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Gustav knew he was being watched.

He had no proof, nothing more solid than a feeling, an instinct.

Instinct had kept Gustav the Whoreson Knight alive for seventy years. He knew better than to ignore it.

He had first experienced the sensation of being watched three days ago, on his arrival in this godforsaken part of the wilderness. He had been following an old trail that ran along the Deverel river. The trail was probably made by animals, although the humans who had once lived in this area might have borrowed it. If they had, they had long since returned the trail to the deer and the wolves, for theirs were the only tracks Gustav saw.

Knowing it likely that he was the only person to have set foot in this region for the past hundred years, Gustav was understandably disquieted to awaken his first morning in camp to the distinct impression that he wasn’t alone.

He had no proof that someone was watching him. His nights, spent in a tent in the wilderness, were quiet, peaceful. He sometimes woke, thinking he heard stealthy footfalls outside, but he found he was mistaken. His well-trained war horse, who would have alerted him had there been anyone lurking nearby, remained placid and calm, undisturbed, except by flies.

During the day, while he proceeded with his investigation, Gustav tried every trick in the book—a book he could have written—to catch sight of the person who was dogging his steps. He watched for the glint that might have been sunlight reflecting off metal, but saw nothing. He made abrupt stops, trying to hear footfalls that continued on after his ceased. He searched for signs that someone else was in the vicinity—foot-prints on the muddy river bank where he performed his daily ablutions, fish heads from the stalker’s supper, broken sticks or bent branches.

Nothing. Gustav heard nothing. He saw nothing. Instinctively, he felt everything, felt the stalker’s eyes watching him, felt those eyes to be hostile.

Gustav was not one to be deterred from his quest by an unsettling feeling, however. He had come here on a search he had begun forty years ago and he had no intention of departing until he had concluded that search. He had been exploring for three days and had found nothing yet.

He was not even certain he was searching in the right location. His only guide was a brief description taken from the mummified body of one of the monks of Dragon Mountain. Having quested for years, only to come to one dead end after another, Sir Gustav had returned to the Temple one final time.

The monks of Dragon Mountain were the repository of history in Loerem. The monks and their agents traveled the continent, seeing history as it was made and recording it on their own bodies. Preserved after death by the sacred tea the monks drank while they were alive, their bodies and all the knowledge that was recorded thereon were housed in the vaults of Dragon Mountain. Anyone on Loerem could travel to the mountain in search of knowledge of the past and find it among the slumbering dead.

Gustav had studied the historical records dealing with every race on Loerem specific to the time period in which he was interested. He had found innumerable possible sites where the object of his quest might be located. He had visited all those sites and a hundred more and had come up empty-handed. Was there a fragment of information he might have missed? Anything at all which might provide him with a clue? Had the monks truly studied all the records?

An acolyte listened to the elderly knight with intense interest and, by permission of the monks, took Gustav to the sacred vault. The two of them examined the mummified remains of the historians who lay there, each with their tattooed histories entwined around the composed limbs. Gustav recognized every corpse. After long years of association, he and these corpses had become friends.

“You say you have read them all,” the acolyte stated. “But did you think to include this one?”

The monk paused beside a body of a human female who lay at the very end of the long row. Gustav looked at the body and could not recall that he had ever seen her before.

“Ah, likely not.” The acolyte nodded. “Her area of expertise was the study of the pecwae race. Your earlier guides probably felt that the pecwae could have no possible connection to the Sovereign Stone.”

Gustav considered this. “I cannot think that they would, but I have exhausted all other possibilities.”

“Have you?” the acolyte questioned gently. “Have you considered the possibility that the portion of the Sovereign Stone for which you seek was destroyed in the blast that leveled the city two hundred years ago?”

“I have considered that, but I refuse to believe it,” Gustav replied calmly. “The gods gave us our portion of the Stone, as they gave a portion to the other races. Ours is mislaid, that is all. Let us see what this chronicler of pecwae has to tell us.”

The acolyte perused the tattoos on the body, murmuring to himself and shaking his head. The tattoos were magical. The historian transfered his or her thoughts onto the flesh by means of tattoos that would later transfer those thoughts to the monks trained in the magic. By placing his hand on the tattoo and activating the spell (the magic is a carefully guarded secret among the monks), the acolyte received into his mind all the images and words and thoughts of the monk detailing this portion of history.

 
Gustav watched the acolyte’s face, watched the information pass over it like wind over a still lake. The ripples of thought cleared. The acolyte’s eyes brightened.

“I have something,” he said cautiously. “Do not build up your hopes too much. It is nothing more than an oddity, but it falls into the correct time frame.”

“I’ll take anything,” Gustav said, hoping he did not sound as desperate as he was beginning to feel.

At age seventy, the knight was nearing his own eternal slumber. A valiant warrior, he had looked Death in the face, had even shaken hands with the gentleman on more than one battlefield. Gustav did not fear the unending silence. He could look forward to his final rest, if only he could be assured that his rest would be peaceful. If he was forced to leave the world before his quest was complete, he imagined himself as one of those pathetic ghosts who are doomed to wander in torment, searching and never finding.

“The clue has to do with the tomb of a bahk,” the acolyte explained. “A bahk known as ‘Guardian.’”

Gustav listened as the acolyte told the story of a starving bahk, his pecwae saviors, and the unusual circumstance of the bahk’s burial. When he came to the part stating that the bahk had been buried with a magical treasure, Gustav’s interest was piqued. He asked the acolyte to repeat that part again. Was it possible that the sacred and powerful Sovereign Stone had been resting all these years on the moldering body of a monster? Gustav could hardly believe it, but this was the last and only clue he had to follow.

The description that the monk provided of the location of the tomb was general in nature. The history-recording monks use landmarks as markers, for they are well-aware (none better) that artificial boundaries established by man have a way of shifting with the political tides. As it was, the land would have been called Dunkarga two hundred years ago but was now known as Karnu, after a civil war had ripped the nation apart.

The monk described a mountain that was shaped like the beak of an eagle west of an immense river that ran north and south and was west of Dragon Mountain. The burial site of the bahk was somewhere betwixt and between river and mountain. Gustav had determined that the river must be the Deverel. Going by the historian’s guidelines, which included such directions as: “within the shadow of the mountain peak at midday” and “seventeen days’ journey from the mountain’s base,” he arrived at what he considered to be the likeliest location.

Gustav deduced that the old campsite must be somewhere close to a source of water, for to dig a well or build an aqueduct would simply never occur to the pecwae, who are generally regarded to be the laziest people on Loerem.

