GROWING MORE HORRIFIED BY THE MOMENT . ..

... the half-mad soldier struggled to hisfeet. Around him he noticed tal hills, even mountains, and the
first glimmersof sunlight. Y et, none of them looked at al familiar. None of them at all resembled the pesk

inwhich he and hisfriends had discovered the tomb of Bartuc. Norrec took astep forward, trying to get
his bearings.

An unsettling cresking accompanied every motion.
Norrec looked down to discover that not only hishandswere clad in metd.

Armor. Everywhere he stared, Norrec only saw the same blood-colored meta plates. He had thought
that his shock and horror could not possibly grow worse, but smply gazing at the rest of his body nearly
threw the formerly steady soldier into complete panic. Hisarms, historso, hislegs, the same crimson

armor now hid dl. To add to the mockery, Norrec saw that he even wore Bartuc' s ancient but till
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’ slives.
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One

The skull gavethem alopsided grin, asif cherfully invitingthetriotojoinit for al eternity.

“Looks likewe re not the first,” Sadun Tryst murmured. The scarred, sinewy fighter tapped the skull with
one edge of hisknife, causing the fleshless watcher to wobble. 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 dll
but the skull drop to the floor in aconfused heap.

“Did you think wewould be?” whispered thetall, cowled figure. If Sadun had alean, dmost acrobatic
look to hisbuild, Fauztin seemed nearly cadaverous. The Vizjerel sorcerer moved amost like a phantom
as he, too, touched the skull, thistime with one gloved finger. “No sorcery here, though. Only crude but
sufficient mechanics. Nothing to fear.”



“Unlessit’syour head on the next pole.”

TheVizjera tugged a histhin, gray goatee. His dightly danted eyes closed once asif in
acknowledgment to his partner’ slast statement. Whereas Sadun had a countenance more akin to an
untrustworthy weasd—and sometimes the persondity to match—Fauztin reminded some of awithered
cat. Hisnub of anose, congtantly twitching, and the whiskers hanging undernesth that nose only added to
theilluson.

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

life—and had severd times over. As he joined them, the veteran warrior peered ahead, to where avast
darkness hinted of some mgjor chamber. Thusfar, they had explored seven different levelsin dl and
found them curioudly devoid of al but the most primitive traps.

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

party.
“Areyou sure there' s no sorcery about here, Fauztin? None at all?’

The feine features haf-hidden by the cowl wrinkled further in mild offense. The wide shoulders of his
voluminous cloak gave Fauztin aforeboding, dmost supernatura appearance, especidly since he
towered over the brawnier Norrec, no small man himsdf. “Y ou have to ask that, my friend?’

“It'sjust that it makes no sense! Other than afew minor and pretty pathetic traps, we ve encountered
nothing to prevent us from reaching the main chamber! Why go through dl the trouble of digging thisout,
then leave it so sparsaly defended!”

“I don't call aspider as big as my headnothing,” Sadun interjected sourly, absently scratching his
lengthy but thinning black hair. “ Especidly asit wasonmy heed at thetime. . .”

Norrec ignored him. “Isit what | think? Are wetoo late? Isthis Tristram al over again?’

Once before, between serving causes as mercenaries, they had hunted for treasurein asmal, troubled
village called Tristram. Legend had had it that, in alair guarded by fiends, there could be found atreasure
S0 very extraordinary in vaue, it would make kings of those fortunate enough to liveto find it. Norrec
and hisfriends had journeyed there, entering the |abyrinth in the dead of night without the knowledge of
thelocal populace. ..

And after dl their efforts, after battling strange beastsand narrowly avoiding deadly traps. . . they had
found that someone else 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
[abyrinth but afew weeks before and supposedly dain 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,
dedling with the lesser dangers and carrying off dl they could find. But afew days' difference had |eft the
trio with nothing to show for their efforts. . .

Norrec himsdlf had aso taken no consolation in the words of one villager of dubious sanity who hed, 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 questioning glance by Norrec toward Fauztin had been
answered at first with an indifferent shrug by the Vizjerel sorcerer.



“There are always stories of escaping demons and terrible curses,” Fauztin had added at the time,
complete dismissa of thewild warning in histone. “Diablo isgenerdly in most of the favoriteswhispered
among common folk.”

“Y ou don’t think there’ sanything to it?” Asachild, Norrec had grown up being scared by hiselders
with tales of Diablo, Baal, and other monsters of the night, al stories designed to make him be good.

Sadun Tryst had snorted. “Y ou ever seen ademon yourself? Know anyone that had?’
Norrec had not. “ Have you, Fauztin? They say Vizjerei can summon demonsto do their bidding.”
“If 1 could do that, do you think | would be scrounging in empty labyrinths and tombs?’

And that comment, more than anything el se, had convinced Norrec then to chak the villager’ swords
down as yet another tall tale. In truth, it had not been hard to do.
After dl, the only thing that had mattered then to the three had been what mattered now—uwedlth.

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.
Thejeweled top—the source of their light—flared briefly. “1 had hoped | waswrong, but now | fear itis
s0. We arefar from thefirst to delve this deep into this place.”

The dightly graying fighter swore under his breath. He had served under many acommander in hislife,
most of them during the crusades from Westmarch, and from surviving those various campa gns—often
by the skin of histeeth—he had come to one conclusion. No one could hope to rise in the world without
money. He had made it asfar as captain, been broken in rank thrice, then findly retired in disgust after

thelast debacle.

War had been Norrec’ s life since he had been old enough to raise asword. Once, he had aso had
something of afamily, but they were now as dead ashisideals. He still considered himsalf adecent man,
but decency did not fill one's stomach. There had to be another way, Norrec had decided . . .

And 0, with histwo 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 asmple
farmer. Wide brown eyes, with abroad, open face and a strong jaw, he would have looked a home
behind ahoe. Y et, while that vision occasiondly appeded 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 al been awaste of time and effort . . . again.

Besde him, Sadun Tryst tossed hisknifeinto the air,then expertly caught it at the hilt asit 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 seato northern Kehjistan, deeping inthe cold and rain,
following falsetrails and empty caves, eating whatever vermin they could find when other hunting proved
scarce—and all because of Norrec, the one who had ingtigated this entire fiasco.

Worse, thisquest had actually come about because of adream, adream concerning awicked mountain



peak bearing some crude resemblance to adragon’s head. Had he dreamt of it only once, perhapstwice,
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 pesk, but to no avail. Then, acomrade—Iater
dead—from these chill northern lands had made mention of such aplacein passing. Ghostswere said to
haunt it and men who traveled near the mountain often disappeared or were discovered years|ater, dl
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 aready vandalized?

The entrance had been well hidden in the rock face, but definitely open to the outside. That should have
been hisfirg clueto thetruth, yet Norrec had refused to even see the discrepancy. All hishopes, dl his

promisesto his companions. . .

“Damn!” Hekicked at the nearest wall, only his sturdy boot saving him from afew broken toes. Norrec
threw his sword to the ground, continuing to curse his neQvetE.

“There s some new generd from Westmarch hiring on mercenaries,” Sadun helpfully suggested. “They
say he'sgot big ambitions. . .”

“No morewar,” muttered Norrec, trying not to showthe pain coursing through hisfoot. “No moretrying
to diefor other people sglory.”

“I 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?’

Heknew that the Vizjerei only sought to assuage hisfriend sbitter emotions, but till the idea managed
to takeroot in the veteran’ smind. All he needed were afew gold coinsl He was till young enough to
take abride, begin anew life, maybe evenraisesafamily . ..

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 hisown. A look of determination
gpread across hisvisage. “Let’'sgo.”

“You've away with words for one using so few,” Sadun jested to the sorcerer asthey 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’ stroubled mind. It reminded him of
other times, when, between the three of them, they had persevered through worse difficulties.

Y e, the talk died as they approached what surely had to be the last and most significant chamber.
Fauztin cdled ahdlt, staring briefly at the jewd atop the Saff.

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



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

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

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

“I swear,” grumbled the wiry Sadun, afew moments later. “1 swear that the hair on the back of my
head' s standing on end!”

Norrec felt the same. Neither fighter argued when the Vizjerel took the lead. The clans of the Far East
had long studied the magica arts and Fauztin' s people had studied them longer than most. If aSituation
arose where sorcery had to take ahand, certainly it made senseto leave it to the thin spellcaster. Norrec
and Sadun would be there to guard him from other assaullts.

The arrangement had workedsofar.

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 jewe failed to illuminate
much. Only the torches seemed to act asthey should.

“Thisisold and powerful. Our predecessors may not have been so fortunate as we first believed. We
may find sometreasure 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 spendit.

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

“It looks as dark asthe gravein there,” Sadun mumbled.

Norrec said nothing. Now afew steps ahead of both his comrades, he became the first to actualy reach
thechamber itsdlf. Despite the dangersthat might lurk within, heamogt fdt drawn toiit, asif something
inddecaledtohim. ..

A blinding brilliance overwhdmed thetrio.
“Gods!” snapped Sadun. “I can’t seel”
“Giveit amoment,” cautioned the sorcerer. “It will pass.”

And soit 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 hisdesires.

Thewalswere covered in intricate, jeweled patternsin 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 treasuresfor which the trio had come. Mounds of gold, mounds of slver, mounds of



jewds. They added to the overdl glitter, making the chamber brighter than day. Each time either fighter
shifted historch, the lighting further atered the gppearance of the room, adding new dimensonsequally
asdatling asthelast.

Y et, as breathtaking as al this looked, one shocking sight dampened Norrec' s enthusiasm grestly.

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

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

“Thesemen did not dl die at the sametime.”

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

“What' sthat you mean?’

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

The dight warrior shrugged. “ Either way, from the looks of it, they all died pretty nasty.”

“Thereisthat.”

“So...what killed them?’

Here Norrec answered. “Look there. | think they dew 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 alagt, horrified cry, wore garments akin to the other mummified body by
Sadun’ sfeet. The other wore only scraps of clothing and only afew strands of hair covered an otherwise

clean skeleton.

“Y ou must be mistaken,” the Vizjere replied with adight shake of hishead. “The onewarrior isclearly
much older than the other.”

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

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

Tothe side, Sadun fairly hopped about in impatience. “ So do we leave dl of this, leave al our dreams,
or do wetake alittle risk and gather oursalves afew 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 findly settled the matter by taking afew



steps furtherinto the master chamber. When no great bolt of lightning nor demonic creature struck him
down, Sadun and the Vizjerel quickly followed suit.

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

“Sadun, shut your mouth or I'll doit for you . . .” Now that he actualy walked among them, Norrec
wanted no more discussion concerning the dead treasure hunters. It still bothered him that so many had
clearly died violently. Surelysomeonehad survived. But, if so, why did the coins and other treasure look
virtudly untouched?

And then something e se tore his thoughts from those questions, the sudden redization that beyond the
treasure, at the very far end of the chamber, adais stood atop a naturally formed set of steps. More
important, atop that daislay mortal remainsill clad inarmor.

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

Fauztin’ sonly reply wasto purse histhin lips and carefully make hisway toward the platform. Norrec
followed close behind.

“It would explain somuch . . .” he heard the Vizjerel whisper. 1t would explain so many conflicting
magica sgnatures and so many signsof power . . .”

“What' re you talking about?’
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 asthe veteran peered
at the macabre display atop the platform.

He had been aman of military aspirations, that much Norrec could &t least 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 ofthem. What likely had once been asilk shirt could bardly be seen under the mgestic
breastplate lying askew on the rib cage. Undernesth that, blackened bits of aformerly rega robe covered
much of the upper half of the platform. Well-crafted gauntlets and gutter-shaped plates, vambraces, gave
theilluson of ams <till snewy and fleshbound; whereas other plates, these overlgpping, did the samefor
the shoulders. Less successful wasthe armor on the legs, which, aong with the bonesthere, lay askew,
asif something had disturbed them a some point.

“Doyou seeit?’ Fauztin asked.

Not certain what exactly he meant, Norrec squinted. Other than the fact that the armor itsalf 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, itisexactly asdescribed,” the lanky figure swept toward the platform, amost too eager in the
veteran’ s mind. Fauztin stretched out a hand but held back at the very last moment from touching what
lay uponit. “The body placed with the top to the north. The head and helm, separated aready in battle,



now separated in time and distance in order to ensure an absol ute end to the matter. The marks of power
st into the walls, there to counter and contain the darkness still withinthe corpse. .. but .. .” Fauztin's
voicetrailed off as he continued to stare.

“But what?’

The mage shook his head. “Nothing, | suppose. Perhapsjust being so near to him unsettles my nerves
morethan | liketo admit.”

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

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

“The Warlord of Blood.” The words escaped Norrec aslittle more than a gasp. He knew very well the
tales of Bartuc, who had risen among the ranks of sorcerers, only to later 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 eventualy cometo fear,
had bathed himself before each battle in the blood of previoudy fallen foes. Hisarmor, once brilliant gold,
had become forever stained by hissinful 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 Vizjerei sorcererswho had used what knowledge they retained of
the ancient, more natural magicsto defeat the fiend. Bartuc and his demon host had been daughtered 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 smply burned it, Norrec did not know, but
certainly he would havetried. Regardless, rumors had arisen shortly theresfter of placeswherethe
Warlord of Blood had been laid to rest. Many had sought out his tomb, especidly those of the black arts
interested in possible lingering magic, but no one had ever clamed to truly find it.

TheVizjereal likely knew more detail than Norrec, but the veteran fighter understood al 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’ sfollowers. 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' releaving this
place”

“But surdly, my friend—"
“We'releaving.”
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 herel
Nm/v_”



Something near the shadowed mouth of the chamber caught his attention, something that moved—and
that wasnot Sadun Tryst. The third member of the party presently engaged himsdf intrying to fill asack
with every manner of jewe he could find.

“Sadun!” snapped the older fighter. “ Drop the sack! Quick!”
The thing near the entrance shuffled forward.

“Areyou mad?’ Sadun called, not even bothering to look over hisshoulder. “Thisisal we ve dreamed
about!”

A clatter of movement caught Norrec’ s attention, a clatter of movement from more than one direction.
He swallowed asthe origind 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 aready faced, Sadun

Tryst’s countenance turned as pale as bone.

One by onethey began to rise, from corpse to skel eton,those who had preceded the trio to thistomb.
Now Norrec understood why no one had ever left alive and why he and his friends might soon be added
tothegridy ranks.

“ Kosorag!”

One of the skeletons nearest to the sorcerer vanished in aburst of orange flame. Fauztin pointed a finger
at another, a half-clad ghoul with sometraces of hisformer face still remaining. The Vizjerei repeated the
word of power.

Nothing happened.

“My spdl—" Stunned, Fauztin failed to notice another skeleton on hisleft now raising arusted but il
serviceable sword and clearly intending to sever the mage' s head from his body.

“Watchit!” Norrec deflected the blow, then thrust. Unfortunately, his attack did nothing, the blade
smply 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 severd times over by foeswho could not be dain by norma means. Norrec
saw Sadun, cut off from histwo friends, legp to the top of amound of coins and try to defend himself
from two nightmarish warriors, one a cadaverous husk, the other apartial skeleton with one good arm.
Severa more closed in from behind those two.

“Fauztin! Can you do anything?’

“I am trying adifferent spdl!”

Aganthe Vizera cdled out aword: thistime the two creatures battling with Sadun froze in place. Not



oneto miss such an opportunity, Tryst swung & the pair with al hismight.
Both ghouls shattered into countless pieces, their entire top halves scattered on the stone floor.
“Your powers are back!” Norrec's hopesrose.

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

Norrec had no chance to comment on the terrible news, for his own stuation had grown even more
desperate. He traded quick strikeswith first one, then two of the encroaching ranks of undead. The
ghouls seemed dow in reaction, for which he gave some thanks, but numbers and perseverance would
eventualy 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 crestures, no bodies had been found until the
skull with the spikeinitshead. Thefirg party to discover Bartuc' stomb surely had lost some of its
numbers on the trek ingde, never knowing that those dead comrades would become the survivors
greatest nightmare. And so, with each new group, the ranks of guardians had grown—uwith Norrec,
Sadun, and Fauztin now set to be added.

One of the mummified corpses cut at Norrec’ sleft arm. The veteran used the torch in his other hand to
ignite the dry flesh, turning the zombie into awaking inferno. Risking hisfoot, Norrec kicked the fiery
cresture 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 a me from everywherel”

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

Separating him from Fauztin, three ghoulish warriors pressed Norrec Vizharan up the sepsand findly
againg the dais. The bones of the Warlord of Blood rattled in the armor, but, much to the hard pressed
veteran' srelief, Bartuc did not rise to command thisinferna army.

A flash of smoke aerted 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 dl of them. So far, neither of the fighters had
managed much more than amomentary stalemate. Without flesh for their blades to penetrate, without
vital organsthat could be skewered, knives and swords meant nothing.

Thethought of one day rising as one of these and moving to day the next haplessintruders sent ashiver

down Norrec's spine. He moved aong 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 comradesif an
opening to freedom had abruptly materidized.

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



Hisleg 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 fingerstook hold of cold meta
that offered no support whatsoever.

Hiswounded leg findly gave out. Norrec dipped to one knee, pulling the metallic object he had
accidentaly grabbed with him.

Thetorch flew away. A seaof grotesque facesfilled thewarrior’ s horrified view as Norrec attempted to
right himself. The desperate treasure hunter raised the handwith which he had tried to garner some hold,
asif by slently beseeching the undead for mercy he could forestdl| theinevitable.

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

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

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

Another word, thisone even lessintdligible, 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, coursaing over the undead. Shards flew
everywhere, forcing Norrec to fold himself into as small abundle as possible. He prayed that the end
would bereatively quick and painless.

The magic consumed the undead where they stood. Bones and dried flesh burned asreadily asail tinder.
Their weapons melted, creating piles of dag and ash.

Y e, 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 thetomb’ 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
heral dedan even more terrible situation. He then stared down at the gauntlet, afraid to leave it on, but
equaly fearful of what might happen if hetried to removeit.

“They . .. they have dl been devoured,” Fauztin managed, the Vizjere forcing himself to hisfeet. His
robe had been cut in many places and the thin mage held one arm where blood il flowed from anasty
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 metd felt dmost 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’ svoice. “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. Asayoung recruit, he had once dreamed of rising to the rank of genera
and garnering hisrichesthrough victory in battle. Now that old, longfaded dream seemed fresh and, for

thefirst time, so very possible. ..

A shadow loomed over hishand. He looked up to see the sorcerer eyeing him in concern.

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

Takeit 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 takeit off? Could it . . . could it bethat the Vizjerel
amply coveted it for himself? In things magic, Fauztin’ skind knew no loyalty. If Norrec did not give him
the gauntlet, the odds were that Fauztin might smply just take it when his comrade could not stop him.

A part of the veteran’ smind tried to dismiss the hateful notions. Fauztin had saved hislife 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?

“Norrec, listen to me!” An edge of emoation, perhaps envy, perhaps fear, touched the other’ svoice. “Itis
vital right now that you take that gauntlet off. We shal put it back on the platform—"

“What isit?’ Sadun cdled. “What' swrong with him, Fauztin?’

Norrec became convinced that he had been right thefirsttime. The sorcerer wantedhisglove.

“Sadun. Ready your blade. We may haveto—"

“My blade? Y ou want meto useit 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 hiseye, Norrec saw his other companion hesitate, then raise his weapon to attack.
A fury such as he had never experienced consumed the veteran. Theworld grew to abloody red . . .

then turned to utter blackness.
And in that blackness, Norrec Vizharan heard screams.

Two

Intheland 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 Maevolyn remained encamped. They had set
up camp some weeks previous for reasonsthat till mystified most of the soldiers, but no one dared
question the decisons of the general. Most of these men had followed Maevolyn since hisearly daysin
Westmarch, and their fanaticism to his cause remained without question. But in silence they wondered
why he seemed unwilling to move on.

Many fet 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, Maevolyn went to her, evidently seeking portents of the
future and making his decis ons based upon those. In addition, each evening Galeona made her way to
the generd’ stent—for more persond matters. How much influence she had over his choices, none could
truly say, but it had to be substantia.

And as the morning sun began to peek over the horizon, the dim, 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 kindness inherent”—entirely without
expression. Maevolyn stood clad in armor of the darkest ebony save for the crimson border running
aong every edge, especidly around the neck. In addition, the symbol of ared fox over three silver
swordsdecorated the breastplate, the only reminder of the generd’ sfar-flung past. Two aldes attended
the general as he put on ebony and crimson gauntlets that looked asif they had just been forged. In fact,
Maevolyn’sentire suit looked to be in perfect condition, the result of nightly cleanings by soldierstrained
to understand what even asingle hint of rust might mean to their lives.

Fully covered save for hishead, Maevolyn marched directly toward the sanctum of his sorceress, his
misiress. Resembling something of atentmaker’ 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 generd, 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 ahead. The officer carrying the object moved uneasily, asif what he held filled
him with distrust and not alittle fear.

The commander did not bother to announce himself, yet just as he reached the closed flap of the witch's
tent, afeminine 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 calling, the genera and hisaideswould
not have been able to see more than afoot beyond their noses. Had that been so, they would have
missed quite asight, indeed.

Pouches and flasks and items unnamed hung everywhere. Although once offered a casein which to
house her wares, the sorceress had declined, finding some purpose in hanging each piece by noosein
carefully presdectedlocations. Genera Maevolyn did not question thisidiosyncrasy; so long ashe
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 severd rare creatures and various components of
others. In addition, there were afew itemsthat looked to have come from human sources, athough full
identification would have required too close an ingpection.



To further add to the uneasiness her sanctum engendered in al save her commander and lover, thesingle
lamp somehow created shadows that did not move in conjunction with normal reasoning. Ofttimes,
Madevolyn’s men would see the flame flicker in one direction, but a shadow move in another. The
shadowsin genera aso made the tent seem much larger insde than its outer dimensionswarranted, asif
by stepping in, the newcomers had entered a place not entirely set in the morta plane.

And asthe centerpiece to this unsettling and distracting chamber, the sorceress Galeona presented the
most arresting and yet aso disturbing vision of al. As sherose from the multicolored pillows covering the
patterned carpet below, afire stirred within each man. Lush, cascading black hair fell back to reved a
round, enticing countenance marked by full red and inviting lips, agenerous but pleasing nose, and deep,
S0 very deep, green eyes matched only by the sharp emerad ones of the generd himsdlf. Thick lashes
half-draped over those eyes as the witch seemed to devour each newcomer in turn smply by looking at
him.

“My general . ..” she purred, each word apromise.

Built voluptuoudy, Galeona displayed her assets as she did every wegpon a her command. Her gown
had been purposdly 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.

Thevigble effect of her charms on Maevolyn proved to be little more than adight touch of hisgloved
hand on her deep-brown cheek, which the sorceress accepted asif he caressed her with the softest fur.
She smiled, reveding teeth perfect save that they had adight catlike sharpnessto them.

“Gaeona. .. my Gaeona. . . dept you wdl?’

“When | actudly dept . . . my generd.”

He chuckled. “Y es, the same mysdlf.” Hisvery dight smile faded dbruptly, “ Until | had the dream.”

“Dream?’ The momentary intake of breath before she spoke signaled well enough that Galeona took this
comment not a al lightly.

“Yes...” Hemoved 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 meall,
my generd, tell medl .. ”

“I saw the armor without the man struggle from the grave, then bonefilled the armor, with muscle and
tendon joining afterward. Then flesh covered the body, but it was not Bartuc as hisimages have shown.”
The ebonyclad 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, athough he seemed more a
frightened soul inmy dream.. . .”

“Isthet it?”

“No, | saw blood then, on hisface, and after it gppeared he marched off. | saw mountains give way
tohillsand hillsto sand and then | saw him sink into that sand . . . and there the dream ended.”



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

Gaeonadraped hersdf against Genera Maevolyn'’ s breastplate, looking up into his eyes. “Have you
ever had this dream before, my generd?’

“Y ou would have known.”

“Yes, | would' ve. You know how important it isto tell me everything.” She separated from him,
returning to the pile of plush pillows. A glimmer of sweat covered every reveded portion of her body.
“And thismost important of dl. . . . For thisisno ordinary dream, no it isnot.”

“| suspected as much mysdlf.” 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 materia in order to
reved what lay beneeth.

Ahemet with aridged crest glistened in the weak light of the single lamp. Old but intact, it would have
covered mogt of the head and visage of itswearer, leaving but two narrowed gaps for the eyes, adight
passage for the nose, and awider but still narrow horizonta gash for the mouth. The back of the helmet
hung low, protecting the neck there, but leaving the throat itself completely open.

Evenin thedim illumination one could clearly discern that the helmet had been colored bloodred.
“I thought you might need Bartuc’'shelm.”

“You may beright.” Galeonaseparated hersdlf from Maevolyn, reaching out for the artifact. Her fingers
brushed the aide’ s own and the man shivered. With the general facing awvay from her and the second
officer unable to see from his angle, the sorceress took theopportunity to let one hand briefly caressthe
aide’ swrist. She had tasted him once or twice when her appetite had demanded some change of pace,
but knew that he would never daretell hiscommander of their encounters. Maevolyn would be more
likely to havehimexecuted rather than his vaued witch.

She took the helmet and placed it on the ground near where she had originally been sitting. The genera
dismissed hismen, then joined Galeonathere, placing himsdlf directly acrossfrom her.

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

For thefirgt time, abit of Galeona s confidence dissipated. Augustus had aways been aman of his
word, especialy when it cameto the fates of those who did not live up to his expectations.

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

Theflamein the lamp flickered, seemed to shrink to nearly nothing. The shadows spread, thickened, and
yet somehow aso seemed more dive, more independent of thefrail light. That they had asurredl,
unworldly senseto them did not bother General Maevolyn in the least, though. He knew of some of the
powers with which Galeona conversed and suspected others. Asamilitary man with imperia ambitions,
he saw all asuseful toolsto hiscause.



“Likecdlstolike, bloodto blood. . .” The words dipped readily from Gaeona sfull lips. She had
uttered thislitany many timesfor her patron. “Let that which was his cdl to that which washisl What the
shadow of Bartuc wore must be linked again!”

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

At first he saw nothing but an eternd gray. Then, before his eyes, an image coaesced in the grayness,
animage somewhat familiar to him. He saw again Bartuc's armor and the fact that someone wore it now,

but thistime the generd grew certain that the man before him could not possibly be the legendary
warlord.

“Who?’ he hissed. “Who?’

Gaeonadid not answer him, her eyes closed, her head bent back in concentration. A shadow moved
behind her, one that Maevolyn vaguely thought resembled some large insect. Then, astheimage 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! Whereishe?1she close? Thewarlord' sarmor! After so very long, so many fasetrails. .

Shetwitched from effort. Maevolyn did not care, willing to push her to the very limits and beyond if
necessary.

“Mountains. . . cold, chill pegks. ..

No help there, the world wasfilled with mountains, especidly the north and across the Twin Seas. Even
Westmarch had its share.

Galeona shuddered twice. “Blood callsto blood . . .”

He gritted histeeth. Why repesat hersdlf?

“Blood callsto blood!”

Sheteetered, nearly losing her grip on the helmet. Her link to the spell al but broke. Maevolyn did his
best to maintain the vision on his own even though hisown magica skills paed in comparison to
Galeona's. Y &, for amoment, he managed to fix better on that face. Smple. Nothing at al like aleader.

In some ways, panic stricken. Not cowardly, but clearly far out of hiselemernt. . ..

Theimage began to fater. The genera slently swore. The armor had been found by some damned foot
soldier or deserter who likely had no idea of either itsvaue or its power. “Whereishe?’

The vison faded away with such abruptnessthat itstartled even him. At the sametime, the dark witch let
out agasp and fell back onto the many pillows, completely shattering the spell.

Atremendous force threw Maevolyn’ s hands from the helmet. Astring of harsh epithets burst from the
generd’ smouth.



With amoan, Galeona dowly roseto asitting position. She held her head with one hand as she |ooked
a Mdevolyn.

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.

Sheread hisdark look and what it likely meant for her. “1 haven't failed you, my general! After dl this
time, Bartuc'slegacy isyoursto fulfill!”

“Fulfill?” Mdevolyn rose, bardly able to keep hisfrustration and fury in check. * Fulfill’? Bartuc
commanded demons! He spread his power over much of theworld!” The pale commander gestured at
the hemet. “1 bought that from the peddier as amemento, asymbol of the might | sought to gain! A fase
artifact, | thought, but well done! The Helmet of Bartuc!” The generd let out aharsh laugh. “ Only when |
put it on did | redize the truth—that itwasthe hdmet!”

“Yes, my generd!” Galeonaquickly rose and put her hands on his chest, her fingers caressing the metal
asif it were hisown flesh. “ And you began to have the dreams, the visions of—"

“Bartuc. . . I’'ve seen hisvictories, seen hisglories, seen hisstrength! I'velived them all . .
”"—Madevolyn’stone grew increasingly bitte— but only in mydreams.”

“It was fate that brought the helmet to you! Fate and the spirit of Bartuc, don’t you see? He meansfor
you to be his successor, trust me,” the witch cooed. “ There can be no reason, for you' re the only oneto
seethese visonswithout my ad!”

“True” After thefirst two incidents, each during a period in which Mdevolyn had worn the helmet, the
generd had commanded afew of hismost trusted officersto 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 Mdevolyn, had been proof enough that he had been chosen by the spirit of the warlord to take
on hisglorious 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 soreading to themsel ves—the genera had devoured each scrap of
information.

He could match Bartuc in strategy and physica strength, but Maevolyn himself wielded only the least bit
of magic. Bardly enough to light acandle. Galeonahad provided him with more sorcery—not to mention
other pleasures—hut to truly be able to emulate the warlord' s glory, Maevolyn 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 obsessvely certain. Mdevolyn's
extengve research had indicated that Bartuc had imbued the suit with formidable enchantments. The
genera’ sown meager powers had dready been augmented by the helmet; surely the complete,
ensorcelled suit would give him what he desired. Surely the shade of Bartuc wanted that. The visons had
tobeasgn.

“Thereisonething | cantdl you, my generd,” the sorceress whispered. “One thing to encourage you in
your quest .. .”

He seized her by her arms. “What? What isit?’



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

“Tous?

“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 specificaly locate him!” Gaeona pulled one arm free, then touched
Madevolyn’'schin. “You can wait just alittle longer, my love. Just alittle longer. . . .”

Releasing her, the general consdered. “Y ou will check each morning and each evening! Y ou will spare
no effort! The moment you can identify wherethis cretin islocated, | must know! We shdl march
immediately after! Nothing must stand between me and my destiny!”

He saized the hdlmet and, without another word, departed from her tent, hisaides quickly fdlinginto line
behind him. Maevolyn’smind raced as he pictured himsdf in the ensorcelled armor. Demonic legions
would riseto his command. Citieswould fal. An empire spanning . . . Spanning theworld. . . would

Spring up.

Augustus Maevolyn hugged the hdmet dmost protectively as he returned to his own quarters. Galeona
had theright of it. He only had to be alittle more patient. The armor would cometo him.

“I will do asyou once dreamed of doing,” he whispered to the absent shade of Bartuc. “Y our legacywill
be my destiny!” The generd’ seyesgleamed. “And soon. . .”

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

If she could contral it . . . shewould not need her loverany longer. A pity in someways, but there were
aways other males. Other moremalleablemaes.

A voice broke the silence, a scratchy, deep voice that even to the witch sounded something akin to the
buzzing of athousand dying flies. “Petienceisvirtue. . . this one should know! One hundred twenty-three
years on thismortal planein search of thewarlord! Solong . . . and now it comestogether . . .”

Gdeonalooked around at the shadows, searching for onein particular. Shefinally noticed it in afar
corner of the tent, awavering, insectlike figure only visible to onewho truly looked close. “Be slent!
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 &fter dl thistime, she did not entirely trust her constant companion.

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



“You' d dowedl not to talk of failures.”

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

Xazax moved, shifting closer. “Tél thisone of the vison shared.”
“Yousaw it
“But thisonewould hear it fromyou. . . . Please. . . indulge thisone.”

“Very well.” Taking adeep 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 dways made her go over the visions.
Gdeonatried tohurry matters by ignoring the man for the most part, going more into the armor itself and
the landscape vagudly seen in the background.

Xazax suddenly cut her off. “This one knowsthat the armor istrue! Thisone knowsthat it wandersthis
mortd plane! The human! What about the human?’

“Perfectly ordinary. Nothing specia about him.”
“Nothing isordinary! Describel”

“A soldier. Plain of face. A smplefighter, probably the son of farmers, from the looks of him. Nothing
extraordinary. Some poor fool who stumbled onto the armor and, asthe generd clearly thinks, hasno
ideawhat itis”

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

“Soit seems.”

The murky form grew gtill. 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 threeclawed digits shifted momentarily into sght,
then quickly vanished again.

“Let him come, then. Thisone will have decided by then whether one puppet is better than another . . .”
Xazax'sform grew indigtinct. All semblance of amantis, of any creature, faded away. “Let him come. .

The shadow mdted into the darkened corners.

Gdeonasworeto hersdlf. She had learned much from the foul creature, increased her power in so many
way's because of his past guidance. Y et, much more than Augustus she would have preferred disposing
of Xazax, being rid of his horrid saf. The generd could be manipulatedto a point, but not so her secret
companion. With Xazax, the sorceress played a continua game of cat and mouse and too often she felt
likethelatter of the two creatures. However, one did not Smply break a pact with Xazax’ skind; if done



without precautions, Galeonamight find hersef minus her limbs and her heed—all before hefinaly let her
die

And that made her consider at last something new.

He who wore Bartuc’ sarmor certainly looked to be awarrior, afighter, and, as she had a so described
him, asimple man, too. In other words, afool. Galeona knew well how to manipulate such. Asaman, he
would be defensaless againgt her charms; asafool, he would never redlize that fact.

She would have to see how matters went with both the generd and Xazax. If it seemed one or the other
gtill worked to her advantage, Galeonawould do what she could to tip the balance that way. Maevolyn
with the armor histo command could certainly dedl with her shadowy partner. However, if Xazax gained
the ensorcedlled artifactsfirg, truly he would be the oneto follow.

Still, the stranger remained a possibility. Certainly he could be led around by the nose, told whét 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 dightly mad military commander—and certainly far less dangerous
than ademon.

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!”

* 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 thefirst time he noticed the intense pain in hisright cheek. Without thinking



much, he put ahand to that cheek.

Cold meta brushed his skin. With astart, 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’ sface, contorted in fear not witnessed by
Norrec outside of the most horriblefield of battle. Sadun’ s eyes pleading, his mouth open but no more

words escaping.
Sadun’shand. . . tearing desperately at hisfriend’ sface.
“No..."” It could not be as Norrec remembered it.
Another image.

Fauztin on thefloor of the tomb, blood pooling on the stones nearby, its source the gaping hole where
the Vizjere’ sthroat had once been.

The sorcerer, at least, had died relatively quickly.

“No...no...no..." Growing more horrified by the moment, the half-mad soldier struggled to his
feet. Around him he noticed tdl hills, even mountains, and the first glimmers of sunlight. Y et, none of them
looked at al familiar. None of them at al 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 cresking accompanied every motion.
Norrec looked down to discover that not only hishandswere clad in metd.

Armor. Everywhere he stared, Norrec only saw the same blood-colored meta plates. He had thought
that his shock and horror could not possibly grow worse, but smply gazing at the rest of hisbody nearly
threw the formerly steady soldier into complete panic. Hisarms, historso, hislegs, the same crimson
armor now hid dl. To add to the mockery, Norrec saw that he even wore Bartuc' s ancient but il
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’ slives.

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

He peered within and, after seeing no impediment, tried once more—but il the gauntlets would not



come off. Worse, asthe sun rose, for the first time Norrec could see that the blood from hisinjured
cheek had not been the only stains upon the metal. Each finger, even most of each pam, 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 bone
inhishand if only it would mean the release of his hand. Instead, though, the rock itsaf gave way in part,
the only damage to Norrec being aviolent throbbing throughout his entire arm.

He dropped to hisknees. “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 sentindl's, had done this. Norrec still blamed himsdlf much for those degths,
for perhaps he might have dtered mattersif he had removed the first gauntlet immediately, but by himsalf
he would have never daughtered hisfriends.

There had to be away to remove the gloves, even if he had to pedl them off piece by piece, taking some
of hisskin off withthemetd.

Determined to do something for himsalf, 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’ stomb lay.

“Wherein Hell—" He broke off quickly, uneasy a even mentioning that dark and supposedly mythic
ream. Even asachild and certainly asasoldier, Norrec had never believed much in either demons or
angdls, but the horror to which he had been a part had changed some of his opinions. Whether or not
demons and angelstruly existed, the Warlord of Blood had certainly left amonstrous legacy—alegacy of
which Norrec hoped to rid himsalf quickly.

Hoping that perhaps he had smply been too upset the first time he had tried to remove the gauntl ets,
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 methodicaly
Spread acrossiit.

Again he shuddered. Quickly returning to the gauntlets, he sought some latch, some catch, even some
dent that might have caused the glovesto stick. Nothing. Nothing held the gauntletsfast. By rights, they
should have did off his handswith asimple shake toward the ground.

Thearmor. 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 pieceswould not have any catches, having been smply designed to dideonand off . . .

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

And immediately it snapped sht.
Heforced it open again, only to have the same result. Norrec cursed, attempting the catch athird time.
Thistime, it would not even open.

Attempting severa othersresulted in the same frustrating results. Worse, when hetried to at least
remove the boots—that despite the cold—they, like the gauntlets, did only so far before refusing to give

way.
“Thiscan't be possible. ..” Norrec tugged harder, but again with no visible success.

Madness! These were only garments, pieces of metd and apair 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 pams. “What do youwantof me? What do youwant?”

No sepulchra voice arose from around him, telling him of hisdark fate. The gauntlets did not suddenly
draw words or symbolsin the earth. The armor smply would not Iet go of its new wearer.

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

Y &, if he could never berid of the nightmares, there till 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 weremany practitioners more skilled, more knowledgesble, than he.

Norrec would just have to find one of them.

He looked esast, then west. To the east he saw nothing but tall and menacing mountains, wheress 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 dready 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’ sarmor had not seized him smply to
let him diein the middle of the wilderness. No, it likely had some other notion in mind, one that would
makeitsdf known with time.

Norrec did not look forward to that revelation at dl.



The sun vanished into an overcast sky, turning the westher even colder. A wetnessaso hungintheair.
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 histhoughts 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 sumble. 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 smply 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 histhirst, Norrec walked over to asmall outcropping where the
coolness of the shadows had kept asmall bit of snow and ice still unmelted. He scooped up what he
could and greedily sucked onit, not caring at al about the bits of dust and grassthat came withiit.

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

Hisleft hand suddenly moved without any regard asto hiswishes. The fingers separated and bent
inward, amogt asif now Norrec clutched an invisible sphere. The gauntleted hand then turned until the
palm faced the landscape just before the stunned fighter.

From hislipsburst asngleword,” Jezrat!”

The ground afew feet ahead buckled. Norrec at first thought that atremor had struck the area, but only
asmal crevice, perhaps six feet by three, actudly formed. Therest of his surroundings did not so much
asshiver inthedightest.

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 hisfeet would
not move. The chattering increased, now ababble of highpitched, animalistic sounds.

Norrec bardly stifled a gasp as agrotesque 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, finaly focusing with clear bitterness on the human. The
creature’ ssquat, porcine nose twitched asif smelling something terrible—something that the fighter



redlized likely washim.

Twin sets of three-digited talons seized hold of the Sdes of the fissure asthe horrific beast pushed itsalf
up to the surface. Squat, oversized feet with curved nails planted themselves on the ground. Norrec
gared down at athing surely out of the underworld, avaguely humanoid, hunchbacked denizen of the
depths who, while barely reaching hiswai <, reveded surprisng muscle under skin both scaled and
furred.

And then asecond of the creatures joined thefirst . . . heimmediately followed by athird, afourth, a
fifth. ..

The frightful pack ceased growing in numbers after the sixth, a half adozen more than Norrec certainly
desired. The demonic imps chattered in their incomprehens ble language, obvioudy upset with being here
and very clear upon whom they blamed this entire Situation. A few opened toothy maws and hissed a
Norrec, while others Smply scowled.

“ Gegter! 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 asthe imps groveled before him,
some fairly burying themselvesin the ground to prove how lowly they were.

“Dovru Sesti! Dovru Sestil”

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

Norrec exhded. Each time unknown words sprang from hislips, it fet asif hisheart stopped. The
language sounded akin to that used by Fauztin and other Vizjerel 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.

Norrec blanched at the sight of the carcass. He had, of course, often daughtered animals for food, but
the imps had taken some delight in capturing and daying 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 awvay. Even asthey did o,
athird member of their pack returned, this one carrying asmal, bloody carcass with vague smilaritiesto
arabbit.

Eyeing the gridy offerings, the wary veteran looked for anything he himself might still 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, atattered-looking
lizard,Norrec immediately dismissed. The others, apair of rabbits, hefinadly chosein preference to what
hed been first givento him.



As he reached for them, hisleft hand again rebelled. The gauntlet passed over the rabbits and asit did,
incredible heat threatened to sear Norrec' sfingers.

“Damn you!” He managed to stumble back a step. The heat faded quickly again, but his hand ill
throbbed from the near burning. From where they gathered, the imps chattered, thistime 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, dl enticing.

“S0...don't think I’'m going to thank you for this,” he muttered to no onein particular.

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

The pack still watched him, but their gazes often dipped to the mest, finally giving Norrec hisown
answer. He raised his hand, indicated the goat and the other daughtered creatures, and waved toward
theimps.

They needed no further invitation. With a manic glee that made the seasoned veteran push away, thetiny
horde fell upon the megt. They toreinto the flesh, sending gobbets and blood flying everywhere.
Norrec'sown meal grew queasy in his ssomach as he watched the demons strip the bones of anything
they could devour. He imagined those same clawvsand teethon him.. . .

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

Theimpsrecoiled asif 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 remainsin the crevice, then,
one by one, followed after it.

Thelast gave the human aquick and highly curious glance, then vanished into the bowd s of the earth.
Before Norrec’ swondering eyes, the crevice seded itsdlf, leaving no trace of its existence.

Waking dead. Haunted armor. Demons from the underworld. Norrec had witnessed magic in the pagt,
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
decison to leave the tomb before the guardians had risen to day his band, but Norrec knew he could no
more do that than pedl the cursed suit from his body.

He needed rest. The trek had been an arduous one and with food in his somach the desire to go on had
faded, at least for the time being. Better to deep, then continue on refreshed. Perhaps his thoughts would
aso dear, enable him to better think how to extricate himself from thisterrifying Stuation.

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



“What in—?"

Hisarms and legs pushed him back up to a standing position. Norrec tried to Sit down, but no part of his
body benesth his neck obeyed.

His arms dropped, swinging from the shoulders asif every muscle had been cut. Norrec’ sleft foot
stepped forward; hisright followed after.

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

Hiswords echoed usdlessy through the mountains and hills. Left. Right. Whether the hapless veteran
liked it or not, he would continue hisarduous journey.

But to where?

This should never have happened, Karanervoudy 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, dready palein color, paled further. Karapulled her lengthy black cloak
about her, taking some comfort from itswarmth. Under thick lashes, slver, dmond-shaped eyes
surveyed a scene that her masters surely could never have envisioned. The tomb is forever safe,they had
adwaysingged.Where Vizere elemental sorcery falters, our own trusted skills will make the
difference.

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

Or was there moreto it? How powerful could the intruders have been to not only diminate 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 amogt to glide, the black-clad woman went to the nearestof the corpses. Karaleaned down
and, after pushing back severd tresses of lengthy, raven-colored hair, ingpected the remains.

A wiry man, abattle-scarred war veteran. From one of the distant western lands. Not a
pleasant-looking man, even before someone had completely 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 as
it normally should have. Y et, why cut the victim open after snapping his neck?

Assdlent asdesth, the dim but curvaceous young woman made her way to the other body. Thisone she
immediately recognized asaVizjerel, which did not surprise her in the least. Always meddling, dways
seeking methods by which to gain advantage over one another, the Vizjerei made untrustworthy alies at
best. If not for them, this entire Situation would never have occurred. Bartuc and his brother had followed



the early teachings of the Vizjerel, especidly their reckless use of demonsfor more powerful spells of
sorcery. Bartuc had especidly excelled in that respect, but his constant interactions with the dark ones
had twisted his own thinking, making him believe that demonswere hisdlies. They, inturn, had fed off his
growing evil, kindred spirits from both the morta and inferna planes.

And dthough Horazon and his fellow mages had dain Bartuc and defeated his demon host, they had
found it impossible to destroy the warlord’ s very corpse. The armor, known to bear severd sinister
enchantments, had continued to try to serveitsfunction, protecting its master even in death. Only the fact
that Bartuc had failed to cover histhroat properly had even dlowed hisfoesto decapitate the villainin the
first place.

Left with ahead and torso that they could not readilyburn, the Vizjerei had cometo Kara s own people,
searching the dense junglesfor the reclusive practitioners of asorcery that balanced life and desth, a
sorcery that caused their wielders to be brandednecromancer . Together the two diverse orders worked
hard to make certain that Bartuc’ sremainsforever 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 asavageness beyond that of most animals. Unlike the fighter, the mage had died very quickly if
gill brutaly. Hiseyes stared up at her, the horror of what had happened to him till evident. His
expression remained amix of shock and disbelief, dmost . . . dmogt asif he could not believe who his
murderer had been.

Y et, how could someforceday aVizjerel and Hill 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

e sawhere—everywhere, it seemed. Agenerd 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 thanin
any other period of their existence.

And that left 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 amost from birth, but now Kara
felt she entered territory for which no amount of teaching or experience could have prepared her.

Perhaps. . . perhapsthough, thisVizjerel could still teach her something about what she now faced.

From her belt, Kararemoved adelicate-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. Karawould have willingly pitted her own knife
againg 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 Vizjerel’ sravaged throat. She turned the blade over and over until the tip had been completely
covered. Then, holding the dagger hilt down, Karamuttered her spell.

The deep red splotches on the tip flared bright. She muttered afew more words, concentrating.

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



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

The blade sank in hafway, not at al impeded by the hard rock surface. Stepping back quickly, Kara
watched astheivory dagger became engulfed by the swelling splotches, which then melded together,
creating avagudyhumanform little taller than the wegpon.

Drawing patternsin the air, the necromancer uttered the second and final part of her incantation.
Inablaze of red light, afull-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, infact, 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
cdled aghogt, aspirit—but in doing so they would have been only partidly correct. Drawn forth from the

life' sblood of thevictim, it indeed bore some traces of the dead’ s spirit, but to fully summon atrue
specter would have taken more time and trouble and Kara had to act in haste now. This phantasm would

surely serveto answer her questions.
“Name yoursdf!” 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, redlizing that it could only
answer questionsin asimple way. Taking abreath, she asked, “Did you destroy the undead?”’

Some. ..

“Who destroyed the rest?’

Hestation, then . . .Norrec.

Norrec? The name meant nothing to her. “A Vizjere? A sorcerer?’

