DARKWALKER
ON MOONSHAE
Dougl as Nl es
PRELUDE

THE GODDESS AWAKENED sl owy from her cold sl eep, awareness returning as the
chill bl anket of the passing season fell away. Turning with inperial grace,
she sought the life-giving force of the renewed sun

Soon she felt its warnth upon the I ong and gravel |y beaches of her coastlines,
and upon the stagnant expanses of her low, flat marshes. Slowy, the sun drove
winter's blanket fromthe rolling noors and tilled fields.

The white mantl e remai ned thick and heavy anong the forests and gl ens of the
goddess, and the highlands still showed no sign of acknow edgi ng winter's end.
This was all as it should be, and the goddess rejoiced in the growing vitality
of her body, the earth.

She had grown snmaller, of late, but her strength was great. Her |ands, though
t hreatened, were in the capable care of her druids, and even the harbingers of
the new gods treated her with a certain deference. In the Monwells - places
where her power flowed directly fromher spirit to her body - water of high
magi ¢ lay clear and pristine anmpong thick pines, and in rocky clefts.

Cool seas bathed her |ands, cleansing the debris and decay |left by the passing
of winter. The goddess saw that her children still slept peacefully. They
coul d, she hoped, sleep long years still before she needed to call them
Through the Moonwel | s, she saw the clearing skies. No |onger did the heavy,

i ron-gray stornclouds oppress her. The Ffolk were active, preparing for a new
season of growh. The druids noved anbng the trees and nountains of her wld
reaches, restoring places where winter had di srupted the Bal ance.

Yet, as she threw off her blanket, she felt a sudden, stabbing pain,
penetrating deep within her. Hot and threatening, the injury seened ready to
spread |ike a cancer through her self.

One of the Moonwells was the source of the pain. Instead of providing a wi ndow
into the world, full of cool and healthy power, the well burned like a

poi soned wound. Very black, it blocked the Iight and absorbed her power,

i nstead of nourishing it. As she awakened, the goddess felt fear

And she knew that, once again, the Beast would stalk the |and.

BOXK |

|
EQUI NOX

THE FlI ELDS AROUND Caer Corwel |l beckoned brightly, as colored tents, proud
banners, and gay costunmes all conpeted for the eye of the fairgoer. The
Festival of the Spring Equi nox signaled the end of winter, and the beginning
of a season of new hope and prom se. To such an event, the Ffolk would cone
fromthroughout the Kingdom of Corwell, and even beyond, to join the

cel ebration

The deep harbor at the termnus of Corwell Firth bristled with masts. The
deep, sturdy coracles of the Ffol k bobbed next to sl eek | ongships of the
nort hnen, and both were dwarfed by the | oom ng decks of Calishite trading
gal | eons.

Tristan Kendrick, Prince of Corwell, forced his way through the crowd eagerly,



barely absorbing the sights and sounds all around him A troop of Calishite
juggl ers stood anobng the crowd, each deftly controlling a ring of glittering
scimtars. Tristan, inpatient, passed around the jugglers w thout seeing them
He ignored the hawkers of bright silk, though the oily Calishite trader sold
colors never before imagined in Corwell. In his haste, he even passed the
boot hs where the skilled arnmorsmiths of Caer Calidyrr displayed shining stee
swor ds.

"Hello, Tristan!" called one of the farners, arranging jugs of mlk on a table
before him

"Good norning," added a fisherman fromthe village.

And so it went as he passed through the crowd, receiving polite and friendly
greetings fromnost of the Ffolk. As usual, Tristan felt a brief flash of
annoyance, for no one addressed himby his title.

Just once, he would Iike to hear "Hello, ny prince!" or something equally
appropri ate.

But then he shrugged these thoughts away, just as he shrugged away all serious
t hought of his rank, and the responsibilities of his nane. One day, perhaps,
he woul d gi ve sone thought to the duties he would eventually face as king, but
today... today he had a mission here at the fair!

H s step speeded up, and pretty country maids, in fresh gowmns of light |inen
snmled coyly at him The prince felt very dashing, reflexively stroking the
new coat of hair upon his chin. Hs first beard had grown in full and curling,
slightly darker in color than his wavy brown hair. H s new wool en cl oak and

| eat her trousers | ooked clean and shiny against his black |eather boots.

He felt alert and alive, full of spring fever.

Passing fromthe tents and stalls of the goods merchants, Tristan noved

bet ween corrals and pens, ignoring the sheep, the cattle, and even the horses.
Finally, he reached an expanse of clustered pens, and here he found his

obj ecti ve.

"Greetings, ny liege," piped a cheerful voice, and Tristan smiled at the
advanci ng form of Pawl do, the halfling.

"It's good to see you, ny friend," the prince said sincerely, clasping the
dimnutive man's hand. "lI'mglad you made it back from your w nter voyages
safely.”

Pawl do beanmed at the greeting, but his eyes held a hint of avarice. The

hal fling was a stout and sturdy little man, perhaps an inch or two over three
feet in height. He wore a weathered | eather jacket and old, but well-oiled
boots. Hi s gray hair hung over his ears and collar, and his snmling face was
cl ean-shaven and free of winkles, though Pawl do was over sixty years ol d.

Hal flings lived on all the Isles of the Mbonshaes, nostly as neighbors to
human settl ements. Although they were one of the original races, along with
the dwarves and the Llewyrr elves, to inhabit the islands, they had adapted
well to the conming of humans. Now, they profited from business dealings with
the Ffol k, and benefited fromthe protection afforded by nearby castles.

"And how are you, old crook?" asked the prince.

"Very well, and better soon, when |'ve had a chance to part you from your
purse!" responded Pawl do. The halfling, shrewdly eyeing the |eather pouch
hanging from Tristan's belt, quickly concealed a smle of satisfaction
Tristan could not suppress a surge of affection for his old conpani on. Paw do
ostensibly lived in Lowhill, the community of halfling burrows a nere nile
from Caer Corwell. The hardy ol d adventurer, however, spent nost of the year
travel i ng about the Monshae |slands and the rest of the world in pursuit of
profit, so the prince saw very little of him Unlike nost halflings, who were
content to enjoy the pastoral conforts of their burrows, pantries, and wi ne
cellars, Pawido lived a life of excitement and travel

"I"ve spent the winter scouring the Sword Coast and the Mdonshaes, collecting
the finest |ot of dogs you've ever seen. And | found the one for you, just to
the west of here - on the Isle of Moray. You won't be able to resist hinm"
Again Pawl do sniled, with a slight twist to the corners of his nouth.

"Let's have a look at him" said Tristan, directing his attention to the snall



pen behi nd Paw do.

This year Pawl do was a deal er in hounds, and as usual, his goods were offered
in an assortment of styles, for a variety of purses. Even as his eyes passed
qui ckly over the collection of bored dogs lying in the sun, Tristan saw the
one magni ficent animal, caught his breath, and whistled.

Trying to sound casual, he said, "Not a bad-|ooking dog."

"As if you had cause to doubt..." Pawl do started to retort, but Tristan was
not 1|istening.

The ani mal was a noorhound - one of the savage hunting dogs bred exclusively
on the Moonshae |slands. This was not remarkable - Trstan already owned a
dozen of the | arge dogs. But this noorhound was a | arge and powerful specinen
with a proud bearing quite unusual for its kind.

Among the terriers, racers, and wol fhounds in Pawl do's collection, this great
brown moor hound stood out |ike a princess anong scullery maids. H's brown coat
gl eaned, thick and snooth, over broad shoul ders and | ong, slender |egs. Even
for a noorhound, he was huge. Hi s eyes were riveted on Tristan, just as the
prince studied him

"Where did you find hinP" Tristan asked.

"Cane across with me fromNorland, he did. Rode in the bow |like he was born to
the sea. 1've never seen himtake any notice of a man - until now that is."
Tristan strode to the dog's side, and knelt on the nmuddy grass, his eyes |evel
with the dog's. He thought of his hounds. Already they were fierce and | oyal
hunters - but with a dog such as this to lead them they would be the finest
pack of dogs in the Isles! Tristan slowmy took the great head in his hands.
The shaggy tail flickered slightly, swaying fromside to side.

The prince stared into the nmoorhound' s eyes and whi spered, "W shall be the
greatest hunters on Gwnneth - no, on all the Monshaes! Even the Firbol gs of
the Highlands will trenble in fear at your cry.

"Your name will be Canthus." The dog regarded the prince keenly, brown eyes
shining. H's nouth opened slightly as he panted, and Tristan noted teeth the
size of his little finger

A nunber of onl ookers had gathered to observe the prince, and Tristan felt a
qui ck rush of pride as he realized that they | ooked with equal admiration upon
his dog. A pair of savage, yell ow bearded northmen stood behi nd Paw do,
jabbering in their strange tongue full of yerg and url sounds. Severa
fisherffol k, a woodsnman, and two young boys al so watched. A crinson cl oak
anong the plain garb of the villagers, marked a young Calishite trader
staring i n wondernent.

Tristan tried to conceal his eagerness as he stood and turned back to Paw do,
but his palnms were sweating. He nust have this dog! Trying to | ook

di sinterested, he opened the bidding. "He is indeed a fine animal. |'Il give
you ten gold for him™"

Wth a wail of anguish, Paw do staggered backward. "The sea swelled over the

bows," he cried in his high, squeaking voice. "Bold sailors grew pale with
fear, and woul d have retreated, but | pressed on! | knew, | told nyself, of a
prince who woul d sacrifice his kingdomfor such a dog - a prince who would
reward wel | the steadfastness of an erstwhile friend... who would -"

"Hold!" cried Tristan, raising his hand and | ooking the halfling in the eye
while trying to keep fromlaughing. "You shall have twenty, but no m-"
"Twenty!" The halfling's voice squealed in outrage. He turned to the listeners
and threw out his hands, a picture of wounded i nnocence. The two northmnen
chuckl ed at his posturing.

"The sails hung in tatters fromthe beanl W nearly capsized a dozen tines.
Waves the size of nmountains smashed us... and he offers me twenty gold!"

Pawl do turned back to the prince, whose snmle was growing thin. "Wy a dog
like this, to one who knew such creatures, would fetch a hundred gold in an

instant - in any civilized port in the world!"
The halfling smled disarnmingly. "Still, we are friends, and so | would
remain. He is yours.... For eighty gold!'" Paw do bowed with a flourish to the

gasps of the growing crowd. Never had a dog been sold for half of that asking



price!

"You overestimate the size of nmy purse,” retorted the prince, know ng ful
wel | that the price was going to stretch the limts of his allowance.

Rueful ly, Tristan groped for a bargaining strategy, but his purse felt very
vul nerabl e. Pawl do knew himtoo well; the prince could not resist such a
magni fi cent dog.

"I can offer you forty, but that is all | -
"Forty gold," pronounced Pawl do, still playing the cromd. "A respectable sum
for a dog. If we talked of a normal dog, | would say yes in an instant."
"Fifty," declared the prince, starting to get annoyed at the high cost of
doi ng busi ness with Paw do.

"Sol d!"

"Well done! Bravo!"

The prai se was acconpani ed by hearty handcl appi ng and a delighted, femnnine

| augh.
"Thank you, ny dear Lady Robyn," acknow edged Pawl do, with a theatrical bow
"And you - |'m surprised you got that crooked halfling down froma hundred,"

Robyn said to Tristan. The young wonan's bl ack hair gleanmed in the sunlight,
and her green eyes sparkled. Unlike nost of the young | adies at the festival,
she was clad in practical garb - green | eggings and a cape the color of bright
rust. Yet her beauty outshone that of the nost daintily dressed nuaidens.

The prince returned Robyn's bright snile, pleased to encounter her. The
festival would be even nmore fun if he could enjoy it with her on his arm
"Are you here to buy a dog?" he asked, ignoring Pawl do's outstretched hand.
"No. | just came down here to see the animals. The castle was too dark and
cold for such a lovely day!"

"Did you talk to ny father this morning?" Tristan asked, and i mediately

wi shed he hadn't when he saw the flash of pain on her face.

"No," she said quietly, turning her head to the side.

"The king... wanted to be al one."
"I understand,"” replied Tristan. He | ooked at the nass of Caer Corwell,
towering above the commonsfield on its rocky knoll, and thought briefly of his

father. If the king would not even see Robyn - his bel oved ward - then he
woul d have nothing to do with anyone.

"Never mind. Let the old coot sit and brood if he wants to!" Tristan ignored
the hurt | ook upon Robyn's face. "Did you see ny new prize?"

"He's a fine animal," adnitted Robyn sonewhat coldly. "But so was his price!"
"Yes, indeed, "chuckled Pawl do. The hal fling thrust out his hand again.

Tristan reached for his coin purse. He took minor notice of a crinson flash to
the side - the passing of the Calishite in his bright cloak. And then his hand
cl osed upon air, where the fat pouch had been

He | ooked toward the ground, suddenly alarmed, but then turned and stared. The
red cl oak was nowhere to be seen

"Thief!" Tristan cursed loudly, and sprinted in the direction he had | ast seen
the flash of crimson. Robyn and Pawl do, nomentarily surprised, started after
hi m

Darting around a tent, and barely avoiding a tall stack of kegs, Tristan saw
the flash of red sone distance away. He caught a glinpse of dark eyes, and
then his quarry di sappear ed.

The prince dashed through a wine tent, |eaping several |ow benches and
scattering several early inbibers. Stunbling fromthe canvas structure back
into the aisle between tents, he | ooked for the thief.

Again the flash of red, and this tine the prince closed the distance. The
Calishite sprang away with renewed speed, pushing roughly through groups of
peopl e, and once spilling a stack of pots and pans into the prince's path. The
thief ran well, but Tristan's |legs carried himquickly over the ground,
springing over obstacles or cutting sharply around corners. Often Arlen, the
prince's frustrated teacher, had forced his student to run across the noors
for hours at a tine, developing his endurance and, incidentally, using up
boyi sh energy. That training now paid off as Tristan picked up speed down a



straight aisle.

Peopl e turned to gape in astonishnment at the two runners. Quickly, the chase
drew the attention of the festival-goers. Many of the Ffol k, recognizing
Tristan and thinking it was sone sort of nerry gane, gave shouts and | aughter
of encouragenent; soon the prince was followed by an enthusiastic throng
urgi ng himon

Finally the prince closed the gap; with a desperate dive, he grabbed the
crimson cloak and jerked the thief to the ground. Tristan fell heavily over
him rolling once and then springing to his feet. The thief also recovered,
but by the tine he stood, the pair were surrounded by a nob of festival-goers.
VWhirling, the swarthy Calishite confronted the prince with a |long, curved
dagger. Tristan quickly snatched his own hunting blade fromits sheath and
stopped ten feet fromthe Calishite. For several seconds, the pair observed
and judged each ot her.

The thief, about Tristan's size and not ruch ol der, began to grin in
anticipation, though it was m xed with grudgi ng respect for his opponent. The
bl ack eyes flashed with hunor, and danger, and the thief 's stance beckoned.
As Tristan paused, the curved dagger flashed outward and up. The prince
instinctively blocked the blowwith his own knife, but he was shocked by the
swi ftness of the hissing bl ade.

The thief, too, |ooked surprised at the quickness of the parry. "You use it
wel I ," he acknow edged in heavily accented Commonspeech, indicating the heavy
kni f e.

The crowd grew rapidly, but stood well back fromthe fight. Their npbod was
tense and quiet now, as they sensed the danger. But no one dared to

i ntervene.

For the first tine, Tristan felt a flash of worry. The thief was so cool, even
pl easant, yet he nust know that he had been caught. Wiy did he not sinply
surrender?

Suddenly, catlike, the nman sprang. The attack al nost caught Tristan off guard,
but his keyed instincts sent himdarting to the side. He grasped the thief's
wist as his attacker's nomentum carried himpast. Then, kicking out sharply
to the side, the prince knocked the Calishite to the ground.

But suddenly the grip in which Tristan held his foe reversed itself, and the
prince felt himself being flung backward. The wi nd expl oded fromhis |ungs as
he | anded heavily on his back. Like lightning, the thief sprang toward his
chest, curved dagger flashing toward the prince's neck

Ignoring the pain in his chest, Tristan thrust his knife to block the attack
then grasped his attacker's wist with his free hand. In a dizzying roll, they
tunmbl ed across the nmuddy grass, first one, then the other holding the
advantage. Gving a wenching twi st, the thief suddenly broke free and stood.
Before he could step clear, however, Tristan swept his |l eg through a circular
kick. H s foot |anded behind the thief 's knee, and the nan dropped heavily.
Tristan | eaped onto him holding his knife to the stranger's throat.

Slowy, the Calishite rel axed and then, amazingly, began to |laugh. Tristan
wondered if the man was crazy, then he realized he was noddi ng toward
Tristan's stomach. The prince | ooked down to see the curved dagger poised a
scant hairsbreadth fromhis gut. As the prince tried to keep from gaspi ng, the
thief relaxed his hold, dropping the dagger to the ground.

"I had no wish to hurt you," he announced, in a heavy accent. | only wanted to
see if | could best you." He |laughed again with unm stakabl e good hunor.
"Stand asi de! Make way!" A squeaki ng voice parted the crowd, and Paw do bur st
t hrough the ring of onlookers. Wth himcanme Erian, a great bear of a man and
one of Caer Corwell's veteran nen-at-arns. Robyn trailed behind.

"Are you all right, nmy prince?" inquired the halfling.

Tristan was about to answer when he noticed, with sone annoyance, that Robyn
was not | ooking at him nor did she seemin the |least bit worried about him
Instead, she stared at the Calishite thief with a curiosity the prince found
strangel y obj ectionabl e.

Suddenly she flashed a ook at him and grinned. "That was a neat trick. Did



you ever see a bl ade nove so fast?"

Meanwhi l e, the thief regarded the prince, the guards, and Robyn with slowy
dawni ng under st andi ng.

"Prince?" he questioned, |ooking toward Pawl do for confirmation. "So | stole
the purse of a prince!" The thief gave a rueful chuckle. "Luck of a
she-canel ," he declared in disgust, spitting into the grass. "What do we do
now?"

"Your luck will only get worse;' grunted Erian as he grabbed the Calishite by
the scruff of his neck. Lifting the thief easily, the huge man roughly frisked

hi s body.

"Here," grunted the thief, awkwardly reaching into his boot. He tossed the
pouch of coins to Tristan. "You'll probably want these back," and he gave that
rueful chuckle again. Against his will, Tristan felt hinmself l|iking the

bravado of the young thief.

"Who are you?" he asked.

"My nanme is Daryth - of Calinshan."

"Conme al ong, now " ordered Erian, forcefully pushing the thief forward. "Let's
see what the king has to say about this." Daryth stunbled, and the surly guard
cuffed his head.

Robyn tugged at the prince's armas the guard led the thief away. "If Erian
takes himto the king," she whispered, "he'll be executed for certain!" Her
eyes were wi de with concern

Thstan | ooked at the departing thief, and once again felt that strange pang of

jealousy. Still, he had his purse back and the incident was over; it was not
enough to warrant a death sentence
"Come on," he grunted. "I don't know what good it'll do, but we mght as well

go along with them" He was glad he had said it when Robyn squeezed his hand
in gratitude

* * K* * *

Bl ack waters swirled and parted, and the form of the Beast rose fromthe stil

cool ness of the Darkwell. Massive and tight-knit trailing vines crowded cl ose,
but the broad, scaly body thrust the interfering plants aside |ike blades of
grass.

Kazgoroth nmoved slowy, reveling in this new freedom Yet the Darkwell had
served its purpose, for the nonster felt power coursing hotly through its body
as never before in its long centuries of existence.

The goddess - the Beast's ancient eneny - mnust be vul nerabl e. The Beast
allowed a trickle of acidic saliva to drool fromits w despread jaws, Turning
its hot, fiery eyes to the pool, it watched the thick waters of the Darkwell
bubble in its wake.

Pulling its feet fromthe sucking rmud, the creature pushed its way into the
fens, Tree trunks snapped like brittle twigs as broad shoul ders pushed t hem
fromits path. A heavy, clawed foot squashed flowers, insects, and rodents

wi th equal |ack of note. The sounds of cracking |inbs, crushed vegetation, and
sticky mud slurping with each m ghty footfall shot violently through the wood.
Wldlife shrank fromthe path of the Beast, racing in terror or cowering in
abject fear until the nonster passed.

As the Beast wal ked, the Firbolg were called to serve their ancient master -
and serve it, they did.

Those m sshapen giants - cousins of the Beast itself - ran fearfully at its
approach. It took considerabl e coaxing, and a certain anount of potent

enchant nent, before the Beast could draw the chief of the Firbolgs to itself.
The ugly giant cringed in fear. Hi s bul bous nose covered with sweat, the

Fi rbol g scratched nervously at a wart, and bobbed his head in nute
under st andi ng.

The Firbolg were the first spawn of the Beast, brought by Kazgoroth to the

I sl es of Moonshae in the dimrecesses of the past. Pulling the ancestors of
the Firbolg fromthe sea, the Beast had taken themto Myrlock Vale. Here they



lived in isolation, becom ng sullen, bored, and | azy.

Emergi ng eventually fromthe muck and nmire of the fens, the Beast roaned

t hrough wi |l derness for many days. Finally, the nonster passed fromthe

wi | derness into farm and, and soon cane upon a herd of cattle, sheltering in a
renote glen.

The fat cows nmade a fine feast. Bl ood-spattered jaws gaping, the Beast again
noved, this time cautiously. It knewinstinctively that it neared the real nms
of men. The Beast felt no fear, but preferred to avoid detection for as |ong
as possible.

Its mind grew sharper with the fresh blood of its kill and the life-giving
oxygen of the spring air flowi ng through the giant body. The nonster realized
that its present shape was the wong one for the Task. Wat form should the
new body take?

Kazgoroth recalled its bovine feast, and was pleased. Slowy, its scaly

shoul ders shrank, and its lizardlike head shifted into a broad snout. Horns
sprouted, and claws and scaly | egs becane hooves and knobby | egs supporting
the wi de, hairy body.

Soon, Kazgoroth concealed itself in the body of a huge bull. The glittering
redness of the Beast's eyes seenmed to fit the new gui se naturally.

And the change was tinely, for the nonster now felt a di sturbance. Humans! Two
of them energing fromwoods into the glen. A man and a woman, running to the
carcasses of the herd, naking strange, keening noises.

Kazgoroth liked this body. This was flesh of power and speed... killing flesh.
The great head | owered, heavy horns sw nging. The charge was swift, the deaths
sati sfying. The Beast reveled in the human bl ood, know ng that the slaying of

| esser creatures could not conpare to this sensual gratification

The great bull moved majestically fromthe glen, following a wide track toward
the setting sun. The nonster knew, without understanding, that it would find
many nore people in that direction

As the twilight faded to night, the Beast saw nany peopl e quickly shuttering
wi ndows, and saw others run in fear at its approach. The crude brain, becomn ng
nore adept with each passing second, realized that the body of the bull would
attract too nuch attention fromhunmans in these settled reaches. Sonething
nore subtl e was necessary.

The nonster recalled its human victins. One, the femal e, had a body that was
rounded, and supple, and strangely pleasing. A body that would bl end well

here. Deep in shadow, the creature again shifted, gradually rising and wal ki ng
on two smooth, shapely legs. Arns and a face, soft and white, adorned the
rounded torso.

This type of body would serve admirably. Instinct guided the nmonster to make
several alterations. Hair, the color of ripe wheat, spilled down its back
Teeth straightened, and the small nose tilted slightly toward the sky. The
body becane slimrer at the waist and thighs, but other places the Beast kept

pl unp and rounded.

d ot hing, the Beast perceived, would be necessary for the disguise to be

conpl ete. The night grew darker, and Kazgoroth slipped silently into a smal
buil di ng, where it sensed nmany humans were asl eep. The necessary garnents |ay
within a |large trunk. For a nmonent, Kazgoroth considered with |onging the
fresh bl ood coursing through the bodies of the sleeping humans, Caution
prevail ed and the nonster left, allow ng these humans to |ive.

Dawn col ored the sky as Kazgoroth again noved west. Now the chill reflection
of the sea came into sight, stretching away to the horizon and beyond. But the
nmonster's goal was much cl oser than the horizon, or even the sea.

Before the waters stood a small castle, and Kazgoroth knew that humans in
abundance woul d lair here. Before the castle spread broad fields, covered with
tents and banners and stirring with activity and life.

To this field, Kazgoroth noved

* * K* * *



Enjoying flexing his muscle at his prisoner's expense, Erian firmy propelled
the thief toward the castle. Al though a capable man-at-arns, the huge fighter
had little patience for peacetinme, and obviously relished the opportunity for
vi ol ence. Robyn and Tristan wal ked behind Erian and his prisoner, who stil
retai ned his sense of good cheer. They started up the paved roadway | eading to
t he castle's gatehouse.

Caer Corwell | oonmed above the festival, and the town and harbor of Corwell,
from hi gh upon a rocky knoll. The castle's outer wall - a high, tinber
pal i sade - ran along the circunference of the knoll, broken only by the high

stone edifice of the gatehouse. The top of the knoll was nmainly devoted to the
courtyard but the tops of sone castle buildings, particularly the three towers
of the keep, jutted above the spiked parapet.

The broad parapet of the tallest of the three towers was visible as the

hi ghest point for mles in all directions. Fluttering boldly fromthis

pl atform streamed the bl ack banner enbl azoned with the silver bear - the G eat
Bear of the Kendricks.

If the three Ffolk noving up the castle road had been less familiar with the
sight, they night have marvel ed at the panorama opening around them as they
climbed higher. The comonsfield, sparkling with the colorful tents and
banners of the festival, imrediately caught the eye, its commotion contrasting
with the calm blue waters of Corwell Firth stretching off to the west. In the
center of the commonsfield, the green and pastoral circle of the Druid' s Gove
remai ned pristine, dignified and natural

The village of Corwell lay next to the firth on the far side of the festival
grounds. Made up mainly of small wooden cottages and shops, the little
conmunity was nearly enpty now, as the villagers were all at the festival. A
low wall, nore a synbol of a border than a real bastion of defense, surrounded
the village on three sides. The wooden docks of the waterfront created the
fourth side.

These docks reached into a placid circle of blue, formed by a high stone
breakwater. Wthin the circle were anchored the dozens of vessels of the
Corwel lian fisherffolk, as well as the larger vessels of the visiting traders.
The little party neared the castle, their steps slowing fromthe steepness of
the clinmb. The castle road spiraled around the steep knoll, naking a | ong
curve to the gatehouse. To the wal kers' left, the side of the knoll itself
dropped rapidly to the comonsfield below. To their right, the same sl ope rose
steeply to the base of the wooden palisade.

Robyn finally broke the awkward silence anong the four. She fell in step with
the thief, caught his eye, and, with a bold smile, spoke.

"I"'m Robyn, and this is Tristan."

Daryth | ooked at the prince quizzically. "Your... sister?" he asked,

i ndi cati ng Robyn.

"No. Robyn was raised as ny father's ward," explained Tristan, suddenly eager
to clarify the relationship.

He renmenbered, nonentarily, how annoyed he had been at the way Robyn had

| ooked at the thief after the fight. She was | ooking at himthat way again,
somet hing nmore than curiosity in her eyes.

"The pleasure is all nmne," offered the thief. "I'"mafraid circunstances
prevent me from- urf!" Erian gave a sharp tug to Daryth's cloak, cutting him
of f in md-sentence

"Not so rough, Erian," Tristan told the guard. "He offers no resistance."
Erian al nost sneered at the prince, but settled for turning his back in

di sgust .

"Very perceptive," muttered Daryth, nodding his appreciation. "As a matter of

fact, | hope to convince you that this is all a giant m sunderstanding. In
truth, I like this little town, and intend to stay here - for a while anyway.
"You see,"” he continued as if in confidence, "I'mreally no sailor. | cane
here on the Silver Crescent, working nmy way.

"I, a master trainer of dogs, forced to such... Well, anyway, your little town

seened |ike a convenient location. | was going to settle down, start an honest



busi ness -
"But tenptation got the better of you," concluded the prince.

"Er, | amreally very sorry about that. Rather m schievous of nme. If | had
known then what | do now. .. but | suppose there's no sense crying about it."
The group reached the gatehouse, and the bul k of Caer Corwell towered above
them The great wooden palisade stretched to the right and left until it
curved out of sight around the crest of the knoll. The gatehouse, which stood
astride the road at the top of the steep, rocky knoll, consisted of a |large
stone building with four squat towers at the corners. Since the road all owed
the only easy access fromthe coastal plain to the knoll, it was the npst
heavi | y def ended approach. As usual, however, the heavy wooden gates stood
open, and the sturdy portcullis beyond was raised out of the way.

Daryth stopped for a nmonment and cast a hurried gl ance back at the festival
grounds and the harbor. For a second, his eyes scanned the scene, as if
seeki ng sonet hi ng.

"Move, you," ordered Erian, giving Daryth a shove through the open archway in
t he gat ehouse. Tristan stepped forward to rebuke the guard, but paused at the
pressure of Robyn's hand on his arm

"What can we do?" she whispered, urgently. "Surely he doesn't deserve to die!"
Her tone brooked no argunent, and in any event, Tristan shared her sentinment.
"He seens like a decent fellow, " he said in a |ow voice. "But the king will

| ook harshly on any thief who has preyed on festival -goers. What can | do?"

"I don't know," she replied, irritated. "Think of sonething, for once!" Before
he could reply, she dashed forward and caught up with the guard and his
prisoner as they entered the sunlit courtyard. Cursing under his breath,
Tristan foll owed.

A dozen noor hounds cane racing fromthe kennel at the far end of the
courtyard. Sniffing and waggi ng, they swarned around Tristan, investigating
Daryth and Robyn as well. They kept their distance fromErian, since the big
guard's heavy boots were well known to dogs who ventured too cl ose.

Daryth | ooked surprised at the savage appearance but friendly dispositions of
the I arge dogs. He talked to them and stroked their shaggy necks. Soon they
all crowded around him follow ng himas he wal ked al ong, prodded by Erian
Reaching the doors to the great hall, the prince, suddenly inspired, turned to
the man-at-arnms. "You are dism ssed, Erian," he announced. "Tell ny father we
wi sh to see him" Robyn flashed hima | ook of surprise.

The guard opened his nmouth to protest, but Tristan cut himoff with a stern
gesture. "Very well," the big man shrugged, then turned and noved across the
courtyard.

Apparently Daryth, busy scratching the chin of Angus, Tristan's ol dest hound,
did not notice the exchange. He was absorbed in the veteran hunting dog, which
wrinkled his brown face in pleasure, and swung his tail slowy in a circle.
"These are beautiful dogs," declared the awed Calishite. "They are yours, are
t hey not ?"

Tristan felt a flush of pride. H's hounds were the passion of his life, and he
was al ways pl eased to have them conplinent ed.

"Indeed,"” he said. "Are you famliar with the hounds of the Monshaes?"

"Any man who enjoys dogs has heard of the noorhound. | have trained many types
of dogs in ny life. For many years, in Calinshan, | worked with desert racers.
| had thought no dog could conpare to the racer as a hunter, but these hounds
are superior in size and power! Oh, for a chance to train such as these!"
Robyn | ooked warmy at Daryth, then turned to Tristan, a nute appeal shining
fromher dark eyes. Again the prince felt that surge of jeal ousy.

The doors to the great hall swung open, and a naid energed to escort themin,
for Caer Corwell had no heralds. "The king awaits you," she announced with a
polite nod.

The trio entered the shadow hall. They wal ked between a pair of huge oaken
tables toward the great fireplace at the far end of the hall. Before that
fireplace, in a heavy wooden chair, sat King Kendrick of Corwell.

The king | ooked up at their approach, but said nothing. Tristan could not help



but feel an irrational flicker of guilt at the sight of the deep Iines of
sorrow etched into his father's face. He steeled hinself for the encounter
Ki ng Bryon Kendrick's hair was black grown heavily streaked with gray. Anmong
the lines on his face, one could see strength and determ nation, as well as
pain and grief. The king's beard, like his hair a nmass of black salted with
pat ches of gray and white, flowed down his chest.

As usual, King Kendrick | ooked bored at the prince's approach. It was no
secret to anyone that the prince of Corwell was sonething of a di sappoi ntnent
to the king. Tristan hoped the king would not harangue himwi th sarcasmin
front of Robyn and the others.

To Tristans relief, the king turned to smle at Robyn, and his eyes, briefly,
flashed a spark of warnth. Then, cold again, they regarded the approaching
Calishite.

Next to the king sat Arlen, captain of the king's guard and Tristan's |ifelong
teacher. The grizzled warhorse | ooked at Tristan specul atively as he and his
conpani ons reached the seated nen.

"Hell o, Father, Arlen," began Tristan, while Robyn curtseyed quickly.

The prince | ooked again at Daryth, and the Calishite responded to the gl ance
with a fast smle. And with that smle, Tristan felt the begi nning of a deep
and true friendship, sonething stalwart and fine that would | ast between the
two of themfor the rest of their lives. H's mind made up, he quickly settled
upon a strategy to save the Calishite's life.

"Father," Tristan said again, turning to the king, "I would like us to hire
this man as the royal houndmaster.”

* * K* * *

Grunnarch the Red stood boldly upon the rolling deck of his longship as the

sl eek vessel pitched and rocked through | oomng swells. Al around him like a
forest of tall trees, the masts of longships jutted proudly fromthe Sea of
Moonshae. The northmen sailed to war!

Grunnarch, and dozens of the ships of his henchnen - the | esser |ords of
Nor | and who owed fealty to him their king - had taken to sea a week earlier
than caution dictated. A late winter stormcould have caught his fl eet
unawar es, and w eaked fearful havoc.

But the King of Norland was a ganbling man, and a fearless one. He had never
shirked fromrisking his owmn life, and would not tolerate a follower unwilling
to do the sane. So his nen, by the thousand, had foll owed himto sea.

The gods of war had thundered in Gunnarch's mnd throughout the winter, and
he had paced his gray fortress like a raging Firbolg. The tension, he knew,
had been felt throughout Norland. Thus, even before the weather had broken
conpl etely, the northmen had provisioned their |ongships, bade farewell to
their homes, and taken to sea.

The I ong sumrer before hi mbeckoned |ike a seductive woman, and G unnarch's

m nd roaned happily over prospects of raiding and stealing, capturing slaves,
and fighting glorious battles in the nonths ahead.

Grunnarch sailed to the Iron Keep, fortress of Thel gaar Ironhand on Oran's
isle. Central anong the Monshae |slands, the keep had a fine deep harbor and,
nmore inmportantly, the fortress of the northmen's nost powerful king, Thel gaar

I ronhand. From Ilron Keep, the northnen could reach Moray, Gaynneth, or
Callidyr - all the lands of the Ffolk. The divided ki ngdonms of the Ffolk
practically begged to be raided. If Thelgaar, with his huge fleet and
battl e- hardened arny, decided to join the canpaign, there would be no linit to
the summer's potenti al

And i ndeed, two days before landfall, masts were sighted upon the northern
hori zon. In a matter of hours, Gunnarch recogni zed the bl ue whal e insignia of
Raag Hammer staad, king of the Norheimlsles. Raag al so sailed with many ships.
Grunnarch wondered how nmany ot her ki ngdons might decide to join the warlike
throng this sumer.

The two fleets merged, and the wi nd freshened. A hundred ships coursed through



t he waves, all intent upon Oman harbor. Soon the rocky outline of the island
broke the sout heast horizon. Gunnarch's vessel in the lead, the fleet filed
around the pronmontory that protected the harbor. G unnarch grunted in pleasure
at the scene in the harbor

The hundred ships of Thelgaar |ined part of the shore of the harbor. In
addition to the Iron King's warshi ps were those of many ot her ki ngdons,

al ready arrived and arrayed for war.

This woul d i ndeed be a sunmmer of bl ood and pl under.

* * K* * *

The goddess shivered, and flinched. She felt her body growi ng numb - not from
fear, but froma distant and wi stful sadness. The feeling was renote, and she
took no great notice of it. Gadually, though, she began to recogni ze the
nunbness for the dire threat it was.

Wth an effort, she forced herself to stir. Passivity now, she knew
instinctively, would be fatal. The call she sent reverberated through the
earth, thrumm ng deep within the nountains and hills, and even rolling al ong
the bottorn of the sea.

Hoping that it was not too late, the goddess tried to awaken her children

Il
A PROPHECY

ERI AN STRODE RAPI DLY back through the gatehouse and down the road to the
festival. He was anxious to return to the fun. Damm that little gamecock
anyway, he swore, thinking of the prince. | save his skin fromthat slithering
spitball of a Calishite, and for what?

The big guard spat angrily into the dust, and felt a little better. He thought
of Ceoffrey the al eman, who woul d undoubt edly have several cool kegs tapped
near a confortable bench. Wth a dozen silver coins in his pocket, Erian would
be able to drink all day and nost of the night.

Ceoffrey's tent, bigger than npost, al so rose above the others |ike a beckoning
tower. As Erian had guessed, the fat innkeeper offered uncorked kegs of |ight
and dark ale, as well as thick Callidyrr mead. Splurging, the man-at-arns used
one of his silver pieces to purchase a huge tankard of mead.

Turning fromthe bar, Erian surveyed the other occupants of the tent. Severa
nort hnen cl ustered nearby, drinking quietly. A young bard entertained a group
of men and wonen, farmerffolk, in the far corner

Then he saw the woman sitting quietly in the darkest corner of the tent. She
regarded himw th a bold, somewhat anmused gaze - a gaze that Erian returned
with interest. Her eyes flashed once, very quickly.

He saw that she wore peasant clothes, which seemed nuch too | arge for her
Nonet hel ess, the outlines of her body, he also noticed, stood out clearly

agai nst the casually winkled cloth, curving deliciously as though to scorn

t he plain rai nent.

Staring, Erian sonehow found hinself standing before her. Even with her face
still masked by shadow, she overwhel ned him He sat before her, and slowy
remenbered where, and who, he was.

"My name is Erian," he announced, feeling sonmehow proud of the fact that he
was able to talk at all.

"I am.. Meridith," responded the wonman. She blinked, and he noticed that her
eyes were strangely vague, al nbst enpty. Yet they had flashed at him from
across the roomn

"That is an unusual nanme. Do you come from Calidyrr, or farther places?" he
asked.

She seened anused, for a moment, as she replied, "I come from vyes, farther

pl aces. "

"How do you |ike our festival?" Erian asked, thinking with pleasure of



spendi ng a day escorting Meridith about the festival. And of the night that
woul d, perhaps, follow

"It is quite interesting," responded the worman, as if reading his nmind. "But |
should Iike to see nore of it."

Eri an beanmed. "Allow nme to be your escort!"

Standi ng, he offered his arm playing the part of the gallant. She | aughed,
and rose also. For just a nonent, he saw that flash of fire in her eyes, and
hi s bl ood raced.

The day passed quickly. Ale and wine stalls were numerous, and Erian found a
reason to visit each one and quench his thirst. Meridith drank an occasi ona
gl ass of wine, but professed a distaste for malt beverage. Nonethel ess, she
encouraged himnot to allow her abstinence to interfere with his thirst.
Later, the cool ness of the spring night drove themcl ose together. Meridith's
body seened to harbor a deep chill, and Erian enjoyed the opportunity to wap
her against himin his cloak. She fit nicely at his side, snuggling closer

wi th an eagerness that delighted and excited him

Once, during the day, they had passed the prince, touring the festival with
the king's ward and, to Erian's surprise, the Calishite thief who had robbed
himthat very day. The guard turned to remark about the fact, and Erian saw
Meredith watching the prince's party with a | ook of frightening intensity.

| mredi ately, the guard felt a surge of raw jeal ousy.

"Wio is that?" she asked in a | ow voi ce.

"He's the young poppinjay of a prince - carries hinself |ike he owns the whole
town," grumnbled the guard, in a not altogether accurate description. "He's a
di sgrace to the Kendrick nane! Cares not a whit for the responsibilities of
his position - all he's interested in are his blasted hounds and having a good
time!"

Erian turned and scow ed at Meridith. "Wat are you | ooking at himfor,
anyway? Cone on!" He reached for her armto pull her away, but her voice,
strangely urgent, cut himoff.

"And the girl? Who is she?"

Now Erian | ooked back, for Robyn was a sight his eyes had rested upon nore

t han once. Although her shape was hi dden beneath her |ong cape, there were,

t he guard renmenbered, gentle curves and soft swells that had turned the |ass
into a woman over the last two years. The nmenories inflaned his ardor, and
again he reached for Meridith. This time, his arms slipped about her, and she
all owed his hand to drop boldly al ong her back

"She's the king's ward - an orphan, they say. She's lived in the castle since
she was a baby."

"Interesting,"” nused Meredith, as the guard | ed her away. Her voice, soft and
husky, nearly brought Erian's blood to a boil. As he found another ale tent,

t he woman's unblinking eyes turned back to Tristan and Robyn, curious, and a
little menacing. But when Erian returned with a full nmug, Meredith | aughed
gaily and allowed the big man to take her armand | ead her through the fair.
Eventually they returned to the ale tent where they nmet, and sat again on the
corner bench. Erian felt he nust have said sonething terribly witty, for
Meridith was |aughing delightedly. And then she paused, regarding him Again
that spark in her eyes, this time a gleamng as of hot coals on a dark night.
She | eaned forward and ki ssed him and her nmouth was hot. The cool ness seened
to have left her body, as she | eaned agai nst him She was heat everywhere, and
perspiration flowed fromhis pores.

Erian nmet her kiss with crushing force, driving his mouth agai nst hers and
reaching for her body. She nelted backward and he | eaned over her. She cl asped
him nibbling at his ear and neck. He | ooked down as she mpved again to kiss
him and saw again those fiery eyes. This tinme, it was as if the door to a
furnace had been cast open, and he saw great depths of fire, and heat..

And death. She sucked the air and the spirit fromhis body, replacing it with
somet hing foul and perverted. The spirit of the man renmained within his body,
but it was twi sted by the power of the Darkwell into something mghtier, but
something terribly evil.



* * K* * *

"Let's get back to the festival," the prince suggested, after Daryth had been
shown his new quarters in the barracks.

The Calishite clainmed to have no nore possessions than those he carried. He
had quickly refused Tristan's suggestion that they visit the galleon in the
harbor that had brought himto Corwell. Daryth was pl easant and tal kative, but
resisted any attenpts to question himabout his background.

"What's Calinshan |ike?" asked Robyn.

Daryth shrugged, but then smiled at her disarmngly.

"Li ke any powerful nation, | guess. It's run by the merchants, nostly, under
control of the Pasha. | served the Pasha directly - a position of high honor

| suppose.” The Calishite's tone showed that he thought very little of the
honor .

"How about the festival ?" prodded the prince, feeling a little thirsty.

"You two go ahead," said the Calishite. "I'd like to settle in here and rel ax
a bit."

"You're coming with us!"™ Robyn's tone brooked no argunent. "This is the
liveliest night Corwell will see until Mdsumer, and |I'mnot going to let you
mss it!"

For a nonent, it seemed to the prince that a shadow passed across Daryth's
face. Tristan hoped he woul d di sagree with the wonan and stay behind, but he
rel ent ed.

"Very well. Let's have some fun."

The gol den reflections of sunset still flickered in Corwell Firth as Tristan
Robyn, and Daryth returned to the festival. Many revelers carried torches, and
bright lanterns hung fromall of the stalls, so the nmeadow was lit against the
darkness. Still, just beyond the periphery of the celebration, the cold spring
air was bl ack and nysterious.

In the pocket of light, the spring cel ebration approached frenzy. Bards struck
their harps with enthusiasm the opposing sounds mngling in the air.
Hucksters pressed their wares eagerly, the sellers of neads and al es
prospered, and much gold and silver changed hands.

Cel ebrations of the Ffolk were hard-drinking affairs, and the spring festival
washed away a winter's worth of boredom In many places, snoring bodies |ay

al ong the aisles or underneath the drinking benches. These were ignored by
their fellows who could still walk.

The air of the festival made Tristan bubble w th enthusiasm and excitenent.
Daryth observed the festivities with unabashed wonder.

"Twi ce better than last year's," observed the prince, watching Robyn | augh
happily, "as it should be." Then he paused abruptly and his face went blank as
he renenbered. "The hound. 1'd better stop at Pawl do's and nake the
arrangenents. "

"Did I hear ny nanme?" Tristan | ooked around to see little Paw do beam ng up at
him Cdinging to his arm |ooking nervously at them was a young Halfling

mai den.

"Allow ne to introduce Allian," stated Pawldo formally. "My dear, this is
Tristan Kendrick, prince of Corwell, the king's ward, Robyn, and - say, aren't
you -" Pawl do's eyes wi dened at the sight of Daryth.

"And this is Daryth of Calinmshan," Tristan interjected, bowing to Allian, who
bl ushed deeply.

"Delighted to meet you all," she giggled, her voice even higher pitched than
Pawl do' s.

"Tristan pulled the | eather pouch from his pocket.

"Here's your noney, Pawl do. Forty gold, right?"

"Tch - with a menory like that, you'll never nmake a king!" Paw do grinned.
"The figure | recall is fifty!l"
"Indeed,"” nmuttered Tristan, counting out ten nmore gold pieces. "I'Il pick up

the hound in the norning."



"Well, we're off!" announced the halfling, tucking away the coins. "The

hal fl1ings of Lowhill are having a big dance tonight!" He and the young maid
swiftly nelted into the crowd.

"I don't know where to begin!" cried Robyn, whirling around and trying to see
ever yt hi ng.

A pair of tunmblers rolled between the conpani ons, and Robyn, startled, stepped
backward. "Look!" she call ed.

Seizing Tristan's arm she pulled himal ong behind the acrobats. But the
prince noticed that her other armwas just as warmy clasping Daryth's.
"Perhaps a cool mug of ale..." the prince suggested. In an instant, Robyn had
pulled theminto a small stall. Tristan found hinself buying a round for his
conpani ons, as well as the half dozen Ffolk in the place.

"Many thanks, nmy prince!" acknow edged an old farmer with a broad snile.
Tristan reflected that he heard his title only fromgood friends, or drunks.
In a corner of the stall, a lesser bard tried to struma lively country tune.
Several equally lively wenches surrounded the rnusician, urging himon, dancing
and | aughi ng, and kicking high at the growi ng crowd of onl ookers. The festive
at nosphere nmade themignore the fact that the nmusic was slow and and

di ssonant, for the bard had not thoroughly mastered his harp. The prince
thought it was unfortunate that the greater bards all gathered to play at Caer
Callidyr, citadel of the High King, for the spring festival.

Tristan watched with interest, but then Robyn was gone agai n.

"Come on!" she called before disappearing around a huge green and yel |l ow tent
of gleam ng silk. The canopy seemed to shine brighter in the torchlight than
it had in sunlight, perhaps because of the contrast against the inky

backgr ound.

Fol | owi ng Robyn around the tent, the men found her staring with interest

t hrough a hooded doorway, into a darkened tent interior. Acrid snoke puffed
fromthe entrance, and she coughed slightly.

She started to step through the door when Daryth nmoved forward. "This is a
Calishite tent, Robyn, and |I know the odor of the ginyak weed. This is not a
pl ace for a young | ady."

"What makes you think I'd be in trouble there?" she asked, a glare in her eye.
"I did not mean to... please!" Daryth stuttered, suddenly nervous. "But trust
me, we ought to find our fun el sewhere!™

Robyn | ooked again at the entrance. Tristan, certain that the headstrong | ass
woul d i gnore Daryth and charge right in, was nore surprised when, w thout
further argunent, she spun and turned away.

Brushi ng past both Daryth and the prince, she wal ked on. Tristan saw Daryth
cast a frightened glance at the tent, and run to catch up with her

"Here," Robyn called gaily, rushing to the entrance of another silken tent.
They crowded inside and spent several mnutes watching a snake char mer
artfully coerce his serpentine pets fromtheir large, clay jars. In the back
of the tent, the snake charnmer displayed, chained to a stout post, a great

Fi rbol g.

The giant slept, so its ferocity could not be tested.

"Look at that nose!" conmented the prince, watching the great organ flex with
the Firbol g's heavy snores.

"The poor creature," said Robyn, with an angry | ook about the tent. "Keeping
it chained up Iike an animal!"

"It's worse than an aninmal," charged Tristan. "It's a nonster!™

"Some nmonster!" Robyn snorted. "Od and weary, | would say, and better off
wherever it cane from" She stal ked off.

Once again, the young nmen found thensel ves hurrying through the festival
grounds, trying to keep Robyn in sight. Shortly, Tristan found hinmself in a
snoky but huge tent, watching oiled dancers undulate to the jarring rhythm of
tiny cynmbals and wailing pipes. He would have been willing to watch nore of

t he exotic dance, but he found hinself annoyed that Robyn so boldly joined the
men in watching the suggestive novenents.

"Let's go," he said gruffly, and Daryth, too, urged Robyn out of the tent.



One after another, they inspected the tents and pavillions of the fair.
Several tinmes they lingered in a neadhall, or wine tent, and the flush of nmany
dri nks nade the evening whirl nmore madly than ever. In one such tent, Tristan
saw t he brawny form of Erian, but the big guard had already collapsed in the
corner. In another, they ordered a massive linb of rmutton, which Daryth tore
into as if half starved.

O her tents offered wares for sale, products of the hardworking craftsmen of
the Ffol k. Smooth pottery, colorful wool cloaks and capes, and gl eam ng stee
weapons all displayed the skill of Tristan's people, and it was not w thout
pride that he conpared the fine weapons to the cheaper, iron inplenents of the
nor t hnen.

Robyn bartered with a crone of a weaver-worman for a new cape, enbroidered in a
bright, leafy pattern. Throwing it over her slender shoul ders, she whirled
alluringly for her two compani ons.

Finally, the trio found thensel ves standing before the white linen tent of
Friar Nolan. The stout cleric rushed fromthe entrance and fastened on
Tristan. "The shane! The debauchery!" Friar Nolan's bald head glistened with
sweat, and his eyes were wi de. In enphasis, he bobbed his head excitedly at

t he dancers and drunks throngi ng through the festival

"The gods are forgiving, and will overlook rmuch, but | fear for many souls
tonight," the cleric continued in a breathless rush. Although the clerics of

t he new gods had been preaching on the Monshae |Islands for a century or nore,
many of the Ffolk still clung to their traditional worship of the earthnother
The Ffol k accepted, and even appreciated, the clerics, for their powers were
beneficial, and their practices benign

Still, old traditions carried great weight anong the Ffol k, and the presence
of the druids served as a strong counter to the clerics of the new gods.

The source of the druids' might came fromthe wild places of the Monshae
Islands - particularly the Moonwells. Mstly solitary, living in secluded
groves, the druids gathered at the communities of the Ffolk for occasions such
as the festival, or energencies such as floods, earthquakes, or war.

"And there, as if the rest of this wetchedness is not enough, the final bl ow
is struck.” Friar Nolan's pudgy finger, quivering with indignation, pointed
across the aisle.

Tristan suppressed a smle as he understood the reason for the cleric's
distress. Friar Nolan's tent, dedicated to the greater glory of the new gods,
stood directly across the wal kway fromthe central grove of the druids. The

| arge stone arch draped with m stletoe, which provided entrance to the grove,
could not have been nore of an affront to the easily affronted cleric.

"An unfortunate placenent,"” comm serated the prince, but already he saw that
Robyn was getting away again. "Excuse ne, but, you understand," he apol ogi zed
as he raced on.

Robyn passed through the arch and entered the druids' grove, with Daryth and
Tristan right behind.

The grove was quiet, and very dark. Although central to the festival grounds,
the grove seenmed a world renmoved fromthe madness and noi se of the revelry.
Robyn noved slowy, alnpbst reverently, into the grove. She paused briefly
under the arch, bowi ng her head and whi spering sonething softly. Then she
stepped forward, seenming to glide across the soft grass toward the heart of

t he grove.

"What is this place?" Daryth asked, instinctively lowering his voice to a

whi sper.

"This is the Corwell grove - of the druids,"” the prince explained. "At the
center of the grove is a Moonwell - a magical pool of water. The grove itself

is sacred - the trees cannot be cut, and no animal entering here may be
har med. "

"Your religion sounds like an inportant part of your Ilives,'
Calishite.

"Perhaps. Robyn spends a lot of tine here. She says it calns her. Sonetines
she studies with the druids, | guess."

remar ked t he



"Ch?" Daryth raised his eyebrows and peered into the shadows before them "No
wonder she appears to know where she's going, while |I can't even see ny nose
in front of nme!"

"Follow me," the prince said. He stepped forward confidently, and tripped over
aroot. Only Daryth's quick grasp of his cloak prevented himfrom spraw ing
headl ong.

"Can't you be careful ?" Robyn's voice was sharp but hushed, as she returned to
the nmen. "Cone with ne, carefully.”

They advanced slowy until their eyes adjusted and they saw that the scene, in
fact, was illum nated.

The source of the light, Daryth saw, was a m | ky pool of water. Surrounding

the pool was a ring of tall, broad oak trees. The branches were so thick that
t hey bl ocked out the light of the full noon.

"Tormorrow, the druids will celebrate the spring equi nox here," expl ai ned
Robyn.

Suddenl y, Tristan saw a shadow of novenment anong the trees around them
Whirling, he saw several hooded shapes enmerge into the faint illumnation of
the Moonwel | . The druids were here, he realized, and he wondered why the fact

shoul d have surprised him The figures noved forward with stately grace. Each
was conceal ed, head to toes, in a dark robe.

"Prince of Corwell," spoke the tallest of the robed figures. H's voice was
rich and deep, but unpracticed, as if he spoke but little. "W have expected
you. "

"But how..." Tristan began, confused.

"I knew it!" Robyn interjected. "It wasn't accident that | felt conpelled to
enter the grove. And | brought you here!" she said to Tristan, proud of
hersel f.

Daryth had jerked around at the appearance of the figures, his body shaking.
"Who are you?" he demanded.

"These are the druids," explained Robyn calmy. "And pl ease, keep your voice
down! "

"And you, ny child," said another figure. Tristan was startled to see a

pl easantly rounded ol der woman. Unli ke the other druids, her hood was thrown
back to reveal a plunp, lined face, and a warmsnile. She | ooked kindly at
Robyn. "My, how time..." her voice trailed off, and she cleared her throat.
The ot her druids remained silent as she | ooked the trio over. Then she stepped
back, nodding slightly to the druid who had spoken first.

"Know this, Prince of the Ffolk," said the tall man in a serious voice, "the

images in the well foretell a sunmer of peril, and an autum of tragedy. You
will earn the right to rule, in this sumer, or the tragedy will be upon your
shoul ders. "

"Why? What peril? What are you -"

"The Moonshaes face a dire threat - a nmenace that thwarts even the power of

t he goddess. Wiether you are the neans to end that threat, or will becone an
agent of its triunmph, we cannot yet see.”

The wonman interrupted the druid, and Tristan noticed that the man quickly
deferred to her.

"Ch, such stuff!"” she exclained. "Yes, of course it will be unpleasant. You

m ght even get killed. But you might not, too! And, ny word, it's time someone
drew the Sword of Cynrych Hugh again. Just," she concluded, her voice grow ng
tender, "be very careful, please!"

She turned away, and the prince caught the sparkle of npoisture in her eyes.
Sonething in the way she | ooked at Robyn as she nmobved away caught his
interest. And the girl, he saw, watched the departing druidess with an
expressi on of awe.

Then the nmal e druid caught Tristan's attention again.

"Beware, Prince of Corwell, and care well for your conpanions. The shadow of a
mghty evil falls across your path. You nust decide whether to drive it back
with light, or be swallowed by its darkness!" The voice rose with power and
urgency, until it finally rang throughout the grove like the thrummng of a



heavy drum

"Wait... " The prince wanted to question the mysterious figure, but suddenly
he saw not hi ng before himbut shifting shadows, rippling fantastically in the
white aura fromthe Monwel |

* * K* * *

The Beast, still wal king upright in the body of the wonman, left the festival
t hrong and noved across the nmoor, its strength rekindled by its recent feast.
Day or night nmeant nothing to Kazgoroth. The nonster wal ked al ways nort hward
as noors gave way to craggy hills. Even the deep snow which still |ay anong

t hese jagged and stony obstacl es proved undaunting. Kazgoroth, with a weight
much greater than a woman's, sank through the snow to the ground beneat h.
Unflinchingly, the femal e human body plowed a furrow t hrough the deepest
drifts.

Finally the nonster reached the crest of the |ow range, and saw the rolling
terrain of central Gwnneth spread before it. The crisp spring sunshine
glinted off hundreds of rocky peaks, which stretched to the far horizon around
a vast, tree-filled bow. In the center of the bow, the deep waters of
Myrloch also glinted brightly in the sunshine. The flickering ripples of the
| ake struck pain into the nonster's eyes, and it | ooked away.

Myrl och, Kazgoroth's di mconsciousness realized that the | ake was still the
preserve of the goddess. Central Gwnneth had al ways been her strongest
domain. It was here that the remmants of the Llewrr fled when they lost their
hopel ess struggl e agai nst the humans for the real ms of Mbonshae.

The Ffol k believed that the elves called Llewrr had died out in the
Moonshaes; the Beast knew this was not the case. Myrloch Val e hosted
popul ati ons of dwarves and Firbol gs who preferred to keep their distance from
humans. But living also within the secret places of Myrloch Vale were,
Kazgoroth knew, comunities of Llewrr. The Beast would avoid these, as their
potent magi c was one of the few forces upon Gwnneth that gave the nonster
cause for concern

The Beast was not yet ready to strike. Shrewd enough to know it needed to
acquire nmore allies, it was on its way to find them Still in human form
Kazgorot h began the descent into the broad basin. It had no particul ar

busi ness in Myrloch Vale, yet the place stood across its path, and thus the

| and woul d bear its passage.

Days of march slowy drai ned Kazgoroth's strength, and the nonster felt a
flare of annoyance. The tinme fast approached when the Beast would need to
feast, and so it carried itself with new vigilance, seeking a victimto sate
its gnawi ng hunger.

And soon it found what it sought. Seeing the man alone in the woods, the
nonst er' s awakeni ng subconsci ous suggested a ruse. The femal e body shrank
twisting eerily into a new shape. Though smaller and nore dainty, the body
still retained its femal e roundess and fl owi ng, gol den | ocks.

Flitting lightly through the woods, Kazgoroth noved forward to the kill.

* * K* * *

The cool waters pressed heavily against the floor of the sea, far out of range
of the sun's warnth. Here, the world knew neither w nter nor sumrer, day nor
night. There was only the cool darkness, the eternal darkness that cloaked a
region nearly devoid of life.

Yet the goddess's call reached through the pressure of the depths,
persistently nudging at the one of her children who slept here. At first, the
nmessage was ignored, and the one who was called slept on. Another century or
nore m ght pass before the creature stirred.

But the call of the nmother was relentless, and finally a hulking formstirred
in the deep silt of the sea bottom Shrugging its giant body free fromthe
clutching muck, the creature rose fromthe bottomand floated, nearly



notionl ess, in the depths. Tine passed, and the formslowy sank toward the
bott om agai n.

But again the goddess prodded gently at her huge child. The great head swung
slowy fromside to side, and powerful flukes pushed hard agai nst the sea
bottom A mghty tail thrust downward, and the body flexed along its vast

| engt h.

Then it began to nove, slowy at first, but gaining an awesone nonentum The
flukes plowed the water with solid authority, and the broad tail pushed wth
unst oppabl e force. Hi gher, toward the realns of light, and sun, and current,
the creature noved.

It gathered speed as it rose, and energy seenmed to build in the m ghty body. A
stream of bubbles flowed fromthe wide nouth, trickling around | ayers of huge
teeth and seening to fl ow downward al ong t he huge body.

The water ahead grew slowy brighter, until the creature saw a pale gray gl ow
spread across the upper reaches of the sea. The grayness becane bl ue, and
finally even the sun cane into view, a shimrering yell ow dot viewed through
the filter of the sea.

The body broke the surface of the water with expl osive force, sending a shower
of brine through the air in all directions. H gh, and inpossibly higher, the
creature rose into the air, and still nore of its length energed fromthe
frothing sea. Water spilled fromthe black skin in thundering waterfalls,
until finally the great head sl owed, and paused for an instant.

Wth a crash that rocked the sea for miles around, the body fell back to the
surface. Waves expl oded outward fromthe falling body with enough force to
capsi ze a large ship. But the horizon was enpty of either land or sail.

There was none to see that the Leviathan had awakened.

M1
THE HUNT

TRAHERN OF QAKVALE wal ked silently anpbng the vast trunks of his forest donain.
H s brown robe bl ended easily with the knobby trunks, and his sturdy oaken
staff provided additional bal ance as he stepped lightly across fallen tree
trunks and ot her obstacl es.

The druid was growing old, but Trahern still felt pride in the state of his
forest and the thriving health of his creatures. The caretakership of any of
the forests around Myrl och was an honored post anong the druids, and Trahern
had lived up to the expectations placed upon him He had avoided conflict with
the Ll ewrr, though the faeriefolk often travel ed and canped in his preserve.
Trahern woul d be content to live out in peace the renmainder of his days
tendi ng Cakvale. Every twist in the forest path he now foll owed, and every

pi ece of lichen and noss that bedecked the nunerous tree trunks |ying about
the woods, was as famliar to Trahern as the interior of his own small
cottage. And in this famliarity, he found peace.

But now his peace had been interrupted. The Hi gh Druid of Gwnneth, Genna
Moonsi nger, had sumoned the druids of the land to gather in energency counci
on the shore of Myrloch. This rare circunstance could only mean that grave
danger threatened the land. The old druid found the idea of another crisis
particul arly annoyi ng now that he was in the autum of his life. In fact, he
had rudely shooed away the ow that had brought himthe sumons.

A sudden movenent at one side caught the druid' s eye, and he paused to squint
into the brush. His eyes were not what they used to be, but again he saw a

shi mer of delicate novenent. Hi s heart pounded in excitenent as he saw a
snoothly curved leg, trailing a filmy gown, disappear behind a tree.

A dryad

Trahern forgot the council in his eagerness to find the tree sprite. Her lair
must be near! Could it be that she was calling hinf

Trahern knew that occasionally a dryad would call a druid to cone and live
with it for a tine. These druids never spoke of the experience afterwards, but
their eyes seened to return to nmenories that were npost pleasant indeed. Now,



per haps he had been call ed!

The druid caught sight of the slender formagain as it slipped behind anot her
tree. This time, the figure turned back teasingly, and he saw sparkling eyes
and heard a tinkle of mnusical |aughter.

Puffing with exertion, Trahern followed the dryad around another tree. In his
eagerness, he nearly stunbled but was cl ose behind the sprite as he stepped
around the bole of a giant oak

There, Kazgoroth took him

* * K* * *

The feathered decoy wafted high into the air, fluttering |ike a wounded bird,
and Tristan quickly drew and sighted his arrow. Quickly he let the mssile
fly, cursing as it mssed the target by ten feet.

The decoy glided on, and underneath it, on the ground, streaked a brown form
Canthus followed the fluttering object for over a hundred yards. As it finally
began settling back toward earth, the great dog crouched, and then hurled
hinself into the air. The decoy was still eight feet fromthe ground when the
dog's powerful jaws closed over it.

The great moorhound had filled out in the few weeks Tristan had owned him His
square jaw, thick neck encircled by a studded iron collar, and sturdy

shoul ders made hima very solid dog. H s long | egs and strength insured that
he was very fast. "Good catch!" appl auded Robyn, as Daryth whistled for the
dog to return.

"At | east one of you mght put sonme neat on the table," grunted Arlen, |ooking
at Tristan in disappointnent.

"Forget the damm bow " cursed Tristan, throw ng down the weapon he was having
troubl e conqueri ng.

"I can take care of nyself well enough with nmy sword!"

"Sure ye can," agreed the older man. "But ye'll never be a king of the Ffolk
if they can't see that ye wield a bow as well as a bl ade!"
"I don't want to be king!" retorted the prince. "I'mgoing to towmn." He turned

and stal ked away from his teacher and Robyn.

"Tristan Kendrick!" Robyn's voice dripped with scorn. "For soneone who doesn't
want to be king, you sure like to act |ike one! Wiere in Gwnneth did you
learn to be so rude to your teacher?"

The prince turned, biting back an angry comment, and | ooked at Robyn and
Arlen. Daryth stood off to the side, pretending not to pay attention.

"You're right," he agreed, |owering his gaze and shaking his head. "I'm sorry,
old friend." He held out his hand.

The old warrior took it briefly, then said gruffly, "Get ready." He prepared
anot her decoy, then turned to the prince. "And pay attention, dam ye! That

| ast shot was pure carel essness - ye forgot about the wind, and it |ooked |ike
ye took little notice of yer target's notion!"

Agai n, and again, the decoy fluttered up and the prince shot arrows fromthe
power ful | ongbow. Each m ss made hi m nore annoyed, although several shots
grazed the target. The prince noted that Robyn had gone to stand with Daryth,
as the Calishite directed the apparently tireless Canthus through his
retrieving.

"One nmore tine," Tristan said, alnmost snarling, as his fingers tightened on

t he bow.

Arlen swng his arm the launcher clicked, and again the decoy fluttered into
the air. As Canthus raced across the grassy heath, the prince swiftly drew and
nocked an arrow. In an instant, the bowstring was taut against Tristan's ear
and he sighted down the shaft as the decoy rose and spun across his path.
Tristan advanced his aim anticipating the flight of the decoy, and took note
of the wind. It had fallen, suddenly, to virtual stillness. Loosing the arrow,
the prince watched it streak toward the target.

The shaft struck solidly, sending a spray of feathers fluttering through the
air. Even as the decoy, changed direction, falling to earth, the great



nmoor hound whirl ed and | eaped, catching the remains of the target in his
wi despread j aws.
"Well done, lad," grunted Arlen, in what for himwas an exuberant expression

of pleasure. "There's hope ye'll be an archer yet!"
Tristan smled wanly, relieved at his success but annoyed by the frustrations
it took to get there. Still, the praise pleased him

"Now stop shooting for a nonment and eat!" ordered Robyn, returning with Daryth
to the student and teacher. The prince | ooked at her sharply, but she paid no
attention. "Here - |'ve made you sonething;" she said, offering a covered bow
to the prince.

Tristan, admring Canthus's strong jaws as Daryth renoved the rui ned decoy,
took the bow and absently uncovered it. A sound of exasperation caught his
attention, and he realized that Robyn had been waiting for himto say

somet hing. Too | ate now, she was already stal king off toward the Calishite.
Tristan | ooked down and saw t hat she had prepared one of his favorite dishes -
a mxture of nushroons, |ettuce, and chives. He started over to thank the

| ass, but she pointedly turned her back and offered a sinmlar bow to Daryth.
Stung, the prince sat on the ground and chewed his food.

"Hello!"™ A thin voice trailed up the hill, and Tristan saw the dimnutive
figure of Pawl do clinbing toward them In a few mnutes, the halfling joined
them The stocky little halfling was outfitted for wal king but readily dropped
to the grass beside themas if he had nowhere very pressing to go.

"I see that he learns quickly," announced Pawl do, noddi ng toward the great
hound that |ay, panting, upon the sun-warnmed grass.

"Aye. If only his master were half as adept,"” nmuttered Arlen to everyone's
anmusenent except Tristan's.

I ndeed, Canthus had adapted well to life at Caer Corwell. In less than two
weeks, the dog had | earned all the hand comands Daryth used to direct him

He ran faster and | eaped higher than any dog the prince, or Daryth, had ever
seen. Wen Canthus first joined the hounds of Tristan's pack, there had been a
brief, snarling showdown with Angus. The old dog had blustered and bristl ed,
but sensibly backed down as Canthus had pressed, al nbst gently, against
Angus' s skinny neck. Since that noment, Canthus had been the | eader

"When will you take himon a true hunt?" asked the halfling. "I hope you're
not going to wait until you learn to shoot - a dog's life is short!"

Agai n his conpani ons had a | augh at his expense, and Tristan felt his face

redden. "lndeed not," he replied. "W've tal ked of an outing to Llaryth Forest
next week."

"Spl endi d!'" announced Pawl do. "I'm growi ng bored of Lowhill - though Allian's
conpany is sweet, | admit. | could use a stint in the forest. To the hunt!

Wien do we | eave?"

"We'| | have to speak to my father,"’
"But soon enough, |'msure."
"Great!" Daryth exclaimed. "I'meager to see a little nmore of this island of
yours!"™ Tristan noticed that the Calishite's accent grew | ess noticeabl e

al nost daily.

"I shall come, too," announced Robyn.

The prince | ooked up in surprise. "But you've always hated hunting..." he
began.

"And so | do," she replied. "Yet there are sonme types of fungus that | wish to
collect this year, and they can be found nowhere on Gwnneth outside of
Llyrath. |1 shall ignore the senseless slaying that you will no doubt commt...
unl ess, of course, you'd rather |I went by nyself."

"Certainly not!" exclained Arlen and Tristan at the sane tine.

Daryth raised his eyebrows. "What is this Llyrath Forest place? Sone kind of
deat ht rap?"

"No," said Tristan, laughing. "But it is the wildest part of the kingdom W
m ght meet wild boar or even bear - there are few human residents."

Tristan turned to Robyn. "And I'd like it if you come with us - | was just

t hi nking you wouldn't enjoy it. That's all."

Tristan replied.



"If you're certain |l won't be too nuch in the way," she declared, frostily.
In fact, Tristan knew Robyn's woodcraft to be superior to his own. Arlen had
gi ven himconsiderable training in the ways of the wild, but Robyn seened to
have an uncanny rapport with it.

"It's settled then!" she cried. "Let's |eave tonorrow "

"How long will it take us to get there?" asked Daryth.

"Just a couple of days, though we'll want to spend sone tine in the forest.
How | ong should we figure?" the prince asked Arlen.

"Let's plan for ten days. Can we be ready by tonorrow?"

"You'll come with us, of course, Pawl do?" asked the prince. Wen the halfling
nodded happily, Tristan said, "The five of us then!" The group started back
toward the castle. "W'I| take ten horses - I'll get themfromthe stables."

"I"l'l collect sleeping furs and a cookpot," offered Robyn.

Pawl do and Arlen agreed to pack some spare food, in case the hunting was poor
and Daryth woul d gather the hounds. By the time they reached the castle, the
expedi tion was planned, to depart at dawn.

The group separated at the castle, each going to begin preparations.

Tristan entered the great hall and found his father sitting al one by the
enbers of a dying fire. He didn't | ook up as the prince entered. The shutters
of the long wi ndows were open, but the roomstill seened to harbor a deep

di sturbing chill.

"Father, we're going on a hunt - to Llyrath Forest." In silent anger, Tristan
cursed the nervousness that always crept into his voice when he talked to his
father. "Arlen will acconmpany us. We'll be gone ten days - perhaps a
fortnight."

For a minute, the prince wondered if his father had heard him for the king
di spl ayed no reaction. Finally, the king turned and regarded his son coldly.

"You mght as well," King Kendrick declared, his voice heavy with scorn. "It
beats wenching and drinking - things |I've heard fromothers that you do so
well. You are a disgrace to the crown!"

"What ?" Tristan stopped, cut off by his father's | ook of disgust. Watever
the prince said now would just inflame his father's anger, he knew.

"Leave ne!" growl ed the king, turning back to the fire.

Suppressing an urge to screamand stonp his feet at once again failing to

i npress his father, the Prince of Corwell turned and wal ked, seething, from
the hall. As always, he inmediately converted his anger into a desire to rush
out and have sone fun, so he hurried about his preparations for the hunt.

The conpanions | eft Caer Corwell before dawn, which spread gray and oppressive
fromthe east. Bundled in wool en cloaks and furs, they led their horses from
the castle stable, nounting saddl es and supplies on the various steeds.

Pawl do, who chose a small, shaggy pony, had to chase his reluctant steed
around the courtyard before he could saddle it.

The sunrise brought little warnth, for |ow clouds hung oppressively over the

| and. The peaks of the Highlands were buried within the gray bl anket, and a
penetrating m st hung heavily in the air. The party rode southwest, along the
road to Cantrev Dynnatt, for nost of the day.

They talked little. Tristan felt a personal gray cloud hangi ng over his head,
following his father's rebuke. In addition, he sensed a renpte but forbidding
sense of nenace in the gray day. For a nonent, he recalled the druid's
prophecy at the spring festival

Robyn, too, seened lost in thought. Every so often, she would start abruptly,
and peer into the gray, misty distance. As if expecting to see sonething. Then
she woul d slunp again in the saddle, staring at the gray nane before her.
Arlen rode ahead, naturally assumi ng the role of the prince's bodyguard. He
and Tristan accepted this as normal, and the prince barely noticed the old
soldier, riding slowy along ahead of them Only Daryth and Pawl do seened
inclined to talk, and the two quietly rode at the rear of the group
exchangi ng boasts and stories. The dogs paced along, not interested in

runni ng.

At dusk, they arrived at Dynnatt, a small farming community, and found shelter



at a cozy inn. In the norning, they would strike southward into the forest,
and then turn east. The terrain was rugged, and the tracks were few, so the
conpanions realized that it would probably be several days before they again
slept with a roof over their heads.

"Here, have the good table," wheezed the old innkeeper, hobbling toward a

| arge oaken table before a friendly fire. "Haven't had many visitors this
spring - you'll probably have the place to yourselves tonight."

Tristan had never visited this inn before, and the i nnkeeper made no sign that
he recogni zed the prince. dad as he was in plain hunting garb, he felt no
desire to call attention to his rank

They sat down, grateful to escape the danp and cool nist. After severa
tankards of ale and sone tender venison, the prince felt his spirits lifting.
"What busi ness brings you through Dynnatt?" grunted the proprietor, as he
cleared away the dirty dishes.

"A hunt!" declared Tristan, raising his mug. "The deer in Llyrath Forest have
had their |ast good night's sleep for the next week!"

"The hunting ground is not safe,” nuttered the old man. "This is not a time to
be abroad in Llyrath."

Tristan started to laugh at the old man's warning, but Arlen held up a
cautioning hand. "Wat do ye nean? What have ye seen?"

"Seen? |'ve seen nothing, but |I've heard tales. Al winter there' s been sheep
di sappearing in the place. And nore than one shepherd has gone in there

al ooki ng for his flock, and never cone out again!"

"Surely, old man, you talk |like a woman!" objected the prince. "There'll be
nothing in the forest to offer a threat to a well-armed band of hunters!”

The old man shrugged, said "So you say, sir," and turned away. Robyn fl ashed
Tristan an angry |l ook, and he felt a noment of guilt. He should not have

i nsulted the innkeeper, he knew. Wiy did this foolish sense of bravado inpel
himto make hinself | ook foolish?

Arlen got up, stretched, and wal ked to his room Robyn swiftly followed,
taking the single roomthey had hired for her. Pawl do and Daryth, too, slipped
away quietly. They all felt the disconfort and general gl oomi ness of the day,
renewed and strengthened by the innkeeper's warning.

At | east the follow ng day dawned clear, with the prom se of nore warnth than
the previous day had offered. Again the party was off before sunrise, but now
they had no road to follow, "This track should take us to the edge of

LIl aryth," announced Arlen, as he led the group along a narrow, winding trail
The terrain was rocky and barren, with small |akes and an occasi ona
shepherd's cottage about the only features worthy of notice. Even the cottages
di sappeared as they noved farther southward. They finally canped in a

shel tered niche, surrounded by high rocks that woul d keep away the knife-edged
bite of the w nd.

Tristan forged into a thicket of scrub oak, seeking firewod. He gat hered
several good linbs, and then froze as he heard a rustling behind him Slowy,
he turned, relaxing as Daryth energed froma thicket, also gathering wood.
"Tristan," asked the houndmaster, "what is it about this place? |I don't like
the feel of it!"

"I don't know," responded the prince. "I've been here many tines, but never
felt any danger... until now Bah! It must be our inmaginations!"

"I ndeed," nurnured Daryth, unconvinced.

"OfF course, there nmight be sonething to that innkeeper's warning," adnitted
the prince. "But it's nore likely he was testing us, or playing sone ruse.

W' ve seen nothing out of the ordinary."

"Do you cone here a | ot?"

"Arlen used to bring Robyn and ne canping here when we were children. | guess
it's been five or six years since we've been here, though. It's always been a
pl easant place - very wild, not many people around. | |ike that about Llyrath
Forest."

"You and Robyn," Daryth asked, a little awkwardly.
"Are you...?"



I gnoring a surge of jealousy, Tristan answered thoughtfully. "I don't know
Even t hough we've known each other all our lives, Robyn excites nme like no
other girl or woman. But there's sonething about her that keeps me at arnis
length. And -" He had to laugh. "- there's sonething about nme that keeps her
at arms length."

"She is a lovely woman - nore beautiful than anyone | have ever known. |
should like to, well..." Daryth's desire remai ned unspoken

"So would I," laughed Tristan. "So would I."

The next day brought theminto the edge of the wood, and here the hunt began
The hounds, pent up by the slow pace of the party's nmarch, were |oosed, and
soon di sappeared anong the wi dely spaced oak trees of the pastoral forest.
Urging their horses on, the hunters pursued.

The eager hounds, follow ng the vigorous | ead of Canthus, flushed birds from
their covers, chased and caught any hapless rabbits that lay in their path,
and sniffed the ground in search of |arger gane. The dogs crisscrossed back
and forth across the hunters' path, silently intent on their search

Only Angus showed signs of slow ng. The old dog kept the pace of the pack for
several hours, but finally slowed to an anble at the side of the riders.

Over the next few days, as the band worked its way eastward, the archery skil
of Arlen and Pawl do put a dozen pheasants and quail into the gane bags, but no
bi gger gane.

Finally, the hounds picked up the scent of a deer, and bounded into the brush
in pursuit. The prince spurred his horse through a tangled thicket in pursuit,
hi s compani ons streamni ng al ong behi nd. The hounds eventual ly brought the

ani mal to bay against a sheer rock wall. Daryth signaled the dogs to halt, and
Tristan took careful aimas the slender creature stood, shivering with fear
against the cliff.

The prince's arrow flew straight, piercing the creature's neck and swiftly
killing it. Suddenly, all those practice sessions were worthwhile.

"Bravo!" clapped Pawl do, trotting up to the prince.

"Ni ce shot," conmmented Arlen, and Daryth nodded in agreenent.

Robyn turned away as the deer fell - each time the creature kicked, she
flinched. Monentarily, Tristan regretted her presence. Wiy had she insisted on
conm ng, anyway? She took sonething fromthe fun..

As he stripped and cleaned the kill, his annoyance lifted, and he renmenbered
t hat Robyn had wi shed to seek out sone fungus or something in the forest. He
resol ved to give her the opportunity to do so.

They camped that night near a small, clear |ake anbng a grove of |ofty pine
trees. The ground was cushioned with a thick |ayer of needles, and firewod
was plentiful, so they had a confortable canp and got a good night's rest.
Still, Robyn seemed quiet and depressed that night, and again the follow ng
nor ni ng.

"Perhaps we should rest here for another day or two," suggested the prince as
the party breakfasted on bread and cheese. "Robyn could then have a chance to
coll ect sone of her fungi, and we can explore this lake a bit."

"It is indeed a beautiful spot," agreed Arlen, |ooking around as if for the
first time. Low, forested ridges, perfectly reflected in the still norning
wat er, surrounded the | ake.

They al nost forgot the warnings of the druids and the innkeeper in the

pl easant passing of the bright day. Yet, even as they enjoyed watching the
girl in her fungus hunt, something in the quiet, al nost abandoned forest,
somet hi ng vaguely frightening, inpinged on their awareness.

They were all noving in close proximty when Robyn cried, "There!" and | eaped
to the ground. Racing to a fallen trunk, Robyn pointed gleefully to a |ong,
shel fli ke fungus growing fromthe rotti ng wood.

Then, yards from her back, the bushes parted, and the grizzled head of a
nmonstrous boar energed fromthe undergrowth. Its glittering, blood-red eyes
peered angrily about, and it grunted in annoyance.

Tristan's heart froze.

The boar's tusks, nearly a foot |long, gleanmed wi ckedly in the shadowy |ight.



Robyn had turned as the bushes rustled behind her, and the col or drained from
her face as she beheld the angry creature, barely thirty feet away.
And then, with a grunt, the boar charged.