The Deverel river formed the border between the Empire of Vinnengael and the kingdom of Karnu. Had Gustav been traveling through any town along the border, he would have found armed guards from both sides glowering at each other across narrow points in the waterway, maybe chancing a lucky shot with an arrow, for the two human kingdoms were currently, if unofficially, at war. As it was, Gustav explored a wilderness area that had probably not been occupied by any civilized race since the pecwae left it a hundred years before.

A Vinnengaelean by birth, Gustav would have faced open hostility or perhaps even worse if he was discovered in Karnu land and his true identity revealed. He had no fear of being discovered. The Whoreson Knight had a talent, gleaned from his years living in the streets and the alleyways of New Vinnengael, that allowed him to pass unremarked through enemy towns and cities. Gustav was, when he wanted to be, just another solitary old man wandering the back roads, trying to outrun death. No one looking at him would have taken him for a Dominion Lord.

Setting up his base camp about a mile west of the riverbank, Gustav began his search for the tomb of the bahk. He went about his daunting task methodically, first dividing up the area into grids, afterward spending his days walking the grids in a set pattern. One hundred steps north. Turn east one hundred steps. One hundred steps south. Turn west. One hundred steps back to the starting point. When he had completed one square, he began another.

Three days. He had found nothing yet, but he was not discouraged. He had four more squares in the grid marked out, four more left to explore. If he was not successful here he intended to move ten miles south along the river and start the process over again.

All this time, someone was watching.

The morning of the fourth day, Gustav woke from a light sleep that had not been particularly restful. He had wakened in the night no less than three times imagining he’d heard something outside his tent. Every time he woke up, he’d been forced to go relieve himself. A weak bladder, just one of the disadvantages of growing old. The knight emerged groggily from his small tent to find that the day promised to be a fine one, clear and sunny. The season was early summer, the time when the leaves are still shiny green, before the dust of dry weather coats them and the heat wilts them and the worms gnaw them. Gustav looked carefully at the ground around the tent, saw no footprints other than his own.

Gustav walked to the river, performed his ablutions and took a refreshing swim to clear sleep’s cobwebs from his head. He saw no tracks along the river. He carried water for his horse, made certain that the animal was tethered in an area where there was sweet grass and clover, and then set off to the starting point for today’s search.

Walking through the brush, the sun warm on the back of his neck, Gustav halted abruptly. He took off his boot, peered into it irritably, upended it and shook it, as if he suspected that it had acquired some unwelcome company during the night. As he did so, he listened with all his ears and darted glances left and right.

The birds sang blithely, bees hummed among the bee balm, flies buzzed past him.

Gustav replaced his boot and continued on his way. He wore his sword while he was exploring, something he rarely did, and as his eyes scanned the ground for some trace of an old pecwae camp, he also looked for trampled grass or perhaps a bit of cloth caught in a bramble. His ears were pricked and alert so that if a squirrel a hundred yards distant chittered in anger at being disturbed, he heard it.

“The gods be thanked that at age seventy I have my hearing and most of my eyesight and my teeth,” Gustav said to himself, grinning, as he walked.

 
With the exception of his enforced nightly sojourns into the shrubbery, the advancing years had used him kindly. His eyesight had diminished somewhat, not long range, but short. After about age forty, he had been forced to hold a book to his nose to read it. An ork sailor had sold him a remarkable invention—two pieces of magnifying glass contained in a wire frame that he placed upon his nose and, with their aid, he could read once more. This weakening of the eyes had been the only harsh symptom of advancing years, that and a certain stiffness in the joints when he woke in the morning, a stiffness that a brisk walk usually corrected.

He was thinking that he’d been especially lucky in keeping his teeth—he’d seen too many old men slurping their supper from a soup bowl—when he came upon the clue for which he had been searching.

Even in his excitement and gratification, the knight continued to listen to the forest sounds, trying to pick out the one sound that had no place there. Hearing nothing except what he was supposed to hear, he bent down to examine his find—a ring of stones, charred black with fire.

Located in the center of a stand of fir trees, the ring had been here a long, long time, so long that weeds and plants had grown up all around the stones. He might have thought them a natural formation, but that no act of nature had formed the stones in that circular pattern. Hands had placed the stones here. Hands had built the fires that had blackened them. Pecwae hands? Gustav needed more clues.

He expanded his search beyond the ring of stones. Pecwae have few personal possessions and what they do have they carry with them when they leave. He was elated, therefore, when he came across the shards of a broken clay pot not many yards from the fire ring. Fitting the pieces together, he found it to be a small pot such as might have been used by small hands.

Gustav continued his search, patiently going over every bit of ground and was rewarded at last. A flash of metal caught his attention. Kneeling down, using his dagger, he carefully pried the shiny object from the ground in which it had been partially buried. He unearthed a small silver ring that might have fit a human child. He had no doubt that it was a pecwae ring, however, for in it was set one of the turquoise stones which the pecwae value beyond gold, considering them to be magical.

How did such a valuable ring come to be lost? Gustav wondered, turning it in his fingers. Was it tossed away in a lover’s quarrel? Dropped while fleeing in panic from some enemy? Or had the gods set it here as a sign for him? Gustav closed his hand over the treasure and continued his search.

Although he found nothing else, the ring convinced him that this was a pecwae camp. But was it the camp the monk had visited? There remained only to look for the burial mound. Gustav walked a circle round the campsite, expanding the circle outward with every rotation. The trees grew sparsely here, a possible indication that long ago the ground had been cleared for farming. The pecwae were not farmers, but the Trevenici humans who were their protectors would have tilled the soil and left their mark. On the edge of a brush-covered rectangle of land that might have once been a field of grain or corn, Gustav came upon a mound, a large mound, covered over with grass.

He glanced at the sun. Still several more hours of daylight left. He walked around the mound, examining it minutely, bringing to mind the monk’s description.

After they had placed the body of the bahk inside, the pecwae sealed up the tomb’s entrance with stones piled on top of one another, then covered these over with a layer of mud.

And there it was. The crude stone wall. Gustav halted, not so much in elation at his find, but in alarm.

According to the historian, the pecwae had covered the stones with mud. Over the intervening years, grass and weeds would have taken root in the mud, partially hiding the stone wall. Gustav should have found the wall only with great difficulty, but it stood out quite plainly.

The grass and weeds had been torn off and tossed aside. Finding small clods of dirt with the grass still clinging to them, he picked up one of the clumps, examined it. The grass was still green, just starting to wilt. Someone else had been here.