To her surprise, the spectral form shook his crimson head ever so dightly.Norrec . . . Vizharan . . .
Thenameagain. Thelast part,Vizharan, meantser vant of the Vizereiin the old tongue, but that
information helped Karalittle. This path led her nowhere. She turned to adifferent and far more
important subject. “Did this Norrec take the armor from the dais?’

And again the phantasm shook his head ever so dightly. Karafrowned, recalling nothing in her teachings
mentioning this. Perhaps Vizjere made for more unusual summonings. She pondered her next question

with care. With the limitations of the phantasm, the necromancer redlized that she could spend all day and
night askingand yet till receive no knowledge of vaue to her mission. Karawould haveto—

A sound came from the passage behind her.



The young enchantress whirled about. For just the briefest of moments, she thought she saw adight
bluish light degp within, but it vanished so quickly that Kara had to wonder if she had imaginediit. It could
have smply been aglow bug or some other insect, but . . .

Cautioudy approaching the tunndl, 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 Karahadheard anoise. Of that she fdlt certain.
And at that moment, she heard it again, thistime much farther into the passage.

Muittering aspell, Karaformed a second emerald sphere, which sheimmediatdly sent fluttering down the
rocky corridor. Asit darted aong, 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 day a
Vizjere certainly offered deadly threat. She could not Smply ignore the possibility. Taking adeep bregth,
the necromancer started down the rocky passage—

—and froze amoment later, swearing a herself for her carelessness. Karahad |eft 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 magica 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, dready preparing in her mind the spell to dismissthe
phantasm, only to find that the crimson figure hadal readyvanished.

Karamanaged but one more step before afurther redization struck her just as hard. With the phantasm
had vanished her preciousdagger, yet that alone did not leave her now wide-eyed and unable to even

Speak.
Both the body of the sorcerer Fauztin and his dighter companion had a so disappeared.

Four

The sand snake wound swiftly aong the shifting desert, its constant undulations keeping the hegt of the
ground from burning it undernesth. Hunting had been poor today but with the sun rising higher, thetime
had come, likeit or not, for the snake to temporarily seek shelter. When the sun had descended some it
could come out again, thistime hopefully to snag amouse or beetle. One could not go long in the desert
without food, where hunting had aways been adifficult busness.

Pushing itsalf hard, the snake traveled up the latest dune, aware that only minutes separated it from
shade. Once over this oneimpediment, it would be homefree.

The sand benegath the snake suddenly erupted.



Mandibles more than afoot in length snapped tight around the midsection of the serpent. The snake
flailed desperately, trying to dither out. A monstrous head burst through the sand, followed by the first
pair of needidikelegs.

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

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

Hailing, the bloody front haf of the serpent dropped to the ground, the head il hissing.

The black and red arthropod emerged completely from its hiding place, turning now to the process of
dragging itsmeal to whereit could et 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. Immediatdly it turned its bulky head and spat at
the new intruder.

The corrosive poison splattered against the somewhat ragged silk robe of abearded and rather
wild-eyed ederly man. From above along, amost beaklike nose, he gazed down briefly at the Sizzling
mess, then waved one gnarled hand over it. Ashe did this, the acidic poison and the damage it had
aready caused completely vanished.

Watery blue eyes focused on the savage insect.

Plumes of smoke arose from the exoskeleton. The beetlelike creature let out a high-pitched squedl, its
spindly legsteetering. 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 squedling arthropod collgpsed in amolten hegp. The mandibles, so deadly to the snake, dissolved
into apool of black liquid that readily sank into the sand. The cries of the dying creature findly cut off
and, asthe ragged figure watched, what remained of the oncesavage predator utterly vanished, draining
away likethe 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 himsdf. “ 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 dunejust a
shortdistance away. Asthe 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 eyesturned to survey the oppressive landscape. A momentary shiver ran through the
ederly man.

“Somuchevil .. .| 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 sgn 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 aready joining countless other hapless denizensin adusty,
forgotten burid.

Themountainslay far behind him, although how he had journeyed so far Norrec only half-recaled. 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 actualy been his own, every musclein the veteran’ s body screamed and
every bonefet asif it had broken. Hislips were parched from the wind while sweet covered much of his
body. Norrec yearned to ped off the armor and run free, but knew the hopel essness of that dream. The
armor would do with him asit chose.

And now he stood atop aridge, staring at thefirst Sgn of civilization he had seen in many aday. An
unsavory inn, aplace that more befitted brigands and highwaymen rather than honest warriors such as
himsdlf. However, with darkness about to befal and Norrec nearly donein, the suit seemed to findly
register that it had to once more deal with thefrailties of its human host.

He marched without desiring to toward the building. Three glum horses stood tethered nearby and at
least onemore sounded its displeasure from awretched stable just beyond. Norrec found himsalf 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’ slegs suddenly buckled under him. Norrec quickly
caught himself, redlizing 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|ooked up, the onlookers amixture not only of the eastern
races, but those on the other sde of the Twin Seasaswell. Mongrels, dl four of them, Norrec saw, and
athough he certainly held no man’s background againgt him, this group did not look at al 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 himsdlf 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 dightest hint of weakness and Norrec suspected
that they would make dire use of that fact.

He approached what he assumed to be the innkeeper, atowering heavy-set figure more frightful than his
patrons, who stood behind aworn and scratched counter. A bush of dirty brown hair fought its way from
under an oldtravel cap. Beady eyes stared from around, 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 waked right out regardless of his
needs.



“What?" the innkeeper findly muttered, scratching his extravagant belly. His shirt had been decorated in
avariety of sainsand even arip under thearm.

“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 |eft behind with
the bloodied corpses of his companions.

Hisleft hand suddenly shot forward, the gauntlet dapping down so hard on the counter that the
innkeeper jumped. The men seated at the tables |eapt to their feet, some reaching for wegpons.

The gauntlet pulled away . . . leaving behind an old but clearlygoldcoin.
Recovering before the rest, Norrec said, “And aroom for that, too.”

He could fed every pair of eyesavidly staring at the coin. Once more Norrec silently cursed the
damnable armor. If it could produce wedlth from thin air, it could have at least produced something less
congpicuous than gold. Again he wished that he till carried his sword or at least agood, solid knife.

“Got some stew in the pot back there.” With atip of his head the ursine giant indicated the kitchen. “ Got
aroom up the second floor. First on theright.”

“I'll eat inthere”
“Suit yoursdf.”

Theinnkeeper vanished in back for afew moments,then returned with astained 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 hisarm, Norrec followed the innkeeper’ s directions to the room. Ashe
walked up the cresking wooden stairway, he heard low muttering down in the common area. Hisfree
hand tightened. The gold coin had burned itsdf into the minds of the men below.

The room proved as disma asthe veteran had expected, a dark, dusty closet with awindow 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. Thesingle oil lamp shed barely enough light to illuminate itsimmediate
surroundings, much lessthe rest of the room.

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 least
fresh enough not to kill him.

The need to deep grew more urgent asfood filled his sscomach. 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 deep, Norrec began to dream.

He saw himsdlf shouting commands at an infernal army of grotesque horrors hisimagination could have
never created on itsown. Scaled, fiery, nightmarish abominations thirsting for blood—blood Norrec
seemed all too willing to give them. Demonsthey were, butunder his complete control. They would raze
citiesfor him, daughter the inhabitantsin 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 hisown desires! Never!

Y et such absolute power had its seductive side.

Norrec' sinterna battle with himself thankfully came to an abrupt halt as anoise suddenly awoke him.
Eyesflashing open, he listened for more. What he had heard, the fighter could not say. A smdll,
somewhat inggnificant sound, but one that had registered even in his subconscious.

Heheard it again, just barely audible through the closed door. The creak of someone dowly and, it
seemed, very cautioudy 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 esein mind, something not at al to hisliking.

If aweary traveler hadonegold coin, surely he had more. . .

Norrec's hand dipped to where his sword should have been. No hope there. That |eft him entirely
dependent on the armor itself, not necessarily a path he could trust. Perhaps the suit would find one of the
thievesmoreto itsliking, opening theway for the soldier’ seasy daughter . . .

The creaking ceased.

Norrec pushed himsdf up asslently ashe could.

Two men with drawn knives broke through the dilapidated door, ingtantly diving toward the figure
beforethem. From behind the pair came athird villain, this one wielding a curved short sword. Each of

the attackers matched the rising fighter in height aswell asin muscle, and they had the advantage of
trapping him in aroom with awindow too smdl for Norrec to try to fit through.

Heraised afig, ready to make them pay—

And thefist 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 hisfirst adversary could only gape.

The blade ripped into the attacker, tearing flesh and sinew without effort. A gaping wound spread across
the robber’ sentire chest asif by magic, blood spilling so fast fromit that it took the victim a moment to
reglize he had been dain.

Thefirg attacker finally dumped 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 alow its opponent. Asthe intruder brought
his sword up for athird strike, Norrec’ s gauntleted hand twisted sharply. The sable blade turned in a
med, zig-zag fashion.

Hislife fluids spilling from ahorrendous dit running from histhroat to hiswaist, the second villain
staggered. He dropped his sword as he desperately tried to prevent the inevitable.

Asif impatient to end matters, Norrec's hand came up again.

The head of hisfoe struck the floor, rolling to acorner and coming to rest—all before the torso even
began to tip over.

“Goddl” the soldier managed to gasp. He had been trained to fight, not to daughter.

Clearly aware of what chance he had, the third intruder had already hurried to the doorway. Norrec
wanted to let him go, desiring no more bloodshed, but the suit chose otherwise, legping 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 hisfriends had failed in their task. Both men looked up to see the crimson figure
above them, the dark blade flaring. The innkeeper drew a prodigious long sword from hiswaist, a
weapon S0 massive Norrec momentarily feared that the suit had overestimated itsinvulnerability. 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 legping feet
first toward the trio, their astonished faces no doubt matching his own. Two of them managed to back
away just intime, but the lone survivor of the earlier debacle stood too horrified to move quickly.

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

“Hisright!” snarled the heavy-set innkeeper. “Hisright!”

The other swordsman obeyed. Norrec knew exactly what the leader planned. Attack from opposite
sdes, keep the soldier digtracted. One of them would surely land ablow, especidly the innkeeper,
whose weapon had nearly twice the reach of the black one.

“Now!” Both men struck at once, one aming for Norrec' sthroat, the other for hislegs, where the
armordid 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 done, the soldier knew that he would have perished there
and then. Bartuc' sarmor, 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 upin
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 fdl, theinnkeeper’ siron reserve suddenly melted. Still widlding his sword before
him, he began to back toward the doorway. The suit pushed Norrec forward, but did not harry the last



of itsfoes.

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
bodieslay. AsNorrec knelt beside the corpse, the sable blade dissolved, |eaving both hands free.

To hishorror, 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!” hismouth suddenly blurted.” Heyat grendel!”

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

“Warrrlorrrd . . . it rasped. The bulbous eyeslooked closer. “Warrrlorrrd?”

“Heskar, grenddl! Heskar!”

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

“Heskar!” hismouth demanded again.

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

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

“Don'tdoit,” hewhispered, now certain that whatever spirit lurked within the armor could hear him.
“Lethimgo!”

The suit turned back toward thefirst corpse.

“Damnit! Leave him bel He snot worth it!”

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

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

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

Theflapping of wingswarned him of the demon’ sreturn, but Norrec could not twist his neck enough to
see. He heard the heavy breathing of the cresture and even the folding of itsleathery wings asit settled
down in the common room.

“Nestu veraki . . . “ The dagger shifted toward the corpse’ sthroat.” Nestu verakuu . . . “



The veteran soldier shut hiseyes, 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
desreto faceit, would havefled if he could.

“Nestu hanti . . . “
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.

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

Two sentries sngpped to attention, their eyes sraight ahead. Maevolyn gave them the dightest of nods,
then moved on.

A city of tents spread out to the west, the only homesfor the generd’ s dedicated minions. Despite being
alandless noble, he had managed to raise afighting force virtually unequaed in the Western Kingdoms.
For aprice, 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 generd turned his eyesto 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, therich, 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 the fertile strip of land on which it stood, the kingdom had prospered
well. Severa times would-be conquerors had thought to add its richesto their coffers, but each attempt
had met with tota disaster. Lut Gholein had not only proven to be well defended, but it appeared to have
abit of acharmed existence. In fact, in Maevolyn’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 somelink to his
desireto seize Bartuc' slegacy and make it hisown. Maevolyn dreamed about it, found himsdlf congtantly
turning histhoughtstoward it.

“Soon,” hewhispered to himsdf. “Soon . . .”

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

“No...” Hewould not do that. For dl the warlord' s power, for dl his command of demon hogts,
Bartuc had had onefailing that the general could not overlook. Bartuc had not been acareer soldier. The
fabled Warlord of Blood had been first and foremost a sorcerer. Mages had their uses, especialy
Galeona, but they were unstable and too focused on their arts. A true commander had to be able to keep
his attention on thefield of battle, on the logistics and the sudden shifts. That had been part of the reason
Augustus Maevolyn had been unable to achieve any true kill with his own sorcerous abilities; hismilitary
career had been histrue 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 eclipsinghim. . .

“Yesss...yesss...” Thegenerd pictured hisimage forever engraved in the hearts and minds of those
inthefuture. Generd Augustus Mdevolyn, emperor of theworld!

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

Demons. Y es, with the armor his, the ability to summon demonswould surely follow. The dreams he had
had sincefirst wearing the helm had dl pointed to that. Reunite hdm with suit and the enchantments within
would give him the power.

The auit. . . . Hisbrow furrowed. He needed the suit!
And somefool had it.

Maevolyn would find him, find the witlesswretch and ped off the armor piece by piece. Then, he
wouldreward the cretin with the honor of being the first to die at the hands of the new Warlord of Blood.

Y es, the general would make the fool’ s death amemorable one.

Augustus Maevolyn waked on, dreaming of hisglory, dreaming of what he would do with the dark
powers he would soon widld. Y &t, while he walked and dreamt, he gtill paid meticul ous attention to the
encampment, for agood leader aways watched to make certain that dovenliness did not spread among
hisforces. Empires were won and |ost because of overlooking such seemingly minor things.

Y et, while Maevolyn noted the care with which hisloya warriors performed their tasks, hefailed to
notice a shadow not caused by the flickering torches. He also failed to notice thet this selfsame shadow
had stood behind him moments prior, whispering what the genera had believed had been hisown
thoughts, his own questions.

His own dreams.

The shadow of the demon Xazax shifted toward Galeona stent, hiswork this night more than to his
satisfaction. This human presented some interesting possibilities, onesthat he would explore. It had
occurred to him long ago that the armor of Bartuc would never accept an actual demon asits master, for,
while the warlord had come to believe in theways 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 amore
susceptible human host, however fragile and temporary their bodies might be.

The generd desired to play warlord. That suited Xazax well. The witch had her uses, but asuccessor to
the bloody Bartuc—Xazax'slord, Belid, would reward his humble servant well for such afind. Not only
had the civil war inHell 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 hismorta prison. If so, he would seek
to free his brothers Baal and Mephisto from theirs aswell, at which point they would then attempt to
regain their thrones from Azmodan and Bdlid. The three would not deal well with demonswho had so
loydly served their rebdlious lieutenants. If Bdlid 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 dways be at your beck and call, human Gaeona. . .” He made a clacking sound, much likea
sand maggot might have done just before crushing its prey initsmandibles. “Besides, you dept . . "

“Not deep enough to not sense your magic intheair. Y ou promised you wouldn’t cast any spells around
herel Augustus has some skill; he might notice it and wonder what it means!”

“Thereisno danger of that, this one promises.”
“| ask again, demon! What were you doing?’

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

Her anger turned to interet. “And did you find out where heis?If | could tell Mdevolynmore. . .”

The demon chuckled, ascratchy sound like furious bees trapped in ajug. “Why, when we agreed that
the armor will never be his?’

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

“True,” mused the demon. “Histiesto it run deep . . . thisone would sayblooddeep.”

Her chin went up as she flung her hair back, signsthatX azax had long ago learned meant that the human
had grown angry. “ And what doesthat mean?’

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

“A demon with asense of humor.” Galeonalooked not at al amused. “Very wel, I'll leave thejesting to
you; you leave Augustusto me.”

“This one would not seek to take your placeinthegenerd’sbed . . "

The sorceress gave the shadow a withering glance, then left the tent. Xazax knew she would hunt down
Maevolyn, begin reinforcing her hold on him. The demon respected her abilitiesin this matter evenif he
felt confident that in a struggle between Galeona and himsdif, the witch woman would surdly lose. After
al, shewasmorta, not one of the foul angels. Had she been such, Xazax might have been more
concerned. Angelswere conniving, working behind the scenes, playing tricksinstead of confronting their
foesdirectly.

The shadow of the demon pulled back, secreting himslf in the darkest corner. No angdls had interfered
so far, but Xazax intended to remain wary. If one showed itsdlf, he would takeit in his claws and dowly
pluck itslimbsfrom it one a atime, dl thewhile lisening to the sweet song of its screams.

“Cometo meif you dare, angels,” he whispered to the darkness. “This one will greet you with open
ams. . . and teeth and claws!”

The dim flame from the angle oil lamp suddenly flared, briefly illuminating Galeond stent 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 furioudy, grateful that Galeona hadnot witnessed hisreaction. Oil lamps often flared; he
had only been taken by surprise by amundane act of nature. Nonetheless, 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’ sarmor.

There he could better watch for cowardly angels.

Five

Rumbling storm clouds turned the day as nearly as black asthe night had been, but Norrec hardly
noticed. Hismind gtill sought to cometo gripswith the terror of the previous evening and hisown limited
partinit. More men had died brutally because of Norrec's damned quest for gold; athough 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 especialy had suffered ahorrible demise, the returning
demon bringing back far too much proof of its thorough handiwork. Norrec 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. Asthe
desperate fighter moved on, hetried not to look down at the armor, greetly stained by the night’s
activities. Worse, each passing second Norrec remained aware that his own face fill bore afew
smudges despite his best attempts to rub everything off. The armor had been very thorough initsfoul
work.

And while hefought off the horrorsin histhoughts, the suit pushed him unceasingly west. Thunder
rumbled again and again and the wind howled, but till the armor moved on. Norrec had no doubt that it
would keep on moving even if the sorm finally broke.

He had been granted one dight boon at least, the garnering of an old, dusty travel cloak hanging on a
peg inthe 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 hima
bit of protection should the rains come pouring down. A very smdl blessing, but one for which hewas
truly grateful.

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

For the first time, Norrec could also smell the sea. What he recaled 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 origina hope had been to head southwest to find one of the Vizjerel, but he had
suspicionsthat 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’sarmor had kept him dive, if not completely well. It gpparently needed him breathing in order
to achieveits mysterious goals.



And after that?

The wind continued to pick up, nearly buffeting Norrec about despite the determination of the cursed
suit to keep onits course. No rain had yet falen, but the air grew thick and moist and fog began to
develop. It becameimpossible to see very far ahead and dthough that did not seem at al abother to the
armor, now and then Norrec till feared that it would walk him right off a cliff without ever redizingit.

At midday—which dmost might aswell have been midnight for al the sun failed to penetrate the cloud
cover—imps again camein summons to the unintel ligiblewords spouted unwillingly by Norrec. Even
despite the growing fog, it took them but minutesto bring back prey, thistime adeer. Norrec ae hisfill,
then gladly dlowed the smal, horned demonsto drag the rest of the carcass back to their inferna abode.

On and on hetrudged, the smell of the seagrowing stronger. Norrec could barely seein front of him, but
knew that he could not be that far from it—and whatever detination the inferna armor had in mind.

Asif reading histhoughts, abuilding abruptly materidizedinthemigt . . . followed dmost immediately by
another. At the same time, he heard voicesin 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 lessany
of the locals saw what he wore undernegth, the better.

As he wandered through the town, Norrec sighted adim but vast shapein 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 figurein mariner’ s garb came from the opposite direction, abundle under one arm. He had eyes and
features somewhat akin to Fauztin, but with much more animation in hisface.

“Ho, traveler! Not agood day to be making your way from theinterior, en?’

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

This, in turn, caused the other to dso hdt. Still grinning, the seaman asked, “Where do you hail from?
Look to be awesterner to me, though it’salittle hard to tell under al that subble!”

“Wedg, yes,” the soldier returned. “I'vebeenona. . . apilgrimage.”

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

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

Theship. ..

Pointing toward the murky shape, Norrec asked, “ That vessdl. Isit heading out soon?’

The mariner twisted his head back to look. “ TheNapolys?She’ sjust come in. Be another two, maybe



five days even. Only ship leaving soon’ stheHawksfire, just down that way.” He pointed toward the
south, then leaned close—far too close, in Norrec’ s anxious opinion—and added, “A word of caution
there. TheHawksfireis not agood vessdl. She'll be at the bottom of the sea one of these days, mark me.
Best to wait for theNapolysor my own fine girl, theOdyssey, though that’ Il mean aweek or more. We ve
need for alittle refitting.”

Stll hislegswould not move. What more did the armor want?
Dedtination?* Can you tell me where each sallsto?’

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

Norrec noticed no change. “What about theHawksfire?”

“Leavestomorrow morn, | think, but | warn you againgt it. One of these days, she'll not makeit al the
way back from Lut Gholein—and that’ sif she makesit therein thefirst place!”

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

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

Bartuc'sarmor marched Norrec through the small town, heading to the southern part of the harbor.
Mariners and locas glanced at him as he walked by, his western looks not as common here, but none
made any comment. For al itstiny size, the port apparently handled a steady business. Norrec supposed
that it would have |looked more impressive in 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 amost as unsavory as the unfortunate foolswho 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 ahalf-hearted attempt to make it pass for something still from theland of theliving, it would
have looked little more baeful than theHawksfiredid at that moment. The three masts stood liketal,
skeletal sentinds halfwrapped in the shroudlike sails. The figurehead at the bow, once probably a
curvaceous mermaid, had been worn down by the eements until it now resembled more an aguatic
banshee in midshriek. Asfor the hull itsalf, something had long-ago stained the wood nearly to pitch and
scars raked the sides, making Norrec wonder if a 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.

He saw no crew, only asingle, gaunt figure in aworn coat standing near the bow. Despite the
uncertainty of taking avoyage on such aghastly ship, Norrec had no choice but to do asthe 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 snew beneath the thin vell of life. One eye stared sightlesdy to apoint just to the left of Norrec,
while the other, bloodshot, glared suspicioudy at the newcomer.

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

“Other shipsin port!” the captain snapped, his accent thick. Under a broad-rimmed hat he wore his
ivory-white hair in atal. The faded green coet, clearly oncethat of anava officer from one of the
Western Kingdoms, had likely gone through severa owners before thisman had laid claimtoit. “No time
to serve passengers!”

Ignoring the fetid breath, Norrec leaned closer. “1 will pay well to get there.”
Animmediate change came over the captain’s demeanor. “ Aye?’

Trusting the armor to do asit had done at the inn, the soldier continued. “All 1 need isacabin and food.
If I'm left done for the duration of the journey, so much the better. Just get meto Lut Gholein.”

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

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

The elder man rubbed his bony chin again. Norrecnoted tattoos running from histhin wrist down into the
voluminous deeve of the coat. The notion that this ship had served as a fregbooter gained merit.

“Twelvedraclin! Bed aone, est away from crew, talk with crew little! Leave ship when docked!”

Norrec agreed with everything except the price. How much was adraclin worth compared to the coin of
hisown land?

He need not have bothered worrying. Theleft hand stretched out, several 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 dl into aragged pouch on his belt.

“Come!” He hobbled past Norrec, for the first time reveding that hisleft leg had splints running down
each Sde dl 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 bein Norrec' sown land, hisfirst viewing of the cabin led himto
believeit far too great aprice 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 asiif
they had been crudely cut from the sails, so dark and coarse were they. A smdll 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 afoothold.

Knowing he had no choice, Norrec hid his disgust. “ Thank you, captain—"



“Casco,” the skdletal figure grunted. “Insde! Eat at bell! Understand?’
113 Yaﬂ

With acurt 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 hisfurther regret, the cabin did not even have a
porthole, which might have offered some relief from the stench.

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

With no notion asto what else to do with histime, hetried his best to go to deep. 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 hisown.

Again helived 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 the rest. A
Vizerel caught spying became the centerpiece for a macabre candelabra that illuminated not only
the warlord’s quarters, but even caused his demonic servants to shudder. A bell sounded . . .

—dlirring agrateful Norrec from hisdeep. Heblinked, finaly registering that he had actualy dept until
the bell for evening med. While he doubted the food would beanything to hisliking, his hunger had
become so greet that Norrec could not avoid the matter any longer. Besides, he did not want to risk the
suit summoning impsto feed him. Therewas no tellingwhatthey might decide could beedible. . .

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

One glance at the surly group convinced Norrec to retire to hisroom. Carrying hisfood up to the deck,
he paused at therail for amoment to inhale some of the reatively fresh seaair before going back into the
cabin.

A figure standing in the fog-enshrouded dock caught hiseye.

Thefood dipped 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’ sthroat once had been.

“Fool!” Casco roared from behind Norrec. “What mess! Y ou 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.

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

Nothing. No sepulchrd figure stood staring back at him. The ghastly shade had vanished—if it had ever
even been therein thefirst place.

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

Still ignoring Captain Casco’s earlier demand that he clean up the mess, Norrec hurried back to his
cabin, damming 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 thefirst obvious sign. Norrec had lost the
struggle for his sanity. The horrorsthe cursed armor had put him through had findly torn away the last
barriers protecting the veteran’ smind. Surely now, the downward spira into complete madnesswould
be swift. Surely now, he had no hope of saving himsdif.

Surely now Bartuc’slegacy would claim not only his body—but his soul, too.

An exhausted Kara Nightshadow ingpected 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,
GeaKul, reeking of too many unwashed bodies and far too much devotion to materidistic things. Asa
necromancer, Karasaw the world in balance between the actions of life and that which occurred after
death and believed that both agpects should be dealt with accordingly with as much dignity asa soul
could mugter. What she had so far witnessed in her few minutes here had revedled very little dignity.

It had taken her great effort to reach this place as quickly as she had, effort that had worn her out
physicaly, spiritudly, and very much magically. Kara dearlywanted to get some deep, but she had come
to this place for reasons that even she did not completely understand and so needed to at least 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 haveto dl, she could not
say, but it clearly did not bode well. Karawished that she could have consulted with her teachers, but
time had been of the essence and she had been trained to rely on hersalf 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 ideawhat to do about that unsettling pair. They acted like nothing
gpoken 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 amedl or adrink after such an arduous
trek.

The Captain’s Table,asthe 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 man in charge kept it
clean and orderly. Karaimmediately knew that he had once been an officer in some nava force, from his
featureslikely one of the wedthier 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, theinnkeeper handled the much younger seaman with ease, not only
retrieving the money owed him but dso depositing the cul prit out in the fog and mud.

Rubbing his hands on his gpron, the owner noticed his newest guest. “ Good evening, milady!” He
bowed gracioudy despite hisgrowing girth, hisentire expression lighting up at the sght of her. “Captain
Hanos Jeronnan, your humble servant! May | say you grace my little place!”

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

“Thank you, captain,” shefinally responded. “| seek somefood and, if you have the time, the answersto
afew quedtions”

“For you, my lovely little one, I'll make thetime!”

Hewaked off, humming to himself. Karafelt her face reddening. Captain Jeronnan obvioudy 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 Raethma such matters were trested with the formality with which they trested everything.

Sesating hersalf in a side 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 awoman in scanda ous garments
leaning over asalor, her offer to him needing little actud conversation. To her right, apair of men
dickered over some dedl, babbling in alanguage of which the necromancer had no knowledge. There
were aso afew maes 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 recelved a stony glare
from her slver eyes, asight so unsettling to himthat he quickly turned away, burying hishead in drink and
visbly shivering for several seconds.

Theinnkeeper returned with a plate bearing broiled fish and some sea vegetable. He placed that and a
mug in front of the necromancer. “Cider inthe mug. ‘ Tisthe smplest drink I’ ve got here, milady.”

Kara considered telling him something about the strong herba concoctions devel oped by the Rathma
faithful, but choseto gracioudy accept the mild drink. She looked at the fish, the spices giving it avery
enticing scent. Of course, at this point Karaamaost would have been willing to egt it right out of the sea.
Stll, it pleased her to find such civilized fare here. “What do | owe?’

“Y our company aone sworth the price.”

Shebristled, thinking of the woman plying her wares on one of the customers. “I am no—"

Helooked chagrined. “No, no! ‘Tisjust that | don’t get such fair vistors much, lass! | only meant ditting
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 Rathmal”
“You know what | am and till you desireto St with me?”

“Milady, | sailed every seaand al over the Great Ocean. I’ ve seen many amagic, but the most
trustworthy of mages were dwaysthe faithful of Rethma. . .”

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

The captain leaned back. “Only when you' vefirst tasted my speciaty and given meyour fine opinion.”

Karacut into thefish, tasting asmall bite. Immediately she cut a second, downing it as quickly asthe
fird.

Jeronnan beamed. *’ Tisto your liking, then?’

Indeed, it was. Thejungles of the east contained a varietyof marvel ous spices, but the necromancer had
never eaten anything like thisfish. Inlesstime than she could have imagined, Karahad devoured agood
portion of her medl, so much so that shefindly felt like herself again.

Captain Jeronnan had excused himsdlf now and then to dedl with his other customers, but by thetime
she had finished, there remained only two others, apair of dourlooking sailors clearly too weary to do
anything but nursetheir es and food. The innkeeper settled in across from her and waited.

“My nameisKaraNightshadow,” she began. “Y ou know what | am.”

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

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

He chuckled. “1n GeaKul? It' d be more extraordinary to see someone ordinary!”

“What about . . . what about aman traveling with armor probably strapped to the back of an anima?’
The necromancer paused to consider the implications further. “ Or aman wearing armor?’

“We get some soldiers here. Not uncommon.”

“In crimson plate?”

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

It had been a desperate hope. Karawanted to ask another, very particular question, but feared that if
shedid, the cagptain’ 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.

Karaopened her mouth with the intention of trying adifferent 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 usudly are. | think you need some good rest.”
She sought to dissuade him, only to yawn again. “Perhaps you areright.”

“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.” Karamanaged to retrieve some coins from the purse on her belt. “Isthis enough?’

He shoved mogt of it back. “That is. . . and don’t go showing al that money around. Not everyone' sa
kind soul like mel”

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

“Best give meafew minutes, lass. | fear that with the help | hire here, it might not be ready for you. Just
remain hereand I’ [l be back shortly!”

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

She pushed herself to her feet, turning to the door at the same time. Perhaps Kara had migudged
Captain Hanos Jeronnan. Perhaps his congeniad manner hid adarker sde.

Awarethat her thinking might well be too muddled, the necromancer sumbled her way toward the
entrance, not a al caring what the two sailorsin the corner might think. If she made it outsde, then
perhaps she could clear her mind enough to reconsider. Yes, for dl the odioussmells of the port itsdlf, the
seaar would still no doubt help her regain her balance.

Karanearly fdl 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 abit more, asense of immediate unease struck Kara.
She looked up into the dark fog and saw afigurein aworn travel cloak standing just afew feet from her.
Hisface remained obscured by the hood of his cloak, but lower Kara could make out one pale hand
emerging. In that hand, the figure held adagger that gleamed even in the mist-enshrouded night.

Anivory dagger.

Kara s dagger.

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

TheVizerei who had had histhroat torn out.



“Your spell . . . should' veworked . . . better on her,” avoice croaked from behind her.

Karatried to turn, her body still moving far too dowly. At the sametime, it occurred to her that al her
training, al her spellwork, had failed to enable her to notice not one attacker, but two.

A second paleface smiled grimly at her, the man’ s head tipped dightly to one Sde asif not entirely
connected to hisbody.

The second corpse from the tomb. The wiry man whose neck had been snapped.
“Youleaveus. .. nochoice”

His hand had been raised, in it another dagger heldhilt up. Even asthisfact reached her duggish brain,
the hand of the ghoul came down, swinging hard.

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...redly...leaveus...nochoice”

And with that, she blacked out.

Six

Norrec did not leave his cabin again until time cameto retrieve his morning meal. No one spoketo him,
especidly Captain Casco, who had not forgiven his passenger for leaving the mess near therail. Norrec
actualy appreciated thelack of conversation, wanting nothing to dow hisreturn to the safety of hisroom.

He had dept fitfully during the night, not only haunted by dreams of Bartuc' sglory, but now aso dread
images of Fauztin' s vengeful spirit cometo claim him. Not until theHawksfirefindly st sail did the
veteran fighter cam at al. Out on the seq, troubled spirits could certainly not pursue him. Infact, asthe
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.

Thelatter seemed more and morelikely. After al, Norrec had been both physically and mentally torn
gpart by the demands of the cursed armor. The memories of not only the tomb but the daughter at theinn
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 dong theway.

The waves grew choppier as theHawksfireentered deep waters. With each groan of the hull, Norrec
became more and more convinced that at some point the seawould crush the worn ship liketinder. Yet,



somehow, theHawksfirecontinued on, riding one wave to the next. In addition, for dl their motley outer
appearance, Captain Casco and his crew proved quite adept at managing the vessal. 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, wasthe storm. It struck but afew hours out, the sky
blackening and lightning flashing al about. The winds picked up, bending the masts and trying to rip the
sails. Norrec, who had finaly stepped out, quickly gripped the rail asthe seatossed theHawksfireto the
gde

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

The man at the whedl worked to obey, but wind and water battled against him. A second crew member
cameto hisad, the pair managing to fulfill the captain’s orders after greet effort.

Rain at last fell, atorrent that forced Norrec back into the cabin. Not only did he know nothing about
salling, but, clad in armor, herisked hislife every time he neared therail. 1t would take only one strong
waveto toss him over the side.

A soiled lantern swinging violently from the celling 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 ideaasto what to do. It would require
powerful sorcery and he knew no one with such ahilities. 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
chillsthrough Norrec. Best to forget about Fauztin—and Sadun, too. They were dead.

Night came and still the storm did not abate. Norrec forced himsalf down to the mess, where he noticed
for thefirgt time some of the crew eyeing him with more than disinterest and disdain. Now afew gazes
seemed dmost hostile, hostile and yet frightened. Norrec had no doubt thet it had to do with the armor.
Who was he, they must be wondering? The armor spoke of power, of command. Why did such aone as
hetravel on amiserable vessd such astheHawksfire?

Again hetook hismedl to the cabin, preferring the solitary atmosphere. Thistime he found the food
dightly more palatable or perhaps the previous meds had just burned away histongue. Norrec devoured
it, then fell back and tried to go to deep. He did not ook forward to seep, both the dreams of Bartuc
and the nightmares surrounding the tomb not at al enticements. However, exhaustion quickly setin and,
asaveteran campaigner, Norrec Vizharan knew better than to try to fight it. Even the violent rocking of
theHawksfirecould not keep hiseyesfrom closing . . .

“Itwould be. . . nicetorest,” cameacracking yet dill familiar voice.” But, after all, they say . . . no
rest for the wicked, eh?”

Norrec bolted to hisfeet, eyeswide. Bardly 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!” Ancther nightmare. Staring at the lantern, Norrec redlized that he must havefallen adeep
without realizing it. The voice had been in his head, nowhere lse. The voice of acomradenow lost . . .

Sadun’ svoice.

Thunder crashed. TheHawksfireshivered. Norrec gripped the side of the cot, then started to ease



himsdf back onto it.

“You should’'ve. . . listened to Fauztin . . . Norrec. Now it . . . may betoo late.”
Hefroze where he was, gaze shifting to the door.

“Cometous, friend . . . cometo Fauztin . . .and me.”

Norrec straightened. “ Sadun?’

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

“ Someone out there?’

TheHawksfiredipped, nearly sending him tumbling. Norrec flattened himself against awall, 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 Vizjerel 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 histeeth, reached toward thelatch . . .
The gauntleted hand suddenly twitched—and began to glow asinister red.

Norrec drew the glove back, watching in wonder as the glow now faded. He reached forward once
more, but thistime, nothing happened. Stedling himsdlf, 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 hiscdoak, Norrec hurried outside, his gaze immediately shifting first to the [eft, then the
right. Toward the bow he saw the dim shapes of men struggling to keep the sailsin order, but of the
supposed phantoms, he found not atrace.

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’ sfierce 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 asif just touched by aleper.
Norrec watched the man run off, then shifted his own attention to therail. A notion filled his head that he
found entirely ludicrous, but till it made him risk fate by actualy stepping to the edge and peering over
thesde.

Waves shattered unceasingly againgt the timeworn hull of theHawksfire, 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 hissupposed visitor, he saw no sign. No vengeful ghoul clung to the sde of the hull. The
unforgiving shades of Sadun Tryst and Fauztin had not, after dl, been standing outside his cabin door. He
hed imagined them, just as he had first believed.

“Youl What you do out? Insde! Insde!” 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’ swell-being. Aswith the rest of the crew, ahint of
fright tinged Casco’ sangry words.

“What isit? What' swrong?’

“Wrong?’ the cadaverous mariner barked back. “Wrong? Nothing wrong! Back to cabin! Storm
outsde! Youfool ?’

Haf-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 amoment, Norrec heard him stump away.

The thought of trying to fall adeep again did not at dl appeal to Norrec, but he nonethelesstried. At firs,
questions raced through histhoughts, dl 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 hisgoing 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 il its actions had appeared to have purpose. . .

Norrec fell adeep ill 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
faled to caculate just how long he had been adeep. The storm till 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 aday, athough he supposed that on the high seait could be different.

Armsand legs iff, Norrec stretched, then tried to go back to his dumber.

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 woodbreaking.

And on aship inthe 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 aready
struggled to ded 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. . .

Amoment later, hisworst fears had been redlized. Just ahead, several sailors fought to keep one of the
measts 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 areawith planks, nails, and more rope. Norrec, however,
could dready tell that theirs had become a struggle in futility. More and more the mast leaned
dangeroudy, and when it went the otherswould surely soon follow.



He wanted to do something, but none of the skills he had learned 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. Y et dl the vaunted power of Bartuc'slegacy would avail him nothing now.

Thethought faded as an unsettling blue auraformed without warning around esch glove.

Norrec suddenly found himsdlf rushing forward, the suit again in command of his actions. For once,
though, the veteran fought little againgt it, certain of itsintentionsif 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
lifeadone, it needed to act.

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

The mast creaked ominoudly, a sure sign that only seconds remained before it toppled into the next.
Norrec took adeep breath, anxioudy 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 dl those around him aso surely noticed, wasthat severd shimmering green forms
suddenly surrounded, evenclungto, the ruined mast. They had strong, deek armsthat ended in suckered
fingers, but where there should have been legs, the monstrosities had bodies reminiscent of gigantic dugs.
The creatures hissed and crawled, their half-seen faces akin to some demented artist’ sidea of abat
made up like aclown, face paint and al.

The sallorsfled in panic, releasing their grip on the ropes and wood. The mast started tofdl . . .

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 dime over the cracks. At first Norrec had
no ideawhat they intended, but then he noticed that the dime almost immediately hardened, strengthening
and stabilizing the mast. Over and over the creatures crawled, amadcap race with no finish line. Their
brethren, no longer needed to support the mast, watched and waited, hissng in what seemed
encouragement to the ones circling around the pole.

“Kesra!l Qezal ranakkal”

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 ina
gentle breeze. Not only had they repaired it, but they had reinforced it in such amanner that the odds
were it would better survive this voyage than the other two.

Asif dso satisfied, the suit waved a negligent hand at the demons. A burgt 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 asigh, the light faded out—l eaving no trace of the duglike beadts, not even asingletrail of
dime

Seemingly unimpressed, the storm battled on, tossing theHawksfireabout. Y et, despite the continued
threat of it, the crew hesitated to return to their posts, only doing so when the captain finaly shouted at
them. The sailors who passed Norrec gave the fighter awide 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 onewho could call forth such horrific apparitions journeyed with them surely shook the mento the
very core of their souls.

Norrec, however, did not care, so weary hislegs 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
singlehandedly. Norrec waited for the armor to guide him back to the cabin, but now that the danger had
been dedlt with, apparently it had left mattersto him.

The metd plate fdt like athousand pounds as he turned and walked from the deck. Around him, Norrec
continued to fedl the uneasy stares of the crew of theHawksfire. No doubt they would soon even forget
that they owed their livesto 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 deep. 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, enveloping darkness.

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

She also heard a voice.

“Kara!l Lassl 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

“Kara!”

The necromancer’ s eyes flew open.

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

Somewhere ahound 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 dl sides, a hollow tree without major openings. Somehow, she had been placed here,
sedled 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
also covered her mouth, sealing her lips together. She tried to make a sound, but, muffled by both the
moass and the thick trunk, Kara knew that no one outside would hear her.

More hounds barked, thistime nearer. She fixed on avoice, Captain Jeronnan’ svoice, caling her name.
“Karal Lass! Canyou hear me?’

Her legs aso could not move, likely for the same reasons as her arms. Physicaly, Karahad been left
completdy helpless.

The sense of claustrophobiagrew. Although the necromancer had lived much of her short lifein
seclusion, she had dways had freedom of movement, freedom of choice. Her ghoulish attackers had | eft
her without either. Why they had not dain her outright, the desperate dark mage could not say, but if she
did not soon escape, her demisewould be just ascertain . . . and in afar dower, gridier fashion.

And that thought, accompanied by her growing feding that the tree trunk closed in on her from al sides,
pushed Karaas none of her teachers had ever. She wanted to escape, to be free, to not suffer the dow
tortures of starvation. . .

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

Shewould not die thisway, not through the dark magic of an undead sorcerer . . .

Not diethisway . . .

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

Not die. . .

Her slver eyesflashed bright . . .brighter. . .

The tree exploded.

Fragments of wood flew in dl 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
hersdf. The necromancer fell forward, her arms and legs no longer hindered. The ingtinctive reaction to
put her hands out to save hersalf kept Karafrom striking the ground heead firgt, but did not prevent the
jolt whenher body hit from causing her to momentarily black out.

Vaguely she heard voicesthat seemed to draw near. A beast sniffed the ground near her head, its cold
nose briefly rubbing against her ear. She heard acommand, 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! Takethedogs leashes! I'll seeto her!”
“Aye, captain!”

Karabardly noticed the journey back to Gea Kul, save for one moment when the innkeeper, who
carried her in hisarms, swore a one of his companionsfor nearly letting the dogstrip him. She drifted
into and out of consciousness, now and then recaling her short glimpses of the two undead. Something
about them had grestly disturbed her, more than she would have imagined possible.

Evenin 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 manipulated the forces of life and death,
not the other way around. Y &, the Vizjerei and his grinning companion had toyed with Karaasif she had
been less than afirstyear novice. How? More to the point, why did they walk theworld at al?

The answer had to dedl with her earlier error in the tomb. Somehow, athough her training had never
covered such astounding occurrences, when she had | eft the phantasm aone, it had been able to seizefull
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 smple explanation, and yet not a al satisfactory. Karamissed something; she felt sure of it.
“Enchantress?’

The word echoed in her skull, drowning out her thoughts. She forced her eyelids open—which Karahad
not even redized until now had been closed—and stared up at the concerned visage of Captain Hanos
Jeronnan. “What . .. 7’

“Easy, lass! Y ou’ ve gone two days without food and water! Not enough to do you any rea harm, but
gtill 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 theinn.” He held up asmall, leather pouch in which Kara stored some of the herbs
necessary for her caling. Necromancer spells required other ingredients besides blood, athough most
outsiders never knew that.

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

But, then, theyhadleft her dive, if buried in the heart of adead tree.

Shefelt so confused. Her irritation must have shown, for the innkeeper immediately sought to aid her.
“What isit? Need more water? Blankets?’

“I’'m...” Her words sounded more akin to the croaking of afrog—or too much like her more vocal
assallant. Karagratefully accepted water, then tried again. “I am dlright, captain .. . . and | thank you for
your care. | will, of course, pay you—"



“I don't like foul language in my establishment, milady! Thereé'll be no moretak of that!”

Hetruly was a curiogty to her. “ Captain Jeronnan, most folk, especialy 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 guedts, 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 GeaKul. Clean and comfortable, with no odor of fish,
ather. Truly amarvel. Yet, Karadid not et her pleasant surroundings deter her from her question.” Why
doit, captain?’

“I had me adaughter once,” he began with much reluctance. “ And before you think it, she looked not a
bit like you savein also being pretty.” Jeronnan cleared histhroat. “ Her mother was higher born than me,
but my naval successes et me rise to where we could wed. Teraniawas 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 becauseit tore
me away from the only oneleft to me. Findly, | resigned my commission when she wasjust beginning to
blossom into afair maiden and took her across the seato aplace | remembered being so beautiful. Bless
her, Teranianever complained, even seemed to thrive here.”

“GeaKul?”

“Don't sound so surprised, lass. Was amuch nicer, cleaner place a decade ago. Something foul’s
touched it Since, just asit’ stouched every other place | hear of these days.”

Karacarefully 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 dip 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 dl of this and so Karahad missed his past
few words. However, something at the end caught her attention, so much so that she had to blurt,
“What?’

By now hisface had turned grim, so very grim. “Aye, that’ swhat happened, dl right! Two yearswe
lived here, happy as could be possible; then one night | hear her scream from her room, a place no man
could get without passing mefirst! Smashed through her door, | did—and foundnotrace of her. Her
window remained locked, her closet | searched well, but she’ d somehow vanished from aroom with no
other good exit.”

Jeronnan had searched high and low for his daughter, saeverd of thelocals more than willing to join the
hunt. For three days, he had looked and for three days he had failed . . . until one night, ashetried to
deep, the captain had heard his daughter caling to him.

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



Findly, near acrooked tree, he had caught sght 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 histhroat.

Captain Jeronnan had sailed the world, had seen many amarveous and disturbing thing, had fought
pirates and villainsin the name of his magters, but no experiencein hislife had meant more to him than
rasing hisonly child.

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

“It hangs downgtairs,” he muttered, finishing. “A fine piece of craftsmanship and designed to be practicd,
t00.” Almogt as an afterthought, the captain added, “Plated in silver or else I’ d not be here with you
tajw.”

“What happened to her?” Karaknew 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 hiseyes. “1 till hear her cries. .
. both the one when she vanished and the one when | dewher.”

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 Stuation. * Forgive me, captain, for sounding
S0 uncaring about your great loss, but can you tell meif any ships departed during thetime | waslost?’

Kara s question caught the grieving man off guard for amoment, but he quickly recovered. “Only ship
that’ s sailed off so far has been theHawksfire,acursed vessd if I’ ve ever seen one!l Surprised it hasn't
sunk yet.”

Only asingle ship had departed. It had to be the one she wanted. “Where was it heading?’
“Lut Gholein. It dways sallsto Lut Gholein.”

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

Lut Gholein. The Vizjerel and hisgrinning friend had trekked al the way here from the tomb, moving at a
pace only those who fdlt no exhaustion could maintain. They had specificaly cometo GeaKul, whose
only good purpose served as apoint by which to reach other relms. But why?

