DARKWEL L
by Douglas N les

What Has Gone Before

Tristan Kendrick, Prince of Corwell, stood upon the brink of manhood when the
Beast, Kazgoroth, energed fromits fetid pool to savage the | and. The

i nsi di ous nonster, often disguised in the flesh of a nan, engaged the hel p of
firbolg giants and savage northmen to attack the Ffol k of Corwell.

The prince came of age during this, the Darkwal ker War. He returned a | ost
artifact, the Sword of Cymrych Hugh, to his people. He led themto ultimte
victory against the Beast. And he found his life's love in the person of
Robyn, a mai den who had been raised with himas the king's ward.

Al so during the war, Robyn di scovered her own deep powers as a druid,
harnessing the forces of the earth to work magi c and mracles. She | oved the
prince but faced a deeper calling after the war. She journeyed to pastora
Myrloch Vale to study the ways of her order under the Geat Druid of the

i sl es, Genna Mbonsi nger.

But there she found that the influence of Kazgoroth was not altogether

bani shed. An unnatural armny of corpses invaded the vale, and Robyn al one of
the drui ds escaped. The others were inprisoned as stone statues around the
scene of their last stand, and as Robyn departed, the vale was turned into a
wast el and behi nd her.

H s father nurdered, Tristan Journeyed to the neighboring island of CaUi dyrr
to confront the High King of all the Ffolk. Caught in a rebellion and finally
joined by Robyn, Tristan found hinmself once nore victorious, receiving the
royal Crown of the Isles. He was crowned Hi gh King by the Ffolk, then prepared
to return to Corwell.

But still the evil lurked in Myrloch Vale.

The goddess Earthnot her wept, her wound a gapi ng sl ash across her flesh. The
cut was deep, perhaps nortal, but there was none to know her suffering.

She cried out in pain fromthe scar of black nmagic, where her body lay torn

and ripped fromthe assault of evil. Though the I ast convul sion of her power
had excised the rot, tearing it fromherself and allowi ng the cool sea towash
the wound, still the pain continued.

The goddess cried out for her servants, her devoted druids. These hunman
caretakers were trapped in a prison of the nother's own invention. They stood
frozen as stone statues around the blasted scene of their final defeat. The
protection of the goddess had inprisoned themthus, saving themat |east from
death. One druid, and one al one, had escaped petrification

And the goddess wept for the Ffolk, her people. War ra v-aged their fair |and
relentlessly, striking each of the four kingdoms with cruel force. Many Ffol k
died while resisting the attack of nort hman or foul beast, but still peace

el uded them

Now her grief manifested itself in the glowering clouds that hung | ow over the
isles, and the unnatural chill that sucked the sunmer's warnth fromthe |and
and, though the season was but early autumm, brought a winterlike frost. Her
pai n sent whirlw nds exploding fromher soul, tw sting funnels of violence
that tore at the land, unm ndful of the hurt they caused.

Yet the |l and was not altogether w thout hope. For the first
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time in many decades, the king of the Ffolk was a true hero, as was right and
proper. And though one |one druid remained free, she was a druid of great
faith and steadily grow ng m ght.

But they were both very young, and the goddess was very ol d. She doubted that
she could live I ong enough to see them prevail

O fail.
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THE OBSCENE

Heavy breakers assaulted the stone barrier protecting Ll ewellyn Harbor. They



crashed agai nst the rocky ranpart, sending clouds of spray through the air,
roaring in frustration as the eternal power of the sea dispersed against the
fundanmental strength of stone.

A lone figure stood near the end of the breakwater. The man was heavily
wrapped in oil skins and ignored the salty shower that doused himeach tine a
fresh wave expended itself. If anything, he relished the bracing cold of the
wat er .

The man was young, but he was a king of many |ands. He had bested creatures
foul and wi zards of might, yet he felt unsure of his own strength. He held the
| ove of a strong woman in his heart, but still his future remai ned a nuddl ed
bl ur before him

Tristan Kendrick clainmed as ancestors a long line of kings, but for two
centuries the Kendricks ruled only the small, sparsely popul ated | and of
Corwell. Now, as High King of the Ffolk, King Kendrick accepted fealty al so
from Moray, Snowdown, and nighty Callidyrr

The king had recently won a war, the Darkwal ker War, besting a supernatura
beast and its human allies. He had claimed as allies the graceful warriors of
the Ltewyrr and the doughty fighters of the dwarven realns. H s bl ade, the
Sword of Cynrych Hugh, girded him as anple proof of his heroism for he had
returned the weapon to the Ffol k after many decades of its absence.

Finally the man turned fromthe sea, wal king slowy along the rocky barrier
toward the wel coming lights of Llewellyn
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Town. The sea had given himno answers. Nothing, it seemed, could give himthe
answers. And there were so many questi ons.

The eagle soared slowy. Its eyes, dulled by fatigue, searched the barren

| andscape bel ow, seeking any norsel of |ifesaving food.

But the bird saw nothing. No trace of animal, small or |arge, appeared across
the stretches of brown marsh. Even the trees of the once-vast forests now
resenbl ed gaunt skel etons, barren of | eaves and needl es, surrounded by heaps
of rotting conpost.

The great bird swirled, confused. It sought a glinpse of the sea, or even the
hi gh coastal noor. But everywhere the view yiel ded scenes of rot and
corruption. Wth a sharp squawk of despair, the eagle soared off in a new
direction.

A sudden movenent caught the eagle's keen eye, and it swept into a diving
circle to investigate. But it pulled up short, screeching its frustration at
the shambling figure on the ground. Though the creature snelled of carrion, it
nmoved. Though it noved, it was not alive.

Growi ng desperate now, the eagle soared away in search of sonething, anything,
to eat. It came upon a region of utter desolation, a place that nmade the past
reaches of barren |and seemfertile. The predator flew north, over a stagnant
brown stream It crossed a reach of dead, fallen tinber.

Finally it cane to a small pond. The water was surrounded by twenty stone
statues, remarkably lifelike human figures in various poses of battle. The
surface of the pond itself was an inpenetrabl e bl ack

But what was that? The eagle saw, or inagined, notion below that flat,
lightless surface. It could have been a trout, sw nmng conplacently in the
center of the pond. It could have been anyt hi ng.

The bird tucked its wings and plunmeted toward the shadow. The water rushed up
to neet it, and the true nature of the dark shape becane visible. The eagle
shri eked
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DARK WELL

and struck outward with its wi ngs, slowing but not halting its descent. One
claw, still extended to clutch the inagined prey, touched the surface of the

bl ack water.

A crackling hiss broke the silence, and for a nonent the eagle froze, outlined
in blue light. In another instant, the bird was gone, though no ripple

di sturbed the surface of the dark pond. A lone white feather, caught by an



errant breath of wind, drifted upward and fluttered forlornly to settle upon

t he nmuddy shore of the Darkwell.

Bhaal , god of nurder, relished the eagle's death. Though he still dwelt in his
fiery bier upon the distant and hostile plane of Gehenna, the mnor snuffing
of life in a place unimagi nably renote was power transmitted directly to his
foul essence.

Such was the power of the Darkwell. And such was the power of Bhaal

The patron god of any who woul d sl ay another of his kind, Bhaal found

pl entiful worshipers anong the humans and ot her creatures of the many worl ds.
Forenpst anong them were the people of the Forgotten Real ns.

It was in the Realns that the eagle flew, and died, and it was in the Real ns

t hat Bhaal's nost powerful m nions had been fought and bested by these hunans
who cal l ed thenmsel ves the Ffol k. Now Bhaal focused his entire baneful nature
on the land cl ai med by these hunans. Now one servant, a cleric of great power
and even greater evil, still remained to do his bidding.

Sl ow y Bhaal 's vengeance took form The humans who obsessed hi mwoul d die, but
only after everything they |loved had died before them He hinself would see to
that. No | onger would he trust his revenge to the talents of his m nions.

To this end, Bhaal fostered the Darkwell.

A deep laugh runbled in his cavernous breast as he pondered the history of the
pool. Only a nonth before, it had been a crystalline synmbol of hope and
purity, a Monwell, sacred shrine of the goddess Earthnother. Her body was
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the earth itself, but her spirit resided primarily in pools such as

t hi s—l ear, unspoiled water blessed with the benign enchantment of the goddess
Ear t hnot her .

Thi s had been her nost sacred well, but now the m ght of Bhaal, coupled with
the deadly skills of his servant, the cleric Hobarth, had desecrated and
polluted the water so that it no longer resenbled its former state. |ndeed,
now it was a festering sore upon the | and, spreading decay |ike a cancer

t hrough the rocks and clay and sand of the earth.

The former soul of the goddess now gave Bhaal a window into the world of nan,
and he |iked what he saw. Slowy the god of nurder noved toward the Darkwell
He knew exactly what to do.

The stag stunbl ed weakly against a rotten trunk. Its bedraggl ed fl anks heaved
with the effort of breathing. Its sweeping antlers swayed toward the ground,
and the creature's dry, swollen tongue fell linply fromits jaws. Unsteadily

t he huge deer |unbered away fromthe dead tree, past many nore, through the
dead forest.

Bl i nking i n confusion and despair, the aninmal sought some sign of the Myrloch
Vale it had known all its life. The broad valley of sun, the brilliant |eaves
of autumm, vast meadows of flowers swaying easily in the fresh breeze ... al

t hese things were gone.

The stag's ribs showed clearly through its torn pelt, for it had not eaten in
many days. Vet this was not the greatest of the animal's needs.

The stag had to find water. It sensed that it could Iive no nore than a few
hours without it. The swollen tongue flopped | oosely, and the wi de eyes were
obscured by an unnatural gl aze.

A feeble breath of wind stirred the dead wood, and with it came the snell of
water. Not clean water, to be sure—the scent was well mixed with those of rot
and decay-but it was the scent of water nonetheless. Wth renewed vigor, the
stag trotted toward the prom sing sign

Soon the great deer came upon a black pond. The stag
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i gnored the unnatural stillness of the water. It paid scant notice to the
twenty stone statues arrayed around the perineter of the pool, except to
ascertain that the humanli ke figures were indeed stone and not flesh. Even had
t hey been living huntsnen, however, it is doubtful the deer could have turned
fromthat conpelling pond.



Bhaal watched the stag approach, willing it closer and closer. The god
renmenbered his flash of pleasure upon the death of the eagle, and Bhaal
relished the thought of the rmuch |arger body that approached.

The swol l en tongue reached for the black surface. At the |ast noment, the stag
sensed the wongness of the water. It tried to pull back, to raise its broad
antlers away fromthis awful thing. But it was too |late.

The neck bent, pulled by a force far greater than the stag's own nuscles, and
its muzzle struck the surface of the Darkwell. A crackling blaze of blue Iight
illuminated the stag's body, casting an intense gl ow across the pond for an

i nstant .

Then the deer was gone. As with the eagle, its body had caused no ripple to
mar the inky surface of the well. Only the skull remained, resting on the
muddy bottomin several inches of water. Its enpty eye sockets stared skyward,
whi | e overhead spread the massive rack of antlers like a ghastly tonbstone.
Robyn of Gwnneth lay in the hold of the lunging ship and prayed for a word
from her goddess. The wooden tinbers around her seemed to thrumsoftly with

t he power of her prayer, but that was all she sensed. She felt Ionely and
afraid, fearing for the Earthnother nore than for herself.

In the darkness of the hold, she felt the touch of her spiritual nother, but
it was faint and frail. She sensed a growi ng void between herself and her
goddess, but she was at a loss to close it. "Mother, hold ne, help nme!" she
whi spered, but the unfeeling planks of the hull gave no confort, and there was
no reply. The source of her faith and her power was on the verge of
extinction, and the druid could do little to help.

DOUGLAS M LES

Strangely, even as the presence of the Earthnother faded, Hobyn felt her own
earthmagi c growing in potency. Wthin the confinenment of the | ong sea voyage,
her body grew stronger daily. Her nuscles were hard and wiry. Her mnd was
sharp and alert, to the point that she could hardly sleep. And she could fee

t he power growing within her.

But when she prayed, or on those rare nights when she sl ept deeply enough to
dream there was no word, barely the faintest inage, to suggest that the

not her was near.

Robyn knew of no other druid still wal king free upon any of the Mbonshaes. The
nost powerful of her order all stood frozen, |ocked in stone at the nonment
they had lost their nobst crucial battle. Only Robyn had escaped, and she felt
pitifully inadequate for the tasks arrayed before her

But she had no choice except to try.

The fat cleric wiped a hand through his greasy hair, anxious now to reach his
destination. For several days, he had explored the surrounding | ands of

Myrl och Vale, but his journey was nearly conplete.

The entirety of Myrloch Vale was now known to him The vast valley, in the
center of the island of Gwnneth, had | ong been a bastion of the goddess who
had watched over these isles. Now, however, it had become a |land of death, a
monurrent al wasteland in testanent to the awesonme power of the cleric's god.
And he had ventured to northern Gwnneth, beyond the vale and into the |ands
of the northnen along the fir coast. These invaders had clained the |land from
the native Ffolk, establishing a nunmber of villages and even one good-sized
town, but had nothing resenbling a separate state there. Bhaal had wondered
about these humans, and so the cleric had investigated.

The southern | and of Gwnneth, occupying nearly half the isle, was the kingdom
of Corwell, of the people known as the Ffolk. This land the cleric had not
visited, but that mattered little, for Corwell was already well known to the
m ni ons of Bhaal
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Now Hobarth, cleric of Bhaal, returned to the Darkwell wi th good news for his
foul master. Decay spread rapidly across the vale. Everywhere he went, Hobarth
found death and rot, as whole forests died and placid | akes shriveled into
festering swanps.

The area around the well was particularly barren. The corpses of the many



zonbi es he had raised fromdeath were gone now, as Hobarth had ordered t hem

into the well. Their presence, in fact, had been a prime source of the

pol lution that had so effectively corrupted the Moonwell. And the decay seened
to be spreading rapidly. Bhaal, Hobarth knew, would be pl eased.

As he neared the Darkwell, he sensed a difference around him It was not a

difference in the land, or even the air, but a subtle presence on a deeper

| evel . Somet hing was here that had not been here when he left.

He saw the well before him its slick black surface barely reflecting the
white outlines of the statues. The Darkwell had, since its creation a nonth
bef ore, been a center of power for his god.

But now Hobarth sensed sonething mightier, nore dynam c than the gate
connecting his god's world to his own. In a flash of understanding, he
under st ood, and as he understood he dropped to his knees.

Bhaal was here!

Hobarth shivered, a strange m xture of ecstasy and fear. He knelt, closed his
eyes, and prayed with all his heart.

"O mighty Bhaal, Reveler in Blood, master of my destiny ..." The cleric npaned
his prayer softly, wondering at the presence of his god. Was Bhaal angry? Was
he pl eased? What was the purpose of this visitation?

Approach the well.

Hobarth froze for a nmonent as the god's command grasped his heart. He felt
cold fingers engulf his soul, only to let it free again after a glinpse of
somet hi ng awesone and terrible. Numb, he stood and stepped slowy toward the
Dar kwel I .

The Great Druid.

Hobart h understood the conmand instantly and stopped

I P
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besi de the Great Druid—er rather, the statue that had been Genna Mbonsi nger
the mstress of Myrtoch Vale and Great Druid of the isles. Now she stood

frozen as a white stone sculpture, lifelike in every detail. Many tines had
Hobarth stood before her and cursed her defiant expression
He saw the challenge still lurking in her eyes, and in the firmset of her

jaw. Her winkled skin and tightly wapped hair m ght have given her a
grandmot herly | ook, but instead she | ooked nmore |ike a warrior

The Heart.

Thi s command brought a glimrer of defiance, for just a brief nmonent, to the
cleric. Hobarth kept the Heart of Kazgoroth in a pouch at his side, and he was
nost reluctant to renove it for anyone or anything. The stone was bl ack,
shaped nmore like a lunp of coal than a heart, but it was a talisman of great
evil. In the cleric's hands, the Heart of Kazgoroth had brought death and
decay to the formerly pastoral vale.

But Hobarth overcanme his reluctance instantly and hastened to obey the word of
his god. He renmoved the stone fromits pouch and held it out before him It
seened to absorb the rays of the sun, already dimed by the pale haze. In its
own shadow, the cleric reached forward to touch the heart against the cold
stone of the statue.

Bhaal nust be very near, Hobarth thought, for it seenmed to the cleric that the
god | eered over his shoul der. Hobarth acted as if by instinct, perfornmng a
ritual he had never seen, yet one that he knew without question or doubt. He
sensed that Bhaal was pleased, and his god's pleasure was a thrill unlike any
the cleric had ever known.

The bl ack surface of the heart touched the white stone of Genna's breast.

Yel | ow smoke hissed at contact, and trickles of clear liquid ran down the
statue's stony robe. Wiere the stone was wet, it became a bright red, like
freshly spilled bl ood.

Hobarth stared into the statue's eyes, and he saw the defiance that had been
etched there begin to fade. He pressed his hand agai nst her and was gratified
to feel the Heart of Kazgoroth sink into the stone. Mre snoke spewed, nearly
20
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blinding him but he kept his gaze fastened upon the statue's eyes.

H s own eyes watered. The statue grew soft, and Hobarth's hand, together wth
t he bl ack stone, passed directly into the cold body. Qickly he drew forth his
hand, enpty, and the surface of the statue closed behind it. He | ooked again
into those stone eyes.

Only it was no longer a statue, and the eyes burned with a far from stonelike
fire.

The | ow green nmass of Corwell |ooned to starboard. To port, invisible in the
gray haze of sea-miles, lay the island of Mray. And bel ow the keel of the

sl eek longship rolled the gray swells of the Strait of the Leviathan

But Grunnarch the Red knew that the Leviathan was dead. Had not the Red King
played a role in its demise only a short year earlier? He found the nmenory
vaguel y di squi eti ng.

Now the rul er of the northmen stood boldly on the deck of his ship, the
Northwi nd, and stared into the distance. Not north, toward Norland and hone,
but east, toward Corwell.

Why did that |and hold such fascination for hin? The Red King hinself did not
know, though certainly the roots of the answer lay in the disastrous invasion
and his arny's subsequent defeat. G unnarch had been fortunate to escape with
hal f of his ships and nmen, while many of his allies had suffered worse. The
men of Oman's Isle, of the kingdom of Ironhand, had been virtually
anni hi | at ed.

Now t he Northwi nd, acconpanied by the slightly smaller |ongship Red/in, sailed
past that |and after a | ong sumrer of raiding shores far fromthe Monshaes.
In less than a week, they would be home, but even the prospective honmecom ng
could not lighten the Red King's broodi ng sense of foreboding.

True, the raiding had been highly successful. They had sailed south al ong the
Sword Coast, plundering the towns of Am, and even northern Calinmshan. The
Nort hwi nd rode low in the water fromthe weight of silver stowed al ong her
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keel, together with golden chalices, mrrors, fine tapestries and silks, and
all manner of things treasured in the Mon-shaes.

And there was the scroll. Gunnarch wondered why that |one treasure, scribed
in a synbol ogy he could not read, should figure so promnently in his thoughts
about the trove.

The I ord mayor of Lodi stood before him outlined by the blazing framework of
hi s bl ockhouse. The man net his gaze wi thout fear, but Gunnarch could see
defeat in his eyes. The Red King, his bloody axe in his hands, watched the
mayor with interest.

"I offer you our greatest treasure. In return, | ask only that you spare the
children."

Grunnarch took the ivory tube, surprised at its |lightness. He had expected the
container to hold platinum or at least gold, in quantity. Curious, he pulled
the cap off and saw that it held but four small sheets of parchnent.
"Treasure?" he said nenacingly. "This is worthl ess!"

But the mayor did not flinch. "Ttbu are wong. You have probably never held
such worth in your hands!"

Grunnarch paused. The man's plea neant little—northnen did not slay children,
so the town's youth had never been in danger. Truly the Red King had no use
for a scroll. Vet, as he held it, he began to sense that it was indeed an

obj ect of rare worth.

A strange feeling came over himas he exam ned the exterior of the scrol

case. He saw a picture of a beautiful young worman, sensual and rounded, and
yet his reaction was a wish to protect her. Other pictures—a vast field of
grain, a smooth |lake, and a cozy fire in a hearth of stone—all beckoned him
with sensations of warnth and confort.

Di squi eted, he took the scrolls gruffly. He turned on his heel and ordered his
surprised crews back to their vessels, |eaving Lodi al nost unscathed. They



took no other plunder but instead put straight to sea under the harsh urging
of the Red King.

And so cane the scrolls with himto the Monshaes.

Thi s season of plunder had dragged on for G unnarch,
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for he lacked the fiery battle lust that had once made himrelish the strike
of steel against steel, the striving of man against man. Now battle was nerely
anot her tiresone task that faced himall too often.

After the raid on Lodi, the Red King had | ost heart for battle altogether.
Rationalizing that the season was | ate, he had ordered the two ships homeward,
ignoring the surprised reactions of his crew. After two weeks upon the

Trackl ess Sea, they had returned once again to the Mbonshaes. Now they slipped
bet ween two ki ngdons of the Ffolk, headed toward his own |lands to the north.
And still that feeling of foreboding remained with him perched upon his broad
shoul ders |i ke sone unnatural apparition.

A great brown bear shuffled across the dead | and, pausing to turn over a log
with his broad forepaw or to snuffle under a stunp with his nose. Once again,
t he spoor of even a tiny naggot or grub eluded him Gunt huffed in
frustration, too weak to take even a halfhearted swing at the offending stunp.
There was no food here.

Grunt stunbled on, sensing that to stop was to die. Long gashes covered his
shaggy flanks, now crusted with dried bl ood. One of the cuts lay freshly
opened, a victimof some scrape against a |ooning trunk.

Even in the depths of his fatigue, Gunt noved with pride and purpose. Hs
head hel d high, his posture was a challenge to any | esser creature that m ght
cross his path. But his footsteps were unsteady, and the great brown eyes grew
dull. There were no creatures to cross his path and behold his prideful agony.
This was |and G unt had known all of his life, yet he did not know it now The
grove of his mstress, Genna Mwon-singer, the Great Druid of the isle, now
festered and decayed. Many were the animals that had |lived here, anmid a |ush
bl anket of greenery. Now there was no creature. Now there was not hing green.
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Grunt grow ed, the sound runbling low in his chest. He blinked, peering around
as if trying to clear the nightmare vision fromhis eyes. Then he | unbered on,
resol utely ploddi ng across the wastel and in search of food or water.

Suddenly the bear Kited his great head and froze. H's only nmotion was the
twitching of his broad nostrils as they searched the air. Watever it was, a
scent excited the bear Iike nothing el se in many days.

Grunt started forward faster now, breaking into a clunmsy trot. He uttered one
coughl i ke grunt, then another. Before himlay the former heart of the grove.
Recendy the bear had sonmehow sensed that this was the center of its corruption
and had thus avoided it. But even the suspicion of the exciting spoor in the
wi nd was enough to conpel himthere.

Genna? Hope swelled within the bear's breast. Was that not his mstress,
standing there in the distance, staring at hinf? He sniffed at the air,

| unbering closer. The scent was that of the Great Druid, he thought, but
sonehow di fferent.

Bl i nking in confusion, Gunt struggled to focus his dimeyesight. He saw the
short, rounded body, recognized the gray hair pulled tightly back fromthe
face. He saw no snile upon that face, and the human's posture seened stiff and
unnat ur al .

Yet his eyes could not be wong. He sl owed as he reached the wonan and grunted
happily, leaning into her expectantly. The bear was surprised when she did not
scratch his ears. Wiat was wong? Gunt |ooked at the round, winkled face
curiously.

And in an instant, he recoiled in fear. Cringing |ow, the bear | ooked up at
her |ike a whipped puppy, puzzled and pained by the |l ook in her eyes.

She raised her arm pointing, and G unt obeyed. H s huge body noved toward the
bl ack water, where once the crystalline Monwell had reflected the bl essing of



t he goddess. Quivering, he approached the water
The bear turned once to | ook back at his mstress, his eyes pleading. She
poi nted agai n, and he dropped his head obediently. H's rmuzzle touched the

surface of the Darkwell. And then his |life was gone as he gave it,
unwi ttingly, to Bhaal
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Chaunt ea, as a goddess, was close in spirit to the Earthnother, though far
renoved in aspect. Wiile the great mother's life lay in the earth itself, in

t he hall owed ground of the Mbonshaes, Chauntea's being dwelled upon the joyous
pl ane of Elysium far renoved fromthe worldof nortals.

The Earthnother's followers were the Ffol k of the Moon-shae Isles, |ed by
their druids. Chauntea's believers canme fromacross the planes, and even in
the Forgotten Real ms were spread ampong the many nations of the world. The
tenets of the Earthnother's faith held that nature was sacred, and naintaini ng
t he bal ance of all things becane the druidi-cal creed. Foll owers of Chauntea
held that the |Iand should be farned, that the growh provi ded by nature should
be harnessed for the greater good of man.

Yet even despite their differences, the goddesses both were beings of health
and growth, cherishing the plants and animals, working to protect the humans
who held to their faith.

Now Chaunt ea sensed the power of the Earthnother waning. She also felt the

| oom ng presence of Bhaal. As that dark god noved into the power vacuum bei ng
created, Chauntea al so began to move. Though she | acked Bhaal 's awesone mi ght

and i nmpl acable evil, she was a being of great resource in her own right.
Now t hose resources woul d be tested.
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For the first tine, the wind seened to be against them It blustered fromthis
direction and that in capricious gusts. To all sides stretched the sea, a gray
mass of rolling swells, broken only by the foam ng crests of the waves. The
sky matched the water, a gray bl anket of cold pressing heavily from horizon to
hori zon.