* * K* * *

The still, deep waters of Myrloch reflected the silvery rays of a full noon.
The sun had just set and the noon risen, when the druids began to gather
before the great council ring. The reflected noonlight illuninated the

gat hering, and a watcher could have seen that the npbod was sonber, perhaps
even fearful

The great stone arches of the council ring sprang, one after the other, from
t he surroundi ng shadows as the nmoon rose higher. In the center of the ring, a
pool of bright water reflected the moonlight in all directions, anplifying its
bri ghtness. As the mpon clinbed, the watchers could see sparkling spots of
light, like vivid stars, following it. Common | egend held that they were the
tears shed by the nmoon for the sorrows of the present night.

By contrast, the gathering druids stood solemly anong the shadows at the
perimeter of the ring, quietly waiting. They did not talk to one another, nor
did their attention waver fromthe Monwell to acknow edge new arrivals. Their
nunber continued to grow, as nore and nore of the dark-robed figures energed
fromthe towering pines that ringed Myrl och.

Each wore a robe of brown or dark green, sonetinmes nottled with a forested
pattern. These Ffol k were nen and wonmen of both strength and gentl eness.

Their steps did not disturb the branches and twi gs al ong the ground, nor did
their gazes frighten the smallest of woodl and creatures. Yet, as a group, they
har bored great mi ght indeed.

The druid known as Trahern of Oakval e hobbled into the clearing, |ooking
nervously about. He remmined far fromany of the other druids, his hands

cl enched together in the sleeves of his robe. He sneaked gl ances at the
nearest druids and sneered viciously, baring his cracked and bl eeding |ips.
How much he hated them - hated themall!

Licking his lips, he made an effort to keep his body still. It would not do to
attract attention to hinself. Pulling his deep hood farther down over his
face, Trahern waited for the council to begin.

Sone of the druids, those who had to travel far, or sinply wanted to displ ay
their great powers, arrived nore theatrically. An owW settled to the ground
between two of the great arches. Its shape shimrered and changed into that of
a proud, tall man: Quinn Mbonwane, master of the forest realmof Llyrath. A
hawk dropped suddenly fromthe sky to | and beside Quinn, and quickly changed
to human form Now |Isolde of Wnterglen stood beside the druid from LI yrath.
She whose real mincluded the woodl ands of northern Gwnneth did not greet her
peer fromthe south, but all who watched knew that the time for the counci
drew near.

Only the Geat Druid of Gwnneth still remai ned absent. The noon cli nmbed

hi gher, its silvery beans casting clear shadows across the great ring. Al of
t he arches now stood out clearly. Each was made fromthe positioning of three
massi ve stones. Two served as pillars, while the third rested across the tops
of the other two. There were twelve of these arches in the outer ring.

In the center of the circle, the Monwell glistened with a light all its own.
Around the Moonwel |l stood eight pillars of stone, grouped in four pairs. None
of the druids approached the center, but in the bright noonlight, perhaps
fifty of themwere visible gathered around the perinmeter of the ring.
Suddenly the waters of the Monwell parted with a soft plop, and a tiny
creature energed fromthe silvery liquid. Wth some surprise, the druids

wat ched a small frog cross the ground to the space between one pair of pillars
in the center of the ring. In a sudden instant the frog was gone and Genna
Moonsi nger, Great Druid of Gwnneth, stood before the assenbly.

As Genna appeared in her normal guise, so did the moon reach its zenith. Its
brilliant light spilled between the two pillars and illuninated the G eat



Druid for all the rest to see

Genna Moonsi nger | ooked ol der, and tired, but she still bore the understandi ng
snm |l e and | ook of benign patience that had won her this honored post agai nst
the conpetition of nore vigorous, but |ess wi se, druids. She slowy turned,
giving all present the benefit of that smle, and as she did so the tension
that had been building in the ring seened to lighten, if it did not vanish

al t oget her.

The rays of the full noon highlighted the winkles in the Geat Druid' s aged
face but could not overcone the lively sparkle of her eyes. Her body was
rounded and stocky, but she carried herself with great dignity. She |ooked as
if the many years of her life had not worn and weakened her, but instead had
weat hered and strengthened her. The polished oaken staff she held before her
gl eaned snoothly. Decades of use had worn its surface to a gol den sheen

Al'l eyes in the council rested upon her, but Genna paused lengthily before she
spoke. The wind stilled, and the great forest was strangely silent.

"My brothers and sisters,"” the Geat Druid began. Her voice was soft and

musi cal , yet carried the weight of mgjesty. The power was well conceal ed, and
her tone seemed w stful

"The Mot her has spoken to ne," Genna continued. The druids understood that
this meant the Great Druid had had a prophetic dream "Her next sleep may be
her last. Her power wanes grievously, and the instruments of her destruction
gat her even before the snow has nelted fromthe [ and."

She turned a slow circle, |ooking at each of the druids gathered before her
For a nonent she paused, wondering if she saw a flash of unnatural |ight near
the rear of the group. Then, her eyes noved on

Trahern of Oakval e sighed, shivering with tension, and hid his face nore
deeply within his hood.

Sonberly the druids regarded Genna, waiting for her to continue.

"The children of the goddess have been awakened."

This statement drew a few |l ow nutters of astoni shnent fromthe gathering, for
none but the ol dest of the druids recalled a tinme when the goddess had been
forced to call upon her children. The news was heartening, for the children of
t he goddess - the Leviathan, the Unicorn, and the Pack - were potent allies

i ndeed.

"Yet even this step will not be sufficient to restore the Bal ance!" Genna's
voi ce took on a note of firmmess. "The Firbol gs are abroad, and their
activities threaten the Bal ance on a very direct |evel

"The rest of my dreamis not clear to nme. | can only share these inages:
somehow, darkness has energed fromlight, and now this darkness wal ks abroad
inthe land. It is this darkness, whatever its nature, that the Mther fears
t he nost.

"Arm es shall gather, and blood will be shed. Very possibly. Mrloch Vale
itself will be violated. Should that happen, those of you who are entrusted
with the vale's protection are to hinder and sl ow the passage of the
desecrating force, w thout risking yourselves or your groves. Do not use the
animals, if you can possibly avoid it."

Genna paused again, turning a full circle to | ook at each of her druids.
Satisfied, she spoke again, "Renenber that the armes, though potent, are not
t he nost dangerous eneny of the Earthnot her

Learn all you can about the nature of any strange occurrences in the |ands
under your care. Whatever the nature of the "darkness fromlight," we nust
learn nore about it. | fear that it is the nost dire threat of all to the

Bal ance.

"Now, " Genna continued, her tone nmellow ng slightly, "what news fromthe far
ends of Gmynnet h?"

Qui nn Moonwane, master of Llyrath Forest, stepped forward and addressed the
gathering. "Your warning fits with tidings of late in Llyrath. That great
forest has felt the trod of invading footsteps already. Al though | have not
di scovered the nature of this invasion, | now suspect the Firbolgs."

"And | have seen the armi es gathering!" announced |sol de of Wnterglen,



stepping to Quinn's side. Her domain covered the vast tract of forest over
northern Gwnneth. This forest separated the fortresses of northnen clans that
had | ong ago conquered the northern reaches of Gwnneth.

"The northnmen march together, armed heavily, singing songs of war." Isolde's
voi ce did not conceal the scorn with which she regarded the northnmen. "They
gathered at their ports, a great and warlike throng. Then, several days ago,

t hey boarded their ships and sailed. Their destination | do not know, but the
nunber of their ships was greater than | have yet seen."

"Thank you," acknow edged the Great Druid. The soothing tones of her voice
calmed the rising tide of fear that Isolde's words had triggered

"My brothers, ny sisters,” Genna continued, still calnmng and soothing with
her voice. "Qur vigilance nust be constant. Qur enenies are strong, but so are
our friends. Oh yes," she added in afterthought, "As in tines past when the

Bal ance has been severely strained, a hero will arise fromamong the Ffolk - a
hero who is already a prince."

"This current prince," grunted Quinn, "is young and inpetuous - he could make
di sastrous mi stakes."

"OfF course he could," agreed Genna cheerfully. "In fact, having met the | ad,
"Il say that I'mcertain he will make mi stakes, probably disastrously. But he

is greatly steadied by the girl. And, indeed, do we have any other choice?"
"Yes, the girl," answered Quinn. "Quite remarkabl e, indeed. She carries great
potential within her, as you had guessed."

Genna snil ed discreetly, but made no conment. Her throat tightened, and

noi sture crept unbidden to her eyes as she thought of the black-haired maiden
Clearing her throat gruffly, she regarded every one of the gathered druids
with her bright, sparkling gaze, Her | ook seemed to spread peace throughout

t he group.

"May the goddess protect you!"

Genna turned and vani shed, although not entirely. Those who watched very
closely saw a small, feathered shape dart across the surface of the Monwell.
The swallow flew into the night and quickly disappeared.

The druids turned and noved away fromthe council ring as silently as they had
arrived. Soon, all but one had vanished into the surroundi ng darkness. That
one stood still, staring at the Moonwell, lost in deep thought.

Trahern of Oakval e | ooked much as he had a few days earlier. Only his eyes
were different. They did not glowwith vitality, but instead, seened to
glimer with a hot, angry light. The folds of his brown hood kept his face in
shadow, but one who | ooked within the shadow mi ght think he | ooked into the
enbers of a low fire, for such were the eyes of Kazgoroth.

Now, after listening to Genna, and through her the goddess, Trahern understood
the pattern that unfol ded before him Wth his help, the Balance woul d
unravel , |eaving Gwnneth in chaos and despair.

Now Trahern the druid, newy the spawn of Kazgoroth, understood the role he
woul d play in the plan.

* * K* * *

The rays of the full noon illum nated the sleeping village of Corwell, which
was gathered around its protecting castle on the shores of Corwell Firth. A
few guards strolled listlessly about the battlenments of Caer Corwell or slept
at their posts. The village was quiet, as the taverns had cl osed for the
night, and all decent Ffol k were sound asl eep

Erian the guard paced restlessly back and forth in his tiny hut near the
castle. Since the night of the spring festival, he had been restl ess and edgy
- often, he grew physically sick. A horse clopped along the street outside,
and he turned to the door, an audible snarl curling his Iip. He had been
unhappy and fearful for the entire nmonth, but never had he felt as restless as
now. \Wite moonbeans spilled through the wi ndow, and he unconsciously turned
his face upward, allowing the cold Iight of the full npbon to wash over him
Finally, he lay on a straw pallet, but he could not sleep. H s body ached, and



his mind reeled with confusion. Suddenly, he sat upright, the novenent
bringing an involuntary groan as his nuscles cried out in protest. Wth a cry,
he rolled off the pallet onto the floor

Trying to get up, he found hinself crippled. H s legs flailed uselessly at the
floor. He tried to grasp a handhold to pull hinmself up, but his fingers would
not work. How ing in anguish, he thrashed across the floor, finally rolling to
a stop in a pool of mlky noonlight pouring through his single w ndow.

The light seemed to soothe him yet it beckoned himat the same time. The ful
nmoon, a perfect circle of brightness, gazed through the wi ndow, and he began
to understand his hel pl essness. The tears of the noon - the glittering chain
of bright stars that foll owed the noon through the sky-blinked cheerily,
seeming to nock his plight.

H s skin cracked away fromhis arns and face, but the red wound quickly

di sappeared beneath a rough coat of brown fur. Sharp, pointed fangs erupted
fromhis guns, and his face distorted in terrible pain. He tried to rub his
eyes with his hands, but those appendages had di sappeared, to be replaced with
padded paws, tipped with sharp, w ckedly curving cl aws.

And as the silvery rays stroked the guard's twi sted and aching body, Erian
conpl eted his transformation

* * K* * *

The Pack awakened to the cold, white glare of the full npbon. Gray and shaggy
fornms emerged froma hundred dens, shaking the weariness of a | ong hibernation
fromstiffened nuscl es and sl eep-cl ouded brai ns.

A large nale raised his voice to the moon in a long, ululating howl. Ohers
joined in, first a few, but then hundreds. As one creature, the Pack raised
its voice to the heavens, singing the praises of the goddess.

And then a soft breeze carried to the large male the scent of a stag,
somewhere not far away in the m sty night. Patches of fog drifted anong the
towering pines, but bright moonlight illum nated the clearings and the high

pl aces as the wolf searched for the source of the scent.

O hers picked up the spoor, snelling blood, and neat, and fear. The bayi ng of
t he Pack dropped | ower, and took on a deeper tone of nenace. Slowy, |ike gray
ghosts, the wol ves began to | ope through the forest, gaining speed as

al ertness returned. The stag turned fear-maddened eyes toward its deadly
pursuers, and then fled - a flight that could have only one consequence, as

t he Pack spread out and began to close upon its prey.

Once again, after a century of sleep, the mghty wolves of the Pack sang to

their prey. The song was ancient and piercingly beautiful. It was a song of
the glory of the goddess, and of the m ght of her children.

But, above all, it was a song of death.

IV

BLOODLETTI NG

THE BOAR S STOCKY head bent forward so that the deadly tusks arrowed straight
at Robyn as she knelt by the fungus. Wth inpossible speed, the beast's stubby
| egs pounded the ground in a blur of acceleration

Tristan, his stomach churning in fear, spurred his horse into a swift turn
toward the boar. Pawl do, Arlen, and Daryth all whirled toward the attack, but
they were farther away than the prince.

The hounds, too, were distant. Canthus had | ed the pack around the shore of
the I ake, and though the dogs had turned at the sound of the boar's charge,
they were still far away.

Except Angus.

The ol d hound, anbling as always at Tristan's side, sprang toward the boar
with fangs bared. Deep snarls rolled fromhis chest as he | eaped between Robyn
and the chargi ng beast. The hound's teeth turned and sank into the boar's ear
At the same tinme, those nerciless tusks tore through the dog's flank and deep



into its body.

Red bl ood spurted fromthe grievous wounds, and the old dog grunted with a
hol | ow, wet sound. Hi s lungs pierced by the tusks, Angus spent his dying
strength tearing the ear fromthe boar's head.

Robyn sprang to her feet as Angus | eaped, desperately seeking escape. A bough
froma | arge pine hung several feet overhead. She junped, barely grasping the
linb, and swng her |egs upward. At the sane time, the boar tossed Angus's
body aside and lunged at his original victim A gore-streaked tusk grazed
Robyn's calf, drawing a cry of pain.

H s | ance sat, useless, back at canp, so Tristan was forced to attack the boar
with his sword. Slashing downward, his bl ade sank deep into the aninmal's

shoul der, but the wound seermed only to inflane the boar's ragi ng bl oodl ust.
Tristan's horse, whinnying with fear, danced away fromthe |ungi ng boar. As he
broke away fromthe beast, the prince turned and saw two arrows thunk solidly
into the shaggy flank. Arlen and Pawdo were al ready nocking their second

arr ows.

The boar turned fromits additional wounds, and ducked its head as if to gore
an imaginary foe, Confused, it swng its bl oodshot gaze from Tristan to the
archers, and back again. Lowering its head, it lunged toward the prince. Blood
ran luridly across one flank fromthe gash inflicted by Tristan's sword. On

t he opposite side, the two arrows were buried deep in the boar's flank. The
ani mal grunted sharply, but showed no signs of weakeni ng.

Suddenly a brown form streaked across the ground and hurtled itself into the
conbat. Canthus, far outdi stancing the other hounds to reach the fight, struck
the boar's flank. The force of the great hound's charge sent the creature
tumbl i ng across the ground.

The arrows snapped off as the boar's weight crashed over them and the bl oody
sword wound becanme matted with dirt and pine needl es as the boar staggered to
its feet, grunting angrily and ferociously stabbing its tusks into Canthus.
The boar's powerful back legs tensed, and its stocky neck twisted to bring its
tusks agai nst Canthus's long flank, but the hound was too shrewd. Turning wth
his adversary, the dog clanped his powerful jaws onto the boar's snout, above
t he tusks. The beast bucked and squeal ed frantically but could not dislodge
its attacker's grim hol d.

Daryth, his mount galloping across the rocky | akeshore, reached the fight, and
reined in with a grimsnile of pleasure.

"Kill him great one," he said quietly, watching the crushing effect of
Canthus's bite.
In nonments the rest of the hounds had joined Canthus. The killing of the boar

was not pretty. Canthus retained his grip on the beast's snout while the other
dogs tore at its flanks, throat, and belly. For a full mnute the creature
stood, invisible under the savage pack, but finally |oss of blood set it
squatting, and then lying, to the ground.

Tristan sprang fromhis horse and raced to the Iinp body of Angus. The old
hound | ooked at himonce, and flopped his tail weakly in recognition. Then the
brown eyes, already grown dull, closed forever

For a nonent, the prince renenbered a hundred carefree outings, Angus boundi ng
eagerly at his side, his own chil dhood enthusi asm bubbling. Then he ran to
grasp Robyn as she swung by her hands. But she let go of the branch before he
reached her, and cried out as her gored |l eg collapsed. Tristan caught her as
she tunbled to the ground, and hel ped her sit on the soft cushion of pine
need| es.

"I"'mfine," she said, pulling her shoulders away fromhis arm The prince felt
her body shaking, and heard a quaver in her voice, but he stood up and let her
go. She | ooked up at him gratitude in her eyes, and then sorrow as she | ooked
at Angus.

Arlen stepped toward them roughly clearing his throat. "Do not grieve for him
- he has died a warrior's death. He would have had it no other way."

They erected a small cairn near the shore of the | ake, and Robyn nuttered a

| ow prayer for the dog's spirit.



"Let's tend to the gane," grunted Arlen.

"Sure," agreed the prince. He turned, with relief, fromthe cairn and | ooked
at Daryth. "How are the other dogs?"

"Corwyss has a nasty gash on the side, but she'll be all right. The rest are
fine."

The prince bent over the ravaged corpse of the boar, drawi ng his keen hunting
bl ade and sliding the steel edge through the torn remants of the boar's neck
As he cut down, across the scrawny belly, Arlen began to scoop a pit in the
earth for the entrails.

The little group noved fromthe burial scene back toward their canp. Canthus
and the rest of the pack raced around the far shore of the |ake as the riders
pi cked their way al ong the snmoot her near shore. The dogs had al nost rejoi ned
them on the other side when Canthus stopped with a how . Barking furiously, he
refused to cone any further. Instead, his attention was directed toward

somet hing on the ground, near the shore of the | ake.

"I'"l1l have a | ook," volunteered Daryth, |eading his horse among the |arge
rocks of the shore toward the eagerly waiting pack of hounds. He reached

Cant hus and | ooked down.

"I think you' d better come over here,"’
like this before!"

The others found Daryth standing upon a low, flat rock. Around himspread the
shal l ow waters of the lake in all directions, except at the base of the rock
There, the water was | ow enough to reveal a small expanse of nud, in the

m ddl e of which was a footprint.

The foot that had made the print was wearing a heavy boot, judging by the
depth of the mark, with a snmooth | eather sole. Cleats protruded fromthe sole
at irregular intervals, and the whole boot showed signs of |ong wear. None of
this made the track exceptional, however, for the boot could have bel onged to
any common woodsman or shepherd - if these were its only features.

But the print was fully two feet |ong.

he called. "I've never seen anything

* * K* * *

Eri an awakened in terrible pain. H's shoulders and head pounded wi th agony,
and his body was nunb fromthe wai st down. He slowy realized that he was
naked and |yi ng outdoors.

Lifting his throbbing head, he | ooked around hinmself in confusion. He |ay upon
t he muddy bank of a shallow stream In fact, his lower half was imersed in
the chill waters, and this cold had benunbed him

Slowy, with tremendous effort, the big man pulled hinmself fromthe water and
| ay, shivering, in the nmud of the bank. A cluster of tree roots and encl osi ng
bushes gave him shelter. He struggled to renmenber how he had come here, but
his mnd furnished hi mno expl anation

He saw that it was after dawn, yet the whole night had vani shed fromhis
nmenory, |eaving a gaping, dark hole. What had happened to hinf?

Grunting heavily, Erian twisted hinself into a sitting position and | ooked
around. The streamflowed fromhis right to his left, he observed. He heard
the caw of a gull, and snelled the salt air of the sea, so he knew that he |ay
close to the coast. The stream was bordered by a thicket of bushes and small
trees, but the I and beyond seened open and rolling.

Looki ng down, Erian noticed w thout surprise that he was covered w th bl ood.
The nmud and the water streaked the crinson fluid into a garish pattern across
his body. He did not seemto be wounded, so obviously the blood had conme from
somet hi ng, or someone el se.

Lurching to his feet, Erian caught sight of Caer Corwell, and knew now t hat
this was Corlyth Creek, which entered the sea just north of the towmn. Slowy,
keeping to the conceal ment of the undergrowth around the stream he started
staggering toward Corwel |

Hs mind flashed through bits and pieces of the previous night: the full noon
illuminating his cottage, and sunmoning him with its cold and unbli nking



glare. He could renenber nothing after that.

The sun had just cleared the peaks of the Hi ghlands, and its harsh |ight cast

| ong, clear shadows in the crystal nmorning air. Few villagers were about yet,
so Erian was able to slip through the back streets of the town to his own
cottage. The door to his honme stood open, smashed outward with enough force to
break the I atch.

Confused, and very frightened, Erian slipped inside and cl osed the door

* * K* * *

"What coul d have made such a footprint?" demanded Daryth, staring at the
massi ve track

"Firbolg," muttered Arlen

Not wanting to al arm Robyn, Tristan said calmy, "Surely it would be very far
from hone. "

"Where do they normally live?" asked the Calishite.

"Usually they stay in Myrloch Vale, north of the kingdom" explained the
prince. "I wonder what one would be doing this far south?"

"This explains a lot!" Pawl do interjected. "The sheep di sappearing - everybody
nervous about sonething."

"Yes, but it raises nore questions than it answers. \Wat could the Firbol g be
after in Llyrath Forest?"

"They nmove, sonetines," explained Pawl do, w th unusual solemity. "At |east,
that's what the old | egends say." As a halfling, Paw do's roots were much
closer to the original faerie inhabitants of the isles - roots he shared with
the Ll ewyrr, and the Firbolg.

"The Firbolg are held in Myrloch Vale by the firm hand of the goddess, and
when her power wanes, the Firbolg can |eave the vale. It is," Paw do concl uded
needl essly, "a very bad sign."

"We nust warn the king," declared Arlen. "W shall return to the castle at
once."

"Not yet,"argued the prince, to whomthe Firbolg seened |ike a renote and
adventurous chall enge. "We should foll ow these tracks, find out if there's
nore than one, and what they are doing here."

Arlen started to argue, but saw the set of Tristan's jaw and knew that the
prince would not change his mnd. "Al right,” he grunted. "But one of us mnust
ri de back with the lass."

"Forget that ideal" snapped Robyn. "I'mconing with you!" Tristan could not
suppress a snile at Arlen's chagrin. As in childhood, the two of themusually
managed to mani pulate the old warrior into doing what they wanted.

"Then ye'll all do as you're told," grunted Arlen. "W'l|l nove slowy and
quietly - if yer seen, yer lives won't be worth a copper piece!"

Daryth had circled the group as they tal ked, and now called froma short

di stance away. "Here! |'ve found another track - and here's another. They went
this way!"

Daryth pointed to the southeast, toward a low notch in the rolling terrain of
the forest. The land clinbed steeply to the south, toward a crest of rock that
ran for dozens of mles, high above the surrounding pine, oak, and aspens.
Among the ridges nestled nunerous swal es and val |l eys, containing hundreds of

| akes and many small, isolated pockets of thick woods.
The conpani ons swiftly gathered their gear and scattered any signs of their
canp. Tristan felt a thrill in anticipation of battle. He stroked the hilt of

the I ongsword hanging at his side, and examined the nounting of his lance. The
thin wooden shaft was smooth and fl awl ess, the head of hard steel razor-sharp
As the riders nmounted, the hounds gathered eagerly, as if they, too, could
scent battle. Daryth indicated the spoor, then he gestured sharply downward as
t he hounds were about to take up the cry, and the canine jaws snapped silently
shut. Quietly, as ordered by the houndmaster, the dogs took up the spoor of

t he Firbol g.

"How ol d is the sign?" Tristan asked Robyn, whose know edge of the wld



i ncl uded tracking animals. "Can you tell?"

"No nore than a day," she estimated. They started after the nonsters, and for
a few hours had no difficulty follow ng the spoor. Huge footprints, careless
destruction of plants, and, occasionally, offal clearly marked the path of the
Fi r bol gs.

Then the trail crossed a region of snooth rock, and the keen noses of the
hounds became the only guide. Shortly, the Firbol gs had again entered

woodl ands, and the trail grew plain.

For two days the conpanions rode along the giants' trail, stopping only for
brief rests. They pursued long into the night, under the brilliant Iight of
the full rnoon.

Shortly after they left the | akeshore, the trail dropped into a stream bed,
and the dogs lost the scent. It was Robyn who noticed, a hundred paces
upstream the scuffed bark of a pine tree, indicating where the nonsters had
clinbed fromthe stream

Then, later, as a small stormwashed out a portion of the spoor, it was Robyn
again who saw the faint inpressions in the sodden grass that indicated the
passage of heavy bodies. It was as if the ground itself spoke to her
reveal i ng hi dden know edge of those who had passed.

"There seemto be a dozen or nore of them" she observed, and Tristan and the
others grew silent for a moment. The al nost invisible path she followed I ed
them deep into the LIyrath Hi ghlands - the rugged crest of the forest where
out crops of stone becanme as common as the clunps of pine and oak in the
forest's | ower reaches.

Tristan rode alert and ready for action. The sight of the giants' tracks
inflaned himw th excitenent. Over and over, he pictured one of the ugly
creatures before him cowering before the deadly thrust of his |ance. Then he
saw hinsel f, |ongsword raised, bobbing and ducking with dashing cal mthrough
the pitch of battle.

Ri di ng before his prince, Arlen was watchful, leading the party as long as the
spoor was Vi sible. Behind himpaced the hounds, followed by Daryth and Pawl do.
Tristan wal ked his horse slowy beside Robyn, at the rear of the party. She
had borrowed his knife, and now finished carving a stout oaken cudgel. Her
strong hands held the staff firmy as she inspected it for rough spots.

"I don't think it'Il be much use against Firbolgs," she admtted. "But it
makes me feel a little better to have it."
"We' || see that you don't need to use it," Tristan boasted, enjoying the role

of the cavalier adventurer. "How far ahead are they?" he asked. "Can you
tell?"

"I don't know," replied Robyn, giving hima sideways | ook. He thought he saw
an enotion strange to her eyes - was it fear? "Tristan, what can it nean? The
Firbolg, so far from Myrl och. And the prophecy of the druids - a sunmer of

peril, an autumm of tragedy. | can't get that out of ny nmind."

The prince sniled, reassuringly he hoped. "lI'msure these are just a few
renegades out on sonme kind of raid. As soon as we find themout, and get hone,
Father'll send out a band of nen-at-arns, and that will be that!" For a

nmonent, the prince thought of that war party. He wanted desperately to be a
part of it, but would his father et hin®

"Remenber what Pawl do said a few days ago?" persisted Robyn, still worried.
She | ooked before them at their conpanions. "Could he be right about the
power of the goddess waning? What if it's true, and the evil creatures take
over Gwnnet h?"

Tristan turned his gaze to the ground. He groped for words that would cal m
Robyn's fears, but instead found his own apprehensi ons grow ng.

"They can't be nore than a few hours ahead of us now, " observed Robyn, as they
climbed anong a series of rocky knobs. "W nust be gaining on themfast."
Toward eveni ng of the second day of their pursuit, the trail followed the
crest of a long, winding ridge. The rocky spur was the backbone of the Llaryth
Forest, although the nearest trees were a thousand feet below the crest. The
path was steep, with sheer precipices conmonly dropping to one side or



another. In places, the slopes dropped away steeply to both sides, offering a
craggy path only a few feet w de.

"This is madness!" Arlen finally exclained. "W can be seen for mles!

cannot allow us to proceed any farther."

"We nust find out what their purpose is!" argued Tristan

"I'f they haven't spied us by now, they' re even stupider than | think they are!
W're wal king into an anbush, | tell you!"

"Then we'll just have to be nore careful,” announced Tristan, fondling the
haft of his |ance.

"We' || be ready if they find us!" Secretly, he hoped they would find the

Fi rbol gs. He yearned to fight one of the brutes.

Finally the path dropped between a nunmber of rocky peaks, and the party

rel axed. At least they could not be observed as easily as upon the exposed
ridge. They coul d see ahead of themto where the trail |ed through a narrow
notch between two small nountains, and beyond into a region of tall pines and
open neadows.

Arlen scouted the notch, seeking safe passage, while the others waited tensely
behind him A clattering of rock to their rear caught Robyn's attention, and
she turned.

"Firbolgs!" she cried in alarm although her voice was steady. "They're

com ng. "

Whirling, the others saw four of the huge, ugly creatures approaching froma
clump of rock that they had passed minutes earlier. The gross figures |ooned

eight or nine feet tall. Each had a headful of black, shaggy hair and a
recedi ng forehead that sloped down to a |arge nose. They had surprisingly
smal |l chins, covered in scraggly and ill-tended beards. Each wore a | eat her

tunic marred by rips, tears, and stains. They carried clubs the size of snall
tree trunks and hefted | arge rocks in their nassive hands.

Even as the conpanions turned, the Firbolgs hurled the rocks at the party. The
mssiles fell short, but clattered and sparked with real menace as they
shattered on the rocky ground.

"Qui ck! Through the notch!" cried Tristan, as the Firbolgs burst into a run
"Hol d!" barked Arlen. "Look before you!"

Tri stan | ooked ahead through the narrow nountain gap to the |ong slope on the
other side and the forest a mle away. Fromthe trees energed a dozen or nore
Firbolgs, all loping steadily toward the notch. They were trapped!

For a nonent, Tristan froze in panic, his mnd groping helplessly for a plan
The Firbolgs to the rear bl ocked their retreat, and those before them of fered
certain death.

"My prince, we nust attack - there!" called Arlen, speaking firmy and

poi nting. The Firbol gs behind themhad split into two pairs. The pair on the

| eft had noved apart, the two Firbolgs lunmbering forward with a w de gap

bet ween them

Instantly, Tristan saw the wi sdom of the nove. "Let's go!" he called, kicking
the flanks of his nount.

"Follow " cried Arlen to the others as his own steed | eaped forward to gall op
beside Tristan's. The pair leveled their |Iances and charged toward the two
Firbolgs to the left. The |l ances were forni dabl e weapons when coupled with the
wei ght of a charging horse, and Tristan allowed hinmself a flash of optimnmsm
The bayi ng hounds sang behind him and a clattering of hooves infornmed hi mof
t he reassuring presence of his conpanions.

The Firbolgs imrediately anticipated their plan. The pair to the right began
closing toward their conpanions, but they were still several hundred yards
away. Then, as he and Arlen thundered downhill at breathtaking speed, the two
Fi rbol gs before them stopped, and each grabbed a rock the size of a large

nmel on. As the lancers bore down, the nonsters threw the jagged rocks. The
first one sailed over Arlen's head and crashed harm essly anong the rocks. The
second, however, smashed the right foreleg of Tristan's horse, dropping the
poor animal instantly and sending the prince flying fromthe saddl e. The horse
shrieked in pain as it collapsed, bouncing and rolling along the ground for



some di stance before finally breaking its neck and lying still.

The prince managed to tuck his head before he | anded, but he crashed into a
rocky patch of ground with enough force to stun him

Arlen's charge struck the second Firbolg with brute force. The point of his

| ance sheared through the nonster's chest and erupted fromits back in a
shower of blood. As the charge carried himpast, the warrior dropped the |ance
in order to retain his seat, but he instantly drew his sword and | ooked about.
The Firbol g behind himcollapsed, but the one that had struck down Tristan
faced the other riders with upraised club. Arlen saw Daryth edge his nount

bet ween the Firbolg and Robyn, and he saw the Calishite's sword [ ash out and
cut the Firbolg's hip. At the same time, the club smashed down, striking
Daryth on the shoul der and knocki ng hi m headl ong from the saddl e.

In an instant, Pawl do and Robyn thundered past the Firbolg, but the pair
quickly reined in their horses and turned. Daryth lay notionless near the
Firbol g, while Tristan, npaning, struggled to a sitting position. Bellow ng
ferociously, the Firbolg that had struck them down turned to confront the
riders, ignoring the hounds that raced toward its back

Robyn stared breathlessly at the nonster, her eyes wi de and her heart

poundi ng. The heavy cudgel she had carved seened like a pathetic stick in her
hand. Pawl do rai sed his bow and sent an arrow darting into the Firbolg's
chest, but the creature plucked it free and threwit to the ground as it would
a snmall thorn.

Just then the hounds struck the Firbolg from behind |ike an onrushing

| andslide. As the nonster stunbled and turned back to face this new attack
Arlen urged his horse forward. Striking from behind, he forced his bl ade deep
into the eneny's back, hoping to cut into a vital organ. Another arrow from
Pawl do flew over the warrior's head, striking the Firbolg in the back of its
neck.

The nonster's club smashed into one of the dogs, killing the hound instantly,
but the weight of the others, plus the damage of the sword wound, forced the
Firbolg to its knees. Instantly the dogs dragged it to the ground, biting and
tearing in a frenzy of bl oodl ust.

Several feet away, Tristan attenpted to clinb to his feet, but the world began
to spin madly and he had to sit back down. Shaking his head to clear it, he

| ooked ar ound.

A bell ow of rage caused himto | ook over his shoulder, and his stomach knotted
with terror. Another Firbolg, one they had not seen before, was crashing

t hrough the encl osing pines only a few yards away. The nmonster's club was held
hi gh, and its bl oodshot eyes glinmrered with malice.

Tristan quickly saw that his conpanions were all occupied and too far away to
i ntervene. So, praying for the best, he groped for his sword. But the

di zzi ness kept himfrom graspi ng his weapon. The Firbolg, sensing the

vul nerability of his eneny, crept forward slowy, his club raised, ready to
smash the prince into the ground. Through the haze in his vision, Tristan
vaguel y saw that the weapon was studded with rusty spikes. He closed his eyes
to block out the sight, hoping it nmight go away.

"Stop!" Robyn's cry pierced the air like the clarion call of a battle horn
Sonet hi ng gli mrered and shook al ong the ground, or was it sinply inagination?
The prince was not certain, but it looked as if the ground itself had begun to
t hrob. The |ungi ng Firbol g paused, confusion and fear at the strange happeni ng
clouding its gaze.

W de-eyed, Tristan saw the trees and bushes around the Firbol g bend
fantastically, reaching for the nonster and closing hard curls of wood around
its huge linmbs. The creature uttered a bellow of frustration, and perhaps
fear, as in nonents the supple linbs held the creature fast.

The pine boughs and sapling trunks wapped the Firbolg's linbs tightly. The
tip of a small pine encircled the giant's neck three or four times. The entire
m ght of the earth was behind the grasping wood, so the creature could barely
squi rm

Robyn gasped and cl apped a hand to her nouth, but then spurred her horse and



gal | oped toward the prince, whose own linbs still refused to cooperate. He
stared, in amazenent, |ooking fromFirbolg to Robyn and back. She reined in
besi de himand | eaped to the ground, helping himto stand.

"How. .. ?" he gasped.

"I don't know" she responded, turning to stare at the inprisoned Firbolg. The
nonster struggled to free itself, but was clasped tight by the knotted |inbs
and branches.

Tristan grasped the pommel of Robyn's saddle, but could not lift hinself. He
shook his head, groaning as the pounding in it grewinfinitely worse.

Daryth still lay motionless, but the prince could see no blood on him Little
Pawl do was rapidly releasing arrows with enthusiasmand precision into the
other two Firbol gs who were fast approaching. Several arrows sprouted fromthe
chest of one, but did little nore than annoy the creature.

Tristan gl anced toward the notch and was relieved to see that the other

Fi rbol gs had not arrived, though he knew that they would reach the narrow pass
soon.

Arlen, Tristan saw, stood over the notionless formof the Firbolg he and the
dogs had just slain. The old warrior studied the approach of the pair.

"Fly, my prince!" he called to Tristan, running in his direction. Robyn cane
up behind himand boosted Tristan into the saddl e of her own nount.

"Go! You got us into this - now don't nmake it worse!" Arlen's visage was
fierce.

Tristan, his control returned, saw a | ook of frantic appeal in Robyn's eyes.

W thout consideration for his own safety, he urged the nmount toward the

noti onl ess figure of Daryth.

"Dam!" grunted Arlen, as he strode forward to face the two advancing

Fi rbol gs. The pair cl osed upon the warrior, wcked grins distorting their
bestial features as they approached what they consi dered an easy kill

Tristan slid to the ground at his friend' s side, staggering slightly but
retaining his balance. Robyn joined himin an instant, and they lifted the
Calishite's head fromthe ground. The eyelids flickered and opened, but

Daryth, his black eyes sunken in his head, imediately shut them agai n and
groaned in pain.

"For the kings of Corwell!"

The old battle-cry resounded through the valley, and Tristan | ooked up in tine
to see Arlen charge the nearest of the Firbolgs. The man's sword darted deep
into the creature's belly, and he ninbly ducked the violent swing of the huge
club. Again he thrust, and the bl ade struck honme, and again he ducked the
savage counterstroke.

But now the other Firbolg leaped into the fray. Arlen ducked another sw ng,
and thrust home what proved to be a nortal wound agai nst his origina

opponent, piercing upward through the savage heart. The Firbolg dropped Iike a
felled tree, but before Arlen could recover his sword, a heavy club struck him
squarely in the tenple.

Arlen's skull caved in under the fearsonme blow, and his head snapped sideways
as his neck broke. The old warrior collapsed over the body of the Firbolg he
had just killed.

Robyn screaned in terror, but Tristan stared nunbly at the scene, nurnuring,
"No, no, no, no..."

The prince suddenly realized that Robyn was standing by his side, holding his
arm A strange sense of peace flowed through him and he raised his sword to
face the on-com ng giant.

Suddenly a bl ack shadow fl ashed across the prince's vision. A feathered
whirlwi nd struck the Firbolg full in the face, tearing with sharp tal ons and
curved beak. Before the nonster could react, the shadow broke away and cli nbed
into the air. Astonished, the prince saw that a huge bl ack fal con had j oi ned
the fight.

And then, from nowhere, a sound |like the whooshing of a strong wind split the
air over the prince's head, and a red arrow slashed toward the Firbolg to
thunk solidly into its throat. Gving a gurgling gasp the nonster stunbled,



clutching at the thick shaft protruding fromits throat. Wthout another
sound, it toppled forward, thudding heavily to the ground at Tristan's feet.

* * K* * *

The mistletoe rustled, spreading apart to allow the great white head to
energe. The head shook, and a satiny mane fluttered through the air and cane
to rest upon the snowy neck. The branches of mistletoe snapped as the rest of
t he powerful body emerged fromthe shady bower.

Hooves, shanked with fur also white as snow, stepped gingerly anpong the

wi | df | owers, crushing none, as the creature wal ked to the nearby pool. Bendi ng
his neck downward until the long horn broke the surface into a series of
ripples, the unicorn drank deeply. Still sleepy, Kanmerynn the unicorn raised
his head and | ooked around the grove. The grasses underfoot tasted sweet, and
he ate heartily of the nmost succul ent grasses. The beans of brilliant sunlight
penetrated the | eafy canopy in several places, creating dazzling shafts of
yel | ow.

Slowy, the unicorn grazed and drank, recovering his strength after the |ong
sl eep. The goddess had awakened him for a purpose, he knew, and that purpose
woul d no doubt require strength and endurance. Wth majestic grace, the ani nal
nmoved through the thick patches of clover.

Suddenly, the waters of the Monwell swrled, whispering slightly. Kanerynn
stared at the mlky pool until he understood his task. The unicorn raised his
head and trotted toward the pristine and pastoral forests of Myrloch Vale.
After several ninutes, Kamerynn began to canter, and then to gallop. Soon he
raced |ike a ghost through w nding pathways. Al the | esser beasts shrank from
his path at his thundering approach. H's ivory horn held high, and his mghty
hoofs carefully avoiding the rarer plants, the unicorn raced to answer the
call of the earthnother

\Y,
A BARD OF THE HARP

THE BLACK HORSE gal | oped quickly toward him so fast that G unnarch wondered
briefly whether the red-robed rider intended to trample him At the |ast
monent., the rider reined in, flashing his king a tight smle. Wth a
flourish, Laric, Captain of the Bloodriders, disnounted.

"What kept you?" dermanded the Red King. "The council wll begin w thout us!"
"I was inspecting ny conpany,"” comented Laric coolly. The captain regarded
the king boldly, subtly challenging him Angrily, Gunnarch turned away. Damm
Laric, anywayl It's too bad the nman was such a good | eader of horsenen -

G unnarch could not afford to be without his services, or he would have

di smssed Laric fromhis command years ago. Yet no other man coul d be expected
to lead the Bloodriders with Laric's flair and daring.

A servant stepped forward, taking the reins of the foam ng bl ack horse, and
leading it toward the canp of the Red King's arny. Laric anbled toward the
king wi th maddeni ng cal m

"Do you think there'll be war?" asked the captain, slowy licking his |ips.
"It's certain," grunted Grunnarch, cheered by the rem nder of the night's
occasion. They were to neet in the hall of Thelgaar Ironhand to plan the
season's canpai gn

Laric reached the king's side, and now G unnarch paused. The king turned and
| ooked at the scene spread bel ow hi mand could not hel p but be pl eased.

The masts of hundreds of |ongships bristled fromthe waters of Iron Bay. Upon
t he bl eak shoreline, and extending along the valley floor for several mles

i nl and, sprawl ed the tents, stables, and grounds of a massive mlitary
encanpmrent .

Ri si ng above the masts and the tents stood Iron Keep, the bl eak and towering
fortress of Thel gaar Ironhand, G unnarch and Laric's current destination. Tal
granite walls stared down upon rocky ground, and many towers clinbed from



within the forbidding walls. The pennant of Thel gaar, a crinson dragon

enbl azoned upon a bl ack banner, flew fromthe highest tower. Fluttering
proudly fromlower towers were the synbols of other kings of the northnen,

ki ngs who were Thel gaar's guests. The scarlet sword on the banner of G unnarch
the Red, the blue whal e of Raag Hammerstaad, and a half dozen banners of

| esser kings, all proclainmed an unprecedented gathering of the northmnen.

Gray skies glowered over the fortress, and wind |ashed at the surface of the
harbor, as the kings of the northmen and their chief henchmen prepared for
counci | .

The two northmen clinbed the wi nding stone stairway that led to a gaping
doorway in the granite face of the fortress. They created an interesting
contrast - men of the same race, yet the king was tall and broad, with a fair
conpl exi on and a flowi ng yell ow beard. The captain was short and dark, and

wal ked in a slouch that accentuated his small stature. Yet, should an observer
study their eyes, he might come away with the feeling that Laric was by far

t he nore dangerous of the two nen. There was sonething unfeeling, and vaguely
i nhuman, in his black and enotionl ess gaze.

"This way, ny lords," snled a buxomwench as the pair passed fromthe
twilight to the bright torchlight of the keep. The woman, swayi ng suggestively
beneath a colorful frock, led themaround a corner and into a vast courtyard.
Grunnarch had the feeling that she had been ordered to show off Thel gaar's

m ght, for she took themon a roundabout route that passed through huge
barracks, high ranparts, and thick walls. The Iron Keep was, indeed,

i mpressive.

Finally, the woman showed theminto the huge and snoky hall. Fromthe | ook of
the place, the festivities had been going on for sone time. The hall was not
war m but was brightened by the glow froma huge blaze, laid in a long hearth.
The massive fireplace held no |l ess than four tree trunks, sending a hellish

gl ow flickering throughout the chanber. Huge oaken tables, |laden with food and
drink, lined the room Hundreds of men sat along the tables, drinking and
feasting as the deepeni ng gl oom of night settled outside the fortress.
Grunnarch and Laric sat at a | ong bench, near the nen of Raag Hammerstaad. The
Red King reached for a massive |leg of greasy nmeat, and tore off a chunk with
his teeth, ignoring the juices running through his beard.

"Good to see you," grunted Raag, wi ping a snmear of ale from his nustache.
"Things will start soon - after our host is properly seated."

Grunnarch grunted a response, turning to regard the form of Thel gaar barely

vi si bl e through the snmoke at the end of the hall

Servi ng wenches brought nore ale, and sl aves stoked the fire, as the nmood in

t he chamber grew raucous. The snells of cooked neat, spilled ale, and
woodsnoke reeked in the chanber. As the banquet wore on, the odors of vomt
and stal e sweat added their pungency to the air. Many of the revelers
col I apsed, unconscious, at the table. O hers chased and caught unwilling
wenches, having their way beneath the tables or in any other unclai ned space.
Finally, the festivities drewto a close and the Council of Kings began

Thel gaar the invincible, mghtiest king of the northnen, and host of this
gathering, rose to his feet, and the roomgradually grew silent. An inpressive
man, even at his advanced age, Thel gaar took his tinme in examning his guests.
H s creased face, hidden behind a flowi ng white beard, showed no expression as
he began to speak.

"My guests... ny countrymen. We stand gathered in a mghty throng. An arny,
and a fleet, of heroic proportions has gathered unbi dden at ny doorstep. This
is a force capable of meking war, or sustaining peace."

Grunts and grunbl es of confusion rose fromthe northnen at the king' s |ast
words. Peace was a subject not rmuch in attendance at this gathering.

"Hear me!" roared Thel gaar, and i medi ately the noise ceased. "W have cl ai ned
many parts of these fair islands as our own. W have conquered sone pl aces,
and coexisted el sewhere with the native Ffolk, until the Monshae |slands,

t oget her, boast a people proud and prosperous - a people that need bow down
bef ore no foreign king!



"And now, again, we would enbark upon a season of war. Wth our conbi ned

m ght, we could strike anywhere in the islands, and our triunph would be

i nsured. One nore kingdom of the Ffolk would fall before us, and the

i nvincible tide would advance yet further

"But | say, ny people, that this road is the wong one for us to follow" A
puzzl ed nmurmur began to grow throughout the huge chanber.

"Wth this secure base to operate from I|et us prepare our ships for trade.
Are we not the greatest sailors in the world? Qur vessels can carry goods from
any real mknown to man, to any other realm And we shall profit handsonely.
"Let this be the road to our future!"

Gasps of astonishment, mngled with cries of outrage, sounded, as G unnarch
and Raag | eaped to their feet, together with many other enraged northnen.
"Winren's words!" "War!" and many other, less polite, phrases were roared.
Grunnarch leaped to the table, scattering nugs and platters as he hoisted his
broad battle-axe over his head. He bellowed for the attention of his
countrynen, and gradually the northmen turned their eyes to the fierce,

yel | ow bearded figure

"The words of Thel gaar are the words of an old man - a man who has | ost the
spirit of the warrior! Qur destiny |leads us to the conquest of the Monshaes,
and fate has given us the tool to fulfill that destiny. Not in the ages of our
children, or our grandchildren, but now"

Grunnarch turned a full circle to regard the others in the room H s words,

i nsol ent and treasonous, would have started a brawl, had not he voiced the
opi nions of so many in the room

"I say we sail to war before the season grows stale! My scouts have reported

to ne in detail of the kingdom of Corwell, scarce a hundred | eagues south of
here. This is a rich and m ghty kingdom yet with the force gathered here
today, we could take it! Once Corwell falls, the realns of the Ffolk will have
been cut in half, and the rest of the Mdonshaes will be ours for the taking!"
Raucous cries of agreenent arose fromthe gathering. The noi se gradually

coal esced into a single cry: "War! War!" in a chant that filled the vast

chanmber. Wapons, fists, and boots pounded a nmartial beat that intensified to
a fever pitch. Only gradually did the northnmen realize that Thel gaar had stood
again, and slowy the tumult ceased enough that the old king could be heard.
"I'f such is your wish, | cannot stop you. But know this: you shall sail to war
wi t hout the ships and fighting men of Thel gaar |ronhand!"

* * K* k* *

Even as the Firbolg's lifeless body crashed to the ground, Tristan sprinted
across the rocky ground to kneel beside his friend and teacher. No second

gl ance was needed to tell himthat Arlen was dead.

The Prince of Corwell stood and stared nunbly at the body of his old friend
and nentor. He felt curiously unmoved - as if he should react strongly, but
could not sunmon the tears.

"Look!" cried Robyn, and the prince foll owed her pointing finger. A scarlet
cloak billowed froma clunmp of trees across the valley. Wth a closer | ook
the prince saw it was worn by a rider on a huge bl ack horse. The m ghty steed
gal | oped toward them and when Tristan saw the huge | ongbow across the rider's
| ap, he knew that this was their benefactor. Quickly the prince stole a | ook
at the rocky notch above them There was still no sign of the other band of

Fi r bol gs.

The rider drew cl oser, and the conpanions saw that he was tall and very
handsome. Hi s black hair and beard were trinmed neatly. The scarlet cloak, as
well as his blue tunic and bl ack | eggi ngs, were of the finest silk, and the
bow he carried was heavier and | onger than any Tristan had ever seen

The man's face snmiled frombeneath a wi de-brinmred hat. The brimof the hat
sported several brightly colored feathers - one each to match the rider's
cape, tunic, and |eggings. The garish costune | ooked strangely out of place in
the wi |l derness of Llyrath Forest. Though travel -worn, the man's cl ot hing was



clean. Hi s denmeanor, as he rode nearer, seemed friendly.

To conpl ete the astonishing picture, a great black fal con swoped | ow over the
rider, gliding in a circle about him As the rider pulled up before Tristan
Robyn, and Pawl do, the falcon settled to his broad shoul der

"Ho!" he cried, cheerfully. ""Twas a fight to make a stirring verse!" For the
first time, Tristan noticed the snoothly curved harp slung over the nman's
shoul der.

The rider |leaped to the ground, startling the falcon into an abrupt flight,
and bowed with a flourish. He glanced around the scene of the battle, his gray

eyes seem ngly absorbing every detail. Turning back, he spoke to the
conpani ons.
"Keren Donnell, bard of the harp, at your service."

Tristan and Robyn exchanged a | ook of surprise at the name of the greatest
bard among t he Ffol k.

"I am Tristan Kendrick, Prince of Corwell. This is my father's ward, Robyn,
and our friend, Pawl do." Pawl do nodded his head, studying the man's bow wth
consi derabl e interest, and Robyn curtseyed quickly.

The prince continued. "Thank you for your help - you saved our lives."

"'Tis a delight to find | have aided a prince and a lady!" smiled the bard,
shrugging of f his acconplishnent. "And it is always a pleasure to neet one of
the small folk," he added, bowing |ow to Paw do.

"Your fame has preceded you, sir,"” added Tristan. "It is an honor to neet the
nost fanous bard anong the ki ngdons of the Ffol k! But what could bring you
fromthe court of the Hgh King to the wilds of Gwnneth?"

"Ah, Gwnneth - fairest of the Mbonshaes, in ny own opinion. Your island also
holds a wealth of the Ffolk's ancient history. Wiy, did you know that the
Sword of Cynrych Hugh itself is runpored to be hidden sonewhere on Gwnnet h?"

"It is a fair place, indeed," agreed the prince, "And no, | didn't know that
Cynrych Hugh's sword was supposed to be here sonewhere - though that is an
intriguing thought, 1'll adnmit." Cynrych Hugh, as every child of the Ffolk

| earned, was the hero who had first united their race under one rule. "Do you
travel for your pleasure, then?"

"Alas, no - I'mhere on the H gh King's business. | journey to Caer Corwell.
Am | correct in guessing that is your hone?" Tristan and Robyn nodded.

"I'f ny falcon, Sable, and I may be allowed to acconpany you?" the bard raised
hi s eyebrows.

"OfF course!" Suddenly the prince remenbered their surroundings. "But we are
not out of danger!" Quickly he explained that there were nore Firbolgs in the
vicinity. Nervously, he glanced up at the summit of the pass, but as yet there
was no sign of further attackers.

"Let's see to your friend," the bard said, nodding toward Daryth, who was
beginning to stir. "And the other one?" Keren indicated Arlen's body, lying in
a pool of bl ood.

Tristan had not considered the problem but knew instantly that he coul d not

| eave the old warrior's body to the eneny. "W'Ill have to strap hi mover one
of the horses. He was the captain of ny father's guard, and a | oyal soldier
who died a warrior's death. He shall be buried in Corwell, in the royal
barrow. "

The bard hel ped Tristan secure the body over Arlen's horse. At the sane tine,
Robyn spl ashed cold water over Daryth's face, and the Calishite slowy

regai ned consci ousness. Soon he clinbed to his feet, but he could not nove his
left arm

Daryth's horse stood nearby, and Robyn, after strapping his armwth her

scarf, helped himinto the saddle. As Keren finished helping with Arlen's
body, he saw the Firbolg, helplessly entangled in the branches of the trees.
The nonster had given up struggling, but |ooked dunmbly and suspiciously at the
humans and hal fling before him

"How di d that happen?" the bard asked, surprised.

"Robyn did it," responded the prince, sounding surprised even to hinself. "She
told me that she doesn't know how, but it happened when she cried out for him



to stop!"

Keren turned and regarded Robyn with renewed interest, |ooking fromthe
trapped Firbolg to the | ass, and back again. Robyn just |owered her eyes and
said nothing. Tristan inspected his hounds, two of which had fallen beneath
the Firbolg's club. The others seemed heal thy, however, and nilled around
expectantly.

Preparations finished, Keren, Robyn, Pawl do, and Tristan nounted their horses,
Tristan in front of Arlen's body on the dead warrior's horse. Just then, a

t hunderi ng shout announced that a fresh band of Firbolgs had crested the pass.
Wth bell ows of rage, the nonsters raced downhill. Several stopped to throw
boul ders which fell far short of the conpani ons, who were speeding on their
way.

"Too bad we didn't have a chance to bring their heads with us,"” called the
bard to Tristan, referring to an old battle custom of sone Ffol k clans. "They
make spl endid trophies, Firbolg heads!"

"Indeed,"” replied Tristan, a little sickened at the thought.

Urging the steeds forward, with the hounds | oping easily beside them the
little party noved down the valley as quickly as they safely could. Riding
hard, they pulled slowy away fromthe |unbering Firbol gs, who soon dropped
out of sight behind them

"Coul d they have stopped?" asked Robyn, hopefully, glancing back

"They might. | don't know, " answered Tristan. Suddenly he desperately wanted
his teacher's advice and realized how nuch he would miss Arlen. "W can't
afford to find out," he finally said, forcing hinmself to make the decision
"W nust nove on."

Daryt h nmoaned, sl unping weakly on his horse. Tristan, wondering if the
Calishite woul d survive the ride, thought they m ght stop... but would they
all die in a Firbolg anbush?... Oh, why did Arlen have to die?

The questions brought a weight of msery onto the prince's shoulders. To add
to his depression, it soon began to rain.

* * K* * *

The hours after dawn brought Ffolk bustling into the streets and fields of
Corwel | . Fishernen took their vessels fromthe little harbor with the dawn,
and farners busied thenselves with a dozen chores. Even the craftsnmen were
about, tidying and puttering as they prepared for the day's work.

A mle away, the halfling community of Lowhill slunbered on as the sun clinbed
toward the zenith. Only in the late norning hours did a few stunbling

bl eary-eyed halflings venture forth fromtheir snug burrows. The hal flings
knew how to enjoy life, and getting up with the dawn was not reconmmrended.

But finally the day brought its quotient of activity to Lowhill - today nore

t han the usual

Al lian, a young nmaiden of fifty-two years, enmerged from her burrow She was
alarned to feel a sense of urgency running through the community. She saw her
fellow hal flings hastening to and fro, all |ooking very concerned. Wat could
all the fuss be?

Hal f1ings of all ages were bustling past the little door |eading to her
father's burrow, all heading downhill toward the fringes of the community.

Fol  owi ng sleepily along, Allian noticed that her people had gathered sonberly
around one burrow at the bottom of the hill

As she skipped down the hill in an effort to keep up with the children and
young nen, Allian grew nore and nore concerned. The entrance to the burrow did
not look right, did not |ook right at all

Huge clunps of sod lay strewn about the entrance, and the mai den saw t hat
somet hing had dug furiously at the ground around the sturdy wooden door. That
portal, she saw as she noved cl oser, had been splintered i nward by sone awf ul
force. The entire tunnel |eading into the burrow had been enl arged, excavated
hurriedly by some unknown creature with trenendous di ggi ng power.

Forci ng her way through the cromd that grew steadily thicker and nore



appr ehensi ve, she | ooked inside the burrow, and could barely stifle a gasp of
horror.

The formerly cozy den now |l ay in shanbles. The neat and sturdy furniture had
been smashed beyond recognition, the stove overturned, and all the dishes
broken into thousands of pieces. But none of this conpared to the horror in
the middle of the den

The bodies, two of Allian's size, and two much smaller, had been gored beyond
recogni tion. Each had been mutilated and torn by a creature of inmmense, and
unbel i evabl y savage, power.

Suppressing her cries no longer, Allian turned, sobbing, and ran fromthe
burrow. O her halflings stood apart fromthe crowd, breathing heavily, faces
ashen. Allian fell upon the ground and shivered. She tried to blank out

t houghts of the nearby den, but her nind kept calling up i mages of huge,
fanged creatures. They roared and grow ed in her head, and she could not drive
t hem away.

* * K* * *

Gray clouds and mist gave way to a steady rain as the conpani ons canme down
fromthe highest reaches of Llyrath Forest. They pushed the horses hard, eager
to put distance between thensel ves and the Firbolgs. They did not knowif the
nmonsters had pursued them beyond the valley, but neither could they risk
stopping to find out.

Daryth rode silently, his jaws clenched. Robyn's crude sling held his arm
notionl ess, but the strain of riding had drained his face of color. Tristan
knew t hat they would have to stop for the night, and he prayed fervently to

t he goddess that the Firbolgs would not follow theminto the | ow country.

The rain alternated between poundi ng downpour and misting drizzle. Each nile
the party covered seened to drive the danpness deeper into flesh and bone.
Robyn | ocated a wi nding ganme trail, and the group noved along this in single
file, with the wonan in the | ead. Pawl do followed, with Daryth and Tri stan
behind him while the bard brought up the rear. The path tw sted and turned
anong towering pines in a forest nearly devoid of underbrush where the trees
t hensel ves provi ded sone protection fromthe downpour.

Tristan pulled his wool cloak tightly about him and wore a fur cape over it,
but even this conbined insulation could not keep the cold at bay. Soon he
began to shiver uncontrollably. Before him he saw that Daryth seened ready to
fall fromhis horse. At the head of the small columm, Robyn slunped m serably
in her saddle, wacked by chills.

"We'| | have to stop,"” the prince called over his shoulder to the bard. "If we
don't build a fire and warmup, | don't think Daryth' Il make it through the

ni ght."

"A wi se observation," agreed the bard. "Let us look for a suitable spot."

The trail soon began to clinmb another of the interm nable ridges that |ined
LIyrath Forest. The pines here grew in tight clusters, with patches of neadow
between. I n one of these open places, Tristan urged his horse up next to
Robyn's. The rain had |ightened again to a nere mist in the air.

"Let's stop and canp anong these pines," he suggested, and she nodded her head
wearily. The prince had never seen her | ook so hopel ess and mi serable, and a
great shaft of guilt pierced him

"I... I"'msorry," said the prince. "I got us into this ness. And | thought
foll owi ng the Firbolgs would be such a great adventure!"

"I't's not your fault," said Robyn, sighing. She | ooked at the notionless body
behi nd Tristan, and her nouth tightened. "W all wanted to go - except Arlen
W are all responsible for the consequences.”

She | ooked up, neking a visible effort to shake off her despondency. "Were
are we going to canp? | hope it's sonepl ace close.”

"Wait here with the others,"” Tristan said. "And 1'Il find a place where we can
rest in some security.”

Rel i eved to think about something other than Arlen, the prince cantered away



fromthe path to investigate several of the dense patches of pine. He soon
found one that was secure fromoutside view, and contained a large dry area
where a soft bed of needl es was sheltered fromthe rain by thick overhanging
branches. The rest of the party joined him and Robyn i mediately built a
smal |, snmokeless fire. Tristan, meanwhile, rode back over their prints with a
sweep nmade froma thick pine bough. In a few mnutes he had erased all sign of
their passage, creating the inpression that they had continued on up the main
trail.

The shelter proved as warm and dry as they could have hoped. They took turns
on guard, but there had been no sign of pursuing Firbolgs by the tinme the gray
dawn arrived. Daryth shook with fever and noaned in delirium They tied himto
the saddl e and rode on in the cold. The only bright spot was that there
continued to be no sign of their eneny behind them

"They're probably not bold enough to venture into the | ow ands,” comrent ed
Keren. "Even if they are roving - and | fear our halfling friend may be right
about that - they will not approach too closely to human settlenents in such a
smal | band. "

"I hope you're right," replied Tristan. As it was, Daryth's chances of |iving
t hrough the journey to Caer Corwell were slender. If they should have to
fight, those chances woul d be zero.

Toward the end of this day of travel, the party reached a small woodsman's
cottage. The honestead lay within a sheltered vale, beside a pleasantly
bubbl i ng stream An assortnent of skins covered a rack outside the hone, and a
smal |, enpty corral stood forlornly beside a dil api dated shed.

"Who are you?" The voice was sour and suspicious. The speaker stood at the
corner of the cottage. He was a m ddl e-aged, work-worn nman, dressed in sinple
clothes. A long-hafted woodsnman's axe rested on his shoulder - it |ooked as if
he could swing it into a ready position with a sinmple flick of his wist.

The door to the cottage creaked open, and the prince saw a di m shape i nsi de.
More clearly, however, he saw a stout crossbow extend through the portal, with
a bolt aimed straight at his heart.

"Who are you?" asked the woodsman agai n.

"I am Tristan Kendrick, Prince of Corwell," said Tristan, swinging boldly to
the ground. He flinched as he saw the crossbow quiver slightly, but the bolt
did not fly. "W have a wounded conpani on - he needs shelter and warnth."

The woodsnman's attitude was already rel axing. "Yes, of course. | have seen you
before, ny prince. Please forgive ny suspicions - these are dangerous tines in
Llyrath."

Gving a slight bob, he added, "Wn't you cone in?"

The cottage door swung open, and the crossbow energed, foll owed by a w de-eyed
lad of twelve or so. A stout woman bustled out after the boy and hurried to
Daryth's horse, where Robyn was already helping the Calishite fromthe saddl e.
"Quickly!" the woman urged, her plunmp face winkling in concern. "Poor |ad!
Let's get himinside."

Gatefully, the others followed the famly into the warm cottage. For the
first time in two days, the conpanions were able to drive the danpness from
their clothing and bodi es.

"I am Keegan of Dynnwal|l," announced their host as they entered the little
hone. "This is Enid, and nmy son - Evan. Lad, run out and tend to their horses!
Be quick, now "

Evan, still gaping at the visitors, turned and ran toward the horses. The rest
of themcarried Daryth carefully to the single, |large bed. The Calishite had
become conpletely delirious, and the fever seened to burn hi maway.

Leaving Daryth to the wonen, Tristan took advantage of the shelter, and the
woodsman' s supplies, to wap Arlen's body nore securely. The flesh, clamy and
lifeless, seened to bear little resenblance to the nan who had taught and
tutored the prince throughout his life. Tristan prepared the body as for a
funeral, certain that his father would have such a cerenpbny when they arrived
hone. Wstfully, he recalled his old teacher's gruff advice. H's conplinents
had been few, but he had never despaired of Tristan's ability to |l earn and



even excel

The man had died a warrior's death! And such, anmpong the Ffol k, was the finest
way a man could die - at least, this is what the prince had al ways assuned.
Thi s assunption now felt very holl ow

Tristan entered the cottage after dark, wel conming the snells of spices and
war m snoke that net himas he passed through the door. Keegan and his famly
of fered every confort their sinple home could supply. After a plain but
filling dinner and several glasses of the woodsman's own wi ne, the conpany
relaxed in the first real confort they had known in days. Only Daryth's
weakened condition, and the unknown threats that might lurk in the forest
beyond the sturdy door, prevented the night from becom ng a conpletely

pl easant one.

"Your comnpanions tell us that you are Keren Donnell," said the woodsman
hesitantly after the neal. "Could... could we beseech you to play for us?"
"I'"d be delighted," said the bard, rising and crossing to the junble of
supplies they had dropped inside the door. Keren pulled out his harp and, as
he strolled back to his chair, strumred a few chords, tuning his strings with
tender care. Then he began to play.

The Song of the Earthnother floated through the cottage. The words told of the
goddess in all her glory, and how she had grown fromthe bal ance of good and
evil in the world. She and her worshippers knew that neither good nor evil, in
a pure sense, would benefit the world. Thus, the goddess was devoted to
preserving the Bal ance.

The song then told of the druids, who were the human children of the goddess.
The duties of the druids included preserving the sanctity of her wild places
fromthe depredations of the rest of humankind. They insured that the Bal ance
of the wilderness remained intact - that creatures were born, and died, in a
manner pleasing to the goddess.

But the goddess al so had other, even mightier children, and the song next told
of these, one at a tine.

First cane verses about the great unicorn, Kanmerynn, who dwelt in Mrloch
Val e. A creature of enchantment and power, the unicorn was an unnatura

ani mal , incapable of reproduction. Yet, as the king of the forest, it guarded
and protected creatures of the woodl and that even the druids did not know
And the | eviathan, the |argest of the goddess's children, was charged with the
same responsibility at sea. The leviathan slept nearly always, certainly for
centuries at a tinme. Wien awakened, however, it becane a force unmatched in
the natural world.

The last of the children was a gathering of wolves known as the Pack

Wl ves conmonly roaned the wild places of Gwnneth and served their natura
role as carnivores, helping to preserve the Balance in this role. Yet, in

ti mes of danger, the goddess would summon the wol ves, and the Pack woul d form
Many were its nunbers, and fornmidable its might. Although the distant baying
of wolves was a chilling sound to a person al one on a noonl ess night, the

gat hering of the Pack was a m ghty sign of the goddess's determination to see
t he Bal ance mai nt ai ned.

As the last strains of harp music drifted through the house, Tristan nodded
wearily. Druids, and wolves, and unicorns all seened the stuff of |egends...
He and his friends went to their beds, to dream of Arlen, Firbolgs, and the
pl easant tales - the stuff of |egend - that had flowed from Keren's harp

O themall, only the bard suspected that a new | egend had perhaps al ready
begun.

* * K* * *

The woodsnan, Keegan, had an oxcart, and begged to be allowed to acconpany the
group to Caer Corwell. Tristan accepted his offer, in the name of the king,
since the cart would give Daryth a nore confortable place to ride. For two
nore days the party noved northward, sleeping at inns in small cantrevs, unti
they finally energed onto the noors south of Corwell. In the middle of the



next day, the castle cane into sight. The humans continued on the road, and
Pawl do gave his farewells. He took to the fields, his pony galloping eagerly,
as the halfling rode hone to Lowhill.

The bedraggl ed party slowy clinbed the road toward the gates. Their

appear ance aroused considerable alarm and as they drew near to the castle, a
dozen men-at-arns ran fromthe gates to see who to help. As the group |inped
into the courtyard, the king hinmself emerged fromthe great hall and stal ked
toward them

"What happened?" he demanded, confronting the prince as Tristan di snmounted.
The king saw the body on the withers of the horse, and his face turned white.
"Father, there are Firbolgs abroad in Llyrath Forest! W followed them and
they attacked us. Arlen gave his life to save us."

The king's face was blank as he | ooked at the rest of the party. His eyes

qui ckly di sm ssed Keegan, driving the wagon, but l|ingered upon Keren, then
noved on. "And the houndraster?"

"He lives," said Robyn.

"Send for the cleric!" called the king to a man-at-arns who i nmedi ately
mounted a horse and raced for the tenple in the village. Robyn started to say
somet hi ng, but stopped as the king's iron gaze chall enged her for a nonent.
"And who are you?" The king turned his attention to Keren.

"Father, allow ne to present Keren Donnell - bard of the harp. He intervened
to save us after Arlen died."

"What woul d you have done if you'd had to rely on yoursel f?" snorted the Kking,
with stinging scorn. Tristan flinched, but nade no reply. King Kendrick turned
again to the bard

"My thanks, sir - though I don't know that the kingdomw ||l be any the better
for it. Your fame, of course, has preceded you, and |I'm honored to have the
greatest bard of the Ffolk as a guest." He spoke the pleasantries
mechanically, as if they were statements to get out of the way. "And what
brings you to Corwel | ?"

"A message, ny lord, fromthe Hi gh King to yourself."

"I mght have known," grunbled King Kendrick. "It has been a long tine since
we have felt the hand of Caer Callidyrr in our quiet part of the world."

"I fear that your part of the world is not as quiet as you would wi sh,"
commented the bard softly.

"Indeed,' nmuttered the king, |ooking at Arlen's lifeless form "Whatever your
mssive, it must wait for the morrow - we shall have a funeral tonight." He
turned his back on the conpanions, and his voi ce booned across the courtyard.
"Gretta! Start cooking for a funeral feast of high honor! Warren - send for a
wagonl oad of ale! You nen, prepare the barrow" Caught up in the preparations,
the king marched into the hall to oversee the details.

Tri stan, Robyn, and Keren hel ped Daryth to a bed, and the prince directed the
bard to guest quarters. He felt |ike apologizing for his father's rudeness,
but Keren seened to take no notice of it, so the prince did not raise the
subj ect.

Daryth nmoaned feverishly as Robyn and Tristan stood beside him "I wi sh there
were something nore we could do," Robyn said, holding a cool cloth to his
head.

Suddenly the door burst open, and the beam ng, pudgy figure of Friar Nolan
waddl ed into the room

"My poor children," he said. "How awmful! | heard about the Firbolgs and Arlen
Dear ne!" He bustled to the side of the young man in the bed, and then turned
to the pair.

"What are you doi ng here?" asked Robyn, suspicious.
"Do not think you can tanmper with the will of the goddess! Leave! And take
your new gods with you!"

"That is the farthest thing fromny mnd," promsed the cleric. "I sinply w sh
to see if | can make the young man feel any better. You don't object to that,
do you?"

"I don't trust you and your new gods," stated the girl flatly. "But do what



you can to help him"

"You two nust |eave ne," countered the cleric sinply, as he bent to pull open
one of the Calishite's eyes. He clucked nervously as he | ooked at the w de

bl ack pupil that appeared to have lost its sparkle.

"No!" Robyn crossed her arns.

"I must insist,” replied the cleric, |ooking straight into her angry green
eyes.

"Come on," said the prince, gently taking Robyn's arm "We'll wait right
out si de the door."

She pulled her armfromhis grasp and stared unblinking at the cleric for
several seconds. He just calnmy stared back, and finally she turned and
stonped fromthe room wth the prince springing after her.

"It can't do any harm" he said, quietly closing the door. "And it mi ght even

hel p Daryth."

Robyn just scowl ed and turned away to pace anxiously back and forth in the
hall. After several minutes, the door to Daryth's room opened, and the cleric
emer ged.

"Shhh. He sl eeps,” announced Friar Nolan in a whisper. "He needs rest if he is
to recover. You may see him briefly."

The pair silently entered the room Wth astoni shnent, they saw that Daryth
did indeed sl eep peacefully, with no sign of the tortured thrashing, nor high
fever, that he had displayed throughout the |ong journey home. His shattered
arm | ooked whol e again and rested confortably upon his chest.

Robyn, her eyes wide with anmazenent, |ooked at Friar Nolan with fresh respect
as they energed fromthe room The man was obviously nore than a sancti noni ous
busy body.

"Thank you. How did you...?" the prince began to ask, but the cleric silenced
himwi th a gesture.

"Not me," he responded hunbly. "Such is the power of the new gods. | amnerely
one of their agents, trying to bring know edge of themto these islands. It
woul d not hurt you to | earn nore of them you know. "

"You seek to underm ne the power of the Mdther!"

"No, my child." The cleric's tone was patronizing. "There is roomin the
real ms - even on the Moonshaes - for all of the gods. | sinply seek to spread
the words of the gods | worship."

"At what cost to the goddess? And to the Ffol k?"

"Per haps sonmeday you'll understand. |'msure your friend will,
added, with a nod toward Daryth.

The bustling cleric left to return to the village, and Robyn, both angry and
bewi | dered, stalked to her roomto change. The prince stood for a nonment

out side Daryth's door, wondering at the mracul ous recovery, and then he went
to his own chanbers to prepare for the funeral

They had conpl eted changing into fresh, dry clothes just as the preparations
were conpl eted, and they joined the procession that emerged fromthe castle in
| ate afternoon. An honor guard of the king's warriors carried upon their

shoul ders a bier bearing the body. The king, Tristan, and Robyn foll owed, and,
because the word had spread rapidly, hundreds of residents of the castle and
town fell into a colum behind. The procession nmarched down the road fromthe
castl e gate, across the commons meadows, and arrived at the great barrows hal
that sat upon the moor, a half nile fromthe castle.

Ki ng Kendrick stepped to the forefront of the assenbly, where Arlen's body |ay
upon a rai sed mound of earth. For a noment, he | ooked down at the man who had
served himall his adult life.

"A brave man, and a mighty warrior has died. Yet, he died as he woul d have

wi shed - in battle, protecting the family of his king." Did Tristan hear, or

i magi ne, an elenent of scorn in his father's voice - scorn for his son, who
had caused the warrior's death?

"May the goddess take himto her bosomin the earth, and may his spirit fare
well." Wth these few words, the king stepped aside, and the bearers carried
the body into the barrow. Keren, who had been standi ng near the back of the

the cleric



crowmd, strummed a chord, and then gave themthe Song of the Earthnother - the
ball ad that had so lulled the sad conpani ons on the journey back

Tristan and Robyn stood before the barrow as the rest of the Ffolk filed back
to the castle. Robyn sobbed once, and the prince placed an arm around her
shoul ders. She started to pull away, but then | eaned against himas if, for
the first time in her life, she needed his strength.

The prince's own vision grew blurry. As they turned back to the castle, he
whi spered into the night. "Goodby, old friend. And thank you."

* * K* * *

The passage of Myrloch Vale proved to be no nore than a m nor nui sance as the
Beast made its way northward. Soon it left the realns of the dwarves,

Fi rbol gs, and Ll ewyrr behind, w thout encountering any of the Vale's
occupants. Sometine later, it paused at the rocky shore of a gray and
storntossed strait.

For a nonent the Beast reflected. It had gained, already, a potent ally with

t he perversion of the druid. Trahern of Cakval e would have much to do in
follow ng the orders of his master, Kazgoroth. Also, the Firbolgs could be
counted upon to performtheir special tasks, as the Beast had conmmranded t hem
Doubt | ess, they had al ready begun. And even the guard, Erian, could prove to
be a useful tool, if his own stupidity did not get himkilled first.

But these allies would not be enough to carry the attack to the heart of the
goddess's strength. The Beast woul d need nore hel p. Wether it was instinct or
di stant menory that told Kazgoroth such help could be found across the storny
strait, who can say?

The Beast knew that it would gain its nost powerful allies anpbng the northmnen,
and to this end it now noved.

The waters presented Kazgoroth with no nore obstacle than had the magic of the
LI ewyrr. The creature's shape changed as it entered the water, and in the body
of a large shark, it swameasily from Gwnneth to Oran. Wen it reached its
destination, it rose again fromthe water and wal ked onto the land. This tine,
it did not use the guise of a wonan, but instead took the formof a tall,

bl ond- bearded warrior, striding forward with all the arrogant confidence of a
nort hman passing through his own domain. |ndeed, reflected the nonster, this
island - as with all of the Monshaes - would one day be part of its domain.
In time, Kazgoroth reached the northern shore of Qman, there to see the harbor
filled with I ongships, and the tents stretching for mles along the coastal

pl ane and inland valleys. Ignoring the tents and the ships, the warrior strode
to the |l oomng fortress that commanded the hill rising above the harbor. It
passed through the gates, unnoticed, and noved freely anong the dark and
drafty halls of the fortress. It knew whomit sought.

The ol d king, Thel gaar Ironhand, having spoken for peace, rested easily,
knowi ng that what he had done was right. Thelgaar did not know what entered
hi s chanber, that dark and noonl ess night. He was barely aware of drooling

jaws striking at his throat, tearing his heart, still punping, fromhis
lifel ess body.
The nonster feasted on the gruesone corpse, licking blood fromwherever it had

spattered. It then adjusted its shape to match that of the king it had slain.
This body, it knew, would serve for a long tine.

After dawn had broken upon the canps of the northnmen, Kazgoroth energed from
the king's chanber in the body of the slain king. It spoke to the heral ds of
Thel gaar, and sumoned t he ot her kings of the northmen to council.

Wrd spread fast throughout the canmps and across the harbor. The spirits of
the northnen soared, as the news brought fresh confidence, and jubil ant

awar eness of their own m ght.

By noon there was not a single warrior in that vast encanpnment that did not
know t hat Thel gaar |ronhand had changed his mind. The pennant of the red
dragon woul d fly al ongside those of the other northern kings. The fleet, and
the arny, would march in all its supreme power for the subjugation of



Gwnnet h.

Thel gaar | ronhand woul d | ead the northmen to war.

* * K* * *

The funeral feast had been a grand success. Broken platters, spilled rmgs, and

sl eeping revelers lay strewn about Caer Corwell's great hall. The nusic of
pi pe and cynbal wailed through the air, and many dancers still caroused about
the hall. Tristan spun Robyn through a wild circle, catching her as she bent

back alnost to the floor. He thought that the maiden had never | ooked so

| ovel y as she now di d.

Her bl ack hair flowed freely as she spun, before settling down her back as far
as her hips. Her slender waist, beneath his hands, seemed supple and strong,
and he wanted to be nore daring with her, but could not gather the courage. It
was odd - he had grappled and groped with a dozen or nore nai dens who neant
nothing to him but when he tried to show affection to this woman - this
delicious creature who had grown, alnost overnight, fromhis chil dhood

pl aymate - his whol e being seemed to freeze. O course, she was not a nere
scullery maid whom he mght try to lure into the stables after the
celebration. Still, his hesitancy was maddeni ng.

"Excuse ne."

The prince turned to see Daryth, |ooking amazingly healthy, standing behind
him The Calishite cleared his throat. "May | have the pleasure of the next
dance?"

Robyn gl anced at his arm which hung freely, and quickly said, "Certainly."
She spun away fromthe prince to settle into Daryth's |ong arns.

For a second, Tristan watched themwhirl away, realizing that his nonment had
passed. Disgusted with hinself, he turned back to the table and sat, pouring
anot her mug of ale. For a nonent he alnost regretted that Daryth had recovered
so conpletely under the cleric's mnistrations.

"Hell o, ny prince."

Tristan turned to see a sonber-I| ooki ng Pawl do, acconpani ed by the halfling
mai den he had been with at the fair - was her nanme Allian? Her doll-like face
was marred by deep circles under her eyes, and she darted | ooks about the hal
as if she was frightened of something.

"How are you?" asked the prince. "Is sonething wong?"

"Trouble in Lowhill,"” admitted the halfling, as Allian | ooked away. "Sone
creature tore into a burrow a couple of nights ago - under the full noon.
Killed a whole famly."

Keren, sitting nearby, turned at the halfling's words. "The full noon, you
say? What kind of creature?"

"Nobody saw it, but it nust have been terrifying. It dug the dirt from around
the door - left massive claw marks - and tore the burrow apart.” Allian
covered her face and turned away from Pawl do's description. He | owered his
voi ce, while Daryth and Robyn wal ked up to listen. The two hal flings and
humans settled around a small table. Tristan signaled a scullery maid for a
fresh pitcher of ale, while Pawl do continued.

"It didn't eat the bodies - just ripped 'emup, and spread the bl ood around.
The warriors followed its tracks to Corlyth Creek, but then lost it. No one
had ever seen prints |like those before - dog-like, but huge."

"The trouble is perhaps worse than we inmagined," nused the bard. "First, the
Fi rbol gs, and now this. The power of the goddess seens to be waning rapidly."
"But what does it nean?" cried Robyn, agitated. "What can we do about it?"
"More than you can inmagine," replied Keren. "Tell ne, what did you do to cause
the trees to entangle that Firbol g?"

Robyn | ooked both enbarrassed and puzzled. "Nothing, really. It was going
to... to kill Tristan, and | screamed - | guess | said 'No!' or something. And
it just happened.”

"Have you ever done anything |ike this before?"