There could be only one reason. They pursued the remaining members of their party, the oneswho aso
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 thisHawksfirecarried 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 tdes 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 Karahad a particular destination.
“Cgptain, when isthe next ship sailing there?’

“Lass, you're barely ableto st up, much less—’

Siver eyesfixed unblinking & him. “When?’

He rubbed his chin. “Not for atime. Maybe aweek, 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 aship | could hire?’
Jeronnan eyed her for amoment. “ Thisisthat important?’
“Morethan you canimagine.”

With asigh, the innkeeper replied, “There sasmall but deek vessd, theKing' s Shield, near the
northernmost end of the port. She can sail at any time. Just need aday or two to gather the crew and
suppliestogether.”

“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 aman who used to
follow many acause, so long asit was agood one!”

Her hopesrose. Already shefdt nearly well enough to travel. TheHawksfirehad afew days head Sart,
but with agood ship, Karamight be able to arrive in Lut Gholein in but a short time after. Her unique
skills, combined with afew careful questions, should enable her to follow thetrail from there.

“I need to talk with him. | must be able to leave by tomorrow morning.”

“Tomorrow morn—"

Again she gave him that gaze. Kararegretted pushing, but more than her health and the patience of this
other captain were at stake. “1t must be s0.”

“All right.” He shook hishead. “I’ll get everything reedy. W€ Il set sail in the morning.”

Karawastouched by his sudden offer. “It is more than enough that you can convince theKing's Shield’
s captain to take this journey, but you need not tear yoursdf from your beloved inn! Thisisno longer
your concern.”

“1 don’t likewhen my guests are nearly killed . . . or worse, lass. Besides, I ve been too long on dry
land! Be good to fed the seaagain!” He leaned nearer, giving her asmile. “ And asfor convincing the



captain, | don't think you understand me yet, enchantress! I’ mowner of thatfine vessd and by dl that’s
holy, I'll seethat she setssall in the morning—or | promise you thet there Il truly be hell to pay!”

Ashe hurried off to see to arrangements, Karasumped down, caught by hislast 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. Grestness 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 wherethisfool bringsit!” Maevolyn seized her hair, pulling her up until
their faces nearly touched. “Find him, my darling. Find him—or | may haveto find myself mourning your

passing!”

Shelet 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.

“I will seewhat | can do, but it must be accomplished without you thistime.”

Hefrowned. “Y ou dways required my presence in the past. Why the change now?’

“Because what | must do will require meto 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 aso perhaps day anyone

nearby.”

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

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

The sorceress smiled, wrapping one arm around Maevolyn and putting her lipsto his. As she pulled
away from the kiss, she absently asked, “Who' sfailed you most of late, my love?’

His mouth set into astraight edge, unyielding and unforgiving. “ Captain Tolos has proven something of a
disappointment of late. | think his dedicationisdipping.”

Her hand stroked Maevolyn's cheek. “ Then perhaps | can make him more useful to you.”
“I undergtand. I'll send him to you immediately. Just give meresults.”

“I think you'll be pleased.”



“Weshdl see”

Generad Maevolyn marched out of the tent. Galeonaimmediately turned to the shadows, onein
particular. “Youthink it'll be enough?’

“Thisone can only try,” replied Xazax. The shadow separated from the others, moving nearer. Part of
the shadow crossed over the sorceress sfoot, sending a sensation like approaching desth through her.

“I must find him thistime! Y ou see how impatient the generd getsl”

“This one has waited much longer than themortal,” chittered the shade. “ This one desiresthefinding 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, hishelm in the crook of hisarm, entered. Red-haired, with adight beard and eyestoo
innocent, he looked like alamb coming to the daughter.Galeona remembered his face and the interesting
notions that had crossed her mind more than once. “ Come closer, Captain Tolos.”

“The generd sent me,” the officer returned in avoice that held just ahint of uncertainty. No doubt he
knew well of the sorceress sreputation . . . not to mention her appetites. “He said you had atask for
rre”

She went to the table where she kept wine for the general, pouring Tolos a cup of thefinest. Galeona
held it up for him to see, beckoning the man to cometo her. Like afishto thelure, hedid just that, his
expression sill confused.

Pressing the cup into his hand, Galeonalled it to his mouth. At the sametime, her other hand followed the
course of hisbody, which further increased his anxiety.

“Lady Galeona,” Tolos ssammered. “the genera sent me here for a purpose. It would not do for himto
discover—"

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

Enough of frail pleasures,came the demon’svoicein her head.\We have workto do . . .

Behind the enamored officer, the shadow grew, solidified. A sound akin to adying swarm of fliesarose,
enough of anoiseto finaly snagp Captain Tolos from the enchantment Galeona had woven over him. The
light of the ail lamp let part of anew shadow cross hisfield of vision, ashadow shaped like nothing
hurmen.

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



Whatever words he planned failed him. Captain Tolosgaped, his skin turning completely white. His
fingers ill fumbled for the sword, but the overwheming fear enve oping 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 asight capable of ingtilling such horrific
fear. More than seven feet in height, Xazax resembled most apraying mantis, but amantis as only Hell
could create. A mad mix of emerald and crimson colored abody 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 a skull beneath. Oversized, yellow pupilless orbs stared down at the puny mortal and
mandibles wider than asoldier’ s head—with smaller yet equaly savage ones nearer the actua
mouth—opened and closed with terrible eagerness. Astench like decaying vegetation pervaded the area
surrounding the monstrous creature and even began permesting the tent.

The middle appendages, skeletd armswith three-fingered claws, reached out with lightning speed,
dragging the petrified officer near. Tolosfindly tried to scream, but the demon spat firgt, covering his
victim’' sface with a soft, sticky substance.

Xazax' s main gppendages rose high, two jagged scythes ending in needielike points.
He thrust both lances through the breast plate of the unfortunate officer, skewering Toloslike afish.

The body quivered violently, something that seemed to amuse Xazax greetly. Tolos s hands feebly
clawed at both his chest and hisface, succeeding in freeing neither.

Gaeonafrowned 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 havewor kto do.”

Xazax |et the gtill-quivering body dide free. Tolos dropped to the ground, his blood-soaked carcass
gplayedout like some stringless marionette. The hellish mantis prodded the officer’ s corpse toward her.
“Of course”

“I'll drawv the patterns. Y ou be ready to channel.”

“Thisonewill be prepared, make no mistake about it, human Gaeona.”

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. Galeonathen 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 afew minutes work, Galeona had everything prepared. The sorceress glanced up at her demonic
companion.

“Thisoneisready, aspromised,” came the raspy reply to her unspoken question.

The mantis approached, his scythelike 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 thanksthat her protective spells kept anyone outside from hearing the cresture' s
unholy voice.

The tent began to shake. A wind arose insde, onethat lifted Galeona s hair and blew it back. The oil



lamp flickered, at last dousing, but another light, adank, poisongreen aura, emerged from the
blood-soaked chest of the dead soldier.

Xazax continued muttering in his demonic tongue, & the same time the mantis drawing new variationsin
the crimson pattern. Galeonafdt forces both natural and hellish come forth, then mix in acombination
otherwiseimpossiblein the red world.

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

“Speak the words, human,” commanded Xazax. “ Speak before we areengulfedby our own crestion . .

Gdeonadid, 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’sfear might yet provetrue.

A thing the color of mold and fleshed dmost like atoad formed above the body of Captain Tolos. It
struggled, twisted, tried to cry out with amouth not completely formed.

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

Deformed beyond even the manner of demons, the grotesque creature sought to swipefirst at Galeona,
then Xazax. However, the wards that she had set into place caused a blue spark whenever the
monstrosity reached out, aspark which clearly hurt the thing much. In frugtration, it finaly pulled within
itsdlf, wrapping spindly, taloned limbs about it asif trying to fold itsdf up enough to utterly disappear.

“Y ou are ours to command,” shetold the imprisoned creature.

[...must...rest!

“Y ou cannot rest until you complete the task we' ve set for you!”

Nightmarish eyesthat dangled loose yet dso seemed in some ways human peered at her in open
maevolence Very well . . . for a time, anyway. What would . . . you have. . . of me?

“No magic binds your eyes, no barriers block your vision. Seefor uswhat we seek and tell uswhere it

IS

The horror above Tolos's cooling body quivered, rumbled. Both Xazax and Galeona bent back at
firs—until both redized that the thing onlylaughedat 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 deep.”
The eyes swung toward the demon.Show . . . mewhat . . . you seek.

The mantisdrew asmal circlein the midst of the main pattern. A haze of orangefilled 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 aready tasted a portion of.”
Their prisoner gazed down at the body. Accepted.

And with but that—aforce struck Galeona so hard within her mind that the sorceressfell back,
collgpsing onto her pillows.

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 ook beyond the deck. Without even moving her feet, the
sor ceress 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
dlightly 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 feel 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?’

He turned dightly, asif unsettled.

“Who areyou?” she repeated.

Thistime, hislips opened and he mumbled, “ Norrec.”

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

“Hawkdfirrre.”

“What isits 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 her self.

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 jeopardize
matters.

The sorceress turned her attention back to Norrec, looming over him and speaking to himnow in
the seductive tone she generally reserved most for Augustus. “ Tell me, my brave, handsome
warrior . . . tell Galeona to whereyou 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 Gaeonafound herself back in the tent, her eyes staring toward the celling, her body coveredina
chill sveet.

“Youimbecilel” sheroared, picking hersdf up. “What were you thinking?’

Xazax’s mandibles snapped open and close. “ Thinking that this one could find answers much more
quickly than amuch digtracted femae human . . .”

“There are much better ways than fear for discovering secrets! | had him answering everything! Afew
moments more and we would have had al we needed to know!” She thought quickly on the subject.
“Maybeit’ snot too late! 1f—"

She hesitated, staring down at where Tolos lay—or rather,hadlan.

The body, even the blood that had splattered the carpet, had vanished.

“The dream one hastaken hisprize,” Xazax remarked. “ This Captain Toloswill suffer aterrible
afterdeath . . ”

“Never mind him! We haveto get the Dreamer back—"

Here the mantis vehemently twisted his head back and forth, the closest he could cometo shaking it.
“Thisonewill not defy a Dreamer in hisown domain. Their relm is beyond even that of Hell or Heaven.
Here we may command them, but, break the link, and they may take what istheirs.” The demon leaned
forward. “ Do you think your general might part with another soul?’

Gdeonaignored his suggestion, thinking what she could say to Maevolyn. She had the names of both
the man and hisvessdl, 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—

“Hesad ‘Lut—,” thewitch gasped. “It hasto bel”

“Y ou have athought?’

“Lut Gholein, Xazax! Our fool journeysto Lut Gholein!” Her eyeswidened in satisfaction. “He comesto
us, just asl firgt sad!”



The monstrous yellow eyesflashed once. “Y ou are certain of this?’

“Very much!” Gaeonalet out athroaty chuckle, one that would have stirred many aman, but did
nothing for the demon. 1 must go tell Augustus a once! Thiswill keep himinlinefor thetimebeing!” She
congdered further.” Perhaps| can findly 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 gppeared a puzzled look. “But if the human Maevolyn throws his
men at Lut Gholein, hewill certainly fail—aah! Thisone understands! How clever!”

“I don't know what you mean . . . and I’ ve no more time to argue with you! 1 must tell Augustusthat the
armor sailstoward us asif 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.

“Thearmor sallstoward us, yes,” the mantis chittered, hisform beginning to fade back into shadow.
“Curiouswhat your genera would think of you, though . . . if it did not reach Lut Gholein.”

Norrec’seyesflew open. “What in the name of al—"

He paused, dready hdf out of hisbunk. 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—asdight
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 afemaethief. Y et, what
harm could awoman in adream do to Norrec, especialy considering his dready dire situation?

He wished that he had not awakened. Perhapsif the dream had gone on longer, it would have proved
more enticing. Certainly it had been an improvement over hisrecent nightmares.

Thinking of nightmares, Norrec tried to remember what had actualy made him cdl 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 |eaned nearer . . .

A violent shift in theHawksfiresuddenly sent Norrec tumbling. He fell againgt the cabin door, which
swung open without warning.

On hisown, Norrec would not have reacted swiftly enough, but one gauntleted hand shot out of itsown
accord, seizing hold of the door frame and preventing the hel pless soldier from crashing through the
outsderail and plummeting into the scormy 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 hiscrew? If they were not careful, they would end
up letting the waves and wind tear theHawksfireapart!

He seized a handhold and began fighting hisway toward the bow. Theroar 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 cardessness. Certainly the cagptain would seeto it that his crew—

Not asoul stood on the deck of theHawksfire.

Still unwilling to believe his eyes, Norrec glanced up at the whed . 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 linesfor the sailsfluttered loose, whipping about madly in the slorm. One sail
had tearsin it thatthreatened 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
theHawksfire,in the midst of such violence. Casco had likely summoned them to the messin 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.

Heranfromrall to rail, confirming his greatest fear. The crewhadabandoned theHawksfir e, leaving both
it and Norrec at the mercy of thestorm. ..

But why?

It was aquestion to which he aready knew the answer. He recalled the expressions of the crew after the
auit had summoned the demonsto 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 awariness 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 exhaudtion after the summoning.
Never mind that they had probably condemned themsalves to death on the seg; the mariners had feared
more for their eternal soulsthan their mortal bodies.

But where did that leave Norrec? How could he hope to sail theHawksfireto land by himsdf, much less
even steer acourseto Lut Gholein?

Acreaking noise directly behind him made the desperate soldier quickly turn.

L ooking much bedraggled and not at al pleased to see Norrec, Captain Casco emerged from below
deck. He had appeared cadaverous before, now he looked almost like aghost.

“You...” hemuttered. “Demonman. . .”
Norrec closed in on him, seizing Casco by the shoulders. “What happened? Where' sthe crew?’

“Left!” the captain snapped, pulling free. “ Drown on searather 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 ingsted on not only trying to keep theHawksfireseaworthy, but also on route. It
seemed like amad, pointless exercise, but Casco looked 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 redlized how futile it 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, thistime so near that Norrec had to turn away in order to keep from being blinded.
Frustrated by hisinability to do anything, he headed to the doorway |eading below deck. Perhaps out of
the storm he could better think.

Afew lanterns still provided light as he descended into the bowels of theHawksfire, yet their illumination
did nothelp keep Norrec from being unsettled by the emptiness around him. Everyone but Casco had left
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 dain 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 theHawksfirehad before the waves and wind tore it apart.

Heglared at the gauntlets, the parts of the armor he most associated with hisplight. If not for the suit, he
would have never been in this predicament.

“Wd|?" Norrec nearly spat. “What do you plan to do now? Areweto start svimming if the ship Snks?’

At firgt 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 his
lungsfill with water asthe dark seaengulfed him . . . better to run ablade through his gut instead!

TheHawksfireshook, thistime in o violent amanner that the hull moaned ominoudly. Norrec gazed
toward the celling, wondering if Captain Casco had finally lost what little control of the ship he had briefly
hed.

Again thevessd shook, the planksliteraly bending. A few more moments of thisand the soldier felt
certain that dl his darkest fears would soon cometrue. Already he could fed the watersclosing in.

Determined not to fal victim to panic, Norrec raced to the stairway, fighting to keep hisfooting ashe
rushed back up on deck. Whatever the mariner might think of him, Norrec had to try to somehow help
Casco regain mastery of theHawksfire.

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—a ong with agigantic nightmarerising from the sea.



A gargantuan horror with what seemed a hundred tentacles and one vast red orb had the bow of the
Hawksfirein its clutches. The aquatic behemoth resembled a giant squid, but only if some greet force had
first ripped away its skin and put in place wicked barbs everywhere. Worse, many of the smaler
tentacles had, not suction cups, but rather tiny, clawlike 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 itsdlf.
Severa hands and tentacles sought for the salls.

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 a tentacle flopped around, dark ichor pouring
from the torn section. Defying the danger dl about him, the mariner continued to try to fend off the
monstrous sea creature. The sight looked as absurd asit did terrifying, one lone man trying to stop the
inevitable.. . .

Once more, Norrec |ooked down at the gloves, shouting, “ Do something!”
The suit did not reect.

With nothing e se left for him, Norrec looked around, seeking awegpon. Seeing another of the hooked
poles, heimmediately seized it and ran to Casco’'sside.

His actions proved most timely for at that moment apair 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 pole into play, burying the point in the monstrous hand and pulling with dl
hismight.

To hisamazement, the hand tore off, dropping to thedeck. 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’ sright.

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 fingerstrying to rip into Norrec’ sface. 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 akinto this

ungodly abomination. It looked more like athing out of atae of horror, abeast more at home with the
demonic impsthe 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
Seq, 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.

More and more tentacles turned from the task of ripping the ship to piecesto now dedling with the only
resistance. One managed to seize Casco’ s pole, pulling it free with such force that the captain fell to the



deck, hisbad leg giving out on him at last. Severa 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. Tentacleswound
aroundboth legs, then hiswaist. Two more tore the pole from his hands. The soldier found himsdf hoisted
up into theair, his breath dowly being squeezed out of him despite the enchanted armor.

He screamed as a set of claws raked hisleft cheek. Somewhere beyond hislimited field of vision,
Norrec heard Casco uttering oaths even as death prepared to wel come both men.

A serpentine shape curled around Norrec’ sthroat. 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 ingtantly uncoiled from histhroat, but the glove would not releaseit. Norrec’ s other hand,
aso glowing furioudy, came up, seizing the tentacle holding him by the upper part of the waist.

Therest of the behemoth’ slimbs pulled away, leaving the startled veteran dangling by hishands high
above theHawksfire. 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,
hisarmsfeding asif they would soon be torn from their sockets.

“ Kosori nimth!” hismouth shouted.” Lazarai . . . lazarai!”

A bolt of lightning struck the leviathan.

The creature shuddered, nearly succeeding in freeing itself of Norrec smply dueto itsthroes of pain.
Y et, 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 mongter directly initsterrifying 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' sfingers turned a pasty gray. Serpentine flesh 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
tentacl es the hapless soldier held, then coursed dong in every direction, covering the giant’ s body and
other limbsin mere seconds.

“ Kosori nimth!” Norrec shouted for the third and—so he suspected—find time.

Aflash of lightning more intense than ether of the others struck the graying seademon directly inthe
ruined eye.

The horrific behemothshattered.



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 sartled fighter frantically grabbed a 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. “ Seemslike alifeboat in the distance.”
Karasquinted, seeing nothing. The captain evidently had miraculous eyesight. “Isthere anyonein it?’

“No onevisble, but we Il takeacloser look. I'll not risk asingle sailor’ slife just to spare afew minutes.
.. hope you understand that, lass.”

“Of coursel” Shefdt 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
shetried to press, adark expression would cover his countenance, warning the raven-tressed
enchantress that she threatened to tread on the memory of the former nava officer’ s daughter.

It had taken two days at seq, in fact, before Karahad come to redlize that he truly needed this voyage as
much as she did. If thetall innkeeper had seemed boisterous before, he now seemed at timesready to
burst. Even the congtant hint of lessthan fair weather on the western horizon did nothing to dampen his
Soirits.

“Migter Drayko!” At Jeronnan’s cry, adim hawkfaced man in perfectly kept officer’ s garments turned
and saluted. Drayko had not acted at dl bitter when his master had declared that he would be taking
commandof thisvoyage. 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 theKing' s Shieldreacted 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 hislifefollowing the
drict dictates of discipline. Thisdid not mean that he ruled with an iron hand. Jeronnan also believed in
the humanity of each of hismen, arare qudity in any leader in thesetimes.

TheKing's Shieldcame 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 theHawksfirewould have used; could
this be aboat from that vessal? Had Kara' s quest ended so soon, her quarries at the bottom of the sea?

“There' sone aboard her,” Captain Jeronnan muttered.



True enough, one sailor did liein the boat, but even asthe crew worked to secure the life craft, Kara
aready noted tdltde signsthat, for thisman, 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.

Eyesthat no longer saw stared up into the heavens.
“Been dead aday,” called up one of the men. He grimaced. “Permission to send him to hisrest, Sir.”

Karadid not have to ask what he meant. Out here, there were limitations to wheat they could do for a
corpse. A ceremony . . . and then awatery burid.

Jeronnan nodded his permission, but Kara quickly putahand on hisarm. “1 need to seethe body . . . it
may tell ussomething.”

“You think it'sfrom theHawksfire?”

“Don’'t you, captan?’

Hefrowned. “Aye. . . but what do you plan to do?’

She dared not explain infull. “Find out what happened.. . . if | can.”

“Very well.” Jeronnan signaded for the men to bring the body up. “I'll have a cabin set asdefor you,
milady! | don’t want anyone e se withessng 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 crestures | doubt you' ve even heard of, viewed desth in a
thousand forms. . . and after what happened to my daughter, nothing can ever make meflee again. I'll
watch and I'll even hdlp, if it comesto 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 agentlelife. Recaling what little she had learned of theHawksfire,the dark mage grew more
suspicious that the boat had been indeed from that desperate vessdl.

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 hasto be done. Y ou may ill leaveif you wish, captain. It is not necessary that you subject
yoursdlf to any of this”

He stedled himsdlf. “I’ll stay . . . it’sjust that a dead man’s sareis 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’ stomb. Besides, attempting
to do so might have even made Jeronnan change his mind about |etting her continue. No, what shehad in
mind would work well enough, provided that in the processit did not turn the captain against her.

From onetiny pouch Kara pulled forth a pinch of white powder.

“What' sthat?’

“Ground bone and amix of herbs.” She reached toward the dead sailor’ sface.
“ Humanbone?’

“Yes.” Captain Jeronnan made no noise, no protest, which relieved the necromancer. Karaheld the
powder over the eyes, then sprinkled both sightless orbs with the white substance.

To hiscredit, Jeronnan kept histongue still. Only when she next retrieved atiny black via, then reached
for the corpse’ s mouth, did he dare interrupt again. “Y ou’ re not going to pour that down hisgullet, are
you, lass?’

She peered up a him. “I mean no desecration, captain. What | do, | do to find out why this man
perished. He looks dehydrated, starved, aimost asif he has had neither food nor water for more than a
week. 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’samad, foreign devil, but, aye, he' d still seethat his men were fed.”

“As| thought. And if this poor soul is not from theHawksfire, it behooves usto find out exactly which
vesd heisfrom, too. Don't you agree?’

“Your point' smade, lass.. . . forgiveme.”

“Thereisnothing 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 vid so that haf 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 hopeto find out anything.”

“You'll see.” Shewould have explained, but Jeronnan did not redlize how swiftly she now had to work.
In conjunction with the powder, the liquid Kara had used would have an effect lagting but a very short
time and the necromancer il had thefina part of the spell to cast. Any interruption from here on might
waste crucia seconds.

With her finger, Karadrew acircle over the sailor’ s chest, then extended aline from there along the
length of the throat, up the jaw, and finaly ending a 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. “Y ou’ ve brought him back!”



“No,” Karacurtly answered. She had known that the captain would mistake thisfor aresurrection.
Outsders never understood the many facets of anecromancer’ swork. The faithful of Rathmadid not toy
with death as some believed; that went against their 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, agood sign.

She leaned back. “ Tell meyour name.”

From the cold lips emerged asingle word.” Kalkos.”

“From what ship do you hal?’

Another gasp of air, then,” Hawksfirrrre.”

“S0, heisfrom 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 redlized 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 corpseinhded.” Casco . . . captain . . .” The mouth shut, something not at al normd.
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 amoment. She had expected to hear him spesk of
either the thieveswho 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 alowed only for smple
answers. Karacursed quietly, then atered her question. “What did he wear?’

Inhaling . . . then,“ Armorrrr . .."
She giffened. “ Armor? Red armor?’

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 repested the
name to the mariner, asking him if he knew it. Unfortunately, that did not prove the case.

Still, Karahad found out much of what she wanted to know. The last time this man Kakos had seen the
Hawksfire,it had not only been afl oat, but the armor she sought remained aboard.

“Without acrew,” she commented to asilent Captain Jeronnan. “ The ship cannot sall far, canit?’

“Morethan likely to goin 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. Ol der, more skilled necromancers could have performed such a
fantadtic feat without the use of atool, but Karaknew it would till be afew years before she reached
that point.

“What about him?’ ingsted the former navd officer. “Whathappenedto him . . . and therest, for that
matter, |ass? One day on arough sed s enough to kill many aman, but there’ s something unsettling about
thelook 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 Snk under the dight pressure of her fingers. Theliquid
component of her spell had begun to wear off.

The necromancer had one chance. The eyes of adead man often retained the last few images he had
witnessed. If the powder she had placed on them still had some potency, then Karamight be able to see
thoseimages for hersdif.

Without looking back at the captain, she said, “ Under no circumstances must | be interrupted for the
next step. Isthat understood?’

“Aye. ..” but Jeronnan said it with much reluctance.

Karapostioned her gaze directly over the sghtless orbs, then began muttering. The gold tint to hiseyes
seized her, pulled her in. The necromancer fought back the ingtinctive desire to flee from theworld of the
dead, instead throwing hersdf fully into the spell she 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 |ooked
down, saw that her hands wer e thick, rough, seaman’ s hands—the hands of Kalkos.

“Where' s Pietr' sboat?” a bearded man called out to her.

“How would | 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 'im!”
“ Watch out for that wave!” someone €lse 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’ sfield of vision emerged a vast, serpentine tentacle.
“Turn about! Turn about!” Kalkoscalled. “ St 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 |ooked 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 from the 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 thismortal plane. Instead, however,
the monster simply held them aloft, using its clawed appendages to attach other sailorsto various
suckers. The victims cried out, pleading to those in the distance to save them.

“ Row, damn you!” Kalkosroared. “ Row!”

“1 told you he wouldn’t let us go! | told you!”

“Bequiet, 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’emwith 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 asa weapon . . .
remained.

Kara felt a chill aswet 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 werebeing
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 isthe
fool? Where is the armor?”

“I...” themariner 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.

Seak!”

From somewhere within, Kalkos found the strength to obey. “ The s-stranger . . . armored . . .
blood. . . still on . . .Hawkdire!”

“ 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 hiskind, a
sound that she recognized instantly as a sign of consternation. “ Impossible! You lie!”

The sailor did not answer. Kara felt him slipping away. His last 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 asthe
body struck. She heard the demon chitter again, then spout one comprehendible word.



“Impossiblel”

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.

Inhaing, Karaclutched hersdf tight, eyes still fixed on the corpse’sown.

Shefelt the nearby presence of Captain Jeronnan. The former nava officer put comforting hands on her
shoulders. “Areyou dl right?’

“How long?’ the necromancer murmured. “How long?’

“Since you Sarted 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 horrible aswhat this Kalkos had
suffered.

TheHawksfiresailed 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”? Morelike
one of the untrustworthy mages themsalves! 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 keepingthe ship on course. Karahad a chance to catch him
after all, provided that neither the revenants nor the demonic forces she had witnessed in Kalkos s degth
time had not caught up with the murderer dready.

“So,” continued Jeronnan, hel ping her to her feet. “Did you find out anything?’

“Littlemore,” shelied, hoping her eyeswould not give her away. “About his desth, nothing. However,
theHawksfireis definitdy till 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 aship like that going.”
“I believeit isonly two days ahead at most.”
He nodded, then glanced down at the corpse. “ Are you done with him now, lass?’

Sheforced hersdf not to shiver at the memories she had shared with the late Kalkos. “ Y es. Givehim a
proper burid.”

“Hell getthat . . . and then we' Il be on our way after theHawksfire.”

As he departed the cabin to summon apair of hands, Kara Nightshadow pulled her cloak about her, her
gaze till on the body, but her mind on to what she had just committed hersalf—hersalf 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
meatter what the cost . . . and no matter how manydemons.”

“Xazax!”



Gaeonawaited, 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,
especidly onesthat occasiondly proved fatal for othersthan her partner.

“Xazax!”

Still no reply. She snapped her fingers and the lamp blazed brighter—yet till the shadow of the demon
did not reved itsdlf.

Galeonadid not carefor that. Xazax in the tent, she understood. Xazax elsewhere generdly spelled
trouble. The mantis sometimes forgot who aided him in secretly walking the morta 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 asit 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, aswith the demon, Galeona had no timeto go
searching for strong arms, especialy when the enchantress knew that they were dl 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,
dretching.

The chest began waking.

The massive box wended its way toward Galeona, looking almost like a hound summoned by its
mistress. It findly paused within afew inches of the witch, awaiting her next command.

1] Om,]! ”

With along, cresking noise, thelid svung up.

Satisfied, Gaeonaturned and put her hand under one of the many pieces of her hanging collection. The
piece unlatched itself, dropping gently into her waiting pam. The sorceress placed it in the chest, then
went on with the next.

One after another, she dropped the itemsinside. Anonlooker who had observed the entire time would
have begun to notice that, no matter how many things Galeona put in the chest, it never seemed to

completely fill. Always the witch found room for the next and the next . . .

But as she neared completion of her task, adight chill went up and down her spine. Galeonaturned and,
after some searching, found a shadow that had not been present before.

“So! You finaly come back! Where ve you been?”
The demon did not answer at firgt, his shadow sinking deegper into the folds of the tent.

“ Augustus has commanded that the entire camp be struck down. He desireswe leave immediately after,
whether preparations are completed in daylight or night.”



Still Xazax did not answer. Gaeona paused, not liking the silence. The mantis tended to babble, not hold
histongue. “What isit? What' s gotten into you?’

“Where does the general seek to go?’ the shadow abruptly asked.
“You haveto ask? Lut Gholein, of course.”

The demon seemed to consider this. “Yes, thisonewould go to Lut Gholein. Yes. . . that might be best

Shetook 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—"’

143 AWay! ”

The demon burg forth from the shadow, hisfull monstrous form looming over the human. Galeona let
out agasp and ssumbled backward, at last faling over the pillows still covering much of thefloor.

Degth in the form of ahdlish insect with burning yelloworbs and rapidly snapping mandibles hovered.
Claws and sickldlike appendages came within an inch— no more—of Galeona sface and form.

“ Cease your chattering and keep fromthisone! Lut Gholeinis our agreed destination! We will
talk no more until 1 choose!”

Withthat . . . Xazax pulled back into the dark corner, his physical form fading, his shadow growing
dimmer. In but afew seconds, the only sign of his continued presence remained just the hint of a
monstrous shape among the folds of fabric.

Gdeona, however, did not move from where she had fallen until absolutely positive that the mantis
would not legp out again. When the sorceress did finaly rise, Galeona did so making certain that she
rolled away from where the shadow lurked. She had come very close to death, very closeto alingering,
agonizingdesath.

Xazax made no more sound, no more movement. Galeona could not recall when she had ever seenthe
horrific demon act as he had just done. Despite the pact between them, he had been more than willing to
day 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 Galeonamore than ever to find away to rid hersdf of him . . . which very well meant either the
generd or thefool. At least with men, she always knew she had some contral.

The sorceress turned back to the task of 1oading the contents of her tent into the chest, but her mind
never |eft the demon’ s actions. Besides the danger she now percaived in hiswillingnessto risk the
consequences of breaking their covenant, his near attack of her had |eft aguestion behind to which she
dearly desired an answer. It lone 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, Galeonawondered, could possibly havefrightenedthe demon so?



Nine

The agonizing pain coursing through Norrec Vizharan proved to be the first sign that he had not, after dl,
perished. That he could breathe dso 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 severd 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; asmple, short fdl likely had been child’ splay toiit.

Y €, in his heart, the veteran soldier haf-wished that it had failed. At least then he would have been rid of
the nightmares, the horrors.

Norrec opened his eyesto see that helay in his cabin. Outside, the storm raged unceasingly. Only two
forces could have dragged him back in here, one being the suit. Y &, after what it had doneto the
tentacled monstrosity, it had seemed weaker, unable to perform any feat. Norrec himsalf felt so drained,
he marveled that he could even move. The weaknessfelt 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
inhishand. A scent that Norrec found both enticing and repulsive drifted from the bowl.

“Awake? Good! No waste of food!” Without waitingfor the soldier to rise, the cadaverous mariner
handed him the bowl.

Norrec managed to right himsaf enough to egt. “ Thank you.”
In return, the captain merely grunted.
“How long have | been out?’

Casco considered the question for atime, possibly wanting to make certain that he understood it. “Day.
Littlemore.”

“How’ sthe ship? Did the creature damage it much?’

Agan apause. “Ship dwaysdamaged . . . but can dtill sail, yes.”

“How can we possibly sail inastorm with no crew at al?’

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 acrew. Likey theHawksfirewent around and
around, tossed in random directions by the winds and waves. They might have survived the attack by the
mongter, but that did not mean that they would reach Lut Gholein.

The mongter . . . 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 fal . . . saw the SeaWitch fdl.”

Theforeign 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' sriseto dark glory, first asa pawn of hellish powers, then as a sorcerer both
respected and feared by them, and how he had led alegion of demonsin his quest to overwhem all else.
No onethough, 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 hishold over their kind?

His head pounded at such outlandish thoughts. Best he concern himsdlf with his own Stuation. If the
Hawksfireremained unmanned, it would continue to meander over the Twin Segs, 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 mewhat | cando and I'll
help. We ve got to get the ship back on course.”

Now Casco snorted. “ Done enough! What more? What more?’

Hisattitude not only struck Norrec as peculiar, but it so 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 hel ping; after dl, it had
been the one that had truly wanted to reach Lut Gholein, not him.

“Ligen! We'll dieif we don't get theHawksfireunder control! If the storm doesn't take us, then we'll
either eventually starve when the supplies go bad or, more likdly, strike some rocks and sink like a stone!
Isthat what you want for your ship?’

The gaunt figure shook his head. “Fool! Fal crack skull?” He had the audacity to seize Norrec by the
am. “Come! Come!”

Putting aside the nearly empty bowl, he followed Casco out into the storm. Hislegstook afew stepsto
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 came to hispassenger. He did not offer any assistance,
but neither did hetry to force Norrec along 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 whedl.

Andyet . . . thewhed turned. Ropesno longer held it in place. Norrec squinted, certain that the whedl
should have been spinning wildly, yet it barely moved, sometimes turning one direction, then adjusting to
the other, asif someinvishble sailor kept it under control.

Amovement to the Side caught his attention. Focusing, Norrec &t first had the horrible fear that one of the
main lines had suddenly untied, only to haveitrel oopitsalf before hisvery eyes, then tighten the new knot.

And al around him he began to notice subtle shifts, subtle changes. Ropes adjusted according to the
needs of the sails. The sailsthemsalves adjusted as necessary. The whed continued to counter the
churning waves, fixing theHawksfireon a particular route—one that Norrec expected would turn out to



be amogt directly west.

No crew manned the vessdl, but it seemed to theHawksfirenot to matter in the lesst.
“What’ sgoing on?’ he shouted at the captain.

Casco only gave him aknowing glance.

Thearmor! 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. TheHawksfirewould reach port
oneway or another.

Norrec stumbled away, heading not for his cabin but down into the mess. Casco trailed behind, a
captain withno purpose on this voyage. Both men shook off the rain. Casco dug into achest, pulled out a
dusty bottle whose contents he did not offer to his companion. Norrec thought of asking for adrink—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?” hefinaly 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
whesels and ropes moved by themselves and his only companion remained awild-looking captain who
thought him adevil in human form.

Herose “I'll bein my cabin until it’ stimeto egt.”
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 hisway 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 a the soldier. It amazed him that
Casco had not just dit histhroat when he had come across the unconscious figure. Of course, after
seeing what Norrec had supposedly done, then discovering that even thefall had not killed his unsettling
passenger, the captain likely had suspected that any attempt to day the stranger would end up with
Casco the dead party.

He would have probably not been far from wrong.

Therain continued to not only soak Norrec but tried to beat him to the deck. In al hisyearsfighting for

one master or another, the veteran had faced harsh weather of al sorts, including blizzards. However, to
him this storm had no equa and he could only pray that it would at |ast end when theHawksfirereached
Lut Gholein’ s port.

That assumed, of course, that the shipwouldreach the port.

Theintenserain kept vighbility limited, not that there had ever been much to see either aboard ship or
among the waves beyond. Nevertheless, Norrec had to continualy 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, ether, the metd plate seeming twice its norma weight. Still, at least Norrec did not



have to worry about rust settling in; the enchantments cast by Bartuc had clearly kept the suit asnew as
the day the demon master had first donned it.

Not for the first time, Norrec sumbled. Cursing the wesather, he straightened, then wiped his eyes clear
again so that he could seejust how far away the door to his quarters remained.

A murky figure stared back at him from the aft section of the walkway.

“Casco?’ hecalled out, redlizing only afterward that the captain could not have possibly rushed dl the
way to the stern, not with his bad leg. More to the point, this figure stood taller than the mariner and wore

abroadshouldered cloak reminiscent of aVizjerel sorcerer—

Reminiscent of Fauztin' s cloak.

Hetook 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.

Hewhirled around.

A second, somewhat shorter figure near the bow drifted in and out of sight, hiswiry form hinting of
anacrobat or, morelikdly, 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 dightly to the side because the neck had been broken.

“Sadun . ..” heblurted.
His hands suddenly tingled. Norrec glanced down, barely catching adight 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
amogt sworethat it touched theHawksfireyet did not damageit in any way. For amoment, the blinding
brilliance surrounded Norrec, making him even briefly forget the two specters.

Hiseyesght finaly 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 ydled, “ Fauztin!”

Only the storm answered him, rumbling with renewed fury. Unwilling to give up yet, 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 histwo dead comrades, even Norrec
Vizharan could not actualy say. To try to apologize? To explain? How could he do that when, even
knowing that it had been the armor that had claimed therr lives, the former mercenary till blamed himsdlf
for not having heeded Fauztin afew precious seconds earlier. Had he done so, he would not be where he

Was now.



Had he done so, neither of hisfriends would be dead.

“Tryst! Damn you! If you' re red—if you' re there— cometo me! I'm sorry! I'm sorry!”
A hand fdl upon his shoulder.

“Who you cal?’ demanded Casco. “What you cal now?’

Even in the darkness and the rain, Norrec could see the fear rising in the captain’ swatery eyes. To
Casco, ether his passenger had gone completely mad or, more likely, Norrec planned to summon yet
new demons. Neither choice obvioudy thrilled the mariner.

“Noone. .. 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
bunksfor the crew below?’

Casco nodded glumly. Likely he dept in acabin near those bunks and did not like the direction of the
guestion. Bad enough he had to share the ship with a summoner of hellish creatures, but now that same
demon master planned to deep nearby. No doubt Casco expected various monsters to go wandering
around below deck if that happened . . .

“I'll degp 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 likdly, just asit
seemed likely that he had imagined Fauiztin on the dock in Gea Kul. The mutilated bodies of histwo
friends il lay in the tomb, there to 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

gared at his gloved hands, flexed the fingersthat, for the moment, obeyed hiswill. If he had imagined it
all, if the shades of Fauztin and Sadun Tryst had not confronted him out on deck, why had the gauntlets
glowed, evenif only for amoment?

In the dead of night, the army of General Augustus Maevolyn 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 themin the
least. Each hoped that he would be one of the fortunate survivors, one of those who would lay clam to
some portion of the wedlth of the port kingdom.

At the head of the army rode the general himsdlf, the helmet of Bartuc worn proudly. A faint sphere of
light conjured by Gaeonafloated just ahead of him, marking the path for his steed. That it might also
identify him asthe most desired target by ambushersdid not bother Maevolynintheleast. Clad inthe
ancient helmet and his own spell-enshrouded armor, the general sought to show the ranksthat he feared
nothing and that nothing could defeat him.



Gdeonatraveled beside her lover, outwardly indifferent to everything, but al the while quietly utilizing
her sorcery in order to detect any possible threet to the column. Behind the witch came a covered wagon
loaded with Maevolyn’ sfolded tent, the various persona items from within it, and—seeming dmost as
an afterthought—Gal eona s wooden chest.

“Atlagt . . . thearmor will soon bewithin my grasp,” the generd murmured, staring ahead into the
darkness. “| can dready senseits nearness! Withiit, | shdl be complete! Withiit, | shall command ahost
of demong!”

Galeona consdered, then dared ask, “ Can you be certain that it’'ll do al thisfor you, my genera? True,
the helmet has enchantments and the armor is said to be even more bespelled, but so far the helmet has
left usall baffled! What if the armor acts much the same? | praynot, but the secrets of Bartuc may
demand more of usthan we're ableto—"

“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
Malevolyn signaed them to resheathe their wegpons, 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 surdly calling to meto
add to hisvictories! | have seen in each of those visons the power of the armor and helm combined! The
spirit of the bloody warlord lives onin the suit, and it is hisdesire that | become the mortal bearer of his
standard!” He waved a hand at the desert. “Why e se does the fool who wears it now come to me? He
does s0 because it isdestined! | will be Bartuc's successor, | tell you!”

The witch cringed, taken aback by his outburst. “ Asyou say, my general.”

Madevolyn abruptly camed, once more a sdlf-satisfied smile across hisface. “ As| say. And after thet,
yes, Lut Gholein will be mineto take. Thistime, | shdl not fail.”

Gd eona had ridden with the commander from Westmarch for sometime, likely knew him better than
any under hiscommand. Yet, in dl that time, the only mention of Lut Gholein had been as an eventua
target, one that Malevolyn had dreamed of conquering. She had never heard him speak of it asapast
defest. “ Y ou've been there. . . before?’

With something akin to devotion, he gently adjusted the hemet, turning away from her and preventing
the sphere from illuminating what of his expression the armor did not already hide. “Yes. .. andif not for
my brother . . . it would have been minefor thetaking . . . but thistime. . . thistime,Viz-jun will fall!”

“Viz-jun?” sheblurted, her tone incredulous.

Fortunately, Generd Mdevolyn paid her no mind, attention concentrated on the darkened, shifting
sands. Galeona did not repesat the name again, preferring to immediately drop, if not forget, the subject.
Perhapsit had been adip of thetongue, just as something else he had just said had to have been an
innocent mistake. After dl, the general had much on hismind, sovery much. . .

She knew that he had never been to the fabled Kehjistani temple-city, had never yet been acrossthe sea
to that land. In addition, Augustus Maevolyn had been anonlychild—and an unwanted bastard at that.

Yet . ..someone el se Galeonaknew 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 asurreptitious glance, the witch studied the hemet, trying to divineitsintentions. The visonsthat
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. Y &, it gppeared that the more
Augustus wore it, the more he had trouble differentiating between his own life and that of the monstrous
warlord.

Did the hdmet perform some sort of enchantment each time these incidents happened? Gaeona casudly
touched a black-jeweled ring on one of thefingers of her Ieft hand, turning the gem in the direction of her
lover’ s head. She mouthed two forbidden words, afterward cautioudy glancing to seeif the genera had
noticed her lipsmoving.

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 Galeonaknew that they were there, seeking, probing, trying
to detect whatever forces permesated the ancient armor.

Perhapsif shefindly discovered how they affected the generd, the witch could take the first step toward
using those powerful enchantments for her own gods. Even some dight bit of new knowledge would go
far toward extending her own abilities—

A flash of crimson light flared from the hemet, illuminating for a stunned Ga eona each of the magica
tendrilsrising from her ring. A surge of power coursed toward her with lightning speed, eating away a
the tendrils and converging on her finger. Fearing for hersalf, the sorceress reached to pull the ring free.

Only mortal, she moved too dow. The streams of crimson light devoured the last of the tendrils, then
cametogether a the black jewd itself.

The gemstone sizzled, turned molten in lessthan the blink of an eye. The liquefied stone dripped over her
finger, burning at her skin, searing her flesh . ..

Gdeonamanaged to bite back a scream, transforming her reaction to the intense pain into abarely
audible gasp.

“Did you say something, my dear?’ Generd Mdevolyn casualy asked, his eyes never leaving the
landscape.

She managed to keep her voice cam and assured despite her suffering. “No, Augustus. Just adight
cough.. . . abit of desert sand in my throat.”

“Yes, that' sarisk here. Perhaps you should cover it with aveil.” He said no more, ether 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 magica senses, had been witnessto both her failure and her punishment.

Giving slent thanksfor that bit of fortune at least, she cautioudy investigated the damage. Thering had
turned to dag, therare and resilient gem ablack, burning stainon her finger. The band she finaly managed
to remove, but the melted jewd |eft a permanent and painful ebony blot on her otherwise unmarred hand.

Theinjury meant little to her overadl. She had endured much worse for her craft. No, what bothered
Galeonamore concerned the helmet' s violent reaction to her probing. None of her spellsin the past had



caused it to respond with such vehemence. It dmost seemed asif 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. Yet, what if she had only guessed apart of it? What if even those who had dain Bartuc
had not redlized the full extent of his mastery of magicks demonic?

Did enchantments a one possess the helm and plate— or had Galeona discovered more?
Did Bartuc himsalf seek to return from the dead?

Ten

TheKing's Shieldentered the storm late into its fifth day out of GeaKul. Karahad hoped that the foul
weather would bresk up before they confronted it, but, in truth, those who manned the ship had only
themselves to blame for this new stuation. Captain Jeronnan commanded an excellent crew, onethat
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 virtualy guaranteed that theKing' s Shiel dwould outrace even this swiftly moving

tempest.

The unfortunate Kakos had been given aformal burid at sea, Kara adding to the ceremony with afew
words of respect based on the funeral traditions of her people. In her eyes, Kakos had only transcended
to another plane, where, in his new existence he and those before him would work to maintain the
balance of dl things. However, she ill felt some guilt, some misgivings, about the prayer she had said,
for the pae enchantress had not forgotten her own deep desire to live when she had found herself
entombed in thetree. Kara' s only way so far to reconciliate that with her general beliefs had beento
decidethat, 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.

Almosgt immediately upon entering the storm-tossed waters, Kara Nightshadow took it upon herself to
gpend much of her time watching the wild seas from the bow. Jeronnan questioned the sanity of this, but
sherefused al 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 Kakaos s memories might possibly return, especidly the aguatic leviathan that had dain the
mgjority of the other vessd’ s crew in such ahorrible manner. Having gill not mentioned its existence to
the captain, Karafelt honor-bound to at least keep watch. She aso believed that, of all of them, she had
the best chance of doing something to either scareit off or possibly digtract it while theKing'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
sailorswould mean her having to deflect unwanted attention. However, athough severd of the men
clearly admired her—and that despite now knowing her true caling—they did not press. Infact, only
Mister Drayko had attempted anything resembling an advance, and he had done so in so formal and
cautious amanner that it had almost been asif one of her own had made entregties. She had kindly and
quietly regjected his advance, but had found his attention flattering.



Captain Jeronnan himself had long ago erased any lingering question asto whether he had designson his
passenger. When he did not treat Karalike an aritocratic client, he acted asif at some point she had
been adopted into his house. Now and then the former naval officer fussed over her just asKara
suspected he had fussed over Terania. She alowed him to do that, not only because it kept him in good
spirits, but because the necromancer alsofound it made her fed some comfort aswell. Growing up, she
had not been without parenta love, but once her adult training had begun, the faithful of Rathmawere
expected to put such emotions aside for the better good of learning how best to protect the balance of
the world. The balance had to come before dl else, even family.