Overhead, the sail filled with air, spurring the ship across whitecaps and

t hrough deep troughs. Then the wind shifted, and the sail fell linp. The
vessel slid crazily to the side, dropping between two rolling swells. Aline
drew taut as the boom swung across the stern. Two sail ors dropped prone, while
ot hers hauled on a heavy rope until the sail once again billowed. The bow of
the boat swung to port, angling across the waves on a slightly altered course.
Tristan Kendrick, heir to the throne of Corwell, stood in the bow of the
Defiant and relished the cool spray against his face. It ran through his beard
and soaked his heavy wool cloak. His feet were planted in a wi de stance, and
he swayed evenly with the rolling deck beneath his feet.

The ship lunged eagerly through the next swell, and the one after that. Each
wave brought himand his conpanions closer to Corwell Firth and the castle on
the little knoll, Caer Corwell.

Home

Just a few short weeks ago, Tristan reflected, his first ocean voyage had
carried himacross this same water. Then, he had enbarked on a m ssion of
politics, to seek his coronation fromthe H gh King. Now he carried the crown
of that
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same ki ng—the Crown of the Isles—and he returned in triunph to his home. He
knew he should be feeling joy and anticipation, but he could not.

He felt, rather than saw, a warm presence beside himand turned to see Robyn.
Though she had slept little and eaten | ess during the past week, she had never
| ooked so vibrant and alive. Her black hair, long and falling | oosely around
her shoul ders and back, glowed with an ebony sheen, and her green eyes fl ashed
with vitality. Her beauty increased every day, or so thought the king.

The druid joined himin the bow but avoi ded his eyes. He wanted to reach out,



to put his armaround her, but he feared her rebuff.

"We' || be there soon-Ao nore than two days, three at the nost." He tried to
of fer encouragenent, sensing her despair.
"But what will we find when we get there? Wat if we're too | ate?"

"W won't be! And whatever we find, we can best it! Ibgether, with nmy sword
and your faith, we can rid Gwn-neth of any shade of evil!"

"I hope so." Robyn | eaned agai nst himand he held her, sensing the deep and
spiritual fear that haunted her. He felt a vague sense of guilt for the tine
they had remained on the island of Callidyrr. He had known that she wanted to
| eave i medi ately followi ng the defeat of the H gh King. Robyn feared deeply
for the fate of her fellow druids, inprisoned as stone statues around the
scene of their final battle.

Yet he could not have left then. And she had chosen to remain with him rather
than enbark for hone alone or with Lord Pontswain, who had taken the first
avai |l abl e ship back to Corwell

"I"'mglad you stayed with ne," he said. "I can't imagine facing the kingship
wi t hout you beside ne."

He t hought of the many problems he had solved during his week in Callidyrr. He
had settled an old dispute on fishing rights between the cantrevs of Llewellyn
and Kythyss. He had pardoned the bandits of Dernail Forest, good men and wonen
who had been forced to becone outl aws because of the injustices of the fornmer
ki ng. He had dis-
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banded the few remnai ning nmercenaries of the king's private arny, the Scarl et
Guard. The battles of the Ffol k, he had declared, would from now on be fought
by the Ffol k.

Wth his ascension to the throne had come the discovery of the vast surplus in
the High King's treasury, piles of silver coins, and sone gold, which he had
been able to return to the overtaxed lords of the land. This act al one would
have done nmuch to assure his popularity with the lords, but his w sdom and
good judgnent in settling the other disputes had insured their loyalty to his
nane,

"I"'mglad | stayed, too," she sighed. "I know it was inmportant to you, and to
all the isles. You will make a splendid king.

"But all the while, I could not hel p wondering about the druids. Are they
suffering? Are they dead? | wish I could have been both places at once. | know
| cannot rest easily until | have seen evil excised from Mrloch Vale!"

Suddenly Tristan stiffened, lifting hinself to the balls of his feet to peer
in the distance. He squinted against the spray, and saw it again: a flash of
crinmson agai nst the all-enconpassing gray of sea and sky.

Robyn sensed his change in nood, and she foll owed his gaze, staring a few
degrees to starboard of the bow A foot shorter than the young king, she could
not see what had al arned him

"Northmen," he grunted, pointing. She saw the flicker of color now It could
only be the square sail of a raiding |Iong-ship, and it was facing them

"Keep an eye on it. I'lIl informthe captain.” Turning and sprinting like a
seasoned sailor down the pitching deck, the new H gh King of the Monshaes
barked a warning to the | aboring crewren.

Robyn turned back to the south as the | ongship drew cl oser. She coul d now nmake
out a second sail beside the first, veering to the side. The sl eek vessels
spread apart to block the Defiants path at either side. Some voice inside her
said that she should be afraid, that these were dangerous and bl oodthirsty
foes. But instead she felt only a quiet anger as she faced another obstacle on
the road to rescue Cenna

*28

DARKWEL L

Moonsi nger, the Great Druid of all the Monshaes.

But this was an obstacl e she coul d counter.

By the time Tristan returned to the bow, she had unl ashed her staff fromits
mount on the gunwal e. Captain Dans-forth, the taciturn master of the Defiant,



regarded the approaching vessels through his |ong spying tube. The crew, two
dozen steadfast Ffolk of Callidyrr, turned as a man to regard the raiders but
mai nt ai ned the course and sail of the Defiant without a hitch

She was called the stoutest vessel, with the ablest crew, anong the four

ki ngdoms of the Ffol k. The proof had come when they sailed into the late
stages of an autunm gal e that woul d have kept any other vessel of the Ffolk in
port. Racing through the Sea of Monshae around the northern tip of Gwnneth,
the Defiant had coursed through the Strait of Oran. Now they sailed south
toward Corwel |l itself.

These nort hnmen were obviously returning home—+t was already |ater than the
usual raiding season—but they woul d doubtl ess wel come one | ast prize before
maki ng port for the w nter

"The standard of Norland" grunted Dansforth. "That one, to starboard, would be
the king's own vessel."

"Grunnarch the Red. | have fought himbefore,” nused Tristan

"So the stories say. And bested him" The captain | ooked at the king with just
a hint of anmusenent in his gray eyes. Dansforth was not yet m ddl e-aged,

t hough his hair and beard had silvered until they matched his eyes. Yet he had
an eni gmati c manner of speaking that rem nded Tristan of an old, but very
smug, man.

"Can we aher course?" asked Robyn quickly. "Tb there?" She pointed straight
toward one of the advanci ng | ongshi ps.

"Why?" Dansforth was mldly incredul ous. "They're cutting too w de. They
underestimate our speed, | think. Wth a little luck, we can dash between
them™

"W wont need luck if you can get close to one of those ships." Robyn spoke
quietly, but there was a hint of great power in her voice.

"Do as she says," said Tristan
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"Very well," Dansforth said with a shrug. He stepped to the steersnman
standi ng at the huge wheel ani dships, and ordered the change in course. Then
he hurried back to the bow as the Defiant heeled over with the turn

The trio was joined by another pair. One was Tristan's friend Daryth, the
swart hy, handsome Calishite who had becone the king's chief adviser. Now he
carried his gleaming scimtar lightly in his hand, awaiting battle with a

hal f-smile across his dark brown face. The other was the halfling, Paw do of
Lowhil I, a m ddl e-aged adventurer whose winkled face and graying hair belied
his vitality.

"What are you trying to do?" denmanded Pawl do incredul ously. "Let's nmake a run
for it!"™ The diminutive con man had been a friend of the Prince of Corwell's
for even longer than Daryth, and he now took it upon hinself to protect the
young king fromthe influences of others of a simlar noral caliber

"I hope you know what you're doing," grumbled Dansforth. "My men will stand by
to repel boarders, but the crew of that one ship al one outnunbers us two to
one!"

Robyn did not turn to ook at the captain. "They' Il not get near enough to
throw a line."
Still skeptical, the captain turned to his crew while Daryth, Tristan, and

Pawl do stood protectively around the druid. She closed her eyes in
concentration and calmy caressed the snpboth wood of her staff. The others
held their swords ready. Tristan's own bl ade gl eamed in his hand. The

| egendary Sword of Cynrych Hugh was a synbol of the ancient glory of the
Ffol k. The fact that THstan had di scovered the potent blade after it had been
m ssing for centuries explained to a great extent why the lords of Calli-dyrr
had been so willing to extend to himthe kingship.

The | ongships raced toward themwith startling rapidity. One cane head-on
closing rapidly. The other tried to veer in fromdownw nd, battling the gusts
to close with her intended victim Soon they could rmake out ranks of
axe-w el di ng northmen standing along the hulls, ready to leap into the
Defiant. Others stood ready with Iines and grappl es, though the closing speed



of the two vessels would
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make a grappling attenpt risky at best.

The nearest longship veered slightly fromtheir path, a hundred yards away,
seventy, forty, closing fast. Robyn held her staff over her head, spreading
her hands as far apart as she coul d. She clenched her hands and strai ned, as
if trying to bend the stout shaft, silently nmouthing a prayer to her deity,

t he goddess Eart hnot her

An i nhuman creaking assailed their ears as the | ongship suddenly |urched and
twisted in the water. Nails flew through the air as the sleek hull bent
tortuously. Boards snapped, the mast crunpled, and then came a harsh snap

i ke the breaking of a bone.

Suddenly the | ongshi p buckled, her keel torn in tw. Bow and stern rose into
the air while the center of the hull filled with foam ng brine. The sai

bill owed gently into the water, belying the violence of the ship's dem se, and
forty nmen tunbled into the cold gray sea.

Tri stan understood what had happened, though the reality of it stunned him
Robyn's power, the power of the earth, was keyed to all things wild, al
creatures of nature. The oak trees that had formed the keel of the raider were
such creatures of nature, and the druid had called upon those trees to change
their shape, warping theminto sonething different, sonething that woul d not
support the franme of the |ong-ship.

He heard a thunp on the deck beside himand turned to see Robyn, pallid and
nmoti onl ess, lying on the deck. "Wat happened?" he cried, kneeling and
cradling her head in his arnms. Her eyes fluttered open, and a | ook of panic
washed across her features.

"I... | fainted! The casting nmade ne weak! Wiy—how could it do that?" She
groaned, but struggled to a sitting position. "I think I"'mall right now "
The king sprang to his feet as the Defiant cut through the weck, and Tristan
could see the faces of the northmen who had been dunped so suddenly into the
sea. He saw anger and hatred, but not fear. Even the display of ship-killing
magi ¢ was not enough to quail the hearts of these fierce warriors.
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Suddenly he saw a nori hnman's eyes widen in terror. The nan's nmouth opened to
scream but he di sappeared under the water before a sound could energe.

Anot her, and another of the raiders vanished with a desperate thrashing. Now
t he remai ni ng nen began to scream |l oudly, in mnd-nunbing panic. The gray sea
turned green with the thrashing of scaly bodies, and red froth expl oded from
the torn shapes of sailors.

Tristan saw the other |ongship heel toward them and then suddenly lurch off
course. Her sides becanme a seething nass of green scales as reptilian
creatures clinbed fromthe water over the smooth planks, to fall upon the crew
with sharp teeth and w cked, sl ashing cl aws.

"Sahuagi n! " gasped the king, recognizing the savage fish-nmen they had battl ed
upon Cal lidyrr.

And then it was the Defiants turn to slowin the water as the attackers
grabbed her hull as well. Tristan saw a fishiike head, bristling with spines
above a snarling nightmare of a face, and he stabbed instinctively. The
creature fell back into the water, but two nore took its place. Their
humanl i ke hands, tipped with sharp claws and webbed between the fingers,
grasped the hull as they pulled thenmsel ves upward. Tristan stared into their
bl ank, enotionl ess eyes. He saw the bracelets of silver and gold, the crue
tridents, spears, and daggers tucked into nmetal belts. The nonsters tunbled
onto the deck all around himas Dansforth's crew put up their weapons agai nst
this new assault.

The humans took sword and axe and crossbow and faced attack fromthe Cl aws of
t he Deep. These creatures, the sahuagin, they knew to be cruel and inplacable
foes. Still the fish-men rose fromthe sea, striking at the two ships while
their brethren dealt a bloody end to the northnen still bobbing anong the



wr eckage of the third. *****

The Darkwel |l grew even bl acker with each killing. Hobarth sat and studied the
pool, praying and neditating. He had seen a panther and an ow obliterated in
the last day, joining the bear, eagle, and stag in giving their lifespark to
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Bhaal . Somehow, the god summoned these wetched creatures fromthe surroundi ng
wast el and. Hobarth did not know why.

The fat cleric studied well the word of his god, and slowy he began to sense
Bhaal 's plan. At |east, he began to understand his own substantial role in

t hat pl an.

He | ooked to Genna Monsinger, sitting upon one of the crosspieces that had
fallen fromthe ruined druidic arches around the Monwell. She stared
listlessly off into space, as if awaiting a command. The fat cleric wondered
at the druid's docility.

She | ooked like the same inplacable eneny he had faced a short nonth ago. The
statue had beconme a being of flesh and bl ood when he pressed the Heart of
Kazgoroth into it. She |ooked, sounded, and noved like the Geat Druid of
Gwnneth. Even the bear, Gunt, had been taken in.

But now she was unquestioningly obedient to the commands of Bhaal, and thus
Hobarth. For several days, this had been but a pleasant diversion for Hobarth.
He had not been with a woman in nonths, and so he had taken advant age of her
willingness to follow his orders. Though she displayed no revul sion, neither
did she exhibit any other enotion. Hobarth had eventually realized that her

| ack of passion turned the whol e experience into rather a bore.

Then he commanded her to use her nmagic, wondering if that potent weapon had
been | ost upon her perversion to the will of Bhaal. The cleric was delighted
when she called forth an inferno of fire fromthe ground itself, surrounding
themw th greedy flanes. However, he noted a difference from her previous
castings of the firewall. Now, as the flames |icked across the ground, they
left the earth tortured, blackened, and barren in their wake, whereas before
the spell had nade no mark what soever upon the land. This spell fascinated
Hobarth particularly, for it was one that no cleric could perform She had
used it to telling effect when he had sent his arnmy of undead agai nst her, and
now it was his to conmand!

Yet, if her body and mind remained that of the Geat Druid, her soul was
unquestionably altered. The heart beat-
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ing within her breast was no | onger her owmn. It was the foul organ of a black
beast of chaos, and this was the thing that held her nowin its thrall.

The difference was visible mainly in her eyes. Were once they had sparkled
with vitality and wi sdom they now gl owered darkly. At tines, Hobarth imagi ned
he saw a flash of red fire within them not unlike the gaze of Kazgoroth
itself. And her lack of enotion rem nded himnore of the zonmbi es he had once
conmanded t han of any human bei ng he had known.

Now, knowi ng the will of Bhaal, he approached her

"Druid!" he barked, and she |ooked dully at him He realized that he had
forgotten to order her to clothe herself after his |latest indul gence. "Don
your garnents."

He waited as she pulled her tattered cl oak about her, watching with interest.
Though she was well along in years, her body had not succumbed to the flab of
m ddl e age. She was stout, but her flesh had a firmess that he found
strangely attractive. Shrugging, he told hinmself that it was merely the |ack
of any younger woman that caused himto desire her.

"Bhaal has spoken. You are to go to Caer Corwell. There you will performa
certain task he has planned for you. Upon its conpletion, you will return
here.”

As he told her the plan, as Bhaal had told it to him he watched her for sone
sign of reaction. After all, he was asking her to betray the land and the



peopl e she had striven all her life to protect. Hers was not a mi ssion of
attack, but something far nore insidious. Bhaal faced two powerful - human
enem es on the island of Gwnneth. These humans were closely allied to each
other. The mi ssion of Genna Monsinger, sinply, was to drive these two allies
apart.

"l understand."”

"And you will obey?"

"I shall obey."

O aws raked Robyn's calf as she slipped on the bl ood-slick deck. She whirled
toward the sahuagin that had seized her
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cracki ng her staff sharply against its spiny head. The creature dropped like a
stone, its skull crushed. Forked tongues flicking from between rows of
razor-sharp teeth, others scrambled across the deck as the Defiant heel ed

si deways. Robyn lurched against the rail, still dizzy and unbal anced, but the
fai nt ness seemed to be fading.

Tristan slashed at a fish-man. The Sword of Cynrych Hugh sliced through the
air, and as easily through the flesh of its victim The sahuagin | eaped
backward, clutching the stunmp of its arm It opened its nouth w de, show ng
hundreds of teeth in the gaping maw, and then hissed its hatred.

The king | eaped forward, and the nonster dove cleanly into the sea. Tristan
stopped at the rail and stabbed another creature just as it tried to scranble
over the gunwale into the boat. It fell back into the water, dead, and he

| ooked about the deck. He saw Daryth behead one of the nonsters as it |unged
toward Robyn's back, and Pawl do's keen dagger di senmbowel ed anot her as the

ni nbl e hal fling ducked beneath the nonster's grasping cl aws.

And then, as suddenly as it had begun, the killing ended. The bodies of a
score of sahuagin, and several sailors, lay in chaotic disorder across the
deck. Red human bl ood, and the pinkish froth from sahuagi n veins, ningled on
t he pl anks.

But there was not a noving sahuagin to be seen. Captain Dansforth stood with a
knot of his sailors am dships, while Daryth, Paw do, and Robyn were near
Tristan on the fore-deck. Tristan's great noorhound, Canthus, stood beside the
druid. The dog's back was higher than her waist, and its shaggy brown nmuzzle
was stained with sahuagin blood. Mre than once this day, he had saved the
Jives of his master and m stress.

"They still fight," said Robyn, pointing at the | ongship, where the battle
still raged.

Tristan smled grimy at the sight. He could see the north-man chief,
Grunnarch the Red, poised before the mast of his graceful ship. H s nen stood
with himin a circle, facing outward, while twi ce their nunber of sahuagin

sl ashed toward the kill
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"Make sail!" cried Captain Dansforth, sending his nen to |line and beam He
nodded at the king. "W can make a break for it before they finish "emoff!"
The Defiant had placed her port side to the wind as she drifted during the
nmel ee. I n another second, the sail cane taut, and the Defiant heel ed sharply
into the wind. As her nose passed the drifting |ongship, Tristan saw anot her
nort hnen dragged into the mass of sahuagin.

"Cone al ongside!" he called, noting the shock in Dans-forth's eyes. "Tb the
rescue! "

"You' re—=

The captain was about to call himmad, Tristan realized. The thought startled
him and he realized that his order nmust seem mad by nost | ogical argunents.
Why should they help the raiders who had, mnutes earlier, been bent on their
own destruction?

"Hurry! And send your bowren forward, man!"

Dansforth only hesitated for a fraction of a second. Then he curtly gestured



to four of his men who held heavy crossbows. "\fau heard the king! Mve!"
The Defiant crashed agai nst the waves again, slicing a path that woul d take
her just past the |ongship. The distance closed rapidly while the bowren knelt
at the rail and took aim

"Ch, good!" Tristan was startled by the shrill voice behind him "C non,
Yaz—we didn't miss the whole battle!"

"I''"'mscared-scared! WWW better get bel ow" answered another, equally shril
voi ce.

The bright orange shape of a tiny dragon, its butterfly wings fluttering
excitedly, suddenly appeared beside the king, popping frominvisibility as
faerie dragons are fond of doing. The little serpent darted past the king to

perch on the rail. "Ch, boy! Northmen! Cnon, let's get 'em™
"N-Newt, don't! Stay back here with ne—ith ne!" Wthout turning around,
Tristan pictured the tiny sprite, Yazilli-click, cautiously peering fromthe

hatch to the hold, his antennae no doubt quivering anxiously. The two faerie
creatures had spent nost of the voyage bel owdecks, but now the chaos of the

battl e had aroused them
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"Newt, why don't you keep watch on the waters off the stern?" suggested the

king. "See that they don't sneak up on us frombehind!" And incidentally, he
added silently, stay out of the way.

"Well, okay," the faerie dragon agreed, with a suspicious |ook at Tristan
Qui ckly Newt buzzed away, and Yaz popped out of the hatch to follow him The
sprite was a snall, humanlike creature, about two feet tall and distingui shed

by a small pair of gossaner wi ngs and two antennae that sprouted fromhis

f or ehead.

The young king turned his attention back to the battle, to see that the

| ongship was very close now. He could clearly make out several northmen in
desperate conbat with the nonsters, while other sahuagin held back fromthe
fight.

"Shoot those farthest fromthe humans," said Tristan. "Now "

The four bolts flew through the air, each finding a target in the mass of
scaly bodies. The red-haired northman in the center of the deck cried out a
chal | enge, and his crewnen pressed the attack. The crossbowren rel oaded

qui ckly, and | oosed a second volley as the Defiant started to turn, barely a
hundred feet fromthe raider now

These bolts, too, found home in the slick bodies of the fish-men. The spined
heads of the sahuagin bristled as they turned to face the Defiant, hissing
their rage and cl ashing their weapons.

Daryth and Robyn joined Tristan at the gunwal e. The king clinbed up on the
rail, bracing hinmself with a hanging rope. The Sword of Cynrych Hugh was |ike
a feather in his hand—a thirsty, violent feather. He saw perhaps two dozen
northnmen still standing, though the numbers of the sahuagin had thinned as
well. And the red-bearded captain still led his nen boldly, striking to both
sides with his broad-bl aded axe.

The two ships drifted cl oser as Dansforth snoothly maneuvered his vesse

t hrough a sharp turn. Then the Defiant paused, parallel to the Iongship and
barely twenty feet away.
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The rolling of the swell dropped the longship into a trough. Tristan | ooked
down into the hull and saw a pile of bodies, white skin and green scal es
intermingled in death. At the sane instant, he pushed away fromthe gunwal e,
swi nging on the rope until he |lost momentum He hung poi sed over the | ongship
for a noment, and then let go to land lightly anmobng the bodi es. He heard
Daryth | and easily behind him

On the deck of the Defiant, Robyn chanted a prayer to her goddess, then waved
her staff in the direction of the sahuagin. Suddenly the outline of fish-nmen
bodi es gl owed white, outlined in cool, magical fire. The reptiles hissed their
rage, though several cowered back in fear. They slapped and struck at the



flames wi t hout success, though the fire did not appear to cause them harm

The red-bearded northman bel | owed a chal l enge of brute viol ence, cleaving a
sahuagin to the waist with his axe. H's conrades |let | oose a shout and
attacked.

A great, green sahuagin lunged at the High King. Its toothy jaws gaped, and
the spiny ridge along its backbone stood erect as sharp claws clutched at
Tristan's throat. The white fire flickered and flared around the creature's
ghastly shape, nmaking a clear target. The vicious claws swept toward the Kking,
but the silver sword found the throat of the nonster first. Pink blood sprayed
Tristan as the reptilian attacker clutched the Iethal wound, still staggering
toward himas it died.

The High King whirled toward the other sahuagin, the Sword of Cynrych Hugh
marki ng a gl eami ng arc through the air before him The northman | eader crushed
a green skull with his nassive axe, and suddenly the fish-nen |lost their heart
for battle. In one notion, still outlined in eerie flane, the remaining
attackers slipped over the side of the |ongship and di sappeared beneath the
waves.

Tristan and Daryth stood poi sed for conbat, watching the northnen. They saw
tall, proud seafarers. The one called G unnarch stepped forward. Hi s red hair
and beard flowed freely across his chest and shoul ders, and his pal e blue eyes
stared warily back at the pair. H's chest was broad, and

strapping rmuscles rippled beneath the skin of his arnms. The northnman wore only
a short wool tunic, of plain gray, and high-!aced | eather sandals. He | ooked
every inch the sailor, taking no note of the rolling deck beneath his feet as
he advanced, studying his rescuers.

Grunnarch the Red saw two nen facing him one fair and one swarthy. The fair
one stood easily before him holding that dazzling sword. He held hinself
proudly, like a ruler of men. H s brown beard and hair were shorter than the
northman's, but still long and full, as a man's should be. Though | eaner of
muscl e, the swordsman had a wiry, solid frame that appeared to conceal hidden
reserves of strength.

The other man, the swarthier of the pair, was cl eanshaven. Hi s skin was a rich
brown, his hair as black as night. He carried a silver scimtar and stood

bal anced, catlike, upon the balls of his feet. Gunnarch noticed that, while
the swordsman stared himfull in the face, the man with the scimtar |ooked
everywhere else, as if watching for a threat to his |liege.

Then Grunnarch's eyes went to the ship, where a bl ack-haired woman stood at
the rail. She net his gaze boldly, with none of the shyness that would have
characterized a woman of the North. For several nonments, he stared, distracted
by her beauty, until he remenbered his surroundi ngs.

The northman | owered his axe. He spoke in heavily accented Commonspeech
"Greetings. | am G unnarch the Red, King of Norland. 1 thank you for my life."
"I am Tristan Kendrick, High King of the Ffolk."

The I ongship lurched slightly as Dansforth's crew brought the two ships

toget her, lashing the hulls side by side. Robyn sprang into the longship to
stand beside the two nmen. Grunnarch turned and spoke a conmand in his own
tongue, and the surviving nmenbers of his crew began to tend to their wounded
and hurl sahuagi n bodi es overboard.

Grunnarch's eyes turned unconsciously to the wonan again. He saw the supple
curves of her body, poorly conceal ed by her | oose cloak. She stood easily in

t he rocking
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hull, moving like a fighter, with balance and grace. He saw that the nuscles
of her arnms and neck were tight, but her strength could not conceal the
womrmanl i ness of her appearance.