 
Gustav examined the stones in the wall. He could see signs that they had been removed and then replaced, to make it look as if they had not been touched. The knight knew better. The pecwae are not builders. They would have done little more than pile one rock on top of another, never giving any thought to fitting them or to putting mortar between them. The dirt of the ages would have crept in among the stones. There should have been spiders, worms, ants crawling among them.

These stones were free of dirt. The insects had been displaced.

Gustav cursed. He cursed himself mostly, cursed his own methodical, plodding nature. While he had been marching off squares in his fool grids, someone else had found the tomb. While he was counting footsteps, someone else had opened the tomb.

Gustav sat down in the grass to rest and drink from his water-skin and to consider this unlooked-for development. Someone had found the bahk’s tomb only days before he had done so.

Coincidence? The tomb had remained untouched, unnoticed for a hundred years. Of course, it might be possible that someone else could have taken it into his head to search this remote locale for the tomb at the same time that Gustav did, but he considered that highly unlikely.

Someone knew he was coming.

Gustav thought back over all he had done and said the past few months. He had never made any secret of his quest for the Sovereign Stone. But Gustav tended to be a private man, keeping his own counsel. He was not the sort to tell every stranger he met in an alehouse his business. The monks of Dragon Mountain knew he intended to try to locate the tomb. History gatherers, the monks are not history makers. If one of the monks had wanted to come on this journey, he would have come, bringing with him his full retinue of hulking, devoted bodyguards. Gustav had not enjoined the monks to keep his destination secret. He had seen no need to do so and they might have revealed it to anyone asking.

Someone had opened the tomb and presumably someone had entered it. Grave robbers? Gustav doubted it. Your ordinary run-of the-mill grave robber would have dashed off with the loot, leaving the tomb unsealed. Someone had gone to a good deal of trouble, expended a lot of time and effort to replace those stones.

“Someone doesn’t want to discourage my exploration,” Gustav murmured. “Whoever it is wants me to think that the tomb is unviolated. He fears that if I come to the tomb and discover it open, unsealed, I will go away without entering. Which just proves that this person doesn’t know me very well.” Gustav smiled, though his smile was grim. “He has been waiting all this time for me to find the tomb. He’s taken care to keep himself concealed. He wants me to go inside. Why? That is the question. Why?”

He had no answer, at least none that made sense. One fact was certain. Whoever this someone was or whatever it was this someone wanted, Gustav did not intend to disappoint him. He began to dismantle the stone wall.

The task did not take him long. The stones had been stashed back in a hurry and were all higgelty-piggelty. He soon cleared the opening.

Cool, moist air scented with the musky odor of freshly turned earth flowed out of the mound. The sunlight permitted him to see a short distance inside and he was agreeably surprised to find that the tunnel was still intact after all these years. He had figured that a dirt tunnel dug by pecwae, who would not have bothered to shore it up with timber, would have inevitably collapsed shortly after it was built. Smooth-sided, the tunnel was about five feet in height and about four feet wide and it disappeared into darkness.

Had the watcher entered the tunnel? If so, there should be some sign. Crouching down outside the entrance, Gustav examined the floor and the walls, searching for footprints.

He found prints—small, naked pecwae feet. A great many, passing back and forth, so that only a few tracks close to the tunnel wall were clearly visible. The dirt on the tunnel floor was dry, hard-packed, the images of the feet preserved. These were the marks of those who had built the tunnel, not the marks of a trespasser.

Gustav could envision the pecwae chattering excitedly in their high-pitched voices. He felt a connection to them extend back through the years and he was glad to think that they had loyally honored one who had served them faithfully to the very end.

 
Gustav rose, walked back out into the sunshine. He looked around, listened carefully, but heard nothing, saw no one. He felt the eyes watching him, as usual. Placing his knapsack on the ground, he opened it and removed items he would not need inside the burial mound—food, his map. These he left outside. He retained a small oil-burning lantern, flint and tinder to light it, lock-picking tools and water.

Certain he had everything he would require, he slid his arms through the straps of the knapsack, settled it on his back, and prepared to enter the mound. On the threshold, the knight paused. Turning, he placed his hand deliberately on the hilt of his sword and cast one long, significant look behind him.

“I know you are here,” he said to the unseen watcher. “I am ready for you. Do you not imagine you can take me unaware.”

He did not bother to wait for an answer.

Turning, stooping, he entered the burial mound.
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Gustav had taken only a single step inside the burial mound when he sensed the magic.

Gustav had no skills in the arcane art himself, a fact he had bitterly regretted as a child, having mistakenly imagined that magic could solve all his problems, ease all his griefs, make everything right. Years brought wisdom and a better knowledge of magic and the sacrifices required of those who practice it. The years also brought magic to him in the form of the enchanted armor that is a gift of the gods to the Dominion Lords, those holy knights chosen of the gods who undergo the Transfiguration.

When a Dominion Lord undergoes this miracle, he gives himself wholly to the gods. His flesh is transformed into the element that is associated with his race. Human Dominion Lords are changed to stone. Elves give themselves to air, orken to water and dwarves to fire. When the miracle is complete, the Dominion Lord emerges alive and well and exalted from touching the minds of the gods. As a reward for his faithfulness and to assist him in his pledge of defending the defenseless, the Dominion Lord is granted wonderful, magical armor.

 
This armor bestows many gifts upon the Dominion Lord—gifts of magic, gifts of strength, gifts of wisdom and insight. All gifts are dependent upon and designed to suit the personality of the Dominion Lord and take into consideration his or her own skills and the life they choose to lead thereafter. The gods know more of a man than he does, they see into the heart, and the gifts that are given may not at first be understood. The gods saw Gustav’s long quest before him. They gave him the ability to sense the presence of magic, a skill possessed by only those who have undergone magical training. The armor did not give him the power to use magic, however, knowing that his skills did not lie in this area.

But though Gustav could not use magic other than the magic of his armor, he could sense magic, as an orken sailor can sense an approaching storm or a dog the coming of an earthquake. Gustav halted to light the wick inside his oil lantern. Known as a “dark lantern,” popular with thieves, the lantern had a sliding panel that could be raised to emit light or lowered to shut the light off. He flashed the light around, but could see nothing.

He tasted the magic, rolled it on his tongue, the only way he could describe the sensation he experienced whenever he was around magic. The taste was not foul. It did not flood his senses with bitter bile, as happened to him when he was in close proximity to the accursed magic of the Void. Yet, there was an implied threat. He was being warned to leave, warned against trespass.