TheKing's Shieldlegpt up aparticularly high wave, crashing down into the water asecond or two later.
Karaheld therall 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 surdly reached—evenpassed—the watersin which Kakos
and his comrades had perished and that meant that at any moment the entire vessel might be under attack
by forces unnaturd.

“Lady Karal” Drayko cdled from behind her. “It' s getting worse! Y ou should redlly get below!”

“I amfine”” Although certainly no highborn lady, the dark mage could not get the mento smply cal 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 sorm—!"
“Thank you for your concern, Mister Drayko.”
He dready knew better than to argue with her. “ Just be careful, my lady!”

As he battled hisway 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 dedlt 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 weether, reduced visbility with each passing second.
It was quickly coming to the point where even she would be of no use. Y e, she remained determined to
stand her post aslong as humanly possible.

Up and down the waves flowed, their continua rise and fall in some ways a monotonous sight despite
the spectacle of such raw power at work. Once or twice, she had spotted what she believed some sea
creature and much earlier apiece of rotting wood had momentarily broken the cycle, but, other than that,
Karahad little to show for her efforts. Of course, that aso meant that there had been no sign of the
demons, something for which the enchantress could fed grateful.

She wiped the spray and rain from her eyes, turning her gaze one last time to the port side of theKing's
Shield. More waves, more froth, more—

An arm?

Shifting her position, Kara peered into the dark waters, every sense dert.



There! The arm and part of the upper body of a man. She could make out no detaill—but swore she saw
the waterlogged limb rise of its own accord.

Karahad no quick spell for such asituation and so turned instead back to the deck . . . and the
dwindling figure of Jeronnan’s second. “Migter Drayko! A man in the seal”

Fortunately, he heard her immediately. Calling to three other men, Drayko rushed up to where the
necromancer sood. “ Show me where!”

“Look! Canyou seehim?’

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' sunlikely that we'll be ableto 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’ ssurviva, he would be rescued. If not, then, like Kalkaos, his soul would go on to the
next plane of existence, there to fulfill another role for the balance, astaught in the teachings of Rathma.

Of course, that same balance a so dictated that where there remained hope of life, those that could had
to Sruggle to saveit. Rathmataught pragmatism, not coldheartedness.

The storm made for rough going, but despite that theKing' s Shieldstill managed to closein on the feebly
struggling form. Unfortunately, the coming of night made the task more and more difficult asthe vague
figure vanished and regppeared with every new wave.

By thistime, Captain Jeronnan had joined his crew, taking over control of the Stuation. To Kard's
surprise, he commanded two sailorsto bring bows, sailors Drayko informed her were exceptionally
skilled with the wegpons.

“Does he mean them to end the man’ s suffering?’ she asked, startled by this Sde of the former officer.
Karahad at least expected him to try to save the unfortunate mariner.

“Just watch, my lady.”

Her eyes narrowed in belated understanding as the archers quickly tied rope to their shafts. Rather than
trying to smply toss aline to the man in the water, they hoped to use the shafts to better get the ropes
within reach. Even with the sorm, they could get more precision from using the bows than relying on
hands only. A risky venture till, but one with more chance of success.

“Hurry, blast you!” Jeronnan roared.

The two men fired. One arrow soared far past its target, but the second came within a short distance of
theralling 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. Perhapsif it actudly touched him, he would react. Karaknew
elderswho could move objects smply by thinking of them, but, as with so much ese, her sudiesin that



respect had not yet reached such apoint. She could only hope that her desperation combined with what
abilities she had aready 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'sarm.

“Grabit!” the captain encouraged.

Suddenly, the body jerked. Awave washed over it and, for afew nerve-wracking seconds, the hapless
figure vanished. Karadghted it first, now severd yardsfrom either line.

“Damn!” Drayko pounded hisfist on therail. “Either he's dead or—"

Thefloating form jerked again, dmost going under.

Thefirg 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 regppesr.

“The sharks ve gotten ‘im,” one of the sallorsfinaly muttered.

Captain Jeronnan agreed. “Draw in the lines, lads. Y ou did what you could. Odds were he was aready
dead, anyway, and we' ve got ourselves to worry about more, en?’

The mood dampened by thefutility of their efforts, thecrew dowly returned to their tasks. Mister Drayko
stayed behind for amoment with Kara, who still sought some last glimpse of the lost mariner.

“Theseaclamsitsown,” hewhispered. “Wetry to learn to live with it.”

“We seeit aspart of an overdl balance” she returned. “but theloss of alife that might have been saved
isdtill to be mourned.”

“You d best come away from there, my lady.”

Touching the back of hishand very briefly, Karareplied, “Thank you for your concern, but | wish to
remain for amoment. | will bedl right.”

With reluctance, he left her once again. Alone, the necromancer reached into her cloak and removed
from around her throat asmall, red icon shaped in the likeness of afearsome 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 afulcrum and, as such, helped maintain the celestial balance. All necromancers
gavetherr full repect to thefiery 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 Kakos, although none of theKing's Shield’ s crew had
noticed. Outsiders did not readily comprehend the place of Trag' Oul in theworld.

Satisfied that she could do no more, the dim, 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 saf-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 deep and deep and deep 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 dso had a
true bed, one secured very well to thefloor in order to prevent it from diding across the room. To further
ensure her safety while she dept, 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 sorms. Kara had dready found hersdlf
grateful more than once for those rails and especialy appreciated them now, so exhausted did shefed.
The necromancer doubted that tonight she would have had the strength to hold on by hersdlf.

Throwing off the wet cloak, Kara sat on the bottom edge of the bed, trying to collect her 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 garmentswith her and had inssted
before the voyage on locating at |east one more set of clothes. Karahad only relented when he had
agreed that they would resemble her own black garments as much as possible. The teachings of Rathma
did not include interest in the latest fashions; the necromancer sought only functiona, durable clothing.

Grateful now that she had given in even that much, Kara changed quickly into the second s, hanging
the othersto dry. She had performed the exact same ritua each night of the voyage, doing what she
could to keep everything clean. Because one dealt with blood and death did not meant that cleanlinessno
longer became an option.

For once, the young woman found the so soft bed avery welcome thing. The captain would have
beendismayed had he known she dept fully clothed, but on ajourney of this nature, Kara could take no
chances. If the demons of Kalkos's memories did materiaize, 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, sheleft by the bottom of the bed.

Lantern doused, Kara Nightshadow sank deep into the bed. The wild waves actualy worked to more
quickly send her drifting off to deep, rocking the weary mage back and forth, asif inacradle. The
troubles of the world began to recede. ..

Until afaint blue light seeped through her eydlids, pulling her back from dumber.

At firg shethought it afigment of some peripherd dream, but then the gradud redlization that Kara ill
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 akneding position with her hands pointed toward the source of the
surred illumination.

Situated in acabin below the waterling, Karaat first imagined that somehow the sea had findlly broken
through the hull. However, asthe last vestiges of deegp 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 ahazy look toit, dmogt asif thewall had turned to mist, and pul sated
continually. Karafdt her entirebody tingle.. . .

Through the magica haze stepped not one buttwowater-soaked figures.



She opened her mouth, whether to cast aspell or call out for help, even Kara could not be completely
certain. In elther case, her voice—and her body asawhole, in fact—failed her. The necromancer did not
understand why until one of the dark figures held up afamiliar ivorydagger, adagger that blazed an
unsettling blue each time Kara even thought of attempting anything.

Thedripping and quitedeadfigure of the Vizjerel sorcerer Fauztin—the gaping hole where histhroat had
once been only partialy obscured by the collar of his cloak— grimly stared &t her, his unblinking eyes
glently 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, therevenants magica portal vanishing with it.

The smaller of the two undead took a step toward her, performing amocking bow. Ashedid, Kara
redlized that it had beenhisbody she and the crew had seen; hehad been the hel pless mariner. Fauztin and
his friend had tricked her and the crew in order to arrange this monstrous visitation.

The ghoul’ s smile widened, yelow teeth and rotting gums now adding to theinitial image of peding skin
and the wet, putrefying flesh beneath. “So .. . . very good . . . to seeyou. . . again. . . necromancer . . .”

If the storm did not end by the time theHawksfireat |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 thanksthat the ship had arrived just prior to sunrise, when most of the kingdom would still be adeep
and, therefore, would not so much notice the sinister peculiarities of the dark vessd.

The moment theHawksfiredocked, the spell cast by the armor ceased, leaving 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 themsalves nor sails lowering without
physicd ad.

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 ahand
in an attempt to make some sort of peace with the skeletal, foreign mariner, but Casco glanced down at
the gauntlet with hisgood eye, then set that same eye unblinking on the soldier’ sown gaze. After afew
seconds of unease, Norrec lowered the hand and quickly waked down the gangplank.

However, afew yards from theHawksfire, he could not help but ook back one last time—and therefore
saw the captain sill watching him closely. For severa seconds, the two stared a one another, then
Casco dowly raised one hand Norrec’sway.

The veteran fighter nodded in return. Seemingly satisfied by this minor exchange, Casco lowered his
hand and turned away, now seeming intent only on ingpection of his badly damaged vessd.

Norrec had barely taken a step when someone called down to him from another direction.
“TheHawksfiretricksfate again,” an elderly looking sea captain with dmond-shaped eyes, awhite tuft of
beard, and westhered features remarked from the deck of his own vessdl. Despite the early hour and the
foul weather, he greeted Norrec with a cheerful smile. “But looks like bardly, thistime! Rode along with
thisstorm, did ye?’

The soldier only nodded.



“Word to the wise; ye ve been fortunate! Not every man that’ s sailed her hasfinished the voyage! She's
bad luck, especidly to her captain!”

More so than ever,thought Norrec, dthough he dared not tell the other captain. He nodded again, then
tried to move on, but the ederly mariner called out once more.

“Here now! After atrip like that, ye ve no doubt the need for atavern! Best one' sAtma’s! The good
lady hersdf4till runsit, even what with her husband gone now! Tell *em Captain Meshif said to treet ye
wd|!”

“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 amisswith the arriva of theHawksfirebut dso link Norrec toiit.

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 aman could
buy he could find here. . . and in great quantities. Ships came from al over the world, bringing in goods
both legal and not. Lut Gholein represented the most open of markets, athough those who ruled made
certain that order was gtill congtantly maintained.

At notime did the entire city deep; according to Sadun, one only had to ook long enough and one
would find a place willing to | et those seeking exatic entertainments spend their coin no matter whet the
hour. Of course, those who could not keep their entertainments confined to the facilities provided il
risked running afoul of the watchful eye of the Guard, who served the cause of the sultan with great
fervor. Tryst himsdf had told some quite lurid tales of Lut Gholein’sdungeons. . .

Despite dl that had happened to him since the tomb, Norrec' sinterest stirred dmost immediately as he
walked through the streets. All around him, gailydecorated buildings of mortar and stone rosetdl, 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 goodsto the vendors.

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 hisown 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 hiseye out for any sign of possible help.

Within moments of the dawn, the streetsfilled with people of al shapes, sizes, and races. Travelersfrom
asfar away as Enstelg and Khanduras walked among darkclad visitors from Kehjistan and beyond. In
fact, there seemed more outsidersthan locals. The varied crowd worked in Norrec' s favor, enabling him
tofit 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 dl that long ago, while
others, especidly those with the turbaned helms and elegant silver capesfluttering behind their blue-gray
breastplates, obvioudy served the masters of thisfair kingdom.

Overdl the architecture remained cons stent, with the lower floors of buildings a smooth, rectangular
shape while quite often the tops tended toward smd| towers resembling minarets. A peculiar design,
especidly 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, whileothers
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 amounted pairol clad in the same turbaned helms and breastplates he had seen
ealier. A lively, active city Lut Gholein might be, but, as Sadun had said, it aso looked to be well
policed. That made it all the more curious that no one had stopped Norrec on the docks for at least some
guestioning. Most major segports kept security strong day and night, but he had seen no one. Despite
Lut Gholein’ s open reputation, it puzzled him.

Hunger and thirst dowly crept up on him as he wandered dong. He had eaten some food aboard the
Hawksfire, but hisinterest in reaching the docks had kept him from taking hisfill. 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 looked around. Severa
taverns and inns of various demeanor dotted the area, but one in particular instantly caught Norrec’s eye.

Best one’'s Atma’d 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, westhered place, but one still honest enough in looksfor him to risk without worry. With as
much determination as he could still muster, Norrec headed toward it, hoping againgt hope that the armor
would not suddenly turn him elsewhere.

He entered in peace and of hisown free will, something which, dong 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 aswell. Not wanting
to draw too much attention to himself, Norrec chose a booth in one corner and sat down.

A dip of agirl, likely too young to be working in any such establishment, came up to take his order.
Norrec’ s nogtrils had aready pinpointed something cooking in the back and so he risked ordering
whatever it might be, plusamug of deto rinseit down. Thegirl curtsed, then hurried off, giving him the
opportunity to look around.

He had spent far too much of hislifein tavernsand inns, but at least this one did not look asiif 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.
Ovedl,Atma’sverified hisopinion of Lut Gholein asakingdom in the midst of tremendous prosperity,
where everyone appeared to be benefiting, even the lower castes.

Thegirl returned with hisfood, which actualy looked as good asit smelled. She smiled a him, asking for
what seemed to him reasonable coin. Norrec eyed his gloved hand, waiting.

Nothing happened. The gauntlet did not dam down on the table, leaving the proper amount. Norrec
tried not to show his sudden anxiety. Had the armor let him trap himself? 1 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, thistime alessfriendly expression on her face. Norrec glared at the glove,



thinking, Come on, damn you! All | want isa good meal! You can do that, can’t you?
Sill nothing.

“Isthere something wrong?’ the girl asked, her expression indicating that she thought she already knew
the answer.

Norrec did not reply, closing and opening his hand in the fading hope that some coinswould magically
appear.

With one glance toward the two enforcers, the young server began to back away. “Excuse me, sir, 1 . . .
I’ve other tables. . .”

The soldier looked past her, where the muscular pair had begun to movein hisdirection. Thegirl’s
actions had been aclear signal for them to do their work.

Herose, planting his hands on the table. “Wait! 1t's not what you—"
Under his pam, he heard the tinkle of coins asthey struck thetable.

She heard them, too, and the smile suddenly returned. Norrec sat back down, indicating thetiny pile
now before him. “1’m sorry for the confusion. I ve not been to Lut Gholein before and had to think
whether | had the right amount. Isthis enough?’

Her expression told him al he needed to redly know.
“Aye, sr! 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,” hetold the girl,
feding much relieved. After she had done that, Norrec added, “ And the largest coin left for yourself.”

“Thank you, gir, 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 thatitand not he controlled the entire situation.Norrec lived hislife throughitssufferance. To
think otherwise wasto play thefool.

Regardless of the redity of hisdilemma, Norrec managed to enjoy hismed. Compared to Captain
Casco' sfare, it tasted of Heaven. Thinking of that mystical redlm, the soldier pondered his next move.
The armor kept aclose rein on him, but surely there had to be away to get past itsguard. Inareadm 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 apriest had linksto forces
far more powerful than the enchanted suiit.

But how to speak with one? Norrec wondered if the armor could withstand being on holy ground.
Could it be so smple aswalking past a church and then throwing himsdf onto its steps? Would he be
ableto do even that much?



For adesperate man, it seemed worth the try. The armor needed him dive and rdlatively well; that done
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.

Hefinished hismed, then quickly downed what remained of the dle. During that time, the serving girl
came back more than once to seeif he needed anything, a clear sgn that he had been very generousin
histipping. Norrec gave her one of the smaller coins remaining to him, which caused her smileto
somehow grow even wider than before, then he casudly asked her about some of the sights of the city.

“Ther€ sthe arena, of course,” the girl, Miram, replied quickly, no doubt having been asked this
guestion more than once by newcomers. “And the palace, too! Y ou must see the palace!” Her eyestook
on adreaming look. “ Jerhyn, the sultan, livesthere. . .”

This Jerhyn evidently had to be a handsome and fairlyyoung man judging from Miram’ srapt expression.
While the sultan’ s palace surely had to be an intriguing sight, it had not been what he had been searching
for. “And besdesthat?’

“There saso the Aragos Thesater near the square with the Cathedra of Tomas the Repentant across
fromiit, but the Zakarum priests only alow visitors a midday and the theater isbeing repaired. Oh!
There sthe races on the far north side of the city, horses and dogs—"

Norrec ceased ligtening, the information he had needed now his. If holy ground or Heaven had any
power over the demonic legacy of Bartuc, then this cathedra offered the best hope. The Zakarum
Church represented the most powerful order on either side of the Twin Sess.

“—and some old folk and scholarslike 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, aready trying to think of some
roundabout method by which to approach the vicinity of the Zakarum site.

Four figuresin the now familiar garb of Lut Gholein’s Guard stepped intoAtma’s, but their interest in the
tavern had nothing to do with drink. Instead, they looked directly at Norrec, their countenances
darkening. He could amost swear that they knew exactly who hewas.

With military precision that Norrec would have at other times admired, the foursome spread out,
eliminating any hope of bypassng 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
al four blades would comeflying out, ready to cut him down.

Pretending to be not at al concerned, the wary fighter turned back to the serving girl, asking, “Thereé sa
friend Ineed to meet in a place located in the street behind thistavern. Do you have another exit in the
back?’

“There' sonethat way.” She started to point, but he gently took her hand, dropping another coininiit.

“Thank you, Miram.” Gently pushing past her, Norrec moved asif 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 fdt certain that the men knew hisintentions. He picked up
his pace, hoping to reach the exit as quickly as possible. Once out, he could try to lose himsalf among the
growing throngs.

Norrec pushed the door wide, immediately darting through—
—and came to an abrupt hat as rough, strong hands seized him by both arms, holding him fast.

“Resst and it will go the worse for you, westerner!” snagpped aswarthy guard with gold tabson his
cloak. He peered past Norrec, saying, “Y ou have done your work well! Thisisthe one! We will take it
from herel”

The four who had pursued Norrec from inside stepped past the prisoner, pausing only to sa ute the
officer in charge before wandering off. Norrec grimaced, redizing that he had walked into the most basic

of traps.

He had no ideaasto the intentions of his captors, but a the moment, they interested him far less than the
guestion asto why Bartuc’sarmor had not reacted. Surely this Situation caled for something from it, but
so far it seemed unwilling to try to freeitshost. Why?

“Pay attention, westerner!” the officer came close to dapping Norrec, but findly lowered his hand.
“Come peacefully and you will not be migtreated! Resist . . .” The man’s hand now dipped 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 himsdlf free of thisarmed patrol.

His captors formed a square of sorts, with their leader in front and Norrec, of course, inthe middle. The
party headed down the sireet, away from the larger crowds. Severd curiousfolk watched the
procession, but no one seemed at al sympathetic to the foreigner’ stroubles. Likely they figured thet there
were always more outs ders, 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 theHawksfire’ 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 a so remained possible that Captain Casco had, after all,
reported the goings-on aboard his vessel and the one responsible for theloss of his crew.

Thelead guard suddenly veered toward a narrow side street, the rest of the group following close
behind. Norrec frowned, no longer thinking of Casco and theHawksfire. His captors now journeyed
through lessfrequented, more disreputabl e-l ooking avenues into which even the brightest day would have
hed trouble shedding light. The soldier tensed, sensing something suddenly awry with the Stuation.

They journeyed alittle farther, then turned into an alley nearly as dark as night. The band proceeded a
few 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, aportion of the shadowsseparated from the rest, shaping itsdlf into an
elderly, wrinkled man with long, sllver 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, thisVizjerel, 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.

“Leaveus...” heordered the guards, hisvoice strong, commanding, despite his advanced years.
The officer and his men obediently turned, marching back the way they had come.

“They will recdl nothing,” the Vizjerel commented. “ Asthe otherswho aided them will recall nothing . . .
justasl desire. ..” When Norrec attempted to speak, the silver-haired figure cut him off with but a
sngular glance. “And if you hopeto live, westerner . . . you,too,will do as| desire. . .exactlyas|
desre”

Eleven

“Areyou not feding well, then, lass?” Captain Jeronnan asked. “Y ou’ ve come out of your cabin only to
gather your medls, then returned there for the rest of thetime.”

Karalooked him directly inthe eye. “1 am well, captain. With theKing's Shieldnearing Lut Gholein, |
must prepare for my journey from that point on. Thereis much for meto consider. | apologizeif | appear
unfriendly to you and your crew.”

“Not unfriendly . . . just moredistant.” He sghed. “Wadll, if you need anything, just let me know.”

She needed quite alot, but nothing with which the good captain could help her. “Thank 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 Kararegardless of the situation and she much gppreciated that fact. Unfortunately,
any aid he might have offered would not have a al helped the enchantressin her present predicament.

As she entered the cabin, Kara saw the two undead standing in the far corner, waiting with the
proverbia patience of their kind. Fauztin held the gleaming dagger ready, the Vizjerei’s spell upon it
ensuring that the necromancer could do nothing againgt 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 continualy smiled, asif he had some jest he wished to
share. Karadso found hersdf 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 tdll it had not pervaded any part of the ship
beyond her cabin. Asanecromancer, thefoul smdll 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 dmost 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 thedeadmade her come at their beck and call.

“Thegood captain . . . leavesyou to . . . your self till . . . | hope,” Tryst gasped.



“Heisconcerned for me that isal.”

The wiry ghoul chuckled, asound like an anima choking on abone. 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 spesk.

Of course, with agaping holein histhroat, Tryst's companion, the Vizjere, would forever be silent.
“Letushope...that hisconcern. .. remansdigtant . . . fromthisroom.”

Fauztin pointed to the edge of the bed, awordless order the dark mage readily understood. Her food
held tight in one hand, she perched there, awaiting whatever new command they had of her. Solong as
the Vizjerei held the dagger, his magic kept Kara Nightshadow in thrall.

Tryst’ s eyes blinked once, aconscious effort on the part of the corpse. Unlike Fauztin, he worked to
pretend thatsome life remained within his decaying husk. Asamage, the gaunt Vizjerel no doubt saw the
dtuation in more practica, redigtic terms. Thefighter, on the other hand, appeared to have been aman
much in love with dl the aspects of life. Behind the smile Kara suspected that this ungodly predicament
enraged him morethan it did his companion.

“Eat...”

Under their unwavering gazes she did. All thewhile, though, the necromancer rummaged through her
memory, trying to recal some bit of knowledge she might useto 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 goa in mind—to reach their friend, thisNorrec Vizharan. If, at some point, it
seemed necessary to sacrifice her for the culmination of that god, Karafdt certain that they would do so
without regret.

Vizharan had been their partner, their comrade, and yet he had evidently brutally dain both, then taken
off with the armor. Sadun Tryst had not exactly told her dl this, but she had cometo that conclusion from
the fragments of information garnered from conversations with the talkative ghoul. Tryst had never
actualy 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, shewould now be
apart of their macabre quest.

Karaatein slence, purposaly keeping her gaze from the ungodly pair as much as possible. Thelessshe
drew their attention, especidly that of Try<t, the better. Unfortunately, just as she reached the bottom of
the bowl, the more voca revenant suddenly rasped, “Isit . . . doesit taste . . . good?’

The peculiar question so caught her by surprise that she had to look at him. “What?’

One pale, pedling finger pointed at the bowl. “The food. Doesit . . . taste.. . . good?’

Some bit remained, more than Karatruly desired at the moment. She considered what she knew of
undead, never recdling any with an gppetite for fish sew.Human flesh, yes, in some cases, but never fish
gew. Still, on the off chance that it might ease tensions alittle, the necromancer held out the bowl and, in
asteady voice, asked, “Would you liketo try it?’

Tryst looked at Fauztin, who remained the immovable rock. The dimmer ghoul finally stepped forward,



seized the food, then immediately returned to hisfavored spot. Karahad never known that awalking
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 asif living, the
dead man’ s body did not completely function asit had previousto his murder.

He suddenly spat out what remained, at the same time amonstrous expression crossing hisrotting
countenance. “Filth! It tastes.. . . it tastes of . . .death.” Sadun eyed her. “I1t'stoo long dead . . . they
should have. .. cookedit. . .less. .. alotless” He considered this crucia matter more, eyes never
leaving Kara. “I think . . . maybethey should have. . . not cookedit. .. atdl ... thefresher...the
better . .. eh?’

The raven-haired woman did not reply at first, having no desire whatsoever to prolong aconversation
that might turn to exactly what types of meat the ghoul would think tasted best uncooked. Instead, Kara
tried to turn back to the subject of most concern to her—the hunt for Norrec Vizharan.

“Y ou were aboard theHawksfire, weren't you? Y ou were aboard until whatever happened that caused
the crew to abandon her.”

“Not aboard . . . undernegth . . . for themost part . . .”

“Underneth?’ 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 aharrowing effort.
“What do you mean . . . for the most part?’

Sadun shrugged, sending his head wobbling for amoment. “We came aboard . . . for ashort . . . time. .
. dter thefoolsjumped . . . ship.”

“What made them leave?’
“They saw . .. what they didn't liketo see. . .”

Not avery helpful answer, but the longer Kara could keep the conversation going, the lesstime the pair
had to think about what € se they might need of her—and what it might cost the necromancer.

Once more Karathought about their unholy perseverance. The revenants had managed to nearly catch
up with their prey, even latch themsalves onto the hull of hisvessdl like apair of lampreys onto ashark.
Thevision of the two undead clinging to the underside of theHawksfirethroughout the violent storm they
had earlier mentioned would forever be seared into the necromancer’ simagination. Truly Norrec
Vizharan would not escape their brutal justice.

Andyet . .. hesofar had, even with them within yards of histhroat.
“If you and he were done aboard the ship, then why isthe hunt not yet over?’

A decidedly grim change came over Tryst's smile, managing to make his generd gppearance even more
ghastly than previous. “It should . . . have been.”

Hewould say no more and when Karalooked to Fauztin, his dark visage reveded nothing. She
pondered their responses asrapidly as she could, finally deciding to try to play on their failure aboard the



Hawksfire. “1 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 Vizjere’s
action had been for some specific reason.

Sadun Tryst' seyes narrowed dightly. “You'll be. .. of dl the. .. help...weneed. Truston. .. that . .

“But | could be more than your unwilling puppet. | understand what drivesyou. | understand why you
walk the earth. Asan dly rather than a prisoner, the possibilities of what you can accomplish grow
tenfold and more!”

Silent, thewiry corpse tossed and caught his own dagger afew times, something he had done often since
hisarrival. Apparently even desth could not bresk some habits. Karathought he did it whenever he had
to concentrate especialy hard. “ Y ou understand . . . lessthan you think.”

“All' I antrying to say isthat we need not be adversaries. My spell stirred up your murdered spirits, set
you on thisquest, and so | feel some responsibility. Y ou seek this Norrec Vizharan, so do |. Why canwe
not work asdlies?’

Again the mage blinked, dmost 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 along gaze, which
made the enchantress wonder if they communicated in some manner beyond her ken.

The grating sound of Sadun Tryst’s unearthly chucklefilled thetiny cabin, but Karaknew better than to
hope that Captain Jeronnan or one of the crew would hear. The Vizjerel had cast aspell deadening dl
sounds within. Asfar asthe men of theKing's Shieldmight be concerned, the necromancer made no
more noisethan if she now dept peacefully.

“My friend. .. hebringsupan...amusngpoint. You...asour good aly ... would surely . . . expect
your dagger back . . . eh?” When she had no good reply, Trystadded, “Not abargain . . . we could very
much . . .livewith . . . if you know what | mean.”

Karaunderstood very well. Not only did the dagger give them power over her, but it likely served asa
focusfor that which let them function on the morta plane. Theritua blade had been what had first
summoned the phantasm of Fauztin and the probable result of taking it from them would be that both
bodieswould smply collapse, the vengeful shades sent back to the afterlife forever.

This pair would have none of that.

“You'lladus...asweneed. You'll serve. .. asthecloak covering . . . thetruth from . . . those we
meet. You'll do. .. whatwecan'tdo...inthelight of day ... wheredl cansee. . .”

Fauztin blinked for athird time, avery distressing sign. He had never before taken such avisible interest
inther conversations, preferring everything to come from hismore voca companion.

Tryst rose, ever smiling. The more Kara Nightshadow thought of it, the more she redlized that the smile
never truly left the dimmer ghoul’ s face save when its owner forcefully choseto makeit go, aswhen the
food had so disgusted him. What she had taken for humor looked, in part, to smply be what desth had
frozen on his countenance. Tryst would likely be smiling even when heripped out the heart of his
treacherous comrade, Norrec.



“And aswemust . . . have your cooperation . . . my good friend’ s suggested away . . . to make you
evenmore. . . amenable. . . to the Stuation.”

Both he and the Vizjerel approached her.

Karaleapt from the bed. “Y ou have the dagger. Y ou need no other hold over me.”

“Fauztin believes. . .wedo. | anso. .. sorry.”
Despite the unlikely chance of anyone hearing her, she opened her mouth to shouit.

The mage blinked for afourth time—and no sound escaped the necromancer’ slips. Her seeming

hel plessness both horrified and infuriated the pale woman. Karaknew that there were far more
experienced practitioners of her artsthat could have turned both undead into silent, obedient servants. A
few more years and perhaps even she would have been able to do so. Instead, the ghouls had turned her
into the puppet—and now they sought to further add to her invisible chains.

Tryst’smacabre grin and cold, white eyesfilled her view. The breath of decay drifted to her nostrils each
timetherotting figure spoke. “Giveme. . . your left hand . . . andit'll be. . . lesspainful.”

With no choice left to her, Karare uctantly obeyed. Sadun Tryst took the hand in his own moldering
fingers, caressing it dmogt asif he and the young enchantress had become lovers. Karafdt achill run up
and down her spine at the thought. She had heard such tales before.. . .

“I missmany things. . . about life. .. woman. .. many things. ..

A heavy hand dropped on his shoulder. Tryst nodded as best his crooked neck alowed, then backed
away astep. Hisgrip on her hand remained painfully tight, the ghoul now turning it so that the palm
showed.

Fauztin plunged the gleaming dagger into it.

Kara gasped—then redlized that while she fdt discomfort, she did not fed actud pain. Shestaredin
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 areawhere the dagger had penetrated, a glow that completely
bathed her palm.

TheVizjere at last tried to say something, but only athin gasp escaped. Even rewrgpping his ruined
throat did not work.

“Letme..."” snarled Trys. Eyeing the captive necromancer again, heintoned,” Our livesare. . . 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 Vizjerel thrust the blade toward her face, showing Kara
that no blood stained it. He then indicated her hand.

She studied her pam, could not even make out the dightest scar. The murdered mage had summoned



powerful sorcery for histerrible spell.

Tryst pushed her toward the bed, indicating the young woman sit. “Weare. . . onenow. If wefall . ..
youfail. If we should perish ... or bebetrayed. .. you. . .too. .. will suffer. .. remember that dways

Karacould not help but shiver dightly. They had bound her to them in amanner far more absol ute than
that which their possesson of the dagger had previoudly done. If anything at al 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. Theritua
dagger gleamed golden. “Now . . . ther€ll be. .. nofear . .. of tricks. .. when you meet with . . . the
sorcerer.”

Despite what they had just doneto her, Kara tiffened at the last words. “ Sorcerer? In Lut Gholein?’

Fauztin nodded. Sadun Tryst cocked his head more to the side—or perhaps the weight on what
remained of hisneck smply had proven too much for the moment.

“Yesss...aVizesd like. .. my friend here. .. anold man. . . with much knowledge. . . and known
by ...thename. .. Drognan.”

“My nameis Drognan,” the cloaked mage remarked as he swept into the chamber. “ Please be seated,
Norrec Vizharan.”

Ashe gazed around the Vizjere’ s sanctum, the sense of unease that had crept over Norrec earlier
returned athousand 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.

“I dways knew that the curse of Bartuc could not be contained forever,” heinformed Norrec asthe
soldier seated himsdlf in an old, weathered chair. “ Always knew that.”

They had come to this dim chamber after ashort trek into even less savory areas of the otherwiserich,
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 il 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
amore gppropriate right to lay claim to the magical abode than himsdlf, 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



animas, warriors, and even legendary structures, they had finaly 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 al 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 asingle polished skull and afew jars of adark colored liquid. Asfor the room itsdlf, its decor
consisted chiefly of awell-crafted wooden table and two old but stately chairs. It had dl the look of a
chamberlain’s office such as might have been found in the sultan’ s paace. Hardly what Norrec would
have expected from aVizjerel or any other sorcerer for that matter. Like most common folk, he had
expected to see all sorts of horrifying and gridy objects, the so-cdled tools of Drognan’ strade.

“l'ama. .. researcher,” thewrinkled figure added suddenly, asif 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 asimple use of his power, had seized the minds of a half dozen soldiers and directed them
to bring theforeigner 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 e se, had been why Norrec had willingly followed him here. For thefirgt
time since the tomb, hope had arisen that someone could at |ast free him of the paragitic suit.

“It cameto mein avison little more than aweek ortwo ago.” The sorcerer ran wizened fingersaong a
row of books, obvioudy searching for onein particular. “Thelegacy of Bartuc risng anew! | could not
believeit at firgt, naturally, but when it repeated itsdlf, | knew the vision to be atrue 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
least been able to keep track of where that trail seemed to lead. Soon it became apparent that both man
and armor would soon beinthe Vizjere’s very midgst, afortuitous event as far as Drognan had been
concerned.

The sorcerer pulled free one vast tome from the shelf, then placed it gently on atable in the center of the
chamber. He began thumbing throughiit, till talking. “It surprised me not &t al, young man, to find out
that the armor sought out Lut Gholein. If some lingering, spectra aspect of Bartuc hoped to fulfill hislast
wishes, then certainly traveling to thisfair kingdom makes perfect sense, especialy 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. “Isthe 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! Y ou said you had some way you could ped it off of me!”

“I believe my earlier wordsto you were closer to ‘if you hopeto live, you will doexactlyas| desre.” ”



“But thearmor! Damn you, wizard! That'sdl | care about! Cast aspell! Get it off of mewhileit' sill
subdued!”

Looking down on him as afather might awhining child, the silver-haired mage responded, “ Of the
armor, while | cannot asyet removeit, | assure you that you need not worry about its other enchantments
while |l haveit under my power.” Reaching into one of the degp pockets of his robe, Drognan removed
what at first seemed ashort stick but quickly revealed itself to be much, much,muchlonger. Intruth, 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 reveded itself asaspell saff covered in eaborate 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
magica staff, legpt to hisfeet. “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, thefire 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 ahair snged! Y ou see now what | mean? My control over the

armor iscomplete! Had | so desired, | could have | eft you aroasted 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 till burning his nogtrils, Norrec dumped back into the old chair. Drognan’ s unnerving
display had proven two things. Thefirst had been that what the elderly sorcerer had claimed had been
true; with hismagic, he had subdued the enchantments of the armor.

The second had been that Norrec had evidently placedhimsdf into the hands of a somewhat ruthless and
likdyhalf-madwizard.

Yet . ..what else could he have done?

“Thereisabottle of wine next to you. Pour yourself some. Cam your nerves.”

The offer itsdlf 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 himsdf from showing any
uncertainty as hefirst filled agoblet, then spped some of the contents.

“That should be better.” One hand spread over a page in the massive book, Drognan peered at his
guest. The gaff rested loosdly in his other hand. * Do you know anything of the history of Lut Gholein?’

“Not much.”

The wizard stepped away from the book. “ Onefact | will impart upon you immediately, afact | think
central to your Stuation. Before the rise of Lut Gholein, thisregion served briefly asacolony of the



Empire of Kehjistan. There existed Vizjerel temples and amilitary presence. However, even by thetime
of the brothers Bartuc and Horazon, the empire had begun to pull back from thisside of the sea. Vizjere
influence remained strong, but aphysica presence proved too cogtly for the most part.” An amost
childlike smile spread across the dark, narrow feetures. “It isal quite fascinating, redly!”

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 degth, the empire
never regained its glory. Worse yet, its greatest sorcerer, its shining light, had suffered too much in body
and, mogt pointedly, mind. | speak, of course, of Horazon.”

“Who cameto Lut Gholein,” Norrec helpfully added, hoping by doing so that it would assigt the
ramblingelder to reach whatever point he sought to make. Then— perhaps then—Drognan would finaly
get around to helping the fighter.

“Yes, exactly, Lut Gholein. Not named that yet, of course. Y es, Horazon, who had suffered so terribly
eveninvictory, cametothisland, tried to settleinto 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, asif what he had just
sadexplaneddl.

“Y ou do not understand, | see,” the robed sorcerer finally commented.

“I understand that Horazon came to thisland and now the cursed armor of his hated brother has come
here, too! | also understand that I’ ve had to watch men daughtered, demons rise from the earth, and
know that my life’'sno longer my own, but that of adead demon lord!” Norrec rose again, having had
enough. Drognan could have easily raised the staff and dain him on the spot, but his own patience had
cometo an end. “Either help me or day me, Vizjeral! I’ve no timefor history lessons! | want release from
thishdl!”

“St”

Norrec sat, but thistime not of his own accord. Adarkness crossed Drognan’ s features, adarkness that
reminded the hapless soldier that this man had readily taken control of not only half adozen guards, but
the damnable suit, too.

“I will save you despite yoursdlf, Norrec Vizharan— athough certainly no servant of the Vizjerel areyou
despite that ancient name! | will save you while a the same time you will lead meto that for which | have
searched for more than haf my lifel”

Whatever spell Drognan used pressed the fighter so tight into the chair that Norrec could barely spesk.
“What . . . what do you mean? Lead you to what?’

Drognan gave him anearly incredulous look. “Why, what must surely be buried somewhere under the
city itself and what the armor must al so be seeking—the tomb of Bartuc's brother, Horazon . . . the
legendary Arcane Sanctuary!”

Twdve



Ashedid each night, Generd Augustus Maevolyn marched the perimeter of the encampment. Also as
he did each night, he studioudly observed each detail concerning his men' s readiness. Ineptitude meant
severe punishment no matter what the soldier’ s rank.

Y et, one thing the generd did different this particular night, asingle change that went little noticed by most
of hisweary men. Thisnight, Maevolyn made his rounds gill wearing the crimson hem of Bartuc.

That it did not quite match with the rest of hisarmor did not concern him in the least. In fact, more and
more he conddered the possibility of finding some manner by which to dye his present armor a color
more akin to that of the helmet. Thusfar, though, Maevolyn had come up with but one method by which
to possibly match the unique color, amethod that surely would have caused afull-scae insurrection.

His hand touched the helm almost lovingly as he adjusted its fit. Maevolyn had noticed some discomfort
on Gaeond s part when he had earlier refused to removeit, but had simply chaked 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’smagical skills—and while her more earthly talents were most expert, Maevolyn knew that he
could dwaysfind amore willing, more submissive femaeto 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. Thevoicein hishead, the one that asked on a previous eve the questions that he
himself feared to ask out loud, that proclaimed what he dared not yet proclaim.

Are you worthy? Will you prove yourself? Will you seize your destiny?

A fant 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 his own men, adying torch in one hand, coming
toward him from that direction. The dim light of the flames kept the soldier’ s visage amost acomplete
shadow even when the man came within a couple of yards of the commander.

“Generd Mdevolyn,” whispered the sentry, sdluting. “Y ou must come and see this”

“What isit? Have you found something?’

The sentry, though, had aready turned back to the darkness. “ Better come see, generd . . "

Frowning, Maevolyn followed behind the warrior, one hand gripped on the pommel of hissword. The
guard no doubt understood that whatever he had to show hisleader had better be of some import or
there would be hell to pay. Maevolyn did not like hisroutine disturbed.

The two wended their way some distance through the uneven landscape. With the sentry in the lead,
they crossed over adune, cautiousy making their way down to the other sde. Ahead, the dark outline of
arocky ridge loomed over the otherwise sandy region. The genera 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 pde, sckly flame did nothing to illuminate the areaand if somefoelay ahead, it would only dert



them to the presence of the gpproaching pair. He cursed himsdlf 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 generd out to
see could not be an enemy.

Spitting granules from his mouth, Augustus Maevolyn muttered, “Well? What did you see?Isit near the
rocks?’

“Itisdifficult to explain, general. Y ou must seeit.” The shadowed soldier pointed at the ground to the
right, “ Thefooting is better there, generd. If you'll come. . .”

Perhaps the man had discovered some ruins. Those Maevolyn would have found of interest. The
Vizjerel had along history in and around Aranoch. If thisturned out to be the remains of one of their
temples, then perhapsit contained somelost 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
avay.

Maevalyn firs sumbled, then fel forward. Fearful of losing the hemet, he sacrificed one hand in order
to keep it in place, thuslosing any chance of hating hisfal. The generd dropped to both knees, hisface
but inches from the sand. His right arm, the one that had been forced to support hisweight, throbbed
with pain. Hetried to right himsdf, but the loose ground &t first madeit difficult.

Helooked up, searching for the fool who had led himinto this. “Don’t just stand there, you wretch! Help
me—"’

The sentry had vanished, even historch nowhere to be seen.

Steadying himself, Maevolyn managed at |ast to rise. With great caution, he reached for his sword—and
foundthataso missng.

Are you worthy?repeated the damnable voicein his head.
From the sand erupted four hideous and only vaguely humanoid forms.

Even in the darkness, the genera could make out the hard carapaces, the distorted, beetlelike heads. A
pair of arms ending in oversized, sharp pincers completed the ook of an insect out of some nightmare,
yet these manlike horrors were no product of Maevolyn’ simagination. He knew aready of the sand
maggots, the massive arthropods that hunted for prey in the wilderness of Aranoch and aso knew of one
of the few hellish creatures that hunted them inturn . . . when human prey could not be found.

Y et, while scarab demons in great numbers had been rumored to be the cause of caravanslost over the
years, never had the commander heard of such creatureslurking in the vicinity of asgreat aforceashis
own. While not the largest of armies—notyet—Malevolyn’ s disciplined warriors certainly represented a
target not at all of temptation to creatures such asthese. They preferred smaller, weaker victims.

Such asalonewarior 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 mattersto consider, such as keeping himsdf from becoming
the scarab demons' next med.



Are you worthy?the voice repeated again.

Asif suddenly prodded to action, one of the grotesgue beetles reached for him, its pincersand
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 himsdlf noordinaryman.

Asthe savage claws came at him, the generd reacted indtinctively, his hand swinging forward to deflect
aswell 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 ablazing crimson aurathat lit up the
surrounding area more than any torch. The blade grew even asit cut an arc through the air, yet itsweight
and its balance remained perfect at dl 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 squedl and backed away, dark
fluids dripping from its ruined arm.

General Maevolyn 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 genera
turned to the next, forcing it back with his relentless ondaught.

The two remaining creatures joined with the third, seeking to catch the commander from opposing
directions. Maevolyn took a step back, repositioned himsdlf, and immediately dispatched the one whose
limb he had but moments before cut off. Asthe other pair fell upon him, the veteran officer twisted,
bringing the sword around and beheading one.

A foul-smdling liquid sprayed him as he did it, momentarily blinding the generd. Thefind of his
opponents took advantage, first dragging him to the ground, then attempted to remove Maevolyn's head
by biting through histhroat. Snarling like an anima, Maevolyn blocked the mandibleswith his armored
forearm, hoping that the plate there would protect the flesh and bone beneath long enough for himto
recover.

With one knee, he managed to push his mongtrous attacker up a bit, forcing the mandibles away. That
gave Maevolyn the angle he needed. Twisting the sword around in his other hand, the generd turned the
point toward the head of the scarab demon and drove it through the thick, natural armor of the beast with
al the force he could mugter.

The horrific beetle et out abrief, shrill squeal and dropped dead on top of General Maevolyn.

With only adight sense of disgust, the commander pushed the carcass away, then rose. Hisimmaculate
armor dripped with the life fluids of the scarab demons, but, other than that, they had done him little redl
harm. He Stared at the dark, gtill forms, both angered at the earlier betraya yet also feding arush of
intense satisfaction for having singlehandedly dain the four hellish cregtures.

Augustus Maevolyn touched his breastplate, which had become covered with the fluids of the scarab
demons. For nearly aminute, he stared at the stenchridden muck now covering his gauntleted hand. On
impulse, Maevolyn touched the breastplate again, but instead of trying to wipe hisarmor clean, he began
to spread the fluids further—just as Bartuc had done with the blood of his human foes.

“S0. .. perhapsyouareworthy ...



He spun about, at last sghting the night-enshrouded form of the traitorous sentry. However, common
sense now told Maevolyn that what he had taken for one of his own men surely had to be something far
more powerful, not to mentionsinister . . .

“I know you now . ..” he muttered. Then his eyes widened dightly astruth dawned. “Or should | say . .
.| knowwhatyou are. . .demon. . .”

The other figure laughed quietly, laughed as no man could. Before the astounded eyes of Genera
Mdevolyn,the sentry’ s shape twisted, grew, changed into that not born of the morta plane. It towered
over the human and where there had been four limbs now six materiaized. 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 amanner much like the hind limbs of the insect the demon most resembled.

A mantis. Amantisfrom Hdll.

“Hall to you, Generd Augustus Maevolyn 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. . .”

Maevolyn glanced at his hand, now empty of any wegpon. The magica blade had vanished the moment
it had no longer been needed—and yet the generd felt certain that, in the future, he could summon that

blade whenever necessary.

“You'rethe voicein my head,” the commander finaly replied. “Y ou’ re the voice that cgolesme. ..

The demon tilted his own head to the side, glowing bulbous eyesflaring once. “ Thisone did not cgole. .
. Smply encouraged.”

“And if | had not passed thislittle test?’
“Then this one would have been terribly disappointed.”

The creature’ swords caused Generd Maevolyn to chuckle despite the implications in the response.
“Damned good thing | didn’t fail, then.” One hand reached up to adjust the hdmet while Madevolyn
thought. First had come the visions, then the increase in his otherwise limited powers—and now this
magica blade and ademon to boot. Truly it had to be as the mantis had proclaimed; Augustus Maevolyn
had indeed earned the mantle of Bartuc.

“You areworthy,” the demon chittered. “ So saysthis one—Xazax, | am called—but till onething
remains outside your grasp! One thing must you have before Bartuc you become!”

Genera Maevolyn understood. “Thearmor . The armor that fool of a peasant wears! Well, it comesto
me even now from across the seal Galeona saysit approaches Lut Gholein, which iswhy we march there
now.” He congdered. * Perhaps now would be agood time to see what she can learn. Maybe with your

ad...”

“Best to not spesk of meto your sorceress, great onel” Xazax chittered with what seemed some
anxiety. “Her kind . . . cannot aways be trusted. They are better not dedt withat dl . . .

Maevolyn briefly mulled over the demon’ s stlatement. Xazax dmost spoke asif he and Galeona shared



ahigtory, which, in retrogpect, would hardly have surprised the genera. The witch dedlt with dark
powers amost 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 falling out? A betraya ? Well, if it served Malevolyn, then
S0 much the better.

Henodded. “Very well. Until | decide what must be done, wée' Il leave her ignorant of our conversation.”
“This one appreciates your understanding . . .”