And then he recognized her. He recalled a figure, high atop a tower of Caer
Corwel |, black hair streaming in the wind. He saw her with her staff held over
her head, and he remenbered the Iightning that had crashed and crackled into



the ranks of his nen. Wth the nmenory cane the stench of burned, blackened
flesh, and even the feeling of hopel ess panic that had arisen within him It
was at that nmonment, Gunnarch renmenbered, that he had realized that the

nort hnen's canpai gn was dooned.

He shook his head suddenly, turning back to the young ki ng who stood | ooking
at himcuriously, and he wondered at the oddity that brought the two of them
sworn enenies a year ago, standing face to face over the dead sahuagin.

"Why did you do this?" asked the Red King.

Tri stan thought before answering. Wy, indeed? At |ast he spoke. "I'm not
quite certain. Qur first instinct was to sail away, once we had secured our
own shi p.

"Your people and m ne have fought for centuries, and, in truth, it seemed we
shoul d fight for centuries to come. But nust it be this way?"

"You are Kendrick of Corwell? And of Freenman's Down?"

"The sane."

"We have fought, ourselves, scarce nore than a year since. You have great
skill—and fortune.

"And you, |ady?" asked the Red King, turning to Robyn. "You, too, fought well,
tour sorcery hel ped break the spell of evil that bound us."

"Mne is the magic of faith, not sorcery. There is a great difference." She
smled at himfaintly, her eyes inscrutable.

He nodded, not understanding the distinction. Suddenly he renenbered the
scrolls and the prom se they seenmed to offer. He bent and retrieved the |ong
tube from beneath the deck, offering it nmutely to her. He was not sure why,
but it seened right that she should have it. Perhaps it was a way of repaying
t he debt he owed these Ffolk for saving his life,
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though it was nore than his sense of obligation that caused himto give the
scroll to the beautiful druid.

"I't was clained as a thing of great val ue,"’
use to you?"

Robyn took the ivory tube, barely stifling a gasp. She stroked the el aborate
carvings reverently before | ooking at the northman. His face was taut with
tension, she saw, as if he desperately hoped that she would value the gift.
She | ooked again at the runes. They were strange, not druidic in nature, but
at the sane time alnost identical to a series of carvings her teacher had nade
al ong a short piece of wood, a runestick, that Genna had given Robyn as a
gift. This was obviously a talisman of great power, sacred to some god not
very different from her own.

"It's very precious... a thing of power. Were did you get it?"

From the | ook of sudden angui sh on the fierce raider's face, she knew she had
hurt himw th her question. She guessed that the tube was the plunder of sone
raid, though why G unnarch should be troubled by that fact she couldn't begin
to guess.

"Never mind," she added quickly. "It is a thing of tremendous value. | thank
you for giving it to nme."

"It is asmall reward for the gift of my life and ny ship,"” replied G unnarch
solemmly. The Red King turned back to Tristan. "Your actions are nore
puzzling, as you rmust know | was with the armnmy that woul d have put your hone
to the torch. How can you forgive one who has done you such evil ?"

"For one thing, you' re no | onger acconpani ed by your powerful ally,"” renmarked
Tristan. The vision of the Heast, Kazgoroth, growi ng fromthe body of a man

he expl ai ned awkwardly. "Is it of

into a nonster towering over a castle wall, came quickly into Tristan's nind
He renenbered the terror and awe of that nmoment as if it had occurred
yest er day.

Grunnarch's face flushed. "Ally?" he spat. "It was a thing of great evil! It

sl ew one of our greatest kings and took his body for its own foul purposes! W
were little nmore than mndl ess weapons in its hands!"
41
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"Perhaps that can explain why we aided you. Evil such as that still haunts the
Moonshaes. As long as we strive to destroy each other, we nmake the task of
that evil so rmuch easier. | ask you, Gunnarch, King of Norland, would we not

do better to join forces to conmbat this evil?"

The Red King | ooked Tristan full in the face, then nodded slowy. "You speak
with the wisdom of a much ol der king. But what of this evil you speak of? It
still threatens our |ands? Were, and how, shall we fight it?"

"Come with me to Corwell," said the High King. "W will talk of it there."

The histories of |ands, peoples, and nations are nade of nmany tiny events.
Most are insignificant, their inmpact gone with the noment of their passing.
But sone of these events have an inpact extending far beyond their occurrence.
These events are things that can shape and change history for countless years
into the future.

G unnarch the Red extended his broad hand, and Tristan Kendrick took it in his
firmclasp. Their eyes net, bold and frank

An event of the latter type had just occurred.

The corruption of Genna Moonsinger struck the goddess |like a physical blow It
fell all the nore heavily since the great druid had not even been granted the
dignified defeat of death but had instead beconme a tool of the very evil she
had striven to defeat.

The Earthnother felt the presence of her servant's body but could not reach
out to her soul. Genna had been freed from her prison of stone, only to be
entrapped in a spiritual corruption nore vile than any form of death.

For atine, it seemed as if the land itself would wither and die in synpathy
with the mother's grief. Indeed, winter hastened its approach, reaching frosty
fingers across the Mbonshaes, eagerly striking the |last |eaves fromthose
trees stil] carrying vestiges of foliage.

And then, briefly, the goddess |ooked up fromher misery, away fromthe dark
depths of the earth to the world of sky
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and air and sun. She felt a small tingle of vitality, and with it cane renewed
hope. The Earthnother knew that her |one druid, Robyn of Gaynneth, stil

lived. Now she sensed that Robyn had come into contact witha talisman of great
power and faith, a vessel of wi sdomthat could invigorate and vitalize her.
The Scrolls of Arcanus were not of the mother's own essence, but they were
clerical scrolls of great antiquity, born of a faith not so different from her
own. The clerics, like her druids, held that the balance of all things made
the fulcrumof life. Too, the scrolls contained teachings of that bal ance and
its fundamental principles that held keys to great power. They offered Robyn
some senbl ance of know edge and m ght, even though the Earthnother herself
could no longer offer the sane.

Perhaps it was not nuch, but she could fasten her hopes to nothing el se.
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Wth a shrill cry, the vulture sensed the nearness of the sea. The bird
hastened its flight, and soon the blue waters of Corwell Firth came into view
to the west. The bul k of Caer Corwell stood dominating the foreground, and
soon the bird was flying over the castle. It circled above the stone keep
following the line of the wooden palisade that protected the conpound.

Caer Corwell stood perched upon its rocky knoll, commandi ng the ground around
t he conpact fishing town and its sheltered harbor. The surroundi ng noor had
browned with the approach of winter, but the bright afternoon sun of this day
gave the place a warm springlike | ook, especially as it reflected the
brilliant azure hue of the firth.

The vulture, a dirty black bird with streaks of brown and gray across its

wi ngs, finally settled upon the parapet of the highest tower of the castle. It
was an oddly forned bird, with great, nisshapen claws and a tw sted, crooked
neck, as if it were an inperfect rendering of the real thing. Now the bird
perched there, staring intently at the activity on the waterfront. Wth



humanl i ke attention, it watched the progress of two vessels that approached

t he dock.

Tb a human, the sight would have i ndeed seened odd. Here was a sturdy,
deep-drafted vessel of the Ffolk, its sails nostly furled as the gentle breeze
pushed it toward the wharf. Beyond, just passing through the breakwater, cane
a sleek, lowhulled | ongship of the type sailed by the raiders of the North-
Any human who understood the ways of the Moonshaes coul d not have hel ped but
wonder why shi ps of
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two such bitter enem es would sail together into a peaceful harbor

Genna Moonsinger, in the body of the vulture, felt no such curiosity about the
unusual flotilla. She was on a mssion from Bhaal, concerned only with the

| ocation of her target. And he, she suspected, would be found upon one of

t hose shi ps.

She had made the flight from Mrloch to Corwell in two days. Her druidic
ability to shift her body into the shape of an ani nmal remained, despite her
corruption by the Heart of Kazgoroth, but the animal body she inhabited was
di storted and mal forned. Her notivation now had a single focus: to serve the
wi Il of Bhaal.

She soared fromthe parapet and glided into the courtyard, landing in a
shadowed passage between several stables. Then the body of the vulture
shifted, growing and bending into the shape of a young woman. GCenna, aided by
t he Beast, adjusted the body to achieve the effect she desired. A brilliant
tumble of red hair flowed | oosely across her narrow shoul ders, franmng a
perfect oval face. Her breasts grew large and firm thrusting boldly forward
so that only a man of wood or stone could have avoi ded taking notice of them
The wonman who stepped fromthe passage into the afternoon Iight of the
courtyard bore little resenblance to the Great Druid of Gwnneth. Tall
snoot h- ski nned, and young, she noved with the supple grace of a cat.

@ iding across the courtyard of Caer Corwell, she slipped among the Ffol k who
had begun to gather at the castle in anticipation of the king's homeconi ng
She had naught to do now but wait for her victimto fall into her trap

"The children of the goddess were her nost potent allies in the struggle

agai nst Kazgoroth. The Leviathan of the deep shattered our ships and scattered
our fleet, but the power of the Beast slayed the great fish in the end. The
Pack pursued the arny of the northmen over the land, howing madly with their
wol fen voices and tearing flesh with their
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great fangs when they brought the arnmy to bay."

Hobarth paused in his narration, sensing Bhaal's keen interest in the tale. In
truth, the cleric was surprised at howlittle the god knew about their
adversari es.

"But the Pack, too, is gone, scattered to the far corners of the isle. The
druid told me her goddess lacks the will, or the might, to sunmon it again."
Genna had indeed provided the cleric with a wealth of information. She
apparently retained all the nenories of her forner life, with none of the
spiritual values that would have prevented her from di sclosing themto one
such as Hobart h.

"Now, " he continued, "only the unicorn, Kanerynn, remains of the children. He
is strong—+ have faced himmysel f—but his mght is nothing in the face of your
own. "

O course, the cleric did not speak out |oud. Instead, he fornul ated the
information in his mnd, where his god clainmed it for his own. This, too, is
how Bhaal spoke with his servant.

These children you speak of... the children of a god. The thought of them
brings me pl easure.

Hobarth waited, confused.

/, too, shall create children—the Children of Bhaal. They will stalk the I and
besi de you and bring death to all the corners of the world!



"What formshall they take?" asked the cleric nervously.

H s answer cane in the formof a bubbling rmaelstromformng in the center of
the Darkwell. The bl ack water foaned upward, releasing a stench of foul gas
into the air. Then the froth noved across the surface as rings of ripples
spread outward fromthe turbul ence.

The surface of the water parted in a soft eruption, and a figure emerged. Qly
water trickled off a broad, flat head, streaked across a feathered face,

dri pped froma short, blunt beak. Then the great brown body energed, |unbering
onto the shore and hul king over the cleric. Patches of shaggy hair, in places
torn to reveal bare and scabrous skin, covered the creature's | ower body.
Hobarth | ooked up at a ghastly apparition, a nightmare thing that did not

bel ong on this world.
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He recogni zed t he shaggy body of Gunt, the bear. The thing stood on its hind
legs, twice as tall as a man, in the hunching pose of a great brown bear. But
the face dispelled any notions of normalcy. It was flat and covered wth
feathers, with a short, downward pointing beak—a beak! It was the head of an
owl, grown hugely out of proportion and placed upon the body of the bear

The words of Bhaal cane into the cleric's mind. My ow bear. You shall call him
Thor ax.

Scarcely did Hobarth have a chance to register his shock, renenbering a |arge
ow that had died fromthe poisonous touch of the waters shortly after the
bear's demnise, than he saw the water foanming and swirling a second tine. This
time, a pair of bizarre creatures splashed forth, pulling thenmselves into the
air on the broad wi ngs of eagles. They were foll owed by several nore, and they
all flewwth the grace and power of that nobst regal of birds.

But the heads of these hideous things were all |ike the head of a proud stag.
A broad rack of antlers spread above each of them Only the mouths were unlike
deer, as they parted in flight to reveal rows of sharp, wolflike fangs.
Theperytons. Wtness the birth of ny flock.

Again the waters of the Darkwell churned upward and away, and the cleric
stared dunbfounded as the next creature came slinking fromthe nuck and the
slime. It rose fromthe water with a heart-nunmbing grow, its yellow eyes
flashing hatred. Its black coat glistened, and its wi cked eyes held Hobarth
enthralled as the nonster crept toward him

Shantu, king of ny children.

The beast resenbl ed a huge bl ack panther, nearly the size of a horse. Its
coat, dripping with the oily liquid, glistened with a hellish sheen. The
gapi ng nout h di spl ayed fangs as | ong as daggers, and it crouched nenacingly,
as if it would | eap upon Hobarth hinself.

But this was no ordinary panther, even allowing for its size. Fromeach of the
bl ack shoul ders sprouted a |l ong tentacle, covered all over w th noist cups,
like the linmbs of an octopus. At (he end of each tentacle curved a sharp, bony
hook, ready to rip into flesh Iike a giant claw
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Shantu growl ed again, and Hobarth felt the bile rise in his throat. Then the
creature slinked past him and he noticed sonething curious—though the ani nal
dri pped steadily fromthe waters of the well, the ground beneath it did not
grow wet. Indeed, the astounded cleric noticed, the ground was wet severa
paces to the side of the beast!

As the creature noved away fromthe well, it made no tracks in the nuddy
ground—at | east not beneath it. Instead, Hobarth saw tracks appear off to one
side, though the creature | ooked and sounded as if it was directly before him
Wth awe, he wi tnessed the power of his god's creation. Here was a creature
that seemed to be in one place, yet was actually somewhere el se nearby.

Thus is (he displacer beast born, to take his place before

you. "Aory to Bhaat and H s magnificent children,"” mnurnmnured

the cleric.

They, together with ny legions fromthe sea and you, my servant, shall spread
death across this isle. Wien you are finished, when nmy will has been done,



there will be not a single living creature upon this land that is not behol den
to me. This island shall beconme a nonunment to death!

The flock of perytons swirled overhead, strangely silent. The ow bear, Thor ax,
| unbered away fromthe well, clacking its huge beak awkwardly in the air. And
the great, catlike displacer beast prow ed the shore of the pond, as if
waiting for a command that was not |ong in com ng

And now, my children, go forth and hunt. Journey far, and slay the enem es of
Bhaal !

The honecomi ng was all the young king could have desired. Pontswain had indeed
carried word of his coronation to the Ffolk of Corwell, and they turned out to
nmeet the Defiant in huge nunbers. Hours earlier, |ookouts had spotted the
vessel s headi ng toward the harbor. Despite confusion and suspicion raised by

t he appearance of the |longship, it was an eager crowd that noved toward the
wat erfront.

The throng grew steadily until, by the time they docked,
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nost of the town awaited them As the Defiant pulled al ongside the pier, the
Ffol k erupted in a spontaneous cheer. The king felt a warm gl ow of gratitude
and a rush of pleasure to again see his hone.

Among the wel |l -wi shers greeting themat the dock, Tristan recognized Tavi sh of
LI ewel lyn, the bard of the harp who had plucked himfromthe sea after his
boat sank on the journey to Callidyrr. He had not seen her since his arrest at
t he hands of the forner Hi gh King' s personal guards.

The rotund minstrel flashed hima beanmng smle as he stepped ashore. She
enbraced himin a crushing hug, and he was surprised to see tears on her
cheeks. "I came here to get help, to rescue you," she explained, w ping her
eyes, "but it seenms you've handl ed things pretty well on your own."

Tristan heard the runbling of the crowmd to his left, and saw many of the Ffol k
surge toward the dock as the |long-ship pulled al ongside. "Raiders!"
"Murderers!" "Thieves!" and other invectives emerged fromthe angry nen, and
the king forced his way through the crowd to stand before the |ongship. He

| ooked straight into the faces of the angry farmers and sailors before him
and slowy they backed away.

"Hold, you nmen! And listen well! These nen of the north are here as ny guests.
W have fought together and bested a nonstrous foe! They will feast with us,
and join our celebration—and no harmw |l cone to themwhile they are in
Corwel I'1"

A burly farnmer grunbled his discontent, and Tristan fixed himw th an icy gaze
until the man | ooked unconfortably at the ground. One by one, the nenbers of
the nob grew silent, their anger replaced by expressions of confusion or

doubt .

"I amyour king, the Hi gh King of the Ffolk." Tristan spoke softly, and as he
had hoped, the nob grew silent to hear his words. "This day marks a new

begi nning for us, for the Ffolk of all the isles. Let this be the sign of a
new rei gn, as the northnmen cone to our town and join us at our table!"

"Wse words! Hail to the king!" soneone cried out.
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Tristan | ooked around in surprise, and saw t he beam ng face of Friar Nol an

the cleric of the new gods who had worked | ong and hard trying to convert the
Ffol k of Cor-well. Though his success had been linited, he was w dely regarded
as a man of great wi sdom and his healing nmagic had benefited many a resident
of Corwel .

"Hail to the king!" cried another man, and soon the crowd took up the chant.
Several Ffolk even canme forward to help I ash the longship to the dock. The
pudgy friar, his bald pate bobbing through the group, pushed his way to
Tristan's side.

"Spl endid words, sire! You enbark upon a wise course. The gods will surely
smle upon you!"

"Some of them anyway,'’

the young king replied with a grin. "And thank you for



your own words—nost tinely remarks, good friar!"

"Wl come hone, sire! "cried another young man, pushing to his side. Tristan
recogni zed hi m as Randol ph, the young but very capable captain of the guard,
whom he had left in charge of the castle upon his departure

Before the king could respond, however, he was swept away, lifted to the
shoul ders of his countrymen and carried on a triunphant march to Caer Corwel |
itself. They carried Robyn beside him and his spirits brightened further as
he saw her smiling above the tumult. Though she had been noody and depressed
the I ast few days of the voyage, he hoped that their arrival at home—and the
fact that they planned to strike out for Myrloch Vale in the norning-woul d

i mprove her spirits.

But first there would be a feast. It would be a celebration of the new king,
hi s homecom ng, and his success in the canpaign on Callidyrr.

Tristan regained his feet in the castle courtyard and | ed Robyn and Randol ph
into the Geat Hall of the keep, where they finally left the crowd behi nd.
"Where's Pontswai n?" he asked. "W nust talk before the feast."

"I"ll send a guardsman to find him Lord Pontswain's tending to the |ast

busi ness of the food and drink. W trust you will be pleased, sire."

SO
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"No doubt. Now tell ne, how fares life in Corwel|?"

"W have m ssed you, but fare well. The Ffol k have been fairly bursting with

pride since news of your coronation, sire. Geat effort has been expended
preparing for your homeconing!"

"And what news?"

"The only excitement was the presence of a band of outlaws, raiding cantrevs
Dynnatt and Koart. W caught and hanged them They seened to be northmen who
did not flee with their brethren | ast year."

Randol ph went on to describe the state of the kingdom fromthe poor harvest
and neager catches of fish to the great successes of the huntsnmen in the

hi ghl ands. "The food reserves for winter are adequate. It seens that a great
deal of wildlife has fled south from Myrl och Vale. Hunting has never been
better."

"And what news of the val e?" asked Robyn.

"Puzzling, that. Shepherds say their sheep will not venture near it. The

hunt snen who have clinbed al ong the high ridge to look into the vale report
vast desol ation. Trees have died, and even the |lake itself has lost its gleam
It is disturbing news indeed, sire, but the blight does not seemto have
reached Corwel|."

"Wl comre home, ny king!" Lord Pontswain burst into the hall, bowi ng deeply. He
was a handsome man, cl ean-shaven, with a broad mane of elegantly curled brown
hair that was the envy of many a maid. "l trust your voyage was confortable."
"I ndeed. Pl ease be seated." Pontswain had been Tristan's chief rival for the
throne of Corwell before the H gh Kingship had nade that rivalry noot. Now he
seened to devote all of his energies to the welfare of his king. The

transiti on had been so sudden, and so dramatic, that Tristan still didn't
quite trust him
"I will have to | eave the kingdomin the capable hands of you both for a

little while longer," he explained. "Tonorrow norning Robyn and | journey to
Myrl och Vale. This devastation is caused by an evil cleric of great power, and
we shall confront and destroy him™
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"As you w sh, sire." Randol ph asked several nore questions about the
governance of the realm while Pontswain sat quietly, a distant | ook upon his
features. Shortly the two nmen departed, and Robyn and Tristan were left al one
in the Great Hall.

"The whol e val e devastated!" she whi spered, horrified. "Wat manner of man is
this!"

"A man who can be killed, by my sword or your spells. And he will be, 1



prom se you!" He put his arnms around her and she leaned into him conforted by
hi s confidence.

"WIl you join ne in our celebration tonight?" he asked. "W can do not hi ng
nmore until the norning. W should enjoy our homecom ng."

She forced a smile. "You're right. | have thought of little else than the
Moonwel | and the druids since our victory on Callidyrr. You deserve greater
rewards than | have given you, and |I'msorry for that. Tbnight we shal

cel ebrate!™”

"And tonorrow, | promise, we'll start for the vale." He | ooked at her

sonberly.

"Yes!" Robyn's voice grew nore ani mated. "The scrolls that Gunnarch gave ne
|'ve been | ooking themover. | think one of themoffers a real hope, a

chance to return the druids to their nortal forns!"

"You mean the statues? Bring them back to flesh?"

"Exactly! And with the druids of the isles gathered around, nustering all of
our conbi ned power, this foul cleric nust certainly be defeated. Besides, this
time we'll have your sword on our side."

"But tonight," Tristan interrupted, "we feast!"

He ki ssed her and she net his lips with the full force of her own enbrace. For
a mnute, they relished the touch, the holding of each other

"Toni ght, as we cel ebrate— Tristan began slowy, hesitantly—may | announce
to our people the nanming of their queen? WIIl you be nmy w fe?"

She smled softly and kissed himagain. He realized in surprise that her
cheeks were wet. Then she pulled away to look himfull in the face, and the

| ove shining fromher eyes brought a fiery warnth to his heart.
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"I do want to marry you. And | shall, | hope—but | cannot nake this prom se
now. "

"But why not ?"

"I can't make that commitnment until we have rid the vale of its scourge. You

see, | believe | amthe only druid left now. | hope that, with the help of the
goddess, we can free Genna and the others fromtheir stone prisons, and then |
can marry you. | will tell Genna that | cannot take her place as Geat Druid.
"But if we do not succeed, then | shall be the only hope of the continuance of
my order. Tristan, | |love you, but that would be a calling |I could not

refuse.”

"But could we not still marry? I'mcertain | could help you with—=

She silenced himwith a finger to his lips. "The Great Druid, and such | rnust
t hen becone, nust be chaste. She cannot marry."

Tristan was silent, understanding her calling. The know edge only fueled his
determ nation to succeed. "I shall |ove you either way."

"And | you, ny king!" This tinme their kiss was |longer, lingering until the
mai ds entered the hall to begin preparing for the feast.

"Perhaps we should bathe,” he said with a smle, "and prepare for the feast."
They returned to their separate quarters, relishing the famliarity of their
surroundi ngs, and each of themdressed in |inens unstained by travel for the
first time in many weeks.

Pont swai n had acquitted himself well in preparing for the celebration. In
anticipation of the king's arrival, the lord had ordered pigs and a cow

sl aughtered, kegs of ale iced—Tristan, in defiance of |ocal custom enjoyed
his beer cold—and a nultitude of cakes and pies baked.

Tristan quickly found hinmsel f seated at the head of a huge banquet table in
the Geat Hall of Caer Corwell. Also at the table sat Daryth, Robyn, Paw do
Pont swai n, Friar Nolan, Captain Dansforth, |avish, and Randol ph. Robyn sat to
his right, and at his left hand sat Grunnarch the Red. A score of

53

DOUGLAS NI LES

other tables filled the hall, each with benches and chairs for a dozen or nore
Ff ol k.



This, the largest roomin the castle, was warnmed by four great fireplaces, one
on each wall, and illum nated by innumerable torches set in sconces along the
walls. It felt good, Tristan decided, to dress in a fine tunic and sit at the
head of such a grand table. The aromas of pork and nmeat puddings mxed with
the snoke of the fires, causing his stonmach to runble eagerly.

"When do we eat?" Newt demanded indignantly, suddenly popping into view on
Tristan's plate. "l've been waiting for hours!"

The king | aughed, even as the kitchen doors burst open and kitchen maids,
carrying heaping platters of food and foam ng pitchers of ale, emerged. Newt
buzzed delightedly into the air and di sappeared again. Yazilliclick
presunmably, was resting sonewhere. Sprites are notoriously nervous anong
crowds.

Tristan took no notice, at the tine, of the young wonman in peasant garb who
took the | ast seat at the king's table. No one seenmed to know who she was, but
her appearance was stunning, and since nost of the occupants of the table were
mal e, no objection was raised. Wth a toss of her red hair, she sat anong
them Soon Randol ph | aughed at sone hunorous remark she made, and shortly
thereafter Tristan forgot about her

Robyn | ooked up suddenly, disturbed by a vague di squiet. She | ooked around the
tabl e uneasily, though her gaze passed by the strange woman wi t hout noti ci ng
her, as if the wonman were invisible.

Events were nmoving too quickly for the king to fully accept that his |ong
voyage had finally ended. Everyone tal ked at once. H's mug seened to fill of
its own accord whenever the |level of foam di pped nore than an inch bel ow the
brim It felt wonderful to be hone, and he basked in the admration of his
peopl e as Daryth, Pawl do, and even Pontswai n descri bed their adventures.

The crowd fell gradually silent at Pawl do's account of the battle against the
nmonstrous forces of Hi gh King Carratha
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and the Black Wzard Cyndre. The halfling's voice fell to a dramatic hush as
he described the rage of the Earthnother, telling in vivid detail of the
roaring torrent of sea that washed onto shore, carrying away not only great
chunks of the island of Callidyrr but also the arnmy of the former H gh King as
wel | . Ever the showran, Pawl do paused a beat.