"No, never. | mean, |I've always felt a kind of enmpathy with plants - with all



wild things. Sonmetines it seems as if | can share their joy and sorrow - if

pl ants can know such things."

"Tell me about your parents," persisted the bard.

"I never knew them M father was an honored captain in the king' s reginent,
but he died in the last war with the northnmen, before | was born." For a
nmonent, Robyn | ooked hesitant, but then she continued.

"I don't know who ny nother was. The king told ne that she died when | was
born. |'ve asked hi mabout her, but he won't tell nme nore. |, well, |'ve

al ways gotten the inpression that there was sonme kind of scandal or sonething
- the king gets really angry if | press him so |I've never forced the issue.
And no one else around here will tell ne anything either!" She scow ed as she
renenbered her frustrations over the years - everyone she asked telling her
they didn't know, lying to her! O else saying it was better she didn't know.
Daryth | ooked curiously at Tristan while Robyn spoke. "Do you know nore?" he
said quietly.

"No. She has been here since | was a small boy. For a long time | thought she
was my sister."

"But no nore." Daryth w nked at him

Robyn opened her mouth to go on, but felt suddenly that the bard wasn't
listening anynore. He stared idly at the ceiling, fingering the strings of his
harp. Suddenly he stood, and smiled at her - a snile that lifted her spirits.
"We shall talk some nore, soon,"” he said, and turned to anble toward the
heart h.

Gradual ly, the wailing of the pipes died away as the bard settled hinself by
the fire. Hs harp, a golden instrument of grace and beauty, lay in his hands

like an object of love. As the roomfell into silence, the bard began to strum
t he wondr ous gol den instrunent.
The nmusic floated through the hall like a magic spell, soothing and cal ning

bringi ng peace and contentnent. After the raucous chords of the pipes and
cynbal s, the harp's nusic was gentle, soft. It was a sound that the Ffol k of
Corwell heard only rarely, so all were silent, eagerly anticipating the next
not es.

For several mnutes Keren played, w thout singing, and the frenzied nood
mel | owed easily into relaxed anticipation. Wien he knew that his audi ence was
ready, the bard began his first ball ad.

The Song of the Llewrr was certainly one of the ol dest songs of the Ffolk,

yet its haunting beauty flowed freshly from Keren's harp. H s voice, strong
and deep, caressed each word, and filled the refrains with haunting sadness.
Through it all, each listener felt the real power of magic.

The song told of the Llewrr before the com ng of man. Long-lived, and
peace-1oving, the elves dwelt throughout the Monshaes in conpl ete harnony
with the forces of the land. The first humans to arrive were wel coned and
protected by the Llewrr. Gadually, as the nunmbers of humans increased, the
Ll ewyrr withdrew fromtheir ancestral haunts. On many islands, they were known
only through | egend, the song said. But here, on Gwnneth, the LIewyrr
retreated to Myrloch Vale, and there they lived, small in nunber, and shy, but
possessing the sanme carefree spirit and harnoni ous sense of nature as they had
since time imenorial. Hunmans saw themrarely but knew they were there.

Next, the bard played the Song of the North Wnd, a harsh and jarring allegory
of the sweeping winter wind that blew fiercely off the trackless sea. Cutting,
freezing, and killing, the wind swept over the I ands of the Ffolk. Al who
heard knew that the wi nd synbolized the com ng of the northnmen, who had rolled
across nuch of the Isles of Mbonshae with the same inplacable force as the icy
gal e. The bl ood enemies of the Ffol k embarked on frequent raids against their
nore peaceful neighbors. Tristan knew that his father had joi ned canpai gns
agai nst them but none had occurred within the prince's lifetine.

The bard then raised their spirits with the proud Ballad of Cynrych Hugh - the
story of the greatest hero in the known history of the Ffolk. Bearing a silver
sword that |egends said had been given himby the goddess herself, Cynrych
Hugh united all of the lands of the Ffolk under one rule for the first tine in



their history. He becane the first of the Hi gh Kings, and his | egendary
battles with Firbol gs and northnmen nade for stirring verse.

Many stories were still told about the hero - the tale of his death in battle
with some fearsone beast was one of the grand epic tales of the Ffolk. After
that battle, his sword had di sappeared nysteriously.

That m ghty weapon, forged for the hero by dwarven nmetal smths, from stee
forged by the goddess herself, was in itself worthy of heroic tales. Keren's
song devoted several verses to the story of the weapon's creation

Tristan idly dreaned about the sword, wondering what it |ooked Iike, what it
felt like to wield. Arlen had told himof it many tines, and listening to the
song was like listening to a tale of an old friend.

Keren continued to play, lifting his audience with tales of hope and heroes,
of unicorns, and the children of the goddess. Then he would bring his
listeners to the point of despair with a tale of tragic |ove, or an ancient
treasure long lost to the pillaging raiders of the north.

Finally, the bard played a slow tune of rare beauty and exquisite pain. It was
the song of a hero, a gentle man who had taught, and served, and earned his
peace, but in the end had nmet his death in battle.

Robyn's head rested upon the prince's shoulder as Tristan listened, enthralled
by the piercing strains. He felt Robyn quake, and felt the soft wetness of her
tears as they noistened his tunic. He held her to confort her, and |istened,
to confort hinmself. But he could find no solace in the nusic.

Such was the Song of Arlen

* * K* * *

The funeral feast faded away with the late hours of the night. Only a few
peopl e remained in the great hall, including Tristan, Robyn, Paw do, Allian
and Keren. Once again, the bard took up his harp, and sang a song of history
and | egend.

The bard's listeners fought sleep, so they m ght hear the words and nusic that
so beautifully caressed them Al though they were not altogether successful
those that slept heard the song as part of their dreans.

And who was to say where the song ended, and the dream began?

* * K* k* *

Sated fromits gory feast, the Pack sprawed in sleep, the effects of hunger
abated. Already the Pack had grown |l arger, swelled by a stream of arrivals.
Soon the wolves grew restless again. Slowy, one after another, they rose and
gathered until the singing cry of their |eader drove themto their steady

| ope. Over heath, and through fen, the Pack noved as if it now had a deeper
pur pose. Wthout haste, but also w thout hesitation, hundreds of shaggy bodies
fl owed across the |and.

Ni ght fell and the Pack did not slow If anything, its pace took on a sense of
urgency as if it flowed toward a nearby destination. As the noon clinbed

hi gher into a cloudl ess sky, illumnating the rugged | andscape with a silvery
glow, the Pack filed into a narrow gulch, and entered a secluded and rocky
glen. Finally, the Pack paused around a bright pool

Hundreds of wolfish faces gleaned in the reflected |ight of the pool-1ight
that was anplified nore than nature decreed, for this was a Moonwel|l. Mre and
nore of the Pack crowded into the glen, until every foot of space was

occupi ed. And still the Pack grew, spilling out of the glen, and down the

narrow valley belowit.

For hours the wol ves watched the shining waters, until dawn col ored the
eastern sky. As creatures of one mind, the Pack rose and began to run
Nurmbering in the thousands, the Pack filled the narrow valley fromside to
side, rushing like a tide, inexorably toward the sea.



BOXK 11

Vi
MESSACGE AT M DNI GHT

AS THE LAST to enter, Tristan swing the heavy wooden door shut behind him and
bolted it at a look fromhis father. The room even with the great fire

bl azing, felt cool and dark. Deer and bearskin rugs covered the floor, and the
I ong council table of polished oak dom nated the center of the room A |arge
wol f's head - synbol of the Kendrick clan - glared across the roomfromits
mount above the fireplace.

The council ors took seats around the table, the king seated at the head. The
king's council chanber was the nost formal roomin the entire castle. Located
at the center of the keep, it had no wi ndows upon the outside world. Instead,
it drewits light fromthe fire on the broad hearth.

Three cantrev | ords sat upon one side of the table. Each of these men presided
over a small, rural comunity, arbitrating disputes, serving as a spokesnan
bet ween the king and the people, and organi zi ng and commandi ng a conpany of
men-at-arnms in tinmes of emergency. Lords Dynnatt, Koart, and Now | rul ed
several of the comunities within a few hours' ride of Caer Corwell, and had
arrived early in the day for the nmeeting with the bard. Robyn and Tristan sat
opposite them Keren sat at the foot, and a chair at the king's right hand
remai ned conspi cuously enpty.
Arlen woul d have sat there
"Pardon the lack of fornalities,

said the king. "But let us get directly to

busi ness. "

"Ahem " interrupted Dynnatt, a burly warrior whose features di sappeared behind
shaggy hair and a bushy beard. He nodded toward Robyn, while | ooking at the

ki ng.

"Shoul d the nmai den be present?" Lord Koart, a small, vigorous man, asked the
guesti on.

"It is ny wish that she be here,"” replied the king. "Robyn may play an
important role in our efforts to deal with the crisis. And now, sir?" he
concl uded, noddi ng to Keren

"Thank you, Your Highness," responded Keren, standing. "I only wish | bore
happier news. "A little over a fortnight ago | left Alaron, follow ng a
council with the Hi gh King hinmself. O her nmessengers were di spatched to Moray
and Snowdown - the portents indicate that all the lands of the Ffolk are in



danger. But the missive of greatest inportance is the one intended for

Gwnnet h.

"The Hi gh King's council of sorcerers,” continued Keren, "becane aware of dark
magi c growing in the land this winter, pointing toward a summer of turmoil and
direst danger to the Ffol k. The danger includes the threat of the northnen,
but this is not the paranount danger perceived by the council of mages."

The cantrev | ords exchanged uneasy | ooks. The council of mages earned no | ove
fromthe Ffolk, who tended to be very superstitious about matters invol ving
sorcery.

"At the time of the Spring Festivals, we |earned nore about this threat from
the circle of druids. The druids have determ ned that the power afoot
represents great danger to the goddess, and thus to our people. VWhatever its
nature and powers, we know only that it is a suprene nenace, of nysterious
nature - that it stalks the |and even now.. .

"And we know that it is upon Gwnneth."

Keren paused, letting his listeners absorb the inpact of his words. The room
was silent, until Dynnatt cleared his throat noisily. Tristan cast a sideways
gl ance at Robyn, and saw that her gaze rested intently upon the bard. The
sight did not please him

"W now have confirmation," continued the bard, "that the Firbol gs are abroad.
This initself is a portent of great evil, for the Firbolgs have not left the
hi ghl ands of Myrloch Vale in over a century. Spies have al so reported a great
nmust eri ng anmong the northmen. Their fleets, apparently, sail to a rendezvous
at lron Bay, the kingdom of Thel gaar |ronhand.

This is perhaps a hopeful sign, for Ironhand has agreed to a peace treaty with
the H gh King. H's influence may be able to di ssuade the northnen from all - out
war, but we cannot count on this.

"Spies report that the northnen gather at Oran's Isle, so Corwell becones a
very tenpting target."

For several monents, no one tal ked. Tristan, who had listened nore closely to
Keren than he usually did in official neetings, watched his father. He saw
that the king | ooked ol der, nore weary than the prince had ever seen him
before. Finally, King Byron Kendrick | ooked around the council chanber,
studying the eyes of each person seated at the table. Slowy, he rose to his
feet.

"I had hoped that the rest of nmy life would be spent free fromthe scourge of

war. | see now that this is not to be.
"Qur course of action is sinple, and obvious. My lords -" he spoke now
directly to Dynnatt, Koart, and Now| - "we nust nobilize the cantrevs for

war, spare only those | aborers nost essential to the tending of the flocks and
crops. All others nust be arned, and the mlitia units refornmed.

"Be vigilant! Send patrols into the hills and forests, seeking signs of the
Firbolgs. | shall send word to the farther cantrevs to do the sanme."” The three
lords in attendance represented only the | eaders of the cantrevs closest to
Caer Corwell. Dozens nore lay in the farther reaches of the kingdom Though
their lords could not reach Corwell in tine for this council, the danger, they
all knew, was shared by every community of Ffolk in Gwnneth.

The king turned to Keren again. "Can you stay with us for a while? Your
presence is appreciated, and your advice would no doubt be of great aid in our
preparations. "

"Wth regret, | cannot," responded the bard. "Having delivered ny nessage,

must return inmediately to Caer Callidyrr and informthe H gh King that |I have
conpleted ny mission. The fact that the Firbolgs are abroad is no doubt
unknown to him"

The ki ng nodded sol emmly in understandi ng. The bard' s m ssion, he had
suspected, would call for himto return to Caer Callidyrr on Westshae.

"I thank you for making this journey on our behalf. You are welcome to outfit
yourself for the journey w th whatever provisions or nmounts that | can

provi de."

"My thanks to you, Your Majesty. | shall make every effort to return under



happi er circunstances, and next tine to accept your hospitality nore
graciously."

"You shall al ways be wel cone. Beyond conmon courtesy, | owe you the debt of ny
children's lives, and this | will never forget!" The enotion in the king's

voi ce surprised his son.

The council lasted for a few nore nminutes, as details of mlitia units and

patrolling districts were assigned. As soon as they adjourned, the king sent
out nessengers to the farther cantrevs, while Keren went imrediately to the
stabl es and prepared to | eave. Tristan and Robyn packed his saddl ebags with an
abundance of provisions, and joined himat the castle gate.

The bard took the prince's hand in a firmgrip, and studied the young man
carefully. "You nmust be strong, Prince Tristan, for the weight of a kingdom I
fear, shall soon fall upon your shoulders,"” Keren said solemly.

Trtistan started to smile. "You are worthy of the responsibility, fear not,"
the bard continued. Wen Tristan chose not to reply, the bard added, "And
renenber, above all things, to think. A |eader nmust be a man of action, but
even nmore so, a man of thought. And take care of that dog!" Keren smiled, for
he had not been shy in his praise of Canthus.

At last Tristan spoke, warmy. "I will. And be careful on your journey!" The
prince was surprised to find himself reluctant to say goodbye to the bard - he
wi shed that he woul d see the man agai n.

"And you, ny lady," Keren said, turning to Robyn. "Keep this headstrong young
man out of trouble, if you can. And keep asking questions - there's an answer
for you sonmewhere."

"Now, | rmust be off!" The bard | eaped to his saddl e and urged his horse down
the castle road. The bl ack, soaring speck of Sable circled over him The
strains of a song wafted through the air, and Tristan and Robyn knew that the
bard sang a traveling song, a song of farewell.

* * K* * *

Daryth resisted all attenpts to restrict himto his bed, protesting that he
felt fine and only needed exercise to be back in excellent shape. Wthin a few
days, he returned to daily training activities with the royal hounds.

Cant hus continued his educati on under Daryth's tutelage. He learned all the
standard guardi ng and hunti ng comuands, performng to either vocal or hand
conmmands. The Calishite then began to work the dog into nmore chall engi ng
tasks. The noorhound soon | earned to knock down a victimw thout biting, and
to stand guard at an assigned place for a long period of time, without his
attention straying.

In the nmeantinme, Tristan had worked with the dogs for |ong hours each day, and
cane to appreciate nore than ever the might and intelligence of the noorhound
he had acquired from Pawl do, The dog seened to grasp tactics, such as silent
nmoverrent and the inportance of surprise, as quickly as a human woul d, and his
keen instincts augnented this intelligence in an al nbst uncanny fashion.
Canthus forged gladly into icy water, or thorny thickets, with no thought but
the conpletion of his task, be it the retrieval or flushing of gane. Wen
retrieving, he brought the gane to the prince with nary the slightest

t oot hrar k.

Tristan al so spent long hours with his bow, striving to gain a nastery of the
weapon he had never shown for Arlen. Although he showed marked inprovenent, he
remai ned far from expert.

As the prince's and dog's training progressed, the Ffol k of Corwell began
maki ng preparations for war. Able-bodied young men fromthe many cantrevs of

t he kingdom arrived at the castle, swelling its garrison to several hundred
men-at -arnms. Al though many nore nen and wonen could be nmustered in an
energency, the king did not deemthe situation dire enough yet to ignore the
tendi ng of crops and animals. The Ffol k of the cantrevs nonethel ess were
instructed to keep their weapons handy, and the king's army could swell
tenfold in a matter of a few days should the situation demand drastic action



One day as Tristan was practicing shooting froma noving horse, a nessenger
cane fromhis father, demanding his presence in the king's private study. Wen
the prince reported there, the king gestured to himto enter and shut the
door.

Tri stan wondered, apprehensively, what his father wanted. He expected a

har angue about sone irresponsible antic he had committed, or perhaps an
adnoni shment to take his training nore seriously.

The king turned to regard the prince carefully. Wth a sigh, the ol der man
wal ked to a chair and sat heavily. Tristan felt hinself quaking inside, as he
al ways did around his father

"My son, you have made it clear to me, nmany times in the past, that you care
little for the mantle of royalty that will sone day be yours."

Tristan started to respond, but his father held up his hand.

"Let me finish. The current danger confronting the Ki ngdom makes your cares

insignificant. You will have to begin to accept the responsibilities of your
position. You have no choice in the matter."
"Father, | have no wish to avoid -"

"Then why is it you have time for nothing nore than drinking, wenching, and
tendi ng your hounds? And you get ny best nman killed on a fool's mission!"
Tristan's face stung as if he had been sl apped. There was enough truth to the
words to bring the hot flush of shane to his cheeks.

"I want you to take command of the town's conpany. You will train with them
and |l ead them This would have been Arlen's task." For a nonent his father's
voi ce softened unexpectedly. "Tristan, | need your help."

The king rose and went to a chest in the corner of the room Qpening it, he
pull ed out a shirt of shining steel mail. He rubbed it gently, then turned,
holding it up.

"This was ny father's, Tristan, and ny own battle arnor. Now, | should like to
see you wear it. | fear that this sunmer will again give us cause to test it,"

said the king. For a nonment, Tristan saw the courage and determ nation that
must have been commonpl ace in his father's character, |ong ago.

"Thus far," added the king with a snmile that did not carry to his eyes, "it
has managed to keep the Kendricks alive. May its fortune bless you as well!"
Tristan |l ooked at his father in silence, a mxture of enmptions seething within
him- guilt, anger at being made to feel guilty, pride that his father was
asking sonething of him fear that he might not be able to live up to it, and
joy at the thought of wearing the beautifully crafted mail arnor.

Finally, he could only say, "I shall try to wear it w th honor."

"I trust that you shall," said the king.

"Father - everything | have ever done, or tried to do, you have belittled as
unfitting of ny station. Nothing has ever been good enough for you! I... |
will try to do as you ask - to comrand a conpany of your nen. | amjust sorry
that you don't - fromwhat you say - expect ne to succeed."

The king | ooked genuinely sad, but did not respond, which only increased

Tristan's anger. "You will take over the conpany - nostly swordsman, a few
archers - tonorrow." His face grew harsh. "Perhaps | should be glad that war
is comng - it mght make a prince out of you!"

Cursing silently, Tristan left his father's study. He stal ked to the stable,
and saddl ed one of the horses.

"Where are you goi ng?" Robyn's voice cane from behind him
"For a ride!" he snapped, and then turned to her guiltily.
had a "talk’ with nmy father."

"Mnd if | ride al ong?"

“"I'"d like that."

They qui ckly saddl ed a second horse, and cantered together down the castle
road. Fromthere, they struck out across the noors, giving the horses free
rein.

After several hours of silent, albeit pleasant riding, Tristan turned to his
conpani on. "There's something |'ve wanted to ask... but we haven't had an
opportunity to talk for some tine."

msorry. | just



The maiden turned to him riding easily, and raised her eyebrows. "Yes?"
"Did you ever figure out what you did to wap that Firbolg in the trees that

way ?"

A peculiar expression flickered across her face - Tristan couldn't tell if she
was amused or annoyed.

"I"ve tried to understand," said Robyn thoughtfully. "I |ooked up, and saw
that thing next to you, and all | could think about was how nuch |I wanted you
to live. | screamed - | guess | panicked - and the next thing | knew, the
trees bent down and grabbed him™

"But how?" the prince persisted. "It seemed |like magic, and |I've never known
you to have any interest in sorcery.”

"I don't!" Robyn replied, with a shudder. "1'Il | eave the sorcerers to the

H gh King's council

"Still," she continued, "that did not seemsorcerous to nme. It was nore as if

the trees reached out to help ne."

She turned to the woods, pensively, and watched a pair of squirrels chatter to
each other on a high Iinb. Then she | aughed, and Tristan asked why.

"That fellow ate a pile of nuts that his lady had her eyes on. She's really
letting himhave it!" Suddenly she | ooked at himin surprise.

"That's exactly what was happening!" she insisted. "I could understand them"
She | ooked back at the squirrels, and then turned thoughtful

"Tristan," she asked, regarding himsoftly. "Wat do you know of ny parents?"
"Not much," he responded, "They wouldn't tell me anything - Arlen, my father

Gretta. You canme to the Caer Corwell as a baby, | renenber, when | was about
two or three. | remenber Gretta telling nme that your parents had died, and
that nmy father was going to raise you as his ward. | think |I asked where you
were from and she told ne 'Corwell,"' but | couldn't get any nore information
out of her.

"At the time," Tristan concluded with a grin, "I was just disappointed that
you weren't a boy!"

Robyn playfully sl apped his shoul der, but then turned serious again. "I have
asked Father about this, but he never tells ne any nore than that - what you
just told ne. | amconvinced that ny parents' identity is sonmehow tied into
my... trick, or whatever it was."

"Why have you suddenly grown curious about this again?"

"Because of that fight with the Firbolgs. | think what happened with the trees
m ght make nmore sense if | knew nore about nyself!" Wth a grimce of
frustration, she lapsed into silence. Tristan did not disturb her thoughts.
Finally, as they neared the castle, Tristan adnitted, "You know, it has been
nice toride with you. Perhaps we could try to do this together nore often?"
"I"d like that," Robyn smiled, "Except it sounds l|like you'll be busy training
your comnpany."

"Dammit! I"'mtenpted to ignore his orders!"™ Tristan scowl ed. "The king as nuch
as told me he expected me to fail."

"Stop that!" said Robyn, in disgust. "Wy don't you try to understand his
poi nt of view, for once, instead of thinking only about what you want?" Angry,
but not wanting to spoil the afternoon, the prince turned his gaze to the
firth. However, he could feel Robyn's presence, like a noth feels the light,
strongly at his back. She said nothing, and they rode the rest of the way to
the castle in silence.

That night, Tristan dreamed of Robyn, and of Firbolgs. It was not a
frightening dreamso nmuch as a frustrating one. G ants stood around the pair,
taunting. He noved to protect the lass, and the trees bent around his own
linbs, restraining him As he watched, helpless, Robyn nuttered arcane phrases
and the Firbolgs fled, shrieking in terror. Long after they ran, the prince
heard her voice, speaking as through a cl oaki ng haze.

* * K* * *

Even the brilliant sunshine could not dispel the shadows that seened to |inger



around the lIron Keep. That towering black fortress absorbed the |ight without
reflection, creating a splash of gl oony darkness on the hill over Iron Bay.
The area now bustled with activity, as horses, provisions, and weapons were
ferried fromshore to the | ongshi ps anchored in the bay, or |oaded onto those
smal | er vessels that had been drawn onto the beach. Quickly, the northnen
struck their camps, carting their equipment to the shore in a |ong but orderly
processi on. Colums of troops stretched for mles fromthe bay as the outer
canps straggl ed toward the sea.

Grunnarch the Red watched his own arny nobilize with a deep flush of pleasure.

He stood upon a low hill, across the valley fromthe Iron Keep, and fromthis
vant age point he could see for mles in all directions. Never in his, or even
his grandfather's, lifetimes had such a host of northnen nmustered to war

t oget her.

H s men bore Grunnarch's crimson standard proudly as they marched fromtheir
encanprment to the sea. The Bl oodriders, Gunnarch's personal guard, rode their
proud horses at the |lead of the columm, while thousands of footnmen narched
stolidly behind. The Bl oodriders were undoubtedly the finest group of mounted
warriors anmong the forces of the northnen, and Grunnarch's heart swelled with
pride as they cantered past.

The arm es of the northmen wore little in the way of standardi zed unifornmns,
and this fact caused the Bloodriders to stand out distinctly fromthe rest of
the force. About a hundred in number, the Riders wore bright scarlet cloaks
over heavy bl ack chain mail. Each rode a powerful warhorse the col or of black
i nk, and carried a doubl e-edged battl e-axe that weaker men could not have
lifted off the ground.

Suddenl y, one horse broke fromthe file, carrying its redcaped Rider up the
slope to Grunnarch. Laric, snmling cruelly, sprang to the ground.

"The men are fit, but they need sone killing to keep themso," reported the
captain, licking his full lips.
"The | oadi ng proceeds well," said G unnarch

"The Iron King has asked to see me. | ride nowto Iron Keep," said the
captain, renounting.

"Why does he want to see you?" grunted the Red King.

"l don't know, but |I'mcurious."

"Just remenber who your loyalty is owed to," growl ed G unnarch

Laric's laugh held a trace of a sneer as he whirled the black horse and raced
down t he sl ope.

For a nonent, the Red King pondered Thel gaar |Ironhand's change of policy.
Strange, that. Thelgaar had left the council as the |one advocate of peace,

pl edging not to lend his considerable force to the sunmer's raiding. Wile his
refusal had not di mred the enthusiasmof the other northern kings for war, it
certainly had limted their options. Thelgaar's fleet numbered perhaps hal f of
all the other fleets conbined.

The foll owi ng norning, the king had enmerged from his chanbers and pl edged his
followers to war. The announcenent was made al nost in a frenzy, and Thel gaar

I ronhand had retained this fever pitch during the preparations that foll owed.
Thel gaar had driven his troops mercilessly through the necessary outfittings.
This was fortunate, on the one hand, since his nen had not prepared thensel ves
for a sumer of war. On the other hand, his intensity had an unsettling effect
upon the nmen, since they had never seen their revered | eader behave so.
Grunnarch felt a nonmentary flash of relief at the fact that his forces had not
been ordered to acconpany Thelgaar's in the initial phases of the attack

The Iron King had inperiously informed the other northern kings of the plan of
attack, and the assenbl ed kings had accepted the plan with little argunment. In
part, this had been because the plan was sound, but also, the kings had been
reluctant to argue with the inposing presence of Thel gaar |ronhand. He had

i ndeed seened to take on a new and especially warlike personality follow ng
hi s change of heart.

The pl an nonet hel ess served as a fine proposal for the reduction and
elimnation of the only remaining kingdom of the Ffol k upon Gwnnet h: Corwel | .



A massive fleet, | ed by Thel gaar in conmand, would sail through the Strait of
the Leviathan to Corwell Firth, and there |l and an arny at the very foot of
Corwell Castle. This force would be sufficiently powerful to reduce that
fortress, and thus shatter any attenpt at organized resistance.

The force Grunnarch was to |l ead would be nearly as big, but would sail down
the eastern shore of Gwnneth, |anding an arny at the opposite end of the

i sl and from Thel gaar. Grunnarch's army would then nmarch across the island,

t aki ng sl aves and booty from each conmunity as it advanced, finally neeting
Thel gaar's force at Caer Corwell. Grunnarch's task would be difficult, for the
Ffol k were savage fighters in defense of their honel ands. The presence of the
huge northern fleet in Corwell Firth, however, should prevent King Kendrick
from sendi ng rei nforcenents eastward. Nonethel ess, the terrain was rugged, and
Grunnarch's arnmy would need to | evel many sturdy rural cantrevs in the course
of his advance. The prospect of many heated conbats, far from di smayi ng him
caused Grunnarch's blood to race in anticipation

He stayed upon the hill, watching the |oading, for the remainder of the day. A
steady stream of nen carried the supplies to the beached | ongshi ps. The horses
of the Bl oodriders were divided anong ten ships, and these vessels would sai

at the head of Gunnarch's fleet. The rest of the vessels, sone hundred and
fifty strong, carried the vast bulk of his arnmy. By late afternoon, the
preparati ons had been conpl eted, and G unnarch rode slowy down to the docks.
Thel gaar woul d hold a final council with the kings of the northmen that night,
Grunnarch felt certain. Before dawn the follow ng day, the fleets would ride
the outgoing tide fromlron Bay, hoist sails, and begin the journey to war.

* * K* * *

"Wake up, Tristan! Please! It's inmportant!"”

Dimy, he shifted fromhis dreamto real life. He realized that Robyn stood
over him holding a slimcandle. She prodded his chest again, and he blinked.
"What is it?" he nunbl ed, waking enough to sit up in bed. He saw darkness

t hrough his wi ndow. Robyn stood beside himin a flow ng ni ghtgown of white.
The cloth made a stark contrast against her black hair, and the prince

t hought, absently, that she | ooked alluring. Very alluring.

"Come with nme!" Her voice was urgent. "Something' s happeni ng here tonight.
don't know what it is!"

Before Tristan had clinbed fromhis bed, she left the room and stood
inpatiently in the hall. He started to follow her, but she gestured toward his
weapon, draped over a chair.

"Bring your sword!"

Wt hout questioning, he strapped the weapon around his waist. As he stepped

into the hall, Robyn was di sappearing around the corner, so he hurried to
catch up.

"What is it?" he whispered, but she did not answer. Instead, she turned into
anot her hall, walking as fast as the flickering candle would allow. In a

nmonent, she stopped before a heavy door and quickly pulled it open

Inside spiralled the long stairway |eading to the platformatop Caer Corwell's
high tower. Breathlessly, the pair clinbed the stairs, energing nminutes |ater
through the trap door at the top

The cl oudl ess ni ght sky spread above and around them sparkling with a wealth
of stars. The night air was cool. The noon had not yet risen, so the prince
guessed the time at about two o' cl ock. Robyn extingui shed the candl e and noved
to the parapet, gazing intently into the eastern sky. Nervously draw ng his
sword, the prince stepped to her side.

"What is it? Should we sound the alarn? Wiy did you bring ne up here in the

m ddl e of the night?" The tone of each question grew sharper as the prince's
anxi ety nount ed.

"Pl ease be quiet!" Robyn whispered, and the prince saw that she was
concentrating deeply, still staring at the sky.

Puzzled, and a little annoyed, Tristan nonetheless did as she asked. He too



stared eastward, and for |ong nonments neither made any sound. Suddenly, Robyn
spoke a single word.

"There!"

Fol  owi ng her pointing finger, the prince could see nothing against the starry
backdrop. Then, for an instant, a star blinked out, and then on again. Severa
times this happened, and the prince realized that a flying creature
approached. At the same tine, he felt Robyn sway slightly and | ean agai nst the
par apet for support.

"You can put that away," she said finally, gesturing to his sword. "The danger
| sensed is distant, and will not mnenace us tonight."

This time Tristan ignored her, holding the blade ready and squinting to make
out the mysterious creature in the sky. In nonents he heard the faint whirr of
feathery wi ngs, and suddenly the inky formof a huge falcon settled to the

par apet before Robyn.

The prince recognized Sable, but stifled his announcement as he watched the
young wonan stare intently into the great bird' s unblinking eyes.

In nmonents, she turned to him

"It's Keren! He's in terrible danger and sent Sable to get help. Tristan, we
must go to him W have to hurry!"

* * K* * *

Kamerynn the Uni corn gall oped for many days. He thundered across fl owered
nmeadows, and rai sed shimering curtains of spray as he spl ashed through

shal | ow streans.

Finally the unicorn entered a region of Myrloch Vale previously unknown to him
- adimregion of fens and fetid marsh. He noved nore cautiously now, for he
knew that his destination was near. Abruptly, he paused, staring intently at a
snakel i ke vine laying casually across his path. Kamerynn's pink nostrils

qui vered as he checked the air for any nenacing scents. His caution turned to
alarm as he realized that wongness was manifest.

St eppi ng back, the unicorn again regarded the vine. Suddenly, the strand
nmoved, |ashing toward his forehoof. Leaping away, the unicorn reared high. At
that nmoment, another vine sailed fromthe underbrush and a clasping | oop
settled around Kamerynn's neck

Now, creatures energed from cover and attacked They charged close to throw
nore clasping vines. Kanerynn's attackers | ooked |ike humans, but were nmuch

too | arge
A sharp hoof |ashed out as Kanerynn reared to neet the charge. One of the
attackers fell, its thick skull crushed. Another tw sted around to the

unicorn's flank, but the powerful neck swiveled to neet the attack. Lowering
hi s head, Kamerynn lunged, feeling his ivory horn drive deeply into the
creature's body.

But the attackers were too nany. They grappled the unicorn's body, first
pressing it back, and then bearing it to the ground. In m nutes Kamerynn was
securely hobbl ed and bl i ndf ol ded.

VI
THE FENS OF THE FALLON

THERE HE I SI'" Robyn's voice called Tristan's attention to a small bl ack dot,
soaring anong the cl ouds ahead of them The mai den kicked the foam ng fl anks
of her steed, and the gray gelding sprang forward.

"Isn't she ever going to rest?" gasped Pawl do, struggling to retain his
seating upon his |urching pony.

"I hope so," answered Daryth, cantering snmoothly al ongside. "But | doubt it
wi Il happen while there's a glimer of daylight left!"

The great falcon soared eagerly eastward, and then circled slowy as the
riders belowtried to keep up

"I can't believe we're following a bird!" nuttered Paw do



"Are you sure she knows what she's doi ng?" asked Daryth, indicating Robyn. The
king's ward was gal |l opi ng ahead, oblivious to the grunblings of the other
riders.

"I trust her," replied Tristan

Bef ore dawn, they had awakened Daryth and outfitted themselves for the
journey. Canthus and several other hounds acconpani ed them They had brought
four extra horses in order to hold to a rapid pace. Leaving a nmessage for the
king, they had ridden forth, delaying only to pass through Lowhill, where

Pawl do had not hesitated to join the group

Now they rode steadily in the saddl e the whol e of each day, fromthe first

gli merings of dawn through the final darkness of night. They stopped for the
ni ght where sunset found them

The coat of chain mail rested confortably on the prince's shoul ders, rem nding
himof his father's wish. Idly, Tristan wondered who woul d command t he Corwel |
conpany now. He tried not to think about his father's anger upon his return.
But he had to trust Robyn; somewhere, Keren was in deep trouble.

They paused, late in the afternoon of the fourth day, to exchange horses and
stretch their stiffening nuscles. Wile the nen grunted in anguish and
painfully tried to work the kinks out of their |egs and backs, Robyn stared
silently skyward. Finally, as they nmounted again, she spoke.

"He's turning to the north. He neans for us to follow up one of these valleys.
I think he's leading us to Myrloch Vale."

"Hold it a minute!" Pawl do's voi ce squeaked with indignation despite his
fatigue. "Myrloch? That place smacks of sorceryl Best leave it to the Llewrr
- it's no place for humans or halflings."

"I shall follow Sable," Robyn announced quietly, mounting and ki cking her
horse forward

"And so shall |," said the prince, although Robyn's nmention of Myrloch had
brought a chill to his own heart.

"I think sorcery is kind of interesting," admtted Daryth. "Do you really
think we'll see sone magic?"

"We' || be lucky to ride out in the same bodies we take in!" grunbl ed Paw do,
but he nonet hel ess nmounted and acconpani ed the others. The three had to gallop
for several minutes to catch up with Robyn. They found her, halted, in the
center of the road, examning a narrow trail to the side.

She | ooked up at their approach. "This looks like a trail. Wth luck, it'll
take us over the highlands into Myrloch."

"Some |uck," grunted Pawl do softly, as they left the road, passing along the
path in single file.

The narrow path wound anmpong vast trunks of oak, hickory, and yew - a place
with the ook of a forest that had never felt the woodsnan's axe.

For the rest of the day they noved steadily along the shaded path. Ever upward
it clinmbed, nmoving anong great piles of boulders, fording shall ow streans, and
al ways hol ding the general bearing of north. In places the forest opened into
smal | neadows, and they caught sight of the great falcon, circling inpatiently
as it waited for the tine-consum ng passage of the earthbound humans.

Fi nal |y darkness provided thema respite fromthe long hours in the saddle.
The nmoon, nearly full, cast glaring shadows anong the huge trunks surrounding
their canmp. They built a small fire, taking care that it snmoked little and
that its light was screened.
"We'd better keep watches,"
Ki ngdom of Corwel |, but with Firbolgs and whatever el se abroad -
"Who |ives here?" asked Daryth, |ooking around at the pristine wlderness of
t hei r surroundi ngs.

"Very few people - nostly Ffol k who are hunters, or shepherds - people who
like the wild places nore than they |ike conpani onship," answered Tristan
"Aye. And we're not far fromthe lands of the Llweyrr!" decl ared Paw do,

| ooki ng over his shoul ders and suppressing a shudder. "I sense magic!"
"There is no danger here," Robyn said quietly, staring into the small
canpfire.

suggested the prince. "This is still part of the



"Still, 1'll vote with Tristan to keep guard. 1'Il take the first watch."
Daryth clinmbed stiffly to his feet and | ooked around.

"As you wish," replied Robyn, shrugging. "I'll take a turn at guard, too.
The ot hers exchanged uneasy gl ances, but no one said anything.

They remained vigilant, in shifts, but the night passed w thout disturbance.
They ate cold bread and cheese for breakfast, but even before they finished,
the bl ack fal con had | aunched hinmsel f northward fromhis perch in a tall pine,
decreeing that his followers quickly take to the trail again.

Their route clinbed steadily, toward the crest of the ridge separating the

ki ngdom of Corwell fromthe realns of the Llewrr - Myrloch Vale. As the
nor ni ng progressed they encountered patches of snow still |lying in shadowed

pl aces throughout the woods. The higher they clinbed, the nore snow covered
ground they saw. By noon, they plodded through wet, slushy snow with every
step. In places, nelting drifts still three or four feet deep covered the
pat h.

After several hours, they finally energed fromthe trees onto the rocky upper
sl opes of the highlands. These rolling nountaintops, subjected to the
continual light of the sun, had | ong ago lost their snow nantle. Now the
conpani ons made good tine as the trail wound even higher. Still the fal con
soared far ahead.

Robyn rode beside Daryth for much of the afternoon, talking and, occasionally,
| aughing. Tristan rode at the rear of the party, with Pawl do. He wanted to
join them but felt reluctant to intrude. Robyn and Daryth seemed to share
some private agreement. Pawl do was good comnpany, but the hours passed very
slow y.

By nightfall, they could see their destination: a high pass in the jagged
ridgeline. The trail tw sted treacherously anong | ower peaks before energing
al ong a sheer cliff and following a narrow | edge to the sunmt. Sable, an

al nost invisible speck, hovered over the pass.

They camped in a small clunmp of mniature pines that somehow nmanaged to
survive at this high altitude. The pines sheltered one end of a small lake in
a narrow valley. Geat sheets of ice floated in the water, and a freezing w nd
how ed through the small vale, but this scant shelter seenmed to be the only

pl ace not exposed directly to the el ements.

The pines provided enough wood for a small fire, and a three-sided niche anong
t he boul ders gave respite fromthe persistent wind. They ate w thout

ent husiasm and sat quietly staring into the fire.

Finally, Daryth broke the silence. "Wat is it about this Myrloch Val e? Wy do
| feel you all just oozing apprehension? It's as if you don't expect to comne
out of it again!"™ H's bluntness took the party by surprise.

Tristan thought back to the tales he had | earned as a child, surprised to
realize that he had taken them so seriously. "Well, it's nmore | egend than
fact," he said. "Wen humans first came to the Moonshaes, the Llewrr - the
elvenfolk - lived on all of the islands. As humanki nd spread, the Ll ewyrr
retreated eventually to the valley just beyond this final ridge - Mrloch

Val e. ™

"The Ll ewyrr do not brook trespassers lightly," added Pawl do. "The small folk
have tales that'll shrivel your ears - the Llewrr have a ring of magi c around
the place that'll fry anyone trying to pass it. Their w zards! No one knows
what dark secrets of sorcery they practice! They'll turn us into snails, or
worse - if the barrier |eaves any parts of us to turn!"

Robyn | aughed - the first laughter any of them had heard this long day. "It's
really a little less harnful than all of that!"

"Since when are you such an expert?" Pawl do shot back, insulted that the
veracity of his exaggerations had been questioned.

Robyn | ooked surprised. "I don't know where | became such an expert, but |
don't think we have nuch to worry about - not fromthe LIl ewyrr, anyway."

"What should we worry about?" asked the prince.

"That I'mnot so sure of... although Firbolgs come to mnd, as a place to
start."”



"At |east Firbolgs we can see!" grunbled Pawl do, turning his back to the fire
and curling up to sleep. "I'll take the middle watch," he added.

"I"ll take the first," volunteered Tristan, clinbing stiffly to his feet and
poking into the trees for nore firewdod. The others soon slept, and the prince
stood a lonely vigil. Soon Canthus joined him and the two paced steadily
around the canmp. They seenmed to be the only living creatures in this barren
stretch of highlands - at |east Tristan hoped they were.

The mpor hound never seenmed to sleep. He paced with Tristan as the prince
paced, or sat alertly next to himwhen he rested. Canthus sat as an equal
however - he never rested his head upon the prince's knee, or flopped
carelessly at his feet, as would any other dog. Hi s posture erect, he perked
his ears at any faint sound, and constantly sniffed the faint breeze for

i nformati on.

Tristan sighed, and turned to | ook at Robyn. She slept soundly, nearly buried
by a massive fur blanket, her black hair spread |ike a veil across her face.
Then the prince's gaze shifted to the slender, swarthy Calishite, tossing
unevenly on the other side of the fire.

What did that wonderful girl - wonman! - think of these nen, her cl osest
friends? Which did she prefer? Desperately, Tristan wanted to know. Robyn
stretched, luxuriously, and slowy rolled over, and for a monent Tristan was
tenmpted to wake her and take her in his arms. He chuckled wyly as he pictured
her reaction, and turned away to resune his watch

Each of themtook their turn at the watch, and Canthus acconpani ed them all
but the night passed without incident. They broke canmp with the dawn, picking
their way slowy up the last treacherous slopes |leading to the pass.
Fortunately, the slope faced primarily south, and the snow had | ong since
nmelted away. Though the path was still treacherous, at |east they had the
security of wal king al ong solid ground.

"We'd better dismount and wal k the horses over this part," called Tristan
Robyn reined in and turned, as if to argue, but then she studied the terrain
bef ore them

"Al'l right," she answered. "But hurry!"

Movi ng as qui ckly as possible, which still neant picking footings with great
care, they noved along the narrow | edge, often kicking free stones that

seem ngly tunbled for mnutes before striking the jagged rocks far bel ow
Finally, at mid-day, they turned fromthe narrow | edge and wal ked into the

hi gh, w ndswept pass. Behind them stretched miles of rocky highlands and dense
forests. The pastoral farm ands of Corwell were invisible in the haze of

di st ance.

And ahead of them seen by each for the first time, lay Myrloch Vale.

The glimrering blue waters of Myrloch itself were barely visible. Many small er
| akes dotted the nearer |andscape, and rows upon rows of craggy peaks
stretched away to the right and left. The trail to the north of the pass
descended steeply across a wide, snowy slope, into a lush forest of aspen and
pi ne. Broad nmeadows, bright with flowers, broke the green canopy of the
forests. Sparkling waterfalls, too numerous to count, spilled fromthe

hi ghl ands into the vale, feeding the nany brooks that created a silvery

net wor k of waterways connecting the many | akes.

In one place only, belowthemand to their right, did Myrloch Vale seem
unheal thy. A sprawing region of spindly, |leafless tree trunks surrounded a
mar shy fen. Numerous ponds spotted the area, but did not seemto sparkle with
the sunlight as usually did the water el sewhere. Mich of the fen was obscured
by thick growt hs of tangled brush, and slunping, nossy trees.

Sable circled away fromthe pass in a long dive. The falcon glided straight
toward t he boggy fens.

As the compani ons passed over the summit, staring in awe at the scene before
them each felt a little prickle across the scalp, as if |ightning was
prepared to strike nearby. Yet the sky was cl oudl ess.

"Magi c!" barked Pawl do, nervously scratching the back of his neck. "Mark ny
words - we'll all be salamanders if we take another step into this accursed



pl ace! "

Nonet hel ess, he acconpani ed his friends through the pass, |ooking suspiciously
about, as if expecting an attack at any nmonent. Not hi ng happened, however, and
he joined the inspection of the slope before themas the group searched for a
way down. The sun had not yet cleared the north-facing slope of the ridge of
its snow cover, and a white carpet lay thick across the highlands. Tristan
could easily imagine the deep drifts they would encounter when they reached

t he woods.

Robyn started boldly forward, |eading two horses, and the others fell into
file behind her. They alternated as | eader, and for several hours they nade
good tine, dropping across the slope toward a steeper area where the highl ands
fell to the tinberline.

Tristan, hurrying up to join Robyn, said, "All of you wait a minute while
check this snow. "

"Wait!" cried Robyn. "It's too weak to hold -"

Bef ore she had finished her warning he had already felt the snow shift under
his feet. Wth a loud crack, the surface slipped to the side and crunbled onto
the I ong, steep slope, carrying Tristan with it. The great slab of wet snow

pi cked up speed rapidly, and Tristan lost the reins of his horse as he fell
The sl ab began to break apart, and the prince fell between the huge chunks of
soggy snow, struggling to keep his head free of the choking ness.

Li ke a plumeting sled, the snow began to pick up speed, gathering nore wet

snow as it fell. The prince caught a glinpse of the shelf of snow above him
cracki ng free, dropping his conmpanions into the aval anche behi nd him

Snow smashed into Tristan's face, blinding him and filling his nmouth and
nose. Desperately, he scraped it away, still kicking nadly to stay on top of

the stuff. He got a quick | ook at the smooth slope before him- at the bottom
a clear blue lake glinmered placidly.

Conscious for the first tine of the real weight of his chain mail, Tristan
knew that the | ake nmeant a freezing, suffocating death, for there was no way
he could swimin the metal garb

He tried to scranble to the side, but the rolling surface gave himno footing.
Clawing at the snow with his bare hands, he felt his skin scrape, and he cried
out in pain as a fingernail was torn off.

Twi sting, he pulled his sword, and drove the tip deep into the snow, cursing
as the bl ade slipped fromthe icy crust. But gradually, the nmomentum of the
slide slowed as the slope grew |l ess steep. Finally, he managed to stick the

bl ade of his sword deep enough into the subsurface to drag himto a halt. Snow
still tunbled past him and he heard it splashing into the | ake bel ow
Tristan's gray mare slid past, screanming in terror and scranbling for a
foothold. The creature splashed into the icy water and di sappeared under tons
of heavy snow. The slide had narrowed, and the prince now lay just outside its
pat h. Exhausted and barely conscious, he saw Robyn tunble linply past. As the
snow carried her into the |ake, however, she sprang free and splashed into the
water, well away fromthe aval anche. Swi nm ng strongly, she made her way to
shore.

And then his other conpani ons passed, seenmingly in a single mass of horses,
humans - and hal fling. Pawl do clung to the neck of his pony as the animal hit
the water and swam away. Daryth and the other horses stopped close to the
water's edge as the slide's monentum finally dissipated.

"Are you all right?" called the Calishite up the hill

"I think so," replied Tristan. He saw Robyn clinb fromthe | ake, and the rest

of the horses swmto shore, Pawl do still clinging desperately to his pony.
"Have you seen the dogs?"
"No," answered Daryth, concerned. "Wait - |ook up there!™

Tristan turned to see the hounds boundi ng down the slope, next to the path of
the slide. They had sonehow managed to break free of the aval anche while it
was still high upon the nountain, and now nmade their way to the conpanions.
They had lost only one horse - Tristan's - in the slide, but all of the
prince's extra clothing had been strapped to the unfortunate steed. Robyn



pul | ed several wool en cl oaks from her saddl ebags. Though the material was

still sodden, they were able to huddl e underneath them and gradually fee

war m

"One thing's for certain,” announced the prince, |ooking up the slope they had
descended so precipitously. "If we're going to | eave Myrloch Vale, it'll have

to be by a different route!™

The others, too, |ooked up the steep slope and were silent, until Robyn,
soundi ng al nost cheerful, said, "At least not until the snow nelts. And that
won't be for a couple nore nonths."

"Cheerful thought," nmpaned Pawl do. "I knew we should -
"There's Sable!" cried Robyn, cutting short the halfling's lanment. "He's not
far away!"

Tristan realized that their slide, while dangerous, had carried themin
several mnutes over ground that would have taken the rest of the day to cross
by nmore conventional neans. The great falcon circled several mles away, stil
over the fens they had seen fromthe sumit.

"Let's go," the prince suggested, and they quickly adjusted their gear to
resune the march.

The snow cover di ninished as they picked a steadily descending trail anong a

| ush forest of aspens. In several hours, they dropped nore than a thousand
feet, and soon wal ked along a dry dirt trail. But soon the aspens w thered and
t hi nned, and the wi | dfl owers becane nonexi stent. The path dropped farther
finally ending at the edge of a murky pond. All around sprawl ed a wastel and of
fetid pools, rank grasses, and soggy turf. Cccasional copses of stunted trees
broke the | andscape, but even these | ooked scraggly and unheal t hy.

"Let's stop and canp," suggested Tristan. "Hear, hear!" agreed the halfling.
"You won't get ne into those fens at night! | snell sorcery."

"W nust go on," pleaded Robyn, "for Keren's sake! It can't be nuch farther!"
"They're right," said Daryth, nodding to Paw do and Tristan. "It would be
madness to enter that swanp in the dark of night."

Robyn turned away, and for a nmoment they wondered if she would plunge into the
fens without them Then, she sighed and | ooked back

"You're right. Wiy don't we try to build a little fire and dry out? But we
nmove at first light, all right?"

The others agreed, and they set about making canp. Tristan built a small fire
to dry out soggy clothes and warm chill ed bones. As always, they divided the
ni ght into watches, and Tristan again took the first shift.

H s nerves on edge, the prince called Canthus to himand wal ked sl owy around
the perimeter of their small canp. Tristan had always felt that, sonehow, he

I ed a charned existence, that he need fear nothing - except his father. But
now, nore than ever before, he felt a sense of apprehension - a certainty that
somet hi ng, or soneone, watched from beyond the circle of light.

And he didn't like it!

Gipping his sword, Tristan strode back and forth, staring into the encl oaking
dar kness. Even the stars seened dinmed, as if a thin haze filtered their |ight
on this nervew acki ng night.

Then he saw a flicker of novement.

Freezing, he stared at the spot, and again saw a glimrer of |ight. Canthus,
too, sawit, and growl ed deep in his chest. Tristan, his sword drawn, noved
toward the spot, feeling a strange attraction. As stealthily as he could, he
pi cked his way across the wet ground, He seenmed to draw close to the |ight,

but then it noved away, drifting deeper into the fens. Hurrying, he followed.
The Iight dipped and floated through a thicket, and the prince tore at the
brush in his eagerness to get through. Canthus, whining, foll owed.

Tristan burst free fromthe thicket and lunged into a clearing, Canthus
boundi ng beside him Suddenly, he felt clutching mre close around his ankles,
then his knees, then his waist. Wth a strangled gasp of panic, the prince
turned to flee, but felt the clutching nmuck rise across his stomach toward his
chest.

Cant hus, surprisingly, bounded across the surface of the mre, only to pause



and | ook back curiously at the prince. Dropping his sword, Tristan tried to
swim claw ng desperately with his hands, but they noved too slowy to help.
The apprehension he had felt had changed abruptly to fear, fear that the charm
of his life had ended. Choking, he felt cold slinme enter his nouth.

The prince's nmind noted, as if it were a matter of no inport, that the nuck
had no taste, nor could he snmell it. Squeezing, he felt it slide through his
fingers, and then fade. He reached around freely, and realized that he was not
sinking in some stinking bog. Instead, he |lay upon a patch of dry ground.
Suddenly a chittering voice, sounding only a few feet away, broke into a
vol l ey of giggles. Overconme with |aughter, the creature nonethel ess managed to
spit out a few words

"Ch ny... that was splendid Hee, hee - Onh, perfectly marvel ous!"

Looki ng around, the prince could not see the speaker

"Ch, oh! If only you could have seen the look in your eyes! | say, | have
never seen anything so funny in all nmy seven hundred and eighty four-years!"
Wth a soft pop, the creature suddenly exploded into view, still convul sed
with |aughter.

"Can you do it again? Ch, I1'd love to see it again!"

In shock, Tristan stared into the eyes, less than an arm s length fromhis
face, of a tiny dragon. The creature's toothy nouth was spread into a wide
grin.

* * K* * *

Grunnarch | ooked with foul temper at the Iron Keep. \Watever business one of
hi s captains had neeting Thel gaar Ironhand, it was now getting in the way of

t he | oadi ng.

"Send Laric to ne when he returns,"” the Red King comranded.

The nmen of Thel gaar |ronhand, neantine, spent the day desecrating the sleek
lines of their |ongships by attaching heavy iron rans to the prow of each
shi p.

Grunnarch heard that Thel gaar hinmself would i nspect the attachment of each
ram Already there were runors of the Iron King caressing the rusted netal
muttering some sort of nysterious chant as it was affixed to the hull. Wo
could see the point of such |ong and heavy beans, sure to throw off the

bal ance of the seaworthy |ongshi ps? Perhaps, if the Ffol k possessed a fl eet
capabl e of resisting the invasion, the ranms m ght render some useful purpose.
But the Ffolk would choose to fight on land, so no one could see the point of
naval armanent.

Nonet hel ess, Thel gaar gave his orders with a fiery intensity that all owed no
man to question his authority, and so the nen nmounted the rans, and the

grunmbl ing canme only in whispered huddl es.

And still Laric had not returned fromthe Iron Keep.

Grunnarch made his way to a large bonfire at nightfall, for there Thel gaar had
sumoned the kings of the northmen for a |l ast council of war. He found Raag
Hamer st aad and the ot her kings present.

Laric, too, stood beside the great blaze, but he ignored his liege lord. H's
attention remai ned fixed upon the person of the Iron King.

Thel gaar stood before the fire, flames casting orange and red flashes of |ight
over him As Gunnarch reached the circle of kings, Thelgaar fixed himwth an
i ntent gaze. Grunnarch suppressed a shudder, thinking that the bonfire paled
in conparison to the raging intensity of the Iron King's stare.

"You, King of Norland," began Thel gaar, "have a npbst inportant task in this
undert aki ng. "

Grunnarch noticed that Thel gaar spoke to himas he woul d speak to a vassal

not a peer. He nevertheless listened quietly, for something about the Iron

Ki ng' s manner forbade resistance.

"Here is Gwnneth," announced Thel gaar. G unnarch saw that he had sketched a
crude map into the sand at his feet. "The nen of Norland and Norhei m shal

sail here," he ordered, pointing to a spot on the eastern coast of the island.



"You will land here, and here, and here - ravaging all of the communities of
the Ffol k along that shore. This will certainly send a crowd of refugees
fleeing west, along the road." Now Thel gaar drew a line across the waist of
the island, fromthe eastern coast to Caer Corwell itself.

"You will send enough warriors to maintain the pursuit. The rest of your force
will circle around to the north, passing through the mountains to get before

t he refugees, trapping themhere."

Grunnarch's nouth went suddenly dry. The path Thel gaar had indi cated passed

t hrough Myrloch Vale - a fell place indeed for an arny of northnmen. H s
protest was antici pated.

"There will be no danger!" Thelgaar's voice rang triunphantly. "In fact, as
you enter the Vale, you shall be joined by an arnmy of Firbolgs. | have
arranged for a spy to show you the hidden pathways of Myrloch. Wth his aid,
you wi Il pass safely."

Grunnarch's superstitious nature prickled with alarm but he suppressed the
urge to object. Thel gaar conti nued.

"Al'l the Ffolk of eastern Gwnneth will be caught in this trap. You will slay
the men and old Ffol k. The rest you shall take as slaves."

Al'l the kings gathered around the fire stood in shocked silence. The wars with
the Ffol k had been bl oody, savage affairs, yet never had they set out with the
objective of annihilating a population. Still, Thel gaar's commandi ng presence
br ooked no argument, nor was any nade.

Wth a grimhalf-snmle, the Iron King | ooked around before continuing.
Grunnarch had trouble believing that this was the sane ki ng who had counsel ed
peace less than a fortnight earlier.

"You will then resunme the march, joining nme here, at Caer Corwell. If we have
succeeded in reducing the fortress, our task will be conmpleted at this point.
If not, your forces will join with mne in the destruction of the I|ast

stronghol d of the Ffol k upon Gwnneth!"

The plan was exceedingly bold - far beyond the scope of the usual raiding
expedition. Yet it seemed solid, in so far as Grunnarch could see, try though
he may to spot a fl aw

"Who is this spy?" he asked, for this was the weakest part of the plan

"He is... a druid."”

Gasps of astoni shnent arose fromthe group. "How can you expect us to trust
one of that sinister circle?" Grunnarch expressed their doubts. "The druids
are the very heart of the Ffolk's strength!™"

Thel gaar Ironhand smiled - a cold, cruel grinace that bore no hint of hunor.
"That is why this one makes such an excellent spy. And, | assure you, he is
quite worthy of your trust."

Grunnarch now had serious misgivings, but a look fromthe Iron King silenced
hi m bef ore he coul d speak. Again the Iron King went on

"He is called Trahern, and you need not worry about his loyalty. He is quite
devoted... to me, personally. He will place a series of cairns along the trai
you are to follow, revealing the secret ways into Myrloch Vale."

Grunnarch's m sgi vi ngs passed unspoken as the neeting ended. Sonethi ng about
Thel gaar |1 ronhand had projected such unassail abl e confidence that any argunent
woul d have seened futile even had it been uttered. Yet it was wi th vague

di sconfort that he left the bonfire to join his nen.

Kazgoroth, in the body of the Iron King, watched G unnarch | eave, and was

pl eased. That one, it felt certain, would performas expected. The eastern
cantrevs of Corwell would burn to ashes. Beneath the night of the northnen's
i nvasi on.

It al so watched Laric, captain of the Bloodriders. That one, Kazgoroth felt
sure, would not fail. Even if the Red King did not acconplish his objective,
t he red-robed horsenen nost certainly would. Across the fire, Laric |ooked
back at Thelgaar. The red gleamin his eyes seenmed to cone fromnore than
simple reflected firelight.

Slow y, Kazgoroth swiveled its gaze to the vast, placid sea. Geat swells
rolled softly beyond the cozy protection of Iron Bay. Tonorrow Kazgoroth in



t he body of Thel gaar |Ironhand would | ead a second fl eet of |ongships
southward, directly toward Corwell. The long rans woul d sl ow the progress of
the fleet, and increase its danger. Yet they would serve a necessary purpose
before the end.

For Kazgoroth knew with certainty that the Leviathan awaited them

* * K* * *

A low, deep grow rumnmbled from Canthus's chest as the great dog regarded the
dragon. The hound did not attack, however, because the prince remained too
astounded to issue such a command. Surprise mngled with annoyance, at the
rude trick the dragon had played on him and anuserment at the dragon's

appear ance.

For this dragon was only a little over two feet |ong.

Fluttering daintily on gossamer wi ngs, the bright blue creature hovered before
him Hs little paws were cl asped together before his chest, his eyes sparkled
with intelligence and hunor, and a thin, snakelike tail wiggled behind him
Suddenly the little creature di sappeared, but a few seconds | ater he popped
back into sight. He repeated the process erratically, becomng invisible
briefly and then blinking back and forth.

Finally the prince burst out laughing. The little creature reacted with gl ee,
cl appi ng his forepaws quickly and giggling in a high-pitched voice.

"Ch, | say, this is sinply splendid. You have a sense of humor, too! Wy,
everyone else | play a little prank upon seens to get all tw sted about! They
really, sonetimes, say the nastiest things! Wiy, if you only knew -"

"Hold," cried the prince. "W, or what, are you? And why did you lure ne out
her e?"

"Way, I'm Newt. | thought you knew. | thought everybody knew. Ch dear, |

t hought | was nuch nore fanmous than all that!" The dragon | ooked deeply

di stressed, but then just shook his head and conti nued.

"And why? Well, for the fun of it, of course. Don't you know anything? Still,
| should say, you don't |look like you Iive around here. The ones that |ive
here are much bigger than you - and a good sight uglier, | nmight add, if you
won't get a big head. | nean, it's not like you' re the nmost handsone -"
"Wait!" The prince finally interrupted the flow of chatter. H's mnd whirled
fromkeeping up with the dragon. "Wo |ives around here? \Were?" The dragon's
description had naturally rem nded the prince of the dread Firbolgs.

"Well, now," the dragon began, obviously pleased at having a partner in
conversation. "They live in the Big Cave - here in the fens. They | ook like
you, as, of course, | said already, except they're nuch taller and broader
and, well, hairier, and their noses are huge, | nean they just hang out of
their faces like a linb hangs off a tree, and, well, they snell bad, and -"
"I think | understand," Tristan blurted, trying to stemthe flow of words.
"Can you show nme where this Big Cave is?"

"Why, certainly,” Newt said proudly. "Just foll ow ne!"

In an instant, the little dragon di sappeared.

"Wait!" cried the prince, afraid that Newt was gone forever. In a like

i nstant, however, the creature returned to hover before him regarding him
with pity.

"My, but you are slow If you want to creep along, well, it'll take us al

night to get there, and 1'll just have to have a bite to eat before we go
because, you see, flying like this is very hard work, very hard work indeed.

If | don't eat, well, I'lIl just collapse in a heap, and then | won't be of any

use to anybody, least of all you or me, who are the people | could be of sone
use to if I had something to -"

Tristan burst out |aughing, to Newt's obvious chagrin. The little dragon
sniffed, hoisted his scaly snout into the air, and turned his back on the
prince.

"I"'msorry," the prince said. "But ny friends are canped over..." He turned,
and realized he hadn't the slightest notion of where he was.



"Ch, them" the dragon said, obviously disappointed.
"I thought that perhaps the two of us..."
"They are ny conpanions on a quest to save a man's lifel" Tristan said

sternly. "l cannot abandon them although we woul d wel come your conpany. |
have a feeling that the Big Cave will hold the answers to several of our
guestions."

"Very well." The little dragon heaved a massive sigh of resignation. But he

proceeded to lead Tristan swiftly through the fen, forcing the prince to
stunble often in the darkened thickets. Nonethel ess, the dragon followed a
path over dry ground, allow ng the human to avoid the many ponds and narshes
spraw i ng across his path.

Tristan ran, stunbled, and crawl ed forward for nearly half an hour. He grew
nore and nore amazed at the way the dragon had drawn himaway fromthe canp.
He had assuned that it was at nost five mnutes away. Finally, he crashed

t hrough a thicket of thorny branches into the circle of firelight. Al of his
conpani ons, awake, stared at himin astoni shrent.

"What in the world happened to you?" cried Robyn in a mxture of relief and
alarm "We were just getting ready to start searching.”

Pawl do, neanwhile, junped backward and drew his sword. "Dragon!" he cried,
confronting Newt with the steely tip. For his part, the little dragon blinked
out of sight, reappearing behind the prince and staring huffily over his
shoul der.

"This is Newm," Tristan explained, and introduced his conmpanions in return
"Newt sort of played a joke on ne, and the next thing | knew | was out
sonmewhere in the nmiddle of the fens!”

"I knew it!" Pawl do's voice quivered with righteous indignation. "Sorcery!"

"Well, 1've never been so insulted innmy life!" It was Newt's turn for

i ndi gnation. "Sorcery my scales! It's nothing nore than a little

visual -tactile illusion, and perhaps sonme mnor hypnosis, but not sorcery!
Wiy, |'ve a good nind to nake you find the Big Cave yourselves, or maybe |'|

just go tell those big ugly people that you're here, and let them conme and
take care of you!"

"Wait a minute," interjected Tristan, turning to his friends. "Newt has told
me about some creatures that have built a 'big cave' around here. | bet they
are Firbolgs and that is where Keren is!"

"Who' s Keren?" asked Newt .

"Qur friend - we're here to try and rescue him He's the greatest bard anong
the Ffol k!" said Tristan

"Ch, the bard!" Newt squealed with excitenment at the recognition. "I saw them
bring himin - he's probably dead by now. | hope that doesn't mean you'll go
hone, does it? Ch, | would hate that - and just when we're starting to -"

"Dead?" Robyn's face went white. "Are you sure?"

"Well, no," replied the dragon, mffed at the interruption. "He m ght be
alive, but when they dragged himinto the Big Cave, he didn't | ook too good."
"We nust find out!" declared Tristan. "WII| you show us the cave?"

"Not if you keep up this talk about sorcery and sordid stuff like that!" Wth
remar kabl e conci seness, Newt stated his point.

"We're sorry," Tristan said. "W won't do it again, will we... Paw do?"
The hal fling | ooked about to object, but instead he grunted his agreemnent.
"Well, after alittle bite to eat, I'Il show you." Newt cane to rest next to a

saddl ebag of provisions, and curiously | ooked inside. "Hmm cheese... oh ny,
and sausage! How spl endid!"

In a second, the little dragon had pulled forth a |link of sausage as |ong as
hi nsel f and begun to devour it. He followed it with two | oaves of bread, a
massi ve cake of cheese, and a flask of red wine. He was about to del ve back
into the saddl ebag when Tristan seized upon the excuse of the approaching
dawn.

"Coul d you show us the cave now? It really is nost urgent.”

The little dragon | ooked reluctant, but then contenplated his swollen belly,
and deci ded he would not starve in the next few hours.



"It's not far," prom sed Newt, proceeding to | ead themthrough a horrible

ent angl ement of branches, thorns, and vines. In several places Tristan or
Daryth had to hack a path through the growth with their swords. The dragon
proved as good as his word, however. As they crossed a flat and nmarshy
clearing, Newt |ooked over his shoul der and whi spered conspiratorially.

"The Big Cave is right up here, through these bushes." Silently they tethered
the horses in the thicket, and carefully probed forward. Tristan and Robyn
advanced side by side, with Newt fluttering al ong above him Soon they reached
the shelter of a | ow humock, and | ooked around it into a great clearing.
Before them stood the Big Cave. It was sone sort of |arge stone structure -
perhaps a tenple, or fortress. Above the great building soared the black

fal con, Sable.

* * K* * *

The | evi at han sensed the presence of the fleet as soon as it broached the
waters beyond Iron Bay. Dimy, the creature understood the threat these ships
posed to the goddess. It resolutely turned toward the |ongships, still many
mles away.

SlowWy, the great tail propelled the creature through the sea, occasionally
sendi ng the great body to the surface to breathe. Then its head woul d dive
agai n, the sinuous body rolling across the surface behind it for an inpossibly
[ ong time.

Finally the great tail would lift above the waves. The | eviathan raised it

hi gh, perhaps in a gesture of challenge, and then slapped it against the
surface to propel itself deeper and deeper

For many days it rolled thus, breaking water to breathe, and then plunging far
beneath the surface to swim As it noved, it sensed the threat far before it.
A perversion had entered the water, befouling a Balance of the clean sea, and
| aying a clear challenge before the | eviathan

The befoul ment grew stronger as the |eviathan noved northward. It spread
across the sea |like a cancerous poison, clogging the creature's breathing
hole, and stinging its eyes. Resolutely, however, the I|eviathan advanced.

Soon woul d cone the time for killing.

VI
THE BI G CAVE

ONCE AGAIN THE full npon poured its irresistible rays over the sleeping
village of Corwell. Erian, alone in his cottage, dreaded the rise of the noon,
but as its Iight washed across himhe had no choice but to succunb to the
sumoni ng f orce.

As the first twi nges of change wacked his body, he smashed open the door of
his cottage and ran through the quiet, nmoonlit streets. The shadowy bul k of
Caer Corwell loomed to his right as he splashed through Corlyth Creek at the
ford just north of town.

H s feet pounded the turf in panic as he sprinted, trying to get as far away
as possible. Abruptly, a convul sion wacked his body and he tunbled to the
ground, rolling in agony across the grass.

Landi ng on his back, he |ay hel pl ess because his linbs did not respond to his
command. Instead they twitched and thrashed with a will of their own. He tried
to avert his face, to bury it in the darkness of the earth, but the gl ow ng
orb of the noon called to himwi th such force that he could only gaze skyward.
H s eyes wide, he felt the stabbing force of the noon burning into his skull.
H s body contorted through the changes wought by the bite of Kazgoroth two
nmont hs before. Hair, fangs, claws all sprouted. His linbs tw sted and shrank
Finally a tortured how broke fromhis lips, ringing across the noor and
silencing every creature within hearing.

Erian clinbed to his four feet and padded softly forward. H s tongue lolled
heavily, from gaping, fangstudded jaws. His sensitive nostrils searched the
air, soon catching wind of a fat cow. H s path took himinland, away from



Corwell. He broke into a lope, drooling in anticipation of the kill.
This time he would eat very well.

* * K* * *

"I told you!" boasted New .

"What is that?" whispered Tristan

"It's an affront to the land!" The prince turned, startled at the vehenence in
Robyn's voice. Her jaw was clenched tightly shut, and he saw tears welling in
her eyes.

"What do you nean?"

"Can't you see?" She talked as if he were being very stupid.

Tristan | ooked. He saw huge stone walls, running for a hundred paces to the
right and left of where they lay. Mich of the surface of the walls was
streaked with green noss or clinmbing tendrils of weeds - but in other places
the stone was bare and gray. For the nost part the walls were snmooth and
featurel ess, but the top of the structure was lined with a row of hideously
grinni ng gargoyl es.

The stone creatures | ooked down upon the approaches to the structure, their
crystalline eyes seeming to glitter with mal evol ence.

Tristan, Robyn, and Newt lay behind a fallen tree trunk. They stared in awe at
the massive structure.

Directly before them a pair of huge wooden doors at |east ten feet high stood
bet ween several w de colums. A deep pathway |led fromthe doors into the
depths of the fens, passing very near to their hiding place.

"But what is it? Wiy is it here?" Tristan could find no clue in the building' s
appearance. Al he knew was that he felt a very definite threat fromthe
structure.

"Its purpose is to nmenace the goddess,"” stated Robyn.

The stout walls seenmed fortresslike in their strength, yet they contained no
apertures through which defenders could fight.

Noi sel essly, Daryth slid forward until he was al ongside Tristan and Robyn. The
Calishite pursed his lips in a silent whistle as he | ooked at the buil di ng.
"Paw do and I will slip around behind it," he whispered.

"Be careful!" the prince urged. He saw that the halfling was nearby, and then
all of a sudden Pawl do and Daryth were gone - vani shed into the underbrush
with scarcely a sound.

"Um" said Newt after a few mnutes. The little dragon had been visibly
restraining hinmself and coul d manage no longer. "Maybe I'Il go keep an eye on
the foo - | nean, the horses."” He quickly blinked out of sight.

Al day - Paw do and Daryth fromthe rear and the prince and the maiden from
the entrance - observed the strange structure. Once, the great doors opened
and several Firbolgs enmerged, tronmping heavily down the path. Later, toward
the end of the day, a score of the m sshapen nonsters marched back up the
path. The | eader pounded the doors with his club, and they quickly opened to
admt the col um.

Each time the door opened, Tristan strained to see inside the black hole. No
guards were visible, but it wuld have been fool hardy to risk an approach
Their little bard would not stand a chance agai nst an armny of Firbol gs.
Finally, Tristan and Robyn wiggl ed back along the ground to the small
clearing where they had tethered the horses. There they found Pawl do and
Daryth, as well as Newt. The little dragon was busy putting a large dent in a
massi ve sl ab of cheese.

"What did you find?" Tristan asked.

"There's another set of doors at the rear - even bigger than those at the
front," Daryth replied. "Mist be some kind of back door or escape route. |
heard all kinds of noise behind 'em
"You went up to the doors?" Tristan was appall ed.

"The fell ow sneaks pretty well, let ne tell you," Pawl do said, amused. "I was
right behind him and | didn't know he was there!™



"And what did you hear?" asked Robyn.

"I"'mnot sure. It sounded |Iike sone kind of digging, or maybe chopping. They
m ght have been buil di ng sonet hi ng or excavating, but there were a bunch of
those nonsters in the next roonml Nobody came in or went out, though, not while
we were watching."

"There seens to be no way around it." The prince spoke low. "W'Il have to go
in through the front door."

Tristan did not feel very heroic at the thought. Wat would a true hero - what
woul d Cynrych Hugh have done at a tinme like this?

"W mght wait for nightfall. Maybe they'll all go to sl eep.
much hope in Robyn's voice even as she made the suggestion
"Well, all this seens very silly to ne!" announced Newt. "Wy don't you just
go in through the tunnel ?"

"What tunnel ?"

"Naturally, the tunnel that leads into the Big Cave. Wy, what other tunne
could | possibly be speaking of? My, but you all are a little short on brains
sonetimes!”

"Way didn't you tell us about this tunnel ?" demanded the prince through his
teet h.

"Because no one asked me, of course!" sniffed Newt. "Wy, | should think that
woul d be obvi ous even to such, well, dimvits as yourselves - no offense, of
course, but you people could really stand to do a little nore thinking!"
Tristan began a sharp reply, but quickly bit his tongue. Perhaps there was
some truth to the dragon's words. After all, they had seen that he knew his
way around the fens, and yet it had not occurred to him or any of them to
ask hi mwhat el se he knew.

"Maybe, if you show us where this tunnel is, even we dimnts can find a way to
hel p our friend," the prince said. "That is, if you're quite finished eating."
"Well," said Newt, |looking wistfully at the |ast saddl ebag of provisions.
"I't'll keep. Now follow me, and try not to do anything really stupid."

Tri stan signaled Canthus to "guard," know ng that the other hounds woul d
remain with him The dogs shoul d provi de sone di scouragenent to anyone or
anyt hi ng who stunbled on the horses. They each sel ected weapons. Paw do
carried his bow and shortsword, while Daryth fingered his dagger and wrapped a
long coil of rope about his shoulders. Tristan took his | ongbow and knife,
whi l e Robyn still carried the stout oaken cudgel she had nade in Llyrath

For est.

Shortly, Newt led themto the tunnel, and the prince imediately felt nore
optimstic, The opening proved to be a scum|ined drai nage pi pe, enptying
water fromthe building into a fetid marsh several hundred yards away.
Measuring nearly six feet in dianeter, it energed fromthe building into the
wal | of a shallow gulley.

"Let's nake sone torches," suggested the prince upon seeing that the
passageway sw ftly di sappeared into darkness.

They found many dried reeds near the entrance, and swiftly bound the stal ks
into effective torches. Each burned with a nearly snokel ess, yet very bright,
flame. The torches seened to burn rapidly, however, so they carried severa
extras.

"I wonder if they'll have anything for us to eat," asked New, eagerly buzzing
around as they prepared.

Tri stan paused, carefully considering his objections. For a nonent he thought
about bringing the dragon al ong. Perhaps that would be safer than | eaving him
with the supplies. But he discarded the idea as inpetuously rash. There was no
telling what the unpredictable Newt would do in the nidst of a battle, or when
they were trying to nove very quietly.

"Newt," the prince said, seriously. "W need soneone brave and very, very
smart to stay and watch the dogs and horses. OF course, that one will have to
keep an eye on all our food, and supplies. Wuld you consider performng this
i nportant service for us? I don't think any of these other 'dimivts' could
handl e that."

But there wasn't



For a nonent, he though that the little blue creature would argue, but Newt
qui ckly reconsi dered the prospect.

"Well, okay, but you'll have to tell nme all about what it's like in there.
I've always wanted to go in, but never really had the tine in ny busy day
before. "

"We promise!" answered the prince. "Wait with the horses, and we will see you
very soon!"

"CGood-bye!" called the dragon, already heading toward the saddl ebags.

The prince turned to his friends. "Be careful,” he cautioned. "And be prepared
for anything!"

Robyn and Daryth took burning torches and followed Tristan into the tunnel
The passage wi dened enough inmediately that Tristan and Robyn could wal k side
by side in the lead, while Daryth foll owed them and Pawl do brought up the
rear. The little halfling wal ked carefully backward, keeping an arrow nocked
and ready.

As Tristan wal ked deeper into the tunnel, he felt his feet sink into clutching
mud. The stuff came up to his ankles, making each step hard work. In severa
pl aces a pool of chilly water spread across the tunnel, splashing as high as
his cal ves. Paw do was forced to hold his bow horizontally at shoul der hei ght.
Soon the thin rays of light filtering in the tunnel entrance di sappeared
behi nd them and they advanced by the dimlight of the flickering torches.
Fortunately, the tunnel was straight, and the footing even

Looki ng around, the prince saw that the tunnel was supported by a network of
over hangi ng roots, many as broad as oak |inbs. Cccasionally a creeping tendri
draped fromthe ceiling or wall, but for the nost part the framework seened
quite secure.

Soon they entered a | arger chanber, where the tunnel walls fell away to the
bare Iimts of their vision on either side. The room seened to be a good ten
paces wi de. The far end was | ost in darkness, and water covered the entire

fl oor.

Rank snells seenmed to rise fromthe stagnant pool. It smells |ike death,

t hought the prince, or maybe not quite death, but close. No sound stirred in
the tunnel except for the quiet sloshing of their feet noving through the
wat er .

"Ch!" Robyn uttered a sharp cry and fell

The prince turned to see her slip downward as if she had stepped into a deep
hol e. Water splashed as he grabbed her arm Sputtering and spl ashi ng, she
managed to regain her footing on the lip of the underwater hole. Sonmehow she
had kept her torch out of the water during the m shap

"Look out!" hissed Daryth, and the prince saw the flash of a scaly body in the
center of the pool. Wiatever it was, it swiftly di sappeared underwat er

For seconds the roomwas absolutely silent. The only nmovenent was the steady
grom h of the rings of ripples on the water's surface. They spread outward,

sl oshing against Tristan's legs. Still there was no sign of their naker
Suddenly a gaping nouth, bristling with white teeth, burst fromthe water at
Robyn's feet, followed by nost of a scaly body. She |urched backward as Paw do
rel eased his arrow and Tristan stabbed with his knife. The prince felt the

bl ade bite hone, but the creature i mredi ately vani shed under the water again.
Pawl do qui ckly readi ed another arrow as Daryth pulled Robyn back. The
Calishite brandi shed his torch, noving toward the hole.

For a nonent the chanmber resounded with no sound other than their heavy
breat hi ng, which rasped with fear and excitenent. Tristan felt the thrill of
chal l enge tingle through his body, and had difficulty hol ding his bl ade

st eady.

Agai n, water expl oded before themand a | arge body rushed toward Daryth.

Scal es gleamed in the torchlight, but Tristan could not tell whether the
nmonster was reptile or fish. Linbs that could have been fins or feet thrashed
t hrough the water, and those vicious teeth drove toward the Calishite's face.
Pawl do | oosed his arrow instantly and saw it |lodge in the nonster's neck

Tri stan hacked mghtily with his sword, opening a deep gash in its head. And



Daryth brought the torch around in an instinctive effort to ward off the
attack.

Light flared in the dingy chanber as the torch rushed through the air and

pl unged into the nonster's mouth. The snmell of seared flesh spread through the
air, and the creature whirled around frantically in the water. A final thrust
of its huge tail knocked the prince headl ong, and then the nonster was gone.
For | ong nmonents they waited, slowy catching their breath.

"I's everyone all right?" asked Tristan, recovering his feet.

"I think so," replied Daryth.

"What was that?" asked Robyn, trying unsuccessfully to suppress a shudder

"I don't know," adnmitted the prince. Like Robyn, he felt a nameless, crawing
horror in this place. He wanted very badly to run into the Iight of the sun
but instead he gestured forward.

As Daryth clinmbed carefully to his feet, he spoke, his eyes w de.

"I"ve heard of things that live deep in the earth, half fish, and half

serpent. They are used by the nountain sultans of Calinshan to guard their
nost pricel ess treasures and the secret passages of their palaces. They are
large and fast... and nmightily evil

Their fangs drip with venom" The Calishite paused, renenbering sonething

unpl easant .

"I almpbst nmet..." His voice trailed off and he | ooked up, as if suddenly
remenbering his surroundi ngs. He shook his head and remmined silent.

Not certain whether he wanted Daryth to say nmore or not, Tristan |ed the group
as they carefully picked their way around the hole that had caught Robyn
unaware. She carefully probed the ground before themw th her cudgel, and they
soon waded through the I arge chanber into the shall ower water of the tunnel

As they continued through the Iong tunnel, the prince noticed that the floor
had begun to slope a bit. The water flowed around their feet toward the |arge
chanber behind them Then, for several minutes the water |evel decreased
steadily, until soon it had dropped to a small streamrunning down a gutter in
the center of the tunnel. Wth sone relief, they wal ked upon dry ground agai n,
and their progress quickened.