“By dl means.” The generd 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 thefoul mantis bowed. Even in the starlight, the generd could see the horrendous veins couraing
al over itsbody, veinsthat pulsated without pause. “ By now, thisfool has brought it to Lut Gholein. . .
but there he can hide it within the city’ swalls, keep it from heto whom it truly belongs. . .”

“I had thought of that.” In fact, General Maevolyn hadconsidered it much during the journey, considered
it and grown more and more enraged, athough he had reveded 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 amore practica part had aso counted up the losses on his own side and found them far
too great. Fallure gill remained well within the realms of possibility. Maevolyn had, in truth, hoped to
keep hisarmy beyond the sight and knowledge of the kingdom and wait for the stranger to head out to
the desert on hisown. Unfortunately, the generd could not necessarily trust that the fool would do ashe
desired.

Xazax leaned closer. “The kingdom, it isa strong one, with many soldierswell versed in the art of war.
Hewho hasthe armor would fed quite safein there.”

“l know.”

“But this one can give you the key with which to make Lut Gholeinyours. . . aforcemost terrible. . . a
force which no mortal army can subdue.”

Maevolyn 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 aday 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 repulsed by what the cresture
suggested, but then, as Xazax told him why it must be so, Augustus Maevolyn himsdf saw the
need—and felt the growing excitement.

“You will dothis?’ the mantis asked.

“Yes...yes Iwill...andgladly.”

“Then we shdl speak soon.” Without warning, Xazax' sform began to grow indistinct, quickly becoming

moreshadow than substance. “Until then, hail to you once again, genera! This one honors the successor
of Bartuc! Thisone honorsthe new master of demons! This one honorsthe newWarlord of Blood!”



With that, the last vestiges of Xazax faded into the night.

Generad Maevolynimmediately started back to camp, his mind aready racing, the words of the
monstrous mantis gtill echoing in his head. This night had become aturning point for him, with al his
dreams coming together at last. The demon’ stest and the manner by which Maevolyn had passed it
paled in comparison to what Xazax now offered—the armor and the method that would guarantee that it
and Lut Gholeinfdl into the generd’ shands with little trouble.

Master of demons,the mantishad said.

One more night to get through. One more night and theKing's Shieldwould dock in the port of Lut
Gholen.

One more night and Karawould be donein the strange land, alone save for her two grotesque
companions.

She had returned with her evening medl 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 abench
built into the wall nearest her bed. The wiry ghoul even tried to make conversation with her on occasion,
something that the necromancer could have done well withot.

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. Hiswords seemed to hold no mdice at dl for hismurderer. Most of the
time, he smply regaled her with tales of their adventures together. Tryst even seemed to fed some
remorse for the veteran soldier despite the horrible acts Norrec had committed.

“Hesaved. .. mylife...threetimesand more...” the ghoul concluded, after being coaxed once more
into speaking of histreacherousfriend. “Never awar . . . asbad as. . . that one.”

“Y ou traveled with him from then on?” The war mentioned by Tryst had apparently taken placein 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...saveduring. .. Norrec’'ssickness. . . heleft us. . . for three months. . . and caught up after .
..” Therotting figurelooked to the Vizjerd. “Remember . . . Fauztin?’

The sorcerer nodded his head ever so dightly. Kara had expected him to somehow forbid Sadun from
going on with such stories, but Fauztin, too, seemed caught up in them. Inlife, 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'sflesh and the sending of hisdamned
soul to the underworld. That they gtill 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.



“Well do...what mustbe...done”

Again, aresponse that did not satisfy her. Why shield Karafrom the truth?“ After what he did, even
your past friendship must mean little. How could Norrec commit so terrible acrime?’

“Hedid...wha hadtobe. .. done.” With that equaly enigmatic reply, Tryst’s smile stretched,
revedling more of the yelowed teeth and the gums dready receding. Each day, despite their
al-consuming quest, the revenants grew less and less human in gppearance. They would never
completely decay, but their link to their former humanity would continue to shrived. “Y ou' re very beautiful

“What?" Kara Nightshadow blinked, not certain that she had heard correctly.

“Very beautiful . . . andfresh . . . dive” The ghoul suddenly reached forward, caught alock of her long,
ravencolored hair. “Life sbeautiful . .. moresothan. .. ever...”

She hid ashudder. Sadun Tryst had made hisintent quite clear. He still recalled too well the pleasures of
life. One of those, food, had sorely disappointed him aready. Now, hidden in thistiny cabin for the past
couple of daysin the congtant 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, Sedun 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 pleasethe
wiry ghoul inthe leest.

“Leaveme...aleas ... theilluson...”

Fauztin said nothing, hisonly reaction being to blink once. However, that done seemed to quell his
comrade some.

“I wouldn't have.. . . touched her .. . much . . .” Tryst looked her over once before meeting her eyes. “I
jus—

A heavy knocking on the door sent him hurrying to the far corner. Karacould not believe her eyes each
time the ghoul moved so. She had dways read that swiftness could not be termed one of the skills of the
undead. Inits 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 acrack.

He looked uncomfortable. “My Lady Kara, | redize 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 landfal.” She sarted to close the door. “Thank you for asking—"



“Not evenfor alittlefreshar?’

Something in histone puzzled her, but the necromancer had no timeto think about it. Tryst had made it
very clear that she should spend no more time outsi de than needed to retrieve her food from the mess.
The revenants wanted their living puppet where they could see her. “I am sorry, no.”

“| 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 hisactions.

Drayko fell to akneding position just inside. Helooked up, saw the ghouls, and blanched. “By the King
of the Depthg!”

A dagger suddenly materiaized in Tryst’s hand.

The mariner reached for his own knife, which Karasaw lay by hisside. Drayko had clearly been holding
it al dong, conceding its presence while he had spoken inanitieswith the dark mage. All dong he had
acted with the knowledge that something seemed amissin the cabin— athough likely even Drayko had
never imagined the Sght before him.

As Sadun Tryst raised hisarm, a second figure charged into the tiny room. Ceremonid 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'tlet it happenagan...” hemurmured. “You Il not takethisone. ..”

Karaimmediately understood the captain’ swords. In his mind, the undead represented that invisble
mongter 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 potentia to do just that.

Tryst threw his dagger, again moving with aspeed his decrepit form belied. The smadler blade sank into
Jeronnan’s sword arm, sending the captain staggering. However, the former naval commander did not
retreat. Blood dripping down, the ghoul’ swegpon il halfburied in hisflesh, Captain Jeronnan attacked,
dicing a hisunliving adversary.

His macabre amile seeming to mock, Sadun Tryst reached for the blade, clearly intending to grabiitin his
hand. As one beyond desth, 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 grest that she doubled over, nearly collapsing.

With ahiss, Tryst pulled his maimed hand back. Glaring a Jeronnan, he gasped to his partner, “Do
something . . . whilel gill have. ..aheadonmy ... 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 ceremonia dagger, sending both Jeronnan and Drayko flying against
the oppositewall. At the sametime, the Vizjeral put his other hand on thewall 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! Theonly weagpon that’s good for them isthisone! | swear I'll dice them both into fish bait—that
is, if eventhefish'll take something so rotten! Y ou seeto the girl!”

The officer obeyed ingtantly, hurrying to the Kara ssde. “ 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 redlize what had happened.

Through the dagger, Fauiztin 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 dicing the undead
into the bait he had mentioned, but aso in the process daying the very one he sought to save.

She had to warn him. “ Drayko! Jeronnan must stop!”

“It'sdl right, my lady! The captain knowswhat he does! Hisslver blade' sjust 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 GeaKul and fdlt certain that
something was up! He summoned meto his cabin after dinner, related his suspicions, then told meto
comewith him and be prepared for Hell itslf—although how close to the truth he meant that even |
didn’t know!”

The necromancer tried again. “Listen! They’ ve cast an enchantment on me—"

“Which iswhy you couldn’t say anything, aye!” He started to pull her toward the open doorway, where
severa of Jeronnan’s men had gathered. Some had their weapons drawn, but none had yet dared enter,
far morefearful of facing the undead than either the captain or his second. “Come on! Let’ sget 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! Y ou’ d better—”
To her dismay, the necromancer’ s hand folded into a fis—thenstruckher protector hard in the ssomach.

While not that harsh ablow, it neverthel ess caught Drayko completely by surprise. Jeronnan’ s second
fell back, more startled than injured.

Karaturned toward the undead . . . and saw the grim Vizjerel 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 thewall. Discovered by the living, the undead now sought to
retrest—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 surdly 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 hersalf any longer, Kararan toward the undead.

“Lass, no!” Captain Jeronnan seized her arm, but hiswound kept his grip from tightening much. Shetore
hersdf free, then reached forth to take Sadun Tryst’ s mutilated hand.

“I ... have her!” the smiling ghoul gasped.

Fauztin grabbed his companion by the shoulder, then purposdy 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.

The dark mage fdl 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 aninstructor. 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

Vizerel sorcerers stood 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 warningsof 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 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, gradualy redlizing that
he till sat inthe old chair in Drognan’ s sanctum. The dream about his brother’ s crypt—no,Bartuc’s
brother—had seemed so real, so horribly redl.

“You dept. You dreamed,” the dderly Vizjerei commented.

“Yes...” Unlike most dreams, however, the veteran recalled this one quite vividly. In fact, he doubted
that hewould ever be ableto forget it. “I’m sorry about faling adeep . . .

“No need to apologize. After dl, | am the one who, with the aid of somewine, madeyoudeep. .. and
dream aswell.”

Sudden anger made Norrec try to legp up from the chair—only to have Drognan stop himin histracks
with but awarning hand. “Y ou will St back down.”

“What did you do? How long have | been out?’

“I placed you under shortly after you sat down. Asfor how long you dept . . . nearly aday. 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 wesakness. “Asfor why | did it, let usjust say that | have
taken the first step toward both our goals, my friend.” He smiled expectantly. “Now, tel me, what did
you seein the dream?’

“Shouldn’t you know?’



“I made you dream; | did not decidewhatyou dreamed of.”
“Areyou saying | made up that nightmare mysdlf?’

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' sthe point of it?’
All friendliness faded from Drognan’ stone. “The point isyour life”

Awarethat he had no true choice in the matter, Norrec findly gave in and told the sorcerer what he
wanted to know. In nearly perfect detail, the soldier described the scene, 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 detailsthat Norrec had initialy forgotten to mention. Nothing seemed too insignificant to the

ligening mage.

And when it came timeto relate the horrifying eventstaking place in the crypt, the Vizjerel paid very
close attention. Drognan seemed to take specia 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 obliviousto the agony he had
just forced the veteran to relive. “So vivid! It must be truth!”

“What . . . must be?’
“Y ou actudly 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 beredl . . . but if such aplace could exigt,
Norrec wanted no part of it. After Bartuc'slair, the notion of entering the crypt of his hated brother
chilled the otherwise steadfadt fighter. He had suffered nothing but misery and terror sincethishad all
begun; Norrec only desired to be free of the enchanted armor.

He said as much to Drognan, who replied, “ Y ou will havethat chance, Vizharan . . . if you arewilling to
face the nightmare one moretime.”

Somehow, Norrec found himsdlf not at al surprised that thiswould 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 amethod by which to garner power over dl others.
Only when those demons had turned upon them had they willingly given up that course—and even these
daysthere existed stories of corrupt Vizjerel who had turned again to the forces of Hell for their might.

Even Fauztin had, at times, hinted of awillingnessto take steps beyond what his craft would have
deemed safe. However, Norrec liked to believe that hisfriend would have been lessinclined than
Drognan to force another to suffer such horrific nightmares not once, but twice—and dl for smplegain.

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 Vizjera.
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 some of his other secretsfrom thefighter. Truly, if
anyone could free him, the Vizjerel could—but only if Norrec proved willing to pay the price.

Again, what other choice did he have?

“All right! Dowhat youmust . . . and do it soon! | want an end to this!” Y et, even ashe 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 pagesfor a
few moments, nodded to himself, then shut the book. “Y es, that should do it.”

“Dowhat?’

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 here to Lut Gholein shows that bond
remains strong even after al thistime.” He frowned. “And your bond with the armor is nearly as great.
An unexpected plus, | might add, but one | find mysdlf curious about. Perhaps after thisisover, | shall
make astudy of it.”

“Y ou 4ill haven't told me what you want to do,” reminded the veteran, not wanting Drognan to become
distracted again. He vaguely understood wheat 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 hisbody. After thet, the Vizjerel could do what he wanted
with the suit— preferably meltingit down to make farm tools or some other such harmlessitems.

“Thistimel will cast aspell that should enable usto find the actua physical location of the tomb, which
have aways believed might very well be under thecity!” Drognan’seyeslit up at the possibility. “It will
require you to go back into thedream . . . but thistime you will do so in awaking state.”

“How can | dream if I'm awake?’

The magerolled his eyes. “ Preserve me from the uninitiated! Norrec Vizharan, you shdl dream while
awake because of myspell. Rest assured that you need to know nothing more.”

With gresat reluctance, the weary fighter nodded. “ All right, then! Let’ s get it done!”
“The preparations will take but afew moments. . .”

Coming closer, the dderly 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 completed the circle, it suddenly flared to
life, glowing afurious ydlow 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
himsdlf of the ultimate god of dl of this—freedom. Surely he could face whatever Drognan might put him
through for that.

The sorcerer muttered something, then reached out with hisleft hand to touch Norrec’ sforehead. The
soldier fet adight jolt, but nothing more.



With hisfinger, Drognan began drawing symbolsin the air, symbolsthat flashed into and out of existence
each time he finished one. Norrec caught only glances of each, dthough at |east one reminded him of one
of the wards he had seen in Bartuc’ stomb. 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 Tomai ...

Norrec's entire body stiffened, amost 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.

“Tomel!” the slver-haired mage cried, raising his spell staff high above his head. Despite his advanced
years, helooked 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 amogt asif with alife 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,
dthough neither hisarms nor hislegs could moveat al.

An emerald haze formed before him, ahaze with avaguely circular shapetoit. Far, far avay, Norrec
heard Drognan shout something else, but it seemed drawn out and unintelligible, asif for the Vizjere time
had dowed to acrawl and even sound could move no swifter than asnail.

The haze refined itsdf, forming a perfect circle now. The emerad mist within that circle then
disspated—and asit did, an image, aplace, formed within.

Thecrypt.

But something about its appearance immediately troubled Norrec. Details seemed altered, incorrect in
many ways. The Vizjerel skeletons now wore el aborate 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 as dragons, rocs, and more. Even the symbol of the brothers
clan had transformed, now avast bird clutching in itstalons 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
dill sat inthe chair, it felt to the fighter asif he ran backwards through the musty corridorsleading to
Horazon’ stomb. Row upon row of statue darted in front of Norrec, vanishing as quickly asthe crypt
had. Although most faces appeared aslittle more than blurs, some few he recognized, but not asthose
from the warlord’ s dark past. Instead, they were faces from Norrec’ s own life—Sadun Tryst, Fauztin,
Norrec’ sfirst commander, some of the women he had loved, and even Captain Casco. A few he did not
recognize at al, 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 findly receded from sight. Now he saw but earth and rock, al tumbling about him
asif he burrowed in reverse. Drognan caled out something, but he might aswell have been silent for all
Norrec understood him.



At lagt, the earth and rock gave way to amore powdery substance . . .sand, he belatedly redized. A
glimmer of light, perhapsthe light of day, spread around the edges of theimages.

Norrec!
The veteran shook his head, certain that he had imagined someone calling hisname.
Norrec! Vizharan!

It sounded like Drognan, but Drognan as he had never heard the sorcerer. The Vizjerel sounded amost
anxious, possibly even fearful.

Vizharan! Fight it!

Something within Norrec stirred, afear for hisvery soul . . .

Hisleft 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 |eft the chair when aphysica force suddenly attempted to halt his unwilling progress.
Norrec saw the distorted form of Drognan, staff in both hands, trying to drive the soldier back, away
from the vison of the Arcane Sanctuary. He so saw his own gauntleted hands meet those of the
Vizjerd, Norrec gripping the staff asif he sought torip it free,

The gtaff crackled with energy where the two men held it tight, brilliant yellow bursts where Drognan
touched, bloody crimson flashes where Norrec s fingers sought ahold. Norrec could fed powerful
sorceries flowing through hisverybeing—

-Fight it, Vizharan! caled Drognan from somewhere. His mouth never seemed to move, but his
expression matched the stressin the wordsin 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
obvioudy never been under the Vizjere’ s control; the suit had smply bided itstime, waiting for Drognan
to discover that for it which it had so very long sought.

Thelocation of Horazon'stomb.

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.

Thearmor 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 snigter goals.



Incredible, unbelievable, improbable—but more than likely the absolute truth.

Energy sizzled between Norrec’ s gauntlets. Drognan let out acry and fell back, not dead but obvioudy
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, asif some other force now sought to defegt
the suit’ sevil purpose. Theimage faded, twisted—

Undeterred, the armor placed the right gauntlet into the very center. A crimson aura appeared around
the hand.

“ Shazari Giovox!”

Asthe undesired wordsfdl from hislips, Norrec’sbody lost dl substance. He cried out, but nothing
would stop the process. Asif acreature of smoke, hisform stretched, contorted—and finally pouredinto
thedwindling vison.

Not until both Norrec and the magicd circle had both vanished did his screaming stop.

Thisday they had lost one man to sand maggots and another to the heat of the desert itsdlf, yet Galeona
noticed that, if anything, Augustus Ma evolyn acted more and more cheerful, dmost asif he dready 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 adisplay washardly likethe
generd. If hisdisposition 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 Maevolyn had evidently lost
his common sense and taken awak donein 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 suspicioudy remote in hiscomments. It amost 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 himself.

Yet, if he could not, surely ahuman dupe could . . . and Augustus presented aquite adistinct possibility
there. Already the witch had suspected Xazax of trying to manipulate her lover. Now she fdlt certain that
she had underestimated the mantis.

Gaeonahad to regain her influence over the generd. If not, she risked losing more than her gation—the
sorceressrisked losing her heed.

Mdevolyn had caled for arest. They had made surprisingly good time and had overal suffered scant
lossesto their harsh surroundings. A pack of legpers— monstrous, hopping terrors somewhat reptilianin
appearance and with spikes along their spines—had harried them for atime, but never had the troops
alowed the crestures to come near enough to make use of their long claws and savage teeth. Saying one
had |eft the others fighting over the carcass. Like most desert creatures, the easy medl, eveniif 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 genera
had findly reented. Had the choice been soldy his, hewould have kept going, evenif it meant riding his
mount to desth and then walking on from there.

“I candmost seeit,” 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. “1 can dmogt tagteiit. . . .”

She edged her own mount nearer, then extended one hand in order to touch his. Generd Maevolyn,
Bartuc' sbloody helm till in place, did not so much aslook at her, not agood sign at dl.

“Andwedl deserved,” she cooed, trying to garner hisinterest. “Imagine how you' |l look when you bear
down on Lut Gholein clad in the crimson helm of thewarlord! They’ Il think you to be him come back to
lifel”

She regretted the words amost a once, recalling how his memories and those of the helmet had earlier
melded together. He had not suffered another bout sincethat last, sinister event, but Galeona till 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 sway,
sounding pleased with what the sorceress had said. * Y es, thatwill be a wondrous sight—the |ast one they
will ever behold! | can dmost pictureit now . . . the cries of fear, the looks of horror asthey redizetheir
doom and who it iswho ddiversit.”

Perhaps now she had the opportunity for which she had been looking. “Y ou know, my love, whileif we
dill havetime, | can cast another search spdl for you. With the helmet, it wouldn't be—"

“No.” Assmpleasthat. His gaze leaving her, Maevolyn 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 genera had even been adamant about taking any opportunity they could to seek out with
sorcery therest of Bartuc' slegendary garb. When the helmet had faleninto his handsin an act even she
would have cdled providentia, 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 waked the earth clad in Maevolyn's prize,
he had ingsted she il use the helmet at regular intervalsto keep track of the wanderer’ sroute.

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 amagica eyeonit. Thisdid not at al sound like the
Augustus she had known so insde and out, and Galeonafdt 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 afew moments separation.

And that brought her back to Xazax.
“Asyou wish,” Gaeonafinaly 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.”

Shedid not ask him to eaborate. Aquarter hour would suffice for her work. “1 shal leave you to your
thoughts, then, my generd.”



That he did not even nod in dismissal did not surprise her inthe 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.

“WEe |l seewhose head lies atop apike,” she muttered. With no shadowsin which to hide, Xazax had to
remain far from the column until thefal 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 ided |ocation behind adune just beyond the column. She hersaf 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 samefor the rest of those in the column, but that would
have |eft Galeonawithout any ability to cast other spells. She had seen no reason to be so magnanimous.
A few less soldierswould not make adifferenceto her . . .

Dismounting, she took her water flask, then knelt on the hot sand. From the flask the witch poured
severd 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 dim, tapering fingers molded the damp sand into avaguely human figurethe size of adoll. Asshe
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 aong the torso showing
it to be wearing armor.

Knowing that the moisture would not last long, Galeona quickly took out atiny vid. Still whispering, the
sorceress poured afew drops of its contents onto the chest of the sand doll. Thevia contained aliquid
most preciousto her; asmal 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 Galeona
to 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 aspell cast then would have required far too much of her life sfluidsfor 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 minima 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 crestion. Leaning low, she stared at where the face would have been,
whispering the find segment of her spell while intermittently muttering the soldier’ sname.

“Norrec. .. Norrec...”

The world around her receded. Galeona s view shifted, flew along the desert asif 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 benesth her.

Her spdll had worked. Through her own memories of her brief encounter with the fool, she further
strengthened the magic by concentrating on hisface, hisform.

“Norrec. .. show me. .. show mewhereyou 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; shewould
not havetimeto try again if shefailed now. Even thislong away from the column might make Augustus

suspicious.
“Norrec...showme..."

His face appeared before her, eyes closed, mouth dack. For amoment, the witch wondered if he had
somehow perished, but then she redlized that her incantation could not have worked in thefirst placeif
that had been the case. The sand effigy demanded aliving target.

If not dead, then what had happened? Gal eona probed deeper, entered the frame in which Norrec
existed. By doing so, shelost dl but the thinnest thread of contact with the true world, but, by doing so,
she aso stood to gain so much more.

And at |ast, the sorceress saw where her quarry lay.

The knowledge so stunned her thatthistime she could not help but lose her link to him. Hisface pulled
away, receded with such shocking speed that it gave her vertigo. The darkness regppeared, then
Gdeonafound hersdlf faling backwards across the desert, acomplete reversal of her journey.

With agasp, 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 learned.

“So..." Gaeonawhispered. “I have you, my pretty puppet.”

Fourteen

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 timetrying to
empty her lungs so that she could then fill them up with lifesaving air.

At lagt it became possible to breathe, albeit somewhat raggedly. The necromancer lay ill, inhaing again
and again in an attempt to regain some baance. Gradually, matters returned near enough to norma for
her to begin to sense other things, such asthe chill around her and the moisture saturating al her clothes.
A gritty substance in her mouth forced her to spit, and she dowly redized that she lay face down ona
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 coadt.

Memories began to return, memories of Captain Jeronnan in battle with the revenants, then the two



undead dragging the necromancer through the porta and into the raging sea. After that, however, she
could recdl nothing whatsoever. How Karahad survived, shecould not say. The enchantress did not
even know what fate, if any, might have befalen Jeronnan and hismen. It had seemed asif the portal hed
not had any effect on the hull, soif theKing's Shieldhad survived that incident, then the odds were good
that the vessdl would soon make Lut Gholein—if it had not done so aready.

Karablinked, thinking of the city. Thefate of theKing’'s Shieldaside, where by Rathma hadsheended
up? With greet effort, the soaked necromancer pushed herself to a knedling position and peered around.

Her firg glimpse of her surroundingstold Karalittle. Sand and afew hardy plantstypica of acoasta
environment. She saw no sgnsof civilization, no sgns of any human touch. Ahead of her lay ahighridge,
making observation further inland impossible without a bit of a climb. Karatried to avoid the inevitable by
looking left, then right, but neither of those directions offered her more hope. Her only true option
remained theridge.

Still fecling asif she had just expunged both of the Twin Seasfrom her system, Karaforced hersdf 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 itsalf seemed fairly warm. If she moved around for awhile, surdly her garmentswould dry.

Of either Sadun Tryst or Fauztin she saw no sign, but by no means did Karathink hersdlf 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 0, it behooved the necromancer to reach Lut Gholein as quickly as
possible, perhaps even look for thisVizjerel they had mentioned, this Drognan. She doubted that he
willingly worked with the undeed; likely they sought the use of hisknowledge 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 aso locating Norrec Vizharan and the armor.

With some struggling, the enchantress made it to the top of the sandy ridge—and there discovered a
wellworn road. Better yet, as she looked to the south, she noticed a dim shape on the horizon, ashape
Karabdieved resembled acity.

Lut Gholein?

With as much eagerness as her weary mind could muster, she started south. If, as she suspected, Lut
Gholeinlay ahead, it would likely take her agood day to travel that far, especialy in her condition.
Worse, hunger aready gnawed at her ssomach, a condition that only grew worse with each step she
took. Nevertheless, Karadid not even think of giving in to her weaknesses. So long as she could walk,
she would continue on with her misson.

However, Kara had journeyed only a short distance when aclatter 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 the first, ayounger,
wide-eyed youth and agirl most likely hissister guiding the second. A family of merchants no doubt on
their way to sl their waresin the thriving metropolis. The exhausted necromancer paused, hoping that
they would have pity on abedraggled wanderer.

The ederly man might have driven histeam past Kara, but hiswife took onelook at her and made him
stop. They exchanged words with one another for afew moments, then, in the common tongue, the
woman asked her. “Areyou dl 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 ederly woman’ s round face and even
the man gave her sympathy. Anyoneliving or traveling this near the sea surely knew of itsviolence. No
doubt this had not been thefirst time the merchants had learned of some seafaring disaster.

The hushand legpt down with an agility that belied his age. As he approached, he asked, “Isthere
anyone more? Y ou the only one?’

“Thereis...noonedse. | was. . .theshipmay bedl right . ..l was. . . washed overboard.”

Hiswife made atsking sound. “Y ou’ re still soaked, too, young one! And your clothes arein tatters!
Hesia Find her ablouse and awarm blanket! Those, at least, 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 ingsted on thrusting some coinsin his hand, he
nonethel esstook most of them.

Hesa, daughter of the merchants Rhubin and Jamili, brought garmentsthat 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 ablack blouse and even agray knit blanket with which Kara could cover herself. Out of eyesight
of Rhubin and his son, Ranul, she changed, feding much better to be out of the soaked and ruined
dothing.

Kararegretted theloss 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 &, she said nothing, knowing that it had been
the best choice avallable and, more important, something offered to her out of genuine concern. That she
hed inssted 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 casud interest in the beginning and far more pointed interest once the enchantress had dried
hersdlf off and changed clothing. She expected no harm from him, but did not want to encourage anything
that might cause dissenson between hersalf and her rescuers.

And 0, with the hel p of the kind merchant family, Kara Nightshadow managed to actualy reach Lut
Gholein more than an hour before sunset. She thought of immediately going to the port to seeif Captain
Jeronnan had arrived, but the urgency of her quest finally made her decide againgt it. The hunt for Norrec
Vizharan and Bartuc' s armor remained paramount.

In the gaily-colored bazaar, she bid farewel to Jamili and her family. Karareturned 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 aswell,
but her funds, much depleted, needed to be preserved now for food.

Quedtioning the loca s 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 dixirs and such. The only time Drognan | eft his sanctum looked to be when he made
excursionsto various scholars, seeking information on some pet passion of his.



Following the directions of a vegetable seller who had, on occasion, supplied the Vizjerel with supplies,
Karawended her way through the mazelike streets. The multitude of noises and bright colors wresked
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 seahad |eft her bereft of nearly al her belongings. Other than
the pouch in which she had kept her money, only two others had survived. Unfortunately, the powders
and chemicasin both had been ruined, save for acouple of vias of no useto 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.

Thelossof her belongings did not mean that Kara could no longer cast spdlls, but it did limit her
somewhat. Fortunately, her changein garb had so far kept anyone from redizing her calling, eveniif it had
encouraged one or two vendorsto 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 morethan 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 dim 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 Vizjerei
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. Animaosity had long existed between
thetwo cdlings.

A trio of soldiers on mounted patrol rode pagt, their eyes stern and their swords aways near at hand.
The foremogt, evidently the officer in charge, rode a magnificent white stalion while his two subordinates
each had brown, well-muscled beasts of their own. Kara had riddenlittle in her life, but redlized as she
watched them that, if thetrail led outside of Lut Gholein, she would have to find some means of obtaining
ahorse. 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, acomplete contrast to the well-kept areas she had
first encountered. Kara cursed herself for not having parted with her remaining coinsfor ausable 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 and around it. Some felt extremely
ancient, surely even more ancient than the edificeitsaf. Others seemed more recent, including afew that
had to have been summoned not dl that long ago.

Climbing the outer steps, Karalooked over the ruined doorway, then stepped insde—

—and found hersdf standing in atimeworn but still magnificent hal that spoke of the glories of another
time, another place. While aso projecting a sense of long-ago abandonment, the high-columned hal had
nothing ese in common with the decrepit exterior, so much so that Kara even felt tempted to step outside
againto seeif perhaps she had somehow entered the wrong building. Here stood no ruin, but rather an



ancient wonder il filled with the memories of grestness, of a splendor that even modern Lut Gholein had
not yet approached.

The necromancer walked dowly through the hall, hermission till in mind but her attention distracted by
the awesome marble columns, the imposing stone fireplace that covered nearly dl of of onefar wall, and
the massive mosaic floor upon which she cautioudy treed.

Thefloor, infact, ensnared her attention more and more as Karawaked. In it, the artisan had captured
intricate images both fanciful and redl. 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 ashadowed doorway at the far end. The necromancer waited, hesitant to even breathe too loudly.
However, when no new noise came, Karaexhaded, redizing that in thisancient edifice bits of marble and
stone would, on occasion, fal free. Even the dightest 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 reved
themsalves. Againgt them, Kara could truly do nothing, but that did not mean that she would not struggle.
They had dready done too much, taken too much.

However, ingtead of the ever-grinning Sadun Tryst and his sorcerous companion, what greeted her eyes
proved to be even more startling.

The gray figure widding the sturdy blade moved dowly but surely toward her, hisintention quite clear.
Karamight have taken him for some brigand who had waited in the shadowsfor her, if not for the fact
that she recognized him from but afew seconds earlier. Of course, even if Kara had not recognized the
newcomer, she certainly could gtill make out the many tiny squares of stone composing not only hisentire
breastplate and kilt—but aso hisvery skin.

The mosaic warrior stalked her, his savage expression exactly the same as when he had existed only asa
decoration set in the floor. He swiped a her with the blade—reveding 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 crested.

Not for amoment, though, did Karathink this any weakness. The magic that had created such a
guardian would not have made him so fragile. Physicaly striking the mosaic warrior would likely bejust
like gtriking a stone wall. She aso suspected that the blade would cut just aswdll as, if not better than, a
red onefreshly sharpened.

But what had set him into action? Surely Drognan did not set out such awelcomefor everyone who
walked through the door. No, more likely Kara had been identified by some hidden spell asa
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
enchantressfelt 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,



asecond warrior aroseto 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? Karaonly
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, especidly those of the Zakarum
faith, would have considered the loss of anecromancer nolossat 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 sametime, Kara stepped back as a precaution. If her spell worked,
the incredible forces she summoned might not be contained to the destruction of the magica guardian.

A swarm of toothy projectiles formed from thin air, then rained down on the nearest of the mosaic
warriors. TheDen' Trag, or Teeth of the Dragon Trag' Oul, ripped through the stone body of the
guardian, scattering smal squares everywhere. The warrior tried to move, but hislegs and arms, now
missing so many pieces, crumbled. Still wearing his scowl, he attempted one last thrust &t her, then
collapsed in ashower of stone.

Karaexhaled, relieved to berid of at least one adversary but praying she sill had the strength to dedl
with the others. Summoning the Den’ Trag had taken much out of the aready-weary necromancer. Y, if
Karacould do it twice more and thus completely iminate her unliving foes, then perhaps she could rest
afterward.

Once again the necromancer clutched theicon tight, muttering the spell. A few words more and—

Anintenserattling dl around her caused Karato fater. She glanced down, saw the many bits of mosaic
gonefrom thefalen 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, Karaentered 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!” avoicecdled.” Verikos. . . Dianysi!”

The ungodly trio paused at thecry . . . then each warrior abruptly collapsed, theindividua 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
originaly 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 asimages on the elegant floor.

Karaturned to thank her rescuer, certain that it had to be the enigmatic Drognan. “| thank you for your
ad—’

Thefigurethat stood before her could hardly be the venerable, eegantly clad Vizjerel the vendor and
others had described. Advanced age seemed the only thing thiswild-eyed beggar with long white hair



and beard had in common with the mage in question, although even Drognan could not be asold asthis
man looked. While gill 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 divein dl theworld.

He put agnarled finger to thin lips. “Hush!” the beggar whispered much too loudly. “ So much evil abouit!
So much danger! We shouldn’t have come herel”

“Areyou . . . areyou Drognan?’

The ederly man blinked, looked confused, then patted hisworn, slk robe asif looking for something.
After severd seconds of this, hefinaly looked up and replied, “No . . . no, of course not! Now hush!
There’ stoo much evil about! We ve got to be careful! We ve got to be on guard!”

Karaconsdered. This man had to be aservant 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. “1 have to see your magter,
Drognan. Tl 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!
Theevil’scome! | warned you!”

At that moment, another voice caled out from the entrance of the building. “Who isit? Who hasinvaded
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.
Curioudy, helooked asif he had been in some accident, for he had bruises over much of hisface and
seemed in discomfort each time he put pressure on hisright leg. In the crook of one arm, the ederly
mage carried asmall package. She had no doubt that here stood Drognan, newly arrived from some
errand.

“Norrec?’ hecdled. “Vizharan?’

He knew the man Kara hunted! Shetried 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 asiif
seaing only air.

“Curious. ..” He sniffed the air, then frowned. “ Smells asif anecromancer wasabout . . . but that's
absurd.” Drognan glanced at the floor, at thewarriorsin 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 hisaid.

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!
Hemight find ug”

She knew that he did not mean Drognan. No, judging by his earlier reaction, her captor could only mean
one other—Bartuc.

Heled her dong the sculpted 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.

“Soonwe Il be safel” the madcap figure muttered to her. “Soon we' |l be safel”

He stomped down once with his right foot—and suddenly the doorway of the temple opened, deepened,
becoming an oval hole in the floor in which the necromancer could see a set of stepsleading to—to
where?

“Come, come!” her captor chided her. “Before Bartuc findsus! Come, come!”

Unable to do otherwise, shefollowed him down into the earth, down toward a distant, yelowish light.
AsKarastepped below theleve of the floor, the enchantresssensed the stones shifting, the image of the
Vizjere templereturning toits prior state.

“WE |l be safe down here,” the mad hermit assured her, seeming somewhat more cam now. “My
brother will never find ushere. . .”

Brother?Had she heard right?

“Horazon?” Karablurted, surprised not only by her conclusion but that she could now articulate it.
Evidently her captor had no concerns about anyone hearing her undernegth layers of rock and earth.

Helooked right at her, the watery eyesfocusing hard for thefirst time. “Do we know each other? |
don’t think we know each other . . .” When she did not respond immediately, he shrugged and continued
onwith thetrek, still mumbling. “I'm surewe don’t know each other, but we might know each other . . .”

Kara Nightshadow till had no choice but to follow, not that she much noticed at the moment. Her
thoughts redled, her world entirely turned upside-down.

She had comein search of the Warlord of Blood's armor and had found instead—even despite the
many centuriesthat had passed since their time—Bartuc' sliving, breathing, and much hatedbrother .

Incredible heat assailed Norrec as he at last came back to his senses. At first he imagined that afire 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
fromthe sunitsdf.



Rolling over onto hisback, 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 astorm gpproached 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 Vizjerel and him for fools, no doubt seeking the mage' said inlocating itsgoa. Could
that have been Horazon’ s tomb, as Drognan believed? If so, why had Norrec ended up out herein the
middle of nowhere?

With gresat 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 actudly survived the trek. Moreimportant, 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 afew steps, testing the armor’ sresolve. When it did nothing to prevent him from heading
toward the city, heincreased 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 bardly visible ahead. It would
take him until sunset to reach the hill, if not longer, which meant that, despite the hest, he had to move
even quicker.

Hislegs ached horribly as Norrec pushed on. The loose sand and high dunes made it tough going and
often Norrec lost sight of hisgod for quite sometime. He even found himsalf turned around at one point,
the swirling dunes shifting in Sze and direction even as hetried to cross them.

Y et, despite dl 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 aready parched him. If he did not find
water soon, it would not matter whether he madeit to the hill or—

A large, winged shadow crossed over hisown . . . followed immediately by asecond.

Norrec looked up, trying to see againgt the sun. He caught glimpses of two or three airborne forms, but
could not make them out. V ultures? Quite possible in Aranoch, but these looked much larger and not
quite avian in some ways. Norrec’ s hand dipped 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 hisown.

Despite hisflagging strength, the veteran doubled his pace. If he could reach the rock, it would provide
him with some defense against the marauding birds. Vultures tended to be scavengers, but thisflock
looked more aggressive and, in someway he could till not define, unsettling.

The shadows passed over him again, thistime much larger, much more distinct. The creatures had
descended for a better |ook.

He barely sensed in time the feethered form dropping on him from behind. With ingtincts honed on the
battlefield, Norrec threw himsdf to the ground just astalons as great as his hand scraped across his
armored back and managed to briefly snag his hair. The hardened fighter grunted as herolled over, ready



to face the birds. Surely he could scare off afew vultures, especialy once he let them see he would not
amply liedown and diefor them.

Butthesewere no vultures. . . although their ancestry had certainly come from those desert scavengers.

Nearly astall asaman 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 dmaost human hands ready to tear his
head from his body. Their tails ended in whipsthat lashed out at Norrecas he desperately tried to back
away. The demonic birds et out harsh cries asthey tried to surround their wouldbe victim, criesthat
made Norrec’s pulse pound.

He waited for the suit to do something, but Bartuc’ s armor remained dormant. Swearing, Norrec braced
himsdlf. 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 dl hislife, he had served in onewar 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 itslegs 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 massto 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, onewho had, for the first time in many days, fought a battle of his own and won. Asthe
second dove at him, he grabbed a handful of sand and threw it in the vulpine horror’ s eyes. The demonic
bird blindly whipped itstail a him, giving the veteran soldier the chance to seize the deadly appendagein
both hands.

Squawking, the creature tried to fly free. However, Norrec spun the massive avian around again and

again, driving back the other pair at the sametime. The talons of his captured foe scraped futilely on his
gauntleted hands, Bartuc’sarmor well protecting its host.

Norrec's blood surged. His attackers had come to represent to him more than smply the dangers of the
desert. In many ways, they now became the brunt of adl hisfrustration 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
histo command, he would have used the sorcery of the suit to roast the demonic beast he now held, turn
it and itsdire 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 aspossible.

Norrec glared a the monster.” Burn!”
With agarbled shriek, the winged terror burst into flames, perishing in an instant.

Wasting not a second, the fighter threw the fiery carcassinto the nearest of the two survivors, setting that



one aflame, too. Thelast of the avians quickly turned about, flying away asif the hounds of Hell pursued.
Norrec paid itsretreat no mind, content to finishing off the third.

Its feathers seared away, it tried to emulate its sole surviving comrade, but it had dready 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, letting the now-pathetic monster claw at hisbresst plate
while hetook 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 athrill such as he had never
experienced in any war. Not only had he triumphed against the odds, but for once the cursed armor had
obeyedhim. Norrec flexed the fingers, truly admiring the workmanship of the glovesfor thefirst 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 itshost asitsmadter . . .

Perhaps he could test it. Surely after al he had seen it do, the armor could perform one basic task at his
command.

“All right,” hegrowled. “Listento me! | need water! | need it now!”
Hisleft hand tingled, twitched dightly, asif the armor wanted to take control—but soughtpermission.
“Doit. | order you!”

The glove pointed to the ground. Norrec knelt, alowed hisindex finger to draw acirclein 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, dmost asif ingtead he drank wine.
Thethirsty fighter savored each swallow until at last he could sip no more.

Leaning back, he took ahandful and spilled it on hisface. The soothing moisture trickled down his chin,
his neck, and into his hot garments.

“Thet’ll beenough,” hefindly said.

Hishand waved over thetiny spring. Immediately the ground hedled itsalf, seding the fissure and cutting
off the flow of water. What remained on the sand quickly sank out of sight.

A feding 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 dave.

Spiritslifted, 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 himsalf acommander instead of afoot soldier, aleader instead of a
follower . ..

Akinginstead of a peasant?

Theimage enticed him.King Norrec,ruler of adl he surveyed. Knightswould bow before him; ladies of
the court would seek hisfavor. Lands would come under his control. Riches beyond belief would be his
tospend. ..

“King Norrec. . .,” hewhispered. A smile once again spread across hisface, asmile not &t all like any
Norrec Vizharan had evinced before in hislife. In fact, dthough he could not know it, Norrec' ssmile
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 a so returned the demon Xazax to Augustus Maevolyn.
The generd had been waiting most anxioudy for the past hour, pacing back and forth insde histent. He
had dismissed dl his officers and ordered that even his guards depart from the vicinity of his quarters. As
an added precaution, he had aso not permitted any tents within hearing distance. What transpired
between Maevolyn and the mantiswould befor their earsaone.

Even Gaeona had been forbidden to set up her abode nearby, but she had protested little when he had
told her. The generd had not given that lack of protest much thought, more concerned with the offer
made by hisnew aly. Asfar as he was concerned, the witch could now pack her things back up and ride
off. If shedid not, he would likely have to have her dain. Some sort of animosity existed between Xazax
and her and, at the moment, Maevolyn needed the demon far more than he needed a very mortal
sorceress, whatever her other charms.

Women could be easly replaced; moments of immortdity generaly could not be.

By Maevolyn’schoice, only asinglelamp lit the tent. He did not know if the demon cast shadows, but,
if s0, the less chance of one of his men noticing, the better for the general. Had they known what he and
themantiswished 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 Maevolyn turned, noticing that one shadow moved
in defiance of thelamp’sflame.

“You are here, aren’'t you?’ he murmured.
“This one has come as promised, oh grest one.. . .”

The shadow degpened, grew substantia. In moments, the hideous form of the hellish mantisloomed over
the human. Y et despite the presence of a creature who looked capable of ripping him apart limb by limb,



Generd Mdevolyn felt only anticipation. In Xazax, he saw thefirst of many such monsters who would
eventudly serve himin every way.

“Lut Gholein lieslittle more than aday from you now, warlord. Have you changed your mind?’

Changed his mind about gaining the armor? Changed his mind about his destiny?*Y ou waste my time on
usdess prattle, Xazax. | am firminmy choice”

The bulbous, yellow orbsflared. The mantis s head twisted dightly, asif the demon tried to peer through
the closed tent flap. “We spoke briefly of the witch, great warlord. This one has consdered that matter
much since then and believes still that she must not be part of this. . . or perhaps anything ese”

Augustus Malevolyn pretended to brood over this. “ She' s been of vaueto mefor sometime. | would
hate to lose her assets.”

“She would not agree with what this one has proposed to you, warlord. Y ou may trust thisone on that .

The generd had not missed Xazax’ s continua use of the new title and while it pleased Maevolyn to hear
it, the demon in no way succeeded in playing to his ego. Maevolyn gtill 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 genera what he needed. He had apossible
bargaining chip. “You will givemeadl | demand? All we discussed?’

“All—and gladly, warlord.”
“Then you may have her now, if you wish. | 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 gracioudy
declines your kind offer, warlord . . . and suggests that perhaps you take the honoryour selfat some point
soon.”

The mantiswould not orcouldnot touch Galeona, just as Maevolyn had expected. Still, to him the
matter seemed moot. It would not change his other decision, not in the least. “1 will send a detachment to
her tent to see that she remains under control. That will a least prevent her from causing any disturbance
during our efforts. Perhaps after, | will decide what to do about her. In the meantime, unlessthereis
something else you need to tell me—I would liketo begin.”

The eyes of the demon flashed again, thistime in what seemed immense satisfaction. In that voice that
reminded the generd of adying swarm of flies, Xazax replied, “Then.. . . you will needthis,warlord . . .”

In the two skeletal hands, the hellish mantis held alarge, twin-bladed dagger made of ablack metd, a
dagger with runes etched not only in the handle but aong the flat sides of the blades. Also in the handle
had been embedded two stones, the larger asred as blood, the other as pale as bone. Both stones had a
dight gleam to them that came from no outsde source.

“Takeit...” urged the demon.



Augustus Mdevolyn did so with eagerness, hefting the massive knife and noting its fine balance.
“What must | do with it?’
“Prick the skin. Let afew drops of blood flow.” The mantis cocked hishead. “A smple matter . . .”

Dagger in hand, the genera hurried to the flap of the tent. He shouted for one of his officers, then
glanced over his shoulder at Xazax. “Y ou' d better fade back into—-"

But the demon had aready anticipated hisrequest, 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. “Y es, generd?’

“Zako.” One of hismore competent aides. Maevolyn would miss him, but the potentia glories
outweighed any concern for asingle person. “ The witch isto 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 | say
w.ll

Agrim smile crossed the other soldier’ sface. Like most of Maevolyn's officers, Zako had no love for
this sorceresswho had, up until now, influenced their leader so much. “Aye, generd! I'll do that, al
right!”

Something occurred to the commander. “But first . . . but first bring the guards chosen for thistask here.
Be quick about it!”

With a swift salute, Zako vanished into the dark, only to return ashort time later with four sturdy-looking
warriors. Zako ushered them into Maevolyn' stent, then took up his place at the forefront.

“All present, generd!” he cdled out, sngpping to attention.

“Very good.” Mdevolyn gave the small troop abrief inspection, then faced them. *Y ou have al served
me loydly timeand time again.” Hisfingers stroked the hilt of the dagger, to which none of thefive had so
far paid much attention. “Y ou have sworn your livesto 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 willingnessto
servemeuntodeath . . "

To one sde, Generd Mdevolyn 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 beginsaday of glory, aday of destiny, and each of you shdl play anintegrd part! | ask
now, my friends, that you verify my faith in you, my hopesinyou, with thisone 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! |
give you the honor of being thefirst! Show meyour bravery!”

Without hesitation, the mustached officer stepped up and thrust out his ungloved hand. This had not been
thefirgt time he had sworn ablood oath to his commander and, of the five, only he no doubt thought that
he understood why Maevolyn desired to reemphasize to the men the loyalty they owed the generd.

“Pdmup.” After Zako had obeyed, Maevolyn held the dagger points-down over the fleshiest



part—then jabbed his officer’ s pam.

Zako gtifled agasp, 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 actualy spread over the palm, most of it seeming drawn toward
the black blade—where it then disappeared.