"Don't |eave us hanging, fellow What happens next?" Tav-ish denanded.

"That's the good part," the king said, laughing. "A few hours later, a
fisherman sailed fromshore to our island. He wanted to know what had happened
to his bay. AH we could tell himwas that it had gotten a | ot bigger!"

"And he brought you honme to Corwelt?"

"Ch, it wasn't that sinple," interjected Paw do again. "First we had to go to
Ll ewel lyn. The lord there had a feast for us all and summned all the |ords of
Callidyrr to attend the official coronation.” He |ooked at Tristan with pride,
as if he personally was responsible for his old friend' s ascent to the throne.
"The cel ebrati on went on for a week! O course, Pontswain took the first ship
out to bring word to Corwell, but those Callidyrrians—€allidytes?—ouldn't get
enough of our hero!" Tristan stole a guilty |look at Robyn as Pawl do conti nued,
and she smled back at him

Newt swooped back onto Tristan's plate, lighting anong cl ean-pi cked bones, and
| ooked around for a snack. "Here," Tristan joked, tilting his mug toward the
dragon. Tb his surprise, Newt stuck his muzzle into the foany ale and sl urped
[ oudly, smacking his lips as Pawl do continued the tale.

"Finellen and the dwarves decided to wal k hone, though how you wal k from one
island to another, I'msure | don't know. Then the stormhit, and we had to
stay in Llewellyn even | onger—not that we minded, of course. But finally
Captain Dansforth and the Defiant were ready to sail. And here we are!"

"This black wi zard," asked Grunnarch as the guests turned again to their own
conversations. "lIs he an aspect of the evil you spoke of ?"

"I"'mcertain of it." Tristan frowned at the nenory. "The
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Beast that corrupted your own | eader, and the foul sorcery at his comrand,
both conspired to destroy the peoples of the isles.”

"But did they serve the sane naster?"

"The wi zard was but a pawn, |like we are" stated Robyn bluntly. Tristan | ooked
at her in surprise as she continued. "The true nature of the threat we face is
a chaotic force of evil far greater than magic, and even greater than the
Beast . "

"How do you know?" asked the northman.

"I have seen the corruption strike at the very soul of the land. My teacher
and the druids who fought beside her, with all the faith of the bal ance and
the [ and behind them were not enough to stop it!" Neither Robyn, nor anyone
el se, noticed the bright gleamin the eyes of the redheaded worman as she

| eaned forward to catch every word of the young druid' s expl anation

"The power behind this evil is greater than could be w el ded by any nman, even
a sorcerer such as Cyndre. The power is served by a cleric of incalculable
evil, but even that cleric is but a pawmn. There is only one answer: Qur

i sl ands are threatened by one of the Dark Cods."

Robyn spoke softly, but all of those at the table | ooked furtively toward her
as she spoke. Al except Newt, that is, who took the opportunity to stea
another, and then a third sip fromTristan's nmug. The red-haired worman |icked
her lips, while the others stared with expressi ons of apprehension or

di sbel i ef .

Grunnarch frowned. "Wy should one of the Dark Gods desire the Mbonshaes when
there are rich enpires—Calinshan, Thay, Waterdeep—all across the Real ns? Wat
do we have here?"

Robyn bit her tongue, hol ding back an angry reply. She realized that he really
did not understand. "These islands have a life of their own! Perhaps that is
one reason our people make war on each other with such regularity. The Ffol k
have always felt that the nen of the north do not treat our land with the
reverence it deserves."

She suddenly | eaned against the table, wincing in di scom
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fort, and Tristan took hold of her arm Unnoticed by themall, the red-haired
worman smiled and stared intently at the dniid.

"What is it?" Tristan asked. "Are you all right?"

Qui ckly she shook off his hand, sat upright, and continued. "The Monwells are
the proof. Genna toJd ne that when her grandnother was a girl, there was a
Moonwel | in every village of the isles. Druids by the hundreds patrolled the
wild places, working the will of the goddess.™

"Indeed, " agreed Friar Nolan. "These isles have a peculiarly sacred nature,
obvious to those of us who worship the new gods, as well as to the druids.
Remenmber, not all of these gods are of the same vein as the master of this
evil. Many of these clerics, as you, regard the Monwells as benign and
sanctified places.”

"But there are no Moonwells on Norland!" protested the Red King, and then he
| ooked t hought f ul

"Precisely! And as the faith of the people wanes, as nore of the lands are
taken fromthe Ffol k, the power of the goddess grows weaker." Suddenly Robyn
shook her head violently, and the color drained fromher face.

"But the enchantnent of the |and renains?"

"Yes. And becomes nore susceptible to corruption with each passing year, each
new bl ow against . . . the Ffolk." Robyn was trying hard not to state her

poi nts accusingly, but she was only partially succeeding. She had trouble
speaking the words clearly, and an acute nausea grew within her. Al the
whil e, the strange woman stared at her, piercing the druid s skin with those
col d bl ack eyes.

"But the land is here, like all other lands, for the using!" argued G unnarch.
"The using, yes, but not the abuse or destruction! It is when humans destroy
t hat whi ch supports themthat the goddess suffers nost keenly."



"You, like your king, are w se beyond your years," nused the northman. "I do
not like the thought that ny people are responsible for bringing this evil to
the land."

"Perhaps you can help us to renove it." Tristan spoke earnestly, staring his
guest in the face.
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"I owe you ny life. Ask what you will. If it is in my power to give, you shal
have it."
"For now, |I'll be happy to have your friendship," Tristan said warmy. "Let's

toast: To peace between us, and between our children!" Both kings raised their
mugs and drank deeply, thunping them back to the tabletop at the sane instant.
THstan realized, suppressing a belch, that he had had a lot to drink

"Time for sone dancing!" proclaimed | avish suddenly. She rose and unstrapped
her lute, checking the tuning of a few errant strings. Eager Ffol k pushed sone
of the tables aside, and Tristan turned to Robyn, ready to kick up his feet.
She shook her head in confusion, and he | eaned over toward her, again

concer ned.

"I"'msorry," she said weakly. "I"'mnot feeling well at all. I think I'd better
go to bed.”

He offered to walk her to her room but she declined. "Well, wake me at first
light," he offered. "W'll ride at dawn."

She | ooked at him skeptically. "I'll wake you then," she said with a | augh
"but you'll surprise me if we |eave before md-norning!™ Wth a forced snile
she left the hall

Tristan turned back to the table and bunped soneone who had not been there a
monent earlier. Wth surprise, he saw the red-haired woman w pi ng the contents
of a spilled nug from her apron

"Excuse nme," he said. "Let me—=

"That's all right," she interrupted. She sniled at him a rich, glow ng | ook
that caused his blood to race. He had not noticed earlier just how attractive
she was.

"Sit here," he said, not knowi ng why he offered the seat Robyn had j ust
vacated. "Mwve, Newt." He pushed the faerie dragon aside, and Newt, with an

i ndi ghant "Hmph!" di sappear ed.

The wonman handed hi m anot her nmug as he sat heavily beside her. He stared at
her mutely as Ffol k throughout the hall rose to dance to the strains of
Tavish's lute. Sonething very appealing, and a little wi cked, gleanmed at him
from her eyes.
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"You are a very handsone king," she said quietly. Her voice was soft and
husky.

H s head swirled, and lust rose unbidden within him Her hand fell softly on
his leg, and the pressure of her fingers burned into his flesh.

"Who are you?" He realized as he asked the Question that her answer woul d nean
nothing to him It didn't matter who she was. He did know that he wanted her
wi th a physical yearning beyond anything he had ever felt.

Tristan was unaware, or chose to ignore, the unconfortable | ooks of Pawl do and
Randol ph as his two friends cast sideways gl ances at their king. He took no
note of Pontswain's sneer, nor even of the hot anger burning in Daryth's eyes.
The Calishite glowered at the girl, but she squeezed the king's thigh nore
tightly.

Abruptly she stood and swirled away fromthe table, her |oose gown flow ng
around the full contours of her body. Tristan stunbled to his feet as she
slipped away. A desperate fear rose within himhe nmustn't | et her get away.
"Sire?" cane the call frombehind himin Daryth's strained voice.

Friar Nolan stood and laid a restraining hand upon Tristan's arm but the king
angrily shook it off. The cleric shrank back into his chair under the
intensity of Tristan's blazing stare.

But then the king had eyes only for the luscious creature that slid sinuously
across the great room She passed through the door, into a darkened hal |l way.



He fol |l owed behind, eagerly hurrying to her side, but she tw sted away and
dashed up the stairs to the royal living quarters. Tripping on the first step
he regai ned his bal ance and foll owed her.

Sonehow she found his bedchanber, and he foll owed her inside, pulling the door
shut with a slam behind him Her robe fell away, and the sight of her
nakedness took his breath fromhim He lunged toward her and they fell across
t he huge bed, his own tunic falling, unnoticed, around his ankles.

Desire took hold of his brain, giving himclear focus and
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strong purpose. Nothing could be nore inportant than this warm wanton wonman
beneat h hi m

Newt | ooked blearily at Tristan and Robyn from his invisible position next to
a recently full pitcher of ale. Suppressing a belch, he squinted. Wat was

wWr ong?

That wasn't Robyn! Sitting up in shock, the little dragon watched the
woman—that fl oozy! —+ead the unfortunate Tristan toward the door. This wasn't
right, wasn't right at all! Where did Robyn go? What did that awful creature
have in mind for his friend?

"I"ll save him" he vowed, blinking again. Already his mnd whirled with

i llusions he could use, perhaps a nest of snakes in her hair, or a great, fat
wart, right on her—

But he couldn't let themget away. Already the door was closing behind them
Newt sprang into the air, w ngs humm ng. But wait! H s head was spinning
uncontrollably fromthe effects of the ale. And what was wong with his w ngs?
Why were they flying himin this direction? And where had that great, |oom ng
pillar come fromthe one right in front of his nose.

No one in the hall heard the tiny thunk as the dragon crashed, and Newt knew
only bl ackness as he fell lightly to the floor

Once behind the solid oaken door to her room Robyn began to feel better

al nrost i medi ately. The sudden queasi-ness passed, and she decided it rnust
have been a combi nation of excitenment and too nmuch food and wine. She lay on
her famliar down mattress and dwelled for a nonent on her glowing pride in
Tri st an.

He nade a splendid figure of a king! She had al ways sensed a great destiny
before him but now she began to see it take form Wuld that he could end the
centuries of strife between northmen and Ffol k! And after that acconplishment,
where woul d he go next?

She hoped, very deeply, that she would be able to share

DARK WELL

that pride and progress with him that they could have children and

grandchil dren who woul d see that |egacy live on after them And with him at
her side, she felt confident that they could conquer the evil cleric and his

I egions in Myrloch Vale.

Suddenly she sat up, thinking of the celebration in the hall bel ow. Her

ill ness had passed. There was no reason she shouldn't go back and enjoy
herself. And Tristan had been di sappoi nted, she could tell, when she had left.
She felt a twinge of guilt, knowi ng how i nportant this homeconing was to him
There was no reason why they shouldn't have a ni ght of enjoynent before
enbar ki ng upon their quest. And she really did enjoy dancing.

She went downstairs and saw with surprise that Tristan was not there. Daryth
left the party, too, as soon as he saw her cone through the door. She thought
he | ooked angry. Pawl do and Randol ph didn't seemto know where the king had
gone, though their answers when she questioned them seened forced.

Per haps he had been taken ill also. Could they have shared a piece of spoiled
food? Concerned, she started back up the stairs. The first thing to do, she
deci ded, was check his room

Tristan didn't notice the door sw ng open behind him but the sudden wash of
torchlight broke his concentration. Robyn's voice, as if froma great distance
away, reached him

"Tristan? What's wong? \Wat =



And then he was cold sober as he turned to stare into the druid s shocked
face. Robyn slowy |lowered the torch, her nmouth hangi ng slack in astoni shnent.
The yell ow flanes refl ected vast depths of pain in her green eyes. He tried to
sit, but the tunic betrayed himand he sprawl ed across the woman, who | aughed
i n delight.

And then the door to the room sl ammed shut with a force that shook the stones
of the castle and sent its echoes reverberating through the |long, enpty
passages of his heart.
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Shapes slipped past overhead, dark green against the purple of the sea. The
stream of bodi es continued for many ninutes, sinuous forms swinmmng easily

t hrough the depths, dark and scaly and silent, always silent. Ysalla stared
upward all the while, watching the arny gather above her. Her nouth gaped
slightly and her forked tongue darted, unnoticed by her, back and forth from
her maw.

The force gathered like a cloud in the sea, blocking the scant sunlight that
penetrated this far down and surrounding Ysalla with a wel come darkness. The

t hr obbi ng power of the Deepsong filled the sea around her and brought a fierce
joy to her soul

Bel ow her, along the floor of the vast undersea canyon, another army gathered.
This was a pl oddi ng, nethodical force, |acking the speed and grace of the

swi mmi ng sahuagin, but it offered its own terrors to any foe.

For the second arnmy was a force made up entirely of death. The shambling
corpses, animated by the dark power of her faith, dumbly awaited a conmand.
Her conmand.

Ysalla was a cleric of Bhaal, in her own way as powerful as Hobarth. However,
whi |l e the human Hobarth presi ded over a domain of air and land and |ight,
Ysal |l a practiced her craft in the dark, chill regions bel ow the surface of the
sea.

As Keeper of the Eggs, she ruled her scaly congregation together wth

Syt hissal, the king. Her priestesses—yellow, sleek creatures, as opposed to
the sturdy green warriors that made up nost of her kind—enforced the will of
Bhaal as that will was made known to their m stress.

Now Ysal | a and Syt hi ssal had assenbl ed an arny nore vast than any in the
menory of the Deepdwell ers. Beside the | egions of fierce sahuagin warriors at
their command fought the dead of (he sea—sailors who had drowned in the oceans
of the Mbonshae and had been ani mated by the power of Bhaal to serve as

m ndl ess servants of evil. And now, too, they had the remmants of the arny of
the Black Wzard. These troops, humans nostly, but also the dead
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remmants of the Ogre Brigade, marched beside the dead of the sea in answer to
Ysal I a's conmand.

And over themall swamthe sleek |egions of sahuagin, ready to burst forth
fromthe surf to lay waste to the |l ands of northmen and Ffol k alike. They
awai ted but the comrand to march.

Sunmoned by the thrumm ng cadence of the Deepsong, the arnmy massed in the city
of Kressilacc, deep beneath the narrow real mof nmen. They huddl ed anpong the
towers and donmes of the vast city on the bottom of the sea, gathering force
and ferocity fromthe song.

Tb the east, they had suffered rebuff and | oss against the skill of the new
king and the m ght of the Earthnother. Ysalla sensed that the goddess was not
the threat she had been, and the new king was now a hated eneny. The king gave
focus to BhaaPs hatred, in a new direction, and so he directed his priestess
toward the west.

Tbwar d Corwel I .

Ysal | a keened sharply fromher tenple, high on the canyon wall of Kressilacc,
sumoni ng her priestesses to the sword. Sythissal called his |egions together
and they started on the march to the west. Propelled by the command of Bhaal
they would march to land and lay waste to all the settlenments of nan they
found there. Northmen or Ffolk, it mattered not—+he C aws of the Deep woul d



sl ay regardl ess.

The god of nurder dangled a tenpting prize before them Should they slay the
humans al ong the shore and destroy the ports of Gwnneth, Bhaal would reward
themin a way Ysalla could only dream about.

For if they enmerged victorious, Bhaal had promi sed to sink the island.
Gwnnet h, and the ki ngdom of Corwell itself, would fall beneath the waves, to
becorme t he permanent real mof the sahuagin.

The Earthnot her had rei gned over the Mdonshae |Islands far |onger than any of
the men who had made their homes there. Even the graceful Uewyrr, the elves
who had once clained the islands as their own, had cone to a |and where
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(he goddess al ready rul ed unchal | enged.

In those decades and centuries, she had witnessed the birth of creatures

m sformed by genetic accident. She had beheld the cruel ravages of disease,
often deforming and crippling the animals that roaned her lands. Al too
often, she had been forced to bear the scars of war, the cruelest of such
crimes for it was the nost avoi dable. Her forests had burned; whole vill ages
had fallen to the sword, or the axe, or the fiery magic of evil sorcery.

But never had she witnessed a greater blaspheny than the Chil dren of Bhaal
Their very existence was a challenge to the bal ance, and their birth, w ought
by the magic of the Darkwell, was a challenge to her soul

She | ooked upon all the creatures of the isles as her offspring, and this
conpounded the outrage. Perhaps her heart bled nost bitterly for the fate of
the great brown bear. Gunt had been a faithful servant and protector of Genna
Moonsi nger for a very long time, nmeasured in human terns, and the destruction
of the bear and his subsequent perversion into a thing of evil were the

cruel est cuts of all.

But all her know edge, awareness, and outrage slowy faded as her weakness
grew. A bl ackness, the expanding void of death, surrounded her

And then she knew no nore.

ON WNGS OF WND

Recoiling in shock and grief—-anger would not conme until |ater—Robyn stunbl ed
back to her room There she took refuge in the Scrolls of Arcanus. Burying
herself in these talismans of faith, she sought an answer that did not exist.
A tiny voice cried within her. Wiy? Wiy would he betray me thus? And then the
pl ai ntive voi ce vani shed beneath the din of cold anger. Her rage swelled

i nside of her like an unnatural poison, hurting her but also directing a fiery
scorn toward the young king who, hours earlier, had claimed her |ove.

Robyn' s door thunped beneath a persistent poundi ng, and she vaguely realized
that Tristan stood without, calling her name. She made no reply, and after a
whil e he went away, allowi ng her to return to the scrolls.

Each was a sheet of frail parchment, inscribed at the top with a stylized rune
depicting a bl ossoning rose within the circle of a blazing sun. The parchment
curled of its own will, shaped by |long storage within the tube. Each was
covered with strange runes, synbols Robyn had never seen before.

Al of the scrolls bore a simlar border, inscribed in green ink faded to a
dull brown. Delicate tracings outlined the thorny stenms of roses, fram ng each
page. The stens encircled a vivid image of the sun in each corner, then cane
together in an invol ved depiction of the rose blossomitself at the top center
of the parchnent.

The drui d dropped her eyes to the witing on the page. The runes seened to
dance and waver before her gaze. Her
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vision blurred, and a dull ache throbbed in her forehead, but she held to her
scrutiny. The pounding in her head grewto a roar, and the runes seened to
twist all over the page, as if attenpting to evade her

Gradual ly, by the force of her will, she began to bend the text to her
under st andi ng. The shivering of the runes ceased, and each lay flat and
noti onl ess on the page like a normal inscription. The pounding in her head



di m ni shed, and as it did, the runes becane visible as synbols, and then the
nmeani ng of those synbols becane cl ear.

As she read, she | earned secrets deeper than any she had imagi ned. The scrolls
were exquisitely preserved, but incredibly ancient. She was certain they
predat ed even the age of Cynrych Hugh, before the very earliest era of the

Ff ol k.

| believed that you, Tristan Kendrick, would be a | eader as great as Cynrych
Hugh. You would unite the Ffolk, | thought. You would be the light that would
drive evil fromour |ands. How could you fail me so?

The first of the scrolls told her of the gods of the planes and the delicate
har mony of power that ebbed and waned between good and evil, |aw and chaos.
She saw her own druidic doctrine of the balance reflected in this struggle and
sensed that the nmessage of the new gods was not so very different fromher own
faith in the goddess Earthmot her. Were she had | ong known of the four

el ements, water, earth, fire, and air, the scrolls prom sed secrets of wi nd
and stone, ocean and fl ane.

The writing on the scrolls was clerical in nature, strange to her eyes. Sone
of the synbol s—those in which she sensed the greatest power—still hurt her
eyes as she beheld them Some mghty enchantnment |urked within these runes.

But she forced herself to overcone the pain and disconfort. If she had been
weaker, the synbols m ght have blinded her or driven her mad, but her

di sci pline was such that she bent the power of the scrolls to her will and
mastered them Instead of a threat, the scrolls becane a source of spiritua
nouri shment and grow h.

How | wanted to bear your child ... our child. He would
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have been so strong! He woul d have been so wi se! W could have done so much
toget her, you and |I. How could you betray ne?

The next of the scrolls held the tale of the elements and told how t he gods
had used themin the creation of the Realnms. Prine anong themrolled the great

mass of the sea. Eternal, inperturbable, unchanging, the sea had marked the
boundari es of the world since the dawn of time. Holding fast to the slender
page of the scroll, Robyn came to know the gods as beings of and fromthe sea,

forces whose original essence was the vastness of the oceans.

You, too, could have been a force of prinordial power, Tristan. Your nark
could have been as vast as the ocean! Your power, with ne at your side, would
have run as deep, your |egacy have been as eternal, as the sea itself!

Then she took up the parchnment that told of the secrets of stone. She read of
the land's rising, bleak and lifeless yet solid and firm fromthe bosom of
the sea. Thus were the Real ns born, and their earth nade the foundation for
all that would follow Stone was the flesh of the world, and in this
secret—and the mastery of stone prom sed by the scroll—-she began to sense a
hope for her fellow druids.

You were ny foundation, my rock! You were the firmanment upon which | rested ny
hopes, not just for us and ours, but for the | and and peoples of the isles!
You coul d have been the unshakabl e base for generations of growh and peace
and progress!

The followi ng scroll told the story of fire. Fire, hot to the touch, killing
and cleansing inits heat. Fire was the forge of the world, the spark from
whi ch enmerged all the nultitude of life that came to live upon the isles.

And the heat of passion that burns within that |life. How could that fire
consume you so easily? How could you be so weak?

And | ast she read the tale of wind, the breath that gave life to the world.
Vitality came to all things through the wind, she | earned. Even the plants
breat hed, and air was the vessel that brought health to life and carried waste
and corruption away. Wnd, so tenuous and untouchabl e yet so
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pervasi ve and strong. Wthout the air that was its nmedium nothing could live.
Was our |ove so tenuous, so weak? Could you be so frail that the touch of a
strange woman' s hand was enough to draw you fromne? |Is hol ding you I|ike



hol ding the air: You are here when | breathe, but gone as the breath | eaves ny
body?

As dawn col ored the eastern sky, her grief dimed, only to be replaced by the
cold fire of anger. She confronted the reality of Tristan's betrayal, and she
found she could not forgive him

She did not see the aura that shi mered around her as she stood. Her body
thrunmed wi th power. The enchantnment of the scrolls possessed her soul. Her

fl esh becane the earth, her blood the water

The fire of anger burned brightly in her soul as she stood before the w ndow,
| ooki ng eastward toward di stant Myrloch Vale. There, awaiting their rescue,
stood her druids. She no | onger needed the help of a sword at her side,
especially one held by so fickle a hand as that of her king. The power burned
within her, and she stepped through the w ndow, high above the courtyard, to
go to the rescue of her clan.

Wth a puff of air, she was gone, her body disappearing even before it began

to fall. A gust burst from Caer Corwell, racing eastward toward the vale as
Robyn, druid of Gwmyn-neth, becane the wi nd.
Once again the vulture rose above Caer Corwell, this tine soaring away from

the sea. The bird's bright eyes searched eastward, for the darkness upon the
land that was its destination. For two days the bird flew, never tiring, unti
it passed above the reaches of desol ation and bl ackness that nmarked its goal
Genna, the druid—but al so Kazgoroth, the mnion of Bhaal —arrived at her
master's lair in the Darkwell. Her body shifted easily back to that of the
druid, and she quietly informed her master that her task was done.

<5H
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Tristan stornmed back to his room Robyn had not acknow edged his knock, and
now all his shame, all his frustration, becane anger directed at the woman
who, he felt, had brought this upon him He crashed through his door, ready to
strike her or kick her. He would drive her fromhis castle!

But she was al ready gone.

He sat numbly upon his bed. The haze of drink had fallen fromhis brain, and
now he thought about the woman. It didn't strike himas odd that he had never
seen her before. Even as prince, he had never travel ed across all of Corwell.
Yet she had seened to know him And the effect of her eyes, and her body, upon
hi m had been |ike a powerful drug.

Slow y he convinced hinself of a lie: that she had bew tched hi m somehow i nto
betraying his beloved. His mnd would not accept the reality, that the
betrayal occurred because his own wll was weak

He t hought of the celebration, still proceeding in the hall. As m dni ght
approached, the revelry would be reaching its height. The bitter know edge of
his shanme held himto his seat. He could not bear the | ooks that would fal
upon himfromhis friends, his subjects. Daryth's burning | ook of accusation
as he had left the hall cane unbidden into his mnd' s eye.

The | onger he sat and brooded, the blacker his nood becanme. He | eaped to his
feet and paced the length of the | arge bedroom raging silently. He woul d nmake
it up to Robyn, he vowed! He would go to Myrloch Vale and confront the evil
there with the Sword of Cynrych Hugh! Then she woul d know the depths of his

| ove for her.

Sonehow t his made his shane bearable. He wal ked fromthe room passing slowy
by Robyn's door. Tenpted to knock, instead he listened softly for a nonent but
heard not hi ng.

Then he went down the wi de stairway and reentered the Geat Hall. lavish stil
pl ayed her lute, and nost of those present sat quietly, enthralled by a ballad
of young | overs.
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Carefully the king returned to the head table.

The others turned as he sat. Pawl do qui ckly avoided his gaze, and he saw the

| ook of disappointnent, even anger, on Daryth's face. Mdre annoying to hi mwas



the | eer of anmusenent with which Pontswain regarded him G unnarch the Red
sm | ed pleasantly, apparently unaware of anythi ng untoward.

