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“‘GAZARA! WENDOTYUREH! MAGRI! MAGRI!”

Clouds began to form over the shadowed kingdom, dark ones that did not remind Kentril so much of
Heaven as of that other realm. Arms stretched toward the ruins, Quov Tsin continued shouting the spell.
“Lucin Ahn! Lucin—"

“In the name of the Balance,” someone brokein, “I charge you to cease this effort before you cause
greet cdamity!”

Tanfdtered. The mercenaries turned as one, some reaching for blades.

A dimfigure clad completely in black eyed them al with the arrogance reserved for those who did not
just believe themsdlves superior in dl ways butknewit to be truth. Plain of face and younger than the
captain by more than afew years, the intruder would not have disturbed Kentril if not for two things. One
had to do with the danted eyes, so unearthly agray color that they seized the attention of al who looked
into them. Y et dmost immediately those same eyesrepdled, for in them Kentril sensed his own mortdity,
something no mercenary desired to come to know.
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The man was a necromancer, the most feared of spellcasters. . .

for Chris Metzen and Marco Palmieri
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The horrific scream came from the direction of theriver.

Kentril Dumon cursed as he shouted orders to the others. He had warned his men to avoid the
waterways as much as possible, but in the dense, steamy jungles of Kehjistan, it sometimes became
difficult to keep track of the myriad wanderings of the rivers and streams. Some of the other mercenaries
aso had atendency to forget orders when cool water lay just yards away.

Thefool who had screamed had just learned the danger of growing complacent—not that he would
likely livelong enough to appreciate that |esson.

The dim, sunburnt captain battled hisway through the lush foliage, following the pleading cal. Ahead of
him, he saw Gorg, his second, the giant, shirtlessfighter ripping through the vines and branches asif they
had no substance at all. While most of the other mercenaries, natives of cooler, highland regionsin the
Western Kingdoms, suffered badly from the heet, bronzed Gorst ever took al in stride. The scraggy mop
of hair, dark black compared with Kentril’s own light brown, made the giant look like afleeing lion ashe
disappeared toward theriver.

Following hisfriend’ strail, Captain Dumon made better time. The screaming continued, bringing back
graphic memories of the other three men the party had lost since entering the vast jungle that covered
most of this land. The second had died amost horrible death, snared in the web of ahorde of monstrous
spiders, hisbody so injected with poison that it had become bloated and distorted. Kentril had ordered
torches used against the web and its hungry denizens, carefully burning out the crestures. It had not saved
hisman, but it had avenged the desth somewhat.

Thethird haplessfighter had never been found. He had smply vanished during an arduous trek through
an areafilled with soft soil that pulled one' s boots down with each step. Having nearly sunken to his



knees at one point, the weary captain suspected he knew the fate of the lost soldier. The mud could be
quick and efficient in itswork.

And as he considered the death of the very first mercenary lost to Kehjistan' s fearsome jungles, Kentril
stepped out into a scene dmogt identical to that disaster.

A huge, serpentine form rose well above the riverbank, long reptilian orbs narrowed at the small figures
below who sought in vain to pry free the struggling form in its tremendous maw. Even withitsjaws
clamped tight on the frantic mercenary whose screams had aerted Kentril and the others, it somehow
managed to hissfurioudy at the humans. A lance stuck out of its Side, but the strike had evidently been a
shallow one, for the behemoth appeared in no way even annoyed by it.

Someone loosed an arrow toward the head, likely aiming for the terrible eyes, but the shaft flew high,
bouncing off the scaly hide. The tentacle beast—the name their esteemed employer, Quov Tsin, had used
for such horrors—swung its prey around and around, giving Kentril at last aglimpse of whom it had
seized.

Hargo. Of course, it would be Hargo. The bearded idiot had been much a disappointment on this
journey, having shirked many of hisduties sncether arriva on thisside of the Twin Sees. Still, even
Hargo deserved no such fate asthis, whatever his shortcomings.

“Get rope ready!” Kentril shouted at his men. The creatures had twin curved horns toward the backs of
their heads, the one place on their snakelike bodies that the mercenaries might be able to useto their
advantage. “ Keegp him from returning to deep water!”

Asthe othersfollowed hisingtructions, Captain Dumon counted them. Sixteen, including himself and the
unfortunate Hargo. That accounted for everyone—except Quov Tsin.

Where was the damned Vizjerel thistime? He had avery annoying habit of wandering ahead of the band
he had hired, leaving the mercenaries to guess haf the time what he wanted of them. Kentril regretted
ever taking this offer, but the talk of treasure had been so insgstent, so beguiling . . .

He shook such thoughts from his head. Hargo sill had adim chancefor life. The tentacle beast could
have eadly bitten him in two, but they just as often preferred to drag their prey under and let the water do
their work for them. Made their meal s soft and manageable, too, so the cursed sorcerer had said with
scholarly indifference.

The men had the ropes ready. Kentril ordered them in place. Others sill harassed the gargantuan
serpent, making it forget that it could have long finished this encounter just by backing away. If the
mercenaries could rely onitssmple anima mind alittlelonger—

Gorgt had aline set to toss. He did not wait for Kentril to give the order, dready understanding what the
captain wanted. The giant threw the loop with unerring accuracy, snagging the rope on theright horn.

“Oskad! Try to throw Hargo aline! Benjin! Get that rope on the other horn! Y ou two—give Gorst a
hand with that now!”

Stout Oskal tossed his rope toward the weakening, blood-soaked figure in the behemoth’ s maw. Hargo
tried invainto grabiit, but it fell short. The tentacle beast hissed again and tried to retreat, only to have
theline hed by Gorst and the other two men keep it from getting very far.



“Benjin! The other horn, damn you!”
“Tdl ’imto quit wigglin’, and | will, captain!”

Oskd threw the rope again, and thistime Hargo managed to grab it. With what strength he had, he
looped it around him.

The entire tableau reminded Kentril of some macabre game. Again he cursed himsdlf for accepting this
contract, and he cursed Quov Tsin for having offered it in the first place.

Wherewasthe foul sorcerer? Why had he not come running with the rest? Could he be dead?

The captain doubted hisluck could be that good. Whatever the Vizjerei’ s present circumstances, they
would have no effect on the desperate situation here. Everything rested on Kentril’ s aready burdened
shoulders.

A few of the fighters continued to try to wound the serpentine monster in any way they could.
Unfortunately, the tough hide of the tentacle beast prevented those with lances and swords from doing
any harm, and the two archers still at work had to watch out for fear of daying the very man they hoped
to save.

A rope caught the left horn. Captain Dumon fought back the swell of hope he fdlt; it had been onething
to catch the mongter, but now they had to bring it in.

“Everyone who can, grab onto the lines! Bring that thing onto shore! 1t'll be more clumsy, more
vulnerable on land!”

He joined with the others, pulling on the line Benjin had tossed. The tentacle beast hissed loudly, and
athough it clearly understood at some level the danger it faced, it ftill did not release its captive. Kentril
could generaly admire such tenacity in any living cregture, but not when the life of one of his men was
aso at steke.

“Pull!” the captain shouted, sweat from the effort making his brown shirt cling to hisbody. Hisleather
boots—hisfine leather boots that he had bought with the pay from hislast contract—sank into the muddy
ground near theriver. Despite four men on each rope, it took al they could give just to inch the aquatic
horror onto the shore.

Yet inch it they did, and asthe bulk of the beast came onto land, the mercenaries efforts redoubled. A
little more, and surely they could then free their comrade.

With the target much closer, one of the archerstook aim.

“Hold your—" was dl Kentril got out before the shaft buried itsdlf in the left eye.

The serpentine monster reared back in agony. It opened its mouth, but not enough to enable the
gravey-injured Hargo to fdl free, even with two men pulling from the ground. Despite having no

gppreciable limbs, the tentacle beast writhed back and forth so much that it began dragging al of its
adversaries toward the dark waters.

One of the men behind Gorst dipped, sending another there aso faling. Theimbaance threw the rest of
the mercenaries off. Benjin lost hisgrip, nearly sumbling into his captain in the process.



One orb amass of ichor, the tentacle beast pulled back into theriver.

“Hold him! Hold him!” Kentril shouted uselessy. Between the two ropes snaring the horns remained
only five men. Gorgt, his huge form amass of taut muscle, made up for the fact that he had only one other
mercenary with him, but in the end even his prodigious strength proved ineffective.

Theback haf of the gigantic reptile vanished under the water.

They had lost the battle; the captain knew that. In no way could they regain enough momentum to turn
thetide.

And Hargo, somehow madly clinging onto life and consciousness, obvioudy knew that aswell as Kentril
Dumon did. Hisface abloody mess, he shouted out hoarse pleasto al.

Kentril would not let this man go the same way thefirst one had. “Benjin! Grab theline again!”

“It' stoo late, captain! There snothin'—”

“Grabhold of it, | said!”

The moment the other fighter had obeyed, Kentril ran over to the nearest archer. The bowman stood
transfixed, watching the unfolding fate of his unfortunate companion with adack jaw and skin aspde as
bone.

“Your bow! Giveit to me!”

“Captain?

“The bow, damn you!” Kentril ripped it out of the uncomprehending archer’ s hands. Captain Dumon
had trained long and hard with the bow himsdlf, and among his motley crew he could till count himsdlf as
the second or third best shot.

For what he intended now, Kentril prayed he would have the eye of the best.

Without hesitation, the wiry commander raised the bow, sighting histarget as he did. Hargo stared back
at him, and the pleas suddenly fatered. A look in the dying man’s eyes begged the captain to fire quickly.

Kentril did.
The wooden bolt caught Hargo in the upper chest, burying itself deep.
Hargo dumped in the beast’ sjaws, dead ingtantly.

The act caught the other mercenaries completely by surprise. Gorst lost his grip. The others belatedly
released theirs, not wanting to be pulled in by accident.

In sullen silence, the survivors watched as the wounded mongter sank swiftly into theriver, still hissng its
rage and pain even asits head vanished below the surface. Hargo'sarms briefly floated above the
innocent-looking water—then suddenly, they, too, disappeared below.



L etting the bow drop, Kentril turned and started away from the area.

The other fighters nervoudy gathered their things and followed, kegping much closer to one another.
They had grown complacent after the third death, and now one of them had paid for that. Kentril blamed
himsalf most of al, for, as company captain, he should have kept a better watch on his men. Only once
before had he ever been forced to resort to daying one of hisown in order to aleviate suffering, and that
had been on agood, solid battlefield, not in some insufferable madhouse of ajungle. That first man had
been lying on the ground with a belly woundso massive that Captain Dumon had been amazed any life
lingered. It had been asmple thing then to put the mortally wounded soldier to rest.

This. . . thishad felt barbaric.

“Kentril,” came Gorst’ s quiet voice. For someone so massive, the tanned giant could speak very softly
when he chose. “Kentril. Hargo—"

“Quiet, Gorst.”
“Kentril—"

“Enough.” Of al those under his command through the past ten years, only Gorst ever called him by his
first name. Captain Dumon had never offered that choice; the smplistic titan had just decided to do so.
Perhaps that had been why they had become the best of friends, the only true friends among al those
who had fought under Kentril for money.

Now only fifteen men remained. Fewer with whom to divide the supposed treasure the Vizjerei had
offered, but fewer also to defend the party in case of trouble. Kentril would have dearly loved to have
brought more, but he had been able to find no more takers of the offer. The seventeen hardened fighters
accompanying him and Gorst had been al who would accept this arduous journey. The coins Quov TSin
had given him had barely paid them enough asit was.

And spesking of TSn—wherewas he?

“Tsin, damnyou!” the scarred captain shouted to the jungle. “ Unless you' ve been eaten, | want you to
show yoursdf right now!”

No answer.

Peering through the dense jungle, Kentril searched for the diminutive spellcaster, but nowhere did he see
Quov Tsn'sbad head.

“Tsin! Show yoursdf, or I'll have the men start dumping your precious equipment into the river! Then
you can go and talk to the beastsif you want to do any more of your incessant calculations!” Sincethe
beginning of thistrek, the Vizjerel had demanded pause after pause in order to set up instruments, draw
patterns, and cast minor spells—all supposedly to guide them to their destination. Tsin seemed to know
where he headed, but up until now none of the others, not even Kentril, could have said the same.

A high-pitched, rather nasal voice called from the distance. Neither he nor Gorst could make out the
words, but both readily recognized their employer’ s condescending tones.

“That way,” the giant said, pointing ahead and dightly to the right of the party.



Knowing that the sorcerer had not only survived but had utterly ignored Hargo' sfateignited afire within
Kentril. Even as he proceeded, his hand dipped to the hilt of his sword. Just becausethe Vizjerel had
purchased their services did not mean in any way that he could be forgiven for not lending his dubious
talent with magic to the desperate hope of rescuing theill-fated mercenary.

Y es, Kentril would have more than wordswith Quov Tsin. . .

“Where areyou?’ he caled out.

“Here, of course!” sngpped Tsn from somewhere behind the thick foliage. “Do hurry now! We ve
wasted so much vauabletime!”

Wasted it?Captain Dumon’ sfury grew.Wasted it?Asahired fighter and treasure hunter, he knew that
hislivelihood meant risking desth every day, but Kentril had dways prided himsdf on knowing the value
of life nonetheless. It had always been those with the gold, those who offered riches, who least
appreciated the cost the mercenary captain and his men suffered.

He drew the sword dowly from the scabbard. With each passing day, thistrek had begun to seem more
and more like awild chase. Kentril had had enough. It wastime to bresk the contract.

“That’snot good,” Gorst murmured. “Y ou should put it back, Kentril.”
“Just mind your place.” No one, not even Gorst, would deter him.

“Kentril—

At that moment, the object of the dim captain’sire burst through the jungle foliage. To Kentril, who
stood just over six feet in height, Gorst had always seemed an astonishing sight, but astall asthe giant
appeared in comparison with his commander, so, too, did Dumon loom over the Vizjera.

Legend had dways made the race of sorcerers seem more than men, tall, hooded figures clad in
rune-covered, red-orange cloaks called Turinnash, or “spirit mantles” The small slver runes covering
much of the voluminous garment supposedly protected the mage from lesser magica threats and even, to
alimited degree, some demonic powers. The Vizjeral wore the Turinnash proudly, dmost like a badge of
office, amark of superiority. However, athough Quov Tsin, too, had such acloak, on hisbarely five-foot
frameit did little to enhance any image of mystica power. The dight, wrinkled figure with the long gray
beard reminded Kentril of nothing more than his elderly grandfather—without any of the sympathetic
nature of the latter.

Tan' sdanted, Slver-gray eyes peered over hisaguiline nosein obvious disdain. The diminutive mage
had no patience whatsoever and clearly did not seethat hisown life hung by athread. Of course, asa
Vizjerd, he not only had spellswith which to likely defend himsdlf, but the staff he hdd in hisright hand

aso carried protective magicks designed for countless circumstances.

One quick strike, though, Kentril thought to himsdlf.One quick strike, and | can put an end to this
sanctimonious littletoad . . .

“It'sabout time!” snapped the mercenary’ s employer. He shook one end of the staff in the captain’s
face.*What took you so long? Y ou know I’'m running out of time!”

More than you think, you babbling cur . . .“While you were wandering off, Master Tin, | wastrying



to save aman from one of those water serpents. We could’ ve used your help.”

“Yes, well, enough of thisbabble!” Quov Tsin returned, his gaze dipping back to the jungle behind him.
Likely he had not even heard what Kentril had just said. “Come! Come quickly! Y ou must see!”

AstheVizerei turned away, Captain Dumon’s hand rose, the sword at the ready.
Gorgt put hisown hand on hisfriend’ sarm. “Let’sgo see, Kentril.”

The giant casudly stepped in front of the captain, effectively coming between Kentril and TSn's
unprotected back. Thefirst two moved on, Kentril reluctantly following them.

He could wait afew moments longer.

Firg Quov Tsin, then Gorgt, vanished among the plants. Kentril soon found himsdlf needing to hack his
way through, but he took some pleasure in imagining each dismembered branch or vine asthe
spellcaster’ s neck.

Then, without any warning, the jungle gave way. The early evening sun lit up the landscape before him as
it had not done in two weeks. Kentril found himself staring at a series of high, jagged peaks, the
beginnings of the vast chain running up and down the length of Kehjistan and heading even farther east for
asfar asthe eye could see.

And in the distance, just above the eastern base of a particularly tall and ugly peek at the very southern
tip of thisparticular chain, lay the weatherworn, jumbled remains of aonce mighty city. The fragments of
agreat sonewal encircling the entire eastern sde could till be made out. A few hardy structures
maintained precarious stances within the city itsalf. One, possibly the home of the lost kingdom' sruler,
stood perched atop avast ledge, no doubt havingonce enabled the master of the realm to gaze down
upon hisentire domain.

Although the jungle had surrendered in part to thisregion, lush plants till covered much of the landscape
and had, over time, invaded the ruins themsalves. What they had not already covered, the el ements had
battered well. Erosion had ripped away part of the northern section of the wal and taken with it agood
portion of the city. Further in, aszable chunk of the mountain had collgpsed onto the interior of the city.

Kentril could not imagine that there would be much eft intact anywhereingde. Time had takenitstoll on
thisancient place.

“That should assuage your anger a bit, Captain Dumon,” Quov Tsin suddenly remarked, eyesfixed on
the sght before them. “Quite abit.”

“What do you mean?’ Lowering hissword, Kentril eyed the ruins with some discomfort. He fdt asif he
had just intruded upon a place where even ghosts moved with trepidation. “Isthat it? |s that—"

“ “The Light among Lights ? The most pure of redlmsin al the history of the world, built upon the very
dope of the towering mountain called Nymyr? Aye, captain, there it stlands—and, for our needs, justin
time, if my caculaionshold trug!”

Gasps came from behind Kentril. The other men had finally caught up, just in time to hear the sorcerer’s
words. They dl knew the legends of the redlm called the Light among Lights by the ancients, aplace
fabled to be the one kingdom where the darkness of Hell had feared to intrude. They all knew of its



story, even asfar away as the Western Kingdoms.

Here had been acity revered by those who followed the light. Here had stood amarvel, ruled by rega
and kind lords who had guided the souls of al toward Heaven.

Here had been akingdom so pure, stories had it that it had at |ast risen whole above the morta plane, its
inhabitantstranscending mortal limitations, rising to join theangels.

“Y ou see asight worthy of theloss of your men, captain,” the Vizjerel whispered, extending one bony
hand toward the ruins. “For now you are one of the few fortunate ever to cast your eyes upon one of the
wonders of the past—fabulous, lostUreh!”

TWO
A

She had dabaster skin devoid of even the dightest imperfection, long chestnut-red hair that fell well
below her perfectly rounded shoulders, and eyes of the deepest emerald green. If not for the eastern cast
of her facid features, he might have taken her for one of the tempestuous maidens of his own highland
home.

She was beautiful, everything aweary, war-bitten adventurer like Kentril had dreamed of each night
during the innocence of hisyouth—and il did to thisvery day.

A pity she had been dead for severa hundred years.

Fingering the ancient brooch he had dmogt literally sumbled upon, Kentril surreptitioudy studied his
nearby companions. They continued their back-breaking labor in completeignorance of hisfind,
searching among the crumbled, foliage-enshrouded ruins for anything of vaue. So far, the treasure hunt
had been an utter failure asfar as Kentril had been concerned. Here they worked, fifteen men strong, in
the midst of the remains of one of the most fabled cities of dl, and the sum totd for three days of hard
effort had been asmall sack of rusted, bent, and mostly broken items of dubious value. Theintricately
detailed brooch represented the greatest find yet, and even it would not pay for more than afraction of
their arduous journey to this bug-infested necropalis.

No one looked hisway. Deciding that he had earned &t |east this one token, Kentril dipped the artifact
into hisbelt pouch. Asleader of the mercenaries, he would have beenentitled to an extrashare of all
treasure anyway, so the scarred commander felt no qualms about what he did.

“Kentril?’

The captain bit back his startlement. Turning, he faced the one who had so sedlthily approached him.
Somehow, Gorgt could ways manage to move in slence when he chose to, despite his oxlike
appearance.

Running one hand through his hair, Kentril tried to pretend that he had done nothing wrong. “Gorst! |
thought you’ d been helping our esteemed employer with histools and calculating devices! What brings
you here?’

“Themagic man. . . hewantsto see you, Kentril.” Gorst had asmile on hisround face. Magic



fascinated him asit did many smdl children, and while so far the Vizjerel sorcerer had shown littlein the
way of spells, the brutish mercenary seemed to enjoy the incomprehensible and enigmatic devicesand
objects Quov Tsin had brought with him.

“Tdl himI'll bedonginalittlebit.”

“Hewantsto see you now,” the bronzed figure returned, histone that of one who could not understand
why someone would not want to rush over immediately to find out what the Vizjerel desired. Gorst
clearly believed that some wondrous spectacle of sorcery had to be imminent and any delay by hisfriend
in returning to Tsn would only mean prolonging the waiting.

Knowing the futility of holding off and redlizing suddenly that he had reason to talk to the Vizjerel,
Captain Dumon shrugged. “All right. We Il go see the magic man.”

Ashe started past Gorst, the giant abruptly asked, “Can | seeit, Kentril?’
“Seewhat?”’
“What you found.”

Kentril dmost denied having found anything, but Gorst knew him better than anyone. With adight
grimace, he carefully withdrew the brooch and held it in his pam sothat only the other mercenary could
seehehad anything at dl.

Gorst gave him awidegrin. “ Pretty.”
“Listen—" Kentril began.

But the massve fighter had dready started past him, leaving the captain to feel foolish about his
attempted subterfuge. He never knew completely what Gorst thought, but it seemed that to hisfriend the
matter of the brooch had been satisfied, and now they needed to move on. Gorst’ s*“magic man” awaited
them, obvioudy afar moreinteresting subject to the mercenary leader’ s companion than any picture of a
centuries-dead femade.

They found Tsin impatiently scurrying around adisplay of stones, alchemaic devices, and other tools of
his disreputable trade. Every now and then, the balding sorcerer would scribble notes on a parchment
atop the makeshift desk his hired crew had put together early on. He seemed especidly interested this
day in peering through an eyeglass pointed at the very tip of Nymyr, then consulting atattered scroll. As
they approached, Kentril heard him chuckle with glee, then resort to the scroll again.

The Vizjerel reached for adevice that most resembled to the mercenary a sextant, save that the sorcerer
had clearly made some changesin the design. As his bony fingers touched the object, Quov Tsin noticed
thepair.

“Ah! Dumon! About time! And hasyour latest day’ slabor born any more fruit than the previous?’

“No...it'sjust asyou said. So far, we ve found little more than junk.” Kentril chose not to mention the
brooch. With hisluck, Tsin would have found some relevance in the artifact and therefore confiscated it.

“No matter, no matter! | let you and your band search mostly to keep you out of my way until the final
readings could be made. Of course, had you found anything, that would have been aplus, but in thelong



run, | am not bothered by the lack of success.”

Perhaps the sorcerer had not been, but the mercenariescertainly grumbled. Kentril had promised his
companions much based on the words of the Vizjerei, and the failure would hang more around his neck
thaneven Tan's.

“Listen, sorcerer,” he muttered. “ Y ou paid us enough to get this madness underway, but you also made
promises of alot more. Mysdif, | could go home right now and be happy just to be out of this place, but
the others expect much. Y ou said that we' d find treasure—ample amounts of it—in this ancient ruin, but
S0 far we' ve—"

“Yes, yes, yes I'veexplained it al before! It isjust not the proper time! Soon, though, soon!”

Kentril looked to Gorst, who shrugged. Turning his gaze back to the dight mage, Captain Dumon
snarled, “You've told me some wild things, Vizjerel, and they keep getting wilder the longer this goes on!
Why don't you explain once more to Gorst and me what you' ve got in mind, eh? And makeit clear for
once.”

“That would be awaste of my time,” the diminutive sorcerer grated. Seeing Kentril’ s expression darken
further, he Sghed in exasperation. “Very well, but thisisthelast I’ [l spesk of it! Y ou dready know the
legends of the piousness of those who lived in the city, so I’ll not bother with retelling that. I'll go straight
to the time of troubles—will that do?’

Propping himself againgt alarge chunk of rubble once forming part of the great wal, Kentril folded his
arms, then nodded. “Go from there. That’ swhen your story starts getting alittle too fantastic for my
tastes.”

“The mercenary’sacritic.” Nonetheless, Quov Tsin paused in histasks and began the tale that Captain
Dumon suspected he could hear a hundred times and still not completely fathom. “It began during atime.
.. atime known to those of us versed in the arts and the battle between light and darkness.. . . atime
known astheSn War.”

Hardened as he had become over the years, Kentril could not help but shudder whenever the short
Vizjere muttered those last two words. Until he had met Tsin, he had never even heard such legends, but
something about the mythic war of which hisemployer spokefilled the mercenary’ s head with visons of
diabolic demons seeking to guide the morta world down the path of corruption, leading al to Hell.

The Sin War had not been fought as norma wars, for it had been fought by Heaven and Hell themselves.
True, the archangeds and demons stood opposing one another like two armies, but the battles most often
took place behind the scenes, behind the eyes of mortals. The supposed war had a so stretched hundreds
of years—for what were yearsto immorta beings? Kingdoms had risen and falen, fiends such as Bartuc,
the Warlord of Blood, had come to power, then been defeated—and ill the war had pressed on.

And early onin this struggle, wondrous Ureh had become a central battleground.
“All knew of Ureh’ sgreatnessin those days,” the bald sorcerer went on. “ A fount of light, the guiding
force of good in those troubled days—which, of course, meant that it drew the attention not only of the

archangels but of thelords of Hell themselves, thePrime Evils.”

The Prime Evils. Whatever land one had been born in, whether in the jungles of Kehjistan or the cooler,
rockier realms of the Western Kingdoms, al knew of the Prime Evils, the three brotherswho ruled Hell.



Mephisto, Lord of Hatred, master of undead. Baal, Lord of Destruction, bringer of chaos.
Diablo.

Diablo, perhaps the most feared, the ultimate manifestation of terror, the nightmare not only of children
but of veteran warriors who had aready seen the horrors men themsalves could produce. Diablo it had
been who had gazed most at bright Ureh from his monstrous domain, who had most been offended by its
glorious existence. Order could be brought forth from the chaos created by Baal, and the hatred of
Mephisto could be mastered by anyman with strength, but to have no fear of fear itself—such athing
Diablo could not believe and would not stand.

“Thelands around Ureh grew darker with each passing year, Captain Dumon. Creatures twisted by evil
or born not of thisworld harried those who would journey to and from the city walls. Sinister magicks
insnuated themsalves where they could, barely driven back by the sorcerers of the kingdom.”

And with each defest by the peoples of Ureh, the Vizjerel added, Diablo grew more determined. He
would bring down the wondrous city and make itsinhabitants the daves of Hell. All would seethat no
power on the morta plane could withstand the most foul of the Prime Evils.

“It came to the point when no one dared trave to the city and few could escapeit. It issaid that then the
lord of theredm, the just and kind Juris Khan, gathered his greatest priests and mages and decreed that
they would do what they had to in order to save their people once and for al. Legend hasit that Juris
Khan had been granted avision by an archangel, one who had declared to him that the powers above
had seen thetrias of their most honored followers and had felt moved to grant them the grestest of
havens, so long as the humans put it upon themselvesto reach it.” Quov Tsin had an dmost enraptured
expression on hiswizened face. “He offered the people of Ureh the very safety of Heaven itsdf.”

Gorst grunted, hisway of expressing his outright awe at these words. Kentril held his peace, but he had
trouble imagining such an offer. The archangel had opened the very gates of Heaven to the morta's of
Ureh, opened to them a place where not even dl three Prime Evils combined could have made the
dightest incursion. All the people of Ureh had to do was find their way there.

“Some gesture,” the mercenary captain interjected, not without some sarcasm. “ ‘Here we are, but you
can find your own good way to gettous.” ”

“Y ou asked for the story, Dumon—do you want it ornot? I’ ve far more important things to do than
entertain you.”

“Go ahead, sorcerer. I'll try to keep my awereinedin.”

With adisdainful sniff, TsSnsad, “ The archangel came twice morein Juris Khan'sdreams, each time
with the same promise and each time with some clues asto how thismiracle could cometo be. . .”

Guided by hisvisions, Lord Khan urged the sorcerers and priests to efforts such as none had ever
conjectured before. The archangel had left what hints he could of what needed to be done, but the
resirictions by which he existed forbade him from granting the mortals any more than that. Still, with the
faith of Heaven behind them, Ureh dedicated its efforts to achieving thiswondrous task. They knew what
they had been offered, and they knew what fate likely would befal them if they failed.

“What little we know of that period comes from Gregus Mazi, the only inhabitant of Ureh to be found
afterward. One of the circle of magesinvolved in the casting of the great spdll, it isassumed by most



scholarsthat at the last moment he must’ ve faltered in hisfaith, for when the sorcerers and priestsfindly
opened the way to Heavern—how is never said—Gregus Mazi was not taken with the rest.”

“Hardly seemsfair.”

“From him,” Quov Tsin went on, utterly ignoring Kentril, “we know that atremendous red light
enshrouded Ureh at that point, covering everything up to and including the very wals surrounding it. As
Gregus—dtill heart-stricken at being left behind—watched, a second city seemed to rise above thefirg,
an exact if etheredl twinof Ureh. . .”

Before the wide, unblinking eyes of the unfortunate sorcerer, the vast, phantasmal display hovered above
itsmorta shell. Even from where he stood, Gregus Mazi could seetorchlight, could even see afew
figures stlanding upon the ghostly battlements. To him, it had been asif the soul of Ureh had |ft the mortal
plane, for when he glanced at theabandoned buildings around him, they had aready begun to crumble
and collapse, asif dl they had been had been sucked from their very substance, leaving only swiftly
decaying skeletons.

And asthelonefigure looked up once more, he saw the shimmering city grow more insubstantid. The
crimson auraflared, growing almost as bright as the sun that had set but moments before. Gregus Mazi
had shielded his eyesfor just a second—and in that second the glorious vision of afloating Ureh had
faded away.

“Gregus Mazi was |eft abroken man, Captain Dumon. He was found by followers of Rathma, the
necromancers of the deep jungle, and they cared for him until his mind had healed enough. He lft them,
then, an obsession dready growing in hisheart. He would join hisfamily and friends yet. The sorcerer
traveled dl over theworld in search of what he needed, for dthough he had been a part of the spellwork
that had enabled the people of Ureh to ascend to Heaven, he had not known al of it.”

“Get to the point, Tan, the point of our being hereat dl.”

“Cretin.” With ascowl, the robed figure continued. “ Twelve years after Ureh, Gregus Mazi returned to
his abandoned homeland. In hiswake he left scrolls and books, dl indications of his studies. He left notes
here and there, most of which I’ ve tracked down. Twelve years after Ureh, Gregus Mazi cameto the
ruins. .. and amply vanished.”

Kentril rubbed his mustache. He had a very rea answer for the ancient sorcerer’ sfate. “An anima ate
him, or he had an accident.”

“I might have thought the same, my dear captain, if | had not early onin my efforts procured this.”

Quov Tsin reached into amassive pouch where he kept his most valued notes and withdrew an old
scroll. He held it out to Kentril, who reluctantly took it.

Captain Dumon unrolled it as gently as he could. Theparchment was fragile and the script written on it
badly faded, but with effort he could make it out. “ Thiswas written by aman from Westmarch!”

“Yes. . . the mercenary captain who journeyed with Gregus Mazi. | found it both ironic and perhaps
telling that you approached me when | sent news of my offer to those who might beinterested. | seeit as
fate that we two follow the tracks of my predecessor and this man.”

“Thisman” proved to be one Humbart Wessdl, aveteran fighter with athankfully plain manner of



writing. Kentril puzzled through the passages, a firgt finding nothing.
“Toward the bottom,” Tsin offered.

The dim mercenary read over that part of the aged scroll, which Humbart Wessel had clearly written
years after thefact.

On the seventh day, near dusk,the passage began,Master Maz again approached the edge of the
ruins. Says| to him, that this quest’s seen no good end and we should go, but he says he's certain
this time. The shadow will touch at just the right angle. It has to.

Master Maz promised much gold to us and another offer none there’ d take, however worthy any
might think themselves. Fly up to Heaven . . . older now, | still wouldn’t have taken it.

The shadow came like he said, Nymyr’s hand reaching out for old Ureh. We watched, certain as
before that we' d been on a fool’ s quest.

Aah, what fools we were to believe that!

| recall the shadow. | recall the shimmering. How the ruins suddenly looked alive again. How the
lights glowed inside! Swear | till will that | heard the voices of folk, but couldn’t see any!

“I'mcoming . .."” Those were Master Maz’ s last words, but not to us, though. | remember them
still, and | remember how we thought we saw the glitter of the gold that he' d told us about again
and again—but not one man would enter. Not one man would follow. Master Maz went it alone.

We camped there, hearing the voices, hearing some of them call to us, it seemed. None of us
would go, though. Tomorrow, | says to the others, tomorrow when Master Mazi comes out and
shows all’swell, we'll goin and get our fill. One night, it won't matter.

And in the morning, all we saw were ruins. No lights. No voices.

No Master Maz.

Lord Hyram, | writ this down like | agreed and it goes to the Zakarum—

Captain Dumon turned the scroll over, looking for more.

“You'll see nothing. What little was |eft beyond this passage speaks of other matters and was of no
concern to me. Only this page.”

“A few scribbled linesby an old warrior? This brought us dl the way here?’ Kentril felt like tossing the
parchment back into Tsin'sugly face.

“Cretin,” Quov Tsin repeated. “Y ou see words but cannot read past them. Don’t you trust one of your
own?’ Hewaved agnarled hand. “Never mind! That was just to show the one point. Gregus Mazi found
away to the Ureh of old, the Ureh he had lost twelve years before—and we can do the very same!”

Kentril recaled the line about gold, the selfsame gold that had lured him into thisfoolishnessin the first
place. However, he also recalled how Humbart Wessal and his men had been too frightened to go after it
once the opportunity had finally presented itsdlf. “I’ ve no desire to go to Heaven just yet, sorcerer.”



The diminutive Tsn snorted. “Nor have I! Gregus Mazi was welcometo that path, but | seek earthier
rewards. Once they had ascended, the people of Ureh would not need the itemsthey had collected in
their mortd lives. Any vauables, books of spdlls, taismans. . . those would have been left behind.”

“Then why haven't we found anything?
“The clues are in the manuscript of Humbart Wessdl! For these living mortals to ascend, Juris Khan and
his sorcerers had to cast a pell like no other. They had tobridge the gap between this plane and that of

Heaven. In doing so, they created a place in between—in the form of this shadow Ureh that Gregus
found again yearslater!”

Captain Dumon tried desperately to follow the mage’ sreasoning. The gold that he had been promised
exigted not in these ruins but rather in the floating vision described by the previous mercenary leader, the
ghodly city.

He glanced at the rubble, al that remained of physical Ureh. “But how can we possibly reach such a
place, evenif it doesexis? You saditisn't part of our world, but in between ours and—and—"

“And Heaven, yes,” finished the Vizjerel. He returned to his devices, peering through one. “It took
Gregus Mazi more than adecade to do it, but because of him, my own calculations took but three years
once | had the proper information. | know exactly when it will al occur!”

“It'scoming back agan?’

Tan'seyeswidened, and he gave Kentril an incredulous look. “ Of course! Have you not been paying
attention to anything | have said?’

“ But_n

“I have told you more than enough now, Captain Dumon, and | realy must return to my work! Try not
to bother me again unlessit is absolutely necessary, isthat understood?’

Gritting histeeth, Kentril sraightened. “Y ou summoned me, Vizjera.”
“Did 1?Oh, yes, of course. That’ swhat | wanted to tell you. It istomorrow evening.”

More and more the dim captain began to wonder if he and Quov Tsin actually spoke the same language.
“What' stomorrow evening, sorcerer?’

“What we were just speaking of, cretin! The shadow comes tomorrow evening, an hour before night!”
Tsin glanced again a his notes. “Make that an hour and a quarter to be safe.”

“An hour and aquarter . . .” the captain murmured, dumbstruck.

“Exactly so! Run dong now!” The bad Vizjerel became enmeshed in hiswork once more. Watching
him, Kentril redlized that the dight figure had dready completely forgotten the presence of thetwo
fighters. The only thing that mattered to Quov Tsin, the only thing thatexi stedfor him, waslogt, legendary
Ureh.

Kentril retrested from the vicinity of the wizened mage, thoughts racing. Now he knew that he had



indeed followed amadman. All thetalk of gold in the past had made the captain assumethat Tsin actualy
meant that the wealth of the city had been secreted in some cache whose whereabouts could be
ascertained only by the direction of the shadows at some point of the day. He had never truly understood
that the Vizjerel had literdly hunted a ghost ream, a place not of thisworld.

I’ ve brought us here to chase phantoms.. . .

But what if Tan wereright? What if the legend of the city had any grain of truth? Heaven had no need of
gold. Perhaps, asthe sorcerer had claimed, it had al been |eft behind, there for the taking.

Y et, Humbart Wessel had been offered the opportunity, and not one man of hishad risked the
shadowed kingdom.

Kentril Dumon’ s hand dipped to hisbet pouch, removing from it the e egant brooch he had discovered.
For the woman it depicted, he would gladly have journeyed into Ureh, but, failing that, some bit of
valuable jewdry from her household or that of another wedlthy citizen of the fabled reslm would satisfy
him just as much.

It was not asif any of the ownerswould still need them.

Zayl watched the band of mercenaries from his position atop the crumbling guard tower with much
trepidation. The men below moved about the ruinslike asmdl but determined swarm of ants. They went
through everycrevice, searched under every boulder, and even though they obvioudy met with meager
success, they pushed on.

Pde of skin and with a studious expression more suited to aclerk in ashipping housethanto a
well-trained and well-versed necromancer, Zayl had observed the newcomers since their arrival. None of
his readings had predicted the coming of these intruders, and at such acritica juncture Zayl felt thisno
mere coincidence.

Ureh had aways been trested most gingerly by the followers of Rathma, who had sensed in it some
delicately held balance among the various planes of existence. Zayl knew the legends as well as anyone
and knew alittle of the true history behind them. Ureh had dways drawn him, much to the displeasure
and dismay of hismentors. They believed him enchanted by the notion of the astonishing spells utilized
and the power one might wield if one learned how to recreate them. After all, the sorcerers of the ancient
land had blurred the lines between life and death far more than any necromancer could have ever
dreamed. In fact, if the legends spoke true, then the people of Ureh had bypassed desth atogether,
which went againg everything in the teachings of Rathma.

Zayl, however, did not desire to relearn the secrets of those mages—not that he had bothered to tell his
teachersthat fact. No, the plain-faced necromancer who now watched the mercenaries through
amond-shaped eyes of gray desired something entirely different.

Zayl sought to commune with the archangel s themsel ves—and the power behind them.

“Likerats hunting for garbage,” mocked a high-pitched voice from hisside.

Without looking at the speaker, the necromancer replied, “I was thinking more of ants.”

“Ratsiswhat they are, | say . . . and | should know, for didn’t they gnaw off my legs and arms, then



burrow through my chest for good measure? This bunch has the samelook to ’ em as those beasts did!”

“They should not be here a thistime. They should have stayed away. That would have been common

Zay!’s companion laughed, ahollow sound. “1 didn’'t have enough sense even though | knew better!”

“Y ou had no choice. Once so touched by Ureh, you had to come back eventualy.” The hooded
necromancer peered beyond the mercenaries, surveying the region from which their apparent captain had
just come. “Thereisasorcerer with them. He has not stepped out into the open since he came here, but |
cansensehim.”

“Smédlsthat awful, doeshe? Wish | sill had anose”

“I sense hispower . . . and | know he senses mine, athough he may not redlize the source.” Zayl dipped
back alittle, then rose. The grave robbers would not be able to see him from their much lower vantage
points. “Neither he nor his paid underlings must interfere.”

“What do you plan to do?’

The black-clad form did not answer. Instead, he reached for asmal array of objects previoudy
positioned by hisside. Into a pouch he kept handy at his belt went adagger carved from ivory, two
candles nearly burned down to wax puddles, asmdl vid containing athick, crimson liquid—and the
human skull, minusjaw, that had been the centerpiece of the display.

“Gently now,” mocked the skull. “We re quite aheight up! | wouldn’t want to be repeating that fall
agan!”

“Quiet, Humbart.” Zayl placed the macabre artifact in the pouch, then strung the latter shut. Finished
with histask, he took onelast ook at the treasure hunters below and pondered their fates.

One way or another, they could not be permitted to be here tomorrow evening—for their sakes aswell
ashisown.

THREE
A

“Cap'nDumon.. . .”

Kentril rolled over in hisdeep, trying to find comfort on the rocky ground beneath his blanket. Only
Quov Tsn had atent, the mercenaries more accustomed to dedling with the elements. Y et the area
around the ruins of Ureh seemed the most disturbing, most avkward of placesto try to rest even for such
hardened fighters. Throughout the camp, the captain’ stossing and turning were duplicated by every man
save Gorst, who most believed could dumber peacefully on abed of thorns.

“Cap'nDumon . . .”

“Mmm?Wha—?7" Kentril stirred, pushing himsalf dowly up on one elbow. “Who'sthere?”



The nearly full moon shone with such brightnessthat it took little timefor hiseyesto adjust to the night.
Kentril looked around, noted the snoring forms around the low fires. From the sorcerer’ stent, the
snoring sounded particularly loud.

“Damned place .. . .” The mercenary lowered his head again. He would be glad when they abandoned
the ruins. Not even thefield of battle left him so on edge.

“Cap'nDumon .. . .”

Kentril rolled off his blanket, hand dready on the hilt of the dagger he dwayswore on hisbelt. The hair
on the back of his neck stiffened, and a cold chill washed over the mercenary leader as he focused on a
figure only afew feet to hisright, afigure who had not been standing there a second before.

Of itsdlf, that discovery might not have bothered the captain, for he himsdlf could move with the utmost
gedth. However, what did unnerve him so very much, even to the point where the dagger nearly fell from
his shaking fingers, had to do with the fact that the one who faced him could be none other than the
haplessHargo.

Facedmight have been an ingppropriate and unfortunate choice of terms, for Hargo no longer had a
good portion of his. The right side of his head had been ripped away, exposing skull and rotting muscle.
One eye had been completely lost, adeep red and black crater dl that remained. The mercenary’s
bedraggled beard framed a mouth curled open to reved death’s grin, and the eye that did remain Stared
amogt accusngly at Kentril.

The rest of Hargo had fared no better. The right arm had been gnawed away just below the shoulder
and the chest and stomach torn wide open, reveding ribs, guts, and more. Only tatters of clothes ill
existed, emphasizing even more the horrific fate of the man.

“Cap’'n Dumon . . .” rasped the monstrous visitor.

Now the dagger did dip, Kentril’ sfingers limp. He glanced around, but no one e se had been disturbed
by this monstrous vision. The others al dumbered away.

“Har-Hargo?’ hefinaly managed.

“Cap'n Dumon . . .” The corpse shambled forward a couple of steps, water from the river still dripping
from the half-devoured form.“ You shouldn’t be here . . .”

Asfar as Kentril had suddenly become concerned, he should have been back in Westmarch, drinking
himsalf into astupor at hisfavorite tavern. Anywhere in the world but where he now stood.

“You gotta leave, cap’'n,” Hargo continued, ignorant of the fact that his own throat had agaping holein
the side and therefore should not have let him even speak.” There' s death in this place. It got me, and
it'll getyouall ...all ofyou...”

Ashewarned Kentril, the ravaged figure raised the one good arm he had |&ft, pointing at his captain.
The moonaccented the pale, deathly sheen of Hargo' s corpse and the rot aready taking place even on
the otherwise untouched appendage.

“What do you mean?’ Dumon managed. “Whéat do you mean?’



But Hargo only repeated hiswarning.” 1t'11 kill you all. Just likeme, cap’'n . . . Take you all dead just
likeme...”

And with that, the corpse raised hisface to the moonlit heaven and | et out ablood-chilling cry full of
regret and fear.

A brave man, Kentril till broke. He fdl to hisknees, his hands over his earsin a pathetic attempt to
keep the heart-jolting sound out. Tears streamed from his eyes, and he looked earthward, no longer able
to face the ghastly sight before him.

The cry cameto an abrupt halt.

Stll holding his ears, the mercenary captain dared to glance up—

—And awoke.

“Aaah!” Kentril scrambled from his bedroll, tossing aside his blanket and sumbling to hisfeet. Only as
he straightened did he redlize that dl around him his men acted in smilar fashion, shouts of dismay and
wild looks abounding. Two men had swords free and now swung them madly about, risking injuring their
fellows. One hardy fighter sat dill, eyes wide and unblinking, body shivering.

From more than one Kentril heard whispered or shouted asingle name. . . the name of Hargo.

“I saw 'im!” gagped Oska. “Standin’ before me asbig aslifel”

“Nuthin’ live about him!” snarled another. “ Degth himself couldn’talooked worse!”

“It wasawarning!” Benjin declared. “He wants us out of here now!” Thefighter reached down for his
bedroll. “Well, I'mdl for that!”

Seeing hismenin disarray brought Captain Dumon back to his senses. Whatever fearful message Hargo
mightor might not have delivered, common sense still dictated certain cautions.

“Hold it right there!l” the fair-haired officer shouted. “No one goes anywhere!”
“But cap'n,” protested Oskal. “Y ou saw him, too! | can seeit plainin your facel”
“Maybe so, but that’ s no reason to go fleeing into the jungle, the better to end up like Hargo did, eh?’

Thisbit of truth struck al of them. Oska dropped his blanket, eyes briefly shifting to the murky
landscape to the south. Benjin shivered.

“What do you say, Gorst?” Kentril’s second appeared the most calm of the band, athough even he had
aperturbed expression on hisgeneraly cheerful countenance. Still, it did Captain Dumon some good to
seethat Gorst had not fallen prey to the panic of the others.

“Better here” grunted the massivefigure. “Not out there.”

“Y ou hear that? Even Gorst wouldn't venture back into the jungle right now! Any of you think you’ d
survive better?’



He had them back under control now. No one wanted to reenter that hellish place, at least not in the
dark. Even the dmost full moon would do little to illuminate the many dangers of thejungle.

Kentril nodded. “We Il decide better come morning. Now, sheathe those wegpons! Put some order
back into this camp, and build up those fires!”

They moved to obey, especialy in regard to the last command. Kentril noted them beginning to relax as
the familiarity of the routine took hold. He fdlt certain that the nightmare would soon fade somein the
veterans minds. Menin their line of work often suffered bad dreams. Kentril himsdlf till experienced
nightmares of hisfirst campaign, when his commander and nearly al those in the squad had been
daughtered before hisvery eyes. Only luck had saved him then, but the memories of that terribletime
remained clear.

Y et this horrific dream stood out even from those recurring torments, for Kentril had not suffered it
aone. Everyone had experienced it a the same time, in the same way. He had no doubt that if he
questioned each man, they would al describe the detailsin more or less the exact manner.

A harsh, cutting sound suddenly brought back vestiges of the fearful vision. Kentril had his hand on the
hilt of his dagger before he redized that what he had just heard had been, in redlity, the sound of snoring.

Quov Tan' ssnoring.

The Vizjerel had dept through not only the dream but the panic ensuing afterward. In utter dishdlief,
Captain Dumon started toward the tent, only to pause at the last moment. What good would it do to look
upon the deeping sorcerer or, for that matter, to wake him? Tsin would only sputter denigrating words a
the captain, then demand to know why he had been disturbed.

Kentril backed away. He could imagine the Vizjerel’ swrinkled face tightening into an expression of
deep contempt once the spellcaster heard the reason. Big, brave mercenaries frightened by anightmare?
Quov Tsnwould laugh a such fear, mock Dumon and his men.

No, Kentril would let deeping sorcererslie. Tomorrow, however, hewould inform their employer that
the mercenaries had no intention of waiting for the gold of Ureh to come falling from the sky. Tomorrow
morning, Kentril’ s band would be leaving.

After dl, how much gold could dead men spend?

Just into the jungle and well out of sight of the camp, the damp, shambling form of Hargo paused.
Branches and leaves stirred up by the night wind fluttered through the ghastly form, unhindered by the
rotting flesh and gnawed bone. The lone eye stared sightlesdy ahead, and the mouth hung open, reveding
ablackened tongue and gums.

From atop atall, gnarled tree, Zayl looked down uponthe ghoulish shade. In hishand the pale
necromancer held atiny talisman shaped like a dragon around which had been wrapped a piece of torn
meterid.

“Your missonisdone,” he quietly informed the ghost. “Rest easy now, friend.”

Hargo turned his gaze up toward the necromancer—and faded away.



“Not the most talkative fellow,” remarked the skull from the branch upon which Zayl had propped it.
“Me, | think death needsto have alittlelifeto spiceit up, eh?’

“Bequiet, Humbart.” The dim necromancer dipped the bit of fabric off the talisman, putting the latter
then within the confines of his cloak. The cloth he sudied for amoment.

“Y ou think them boys I| get the point?’

“| should hope 0. | went through much trouble for this.” And, indeed, Zayl had. He had smelled the
death of the one mercenary even from his vantage point near the ruins. That had enabled him to track the
death to its point of origin, and there Zayl had searched the area around the river for sometime for any
vestiges of the late, lamented Hargo. The necromancer had been rewarded with this scrap of garment,
but only after dodging the hungry senses of the very beast that had taken the man.

A bit of flesh, afew drops of blood . . . those would have served Zayl better, but the cloth had come
from the body of the dead, had been worn for so long closeto his skin that it had contained link enough
to itswearer for the summoning. Zayl had wanted only to touch the deeping minds of the other
mercenaries, use their dead comrade to scare them into leaving Ureh before it becametoo late. Hargo's
shade had performed histask to perfection. The necromancer felt certain that the fighterswould flee the
areacomethefirg hintsof sun.

He had not even bothered to try the spell onthe Vizjerel. Not only would it have been awaste of time,
but the sorcerer’ sdefensive spdls, active even during his deep, might have warned of Zayl’ s presence.
That could not be condoned.

“Hewill haveto leaveif they do,” the ebony-clad figure muttered to himsdlf. “Hewill haveto.” Living
mostly aone, necromancers had a habit of talking much to themsalves. Even after finding Humbart
Wessd’ sremains two years before and animating the skull, Zayl had been unable to break his old habit.

Humbart did not care whether the other spoke to himsdlf or to the skull; he answered as hefelt, which
meant often. “ That was amighty fine piece of work, that was,” he interjected. “ And maybethat’ Il send
the sorcerer packing, too—but only if the fighters do leave, you know.”

“Of course, they will leave. After an omen such asthat, experienced by dl, they would befools
otherwise”

“But come the morning, my not-so-worldly friend, the sweet murmurs of gold can easily outshout the
ragping warnings of anightmare! Think you | came back for the lovely westher and the playful serpents
of theriver? Hal Mark me, Zayl! If they don’t leave at daybreak, they won't beleaving at dl!” The
jawless skull chuckled.

L etting the scrap fdl to the jungle floor, the necromancer nodded solemnly. “L et us pray you are wrong,

Humbart.”

The men readied themsalves, lining up for ingpection by their captain. Looks of unease till branded the
visages of many, unease combined with growing uncertainty. They had al come far, risked their livesfor
promised gold and jewels. To go back now would mean to go back empty-handed.

But at least they would be able to go back. No one desired Hargo' sfate.



Kentril stood determined to lead his men out of here. The others might waver in their decisions, but he
knew atrue harbinger of danger when he saw it. Ashe finished hisingpection, his hand grazed the pouch
inwhich he carriedthe brooch. At least he had that more soothing memory to bring back with him.

Quov Tsin exited histent just as Kentril steeled himsdlf for the confrontation. The short sorcerer blinked
as he stepped out into the sunshine, then noticed the officer coming toward him.

“Today isthe day, Dumon! The secrets, the riches of Ureh, today they shall be open to us!”
“TIn—wereleaving.”

The slver-gray eyes narrowed even more than normal. “What' sthat you say?’

“We'releaving. Wewon't stay in this cursed place.” The captain chose not to tell hisemployer just why.
“Don't be absurd! One, two more days, and you'll be ableto leave here dl of you asrich askings!”
This brought a couple of murmurs from the men, who had been watching the two from the distance.
Captain Dumon silently cursed. Here he wastrying to save dl their lives, and aready the hint of gold had
staked aclaim in the hearts of some. How quickly some could forget.

“We'releaving. That'sdl thereistoit.”

“You' ve been paid—"

“Only enough to get you here. W€ ve no more obligation to you, Vizjerel, and you' ve nothing you could
possibly giveus”

The sorcerer opened his mouth to speak, then abruptly shut it. Kentril, expecting the usud tirades, found
himself dightly disconcerted. Still, perhaps he had convinced Tsin of the usdlessness of arguing.

“If that isyour choice, so beit.” The diminutive figure suddenly turned back to histent. “If you will
excuse yoursalves, I've much work to do.”

As hewatched Quov Tsin vanish again, Kentril frowned. He had successfully faced the sorcerer. His
pact with the Vizjerel had been severed. The captain and his men could leave right now if they so chose.

So why did his own feet move with such duggishness?

We will be leaving! he slently roared at himself. Turning to the others, Kentril shouted, “ Get your packs
ready! | want us on the path back home within the next few minutes! Understood?’

Under his stern gaze and commanding tone, the mercenaries hurried to bresk camp. As he gathered his
own things, Captain Dumon glanced now and then toward the tent of his soon-to-be former employer.
Never once, though, did the Vizjerei poke hisbad head out. Kentril wondered whether the sorcerer
might be sulking or had smply begun his preparations for the supposed spectacle. It bothered him dightly
to leave Tsn done here, but if the Vizjerel choseto stay even with everyone else abandoning Ureh, the
captain would not waste any more time on him. The men camefird.

In short order, the mercenaries stood prepared to march. Gorst grinned at Kentril, who opened his
mouth to give the order to move ouit.



A rumble from the south froze the words on his very lips.

Helooked over his shoulder to see dark clouds rolling toward them from the direction of thejungle.
Black as pitch, the thick, angry clouds roared over the landscape at a phenomena pace. The wind
picked up nearby, growing to near hurricane proportionsin the space of afew breaths. Lightning played
acrossthe sky. A dust storm arose, turning the camp into chaos.

“Find shelter!” Kentril looked around quickly, saw that, other than the crumbling city, there stood
nothing around that could protect him and his men from what would surely be atitanic assault by the
elements. With much reluctance, he waved for the othersto follow him.

At asection of the outer wall that had some years past collapsed, the mercenary band dipped into
ruined Ureh, paying no more mind to the once fabul ous architecture than they had during their earlier
treasure forays. Kentril quickly spotted arounded building three storiesin height and judged it to be
among the most gablein thevicinity.He led the rest there, and the fighters huddled inside, waiting for the
blast to come.

An ocean of rain swamped the area dmost as soon as the mercenaries found cover. Jagged bolts shot
dangeroudy closeto their location. Rumbles of thunder shook the building asif an army of catapults
assaulted it. Dust and bits of masonry dropped from the ceiling.

Seated near the entrance, Kentril fought to turn his mind from the horrendous storm. The thunder and
lightning once more brought back the memories of earlier battles and comrades |ost. In desperation, he
findly dipped the brooch out, holding it hidden in one hand while he stared at the perfect face and
dreamed.

One hour passed. Two. Three. Still the dire storm did not let up. Unable to make afire, the mercenaries
sat in smdl groups, sometrying to dumber, otherstalking among themsalves.

More time passed—and then Gorgt, blinking, suddenly asked a question that Kentril redlized he himself
should have asked long, long ago. “Where' sthe magic man?’

Indl their haste, the motley band had not even bothered to think about the Vizjerel. Aslittle as he cared
for the man, Kentril could not leave the sorcerer out there. Thrusting the brooch back into its pouch, he
surveyed the others, then decided that it remained up to him to find out the truth.

Rising, he looked at his second. “ Gorst. Y ou keep the others under control. 1’1l be back as soon as
possble”

Thetorrentia rain showed no sign of letting up as he stood in the doorway. Swearing at hisown
burdensome sense of decency, Captain Dumon raced out into the storm.

Thewind nearly buffeted him back inside. Despite such terrible resistance, though, he struggled through
the ruins, finding some meager protection dong the way.

At the gap in the outer wall, the captain paused. A bolt of lightning struck the rocky ground just ahead,
pelting him with bits of sone and clay. Asthe earthy showerended, Kentril took a deep breath and
stepped from the relative safety of Ureh.

Squinting through drenched eyes, he searched for the sorcerer’ stent.



Thereit stood, seemingly unaffected whatsoever by the rampaging e ements. The flimsy tent looked
remarkably untouched, asif not even the dightest wind blew nor asingle drop of rain had aighted onto it.
Despite his own lamentabl e situation, Kentril paused again and stared, dishdieving.

Ancther bolt struck near. Common sense revived, Kentril charged toward the tent, fighting the storm
with as much ferocity as he would have any other foe. Twice he dipped, but each time the captain leapt

back to hisfeet. AsKentril reached Quov Tsin's abode, he shouted out the sorcerer’ s name, but no one
answered.

Lightning ravaged the area. Rain and rock assaulting him, Kentril Dumon findly threw himsdlf into the
tent—

“And what exactly do you think you' re doing?’

Bent over ascroll and seemingly unaffected by the storm raging around him, thewrinkled Vizjerel eyed
Kentril asif he had just grown a second head.

“I came. ..toseeif you'redl right,” the soldier lamely replied. Tsin looked asif he had just risen from a
long, refreshing nap, while Kentril fet asif he had just swum the entire length of one of the dank jungle
rivers.

“Such concern! And why shouldn’t | be?’

“Well, the sorm—"

The sorcerer’ s brow furrowed dightly. “What sorm?”

“The huge one raging out—" The mercenary captain sopped. In the tent, he could no longer hear the
roar of thunder, the how! of thewind. Even the heavy rain left not the dightest patter on the fabric.

“If thereé sastorm out there,” Quov Tsin remarked dryly, “ shouldn’t you be wet?’

Kentril glanced down and saw that no moisture covered his boots, his pants. He stared at hands devoid
of rain, andwhen he reached up to touch his head, only afew droplets of swesat gave any hint of
dampness.

“| was soaked to the bone!”

“The humidity here can be very harsh a times, especidly inthejungle, but you look fairly well to me,
Dumon.”

“But outsde—" The captain whirled toward the entrance, thrusting aside the tent flaps so that both could
witness the horrific weather beyond.

A sunlit day greeted Kentril’ s dumbsiruck eyes.

“Did you come dl theway back here because of thismythica storm, Dumon?’ the dwarfish spellcaster
asked, his expression guarded.

“We never left camp, Tsin . . . it started just after we' d packed up!”



“So, then, where are the others?”’

“Taking. .. protection...intheruins...” Even ashesad it, Kentril felt his embarrassment growing.
More than a dozen veteran fighters now huddled insde abuilding, for the past severa hourstrying to
shidd themsdves from—acloudless sky?

Butithadstormed. . . .

Y et when helooked around for any sign of the deluge, Kentril saw nothing. The rocky ground appeared
parched, not asingle droplet to be seen. The wind blew strong, but only at afraction of the velocity that
he recalled from earlier. Even his own body betrayed his beliefs, for how to explain the reative dryness
of hisclothes, hisvery skin?

13 Hmmm.”

Captain Dumon turned to find Quov Tsin drawn up to hisfull height. The sorcerer had his arms crossed,
his expression one of growing bemusement.

“Dipping into the rum rations before leaving, Dumon? 1’ d thought better of you in a least that regard.”
“I'm not drunk.”

The robed figure waved off his protest. “That' s neitherhere nor there now, captain. We' veamore
important matter to discuss. Since you and yours have decided to be here after al, we should make
plans. The hour gpproachesrapidly .. ."

“The hour—" Redlizing what Tan referred to, Kentril made aquick calculation. With the time hismen
had aready lost, they would not get very far. Even if they had started off as planned, the mercenaries
would have barely made what he considered a safe place to camp by sundown.

Yet if they stayed one more night here, they might be able to go back with something to show for their
misfortunes.

But did they want to stay even one more night in a place where the dead invaded one’ s dreasms and
mongtrous rain storms appeared and vanished in the blink of an eye?

Before Kentril could cometo any conclusion of hisown, Tsin madeit for him. “Now, run dong and
gather your men, Dumon,” the sorcerer ordered. “I’ ve afew outside calculations to make. Come back in
acouple of hours, and I ll inform you of what must be done. We must timethisright, after al .. .”

With that, Quov Tsin turned his back on thetal fighter, once more becoming engrossed in his curious
tasks. Still at aloss, Kentril blinked, then reluctantly stepped outside. He took one last ook around for
any sign of the storm, then started back to Ureh, hoping al the while that by deciding to stay alittle longer
he had not made aterrible mistake.

Only when Kentril had aready reached the broken wall did it occur to him that the Vizjerel might have
been too calm, too relaxed, when told about the tempest. Only then did he wonder if perhapsthe
sorcerer had known more about it than he had revealed, if perhaps the timeliness of the storm, not to
mention its abrupt end, had been no coincidence.



But Tsin had never shown such power . . . unless everything the fighters had experienced had been
nothing morethan illusion. Stll, even that would have required great sKill, for not one of Captain Dumon’'s
men had seen through it.

A shout came from the building in which he had left Gorst and the others. The huge, shirtless mercenary
waved at Kentril, grinning as usua. He seemed not at al bothered by the peculiar finish to therain.

The captain decided to say nothing about his concerns. . . for now. At the very least, he and the others
gill had achance of coming out of thiswith some profit. Surely, then, one more night in the vicinity of
Ureh would not matter.

They could dwaysleave tomorrow . . .

Kentril’ squick talk of the possibility of yet garnering some profit from their venture rapidly eradicated
any gpprehensions caused by the unsettling weether. They al understood, ashe did, that alate Sart into
the jungle would not be agood thing, but they understood even more that by waiting the one night, they
might leave with their packs filled with treasure. The fears of the previous eve became more and more
smply abad dream, replaced gradudly by visons of gold and jewels.

And s, just before the gppointed hour, the captain positioned his men as requested and turned to the
sorcerer, who had made still more last-minute cal culations. The shadow of the mountain Nymyr hed
dready dretched forth itsfingers over much of fallen Ureh, but Tsin had informed him again that only
when it touched the entire city in just a certain way would they dl be rewarded for their waiting.

Findly lifting hishead from the scrolls, the Vizjerei announced, “Itistime.”

Like a plague of black ants, the shadow spread faster and faster. A sense of unease once more
enveloped Kentril, but he held his position. Soon, very soon.. . .

“Basara Ty Komi . . .” chanted Quov Tan.” Basara Yn Alli!”

Kentril’sbody tingled, asif some powerful force had spread over him. He glanced at the others and saw
that they, too, felt it. To their credit, however, none moved from hislocation.

Together, the party formed a crude, five-sided form, with the sorcerer in the very middle. Both the
pattern and the unintelligible words spoken by Tsin had been gleaned from the works of Gregus Mazi,
and with them the ancient spellcaster had supposedly reopened the corridor by which he had findly
joined the other blessed inhabitants of the city. None now desired to take that same path to its ultimate
conclusion, but if enough earthly belongings lay scattered dong thetrail, so to spesk, every man would
fed very, very blessed indeed.

“ Gazara! Wendo Ty Ureh! Magri! Magri!”

Theair felt charged with what could only be described as pure magical energy. Clouds began to form
over the shadowed kingdom, dark onesthat did not remind Kentril so much of Heaven as of that other
realm. Still, if the words had worked once, they surely would work again. . .

Arms gtretched toward the ruins, Quov Tsin shouted,” Lucin Ahn! Lucin—"

“In the name of the Balance,” someone brokein, “1 charge you to cease this effort before you cause



great cdamity!”

Tsin faltered. The mercenaries turned as one, some reaching for blades. Kentril bit back the yelp he had
been about to make and glared at the fool who had interrupted at such acrucia moment.

A dimfigure clad completely in black eyed them dl with the arrogance reserved for those who did not
just believe themselves superior in al ways butknewit to be truth. Plain of face and younger than the
captain by more than afew years, the intruder would not have disturbed Kentril if not for two things. One
had to do with the danted eyes, so unearthly agray color that they seized the attention of al who looked
into them. Y et dmost immediatel ythose same eyes repdled, for in them Kentril sensed his own mortality,
not something any mercenary desired to come to know.