“Have yoursdf asip of wine, Zako,” Maevolyn offered, pulling back the dagger. Ashisade
steppedaway, the genera signaled to the next man, upon whom he repeated the same process.

After dl five had been bled, Augustus Maevolyn sauted them. “Y ou have given meyour lives. | promise
to treat them asthe vduable giftsthey are. You are dismissed.” Asthe soldiers departed, he called to
Zako, “Before you ded with the witch, have Captain Lyconius bring every man under his command to
my tent, will you?’

“Aye, generd!”

When the others had gone, the voice of Xazax drifted from the shadows. “ This goes too dow, warlord.
It will take daysat thisrate.”

“No, now it will go much faster. These five have been given an honor, so they seeit. Zako will tell
Lyconiusand 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 hislife to my cause. The pace will quicken
incredibly, | promiseyou.”

A few seconds later, Lyconius, athin, fair-haired man older than the generd, asked to be admitted.
Outsde, every soldier under his command awaited. Maevolyn bled the captain firdt, then had him line the
men up. The mention of aration of drink afterward made each fighter al the more eager to be there.

However, only afew of Lyconius s men had been dedlt 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, Generd Maevolyn barked, “ Speak! What isit?’

“Genera! Thewitch—sheisnowhereto befound!”

Maevolyn tried to conced hisannoyance. “Her belongings, arethey ill in the tent”

“Aye, generd, but her horseismissng.”

Even Gaeonawould not ride out into the vast desert at night. Taking acasud glance over his shoulder,
Malevolyn noticed the shadow of the demon shift. No doubt Xazax did not find this news pleasant ether,
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 fleg, it truly mattered littlein thelong run to her
former lover. What harm could she do? Perhaps, once he wore the armor, he would hunt her down, but
now Madevolyn had more important concerns.

“Never mind her, Zako. Return to your normal duties.”

Rdief in hisvoice, the aide thanked him, then hurried from the tent. Generd Maevolyn turned back to



his task, bleeding the next man, then commending him for hisbravery.

The pace did indeed quicken, just as he had told the mantis it would. The combination of honor and
drink caused aline to spread throughout the entire encampment, each man anxiousto prove hisworth to
his master and hisfellows. Tomorrow, they fdt, the generd would lead them to agloriousvictory 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; Generd Maevolyn would not have made the sudden decision—sothey
assumed—if he did not aready have some battle plan ensuring success.

And deep into the night, the last man proved hisloyaty, hand out, the dagger aready pricking hispam.
Thefina soldier and the officer who had guided him in both departed after saluting their trusted leader.
From without, Augustus Maevolyn could aready hear the sounds of celebration, as each of hismen
savored their ration of drink and toasted their future good fortunes.

“Itisdone,” 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 hassipped . . .”

Turning the ceremonia wesapon over and over in his hands, the general commented, “ Not asingle drop,
not the tiniest stain. Where did al the blood go?’

“Each toitsown, warlord. Each to the oneit must go. This one promised you an army against whom
even Lut Gholein could not defend long, remember?’

“I'recall ...” Hetouched the helmet, which he had not taken off once since camp had been made. It
seemed so much apart of him now that he swore it would never leave his side, that he would only
remove it for necessity’ ssake. “And | say again, | acceptthe consequences of our dedl.”

The mantis s body dipped in what might have been an acknowledging bow. “Then, thereis no reason
not to proceed immediately . . .

“Tell mewhat must be done.”

“Inthe sand at your feet, you must draw this symbol.” Using one of the skeletal hands, Xazax traced the
mark intheair. The generd’ s eyes widened dightly asthe demon’s gaunt finger |eft afiery, orangetrail
behind, highlighting the symbal.

“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, Maevolyn bent down and drew the mark asit had gppeared inthe air. To his
surprise, as he completed it, strange words suddenly burst from hislips.

“Do not hesitate!” urged the mantis eegerly. “ The words were known to him; they will be known to
you!”

Hiswords . . .Bartuc’ swords. Augustus Maevolyn 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 of Belial!”

Bdid?“WhoisBdid?1 know of Baal and Mephisto and Diablo, but not of this Belid. Do you mean
Baa—"

“ Speak not that name again!” Xazax nervoudy chittered. The mantistwisted his horrific head | eft and
right asif hefeared discovery by someone. Evidently finding nothing upon which to base that fear, the
demon findly responded in camer tones, “Thereis no master in Hell saveBdlial. It ishewho offersyou
thiswondrous gift! Recdl thisawaydl”

More familiar with the magic arts than the mantis might think him, Maevolyn knew that Hell had once
been described as being ruled by the Three Prime Evils. Y et, he dso knew of legends which had told of
the three brothers cast up onto the morta plane, their rule over Hell athing of the past. Infact . . . one of
the more obscure legends mentioned L ut Gholein as the possible location of Baal” stomb, athough even
the general doubted the veracity of such afantastic tale. Who would build acity on top of ademon lord’'s
tomb?

“Asyou say, Xazax. Bdid, itis. | amply wanted to get the name correct.”

“Beginagain!” the monstrous insect snapped.

Once more the words spilled from Maevolyn’ stongue. Once more he held the vampiric dagger high
above the center of the symbol—Bédid’ s symbol, the genera now redized. At the end of the incantation,
the eager commander called out the demon lord’sname. . .

“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, agrim, black haze arose around the dagger. While the two
watched, the haze rapidly grew, first expanding above the weapon, then findly spreading toward the tent
flap. Asit drifted outsde with what seemed definite purpose to Maevolyn’ strained eye, the foreboding
haze took on the shape of what |ooked to be a huge, clawed hand.

“It will not belong now, warlord.”

Unconcerned, Maevolyn sought out agoblet of hisfinest wine. For this night, he chose anew bottle,
onethat had been packed carefully for countless journeys over desperate landscapes. The generd
opened it, sniffed the contents, and, with much gpproval, poured himsalf afull cup.

At that point, thefirst of the screams began.

Augustus Mdevolyn’s hand shook at the sound, but not because of any fear or regret. It wasjust that he
had never heard such a soul-tearing cry, not even from those he had tortured, and the suddenness of it

had smply startled the hardened veteran. When the second, the third, and fourth arose, Maevolyn found
them not at dl disconcerting. He even raised his goblet toward the halfburied dagger and Xazax’ s unseen



lord.

And as he did, the shrieks outs de became a chorus of the damned, scores of men crying out at the same
time, pleading for some escape. From al around the camp the agonized screams assaullted the generd,
but he took each in stride. The men—hismen—had each sworn more than one oath that they would
servehiminal 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 mantiswarned, “It istoo late
to save them. The pact has been accepted by thisone sinfernd lord.”

“Savethem?| 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 Maevolyn for thefirst time. “Thisone
ismisteken.. . .”

And on went the screams. A few sounded quite distant, as if some of the men had tried to flee, but they
could not flee from something egting away at them from within their very souls. Some, obvioudy very
loyal, cdled out to their commander, pleading for help. Maevolyn poured himself another goblet, then sat
down to wait for thefinish.

Gradudly, 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 aswell.

The sudden clank of metd against metd made him look at the demon again, but Xazax said nothing.
Outsde, the clanking increased, growing both in intensity and nearness. Generd Mdevolyn finished the
last of hiswine and stood up.

The noise outside abruptly stopped.
“They awaityou . . . warlord.”
Adjusting hisarmor, especidly his hdmet, Generd Augustus Maevolyn stepped outside.

They did indeed wait for him, their ranks perfect. Severa held torches, so he could see their faces, the
faces he had come to know so well over their years of serviceto him. They dl stood there, Zako,
Lyconius, and therest of the officers, each with their men behind them.

As he stepped into their Sight, acry of salute rose up among the throng, a cry monstrous, brutd, inits
tone. It made Mdevolyn smile, just as asomewhat 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 pae, pasty
look to them. Asfor their mouths, their battle cry had reved 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 eyesthat, at least in malignance,
more resembled those of the mantis.

Garbed in the very husks of hisloyd soldiers, these horrific warriors would be his new legion, his path to
gory.



Xazax joined him outside the tent, the hellish mantis no longer needing to be concerned about secrecy.
After dl, here he sood among his own.

“All hail Mdevolyn of Westmarch!” Xazax cdled out. “All hall, theWarlord of Blood!”

And once again, the demonic horde cheered Augustus Mdevolyn.

So far from the encampment, Galeona heard nothing, but the witch did sense the striking of the Snister
gpell. 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 generd for his
new dly, the demon having dways hinted that a new warlord would be of more interest than smply
gaining empty armor. Gaeona should have redized months ago that he had never intended to continue
with their own dliance any longer than necessary.

Y et, what had made him so suddenly choose Augustus over her? Could it redlly have been fear? Ever
sincethat night when the monstrous insect had nearly done the unthinkable—dain her outright despite the
repercussions of directly bresking their pact—the witch had tried to think of what could so disturb a
cregture of Hell. What fear had sent him scurrying straight to Maevolyn?

Intheend, it did not matter. Both Xazax and Augustus could have one ancther for al 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 dwayslooking over her shoulder when she could
be the one who truly commanded?

The sorceress glanced down at her hand as sherode, not the first time she had done so. In her eft palm,
Gdeonahdd asmdl crysta which through spells she had tied to her intended destination. So long asthe
crysta 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 Generd Madevolyn. It should not have been at dl surprising to her since Galeona had considered
doing much the same, but for Xazax, the error would prove acostly 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 dse could it be but within the coastal kingdom? A lone traveler either needed to find acaravan
there willing to take him on or wait instead for aship 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 apacethat surely had killed his mount. When Galeona had discovered his new location, it had
stunned her; the veteran fighter practicaly stood under Augustus svery nose. If the general had agreed to
letting her cast asearch spell when she had origindly offered, the armor might very well even now be his.
He could have dready been approaching Lut Gholein clad in the crimson garb of Bartuc, hisloya witch
a hissde.

Instead, Galeona now hoped to convince this other fool thatheshould useit . . . under her masterful
guidance, of course. He looked to be a managesble sort of oaf, one she should readily be able to wrap
around her finger. He aso had a not unreasonabl e 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 greet a
chore.

Of course, if Galeonafound some better method by which to harness the astonishing power of the
enchantments, it would aso not bother her much if she had to do away with this Norrec. There were
aways other men, other fools.

On and on sherode, her only concern that Xazax might choose to interrupt his activitieswith Augustus
to pursue hisformer partner. Of course, that would go against their pact, too, which would endanger the
demon aswell asher. Morelikdy the hellish mantiswould 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.

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, apretty trophy with which to begin to rebuild the collection that the sorceress had
been forced to leave 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 visons of her horse and
hersdlf. It enabled the animal to pick a path that would avoid accidents and predators while giving
Gd eonathe ability to better hunt for the soldier.

There! Reining her mount to a hdlt, the sorceress stared at the distant, shadowed form of arocky hill.
The crystd indicated that her path continued directly that way. Gaeonarose in the saddle for amoment,
searching for any other likely spot and finding none. As a seasoned warrior, the fool certainly had enough
senseto look for reasonable shelter and the small hill before her looked to be the only such choicefor
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
thehill. Yes. .. most definitely a man seated under an outcropping, his knees drawn up to his ches, his
arms reting atop the knees.

He jumped up as the witch approached, for one clad in heavy armor his agility and speed surprising her.
Gad eona could see him peering back, trying to make her out in the darkness and so far failing. No, not an
unpleasant face a al, the guileful sorceressthought. Better than she had recalled from their encounter on
the ship. If hewould just prove himsdlf 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.

“Whoisit?’ Norrec cdled. “Who areyou?’

She dismounted a short distance from him. “ Only afellow wanderer . . . no one who meansyou harm.”



Now Gaeonasmply used the crystd to illuminate the area, let him see the good fortune that had just
sepped into hismiserable littlelife. “ Someone looking for somewarmth . . .”

The witch manipulated the gleaming stone, letting itslight 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 nosein return
for afew readily given pleasures. The perfect dupe.

His expression suddenly changed and not for the better. “1 know you, don’t 1?7 He approached,
towering over her. “I need to see your face again.”

“Of course.” Galeona held the crystal nearer to her features.
“Not enough light,” Norrec muttered. “1 need more.”

He held up hisleft hand—and in the palm of the gauntlet there suddenly formed atiny firebal that
outshone the crystal a hundredfold.

Gaeona could not stifle agasp. 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 inimmense
satisfaction. “| dreamed of you there!”

Recovering, Galeona quickly replied, “And | dreamed of you, too, that time! Dreamed of awarrior, a
champion, 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 eyeswith her own, halflidded ones. She surely
had him enticed by this point.

“You'reindanger?’ A protective look crossed hisface. He peered beyond Galeona, asif aready
expecting to see the villains who chased after her.

“They don’'t know | escaped them just yet. | .. . | dreamed of you again last night, knew that you had to
be near, waiting for me.” Putting ahand on his breastplate, Galeona leaned forward, but inches between
her full lipsand hisown.

He did not rise to the tempting bait, instead cons dering some other matter. “Y ou’ re a sorceress,”
Norrec findly responded. “What’ s your name?’

“Gaeona. .. and | know from my dreamsthat my knight iscalled Norrec.”
“Yes...” Thefighter smiled at thetitle she had given him. “Are you a powerful sorceress?’

Thewitch let her hand trace the seams on thearmor. “| have sometaent inthat . . . and other fields as
wdl.”

“I could use asorceress,” he muttered dmost to himself. “| wanted one to help me deal with thisarmor .
.. but that’ s not so important any more. I ve had time to think, time to put mattersin their proper order.



There sthings | need to do before go on any further.”

Gaeonaonly haf-paid attention, aready planning ahead. Norrec definitely did not sound assmplea
man as the enchantress had first imagined, but he had at |east taken her story to heart and accepted her
asacompanion, if nothing else. As she learned more about him, Galeonawould strengthen thet tie. He
had aready revealed some wesknessto her charms; therest of what she desired the witch would gain
soon enough.

Of coursg, if she could help Norrec with whatever concerned him, show her puppet of what valuable
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! | ask only in return that you protect me from those
who would do me harm.” Sheturned her gaze briefly to the desert. “ They’ re powerful and have dark arts
at their command.”

Galeonahad 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’veno fear of any of them. Those under my protection will cometo no harm.”

“You'vemy gratitude,” she whispered, leaning up and kissng 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 morelost in his other concerns.

“I"'vethought about it,” thefighter findly told the witch. “ Thought about why | ended up here of dl
places. It has to be somewhere near. It tries to keep hidden and from meit candoit . . .” Helooked
down at her again, something in his eyes suddenly unnerving Galeonaalittle. “ Butyoumight be ableto find
it! You found me, after al! Y ou can probably succeed where Drognan failed.”

“I"ll dowhat | can,” the dark-skinned enchantress returned, curious as to what so demanded the man’s
attention. Something of valueto her, too, perhaps?“What are we looking for?’

His expresson indicated that he found it surprising that she did not aready know. “Horazon’ s tomb, of
coursel” Something in hisface changed as he spoke, something that made Galeonalook at him
again—and thistime 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 notlarger than, the
regd 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 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
dairs, walked through door after door, and passed room after room until at last Horazon had brought her
to thissingle chamber, thiswdl-lit and wellfurnished bedroom, and told her to deep.



Karadid not even remember lying down, but now she found herself atop the soft bed, staring up at the
intricately-sawn canopy there. She had imagined her quarters aboard theKing' s Shieldto be the finest
shewould ever use, but these st even those to shame. Curioudly, the degant furnishings, while clearly of
another time, another place, looked asif 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 thefar corner. On the walls had been hung
richly-woven tapestries of decidedly Vizjere tastes, fantadtic creatures and images of astonishing
spelwork, al crafted by an expert artisan. If not for the fact that she was presently a prisoner in thelair of
apossibly dangerous madman, the enchantress would have felt quite comfortable indeed.

She dared not stay here. While legend had aways spoken of Horazon as the brother considered the
lesser of two evils, he nonetheless not only remained an ambitious Vizjerei who had once, too,
commanded demonsto serve him, but who aso clearly had lost his sanity over the centuries. Kara
wondered how he had even survived for so long. The only records of such extensive life-extending spells
had awaysincluded the summoning of unearthly powersto help cast them. If Horazon had turned again
to demonsfor his needs—despite his constant mutterings to the contrary—then that would not only
explain his present condition but also gave Karaeven more reason to find her way out before he
returned.

Still clothed, the anxious dark mage dipped out of the bed, heading immediately to the door. It did no
good to try to seeif Horazon had cast any spellsuponit, 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 aportion
of that might had been directed toward hiding Horazon's domain, then the grestest magesin al the world
could have stood at its very doorstep and till not noticed the wonder at their feet.

Deciding to take the risk, the necromancer tugged at the handle, only to find the door unmoving. She
tried again, with equaly dismd results.

It hardly surprised her that she had been locked in, but the truth neverthel ess 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 spdll of opening. It was aminor incantation, one that actualy haditsrootsin
Vizjere dementd sorcery, but the followers of Rathmahad found it one of the few useful creations of the
riva caling. 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 aspell likely to bring the ceiling down on her aswell.

The handleturned.

Startled by her unlikely success, the necromancer nearly flung open the door. Instead, taking adeep
breath, Kara cautioudy opened it acrack, then surveyed the outer hallway. Seeing no sign of danger, the
dark mage quietly stepped out. She peered both directions, trying to recdl by which she had earlier
come. After abrief menta debate, Karaturned to the right and ran.

The corridor ended at a stairway that led up, ahopeful sgn. Kara pushed herself up the steps, certain
that if she kept going the direction she did, the desperate spellcaster would eventudly find her way out.

The stairway stopped two flights later, opening up into amuch wider corridor. Making certain that
Horazon did not seem about, the necromancer crept down the larger hall. Although the room inwhich
she had dept had been well-decorated, the hals themsalves seemed positively austere, with only the
occasiona 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 a the sametime,
There were no torches nor anywhere even to put them.

As she hurried dlong, Kara occasiondly 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 changein
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, thetrue exit.

Instead, she found hersdlf facing ablankwall.

The halway smply ended just afew yards after it had begun. Putting both handsto it, the necromancer
checked thewall for illusions, magic, even afase front. Unfortunately, for al practica purposes, the
barrier before her seemed as s0lid asit |ooked even though she could find no good reason at dl for its

exigence

Stepping back, Kara studied the only other direction. To return to the stairway made no sense, but that
|eft to her only the doors. Surdly they did not represent a path out of Horazon'sdomain.

She went to the first, cautioudy opening it. With her luck asit had been so far, Karafeared that her
choice would turn out to be the ancient Vizjere’ s very own chambers.

Behind the door stood along, curving passage.
“Isthat thetrick, then?’ she whispered to hersdlf. 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 KaraNightshadow 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 yetanother door.

She had no choice but to open it. There had been no other passage, no other entrance. However, at
least thistime Kara opened the door with some hope of success.She had journeyed for some distance.
Horazon's mazdlike sanctum had to come to an end here and now.

Ancther hallway greeted her.

That it resembled the wide one Kara had long left behind did not bother her. Of course, the design
would be smilar. After al, the same man had created it all.

Then she saw the open door just ashort distance to her |eft.

With great trepidation, the weary necromancer walked over to it. She peeked inside, hoping her guess
to bewrong.



The same curved corridor Karahad just traversed greeted the weary woman.

“Trag Oul, guide me out of the madness!” What point had there been to acorridor that returned to the
same hal? Karablinked as another redlization 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
halway, then Horazon' s bizarre redlm had findly defeated her.

To the necromancer’ srelief, though, the doorway opened into avast chamber in which two sets of wide,
bannistered staircases flanked apair 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
sonewadls.

Kara stepped into the massive room, debating whether to choose the doors or one of the staircases. The
doors looked mogt tantdizing, being directly across from her, but the stairs, too, enticed the
necromancer, either one possibly leading to an exit above ground.

A dight sound above her head made Karalook up— then gasp a what she saw.

Far, far up, Horazon sat in achair, 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, Karacould still smell its succulent
flavor. As she watched, Horazon reached for agoblet of wine, the elderly Vizjerel taking along sip
without spilling so much asadrop. That feat especidly amazed her, not because she had not thought the
insane mage capable of smple table manners—but because he did so while he satupside downon the
caling.

In fact, the entire tableau was upside down and yet nothing fell toward Kara. The chair, the table, the
platesfull 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 med, it would have been asif shestared at a
mirror image above her,

Still drinking, Horazon cocked his head up—or ratherdown—and at |ast caught sight of the artled
young woman.

“Comel Come!” hecalledto her. “You'relate! | don't like peoplelate!”
Fearful that he might use his considerable power to drag her up to the ceiling, perhaps forever diminating
her hopes for escape, Kararushed across the great hall, heading to the bronze doors. They had to lead

somewhere out of hisreach! They had to!

With onelast look up at her captor, Karaflung open the nearest of the doors and darted through. If she
could just keep ahead of him—

“Aaah! Good! Good! Sit therel Sit therel”

Horazon watched her from the other end of along, €l eganttable identicd to the one a which she had just



seen him gtting, only thistime it stood not on the celling, but rather in the center of the room she had just
now entered. The exact same med, 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 hismeal.

Unableto prevent hersaf from doing so, Karalooked up at the celling.

Staircases and doorways, al upside down, greeted her gaze.

One of thelatter, abronze giant, sood open—asif someone had flung it asde in haste.
“Rathma, protect me. . .” Karamurmured.

“Sit, girl, Sit'” commanded Horazon, totaly obliviousto her dismay. “Timeto eat! Timeto eat!”

And with nothing more she could do to save hersdlf, the necromancer obeyed.

A storm covered the desert, avast ocean of black, churning clouds that spread dl the way from the east
to asfar west as Augustus Maevolyn could see. Dawn had risen, but it might aswell have been just after
sunset, so dark had the day begun. Some might have taken such a threatening sky for abad omen, but
the general saw it instead asasign that histime had come, that hisday of destiny was at hand. Lut
Gholeinlay just ahead and in it he knew cringed the fool who wore the glorious armor—hisglorious
amor.

Xazax had assured him of the last. Where € se would the Stranger have gone? The winds blew strong,
ensuring that no ship would be heading out to seathis day. Hehadto il bein the city.

The generd studied Lut Gholein from atop amassive dune. Behind him and entirdly invisibleto the eyes
of theenemy, Maevolyn’s demonic host patiently awaited hisword. Because of the particular spell
utilized, the sinister creatures gtill wore the shells of his men, athough eventudly they would be ableto
discard those. They had needed them to make the passage from Hell to the morta 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 smply mortd. It would make the commandersin Lut
Gholein overconfident, arrogant. They would commit themselves to tactics which would expend their
might early for aquick victory—but in doing so they would merely be setting themselves up for a
daughter that Mdevolyn aready much savored.

Xazax joined the human, the mantisfindly cregping into sight after being gone far too long. Something
about that struck the generd as curious. Of al the demons now with him, Xazax clearly had to be the
most dominating, yet the insdiousinsect moved about asif fearful that, even on such adark day,
someone might see him.

“Why do you lurk about? What are you afraid of 7" Maevolyn asked, growing a bit suspicious. “Are you
expecting something | should know about?’

“Thisoneisafraid of nothing!” the mantis snapped, his mandibles working furioudy. “Nothing!”
However, in adightly lower voice, headded, “ Thisoneismerdly . . . cautious. . .”

“You act asif you fear something.”



“No...nothing...”

Generd Maevolyn 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 all to
that outlandish tale?

Deciding he could investigate the demon’ s anxieties later, Generd Mdevolyn turned his gaze back to
LutGholein. The city lay unsuspecting. Even now, a contingent of the sultan’ sforcesrode out of the gate
on early morning patrol, theriders atitudes plain to see even from thisdistance. They did their rounds
with the notion that no one would have the audacity to attack, especialy by way of the desert. Lut
Gholein more feared attacks by sea and on aday asfierce as this one looked to be, the odds of that
gopeared infinitesmal.

“Wewill let the patrol come as near as possible,” heinformed the mantis. “ Then we shall take them. |
want to see how your warriors act before we seek the city itsalf.”

“Not thisone€ swarriors,” corrected Xazax.” Yours. . .”

The riders swept out, crisscrossing the land beyond the walls. Ma evolyn 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
Maevolyn’s men, the demons somehow retained the knowledge and skills of their victims. The faces
Augustus Mdevolyn 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.

“Onmy 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 morein
strength, turned toward the outsider.

“Beready.” He urged hishorse afew stepsin the direction of the other riders, asif 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 lagt, the soldiers from Lut Gholein came near enough for Genera Maevolyn’ stastes.
“Now!”

Even the howling wind could not overwhelm the terrible shrieks of the feathered shaftsin flight. Arain of
death undaunted by the gdefell upon the enemy.

Thefirg of the arrows landed, some missing, some striking well. Maevolyn saw abolt hit one of the lead
riders dead on, the shaft burning through his breestplate asif the latter did not exi<, then burying itself
deep in the man’ s chest. Even more shocking, that rider suddenly burst intoflames, histerrible wound the
point of origin. The corpsefell 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 anew terror as
that, too, erupted in fire. Screaming, the soldier frantically dapped a alimb entirely engulfed by quickly
spreading flames. Hisanimal, too, shied, sending the unfortunate man to the ground. Even there, the
flames would not cease, dready spreading up and around the victim’ swaist.

Of theforty or soridersin the patrol, at least athird lay either dead or near to it, dl the bodies afire.
Severd horses, also lay stricken. The rest of the soldiers fought for control of their panicked steeds.

A smileon hisface, Augustus Malevolyn 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 generd erupted from the throats
of those summoned. The demonic warriors poured over the dune. Aswith Maevolyn'slate soldiers, they
kept their ranks tight and orderly, yet still he could see the savagery in their movements, the inhuman lust
intheir continuashouts. 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 potted the marauding band and called out awarning. Immediately the survivors of
the patrol turned toward Lut Gholein. However, Maevolyn had no intention of letting them go. Glancing
at the archers, he ordered another volley.

Thistimethe shaftsflew far over hisadversaries, just asintended. 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. Severa riders and horses fell quickly,
pin-cushioned. The defenders fought back, thrusting at their assailants. One managed to strike what
should have been amortal blow, only to have Maevolyn’ s unholy warrior completely ignore the bladein
his sde while he pulled the stunned soldier off hismount.

An officer from the patrol attempted to organize better resistance. Two of the demons dragged him
down. Abandoning their wegpons, they tore hisarmor from his body, then tore into the flesh undernegth.

“They are. . . enthusadtic . . .” Xazax remarked with some amusemen.

“Just 0 long asthey recall what | said thismorning.”

“They will dos0.”

One of the few remaining defenders made amad 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.

“Y ou see? This one promised you that they would obey your orders, warlord . . .”

“Then, as soon as the rest have been dealt with, we' [l moveforward. You'll remain behind, | trust?’



“For now, warlord . . .” Xazax had suggested that, without a true human form, he would be too obvious
agght for thisfirgt struggle. In daylight, the demon could not gpparently create sufficiently theillusion of a
man, as he had done that night. In fact, had Genera Maevolyn inspected the shadowed face better
during that encounter, he would have seen that no true features had actualy existed—just hints of them.

Themantis sexplanation for his hestation had afew holesin it that the genera would discusswith him
further, but he knew that such a conversation could wait. The armor caled to Maevolyn; al he had to do
was take the city to get it.

Below, the daughter of the patrol took but afew short minutes more, the defenders’ ranks dwindling
with each passing second. More and more the true nature of Malevolyn’ sforce became evident asthe
demonsfel 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 dl that the kingdom had been attacked.

“All right! Let’slet them seeud” Heraised hishand high inthe ar—and in it formed the fiery, ebony
sword that he had used on the scarab demons. “ Advance!”

The clouds rumbled and lightning flashed as Generd Mdevolyn’sarmy came out of hiding. Below, the
first and second rank formed up, their lines alittle more ragged than before. The feast of bloodletting had
gtirred up the demons there, making them forget some of the human traits they had stolen. Still, so long as
they obeyed his commandsto the letter, the generd could forgive the dight error.

The howling wind whipped Maevolyn's cloak around. He adjusted his helmet, bent his head dightly
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, a this moment,
be studying his advancing force and determining that, despite the wholesde daughter of the patral, 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 amuch larger force seeking retribution for the horrific deaths of which
the one surviving guard would speak.

Understanding human emotions, Augustus Maevolyn predicted that they would choose the latter.
“All ranksinto lineformation!”

The hellish horde spread out, gradudly creeting two larger, imposing rows. To the commandersin Lut
Gholein, it would be clear that the invaders sought to make their force look more impressive. Y e, those
same commanders would aso think how foolish the newcomers had to be to try such an gpparent trick.

Lut Gholein would also wait to seeif asecond force followed after the first. They would judge the
possibility of that by how near to the walls Maevolyn dared lead histroops. The commanders would
then decide whether the risk was worth it to crush the first wave, then retreat back insde before any aid
might arrive.

The demons began to |ose some of the order in their ranks, but for the most part they held asthey
should. Their new warlord had promised them much blood, much mayhem, and that aone kept themin
control. They had but one order to obey once the walls of the city had been breached; theman clad in
the crimson armor had to be brought to Maevolyn immediately.



All othersthey could dedl with asthey desired.

As he and hisforce 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 astorm of arrows, al arced perfectly to wipe out thefirst line
of attackers—including the genera himsdlf.

However, as each shaft neared Maevolyn, abrief flash of light erupted around every singleone. . .
obliterating them before they could touch even hishorse. More than a score of arrowsvanished insuch a
way, the archers evidently determined to day the enemy’ sleader quickly if they could.

Y et, around him, hiswarriorsfell one after another, shafts sticking out of throats, in Sdes, even in heads.
Oneby one, therain of arrowswhittled down the first row and even many in the second, leaving the
would-be warlord with visible losses of nearlyhalfhisfollowers.

Lightning played above Lut Gholein asif 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 murderousinvaders. The turbaned warriors spread out,
creating a series of rows not only longer than Maevolyn’sbut aso severa timesthicker. Ashe 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 asmile. “Impetuous fools!”

Generd Maevolyn made no moveto retreat. In norma 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 aso be thinking.

And asthe opposing sides converged, he sgnaed to one of the few surviving warriors next to him, the
oneto which had been given the battle horn.

The hdllish soldier raised the horn to hislips and blew, sending out amournful cry throughout the field of
combat.

From the sand arose the supposed dead, General Augustus Maevolyn’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 et out horrified criesand tried to
back away only to collide with those advancing behind them. The turbaned lines dowed, fatered, asthe
horrific Sght registered with each man in front.

In avoice that smothered the thunder, Maevolyn roared, “ Say them! Say them al!”
The demons roared and fell upon their more numerous but merely mortal foes.

They toreinto the humans, with their hellish strength completely severing limbs and even heedsfrom
those nearest. Theforemost of Lut Gholein’s defenders perished horribly, severa split open completely
by swords, others ripped apart by hand while they screamed. Swords and lances had little effect on the
generd’ stroops, athough occasiondly 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 asthose
in back, till somewhat ignorant of the terrible truth, forced their comradesinto the unyielding maw of



desth.

A horn within the walls sounded and suddenly anew rain of arrowsfel upon theinvaders. Unfortunately,
the new volley had little hope of success and even contributed to the continual daughter of the defenders
onthe ground, many of them now faling victim to their own archers. Almost immediady after the first
wave of shafts, the horn sounded again, but by that point scores more had perished.

Out among the demons, Maevolyn fought as possessed asthe rest of hisinfernal legion. The ebony
blade cut abloody swathe through hisfoes, neither armor nor bone dowing it in any fashion. Soon, even
his monstrous horde gave him room, the generd’ s viciousness gpproaching their limits. Maevolyn’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. Hishorsefdl hard, dying ingtantly. More fortunate, Generd
Maevolyn landed afew yards away. The explosion, which would have killed any norma man, did little
more than stun him for afew seconds.

Rising, helooked up at thewallsto see apair of robed figures, Vizjerei no doubt in the service of the
young sultan. Malevolyn 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. Herecalled Viz-jun, recalled how Horazon
and the others had tricked him, led hishdllish hordeinto atrap . . .

“Notthistimel” Augustus Maevolyn held up afist, shouted words he had never known before. Above
him, the heavens appeared ready to explode.

A fiercewind struck the battlements, but only where the sorcerers stood. Those who watched saw the
pair pulled high into the ar, where they helplessly flailed about, no doubt trying to cast counterspells.

The warlord brought hisfist down hard.
With wild shrieksthe two Vizjerel 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 Maevolyn watched with great satisfaction, hisfirst step toward avenginghisloss
at Viz-jun now taken. That his memories had so mingled with Bartuc' sthat he could no longer tell them
gpart 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.

Generad Mdevolyn 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 meta, Maevolyn headed for the officer he had just saved. The
genera had known that the demon would not have paused in time and the loss of one of hisminions
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 agesture of his hand, Maevolyn sent the man’sown
wespon flying—into the throat of one of the other defenders.

He saized the hapless officer by the throat, dragging him up to a standing position. “Hear me and you
may live, fool!”

“Y ou might aswell day me now—"

Tightening hisgrip, Mdevolyn held on until the fighter nearly suffocated. At thelast, heloosened his
fingersdightly, dlowing the man to bresthe again. Y ourlife—the life of everyonein Lut Gholein, ismine!
Only onething will save you for thetime being! Onething!”

“W-what?" his prisoner gasped, now much more sensible.

“Thereisadgtranger in the city! Aman dressed in armor the color of the blood that covers both of usand
that you might yet keep running through your veing Bring him to me! Bring him out through the gates and
send himto me!”

He could see the commander cal culating the advantages and disadvantages. “ Y ou’' ll—you' Il put an end
to this battle?’

“I’ll put anendto it when | havewhat | want . . . and until | see him, Lut Gholein will know no peace!
Think well on this, for you can aready see that your wallswill be of little good against me!”

It did not take the man long. “I—I will doiit!”

“Then go!” Generd Mdevolyn contemptuoudy threw the officer back, waving away apair of demonic
soldiersready to strike the man down. To the enemy commander, he added, “Call aretreat! Any who
pass through the gates will not be daughtered! Any who fail to follow quick enough will serve asfinefood
for the carrion crows! Thisisal | grant you—be grateful you get thismuch!”

The officer fled from him, sumbling in the direction of Lut Gholein. Maevolyn watched him signd to
someone up on thewalls. A few moments|ater, apitiful wail went up from one of thewar hornsin the

city.

An armored figure with eyes that matched the blood on Augustus Maevolyn’sarmor came up to him.
The face had once belonged to Zako. “Let them go, warlord?’

“Of course not. Beat them to the ground, et 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 Il have
much totel them.”

“Yes, warlord . . .” The Zako demon bowed once, then hesitated. “Not to enter the city? We leave Lut
Gholeindone?’

“I want the armor! We will harass them, even do what we can to damage their defenses, but until | have
the armor and the head of the one who dared keep it from me, the city will not be touched!” Genera
Mdevolyn—WarlordMdevolyn—smiled grimly. “I promised them an end to the battle, that Lut Gholein
would not know peace until | had the armor. Once| haveit, | will giveto them exactly what | promised.



Afinal end 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.
Closeto hisside, Galeona shook her head. “I hear only thunder, my knight.”

Herosg, listening again. “ Soundslike battle. . . from the direction of the city.”

“Perhaps a celebration. Maybeit’ s the sultan’ s birthday.”

Norrec frowned to himsdlf, suspicious of her continua denid of what he certainly recognized. Although
his memories and those of Bartuc had intermingled to the point where it had become hard to tell onefrom
the other, both sets of memories now aided him in determining that he heard correctly. The clatter, the
shouts. . . they al spoke of violence, of bloodshed . . .

A part of himfdt tempted tojoinin.

No. . . he had more important things to do. Horazon' stomb, what the beguiling witch evidently caled
the Arcane Sanctuary, had to lie somewhere near, perhaps even beneath where he presently stood.

He kndt 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' smising?

The witch hesitated. “ One of two things. To search for aperson, you would need a pentagram in the
middle of thetriangle. To search for aplace, you would need alarger pentagram surrounding al the rest.”

She made perfect sense to him. Norrec grimaced a having forgotten something so smple. He rewarded
her withasmile. “Very good.”

Despite thefact that her magica skills augmented his own growing abilities and her physical charms
enticed his baser nature, not for aminute did the veteran soldier trust his new companion. Shetold
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 hewould have any traitor.

Some part within him till 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 mogt of hislife.
Y et, it seemed so easy to accept those thoughts now.

His mind shifted back to histask. He had to find Horazon’ s tomb, athoughwhydtill remained amysery
to him. Perhaps when he did discover its wheregbouts, then the reason for the quest would findly
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 itsalf represented
alarger, more digtinct target for the spell.

“Have you cast anything such asthis before?’

Galeona gave him aproud look. “Of course, | havel” Her look faltered dightly. “But I’ ve never seen the
Arcane Sanctuary nor do | have anything fromit.”

“That’ Il be no problem.” Norrec dready had aplan in mind. He fdt 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 aready
appeared to be aplace quite unwilling to reved itself. Even after the armor had fought off Drognan, some
other force had pushed Norrec away from hisgoal. Aswith Bartuc’s own tomb, Horazon' s resting place
had probably been built with much security in mind. The crestors had obvioudy 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, | think. We must be of one mind, though, or
else our own thoughts might work against us.”

She reached out her hands. Norrec placed hisown in hers. Galeonasmiled at him, but something about
that smile repelled the veteran rather than attracted him. Again he saw raw ambition in her eyes. The
soreeress thought that by proving her usefulness to her companion, she could eventudly 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.

“Pictureit,” she muttered. “ Picture where you want ustogo . . .”

In hismind, Norrec imagined the tomb as he had seen it the first time. Hefdt certain that the initiad vison
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 a 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' sregting place. An eagerness swdlled within him. Thiswoul dwork. 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 hefdlt at al came from his hands, wherethe
sorceress ftill gripped him tight.



“Nezarios Aero!” cried Galeona.” Aerona Jy!”
Thefighter’sbody crackled with pure energy.

“ Aerona Jy!”

A great sense of displacement shook Norrec—

—and in the next moment, hisfeet landed onhard stone.

Eyesimmediately opening wide, Norrec Vizharan looked around. Web-enshrouded walls greeted his
gaze and within those wals 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 vedoneit!” Galeonacried, 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, thisisit,” hereplied, once he had managed to ped her tentacles from his body.
“Thereisnothing we can’t accomplishtogether,” she cooed. “No one who could stand in our way . . .”

Y es, Galeona definitely sought to sed their dliance. The seductive witch understood full well the power
he wielded, the power the suit had at |ast given to him. If she could have, Norrec had no doubts that she
would have tried to wear the armor hersalf—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,
ydlowish light illuminated the abandoned edifice, alight ssemingly without source. He could not recall it
from hisfirst incursion into this dark realm, but since everything el selooked asit should, Norrec paid the
one difference little attention. His god was a hand.

“Thisway.” Without waiting to seeif the sorceress followed, Norrec ssomped down the corridor in the
direction he felt certain that the sarcophagus lay. Galeona hurried to catch up, the dark-skinned woman
dipping an arm around his own asif the two were loversin the midst of amoonlit walk. He did not
struggle free, aware that this way he could also kegpher under watch.

Now and then aface familiar to him stared out from the dust-ridden statues. Norrec marked each with
satisfaction, remembering their order from the vison. 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
disance further.

Andyet . . . and yet something about the statues al so caused the veteran some uneese, for athough
outwardly they seemed identical to those he recdled, minute dterationsin detail began to haunt him.
Certain features on some of the faces |ooked ever so dightly off—the shapeof anose, the curve of a
mouth, the strength of ajaw. Mogt of al, the eyes tended toward different appearances. Never
completely, but enough to make Norrec finally pause a onein order to look.



“What isit?’ Gaeonawhispered, anxiousto move on to their ultimate destination.

Theface 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 recaledit . .

. but the eyes should have been narrower and the artisan had also given the orbs adeepy look, not at dl
in keeping with the ever-active persondity of the man. Nothing €l se 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 moreto do with the artist’ sfailing
rather than anything ese.

“Nothing,” the soldier findly remarked. “Comeon.”

They journeyed on for afew minutes more—and at last entered the crypt. Norrec smiled as he studied
the ancient Site. Here, everything looked asit should. In the niches on the left and right, the skeletal
figures of the Vizjerel sorcerersslently greeted the newcomers' arrival. The vast stone coffin atop the
dais matched perfectly hisvison.

Thecoffin. . .

“Horazon. . . “ hewhispered.

With growing eagerness, Norrec dragged Galeona toward the sarcophagus. The horror he had suffered
during his dream visit to this place had been al but forgotten. All Norrec wanted to do now was open the
coffin. He left the witch to the Sde, then reached up to take hold of thelid.

At that moment, his gaze dipped down to the clan markings again, something about them snaring his
attention.

The dragon remained asit had been—but now below it lay afiery sar.

He stepped back, the truth dawning dowly on him. There had been too many errors, too many
differencesin detall . . .

“What' swrong? Why didn’t you open it?’

Glaring at the traitorous markings, the veteran fighter snapped, “Becauseit’snot red!” He waved his
hand at the legion of dead mages. “I don’t thinkanyof thisisred!”

“But that’smad!” Gaeonatouched the coffin. “It' sas solid asyou or 11"

“Isit?’ Norrec extended his hand—and as he had hoped, in it he now held the sinister ebony sword.
“Let’ sseewhat exactly thetruth isl”

As Gaeonawatched 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 gppeared 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
thefloor.



“Illuson. . . or something akintoit.” He turned to the horrific throng lined up againgt thewalls, glaring at
the dead asif they wereto blame. “Whereis he? Where' s Horazon?’

“Perhaps down another passage .. . .” suggested Galeona, her tone indicating she did not completely trust
his sanity at the moment.

“Y es, maybe s0.” Without waiting for her, he charged out of the crypt. For some distance, Norrec
followed the single corridor, looking for aside passage, adoorway. Y et, not once could he recal having
seen one. In both versons of hisdream, it had dways been only this single passageway. The great
Arcane Sanctuary had aways consisted of only thisand the actual buria chamber itsdf. Hardly the
immense edifice one would have expected.

Unlesswhat he had seen had been designed smply 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 avery mocking manner.

That brought him to adecision. He raised the black blade again.

“What do you plan to do thistime?” snapped Galeona, her patience with him having finaly gotten thin.
Gresat power he might wield, but so far Norrec had evidently not impressed her with his running about in
crcles

“If there re no passages, I’ Il make one of my own!” He glared at the statue, desiring very much to wipe
the condescending smile of f itsface. Here would be the perfect location to begin cutting hisway 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’ sentire
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 themsdves, utterly vanishing. Stairs bloomed like
flowers, twisting and turning. Part of the floor ceased rising and instead dropped lower, leaving the two
sanding near aprecipice. The only thing that remained consistent through the growing anarchy wasthe
ydlowighillumination.

“What' ve you done?” Gadeonacried. “Youfooal! It'sdl faling gpart!”

Norrec could not answer her, unable even to keep hisfooting. He fell back, the heavy armor dragging
himdown. Hisweapon flew from hisgrip and asit did, it faded away. The ground shook, keeping him
from risng and, worse, ralling him toward the edge.

“Help meup!” 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 itsalf without
any noticeable rhyme or reason, dmost asif the tomb had gone into convulsion as a human might.

Gaeonalooked hisway, hesitated, then looked to her right, where astairway had suddenly formed.

“Help me, damniit!”

She sneered a him. “What awaste of my time! Y ou, Augusius, Xazax—all of you! Better | relied only



on mysdf! If you can't even pick yoursdlf up, you might aswell 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 likesthe fighter could never have
imagined. Asthewitch fought her way to what might be freedom—abandoning Norrec to whatever fate
awaited him—the urgeto strike out, to punish her for her betrayd grew amost overwhelming.

Norrec pointed a her with hisleft hand. Words of power gathered on hislips, ready to be spoken. With
one quick phrase, hewould rid himsdf of the treacherous woman.

“Damnit! No! | won't!” Heturned from her, pulled down his hand. Let her fleewithout him if sheliked.
He would not haveanother death on his hands.

Unfortunately, the armor did not agree.

The hand rose again, thistime against Norrec' swill. He struggled to lower it, but as since amost from
the beginning of thisterrible quest, the soldier found himsalf not the master, but amply the means.
Bartuc’sarmorsought retribution for Galeona sfailing—and it would have that retribution regardiess of
what its host wanted.

The gauntlet flared crimson.

Their surroundings still in complete flux, the darkskinned enchantress had only now madeit to the
twisting saircase. To her misfortune, however, it shifted to the side, forcing her to readjust her path. As
Norrec's hand came up, Galeona managed at last to set afoot on the first and second steps.

“No!” shouted Norrec at the gauntlet. He looked at the fleeing woman, who had not bothered to teke
even the dightest parting glimpse a her struggling companion. “Run! Hurry! Get out of herel”

Only after he had blurted out the warning did Norrec redlize what he had done. Those words more than
anything else 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.

Gaeonasaw what he did and reacted, striking back. She pointed at the prone figure, mouthing asingle
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. Gaeonaraised her head and
howled oncein 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, asif each bone within sought to break apart. Norrec could feel even thetiniest of them
dowly 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 dthough the suit made it to the steps, it could go no farther. Each timeit tried, an invisbleforce
buffeted it back. Norrec' sfist dammed againg air, sending new shockwaves through the



dready-suffering man.
“Please!” he croaked, not caring that only the armor could possibly hear him. “Please. . . hep...”
“Norrec!”

Through tear-drenched eyes, he tried to focus on the voice, awoman’ s voice. Did the ghost of Galeona
cdl tohimtojoin her in desth?

“Norrec Vizharan!”

No ... adifferent voice, young but commanding. He managed to turn his head some, athough the action
caused more torture within. In the distance, avaguely familiar woman pae 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
gairs. Behind her sood another figure, this one male and with long, wild hair and abeard, both as white
as snow. Helooked suspicious, curious, and frightened dl 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 handsimmediately came up, the gauntlet ablaze with magica fury. Bartuc’sarmor had
reacted to the name—and not with pleasure. Norrec could fed the formation of aspell, one that would
make Galeond 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 wallsformed. Norrec discovered himsalf suddenlystanding in ahigh-columned hal that looked
asif agrand bal 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 aball of molten earth flew from hishand, exploding
seconds later againgt the nearest wall.

The moaning becamearoar .

The entire sanctuary shook. A tremendous force buffeted Norrec from every sde. Worse, he redlized
that not only did the air closein on him—but so did the walls and the ceiling. Even the floor rose.

Norrec raised hisarms, now evidently hisown again, in alast futile effort to staff off the onrushing walls.

The medl 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 incons stent
information. At one point he had spoken of having discovered by accident the Arcane Sanctuary—the
name by which legend caled Horazon' s tomb—then he had told Karathat he had built it all by himself



through masterful sorcery. Another time, Horazon had told his prisoner that he had cometo Aranoch to
study the massive convergence of spiritud ley-lines centered in and around the city’ s present location.
Even she had heard that mages could tap the mystica energies of thisregion far better than in any other
spot in al theworld. However, afterward he had spoken, with great trepidation, of fleeing to this side of
the seasin fear that his brother’ sdark legacy till followed him.