The king | ooked boldly at his conpanions, but he felt the red blush of his
shane rise into his face. Never mnd. H's friends would forgive himwhen he
expl ained his plan of action. And Tristan cared very little what Pontswain

t hought .

| avish returned to the table as Tristan | eaned forward to speak to his friends
gathered at the table. The Ffolk at the other tables paid no attention as they
joined again in then-own conversations. He saw no sign of the redheaded woman,
and for this he felt great relief.

"I'n the nmorning, Robyn and | enmbark for Myrloch Vale. There we will confront
this foul cleric and destroy hi m—and when we return, the cel ebration can
truly begin!"

Daryth's eyebrows rose in surprise, but his face renai ned masked by a scow .
Pawl do nodded, and Tavish, who arrived at the table as he nade his
announcement, beaned. "This time I'lIl be there with you!" declared the bard.
"There'll be a song in this that'll last for the ages, to be sure!"™ "I, too,
shal | place ny axe at your side!" declared Gunnarch solemly, surprising the
young ki ng.

"Thank you, Gunnarch. But | cannot—ill not—-ask you to acconpany us on this
mssion. W will fight a battle for Corwell's heart, but it is a battle that
nmust be waged by the Ffolk." The Red King scowl ed, and Tristan wondered if he
had of fended his guest.

"There is a greater task you can perform Gunnarch, if | can ask it of you,"
he hastened to continue. "Can you go to your people and tell them of our
peace? Tell themthat the time of war between Ffol k and northman is over?"
"That is no task for a fighting king!" "Perhaps not. But | ask you, can you do
it? The enem es of our islands lie not just in the heartland of Gwnneth. The
70
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sahuagi n who attacked our ships are anmple proof of that. Carry the word of Qur
alliance to your people, and we can unite in a comon strength that will
defeat all of our foes!"

Grunnarch | ooked skeptical but held his peace.

"I will need to leave the castle's adnmnistration in your hands a little

| onger," Tristan went on, turning to Randol ph

"I will come with you," announced Daryth, though the black | ook renmai ned on
hi s face.

"Someone' || have to keep you two alive," grunbled Pawl do. "As usual, it m ght

as well be nme!"

Tristan felt a burst of relief as his two old conrades declared their

i ntentions. He had not previously realized how much their support meant to
him The nmenmory of his shane fell to the rear of his thoughts, now, as

pl anning for the expedition accelerated. But then he noticed the Crown of the
Isles, gleaning in its place at the center of the table, where he had pl aced
it at the start of the banquet. Its purity seenmed to nock him its brightness
causing a physical pain to his eyes. Inpulsively he stood up

"As long as the scourge of evil marks our island, ny kingship shall not truly
begi n!'" he announced to the guests at large, noticing the sudden hush that

fell across the room "I shall |eave the crown, the synbol of ny past
victories, here at Corwell, awaiting ny triunphant return! Then, and only
then, it shall be placed upon ny browin ny own castle—and here, before you
all, |1 shall take ny place as Hi gh King of the Ffol k!"

A thunderous voll ey of appl ause expl oded fromthe people, warmng the king and
seeming to wash his guilt away. That would truly be a grand event, he

i magi ned, with Robyn at his side and evil vanqui shed fromthe | and!

In the excitenment, he failed to notice Tavish's |ook of alarmfollow ng his
announcemnent. She studied the crown with concern, then | ooked back to the

ki ng. She admired, and even loved him but now she feared he was enbarking on
an act of folly.



Tristan sat again, and planning for the excursion continued. Tavish, he

| earned, had returned to Corwell upon the king's powerful stallion, Avalon
fromthe stabl e at Ki ngsbay,
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where Tristan had left himnonths earlier. Hs spirits rose still further at

t he know edge that this sturdy steed would carry himinto the vale.

Finally the details had all been addressed. The revelers had left the hall
Virtually forgotten was his nonentary dalliance with the redheaded woman.
Perhaps it had all been a dream Certainly it seened |ogical that Robyn woul d
have forgotten about it as well.

He had managed to convince hinself of this as, at dawn, he clinbed the stairs
to the living quarters. Before retiring, he would tell Robyn of their plans.
She woul d be delighted, he knew.

But again there was no answer, and a sick feeling of worry gripped him In
pani c, he smashed the door with his shoulder and then kicked it aside with his
boot. He stunbled into her room |ooking frantically around. He saw her w ndow
standing open, with its airy view high above the courtyard, but the druid,
together with her staff and scrolls, was gone.

The druid, in fact, currently relished a formof freedom she had never before
i magi ned. As the wi nd, she gusted and eddi ed, sailed and then slowed. She felt
a great expansive-ness, freed fromthe cloak of flesh. Her senses probed
everywhere, pulling in the touch and sight and snell of the world.

For a long day and through the follow ng night she blew, caring little for the
passing of tine. Fatigue was a thing uni magi nable. The nmoors rolled past, and
she dallied and swirled in the foothills bel ow t he highlands. She paused at a
tiny cantrev, and even the woodsnoke of breakfast fires tickled her nostrils
with a delightful odor.

The white ribbon of Corweil Road neandered bel ow her as she swirled toward the
center of Gwnneth Island. Finally she judged the tine had conme to turn

nort hward, toward Myrloch Val e.

The power of the scroll possessed her conpletely. The words—unes,

act ual | y—had been vibrant with power. Now that nagic, sanctified by the gods
inatime |long past,
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became Robyn's tool. She used it with skill and vigor, beconmi ng a new el ement
in pursuit of her goal

She hurled herself at the highlands, stormng up a vale, roaring through a
narrow defile. Now Robyn was a wind of storm gathering strength as she rose
into the chill, barren reaches.

The forested hills of Corweil still glowed green, as the fir trees cl oaking
themretained their foliage even against the approach of wi nter. She sensed
little wildlife, as the deer and badger and rabbit had all migrated to the

| ower reaches for the cold season

As she rose higher, the trees gave way to rocky, barren sl opes. G eat patches
of snow lay in drifts along nmany of the ridges. Deep ravines fell into chasns,
and then valleys that trailed to the warm green country behind. She did not
sense the wani ng of her enchantnment, but the spell had begun to lose its

pot ency. Though nmighty, it could last for but alimted tine.

Snowf | akes pranced around her as she crested the great ridge, the sumit that
separated the human realms of Corweil fromthe w | derness of Myrloch Vale.

And here the storm broke into chaos.

Robyn crashed into a barrier of evil so potent, so pervasive, that her soaring
nmonent um vani shed i nto not hi ngness. Where the | and behi nd her had been cl ean
and healthful, full of nature's vitality, she recoiled now, faced with a

vi sion of death, decay, and corruption. The devastati on began at the crest and
trailed into the vastness of Myrloch Vale.

Even Myrloch itself, a great |ake of crystalline azure in Robyn's mnd, had
succunbed to the rot. Visible in the distance to the north, it was now dark
and dull, the water seenming nore a stretch of bracki sh swanp than a vast | och
The forests around it now sprawl ed lifeless, barren skeletons of trees rising



forlornly from bl ackened ground.

The magi c that had carried her thus far vanished in the face of a far stronger
and nore immedi ate power. In the flash of that instant, Robyn's body becane
fl esh. She crashed anobng the rocks at the crest of the highest peak
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and | ay there stunned, shivering, and bl eeding.

But the worst injury had been inflicted upon her soul. The desecration of so
vast an area, and the totality of the destruction, tore at every fiber of her
faith. How could she cope with power such as this?

Dimy she realized that her armlay behind her, twisted at an unnatural angle
by jagged rocks. She shifted slightly, and pain knifed through her shoul der
The i medi acy of her suffering brought her attention back to her own

predi canent. She sat up, wincing in pain, and knew that her arm was broken,
probably in several places. Her lips and nouth were swol |l en and bl eedi ng. She
spat, and several chips of teeth fell onto the rocks.

As she | ooked up, the expanse of the vale again came before her vision, and
she npaned with despair. The cold wind, an inanimate thing now, pulled at her
torn robe, sucking the heat from her exposed skin. Now flakes of snow swirled
around her, stinging the scraped skin along her face and cheeks.

Mot her, | have failed you, she thought in despair. She did not know if she
spoke to her spiritual nother—+the goddess, nmother of all the isles—er to her
true nother, the druid she had never known. It didn't matter, really.

I shall die on this rock. My anger has sent me on a fool's quest, but nust the
puni shrent be so harsh?

Slow y the pain disappeared fromnost of her body, though her arm and shoul der
continued to throb. Was the chill nunbing her senses, or had the pain indeed
eased?

She twi sted again anong the rocks, trying to avoid a root she felt jabbing
into her back, and then her mnd began to work. There could be no root where
there were no plants. The plainly wooden surface annoyi ng her must be
somet hi ng el se.

Biting her lip to keep fromcrying out, she turned to see her staff pinned
bet ween two rocks. Awkwardly, with her good hand, she pulled it out and laid
it across her lap. She had no strength to call for its magic, but its nere
presence conforted her nonethel ess.

Anot her unnatural thing caught her eye, and she gasped

DARK WELL

with relief as she saw the ivory tube containing the Scrolls of Arcanus. The
contai ner lay bel ow her feet, in a shadow crack beneath an overhangi ng

boul der. Wth relief, she confirnmed that she had carried her talismans with
her .

The accoutrenments of faith brought hope back once again. Perhaps she woul d not
die here. It would take nore than a few bruises to break the will of a druid
of the vale!

She cl osed her eyes and slowy, carefully, rehearsed the words to a sinple

spell. She was weak, and her nmouth was wounded. She coul d not take a chance on
m sstating the incantation
"Mafro, karelius doniti... arum"”

She whi spered the words to her spell, and the healing magi c spread through her
shoul der, into the length of her arm She felt the torn rmuscles mend, and even
sensed the bonding as the shattered ends of bone fused again into one. For
preci ous seconds, the curing spell tingled within her

But then the magic faded, dying away in a last flutter of healing. She grew
weak and dizzy, finally slunping agai nst her rocky seat. For a nonent, her
worl d went black, and then she awakened with a start. She noved her arm
experimental ly, and pain again | anced through her shoul der, but it was nore
bear abl e now, and the arm answered the conmands of her brain in its novenent,
however begrudgi ngly.

The healing spell of a druid was not potent, but it did help. And after a
brief period of prayer, she could use it again. Cl osing her eyes and forcing



herself to ignore her pain, Robyn relaxed. The familiar sensation of peace
cane over her, and she called upon the nother to restore her spell to her

She awaited the snooth flow of power that would be the answer to her prayer,
but there was nothing. Again, and a third time, she prayed for her spell, but
she coul d get no response from her goddess. A chill sensation of fright and

| onel i ness cl osed about her, and she found it inpossible to concentrate any

| onger on prayer. Gimand afraid, she tried to nove.

She found that she could stand up and did so. Carefully lifting the scrolls,
she | ooked for a pouch or pocket in which
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to place them Settling for her apron, Robyn carefully wapped the tube in
cloth, binding it against her back. She found that she had on the garnents she
wore at the time of her casting—+obe, apron, belt and boots—al ong with her
staff and scrolls.

But not hing el se. She had neither flint to spark a fire nor dagger to strike
it on. Her clothing was woefully inadequate to face a chill night, even one
not spent atop a craggy, snowswept peak

She turned, once, to look at the rolling foothills to the south, falling away
to the green noors of central Corwell. The sun still beaned there, dancing
anong white clouds to illunminate a low hill or small copse of brilliant oak
blazing with the colors of |ate autumm.

But overhead roil ed heavier, nmore om nous clouds. The snow became thicker by
the m nute and soon began to gather in the cracks anong the broken rocks. The
clouds lay like a leaden quilt across the breadth of the vale, casting the
huge valley in a pall of shadow. Though the snow seemed to be falling only
anong the hi ghest nountains, Robyn could see no sign of encouragenment or
confort in the entire broodi ng vista.

Struck by a thought, she |ooked in the scroll tube for the parchment of w nd
mastery, but it was not there. She was not surprised, for she knew that a
druidic spell witten upon a scroll would vanish as soon as it was cast. She
suspected that the clerical spells worked the sane.

But there were other ways to travel, and many of themdid not require her to
wal k down the side of this nountain. Once she had flown from Gwnneth to
Callidyrr in the body of a hawk, and she could certainly cross a narrow band
of foothills in the same form

She cl osed her eyes, calling the birdlike imge into her mnd, preparing for
the famliar shifting of her form And then a blinding pain flashed behind her
eyes and she sat heavily upon the jagged rocks. Reaching to either side, she
bal anced hersel f upon her hands—not w ngs, as she had expect ed—and opened her
eyes. The sane weakness that had caused her to faint after casting the healing
spel |
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drai ned her nuscles of strength and caused her head to spin.

For an awful nmonment, she felt a horrible surge of panic rising in her stonach.
What had happened to her powers? She shook her head, banishing the fear, and
sought a logical explanation. It nust be fatigue, she told herself—the
weakness caused by her wounds and her lack of sleep. Certainly it would pass.
Resol utely she started toward the north on foot. Holding her staff in her
right hand as an aid to bal ance anong the treacherous rocks, she started down
t he [ ong shoul der of the nountain.

For an hour or nore, she made steady progress. The wal ki ng wanned her body,
and all her attention was focused on the placenment of the next step. She had
no tine to brood about her surroundings or her plight.

The steep ridge led to a broad shoulder. The air felt noticeably warner here,
and the snow had nearly stopped. She | ooked into the gray clouds surroundi ng
her and i magi ned that she saw all nmanner of hideous, deforned figures there.
Suddenly she stopped in shock. Something had noved within those | oom ng
clouds. She saw it again, a vague shape that soared through a thinning of the
mst, only to di sappear again within the folds of the cloud. It could have
been a great bird, or sonething el se. Whatever its nature, it |ooked to be



nearly the size of a man.

Nervously she tightened her grip on her staff. By instinct, she probed wth
her feet, finding a broad, flat slab to provide a secure foothold. Al the
whi l e, her eyes searched the clouds on all sides and above her. For nany

m nut es, she stood alert, unnmoving except to roll her head to | ook everywhere.
But she saw not hi ng, nothi ng except the vastness of suddenly threatening
nature. Her feet began to ache fromthe chill of inaction, and she started to
descend agai n. Robyn noved nore carefully now, cautiously planting each foot
on the broken ground and then searching the skies for the hidden threat.

The I ength of the broad shoul der behind her, she once
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again confronted a steeply descending ridge. She slid along a knife's edge of
stone, ignoring the dizzying drop on either side. She saw two tiny |akes bel ow
her. One, to the south, lay beneath a white sheet of ice, covered by a thin

| ayer of snow. A dusting covered the |ake's snall basin, only the |arger
junbl es of rocks poking through as proof of solid firmnment bel ow

The other lake lay to the north, just beyond the narrow gap in the crest that
mar ked the border between Corwell and the vale. Here no ice had fornmed, and no
snow remai ned on the ground. The rocks of the valley floor were rounded and
worn, a dark gray shade. The water itself festered in choking weeds. Patches
of scum floated on the surface, anong the browni sh green tendrils of al gae.
Robyn reached a sharp drop. She | ooked at a wide | edge, twenty feet bel ow, and
consi dered jumping. The alternative was to turn and face the rock, working her
way carefully down one of the wide cracks in the stone face. At the sane tineg,
she woul d | eave herself terribly exposed to any nmenace fromthe sky. She

| ooked again at the drop and realized that a slight mscalculation in her junp
woul d plumret her to certain death, off one side of the ridge or the other

The clouds still oppressed her, but her descent had carried her far bel ow the
heavy gray mass. She stared intently for minutes but saw nothing novi ng anong
them Tucking the staff across her belt and lashing it in place with the
apron, she turned to face the rock and clinbed over the edge.

A small fissure gave her a toehold, and she reached down to grab a spur of
stone with her hand. She | owered her other foot and wedged it between two

out croppi ngs of rock. And then she felt a presence behind her

Instantly she et go of the rock, dropping free at the first prickling of
alarm Thunping to the | edge, she fell to the side to absorb the force of her
fall and then whirled to stare upward.

Suddenly a creature crashed into the wall where her back had been. She heard a
cracki ng of bone as the thing, eerily silent, fell beside her. She dared not

| ook at it as she desper-

7-8*

DARK WELL

ately tore her staff from her back and clinbed to her feet, scanning the skies
for any other attackers. Her tinmely drop had saved her life, for the thing
woul d have smashed her body brutally if she had remained on the cliff.

But what was it? The linp body sprawl ed beside her, issuing a heavy stench of
rot and corruption. She felt her eyes drawn toward the corpse, but then

anot her flash of movenent in the sky drew her full attention.

She saw another of the things—t |ooked |like a great bird—diving fromthe
clouds, with a third plumreting behind it. Now the staff was free, held in
bot h hands before her as she stared in disbelief, and then revul sion, at the
soaring creatures.

They came soundl essly, their nmouths gaping. Their heads were skeletal but
unm st akably the skulls of deer. And the broad, nenacing antlers spreading
above the head of each confirmed the nonster's staglike origins.

But the body was feathered and gaunt, |ike some huge vulture. And each of them
swooped |ike a hawk, still making no sound. Robyn could now see the sharp

wol fish fangs that filled each hungry maw.

The things canme closer, straight at her face, and she swng the staff with al



the force her weary body could gather. The stout shaft cracked agai nst the
first nonster's head, knocking it aside, but the force of the blow nearly
knocked Robyn off her feet. Instantly the second of the things struck her

She brought the staff up and felt the shaft crunch into its feathered body as
those awful antlers sliced her face and forced her back against the cliff
face. The creature's teeth tore at her breast, and she forced the staff
against the thing's throat as blood froma slash on her forehead dripped into
her eyes. The creature snapped at her again, but she pushed it away.

The nonster had bl ack, soulless eyes, or naybe they were just enpty sockets
staring fromthat rotted skull. Robyn could not be sure. The teeth snapped
again at her left breast. Suddenly she was acutely consci ous of her poundi ng
heart, thunping al nost audi bly from her exertions.
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The beast lunged forward again, and this time she crushed its throat with the
force of her resistance, and she understood its lust as it died. It hungered
for her heart!

The body fell lifeless at her feet, and she stunbled back in horror as she saw
the beast clearly for the first time. The stag-skull, franmed by a proud rack
of antlers, could have been taken fromthe body of a deer and transpl anted
onto the headl ess corpse of a great eagle, for all its gory |looks. But the
thing had |ived!

And one other, at least, still did. The first nonster, the one she had cl ubbed
aside with her staff, suddenly swept upward fromthe valley. It had taken a
long dive, but nowit attacked with undi m nished fury.

Robyn, through a bl oody haze, saw it coming and staggered to the edge of the

| edge. She could barely raise her staff, and the creature was soaring toward
her with savage nonentum In that instant, she realized the futility of
further combat. If she stayed to fight this thing, she would die, for she had
no nore strength.

In that same instant, she fell back upon her faith and her skill. If her magic
failed her now, she would be dead. The nonster raced toward her, its w cked
antlers spread |ike a score of |ances. But Robyn no | onger stood before the
attacker. Instead, she dropped to all four of her feet and scuttled toward a
crack in the rock. Her tail whisked out of sight as the creature thunped into
the rock wall.

Her tiny heart pounded, many times a second, as she turned to stare anxiously
fromher sheltered niche. She chit-tered and chirped nervously, unable to
restrain her invective.

The nonster | anded outside and slashed at the crack with its crooked cl aws.
But the furry marnot that was Robyn of Gwnneth drew farther back in the cave
and chattered an angry chal |l enge.

The great unicorn trotted across the wastel and, his white head held high. H's
ivory horn rose in apparent challenge to any m nion of horror that night arise
before him

SO
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And i ndeed, Kanerynn woul d have relished the death of any of the servants of
evil who now defiled his home. For weeks, he had |lived anmpong the desol ati on of
the vale, slaying the living carrion that served the cleric of the Dark well.
Once the unicorn had di scovered and fought a hideous flying creature, a cross
bet ween hawk and stag. The thing was incredibly evil, but it had fl own away
bef ore Kamerynn could slay it.

Thr ough those weeks, he had wandered around the breadth of Myrl och, watching
the great |ake die. The desol ati on had spread quickly, and now he could only
feel a hopel ess sense of defeat. Kanerynn was only an ani nal but an ani mal of
such intelligence as to make normal human intellect dimin conparison

To him the fate of the world was now obvi ous, wit upon the face of Myrloch
Val e. This bl ackness and death would claimall. Abruptly the unicorn halted in
his tracks. He lifted his head even higher, flexing his pink nostrils in the
fetid air. Though no odor nor sound reached him he sensed a nessage, or was



it acry for hel p?

H s broad heart quickened as he felt the gentle tug upon his spirit once
again. The nother called him He could not know that the goddess lay inert
within the earth, paralyzed by the bl ackness, nor that the call canme not from
her but froma druid of great faith, in dire danger

But he recogni zed the sumons, and the conmand. Wth a mghty bound, he
gal l oped off in a new direction, thundering across the dead ground. A streak
of white across a | andscape of unbroken black, he raced to answer the call to
hi s soul .
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Tri stan opened the chest, and imrediately the nusty snell washed over himwth
menories of his father. He inhaled slowy, cherishing those renenbrances in a
way he had never cherished his father while he |lived. Then he shook off his
rem ni scence and reached into the large trunk

The silver chain mail gl eamed untarnished, as if he had put it there
yesterday. In reality, the armor had lain here undi sturbed since the end of

t he Darkwal ker War nore than a year earlier

He Iifted the shirt of mail, noticing again the |lightness of the netal, the
unbl em shed nature of the craftsnmanship. Yet experience had shown himthe
strength of the arnmor. It had saved his life nmore than once.

And it would do so again, staying with himas trusted protection. Not like his
conpani ons, dam theml Not l|ike Dary-th! The Calishite had not spoken to him
all norning as he went about his own preparations with surly concentration
Even Pawl do was subdued.

O course, they all worried about Robyn, as did he. But they would find her,
rescue her. Tristan knew that they woul d.

He rai sed the I egacy of his father over his shoulders and felt its solid

wei ght come to rest upon his frane. The arnor felt good, a solid cloak
protecting himfromthe deadly assaults of his enemies. Wuld that it offered
the sane protection fromthe pain emanating fromhis own heart!

Angrily he shook off the thought. @uilt was for weaklings!
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He stal ked through the castle, down the stairs, and out the doors, then across
the courtyard to the stable. There he found Aval on. The great stallion

whi nni ed a soft greeting.

The steed had been well cared for. As he threw the heavy saddl e across the
stallion's back, the king saw that Avalon's snowy white coat gl eaned and his
nostrils flared with eagerness, as if he sensed inpendi ng adventure. He
pranced anxiously as Tristan cinched the saddl e and | oaded his few provisions
i nto panni ers.

He only vaguely noticed | avish and Pawl do preparing their own nounts, a
gelding and a small pony, elsewhere in the stable. Pawl do was well outfitted
for travel and adventure, with sturdy |eather garnents and his trusty sword.
Tavi sh had borrowed a shortsword fromthe castl e weapons room She had it
strapped to her saddle so she could carry her lute. Her saddl ebags bul ged with
a variety of foods and several skins of strong wi ne.

Newt and Yazilliclick buzzed around anxi ously. Both the faerie creatures were
eager to return to Myrloch Vale, but the sprite's natural shyness prevented
himfromtal ki ng when everyone else remained silent. Noticing the difficulties
Tavi sh had with packi ng her anple provisions, however, the sprite offered his
aid. The bard finally saddled himw th a w neskin.

The normal Iy | oquaci ous Newt seemed unusual |y subdued. This norning his scal es
were a sickly greenish color. He waited on one of the rafters in the stable
until the others were ready, then buzzed down to ride on the horn of Tristan's
saddl e.

Daryth already sat astride his chestnut mare, waiting for themin the
courtyard with Canthus. H's silver scimtar rested easily against his thigh
Daryth | ooked toward the gate, ignoring the rest of the party as they gathered
in the courtyard



Tristan gl anced awkwardly at the others when they gathered before the gate.
They were all acutely aware of Robyn's absence, he felt certain. Hs
enbarrassnent caused his voice to grow harsh as they started out.

"Robyn's gone. I'mcertain she's headed for Myrloch Vale,
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to the grove of the great druid. We will follow and find her" He nudged Aval on
with his knees, and the great stallion started into a brisk trot, passing

t hrough the gatehouse as the other companions fell in behind.

Tristan unwillingly recalled in vivid detail the events of the previous night.
How coul d he have hurt Robyn like that? Wat coul d have gone through his nind?
A part of himstill wanted to claimthat the worman had bew t ched hi m sonehow,

used foul enchantnment to beguile himw th her charns. But he suspected that
this was not the truth.

Tristan remai ned constantly aware of Robyn's absence, though he tried to
ignore his role in her sudden departure. His father's chain mail arnor rested
heavily on his shoul ders, and he quickly grew saddl e sore. Neverthel ess, he
would find her. O that he was certain. The others could cone with him or
remai n behind. He didn't really care.

Now the north wind howed with the threat of approaching winter, but the Ione
| ongship of Grunnarch the Red sliced through each nountainous crest as if it
could snell the security of its hone port. Manned by thirty brawny northmnen,
several of whom Grunnarch had recruited in Corwell's taverns and one whom he
had liberated fromthe town gaol, the sleek vessel raced northward.

"Hol d steady!" the king ordered his hel nsman as he made his way into the bow
The gray water roiled on all sides as far as he could see. Dusk settled over
the Sea of Myonshae, and the Red King's thoughts turned to the cookfires of
hone, the great snoky council |odge near the shore, and the wel com ng enbrace
of his wonman.