The second had to do with the garments he wore, for while many folk favored black, the dark robe and
cloak of the stranger had upon them tiny patterns, markings of which Captain Dumon had some past
knowledge. Each symbol represented an agpect of the afterlife, including those shunned by most.
Astheintruder marched toward him, Kentril aso caught glimpses of adagger at the other’ sbelt, one
unlike those the mercenaries carried. This dagger had been carved, not forged, and even from where he
stood, Kentril could guessthat it had been made from the purest ivory.

The man was a necromancer, the most feared of spdllcasters. . .

“Take good sense and leave here now!” the black-clad figure cried out. “ Only death awaitsin those
troubled ruind”

Oskal gstarted to retreat, but alook from the captain put him in his place again.

“Ques Ty Norgu!” replied Quov Tsin with asneer. Ignoring the warnings of the necromancer, he
gestured afinal time at the remains of the once proud city.“ Protasi! Ureh! Protast!”

The sky rumbled. Thewind swirled and roared, changing direction each second. Kentril saw the
necromancer fal to one knee, a hand touching the ivory dagger. Despite the gathering clouds, the shadow
that had been enshrouding the fabled rellm seemed, if anything, stronger, more distinct.

Lightning flashed . . . lightning from placesin the heavens where no clouds yet floated.

“ Ureh!” screamed thewrinkled Vizjera.” Ureh Aproxos!”

Three bolts shot forth, striking one another smultaneoudy over the ruins. The men cringed, and one or
two even let out gasps.

And when the lightning ceased and the rumbling faded, Kentril stared at last a what Quov Tsn had
wrought, stared at the culmination of the weeks of swest, even of blood. He eyed Ureh, the legendary
city, theLight among Lights,and findly blurted,” Well?”

The ruins had not changed.

FOUR
b



“I don't undergtand!” Tainfairly shrieked. “I don’t understand!”

Ureh remained untouched, the same crumbling skeleton that the party had first come across. The clouds,
the lightning, the wind—all had died or faded away. Only the immense shadow cast by Nymyr till lay
claim to the ancient kingdom, and with each passing second it tightened its grip, sinking Ureh deeper and
deeper into darkness.

“Him!” The Vizjerel poked agnarled finger at the necromancer. “It was him! He caused it dl to go
astray! Heinterrupted at thetime most crucid!”

“My interruption,” responded the studious-looking figure, “did nothing, | regret to say.” Despite hisdire
warnings and his clear attempt to get the othersto flee, to Kentril even he seemed a bit disappointed by
the lack of any fantastic changein Ureh. “I am as mystified asyou.”

With no apparent reason remaining for them to stay in position, the mercenaries svarmed around the
necromancer. Even Gorst, who found the Vizjerel sorcerer fascinating, studied the other spellcaster with
little enthusiasm. All knew how the necromancers trafficked with the dead, blurred the lines between the
morta world and the afterlife.

His own sword drawn, Captain Dumon confronted the arrogant intruder. “Who are you? How long' ve
you been spying on us?’

“My nameisZayl.” He stared down the length of Kentril’ s blade asif unconcerned. “Thisismy home.”

“That doesn’t answer my second question . . .” The mercenary leader hesitated, his mind suddenly
racing. Necromancers toyed with the dead. Could that mean—

Suddenly certain he knew the truth, Kentril put thetip of his blade just under Zayl’ sjaw. “1t was you!
Y ou sent Hargo' s ghost into our dreams, didn’t you? Y ou sent that warning to get usto leave!”

At this, the other fighters grew incensed. Tsin, stlanding dightly back, cocked his head, studying hisrival
spellcaster with more interest.

“1 did what had to be done. . . at leat, | thought so at the time.”

“So!” announced Tain. “You, too, felt certain that the path opened by Gregus Mazi could be reopened
thisday! | thought so!”

Kentril heard adight chuckle, but one that did not seem to come from the direction of any of his men.
Zayl’shand dipped momentarily to alarge, bulging pouch at his side, which looked asif it contained a
melon or some similarly shaped object. When the necromancer noted the captain’ sinterest, he casualy
pulled hishand away.

“I had my confidencein that fact,” Zayl rductantly agreed. “ Asunfounded, it seems, asall your
research.”

“So there sno gold?’ Benjin asked mournfully.

Kentril scowled at the other mercenary. “ Shut up. Asfor you”—he tapped Zayl’ sthroat with the sword
tip—"1 think you know even more than you're saying.”



“Undoubtedly true, captain,” added Quov Tsin. “It would be best if you kept this creature under guard,
even bound, perhaps. Y es, that would be theright course, | think.”

For once Kentril found himsdlf in utter agreement with his employer. Everyone knew that necromancers
could not be trusted. Zayl might aready have apoison or potion just up hisdeeve.

In the course of their brief conversation, the shadow of the mountain had continued to stretch forth, so
much so that now it even began to blanket the party. A chill wind arose as the shadow settled on them,
one that made some of the mercenaries shake. Zayl’ s cloak began to flutter wildly, and Kentril had to
tighten the collar of hisshirt.

“Nymyr hasacold touch,” the necromancer commented. “If you plan to stay near Ureh, you had best
be better dressed.”

“What' sthe point?’ Oska muttered. “Buncharocks and empty tombs! All thisway for nothin' .. .”

“WE re gonna need more than cloaks,” agreed another fighter. “ This gets any darker, we' |l even need
torched”

Indeed, the mountain had caused the areato turn dmost as black as night, truly a contrast when one saw
the sun shining but afew yardsfarther. Ureh lay in such darkness that one could barely even make out
distinct shapesin the city, and the longer the band stood where it was, the more the shadow covering
them thickened to the same murkiness.

“Let’ swithdraw to the camp,” Kentril suggested. “ And that includes you, too, Master Zayl.”

The pale necromancer bowed dightly and, under guard by four of the captain’s men, sarted off. Gorst
quickly helped Quov Tsnwith his scrolls and talismans, following &fter the Vizjerel like an obedient
puppy. Kentril himsaf stood his ground until everyone el se had departed, then took one last sweeping
survey of the vicinity in order to make certain that nothing had been left behind.

Hisgazefroze asit fdl upon theruins.
A dglimmer oflightflickered in one of the distant towers.

He blinked, thinking the sght smply amomentary trick of hisimagination—only then to seetwolights, the
second far to theright in another part of the city.

And as every nervetingled, and every hair on his neck stood on end, Captain Kentril Dumon watched a
dead cityblossom with illumination. Light after flickering light burst to life, transforming fabled Ureh before

hisvery eyes.
“Tan!” he shouted, gaze dlill fixed on the fantastic display.” Tsin!”

Now more visible, the ruined city also proved not so ruined anymore. The gaping holein thewall had
vanished, and what had been a crumbling watchtower again stood proud sentingl. From the top of the
battlements, Kentril dmost swore he even saw bannersfluttering in the ever-increasing wind.

“It'strue. ..” muttered avery familiar voiceto hisside. Kentril glanced down to see the wizened
Vizjerd, thelatter’ s expression akin to that of achild who had just received the grestest toy, Saring at the



wondroussight. “It'strue. . .”

Around Captain Dumon, the rest of the party quickly gathered, many of the veteran mercenaries gazing
dack-jawed at Ureh. Even the necromancer Zayl watched the city with something akin to astonishment.
That no one at the moment guarded the black-clad spellcaster did not bother Kentril in the least, for
clearly Zayl had no intention of flight. Asit had done with the rest, the miracle before them had ensnared
the necromancer.

“Thelegends spoke truth,” Zayl whispered. “Y ou were right, Humbart.”

“What are we waiting for?” Tsin suddenly demanded. “Thisiswhy we came so far! Why we struggled
solong! Dumon! Y our men were promised gold and more! Well? Thereit isfor thetaking!”

Thisfindly dtirred the mercenaries. “He sright!” laughed Benjin. “Gold! A city full of gold!”

Even Kentril found the lure of treasure enough to push back the anxiety he felt. Ureh had been a
kingdom said to be among the wedlthiest in the history of the world. Tales had been told of other hunters
who had come seeking its riches, but none of those tales had ever |eft any belief that the searches had
been successful. That meant that enoughmight be found to make each man here aswedlthy as any king or
ultan. . .

“Y ou cannot be serious,” Zay! interjected. “ Ureh’sriches are for Ureh alone. Y ou rob the dead.”

“They’ re not dead, remember?’ Kentril pointed out. “They departed . . . and if that' s the case, anything
they left behind they surdly didn’t want. That meansthat Tsn'sright. It sours.”

The necromancer looked asif he wanted to argue further but clearly had little with which to counter the
captain’sclam. Hefinaly nodded, abeit with much reluctance.

Turning tothe Vizjere, Kentril asked, “ Those lights. Does that mean any trouble?’

“Nonsense! The story clearly indicates that the people | eft the mortal planein the space of but afew
minutes. If we see Ureh asthey abandoned it, surely many lamps and torches were |ft lit. Beyond the
mortd plane, timeisbut aword. Why, we may even find food left in bowls and good ae for your men!
Wheat do you say to that?’

The other fighters cheered at this possible bonus. Something about the sorcerer’ slogic briefly troubled
Captain Dumon, but, unable to decide just what, the mercenary officer shrugged off the dight concern.
Even he could not help feding much enthusiasm.

“All right!” he cried to the others. “ Get what each of you needs! Bring rope and torches with you,
too—I"m not going to trust those lightsaone! Don’'t forget sacks! Hurry!”

With far more eagerness than before, Kentril’s men went into action. Quov Tsin dso prepared himsdlf,
retrieving hismagica saff and placing about his neck three amulets he had been carrying in apouch a his
belt. Despite their many disagreements, the captain planned to search dongside Tsin once they entered
Ureh. Kentril felt certain that wherever the Vizjerel sought his magica artifacts and tomesthey would dso
find great riches,

To everyone s surprise, when the small troop reassembled, the necromancer sood waiting for them. In
their eagernessto ready themsealves, the mercenaries had more or less forgotten to guard him, but it



seemed that Zayl, too, continued to be drawn by the possible offerings of the magica kingdom. Once
more he had one hand on the bulging pouch, but as Kentril gpproached him, the dim figure let the cloak
cover it.

“I will begoing withyou,” he sated firmly.
Kentril did not like that notion, but, to his surprise, Tsin readily agreed.

“Of courseyou will,” the Vizjerei declared. “Y our knowledge and expertise will prove most invaluable.
Y ou'll come with Cgptain Dumon and mysdf, naturdly.”

Zayl executed hisdight bow, hisfaceimpassive. “ Of course.”

While none of the mercenaries protested the necromancer’ s presence, they kept their distance from him
asthe band, torches dready lit, heeded toward Ureh. With the outer wall no longer visibly damaged,
Kentril, under Zayl’ s guidance, led them toward the main gate. Although the fear existed that with the city
seemingly whole the gate might also be blocked, they came around to the entrance to discover it open
and the drawbridge down aswsll.

“Almog asif we'reinvited in,” commented Kentril.
Quov Tsin snorted. “Then, by al means, let us not stand around here gaping!”
Weapons drawn and torches held ahead, the group entered.

To the naked eye, it might have seemed asiif the inhabitants had just stepped out or even Smply goneto
deep. Buildingsthat on previous visits had been crushed in or at least cracking stood tall and new. Rows
of high ail lanternsthat had previoudy been rusted, crumbling wrecks now brightly illuminated the
avenues. Other lights boldly shone from towers and structures deeper in the city. Eventhe very street
upon which the band walked looked asif it had been freshly swept.

Y et not one sound did they hear. No words, no laughter, no crying, not even the calls of birds or insects.
Reborn Ureh itsdf might seem, but the stiliness within reminded dl of the Sunning fates of the inhabitants.

A short distance in, the main avenue split off into three directions. Kentril studied each in turn before
saying, “ Gorgt! Take four men down theright for about a hundred paces, no more. Albord! Y ou, Benjin,
and four more check the left. The rest of you, come with Tsin and me. No one goesfarther than | said,
and we dl meet back here as soon as possible.”

Hedid not include Zayl in any of the groups, especidly his own, but the necromancer followed him
regardless. Kentril took the point, Oska and another man flanking him just astep behind. Eyes darting
from one side of the Street to the other, the captain kept careful count of each step asthey proceeded.

Building after building they passed. Light gleamed in some of them, but each time one of the party
investigated, they found no sign of any life.

“Check those doors,” Kentril commanded Oskal, pointing to what |ooked to be a business on the | eft.
Lit within more than any of the previous structures, it drew the captain’ s attention like amoth to the
proverbid flame.



Guarded by another mercenary, Oskd tried one of the doors. It swung open with little effort. Leaning in,
the veteran surveyed theinterior for amoment, then, in arelaxed voice, caled back, “A potter’ s shop,
cap'n! Stacks of fancy pieces on thewalls. There€ sone even Sittin® on the whedl lookin’ freshly shaped.”
An avaricious ook spread over hisugly features. “ Think we should check to seeif heleft any coininthe
till?”

“Leaveit. It'll fill bethere when we get around to it—if you even want such meager coin once we' ve
gone through thisentire place!”

The mercenaries laughed at this suggestion, and even Tain cracked arare smile, but Zayl remained
amost devoid of emation. Kentril noticed that his hand touched the large pouch again.

“What isthat you' ve got in there, necromancer?’

“A keepsake, nothing more.”

“| think it’ smore than—"

A ghrriek filled the air, echoing time and again through the empty avenues of Ureh.
“That sounds like one of ours!” gasped Oskdl.

The captain had aready begun to turn back. “1t isl Run, you fools!”

The cry did not repest, but now came the sounds of cursing men, the clatter of arms, and what very
briefly might have been the low, Snister rumble of someanimal.

Gorst and the rest joined Kentril’ s men at the original intersection. No one spoke, each breath now
saved only for action.

They came acrosstal, gangly Albord, awhite-haired fighter from an areanorth of Captain Dumon’'s
own, shouting &t four other mercenaries, al of whom had hunted looksin their eyes. Near Albord' sfeet,
atorn and ravaged form lay sprawled near theright Side of the avenue. It took Kentril amoment to
redize by process of eimination that the mangled, bloody mess had once been Benjin.

“What happened?’ the captain demanded.

“Something came out, tore him gpart, and moved so quick none of ussaw it much at al!”

“Wasacat!” ingsted another man. His expression turned dumbfounded. “A huge, hdlishcat . . .”

“All I saw wasablur!” inssted Albord.

“No blur rips open aman’ s guts like that!”

Kentril looked to Tsin. “Well?’

The sorcerer raised his g&ff, drawing acirclein the air. He stared upward for amoment, then said,
“Whatever it was, it's not around here anymore, Dumon.”

“Can you be certain? asked Zayl. “Not dl things are so easly detected by magic.”



“Do you sense anything, cretin?’

Zay| pulled free the ivory dagger Kentril had earlier seen. Before the eyes of the startled mercenaries, he
pricked afinger with thetip. Asafew droplets of blood coursed down the blade, the necromancer
muttered Slent words.

The dagger flared bright, then faded to norma again.

“I sense nothing,” the pale figure reported. “But that does not mean that thereis nothing.”
Swearing, Kentril turned to Albord. “Which way did it head after it killed Benjin?’
“Toward that building thereontheleft . . . | think.”

“Nah!” interrupted afellow mercenary. “It turned and went farther up into the dark!”

“You'redaft!” came the one who had identified it asacat. “ It whirled around and darted back the way
it came! That'show | saw it fer what it wag!”

The rest of the party looked at Albord’ s group asif al of them had gone mad. One of Gorst’ s men spat
on the building next to which he stood, snarling, “I’m beginnin’ to wonder if maybethey killed 'im
themsdves, eh, captain?’

It would not have been the first time that mercenaries had murdered one another over treasure, but
Captain Dumon did not see that asthe case thistime. Still, it made sense to question those involved
further. “Where were each of you when Benjin bought it?’

“Spread out like you' ve dways taught us, captain,” Albord replied. “ Jodas there, me next to him, Benjin
right there where Toko,”—he indicated the man who had accused him of murder—"“is—"

And at that moment, aflash of black burst out of the doorway next to Toko, catching him acrossthe
chest.

The fighter screamed in much the same way as Benjin had as curled claws afoot in length tore through
padded|eather and flesh, revedling to his horrified companions wet, red ribs and ravaged organs. Toko
actually managed to look down at his horrendous wound before degth claimed him and he toppled
forward.

A beadt that, yes, could vaguely be described as a cat emerged from the building, hissing at the humans.
Y et no cat stood seven feet in height and had eyes red and without pupils. In the light of the lamps; itsfur
looked jagged, dmost sharp, and fire black. The hell cat roared once, a blood-curdling sound, and
revealed not one buttwosets of long, feline teeth.

“Pincer pattern!” called Kentril. “Pincer pattern!”

The familiar tone of their captain giving commands brought the rest of the soldiers back to the moment at
hand. They quickly formed themsalves as he had ordered, working to cut off the monstrous beast’s

escape.

Barbed tail swishing back and forth, the cat stepped toward itsfoes. The eyes went from man to man,



studying each.
“What' sthat thing doin’ ?’
“Maybeit' sdeciding who to egt next?’

“Silenceintheranks!” Kentril demanded. The beast paused in its study of the othersto take specia care
in viewing him. Captain Dumon met the inhuman gaze and, despite hisinner fears, matched it.

At ladt, it proved to be the creature who looked away firdt. It dowly backed up, dmost asif intending to
return to the building from whenceit had come.

That could not be dlowed. Kentril knew better than to follow any foe back into hislair. Worsg, if the cat
escaped, it would likely catch them again later, when their guards were down. “ Albord! Oskal! You
and—"

With another horrific cry, the cat suddenly crouched, then legpt for him.

Kentril had no timeto recover. Claws flared from the paws of the monster, the same razor-sharp sickles
that had ripped to bloody gobbets two of his men. He saw his ownterrible death coming and knew that
his reactions would be too dow even to delay the dire event.

Then aform as much a shadow as the beast met the cat in midair. Although smaler, the second hit with
such force that both fell directly to the street.

A flash of white gppeared at the end of the new figure' slimb. Not aclaw or talon, as Kentril first
believed, but rather a dagger—a dagger made of ivory.

Zayl had sacrificed himsdlf to save the captain.

Never had Kentril seen such agility and speed in any man. Despite till wearing his voluminous cloak, the
necromancer danced around the savage claws of the cat. The hellish creature snapped at Zayl, tasting
only air. The pae spellcaster legpt atop his gargantuan foe and thistime struck true with theivory dagger.

A flash of emerdd-green light flared where the peculiar blade bit in, and dthough Zay! clearly managed
only ashdlow wound, the cat howled asif pierced through the heart. It writhed wildly, finaly sending the
necromancer tumbling to thesde.

Kentril dove in, determined that no man should die for his sorry sake. As he attacked, Oskal, Jodas, and
two othersjoined in while another fighter dragged Zayl to momentary safety.

The cat swiped a the necromancer, howling when the clavs missed. Kentril thrust, managing only to
catch its unwanted attention again.

Asone paw reached with lightning swiftnessfor their leader, Oskal and Jodas attacked from opposing
sdes. The beast’ s head turned toward the latter, who stumbled back as quickly as he could. On the
other side, Oskal, still undetected, jabbed as hard as possible into the unprotected flank.

His sword went in afoot and more. The cat shrieked, turning upon the mercenary. Withdrawing his
blade, Oska fled from the reach of either the jaws or the curved claws.



The retreat proved afata mistake.
With the full force of afootman’s mace, the barbed tail swung down hard on the unwary fighter.

The weaponlike appendage crushed the back of the mercenary’ s skull with an audible crack. Blood
splattered the two men nearest Oska. Eyes ill wide, the aready dead soldier fell forward, his sword
clattering to the ground.

Enraged, Kentril charged again, thrusting with al hismight at the cat’ sthroat. The beast turned to meet
him, but something distracted it again from the other sde. Caught between two directions, the monstrous
feline hestated.

With as much force as he could muster, Captain Dumon drove the full length of his sword into the thick,
muscular throat.

Thehdllish cat pulled back, taking Kentril’ swegpon with it. Hacking, itslife clearly flowing from the
great wound, the badly injured beast spat and swiped a everything in sight. Albord barely missed having
his head taken from hisbody. The mercenaries retreated a step, hoping that death would come quick.

But even with such awound, the cat did not forget Kentril. Still lithe, still quick, it focused on the cause
of itsagony, the unblinking eyes locked on Kentril’s own. In those crimson orbs, the captain saw clearly
his desth coming.

Then Gorst acted, the barbarian giving ahowl worthy of the cat and leaping atop from behind. The
monstrous creature tried to twist backward to get the shirtless giant. However, Gorst wrapped hisarms
around the neck and used the hilt of Kentril’s sword asagrip. Not only did he keep hisfoe from
reaching him, but with his prodigious strength he worked the already deep blade around, further tearing at
the cat’ s dripping wound.

At last, the murderous beast sumbled, then fell. It tried to rise but failed. Even then, Gorst held on tight.
His muscles strained, seeming almost ready to tear apart, but still he held his position. The barbed tail
flew at him once,twice, but, positioned where he was, Gorst remained beyond itslimited reach.

“Let’sfinishit!” Kentril demanded.
Zayl dongsde them, the rest of the mercenaries closed in, everyone till avoiding thetail. Seizing Oska’s
sword, Kentril joined the othersin stabbing the cat time after time. For what seemed an hour but in truth

was only aminute, maybe two, they tried to put an end to the murderous cresture.

Then, when Kentril had just begun to believe that nothing could completely day the mongter, the cat
exhaed once. . . and fell motionless.

Still untrusting, the survivors watched with blades ready as Gorst dismounted. When the hellish beast
made no move for Captain Dumon’s second, they knew at last that they had dainit.

“Areyouwe|?" asked amuch-too-calm voice.
Kentril turned to see Zayl, the necromancer, 1ooking untouched both physically and mentdly by the

disastrous event. At another time, that might have irritated the mercenary, but Zayl had saved hislife, and
Kentril would never forget that.



“Thank you, Master Zayl. | would' ve surely been dead if not for your quick reaction.”

Thisbrought abrief ghost of asmile. “I am smply Zayl. One born to the jungle findsit necessary to learn
to react even quicker than the animals, captain—or one gets eaten at an early age.”

Not certain whether the necromancer had just made ajest or not, Kentril nodded politely, then turned
toward the only onein the party who had done nothing to avert the tragedy.

“Tsnl Damnyou, Tsn! Wherewasdl your vaunted power? | thought you Vizjerel had al sorts of
magicd spdls! Three men are dead!”

Y et again, the diminutive sorcerer managed somehow to look down his nose a the much taler fighter.
“And | soodready in case there existed more than one of these beasts—or did you think your little troop
capable of fending off a second at the sametime?’

“Captain,” Albord cut in. “Captain, let’ sleave this place. No gold' sworth this.”

“Leave?’ snarled another fighter. “1 ain’t going back without something!”

“How about your head till on your shoulders, eh?’

Kentril whirled on hismen. “Quiet, al of you!”

“Leaving would probably be awise choice,” suggested Zay!l.

Tsinwaved the wooden staff at the necromancer. “Nonsense! So much awaitsusin thiscity! Likey the

animal dready lived here before the change, and we just never ran acrossit. And since no other cameto
itsdefense, | dare say it lived alone after dl. There should be nothing elseto fear here. Nothing!”

And at that moment, music began to play.
“Where' sthat from?” blurted Jodas.
“Soundslikeit'scomin’ from everywhere!” replied one of his comrades.

Indeed, the music seemed to close in on the band from dl sides. A smple yet haunting tune, not entirely

unmerry, played on what sounded like asingle flute. Kentril felt two urges a once, oneto danceto the
tune and the other to run away asfast as he could.

A man'slight laughter briefly joined themusic.

To Kentril’ sfar right, afiguremoved . . . ahuman figure.

Albord pointed down the street. “ Captain, there' sfolk over by that old inn!”
“Horse and rider comin’ thisway!” shouted another mercenary.

“That old man! He wasn't there before!l”

All around the party, figures that had not been visible moments before now walked, rode, or smply
stood nearby. They wore free-flowing garments of all shades,and Kentril identified the old, young, strong,



and infirm dl in the gpace of one sweeping glance.
And through each one he could see the buildings beyond . . .

“Not dl therichesin the world are enough for this, Tsin!” The captain summoned the men toward him.
“We head to the front gate together! No one strays, no onetriesto turn off to search for afew trinkets,
understand?’

None of the fighters argued. To ransack an abandoned city was one thing, but to be trapped in acity of
ghosts. . .

“No!” spat the Vizjere. “We're 0 close!” Nevertheess, he did not wait behind when the mercenaries
and Zayl started off.

Thinking of the necromancer, Kentril asked, “Zayl! Y ou ded with the likes of these. Any suggestions?’
“Y our command isthe most prudent course, captain.”
“Can you do anything about the ghosts?’

The paefigure sbrow furrowed. “I can ward them off, | believe, but something about them leaves me
uneasy. It would be best if we could escape Ureh without any confrontation.”

Thiswarning from the necromancer did not ease Kentril’ s concernsin theleast. If even Zayl found
Ureh's ghogts unsettling, then the sooner the band made it through the gates, the better.

So far, though, the phantasma figures had done nothing, did not even seem to notice the intruders. And
while the flute continued to play, its song growing stronger with each passing moment, it, too, had caused
the fleeing group no actua harm.

“There sthegate!” Albord shouted. “ There sthe—"

He got no further. As one, the mercenaries froze, the blood draining from their faces asthey beheld the
way to safety . . . away open to them no more.

Y es, there indeed stood the gate, but not asthey had left it. Now the drawbridge stood high, and the
gate itsalf had been bolted shut. Worse, athrong had assembled beforeit,athrong of pale, spectra forms
with drawn faces and hollow eyes, the ghostly inhabitants of the shadow-enshrouded kingdom. The
hollow eyesturned as one toward the treasure hunters, stared at Kentril and his companions with
dreadful intengty.

Abovethe music, thelight laughter of aman continued.

FIVE
b

Zayl hdd up theivory dagger, a the same time muttering something under his breeth. The dagger flared
bright, and for amoment, the unearthly horde seemed to back away. Then, asif galvanized by some
unseen force, they surged forward, moving in determined silence toward the smal party.



“That should have worked,” muttered the necromancer in an dmost clinica tone. “They are ghodts,
nothing more. . . | think.”

The horrific throng seemed to swell further with each second. They did not stretch forth grasping hands
toward the fighters, did not in any visible way show menace, but they kept coming, more and more of
them. Their eyes never strayed from Kentril’ s band, never gave any indication but that they sought to
reach those before them.

No one wanted to know what would happen when they did.

One of the mercenariesfinaly broke, turning and fleeing back the way the group had just come. Captain
Dumon swore, yet he could think of no other course of action. Waving his sword high over hishead, he
ordered the rest back aswell.

Wesgpons clutched tightly—although what use againgt fleshless horrors blades might be no one could
say—the treasure hunters retreated into Ureh in quick fashion. Even Zayl and the Vizjere ran, Quov Tsin
remarkably quick for one of his 9ze and age. Behind them, seeming barely tomove yet somehow more
than keeping pace, thelegion of pale figuresfollowed.

“At the next street, turn left!” Kentril called to the others. If memory served him, that way led to one of
the watchtowers. If they could gain entranceto it, then they could useit to climb over thewall. Two of
the men gtill dive carried rope, certainly enough for them to reach the ground outside.

But asthey approached the intersection, movement from down the very path Kentril had chosen made
the mercenaries pause.

More of Ureh’ s forgotten inhabitants approached from there, their faces as hollow and wanting as those
behind.

“They're comin’ from aheed, too!” shouted Albord, pointing.

True enough, morefilled the street before them. Kentril glanced right. Only in that direction did no
ghastly horde yet confront the party. Only to the right did any hope of escape remain.

Beside him, Zayl murmured, “What other choice do we have?’

With awave of hishand, Kentril led theway. At every moment, he expected them to be cut off, but,
despite his concerns, their path remained clear asthey went along.

Not so any of the side avenues. When two of the mercenaries broke away from the rest and tried to
take one, spectrd figures materidized from the shadows barely inches from the startled men. The fearful
pair quickly returned to the group. Curioudy, athough the new ghosts aso gave pursuit, they, like those
dready behind, neared the fleeing party but never actualy came within reach.

The necromancer said it first. “We are being led, captain. We are going exactly where they want us.”
Kentril knew what he meant. Even the dightest indication of variance in the party’ s route summoned

forth scores of additiond silent, horrific shades, but none that ever actualy caught any of their prey. No,
s0 long as themercenaries continued on the path designated, the ghosts only kept pace.



But what, the captain wondered, awaited the intruders at the end?

Past tall stonework shops they fled. Past narrow, €l egant homes with domed roofs and walled entrances
the band ran. In many, lamps and torches flickered, and now and then voices could be heard, but the few
times Kentril managed a glance into one of the structures, he saw no sign of life.

And throughout their perilousflight, the flute continued to play the same, never-ending tune. Thejovia
laugh of the unseen man would now and then join in, seeming to mock the efforts of the harried company.

Then the weary mercenaries found the path ahead cut off by more of the ghastly throng. At first, Kentril
did not understand why, but then he saw the narrow dley to the | eft, adark, uninviting place that went on
seemingly forever. The captain quickly surveyed the rest of his surroundings for some other recourse, but
only the dley offered any chance.

“That way!” he shouted, pointing with the sword and hoping that he had not just made aterrible mistake.

No unblinking, ghoulish forms materidized to block their way. One by one, the men dipped into the
narrow passage. Kentril kept the sword ahead of him at dl times, aware of the foolishness of the act but
feding some dight comfort despite that knowledge.

“They're dtill behind us, cap'n!” shouted thelastinline.
“Keep following me! There hasto be an end to thisl There hasto be—"

Asif reacting to his very words, the dley abruptly gave way to avast, open plaza. Kentril paused just
beyond the end of the dley, saring a what he could not recdl having seen at dl during thefirst few days

scavenging.
“We couldn’'t have missed this. . .” he whispered. “We couldn’'t have. . .”

“By the dragon!” gasped Zayl, now behind him. When Kentril glanced at the necromancer, he saw that
Zayl’smouth hung open in outright awe, asight in some manner nearly as dartling aswhet lay before
them.

A massive hill—in actuality ahuge outcropping of Nymyr itsslf—rose up in the very midst of Ureh. The
hill itself Cgptain Dumon did recall, of course, and even then he had wondered why the inhabitants would
have chosen to build their kingdom to encompass a severd-hundred-foot-tall mound of pure, black rock.
Y et not only had they chosen to includeit in their plans, but someone had successfully carved out an
entire sairway leading up to the very top.

And there, looming over al dse, sood what had so ensnared the eyes of dl. A magnificent sone edifice
with three spira towers and ahigh wall of its own overlooked not only Ureh but the countryside far
beyond. In shape it reminded Kentril more of the castles from back home, tall, jagged, cold. Fierce
winged figures guarded the gate through which any had to pass even to reach the outer grounds. Where
the black hill upon which it stood melted perfectly into the shadow cast by the mountain, afaint aura
seemed to surround the peculiar white marble from which the keep had evidently been built.

Kentril blinked twice, but the hint of light surrounding the regd structure remained. A bad feding
rumbled to lifein hisstomach.

“The palace of Juris Khan!” whispered Zayl. “ But it vanished with him—"



“JurisKhan's pdace?’ Quov Tsn barged through the stunned group, battering larger, more able fighters
with only the staff. He stepped to the front and surveyed it as best he could from hislow position. More
than ahint of avaricetinged his voice as he muttered, “ Yesss.. . . what better place to look? What better
placeto look?’

Kentril suddenly recdled the pursuing phantoms. He glanced over his shoulder, expecting to seethem
even nowemerging from the aley, only to find his party seemingly abandoned by their terrifying
companions.

“They have ended the hunt,” declared the necromancer, expression guarded. “ They have led usto where
wemust go.”

Captain Dumon examined again the high, twisting stairway leading up to the huge, barred gate and the
murky, winged forms atop the wall who seemed to stare down at the newcomers. “We go up there?’

“At the moment,” Zayl remarked, “it would seem better than returning to our friends. Do not doubt that
if weturn back, they will comeagain. . . and thistime, they may do more than follow.”

“Of coursewe should go up!” Tsin nearly spat. He jabbed the staff in the direction of the fabled paace.
“Inthere, Juris Khan’ s master spellwork was completed by the combined efforts of his priests and
wizardd! In there, the greatest of the magebookswill be found—and much gold, of course!”

Only the Vizjerel seemed at dl interested in the pursuit of power and treasure. Kentril and his surviving
men had lost their lust for riches, at least for the moment. Not a soldier there wanted more than to be far
from the shadowed kingdom, even if it meant leaving without the smallest coin.

But no choice had been given them. They had been led to this stairway, and the mercenary captain knew
that it had indeed not been by accident.

“Upwego,” hegrowled. “Keep those torches well lit.”

Asthey reluctantly began the climb, Kentril noticed that something else had changed with the vanishing
of their unearthly pursuers. No longer did he hear the unnerving music or even the laughter. Ureh had
fallen asslent as death.

Up they dowly struggled, the stairway so steep, so awkward, that Kentril wondered how anyone could
have made the journey often. Here and there, parts of steps had givenway, making the trek even more
troublesome. The torches helped little to guide them, the flames seeming to be dulled somehow by the
intense shade. Kentril had seen pitch-black nights brighter than this day. Why, he wondered, had he not
noticed how dark it had been on the previous excursionsinto the ruins? Why did it seem so different
now?

Up and up the band climbed. The stairway seemed twice aslong as it should have been. After what felt
like athousand steps, Kentril noted the ragged breathing—his own included—and called for a brief rest.
Even Tsin, who so desired to reach the palace, did not argue.

Zayl, looking far lessworn than the rest, sat down afew paces above, hand once more on the bulging
pouch. Eyes closed, he sniffed the air, asif seeking something.

The necromancer opened his eyes quickly when Kentril approached him. Once more, the hand dipped



away, and the cloak obscured the pouch. “Captain Dumon.”
“A word with you, Zayl?’
“l am at your service.”

Squatting down near the spellcaster, Kentril commented, “Y ou evidently know alot about this place.
Y ou know more even than old Tsin, and he’ s been obsessed with thisregion dl hislife”

“He has been obsessed all hislife, but | have lived near it dl mine,captain.”

“A point well taken, Zayl. How muchdoyou know? When you saw this’—Captain Dumon indicated the
palace—"you reacted with some surprise, but not nearly as much as me. Thiswasn’ there, necromancer!
Thishill, yes, but this paace of marble,itwasn't!”

“Andin aream with tiesto Heaven itsdlf, this surprisesyou?’

Kentril snorted. “For an earthly Heaven, Ureh' s shown me only blood.”

Zayl’ sl eft eyebrow arched. “ Y ou have avery sharp sense, Captain Dumon, and an innate knowledge of
theworld I suspect would surprise even me.”

“| ask you again, necromancer, what do you know about this palace?’

“Only that, astheVizereiindicated”—the pae figure pronounced the one word with something akin to
disgust—"it was the place where the spell unfolded, where the path to Heaven was opened. It does not
surprise meto find that the home of Juris Khan would not follow morta dictates even now. It was
touched by forces beyond our ken, and even afew centuries would not lessen their effect upon it.”
Thewords did Kentril little good. He tried a different tack. 1 want to know what’ sin that pouch.”
“As| said, akeepsake.”

“And for what reason are you keeping it? It seems very preciousto you.”

Zayl stood, hisface unemotional. In alouder voice, he asked, “Isit not time we pushed on, captain? We
have abit of aclimb till.”

“He sright, Dumon,” muttered Tsin from farther down. “ Timeiswasting.”

Zay| started up without another word. Kentril gritted histeeth, then reluctantly nodded to the othersto
continue the climb. The time would come when the spellcaster told him the truth, the captain sworeto
himsdlf . . . provided that they survived this madness, of course.

Curioudy, from that point on, the remainder of the trek went much swifter. Thewalled domain of the
great and long-absent Juris Khan grew larger and larger with each passing step. Before very long, the
high gatesfinally beckoned to the climbers.

“Ugly beasts” Albord grunted, eyeing the two winged gargoyles. Up close, they had manlike bodies but
with leonine tendencies and beaked faces reminiscent of vultures. Their paws ended in curved talonslike
those of eagles or hawks. Wide, inhuman orbs glared down at any who stood directly before the barred



entrance.
“Thisisthe home of the most pious of the pious?’ Kentril remarked.

“Gargoyles are often consdered the guardians againgt Hell,” Zayl explained. “ These obvioudy impress
upon the vigtor that only the good of heart will crossinto the palace.”

“Does that mean we got to wait out here, cap'n?’ someonein therear called.
“Weadl goin, or none of usgoesin.” Kentril studied the barred gateway. “If wegetinat al.”

In answer, Zayl reached forward to check. At the dightest touch of his hand, the massive door svung
wide open.

“Shdl we enter?’ he politely asked the mercenaries.

The captain fought down a shiver. In opening, the ancient gate had been perfectly slent, asif freshly
oiled.

Zay| took a step forward, then, when nothing happened, he continued on to the palace grounds.
Embol dened by the necromancer’ s success, Captain Dumon followed him, then sgnaled his men to come
one by one.

Albord crossed next, to be followed by Jodas and the rest. The more nothing happened to the first
through, the easier the minds of those following became. One man even jested with the gargoyles,

inggting that they reminded him of aformer wife. For the first time since the city had awakened, the mood
became somewnheat relaxed.

Tsin stood back, watching each mercenary enter. When the last had passed through the gate, he
tightened his grip on the staff and strode forward with all the arrogance of a conqueror.

From above the entrance, the gargoyles suddenly howled to life.

Wings outspread, the beaked creatures reared up, stony orbs glaring at the Vizjerei. Tdons stretched
forth. Tanimmediately retrested.

The gargoylesingtantly returned to their till positions.

“The guardians are wise-eyed,” murmured Zayl from behind Kentril.

Ignoring him, the captain stepped to the gate, looking over each gargoylein turn. Had he not seenit
himsdf, hewould have thought someone had made the incident up over afew mugs of strong ae.
Reaching up with his sword, he tapped lightly on onefigure, hearing only the sound of metal againg solid
rock.

“Stand aside, Dumon,” the sorcerer abruptly commanded. “1 shal ded with these noisy dogs.”

Quov Tsin had thetip of hismagical staff pointed at the gargoyle to hisleft. Even as he spoke, his other
hand gestured over the wooden rod, causing some of the many runesinscribed in it to glow ominoudly.

Zayl joined Kentril. “That might not be wise, Cagptain Dumon.”



The mercenary officer had to agree. “Don’'t doit, Tsin. You'll only make mattersworse!”

“This from the man who so demanded my magicd ad earlier?’ the Vizjere scoffed. “ These beasts will
not keep me out!”

Kentril quickly jumped through the entranceway, blocking Tsin. The Vizjerel stepped back but did not
lower the Saff.

“Get next to me,” ordered the captain. “ Stay close, and we might be able to avoid unnecessary trouble.”
“What do you intend?’

“Just doasl said, Tan!”

AsKentril started to moved back to the gate, Zayl confronted him. “If you insist upon this, you will need
someone other than the Vizjerel to watch the second gargoyle.” He held theivory dagger steady. “1 will
assg you.”

“I don’'t need any—" the wrinkled spellcaster began.

“Quiet, Tan!” Sorcerer or not, Captain Dumon had finally had more than enough of hisemployer. Zayl
had been able to step where Tsin could not, and that said much about both men.

With the diminutive figure between them, Kentril and the necromancer moved sdeways toward the gate.
The gargoyles stood fixed, smple statues of rock. No hint of their previous awakening could be seen.

Placing one foot within the palace grounds, Kentril exhaled dightly. Hisidea appeared to be working;
with the sorcerer hidden between the two taler men, the magical guardians seemed caught unaware.

“Just astep or two more—"

AsTsin'srobed form began to cross the threshold, the gargoyle before Kentril legpt to life, wings
suddenly flapping, monstrous eyes glaring, and stony mouth opened in awild, ear-splitting roar.

Behind him, Kentril heard asecond, identicd cry, proof enough that Zayl aso faced anewly revived
besst.

The beaked head came forward, snapping at an areajust to the left side of the fighter. The captain’'s
sword clanged hard against the marble maw, but the gargoyle at least withdrew. From the necromancer,
Kentril heard words of some unfamiliar tongue, then abrief flash of light at the corner of hisvision startled
him.

Thefirst gargoyle used his surprise to attack again, and again it tried to reach around the mercenary. It
wants Tsin! Kentril redlized.It’ s trying to avoid fighting me! 1t wants only him!

Fearsome talons swept by his shoulder, snatching at the small sorcerer. The Vizjerel batted at them with
the staff, sparks flashing whenever the wooden rod touched stone.

“Tan!” Kentril shouted. “Now’ syour chance! Jump—"



At that moment, the flute music began again, seeming to come from everywhere a once. Kentril
clamped his mouth shut, wondering what the return of the haunting melody portended.

The music had a startling effect on the gargoyles. The one before the leader of the mercenaries paused in
mid-attack, then peered up at the sky. It squawked once, then quickly repositioned itsdlf as the party had
first seenit. AsKentril watched, al semblance of life swiftly vanished, the guardian once moresmply a
sentind of stone.

“Incredible. . .” heheard Zayl remark. Twisting, Kentril saw that the necromancer’ s monstrous foe had
aso returned toitsoriginal ate.

There could be no question but that the music had given them this reprieve, and the captain intended to
make good use of that sudden luck. “Moveit, TSn!”

The Vizjerei needed no encouragement. Already he had one foot on theinner yard of the ancient palace,
and by the time Kentril and Zay! turned to follow, Quov Tsin stood waiting for them some distance
ingde.

And il themusic played . . .
“It comesfromingdde,” indsted the Vizjerel, now very eager to enter. “Follow me!”

A chuckle escaped from the vicinity of Zayl. “Brave man, indeed, | say, to go where he’ sclearly not
wanted!”

Kentril glanced at the necromancer, but Zay! acted asif he had not spoken, and the captain had to admit
that the voice had not sounded like his. Nor had it sounded like any of the men under Kentril’s
commeand.

No one else seemed to have noticed the voice, though. Albord and the others awaited his orders. Tsin
aready had agood start on the rest of the party, and for some reason, Kentril did not want the Vizjerel
getting too far away. Something told him that he should keep an eye on the short, arrogant figure. The
gargoyles had been placed at the entrance for areason, and they had reacted only to TsSn—not Zayl, as
one might have expected. That did not bode well.

Guided by the flute, the party reached the entrance, a high, arched opening with two bronze doors upon
which had been sculpted sword-wielding archangels. Curioudy, the images looked badly battered while
everything € se gppeared untouched.

With thetip of his staff, Quov Tsin pushed at one of the doors. Like the gate, it sSwung openin silence.
With dl the confidence of one returning to hisownhome, the Vizjerel marched insde.

Marble columnsthree soriestall flanked amagnificenthd| illuminated by amassive chanddlier that the
captain estimated held more than ahundred lit candles. The floor consisted entirely of skillfully crafted
mosaic patterns of fanciful animals such as dragons and chimaera—something of acontrast to the
archangds, Kentril thought. Between the two series of columns, portraits of imposing figuresin robes of
state no doubt gave homage to those who had ruled Ureh over the centuries.

At the end of the corridor, another set of doors awaited them. Making their way past the staring visages
of lords long dead, the party paused there, everyone quite aware that the music seemed now to be
coming from within. Once again, archangel s with swords adorned the entrance, and once again, the



figures had been battered hard. Tsin reached for the doors, but thistime they would not open for him.
When Zayl, too, tried, he met with no better success.

Kentril stepped up next to the two spellcagters. “Maybe there salock or a—"

He had been about to touch one of the ruined images when suddenly bothdoors swung wide open. The
trio backed away asarush of cold air swept out from the darkened chamber before them.

At fird, they saw nothing, but then the music drew their gazesto the very back of the room, where they
could faintly make out adim lamp . . . and, seated next to it in ahigh-backed chair, an ederly manin
robes of white.

Heleaned forward, asif not noticing their coming. Kentril’ s eyes adjusted enough to seethat adim,
hooded figure sat upon the floor before the elder, afigure with aflute held up to where the lips would
have been.

“Moreghosts. . .” Albord muttered.

Although he had spoken only in whigpers, the two within reacted asif the chanddier had suddenly fallen
whole from the ceiling, loudly smashing to fragments on the marble floor. The hooded form ceased
playing, then rose and dipped into the darkness with one graceful movement. The robed patriarch glanced
up and, to everyone' s surprise, greetedthem asif having waited dl thistimefor their arriva.

“You have come at lagt, friends,” he announced in a soft voice that yet seemed to carry the strength of
anamyinit.

Never oneto stand on ceremony save where it concerned his own magnificence, the Vizjerel tapped the
staff once on the floor and declared, “1 am Quov Tsin! Sorcerer of the Innermost Circle, Brother of the
High Initiate, Master of—"

“I know who you are,” the elder responded solemnly. He looked at Kentril and the others, and even
though a vast distance stretched between them, the captain felt asif he stood immediately in front of the
former, every thought and emotion reveded. “1 know who dl of you are, my friends.”

Zayl pushed ahead of the sorcerer. He wore an intense expression that surprised most of those around
him, especiadly Kentril. All had come to assume that the necromancer had such utter control over his
emotions that nothing, not even aghostly kingdom, could draw much reaction from him. Even the
expresson he had worn when first seeing the looming pa ace could not match his present eagerness.
“And am | right, honored Sr, am | right in thinking | know you aswell?’

This the white-robed figure found dmost anusing. He leaned on one arm of the chair, his chin resting on
the pam of hishand. “And do you?’

“Are you not—are you not the great Juris Khan?”
A frown escaped their host. “Yes. . . yes, | am Juris Khan.”
“Saints abovel” whispered one mercenary.

“Another ghost!” snapped another.



Kentril slenced the mercenaries with a swift wave of his hand. Helooked to Tsin for confirmation, and
athough the sorcerer did not respond directly, the Vizjerei’ s covetous expression said it all.

Incredible asit seemed, they had found Juris Khan, he who had been the guiding light of akingdom
considered the most holy of al . . . and aman who should have been as dead as the horrific phantoms
that had herded them to this place.

Herdedthem?

“Hedidit,” Kentril informed the others, advancing on the seated form. “He had them force ushere. He's
the one who trapped us so that our only path could beto his paace.”

If he expected the lord of Ureh to deny the charges, Juris Khan much surprised him. Instead, therega
figure rose quietly from his seat and, arms folded into the voluminous deeves of his robes, bent his head
in what appeared remorse. “Yes. | am responsible. It isthrough my means that you were forced to come
tome. .. but that is because | could not leave here to cometo you.”

“What sort of nonsense—" But Captain Dumon got no farther, for as he finished speaking, Khan
reached down, seized hisrobe, and raised it just enough to reved hisfeet.

Or where they would have been.

Just above the ankles, thelord of Ureh’ sfeet melded perfectly into the front legs of the chair, so much so
that one could not tell where the man ended and the wood began.

Juris Khan lowered the robe and, in amost sincere tone, said, “1 hope you will forgive me.”

Even Tsin found thistoo extraordinary to ignore. “ But what does this mean? What about the path to
Heaven? The legends say that—"

“Legends say many things,” Zayl interrupted. “And most of them arefound fsein theend.”
“Oursbeing the fasest of dl,” murmured avoice from the darknessto thelr | ft.

Juris Khan reached his hand forward to that darkness, smiling at the one within. “They are what they
seem. It issafe to comeforth.”

And from the shadows, the flute player emerged,hooded no more. For the first time, Kentril saw that the
flowing garment had hidden awoman, ayoung and very beautiful woman with smooth skin like alabagter,
eyesthat gleamed like emeradds even in thefaint light of the lamp and his men’ storches, cascading red
hair even more vivid than that of the women of hishomeland, and an eastern cast to her features that
gpoketrue of her birth in thisfaraway realm.

“My friends. . . my daughter, Atanna.”

Atanna. A namethat buried itsdf there and then in the veteran fighter’ s heart. Atanna, the most beautiful
of beautiful women Captain Kentril Dumon had ever beheld. Atanna, an angd among mortals. . .

Atanna. . . the face from the brooch.



SIX
b

“It was betraya,” Juris Khan told them as Atanna passed to each a goblet filled with wine. “ Betrayad
from onewhom dl trusted most.”

“GregusMazi,” his daughter interjected, seating hersdf on the floor near Kentril. Her eyes met the
captain’s, and for amoment, abrief light seemed to shine in those dmond-shaped, emerald orbs, but
then the subject at hand doused that light. “ Gregus Mazi . . . my father once called himbrother of
brothers.”

“Hesat at my left hand, asthe good priest Tobio sat at my right.” The white-haired lord leaned back, the
head of hisown goblet cupped in hispams. “To them | gave the glorious task of trandating the visonsto
redlity. To them | gave the blessed task to lead usto the sanctuary of Heaven.”

The mercenaries and the two spdllcasters sat on the floor before the imprisoned monarch, fruit and wine
brought to each of them by the graceful and beauteous Atanna. After so much bloodshed, so much fear,
the entire party gratefully accepted Lord Khan's hospitality. Besides, many questions needed to be
answered, and who better than the legendary ruler of the holy kingdom himself?

Juris Khan fit very much the mold of aleader. Standing, he had been astall as Kentril and amost as
broad. For one of advanced years, Khan had a youthful appearance and personality and little sign of
frailty. Although hisfeatures had become weethered, his strong jaw, rega nose, and piercing green eyes
dtill gave him acommanding countenance. Even hislong silvering hair did not age the ruler so much as
mark hisyears of wisdom.

Thinking over hishost’ swords, Kentril frowned into hiswine. “ But the legends say that Mazi was left
behind by accident, that he spent yearstryingtojoinyou...”

Juris Khan sighed. “Legends tend to be more fiction than fact, my friend.”

“Soyou didn’'t makeit to Heaven?’' asked Tsin, dready having downed most of hisdrink. “The spell
faled?” Tothe captain, the Vizjerel gppeared more disgppointed in the fact that the magic had not
worked than in the fates of the hapless citizenry of Ureh.

“No. Wefound ourselvestrapped in limbo, trapped in atimeless passage between the earthly plane and
our glorious destination . . . and dl because of one man’sevil.”

“Gregus Mazi,” Atannarepested, her eyes downcast.

A tremendous desire to comfort her arosein Captain Dumon, but he fought down the urge. “What did
he do?’

“When thetime camefor thefina cagting,” the fatherly monarch explained, “ Tobio redlized thet the
words did not read right. Their meaning had been reversed, an invitation not to journey to Heaven . . .
but to be thrust down into the pits of Hell!”

Kentril glanced at Zayl, who had been listening asintently as any. The necromancer nodded to him. “In
many forms of spellwork, to reverse subtlely the meanings of singlewordsisto reversethe effect. A spell



of healing can be made to wound further or evento day.”

“Gregus sought to do more than day us,” murmured Juris Khan. “He sought to damn our very souls. . .
and nearly succeeded.”

The captain thought of the woman next to him cast down into the reslm of Diablo and shuddered. Had
he been able to, Kentril would have taken the foul Gregus Mazi by the neck and twisted tight until with
his eyes the sorcerer would have been able to look down upon hisown hedls.

“Hewould have succeeded,” Atannaadded, blushing dightly under Captain Dumon’ s gaze, “if not for
my father and Tobio.”

“Wetried to respeak the aready spoken incantation, reverse what had been reversed, and o, instead of
Heaven, instead of Hell, we ended up in the middle of avast nothingness, that timeless reslm from which
we could not escape.”

Snorting, Quov Tsin commented, “Y ou should have recast the spdll from there! It would' ve been a
sample matter for any well-trained group of Vizjerel, much less—"

“Not so smple, my friend, when the priests and mages were dl dain by the selfsame spell.” A cold look
gpread over the generdly kind features of the ruler of Ureh. “Gregus planned thoroughly. A singleline
atered dso drained swiftly the life force of each chanting the spell except for Tobio and myself. Our
superior strength and knowledge saved us but left usweak. Worse, without the others, we lacked the
power to recast it.”

If not ableto recast the spell, Juris Khan and the head priest were at least able to expe GregusMazi in
his moment of triumph. The battle cost Tobio hislife, but by sending the traitorous sorcerer away, they
prevented him from fulfilling his horrific plan to send Ureh to the ream of the Prime Evils.

And so the kingdom and its people had floated in the midst of nothingness, time forever locked—until
there came amoment when suddenly the world materialized around them again, the world in deep
shadow.

“No onewho had lived hislifein Ureh would have failed to recognize immediately grand Nymyr and the
shade it dways cast upon our fair kingdom. With the belief that our curse had abruptly ended, more than
twoscore of my people rushed through the front gate without thinking. All they wanted wasto fed the
sun, fed the soft wind . . .” Khan leaned back, more pale than even the necromancer. “ And what they
were repaid with was death most horrible.”

Out into the sun they had raced and therein sealed their fates. The moment the light touched them, they
burned. Like chips of mountain ice tossed into a smith’ swell-heated forge, the haplessinhabitants of
Ureh literdly melted away, their screams echoing long after they had been reduced to puddles that
themselves evaporated in seconds. Some at the edge managed to cross back into the shadow of the
mountain, but in doing so they only worsened their agony, for that which had been touched a breath too
long till burned away. In the end, those who had managed to hdt in time became forced to day the
shrieking, suffering, haf-eaten victims.

Atanna poured Kentril more wine, giving him asoft smile. However, a the sametime, tears coursed
down her cheeks. She took up her own untouched goblet and added to her father’ s shocking tale. “We
had underestimated Gregus Mazi’ s mongtrosity. That vile serpent had left us no longer atrue part of the
mortal world. Worse, we began to fear that once the shadow vanished and sunlight touched our home,



wewould al suffer asthefirst had.”

But what would initidly be seen asamiracle visited the terrified citizens that next morning, for, asthefirst
glimpse of sunlight came over the horizon . . . theworld began to fade away.

Once more, the nothing of limbo welcomed back the city and its people.

Although shocked, al agreed that until asolution could be found, exile remained much preferable to the
ghastly deaths some had suffered. All looked to their blessed leader, Juris Khan, certain that he would
yet discover away to freedom. Many even took the escape from the burning sunlight asasign that
Heaven had not forsaken them. Somehow, Ureh would ether return to the mortal plane safely or
continue on itsintended journey to the holy ream.

“And | determined after much study,” Atanna sfather reveded, “that away did exist at least to anchor
uswithoutdanger in the real world, for | had also determined that we would be returning there again at
some point. With the aid of my precious daughter”—he smiled lovingly &t the young, crimson-tressed
woman—"skilled in her own way, | worked hard to fashion two unique and mystical gems.”

Juris Khan handed Atanna his goblet and then, before the eyes of his guests, drew with one finger afiery
circdeintheair. Inthe midst of that blazing ring, apair of images dternated, apae crysta as glittering as
sun-touched ice and its raven-black twin. Never before had there been two such perfect gemstones, and
Captain Dumon and his remaining men both admired and coveted them from the first moment.

“The Key to Shadow,” Khan uttered, indicating the black one. “The Key to Light,” he added, showing
again theicy one. “One placed below Ureh, in the deepest of caverns, the other atop Nymyr, thereto
catch thefirst rays of day. Together to tie the shadow now over us, keep it in place atalltimes so that we
may stay here while we seek our final escape.”

And so, when it came to passthat Ureh did again appear on the morta plane—just as Juris Khan had
predicted—the plan was put into motion. Volunteers were asked for, brave men, tenin dl. Five were
sent to the depths below, there to find the most dark of the dark places, where shadow had its strongest
ties. The other five set out to reach the top of Nymyr, to position the other gem at a place their lord had
determined would be the prime location. In addition to the Key to Light, the second group also carried a
specialy designed pair of tongs so asto avoid the threat of sun. Hopesroseto their fullest asthe two
parties started out, for truly it seemed that the prayers of the people had been answered.

Unfortunately, no one had counted on the return of Gregus Mazi.

It could only be assumed that he had suspected or even detected the presence of those he had so long
ago betrayed.When Ureh reformed in the shadows the next time, the corrupt sorcerer aready stood
waiting just beyond its borders. He discovered the attempt to save the kingdom and quickly followed
those who climbed the mountain. There, with words of power, he shattered the very top of the peak with
abolt of lightning, daying thefive.

That part of hiswicked work done, Gregus Mazi then secretly made hisway into the paace of his
former master. There he caught Khan by surprise.

“I had scarce time to look up before | redlized that he had struck. When | moved to confront him, |
found that | and the chair had become one, and we, in turn, had become a part of the paaceitsdf. ‘I
leave you to St and contemplate your failures forever, my lord,” the foul beast jested to me. *And now |
go to sed your beloved kingdom’ sfate by seizing the second gem deep below and destroying it as| have



thefirst. ”

The robed figure ran ahand through hissilvering hair. A tear dipped from one eye. “Understand, my
friends, that | loved Gregus as| would' ve my own son. There had been atime when | had thought—" He
glanced briefly at Atanna, who reddened. Next to her, Kentril experienced an unwarranted pang of
jedlousy. “Buit that is nothing. What mattersisthat he intended to leave me there, unable to pursue, while
he went to destroy the final hopes of all those who had depended on me.”

Y et Gregus Mazi had underestimated his former master. Weakened, yes. Trapped, surely so. But Khan
had another source of strength. He had the people and hislove for them. Khan drew from that now,
drew from al Ureh. When he struck at the mocking Gregus Mazi, he did so with the raw force of
thousands, not asingle being.

“I admit it,” the weary monarch muttered, eyes closing briefly in remembrance and regret. “I struck with
anger, struck with hatred, struck sinfully . . . but | also struck with gladness and determination. Gregus
had no chance.”

There had been no body of the traitor to bury or burn;only afew wisps of smoke marked thefind
moment of he who had cursed the Light among Lights. Unfortunately, although the monster had paid, he
had succeeded in again cursing Juris Khan' s beloved kingdom to its horrific exile. Without the crystd in
place atop Nymyr, Ureh had no permanent hold in the rea world. When dawn broke the next morning,
the entire city once more found itself cast into limbo, thistime with no hope.

“I could not remake the crystals, you see,” Khan reveded. “ For their formation required e ements no
longer available to me. Worse, | was now trapped in this chamber, unable to free myself no matter how |
tried, depending ever on my loving daughter to care for me.”

But even confined as he was, Juris Khan did not give up. He had all books, scrolls, and talismansto be
found brought to him. He researched spell after spdll, hoping that when his kingdom returned to the
mortal plane, some aid might be found. On those rare occasions Ureh did reappear, he used scrying
stones to seek out any possible help that might have wandered near.

And s0 he had thistime discovered the presence of Kentril Dumon and the others, aready within the
very walsof thecity.

“Y ou cannot imagine my ddight a finding you! Brave explorersin the heart of my own redm! | knew
that | could not pass up this chance, this one hope. | had to bring you to me!”

Kentril saw in hismind the legions of ghostly figures guiding his group from street to street. “You
could’ ve chosen a better manner . . .”

“My father did what he could, captain,” Atannainterjected gpologeticaly. “He could not come to you.
Hehadtodoit.”

“Those were your people?’ Zayl asked in atone that indicated he required no answer. “They arelikethe
dead . . . and yet they are not.”

The master of Ureh nodded grimly. “ Being trappedbetween Heaven and the morta plane hastaken its
toll. We are not quite alive anymore, not quite dead, either. Atannaand | and those otherswho servein
the palace suffer less so, for the pellsthat protect and bind this place have hel ped us, yet even we will
eventually turn asthey if someone does not help us soon.”



“Someone,” the fiery-tressed beauty at Kentril’s sde murmured, gazing a him.

“But what can we do?’ the mercenary leader blurted to her.

The smile she gave him seemed to swallow his heart whole. *'Y ou can replace the Key to Light.”
“Replace the crystal?” snapped Quov Tsin. “You said it was destroyed!”

Khan nodded politely to the Vizjera. “ So we had thought. So Gregus had thought. But onetimein the
past, when | sought help from such asyou, | found instead that the Key to Light had not been shattered
with the mountaintop. Instead, it had been cast far from itsintended location, thrown down the other side
of the mountain by the force of the blast.”

The diminutive sorcerer rubbed his bony chin. “ And you' ve not retrieved it? Surely during night, when all
isin shadow—"

“But nottheshadow. That firgt time when we once again beheld our homdand, the very eve after the
victims of the sun, | sent asmall band out to get the lay of the land, discover what might have occurred.
Under cover of night, that surely would have been no difficult task. All | sought was somelittle
knowledge, some hope of anearby settlement.” He bared his teeth. “The moment the first stepped
beyond where Nymyr’ s shade would have ended, he, too,burnedto death.”

Atanna placed her hand on Kentril’ s own, her eyes asking for understanding and assistance. “We' re well
and truly trapped, captain. Our world ends just beyond the walls of the city. Were | to step oneinch
farther, | wouldrisk the flesh meting from my bones, my bonesincinerating to ash.”

Againg those eyes, that face, Captain Dumon could not struggle. He dipped his hand on top of hers,
then faced Juris Khan. “ Can we reach the crystal? Can we get it in placein time?’

Hope it the elder man’sexpression. “ Y ou will do thisfor us? Y ou will help us?| promiseaking's
reward for eech if you can do this!”

Jodas nearly choked on hiswine. The moods of the other fighters brightened. Here seemed a quest
harsh but doable and with much gain to be made. At once, each volunteered, leaving only Zayl and TSin
glent.

“Wedon't al needto go,” Kentril told the others. “ Gordt, | need you definitely. Jodas, you can climb
well. Brek, Orlif, you comewith usaso. Albord, you' rein charge of therest.”

Some of thoseto beleft behind sarted to complain, but Khan silenced their concerns by stating, “If this
miracleisdonefor us, dl shdl sharein thereward, | promise”

Kentril asked again about the time factor and where the gem might be found. In responseto the first
question, Juris Khan assured him that if they left within the hour, there would be time enough. A path cut
aong the mountain centuries past would serve them well in that respect.

In regard to the second question, thelord of Ureh requested that his daughter retrieve abox. Moments
later, when Atanna had returned with the smal silver container and given it to him, Khan produced for the
captain asmal stone of brilliant clarity upon whose top had been etched asingle rune.



“Thisisapiece left from the shaping of the origina. The rune spell tiesit to the other. Hold it before you,
and it'll guide your way.”

“Y ou should depart now,” his daughter informed them. She touched Kentril’ s hand again. “ Go with my
blessing.”

Zayl confronted him. “ Cgptain Dumon, | would like togo with you. My skills could be of use, and |
know thisareawdll. It would speed matters up some, | believe.”

“A sage suggestion,” Juris Khan declared. “I thank you.”
“Wadl if he goes, you ve no need of me up on that chill mountain,” snapped Tsin. “| prefer to wait here”

Their host accepted this decison aso. “Y ou would do me aboon by being here, master sorcerer.
Perhaps with you to aid me, | can be freed of Gregus swicked magic. | offer you al the books, scralls,
and other works gathered in my sanctum as a start for your research, and in exchange for my freedom,
afterward you may keep any that you wish.”

If the talk of gold and riches had stirred the hearts of Kentril’s men, the mention of so much magical
knowledge did the samefor the Vizjerd. “ Y ou’ re—you remost generous, my Lord Khan.”

“I would give anything to end this nightmare,” the elder responded, his gaze turning to Captain Dumon.
“Isthat not so, Atanna?’

“Anything,” she agreed, aso looking at Kentril.

Thetiny gem glowed bright, an encouraging sign.

Quickly folding hishand so as not to risk losing the smal stone, Kentril deposited it in the same pouchin
which he dso carried the brooch. He had not told Atanna about finding the latter but swore he would
return it to her once the Key to Light had been set in its proper place.

Juris Khan had given them explicit instructions about what they needed to do once they had obtained the
magical gem. Kentril knew exactly where to placeit, not only to make certain that the wind did not blow
it off but also s0 asto catch the very first hint of sun. Only by following the ingtructionsto the letter could
he hope to kegp Ureh—and Atanna—from vanishing from hislife.