Soon they reached an apparent end to the tunnel, as bare dirt walls capped the
passage before them and to either side.

"This looks |like a dead end," said Tristan, inspecting the walls with his
fingertips. "W mght have known that Newt's solution would have a drawback."
"Hold on a minute," cautioned Daryth. "G ve ne a boost." Looking up, Tristan
saw t hat they stood bel ow sone kind of drai nage pipe. About four feet in

di ameter, the pipe appeared to go straight up, outdistancing the range of the
torchlight.

The prince lifted his friend to his shoulders so that the upper half of
Daryth's body extended into the pipe. He grunted in pain as the Calishite
clinmbed to his feet, resting nuddy boots agai nst each of the prince's ears.
"This doesn't |look too bad," grunted Daryth, his voice echoing fromthe pipe.
In nonents he found a handhol d, and his feet disappeared into the pipe after
hi m

"Stand back" he warned, as nud and unidentifiable nmuck fell fromthe pipe to
spl ash upon Tristan, who had been | ooking upward in amazenent. The prince

i gnored the mess on his face, continuing to marvel as Daryth forced his way up
the pipe using little nore than the sheer sides of the passage as hand and
foothol ds. Hi s progress was slow, but he soon noved into the darkness above.
"Hsst!" The voice filtered down fromthe pipe. "Cone up after ne!"

| mredi ately, an uncoiling rope energed fromthe pipe. One end of the rope
dropped to the ground at Tristan's feet.

Pulling the line to test its security, Tristan then clinbed hand over hand up
into the pipe. For several mnutes he strained steadily upward, feeling
nunbness creep into his shoulders and arns. The passage here darkened to inky
bl ackness.

He al nost started to panic, but then he heard a voice from above hi m say,
"It's all right. Come on up. You're alnost there." And soon he felt a presence



near him and Daryth's wel come hands reached out to pull him sideways. Wth
relief he collapsed onto a narrow | edge next to his friend.

Soundl essly Tristan willed his arnms to stop trenbling. Gradually they obeyed,
and he becane aware of a very dimlight filtering down from above.

Robyn reached themon the ledge by the tinme his eyes made out the faint
outlines of a netal grate | ow over their heads.

Finally Pawl do ascended, grunting and cursing under his breath the whol e way.
He reluctantly refrained fromany | oud objections as he joined the conpani ons
on the | edge. As a precautionary measure, they had extinguished all of the
torches down bel ow. Thus, they now crouched in near total darkness. Only that
faint, eerie glowillum nated the heavy iron grate above them

"Can you slip through that grate?" Daryth asked, in a faint whisper. Paw do
qui ckly nodded in understanding, and squirned easily through the nmetal bars
over their heads. The humans down bel ow coul d barely nake out the shape of
their small conrade.

"Now, | ook for some way to open it," ordered Daryth, again in an al npost

i naudi bl e whi sper.

Waiting in the dark below, they heard a quiet scurrying on the grate, then
ninble fingers located a pair of small catches, and they heard the slight
sound of netal noving on stone.

"Push up!" Pawl do ordered, and the three humans strai ned upward agai nst the
grid. Slowy, the heavy netal lifted fromthe hole as they stepped to the
floor above. As they laid the grate back onto the floor, it clanged noisily
and unexpectedly against a stone floor. Tristan gasped, and then they were al
silent, frozen, listening for a response. No sound broke the silence of the
dank passage. Finally, they began to breathe again, and silently they eased
the grate back into its place.

Tristan's eyes, grown accustomed to near total darkness, now served himwell
inthe dimy lit passage. He saw that they stood in the mddle of a w de
corridor. The grate in the floor seened to be some sort of drain, for gutters
in each side of the corridor carried a steady flow of water to the tunnel
They saw walls, ceiling, and floor all constructed of smooth stone. The
craftsmanshi p, though crude, seemed very solid. The corridor reached perhaps
fifteen feet fromside to side, and twelve feet to the ceiling. The only
illumination was a light at one end of the corridor and seenmed to be com ng
fromfar away, as if the [ight travel ed around several corners before reaching
t he comnpani ons.

"Let's have a | ook," suggested Tristan, nodding in the direction of the light.
The others agreed, and they assumed their original formation, now w thout
torchlight. They wal ked for several ninutes, Tristan and Robyn cautiously

| eadi ng. They passed a darkened corridor leading to the right, and anot her
but wordl essly agreed to continue forward.

A snort erupted fromthe second side passage just after they passed it, and
they whirled toward the sound. Daryth and Pawl do seened to di sappear as they
crouched in the darkened shadows of the gutter

The scrape of heavy footsteps announced the appearance of a stooping Firbolg.
It lurched into the corridor and then stood, swaying fromside to side.
Suddenly, he gave forth a tremendous bel ch, and blinked at Tristan and Robyn,
standi ng side by side before him

The prince, snelling strong spirits on the stunbling Firbolg, realized that
the creature was drunk, but the reason didn't matter when the filthy creature
grunted an unintelligible oath and | eaped at Robyn with an upraised fist.
Tristan quickly drew his knife and slashed upward at the Firbolg's fist. At
the sane tine a figure darted fromthe shadows and hurtled itself at the
Firbolg's side. A gleaning dagger was thrust, and suddenly the creature's

t hroat expl oded in blood. Soundlessly, it dropped to the ground.

The prince stared at Daryth in awe, realizing that his friend had slain the
Firbolg with one blow - cutting the creature's neck by surprise.

"Quick! Let's get himout of sight!" Pawl do urged. "Pull himinto the gutter."
They dragged the heavy corpse to the side and concealed it as best they could



in the shadowy depression. Wen they noved on through the darkness toward the
unseen |ight source, Tristan saw that Robyn walked a little closer to himthan
bef ore.

They neared the corner, where they paused, noting that the |light was brighter
now, as if it were just around one nore corner

"Stay here," cautioned Daryth.

They did as he suggested while he advanced silently, finally |lying down on the
floor and peering around the corner at ground level. In seconds, he returned
to them

"There's a big iron door in the wall," he explained. "It's got a big | ock on
it, but I mght be able to open it. Ch, and there's a giant asleep in a chair
out si de the door."

"Some afterthought,” grunbl ed Paw do.

"This could be a cell," whispered Robyn excitedly. "I'Il bet that's where
Keren is!"

They each moved forward and | ooked around the corner. Twenty feet away, a

Fi rbol g sl ouched in a huge chair, snoring contentedly. Alarge jug lay on its
side at his feet and a snmoky torch flickered in a wall socket above the chair.
Next to the Firbolg stood the door Daryth had described, and that porta

seemed form dabl e i ndeed.

A surface of dull black iron dotted with heavy bolts, the entire thing hung
fromthree massive iron hinges. In the center of the door was a snmall keyhol e.
Daryth stealthily crawl ed past the sl eeping Firbolg while his conpani ons
breat hl essly marked his progress. The Calishite reached down and seened to
fumble with his belt. In nonents, he withdrew a curiously shaped netal object
and inserted it into the keyhole. Carefully, he began to wiggle it around,

hol ding his ear next to the keyhol e.

The sharp click of the Iatch suddenly echoed through the corridor, and the

sl eepi ng guard grunted and smacked his lips. Daryth's hand darted to his
dagger, but the Firbolg soon sank into the depths of slunber again.

Slowy, the Calishite pulled on the door. The hinges squeaked in protest as it
started to swi ng outward.

Again the Firbolg did not awaken, and soon the door stood wi de enough for them
all to see within. The light of the wall torch spilled through the door and
into the room which was obviously no prison cell

The small light of the torch was reflected again and again, lighting up the
entire chanber in gleamng dots of many colors. Gold coins lay strewn over the
floor. Jewel ed bracelets reflected a rai nbow of colors. Crystal chalices and
steel swords lay scattered casually about the room as if left here and
forgotten.

The fortune was greater, Tristan felt certain, than even that stored in the
coffers of the High King's treasury. And here it was, |ocked away in a Firbolg
dungeon.

* * K* * *

Groth stood upon the | ow hutmock and wat ched the Firbolgs - his Firbolgs - at
work. A colum of twenty marched stoically past him Each carried a basket
upon his head containing sonme four hundred pounds of coal. Gimy purposeful

the Firbol gs trudged down the trail into the thickness of the fens.
Smiling - if a gap-toothed, drooling grimace could be called a smle - Goth
stepped fromthe humock and followed the colum down the trail. He decided to

oversee the other part of this operation as well

Soon the procession reached the shore of a nmurky pool. The dirt along the

wat er had been tranpled into mud, and the plants within fifty feet of the pond
were broken and dead. Here, the coal-carriers enptied their loads into the
water, and then turned along the trail to the m nes.

Goth stood alone, after they left, admiring their handi work. The chunks of
coal bubbl ed and hissed as they sank into the water, dissolving quickly into a
mur ky cl oud of pollution. Goth could tell that the enchanted and pure water



of the Darkwell was gradually being destroyed by the steadily increasing
grime. Every day, as the coal fed the waters, the violence of the reaction

i ncreased.

Goth's dimmnd pondered the potentials. Al though he had assumed rul ership of
the Firbolgs by his shrewd nmental ability, such ability anong the Firbol gs was
no great testinony.

Still, Goth knew that Kazgoroth woul d be pl eased.

Goth recalled his fear when the Beast had risen fromthe Darkwell on the

ni ght of the spring equinox. Kazgoroth had ordered the trenbling Firbolg to
feed the well with coal, as the Firbolgs had done in centuries past in answer
to their master's conmand. Before winter, Kazgoroth would return to the
Darkwell - and Groth would see that it was ready.

Groth had used his acute - for a Firbolg - mind to separate the work into two
tasks: first, they collected a massive stockpile fromthe mnes around the
vale. Now they were on the second stage: adding the black, dusty coal to the
festering waters of the Darkwell, pouring in tons of the stuff every day.
Groth noticed that the sun had dropped below the level of the treetops. He
turned and | unbered toward the tenple, eager to shut the heavy door behind him
before nightfall.

Overall, Goth felt pleased - in fact, very pleased. Hi s Firbol gs worked
diligently to pollute the well. Perhaps it was time they had a reward.

Aline of thick spittle ran from Goth's w despread |ips as he considered the
possibility of entertainnent. OF course, he could not afford to slay the

uni corn yet - he did not understand why the Beast had told himto capture it,
but he would not risk Kazgoroth's wath by slaying his prisoner. Still, there
was that other one who would provide grand titillation as he suffered a gory
death in the Pit. Yes, indeed - Groth licked his lips in anticipation

It was tine for the bard to die.

* * K* * *

Flickering torchlight glittered on gold coins, silver bracelets studded with
jewels, and shining wealth in a thousand forms. Robyn caught her breath in
astoni shment, and Tristan failed to suppress a | ow whistle. Paw do, neanwhil e,
sprinted soundl essly forward and darted into the treasure room before anyone
coul d react.

Tristan muffled a curse and held his sword ready in case the sleeping Firbolg
awoke. He showed no sign of |eaving his grunting dreams, however. Before the
prince could react, Robyn too slipped past himand into the room Sighing in
resignation, the prince watched the guard for any al arm ng novenent.

Through the door, he could see Pawl do kneel down amid a great pile of coins
and jewels. H s ninble figures picked up and di scarded object after object,
until he found sonething of worth to slip into his backpack. The |eather sack
qui ckly grew heavy wi th val uabl es.

Daryth and Robyn wal ked sl owly around inside the room awestruck, touching
nothing. Finally, Tristan could contain hinself no | onger, and he followed the
others into the treasure room

Daryth knelt down and pulled a curved scabbard fromthe shadows. Its plain

| eat her surface belied the worth of its contents, as he whisked forth a
gleam ng scimtar. Seeing that Robyn still carried only her oaken cudgel, he
bowed with a flourish and offered the weapon to her. She | ooked down,
considering the offer, but then she sniled shyly and shook her head. The
Calishite, instead, buckled the weapon to his own waist. It was clear fromthe
way he easily denonstrated the skill of pulling the blade fromthe scabbard
that he was no neophyte with the weapon. He held the scimtar at the ready,
nmoving silently to the door to watch the Firbolg.

Robyn suddenly knelt and picked up a large silver ring. Tristan recognized it
as a torque, a druidic ornanment to be worn around the neck. The mai den shook
back her hair, separated the band at its clasp, and then placed it around her
snooth throat. The silver shone coolly against her tanned skin.



Tristan, disturbed at the sight of Robyn, |ooked through the treasure at his
feet. Suddenly his eye was caught by something. "Look!" he whispered harshly,
al nost crying out. "Here's Keren's bow "

I ndeed, the bard's | ongbow was unni st akabl e. The polished bl ack wood,
stretching through an arc as tall as a man, |ooked like no other weapon. The
prince remenbered the bard's description of the weapon, which had been carved
froma hefty bough of the Callidyrr yew It was one of a dozen or so such
weapons, crafted by the High King' s own bowyer

He carefully picked the weapon up, noticing that the bard' s quiver, containing
some dozen arrows, still hung fromthe stout shaft. As he lifted the bow, he
caught a glinpse of something brown and dull, lying in stark contrast anong
the glinmering netal

Kneeling, the prince sawthat it was a | eather pomrel, al nost buried under a
mount ai n of coins. He brushed the gold and silver coins aside as if they had
no nmore inportance than dirt. And, although he couldn't have said why, that
was so, because everything in himwas drawn to another piece of dull unadorned
leather. He lifted a plain, dirty, worn scabbard from anong the jewels. From
it projected an ancient, battered sword hilt.

In a swift gesture, the prince seized the hilt and pulled, drawing forth a
silver | ongsword. He whispered a gasp of awe as it sawthat it glowed with a
light all its own, a light that had a purity that outshone all the other
treasure in the chanber.

Slowy he lifted the sword, feeling the contours of the hilt fit naturally
into his palm The bl ade was enbl azoned in a crest and nmotto, witten in the
ad Script. Squinting, he could make nothing of the words. Their very
presence, however, told himthat indeed the weapon was anci ent. Suddenly, the
sl eeping Firbolg snorted outside the door of the room

* * K* * *

Kamerynn paced restlessly around the dirty pen, snorting and pawi ng the floor.
Stone walls rose to a height of nore than thirty feet on each side - even the
unicorn's powerful legs could not junp such a barrier. The wooden gate set in
the wall was constructed of |ayer upon | ayer of wood and was too solid to
smash.

Al'l around, the scents and sounds of the Firbol gs assail ed Kamerynn, driving
himfrantic with disgust and rage. In a frenzy of frustration, the unicorn

ki cked the door. As before, he bounced off. After pacing restlessly for a

m nute, he smashed the stubborn portal again. This tine, his ivory horn sent
splinters of wood flying, but did not weaken the door

Agai n and again the mghty unicorn smashed shoul ders, horn, and hooves into
the wood. Finally the wooden barrier shuddered, bouncing slightly as strained
ti mbers began to break

Now Kanmerynn turned and ki cked the door with his powerful rear legs. It
strained, and finally burst outward in a shower of splinters. Turning, the
uni corn | eaped through the opening.

Four Firbolgs, clubs upraised, stood waiting, glee in their bestial eyes.
Kamerynn charged forward, bow ing over two of the Firbolgs with his broad
shoul ders. The others | eaped and grabbed, but could not stop him

Ki cking off the |ast grasping hands, Kamerynn gal |l oped down a wi de stone
corridor, illumnated by flickering torches. Sonewhere ahead, he knew, he
woul d find the door.

I X

THE LEGACY OF

CYMRYCH HUCH

THE COVPANI ONS FROZE in the treasure room The Firbolg grunted and stirred in
his chair. Finally, he settled back to a deep pattern of snoring. The incident
made themrealize how precarious their position was, however, and they



gat hered by the door.

"Come on." Robyn signaled to them Holding her handmade cudgel ready for
action, she led the party fromthe room

Tristan strapped the silver sword to his belt while he waited for the others
to |l eave the room He noticed that Pawl do's pockets and pouches bul ged with
treasure, yet sonehow the halfling didn't make any clinking noises as he
noved. Daryth carried the scimtar. In addition, the prince saw that the
Calishite had bedecked his fingers with an assortnment of gemencrusted rings.
Robyn had taken only the torque - even in the dimlight, Tristan could see
that the silver band enhanced her beauty.

On inpul se, the prince reached down and scooped up a handful of gold coins,
realizing that he held in his hand nore wealth than nost hunans ever cane
across in alifetime. Carefully, he left the roomand pushed the door shut. It
| atched with a barely audible click, but the sleeping Firbolg snorted in
irritation and lurched in his chair. For a nmonent they feared that he woul d
awaken, but he soon | apsed into deep slunber again.

They | ooked about, realizing that they could return fromthe direction they
had come, or advance farther into the Firbolgs' den. Torches flickered up the
corridor, holding the prom se of nore - and probably dangerous - activity if
t hey continued ahead. Still hoping to find Keren, they chose to continue on
into the stone structure.

Behind them the Firbolg snorted a few times and went on sl eeping.

* * K* * *

Goth returned to a scene of mass confusion, rage, and panic. Gants ran to
and fro, brandi shing weapons and crying an al arm

"Hold!" cried the Firbolg chief, in a voice that reached into the very depths
of the earth. Instantly, his mnions paused and turned to face him None
spoke.

"What is the nmeaning of this?" Goth demanded, fixing one Firbolg with a

gl aring eye.

"The unicorn, yer greatness - it seenms to have, well, escaped!"

"Seens to have what ?" asked the chief, very softly.

The Firbol g paled, for the chief spoke softly only when he was very angry

i ndeed. "It seens to have escaped!" he finally blurted. "But it is still in
the tenple. W were just about to catch it when -"

"Fool s! Blundering idiots! Can | not |eave the tenple unattended for a brief
aft ernoon wi thout you bringing di saster down upon our heads?" Goth's voice
now rattled the foundations of the tenple with its strength.

The other Firbolgs net his outburst with silence. "Find the unicorn!" he

bell owed finally, triggering his mnions to frantic action. "And return it to
me, unharned!"

G ants raced in all directions, as anxious to escape the presence of their
wrat hful lord as they were to | ocate the wayward unicorn. Soon Goth stood
alone in the entry hall, contenplating the situation

Groth was not particularly worried about the unicorn running | oose through the
tenmple. The structure only had two exits, and both were heavily guarded, so
the creature did not seemlikely to escape. Nevertheless, Goth gathered a few
nmore of his warriors to him and took them around the outside of the building
to the exit fromthe coal bin. He would wait here, with a reinforced guard, in
case the unicorn proved tricky.

Any eneny loose in the tenple of the Firbolgs was a potential threat,
reflected Goth with a grinmace. He thought of the treasure roomand its

val uabl e stores.

There would be no telling what kind of trouble could result if the Sword of
Cynrych Hugh should fall into the wong hands.

* * K* * *



Robyn ran down another of the | ong stone corridors, her conpanions follow ng
qui ckly. They passed several branching corridors but continued straight ahead,
hoping to find sonme clue to the whereabouts of Keren's prison

"Shh!" called Daryth, and the whole party lurched to a stop. "I hear sonething
up ahead. Sounds like quite a commotion." The others, straining their ears,

al so heard the sounds of shouting and bel | owi ng.

"Somet hing has the Firbolgs riled up," offered Pawl do. "Maybe they found that
one we left in the gutter."

"I don't think so," countered Tristan. "W |left that one behind us, and all of
the noise is comng fromup ahead."

They approached a four-way intersection of corridors, and Tristan advanced to
peer down the right and | eft paths. They were both enpty.

Suddenly a loud clattering energed fromthe corridor before them and they saw
a huge white creature galloping toward them Freezing nomentarily, they stared
at the magnificent beast in surprise. Apparently sharing their shock, the
fabul ous creature stopped suddenly before them and tossed his head in
frustration. A mlky white mane billowed fromhis neck, but their attention
collectively focused on the animal's forehead.

"A unicorn!" gasped Tristan, saying what the others were thinking.

The beautiful aninmal reared high and then stonped his forehooves upon the
stone floor. For several seconds he stared at them as if thinking. Then, he
tossed his head to the left before turning and gall opi ng down the corridor to
the right.

Tristan started after the unicorn, but paused as he felt Robyn's restraining
hand on his arm At the sane time, he noticed the sounds of pursuing Firbolgs
far down the corridor. Obviously they were chasing the unicorn

"He wants us to go this way," declared Robyn firmy, tugging the prince into
the left-hand corridor.

Too surprised by her assertion to argue, Tristan nutely foll owed Robyn.

Daryth and Pawl do did Iikew se, and they all ran down the passage as fast as
they could. Finally they ducked around a corner and paused, gasping for breath
and |istening for sounds of pursuit.

The bell ows and cries of the pursuing Firbolgs built to a crescendo and then
faded again, so they knew that the creatures were chasing the unicorn down the
opposite corridor. Mre slowy, but understandably vigilant, they continued to
advance.

Suddenl y Robyn stopped by a door and held up her hand. Imredi ately, the others
hal t ed behind her. She concentrated - not as if she were listening for
somet hi ng, thought Tristan. It was nore as if she sought a faint scent in the
air.

"Keren!" she called, in a loud, clear voice.

Tri stan gasped at the sound, |ooking nervously behind as if he expected
hundreds of Firbolgs to | eap upon them from anbush. Before he coul d urge Robyn
to silence, however, an answering voice was heard from beyond the door
"Robyn!" The voice, though nmuffled, could belong to none other than the bard.
Quickly Daryth knelt beside the door and exam ned the | ock. He renoved an odd
tool from his pouch and began to pick carefully at the nechanism as Tristan
and Robyn pressed to the door. Paw do sensibly naintained a watch up the
corridor.

"Are you all right, Keren? What happened?" Robyn and Tristan began to ply the
door with questions, but Daryth silenced themw th a curt gesture.

Keren seemed to understand, for no further sound energed fromthe room

M nut es passed like hours, and still the deft fingers of the Calishite could
not spring the stubborn | ock. Sweat beaded on Daryth's forehead, and his brow
furrowed in concentration. In the distance they could still hear the bellow ng

of angry Firbol gs.

Daryth cursed in frustration, wi ped his palns on his shirt, and returned the
tool to the Iock.

Tristan developed a cranmp in his fingers, and only then did he realize that he
hel d his hands clenched tightly into fists. Wth an effort, he forced hinself



to relax, breathing in a long, deep rhythmas Arlen had taught him

Then the lock clicked, a |oud sound anong the tense conpani ons. The door
creaked eerily as Daryth pushed it open

A figure staggered toward themfromthe darkness. Its face was gaunt and
haggard - its clothing torn and tattered into rags. Around the eyes spread
dark, bloody circles. Yet those eyes held the light of hunor and wi sdom t hey
had come to know and appreciate in the bard.

"Keren!" Robyn sprang forward to enbrace the bard in a hug. He held her for a
monent, smiling at the others over her shoul der

"You don't know how good it is to see you!" he exclainmed, his voice shaking.
They said nothing for several noments, until Pawl do's voice brought them
sharply back to reality, "Save the tea party for later," groused the halfling.
"Let's get outta herel™

"I"'mcomn' too!"

The sound of a strange voice brought Daryth, Robyn, and Tristan around

i medi ately. They stared in wonder at a bedraggled figure emerging fromthe
dark corner of the cell

"What's the matter?" denanded the obviously fermale, if not femi nine, voice.
"Ain't you guys never seen a beard before?"

The stubby figure energed into the light and glared belligerently at them She
(if the voice was to be believed) stood perhaps four feet tall, with a stocky
body, short legs, and long arns. Her shoul ders were broad and sturdy, and her
| egs ended in surprisingly large feet, protected by huge | eather boots.

The face of the stranger di sappeared conpletely behind a bristling beard that
dropped past the beltline. A sloppy hat could not conceal an equally unruly
mass of hair atop the rounded head.

"Allow ne to present Finellen," said Keren, hastily intervening. "M dear,
these are the young heroes | was telling you about..."

"Hmph!" muttered Finellen, as Tristan recogni zed her nature.

"You're a dwarf, aren't you?" he said. "I consider it a high honor to make
your acquai ntance, ny lady." Finellen seenmed slightly nollified, deigning to
give the prince a quick once-over.

"Finellen had the nmsfortune, as did |, to be taken prisoner by the Firbolgs,"
expl ai ned the bard as they noved into the corridor

"I suppose | owe you ny thanks," admitted the dwarf. She hastily continued.
"But don't go gettin' any ideas about takin' advantage of ny gratitude! It
won' t work!"

Tri stan, taken aback by the dwarf's rudeness, ignored it and said, "Here's
your bow, Keren. We found it in the treasure room"™

"Why, thank you!" A surprised Keren quickly inspected the weapon, stringing it
in one powerful notion. "Have you an extra weapon for Finellen? - | saw her
fight these brutes, and we would do well to have her aid."

"I don't have much use for this anynore," said Daryth, extending his dagger
hilt first, to the dwarf.

"This scimtar will do ne just fine."

Fi nell en snatched the dagger quickly, studying the workmanship and running a
cal lused thunb al ong the bl ade. "Thanks," she grunted. "I1'Il give it back when
I"mthrough killing Firbolgs."

"Let's get out of here," urged Pawldo. "I've a feeling sone giant is | ooking

to turn me into a pancake!"

They rapidly retraced their steps, this time with Pawl do and Finellen in the
lead. Certainly there were Firbolgs ahead of them One deep voice in
particul ar conmanded their attention, and it sounded as if the Firbol gs had
been ordered to begin a systematic search of the area.

Pawl do signaled a halt fromhis position in the |ead, They stopped and heard
di stinct sounds of heavy footsteps. A party of Firbolgs was coming their way!
"What are we stopping for?" barked Finellen

Pawl do, looking irritated, began to answer. Sinultaneously, a trio of hul king
Firbolgs turned into the corridor ahead of them The Firbolgs saw them

i medi at el y.



"Hoorrgghh!" All three of the creatures uttered the cry, and charged. Their
huge boots, studded with hobnails, cracked agai nst the stone floor, sparking.
Two of the creatures held clubs, while the third brandi shed a nonstrous sword,
held in both of his hands. Bl oodshot eyes gl eaned wickedly at them while
their thick-I1ipped nouths split into wide, drooling grins of anticipation
Pawl do | oosed an arrow, and i medi ately backed up to | eave an opening for
Tristan. Daryth and Robyn followed the prince, but with a gesture he cautioned
themto renai n behind.

Fi nel l en, however, took the prince by surprise. He had planned to stand next
to the dwarf and neet the Firbol gs' charge, but she raised the dagger Daryth
had gi ven her, and uttered a bl oodcurdling shriek. Even the Firbolgs seened
nmonentarily taken aback

"Qutta ny way, you overgrown bags of blubber!"™ Finellen darted forward to
attack. Tristan gaped at the incongruous sight for a second - the dwarven
warrior came not as high as the waists of her antagonists - and then | eaped
forward to support her valiant attack

A long arrow whooshed past the prince's ear. Keren was shooting now, but
unfortunately the mssile skittered off the wall and bounced harnl essly down
the corridor.

In seconds, Finellen reached the Firbolgs. Instead of stopping to fight, she
tucked herself into a ball and rolled between the | egs of one of the
creatures. As soon as she had passed him she straightened with a notion too
fast to see and thrust upward with the dagger. Her victimhow ed in pain and
whirled to try and club the dwarf wonan.

The Firbol gs bell owed together, in a noise like thunder, and pushed each ot her
about in their eagerness to attack. One separated itself fromthe others and
| unged for Tristan, who saw vividly the rage in its face and snmelled its hot,
stinki ng breath.

Tristan | eaped to the side, dodging a heavy club, and struck quickly with his
new sword. The blade bit into the chest of the advancing Firbolg.

And, as he fell back, he heard flesh sizzling. Tristan | ooked with horror at
the wound he had just inflicted. The Firbolg' s skin burned away fromthe cut,
and the creature tunbl ed backward, screaning

The giant flopped onto the ground heavily, kicked a fewtimes, and lay still.
For a nonent, the other two Firbol gs and the conpani ons stood frozen in shock
Then a Firbolg bellowed, and Finellen whirled into another attack. In a
second, the nel ee raged anew.

Daryth and Robyn sprang forward to aid Tristan, as the Firbolg with the huge
sword took a swing at the prince. Spinning away fromthe attack, Tristan
desperately rai sed the new swrd, and the two blades nmet with a ringing crash.
The force of the bl ow smashed the prince into the wall, where he sl unped
slowy to the floor, his sword still clasped in his stinging hands.

The sword of the Firbolg, mnmeanwhile, had shattered into hundreds of shards.
Still stunned, the prince barely rolled in time to avoid a thuddi ng bl ow as
the last Firbolg's club broke flagstones fromthe floor. The prince still held
the strange sword - alnobst as if the weapon would not |eave his hand. The
crushing attack seenmed to shake the very ground, but the prince avoided it by
a scant inch. He saw Finellen tuck and roll again, this tine biting into a
Firbolg's hamstring with the small dagger before reaching Tristan's side. The
dwarf's victimhow ed in pain as his |l eg coll apsed, and then crashed heavily
to the floor.

"Hey, ugly!" she cried, nmonentarily distracting the Firbolg who had nearly
crushed the prince. Tristan scranbled to his feet and stood beside the dwarf.
Two Firbolgs now lay on the floor, but the remnaining nonster threw away his
br oken sword and picked up one of the clubs. It advanced cautiously, now
prepared to take this fight seriously.

None of them heard the clattering of hooves, but suddenly the advancing

Fi rbol g gasped and tunbled forward. A great ivory horn erupted fromits chest
in a shower of gore, and now they saw the proud form of the unicorn
extracting itself fromthe nortally pierced Firbolg.



For several seconds the conpani ons regarded the unicorn. The great beast
returned their stares inpassively. Its snow flanks were |athered and fl ecked
wi th bl ood, although the unicorn did not seemto be wounded.

"Thank you, ancient one," said Robyn, very quietly.

The eyes of the unicorn softened, and it tossed its proud head. Wth a short
whinny, it turned and | ooked back the way it had cone.

"Let's followit," cried Robyn.

"Wait," said Keren, in an urgent whisper. His eyes were fixed upon the prince.
"Tristan, where did you get that sword?"

"I found it, in the same room where we found your bow. "

"Let me see it, please."

Tristan instantly handed the weapon to the bard, who peered quickly at the
script on the bl ade. Wien he | ooked back at the prince, Tristan saw that his
eyes held a new enotion. It could have been respect, or even awe.

"Can you read it?" the prince asked.

"My prince," said the bard. It was the first tine he had ever used the
honorific in speaking to Tristan. "You have found the Sword of Cynrych Hugh!"
Robyn gasped and stared, w de-eyed, back and forth between the prince and the
weapon. Tristan, stunned, could think only of the mghty weapon he held in his
hand. Sl ayer of Firbolgs, and bane of the enem es of the Ffolk, the Sword of
Cynrych Hugh was certainly the nost fabled weapon in his people's history.
Tristan still recalled Keren's Iong ballad about the hero that he had pl ayed
at Arlen's funeral

"What's goi ng on?" Daryth asked. "Who was Kinrick Hue? I'mnot fromthese
parts, remenber?"

"' Cynrych Hugh' was the first of the Hi gh Kings - the man who united all of

t he Moonshae |slands under a single strong, wise rule,” Tristan expl ai ned,
recalling his nost basic history | essons. "Never before or since have the

Ffol k been as strongly united. | renenber fables telling of his death, at the
hand of sone ni ghtmarish beast. At the same tinme, his sword was lost..."
"It is said,” Keren interjected, "that his sword will be found again, so that

the w el der can chal |l enge the beast that slayed him"

Tristan | ooked at the weapon in Keren's hand, and thought of the bard's
fighting prowess. He felt frightened and weak by conparison. "You keep it," he
said. "You can do it -"

"The sword nust be w el ded by he who finds it," said the bard with a shake of
his head. "And besides, you are nore fit to carry that weapon than you know. "
Tristan wanted to argue, but the weapon seened to beckon himto take it. "I
don't know," he replied, but nonethel ess reached for the sinple |l eather hilt
and took the sword.

As they continued down the | ong passage, Tristan saw the others gl ancing at
hi m and the sword occasionally. He hoped they weren't as puzzled - and anazed
- as he was. Wiy had fate decreed that he should be the one to pick it up? And
what was he going to do with it now that he had it?

Tristan was paying little attention to their surroundings, as the little party
nmoved cautiously forward, soon passing several wooden doors but no branching
corridors. Suddenly Finellen called out.

"Wait a minute!" She turned to regard a huge pair of oaken doors. They noticed
that one of themwas slightly ajar. "I snell fresh air - let's have a look in
here!"

Bef ore anyone coul d di sagree, she pushed the slightly opened door with the
poi nt of her dagger, and it swung freely inward. Before themthey saw a huge
room- by far the | argest chanber they had yet seen in the Firbol gs' conplex.
In the center of the room towering perhaps forty feet into the air, rose a

bl ack, hul king mass, like a small rnountain.

Sunlight streamed into the roomfromcracks in a pair of massive wooden doors
at the far end. They noticed that no torches burned here.

Wth a sudden snarl, a Firbolg sprang fromthe darkness to the side of the
door. Another energed fromthe sane area, bearing a massive pickaxe in its
uplifted arms. They had apparently been surprised at their work. The unicorn



reared back and crushed the skull of one with his slashing forehooves, while
Tristan | eaped at the other, stabbing quickly, Again the blade sizzled into
Firbolg flesh, and the howing creature fell over and died.

Seeking any other foes, they cautiously advanced into the chanber.

"Look - we can bar these doors for a while," exclainmed the prince. Quickly
they swung the portal shut. Their conbined strength could barely lift the
heavy crossbeam but they finally dropped it into place against the inside of
t he doubl e doorway.

"That'll slow up anyone, including Firbolgs!" Tristan said with satisfaction
As a group, they turned toward the doors through which streamed shafts of
sunlight. Skirting the black mass in the center of the room Tristan studied
it curiously. Pawl do nade the first guess as to its nature, however.

"My prince!" he cried, holding a clunp of black rock. "It's just coal!"
Tristan thought the discovery interesting but insignificant and continued
toward the doors across the room Keren, however, paused i mediately and
appeared to |l ose hinmself in thought.

"Indeed!" the bard finally cried, snapping his fingers. "Quickly! Help ne

gat her these wooden benches! And those tools over there - someone grab the
ones with wooden handles. And hurry! There's no tine to |ose!"

"What ? Why?" asked Tristan, turning back

"We can destroy this stronghol d!"

Instantly, Tristan understood Keren's plan. He stunbl ed upon sonme | oose boards
in a corner of the roomand eagerly tossed them agai nst the massive pile of
coal . Benches, and tools, and several unlit torches discovered upon the walls,
all increased the size of the pile.

As they worked, they heard a heavy thud against the door. Again and again the
sound rocked through the chanber, and Tristan thought that he heard the
creaking of a hinge as the tinber barring the door slowy threatened to give
way. The great unicorn heaved stalwartly against it, holding with the strength
of his body against the press of Firbolgs.

But now the pile was ready. Daryth, Tristan, and Pawi do all carried flints,
and each knelt down and struck sparks into sonme shavings they had trinmed from
t he heavy boards. The door creaked noisily, nearly opening, as three small
fires began to spread through the shavings. Soon, tongues of flane |icked
across boards that had been soaked with oil, apparently to preserve their
life. Now, the treatment only hastened their destruction

Robyn, Keren, and Finellen, meanwhile, ran to the doubl e doors | eading
outside. They threw their weight into lifting the huge crossbar. In |l ess than
a mnute, three raging bonfires had al ready begun to pop and sizzle. Sparks
flew onto the coal, but they knew it would take a great deal of heat to ignite

the stuff. The door creaked alarmngly, but still the great beam held.
"Let's get out of here," called the prince, as choking clouds of black snoke
began to fill the room Already the fire seemed dangerously out of control

Coughi ng, the conpani ons stunbled toward the doors |eading out. Tears welled
fromtheir eyes as the snoke stung. The clouds grew thicker every second. The
great unicorn raced ahead with them and Tristan knew that the Firbol gs woul d
soon snmash the doors.

Keren t hrew open the huge portals and they all staggered forth into sunlight
and fresh air. A streamof black snoke poured fromthe doorway, but rose over
their heads until dispersed by the breeze.

"W made it!" cried Robyn.

"Not so fast, deary," grunted Finellen, pointing.

Bet ween the forest and the tenple, standing close before them stood sone
twenty Firbolgs. They were arrayed in battle formation, which they maintained
as they began to advance.

Snoke poured fromthe doors behind them and the gray walls of the stronghold
spread to either side. They were trapped.

* * K* * *



The eneny was very cl ose now.

The cool, gray water of the Sea of Monshae rolled past the great body, as the
| evi at han began to nove with a new sense of purpose.

A rank pollution spread through the water, offending the senses of the mghty
creature, child of the earthnother. The | eviathan had killed many tines, but
never had it sought out its victims with such deternination. The | eviathan
energed fromthe strait and broached, rolling its serpentine formanong the
great swells of the sheltered sea. Gray skies gl owered overhead, and many thin
pat ches of mist and rain spread across the horizon

The leviathan turned slightly, as it sensed its prey sonewhere to the left.
Soon, many |ong, narrow shapes canme into view, scuttling across the surface of
the sea like tiny waterbugs. The pollution of the water becane so strong that
the mighty creature choked on its own bile. Its rage grew unstoppable.

The | evi at han opened its great jaws just before its head broke the surface.
Spray erupted as the powerful tail drove the creature fromthe water. Hi gher
and hi gher the |eviathan rose. At the same tine, those awesone jaws cl anped
toget her. The | eviathan tasted wood and blood in its nmouth. Splintered bits of
the narrow shape fell to either side, but the great bulk of it remained wthin
that terrible maw. The creature crashed back to the surface, and then dove
deep, carrying the shapel ess mass of wood and nmen to a pernanent grave.
Finally it opened its nouth, letting the weckage float free.

Turning toward the surface, it again began to rise. There still remained a
great deal of killing to do.

X
FLI GHT

THE MONSTERS SPREAD into a thin line, advancing to do battle. They held an
assortment of deadly weapons - swords, clubs studded with vicious spikes, [ong
battl e-axes. Their npbst effective weapon was their sheer size, and the

i nexorability of their march toward Tristan and hi s conpani ons.

The fire roared higher behind them belching snoke fromthe doubl e doors.
"Any ideas?" the prince asked, half-heartedly.

"Not me," replied Daryth, looking grinmy at the nonsters.

This last group of Firbolgs had obviously been posted to watch the stronghold
exit. They did not seemto be as stupid or undisciplined as the others. A
great bull of a Firbolg, with a high, bulging forehead and a horrible red sear
down his cheek, conmanded them and |led their charge.

Keren | aunched an arrow fromhis mghty bow The nissile tore into the thigh
of one of the Firbolgs, dropping the creature in its tracks. The bard's second
shot thudded solidly into the Firbolg | eader's shoul der, but the creature

i gnored the wound. Pawl do also fired, but his arrows seened to be little nore
than pinpricks to the hul king attackers.

Robyn was standi ng beside the proud unicorn, oddly calm Tristan saw Finellen
fingering her dagger and starting to slip forward. Yet their chances of

wi nning the fight appeared slim until, suddenly, something glimered in the
field before them

"What' s happeni ng?" Before he could think of an answer to Robyn's question
Tristan realized that many of the Firbol gs had stopped advanci ng. Sone fel
thrashing to the ground, while others swng their weapons viciously agai nst
somet hi ng unseen in the air.

The scar-faced Firbolg | eader turned and bel |l owed orders at his minions. Then
he, too, seemed to lose his mnd, striking at nothing, and grunting in fear
For a brief second, the prince's mnd reeled with confusion. Then he
under st ood what was happeni ng.

"Come on!" he cried, leaping forward toward the half dozen or so Firbol gs who
had not been affected by the strange nadness. Tristan knew that he and his
conpani ons had been given a fantastic opportunity, but they needed to
capitalize upon it quickly.

The white unicorn thundered past him its ivory horn zeroing in on the chest



of a Firbolg. Finellen, uttering a bloodthirsty yell, sprinted along at his
side. Her eyes, he noticed, glowed with a savage joy.

Twi n streaks flashed over his head, and he knew that the two archers had gone
to work. Keren seemed to have recovered his aim for his bolt |odged deep in
the throat of one of the Firbolgs, striking it, gasping and dying, to the
ground. Pawl do's missile lodged in the eye of another Firbolg, triggering
pain. Berserk, the Firbolg bolted into the thickets.

Two Firbol gs stood before Tristan, but the unicorn's charge knocked one flat.
The tough horn turned the creature's chest into a splintered mass of bl ood and
bone. Tristan ducked under the blow of the other Firbolg and drove his potent
bl ade upward

Wth a bl ood-curdling scream the Firbolg swooned backward and di ed.

For a brief nmonment the prince paused in wonder. He had slain a Firbolg with a
single blow Then, another of the monsters charged toward him and he raised
hi s guard.

A flash of brown crossed the periphery of his vision, and Canthus led the
hounds into the fight. At the sane tine, a shrieking black shadow dove from
the skies to scratch at the eyes of another Firbolg. Crying shrilly, Sable
rose quickly to nake another attack

"Hey, you guys!" The high-pitched voice, Tristan know, could only belong to
Newt. Sure enough, the little dragon popped into viewin the mdst of the

nel ee.

"Boy, | sure played a trick on theml Did you see the way they rolled around
and stabbed the air and | ooked so silly? | laughed so hard | could hardly stay
invisible!™ Newt clasped his forepaws, alnost as if he were appl audi ng

hi nsel f, which he probably was.

"Thanks, little friend!" said Tristan. | thought | detected your... unique
touch! "

"Look!" Robyn cried, pointing to the rest of the Firbolgs. They saw t hat
Newt's enchant nent was wearing off. Although groggy, the Firbol gs were | ooking
in stupefaction at the conpani ons, standing anong the dead bodies of their
conr ades.

"Run!" shouted the prince. "To the horses!"

As a group they bolted into the thicket. Daryth |l ed the way, forcing his way
t hrough the woods to the small clearing where they had left the nounts.

The steeds, unharned, nickered in welcone at their approach

Tristan followed the party in the rear, keeping an eye on the Firbolgs. They
seened not entirely recovered, and he guessed - at |east he hoped - that they
woul d not be able to organize a pursuit for several ninutes yet.

The conpani ons nmount ed qui ckly, thankful that they had brought extra horses.
They turned to ride fromthe area when the buil ding behind them shuddered and
groaned. Snoke billowed heavily fromthe door they had emerged from The
ground shook with the force of a heavy crash, and suddenly the smoke bl ossoned
fromthe top of the tenple.

"The roof is collapsing!" shouted Keren. "Look!"

The snoke trails emerging fromthe door inmmedi ately reversed course as a
tremendous cloud rose into the air. The fire built to a roaring intensity as
its air supply inproved. They heard a trenmendous sucking noise as air was
pulled into the building, feeding the flanes.

The force of the sucking draft uprooted small bushes, and created a forceful
wi nd. Orange flanmes towered into the sky.

This fire would burn for a long tine.

* * K* * *

Kazgoroth sensed the presence of the huge shape as it passed far bel ow the
surface of the sea. The Beast could feel the massive body rising - could sense
the awesone night of its attack, as it rose toward the fleet. Kazgoroth even
guessed, correctly, which [ongship would be the creature's first victim

In the guise of Thel gaar, the Beast had led the fleet of |ongships fromlron



Bay on a journey south, along the coast of Gwnneth. The heavy rans had i ndeed
proved troubl esone, as three ships had foundered in noderate seas during the
voyage. Now, however, Kazgoroth knew that the potent enchantments laid on the
beams woul d give themtheir only chance of dealing with the |eviathan

The massive creature erupted fromthe water |ike |ava froma vol cano. One
entire ship, and fifty nen, net an instant end between the crushing jaws. As

t he huge shape, bigger than anything living in the world, crashed back to the
wat er, anot her |ongship capsized fromthe nmonstrous waves.

"To your oars!" the figure of Thel gaar bell owed, fromthe bow of his Iongship.
Sonehow the voice carried clearly across the churning sea, to the ears of
every northman in the fleet. And with the voice cane a deadening of fear and

t hought .

The northnen heard the words, but nostly they felt the power of Kazgoroth's
unnatural essence. And the power enchanted them so that they becane capabl e
of nothing nore than following the orders of their king. Certainly, wthout
this enchantnent, the appearance of the |eviathan woul d have driven them mad
with terror.

But now the | ongshi ps surged forward as call used hands took the oars.
Transfixed by the awesone sight of their |eader, the northmen ignored the
deaths of their conrades, seeking only to hear and obey the next comrand.
"Swing starboard!" The next order rang out with the same clarity as the first.
Li ke choreographed dancers, several hundred | ongshi ps swng gracefully to the
right. The frothing surface where the | eviathan had di sappeared nelted back to
the dark gray of the rest of the sea. The | ongshi ps raced ahead, as sails were
tri mmed and oar power gained nmomentum

Kazgoroth again felt the leviathan clinbing, and calmy watched it destroy
anot her longship in the sane manner as the first. The massive tail smashed
anot her vessel to splinters as the creature crashed back to the surface.

The Beast waited again, pleased with the effect of its enchantnent. The
northnmen rowed |i ke aut omatons, showi ng no signs of panic. Kazgoroth knew t hat
the I evi at han woul d soon change its tactics, for the |eaping and diving
attacks would sap its strength too quickly.

And then, when it attacked fromthe surface, the poisoned rams woul d work
their own magic. The crewnen on his ship saw Thel gaar stoop down and open a
long crate that he had stored in the bow Fromthe crate he extracted a

har poon - one such as these sailors had never seen before. Thicker than a
giant's wist, it seened nearly as |long as one of the oars. The head of the
weapon was a wi cked barb of black, corroded steel. The air around the barb
shimered fromthe effect of its putrid essence.

The | evi at han attacked agai n, and again, diving deep and then crushing a ship
between its awesone jaws. Often, its tail, or the huge splash created by its
body, would crush or swanp anot her vessel.

Kazgorot h wat ched perhaps a score of his vessels die thus, before the

| evi at han began to tire. Now, instead of diving, it swamjust bel ow the
surface anong the | ongships. Its great back rolled above the water like the
coils of a snake. It turned suddenly and caved in the hull of a longship. It
capsi zed another with a flip of its tail.

"Attack!" Thel gaar's voice boonmed forward, propelled by the power of
Kazgoroth. "Ramthe beast!"

The | ongshi ps now veered toward the nonster, triggering dozens of collisions
as the sailors, their wits slowed by the enchantnment, could not take proper
care with the maneuver. Nonethel ess, a hundred | ongships closed in on the
creature.

Several died fromthe powerful strokes of the tail, or the crushing bite of
the massive jaws. Wil e maki ng one of these bites, however, a ram pl unged
through the leviathan's jaw. Roaring with pain, the creature bucked backwards,
si nki ng several nore ships with the frenzy of its agony.

Kazgoroth felt some small dismay, for the fleet suffered greater |osses than
t he Beast had anticipated. It cared nothing for the dying sailors, only for
the I oss of valuable tools in the master plan



Still, the northmen's persistence began to tell. As the |eviathan thrashed,
anot her of the wicked rams plunged into its flank, tracing a | ong and bl oody
wound before breaking fromthe ship. Now the sea creature's thrashing becane
nmore frantic, and a dozen | ongships suffered accidental destruction or damage.
Several nore of the rams slashed into the slippery flanks, and the creature's
struggl es began to weaken.

"Forward!" cried Thelgaar, in a voice intended for his own crew al one. The

| ongship darted forward, the figure of the white-bearded king standing proudly
in the bow H s upraised armheld the inmpossibly |arge harpoon

The ship drove close to the |eviathan's nmassive head, which now rolled
listlessly at the surface. Thel gaar's powerful shoulders flexed, and the

har poon rocketed forward to plunge deep into the shiny black shape, just
behi nd one of the massive eyes.

The I evi athan tw tched convul sively. A long colum of bubbles arose fromits
nmout h. The huge creature struggled to keep its eyes open as it sank into the
dark and frigid depths.

* * K* * *

"That was sone fight, wasn't it? | haven't had that nuch fun in, oh, | don't
know how many years!" The little dragon chattered incessantly, as they slowy
left the Firbol g stronghol d behind.

"Say, |'ve got a great idea! Let's go back and do it again! There nust be a
few Firbolgs left for us to torture!™ Newt giggled with excitenent at the

t hought of additional pranks.

"Um maybe some other tinme," said Tristan, gently trying to dissuade their
ent husi asti c conrade.

"And where did you come from friend?" asked Keren, as the little dragon
remai ned visible for several seconds at a stretch

"Way, |'m Newt, of course, and | live around here. Your friends had gotten
thensel ves into terrible trouble, but lucky for them| happened to conme al ong
when | did. If | had been just a little later, well, who knows what woul d have
happened? But there's certainly no point in dwelling on that!"

"Well done, Newt," said the bard, laughing. "It seems we owe you our |ives!"
"Well, of course you do. | nean, really - what did you expect? Say, aren't you

that bard fellow they dragged in awhile back? |I thought you were dead, but, oh
dear, it seens that you're not. Oh, this really is too bad -"
"Way is it too bad that our friend is alive?" demanded Robyn.

"Well, | do so hate to be wong, and | told themall that you were probably
dead, but you had to show up, alive as a hive of bees, and now - oh, but don't
get nme wong. | think it's really quite splendid that you're alive - really I
do."

"I ndeed, " nodded Keren. "Well, I"'mquite relieved to hear that, Newt."

"Me too!" snorted Finellen. "I've always wanted to owe ny fife to a blue
wor m "

Newt just said "Hummph!" and turned invisible.

The conpani ons rode hard, paying little attention to direction, only seeking
to put much di stance between thensel ves and the Firbol g. The horses flew
eagerly across the rugged terrain, forcing their way through dense thickets of
t horns and creepers.

After sone nmiles, the unicorn gave a signal and they all reined in, briefly.
Robyn di smount ed and wal ked over to the magnificent animal who regarded them
wi th huge eyes. She stroked its neck, and Tristan would have sworn that words
exchanged between them although he heard not hi ng.

Then, with a proud toss of its head, the unicorn turned and gal |l oped away. The
sl eek white coat was visible anong the tangled fens for some tine, and they
all watched until it had di sappeared from sight.

Robyn said nothing, so they returned to their flight, riding now w thout panic
but covering ground very quickly. Al though Tristan wasn't certain, he thought
their course was carrying themgenerally toward the east, away fromthe



direction they had entered the fens.
Behind them rising higher and higher every mnute, a thick black pillar of
snoke billowed into the air.

* * K* * *

Grunnarch the Red selected his first target with care. The shock of the

| andi ng caught the large fishing village nearly by surprise. Many of the Ffolk
fled inland, but they were forced to |leave all of their possessions behind.
Those who did not flee the raiders swiftly enough fell dead beneath sw ngi ng
battl eaxes or were taken as slaves and felt the bite of cold chains.

The northnen torched the village after collecting everything of value. The
fishing boats at anchor in the sheltered cove were sunk or burned, and nuch
livestock was sl aughtered. Even before the flames clinbed fromthe roof of the
| ast cottage, the Bl oodriders had di senbarked their horses.

"CGo," ordered the Red King. "Make haste, and show no nercy."

Laric smiled, the expression stretching the pasty skin across his cheeks into
a grotesque nmask. The captain's eyes snoldered with bl oodl ust, and G unnarch
fancied that they grew brighter at the thought of the killing to cone.

"Do not worry," said Laric, swinging into the saddle of his sleek black
stallion. "Mercy will not be a concern of mine." Laric swung his armforward,
as his red cape nmade a fluid arc around him Behind him one hundred frenzied
Ri ders struck out for the next cantrev.

In the ruins of the village, the bulk of Gunnarch's armnmy feasted and drank
well into the night. Many of the slaves -young wonmen - suffered horribly, as
objects of pleasure for the raiders.

The foll owi ng norning, the northmen reenbarked, sailing down the coast to
strike at another fishing cantrev. Again and again they struck the snmall,

i sol ated communities of the Ffolk, burning, killing, and enslaving. The

Bl oodriders rode mles inland, paralleling the progress of the fleet as it
sai |l ed southward al ong the coast, taking particular pleasure in weaking
destructi on and death upon the inland FfolKk.

After several raids, the alarmwas carried throughout the countryside. The
word of the depredations traveled even faster than the scourgi ng advance of
the Bl oodriders. The deeds of those scarlet-garbed horsemen exceeded the
horrors of their seaborne countrymen. The Bl oodriders could not burden
thenmsel ves with slaves, so survivors of their raids were rare.

As pandenoni um spread in the |and, however, the northmen found village after
vil | age abandoned before they had reached it. Valuables and |ivestock had been
renoved, and the inhabitants had fled further inland.

Finding a large and sheltered bay in the center of Corwell's eastern
coastline, Gunnarch ordered his fleet beached. As planned, here the

Bl oodriders reunited with the arny. A few of the older men were detailed to
wat ch the slaves and the ships, while the rest of the warriors prepared to
mar ch.

It was time, Gunnarch knew, to begin the second phase of Thelgaar's master

pl an.

* * K* * *

"Where's Newt ?"

Robyn' s question brought the conpanions up short. They reined in their nounts
and | ooked around, realizing that there had been no sign of the little dragon
for sone tinme. They did not risk calling aloud for him- they could not take
t he chance of advertising their position.

"He nust have gone back hone," surnised the prince. "Werever that is.
"He's quite a character," observed Keren. "W owe hima lot."
"Indeed,"” the others agreed. The dimnutive serpent - Finellen described him
as a faerie dragon - had saved their lives with his tinmely "prank."

"But our food will last a little |longer now," observed Paw do, ruefully



contenpl ati ng his al nost enpty saddl ebags.

"We're better off without him" observed Finellen. "You can trust a faerie
dragon as far as you can see him- when he's invisible."

By nightfall they energed fromthe fens, and found a dry and grassy clearing
for their canp. The ground had clinbed slightly fromthe | ow ands of the
swanp, and they could | ook back on their path of the |ast few days.

"Look at that," remarked Daryth in awe. The towering col um of snoke stil
dom nated the sky behind them

"How many Firbol gs do you suppose we killed?" asked Tristan
"Alot, I"'msure - but a lot of themgot away, w thout a doubt,’
Ker en.

"And every one of '"emis |looking for us," nuttered Pawl do, disnmounting stiffly
as they halted for the night.

They decided not to risk building a fire, and the warm sumrer ni ght nade this

replied

no disconfort. Still tense and junpy fromthe intense conbat and flight of the
day, the conpanions sat quietly in their grassy bower. The light of a half
nmoon, pouring froma clear sky, gave themillum nati on and sone small confort.

The crimson glow in the western sky added a surreal effect to their

sur roundi ngs.

"You haven't told us how you cane to be the guests of the Firbolgs," said
Robyn, after a | ong period of silence.

"Well, it was foolish, actually. | decided to take a short cut - through
Myrloch Vale - on ny way to the coast." Keren smiled, sheepishly. "It was the
long way around, to tell the truth, but | couldn't pass up the chance to see
Myrl och again, when | was so cl ose

"Anyway, | got anmbushed practically as soon as | canme over the pass - a bunch
of them got ne surrounded and tackled nme. Sable put nore than one eye out, but
t hey al nbost got himtoo."

"I't's lucky he got away. He told me about you," Robyn expl ai ned.

"Well, isn't he a smart bird!" | aughed the bard. He sobered quickly. "I owe
you all a lot, and |I thank you. You know, there m ght even be a song in this!"
Keren | eaned back thoughtfully, humming a bit of nelody.

The dwarf snorted. Scratching her ear with a dirty finger, Finellen |ooked
around. Her whiskers twitched irritably. "You know, " she said suddenly, her
rich femal e voi ce energi ng i ncongruously fromthe bushy beard. "For humans -
and a Halfling - you folks are not all that bad. |I'mproud to have fought wth
you. "

The sinple statenent, they all realized, neant a great deal. The dwarves were
traditionally al oof and haughty toward the shorter-lived races, rarely

dei gning to involve thenselves in human quarrels.

"We're honored by your praise," responded Tristan, "W, too, |ook highly on

t he chance that brought you anong us as a conpanion.”

"Where are your peopl e?" asked Robyn. "Do you live near here?"

"My people live wherever we want, within the borders of Myrloch Vale. It
happens that, this year, we've taken residence in a confortable group of
caves, a few days north of here, in the Highlands.

"It was there that we saw the signs of Firbolg activity. The fen country, down
there, wasn't such a bad place in the past. W knew of this Firbolg
stronghol d, but it's never been a problem before. Lately, though, they started

haul i ng coal here fromthe nountains. | was sent to investigate. Now, " she
said, chuckling wyly, "I can tell ny people that the probl em has burned
itself out."”

"Perhaps one part of the problem" observed Keren, "but not its core. Gwnneth
is in dire danger, and the help of your people would aid greatly in the
thwarting of this threat."

"Ch no!" objected Finellen, with surprising vehemence. "W're not about to get
entangl ed in a bunch of human problens! It's Iike ny mother used to tell me -
if you see a human com ng, you see trouble com ng

"I owe you ny thanks, for getting ne out of that cell. But don't go expectin’
us to bail you out of another of your big messes!™



"But this is not a problemthat threatens only the humans," argued Tristan
"Al'l the peaceful Ffolk of Gwnneth - including those of Myrloch Vale - are in
danger. Can't you convi nce your people of that?"

"I couldn't even try!" shot back the dwarf. "I'msorry, but this is a problem
you'll have to work out for yourselves."

They tried for several hours to get the stubborn dwarf to reconsider, but she
was adamant. Finally, they dropped the topic, as tenpers on both sides neared
t he breaki ng point.

In the norning, Finellen was gone.

* * K* * *

For many days this time, Erian remained | ocked in the body of the wolf. Only
gradually did his human formreturn, in a process of nearly unendurabl e pain.
He finally awakened far inland, in an area of near wlderness. As before, he
was naked and covered with bl ood.

Horror gripped his mind with icy fingers. He knew now that he could not return
to the world of men. Choking out sobs of agony and fear, he staggered through
the wilds.

For weeks he ate only such food as his bare hands could gather. Nuts, berries,
grubs, and even mice all passed his smacking lips - he cared not for taste,

nor appearance. He only craved enough food to stay alive. Once he stole a
chicken froman isolated farm giving himthe best nmeal since returning to his
human body.

He noved aim essly, or so he thought. Driven on by the consumng horror in his
m nd, he staggered through the wilderness, first noving north, and then east,
He paid no attention to his location, but his direction was guided by an

i nstinct deeper than his consciousness.

Gradual 'y, night by night, the noon faded to black, and then slowy grew It
fattened over his head, passing fromsliver, to crescent, to half nmoon. And
still it kept growi ng. Behind the moon, came the Tears of the Mbon, grow ng
brighter and nore distinct each passing night, a glittering necklace of |ight.
A consuming fear gripped himwi th the approach of the next full moon. That

one, he knew, would be the sunmer solstice - the brightest full nmoon of the
year. \Wat effect this would have he could only guess, but all his guesses |ed
himto stark nightmares.

Several tinmes he resolved to take his own life, before the nightmare could
become real. But always he | acked the will. Driven by his fear, nadness slowy
took his mind fromhim Al ways he kept nmoving, as if toward sone unknown
destiny that had been planted within himby Kazgoroth's bite.

And every night the noon grew | arger.

* * K* * *

"You know a lot, for a man who has trained hounds all of his life." Keren's
comment was casual, but Daryth sat bolt upright, staring at the bard.

"Yeah - |1've picked up a few skills here and there," he said, shrugging.

The smal |l fire created an island of warnth in the cool forest. The two nmen sat
on either side of the blaze. Tristan and Robyn had gone for a wal k, and Paw do
sl unbered within a nearby nountain of furs.

"It's alnmost as if you had been trained by masters in your craft - say, those
masters who teach at the Acadeny of Stealth - the Pasha of Calinshan's schoo
for spies?"

Daryth was silent for a noment, Finally, he chuckled. "You are well-travel ed,
i ndeed.

"Yes, | attended the sultan's 'school' - | was trained as a spy, or a thief,
or assassin, however you choose to describe it. | have al so," he added,
defensively, "trained desert racers and other dogs for many years!"

"Then, why are you here?" The bard studied Daryth's eyes very carefully as he
asked the question. For a nonent, the Calishite | ooked away.



"I ran away fromthe Pasha, the school, everything, | got into sonme trouble

with the Pasha over rights to... sone property | had acquired, and becane a
sailor the same night. Corwell was the first port of call, and | junped ship
there."”

The bard | eaned back again, satisfied. "You fight very well. You nust have
been a good student!"

Daryth | aughed, and then grew serious. "You know, |'ve done a |ot of fighting

against things in ny life, but I've never fought for anything before."
"Indeed,"” replied the bard. "Well, you're fighting for Corwell now. "

* * K* * *

Tri stan and Robyn wal ked slowly together in the cool night. Neither of them
felt like sleeping - at least, not right now As the nmoon illum nated her
exquisite face, the prince wanted to take her in his arns, but his courage
failed him

"You did very well, back there," said Robyn, quietly, "Your father would have
been proud of you."

Tristan froze, surprised by the complinent. He recovered his voice quickly,
enough to say "Thank you," then turned toward the nai den

They stood together on a rocky | akeshore, gazing at a world that appeared to
have never known viol ence or death. The moon, half full and foll owed by her
glittering Tears, stood near the zenith. Thousands of stars - nore than he had
ever seen before - glittered fromthe black sky. Though their canp, and the
small fire, was just a few steps away, the screening rocks hid it perfectly.

It might have been very distant, as far as Caer Corwell, for all they could
see of it.

Tristan reluctantly thought about his father. The king nust now be bitterly
di sappointed in his son - leaving in the mddle of the night, ignoring the
conmand of the conmpany his father had given him

"We all did pretty well,"” reflected the prince. "But if my father were here,

I"msure he'd point out a few m stakes.”" He did not try to hide his

bi tterness.

"Don't be so hard on him" Robyn whirled, surprising himwi th her intensity.
"Why do you two have to fight all the time? It's not your fault - alone - but

neither of youis willing to admt that the other has a point of view"
"I don't know why we do it. He's always wanted ne to be better at whatever
do - and, maybe, | do some things to annoy him | wll not be his servant!"”

"I don't think he wants that," she said, a gentle smile softening her face, "I
think he just wants his son to be a worthy prince of the Ffolk. And if he'd
been with us today, he'd know that you are!"

The prai se from Robyn overwhel ned all other enotions. Tristan felt that he
woul d fight a Firbol g barehanded if she would smile at him afterward.

"W needed you there as well," he said. "It was renarkabl e the way you
under st ood the unicorn."”

She smled. "Wen sonething |like that happens, it surprises me that no one

el se can hear - the nessage was so plain! It was |like the desecration of the
ground under that building - | could sense the evil there, and it surprised ne
that you didn't see it."

"Robyn," the prince began, awkwardly. He turned to the naiden and reached out
for her. Her eyes met his, and she deliberately |leaned into himso that their
lips net. There was nothing tentative about their kiss. It was as if each
nmonent of their separate lives had been racing toward this nmonent. He pulled
her to him his blood pounding at the feel of her body agai nst him She net

hi m eagerly, and for a nonment their nerves and nuscles and bones nelted into
each other... Then Robyn gently pushed Tristan away.

"When we get back hone" the prince started to speak in a rush, "I want to -
mean, will you -"
"No. "

The sinple word brought himup short. For a nonent, jeal ousy surged through



himagain. "What! Is it because of Daryth?"

"Don't be a child," she rebuked him "It isn't - at least, not that | know of.
He neans a lot to me - he is a good friend. And so are you."

The classification, as a 'good friend,' canme |like a bucket of ice water poured
over Tristan. He turned away, not knowi ng whether to cry out in rage, or to
sob in despair. After a second, he turned back

"I want you to know that | |ove you."

She smled, her eyes mpist, and ki ssed hi mquickly again. Then she turned and
wal ked slowy back to the fire, leaving himstanding in the forest that

seened, suddenly, to grow very cold.

* * K* * *

Pai n wacked the giant body. Grayness clouded its vision, and it was not the
grayness of the darkened sea. Its great mnmuscles flexed violently, then
relaxed. Slowy it sank, know ng only that burning pain.

And then the pain disappeared, |eaving behind a warm confortable gl ow.
Grayness becane bright, and the arns of the goddess beckoned

Thus the |eviathan died.

* * K* * *

More than a hundred | ongshi ps had been scattered across the steel-gray Sea of
Moonshae. Splinters of wood, survivors, and bodies all bobbed in the cold

wat ers. Many of the remaining | ongships wallowed lowin the water, nearly
foundering, or they listed to the side with danaged hulls. The battle was won,
but not without cost.

A low runbling sound bubbled fromthe depths, and the water around the center
of the fleet churned, steaned, and frothed. Then gouts of fire erupted from

t he depths. Two dozen ships vani shed i medi ately and twenty-foot waves rolled
across an equal nunber, swanping or capsizing them

The sea boiled for many mnutes. Wen the roaring finally subsided, the
surviving vessel s regrouped slowy, delayed by broken nasts, missing oars, and
torn sails. Finally, the vessels |inped toward the nearest shore.

* * K* k* *

The goddess feared that her pain would drive her nad. An aching despair grew

i nside her. Even through the curtain of her grief, she recoiled in terrible
awar eness of the increased power of the Beast.

The stabbing sore of the Darkwel | inflamed her skin, sending poisonous
tendrils crawing throughout her being. The passing of the |eviathan unl eashed
potent venom fromthe black pool, and the Bal ance shifted dangerously. The
nunbness - the urge to sleep - penetrated the goddess nore deeply than ever
Suddenly she felt very tired.

* * K* * *

Roaring flanes rose high into the sky as the cantrev burned. Wails rose from
the pyre in a hopel ess, keening chorus of death. Ringed around the little
conmmunity, and with bl oodst ai ned spears proddi ng back into the flanes any
villagers attenpting to save thensel ves, the Bl oodriders observed the carnage.
Strangely notionless, they stared into the fire as if mesnerized. The hellish
glow reflected fromtheir crinmson cl oaks, and seemed to gl ow unnaturally in
the eyes of the bloody Riders and their black, shining horses.

And all at once the fire surged upward, and the Bl oodriders raised their
voices in a throaty chant. The words seened neani ngl ess, and yet carried dire
portent in a | anguage so ancient that it should not have been known by any of
the sinister horsenen. Yet now they spoke.

And t hey under st ood.
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X
GAVI N

A BLACK TENTACLE SLI THERED t oward Robyn, wrapping tightly around her calf,
searing her skin with venonmous suckers. Screaming, she tried to craw away,
but the tentacl e dragged her along the stony ground.

Anot her grasping tendril reached around her waist, squeezing the breath from
her lungs in a painful vise. The ground shifted and cracked, as a great
fissure opened beside her. It seened bottomess - within its bowels seethed an
orange tumult, runbling slowy.

She turned and grabbed at the ground, uprooting small plants as the tentacles
dragged her toward the abyss. Suddenly, fromthe black snoke that seened to
swirl everywhere, a pair of white slender arns energed. Even in that foul
setting, the arnms were wapped in the whitest satin, with soft hands that
prom sed confort and safety.

But then the tentacles pulled, and the arnms, and finally the hands, vani shed
into the bl ack snoke.

Wth a | ow nban, Robyn awakened, drenched with perspiration. Sitting up, she
held a hand to her mouth as if to stifle any further sounds, and | ooked
around.

The canp was quiet. Tristan and Daryth slept quietly by the fire, while Paw do
snored under a mound of furs in the shadows. The fire had died so that only an
occasionally deep red flicker showed anmpong the coal s.

Canthus, lying next to the prince, kicked and whinpered in his sleep

Twi tching, he rolled alnbst into the coals.

Then Robyn saw Keren, standing alone in the shadow of a great rock. The bard
faced her, the light of the half noon casting his face into eerie shadows.
Still, the shock and pain witten across his features were plainly visible.
"What is it?" Robyn asked, getting to her feet. "I'mfrightened."

"I do not know. Never have | had such a nightmare! This is a portent of

somet hing dire, indeed."

"I had a nightmare, too." She shuddered. "It was the nost frightening thing
coul d i magi ne!"

The bard put a conforting arm around Robyn, and they sat before the coals. She
threw several small sticks into the enbers, and they quickly crackled into
light.

Suddenly Canthus |l eaped to his feet, growing nervously into the darkness.
Stiff-1egged, he wal ked about the canp, finally settling nervously behind
Robyn and Keren, alertly studying the woods to their backs.

"He senses it, too," Robyn said.

"I can only guess, but | think the goddess has been struck a cruel bl ow.

Per haps, even, the |oss of one of her children."

"Kamerynn! The unicorn!" For a nonment, Robyn felt truly forlorn, as she

i magi ned that magnificent creature killed.

"Perhaps, or the leviathan - there is no telling."

"Look!" cried the woman, as her gaze crossed the sky.

Above them a hundred streaks of light flashed briefly between the stars, and
then blinked away. Still other flashes foll owed, thousands and thousands of
tiny blinking lines in the sky, as if the nmoon hersel f wept.



Keren's arm was warm around her shoul ders, and Robyn drew some hope from her
friend s presence. The two of themrenai ned thus through the long hours unti
nor ni ng.

* * K* * *

The nmen of the cantrev spread across the field before the Red King's northmnen,
and Grunnarch sniled at the thought of the approachi ng conmbat.

"To the kill!" cried the king, and the fine of northnen surged forward. A deep
bell ow runmbl ed fromthe raiders, and the nen of the Ffol k waver ed.
Nonet hel ess, these farners and craftsmen stood hard agai nst the charge.

Qut nunbered four to one by the bearded, howling attackers, the cantrev nen
fought for time to allow their wonen and children to escape.

Grunnarch cut open the chest of a farmer, casually stepping on the dying man
as he sought another victim Around him his nmen took a bloody toll of the
Ffol k. While some of the raiders closed in to wi pe out the | ast pockets of
resisting fighters, Gunnarch |l ed the bulk of his force into the cantrev.

Most of the inhabitants had left, but sone still emerged fromtheir cottages,
terror-stricken, as the raiders swarned through. For these, there would be no
escape.

Bl oodl ust seemed to pound in his tenples as the Red King bellowed his
chal l enge. An old wonan turned to face him giving her daughters a chance to
escape, but G unnarch, giving a sharp laugh, cut off her head in a single
stroke. Others of his nen grabbed the daughters - barely young wonen - and
dragged them scream ng into the cottage.

For a nonent G unnarch | ooked around, realizing that his vision had grown hazy
and red. Panting, he gradually became aware of a poundi ng headache.

He wat ched nunbly as two children running in terror were spitted by his nen
upon a long spear, first one, then the other, and cast casually aside. The Red
King felt suddenly nauseous at the sight, and turned to vomt against the

cott age.

He turned again to regard the scene of battle, and he could barely recall its
details. Bodies, nost belonging to the Ffolk, lay scattered throughout his
field of vision.

Sonehow, the war seened to have lost its thrill

* * K* k* *

For two nore days they continued the journey to the east, finally entering the
pastoral cantrevs of Eastern Corwell. Tristan had rarely visited this part of
t he ki ngdom connected as it was to the rest of the real mby a narrow corridor
of land between Myrloch Vale and Llyrath Forest - a corridor which could be
traveled only with difficulty.

In fact, the prince was not altogether certain that they had, in fact,

reentered the kingdomuntil |ate one afternoon when they finally stunbled
across an actual road.
"We' || certainly come upon a fishing cantrev soon," said Tristan to Keren

"And there you should have no trouble finding passage to Callidyrr. W'l
acconpany you until then."

The bard | ooked wistful. "It galls that |'ve been ordered to return to the
H gh King, for it seens certain that the adventure, and hence the tales, of
this sumrer will occur here on Gwnneth."

Idly, the bard strunmed a few notes upon his harp. He tried several variations
on the tune, until he found one that he liked. He repeated this one severa
times, and gradually a | ook of contentment grew upon his face.

As darkness began to creep into the eastern sky, they cane upon a snall holl ow
where a little campfire twi nkled cheerfully, and a string of donkeys stood
patiently nearby. A figure shuffled slowy around the fire, silhouetted inits
glow, and fromits size the prince worried that they had stunbl ed across a
renegade Firbol g.



Then a boom ng voi ce, unm stakably human, runbled up the road to them

"Well met, travelers! Wuld you cone and sup with nme? A fire is always warner
with the kindling of conversation to feed it!"

The silhouette turned into a great bear of a man as he noved into the dusky
clearing, greeting themw th exaggeratedly w despread arnms and a huge,
ear-splitting grin. He certainly was the |argest human the prince had ever
seen. A flowi ng black beard conbined with thick, curling hair of the sane
color all but concealed his broad face. Hs snile, which made his eyes
sparkl e, reveal ed an array of chipped and broken teeth. H's garnents were
heavy and serviceable, albeit worn and griny.

"I am Gavin, smth of Cantrev Myrrdale," explained the stranger, in a voice

t hat thundered through the night.

"Thanks for your welcone," responded Tristan, disnmounting before the smith.
The prince introduced hinmself and his conpanions. If the snmth recognized the
Kendrick nane as his king's, he gave no notice of the fact.

The conpani ons relieved their horses of the burdens of saddl es and bridles.
Tristan noticed the hounds gathering eagerly around the fire, and he saw for
the first time a large kettle, bubbling and steanming in the coals. Atruly
delightful odor rose fromthe pot. Even considering the size of the cook, the
pot held far nore than one nman could eat.

"Now, won't you join nme for a bite?" called the smth, when their horses had
been tended. "There's plenty for all!"

"Why did you cook such a | arge batch?" asked Robyn, |ooking at the simrering
stew. "Did you know we were com ng?" Her question, Tristan sensed, was only
hal f facetious.

"Why, not you in particular,” replied the smth, chuckling heartily, "But this
is the last night of ny journey, and | had a full haunch of rmutton left. |
have often found that the neans to be generous will often result in an
opportunity for the sanme arising!" He threw back his shaggy head and roared
with laughter, as if he had just nade a great joke.

"And here tonight," he continued, gesturing expansively, "I have good conpany,
and enough food for us all."

"I ndeed, " observed the bard, "although the good fortune would seemto be our
own. "

"Let it be all of ours! Many a night |1've been on the road, and canped beside
a small fire with nought but nme asses to keep nme company. Ch, and it's nice
enough that they are, but very short on conversation!" Again, the smth
convul sed hinself with hilarity, and the others could not suppress snles of
anmusenent .

The nmutton stew tasted fabulous after the dry trail fare that had sustained
them for a week.

Gavin produced a flask of biting rye whiskey that added a snmooth glow to the
meal . All of the conpanions ate |like starving wolves, and the smith like a
starving bear, but the pot was still only half enpty when they could eat no
nmore. In a flourish of generosity, the smth then saw that the hounds had
plenty to eat.

They fed the fire with large logs, and built it perhaps higher than caution

warranted. Still, no one conplained - it just added to the pleasurable
at nosphere.
Tristan | eaned back against a tree, enjoying the blaze. "It alnost feels like

we' re hone again," he said, stretching |eisurely.
"' Again'?" asked the smith. "And where is it ye've been?"
"Through Myrloch Vale," replied the bard, "from Caer Corwell."

"I"ve been to that place, | have," boasted the smth. "in the service of our
ki ng hinsel f, against the northnmen on Moray. That would be yer father, I'm

thinkin'." Gavin | ooked toward the prince.

"Yes, | am Prince of Corwell."

"And how fares our king?"

"He was... fine, when | left him He has ordered the gathering of conpanies

fromthe cantrevs - we have had reports of a great mustering of northmen.”



"I ndeed?" Gavin sat up straight. For the first time, a |look of concern cane
over his face, "Perhaps | should not have left ny hone." Nervously, the giant
smth | ooked toward the east.

"Myrrdale... Is that on the coast?" The prince could not remenber the town.
"No, sone twenty mles inland. It should be safe enough, even if war cones to
the eastern cantrevs. | doubt the northmen would strike very far inland. And
we'll be there early tonorrow, anyway... No, no, |'ve naught to worry about."
Still, the big smth cast nmany gl ances toward the east, and they knew he

wi shed to be hone.

"It's my little girls I"'mmnissin' the nost," Gavin said, wistfully staring
into the flames, "They're the cutest little mtes this side of Myrloch, if |
do say so nyself. The spittin' image of their nother, ny dear Sharreen.”

"I"'d like to meet them" Robyn said, smiling wistfully at the thought of the
man's |love for his fanmly. She wondered if her own father had | oved her the
same way.

The second flask of rye finally worked its effects upon the conpani ons, and
they fell asleep around the fire. For the first time in many days, they did
not bother to post a watch, and their canp was not troubled during the night.
They rose early, sharing the smth's infectious enthusiasmfor a new day. The
smth strung his donkeys together, and the conpani ons hel ped him|l oad the
heavy crates which had been |ying anbng the trees.

"Iron and coal," he explained. "The fodder of nmy forge. Twice a year | journey
to Cantrev Thorndyke for supplies.”

"That's one of the nountain cantrevs, isn't it?" recalled Tristan

"Indeed - they mine the best iron in the Monshaes up there, apart fromthe
dwarves, of course. And what human could buy iron fromthe dwarves?" The snith
chuckl ed deeply at the thought of the reclusive dwarves selling to hunans.
"It's not that | couldn't hire ne a carter to make the trip instead,"
explained the smth, as loudly as if he spoke to a gathering of severa
hundred. "It's just that -" His voice dropped to a conspiratorial bellow - "I
like the mountains so nmuch that | give neself the trip as a little reward.”
"They are beautiful, these nountains," agreed the prince, w shing he had paid
nmore attention to his surroundings during their flight.

"But again," the smth continued, |ooking eagerly toward the | ow ridge that
woul d be their first landmark of the nmorning's journey, "there's nothin' Iike
getting, home again afterward. And with any luck, we'll be there in time for

[ unch!™

A pleasantly warm breeze rose fromthe | owl ands, and the sun smled froma

cl oudl ess sky. Light of heart, the five of themset off down the road. The
smith led his string of donkeys on foot, but he had no difficulty matching the
pace of the others, who were nounted. As they rode, Keren worked sone nore
with his tune, finally developing it into a delightful nelody.

"What is that?" asked Robyn.

"Just a sort of a ballad I'mworking on. Perhaps I'Il play it for you when
I'"ve finished."

"I"d like that," she answered, hummi ng a piece of the tune as he went back to
wor k. The hounds bounded through the fields and forests to either side with
energy Tristan had not seen in themsince their flight fromthe Firbolg's
lair.

The road wound easily up the lowridge, with a scarcely noticeabl e grade, and
soon they canme upon a wi de, grassy field at the crest. Before them the ground
dropped gently through a series of broad valleys.

Narrow streams sparkled am d orchards and pastures. The horizon vani shed into
the haze, where, Tristan knew, the sea lay about thirty mles to the east.

But all of this detail faded into insignificance as they perceived one stark
and painful fact: Columms of snoke rose into the sky from several places -
thick pillars of darkness, each marking a cantrev of the Ffol k, a burning
cantrev.

Gavin groaned - a strangl ed, inhuman sound i ncongruously energing fromthe
smth's barrel chest. Tristan knew, w thout asking, that the nearest of the



col ums marked Cantrev Myrrdal e.

* * K* * *

"Bl ast and damm! You are all idiots!" Gunnarch the Red ordered his nen to
assenbl e outside the ruined cantrev. Food, drink, and wenching seened to have
driven nost of the worthless scumto the brink of unconsci ousness. Those who
did not stir readily enough felt the thud of the Red King's solid boot.

St onpi ng anobng t he w eckage of people and hones, he cursed with renewed
vengeance as he considered the true reason for his irritation

Wiere were the damed Bl oodri ders?

For a week he had had no direct word fromLaric, the captain of the R ders.
Rurmors trickl ed back, about villages scourged until they were nothing nore
than bl ack spl otches on the ground, about acts of unspeakable cruelty.
Grunnarch recal l ed, uneasily, his last neeting with Laric. The nan had seened
determined to go his own way. He had barely listened to Gunnarch talk, yet
somet hing forbidding in his simrering gaze had stopped the king' s rebuke
before it reached his I|ips.

Now, it seened that Laric's negligence was jeopardizing the whole plan

The Bl oodriders were to have nmet the rest of the arny here, at Cantrev
Macsheehan, three days ago.