It would not be |ong before those things were his again, and this know edge
brought hima keen pleasure. Truly, homecom ng was al ways sweet, but this one
woul d be sweeter than nost.

Still, his eyes fell, unbidden, on the gray swells that slowy turned to bl ack
with the vanishing Iight. He recalled the sahuagin that had boiled upward from
t he nysterious
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depths to claimthe lives of so many of his countrynen.

The fish-nmen still lurked down there, he knew. He couldn't be certain, but he

suspected that their depredati ons were not finished. Gunnarch did not even
suspect that the horrors of the sahuagin had barely begun

The great dog |l ed the way unerringly, selecting the easiest path up the rocky
defile. Tristan followed, |eading Aval on by the great stallion's bridle. The
wi nd picked up, and he pulled his cloak tightly about himw th his free hand.
As they clinbed through the foothills into the highlands, progress slowed for
the first time in the four days of the journey. From his previous venture into
Myrloch Vale, Tristan knew that this was the roughest part of the trip.

"Let's hunt some firbolgs!"

The suggestion cane fromthe back of Avalon's saddl e, where Newt rested
confortably. Tristan ignored the faerie dragon, but the top popped from one of
t he saddl ebags to reveal Yazilliclick

"Are you c-crazy?" he stamered, his tiny antennae quivering in agitation
"WW've got to find Robyn—Robyn!"

"Well, maybe she's been captured by a firbolg! | mean, that's as likely as
anything, if you ask—

"Shut up!" growl ed Tristan, whirling to face the dragon. Newt dropped his head
and sul ked as the king glared at himfor a nonment. Beyond the dragon, Tristan
could see the figures of |avish and Pawl do, each | eading his nount up the
trail behind him Daryth's tiny figure, occasionally disappearing around somne
bend in the trail, brought up the rear to guard agai nst surprise.

"Or perhaps to avoid nmy presence,” munbled Tristan. In truth, the Calishite



had avoi ded his gaze and nmade no offer to converse with him As they had nmade
canp each of the last three nights, Daryth had found an excuse to wander away
by hinself, returning only after Tristan had retired.

The bright sunlight of their journey thus far, even with its pale, wintry

gl ow, had seemed to nock the king. The nobl e purpose of the quest seened an
enpty nmenory now. Dar -
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yth shoul d be hel ping ne, offering ne friendship and confort, damm him

He tried to avoid thinking about his own actions, but his mnd was inexorably
drawn to the fateful night of their homeconi ng. Robyn's absence had surprised
and nystified him but he had suspected i mediately that she had gone on to
the val e al one. How she had left her roomw t hout drawi ng attention, he

coul dn't guess.

But now she must certainly be in great danger. And he was equally aware that
his own lack of faith had sent her away. He cringed inwardly at this

awar eness, but there was no other way to look at it. He had betrayed her

"She could be killed!"™ he hissed, shaking his head as if to ward away the
fear. He pushed hinself harder, |ooking ahead to Cant hus.

The great dog stood now at a narrow niche in a ridge at the top of this high
val ley. H's sharp nose pointed into the wi nd, the noorhound gazed majestically
into the valley beyond. There, Tristan knew, lay Myrloch Vale. There, too,
woul d be Robyn. Or so he devoutly hoped.

The marmot cowered within its niche while the great predator, with apparently
infinite patience, crouched just outside the crack. For three days, it had
remai ned notionless, like a statue of itself.

But it still was there, waiting only for the appearance of its prey. The
strain of the shape-change had exhausted Robyn so much that she had slept for
a day and a half. Now, as she slowy regained her strength, she |istened
carefully. Robyn's tiny ears, nore keen than those of her human body, heard

t he steady thunping of the nmonstrous heart. The druid knew that she was

t rapped.

Her ears were not keen enough to hear the distant clop-ping of hooves upon the
rocks bel ow. The nonster could hear, and see, however. Its vacant eyes stared
at the nuffled figures, four of them below The humans |ed their horses and
were preceded by a great dog. The peryton watched

DARKWEL L

t hem make their way through a high pass and descend into the broadening valley
beyond.

The peryton tw tched anxiously, shaking its broad antlers. The commands of its
maker had been clear—guard the vale, attack strangers, report |arge groups of

i ntruders.

But now it had a dual task, for was it not still engaged in the attacking of
the stranger now trapped in the cave? Yet these were intruders below, as well,
and didn't their nunbers make themthe greater threat? But the prey in the
trap was an intruder close at hand, and as is the way of stupid beasts, to the
peryton, the thing close at hand was the inmportant thing.

So the nonster kept its watch upon the tiny marnot, for sooner or later, the
creature would need to enmerge and eat. And all the while, the four intruders,
with their horses and dog, grew smaller and smaller in the north.

Robyn's senses had a new aspect now. She was no |onger crippled with fear. Her
wounds, over the past three days of enforced rest, had heal ed. She was hungry,
and eager to proceed with her mssion. Now the fear of the monster that had
driven her into the tiny cave was gone, replaced by an angry flame that slowy
grew into a crackling rage

She reached a decision easily. Once she had decided to escape, she was
satisfied. Al that she needed now was a pl an

She woul d attack the thing and drive it fromher doorstep! First, though, she
woul d need a new body. She considered the limtations of her cave, with an
entrance |l ess than a foot high and little w der. She would have to energe with
a small body but one that was powerful and tough, equipped with weapons that



could slay the hideous creature that lay in wait.

She thought of the body of a great wolf, but she inmediately discarded it as
too large for the cave entrance. Then she considered that of a scaly serpent,
but she realized that the cold weat her woul d nmake her slow and | ethargic.

And then she thought of the creature she woul d becone, and as quickly as she

t hought, she shifted. Her body crouched in the rodent's posture but grew

| onger and
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broader. Her back wi dened, but did not rise rmuch higher than the marnot's. Her
tiny claws, however, stretched and grew hooked until they rested on the rocky
floor several inches ahead of her four paws. Her nuzzle grew until wi cked
fangs protruded fromher curling lip.

Her heartbeat slowed as that nmuscle grew to accomodate the | arger body, and
her bl ack eyes took on a reddish cast. The grow that runbl ed unconsciously
from her chest coul d never have been uttered by a marnot.

But the marnot had becone a wol verine. Robyn flexed her powerful rear |egs and
slipped through the cave entrance with a single fluid notion. The nonster

| eaped backward, flapping its great wings in surprise. Its ghastly nouth gaped
in rage, and it hissed a challenge.

The wol verine's forepaws reached out and clutched the thing's body in a steely
enbrace. Robyn's teeth sought its throat, and only the nonster's desperate

twi sting prevented her fromadm nistering a fatal bite. The creature tunbl ed
backward as the wol verine clung tightly to its breast. Her rear legs flexed
and ki cked as Robyn used those sharp claws in an effort to di senbowel her
opponent, all the while ignoring the pounding of its w ngs agai nst her head.
Al of a sudden, the creature's tw sting evasion took them over the | edge.
Robyn felt them both falling, bouncing against the rocky cliff. But now her

ani mal instincts-instincts anong the nost savage in the natura

wor | d-conpell ed her to cling to her victimtenaciously. This tenacity saved
her life as they suddenly crashed into the ground, and she felt the creature's
body break beneath her

The frenzy of the wolverine's attack did not abate, however. Robyn sl ashed and
bit and grow ed until the remains of the unnatural nonster had been torn into
shreds. Feathers covered a circle ten feet wide, and bits of cracked bone I ay
scattered over a simlar distance. In the center of the circle, only the
stagli ke head, lying flat on the ground with its antlers spreading treelike
above, remmined as nute evidence of the beast's nature.

Finally her rage faded, though Robyn, still cloaked in the body of the

wol verine, paced restlessly around the renains
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of her foe for sone time. Every so often, she paused and gl ared at the sky, as
i f challenging another of the creatures to attack

EventuaDy she sat up on her haunches and tried to concentrate, to call up an

i mge of her own human body. For several minutes, her mind whirled with a
confused blur of pictures, none of themfaniliar. She found her attention
wandering to thoughts of food.

Instinctively she growl ed, and the sound shocked her back to awareness. | rmust
think! 1 nust shift... now A deep fear began to grow within her. Perhaps she
had waited too long... perhaps her powers had waned too nuch for her to change
back!

Wth a desperate strain, she pictured herself, and called upon all the
spiritual power gathered in her tiny, nuscular form The world spun around
her, and she gasped for air, feeling her w ndpi pe contract. A sickening sense
of nausea rose in her stomach, and then she | ost consci ousness.

Robyn awakened sonme tine |ater. Dehydration swelled her tongue, and her lips
cracked painfully as she struggled to open her nouth. But it was a human

nmout h, and a human tongue! Still, a great sense of lethargy |ay upon her, as
if the effort of the shape-changi ng had drai ned nore of her strength than she
had to give.

She sat weakly on the rocky ground as her world spun madly. "Mdther, what is



happening to ne? Wiere are you?" But as before, when she had tried to pray,
there was no answer to her question. It took her several mnutes to regain her
strengt h.

She noticed a gnawi ng ache in her stomach and realized with chagrin that she
had negl ected to bring any food with her. Nor had she brought a bedroll, or a
wat er skin, or any of the other equipment that was necessary to this mission in
her human body. Sonehow she had felt that she could reach the well and work
her magic in the formof the wind, with no nortal accoutrenents.

Softly she cursed her lack of foresight. Then she took up her staff and
scrolls, which had made the shift with her, and | ooked around. She had tunbl ed
nearly to the foot of the
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mount ai n during the course of the fight. The path before her, to the north,
now curved gently along a sloping ridge. She started wal ki ng, and the novenent
swiftly drove the stiffness from her mnuscles.

In an hour, she had entered the |ow country, follow ng the vestiges of a trai
that had once been pastoral. Now it tw sted toward the bl ackened trunks of
dead, rotting trees. A fetid odor of decay arose fromthe land itself, and
Robyn pul |l ed her apron across her face. Even this could not danpen the
pervasi ve stink

She paused at the edge of the forest, but she knew that this was the path

t hrough Myrloch Vale, to the grove of the Geat Druid. She took several deep
breaths, as if sensing she breathed the cleanest air she would taste for many
days.

Then, shoul dering her staff, she spoke a quiet prayer to her goddess. Like the
others, the prayer went unanswered. Neverthel ess, she stepped forward
resolutely and entered the dead forest.

A padded foot, as broad as a bear's, fell softly on a pile of dried, dead
noss, yet no sound energed. Another paw, identical to the first, reached
forward to pull the sleek body along. The rear feet, when they moved in turn,
fell exactly in the soundless prints of the forefeet.

Above, all was bl ackness, except for the yellowslits in the creature's eyes.
Shoul d any noonl i ght have broken through the nidnight clouds, an observer
could have seen the long, curving teeth exposed by the wi despread jaws. One
could have marveled at the liquid nuscle rippling below the sleek black hide,
or shuddered at the ghastly tentacles protruding fromthe creature's

shoul ders.

Shantu, the displacer beast, noved to the hunt.

Shantu did not hunt from hunger—at |east, not fromthe desire to fill its
belly. Shantu's hunger was of another kind. It was the lust for fresh blood to
cool its tongue, for the soothing death-cry of a victimto ring nmusically in
its ears. It was spiritual, for Shantu |l onged for the feel of a warm body
growing cold in its nouth, to drive the breath of life froma
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living creature.

Shantu was not hungry for food but for death. And now, patiently, wth
conplete silence and stealth, the displacer beast noved through the deadness
of Myrloch Vale. It sought anything alive, anything that held that spark that
woul d give the beast sustenance in its extinguishing.

And so the displacer beast crept through the night, |ooking for something to
kill.

"We'| | stop at the first good camping place,” Tristan announced. The party had
drawn toget her as darkness closed in, and now | avi sh and Pawl do stood besi de
himas they rested. Daryth stood, alnost invisible in the dusk, a few feet
away, ostensibly observing the trail behind them

"I wish you guys could see in the dark! I'mnot tired yet!" Newt declared his
di sappoi ntnent | oudly.

"Be quiet!" hissed the H gh King, looking into the dead woods around t hem
They had | eft the rocky highlands behind, but this forest of rotted trunks
seened even nore barren. "Start |ooking for a place to canp. And anot her



thi ng—there'll be no fire tonight!"

"This is still high country!" argued Pawl do. "We'll freeze without a fire!"
The hal fling huddl ed on his pony, a picture of disconfort and m sery.

Tristan ignored him turning back to the trail. He was riding Aval on now+they
had all renounted beyond the high valleys—but he realized the futility of

bl undering on in the utter darkness that woul d soon descend.

"There's a grove of sorts," announced Tavish, pointing to a stand of dead

pi nes as her gelding skittered nervously to the side. The towering skel etal
trees offered better shelter, and softer beddi ng, than the rocky ground, so
they entered the grove and prepared to nake canp.

Unsaddl i ng Aval on and wat chi ng the darkness cl ose upon their canp, Tristan
felt a sense of al oneness around him The nearest conmunity, he knew, |ay
beyond the rocky hi ghl ands, two days hence.

Where are you, Robyn? His mnd voiced the question that
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possessed him His throat tightened and he shook his head angrily, but though
he struggled to overlook his own role in the druid' s flight, guilt soon rode
roughshod over his feelings. And following the guilt came self-pity, and then
t he anger he directed at his conpanions.

"Dam!" he cursed at the darkness. He tried unsuccessfully to shake off his
nmood as he joined his conpanions over their cold bread and cheese.

"We' || have to stand watches. |'Il take the m dwatch." Tristan grabbed a | arge
chunk of dark bread and chewed angrily.

"Have some wine," offered the bard, and the king gratefully took the w neskin.
"I"lIl take the first watch." Daryth said as he finally entered the canp.

"And the norning watch for me! We'll let the halfling sleep in," piped the
bard, chuckli ng.

"I can stand watch, too! How cone | never get a turn?" Newt was indignant. "I
can see in the dark better than any of you!"

"Take the nmorning watch with me. | could use the extra pair of eyes!" Tavish
tried to hunor the dragon, and Newt, satisfied, curled up to sleep

"I can't b-believe this is Myrloch Vale—Vale!" Yazilliclick |ooked around
nervously. Dark clouds pressed onmi nously overhead, and the lifeless forest
stretched to the horizon on all sides. "lIt—+t's all so dead—so dead! Wait til
Genna sees this—+till Genna sees!"

Tristan took another swig fromthe wi neskin, then turned to Daryth. "Let's
check the horses before it's too dark to see.”

The Calishite shrugged and followed himto the little clearing in which they
had staked their nmounts. The king tugged on the Iine that held Avalon, while
Daryth checked the other horses. Tristan stared at his conpanion all the
whil e, but Daryth woul d not neet his gaze.

"Look at me, Daryth! Why won't you | ook at ne?"

Daryth turned to stare at the king, but the | ook was nore painful than his
avoi dance. Tristan saw great depths of accusation in the Calishite's black
eyes. Then, wordl essly,
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Daryth went back to his task

"Way this silent invective?"

"You drove Robyn away," whispered Daryth, in a voice that thundered in
Tristan's mind. "She could be dead!"

"And she could be alivel We'll find her, | swear it—and it'll be easier if we
wor k together! Wien we do find her, she will accept nmy apol ogy and forgive ne.
She knows | nade a mi stake!" The king spat his answers, one after the other
bef ore taking another pull of the wine. The liquid cooled the heal of his
throat and seened to cal mhis pounding heart. "By the gods, she will forgive
ne!"

"You ask too much of her," replied the Calishite in a voice of silken quiet.
"Too much? It's asking too much to forgive a sinple mstake?"

"You have the love of the finest woman | have ever net. Wat cause do you have
for throwing it away?"



" Stop it! | conmand you, as your king! You took the oath to serve ne, as

bi ndi ng as upon any lord of the Ffol k!"

"And serve you | shall. . . sire. But you cannot command the feelings inside a
man. Until now, | would not have thought you fool enough to try."

Tristan's hand went instinctively to his sword, but the bitter edge of truth
in Daryth's words held himback. Instead of drawi ng his weapon, he stared in
anger and pain at his friend.

"I chose to follow you, renenber?" Daryth continued, his words spilling forth
in heat. "You spared ny life, true, when | would have stol en your purse. Since
t hen, we have fought great enem es side by side, and | have watched your power
grow. | have always felt that you were a man with a great destiny before him
and | was pleased to help you reach that destiny. But now to see you throw
that away for a trivial encounter with a maid—=

"I did not throw anything away! | will nake it up to Robyn! How does that nean
| have renounced ny destiny?"

"You have proven yoursel f unworthy of her |ove!"

Tristan stepped back as if he had been struck, but then he stopped and stared
at his conpanion. He studied Daryth
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carefully and came to a startling realization

"You | ove her, too, don't you?" Daryth flushed and turned away while the king

took another drink. "I don't know whether to cry out in rage or in laughter!"”
"Laughter? She could be dead right now, or in the gravest peril, and al
because you drove her away! And now you tal k of |aughter!™

"CGet out of here!" shouted the king. "Leave ne alone! | don't want your help

or your presence! If this is the loyalty you of fer— He stopped, jeal ous heat
choking of f any further words.

Daryth spun on his heel and stalked into the night, away fromthe canp. After
two steps, he disappeared fromsight, and Tristan realized that the twlight
had passed.

"Wait!" The king cried out once, softly, though he knew Daryth woul d not stop
In truth, Tristan realized that he was relieved the confrontati on was over.
Daryth had awakened too nmuch guilt within him and each of the Calishite's
words had seened to drive anot her w cked dagger hone.

The darkness grew thick, a blanket of night that fell in an al nost physica

cl oak around them The cl ouds above, and the gaunt trees around them had al
vani shed into the utter darkness. Tristan stunbled back to his conpanions,
stifling an angry curse as he tripped over a root. He sat against a tree
trunk, sone di stance away from Pawl do, Tavish, and the two faeries.

The king noticed that his hands shook. Tension boiled within him and he
wanted to | ash out agai nst something. But he forced hinself to remain still,
and eventual |y heard the deep breathing of his conpanions. Canthus canme to him
and, with a soft whine, curled up at his feet.

He lifted the hal f-enpty w neskin, but suddenly the wine tasted bitter, nearly
gagging him Spitting it out, he | eaned back in disgust. So Daryth | oved
Robyn... . How could his friend have kept a secret |ike that? How pai nful had
it been for himto see Tristan and Robyn toget her?

As he reflected, he began to remenber a | ook he had seen on the Calishite's
face occasionally at unguarded monents. He thought of the attentive way Daryth
listened to Robyn

94

DARK WELL

speak, the way he | aughed when she | aughed. | could have noticed it any tinme |
wanted! | just never paid attention

And then Canthus grow ed, very softly, and every fiber of Tristan's being was
jolted back to the present. He stood quickly, soundlessly, and |listened,
trying to project his senses into the surroundi ng night.

Sonet hi ng was out there!

Tristan heard a soft scuffling sound, and he felt Canthus grow tense beside
him The noise canme again, fromthe direction of the trail behind them For a



nmonent, he wondered if it was Daryth returning, but he remenbered that the
Calishite had gone to the north, in the opposite direction. Even Daryth could
not have circled the canmp that quickly and soundl essly.

Tristan let the Sword of Cymrych Hugh rest in its scabbard, safe at his side
The brilliant blade would illumnate their canp if he drew it, but that would
only serve to hel p whatever was out there to spot them

He felt Canthus drop into a fighting crouch and slink forward. Tristan stepped
careful ly beside the great noorhound, trying to nove silently and cursing the
raspi ng of each footstep against the dry ground. The feeling that somnething
appr oached them grew st ronger

Once again he froze at full attention, desperately seeking any clue fromthe
still, dark night. He thought of waking his conpanions, but for what? He stil
couldn't be certain there was anything out there. Only his keyed nerves, and
t he suspicious Canthus, led himto suspect a threat.

But then he heard a clear sound, a footfall, and he knew that something
approached their canp. The sword, alnost of its own will, leaped into his
pal m and the clearing stood stark, washed in the magical |ight of the

enchanted blade. Wth a | ow bark, Canthus sprang forward.

Pawl do sat up in his bedroll as Newt darted into the air, buzzing anxiously
toward the prince. Even Yazilliclick popped his head out of the saddl ebag he
had chosen for a bed. "W-what is it—s it?"

Tristan saw t he shape energe fromthe darkness. He watched Canthus stop in
shock, then bound ahead with a
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yel p of greeting. The great mporhound nearly knocked Robyn off her feet as the
drui d enbraced the dog.

"Robyn!" The ki ng coughed out the word, his voice choking. She was here, and
she was safe! The clearing seened suddenly a warm and cheery place, and in his
relief and joy, he stunbled forward to greet her, forgetting the thing that
had driven her away.

But there was no forgetting in the druid' s eyes as she | ooked coolly at him
and then at his conpanions. She stepped past himinto the canp, and the night
agai n grew forbidding and chill ed.

More silent than the faint breeze passing through dead |inbs, Shantu slipped

t hrough the darkness. H s passing seenmed to bring even nore intense bl ackness,
an increase in the night's oppressive cloak that was not inaginary.

Ever southward the beast hunted. Not once had it noticed the spoor of a quarry
worth its efforts. Most of the animal |ife had been driven fromthe vale, and
the few pathetic creatures Shantu detected could not attract the beast's

i nterest, though scarcely a creature that breathed escaped the stal ker's keen
senses.

But the spoor of a rabbit, a squirrel, or even a deer did not interest the
beast. It hungered for grander ganme, for prey whose killing would serve the
dar k purposes of Bhaal

At | ast Shantu found such a worthy quarry. The scent cane faintly fromthe

di stance, in the blackest part of the night. The beast did not pause to
confirmthe spoor as a normal hunter woul d. Instead, Shantu sprang to the
south, toward the source of the signal that had triggered the dis-placer
beast's hunt.

Now Shantu becane a bl ack streak, a tireless shape slipping through the dead
forest at startling speed, yet making no nore sound than the flight of a night
ow . And as the nonster ran, its mouth gaped nore broadly than ever. The
curved fangs seenmed to grin in anticipation as Shantu raced toward the kill
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Mot her, give ne the patience and the strength to forgive him Allow nme to

wel cone his help, to use his strength to fight for your cause.

And give me the mght that | may work your will and restore your body to you,
that | may tend you as nmy destiny calls. Please, ny nother the earth, answer
me. G ve nme sonme sign that you live and recogni ze ne.



But there was only the awful, lonely silence of the night.
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Bhaal relished the concentrated evil of the Darkwell as he observed the
actions of his mnions. He sensed Ysalla marshaling the sahuagin and their

m ndl ess servants, the dead of the sea.

He knew that the cleric, Hobarth, now worked his way north through the
wast el and of the vale on a mission for his naster. In a few days, Hobarth
woul d reach the sea, and there an inportant phase of Bhaal's plan woul d begin.
And Bhaal, too, was aware of his children. He heard the hissed reports of his
perytons as they flewto and fromthe well. They swirled above in sweeping

fl ocks, observing and protecting the periphery of his domain. Savage and
dimvt-ted, the perytons would serve as adnirable guards and warriors in the
def ense of their master's domain.

Thorax, the ow bear, lunbered aimessly through the w | derness. Bhaal had no
worries about this creature. Though stupid, it was equally ferocious. Soon it
woul d find victins, and the | egend of its horror would begin.

The god of nurder sensed, nost pal pably, the bloodlust of the king of his
children, Shantu. The displacer beast had found the spoor of a victim and
Bhaal waited eagerly for the battle and the kill that was sure to follow

For Shantu was the greatest of hunters, made of blood and nuscl e and senses
anong the nost deadly to be found on this world and augnented by a spirit and
instinct for cruelty that came from planes far bel ow the Forgotten Real ns.
Shantu was ultinmate stealth, inplacable cruelty. No creature of the Real ns
could match its keen instincts for
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surprise, its utter fearlessnesss, and its arcane, other-dinmensional power.
And soon, Bhaal knew, Shantu would Kill.

Daryth noved softly into the night, anger tearing at his soul. But even the
turmoil of his enotions could not still the native caution of his novenents,
and each step over the broken ground fell with care.

The forefront of his mind roiled with thoughts of Tristan. How he had admired
his king! He would have served himfor life! He would gl adly have sacrificed
his own life to save that of his king, or the king' s |ady.

But even as this know edge tornented him the back of his mnd counsel ed
caution and al ertness. Though the Calishite wal ked rapidly over rough ground
in inky darkness, nost of his steps fell in utter silence. Hs ears remnined
alert to any sign of warning fromthe dark, and his scimtar rested |oosely in
its sheath at his side. In an instant, the bl ade could beconme an extension of
his arm offering sudden death to any threat.

H's dark figure picked its way carefully along the faint trail, avoiding
cracked boulders and rotted, festering trunks. He had no destination in mnd
but sinmply a desire to distance hinself from Tristan. Daryth didn't know how
| ong he paced or how far he had cone, but eventually he halted, trying to
deci de what to do next. Should he spend the night here? H s pride bal ked at
the idea of returning to canp. Tristan had sent himaway. So be it. But should
he stay here in the darkness? He inmredi ately di scarded that idea and turned
his footsteps back toward their darkened canp. He would claimhis horse, and
| eave.

Angrily he slipped back along the trail. The route |led nostly upward, though
he hadn't been particularly aware of wal ki ng downhill when he had left the
canp.

But he was not lost. Even in the blackest night, with a conplete | ack of

| andmar ks, the Calishite would have been capabl e of making a very accurate
guess as to his location. Now, though the night was dark, he renenbered many
| and-
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marks along the trail to confirmhis direction

He noved as quickly as he could while still maintaining silence. Inevitably



hi s haste drew an occasi onal scuffing sound as his boot slipped along the side
of a rock, or a dull crack as he stepped on a dried twig. These slight sounds
concerned himlittle, however, since all he had seen thus far told himthat
Myrl och Val e was now conmpletely lifeless.