The five men struggled their way around the mountain. While the path had been well carved, time had
taken itstoll. More than once, they had been forced to leap overbresks or climb above rock falls. Orlif
had nearly dipped once, but Gorst and Jodas had pulled him back before anything could happen.

Much to the mercenaries surprise, Zayl proved an excellent guide. He had spoken truth when he said he
knew the areawell. True, the necromancer had never climbed to the top of Nymyr, but he seemed to
have a sense for how the mountain had been shaped.

Torchin hand, Kentril now followed Zayl, which meant that asthefierce, cold wind blew the
necromancer’s cloak about, the captain had agood |ook every once in awhile at the mysterious pouch.
Something about its contents still bothered him; he amost felt that the bag stared back at him. The notion
struck Kentril asludicrous, but still he could not shake off the sensation of being watched.



“Thereisan outcropping here that we must go over,” Zayl informed him.

“Gorgt.” The brawny fighter, now clad in asmple cloak of hisown, dipped ahead with alength of rope.
With Kentril’ said, the pair secured the rope, then, one by one, each man worked hisway up.

Once over, Kentril called apause while he checked thetiny stone again. Thistime, it flared so bright that
he amost expected to see the Key to Light sitting on the ledge before them.

“It must be close,” he muttered.
“Yes wearein luck,” replied the pale spellcaster. “ duris Khan thought it had fallen much farther away.”
“How long do you reckon we still have?’

Zay| peered up at the night sky. It had taken them severd hoursto reach this point. The shadow of
Nymyr had been swallowed by the dark some time ago. “ Just enough, if wefind the Key soon. Thisside
of the mountain is not so harsh aclimb asthat which overlooks Ureh.”

They moved on, stedling themsalves againgt the cold night. Kentril retrieved the small stone again,
correcting their path.

Minuteslater, they literaly ssumbled over the magical gemstone.

Dirt and rock, possibly from Gregus Mazi’ s murderous spdll, had al but buried the artifact. Only when
Kentril turned in acircle, trying to find out why it seemed the party should go no farther, did hekick up a
few loose pieces of rock and uncover one glittering edge.

Although the only nearby illumination consisted of their meager torches, the Key to Light till shonelikea
miniature star. Zayl bent down, digging up the gem. It fit in the cup of his hands, a perfectly shaped

crysd.

“Must be worth afortune,” grunted bearded Brek. “What do you think we could get for it, captain?’

“From Ureh, more than you could ever get saling it esewhere,” Kentril retorted, glaring at the
mercenary. Thethought of betraying Atannafilled him with anger.

Zay! quickly played peacemaker. “No one would think to do anything less than what we intended,
captain. Now we must hurry; dawn will betoo quick in coming.”

With the necromancer carrying the artifact, they began their final ascent. Gorst secured dl linesfor them
and acted as a counterweight now and then when they had to swing from placeto place. Kentril actualy
found the way far more easy than he would have expected; the mountains of his homeland would have
caused him much more difficulty. If not for the fact that the people of Ureh had been cursed to remain
hidden in the shadow of this very peak, they could have easily rectified their own Stuation.

At lagt, they neared the top. Asthe group paused on alarge ledge, Zayl handed the Key to Light over to
Kentril.

" Say, cgp'n?’

“What isit, Jodas?’



“What happensto therest of the party if we don't get thisthing in the right place? They disappear with
therest?’

Kentril’s gaze shifted to Zayl, who shrugged and answered, “It isbest we do not find out.”

After afew moments more searching, both Captain Dumon and the necromancer came to the same
conclusion regarding the most appropriate location. Unfortunately, that |ocation meant atreacherous
climb up a dangerous rise some three hundred feet and more. Although only asmall part of thetip of
Nymyr, both agreed that based on Khan's calculations it would be best.

“I"ll doit done” Kentril informed the others.

Gorgt, however, would not hear it. Although he had remained fairly quiet up until now, Kentril’s
suggestion gtirred him to protest. “Y ou heed an anchor. WE |l tie the end of arope around our waists.
Youfdl, I'll caich you, honest.”

Knowing better than to try to argue at this point, Kentril agreed to let the giant join in the climb. In truth,
it made him fed safer knowing Gorst would be there. They had fought side-by-side in many battles and
could aways depend on each other’ said. If anyone could be trusted up there, it would have to be Gorst.

Kentril gritted histeeth hard as he began. After afairly smplejourney, even areatively easy search for
the artifact, thislast bit threatened to rip victory from their grasp. The wind felt ahundred times more
fierce, and nowhere could he get ahold that satisfied him. Out of fear that to stop would mean dipping
and faling to his death, Kentril pushed faster and faster, praying he would reach the top before hisluck
ran out.

With the natural skill he seemed to have for everything, Gorst more than kept pace. Kentril imagined his
friend gouging handholds out of therock face. Likdy it would have been better if the much larger
mercenary had gone up by himself, but then it would have been his captain who would have protested.

Kentril’ sfingersfinaly stretched over the upper edge. He had to rebrace himsdlf when ice caused his
initid grip to fater, but after that, he managed to pull himsdf up with little trouble. Peering around, Kentril
sudied theimmediate area. Large enough for four men to stand, itdefinitely offered thefirst place on
Nymyr to receive the sun’skiss.

With the agility of amountain goat, Gorst climbed up after him. Thick hair flying in hisface, the other
mercenary gave Kentril abig grin.

From hisbelt pouch, Captain Dumon removed the artifact. He looked the vicinity over, not wanting the
Key to Light to fal from its perch the moment the climbers had returned to Ureh.

“There?’ suggested Gorst.

Thereproved to be atiny outcropping shaped somewhat like abowl turned on itsside. It faced the right
direction and fit in with Juris Khan’ s directions but was not quite large enough for the gem tofit.

Taking hisdagger, Kentril began chopping &t the spot. He only needed to remove alittle of the frozen
earth below. Then he could securely place the artifact within and be finished with this chill place.

His dagger dowly bit into theicy ground. Chips of rock-hard dirt flew away—



Thetip of the blade scratched at something white. Kentril worked at it, trying to remove the obstacle to
his success.

He swore. With his dagger, he had unearthed abone.

There existed little doubt in his head that this bone had belonged once to one of the five unfortunates
who had been murdered by Gregus Mazi. Now fate had let the dead sorcerer again hinder the plansto
free Ureh from his curse. Try ashe might, Kentril could not dig the bone out, and no other spot atop
Nymyr would do.

“Let metry.” Gorst took Kentril’s place, pulling out his own blade. For many men, the giant’ s dagger
would have dmost served as a short sword. Gorst chipped away using his prodigious might, making
progress where even his captain could not.

Finaly, enough of the bone—likdly from the forearm—had been exposed that Gorst seized it in hishuge
handsand began to pull. The massive fighter grunted with strain, the muscles and veinsin his neck
throbbing. The frozen ground around the areacracked . . .

The bone came free.
With agartled yell, Gorst fell backward, dipping on theicy mountaintop.
He began to dide toward the edge.

Thrusting the artifact into the newly created hole, Kentril wrapped one arm around the outcropping, then
braced himsdlf againgt it. With his other hand, he seized the rope linking him to Gorst and pulled with al
hismight.

The other mercenary’ s head and arms went over the side. However, asthe rope went taut, he spun
sSdeways, sending one leg over but giving one hand the chance to reach for ahold.

Gasping, Kentril tugged with dl hismight, fighting exhaustion, gravity, and Gorgt’ s not inconsiderable
weight. The arm that held tight to the outcropping shrieked with pain but held.

Gorgt logt hisfirgt attempt at finding agrip, nearly skidding off into the air in the process. Only Kentril
kept him from doing so, the captain throwing his own weight back to counter as best he could that of the

larger mercenary.

On his second attempt, the giant managed to grab hold of asmall rocky area. With care, Gorst pulled
himsdlf to safety, for once gasping from effort.

“TheKey,” he cdled to Kentril.

“Whereit should be.” Barring another sorcerer blasting away what remained of the mountaintop, it
would stay there for some time to come. Juris Khan had aso indicated that even on days of rain or snow,
the artifact would somehow be able to do its duty.

The Key to Light twinkled suddenly, dmost asif stirring to life. For amoment, Kentril wondered what
inner magic would causeit to do o, but then it occurred to him that not only did the gemstone look
brighter, but he could now see his surroundingsin better detail.



Helooked over his shoulder.
They had cut this even closer than he had thought.
Dawn had come.

Theartifact flared like asun itself, seeming to take in every bit of illumination around it. Kentril watched it
afew seconds more, then hurried as best he could acrossthe icy top of Nymyr.

Thelight of day encroached upon where Ureh had sat protected. In the distance, the jungle seemed to
open its green canopy. Nearer, the rocky landscape leading to the fabled realm took on distinct shapes.

And Ureh?

Asthe captain watched, sunlight hit the city where Atanna prayed for his success. Sunlight touched
where shadow had kept her safe.

Andintheend, sunlight failed . . . and under the impenetrable and impossible shade of the mountain, the
walled city stood triumpharnt.

SEVEN
A

Musi ¢ touched the returning party, music full of gaiety and life. Not only did flutes play, but so did horns,
lutes, and drums. As Kentril and the others entered, they aso heard voices raised in merriment and noted
light upon light darting about in the city below.

Deep shadow still covered the kingdom, but hopel essness no longer enshrouded the lost realm.

Atannamet them dmost immediately. Her eyes became Kentril’ sworld, and her voice as she thanked
him stirred again his heart and soul.

“I want you to see something before we go to my father,” sheimmediately said. Taking him by the hand,
sheled the captain and the othersto a high balcony, from which nearly dl the city could be seen. Atanna
waved her hand acrossthe vision of Ureh, showing Kentril the fruits of his success.

There were people—Ilivepeople—cd ebrating in the Streets.

They were everywhere. Not the palid specters of before, but breathing folk in flowing, colorful clothes
more like those donned by the desert inhabitants of Lut Gholein rather than the more dour and formal
eastern wear normdly seen in Kehjistan. They laughed, they danced, they sang, dl thethings of life.

“Nice” Gorst commented, grinning & the festive activity.

Captain Dumon looked at his hostess, ever awonderful sight in hersdlf. “1 don’t understand. The
people—"

“It happened the moment the sun failed to touch ourkingdom. Not only did the shadow hold, but al of



Ureh seemed to gain earthly substance. We' re dill not truly yet apart of the world again, but we are
nearer to it than ever before!”

The necromancer leaned close. “Magic is a strange and complicated creature, captain. Perhapsthe lord
of therealm can better explain thismiracle”

Kentril nodded. “We shouldn’t keep him and the others waiting any longer.”

Atannadid not release his hand, and he made no moveto force her. They and the rest hurried through
the hdls of the pdace, hdlsthat, likedl else, looked different in ways not noticesble & first.

The chanddliers and il lamps had become brighter, that much Kentril would have readily sworn. In
addition, the sense of death and decay that he had experienced on hisfirst entry had been replaced by
one of spirit, of rebirth.

And as there had been people of flesh in the streets, there now stood in the halls figures both solid of
body and clad in gleaming meta. Armored from toe to neck in chain and plate and wearing open helmets
with broad rimsin front that stretched a good hand’ s width ahead, they saluted the mercenaries and
Atannaasthe group passed. In some ways, their narrow eyes and pae skin reminded Kentril of Zayl,
and he wondered if the necromancer’ s ancestry held somelink to Ureh.

More people crossed their path as they neared Juris Khan's chamber. These wore robes of state with
blue or red sashes, and each bowed gracefully as Atanna and the captain headed to the doors. Courtiers
also paid homage, men going down on one knee and women curtsying. Brek dmost paused to make a
play for one of the latter, but Gorgt batted him lightly on the back of the head, urging the fighter on.

The doors opened—and what had once been aroom plunged in darkness even greater than that of the
deepest shadow now glittered in gold and jewels.

The verywallshad been gilded in gold. Scrollwork lined each segment, and reliefs decorated the centers.
To accent figures and designs, gemstones of every color, hue, and transparency had been artfully
interjected. Likely it had taken yearsfor those who had crafted this astonishing display to complete their
work, but their effort had obvioudy been worth the difficultiesand time.

A full honor guard greeted them as they walked inside, a score of armored figures snapping to attention,
their lances pointing to the celling. At the far end, where the rich crimson rug that started at the doors
findly cameto its conclusion, ajubilant Juris Khan awaited the new arrivas. Albord and the rest who had
been left behind seemed no less pleased at Kentril’ s return than the lord of Ureh, and why not? The
success of the venture meant that al of them would leave the shadowed kingdom laden with as much
treasure asthey could carry.

Of Tgn, however, there was no sgn. Remembering thetalk of the Vizjerel aiding their host in escaping
his persona curse, Kentril assumed that the bearded sorcerer had aready rushed off to peruse Khan's
vadt library of magical knowledge. So much the better, asfar asthe captain felt concerned. Not only
would Tan findly do something of vaue, but he would dso bewdl out of the way.

“My frienddl” the gray-haired monarch gladly cdled. “My good and trusted friends! Y ou have the
gratitude of an entirerealm! Y ou have given Ureh a chance to be whole again in amanner we never
thought possiblel” He indicated the room, the guards, even the courtiers beyond the doors. “ Already the
fruits of your laborsripen. You bring lifeto acity! The people ceebrate not only their renewal, but those
who granted it to them.”



“Captain Kentril Dumon,” Khan continued, resting hisarms on hisknees and smiling gracioudy. “ Y ou

and your men—and you, too, Master Zayl—are the guests of the palace. It will take afew daysto
formulate your rewardsproperly, but in the meantime, whatever you desirein Urehisyours.”

Kentril thought of thefegtival outside. “Are my men freeto leave the palaceif they so choose?”

“I think my people would demand it!” Juris Khan looked over the other mercenaries. “ There are places
for you to deep in the palace, but there’ s no need for you to stay here otherwise. Outside, | know that
wine, food, and other entertainments are available to you, my friendd If you like, go now with my
blessing, and when you findly reach your limit, you are welcome back here!”

The captain nodded permission. That was all the newsthat Albord and the others needed. With much
backd apping and cheerful words, they started out of the chamber, each saluting Kentril asthey passed.

“Y ou men can go, too,” he informed Jodas and those who had journeyed to the mountain.
They quickly joined their fellows. As Gorgt started to leave, though, the captain caled him over.

“Keep ahit of an eye on them if you can,” he asked of hisloya second. “Make certain that they don’t
wear out our welcome despite everything, eh?”’

Gorgt gave him hishiggest grin yet. “1I'll watch, Kentril. | will.”

That left only Zayl, and while Captain Dumon felt more comfortable around the necromancer than he
had at firgt, he ill desired his pae companion to find some other interest. Atannatill held Kentril’shand,
and he hoped that meant that she would not be averse to advances made by him.

Asif reading histhoughts, Zayl suddenly announced, “Gresat Lord of Ureh, with your permission, | think
that | shal seeif the Vizjerel might need some of my assstance.”

“That would be most appreciated, my friend. One of the guards can direct you.”

With a sweeping bow, the necromancer backed away, leaving Kentril with Juris Khan’ s daughter.
Her father smiled at the pair. “ Atanna, I’ m sure that the captain hungers. Seethat heis satiated.”

“If that isyour order,” shereplied with adight inclination of her head.

Atannaled Kentril out, guiding him down ahall he had not traversed previoudy. Not once did she
loosen her hold on him, and not once did the veteran fighter struggleto free hishand. In hismind, she

could have led him the length and breadth of the kingdom, and he would have willingly followed.

“Y ou’ ve done so much for us, so much for me,” she said asthey waked alone. “1 don’'t know how to
thank you, captain.”

“Kentril. My name sKentril, my lady.”
Under thick lashes, shesmiled at him. “Kentril. Y ou must call me Atannain return, of course.”

“It'd be my honor.” He frowned. “Is Ureh redlly safe? Have we redlly besten Gregus Mazi’ s spell?”’



The amilefatered ahit. “Y ou have secured usto the world. We cannot go beyond the area the shadow
forms, but there is hope now that soon we can. Once my father isfree of the other spell, he can proceed
with some thoughts he has had, possibilitiesin which the sorcerer and the necromancer would be of much
ad”

“You' d better have someone keep an eye on old Tsin. HE s not the most honest of hisilk.”
“My father knows how to read people, Kentril. Y ou should redize that.”

The corridor suddenly felt much too warm. The captain tried to think of another direction of
conversation . . . and finally recalled the brooch.

“My lady—Atanna—I’ve got to confess that when | saw you with Lord Khan, it wasn't thefirst timel’d
seen your face.”

She laughed lightly, amusical sound. “And here| thought that | had entranced you with one single
glimpse! | noted that you reacted far more than any of your comrades.” Atanna cocked her head. “Tell
me, then. How do you know of me?’

“Because of this”” He pulled forth the brooch.

Atanna gasped when she saw it. Shetook it from his hand, running her index finger over theimage of
hersdf. “Solong! So very long sincel saw thisl Where did you find it?’

“Intheruins, inthe midst of the city—"

“Hetook it,” the crimson-tressed young woman said in atone so dark it actually made Kentril shiver
dightly. “Gregus. Hetook it.”

“But why?

“Because he desired me, Kentril, desired me heart and soul. When he discovered that Ureh would
return once the shadow of Nymyr touched thisareain just such away, he came not only to rectify his
foul failure but to try to teke me ashisprizel”

Without hisredlizing it, the mercenary captain’s hand dipped to the hilt of his sword. Atanna, however,
noticed his action and blushed.

“Y ou would be my champion, Kentril?1f only you would' ve been there the first time. | know you
wouldn’t have let him do to Ureh what he did. | know that you would have dain the beast for us. . . for
rre”

He wanted to throw his arms around her but managed to hold back. Y et Captain Dumon could not help
himself from replying, “1 would do anything for you.”

Her blushing only increased . . . and made her that much more dluring. Atanna put the brooch back into
hispam. “Takethis back asagift fromme. Let it beasign of my gratitudeand . . . and my favor.”

Hetried to speak, tried to thank her, but before he could, Juris Khan's daughter stepped up on her toes
and kissed him.



All eseintheworld faded to inagnificance.

Zayl fdt extremely uncomfortable. He had felt so for quite along time, dmost since he and the others
hed firsdmet Juris Khan. That no one else might have recognized this discomfort gave credit to the
necromancer’ smenta and physica skills. Thetraining through which he had lived hisentire life had
granted Zayl virtua control over every aspect of hisbeing. Few things could disturb the balance within

him.

But something about Ureh and itsinhabitants had. On the surface, the necromancer could see nothing
capable of doing s0. Khan and his people had been thrown into amost dire predicament, thevictimsof a
spell twisted by a corrupted sorcerer. He as much as Captain Dumon had wanted to help them, although
while the mercenary’ sinterests had much to do with the beauteous offspring of Ureh'sruler, Zayl's
interest had been in returning to balance that which had been madly |eft awry. Such atravesty as Gregus
Mazi had enacted could have threstened the stability of the world itself, for whenever innocents suffered
asthe citizens of thiskingdom had, it strengthened the cause of Hell.

GregusMaz . . .

“Herewe are, Sir,” the guard who had accompanied Zayl remarked.

“Thank you. | have no more need of you.”

The pale spellcaster entered. As he had requested, he had been led to the library where Juris Khan had
kept Ureh' s greatest magica tomes, holy works, scrolls, and artifacts. In the days of the kingdom'’ sglory,
ahundred scholars of both the mystical and theologica paths would have been in the vast room perusing
the ceiling-high shelves for the secrets and truths gathered here over the centuries.

Now only one dight figure hunched over amassive, moldering book amost aslarge ashimsdlf. Even as
he entered, Zayl could hear Quov Tsin muttering to himself.

“But if the rune here means the sun’s power and this segment refersto the Eye of Hest .. "

The Vizjerel suddenly looked up, then glanced over his shoulder in the direction of the necromancer.

“Master Tain,” Zayl greeted the other spellcagter.
The short, bearded man snorted at the newcomer, then returned his gaze to the book.

“How goesyour research?’

Without looking at Zayl, Quov Tsn testily retorted, “ It goes dowly when young cretins constantly
interrupt it with their blather!”

“Perhgps a combination of efforts would—"

Now the elderly Vizjera did look at the necromancer again, but with eyesthat burned bright with
growing fury. “1 am asorcerer of the first magnitude. Thereisnothing | could learn from you.”

“I only meant—"



“Walt! It occursto methat there is one thing you can do.”
Zayl frowned, suspicious. “What?’

With avenomoustone, the Vizjerei replied, “ Y ou can leave thislibrary right now and get asfar away
from measpossble! Youtaint thevery ar | breathe.”

The necromancer’ sgray eyes met TSN’ sslver-gray ones. Both the Vizjerel and the servants of Rathma
shared some common ancestry, but neither spellcaster would have ever acknowledged such ablood
relation. Asfar as both sides were concerned, agulf amost aswide as that between Heaven and Hell
exiged, agulf neither wished to bridge.

“Asyou desire,” the pale mage responded. “| would not want to put too much distress on one of such
senior years. It could provefatal.”

With asnarl, Quov Tsinturned away. Zayl did likewise, leaving thelibrary and marching down a
deserted hallway.

He had not meant to get into any confrontation with the Vizjerel, no matter how minor. The necromancer
had honestly wanted to help, the better to see Juris Khan free.

However, there were spdlls and research that Zayl could do on his own, paths of which the more
materialistic Tsn would have never gpproved. Those who followed theways of Rathma often found what
other spdllcagters carelessy overlooked. How ironic it would beif Zayl discovered quickly what his
counterpart so struggled to find. Tsin badly wanted the magica tomes and relics Khan had promised him;
it would est him up insdeif Zayl instead garnered the prizes.

“Zayl, boy! | must spesk!”

He planted a hand over the bulky pouch at his side, trying to smother the voice that could not be
smothered. Even though it had hardly spoken above awhisper, to the necromancer it had resounded like
thunder inthe empty hall.

11 ZWI—”

“Quiet, Humbart!” he whispered. Quickly surveying the area, Zayl noticed the entrance to a balcony.
With smooth, silent movements, the dim, pale man darted outside.

Below, the sounds of merriment continued. Zayl exhaled; out here, no one would hear him spesking with
theskull.

He pulled what remained of Humbart Wessdl out of the pouch, glaring into the empty eye sockets.
“More than once you have nearly given away yourself, Humbart, and thereby put mein straits! Trustis
not always an easy thing for one of my kind to attain, but it isafairly easy thing for usto lose. Those who
do not understand the truth of Rathma prefer to believethelies”

“Y ou mean, likeraisng the dead?’

“What isit you want, Humbart?’



“Gregus Mazi,” answered the skull, the eye sockets dmost seeming to narrow.
He had captured Zay!’ s attention. “What about him?’

“You didn't believe that hogwash about old Gregus, did you?’ mocked Humbart. “ Gregus, who wanted
so badly to join hisfriendsin Heaven that he prayed each morning and eve and cried most of the day
through?’

Looking down at the torchlit city, the necromancer thought over everything that had been said about the
sorcerer. During Juris Khan' s revelations, Zayl had morethan once pondered inconsistencies with what
Humbart Wessel had told him but had also assumed that the lord of Ureh would certainly know Mazi
better. “ Sorcerers, especialy those like the Vizjerei, can be atreacherous, lying bunch. Mazi smply
fooled you, Humbart.”

“If hefooled me, lad, then I’ ve got two legs, apair of arms, and dl the bones in between still—and
covered in agood wrapping of flesh to boot! Old Gregus, he was atorn man, blaming himself for not
being good enough and praying for redemption from day one. He was no monster, no corrupted wizard,
mark me!”

“But Juris Khan—"

“Either wasfooled or liesthrough histeeth. I'd swear on my grave, and you know that’ s one oath Il
hold trueto.”

Now Zayl truly understood his own earlier anxieties. In the past, he had heard from the skull bitsand
pieces of the events that had taken place outside the shadowed kingdom, when Humbart Wessel and his
men had watched Gregus Mazi rush to the ghostly city, armsraised in praise to Heaven and voice cdling
out thanksfor this second opportunity. Every time Humbart had mentioned the spdllcaster, it had dways
been as aman driven to redeem himsdlf, to prove himsdlf worthy.

Not at al the beast that Khan and his daughter had described.
“And what would you suggest?’ the necromancer muttered.

“Find out the truth from the source, of coursal”

Zayl gaped. “GregusMazi ?’

It had never occurred to him to try to raise the specter of the dead mage. In the padt, it had seemed
impossible, for dl trace of the man had been thought to have vanished adong with the legendary kingdom,
but now Zayl sood within that realm himsdif.

One problem remained, though. According to Juris Khan, Mazi had been utterly destroyed, his
corpored form incinerated. Without skin, hair, blood, or a sample of well-wornclothes, even askilled
necromancer such as Zayl could hope to accomplish little.

He said as much to the skull, which brought back a harsh and sarcastic response from Humbart. “Am |
the only one of uswho still hasabrain in hishead? Think, lad! Greguswas born and raised in Ureh. He
lived heredl hislife until the spdll that cast the soul of the city and its people into oblivion, and then he il
came back again. Moreto the point, Zayl, Ureh’s been frozen in time, dmost unchanging. If old Gregus
had aplaceto cal hisown here, the betting’ s good that it ill stands.”



What Humbart said made such sensethat Zayl could not believe that he had not thought it. If a piece of
clothing or an item often used could be found among the dead mage’ s belongings, it might prove enough
to summon the shade of the man. Then from Gregus Mazi himself the necromancer could learn the
truth—and possibly even the key to Ureh’ ssalvation. If Mazi proved to be the evil that Juris Khan
clamed himto be, Zayl could wring the secret of his spellwork from him far faster than Tsin could ever
hope to do by thumbing through volume after volume of dusty tomes.

“Wemus find hishome”
“Can't likely just ask, though, can we?’

Eyeing again the city below, where the cel ebrations continued unabated, Zayl dlowed himsdf the
dightest of smiles. “Perhaps we can, Humbart . . . perhapswe can.”

A few minutes later, the cloaked spellcaster walked among the citizens of Ureh, atower of black among
the colorful locas dancing, cheering, and singing under the light of torches and oil lamps. It seemed odd
to need torches and lamps at what should have been the brightest part of the day, but with the deep
shadow of Nymyr aso their protection from both exile and horrific death, the inhabitants of Ureh
certainly seemed unwilling to complain.

Severa meningsted on shaking his hand or dapping his back, while more than one enticing femae
sought to thank him even more persondly. Zayl suffered the daps and accepted politely the kisseson his
cheek, but athough he could not help being dightly caught up by the mood around him, the necromancer
kept hismind on the task ahead.

“Damn, but | wish | had abody to go with this cracked old skull,” came Humbart’ s voice from the
pouch. “Ah, to drink some good ale, to find some bad women—"

“Quiet!” Whileit seemed unlikdy that anyone would hear the skull inthe midst of dl thisfegtivity, Zayl
wanted to take no chances.

One of Kentril Dumon’s men came swaggering down the street, ayoung woman on each arm. The
bearded mercenary kissed the one clad in agolden outfit more appropriate for a harem, then noticed the
necromancer watching him.

“Enjoyin’ yoursdlf, spellcaster?” He grinned and, momentarily releasing his companions, extended his
armsto include dl of Ureh. “The whole blasted kingdom wants ta celebrate us heroes!”

Zayl recdled the dark-haired fighter’ s name. Putting adight smile on his own face, he commented, “A
change from the usua mercenary’ sreward, yes, Brek?’

“Y ou can say that!” Brek placed his arm around the second young woman, asultry beauty with ample
curves whose gossamer dress hid little. The fighter let hisfingers dangle a scant inch or two over the
uppermost of those curved areas as he paused to kiss her on the throat.

Theonein gold began giving Zayl admiring glances. Under shaded eyes, she said, “Areyou one of the
heroes, to0?”’

“Careful therel” the mercenary jested. “He' s anecromancer, ladies! Y ou know, raise the dead and



communewith spiritd”

If Brek thought that thiswould scare the two, he wassorely mistaken. In fact, both eyed Zayl with much
moreinterest, so much, in fact, that he felt like abound mouse set before two hungry cats.

“You raisethe dead?’ thefirst breathed. “ And spirits, too?’
“Can you show us?’ asked the second.
“Herenow, ladiest Don't go givin' him any notions about that!”

Zayl shook hishead. “It is not something lightly done, anyway, my ladies. Besides, | would not wish to
dampen these fedtivities. After dl, the curse of Gregus Mazi hasfindly been countered.”

Theoneingold lost al trace of humor. “ A terrible, terrible man!”

“Y es, atraitorous person. Ureh would be well rid of al memory of him. Any images, any writings, they
should al be destroyed. Even his sanctum should be razed to the ground, the better to forget hisevil . . .
that is, unlessto do so would endanger the homes of others.”

“There d belittle enough to burn,” replied the curvaceous woman, “built into the mountain asit is.”

“The mountain? He lived in acave? How monstrous!”

“It was part of an old monastery, built before the city,” she offered. “ But monstrous of him, yes,” the
woman quickly added. “Monstrous, indeed.”

Brek had heard enough such talk. “Now, girls, why don’'t we let the spellcaster be on hisway?1’m sure
he' sgot himself arendezvous of hisown, don’t you, Sir?’

Zay! recognized the suggestion to leave. With the smile il in place, he said, “ Y es, asamatter of fact,
there is someone dying to meet me.”

The women laughed lightly at this, but the fighter gave Zayl’ sjest a sour expression in reply. Bowing
dightly, the necromancer bid them goodbye, then walked off asif rgoining the celebration.

“Now | know where they got the expressiongallows humor,” Humbart muttered from his pouch.

“I merely wanted them to think | had no purpose but amusement tonight.”

“With jests like that? Now, me, | would' ve said—"

“Quiet.” Zayl gave the pouch adight rap as added emphass.

He now knew where to find the former abode of the mysterious Gregus Mazi, and, once there, he would
surely be able to locate some item with which to summon the man’s shade. Then, at last, Zayl would find

out the truth, find out whose version of factsfit.

Find out why areborn Ureh would trouble him so.



Brek ssumbled into the home of one of histwo companionswith lust fully on his besotted mind. Even the
necromancer’ s thankfully brief interruption of his pleasuring had not lessened his desires. Not only did
both young women seem willing, but they werefar, far more attractive than those with whom he usudly
found himsdf. It would be good, for achange, not to find the next morning that he had bedded some
one-eyed she-demon with skin more leathery than his boots. Brek felt certain he had it in him to more
than satisfy both beauties, and evenif it turned out he didn’t, at least if they satisfied him, it would al be
worthiit.

Only adim light far, far back in the building cast any illumination. The mercenary wended hisway toward
it, only belatedly redizing that he no longer had an arm around either of hisintended treats. At some point
near the doorway, both had gone missing.

“Herenow, ladied” he called. “Where ve you run off to?’

“Over here. . .” cdled the voice of the one Brek recalled as wearing the striking golden outfit.

If shewanted to befirgt, then he would not disappoint her. Brek followed the call, reaching out with his
hands as he gradualy made hisway toward the faint light.

“Almost there. . .” murmured the second, the woman whaose shape the fighter had found so appedling.

“So you both want apiece of me at once?’ He laughed. “ That’ s fine with me!”

“We'reglad you think so,” said thefirst, moving into the light.

Brek screamed.

Under scraps of hair, ahusk of aface stared empty-eyed at the mercenary. A mouth shaped into acircle
and filled at the edges with sharp, needldike teeth gaped. Any flesh on what had once been afemaeface
had dried away, leaving skin so taut it barely could hold in the skull.

Bony claws stretched forth, seeking him. Vaguely he noted the tattered remains of the golden dress, then
the horror of what he faced finally stirred Brek to action. He reached down for his sword, only to find the
scabbard empty.

Where had the weapon gone? He dowly recdled how, at an inn, he had showed the women and some
other onlookers how he had helped battle the hellish cat. After that, there had been around of drinksin
honor of his heroism, and then—

He had never retrieved the sword from next to hischair.

Brek fearfully backed away, only to collided with someone. He looked over his shoulder and saw, to his
horror, another cadaverous yet hungry face, amummified shell who could only be the other of his
feminine companions.

“We'dal likeapiece of you,” it said.

And as she spoke, Brek became aware that other figures moved in thedim light, figureswith smilar
outlines, figuresdl around him, reaching, hungering.. . .

He managed oneladt, short cry before they enveloped him.



EIGHT
b

Captain Dumon had dways imagined Heaven as a place of light, a place where darkness could never
invade. He would have never thought that Heaven could be arealm where shadow preserved and even
the light of dawn could mean dezath.

Of course, Heaven to him was any place where he could be with Atanna.

He had |eft her some hours before, but still she had his heart and mind. Kentril had only dept lightly
snce, yet hefdt refreshed, more divethan ever in hisentirelife,

He peered out of the window of the room given to him, to see the city il alive with torches. Although a
part of him yearned for some bit of daylight smply in order to mark the passage of time, the captain
knew that could not be. Until the people of Ureh could safely stand in the sun, the shadow had to remain
fixed over the kingdom.

Atannafdt certain that her father could remedy the Situation now that they had some stability on the
mortal plane. However, to accomplish anything, he first had to be free, and only through Quov Tsin could
that be possible.

Never before had Kentril looked to the Vizjerel for any true magical assistance. He had desired some,
yes, during the battle with the demon cat, but had not actualy expected much. Now he prayed that Tsin
would prove himself the master he claimed to be.

“Kentril.”

Gorgt stood at the doorway to his chambers, the massive fighter at attention. Kentril blinked, recalling
that eechmorning he generaly received astatus report from his second. Of course, with their work for
Tsin seemingly at an end, the captain had put al such tasks from his mind. Only Khan's daughter
concerned him now.

“Yes, Gord.”

“Three missng, Kentril.”

“Missng?’

“Seaven came back.” He grinned. “Drunk. Threedidn’t.”

Captain Dumon shrugged. “Not too surprising, al things considered. Actualy, I’ m amazed that so many
returned.”

“Want meto watch for them?”

“Not unlessthey go missing for acouple days. We' re dl being treated like kings here, Gorst. They're
just reveinginit, that'sdl.”



The black-maned fighter started to turn away, then commented, “ She' s prettier than on the brooch,
Kentril.”

“I know. Gorgt . . . any word from Tsin on hisefforts?’ If any of them had kept some track of the
Vizjere’swork, it would have been the huge mercenary.

“The magic man thinks he' s got something.”
That pleased Kentril. “Good. Where can | find him?”

“With the books.” When it became clear that his captain did not understand, Gorst grunted. “1’ll show
you.”

Kentril followed him through amaze of halls until they came to what surely had to be one of the largest
collections of writings the mercenary had ever either heard of or seen. While he could read and write
after afashion—not something most of his men could do—Kentril could not imagine himsalf putting
together so many words. Moreover, the words in these tomes and scrolls had not only meaning but
power . These words had magic.

The shelves rose high, each filled with leather-bound volumes or tightly sealed parchments. No direct
system of order could be seen, but as amilitary man, Captain Dumon assumed that there had to be one.
Wall-worn ladders stood before every other set of shelves, and tables with stoolshad been set aside for
those making use of Ureh’ sliterary treasures.

Asamercenary, Kentril could also gppreciate the vaue of the many writings stored in thisvast chamber.

Sorcererslike Quov Tsn often paid hefty prices for such books, and he had himsdlf retrieved one or two
for good pay. Still, at the moment, al Kentril saw in the library was the means by which Atanna could be
free

No, he saw something el se besides. Seated in the midst of the lamplit chamber, Quov Tsin huddled over
books and sheets, scribbling noteswith aquill and keeping hisindex finger on one of the pages of one
particularly massvetome.

TheVizjere did not look up as Kentril neared. Under his breath, Tsn muttered incomprehensible things,
and the sorcerer had alook upon hiswrinkled features that caused the hardened fighter to pause. He had
seen the diminutive Vizjerel obsessed before, but now Tsin resembled aman gone completely mad. His
eyes never blinked as he worked, and his gaze went only from the book to the sheet upon which he
wrote and back again. A grin that the captain had only seen on corpses stretched far across the dight
figure sface, giving Tan avery unsettling expression.

Kentril cleared histhroat.

The stooped figure did not ook up, instead scrawling new notes over the aready heavily covered
parchment.

“Tan”
With what dmost seemed amonumenta struggle, the avian face turned hisway.“ What isit, Dumon?”

The venom with which the Vizjerel spoke each syllable left both Kentril and Gorst taken aback. The
captain redlized that his hand had dipped to the hilt of his sword, and he quickly removed it before Tan



could take any further umbrage.

“I cameto see how you were progressing with Lord Khan and the city’ s—”

“1 could be progressing much faster without constant and inaneinterruptions by the likes of you,
cretin!” Quov Tsin dammed hisfist on thetable, sending ink spreading across the bottom of the
parchment and over his hand. He seemed not to notice what he had done, more concerned with spitting
barbed words at those before him.* You come clawing and squeaking and questioning, all of you,
when here | sit on the verge of discovery! Can your feeble minds not comprehend the magnitude
of what | struggle toward?”

Releasing the quill, the ink-stained hand reached for the sorcerer’ s staff. Mdicefilled TSn' s eyes.

Kentril backed up more, nearly colliding with Gorst. * Easy there, TSin! Areyou insane?’

Knuckleswhite, the Vizjerel clutched the staff. His sllver-gray eyes darted from the two men to the
rune-covered rod and back again. For afew dangerous seconds, a struggle between choices clearly
unfolded . . . and then at last Quov Tsin put the staff to the side and with much effort turned back to his
task.

Without looking at the pair, he whispered, “Y ou had better leave.”

“Tsin, | think you need somerest . . . and when' sthe last time you ate any—"

Both of the spellcaster’ s bony hands tightened. Eyes till downcast, he said again,” You had better
leave.”

Gorst took Kentril by the shoulder, and the two backed out of the library. They said nothing until severa
steps down the corridor, where they hoped Tsin could not hear them.

“Was helikethat the last time you saw him?’” Captain Dumon interrogated his second.

“No. .. not so bad, anyway, Kentril.”

“I knew the old mage wasill tempered, but Tsn nearly tried to kill us, you know that, don’t you?’
The giant gave him abrooding look. “I know.”

“| should go have atalk with Juris Khan. It won’t do anyone any good if old Tsin goesviolently mad. He
might hurt someone.”

“Maybe he just needsto take anap.”

Kentril grimaced. “Wdll, if anyone can make him do it, it' d have to be Khan. Y ou saw how much he
listened to me.”

“Y ou want meto keep an eye on him?’ Gorst asked.

“Only if you keep your distance. Don't do it immediately, though. Let him get lost in hiswork again for
an hour or two first. That might be better.”



From somewhere within the paace, aflute began to play. Suddenly, Kentril logt dl interest inthe
damnableVizjera’ santics. He knew of only one person in Khan's sanctum who played aflute.

“Maybeif | talk to Atannafirgt, she can better explainit to her father,” the captain could not help saying.
“That' d probably be the best course of action for me.”

The grin returned to Gordt’ s broad face. “ Probably be.”
Kentril felt hisface flush. He turned to go, but could not help adding at the last, “ Just be careful, Gorst.”
Thegrinremained. “Y ou, too.”

The flute playing continued, the same haunting melody that he had heard that first fateful time. Captain
Dumon followed the music through numerous, winding hallsthat madeit fed to him asif hewere
repeating hisjourney to thelibrary. At last, Kentril came not to a bacony or one of the many vast
chambers but rather to an open gate leading to, of al things, avast inner courtyard open to the sky, a
courtyard doubling as an extensive garden.

Garden perhaps understated severdly the sight. A miniature fores—more ajungle—spread out before
the veteran soldier. Exotic trees and plants that seemed like none Kentril had ever encountered, not even
onthetrek to thisdistant part of Kehjistan, grew tal and strong. Dark greens, vivid crimsons, bright
yellows, and fiery oranges decorated the tableau in arresting fashion. There were hanging vine plants and
monstrous flowers, some of the latter larger than his head. One could literaly becomelost within agarden
such asthis, of that Kentril had no doubt.

And near the path leading into it, Atanna, seated on a stone bench, played her flute. A billowing, silky
dresswith along, thin skirt somehow emphasized rather than hid her dim but curved form. Her long red
tresses hung down over the left sSide of her face, reaching al the way to amogt attractive décolletage. She
did not notice him at first, but when he started toward her, captivated by the sight of her playing, Atanna
suddenly looked up.

Her eyesheld such an intensity that they left Kentril at alossfor how to proceed. Atanna, however, took
control of the Situation by putting down her flute and coming to him.

“Kentril! I hope you dept well.”
“Very much. Y ou play beautifully, Atanna”
She gave him amost demure look. “I think not, but my father shares your opinion.”

Not certain what to say yet, the captain glanced past her at the garden. “ One never knows what to
expect next here”

“Doyou likeit? Thisismy favorite place. I’ ve spent much of my life here, and much of our exile, too.”
“It's. .. unique”
Atannapulled him toward it. “'Y ou must have acloser [ook!”

Despite the fanciful colors of the flowers and some of the plants, the garden had arather foreboding look
that Kentril did not truly notice until his hostess had led him up to the path running through it. Suddenly



the beauty and wonder of it gave way to an uneasiness. Now it reminded him more of the jungle through
which he and his men had fought, the same jungle that had claimed four of his party.

“What' s the matter?” Juris Khan's daughter asked.

“Nothing.” He steeled himsdlf for the walk through. Thiswas not the same stark jungle. Thiswas Smply
afanciful garden built for the lord of the relm. What danger could possibly exist within such a confined
Space?

“I loveit here,” she murmured. “It takes me away fromthe world in which I’ m trapped, lets meimagine
I’'m far away, in another land, about to meet a handsome stranger.”

Kentril started to say something but decided he could not trust histongue not to tieitsalf up. He could
scarcely believe himsdlf. Never in hislife had any woman left him feding so befuddled.

Broad-leafed plants brushed their shoulders, and occasional vines, seeming to drop from nowhere,
dangled near their heads. The path at their feet had been made to seem quiite natural, a covering of soft
dirt and sand over what fdlt like solid stone.

With each step, though, it grew darker and darker, until at last he could see neither the entrance through
which they had come nor the exit far ahead. Now hetruly felt asif he had stepped back into the jungle.

His companion noticed his sudden anxiety. “Y ou' re shivering!”
“It' snothing, my lady.”
“Y ou're supposed to call me Atanna,” she responded in mock anger. “ Or did this mean so little to you?’

She leaned forward and kissed him. His anxieties concerning his surroundings vanished in an ingtant.
Kentril wrapped his arms around her and returned her passion.

Then hefet something on his neck, adow but steady movement like that of aworm or acaterpillar. Y et
whatever crawled upon his skin did so with appendages as sharp as needles.

Unable to withstand it, Captain Dumon pushed Atannaback and quickly reached for the creature.
However, as his hand neared, the thing suddenly pulled away, asif perhapsfaling off.

“What isit?’ Atanna cautioudy asked.
“Something landed on me! It felt asif it walked across my neck with tiny swords at the end of each leg!”

Even in the darkness, he could make out her face well enough. Atanna frowned in consideration, but
seemed to have no knowledge to offer. “ Shdl we leave?’

The pain had faded, and Kentril had no desire to look cowardly and foolish before her, especidly over
someinsect. “No, let’ sgo on aswe have.”

They moved on afew paces, stopping again to kiss. Atannathen buried her head in his chest, saying,
“Father till hopesto complete the journey to Heaven.”

He stiffened. “Isthat il possible?’



“So he believes. | pray he' swrong.”

“But why?’

She put her hand on his cheek. “Because | find the mortal world moreto my liking.”

“Canyou tak himout of it?” The gentle caress of her hand againgt his skin helped Kentril relax again.
“Itwould helpif | knew that we stood an easier and safer chance of making our tentative hold on the
mortd plane apermanent one. If | could convince him that for the sake of al, we would be better off

once more amnong men, then | fed that he' d acquiesce. After dl, the threat we fled no longer exists.”

She wanted to stay, and he wanted her to stay. Y et Juris Khan wished at last to achieve the holy goal
offered to him during those dark years of terror. Not surprising, but certainly not wanted by either here.

“Maybe Tsin would know—" Kentril started before recalling the possession the Vizjerel seemed under.
He did not want to try to speak with TSin, at least not until the sorcerer had been persuaded to rest and

egt properly.

“Maybe he could convince Father?” Her tone spoke openly of hope. “The old one seemsvery silled, if
lacking in common courtesy. Do you think he could do it?’

“I don’'t—" The captain paused. An ideabegan to formulate, one that would possibly play onold Tsin's
persondity.

Atanna appeared to sense his shifting mood. “Y ou’ ve thought of something, haven't you?

“A possibleidea. If TSN remains constant, it could work to our—your benefit. | need to think about it a
little longer, and it would be good if | didn’t talk to him just now.”

“I have no intention of parting with you just yet, anyway,” the young woman responded. “Not at the
moment.” Atanna stepped up and kissed him again.

Feeling much better about matters, Captain Dumon responded in kind. If the Vizjerei could be
persuaded to see hisway, then Tsin, in turn, would likely persuade Khan. All Kentril had to do was play
on the spellcaster’ s greed—

Helet out agasp of pain. Something dug at hisback asif trying to reach al theway into hisheart. He
twisted around, felt what seemed one of the vines, and swiftly grabbed it.

What felt like athousand pins sank into hisfingersand pam.
“Kentril!”
Despite his agony, the mercenary kept his hold, then tugged with al hismight.

A peculiar and not at al human squedl coursed through the garden. The entire vine tumbled to the path, a
dark, snewy form more than three times the length of aman.

Throwing the end down, Kentril clutched the hand that had held the plant with his other. It felt asif he



had stuck the throbbing appendage into an open fire.
“Atannal Wh-what was—"
“I’'venoideal Your hand! Give me your hand!”

Her soft fingerslightly touched his own. The pain receded. Atannawhispered something, then leaned
down and let her lipslightly touch hispalm.

Fearful of her suffering from whatever plant poison had gotten him, the captain tried to pull away. With
surprising strength, however, Juris Khan' s daughter held on.

“Please, Kentril! Rest easy. | know what I'm about.”

It seemed that she did, for the more she worked at hisinjury, thelessand lessit hurt him. Beforelong,
he could even flex the fingers without feding so much asatwinge.

“What did you do?’ hefindly asked.
“I am my father’ s daughter,” was her reply. “I am the daughter of the Most Revered Juris Khan.”

Meaning that she shared some of hiswondrous skills. Caught up in her glory, he had forgotten that she
had such taents.

Now that Atanna had dedlt with hisinjury, he recalled what had attacked him in thefirgt place. Squinting,
Kentril searched the dark path for the end of the vine.

His companion found it firdt. “Were you looking for this?’

“Becareful!”

But she looked unaffected by the vile plant. “ This could not be what stung you. Thisisonly aHakkara
vine. In some parts of the world, they eat the fleshy bottom part. It has much juice and is claimed to be
hedthy.”

“That spiny thing?’ Hetook it from her, only to find it smooth and soft save for afew tiny bumps.
Frustrated, Kentril ran his hands aong the length of the vine, finding nothing out of the ordinary.

“Y ou must’ ve been bitten by an insect of some sort. Probably the same one that bothered you before,”
Atanna suggested. “ Sometimes some of the jungle insects used to make their way to the city, despite how
the mountain causesthe air here to be cooler than they like.”

“Aninsect? In Ureh?”’

“And why not?'Y ou and your friends are here. Why not an insect that happened to be near? The jungle
isn't that far from the edge of our kingdom.”

Her words made sense, but did not completely mollify him. He looked around the darkened garden,
findly saying, “Let’smoveon.”

Only when thefirst glimmer of light at the other end materialized did Kentril fed any camer. Asthey



exited, helooked back with barely conceded distaste. Atannaand othersin Ureh might find such agrove
peaceful and beautiful, but to the soldier, it now seemed morein tune with the nightmarish curse Gregus
Mazi had wrought. Had thetimeess exile in limbo somehow changed the plantsin waysthat Khan's
daughter did not notice?

“Now that we' ve got better light,” Atanna suddenly said, “let me see your hand again.”

Heturned it over for both of them to study—and saw little more than afew healing welts. Kentril could
scarcely believeit, having felt asif hisentire hand should be abloody, perforated mess.

Running her finger over the remaining marks, the young woman commented, “In ashort time, these, too,
will vanish.”

“It'samazing. Thank you.” He had witnessed magic before, but never had any been performed on him.
Kentril felt certain that if Atannahad not used her skills, he would have been much worse at this moment.

“It'sonly asmall thing . . . and | fed bad that you suffered because of me. If | hadn’t invited you to walk
withme—’

“ Such things happen. Don't blame yoursdlf.”

Shelooked up a him with imploring eyes. “Will you gtill talk to Master Tsin about trying to get Father to
change hismind?’

“Of course | will!"” How could Atannathink otherwise? The captain did this as much for himself asfor
her. “Old Tan's consigtent. | explain the matter to hisliking, he'll be certain to do what he can to make
Lord Khan seeit right, too.”

“I hope s0.” She kissed him again. “ And thinking of my father, I must go to him now. Since he cannot
move from the chair, | play for him to help ease his burdens. Perhaps | can even make amild suggestion
dready. He' sdways more agreeable after my music.”

With onefind kiss, Atannaleft him, her dim form disappearing into the garden. Kentril watched her
vanish, but although the garden would have likewise been the appropriate route for him, the mercenary
did not enter. Instead, he walked around the perimeter, keeping a cautiousdistance. By the time Kentril
reached where Khan' s daughter had been playing, both she and the flute had long | ft.

Alone, Captain Dumon took one last, measured look at the unsettling grove. At first glance, it ssemed no
more unusua than any patch of jungle or forest, and as a place specificaly sculpted by some master
gardener, it should have presented an even less intimidating image than either of the former. Y et, the more
he studied it, the more Kentril felt that if he had entered aone, it would have been much more difficult to
comeoLt.

From behind him, someone cleared histhroat. “ Captain?’
“Albord.” He hoped that the other mercenary had not noticed him jump ever so dightly. “What isit?’

“Sorry to bother you, but a couple of uswere wonderin® when we might get our reward from his
lordship so we can get goin” home.”

“You'redready tired of al the acclamation, Albord?’



The plain-faced, white-haired fighter looked a bit uncomfortable. Kentril forgot that despite his
experience and skills, Albord was much younger than most of those in the company. That he had often
been left in charge when Gorst could not be spared had said much for his abilities. “It’ s not that—I had
as good atime as any, captain—but afew of uswant to head back to Westmarch.” He shrugged. “ Just
fed more comfortable at home than here, air.”

Thelast thing that Kentril wanted wasto leave, but he could understand how the others might fedl. Gorst
would probably stay; he had no family, no kin. The rest, though, had ties to the Western Kingdoms, even
loved ones. That these men served as mercenaries had as much to do with feeding mouths as with
becoming rich.

All thought of the garden fading, the captain patted Albord on the shoulder. “1’ [l see what can be done
about the lot of you going home. If | do, can | trust you to bring something back to the families of those
lost?If | read ourhogt right, one smal sack should have enough to split among the survivors and leave
themwel off.”

“Aye, captain! You know I'll be honest.”

Kentril had no doubt about that. He also knew which other men from the survivors would be cut from
amilar cloth. No onejoined Captain Dumon’'s company who did not first undergo thorough scrutiny. I
Kentril sent Albord home with coin for those left behind by Benjin, Hargo, and the others, it would reach
them.

Grateful, the younger fighter saluted. He started to step away, then hesitated.  Captain, two men il
haven't come back from the city.”

“I know. Gorgt told me three, actudly.”

“Simon dragged himsdlf in just alittle while ago, but he said Jace was headin’ back hours before, and no
one sseen asign of Brek.”

Having known far too many men like the pair missing, Kentril shrugged off Albord'sconcern. “They’ll
pop up, you' |l see. They won't want to misstheir share, remember.”

“Should | send someone out to |ook?”’

“Not now.” The captain became alittle impatient. He needed to take some time to think about how best
to phrase things so that Tsin would readily see his point of view. Kentril had no more time to waste on
drunken mercenaries gone astray. “1 told Gorst dready that if they don’t show up in acouple days,
maybe then.” Hoping he had not sounded too uncaring, Captain Dumon patted Albord’ s shoulder again.
“Try torelax. Enjoy this! Believe me, Albord, it happensdl too little for those like us. Thejunglewe
crossed or that winter near the Gulf of Westmarch, that’ s our usual payoff.”

Albord gave him aplowboy’ s smile, reminding Kentril of the background of almost every low-paid
mercenary ever born. “I suppose | can take the food and women alittle longer.”

“That’ sthe spirit!” the older fighter proclaimed as hebegan guiding the other back down the hdl. In his
mind, Kentril pictured Atanna, his own reason for staying . . . perhapsforever. At least until he had
talked the Vizjerel into persuading Juris Khan no longer to seek the righteous path to Heaven, the captain
did not want to broach the subject of payment. It was not asif Albord and the others were not being



rewarded in other ways.
Besdes, Kentril thought, whatharmcould afew more days waiting do?

NINE
A

The perpetua shadow over Ureh worked in Zayl’ sfavor as he climbed toward Gregus Mazi’ s mountain
sanctum. Even though the former monastery faced away from much of the city below, enough of aline of
sght existed that would have madeit quite smplein daylight for anyone to spot the cloaked form
wending hisway up the haf-broken path carved into the rock face.

Zay| could appreciate the location the sorcerer had chosen and wondered why he had never noticed the
ruinsof it earlier. The spell that had taken a spirit form of Ureh and cast it Heavenward had interesting
touchesto it that he hoped later to investigate.

Below him, the celebrating continued unabated. Zayl frowned. Did the people require no deep? True,
the realm of limbo did not fal under the same laws asthe morta plane, but surely by now exhaustion
should have taken many of theinhabitants.

Huge, ominous forms stood guard as he at last reached what passed for agateway to the monastery.
Oncethey had been archangelswith majestic, blazing swords and massive, outstretched wings, but, like
their counterparts on the doors of Khan's paace, these had been heavily damaged. One angel missed an
entirewing and theright Side of itsface; the other had no head at al and only stubs where once the
magnificent, plumed appendages had risen.

Zayl crawled over rubble, finding it interesting that Gregus Mazi’ s abode remained so ruined when dl
eseinUreh had been restored to new. The necromancer could only assume that the people of the cursed
city had taken out their anger at some point on the abode of their absent tormentor. Zayl only hoped that
thisdid not mean that Mazi’ s sanctum had been ransacked.

He wished again that he knew more about the ways of the realm in which Ureh had been trapped. Khan
hinted that a semblance of the passage of time did exist, for had he not talked of researching amethod of
escape during those centuries of imprisonment? Y et it seemed that no one had needed to edt, for
certainly the food could not have lasted so very long.

What remained of the monastery itsalf did not initidly impress Zayl. Thrust out of the very sde of the
mountain, the unassuming outline indicated only atwo-story, block-design structure that could not have
held more than two roomsto alevd. A single small bacony overlooked dl below, and only alow wall
pretended to give any protection whatsoever to the place.

Despite some disappointment in what he had found so far, the necromancer continued on. At the base of
the building, he found a plain wooden door the likes of which might have decorated a smple country inn.
Hiseyesight far better suited to the dark than most humans, Zayl made out damage on every side of the
doorway. Someone had used axes and clubsto batter every inch of the sone frame, dmost asif in
absolute frustration. Oddly, though, the door itself looked absolutely untouched.

It took only the placing of his hand on the wood to discover why. A complex series of protective spells
crisscrossed dl over, making the door itself virtually impenetrable not only to physical attack, but even to



many forms of magical assault. The stone frame, which had suffered some superficia cracks, dso had
spdllscast over it, but those fdt older, asif not laid upon the structure by itslast and most infamous
tenant. Zayl’ s estimate of the monastery as a place for asorcerer to live rose. The monkswho had built it
had evidently strengthened it through some very powerful prayersif even after dl thistime most of the
wards held.

Looking up, the necromancer found no visible windows. In one place, it appeared asif once there had
been awindow, but in the past it had been covered over quite thoroughly with stone. Zayl assumed that if
he climbed up and investigated it, he would find the former opening as well-shielded as the entrance.

That left only the door asaway insde. The pale spdllcaster touched it again, sensing the myriad bindings
Gregus Mazi had st into place to ensure the safety of his sanctum. The ancient sorcerer had clearly been
very adept at hisart.

Zayl pulled Humbart’ s skull free. “Tell mewhat you see”

“Beddes the door, you mean?’

“Y ou know what | want from you.”

Hethrust the skull closer to the entrance, letting it survey everything. After afew moments, Humbart
sad, “There slinesdl over, boy. Some good strong magic here and not al by one person. Most of it is,
but there' sunderlying lines that have to be from two, even three. Even some prayer work, too.”

Oneinteresting festure concerning the skull that the necromancer had discovered after animating it had
been that the spirit of Humbart Wessdl could now see the workings of magic inways no living spellcaster
could. Zayl had no references upon which to draw for areason for this ability and could only assume that
the many centuries of having lain near the ruins of Ureh had somehow changed the skull. Over the past
few years, the talent had come in quite handy, saving Zayl hours, even days, of painstaking work.

With his other hand, the black-clad figure removed the ivory dagger. Hilt held up, he asked Humbart,
“Where do most intersect?’

“Down to the left, boy. Waist level—no!—not there. More to the right—stop!”

Pointing the hilt at the spot the skull had indicated, Zayl muttered under his bregth.

The dagger began to glow.

Suddenly, amulticolored pattern reminiscent of ahexagon within aflower burst into existence & the
point specified. Still whispering, Zayl thrust the hilt into the exact center, at the same time turning the end
of the dagger in acircular motion.

The magicd pattern flashed bright, then instantly faded away.

“You've cleared much of it, lad. There still alittlelock picking to do, though.”

With Humbart’ s fleshless head to guide him, Zayl gradudly removed the last impediments. Had he been
forced to rely on his own skills aone, he doubted that he would have had such quick success. The wards

had been skillfully woven together. However, one advantage the necromancer had discovered had been
that the most cunning had been set to guard againstdemons, not men. Questioning the skull revedled that



the mgjority of those had been created more recently, which likely pointed to Gregus Mazi astheir
caster.

“Y ou can wak right in now,” Humbart finaly announced.

The skull in the crook of one arm and the dagger now held ready for more mundane use, Zay| stepped
insde.

A darkened hall greeted him. The necromancer muttered aword, and the blade of the dagger began to
glow.

Zay! had thought Mazi’ s sanctum rather small, but now he saw that he had been sorely mistaken. The
empty hall led deep into the mountainside, so deep that he could not even seethe end. To his|eft, a set of
winding steps obvioudy led to the more visible portion of the structure, but Zayl only had interest in
where the corridor ahead ended. True, he might have been able to find what he needed in the outer
rooms, but the spellcaster’ s curiogity had been piqued. What secrets had Gregus Mazi |eft behind?

With the dagger lighting the way, Zayl headed down the hall. The walls had been patiently carved from
bedrock, then polished fine. However, the same monks who had no doubt performed the back-bresking
work had not then bothered much with adornment. Now and then, the fluttering figure of an armed
archangd pointed farther ahead, but other than that, neither the monks nor Mazi had bothered to
decorate further.

Zayl paused a the third such image so lovingly carved into the walls, suddenly noticing something about
it.

Humbart, till in hisarm, grew impatient. “I'm staring a ablank wall inches from where my nose used to
be, Zayl, lad. Isthere anything more interesting above?’

The cloaked figure raised the skull so that his dead companion could see. “It is untouched.”
“And that would mean?’

“Think about it, Humbart. The doors of the palace. The archangels at the gateway leading here. All
purposaly damaged, asif by those who hated such holy images.”

“Aye, and 07’

Moving to the next angdl, Zayl saw that it, too, remained in pristine condition. “Why would so corrupted
amage as Gregus Mazi has been claimed to be leave these untouched?’

“Maybe he didn’t want to make amessin his own good home?’

“This means something, Humbart.” But what it meant exactly, the necromancer did not know. He
pushed on, glancing at some of the other heavenly guides, yet none had more than adight weathered
look toit. No, Mazi had not wresked any harm on those images within his own abode, and that made no
senseto Zayl.

They came at last across the first rooms actudly carved into the mountain, roomsthe last tenant had
clearly not bothered much to use. Little remained of any furnishings. A few very old beds sat lonely inthe
far corners of some, the wood dowly rotting away. Some had aready collapsed.



“Old Gregus never struck me as a sociable sort,” Humbart commented quietly. “Lookslike that was
truth. Can't think he had too many visitors here.”

After severd more such rooms, Zayl at last came across a set of stone steps leading down. Unableto
see the bottom, the necromancer proceeded with even more caution, the dagger ahead of him and a spell

upon hislips.

Fortunately, no trap or demon struck. At the end of the stairway, he found a short corridor ending in
three closed doors, onein front and the others flanking him. A quick study reveded dl to beidentica,
and when Zayl had the skull look them over, Humbart informed him that none of them had any sort of
ward in place.

“I'm reminded of astory about an adventurer,” the skull went on while the necromancer considered his
choice. “He came across three such doors. Now, he had been told that two doors led to treasure and
escape, while the third held certain, horrible desth. Well, the lad gave it some thought, listened at the
doors, and findly made his choice.”

Zayl, just on the point of picking the oneto hisleft, noticed Humbart' s sudden silence. “ And so what
happened?’

“Why, he opened one and got himself eaten aive by apack of ghouls, of course! Asit turns out, none of
the doorsled to gold or safety, and dl of them, in fact, had monstrous, gridy ends waiting for those
who—"

“Shut up, Humbart.”

Even though the skull had not seen any wards, Zayl did not assume the entranceways were free of risk.
Placing his unliving companion back in the pouch, he readied himsdlf for any trap his opening the first
door might spring.

A vast chamber full of dust and nothing more greeted him.

“Areyou eaten yet?’ came Humbart’s muffled voice.

The necromancer grimaced. Gregus Mazi might have taken over what had been left of the old
monastery, but he had not made use of much of it. Perhaps, Zayl thought, hewould have been better off
searching through the outer roomsfirst after dl.

Looking at the remaining two doors, he chosethefirst of the pair. Surely the door faced first by any who
came down the steps had to be the one.

Steding himsdlf again, Zayl pushed it open.

Row upon row of haf-rotted tables spread out before him, and alooming archange with one hand held
forward in blessing seemed to reach out from the wall on thefar sde. Zayl swore under his bresth,
redlizing that he had found where the monks had met for their meals. From the looks of everything, it was
yet another chamber not bothered much with by the late Mazi.

With little fanfare, he turned about and headed directly for the one entrance left. Thrusting the glowing
dagger before him, Zayl barged in.



An array of glassware and arcane objects greeted him from every direction, even the celling.

Zayl paused to drink it dl in. Here now, the world of Gregus Mazi began. Here, displayed before the
necromancer, was the workplace of aman of intense interest in every aspect of hiscalling. With one
sweep of theilluminated blade, Zayl saw jarsfilled with herbs of every kind, pickled and preserved
creatures the likes of which even the necromancer could not identify, and chemicas by the scoresin both
powder and liquid form. There were racks of books and scrolls, open parchments with notes, and
drawings atop some of the tables, and even artifacts hung by chains from certain parts of the ceiling.

Everything had a polished appearance to it, making it seem asif it had been only yesterday that the
sorcerer had been at work here. In point of fact, Zayl redized that for this sanctum, ithadonly been afew
days a most. The peculiarities of limbo had once again preserved history.

“Must be very interesting out there. . . | suppose,” Humbart called.

Pulling the skull free, the necromancer placed it on themain table next to where Mazi had been making
notes. Holding the dagger near, Zay! looked over the writing.

“What isit?

“Spell patterns. Theoretical outcomes. This Gregus Mazi was a practica thinker.” The necromancer
frowned. “Not what | would have expected of him.”

“Evil can bevery clever, if that’ swhat you mean, lad.”

Zayl sudied the parchment in more detail. “ Y es, but al of these notes concern only how to make the
ascension to Heaven possible. It iswritten asif by someone who truly believesin the quest.”

Giving the parchment one more glance, the necromancer turned to study the rest of the chamber again.
Ashe held the dagger ahead of him, Zayl saw that the room stretched farther back than he had initially
imagined. In thedim light, he could make out more shelves, morejars. . .

“Here now! Y ou' re not going to leave me done, are you?’

