrec could
feel even thetiniest of them slowly but inexorably cracking. Although the armor’s magic
had destroyed her, Galeona had succeeded in her own spellcasting. He screamed, shaking
uncontrollably. Worse, despite his agony, the armor did nothing to helpand instead
appeared to be trying to rise so that it now could use the very staircase upon which the
sorceress had perished.

Y et although the suit made it to the steps, it could go no farther. Each timeit tried, an
invisible force buffeted it back. Norrec’s fist slammed against air, sending new
shockwaves through the already-suffering man.

“Please!” he croaked, not caring that only the armor could possibly hear him. “Please . . .
help...”

“Norrec!”

Through tear-drenched eyes, he tried to focus on the voice, a woman’s voice. Did the
ghost of Galeonacall to him to join her in death?

“Norrec Vizharan!”

No. .. adifferent voice, young but commanding. He managed to turn his head some,
although the action caused more torture within. In the distance, a vaguely familiar woman
pale of skin but black of hair futilely reached out to him from what appeared to be a
crystalline doorway at the top of yet another flight of stairs. Behind her stood another
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figure, this one male and with long, wild hair and a beard, both as white as snow. He
looked suspicious, curious, and frightened al at the same time. He also looked even more
familiar than the woman.

To Norrec he could be only one person.
“Horazon?” the soldier blurted.

One of the gloved hands immediately came up, the gauntlet ablaze with magical fury.
Bartuc’s armor had reacted to the name—and not with pleasure. Norrec could feel the
formation of a spell, one that would make Galeona’s death seem a peaceful end.

But asif reacting in turn to the armor, an awful moaning arose, asif the very building
itself took offense to what it saw. Horazon and the woman suddenly disappeared as the
stairway shifted a different direction and new walls formed. Norrec discovered himself
suddenlystanding in a high-columned hall that looked asif a grand ball had just ended.
Y et, even that changed quickly.

No matter what the room, no matter where the woman and Horazon had gone, the armor
did not care. Another spell erupted from the fighter’s mouth and a ball of molten earth
flew from his hand, exploding seconds later against the nearest wall.

The moaning became aroar.

The entire sanctuary shook. A tremendous force buffeted Norrec from every side. Worse,
he realized that not only did the air close in on him—but so did the walls and the ceiling.
Even the floor rose.

Norrec raised his arms, now evidently his own again, in alast futile effort to staff off the
onrushing walls.

The meal had been a sumptuous one, better by far than any Kara could have imagined,
including those which Captain Jeronnan had served her. If not for the fact that she was
the prisoner of an insane mage, she might have enjoyed it even more.

During the meal, the necromancer had tried on more than one occasion to pluck some bit
of reason from the white-haired sorcerer, but from Horazon she had only received
babbled words and inconsistent information. At one point he had spoken of having
discovered by accident the Arcane Sanctuary—the name by which legend called
Horazon’s tomb—then he had told Kara that he had built it all by himself through
masterful sorcery. Another time, Horazon had told his prisoner that he had come to
Aranoch to study the massive convergence of spiritual ley-lines centered in and around
the city’s present location. Even she had heard that mages could tap the mystical energies
of thisregion far better than in any other spot in all the world. However, afterward he had
spoken, with great trepidation, of fleeing to this side of the seas in fear that his brother’s
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dark legacy still followed him.

Gradualy Kara cameto feel asif she spoke to two distinct men, one who
trulywasHorazon and another who simply thought he was. She could only think that the
terrible trials through which Bartuc’s brother had suffered, especially the horrific war
against his own sibling, had combined with his centuries-long seclusion to tear apart his
already-fragile mind. The necromancer grew somewhat sympathetic to his plight, but
never did she forget that not only did this mad sorcerer still keep her in his underground
labyrinth against her will, but also that, in times past, his magic had, on occasion, been as
black as Bartuc’s had ever been.

One other thing Kara had noted that unnerved her as much as her host’s sanity. The
Arcane Sanctuary itself acted as if more than simply an extension of Horazon’s
tremendous power. Many times, she could have sworn that it, too, had amind, a
personality, even. Sometimes she would note the room around her shift subtly, the walls
moving and the genera design transforming even when the wizard paid it no mind. Kara
had even noticed that the table and the food changed. More to the point, when the
necromancer had tried to push Horazon on the matter of Bartuc, a peculiar darkness had
slowly begun to pervade her surroundings—almost asif the edifice itself wished an end
to the troubling topic.

When they had finished, Horazon had immediately bid her to rise. Here in his sanctum,
he had not babbled too much about “the evil,” but still the watery-eyed figure acted with
caution in all things.

“We must be careful,” Horazon had muttered, standing. “At all times we must be careful
...come...thereismuchtodo...”

Her thoughts more on escape than his constant warnings, Kara had also risen—only to
see asight so startling that it had made her knock her chair over.

From the table itself had emerged a hand completel yformed of the wood. The hand had
seized her empty plate and had dragged it downintothe table. At the same time, other
hands had materialized, each seizing an object and dragging it, too, into the table. Still
stunned, Kara had stepped back, only then discovering that the reason she had not heard
her chair strike the floor had been because two more appendages formed from the marble
at her feet had caught the piece of furniture before it could hit.

“Come!” Horazon had called, his expression now somewhat peevish. He seemed not at
all disturbed by the unsettling appendages. “No time to waste, no time to waste!”