Lifting the lantern, Gustav advanced a few more cautious steps, flashed the light off the walls of the tunnel, shifted the beam from ceiling to floor. The pecwae are skilled in the use of Earth magic, particularly the magic of stones, and will often guard their tents by surrounding them with stones of warding and protection. They might have inlaid such stones into the walls of the tunnel or embedded them in the floor.

Search revealed nothing, however. The walls were made of dirt and were unadorned. Not so much as a pebble. Not pecwae magic, then.

As Gustav entered deeper into the tunnel, the sense of danger and foreboding increased and he drew his sword. Perhaps the spirit of the dead bahk lingered here, unable to leave the mysterious object the creature had so long treasured. Perhaps it was not the spirit of the bahk at all, but something more sinister. Old burial sites drew other beings—some with flesh and blood and some without.

The knight had now left the sunlight behind. He relied solely on his lantern for light. The tunnel extended farther than he had imagined it would, farther than was realistic, given the size of the hill. Either the tunnel had opened up into a chamber or the magic was affecting his senses. Fortunately for his aching back, he was no longer forced to stoop. He could stand upright.

Darkness dropped on him, thick and soft and heavy as some large, lumbering animal. Gustav could see nothing for the darkness. He was completely, utterly blind. He felt with his hand to determine if he had accidentally allowed the panel to drop down, shut off the light, although he knew perfectly well he had not committed such a careless act. A child of the streets, forced to earn his living by nefarious means, he had been skilled in the use of dark-lanterns since the age of ten.

Intending to relight the lantern, Gustav turned to go back to gain some sunlight for his task.

He found his way blocked by a solid wall of earth.

Gustav was uneasy, but also intrigued, more intrigued than fearful. He was blessed with an excellent sense of direction. He had walked in a straight line. He had not turned off the path or taken a misstep. The tunnel should be open behind him. Yet it was not.

Fumbling in the thick darkness, he managed to relight the lantern, held it up to examine the wall.

It was made of earth.

He set the lantern on the floor beside him to mark his place. Laying his knapsack beside the lantern, he walked along the wall that had suddenly sprung into being, feeling it with his hands, counting his steps. After twenty paces, he still could not find a break. He tried to dig into the wall with his fingers. The earthen wall was solid as if it had been built of bricks.

The tunnel had sealed shut behind him. He was the one entombed.

 
Gustav had faced death many times in his seventy years. He had fought men, monsters, dragons and spirits and he had overcome them all. He had survived several accidents, one near drowning and attempted murder. He had known despair and terror. He had known fear. Most important, he knew how to use fear to his advantage. Fear is the spur that pricks one to life.

Gustav had known fear, but never panic. He knew panic now, as he pictured the death he would die—slow and tortured, starving, dehydrated, alone in the thick and smothering darkness.

His mouth went dry. His palms sweat. His bowels spasmed, his stomach constricted. A nerve in his jaw began to twitch uncontrollably. He was about to summon the magical armor of the Dominion Lord and it was at that point that he regained control of himself, even to the point of seeing the ludicrousness of the situation. Summoning the magical armor would be akin to a child diving beneath a blanket to protect himself from a lightning bolt. The armor didn’t bolster his thought processes. He had to think through this danger.

“There has to be a way out,” he muttered to himself, angry at his loss of self-control. “You just haven’t found it yet and you won’t find it if you lose what wits the gods gave you.”

Then the darkness lifted and he saw the eyes. Small eyes, burning bright red, close to the ground and coming nearer with shrill squeals and chatterings and the scrabbling sound of innumerable clawed feet. As the first of the creatures swarmed into the lantern light, he saw they were rats—hundreds of rats, thousands of rats. The floor of the tomb heaved and rippled in a black-furred wave, rolling toward him. Half-starved and wild with hunger, the rats would strip the flesh from his bones in moments.

Gustav ran back to where he had placed the lantern, grabbed it up and swung it at the vermin to drive them away. Fearful of the bright light, the rats hung back, red eyes gleaming, like an army awaiting the order to attack.

Whirring noises buzzed in his ears. An insect landed on his cheek and almost immediately, he felt a small, stinging pain. He put his hand to his face, crushed a mosquito between his fingers. At the same instant, ten other mosquitoes stung any part of his flesh that was exposed—his face, his neck. More mosquitoes flew down his back, stinging and nipping. He could feel them crawling underneath his leather cap, biting painfully at his scalp. Hastily sheathing his sword, he put the lantern at his feet to ward off the rats and began to slap the mosquitoes. He jumped around and shook his arms and legs in an effort to try to dislodge them. Anyone who saw him performing this macabre dance would think he had gone mad.

In the midst of his torment, something grabbed his sword arm. Gustav turned swiftly. No hand had hold of him. His arm was in the grasp of an enormous tree root that was winding itself around his elbow. Another root snaked out and caught hold of his ankle. A third clutched at his left arm.

A veritable cloud of mosquitoes surrounded Gustav, stinging every part of him. He was forced to close his eyelids to keep them out of his eyes. The army of rats moved in to attack. Heedless of the lantern’s flame, they swarmed over his feet, screeching and scratching and clawing. The tree roots began cutting off the circulation in his arms. With a desperate heave, Gustav broke free of the roots. Flailing his arms, he stumbled backward.

The wall was gone.

Gustav retreated down the tunnel. The mosquito infestation diminished. He could still hear the buzzing sound of their wings, but the cloud did not follow him. The rats, too, ceased their assault. He looked back over his shoulder. He had left his lantern on the floor behind him and by its light he could now see what he had not been able to see when he had been inside the tomb.

The lantern light illuminated a large chamber, undoubtedly the burial chamber. His tormentors were lined up before it, watching him depart. The rats did not come after him. The tree roots hung limply from the ceiling. The mosquitoes whirred but did not pursue him.

Gustav understood.

He had been warned. He would not be permitted to enter the burial chamber.

“It is as if the very Earth itself is guarding the tomb,” he muttered, scratching at the mosquito bites and slapping at the few still infesting his clothes.

He halted his scratching, no longer feeling the stings.

“The very Earth is the guardian,” he repeated. “Of course! Earth magic! Nothing else could have called out Earth’s legions. The rats and insects and trees threatened me, but they did not kill me. Not this time. This time was the warning. Next time, they will kill. What are they protecting?”

He guessed the answer.

“Is that possible?” he asked himself, awed.

His heart swelled with elation so that its beat grew erratic. Suddenly weak, he leaned back against the wall, trying to calm himself.

“After searching all these years, have I truly found what I seek?”

He could think of nothing else that the Earth would strive so valiantly to protect.