“Youwill befine, Humbart.”

“Saysthe onewith thelegs”

Disregarding the skull’ s protests, Zayl moved farther into Gregus Mazi’ s sanctum. From container after
container, creatureslong dead stared back at him with bulbous, unseeing eyes. A black and crimson
spider larger than his head floated in athick, gooey mixture. There were young sand maggots and even a
fetish, one of the Sinigter, cannibdistic denizens of the jungle. Dall-like in appearance, but with atotem
mask face, they hid among the trees and thick foliage, seeking to take down the unwary by numbers.
Necromancers destroyed them wherever they found the foul creatures, for nothing but evil came from
them.

“Zayl, lad? Y ou il divethere?’

“I"'m 4ill here, Humbart.”



“Aye, and soam |, but it' s not likel’ veso much choicein that respect!”
One specimen in particular caught the necromancer’ s attention. At first, he thought it a square sample of
skin, perhaps even from one of the tentacle beastsin the junglerivers. Y et, as he peered closdly at the

gray, hand-sized patch, he saw that on each corner were threetiny but very sharp claws and in the center
what might have been amouth of sorts. Slight bits of fur aso seemed evident near the edges of the form.

Curious about this oddity, Zayl took thejar down, placing it on the nearest table.

“What’ sthat you ve got there, boy? | heard glassclink.”

“Nothing to concern yourself with.” The necromancer removed thelid, then, after locating apair of tongs
no doubt used just for such a purpose, fished for the specimen. He pulled the bizarre creature free of the
soupy liquid, letting residue drip back into the container as he used the dagger to study it up close.

“I don't liketo complain, boy, but are you going to investigate every damned jar—"

Zay| glanced over his shoulder at the barely seen skull. “1 will not belong—"

A hiss suddenly arose from the container.

The tongs were pulled from his hand as something massive tried to wrap itsdf over the top half of his
body.

“Zayll Zayl, lad”

The necromancer could not answer. A dripping, pulsating form with hide like an dligator covered his
face, shoulders, and most of onearm. Zay! cried out aswhat felt like daggersthrust into his back, tearing
through hisgarments asif they were nothing.

Teeth, jagged teeth, tore at his chest.

Belatedly, he realized that he had also lost the dagger. Zay! tried to speak aspdll, but could barely
breathe, much lesstalk.

The force of his monstrous attacker sent both tumbling to the floor. The shock of striking the stone
surface dmost did Zayl in, but he held on, well aware that togive in to unconsciousness would mean
certain, gridy desth.

The hissng grew louder, more fearsome, and, so it seemed, did the monstrosity seeking to overwhelm
him. Now the necromancer could fed it dmost covering his body down to his hips. If the creature
managed to enshroud him entirely, Zayl knew well that he would be logt.

With al hismight, he struggled to push the moist, unsettling form up. As he did, though, the talonstore at
his back, ripping through everything. The agony amost caused himto lose hisgrip.

From without came the muffled, desperate voice of Humbart Wessdl. “ Zayl! Lad! | can seealight! |
think the blade' sby your left! Just afew inches|eft!”

Using hisweight, Zayl sent both his attacker and himsdlf diding in that direction. He felt something near
his shoulder, but then the tapestry-like horror shifted, causing the necromancer to move with it.



Humbart shouted something €l se, but whatever it was became stifled by the thick, suffocating form atop
Zayl.

More desperate now, Zayl threw himsalf again to theleft. Thistime, he felt the hilt of the dagger under
his shoulder blade. Haf-smothered, in danger of being bitten, he twisted to reach it with hisright hand.

The teeth clamped down on his forearm with such ferocity that the necromancer screamed. Nonetheless,

Zayl forced himsdlf to continue reaching for theivory dagger. Hisfingerstouched the blade, and dthough
he knew it would cause him more suffering, the injured spellcaster seized the wegpon tightly by the sharp
edges.

Blood dripping from the cuts in hisfingers, the necromancer brought the dagger up. At the sametime, he
muttered the quickest, surest spell of which he could think.

A lance of pure bone thrust up from the dagger, flying unhindered through the thick hide of the beest,
tearing flesh, and soaring upward until it struck the ceiling hard.

Zayl’ s horrific foe fluttered back, astrange, keening sound escaping its bizarre mouth. Ichor spilled over
the necromancer asit pulled away.

As he dragged himsdlf back, Zayl gave thanksto the dragon, Trag’ Oul. The lance represented one of
the talons of the mysticd leviathan who served as the closest thing the followers of Rathma had for agod.
Among the most effective of anecromancer’ s battle spdlls, the bone lance had been summoned twicein
the past by Zayl, but never under such dire circumstances.

However, despiteitsterrible injury, the tapestry creature seemed far from dying. Moving with swift,
gliding motions, it rose up to the celling, then over to acorner. A dight shower of lifefluids spilled onto
the floor below it.

“Areyou dl right, lad?’
“I will live. Thank you, Humbart.”

The skull made apeculiar noise, like the rushing of ar out of pursed lips. “ Thank me when you' ve
finished that abominable rug off!”

Zayl nodded. Raising the dagger toward the heavily breathing creature, he muttered another spell.
Trag' Oul had helped him once; perhaps the great dragon would grant him one more boon.

A shower of bony projectilesroughly the size of the dagger formed from the air, shooting upward with
agtonishing swiftness.

The thing near the ceiling had no chance to move. Without mercy, the needle-sharp projectiles ripped
through itshard hide. A rain of blood—or whatever equivalent the monster possessed—splattered the
necromancer, the sanctum, and one cursing skull.

Now the creature keened, loud and ragged. It tried to flee, but Zayl had summoned the Den’ Trag, the
Teeth of the Dragon Trag’' Oul, and they struck so hard that they pincushioned the struggling form to the
wadl and ceiling.



The movements of Zayl’ s adversary grew weaker, sporadic. The flow of life fluids dowed.
At lagt, the mongter tilled.

“Zayl! Zayl!” cdled Humbart. “ Gods! Wipethisdime off of me! | swear, even without agood, working
nosg, | can smell the sench!”

“Q-quiet, Humbart,” the necromancer gasped. Summoning the aid of Trag' Oul twice had taken much
out of him. Had he been more prepared, it would have not been so, but the initial assault by the beast had
left him weakened even before thefirst spell.

Ashetried to recoup his strength, Zayl eyed the vast array of specimens Gregus Mazi had collected
over hislife. The monster had been one smdll, seemingly dead sample among so many others. Did that
mean that each of the sorcerer’ s collected rarities still had somelifeleft init? If so, Zayl gave thanksthat
none of the shelves had been disturbed or their contents accidentally sent shattering on thefloor. The

necromancer doubted that he would have long survived among aroom filled with dozens of strange and
dire creatures.

When hislegsfdt strong enough to trust, Zay! returned to where the skull lay. A thick layer of yelowish
ichor covered most of what remained of the late Humbart Wessel. Taking the cleanest edge he could find
on his cloak, the necromancer proceeded to wipe the skull aswell as possible.

“ Pfaugh! Sometimes | wish you' d left me to rot where you found me, boy!”

“Y ou had dready rotted away, Humbart,” Zayl pointed out. Putting the skull on aclear part of the table,
he looked around. Something on thewall to hisright caught his attention. “ Aaah.”

“What? Not another of those beadts, isit?’
“No.” The paefigure waked to what he had noticed. “ Just acloak, Humbart. Just a cloak.”
A cloak once worn by Gregus Mazi.

Y et it was not the garment itsdlf that so intrigued Zayl, but rather, what he could find upon it. Under the
light of the dagger, he carefully searched.

There! With the utmost caution, the necromancer plucked two hairsfrom insde the collar region. Even
better than clothing, strands of hair granted almost certain success when summoning aman’s shade.

“You findly got what you want?’

“Yes. Thesewill help us cdll the sorcerer forth.”

“Fine! It'll be good to see old Gregus after dl thistime. Hope he' slooking better than | am.”
Surveying the chamber, Zayl noticed awide, open areato the sde of the entrance. As he neared, he

saw that symbols had been etched into the floor there. How more appropriate—and likely hel pful—than
to summon the ghost of Gregus Mazi using the very focal point from which he had cast many of hisown

Tdis?

Muittering under his breath, the necromancer knelt and began to draw new patterns on the floor with the



tip of hisblade. Asthe point dowly drifted over the stone surface, it Ieft in itswake the design Zayl
wanted.

In the center of the new pattern, he placed the two hairs. Moving carefully so as not to disturb them,
Zayl brought hisfree hand over, then, with the dagger, reopened one of the cuts he had suffered earlier.

The barely sealed cut bled fredly. Three drops of crimson fell upon the hair.
A greenish smoke arose wherever the blood touched the follicles.

The necromancer began chanting. He uttered the name of Gregus Mazi, once, twice, and then athird
time. Before him, the unsettling smoke swelled, and asit did, it took on avaguely humanoid shape.

“I summon thee, Gregus Mazi!” Zayl cdled in the common tongue. “I conjure thee! Knowledgeis
needed, knowledge only you can supply! Cometo me, Gregus Mazi! Let your shade walk the mortal

planeatimemore! Let it return to this place of your past! By that which was once avery part of your
being, | summon you forth!”

Now the smoke stood nearly astall asaman, and in it theregppeared what might have been afigure clad
in robes. Zayl returned to chanting words of the Forgotten Language, the words that only spellcasters
knew inthisday and age.

But just as success seemed near, just asthe figure began to solidify, everything went awry. The billowing
smoke abruptly dwindled, shrinking and shrinking before the necromancer’ s sartled eyes. All ssmblance
of ahumanoid form vanished. The hairs curled, burning away asif tossed into hungry flames.

“No!” Zayl breathed. He stretched a hand toward histwo prizes, but before he could touch them, they
shriveled, leaving only ash in their wake.

For severa seconds, he kndlt there, unable to do anything but stare a hisfailure. Only when Humbart
findly spoke did the necromancer stir and rise.

“S0. .. what happened there, lad?’

Still eyeing the pattern and the dust that had once been hair, Zayl shook his head. “I don't—"
He stopped, suddenly looking off into the darkness.

“Zayl?

“I doknow why it failed now, Humbart,” the necromancer responded, still staring a nothing. It never
had a chance to succeed. From thefirgt, it was doomed, and | never redlized it!”

“Would you mind speaking in less mydtifying statements, lad?’ the skull asked somewhat petulantly.
“And explain for us mere former mortas?’

Zay! turned, eyes wide with understanding. “It isvery smple, Humbart. There is one and one reason
aonethat would make this and any other summoning of Gregus Mazi afutile gesture: he il lives!”

TEN



A

If anything, Quov Tsin had grown more unsettling, more unnerving, by the time Captain Dumon next
vigted him. An empty mug and asmall bowl of half-eaten food sat to the side of where he feverishly
scribbled notes. His withered features had become more pronounced, as happened only in the dead as
the flesh dried away, and he looked even more pal e than the necromancer. Now the Vizjerei did not just
mumbleto himself; he gpoke out in aloud, demanding tone.

“Of course, the Sign of Brokawould be inherently necessary there! Any cretin could seethat! Hal”

Before entering, Kentril questioned Gorst, who leaned againgt thewall just outside the library. “What
sort of gateishein?’

The giant had always been untouched by Tsin's acerbic persondity, but now Gorst wore ararelook of
concern and uncertainty. “He' sbad, Kentril. He drank alittle, ate even less. Hedon't even deep, |
think.”

The captain grimaced. Not the mood he had been hoping for, although from the beginning it had been
unlikely that the Vizjerei would be any more reasonable than before. Still, Kentril had no choice; he had
to try to spesk with Tsin now.

“Kegp aneyeout, dl right?’

“You know | will, Kentril.”

Straightening, Captain Dumon walked up to the stooped-over sorcerer. Quov Tsin did not look hisway,
did not even acknowledge that anyone had entered. Taking aquick glance at the spellcaster’ s efforts,
Kentril saw that Tsin had filled more than a dozen large parchment sheets with incomprehensible notes
and patterns.

“You're a bigger fool than | thought, Dumon,” the Vizjere abruptly announced in an even more
poisonous voice than previoudy. He till had not looked up at thefighter.“ | went against my better
judgment last time in forgiving your interruptions—"

“Easy, Tan,” Kentril interrupted. “ This concernsyou gregtly.”

“Nothing concerns me more than this!”

The mercenary officer nodded sagely. “ And that’ s exactly what | mean. Y ou don't redlize just what you
might los2”

At ladt, the diminutive figure looked at him. Bloodshot eyes swept over the captain, Quov Tsin clearly
pondering what value the words of the other man might contain. “Explain.”

“Knowing you as| do, Tsin, you' ve got two reasons for doing this. Thefirst isto prove that you actualy
can. The Vizjerel sorcerersare well known for their reputations as masters of their art, and your
reputation exceeds most of your brethren.”

“Seek not to mollify mewith empty flattery.”



Ignoring the dangerous expression on the bearded face, Kentril continued. “The second reason | can
gppreciate more. We cameto Ureh for glory and riches, Tsin. My men and | want gold and jewels—"

“Pdtry notiond”
“Aye, but you camefor riches of adifferent sort, didn’t you? Y ou came for the accumulated magical
knowledge gathered in this kingdom over the many centuries, rare knowledge lost when true Ureh

vanished from the morta plane.”

Tsin began tapping on the table with one hand. His gaze briefly shifted to the magical staff, then back to
the mercenary, asif measuring options.

Kentril defiantly met the baleful gaze of the Vizjereal. “Lord Khan has offered you dl that you can carry
off if you succeed, hasn't he? That would mean books and scrolls worth akingdom each, | imagine.”

“More than you can imagine, actudly, cretin. If you could understand oneiota of whet I’ ve discovered
here so far, it would leave you astounded!”

“A shame, then, that so much dsewill belost again.”
The spdlcaster blinked. “What' sthat?’

Regting his knuckles on the table, Captain Dumon leaned forward and in conspiratorial toneswhispered,
“What could you accomplish if given ayear, even two, to further study this collection?’

Avarice gleamed bright in the sorcerer’ s bloodshot eyes. “1 could become the most powerful, most
adept, of my kind.”

“Juris Khan intends to open the way to Heaven again.”

“He lacks the assstance he had the firgt time,” Tsin commented, “but | must admit from listening to him
that | think he has some notion of how to get around that. I’ d not bet against him that once heisfree, he
will succeed with his holy dream in short order.”

“And with him goesthisentirelibrary.”

Kentril saw then that he had Quov Tsin. More than the mercenaries, the Vizjerel had known that the
riches of the fabled rellm would only return when the city once more breathed life. Tsin had not even
attempted to ingpect the library before the coming of the shadow because he had known that there would
be nothing. The Vizjerel had pinned al his hopes on the legend, and now that same legend threatened to
take from him much of that for which he had worked so hard.

“So much logt again,” the wrinkled spellcaster muttered. “ So much lost and for no good reason . . .”

“Of course, you could fail to find asolution to Khan's own curse, but then he might eventually suspect
and send you away. If you tried to stedl al this—"

Tsin snorted. “Don’'t even blather onin that direction, Dumon. Even if | would stoop so low, there are
wardsin thislibrary that only our good host can unravel, or ese why do you think | stay in here save
when | must heed personal needs?’



“So there’ sno hope, then.”

The robed figure stood straight. “ Quite obvioudy, youdohave a suggestion, my good captain. Kindly tell
mewhat it isright now.”

“A clever magelike yoursdf could find excedllent reasons why it would be to Lord Khan' s benefit to
make Ureh a permanent part of thered world.”

Quov Tan stared slently at Kentril, so much so that the captain began to question the worth of his
notion. What if Tsin could not convince theruler? What if it only served to make Juris Khan angry a the
adventurers? He might demand that al of them be escorted out of the kingdom. The Vizjerel might be
skilled, but againgt a squadron of trained warriors such as now guarded the palace, he would quickly
los=

“Y ou have—the core—of apossbility, | must admit,” the sorcerer grumbled, seating himself again.
“And, curioudy, you may have come at just the right moment.”

Now it was Kentril’ s turn to wonder what the other meant. “What do you mean, *the right moment’ 7’

With a sweep of onethin arm, Tsin indicated the mountain of notes he had compiled. “Look there,
Captain Dumon, and gaze in wonder! Stare a what only I, Quov Tsin, could have wrought in such short
notice. | have doneit!”

“Doneit? Done—"

“Aaah! | see by your gaping mouth that you' ve realized what | mean. Y es, Dumon, | think | can release
our good host from Gregus Mazi’ sfoul but quite masterful spell!”

Conflicting thoughts rushed through Kentril’s mind as he absorbed Tsin' s announcement. On the one
hand, they would have the gratitude of Ureh’ s monarch, but on the other hand, that would meantime
would be a even more of apremium should Khan decide to go on with hisholy mission.

“Y ou’ ve got to convince him to end thisquest, Tan!”

A cunning expression spread across the wrinkled countenance. “ Y es, and for something far more worthy
than your dalliance with his daughter. It' |l take metwo more days work, | suspect, to be positive of my
caculations and phrasings, but | am amost completdly certain that | walk the right path, so much so that
I"ll begin the effort to turn hismind to our thinking within hours. Firgt, however, | shdl need timeto clear
my thoughts and prepare mysdf for an audience with him.”

“Should | come with you?’

This brought another snort from the sorcerer. “By al means, no! He sees you, Dumon, and helll think
that thisisdl for your sake. The lust of one paid fighter does not balance well againgt the glorious
sanctuary of Heaven!”

Nor does the greed of one very ambitious mage, Kentril could not help thinking . . . but Quov Tsndid
have a clever tongue when he needed it and knew well how to deal with those of breeding. Surely he
would be ableto do far better than a base-born mercenary.



“Wel?Why do you still stand here, Dumon? Do you want me to succeed or not? Go, so that | can
organize everything.”

Nodding quickly, Kentril immediately |eft the Vizjera to his own devices. He knew that he could trust
Tsinto attack thiswith the same obsessiveness with which he had attacked al that concerned the

shadowed kingdom. With the endurance and determination of a predator, the sorcerer would somehow
convince Juris Khan.

And then Captain Dumon could press his own suit for Atanna.

“You'redill dive” Gorst commented as Kentril |eft the library. “I think the magic man’s beginning to like
you.”

“Heaven forbid that should ever happen. We came to an understanding, that’ sal.”
“He going to try to keep you from losing her?’
Kentril’s brow furrowed.

The giant gave him aGorst grin. “Only thing’d make you go to himisher. Only thing he' sinterested inis
magic. Ureh vanishes, you both lose”

Even Kentril sometimeslet Gorst’ s barbaric appearance cause him to forget why he had made the
ebony-maned fighter his second in command—and hisfriend. “That sumsit up.”

“Hell doit, Kentril. HE Il convince duris Khan.”

The captain grunted. “Y ou see any sgn of Zayl lately?’

“Not for along time.”

Kentril did not trust the necromancer on his own. Someone of Zayl’silk could bring out the distrust in
the most trustful of people. While he harbored no didike for the easterner and actually found Zayl’s
presence more tolerable than Tain's, Kentril worried about the other spellcaster wandering among the
locds. Perhapsit was time to make certain that nothing €l se happened to endanger his hopes.

“I’'mgoing for awak, Gorst.”

“Down into the city?’

“That’ sright. If Zayl showsup, tel him | want to talk with him.”

The decison to hunt for the necromancer did not sit well at dl with Kentril. He would have preferred his
origina plan, which had entailed telling Atanna of his successwith Tsn, thereby ensuring some reward

from her. Now, instead of the beauteous company of Khan's aluring daughter, he sought that of the
dour, forma Zayl.

No one challenged the captain as he | eft the abode of Juris Khan. In fact, the armored guards stood
sraighter, and some even saluted him as he passed. Truly their master had given the mercenariesthe run
of the kingdom.



That made him think about his own men, including the pair who had not so far returned. There had been
noreports of unseemly behavior, but Kentril wanted nothing to undo the good will they had gained.

The moment he touched foot at the bottom of the long, winding steps leading down from the paace and
entered the city proper, Kentril found himself surrounded by merrymakers. Under the ever-present lamps
and torches, women in bright, exotic garments of slk danced to the music of guitars, horns, and drums.
Children laughed and ran between celebrating throngs. A table of loca men hard at work on flagons of
alewaved for the captain to come over, but with asmile and a shake of his head, Kentril excused
himsdf.

There had to be people adegp somewhere in Ureh, but Captain Dumon would be damned if he could
find any evidence of that. Severd of those out now must have dumbered when he had, or elsethey surely
could not have been up and about at this moment.

Some distance ahead, he spotted Orlif and Simon playing agame of dice with some of the locas. Kentril
Started toward them, then decided that it was unlikdly that they would know where Zayl was. Both men
had probably just returned to the city after some recuperation in the palace.

L eaving the duo to their entertainment, the captain wandered deeper into Ureh. Wherever he went,
merriment seemed to bein full swing. The citizens of the legendary kingdom celebrated with such
exuberance that Kentril found it somewhat difficult to believe that this had been the most revered, the

most pious of rellms. Still, he supposed that they deserved such harmless pleasure after suffering asthey
had.

“Are you one of the heroes?’ asked amelodious voice.

Turning around, Kentril found himsdlf facing not one but two enticingly clad young women. Oneworea
fanciful golden outfit that reminded him of the harems an older mercenary had described to him, whilethe
other, blessed with the curves men desire most, smiled under long, dark lashes. Either would have a one
time been a prize greeater thanKentril could have ever imagined, but now, dthough he still found them
most interesting to look at, they offered nothing he wanted. Atannaheld sway over him.

“Hemust be,” said the one with the curves. She amiled. “My nameis Zorea.”

“And I’'m Nefriti,” added the onein gold, bouncing prettily.

“My ladies” Kentril returned, bowing.

Thisaction caused both of the women to blush and laugh lightly. “ A true gentleman!” exclaimed
black-tressed Zorea. Shelet her fingers caress hisright arm. “And so strong!”

“Will you celébrate with us?’ asked Nefriti, puraing her full lips as shetook hisleft arm.

“It would honor usto honor you,” said her companion. “ Ureh wishesto offer you al the reward you
deserve”

He carefully and politely pulled away from them. “| thank you for your kind offer, my ladies, but I'min
search of someone at the moment.”

Zorea brightened. “One of your friends? | saw two strangers playing dice with some of the men.”



“Yes, | saw them. I’'m looking for someonedse.” It occurred to him that Zayl would certainly stand out
among the people here. Perhaps this unexpected encounter would turn out to be of some use to him after
al. “Maybeyou ve seen him after dl? Tall, pae of skin, with eyes more like yoursthan mine. He

would ve been dressed mostly in garments of black.”
“We ve seen him!” chirped Nefriti. “Haven't we, Zorea?’
“Oh, yes!” she responded, her reaction amost identica to that of her friend. “We even know where he
is”

“Well take you there!”
The captain dlowed himself to be guided on by the pair. He would not have thought this celebrating of
much interest to the necromancer, but perhaps he had migudged Zayl.

With great perseverance and more than alittle strength, the two women pulled him aong through the
throngs. Zorea and Nefriti each held ahand—out of fear of becoming separated, so they claimed. The

women clearly knew where they were going, expertly turning here and there and moving among the other
celebrators with ease.

The crowds gradually began to thin, and asthey did, Captain Dumon’ s suspicions arose. He had
believed the women when they said that they knew Zayl’ s whereabouts, but the Situation now resembled
onefar too familiar to any seasoned fighter in astrange land. The areatoward which they headed looked

fairly deserted. More than one mercenary had ended his career with adagger in hisback thanksto such
charming decoys. A haly city Ureh might be, but Gregus Mazi had aready proven that even the most

devout of lands had their persona demons.

Before they could lead him any farther astray, Kentril stopped in histracks. “Y ou know, my ladies, |
amost fed certain that my friend hasleft wherever you saw him last and now heads back to the paaceto

meet me”
“No!” gasped Nefriti. “He' sjust ahead.”
“Not far a dl,” ingsted Zorea, sounding like atwin of thefirst girl.
Kentril gently but firmly twisted free of both. “I thank the two of you for trying. The people of this
kingdom have been most kind.”
“No!” indsted Zorea. “Thisway.”

Nefriti nodded. “Yes, thisway.”

They gripped hisarms anew and with such force it brought adight sound of startlement from the captain.
Hetried again to pull free, only to discover that the two women had surprisingly powerful holds.

“Let mego!” He managed to get away from Zorea, but Nefriti held on asif she were aleech.

“Y ou must go thisway. Please!” she demanded.

Kept in place by the one, Kentril risked being snared again by the second. Not trusting that athird
partner—thisone probably amae wielding awel-worn knife—might not materidize at any moment, the



mercenary dropped any sense of honor and swung at the oncoming Zorea.

He could just aswell have struck one of the nearby walls. Hisfist hit her chin hard, but it proved to be
Kentril who suffered from the blow. Every bonein hishand, in hisarm, jarred. Pain shot through him, and
he amost felt asif he had broken one or morefingers.

Zored s grasping hands came within inches of him, but at the last Captain Dumon turned to the Side,
leaving her ripping at only the air. At the sametime, he used his free hand to draw his sword as best he
could.

Reacting to hisweapon, Nefriti flung Kentril back. Caught off guard by her astounding strength, he could
not keep himself from colliding with the nearest wall.

Asthe back of hishead struck, the world around Kentril changed. First he saw everything in duplicate,
even down to two Zoreas and two Nefritis glaring a him. Then an even more horrific transformation took
place.

A nightmare surrounded the captain. Gone suddenly were the sea of torches and the crowds of happy
revelers. The magnificent buildings had not only crumbled back to ruin, but they bore adark stain about
them, a sense of foreboding and despair together. Somewhere in the distance, what sounded like the
cries of thousands of men, women, and children in agony tore at his ears. Above, ahorrific light with no
obvious origin spread its monsirous crimson touch over everything.

And everywhere he turned, Kentril Dumon confronted what he could only imagine were the souls of the
damned.

They strained for him, hungered for him, pleaded with him, even asthey sought to make him one of
them. All looked asif agreat beast had sucked them dry, leaving only husks who wished to do the same
to thefighter. Eyes sunken in, skin dry as dead leaves, they moved asif they had just burst free of their
tombs. In taitered clothing, they strained toward Kentril, mouths gaping in anticipation.

“No!” he shouted without thought. “ Get away from me!”
The blade free, he swung to and fro, forcing back the tide but finding no immediate escape. A sense of

doom filled Kentril as he quickly redlized that sooner or later, he would tire enough for them to
overwhemhim.

“Cgptain! Captain Dumon!”

Ignoring the calling of hisname, Kentril swung wildly & the fiends. Suddenly, they seemed fewer in
number and dwindling more so by the second. Hope resurrected, the captain took a step forward,
thinking that perhaps he might yet cut a path to escape.

“Captain Dumon! Look at me! Listento me!”

Someone saized his shoulders from behind. Tearing free, Kentril spun about, determined that if they now
came at him from al sides, he would wresk what havoc he could before they claimed hislife and soul.

“Captan, it' sZayl! Zayl!”

Slowly, the necromancer’ s concerned visage came into focus. Kentril stared at the spellcaster, both



fearful and grateful to see the man.

“Zayl! Do something! Don't let them get ugl”
“Us? Zayl looked confused. “Who, captain?’
“ Them, of cour—"

Kentril stopped dead in histracks. The horrifying mob had vanished. The cries had ceased. Infact, dl
Ureh again looked asit should have, the buildings, the people, and the sky dl normd. The inhabitants
themselves watched the mercenary with expressons mixing concern and sympathy.

However, of the two women who had led him into this he could see no sign.

The necromancer quickly pulled him away from the watching crowd. With Zayl |leading, they headed
back in the direction of the palace. Neither man said anything until they had gone some distance from the
areaof theincident.

Guiding Kentril to anarrow side street, Zayl muttered,“ Tell me what happened back there, captain. |
heard your voice and came running to find you standing there in the midst of everyone, dashing with your
sword and screaming asif the hosts of Hell sought your blood.”

“Not my blood,” murmured the fighter. Kentril glanced at his hand, saw that he il gripped the sword' s
hilt so tightly hisknuckleswere white. “My life. . . my eternd soul.”

“Tel me about it. Everything. Describeit in detall, if you can.”

Taking adeep breath, Captain Dumon did as requested. He told Zayl about the two females and how
they had tried to trick him into a deserted area, then how, after acurioudy difficult struggle with them, the
entire world had gone monstroudy mad.

The necromancer listened closdly, saying nothing, reveding nothing with hiseyes. Y et, despite the
slence, Kentril did not fed that Zayl thought the mercenary insane. Rather, thetdl, palefigure listened as
if hetook every single word with the utmost seriousness. That, in turn, enabled Kentril to relax more as
hetold histae and thus allowed him to recall even more specifics.

Only when he had finished did Zay! finaly question him, and to Kentril’ s surprise, the necromancer
asked first not about the demonic horde, but rather about the two women.

“Y ou described the one wearing arevealing golden outfit much like what might be found in Lut Gholein.
Y ou aso gave ample detall of her friend’ srather generous charms, captain. More than enough detail, in
fact, to make me most curious.”

“I’'m not thefirst man to fall prey to awoman’s honeyed words, Zayl, and they both made it sound
credible that they could lead me to where you were.”

Kentril’ s companion nodded. “And | am not trying to insult you. Rather, | would commend your
memory. | did meet those two asthey claimed, Captain Dumon. | metthem when they were celebrating
with one of your men, the one caled Brek.”

“Brek?” Kentril’s episode of madness became a secondary concern. One of his soldiers had beenin the



company of apair of conniving wencheswho had clearly tried to do away with the captain. “Asfar asl
know, he never came back from the city. Neither Gorst nor Albord, both of whom keep track of the
others, has seen him since heinitialy stepped out with therest.”

“A point to beinvestigated . . . one of many, | think.”

“What doesthat mean?’ Kentril cautioudy asked.

“Captain Dumon, it was no mistake that | came upon you. | needed to find you in order to discussa
disturbing encounter of my own.”

“And what' sthat?’

The necromancer frowned. “1 will not go into my own story now, but | have reason to believe that what
we have been told concerning Gregus Mazi might not be the entire truth.”

“Entire?’ blurted avoicefrom Zayl’ssde. “1t' sdl ablessed ligl”

Kentril, in the act of finaly shesthing his sword, suddenly drew it anew. “What in the name of Heaven
wasthat?

“An unruly and far too vocal companion.” To the pouch, Zayl added, “1 am warning you for the last
time, Humbart. Cease these cardlessinterruptions, or | will remove the spdll animating you.”

“Hmmph...” camethereply.

Suddenly, every bizarre and vile rumor that Kentril had heard concerning the mysterious followers of
Rathma seemed to come true. He backed away from Zayl, disregarding the fact that the necromancer
had only been of aidto him sofar.

“Captain, that is not necessary.”
“Keep back from me, spellcaster! What isthat in there? A familiar?’

Zayl glanced with annoyance at the pouch. “Much too familiar at times. Humbart forgets his place and
the danger he presentsto me every time he fedl's the need to voice his opinion.”

“Hum—Humbart\Wessel ?”

“What remains of me, lad! Listen! Asone old soldier to another—"

“Silencel” The necromancer rapped hard on the side of the pouch. To Kentril, he said, “ Captain, | have
lived near the ruins of Ureh most of my life. | watched and waited for it to appear aswe know it now, but
never did theright conjunction of shadow and light bring it back. Y et that does not mean that | did not
have any successin my quest in the meantime.” He reached into the bag. “ One day, | found this.”

The empty eye sockets of a battered skull stared unblinking at Kentril. The jaw bone was missing, and
some of the upper teeth had been broken. Near the back of the cranium, agreet crack indicated alikely
blow, either intentiona or accidental, he could not say.

“Thefind remains of Humbart Wessd,” Zayl quietly announced. “ Soldier, mercenary, adventurer—"



“And the last man to see Gregus Mazi before he vanished into the shadowed city to try to complete his
foul plan.”

From the direction of the skull, ahollow and exasperated voice retorted, “ Old Gregus would’ ve never
harmed another soul!”

Kentril barely held onto his sword. He had known that Zayl’ s kind could raise the spirits of the dead, but
atalking skull wasjust abit too much even for the hardened soldier. “What' re you up to, necromancer?

What' syour plan?’

With afrustrated sigh, Zayl answered, “My plan isto find out the truth, Captain Dumon, asit relatesto
the balance of the mortd plane. In attempting that, | went in search of something to use to summon the
spirit of GregusMazi o that | could perhaps find some way to help break his spells.”

“And did you?’

The sound of revelry passed nearby. Quickly putting the skull back into the pouch, Zayl waited until the
merriment faded away. Then, beckoning Kentril to ook toward Nymyr, he continued, “In the
mountains de sanctum once used by the sorcerer, | retrieved that which | could useto call him back. |

cast agpell that | have cast ahundred times and more, al without fallure.” His countenance grew grim.
“Thistime, though, no shade from beyond answered.”

The captain found this entirely unimportant. “ So you failed at last. One dead man escaped your power.”
“He escaped because he was not dead in thefirst place.”
Zay!l let hiswordssink in. Kentril frowned, not certain he understood and, if he did, not certain that he

wanted to know such news. “But Juris Khan told us plainly that he and Mazi fought, and after Mazi
trapped him, Khan still managed to destroy the villain before any further harm could be doneto Ureh.”

The shadowy spellcaster nodded sagely. “Y es, Juris Khan did say that.”
“Then GregusMazi isdead.”
“Heisnat. | know this. The only reason for my failureis his continued life.”

Sheathing his sword at last, Kentril turned toward the palace. Sudden fear for Atannahad replaced his
uncertainty about his own sanity and even hisdistrust of the necromancer. “We ve got to warn them!
Ther€ snotelling where Mazi might be.”

Zayl, however, clamped adim but strong hand onto the mercenary’ s shoulder. Leaning near, he

whispered, “Thereis. . . and | have performed that spell. Gregus Mazi istill in Ureh, captain.” Hisgaze
aso shifted to the grand structure atop the hill. “And | fear that heisin the palaceitsef.”

ELEVEN
A

If Zayl had told Kentril that Diablo himself resided in the palace where Atannallived, the veteran soldier



could not have been more horrified. Gregus Mazi, the man who had cursed akingdom and lusted after
Khan'sdaughter, not only lived but lurked near enough to do her harm. Never in hislife had Kentril
wanted so much to day a person, not even after so many campaigns. During those, he had been
performing a duty for which he had been paid, nothing more. Here, though, the task had a persona
nature beyond any he had ever confronted.

“Wherein the paace?’ he demanded of Zayl asthe duo worked their way to the hill. “Where?’
“Below it, actualy. Asfor aprecise location, that cannot be ascertained. There are forcesin play the
likes of which | have never come across. Spells| cast that should work to delve deeper are twisted and
turned, rendering them usdless. If | get closer, perhapsthat will change.”

“They’ve got to bewarned,” Kentril inasted. “ They have to know the danger’ sright below them.”

At the base of the ancient steps, the necromancer forced his companion to hat. “ Captain Dumon, have
you noticed anything amissin the pdace so far?’

“Only that some of my men haven't returned.”
“But neither Lord Khan nor his daughter seemsat adl a risk.”
The soldier did not like theway Zayl spoke. “Wheat of that?’

“Y ou have fought in many battles, in many wars. Doyou announce to the enemy your intentions, or do
you instead try to trick him, to leave him unsuspecting?’

Kentril’ seyes narrowed. “ Are you trying to tell me we should say nothing to them?’
“Not until we at least discover more—or until we sense some danger to them.”
“And what would you suggest, necromancer?’

Zay! glanced around, making certain that no one stood near enough to hear. “Wefind out what lies
beneath first.”

A part of Kentril thought Zayl’ s suggestion foolish, that the right thing to do would be to dert Atanna of
Gregus Mazi’ sreturn. Another part, though, feared that the corrupted sorcerer would aso find out.
Surely Mazi watched Khan and his daughter closely to make certain that they did not know of his hidden
presence. Alerted, he would most likely strike and strike to destroy.

But the odds were good that the villain aso watched his old master’ sguests. If they smply went in hunt
of him, hewould surely lay traps desgned tokill dl.

“Wewon't tdl them just yet,” Kentril finally agreed. “But we Il need some sort of distraction that would
capture hisinterest so much that hewon't pay any mind to searchers.”

“He sgot apoint there,” came Humbart’s muffled voice.
Zay| tapped the pouch, then nodded agreement.

They kept slent about their goals as they reentered the palace some time later. Neither had yet thought



up amanner by which the attention of the hidden spellcaster might be diverted, but both knew that they
could not wait long. Surely Gregus Mazi had someimminent mischief in mind.

Thinking of that, Kentril sought out Albord. He found the younger mercenary just preparing to set out
with two othersfor the city, which fit in directly with the captain’s plan. Pulling Albord aside, Kentril
whispered, “Don’t ask why, but | have ordersfor you.”

Although his body revealed no reaction to his commander’ s surprising words, the blond fighter’ seyeslet
Kentrilknow that Albord understood the seriousness. “ Aye, captain?’

“I need to cut short the men’ s cel ebrations for the time being. | want you three to go down and collect
the othersyou find. | want everyone up here and accounted for. Anyone who can't be found, let me
know. Above all else, don't split up, and don't let any of the localsknow what you'reup to. . . and if
anyone offersto help you find someone missing, refuse that help.”

Thisat last brought some reaction. “ Just how seriousisthis, captain?’

Kentril recaled his own encounter, when the city had been transformed into anightmare straight out of
Hell. He had finaly come to the conclusion that the two women had used some exotic potion that had not
only weakened him but also caused his horrific halucinations. It had been said that some assassins used
such potions on their nails and that only atouch might be needed to affect a victim. “ Serious enough.
Beware especially of two women, onein gold and both far too eager for your company.”

Ashe sent Albord and the others off, Zayl rgoined him. “What did you tell him?’

“Enough to be wary. It won't look out of the question that | would be checking up on my men,
necromancer. Mercenaries have atendency to wear out their welcome quickly in times of peace, and
having them al cdled inwill just seem like asmple, honest precaution.”

“Dowetdl Master TSnaswdl?’
Kentril shrugged. “I don’t know. | do want to tell Gorst right away, though, and he' s near the sorcerer.”

They quickly hurried to the library but found, to their mutud surprise, that it was empty. The table where
the Vizjerel had sat for so long il lay al but hidden under acluttered pile of books and scrolls, but Tsin
and the mountain of notes he had made had vanished.

The captain noticed one other thing missng: Gors. The giant might have smply followed Tsnin order to
keeptrack of him, but the considerable pile of parchment missing coupled with the difficulty the short
spellcaster would have had trying to carry dl of it around made it obviousthat Tsin had commandeered
Gordt into heping him with something.

Barely had Kentril and Zay! turned back when from down the corridor Atanna appeared. She saw the
two, and her expression, aready bright, seemed to the fighter to positively glow.

“Kentril! You'vedoneit! You vedoneit!”
Utterly ignoring the necromancer, she threw her arms around the captain and kissed him passonately.

Kentril momentarily forgot the sinister danger below as he accepted Atanna s gratitude. That he knew
not what she thanked him for he did not care.



Gradudly, he became aware of abemused Zayl watching him from behind Lord Khan' s daughter. At
first annoyed by thisintruson, Kentril findly recaled what he and his companion had been trying to
accomplish. With gentle force, Kentril pushed away Atanna, reconciling himself with at least being able to
gaze at her up close.

“And for what am | being thanked so well?”

“Asif you didn't know!” She amost kissed him again, but noticed hisreluctance. A playful smile
spreading across her perfect features, she allowed Zayl to join in the conversation. “Y ou might find this of
interest, too, ar.”

“I sugpect | might, my lady.”

Atannagracioudy accepted his courtesy. “ At thismoment,” sheinformed both, “the Vizjerel sorcerer
Quov Tdn has an audience with my father.”

“Already?’ interrupted Kentril. He had not thought Tsin would begin trying to persuade Lord Khan for
sometimeyet. Surdy the Vizjere’ s greed had much to do with this sudden development. Kentril only
hoped that by rushing in, old Tsin had not ruined everything.

“The good sorcerer hastold Father that he thinksin aday or two he can help remove Gregus s curse! It
will take hours of preparation and at least as much spellwork, but he feds certain it will succeed!”

Her eyeswidened in hope and anticipation. Kentril prayed that Tsin would not let Juris Khan down, if
only for Atanna s sake. “I’'m pleased to hear that, but—"

“And more important for some,” the red-haired princess added, her gaze especialy fixed on Captain
Dumon now. “Magter Tsin has aready accomplished one miracle. He has convinced Father that Ureh
should be a part of the world again, that the quest for Heaven is one we should undertake in the manner
of any other mortd, through thetridsof lifeitsdf.”

Kentril hesitated to respond, hoping he had correctly understood her. “ Juris Khan won't try to recast the
spell? Hewon't try asecond time to claim the sanctuary of Heaven?’

“No! Thanksto the Vizjerei, Father now believesthat we ve arole here. He thinks that we may be
needed to help guide the rest of the world toward the proper path. Father even wonders now if thiswas
meant to be from the beginning!”

It all sounded too fantastic to Captain Dumon, but in Atanna s face he read only truth. Lord Khan had
changed hismind. Tsin had actually succeeded, and far sooner than Kentril could have ever imagined

possible.
“My congratulations on thisnews, my lady,” Zayl politely said.

“Thank you,” shereplied, giving the necromancer amomentary smile before returning her full attention to
Kentril. “Father is so thrilled, hewould like to honor you and Master Tsin shortly with aprivate dinner.
Y ou, too, if you wish, Master Zayl.”

The palefigure shook hishead. “My kind are not known for their socia behavior, and besides, | have
redly done nothing to deserve such recognition. However, | certainlyagree that Captain Dumon and the
sorcerer should be so honored.”



“Asyouwish.” Atanna seemed to forget the necromancer from there on. “Kentril, | hopeyou'll say
yes”

What else could he say?* Of course. The honor’smine.”
“Splendid! It'sal settled, then. A servant will be at your quarters before long to help you dress.”
“Dress?” The mercenary did not like the sound of that.

“Of course,” interjected Zayl innocently. “ One must lways be properly attired for a state dinner,
captain.”

Before Kentril could protest, Atanna kissed him once more, then hurried away. Both men watched her
dluring form swiftly vanish down the hal.

“A unigque woman, Captain Dumon.”
“Very much.”

The necromancer swept closer. “ This dinner could aso be to our benefit. With Lord Khan and his
daughter occupied with you and the Vizjerd, | can try surreptitioudy to investigate our likely route to
below. There must be some detailed outline of the palace’ s design and possibly even mention of the
caverns Khan hinted of even deeper.”

Kentril continued to eye the direction down which Atanna had disappeared. “1 till don't like not at least
tdling her.”

“Remember that Gregus Mazi once desired Khan's daughter. He has not touched her so far, but if he
reglizes she has been alerted, he may decideto stedl her away. Her ignoranceis her safety.”

“Allright,” the captain snapped. He glared at thetall, dim figure beside him. “ Just make certain that you
don’t get caught. That would be hard to explain.”

“If I am, | shal makeit knownto all that | acted on my own. Shewill have no reason to lose her trust in
you, captain.”

With adight bow, Zayl departed. Kentril frowned, still not quite certain about this pact he had made
with the necromancer, then headed to his quarters to see what could be done about making himsdlf
presentable for this no doubt € egant dinner.

Hewould have rather been fighting a pitched battle.

A crigp black dress uniform with gold ornamentation had been laid out on his bed, auniform with long,
deek pants and ajacket with sharp tails. Epaul ets decorated the jacket’ s shoulders, and the stylized
image of acrown and sword had been sewn onto the |eft breast. The gleaming black leather boots rose
knee-high, completing arather dashing image.

Kentril fet foolishin the outfit. He was a soldier, amercenary. The uniform should have beenworn by a
commander, agenerd, not someone of hislowly station. Still, he could not gppear a aformal dinner with



Lord Khan and Atannadressed in histired, oft-mended garments.

That the uniform fit perfectly did not entirely surprise the captain. Atannawould not have bothered to
haveit set asde for him if she had not known it would serve perfectly. He wondered whether it had once
bel onged to someone dse, or if she had somehow ssimply conjured it up.

Although he knew the way to his destination, Kentril found two armed guards outside his door waiting to
escort him. With much ceremony, they marched down the hallswith him, leading the fighter at last to
where Khan waited.

“Welcome, my friend!” the fatherly figure called from hischair. “1 am so pleased that you' ve agreed to
joinus”

Because of the robed monarch’ sinability to move, aheavy sculpted table had been brought in for the
dinner. Decorated with filigree and lovingly carved by some expert hand, it likely cost as much as Kentril
made in ten years—if he waslucky. Atop it, agolden cloth had been set, and on top of that, gleaming
plates, pristine silverware, and tal, magnificent cande abras.

Three chairs had been placed at the table. Juris Khan himsalf could not be moved off the dais, but a
smaller yet no lessrichly adorned table had been positioned near him. The larger table had been turned so
that thelord of Ureh sat at its head.

Quov Tsin dready sat on what would have been the I €eft of their hogt, but Kentril saw no sign of Atanna.
However, as he approached, she suddenly emerged from the side of the room, hand held out toward
him.

He stared unashamedly at her, both because he could not see how he had missed her entrance and
because nothing esein therichly decorated chamber could match the vision she presented.

Her billowing emerald gown complemented her lush, crimson tresses, which had been artfully draped
down over her shoulders and breast. The deeves stretched al the way to the backs of her hands and
even fit over the threelower fingers of each, dmost like apartid glove. Other than her hair, her shoulders
were bare, and the gown itself plunged just enough to entice but not to flaunt her perfect form
shamdedy.

He took the hand she offered and kissed the back. Atannathen took his hand in hers and led him to the
table.

“You shdl sit there, at the end,” she murmured. “1 shal be on your eft, very near.”

Kentril amost went to his agppointed place, then recalled how polished officers acted in the presence of
ladies of the court. He steered her toward her own chair, then held it out for her. Smiling prettily, Atanna
accepted this gracious gesture.

“About time,” Tsn muttered as Kentril seated himsdf. Judging by the empty goblet in front of him, the
Vizjerel had dready had at least one cup of wine. He had come clad, of course, in the robesthat he
awayswore. Asasorcerer, Tsn was not expected to dressin anything other than the garments of his
caling, and, in truth, the rune-inscribed robes did not seem out of place here.

“You look splendid!” Juris Khan informed the captain. “Does he not look splendid, my dear?’



“Yes, Father.” Atanna blushed.
“A wise and portentous choice, daughter! Truly, Captain Dumon, the uniform is gppropriate for you.”
“I thank you, my lord.” Kentril did not know what elseto say.

“I’'m so gratified that both of you could come on such short notice. | owe each of you much aready, and
it appears|’ll owe so much more before very long!”

“We are honored, Lord Khan,” Quov Tsin responded, raising hisempty glassin saute. A liveried
servant appeared from nowhere and filled it from adark green bottle, which perhaps had been what the
Vizjerei had desred dl dong.

Kentril nodded in appreciation of hishost’swords, athough he did not fed asif he had done so much to
deserve the praise. Y es, he had helped set the Key to Light in place, but any strong arm could have done
that. More to the point, it would be Tsin who would release Ureh' sruler from Gregus Mazi’ s curse.
Captain Dumon could understand the sorcerer being given hisdue, but for himsdlf, he felt grateful just to
be ableto sit near Atanna

Snapping hisfingers, Juris Khan had thefirgt portion of their dinner brought out by severa uniformed
servants so similar in gppearance that Kentril had to study each golden figurein turn in order to ascertain
that they werenot al identical. The servants treated him with as much honor asthey did their master,
which only further embarrassed him. He was a hired soldier, aman of rank only because he had survived
when so many other brave but poor men had not.

Asthe dinner went on, the veteran fighter feasted on fruits and vegetables the likes of which he had
never seen and thick, well-cooked mests dripping with their own juices. The wine he drank had such full
flavor that Kentril had to take care for fear he would imbibe too much. Everything he tasted had been
made to perfection. The dinner seemed more adream than aredity.

Throughout it dl, he dso feasted on the glorious Sight of Atanna, so much so that it was not until late into
the medl that a question that had bothered him earlier came again to mind. He Stared at what little
remained of the contents of his plate, finaly asking with the utmost caution, “My lord, where does dl the
food come from?’

Tanglanced a him asif having just heard an unruly child interrupt. Juris Khan, however, not only took
his question in stride, but made it sound so very wise. “ Y es, well you should ask. Y ou wonder, no doulbt,
because I’ ve indicated that although we were trapped between Heaven and the mortal plane, we were
aware of our fate. In someways, time did indeed pass, but in others, it did not. Even | can't fully explain
it, I'm sorry to say. We only knew that years went by in the true world, but we did not age, we did not
much deep, and, most important, we did nothunger at dl.”

“Not at all?’ Kentril uttered with some surprise.

“Well, perhapswedid . . . but only for oursalvation. And as we did not age, o, too, did our food not
age. Thus, we are il plentifully stocked and shdl be for sometime.” Atanna sfather smiled benevolently
at both guests. “ And by then, | hope our situation will be aready much improved.”

Kentril nodded, grateful for the answer but inwardly still embarrassed for having asked it in thefirst
place.



“My lord,” piped up the Vizjerd, “ during the time you were explaining the obviousto the captain here,
some further consderations formulated in my head.”

Khan found much interest in this. “ Cons derations dedling with my condition?’

“Aye. | will definitely have need of your daughter’ s abilitiesaswell asyour own, just as| earlier
proposed. You see. . .”

AsTsn began alengthy and, for the mundane captain, incomprehensible explanation, Kentril gladly
returned his attention to his hostess. Atannanoticed him gazing a her again and smiled over the goblet
she had just Started raising to her lips.

Eyes and mind on the heavenly view before him, Captain Dumon grew careless with the knife and fork
he had been using. The blade dipped from the bit of meat he had been carving and jabbed the sde of the
hand that had been holding the other utensil.

Drops of blood splattered on the dish.
Pain shot through Kentril.
Thelavish, brightly lit chamber became a chamber of horrorsinstead.

Blood—fresh blood—seemed to flow over tarnished, scratched walls, and the ceiling, which now
existed only asajagged hole, revealed a sky asturbulent and tortured as the rest of his surroundings.
Crimson and black clouds did battle, monstrous bolts of lightning marking where they collided. Swirling
mael stroms formed, seeming ready to swallow the bleeding world below.

Bones that |ooked suspicioudy human lay scattered everywhere upon the stained and cracked floor, and
something not arat scurried over one before disppearing into asmall fissure running aong the sde of the
room. A fierce wind coursed through, howling asit went. An intense heet that somehow till chilled
Kentril to hisvery soul swept donginitswake.

Moans and cries suddenly assailed hisears. Herose at last from the rotting table, seeing on the broken,
dust-ridden plate before him not the freshly cooked mea he had been eating, but instead a moldy,
maggot-infested piece of greenish mest.

The moans and cries continued to increase in intensity, so much so that the captain had to cover hisears.
He stumbled back, faling against one wall—and only then finding the source of the mournful plees.

From each of the walls, hundreds of mouths began to cry out for help. Those nearest him seemed to
scream the loudest. Pulling away in horror, Kentril ssumbled back to thetable. . . and into, of dl things, a
vayannoyedQuov Tgn.

“What do you think you' re doing, cretin? Y ou’ re making afool of yoursdf in front of our host!” The
Vizjere pointed in the direction of thedais.

But when Kentril looked there, he did not see the good and fatherly Juris Khan. The chair remained
fixed in place, true, and of al thingsit looked most untouched by the horrors around, but init did not Sit
thelord of Ureh.

Before Cgptain Dumon’ sfearful eyes arose—



“Kentril! Speak to me! It's Atannal Kentril!”

And asif it had al been adream, the grand chamber immediately became whole and bright andalive
once more.

Atannahdld his bleeding hand tight, her eyes wide and concerned. Staring into those eyes gave the
mercenary something on which to focus, to use as an anchor for his suddenly questionable sanity.

“Captain Dumon, are you unwell?’

With great reluctance, Kentril looked to Juris Khan. He breathed a sigh of relief upon seeing the robed,
magterful monarch standing tall, absol ute concern written over the elderly visage. Gone was the image
of—of what? Kentril could not even recall exactly what he had seen, only that it had been like nothing he
had ever come acrossin dl hislife. The sheer act of trying to remember even the dightest image caused
him to shiver.

Khan's daughter brought a goblet to his mouth. “Drink this, my darling.”

For her and her done he drank it. The wine camed him, pushed away al but the vestiges of his
nightmare.

Atannaled him back to hischair. Ashe sat, Kentril mumbled, “I’'m sorry . . . sorry, everyone.”
“Thereisno need for onewhoisill to gpologize,” Khan kindly remarked.

One hand till on the captain’s shoulder, Atannasaid, “1 think | know what happened, Father. We
walked in the garden earlier, and something bit him.”

“I see. Yes, the jungle insects sometimes make their way here, and some are said to carry disease that
causes delusons and more. One must’ ve bitten you, Captain Dumon.”

Having fought in many vile lands, where weether and wildlife made amore fearsome foe than the
opposing soldiers, Kentril could well believe their conclusions. Y et the monstrous clarity of his
halucination still stuck with the fighter. What within him could dredge up such horrors? Asaman who
had seen and shed blood, he had dreamt about the dark side of war, but never had hisimagination
created such apicture.

Stll, Atanna s explanation would aso give reason for his earlier episode in the city. Had that been the
first Sgn of the sickness? He had assumed that Zorea or the other woman had drugged him, but such a
drug should have worn off by now.

Lord Khan seated himself again. “Well, whatever the cause, | am sure that under my daughter’s
minigrations, you will recover fine. | want you to be able to accept my giftswith full clarity of mind so
that | may not force upon you anything you do not wish.”

“Gifts?’
“Aye, good captain—athough if you accept, you' |l be captain no more.” The robed figure leaned

toward histwo guests. “In the struggle against Gregus Mazi, lives were lost. Important ones. Good ones.
Good friends. A vacuum thus existsin Ureh, and if we' re to become part of the mortal world again, that



vacuum must befilled. Y ou two can hep in that.”

Kentril felt Atanna sfingerstighten on his shoulder, and when he looked up, she gave him an expression
of pride and pleasure.

“Master Tsin, you and I’ ve dready discussed thisin part, S0 you have some advantage over Captain
Dumon. Nonetheless, the decision isno lessa sgnificant onefor you, and so | state my offer again, with
more concisenessthistime. All those who wielded and governed the magic arts of my kingdom have
perished save my daughter andmysdlf. | ask of you if you will bring honor again to that which Gregus
tainted. | ask you to take up the mantle of roya sorcerer, the magica knowledge of my relm yoursif
youwill St ever & my left hand.”

TheVizjera rose dowly, asatisfied smile across hiswrinkled countenance. Kentril could only imagine
the spellcaster’ s pleasure. He had more than gained long-term access to the books and scrolls of the
library; for dl practica purposes, Juris Khan had given the diminutive figureeverythingthe Vizjere could
have wanted.

“My Lord Khan,” Quov Tsin gracioudy replied, “ nothing would please me more.”

“| am gratified.” Now the stately monarch turned toward Kentril, who felt his ssomach tiein knots.
“Captain Kentril Dumon, through your effortsto help us and the recommendations of one who has come
to know you better than I, I’ ve learned of aman of ability, determination, honor, and loyaty. | can think
of no better quditiesin asoldier—nay, in aleader!” Khan steepled hisfingers. “Weareanoldredmina
new world, one you know much better. There' s need for such aman as you to guide us, to protect us
from eementsthat may desire our downfal in this different time. | need you as acommander of my
warriors, aprotector of my people, agenerd, asthat uniform calsfor.”

Despite hisrecent spell, Kentril pushed himsdlf back to hisfeet. “My gracious Lord Khan—"

But hishost politely cut him off. “And in Ureh, you should know that such arank comes hand in hand
with atitle. The commander of our defendersisnot only asoldier but aprinceof theland aswell.”

Hel€eft the captain momentarily speechless. Atanna, her hand now on hisarm, squeezed tightly.

“And asamember of the nobility, al rightstherein are yours. Y ou will be granted an estate, be able to
raise servants of your own, marry other members of nobility—"

At the lagt, Atanna s hand squeezed particularly tightly. When Kentril briefly let hisgazefly to her, he
saw theanswer for why Juris Khan would especidly offer him thiswondrous posting. Despite their liaison
so far, the soldier had always known insde that he truly had no hope for alasting love. Atannawas a
princess, born and raised to marry someone equal to or higher than her lofty station. Kings, sultans,
emperors, and princes could have easily asked for her hand, but not alowly officer.

Now her father had eradicated that one impediment with asingle gesture.

“—and soforth,” finished Juris Khan. He smiled as afather would smileat hisson . . . perhapsa
foreshadowing of events. “What say you, good captain?’

What could Kentril say? Only afool or amadman could refuse, and despite his recent episodes, he did
not fed himself either of those. “I-I am honored to accept, my lord.”



“Then al that I’ ve offered is most definitely yours. Y ou and Master Tsin have made me very happy!
Master Tsin assures me of complete successin freeing me, and if that holdstrue, three days hence, as
marked by the sun seen beyond our borders, | shall before the entire court officidly acknowledge your
new gtations.” Khan nearly fell back into hischair, asif both physicaly and emotionaly exhausted by his
grand gesture. “ Y ou' vethe gratitude of dl Ureh.. . . but the gratitude of my humble saf the most.”

Atannareturned to her seat, and she blushed even more whenever her eyes and Kentril’smet. Thetak
began to turn again to Quov Tsn'splan to free Lord Khan from his chair, eventualy even drawing
Atannain because of her necessary role. Left one now, Captain Dumon turned to his own thoughts.

And those thoughts concerned his subterfuge. Even after al Juris Khan had granted him, after al Atanna
had promised him with her eyes and lips, he had said nothing concerning the possibility that Gregus Mazi
gl lived and might yet turn hisblack arts again on them. At this moment, Kentril knew, Zayl crept about
the pal ace, seeking behind the backs of their hosts the plans of its design. True, the pair had only the best
of intentionsin mind, but till the captain felt asif each second he failed to speak he betrayed Atannaand
her father further.

Despite hisregrets, though, Kentril chose to say nothing. If Zayl proved to be wrong, no harm would be
done. Y et if the necromancer had divined correctly, therewould be only him and Kentril to dedl with the
threat. Khan could do nothing while so impaired, and not for amoment would Captain Dumon even
congder letting Atannaface the corrupted spdllcaster. Tsin dready had too much with which to dedl. No,
if GregusMazi did indeed live, Kentril would have to seeto it himself that the corrupted sorcerer paid the
ultimate pricefor his past crimes.

Atanna caught his gaze once more. She smiled and blushed, completely ignorant of the darkening
thoughts behind the captain’ s own smile. No, no matter what happened, Gregus Mazi could not be
alowed ever againto touch her . . . not evenif it cost Kentril Dumon hisown lifein the process.

TWELVE
A

Zayl met him some hours after the dinner, the necromancer’ s expression giving no sense of success or
falure as he dipped into the captain’ s chambers. Only when Zayl had held up hisivory dagger and turned
one complete circle did the pae figure finally announce the results of his search.

“An easier task than | had anticipated. Clearly marked and filed in the library among other papers. In his
own abode, our host gpparently did not think he had to be cautious about such information.”

“No,” responded Kentril somewhat bitterly. “He probably believes that he can trust everyone.”
Zay| presented to him atracing of the chart someone had made showing how to reach the caverns
beneath and what routes the system of tunnelstook. “Y ou can seethat it isgood we havethis. The
system is complex, dmost mazdike. One could get lost down there and never find the way back.”
“Where do you think Mazi might be?’

“That issomething | shdl try to divine just before we depart, captain. | did not leave the sorcerer’s

former sanctum empty-handed. | have afew more samples of hishair. | will try to usethemto find his
location. It may not be exact, but should be enough for me to hazard an expert guess.”



Kentril tried not to think of the two of them wandering through the caverns seeking the insdious
gpellcaster. “Will he be able to detect what you' re doing?’

“Thereisawaysthe chance of that, but | have takenthe utmost precaution each time and will do so
again. The methods of my kind are much more subtle than those likely learned by such asMazi or Tsin.
That has been in great part for the sake of smple survivd, for we know how most othersview us. We
have even learned by necessity how to move among other practitioners of the magic arts without them
ever knowing we were present. Y ou may rest assured, Gregus Mazi will not notice.”

The ability to fool Tsin did not impress Kentril as much as Zayl perhaps thought it did, but thetimeto
turn back had long passed. “How long do we have?’

“Such aspell asthe Vizjerel must cast will require many hours, even aday, but we must start out as soon
asthey begin preparations.” The necromancer glanced again at the tracing. “Which makesit al the better
that we havethis. Do not loseit, captain.” Zayl stepped back asif preparing to leave, then suddenly
asked, “How went the dinner?’

“Waell.” Now did not seem the timeto tell the necromancer all that had happened.

Zayl waited for him to eaborate, but when Kentril remained quiet, the cloaked figure findly departed.

Kentril fell back onto his bed. He had nearly managed to fall adeep when asingle tap on the door made
him st up straight, one hand aready on the dagger habit caused him to keep at hisside. A moment |ater,
Gorst and Albord stepped in, both looking perturbed.

“What isit, Gors?’ Kentril asked, hand relaxing only dightly.

“Albord’ s got something to say.”

The younger mercenary clearly felt ill at ease. “ Captain, there' s something | don't like.”

“What' sthat?’

“No one s till seen hide nor hair of Brek, and now besides him there stwo more missing.”

Not what Kentril wanted to hear at any time, but even more so with the coming events. “Who?’
“Simon. Mordecai. | asked the others, and no one knows when they were last seen.”

“Everyone e se accounted for?’

Gorst nodded. “Kept’emin. They’realittle cranky about it, but it ain’t too bad bein” stuck in here, eh,
Kentril?”

The captain was certain that hisface flushed, but he could hardly worry about that now. Counting
Albord, that made only seven men left besides Kentril and Gorgt. “ Three missing now. | don't like that.
Someone resents our being here.” Inwardly, he wondered if the disappearances had anything to do with
Gregus Mazi. Did the sorcerer work to eiminate hisformer master’ snew alies?

“What do we do?’ asked Albord.



“We keep thisto ourselves. No one leaves the paace until | say s0. There’ s not enough of usto go
hunting the others. W€ Il haveto consider thewordt, I'm afraid.” Kentril rubbed his chin in thought.
“Albord, you' ve got charge of them. I’ ve something in mind | need Gorst for. Can you handleit?’

The younger mercenary snapped to attention. “I’ [l see it done, captain!”

“Good lad. And if any of the three do return, question them carefully asto their whereabouts. We need
tofind out al we can.”

Not once did he mention saying anything to Lord Khan, and not once did Albord or Gorst suggest it.
Whatever choice their captain made they would accept.

Kentril dismissed Albord, but had his second stay. “ Gorst, there’ s something | need you to help with,
but since there’ sastrong eement of risk, I'll only accept you asavolunteer. If you don't want to go, I'll
understand.”

Thefamiliar grin faded. “What isit, Kentril ?’

Captain Dumon told him, starting with Zay!’ s astonishing revelation and what the necromancer and he
had decided to do. Gorst listened quietly through it dl, the dark, round eyes of the giant never once
leaving hiscommander.

“I'll come,” he responded as soon as Kentril had finished.
“Gorgt, this could be more dangerous than any battlefield.”
Thegiant amiled. “So?’

Despite some guilt at having included hisfriend in this possibly suicidd quest, Kentril also felt much
relieved. Having Gorgt at his back made coming events seem alittle more reasonable, alittle more
normd. Thiswould just be another battle Stuation, aspecia mission behind enemy lines. True, thefoe
wielded sorcery, but they had the talents of Zayl for that. If the necromancer could keep Gregus Mazi at
bay, the two fighters would move in to strike the mortal blow. A three-pronged assault on asingle
enemy, anearly perfect battle plan.

Kentril snorted at his own naive notion. It dl sounded so smple when thought of in such terms, but he
doubted that would turn out to be the case once redlity hit. One thing he had learned early onin his
career, when the battle began in earnest, all the magnificent plansfor victory went up in smoke.

Waiting for the moment itsalf proved to be the worst of ordedls. To the captain, each minute fdt like an
hour, and each hour aday. If not for those interludes when Atanna could bresk away from the
preparations Tsin required, Kentril suspected that he would have gone mad.