Gradualy Karacameto fed asif she spoke to two distinct men, one who trulywasHorazon and another
who smply thought hewas. She could only think that the terrible tria s through which Bartuc’ s brother
had suffered, especidly the horrific war againgt his own sibling, had combined with his centuries-long
seclusion to tear gpart his dready-fragile mind. The necromancer grew somewhat sympathetic to his
plight, but never did sheforget that not only did this mad sorcerer still kegp her in hisunderground
[abyrinth againgt her will, but aso that, in times past, his magic had, on occasion, been asblack 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 asif more than Smply an extension of Horazon' s tremendous power. Many times, she could
have sworn that it, too, had amind, a persondity, even. Sometimes she would note the room around her
shift subtly, the wals moving and the generd 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 dowly begun to pervade her
surroundings—amogt asif the edificeitself 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 dl things.

“We must be careful,” Horazon had muttered, standing. “At dl timeswe must be careful . . . come. ..
thereismuchtodo. . .”

Her thoughts more on escape than his constant warnings, Kara had aso risen—only to seeasight so
gtartling that it had made her knock her chair over.

From the table itself had emerged ahand completelyformed 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 beforeit could hit.

“Come!” Horazon had called, his expression now somewhat peevish. He seemed not at al disturbed by
the unsettling appendages. “No time to waste, no timeto waste!”

Whilethe dining hall had worked to cleer itself, he had led her up aflight of Sairs, 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 hal again.
Only when Horazon had opened the door and instead of the great hall she had been confronted with a
wizard' s laboratory had Karafinaly blurted out something.

“Thisisimpossible! Thisroom shouldn't be herel”

He had looked at her asif she had been the mad one. “Of course, it should be! | waslooking for it, after
al! What aslly thing to say! If you look for aroom, it should be where you want it, you know!”



“But . ..” Karahad 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 egten, but instead thisimposing if disorderly
chamber had greeted her. Thinking back to the impaossible journeys she had dready made in the
sanctuary, the darkhaired spdllcaster had findly come to the conclusion thatthe ancient mage' s home
could not possibly completely exist on the morta plane. Even though no architect could have ever solved
the physica problems she had encountered, it had been said of the most powerful Vizjerel that some had
learned to actually manipulate the very fabric of redlity itsdlf, 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 asnot ever
seen beforein al 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, Karahad expected fire and lightning to play from hisfingers. She had expected windsto rise
from nowhere and perhaps even the Vizjerel’ s body to glow bright.

Instead, he had simply turned back to her and said, 1 brought you here. . . but | don’t knowwhy.”

After taking amoment to register this odd statement, the necromancer had replied, “Isit because of the
armor? Y our—brother’ s—armor?’

He had stared up at the celling again. “Isit?’

The celling, of course, had not answered.

“Horazon . . . you must remember what they did with your brother’ s body, your people and mine.”
Again, the celling. “What was done with it? Ah, yes, no wonder | don’'t remember.”

Fedling asif she might aswell have been talking to the celling hersdlf, Karahad pressed, “Listen to me,
Horazon! Someone managed to stedl his enchanted armor from the tomb. I’ ve followed them dl the way

herel He may even bein Lut Gholein & this moment! We need to find him, totake the armor back!
Theré snotdling whet evil dill lurkswithinit!”

“Evil?" Hiseyes had taken on awide, animaistic look. “Evil? Here?”
Kara had bitten back a curse. She had stirred him up again.

“So much evil about! | must be careful!” Acondemning finger had pointed at her. “Y ou must go!”

“Horazon, |—"

It had been at that moment that something had happened, something that passed between the wizard and
hislair. Seconds later, she had felt the entire sanctum shiver, ashiver morethat of aliving thing, not
smply astructure caught in some shockwave.

“No, no, no! | 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’ stables of equipment and



chemicals receded from the two and from the floor a gigantic, crystdline sphere arose to eyeleve, ahuge
hand formed from the stone below keeping it there.

In the center of the sphere, avision had coaesced, avision of aman whom Kara Nightshadow had
never truly seen but had till been able to identify immediately—thanks to the crimson armor hewore,

“It'shim! Norrec Vizharan! He hasthe armor!”
“Bartuc!” her mad companion had snapped. “No! Bartuc’s come for me!”

She had saized him by the arm, daring degth in the hopes of finally bringing aconclusonto this
dangerous quest. “Horazon! Whereis he? Isthat 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 amonstrous
black sword andhad looked ready to useit. Kara had wondered then if Sadun Tryst had spoken too well
of hisformer friend. Here had looked a man 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!
Isthat part of the sanctuary? It must be!”

“Yes, itisl Now leave me bel” 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.

“What—-7?" 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 mego, let mego!” the mad sorcerer had cried out to the cailing. “It' stheevil! | mustn’t let it get
me!” Asthe raven-tressed woman had watched, a sullen expression had finally crossed Horazon's
wrinkled face. “All right . . . dl right . . .”

And so he had returned to the sphere, pointed at the image. By thistime, Norrec had confronted one of
the atues, shouted something in anger that the crystal did not relay, then raised the black blade asiif
prepared to strike.

At the sametime, Horazon cried,” Greikos Dominius est Buar! Greiko Dominius Mortu!”

Chaos had erupted in the scene with walls, floors, and stairs shifting, materidizing, or disgppearing. In
the midst of the madness, the two figures had struggled to survive. However, Norrec Vizharan had been
unable to save himsdlf, faling near an edge and then being unable to rise because of the constant motion
al around him. The woman—auwitch, in Kara s mind—had completely abandoned the helpless fighter,
choosing instead to head toward what seemed afairly stable set of Stairs.

“ Greiko Dominius Mortu!” her companion snapped.

Something in histone had made Karalook a Horazon and in his eyes she had read nothing but death for
the pair. So, this had been how it would end. Not by the hands of the revenants nor through her own
sorcery, but by thefatal spells of Bartuc’s own crazed brother. For the witch she had felt nothing, but
because of Tryst’stales of the veteran fighter, aspark of sadness had still touched her. Perhaps there had
been a good man there once.



But not at that moment. The scene had revealed Norrec determined to day hiswayward partner. He
had pointed one gauntleted hand at her, shouted something—

Only then had Karanoticed thelook of horror and regret on hisface. No satisfaction, no dark intent,
only fear for what he would do to the fleeing woman.

But that had made no sense, unless. . .
“What did he say, Horazon? Do you know what he said? | need to know!”

From the crystaline sphere had suddenly burst aman’ sfearful voice.” Damn it! | won’t!” Then, “ No!
Run! Hurry! Get out of here!”

Not the bitter shouts of avengeful murderer and yet the image had gtill shown him ready to strike down
his fleeing companion. However, his expression had continued to belie that notion. Norrec Vizharan had
actually appeared asif he battled for control of himself or—or—

Of course! “Horazon! Y ou must stop this! Y ou must help them!”
“Help them? No, no! Destroy them and | destroy the evil at last! Yes, at last!”

Karahad glanced at the sphere again—just in time to witness not only the witch’sawful demise, but the
woman'sown last attack on the fighter. Norrec’s cries had filled Horazon' s chamber, the sphere
goparently Hill fulfilling the necromancer’ s previous request.

“Listentome! Theevil isinthe armor, not the man! Don't you see? His desth would be atravesty, a
tipping of the balance!” Frustrated at Horazon' s unyielding expression, she had glared up at the celling.
The wizard seemed to consult some power up there, some power that did not merely exist in hismind.
To it she had cried, “Bartuc was the monster, not the one clad in hisarmor and only Bartuc would take a
lifeso!” Once more gazing at the mad mage, she concluded, “ Or isHorazon just like his brother?’

The reaction to her desperate declarations had Sartled even Kara. From every wall, from even the
celling and the floor,mouthshad formed in the stone. Only one word had issued from each, the same
word over and over,

“No...no...no...

The crystdline sphere had suddenly expanded and, even more startling, openedup. Withinit had arisen a
stairway, which Kara had imagined had to lead somehow—as impossible asit had seemed—directly to
the struggling Norrec.

Horazon had refused to aid her, but the Arcane Sanctuary had not.

The necromancer had immediately rushed to the crystal, pausing only when she cameto thefirst step.
Despite having offered her this path, the enchanted sanctum had continued to assault Norrec, making
rescue difficult. Momentarily uncertain, Karahad initiadly chosen to call to the fighter, to seeif he could
perhaps make it to her without her having to enter the chaos.

He had responded to the second call—by shouting Horazon' s name. Confused, Karahad withdrawn
the hand she had offered, a symbolic gesture intended to let him know she had meant only help. Asshe



had donethat, he, in turn, had reacted oddly, moving asif he intended not to cometo the
necromancer—but to day her.

“Theevil awakens. . .” avoice had muttered behind her.

Horazon. She had not redlized that he had stepped into sight. Kara had assumed that the mad mage had
stayed far from the danger. She had known then why Norrec— or rather thearmor—had reacted so.
The enchanted armor had yet sought to fulfill its creator’ s greatest desire, to day the accursed brother.

But before it had been able to strike, the sanctuary had chosen once more to take command of the
gtuation. Norrec and his surroundings had regressed, pulling farther and farther back, almost vanishing
from sight. Karahad seen the walls there begin to converge, asif the astonishing edifice had sought to
box itsadversary in . . . and worse. It had occurred to her only at the last that, with the armor seeking
Horazon'simminent destruction, the best choice for the Arcane Sanctuary had been to end this once and
for dl, evenif it meant, after dl, the death of an innocent. Better to destroy both the armor and Norrec
Vizharan than give Bartuc' slegacy another chance to succeed.

But such a death went against the baance that Kara Nightshadow had been trained to preserve. Now,
with Norrec’'s doom looming, the necromancer|eaptinto the chaos within the crystaline sphere, hoping
that Horazon' s apparently sentient domain would do for her what it would not for the hapless fighter.

Hoping that it would not decide that Kara, too, was expendable.

Eighteen

Norrec could not move, could not even breethe. It felt asif agiant hand had taken hold of him and
sought to crush hisentire body to atiny pulp. In some ways he welcomed it, for with his death would at
least end his guilt. No one else would die because he had sought to rob atomb and instead unearthed a
nightmare.

Then, just as he prepared himsdlf to die, atremendous force threw him upward. Norrec flew hard,
amos asif he had been fired off by a catapult. So, instead of a crushing deeth, he would eventudly fall to
his doom. Unlike the short drop aboard theHawksfire, Norrec felt certain that this time he would not
urvive.

But something—no,someone—caught him by one arm, dowing hisflight. Norrec tried to seewho it
might be, but turning his head toward hiswould-be rescuer brought about an overwhelming sensation of
vertigo. Helost dl sense of direction, no longer even ableto tell up from down.

Without warning, Norrec struck the ground, the sand doing very little to prevent thejolt from knocking
him nearly sensdless.

For sometime, the battered veteran lay there, cursing the fact that he seemedtoend upinsuch a
position more often than necessary. His body ached to his bones and his vision reveded nothing to him
but blurs. Y et, despite dl that, he at least felt less pain. Whatever spell Galeona had cast before her desth
had at some pointceased and with it had also gone the crushing suffocation.

He heard thunder and knew from the general grayness his unfocused eyes could make out that he had
returned to the storm-swept desert near Lut Gholein. Norrec also sensed that he had not come here



aone, that even now, someone stood over him.
“Canyou stand?’ afamiliar female voice asked gently.

He dmost told her that he had no desire to, but instead forced himsalf as best he could to asitting
pasition. Doing so made his head spin, but at least Norrec felt some pride at accomplishing thesmple
task by himsdf.

Hisvison finally cleared enough for him to see who had spoken. It proved to be the dark-haired woman
he had not only seen just before the walls had closed in, but aso now recaled as one of the faces on the
statues he had passed during his second sojourn into the dream version of Horazon' stomb.

Horazon. Thinking of Bartuc’ s brother made him recal who he had seen standing near the pale woman.
Horazon—dtill dive aftercenturies.

She mistook his momentary shaking asapart of apossibleinjury. “Be careful. Y ou have been through
much. We do not know how it may have affected you.”

“Who areyou?’

“My nameis KaraNightshadow,” shereplied, knedling so asto get abetter look at hisface. Onedim
hand gently touched his cheek. “Does that hurt you?’

In truth, her hand felt good, but he knew better than to tell her 0. “No. Areyou aheder?’

“Not exactly. | am afollower of Rathma.”

“A necromancer?’ Surprisingly, the admission did not shock him as much asit once might have.
Everything around Norrec of |ate had concerned death—or worse. A necromancer certainly fit well into
the pattern, although he had to admit he had never seen an attractive onebefore. The few others of her

faith that he had come across had been dour figureslittle different from the dead with whom they
communed.

He redlized that dthough she had told him her name he had not introduced himsdlf. “My name' s
Norrec—"

“Yes. Norrec Vizharan. | know.”

“How?’ Herecaled that she had used his name earlier, yet the two had never actualy met asfar ashe
knew. Certainly he would have remembered.

“I have been hunting for you ever since you left Bartuc' s tomb with the armor.”

“You? But why?’

She leaned back, apparently satisfied that he had not suffered much from their ouster from Horazon's
bizarre domain. “ Along with the Vizjerel, my peopletook the responsbility for hiding thewarlord's
ensorcelled remains. We could not destroy either the body or the armor at that time, but we could keep

them from those who might find ause—either corrupted mages or deadly demons.”

Norrec remembered the monstrous cresture in the sea. “Why demons?’



“Bartuc started out as a pawn of theirs, but even you must know that by the time of his degth, even the
lords of Hell looked in awe at his power. Although only aportion of histota might, what remainsinthe
armor itsalf would be enough to entirely upset the delicate balance of life and death intheworld . . . and

even, perhaps, beyond.”

After dl that he had seen, he had little trouble believing her. Norrec struggled to hisfeet, Karaassigting
him. Helooked down at her, thinking back to what had just happened. “Y ou saved me.”

Shelooked away, dmost seeming embarrassed. “1 had some part init.”
“I would' ve died otherwise, right?’
“Very likdy.”

“Then you saved me—butwhydid you do it? Why not smply let medie? If | had, the armor would' ve
been left with nohost. It would’ ve been powerless!”

Karastared himin the eyes. “Y ou did not choose to wear Bartuc' s accursed armor, Norrec Vizharan. It
chose you, dthough | do not know why. Whatever it has done, whatever foul deedsit has performed, |
felt you innocent of them—and therefore deserving of achance of life”

“But more might die because of that!” The bitterness must have shown in his expression, for the
necromancer withdrew dightly. “My friends, the men at theinn, theHawksfire’s crew, and just now that
witch! How many more must perish—and most before my eyes?’

She put ahand on hisown. Norrec feared for her, but the suit did nothing. Perhaps whatever fueed its
evil task lay dormant for atime—or perhapsit smply awaited the best moment to strike. “Thereisaway
toendthis” Karareplied. “We must remove the armor.”

Norrec burst out laughing. He laughed long and hard—and with no hope. “Woman, don’t you think I’ ve
tried? Don't you think thefirst chance | had | pulled at both gloves, attempted to pedl off every bit of
plate? | couldn’t even remove the damnedboots. They'real seded to my body, asif avery part of my
flesh! The only way you'll be ableto removethe it isif you teke my skin off with it!”

“| understand the trouble. I understand also that, under most circumstances, no spellcaster would have
the power to undo what the armor has done—"

“Then what could you possibly hope to accomplish?’ the frustrated soldier snapped. “Y ou should' ve let
mediejust now! It would' ve been better for al!”

Despite his outburst, the raven-haired woman remained cam. She glanced around before answering, as
if looking for someone or something. “He did not follow. | should have known.”

“Who . .. Horazon?’
Karanodded. “ So you recognized him, too?’
Exhding, Norrec explained, “My memories.. . . my memories are confused. Some of them | know are

mine, but others. . .” He hestated, certain she would find him mad for what he believed. “ . . . the others
bel onged to Bartuc, | think.”



“Yes, very likey they did.”
“That doesn't surprise you?’

“In legend, the warlord and his crimson suit seemed as one. Over time, heimbued it with one mighty
enchantment after another, transforming it into more than smply pieces of meta. By the time of hisdeeth,
it had been said that the armor acted asif aloya dog, its own magic protecting and fighting for Bartuc as
hard as he himself would. Smal wonder that hislife has been imprinted uponit . . . and that some of
those vile memories have seeped into yourownmind.”

The weary veteran shuddered. “ And the longer | wear it, the more I’ Il succumb. There' sbeen times|
actudly thought IwasBartuc!”

“Which iswhy we must removeit.” She frowned. “We must try to convince Horazon to doiit. | fed heis
the only one who hasthe capability.”

Norrec did not exactly like that notion. The last time he and the bearded el der had seen one another, the
armor had reacted ingtantly and with clear mdice. “That may gtir up the suit again. It may even bewhy
it' sbeing so quiet now.” Something suddenly struck him. “Itwantshim. It wants Horazon. All this damn
distance, dl thethingsit’s put me through—it' s al been because it wantsto day Bartuc's brother!”

Her expression indicated that she had come to much the same conclusion. “ Y es. Blood calsto blood, as
they say, even if the blood between two is bad. Horazon helped day his brother at the battle of Viz-jun
and thearmor must have preserved that memory withinit. Now, after al thistime, it has risen and seeks
to repay the deed—even though Horazon should have been dead centuries ago.”

“But heisn't. Blood calsto blood, you said. It must’ ve known he was il dive.” Norrec shook his
head. “Which doesn’t explain why it waited so long. Godd! It'sdl insane!”

Karatook him by the arm. “Horazon must have the answer. Somehow we must find our way back to
him. | fed that heisthe only hope by which we can put an end to the warlord' s curse.”

“Put an end to it, someone says?’ rasped avoice of no human origin. “No.. .. no. .. .Thisone desires
otherwise, hedoes. . .

Kara stared past Norrec, who immediately began to turn.
“Look—-" was asfar as the necromancer got.

What resembled a sharp, needldlike lance darted down toward him. It would have caught Norrec
through the head, but at the last, Kara pushed him aside. Unfortunately for both of them, the wicked
lance continued its downward thrust unabated—and buried itsdlf in the woman's chest.

The lance quickly withdrew. Kara gasped, collapsing. Blood spilled over her blouse. Norrec froze
momentarily, then, knowing he could do nothing for her if he, too, perished, the veteran fighter turned to
confront their attacker.

Y et, what greeted his horrified eyes proved to be no warrior, but rather athing born of nightmares. It
most resembled atowering insect, but one clearly spawned in more hellish climes. Pulsating veins
crosscrossed its grotesque form. What he had taken for alance had actually been one of the cresture's



own agppendages, alengthy, sickldike arm ending in adeadly point. Beneath the sickles, savage skeleta
hands with claws opened and closed. Somehow, the massive horror managed to support itself on two
lengthy hind limbs bent back in the manner of the mantisit so resembled.

“This one came in search of atreacherous, wandering witch, but such aprize will serve better! Long has
this one hunted for you, for the power youwidld . . .”

Even dazed, Norrec knew that the demon—for what other creature could this be—meant the armor, not
the man.

“You killed her!” he managed to reply.

Blood dripping from one sickle, the mantis dipped his head. “ One less mortal makes no difference.
Whereisthewitch? Where is Gaeona?’

He knew her? Norrec did not find that at al surprising. Even half under the spell of the armor, he had
known that much of her story had been lies. “ Dead. The armor killed her.”

Anintake of breath indicated to him that the demon found this startling. “ Sheis dead? Of course! This
one sensed something amiss—but did not suspect that!”

He began to emit a peculiar, rattling noise which the soldier at first thought anger. Only after atime,
however, did it become clear that the monstrous insectlaughed.

“Thebond is severed, yet Hill this one roamsthe mortal plane! Thetieis broken, but the blood spell
preserves! Thisone could have dain her dl along! What afool Xazax has been!”

Norrec took the demon’s enjoyment as a chanceto look at Kara. Her entire chest had turned crimson
and from where he stood he could not tell if she even bresthed. It pained him to have her, the one who
had tried to save him, die before his very eyes without being able to do anything about it.

Spurred on by anger, Norrec took a step toward the mantis—or at leasttriedto do so. Unfortunately, his
legs, hisentire body, refused to obey him.

“Damnyou!” heroared at the suit. “Not now!”

Xazax ceased laughing. The deep, yellow orbs fixed onthe helpless human. “Fool! Think you to
command the greatness of Bartuc? This one thought to pedl the armor off your cold corpse, but now
Xazax seesthiswould have proven aterrible blunder! Y ou are needed—at least for the time being!”

The mantis raised one spearlike tip toward the breastplate. Immediately, Norrec' sleft hand reached out,
but not in defense. Instead, to his horror, it touched the demon’s own appendage asif in
acknowledgment.

“Y ou would bewhole, would you not?’ Xazax asked of the suit. “Y ou would desire the return of the
helm separated from you so long ago? Thisone can takeyou toit . . . if you like”

In response, one booted foot stepped forward. Even Norrec knew what the lone movement meant.

“Thengoweshdl ... but it must be done quickly.” The mantis turned and started off.



Norrec had no choice but to follow, the armor soon marching alongside the demon. Behind the
desperate soldier, Karabled away the last drops of her life, but he could do no more for her than he
could for himslf. In some ways, Norrec envied the pale woman. The necromancer’ s suffering hed
aready dl but ended; hiswould only get worse. His last hope had been crushed.

“Heaven hdpme. ..” he whispered.
The mantis gpparently had sharp hearing, for heimmediately fell upon the hopelesswords.” Heaven?No
angel will there beto help you, fool of ahuman! Too afraid, they are! Too cowardly! We walk the world

in numbers, the demon master awakes, and the human stronghold of Lut Gholein preparesto suffer a
horrific end! Heaven?Y ou would do better to pray to Hell!”

And asthey continued on toward their destination, Norrec could not help but think that on thisthe
demon might just speak the truth.

Karafet her life ebbing away, but she could do nothing about it. The demonic creature she had seen had
moved with inhuman swiftness. Perhaps she had saved Norrec, but even that the necromancer doubted.

She drifted along, each drop of blood leaving her body bringing her close to taking her next step inthe
overdl scheme of the balance. Y et despite her deep beliefs, Karawanted nothing more at the moment
than to return to the mortal plane. She had left too much undone, had Ieft Norrec in a position that he
could not possibly survive without her aid. Worse, demons walked her world, further evidence that every
follower of Rathmawas badly needed. Shehadto return.

But such choiceswere generaly not given to the dying.

“What should we do?” avoicein the distance asked, avoice that Karafelt she knew.
“ He said that we should give it back when we felt we must. | feel we must.”

“ But without it—"

“Wewill sill havetime, Sadun.”

“Hemay have said so, but | don’t trust him!”

A brief, throaty chuckle.” Trustyouto be the only one capable of not trusting one of his grand
kind.”

“Savetheremarks. . . if it'sgot to be done, let’sdo it.”

“Asyou say.”

Kara suddenly felt agreat weight upon her chest—aweight that felt so good that she eagerly welcomed
it, took it into her very being. It had atremendous familiarity to it that caused her to reminisce about little
things, such as her mother feeding her fruit, abutterfly the color of rainbows landing on her knee while
she studied in the forest, the smell of Captain Jeronnan’ sfreshly cooked medls. . . even abrief glimpse of
Norrec Vizharan' s westhered but not unhandsome face.



The necromancer suddenly gasped aslifeenfolded her again.

She blinked, feeling the sand, the wind. Thunder rumbled and somewhere distant she heard what
seemed the sounds of battle.

“Itdid...ashesad...itwould. | should've...usedit...onmysdf.”

Karaknew that voice now, athough it had changed some from just afew seconds before. Now it
sounded more as she would have expected it to sound—the rasping words of adead man.

“I'know . .. I know . ..” Sadun Tryst retorted to some silent response. “Only her .. "

Opening her eyes, the enchantress stared up at the solemn forms of the grinning revenant and hisVizjerel
companion. “What—how did you find me?’

“Weneverlogt. .. you. Weletyou...go...andfollowed.” Hiseyes narrowed. “But herein.. ..
Aranoch ... weknew you. .. werearound, but . . . could not see. . . you. . . until now.”

They did not know exactly where she had gone when Horazon had led her down into his underground
sanctum. The spell binding her to them had kept them in the generd area, but both the sanctuary’s
location and itsincredible magic had | eft the revenants baffled. She could have been directly undernesth
and neither would have noticed.

Her strength returning, the dark mage tried to push hersalf up abit. Something did from her chest. Kara
ingtinctively caught it with one hand and marveled. Her dagger!

Tryst’ssmile had taken adecidedly bitter turn. “Thebond is. . . broken. Thelifeforce. .. wetook . . .
isyours. . ..” Helooked frustrated. “We have. .. nomore. . . hold . . . over you.”

The necromancer looked down at her chest. Blood covered most of the blouse, but the horrible wound
inflicted on her by the demon had seded over, the only sign of itsearlier presence acircular mark, asif
someone had tattooed Kara there.

“Looks. .. much healed.”

She covered the area up again, glaring at the undead, despite the fact that he and Fauztin had just gifted
her with asecond chance at life. “How did you do that? I’ ve never heard of such afeat!”

The wiry corpse shrugged, his head tipping to the other side. “He—my friend . . . said that the dagger . .
.wasapart. .. of you. Whenyouwere. .. boundtous. .. some part of you . . . camewith. We
returnedit . . . to makeyou aive.” He grimaced as best he could. “Nothing keeps. . . youtiedto. . . us
any more.”

“Except onething. Norrec.” Karaforced hersdf up. Tryst stood back, but, to her astonishment, Fauztin
lent ahand. She hesitated at first, but realized that the revenant only meant to help. “Thank you.”

Fauztin blinked . . . then rewarded her with abri€f, tight-lipped smile.
“Youbringlife...tothedeadest of .. .thedead...now...wereeven...” Sadun Trys jested.

“What about Norrec?’



“Wethink ... heneas...Lut Gholen.”

Even though they had saved her, the necromancer could not let them day their former friend. “Norrec is
not responsible for your deaths. What happened to you he could not prevent.”

The two stared back at her. At last, Fauztin blinked again and Tryst replied, “We know.”

“But then why—?" Karastopped. All dong she had assumed that they hunted their murderer, who,
naturdly, could only be Norrec. Only now, looking at the duo, did she understand that her
misconceptions had led her agtray.

“Y ou do not pursue Norrec in order to exact revenge on him—you pursue Bartuc’ sarmor .” Although
they didnot answer her, she knew that she had not been wrong. “Y ou could have told me!”

Tryst did not reply to that, either, instead abruptly announcing to Kara, “ The city isunder . . . Siege.”
Under siege? When had that happened? “By who?’
“Onewho . ..asoseeks. .. .toraisethedead ... or atleast . . . the bloody specter of . . . Bartuc.”

Where did al these madmen come from, Karawondered—and that made her think of the ragged figure
from whom she had most recently escaped. Turning around, she looked for some sign of the Arcane
Sanctuary, but to no avail. The desert sands swirled in thewind, the dunes looking asif they had
remained untouched for years. Y et, somewhere around here the earth had opened up and deposited her
and Norrec on the ground.

Not caring what the revenants might make of her peculiar actions, Karacalled out, “Horazon! Listen to
me! Y ou can help us—and we can help you! Help us save Norrec—and put an end to Bartuc’ slegacy!”

She waited, the wind whipping her hair and sand stinging her face. Karawaited for Horazon to
materidize or at least send her some sign that he listened.

But nothing happened.

At last, Sadun Tryst broke the silence. “Wecan't . . . wait hereany longer . . . whileyou call . . . more
ghosts. . .”

“I’'m not calling—" the necromancer stopped. Of what use trying to explain to the revenants that
Horazon had survived the centuries and lived, albeit as amadman, under their very feet? For that matter,
why had she even hoped that Bartuc's brother would join with them in this dire venture? He had aready
shown that, if it had been up to him aone, Norrec would have perished dong with the armor. Some
legends concerning Horazon had painted him as ahero in comparison to his brother, butthis same hero
had aso summoned demons, bending them to hiswill. Y es, hiswar againgt Bartuc had definitely been
about sdf-preservation as much as anything € se. There would be no aid from the ancient Vizjerd.

“Wego...” Tryst added. “You come. .. or not. . . your choice, necromancer.”
What else could Kara do? Even without Horazon, she had to go after Norrec. The demon must have

taken him to the one besieging L ut Gholein, but for what reason? Did they hope to destroy what
remained of the veteran fighter's own mind, enabling the ghostly memories of the Warlord of Blood to



completely take over? A terrifying thought for al people everywhere, not smply poor Norrec. Many
scholars had assumed, quite rightly, that, had he defeated his brother, Bartuc would have wreaked his
evil upon therest of theworld until it had dl fallen under hished. Now, it seemed, like Kara, he had a
second chance to succeed.

Asafollower of Rathma, she could not permit that— even if it meant having to kill the armor’ shost. The
thought |eft her cold, but if the balance after dl required Norrec to be dain, then so beit. Even her own
life did not matter if only it meant that she put an end to the danger.

“I will comewith you,” the necromancer findly replied.
Fauztin nodded, then pointed in the direction of Lut Gholein.
“Timeis...wading. .. hesays”

Therevenants flanked Karaasthe trio set off, afact which did not escape her. Thewind had aready
wiped clean much of Norrec'strail, but Tryst and the Vizjerel had no apparent trouble following. The
bond to what had murdered them enabled the pair to follow anywhere, any place.

“What about the demon?’ Kara asked. He had designson the armor, too, and would certainly fight
anyone who sought to take it away from him.

Tryst pointed at her dagger, which now hung from the dark mage' sbelt. “That . . . isour best bet.”
“How?’

“Just useit .. . . and pray.” Helooked asif he intended to say more, but Fauztin gave him a glance that
slenced the smdler of the ghoulsimmediatdly.

What secret did they ill hold from her? Had she underestimated them? Did they ill planto use her asa
puppet? Now was certainly not the time to hold back anything that might mean the difference between
victory and desth.

“What do you—"
“WEll ded . . . withthearmor . . .” Sadun commented, cutting her off, “and Norrec.”

Histoneindicated that there would be no further conversation on this or any other subject. Kara
considered trying anyway, but decided not to aggravate relations with the duo. The revenants acted in no
manner she could readily predict, going againgt everything she had been taught about their kind. Half the
time, they acted asif they ill had hearts that pumped, blood that flowed. The rest of thetime, they
moved on with the slent determination for which such undead had been fabled. Truly, aunique Stuation. .
. but then, everything about this matter had been unique.

Deadly, too.

She pictured Norrec in her mind, wondering what he must be going through at the moment. Theimage of
the demon overshadowed the fighter, causing the necromancer to bite her lip in concern. Thereaso
appeared in her mind the shadow of athird figure, the one who now led the assault on the coastal
kingdom. What part did he play? What did he gain in dl this? He could not smply desire to have Norrec
become a second Bartuc—thatwould be the same as signing his own death warrant. Bartuc had never



ether willingly served nor dlied himsdf with any other mortd.

She would have the chance to discover the answersto her many questions soon enough. Asto whether
shewould live long enough to appreciate those answers— Kara had severe doulbts.

Nineteen

More than an hour had past and i || Lut Gholein had not given up the armor. Genera Mdevolyn barely
contained his righteous anger, wondering if they had already found it and thought that somehow they
could useitsmagic againgt him. If so, they would be sorely mistaken. The armor would never work for
their cause and, if tampered with, would likely strike out at those investigating it. No, Bartuc’ slegacy
belonged to him and him done.

In keeping with histhrest, his demon horde continued to assault the walls. The grounds near Lut Gholein
had been littered with the mangled remains of not only those who had earlier failed to reach the gates, but
also severd who had falen from above. The demon archers had proven in many ways superior shotsto
even the men whose bodies they now inhabited. In addition, the Six catapults that he had brought along
now wreaked more havoc in the city itself. Protected by demonic sorceries, the siege machines, in turn,
auffered no damage from Lut Gholein’ sreturn fire.

He watched as those at the nearest catapult prepared yet another fiery gift for the inhabitants. Generd
Malevolyn had saved the wegpons for just this, showing his adversaries that he would permit them no
respite. Either they gave him what he desired or even their high walls would not save them—not that he
would let such limited barriers save them in the end, anyway.

And the end was very near. Lut Gholein, the generaldecided, had just run out of time. Hewould let the
catgpultsfire their present volley, then give the command for hisfull forcesto strike. The people within
thought that their gates would hold against the invaders, but even now they underestimated the might of
demons. It would be a ssimple matter to remove the one obstacle to the horde' s entrance into the city . . .
and from there would begin aday of deeth so bloody that Lut Gholein’ sfall would be spoken of in
terrified whispered by dl other men for yearsto come.

Once more, the crimson armor of the Warlord of Blood would cast the shadow of fear acrossthe entire
world.

Augustus Maevolyn suddenly stiffened as an unsattling sensation filled him. He quickly turned to look
behind him, certain that hehadto see who—or what— approached from the rear.

And over adune came afamiliar sght, Xazax moving along the sand. That the demon had dared come
S0 near to Lut Gholein during the day puzzled the generd—until he saw who walked beside the
MONStrous insect.

“Thearmor ... " hewhispered amost reverently.

Forgetting his demon soldiers, forgetting Lut Gholein, Maevolyn charged toward the oncoming pair. In
al hislife he had never experienced so glorious amoment. Bartuc' s armor came toward him. His grestest

desire had at last cometo fruition!

Why the smpleton who had stolen it from the tomb ill lived to weear it, only Xazax could say. It amazed



Madevolyn that the mantis had et the man live thislong. Perhaps Xazax smply had not wanted to bother
with carrying the suit back himself and had forced the fool to bring it dong. Wdll, for that deed, the least
the genera could do would be to grant the armor’ s present wearer arelatively quick and painless desth.

“And what prizeisthisyou bring, my friend?’

The mantis sounded quite pleased with himsdlf. “ Agift surely proving this on€ sintentions match those of
the warlord. This one gives you one Norrec Vizharan— mercenary, tomb robber, and host for the
glorious armor of Bartuc!”

“Mercenary and tomb robber . . .” Genera Maevolyn chuckled. “Perhaps | should hire you on for your
expertise. Certainly | should congratulate you for bringing to me at last the fina step in my ascension to

gory!”

“Y ou—want thissuit?’ The fool sounded incredulous, asif he, who had worn it so long, could not
comprehend its majesty, appreciateits power . . .

“Of course! | want nothing more!l” The generd tapped his helmet. He saw that Norrec Vizharan instantly
recognized the link between them. “I am Generd Augustus Madevolyn, late of Westmarch, aland, from
your looks, | think you know. Asyou see, | wear the helm, lost when Bartuc’ s head and body were
separated by the fools who by fluke managed to day him. So fearful—and rightly sol—of histremendous
power, they placed body and head on opposite sides of the world, then secreted both in places from
which they thought no one would be able to take them!”

“They werewrong . . .” muttered the mercenary.

“Of course! The spirit of the Warlord of Blood would not be denied! He called to his own, awaited
those whose links to him would stir the powersto life, to new horizong!”

“What do you mean?’

Malevolyn sghed. He supposed he should have dain thefool out of hand, but the commander’ s mood
had grown so light that he decided to at least explain what Norrec had obvioudy never understood.
Reaching up, Generd Maevolyn gently removed the helmet. Hefdt at somedight lossasit left hishead,
but assured himself that soon it would be back in place again.

“1 did not know its secret then, but | know now . . . forthe artifact itself revedled it to me. Evenyou, |
daresay, do not know thefull truth, friend Xazax.”

The mantis performed amock bow. “This one would be delighted to be enlightened, warlord . . .”

“And you shal!'” He grinned a Norrec. “| would wager to say that many died in the tomb before you
cameaong, eh?’

Vizharan' s expression darkened. “ Too many . . . some of them were friends.”

“You'll bejoining them soon, haveno fear . . .” The ebony-clad officer let Norrec get a better view of
the helmet. “| daresay it was the same with this. The same fate for every minor tomb robber until
one—one with avery specid,inherenttrait that gave him just enough of an advantage” Maevolyn's
hands suddenly began to shake dightly. Quickly but still with an air of casudness, he replaced the hem.
Aningtant fedling of relief washed over him, athough he made certain not to let either the man or the



demon know. “ Can you guess what you and he had in common?’
“A cursed life?”

“More amagnificent heritage. In both of you, the blood of greatness flowed, abeit in quite awatered
date”

This explanation only made Norrec frown. “He and |— were related?’

“Y es, dthough in his case that bloodline had become even more diluted. It gave him theright to take the
helmet, but he proved too weak to be of use and so it let him be dain. With his degth, it grew dormant
again, waiting for onemoreworthy . . .” The generd proudly indicated himsdlf. “And it findly found me,
asyou see”

“Y ou share the same blood, too?’

“Very good. Yes, | do. Far lesstainted than that which flowed through that fool and, | have no doubt,
far lesstainted than you. Y es, Norrec Vizharan, you might saythat you and | and he who discovered the
head and hdm are all cousins—savera times removed, of course.”

“But who—" the soldier’ seyeswidened, truth at last dawning. “ That’ s notpossible!”

Xazax said nothing, but clearly he till did not understand. Demons did not dways comprehend human
mating and the result of it. True, some of their kind knew the process and, indeed, bred rapidly at times
through its use, but they bred as animal's, without any concern for bloodlines.

“Oh, yes, cousin.” Maevolyn smiled broadly. “we are dl the progeny of the grand and nobleBartuc
himsdf!”

The mantis clacked his mandibles together, rightly impressed. He looked even more pleased with
himsdlf, likely because he had chosen rightly in joining forces with Augustus Maevolyn.

Asfor Norrec, hetook no evident pleasure in the revelation, like so many lesser mortalsnot at all
understanding what Bartuc had nearly accomplished. How many men had earned the respect and fear of
not only their fellows, but Heaven and Hell, too? It disappointed the genera dightly, for, ashe had said,
the two were indeed cousins of asort. Of course, since Norrec only had afew moments left to hislife,
the disappointment was not al that great. A fool removed was still afool removed, dwaysaplusinthe
world.

“Blood calsto blood . . .” Norrec muttered, staring down at the sand. “Blood to blood, shesaid . . .”
“Indeed! And that was why with you, the armor could act asit could not for so many centuries. Greet
power lay dormant within it, but power without life. In you flowed the life that had given that sorcery a
spark. It was asif two halves, separated for so long, came together to create the whole!”
“Bartuc’'sblood. . .”

Augustus Maevolyn pursed hislips. “Y es, we vegone over thet . . . you mentioned ‘she' ? My Galeona,
perhaps?’

“A necromancer, warlord,” Xazax interjected. “ Quite dead now.” Helifted one sicklelimb up, indicating



the cause. “But asfor the witch—sheis aso no more”

“A pity, but | supposeit had to be, anyway.” Something occurred to the dim commander. “Excuse mea
moment, will you?’

He turned back to where his hdlish warriors harassed Lut Gholein, picturing the demon who worethe
face of Zako.

In the distance, the ghoulish minion suddenly turned from histask at the lead catapult and rushed toward
Mdevolyn. The moment he reached the genera, the demon went down on one knee. “Y es, warlord—"
Asharp intake of breath escaped the false Zako as he suddenly noticed Norrec and the armor.

“Y our—your command?’

“The city hasno more vaue. It isyoursto play with.”

A savage, toothy grin spread an impossible distance across the dead man’ sfeatures. “ Y ou' re very
gracious, warlord . . .”

Generad Mdevolyn nodded, then waved him off. “ Go! Let no life be spared. Lut Gholein will serve as
notice of what hope any other kingdom, any other power, has against me.”

The thing with Zako' sface rushed off, fairly bouncing up and down with glee ashe hurried to tell the
others. The horde would ravage the city, leave nothing standing. In many ways, it would assuage the
warlord for what had happened at Vin-Jun.

Vin-Jun. Maevolyn’'s chest swelled with anticipation. Now that he had the armor, even Kehjistan,
legendary home of the Vizjerel, would fdl to him.

His hand traced the fox and swords crest on his own breastplate. Long ago, after he had dain hisbirth
father and burned down the house that had never acknowledged him, Augustus Ma evolyn had decided
to bear the symbol of that house on hisarmor in order to remind himsdlf that what he wanted he would
always be able to take. Now, though, the time had come to set aside that symbol for a better one. The
bloodred suit of Bartuc.

He turned back to Xazax and the mercenary. “Well, shal we begin?’

Xazax prodded Norrec forward. The man stumbled, then dared to glare at the demon. Maevolyn's
opinion of hisdistant cousin rose anotch. At least the buffoon had some nerve,

But the words spat bitterly from Norrec’s mouth did not at al plesse the new warlord. “I can't giveit to
you.”

“What do you mean by that?’
“It won't come off. I'vetried again and again and it won't come off, not even the boots! I ve no control
over the armor whatsoever! | thought | did, but it wasdl atrick! What | do, where | go—the armor

aways decides!”

Histragic stuation amused Generad Maevolyn. “ Sounds amost like acomic operal Isthere any truth to
this, Xazax?’



“This one would have to say the fool speaks the truth, warlord. He could not even moveto save the
necromancer . .."

“How fascinating. Still, aproblem not at dl difficult to solve.” Heraised ahand toward Norrec. “Not
with the power now at my command.”

The spell summoned from memoaries other than his own should have enabled Maevolyn to desiccate the
soldier within the very armor, leaving but adried husk easily removed. Bartuc had used the spell and
used it well during hisreign and never once had it failed him.

But now it did. Norrec Vizharan stood wide-eyed but untouched. He looked asif he had truly expected
to die, which made the failure of so strong aspell al the more puzzling.

Xazax it was who suggested the reason. * Y our spell encompasses the entire body, warlord. Perhapsthe
Uit reectsingantly asif atacked itsdlf.”

“A good point. Then we shdl just have to do something alittle more persond.” He stretched out his
hand— and the demon blade appeared in it. “ Beheading him should sever thearmor’slink. It needs alive
host, not a corpse.”

As he gpproached, the genera noted the mercenary struggling within the suit, trying desperately to make
it move. Maevolyn took the lack of reaction by Bartuc' sarmor asasign that he had chosen theright
method thistime. One swift dash would do it. In someways, Vizharan should have considered himself
honored. Had not the first grest warlord perished much the same way? Perhaps Malevolyn would keep
the man’s head for atrophy, areminder of thiswondrous day.

“| shdl remember you always, Norrec, my cousin. Remember you for dl you have given me.”

General Augustus Maevolyn readied the ebony sword, taking expert aim at histarget’ sthroat. Yes. ..
one swift dash. Much more eegant than smply hacking away until the head fell off.

Smiling, he performed the killing stroke—
—-only to have his blade resound off anidentical one now held in Norrec' sleft hand.
“What in the name of Hell?”

The mercenary looked as artled as him. Behind Norrec Vizharan, the monstrous demon clacked and
chittered in open congternation.

Norrec—or rather thearmor—shifted into acombat stance, the other black blade ready for any attack
by the generd.

A peculiar expression spread across the soldier’ s countenance, an expression both bewildered and
bemused. After amoment’ s hesitation, he even dared spesk toMaevolyn. “I guessit might not think
you'retheright choicefor it, general. | guesswe' |l be forced to fight over it. I'm sorry, believe me, | am.”

Maevolyn fought back his growing rage. He could ill afford to lose histemper now. Inacamtone, he
returned, “ Then fight we shdl, Vizharan—and when | claim the armor, the victory will be that much the
sweeter for this battle!”



He swung at Norrec.

Xazax feared that he had made aterrible error. Now before him stood two mortals clad in pieces of
Bartuc' sarmor, two mortals who both seemed capable of wielding to some extent the warlord’ s ancient
sorcery. Y et, the mantis had thrown in hislot with Maevolyn, who had, until now, seemed the destined
successor. The auit of armor, however, clearly saw matters differently, choosing to defend its quite
unwilling hogt.

The demon had worked hard to convince hisinfernd lord, Bdlid, to sacrifice so many hdlish minionsto
thiseffort. Beliad had only agreed because he, too, had thought that a new Bartuc could give him the edge
he needed not only againgt hisrival, but the possible return of any of the three Prime Evils. If Xazax had
assumed wrongly, if Norrec Vizharan somehow managed to win, it would look asif Belid’ s lieutenant
hed completely mismanaged the entire affair. Belid did not suffer incompetencein his servants.

Now, watching the two prepare for the struggle, he also felt certain that the suit had played himin
particular for afool. It had comewith him asif docile, asif it only wished to reunite itself with the helmet,
then join the demon’ s cause. However, now the mantis believed that it sought the helmet only—and after
that intended to turn uponhim.

It must have known that Xazax had been the one whohad brought the aguatic behemoth to the mortal
plane and, who, after questioning the dying mariner, had sent that monster to attack the ship. At thetime,
Xazax had thought he could quicken matters, take the armor beforeit ever reached dry land. Galeona
had guided him to afair approximation of where Norrec Vizharan could be found. It should have been a
smple matter for the hellish beast to rip the puny wooden vessdl gpart, then strip the armor from the dead

man'sbody . ..

Only . .. only thearmor had not only fended off the titanic creature, it had dain the demon with hardly
any effort. The result had been so startling that it had sent Xazax fleeing in panic. He had never expected
the enchanted armor to unleash such overwhelming power . . .

The mantisfixed his gaze on the back of the mercenary, his decison made. With Maevolyn asthe
warlord, Xazax had something spectacular to show his master, an ally with whom they could crush
Azmodan and, if necessary, thethree. However, with Norrec Vizharan the unwilling hogt, Bdid would
surely not be nearly so pleased.

And when hismaster was digpleased . . . those who failed him suffered much for it.

The demon raised one sickle, biding histime. In the heat of combat, it would take only one strike. The
generd might complain about hisloss of glory, but he would soon come around. Then, they could return
to the ravaging of Lut Gholein.

And from there. . . therest of the mortal realm.

Norrec did not even fed afraction of the confidence hetried to portray to General Maevolyn. While his
words concerning the suit’ s reluctance to part from him had been true, that did not mean that hetrusted in
the ability of the enchanted armor to defegt the helmed officer. In truth, Maevolyn looked asif the link
between him and the helmet far surpassed the questionable aliance Norrecsuffered. Not only did
Madevolyn share in the knowledge and skills of the Warlord of Blood, but the generd also had hisown
not inconsiderable abilities. In combination with what the helmet offered, even the armor would likely not



be able to stand long against the dedicated commander.

The genera came at him, attacking with such fury that the suit had to step back in order to save Norrec.
Again and again the fiery blades clashed, each time sending plumes of flame flying. Had they fought in any
other domain save the sandy desert, the odds of afire starting would have been quite likely. Norrec
himsdlf worried that some stray spark would land on hishair or blind him in one eye. Bad enough aready
that he had to participate in the desperate struggle without having any choice asto defense or attack, for,
from what he quickly saw, the armor had some gaps in its knowledge of swordplay. True, it countered
Malevolyn's strikes, but Norrec watched at |east one evident opening go wasted. Had not the bloody
warlord learned how to properly handle ablade?