Macsheehan was a | arge and wealthy cantrev, and the arny had been able to
provision an entire supply train for the march on Corwell.

As Thel gaar had predicted, the tide of refugees flowi ng westward had grown to
a flood. If the arny could be ready to march w thin another day, they could
strike through Myrloch across the refugees' route of retreat, and massacre

t hem

A dull thundering finally caught G unnarch's attention, and he | ooked down the
road. His anger vied with relief, for the Bloodriders were thundering into the
great field at full gallop. The black horses gleamed with sweat, their flanks
and | egs caked with dust. The fur cloaks of the Riders were al so
travel st ai ned.

Laric reined in before Grunnarch and | eaped fromthe saddle. The king prepared
a rebuke for his henchman, but the oaths died on his lips, as his eyes |ocked
with horror on the face of the approachi ng man.

The Bl oodrider's skin had |lightened to a pasty gray hue, and his bright red
lips stood out in awful contrast fromthe unnatural face. The man's eyes were
sunk deep into his head, but seemed to stare fromtheir cavelike sockets with
fiery intensity. Grunnarch thought fleetingly of a skull, upon which soneone
had painted garish red lips.

Laric wal ked passed the king wi thout saying a word, and G unnarch the Red, a
man not known for reticence, could not command himto stop. In fury, the Red
King returned to his task of organizing his arny, kicking and | ashing out with
renewed fury at anyone and anything that failed to hop to.

As he noved about the canp, the king saw that his troops universally reacted
to the appearance of the Bl oodriders. The rest of the armnmy coll ected uneasily,
wi th many nervous gl ances at the cadaverous Riders. The horsenen ignored the
ot her northmen, preparing a sinple canp in an area they clainmed for

t henmsel ves.

Grunnarch, w shing he could ignore the Bl oodrider, sent a nessenger to sumobn
Laric to his nmeeting of officers. The captain of the Bloodriders arrived
silently, joining the ring of |eaders gathered around G unnarch. The group
shifted apprehensively for a nmoment. When novenent ceased, no one stood within
five feet of Laric.

"W will march with the dawn!" declared G unnarch. "Raag Hammerstaad will take
hal f the army and the supply train, and advance along the main road toward
Corwell. He will make certain that bands of refugees cannot slip around

t hrough our onslaught and return here."

"W will spread the force across the entire valley!" decl ared Hamrerstaad. "A

rabbit will not be able to slip through our lines!"



"Good. The rest of us will strike out due west, through a pass in that ridge."
Grunnarch pointed to a skyline of rock some twenty mles to the west. It
| ooked sheer and unclinbable fromtheir current vantage, and a runbl e of
surprise arose fromthe nen.
"W will be net by a guide,’

the Red King assured them hoping that Thel gaar

had spoken the truth about the treacherous druid. "He will reveal the pass to
us.
"The Bl oodriders will precede this colum," he continued, |ooking at Laric.

The captain | ooked on, his mind clearly el sewhere. "For the rest of us, speed
is the major requirenment. W take only enough provisions for five days. W
march steadily, fromdawn until dusk

"And we cone out of the mountains directly in the path of those refugees. The
whol e nob of themw Il be pinched between the two arnies!"”

The t hought of the massacre that woul d ensue brought the bl ood pounding to his
brain. He could see the sane excitement shining in the eyes of the assenbled
warriors.

In the eyes of Laric, that excitement seemed to shine Iike the coals of a hot
forge.

* * K* * *

Gavi n abandoned the string of donkeys and | unbered down the road toward the

bl azing village, which still lay in the distance behind another |ow ridge.
Tristan inmediately gall oped forward to join the smth. "Wait!" he cried.
"Take one of the horses - we'll ride with you!"

Gavin ran stolidly, as if he hadn't heard, and Tristan repeated the plea.
Finally, his lungs heaving fromexertion, the big man stopped. The pain in the
smth's eyes struck the prince through the heart. He quickly di snmounted and
gave the snmith his horse. The big gray gelding was the | argest of the nounts.
The prince renmounted on an extra horse as the others began to gallop down the
road. The dogs raced along in the ditch, while the donkeys, unled, plodded
steadily along, falling quickly to the rear

They slowed to a canter shortly, and |l ess than an hour later they | ooked down
upon a wastel and of ravaged farms, burned buildings, and tranpled fields. In
the center of the wasteland |ay the snol dering weckage of Cantrev Myrrdal e.
Not a single building remai ned standi ng upon the site of the small comunity.
Most of it had been burned, but sorme smaller buildings had apparently been
tranpled into the ground with ruthl ess determ nation

Spurring their nounts, they neared the ruins. Now they passed sonme of the
burned farns, and occasionally saw human or animal remains lying in the fields
or along the road. Fromthe appearance of the bodies, it seened that the
carnage had occurred at |east twenty-four hours earlier. No living creature
entered their sight during the entire ride, except for the crows that clinbed,
squawki ng, fromthe corpses as the riders passed. Reining in at the edge of
town, they all disnmounted. Gavin lurched forward, stunbling down a charred and
devastated nmain street, while Tristan notioned the others to wait.

"What coul d have done this?" asked Daryth, after a Ilong mnute of silence.

Besi de him Robyn choked and turned away fromthe scene.

"I don't think this is the work of Firbolgs," Tristan nmuttered. "It's too
t hor ough. "

"Nort hmen?" Pawl do asked the question through clenched lips.

"Something far nore sinister, | fear." The bard spoke very seriously. "The

earth itself has suffered a desecration."

Robyn, noaning quietly, took the reins of her nount for support. Tristan
stepped to her side and took her arm He shook violently.

"Let's spread out and | ook around," suggested the prince. "Look for clues as
to who did this - 1'd hate to think that the Firbol gs are nunerous enough to
garrison a stronghold like that and still have enough to ravage the
countryside!"

Robyn stayed outside the village, while Tristan, Daryth, Pawl do, and Keren



spread out and nmoved anobng the ashes of the town. Here and there, a
snoke- bl ackened shape that could have been a corpse lay like so rmuch grotesque
wr eckage.

Si ckened, the prince wal ked nunmbly. He felt as if a deep wound had been struck
into his own vitals. H's stomach knotted with pain, he forced hinself on
Tristan finally found Gavin, kneeling anong the splintered ruins of a snall
cottage. The building had not burned, but instead had been fl attened by sone
powerful force. Looking carefully at the ground, Tristan saw nany horses'

hoof pri nts anong the shattered boards.

Gavin did not look up fromthe pitifully small, winkled formhe held in his
massi ve arns. The smith npaned softly, and Tristan's throat choked. Tears
stung his eyes as he turned away.

Daryth ran over to join him his snmooth | eather boots carrying hi msoundl essly
t hrough the mass of rubble. He slowed as he approached, and Tristan pulled him
beyond Gavin's hearing.

"Northmen!" the Calishite announced, pointing toward the far side of the
village. "They're about a mile fromthe village and they're comng this way."
"How many?" asked the prince, suddenly aroused. Perhaps this village could be
avenged!

"About a score,"” answered Daryth.

Tristan | ooked at Gavin, who tenderly deposited the body next to another tiny
formon a smooth patch of ground

"Gavin, the eneny approaches your village. Join us in vengeance!"

The big man stared dunbly at the ground, naking no sign to indicate he had
heard. Instead, he poked again into the rubble. They watched as he gently
cleared the weckage fromthe |last body - this one full grown - crushed
beneath a wall.

"Leave ne," grunted the smith, turning to ook Tristan in the eyes. Al though
tears streaked the snmith's broad visage, he | ooked rational and firm "I wll
die here, where | should have been yesterday. Let the eneny conme to ne al one."
"Wuul d you have them burned, with the rest of this town?" Tristan snapped,
pointing to the bodies. "Wuld you kneel here and have your head struck from
your shoul ders?

"O will you stand here and fight beside conpani ons who woul d offer their
lives in a battle to avenge your village? Answer nme, nman!" Daryth and Gavin
both | ooked at the prince in shock. The prince stared coldly into the eyes of
the smth.

"Yes, of course, you are right," munbled Gavin. Kneeling in the weckage
again, the smth pulled great sheets of wood fromthe pile, tossing them
casual ly aside. Reaching the remains of a tranpled bed, he threw that away as
well, finally revealing a long, flat box.

He slipped the latch and opened the lid. Reaching into the box, he pulled out
the [ argest hamrer that Tristan had ever seen. Its haft was fully six feet

| ong, and the massive head of cold, black iron could not have wei ghed | ess
than fifty pounds. Yet the snmith twirled the nmassive weapon through the air
with feathery ease. Gavin | ooked toward the edge of town, from where Paw do
now ran in their direction

"So tell nme," he said calmy. "What do you want me to do?"

* * K* * *

"Wul d you care for some puddi ng?" The thin but sturdy old woman held out the
wooden bow w th al nbst childi sh eagerness. Her visitor |ooked up, smacking
his lips with the last of the quail, and nodded.

Grendol ynn, druid of Dynloch Pass, got few visitors to her renmote grove, high
in the Synnorian Muntains. Thus, when Trahern of Oakval e had arrived, she had
persuaded himto join her for hot tea, then dinner. Now, of course, it was far
too late for himto begin a journey hone.

Oakval e was a distant grove, but Trahern was known to Gaendol ynn from councils
over many decades. She felt girlishly pleased at his visit.



Dynl och Pass lay so high in the nountains, with approaches so convol uted, that
few besides the Ll ewyrr, dwarves, and druids knew of its existence. Gaendol ynn
had tended this region for nmore than half a century. Trahern nust have sone
purpose for his trip, but she asked nothing, being respectful of the druid's
privacy.

She chattered happily into the evening as they sat before the hearth, talking
of the wild places that were her mountains. Finally, rocking cozily in her
favorite chair, she nodded off before the fire. She did not see the fiery gl ow
t hat consumed her guest's eyes. Nor did she see himrise as she dreaned of
eagles, loftiest of her flock

Nor did she see the steely dagger or the treacherous thrust that, together
ended her life.

Trahern wi ped the bl ade clean, and then lay down to sl eep. The next norning,
he left the old druid s body to the scavengers, as he started across the
secret trailways of Dynloch Pass. H's progress was slow, for every fifty paces
he stopped to build a large cairn, clearly marking the trail.

* * K* * *

The twenty or so northnen marched wearily toward the weckage of Cantrev
Myrrdal e. Tristan saw that these nmen had no wounded with them nor did their
cl ot hi ng show signs of recent battle. Nor did these northmen have horses. They
were certainly not the band that had ravaged the vill age.

Yet they were here, deep within the borders of the kingdomof Corwell, and
they were outfitted for war. The prince had no doubt that they were the eneny.
He saw the trudgi ng col um nove wearily anong the snol dering buildings as it
entered the village. Suddenly, fromthe swirling snoke, what seened a shower
of arrows struck them as Pawl do and Keren fired one after another with rapid
pr eci si on.

The northman in the lead pitched forward, killed instantly by an arrow in the
back of his neck. Another gasped and died with a feathered shaft sticking

t hrough his chest. In an instant, another pair screaned and stunbled to the
ground, One of the northmen shouted sonething, and the survivors charged
toward the archers. Several cursed or bell owed ani mal noises as they

attacked.

As they advanced, however, five snarling nmoorhounds burst fromthe snoke on
their left flank. The dogs were led by a great hound that ripped out a man's
throat with its first leap, an iron collar deflecting a thrust of the dying
man's sword.

"Let's go!" cried Tristan.

Wth a grunt, Gavin spurred the gray gelding forward, and thudded toward the
nor t hnen.

Tristan, Gavin, and Daryth surged fromthe snoke to strike the northnen from
behi nd. Mounted, they held their form dable weapons high. The Sword of Cynrych
Hugh, gleaming in Tristan's hand, snmashed an eneny's sword as if it were an
icicle, and clove the warrior fromforehead to coll arbone.

Gavin's |ong-hafted hammer crashed about himvengefully, and the raiders fel
back in fear fromits deadly bl ows.

Daryth rode quickly at the eneny, slashing with his cutlass and | eavi ng gapi ng
wounds before his ninble nmare sprang away.

Tristan, Daryth, and Gavin each struck a northnen dead, and the rest began to
flee madly through the snoke, taking the only path between dogs, riders, and
ar chers.

The dogs snapped and snarled in pursuit, and Daryth and Gavin | unged after
themas well. Tristan reined in to |l ook around for Robyn but did not see her
Suddenl y, speaking in a strange | anguage, her voice cut through the air.
Tristan's heart nearly stopped as he saw her step fromswirling snoke into the
path of the fleeing northmen. She stood before them and repeated the strange
phrase. Tristan, his heart in his throat, gasped at her power and beauty.

The raiders, as one man, screaned and threw down their weapons. The prince



could see the bl ades snol dering, glowi ng cherry red and sheddi ng sparks, as
they struck the ground. How ing in conplete and abject panic, the northnen
scattered and di sappeared into the distance.

Tristan rode up to the girl, |ooking at her in amazenent, wondering what she
was. "Are you crazy? They could have killed you - or worse!"

"I would not let themkill me," she replied, coldly.

"And now t hey have no weapons to kill with!"

"Yes, | see," answered the prince. "What... what did you do to thenP"

"I heated them It's sonething | have done for fun, when no one el se was
around. | have never tried it on so nuch metal at once." Her brows narrowed.

"I think nmy anger gave ne the strength."

"Indeed,"” said the bard as he joined them "The Bal ance has been badly

di srupted. Evil has grown very powerful, and power for evil nust be bal anced
by power for good."

The bard studi ed Robyn curiously. "All that is needed is a vessel capabl e of
wi el di ng that power."

* * K* * *

The goddess tried to marshall her strength, but the Beast had grown so strong,
that she feared this tine her utnost efforts would be to no avail.

It was tinme to intervene directly.

She called, softly, to a favorite of her creatures. High in the Synnorian
Mount ai ns of Myrloch Vale, her call was heard. A great white stallion perked
his ears, and stared into the night around his corral. The goddess spoke
slowy, and the horse understood.

Wth a terrific burst of speed, the stallion hurled hinself into the gate.
Though the barrier was Llewrr-crafted, of supple but strong vines and
branches, it crashed apart before the heaving white breast. Wth a kick of his
heel s, the stallion galloped into the night.

Xl
AVALON

GRAY DAWN SPREAD across the sea. Kazgoroth, through the eyes of Thel gaar

I ronhand, surveyed the fleet as it crawl ed toward the protected beach of a
sheltered cove. Fully a third of the |Iongships had gone down during the battle
with the leviathan. Half of those remaining had suffered enough damage to make
every additional mle fraught with peril

Precious tine would be lost as the crews repaired the damaged vessels, but the
only other choice was to | eave behind rmuch of his strength.

Thi s Kazgoroth would not do. Forcefully, the Beast restrained a nore violent

di splay of its enotions. For the dead northnen, thousands of whom now fl oat ed
in the Sea of Mdoonshae, the creature had no regard.

They, like all humans, were tools who either served the Beast's purpose, or
attenpted to thwart it. The forner were used, the latter destroyed, with equa
di spassi on.

The death of the |eviathan provided a great boost to the Beast. The
[imtations of the body of Thel gaar made a prison as this new power begged for
rel ease.

Kazgoroth stal ked the deck of the longship, fighting for control

Finally the fleet reached the beaches, and sailors dragged each vessel onto

t he sand, beyond the reach of the highest tide.

The figure of the king strode angrily about the beach. "Begin the repairs at
once!" He watched the sailors leap to the danage, eager to avoid Thel gaar's
wr at h.

"Renmove the rans," he added. "They have served their purpose.”

As soon as the work began, Kazgoroth stalked into the forest surrounding the
beach. Inland, it found a stagnant swanp, surrounded by flat marshes. Here it
renoved the clothes of Thelgaar, and allowed its skin to assune a nore



confortable form

The Beast |ay upon the ground and stretched, reveling in its freedom Scal es
began to form and soon coated the body that grew | onger, and nore serpentine.
Kazgoroth stretched its jaw, and felt an al nost sensual pleasure in the forked
tongue stroking hundreds of sharp teeth. It reached forward with nassive
claws, snapping tree trunks for the sinple joy of destruction

The Beast slipped into the water of the swanp, slithering along a trough six
feet deep. Still, the crested plates of its scaly back broke the surface.
Finally, the channel flowed into a | ake, and here the Beast dove. Its whiplike
tail thrust fromside to side, and its powerful hind | egs kicked tirel essly.
Kazgoroth found a boat and attacked in a frenzy, killing and eating three
fishernen. The feast did not serve to calmits unease, and, in fact, drove it
to even greater restlessness. Finally, the Beast forced itself to lie still,
lying in the cool nud of the | ake bottom restoring its energy.

Its agile mind swirled with plans and anbitions, and the Beast knew that it
could not maintain its identity as the Iron King unless it brought these
chaotic inmpul ses under control. The northmen were a very inportant part of

t hose ambitions and so it could not risk driving themaway in panic. And this
was sure to happen, should Kazgoroth's base urges transformit into its true
form before the eyes of the northnen.

For three days the nonster lay bel ow the surface of the | ake. The massive
heart slowed its tenmpo, and the great body cooled. Finally, it energed. Wth
great control, the body bent again into that of Thel gaar |ronhand. Kazgoroth
retrieved its clothes, and returned to the fleet.

It arrived there at nightfall, to see that the work on the | ongships had
progressed considerably. Many nore days of |abor would still be required to
conpl ete the job, however.

Resolved to retain control, the Beast went into its tent. Brusquely, Thel gaar
called for wine, which was swiftly delivered. And Kazgoroth spoke no nore that
ni ght .

* * K* * *

Gavin clainmed one of the slain northnmen's swords, and raised the weapon over

t he body. He then dropped the weapon with a short, quick chop. The head rolled
fromthe corpse, and he tossed it to the side where he had assenbled a pile of
heads. Gim and expressionless, the smth threw the sword aside and returned
to the conpani ons.

The party started out inmmedi ately, though night already was on them No one
felt any desire to spend the hours of darkness in the ruins of Gavin's
village. The snith acconpanied them silently marching behind.

They followed the path of the horsemen who had destroyed Myrrdale. A |large
body of riders had carved a swath of ruin across the face of the ki ngdom
Oten, bodies that lay in their path showed signs of disfigurement or, slow,
cruel torture which only death had ended.

The land that had fallen to these riders was devastated. Fields of crops had
been tranpled to nmud, buildings smashed or burned. Any animal that had not
been taken for food had been butchered and left for the crows.

The nmoon was nearly full, and they followed the plain trail throughout the

ni ght. Near dawn they stumnbl ed upon anot her ruin.

"What town was this?" the prince asked the smith, biting down on the pain that
had been growing with each scene of tragedy and destruction they had cone

acr oss.

"Cantrev Macsheehan,"said the smith.

After scouting the area, Robyn and Daryth came riding back to the prince.
"Many northmen gat hered here," expl ai ned Robyn.

"The riders were joined by two, much I arger, groups on foot."

"When they left,"” Daryth added, "many of them went southwest, toward the
Corwel | Road. That group took all the wagons and carts."

"The ot hers noved due west," Robyn broke in, and the prince could hear the



scarcely controlled rage in her voice. "This group included the riders that
destroyed Myrrdal e. They go toward Myrloch Vale."

"l suggest we go west, after the riders that destroyed Myrrdale," said
Tristan. The others nodded, and the decision stood.

They paused only | ong enough to eat a neal and rest their tired nmounts before
again resuning the pursuit. The weeks of hard travel had toned Tristan's

muscl es, and he felt no disconfort with the rapid pace. H s compani ons seened
equal Iy unaffected. Their provisions were nearly exhausted, but that was a
secondary inmportance to not losing tine.

For the length of the hot sumrer day they pursued the army of northnen,

gai ning steadily over the large colum. By nightfall, they reckoned thensel ves
to be less than six hours behind. Twenty-four hours of conbat and marchi ng had
worn themall to the point of collapse by this tine, and they were forced to
pause for the night.

They sel ected a secl uded grove of evergreens surrounding a placid pool, and
sprawl ed wearily to the ground. As they unpacked their horse, a panicked deer
suddenly burst into the grove, pursued by the five hounds. Keren, who never

l et his bow get very far fromhim put an arrow into the unfortunate creature,
and they ate well that night.

Because of the nearness of the northern arny, they built only a small fire,
its glow shielded carefully by tall boulders. Still, it served to snoke the
rest of the nmeat sufficiently for themto carry it along with them Robyn

gat hered sonme nuts and an assortment of huge nushroonms, so they again had
enough food for a few days.

Tri stan, having drawn the middle watch, slept gratefully for several hours,
until Pawl do awakened himfor his shift. The prince clinbed the great boul der
they had sel ected as their watchpoint, |eaning into the shadow of another huge
rock so that he could not easily be seen, and settled down to watch
Periodically, he shifted around, stretched, and even pinched hinmself to stay
awnake.

The full noon rose high above him its silvery beanms pouring straight down,
and lighting up the forest l|ike daylight. Tristan cal cul ated quickly,
realizing that this was the first full nmoon since the spring festival. No
wonder it seened so bright tonight - this was the sumrer sol stice, the

bri ghtest moon of the year

For an hour he let his gaze wander across the towering crags of rock to either
side, or to the lush blanket of evergreens that filled the valleys, or to the
silvery ribbon of water that fed the pool beside their canp. Renenbering
Gavin's words, he | ooked at the scene with a renewed appreciation. Sadly, he
wonder ed about Gavin and whether the snmith would ever again be able to open
his eyes to the beauty of the |and.

The sunmmrer solstice - Mdsumer's Eve - traditionally neant a festival and a
cel ebrati on anmong his people. The druids held the night to be the time when

t he goddess's power - the power of all life on earth - pul sed nost strongly.
Tristan wondered if the Mdsumer Festival were being held this year at Caer
Corwell. It seened like years since he had | ast seen his home, although in

reality it had been only weeks, but the prince who had | eft home seened to be
a different, unknown person

He wondered how nmuch his father knew about what had befallen the eastern half
of his kingdom Had nessengers reached Corwell wi th news of the raiders?

His attention focused on the trees before him Solstice, friends, hone al

fell forgotten fromhis mnd as he stared keenly at the rustling branches of
two giant spruces. He had just seen those branches rustle, and there was no
wi nd to cause such a novenent.

Slowy, he slid fromthe rock to the ground, cursing to hinself as his feet
made a crunching noise in the pebbles. Wiy coul d he not nove soundl essly when
he needed to, like Daryth? The prince left the sword of Cymrych Hugh in its
scabbard, worrying that its inherent light would attract attention if he
shoul d draw it.

As he noved forward, he felt as if every footstep carried the snapping of



dried twigs, or the rustling of dead | eaves, echoing into the night air.

Bef ore he reached the spruces, the branches parted, and a huge shape stepped
forward, glowing in the moonlight. At first, the prince thought the unicorn
fromthe Firbolgs' fortress had returned to them for the satiny white shape,
proud head, and graceful bearing all suggested that mghty creature.

But a second | ook found no horn upon this creature, and Tristan realized that
it was a little smaller than the unicorn

What he saw, in fact, was sinply the nost magnificent horse he had ever

i magi ned. The stallion stood still, breathing slowy in the warm sunmer air,
and | ooking at the prince with large, intelligent eyes. Its clean coat was an
even white in color. Pink nostrils flared slightly as Tristan approached,
curiously seeking his scent. Wen this was confirnmed, the great horse stepped
forward and nuzzled the prince's shoul der

The prince stood still, awed, for several nonents, and then | ooked nore
closely at the horse. It was larger than any of the steeds in his father's
stable, with a broad chest and | ong, rnuscular |egs. The stallion had a flow ng
white mane and tail.

Hesitantly, wondering if the horse would I et himnount, Tristan gathered a
handful of the silky nmane. Wen this provoked no resistance, he | eaped onto
the broad back with a swift, fluid notion. Holding his breath for a second, he
waited for the creature to rear or buck in objection. But the stallion stood
still, breathing easily, as if waiting for a conmand.

Grasping the mane firmy with both hands, Tristan nudged the great flanks with
his heels, merely brushing the snmoboth fur. The horse reacted |ike a rocket,
springing forward so quickly that the prince nearly |ost his bal ance.

The white horse galloped across the clearing and through the canp. Tristan saw
Robyn sit up in surprise, and the dogs awaken, barking, Wth a trenmendous | eap
the steed cl eared the pool and vani shed into the woods. A whistling blur of
trees, rocks, and nmeadows passed across the prince's vision as the horse raced
like the wind through the encl osi ng woods. How the steed managed to find a
path, the prince could not imagine, but soon they rode even nore swiftly al ong
a narrow and winding trail.

The prince rejoiced in the feeling of powerful horseflesh below him Each tine
the steed | eaped an obstacle, the prince held his breath, alnost fearing that
they were about to take to the air. He wondered, not yet concerned, where they
wer e going

Only his desperate grip on the creature's mane kept himon its back, for the
horse turned so ninbly, and accelerated with such power, that he canme within

i nches of falling to the ground nmany times. As far as Tristan could tell, from
t he confusing scene racing past his eyes, the horse galloped up a branching
val l ey near their canmp - not the one taken by the northnmen's arny.

Finally the magnificent horse slowed to a trot, carrying the prince through a
spruce forest into a flower-filled clearing, high in the narrow valley. As the
nmoonl i ght struck him Tristan felt curiously exposed here in the mddle of the
cl earing.

Hs fears materialized then in the formof a rider enmerging fromthe trees
before him He whirled the stallion about, but saw several nore riders
approachi ng from behind him In another nmonent, a ring of proud knights,

per haps a score in nunber, had energed fromthe trees to surround him
Brilliant rmoonlight reflected fromthe riders' silvery helnms and tall, netal

| ances. Proud pennants fluttered fromthe tips of these |ances, but the
weapons were now | owered to point at the prince's heart. That heart al npst
burst as, slowy, the riders approached, their full attention focused on him
al one.

As the last of them stepped into the nmoonlight, Tristan saw that every one of
t hese nysterious knights rode a mount as pure white and sl eekly powerful as
the one beneath him

* * K* * *



Grunnarch began the journey with the Bl oodriders, riding at the head of the
colum as was his right as king. Laric followed, and behind himcane the rest
of the fur-cl oaked horsenmen, as they began the arduous trek up the Dynl och
Pass.

Every fifty paces, as pronmised, they found the trail clearly marked with a
cairn of rocks. These gui deposts were essential, for the nountains here were
so tangl ed and convoluted that the trail would otherw se have been invisible.
Si de val |l eys, box canyons, and sheer dropoffs all provided pitfalls for the

i gnorant traveler. Even with the markers, the Bloodriders found the pass tough
goi ng.

The riders had to dismount for npbst of the way, |eading their steeds through
narrow ni ches anmong the rocks, or across treacherous | edges above roaring
streanms. The twi sting passageways were often so narrow that the horses had to
be physically pushed through the gaps. Gunnarch cursed with frustration as
his army's pace slowed to a crawl. Laric, neanwhile, remai ned strangely silent
and al oof fromhis |eader's concerns. Grunnarch thought, stealing a glance at
him that Laric |ooked even nore frightening than he had upon his arrival at
Cantrev Macsheehan. The rider's eye now gl owed madly from sockets sunk deep
within his skull, and his pasty skin had drawn nore tightly across his face.
The Red King al so noticed that the horses of Laric, and all the Bl oodriders,
had grown gaunt and skeletal. Their ribs showed clearly against their black
skins, and their eyes seened clouded with sone nysterious ailment. These signs
of exhaustion, however, did not carry over into the mounts' endurance. |If
anyt hi ng, the black steeds of the Bloodriders seened i Mmune to fatigue, pain,
and fear. They plodded stolidly along with their masters, seening to care
little for their surroundings or their condition

At last, Gunnarch could stand it no longer, and he paused by the trail as the
file of Bloodriders slowy marched past. Al of the nen had the same dying

| ook of Laric's countenance which had so chilled him Although he coul d not
quite accept the fact, in the back of his mnd Gunnarch knew that the

Bl oodriders, the pride of his arny, had slipped fromhis control into the
clutches of something far nightier, and even nore nenaci ng. Somrething that he
m ght need to fear.

After the Bl oodriders had passed, G unnarch stepped into the columm and

mar ched at the head of the footsoldiers. Cursing his reluctance to confront
Laric, to accuse him of double-dealing, the Red King marched fiercely, kicking
at any stone that stood in his path, tugging nercilessly on the trailing reins
of his unfortunate horse.

Thus, Laric was the first of the northnen to cone upon the summit of Dynl och
Pass, and see the long, descending route into Myrloch Vale. Here, the trai
opened enough for the men to mount, and the bl ack horses and red-robed
warriors filed through the barren and w ndswept rocks.

Ni ght closed in before the bulk of the army reached the summt. G unnarch, new
to nountain tactics, had not ordered the colum into canp early enough
Confusion and accidents resulted fromthe |late bivouac in the hostile
environnent. Still, the moon shown brightly, and for the nost part the nen
were able to find shelter fromthe howing wi nd. Nevertheless, the raiders
suffered a very unconfortabl e night.

Under the harsh light of the full nobon, Gunnarch sat before a small fire and
worried about his army. Frustrated by the time |ost clinbing the pass, he
pondered with deep foreboding the strange sense of sorcery that now separated
himfrom his Bl oodriders.

A shadowy figure emerged froma crack in the rocks and approached. The brown
robe nmuffling his features testified that he did not belong to the arny, yet
he had sonmehow managed to pass the pickets w thout raising an alarm G unnarch
resol ved that some guard would pay for his negligence, and his hand came to
rest upon the stubby shortsword beneath his own robe.

The figure sat down on the other side of the fire, and the king saw that he
wor e sinple, woodl and garb. A deep hood cl oaked his face, but two eyes gl eaned
wi ckedly fromw thin the hood. Suppressing a shudder, G unnarch | ooked the



figure in the face.
"Who are you?"
"I am Trahern, a druid of Myrloch Vale. | amhere to show you the path."

* * K* * *

The ring of knightly riders slowy closed about the prince, and he saw fi ne,
shining arnmor protecting each of them Even in bulky plate mail, the riders
seened small atop the huge horses. They carried thensel ves and their weapons
with the snooth conpetence of professionals.

"Who are you?" The accusing voice shot at himfromone of the riders before
him Startled, the prince realized that the speaker was female. She had a

hi gh, al nbost nusical voice that seemed oddly distorted by her rude question
"Silence, Carina!" spoke another, in the voice of command. This one, too, was
a wonan.

Tristan sat still astride the great stallion, watching the knights close in.
The Sword of Cynrych Hugh lay in its scabbard at his waist, but it would be
folly to draw t he weapon.

He considered turning the giant horse and | eaping away through the ring of
riders. But one of them the one who had silenced Carina, noved fromthe ring
toward Tristan. She held her lance aloft, unthreateningly. The prince | ooked
at her, and with a corner of his mnd, noted the exquisite worknmanshi p of her
snooth plate arnmor. She carried a slimsword at her side, and wore a tall helm
t hat exaggerated the unusual narrowness of her face. Her horse stood a ful
hand shorter than the stallion, but was equally sleek and well-rnuscled. Breast
and faceplates of the same silvery nmetal as the rider's arnor protected vita
areas of the horse. The prince saw that the saddl e was deep and heavy,
providing a secure seat for the rider, as well as sturdy flank protection for
t he horse.

The narrow visor in the hel mwas open, and he |ooked at the rider's face with
i nterest. Exceptionally slender and fine-boned, it was accented by a pair of
huge, |umi nous brown eyes. Tendrils of golden hair framed her face, energing
haphazardly fromthe confining hel net.

"How cane you to be riding Aval on?" she asked in an accusing voi ce.

"He came to ne by ny canp in the forest. | mounted him and we rode up the
valley to this spot. Now, why do you accost ne?"

"He |l et you nmount him then?" she asked.

"Yes, he did."

"What is your name, please?" asked the fermal e knight, visibly shaken

"I am Tristan Kendrick, Prince of Corwell."

The reaction this statenent drew fromthe riders was not what Tristan
expected. All of the knights, their novenment fluid despite the heavy arnor,

| owered their pennants and di smounted. The prince noticed that the one called
Carina, unlike the others, seemed to hesitate before di snmounting.

Suddenl y, the knight before himdrew her sword and knelt at his feet. She held
t he bl ade before himand spoke. "My lord, | amBrigit. | present ny conpany,
the Sisters of Synnoria. W are warriors of the Llewrr, and we are at your
service."

* * K* * *

Pawl do nearly drowsed while holding the |ast watch before dawn. Suddenly, he
jerked upright, astonished at the figures that energed fromthe darkness.
"He's back! And he's still got the horse! And -!"

Pawl do' s announcenent choked away in his astonishnent as a file of riders
energed fromthe forest behind the prince and collected in the small clearing.
"- and he's brought an arny," he finished | anely, as Robyn and Keren gat hered
around. Daryth held the dogs silent, although their hackles bristled at the
approach of the strangers. Even Gavin | ooked up alertly at their approach

The prince disnounted before his conmpanions. Smiling, he gestured toward the



femal e knights and said sinply, "This is Brigit, and her |ieutenants, Carina
and Maura."

Carina still scow ed suspiciously, regarding the conmpanions with disdain, but
the other two greeted themwi th apparent sincerity.

"They are knights of the Llewrr, from Synnoria. They will aid us against the
nort hnen. "

"Not bad," muttered Pawl do, inpressed. Indeed, the knights | ooked

battl e-worthy. Their arnmor was both beautifully crafted and fully protective.
Their slimlances and | ong, narrow swords | ooked al nmost fragile, but again
mast er craftsnmanship suggested inner strength in the mnetal

The knights took off their helnets as they started to make canmp, and Tristan
for the first time got a ook at their features. To a person their hair was

| ong and gol den, fram ng sl ender faces and huge, brown or green eyes. The tips
of pointed ears broke through the tresses of many of the knights. They were
al nrost childlike and beautiful to gaze upon

Tristan had not fully digested the events of this mdsunmer's eve. Brigit, her
manner cool and polite but every inch the resolute warrior, had expl ai ned
things on the ride back to canp. She had told himthat the conmpany becane

pl edged for a year's service to a person of royal birth who rode the stallion
The great horse was called Aval on, and had crashed through the gate to his
stall two nights earlier. The knights had ridden in pursuit of him

The prince, it seemed, had found the horse first. O perhaps, thought Tristan
recal ling how the horse had energed fromthe woods at the very rock on which
he stood guard, the stallion had found him That is what Brigit and the others
bel i eved.

Al so during the ride back to canmp, Tristan had described his friends

experi ences of the past weeks and summari zed their current mssion. The
sisters, he found, knew about the raiders and were aware of the branch of the
arnmy that was even now crossing into Mrloch Val e.

The prince gathered Robyn, Daryth, and Keren in the noonlit clearing and
joined Brigit and her two lieutenants for a council

"The arny we follow includes a | arge band of horsenen and nmany thousand
footnmen. It seenms they nowintend to violate Myrloch Vale," the prince began
"We di scovered this arny yesterday, announced Maura. She was the small est of
the sisters, not a great deal |arger than Pawl do. Her voice was so soft that
the others had to | ean forward to hear

"The horsenmen number perhaps a hundred - strange-looking men in fur cloaks, to
a man nmounted on bl ack horses. There is sonething foul and unnatural about
them They are to be feared."

"Someone had bl azed the trail over Dynloch Pass," growl ed Carina, al nost
accusingly. "W discovered the fact too late to divert them"

"By now," concluded Brigit, "they have probably reached the pass and entered
Myrl och Vale.™"

"What will that allow themto do?" asked the prince. "I amnot famliar with
the terrain of the Vale."
"They will have two choices," explained Brigit. "Since travel west is bl ocked

by the hi ghest nountains on Gwnneth, they can turn north, in which case al

of Myrloch Vale is open to them O, by turning south, they can cross a | ow
pass and, in a few days, occupy all of central Corwell."

The strategic possibilities did not escape the prince. "Should the army enter
Corwel |, as you suggest, it could cut the kingdomin two. Corwell Road is the
only easy path between the eastern and western hal ves of the kingdom and they
could close that road!"

"Don't forget the other arny!" exclainmed Robyn. "It's noving down Corwell Road
fromthe east - they'll trap thousands of refugees between themif these
riders reach Corwel| Road before we do!"

"It would be a nmassacre such as the Ffol k have never suffered," said Keren
quietly.

"Tristan's mnd groped for a solution to the problem This small force could
never hope to halt the northern arny, yet sonehow the fleei ng popul ace nmust be



hel ped to escape.

"I's there any other way into Corwell from here? A way that doesn't involve
travel over Dynloch Pass?"

The sisters | ooked at each other nervously for a noment. daring at Brigit,
Carina shook her head, silently arguing with her about whether to speak
Finally, however, the captain of the sisters turned back to the prince.

"There is such a way, shorter even than the route through Dynloch Pass. Yet it
passes through Synnoria, and our people do not brook lightly the passage of
out si ders. "

The prince's heart |eaped. "You nust take us that way!" He | ooked Carina
squarely in the eyes. She bit her lip, fighting the tenptation to retort
furiously, and her huge eyes seemed to blaze with suspicion and distrust.
Brigit, giving an awkward gl ance at her sisters, finally answered for them
"It shall be as you w sh."

As they turned to their bedrolls, they heard a faint cry, carried by the w nd
for an inmpossible distance. The noi se increased in volune, haunting and joyful
at the sane time. Together, the sister knights and the prince's party listened
to the song of the wolves.

* * K* * *

An unearthly chorus rolled across the noors, carrying nystical notes through
the idnight air for mles. The full nmoon, brilliantly spilling the radi ance of
the sumrer solstice, illum nated the Pack. Individual wolves sat upon every
hi gh crag and plateau of rock for miles, joining another wolves in raising
their voices in praise of the Mther.

Wodl and creatures, and all the animals of the wild, cringed at the sound.
Dogs throughout the isle howl ed an answering cry, as the call awakened sone
primeval instinct within them

The goddess heard the praises of her children, and her pain grew nore

tol erabl e.

Xl
SYNNORI AN RHAPSCDY

NOT ALL OF the notice wought by the full noon was benign, or heral ded the
greatness of the goddess. In a filth-strewn cave not very many nmiles fromthe
Pack, Erian awaited the sumer solstice with a tornmenting mxture of dread and
| ongi ng.

After weeks of living Iike an animal, enaciated and covered with grinme, the
man now bore little resenbl ance to a human bei ng.

Now, as the beans of the mpon thrust mercil essly against the stone walls of
his cave, reflectively lighting up the interior, Erian crawl ed forth. Qutside,
exposed to the full illumnation of the full moon, he begged for the body he
now craved. He wanted the powerful |egs and teeth, the keen nose and ears,

that were his as a wolf. As a human, there renai ned nothing of hinself that he
wi shed to keep

And so he changed, under the |light of the silver moon, for the third and | ast
time. The wol fish body and the wol fish senses would remain his until he died.
The change was |ike a blessing of confort, laid upon his brow, for he now
sensed a purpose and a power to his life.

H s ears, keener by far than those of the man he once was, heard ever so
faintly the nmournful |ament of the Pack. Leaping to his feet, Erian set off
across the noor at a steady, loping gait.

Soon, now, Erian would be hone.

* * K* * *

The approach to Synnoria foll owed a nazelike pattern of connecting valleys,



canyons, passes, and forest trails. Although the trail in all places was wi de
and easily passable, the routes were so cleverly canmoufl aged that Tristan knew
he coul d never retrace their steps w thout a guide.

After a full day of clinbing, the trail entered a box canyon with no apparent
access other than the trail the conpanions foll owed.

"We' || canp here tonight," announced Brigit. "Tonmobrrow norning we will enter
Synnori a. "

"I see why you don't get many outside visitors,'
that I'mlost!"”

Brigit |looked at him Her huge, serious eyes seened to be gauging him trying
to determine his reaction to what she was about to say. Wth a deep breath,
she spoke.

"Tormorrow you will all have to be blindfol ded."

Tristan began to protest, while the rest of his conpani ons | ooked suspiciously
at the sisters. Brigit cut off his argunents before he could make t hem
however .

"Partly, you will be blindfolded for our security, and I will not pretend
otherwi se." Her voice was feathery, but as firmas iron. "But also, this is
for your own protection.

"You see, the beauty of Synnoria far exceeds that of the world you know. An
outside visitor, it is said, would be driven mad by the sights and sounds of
our little valley. One who enters Synnoria for the first time, and sees the

Tristan remarked. "I know

land in the light of day, will never be able to | eave!

"This is arisk | will not take, neither with my land, nor with the sanity of
you and your conpani ons.

"You must agree to be blindfolded, or we will not take you through Synnoria."
Wth a note of finality, Brigit regarded the prince.

The prince found it hard to believe the woman, but saw no alternative. "It
shall be as you wi sh."

The sisters arose before dawn began to lighten the sky. Stars still tw nkled

brightly, although the first traces of sunrise colored the east, as the
sisters firmy tied blindfolds across the eyes of Tristan and his conpani ons.
The wonen hel ped themto nount, and took the reins of the conpanions' horses.
Tristan silently cursed the inmposed blindness, feeling strangely disoriented
astride Aval on's broad back

He could tell when they passed through a very narrow corridor in the rock
Echoi ng sounds offered clues as to the surroundi ngs, and every once in a while
he felt a chill in the atnosphere. Once he reached out and felt a shelf of
cool, fragnmented rock, confirmng his suspicions. He felt hinself slide toward
the rear of his horse, and consequently deduced that they journeyed prinmarily
upwar d.

When the party finally emerged fromthe corridor in the rock, a warm breeze
caressed the prince's face, carrying fragrances that made hi mthink of
Brigit's warni ng about the beauty of the valley. The sun spilled its
lifegiving heat onto his skin and spread a conforting warmnmth through his body
after the clammy norning ride.

Near by, a waterfall trilled across rocks with a nusical tinkle. The sound was
so delightful that he would have halted Avalon to listen if he held his own
reins. He felt his throat choke with sorrow, and tears sprang to his eyes, as
t he soul -soot hi ng sound faded into the distance.

Now he heard the wind rustling through | eafy branches with a pleasant sigh

The branches whi spered with a seductive tone, and birds trilled a calling
song. They crossed a bridge, hoofs clattering on the wooden beans |ike the
chiming of a nassive bell

The sound arose so rich and throaty that the prince forcibly pulled back on
the stallion's mane, for he could not bear to ride on. Soneone tugged firmy
upon the reins, however, and he was carried unwillingly forward.

Weepi ng unashanedly, he tore at the blindfold frantically, but the heavy cloth
was wrapped tightly around his face. In anguish, he turned his head to savor
the last, hypnotic sounds arising fromthe bridge.



Suddenly he heard, again, the rmusical chinmes of a waterfall. This one sounded
| arger than the other, and its notes carried nore force and a wi der gamut of
tones. If such a thing were possible, the prince thought, these sounds were
even nore beautiful than the other

He nade up his mind. Never again would he know happi ness in the rmundane worl d.
H's future lay here, in Synnoria, whether or not the beauty of the place would
drive himmd. He swung a | eg across Avalon's back and started to drop to the
unseen ground bel ow.

A jangling noise struck himin the face |like a bucket of icewater, stopping
himjust before he et go of the horse's reins. Di ssonance crashed into his
ears again, and still a third tine.

"No!" he cried. "I can't hear the waterfall!"

But the jarring notes continued - the strings of a harp, plucked w thout
tuning or harnmony. Dimy, the prince heard other voices raised in protest, but
the chords kept coming. Painful to the ear, absent of any nusical worth, they
only served to nask the sounds of the lovely waterfall

The prince recogni zed the sound, if not the tone, of Keren's harp. "Stop!" he
ordered. "Stop that instrunent!"

Futilely, he shouted at the bard, railing against Keren until his voice grew
hoarse. And all the time, Keren played the harp loudly and constantly, so that
he and his conpani ons could not enjoy the sounds of the waterfall, and the
trees, and all of the things that made Synnoria so... Seductive.

Suddenly the prince stopped shouting and felt very foolish. H s resentnment
toward the bard quickly changed to gratitude, for he knew that w thout the
timely sounds of the nearby harp, he would have | eaped fromthe saddle,

determ ned to spend the rest of his life listening to the distant harnonies in
Synnoria. The prince could still hear the waterfall in the background, but the
sound now arose only as mnor accompani ment to the rmusic of the bard's harp
Keren soon ceased the tunel ess strunm ng and began to play a little ditty,

qui te profane, about an anorous barmai d. The tune di spl ayed none of the
mastery and craft that the prince had heard on ot her occasions, but it was
such a sinple and catchy nelody that Tristan could not get it out of his mnd
For the rest of the day, the bard strunmed his harp and sang the sinple little
song. The others joined in, occasionally, as his voice began to crack and
waver .

Yet the chords he struck fromhis harp never wavered in their clarity. Tristan
felt no regret when cool walls again pressed in fromeither side and they
entered a regi on of deep shadows. He knew. That the seduction of Synnoria now
| ay behind t hem

Finally Brigit called a halt, and the sisters renoved the blindfolds. Once
again they found thenselves in a narrow canyon, surrounded by sheer rock
wal I s. Cant hus junped against Tristan, licking his face as the prince

di smounted. Wth a squawk, Sable settled to the linb of a scraggy tree that
somehow grew in the barren cleft. Robyn swung quickly to the ground, then
weakly | eaned agai nst her horse. Daryth and Gavin dismunted stiffly, while
Pawl do | eaped fromhis pony to kiss the ground. "I've had enough sorcery to
last ne the rest of ny life!" he declared, lacking his usual vigor. Keren
remai ned nounted as he slung the harp over his shoulder. Wth a pained | ook

he held up his obviously stiff fingers. The fingertips were cracked and

bl eedi ng.

"It'"ll be a few days before I want to play nmy harp again," he admtted.
"Thank you," said Robyn as the bard finally disnbunted. She stepped to his
side and ki ssed himon the cheek. "Wth out your harp, | would now be a

per manent resident of Synnoria."

"I agree," said Daryth, while Pawl do nodded. Gavin grunted, noncommttally,
and turned to | ook back, toward Synnori a.

"Let's canp here," suggested Brigit. "lIt's all downhill to Corwell. Wth | uck,
we'll make it in two nore days."

The captain of the sisters turned to Keren. "That," she said with a rare
smle, "was a very inpressive performance.”



Exhaust ed, the prince collapsed into his bedroll, delighted, for a change, to
| eave their safety to soneone else. He quickly fell into a deep sleep, and
dreaned of trees that sang a vul gar song about a tavern wench.

* * K* * *

The arny canp sprawl ed al ong the shore of a fornerly clear nountain | ake. The
green fields along the | ake had been churned into a sea of nmud by the tread of
t housands of booted feet. The waters had turned brown and dirty.

Grunnarch | ooked over his canp with ill-conceal ed unease. It had taken the
force nore than two days to cross through Dynl och Pass, and he knew that he
had fallen behind schedule. Near the summit of the pass, a sudden rockslide
had clained the lives of a hundred of his nen. To |l ose a hundred with a single
blow was a bitter pill. And finally, the arnmy of Firbolgs that was supposed to
neet himhere was nowhere to be seen

At least his nen, fam shed and exhausted fromthe grueling passage, woul d be
able to rest for a few hours and eat a hot nmeal at this canp. The druid
Trahern had assured himthat the passage back into Corwell presented far |ess
of an obstacle than did the pass they had just crossed.

Thought s of sustenance rem nded hi m of another cause of unease, the

Bl oodri ders. They seenmed to suffer fromthe fatigue of the march as nuch as
any of the other nen, but they showed no inclination, at the end of the march
to eat, drink, rest, or any of the other activities that insured recuperation
Instead they stood or squatted in their own area of the canp, waiting with
barely conceal ed inpatience to strike out on the trail again.

"Perhaps," thought the Red King grimy, "they now survive on blood!" He

avoi ded entering the Bloodriders' canp, preferring to remain near his own
tent. Acconpani ed by Trahern, the druid, he watched his army slowy recover
its spirit.

A commotion at the edge of canp attracted his attention. Wth Trahern at his
side, Grunnarch hurried toward it. A young warrior ran up to him pointing
toward the forest.

"Firbolgs, ny lord! They're coming this way!"

Grunnarch saw a band of perhaps five dozen Firbolgs trudging toward him They
nmoved listlessly, as if they were the remants of an arny. I|ndeed, many of

t hem wor e stai ned bandages over noi st wounds. The Red King was not prepared
for the filthy appearance of the Firbolgs, nor for their smell. The odor
preceded them by several hundred yards, carried by an unfortunate breeze, and
was of fensive even by the northmen's uncritical standards.

"This is the arny?" Gunnarch nmuttered in disgust, |ooking at Trahern. The
druid, too, seenmed puzzl ed.

"I expected a much larger band," he admitted. "Though they do | ook form dable,
those that there are.”

I ndeed, the Firbolgs, even in this condition, |ooked like fierce fighters,
with powerful |egs and arnms. Their |ow, sloping brows nade them | ook very
stupid, which was a quality G unnarch praised in his soldiers. But they |ooked
deci dedl y useful .

The | argest of the creatures gestured the others to halt, and approached
Grunnarch and Trahern. He stopped before them and the king realized that the
brute was not as tall as he had first seemed. He towered perhaps a couple of
feet over Gunnarch's head, no nore.

"Groth," grunted the creature, chucking a squat thunb at its barrel chest.
"Corwel | ," he added, pointing to the southwest.

"l am Grunnarch the Red, commander of this force,"’
Firbolg only | ooked curious, spreading his hands.
"Grunnarch," grunted the king, pointing to hinself, and then turned to the
druid for help. "Can you talk to hin®"

"I can try," Trahern said, sounding reluctant. He grunted sonething short and
harsh at the Firbolg, and the creature replied |oudly, making violent gestures
inthe air. Then the Firbolg turned its back and stal ked away.

t he king declared. The



"He says they had sone trouble with humans,"” explained the druid. "He al so
says not to bother him"

"That's great!" Gunnarch spat. "Alot of help they'll be, I'msure!"

Trahern shrugged. "We cannot know the nature of their role in the Iron King's
plan. It is better not to question." The druid wal ked slowy back to his seat
by the fire.

Grunnarch cast an angry | ook after the druid. He wondered, briefly, how

Thel gaar had convinced the man to betray his |land and his goddess. He | ooked
back at the Firbolgs, who were clainmng a great section of the |akeshore as
their owmn. Hi s arny was denoralized - nervous about the presence of both the
Bl oodriders and the Firbolgs. This land - Myrloch Vale - seemed to sap their
spirit. The king grinmaced as he remenbered his own nightmares. Neverthel ess,
Grunnarch knew that he had passed the point of no return. H's force was
conmitted to the plan, and he would do his best to lead it into the battle

t hat Thel gaar had described to himso | ong ago.

Grunnarch and his arny slept that night on defiled ground, haunted by bad
dreans. Many struggled to remain awake, no matter how many hours till the
dawn.

The next norning, a serpentine colum of troops snaked away fromthe | akeshore
toward the | ow pass that Trahern indicated. If they could nmake good tinme, the
druid assured Grunnarch, they would be astride the Corwell Road by nightfall.
Above the marching arny, the day started om nously. Heavy cl ouds gat hered
along their route of march. Even before the |ast troops marched out of the
canp, the rain began to fall.

* * K* * *

Genna Moonsinger, Geat Druid of Gwnneth, knew of the armny violating the
sacred protectorate of Myrloch Val e. She watched, broken-hearted, as her
animals died before the nerciless invaders. She noted with revulsion that a
band of Firbolgs had joined the northnen. She felt the earth itself recoi
fromthe tread of the Bl oodriders.

Genna had no arny to send against the invaders. In the body of a little
sparrow she observed the spraw i ng encanpnent al ong the | akeshore. She was not
enotional, but part of her wanted to rain a shower of rage agai nst the eneny.
Yet the great druid was not without recourse. In another guise, that of the
tiniest of mamuals, the shrew, she slipped into the canp at nightfall. Seeking
the tent of the |eader, she listened carefully for several hours to
nmeani ngl ess and of fensi ve debate. Finally, however, she | earned what she
sought: Grunnarch's objective.

The northnmen woul d march south, into Corwell, instead of continuing their
sacril egi ous march through Myrl och.

The Geat Druid resolved that the raiders would be hanmpered every step. The
rest of the night was spent in preparations, as she raced with dawn to work
her own brand of sorcery. Steamclinbed fromthe surface of every body of
water within the radius of her power. Wnds bent fromtheir natural path,
seeking and collecting clouds in the sky.

Al'l night, her powers increased the weight of water vapor hangi ng above the
canp, and the path, of the northmen. Gay clouds dropped | ow over the nountain
val l ey, and the pressure of heavier clouds above forced them|lower still.

As norning began to gray the eastern sky, Genna finished her spell. As the
nort hnmen broke their canp and began their march as yet unaffected, the great
druid snmled patiently, for hers was not the magic that strikes in a single,
dramati c bl ow

The rain began as a light sprinkle, annoying the marchers but causing no great
i npedi ment. Soon it was a steady shower, making footing treacherous on the
narrow trail. Mre and nore marchers passed over that stretch, churning it
into a norass of nmud. Finally, the showers became a downpour, washi ng out
sections of the trail and creating a bottom ess mre of the | ow ands.

When four of the Bl oodriders, horses and all, collapsed and di sappeared into a



frothing torrent that had, mnutes earlier, been a splashing brook, G unnarch
could deny the signs no longer. Cursing the ill favor that seemed to acconpany
his expedition, he ordered the arny to bivouac until the storm subsided. And
with this order went the realization that he woul d not reach the Corwell Road
that night.

* * K* * *

The great wolf | oped steadily across the noor, ignoring the passage of tine.
The noon set, and the sun clinmbed into the sky, but still the great creature
ran with steadfast purpose. Finally, Erian reached the area where the Pack had
spent the night.

From here, the trail |led eastward. Sniffing eagerly, Erian conjured clear

i mges of hundreds of yearlings and pups, of an old male, gamely keeping up

of a bitch in heat. And one scent, finally, his supernatural nose identified.
The | argest male seened to | ead the Pack, but Erian knew hinself to be Iarger,
and stronger.

He started along the trail, still loping. He intended to conserve his strength
for the encounter, and knew that the great popul ati on of wol ves would travel
far nore slowy than he woul d al one. And indeed, the spoor grew steadily
fresher as he followed the trail

The wol ves had taken a wi nding path, |eading through shallow nmountain valleys
and over |ow ridges. Sonetinmes they passed through forest and thicket, while
other times the Pack broke onto the open noor.

Finally Erian reached the top of a low hill and saw t he Pack bel ow him
Thousands of wolves nearly filled a small valley, where the Pack was in the
process of crossing a shallow river. Many wol ves, having al ready made the
swi m shook thenmselves or rested on the far side. O hers bobbed steadily
across, swimmng resolutely against a mld current. H s bl oodshot eyes
glittered with hate as Erian searched anbong the wol ves, seeking the big male.
Finally, he found him still lolling confortably on the near bank

Rai sing his face toward the sun, Erian how ed, a long wail that ulul ated

t hrough the valley, and pulled the attention of every wolf to the great beast
standing atop the hill. Erian how ed again, masterful and evil, as the wol ves
cringed.

The big male, he noticed, bristled aggressively and began to nove forward, but
even his bearing bespoke fear. Erian | oped down the hill, arrow ng straight
for the big male. The other wol ves scanpered out of his way, then turned,

i ntent on watching the fight.

Erian grinned with pleasure. "Now, ny wolves," he thought, "your naster has
arrived."

* * K* * *

Agai n the comnpani ons awakened early, this time driven to activity by the icy
breath of the high nmountain air. The barren canyon provi ded no wood for a
fire, so they gul ped a cold breakfast and nount ed.

As Tristan swung into the saddle on Avalon's broad back, Brigit and another
kni ght rode up al ongsi de.

"This is Aileen," introduced the captain. "She is very famliar with these
val l eys. | suggest we send her ahead to scout for signs of the eneny."

Ail een, the prince saw, had masked her shining arnor with a wool en tunic of
green, earthen tones. Instead of a |lance, she carried a bow, along with her
slimsword. She sniled and nodded to the prince as he nmet her eyes.

"That's a good idea. Arrange a rendezvous for this evening, with alternate
sites if we get held up." The prince wondered if the raiders' armnmy had left
Myrloch Vale yet. Perhaps, even now, the arny lay across Corwell Road

Once again they had entered Myrloch Vale, and this tinme Tristan enjoyed his
surroundi ngs. For the rest of the day, they descended through a series of
rocky canyons and val |l eys, which soon gave way to sparse groves of cedar, and



then thicker forests of spruce and aspen. The beauty of the nountains, and the
pristine purity of the wilderness, made the day pass swiftly for Tristan, who
found hinmsel f enjoying the land in his kingdomfor the first tine.

By late afternoon, they left the higher elevation permanently behind. Their
trail followed a neandering river through many flat, flower-filled neadows.
"This is the place Aileen described,” cried Brigit, pointing to a jagged
finger of rock jutting froma small clearing. "She'll meet us here at sunset."”
They broke to forma small canp there. Shortly after dark, the green-clad
scout slipped into canp.

"There's no sign of themin front of us," she reported. "They nmust be farther
north. It's strange - | saw an awful thunderstormup there. It just hung over
one place for the whole day. If they got caught in that, they'll be noving
very slowy tonorrow "

"Excellent!" said Tristan. "Wth a good day tonorrow we shoul d beat the
northnmen to Corwell Road. W can at |east warn the refugees!”

"Yes," agreed Robyn. "But then how do we stop the northnmen?"

Gimy, the prince acknow edged that he, as yet, had no plan. And none of his
conpani ons had any ready solutions either.

For a nonent they lapsed into silence, glumy realizing the depth of the

probl em Suddenly, a bush rustled across the canp, and they saw a faint
novenent .

"I mghtta known I'd find you here!" The gruff voice, bursting fromthe

dar kness, brought the group to its feet. Canthus, with a grow, |eaped from
the fireside to face an approaching figure.

"Finellen!" cried Robyn, as the others gaped at the approachi ng dwarf. "Wat
are you doi ng here?"

"Those dolts did you a big favor when they i nvaded Myrl och Vale,"
replied, pointing in the general direction of the northmen's arny.

"How did they that?" asked the prince, confused.

"They made the dwarves nad!" answered another gruff voice, this tine nale,
fromthe darkness. Suddenly Tristan noticed a nunber of figures, all roughly
simlar to Finellen in size and shape, enmerge fromthe forest and join themin
the clearing. Perhaps fifty or sixty stout figures - all with bushy beards,
darkened netal arnor, and shorthafted battl eaxes - soon stood around the
fringes of the canp. The Sisters of Synnoria, the prince saw, regarded the
newconers suspi ci ously.

"I see you're not too particular about the conpany you keep," grunted Finellen
to Tristan, nodding across the fire at Brigit.

"Dwarven scuml " The fiery Carina |leapt to her feet, and her slimsword snaked
fromits sheath to dart toward Finellen's beard.

But its strike rebounded froma broad axehead t hat somehow had appeared in
Finellen's gnarled hands. For a second the two stood, frozen, sending currents
of tension through the gathering, Then Tristan | eaped to his feet.

"Stop it!" he cried, stepping between the two wonmen. "Qur honeland is in
jeopardy. W cannot afford to fight anbng ourselves - our eneny is far
stronger than we to begin with! Do you understand?"

Carina glared at the dwarf, and Finellen sneered at the Llewrr warrior
Slowy, the two rel axed and backed away from each other, continuing to glare
until they had seated thensel ves.

"W wel cone your help," said Tristan to Finellen and the rest of the dwarves.
"Why don't you establish a canp, right over there?" He indicated a snooth,
grassy expanse, well renoved fromthe sisters.

Fi nel |l en hawked and spat noisily into the fire. "By the way, them Firbol gs we
got m xed up with, they joined up with the humans. Quite an ugly lot of 'em
there are.”

Di gesting this unpleasant bit of news, Tristan asked, "Are your friends as
good at killing Firbolgs as you are?"

Finellen's eyes sparkled with pleasure, but she gruffly cleared her throat and
spat again. "Well, we kind of |like to nake a hobby of it."

Fi nel | en



* * K* * *

The Pack watched the nonster racing down the hill. Fear convul sed the wol ves,
but somet hing nore powerful prevented themfromfleeing. The big male,
grizzled and scarred fromcountless battles, noved forward to neet the threat.
He had led the Pack for many centuries, as had his sire before him O a

bl oodl i ne born fromthe goddess herself, the nale had always risen to neet any
chal | enger. Now, he sensed, his reign had cone to an end. Conpelled by every
instinct in himto fight, the wolf raced forward to nmeet the attacker. He

| eaped, but his jaws snapped on air as the great beast sprang fromhis path
wi t h astoni shing quickness. Before he sprang clear, those awful jaws sl ashed
against his foreleg, and the male felt pain lance fromhis leg to his heart.
Knowing it was his last act, the wolf hurled hinself at the enemy and fastened
his powerful teeth in its stinking, shaggy flank

But the eneny's flesh resisted the teeth with the strength of steel, and
before the mal e coul d break away, his neck was clasped by those drooling jaws.
Mercilessly, those mighty jaws tightened their grip. The big nmale kicked
weakly, and there was a sharp snap

Erian flung the body aside with casual strength. Hs red eyes did not blink as
he slowy circled, making sure that his gaze passed over each of the thousands
of animals that returned his | ook. He compell ed each of themto accept his
mastery, and they did so w thout question.

Erian, Master of the Pack, could now begin to fulfill his destiny.
XV
CORVELL RQOAD

FI NALLY KAZGOROTH JUDGED the fleet seaworthy enough to neet its fate at
Corwel |l . Sails had been sewn, hulls patched, and the rans renoved. Precious
time had been | ost, but the Beast hoped to reach Corwell within a few days.
The del ay need not prove fatal to the grand schene.

The northnen left a dozen ships, or parts of them behind as they sail ed.
These hul ks, too badly danaged to repair, had been picked over for materials
to repair the other ships and then abandoned to becone driftwood.

The norning tide rushed away, pulling the throng of |ongships fromthe cove
into the open sea. Scarcely a breath of wind arose, so Thel gaar ordered the
men to the oars. Propelled by powerful strokes, the fleet resumed the journey
to Corwell.

For a tine, Kazgoroth wondered about the other arny, Gunnarch's command. The
pl an had been sound, if only that blustering old fool could execute it.
Kazgoroth remenbered, with hot pleasure, the corruption he had |aid upon the
Bl oodriders. If the fiendish cavalry could find a way to strike the huge mass
of humanity that nust be fleeing the invasion, there was no telling how nmuch
t heir power woul d soar!

* * K* * *

"My prince! Wait!" A musical voice called for the prince's attention. Turning
he | ooked back upon the colum. Daryth, Pawl do, Keren, and Gavin rode abreast
behind him After them in a double colum, rode the Sisters of Synnoria,
except for Aileen and another of the knights, who were scouting up the valley.
Finally, also in pairs, marched sixty axe-w el ding dwarves. Their short |egs
punped steadily as they kept pace with the rest of the party.

The prince saw that Aileen, comng rapidly up on the rear of the col um,
gal l oped swiftly, gliding |ike a ghost along the side of the trail

"We've done it!" she cried, her light voice carrying the length of the col um.
"They're only now com ng out of the 'Vale."

A spont aneous cheer arose fromthe sister knights and the dwarves. Tristan

hi nsel f raised his voice in a yell of triunph.

"I can't believe it!" exclaimed Daryth, with a grin.



"We' || beat themto Corwell Road for certain!" agreed the prince. "But how do
we stop then? | still don't see a way that we can keep them from sei zing the
road and trapping the refugees."

"What woul d Arlen have done?" asked Robyn quietly as she rode up behind them
The prince suddenly recalled his teacher's advice with a clarity that anazed
him "He always said to study the ground - to choose your fight carefully.
Good terrain was worth an extra arny!"

But now that he and his tiny force had succeeded in seizing this vantage, how
could they hold it against the thousands of northnmen?

Tristan considered the terrain of the broad river valley that opened into
rolling farm and. If he took his force any farther, the prince realized, the
rai ders could easily out maneuver hi m anong the open farn ands.

Calling the colum to a halt, Tristan studied their current position. The
nort hnmen woul d have to march down this valley, and perhaps, with a little
assistance, this small force mght be able to bottle themup in the valley

| ong enough for nost of the refugees to escape westward.

The prince stood upon a low hill. Several hundred yards away, the river flowed
past, too deep to cross easily. The far side of the river, and the | and beyond
this hill, were cloaked with tangl ed undergrowm h. The only good terrain for

such an army, Tristan realized, was a flat field, about two hundred yards

wi de, stretching between the river and the hill.

He | ooked again at the tiny specks inching along the Corwell Road and
finalized his plan. If several elements of his force could work snoothly
toget her, they just m ght have a chance.

Brigit dismunted beside himand renoved her helm Her red-gold hair spilled
about her shoulders in a huge cascade. The tops of her small, pointed ears
poked through the tresses. Finellen, too, clunped up to them seening stil
fresh even after the dwarves' |ong and rapid march

The prince nodded at the distant road as he started to speak. "W've got to
try and keep the raiders fromreaching the road. The | onger we can del ay them
the nore of our people will have a chance to escape the trap."

He | ooked at each of his conpanions. "I've been thinking of a plan. The best
place to try and hold themis here - if we nove any closer to the road, we'll
| ose all benefit of terrain.

"I"mgoing to take Gavin and Daryth and ride to the road. 1'll try to enlist
as many people as | can to aid us. If | can gather enough, we might have a
chance at stopping the raiders in battle."

They all considered this, silently, for a nmonent. The prospect of neeting the
veteran raiders in battle with a hastily recruited nob of refugees did not
seem like a sound battle plan to any of them but they were willing to listen
to this new, young "general" who spoke with such confi dence.

"Finellen, can you depl oy your conpany across the crest of this hill?" Tristan
went on.

The dwarf eyed the low hilltop and the surrounding terrain. She seened to
approve of his choice, and grunted her assent.

"Brigit, | need you and the sisters to harass themall the way down this
valley. See if you can make themthink they' re under attack, and force themto
depl oy for battle. The nore time you can buy, the less time we'll have to

stand them of f when they get here.”
The captain | ooked at himquietly, no emotion visible in her huge brown eyes.

She thought for a nonent, and nodded. "I understand."
He | ooked at Robyn. "Renenber that trick with the tree?" The | ass nodded,
puzzled. "While the sisters ride up the valley, 1'd like you and sone of the

dwarves to do whatever you can to those woods, and the field, to make it
difficult for an army to pass.

"And, " he added, "be sure and let Brigit in on your plans. | suspect the
sisters mght be in kind of a hurry when they get down here, and we'd hate to
delay them"

The prince pointed nowto a shallow ditch he had noticed. Its purpose,
apparently, was to carry rainwater fromthe hill to the river. Thus, it neatly



bi sected the field where Tristan planned to nmake his defense.

"If I can recruit sone troops, I'll station themalong that ditch. They'll be
anchored by the dwarves here on the right and by the river on the left."
"What if you don't get any vol unteers?" asked Robyn, deeply concerned.

"Then we will go it alone,” answered Tristan, with nmore fervor than
conf i dence.

"Here," Robyn said, with a serious |ook. She renpbved a scarf she had worn
around her neck. Enbl azoned upon it, the prince saw, was the Lone Wl f crest
of his famly. She tied the scarf to the tip of a | ance and handed the weapon
to him The scarf fluttered bravely fromthe tip, billowing out in the faint
breeze.

"If you're going to try and raise an arny," Robyn expl ai ned, "you night as
well try and look like a prince!" He carried the nenory of her departing snile
all the way to the road.

* * K* * *

Grunnarch sat norosely beneath a hastily erected canvas tarp. He watched the
water flow around his shelter, small rivulets in the dirt that soon nerged,
and nerged again, to create torrents and flooding. The Red King | onged for the
feel of a rolling deck beneath his feet, for the kiss of the salty sea air.
Instead, he could |l ook forward only to many nore days of this exhaustive
canpai gn.

The rain finally ceased at sunset, but Gunnarch's army was then conpelled to
spend the night where it had halted. Heavy, |owhanging clouds bl ocked out any
hint of light frommon or stars, and to attenpt to march in the dark woul d
have been sheer folly. Thus, it was not until the day after the stormthat
Grunnarch's arny finally managed to resune its pace.

But as they enbarked on the sodden and nuddy trail, a swarmof biting and
buzzing insects erupted fromthe woods, stinging the northnen |ike a scourge.
The arny scattered to avoid the plague, but not before many a sol di er had been
stung to death.

As Grunnarch tried to assenble the force, vines and creepers that bristled
with thorns sprouted fromthe ground between his nen. They | aboriously hacked
t hrough the inprisoning vines, but their progress was further hindered. And

t hey began to whi sper darkly of magic, and their step slowed further.

As the king ordered the arnmy to nove again, a wall of hot fire sprang fromthe
ground in its mdst. Dozens of nen died fromthe searing heat of the flanes,
and the rest broke in panic to race headl ong down the trail.

Al along the trail, that day, strange disasters befell his nmen. A group
wal ki ng across a slab of solid bedrock, suddenly found thensel ves sinking in a
bog of nmud. Before a nman could escape, the sucking nmire pulled the little band
under. G unnarch wat ched, sickened, as the dying nmen's hands reached above the
mre, twitching and grasping before they finally grew still.

"It is the druids of Myrloch Vale," explained Trahern, paying little attention
to the calamities suffered by the northnen.

"How can we stop then? Were are they?" growl ed the Red King. He hated this
unseen eneny nore than any normal foe, no matter how fierce.

"They coul d be anywhere,"” shrugged the traitor. "Perhaps there is only one -
the great druid could nuster such power by herself!" Trahern | ooked around.
"She could be in the guise of the tiniest nobuse or insect along our trail
There is no way to tell."

"W nust stop these attacks! How, man? Tell ne!"

Agai n, the druid shrugged. "Sinple. W have to | eave Myrloch Vale."

Cursing the usel ess advice, the Red King turned back to his arny. The attacks
seened to | essen and the panic gradually gave way to fatigue anong the
raiders. They trudged listlessly until at |last they energed fromthe

wi | derness enpire of Myrloch Vale. Ahead of them once again, |lay the kingdom
of Corwel .

Grunnarch all owed his hopes to rise slightly. The skies, by the end of the



day, had cl eared.

Slow y the w nding columm noved south. Through the nmud and mire of the ravaged
trail, the Bloodriders I ed the way. G unnarch watched them pass, these
curiously altered warriors that he had once known. He could see that they
staggered with fatigue. Riders and nmounts both | ooked haggard and enaci at ed.
Though the troop had been given plenty of food, Gunnarch realized with a
shudder that the Bloodriders required a different kind of sustenance.

The arny on foot, slogging through the nmud in the wake of the Bl oodriders,
covered ground steadily, yet the nmen seemed fearful and nervous as they | ooked
at the deadly Riders ahead of them or at the band of Firbol gs behind. No

| onger did Gunnarch's army have any heart to conplain.

And finally, the Firbolgs plodded past. They seened to pay no attention to the
sucki ng mud that reached hal fway up their massive cal ves, nor did they

acknow edge the presence of the Red King as they sl ogged by.

More worried than ever, Gunnarch fell in with Trahern at the rear of the |ong
colum. He fervently prayed for the weather to remain kind during this day. If
it did, he felt quite confident that they would reach, and bl ock, the Corwell
Road before it was too |ate.

Suddenl y, an urgent cry brought himback to reality. Picked up and passed down
the Iine by the agitated troops, the nmessage was unni st akabl e.

"We're under attack!"

* * K* * *

The Prince of Corwell, seated astride the great white stallion Aval on, bl ocked
the Corwell Road with his presence. The long | ance, with the G eat Bear
pennant flickering proudly fromits tip, stood next to him About fifty of the
Ffol k, all refugees fromthe eastern cantrevs, stood about himin the road, or
al ongside it. Mre refugees joined themsteadily, as those coning down the
road hurried to see what the gathering heral ded.

"Citizens of Corwell," Tristan called again, for the benefit of the new
arrivals. "Hear me, in the name of our king!" He hoisted the banner high, as

t he Ffol k wat ched hi minpassively.

Imredi ately in front of him two ragged little girls, wearing the tattered
remains of filthy dresses, held hands and | ooked up at himw th open, trusting
smles. Inmediately behind them a young woman hovered, trying bravely to
restrain her tears.

A number of Ffolk had an animal or two - a prized goat, or pair of chickens -
tightly |l eashed and jeal ously guarded. Sone had managed to carry a few
possessi ons, such as tools, pots, or, rarely, a weapon.

Sone of them had a nunmbness in their eyes that told of unspeakabl e | oss.
Tristan knew, for this was the | ook he saw in eyes of Gavin the smth. Qhers
of the Ffolk met his gaze with a stare of determ nation and courage. O hers
showed anger, as if he, their prince, were responsible for the terrible events
that had befallen them

As he started to speak, he saw again the searching stares of those who were
not abjectly defeated - those who were still willing to stand up to the

i nvaders. Al they needed was a spark, and the prince knew that his words mnust
provi de that spark.

"I ask you all of able body for help. | also offer an opportunity to any who
woul d strike back at the invaders who have sullied our land and killed our

| oved ones!" The prince was encouraged to see many |listeners straining to
hear .

"The enemy comes soon, fromthere!" He pointed to the low hill, six mles
away. "I will meet himthere, with a conpany of knights, and others of
seasoned foot!

"Now, | seek any man - or wonman," he added, thinking quickly of Brigit and
Finellen, "who will stand with us against the northnen."

He paused to give the people a chance to confer hastily anbng thensel ves. He
saw many | ooks of enthusiasm but nmore of fear and shame. The crowd had grown



enornously, and dozens nore hurried down Corwell Road fromthe east.

"The arny of the northmen stands poised!" cried Tristan, raising the pennant
of the wolf. "We nust hold themhere, until those of us who cannot fight have
escaped safely to the west. If you can hold a weapon, join me now G ve those
who are weaker a chance to live!"

Lightly, he tapped Avalon's flanks with his knees. The stallion sprang from
the roadway into the field, where the prince reined himin and turned to face
the coll ected nmasses.

"Al'l of you who will join ne, formup here!" He drew the Sword of Cymrych
Hugh, and sl ashed an inmaginary |line along the ground.

And the Ffolk ran to their prince.

* * K* * *

Grunnarch finally reached the scene of the attack that had thrown his entire
colum into disorganization. There, he found one man dead of a single arrow
wound. The Red King could see no sign of attackers, nor reason for disrupting
the army.

"Fool s! I nbeciles! A single archer has thrown you into panic! Now, nove!" The
rai ders automatically resuned the march. Angrily, G unnarch rode beside the
colum until he reached Laric, who was at his customary position at the head.
"Send some outriders into the woods! W can't have woodsnen taking shots at us
every | eague of the march!"

Laric regarded himpassively for several seconds, and the king saw with
nunbi ng horror that the Bl oodrider's eyes had | ost all senblance of humanity.
Dull and cold, they seened to be deep, and opaque, at the same tine. They were
no livelier than the enpty sockets of a deathshead.

Desperately, Gunnarch struggled for an idea to bend Laric to his will. The
gaunt, weakened appearance of his |ieutenant suddenly inspired him

"You must kill!" He spoke the words slowy, clearly. "There, in the wods -
you must ride there, and kill those you find!"

The hot flare in Laric's eyes was the nost frightening thing that G unnarch
the Red had ever seen. Yet the Bloodriders clinbed into their saddles.
Lurching forward, the horsenen spread across the valley, seeking sonething,
anything, to kill.

* * K* k* *

Aileen rode lightly in the saddle, letting the supple mare sel ect the sw ftest
path t hrough the cl oaki ng pines. Like a white ghost, Gsprey carried her

m stress past the eneny arny, sliding easily through the shadows and tangl ed
pl aces so that they avoi ded di scovery.

She hel d her bow ready across her |ap, but knew that her primary m ssion was
intelligence, not attack. Still, she had not been able to pass up this easy
shot into the mddle of the colum. The ensuing chaos made the risk well
worthwhile... and left her chuckling.

Suddenly bl ack death expl oded froma thicket, and Aileen barely ducked the
savage thrust of a Rider. The attack cane from so close that even Gsprey's
lightning reactions could not anticipate it. As the attacker swung, Aileen got
a |l ook at the skull-nmask and screaned al oud in horror

The skull was his face! The Bl oodriders no | onger needed masks to create their
horri bl e aspect. Aileen imagined she felt the sheer, reeking evil of the
creature's breath against her face. Wether it was her imagination or not, the
young warrior could do nothing but clutch her reins in terror

Gsprey's instincts were all that carried her nistress fromdanger. The mare

| eaped fromthe high bank into the stream bed and spl ashed into the opposite
bank. Flying as only a Synnorian steed can fly, Gsprey streaked down the
val l ey, toward the comnpany.

Several nore of the black Riders tried to pursue them but Csprey easily

out di stanced the sinister horsenen. Finally, Aileen broke into a clearing and



found Brigit and a dozen of the sisters. Gasping, she quickly told her story.

* * K* * *

Laric led all of the Bloodriders, pursuing the norsel of life with tightly
focused energy. He wanted, in fact needed, to kill. The white mare and its
tiny but vibrantly strong rider would yield considerabl e sustenance.

Al t hough several of the Bloodriders stayed close to Laric, nost of the rest
fell away with di stance. Fueled by his lust for blood al one, Laric was the
only one, finally, who nanaged to keep the white ghost in sight.

Finally, the Bloodrider enmerged fromthe woods and halted. Even the bl oodl ust
pounding in his skull could not conpel himto suicide, and further pursuit
woul d be such.

The white ghost had joined a band of simlar nounts. They regarded him
cautiously as he studied them wuntil finally Laric turned back to the forest.
As he stepped into the shadow of the trees, he turned and studied the group of
kni ghts. Hi s burning gaze sought, and found, his original quarry - the knight
dressed for scouting.

He recalled the feeling of the quarry when his bl ow had al nost struck hone.
Warm and succul ent - he wanted that one.

And he woul d get her.

* * K* * *

Tristan felt a knot of worry grow in his stomach, and turn to pace nervously.
He stood atop the low hill - a local farmer had called it Freeman's Down. From
here he could see the entire length of his Iine. The view also carried up a
shal | ow sl ope about five hundred paces, toward the forest from which the

rai ders woul d emerge

The dwarves squatted around him resting and tal king quietly. They projected
an aura of routine, and the prince envied their cal mdeneanor. Fromthe base
of the hill to the river, lined up along the ditch, four hundred men and wonen
of the Eastern Cantrevs stood, carrying an assortment of weapons that included
pi kes, spears, pitchforks, axes, and sharpened st akes.

Every twenty paces, for the length of this line, the prince had appointed a
cantrev lord, or respected elder, or veteran soldier, with instructions to
steady and | ead the others.

Sone di stance behind this Iine, Gavin stood with another group of simlarly
armed Ffol k, the reserve

Many of Arlen's |lessons had drilled hone the inportance of a reserve, and the
prince had deternmined with the creation of his plan that one of every three
vol unteers would form such a unit.

On the far side of the hill rested another group of Ffolk that Tristan had
been happy to recruit. About two score in number - npstly woodsnen and hunters
- each of themcarried a | ongbow and several dozen arrows. The prince kept his
archers out of sight for the tine being, the desirability of surprise being
another of Arlen's oft-repeated tactical |essons.

A file of white shapes energed fromthe trees, and Tristan then heard the
sound of dwarven axes biting into tinber. The sound had been a conmon one al
aft ernoon, as Robyn and the dwarves had worked to nake the forest a difficult
passage for the arny of raiders. Two final crashes conpleted the task, and
Robyn and several dwarves followed the sisters fromthe woods.

* * K* * *

The tangl ed maze of felled trees created a nearly inpassabl e obstacle for
Grunnarch's force. The northnen had to chop and hack their way through the
forest |ike a band of woodsnen - ignom ni ous work i ndeed for proud seafarers.
Drawn and dispirited, the army's pace slowed to a craw. Ranks of nmen in the
forefront took ten-mnute shifts with axes, striking at the broad trunks unti



they coll apsed with exhaustion
"This is the work of a druid," Trahern remarked, observing the tightly woven
branches that bl ocked their path.

"A druid, eh? Wll, that one'll die like all the rest," observed G unnarch
"Perhaps,"” comrented the druid, turning his dull eyes to | ook about the
forest. "The work is crude, amateurish. Still, there is a '"strength' here that

di sturbs ne."