Lord Khan's daughter and he spoke little when they were together, and what talk did take place
concerned more hints of the future. Half-veiled promisesfilled the captain’ s head as the enchantress
hersdf filled hisarms.

“Not long now,” Atannawhispered more than once, “but so much longer than | want towait . . .”



Fueled by such honeyed words, Kentril sllently swore that when the time came, he would take Gregus
Mazi’ s head himsdlf and present it to Atanna and her father as proof of hisworthiness. Surely then Lord
Khan would see him as arespected suitor.

And then at long last came thetime. A different Atannamet Captain Dumon as he pretended to be
cleaning his gear. She wore a chaste white robe much akin to that of Juris Khan, and her luxurious hair
had been tied tightly back in atail. The solemn expression adoneinformed Kentril of why she had come
dressed so.

“It'sto begin?’ he asked, his question having double meaning to him.

“Master Tsin saysthat the forces arein correct dignment and the patterns matched to their purposes. It
will till take us hours, but | must betherefor dl of it. | cameto ask for your confidence, your bdief in
our success.”

Hekissed her. “You'll succeed—and Il be therein spirit.”
“Thank you.” She gave him ahopeful amile, then rushed off.

Kentril’s own smile reversed as he understood that his quest had aso now begun. Gathering his gear, he
waited afew minutesto be safe, then marched out of his chambersto seek Gorst and the necromancer.

The giant met himin the hdl, their encounter quite casud in the eyes of any guard seeing them. They
gpoke of stretching their legs, taking arun to keep their muscles strong, the typical routines of veteran
fighters. Acting completely at ease, the pair made their way through the many halls of the paace, findly
exiting the building dtogether.

Far beyond the protective wall surrounding the paace lay what the necromancer had revealed asthe
best of entrances to the caverns that honeycombed Nymyr. This had been the very opening that Khan's
brave volunteers had utilized to carry the Key to Shadow to its resting place deep below. According to
Zayl, the passage through which they would enter the system had no natural origin; someone had carved
into the rock until they had met up with one of the natural cavernsinside. The necromancer suspected
that perhaps the ancient monks had taken up thetask, either as a place to hide should the monastery be
overwhemed or possibly as some part of their holy rituas.

Kentril had not cared at the time of explanation about the history of the cave, only that it existed and
gave them adirect route to the underworld. However, when heinitiadly saw the craggy mouth, his heart
suddenly best asit had not since hisfirst battle. Only by quickly taking deep breaths was Kentril ableto
gpproach without reveding to Gorst hisinexplicable fear.

“| don’'t see Zayl,” the captain muttered.

“I am here,” replied one of the shadows near the narrow opening.

A section of rocky mountainsde suddenly fell away as the cloak of the necromancer dropped, reveding
thewaiting figure. “I thought it might be best to mask mysdf inilluson until you arrived.”

Gritting histeeth, Kentril pretended not to have been startled by the spellcaster’ s astounding
gppearance. “How’sit look insde?”’

“Carved to let one man pass at atime. Y our friend will have to bow hishead and may find afew partsa



bittight.”
“Don’'t worry about Gorst. He'll make his own path if necessary.”

Turning from the two mercenaries, Zayl led the way ingde. AsKentril entered, he experienced adight
sensation of thewalls closing in on him, but fortunately, the feding quickly passed.

Zayl muttered something. A moment later, apeculiar, paelight filled the shaft. In the necromancer’ sl eft
hand, Kentril saw theivory dagger gleam.

“This should go on for about five, Sx hundred yards,” Zayl commented. “ After that, the caverns should
begin to open up.”

Gorst was indeed forced to keep his head bent much of the way, but only once did he have to squeeze
through in order to continue on. Asfor Kentril, he might aswell have been taking awalk through a
darkened hall in the palace. Even the floor had been smoothed, making footing amost perfect.

Their good luck gppeared to end amost where the caverns should have opened up before them.
Rounding aturn, thetrio at first saw not the widening mouth that they had expected but instead, awall of
rubble.

“I had not counted on this,” responded the necromancer. “ And according to the drawing, thereisno
other path.”

Kentril went up to investigate thewall of rock and dirt, pulling a afew good-sized stones.

The vadt pile suddenly rolled toward him, burying hislegs up to the tops of his bootsin ameatter of only
seconds. Gorgt pulled him back before he could become any more trapped. The trio stepped back
quickly and waited for the dust to settle.

“I'think . . . | seesomething,” Zayl declared after abrief coughing fit.

Sure enough, the dagger revealed a hole near the top. Borrowing the necromancer’ s enchanted blade,
Kentril quickly but carefully crawled up to investigate. “ It opens wide just ahead. If we can crawl through
safely for afew yards, we should be clear.”

Gorgt and Kentril worked to make the opening bigger while Zayl held the light for them. Once that had
been accomplished, the necromancer worked hisway through, followed by the giant, then Kentril.

And on the other side of the collapse, they at |ast stood before the true beginning of the cavern complex.

The chamber stretched hundreds of feet up and across. Jagged limestone teeth thrust down from the
ceiling, some of them three, four timesthe size of Gorst. Others burst from the floor of the vast cave,
severd more than ayard thick and twicethat in height.

Water trickled over the walls, carving niches, creating myriad shapes everywhere, and, in the process,
reveding bright, glittering crystals embedded in the rock face. In thelight of the dagger, the cavern
glistened.

Kentril looked down, and any wonder over the beauty of the chamber died as he saw what faced them.
Roughly twenty yards ahead, the floor dropped off abruptly, averitable cliff that ended in achilling, black



abyss.
“Down there?’ Gorst cheerfully asked.

Zay! nodded as he reached into the confines of his voluminous cloak. Kentril marveled that despite their
crawling, the spellcaster looked unsullied.

From the cloak, Zayl suddenly pulled forth a short, amost laughable length of rope. However, asthe
necromancer began tugging on the ends, itgrew. Only afoot long in the beginning, under hiseffort it
stretched to twice, then three times more what it had been.

“Gordg,” the pdefigurecdled, “help mewith this”

Handing the dagger again to Kentril, Zayl gave one end of the smal ropeto the larger mercenary. Asthe
two pulled, Kentril saw thet it stretched even farther.

Fivefest, Sx, eight, and more. Gorst and the necromancer pulled and pulled, and each time they did, the
rope gave way. In but the space of afew breaths, the party ended up with a sizable length, more than
enough to begin their descent.

Zayl wordlesdy took back the dagger. The two soldiers secured the astonishing rope around one of the
broader stalagmites, then tested it. The necromancer, meanwhile, leaned over the edge, studying the dark
depths.

“If the origina drawing is correct, we should have more than enough room on which to land.”
The captain did not like the sound of that. “And if it'snot?’
“Then we shdl find ourselves dangling over athousand-foot drop.”

Fortunately, the calculations of the nameless person who had originally charted the caverns proved to be
accurate not only with thisinitial descent, but with those that followed. Moving with more confidence, the
trio journeyed farther and farther down into the system, guided al the while by Zayl’ s glowing blade.

At lagt, they came to an area where the passages leveled off. The necromancer paused to consult the
tracing, not desiring to head off toward a dead end or apit. Kentril and Gorst, meanwhile, drew their
weaponsjust in case.

“Areweon theright trail fill?” the captain asked of Zayl.

“I believe 0. The spdll | cast before leaving for the cave did not give me as exact alocation as| had
hoped, but it did pinpoint matters enough for me to believe we are very near. Bewary.”

Sowly they wended their way through a series of twisting passages punctuated on occasion by smal and
unprepossess ng chambers. Only once did they have any cause to hdlt, that being when Gorst came
across atattered water sack that they al assumed had been | eft by the party carrying Juris Khan's
creation. Zayl inspected it for any clues, but found none.

Then Kentril noticed that the areaahead of them seemed dightly brighter than Zayl’ s dagger should have
been able to make it. He touched the necromancer on the arm, indicating that he should cover the
enchanted blade.



Despite the momentary loss of the weapon’ s light, the passage ahead remained illuminated.

Sword at the ready, the captain proceeded, Zayl and Gorst ready to back him up at the dightest sign of
danger. With each step, the glow ahead increased a bit. It never truly grew bright, and even what
illumination therewas had adark quality to it, but Kentril could definitely see better the nearer he drew.

And suddenly the party entered awide, rounded chamber in the midst of which, atop areworked
gdagmite, gleamed the source of theillumination . . . theKey to Shadow.

Those who had risked themsalves to bring it down here had carefully chipped away at the cavern
growth, creeting astone hand of sortsin the very center of whose craggy pam the mighty black crystal
pulsated quietly.

Seeing no sign of danger, Kentril moved to investigate better Lord Khan's creation. Dagger thrust
forward, Zayl stepped up next to him, also eager to see the magical gemstone.

A face of utter horror suddenly greeted both men from a stalactite just beyond the crystd.

Both mercenaries swore loudly, and even Zayl muttered something under his breath. They stared in
disguiet a thefigure carved into the growth. A man of limestone and other minerds, he hung asif
violently tied to the very sta actite from which he had been sculpted. Arms and legs had been pulled back
asfar asthey could humanly go, seemingly bound together from behind. The expression of agony and
dismay had been shaped so exquisitely that Kentril expected the trapped figure to finish hisslent cry at
any moment. The artisan had managed to touch both the macabre and the human at the sametime,
making the sculpture even more arresting.

“What isthat thing?’

“Some sort of guardian, perhaps. Like the gargoyles and archangelswe have seen.”

“Why didn’t he raise the darm when we entered?’

The necromancer shrugged.

Kentril stepped up to the horrific sculpture. With great care, he stretched forth his sword and tapped the
figure on the chest.

Nothing happened. The eyes shut in pain did not open to condemn him; the mouth did not moveto bite
the foolish interloper’ s head off. The statue remained just that, a statue.

Fedling alittlefoolish, the captain turned back to the others. “Wadll, if Gregus Mazi isn't around here,
we' d better—”

A chill ran up his spine, and he saw both of his companions’ gazes suddenly widen—and focus not on
Kentril, but ratherbehindhim.

Captain Dumon spun around.

The eyes—the eyes that had stayed closed even after hissomewhat arrogant ingpection—now did
indeed glare madly & him.



The aready open mouth let loose with aterrible, haunting cry.

All three men covered their ears asthe harsh, painful sound overwhelmed dl else. Over and over, the
sentind cried, the mad scream echoing throughout the chamber and well beyond.

For more than aminute, the horrific sound continued. Then, findly, the cry gradudly lessened, enough so
that at |ast the party could lower their hands.

And that was when they could findly hear the flgpping of oncoming wings.

A flock of batlike forms darted into the chamber, shrieking wildly asthey attacked. In the uncertain
illumination, Kentril saw small, gray, demonic shapes no more than knee-high and looking vaguely like
reptilian men. Taons akin to those of predatory birds dashed at the trio whenever one of the creatures
passed overhead, and toothy maws sought bites of their flesh.

“ Alae Nefastus!” shouted the necromancer. “Winged Fiends! Lesser demons but dangerousin
quantity!”

And in quantity they had come. Kentril quickly ran one through the torso, watching with grim satisfaction
asit fel twitching to the floor. Unfortunately, in its place came six new and very eager ones. Nearby,
Gorgt battered two with theflat of hisax, only to have another dig deep into his shoulder. The giant
shouted in surprise and pain, even hismuscular hide no match for the demon’ srazor-sharp nails.

They filled the chamber, their savage criesamost asterrible asthe warning by the sentinel. The captain
managed to day two more yet ill fdt asif he accomplished nothing. Neverthel ess, he continued fighting,
the only other recourse not at dl attractive.

One of thefiends dove past him, seeking instead Zayl. Opening his vast cloak, the necromancer trapped
the samal demon within.

A brief, muffled squeal escaped the creature. . . then a pile of brown ash dropped near the spellcaster’s
boot. Zayl released the cloak and focused on the other attackers.

“They must serve Gregus Mazi!” Kentril called. “ That thing that screamed was meant to dert him!”

Zayl did not answer. Instead, the necromancer now shouted incomprehensible words at another group
of fluttering terrors. At the sametime, he drew acirclein their direction with thetip of the dagger.

Thewinged imps he had targeted, fivein al, suddenly turned away and, to Kentril’ s surprise, began
attacking their fellows. Two unsuspecting fiends perished under shredding talons before others began to
assault in great numbersthetraitorsin their midst. In moments, the five ensorcelled demons had fdlen, but
not before taking two more with them.

Animp raked the captain across the cheek, splattering Kentril with his own blood. The wound stung so
greatly it made his eyeswater, yet he managed to catch the offending demon asit flew away, impaingit.

Unfortunately, even another death seemed not to deter the massive flock.

“There retoo many!” grunted Gorst.



“Captain Dumon! If you and Gorst can fend them off me for amoment or two longer, | may be able to
rid oursalves of thistrouble!”

Seeing no other option, Kentril battled hisway back to the necromancer, Gorst doing the same from the
other sde.

Asthe pair shielded Zayl, the cloaked mage again spoke in the unknown language. With the dagger he
draw another glowing image, this one resembling to the mercenary officer an exploding Star.

A haze suddenly filled the chamber, a noxious-smelling but otherwise seemingly harmlessfog that rapidly
spread to every corner, every crack, leaving no place untouched.

Yet if the haze did nothing to the trio saveto irritate their nostrils and obscure their vision some, its effect
on thewinged demons proved anything but harmless. One by one, then by greater and greater numbers,
the taloned fiends suddenly lost control. They collided with one another, crashed into the walls, even
smply dropped to thefloor of the chamber.

Once on the ground, the savage imps shook asiif in the throes of madness. Gradually, their hisses and
sguawks became more feeble. Findly, they began to till, first afew, then more and more.

Soon dl lay dead.
“ Zerata!” called the necromancer.
The haze ingtantly faded away, leaving no trace.

Zayl suddenly staggered forward and would have dropped if not for Gorst’s quick reflexes. The
spellcagter leaned againgt the giant for afew seconds, then seemed to recover.

“Forgive me. The last took much out of me, for | had to say and control it perfectly, otherwise the effect
would have been different.”

“What do you mean?’ Kentril asked.
“Wewould belying there with theimps.”

Gorst kicked at afew bodies, making certain that none pretended, then took a peek down the passage
from which they had come. “Don’t hear anything more.”

“There were quite afew attacking us.” Zayl joined the other mercenary near the passage. “It isquite
possible that we destroyed the entire flock.”

The giant nodded, then asked, “ So where' stheir master?’

That had been a question on Kentril’smind aswell. Were these creatures al that Gregus Mazi had been
ableto send after them? Why had he not attacked with some spell while the three had been distracted?
Even the most basic tactician understood the value of such amaneuver.

Another thing bothered him. Turning back to the Key to Shadow, he stared at the artifact, wondering
why Mazi had not smply removed the black crystal and shattered it on the floor. While it was perhaps
possible that such adeedwould have required far more effort than it gppeared, Juris Khan had given



every indication that hisformer friend had been a sorcerer of tremendous skill and cunning. Gregus Mazi
should have been able to reduce the crystal to shards. . .

So why had he not destroyed the gemstone?

Any hestation likely had nothing to do with the Key’ s monetary value, dthough Kentril knew of severa
dukes and other nobles back in the Western Kingdoms who would have paid him enough for the stone
for the mercenary to retirein wealth. One could scarcely believe that it had been created from magic, so
real did it look. Still, he had heard of few stones so perfect. Each facet seemed amost amirror. In some,
the captain could see himsdf reflected back. In others, he could make out the vague forms of his
companions or even some of the dead imps. Captain Dumon could even make out details of the macabre
senting’ sface. ..

Kentril spun around, gaze fixed on the eyes of the horrific figure. Of dl the features of the monstrous
sculpture, they showed the most precision, the most care.

They were the most human.

“There sno need to worry about looking for Gregus Mazi,” Kentril called to the others. He tried to will
the eyesto look hisway, but they did not move. “I think I've found him.”

THIRTEEN
A

“I think you must be correct, captain,” Zayl quietly answered after sudying the figurein detail. “Now that
| have had a chanceto cast afew spdls of detection, | can swear that thereislifeinit.”

“But how?’ Kentril wanted desperately to know. “How could this be? How can this have happened to
Mazi?’

The necromancer did not look at al pleased. “1 can only assume that Juris Khan has not been
forthcomingin histales”

“That can't be! Lord Khan would never do anything likethis. Y ou know that.”

“| am as deeply troubled as you by thisdiscovery . . . and just as confused. | supposeit isquite possible
that Lord Khan is aso unaware of the true fate of hisformer friend, and, therefore, one must assume
Khan' sdaughter isunaware aso.”

“Of course sheis!” the captain snapped.

Gorst shook his head. “ Can you do anything? Can you make him human again?’

“Alas, | fear not. Thisisfar more complex than the curse upon our host. What | have been ableto
determineisthat Gregus Mazi is more than just sealed to the staactite. Hels, in essence, avery part of
the mountain. Such aspell cannot bereversed, I'm afraid.”

“But he' still dive, you said,” perssted the giant.



Zayl shrugged, to Kentril quite clearly disturbed more than hetried to show. “ Y es, otherwise my spell to
summon his shade would have worked thefirst time. If it isanycomfort, | suspect that if hismind survived
after the transformation, then it haslong since falen into total madness. | daresay he suffersno longer.”

“1 want to see,” demanded avoice. “Take me out o | can get agood look at him.”

From the pouch, Zayl produced Humbart Wessd’ s skull. Gorst looked on with some dight unease but
overal moreinterest. Kentril redlized that he had forgotten to tell his second of the necromancer’ s unique
companion.

Holding the skull up high, Zayl |et it examine the ghoulish display. Humbart said nothing saveto direct the
spellcagter to point the empty eye socketsthisway or that.

“Aye, 'tishim,” he remarked rather sadly. “ ’ Tis old Gregus come to amoreill end than myself.”
“Did you sense anything?’ the necromancer asked. “Any hint of who might have donethis?’

“Thisis powerful sorcery, lad. | can't tell. Bdieve me, I'm sorry. Y ou’ re right on one thing, though; this
can't be changed. There’ sno way to make him human again.”

Kentril tried hard not to think of what it must have been like for the man. Had he suffered much? Had it
been as Zayl had suggested, that perhaps Gregus Mazi had been cursed to thisform with hismind ill
functioning? All those centuries trapped like that, unable to move, unable to do anything?

“But why?’ the captain findly asked. “Why do this? It looks like more than punishment. Y ou saw what
happened, Zayl. Helet out a scream that alerted those winged beasts!”

“Yes. .. goparently heispart of some method of warning.” The necromancer turned toward the Key to
Shadow. “1 am wondering if perhaps he did so because we were too near this.”

“That makes no sense! We' d be the last ones to want to touch the crystal! Ureh needsthat in place, too,
or eseit won't matter that we set its counterpart atop Nymyr.”

Zayl reached for the artifact asif to pick it up, at thesame time watching to see how the monstrous figure
would react.

The dl-too-human eyes suddenly widened, amost glaring at the presumptuous necromancer. However,
thistime, no scream aerted guardians, perhaps because there might not have been any I ft.

As Zayl withdrew his hand, they saw the eyes of the sentingl relax, then close again. The mouth remained
open in mid-scream.

“He doesguard it. Interesting. | recal that when you walked up to him, | shifted postion dightly, which
would have placed me about as near to the crystd as| was just now. That must have been what caused
himto reect.”

“So what do we do now?’ asked Gorst.

Kentril sheathed hisblade. “ There doesn’t seem much at al for usto do. We might as well make our
way back. There' sno telling how far dong Tsn might dready be with the spell.”



Zayl looked to the ceiling. “1 still sense great forces at work, but you are correct. He may be done soon
... and, asyou sad, there remains nothing of vaue for usto do here. We will retire to the palace and
discussthisamong oursdvesin more detail.”

“Hold on there!” called Humbart Wessdl’ s skull. “Y ou can't leave him like that.”

“Now, Humbart—"

But the skull would not be silenced. “ Are you good men or the kind of villain you thought old Gregusto
be? Captain Dumon, what would you do if one of your fellowslay trapped and bleeding badly on the
field of battle and you couldn’t take him with you? Would you leave him for the enemy to do with asthey
pleased?’

“No, of coursenot . . .” The veteran officer understood exactly what the ghostly voice meant. Y ou never
left acomrade behind to be tortured by the foe. Y ou either let him take his own course of action, or with
your sword you did it for him. Kentril had been forced to such action morethan once, and while he had
never taken any pleasurein it, he had known that he had been doing hisduty. “No . . . Humbart’ sright.”

Drawing hiswespon again, he approached the ensorcelled Gregus Mazi and, with much trepidetion,
gtarted tapping at the torso in search of a soft enough spot. Unfortunately, hisinitia hunt reveaed nothing
but hardened minerals. The spell had been very thorough.

“Allow metodoit, captain. | think my blade will better serve.” Zayl came forward with theivory
dagger, but Kentril stepped in front of him.

“Give the wegpon to me, necromancer. | know where best to strike to kill aman quickly and cleanly.
Thishasto be doneright.”

Bowing to the soldier’ s experience, the cloaked spellcaster turned over the dagger to Kentril. The
captain studied the rune-inscribed blade for amoment, then turned his attention once more to Gregus
Maz.

As heraised the dagger to strike, the eyes of the limestone-encrusted sentinel suddenly opened, focusing
upon Kentril with an intengity that made the fighter’ s hand shake.

On a hunch, he moved the dagger dightly to the side.
The eyesfollowed the wegpon with especially keen interest.

There and then, Captain Dumon redlized that the mind of the sorcerer remained intact. Insanity had not
granted Gregus Mazi any escagpe from histortured existence.

For just ashort moment, Kentril hesitated, wondering if perhaps there might be some way yet to freethe
man, but then the eyes above his own answered that question, pleading for the soldier to do what he
mud.

“Heaven help you,” the captain muttered.

With aprayer on hislips, Kentril thrust the dagger into the chest areawith expert precision.

Not one drop of blood emerged from the wound. Instead, abrief gust of hot wind smelling of sulfur



burstforth, dmost asif Kentril had opened away to some volcanic rellm deep within the mountain. It
startled the mercenary so much that he stepped back a pace, withdrawing the blade as he retreated.

He expected another hellish cry such as had brought the impsto attack, but instead only atremendous
sgh emerged from the frozen mouth. In that short-lived sigh, the captain heard more than just adesath; he
heard Gregus Mazi’ srelief at being at last released from histerrible prison. The eyes gave him an dmost
grateful look before quickly glazing over and closing for afina time.

“Hiscurseisended,” whispered Zayl after atime. “He has | eft thisterrible place.” The necromancer
gently took the dagger back from Kentril. “1 suggest we do the same.”

“Rest wdll, Gregus,” the skull muttered.

Much subdued, the trio completed their ascension through the cavernsin silence. They had gonein
search of an evil sorcerer and found afellow human being in torment. Nothing they had assumed had
proven to befact, and that bothered al of them, Kentril most of al.

Exiting through the shaft by which they had first entered the mountain, the fighters separated from Zayl,
who advised that it might not be wise for the three of them to return together.

“1 will spend some more time out here, then return asif from the city. We need to meet again later,
captain. | fed we both have questions we wish answered.”

Kentril nodded, then, with Gorgt trailing, headed back to the palace. Although the unsettling eventsin the
cavernsremained an important part of histhoughts, Kentril could not help but think more and more about
the outcome of Tsin’swork as he neared Lord Khan' s abode. Had that, too, gone awry? Was nothing to
be as he had assumed it would be?

To hisfurther apprehension, he and Gorst discovered the gates—the entire entrance, in fact—utterly
unmanned. Worse, asthey entered the ancient edifice, both quicklynoticed that not a sound echoed
throughout the vast palace, dmost asif the deathly quiet of the abandoned ruins had swept once more
over the kingdom. Down an ominoudy empty hal Kentril and the giant cautioudy journeyed, searchingin
vainfor somehint of life,

At lagt, they came across the massive doors to Juris Khan's sanctum. Kentril glanced at hisfriend, then
reached forward . . .

The doors swung open of their own accord, revesling areverent crowd knedling before the dais
occupied by therobed lord’ stall, rega chair.

A chair now empty . . . for Juris Khan stood among his flock, reaching down now and then to touch
guard, peasant, and courtier dike upon the back of the head, giving them hisblessing. Near hisside,
Atannafollowed, her expression enraptured. Utter slence filled the room, the silence of awe and respect.

Y et it seemed that even the wonder of her father’ s freedom could not withstand the pleasure Atanna
manifested when she saw Kentril at the door. Sheimmediately touched Lord Khan on the arm, indicating
to him who stood at the entrance.

“Kentril Dumon!” the elder monarch called cheerfully. L et you and your good man come forth and be
part of the celebration, for surely you are as much areason for this glorious moment as the masterful
sorcerer!”



Heindicated with one hand avery sdf-satisfied Quov Tan. TheVizjerel stood far to the left sde of the
dais, fairly preening as courtiers both mae and female moved to pay their humble respects. Tsin caught
Kentril’ s gaze and gave the captain atriumphant look that contained not oneiotaof humility.

Urged on by Atanna, Captain Dumon strode toward the rega pair. The knedling throng gave way for
him with as much respect asthey showed for their master. Never in hislife had Kentril felt so awed by
the smple fact that others honored him so much. Herecdled dl that Juris Khan hadoffered him and for
thefirst time actudly believed it could come to pass without trouble.

“My good Kentril!” Lord Khan gave him astrong, comraddly hug with one arm while pulling his
daughter near with the other. “ Thisisaday of rgoicing as great as when the archangd first presented to
me the hope of our salvation. Truly, the rebirth of Ureh asabeacon of light in theworld is near at hand.”

“I'm very happy for you, my lord.”

The wesathered yet noble face twisted into an expression of bemusement. “How certain | am of that. But
look! Here is another more eager to express our gratitude and able to do so far better than 1. If you'll
excuse me, my son, | must show mysdlf to the people beyond the palace wals. They must know that the
end of our great curseisnear a hand!”

Armored guards hurried to flank their master. The gathered throng rose as one behind Lord Khan,
following him as he headed out the chamber for the firgt time. Atannaguided Kentril to the Side so that
they would not be swept away by the human flood. Gort, grinning, let the pair be, the giant instead
breaking hisway through the crowd as he headed toward Quov Tsin.

“All my hopes,” she breathed. “All my dreams. . . they cometrue at last, Kentril . . . and thereisno one
but you to thank for that!”

“I think you might thank Tsin some. He broke the spell on your father, after al.”

Atannawould not hear hisprotests. “The Vizjerel master provided the mechanics of my father's
freedom, but | know that you urged him on, you enabled him to convince my father that we would be
served best and would serve best by not seeking the pathway to Heaven again.” She leaned up and
kissed him. “My thanksfor dl that.”

“I'mjust glad it went well.”

“That it did, but al the while | worked with them, | couldn’t help thinking of you'. . . so much so | feared
acoupleof timesthat | might accidentally ruin the spdll!” Hereyes twinkled as she looked at him. “Much
better to see you before me than only asimagination!” A brief frown graced her exquisite visage. “Why,
Kentril, you're dusty, and your cheek isbloody! What' s happened to you?’

In al the excitement, he had forgotten about his appearance. Kentril had not decided yet what to say
about Gregus Mazi, so in the end he could only reply, “Asasoldier, I'm used to training. | took arun
outsde, thenasmall climb.” He shrugged. “I lost my hold once and did down afew yards.”

“How dreadful! Y ou mustn’t et that happen again. | won't haveit. | won't lose you now!”

Although her reaction caused him to regret hislie, Kentril did not change hisstory. “I’m sorry to worry
you.”



But her mood had dready begun to lighten. “Never mind. I’ vejust redized that you must come with me
to the grand balcony. Y ou’ ve never been there yet. That'swhere Father’ s gone now.”

“Then we shouldn’t bother—"
“No! You must bethere!” She pulled himin the direction Juris Khan and his court had gone.

Because of itslofty location, the palace of Ureh’srulers had, of course, many bal conies, but none so
vast asthe grand one upon which they found Atannd sfather dready standing. Kentril estimated it to be
wide enough to hold more than a hundred people. With its gleaming white marble floor and stylishly
crafted stonerall, it likely served aso as a place where guests congregated during state functions. He
even imagined that during the height of Ureh’ s power, it had acted as aplace for eegant outdoor dining.

At the moment, however, it served amore important purpose. To the captain’ s astonishment, Lord
Khan did not face his court, but rather leaned forward over therail, calling down to the city below.

And evidently they could hear him well despite the distance,for cheers arose at some remark he made,
cheersthat |lasted for quite sometime.

Six guards stood in attendance near the white-robed figure, each bearing atorch that the captain
assumed somehow enabled those in the city to see their master. Another half dozen soldiers stood watch,
making certain that no one attempted something so foolish asto push Juris Khan over the edge. Kentril
thought the precaution unnecessary; clearly everyone both nearby and below worshipped the elder
leader.

“Thisiswhere Harkin Khan made the Speech of the Saints,” Atannatold him. “Thisiswhere my
grandfather, Zular Khan, married my grandmother and presented her to the people. Thisiswhere my
father spoke the words of the archangel for al to hear.”

“How can anyone possibly hear him al the way up here? Or even see him, for that matter?’
“Comelook!”

Kentril had no intention of becoming part of the event, but Atanna proved quite determined. She pulled
him forward, but far to the right of where Lord Khan continued to speak. Asthey reached therall,
Kentril noticed apair of gleaming metal spheres with rounded openings pointed in the direction of the
masses below.

“What are those?”’

The scarlet-tressed woman pointed out an identical duo on her father’ sleft. “ They amplify and project
the voice of whoever speaks from where Father stands. At the sametime, an image severd timeslarger
can be seen clearly by the crowds below. They are very, very old, and the spellwork used to create them
has beenlost to us, yet Htill they function.”

“Incredible!” Kentril remarked, feding the word highly inadequate but unable to summon anything
stronger.

Suddenly putting her finger to hislips, Atannawhispered, “Hush! You' Il want to hear this”



At fird, al Captain Dumon heard were more of the same promises of the future that Juris Khan had
been announcing to hisflock. He spoke of the ending of Ureh' strials, of once more the sun touching their
flesh without burning it away. He talked of the new role the Light among Lightswould play in theworld,
guiding it toward goodness and peace. . .

And then he began talking about Kentril.

The veteran mercenary shook his head, hoping that his host would stop. Khan, however, spoke at length
about the captain’ s role—much of that role an exaggeration as far as Kentril could recal. To hear Ureh's
ruler describe him, Kentril Dumon was a pdadin extraordinary, a defender of the weak and chdlenger of
evil wherever it lurked. The people below began to cheer loudly every time Lord Khan spoke his name,
and severa of those on the bal cony twisted their heads to see this righteous paragon.

Then, to hiseven greater fear, Atanna sfather gestured for Kentril to join him.

Hewould have refused, but Atanna gave him no choice, guiding him to where Juris Khan awaited. The
benevolent lord again placed one arm around the fighter’ s shoulder, his other extended to hisaudiencein
thecity.

“Kentril Dumon of Westmarch, officer at large, skilled commander . . . hero of Ureh.” More cheering.
“Shortly to take up anew mantle. . . generd of thisholy realm’s defenders!”

This brought renewed cheering plus jubilant gpplause from the court. Kentril wanted nothing more than
to melt into the background, but with Atannatightly attached to his other sde, he could not move.

“Generd Kentril Dumon!” Khan called. “Commander of the Redm, Protector of the Kingdom, Prince of
theBlood!” The fatherly monarch smiled at Kentril. “And soon. . . | hope. . . member of my own
house!”

And the cheers erupted with such fervor that it ssemedcertain Nymyr would collapse from the sheer
vibration. Kentril stood confused for amoment about what the last meant, but then Juris Khan placed the
mercenary’ s hands atop Atanna s and eyed both with much favor.

Only then did the captain redize that his host had just given hisblessing for the two to marry.
Atannakissed him. Still dazzled, he followed her from the bal cony, uncertain yet whether it had al been
adream. Hopefilled him, true, but so did much uncertainty. Did heredly dareto take on dl that Ureh
offered? General, prince, and royal consort?

“I must return to my father,” Atannawhispered quickly. “I’ll see you soon.” Shekissed him, then, with a
last lingering glance, hurried back to the grand balcony.

“Waell,” said avoice near hisear. “My sincerest congratulations, captain—pardon me—my lord.”

Kentril turned to find Zayl emerging from a shadowed corner. The necromancer nodded, then looked
past him. “Quiteadisplay.”

“I never asked for anything—"

“Butitispleasng torecaiveit, isit not? At the very least, the affections of the glorious Atannamust put a
thrill in your heart.”



Not certain whether or not the cloaked figure mocked him, Kentril scowled. “What do you want?’

“Only to ask you how you found things when you entered. | became curious, | must admit, and decided
to return to the palace earlier than | had said. To my surprise, there were no guards at the entrance, no
peopleinthe hdls. | heard the noise from this direction and came just in timeto hear you named heir to
the throne.”

“I’'mnotheir,” the captain retorted. “I’ll beroyal consort if | marry her, not—" Kentril hesitated. In some
lands, those who married a princess or the equivaent became ruler when the crown wasfindly passed.
Had Juris Khan just made him future ruler of Ureh?

Zayl took onelook at Kentril’ s questioning expressionand, with ahint of asmile, replied, “No, | do not
know how the line of succession worksin Ureh. You may beright . . . or you may not be right. Now,
come! Welikely have but moments together before she returnsto see to your dressing properly for your
new roles”

“What do you want to know?’
“Did you say anything about Gregus Mazi?’
Captain Dumon felt insulted. “1 kegp my word.”

“I thought as much, but | had to ask.” The necromancer’ s eyes narrowed to dits. “Tell me as best you
can what has happened to you since you entered.” When Kentril had related to him everything as
detailed asthefighter could, Zayl frowned. “ An interesting but uninformative tableau.”

“What did you expect metotel you?’

“I donot know . . . just that | felt that something should have given ahint to our next course of action.”
The necromancer sighed. “I will return to my quarters and meditate on it. If you should recall some
sgnificant moment that you forgot to mention, please cometo me a once.”

While he doubted very much that he had forgotten anything of vaue, Kentril promised Zayl that he
would do asthe spellcaster desired. As Zayl departed, Kentril suddenly thought again of his present
condition, redlizing that he had stood among the nobles and before the people of Ureh dressed in dusty,
worn garments. Although it was dready too late to rectify that Situation, he could at least present a better
image when next anyone, especidly Atannaand Juris Khan, saw him. Surely now would bethetimeto
don theregd dress uniform he had worn at the private dinner. At the very leas, it would serve him until
he could procure other appropriate clothing.

He started for his quarters, only to see down the hal Gorst and Tsin. The Vizjerel seemed quite
disturbed by something the giant was saying, and when Tsin noticedKentril, he glared at the captain asif
the latter had just burned down Ureh’ s treasure trove of magica tomes.

An unessy feding coursed through Kentril, and the glance Gorst gave him over his shoulder only
strengthened that uneasiness. He picked up his pace, praying that he had read their faces wrong.

“I told him,” Gorgt said as his commanding officer neared. “| had to.”

“By the saven-eyed demon Septumos, Captain Dumon! What were you thinking? Why was | not



informed? |s everything this cretin said about the caverns and Gregus Mazi truth?1 find it hard to
beieve—’

“If Gorgt told you, thenit’ strue,” Kentril replied, cutting off the sorcerer’ stirade. He had no time for
this. What had the other mercenary been thinking? Gorst usudly had alevel head. Why would heinclude
Tsinwithout firg discussing it with hiscaptain?

TheVizjere shook hishead in dishdlief. “1 should have been down there! Gregus Mazi! So many things
he could' ve explained!”

“Therewasn't much of anything that he could explain.” Kentril eyed Gorst, who did not look at all
ashamed. “Y ou did tell him how we found Mazi, didn’t you?’

Gorst nodded. * Everything. | had to, after what Master Tsin said.”

“And what wasthat you said, TSn?’

Drawing himsdlf up, the robed sorcerer muttered, “I till don’t know if this brute here has a point, but—"
“Whatdid you say thet set Gorgt off, TSn?’

For once he had made the Vizjerei uncomfortable. “ The one trait that makes this one here more
tolerable than the rest of you is his proper respect for al things magical. Because of that, | tolerated his
questions about the work involved in casting my great spell. He wanted to hear about the difficulty and
how | overcameit. He dso—" Tsin broke off as Kentril stepped closer, hand on the hilt of his sword.
“I'mcoming toit! | told Gorst about the patternsand incantations I’ d created to undo the clever binding
of the curse and how al proceeded as smoothly as |’ d expected it would.”

If the bragging did not cease quickly, Captain Dumon suspected he would soon try to throttle the
spellcaster regardless of the consequences. “ Everything went well. Y ou expected that. Not one hitch. |
assumed—"’

“Then you assumed wrong, cretin,” the bearded figure snapped. “ Therewasone point when | feared that
al my hard work would come to naught, when something outside my control nearly ruined acarefully
prepared work of art!” Quov Tsin tapped his staff on the floor. “1 expected trouble only from the girl, a
skilled wielder of power but one far too distracted by daydreams. . .” At this, he frowned hard at
Kentril, an obvious hint to the captain being the cause of those distractions. “What | did not expect was
someone as well-versed, as well-trained, as ourhostnearly to turnit al into disaster!”

“What did he do?’ Kentril asked, suddenly unconcerned with such mundane things as dress uniforms
and marrying the daughters of lords.

Tsn snorted. “Like afirg-year apprentice, he did the unthinkable! We had come to the threshold, the
point where there could be not the dightest fraction of an error. | had the girl drawing together the proper
forces, whilel, guiding them by words and gesture, worked to reverse that which had turned flesh,
wood, and stone to one. Had it been more than smply hislegs, the complexity might have been too great
even for me, but, fortunately, that was not the case. |—"

“Tsin—

“All right, al right! Hemoved, cretin! Juris Khan, whose task was to focus his power, hiswill, from within



in order to foment changesto the spell structure of his own body, moved!”

TheVizere leaned back, asif what he had said explained everything. Kentril, however, knew that there
had to be more. Gorst did not overreact.

“Hedid more' njust move,” the giant interjected, now asimpatient as his captain with the sorcerer. “Tain
says heamost legpt up, Kentril! Leapt up asif someonelit afire underneath him. And from how Tsin
describesit, I'd say it happened right about the time you put the dagger through Gregus Mazi’ schest.”

FOURTEEN
b

Gorgt’ s unsettling suggestion remained with Captain Dumon long after the three had separated. Kentril
did not yet know what to make of the notion that somehow Juris Khan had reacted to Mazi’ s desth, but
the implications did not bode well. That Tsin had been unable to offer any other ideathat sufficiently
explained the reaction did not help, either.

Despite that, the Vizjerei had not completely accepted Gorst’ s concernsthat their host hid some secret
from them, and neither could Kentril. However, the captain had to admit to himself that atremendous
part of his own reluctance had to do with the honors Lord Khan had bestowed upon him, especidly the
upcoming marriage to his daughter. Asfor Quov Tsin, hisreasonsfor reluctance were even more
obvious; thevast collection of Ureh’smagicd library lay open to him for aslong as he had the good
graces of the elder ruler.

Seeping onit did little good for Kentril, for even his dreams turned to the troubling development. In
truth, he welcomed the unexpected knock on his chamber doors, for the noise stirred him from adream
inwhich Juris Khan proved to be Gregus Mazi in disguise and Atannathe willing lover of the masked
villan.

Although he hoped that it would be Khan's wondrous daughter at the door, Captain Dumon insteed
found himsdf facing arather pensive Albord. Kentril’ sfirgt fear was that some of the other men had gone
missing, but the younger mercenary quickly erased that fear. Unfortunately,in its place he presented one
that in some ways disturbed his commander even more.

“Captain, the men want to leave.”

“No one goesinto the city until | say so.”

Albord shook his head. “ Captain . . . they want to leaveUreh. They want to go home. . . and | think
they should be ableto.”

Thistime, Kentril could think of no good reason to hold them back. He had alife offered to him here,
but the others wanted only to return to the Western Kingdoms. They might have even had their rewards
by now if not for hisown hestation.

“All right, giveme afew days, and I’ [l see that our host makes sure eech—"

Now Albord looked even more uncomfortable. “Captain, Jodas and Orlif have already talked to him.”



Kentril amost seized the white-haired mercenary by the throat, but fought back the impulse before he
could betray himsdf. “When? When did they do it?’

“Jugt alittlewhile ago. | only found out mysdf after they cameto me. They said they told hislordship
that they had to go, and would he be still granting them that which he' d promised.”

“And Khan said he would?’
“To listen to them, he hugged each like a brother and promised that every man would have afull sack!”

There existed no doubt in Kentril’smind that the fatherly ruler had donejust that, yet another example of
graciousness that made it difficult to fathom whét tie existed between the saintly monarch and the
mysterious Mazi. The captain leaned on anearby chair, trying to organize his thoughts. What could he
do, though, but accept their departure aswisdaly and kindly as Juris Khan had? After dl, by rights, they
could do asthey pleased now. Their contract to Tsin had ended long ago.

“Can't say as| blamethem,” hefinaly responded. “ Andthey’ re probably safer out of Ureh, at least for
now. So how long before you al leave?’

“They want to go when next it’ s day beyond Nymyr, captain. I’ d say that’ sbasicaly tomorrow.” Albord
draightened. “I’ m not going with them, gr.”

“You'renot?’

The plowboy facelit up. “Captain, | thought abouit it alot after the last time | mentioned leaving. Under
you, I’ ve learned morethan | ever would' ve back in my village. I’ ve got family therelike everyone ese
has somewhere, but they knew | might not return for along time, if ever. I'd like to stay on awhilelonger
after dl.” Hegrinned. “Leastwise, | can dways go home sayin’ | served under aprince!”

The words brought some relief to Kentril. “Y ou sure you don’t want to go with them?”
“My mind' s staying made up thistime, Sr.”
“All right. I'll seethey’re sent off right. They’ve donewel . . . you vealldonewell.”

A grin asgreat as any Gorst had ever given spread across Albord' s youthful visage. “ Appreciate that,
captan—mylord. I'll be happy to volunteer to escort them to the outer gates of the kingdom, though.”

The task seemed simple and safe enough, even with the yet-unexplained disappearances of the three
other men. Kentril still suspected that, like him, each had been lured to a more deserted area, then knifed.
The odds were their bodies would never be found. Still, so long as Albord kept in the open where the
crowds could see him, he would be safe.

“I'll be glad to give you that pleasure, lad . . . and thanks for the loyalty.”

Giving his commanding officer asharp sute, Albord left. Kentril started back to hisbed, but his
thoughts would now not leave his men. He could not hel p wondering if even one of the vanished trio
could have been saved if he had let the men go home sooner. To die on the field of battlewas one thing
for amercenary, to end up tossed into an aley with adagger in your spine was another. For that matter,
Kentril did not even know if the men had actudly been dain; it was possible that they ill lived as
prisoners or—



Prisoners?

Captain Dumon bolted upright. He knew of oneway totdl . . .

Kentril found the necromancer in one of the rooms farthest awvay from the others, a specia request, it
appeared, from Zayl himsdf. The spellcaster did not respond to his quiet knock, but something made the
fighter certain that he would find Zayl within. Kentril knocked again, thistime quietly calling out the
other’sname.

“Enter,” came the unmistakable hollow voice of Humbart Wessd.

Slipping inside, Kentril discovered the necromancer seated on the floor, hislegsfolded in, hishandson
his knees, and his eyes staring straight at the ivory dagger that hung suspended in the air before him.
Zay!’' svast cloak lay on the bed. Atop asmall wooden table to the side, the skull had been set so it faced
the doorway .

“Hdlo, lad!” it cheerfully greeted him. “He doesthistwo to threetimes aday, if he can. Mind completely
disappearsfromthisworld . . .”

“How long does he stay like this?” whispered the captain.

The necromancer’ sleft hand suddenly moved. At the same time, the dagger dropped toward the floor,
only to be caught by the hand.

“Aslong asneed be,” Zayl remarked, quickly unfolding hislegs, then rising in one smooth action.

The skull chuckled. “Just in case, though, he leaves me pointed at the door. Anyone comesin, | givethe
dam.”

Zayl gave Humbart adark look. “And | am till waiting to hear it.”

“"Tisonly our good comrade Kentril Dumon, boy! | recognized hisvoiceright away.”

“Whilel have nothing againg you, captain, what Humbart fails to remember isthat you might not be
aone. .. or you might not even be you. There are spells of illusion that can fool dmost anyone, even the
overconfident dead.” The dim, pale man retrieved his cloak. “Now, what isit | can do for you?’

“1 came because. . . because an idea occurred to me based on your own experiences.”

“And that would pertain to—?’

The captain found his gaze drifting to the skull. “Three of my men have never returned from the city. The
rest, by the way, are making plansto leave come the morrow. Before that happens, though, | may need
them to plan arescue.”

He had Zayl’ sfull attention now. “A rescue? Y ou have reason to believe that the missing ones il live?’

“That' swhere you comein. | remembered al of a sudden that you said the reason for your earlier failure

had to do with Gregus Mazi actudly till being dive. Y ou then used adifferent spell to locate his generd
surroundings—"



“And you wish meto attempt to do the same for those of your command now lost.” The necromancer
frowned in thought. “1 can see no reason why it should not work—and perhapsit might yet shed some
light on this shadowed land. Y es, captain, | would be glad to try.”

“How soon can you start?’

Zay| reached for the skull, placing it in the pouch hidden by his cloak. “1 cannot do anything until wefind
some personad item or, better yet, ahair or clipping from any of the three. Would it be prudent at this
timeto vigt the quartersthey used?’

Doubting that anyone would gquestion the company’ s captain wanting to investigate the missing men's
bel ongings for some clueto their disappearance, Kentril readilynodded. That seemed all the necromancer
needed to satisfy himself. With awave of hishand, heindicated for the captain to lead on.

In that mogt rare of circumstances for amercenary, the kindness of their host had enabled each man of
the hired company to have rooms of his own. Some, like Kentril, had become so used to cramped
quarters or deeping without aroof at dl that they had barely made use of more than the bed. Others,
meanwhile, had taken advantage of the situation to the point where the few itemsthey had lay scattered
everywhere. Kentril felt certain that they would find something useful in the rooms of al three.

Which madeit dl the more startling when, upon entering the first set of rooms, they found no trace of
habitation at all.

When Kentril had first stepped into his own chambers, he had not been able to imagine anyone el se ever
having entered them before. From the silky, gold-threaded draperiesto the wide, plush, canopied bed,
everything in sght had looked absolutely new. Both the bed frame and the e egant furniture had been
meticuloudy carved from the finest oak, awood that the captain could not recall having seen anywherein
eadtern Kehjigtan, then stained adark, rich reddish brown. Besides the bed, the main roomin his
quarters came equipped with a sturdy bronze-handled cabinet, four chairs, and a pair of tables—the
wide one possibly used for dining and the other asmall twin near the doorway. Thefiligreed wallshad
also been accented by a series of small but detailed tapestries that seemed to outline the early history of
Ureh.

Beyond the main room, the smaller of the two lesser chambers gave the occupant a place for persona
care, including rarely seen plumbing, atrue mark of the wealth wielded by Lord Khan and his
predecessors. The remaining room consisted of apair of leather chairs, atiny but no less elegant table,
and ashdf filled with books. Out of mild curiogity, Captain Dumon had picked over the collection inhis
own chambers, but he knew that most of his men could not even decipher letters, much less read.

Brek’ srooms had been chosen first, and one quick survey of them led the captain to decide quickly that
someone el se had straightened up after the mercenary’ s disappearance. Brek had not been the most
organized of fighters and certainly not one of the cleanest; there should have been food, empty bottles,
and more lying about. Even the bearded warrior’ s pack, which he would have left in the palace during his
sojourns down to the city, had vanished.

“Thisismogt troubling,” Zayl quietly remarked.
A quick hunt through the rooms of the other two brought the same unsettling results. All had been

arranged asif they had never been occupied by the hardened mercenaries. Even Kentril, who kept his
quarters neater than most of hiskind, could not match the cleanliness.



He sought out Gorst, whom he found playing cards with Albord and two other men. The fightersrose as
he entered the giant’ s quarters, but Kentril quickly ordered them at ease.

“Who' sbeen in Brek’ srooms? Anyone?’ When dl four shook their heads, he focused on Albord,
whaose own quarters sat next to those of the missing man. “Y ou’ ve heard nothing through the wall?”

“Not sncethelas time Brek himsdf wasin there. . .”

L etting them return to their game, Captain Dumon rejoined the necromancer. It did not please Kentril to
seethat the generally calm Zayl looked quite irked by what they had discovered.

“The paace has many servants,” the latter solemnly proposed. “ They move with aslence and swiftness
worthy of my brethren, but it is very possible that they removed the belongings for some custodia
reason.”

“Or they didn’t expect the boysto return,” countered Humbart from the pouch.
Kentril felt defested . . . and even more anxious than ever. “Isthere nothing you can do, then?

Holding up the dagger, Zayl muttered under his breath. The enchanted blade flared bright. The
necromancer held the dagger before him, letting it sweep across the room.

“What're you up to?’

“l antrying to seeif any useful trace a al waseft behind. A single hair hidden under achair, ascrap of
cloth accidentally covered by ablanket . . .” No sooner had he explained, however, then the
necromancer lowered the blade in mild disgust. “None of which I can find in this particular place. | am

sorry, captain.”
“Maybe we can—"
Before Kentril could finish, the door swung open, and Atanna appeared. “Why, hereyou are!”

She swept toward the fighter, Zayl seemingly nonexistent. Kentril accepted a swift kissfrom her, then
discovered himsdlf being conducted out of the room.

“And you' ve changed back into that horrid, old outfit!” Shetsked at him, sounding more like amother
hen than the desirable enchantress at which he stared. “Y ou must dress beforeit’ stoo late! Father
aready expects usthere!”

“Where?’ Kentril could recal no urgent matter.

“Why, for aformd introduction to the court, of course. Y ou must be known to everyone before you
officidly take up the roles Father’ s promised you. It would be bad form otherwise.”

“But—" Despite his uncertainties, despite the surmounting questions concerning Lord Khan, Captain
Dumon found himself once again defensaess againgt the charms of the crimson-tressed princess. Atanna
had come to him clad in awhite-and-green gown fit perfectly to her well-curved form and designed, asit
seemed with everything she wore, to utterly bewitch him.



“Now, you mustn't argue,” she returned, guiding him to hisown rooms. “I’ [l wait for you, but you must
hurry! Thisisvery important for your future here, Kentril”—her eyes seemed to shine like jewels—*and
foroursaswell.”

And againg that last point, hisfind defensesfell. Awaywent any concerns about the secrets of Gregus
Mazi, about any subterfuge by Juris Khan . . . and any doubt that he would be Atanna s dave forever.

Despite some faint amusement concerning how completely overwhelmed the good captain had proven to
bein the presence of Juris Khan' s glorious daughter, Zayl otherwise worried about the man. Kentril
Dumon surely had to fedl caught between trust and betrayd, love and lies. Not trained as followers of
Rathmawerein the cultivation and control of emotions, the mercenary risked making afatd misstep. Zayl
hoped that would not be the case, for he knew that the captain remained hisbest aly. The giant Gorst
could be trusted, yes, but lacked some of Kentril Dumon’ s battle-honed wits. Asfor Quov Tsin, if the
Vizjerel ever proved Zayl’sonly hope, then surely they were dl very much doomed.

But doomed to what? The key, he suspected, had something to do with the three missing men. More
and more, the necromancer distrusted the notion that they had smply perished at the hands of common
greet thugs. No, hefelt that there had to be something darker, something more ominous going on.

A check of the roomsinhabited by the other two missing mercenaries revealed the same lack of clues.
Zayl considered mesmerizing one of the servantsinto reveaing what had happened to the men’ s effects,
but not only did that seem likely to earn him the watchful eye of their host, he could dso notfindany of the
attendants. As the necromancer had remarked to Captain Dumon, they indeed moved asif trained by
Zayl’sown people, acuriousthing to think about liveried servants. Y et another confounding piece of a
puzzle whose image he had yet to divine.

“Onehair, one piece of nail,” he murmured as hefinished his second search of the last set of rooms.
“Not so much to ask, but apparently too much to hope for.”

One single strand, onefallicle, and he could have doneas he had in the sanctum of Gregus Mazi. Zay! did
not like being thwarted by such minuscule things, surely the forces that sought to keep the morta world in
balance did not intend such frustration. Zayl only wished that he could have—

The necromancer froze in the act of putting away the dagger, his mind suddenly aflame with aredlization
that he had been ignoring an entire path open to him dl thistime. Captain Dumon had actually brought it
up, but, focused on the mercenary officer’ s actua reason for coming to him, Zayl had lost Sght of it. The
possible answer to al their questions shouted to be heard, and the spellcaster had been blithely deef to it.
When first Zayl had sought the shade of Gregus Mazi, the latter had not been dead.

But now the sorcerer was. . . put down mercifully by the necromancer’ s party after discovering his
horrific plight.

“l amafool!” he uttered.
“Areyou looking for argument?’ came Humbart’ svoice.
He looked down at the pouch. “ Gregus Mazi is dead!”

“Aye, and it’' snothing to cheer, you hear me, lad?’



But Zayl did not answer him, dready departing the emptied chamber for his own. Hewould set up the
patterns, arrange the spell—

No! Hisroom would never do. During the course of their search, the captain had told Zay! of Juris
Khan'sdisturbing reaction during Tain's spellwork. The necromancer suddenly wondered if seeking the
ghost of the sorcerer would be awise thing to do in the very sanctum of the one who had claimed, either
erroneoudy or fasdy, to havedain him.

At thevery leas, it would pay to perform the spell esewhere, and Zayl could think of no better location
than the mouth of the cave leading to where they had found what had remained of the unfortunate mage.

It took the necromancer little time to retrieve what heneeded from his quarters and even lesstime to exit
the palace by secret means. Zayl had memorized the layout to the edifice well, suspicious, somehow, that
it would prove opportune later. Part of acaling held in mistrust and apprehension among most folk, he
had done so out of habit. One never knew when an overzealous officia might decide to make his mark
by capturing and disposing of the “evil” summoner of the dead.

In some ways, escaping to the shaft filled Zayl with more assurance. Born to thejungle lands, he was
digtracted by the confining qualities of any building, even one so massive as the palace. Now, outside, he
felt asif he could breathe again. Hiswits seemed to grow sharper, so much so that the necromancer had
to ask himsdlf again why he had not thought to attempt a new summoning of Gregus Mazi once the latter
had actually perished. So muchtimewasted . . .

With the dagger to light hisway, Zayl headed severa yardsinto the shaft. Finding afairly open part of
the corridor, the necromancer squatted down and began to draw patternsin the dirt floor with the
glowing blade. The spell Zayl planned would be virtudly identical to the one he had cast in GregusMazi’s
sanctum, the only difference being some added symbolsto increase the odds of success.

From out of the pouch he took Humbart' s skull, three small candles, and asingle strand of hair. Putting
the skull to the side, Zay! arranged the candles, then placed the hair in the center. After pricking hisfinger
and |etting the necessary number of drops of blood fall onto the one hair, the necromancer lit each of the
candles with thetip of his blade, then proceeded with the incantation.

A dight breeze arose in the shaft. Zayl quickly paused in his efforts, moving so asto block thewind
beforeit could blow the hair away. Satisfied, he started hiswork anew.

Suddenly, the wind came at the display from the other sde. Zayl frowned, recaling no such turbulent
currentsduring his previous visit. He sniffed the air, seeking the scent of magic, but found none.

“Trouble?’ asked the skull.
“A minor nuisance.” Taking somerocks, the spellcaster built asmall wall to protect everything.

Once more, he began muittering. Thistime, no wind interrupted. Zayl focused his gaze on the hair,
thinking of the dead sorcerer.

Asbefore, smoke arose above the hair where the blood touched it, the smoke then taking on avaguely
humanoid shape. As the necromancer advanced in his spell, the smoke swelled tremendoudy, growing as
tall as aman and taking on more and more the characteristics of one. Zayl could make out arobed form,
aman in asorcerer’ s garb. Thefigure seemed to be reaching out, at the same time trying to speak.



“GregusMazi, | summon theel” Zayl cdled. “GregusMazi, | conjurethee! | cal upon theeto wak the
mortal plane for atime more, to come to me and share your knowledge!”

And in the smoke, there formed an imposing, black-haired figure more like Kentril Dumon than either
the necromancer or the Vizjerel. Broad of shoulder, determined of face, Gregus Mazi looked not at dl
like the viper he had been portrayed as and more like alegendary protector.

“Bit younger than when | saw him,” Humbart remarked.

“Quiet!” Zayl had not yet bound the spirit to him, and until he did, any interruption risked breaking the
summoning.

He muttered more, then with the dagger drew adoubleloop inthe air. Mazi’ sflickering ghost solidified,
becoming so digtinct that ignorant onlookers might have believed that they could actudly touch him. In
truth, had Zayl worked hard, he could have crested an even more substantial specter, but the
necromancer had no need of such and respected the dead mage too much even to try to bind him so.

Soon, very soon, the spell would be complete. Then only Zayl would be able to dismissthe shade
without the most extreme effort.

And as he became more a part of the mortal world, Gregus Mazi tried once more to speak. His mouth
opened, but no sound escaped him. He continued to try to reach for the other spellcaster, but moved as
if caught in somethick fluid. Only the eyes managed to express anything definite, and in them Zayl saw an
urgent need to communicate a message, perhaps the very information he and the captain had sought.

“Gregus Mazi, let air once morefill your lungs! Let speech beyoursas| permit it! Let the wordsyou
wish to speak be heard!”

The dead sorcerer moaned. With grim determination, he thrust afinger toward Zayl and at last forced a
singleword from his gaping mouth.

“ Diablooooo!”

And as he spoke, Mazi’ s appearance transformed. His sorcerer’ srobe, briefly a resplendent blue and
gold and covered with holy wards, burstinto flames. The finger that pointed in warning shriveled rapidly,
becoming skeletd. Likewise, the strong, determined visage melted away, leaving until the end the staring,
warning eyes. . .

“Zayl, lad! Look out!”

Craggy, mongtrous hands of rock suddenly thrust forth from the wals, catching the necromancer from
both in front and behind. They forced the air from Zayl’ slungs, and it was al he could do to keep from
being immediately crushed to apulp.

In his struggles, he kicked apart the display. Now bound to the necromancer, the monstrous ghost of
Gregus Mazi should have remained fixed where it was, but ingtead it ingtantly faded away, the single
word of warning till onitslipless mouth.

Zayl il had the dagger, but with his arms clamped awkwardly to hisbody, he could not raiseit. With
the vestigesof breeth |eft to him, the desperate spell caster shouted out words of power.



“ Beraka! Dianos Tempri! Berak—"

He could not force anything more out. A rumbling shook the cave, and somewhere distant Zayl heard
Humbart Wessdl’ svoice caling to him.

The necromancer blacked out.

FIFTEEN
b

Juris Khan did not shirk when it came to rewarding the mercenaries who had chosen to depart. Kentril
marveled at the riches he rained upon the men—gold coins, glittering diamonds, scarlet rubies, and so
much more. The only limit to what the men received had to do with how much they themsalves could
carry, for thelord of Ureh had no horses or other animalsto give them. That did not seem to bother
Jodas and the rest, though; they found the bounty they had received more than sufficient.

“Come back to us again once Ureh stands among the mighty kingdoms of the world, and | shall make
amends,” Lord Khan informed them. “All of you are ever welcome herel”

The soldiers host had arranged a ceremony in the grand chamber where once he had been imprisoned.
A legion of courtiersclad inther finest flanked Kentril and the rest, clapping enthusiagticdly at various
points during their master’ s speech. Kentril had met many of the nobles at least twice now, but till could
not recall any names. Other than Atannaand her father, those in the palace seemed almost of asingle
kind, voices congtantly in echo of the great Lord Khan. That did not entirely surprise the captain, of
course, for powerful rulers often ended up surrounded by such, and in arealm as blessed as Ureh, what
reason would anyone have to do otherwise? Juris Khan had seen them through the worst that anyone

could possibly imagine.

Kentril himself bid the men farewell once the ceremony had ended. He reminded the six of the safest
route possible through the jungle and emphasi zed the importance of avoiding the deeper waterways.
“Once you reach Kurast, the way should be clear. Just try not to let anyone see everything you bring with
you.”

“WEe I be careful, cap'n,” Orlif bellowed.

Gorst clapped each man on the back, sending most staggering, and like adutiful parent told them to
remember everything the captain had taught them.

At asigna from Albord, the six saluted their commander, then headed out. Kentril and Gorst followed
the party to the outer gate, wishing each man the best again.

Although the breaking up of acompany always affected Captain Dumon more than he revesled,
watching his surviving men depart now nearly shattered the mask of strength he generally wore at such
times. Bad enough that so many would not be returning home, but the dark shadow cloaking the kingdom
made him fed asif the Six |eft in the dead of night. Both the men and their escort carried torchesjust so
that they could see the steep steps. While Kentril knew that just beyond Nymyr the sun had only an hour
before risen, he could not help worrying about nighttime predators or enemy warriors hiding in the dark.
Even knowing such vile dangers existed mostly in hismind, it was dl the captain could do not to go



chasing after the others.

“Think they’ll be okay?’ Gorst asked suddenly.

“Why do you ask?’

The giant shrugged. “Dunno. | guess | dways fed bad when others go.”

Chuckling at thisreflection of his own concerns, Kentril responded, “ They’ re together, armed, and know
wherethey’'regoing. You and | made it back from the mountains of northern Entsteig with only one
sword between us.” He watched the torches, now the only visible sign of the party, descend into the city.
“They’ll dojudt fine”

When even the torches could not be singled out amongall the other firesilluminating Ureh, the duo
headed back to the palace. Lord Khan had given some hint of planning to speak with Quov Tsin about
the work needed to settle the kingdom completely in the red world and remove the last vestiges of the
vile spell. However, what interested Kentril more had been the knowledge that Atannaawaited him
within. More than ever, helonged for her lips, her eyes, her arms. The departure of the others signified to
him the end of hislife asamercenary and the beginning of something astounding. If not for the concerns
he and Zayl had regarding the truth about Gregus Mazi, Kentril would have considered himsdlf at that
moment the luckiest man dive.

Thinking of the necromancer, he asked Gorgt, “ Have you seen Zayl laely?’

“Not since you tried to find out about Brek and the others.”

When the captain had finally managed to ask Juris Khan what had happened to the quarters of the
missing trio, the elder monarch had expressed complete puzzlement and a promise to have the matter
investigated by one of his staff. He had spoken with such honest tones that Kentril could not disbelieve
him. In fact, Kentril had even wanted to find Zayl afterward in order to tell the spellcaster of his certainty
that Lord Khan could have had nothing to do with the clearing out of the mercenaries’ belongings.
Unfortunately, even then he could not find the necromancer.

“Keegp an eyeout for him. Tel him | need to see him as soon aspossible.”

Gorgt hesitated, arare thing for the generally sure-minded giant. “ Think he's gone the way of Brek?’

Kentril had not considered that. “ Check hisroom. Seeif hisgear istill there” The Rathmian had few
persond articles, but surely he would have |eft something behind. “If you discover hisroom just like
theirs, comerunning.”

“Aye, Kentril.”

Now it was Cgptain Dumon who paused, his gaze turning to the flickering torches and lamps of eternaly
darkened Ureh. By now, Albord and the men would be well on their way to the city’ souter gate. In an
hour, two at most, Jodas, Orlif, and the other four would greet the sunlight.

“Kentril?’

“Hmm? Sorry, Gorg. Just wondering.”



“Wondering what?’

The veteran mercenary gave his second arueful smile. “Just wondering if I’ Il regret us not having left with
them.”

The gathered crowd cheered and waved as Albord and the others marched through the city. It looked
to theyoung officer asif every citizen had come to see hisfellows off. Never in his short career had he
imagined such acknowledgment from others. Captain Dumon had warned him from hisfirst day that a
mercenary’ slifewas generaly a harsh, unappreciated one, but this moment made every past indignity
morethan worthiit.

“Sure you don’'t want to come with us, Alby?’ Jodas called. “ Another good arm’ s dways welcome!”