While the dining hall had worked to clear itself, he had led her up aflight of stairs, then
through a polished, oak door. Behind the door lay another stairway, this one going back
down. Despite having wanted to question the trustfulness of their path, the young dark
mage had quietly followed even when that set of steps had ended at yet another doorway
which seemed to lead back to the vast hall again. Only when Horazon had opened the
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door and instead of the great hall she had been confronted with a wizard’s laboratory had
Karafinaly blurted out something.

“This is impossible! This room shouldn’t be here!”

He had looked at her as if she had been the mad one. “Of course, it should be! | was
looking for it, after all! What asilly thing to say! If you look for aroom, it should be
where you want it, you know!”

“But . ..” Kara had ceased her protest, unable to argue with the facts before her very
eyes. Here should have stood the grand room in which she and Horazon had eaten, but
instead thisimposing if disorderly chamber had greeted her. Thinking back to the
impossible journeys she had already made in the sanctuary, the darkhaired spellcaster had
finally come to the conclusion thatthe ancient mage’s home could not possibly
completely exist on the mortal plane. Even though no architect could have ever solved
the physical problems she had encountered, it had been said of the most powerful
Vizjerei that some had learned to actually manipulate the very fabric of redlity itself, to
create for their use what some called “pocket universes” where the laws of nature were
what their masters decided it should be.

Could that have been what Horazon had accomplished with the Arcane Sanctuary? Kara
could find no other explanation for everything she had experienced. If so, he had created
amarvel such as not ever seen beforein all the world!

Despite his ragged robe and otherwise unkempt appearance, in this chamber Horazon
had taken on a more formidable look. When he had stepped to the center of the room,
raising his arms and beckoning to the ceiling, Kara had expected fire and lightning to
play from his fingers. She had expected winds to rise from nowhere and perhaps even the
Vizjerei’s body to glow bright.

Instead, he had simply turned back to her and said, “I brought you here . . . but I don’t
knowwhy.”

After taking a moment to register this odd statement, the necromancer had replied, “Is it
because of the armor? Y our—brother’s—armor?”

He had stared up at the ceiling again. “Is it?”
The ceiling, of course, had not answered.

“Horazon . . . you must remember what they did with your brother’s body, your people
and mine.”

Again, the ceiling. “What was done with it? Ah, yes, no wonder | don’t remember.”

Feeling asif she might as well have been talking to the ceiling herself, Kara had pressed,
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“Listen to me, Horazon! Someone managed to steal his enchanted armor from the tomb.
I’ve followed them all the way here! He may even be in Lut Gholein at this moment! We
need to find him, totake the armor back! There’s no telling what evil still lurks within it!”

“Evil?” His eyes had taken on a wide, animalistic look. “Evil? Here?”
Kara had bitten back a curse. She had stirred him up again.

“So much evil about! I must be careful!” Acondemning finger had pointed at her. “You
must go!”

“Horazon, |—-"

It had been at that moment that something had happened, something that passed between
the wizard and hislair. Seconds | ater, she had felt the entire sanctum shiver, a shiver
more that of aliving thing, not simply a structure caught in some shockwave.

“No, no, no! I must hide! I must hide!”” Horazon had looked completely panic stricken.
He might have even fled from the chamber, but the room again transformed. The
sorcerer’s tables of equipment and chemicals receded from the two and from the floor a
gigantic, crystalline sphere arose to eye level, a huge hand formed from the stone below
keeping it there.

In the center of the sphere, avision had coalesced, avision of aman whom Kara
Nightshadow had never truly seen but had still been able to identify immediatel y—thanks
to the crimson armor he wore.

“It’s him! Norrec Vizharan! He has the armor!”
“Bartuc!” her mad companion had snapped. “No! Bartuc’s come for me!”

She had seized him by the arm, daring death in the hopes of finally bringing a conclusion
to this dangerous quest. “Horazon! Where is he? Is that part of the sanctuary, too?”

In the sphere, Norrec Vizharan and a dark-skinned woman had rushed through a web-
enshrouded corridor filled with ancient statues carved in the fashion of the Vizjerei.
Norrec had carried a monstrous black sword andhad looked ready to useit. Kara had
wondered then if Sadun Tryst had spoken too well of hisformer friend. Here had looked
aman who had seemed very capable of the outrageous murders.

Regardless of the answer to that, Kara had known she could not come this close and fail.
“Answer me! Is that part of the sanctuary? It must be!”

“Yes, it is! Now leave me be!” He had torn free from her, headed to the door—only to be
stopped there by hands sprouting from the floor and walls, hands that had kept him from
abandoning the necromancer.
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“What—-?"" She had been able to say no more, startled by what seemed the vehemence
in the hands’ actions. Horazon’s very stronghold had seemed in rebellion, forcing him to
return to Kara

“Let me go, let me go!” the mad sorcerer had cried out to the ceiling. “It’s the evil! |
mustn’t let it get me!” As the raven-tressed woman had watched, a sullen expression had
finally crossed Horazon’s wrinkled face. “All right . . . all right . . .”

And so he had returned to the sphere, pointed at the image. By this time, Norrec had
confronted one of the statues, shouted something in anger that the crystal did not relay,
then raised the black blade asif prepared to strike.

At the same time, Horazon cried,*“Greikos Dominius est Buar! Greiko Dominius
Mortu!”

Chaos had erupted in the scene with walls, floors, and st