The Sovereign Stone. Each portion of the sacred stone had been empowered by different magicks: the elven portion was powered by Air magic, the dwarven portion by Fire magic, the orken portion by Water magic. The human portion of that sacred artifact was empowered by Earth magic. Earth magic that would protect the blessed Stone from those who had no claim to it.

Such as the person who had been watching him.

That person must have entered the tomb, only to meet with the same deadly threat as Gustav. Forced to retreat, the person was now waiting and watching to see if Gustav fared better.

Gustav straightened. His heartbeat returned to normal. He walked back down the tunnel, walked toward the lantern light—his beacon in the darkness. The rats screeched at him in fury and began to grow in size until they were as big as hounds. The mosquitoes changed to monstrous creatures. He could see his image reflected a hundred times in a single bulbous eyeball. The tree roots looped into nooses, prepared to seize him by the neck and strangle him. Behind him, he heard clods of earth come crashing down. The tunnel had been closed off. He was sealed inside.

The first had been a warning. Now Earth meant his death.

Gustav smoothed the fine, hand-tooled gauntlets he wore and, lifting his hands, he clapped them together. A thunderclap reverberated throughout the chamber, the sound so loud that it stunned some of the rats, who flopped over on their sides, and caused some of the mosquitoes to drop from the air. The tree roots shivered and wavered.

The magical power of a Dominion Lord flowed from the gauntlets, slid over Gustav’s body like quicksilver. In less time than it took him to draw two deep breaths, he was accoutred, head to toe, in helm and armor that shone silver in the lantern’s light.

Gustav lifted his visor and raised his voice.

“I am Gustav, known as the Whoreson Knight,” he announced. “I was made a Dominion Lord by the grace of the King of Vinnengael, Giowin the Second. I underwent the Transfiguration in the year after the Fall one hundred and forty-nine. At that time, I was granted the blessed armor and my calling, Lord of Seeking. True to my calling, I have studied long and quested far to find what was lost two hundred years ago. I seek that portion of the Sovereign Stone that was given to King Tamaros by the gods and then given into the keeping of his eldest son, Prince Helmos, Lord of Sorrows.”

Gustav ceased speaking, waited to see what reaction, if any, had been caused by his words and, more important, to see the reaction of the Earth magic to the blessed armor of a Dominion Lord.

The red eyes of the rats blinked and flickered as if in doubt. Their furious chattering died away. The tree roots again hung limp, though the ends twitched. The mosquitoes buzzed near him, but did not attack. His audience remained hostile, but they were at least listening to him.

Gustav took another step forward, to show that he was not afraid, to show that he believed with all his heart he had the right to be here. He took another step and another and now he was among the rats. He had no need of the lantern light. His armor gave off its own light, pure and argent. The vermin parted at his coming, allowed him to proceed forward, but they flowed in behind him, surrounding him. The mosquitoes buzzed near him. Tree roots swayed ominously, brushing against him as he passed, just to let him know that the mysterious power which guarded this place was not yet fully convinced.

 
“Why have I come? I seek the blessed Sovereign Stone,” he told the power. “Not for my own use. I am an old man. My days are numbered. My death is imminent. I come in the name of humanity.

“The elves, the dwarves, the orks—each race has its portion of the Sovereign Stone to bless the people and grant power to their Dominion Lords. Bereft of ours, we humans have been forced to make do with what little blessed magic remained in the housing of the stone discovered on the body of King Helmos. We have Dominion Lords, but their numbers diminish. Few of the young pass the Transfiguration now. The wise fear that if the Sovereign Stone is not soon recovered, we human Dominion Lords that now exist will be the last.”

Gustav fell silent again, waiting, listening.

Nothing moved, but everything watched him.

He drew his sword, named Bittersweet Memory, from its sheath. The rats gibbered angrily, the tree roots coiled, ready to lash out. The darkness deepened, so that even the light cast by his magical armor was dimmed.

Gustav made no threatening move. Kneeling on the ground, he placed his hands on the sword’s blade beneath the hilt and held it up, an offering.

“Guardians of the Sovereign Stone, look into my heart and see the truth. I have searched for the stone the greater part of my life. Grant it to me. I vow that I will guard it with my life. I will bring it safely to my people, whose need for its blessed power has never been more urgent.”

An unseen hand drew back the dark curtain. In front of Gustav was the well-preserved body of a bahk, lying on a brightly colored blanket, looking very much as it might have looked had it been buried only a day before, not a hundred years ago. The bahk was enormous, one of the largest Gustav had ever seen. The bahk must have measured twenty-five feet from his two huge feet to his horned head. The pecwae had taken good care of their protector, evidently; seen to it that he was well-fed. The bahk’s protruding snout and gaping mouth of razor-sharp teeth were frozen in an expression that made the hulking creature appear inoffensive, far different from others of its kind. Most bahk have faces seamed with cruelty and hatred. This bahk smiled, as if he had died with the knowledge of a job well done.

Hulking, shambling, huge beasts, bahk were newcomers to Loerem, having arrived—most scholars believed—when the magical Portals shattered, opening into other lands, maybe even into other worlds. Fearsome looking beasts with hunched shoulders, their spines protected by a bony carapace, bahks are fierce predators and, so most people believed, cruel and vicious with no love for anything except magic and slaughter.

Yet here was one named Guardian, who had lived for years among the gentle pecwae and died honored and loved.

Gustav felt a momentary sense of shame for all of the bahk’s brethren he had killed without remorse. Like most of the other races of the world, he had assumed that the bahk were monsters without a soul. Here was proof to the contrary.

Stones of all kinds had been piled around the body. Turquoise glinted blue in the silver light, amber shone with a golden hue, mica sparkled, quartz gleamed. None of these stones was the Sovereign Stone, the sacred treasure Gustav sought, nor did he expect to find it among them. He rested his sword on the floor of the tomb and rose to his feet. Moving slowly, hands folded in respect, he approached the body. The rats crept after him. He could hear their clawed feet scrape on the floor. The mosquitoes whirred near. The tree roots quivered.

A box made of silver lay on the breast of the bahk. The box was of pecwae work, measured the length of his hand, and was as wide as his hand with all the fingers fully spread. The box was covered with the images of birds and animals, flowers and vines, all etched into the silver. Each animal had turquoise stones for the eyes. Inlaid stones made up the petals of the flowers: red jasper, purple fluorite, lapis lazuli, while the lid of the box was adorned with the largest turquoise Gustav had ever seen. Veins of silver wove through it like cobweb. The box itself was a creation of beauty and wonder. The lid was hinged, held in place by a silver latch that could be opened with the flick of a finger. The latch was well-worn. Apparently the bahk had opened his treasure box many times to admire his possession.