“I'm gticking here, thanks.” Albord had few regrets about staying behind, despite his earlier desireto see
hisfamily. How better to return in, say, ayear and show them what he had regped as one of Captain
Dumon’saides. Lord Khan had aready announced as a certainty the captain’s elevation to the nobility,
his command of the military forces of the holy kingdom, and the upcoming marriage to the monarch’s
own daughter—possibly the greatest prize of al in Albord’ s mind.

“Wdl, maybewe Il comevisit you again,” the other mercenary returned with a short laugh. He hefted the
sack containing hisreward. “ After al, thiscan't last forever!”

The rest laughed with him. They al had aking' s ransom. Each man could livein wedth for therest of his
lifeand till have much left over. True, mercenaries were gamblingmen, but Albord doubted that the
worst of them would go broke before afew years had passed.

“These jokers know the way to their own city gates?” Orlif grunted, referring to the six armored guards
making up their farewell escort. Solemn and slent, they marched in unison even Captain Dumon’ s strict
training had never managed to perfect among hismen. “ Seemslike forever to reach it, and thisload ain’t

goin’ to get any lighter!”

“If those heavy sacks are dowing you down,” Albord jested, “I’ll be glad to watch ’em for you until you
get back from Westmarch!”

Again, themen dl laughed. Albord felt ahint of withdrawal; he would missthem, but his odds were
much better with his captain. He had aways sensed a greatness, and now that had been more than
proven.

“Thereitisat last,” one of the others cried. “Only an hour past there, lads, and we' Il be smilin’ inthe
sun! Won't that be awelcome sight?’

To Albord, the gates stood so very tall. When the party had first come to investigate the ruins, the gates
had still been shut, dmost asif yet trying to protect Ureh’s secrets. Rusted relics then, the recreated gates
now looked far moreimposing. At least twelve feet high and so very, very thick, they could have barred
an army trying to forceitsway insde. Aswith the doors of the paace, winged archangels brandishing
fiery swords acted as centerpieces for each of the pair, and as with the other doors, those figures had
been battered brutally by some force. Albord vaguely wondered again how the damage had occurred.
Had some vassd of the sinister Gregus Mazi he had heard about taken to trying to destroy the symbols
of Heavenly power?



The honor guard stopped at the gates, turning to face the departing soldiers. Their solemn, amost
expressionless faces made Albord nearly reach for his sword, only at the last the white-haired fighter
redlizing how foolish that would have looked.

Then astrange silencefdl over the crowd, asilencemade dl the more obvious by the distant sounds of
continua celebration, the same sounds that had gone on without pause ever since Captain Dumon had set
the magica gem in place atop the peak. Albord looked around, discovered that all the faces had turned
to him, waiting.

Jodas and the other found nothing wrong with the scene and, in fact, eyed him impatiently. “ Timeto say
our goodbyes, Alby. Got tobegoin’ .. .”

Caught up again in the moment, the departing mercenaries shared handshakes and back dapswith the
young officer. Albord had to struggle to keep tears from showing and found it amusing to discover that
Jodas and Orlif, among others, clearly suffered from the same affliction.

“Be better if you go off before we step out,” Jodas suggested as the honor guard started to open the
gates. “Good luck and all that, you know.”

Many mercenary companies had avariety of superdtitions, one of those among men from Westmarch
being that if you didn't actually see your comrades walk out the gates, then there stood a good chance
you would be seeing them again soon. Seeing them step through meant the definite possibility of never
reuniting—and the likelihood that some had perished elsewhere afterward. Mercenaries lived too chancy
alifenot to take to heart whatever beliefs might help them survive. Infact, that had been in grest part
why their cgptain and second-in-command had remained at the palacein the first place.

Giving the six onelast wave, Albord marched off. Still uncertain about his control of hisemotions, he did
not look back and suspected that the othersimitated hisways. The continua noises of celebration began
to get on hisnerves, for he felt no reason for cheer a the moment. Even the thought of his own futurein
Ureh did not assuage him at the moment.

Louder and louder the merrymakers grew, the most adamant sounds coming now from behind him,
where he had |eft his comrades. Albord quickened his pace; once hereturned to the paace, surely his
nerves would settle and he would recall dl the good reasons he had chosen not to leave with Jodas and
therest.

But a that moment, avoice just barely audible over the raucous cries caught his attention. Albord
paused, trying to understand what he had just heard. The voice had sounded like Orlif’ s—and the man
had been cdling the white-haired fighter’ sname.

Albord took a step toward Juris Khan's abode, but the sudden uncertainty made him pause. What harm
would it do to go back and check? If he had heard Orlif, then surely they wanted something of him. If he
had been mistaken about even hearing the man, there would be no trouble or danger of bad luck, for by
thistime surely the six had long vanished through the gates.

He turned back. It would take him but aminute or two to discover whether or not he had heard Orlif. At
least, then, Albord could be satisfied that he had done al he could.

The shouts of merriment had risen so high now that they actudly hurt his ears. Did these people never
rest? Had they nothing more to do than celebrate? True, they had much reason for their happiness, but
even amercenary liked peace and quiet on occasion. The sooner Albord returned to the palace, the



better. At least there he could find some escape from the carefree madness spread among the
populace—

A short-lived scream cut through the air.

Drawing his sword, the young fighter raced the rest of the way to the gates. Perhaps he had been wrong,
but he swore to himsdf that the scream had sounded as if torn from the throat of Jodas. Albord rounded

thefina corner—
And came across atableau of terror that stopped him dead in histracks.

A seaof horrific, shambling corpses—husks of bodies, to be precise—swarmed together like the
hungry, viciousfish he had seen once in thejunglerivers. Clad in tattered, soiled garments, they madly
fought one another asthey al sought to claim some prize in their midst. Their gaping mouths, rounded and
full of sharp teeth, opened and closed repeatedly. A few to the side could be seen feeding, their gnarled,
skeletd hands gnawing on some bloody bit of mest.

From within the ever-growing mass, a human figure struggled his way to the top.

Orlif, hisface ripped, his arms drenched with his own blood, cut with his sword, trying to reach freedom.
From where he stood in shock, Albord could see that most of the mercenary’ s other hand had been
ether torn or bitten off.

Orlif saw him, and what Albord caught in that pleading gaze made him more terrified than he ever could
have thought possible.

Then suddenly something tugged & the older fighter from within the hungering mass of fiends. Orlif let out
one hopel ess cry—and was dragged back down among them.

“No!” The shout escaped Albord before he could stop himself.
Empty eye sockets stared unerringly at the stunned soldier. Ghoulish shapes began to turn his direction.
Sense at last returned . . . and Albord turned and ran as fast as he could.

Throughout the monstrous, grisly scene, the music, laughter, and cheers had continued unabated. Albord
looked thisway and that as he ran, but of the merrymakers themselves he saw no sign. It was asif acity
of ghogts celebrated around him.

Then, from an dleyway, one of the grotesque, shambling forms reached for him. Albord legpt aside,
dashing with his sword as he hurried on. The sharp edge cut through one of the wrists, sending the
clawed, cadaverous hand flopping to the ground. However, undeterred by the loss of its appendage, the
ghoulish fiend followed after the mercenary.

The palace. If he could reach the palace, Albord felt certainthat he would be safe. Captain Dumon
would be there, and he would know what to do.

Asheran, the city itself began to change, with each second growing as twisted and deathly asitsfoul
inhabitants. Buildings rapidly decayed or crumbled, and what seemed like thick blood dowly poured
over rooftops onto cracked walls and parched earth. The sky took on asickly color, and the smell of
rotting, burnt flesh assailed the young fighter’ s nose.



In the distance, though, the palace of Juris Khan looked untouched. Albord focused on the one bit of
sanity in aworld now gone mad. Each step took him closer and closer to salvation.

Then, to his horror, he found the way blocked. A horde of desiccated, hungry corpses moved dowly
and purposdly toward him from the very street that would have led him directly to the stone steps.
Rounded, toothy mouths opened and closed in anticipation of anew feast. The stench they exuded
turned the frantic fighter’ s somach, and it was al he could do to keep from faling to hiskneesand
throwing up.

Albord looked I€ft, finding an open side street. Without hesitation, he raced into it, hoping that it would
open up onto a path leading to the steps.

Something in the shadows caught hisarm. Albord found himsdlf face-to-face with one of the ghouls, a
mockery of feminine form, adry husk clad in the shreds of what had once been avery feminine, very
reveding golden outfit. Strands of hair draped around the horrific visage, and the mouth opened wide in
anticipation.

“Come, handsome soldier,” it ragped in avoice straight out of the grave. “Come play with Nefriti . . .”

“Let go of me, hellspawn!” With wild abandon, Albord struck at the demon, dedling only superficid
damage. Hefindly cut into one arm, but then, recalling how not even that had dowed another of the
creatures, he went for the neck.

The blade bit through the crusted skin and the dry bone asif through parchment.

The head of the demon dropped to the street, rolling severa feet away. It spun for amoment, then
stopped with the soulless face pointed in his direction.

“Nefriti hungersfor your kiss,” the head mocked. “ Come kiss Nefriti . . .” The mouth opened and
closed.

To hisfurther dismay, the body continued to struggle with him. Albord managed to cut himsdf free, then
for good measure ran the torso through. Asthe body finally began to collgpse, the desperate mercenary
fled.

The sde street led to amgor avenue that was, thankfully, deserted. Albord paused to catch his breath
and decide on the best direction. Atop the hill, the palace, larger now, seemed to encourage him on. If he
could get around the unholy throng, then the way would be clear.

With visons of Orlif to urge him forward, the young officer sumbled hisway toward the hill. Now he
knew what had happened to the three men who had earlier vanished. Surdly this somehow had to be the
work of the sorcerer their host had mentioned, the vile, corrupted Gregus Mazi. The Lord of Ureh had
claimed to have destroyed the villain, but Albord had seen enough of sorcerersto know that they could
create perfect illusons. No doubt Mazi had tricked hisformer master into believing his deeth and now
sought hisrevenge.

Captain Dumon and the others had to bewarned . . .

Laughter and music continued to assail hisears. Now the tonestook on amad qudlity, asif those who
celebrated did so in an asylum. Albord wanted to cover hisears, but feared that to do so would dow him



down, even if only by afraction of asecond. The soundstore a his very soul, filled him with as much
horror as the demonic horde behind him.

His pace picked up as he came within sight of the base of the hill. Only a short distance more. . .
His boot snagged on something.

Albord tripped, faling forward. He struck the stone avenue hard, sending waves of sharp pain through
his entire body. For afew moments, he blacked out.

Forcing himself to consciousness, Albord saw his blade afew feet away. He reached for it, then pulled
himsdf up.

Only then did he sense that he was no longer aone.

They came from the dleyways, the ruined buildings, and the streets. They moved as one, with onevile
purpose. They plodded toward him, reaching, reaching . . .

Albord spun around, only to find every possible avenue of escapefilled with gaping, hungering corpses.
He glanced longingly toward the steps, toward the palace, and knew that despite his close proximity to
the former, he stood no chance of making thefind few yards.

Curioudy, the voice of Captain Dumon suddenly filled his head.Whenever possible, take the battle to
the enemy. Better to fight and die quickly than to wait for the inevitable. Captain Dumon had taught
him that early on. The company commander had aso taught Albord the facts about amercenary’ slife,
how for the vast mgjority death would prove dmost a certainty.

Gripping his sword tight and raising it high over his head, Albord roared and charged.

As he collided with the foremost horrors, his blade bit well into dried flesh, crisp bone. Grasping limbs
flew, and cadaverous bodies crumbled. Farther on, the palace continued to beckon, encouraging him to
do hisbest.

They caught hisfree arm, then hislegs. Grotesgue facesfilled hisview. The sword was wrenched from
hishand. Still, Albord struggled forward another foot, two. . .

At last, they brought him down, monstrous faces leering at him, hideous mouths eagerly working.

Albord screamed.

Inthe vast, sllent library, Quov Tsin pored over the books left by centuries of predecessors, marveling at
the work they had gathered for him. As much as he hadsavored the praises he had received from the
courtiers of Juris Khan, the wizened Vizjere loved his caling more.

Y et now he could not concentrate aswell asusud . . . and for that he had to thank the fool mercenaries.
Captain Dumon and the giant, Gorgt, had left him with small but irritating doubts abut the veracity of their
host’ sstories. Tan did not like having doubts; Lord Khan had given him the entire library and made him
high sorcerer for the most fabled of kingdoms. With such power, the Vizjerel could become known as
the greatest of hiskind!



“Damn you, Dumon!” Tsin muttered as he turned a page. “Damn you for not leaving thingslie. . .”
“Issomething amiss, Magter TSn?’

The sorcerer jumped. He glared at the newcomer, only to seethat the fatherly Juris Khan himself
towered above him.

“Nothing—nothing of consegquence, my lord.”

Khan smiled beatificaly. “1I’m so glad to hear that. Y ou’ ve done so much for the kingdom—and mysdlf
specifically—that it would disturb meif you were not happy.”

Standing up, Quov Tsin surreptitioudy studied his good host. How could the suspicions of the captain
possibly have any merit? The man before him truly fit every aspect of the legend that the sorcerer had
studied so closdly over the decades. Surely he, Tsin, could better read the Situation than alovestruck,
low-caste brute like Kentril Dumon! “1 am most pleased by your gracious reward, my Lord Khan, and
know that | live to serve you in whatever capacity as sorcerer you need.”

“For that I'm very grateful, Vizjera. It sthe reason, in fact, I’ ve come to see you aone.”
Tsin'saready narrow eyes narrowed further, amost becoming dits. “My lord desiresmy aid?’
“Yes, Madger Tan. . . infact, | cannot hope to save Ureh without you.”

The bold stlatement caught the diminutive spellcaster’ simagination.| cannot hope to save Ureh without
you. A flushof pride washed over Quov Tsin. Here at last was aruler who appreciated hisfine skills!
More and more, the murky anxieties of the mercenary captain seemed but smoke. “I am at your beck
andcdl, LordKhan...”

Thetaler man put acompanionable arm around the shoulder of the sorcerer. “Then, if you can tear
yourself away from the booksfor atime, | need to show you something.”

He morethan had Tan' sinterest. “ Of course.”

JurisKhan led him from the library. Asthey waked, the monarch of Ureh explained some of the
historical aspects of the holy kingdom, telling how this ancestor or that one had helped gradually raise the
redlm to its ultimate glory. Knowing that his host smply sought to pass the time until they reached their
ultimate destination, Quov Tsin al but ignored the other’ swords, instead noting such little things as how
each guard stood at his most attentive when they passed or the way the servants looked in complete awe
when Lord Khan smply acknowledged them with anod of hishead. Thetall éder man ruled absolutdly,
and yet his people loved and honored him. Againgt that, Kentril Dumon’ s fears meant nothing.

Tsin quickly redlized that he was being led to a part of the palace to which he had never been before.
Near the grand hall, Juris Khan opened an unobtrusive door that the sorcerer could not understand
having missed earlier. Within, anarrow stairway led down a passage only bardly lit by asource
undefinable. Deeper and deeper Tsin and his new lord descended into the underlayers of the vast edifice.
The Vizjerel had expected that the holy palace had levels below ground, but he was astounded by just
how far down they went.

No candles, torches, or oil lamps could be seen throughout the journey, yet the mysterious dim
illumination prevented the two from having to travel entirely in the dark. Curioudy, the dank, dmost



snigter aspects of his surroundings did not disturb Tsin, but rather heightened hisanticipation. Surely what
Lord Khan led him toward could only be a place of great importance.

And then hefdt the forcesin play, forces raw and chaotic. Even before they reached the thick iron door,
Tsin dready had someideaof what avaited him.

The savage, beaked head of a gargoyle acted as holder for the massive ring used as a door handle.
Quov Tsn marveled at the intricate work of the head, so very lifeike that he expected the creature to
snap at Juris Khan as the robed monarch reached for the ring.

“Tezarka . . .” whispered Khan as he touched the handle.
With adight groan, the door dowly opened—to reveal the sanctum of a sorcerer extreme.
“My private chamber . . . aplace of power.”

Shaped as ahexagon, the room stretched wide in every direction. The Vizjerel could have fit hisown
humble sanctum in this place a dozen times over. Shelf upon shelf of powders, herbs, and variousrare
itemslined every wall, while books of arcanalay open upon three vast wooden tables. Jarswith
specimensthat even the well-versed Tsin could not identify had been arranged on another set of tablesto
hisright. Runes had been etched into various places around the chamber, wards against possible spdls
gone awry. From the center of the ceiling, avast crystd illuminated all, its source of power that which
Quov Tsin could fed permeating the entire place.

But most arresting of al proved to be the vast stone platform in the center of the room.

It stood at least astdl asthe Vizjerel, and etched in the rectangular base were intricate runes, many of
which even Tsin did not recognize. The platform, too, had been covered with such markingsand, in
addition, bore the symbol of the sun.

Without thinking, the gnarled Vizjerei stepped forward to ingpect the platform. Running hisbony fingers
over the upper edge, he sensed the inherent forces that had been called upinthepast . . . and still waited
to be cdled upon again.

“Thisis. .. very ancient,” hefinaly commented.

“Carved before the concept of holy Ureh had even been birthed in the minds of my ancestors. Built
before any of the eastern realms, much less the western ones, existed. Created by the precursors of the
Rathmians, my own people, and your worthy Vizjerei brotherhood, good Tsin. There aretimeswhen |
question if those who hollowed out this sanctum were even human but perhapsinstead heavenly servants
sent to prepare theway . . .”

“So much power . . .” Morethan any of Quov Tsin'skind had ever wielded, even during those centuries
when they had made pacts with supposedly subdued demons.

“Itisherethat you and | will undo thelast of Gregus's curse, my good friend. It isherethat | planto
restore Ureh fully to the mortd plane.”

And Tsin could well believe that possible. Such primal forces proved tricky enough to manipulate, but if
Lord Khan could do as he hoped, it would make dl that the sorcerer had seen before seem like the
spellwork of apprentices. Here existed a place of true mastery . . .



“I could do nothing,” explained his hogt, “nothing at al while | wastrapped. Yet | consdered and
considered well what would happen once someone of skill could free me. Thanksto the treachery of
Gregus Mazi, al sorcererswerelost to me, save my dear Atanna.” His expression shifted. “ But, of
course, astdented as sheis, sheisnot you, Master Tsin.”

The spellcaster accepted readily this obvious statement. Atannadid indeed have skill—enough so that if
she had not aready falen for Kentril Dumon, Tsn might have approached her in the future himsdlf for
breeding purposes—but to manipulate such forces required greet care, exceptional experience. Intruth,
without the Vizjerd, Tan fdt certain that any attempt by Lord Khan aone would have ended in abject
falure

“In this chamber,” Juris Khan whispered, having somehow come up behind the short sorcerer, “with
skillssuchas the two of us combined widld, thereisno limit to what we can accomplish, my friend. Even
beyond Ureh rising once more among the great kingdoms. The secrets of the world, and those beyond,
could be open to us, if we are only willing to chance matters.”

Quov Tan could see dl of it, dl the glory, the power. He ran his hands across the runes, drinking in the
forceseach held. Thewrinkled Vizjere imagined al of them &t play, dl histo command, towidld . ..

Then he caught Sight of a strange pattern at the very center of the platform, a curious, disquieting marking
amost like astain that someone had not quite been able to remove.

“What isthat?" he asked.

Juris Khan barely looked at the marking. The tone of his voice when he responded completely dismissed
the spot as unimportant.

“Blood, of course.”

SIXTEEN
b

Zayl ...

Hetried to move, but could not.

Zayl ...

Hetried to bresthe, but could not.

Zayl ...

If not for histraining, he would have aready been dead, hislungs completely deprived of air.
Zayl, you bloody young fool! You can’t die on me now, damnit!

The necromancer tried to talk, but although he knew his mouth was open, no sound escaped it. Hetried
to open hiseyesand at first they resisted. Only with arduous effort did he manage findly to raisethe lids



enough to see.

And only then did Zayl discover that he had been made like Gregus Mazi.

Even with eyeswell-suited for the dark, Zayl could only just make out enough detail to know histerrible
fate. He hung from a sta actite high above the first massive chamber that he and the two mercenaries had
come across on their previous journey. Like the unfortunate Mazi’ s, Zayl’ sarms and legs had been
pinned back tightly. Unlike the sorcerer, though, Zay! clearly lacked any purpose for being there. The
power that had placed him there desired no sentindl, but rather merely wished the necromancer very,
very dead.

Zaylwoulddie, too—and soon. Already he could fed hisbody changing, becoming the same asthe
gdactite. Strange forces leeched into hisbody, dtering his structure. Given time, he would become more
apart of the mountain than even Gregus Mazi.

But before that happened, he would suffocate.

“Zayl, boy! You'vegot to sill be ableto hear me!”

Humbart Wessdl’ s hollow voice echoed through the vast cavern, seeming to come from every direction.
Straining, the necromancer managed just to make out the passage through which he and his companion
hed earlier entered. Somewhere within, the skull no doubt still rested, in many ways as trapped as he.

His hopes, which had briefly risen, plummeted. What could the bodiless Humbart do for him?

Zayl’ sthoughts grew murkier. An immense exhaudtion filled him.

“If you' re hearing me, I’ m right where you left me, remember?'Y ou’ ve asharp mind! Y ou seeit in your
heed?’

What did the skull hope to accomplish? Zayl only wanted to go to deep. Why did Humbart have to
bother him?

“I think you' re dill listening, lad, or at least | hope so! Don't like the thought of Sitting in this dank place
the rest of eternity, so hear me out!”

Humbart' s voiceirritated the necromancer. He wanted to tell the undead mercenary to go away, but
without legs, Humbart could hardly do that.

“Y our dagger, Zayl! Y ou need your dagger to help yoursdlf!”

Hisdagger! Zayl’seyeswidened. Did he till have hisdagger?

His companion answered that quickly. “1 can seeit, lad! It'sjust afew feet ahead of me!”

And athousand milesaway, for al the good it would do. If the necromancer could have at least seenit,
he could have summoned it to him. Zayl, however, had never mastered indirect summoning of objects,

especidly not under such dire circumstances. He had to see what he desired.

The urgeto snk into oblivion grew strong again.



“Ligento me!” indsted the skull. “It’ s pointed toward me, with just alittle bit of rock covering thetip.
There sanother rock shaped like agiant’ s tooth propping up the hilt area. . .”

Despite hisdesireto deep, Zayl listened. In hismind, apicture of the dagger began to form. He even
saw Humbart's skull, the empty eye sockets staring hopefully at the blade.

But why bother?
“You seeit, don't you, lad? Damnit! If you're il dive and can hear, you' ve got to seeit!”

Andfindly Zayl understood. Humbart had been with Zayl long enough to know the skills of the onewho
had animated him. He knew that the necromancer needed to see the dagger, so the skull sought to create
aperfect picturefor him.

It would never work—or would it? It would require what remained of the air trapped in his body, the
minute particles here and there that enabled Zay! to last four, five timeslonger without breathing than a
norma man. Zayl would have to squeeze his lungs completely empty in order to draw enough strength for
thisone spdll.

Meanwhile, Humbart went on with his descriptions, the skull either very optimigtic about his
companion’s chances or merely not wanting to think yet about the dternative. If the latter, Zayl could
hardly blame him, for thanksto the spell the necromancer had used, Humbart, too, would suffer. If
someone did not find the skull, then unlessthe rest of the passage collapsed and shattered him, the former
mercenary would be trapped in Nymyr forever, his spirit unable to move on.

“That’sabout it, Zayl, lad!” the skull shouted, Humbart’ s voice dightly more subdued. “Y ou should have
agood imagenow . . . that is, if you' ve heard anything at dl.”

Focusing on the dagger, Zayl quickly pieced together the image as the other had described it. He saw
the rocksand how the blade lay upon them. He saw again Humbart’s skull staring at the partialy buried
tip. The necromancer visudized each variation in the rocky walls, filling out his picture.

With every lagt iota of strength, Zay! fixed on the enchanted dagger, demandingin hismind and heart that
it cometo him.

“Zayll”

Something gleaming flew out into the cavern asif shot from a crossbow. The trapped necromancer
immediately focused on it. The object suddenly veered toward him, a beacon of light in the deathly dark.

Theivory dagger flew unerringly toward him. For just abrief moment, Zayl recalled what they had been
forced to do for Gregus Mazi. Should he now will the dagger to come point-first? Should Zayl wish the
blade to snk deep into his ill-human flesh?

But the Situation with Mazi had been different. Not only had the sorcerer been set into placewith a
purpose, but the spell had been given centuriesto do itsfoul work.

Not so with Zayl. The transformation had barely begun. With the dagger to guide hiswork, he could il
save himsdf—

The blade suddenly dropped. Struggling, the necromancer brought it back toward him. His



concentration had dipped, and, worse, he felt hiswill ebbing.
Come to me, hecdled in hismind.Come to me.

It did, moving with such swiftnessthat at first it seemed it would yet day him. Only at the last moment
did the dagger suddenly veer, darting around Zayl and the stal actite and forcing itsdlf into the
necromancer’ s encrusted hand.

The moment the hilt touched, Zayl found he could move hisfingers. Gripping the blade, he channdled his
grength into it. Hislungs screamed, his heart pounded madly, but the imprisoned spellcaster would not
givein.

Asif gruck by lightning, the shell around him shattered.

Weakened, Zayl plunged earthward. Had he been abovethe uppermost floor of the cavern, helikely
would have died, but the stalactite upon which he had been bound had hung over the vast drop. That and
that aone enabled him to recover enough to save himsdif.

Ashefdl past theledge, Zayl managed to utter aspell. A gust of wind suddenly lifted him upward. With
tremendous effort, Zayl managed to take hold of the cavern wall before him. His success proved timely,
for the spdll suddenly fdtered, nearly sending him fdling into the abyss.

Zayl managed to drag himsdlf dowly to the upper floor of the cavern. Exhausted beyond belief, helay
there for sometime, his bresthing ragged and every inch of hisbody feding asif someone had dropped
Nymyr on top of him.

“Zayl?' came atentative voice.

“I—I am—dlive,” he croaked back.

“You sure?’ returned Humbart' s skull. “Y ou don't sound likeit.”

“Give—give me—time.”

“Itan’t likel’m going anywhere,” mumbled the necromancer’ s companion.

Gradudly, Zayl’ s breathing normalized. His body continued to ache, but at last he could at least move.

Under the glow of the dagger, Zay! discovered he had not escaped unscathed. His clothing had been
reduced to shreds, and his skin had scars everywhere from where the spell had caused the stal actite and
his body to begin to merge. Zayl had no doubt that his face, too, bore such marks, but he thanked the
Great Dragon that hislife had been spared.

On ungtable legs, the necromancer findly returned to the passage in which the attack had taken place.
Therock dide that he and Captain Dumon had discovered had dl but vanished, amost asif it had been
blasted away by some tremendous force. Zayl held the dagger before him just in case he might be
assaulted anew, but could sense no danger.

Severd yardsin, he came across the skull.

“Ah, lad! Aren’t you asight for sore eyes—or just asore sight, from the look of you!”



“I am not ready to join you in the afterlife, Humbart.” Exhausted again, the spdllcaster sat downona
largerock. “ Tel me exactly what happened to me.”

“After the two beastly hands clamped tight on you, you dropped the blade. | worried then that they
might flatten you like abug, but instead those rocky mitts began moving aong the wals, heading toward
the cavern. They ran you right through the collapse, sending more rock tumbling to me—you know |
amost got cracked like an egg?’

Zayl could gppreciate the skull’ s gpprehensions, but he wanted to hear therest. “Go on.”

“That'sit. Y ou vanished from sight, there was aflash of some ungodly light, then | started shouting my
head off.”

“And | thank you. Y ou saved me.”

The skull somehow made asnorting sound. “Well, | had to! Who eseisgoing to carry me out of this
place?’

Zay| frowned as he looked past Humbart. What the skull could not see, apparently could not guess, was
that farther ahead aton of debris now sealed the entrance quite thoroughly. The necromancer doubted
that he could ether dig or magic hisway through. That meant finding an aternative route of escape.
“Come, Humbart.” He picked up the skull and started back into the cavern.

“Y ou' re going thewrong way, lad.”

“No, I’'mnot.”

A moment of slence, then, “Oh.”

The pair entered the vast chamber. Holding up the dagger, Zayl surveyed his surroundingsin every
direction.

“We go that way,” hefindly said, indicating the mouth of a passage up near the very top of the chamber.

“That way? And by what route?’

Humbart had asked an excellent question. At first glance, there seemed no humanly possible manner by
which to reach hisgoal. Zayl searched through the ragged remains of his cloak, but found that the rope he
had earlier used had vanished. Still, according to the charts he had memorized, the gap above
represented his best hope of finding away out of Nymyr’ s gargantuan belly.

Staring at the dick surface leading up to the passage, Zayl took a deep breath and replied, “1 climb, of
course.”

“Climb?’ The skull sounded positively aghagt. “ Climb that? Zayl, lad, do you think—" Therest of his
protest became muffled as the spellcaster stuffed him back into his pouch.

The necromancer needed no discouragement, histrust in his skillsaready quite limited. If he dipped on
hisway up, Zayl very much doubted that he had enough will to cast a spell sufficient to keep every bone



in hisbody from shattering on the harsh surface below. Regardless of that risk, though, he had to try.
What Zayl had not told Humbart, what he had only come to redlize from his own predicament, was that
whatever secret existed in Ureh planned soon to reved itsef . . . and that could not, in any way, bea
good thing.

Gorst cameto see Kentril, the giant not at al in agood mood.

“Albord’ s not back.”

Stll trying to find some comfortable fit in the dress uniform, Kentril paused from adjugting the jacket to
eye his second-in-command. “It’ s nearly the dinner hour. Y ou check hisroom?’

“Aye, Kentril. Histhings are il there.”

“Maybe he decided to stay in the city for alittle while after the othersleft. Maybe their going made him a
little homesick.” The captain himself had felt so after bidding his men farewell. Even the pleasure of
Atanna s company had failed to eradicate the feding completdly.

“Could be,” Gorst grunted, not sounding any more convinced by Kentril’ s words than the captain
himsdf had been.

For once, Kentril wished that he did not have to meet Atanna. Albord’ s absence did not sit well with
him. “ Scout the palace as surreptitioudy as possible. Make sure that you' ve searched anywhere Albord
might’ ve gone. If | get achance, I'll try to do some of the same.”
llAyell
“Any hint of Zayl?

“Hisstuff’ sin hisrooms, but he' still missing, too.”

And that, in some ways, seemed to bode even moreill than the young mercenary’ s disappearance. Zayl
did not seem the type just to go wandering off, not after the concerns the necromancer had expressed.

“Gorg?’

“Yeah, Kentril?’

“Go amed.”

The giant nodded, patting the sword dangling a hisside. “ Always do. Y ou taught me that.”

Carrying an ax around would have drawn some suspicion, but a sheathed sword did not raise many
eyebrows. Nor would the fact that the massive fighter wandered the halls of the palace seem too out of
place. Clearly, asaforeigner, Gorst would be curious about the grand edifice, and, besides, for agiant of

aman, the other mercenary had the stedlth of a cat.

Gorgt sarted to leave, then hesitated. “ Kentril, if | don’t find Albord inthe palace at dl, should | maybe
go take apeek inthe city?’



Captain Dumon thought it over, weighing optionsand lives. Findly, hoping that Albord would forgive
him, he answered, “No. If it comesto the point of searching the city, we go together, or we don’'t go at

al”

Alone again, Kentril tried to finish dressing, but thislatest news refused to st well with him. Now both

the necromancer and Albord had gone missing. The captain gave thanksthat at least Jodas and the
others had |eft when they had. If not, how long before dl of them would have disappeared?

Disappeared?
Albord had been last seen escorting therest . . .

“No..." Forgetting his garments, forgetting even Atanna, Kentril burst from hisrooms and ran to the
nearest palace window that gave him some glimpse of the torchlit city. He stared down at the shadowed
buildings, listened to the cdlebrating throngs, and tried to convince himsdlf that the horrific thought he had
just conjured up could not have happened. Surely the six who had chosen to leave had exited the outer
gates and even now journeyed through the sunlit jungle. Surely they, at least, had reached relative sefety .

Y et some churning feeling within would not let the captain accept what seemed amost reasonable
possibility.

“Atanna.” Shewould tell him what was going on. She would show him one way or the other whether his
fears had merit.

He strode through the regdl halls, ignoring the salutes of the helmeted guards he passed. Kentril had only
one focus—Juris Khan' s daughter—and for once he did not seek her for pleasure.

One of the dmost facel ess servants confronted him as he neared the grand hall. Before the pasty-faced
man could say anything, Kentril seized him by the tailored collar and demanded, “Where s your mistress?

Where s Atanna?”’
“Why, I'mright here”

Startled, Kentril released the servant and turned. The beautiful crimson-haired princess wore arobe
smilar to the onein which she had been clad when aiding in the release of her father from hiscurse. Far

behind her, Kentril vaguely noted adoor he had never seen before,
“What isit you want, my love?’

He had the greatest urge to take her in hisarms, to forget his problems, but despite how smpleit would
have been to do so, Captain Dumon could not forget his men. At least three had definitely gone missing

and possibly seven more, excluding the necromancer.
“Where were you?’

“Helping my father,” she responded offhandedly. Her lips pursed in concern. *Y ou look troubled,
Kentril. Have | offended you somehow?’

Again he had to fight the desire to drown himsdlf in her. “1 want to talk to you”—Kentril recalled the



servant—"in private.”
“Werequiteaone” she said with ateasing smile,

Glancing over his shoulder, the captain discovered the liveried figure nowhere to be found. Truly they
were swift of feet and as silent asthe night.

Atannasuddenly stood at hisside, her arm entwined with his. “Let’ stake awalk, shal we?’

Sheled him toward the balcony where Lord Khan had made his appearance after being freed by Quov
Tsin. Kentril wanted to question her even asthey walked, but Atanna put afinger to hislipsand shushed
asif hewere achild. Gazing into those entrancing eyes, Kentril could do nothing but obey.

Theair outside had adight chill to it that caused the mercenary officer to shiver. How helooked forward
to when Ureh could withstand the sun and the shadow of the mountain would only mean the aging of the

day.

“I soenjoy it out here,” his companion murmured. “I know we only St upon ahill, but it fedslikea
mountain astal asNymyr!”

It could have been so easy to follow her lead, to let the mood take him. Kentril refused, though. He had
livesto consder. “Atanna, | need to talk with you.”

“Silly! You dready arel”
Now he grew dightly angry. “Don't play games! Thisisimportant! At least three of my men are officidly
missing, and now another seemsto be nowhere to be found. I’m even growing concerned about the Six

who l€ft, not to mention Zayl. Too many people are unaccounted for, and that, in my book, means
something terrible sgoing on.”

She gave him an dmogt petulant frown. “ Surely you' re not saying that | did anything to them?”’

“No, of course not. But something’ samiss here, and | don’t know what to think. Nothing isasit should
be, not even Gregus Mazi—’

“ Gregus Mazi?” Her gaze hardened. “What about that viper?’

Kentril decided he had to tell her. Surely Atannadid not know the truth. He gripped her by the
shoulders. “ Atanna, your father didn’t day him.”

“What do you mean? Father said—"

“Listentome!” Heleaned close, letting her seein hiseyesthat he spoke only the truth. “ Atanna, | found
him. .. Gregus Mazi, that is. He d been cursed, turned into a part of the caverns below, and used as
some sort of hellish sentind.”

“What were you doing down there? How did you know where to look for him?’

Kentril glanced briefly over his shoulder in order to make certain that no one spied upon them, then

answered, “Zayl found out. HE d been to Mazi’ s sanctum and there tried to summon the sorcerer’s
shade in order to question him about—"



Turning back to the view of darkened Ureh, Atanna muttered, “The necromancer . . . of course, he
would beabletodoit.”

Frustrated, Kentril spun her to face him again. “Listen to me! Y ou know your father best. Has he acted
at dl different? 1sthere anything about him that might be of question to you?’

“My father isexactly theway | expect himto be”

“But something’ s not right here, Atanna, and because of the two of us, I’ veignored it much too long.
Men who depended on me may be dead, and whatever took them could till be lurking in Ureh. If your
father—"

She put a hand to his cheek, caressing him and making it hard for Kentril to concentrate. “Nothing can
touch ushere. Thisisthe palace of Juris Khan. | have you, and you have me, and that’ sdl that matters,
in'tit?

How smpleit would have been to agree. Her very touch thrilled him, made dl e seinconsequentid.

“No!” As he shouted, he grabbed her wrigt. “ Atannal Y ou’ ve got to take this serioudy! | can’t stay here
and pretend nothing happened! At the very least, | have to go searching for Albord and the others!

TI,W_H
“You can't leave! | have you now, and | won't let you go!”

Kentril gaped, caught unprepared for the vehemence with which the young woman spoke. Her eyes held
afury hethought not possible.

Shetook a step toward him, and to his surprise the hardened fighter backed up.

“| asked Father for you, and he said | could have you! All I wanted was you. | didn’t want the others.
Just you, don’t you see?’

Thefury had abated, but inits place Kentril discovered an unsettling ook, alook that seemed to cut
through him, see him inside and out. Without thinking, he took another step back.

Her face softened. “It was so lonely there. . . so londly save for him and the few others. . . and when
they were gone, | yearned for something more.”

Every hair on Kentril suddenly tingled. As Atanna proceeded toward him, the wind seemed to catch her
hair and robe, making the former flow wild and sensual and the latter pull hard againgt her curved form.
Her smile promised everything as she eyed him under her lashes.

“I want you with al my heart, my soul, and my body, Kentril,” she cooed. “Don’t you want me, too?’

Hedid. He wanted her. He wanted to give himself to her in whatever manner she desired. The captain
wanted to serve her, protect her . . .

But as Juris Khan's daughter reached out for him, something made Kentril throw himself forward.

The mercenary collided hard with Atanna. She let out astartled gasp, then fell backward, completely



off-balance.
And dropped over therail .

“Atanna” Straining, Kentril tried to reach her, but dready she had dipped completely out of sght. He
stumbled to therail, peering down in horror for some sign. Unfortunately, the degp shadow made it
impossible to see anything. Kentril listened, but heard neither a scream nor the sounds of discovery.

Hefdl back, his heart seeming ready to explode. It had never been hisintention tokill her! All Kentril
had wanted was to break whatever hold she had upon him. He knew that she had been awielder of
sorcery like her father and that in her fear of losing him she must have thought that it would be dl right to
cast aglamour over him, make him love her more. If she had only understood—

Her father.Whatever concerns Kentril had once had about Lord Khan, they paled now in comparison
to this situation. How could he face Urel’ s master and tell him that his only daughter had plummeted to
her death after having been pushed by the man she had loved? How?

Deep down, Captain Dumon knew that hismind sill did not function properly. Contrary thoughts vied
with one another, seeking domination. While apart of him worried over Atanna s desth and its
consequences, another part ill battled the question of the disappearances and the truth about Gregus
Maz.

One way or ancther, he had to face Juris Khan. What Kentril had done could not be ignored. He had to
face Khan.

He recdled the door he had seen far behind Atanna, the one from which it seemed most likely she had
come. She had claimed to have just come from helping her father, which suggested that the elder
monarch could be found wherever the door led.

Without hesitation, the mercenary ran from the bal cony. The hallway echoed with the sounds of his
booted feet, but nothing else. Of the servants and the guards, there existedno sign. Had they heard what
had happened and goneto find their mistress' s remains? Why had none of them come to the balcony to
investigate what had happened?

Such matters faded in importance as he came upon the door. Throwing it open, Kentril saw that it
descended deep into the lower levels of the palace. No torches or lamps it the way, but some
illumination enabled him to see afair distance down.

Veteran reflexes almost made the captain reach for his sword, but then he recalled what had just
happened. How would it look to cometo explain Atanna sfal while wielding awespon?

As he started to descend, Kentril thought about going back to find Gorgt, but then decided that hisfriend
should be no part of this. This had to be between Juris Khan and Kentril.

With grest trepidation, the scarred mercenary followed the stepsto their end. At the bottom, agargoyle
head with aring in its mouth savagely greeted him from an ancient iron door. With nowhere eseto go,
Kentril tugged on thering.

A cold yet soft breeze swirled briefly around him.

Tezarka. . .



Startled, helet go of thering, then turned in acircle. Kentril could have sworn that he had heard
Atanna svoice, but, of course, he had made that forever impossible. Any hint of her presence could only
arisefrom hisoverriding guilt.

Reminded of why he had come down to this place, Kentril decided to try the ring once more. He
aready knew that it would not work, but at least—

With adow groan, the iron door gave way.

Kentril stepped insde.

“Aaah, Dumon! What excdlent timing!”

In the center of the chamber within, near atall stone platform covered in mystic symbols, asmiling Quov
Tsin reached an amogt friendly hand toward the mercenary. The silver runes of the Vizjerel’ sTurinnash
blazed brightly, and the diminutive figure ssemed dmost years younger, so enthused was his expression.

Baffled, Kentril dowly walked toward him. “Tsn?What' re you doing down here?’

“Preparing for asorcerous feat such as| could have only imagined! Preparing to delve into powers no
other Vizjerei hastouched in centuries, if ever!”

Kentril looked around, but saw no one esein the vast room. Even though he had interacted with
sorcerersin the padt, even vidted them in their own sanctums, this place filled him with an inexplicable
dread. “Where' sLord Khan?’

“Returning shortly. Y ou might aswell wait. He wants you here, too.”

But Kentril paid him nomind. “I’vegot to find him . . . explain to him what happened to his daughter . .

Tsin frowned. “His daughter? What about his daughter? She left but ashort time ago.”

“I think the good captain fearsthat terrible harm's come to my darling Atanna,” avoice behind the
fighter boomed.

Startled, Kentril stumbled away from the door. Through the entrance stepped Juris Khan, looking
stronger, morefit, despite his elder years, than Captain Dumon had so far seen him.

Lord Khan smiled benevolently at the dismayed figure. “ She surprised you. She caused you to react
ingtinctively. Atanna can be a creature of moods, good captain. Y ou only reacted as was warranted.”

“But—" Kentril could hardly believe that hishost could speak so pleasantly about such aterrible
accident. Whileit relieved him that the robed monarch did not hold him responsible, that did not change
the fact that the man’ s child had fallen to the rocky landscape below. * But Atanna sdead!”

At this comment, Juris Khan chuckled. “ Dead? | should say not! Y ou're not dead, dear, are you?’

And from behind him stepped his daughter.



Captain Dumon let out a strangled cry and fell back againgt the massive platform.

“I didn’t mean to make you upset before,” she purred, the door through which she had just walked
closing of its own accord. As Atannamoved closer, she wobbled some, for clearly one leg had snapped
inthe middle and the foot of the other twisted to the Side. Her left arm bent at an impossible angle behind
her, and the right, which reached out to Kentril, ended in ahand so badly mangled it could not even be
identified as such. Dirt stained her torn robe, but, oddly, not asingle drop of blood.

Her head bent completely to the side, barely held on by tendons from the neck.
“You see?’ offered Juris Khan. “Broken alittle, perhaps, but certainly notdead.”

SEVENTEEN
A

Gorst had been through nearly every leve of the palace and had discovered afew significant things. Most
important of them wasthat dmost al of the servants and guards had vanished; only those he would have
expected to seein thevicinity of hisand Kentril’ s quarters seemed to be still active. When he secretly
vigted other floors, the halls remained empty, slent. Even the many courtierswho had clustered around
the grand hall during Lord Khan's announcements could not be found. It was asif only a skeleton crew
manned the vast edifice.

The giant had not yet concluded his hunt, but had already seen enough that he knew he had better report
to his captain. Kentril would understand what this all meant. Gorst admired his commander and friend
immensdly and trusted his judgment—except perhaps sometimes with Khan's daughter. Then it seemed
that the captain on occasion lost track of matters. Of course, if she had focused her beauty onGor st,the
giant suspected he probably would have been even more befuddied. Batitle was one thing; women were
four, five, ax complex thingsdl at once.

He dipped past two watchful but unsuspecting guards near his own rooms, then, pretending to come
from aside hdl, nonchaantly waked into sight. Although he did not see their eyes move, Gorst sensed
them suddenly takein his presence. They were good, but not good enough.

Reaching Kentril’ s gpartment, he rapped twice on the door. WWhen no one answered, he repeated the
action, thistime much harder.

Still no response. Whileit seemed very likely that the captain could be found with Atanna, Gorst
nonetheless felt his unease grow. He could not imagine what he would do if now Kentril, too, had
vanished. While he could certainly think for himsdlf, Gorst worked best when given orders.

The giant had started to turn back to his own rooms when a hint of black at the back end of the hall
caught his attention. He glanced in that direction, but saw nothing. Still . . . onedid not survivelong asa
mercenary by ignoring such things.

Reaching the location without aerting the guards proved smple enough, but trying to find the source of
the momentary patch of black afterward turned out to be much harder. Gorst soon began to wonder if he
had imagined it. He could find no trace whatsoever in the hdl, and unlessit had somehow managed to
mdt into thewall—



And then the giant’ s sharp eyes noticed part of adoor frameripple.

Curious, Gorst reached out and gently touched the areain question.

Theleft Sde of the frame suddenly lost dl but avague semblance of normalcy, rippling so madly it dmost
seemed asif he stared at it through flowing water. A second later, even that vestige of redlity faded
away—and suddenly the battered, torn body of the necromancer, Zayl, fell toward Gorst.

The gtartled giant barely caught himin time. Zayl groaned dightly, clutching a him with whét little srength
remained.

“Get me—" the dim, pae figure gasped. “ Get me—insde—room!”

Making certain that no one saw them, Gorst carried the spellcaster into the rooms set asde for him. He
quickly lowered Zayl onto the bed, then anxioudy looked for something to give the injured man.

“Open the pouch, damniit . . .”

At firgt, Gorst thought that the necromancer had spoken, but a quick check revealed Zayl’ s eyeswere
closed, the spdllcaster’ s breathing dow but steady. The giant finally recalled Zayl’ s disturbing companion
and where best to find him.

It had probably been fortunate that the skull had spoken, for when Gorst reached for the pouch, he saw
that, like the spellcaster’ s clothing, it, too, had been ripped in severa places. Hints of itsgridy contents
could be seen through the tears, and if not for some luck, Gorst suspected the contents would have
spilled out long ago.

Gingerly removing the skull, he placed it on the nearest table.

“My thanks, lad. Didn’t think there for awhile that we' d makeit back in one piece.”

Gorgt tried to remind himself that he spoke with afellow mercenary, not smply the skull of aman dead
for centuries. “What happened?’

“Y oung fellow theretried to conjure up the spirit of old Gregus,” Humbart Wessd explained. “ Only,
when Gregus did show up, he wasn't old, and he wasn't by far in agood mood! He tried to warn us, but
right when he spoke, the very walls grabbed for poor Zayl . . .”

Humbart went on to tell of amost horrifying fate that the necromancer had only barely escaped with the
skull’ s assistance, then the arduous climb out of the caverns and the exhausting return to the palace. The
tale would have struck Gorst as hdf fanciful if not for al else that had gone on.

“Let noonetell you,” the skull concluded, “that thisyoung one s not asfit asafighter for al hisbeing a
spellcagter, lad! Zayl’ d be agood, sturdy man to have on your sidein battle any time.”

“Isthere anything we can do for him?’
“Wadl ... seeif you can find asmal red pouch among the things heleft here.”

Picking through Zayl’ s meager belongings, Gorst found the pouch in question. He held it up.



“Aye, that’ sthe one. Now, if there sno curses or wards on it, open it up.”

The giant obeyed, only after undoing the strings redlizing just what Humbart had said. Fortunatdly,
nothing sought to strike him down or reduce him to dust.

“Thereasmdl vid withaydlowish liquidinit?’

Therewas, right next to what |ooked like adried eyebal. Swallowing, Gorst pulled out the vid, then
immediately sedled the bag.

“Pour it down hisgullet. | saw him use that kind of stuff once after athorned hulk dmaost beet him into
the ground— course, Zay! did manage to blast him to splintersin theend.”

When opened, the thick, ugly liquid proved to have an odor well-matched to its appearance. Wrinkling
his squat nose, Gorgt went to the unconscious figure and, dipping his other hand under the back of Zayl’s
head in order to lift the latter up dightly, the mercenary carefully poured the contentsinto the other’s
mouth.

Zay| coughed once, then swallowed everything. Suddenly, the necromancer’ s entire body jerked wildly.
Dismayed and startled, Gorst pulled back.

“Thought you saidit'd hep him!”

The skull did not reply.

Thejerking abruptly ceased . . . and Zayl began to cough again. As he did, the peculiar wounds over
every visble part of hisbody began to hedl, then even fade away. The giant watched in amazement as, in
but seconds, what little color the spellcaster had ever had returned and the last of the injuries utterly
vanished.

Still wesk but clearly recovering, Zayl eyed the soldier. “My thanks.”

“Anddon't | get any credit?” grumbled Humbart Wessd. “Isn’'t like it smy fault that | haven't any
hands, or I’ d have fed you the stuff mysdlf!”

“I definitely thank you, too, Humbart.” The necromancer tried to rise, but could not. “It gppears| need a
few minutes longer. Perhapsit would be best if you brought Captain Dumon to see me. Thereismuch we
need to discuss”

“Can't find Kentril,” Gorst admitted. “Can'’t find anyone but you so far.”

The dlver, amond-shaped eyesthat did and did not remind the giant so much of Quov Tsn's narrowed
insuspicion. “No one?’

“Albord’ sgone missing. That worried Kentril enough so he sent me looking around the palace. Couldn’t
find Tsin, couldn’t even find hardly a soul anywhere besides on thisfloor. Seemsthe whole placeisdl but

“Yes, that is making more and more sense, | am afraid.”

Thisbrought asnort of disapprova from the skull. “Now, you said that once or twice while climbing out



of Nymyr, and you gill haven't explained to me just what you mean.”
Zayl frowned. “And that isbecause | do not yet completely understand it myself.”

Gorgt knew he understood less than either, but one thing of which hefelt certain wasthat his captain had
gone missing, and that meant only one course of action asfar as he was concerned.

“I need to find Kentril.”
“It might be best—"
“Comewithmeor not,” the giant said, determination hardening, “I’ m going after my captain.”

The necromancer forced himsdf up. “ Give me just ashort time, Gorst, and | will be more than happy to
help you search. | think it might be best if we left Ureh and its shadowed past. The holy kingdom seems
to me anything but.”

Despite hisimpatience, Gorst agreed to wait. He knew that magic wasinvolved and knew that against
such he had little hope. He could wield an ax or sword well against any blood-and-flesh foe, but against
magic hefdt pretty much defensdless. Having Zayl with him wouldhelp even the odds. Gorst had aready
seen how skilled the man was.

It took the necromancer some minutes to recover his strength sufficiently and afew more minutesto do
anything about his ruined garments. Gorst expected him to magic up some new clothes, but instead Zay!
went to his pack and removed an outfit nearly identical to that which had been torn to shreds. Only the
cloak could not be replaced.

“We shdl haveto find you anew pouch,” Zayl commented to the skull. “I fear | do not have another
large enough in which to place you, Humbart.”

“Widl, I’'m not staying behind! If you don’t—"

Gorg did not want to have to wait for them to finish arguing. “1’ ve got a bag big enough. It cantieto
your belt just like your old one.”

Zayl nodded. “Then it istimeto go find the captain and berid of this place.”

It seemed to Zayl that he had underestimated the giant. Gorst appeared far more clever, far more adept,
than the necromancer had assumed. The information he provided Zayl concerning the layout of the palace
not only matched the drawing that the spellcaster had studied, but corrected some errors caused by
expansion and even evidently sheer mistake on the part of the one who had drawn the diagram.

The mercenary had used smpletricks to evade the notice of the armored guards, but Zayl felt that even
such would dow their efforts too much. Thanksto the potion that Gorst had fed him—and whose
contents the necromancer knew he had best never explain to the fighter—Zayl felt dmost as good as
new. Hiswounds had vanished, and the only remnant of hisamost catastrophic finish consisted of adight
twingein onearm. Still, the necromancer felt confident that he could now not only mask himsdlf from the
sght of the soldiers, but do the same for the giantaswell. They would save much time by waking right
past rather than inching their way dong the sides.



While Gorgt obvioudy did not entirely agree, he did not argue when Zayl began casting. Using the
dagger to draw thefiery symbolsintheair, Zayl strengthened his norma spell, then touched the
mercenary with thetip of the blade.

“Nothing’ s happened,” complained the giant.

“We are both tied to the spell. We can see each other, but no one else can see us. The same appliesfor
most basic sounds, but | would not recommend shouting or sneezing as we pass. Abrupt and loud noises
might penetrate the glamour.”

Still alittle rluctant, Gorst followed him out into the hal. Farther on, the sentries continued their
motionless, tireless Sare across the corridor. Zayl could not help but admiretheir training, so akinto his
own. Each of the eight men stood tall and straight. Armed dternately with sword or ax, they dmost could
have been mistaken for very lifdike statues. Their nearly identical faces and expressonsonly served to
emphasize that ook and, in addition, had made Zayl early on wonder if they were perhapsdl related.

He and Gorst dowly walked aong, shoulder to shoulder, step by step. They passed thefirst pair, then
the second, without any notice whatsoever. The mercenary seemed to relax, and even Zayl, who knew
the power of hisspell, felt somerdlief.

Then something about the next guard’ s countenance made the necromancer pause despite the urgency of
the situation. Gorst gave him aworried, ingstent look, but Zayl ignored it. He stared cautioudly at the
armored figure, wondering what about the man’ s face so bothered him. Unable to ascertain what it might
be, he glanced &t the opposing sentry, studying him.

It suddenly occurred to him what it wasthat he found so disturbing and yet so difficult to identify.

Neither guard had blinked. Zayl had waited far beyondreasonable human limit, and yet neither had
reacted like anormal man. No matter how well-trained these guards might be, surely they had to blink at
some point.

And yet they did not.

Zayl wanted to tell Gorst, but feared risking his spell. Oncethey were far past, he could tell the other of
his disquieting discovery. For now, it behooved them to—

The unblinking eyes of one of the guards suddenly shifted in his direction, meeting the necromancer’s
widening gaze.

“They seeus!” Zayl shouted.

Everyone moved at once. Gorst had his sword out and ready to confront any of the four they had
aready crept by. The onewho had met Zayl’ s eyes|egpt forward, ax swinging, face completely
expressionless. The other three moved in behind him, similar blank |ooks on each.

Dagger before him, Zayl muttered. A black sphere briefly materialized, then shot directly into the chest
of the first attacker. The armored sentry hesitated, then continued asif unhindered.

The results did not please the necromancer. Never before had he cast aspell of weakening and seen it
completely fail. These guards were more than smply men—and, because of that, possibly more than he
and Gorgt could handle.



If he worried about such things, the gigantic mercenary did not show it. In fact, where Zayl’ smagical
assault had failed, Gorst’ s considerable skill and strength made up for it. Thefirst to reach the
wild-maned fighter moved in with the obvious intention of quickly decapitating Gorst with hisax.
Seemingly outfought already, Gorst waved his blade wildly about, leaving himself wide open.

However, asthe ax neared, the giant did an amazing thing. He let the head and upper part of the shaft
comewithin inches of histhroat, then, with one meaty hand, stopped the ax in mid-flight and findly ripped
it from the hands of itswielder.

Although disarmed, the guard charged forward. Keeping the handle foremost, Gorst dammed the sentry
hard in the somach. Metal bent in, and agasp of air escaped the giant’ s otherwise emotionlessfoe. Not
satisfied with forcing his enemy to double over, Gorst swung hard, using theflat of the ax to strike the
guard solidly intheface.

A facethatshattered.

The fragments fell away. Within the helm, utter darkness reigned. To his credit, the mercenary did not
even walit for the piecesto hit the floor. Quickly twisting the ax around, he did as his adversary had
intended for him, dicing off helmet, neck brace, and whatever might have held them in place.

The now-completely headless figure collapsed with aclatter onto the marble floor.
“They'renot divel” Gorst shouted needlesdly.

“But they can be stopped,” Zay! returned. Now that he knew better what they confronted, the
necromancer felt more confident. Small wonder his spell had failed; he had based hiswork on the type of
enemy he assumed he faced. These were not men, no. They resembled golems of asort, and asa
necromancer he had become well-versed in dedling with their like.

For thefollowers of Rathma, animating a construct—a figure of clay, stone, or some other
substance—had been an art hand-in-hand with their dealings with raising the dead. In many ways,
animating agolem required many of the opposite € ements needed to summon a spirit or revive acorpse.
With the latter, one brought back what had once been life. With the former, one imbued that which had
never known life with asemblance of it.

Dodging the sword of his nearest opponent, Zayl ran through the spell for creating agolem, then
reversed it. Hoping he would not misstep, he shouted the words not only in the latter order, but
completely backward as well—everything to create the opposite effect.

The guard dropped hissword . . . and hishand . . . and hisarms and legs and head and body. Armor
scattered over the floor, and the face the golem had worn cracked into a thousand pieces asit struck the
hard surface.

A second one nearly caught the necromancer while he stcood admiring hiswork. The ax camewithin
inches of Zayl’ s chest. Only bardly did Zayl manage to spout out the tered spell again beforethe
monstrous sentry could try a second strike.

Something different happened, though. The guard lost his ax, and his actions became uncoordinated, but
he did not crumble asthefirst had. In fact, Zayl could see him dowly recovering, his movements returning
to fluidity.



The golem had adapted to his spell.

Behind him, Gorgt grunted as he lifted another adversary up into the air using the spiked head of the ax.
Had the guard truly been human, he would have been impaed to degth, but the golem only struggled,
trying hard to reach the giant with his sword.

With massive effort, Gorst used the ax to throw the one construct into another. Theforce of histoss
caused the one beneeth to shatter when the pair hit the floor. However, the first rose again, agaping hole
in hisarmor where his chest should have been. He seized the ax | eft behind by hisfellow and moved into
match weapons with the mercenary.

Zayl, meanwhile, found himsalf hard-pressed againgt histhree foes. Reacting ingtinctively, he summoned
the Taon of Trag' Oul, which had served him so well in Gregus Mazi’ s sanctum.

The bone spear shot through the foremost golem, the one he had aready dowed. The damage caused
by both spells proved too much for the animated guard to overcome. The torso collapsed in on itself,
then, asif ahouse of cards had been knocked over, the entire golem dropped in pieces.

Knowing he could no longer usethe Tdon, Zayl immediately summoned the Den’ Trag, the Teeth of
Trag Oul. The combination had perfectly finished the carpet beast and surely would serve aswell here.

But when the shower of swift, deadly shafts struck the pair, mostbouncedoff.

The necromancer could scarcely believe what he saw; he had heard no tale of the Teeth ever failing.
True, some of hismissiles did pincushion the two golems and had even managed to disarm the onewho
had wielded the ax, but other than causing some downess of movement, the projectiles had succeeded in
doinglittledse.

It occurred to him then that the similarities between the Teeth and the Talon had enabled the golemsto
adapt to the former aswell. Zayl cursed his stupidity, then sought some other spell not &t al akin to any
of those he had cast. He had to think fast, too, for athough the animated sentries clearly respected the
power of hisdagger, its short length meant that they <till had the advantage of reach.

Asthe one who had been disarmed bent to seize the ax again, the necromancer’ s remaining opponent
thrust hard with his sword. Thetip of the long blade came within an inch of Zayl’ sthroat. He backed
away, colliding with Gorst, who had been pressed back by his own remaining foes.

Anideaoccurred to Zayl, one he hoped would not prove wrong, or €l se he would be sacrificing both
their lives neediesdy. “Gorst! We need to switch opponents!”

“Switch? Why?’
“Judt trust me! When | give the word!”

To hiscredit, the mercenary did not protest. Still back-to-back, Zayl could fed the giant’s body tense as
he prepared to follow the spellcaster’ slead.

“Drive them back three paces, then turn to your |eft!”

Zayl himsdlf dove forward, his sudden shift in tactics causing the golemsto step away. However, the



necromancer cast no spell, but rather smply did exactly as he had ordered Gorst. Spinning around, he
abandoned hisfoesfor those the giant had fought. At the sametime, Gorgt turned to confront Zayl’'s
origind pair.

Pointing the dagger at histwo new adversaries, the necromancer unleashed the Teeth of the Dragon
agan.

The needle-sharp projectiles tore through the golems, completely puncturing the armor and shattering the
guardsinto ahundred piecesthat flew in every direction.

Zay! let out an uncustomary ydl of triumph. As he had suspected, since these had not yet faced himin
battle, they had not adapted themselvesto his particular spdlls. By switching opponents, he had outwitted
their creator’ s handiwork.

But that left Gorst with the pair that the necromancer had originally faced. Concerned that they might
prove too much for the mercenary, Zayl whirled about, aready putting together a spell that he hoped
would at least dow the sentries down.

He need not have worried. Gorst had the situation well in hand—and one of the golemsin hand, too. His
weapon abandoned, the giant had one of hisfoes upside down over his head. Without hesitation, he
thrust the golem toward the floor as hard as he could, and where Gorst was concerned, that proved hard
indeed.

Helmet and fa se face crumpled into an unrecognizable jumble. The massive fighter tossed therest of the
body away, then turned on the final golem. Undaunted, the construct tried to cut adeadly arc with his
sword. However, Gorgt, moving far more swiftly than hisform warranted, seized the wrist of the sword
arm and tugged.

Asthe guard fdl toward him, the mercenary dammed hisfist through the emotionless mask with such
force that his hand dented the inside of the back of the helmet.

Seemingly determined not to take any risks, Gorst ripped the helmet off, then he kicked with hisfoot at
the creature’ s chest.

Thelast golem fell back onto the floor and broke, limbs clattering in various directions, bits of armor
Spinning about.

“Now what?" asked Gorst as he retrieved one of the axes,

“Asyou sad, we find Captain Dumon.”

They hurried down the hal again, the sllence and emptiness of the paace doing nothing to ease Zayl's
concerns. Surdly the commotion caused by the battle should have sent more guards running to aid the

others. Where were al those who had once inhabited this place?

More to the point, where was Captain Dumon? In a place so huge, with so many hidden passages, how
could they possibly—

What afool he had been! Zayl hdted, Gorst nearly running him down in the process.

“Do you have anything of the captain’son you? Anything at al?1f not, we Il haveto returnto his



chambers”
The giant brooded over the question for amoment, then his face brightened. “Got this!”

He dug into a pocket and removed asmall, rusted medallion with the picture of some bearded western
monarch upon it. In badly worn script around the edges had been inscribedFor Honor, For Duty, For
King and Kingdom.

“Kentril got it from hisfather. Carried it with him for years. Used to say it brought him good luck. He
gaveit to me after | dmost got my head chopped off about ayear ago. Said | needed it more than he
did”

Not exactly what Zayl had hoped for, but if Gorst’ s aura had not yet overwhelmed the older one set into
the medallion by Captain Dumon, then it could still be of usein tracking the missing mercenary down.
Unfortunatdly, their lack of time also demanded that the necromancer make use of afar less accurate
spell, one with the potentia to be more affected by outside influences such as the recent changein
ownership.

Zayl had to try, though. Holding the medalion in hisright hand, he dangled the tip of the blade over the
center, al the while muttering under his breath.

Immediately, he began to fed atug—but toward thewatching Gorst. Irritated, Zayl focused on Kentril
Dumon, picturing him as best he could.

Now the pulling came from another direction, an areanear the grand chamber but in an area of which
the necromancer knew little. Muttering afew more words, the necromancer tightened the focus his spell
to make certain, then nodded to Gorst.

“Didyou find him?’

Holding the rusted memento before him, Zayl checked the direction athird time. Theinvisbleforce
continued to pull him toward the same path. “Heis most definitely that way.”

Ax gripped tightly, Gorst trailed close as Zay! followed the guidance of the bewitched medalion. Asthey
proceeded, though, the spellcaster noticed an unnerving peculiarity about the lit torches and oil lamps
nearby. The flamesflickered rather oddly, and Zayl thought that the light actualy lookeddarker, asif
something drained it of itsnaturd fury.

Their path led them to a secluded door, through which they entered without hesitation. Before them the
pair found a passage descending below the main palace, a passage that neither could recall from the
drawings. Gorst did not like the dim illumination that came from everywhere and nowhere, and even the
necromancer felt achill up and down his spine, but down they went, certain more than ever that there
they would find the captain.

