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Chapter 5


Deckard Cain hunched over the bench, closely examined the scroll. Leaning over his shoulder was Drognan the sage, his face a mask of intense concentration, even though he could not read it. 


Listening intently, Telindhra and the now rested Jorg stood waiting. Though looking slightly stiff and sporting a few bandages, the grinning barbarian fidgeted with his mug, looking eager to hit the road again. A little ways across the room, Maiyan sat with Jhana and Tiasha, discussing something quietly.


Arc sat on the same bench, alternately oiling and examining a large, decorated sword. Recovered from the skeleton enemy he had faced in Radament’s lair, the sword was a rare Eastern style sword, called a dueling blade. Though the blade was significantly longer than that of a long sword, though not quite as long as a bastard sword, the blade was considerably thinner and made lighter, so the total sword weighted only a little more than a long sword. The concept of the dueling blade was similar to that of a bastard sword, also called the hand-and-a-half sword. Though the hand-and-a-half was of a size and weight more suited to a two handed style, it was of a lighter weight of other two handed swords so that it can also be used one handed. However, using the hand-and-a-half one handed was always awkward, as it was heavy and ungainly due to its intention to be used as a two handed weapon.


The dueling blade drew off the same principle, being interchangable with one hand or two. However, as the hand-and-a-half leant more towards the two handed style, the dueling blade lent itself to the one handed style. Lighter and less top-heavy, the dueling blade was as easily maneuvered as the long sword, a natural combination for a shield. However, the weapon was named by its usefulness in duels, being an ideal weapon for a master swordsman facing a worthy opponent. Long yet light, it was a perfect weapon for the quick and precise moves of a sword master.


Dueling blades were extremely rare though. While the concept is a good one, in practice dueling blades are too light and therefore the blades a fragile. Thus, the only dueling blades in existence were either showcase weapons, not to be used in combat, or were heavily magically enchanted for strength and durability.


Arc marveled at the perfect balance of the blade. Though he had practiced with dueling blades once or twice, he had never come across a truly worthy dueling blade, fit for combat. This weapon was a perfect dueling blade, exquisitely forged. And he could personally attest to it’s worth in battle. He had recognized the style when facing the skeleton swordsman the day before, and had not really believed that it would be the real deal. Hence he had laid on some heavy blocks and parries on the blade, believing that the blade would soon shatter, as non-magical dueling blades tend to do in combat. Sitting here now, examining the blade, he saw the blade was completely unmarked.


“It’s written in a secret cipher created by the ancient Horadrim. It concerns the Tomb of Tal Rasha, and the burden it bears within.” Cain’s voice cut through the near trance that Arc was in, examining the blade. Looking up, he saw that Cain had not looked up from his reading.


The others were all silent, waiting for the old sole-survivor of the Horadrim to continue. Cain continued reading, not realizing the attention he had drawn.


“Well, what else does it say, you senile old coot?” Drognan demanded, realizing Cain was unaware of their expectations. “Does it reveal the Tomb’s location?”


Cain started, noticing them all staring at him. “What? Oh the Tomb? No, it does not.”


Jhana thumped the table she was sitting at. “Well what good is it then?”


“Now patience, young one, patience. No, the location of the tomb is not foreclosed. However, it does reveal that the Horadrim as a body declared the location as an important secret, never to be foreclosed. Therefore, of the surviving remaining survivors of the Horadrim, onto one was entrusted the Secret of the Tomb. All the rest were subjected to powerful magiks, mental blocks that cut the knowledge from their minds forever. Only the powerful Horadric mage Horazon, called the Summoner, was allowed to retain the Secret.” 


“Surely this Summoner must have written it down, or passed it on to another. All we need to do is track it down.” Arc reasoned.


“Indeed,” Cain agreed. “However, this is a task more suited to sages such as myself and Drognan, not warriors such as yourselves. This battle shall be one with books, not bows, or swords. For you is this next part that the Scroll relates. It says that the door to the final chamber of the Tomb, the very prison of Baal himself, is heavily enchanted, with magic that both protect and hide it. The ancient Horadrim forged powerful staves, enchanted with Horadric magic, which could act as keys to the door. Later they broke the staves into two pieces, a shaft and a head piece, and separated them so they could not be used.”


“Then all is lost.” Telindhra said. “They have already broken the keys, denying us access.” 


“Lost?” Cain asked surprised. “Hope is never lost. Later, a powerful artifact was created, called the Horadric Cube, which had powerful melding properties. Among its powers, it has the power to reunite artifacts broken. It can repair a Horadric staff. Apparently, it was foreseen by one of the Horadrim that one day a key would be needed.”


Jorg laughed. “Those people were crazy. Do they never make up their minds? Perhaps it is good that you are the last, friend Cain.”


Cain laughed good-naturedly. “Crazy? Not at all, my good friend. They just knew that where there’s a will,” He began, rolling up the scroll quickly, “there is a way!”


“Alright then.” Arc smiled. “What is the way then?”