Gustav started to reach out his hand to touch the box. Of a sudden, he hesitated.

“This box is the final guardian,” he realized.

The magic of the box was powerful. He could feel it vibrate. The box would kill any common thief who might have escaped the tomb’s other guardians.

A thief such as himself. A thief such as he had been.

Gustav had renounced that life years ago. He had lived every day since in remorse for his past sins. He had done what he could to atone for them. But what if none of that counted?

The magic of the box was deadly. The magic would not hesitate to kill anyone it considered to be unworthy of claiming the blessed artifact.

His hand trembled above the silver box and, suddenly, he smiled.

“So, Gustav,” he said, having from long years of traveling alone come into the habit of talking to himself, “you have spent forty years of your life searching for this and now you fear to touch it. How Adela would laugh, if she were here to see this. I must remember to tell her. If I survive…”

His hand closed over the silver box.

A tingle like chill water coursed through his body. That was all. Nothing more.

Slowly, respectfully, he lifted the bahk’s huge head and carefully removed the ornate silver chain to which the box was attached from around the bahk’s enormous neck. Holding the box, he studied the latch, taking care not to break it. His fingers shook so that he was forced to make several tries, then at last the latch gave way. He opened the box and looked inside, stared in awe and in rapture, deep and profound.

The Sovereign Stone was a triangular jewel with four sides, forming a wedge. Smooth, hard, cold as ice to the touch, without flaw, the crystal caught the light and fractured it, split it into a rainbow of color that dazzled the eye. According to the records left behind by King Tamaros of blessed memory, each piece of the stone looked exactly like the others and when all four pieces came together, they formed a pyramid.

Falling to his knees, Gustav prayed fervently to the gods.

“Thank you for granting me this. I will be faithful to my vow. My life, my soul be forfeit if I fail.” His voice was choked with emotion. Tears stood in his eyes.

He spent long moments savoring the euphoria of his triumph, enraptured by the fulfillment of his life’s quest. He could not take his eyes from the Sovereign Stone. Never had he seen anything so remarkable, so radiant, so wondrous. Truly, he could believe that it was a gift of the gods. He imagined the face of King Tamaros smiling down on him, granting him his blessing.

At length, Gustav sighed deeply and, with a final prayer, he replaced the Sovereign Stone back inside its silver box and closed the lid. He thrust the box inside the breastplate of his armor. He found he could not leave, however. He was drawn once more to look upon the bahk, the strange and unlikely guardian of the Sovereign Stone.

How had the bahk come by the stone? That was a mystery of the gods, a mystery never likely to be solved. The Sovereign Stone had been kept secret and safe all these years. Perhaps it was Gustav’s imagination, but he thought the corpse of the bahk looked bereft, forlorn without its box. The spirit of the bahk lingered here still, and although he did not begrudge Gustav’s claim to the Sovereign Stone, the bahk missed its treasure, as a child misses a loved toy.

Gustav reached his hand to his breast, clasped there a jewel he wore on a chain of gold. The jewel was a sapphire, the color of his wife’s eyes. The jewel was a love-token, the first she had ever given him. Thinking to wear it always, he had left instructions in his will that he was to be buried with it. Gustav gave the chain a swift, sharp tug.

The chain broke, came off in his hand. Gustav brought the jewel to his lips, kissed it, then slowly and reverently, he laid it to rest upon the breast of the bahk.

“Forgive me for taking what you most valued, Guardian. In return, I leave behind that which I most value. I wish for your sake it was magic,” he added softly. “But the only magic this jewel contains is her love for me and mine for her. Farewell, Guardian. May your spirit find rest after your long and faithful watch.”

The jewel sparkled in the light of his armor. Perhaps, again, it was his imagination, but Gustav fancied that the bahk smiled.
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Returning to the place in the tunnel where he had left the dark-lantern and his knapsack, Gustav took time to rest. He was well aware of the limitations age had placed upon his body and he knew better than to try to pretend he was thirty again.

Seating himself comfortably on the floor, he opened the knapsack and began to remove the contents. When the knapsack was empty, he placed the silver box with its precious treasure—a treasure that was the heart and soul of a race—inside.

Gustav had specially commissioned the knapsack long years ago precisely for this occasion. The magus at the Temple in New Vinnengael had done her work well. She had listened with polite gravity while Gustav explained why he needed such a special carry-all. He had paid for such politeness, he reckoned. The magical knapsack had cost him his life savings, as well as his modest town house in the city. He’d even been forced to sell his horse to raise the money. All for a dream.

No wonder people thought him mad.

What they could not know, of course, was that the house meant nothing to him without her in it. Or rather, she was too much in it. She was everywhere in the house. He could not sit in his chair of an evening but what he would raise his eyes and see her spirit sitting opposite him. She poured his wine. She laughed at his small witticisms. She pricked the bubble of his pomposity. She sang to him and played the harp. When he asked the servants if they enjoyed her music, they stared at him in alarm and fled the premises.

Gustav spoke the single word that was required to activate the magic. The magus had told him to select a word he would be certain never to forget.

“Adela,” he said softly.

The silver box containing the Sovereign Stone vanished. The knapsack appeared to be empty. Gustav felt a momentary qualm of fear. The magus had warned him—or so he vaguely remembered—that the magic was so effective at concealing the object placed inside the knapsack that even though he knew how the magic worked, he would be tempted to doubt.

“Adela,” he said again and found himself looking down at the silver box with its marvelous jeweled-eyed animals.

Gustav opened the box, looked inside, just to reassure himself. The Sovereign Stone lay within, its sharp edges glinting in the lantern light. Gustav recalled the tale that when the Sovereign Stone had been handed to Prince Helmos by his younger brother, Prince Dagnarus, one of the edges had cut Helmos, drawn blood. The story had it that when the blood of the martyred prince fell on the stone floor, the stones cried out a warning against Dagnarus, a warning that had gone unheeded.

Gustav shut the box. He spoke his wife’s name again and the silver box disappeared. Hefting the knapsack experimentally, he was interested to note that it even felt empty. He tried to recall the magus’s explanation about “layering folds in the earth’s aura” and “pockets in time,” but, truth to tell, he had found her rather boring and pedantic. He didn’t understand magic, didn’t want to understand it. That’s why he was paying her for it. He wanted to know only that it worked. And so it did.

He wondered where the magus was now. Probably dead. Most everyone he had known from those days was dead.