“A hit like fighting one' sdlf, isn't it?’ sneered his adversary. Augustus Maevolyn seemed to be
enjoying himsdf, so certain of victory did he no doubt fed.

Norrec said nothing in return, wishing that, even if he had to die, it would be through his own efforts, not
the failures of the enchanted armor.

Madevolyn’s blade passed within inches of hishead. Norrec swore, muttering quietly to the armor, “If
you can't do better than that, | should be the one leading!”

“Doyou redly think 0?7’ retorted the generd, expression no longer amused. “Y ou think asmpleton like
you worthier to bear thetitle, carry on the legacy, than | would be?’

The suit suddenly had to defend against aseries of lightning-swift attacks by Maevolyn. Norrec
slentlycursed the generd’ s exceptiona hearing; the man believed that the mercenary had mocked him.

He had served under many a skilled officer, battled many ataented foe, but Norrec could not recall any
with the adaptability of Augustus Maevolyn. Only the fact that the general fought as much with Bartuc's
skills as his own enabled the suit to anticipate most of his moves. Even then, if not for the other
protections of the armor, Norrec would have aready been dead twice.

“Y ou are fortunate that the enchantments protect you so well.” The dim commander said ashe
momentarily backed away. “ Else this matter would have been settled aready.”

“Butif I'd died so quickly, it would' ve meant that the armor was't as specia as you hoped.”

Malevolyn chuckled. “True! Y ou have some wits about you after all. Shall we see what they look like
spilled out on the sand?’

Again hethrust up, over, and around Norrec' s guard. Twice Bartuc's plate nearly failed the soldier.
Norrec gritted histeeth; the ancient warlord had been a good swordsman, but his methods were those of
theVizjera. After so many yearsin the company of Fauztin—who could handle asword well despite
being amage—the veteran fighter probably knew more about the advantages and disadvantages of their
fighting style than even the genera here. Maevolyn gppeared to have accepted that melding his skillswith
those of Bartuc only meant the better, yet, if Norrec himsalf had been combatting the man, he could have
possibly threstened Mdevolyn'slife at least twice.

He suddenly screamed, hisright ear fedling asif it had burst into flames. Generd Mdevolyn had findly
landed ablow, abeit aglancing one. Unfortunately, with the magical swords even that meant an agonizing
injury. Norrec's entire ear throbbed, but fortunately, despite thewound, he could still hear withiit. Yet,
onemoredrikelikethat . . .



If only he could enter the fight himsdlf. If only the suit could understand that he had a better chance. He
knew the weaknesses, knew aso the western styles the general used. There were some tricks that
Norrec doubted that even the helmed commander had learned. As a mercenary, one picked up such
tricksto make up for deficienciesin formal training—and more than once they had saved the veteran.

Let mefight .. . . or at least let me fight alongside you!

The suit ignored him. It deflected Mdevolyn'slatest attack, then tried countering with amove
recognizable to the veteran from some of Fauztin’s own occasiona sessions of sword practice. However,
Norrec aso knew that the Vizjerel people had aso developed a countermove tothatattack—and a
moment later Maevolyn proved him right by using it to keep the armor from succeeding.

So far, the battle had been dl the generd’s. It could not go on much longer. Bartuc' s plate might desire
Norrec asits smple, malesble hogt, but if matters continued asthey presently did, it would soon haveto
bow to the skill and might of General Maevolyn and his own enchanted helmet.

Caught up in his darkening thoughts, Norrec barely noticed hisfoe suddenly thrust toward hisface. The
veteran fighter immediately raised his own sword, barely pushing Mdevolyn’sblade asde. Had hefailed
to do 0, the generd’ sweapon would have cut right through Norrec's skull, coming out the back.

And then it came to Norrec thatheand not the armor had just defended againgt the nearly fatd assault.

He had no time to mull over the sudden shift, for Maevolyn did not dow his advance. The would-be
warlord cut again and again at Norrec, forcing him backward in the direction of the watching Xazax.

Y et, despite the precariousness of his stuation, Norrec' s hopesrose. If he died, hewould die hisown
man.

Augustus Mdevolyn tried amove the soldier recognized from one of hisfirst forays asamercenary. The
maneuver took skill and cunning and oft times succeeded, but from awilling commander Norrec had
learned how it could be turned to the opponent’ s advantage.. . .

“What?" Mdevo lyn’'s gaping expression enthused Norrec Vizharan as he turned what should have been
anear-mortal blow by the genera into a sudden counterattack that forced the veteran’ sfoe to retreeat or
lose hisown heed.

Wasting no time, Norrec sought to push the genera back until the soft sand made the man stumble or
even fal, but a the last moment, Maevolyn succeeded in turning the dud back into astaemate.

“Wadl,” the hdmed figure gasped. “ Seemsthat the suit can learn like aman. Interesting. | wouldn’'t have
thought it would' ve known that last move.”

Norrec refrained from telling him the truth. Any advantage he had, however small, hewould use. Y &, he
could not help keep adight, grim smile from briefly crossng hisweary visage.

“You amile?Youthink it learning atrick or two enough? Then let’s see how it and you fare if we change
therulesalittle. . .”

Mdevolyn’ sfree hand suddenly came up—and a brilliant sunburst exploded in Norrec’ s eyes.



He swung wildly, managing twice to parry the general—then atremendous force ripped the sword from
his grip. Norrec stepped back, lost his footing—and tumbled back onto the sand.

Through vison gill suffering the aftereffects of Maevolyn' streacherous spell, the falen fighter saw
themurky form of his triumphant opponent loom over him. In each hand General Maevolyn held ablack

sword.

“The battleisdone. | will say well fought, cousin. It only occurred to me &t the last that you seemed a bit
more eager than earlie—asif you had joined the duel yourself. So you finally thought that working with
the armor would save you? A good notion, but clearly decided upon much too late.”

“Waste no time!” snapped Xazax from somewhere behind Norrec. “ Strike! Strikel”

Ignoring the demon, Maevolyn hefted the two swords, admiring them. “Perfect balance in each. | can
wield both with no fear of crossing myself up. Interesting, too, that yours ill exigts. | would have thought
it would have faded away once out of your hands, but | suppose that since | immediately grabbed it, that
made dl the difference. Bartuc's enchantments are full of surprises, arethey not?’

Still trying to focus better, Norrec suddenly felt hisleft hand tingle. He knew the sensation, had
experienced it before. The suit intended some ploy, but exactly what ploy the fighter did not know—

Y es, hedidknow. The knowledgefilled Norrec's head, instantly enabling him not only to understand the
enchanted armor’ s part in this, but the man’saswell. For thisto succeed, both would have to work
together. Neither aone stood a chance of success.

Norrec fought back agrin. Instead, he satisfied himsdlf with answering hisadversary. “Yes. . . they are”

Theleft gauntlet flared.
Norrec’slost sword transformed into an inky shadow swarming over Maevolyn’s arm and head.

Swearing, the generd released his grip on his own wegpon and gestured toward the hungering shadow.
From his mouth came ancient words, Vizjerei words. Agreen luminescence radiated from his fingertips,
eating away in turn at the shadow.

Y et, as Maevolyn focused his attention on this new menace, Norrec legpt up at him—just asthe armor
had desired. Asthe shadow faded away under the brunt of the generd’s own spell, Norrec seized
Malevolyn by the hands and the two wrestled. This close, neither dared use Bartuc' s sorcery unless

cartan.

“The battle seven again, generd!” murmured Norrec, for thefirg timefeding asif he, not anyone dse,
had command of the Situation. The armor and he had acommon god at last—triumph over thisfoul foe.
Exhilaration filled him as he grappled, exhilaration at the thought of Maevolyn lying dead at hisfeet.

And the fact that much of that newfound determination and confidence might possibly have comefrom a
source other than himself did not enter hismind. Nor did it occur to Norrec that, if he did day the one
who wore the crimson helm—then he had as good as cursed himsdlf to the fate that Bartuc’ s armor had

long chosen for him.

Xazax watched the sudden turn of eventswith great dismay. The shifting tide in the baitle had caught



even him unaware and now the mortal with whom he had chosen to dly himself risked defeat. Xazax
could not take that risk; he had to ensure that this dudl ended with Maevolyn asthe victor.

The giant mantis poised to strike—

Twenty

Kara stepped over the winding dune—and into yet another nightmare.

In the distance, black armored warriors battered at Lut Gholein’s gates, shouting with a murderous glee
amost inhuman. The defenders above continuoudy fired down a them, but curioudy their many arrows
had no visible effect whatsoever asfar as she could see, dmost asif the invaders had somehow made
themsdlves invulnerable to morta wegpons. Judging by what else she could see, the necromancer felt
fairly certain that the straining gates would soon crash inward, gaining this savage force entrance.

However, the terrible struggle there paled in her mind in comparison to the dud taking place not far from
her right. She had found Norrec again, yet with him she had aso found not only the demon, but afurious
figure clad in armor akin to the men attacking Lut Gholein—akin, that is, save for his crimson helmet.

The necromancer immediately recognized Bartuc's helm. Now matters made more sense. The armor of
the warlord sought to reunite, but it hadtwohosts with which to contend and only one who could end up
with the prize. Unfortunately for Norrec, he siood to lose everything no matter what the outcome of the
combat. Say hisfoe and he became the armor’ s puppet; fail in the struggle and he died at the feet of the
new Warlord of Blood.

Karaeyed thetrio for several moments, trying to consider what best to do. Unable to come up with a
satisfying answer, she turned back to her decaying companions. “They’ re locked together and the
demon’sonly afew yards behind him! What do you—"

Shetdked to theair. Both Tryst and Fauztin had completely vanished, the sand revealing no trace of
their path. It was asif they had smply flown into the air and vanished.

Regrettably, that |eft the necromancer’ s decison completely up to her and time looked to be rapidly
running out. Norrec had brought the battle to amore even level again, but as Karawatched, the hellish
mantis began to move toward the combatants. Kara could think of only one reason why he would do so
at such ajuncture.

Knowing that she had no other option remaining, the dark mage legpt forward, racing for the back of the
imposing demon. If she could get near enough, she had a chance.

The mantis raised one wicked limb high, awaiting the ideal moment to strike.. . .

Kararedized that she would not make it—unless, of course, she took a desperate gamble. In her hand
the necromancer aready held her ceremonia dagger, which Sadun Tryst had suggested she might need.
Until now, though, her fear of possibly losing it again had kept Karafrom considering such an act. The
weapon was apart of her caling, apart of her verybeing.

And the only way she could possibly save Norrec.



Without hesitation, shetook aim at thefoul creature—

Now! Xazax thought. Now!

But just as the mantis chose to attack, fire burst within him, coursing through his entire body with
agtonishing swiftness. The mongtrous insect sumbled, nearly faling on top of the two fighting figures.
Xazax swiveled hishead o asto see the cause of hisagony and found in his back agleaming dagger
made of something other than metal. He recognized quickly the intricate runesin the protruding handle
and knew then why such aminuscule wegpon could cause him so much pain.

A necromancer’s ceremonia dagger . . . but the only such being Xazax had come across he had quickly
murdered, so surely it could not be—

But there she came, hurtling toward him despite the fact that she should have been dead. The mantis
knew where he had struck her, knew that no human could have rightly survived the blow, not even those
who dedlt in life and death such as she.

“Y ou cannot be!” he demanded of her, asense of dread building quickly within. For al their chaotic
origins, demons had avery set sense of how things worked. Humans werefragile; rip, stab, cut, or tear
them gpart in certain ways and they would die. Once dead, they stayed so unless summoned back in the
form of some ghoulish servant. Thisfemale defied therules. . . “ Dead you were and dead you should

sw! ”

“The balance dictates the terms of life and deeth, demon, hardly you.” She made her right hand into afist
and pointed a him.

An incredible weakness spread through the demon. Xazax teetered, then caught himself. The
necromancer’ s gpdll should not have affected him so thoroughly, but with her dagger in him, he became
far more susceptible to anything she cast.

That Situation could not be alowed to continue long.

Summoning what reserves he had, the mantis used his upper appendagesto tir up the sand, then send it
flying into the face of the enchantress. As she fought to regain her sight, Xazax’ s middle limbs bent back
inamost impossible manner and sought out the treacherous dagger.

It burned, burned terribly, but he forced himself to seize the hilt and try to pull it free. The demon roared
as hetugged at the enchanted blade, so great did the pain grow.

Hewould rend her into bloody gobbets for this abominable act. He would pinion her, then ped away
every layer of skin, every bit of muscle—al while her heart ill beet.

But just asthe monstrous insect felt the blade begin to loosen, the necromancer uttered her find spell.

And before Xazax’ s eyes materiaized aluminescent being so glorious his very presence burned the eyes
of the demonic mantis. He looked manlike, but with al imperfections washed away. His hair flowed
golden and the beauty of his countenance affected even the demon. However, even overwhelmed by the
robed figure’ s presence, Xazax did not fail to notice the mgjestic, gleaming sword that the vison wielded
with expert grace. . .



“ Angel!!”

Xazax knew that what he saw had to be an hallucination. Necromancers had reputations for being able
to cast such terrifying illusons directly into the minds of their enemies—and yet even that knowledge
could not keep the prima fear from drowning the demon’ s senses. In the end, Xazax only knew that one
of Heaven' simperious warriors now came forhim.

With an inhuman cry, the cowardly mantisturned from Karaand fled. As he did, the dagger dipped
from hiswound, causing the escaping demon to leave a steedy stream of thick, black ichor trailing behind
himin the sand.

Kara Nightshadow watched as her adversary disappeared into the wastes of Aranoch. She would have
preferred amore final conclusion to her encounter with the mantis, but in her present state of exhaustion,
that conclusion could have just aswell gone againgt her. The spellwould keep him from any foul play for
sometime, at least long enough, so Karahoped, to dea with the unholy threat of the armor.

She picked up her dagger and turned to where Norrec and his own foe till battled. The necromancer
frowned. If the helmed stranger won, her course would be quick and clear. The dagger would seeto a
swift end to the second coming of the Warlord of Blood.

And if Norrec won?

Kara had no choice there, even. Without a hogt, the armor could cause no more harm. Whoever won
between them—she would have to make certain that the victor did not live long enough to draw another
breath.

Neither Norrec nor his adversary noticed the battle taking place beside them, so desperate had their
own struggle become. The gauntleted hands of the two flared again and again as dark sorceries burst into
lifeand immediatdly died. Although Maevolyn did not wear the armored suit of Bartuc, thehelm aone
gave him strength and power matching that now wielded by awilling Norrec. Because of that, the fight
continued to be a stalemate, athough both men knew that eventually the end would come for one.

“I am destined to take his place!” snarled Augustus Mdevolyn. “1 am more than just hisblood! | am his
kindred spirit, hiswill reborn! 1 am Bartuc come back to the morta planeto reclaim hisrightful place!”

“You're no more his successor than | am,” returned Norrec, not a al aware that his own expresson
matched that of the arrogant commander. “His blood is mine aswel! The armor chose me! Maybe you
should think about that!”

“I will not be denied!” The generd dipped one boot under the soldier’ sleg, forcing Norrec off balance.
They tumbled to the ground, Maevolyn on top. Thesand softened some of the blow when Norrec's
head hit, but ill the veteran fighter lay momentarily dazed. Taking advantage of the Situation, Generd
Maevolyn forced hishand toward hisrival’ svisage.

“I will remove your face, your entire head,” he hissed at Norrec. “ L et us see then who the armor thinks
moreworthy . . .”

The generd’ sred and black gauntlet blazed with wild magic, Mdevolyn’ sfingers only aninch or two
from making good his dire promise. One hand pinned by hisfoe' s own and the other trapped between



their armored bodies, Norrec had little hope of preventing the sadistic generad from accomplishing what
hedesired . . .

At that moment, though, Norrec sensed movement behind him, asif athird person had joined thefray.
Malevolyn looked up at the newcomer—and the triumphant sneer on his countenance switched to an
expression of utter bafflement.

“You—" he managed to blurt.

Something within Norrec urged him to take advantage. He dipped the one hand free from the generd’s,
then immediately struck Maevolyn hard in the chin. A brief burst of raw magica energy accompanied
Norrec’ s strike, sending the helmed figure flying back asif pulled by a string attached to his head.
Madevolyn dropped to the sand some distance away with a harsh thud, the generd too stunned at first to
nse

Focused only on victory now, the veteran fighter rose and charged toward hisfalen foe. In hisgrowing
certainty that he had been meant dl adong to triumph, Norrec nearly threw himsdlf on top of the
generd—an action which would have cost him hislife.

In Maevolyn’' s hand materidized one of the black blades. Norrec barely had timeto twist out of its
deadly reach, dropping to the sand just beside the other fighter. Generd Malevolyn rolled away, ending
up in acrouchedposition. He kept the sword between them, his mocking expression quite evident even
within the bloodred helmet.

“I have you now!”

Lesping forward, hethrust.

Thetip of the ebony blade sank deep . . . degp into the chest of General Augustus Malevolyn.

The sinister noble’ sresummoning of his enchanted sword had immediately reminded Norrec that he, too,
could call hisown wegpon back into play. In his haste to at last be done with the mercenary, Maevolyn
had evidently not considered that last part. Ashis sword came at Norrec, Norrec rolled forward, at the
sametime thinking his own demonic blade into existence,

Augustus Maevolyn' sthrust had comewithin ahair of dicing the veteran’ s skull in half.

Norrec's had materidized dready athird of the way through his adversary’ storso.

Malevolyn gaped at hiswound, the blade having skewered him so quickly that hisbody had not quite yet
registered that death was upon it. The generd dropped his own wegpon, which instantly faded away.

In past battles, Norrec Vizharan had taken no pleasure in the desths of hisfoes. He had been paid for a
task and he had performed that task, but war had never been a pleasure for him. Now, however, hefelt
achill run up and down his spine, achill that stirred him, made him desire more of such bloodshed . . .

He stood up, and waked over to the gaping general, who only now dipped to his knees.

“Y ou don’t need this any more,cousin.”

With grest force, Norrec tore the crimson helmet from Augusius Maevolyn’s head. Maevolyn



screamed when he did, athough not from any physical pain. Norrec understood what so troubled the
man more than even the letha thrust, understood because at that moment he would have felt the sameif
someone had tried to rip thearmor from his body. The power inherent in Bartuc's suit seduced both of
them, but in Maevolyn’'s case, he had lost the dudl and, therefore, lost dll right to that power.

Laying the helmet to the Sde, Norrec took hold of the hilt of his sword. With easy effort, he pulled it
free, then inspected the blade itself. No blood stained it. Truly amarvd. It had served him well here,
served him asgrandly asit had done atViz-jun. . .

Agauntleted hand grabbed at him. Generd Mdevolyn, amanic look on hisface, tried desperately to
grapple with Norrec.

Norrec shoved him back and grinned. “Thewar’ s over, genera.” Hereadied the sword. “Timeto
retire”

One easy sweep left General Augustus Maevolyn's head rolling in the sand. The headlesstorso joined it
amoment later.

As he reached down to retrieve the fabled hemet, afeminine voice caled out to the exhausted but aso
exhilarated veteran. “Norrec? Areyou dl right?’

He turned to face Kara, pleased in more than one manner by her unexpected resurrection. In the short

time since they had met, she had proven her loyaty to him by sacrificing her lesser existence for his. Had
she remained dead, Norrec would have honored her memory, but now that she had somehow cheated
Xazax’ s murderous strike he instead considered her further uses. The necromancer had shown some skill
and likely had more sense than the untrustworthy Galeona. Her not unpleasing face and form aso made
him consider her as possibly worthy of being his consort—and what sane woman would spurn the offer
of becoming consort to theWarlord of Blood?

“I'mwell, KaraNightshadow . . . very well!” He opened his one hand and let the magical sword fall
free. Asthe weapon vanished, Norrec took the helmet in both hands and raised it over his head. “In fact,
| am farbetter than wel!”

“Walit!” The raven-tressed woman rushed up to him, concernin her amond-shaped eyes. Pretty eyes,
the new warlord decided, eyes reminiscent of another woman he had briefly known during his
gpprenticeship in Kehjistan. “Thehemet . . .~

“Yes...it'sminealast .. .I’'mnow complete.”

She pressed againgt him, placing one hand on the breastplate. Her eyes seemed to implore. “Isthistruly
what you want, Norrec? After al we spoke of earlier, do you now redly desireto wear the helmet, to
giveyoursdlf up to Bartuc's ghost?”’

“Give mysdlf up? Woman, do you knowwhol am?I’m his own blood! Blood callsto blood, remember?
Inaway, | dreadyamBartuc; | just didn’t know it! Who better to carry on? Who better to bear thetitle,

the legacy?’

“Bartuc’ s shade himself?” she countered. “ There will not be any more Norrec Vizharan, not in mind and
soul ... and if thearmor hasitsway, | daresay that even in form you will begin to resemble your
predecessor. It will be Bartuc who wears the suit. Bartuc who reclaims his role. Bartucwho daughters
more innocents, just as he—not you—daughtered yourfriends. . .”



Friends. . . . The horrific images of the mangled, bloodsoaked bodies of Sadun Tryst and Fauztin
blossomed once more in Norrec' s beleaguered mind. They had been brutally murdered and he had
auffered terrible guilt for those murders for each waking moment since then. He recalled quite succinctly
how the armor had dain each— and now Kara spoke of other deathsto come.

Helowered the hdmet dightly, battling with himsdlf. “No, | can't et that happen ... I can't...”
His arms suddenly rose again, holding the helmet just above his head.

“No!” Norrec roared, hisdenia aimed now at the enchanted suit. “ She' sright, damn you! | won't bea
part of your bloody campaign—"

But what foolishness . . .avoice so much like his own whispered in hismind. The power isyours. . .
you can do with it what you wish . . . aworld of order, where no kingdom wars, where no oneis
poor .. .thatisthetruelegacy . . . that isall Bartuc sought . . .

It sounded so very good. Simply place the helmet on his head and Norrec would be able to change the
world to what it should be. The demonswould even serve him in this monumental task, their wills
subservient to the power of the warlord. He would create a perfect realm, one that even Heaven would

envy.
And al he had to do was put on the helmet, accept hisdestiny . . .
He suddenly fet Kara shift—

One hand dipped from the helmet, seizing the necromancer’ sown in an iron grip that made Karagasp.
From her own hand dipped agleaming blade of what looked like bone or ivory.

She had been about to useit on him.

“ Supid female.. . . “ Norrec snapped, not noticing that hisvoice did not entirely sound asit should. He
shoved her to the sand.” Stay put! I'll deal with you in a moment!”

Despite hiswarning, the dark mage tried to rise, but arms of sand arose from each side, pinning her to
the ground. More sand flowed over her mouth, preventing her from casting any verba spells.

Eyes bright in anticipation, Norrec took hold of the helmet again—and placed it on his head.

A world such as he had never known now lay open to him. He saw the might he wielded, the legionshe
could command. The destiny thwarted by hisfellow Vizjerel could once more be attained.

TheWarlord of Blood lived again.

But awarlord needed soldiers. Leaving Karato struggle, Norrec climbed to the top of the dune and
dared a Lut Gholein. With avid interest he watched the demonicwarriorstear a the walls and gates. The
city could not be more than afew moments from bloody destruction. He would let his horde have their
fun, let them race through Lut Gholein daying every man, woman, and child—then reved to them his
return to the morta plane.

He imagined the blood flowing everywhere, the blood of dl those who feared and hated him. The blood



of those who would perish a his command—

The dune exploded around him, apair of dark formsleaping up out of the sand. Two strong sets of
hands seized hisarms, twisting him back.

“Hello...odfriend...” ahorrifyingly familiar voice whispered on oneside of him. “It' sbeen. . . a
lifetime...sncewelast...sawyou...”

The hold the armor had over Norrec shattered for the moment as recognition mixed with sudden terror.
“ SSadun?’

Heturned in the direction of the voice—and stared close into the peeling, decaying visage of his dead
companion.

“You haven't. . . forgottenus. . . how nice. ..” The ghoulish figure smiled, reveding the blackened
gums and yellowed teeth.

Unableto flee, Norrec turned his head the other way— only to find Fauztin there. The murdered
Vizjere’ scollar had dipped, showing the tattered, crusted gap in histhroat.

“No...no...no..."
They pulled him back down the dune, back toward where Kara till fought to free herself.

“Wetriedto...seeyouon...theship...Norrec,” Tryst went on. “But you certainly . . . didn't seem
...0owillingtosee...us...

Their eyes never blinked and the stench of death became apparent the longer they held him so near.
Their very presence overwhelmed Norrec so much that eventhe armor could not demand control. “I'm

sorry! I'm so sorry! Sadun—Fauztin—I’ m so sorry!”
“He ssorry . . . Fauztin,” commented the wiry undead. “Did you know . . . that?’
Norrec glanced at the gaunt Vizjerel, who nodded solemnly.

“Weaccept . .. your apology ... but...I'mafrad...wevenochoice. .. withwhat we. .. now do
...myfriend...”

With remarkable speed and strength, Sadun Try<t tore the helmet from Norrec’ s head.

It felt asif the revenant had ripped the veteran’ s skull off aswell, so greet did the pain of separation fed.
Now Norrec truly understood how Mdevolyn had felt. He cried out, pulling at his captorswith afury
even they grew hard-pressed to combat.

“Hold. .. him! Hold—"

Both gauntlets flared afurious crimson. Even caught up in the intense agony coursing through him,
Norrec noted the gloves and feared . . . feared for hisfriends who had already died once because of his
inability to do anything to stop the armor’ s damnable actions. That their troubled spirits had followed him,
he understood completely. Such an injustice demanded retribution. Unfortunately, the armor had no

intention of granting them that opportunity.



The area around Norrec exploded, sending the two undead hurtling away and ripping through the dune
from which they had just descended. He stared in horror at the two bodies, fearing that once more they
hed perished.

“No! Not again! | won't let you doit again!” The veteran fighter seized one hand in the other and
athough both struggled, thistime his determination proved too great even for Bartuc' s legacy. Norrec
tugged, using his own suffering to augment hisstrength.. . .

Theright gauntlet came free.

Without hesitation hethrew it asfar away as he could. Immediately the suit tried to turn that way, seek
after itslost member, but Norrec would no longer be denied. He forced the armor a different direction,
that of Lut Gholein, now visible through the collapsing gap in the dune.

How long he controlled the power and not the other way around, the soldier could not say. Norrec only
knew that he had to try to make as much right as possible. So long as his outrage, his guilt, fueed his
actions, he had the advantage—and L ut Gholein had little enough time.

He raised the free hand toward the distant city. The demons had at last torn their way past one of the
gates. Norrec could hesitate no longer.

The words he spoke had never been taught to him. They had been Bartuc’ swords, Bartuc’s magic. But
Bartuc’s memories—hisancestor’ smemories—had become just as much Norrec' s by this point. He
knew what they could do, knew what they hadto do, and so he willingly spoke them even though that
part of him ill inthral to the armor struggled to prevent it from happening.

Had he been witness to the wicked spdlwork performed by Maevolyn and Xazax in the generd’ stent,
Norrec might have noted that what he said almost sounded like Maevolyn’ sincantation, but chanted in
reverse. Asit was, he smply knew that if he did nothing, an entire city would become awash in the blood

of its people.

And at the end of that incantation, the descendent of the Warlord of Blood shouted out two last words.
“Mortias Diablum! Mortias Diablum!”

Within the gates of Lut Gholein, the defenders stood and fought, knowing aready that they battled men
without souls, men who were not men but something far more monstrous. Y e, the sultan’ swarriors
braced themselves for degth even asthe citizens prepared to weather the dangerous storm waters and try

to escape.

The captains of the ships had little hope, though, aready one of their vessals swamped and another
shattered against the sde of the docks. The waves roared inland, making it dangerous even to stand near
the water. Three men had aready been washed off asthey had tried to prepare the vessels for refugees.

But asdl hope faded, asight both unsettling and miraculous happened. Just within the city walls, the
fiery-eyed soldiersin black stopped, turned their heads back in clear dismay—and then let loose with a
chorus of unearthly, savage howls.

Then, from out of the backs of each erupted hideous, spectra forms with grotesque, inhuman faces and
limbs twisted and clawed. Those who witnessed the event would later say they saw both rage and
despair on those demonic faces just before the specters, screaming piteously, were cast out into Aranoch



in athousand different directions.

For amoment, the army of darkness stood at attention, wespons ready, suddenly empty eyes staring
graight. Then, asif al within them had been drained away aong with the phantoms, each of the
monstrous soldiers began tocollapsein on himself. One by one, then row by row, the invaders
dropped—hones, faded flesh, and fragments of plate spilling into pilesthat left more than one of Lut
Gholein’s defenders unable to hold onto the contents of their own stomachs.

One of the commanders, the very one whom General Augustus Maevolyn had ordered to find Norrec
Vizharan, became the first to mouth what everyone e se thought. Stepping toward the nearest of the gridy
sets of remains, the officer gingerly prodded it.

“They'redead . . .” hefindly muttered, unable to believe he and therest of his people would live after
al. “They'redead . . . but how?’

“Norrec.”

Heturned to find Karafree, the gleaming ivory dagger ready in her hand. From hisleft and right came
the two revenants, the determination of the dead forever tattooed on their expressions.

“Kara” Heglanced at hisformer comrades. “Fauztin. Sadun.”

“Norrec,” continued the necromancer. “ Please listen to me.”

“No!” The mercenary instantly regretted his harsh tone. She only sought to do what even he knew had
to bedone. “No. . . listen to me instead. |—I" ve got some control over the armor now, but | can fedl
that aready dipping away. | guess|’m just too exhausted to fight it much longer . . .

“How could you even manageto fight it at all?’

“Heis. .. Bartuc'sprogeny . .. after al,” remarked Sadun. “ Something that the. . . armor needed . . .
inorderto. .. fulfill itsdestiny . . . but that it . . . did not . . . understand worked . . .bothways. What
other .. .answer?’

She lowered her gaze. Norrec could read the pain in them. Although a necromancer, the pale woman
felt no pleasure or satisfaction in daying one who had not chosen to cause such evil. Yet solong ashe
lived, dl humanity lay threatened.

“You'd better do it quick. One swift thrust straight through the throat. It' s the only way!”
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Hurry—before my mind changes!” He did not smply refer to any sudden reluctance on his part, and
they al knew it. Therisk remained that at any second the armormight transform him again into the ided
host for itsinsdious desires.

“Norrec—"

“Doit!”



“Thisisnot...howitwas...supposedtobe...” ragped Tryst in open bitterness. “Fauztin! He swore
...tous...”

The Vizjerei, of course, said nothing, instead moving toward Norrec. With great reluctance, Sadun
dowly followed suit. Norrec swallowed, hoping the madness would end soon.

The hand il gloved suddenly rose.
Fauztin seized it in hisown.

“Bestdo...ashesays. .. necromancer...” asullen Tryst murmured. “Lookslike. . . wedon't have.
..long...

Karacametoward him, clearly stedling herself for what she had to do. “I’m sorry, Norrec. Thisis not
how | would wishit, not asit should be. . .”

“Nor isit how itwillbe,” apeculiar, amost hollow voice answered.

Horazon stood a short distance behind the necromancer, but Horazon with something different about
him. The glimpse Norrec had earlier had of the ancient mage had made him think of Horazon asa
cowardly looking hermit most likely bereft of most of hiswits. However, thisfigure, while till clad inrags
and with hair like uncut weeds, had a presence that made al € se around him seem inggnificant. Norrec
had a suspicion now what had made Mdevolyn look up at that most vital moment in the battle, for surely
the ancient mage' s gppearance would have shocked the half-possessed generd aswall . . .

A massive, unexpected surge of bitterness and hatred welled up within the fighter, all aimed at hisfoul
brother—

No! Horazon was not his brother! Once again the armor sought to reestablish its control, rekindle the
inddious spirit of Bartuc. Norrec managed to fight the emotions down, but he knew that next time the suit
would likely prevail.

The robed figure moved purposefully toward him and as he did, Norrec noticed a curious shimmer
around him. The captive warrior squinted, trying to make out what caused it.

Horazon' s entire body had beenencasedin athin layer of glittering, dmost transparent sand grains.

“Blood cdlsto blood,” the Vizjerei murmured. His eyes stared brightly, never blinking. Even thetwo
undead holding onto Norrec seemed taken aback by his presence. “And blood will end this travesty

Norrec could fed thewill of the suit battering a hismind, struggling physicaly with hisbody. Only the
combined efforts of he and his comrades kept it from succeeding for the moment.

“Horazon?’ Karawhispered. The white-haired sorcerer glanced her way—and the woman stepped
back. “No—you arehim, but you also arenot.”

He gave her—gave dl of them—a condescending smile. “ Thisliving shell isanother’ s, atoo-curious
sorcerer who long ago found the Arcane Sanctuary by accident, but in the processlost his senses
forever. | have watched over him ever since, feding some responghility . . .” Foregoing any further
explanation asto what in the underground sanctum might have destroyed amind so, the glittering figure



glanced at his borrowed hands. “ So fragile isflesh. More stable and lasting are earth and stone.. . .~

“You!” Karagaped, her eyes nearly as wide open as her mouth. “I know you at last! He talked to you,
seemed to even obey you—the great Horazon seemed sowillingto obey you—which made no sense
until now! Youare the presence | felt—the presence of the verysanctuaryitself!” He nodded, his own eyes
never blinkingonce. “Yes. . . over timeit just seemed the naturd path, the natural way of things. . .”

Still battling theingdiousincursons of Bartuc's enchanted armor, it took Norrec amoment longer to
understand—and when he did the answer so astounded him that he nearly dropped his defenses.

Horazon and the Arcane Sanctuary were one and thesame.

“My own mind dmogt shattered by what | had been through, | came here to escape the memories,
escape the horror, and so | built my sanctum and dwelled undernegth the sand, away from the events of
theworld.” A smile crossed the false Horazon' s face, the sort of amile attempted by someone who had
al but forgotten such minor morta practices. “And as| kept remaking my domain over and over in my
own image, it became more me than the faltering shell 1 wore—until at last, one day, | gave what
remained within and took upon anew, stronger, and far more durableform.. . . and so | have been ever
snce—"

Horazon might have gone on further, but at that moment, Norrec’ sworld turned bloodred. Hefelt an
alconsuming rage build. He would not be denied again! Horazon had escaped hiswrath at Viz-jun, but
even if he had to burn away the entire desert, thewar|lordwould have hisfind vengeance!

Horazon' s puppet looked hisway again, holding out one hand asif asking something of the armored
figure

A gauntlet—the same one Norrec had earlier torn off and thrown away—materialized on the aged
sorcerer’sown hand.

“Blood callstoblood . . . and | am calling you, brother. Our war isover. Our timeis over.\Weare over.
Y our power negates mine. Mine negates yours. Join me now wherewe both belong . . . far from the sght
of men...

The other gauntlet tore free from Norrec, flying over to the glittering figure' s ungloved hand. Then, in
rapid succession, each piece of armor from hislegs, torso, and arms flew forth, the crimson suit quickly
remaking itsdf bit by bit on the elder’ s body. Somewhere along the way, the torn, stained robe of the
hermit vanished, replaced by other garments more suitable to the armor. Even the boots Bartuc had worn
left Norrec to join the rest of the suit. The false Horazon raised his arms as his astonishing work went on,
eyesnever blinking, lipsset grimly.

With each loss, Norrec’ s mind edged nearer to what it had more or less been like before the armor had
claimed him. The memories and thoughts became wholly his own, not that of a murderous demon master.
Y et, he could never berid of the terrible days since the tomb, never berid of the horrors and death of
which he had played an unwilling but greet part.

And when it was done, the white-haired figure stretched out a gauntleted hand again, summoning the
helmet. Placing that in the crook of one arm, Horazon' s puppet looked over Norrec and the others,

“Itistimefor theworld to forget Bartuc and Horazon. Y ou would do well to do the same, dl of you.”



“Wait!” Karadared approach the enigmatic form. “ One question. Please tell me—did you send this
one,” sheindicated Horazon'shogt. “To find mein Lut Gholein?’

“Yes. .. | sensed something amiss and knew that a necromancer so near—a necromancer who should
not be in the city above—had to be involved. | needed you closer so that | could discover why. Asyou
dept, asyou ate, | learned what | needed to know from you.” He stepped back from her, from al of
them. “Our conversation isat an end. | leave you on your own now. Remember this, though; the Arcane
Sanctuary existsin many places, has many doorways—but | advise you now tonever seek it again.”

His darkening tone | eft them with no doubt asto what he meant by the last. Horazon had no desire to be
apart of theliving world again. Those who would disturb him would risk much.

He suddenly seemed to lose form and substance, bits of him crumbling away asif even flesh and meta
had become grains of sand. With each second, the armored mage looked less like anything morta and

more avery part of the landscape.

“Norrec Vizharan,” Horazon cdled in that odd, echoing voice. “It istimeto create your own legecy .. ."

Clad in the same garments he had worn upon entering Bartuc' s tomb—even his own boots having
somehow been returned to him by the astounding sorcerer—Norrec pulled free from the revenants and
started forward. “Wait! What do you mean by that?’

But Horazon' s host, now aman completely of sand, only shook his head. Of dl of him, only the eyes
remained somewhat human. Even as Norrec neared, the figure shrank, his sandy form melting into the
dunes around. By the time the veteran fighter reached the areait was dready too late . . . only asmdll
lump of loose grains remained to mark Horazon' s past presence.

Seconds later, even that no longer existed.

“It'sover,” Karaquietly remarked.

“Yes...itis” agreed Sadun Tryst.

Something in histone made Norrec now turn to the two ghouls. Both undead had a peculiar look in their
eye, asif they waited for something el se to happen.

The necromancer guessed fird. “Y our quest isover, isit not? Just as with Horazon, your timein this
worldisat anend.”

Fauztin nodded. Sadun gave what seemed a sad grin—or perhaps hisfailing flesh and muscle smply
made it seem s0. “Hecame. . . when hefdt. .. thearmor stir . . . but too late. . . so hegranted us. . .
thischase. . .but with . . . thepromisethat . . . whenit finished . . . sowould we.”

“He?” Norrec asked, joining Kara.

“But it was my spell and my dagger that brought you back!”

“Histrickery ...tothrow you. .. off . ..” Thesmaler of the undead looked around. “ Sanctimonious. .
.bastard . . . can'tevenshow up . .. now that it's. .. over...”

However, as hefinished, abrilliant blue light suddenly shone down on the four, turning their smal paich



of desert asbright as, if not brighter than, a cloudless day at noontime.

Sadun Tryst would have spat in disgug, if such asmple feat had been within his ability any more,
Instead, he shook his head—or rather, let it rock back and forth once—then added, “ Should’ ve known .
.. better . . . damned strutting . . . angel!”

Angel ?Norrec looked up in the direction of the light, but found no source for it, much lessan angd. Still,
what else could explain so much?

Theghoul glared at it. “At least . . . show yoursdlf . . .” When nothing happened, he glanced at Norrec
and added, “Typical. Just like. . . hiskind . . . hidinginthe. . . shadows. . . pretending they're. . .
aboveitdl ... but putting their hands. . . in everything.”

“I know thislight,” Karamuttered. “I caught aglimpse of it in thetomb. It' swhat drew me away from
your bodies.”

“Helikes. .. histricks. . . thearchangd does.” Tryst eyed Fauztin, who nodded again. To the two
living members, the wiry revenant continued, “And for his. . . last one—’

“Damn you, Sadun, no!” Norrec scowled at the heavens, scowled a the unseen archangel. “It' snot fair!
They had no choicein the matter—-"

“Please. ..it's...time...andwe...wantitso...Norrec...”
“You can't meanit!”
Sadun chuckled, aharsh sound. “I swesrit...onmy ... life friend. ..

The blue light focused suddenly on the revenants, bathing them in such brilliance that Norrec had to
shidd hiseyes. Fauztin and the smaller ghoul became harder and harder to see.

“Timeto...buythat...farm...youawayswanted ... Norrec...”

Thelight flared then, becoming so intense that it momentarily blinded the veteran and his companion.
Fortunately for both, the burst lasted only afew seconds, but even with that, by the time their eyes
recovered, it wasto find that not only had the heavenly illumination completely faded away—but with it
had gone the two undead.

Norrec stared at the spot, at first unable to speak.

A hand touched his own. Kara Nightshadow gave him alook of sympathy. “They have moved on to the
next step in the eternd journey, on to their next role in helping to maintain the balance of theworld.”

“Maybe. ..” Wherever they had gone, Norrec knew that he could be of no aid to them. The best he
could do was keep their memories alive in him—and do something with hisown lifein honor of the
friendship the three had built. He glanced up again, noticed for the first time that the ever-present sorm
clouds had findly quieted. In fact, they had dready begun to dwindle to the point where patches of clear
sky could be made out.

“What will you do now?’ the necromancer asked him.



“I don’t know.” He glanced in the direction of Lut Gholein, the only sign of civilization for days. “ Go
therefird, | suppose. Seeif they need any help cleaning up. After that . . . | just don’t know. What about
you?’

She, too, looked to the far-off city, giving him achance to sudy her profile. “Lut Gholein makes sense
aso.Besdes, | wish to discover whether Captain Jeronnan and theKing' s Shieldarethere. | owehima
debt. He treated me well, asif | were his own daughter—and he probably fears | drowned at sea.”

Having no desire to part from her company just yet, Norrec responded, “1’ [l come with you, then, if you
don't mind.”

That brought an unexpected smile from Kara. Norrec liked it when the dark-haired woman smiled. “Not
aadl”

Recalling the ways of the many nobles he had served, Norrec offered her hisarm, which, after a
moment’ s hesitation, the necromancer took. Then, together, the weary pair made their way through what
remained of the ruined dune and headed back toward civilization. Neither looked behind them to where
the head and body of General Augustus Madevolyn dready lay haf-covered by the drifting sand, where
Horazon and the armor had faded into the desert itself. The weary, battered soldier especialy had no
desire to be reminded of what had happened—and what couldhave happened if matters had taken aturn
to the dark.

The legacy of Bartuc, the legacy of the Warlord of Blood, had been buried once again from the sight and
knowledge of dl . . . thistime hopefully forever.

Epilogue

Night fell upon the desert of Aranoch, a solemn, brooding night. The creatures of the day hurried to the
safety of ther lairs while those who hunted in the darkness came forth in seerch of cardlessprey . . .

And from benegth the sand dowly emerged amonstrous form, one that would have sent maggots,
scarabs, and vulture demons fleeing in mindless panic. Mandibles sngpped open and closed severa times
and bulbous yellow orbsthat glowed faintly in the darkness carefully perused the unyielding landscape,
searching . . . searching somewhat fearfully.

Xazax rose ungteadily, apool of brackish, black fluids underneath him. The wound caused by the
necromancer’ s dagger refused to be healed by his power and the mantis knew that he could not yet
petition hislord Belid to hep him. By thistime, Belid would know of hisfailure and, worse, the
decimation of theinferna horde summoned to aid Generd Maevolyn.

The mantis had sensed the terrible pell being cast even as he had fled. Who had been responsiblefor it,
he could only guess, but it had meant the certain end for most of the lesser demons. Summoning such
numbersin so quick afashion had required each hellish warrior to beinitialyboundto the mortd shell they
had been given. With the passing of time, even aslittle asamonth, they would have grown more adapted
to this plane, been ableto fully cast off the husks. This new spell, though, hadtorn them from their earthly
anchorsfar too soon. Only the strongest would survive the extraordinary forces unleashed by the abrupt
separation. In human terms it would have been akin to removing a baby from the womb morethan a
month before its proper birth time. Only the strongest would survive. . .

The few survivors would be condemned to wander Aranoch without any guidance, unableto return to



Hell without aid. Unlike Xazax, most these demons lacked sense enough to plan beyond the moment;
Bdid had rdied on hislieutenant for their guidance.

Inthat lay the mantis' s only hope for redemption. His dark lord might forgive him if Xazax managed to
gather those who remained and sent them back to Hell. For that, the demon would need another human
dupe capable of sorcery, but there were aways plenty of those. Of more immediate importance,
however, was the necessity of finding prey of his own, something to provide the energy he heeded to
combat hiswound. The mantiswould have preferred anice, ripe merchant camped out for the night, but
at this point, anything he could catch would have to do.

Nervoudy the demon moved about on the sand. The cursed necromancer’ s spdll ill lingered, abeit with
lessinfluence than before. 1llusions of angels and other fearful Sights on occasion materidized before
Xazax, but with effort each time he managed to fight off the urgeto flee.

When he had regained his strength, recovered from his wounds, the mantiswould find Norrec Vizharan
and thefemae. Hewould impale each, making certain that they lived, then dowly work on pedling the
flesh from first one, then the other. After that, Xazax would devour them dowly, savoring each bloody
mor sel—

-Xazax . . .

Hefroze, waves of fear seeking to wash over him.Damn the human'’ s spell! Would the last vestiges of
itnever fade away? How many illusions, how many whispering voices, would the demon have to suffer
beforeit al stopped?

Smelled you from afar . . . knew you immediately . . .

The giant mantis |ooked around, but saw nothing. So, it was only in his head thistime. He could suffer
that well enough—

-A shadow darker than the night swept across Xazax, completely startling the wounded mongter.
Cunning ... lying. .. traitorouslittle bug . . .

Xazax froze. None of the crestions of the female€' s spellwork had ever spoken in hismind with such
elaborate conviction.

“Who dares?’ he rasped, turning in the direction from which he sensed the voice in his head somehow
originated. “Who—"

And before the hdllish mantis|oomed the most terrible of al the nightmares he could have dreamed. The
demon’ s mandibles stretched wide and asingle, dmost plaintively spoken word tried unsuccessfully to

completely escape.
13 Di alO ”

A scream punctuated the stillness of the nighttime desert, a scream seemingly of no earthly origin. It
caused the various creatures of Aranoch to pause in whatever they had been doing and listen in absolute
terror. Even long after the cry aoruptly cut off, they remained unmoving, fearful that whatever had preyed
upon the source of the mournful sound might next be coming for them.



And among those of Belid’s demonsthat yet survived from the debacle at Lut Gholein, that fear took a
greater form. They sensed what had happened, sensed the force behind it—and knew that for them and
the humans of thismorta plane thenightmaremight just be beginning . . .

About the Author

RICHARDA .KNAAK isthe author of more than twenty fantasy novels and over adozen short pieces,
induding theNew York TimesbestsdlerThe Legend of Humafor the Dragonlance series. Asde from his
extensve work in Dragonlance, heisbest known for his popular Dragonrealm series, which is now
available again in trade paperback. His other worksinclude severd contemporary fantasies, including
FrostwingandKing of the Grey, aso available again. In addition toLegacy of Blood, he haswrittenDay
of the Dragonfor the Warcraft series and will soon return to Diablo for asecond tale. Heisalso at work
onamgjor trilogy for Dragonlance.

Those interested in learning more about his projects should check out his Web site at http://Amww.sff.net/
people/knaak.


http://www.sff.net/