"Druids give me no cause for alarm" grunted the king, "At |least they are
human enenies, and can be slain!"

The axemen maintained their chopping rhythm The Red King sensed the tol

that Myrloch Val e had taken on his army. Now, with the vale behind them the
men di spl ayed a pal pabl e eagerness to press on. Yet they did so nore out of
fear for what |lay behind themthan any willingness to strike ahead.

"Your Hi ghness!" Another messenger ran up, clunping heavily in his |eather
boots, "W have broken through the woods, There is a line of Ffolk - peasants,
I think - that would bl ock our way!" The nmessenger seened nore surprised than
al ar ned.

Word spread quickly through the army of the northnen, and noral e inproved

noti ceably. The king heard joking and cursing again. Raiders strained to get a
| ook forward through the tangled forest.

Finally, the axenen opened several passages into the clearing for the raiders.
Grunnarch strode forward, glancing at the sun. It was lowin the western sky,
of fering perhaps two hours of fighting tinme. Then he | ooked across the field.
In the distance he could see the thin ribbon of Corwell Road. Between him and
it stood a rank of peasant rabble.

It was tinme to set the plan in notion

* * K* * *

Li ke a growi ng tunor, the Darkwell burned the goddess. Each outrage seened to
i nfl ane the thing, adding weight and venomto its poison. The cruel theft of
the Pack cut deeply after the loss of the Ieviathan

Kamerynn the unicorn, now the only child renaining, heard the sumobns as he
restlessly patrolled the wild places of Myrloch Vale. He sensed that the

m ssion was a hopel ess one, and he felt the depths of the Mther's sorrow
Nevert hel ess, he obeyed.

Gal | opi ng once again with a clear goal in nind, the unicorn turned back toward
the fens of the Firbolgs. The snoldering coal fire still marked the Firbolg
bui | di ng, sending al oft a pernmanent snudge over Mrloch Vale.

The goddess thought again of the Pack, but she could not speak to them The
power of the Beast held themfirmly in its grip.

She knew that the true might of the Pack had never been truly revealed. It, of
all the children, would perhaps prove to be the mghtiest. In the service of

t he Bal ance, the Pack m ght provide the strength needed to hold the cause.

But if the Pack were allowed to serve an evil end, the goddess knew that the
cause of the Bal ance was | ost.

XV
FREEMAN S DOMN

THE ARMY OF evil seeped fromthe woods, gathering just beyond the shelter of
the trees. The raiders overbalanced the little force standing before them by
at least three to one. The broad field between them covered in a sea of
colorful blossons, |ay open to bear the attack

Tristan noticed the vibrant colors in the petals of the wildflowers, and he
snelled the pollen-laden air wafting past his nostrils on a gentle breeze. The
scent was one of peace, not war.

Then the wi nd di ed away, and he heard flies buzzing in the suddenly heavy air.
He | ooked across the field, and watched as nore northnmen emerged fromthe
woods. For several minutes the only sound was the droning of the plunp



i nsects. Several hundred yards away, he could see the northmen gathering for a
charge, but they made no sound.

Then the host of northnen raised a great cry, thrumm ng a deep chorus agai nst
the walls of the valley. Voices thundered and pounded agai nst the Ffolk, as

t housands of voices roared their primtive chall enge.

But, fromthe Iine of the Ffolk, clashing notes sang an answering chal | enge.
The peasant warriors cheered lustily, knowing for a fact that a greater bard
stood with them and that the dwarves and Sisters of Synnoria were joined in
rare common purpose. The notes snote, inpossibly |oud, upon the ears of al

who were present.

The northnen charged in a great, how ing nass. Their bearded faces grimced as
t he berserk rage took them

The prince signal ed the | ongbowren. The archers sprang to the crest of the
apparently enpty hill, and sent showers of arrows onto the center of the
charging line. Dozens of the mssiles found a mark of flesh, but the | osses
seened to make no difference to the horde. Leaving the fallen where they Iay,
the how i ng northnmen rushed forward.

Aval on carried the prince along behind the two ranks of Ffolk lined up at the
central ditch. Canthus raced at his side, and Tristan still carried the |ance
with the Lone Wl f pennant aloft. Hi s hastily recruited troops seened

determ ned, their |eaders working to steady and cal mthem as the northmen drew
cl oser.

Rays of sunlight slanted sharply across the field, highlighting the flowers
for a last glinpse of beauty, before the bl ossons di sappeared under the
tranpling charge. Now, the weapons gleanmed in the | ate afternoon sunlight.

The first raiders to reach the ditch slipped and fell in surprise. Ignorant of
the obstacle, their conpanions to the rear swept onward, and the entire
nmonent um of the charge vani shed in the steep slope and nuddy bottom of the
trap. As the fallen attackers regained their balance and struggled out the far
side of the ditch, the Ffolk met themw th a |line of stabbing and sl ashing
weapons.

A tall farmer thrust with a pitchfork against the broad axe of a stumnbling
nort hman. The raider nonetheless lifted his weapon to deflect the bl ow, and
the clash of metal rang out across the battlefield. In seconds, the noise

nmel ded with thousands of sinmilar sounds. Crashing and cl anging, the arnies net
inafight to the death.

The Ffol k fought |ike veterans. A young farma fe cracked a stout staff across
the face of a leering northmen. He fell, and she reached down to claimhis
sword. Daryth and Pawl do, together, stabbed the raiders crawing fromthe
ditch before them until a pile of bodies collected.

The Ffol k had been given cause to fight in the [ ast weeks. They all harbored
burning hatred for the northmen after the outrages of the Eastern Cantrevs.
Spears, forks, and stakes all thrust the slipping raiders back into the ditch
Many of the Ffolk fell to fatal thrusts fromthe attackers, but the Iine

ref ornmed qui ckly under the conmands of the [ords and veterans.

And then the farmnife fell, dropping her new sword into the nmud of the ditch.
The man behi nd her died, gurgling over the shaft of a spear in his chest, and
suddenly the front |line broke. A dozen raiders burst through, turning to
strike the Ffolk fromthe side in an effort to expand the breach. Desperately,
the prince spurred Aval on toward the scene.

But Robyn was already there. The wonman had been paci ng behind the Iine,
standing firmfor just such an eventuality. Now she stepped forward, raised
bot h hands, and shouted those arcane words the prince had heard only once

bef ore. The northmen screaned and dropped weapons suddenly grown red hot, and
then fled back to their own as they saw the approach of a thundering white
stallion and a rider bearing a Lone WIf pennant.

"Well done,"” the prince congratul ated Robyn.

"My prince,"she acknow edged, smling, oddly peaceful in the nidst of the
chaotic setting.

"Look," called Tristan, as the line of the Ffolk stretched and cracked in



anot her pl ace. Robyn | eaped to Avalon's back and they galloped toward the
threat. By the tine they reached it, however, a young cantrev |lord had shifted
the line to fill the gap and drive the attackers back to the ditch

They came upon Keren, who paced behind the line. H's harp and songs of val or
were of nore value than his sword.

"Even so,' said the bard grimy, "nore than once |'ve had to sling ny harp in
favor of ny blade. The line holds, but barely, ny prince."

"Perhaps 'barely' will be enough!"

The bard grinned and started another song. As always, the music and words rang
out clearly, inmpossibly |oud, above the din. The prince saw Daryth and Paw do,
standing at the ditch, drive several stunbling raiders back into the mud and
bl ood at the bottom

Aval on's flanks heaved with excitement, and the great stallion tossed his head
proudly, as Tristan scanned the field for devel opnments.

Suddenly the line of Ffolk vanished in the center, as several northnmen struck
fatal blows. Tranpling the bodies of the defenders, a hundred raiders surged
into the breach. The tall farner who had been the first to strike a blowin
the battle stepped into the charging mass and | ay about with his pitchfork. He
soon went down beneath the press of attackers, but the sacrifice had bought a
few preci ous seconds.

Tristan and Robyn raced for the breach, even as the hole in the line grew
broader. The Ffol k began to stream away from either side, panicked by the
sudden breakt hrough. The prince turned to see Gavin watching himintently,

wai ting for sone sign.

The Lone Wl f banner dipped toward the breach, and with a throaty yell, Gavin
| ed the reserve forward.

Two hundred Ffol k rushed toward the rupture. An even greater nunber of

nort hnmen plunged through the hole, sensing victory.

* * K* * *

Grunnarch had remai ned behind when the bul k of his arny charged across the
field, although such a rear-echelon role raised a bitter taste in his throat.
Still, he could not trust the Firbolgs or the Bloodriders to choose an
appropriate noment to attack. Even with his presence, he knew that he could
not hold the two bl oodthirsty bands out of the fight for |ong.

Yet he knew that if the infantry could blast a hole through the feeble line, a
timely charge by the riders around the open flank of the Ffolk would send the
entire force into a chaotic rout.

Then the killing could truly begin.

Even before such an opportunity arose, however, Laric took matters into his
own hands. As Grunnarch attenpted, through Trahern, to hold back the anxious
Fi rbol gs, the Bl oodriders spurred their gaunt steeds and thundered toward the
battle. Turning with a fiery oath, the Red King shouted his frustration at the
backs of the chargi ng horsenen. Before he could realize his mistake, the

Fi rbol gs had al so rushed forward, and G unnarch was left with no reserve.

The battle woul d now proceed out of control, and the Red King grimy strode
forward to exact a few blows of his own before the carnage ended. At |east he
saw t he Bl oodriders rushing toward the bare hill - Laric had obviously seen

t he sane weakness in the eneny position that he had. The Firbol gs | unbered
behi nd the Riders, also naking for the hill.

Still annoyed, G unnarch held no doubts as to the outcone of the battle. He
woul d have preferred the fight to go a little nore according to plan, but knew
that his arnmy would soon crush the anmateur defenders.

The enemny included a few able knights, but the Bl oodriders would soon find and
destroy these. The peasants woul d be scattered.

Then he saw the eneny riders, silvery force astride their white nmounts, riding
over the crest of the hill to neet the Bl oodriders' charge.

"Ah," he chuckled to hinself. "They ride forward to bring on their deaths that
much nore quickly."



And he paused for a minute to watch the fight.

* * K* * *

Aileen, lying in the grass at the crest of Freeman's Down, saw the Bl oodriders
break into the field. She waited only | ong enough to ascertain the direction
of the charge, and then scuttled to Gsprey. The mare grazed patiently a dozen
yards downhill of her mstress.

The sister knight scout sprang to her saddl e as the horse broke into a gallop
She cut several circles in the air with her sword, and the rest of the
conpany, already nounted, charged up the hill toward her at the signal. Aileen
shed her tunic of brown and green, and seized the | ance she had thrust into
the ground. In another second, she fell into her position on the left flank
The Sisters of Synnoria charged in brilliant formation. The great white horses
cantered gracefully, a precise six feet apart. The line of twenty silver

| ances, gleamng righteously, the knights held aloft. Fromthe tip of each

the gaily colored pennants still trailed into the air.

The knights rode with visors down, nmetal arnmor gl eam ng. Each matched the
noverrent of the others so exactly that they mi ght have been one kni ght and

ni net een shadows.

Laric, leading the charge of the Bloodriders, saw the pennants, and then the
silver lances, arise frombehind the crest of the hill, and he knew that the
riders would follow His cracked and bl oody |ips noistened at the thought of

t he one he sought. The horsenen thundered on, each Rider grimy silent atop
his snorting, pounding steed. They did not alter their course, but thundered
directly toward the onconi ng horsewonen.

The savage fighting along the ditch faded slightly, and then paused, as
northmen and Ffolk alike turned to watch the clash of the nounted riders.

The breastplates and facepl ates of the horses, and the arnor of the sisters,
all gleamed flawl essly in the sun, casting | ong shadows across the rolling
down. Sharp, hot reflections of silver flickered |ike beacons over the rest of
the battlefield.

The white horses broke into a gallop as the Iine runbled down the gentle sl ope
of Freeman's Down. The nonentum of the steeds built, aided by the weight of
netal each horse carried. The Bl oodriders had them out nunbered five to one,

but the Sisters of Synnoria had the advantage of downhill speed.

As she rode, Aileen felt her |ance nestle confortably beneath her shoul der

and she sighted the tip upon the chest of a |eering Bloodrider. The ghoulish
figure raised his sword and cracked open his nmouth. Then the | ance splintered
t hrough his chest, breaking his body and slanming himto the ground. Around
him many of his conrades net the same fate - in all, about twenty Bl oodriders
crashed to the ground in the first instant when the forces net.

The remai ni ng Bl oodriders spun their nore agile steeds to swarmlike sharks
around the sisters, hacking with weapons while the bl ack horses kicked and
bit. Aileen, alone on the left end of the line, deflected blows fromin front
and behind her. Her I ance becane useless in this close conbat, but she did not
want to drop it.

"Forward!" cried Brigit. "Don't slow"

And in seconds the speed of their horses carried the sisters clear of the
savage Riders. Aileen, however, felt the searing thrust of cold iron tear her
shoul der. Sonehow, one of the frightening horsenen, desperate for blood, had
stretched out and cut her

The pain of the wound rushed through her body, blurring her vision and sendi ng
the horizon reeling. She felt the world grow ng bl ack, and she slunped in the
deep saddl e. Osprey held her place in the line, even as Brigit ordered the
conpany about, while her mstress rode, unknow ng, into another charge.

* * K* * *

Laric's bl ood pounded in ecstasy as he pulled the dripping blade fromthe



wound. His eyes glowed with unearthly fire, and he raised his voice in a
piercing yow of triunph. Heated and vitalized, he turned toward the silver
riders.

He thirsted for nore of the enemy's hot blood. Even around the rush of

pl easure, Laric could sense his strength failing. The | oss of so many of his
Ri ders had exacted a toll that could only be paid in blood.

Steeds snorting angrily, the Bloodriders turned in pursuit of the sisters,
even as the elven knights turned to strike again. Watching the charge form
Laric vowed that this tinme, they would prevail.

* * K* * *

Gavin's bellow of command electrified the reserve. Wth screeching war cries,
the Ffol k rushed forward. The great smith led themall, his huge hamer

swi ngi ng easily above his head. Northmen poured through the breach in the Iline
before him raising war cries of their own. The nonentary lull that had fallen
over the field when the riders clashed vani shed as suddenly as it had

occurr ed.

"M serable scum "snarled the smth, splattering the brains of a raider with a
vi ci ous, curving bl ow

"Die, northman!" The word was a curse

Anot her dropped like a felled tree as the snmith recovered instantly fromhis
swi ng, reversing the nmonmentum of the hammer to tap this one on the forehead,
that one on the shoulder. The Ffolk of the reserve struck the charging
northmen to either side of their |eader, and the |ine ebbed and flowed as the
two forces vied for the ground.

And slowy, inspired by the strength and heroismof the snmith, the Ffol k drove
t he northnmen back through the breach. Scores of fighters on each side |ay dead
or dying, but the press of Gavin's reserve finally sealed the line.

The smith | ooked up to see the prince, upon Aval on, wi ping the bl oodstai ned
sword of Cynmrych Hugh. Tristan had ridden to the breach and hel ped to cl ose
it.

"Splendid charge!" the prince cried.

The praise brought the first trace of a snmle to Gavin's face since he

di scovered the nassacre at Cantrev Myrrdale, and that thought stood out in
Tristan's mind amd the death and pain surrounding him

The prince | ooked around and saw Robyn kneel i ng besi de a wounded young nan
Keren still stirred the force with his harp, while the Ffolk stood firm al
along the line. Daryth and Pawl do paused, anid the bodies of dead raiders, and
the hal fling waved at the prince.

"Send nmore northmen!" he cried, brandishing his bl oodstained bl ade.

The prince sniled, and then saw the Firbolgs lunber onto the hill. He prayed
fervently that the next part of his defensive plan would work. He | ooked
toward the field, beyond the lines, and saw the Bl oodriders and the Sisters of
Synnoria again ride together. This tinme, the black horses swerved formthe
path of the frontal assault, and the knights struck only a few fromthe
saddl e. Many of the sisters had lost their |ances by now, and the battle
quickly turned to a close nelee, sword agai nst sword.

And here the odds woul d work agai nst the sisters, as each knight faced four or
five Bloodriders. Tristan realized, suddenly, that the battle was nearly won,
and the sisters could be dying needlessly. He nmust call them back

As soon as he made this decision, he nudged Aval on's flanks, and the great
stallion sprang through the Iine at the ditch, easily |eaping the nuddy
obstacl e. Cant hus acconpani ed his naster, streaking like an arrow al ong the
ground.

Before him the swirling mass of horses, swords, fur capes, and silver arnor
spread chaotically. He heard the screans of wounded horses, and the sharp
orders of Brigit that still seened to float |ike rmusic through the horror that
was battl e.

And then he was a part of the nelee.



* * K* * *

Goth led the firbolgs in a heavy charge toward the bare hilltop. Let the
humans fight the dirty battle in the ditch, thought the Firbolg king to
hinself. H s giants would seize the high ground and then take the eneny in the
rear!

For the first tine since the destruction of his stronghold, Goth felt

happi ness again swell within his nonstrous heart. Today he would get the
chance to exact revenge for that defeat. He caressed the knobby head of his
club, imagining it covered with his eneny's gore.

Suddenly his right leg collapsed beneath him and Groth hit the ground with a
thud. Sharp pain | anced through his thigh, and his nose struck the ground
sharply. Dazed, he raised his head and | ooked around, seeing others of his
troop tunmbling down. Then, a snmall shape darted fromthe grass, a w cked
batt| e-axe uprai sed. A dwarf!

Groth desperately rose and sl ashed out with his club, crushing the dwarf's
skull. Yet that was only one. The dwarves, blood enenies of the Firbolgs,
attacked with cruel efficiency, hanstringing many of their giant opponents
with the first attack. Now they swarmed over the rest, hacking with those

mur der ous axes, or scuttling and ducking away fromthe Firbolgs' return bl ows.
Panic clutched at Goth. He fought off another dwarf, clinbing to one knee.
More of the Firbolgs fell as the dwarves - nerciless and cunning - closed in
for the slaughter. In noments, the Firbolgs who had not fallen beneath the
weapons of the dwarves |lost heart - their fallen | eader, and the surprise of
the attack by the wily dwarves, had quickly shattered what remained of their
nor al e.

"Help me!" groaned Groth, as the fleeing Firbolgs trundl ed past. He finally
persuaded a pair to support him Thus, ignomi nously carried, the mghty Goth
left the field of battle.

* * K* * *

Laric rode through the tumult, constantly seeking the knight he had struck. He
drool ed at the thought of finishing the job. Should she already be dead, he
did not want her body to escape him

H s charcoal eyes sought eagerly, peering closely at each of the sisters he
saw. The dried, rotted flesh of his nose crinkled and dropped away as he
sniffed her delicious scent.

And then he found it.

The wounded kni ght sl ouched notionless in her saddle, closely protected by a
contade to either side. Her silver arnor, fromleft shoulder to left foot, was
tarni shed by bright blood. The sl ender body, even conceal ed by netal plate,
seemed to call Laric with undeniable force.

Spurring his black stallion, Laric drove toward the notionless sister. A

Bl oodri der charged cl ose at each side, skillfully distracting the two knights
guardi ng their wounded sister. Reaching forward, his clawike hand conceal ed
by a heavy gauntlet, he seized the reins of his victims horse and pul | ed.
Startled, OCsprey lurched ahead. A nonent later, Laric's captive knight and her
horse vani shed into a group of Bl oodriders.

Aval on carried the prince into the fray with thundering speed. Tristan sl ashed
the Sword of Cynrych Hugh, and struck a Bloodrider fromthe saddle with his
first blow The sword surged through the corrupt body, eagerly. A hot wave of
pl easure tingled in the prince's hand, as if the sword itself had enjoyed the
killing.

A vicious cut assailed the prince fromthe right, and suddenly Tristan was
fighting for his life amd a circling cluster of skull-faced R ders.
Desperately, the prince sought Canthus.

The great hound had stayed with his master in the | ong charge across the
field, and now fought wi th himanong the poundi ng hooves and cl ashing steel. A



Ri der lunged at him and the prince got his first good | ook at one of the

hi deous faces. He saw the bones of the skull showi ng through cracked and
rotted flesh, sickening him He nonetheless parried the creature's wild sw ng,
and thrust sharply with his own weapon, grazing his opponent's side.

The Rider leered at himfromthose gl owi ng, hot eyes. The prince could see no
white, nor pupil - just a liquid pool of red heat, and lust for killing. The
Rider's face, so pasty white that it m ght have been the bone of his skull
remai ned frozen in a hideous grin. His lips were bright red strips of skin
stretched taut and cracki ng around his nouth.

A spittle of drool, pale pink in color, trickled fromthe R der's grotesque
mouth to run, unnoticed, across his chin. As the creature struck again, the
prince saw the hellish eyes glow with increased intensity. This tine Tristan's
response proved nore effective, as he dodged the bl ow and then struck his
attacker's sword armoff at the el bow The Ri der displayed no pain, but
continued to lunge and strike at the prince with the gory stunp.

The prince saw that no blood flowed fromthe wound. And then that antagoni st
vani shed in the chaotic notion of the nelee, and Tristan thrust and parried
with three horsenen that attacked together

Avalon skillfully twisted to prevent nore than one of the attackers from
striking at the same tinme. Canthus dodged ni nbly anmong t he poundi ng hooves,
striking at the rear legs of the black horses. Once, the noorhound fastened
his teeth into the leg of a Rider. Canthus held on, growing, as the pitching
and bucki ng of the horse jerked the dog around. Wth a savage pull, the hound
tore the Bl oodrider fromhis horse to crash heavily to the ground. Wth one
savage bite, the dog tore the rest of his face off.

Now the Riders realized that they could not ignore the snarling hound in their
m dst. Several attenpted to strike himdown, slashing thin air as the agile
dog sprang away, although one swordcut |eft a bleeding slash along his back
Suddenly the prince saw a flicker of white through the Bl oodriders, and saw
one of the eneny leading a white mare with a sister knight slunped,

unconsci ous, in the saddle. The woman's captor pulled free of the nelee,
tuggi ng sharply on the reins of the reluctant mare.

A nudge of Tristan's heels sent Avalon springing after the hel pl ess captive,
leaving his three attackers to find a new opponent. Tristan had recogni zed t he
mare as Osprey. The thought of the lively and spirited Aileen in the hands of
a ghoulish Rider inflamed the prince.

Anot her Rider reared into Tristan's path, and his gl eami ng sword nearly
severed the neck of the black horse. The steed dropped |ike a stone, and
Canthus tore out the Rider's throat before he could recover. Aval on snashed
into the steed carrying Aileen's captor, and the Bloodrider's grip on Gsprey's
bridl e broke. The white nmare ski pped away, carrying her unnmoving rider to
safety.

Never had the prince seen such an unearthly, or hateful, fire as he now beheld
in the eyes of the Bloodrider. The man's sword flew blindingly toward
Tristan's face, and the prince |urched backward with a clumsy parry. Again the
lightning attack, and although the blade did not strike hone, the Bloodrider's
savage horse managed to knock the prince to the ground.

The wi nd expl oded fromhis chest as he | anded on his back, and he | ay hel pl ess
anong the bucki ng and screamni ng horses, gasping for breath. H's opponent's
steed reared over him and the prince struggled through the churned nud to
avoi d the hooves that sought to shatter the life fromhis skull

And then Cant hus | eaped between them springing so high that his jaws tore at
the shoul der of the Rider. The nman knocked the noorhound aside with a bl ow
fromthe hilt of his sword, but Canthus inmediately crouched for another
spring. The black stallion twisted as it reared, and as the hound sprang,

t hose heavy hooves net the dog in md-air, driving into the broad skull

Soundl essly, Canthus dropped to the ground and lay still.

"No!" cried Tristan.

The Rider charged forward again to strike at the now standing prince. Before

t he charge coul d connect, however, a silver shape interceded and one of the



sisters met the attack

The Bl oodri der hacked viciously, with superhuman strength, at his tiny
opponent, as Tristan | eaped again to Aval on's back. He spurred to the aid of
hi s rescuer.

Just as he reached the pair, he saw the Bl oodrider's stained sword strike
underneath the sister's guard, cut through the hard metal of her arnor, and
sink into her heart. She slunped, nortally wounded, in her saddle.

"Monster!" grow ed the prince, but now the swirling course of the battle took
the killer away fromhim Still, he marked that one, renmenbering well the
deat hshead grin and crinson eyes of this R der

And then the Bloodriders streaned away fromthem galloping as a group into
the protective cover of the nearby forest. Only now did Tristan | ook around,
beyond the linmts of the battlefield, and see the upraised arns of the Ffolk.
He heard their throaty cheers and saw Gavin, still sw nging his gory hamer
striding up, followed by the reserve. The smith had | ed anot her charge, and
this one had driven the remaining northnen to the trees.

The prince saw the hillside, the strip along the ditch, and the field where
the riders had battled, covered with bodies of the dead and dying. He | eaped
from Aval on's back to the side of the sister who had saved his life. Ignoring
t he bl ood that now coated the white horse, as well as the rider's body, he
rel eased the belt that held her in the saddle and | owered her gently to the
ground.

Carefully, he lifted the silver visor. Carina's eyelids flickered once, as the
prince stared in shock.

The slender, elfin face broke into a smle - the first that Tristan had seen
there - and then Carina died. Gently, he laid the elf upon the grass, and
Robyn and Keren joi ned them

Next he sought Canthus, |ying sonmewhere on the nmuddy battlefield. N ght was
falling rapidly, however, and he failed to | ocate the dog. The northnen
prepared a canp only a few hundred yards away, and finally his conpanions
persuaded himto pull his troops back to the relative security of their |ine.
Brigit joined themas they slowy rode toward the bl oody ditch. She | ooked
somber, and tears welled within her eyes. She spoke to Tristan with no trace
of enotion, however.

"We've lost Carina, as you know. Aileen, | fear, will not |live through the

ni ght. She has |ost nmuch bl ood, and the wound of the Bl oodrider's sword seens
to fester unnaturally."”

"And the rest of the sisters?”

"They live, none of them seriously wounded."

"The Ffol k fought well," observed the bard. "But |osses were very heavy... as
if they had not had enough al ready."

"We cannot fight here again," said Robyn. "The carnage has been too great!"”
"You're right," said the prince. He | ooked at the woods, where the northnen
had wi thdrawn, and then toward the Corwell Road, where the tide of refugees
was al ready slow ng as nost of the Ffol k had passed this point already.
"Still, we whipped themtoday, didn't we?"

* * K* * *

The thick, black water bubbled slowy. Normally snowwhite, the shanks around
Kamerynn's ankles trailed, black and griny, along the nuddy shore. At the
outflow, the unicorn stepped carefully across the high | og damthat naintained
the level of the Darkwell

The dam was small, perhaps half the height of Kamerynn, but the trunks that
held it together nmeasured a foot or nmore in girth. The Firbol gs had stacked
several dozen of the felled trunks across the snall streamthat had fl owed
fromthe Monwell, and then bol stered the damw th an earthen dike to either
si de.

Kamerynn's keen eyes surveyed the nest of logs, finally selecting a weak
point. He reared and struck the rotted tinmber with a backward ki ck



Agai n and agai n, he pounded the log, finally splitting it. One half fell from
the face of the dam and Kamerynn kicked it aside. Selecting another tinber,
exposed by the loss of the first, he destroyed it, and then anot her

The dam began to crunble. Great |ogs broke free, tunbling into the grow ng
stream and the rest of the tinbers shifted violently. Kanerynn's foothol ds
rolled conpletely, and suddenly the unicorn's forelegs slipped into the
churni ng trunks. Bones snapped, as tons of wood crushed even the sturdy | egs
of the unicorn

Bl ack, polluted water splashed into Kanerynn's face, choking and gaggi ng him
The liquid seared |ike acid against the unicorn's skin, destroying his eyes
and driving himinto a frenzy of pain.

But the weight of the Iogs held himdown, and bl ack water surrounded him and
soon he knew only bl ackness.

BOX |V

XVI
HOME

AFLI CKERI NG SHADOW DI PPED over the battlefield, rose, and di pped again.
Darting | ow, the small shape swept from body to body, seeking one specific
one. Finally, with a delighted chirp, the swallow settled to the ground next
to the one it had sought.

The tiny bird hopped across the churned, nuddy turf, to peck with concern at a
shaggy ear. It tilted its head and focused bl ack, shining eyes on the great
bl ack nostrils inches fromits face. Again, it chirped, this tinme as it
observed those nostrils flaring slightly with passing breath.

The shadow shi mrered, or perhaps it was the noonlight itself that wavered.
Then the swal |l ow was gone, and where it had been stood the plunp form of an
el derly woman.

"There, my puppy," she said, stroking the bl oody head. "Such a brave dog."
Genna Moonsi nger called the power of the goddess, and brought it welling from
within her heart, flow ng through her fingertips into the still formof the
great moorhound. Slowy, the long slash in the aninmal's side closed. The

br oken skull nended, and the dog's shall ow breathing grew deeper and stronger
The [ ong, shaggy tail slowy thunped agai nst the ground.

Wth a | ow whinper, Canthus rolled stiffly onto his belly and tried to lift
his head fromthe ground. He gave up quickly, when throbbing pain resulted,
but nmoved his tail slightly as a gesture of enthusiasm He | ooked up at the
great druid, then his eyes closed and he fell asleep

"Good dog," Genna whispered, smiling sadly. "You sleep now W'Ill talk

t onmor r ow. "

Canthus's | ow, steady breathing was his only response. Sadly, she stood,

wi shing she could sinmply | eave the dog to return to his master.

But she needed him

* * K* * *

Si x sister knights cantered beside Corwel!l Road, as the little arny marched

al ong. The armor of the knights was tarni shed and dented, and only three of
themstill held |lances. The white horses were nottled with grime and bl ood.
One of the steeds had a bl oodst ai ned bandage w apped across its shoul der
Still, the sister knights rode proudly, as if their dents and dirt were badges
of honor. The outriders broke into pairs, and spread out to the flanks of the



col um.

Tristan sat upon Aval on, watching the |long colum w nd away from himtoward
Corwel | . The dwarves trooped steadily past him three score mnus eight that
had fallen upon Freeman's Down. They narched stoically. Sone of the whiskered
faces turned up to regard the prince as they passed, but Tristan could read
nothing in these gazes. Finellen, bringing up the rear, plodded griny past
wi t hout | ooking up. Yet, they marched to Corwell to fight in a human war.
Gavin stepped to the prince's side while the conpany of the Eastern Cantrevs
mar ched past, five hundred strong. Another hundred would remain, forever, at
Freeman's Down.

"Any word of pursuit?" asked the smth.

"Three hours past dawn, and they still haven't broken camp!" excl ai med
Tri st an.

"Good. These Ffol k could not wage another battle now "

The fighters of the Eastern Cantrevs wal ked past steadily. Fatigue and pain
were wit on the duststreaked faces. Yet many straightened their shoul ders and
wore | ooks of pride as they passed the prince and the smith.

"Soon, they will have no choice. But by then we should have the conpani es of
Caer Corwell behind us!"

"Perhaps,"” muttered Gavin, with a long ook to the east. He nodded curtly to
the prince, and stepped back onto the road as the last of his conpany passed.
H s shoul ders, too, were straight as he marched toward Corwell.

Tristan spurred his stallion forward, and Aval on gal | oped al ong the side of
the road, past Gavin's conpany, and then Finellen's, until he reached a
stretch of clear road. The white stallion | eaped a stone fence and | anded in
the road, stretching low as his rider gave himhis freedomto run

For a minute they thundered down the road, and then the prince saw a pair of
horses before him grazing quietly in a small nmeadow. He reined in beside them
and saw Daryth and Pawl do Iying in the shade of a broad oak tree. Sw nging
down fromthe saddle, Tristan rel eased Avalon to graze, and stretched out
besi de hi s conpani ons.

"Where's Cant hus?" Daryth asked.

"He fell, fighting those Riders," Tristan said, fighting back tears. "I
searched for his body, but found nothing before dark."

"Dam them " cursed the Calishite, spitting. "That hound was worth five of

t hose horsenen!”

"And that's nearly how nany he took with him" exaggerated the prince.

"We shoul d have taken them again!" grow ed Pawl do, |ooking to the east. "Then
they'd not be follow ng us!"

"I wish we could have," said Tristan, sincerely. "Still, we hurt them badly,
| think. By the time we get to Corwell, they'll be in no shape to fight a
battle!"

"There's an enchantnent |aid on those Riders on the black horses,” grunted

Pawl do. "I can snell magic a mle away! W should have w ped 'em out when we
had t he chance. "

"Al'l too soon we'll get another chance." Tristan suddenly felt very weary. He
clinmbed to his feet. "lIs Robyn riding with the wounded?" he asked.

"Yes," replied Daryth. "She's in the wagon with Aileen. | was up there nost of
the norning - that's an evil wound she's suffered!"

"Sorcery!" interjected Paw do. "I told you!"

"I"'mquite sure that you're right," answered the prince as he nmounted Aval on
"I saw the eyes of the creature that struck her. Whatever it was, it was not
human! "

Now Tristan |l et Avalon anble down the road. He wanted to see Robyn, to talk to
her, but he wanted sone tine to sort out his thoughts. He did, indeed, want to
confront the ghoulish horsenmen again. The Sword of Cynrych Hugh felt Iight
against his thigh, as if the weapon too had the desire to renew the attack
Instead, he turned at the sound of another rider, and saw Keren riding up to
join him The bard's harp was slung over his shoul der, but as usual he was
absently humming a tune.



"Are you still witing that song?" asked Tristan

"And not hing el se! You've given me several splendid verses over the |ast few
days, | must say. You handl ed yourself and the rest of us very well indeed!"
The bard's bantering tone could not mask the genuine respect in his eyes.

"I am honored by your words," responded the prince. "But there is no neasuring
the spirit you gave to our troops with the rmusic of your harp. Wthout it, I
doubt the battle would have been won."

"The spirit was not mne to give, but perhaps to awaken. Neverthel ess, | thank
you. "

"Awakened it enough to give us a smashing victory!" said the prince.

"Hardl y!" disagreed Keren, sharply. "We nmet a snall, denoralized arny at the
end of a hard march, and held it up for a few hours. We did that, and we did
it well! But this eneny is far fromsnashed, ny prince. And you endanger us
terribly," he continued, "if you think otherw se!"

* * K* * *

The waters of Corwell Firth placidly guided the narrow hulls. After the
rolling swells on the Sea of Monshae, the snooth bay m ght have been a pond
for all the challenge it presented to the veteran sailors. To the north and
south of the fleet, the green hills of Corwell clinbed into the hazy sky. Sea
bi rds soared behind the ships, dipping toward the fish churned up in the
wakes.

Thel gaar I1ronhand stood in the bow of the |eading |ongship. H s gaze | ocked to
the east, he searched the horizon for the first sign of the town and castle of
Corwell. The Iron King had been unusually patient in the |ast few days, but
his nen sensed their |eader's tension

The steady stroking of the oars drove the |ongships forward. The air had

remai ned still since the fleet had taken to sea followi ng the enforced stop
for repairs. Consequently, the northnen had been forced to row nuch of the

di stance. Now, as they approached their destination, the time for row ng would
soon be over.

But, as the fleet pushed its way through the long, sheltered neck of Corwell
Firth, a fickle offshore breeze arose, as if attenpting to drive the northnen
away. The sailors leaned into their oars and the ships tacked back and forth,
but the wind fluctuated in its course fromnorthwest to sout hwest, del aying
passage through the Firth for several days nore.

Then the fl eet approached cl ose enough for Thel gaar to see Caer Corwell, high
on its rocky knoll. Soon afterward, the raiders could discern the town
spraw ed al ong the shore bel ow the castle. Crouched behind its low wall, the

town seermed to cower in fear before the approach of the raiders. And they were
cheered by the sight.

But as the fleet drew closer, the wi nds sprang even nmore strongly fromthe
shore. The raiders strained at the oars, the |ongshi ps advancing slowy

agai nst the growing force of the breeze. Steadily, though, they inched cl oser
and closer to the port.

* * K* * *

"More wind!" The King of Corwell's bellow rang out across the Corwell docks,
and the three druids bent to their task. Gusts of w nd exploded fromthe
l[ittle port to roar across the firth, pushing against the invading | ongships
with relentless force.

Then, the youngest druid - a woman of two score years - clutched her throat.
Wth a strangl ed gasp, she toppled forward to lie notionless.

"My lord!" Quinn Mbonwane, druid of Llyrath Forest, turned to King Kendrick
and spoke harshly.

"W cannot rmaintain the wind much [onger! If you do not let us rest, we wll
be usel ess when they finally land, as they will do!"

The king stood very still, staring at the druid. Mirderous rage seethed



within, but finally he turned away and stal ked of f al ong the waterfront.

He passed the nen of the Corwell Conpany, which was |ed by the Lord Mayor

Di nsnmore hinself. That pudgy captain, a shiny brass hel met perched | udicrously
upon his bald head, waddl ed after the king.

"My lord! W cannot let thementer the harbor! W sinply nmust have nore w nd!
You nust speak to the -"

"Be quiet, you inbecile!l" roared King Kendrick, sending the mayor scurrying
back to his conmpany. "Ready yourself to drive them away when they |and!"

One of the king's loyal lieutenants, a | ean swordsman cal | ed Randol ph
approached. Frustration showed everywhere in the warrior's men

"Dam t hese shortsighted fool s!" Randol ph snorted, "They have no sense of the
stakes of this battle - all they can think about are their petty territorial
squabbl es. "

"Koart and Dynnatt?" asked the king, staring at the clear waters of the firth.
"Yes. They are here with their conpanies. Now, they argue as to who will
strike the first blow when the raiders cone ashore. Each seens certain that
the battle will end there, before the other can share in the 'glory' ." The
captain's voice was heavy w th disgust.

"The hal flings?"

"They have evacuated Lowhill. A small conpany of archers came to the town -
the others have fled past Caer Corwell with the refugees fromthe east."

But the king had ceased listening. He squinted into the haze of the firth and
stared. "They're coming," he said. "It will not be |long now "

As if on cue, the mst seemed to part, and sl eek, dark shapes emerged fromthe
haze. More and nore of the | oom ng objects appeared, and soon Thel gaar
Ironhand's entire fleet, released by the inhibiting breeze, swept toward
Corwell. The sails of the Iongships remained furled upon the nasts, but the

| ong banks of oars dipped and rose with deadly precision.

As the druids marshaled their strength for battle, the wind died conpletely
away, allowing the fleet to glide across cal mwater

King Kendrick clinmbed to the top of a wooden bulwark that had been hastily
erected on the dock. It masked two sl ender catapults and their crews.

"Have you got the range?" demanded the Kking.

"Aye. W've sighted on the harbor nouth, sire," replied one of the band.

The king sprang down to the dock, and canme to another bulwark, this one nmade
of straw piled to shoul der height.

"Are the archers ready?" he asked, spying a bownan peering over the straw
"Yes, ny lord! W've a hundred of us back here - and half that number of snall
folk have arrived with their bows from Lowhill."

"Cood. Send themto ne."

The I ongshi ps drew steadily closer, as the king installed the halfling archers
on the roof of a small warehouse beside the docks. By the time the | ast

def enses had been prepared, the eneny vessels had narrowed into a colum, and
the | eading ship neared the narrow gap in the breakwater that gave access to
Corwel | Harbor.

The | ead vessel advanced quickly, her rowers driving her forward with rhythmc
strokes. A white wave foaned from her bow, and the tall prow | oomed hi gher and
hi gher as the ship darted through the gap. The king could see a northnman -
probably the eneny king - standing at the prow The rai der was a huge man,
bristling with a white beard and |l ong hair of the same color. Even at this

di stance, the fanatical intensity of his gaze made him|l ook |ike a madman.
"Now " cried King Kendrick

At his command, the artillerists rel eased their weapons. The |ong beans of the
catapults cracked forward as each weapon | aunched a fiery bundl e of

pi tch-soaked straw into the air. The mi ssiles clinbed through a shallow arc,
leaving thick trails of black smoke to mark their trajectory, and then sizzled
to the water at either side of the |ongship.

"M ssed, dammit!" cursed the king. "Again! Fire as fast as you can!" Before
the second volley of missiles was |aunched, the king had | eft the catapults
and hurried to the archers.



A second | ongship followed the | eader through the breakwater, but this one
took a flaming bundle in the center of the hull. The oily pitch spattered
across the boat, and in seconds the fire had clained her m dsection. Northnen
| eaped overboard, struggling to the breakwater, or else sinking |ike stones
fromtheir weight of weapons and arnor. The boat drifted against the
breakwater as the fire spread throughout the vessel

Yet a steady stream of |ongships approached the harbor nouth. The artillerists
kept a steady rain of flamng pitch upon them igniting three nore, but an
equal number slipped through the firestorm

"Archers!" called the king. "Now"

Showers of arrows soared from behind the straw bulwark and the ridge of the
war ehouse. Many of them found marks anmong the rowers of the eneny king's

| ongshi p. King Kendrick stared in disbelief as several of the mssiles struck
that | eader hinself, only to be jerked fromthe wounds and cast scornfully
away. The pace of his driving advance sl owed, however, for many of his crew
suffered hits fromthe arrows.

Bl ack snmoke now obscured the nmouth of the breakwater as the burning | ongships
drifted aimessly. Afifth, and then a sixth | ongship energed fromthe snoke
as the raiders drove steadily closer to the docks.

Leaving the archers to their own conmanders, the king ran back to the druids.
Only two remai ned at the ready. Quinn Monwane | ooked up at the ruler's

appr oach.

"We have marshal ed our strength as best we can,'
"Di erdre of Dynnatt Grove is lost to us."

The king noticed that the druid who had col |l apsed while creating the w ndstorm
| ay, pal e and unnoving, at the rear of the docks. For a nonment, a pang of
angui sh crossed the king's face, but he turned to Moonwane with authority.

"Do your best. Try to damage the |ongships in the harbor. W'Il have a better
chance if we can force themto |and outside of the town."

"Very well," sighed the druid. He and Edric of Stockwell - a stout druid of

m ddl e age - stepped to the edge of the dock. The king could now see five

| ongships driving toward them - the sixth had caught fire. These five were
within a hundred yards of the waterfront.

Qui nn stood facing the approaching vessels while the other druid noved several
paces to the side. The dark-haired druid raised his hands, closing his eyes in
concentration. He called upon the night of the goddess, marshaling her
strength fromwithin the earth, turning it to nagical energy. Selecting one of
the ships as a target, he unleashed the power of the goddess through the too
of his magic spell.

The enchantnent seized the | ong beam of the |ongship's keel. The wood bent to

Qui nn Moonwane stated grimy.

the will of its Mther, warping and twisting along its entire length. Nails
sprang fromthe oaken board of the hull. Shrieking and groaning in protest,
the tw sted keel broke | oose fromthe |ongship, destroying the vessel. In

seconds, the ship becane a spreading circle of weckage and sw mri ng bodi es on
the surface of the harbor.

The other druid called forth a stormof fire that surged across the water to
spill against the hull of the |ongship carrying the northnen's king.

That king still stood boldly at the prow of his vessel, and as the fire |icked
agai nst the sides of the ship, he cut his hand through a curt, chapping
gesture.

Instantly, the flanmes sizzled away. At the sanme tinme, the druid who had cast
the flam ng spell clutched at his chest and doubled over. Wth an earsplitting
shri ek, he toppled off the dock and splashed into the water. Quinn started,
turning to stare at his conrade in growi ng angui sh and fear

"That one!" cried King Kendrick, pointing to the white-bearded northman
standing at the prow of his ship.

Qui nn Moonwane - the nost powerful of the three druids who had come to fight
in Corwell - regarded the raider king. H s eyes, trained to see the good and
evil within nature, saw that the eneny king was not human. The druid knew that
he faced something corrupt and very powerful, but he could not understand its



omi pot ent nature.

Quinn took up his staff and pointed it at his foe. Fromthe deepest wells of
his strength, he called forth the m ght of the goddess. Hi s eneny turned to
regard him and the druid | ooked into those hellish eyes for a split second.
Ki ng Kendrick saw the druid' s body explode into a shower of red mst. Hs
robes, boots, and belt, soaked with blood, fell to the dock, in the m ddle of
a spreadi ng pool of gore. The King of Corwell turned in rage.

"Destroy them" he bellowed, calling the artillerists to direct their fire
agai nst the | eadi ng | ongship. The archers sent their deadly mssiles raking
the two ot her vessels that had not caught fire. Both of those soon drifted to
a halt; with no one alive to nan the oars.

But the |l eading ship resisted all attenpts to incinerate it. A curtain of
protection appeared to surround the vessel, as fiery mssiles that seened
destined to strike her suddenly veered away to hiss, uselessly, into the water
of the harbor.

Yet the raider king knew that he would not be able to land his force on the
docks. The fleet beyond the breakwater already steered toward the gravelly
beach beyond the town, and the |one |longship in the harbor turned to w thdraw.
Ki ng Kendrick snorted, nonentarily satisfied at the withdrawal. "Randol ph?
Where are you, nman?"

The captain stepped up quickly, smling at the scene of destruction in the
harbor. "We've slowed themup, sire.”

"I ndeed. How fares the organi zati on of the conpani es?"

"Badly, my lord. Your presence is required, | fear, before Dynnatt, Koart, and
the Lord Mayor will listen to reason.”

"Dam their pettiness!" The king turned to | ook at the retreating | ongship.
"Very well. I'lIl find you as soon as that one clears the harbor. And blast ny

son agai n for disappearing when | nost need him™"

Randol ph hurried back to the lords, while King Kendrick stared at the |one
vessel . He saw the whitehaired eneny ruler, now standing in the stern. For a
nmonent, their gazes |ocked, before a swirling cloud of snoke swept between
them The king felt, saw, the explosive force of the eneny's magic erupting
toward him

Then, the building behind himerupted in a shower of broken stone. The high
wal I col | apsed forward, burying the King of Corwell beneath a tunbling curtain
of jagged rock

* * K* k* *

Laric rode hungrily across the ruined farm ignoring the blazing building and
torn, nuddy field. H s gaze remained fixed toward the west.

H s eyes glowed red with pleasure at the nenories - the slaying of the sister
kni ght had been an exciting thing, fueling himfor the battles to cone.

The rush of that nenory could not conpare, however, to his hunger for the

kni ght he had al nost taken. That one, sonehow, beckoned irresistibly to him
Laric did not know if that knight still lived, for the spirit had flickered
very weakly w thin her body when he had seized her reins. Yet, he had

di scovered no sign of her body, and he had searched diligently through the

bl oody fields for it. Therefore, it seemed that she nmust have acconpani ed the
arny toward Corwel | .

And if so, Laric knew, they would indeed neet again.

But until then, the other Bl oodriders needed to eat, and this was one reason
the farm Laric rode across burned now. Many other such dwellings had becone
ashes during this long day of riding, and occasionally the R ders had been
fortunate enough to find Ffolk within that had not had the sense to flee with
the rest of the population. The killing of these poor fools had made a hot and
nourishing feast for the scattered Riders. As Laric rode fromdetachnment to
det achrment, he was encouraged to see that nost of his horsemen were slowy
regai ning their strength.

H s conpany preceded the conbined army of G unnarch and Raag Hammer st aad down



the Corwell Road. Ostensibly, the Bloodriders would scout for pockets of eneny
resi stance and engage the rearguard of the retreating Ffolk. Laric had his own
priorities, however, and the sustenance of his conpany was hi ghest anong them
Thus, the Riders let the Ffol k retreat unnol ested, and Laric renai ned
confident that the eneny would not again offer battle until they reached the

i magi ned safety of Caer Corwell.

So, instead of scouting during this |long day of riding, the Bloodriders found
nouri shment, and grew nightier

* * K* * *

Tristan finally caught up with the wagons and carts carrying the wounded to
Corwel | . Cantering beside the road, he passed a | arge wagon, thinly padded
with hay, carrying nearly a score of bloody Ffolk. The wounded warriors, nen
and worren both, sat or lay listlessly while their transport jolted al ong,
pul | ed by six massive oxen.

Several sinilar wagons preceded this one, but he finally reached a small cart
pul l ed by a single horse. Here, stretched on a bed of hay, lay Aileen, the
sister knight. Robyn sat beside her

"How i s she?" The knight's slender face was exceptionally pale from beneath

t he wool en bl anket. Her eyes were cl osed.

"She suffers horribly. The wound is not deep, but it festers unnaturally -

i ke those horsenen thensel ves. "

"The Riders on black horses - are they the scourge you sensed, in Cantrev
Myrrdal e?" asked the prince.

"Yes. They leave a trail of corruption in the earth, wherever they pass. It is

very easy for me to see. It seens that others have nore difficulty." Robyn
answered quietly, as if she were conceali ng some deeper enotion

"Coul d these Riders be the evil warned agai nst by the prophecy?”

"I don't think so. They are nore |like a spawn of some great evil." Robyn

| ooked himsquarely in the eyes. "I acconpani ed the kni ghts when they buried
Carina, and | heard how she died. Wy weren't you there?"

The prince could not neet her gaze. "There were too many things to attend... |
was | ooking for Canthus..." he trailed off, appalled at having negl ected such
a duty.

"She died to save your lifel™

"I know that!" he snapped.

"Don't you feel anything? Did you see how nany of our people died in that
field?"

"OfF course | feel! But we fought - and won - a battle. The dead are the price
of that vic -"

"Price? Now you're tal king about themlike pieces of gold!'" Robyn's anger
brought a flush of color to her cheeks. Her green eyes bored into his

nmercil essly.

"You may be able to fight a battle, but being a prince is nore than that!"
Robyn st opped, suddenly. She bent over Aileen and nopped the sister knight's
forehead with a soft cloth, before turning back to the prince. "Tristan, you
can | ead these people through a war, | think. But you rust be worthy of

| eading themin peace, as well. You must care!"

The prince cleared his throat, feeling suddenly very responsible for the bad
t hi ngs that had happened this day. He thought of Carina's heroic death - of
the farmer and his wife who had fallen trying to cl ose the breach at the
ditch. And of a hundred other pairs of eyes that woul d never again see the
light of the sun.

"Robyn, | do care. It's hard for me to show that, but | want very nuch to be a
prince and a nan you can be proud of." He could think of nothing el se to add,
and so rode quietly behind the wagon for several mnutes.

Suddenly, a clanor of noise attracted their attention to the west. The prince
could see a rider, galloping beside the road toward them Wth a sudden
eagerness, he realized that the man m ght bring news from hone.



"Take me with you," called Robyn, reaching out. Avalon trotted to the wagon,
and the young woman slipped ninmbly onto the broad back of the horse. Together
they raced the stallion up the |ong road.

Tristan saw a haggard rider, feebly lashing a foamflecked horse. Wth a
start, he recognized Onen, a castle guardsnan.

"My prince!" cried the nessenger, reining in at Aval on's approach

"What is it?" he asked, fearing the answer.

"Northrmen raiders! They have | anded at Corwell. Even now they fall upon the
town!" The words spilled fromthe messenger in a chaotic tangle.

"When did they | and?" asked Tristan, fighting panic.

"Yesterday! They | anded beyond the town - a | east a hundred | ongships! | set
out to find you as they approached the harbor, but saw them|and before | rode
far inland."

In a clatter of hooves, Daryth and Pawl do gal |l oped up to them The halfling' s
face grew pale as he heard the news.

"What of Lowhill?" he asked.

"It has been evacuated, the halflings sheltering in the castle or the town,"
expl ai ned Oaen.

"We nust go there!" urged Robyn, as Tristan sat, frozen, upon his horse. A
graphic picture formed in his mnd of the grimrendezvous of two arm es of
northmen at Corwel | .

"Come on!" cried the woman, digging at his ribs.

"Yes, of course,” the prince replied. H s nmind spun, and he had trouble
graspi ng a single thought.

"Cet word to the sisters,” Tristan said to the Calishite. "Tell Brigit that
Robyn and | ride to Corwell. She should follow with her conpany, if the rear
of the columm continues to remain secure.”

Turning to Paw do, he said, "Find Finellen, and tell her to get the dwarves to
Corwel| as fast as she can. Gavin and the Ffolk will have to defend the col um
fromthe rear, if need be."

The two friends nodded i n understanding, and turned to gall op eastward.
Robyn's grip tightened about the prince's waist as he urged Aval on to speed in
the opposite direction. The white stallion | eaped a | ow hedge and took to the
fields.

Aval on seermed not to notice the additional rider, carrying themboth with easy
grace, toward the hone that had suddenly beconme very precious. The prince did
not know what he could hope to do when he arrived - he only knew that he had
to get there as quickly as possible.

* * K* * *

"Idiot! Bunmbling oaf!" Grunnarch's tenper raged, now that he had found a
victimfor his wath.

"You call nme nanes, when it was your arny that was stopped by a band a peasant
rabbl e?" Raag Hammerstaad's voice returned the Red King's rage with equa
nmeasure. The two kings rose to their feet, shaking their fists at each other
across the canpfire.

"I'f you had maintained pressure on that road -
"I'f you had attacked with an arny, instead of this band of vermin, you could
have taken that road! Look at these nmen - | challenge you!" Raag gestured
dramatically at the canp.

In an instant the rage |left Gunnarch, depression again pushing other enotions
i nto the background.

"Aye," he grunted, sitting again. Puzzled and frowni ng, Raag sat al so.

"The spirit has been drained fromthis army, | tell you, like the juice m ght
be sucked froma | enon."”

Grunnarch paused, and then pointed roughly toward Myrl och Vale. "That place up
there is a place 1'd wish on no man! |I'll not enter it again, were it worth ny
life to do so!"

"I, however, shall return to the Vale," said Trahern. Until now the sullen



druid had been ignored by the kings.

"I thought you were acconmpanying us to Corwell!" objected G unnarch, but the
druid waved away his arguments.

"I have things to do here." The druid rose and quickly disappeared into the
dar kness.

"Well, you're back in the realms of nen, now, " grunted Raag, |ooking curiously
at his old friend. The two kings had enbarked upon many a raid together, and
never had Raag heard G unnarch sound so worn and out of control

"Aye," agreed Grunnarch, forcing hinself to lift his head. "This mal ady mnust
certainly pass fromus, now that we have passed the borders of that

ni ght mari sh place!" He tried to convince hinself of the fact.

In anot her part of the canp, red, glow ng eyes |ooked over the sl eeping arny.
Hungry eyes.

* * K* * *

In a half day's travel, Avalon carried his two riders over |and that would
take the refugees half a week to cross. Shortly before sunset they crossed the
last rise east of the town, and began the |ong descent to the sea. Caer
Corwell, resting proudly atop its rocky hill, stood out clearly against the
si nki ng sun. The pennant of the Lone Wl f fluttered bravely fromthe high

t ower.

They saw with relief that the town lay pristine and intact beside its
sheltered harbor. But, as the road slowy dropped and they drew nearer their
destination, they saw other, nore disquieting, signs.

The skel etal hul ks of several ships jutted fromthe waters of the harbor, and
wr eckage fl oated anong the hul ks. Then, as they canme around a low hill, they
saw t he | ongshi ps of the northnen, drawn onto the beach a mle beyond the
town. Like a creeping plague of insects, the raiding arnmy was swarm ng across
the nmoor toward Corwell.

The refugees fromthe Eastern Cantrevs bypassed the town and castle entirely,
nmoving on to the north and west, toward nore renote sections of the kingdom
As long as Caer Corwell held out, the raiders would not be able to risk a
force in pursuit.

Seemingly tireless, Avalon increased his speed as they approached. Now the
prince could see encanprments around Caer Corwell. Fromthemfluttered the
pennants of |ords Dynnatt and Koart. Still, the fighters of the Ffolk were
vastly out nunbered by the horde of raiders.

Finally, the stallion rode under the very shadow of Caer Corwell, and Tristan
gui ded himonto the long, clinbing road toward the gat ehouse. The exertion of
the long run now took its toll, and Avalon slowed to a trot. He carried them
steadily upward until they passed through the open gatehouse. Several guards,
shouting cries of welconme to their prince, ran to spread the word of his
arrival

A young stabl eboy ran forward to take the white stallion's reins. "Wl cone
hone, my prince, Mss Robyn," he cried.

Robyn swung to the ground, followed by the prince as the boy | ed Aval on away.
For the first tine, Tristan noticed how fatigued the horse was - he held his
head | ow, and his flanks were covered with [|ather

"It's good to see you, ny prince," said Randol ph, one of the officers of the
guard, as Tristan dusted hinmself off and turned toward the great hall. The
guard's manner was hesitant, welcom ng, and relieved.

"It's the king," continued the nman. "He was wounded during the fight on the
docks. He is in his study now M prince, you nmust see him"

"OfF course," replied Tristan. He felt a flash of fear for his father's welfare
that surprised himwth its depth.

* * K* * *

Bobbing li ke a corpse in the rush of water, the unicorn's body di sappeared



into the oily liquid, then popped to the surface again. Kamerynn's snowy coat
had vani shed. I n nost places, black and sticky mre covered the broad body in
grot esque patterns.

In other, uglier places, the caustic water of the Darkwell had burned away the
hair and some of the skin. Geat pink wounds |ay exposed to the poi sonous and
stinging touch of the unleashed torrent.

The waters of the Darkwell flooded far beyond the banks of the little stream
as they erupted fromthe crunbling dam Hi ssing poisonously, they destroyed
all vegetation in their path. The ground they flowed across bl ackened - it
woul d be lifeless for nany years.

Yet even as the water flowed, the power of the Darkwell waned. The poison | ost
its potency as the flood dissipated across a broad marsh, and the unicorn's
body floated to rest against a broad oak tree. As the waters drained away,

Karmerynn lay still upon a nuddy bed of dead grass.
For a full day the unicorn did not nove. Kanerynn's eyes, burned to
sensel essness by the Darkwell, could see no glinmmer of light, even fromthe

direct rays of the sun. The usel ess forelegs throbbed with pain, and slowy
Kamerynn's awareness drifted away.

XV
| DENTI TY

BE VERY QUI ET!" warned Friar Nolan. "You nust not agitate him"

Tri stan paused outside his father's study and took a deep breath. "Well, let's
go," he said to Robyn. Nodding, the naiden quietly opened the door into a
firelit room

Hesitantly, Robyn approached the huge couch where the king |lay nearly buried
beneath a pile of quilts. Large bl ue-black bruises marked his face, and one
eye was swollen shut. His |lips were cracked and bl oody.

Tristan, disbelieving the sight of the vulnerability of his father, stood
awkwar dl y behi nd Robyn.

The good eye fluttered open as the woman noved cl oser, and the king held out a
bandaged hand. "My child, come here," he croaked, clasping Robyn's hand as she
stepped to his side. She matched his tight grip, and for a nonment they

remai ned silent.
"You are strong,'
you. "

"Who is my nother, sir? Please, you nust tell me!" The need to know had grown
within her during the [ ast weeks as her powers becane nore apparent. Her
tensi on caused her voice to shake slightly.

"Yes, it is time you knew," said the king in a low, weak voice. "It was only
for your own protection that we kept it a secret for so long."

Robyn waited, surprised, as the king caught his breath.

Tristan watched the two. He was painfully aware that his father had not so
much as greeted him

"Your nother was Erianna Monsinger, Geat Druid of all the Isles of Monshae.
You were her only child."

Robyn sat upon the edge of the bed, feeling strangely calm The news no | onger
had the power to surprise her

"What happened to her?" she asked.

"You were a year old when she brought you here. Your nother and | had fought

t oget her agai nst the northmen. She trusted me. She told me that she had to
travel to Myrloch Vale, to one of the Monwells.

Sone sort of perversion grew there, and she was going to cleanse it.

"She felt that it would be very dangerous, and she wanted you cared for in
case she did not return. |I... | never saw her again."

"And ny father?"

"I amsorry, but I do not know who your father was. Erianna never said
anyt hi ng about him?"

"Why did | need to be protected - ny identity a secret?"

the king said, finally. "Your nother would be very proud of



"Your nother warned ne that potent evil gathered strength in the land. It
could be a generation or nore before it was released, but if her mssion
failed, such a catastrophe would become an inevitability. The druids are the
nost potent force we have, to cope with that evil. Your nother sensed great
power wthin you, even as a baby, and she feared for you, should this evil
presence becone aware of your existence.

"She felt that on reaching adul thood, you would take on the mantle of the
druids and would play an inportant role in the struggle. She hoped, as did I
that you woul d be much ol der when this became necessary.

| see that you have matured much, in the short nmonths of this sumer - you are
as ready as | could have hoped. Now we need your help in the battle against

t he accursed enem es of our people!™

The king col | apsed backward, exhausted fromtelling the tale.

"I have seen the mght of that eneny, sir, and have already fought it,"

replied Robyn, clasping the king's hand. "I will fight it as long as | live!"
"I admre your spirit, ny chi- ny lady. The Ffol k have al ways resisted this
evil, but we have never conpletely defeated it. Even Cynrych Hugh failed, in

his final battle, to -
"Father!" Tristan interrupted, stepping forward.

"We... | found the Sword of Cymrych Hugh! | brought it to Corwell, and carry
it now"

The king's eye clouded. "Don't joke about such a thing." But his outburst was
hal f - hearted, and he | ooked at Robyn for confirmation. "Of course, he is not

j oking."

"He's not," she agreed, shaking her head slowy.

"You underestimate him | think."

"Perhaps."” The king was not convinced. "In any event, he is fortunate to have
a conpanion like you at his side."

Tristan bit his tongue and turned away, stung.

"W were fortunate to have a man |like himas our |eader during the | ast
weeks!"

The king forced a smle fromhis cracked |ips but did not acknow edge her
conment . Robyn rose to take her |eave. "Here," said the king, reaching to the
side. "You are to have these now. They were your nother's."

Ki ng Kendrick picked up a long staff of white oak and handed it to Robyn.
"This is the Staff of the Wiite Well. Your nother nade it." She took a deep
breath and touched the snpboth wood. She coul d al nbst imagi ne her nother's
hands - strong, but gentle - caressing the shaft.

"And this." The king handed her a heavy | eather tone, clasped with a brass
lock. It was the |argest book Robyn had ever seen. A tiny silver key stood in
the | ock.

Robyn, fearing she was going to cry, clenched her teeth. Al these years she
had hoped for an answer to a single question. Now, she had that answer, but it
only raised a thousand nore inponderabl es anong her whirling thoughts. The
king cleared his throat, and she | ooked at him

"I"'d like to talk to ny son."

* * K* * *

A waterfall tinkled across a sunlit face of rock to splash nusically into a
clear pool. A brook, alive with trout, foamed fromthe pool, through a broad
clearing bright with wildflowers. A surrounding forest of pine and aspen
provi ded security and shelter

The power of the goddess flowed here, and this was where the Great Druid of
Gwnnet h brought Canthus, the nmoorhound, to recuperate. For days, the great
dog rested on the grass or upon a thick shelf of nmpbss on the bank of the pool
The old druid chattered pleasantly to the dog, surprising Canthus by speaking
hi s | anguage. The hound would lie peacefully for hours as she tal ked of

hunti ng, and chasing, and running - things Cant hus understood very well.

"And how i s ny puppy today?" she greeted him one norning, after he had spent



many days under her care.

The huge tail thunped Canthus's response, as he sniffed to see what she had
brought him This norning, however, the druid offered himnothing to eat.

Her mood seened unusual |y serious.

"See how strong you have grown," she told him stroking the snoothly nended
skul I, and the scarl ess spot where the Bloodrider's sword had cut him

"And your coat, and your eyes - how shiny they are!" Lovingly, she brushed her
fingers through his long coat, picking out a few last tangles.

"My puppy, you nust help nme," she began finally, speaking very slowy, For a
long tinme, she very carefully explained to himthe task he needed to perform
keeping her glittering, clear blue eyes upon the dog.

Cant hus returned her stare. He waited for the command. But she paused, a tear
growing in the corner of her old eye, and she funbled within her baggy pouch
Finally, she found what she sought, bringing a silvery band of metal into the
sunlight.

"But wait. Let ne put this on." She held in her hands a silver torque, such as
a great warrior mght wear into conbat. Stretching the springy netal apart,
she placed it over Canthus's head to lock firmy about his sturdy neck. The
thin strip of silver vanished beneath the studded iron collar

"There," Cenna said, "that might help - anyway, it certainly can't hurt. Now,
begone with you! Get busy, do you hear?"

I f Cant hus understood that he had just received the benign bl essing of the
goddess herself, he did not give any indication. He sprang up, bounded across
the field, and di sappeared.

* * K* * *

"How are you, Father?" Tristan asked awkwardly after Robyn had touched his arm
lightly and left.

"I fear | shall live," replied the king hoarsely. H's manner was brusque.

"So you've found the Sword of Cynrych Hugh," continued the monarch. "Let ne
see it."

Tristan slid the blade fromits scabbard and showed his father the gl eaning
weapon. The king's one good eye wi dened, and he reached a hand forward to
stroke the silver sword, lightly tracing the runes inscribed into the mnetal
"Where did you find it?" There was sudden energy and life in his voice.

"In a Firbolg stronghold, in Myrloch Vale. It was the same place Keren was
held - we rescued himas well!" The nmenory gave Tristan nore confi dence.

The king | eaned back, and closed his eye. For a nmonment the prince wondered if
he had fallen asleep, but then the wounded man sighed heavily and agai n | ooked
at his son.

"How | searched for that blade! My entire youth, and nmuch of ny manhood, was
devoted to discovering the Sword of Cynrych Hugh. All across Gwynneth, and

Al aron, and Morray, and all the rest of the isles. Twenty years - no, nore than
that - | spent on that quest. And you find it by accident!" The prince could
not tell if the irony amused or angered his father

"The goddess wants you to have it, that's certain,” continued the king. "And
these other reports |'ve heard... Do you really have dwarves and Ll ewyrr elven
kni ghts fighting with you?"

"And a conpany fromthe Eastern Cantrevs - nore than five hundred strong."
Tristan told his father about the arny closing in fromthe east. He descri bed
the battle at Freeman's Down, but did not el aborate on his adventures. He was

still bothered by his father's cool reaction
When Tristan finished his tale, the king nerely said, "As you can see, | wll
be of little use in the comng battle. If Arlen were here, | would entrust ny

army to him" The prince felt a sudden surge of guilt over his teacher's
death, as well as anger at his father's failure to respond to his story.

"But of course he is dead, and the commanders of our forces bicker

i ncessantly. | do not know that you are ready..." He shut his eyes in
frustration and unrelinquished bitterness. "But you nust take comand of these



conpani es and compel themto fight together!"

"The town is a lost position. You nust convince the Lord Mayor to evacuate
everyone to the castle before the raiders cut themoff. W do not have nuch
time, so you must nake haste!

"My son," the king said, his voice fluttering. "You are a Prince of Corwell

You nust not fail nme inthis. | will not allowit!"
"You will not?" Tristan rose quickly, trying to control his annoyance.
"Father, | will not allowit!" He turned and stal ked fromthe room A few

m nutes later, riding Aval on, he thundered through the gatehouse and raced
down the road toward Corwel | Town.

* * K* * *

The Pack had never eaten so well, the wolves had been introduced to an
assortment of new tastes - mutton, pork, beef, horse, and human - by their new
| eader.

The rolling tide of death would race through quiet streets, smashing through
wi ndows, or pressing against doors and walls until they coll apsed, pouring
into the buildings to drag screaning Ffolk to a gruesome death. Those that
fled woul d be run down and savaged in the fields.

Erian | ed the Pack through nmany cantrevs, always |eaving a wastel and devoi d of
animal life. Gradually, the spawn of the Beast noved his fearsone band into
nore heavily popul ated areas of Corwell. These cantrevs, along the northern
border of the kinngdom had not known the cut of the northmen's steel, but
found thenselves faced with an enemy every bit as nerciless and inpl acabl e.
Now t he great band of wol ves set enthusiastically upon entire comunities, One
such cantrev attenpted to screen itself with a massive ring of burning tinder
The Pack waited until the fire burned itself out, and then lunged in to

sl aughter everyone within the encl osure.

Gradual ly, as he saw that the Pack was bent conpletely to his power, Erian
began to lead themtoward his true objective. They | oped steadily sout hward
their voices raised in cries as they crossed the nmoonlit noors.

Now, Erian |led them past rich cantrevs and farns, forcing his wlves to ignore
the tantalizing aromas of all the foods their | eader had taught themto |ove.
Erian allowed themto attack only when hunger became a critical concern.
Behind themthey left a wealth of carrion for the scavengers.

Erian did this intentionally, for when the wol ves reached their destination,
he wanted themto be very hungry indeed.

* * K* * *

Tri stan | ooked around, appalled. He tried desperately to understand the plan
behi nd the town's defenses, but concluded that there was no plan. Three
separ at e conpani es of troops, under three separate commanders, were trying to
defend the town three different ways.

Lord Mayor Dinsnore nmet himas he passed through the north gate in the town
wal | . This gate, the nmost crucial in the Iink between town and castle, was
lightly garrisoned. Mdst of the town nmlitia were spread al ong the I ength of
the town's south wall

"Ch, thank heavens you're here, my prince!" exclained the old mayor. Hs

ridicul ous brass helnmet still perched atop the crown of his shiny head,
restrained by a thin strap under one of his many chins.
"Such folly, | can hardly describe!" wailed D nsnore, as soon as the prince

had entered the town walls. "The Lords Dynnatt and Koart would not stand
within the walls. They formin the field, each seeking to outdo the other in
glory!"

"Dam!" Tristan urged the stallion through the crowded streets to the | ow wall
at the town's southern border. He was about to |eap the barrier and gallop
into the field to confront Lords Koart and Dynnatt, but he saw that there was
no | onger any point.



The remants of the two conpanies, led by their esteemed |ords, streaned
chaotically toward the town. The northmen gathered threateningly behind them
proddi ng the retreat,

The prince | ooked around and saw that Lord Mayor Di nsnmore had caught up with
him Tristan dropped quickly to the ground, holding Avalon's reins, and
confronted the pudgy mayor

"My Lord Mayor, we nust evacuate the town! Wthin the palisade of the castle
we stand a nuch better chance of stalling the attack!"

"I npossible!" the mayor wail ed. "W cannot give themthe town!"

"They will take it, regardless,"” snapped Tristan. "Do you see how nany of them
are out there? Do you think that low wall is going to slow them up?"
"I will die here, even if you choose to | eave!" The mayor's brass hel net

bobbed frantically as he nmade his pronouncenent, which seened to startle even
hi m

"And how many of our people will your vanity drag down?" Tristan resisted the
urge to grab the man's shoul ders and shake him "Don't be a fool! You wll
doom everyone within these walls to certain death! Can you die with that on
your consci ence?"

The stout mayor sighed, as he appeared to deflate. Even the hel net seened to
rest nore solidly upon his bald crown. "I cannot. Very well, what nust we do?"
"W nust make a plan. Where can we neet the |ords?"

Tristan had Koart and Dynnatt sumoned to the mayor's small cottage, where
toget her they | eaned over the mayor's dinner table to study a map the prince
had rendered on parchnent. The two burly conpetitive lords clunped into the
room | eather arnor creaking. Neither of them had suffered a wound, though

t heir conpani es had fought hard.

"We've got a dangerous situation here, with the nunber of people in the town,"
the prince began. "W will nove these people, as fast as possible, to the
greater security of the castle. Therefore, it is inperative that we keep the
castle road, fromthe north gate of town to the castle's gatehouse, secure!™
He | ooked around. G uff Lord Koart seened about to argue, but then changed his
m nd.

"W shoul d have the services of a conpany of horse, and of dwarven axemnen,

wi thin another day at the nost, as well as a company of militia fromthe
Eastern Cantrevs. Until then, ny lords, | ask you to place your conpanies
along the road. Lord Mayor, your militia and any recruits we can nmuster within
these walls should continue to hold the town."

"My prince!" called a swordsman, pounding on the door. "Soneone to see you - a
kni ght! A female knight!"

Tristan sprang to the door, quickly pulling it open

"Brigit! Thank the goddess you have arrived."

The sl ender kni ght stepped through the door, nodding curtly to the nen
gathered in the cottage.

Her gelding was still blowing fromthe ride, and the dust of the trail coated
t he kni ght's arnor.

"The conpany has renai ned outside the towmn walls, to the north. The dwarves,"
she added, managing to say the word without distaste, "should be here within
two or three hours."

"Excellent!" cried the prince, pounding his right fist into his left palm
"Lord Mayor, let's get these people noving to the castle as fast as possiblel™

* * K* * *

Kazgoroth viewed the collection of life within the castle and town of Corwell,
and drool ed at the prospects. Forcefully, the Beast brought these hot bursts
of enotion under control. The plan needed to be a careful one.

The Beast knew better than to try and reduce both pockets of resistance - the
town and the castle - at the same tine. |Instead, they nust be divided, and
then destroyed one at a tinme. Not only would the defenders suffer the msery
of watching their conrades' deaths, but the attackers could concentrate npst



of their strength against a single position

The Beast focused the eyes of Thel gaar |ronhand upon the castle road - the

sl ender thread connecting the town to the castle. |Imediately beyond the road
glittered the blue waters of the firth. If he could sever that thread, the
Ffolk in the towmn would be trapped within those |ow walls.

The Beast took note of defensive preparations, watching the two conpanies
march into position to defend the road. Kazgoroth felt little concern

recal ling the slaughter those sane conpanies had just suffered in their first
encounter with the northmen of Thel gaar |ronhand.

Smi ling, Kazgoroth thought of the killing still to cone.

* * K* * *

Daryth and Keren each enbraced the prince heartily. They stood before the
north gate of the town - the key |link between castle and conmunity.

The Iong stretch of road | eading to the castle gatehouse seened a tenuous |ink
i ndeed.

Where' s Pawl do?" asked Tristan, pausing in the maddeni ng pace of preparations.
Daryth nodded at the conpany of halflings formng before the road. "He's
joined up with some of his Kkin.

What do you want me to do?"

"Can you stay with nme? Both of you? | would wel come your counsel."

"W are at your service," said the bard.

A huge gray horse galloped toward them Behind it marched a | ong col um of
troops - the Ffolk of the Eastern Cantrevs. Tristan recogni zed Gavin astride

t he horse.

The giant smth slowed to a trot, and then stopped before the gate, sw nging
heavily to the ground. His face was covered with dust, which |lines of sweat
had turned into nuddy rivers running into the tangl ed thicket of his nassive
bear d.

"What is the plan, my prince?" he asked brusquely.

"W are beginning to evacuate the town," explained Tristan. "I have two
conpani es of Ffolk and the dwarves and hal flings protecting the road. | would
like to hold you and the sisters in reserve. | think the northmen will attack
as soon as they realize what we're trying to do."

"Very well," said Gavin. "I shall assenble nmy company before the gate."
"Good!" exclaimed the prince. "W'll start the evacuation within the hour."

* * K* k* *

Robyn's door remrained tightly shut, although a glimer of faint candlelight
flickered through the keyhol e and underneath the door throughout the |ong
night. Even with the arrival of dawn, the door did not open, nor did any voice
respond when Gretta called to the maiden, inviting her to breakfast.

Finally, the old housekeeper burst into the roomwith a tray of hot tea and
bread. The young woman sat at her reading table, staring at the opened book
before her. She did not acknow edge the interruption. Sniffing indignantly,
Gretta set the tray noisily on the dressing table and stonped out.

Robyn did not even notice the door close behind her old friend. The book held
her firmy to its pages, compelling her to turn one after the other, as she
careful |y devoured each word of every sentence.

The Staff of the White Well lay confortably across her |ap. The wood seened to
glow with an unnatural, positive warnth. Each page of the book that she read
seened to create for her a new vista onto the world, a new point of view

The book contained her mother's thoughts. The inscription stated that it was
witten to "Robyn, ny only child." The pages of the book told of Erianna
Moonsinger's life as a druid, and of the inportance of the druids to the
Ffol k, the goddess, and the Monshaes.

But her nother wote as well about the |land, and she wote about the goddess
with a special reverence that brought tears to Robyn's eyes. She savored each



page, spending many mnutes reading and rereadi ng every phrase. The |ong day
passed again into night, and Getta entered again, quietly this time. She set
fresh candles in the holders, and saw that the roomwas well lit, before she
ti ptoed out.

Thr ough anot her ni ght Robyn read the book, unm ndful of the battle nenacing
the town. Her vision blurred with weariness, and her head nodded occasionally
fromfatigue, causing her to jolt upward and begin reading with renewed

i nterest.

Finally, she read the secrets of her nmother's craft. And now her eyes w dened,
and the need for sleep vanished. The book drew her attention even nore deeply,
qui ckeni ng her pul se and sending vibrant ripples of energy through her body.
She now read the |ast part of her nother's book. She had passed the words of
greeting, of wisdom of history and theol ogy.

Now, she read the words of power.

* * K* * *

Canthus raced tirelessly across the rolling downs of central Corwell. His
objective glared sharply in his mnd. Though he had never seen it, its foul
stench burned like a famliar eneny in his nostrils. Unerringly, he raced
toward that enemy, instinctively changing course to hone exactingly upon his

f oe.

He killed and ate as he ran, never deviating fromhis course. Sone benign
fortune seened to send a rabbit scanpering in his path, or a pheasant
squawki ng from a bush just as the moorhound | oped past. In these instances, he
killed and ate quickly, and then slept for a few hours, before again resum ng

his quest.
As the dog ran, he held his head | ow, swi nging slowy back and forth, trying
to scent the quarry still a hundred niles away. Those broad nostrils woul d

qui ver as they identified an odor. H's hackles would raise instinctively into
a bristling collar, and a ow grow would runble from his cavernous chest.

The noor hound' s pace qui ckened slightly, as his long |legs carried himeasily
over mle after mle, clinbing the hills as easily as he went down them

More days passed, and the scent grew stronger. Once, he caught and ate a plunp
goose, sleeping briefly as was his custom He awakened soon, alarmed by a
waywar d breeze.

Cant hus knew t hat his eneny was very cl ose.

* * K* k* *

The throaty roar that runbled across the field was very different than the
hol |l ow cries of the northmen at Freeman's Down. Tristan barely noticed the
fact, for by then he could see thousands of northnen charging across the field
i n an aval anche of assault against his thin |line.

The evacuati on had not properly begun, for as soon as the prince had posted
the conpanies to guard the road to the castle, the eneny had attacked.

Lord Koart's conpany, to the left of the Iine, had already lost a fight to

t hese northnen this day and had no stonmach to fight again. One, and then
anot her, man broke fromthe |lines, and suddenly the whol e conpany, sone four
hundred nen, ran in rout toward the castle.

And the northmen were still two hundred yards away.

Seeing Koart's nen run, Lord Dynnatt's nen, though shaken by the exposure of
their flank, stood firm against the charge. Fromthe north gate of the town,
Tristan could see the conmpany surrounded by a horde of berserk attackers as
the northnen poured through the gap left by the flight of Koart's nen.

The hal flings, beside Dynnatt, fell back before the press of the attack, as
did the dwarves to their right.

Dynnatt's troops were w ped out to the last man, and hundreds of northnen
charged across the road, down to the shore of the firth.

The town was cut off fromthe castle.



* * K* * *

The last candle flickered wildly as the short wick finally reached the brass
hol der. The flane spurted high, and then went out, to | eave only the probing
beanms of the wani ng moon spilling through the wide window to outline in silver
the flowing tresses of black hair that covered the |one table.

Finally, her mnd sated, Robyn slept. Her cheek |ay upon the snooth | eather
cover of her mother's book. She breathed easily and slowy. Her long, thick
hair covered her back, her sides, and her arns, as well as npbst of the table,
bl anketi ng her agai nst the cool evening.

The smooth staff still rested across her lap. In the sudden darkness when the
nmoon di sappeared behind a cloud, it seemed to flicker and shimer with an

i nner |ight that vani shed as noonlight again spilled through the w ndow.

As she slept, Robyn dreaned, nore vividly than she ever had in her life. She
dreaned that she was a small, furry animal, and she saw the world as that

ani mal mght. Then she becane a wolf, and | ooked at the world through his
shrewd and hungry eyes. A fish, and a bird, all gave her dreans, and each
dream seened to strengthen and vitalize her

She dreamed next of hot light and frigid darkness, and of the warm gray that
resulted froma bal anced mix of the two extrenes. And finally she dreamed of
t he goddess, resplendent in a soft, gray gown and sinple ornanments of silver.
Her face was the face of serene beauty, but her eyes had been tenpered by
tears.