Soon he detected a break in the consum ng darkness before him and in a few
nore steps, he recognized the silvery glow that could only emanate fromthe
Sword of Cynmrych Hugh. Tristan, you fool! His thoughts raged. It's not enough
that we canmp within a few paces of the trail. Now you have to announce our

| ocation with that confounded gl ow

And then, as he canme closer, he heard voices, though he saw Pawl do and | avi sh
curled in their bedrolls. Tristan was speaki ng, and sonmeone el se replied.
Robyn! She was safe! Sonmehow she had found their canp. Daryth stole closer
suddenly tentative. Wiere had she cone fron? How woul d she treat the king
whose betrayal had sent her away in the first place.

The Calishite reached the bole of a thick tree and peered carefully around it.
Tristan's sword | eaned agai nst a rock, casting its illumnation on the little
clearing. The king stood beside it, an expression of anguish on his face.
Daryth coul d not see Robyn, but he could hear the ice in her voice.

"Don't speak of love to me now, or faith. | saw enough of thatatCaerCorwell!"
"You condemm me for a single mstake! It was the woman. She bew tched nme! Any
man can—

"Any man? You are the High King of the Ffolk, Tristan, the man who woul d have
been ny husband! Don't talk to nme of what any man woul d do!"

"But | |ove you! She nmeant nothing to ne! | don't even know who she was, or
how she—=

"Don't know?" Robyn was incredul ous. "You seenmed very well acquainted to ne!"
Tristan groaned and turned from Robyn. "By the goddess, |1'd give anything to
take back that night!" The king stal ked
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away, but then stopped and spoke nore softly. "Still, we rmust work together

don't you see? You had no chance out here by yourself!™

"Perhaps. But | had no desire to be out here with you. However, you're right.
Qur best chance of success is to cooperate."” Robyn's voice contained no hint
of forgiveness.

"What are you planning to do now that we've reached the val e?" Tristan asked.

"I will tell you when we reach the well. First we nust negotiate the terrors
of this defiled vale."

"But . . ." Tristan's attenpted argunent faded before it even began. "Very
wel | ," he sighed, defeat resounding in his tone.

Daryth whirled away, disgusted by Tristan's voice. He | eaned against the tree,
breat hi ng heavily. How could you have fallen so? he wondered. He accused
Tristan and then tried himin his mnd, and in the verdict, found hi mwanting.
C enching his jaw in suppressed anger, Daryth stunbled blindly away fromthe
canp, back down the trail to the north, his horse forgotten. He could not bear
t he thought of confronting Tristan or facing Robyn now. Perhaps, in the

nmorni ng, he would feel differently. But in his heart, he suspected that

somet hing very fundanental to his |ife had changed.

Once again this night, Daryth of Calinshan becane a thing of the darkness,
slipping cautiously and quietly through the dead forest, pausing to listen for
any sound. He searched the air with his nose, sniffing to see if he could

di scern any al arm ng scent anong the overpowering odors of rot and decay.

Then he noved again, with no destination save distance. He desired only to

| eave the couple that he loved, to | eave them and their pain far behind.
Cccasional ly he nmoved nore quickly than caution warranted, but he caught

hi nsel f at such nonents. Then he woul d stand notionless in an open area and
for several minutes listen and snell the woods around him

Once he clinbed a rounded rock to stand solidly upon its snooth crown,

wat ching and listening with the patience of
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a stalking predator. It was at this nonment that he began to suspect he was not
alone in the forest.

He stood for nearly five mnutes Iike a frozen statue atop the boul der beside
the trail. No scent cane to his nostrils. No sound reached his ears. Yet the
hair at the nape of his neck slowy prickled upward, and he found hinself
whirling around to stare into the inpenetrabl e bl ackness.

Sonet hi ng was out there!

Daryth touched the haft of his scimtar, reassuring hinself with its snooth
feel. The keen bl ade carried its own enchantnent, not as potent as the Sword
of Cynmrych Hugh but still sharp and deadly. He resisted the inpulse to draw

t he weapon. He could have it in his hand the sane nmonent he desired it, so
qui ck were his reflexes, but it would serve himno purpose now as he tried to
di scern the nature of the threat.

Carefully, silently, the Calishite |owered hinmself to the ground and started
again along the trail, noving farther into Myrloch Vale. Now he noved wth
utnost stealth, creeping slowy, not naking the slightest whisper of sound.
Yet he could not escape the disturbing suspicion—o, the know edge, he
corrected hinsel f—+hat something was out there in the darkness.

After a hundred paces, Daryth froze again, but again no signal reached any of
his senses to confirmthe existence of a threat. Yet he needed no
confirmation, so utterly convinced was he that some dire creature lurked in

t he darkness.

And that dire creature was al nost certainly stalking him As he noved farther
the prickling on the back of his neck renai ned. He hastened his steps,

i gnoring the faint sounds he nade as he broke into a trot, and still the
feeling stayed with him He stopped suddenly and |istened, but again he heard
no sound fromthe bl ackness surroundi ng him

Daryth made a full circle back on his trail, but he was able to detect no
single direction the threat cane from Instead, it seened to be everywhere at
once, indefinable in its nature but awesone in its might. The Calishite told
hi nsel f that he was inmagining things, that in fact there was nothing
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here to nenace hi mexcept his own frayed nerves.

I ndeed, the sudden arrival at canp of Robyn, added to his confrontation with
the H gh King, had certainly agitated himto the point of anxiety. Now he was
in a strange, adnmittedly terrifying place, in darkest night! It only seened
natural that his nerves would play ganes.

Consi derably relieved, he started again down the trail and soon cane to a
narrow gorge where high rock walls | oomed close on either side of the trail

He coul d not see themin the bl ackness, but a sudden coolness in the still air
around himtold himof their presence as surely as if his eyes had confirned
it. In a few mnutes, he had passed through the gorge and entered the dead
forest again. He noted that the path was nore | evel here, as though it had
finally energed fromthe foothills and entered the vale proper. The stench of
rotten plant life assailed himeven nore intently, and he thought sadly of the
pai n Robyn woul d feel as she entered this bleak region

Daryth's tenper had cal med, and he began to think of returning to the canp.
The others woul d be asleep, and in the norning he woul d be able to face them
both and still retain his conmposure. Indeed, this was a plan that offered him
some hope, and even prom sed the chance to get sone rest.

And then a | ow grow energed fromthe darkness. Instantly Daryth dropped into
a catlike crouch as his blade sprang into his hand. He held the scimtar
before him horizontal to the ground so that the keen bl ade was ready to slice
into an unseen attacker. The faint gl ow of the enchanted weapon barely
penetrated the thick darkness.

Every sense of his body grew taut as he strained to see and hear. He tried to
reconstruct the sound he had heard. It had been faint, but not because of

di stance. Fear thrummed through hi mfear such as he had never known. It becane



a dread panic that rooted his feet to the ground and cl ouded the al ready hazy
senses of his eyes and ears. The poundi ng of his heart echoed through his
brain and seenmed to reverberate into the forest itself.

What ever was out there grow ed again, and Daryth coul d
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sense il feeding upon his fear. The grow had been soft and deep, not like a
bear —+ndeed not |ike anything he had ever heard! Swiveling, still catlike, on

the balls of his feet, he tried to | ook around.
Suddenly he knew that the thing out there was some kind of cat. It had aspects
of a great feline inits grow, and Dar-yth began to picture a nassive

cat - body crouched to spring. But it was nmore than this, he knew as well. This
threat was not just a cat, but a cat-creature of great, all-enconpassing evil
that defied all |aws of animal creation

Slowy, forcefully, Daryth struggled to gain control of his frayed nerves. He
recal l ed the basic | essons he had | earned, many years ago, in the Acadeny of
Stealth: fear is a state of mnd. As such, it can be conquered by a stronger
state of m nd.

The Calishite suspected that the teacher of this | esson had never felt fear
such as he now felt. Nonethel ess, he concentrated on the discipline of that

| esson and others that had hel ped himto master his body's nore prinitive
urges. Slowy he felt the pounding of his heart subside. Hi s hands,

merci fully, did not shake. And nost inportant of all, his mnd began to free
itself fromthe paralysis of terror.

The thing would attack him Daryth sensed, but it seemed to be in no hurry.
Per haps he could i nprove the odds by the tine the assault came. The first
order of business was to choose the ground for the fight.

Daryth felt the presence of open woods on all sides, naught but gaunt, barren
trunks to protect his back. Slowy, carefully, he sheathed his weapon and
reversed his direction, renenbering the rocky walls that had | ooned on either
side of the trail. The narrow gorge |ay cl ose behind him

For several minutes, he glided through the night as quickly as caution woul d
allow, until he felt the cool reflection that told himhe had entered the
narrow gorge. He stopped for a second, and al though he heard no sound of

pursuit-he had not expected to—the presence of the unseen nenace still |urked
out there in the bl ackness.

Daryth backed against the wall, taking care to nmove in
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conplete silence. He forced his breathing into a slow, rhythmc pattern and
tried to relax when he at |ast |eaned weakly against the cold granite.
Sonet hi ng stroked across his shoul der and he gasped out |oud, whirling
instantly and drawi ng his weapon in the sane notion. The bl ade cast a faint

gl ow across the rocky wall, and he sawthat it was a trailing tendril of dead
noss that had startled him Cursing silently, he again turned his back to the
wal | and stared at the small circle of Iight around him

Though he knew that the light nade himmnore visible to anything lurking in the
dar kness, he did not sheath the blade. It would take too long to regain his
ni ght vision, he assured hinself. In reality, the dimcircle was the only
confort he had in the terrifying night, and he could not bring hinself to
relinquishit.

Cal mer now, he tried to take stock of his assets. Besides his blade, he had a
coil of sturdy rope around his waist and a small pouch containing various

pi cks, wires, and probes. He wore the snmooth gl oves he had di scovered in Caer
Al l'isynn, which contained wire picks of their own. He knew that | ockpicks
woul d be of little use to himnow

And he had his belt, a pouch of drinking water, a small box of tinder, a
flint, and a short, sharp dagger. Mdst of these itens rested in a conpact pack
in the small of his back, though the dagger was concealed in the back of his
ri ght boot.



O themall, only the scimtar seened to offer imediate help. He still held

t he weapon before him the blade across the height of his body. The magi ca
light of its enchantnment gave hima sense, inflated perhaps, of power. The
weapon had been crafted of hardened steel, ensorcelled by sone forgotten
weaponsmith so that its edge remai ned keen, its point sharp, and its strength
unfailing.

He had al ways intended to name it, Daryth recall ed now—sonet hing grand and
heroi c. The proper nane had never really occurred to him and he had deci ded
to wait until it did. Now he saw t he weapon gl eam and curve before him and he
saw it as a larger version of an animal's claw or
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fang—a weapon he found hinself facing, or suspecting that he faced, now.
"Cats-C aw," he whispered. The bl ade seenmed to glowwith a warmer light, as if
the cold steel had been warmed by the naming. Daryth sliced the air in a
back-and-forth notion, and Cat's-Claw floated |ike a feather in his hand.

Then he saw t he eyes.

Two great yellow orbs stared at himfromthe darkness, beyond the protective
gl ow of Cat's-C aw. Each seened as large as a nelon, slitted with a long, evil
pupil. They remai ned upon Daryth, unblinking, as the Calishite | eaned back
against the wall. He imagined the fetid breath of the creature on his face,
and it seened to suck his very spirit away.

For a second, Daryth felt his knees grow weak and he began to sink to the
ground, but as quickly as it began, the inmpul se passed and he stood firm
again. He would not kneel before this vision from hell

The eyes continued to bore into him and he felt the cold bile of terror
rising in his throat. Again the growl cane fromthe darkness, pushing him
against the cliff with an al nost physical force. Still holding Cat's-C aw
before him Daryth groped at the cracked face of granite with his |left hand,
di scovering several w de |edges. He studied each of these with his fingers,
not daring to turn away fromthe staring eyes until he had conpleted his

expl orati on.

Then he spun sideways and | eaped onto the stone wall. By nenory, each of his
feet and his free hand found purchase in a narrow irregularity in the rock
face. The force of his spring lifted himseveral feet above the ground and
allowed himto brandish the scimtar outward with his free hand.

Carefully he raised one leg, then the other, until he could lift hinself
another foot. Still he held the blade at the ready, while his left hand
stretched upward to grab another firmhold. Then, pulling hinself up, he
repeated the process.

The yell ow eyes still stared fromthe darkness, but the creature noved no

cl oser. Once Daryth saw the eyes di sappear, and he gasped in panic, but they
instantly returned, and he realized that the thing had nmerely blinked. Again
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and again, he pulled hinself higher on the wall. Finally he reached a | edge he
guessed to be about fifteen feet fromthe ground, and here he paused to rest.
He stood with his back to the cliff, staring outward and down. The predator
had di sappeared agai n, whether because it had noved or because he had carried
the Iight source farther away, Daryth couldn't tell. He derived little confort
fromthe fact that he couldn't see it anynore.

After his heart ceased its pounding, once again Daryth turned to clinb. He
began to wonder if he might not avoid the creature by scaling this granite
face to the top, where the four-footed predator would be unable to pursue. He
felt with his fingers to find a handhol d above his head while he stood on the
wi de | edge. At last he found a grip, and he quickly pulled hinmself upward.
Once again he held the scinitar away fromthe rock, ready to strike in the
event of any surprise attack.

Now cane another grow fromthe darkness, this tinme deep and heavy. It runbl ed
of f the rock and echoed through the silence with a sinister resonance. Daryth
could see nothing bel ow, but he sensed the thing slinking toward the bottom of



the cliff. Wth a detached sense of wonder, he thought it uncanny that the
creature always seened to nove in perfect stealth, never giving even a whisper
of sound at its passage.

TUrni ng back to his task, Daryth pulled hinmself up the rock wall with
practiced skill. He concentrated | ess on silence than on speed, for he sensed
safety in the unseen hei ghts above him Pulling on tiny cracks in the rock
forcing his boots into inpossibly narrow wedges, he nade steady progress up
the wal |

And then the awful approach cane from behind him and his heart failed for a
monent. Wth a soft nmoan of terror, he clung to the rock as he felt the
presence, imrediately below him of death. The creature sprang to the |edge
the Calishite had just left, |anding soundlessly on the narrow shelf of rock
Daryth couldn't hear or see the |eap, but he knew that the thing once again
crouched very near.

He forced hinmself free fromthe paralysis of his terror and
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stared below, holding Cat's-Claw out fromthe rock so that the blade shed as
much |ight as possible. Those great yell ow eyes, slanted up at the corners in
oriental fashion, gazed hungrily at himfromjust a few feet bel ow the | evel
of his boot.

The light fromthe scimtar spilled over the | edge where the creature perched,
but though the Calishite could see the rock and patches of fungus and the huge
eyes of the thing, he could see nothing else. A black shadow bl ocked his view
of some of the rock, and fromthis he discerned a long, feline shape. He had
to guess the creature's shape nore fromwhat he couldn't see than what he
coul d.

Heavy |ids drooped over those terrible eyes in a slow blink, and i mediately
Daryth hurtled hinmself up the face. Perhaps, with luck, the |edge bel ow woul d
prove too narrow for the nmonster to gain footing to spring.

Hs left hand forced into a wedge, while his right still held the bl ade.
Daryth ki cked and scraped at the rock with his boots, |ooking for a foothold.
One boot caught on a rough spur, and he hoisted hinself up with grow ng
desperation. In a frenzy, he probed with his other foot, seeking any support
that would hold his weight.

A hot wound sl ashed through the | eather heel of his boot, into the sole of his
right foot. He cried out in pain as he felt a tug. Instinctively Daryth

sl ashed downward with Cat's-Claw into the black space below his foot. His

ot her hand began to slip fromits hold, but then the keen blade bit into
somet hing that twi sted angrily beneath the inpact and the tuggi ng ceased.
Gasping, he pulled hinmself up another few feet and wedged hinself into a
narrow, chimeylike crack that stretched vertically above him Turning his
back to the cliff, he held the blade across his lap and stared, w de-eyed,
into the bl ackness.

Even as he struck the thing, he realized, the creature had nade no sound.
Where was it now? Had it fallen back to the ground or to the | edge below? O
was it even now creeping up the cliff toward his tiny shelter? Was this where
he was destined to die?
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Cursing silently, Daryth attenpted to cast off these norbid thoughts. He
realized that his hands—his whol e body, really—were shaking fromthe close
call. Oddly, the first biting pain in his foot had given way to nunbness. He
twisted his leg anwkwardly to try to get a | ook at the wound. Resting
Cat's-Claw on his lap, he used both hands to pull his foot around, ignoring
the pain that again flared with the novenent.

H s eyes wi dened in shock, and the world began to spin around him Wth a
nmoan, he | eaned back into the crack, afraid he would faint. Mercifully, after
several seconds of dizziness, his senses cal ned somewhat. He felt terribly
weak, but he forced hinself again to | ook at the wound.



H s foot was gone—er at least half of it. Numb with disbelief, he saw that
some horribly sharp thing had ripped through the bottom of his boot and torn
off the forepart of his foot. Nausea rose in his throat at the sight of the
white bone, its red mass of flesh glistening, and the bl ood that dripped
freely fromthe gapi ng wound.

He | eaned forward and vonmited over the side of the rock, heaving until his
stomach was enpty. Weakly he | eaned again into the crack, not sparing a hand
even to wi pe his mouth. Then he forced hinmself again to | ook at the wound.
Though the heel and ankle remained intact, Daryth sensed that the wound had
crippled himfor |ife—-however long that |life mght be. The Calishite decided
he woul d gladly settle for one nmore sunrise at this point. He would nmake it to
t he dawn!

Wth that determ nation, his thoughts once again focused on his eneny. \Were
was the creature? The canp seened very near now.... Wasn't that Robyn stroking
his forehead? How gentle

Startled, he snapped to wakeful ness. The cold rock poked into his back, and
his cranped nmuscles tormented him He had | ost consci ousness. For how | ong? he
wondered. Curiously, the know edge terrified himnmnore than had any of the
events of the night. Death did not cause himgreat fear, as |long as he could
die fighting. But to grow weak, to | ose consciousness so that death could
creep up silently and claim
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hi mwhil e he remai ned unknowing . . . this he could not allow

He | ooked down again, and again he saw not hing but vast bl ackness. Whether he
had dozed for seconds or an hour, he couldn't know. How | ong could it be
before dawn? He felt with sickening certainty that night's cloak would | ast
for many nore hours.

Grunting in pain, he wapped the wound crudely, using cloth torn fromhis
tuni c. The binding quickly soaked through with blood, but it would serve as
m ni mal protection. Next he tried to lift hinmself fromhis awkward seat. Only
with great exertion did he finally pull hinself free fromthe crack. His
nmuscl es shrieked in protest. Once his wounded foot thudded into the rock, and
the resulting explosion of agony threatened to drive himnad. Gaspi ng and
choki ng, he clung desperately to the rock until the pain subsided.

Slowy, inch after pain-wacked inch, Daryth reached upward with his |eft
hand. Scraping his blistered fingertips across the rock, he found another of
the tiny cracks that had helped himclinb this far

Then he discovered another problem Allow ng his injured foot to dangle

| oosely, he tried to hold the scimtar in his right hand while lifting his

ot her foot higher on the rock. But the tiny handhold, gripped only with his
fingertips, didn't afford hi menough purchase for the nove.

Gimacing, he slid Cat's-Claw back into the scimtar's sheath, reluctantly
realizing that he now needed both hands for clinmbing. Gaining a hold with his
right hand, he pulled hinself up until he could wedge his left boot into

anot her crack. Once again he repeated the process.

This time his right foot crashed into a jagged spur of rock, and he cried out
fromthe pain. Instantly biting his tongue, he clung to the sheer rock face
while the world closed in around him Fiery gouts of pain erupted along his
leg, and tears flowed freely fromhis eyes.

Daryth's fingers began to slip fromtheir precarious holds, and he sensed the

certainty of death below him "If | let go, | die." He whispered the words
al oud, over and over, and
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from somewhere he found the strength to hold on. But even as his grip
strengthed, a great well of blackness opened up in his mnd as his pain
threatened to swell up and swall ow him

"Don't faint . don't... faint!" He chanted the words desperately to hinself,
struggling to retain consciousness, and finally the haze in his nmind began to



di ssipate. Nevertheless, he held tightly to the rock for several mnutes unti
he finally felt ready to proceed.

In this way, he worked hinmself up the cliff, moving with great deliberation
taking care not to strike his wound on anything. Cccasionally he wouldn't be
able to find purchase for his good foot, and at such tines Daryth lifted
hinsel f solely by the strength of his arns and shoul ders, holding his position
wi th one hand until he reached through the darkness to find another hold.

As he clinbed, he felt the horror that had cl oaked hi m di ssi pate. The
prickling of his scalp |l essened, and finally he was left with a sense of being
alone in the night. Not a friendly night, to be sure, but only the night.

Did he spend minutes, or hours, finishing his clinb on the wall? The Calishite
had no idea, though the tine seened to drag on for a half a lifetine. He could
have clinbed fifty feet or five hundred. The whol e ni ghtnmari sh ascent blurred
together in a collage of pain, endurance, despair, and determ nation

But at |last he reached the top. He sensed inmmediately, as he crawl ed onto the
flat surface above a sheer face of granite, that no nore cliff lay before him
He felt the wind on his face, and it carried the strong odor of forest rot.
Gasping in relief, he pulled hinself away fromthe brink and found the stunp
of an old tree to | ean agai nst.

He sat facing outward, toward the cliff. It took himseveral mnutes to
convince hinself that even a nonster of supernatural ability would not be able
to scranmble up that face. Only sonethi ng equi pped with hands, or w ngs, could
make such a clinb.

He | ooked toward the sky and saw not hi ng but vast and inky bl ackness. How nmuch
| onger could this night |ast? Wa-
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rily he pulled Cat's-Claw fromits sheath, using the faint illumnation of the

bl ade to | ook around.

| sol ated trunks of the dead forest stood arrayed around him as if the wood
had crept toward the precipice to | ook over the edge. Large broken pieces of
rock lay upon the ground, and these were covered with a phosphoresence that
caught the light of his weapon and anplified it. The patches of reflective
fungus gave the tiny clearing a friendly, welconing aura.

And then, between two of the tree trunks, at the limts of his vision but
unquestionably atop the precipice with him he saw the two yell ow eyes, stil
unbl i nki ng, and com ng cl oser

"\Where's Daryth?"

Tristan, standing lonely guard duty over the little canp, spun in surprise as
Robyn energed fromthe darkness. He had assuned she slept.

The Sword of Cynrych Hugh still |eaned against the rock, casting its Iight
around their small canp. Tristan worried about the possibility of the dim
light giving their position away, but sonehow this night had seened too dark
too black to face without some formof illumination. He wondered if it was
cowardi ce that caused himto | eave the sword out as a light.

"He... went off into the night." Tristan didnt want to confess that he had
sent his conpani on away. "We had an argunment. He got angry,"

Robyn didn't | ook surprised, just concerned. Tristan felt a need to talk to
her, but he didn't know what to say. How could he nmake her understand?

"We fought about you," he blurted suddenly.

" Ch?"
"He can't forgive the way | hurt you. | understand that—believe me, | can't
forgive nyself." Tristan groped for words to continue, to keep her |ooking at
him talking to him "Daryth ..." But he couldnt bring hinmself to tell her of
the Calishite's |ove
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"You fought, and then you sent himaway?" The words were cool and accusing.
"No!" The denial was instinctive, and he inmedi ately regretted it. "\es ... |
did."



"What's becone of the man | | oved?" Robyn seened honestly puzzled. "Wy do you
do such things? You have friends, foll owers, people who | ove you and wish to
hel p you! And one by one you drive us away!"

"I didn't wish that! | was bew tched by sonething, some force | don't
understand. | only know that | feared for you when you were gone. |If harm had
cone to you, | could not have lived with myself!"

"Rest assured, sire, that if harmcones to me it will not be your
responsibility to bear! | have control of ny own destiny; | have chosen this
m ssion for nyself. If | suffer because of that, so be it. The responsibility
is mne."

"Very well," said the king quietly. "But will you let me help you?"

"tes," replied the druid, equally softly. She turned and | ooked into the night
surrounding their canp. "I wonder where Daryth is. "

Taggar, shaman of Norland, threw down his ash-streaked deerskin and paced
angrily around the snoky | odge. The signs, he was forced to admit to hinself,
were all bad.

First, the king should have returned by now. G unnarch the Red, of course,

al ways pressed his raids late into the season, but w nter was about to begin
and there were still no signs of the Red King's | ongships.

Second, the stornms had roared into Norland fromthe Trackl ess Sea every ot her
day for a fortnight. Every shaman Anew that seven storms in fourteen days
bespoke great ill.

And thirdly, nost awful of all, was the news brought by the abject farner who
even now stood outside the |eather-bound shaman's [ odge. The wretch had | ost
ni ne sheep in one night!

Each of these onmens, inits own right, would have forced Taggar to call a

prophecy of ill will for the coming w nter
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Buf all three together . . . it was too much to conceive!

I ndeed, Tenpus was nmightily di spl eased. And Taggar thought that he knew why.
Tempus, brawny god of war and the deity worshi ped by nost of the northnen,
relished the clash of battle, the shedding of blood, and the triunph of
routing the eneny fromthe field. In normal circunstances, the northmen were
the perfect tools for furthering the ainms of Tenmpus. They had chosen him as
their god, and he favored themw th his bl essing.