 
The important task accomplished, Gustav considered whether or not he should divest himself of the blessed armor of a Dominion Lord. The tree roots were now ordinary, dirt-sucking tree roots. The rat army had departed, leaving behind only a few stragglers, who were in mortal terror of the lantern light. Outside the tomb waited the person who had been watching him so patiently and secretly, the person who had wanted him to enter the tomb. Gustav decided to remove his armor. His plan was to lure out the watcher, to talk to him, understand his game. A single clap of his gauntlets and the magical armor vanished.

Gustav repacked the knapsack, so that it looked the same as any other traveler’s knapsack, adding to it a few bits of pecwae jewelry that had been placed with the corpse. He regretted having to take them, but he needed something to show the unseen watcher. Resting, Gustav drank water and began to consider what he would do next. The first part of his quest was accomplished. Now he must embark upon the second part—the safe delivery of the Sovereign Stone to the Council of Dominion Lords in New Vinnengael, a city that was over two thousand miles from his current location. For the first time in two hundred years, the four parts of the Sovereign Stone would be joined together again and, or so it was believed and fervently hoped, this joining would bring peace to warring nations.

“At that point, my life’s work will be over,” Gustav said to himself. “And I can join you, Adela.”

He had meant to join her earlier. Driven mad by grief for her loss, he had lifted the cup of poison to his lips and was about to drink when her hand had dashed it to the floor. The cup had been knocked from him with such force that he had later found it some ten feet away from where he had been sitting. It was then he had known that he had yet to fulfill his purpose in life. It was then that he had resolved to start his quest in search of the Sovereign Stone.

Adela’s faith in her knight had been fulfilled.

He hoped and trusted that the second part of his quest would be much easier than the first. His journey would take months, but he should arrive before the start of winter. He foresaw no delays, no obstacles, except the one that was waiting for him outside the tomb. He did not anticipate trouble. No one knew he was carrying the Sovereign Stone, not even the watcher out there waiting for him.

Gustav emptied the water-skin and rose, wearily, to his feet. The tension, the battle with the forces of Earth magic, and his own pent-up excitement had taken their toll. He was tired past reckoning and he had yet to deal with the unseen someone. Fortunately, he could always summon the magical armor, or, if he were ambushed, the armor would act of its own accord to defend him.

Emerging from the tunnel, Gustav blinked in the bright sunlight. He halted at the entryway, astonished to realize that it was still daylight. He would have been less surprised to step outside into the middle of a snow bank, for it seemed to him he had spent months, not hours, inside that tomb.

He kept his hand on the hilt of his sword and listened, using his ears while his eyes were growing accustomed to the bright light. He thought he heard a rustling sound, as if someone hiding in tall grass had made a movement, but, if so, all movement ceased, for he did not hear the sound again. When he could see, he looked closely at the tall grass and peered into the shadows of the trees. Nothing was out there, yet he felt the eyes on him, more intensely than ever.

Gustav was starting to become annoyed.

“Stop skulking about and show yourself!” he shouted irritably. “I know you are out there! Tell me why it is you have been watching me thus long and patiently. Tell me why it is you hoped that I would enter that tomb.”

No takers.

Gustav held up the knapsack. “If you are curious, I will show you what I found in there. Nothing of immense value, if that’s what you’re expecting. Pecwae baubles. Nothing more. Your time and mine have been wasted seemingly. Come, join me, and we will share a skin of wine together and laugh over what fools we were to think we might find treasure in a pecwae burial mound.”

The grass whispered, but that was the wind. Tree branches creaked, but that, too, was the wind. There came no other sound.

“The Void take you, then,” Gustav yelled and, hoisting his knapsack on his shoulder, he set off for his campsite.

 
Gustav faced a dilemma. He could either ride off with his treasure now, tired as he was, and risk being attacked on the road by the unseen watcher, or he could have a meal, rest and maybe even get some sleep. If he had brought along a companion, they could have split the watch, but he had not, and he did not regret it. His motto had long been: “He travels fastest who travels alone.” Gustav liked few people well enough to endure their company for months on the road and those he did like were too busy with their own pursuits to set off on an old man’s quest.

He concluded he had better be fed and rested, rather than try to run away from danger when he was so tired he could barely put one foot in front of the other. Always fight on ground of your own choosing, if that is possible—an axiom of his former commander and mentor. If the unseen watcher was planning an attack by night, hoping to catch Gustav witless and befuddled, he would be in for a surprise.

Trudging back to camp, Gustav kept close watch, but he saw nothing, nor did he really expect to. By now, he knew the watcher well enough to have a healthy respect for his woodcraft skills. Just as well he had no companion. Anyone with him would have decided by this point that the old man was barmy. No sign or sound or sniff of anyone out there and here was Gustav preparing to be attacked during the night.

By the time he arrived back in camp, darkness had fallen. Gustav tossed the knapsack carelessly into his tent. Having checked his snares on the way back, he cut up and roasted a fine, plump rabbit over his campfire. He made much of his horse, to appease the animal for having been without company all day, made certain the horse was fed and had plenty of water. This done, he doused the fire. Leaving his horse flicking at flies with its tail, Gustav entered his tent.

Once inside, Gustav removed two small silver bells from his bed roll. Keeping the clappers muffled, Gustav hung the bells on the tent supports, near the top.

“An old thieves’ trick, appropriate for an old thief,” Gustav said to himself with a smile. A touch, no matter how gentle, on the fabric of the tent would set the bells to ringing. He had carelessly left his cooking pots in front of the tent flap for the same purpose, hoped that he himself didn’t forget they were there and tumble over them when he had to make one of his trips to the bushes.

Figuring that he had done all he could to make certain the watcher didn’t catch him unaware, Gustav wrapped himself in his blanket and, using the knapsack as a pillow, lay down on the ground. He kept his sword and a pile of dwarven sulfur sticks close to his hand.

Gustav was not one to fret and worry or to lie awake, staring into the darkness, listening for the snap of a twig. Sleep was as essential to the warrior as sword or shield or armor. Gustav had trained himself to sleep and sleep well at will. He had gained fame by once sleeping through an ork siege. His comrades later told tales of catapult-flung boulders smashing into the walls and flaming jelly turning men into living torches. Gustav, who had been awake three nights running battling orks, had finally had a chance to sleep and he meant to use it. His comrades had been considerably startled when Gustav rose up the next morning and walked out among them. He had slept so soundly they had assumed he was dead and had been—so they claimed—on the verge of tossing his body onto the funeral pyre.

Worn out from the day’s exertions, he slept soundly, counting on his horse and the traps he’d laid to warn him in time to confront any intruder.

It was not the clanging of pots that woke him, or the ringing of the small silver bells. It was a dream.