And the goddess | ooked at Robyn, and smil ed.

* * K* * *

Eri an | ooked across the ravaged field, suddenly concerned. Hi s crinmson jaws
dri pped with gore, and he stood astride the corpse of a half-eaten man. The

pl easure of the feast was forgotten as his sensitive nostrils searched the air
for the source of his worry.

The frenzied feeding of the Pack surrounded the werewol f with a chorus of
grow s and snarls. But then the wolves, sensing their master's unease, sl owed.
One after another, the gray heads raised fromthe kills, to | ook across the
field as they foll owed his gaze.

Eri an saw the newconer first. A huge nmoorhound, |oping easily, as if on a
routi ne hunt, canme toward him The dog's head hung | ow, sw nging patiently
fromside to side in rhythmwith his long, surprisingly fleet, strides. Hs
yel | ow eyes searched anong a thousand wol ves on the ruined farm Finally the
gaze locked with Erian's.

Erian did not feel fear - although the dog was even bigger than the wolf Erian
had slain to take the | eadership of the Pack, Erian hinmself was still bigger
And the Darkwell-bred wol f knew that no nornmal weapon, no nortal flesh, could
stri ke a wound into his hide.

Still, there was sonething strange and unnatural in this hound' s singleninded
determ nation. Already the werewol f could hear the creature's deep and
runbling grow and see its shaggy hackles bristle nenacingly.

Erian did not hesitate to spring forward to nmeet the intruder. H s own deep
grow rumnbled, and he bristled for battle. Black lips curled upward to revea

I ong fangs, slippery with drool and hungry for the kill.

XVI |
THE ATTACK

RAIN LASHED THE town and its gathered arm es throughout nost of the night,
fading to m st several hours before dawn. The perineter of each force was
marked by a ring of blazing fires, creating pockets of life in the miserable
ni ght .

Tristan wal ked uneasily fromfire to fire along the town wall, |eading Aval on



by the reins. He knew that it was nearly dawn, but no streak of |ight
penetrated the overcast sky.

"Good nmorning, ny prince," greeted a young nman-at-arns as the prince wal ked up
to the fire. A dozen of his fellows all nodded a greeting, and Tristan saw
that not one of themwas ol d enough to grow a beard.

"Good norning, gentlenmen," he answered. | need to warmup a bit."

"Do you think they will attack?" asked one youth, his voice cracking.
"Probably, Are you ready?" responded Tristan

The yout hs nodded seriously, and nost of them | ooked into the m sty night as
if they could see the northmen assenbling. Tristan wondered if they knew how

acutely dangerous their position actually was. The town wall, varying from
four to six feet high, would create only a mnor obstacle for the attacking
rai ders. And once they breached the wall, the fall of the town would foll ow
shortly.

He wal ked on, stopping to chat briefly at each fire. He wondered if his
presence really did anything to bolster the fighters' norale.

Finally, he reached the south gate. This was a crucial point, since the

| argest body of northnen was nassed beyond it. Daryth and Keren stood at the
gate itself, | ooking up soberly as the prince approached.

"How does it | ook?" asked Tristan

"We're doing all right," said Daryth, |ooking around. "But a |ot of these

peopl e don't have nuch spirit for battle. I'mnot optimstic about stopping
them here. "

"There are no nore troops | can give you," admtted the prince. "So do what
you can."

"Where's Robyn?" asked the Calishite.

"In the castle. | haven't seen her since she talked to the king right after

our return."

"You sound worried. Do you think something' s wong?"

"I amworried," the prince admtted. "But | can't do nmuch about it now "
"We' |l laugh about this cone winter," said Daryth, clasping the prince by the
shoul der and | ooking himin the eyes.

"I certainly hope you're right." Tristan returned the gesture, and then swung
into the saddle of his stallion. "See you at daybreak!"

As Avalon trotted up the street, the prince noticed a crowd sitting or |ying
upon the ground around Friar Nolan's chapel. The prince di snounted and entered
the building, noticing that all of the people gathered here had been wounded.
Wthin, he found a floor covered with m serable humanity, as a hundred FfolKk,
t he seriously wounded, |ay everywhere in this makeshift hospital

The prince saw, but did not call to, Nolan. The stout cleric was covered with
sweat, his shiny crown reflecting the light fromthe many wi ndows. Hi s arns,
to the el bows, were red with the bl ood of the wounded.

Slowy, Tristan left the chapel and renounted Aval on. The day was still bl ack.
He tried to focus his nmind on the battle, but he kept renenbering the hospita
and the wounded. The warrior's death should be a clean, precise thing, thought
the prince angrily. Wy were there so many ugly probl ens?

Next he visited Lord Mayor Dinsnore at the west gate. The mayor commuanded this
section of the defense, which included nuch of his militia, as well as
Finellen's dwarves. The mayor had readily agreed when Tristan suggested that

t he dwarves shoul d guard the gate.

On the north wall, the situation | ooked nore encouraging, if only because of
Gavin's presence. The big smith had depl oyed his conpany of easterners al ong
the wall, and grouped a strong reserve by the gate.

"Let "emcone," was the blacksmith's response to Tristan's report. After his
tour, Tristan noved the Sisters of Synnoria fromtheir position in the centra
square closer to the south gate. Although the |arge and heavy horses woul d
have difficulty maneuvering in the enclosed streets of Corwell, they were the
prince's last recourse in the event of a breakthrough

Dawn canme slowy on this wi ndswept norning. Faint light, diffused by the heavy
overcast, gradually replaced the darkness. Even after the sun rose, however,



the day remmi ned very dark. Cccasionally, a sharp spatter of rain would |ash
downward fromthe clouds, but nost of the tine the gl owering overcast just
t hr eat ened.

* * K* * *

Grunnarch wat ched Thel gaar |Ironhand pace around the fire, whirling in
agitation to pace in the opposite direction. The Iron King behaved very
strangely. G unnarch had heard runors, in the hours since he had joined the
arnmy at Corwell, of Ironhand plucking arrows fromhis body with inpunity.
Eyewi t nesses swore that there was no way his | ongship could have survived the
inferno in Corwell harbor and energed w thout so nmuch as a scorched board.

The kings and |l ords of the northmen slowy assenbl ed around the high fire. The
sky was still inky black, but Gunnarch sensed that dawn was near. Laric,

i gnoring his own king, strode arrogantly past the group to stand beside

Thel gaar | ronhand.

The Iron King | ooked around, staring at each of his |lieutenants. G unnarch
felt a nunbing sensation of terror as that gaze passed over his own, and he
forced hinself to | ook away.

"W will attack at first light," stated Thelgaar. "W will hit the south and
east gates, naking a feint against the north gate.

"I want the men of Norheimto strike to the south. Gunnarch, the men of
Norland will attack fromthe east." Goth the Firbolg grunted sonething in his
bestial tongue. The giant, a dirty bandage around his thigh and dirty stains
upon his person and crude tunic, |ooked foul even by the northmen's standards.
Thel gaar spit some phrases back at the Firbolg in his own tongue, and Goth
turned away fromthe fire, sulking.

"You will all have the chance to fight!" said Thel gaar, his eyes lingering on
Laric. "The attacks to the south and the east will force themfromthe town.
When they try to reach the castle, the Bloodriders and ny own |legion wll
destroy them "

* * K* * *

A ragged, bloodthirsty yell rose fromthe length of the raiders' position, and
t he thousands of northnen hurled thensel ves agai nst Corwel |l Town.

At the south gate, Daryth and Keren exchanged qui ck gl ances of apprehension
for the greatest volunme of the noise seenmed to cone fromdirectly before them
"Remenber," said Daryth wyly, as a ferocious horde of northnen charged from
the mst, "we're supposed to do what we can!"

Keren grinned, but did not respond. Drawi ng his bow w th nechani ca

efficiency, he sent arrow after arrow soaring into the chargi ng mass. Severa
dozen other archers also inflicted | osses upon the raiders, but the mssile
fire did not seemto slow the attack

Seconds after the charge began, Daryth faced a yel |l ow bearded berserker who

| eaped fromthe ground to the top of the four-foot wall, then dived onto the
def enders. The Calishite's scinmitar di senbowel ed the attacker, but another
took his place. This time the strike of Daryth's blade sent himfalling
backward into the mass of his fellows.

Al'l along the length of the wall, steel clashed against steel, and flesh
strove against flesh. Many northrmen fell during the initial charge, but once
they reached the wall, the toll of dead came quickly fromboth attacker and
def ender.

A man fell beside Daryth, and several northnen poured over the wall. He turned
to face them his silver scimtar flickering like lightning into the group
cutting off an armon a fore-swing, and slicing a neck on the recovery.

"Look out!" the bard called frombehind Daryth. The Calishite turned to see a
spear-carryi ng northman poi sed upon the wall, ready to drive his spear into
Daryth's back. Before he could throw the weapon, however, he gasped and
toppl ed back over the wall, one of Keren's arrows jutting fromhis throat.



But the attackers' nunbers were just too high. Mre and nore defenders fell,
nortal ly wounded, or sinply turned and ran fromthe onsl aught. Hundreds of

rai ders poured through the breaches in the walls.

"I think we'd better retreat," grunted Daryth, holding off three northnmen with
his flashi ng bl ade.

Keren, now wi el ding his sword, backed against the Calishite as he fought two
nore northnen. Already, the two of them stood virtually al one anong the sea of
eneny fighters.

"Now " cried Keren, finishing his opponent with a lightning thrust. "This
way! "

Daryth | unged once, throwi ng his opponents off balance, and then turned to
race after the |ongl egged bard. They darted through the nmass of the eneny,
dodgi ng attacks, or slaying those who stood in their way.

"I didn't know we got left so far behind," panted Daryth, as a dozen northnen
suddenly appeared to bl ock their path.

"Behind!" cried Keren, turning back to face an equal numnber.

Thei r bl oodst ai ned weapons uprai sed, the northmen closed upon the two

def enders, caught far fromtheir own troops. None of them heard the clatter of
appr oachi ng hooves.

Suddenly a silver blade dropped between Daryth and the eneny, and he | ooked up
to see the Prince of Corwell ride into the fray. The heavy hooves of the white
stallion Aval on, and the slashing cuts made by the Sword of Cynrych Hugh
killed three northmen in the first rush, and warned the others off.

"Over here! Run!" Tristan gestured to Daryth and Keren with his sword. The
pair saw the Sisters of Synnoria advanci ng behind the prince and quickly
ducked between the nervous white horses.

They saw that their respite was a brief one, for the few knights - brave as
the el ven wonen were - could not hold back the press of raiders for long. As
soon as the fighters were safe, the knights fell back, holding the fanatica
attackers at bay with the tips of their lances. The crush of the onsl aught
slowy forced them back through the town square, and the defenders were
cornered in the northern end of the town.

And still, the eneny kept pushing.

* * K* k* *

Cant hus wat ched the great wolf race toward himw thout fear. He ignored the
ruined cantrev and the thousand wol ves watching himw th yell oweyed stares.
Never before had the nmoorhound hesitated to face danger, nor did he do so now
The wol ves of the Pack felt neither hope nor dismay for the outcone of the
fight - they would always foll ow the mghtiest of their nunber.

As the wolf and the dog came together, Erian hurled his body through the air
in an effort to knock his opponent to the ground. Any other dog woul d have
been flattened by the | eap, but Canthus nanaged to swerve to the side a split
second before collision. Drooling fangs | ashed at each other as they passed,
but neither struck hone.

St oppi ng and whirling quickly, they crashed together as each sought to sink
sharp teeth into the other's neck. Their heads thrust |ike swords, and their
chests pressed together. Back legs still churned the creatures forward, so
their heads and forelegs gradually rose fromthe ground until they stood, as
if westling, on hind | egs al one.

Now t he greater weight of Erian asserted itself, and Canthus tumbl ed backward.
Sonehow t he noor hound managed to flip away, springing before his foe's
drooling jaws found their mark.

For a second the two aninmals regarded each other. Each curled his upper lip
back to display many white, pointed teeth. And then they crashed together
agai n.

This time Erian | eaped upward, to cone down upon the great noorhound and bear
himto earth. Twi sting, Canthus nanaged to deflect the wolf's bite fromhis
throat to his shoul der. Even so, he could not suppress a yelp of agony.



The pain gave hima nonentary burst of adrenalin, and he sprang free fromthe
heavy wol f. Even as he turned to face his opponent again, however, Canthus's
wounded shoul der failed to support his weight, and he stunbl ed.

The bl ood drove the werewolf into a frenzy, and he | eaped forward with little
caution. Canthus slipped to the side easily, and then repeated the evasion as
Eri an made several nore frantic attacks. Soon the big wolf cal ned hinself, and
closed in with nore precise nmenace.

Noticing that Canthus was forced to treat the injured shoulder with care, the
wol f continued to feint attacks, forcing the hound to | eap out of the way
again and agai n. The many evasi ons began to sap Canthus's strength, and each
time he leaped he felt pain |ance his foreleg.

Finally, the unnatural wolf pressed his attack hone. He charged, and tw sted,
and rushed to foll ow each of Canthus's evasive naneuvers, forcing the dog into
nore and nore desperate | eaps and dodges.

And then the wounded shoul der col | apsed, and Canthus tunbled to the ground.
The spawn of the Beast dove upon himtriunphantly before the hound coul d begin
to twist free. The force of the heavy body drove the dog's breath fromhis

| ungs.

Bef ore he could inhale, the bloody fangs of the werewol f closed upon his

t hr oat .

* * K* * *

"We've got to try and break out!" announced Tristan, after he had finally
caught Brigit's attention and joined her in a desperate attenpt to forma

pl an.

Wth the south wall breached, the town rapidly fell into the hands of the
eneny. Ffolk of the mlitia fought bravely, defending each house, cottage, and
shop, but the northnen could not be stopped. Unless they could reach the
safety of the castle, the entire force, Tristan knew, faced annihilation

Al ready the corner of the town held by the Ffol k was crowded with people. The
prince could sense enotions rising to panic, and knew that they nust try
somet hi ng, however desperate, inmmediately.

"I"ll gather the sisters,"” agreed Brigit. She nodded to a knight, visor down,
who rode up to her. "Pass any further orders through Aileen."

The knight lifted her visor, and Tristan suppressed a gasp of shock at

Ail een's gaunt, pale visage. Still, she held her head high, and net his gaze
evenly.

"Take word to Gavin at the north gate - tell himwe're going to attenpt to
reach the castle. The sisters will lead the way, and his conpany is to

foll ow"

Noddi ng, Aileen galloped up the street. The prince, with one nore order to
give, rode off to find the mayor. He first encountered Friar Nolan, |eading a
caravan of stretcher-bearers up the street. The cleric turned toward Tristan
"The butchers!" he cried with a steely, murderous | ook upon his face. "They
broke into the hospital - it was a nassacre!™

The cleric | ooked very gravely at the prince. "These men are driven by

somet hing far nore evil than their own nature."

"I know," replied the prince sinply. Then he added, "W shall try to reach the
castle. Bring your wounded into a colum, and we'll try to cover them"

He rode on, watching the colum formup behind the north gate, and he soon
found Lord Mayor Di nsnore.

To Tristan's surprise, the mayor was covered with the sweat and dust of

battle. His ridiculous helnet actually displayed a deep gash, where it had
apparently saved his life.

"W have to get out of here," Tristan told him "The knights will open a path
to the castle. | want your mlitia to serve as a rear guard.”

The mayor's eyes widened in surprise, but he thought for a nmonment before
respondi ng, and seened to realize that this was their only hope. "As you

wi sh,"” he agreed, looking at the prince with his watery eyes. "Tell nme when to



go."

"We' || charge out of the north gate in five mnutes.

Gavin will follow, protecting the weaker citizens. As soon as everyone's out,
you follow, holding the raiders away fromthe rear of the colum."”

"Excellent plan!" said the mayor enthusiastically.

Aval on next carried Tristan to the north gate. He found the sister knights

al ready assenbled in a long colum, ready to charge through the portal the
nmonent it opened. Seizing a lance, the prince took a place beside Brigit at
the front of the colum.

"Are you ready, ny prince?" Gavin asked, standing to the side with his heavy
hamrer resting easily upon his shoul der

"Let's go," Tristan answered.

Gavin raised his hamer, and a hundred archers sprang fromcover to send a
shower of arrows into the northmen gathered at the north gate. He had stripped
bowren from every other portion of the perinmeter to raise this concentration
but it proved effective.

The raiders' attack on the north gate, already listless, broke into panic as
dozens of raiders fell dead fromthe rain of missiles. Those that renained

could find no shelter, and as their conpanions continued to fall, they turned
and bolted for the safety of their own lines.
"They're running," called Gavin, after leaping to the wall. "Go!"

Eager hands pushed the w de oaken gates apart, and the columm of knights raced
fromthe town. Tristan and Brigit slowed after they emerged, allow ng the
others to fill out the line to either side. In |line abreast, the Sisters of
Synnoria charged.

The area i medi ately before the gates had been cleared by the archers, and
they raced anong the bodi es of many dead northnen. As they reached the limts
of bow range, small bands of raiders stood to oppose them The |ances of the
kni ghts, and the hooves of the steeds, turned each of these groups into piles
of bl oody corpses.

Quickly, the northmen realized that they could not stand agai nst the charge of
t he heavy cavalry, and they began to flee fromthe sisters' path. Tristan

ri sked a quick | ook behind and saw Gavin | eading his conpany fromthe gate to
protect the ground captured in the charge. H s heart soared with excitenent as
he saw the raiders fleeing in panic before them opening the path to the
castl e.

He did not see disaster approaching fromthe right until it was too |late.

* * K* k* *

Laric had been waiting many days for just such an opportunity. The bl ack and
t hreateni ng skies of this day had seemed a fitting onen. Patiently, standing
with the Bl oodriders, he waited through the norning hours in the shelter of a
smal |l grove of trees north of the town. If the Ffolk attenpted to break out,
as seened very likely given the battle in the town, he knew that the silver
kni ghts woul d | ead t he charge

And the Bl oodriders would be waiting.

Finally they got their chance. The sweepi ng charge of the white horses sent
rai ders scurrying before them or falling dead in their tracks. C oser they
runbl ed, but still Laric delayed. He wanted his attack to surprise, and would
not advertise the presence of his conpany by breaking fromthe trees

premat urely.

But now the tinme was right, and he spurred the great black horse forward.

Behi nd himthundered the rest of his troop, racing toward the right w ng of
the sisters' line. The knights passed so close to the trees that the

Bl oodri ders struck them before any of them saw the threat.

Laric saw one Bl oodrider strike the head froma sister knight, and felt the
resulting rush of power infuse the troop. One of the white horses fel

heavil y, knocked to the ground by the crush of the attacking Riders. In
seconds, a dozen of the ghoulish horsenen had | eaped upon the imobilized



horse and rider, hacking with their cruel swords.

A mnute later, the Riders were still hacking, though little besides bl ood now
lay on the ground beneath them

As the black horses carried their R ders around the sister knights, Laric
smled grimy to see the nomentum of the eneny's charge broken. The white
horses swerved in confusion as the knights tried to restore sone order to
their line. Thelgaar's |egion of northnen, Laric could now see, attacked the
rear of the columm, driving to shut it off fromthe north gate and the dubious
shel ter of the town.

The Bl oodri ders swept across the front of the charge, forcing the knights to
turn. In mnutes, the path to the castle had been securely closed again.

"W have theml" exulted Laric. The enemy was trapped!

And then a wayward breeze wafted a famliar scent past Laric's decaying
nostrils, and the fire surged in his eyes.

She lived! Wth a sweet rush of pleasure, he sensed that the knight he had
nearly slain was now within the formati on. Like her conpani ons, she was caught
in the trap.

Finally, she would be his.

* * K* * *

Robyn wal ked slowy fromthe cool gray gl oomof her bedroomthrough the
hal | ways of Caer Corwell. She had awakened, feeling a vague, unidentified
concern. As she stepped fromher bed, her legs nearly failed her, but soon she
coul d wal k.

She felt herself grow stronger with each step, and then realizing that she
carried her nother's staff, she leaned on it for support. Dimy, she wondered
what had happened to the world outside her roomwhile she had read the book
Sone great purpose prodded at her, but she could not fathomits nature. The
book... it had given her many clues, but little direct know edge.

The goddess snil ed upon Robyn, and held her arns open for the young woman.
Falling into the enbrace, Robyn continued to walk blindly through the hallway
as the goddess spoke to her

Unknowi ngly, Robyn opened a door and began to clinb the steep and wi ndi ng
stairway leading to the high tower. Al the while, the goddess conforted and
i nstructed her. She dried Robyn's tears, and hugged her when she wept for her
not her, and supported her body when it m ght have slipped upon the stairs.

But nostly, she convinced Robyn that, within her nortal flesh, lay the power
of the imortal earth. The druid within her needed confidence and wi sdom for
her task. For Robyn already possessed the strength.

* * K* * *

The cl ouds pressed, black and nenacing, over the battlefield. Gusty w nds

whi pped through the air, |ashing waves onto the shore of the firth. The wind
churned the clouds as if trying to match the viol ence on the ground bel ow

Aval on | eaped and ki cked through the nmelee, carrying his rider fromone foe to
anot her. Many Bl oodriders felt the keen bite of the prince's blade. But stil
they swarned, nore thickly than ever, and he knew there woul d be no breaking
through to the castle.

Aval on whirled and the prince saw that retreat back to the north gate was

bl ocked by chargi ng northmen. Gavin, at the front of his conpany, swung his
massi ve hamrer through a deadly pattern. The smith had cleared a wi de area
around hinsel f, but beyond that circle the Ffolk fell under the attacks of the
savage raiders.

Near by, Tristan saw a kni ght dragged fromthe saddl e by the press of northnen
on foot. The sister vanished into a slashing mael strom of swords, axes, maces,
and spears.

Suddenly a crinmson robe flashed past the prince, borne by a streak of black
One of the Bloodriders was dashing anong the knights, ignoring nost and



seem ngly seeking one victimin particular. Suddenly Tristan realized that the
target must be the one knight who was not | ooking at the crazed nenace.

Ai | een.

Aval on sensed Tristan's command, |eaping toward the charging R der. The
macabre figure turned and raised his sword. Wth a shock, Tristan recognized

t he Bl oodri der who had nmonentarily captured Aileen earlier at Freeman's Down.
H s eneny seened to share the nenory, for a ghastly grin split his horrible
face, and he reined in to nmeet the prince's charge. Vowing to slay the
creature, Tristan slashed the Sword of Cynrych Hugh savagely downward toward
the grinning deathmask, as all the horror and rage in Tristan's body unl eashed
itself in that one bl ow

And the bl ow whistled harm essly through the air, for the R der had used a
sinmple feint to dodge the prince. As Tristan struggled to regain his bal ance,
he saw his eneny's black stallion crash into Gsprey. The creature held his

l ongsword in his heavy gauntlet, extended toward Aileen's arnored back

The point of the sword split the silver arnmor, causing it to fall away. Then
it cut mercilessly through the soft body beneath it. The Bl oodrider struck
with such force that the tip of his sword burst through the front of the

hapl ess kni ght's body and breastpl ate.

And as the sister died, the creature that had killed her threw back his head
and how ed - a high, piercing cry that bounced fromthe black cl ouds and
echoed across the bloody field. Blue flame flickered around the outline of the
Ri der's body and the length of his sword. Tristan saw the skin of Aileen's
back shrivel and fall away, and then the flesh, until only white bone

remai ned.

The howl of the Bloodrider grew to an awesone pitch, until finally, the
gruesonme horseman gave a casual flick of his sword, throwing the lifeless hulk
to the ground.

Tristan's nerves froze, and the know edge cane, in a flood of painful

know edge that his foolishness in taking the Rider's feint had led to Aileen's
deat h. Unconsci ously, he retched.

A wave of hatred rushed over him and he forgot his despair in the

single-m nded desire to slay the nurderous Rider. Aval on sprang forward, and
the silver sword reached for its victim but a group of Bloodriders charged in
to bl ock his path.

He stabbed one, watching in satisfaction as the creature's nouth gasped
silently for a monent before falling to earth. The others pressed hi m back

but his weapon clashed and cl anged agai nst a successi on of enemy bl ades. He
swung wildly, striking the head off another Rider, but the attacks stil

forced hi m back.

The Bl oodri der who had killed Aileen sprang away |ike a flickering shadow, and
the prince lost sight of him He found other opponents, and fought them
nmechani cal ly. He caught a glinpse of Gavin, with perhaps half his conmpany
remai ni ng, fighting a desperate battle agai nst the surroundi ng horde of
northnmen. The town nilitia fought bravely but was trapped agai nst the town
wal | .

The cl ouds boiled and tw sted overhead, and thunder runbled across the
battlefield like a funeral dirge. It did not seem possible for such a bl ack
and threatening sky to yield no rain, but the air remined dry.

Tristan joined Brigit, as the sister and her proud gel ding struck down one
after another of the raiders who charged, on foot, toward the knights. As
Brigit's flashing longsword lifted the head of one raider fromthe man's

shoul ders, another of the northmen swung a nonstrous battl e-axe.

The gelding twisted fromthe blow, protecting its mstress, but the vicious
axe sliced into the horse's unprotected | oins. The horse screamed its death
cry as its entrails spilled onto the ground, then collapsed into the gory
Ness.

Brigit managed to unbuckl e her belt as the horse fell. The sister knight
sprang free, then crashed to the ground, stunned. A dozen raiders, bloody
weapons uprai sed, sprang toward her



And then the air exploded in sound and fire. The springing northmen were
outlined in flane agai nst darkness, and then they fell, black and dead. A
hundred ot hers were knocked sensel ess by the force of the blast.

Agai n the explosion ripped through the air, and this time Tristan discerned
its source. White lightning erupted fromthe heaving clouds, horribly burning
anot her group of northmen before him The force of aroused nature crackl ed
again, leaving a third circle of blackened corpses in its wake.

Instinctively, Tristan | ooked toward the castle, high above. Silhouetted

agai nst the dark sky atop the parapet of the high tower was an even darker
shape. Fromthe figure, a black robe whipped sideways fromthe force of the
wi nd, and a long ribbon of black hair waved |ike a pennant. The prince smled
as he discerned Robyn, holding the Staff of the Wite well over her head, and
gesturing toward the battlefield.

The bl ack clouds spit another deadly bolt, and panic began to spread through
the ranks of northmen as the fighters turned to watch the crackling attacks.
Soon the northmen saw the pattern and fled in panic fromthe path.

And so the lightning crashed, upon the shore, and the noor, and the castle
road. It splintered great chunks of the ground, blistering turf, and slaying
any northmen foolish enough not to flee.

In mnutes, the road to Caer Corwell |ay open

* * K* * *

A thousand wol ves sat, immbile, in a great circle, staring intently at the
duel for mastery of the Pack. Erian snarled in triunph as he felt the

nmoor hound' s neck between his jaws. The spikes of the iron collar bent and
snapped agai nst the crushing power of the wolf's bite. Finally, the collar
itself snapped and fell to the ground..

...baring the soft, thin torque of silver

A flash of fight and fire burst outward fromthe torque, singeing the inside
of Erian's mouth. Wth a startled cry, he sprang backward. Rage fogged his
vision. H s tongue felt as if it had been seared by flane.

Cant hus lunged at his foe, unaffected by the blazing wounds around his neck
The great werewol f was still shaking his head in pain, choking as if trying to
spit out a sliver of bone. This time the noorhound' s teeth found flesh. The
power of the goddess surged through those teeth as they tore off an ear and
punctured a red, glow ng eye.

The wol f cringed backward, yel ping, but Canthus turned w thout mercy and bit
the nonster in the shoulder, driving it to the ground. Then his w despread
jaws flicked forward and he buried his teeth in the soft flesh of the
werewol f' s neck.

Canthus felt his teeth tear skin and flesh, and he tasted salty bl ood punping
t hrough his mouth. He heard the rush of air as his nmurderous bite finally cut
t he great beast's w ndpipe.

The wol f sagged, finally collapsing conpletely, but the great hound held the
even greater body aloft by the neck

Cant hus | ooked around, wondering what woul d happen next.

XX
BESI EGED

LARI C STARED UP at the tiny figure, poised on the brink of the tower so far
away. Strong and arrogant, he throbbed with the vitality of the sister knight
whose |ife he had extingui shed.

Yet now that knight was forgotten, a nere norsel in conparison to the fresh
strength now enmanating fromthe woman on the parapet. Hi s hot, liquid sockets
fixed their gaze upon the black robe and fl owi ng bl ack hair. Hunger surged
within him forcing the nenory of his recent repast fromhis nind

That one, he vowed, cracking his blackening lips into a wide smle, he would
have. Coul d he but slake his thirst with her blood, Laric knew his own



strength m ght grow to match that of the Beast itself.

* * K* * *

Kazgoroth, too, |looked at the tiny figure on the distant tower, and the body
of Thel gaar Ironhand twitched with mndless rage. Only with great
concentration and effort did the Beast prevent its real body from energing.
Hatred inflamed the Beast's mind, and gave it determ nation for vengeance.
Thi s human woul d die in Kazgoroth's own cl utches.

Still, the Beast's inherent caution warned it against a rash attack. The human
nmust be a druid, for she had great conmand over the forces of the goddess.
Kazgorot h knew even Genna Moonsinger, Great Druid of the isle, could not nmatch
such a display of magic.

This new druid required caution

Thel gaar Ironhand left the rest of the battle to his underlings, and

di sappeared into his tent to plan

* * K* * *

Looki ng down fromthe gatehouse, Tristan saw the raiders plunder Corwell Town.
The arny lay like a great blight upon the pastoral view he had known all his
life.

The rearguard had al nost reached | ongbow range. The Lord Mayor stood in the
m ddl e of the fray, surrounded by the Ioyal nmen of his mlitia. H's brown
horse, apparently, had fallen

As the archers unl eashed their first volley, the thrust of a northman's sword
cut the mayor, and he fell to the road. Tristan saw the rotund little man
struggle to his knees, but then the raiders surrounded himand his body

di sappeared. Several seconds later, arrows fromthe castle walls began to fal
into the raiders. They turned and fled, leaving the mlitia to enter the
castl e unhi nder ed.

Si ckened, Tristan watched the last Ffolk enter the castle, and heard the great
oaken gates thud solidly shut. Suddenly seized by the need to see Robyn,
Tristan turned fromthe battlefield and hurried into the castle.

Qut si de of her door he hesitated, and then knocked softly at the heavy oaken
boards. For seconds he heard nothing, and then canme the faint invitation to
enter.

Slow y he pushed the door open. For a noment he could not see Robyn - only a
huge nound of a bed, opposite the narrow w ndow.

Robyn's pillow and heavy quilts swelled around her, seemngly snothering the
bed. The maiden in the mddle of it all |ooked very, very snall.

Her black hair, lying in a shiny black cloud across the great pillow,
accentuated the exceptional pallor of her skin. Her green eyes seened to have
sunk deep within her head, and dark circles marred her cheeks.

But she smiled at him and that lit up the room Tristan rushed to the bed and
knelt, wapping his arms around her. For a I ong nonent the two friends who had
been t hrough so nuch hel d each ot her

Then, the prince lifted his head and brushed back a thick tress of Robyn's

bl ack hair. He | eaned forward to kiss her, and she pulled himto her lips
eagerly. After long noments during which the world stopped, they broke apart.
They each saw that the other was short of breath, and they |aughed together.
Robyn's face turned sonber. "I thought |I'd never see you again," she

whi sper ed.

"I'f not for your magic, you wouldn't have - nor woul d anyone else." Tristan
saw the Staff of the Wiite Well beside her bed and silently thanked the
goddess for it.

The prince touched the circles of weariness under the new druid' s eyes. "Are
you hurt?"

"No. I'mjust very exhausted. That was not ny power that called the |ightning
down. It came fromthe staff, through me, but it seened to drain ne as well."



She | ooked sadly at the ashwood rod. "I fear that its mght has been expended.
Still, it served very well!"

"You have given us the chance to persevere!" exclaimed Tristan, trying to
cheer her. "W can remain within the castle for nonths, and even if we don't
drive themoff, the comng of winter shall!"

She smled sadly, easily penetrating his bravado. "I fear for their attack
They are still very mighty." For a brief noment, her conposure slipped, and
she | ooked like a small, frightened child. "Tristan, hold ne!l"

He gathered her in his arnms, and pressed her to him For a mnute, she
shivered uncontrollably, but then, slowy, she calmed. She turned her face
toward his ear.

"I love you," she whispered, squeezing him

Al of Tristan's concerns vanished in his joy at her words. He held her close,
and i magi ned peaceful days in the future, when they woul d be together always.
The nmonent suddenly vani shed as a insistent tapping came at the door. Robyn
si ghed, but she rel axed her hold as the prince stood.

Tri stan opened the door to reveal Friar Nolan, who nodded politely at him and
t hen | ooked curiously at Robyn. The cleric's wide eyes were soft with concern
al t hough lines of weariness had carved thenselves into his face. Hi s hands
were chapped and raw, but a clean robe covered any other signs of battle.
"Pardon the intrusion," said the cleric, as he entered. "I hope you are not
too tired?"

"What do you want ?" demanded Robyn.

"I can help protect you," the cleric said sinply. "You realize, of course,
that you have made of yourself a very visible target."

"This had not occurred to ne," replied Robyn.

"But, of course, you have. | amsure you are well aware that our eneny is not
- how shall | say? - not entirely natural ?"

"I am aware of that, yes."

"I feel certain that the driving force behind this evil will seek you out.
will stay here and help you drive it off."

"But if Robyn remmins here, in her room.. began the prince.

Nol an cl eared his throat pointedly, and nodded at the wi ndow. Tristan wal ked
over to it and | ooked out. As he had known, it was fifty feet up that wall of
t he keep which | ooked out over the courtyard within Caer Corwell's walls.

"I fear for you, ny child,' said the cleric. "W both know that there is
somet hi ng dark and unnatural about this enenmy. | amnot altogether certain
that a high wi ndow is enough of a safeguard.

"I'f you'll allow ne." The stout cleric crossed to the wi ndow. He nuttered sone
nmyst eri ous phrases as he passed his hands al ong the frane.

"I will stay here with you," Nolan announced, returning fromthe wi ndowto sit
in a soft chair. Robyn seened ready to object, but when she | ooked at the
cleric's face, she said nothing. If anything, thought the prince, she | ooked
slightly relieved.

Tristan rose to | eave, squeezing Robyn's hand in a private gesture of

farewel |

Leavi ng Robyn's room the prince suddenly becane acutely aware of the great
weari ness that had crept into his body. Still, he had one last, unpl easant
task to performbefore retiring. He had already postponed it for too | ong. He
woul d have to talk to his father, the king.

He wal ked ponderously to his father's study, knocked once on the door, and
entered. The great fire blazed on the hearth, and his father still |ay upon
the I ong couch. He | ooked up, expressionlessly, as the prince entered.
"I"'mglad you could finally find the tine to report," said the king.

"I had to see Robyn." The prince was deternmined not to let his father bully
hi m

"I ndeed. Fromwhat | hear, you owe her your life."

"I know that! Everyone in that town owes her their lifel"

"I'f you had evacuated the place, like | ordered -"

"Damm t, Father, | tried! We |ost one conmpany - all of Dynnatt's men - and the



goddess knows how nmany nore before the northmen cut us offl"

H s father closed his eyes, as if struggling to regain his patience. Tristan
seet hed, but he kept his mouth shut.

"So what have you acconplished since returning to the castle?"

"Not one thing! | saw that the |last of the colum fromthe town had reached
safety, then | went to Robyn. | will see to the defenses at first light."
"My son! Listen to ne!" H s father spoke with a strange urgency. "Your
presence on the walls and towers is very inportant! You nust be seen, and you
nmust be in conmand!"

"I will do this," Tristan responded, trying unsuccessfully to suppress his
irritation. "Now, |'mgoing to sleep."

He left the study, slowly clinmbing the stairs to the famly living quarters.
He wal ked silently down the corridor toward his room stopping outside of
Robyn's door and | eaning his ear toward the portal

Heari ng not hi ng, he wal ked on. The opening of his own door brought awareness
of an overwhelming tiredness. It was all he could do to think of |eaving his
door open a crack, and to place the Sword of Cynrych Hugh upon a chair near
hi s bed.

In anot her m nute, he slept.

* * K* * *

The serpent, tiny and bl ack, slithered along the ground, keeping always to
shadow. All around it, the rolling noor sparkled with the fires of the arny of
northnmen, but the small reptilian thing avoided all contact with the raiders.
Soon it slipped through the picket line, leaving the |ighted region behind,
Here, with none to see, Kazgoroth grew and stood, stretching its flesh into a
new form uniquely suited to this purpose. The Beast sprouted great, |eathery
wings fromits shoul ders, and reached forth |l ong, rmuscular arms, tipped with a
mul titude of taloned fingers.

The wi de nout h gaped, displaying row upon row of wi ckedly curved teeth and a

I ong, forked tongue. A flatnose, like a pig's snout, separated two tiny but

i ntensely glowi ng eyes of fiery crinson. The head was rounded and snoot h,

al t hough the entire body - except for the wings - was protected by a | ayer of
tiny scal es.

The Beast flew toward Caer Corwell. The castle stood out fromthe pitch

dar kness of the night like an island of light. A hundred or nore torches lined
t he parapet upon the wooden palisade ringing the fortress, and outlined the
squat bl ock of the keep itself. Hi gh above the arny of the northnen, the
castl e remai ned a synbol of the Ffol k's resistance.

Kazgoroth glided soundl essly through the air, descending toward the broad
courtyard. The bl ack body bl ended perfectly with the night, and none of the
sentries suspected its presence.

Circling about the keep, the Beast remained a hundred feet in the air. The
grotesque nostrils quivered delicately, soon finding what they sought. Now the
Beast dove, veering toward the keep and centering its dive toward a narrow

wi ndow, high in the snooth stone wall.

The drui d, Kazgoroth sensed, slept in the room beyond this w ndow. Soon
reflected the Beast with a drooling |eer, she would sl eep nuch nore deeply.
The supple fingers, with their cruel claws, clenched and fl exed in eagerness.
Tucking its wings at the | ast noment, the Beast narrowed its body and dove
into the w ndow

Instantly the night exploded in crackling fire, sending sparks of raw pain
shooting through the nonster. Kazgoroth bounced fromthe protected w ndow,
crashing heavily to the courtyard. Shouts of alarmrang fromthe guards in the
courtyard, but no one saw the bl ack shape near the keep

A barrier! Rage flared through Kazgoroth as it understood its own

carel essness. Shaking its scaly head to clear it, the creature lunbered to its
feet and flapped its wi ngs powerfully.

Kazgoroth | eaped into the air again, soaring quickly to the height of the



druid's room This tinme the Beast hovered outside for a nonment, and saw t he
magi cal barrier faintly crisscrossing the wi ndow Sneering at its limted
scope, he dove against the granite wall of the keep

An expl osi on of rock and dust tunbled into the room with the nonster in its
m dst. Kazgoroth shook itself, rising to its feet in the center of the room
and | ooked around. The druid, starkly beautiful in her terror, sat up in the
bed.

The toothy jaws gaped in a reptilian smle, and the venonous tail flickered
toward the mai den's unarnored breast. From sonmewhere, she pulled a plain staff
across herself, and the Beast cursed the earthen power of the wood.

A force of cold power smashed into the Beast fromthe side, sending it
lurching into, and al nost through, the window Wth a lightning grab of its
muscul ar arms, Kazgoroth caught itself by the w ndow frane, and heaved itself
across the room into the squat formof the man it now saw there. The two

| arge bodies crashed into the floor, and the Beast felt the man's bones snap
and splinter.

But the man blazed with a strength that was new to the Beast, after its |long
centuries of battle with the goddess. The man's harsh magi c was powerful, even
if it could not naster the hot, fiery nmight of the Darkwell.

Kazgoroth's claws snaked into the cleric's face, l|eaving | ong and bl oody
gashes. But sonehow the man raised a potent silver circlet and pressed it
toward the Beasts drooling visage. Hi s cold magi c surged through the circlet,
forcing Kazgoroth back. The man |ay where the nonster had pushed him one |eg
bent unnaturally to the side. Lines of horror and pain stretched his face into
a garish mask.

Kazgoroth spun to attack the druid. Robyn had now | eft her bed and stood,
staff held protectively before her, against the wall. She | eaned against it,
shivering. But her face betrayed no hint of frailty. The Beast focused the
energy of his eyes, conpelling her to stare into those orbs of fire and death,
but she resisted with inmpossible strength. Death magic flashed fromthe
nmonster, but the protective shield of the staff dispersed it harm essly

t hr oughout the room

The broken man |ying upon the floor groaned, a piteous wail of pain, and the
druid | ooked at himw th obvious concern. For a split second she forgot her
opponent, and in that time Kazgoroth crossed the room and snatched the staff
fromher hands. It blazed against his grip with the white fire of the goddess.
The Beast felt the wood draw strength fromits body, but it ignored the pain
and sl anmred the potent rod to the floor.

Now t he worman recoil ed backward, eyes wi dening as her talisman was torn from
her. She shrank along the wall, but with a casual push the Beast knocked her
into a corner. She lay stunned, npaning slightly in fear, as the venonous tai
agai n | ashed toward her

* * K* * *

Tri stan awoke, slowy, as always. He shook his head and sat up in bed,
wonderi ng why he no | onger slept. Vaguely, he recalled sone sense of purpose
when he went to bed, as if there was sonething he was supposed to renmenber.

He suddenly heard a groan fromthe hallway, and his body tensed with energy as
he suddenly recalled the threat to Robyn.

Suddenly he felt the Sword of Cynrych Hugh calling to himfromits position on
the chair. The sword, always bright against a dark night, now glowed with an
intensity that shone brilliantly through the | eather scabbard. Tristan saw, or
i magi ned he saw, the sword vibrating with excitenent, calling himto battle
with a voice that tugged inaudibly at his will.

Instantly he sprang fromthe bed. The sword seened to | eap fromthe scabbard
into his hand. He burst into the hall, and the sword tugged himtoward Robyn's
bedchanmber. Only with great difficulty did he retain his grip on the snmooth
hilt.

Toget her, Tristan and the Sword of Cynrych Hugh crashed through the door of



Robyn's room The blazing white light fromthe weapon threw the entire room
into a stark contrast of l|ight and shadow. As the door fell inward, the prince
saw t he broken form of Friar Nolan, and he saw Robyn's staff gl ow ng on the
floor amid the rubble blasted away froma gaping hole in the wall.

Then, in the far corner, he saw the hi deous body of the Beast crouching over a
shapel ess formon the floor. Tristan saw the barbed tip of the nmonster's tai

| ashing toward the notionl ess Robyn.

In a blur of novenment the sword pulled himacross the roomand sliced
unerringly downward, through the scaly surface and bony frame of the
serpentine tail. The Beast how ed in pain and stunbl ed backward, clutching at
the stunp of its mangled tail.

Robyn shrieked instinctively as the disnmenbered tip dropped onto the floor
twitching reflexively. Overcome with shock, she collapsed in the corner

The prince turned to face the snarling nmonster, and for the first time saw the
grotesque features of the Beast. But even as he watched, the nonster's great
rage seened to cause its face and body to bend and shift, changi ng shape
before Tristan's astoni shed eyes.

He thrust with the gl eam ng sword, and saw that the nmonster recoiled in fear
The bl ade, on the other hand, conpelled the prince to attack the creature
nmercilessly, driving it ever backward.

Finally, with a parting snarl, the Beast |eaped through the hole in the wall
and soared into the night. Though the sword nearly pulled the prince through
the sane aperture in an attenpt to pursue, Tristan could not see the black
shape for nmore than a second after it had escaped into the darkness.

He sprang to Robyn's side and lifted her head fromthe floor as Keren carried
a torch through the broken door. Wth relief, he saw that the rai den breat hed,
al t hough all of the color had left her skin.

"Help me carry her to the bed," he asked, as the bard knelt beside him

Toget her, they made the druid as confortable as possible, then turned toward

t he unconscious cleric. Streaks of blood ran fromthe deep claw marks across
the cleric's face, but at |east the attack had nmissed his eyes. His left |leg
jutted sideways at an odd angle, and the prince knew that the bone was broken
The bard splashed a little water upon the cleric's brow, and his eyes
flickered open. Wncing in pain, the wounded cleric reached downward and

adj usted the bone of the broken leg, muttering a nysterious prayer to his
gods. Then, to the astoni shment of Tristan and Keren, he stood and wal ked
solidly to Robyn's bed. Her |ong bl ack eyel ashes fluttered upward as his
strong pal mrested upon her forehead.

"There, my child,"” he said softly. "Your strength prevailed when it was npst
cruci al. Now sl eep.”

Robyn stared at the cleric, and the prince, and the bard, and shrunk nore
deeply into her quilt. The prince laid the Staff of the Wite WIlIl beside her
and then selected a chair. Keren did the sanme, while Nolan took his origina
seat, reflexively caressing his small silver circlet - the sign of his gods.
For the rest of the night, Robyn slept while the three men stayed restlessly
awake and guarded her. They held sword, circlet, and harp, ready to drive back
t he darkness agai n.

But it did not return that night.

* * K* * *

Cant hus turned curiously, watching the thousands of wolfish eyes return his
stare fromevery point of vantage within a mle. The wol ves nade no nove to
attack, however, so the moorhound ignored them

H s task done, the dog had little remenbrance of it. The fight had been hard,
but the enemy was slain, and the wound in his shoul der had al ready begun to
heal . H s thoughts returned to his people, and his hone. He grew lonely for
the men, and the wonman, who were his.

He sniffed the air, ignoring the scent of the ravaged farm and of the

gat hering crows and ot her scavengers. He sought the scent of his home. For



l ong m nutes he studied the horizon

Finally, served by sone nysterious animal instinct that pointed himin the
right direction, he wal ked slowy toward the south. The journey, he felt,
woul d be a long one, and his shoul der had not healed entirely, so the hound
woul d travel slowy, only breaking into his patient |ope when he felt
stronger.

A thousand wol ves watched their new | eader walk fromthe desol ation of the
farm The aninmals dropped the neat and bones they had been gnhaw ng, and noved
fromthe surrounding hills. As one columm, they fell in behind Canthus.

* * K* * *

For a week, the arny of the northnmen bustled about in the town, and across the
nmoor bel ow the castle. Much to Tristan's surprise, they did not burn Corwell
Town as they had the eastern cantrevs. Apparently the raiders preferred
instead to usurp the buildings of the town as quarters during the siege.

At night, the enemy's canpfires spread across the noors in all directions, for
the town was |arge enough to shelter only a small fraction of the arny. During
t he day, the defenders could see tall franeworks take shape, out of range of
bowfire fromthe castle walls, and they knew that the attackers were buil ding
huge si ege engi nes.

The Ffol k, meanwhil e, prepared Caer Corwell as best they could for defense.
Huge pots of oil were gathered in the gatehouse, and on the walls. Arrows by
the hundred were made and collected for the six or seven score archers in the
garrison. Food was rationed at a rate that would all ow for many nonths of

si ege.

Tristan spent nuch tinme with Robyn. Her strength slowy returned, but she
stayed in bed nost of the tine. They had noved her to a safer room near the
center of the keep, and she was never unattended. The prince, Friar Nolan, the
bard, and Daryth alternately stayed with her, so that one or two of them was
al ways present. No additional attack materialized, however

Several days passed before the prince had a chance to be alone with her, but
one evening he arrived to keep her conpany as Keren, who had been there, was
ready to retire for the night. When the door closed behind the bard, Tristan
knelt beside Robyn's bed and took her hand.

"I"ve been thinking about you," she admitted, with a frankness that had
nothing of the coy init. "You stayed away too |ong!"

"I know. I"'msorry. There's a lot to do in the castle, but everything seemns
uni mportant conpared to being with you."

She pulled himto her, and he felt the cares of the castle fall from him

They remai ned awake t hroughout the night, talking or sinply sitting beside
each other. Near dawn, the prince finally fell asleep in his chair, and Robyn
cradl ed his head and wondered what he dreaned that made himshiver in his

sl eep. She was too content to waste a nmonment in sleep

At tinmes when Tristan could not be with Robyn, he stood upon the palisade, or
clinmbed the gatehouse or high tower, to observe the northmen. Each day he

| ooked out, expecting to see an attack, but tinme passed and still the raiders
| abored upon the noor.

The prince saw them build a series of gargantuan catapults, rising like

ungai nly insects from broad, wooden carts. Daryth joined him upon the
pal i sade, as he counted a dozen of the great war machi nes.

"We'l | stop them you know," said the Calishite with easy confidence. He

| aughed, quietly, and said reflectively, "You know, | never thought |I'd be one
to fight for any kind of cause - a grand purpose that | would chanpion. |'m
too proud to think that, after all this trouble to find a cause, ny cause
mght fail!l" Daryth smled at Tristan's worried expression

Anot her time he discovered Keren reclining against the parapet of the high
tower, gently strumm ng his harp. Sable perched on the stone ranpart, higher
than anything within his field of vision, and preened his inky feathers.

The bard | ooked quite pleased with hinself as he set the harp aside and



greeted the prince. He saw Tristan nod at the instrunent, and understood his

guesti on.

"Yes, indeed, the song is comng along quite well," the bard said, grinning.

"I hope you'll be able to hear it very soon."

Life began to feel alnmost normal within the castle, crowded though it was with
the citizens of the town and nearby cantrevs. Food was plentiful, if not

terribly varied, and the position on the little knoll seened very secure. But
al ways, the besieged had the know edge that, beyond their palisade, an

i npl acabl e foe awaited - an eneny that would not hesitate to slay or enslave
themall.

And then, eight days after the fall of Corwell Town, the arny of the northnen
surged forward again. G eat engines of war trundl ed across the noors, |eaving
traces of black snpbke in the clear nmorning air. Fromthe snoke enmerged a
nmonstrous colum, and the prince recognized the Firbolgs of Myrloch. The
creatures marched in a long file, and Tristan could see the nassive |og they
carried as a ram

Tristan stood with Daryth and Paw do on the ranmparts of the gatehouse,

overl ooki ng Castle Road. The two men stood agai nst the stone ranpart, while
Pawl do scranbl ed onto a box to | ook over the wall

"What's that?" cried the halfling, squinting into the distance at the giants’
ram

"It's a knocker for the door," said Daryth. "I think they want to conme in."

* * K* * *

Kamerynn lay in the stinking mud. Waves of pain assaulted him again and
again, until he no longer noticed them The pain had faded into the background
as sinply another fact of life.

Suddenly Kamerynn heard a rustling of |eaves, and froze, straining to hear the
approach of a possible eneny. Then he felt a warm wetness upon his face, and
his back, and the rustling increased to a steady patter

Rai n.

At first the water was only warm driving the deepseated chill fromthe

uni corn's bones and bringing his shiver under control The balny |iquid washed
over the huge, soiled body, driving the acid sludge fromthe Darkwel| off what
remai ned of Kamerynn's snowy coat.

Then the water cleansed the wounds of the unicorn, soothing Iike a fine salve,
mendi ng shattered bones. The goddess wept for the suffering of her child, but
her tears heal ed and restored and repl eni shed.

Eventual | y, the great unicorn nanaged to stand and shake hinsel f, sending a
clear spray of water through the air. H s eyes remai ned shut, damaged such
that even the tears of the goddess could not restore them

The rain spattered upon what was |left of the Darkwell, washing nore oily

sl udge through the weckage of the Firbolgs' dam The water cleansed the
ground, and healed it, nearly everywhere it fell. Slowy, Kamerynn |urched
away.

Only in the center of the Darkwell, where still lingered a potent nixture of
pol luti on and earthen enchantnent, did the dark power resist the balmof the
Mot her. Here the water swirled and bubbl ed very darkly indeed.



BOXK V

XX

A CONTEST OF M GHT

COWPELLED BY A nysterious sense of urgency, Canthus broke into the patient

| ope that he could maintain for many days. The great noorhound felt a need to
return to his hone, w thout understandi ng why.

Behi nd, the wolves of the Pack matched their |eader's pace. No |longer did the
wol ves strike at animals protected by fence or barn, nor did they nolest the
humans they saw in passing. Canthus, in his natural caution, |ed them around
settlenents, and naintained too steady of a pace for the |eisurely plundering
of isolated farms.

But though the great dog's strength and endurance were mghty, his distance
from hone was | ong.

It woul d be many days before he again saw Caer Corwell

* * K* * *

Kazgoroth advanced in the lead of the raiders' arny, personally directing the
pl acenent of two of the great catapults. The great wooden wheel s sucked turf
fromthe noor as the huge war machi nes | unbered forward. Two hundred northnen
pushed each to the bottom of the steep slope. The wooden pal i sade of Caer
Corwel | | ooned a hundred feet above.

Creaking noisily, the vehicles |lodged in position. Geat, snoking caul drons of
snol dering pitch, hauled in carts drawn by several dozen raiders, followed the
catapults. Black and acrid snoke swirled around the raiders, but the stench
bot hered Kazgoroth not in the |east.

Al'l around the Iron King, the | egions of the northmen advanced upon Caer
Corwell. The structure was well fortified, yet never did Kazgoroth's
confidence in the outcone of the battle falter

To the left, Goth and his conpany of Firbolgs carried a heavy ramup the
exposed length of the castle road. Each of the creatures wore a hood and cl oak
of heavy |l eather, protecting it against attacks from above. The ram- a
massi ve trunk of oak, capped with a fist of iron - carried within it the power
of the Darkwell, and the Beast knew that the nortal gates of Caer Corwell
could not stand against it |ong.

Agai nst the slopes of the castle's knoll hurtled the thousands of northmen.
Armed with ropes, spikes, |ladders, and firepots, the raiders began to scranble
up the steep and rocky sides and attenpted to breach the wooden palisade at

t he top.

Only the Bloodriders did not participate in the attack, for their steeds
became liabilities upon the steep slopes, or within the narrow confines of the
steep road. Wen the gates fell, however, or the wall was breached, the Riders
woul d have their opportunity.

Smiling i nwardly, Kazgoroth knew that the Bl oodriders would not fail

A shower of arrows suddenly descended upon the crews of the catapults, sending
several northmen screaming to the ground. Others swiftly replaced them and
the machi nes continued their fiery assault. Already, several of the

pi tch-soaked missiles had struck the palisade, forcing the defenders to
scranbl e.

But Thelgaar's brows knitted in concern, as the Beast cloaked in his body
consi dered the one unknown quantity facing it during this battle.

Where was the young druid?

* * K* * *



" Nowl "
Tristan's order echoed through the courtyard, and the archers of the Ffolk
sent hundreds of nissiles sailing into the ranks of the attackers on the

sl opes bel ow t he pal i sade.

"Now the oil!"

Fifty men of the castle guard, including Daryth, Paw do, and the prince

hi nsel f, had occupi ed the gatehouse platform Now, several nen, insulated with
heavy gauntl ets, hoisted a bubbling cauldron of oil to the edge of the stone
parapet and poured it over the side.

There was a nonent's hush as everyone waited to see the effect. Then a young
trooper at the wall cried hysterically, "It's not stopping them They're stil
corni ng!"

Tristan | ooked over in disbelief. Indeed, the scalding oil sinply splashed off
the Firbol gs' hoods, spattering to the road and swiftly cooling upon the gray
pavi ng stone.

The hul ki ng Firbol gs shoved their battering ram agai nst the stout oaken gates.
Splinters flew, and the barrier sagged inward fromthe force of the bl ow
"They won't hold much |onger!" observed Tristan quietly.

"How can we stop then?" asked Daryth, shouting over the din of the pounding.
"We can't let themthrough the gatehouse - they'll have the run of the
castle!™

"Come on!" called Tristan, drawing the Sword of Cynrych Hugh and yanki ng open
t he trapdoor |eading down into the gatehouse.

"Mght as well die downstairs as up," nuttered Pawl do, darting into the

wi nding stairwell after the prince.

Daryth | eaped after them A half dozen nmen-at-arns followed the trio down the
stairs.

Tristan burst through the door leading into the | ower gatehouse just in tine
to see the great wooden portals crash inward. One broke free and fell to the
ground, while the other hung | oosely froma single hinge. Imediately, the
press of ponderously cheering Firbolgs tunbled through the breach

Wth the main gates smashed, the gatehouse gave the Firbolgs two routes into
the castle. If they could al so crash through the portcullis with their ram
they could charge directly into the courtyard. If they could overconme Tristan
and his conpanions, the nmonsters could clinb through the trapdoor onto the
roof of the gatehouse, and fromthere reach all of the defenders on top of the
wooden pal i sade

Tristan hurled hinself and his sword at the nearest Firbolg, spilling the
creature's guts onto the stone floor. Before his first victimhad fallen, the
prince struck another, and then a third. In seconds, the bellows of the
wounded Firbol gs reverberated through the hollow stone structure. The rest of
the nonsters dropped the ram pulling their crude stone daggers or heavy
wooden cl ubs from beneath their |eather cloaks.

The prince was vaguely aware of Daryth at his side, and he saw a silvery flash
dart suddenly from between them lowto the ground. He knew the vali ant

hal fling stood with them

"Look out!" The cry fromDaryth alerted Tristan to a blowfroma Firbolg to
his left, and he barely ducked the murderous cut of a heavy bl ade. Before the
Fi rbol g recovered, however, the Sword of Cynrych Hugh visited his heart,

hi ssing eagerly, and the creature fell heavily to the flagstones, which were
qui ckly dyed red by the blood fromhis death wound.

More Firbolgs crowded into the gatehouse, as the flagstones grew slick with

bl ood. As Tristan |lunged toward one giant, his boots slipped and he fell,
knocking the wind fromhis lungs. The giant kicked himin the ribs with a
hobnai | ed boot, and he curled involuntarily fromthe pain, waiting for a fina
bl ow from above

Through the red haze of his vision, the prince saw Daryth |eap, driving his

bl ade deep into the Firbolg that had kicked him

"Come here!" Pawl do grabbed the prince's armand pulled with surprising



strength for one of his size.

Anot her fighter hel ped, and they yanked himfromthe thick of the nelee and
got himto his feet. Ducking a pair of huge clubs, Daryth sprang away fromthe
Fi rbol gs and | anded by his conpani ons, checking to see that Tristan was al

ri ght.

"I'"'mfine. Thanks," gasped the prince.

Wthout waiting to acknow edge him Daryth again |eaped into the fray as a
Firbol g came close. The slender Calishite gave the nountain of a creature a
swift cut to the neck.

For a few seconds, Tristan rested and regai ned his breath, |ooking at the
progress of the battle within the tight confines of the gatehouse. Severa
dozen Firbolgs still raged against the few humans. Fortunately for the humans,
the close quarters and their own | ack of inmagination played agai nst the

Fi r bol gs.

A half dozen or so of their nunbers lay on the flagstones, dead, and near

t hose bodies lay at |east three nmen-at-arns, skulls crushed.

Once nmore, Tristan pushed forward into the fight, selecting a stupidly
grinning Firbolg as his next target. The nonster's foul breath nearly nade the
prince gag. lgnoring the prince's first blow, the perspiration-covered Firbolg
drove his heavy club downward, but with a clear anticipation of the bl ow,
Tristan stepped quickly to the side, and then di senmbowel ed the creature with a
sl ashing cut of his sword.

Bellowing in pain, the nonster slunped to the ground, trying in vain to hold
its intestines. In nmonents, the Firbolg died, and the gore on the flagstones
grew t hi cker and nore slippery than ever

The stench of bl ood and death filled the gatehouse, and weariness began to
drag at defenders and attackers alike. Tristan | ooked quickly around, and saw
that only hinself, Daryth, Pawl do, and a single man-at-arns stood between the
Fi rbol gs and the door giving access to the castle.

Breat hi ng deeply, the prince realized that the Firbol gs, too, had stepped back
fromthe pace of battle for a brief rest. As sweat poured down his forehead,
the prince angrily wiped it fromhis eyes. He knew he could not allow the
Firbolgs tine to rest and regroup, or they would certainly pick up their ram
and smash the portcullis.

"We nust attack," gasped the prince, raising the Sword of Cynrych Hugh, though
the effort shot burning pain through his arm

"Hi -eeee!” Wth a screech, Pawl do bounded forward, striking deeply into the
calf of a startled Firbolg.

Bef ore his conpanions could build on his initiative, however, the flat of a
Firbol g cutlass crashed heavily into the halfling's little body, sending him
flying into the stone wall. Then Paw do dropped sensel ess to the floor

"Al'l right, you stinking bastard,"” grow ed Daryth, in a | ow voi ce than sonehow
carried clearly through the din of battle. The Calishite advanced in a | ow
crouch, and the Firbolg that had struck Pawl do recoiled instinctively fromthe
si ght of coming death.

Daryth sprang forward, and Tristan stepped quickly beside him As the prince
fended of f a series of attacks against the Calishite' s back, Daryth forced the
of f endi ng Fi rbol g backward.

Wth an inarticulate gurgle of terror, the nonster stepped into the ramthat
still lay in the niddle of the gatehouse and tunbl ed over backward to the
floor with a mighty crash. As his face twisted into a mask of hatred, Daryth
drove forward and sank his shortsword to the hilt in the Firbolg' s belly.
Darting back with lightning speed, Daryth avoided a blizzard of blows ainmed in
vain by the other Firbolgs. Tristan took advantage of the eneny's singl ehanded
pursuit of the Calishite. The Sword of Cynrych Hugh seermed to relish each

hi ssing touch of Firbolg flesh, and the prince carved several deep wounds
before he, too, fell back against the wall.

But this ebb and flow of conmbat could not continue for nore than a few m nutes
nore, Tristan realized. Even as he | ooked for a solution, a w cked sw ng cut
the head fromthe one remai ning man-at-arns standing with them Now Daryth and



Tristan stood al one before the wi de wooden door |eading to the upper |evel of
t he gat ehouse.

"When the Firbolgs cane to Corwell...
The strong voice, lifted in song, enmerged fromthe hall behind them Like
magi c, the prince felt renewed strength flow through his sword arm The song,
acconpani ed by aggressive yet nel odic harp chords, seenmed to have the sane

ef fect upon Daryth.

The Calishite wi ped the sweat fromhis eyes, and the weariness distorting his
face gave way to a |l ook of deadly determ nation

And then Keren stood between them

The bard quickly slung his harp behind his back and brandi shed his silver

| ongsword. Even without his instrument, however, the bard sang out a lusty
song of battle, turning between verses to wink at the prince and say, "A few
m nutes, ny prince. That's all the |onger we have to hold!"

"The raml " cried Daryth, pointing with his bl oodstai ned bl ade.

Tristan realized then that, with an unusual show of intelligence, sone

Fi rbol gs had been keepi ng them busy while others had cl eared and hoi sted the
heavy ramfor a final assault.

"Let's go!" the prince called, and imrediately the three men dove between the
slower giants and threw thensel ves into action

Tristan struck quickly at a Firbolg hol ding one end of the ram Daryth whirled
past him spinning and dodgi ng as he struck the other confused giants. Keren
too, pressed in, striking nore slowy, but coolly keeping the eneny fromthe
backs of his two conpani ons.

The entire squirm ng mass of Firbolgs slipped and cursed as the ram once again
tunmbled to the floor. From somewhere, however, a Firbolg' s club spun sideways
and crashed heavily, into Keren's ribs. The bard stunbl ed back to the door

his face ashen w th pain.

Trying to protect their companion, Tristan and Daryth fell back again as the
Fi rbol gs once nore forced themto the wall. As before, the press of heavy

bodi es actually restricted the actions of those engaged in the fight, and
several nore of the nonsters added their blood to the crimson surface of the
floor, victinms of their own side.

"We... can't hold out... for long," gasped Daryth, twisting frantically to
avoid a swinging cutlass. The heavy iron bl ade struck sparks fromthe stone
wal | and cut a deep gouge, barely missing the Calishite' s head.

"W have to try," grunted Tristan, too busy fending off attacks to | ook at his
friend.

A rattling clang sounded through the gatehouse, and the prince recognized the
sound with a nunbi ng shock

Soneone had reached the crank and wi nch, and was now raising the only barrier
bet ween the Firbolgs and the courtyard of Caer Corwell.

"The portcullis! It'll let theminto the courtyard!" shouted the prince. "GCet
to the stairs! Fall back!"

"Run, you overgrown bags of bl ubber!"

The harsh voice, ringing through the gatehouse, sent a thrill of hope through
the prince, He saw that the portcullis had been rai sed only about four feet
fromthe ground before being stopped. Instead of letting the giants out of the
gat ehouse, it let Finellen and her dwarves in.

"Now, get back to Myrloch, where you bel ong!"

The prince could not see why, but the Firbolgs began to bellow and yell, both
fear and frustration in their voices as they nmilled about in the gatehouse
like a herd of sheep that have scented the hungry wolf. One cried out in pain,
anot her dropped to the ground, slain.

Tristan and Daryth gasped as they | eaned agai nst the door, nonentarily
forgotten by the Firbol gs. An occasional dwarven curse sounded fromthe
courtyard, confirmng Tristan's guess as to their rescuers.

"I told you," said Keren, struggling to his feet. "A few mnutes!"

"And not a second too soon," admtted the prince, relieved to see the bard
apparently recovered.



"Now run, you stinking cowards!" taunted Finellen, punctuating her cry with a
vicious thrust into the groin of a retreating Firbolg. The nonsters fell back
nmore qui ckly than ever, slipping and scranbling across the gory fl oor
"Charge!" cried the dwarven warrior, her beard bristling aggressively.

| mredi ately, she and her conpany sprang forward, their steely spearheads
advancing as a glittering and inpenetrable wall of death.

"CGo!" cried Daryth, sagging against the wall in relief.

Tristan grinned weakly at the Calishite, as they were ignored by the Firbol gs.
Toget her they watched the rout as panic spread anong the hul king creatures and
they turned, en masse, and fled the gatehouse.

Two dozen dead or badly wounded Firbolgs |ay sprawl ed and bl eedi ng about the
smal | structure, while a snaller nunber fled down the castle road.

The fight for the gatehouse was won.

* * K* * *

Ol ouds of black snoke spiraled skyward fromthe flamng walls of the palisade,
obscuring the Beast's view of the castle. The nonster recalled the ease with
whi ch the Firbol gs had broken into the gatehouse.

Kazgorot h wondered how the battle follow ng the break-in had fared. Were the
Firbolgs in the courtyard yet?

Angrily, the Beast conpared this swi ft success to the pl odding progress of the
rai ders agai nst the palisade. The steep and rocky slopes leading to the wall
had proved too sheer in many places for nen on foot to clinb. In other places,
a few hundred northnmen had managed to reach the top and hurl thensel ves

agai nst the wooden walls, which, the Beast noted in anger, still stood.

Now, Kazgoroth could see the walls snoldering and snoking in many pl aces, but
nowhere did a truly massive conflagration bl aze.

And what of the female druid? She had not yet used her power during this part
of the battle. Surely she would be there, with the defenders, during these

dar kest hours in Caer Corwell's history. The Beast hoped that she would strike
soon, revealing her location. Once this was done, she would belong to the
Beast .

Frustrated, Kazgoroth could barely restrain the urge to use the unbridl ed
power of the Darkwell. A blast of savage magic could bl ow away an entire
section of the palisade, giving the raiders easy access to the heart of the
castl e.

Cursing, the Beast knew that such a display would have a disastrous effect
upon his own troops. The superstitious northmen mght very well flee the
battlefield in confusion and panic. They would realize that sonething
powerful Iy magi cal was in the body of Thel gaar |ronhand.

Then the Beast saw the Firbolgs, |unmbering heavily, emerge fromthe black and
swirling smoke. A dozen of the creatures raced down the castle road in sheer
pani c. Kazgoroth could only deduce that the rest of the nobnstrous conpany |ay
dead in the gatehouse or the castle proper

And finally the Beast's careful control snapped.

I nvol untary shudders of rage flexed Kazgoroth's body, warping and shifting his
shape. Although few northnen were near enough to see this, those that did drew
back in fear and astoni shrment.

First, the Beast grew several feet taller, while retaining basically a human
shape. Wth a force of will, Kazgoroth brought its size back toward the earth,
but could not prevent an outbreak of scales across its exposed arnms and face.
Snakel i ke, a forked tongue energed fromthe grotesque face and the eyes grew
red hot in anger and frustration

Wth an inarticul ate scream Kazgoroth rel eased his anger in a blast of

expl osive magic. The fleeing Firbolgs, led in their panic by G oth,

di sappeared in a thundering explosion as a great chunk of the castle road bl ew
up. Chunks of paving stone, clods of dirt, and snmall pieces of Firbolg flew
upward through the air, arcing out to | and hundreds of yards away fromthe

r oad.



The thundering eruption brought the fighting to a nmonentary halt as the
warriors on both sides gaped in shock. Two hundred feet of the castle road had
vani shed, replaced by a crater twenty or thirty feet deep. Not a single
Firbolg lived, nor could the body of any of the creatures be | ocated.
Fortunately for the noral e of Kazgoroth's army, few w tnessed the Beast's |o0ss
of control or realized the source of the explosion. But even as the battle
raged, runors of the king's mnmysterious nature continued to spread throughout
the arny of raiders.

Trenmendous will power all owed Kazgoroth to regain control of its human body,
and once again the formof Thelgaar Ironhand strode forward anmpong the ranks of
nor t hnen.

"Send fire, and nore fire!" he roared, and the raiders hastened to obey their
king. Trailing streaks of black snoke, another barrage of mssiles sped toward
t he high wooden walls. Wth satisfaction, the Beast watched nany of them
strike the tinbers, igniting a half dozen new fires.

Per haps yet, thought the Beast, Caer Corwell would burn.

* * K* * *

Acrid snmoke burned her eyes, and the din of battle became a constant,

di ssonant theme in her ears as Robyn did what she could to help contain the
fires. Now the mssiles fromthe eneny catapults struck with alarmng
accuracy, and it seened that fires erupted faster than the Ffol k coul d quench
t hem

Robyn's |l ong black hair, confined into a long braid, twirled around her head
as she ran fromone crisis to another. Despair threatened to overwhel m her
but she drove the enotion back

In a nmomentary lull, she | ooked around and saw Gavin nearby, straining to
operate a punp designed to be run by six men. He nodded and gave her a slight
snm |l e. She nodded back as she wi ped a sweat soaked strand of hair from her
face, heartened by the strength of her friend. Stunmbling wearily, she stepped
to his side and strained with himto raise and | ower the heavy lever. Al
around, the fighters of the Eastern Cantrevs foll owed Gavin's occasi ona
shout ed conmmands.

But the fires threatened to strip the palisade fromthe castle and expose the
i nhabitants to the attackers.

"You fight well, ny lass,"” grunted the smth through clenched teeth as he
strained at the punp.

"I have little choice," responded Robyn.

"As do we all," said Gavin, smling. "You! Pick up those buckets and nove!" he
bel |l owed at a group of firefighters who had paused to catch their breath.
Several nmore men joined the smth at the punp, and Robyn went back to the
palisade to direct the water onto the fires.

A spattering ball of pitch struck the top of the palisade, soaking one of the
def enders in bl azing flane.

The man st aggered backward, and Robyn quickly chanted the words to a sinple
spell - one she had | earned fromher nother's book. Cool water appeared, in
the air above him splashing across the man's body and cl ot hes, extingui shing
the flames and hissing into steam

But her store of magic had to be conserved, and again she picked up a heavy
bucket and poured its contents over a snoldering section of the palisade.

She had tied a thong to her staff and slung it across her back. Now it |ay
there, and she could feel the energy of its power through her sweatsoaked

bl ouse. Still, she dared not use the staff yet - its power, too, was |imted.
The springs bel ow Caer Corwell were deep, and many punps had been pl aced

t hroughout the castle to reach the water in the event of attack, but the fires
wer e spreading now. Already, great sections of the palisade had begun to
crackl e and roar as they were consumed by hungry flames. The druid | ooked
around her in horror.

Suddenly the strains of a peaceful ballad caressed her ears, overcom ng the



surroundi ng cacophony. Like a ray of sunshine through storm the nusic of the
bard's harp penetrated the air of the courtyard, and the defenders took heart.
Keren wal ked calmy through the ranks of the desperate Ffolk, strummng his
instrument and softly singing a tale of tragic love. H s cape was

battl e-stained, and he favored his right leg slightly, but war seened to be
the farthest thing fromhis nmnd. Robyn instinctively |ooked up to see the

bl ack fal con, circling above the defenders.

Wth a wy snile, Robyn inagined her appearance. Soot and dirt coated her
skin. Her hands were chapped and sore.

"Have you seen Tristan?" she asked Keren

"He | ed the defense of the gatehouse!" exclained the bard, and then added
soberly, "Pawl do was hurt, but | don't think it's serious."

"And the fight?"

"The gatehouse is secured," replied the bard. "The Firbol gs have fled, and now
the great threat lies to the walls thensel ves. How do they stand?"

Robyn's despair rose to the surface and her voice cracked. "W cannot contain
the fires much | onger, | fear."

As if in taunting nockery of her words, a great section of the wall suddenly
col l apsed in a cloud of snoke and sparks.

| mredi ately, northmen appeared in the gap, crossing the ruins of the wall and
charging into the courtyard.

"To arms!" Gavin's bell owed comuand thundered through the courtyard, and the
warriors of his conpany dropped buckets and punps, reaching instead for sword
and shield. Keren slung his harp over his shoulder in favor of his sword and
joined the Iine, anchoring the far flank. But Robyn knew that a hundred or
nmore northnmen woul d enter the courtyard before Gavin's company coul d organi ze.
Agai n, she called upon the know edge gai ned from her nother's book, chanting
an arcane conmmand and drawi ng the power of the goddess fromthe earth. Wth a
sharp, chopping gesture, she waved at the northmen scranbling across the

wr eckage of the fallen wall.

| mredi ately, the ground below their feet split and twi sted, as an eruption of
pl ants burst upward.

Bushes, vines, creepers, and thorns craw ed forth, snakelike, grasping the

| egs and wai sts of the raiders. Caught by the druid' s spell, the attackers
hacked and sl ashed frantically at the withing plants.

But the stal ks and branches woul d not slow the attack for |ong. However, the
pl ants gave Gavin and the Ffol k of the Eastern Cantrevs tine to forma |ong
line, three ranks deep, in preparation for a savage charge. The northnen who
did not fall instantly began to retreat. Breathing heavily fromthe exertion
and excitenent, Robyn shouted in triunph as she saw the attacking force
broken. Gavin and his conpany now patrolled the entire length of the breach.
"W did it! " Robyn cried, running up to the smth and seizing himexcitedly.
"They ran away! W stopped them"

Gently, Gavin renmoved her arns from his neck, nodding, his head toward the
moor a hundred feet below "But," cautioned the smith, "the eneny is not quite
finished."

* * K* * *

Laric's skull-face split into a ghastly caricature of a grin as the dozens of
prisoners were prodded toward the Bl oodriders. For a noment, the captain's

t houghts turned toward the druid who was somewhere up there, in the castle.
The lust within himtw sted his features even nore horribly. Even the gaunt
bl ack stallion underneath himsensed his anticipation, prancing and snorting
nervously.

On the field that had once been the site of the Festival of the Spring

Equi nox, Laric let his gaze linger upon the steep slope, alnost a sheer cliff,
t hat stood between him and the quarry he so desired. The palisade atop the

sl ope had burned to ashes, and now a line of Ffolk stood along the crest of
the knoll, weapons ready.



The prisoners - nostly elder Ffolk who had not fled before the advanci ng eneny
- were pushed toward the Bl oodriders, who set upon themw th conplete

nmercil essness. Few of the prisoners even had time to scream or turn in
horror, and none escaped the quick and killing blows. Rich, red bl ood welled
forth, to be trapped by the eager cupped hands of the Bl oodriders.

Each of the Riders spread a | eather pouch bel ow a bl eedi ng body, quickly

gat hering a deep, crinmson pool. Laric could barely control the trenbling in
his skel etal hands as his pouch drained the life froma frail old woman. He
turned slowy to his gaunt black nount, kneeling at the steed's flank
Carefully, Laric held the pouch open and lifted the stallion's foreleg. He

di pped the bl ack hoof into the warm bl ood, relishing the aroma that wafted
upward when the two nmet. As the hoof emerged, it pulsed with a gl ow ng

vi brancy. Slowy, deliberately, he anointed each of the stallion's hooves,
whi l e each of the other Riders of his conpany did the sane to their nmounts.
As each hoof, thus enchanted, struck the ground, a sharp crack of noise broke
upon the field. Should the hoof happen to strike a stone or the tip of a
sunken boul der anong the soft |oamof the field, then the crack was anplified
tenfold, and a shower of sparks burst across the grass.

Pranci ng eagerly now, the horses of the Bloodriders awaited their masters.
Leavi ng the drai ned corpses sprawl ed about the commons, Laric's creatures

| eaped into their saddles, turning the snorting heads toward Caer Corwell.
Laric drew his sword and hel d the black, tarnished blade in the air before
him Its tip indicated the breach in the palisade, high atop the | oom ng
cliff. The cracking and sparking of the enchanted hooves shot across the
battlefield like the bursting of |ightning, drowning out all other sounds.
Quickly the great horses broke into a trot. The clattering noise of their
hoof beats rose to an unbelievabl e din.

As the Riders picked up speed, Laric saw the world slow around him Men turned
to watch the Riders, and they noved as if suspended in nol asses. Balls of
pitch, launched by the catapults, seened alnpbst to freeze in the air, inching
forward finally like puffballs balancing on a |ight breeze. The dark

enchant nent speeded the Bloodriders far faster than nortals, and the rest of
the world slowed to a craw .

And now the Bl oodriders began to gall op, charging straight for the sheer wall.
Laric, in the lead, pulled his stallion into a mghty |eap. The creature's
hooves now | eft a blazing trail of fire every tine they struck the ground, and
this fire extended onto the sl ope.

Qui ckly, inpossibly, the horses of the Bl oodriders thundered onto the sheer
slope leading up to Caer Corwell. To watchers, they were a blur of shadow and
fire, leaving a land black and tortured in their wake.

To the Riders, the rest of the world was a npbsaic of stunned observers and
slowy tunbling fireballs.

* * K* * *

Newt buzzed lazily anmong the groves of aspens along the shore of crystalline
Myrl och. The summer day warned hi m and made hi m sl eepy, yet he felt propelled
by a strange uncertainty.

Flitting |like a humm ngbird through the trees, Newt blinked into invisibility
for a second, before reappearing and agai n disappearing. In his agitation, he
continued to pop in and out of sight, unconsciously hurrying through the
forest, ever southward.

Finally, the summery air grew rank with the stench of decay and death. Flies
and gnats buzzed heavily in the still, humid air. Newt realized that he had
flown to the Fens of the Fallon.

The know edge brought a sudden nenory of his adventure with the mai den and her
conpani ons. He giggled happily as he recalled the Firbol gs thrashing about in
the grip of New's illusionary nagic.

Still blinking, he decided to have a | ook at the scene of his adventure - the
stronghol d of the Firbol gs. Buzzing | ow, under the drooping branches of



wi | I ows, hovering above the brackish water, he suddenly noticed a trail.

He could not see, nor snell, nor otherwi se identify how he foll owed the spoor

| ai d down weeks earlier in brackish water and cl utching pools of nud.

Raci ng qui ckly, Newt vanished entirely fromthe sight of anyone who ni ght have
been nearby. He took notice of nothing but the spoor before him w nding
through the fens until he finally entered the sunnier realnms of forest.

In his darting speed, Newt traveled many nmiles in an hour, never flagging in
his determination. And finally, near the end of the day, he came upon the
source of the long trail

XXI
A FORTRESS FALLEN

PAW.DO RECOVERED CONSCI QUSNESS as Tristan and Daryth carried himto the
barracks, where the wounded were cared for as best as possible. Here they
encountered Friar Nol an.

"How goes the fight?" asked the cleric, pulling a wool en bl anket over the face
of a blankly staring fighter. He stood and | ooked at the prince, and Tristan
could barely hold back an expression of shock

The formerly stout cleric had grown nuch thinner, and the skin seened to sag
upon his body. Hi s face had an unhealthy pallor, with black circles under the
eyes. He |l ooked as if he had not slept for weeks.

"We've stopped themfor the time being," answered Tristan as he lay the

hal fling upon a relatively clean patch of straw

"Let me up, | tell you!" shouted Pawl do, twisting away fromthe prince. "I'm
goi ng back out there and -"

"You're staying right here!" stated the cleric, silencing the feisty halfling.
A garish streak of blood ran down the side of Pawl do's head, and he coul d not
conceal the deep pain that shot through hi mwhen he noved. Meekly, Pawl do

rel axed into the bed of straw and cl osed his eyes.