“Well, first of all you must find the Cube, the Shaft and the Headpiece. Then you must join the two parts to create a Staff. Hopefully, by that time, Drognan and I will have located the Tomb, or at least a source of information that might divest the location.”


“So where are all these Horadric artifacts?” Telindhra asked.


Cain shrugged. “That I do not know.”


Drognan frowned, busily stroking his beard. “Deckard, what does the Cube look like?”


Cain held up his hands, about two hands apart. “A perfect cube, about that wide, it is made completely of gold, and each side is enscribed with runes. The Cube is quite light as it is hollow, and the gold is quite thin, but magically sturdy.”


“Ahhh. In that case, it is a good bet that you may find the Cube in the burial tomb of Al Norha, Fifth Sultan of Lut Gholien.” Drognan said a smug smile on his face. 


Cain looked at him in surprise. “Al Norha was the wealthiest sultan ever to rule the desert city. When he was buried, he ordered much of his treasure to be buried with him.” Drognan explained. “Among his wealth there was a golden cube, gifted to him by his magician adviser.”


Jhana spoke up. “I have lived in these parts all my life, and have never seen Al Norha’s tomb. Where is it?”


Drognan waved the question away. “Upon his death, Al Norha ordered a hundred of his men to be buried alive with him, to guard his treasure in death forever. Thus, soon the tomb came to be known only as the Halls of the Dead.”


Jhana nodded, recognizing the name. “I see. I know the place very well.” She looked at Arc. “I can lead you there.” Behind her, her grandmother nodded her approval.


Telindhra protested, “Now wait a minute . . .” Jorg was right behind her in his disapproval.


Jhana forstalled them. “I know what you are going to say, that it is too dangerous, that I am too young, I don’t know what I am getting myself into. Well it does not matter. I know what you have to do and I am going to help. My magic is strong and I am fit. Besides, if Diablo is not stopped them what will my future hold. I might as well use my magic to try to stop him.”


Arc exchanged glances with Maiyan. From her look, he could tell they had been discussing this very thing. And it was clear Maiyan had already tried to dissuade the young sorceress. “Alright.” He said quickly, cutting off Telindhra and Jorg from further argument. “You’re in. We leave in one hour.”


Jhana cornered Deckard Cain alone as he went upstairs. Cain and Drognan had organized for the aging Horadrim to stay with the sage. The two would be researching hard trying to find a solution of the mystery of the Tomb’s location, and it would be easier if they could study together at all times.


“You are Horadrim?” Jhana queried. Cain nodded his affirmation.


“It was your kind that founded the Academy of Mages.”


“Yes, Jhana Muanak, it is true. The Horadrim founded the Academy. And I know where you are going with this. I cannot teach you magic.”


Jhana stepped back as if slapped. “Why not?” Then she laughed cynically, bitterly. “Of course. What else should I expect from one who was trained in the Academy. You carry all the foolish notions they taught.”


“Not true.” Cain responded quickly. “I knew what you would ask, because once, a long time ago, your mother asked me the same thing, to teach her magic.”


“My mother?” Jhana asked, caught by surprise.


“Yes, I knew your mother. She studied with me for a short period, before she married your father and bore you. She was a good friend to me. She was interested in the ancient Horadrim, hoping she might find some clue as to their learning techniques of magic. But as I said, when I first met her she asked me the same question, and I gave her the same answer I gave you.”


“But why?”


“Quite simply, there is nothing I can teach. Though I am a Horadrim, I gained the title from my father, who was the sole surviving Horadrim before me. The truth is that this title is something of a falsehood. I am not a sorcerer like my father was. I am a scholar.”


“You,” Jhana said slowly, stunned, “are not a sorcerer?”


“Well,” Cain said, smiling sadly, “I can toss a few fireballs, throw some energy around. But the truth is both you and your mother are more the mage than I ever was.”


Jhana laughed bitterly. “How ironic. The last of the Horadrim, perhaps the only one willing to teach me, is not a sorcerer at all.”


Cain laid his hands on her shoulders. “If you are anything like your mother, that will not stop you. Your mother was a sorceress of enormous potential, and I think that you surpass even her. And do not give up hope. I sense that you will have your teachers, though they will not be the teachers that you suspect.”


He swung up onto his horse, at the head of his small yet talented force. He had only been in this desert city for a few days, and already he felt he had a solid lead on how to complete his mission. But it was imperative that he gained access to the artifacts, the Horadric Cube, Staff and Headpiece, before any other did. Much depended on whether he reached the artifacts first, perhaps the fate of the entire world.


He would have laughed, if it weren’t for the fearful feeling that had taken root inside of him. When he was just a young boy, starting his rigorous training, who would have thought that so much would end up resting on him.


Steeling himself with a deep breath, he dismissed the feeling of fear. He trusted in the skill that led his blade in battle. He had trained a long time and was a veteran of many battles, against a myriad of foes. Proven in battle, it had been a long time since he had been bested.


“To the Halls of the Dead,” he said. 

Kicking his horse, Danel Xaleton, Captain with the Zakarum Imperial Dragoons and Swordmaster, lead his men into the desert, in search of the Horadric relics.
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