Gustav could not catch his breath. He fought to draw air into his lungs and he was losing the battle. He was dying, suffocating. It was the knowledge that he was dying that jolted him out of sleep. He woke with a gasp, his heart racing. The dream was very real, left him half-convinced that someone was inside his tent, trying to smother him. He looked around, but concentrated more on listening.

The night was dark. Clouds covered the moon and stars. He could see very little inside his tent. The bells had not rung. The pots had not been disturbed. Yet something was there.

 
His horse sensed it. The animal snorted uneasily, hooves raked the ground. Gustav lay back on his bedroll. The feeling of being smothered had not left him. He found it difficult to breathe, as if he had a weight on his chest.

The air was tainted, smelled foul. Gustav recognized the stench immediately. He’d once happened on a battlefield three days after a battle. The corpses of the unburied dead lay bloated and rotting in the hot sun. The most hardened veterans in the Vinnengaelean army heaved up their guts at the horrible smell.

The silver bells shivered. Their chiming was flat, discordant. He heard the sounds of stealthy footfalls drawing near. His horse shrieked suddenly, a scream of terror such as he’d never heard from the well-trained beast, and there came a crashing sound, the thudding of hooves. His horse, trained for battle, who had not flinched when facing the points of a hundred spears, had broken free of its tether and fled through the brush.

Gustav could empathize with his horse. He himself had faced a hundred spears and he had not experienced the fear he felt come over him now. He was in the presence of evil. Diabolical evil. Ancient evil, from beyond the creation of the world. Attuned to magic of all kinds, he recognized the foul magic of the Void.

The magus out there was no cantrip parsing hedge-wizard. He was a sorcerer wielding a power such as Gustav had never before encountered. A power he was not certain he could contend.

The footsteps came nearer. The stench of Void grew worse, turning Gustav’s stomach. Breathing the foul air was like trying to breathe oil-covered water.

A hand touched his tent. The bells chimed again, but Gustav could not hear them for the pounding of blood in his ears. Sweat beaded on his forehead. His mouth dried, his palms were wet. He had two choices. He could rise up, clad in his magical armor, and accost the sorcerer outside his tent or he could lie here and wait for the sorcerer to come to him.

Gustav grimly decided to play possum. He wanted to see this Void magus who had spent so much time and patience following him. He wanted to know the reason why. Closing his eyes and keeping them closed required an extraordinary effort of will. He tried, as best he could, to calm his jagged breathing.

He heard a ripping sound—the intruder slashing open the back of the tent. The silver bells jangled wildly. Gustav thought that it would be only logical for him to wake now and he snorted and grunted and half-sat up, rubbing his eyes with one hand, his left hand.

The intruder entered the tent, moving on hands and knees. Gustav could not see clearly, for the thick darkness.

“Who’s there?” he called out in a sleep-fuddled voice while, at the same time, the thumbnail of his right hand scraped against the tip of the sulfur stick.

Flame flared. Gustav thrust the fire into the face of the intruder: a woman’s face, a face of astonishing, breathtaking beauty. Blue eyes, large and lustrous, full red lips, hair the color of maple leaves in autumn. She wore a dress of rich green velvet, the bodice cut low. She was on her hands and knees. Her white breasts fell forward, heavy, ripe and tempting.

“I am lonely,” she said softly. “I need somewhere to spend the night.”

The smothering feeling, the stench of rotting flesh.

Gustav stared fixedly at the woman and the illusion shattered, burst apart, as if it had been made of ice and he’d struck it with a hammer.

Beauty disappeared to be replaced by horror.

The beautiful face deteriorated into the face of a long-dead corpse, a skull with a few clumps of decayed flesh still clinging to it. There were no eyeballs in the bony sockets, but there was malevolent and cunning intelligence. No pity, no mercy. No compassion. No hatred, no greed, no lust. He saw, in the eyes, the Void.

The Void. As it had been before the gods came and the world was created. As it would be when the gods departed and the world came to an end. He saw, in the eyes, the emptiness in his own heart when Adela died.

Gustav saw his own death in the empty eyes. He could not fight this thing. He could not move to defend himself. The power of the Void emptied him, drained him, drained his will to live.

 
The sulfur match went out, burning Gustav’s thumb. The pain reminded him that he lived and that, while he lived, he could fight. Before the flame vanished, he had seen a small knife made of bone in the corpse’s skeletal hand.

The corpse lunged at Gustav, stabbing at him with the knife. So swift and skilled was the attack—aiming straight for the heart—that Gustav had barely time to grab his sword. He would have died, but for the magical armor of the Dominion Lord that flowed over his body.

The knife in the corpse’s skeletal hand struck steel. The armor turned the blade from the heart, but did not stop its entry. Few weapons can penetrate the blessed armor and this was one—a weapon of Void magic. The blade missed the heart, stabbed Gustav in his left shoulder.

The pain was terrible, a stinging, burning pain that slanted through his flesh and struck to his very soul. The pain shriveled his stomach, caused him to gag.

The corpse made an unearthly sound, muffled scream, as if it were crying out in fury from the grave. Fighting against the debilitating pain that was making him sick and dizzy, Gustav raised his sword. The corpse was close to him. He could feel the rasping of its nails against his armor. He plunged his blade into the corpse’s chest.

He had expected bone, but the blade struck steel armor. The blow jarred his sword arm so that he very nearly dropped the weapon. Yet, he could tell by a grunt of pain that he’d managed to inflict damage on his murderous assailant.

Gustav took advantage of the corpse’s momentary distraction to escape the confines of the tent. Kicking aside the pots he had placed in front of the tent opening, he staggered out into the night and turned immediately to face his opponent, who would not be far behind him. His armor glowed silver in the darkness.

His attacker emerged from the tent and rose to her full height. By the silver light of his own blessed armor, Gustav looked upon his antithesis.

The figure wore armor that was blacker than the darkness. The design of the armor was hideous, like the carapace of some monstrous insect, with razor-sharp spikes at the elbows and the shoulders, and a helm that was formed in the shape of the head of a mantis with bulbous eyes of empty nothingness. The creature had abandoned the small knife and held in her gloved hands an enormous black sword with wicked, serrated edges. Now Gustav knew what it was he fought.

“A Vrykyl,” he breathed.

Creatures of myth and legend. A nightmare come to life. There had been rumors, reports that these ancient demons once more walked Loerem. It was said that they had been responsible for the destruction of Old Vinnengael.

The Vrykyl swung her blade, a stroke intended to test the skill and strength of her opponent.

Gustav parried the stroke with his own blade, but the Vrykyl’s powerful blow nearly
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