At the bottom, the duo came upon an immense iron door. The head of afearsome gargoyle with features
like those of the onesthey had seen outside thrust out from the right side, alarge ring in its mouth.

Gorgt put an ear to the door, amoment later shaking his head. “Can’'t make out asound.” He tugged on
thering. “It' stoo strong for me. I'll just ruin the handle trying.”

“Let meseewhat | can do.” Sipping around the giant again, Zay! leaned close with the dagger. He



sensed gresat forcesin play not only around the door but beyond.
“Zayl,” camethe skull’svoice, “I think—"
“Not now, Humbart. Can you not see—"

He broke off asthe ring suddenly dipped from the gargoyl€’ s beaky maw. A shriek echoed through the
passage. The necromancer lurched back as the beak snapped at him, faling against Gorst.

A full-sized, winged, and taloned gargoyle legpt out of the door at them.

EIGHTEEN
b

“Atanna—" Kentril bit back the rest of what he had been going to say. This could not be Atanna, not this
horrifying marionette.

Her head il tipped completely to one Sde, she gave him amacabre smile. “My darling Kentril . . .”

Juris Khan put hisarm around her. With an expression akin to that on the face of any loving father, he
said to her, “Now, my dear, you should go to your beloved looking your best, don’t you think so?’

He gently put the armsin place, then ran his hand over the maimed limb. AsLord Khan'sfingers pulled
away, Kentril saw that Atanna s own hand had been restored.

Muttering words the likes of which the mercenary had never heard, the robed monarch took a step
back. A fiery coronasurrounded his daughter from head to toe. Atannarose severa inchesinto theair,
and as she did, her legs twisted, reshaped, becoming once more normal limbs. The gougesin her face
and form quickly dwindled, findly disappearing. Even her dressrestored itsdlf, adl sgnsof damage
vanishing.

“ Olbystus!” called out Juris Khan.

Sowly, Atanna descended to the floor again. The shimmering coronafaded away. Before Kentril stood
an almost completely restored woman.

Almost . . . because her head yet hung to the side.

With agentle smile, Atanna sfather put her head back in place. Muscles, veins, tendons, and flesh
ingtantly fused. The terrible wound sedled itsdlf, dl trace soon gone.

Juris Khan briefly adjusted her hair. “There! So much better.”
“Am | pretty again, Kentril?" sheinnocently asked.

He could say nothing, could think nothing. In desperation, he looked to Quov Tsin, who seemed to be
taking everything in with an eagernessthat did not bode well at dl.

“It' sasyousaid,” the diminutive Vizjerei dmost cooed to their host. “ The power to do dmost anything,



evento preservelifeitsdf!”
“A gift of Heaven,” their host returned. “A gift that can be shared.”
“Heaven?’ blurted the captain. “Thisishdllish!”

Khan gave him a paterna look. “Hell? But thisis Ureh, my good captain! No beast or servant of the
Prime Three can touch this holy kingdom—isthat not so, Master TSn?’

TheVizjera sniffed. “Don’t be so mundane, Dumon! Can't you even imagine the power of Heaven? Do
you think Hell could preserve life s0?’

“Presarveit? You cdl thatlife?She sdead, Tan! Just look at her!”

“Why, Kentril, how could you possibly say that?’ Pouting, Atanna stepped close. Her eyes glittered in
that magical way they always had, and he could fed the warmth of her body even though she till stood a
few scant inches away. Each breath rose and sank in fascinating display, enough so that even Captain
Dumon had to sart questioning hisown fears. “Do | truly,truly,look dead to you?’

“Open your eyes and mind, captain,” Quov Tsin urged, coming toward the pair. “Y ou’ ve dways struck
me asalittle brighter than most of your earthy kind. Y ou know the stories, the legends of the Light
among Lights! Y ou know how the archangel s granted great miraclesto the people, reveaed to them
thingswe can only just imaging!”

“But—but this?’

“Kentril is correct to be skeptical,” commented JurisKhan. He extended his handsto takein the entire
chamber. “Do not the archangelstell usto be wary of evil in the guise of goodness? Does not the world
have tales about cunning demons seeking to corrupt humans a every turn? My good captain, the history
of Ureh at the time when we sought the pathway to Heaven' s sanctuary very much backs your suspicious
nature. It is because of the subtle guile of Diablo and the many lesser demonsthat | prayed for amiracle,
for away to secure my kingdom completely from their evil. To my good fortune, the archangd did grant
me that miracle, but in the meantime we more than once had to deal with cunning traitors and plots
snister barely recognizable as such. Yes, | gpplaud your skepticism, however misplaced it might be at
thismoment.”

Tsin turned the veteran soldier so that the platform filled Kentril’ s gaze. The mercenary’ s eyes widened
as he noted the glowing, pulsating runes. The urgeto get asfar away from the artifact as he could filled
Kentril. Unfortunately, not only did the Vizjerel hold hisarm, but Atanna stood right behind him.

“The archangel who had spoken to Lord Khan could not undo what had been done,” the short sorcerer
explained. “But he revealed to our host a possible escape should the proper eements come into play.
They have”

Now Khan stepped around the platform, eyeing Kentril from the opposing side. “1 had originally thought
to make use of your fortuitous arriva to fulfill my origina intention, to see Ureh at last rise to Heaven.
However, your good Master Tsin rightly convinced me of our need to stay on the morta plane, and, asit
turns out, thisworks out so perfectly with what I’ ve calculated that | cannot but believe that the archangel
truly meant thisroute instead.”

For lack of anything better to say, Captain Dumon muttered, “1 don’t understand.”



“It' svery smple, Dumon, you cretin! The archangd pointed out powers not bound by Heaven or Hell,
powersof nature, of the world itself. What better than these to help bind Ureh to our plane again? The
natural tendencies of such forces areto create abaance, to set everything into harmony. Ureh will
becometruly red again, its people once more able to go out in the sun, to go out and interact with other
kingdoms, other realms.”

At the moment, Kentril did not seethat as quite the wondrous notion that Tsin clearly did. In fact, he
regretted even having set the one stonein place. Ureh had not proven to be what he had expected—and
his future not what he had thought it to be.

“What about Gregus Mazi?’ the captain demanded, shaking off both Atannaand the Vizjerei. He could
not forget the horrible sight he had seen.

“Lord Khan explained that smple matter to me, Dumon. Y ou didn’t find Gregus Mazi, but rather one of
his acolytes. Hetried aso to destroy the Key to Shadow, but a protective spell cursed him so. The cretin
brought it on himsalf. He now guards againgt otherswith equally vile notions, protecting Ureh’ s hopes. .

There were too many holesin the story, too many gaping holes, but for Quov Tsin, who had not been
there, Khan's explanation seemed to make perfect sense. Not so for Kentril Dumon, however. He knew
very well that Juris Khan had added another lie to the many aready piled up. Everything that the captain
and his companions had assumed about the holy kingdom had been wrong. They had cometofind a
legend and instead had unvelled anightmare.

“And what about my men, Tsin? What about Albord and the rest—and even the necromancer, Zayl? A
lot of good men have gone missing, and I’ ve not yet heard a reasonable explanation for their

disappearances.”

Juris Khan came from around the platform. He seemed even taler, more foreboding, than previoudy.
“Thetaint left by Gregus has touched some of my people, | admit. However, once Ureh is settled among
meankind again,those who' ve done these terrible deeds shall be taken to account.”

While apart of him wished desperately to believe the elder man, Kentril had heard too much he could
not accept. “Tsin, you can stay hereif youlike, but | think I'll begoing . . .

Atannawas suddenly there at his Side again. The captain felt torn between desire and revulson. Here
stood the woman of hisdreams. . . the same one he had seen fal to her degth, then return in most
grotesque fashion.

“Oh, but you can’t go, Kentril, darling, not yet!”

Spoken with honey yet still not sweet enough not to make him even morewary. Again pulling away from
her, the veteran soldier readied his blade. “1’m going through that door. Tsin, you'd be smart to go with

me”

“Don’t be abigger foal than | take you for aready, Dumon. I’'m not going anywhere, and you certainly
can’'t. We need you mogt of dl right now!”

“Need me? For what?’



The Vizjerei shook hishead at such ignorance. “ Y ou're critica to the spell, of course, cretin!”

Helooked from face to face to face—and turned to run. Against one spellcaster, Kentril Dumon might
have defended himself. Against two, he might have even entertained some hope of victory.

Againg three, only amadman stayed and fought.

But as Kentril ran toward the door, he abruptly discovered himsalf running toward thepl atfor minstead.
With one fluid movement, the captain spun around, only to see the platform again.

“Do stop wasting our time with such games, Dumon!” snapped Tan. “Itisn't asif we planto kill you.”

Unable to make any progress toward escape, Kentril paused to listen. “No?’

“The amount of blood needed will hardly even makeyou dizzy, | promise.”

Blood. . . .

“Damnyou!” Still gripping the sword, Kentril lunged.

The weapon disappeared from his hand, reappearing but a second later in that of Juris Khan.

With an dmost casud air, Atannd s father tossed Kentril’ slast hope aside. “My dear captain. You
continue to misunderstand everything. Y es, we require you to lie down upon the platform, but thisis
hardly ahuman sacrifice. Let meexplain...” Anamos saintly look spread across hislined visage. “We
deal with powersthat are part and sum that which keepsthe natura order in balance. In that naturd
order, lifeismost paramount, and in life, bloodis the strongest representation. To bind the power, then,
we need blood. The platform acts as afocus, which iswhy the blood must be drawn there.”

A soft but cold hand touched his cheek. Jumping, Kentril once more faced the creature he had thought
he loved.

“And they only need afew dropsfor that. The rest they draw, my love, isforus.”
The caress both teased him and made his flesh crawl. “ Us?’

“Of course, Kentril, darling! When the entire spdll is complete, not only will Ureh be once morein the
red world, but you shdl never have to fear death again. Isn't that wonderful ?”

Never fear death again . . .
They would make him likeher.

Hetried to flee again, but his body refused to obey his demands. Kentril could breathe, he could even
blink hiseyes, but hislegs and arms remained frozen.

“Redlly, Dumon! The embarrassment you cause us both. Y ou can certainly spare afew dropsto savea
city and the offer Lord Khan gives you—if it could be done more than once, I'd do it to myself.”

To hisminor satisfaction, the mercenary commander discovered his mouth worked. “Y ou' re welcome to
it, Tan!”



“I, regrettably, must assst in the pell. Besides, our good host assures me that when the conjunction of
forcesis correct again, he shal grant the favor. For now, you are the fortunate one!”

Kentril’ slegs began to move, but not by his choice. Next to the platform, Quov Tsin made walking
motionswith two fingers. Ashe did, the fighter’ slegs mimicked his actions.

“Damnit, TSn! Don't you redlize that something’ swrong here?’

Ashe neared the Vizjerd, though, the captain noticed afaint, glazed look in the sorcerer’ seyes. Up
close, Tsin had the appearance of amanentranced.

“Up, please,” the Vizjerel commanded.

Unableto resst, Kentril climbed atop the platform, spreading out asif his limbs had been bound by
invisblecuffs

Juris Khan loomed over him. In his hand, the monarch wielded adim but serpentine dagger. “Have no
qualms, Kentril Dumon. Ureh shdl be eterndly grateful to you.”

As heraised the blade above his head and uttered words of power, the captain caught sSght of Atanna
amiling expectantly a him.

Soon they would be together again . . . and he would be just likeher .

Thewinged gargoyle legpt out of the door, its entire body seeming to sprout from theiron itsdlf. The
beaked maw opened and roared, and the metallic talons dashed at the pair.

To hiscredit, Gorst placed himsdlf in front of Zayl and began trying to day the creature with hisax.
Unfortunately, the ax bounced off the body of the beast with aloud clang, chipping the weapon's head in
the process.

“What dowe do?’ asked the giant. The gargoyle stretched a good eight to ten feet from end of besk to
tipof hind quarters. Zayl knew that even Gorst dared not get too close; the unliving sentinel would tear
him to ribbons.

“Let metry aspdl.” The gargoyle seemed much like agolem, only in animal form. Perhaps, the
necromancer thought, it could be dedlt with in much the same manner.

He did as he had done before, reversing both words and spdll, trying to transmute false life back into an
inanimate object.

For amoment, the monster paused. It shook its head asif trying to clear itsthoughts, then continued to
advance unchecked.

Beaten for the moment, Zayl and Gorst withdrew, winding their way back up the steps. The gargoyle
continued to follow until it reached the midway point between the top and bottom of the stairway. There
it suddenly froze, iron gaze fixed upon the pair above.

“So. .. fird and foremogt, it protects the door,” Zayl muttered, wondering what he could do with that



bit of information.

Gorst leaned on the ax, glaring back at the beast. “We gotta get down there. Kentril’ sthere for sure,
and | don’t likethat.”

The necromancer had to agree with him. For what reason Captain Dumon might be down there, he
could not say, but surdly it had to involve something dire. The longer the gargoyle kept the two of them at
bay, the greater the likelihood that the captain would be murdered . . . or even worse.

“What goes on out there?’ demanded avoice at hisbdt.

Indl that had happened, Zayl had forgotten about Humbart. Of course, the skull could do little, but
unless the necromancer responded, he knew that Humbart would only continueto rant.

“We face a gargoyle blocking the door through which we bdieve Captain Dumon can be found,” he
informed thecontents of the bag. “Unless you have something to offer, | would suggest you keep ill.”

Trueto form, the skull paid him no mind. “Y ou try one of your golem spdlIs?’
“Yes, andit faled.”
“What about—?’

Zayl sghed, exasperated as usud with his bodiless companion despite the good Humbart had done for
himinthe past. “Thisishardly thetime! 1—"

“Only one question, lad! What about the Iron Maiden?’
“Iron Maiden?’ grumbled Gorgt, likely knowing the term only from the torture device.

“ Another spdll involving reversd. Why it should even be brought up I—" The pale necromancer
hestated. “But it could work, | think. It will involverisk, but if | am careful, | should bedl right.”

The giant shook his head. “If it's dangerous, use me.”
“‘Gorgt—"

The massive fighter would not hear him. “If it does’t work with me, you can try something ese. If it
doesn't with you, what am | going to do?’

He had apoint there, onethat Zayl didiked immensdly. Servants of Rathma saw themselves as the front
linein the battle to keep the mortal world in balance. They did not generdly gamble the lives of othersin
their place.

“Very wel, but do not risk yoursdf needlesdly.”

“What do | do?’ Gorst asked.

Already casting the spell, Zayl replied, “Y ou must engage the gargoyle in combat.”

“That dl?’



From the skull came another response. “Y ou could dso try praying abit, lad!”

Gorg grunted. Zayl finished the spell, explaining, “If it works as planned, whatever blow it strikes against
you will damageit instead. If you fed the dightest pain, retreat quickly.”

The giant said nothing more, not even commenting on thefact that if the gargoyle got one good strike at
him, he would not have the chance to retreat. Hefting his weapon, the mercenary descended toward the
metdllic beed.

Nearly within range, Gorst suddenly paused. “If | strike him, doesit hurt me?’

“No, you may attack at will.”

The massive figure gave him ahappy grin. “Good.”

Nearly motionless while the two had stood atop the steps, the winged gargoyle suddenly stirred to
savage life as the human approached. It snapped and dashed at Gorst even though the fighter had yet to
get near enough. Despite his confidence in his spellwork, Zayl could not hel p feding much concern for his
companion. One never knew what spells might also surround the beast. He readied himsdlf to protect
Gorst the moment anything turned awry.

Bardly ayard from the guardian, the giant suddenly raised the ax over hishead and let out awar cry.
Thegargoyleroared in turn, legping forward.

Metd clashed againgt metd. Despite the spell set upon him by the necromancer, Gorst fought asif his
skillsalonewould save him.

Twice, three times, the head of the ax met the claws and savage beak of the gargoyle. The razor-sharp
nails came within inches of the mercenary, but Gorst avoided them as he would have any attack.

With his prodigious strength, he dented the head of his adversary, but thetoll of hitting the iron hide of
the beast proved too much. The blade chipped and dulled, and each swing came dower and sower.

The gargoylefinally got one paw under Gorst' s defenses. Thefighter tried to retreat, but sumbled over
the step behind him.

“What's happening?’ Humbart called.

Zayl said nothing, poised to cast a gpell even though he knew that it would not save the mercenary from
terribleinjury.

The clawstore a Gorst’sright leg.

A horrible, metalic screeching sound rippled through the passage.

Gordt’ s mongtrous foe suddenly tumbled to the Side, itsright rear leg shredded open. Seemingly
unconcerned, the gargoyle pushed forward, trying with its beak to snap at the human’s unprotected
midsection.

Again the metalic shriek echoed throughout the area. Now the gargoyle did back away, athoughin



rather haphazard fashion. Inthe area of its belly, agaping hole now existed. A live anima would have
aready been dead or dying from such wounds, but the magic animating the winged terror kept it going,
abeit without as much skill and fluidity of movement asin the beginning.

“It' sworking!” shouted Gorgt. “I’'m going in closer!”

Even seeing that his spell worked perfectly, Zayl did not relax. He dso moved nearer to the struggle,
watching for any possible threat or an opening of which he could make use.

Swinging the ax hard, the giant actudly indented the gargoyl€ sleft shoulder. Unimpeded by such a
wound, the beast struck again, reaching for Gorst’ s right forearm.

The results were as expected. Instead of mangling soft, human flesh and ripping apart muscle and bone,
the animated guardian only tore its own front right leg asunder. Suddenly stricken with two badly mauled
limbs on the same side, the gargoyle teetered, faling againgt thewall. Yet fill it did not givein.

“Thisistakin’ toolong!” bellowed the mercenary. “I’m gonnatry something!”

He threw down his ax and leaned forward, presenting his face and throat for the besst.

“Gorst! No!” Even though the spell had so far protected the fighter, Zayl wanted to take no chances.
The metallic guardian, however, reacted too swiftly for the necromancer. With its good front limb, the

wingedcreature dashed hard, aiming for the entire target. Clawsthat could have ripped away Gorst’s
face to the very bone came closer and closer . . .

With a savage squedl of wrenching iron, the gargoyl€' s own muzzle and throat tore off.

Little remained of the mongtrous visage save abit of eye. A ragged hole reminiscent of the damaged
golems greeted the staring humans.

The gargoyle took an awkward step forward, choosing to stand on the ruined front limb. Thistime, it
toppled completely to the side and seemed unableto right itsdlf.

With dmost childlike interest, Gorst leaned down and bared his chest to the one good fordimb. He then
reached out and tapped the ruined guardian on the paw.

The paw ingdinctively attacked.

A great gouge appeared in the gargoyl€' s chest.

The metallic beast screeched once. . . then stilled.

“Nice spdl,” Gorgt commented, rising. “How long doesit last?’
“Thisbattleisdone,” replied the necromancer. “It isgone now.”
“Too bad. Can you cast it on me again?’

Zayl shook hishead. “Not with any trust to its success. Besides, | suspect that such aspell will not help
you down there.”



The giant saized his battered ax again, not at al bothered by the other’ sanswer. “ GuessI’ll just haveto
fight like norma, hun?’

With the gargoyle destroyed, the handle to the door had aso been lost, but Zayl suspected that it did not
serve as the true mechanism for entry. Such aplace would not depend upon so mundane adevice. The
true key to opening the door had to involve magic—but how to discover that key?

He pulled the skull free. “Humbart, what do you see?’

“A red force blankets the whole thing. There' s dark, greenish lines zigzagging over it from top to bottom,
and in the center | see akind of blue-yellow spot—"

That had to bewhat Zayl sought. “Guidethetip of the bladeto it.”

The skull did, urging the necromancer’ s hand left and right, up and down, as needed. “Right on the mark
there, lad!”

A dight tingle coursed through Zayl as he touched the point of hisweapon to the spot. Immediately, he
began aspdl of searching and unbinding. Without the unique properties of the skull, Zayl knew that he
would have never been able to pinpoint the area so precisely, so cleverly had thewards been setin
place.

His mind untied and unfolded the myriad patterns cresting the lock, dowly teasing out the secret toits
opening. Unbidden from his mouth came words even he had never heard before, old, old words of dark
imagining. The necromancer consdered pulling free, but that would have left him with no other options,
and Captain Dumon most certainly in some dire drait.

Then, a last, asingle word cameto him, the find key and, if he had been privy to the knowledge of the
original caster, the only onetruly needed.

“Tezarka . ..” Zayl whispered.

With adow moan, the door began to open.

The necromancer legpt back, joining awary Gorst in preparation of the attack surely to come. Theiron
door opened wider, reveding light from within. A flood of varied and powerful forces emanated from
within, enough to awe even Zayl.

Y et nothing burst forth to attack them. No guards, no golems, nothing.

Glancing at each other, Zayl and Gorst cautioudy entered.

The vagt, angled room immediately snared their attention, for here clearly stood the most private sanctum
of apowerful spellcaster. The weighty tomes, the gathered specimens, powders, and artifacts—Zayl had
never seen such acollection. He stared, for the moment caught up in the sight. Even GregusMazi’s

abode had not touched him so.

It took Gorst to break the spell over him, Gorst, who asked the question that had to be asked.

“Why isit empty?”



NINETEEN
b

They had left him unable to move but at least able to talk, and Kentril saw no reason to remain silent.
“Tsin, Snap out of it! Can't you see how wrong everything about thisis? 'Y ou' re under aspell yourself,
damnit!”

“Dorelax, Dumon,” chided the Vizjerel. “ Such an ungrateful cretin you are! Immortaity, riches, power . .
. | thought that was what amercenary dreamed of.”

It was no use. Quov Tsin could not see past whatever had been cast upon him. Lord Khan had preyed
upon the sorcerer’ sgreed, just asthe captain himsdf had when first ingtigating Tain to persuade their host
to make Ureh part of the mortal world again.

Orhadtheir host needed any convincing? It had been Atannawho had first broached the subject with
Kentril, telling him that they could be together if her father did not decide to try once moreto follow the
path to Heaven. The mercenary redlized that he had beenduped; Juris Khan had no doubt sent his
daughter to fill the gullible captain’ s head with such notions, knowing that Kentril would do his utmost to
sway theVizjera.

Both he and Tsin had been played like puppets or, worse, fish on aline. Bait had been set to catch each,
then thelord of Ureh had reded them in with ease.

“It' squiteironic,” commented the elder monarch. “1 had only just sent my darling daughter to find you
when you apparently came looking for her. | had meant to wait longer to cast thisspell . . . but my
children were so eager, S0 hungry, that | was forced to move the spdll to thisnight.”

Kentril looked to Tsin to seeif he heard any of what their host had just confessed, but the short, balding
sorcerer seemed quite contented preparing for the task at hand. The Vizjerel had begun to go around the
edge of the platform, using mumbled spellsto cause various runesto glow brighter. Whatever hold Juris
Khan had over the sorcerer looked to be very complete, indeed.

“I had promised them your men when first we noticed your arrival, but | needed one of you for this
precious work. | also needed another wielder of sorcery to aid in my effort, the others having been
necessarily sacrificed to my sacred mission long ago.”

“Gregus Mazi never tried to destroy Ureh, did he?’

Theregd lord looked offended. “He did worse than that! He dared claim that | knew not what | did,
clamed thatl, Juris Khan, loving lord of al my subjects, damnedrather than saved my people! Can you
believe such audacity?’

Captain Dumon could believe that and much more about his captor. He saw now what he and the rest
had so blindly missed. Ureh' s master had gone completely insane, his desire for good somehow twisted
intodl of this

“I admit, there were times when my beliefs faltered, but whenever that happened, the archangel would
appear to me, bolster my will, and once more set me on the proper course. Without his guidance, it's



possible | wouldn't have pressed on to the end.”

Thisarchangd Juris Khan constantly spoke of had to have been a product of his own mind—and yet,
here stood the man who had nearly succeeded in reaching the sanctuary of Heaven! How could the
archangd have been delusion, then? Only with the efforts of such aone could any mortal possibly have
hoped to accomplish so incredible afedt.

“Hewarned me of the ingdious efforts of the dark powers to influence those around me, that | could not
trust any but mysdlf. Even those who worked in concert tobring success to our goal might have become
tainted . . .” Khan wore an expression of intense pride. “And so | cleverly planned to make certain that
none of them would have the opportunity to betray me at the moment of our destiny!”

When the priests and spellcasters had gathered to do their part, they had not realized that their master
had something esein mind in addition to their work. Devised in secret, Ureh' smonarch had indtituted a
second spell, one so enmeshed in the principa effort that none of his underlings would take notice of it.
Each would unknowingly assist in ensuring that there would be no attempt to usurp the holy quest.

Juris Khan had laid within the master spell a means by which to day each and every one of those who
aded him.

Their fates had been decided the moment they had begun. The spdll that had sought to cast Ureh to
Heaven had not only drawn from the innate magical powers of the world, but had also done so with
equal force from the casters themselves.

“It had al been so wdll-planned, down to the most delicate of details,” Kentril’ s captor went on. “|
could fed Ureh'ssoul being lifted from itsearthly shell . . . and thelife forces of the corrupted ones being
leeched from their treacherous selves.”

But he had underestimated one among them, the one he most should have watched. Gregus Mazi,
trusted confidant and nearly son to the elder ruler, asorcerer knowledgeable and skilled. Along with the
priest Tobio, Mazi had been the one who had most contributed to the breakthrough needed to make the
great spell possblein thefirst place.

“I saw itin hiseyes. | saw the moment when he comprehended what the spell sought to do to him. He
didn't redizethat | had done the altering, but he knew nonetheless the result. At the most crucid momernt,
at themogt critical juncture, Gregus tore himself free from the matrix we hadall created. With his
remaining power he cast himsdfoutof Ureh...”

The ingtinctive reaction had done more than save Mazi; it had dso created an imbaance that had ripped
the soul of Ureh free from the mortal plane, but, instead of sending the realm to Heaven, had leftitina
shadowed, timeless limbo. With the aid of the rest of the kingdom'’ s sorcerers and priests, Juris Khan
might have been able to correct the matter and complete the quest for holy sanctuary, but his spell had
doneto them what it had failed to do to Gregus Mazi.

The one exception proved to be Tobio, whom providence had saved virtualy unscathed. Lord Khan
had decided that this had meant the priest had been chosen to live, and it pleased the monarch to know
that one old friend of his had remained true. With Tobio, Khan had immediately worked to find freedom
from their endless prison, but al plans had failed. The people had begun to panic, to fear that they would
be trapped forever.

Juris Khan raised the dagger over Kentril as hetalked, drawing invisible patterns. “ And then, when our



hour was darkest,” he added with agrateful smile, “the archangel cameto mein my dreamsagain. As
you aready know, he could not ater what had happened, but he could, at least, guide and—more
important—assst mein fulfilling my peoplée s destiny. The Heavenly One showed me how to open adoor
of sorts, let his power flood into me, let hiswishesand mine mingle. . . and from there touch my
children.”

However, when he found out about this new gift, Tobio had proven to be amost jeal ous priest—at least
in Khan'seyes. He had confronted his old friend, had claimed him to be not the recipient of holy powers
buttaintedby inferna ones. The priest had even had the audacity to attempt to restrain hislord, but Juris
Khan had easlly overwhemed the misguided clergyman. With saddened heart, he cast Tobio into the
ancient dungeons below, hoping that someday the priest would shake off the sinful thoughts and return to
thefold.

Unhindered now, Lord Khan had acted upon the archangdl’ s dictates, creating spells that would help
preserve his precious children while he sought amore permanent remedy. The archangel showed him
how to keep the people calm, how to open up each to the subtle ministrations of other angels, one for
each person. He had Ureh' strusting ruler bring into the fold his own daughter, revea to her the glory of
the archangdl and the gifts she would gain by helping her father and her people.

Pulling back the dagger from over Captain Dumon’s chest, Juris Khan extended one arm to Atanna. The
crimson-tressed princess came to her father, letting him envelop her in that arm. Atanna gave Kentril a
loving, knowing smile, onefilled with the certainty of the righteousness of her Sre'scause.

“She was scared, my good captain, scared because she did not understand the blessing he wished to
give her.” The weathered but noble face beamed down at hisloving offspring. “I had to be forceful. | had
toingst. . . despite her unwillingness. It took much perseverance, even on the part of the archangel, but at
last she opened hersdlf up to him.”

Atannawore an enraptured expression. “It was sochildish,my love! | actualy feared what Father
wanted! When the archangel entered me, | actualy screamed, can you believeit? 1t dl ssemsso slly
now!”

To the captive mercenary, who had seen what such ablessing had created of Atannaand her father, it
hardly seemed silly at dl. Whatever their angelic benefactor had sought to accomplish, it had resulted in
an abomination of everything holy.

“I believe I’m nearly ready, my lord,” Quov Tsin suddenly announced. “There are but afew minor
paiternsto cast.”

“I'm gratified, master sorcerer. Without your effort, this could not cometo be.”

Kentril choseto usethe distraction as achance again to test the mobility of hisbody. Unfortunately, even
despite the Vizjerei’ snumerous tasks and Lord Khan' s horrific reminiscences, the sorcery keeping the
captain prisoner had not fatered in the least.

Atannacameto his side again, rubbing what would have been a soothing hand on hisforehead if not for
the fact that she used the same appendage that had earlier been mangled to pulp. Therich emerad eyes
gleamed but did not blink. “You'll fed so slly yourself when thisisal over, darling Kentril. You'll
wonder just as| did why | made so much of afuss.”

He could not meet her gaze, not while the memory of how she had looked when she entered the



chamber gtill burned harshly in his mind. Instead, the captain glanced past her at Juris Khan, who seemed
to have finished with histae and now intended to do the same to Kentril. “What did happen to Gregus
Mazi?’

The pleasant smile on the robed monarch’ skindly face became not at al pleasant. “1 told you of the
Keys, their making, and our earlier attempt to lock the shadow in place just as you eventudly did for us. |
aso told you how Gregus came again to do the unthinkable, to betray usagain. Indl this, | did not lie,
good captain. What | omitted, though, wasthat he had help . . . in the form of the misguided Tobio.”

Gregus Mazi had secretly returned to Ureh and had learned of the crystalsjust as Lord Khan had
previoudy said, but in the process he had dso come across the still-imprisoned priest. Seizing on Tobio's
madness and pretending to believeit, the sorcerer had informed his new aly that they had to remove or
destroy the two Keys so that the holy kingdom could not remain on the mortal plane. It was decided that
their chances would be doubleif each went in search of separate stone. Then, if onlyone of them
succeeded, Ureh would again be cast into limbo.

But athough he had entered the city unnoticed, Gregus Mazi did not escape hisformer master’s
attention when he sought out the Key to Shadow. The sorcerer had almost succeeded in steding away
the crysta, but Lord Khan had managed to catch him in the midst of the act.

They did battle, but the traitorous spellcaster did not know of the powerful gifts the archangel had given.
Mazi fell swiftly, and in order to make certain there would be no repeat of such betrayal, Khan
transformed him into the senting Kentril and the others had discovered. Before that happened, however,
the lord of Ureh had wrung from hisformer friend the fact that Tobio had aready started for the other

crysd.

“Y ou see, my dear captain, the Key to Light had indeed been set in place by brave martyrs. However,
when | learned from Gregus that Tobio had gone to destroy my hopes for our eventua release, | admit |
grew furious. Summoning the powers granted to me by the archangd, | transported mysdlf to the
shadowed side of the pesk, there to find the misguided priest seeking to wrest the Key to Light from its
anointed place.” Khan paused, eyes momentarily closed in what appeared to be a moment of renewed
mourning. When he opened them again, hetold his prisoner, “I still cry for poor Tobio, corrupted by
Gregus. Hisdeath | could not help. | gave him one good opportunity to see the errors of hisway, to
break free of the madness and come back with meto Ureh .. .”

Suddenly, Kentril recalled the gridy discovery he had found al but buried in the cold, hard soil atop
snister Nymyr. “But hedidn't, did he?’

“Alas, no. Instead, foolish Tobio tore the Key free and stepped back into the first rays of the day. |
admit | reacted without thought, only aware that he had stolen my children’ s freedom.”

The weathered bone Captain Dumon had found hadbelonged to the determined priest, not one of the
so-called volunteers. Uncorrupted, Tobio had been able to step into the sunlight, but it had not saved him
from Juris Khan' swrath. Fortunately, the crystal had fallen to where even the lord of Ureh could not
reach it. The madness that had consumed the shadowed kingdom had been kept in check.

That is, until Kentril and his men had come aong.
“Evenif the good Tobio had failed, | admit | would' ve still required the aid of aworthy sorcerer such as

our friend Quov Tsin here,” concluded Atanna sfather, “ but that would' ve been so much easier with the
kingdom set in place, not resurrecting only once aday or two every few years.” The smilereturned. “But



come! Timeisfast approaching, and I’ ve likely bored you with so much talk of the past. Now we must
prepare for the future, when my people—my children—enlightened by the angels and no longer fearful of
the sun, can go out into the world of men and spread the archangel’ s word to others.”

But Kentril had seen those* children,” the ghoulish creatures that now filled the city. The ghostly forms he
and the others had first witnessed had been illusions to mask an even greater horror. Khan had played on
the sympathies of the mercenary officer—and because of it, Captain Dumon had sent most of hismento
terrible, monstrous degths.

The vison he had seen twice had been no delusion caused by athief’ sdrug, no bite from a savage
insect. It had been the truth, the redlity of Ureh. The holy kingdom, the Light among Lights, had been
transformed into something diabolic—demonic. All thistime, Juris Khan had been manipulating him,
preparing the way so that his horrific subjects could spread beyond the confines of the shadow, spread
throughout the mortd lands. . .

Yet dl the time his captor spoke of the wondrous archangel, the Heavenly figure who had cometo guide
him and hisflock to the ultimate sanctuary. Again, Kentril wondered how everything had turned out so
horribly.When had the archangel’ s word become twisted or usurped?

Or had there ever been an archangd in thefirst place?

Lord Khan had aready taken his place, Atannaand Quov Tsin following suit. The towering monarch
raised the dagger and opened his mouth—

“My lord!” blurted Kentril. “Onelast question, to ease my mind and enable me to accept this glory you
offer! May—may | see what thiswondrous archangdl looked like?’

The Vizjerei, obvioudy eager to continue, only snorted at this abrupt question, but Juris Khan accepted
it with pleasure, clearly believing that the fighter sought to understand. “Why, bless you, Kentril Dumon!
If it makes dl the difference, | cantryto show you. Y ou must know, of course, that | draw from memory,
and so what you see, however magnificent, isbut adim, human representation of abeing perfect inall
manner. Intruth, even | never saw him fully, for what morta could stand the blinding glory of one of
Heaven' sguardians?’

Giving the blade to his daughter, he held his hands up high and muttered a spell. Kentril tensed more,
athough he could not be certain exactly why. Lord Khan would only be summoning a representation of
the archangel, not the true being. The mercenary could hardly expect any aid from anilluson.

“Behold!” Juris Khan called, indicating an areawe| above the platform. “Behold awarrior of Truth, a
guardian of the Bastion of Light, asentingl of Goodness weatching over dl! Behold the Archangel
Mirakodus, the golden-haired defender of mankind! Behold Mirakodus, he who has protected Ureh
from the evils seeking its soul!”

And as his words echoed throughout the chamber, afigure formed for al of them to see. Atannalet out
araptured gasp, and even the jaded Tsn fell to one kneein homage. Juris Khan himself had tearsin his
eyes, and he mouthedsilent thanks to the image of the one he had called his peopl€e s grestest protector.

Kentril stared in awe, too. Clad in glorious armor of the brightest platinum, intricate runes and scul ptured
glyphs decorating his breast plate, thetal, angdic form glowed as brightly asthe sun. Onearm held init a
flaming sword; the other reached out to the onlooker, asif beckoning him to come nearer. From the
archangd’ s shouldersradiated adisplay of crackling, writhing tendrils of pure magical energy that in their



continua frenzy created theilluson of massive, fiery wings.

The carved images that the mercenary had grown up around had always depicted the angel s as hooded,
faceless beings, but not so this one. The hood had been thrown back, revealing a visage of perfection
surrounded by cascading golden hair. Captain Dumon at first felt some guilt for even gazing upon the
heavenly features of Mirakodus, asif somehow the mercenary had not yet proven himself worthy to do
such athing. The broad jaw, the heroic cheekbones, the impossibly commanding visage—Kentril could
never quite make out the specifics of any feature, but the overdl impression left him momentarily
gpeechless. No human being could ever hope to match such beauty, such perfection. Lord Khan had
only managed to catch an earthly indication of Mirakodus, but even that proved enough to overwhelm the
Senses.

And then Kentril looked into the eyes and felt his awe suddenly supplanted by an entirely different
sensation.

The eyesdrew himin, snared him. He could not identify their color, only that they were dark, darker
than even the most perfect black. Like ahorrific vortex, Kentril Dumon felt asif Mirakodusdrew in his
very soul, pulled it into some bottomless pit. The urge to scream arose, yet a the sametimethe vison the
mercenary beheld kept him in silent fear. An unreasonable panic such as Kentril had never suffered
shook him. He wanted to rip his gaze away, but the eyeswould not permit him that escape.

The captain felt himsalf dragged deeper and deeper into the archangel’ s eyes, deeper and deeper into a
horror impossible to define yet in some way innately familiar. His skin tore from hisflesh, and his bones
danced free. Kentril felt the desth of the grave and the unending torment of the damned soul.

Something within, some desperate push for sanity, for hope, at last enabled the fighter to tear hiseyes
from the figure above. Ashismind dowly pieced itself together, Kentril tried to cometo grips with what
he had witnessed. Outwardly amessenger, aguardian of Heaven, but within, recognized perhaps even by
the subconscious of Juris Khan, athing that could not in any manner be associated with the archangels or
their reelm. Behind the facade that no one else seemed to see past, Captain Dumon had recognized a
monstrous force, athing of pure evil.

And in hismind, Kentril could only imagine one cresture, one being, who could invoke such fear, such
terror. The name thrust itsalf unbidden from the hardy fighter as he sought futildly to push himsdlf away
from Lord Khan'silluson.

“Diablo..."

“Yes” hiscaptor said with an enthralled smile, seemingly ignorant of what Kentril had cried. “Mirakodus
in asmuch hisglory as an earthly mind can comprehend!” Theimage suddenly vanished as Juris Khan
clasped his hands together in outright pleasure, his smile now turned toward the still dumbfounded

soldier. “And now that I’ ve shown you the wonderful truth, shall we begin?’

Zayl studied the chamber he and Gorst had so desperately sought to reach, the chamber where the
necromancer had felt with complete certainty that Captain Dumon would be found. He stepped toward
the center, dl but unmindful of the massive, rune-covered platform as he tried to fathom what had gone
wrong.

“Whereishe?’ asked the huge mercenary, eyes shiftingwarily from one part of the chamber to another.
“You said he dbein here”



“He should be.” Zayl consulted the spell again, but the result came up the same. Everything pointed to
this being the captain’ swhereabouts.

Y et, quite clearly, it was not.

He put away the medalion, trying to see what the dagger itself might reved. Unfortunatdly, afull sweep
indicated nothing.

Gorst wandered around, peering at every corner no matter how unlikey. “Think there' s another door
somewhere?’

“Possble, but not likdly.”
“Could he be below or above us?’

An astute question from the giant, but the necromancer had worked to focus his search spell in order to
avoid that error. According to hisresults, their companionshoul dhave been right before them.

Shutting hiseyes briefly, Zayl |et his senses expand beyond his body. He suddenly became much more
aware of the fearsome and wild powers at play and the fact that they most gathered near the stone
platform just before him.

“Y ou notice something?’ Gorst asked hopefully.
“Nothing that clears up the question of what went wrong. | fed certain that he is supposed to be here.”

The gargantuan fighter mulled this over for several seconds, then suggested, “ Maybe Humbart could
hdp.”

A suggestion Zayl should have thought of himsdlf. The skull had proven without adoubt itsvaue, yet the
necromancer ever hesitated. Zayl’ singtructors had dways taught him the importance of independence,
but when atool such as Humbart Wessal worked, why not make the best of it?

He pulled the last bit of morta remains of the older mercenary from the new pouch and showed
Humbart the chamber. The skull made smdll, thoughtful sounds, but didnot otherwise speak as his
wielder let him view everything.

“| can't seehide or hair of him,” Humbart announced when they had finished. “ A red puzzle, that!”

“Y ou see nothing?’

“Oh, | seealot! | see adamned hodgepodge of colors and lines and other shapes and formsall swirling
madcap about that big block of stonethere. | seejust about every rune on that thing glowing like
lightning. | see enough signs of raw, earthly, and unearthly energy wrapping itself about that thing to make
mewish | had feet again so | could hightail it out of here. But | don’t see Captain Kentril Dumon

anywhere!”

The necromancer grimaced. “ Then my spdll went awry after al. Despite my best efforts, it sent usin the
wrong direction.”



“It happensto everyone, lad. Maybeif you tried again?’
“I havetried enough. The results would be the same, | promise you.”

Thisdid not please Gorst at al. “But we can't give up on him!” the behemoth roared, damming afist on
the nearest table and nearly upsetting an entire shelf of specimens nearby. “1 can't!”

“Easy, boy!” snapped Humbart.

Fearing that the giant’ s growing rage might end up recreeting Zayl’s own near disaster in GregusMazi’ s
sanctum, the spellcaster quickly said, “No oneisgiving up, Gorst! We need smply to think this through.
Something iswrong here, something that | must consider carefully.”

Somewhat mollified, the mercenary quieted. Zayl only hoped that he could live up to hiswords. He
studied the various parts of the sanctum again, trying to find anything amiss. He stared at the shelves, the
tables, the stone platform, the jars full of—

“Humbart, tell me once more what you see when you stare at the platform.”

The skull did, recounting the furious forces and the glaringlybright and vivid runes. Hetold of the swirling
energy, wild and monstrous, gathered over it. Humbart Wessel described a virtua maglstrom of
sorcerous powers at play above and as a part of the stone structure.

“I don't see any of that,” Gorst commented when the skull had finished.

Nor did the necromancer, and that interested him very much. He could sense them, yes, but not see
them asHumbart did.

And from the skull’ svivid description, it sounded asif theforces a play grew more dive, more violent,
with each passing moment. They had to be building up to something, something Zayl could only imagine

very tarifying.

Returning Humbart to the pouch, the necromancer stepped to the platform. Although he saw no lifein
the various runes, the feeling that they had been brought into play remained with him, so much o that
when Zayl ran hisfingers over saverd, he could swear he felt them pulsating.

“What isit?’ Gorst asked.

“I donot know . . . but | must try something.” Inspecting the runes, Zayl touched three he recognized for
their power. He muttered a spell under his breath, creating ties between himsalf and those runes. Raw
forces charged through his system, causing the necromancer to gasp.

The giant started toward him, but Zayl shook his head. Still struggling to keep the forcesin balance, the
spellcaster drew forth his dagger. The blade gleamed bright, and as he held the weapon over the
platform, arainbow of colors arose from various markings etched in the stone, cresting an amost blinding

display of power.

“Let thetruth be known!” Zayl shouted to the ceiling. “Let the mask fal away! Let the world be shown
asitis, our eyesuncovered a last! Hezar ky Brogdinas! Hezar ke Nurati! Hezar ky—"

Suddenly the necromancer felt a sense of displacementso greet that he could not maintain hislink. Hefell



back, his eyes seeming to lose al focus. He saw the entire chamber doubled—and yet aso very different.
While one verson held Zayl and Gorg, the other reveded a different, barely visble scenewith three
figures standing very near him.

As Zay| stepped farther back, Gorst came forward. “I seehim! | see—"

He got no farther. The room—all sense of redity—shifted again for the pair. The giant fell to one knee,
and it was al the necromancer could do not to do the same.

The other version of their surroundings began to fade. Zayl struggled forward again, determined not to
loseit. The vagudly seen figures did not even notice what happened around them. They appeared
engrossed in something concerning the platform. One of them looked like Juris Khan, and another had
hair the color of hisdaughter’s. The shortest of the three put Zayl in mind of the Vizjerel, dthough what
Quov Tsin would be doing here he could not say.

Planting his hands on two of the runes, Zayl barked out his spell anew. He summoned the forcesto him.
Something €l se sought to draw them away, but the necromancer persisted, certain that if he did naot, it
would result in disaster.

Again everything shifted. The two variations moved closer into sync.
A fourth form coalesced on the platform, the arms and legs spread as if bound.

The gtartling addition dmost caused Zay! to lose his concentration a second time. Everything began to
fade again, but he managed to keep it from disappearing altogether. For athird time, Zayl shouted the
words of power while he demanded that the forces inherent in the runes obey his dictates.

The figure trapped on the platform came into focus. Zayl recognized Kentril Dumon, who did not yet see
him. In fact, the captain stared wide-eyed at something abovehim, his expression so intense that the
necromancer had to look himsaif.

Juris Khan loomed over them, eyes wide with anticipation. His hand had just begun aswift plunge
toward Captain Dumon’ s chest—and in that hand a wicked blade sought the mercenary’ s heart.

TWENTY
A

A smple spell had left Kentril unable to protest any longer, Juris Khan proclaiming that he needed the
slencein order to cast the spell accurately. He actually apologized to his captive, assuring the captain that
when al had been accomplished, he would makeit up to him.

Atannahad come before the spellwork to stroke his forehead and kiss him gently on the lips. Now her
mouth felt cold, dead, and the eyeslooked glassy, a parody of life. Had someone long ago told the
mercenary that the offer of abeautiful princess and immortality would someday revolt him, he would have
aurely laughed.

Now Kentril could only pray for amiracle.

Quov Tsin continued to ignore the obvious, continued to aid in this abominable plan. The Vizjerel began



thefirst part of the spell, summoning forth forceslocked in the runes and intertwining them with the raw
powers emanating al around. Beside him, ablissful smile on her face, Atanna murmured wordsin what
sounded like a backward version of the common tongue. She had her arms spread apart, the pam of one
hand facing Tain, the other facing her father.

Lord Khan himsdf presided over the prone Kentril, the sinister dagger held high and seemingly ready a
any moment to strike. The monarch of blessed Ureh spoke in acombination of understandable and
unintelligible phrases, both of which lent further fear to the prisoner.

“Bloodistheriver of lifel” the eder man shouted to the celling a one point. “And we drink gratefully
fromtheriver! Blood isthe sustenance of the heart . . . and the heart isthe key to the soul! The soul isthe
guideto Heaven . . . and the guide to mortdlity . . .”

The dagger edged nearer, then receded as Khan started speaking in one of the cryptic languages again.
Kentril wanted to faint, but knew that heif fell prey to such an escape, he might never wake up. Whether
that would be preferable to the monstrous existence offered to him, the captain could not yet say. If he
stayed conscious, at least some hope existed, however meager, that he would till find away to free
himsdlf beforeit wastoo late.

But no avenue of escape presented itsalf to him. As Kentril watched wide-eyed, Juris Khan findly
leaned forward and raised the dagger high above his captive s heart. The look in the elder man’seyes
told the mercenary that thistime, the blade would be plunged into itstarget.

Swirling tendrils of pure energy arose around Kentril, causing every fiber of hisbeing to go completely
taut. Quov Tsin guided the tendrils, from which Lord Khan then seemed to draw strength.

“Great servant of Heaven above, Archangdl Mirakodus, hear this humble one! Blood, the harbinger of
the soul, opensthe path to the true world! Let your power guide! Let at last the might of Heaven undo
what has been done! Undo the shadow’ shinding! Let the sun serve not to give death to your children!
Let Ureh return to the mortal plane, and from Ureh let your children go forth and bring to their fellow men
and women the truth you so dearly wish al to know!”

It al sounded so mad, but Kentril could do or say nothing to prevent the sacrifice.

“Blessed Mirakodus, with thisblood, I, Juris Khan, do humbly beg this boon!”

The dagger came down—

A hand suddenly appeared out of nowhere and clutched Captain Dumon’ sright arm. Kentril paid it little
mind, expecting that Tsin had smply wanted to make certain that the mercenary did not somehow
manage to shift pogition. Shutting his eyes, Kentril waited for the agony, the emptiness of deeth. . .

“Captain, you must move quickly! | fear we may havelittletime!”

Hiseyesflew open. “Zayl?’

Sure enough, the necromancer leaned over him, one dim hand clutching the right arm. Farther back,
Gorgt watched them, his expression caught midway between rdlief and mistrust.

Of the other three, he could see no Sgn. All esein the chamber looked exactly asit should, but Khan,
Atanna, and the Vizjeral had dlvanished.



“What—7?" he began, only belatedly redlizing that the power of speech had been returned to him.

The necromancer cut him off. “Hurry! He may realize & any moment that | have usurped his spdll. | must
get us away from here before then!”

Zayl took hisdagger and quickly passed it over each limb. Ashedid, Kentril felt the ability to move
return. He needed no more urging from the spellcaster to legp free of the sacrificid platform.

“I am going to try something,” Zayl informed him and Gorgt. “With so many sourcesto draw power
from, it may work. It may be our only chance!”

Not liking the thought of just sanding around and hoping that the necromancer could save them, Kentril
asked, “ Can we do anything?’

“Indeed you can! Gorgt, give the captain aweapon. The two of you must watch out for me in case our
esteemed host redlizeswhat | am now doing.”

Kentril took the sword the other mercenary offered him, redlizing at the same time that Zay! fully
expected Juris Khan to return from wherever he had been sent at any moment. The two wary soldiers
kept guard while the necromancer swiftly drew acomplex pattern over the runes.

“Thisshould doit,” Zayl suddenly remarked. Withoutexplanation, he pointed the dagger firgt a himself,
then at each of his companions.

A sense of extreme lightness touched Kentril, amost asif he had lost every bit of weight. The mercenary
officer dmost expected to begin to float away, much as a cloud might. He opened his mouth to ask what
the spellcaster planned—

The chamber vanished.

A wind-tossed mountain ridge materiaized around him. Kentril reacted to this arupt change of venue
by planting himsdlf againgt the rock face as quickly as he could.

Zay| had transported them to the most precarious edge of Nymyr.

The wind howled ominoudy, and thunder rumbled. Kentril looked up, saw that the sky had transformed.
The nightmarish colors of hisearlier visons had returned. He quickly glanced down at Ureh, to see now
only afew sniger lights below. Captain Dumon could only imagine the scene within the city, the demonic
denizens of the once-holy reslm now stripped of any pretense of humanity.

“Thiswas not where | planned to send us,” muttered Zayl, his expression quite frustrated. “With the
power | usurped from the runes, | should have easily been able to transport us to somewhere beyond the
confines of this cursed shadow.”

Kentril recalled theimage of the false archangd. “Maybe that’ s not allowed. Maybe there is no escape
from Ureh.”

The necromancer eyed him closdly. “ Captain, what was Juris Khan doing when | appeared?’

“He said he had to cast aspdll to ensure that Ureh would remain on the mortal plane, aspdll that would



alow his children to go forth into the world.” With adeep breath, Kentril quickly went into what details
seemed relevant. He described the monarch’s clear madness, Tan's entranced betrayd, the horrific
incident involving Atanna,and the discovery that Lord Khan's archangel had been anything but
Heaven-sent.

“Thisbeginsto add up, athough not in any way | find comforting,” Zayl remarked when Kentril had
finished. “I think | understand. My friends, | think that Juris Khan did not nearly send his people to the
sanctuary of Heaven . . . but instead al but condemned them toHell

The news did not surprise Captain Dumon nearly as much asit once might have. Such an answer would
explain much of what they had confronted and certainly explained how he had felt smply staring into the
eyes of Khan' sinterpretation of the mysterious archangel.

Zay| peered around carefully, dmost asif he expected other earsto be listening on the godforsaken
ridge. “ Thisis my thought. In the days when Ureh stood above al others as asymboal of purity, that which
spellcasters and priests knowledgesble called the Sin War took place. Little is known about its true form,
but the powers of darkness were most active then, and such a place as the holy kingdom suffered many
ingdious atacks. Some of the legends you know hint of this, but hardly explain the full depth of the
danger present to the mortal world back then.”

“Demons attacked Ureh?” Gorst asked, his brow furrowing deeply at such amonstrous notion.

“Not asan army, but rather as forces seeking to corrupt those within. Generations of rulers worked
endlesdy to keep the corruption out, to protect the innocents from the Prime Evils. . .” The necromancer
suddenly knelt and began drawing symbols on the ridge with his dagger. “Forgive me. | must work while
| explain, or sewearedl lost . . .”

“What' re you doing?’
“Providing us with some protection from the eyes of our host, | hope, captain.”

Hedrew avast circle, then in the center put in place aseries of runes. Although the necromancer
appeared quite untouched by the harsh wind, both mercenaries had to continue to press against the
mountainside to garner even some minute bit of security.

“Y our taefillsmany of the gapsin my own,” Zayl went on. “| fear that while Juris Khan so carefully
guarded hisflock, he did not himself remain wary enough of the wolf. | believe that, as you indicated,
something taking the semblance of awarrior of Heaven seduced the good ruler into believing that what he
did would be best for Ureh. | believe, asyou do, that this may very well have beenDiablohimsdf!”

“But surdly it can't be!” Kentril protested, not wanting to believe that he had seen the truth. “That would
be just too outrageous!”

“Hardly. Ureh was the greatest prize of al. It would demand the effort of the greatest of demons. Yes,
captain, | think that Diablo camein the form you saw, corrupted Lord Khan without him redlizing that
fact, and twisted everything good the man desired into worse and worse evil. Instead of Heaven, he
would have sent them to Hell, and only the timely action of Gregus Mazi prevented that. However, even
limbo could not save them forever .. .

Diablo, so0 the spellcaster suspected, had managed at |ast to touch once more the mind of his pawn.
Slowly, he had made Juris Khan give both his people and his daughter to the demon lord. Ureh had



become a corrupt nightmare, where the few who had perhaps resisted had become sacrifices or worse.

But the Lord of Terror had not been satisfied yet. Perhapsit had initially occurred to him when Ureh had
first momentarily returned to the morta world. Perhaps then Diablo had seen the opportunity for atrue
gateway through which hisevil hordes could spread out into the world, unchecked by any barrier
whatsoever.

“But Diablo required blood, untainted blood, to do this. Unfortunately, in his madness, Juris Khan had
dain dl other available spelcasters. He needed someone to aid him, someone of knowledge and skill. By
either chance or fate, your party provided him with both.”

“But you rescued me. We ve stopped him.”

Zayl arose, his solemn gaze meeting the captain’ s own. “Have we? The spell seemed quite advanced
when | findly reached you.”

“But he never drew any blood from me.”
The necromancer nodded, but clearly took no comfort from that fact. “He till has Master TSin.”

Kentril gaped. Tsin had become Lord Khan' s puppet, but, like the mercenaries, he had not been
touched by ether the origina spell upon Ureh or its subsequent corruption. “But isthat possble? Won't
they need him for the rest of the work?’

“The Vizjerei hasaded them in binding the forces that they need. It would be risky till, but | would not
put it past our host and histrue master if they grow desperate. Tsin’sblood will do, if necessary.”

Then, even though he had been rescued, Kentril and his companions had il failed. They had |eft behind
them a demon-corrupted kingdom that would soon no longer be trapped under the shroud created by the
mountain’' s shadow.

And when that happened, the horrors that had been visited upon Kentril would be delivered unto the
rest of theworld.

“No...

“No, indeed,” agreed the paefigure. “But | believethereis till achanceto prevent this horrific thing
from coming to pass, a chance to send Ureh to itslong-overdue and proper rest.”

“But how?If Tan' sblood is aready spilled, does't that mean that the city’ saready apart of our world
agan?’

“In order to work, the spell must betied into the two Keys. It ismy suspicion that they must fill bein
place when the sun touches the one atop this peak. Only then will the spell of blood tieitself to darkness
and light and grant those within Ureh the ability to step freely beyond the shadow.”

Gorst put the matter into Smpler terms. “If the stones' re in place, the demons can go free. If they’re not,
then Ureh turns back into ruins”

“Correct . . . but if the latter occurs, thistimeit will be permanent.”



That made their path quite clear to Kentril. “ Then use your sorcery to transport usto one of the Keys.
Wesmashit, and al’ sdone.”

“Alas, captain, that would be unwise. | tried to use the power of the runesto send usto your original
encampment, just beyond the shadow, but”—he spread his hands—*you can see where we ended up.”

“So what do we do, then?’

Zayl toyed with the knife. “1 have not entirely given up on using the vestiges of the power | usurped from
the runesto trangport us at least part of theway. | believe | can send you and Gorst near enough to the
Key to Light to give you achance. In the meantime, | will descend toward the Key to Shadow. One of
us may succeed. That isall we need to do to stop this horror from expanding beyond Ureh.”

That plan had been tried before, though, and for Gregus Mazi and the priest Tobio, it had failed
miserably. Kentril pointed that out.

The necromancer, however, had an answer ready. With agrim smile, he explained, “I shal make mysdlf
much more noticeable. | suspect that Juris Khan will believe me the greater threat because of my s«ills.
Besdesthat, he will have every reason to believe we dl travel together.”

“IlNluson?’ It hardly seemed likely to Kentril that Khan would fdl for so smple aspell.

“Hardly. Ceptain . . . may | have abit of your blood?’

After nearly having had it spilled aready, the mercenary was surprised by the question. Still, hefelt he
could trust Zayl, especidly under the circumstances. The man had saved hislife.

Kentril thrust his hand forward, pam up.
Nodding, the necromancer reached forward with hisblade, at the sametime saying, “Y ou, too, Gorst.”

The giant obeyed with less trepidation, likely because of Kentril’s own decision. Zayl pricked the
forefinger of each, then had the pair turn their palms down.

Spots of blood stained the ridge. The ebony-clad spellcaster waited until each fighter had lost three
drops, then ordered the two to step back.

He whispered for severa seconds, waving one hand over the stained areas. Then, to both mercenaries
agtonishment, Zay! pricked hisown finger, carefully letting three drops fall upon each .

“Under other circumstances, | would cast thisin an entirdly different way,” he commented. “But thiswill
haveto do.”

Again, he muttered under his breath. Kentril could see the strain in the necromancer’ sface and
understood then that what Zayl sought to accomplish opposed everything he had been taught.

Suddenly, the ground before the captain began to rise up. A few inches at first, then more and more, in
less than aminute the mound of rock and earth growing to haf the size of aman and getting larger by the
second. Thetaller the mound grew, the more it also took a defined shape. Arms sprouted from the Sides,
and from thearms grew individud fingers, then entire hands.



Asthefirst mound rose, asecond did the same next to it. This one outpaced even thefirgt, quickly risng
to becomeastal as Gord. In fact, the more Kentril studied it, the moreit outwardly resembled acarving
of the giant. Legsformed, and the outline of atorso developed. Even the thick mane of hair began to
sprout forth.

And before the astounded eyes of the fighters, their very twins came into being.

The new Kentril and Gorst stood as il as the rock from which they had been born. Only the eyes
blinked, but they did so at auniform pace, not randomly like living people.

“A variation on the golem spells” Zayl told hisfriends. “Not an experiment to betried first under such
conditions, but at least it worked.”

Gazing a hisown face, Kentril asked, “Can they talk?’

“They have no true minds of their own. They can perform basic functions, such aswak and, to a point,
fight, but that isit. Enough, though, | think, to keep the eyes of Juris Khan upon me until you reach the
Key toLight.”

“Zayl, you' re setting yourself up to be a decoy—and not the type that usudly survivesthe hunt!”

The necromancer’ s expression remained guarded. “| present us with our best odds, captain.”

He obvioudy would not be talked out of it, and, in fact, Kentril could think of no good reason to turn
down hisplan. Intruth, Zayl had more of achance against Khan than ether of the nonmagica fighters.

“We have taken enough chance here,” Zayl went on. “I must send you away before hefindly discovers
wherewe are. | believe only because we did not end up where | expected did we avoid instant pursuit.”

Once more, the necromancer focused his powers on the two. Kentril stood closeto Gorst and tried to
prepare himself for the sorcerousjourney. That Zayl’slast attempt had gone awry did not ease hismind
about this second try. For al they knew, the mercenaries might end up dangling from the top tower of
Khan's paace.

“May the Dragon watch over you,” the spellcaster quietly caled.

Zayl and the ridge vanished.

Juris Khan stared at the place where Kentril Dumon had been, stared at it in both pious anger and
disappointment. The dark one had to be at fault for this, the foul necromancer he had been forced to
accept asaguest in order to maintain appearances. It had disturbed him even to dlow such adedler in
the magic of corpsesto enter hisbeloved city, but he had forced himsdlf to smile whenever Zayl had been
near.

And now thiswas how the necromancer had repaid him.

“What in blazes?” spouted Quov Tsn. “What happened?’

“A misunderstanding,” Khan returned. “ A foolish misunderstanding.”



Atannahad alook of intense disgppointment on her face, something that only deepened the monarch of
Ureh'sfury a the unclean Zayl. “My Kentril!” she cried. “Father! My Kentril!”

He put acaming hand on her soft shoulder. “Cam yourself, my beloved daughter. The good captain will
be returned to us. We may have to perform a different rite on him to make him ready for you, but rest
assured, it'll happen.”

“But what of Dumon?’ the Vizjerei demanded. “Where did he go?’

“It appears | underestimated this Zayl. Not only did he see past the magicd variation of this chamber |
had long ago cast, but he used it to his advantage, reaching out from the other redlity into thisone and
taking the captain with him.”

“What of the spell, though? Whet of that?”

Lord Khan gazed thoughtfully at the sorcerer, but directed hiswordsto his daughter. “Y es, what of that?
Atanna, my darling, has our work been completely ruined?’

“Of course not, Father! | would never let you down like that. How could you even ask such athing?’

“Of course, of course! My sincerest gpologies, Atanna.” He chuckled. Thetall robed figure stepped
within an arm’ slength of Quov Tain. “And to you, too, Magter Tsin.”

The diminutive sorcerer squinted. “ Apologies? For what, my lord?”

“For what | must do now.” With shocking strength, Juris Khan seized the short Vizjerel and flung him
atop the platform.

“My lord—"

“Know that your sacrifice will allow my children to spread across every land and open the way of
Heaven to this benighted world!”

Tsn'smouth opened in preparation of aspell. Every rune upon hisrobe flared bright. The elderly
sorcerer even sought to stave off Khan with his stick-thin arms.

None of hisdefenses, either magical or mundane, aided him against the power wielded by Juris Khan.
With a prayer to the great archangel Mirakodus, Lord Khan drove the dagger into the Vizjerel’ s bony
chest.

Tsn' seyesbulged. He gasped for breath but found none. His hands did from the robes of the monarch,
a lagt fdling limply.

Blood spilled from the deep wound, racing over the garments and at |ast falling upon the platform.

A crackle of lightning shot up from the body of Quov Tsin, forcing Lord Khan back. More bolts quickly
followed, creating an epic battle of forcesin play directly over the corpse.

The master of the holy city fell to one kneein supplication. “Great Mirakodus, hear my humble pleal Let
theworld of mortal men be oursonce again!”



A tremor shook the entire palace, but did not at al frighten Juris Khan. A sense of displacement swept
over him, and momentarily he saw ahundred different variationsof his surroundings. At last, however,
they al began to merge, findly codescing once moreinto the version with which he was most familiar.

The spell had succeeded. The soul and body of Ureh had been united again. The Light among Lights
once more shone brightly on the mortd plane. ..

And dl he needed to make it perfect wasfor the sun, only a scant time away from rising, to let itsglory
touch the Key atop Nymyr. That would sedl the spdll in place, remove the last impediment—

But no . . . there existed one more impediment, for surely the necromancer would attempt to stop him.
Surely the corrupted one would persuade his friendsto try to steal or destroy the stones, just as Gregus
had convinced poor Tobio.

Zay! had to be removed. Without him, Kentril would return to the fold. The giant Gorst seemed an
innocent, but if he could not be turned back to the light, then Lord Khan would have to remove him a so.

“ Shakarak!” A fiery bal materialized before him. Khan muttered another word of power, and the
center of the burning sphere suddenly grew transparent.

Theface of Zayl appeared.