As Tristan and Daryth returned to the courtyard, a shower of sparks tunbl ed
over the palisade beyond the stables, threatening to ignite the straw. Daryth
joined a group of Ffolk rushing to extinguish the flanes. Tristan, seeing the
fire quickly under control, ran to | ook for Robyn.

He saw her, standing beside Gavin, on the far side of the courtyard. The two
were peering down the slope of the knoll, toward the commons. The prince,
starting toward them noticed that the Iine of Ffolk at the wall seened
suddenly thrown backward as if in shock

And then he saw the Bl oodriders strike the courtyard.

* * K* * *

"What' s happeni ng?" cried Robyn, as the Bl oodriders became a blur of novenent.
She heard the horrifying lightning and thunder of the hooves, and saw the fire
- bl ackened path behind them but the horsemen thensel ves noved too fast for
her nortal eyes.

Only Gavin seened capabl e of reacting as the black horses clinbed the knoll
The giant smth stepped before Robyn and |ifted his huge hamer.

The wonman saw a blur of red eyes, black skin, and grinning teeth, and then the
hor senen were upon them Robyn felt something massive - perhaps a horse's
shoul der - sl am agai nst her, and she fell to the ground.

Dimy, she saw Gavin's hamrer whirl and strike a Rider fromhis saddle with
enough force to shatter his body into pieces. She saw a sl ashing bl ade cut a
chunk of red fromthe snmth's shoul der as Gavin stepped backward, straddling
Robyn's body with his giant |egs.

Spar ks and chi ps of rock stung her exposed skin. But the smth stood firm

di vidi ng the onrush of horsenen so that none of the crushing steeds could step
on the druid.

Bl ood spl ashed onto her, and she saw weapons pass over her in a blur. The

bl ades | eft deep red slashes all over Gavin's body. H s neck, chest, arnms, and



head all spurted bl ood, but somehow Gavin still stood, |ike some inexorable
force of nature

Then the horsenen were past, galloping unhindered into the courtyard, |eaving
the battered remmants of the conpany noani ng and bl eedi ng on the parapet.
Gavin slunped to his knees as Robyn squirnmed from beneath himand sat up. The
smth's eyes glazed as he | ooked dunbly at his lifeblood, running freely into
the ground. Then he slowy toppl ed backward to lie, notionless, anong the many
ot her bodi es.

* * K* * *

The body of Thel gaar Ironhand seened |ike an inefficient vehicle for clinmnbing
the steep slope, but the Beast forced itself to retain the bothersonme shape.
Now, with the fall of the fortress so near at hand, it could not afford to

di stract the northmen fromtheir task.

Graspi ng chunks of sod or outcrops of rock with its hands, Kazgoroth noved
upward at the head of a thousand northmen. The breach in the palisade,
fornmerly held by a conpany of Ffolk, was enpty once nore.

For the charge of the Bl oodriders had passed here. Not a single defender al ong
that line still stood to neet the advancing raiders. The charge had cut like a
scythe through the Ffolk, and now the nen of the Iron King reached the crest
of the knoll and rushed through the opening.

* * K* * *

"I'n the nane of the goddess..." Robyn whispered.
When she saw Gavin, dust-covered and bl eedi ng, she sobbed uncontrollably.
Kneel i ng besi de the man who had died to protect her, she gently closed his
sightl ess eyes. For the first time since they had seen his village in flanes,
she thought that he | ooked peaceful. He had joined his famly in death.

She stood and carefully took the staff from behind her back, holding it close
before her. Its snooth surface, so warm agai nst her hands, cal med and

strengt hened her. She felt very old, but as if that age had weat hered and

t oughened her.

"Thank the goddess you're all right," said the bard, as he ran to her

"The smith saved ny life," she said sinply, and then turned away.

She saw the Bl oodriders sweep through the courtyard of the castle, her hone,
Now t hey moved at a nore normal speed, killing anyone who stood in their path
until they were gall oping through a courtyard enpty except for thenselves and
their dead victins.

"Are you all right?" From sonewhere, Tristan appeared next to the druid,
touchi ng her shoulder with concern. She | ooked at him and the sight of his
tired, careworn face nmade her nearly burst into tears again.

"I"'mfine," she replied, gulping. She knew that she could not yet |et go.
"Come on, let's get away fromhere!"™ WIllingly, she grabbed the prince's arm
and ran. They raced through the choking, swirling snoke until they reached the
stables. Here, as he had hoped, Tristan found that the sister knights had
begun to nmount their white horses.

Brigit opened the stable doors to let themslip in, and they turned and

wat ched the Bl oodriders weak havoc in the courtyard.

Heartsick, Tristan counted el even white horses, and el even silvery knights.
How t hese valiant warriors had suffered in his service! Yet now they nounted
again, prepared as always to charge a foe that outnunbered themfive to one.
"Wait," cried Robyn, as a man-at-arns prepared to throw open the stable doors.
"Gve me time to get out there near the doors to the keep

"Tristan, | need you to cone with ne," she said, and he coul d not refuse.
Robyn turned again toward the el even knights. "Wen the doors open, charge
across the courtyard once, and then return this way. You nust |ead the

Bl oodri ders past ne!

"And pl ease -" Robyn's voice was | ow, her tone grave

all of you nust pass



before they reach nme - you nust be certain!"

Brigit |ooked slightly puzzled, but nodded.

Robyn and Tristan slipped through the stable doors and sprinted toward the
keep, under cover of the acrid snpke. Soon they reach a position near the
great oaken doors.

Suddenly the stable doors burst open, and the Sisters of Synnoria charged into
the enbattled courtyard

The silver plate nade of the sisters gleaned in the afternoon sun, and the
colorful pennants, proud as ever, trailed fromthe silvery |lances. Those

| ances now | evel ed at the circling mass of the Bloodriders, as the two groups
of riders cane together with brutal inpact.

The Bl oodriders swerved fromthe path of the advanci ng knights. But before the
bl ack horses could swing around the knights and trap them the sisters of
Synnoria. Swung about and raced back toward the stables.

How i ng their victory cry, the Bloodriders pursued the fleeing knights. The
white horses were swift, however, and the sisters outdistanced nearly all of
the Bloodriders in their short spurt across the courtyard.

Al'l but one.

The captain of the Bloodriders hurled his black stallion forward with
[ightning speed, and the powerful horse carried himto the very heels of the
si sters.

The knights, trailed closely by Laric, galloped past Robyn as she stepped from
t he doorway onto the paving stones of the courtyard. Her oaken staff pounded
sharply on the ground, once and then again. She uttered words of arcane power,
a call upon the benevol ence of the goddess.

And t he goddess heard.

The goddess split the ground asunder, along the |line Robyn had marked with the
staff. The goddess call ed upon the wells of heat |ying deep within her bowels
- vast pools of liquid rock glowing with white hot fire. And the goddess gave
this power to Robyn.

A wall of fire exploded fromthe ground, stretching across the path of the
chargi ng Bl oodriders. Paving stones flew upward as the fires of the

eart hnmot her reached toward the sky, creating a barrier of intense heat.

The Bl oodriders struck the wall of white fire. Their horses turned instantly
skeletal, mutilated and black as they fell to the ground. The goddess's fire
took hold of the body of each Bl oodrider and scoured the force of the Darkwell
fromhis bones. Only ashes energed fromthe fire.

* * K* k* *

Li ke a gray brown wave, the wolves of the Pack followed their |eader across
the moors, hills, and forests of Gwnneth. Canthus took them quickly fromthe
hi ghl ands, through the sparse settlenments of the northern cantrevs, closer and
closer to his hone and his master

For nmore than a week, the mass of animals maintained their steady course,
resting only for a few hours in the darkest hours of the night. Before dawn
they were off again, always rolling forward with that steady | ope.

Fi nal ly, Canthus sensed the nearness of his hone, for he passed through fields
where Tristan and Daryth had taken himduring the training. Ahead lay his
castl e and his bel oved naster.

The great black columm towering into the sky marked the | ocation of Caer
Corwel | . The hound | oped steadily on, his long tongue hanging linply fromhis
jaws. H s shaggy flanks were tangled and matted with burrs, and his ragged
breat hi ng panted from his huge chest.

Now his nostrils picked up scents of home - scents om nously mingled with the
nore powerful aromas of threat and danger. He could snell the salty waters of
the firth, and the nusty dankness of the stables, but these odors were far
over shadowed by the snells of fire, death, and decay.

Li ke a brown | egion, the followers of Canthus raced to Caer Corwell. But even
as they ran, warriors died, and the castle burned.



* * K* * *

In a brief second, Laric saw the towering wall of fire, and he sensed that the
long line of debris - bones of horses and ashes of Riders - represented al

that remained of his conpany. He felt no sadness at the |l oss of his

conpani ons, for he was no | onger capable of such an enption - only anger

The bl ack stallion veered fromthe sisters, for the odds no | onger favored
Laric here. He noticed, dimy, that Thel gaar |Ironhand now |l ed a | arge band of
rai ders through the breach in the lines created by the Bl oodriders - the
battle was far from over

And al ways his decayed nostrils searched the snoking, swirling air of the
courtyard for the scent of her whom he sought. The druid, he knew, mnust be
responsi ble for the destruction of his conpany. That only made his | onging for
her deeper.

Suddenly, a delicious scent floated past his nostrils, and the snoke parted
enough for the Bl oodrider to see his quarry. She lay notionl ess against the
stone walls of the keep. Before her stood that arrogant human, the one with
the mghty sword. The human woul d be a powerful eneny, Laric knew, but his
lust for the druid conpelled himto attack

H s skeletal jaws clenched into a smle as the black steed sprang forward, the
hard hooves clattering against the paving stones. Wth hot pleasure, Laric saw
that the prince did not yet notice him com ng

H s attention seenmed focused across the courtyard toward the advanci ng ranks
of northnen...

Towar d Thel gaar |ronhand.

* * K* * *

Kazgorot h paused anong the corpses of the Ffolk left by the charge of the

Bl oodri ders. The human |ungs of Thel gaar |ronhand gasped for air, but no
matter, the Beast felt no energy drain fromthe |ong clinb.

The Beast watched the Sisters of Synnoria charge fromthe stables, and it

wat ched the Bl oodriders pursue them back across the courtyard.

And then the flanes bl ossomed fromthe courtyard, and Kazgoroth bel | oned
inarticulately at the destruction of his own creatures. The white fl anes
soared high and burned the Beast's eyes with the power of the goddess. Roaring
in a rage, Kazgoroth was forced to avert its eyes until the goddess's power
receded.

The Beast saw, finally, the ruins of the Bloodriders, and again its body

twi sted fromthe consum ng rage. The power of the Darkwell surged
uncontrol l ably, exploding in flanes from Thel gaar's distorted nouth and
flexing his brawny arms into serpentine tentacles.

But the cool intelligence at the center of the nonster's being brought it

qui ckly under control. Quickly the tentacles withdrew into human arns, and the
whi t e- bearded face nelted back into the |ikeness of Thel gaar. Sone northnen
rubbed their eyes, attributing the alarming sight to the swirling snoke, the
confusing din of battle. Qhers spoke silent prayers to their foreign gods.

* * K* * *

Tristan gasped as the white flames devoured the Bloodriders. He dimy heard a
clattering beside him and turned to see Robyn's staff fall carelessly to the
ground. The druid sagged backward agai nst the wall of the keep, and slowy

sl unped. The prince | eaped to her side and caught her unconsci ous body before
she hit the ground. Robyn's face was frighteningly pale, but she stil

breat hed. Cbviously, the effort to cast the awesone spell of destruction had
dr ai ned and exhausted her.

For a nonent, Tristan let the battle surge forward wi thout him Anguishing, he
carried his beloved Robyn into the shelter of the alcove before the doors of



the keep, laying her carefully upon his outspread cl oak. Then he took her
staff and placed it across her chest, hoping that the talisman night offer
some enchanted aid to her recovery.

The prince noticed that the oaken shaft seened to have cool ed somewhat - it
felt like a normal piece of smooth oak, no |l onger throbbing with that strange
and deep sense of vitality he had noticed before.

And then Tristan forgot all about Robyn, as the Sword of Cynrych Hugh
conpelled himto stare across the courtyard. He saw the advancing form of the
eneny king - a huge, white-bearded northman | eadi ng the charge of his
countrynen with berserker intensity.

But the prince, aided by the power of Cynrych Hugh, saw nmuch nore than this.
He saw the king as it truly was - not human, nor even aninmal, but the spawn of
some force deeper and far nore malignant than any |living organi sm

He recogni zed the king as the denon that had attacked Robyn in her room only
to be driven off by the conmbined efforts of the druid, the cleric, and the
prince.

And he knew that the Beast recognized him

Robyn mpaned slightly, and stirred upon the steps of the keep. The prince

hal f-turned toward her, and saw her eyes flutter open. He wanted to go to her
but the sword would not let him

Resolutely, the Prince of Corwell turned his back upon Robyn and advanced to
do battle with Kazgoroth.

* * K* * *

The final rise north of Corwell passed bel ow the | oping paws of the Pack, and
finally Canthus saw his destination. The castle before him stood high upon its
famliar knoll, but its appearance was nmuch changed. Bl ack snpke and orange
flame roared skyward from many pl aces al ong the wooden palisade. Al about the
base of the knoll pressed the arny of northnen, as catapults bonbarded the
fortress fromall sides, and raiders scranbled up the steep slopes of the hil
to attack every breach in the palisade.

Wth a grow, Canthus |eaped to the defense of his master's hone.

This | oyal hound, however, was acconpani ed by a thousand drooling, aroused,
and fiercely hungry wol ves. The Pack set upon the armnmy of the northnmen. A
hundred raiders died without knowi ng what killed them for the Pack approached
fromthe rear of the battle. Slowy, as the screans of the dying and the
snarls of the killers spread across the field, the raiders turned fromthe
castl e to behold cani ne doominexorably | oping toward them

The wol ves approached fromthe north, where the attack had been weakest. On
the opposite side of the castle, the Bloodriders had al ready breached the
pal i sade, and fighting raged in the courtyard. But here, the palisade stil
stood, and the stone bul k of the keep rose directly beyond. Here, too, much of
the slope leading to the castle consisted of sheer cliffs of weatherworn rock,
uncl i nbabl e by even the nost determ ned of attackers.

The raiders now turned to save themnselves, ignoring the castle. In a flash,
the wol ves were anong them and each northman who confronted a wolf with his
weapon found two nmore creatures setting upon himfromflank and rear

The bl ows of sword and axe killed many a wol f, but the Pack rolled forward

wi th single-mnded determ nation, always follow ng the formof the great

nmoor hound that inspired them

As the carnage continued, the blood-letting drove the wolves to the height of
frenzy. More and nore, the raiders sinply fled, and quickly a wave of panic
spread. Wthin a few mnutes, the eneny had been cleared fromthe northern
side of Caer Corwell.

* * K* * *

A great carnivore |eaped at Grunnarch, but he split the creature's skull wth
a crushing blow fromhis axe. He turned in tine to see Raag Hammer st aad,



fighting nearby, nove too slowy to avoid the rush of another of the beasts.
The wol f sank ivory fangs through Raag's beard and into the flesh of his
throat, tearing out the w ndpipe and jugular. The Isles of Norheimlost their
king in that instant, but G unnarch was nore concerned with the |loss of an
entire armny.

Al'l around him the raiders had begun to turn their backs and flee these
unnatural attackers. Another of the snarling canines threwitself at the Red
Ki ng, and once again his battle-axe saved his life.

But Grunnarch had little spirit for this fight. A bolder warrior than he it
woul d be hard to find, should the eneny be a man, with flesh and bl ood and
weapons and arnor. But too often during this raid, the eneny had been rain, or
i nsects, or crags of nountains. And now t hese wol ves.

It seened as though the land itself fought against the northmen, and this

t hought gave the Red Ki ng profound m sgivings.

He | ooked about him seeing nmore and nore of his nen fleeing fromthe Pack. In
a nonent, he saw that he woul d be surrounded by the rampagi ng horde.

Wth little regret, Gunnarch turned his back to the wolves and joined the
flight. His attention focused not on the arnmy of Thel gaar at the castle, or
even the status of the fortress itself.

I nstead, Gunnarch fled toward his | ongship on the beach of the firth.
Forenost in his mind was hone.

* * K* * *

The prince steadily noved across the courtyard toward the approachi ng nass of
the northnen. He ignored the vast nunbers of the eneny, focusing his attention
sol ely upon the Beast. The remaining fighters of the Ffolk, remants of the
conpani es that had fought in the castle's defense, now energed from behi nd
barri cades, and streaned fromw thin the buil dings.

A hundred fighters of Gavin's conpany, grimy determ ned to avenge the death
of their captain, fell in behind Tristan. A score of dwarves, anchored by the
staunch Finellen, energed fromthe gatehouse and narched to his right. The
Sisters of Synnoria enmerged fromthe stables, lances leveled, to the left of
the prince.

Those nen-at-arns surviving fromthe castle's garrison and from ot her
conpani es al so swarnmed into the courtyard. Soon the number of Ffol k behind the
Prince of Corwell nearly matched that of raiders standing with Thel gaar

| ronhand.

For the first tine, the Iron King drew his sword from behi nd his back. The

m ghty steel blade, nearly five feet |ong, extended nmenacingly. His great
hands, heavy with nuscle, clasped the hilt, so that the heavy weapon fl oated
like a thin wand in the air.

The Sword of Cynrych Hugh, feathery in Tristan's hand, pulled himforward. But
the prince needed no encouragenent to fight the creature before him He
understood that this creature was the source of all of the evil that had
befal l en Gwnneth during the long and fatal sunmer.

The raiders and the Ffol k paused, instinctively, one hundred yards apart.

Thel gaar |1ronhand strode forward, and Tristan Kendrick, Prince of Corwell, met
himw th steel

Tristan eyed the towering figure before him watching the | ong bl ade

i ntensely.

Suddenly, the lIron King's long sword slashed toward Tristan's knees, and he
parried the attack at the cost of a numbing blow to his hands. Hi s own sword
cut toward the northman's shoul der, but the king's parry was as fast as his
own had been. Again and again, the two weapons clashed and cl anged in the
otherwi se eerily silent courtyard.

The wei ght of the Beast's weapon, backed by the power of the Darkwell surging
t hrough its body, crashed against the Sword of Cynrych Hugh with nmany times
the m ght of a normal blow, and Tristan had to back away fromthe Iron King's
st eady attack.



The nunbness in his hands turned to pain, and Tristan found hinmsel f dreadi ng
the next blow. As each one fell, it seemed inpossible that his bl ade was not
knocked from hi s hands.

They fought near the edge of the slope, and Tristan spun away fromthat deadly
sword seconds before the Beast cornered himagainst the drop. He nearly
stunbl ed among the w eckage of the palisade, dodgi ng a downward bl ow t hat

sl ashed completely through a heavy tinber.

"Look!"

The cry came from an unknown warrior anong the Ffolk, but it called the
attention of the gathered nultitudes to the nmoor bel ow t hem

A thousand or nore northnen streamed away fromthe castle knoll, and behind

t hem rushed t he thousands of wolves. Panic had spread through the entire arny,
except for those upon the knoll with the Iron King. Now these | ooked nervously
past the hul king formof their |leader to the nmassive retreat being enacted

bel ow t hem

And they saw the visage of their |eader and king begin to change into
somet hi ng not imagi ned even in their deepest nightnares.

* * K* * *

The Beast watched its arny flee, and it felt the nomentum of disaster

bui |l ding. The Firbol gs and Bl oodriders were dead, and its army now ran away.
Rage welled within the denmonic breast, and the Beast exploded into its true
formbefore the terrorstricken eyes of the northmen and the Ffolk. Its tai
grew | onger than the tinbers of the palisade and with an angry |ash a dozen
northnmen were toppled fromthe knoll. It grewin height until it towered above
t he humans, its head higher than the walls of the courtyard. It stood upon two
m ghtily nmuscl ed, heavily scal ed rear |egs.

W cked barbs tipped the clutching forel egs, and these thrust forward to try
and pull the heart fromthe breast of the Prince of Corwell. But the Sword of
Cynrych Hugh met those claws with the eternal power of the goddess.

The flesh of the Beast could not withstand the weapon's enchantment. Screamn ng
in pain, Kazgoroth reared away fromthe Prince of Corwell and his potent

swor d.

Morrent ary ast oni shment rooted the prince to the flagstones, as the
transformati on of the Beast sent shivers of horror through the fighters of the
Ffol k and the enemy alike. And the attackers stood i mobile, for the briefest
of noments.

Al of them that is, except one.

* * K* * *

Engrossed by the clash of prince and king, the people in the courtyard did not
noti ce the shadow of Laric as he stealthily maneuvered away fromthe press of
bodies, trying to choose his nonment precisely. Dimy, Laric noticed
Kazgoroth's transformati on as the Beast assunmed its true form but the

Bl oodrider's attention focused far nore diligently upon the unconscious

mai den.

As the others in the courtyard stood transfixed, Laric spurred his snorting
mount toward the druid. Its hooves cracked and sparked agai nst the paving
stones. Laric drew up before her as she blinked and opened her eyes. Her nouth
opened in a gasp of terror, but by then the Bloodrider's claw ike hand had
grasped her shoul der.

Cruel spurs of bone punctured Robyn's skin, and the creature lifted her across
t he haunches of the stallion, noting with pleasure that she had | ost

consci ousness at the horror of his touch

But she still lived, and this was inportant. Laric would kill her, certainly,
but in order to feast upon her essence as he did so, the killing nmust be very
careful ly arranged. For now, he would be content to place distance between

hi msel f and this scene of chaos.



The others in the courtyard, still riveted by the tableau before them now
heard the thundering of hooves across the courtyard, Those who turned saw the
flash of a black horse and its red-cloaked Ri der ducking under the half-raised
portcullis. Any who | ooked quickly enough saw t he notionl ess body of the

mai den draped across the stallion

And then Laric was through the gatehouse, racing |ike the wind down the castle
road and across the open noors. Sparks flashed and snmoke bill owed where the

bl ack hooves struck the ground, and the surface of the earth lay black and

rui ned where the Bl oodrider passed.

* * K* * *

Kamerynn turned his broad head toward the buzzing that approached from behind,
almost as if he still had eyes. He heard a voice, squealing in excitenent. A
series of questions assailed the unicorn, far too rapidly for himto
understand. He felt certain, however, that the strange visitor was not an
eneny.

Newt blinked in agitation and despair as he | ooked at the once-mi ghty unicorn
Kamerynn had grown gaunt in the recent weeks. His broad ribs stood out clearly
agai nst the ragged, scratched pelt that had been his gorgeous coat. But nostly
Newt noticed the unicorn's scarred and pal e eyes, and sensed the creature's

bl i ndness.

Like all creatures of Myrloch Vale, Newt was aware of the unicorn as the
beni gn son of the earthnmother and protector of the Vale. Now, seeing the
creature thus crippled, the little dragon was gripped by a sense of danger and
despair. He desperately wanted to hel p the unicorn. But how?

Newt buzzed al ong with Kanmerynn, thinking and tal king. The uni corn obviously
did not understand his speech, for the faerie dragon had asked nmany questions
wi t hout getting an answer. Instead, he just kept plodding along the forest
trail. How he found his way - albeit a very slow one - Newt couldn't guess.

A smal |l brook splashed across their path, and the unicorn slowed cautiously.
Newt buzzed over the stream Hardly thinking, he inmagined a bridge across the
stream - a casual gesture of his illusionary magic.

The bridge popped into view. It was a solid stone structure, much too |arge
for the stream but Newt liked it anyway. He turned his back upon the
illusion, gleefully deciding to leave it there and hope sonething attenpted to
cross it before the magic wore off in a few hours.

Then Newt stopped, forgetting to buzz his wings in his astonishnent. He saw,
as he plopped lightly to the ground, the unicorn's sightless eyes tracing the
outline of his illusionary bridge.

The unicorn could see illusions!

Newt's mind, normally rather undirected, |eaped rapidly fromthis piece of
know edge to a sinple deduction, and then to a plan, He knew how to help the
uni cor n!

C appi ng his hands gleefully, and blinking again in his excitement, Newt cast
an illusion before the unicorn - an illusion that precisely matched the
reality of the path stretching before them Kamerynn sprang forward in joy,
tearing off at such a gallop that Newt had to buzz hinmself forward at top
speed to catch up. Just as the unicorn reached the end of the spell's range,
Newt let go with another tidbit of magic, and another, and anot her

Finally, the faerie dragon settled onto the unicorn's head, then craw ed
forward to perch on the broad horn. Thus, with the dragon casting his spells,
and the unicorn | eaping over the ground magically duplicated before him the
pair raced through the byways of Myrloch Vale.

XX
M ST- WREATHED MOOR

ATRAI LI NG PLUME OF bl ack hair caught Tristan's eye, and he whirled in tine to
see the Bloodrider's stallion clatter across the courtyard. For a second, his



mnd did not grasp the full inpact of the scene - then he saw the pale face
and |inmp body draped across the horse's withers.

"Robyn!" The nane caught in his throat. Wthout thinking, he | eaped toward the
stables to get Aval on.

But already the Rider had streaked through the gatehouse and raced down castle
road. Wth a feeling of revulsion, Tristan | ooked at the shining | ongsword in
hi s hand, and knew t hat the weapon would not let himleave as long as the
Beast renmi ned here.

Tristan tried to throw the weapon to the ground. He nust rescue Robyn! But the
hilt of the sword remained, as if glued securely in his palm Despite the
strongest efforts of his will, he could not drop the sword.

"Dam you," he snarled, turning toward the Beast that had recoiled toward the
edge of the courtyard. Even as Tristan had watched the racing R der, so now he
saw t hat the nonster al so eyed the Bloodrider and his captive. The Beast's
eyes flamed, and its face twisted into a grotesque mask.

He lifted the Sword of Cynrych Hugh and advanced toward the towering

creature.

The northnen fell away fromthe Beast in droves, turning to roll or tunble
down the slopes of the knoll in their eagerness to escape.

Wth a shattering howl of frustration, the great scaled head turned fromthe
Prince of Corwell to follow the blackened trail across the noor left by
Laric's stallion. Before the prince could attack, the nonster slipped over the
crest and sprang like a huge cat down the steep slope. In nonents, it too

di sappeared across the rolling expanse of the npors.

The nonster followed the Bloodrider's trail

* * K* * *

Canthus's jaws coursed with the red bl ood of the northmen, and his shaggy coat
bore cuts and nicks froma dozen wounds. But the press of the Pack had been
too much for the northnen, and the |ast vestiges of the raiding arny now fl ed
the snarling attackers.

They abandoned their siege of Caer Corwell, running through the streets of the
town toward the famliar security of the longships, still safely beached a
mle away.

The pace of the wolves' attack gradually |ightened as weariness and wounds
took their tolls. The field around themran red with the blood of slain
nor t hnen.

But now, as the wol ves paused, the bl oodl ust slowy passed fromtheir eyes.
Suspi ciously, and curiously, they | ooked around. The Pack ignored the |last few
fleeing raiders as they realized, as a group, that they had entered a human
settl enent.

Slinking and grow i ng nervously, the wolves left the town, hurrying to reach
the noors. A dozen wolves raced to the south, followed by a score, and then a
few nore in a small band. Several score loped to the east, and others ran to
the north. The Pack di spersed to the points of the compass.

The call of the goddess no | onger bound themtogether. Instead, they heard the
voi ce of the Mdther telling them of dens, and forest glens, and snooth clear
pool s of crystalline water.

The wol ves thought of deer and rabbits, and their bellies stirred with their
nat ural hunger. None stopped to eat of the nmeat that their merciless attack
had |l eft behind. Instead, no | onger the Pack, the wolves returned to the
wi | ds.

* * K* * *

The huge, malign shape noved with an easy grace across the noors, racing down
the black, snoldering trail left by the Bloodrider and his captive.

Upon Caer Corwell's knoll, Tristan and the rest of the defenders watched the
monster run, and slowy felt the heat of conbat fade.



The prince's eyes stung with tears. He | ooked about the castle - the hone of
his famly for generations - and saw the death and debris wought by the Beast
and its mnions. And he | ooked across the rolling noor, to the disappearing
shape of the Beast, and then to the mass of northnen retreating beyond Corwell
Town.

The sword's possession of Tristan dim nished, as the Beast noved farther and
farther away. Finally, the prince turned and | ooked for his friends anmong the
crowd of silent, stunned watchers.

"Daryth! You must take command of the force," he called to the Calishite, who
stood nearby. Daryth's dark skin was streaked with black grine, but his face
shone with determnation. Smiling, he nodded.

"Brigit! Finellen!" Tristan turned to the two femal es who had been such
staunch allies during the fight. "Can you aid Daryth and the Ffolk in chasing
t he northnen back to their ships?"

"It'"ll be a pleasure!"™ growl ed the bearded captain of the dwarves, fingering
her bl oodst ai ned axe.

"Of course," added Brigit, quietly.

"Fighters of the Ffolk!" called Tristan, addressing the grow ng congregation
of his people in the ruined courtyard. "The invaders of our |and have fled! It
only remains to drive themback to their ships and away fromhere!... with
such menories that they shall never want to return!"

"Death to the northnmen!"”

"Drive theminto the seal"

The cries swelled to a crescendo as the people of Corwell realized that the
battle was nearly won. Al that remained was the final harvest of retribution
Keren stood anong the crowd, watching the prince with renewed respect in his
eyes. Tristan turned to the bard and nmet his gaze, "WII| you cone with ne?" He
did not need to explain his mssion

"Qur horses are being saddl ed even as we speak,"” answered the bard. "W'lI
have her back or die!" Even the nellifluous bard, gifted speaker though he
was, did not radiate conviction.

"I'"'mgoing, too!"

The pronouncenent, in a high-pitched but very determ ned voice, canme from
Pawl do. Tristan turned and saw the halfling, his forehead and one eye nasked
by a white bandage.

"Thank you, old friend," answered the prince, kneeling beside the halfling.
"But you nust stay here and recover your strength. Your wounds -"

"My prince," said Pawldo, with a rare pleading tone in his voice, "it's the
Lady Robyn..."

"OfF course." Tristan stood, clenching his teeth to hold back his own sudden
rush of tears.

"You'll have to find sonebody el se to chase the northmen,” said Daryth. "I'm
comng with you, too."

"But..." Tristan began to object, but gratitude toward his friends fl owed
warmy through his body.

"Very well. The four of us shall ride as soon as we can." In desperation, he

| ooked about the castle for someone el se who mi ght be able to command the

si tuation.

As if in response, the stable doors burst open, and several mnen-at-arms
energed, leading a large chestnut mare. Seeing the rider, Tristan had to blink
in amazenent. At the game time, a ragged, lusty cheer arose fromthe throats
of the Ffolk in the courtyard.

Ki ng Bryon Kendrick rode his warhorse once nore

Runni ng forward, the prince saw with surprise that his father had been | ashed
into the saddle. Hi s shattered | egs had been tied to the stirrups, and his
left armwas hung in a sling. Yet his strong right armwaved vi gorously, and
in his hand he hoi sted a heavy broadsword.

"Ffolk of Corwell! Follow ne to battle! R d our kingdom of this invading
scourge!" The king's words roused his people anew

Ki ng Kendrick | ooked down at the prince, standing beside his horse. "Good



luck, my son. | know you will find her."

Gipping his sword under his injured arm he reached out with his good hand
and cl asped Tristan's shoulder. Then his silver-black beard jutted forward
aggressively. "To arns, my Ffolk. W will drive theminto the sea!"

As the fighters in the courtyard mlled about, organizing for the pursuit, the
prince and his three conpanions ran to the stables and nounted. Al ready,

st abl eboys had three white horses of the sister knights saddl ed, and they were
busily stuffing provisions into saddl ebags.

Tristan retrieved Robyn's staff fromthe doorway to the keep. "She m ght be
wanting this," he told the others as he nmounted Aval on

Suddenly, a delighted and fam liar barking broke through the courtyard, and
Tristan turned to see a noorhound bound through the gateway toward him

"Cant hus!" Tristan junped to the ground as the great noorhound pl oughed
excitedly into him knocking himto the flagstones. Canthus's jaws were
stained with dried blood and his body marked by many wounds, but his behavi or
was that of a gleeful puppy welcom ng his master hone froma | ong absence.
"Good dog," sighed Tristan, scratching the hound' s wooly neck. Canthus wagged
his tail wldly.

"Quite a hound!" Daryth, kneeling beside them and huggi ng the dog's neck
choked back tears. "I could never bring nmyself to believe that he was dead!"
Cant hus turned and licked the Calishite's face. Then he broke free and his
head sw vel ed around the courtyard and castle, cocked to the side, as if

| ooki ng for someone el se. Knowi ng the dog coul d understand, Tristan spoke to
Cant hus.

"She's not here,’
go get her back!"

he said tightly, again nounting the white stallion. "Let's

* * K* * *

The fiery, magic-driven hooves of the black horse carried Laric and his
prisoner for nmany mles before the enchantnent wore away. Even then, the
powerful steed raced forward with inpressive speed. Myving at a steady canter
the nmount and his two riders noved farther and farther from Caer Corwell.
Laric knew that there would be pursuit. In fact, he suspected that both the
druid's friends and his own forner master would be vengefully inflamned.
Nei t her of these pursuers would be a match for him though, thought the
ghoul i sh Ri der.

The pal e noon rose into the evening sky. Two nore ni ghts, guessed Laric, and
the moon would be full. That did not seemlike an inpossibly long tine.

Robyn npbaned and stirred. Pleased, the R der |ooked down at his prisoner
roughly pulling her shoul der back so that he could see her face. The naiden's
skin had a ghostly pallor, and her left armwas streaked with dried bl ood from
the wounds inflicted when Laric grabbed her. She wi nced in pain, holding her
eyes tightly cl osed.

Al t hough the flesh and skin had rotted away from nost of his face, crinson

lips still outlined Laric's nmouth, and he spoke with a swollen, festering

t ongue.

"You are mne, now, druid." H's skeletal claws stroked her |ong black tresses,
al nrost tenderly. He ran a cracked fingernail, extending froma bony and

grotesque finger, along Robyn's cheek, chuckling as she wi nced and shuddered.
Feel i ng her muscl es tense, he was ready when she suddenly squirmed, trying to
break free fromhis grasp. Mercilessly, Laric the Bloodrider tightened his
grip upon her hair and forced her harshly down upon the wthers of the horse.
"Very nice," he chortled, lisping thickly. He squeezed his claws together on
t he back of her neck, feeling warm bl ood break from her skin and fl ow across
his fingers. Robyn lay very still.

"Do not try to | eave nme, ny dear," he continued. A thick, gurgling |augh
bubbled in his rotted chest. "W shall be together now, forever."

He pul | ed Robyn's hands behind her and bound themtightly with a | eather

t hong, hoisting her to a sitting position in front of himon the steed.



"Ride with me, ny... love." He chuckled, his breath hissing against her ear
Laughi ng again, Laric spurred the gaunt horse. The noon, nearly full, had

ri sen higher now Wite nist had begun to condense in the evening air, and the
outline of the noon and its tears becanme hazy and indistinct.

For two days, Laric knew, he must keep her alive, avoiding the dogged pursuit.
Two nore nights, before the noon rose full and powerful into the sky.

Then, under the baneful eye of that noon, her power woul d becone his. Her life
woul d end, as his truly begin. And after he had drunk of her power, he would
need flee fromnothing in the world again.

On, into the mst that slowy turned to a cool rainfall, rode the Bl oodrider
and his hel pl ess captive.

* * K* * *

Genna Moonsi nger turned her round and winkled face toward the sky. The I|ines
of age deepened into a frown of anxiety. The nmoon was visible only as a white
out |l i ne agai nst the fog.

The Geat Druid stood poised for several mnutes, listening. Once, she jerked
slightly, in agitation. A watcher who could have noved close to her woul d have
seen pools of salty noisture collect at the corners of her eyes.

"I understand," she whispered finally.

In seconds Genna assuned one of her favorite forns - that of the tiny swallow
The speed and agility of the little body always caused her a thrill of
excitement, but now pl easure was subordinate to the urgency of her m ssion
Darting into the sky, she raced above the noors and forests. She had rmuch to
do, and very little tine.

Chirping, the bird flitted anong the gl ades of Myrloch Vale, seeking one that
she knew woul d be near, but she could find no trace of her quarry. Her worry
grew as she realized that she would soon be forced to abandon this mission, in
favor of another, yet nore urgent, task

Still, she felt that she nust allow herself nore tinme. Racing as fast as the
tiny wings could propel her, the druid frantically sniffed and hunted through
t he ways of Myrloch Vale. The hours passed, and still she searched.

Finally, she adnmitted defeat. The little bird darted upward and began w ngi ng
south and west. But then, as she flew, the faint spoor of the trail she had
sought wafted to her senses on a gentle breeze. The source of the spoor was
near!

Chirping in excitenment, Genna swooped low to the ground. Just a few m nutes,
she told herself - mnutes that m ght make the difference between Iife and
deat h.

Soon Genna found hi mshe sought, and she spoke urgently for a few nonments.
Then she took to the air again, determned nowto find the Prince of Corwell.

* * K* * *

The great clawed feet pounded the turf with a relentless cadence as Kazgoroth
pursued the traitorous mnion. The nonster dropped to all fours, |oping
somewhat awkwardly because of its small forel egs.

The [ ong, forked tongue snaked from between bristling rows of teeth, tasting
the air. Very faintly, the Beast detected the spoor of the druid, salivating
at the stimulus. But within its dark brain, Kazgoroth had begun to worry.

For many months now it had been away fromthe Darkwel |, thriving upon the
spreading of evil. But now the forces of evil had suffered a dire reverse, and
t he power of Kazgoroth was begi nning to wane.

The Beast slowed to a trot, and then to a plodding wal k. The trail of the

Bl oodri der beckoned, nocking the Beast's weakness.

Snarling, the great head lifted high, its gaze fixed with nurderous intensity.
Once again the powerful rear |egs propelled the huge body at a steady | ope,
this time striding erect.

The forked tongue slipped forward again, tasting the air. No longer did it



seek the sweet scent of the druid, nor the fetid spoor of Laric the usurper
Instead it sought its primary source of nourishment - the power that had
brought the Beast into the world.

Kazgoroth had no choice but to return to the Darkwell.

* * K* * *

"Everyone stay close,"” said Tristan, as the m st closed thickly about them
"Can you see Cant hus?" asked Daryth, nearly invisible only ten feet away.
"Barely," answered the prince.

Dar kness had fallen, and with it had come a mist that threatened to cloak
every feature of the terrain fromthe pursuers.

Aval on and the other horses foamed and | athered fromthe exertion of the Iong
ride. Canthus | oped steadily before them unfailing in his strength and

endur ance.

Now, as darkness conceal ed the bl ackened trail of Laric's stallion, the hound
kept on the track of the spoor, and no torches were necessary.

For several nore hours they pushed forward, talking | ow to maintain contact
with each other. Finally, after they had |lost Canthus for the eighth or ninth
time, Tristan wearily acknow edged the inevitable.

"We had better break for some rest. We'll never catch himby wearing oursel ves
out."

The others agreed, so they disnounted and stretched on the ground to savor a
few hours of sleep before dawn. Keren whistled softly, and Sable glided from
the mst to settle onto a tall boul der beside the bard. Unable to sleep
Tristan ate sone dried beef and drank wine, but even this could not relax him
After what seened an eternity, he noticed that the heavy m st had begun to

gl ow. Dawn was near.

"Let's go," he called. Stiff and sore, they clinbed onto their white horses
once agai n.
The trail left by Laric's stallion stood out like a Iine of ink across a page,

and they started at a canter to warmtheir bodies and jolt their sleep-drugged
senses into alertness. For an hour they rode in silence, and gradually the
murky fog turned bright. It did not disperse, however, and they travel ed
across a featurel ess nmoor that vanished from sight a hundred feet away.

Only the black trail stood out fromthe pale green grass and the perpetua
whi t eness of the mist. They followed in single file, Canthus |leading, wth
Tri stan behind, then Keren, and Pawl do and Daryth bringing up the rear on a

| ar ge gel di ng.

Al ways beside the trail of the Bloodrider ran the huge prints left by
Kazgoroth the Beast in its constant |ope of pursuit. The heavy rear feet sank
deeply into the soft loamand left a clear, claw studded outline.

Early in the norning they reached a parting, where Kazgoroth turned east,
whil e Laric and his captive had continued north.

Tristan | ooked at the fork, for a monent uncertain. The others stopped
silently and watched as his face suddenly twi sted into a grinace of

i ndeci sion. To follow the Beast - the deadliest creature to wal k the Mbonshaes
- and slay it?

O to hasten to the rescue of the wonman he |oved, if she was still alive?

He t hought of the sword at his side, sensing that if he grasped its hilt he
woul d be conpelled to foll ow Kazgoroth. Yet, could he responsibly do

ot herw se?

The Sword of Cynrych Hugh had been forged centuries ago, for the purpose of
slaying that very Beast. If he did not followits trail, the nmonster would
soon vani sh into the vastness of Myrloch Vale, and the Ffol k would have to
suffer its evil once again.

Shoul d Robyn be abandoned to her fate?

"I must go after her. The Beast will have to wait," he finally said, dropping
his eyes to avoid neeting their gazes. He was sickened at his own words, and
felt he had betrayed his companions, his Ffolk, and the Sword of Cynrych Hugh



The chirping of a swallow, diving close overhead, distracted him As the bird
settled to the ground, its shape shifted quickly in the curling mst. Tristan
started to reach for his sword, thinking the Beast had cone anong them but
suddenly an old woman stood before them Her eyes sparkled, and she sniled

wi sely at the prince. Slowy, her expression turned sorrowful

"You know what you rust do, Prince of Corwell. If you do not seek the Beast
now, and destroy it before it can rekindle its power, you will never have

anot her chance." Her voice was cool and forceful, nuch |ike a younger woman's.
"I know you, druid," said the prince, remenbering. "You spoke to nme that night
at the Spring Festival! But how can you conmand nme, when Robyn - a druid! -
may still be alive?"

"She lives," said the druid, and his heart |eaped involuntarily, "and she is
not forsaken."

"But -"

"She is a favored daughter, smled upon by the goddess! Can it be that you do
not know thi s?" Her voice now rose indignantly. "W shall do everything in our
power to save her."

"I cannot -" Tristan prickled at the rebuke, about to argue. Sonething within
the druid' s eyes made him hol d his tongue.

"You are a worthy prince of the Ffolk," said the druid, nmore kindly. "One day
soon you will be king, if you can succeed in your final task. Now go, and do
what you nust!"

M serably, Tristan knew that she was right - the Beast must be slain, and it
was his duty to acconplish that. He turned away slowy, and then he renenbered
the staff.

"Wait!" he cried, untying the wooden rod fromits position behind his saddle.

The druid smled and stepped closer as he held it out to her. "It's hers.
hope you can give it to her."
"I will try," she promised, and her snile soothed Tristan's tornment.

Wth a whirl of her wool en cloak, she disappeared. This tinme, a little bat
darted through the mst, its tiny wings straining in desperation. For all her
brave tal k, Genna Monsi nger knew she had precious little tine.

* * K* k* *

Robyn grew nore alert through the |ong, fog-bound day, but her body stil
seened gripped by a paral yzi ng weakness, She could rai se her head and | ook
around, but she could not turn to see behind her. She had lost all feeling in
her hands, for the nunbing | eather thong cut cruelly into her wists.

A snell of death and foul ness seemed to surround her, rising fromthe bodies
of the horse and Rider

Every so often, Laric would | ean close and say sonething unintelligible to
her, and then his rank, polluted breath woul d make her head spin wth nausea.
Even nore revolting than his breath were his cold and skeletal fingers.
Cccasional ly, he would encircle Robyn's waist with those hands, or run a |ong,
| ei surely caress down her back or across her shoul ders.

Each time he did this, Robyn shuddered in revul sion. She wi shed for death to
rel ease her fromthis nightmare but death did not come, and the ni ghtmare
stayed the sane.

Al during the long day, the fog hung thick and | ow across the moor, as if the
goddess coul d not bear to open the curtain upon the play enacted there. Yet
the fog would provide no protection for the actors.

The I ong day of riding ended with dusk, when a patch of |ight rose against the
clouds to the east, and Robyn knew that the noon was full. Laric reined in the
bl ack horse and di smounted. Roughly, he pulled his prisoner to the ground and
pushed her across the grass. For a nonent, Robyn allowed herself to hope that
t hey had stopped for rest.

Sonething in the Bloodrider's fiery eyes told her otherw se.

Laric pulled her off the horse onto a broad, flat stone, cuffing her shoul der
so that she fell, stunned, upon the rock



Then the mist parted very briefly, and the rays of the full noon spilled
unfiltered into the clearing.

Robyn saw Laric draw his stained, blackened sword. Even through the tarnish

t he weapon seened to burn with a deep corruption, which hurt her eyes as she
| ooked upon the bl ade.

The Bl oodrider turned to her, weapon upraised, his face distorted in a
horrible leer. She tugged frantically on the bonds restraining her wists, but
she was held too securely.

Sensing his purpose, she could do nothing to save herself. She resolved that
the creature would not know of her terror, and she lifted her proud face
toward Laric in an expression of disdain.

As he reached for her, a deathly chuckle bubbling fromhis chest, she spat in
hi s face.

* * K* * *

Newt's tiny claws gripped the horn of the unicorn, holding on for dear life as
Kamerynn raced through the tangled ways of the forest. Always the little
dragon mai ntained the flow of illusory nagic, reproducing the world so that
the blind creature could once again proudly inhabit his donmain.

Newt had not understood the message that the Great Druid brought to Kanerynn,
but her words filled the unicorn with fanatical energy. Shivering, the faerie
dragon struggled to retain his perch and still work his magic.

Never before had Newt performed such sustained illusion, and the effort now
brought a throbbing ache to his little scal ed head. Normally, sone errant
butterfly, or toothsone frog, would have long since diverted New's attention
Instead, he rode diligently and attentively, ignoring the pain in his head in
order to bring sight to the blinded unicorn

For a long night, and an even |onger day, the pair raced over the

m st - wr eat hed nmoor The encl oaki ng m st surrounded and assailed them and even
Newt found his bearings difficult to maintain. Finally night - the night of
the full noon - fell again, and at last fatigue forced the unicorn to slow his
resol ute pace.

Around them the fog seened to press heavily. The mist felt very cool, and
exuded a sense of danger.

XX
THE SONG OF KEREN

THE BAT DARTED t hrough the m st purposefully, soaring above the bl ackened
track that marred and tore the ground. Night fell with frighteni ng suddenness,
surrounding her with tendrils of fog. Menaci ng shadows noved the boundaries of
her vi sion.

The Bl oodri der had ridden inpossibly fast - she could not understand how or
why. The full noon, rising above the fog, did little to penetrate the m st, or
to remind the druid of the benign presence of the goddess. Genna Monsi nger
Great Druid though she was, felt frightened and al one on this night of

f or ebodi ng.

From sonmewhere in the mists before her, a shrill female voice, laden with
terror, screamed through the night.

* * K* * *

Tristan and his conpani ons rode steadily along the path of the Beast. As

darkness fell, they were forced to disnmount, since the trail left by Kazgoroth
was much | ess obvious than that |eft by the Bl oodrider
Still, Canthus had no difficulty follow ng the spoor. The noorhound | oped

ahead, disappearing into the mst, and then stopped and waited for the nen and
horses to catch up. Wien they did, the dog bounded forward again, quickly
swal | owed by the fog.



A deep and hol I ow sense of |oneliness gripped Tristan.

"Did I nmake the right choice?" he asked the bard, m serably. Yet he already
knew the answer: It was not the right choice for the heart.

"She'll be all right," said Keren, in a quietly conforting tone. "The druid
spoke the truth - she carries the divine blessing of the goddess."

"But | turned fromher trail!" The prince heard his own voice take on a wail

of grief.

"But you are doing the right thing, all the sane."

Little conforted, the prince rode in silence. Darkness soon surrounded them
and the m st grew even thicker, if that were possible. Faintly, they could
make out the patch of |ight where the full moon - a noon of dire onen, Tristan
felt certain - rose into the | ate sumrer sky.

"Shoul d we stop and sleep for a bit?" the prince asked his conpani ons, though
he did not feel tired.

"I don't think I can sleep,’

decl ared Daryth, peering forward to keep Cant hus

in sight.
"Me either," added Paw do.
Keren remai ned silent, but his eyes, like the Calishite's, stared resolutely

ahead. Silently, they continued forward through the cold and oppressive night.

* * K* * *

The Bl oodri der | aughed harshly at Robyn's futile gesture of defiance, and
suddenly his eyes grew white hot with bl oodl ust. The inage changed so quickly,
and so frightfully, that she could not suppress a shriek of terror

A skel etal hand grasped her ankle. She kicked at Laric's frail-Iooking chest,
but her foot was deflected by an invisible force as froma stone wall.

Twi sting, she tried to escape, but her hands were bound tight, and he held her
fast.

Now Laric held her flat on her back, against the stone, with one clawike hand
pressing hard agai nst her chest. She could barely breathe, she could not nove,
she was hel pless. Wth the other hand, the ghoulish creature lifted his sword
hi gh. The sinister weapon rested directly above her neck

Brown spittle | eaked fromlLaric's cracked lips, as he drooled in anticipation
of his feast. He began to | ower the bl ade.

Suddenly brilliant flashes of |ight exploded through the mst. Laric's black
stallion screaned and reared in panic, flailing the air with his deadly
hooves.

The expl osi ons of light sent barbs of color arcing in the sky, lighting the
scene first in red, then blue, then green

A white shape gall oped fromthe mst, snorting in anger, and her heart filled
wi th hope.

"Kamerynn!" she called, imediately recognizing the mghty creature. "Look
out!"

The black stallion |lunged forward, breaking his tether, and driving his
forehooves into the unicorn's flank. Kanmerynn turned clunsily, striking with
his horn but missing the stallion by a wide margin. Suddenly, next to the
fighting steeds, Robyn saw the little figure of the faerie dragon, New,
blinking in and out of sight in agitation

A shadowy inage appeared next to the stallion, mmcking the black horse in
appear ance and novenent.

Now Kanmerynn struck nore surely, the ivory horn cutting a deep gash in the
steed's flank.

Laric turned toward the fight, nmonentarily forgetting the mai den stretched on
the rock. He crept toward the unicorn, raising his |ongsword.

"Kamerynn! Newt! Look out!" shouted Robyn, as the Bl oodrider hurled hinself
into the fray. But her warning came too late, and the flickering bl ade caught
t he dragon unawares. Wth a tiny, highpitched scream of pain, Newt dropped to
the earth.

| mredi ately, the colored lights and the illusionary vision of the black horse



vani shed. Kamerynn was blind once again. The unicorn stepped backward, as if

confused, and the stallion charged hi m savagely.

Laric, too, advanced toward Kanerynn, readying the fatal bl ow

"Stop, spawn of the Beast!" The voice rang harshly through the clearing, and
Robyn turned to see a plunp old worman scurry fromthe mst. There was not hing
pl easant or kind about her voice, however.

"Now, see if you can stand agai nst the power of the goddess!"

Genna Moonsi nger held her finger before her, pointing at the breast of the

Bl oodri der. She called upon the power of the goddess, asking for the use of

her most baneful spell. A crackling beamof light sizzled fromher finger

into and through the body of the Bloodrider, only to disappear into the night
beyond.

Laric's hollow, liquid laugh was frightful in its supreme arrogance. "You seek

to slay me, druid - but you cannot slay that which is already dead!"

Wth a snarl, he | eaped forward, but Genna stepped back quickly and uttered
anot her casting, raising the power of the goddess's own body into a tool of
the druid.

The ground below Laric's feet shifted and roiled, and the Ri der tripped.
Rol i ng across the heaving turf, he leaped to his feet and snarled at the
shape of a creature, vaguely humanli ke but conposed of the elenental materials
of the earth itself, that rose fromthe ground. It rose with a ripping sound,
snelling strongly of noist dirt, and |lashed out with an earthen fist, trying
to crush the ghoulish figure

Wth incredible agility, Laric junped aside and nmanaged to hack a great chunk
of dirt fromthe earth elenental. Genna, concentrating, conmanded her creature
to attack. Another clublike fist sprouted froma different spot on the
creature's trunk, and this one snmashed into Laric's chest.

The Bl oodri der sail ed backward, crashing into Robyn's stone and slunping to
the ground. But in a second, Laric sprang to his feet again. He charged the

el emental and marked a dazzling series of slashes with his sword. Each bl ow
struck off a piece of the creature, until shortly it collapsed into
noti onl ess, nmundane rubbl e.

Still snarling, Laric turned his deathshead gaze upon Genna Monsinger, Slowy
the Ri der advanced, extending a gruesone claw as Genna stunbl ed backward.
Suddenly, the druid tripped upon a hunmock of grass and fell

Robyn gasped, and at the sane nonent felt the grip of tiny claws upon her |eg.
She | ooked down to see Newt scanper up and perch beside her. He renai ned
visible for several seconds.

"You poor thing," she whispered. One of his butterfly - Iike wings had been
severed, and he noved tortuously because of a |long gash in his neck

"Why do you not help then?" queried the dragon, tilting his head toward the
fight. Genna had rolled away fromthe Rider, but could not get to her feet
before Laric closed in again.

"My hands," replied Robyn, turning her back to reveal her bound wists. Newt

| ooked positively enlightened and in an instant had set upon the thongs,

chew ng energetically.

Across the clearing, Kanmerynn grunted painfully as the black stallion once
again crashed into his unprotected flank. Newt paused in his task and squinted

solemmly at the fight, sudden tears welling in his eyes. "I can't do it!" he
sobbed. "My nmagic is broken!"
"Hurry and untie me," urged Robyn. "And there's still hope.™

Again the unicorn cried out in pain, and then Laric's how of triunph rose
above all. He | eaped toward the Great Druid, dropping his sword in his
eagerness to sink his claws into her flesh. As he grabbed her, however, he
found hinmsel f holding a coiling viper. The snake's wedged head darted forward
to bury long fangs in the rotted flesh of Laric's arm

"Bah," cried the Rider, disdainfully throwing the serpent to the ground. He
swept up his sword, aimng a killing blow Suddenly, the confident chanting of
Robyn's voice carried toward hi m

And then the Bloodrider cried in pain and dropped the weapon, which gl owed



red, then white, before turning liquid and running into the ground. Wth Newt
clapping in glee, Robyn rose fromthe stone and faced the Bl oodrider, neeting
his hate-filled gaze with her own | ook of pride and determ nation

For an instant, the little faerie dragon di sappeared. Then he popped back into
sight, shouting, "l've got it back! My magic's fixed!"

I mredi ately the clearing shimered as blue and orange |ight streaked through
the mst. The image of the black stallion appeared, confidently mirroring the
steed as it |eaped at the hapl ess unicorn

But now Kamerynn perceived the i mage and dodged the stallion's murderous
assault. As the stallion stunbled past, the unicorn reared high, his heavy
forehooves | anding with crushing force upon the stallion's forehead. The horse
dropped instantly to the ground, dead.

Wth a gurgle of choking hysteria the Bl oodrider |unged toward Robyn. The
young druid tried to break away across the wi de stone, but the ghoulish
creature net her with horrifying speed. H s eyes seething like the guts of a
vol cano, Laric's clawike hands reached for Robyn's throat.

And then Laric's death screamsplit the night, deafening Robyn with its shril
intensity. The Bl oodrider soared into the air above Robyn as the unicorn's
horn emerged from his chest, clean and white as bone.

The wasted, rotted body tossed like a rag doll upon the inpaling horn as the
uni corn bucked and reared.

Final ly Kamerynn threw his head back and kicked his forelegs toward the ful
moon. Hi s whinny of triunph resounded through the night as the body of the

Bl oodrider sailed into the mist to fall, broken and forever usel ess, anong the
rocks.

Robyn stood, frozen, for several seconds. She saw Genna |inping toward her

and the two wonen col | apsed into each other's arnms for a mnute, breathing
heavily. A slender formhesitantly crawl ed up Robyn's I eg, and she hoi sted
Newt to cradle himin her arns.

"My, ny," clucked Genna, inspecting the wounds upon the little dragon. She
murmmured a | ow prayer, stroking the soft scales. Robyn's eyes w dened as she
saw t he gash along Newt's neck heal and a stubby bud appear over the scar of
the | ost wi ng.

"Now now, ny little hero," whispered Genna as Newt wiggled in delight up to
Robyn's shoul der. "You nust treat that wing gently - it will take some tine to
gr ow back.

"But until then, you've soneone to carry you," said the druid, sadly turning
to Kamerynn. She scratched the unicorn's broad forehead and stroked the ruined
eyes. "Just a little longer, ny child, and then you can rest."

Genna' s manner becane businesslike.

"Cone come, child! You nust ride now, while there is still tine!" She took
Robyn by the arm "I alnost forgot! Your prince gave this to me, for you." She
took the staff from across her back and offered it to Robyn.

Robyn took the shaft of wood reverently, though it seened as if the fire of

t he goddess's power had been extinguished fromit. Suddenly, Genna snatched it
from her.

"OfF course! You don't know about charging it! And tonight, of all nights, you
can find out," Genna held the staff toward the full noon, chanting a rolling
phrase. The words entered Robyn's mnd and woul d stay there, forever. And once
again the staff hummed with power.

"Every nonth, ny dear, during the full noon, you can bless it with the m ght
of the goddess. One tinme, each nonth, it will bring forth her power at your
conmand. Use it wisely, for it is the blood of our Mther herself!"

Quickly the druid told Robyn about Tristan and the others, their pursuit of
the Beast. "Go to him Ride like the wind, girl!"

"But ride what?" questioned Robyn, not daring to guess what Genna neant.

In answer, Kanerynn trotted to her side and knelt upon the soft | oam
Reverently, feeling a sense of deep awe, Robyn clinbed onto the unicorn's
broad back. Scanpering like a squirrel, Newt |eaped to Kamerynn's shoul ders,
then his head, and soon perched like a figurehead upon the great horn



Bef ore Robyn could say farewell to the Great Druid, Kanerynn sprang forward.
In seconds, they vanished into the m st, but the pal eness of the Iight was
augrmented by the many col ors Newt added to the illusionary fog.

* * K* * *

The Beast reached the Darkwell and paused in shock. The w de, polluted pool it
renenbered had been reduced to a small pool of scumin the center of a brown
wast el and. Kazgoroth's eyes took in the shattered dam and its brain thought
vaguely of the failure of the Firbolgs.

For a nonent, the Beast regretted the sudden disaster he had w ought upon

t hose same Firbolgs. If they lived now, their punishnent would be far worse
than nere deat h.

A bubbl e broke fromthe black sludge in the nmiddle of the pond, and the Beast
craw ed through the nud to wallow there. The power was not great, but could
still be felt. The goddess had not yet been able to reclaimher Monwell.
Slithering deep into the muck, until its entire body lay buried, Kazgoroth
began to feed once again on the power of the Darkwell.

* * K* * *

In the harsh days of pursuit, always, it seened, through the cl oaking,
chilling fog, Canthus never strayed fromthe trail of the Beast. It |led
through a | ow pass entering Myrloch Vale, and fromthere, due east. It was
Keren who realized that the nonster's destination was none other then the Fens
of the Fallon.

"My prince," asked the bard, "do you recall a hidden sense of nenace there? A
presence that could be felt even nore acutely than the threat of the

Fi rbol gs?"

"Perhaps you're right," responded Tristan

A thundering of hooves called their attention to the rear, as Daryth and

Pawl do caught up with them The pair, both upon the sturdy gel ding, had been
riding well behind Tristan and Keren as a precaution agai nst ambush.

"The fens!" cried the Calishite. "Do you recogni ze then®"

They stopped, briefly, upon a |ow rise, overlooking the expanse of bl ack
ponds, thorny thickets, and soggy marshl and. Somewhere in the distance, they
sensed, lay their destination. Restlessly, Tristan | ooked back along their
path. The nonster was near, and he knew that he would soon face a clinactic
showdown, yet these thoughts were far fromthe forefront of his mnd. One
qguestion forced all other thoughts fromhim

Wher e was Robyn?

* * K* * *

"Il try green now Aren't you getting tired of red and blue all the tinme?
know | am- | think green will be a nice change of -"

"I"'mafraid I"'mtoo tired to pay rmuch attention," apol ogi zed Robyn, opening
her eyes at the sound of Newt's voice. The gentle pacing of the unicorn had
lulled her to sleep.

"Just for alittle while?" pleaded Newt. "Can't you watch?" The little dragon
still perched upon the unicorn's ivory horn, peering forward into the night.
Involuntarily, his nouth opened in a wi de yawn, but he quickly snapped his
tiny jaws shut. "Now | ook what you made nme do!" he pouted, turning his back
toward Robyn in a huff. She sighed, but let the snoboth rocking of her nount
settle her back toward sl eep

The uni corn noved nore gracefully than any horse - Robyn felt as if she rode
in a confortable boat along a smooth-flowing river. Suddenly she jerked awake,
seei ng an ocean of darkness before them

"Newt ! Wake up!"

The fairie dragon lifted his head, but by then Kanerynn had reached the limt



of the last illusion

The uni corn stopped sharply. Robyn fell forward, clutching the broad neck and
hol di ng on, but Newt

lost his hold and sailed into the darkness, landing with an outraged squeal
"Hey!" squeaked the tiny voice, indignhantly.

"What's the big idea? That's no way to treat sonebody who's been hel pi ng you
out all day! Wy, you big [ummox!" The dragon pranced up to the unicorn
glaring at him

Robyn | aughed and slipped to the ground. "I think we could all use a little

sl eep. Wiy don't we rest here until norning?"

The dragon curled up quickly, and even the unicorn seened to sense the purpose
of her words, for he knelt and rested his travel -weary nuscl es. Robyn, |eaning
agai nst the broad flank, easily fell into a refreshing slunber.

The foll owi ng days passed quickly, a blur of pursuit as the valiant unicorn
sped over the noor.

Sonehow t he uni corn knew the path to follow, and he led themunerringly toward
the Fens of the Fallon. Robyn, too, recognized the dank reaches and sensed the
near ness of her destination.

"Do you think we'll find himsoon?" asked Newt, peering forward.

"Fi nd who?" asked Robyn. She had not talked to the faerie dragon about their
desti nati on.

"Your prince, naturally! Wiy, who in the world else would I be tal ki ng about ?
You really haven't gotten nuch smarter, you know. "

"Yes," said Robyn, laughing, "I think we'll find himsoon."

"Are you going to be his queen? He's a king or something, | know, and, well, |
think it would be just delightful if you two humans di d what you do, you know,
as a king and queen. You really should, you know "

Robyn | aughed again, and was surprised to feel her face grow ng red.

The unicorn stepped into a nmurky pool, wadi ng through water that reached
nearly to his belly.

Robyn's heart pounded with anticipation, and she eagerly exani ned the fens

bef ore her. Kamerynn sprang onto a patch of dry ground, and crossed a sunlit

cl earing.

There she found her prince.

* * K* k* *

"I guess we should nove on," munbled Tristan. Gving a |ast | ook over his
shoul der, he rempunted Aval on and turned to regard the festering marsh
"Wait!" said Daryth, holding up his hand.

Branches rustled and parted a hundred feet away. At first, the prince thought
that a |l arge white horse struggled fromthe woods, but then he recogni zed the
unicorn and its rider, even through the sudden tears that threatened to blind
hi m

"Hi, guys! Boy, are we glad to see you! Hey, wait for us!" Newt chattered at
them fromthe unicorn's horn, as Kamerynn |urched out of the muck and trotted
up the lowrise toward them

Tristan junped to the ground and ran to the unicorn as Robyn slid from her
mount, falling right into his arns.

"I can't believe..." she started to say, but her own tears choked her

The prince said nothing, just held on for dear life. He even refused to
relinquish his hold on his Robyn when Keren and Daryth tried to give her warm
happy hugs.

Finally Robyn freed herself enough to turn and smle at Newt, and then she

ki ssed the prince again.

The faerie dragon cl apped happily, exclaimng, "I |ove a happy ending!"
Finally, Pawl do, holding the reins of the three horses, said, "Let's get a
nmove on. You two will have plenty of time for that when this is over!"”

Tri stan sighed and held Robyn for one nore second before relaxing his arnms. As
t he other men went back to the horses, he | ooked straight into her eyes.



"I had no idea how rmuch | [oved you," he whispered, awe in his voice.

Rel uctantly, he clinbed to Aval on's back. Choosing their path carefully, they
entered the fens follow ng the great nmoorhound. Canthus had no difficulty
finding the trail even here, where it commonly entered a foul -snelling poo
only to emerge fromthe opposite side.

They left the white horses and the unicorn in a bright nmeadow that sonmehow
sprouted wildflowers in the mdst of the fens' decay.

Pawl do and Daryth now | ed the way, after Canthus, with Keren in the niddl e and
Robyn and Tristan to the rear. As they forced their way into the thicket,
following a narrow and tangled trail, Robyn heard a whi npering noi se behind
her. She turned to see Newt, |eft behind, perched upon Kamerynn's horn
plaintively calling to her

Suddenly, the little faerie dragon | eaped to the ground and scanpered after
her, only to pause fretfully and dart back to the unicorn. Finally, he made up
his mnd and bounded into the forest, whinmpering until he caught up with
Robyn. She hoi sted his shuddering little body to her shoul der

And then the Darkwell |ay before them

"Can you feel it?" Robyn whispered, giving a shiver. She pointed at the center
of the sludge-lined pond. "There!"

"Yes," nodded Keren, renoving his harp fromits shoulder sling. "Shall | cal
to the creature? | suspect that the longer it stays down there, the nore
powerful it becomes!"

"Wait," cautioned Tristan

"I"lIl get around to the other side of the pond," vol unteered Daryth.

"Good. W should all spread out," suggested the prince.

"You, with the Sword of Cynrych Hugh, nust get close," said the bard. "The
rest of us should try to distract it so that you can strike a free blow "
Robyn | ooked at Tristan, her face pale, but she nodded with the rest of them
They readied the attack. Daryth circled around the pond, concealing hinself in
t he bushes on the far side. Keren strung his bow and | eaned his weapon agai nst
a tree. Pawl do scranbled into the high branches of a tree, and pl aced severa
arrows within easy reach

Tri stan and Robyn stood together as their conpani ons depl oyed for the
confrontation. He felt a curious sense of detachment now that the nost

i mportant thing had been acconplished - his reunion with Robyn. Hesitantly, he
turned toward her.

"I was thinking..." whispered Tristan. He | ooked nervously at Robyn, then away
again. "That is, | would like to be king of this |land, someday. | know this
now. And, if | should be fortunate enough to win the crown, well..."

"Let's talk later," she said, but the answer to his unspoken question shone in
her eyes.

She seened to be full of peace, and the prince envied her calm

"Good | uck," Robyn whi spered, kissing himagain. Then she took her staff and
wal ked to her position.

Tristan drew the Sword of Cynrych Hugh, and the weapon seemed to humwth
anticipation. He slogged forward, each footstep sinking to the knees. He
nodded at Keren.

The bard struck a jarring chord fromhis harp. It was not nmusic - it sounded
nore as if he were trying to tune a badly warped instrument. Again, and once
nore, the harsh notes jangl ed through the heavy air.

The mud in the center of the pond started to shift and bubble as if a great
upheaval had occurred within it. Gadually, the center of the mass began to
rise, and then nud flowed from a nountainous formthat slowy becane visible.
Bl ack, fetid muck flowed quickly off the huge, scaly body.

Tri stan stopped short, as the nonster rose above him "You have grown," he

whi spered, unconsci ously.

I ndeed, the Beast towered nearly twice as large as it had been in the castle.
Stunned at the awesone size of the Beast, the prince stared in awe and was
unabl e to nove

The thick shoulders and the two forel egs broke free of the nmire as the



creature grew. It blinked slowy, show ng nud-stained but fiery red eyes, and
| ooked around for the source of the discord that had disturbed it.

Keren was the first to react. As the nonster clinbed fromthe sludge, the bard
dropped the harp into the nud at his feet, swept up his bow, and drew the
weapon with the nock of an arrow pressed tightly against his cheek

Kazgoroth | oomed above Tristan, the nmudspattered jaws spread wi de. The
whitened flesh inside the Beast's nmouth cut a garishly bright streak across

t he bl ackened, nuddy body. Above the mouth, two red eyes glinted with cunning
and determ nation. The eyes focused on the prince.

Keren | oosed his arrow, and the m ssile thunked into the Beast's left eye,
puncturing the orb in a shower of gore. The nonster bellowed - a deep runbling
cry that shook the roots of the tallest trees. Then the bal eful gate of its

| one remai ning eye fixed upon the bard.

Even as Keren whi pped another arrow onto the string and began to draw the
weapon, Kazgoroth's jaws opened wi de. A crackling beam of hot nagic expl oded
fromthe nonster's mouth, striking Keren in the chest and flow ng around him
until the bard's rigid body was outlined in a blazing |ight.

A | oud expl osion rocked the pond, and the bard was gone. All that remni ned was
his harp, lying in the mud where he had dropped it.

"No!" screanmed Robyn, staring in disbelief and horror

The prince felt a cold stab of fear, for the Beast was nightier than he had

i magi ned. But he also felt the burning heat of his own fury, and he turned
back toward the towering shape.

"Il kill you," he said evenly, stepping forward through the clutching mre
Each footstep slurped loudly as he pulled his boots free, and the progress
seemed agoni zi ngly sl ow.

Cant hus raced through the nud to bite at one of the nonster's feet. Kazgoroth
i gnored the savage hound, and turned to find another two-|egged opponent.

Pawl do reacted quickly. Balancing on a high linb, he let an arrow fly. The
tiny mssile struck the nmonster's other eye with enough force to puncture it.
Kazgoroth, now blinded and shrieking with rage, turned vehenently toward the
source of the new attack. A black shadow dropped from above as the fal con
Sable tore at the nonster's face. Wth a sweep of its mghty claw, the Beast
sent the bird spiraling to the ground, trailing a cloud of feathers.

Kazgoroth | unged forward, one clawed foot splashing into the mre beside the
prince. Tristan swung with all his strength, and the enchanted bl ade hi ssed

t hrough Kazgoroth's flesh, but the Beast was not distracted fromits next
target.

Kazgoroth sei zed the branches of Pawl do's tree with its foreclaws. The

power ful shoul ders cl enched, and the trunk broke free fromthe ground. Paw do
twi sted and struggl ed, trapped in the high branches, but could not break free.
C utching and gaspi ng, he vani shed bel ow t he surface of the pond.

Tristan felt a growi ng sense of despair.

He lurched toward the nonster, slipping and falling in the nud. Desperately,
he tried to sink the potent blade into the nonster's body, but he could not
scranbl e qui ckly enough

Newt, perched upon Robyn's shoul der, was chanting one nmagical casting after
another. An illusionary ball of fire expl oded around the nonster, and then a
pl ague of flying scorpions appeared to attack it. The illusions seened quite
real to Tristan, but Kazgoroth paid no attention to them

Tristan struggled toward the Beast. The sword continued to tug himforward,
and he could feel the desire to destroy evil flow through the silvery bl ade.
He turned briefly, and saw Robyn gesture himaway as she raised the staff and
chanted a spell

A moment, and then another, passed, and still nothing happened. Kazgoroth
turned toward the druid, the wide nostrils twitching in the still air.
Suddenl y, the ground and water of the Darkwell crackled, as towering sheets of
flame | eaped fromthe earth to curl around the nonster's body.

Kazgoroth screaned in pain and stunbled, batting wildly at the flanmes, but the
fire surged all around it. Suddenly the Beast shuddered, as if in deep



concentration, ignoring the searing flanes that scarred and scorched its

scal es.

Quickly, a black fog bubbled fromthe center of the Darkwell, extinguishing
the flames and spreadi ng across the ground. In seconds, the fire had vani shed.
Robyn stared weakly, not believing the ease with which her nagic had been
countered. The nonster lunged in her direction, as Tristan struggled to put

hi nsel f between them The nud pulled at his feet, tripping himin his haste.
Spl ashing to his hands and knees, he watched hel plessly as the creature
approached the worman he | oved.

Wenching to his feet again, his vision clouding in fear, again he slogged
toward the Beast, and again he fell.

Kazgoroth was | oom ng over Robyn. Then, the prince saw a flash in the bushes
across the pond, and Daryth ran forward, his silver scimtar extended. Tristan
stared in amazenent as the ninble Calishite | eaped across the nonster's scaly
tail onto its rough, plated back

As if he were clinmbing a field of boulders, the Calishite | eaped from one
horny scale to the next, clinmbing all the way to the nonster's neck in a
single, fluid charge. There, he raised his arm and then buried his sword to
the hilt at the base of Kazgoroth's brain.

Wth a bell ow of sheer rage the Beast reared backward, and Daryth flew through
the air to land, senseless, at the shore of the pond. Canthus again |unged
forward, but the dog could do nothing to slow the Beast but nip at its giant
trunk.

Tristan finally made contact, stunbling into the form of the monster, hacking
wildly with the Sword of Cynrych Hugh. A great gash was torn in its leg, but
the wound did not seemto inpair it seriously, and Kazgoroth |urched away.
Suddenly, the great tail |ashed around to smash Tristan's back and send him
sprawing to the ground.

Gasping for life, Tristan spun around and tried to leap to his feet, but the
prol onged exertion had conpletely drained him Panting, he knelt in the nud
and | ooked up at the nonster

Bl ack blood ran fromthe wound in its neck, but Kazgoroth still threatened.
The Beast stopped noving for a second, as its forked tongue and scaly nostrils
twitched in the humd air. Slowy, the great head sw veled around to fix upon
Robyn, transfixed by the tabl eau

"Tristan, ny bel oved."

The prince heard the voice in his ears, through the haze of his abject

despair. He shook his head, clearing it slightly, and heard Robyn conti nue
speaki ng, very quietly.

"Be careful, nmy prince, and think! Control!"

The nessage finally penetrated to the deepest fount of his enotion, and a warm
feeling of calmspread over him He breathed slowy, and deeply, and felt
strength fl ow once again into his tired muscles.

St andi ng up, he stepped carefully through the nmud toward Robyn, his sword
tingling with prospect. At last he turned to |l ook up at the nonster, for
Kazgoroth had begun to nove agai n.

A clawed foot kicked Canthus out of the Beast's path, and the |oyal dog
crashed into a tree trunk before sliding to the ground. The forked tongue of
Kazgoroth snaked forward with appetite, as it seened to sense the druid before
it.

But between the nonster and the wonman stood the Prince of Corwell. As the
Beast stepped toward him Tristan crouched | ow. The bul gi ng gut, snooth and
white Iike a snake's belly, swung over him

And Tristan struck.

The Sword of Cynrych Hugh parted the white skin easily, and hissed with
gratification as it sank into the warm bowel s of the Beast. The bl ade grew hot
as the power of the goddess fl ooded through the weapon, wacking the corrupted
body. Tristan stepped quickly back, but not before the sloshing contents of
the nonster's insides spilled over the prince's own body.

Gaggi ng and choking, Tristan felt hinself surrounded by filth and poi son



H s skin burned as caustic acids poured over him and polluted gases filled
his lungs. He was aware of the nonster stunbling and bel |l owi ng.
Then everyt hing stopped.

* * K* * *

Robyn gasped in shock as she saw Tristan fall beneath the flailing body of the
Beast. The sinuous tail, the great jaws, and the powerful legs all thrashed
m ndl essly in the center of the Darkwell.

Kazgoroth's body settled into the mre, and the Beast's struggles finally
ceased. The great, gaping wound in its belly continued to pour the creature's
essence into the sludge at the bottom of the Darkwell.

As the nonster's lifeblood mxed with the stuff of the Darkwell, a strange
nmet anor phosi s began.

A small spot of light burned through the surface of the sludge. The Iight
began to swirl, and the spot grew until a burst of white flame shot upward
fromthe spot where Kazgoroth had coll apsed. The flane was cool and cl ean -
Robyn knew instinctively that this was the power of the goddess manifested
upon the worl d.

The white flame burst higher, and the brightness spread across the filth and
mre in the pond.

Sonehow, Robyn knew, the bl ood of the Beast had given the goddess the power to
cl eanse the pollution fromthe Darkwell, purifying it once again into the
Moonwel | of ol d.

As the flames spread, they left behind a small pool of crystalline water,
surrounded by a snooth and grassy bank. A finger of fire reached for the
noti onl ess body of Daryth, wapping himin white, and then withdrawing. As it
left, the Calishite sat up and | ooked around, scratching his head curiously.
The white |ight burned away the tree that had dragged Pawl do into the pond,
and as the gl ow subsi ded, Robyn saw the halfling, standing knee deep in clear
wat er, and | ooking around in amazemnent.

And in the center of the pool, the Beast's body had vani shed entirely. The
silvery surface broke apart and Tristan stood, sputtering, waist deep in the
pond. Wth a cry of elation, he ran toward the shore, neeting Robyn as she
spl ashed toward him Laughing and crying at the same tine, they hugged each
other and fell headlong into the water.

Cant hus bounded around the shore, barking, while Newt rode the noorhound's
broad back and chattered insults at the spot where the Beast had di sappear ed.
A last tendril of white fire flickered fromthe pond, seeking and swirling
about the spot where Keren had stood. The flane probed and twisted, as if
searching, but all it could find was the harp, |ying now on green grass.

The white fire settled into the strings and frane of the harp, and for a
nmonent the clearing resounded with unspeakably beautiful music. Then the
flames surged to a brightness that seened to equal the sun's, and blinked out,
| eavi ng the compani ons staring at each other in amazenent.

The harp was gone.

* * K* * *

The travelers rode wearily toward Corwell, trailing an enpty horse - a forlorn
rem nder that their mssion had been not w thout cost. But they rode, at |ast,
wi t hout urgency.

Behi nd, the w |l derness of Myrloch Vale harbored a tiny sentry, perched upon
the horn of a gallant and proud unicorn. The watcher, a small dragon, wept
unashamedly at the departure of his friends. Then, the unicorn turned into the
woods and the little dragon once again showed hi mthe path.

Daryth and Pawido in the | ead foll owed Canthus as the noorhound raced through
the countryside. Tristan rode slowy beside Robyn, holding the hand of his

| ady.



* * K* * *

The goddess sniled, and her smle was the warnth of the late sunmer sun. Her
breath was the snmooth caress of the wind that cleansed the countrysi de. She
saw the fleet of northnen sail fromthe shores of Corwell, and she ignored
them for she had no need for vengeance.

She wept for the deaths of her people, and for the destruction that had been
wr ought upon her | ands. But she knew that the Ffol k were strong, and would
soon restore their honmes and fields, and their heritage woul d be renewed.

And she thought of the bard, whose songs had so soothed her. The w nd spread
t hr oughout the | ands of the Monshaes, carrying the enchanted nmenories of the
great Keren's harp. And wherever there were bards, a new song was |earned - a
song of evils, and heroes, and | overs, and death. It was a song of rare
beauty, a song that would be sung for nmany centuries.

It was a song by the greatest bard of themall. And though Keren no | onger
lived, his | egacy of song rode the wind across the Monshaes, and all the
bards of the land shared in its sweet refrain.

* * K* * *

The trees at the edge of the Monwell parted shortly after sunset, and a
hooded fi gure advanced cautiously to the nmuddy shore. Slowy it probed the
pond with a long staff, hesitantly stepping into the water.

Trahern of Oakval e had suffered much, this summer, because of the enchant nent
of the Beast. The bl essings of the goddess had been stripped fromhim and he
no | onger had the protection of his master. But now he had nothing else to
turn to, and so he sought any tiny fragment of his master to hold and cheri sh.
The staff clicked agai nst sonething hard, and the corrupted druid pulled a

bl ack chunk fromthe bowels of the pond. Gatified, he clasped the skull-sized
object - black, like a lunmp of coal - to his breast.

Cackling and gi bbering, Trahern turned fromthe pond and lurched into the
forest. He was conpletely mad. The nearness of the goddess he had formerly
served had driven the | ast vestiges of sanity fromhis shattered m nd
Cutching his dark possession, the old man stunbled into the forest.

And with himhe carried the heart of Kazgoroth.

Dar kwal ker on Moonshae