“ Shakarog!” The image backed away, revealing more and more of the pale necromancer and his
surroundings. Juris Khan looked upon the corrupted figure with loathing. Hardly any color in hisflesh and
clad in clothesamost entirely as black as his heart. Truly an instrument of Hell, not Heaven. The
archangel would have immediately commanded him destroyed for the good of all.

A second figure appeared behind Zayl.

Captain Kentril Dumon.

“S0,” hewhispered to himsdlf, “unlike Gregus and Tobio, these choose to travel together, the better to
concentrate their efforts. A pity that it’ll avail them nothing.”

Atanna stepped up beside him, one ddlicate hand stretched out toward the mercenary captain.

“Kentril ..."” she cooed.

“| shdl bring him back for you, my darling.” He did not add that he would do so only if it did not prove
necessary to day the man. The spell that would have given his daughter the perfect mate could no longer

be cast, and dthough Lord Khan had promised her that Captain Dumon would yet be hers, more and
more he redized how difficult that might be.

Stll, hewould try . . . but first he had to distract her, lest she wish to come with him. 1t would not do for
her to see the captain dain, should that prove necessary.

“Atanna, my darling, | see no sign of the large one, the one called Gorg. | need you to keep watch on
the Key to Light, make certain that he doesn't climb up and try to take it before sunrise. Understood?’

Fortunately, she had not heard what he had said about the group traveling together, nor did she see, as
he briefly had, that the giant followed behind hisfellow mercenary. “But | want to go to Kentril—"



“Hewould only become more confused, possibly even injure himsdf because of that. Y ou know how
torn hewas. The necromancer will surely have turned his mind wrong for the moment.”

Atannaobvioudy till wished to go, but she nodded her head nonetheless. “ Al right, Father .. "

“Wonderful!” He gave her ahug, then kissed her forehead. “Now, be off with you. Soon we' |l havethis
all sorted out, and the good Captain Dumon will be yoursagain.”

“Asyou wish.” She amiled, kissed him on the cheek, and vanished.

Any pleasantry vanished with his daughter. Grimly, Juris Khan glared a the figures wending their way
down toward the Key to Shadow. They had condemned themselves with this sinful action, just as Gregus
had. He would smite them down, even Atanna s beloved, if necessary. Their wicked deeds could not go
unpunished.

Still, fairness dictated that he pray for the sinners even as he prepared to day them. Just as he had done
with Gregus and Tobio, Lord Khan whispered afew words, then ended with the phrase that aways most
brought him comfort.

“May the Archangd Mirakodus take up your souls.”
And with asatisfied smile, he went to send the threeto their fina rewards.

TWENTY-ONE
b

With the last of the power he had drawn from Juris Khan' s sanctum, Zayl had managed to send himsdlf
and the golemstto the very cavern in which he had so recently been imprisoned. The necromancer had
dared not attempt another, smilar spell, such magic risky at best and, under the circumstances, more
foolhardy than helpful. From here on, it had to be with the aid of spells he knew well, no matter how that
might limit himin thelong run.

In truth, the necromancer did not expect to reach hisgod unhindered—or possibly toreachit at dl.
Captain Dumon had suspected the truth; Zayl fully intended to sacrifice himself if it meant that the two
mercenaries would manage to reach their own goal. Only one Key had to be removed before the sun
rose, and the one atop Nymyr would serve aswell asany.

Zay| had done everything he could to draw the attention of their foe, leaving atrail of sorcerous residue
any competent wielder of power would notice, much lesstrace. That aone might not perhaps have
sufficed, but the necromancer’ s companions surely erased any chance that Khan might turn his gaze
esawhere. Surdy with hismight, the ruler of Ureh would seek out his prey, beginning with the
so-asmply-detected spellwork of Zayl, then, through the arts, divining that the Rathmian did not travel
done.

The other two followed docilely dong, amost like puppiestrailing their mother. They wore determined
expressions, but only because Zayl desired such from them. It would not do for Juris Khan to arrive only
to see that thetwo fighters stared like empty-minded zombies. That would give away the truth much
sooner than Zayl hoped. Every second extra granted to the captain and his comrade meant greater hope



of success.

With the aid of amakeshift version of hisorigina magica strand of rope, they quickly descended deep
into the mountain’s belly. The necromancer led each segment, showing the golems how it had to be done.
Tied to hisblood, they could repesat his actions exactly. The only danger other than their adversary
remained any need for independent action. If they had to act for themsdlves, they risked faling and
shattering.

“Areyou sure of this?” asked Humbart asthey drew nearer and nearer to their god. “Maybe he went
after them instead.”

That had occurred to Zayl early on, but the pale spellcaster had not wanted to speak of such a
disastrousturn of events. “Hewould surely come after mefirst, for fear that with my skills1 would be the
most logical threst.”

“Aye, but logic might not have much to do with it, en?’
“We shdl hopefor the best, Humbart.”
The skull did not reply to that, answer enough in many ways.

Y et the deeper they descended, the more the concern grew. Had Lord Khan ignored the obvious and
instead discovered the trail of the mercenaries? Had he recognized the necromancer’ s ploy with the
golemsfrom the very start? Question after question, uncertainty after uncertainty, plagued Zayl asthey
hed never donein hisentirelife.

At lagt, they reached theleve a which the enchanted crystal could be found. Keeping his dagger ready
at dl times, Zayl guided the golems aong. The congtructs had weapons identical to those of the men they
had been designed to emulate, although these weapons had actudly been forged from the same rock
used to mold the bodies. How strong those would prove in combat, the spellcaster could not say. Again,
al he hoped for was enough of adday to give the otherstimeto fulfill their own mission.

Nearer and nearer they drew, and gtill nothing impeded their progress. The dight frown that had early on
creased Zayl’ s mouth deepened with each step. Already he noticed ahead the peculiar illumination
radiating from the Key to Shadow’ slair. So close, and still no sign that Juris Khan had pursued him.
Would it be the necromancer who succeeded and the mercenaries who paid the ultimate sacrifice?

He paused. After amoment’ sthought, Zayl indicated that the Gorst golem should take the lead.

The massive figure stepped forward, ax in hand in much the same manner asthe true Gorst would have
held it. Every movement spoke of the fighter, asign of how well the necromancer’ s quick spell had
worked.

The false Gorst stepped into the very edge of the Key’ s unsettling light. He readied his wegpon.

Nothing happened. The golem turned to Zayl, awaiting orders.

A howling form materialized over the construct, faling upon him.

The necromancer had never seen such demonic figures before, but he recognized well Captain Dumon’'s
description of the ghoulish creatures that had been dl that remained of Ureh's once-pious inhabitants.



The dry husk of abody, the gaping, rounded mouth filled with edged teeth, the soulless black holes
where the eyes should have been—even versed as Zayl wasin the arts of dealing with the dead and
undead, the corrupted humans of the fabled kingdom Ieft him shuddering.

Asthe golem struggled with his monstrous foe, a second and third materidized around him. Zayl started
forward, only to have another fiend leap out of the rocky wall and attack.

Under strands of loose hair, aface out of nightmare stared hungrily at the necromancer. The tattered
remnantsof aonce seductive emerad dress barely clothed the shriveled, cadaverous form.

“Kissme,” it croaked.” Come enjoy my caresses. . ."
Again, Zayl shuddered in open fear. Acting more on reflex than anything, he thrugt.
To hissurprise, the blade sank readily into the ghoul’ sthroat.

The dagger flashed brightly asit dug into the dry flesh. The abomination let out a gasp that dmost
sounded relieved. For good measure, Zay! twisted the magical weapon, uttering afew quick words.

The throat wound flared. Asthe necromancer removed the blade, the flaring intensified, quickly
overwheming the macabre figure. The creature fell againgt thewall, curling into afetal position. In but the
blink of an eye, the entire body lay bathed in the furious brightness, the dready shriveled form shrinking
ever moreinon itsf.

Zayl watched amoment longer in order to assure himsalf that soon there would be nothing at all
remaining. He then turned to face those dready attacking the first golem and found that not only had their
numbers trebled, but now they attacked from both ends.

He had been surrounded.

The golems did their best to hold the horrific band a bay, both fighting with the mechanica skill that they
had inherited from the true mercenaries. The false Gorst chopped off the arm of one ghoul, while his
counterpart ran another through the chest. Unfortunately, athough both warriors were the products of
sorcery, their wegpons lacked the magica abilitiesinherent in the spellcaster’ sblade. True, with enough
effort and time, they might be able to hack their foes to pieces, but the numbers and circumstances did
not offer that asalikely hope.

That left mattersto Zayl’sKills.

In such tight quarters, he dared not use either the Talons or the Teeth of Trag' Oul, especidly with Juris
Khan nodoubt lurking near, preparing to strike. Still, perhaps something similar . . .

Glancing quickly over his shoulder, Zayl cast the pdll.

From both walls, the celling, and even the floor erupted thick bars of ivory, bars of actua bone. One of
the demonic attackers collided with the barrier asit arose. Under asilent command from Zayl, the Kentril
golem fell back just intime, barely avoiding being caught with the oncoming fiends.

Composed of the bones of athousand different long-dead creatures, the wall very efficiently barred the
ghouls way. The gaping mouths snapped open and closed, and twisted, dried fingers madly but vainly
sought the necromancer. With demonic fury, they struggled to get past hiswork, but, at least for thetime



being, the defensvewal held.

Y et for how long he could not say. Quickly turning back to those swarming around the Gorst golem,
Zay| cast another spell. With the dagger, he drew apair of curving linesin theair, a the sametime
reciting.

Two of the monstrous attackers had dipped past the construct, but they managed to come only afew
feet toward the necromancer before the spdll affected them. With dmaost human screams, they abruptly
cringed, then swiftly backed away. Beyond them, those that had continued to fight the golem likewise
suddenly cowered in outright fear.

Oneturned, fleeing into the darkened passage beyond. That caused the rest of the ranksto break,
creating a scene both horrific and saddening. Each of these horrors had once been human, and in some
ways Zay| regretted everything he had just been forced to do to them. They had not been at fault. Rather,
they had been betrayed by the one they had most trusted, most revered.

Lord Juris Khan.

With the golems keeping guard, Zayl pushed on to the chamber of the Key. Whether or not he or his
companions survived, at least one of the crystal's had to be removed or shattered. If it proved necessary
that this be the one, the necromancer would not fater.

And thereit stood, exactly as he had seen it last. Beyond it, the dead form of Gregus Mazi till hung
above hisnightmare, at least, at an end.

Keeping vigilant, Zayl started toward the Key. The rotting bodies of the winged fiends he and the others
had dain previoudy lay all about, but no new danger reared its ugly head. Closer and closer the
necromancer got to the dark crystd. Hisfingers came within inches—

A crackling sound drove him back, Zay!’ sfirst clue that the ceiling had begun to collapse. Helooked up,
saw no sign of any fissure or faling bits of rock, yet the harsh crackling sound continued.

Something farther back in the chamber moved.
The necromancer’ s eyes widened.
With movements akin to those of amarionette, Gregus Mazi tore himsdlf free of his centuries-old prison.

But as Zayl stared into the eyes, he knew that Mazi himsdalf had not tirred to life. The sorcerer had
indeed perished earlier . . . but now his corpse moved at the will of the mad Juris Khan.

Body glittering from the many crystaline deposits covering it, the undead figure stretched out a crusted
hand toward Zayl, who immediately stepped farther out of reach.

The hand suddenly shot forth, growing larger and longer asit neared.

The necromancer reacted too dowly. The eongated fingers wrapped completely around him, squeezing
him tight much as the stone ones had donein the tunndl.

However, in contrast to that nearly fatal struggle, Zayl did not thistime haveto rely on himsdf done. The
golems, attuned to hiswill, strode into the chamber, weapons raised for béttle.



The stalactite man thrust forward with his other hand, seeking to do with the false Kentril as he had done
with Zayl. Commanded by the necromancer, the golem counteredthe assault with aswing of hisblade. A
good chunk of the outstretched hand dropped to the floor . . . but so did a part of the construct’ s blade.

“ Surrender to your fates,” Gregus Mazi uttered.” Repent your sins, and the archangel may yet
acceptyou. ..”

The mouth might have belonged to the resurrected sorcerer, but the voice and wordstruly could only be
those of Ureh’ s mad monarch.

“Kentril Dumon, my good captain,” the macabre figure continued, the blank eyesfixing onthefase
mercenary,” throw off the shackles of doubt and deceit forced on you by this corrupted soul!
Immortality with Atanna awaitsyou . . .”

Despite his predicament, Zayl’ s hopesrose. In those few lines, Lord Khan had revealed that he believed
the construct to be the true captain. That meant that he had not noticed the two mercenaries climbing
Nymyr. Evenif Zayl perished, the chance still existed that Captain Dumon and Gorst could put an end to
the threat posed by this city of the damned.

The Kentril golem did not answer, of course, that ability well beyond the necromancer’ s skills. Instead,
he struck again at the reaching hand, chipping off one of itsfingers but losing more of the sword aswell.

Apparently seeing through the eyes of his undead puppet, Khan had not so far noticed anything odd
about the golem, not even the peculiarity of the sword. Thelonger Zayl could distract him, the better.

“Captain Dumon listens only to me, my lord,” the spellcaster retorted, putting as much condescensionin
hisvoice aspossible. “Solong asl live, hiswill ismine!”

“Then for the sake of his soul—and yours, even—you must die, necromancer!”

But although he expected to do just that, Zayl had no intention of falling prey to his adversary so easly.
Juris Khan' sinterest in the captain had bought him necessary seconds in which to plan. The spell risked
hisown life, but if it succeeded, then Khan himself would have to take the stage.

He pictured astarburst in hismind, then overlaid it upon the crystaline form once inhabited by Gregus
Mazi. Withwhat air till existed in hislungs, Zayl shouted out asingle word of power.

Gregus Mazi exploded.

Theforce of the explosion sent Zayl flying backward into the Kentril golem. A torrent of rocky missiles
led the necromancer and his two puppets. The entire chamber shook, and the stalactite that had held
Mazi for so long plummeted to the floor, impaling the earth there.

Zayl struck his head hard, becoming momentarily dazed. Rocks continued to pelt him, forcing the
necromancer to cover hisface with hisarm. He had cast avariation of a spell that caused the corpse of
onewho had died violently to unleash in an awful explosion the anguish seded in the body during itslast
terrible moments of life. Unfortunately, athough Zayl had tried hard to focus the direction of that
explosion, the size of the chamber had made it impossible for him to avoid some backlash.

With effort, the stunned necromancer roseto hisfeet. Neither golem moved to assist him, not having



been told to do so. Zayl looked them over quickly, ng the situation. Up close, he could seethe
damage that they, unprotected by any wards, had taken. Portions of each face had been completely
obliterated, and chunks of rock had been broken off from the torso and limbs. Severd vicious cracks
now spread across both figures, hinting of further ingtability.

“There are no depths of evil to which you'll hesitate to go, are there, necromancer?’
Zayl quickly turned to the Key to Shadow—and, behind it, the sanctimonious face of Juris Khan.

The robed monarch gazed down fondly at the crysta, even placing his hands upon it asone might a
favored child. Illuminated by the peculiar dark light, Lord Khan looked as monsirous as the crestures his
people had become.

“To take aman’ sbody, to destroy the house in which his soul had resided so crasdy, so without care. .
. truly your corruption isirrevocable!”

It proved tempting to remind the robed figure that he had seen no fault in seizing control of Gregus
Mazi’ s corpse for himsdlf, but Zayl suspected that Juris Khan would have aready rationaization for
anything hedid. In hisown mind, however thelord of Ureh acted, he did so with the blessing of this
not-so-Heavenly archangel of which he dways spoke.

“I'mafraid,” Zayl’ sformer host went on, “that, for your soul, thereisonly the pits of Hell.” Hiseyes
began to shift to the Kentril golem. “But for the good captain and his friend, perhaps there might till be
some hope. . .”

Inthe dim light, Khan had obvioudy not yet noticed the flaws and bregksin the two figures. Redlizing
that he fill had achanceto gal the other alittle longer, Zayl immediately legpt forward, brandishing the

gleaming dagger.
“If I am going to the pits of Hell, then | shall take you with me!” he shouted.

Juris Khan reacted exactly as he had hoped, turning away from the constructs and focusing al his
attention on the necromancer.

A wave of black light erupted from the Key, striking at Zayl.

Hebarely raised amagicd shieldintime. Still, the force with which the dark light hit sent the spellcaster
flying against thewall. Zay! let out ascream asthe pain of the collison jarred every bonein hisbody.

“Captain Dumon,” the robed figure called out, “ step away from him. Come to me. Atannaawaitsyou.”
The golem, of course, did not move.

Leaning forward, face contorted with effort, Lord Khan repeated himself. “ Step away from him. Come
tome! Atanna—"

And as Zayl struggled once moreto his feet, his head pounding and hislegs dmost ready to buckle
again,Atanna sfather redlized the trick that had been played on him.

“Homunculi!” Khan shouted. Raising one hand, he pointed at the one resembling Captain Dumon.



The golem trembled. It took one step forward, only to leave the bottom half of itsleg behind. Thelack
of balance quickly led the necromancer’ s creation, and it tipped forward. However, even before it
could crash to the floor, the arms, the other leg, even the head, broke off, scattering in different
directions.

Lord Khan formed afist.

The golem lost any |ast semblance to the form of aman. A pile of fine dirt and crushed rock spilled over
the chamber floor, the only remnants of Zayl’ s cleverly made puppet.

Zay! had not thought it possible for his adversary’ s countenance to grow any more grim, but the
expression Juris Khan wore now caused even the stalwart spellcaster to regret standing so near.

“Themountaintop . ..” Lord Khan stared a Zayl with utter loathing. “ They’ re climbing to the top of
Nymyr!”

“M-maybe you should go after them. | shall w-watch the Key to Shadow for you.”
“Do not taunt me! By the archangd, youareathing of evil!”

The necromancer fdt his strength returning, abeit dowly. If he could hold on to Khan' s attention alittle
longer, then the mercenarieswould succeed. “ The only evil isthe one you yoursdlf let into Ureh, Lord
Khan! Y ou have succeeded in doing what demons and duped summonersfailed to do for centuries. You
brought eterna damnation to the holy kingdom. Youcorrupted your beloved people!”

“How...dare...you?

Again, thewave of black light burst out of the crystal, but thistime Zayl was better prepared for it. The
attack pushed him againgt thewall, even made it hard for the struggling spellcaster to breathe, but it did
not batter him as before,

Under his guidance, the remaining golem suddenly charged forward, swinging the stone ax at both Juris
Khan and the stone.

Lord Khan redirected his power a the oncoming figure, beating at the false Gorst and sending fragments
flying everywhere. The stone giant ssumbled, but pressed on, driven toward hisgoa by the will of Zayl.

Forced to dedl with two foes at once, Khan's effort against the necromancer himself flagged ever so
dightly. It proved al Zayl needed not only to brace himself better, but to counterattack.

He did not seek out the elder monarch, however, but rather the Key to Shadow. Zayl did not know if he
had any hope of destroying the artifact. If he managed even to damageit, so much the better. His greatest
concern continued to be the success of Captain Dumon and Gorst. A servant of Rathmadevoted hislife
to the struggle to maintain the baance; if Zayl had to give his now, it would only be his duty.

He sent forth the Teeth of Trag' Oul, hoping that one of the missileswould hit its mark.
Juris Khan waved his hand, and a shield of gleaming silver protected the Key from the horrendousrain

of projectiles. The bony missleswent clattering in ahundred other directions, some of them even turning
back upon the necromancer.



Gritting histeeth, Zayl dismissed the projectiles. Ashedid, hislast golem finaly crumbled, the Teeth
finishing what Khan had begun.

“Spawn of Diablo!” The towering lord stepped in front of the protected crystal, seeming to grow even
larger in the process. His eyes burned as red as those of any demon, an irony considering his opinion of
the necromancer. Corrupted so thoroughly by the darkest of the Prime Evils, Juris Khan could not even
see hisown damnation. “Endaver of souls! Accept your eterna punishment!”

“Would that punishment involve having to listen tomore of your preaching, my lord?’ Zayl taunted. His
best weapon so far had not been any of his spells or even his golems. Words seemed to affect Juris Khan
morethan al dse, especidly thosethat placed him in anything other than the pious light he shone upon
himsdlf.

But thistime, Ureh’ s master did not react as the spellcaster had supposed he would. Instead, Lord Khan
shook his head in mock pity and replied, “Misguided fool. The evil that corrupts you makes you
underestimate the powers of light. | know what you try, and | know why you try it!”

“I try it in order to keep you from continuing to assail my earswith your incessant sermonizing.”

Again, Juris Khan did not rise to the bait. He chuckled quietly, looking down upon Zayl asif the
necromancer were little more than aflea-bitten hound. “ The last, desperate weapon of a defeated
scoundrel. Y our puppets served you better, Master Zayl, for they, at least, fooled mefor ashort time.”

“They only needed to draw you here,” countered the necromancer, “where | waited.”

“And you think that you'll keep me here, occupy my time while your companions seek to reach the other
Key. Did you bdieve I’ d leave it unattended? Atannawatches over it; she will see when the mercenaries
come, and shewill dowhat isright.”

Zay| dlowed himsdf adight smile. “ Even againg Kentril Dumon?’

Now, at last, he had caught Juris Khan' s attention. “ Atannawill seeto it that he doesn't remove or
damagethe crystd. That isall she needsto do.”

“ She wants the captain, my lord. She wants him badly. Y our daughter may be persuaded by her
desire—her love, even?—to hesitate. That may be al he needs.”

“Atannaknows her duty,” the elder man countered, but his expression hinted otherwise. “ She'll not
betray the work of the archangel!”

As he spoke, Khan's hands suddenly crackled withenergy. Zayl saw that the time for talk had passed;
now, if he hoped to give the captain and Gorst any chance of success, the necromancer had to fight with
al hismight.

“Itistimeto confess your sinsand ask absolution, necromancer,” Juris Khan boomed, hisfacelit up
madly by the powers he summoned. “And fear not for Atanna' s heart. Sheis, after dl, her father's
daughter . . . and she will do what must be done even if it means utterly destroyingKentril Dumon!”

The high winds and fierce chill did not in any way touch the crimson-haired enchantress as she searched
the darkened mountainside for the giant, Gorst. From her momentary perch atop anarrow, precarious



ledge, she surveyed the rock face with eyesthat saw in the dark amost aswell asacat’'s, seeking out the
telltale 9gns of movement.

Only one other thought distracted her, burrowed into her mind with the savage intensity of ahungry
leech. She knew that her father had promised not to harm her darling Kentril, but accidents did happen.
In hismisguided belief that the necromancer spoke truly, Kentril might sacrifice himself for the dour, pae
figure. That would very much upset Atanna.

Seeing nothing out of the ordinary, she transported hersalf to another location. Atannahoped to stay
clear of the near-top of the mountain peak, even the night sky no protection. Only the black shadow, the
comforting shadow, shielded her from ahorrific fate that even the archangd’ s gift could not prevent.

Her concerns vanished in an ingtant as she immediately noticed a distant form below. It had to be the
giant. Atanna prepared to move closer, the better to ensure that her strike would provefata thefirst time.
For the sake of her Kentril, she would make hisfriend’ s death a swift one—

A second, smaller figure moved into sight.

“No!” she gasped. It could not be Zayl, whom she had seen in her father’ svision, but neither could it be
Kentril.He had been with the necromancer. How could he be here?

Shewould have to stop them. She would have to keep them from reaching the Key to Light. A smple
spell would destroy the part of the mountain on which they climbed . . . and wouldkill Kentril.

Atannacould not do that. There had to be another way to stop them. Y et any attempt to block their
path by destroying part of the mountain would dso likely day them.

“I cannot doit,” she muttered. Y et to stand idly by would mean betraya not only of her father, but aso
of the glorious archangdl, Mirakodus.

Thinking of the archangd brought both love and fear to Atanna. She thought of hiswondrous gifts yet
aso recalled with fear what had happened when he had entered her mind and soul. Atanna never wanted
to go through that again. The memory till scarred her soul.

She prayed for an answer, and almost instantly her prayer seemed granted as an idea blossomed.
Atanna could not raise ahand againgt her beloved, but neither could she betray al her father had sought.
Therefore, she would have to place a challenge before her Kentril, a challenge that would prove whether
or not he had truly been worthy from the start. Surely her father and the archangel would see the fairness
of that. Surely they would understand what she did.

Andif Kentril didindeed die. . . well, Atannafelt that he, too, would smply have to understand.

TWENTY-TWO
A

It had occurred too late to Kentril that he and Gorst would be at a great disadvantage when they
attempted to climb Nymyr. When last they had done o, it had been with torches to guide them through
the dark. The captain had only recaled that fact just as Zayl’ s spell had taken effect, but by then, the
chamber and the necromancer had dready faded away.



To hissurprise, however, Zayl had evidently considered the problem, too, and dedt with it. Upon
materiaizing on the mountainsde, Kentril immediately noticed that the utter darkness of the shadow had
given way to adeep gray, which enabled the mercenary to see at least some distance in every direction.
Gordt, too, had gained this ability. The spellcaster clearly could not have altered the essence of the
shadow itsdlf, which meant that he had instead granted his companions a crude form of night vision.

Unfortunately, that gift had aso shown them that Zayl had not been able to send them as near to the Key
asthey dl might have wished. The two fighters had been Ieft with quite aclimb.

“WEe re probably gonna need some rope dong the way,” Gorst muttered.
Another thing Kentril had not gotten to mention prior to the necromancer’ s spell, and thistime one that

Zay| had dso failed to anticipate. Kentril eyed the path above, trying to find a better route, but theridge
upon which they had been set offered only one direction.

“Well just haveto try, anyway,” hefindly replied.

Gorst nodded and said no more. If his captain intended to try to make the ascent without equipment,
then so would he.

With the utmost caution, they began to wend their way up. Kentril had no way to estimate the hour, but
if they suffered few mishaps, he suspected that they could reach the top with sometime to spare. Of
course, that aso depended on whether or not Zayl could keep Juris Khan occupied long enough.

Hetried not to think of the necromancer’ s potentid sacrifice. The odds seemed very low that Zayl
would survive. Kentril had witnessed the power of their treacherous host too often to believe that. Zayl

would do what he could to keep Khan at bay, but sooner or later Ureh’ s mad monarch would kill the
Rathmian.

Kentril could only hopeit would be later . . . otherwise, they had dl lost.

Up and up they climbed, and gtill no attack came. The captain had little time to think of much else, but as
they drew nearer to the top of the peak, his thoughts went back to Atanna. Despite what she had proven
to be, Kentril found some of his earlier memoriestoo precious smply to discard. Perhapsif things had
been different, if he had not learned the truth beforehand, he might even have willingly accepted her
father’ s offer of immortdity—»but then he would have had to live with the results.

Pausing, he took adeep breath and tried to clear his head. It made no sense to keep thinking of Atanna.
He had seen thelast of her, the last of—

A robed figure stood atop atiny ledge farther up. Even as distant asthe figure was, Kentril could tell that
he did not stare at Lord Khan.

“Atannal” he shouted.
Thewind blew dust in hisface. Turning away, the mercenary brushed his eyesclear.
When he looked back, the figure had disappeared.

“What wasit?” Gorgt called from behind. *Y ou see something?”



“I thought | sasw—" But Kentril stopped. If it had been Atanna, surdly she would have either come
closer or destroyed him from the ledge. She would not have smply gone away. That made no sense
whatsoever.

“Nothing,” hefindly answered. “ Just my imagination.”

They pushed on. Despite constant fears that they would eventually reach some spot that could not be
overcome without equipment, the mercenaries’ route continued to offer some avenue. Had Zayl
somehow managed to send the pair to the easiest area upon which to climb? If so, then he had managed
more with what power he had drained from the runes than he had given the fighters to expect.

“We redmost there,” Kentril dared findly mutter to hisfriend. “Almogt . . .”

Gorst grunted. Almost till meant quite aclimb to go.

Reaching up, Captain Dumon seized hold of a promising outcropping, only to have the part he had taken
crumblein his hand. Momentarily out of balance, he leaned toward the rock face. At the sametime, his

gaze went from upward to deep down.

Far below, something that resembled a swarm of ants moved with incredible swiftness up the side of the
mountain.

The captain gaped. “ Gorst! Can you seethat?’

Thegiant dtretched. 1 seeit. What isit, Kentril ?”

“I don't—" So quickly did the shapes move that even in the short time in which the pair had talked of
them, they now could be seen with abit more clarity. They were large, each easily the Sze of aman and,
ingenerd, built like men. They had agrayish tone to them, athough he saw bits and pieces of other
colors on their backs, their arms, their legs.

Kentril swalowed. “1t's Ureh’s people. They’ re coming after us.”

He pictured the hundreds of gaping mouths, the withered, cadaverous shells of what had once been
human. He imagined those ta onlike nails and the hungry faces. Thecaptain could well imagine what had
happened to Albord and al the others and understood that now the same fate rushed toward them.

“We haveto get to the top, and quick!” But they could only move asfast astheir surroundings
permitted, and athough the pair struggled mightily, it seemed that the voracious horde moved a more
than ten times the pace.

The top beckoned yet was till too far up. Exhausted, Kentril and Gorst findly had to pause on asmall
ridge barely wide enough to accommodate both of them.

Gazing down at their pursuers, Kentril swore. “They climb asif born to the mountain. At thisrate, they’ll
catch usjust below our god.”

Gorst nodded. “We can't makeit . . . but you can.”

Kentril eyed the other. “What does that mean?’



With absolute calm, the giant began freeing his ax, which had hung on hisback. “Thisisthe best spot
around. I'll hold’ em off here. You go on.”

“Don’'t beafool, Gordt! If anyone goes up there, it'll beyou. I'll hold them off.”
The other mercenary shook his head. He stretched one long arm out, the ax extended well beyond it.

The weapon would have taken hisfriend both hands to wield. “Y ou see? | got twice the reach you do,

Kentril. We need that. I’m the best choice to stay, and you know it—besides, | owe you for thelast time
we climbed up here”

“Gorg . ..” Cgptain Dumon knew better than to continue to argue. Of dl the men he had ever met,
Gorst had to be the most stubborn. They could have argued until Ureh’ s abominations overwhelmed
them, and till the wild-maned warrior would have stood his ground.

Taking one last glance down, Kentril nodded. “All right—but if you find achance to save yoursdf, doit.
Don’t worry about me.”

“I'll dowhat | can. Y ou better get going.”

Kentril put ahand on hisfriend s shoulder. “May your arm be steady.”

“May your wegpon be sharp,” Gorst returned, finishing the old mercenary litany.

Steding himsdlf, the captain started up the fina leg of the mountain. He pulled himsdlf toward the top,
trying not to think of what the giant would face and hoping somehow that they would both get out of the

chaos dive. If he could make it to the top before the creatures reached Gorst, perhaps Kentril could yet
save him. All he had to do was destroy the Key . . .

The encouraging thought pushed him to renewed effort. Closer and closer he cameto the plateau. Rising
aboveit, Kentril could make out the crystd’ sresting place. Such an irony that he now had to undo what
he and his men had struggled so hard to accomplish earlier.

A hissing sound arose below him.

Curaing, Kentril pushed harder. The edgelay just afew yards up. Only alittle longer.

Gorst let out abattle cry.

Despite knowing better, the captain had to look.

The giant stood at the edge of hissmall perch, swinging away with hisax at thefirst of the demonic
creatures to reach him. With little room to maneuver, the abomination could not avoid the attack. The ax
bit hard into its head, cutting deep.

The creature let out a horrific sound, then toppled backward off the ledge.

Wasting not amoment, the giant shifted his grip and used the very top of the ax to shove a second
adversary off.

Despite those two rapid successes, though, a hundred more moved up, each trying to beeat the rest to the



lone defender.

Nearly frantic now, Kentril struggled to reach the plateau. However, each yard seemed amile, and he
fdt asif hewere dimbing through molasses.

A very human roar of pain from below shook him to the core and made the fighter look down again.

The ghoulish creatures harried Gorst from every direction. Two had managed to get up on the ledge, and
another sought a handhold near the giant’ sfeet. A dozen others maneuvered for position around the lone
mercenary.

Gorst landed a strong blow against one ghoul till wearing the battered remains of abreast plate and
chain mail. The blade severed the upper part of the fiend’ storso, but that upper portion still managed to
wrap bony fingers around the upper part of the weapon’s shaft.

Although he shook the ax as hard as he could, Gorst could not didodge the determined ghoul. The effort
also hampered his struggles against the others. The second demon legpt onto his back and tried to Sink its
horrific mouth into Gorst’ s neck.

Spinning around, the giant threw his ax down upon the one seeking a handhold. Both that cresture and
the one till clinging to the wegpon plunged earthward, taking the ax with them.

Now unarmed, Gorst reached back and seized the monster latched onto his back. Unfortunately, it
would not be as easly removed as the others, and while Gorst battled with it, four more made their way
upto him.

Kentril continued his ascent, but with each step, his gaze flashed back to hisfriend. When next he
glanced, it wasto see the giant now hampered bythreeof the horrors, with more only seconds away.
Gordt’ s shoulders were stained with blood, and despite his strength, he clearly had trouble standing.

The captain nearly turned back, thinking for asecond that if he joined the other fighter, they could hold
off the entire horde. However, common sense quickly pointed out the futility of histhought. Gorst had
remained behind to give Kentril time to do what had to be done. To turn back now would be to waste
the other mercenary’ s sacrifice.

Sacrifice. . .Only now did the essence of that word truly sink in.

At that moment, Gorst let out a battle cry so loud it echoed well beyond Nymyr. Asif his strength had
suddenly been renewed by some magica means, the massive fighter straightened, raising one of his
fiendish foesinto the air. By thistime, at least half adozen more of Juris Khan's monstrous children had
fastened themsalves onto him, each ripping at hisflesh, tearing away & hislife.

Still roaring, Gorst suddenly charged forward.

“No!” shouted Kentril, his plea repeated over and over again by the mountains.

The giant legpt off the ledge.

Unableto let gointime, hismany attackersfel with him. Gorst’ sleap, far less athletic than Captain

Dumon knew the mercenary capable of, barely enabled the wild-maned fighter to clear his perch.
However, Gorst had obvioudy had that very thing in mind, for as he dropped, he crashed into one



climbing abomination after another, creating, in the process, an avdanche of monstrousformsraining
down upon the shadowed kingdom.

“Gorg . ..” Kentril could not tear his eyes awvay from the dwindling figure. Gorst had been with the
captain longer than anyone. The giant had seemed invincible, unstoppable. . .

Tears struggled to be free, but Kentril could not let them come. Taking a deep bregath, he looked away
and began pulling himsdf up again, Gorst’ slast victorious charge burned into hisimagination. The sun
could not belong inrising. Kentril had to make certain that he had not just let hisfriend,allhismen, diein
van.

Nearer and nearer he drew to thetop . . . and below him, the horde closed the gap more quickly.

Zay| screamed, and not for the first time. He screamed loud and long, but he did not givein. His clothes
werein tatters, and every inch of hisbody seemed to be either covered in blood or pounding in agony,
but he did not surrender.

Y et neither had he come an inch closer to the Key to Shadow.

Seemingly untouched by every one of the powerful pells Zayl had tossed a him, Juris Khan
approached the battered, half-dead figure. * Y our determination, if not your cause, is quite admirable,
necromancer. A shamethat your corrupted soul shall be lost to Diablo forever.”

“...Asyoursis?...

“Even until the end you persist in trying to twist matters, en?” Lord Khan shook his head in amost
paterna manner, something that al of Zayl’sgood training could not keep from greetly irritating the
necromancer.

“Y our blessed archangd is Diablo himsdlf, can you not see that?’

But Ureh’ smonarch could not, so thoroughly had the demon done hiswork. Zayl even understood how
it had happened, for Juris Khan clearly had been greatly full of pridein himself. He had been lord of the
holiest of kingdoms, the symboal of piety and goodness, and because of that, he had not been ableto
comprehend that the most evil and cunning of demons had played him for afoal.

A powerful fool, however. He had taken everything that Zayl could thrust at him, taken it and shrugged it
off. Little more remained to the necromancer save his dagger, which might have done him some good if
he could have distracted his foe somehow. At least then, Zayl could havetried to circumvent Khan's
defenses and perhaps wound the other.

What could he do, though? Every attempt had been more than met. There existed only words. . . and
Zayl had few |€eft of those, aswell.

Still hetried, hoping againgt hope that Juris Khan would be wrong, that somehow Kentril Dumon and
Gorgt had made it to the other stone. Y &, if they had, would this battle till be going on?

“And whereisyour archangel, anyway, my lord? Perhapsif he were here, then we could prove once
and for al whether | lie. Surdly that isnot too much to ask for, isit? Then again, maybeitis...”



“I need not ask of Mirakodus that he prove himsdf to me, unbeliever, for | have seen his gifts at work,
and | havefaith in hisword. If he would choose to speak with us now, it would be by his choice done,
not yoursor mine!” Juris Khan loomed over the necromancer. “Make peace with Heaven, thief of the
dead, for in but afew moments, your tongue shdll il forever, and so, then, shall end your lies!”

Zay| had no reason to doubt him. As the robed monarch approached, Zayl prayed that Trag’ Oul would
help guide his soul to the next plane of battle, not let Khan' strue master seize it and drag it down to Hell.

And, asif hearing his prayer, avoice suddenly boomed, “Juris Khan! Juris Khan! | would spesk to
y(]j!”

Both men froze. Khan's mouth opened and closed. He glanced at Zayl again, then looked up to the
caling.
The voice boomed, “ Juris Khan! Noble servant! ' Tis|, your benefactor, your archangd . . ."

The weathered face contorted into an expression of reverence and wonder. Lord Khan raised his hands
above his head in abeseeching manner and called out, “Mirakodus! Great Mirakodus! Y ou blessyour
humble attendant with your presence!”

Much quieter, the voice cdling itsdf that of the archangd suddenly muttered to the necromancer, “If
you' ve got anything left to give, lad, do it now!”

Needing no more urging, Zayl dove toward hisfoe, focusng hiswill entirely on the dagger he now thrust
at the robed figure' s chest.

The bestific look upon Juris Khan' s countenance vanished in an instant, replaced by one of the darkest
anger. He started to reach for Zayl, the monarch’ s hands blazing with fiery energy.

The dagger struck first.

A blinding flash of light enveloped the chamber as the necromancer’ s enchanted blade broke through
Khan's defenses. With someinitia hesitation, thetip sank into the brilliant robe, then continued
unimpeded.

Gasping, Juris Khan struck Zayl ablow across the face. Fueled by both power and pain, he sent the
necromancer again flying into the rocky wall.

Zay! felt something crack as he hit. Unable to stop his momentum, he bounced twice on the floor, then
rolled to ahdt at the very feet of hisfoe.

“You—you—" Khan seemed unableto find any wordsto fit hisfury.

Through watery eyes, the necromancer saw the blood dripping from the other’ swound. He had missed
the heart, but certainly had come close enough to it to injure his opponent gravely.

“Where—whereisyour archangd now?’ Zayl managed to spout. “He seems—to have—have
abandoned you, my lord!”

“Impudent fool!” Theinsaneruler leaned againgt the shield he had created for the Key to Shadow. “I
need but afew moments—and then | will heal mysdlf!” Khan bared his perfect teeth. “A few moments



you yoursdf do not havel”

A horribly familiar noise arose from the mouth of the chamber. Zayl heard the movement of many eager
fedt.

Heforced himsdf to turn his gaze toward the entrance.

One of the ghoulish denizens of the holy kingdom thrust its macabre head insgde. Two more quickly
followed suit.

His strength on the wane, Zayl’ s bone barrier had findly given way, releasing the hungry fiends.

Juris Khan, hisbregth still ragged, pointed at the sprawled necromancer. “ There heis, my children!
Thereisthe oneyou seek!”

Their rounded mouths opened in anticipation. The deathly gaps where their eyes had once been fixed
upon Zayl. The horrific creatures reached for him, and Zayl knew that he did not have anything left with
which tofight them.

With hislittle remaining physica strength, he weskly held the dagger before him, hoping that he would at
leaststop one before the rest ripped him to bloody shreds. Despite all histeachings, despite dl his
training, at that moment, the necromancer dearly wanted to live.

“Now there remains but one,” Khan pronounced, hisvoice aready much stronger than earlier. His
wound clearly bled less, and hisvisage, while mongtrousin its own right, did not show much agony from
the near-fata blow.

Zay! had guessed wrong. The power behind Juris Khan, the false archangd, protected well hisvauable
puppet. Diablo, if Captain Dumon had guessed correctly, desired Ureh to spread its gift to theworld . . .
and open the path for Hell’ slegions.

“Now there remains but one,” the dmaost demonic figure repeated. He straightened in obvious
preparation for his departure from the cavern chamber. “ And who knows?” Khan continued, smiling
pioudy. “Perhaps not evenone, en?’

And as the horde suddenly rushed to tear Zay! apart, Juris Khanvanished—to ensure, the doomed
spdllcaster knew, that hislast question would become truth.

Had the sun yet risen? Under the shroudlike cover of the enchanted shadow, Kentril could not be
certain, but he hoped and prayed that it had not done so. With Gorst and surely Zayl now a so dead, it
would be the greatest shame to have come so far and yet fallen short.

He managed to drag himsdlf up onto the smdll plateau, but discovered that he did not immediately have
the strength to stand, much less continue on. Lying on the harsh, cold ground, the captain inhaled, trying
to catch his breath. Just afew moments more. That was al he needed. Just afew moments more.

The sudden clatter of rock from just below the edge warned him that even those few moments would
not be granted.

Body shrieking, Kentril forced himself back to his feet. He stlaggered toward the fina climb, knowing that



hisgoa lay only ashort distance up but wondering if he could climb so great aheight at this point.
There came more clattering. The captain looked back to see awithered, dead hand reaching up.

Heturned and ran toward it. A terrifying face came up, the grayish vison granted Kentril by Zayl making
it appear even more degthly.

Mustering his courage, the mercenary kicked at it as hard as he could.

With ashriek befitting adamned soul, the ghoulish creature tumbled backward into the air, vanishing
below. Kentril leaned over the edge, saw that four more were only a minute or so from reaching the top,
with at least adozen moreright behind.

Dragging himsdlf up to the rock formation, Captain Dumon started hislast ascent. He had to makeit. He
wouldmekeit.

“Come on, you damned recruit!” he muttered at himself as he grabbed hold. “Y ou can climb fivetimes
fagter thanthidl”

Foot by foot, inch by inch, Kentril drew closer. From the east, he noticed no hint of the sun, surely a
good sign. By now, he had to be near the very upper edge of the shadow, which should have enabled
him to make out somelight if any existed. That Kentril did not had to mean that the day had not yet
dawned.

Then, shattering hisrisng hopes, he heard once more the al-too-familiar hissng. Kentril immediately
looked down, knowing aready what he would see.

Thefirgt of the demonic horde had reached the plateau.

They scrambled around at first, seeking him out. Onelooked up, noticed him. That was dl the rest
needed. Thefirst of them scurried to the rocky tower, eager, no doubt, for Kentril’ stasty flesh.

Fortunately, not every part of the outcropping presented a place for the ghoulish huntersto useto climb
up. Somestarted along the captain’s own route, while others tested paths el sewhere, seeking one that
would hold them.

Their hunger for hisflesh and blood clearly getting the better of them, apair hurried to the western Side,
no doubt in the hopes of besting the rest to the quarry.

They did not get far. As Kentril watched in astonishment, the two suddenly flared bright, dmost asif on
fire. Their screams caused the rest of the monstrous pack to hesitate. The two started back to their
companions, but as they moved, pieces of their dried flesh turned to ash, and the bone beneath began to
sag asif made of ever-softening wax.

Onefdl, dready ahaf-meted parody of human dead that became more liquid with each second. The
other managed to reach what surely had to be the edge of the shadow, but not soon enough to saveit. It,
too, collapsed into a stomach-churning heap that proved so disturbing asight that the rest of the creatures
did what they could to avoid even venturing neer it.

Kentril suddenly became aware that the onesjust below him had started moving again. Cursing hisown
morbid fascination with the horrific destruction of the pair, he pulled himsalf up as hard as he could, trying



to make up for lost opportunity.

He amost moved too dowly. A hand nearly caught hisleft foot. Kicking at it, the captain managed to
shatter some of the fingers, dowing the ghoul down.

His own hand suddenly caught the uppermost edge. Heart pounding, blood racing, Kentril pulled himself
up . .. and caught hisfirst glimpse of the Key to Light’ sresting place.

It had not, of course, changed much. A thin layer of frost covered everything, including, by this point, the
veteran fighter himsdlf. Carefully checking hisfooting, Kentril headed toward his prize.

Something stirred up by his boot rattled toward the gem.

The bone he had earlier dug free. The last trace of his predecessor, the unfortunate priest, Tobio.
Trying not to think about how he might soon bejoining the late clergyman, Captain Dumon approached
the Key to Light. Ashe did, he noticed that its brightness had remained constant but not overwheming.
Infact, it seemed little more illuminating than its counterpart well below the earth.

Does it matter ?Kentril chided himself.Let it glow as bright as the sun or stay as dark as the
caverns. Just grab the thing, and be done with it!

He reached for the crystal—

Atanna s beautiful face suddenly filled hismind, filled it so much he dmost imagined he could seeit
floating before him, covering the entire shadowed heaven.

My darling Kentril . . .theface said.My sweet Kentril, how | yearn for your arms again . . .
The captain hestated, caught between duty and emotion.

Come back to me, Kentril,shewent on, eyes glittering and mouth pursed asif hungry for hiskisses Let
us be together again . . . together for all time. . .

Alltime? That notion stirred him to action again. He wanted nothing of Juris Khan' s gifts, especidly that
one.

But despite his determination, he could not escape Atanna s siren song. Asthe captain touched the
surprisingly warm gem, shefilled his head with new words, more promises.

Darling, sweet, loving Kentril . . . there is so much we can give each other . . . | was so lonely
until 1 saw you . . . and when you showed me the brooch . . . | knew that Heaven had promised you
tome. .. come back to me, and all will bewell . . . wewill beone. ..

“Get out of my head!” Kentril snapped, shutting his eyes as he tried to force the image, the smdll, the
taste of Atannafrom hismemory. “Get out of my—"

A hissbardly derted himin time. From behind came oneof Lord Khan'svile* children,” ahairless, gaunt
cadaver dressed in the soiled garments of amerchant. A rusted medallion till containing afew valuable
gems dangled from the neck chain half-buried in the ghoul’ s shriveled, hollow neck.



“ Fine warestoday!” it babbled.” Good pots! Fresh fromthe kiln!”

Whether the monstrosity knew what it said or not, its words unnerved the seasoned mercenary, yet
another morbid reminder that what faced him had once been afellow man.

Kentril swung hard with hisleft, landing a powerful punch to the chest. His hand sank in up to the
knuckles, the dried flesh and old bone giving way. However, the blow only sent the horrific creature back
acouple of steps.

Without hesitation, Kentril kicked with onefoot. Thistime, he caught his adversary’ sleg, flipping the
ghoul over.

Unableto control its momentum, the creature did to the far Sde, dipping over the edge.

Again, Captain Dumon gripped the crystal. He ripped it free, then looked to the east. Still no sign of
daylight. He had been early enough at least. Now &l he had to do was destroy the artifact.

But Atanna s voice and facefilled his mind once more, making it difficult to tell what wasread and what
wasimaginary. Kentril had trouble recalling just what he had been intending to do.

Kentril, my darling Kentril . .. my oneand only love. .. cometo me. . . forget thisfoolishness. .

Shefloated before him in aslver, gossamer gown, arms outstretched toward him, beseeching him. To
Kentril, Atannafar more resembled an angedl than even the false Mirakodus had. How breathtaking she

was, how beguiling . . .
He took a step toward her.
A thing smelling of the stench of the grave fdll upon him.

Kentril hit theicy ground hard, the crysta rolling from his grip. Both he and his attacker did dangeroudy
near the edge. The captain grimaced as the rounded mouth snapped at him, the ghoul’ sfetid breath
amost as deadly aweapon asitsteeth.

Managing to get his knee up, Kentril pushed the horror away. He scrambled for the Key, but hisfoe
grabbed his arm and pulled the mercenary back. Beyond the creature, Captain Dumon saw with
mounting dismay that three others had made it up and now converged on him.

Unableto pull his sword free, Kentril managed at least to draw his dagger. He stabbed at the hand that
held him, chopping at the bone and decayed skin. The fingers|oosened their grip enough on hisarm so
that Kentril could pull himsdlf free. Dropping the dagger, the weary veteran drew his sword ashe
carefully backed toward hisprize.

The larger blade did nothing to daunt the gathering fiends. They moved toward him as quickly asthe
dick surface enabled them. Kentril thrust &t the nearest, then swung wide at two othersfollowing. He
managed to strike one of the latter, but not enough to do any damage.

At lagt, hereached the Key to Light. Fending off the cursed citizens of Ureh, the captain scooped it up.

“Stop!” he shouted as best he could, the cold and his own exhaustion having taken their toll. “ Stop, or |



throw it off now!”
The creatures paused.

Kentril had them . . . but for how long? They would not smply wait until the sun rose and destroyed
them. Even now, others could be heard wending their way up the other shadowed sides. It would take
only asinglelapsein concentration for Kentril to fall prey to one or more of them.

You would not do that, not when you so much wish to live.

A face gppeared in hismind, but not Atanna sthistime. Instead, Juris Khan seemed to stare at Kentril
from within thefighter’ s skull, to see what the captain tried to hide fromhimse f—that he very much
wantedto live, wanted some way to escape from what clearly had no escape.

Kentril . .. my good captain . . . you can live and live well . . . love and love well . . . a kingdom
can beyours. ..

Captain Dumon saw himsdf at the head of amagnificent force, hisarmor asbrilliant, as mgedtic, asthat
of Lord Khan'sarchangd . He saw himsalf standing before cheering throngs, spreading the good will of
Urehtodl. Kentril even saw himsdlf sitting upon the very throne occupied by Juris Khan, Atannaat his
side and their beautiful children perched near hisfeet . . .

Then the godlike figure of Khan swelled to life before his eyes, seeming to rise up dl theway from the

city far below, filling the sky. A gracious smile on hisrega visage, the gigantic monarch reached forth a
gargantuan hand to Kentril, offering him escape and al € se the mercenary had envisioned.

Replace the Key, and come home, my good captain . . . come home, my son. . .

Kentril felt hiswill dipping away, felt himsalf ready to accept everything that the gigantic figure
offered—even if that wondrous offer in truth masked an awful horror.

Then Kentril thought of Zayl, who surely had to be dead if Juris Khan had come here. He thought of
Albord, Jodas, Brek, Orlif, and the rest of his company, victims of amonstrous evil into which the
captain had blithdy led them.

Most of dl, herecaled Gorst, who had just sacrificed hislifefor hisfriend, his comrade. Gorst, who had
not hesitated to do what had to be done.

Throwing aside his blade, Captain Kentril Dumon clutched the artifact to hisbody . . . and ran off the
edge of the peak.

He closed his eyes as he did, not wanting to see the oncoming rocks below. The wind pushed at his
face, hisbody, asif trying to tear the Key to Light from his desth grip. Kentril imagined himsdlf crashing
on the mountains de,becoming battered to a pulp, the crystal shattering in the process.

Then thewind, the sense of falling, ceased.

The captain opened hiseyesto find himsdf floating in air.

No. .. not floating. The etheredl hand of the giant Juris Khan held him, its ghostly fingers wrapped
around hisbody. The look on the patriarch’ s huge face appeared anything but kindly now.



Put it back, Kentril Dumon . . . put it back now . . .

Staring at that gigantic visage, the mercenary could not help but think how much Lord Khan now
resembled hissinigter archangd. The eyes especiadly held that demonic intendty, and the more Kentril
looked, the more the face seemed to shift, to grow less human, morehellish.

Put it back, and you may yet livel

But despite Khan's mutating countenance, despite the crushing fingers of the ghostly hand, Kentril would
not. Better desth, better every bone broken and hislife fluids splattered across the earth below than to let
thisspread across the world.

Heraised the Key to Light high, trying to throw it down upon the city. Y et his armswould not make the
fina move, no matter how hard Kentril tried.

The face of JurisKhan had lost dl trace of humanity. Now he more than alittle resembled the
abominations his people had become. His skin shriveled, and his mouth took on a hungry, loathsome cut.
The eyes burned with afiery fury not of Heaven, but of well, well below.

Return the Key, or | shall shred your skin from your pathetic body, remove your heart while it
beats, and devour it before your pleading eyes!

Kentril tried not to listen, choosing instead to concentrate on salvaging his misson. Where wasthe
damned sun, anyway? How much longer beforeit finaly rose?

He could no longer breethe, barely even think. A part of the mercenary begged him to take Khan's
offer, even if thatoffer truly could not be trusted. Anything but to suffer longer.

Everything began to go black. At first, Kentril believed that he had started to pass out, but then the
captain redized that Zayl’ s spell had begun to wear off. Kentril could still make out the ever more
hideous form of hishogt, but little else. Ureh had become adark, undefined shape, even the mountains
nearby only murky forms. A bare hint of gray touched the eastern horizon, but other than that—

A hint ofgray?

No sooner had Captain Dumon noted it than he felt awarmth in his hands. He forced his eyes upward,
saw that the faint glow of the Key to Light had increased.

And as he quickly returned his gaze to the pinpoint of graynessfar beyond the shadowed kingdom,
Kentril knew that the night had finally cometo an end.

With renewed determination, he held the crystdl toward the gigantic, phantasmal form. Putting every bit
of effort he could into resisting Juris Khan's control, Kentril shouted,” Youput it back!”

Hethrew the Key.
The huge, ghostly hand reached for the stone, but asit tried to seize the artifact, the latter flared as

brightly asthe morning sun. The Key to Light completelybur nedits way through the ethered pam, then
sailed on unhindered toward the city below.



Juris Khan roared, a combination of rage and pain.
Fool! bellowed the giant in Kentril’ s head. Corrupt soul! You shall be—
He got no farther, for at that moment the gleaming crystal struck against something.

It shattered—and from within burst forth an intense, blinding light that rushed out in dl directions asif
seeking to take in everything inits blazing embrace.

The areaaround the broken artifact erupted with day. Ureh, the mountain Nymyr, the surrounding jungle
. . .hothing escaped the gloriousillumination unleashed by the desth of Khan's cregtion.

A wave of pure sun caught the scores of horrific pursuers still perched atop the peak or clinging to its
sde. The cursed folk of the once-holy city screamed and shrieked as they melted, burning away before
Kentril’ s sickened eyes. By the dozens, those that had not yet made it to the top plummeted earthward,
molten blobsthat Ieft fiery stains upon Nymyr’s ever-more-battered flank.

And asthelight coursed over Ureh building by building, those structures withered, crumbled, returning to
the decayed, empty shellsthat Kentril and the others had first discovered. Wallsfdl in; cellings collapsed.
The effects of centuries of exposure to the e ementstook their toll once more, but thistimein scarcely a
minute.

From everywhere, the howls and cries of the damned souls of Ureh filled Kentril’ s ears, threatened to
drive him to madness. He felt more pity than anything else for the creaturesthat had daughtered his
friends. They had been turned into abominations by the man they had most trusted, infested by demons
who used their drained husks as a gate to the morta world.

Perhaps now they could find eternd rest.

Then . .. Juris Khan, too, began to twigt, to mutate. Kentril tumbled through the air, not falling but not
exactly floating, either. He caught glimpses of the monstrous shadow figure asthe first rays struck,
watched as the corrupted lord of the realm was transformed. Juris Khan became even less than aman,
more of abeast. Quickly went the face and form that had matched his people in horror. Now the elder
ruler truly reveded the evil within him, the evil that could only be of Diablo.

And there, rising momentarily above the vanishing giant, a creature of Hell, atusked, fanged figure of
dread roared hisanger at Kentril’ s desperate action. Ichor dripped from ascaly, barely fleshed skull that
almost appeared to have been stretched long. Two wicked, scaledhorns rose high above bat-winged
ears. Over the deathly crevicesthat were al that formed a nose, the thick-browed orbs of the demon
lord glared at the impudent human, the hatred and evil within them matching exactly that which the
horrified mercenary had noted in the image of the false archangel Mirakodus.

Diablo thundered hiswrath once more—and vanished as swiftly as he had appeared.

With ahowl of agony, the vision of Juris Khan completely collgpsed. The rega garments darkened and
shredded. What skin had been left grew so brittle it fell off in thousands of pieces. Lord Khan put his
other hand to his breast asif somehow he could stop the inevitable . . . and then the entire giant crumbled
into ajumble of fragmented bones and scraps of cloth.

Thelast vestiges of Khan' simage vanished.



Kentril found himsdif falling again.

Down and down he dropped, descending so fast he could scarcely bresthe. The shattered ruins of the
once-resurrected kingdom beckoned him. Kentril shut his eyes, praying that the end would be swift and
relatively painless

Just as he expected to hit, the terrified fighter suddenly hated once again. Captain Dumon’s eyes opened
wide. About a hundred feet or so below him, the roofless remnants of arounded structure met his
stunned gaze.

No sooner had this registered than Kentril began to drop, but at asower, dmost cautiousrate. He
looked around, trying to find the cause of thismiracle.

The dtill shadowed palace of Juris Khan greeted him.

Somehow, the light of the crystal had managed to avoid the towering structure, but now true dawn had
findly arrived, and thefirst rays of the day had aready begun to eat away at the last of the false darkness.
Kentril might not have thought more of the edifice s demise, but then he saw the figure poised at the very
edge of the grand ba cony, afigure with flowing hair of red.

Even so far gpart, their eyeslocked. Kentril saw in Atanna s a combination of emotionsthat left him so

dartled that at first he did not redlize that she continued to lower him toward safety. Only when a brief,
sad smile escaped her otherwise solemn expression did he understandall she had done.

The light began to pour over the palace. Kentril felt himself drop faster, but not so fast that he risked
death. Atannaleaned over therail, her arm outstretched toward him.

Although he knew that Juris Khan's daughter did not seek his hand, Captain Dumon could not help
reaching for her. Atanna gave him another, degper smile—

The sun touched her.
Asit rose up her body, Atannasmplyfadedaway.

At that point, the grand hilltop paace of Juris Khan collapsed in upon itself, quickly reduced to dust and
ancient rubble. The hill itself seemed dmost to deflate.

And without Atanna s spell to maintain his descent, Kentril Dumon dropped like a stone toward the
ground.

TWENTY-THREE
b

Voices pierced the darkness.
“Maybeit' d be better if you just raise him from the dead and be done withiit, lad.”

“Helives. . . dthough how that can be, | cannot possibly say.”



Kentril wanted the voicesto go away, to leave him to his eternal peace, but they would not.
“I will try something ese. Maybe that can sir him.”

A snort. “Y ou should be using some of that power for mending yourself!”

“I will survive. ..

A pinprick of light pierced the empty blackness, irritating the mercenary. Kentril tried to cover hiseyes,
but pain suddenly coursed through him.

“He moved, Humbart! He reacted!”

“Will wonders never cease!”

Thelight became insstent, glaring. It burned into hismind, forced him to ook &t it.
With amoan, Kentril opened hiseyes.

Daylight greeted him, but it had not been the source of the glaring illumination. That proved to be the
flaring light of anivory dagger, adagger held in the left hand of the necromancer Zayl.

Theonlyhand remaining to the necromancer.

Zay!’ sother arm ended in abound stump just above the wrist. The pale Rathmian looked even more
pale save where his face had been scarred red. His clothing hung in pieces, and he looked asif he had
not dept in days.

“Welcome back, captain,” the spellcaster commented in atone that for him amost bordered on the
convivid.

“Lo! Thedead rise!” chuckled the voice of Humbart Wessel. The skull sat perched on arock next to the
kneding Zayl.

“Zayl ...” Kentril managed to gasp. His own voice came out as more of adry, hacking sound. “You're
odive.

The necromancer nodded. “Y ou are as surprised about that as | am about finding you. How isit that you
are down here among the ruins when you had to climb up to the top of Nymyr to stop Juris Khan?’

Kentril forced himsdlf to turn. Ashe did, hislower chest and Ieft shoulder ached terribly.

“Becareful, captain. Y ou suffered broken ribs and a did ocated shoulder. They can be hedled alittle
better when | myself have recovered more, but it will take time.”

Ignoring him, Kentril looked at dl that remained of fabled Ureh. Even less seemed to be left stlanding
than when he had first come across the place. The outer wall stood in fragments, and the roof of nearly
every building within had collapsed. Ureh now looked lesslike a haunted legend than like just one more
ancient city abandoned to time and the elements.

And of the palace, only the crumbling foundation yet existed.



“Tell mewhat happened, Captain Dumon,” the necromancer urged. “If you do not mind.”

Of al people, Zayl certainly deserved the truth. Accepting aflask of water from the spellcaster, Kentril
went into as much detail as he could recdl, from the initid ascent to the pursuit, Gorst’ s sacrifice, and
finally his own decision to end the shadowed kingdom'’ sthregt even at the cost of hisown life. Ashe
spoke of Atanna, the weary fighter’ sthroat closed, and his eyes moistened, but he continued histae until
his companion knew everything.

At theend, Zayl nodded sagely. “ Perhaps atrue archangd watched over you, captain. You timed it very
well, especidly where| was concerned. Another few seconds, and Khan's demonic children would have
torn meto shreds. Only the knife and some skillful playacting by Humbart preserved mefor that long.”

“What did hedo?” Kentril asked, glancing at the skull.

“Only pretended to be himself, their lord and ruler, caling to them to halt because the necromancer was
needed for aspell. Did something like that with Khan, too. Maybe | should go on the stage after thig!”

That brought ahint of asmilefrom Zayl. “ Since neither our good host nor his corrupted people could
see him, the idea bought afew precious seconds both times. Even ill, the horde got over its confusion
quite quickly”—he raised the bound stump—"as you can see.”

“Isit dl over, then? Has the danger passed?’

“Yes. Ureh and her people are at rest, and the gateway to Hell is sealed once more. Before | found you,
| searched the areafor any traces of the corruption. There was none.”

Kentril peered up at the sky. By hisreckoning, it had to be just after midday . . . but onwhatday?“How
long was| unconscious?’

“Two-and-a-haf days. | found you just before sunset of the first and have donewhat | could.”

Two-and-a-half days. . . Fighting the pain, the captain pushed himsdlf up to astting position. “How are
my legs, Zayl?

“They appear unbroken, but you would know best.”

Testing them, Kentril discovered that athough they ached, he could at |east tolerate moving them. “If |
can stand, | want to get out of here. | don’t want to deep within the walls of this place another night.”

Zayl frowned. “1t might be more prudent to wait another day or—"
“I want toleave.”

“Asyouwish. | understand.” With some effort, the necromancer rose. He put the skull in the torn pouch
at hisside, then moved to hep thefighter.

AsKentril stood up, something clattered to the ground near hisfeet. Curious, he cautioudy bent to pick
it up.

Atannad s facelooked back at him from the brooch.



“What isit?’ asked Zayl, unable to see from hisangle.
The captain quickly folded hisfingers over it. “Nothing. Nothing at al. Let’sgo.”

They headed toward the lush jungle. Asthey dowly walked, the necromancer informed Kentril of his
plan for them. “We can make use of your old base camp tonight, then tomorrow | will guide us safely to
some of the others of my ilk. They will be ableto help heal both of us, and then you can be on your

way.
“An outsder won't be aproblem?’

Zayl chuckled dightly. “Not one who faced down Diablo himsdf. Thiswill be astory they will want to

Through the broken wall they stepped, leaving behind the Light among Lights forever. However, once
well beyond the former limits of the shadow, Captain Dumon made Zayl cometo a hdt.

“Give meamoment, please,” he requested.

In silence, Kentril looked back at what had become the end of both a dream and anightmare. Thewind
howled through the crumbling skeleton of the lost city, sounding like alament for al those who had
perished.

“I am sorry about your friends,” the necromancer said as kindly as he could.

Kentril, however, had not been thinking as much about them as about someone ese. “It' s done with.
Best to beforgotten . . . forever.”

Heturned away once more, and they continued their trek. Y et, as he walked, Captain Kentril Dumon’s
hand dipped surreptitioudy to apouch on hisbelt . . . and dropped the brooch inside.

Behind him, the eements renewed their patient task of dowly and inevitably erasing the last memories of
the kingdom of shadow.
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