But during the last war, the northmen had crusaded under the auspices of a

di fferent god, though the warriors thensel ves had been ignorant of that fact.
Tempus must have been angered by the slight, and the nmen of the north had done
not hing since to gain his favor.

Taggar was now convi nced, in the absence of his king and of any plunder of
battle, that Tenpus would call down his anger upon his people when they were
nost vul nerabl e, during the cruel nmonths of w nter.

For the god of war was not a patient deity.
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TIGER S - TOOTH AND CAT' S- CLAW

For a long linme, Daryth did nothing except neet the cold gaze of the predator
with his own unblinking stare. Neither the nonster nor the man nmoved a nuscl e,
t hough the Calishite strained to keep his eyes open. He felt it would be

di sastrous to blink

He wondered how the creature had clinbed to the top of the cliff. It had
appeared off to one side, not directly behind him so he deduced that it had
gone up or down the gorge for a distance until it found a place where the
sides were not so steep. Then it nust have clinbed the slope and cone al ong
the crest to find him

Suddenly the creature noved. Daryth saw the eyes di sappear behind the bole of
a tree, then appear again, still boring into him The thing slipped sideways
t hrough the woods, marking a semicircle around hi mbut not noving any cl oser
"Why don't you attack, beast?" hissed Daryth, feeling a bit giddy fromthe
strain. "Are you afraid? Yes, you know nmy cat's-tooth has a sharp bitel"



The creature did slink a little closer at his words, and Daryth found hi nsel f
wishing it would |l eap at himor do anything but this patient stal k. The beast
was, he sensed, playing games with him the way a cat plays with a wounded
nmouse. The anal ogy struck him as decidedly unpleasant, if accurate.

Gradual |y the man becanme aware of a duD grayness diffusing through the air. It
could not yet be called light. It seemed nore a slight lifting of the total
dar kness that had
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blinded himfor so long. A snoky haze drifted anong the gaunt tree trunks,

rem nding himof the scene after a devastating fire.

As the light gradually increased, Daryth w tnessed the advent of a heavily
overcast, foggy day. Even the minimal illunination was far preferable to the

i nky darkness. And he deci ded sonething el se, changing a decisi on he had nmade
in the depths of the night: It was no | onger enough to sinply live until the
dawn.

He saw the creature take form agai nst the forest, a nightmare thing of purest
bl ack. He saw the great shoul ders and massi ve, soundl ess paws. The gl eam ng
teeth, clearly visible in a widely gaping maw, seenmed to hunger for his flesh.
And he saw the long, sickening tentacles that coiled and twi sted fromthe
thing's shoulders, clearly dispelling any suspicions he m ght have had that
this was sinply a great panther.

And now, with the com ng of daylight, he formed a ndw goal for hinself: He
woul d slay this nightmare creature. He didn't know exactly how, for the
nmonster's physical tools far superseded his own. But that left hima battle of
wits, and the Calishite had al ways been proud of his wits. Indeed, he resolved
to outsmart the creature and bring it to its well-deserved death!

But how? Oobviously, he told hinself, with a trap. The designing of a trap was
a thing well taught at the Academy of Stealth, and a tactic at which Daryth
excel l ed. OF course, he had never tried to trap anything like this before, but
that was no deterrent. A basic rule of trap design states that no good trap is
identical in purpose or execution to any other trap. The very concept of
repetition, in a trap, becones a weakness.

He | ooked again at the nonster. The yell ow eyes stared back into his own, but
t he beast had not moved. It crouched between a tree and a rock, poised as if
to spring. The tentacles, which he could see nore clearly as dawn progressed,
writhed and twitched |ike disfigured snakes along the cat's back or over its
head.

Hs first decision to nake was, should it be a killing trap
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or a capturing trap? Killing, obviously. O if the trap could not be
ultimately fatal, it nust at |east smash the creature hard enough to all ow

Daryth to admi ni ster the coup de grace

Next he nmust take stock of the tools at hand. He had Cat's-GC aw, of course,
and the dagger, and rope . . . fire-starting tools, and trees, lots of trees.
And there was the precipice, he rem nded hinsel f.

He t hought about his selection for a monment and realized that the precipice
seened to offer the greatest chance of doing the cat harm though, of course,
if he could lure it under a large, leaning tree trunk, he could also hope to
give it a sound thunp.

The third consideration, the approach to the trap, did not offer ready

i nspiration. The woods here were open, and the little existing underbrush had
wi thered and rotted away. The cat-creature could go between the trees wherever
it pleased.

Neither did the cliff seemto offer an auspicious location for his trap
Though the rocky lip was sharp, nowhere did the ground sl ope down toward the
preci pice. Instead, it marched straight and level, right up to the very edge,
which neant it would be difficult to get the nonster to slide toward the drop
He | ooked again at the creature, which still held that unblinking gaze. The



nmonster watched the Calishite al nbst curiously now and seemed to be in no
hurry to attack. Slowy Daryth clinbed to his feet. He had to deterni ne how
nobi | e he coul d be.

A terrible aching throb exploded fromhis right foot when he tried to rest
even a fraction of his weight on it. Warily he | eaned against the tree and

sl unped back to the ground. He would need a crutch for any novenent at all

He stretched to his right and reached the end of a stout stick that had fallen
froma tree. Pulling it across his lap, he began hacking at it with his
dagger, all the while watching the creature as it watched him Soon he had cut
of f a short piece of branch, which he | ashed across the end of the | onger

pi ece for an arnrest.
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Switching Cat's-Claw to his left hand, he clinbed slowy to his feet, |eaning
his weight on the crutch. Wth an awkward hobbl e, he started noving away from
the creature, determined to find a location that would provide himwith his
trap.

H s foot continued to throb, but the pain had becone a fact of life, and he no
| onger took special note of it. He hopped for several steps, then | eaned
against a tree as he suddenly grew di zzy.

And then the nonster made its first audible footfall, directly behind the
Calishite. Daryth whirled in shock, dropping his crutch and transferring
Cat's-Claw into his right hand. The creature had bounded a hundred feet or
nmore in nere seconds! Now it snarled savagely, only a few paces away.

Daryth firmy anchored his back against the tree, feeling the rotten bark pee
away under his weight. He hefted the scimtar in both of his hands and stared
the creature full in the face. He felt no fear of the thing, just a cold anger
that, like his pain, seemed nore a fact of life than a raging enotion

The cat-beast came closer, creeping a pace at a tinme. The shiny bl ack body
crouched as if it prepared to spring after each slithering step. Wth
repugnance, Daryth saw the suction cups lining the |eathery tentacles. The
nmoi st |ips of each flexed and pursed as if seeking contact with the flesh of
their victim

The Calishite took no notice of the sun, which at |ast broke through the
norni ng haze as it crested the ridge across the valley. Though the woods

remai ned shrouded in fog, the small area on top of the cliff stood outlined
clearly in yell ow sunshi ne.

A deep, heart-stopping grow runbled fromthe creature's cavernous chest, but
even this awmful sound could no |onger bring a trenmor to Daryth's hand. He
carefully studi ed the approach of the nonster, nmarshaling his strength,

pl anni ng his bl ow.

Staring at the center of the nonster's forehead, he concentrated on the

pl acenent of his weapon. He doubted that
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he woul d have a second chance, but if his first blow could sonehow puncture
the bone there, driving into that w cked brain .

Snmoothly he raised the scinmtar, but not so high that the creature could slash
i n under his guard. The cat came on with no apparent fear, creeping alnost to
within his range w thout springing. Each breath the beast took now was a

prol onged and runbling grow .

Suddenly Daryth struck. The silver blade sliced downward faster than a norta
eye could follow, straight and true toward its target. Al the nuscle in the
Calishite's shoulders and arns, and all of the skill in his heart and nind
poured into that one bl ow.

The bl ade fell true, striking exactly at the point of aim but it passed

strai ght through the point, and the air beneath it, to crash harmessly into
the ground. His already precarious bal ance gone, Daryth pitched forward and
fell on top of the bl ade

There was nothing there! He whirled into a sitting position and reached out to
touch the i mage of the nonster, squatting beside himand glaring balefully.



H s hand passed right through the sleek black side, and he knew the creature
t here was not hing but air!

Then the nonster snarled again, and the sound brought a chill of horror to
Daryth's spine. The snarl came frombehind him In an instant, Daryth
understood the nature of the beast. This was a creature that appeared to be in
one pl ace but was actually somewhere el se! Daryth's bl ow had been strong and
true, at the inage of the beast, while the beast itself crouched behind his
unpr ot ect ed back!

An el ectric surge of alarmpropelled Daryth into a crablike scranble to the
side. Even as he noved, he felt the thunp of a great body |anding beside him
snel l ed the pungent scent suggestive of a great panther, somehow corrupted.
The Calishite whirled on the ground, ignoring the pain fromhis wound. H s
hand cane up, Cat's-d aw gl eam ng, and then the blade bit into sonething

fl eshy and nuscul ar. The nonster shrieked, an exaggerated feline cry of pain
DOUGLAS NI LES

and rage. Its inmage, now beside Darylh, recoiled several feet at the sane tine
as the man heard the beast retreat before him

The jolt of energy gave himstrength to stand, and once nore Cat's-C aw darted
forward. The bl ade whistled through the air, striking nothing, but onits

i ghtni ng backstroke, Daryth again found bl ood.

H s frenzy continued unabated as he pressed the battl e agai nst the ungodly
beast, shrewdly estimating its true |location before each silver slash. The
nonster recoiled, stunned by the savage attacks, but it quickly recovered.

A lashing tentacle wapped both Daryth's legs in a snake-like enbrace, pulling
himto the side as it twirled around himagain and again. He raised
Cat's-Claw, taking aimat the thing fromfeel since he could not see the
tentacle that inprisoned him

But then the other tentacle wapped tightly around his neck and his nmouth. It
jerked his head backward, and he gasped loudly as the air exploded fromhis

| ungs. The moist, sucking cups fastened thenselves to his face, and he
couldn't draw a breath. Suffocating, he squirmed fruitlessly in the grasp of
t he beast.

Then his heart was gone, torn fromhis ribs in a single crushing bite. And
with it went his life.

"The North Cape! Hone!"

The cry of the | ookout brought G unnarch the Red racing to the bow He stood
behi nd the proud figurehead and | et his eyes bathe in the view The fir
forests of coastal Norland gave the strip of land a green and lively cast,
especi ally when conpared to the unrelieved gray across the Sea of Mponshae.

Al ways the autumm homecomi ng was a |inme of reverence and thanks for the Red
King, but this year the feeling struck himas especially profound. There woul d
be great wailing in the | odges tonight as the cost of this mssion—a ship and
a full crewbecane known.

This wei ght did not bear as heavily on his shoulders as it
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woul d have in years past, however, for this year he brought back a thing he
had never found on a raid before. Always he returned with plunder, sonetines
wi th slaves, and ever |eaving new enem es behi nd.

But now, for the first tine, Gunnarch the Red returned froma raid with an
alliance. The news would be greeted with m xed enmpti ons by his people, he
knew, but he was enough of a |eader to make them understand the proper-ness
and useful ness of the nove.

He watched his steersman take the sleek vessel around the rocky prom nence of
North Cape and into the Bay of Norland. His own town lay on the shore, dead
ahead, and he could already see the signal fires sending the message of their
approach fromthe cape to the towmn. H's people, and his woman, woul d quickly
gat her and be waiting for himon the docks.

Ingra woul d understand. The Ffolk didn't have to be the eneny! And with her
hel p, he could make the rest of his people understand and accept.



The [ ongship pulled al ongsi de the stone quay just before dark. As he had
suspected, a silent throng had gathered there. Ei ghty men and two ships had
enbarked fromthis same quay seven nonths earlier. Now only half of those nen
returned, and many voices fromthe cromd were raised in grief. The Red King

i gnored the wailing of the wonen as he stepped proudly down the plank

Ingra stepped forward to greet him and he swept her into his arms, relishing
again the feel of her softness. She did not weep, for it did not befit the
wife of a king to display her enmotions in public, but he could sense her
relief as he held her.

And then he set her down and turned to | ook at the faces of his countrymen and
-worren. They | ooked back with a m xture of hope and apprehensi on as he spread
his arms to the sides and allowed his voice to boom across the waterfront.
"Sumon the fathers of the tribes! | will neet the chieftains of Norland in ny
| odge five nights hence! 1 amcalling a Council of Wnternight! W return

| aden with treasure, and
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those fanmilies that have lost their men shall be cared for. The renainder
shal | be divided at the council!"

And with this news, he dispersed his people, planting seeds of hope and
curiosity. A Council of Wnternight was a rare neeting, for travel over
Norland this late in the season was a hazardous affair. The northnen
understood that a matter of great inport would be discussed, and they sensed
correctly that their king was not about to tell themwhat it was.

But word went out to the hill villages and to the towns along the coast. The
fathers of the tribes packed for the journey, and by | ongship or by horse,
they began to nake their way to Norland, to the | odge of their king.

Four figures noved cautiously forward, |eaving the scant shelter of the dead
forest. They crept across a field of brown mud, toward a bl ack circle of

wat er. Each of them was shrouded beneath a thick fur cloak, though their arns
swung easily outside the garnents. Two of themcarried slender swords, while
the others were not visibly arned.

One of the figures gestured to another, the smallest of the band, and the

| atter paused. A strand of blond hair fell fromthe fur hood as the slender
formgestured angrily. Wde brown eyes glared fromthe depths of the garnment.
At last, with obvious reluctance, it turned back to the woods and took shelter
anong the bl eak trunks.

The trio approached the dark water, stepping between two white statues. One of
t hem studi ed the stone image, the |ikeness of a young woman dressed in sturdy
fighting garb. Then it turned back to join the two as they came to the very
shore of the water.

Cone closer... alittle closer. Bhaal willed the strangers to advance, to
touch the water. The god longed to reach forth and strike them down, but he

| ack the physical neans to push hinself beyond the surface of the water, so he
must wait for the victins to come to him

Bhaal sensed that these were ancient beings of enchantnent and peace. Vibrant
and very humanli ke, they were
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nonet hel ess not human. Their souls were nore lyrical than the rough
spirituality of humanity, and the dark god sensed that they would taste very
sweet .

Finally one of the figures knelt and reached forward, extending slender
fingers to the water's surface.

| mredi ately the blue |ight exploded upward, hissing and crackling as it
outlined the suddenly rigid body. The light sizzled through the air to strike
the second, then the third figure. The silver swords bl ackened, and the fur
burned from the hoods and cl oaks of the victinms.

Then the fire faded, and the three figures stood scarred and mi sshapen, killed
but not truly dead. The shells of their bodies shuffled slowy around the rim



of the well, taking up stations as Bhaaf's sentries. He did not hear the
fourth figure scream nor did he see it turn and flee fromthe well.

The god was satisfied for now, but the frustration of waiting for the victins'
approach still irritated him The physical |ocation of the Darkwell began to
seem a cl osed door rather than an opened wi ndow. And as Bhaal drained nore of
the Earthnother's might, turning that power to his own purposes, he longed to
take nore of a role in his machinations.

He woul d have to find sone way to project hinmself beyond this watery veil
Tristan awakened with a jolt of alarm He sprang fromhis bedroll, the Sword
of Cynrych Hugh gleam ng in his hand, and dropped into a fighting crouch as he
| ooked around for the source of his fear. Before he came fully awake, he woul d
have di sembowel ed any i ntruder

But all he saw was the dimgray light of an overcast dawn and the sl eepy
figures of his conpanions, stirring in their own bedrolls. Tavish, on guard
duty, leaned against a tree and regarded himw th rai sed eyebrows.

"Junpy this norning, sire? Indeed, you slept poorly. |'ve seen dancers that
nmoved | ess and singers nmore quiet than you were in your sleep.”

"Yes .. . junpy,"” he agreed ruefully, |ooking at the ghastly woods and its
supernatural cloak of fog. "But wth good
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cause, it would seem Did Daryth ever return?"

"No, sire," said the bard, grow ng suddenly sonmber. "I'mworried."
"So aml," nmuttered the king. A gnawi ng dread tugged at his subconscious.
"I'"ll put Canthus on his trail. We'll find him That forest is no place for a

man to be al one.”

"The sight of it's enough to send a shiver down my spine" agreed the bard.
"Though the | onesoneness is relieved sone by your rising. The |ast hour before
dawn, now there was a time | kept a nervous eye over ny shoul der!"

"I't's not the hour,"” interjected Robyn, stepping into the clearing. She had
sl ept several paces off. "It's the place."

"Myrl och Val e?" asked Tristan

"Myrloch Vale now, as it has changed. The vaDey has been taken over by sone
evil of vast power—nore awful than that |one cleric, certainly. Perhaps he is
in direct contact with his god.

"The dark force must be centered in the grove of the Geat Druid, for that is
the matrix through which flows control of the entire vale."

"And that, also, is where the druids remain entrapped in stone?" asked the
bar d.

"Yes. | intend to go there and break the power of this god!"

Tristan i nmedi ately wondered how Robyn planned to do this, but he dared not
ask her. lavish, too, seenmed curious for nore details, but she settled for a
shrug of her broad shoulders. "Well, I'min till the end this time. 1've a
hunch | nissed sone great ballad material when | left you on Calli-dyrr!"
"I"'mfam shed!" Pawl do's voice emerged fromthe depths of his bedroll. "I1'II
have t hree goose eggs, turned oh-so-very easy."

"Eggs? There must be bacon, too ... and cakes. Let's eat!" Newt lifted his
head from beneath the saddl e that had served as his tent.

"Cold bread," said the king, suddenly irritated by his conpani ons' good hunor.
"And we'll hit the trail in ten mnutes.” Tristan stretched his stiff mnuscles
as he slid the chain mail over his shoul ders. Even the heavy wool padding did
not
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prevent the chill of the iron links frompenetrating to his skin.

He saddl ed Avaion, then lifted Daryth's saddle to the back of the Calishite's
frisky chestnut mare. There he met Robyn as she brought their friend s bedrol
to be lashed onto the horse.

"Daryth went down the trail last night, farther into the vale," he explai ned.
"I want to put Canthus on his trail. If he's strayed fromour path, I'll try
to find him 1'Il catch up with you later."



"By all means," she agreed. "But we shall all go." She | ooked at himw thout
anger. "Qur first priority must be to find him"

By the time they had packed their meager canp, Tristan had |ocated the
Calishite's trail and shown it to Canthus. The noorhound i nmedi ately grasped
his master's neaning and started along the path at an easy | ope, his nose held
i nches of f the ground.

Tri stan, atop Avaion, rode behind the noorhound. Robyn, on Daryth's mare, cane
next. Newt al so rode the mare, perched possessively on the saddl ehorn before
the druid, while Yazilliclick rode in front of the king on Avaion. Pawl do and
| avi sh brought up the rear

The horses broke into a slow trot, uninpeded by any underbrush in the dead
forest. The trees here had once been |ofty pines, but now each was a bl eak
spire, prickly with the brittle array of its dead branches and surrounded by a

smal | heap of rotting needles. Their path, a former gane trail, meandered
anong these trunks, then gradually left the hill country and entered the
bottom and of Myrloch Vale itself.

Tristan put a hand on Yazilliclick's tiny shoulder to steady the sprite as the
horse took them over a rough part of the trail. He took care to avoid crushing

his companion's frail butterfly wings, but neverthel ess he noticed the
faerie's body trenbling under his touch.

"What is it, Yaz?" he asked, leaning forward and speaking softly.

"It—+t's this!" squeaked the faerie, gesturing around them
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in despair. "O all the places in the world—+he world, this one here, the
v-val e, was the closest to F-Faerie! And nowit's all dead—all dead!"
"Faerie? |'ve heard it's a magical place, unlike any other realm Is that so?"
"Ch, y-yes!" Yazilliclick brightened perceptibly. "It has fa-beauty and

magi c—and a w wonderful peaceful ness!"

"Where is it?"

"I d-don't know for sure. You go through a g-gate and you're in Faerie; it's
t hat easy—easy. There are so many gates, especially to here, to the v-vale."
"Did you come through one of then?" Tristan tried to divert the sprite's
attention fromhis nmisery.

"Ch, yes! L-Long ago, | cane here to the vale—+the vale. It was so beautiful
here, just like F-Faerie. Wi-why did they have to kill it all?"

"It is not gone forever. Whatever is causing this nust have a weakness. W'l
find it."

"It's all d-dead," wept the faerie, unconsol ed.

Tristan | ooked at the wastel and through new eyes and wondered at the evil
before him This vale had never been nore than a vast wilderness to him It
was well stocked with gane, to be sure, but he knew that, to Robyn, it was
very much nore. It was the center of her faith and the heart of her goddess's
power. He began to picture, very vaguely perhaps, what its desecration nmeant
to her.

Cant hus never hesitated for a nmoment as he trotted through the twists and
turns of the path. Sonehow Daryth had followed the trail through the thick of
the night, and the king marveled at this evidence of his friend s nocturna
skills.

The trail suddenly dropped into a rocky gorge, and here Tristan called Canthus
to slow as the horses nade their way carefully down the steep and gravelly
pat h. The noorhound sprinted ahead and then waited inpatiently. He pranced in
acircle in agitation, then dashed forward as soon as Aval on drew near.
Tristan |l ost sight of the hound as Canthus | eaped around a bend in the gorge
wal | . As always, the noorhound hunted
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silently, so the king heard no barking to help |ocate his dog.

Spurring Avalon into an easy trot, the fastest gait he dared on this rough



ground, he came around the sane bend. The stallion reared back in surprise,
his nostrils flaring, and Tristan's hand darted instinctively to his bl ade.
But the shock before themwas in its tale, not inits terror. Canthus had
stopped at the bottom of the sheer granite wall of the gorge. The hound stood
up on his hind legs, his forelegs reaching up the wall higher than the hei ght
of a man's head.

Fol  owi ng the gaze of his dog, the king | ooked up to see a garish streak of
bl ood across the face of the rock. The stuff had dried to a reddi sh brown
color, but its nature was unm stakable. Tristan raised his eyes and saw

bl oodst ai ns running down the entire side of the gorge.

Robyn cane around the bend then, and he saw her face grow pal e. She | ooked
first to the right, and then to the left. "Back up the trail! W can get out
of the gorge and cone around on top!" No sooner had she spoken than she
whirled the mare around and sent it racing up the trail.

Cant hus dashed between Avalon's | egs and raced up the gorge past Robyn. Daryth
had been the dog's trai ner and bel oved teacher, and Tristan sensed dire
urgency in the dog's nmanner. The gnaw ng dread he hinsel f had experienced al
norni ng broke into cold terror. Pawl do and Tav-ish, bringing up the rear
turned quickly and |l ed the colum out of the gorge. They raced along the rim
dreadi ng what they woul d find.

Hobarth wal ked anong vill ages of |eather-covered huts huddled in glens anong
the great fir forests of northern Gwnneth. This |land contrasted sharply to

Corwel |, which lay upon the southern shore of this sanme island. Wile Corwell
was pastoral and open, a place of farnmers and fields, this was a place of
hunters and warriors. Wile the Ffolk of Corwell |ooked to the land for their

sust enance, the northnmen | ooked to the sea. But they would die just the sane,
nmused the cleric. And their dying would give as nuch

127

DOUGLAS NI LES

pl easure to his god as would the passing of the nore peaceful Ffolk to the
sout h.

Finally the cleric reached the shore and saw the work of Bhaal in all its
glory. The northern shore of Gwnneth was separated from Onman's Isle by the
Strait of Oran. Upon QOman's Isle was the great fortress known as the Iron
Keep, former pal ace of the northman king Thel gaar |ronhand. Oman, and
especially Iron Keep and its sheltered bay, were the focal points of northnen
power in the Mbonshaes.

But this focus, already di med by the catastrophic Darkwal ker War, was about
to be diffused.

Already the waters of the strait |ay heavy and dark in the channel. The cleric
could see the rocky bulk of Oran's Isle, but his attention was drawn instead
to the sea itself.

Great patches of brown scum and thick foamfl oated across the water. Hobarth,
invisible to man, observed the distress in the northmen villages as sl eek
hulI's began to show signs of early rot and a putrid odor rose fromthe waves
and wafted ashore.

He wi tnessed the consternation of fishernen as they pulled bloated, rotting
fish fromthe strait. He watched with delight as a swollen, drowned body
washed into a quiet cove and frightened a group of womnen.

Soon the northern folk would ignhore these trifling i nconveni ences, as
Hobarth's god put his plan into action. Wen that happened, the existence of
pol lution or poor fishing or foul scent would nmean naught to these hunans. By
t hen, they would be confronted by the ravagi ng nenace of the sahuagin.

And wor se.

Kamerynn gal | oped through a stretch of marshy fen, his broad hooves sucki ng
effortlessly fromthe nmuck with each suppl e bound. Brown water splashed and
foanmed all around him streaking his flanks with grine. H's thick fetl ocks
clung to his legs, soaked in a nmass of putrid ooze that spattered to his
bel | y.

But he held his head high, and his nmane fl oated, unblem



1S8

DARK WELL

i shed, behind him H's ivory horn remai ned proudly upright, a challenge to the
desol ation all around.

Soon he charged up a snmooth sl ope and stopped on dry ground once agai n.
Normal Iy he woul d have paused to nibble a patch of clover or very young grass,
but now there was no food to be found.

Every day the unicorn progressed farther in his exploration of the devastated
val e. And each day, the scene around himgrew nore m serable, nore hopel ess.
Kamerynn's ribs now showed clearly through his dirty hide, but his stance
remai ned ever proud and unbowed.

And then he was off again, noving with the easy canter he could maintain al
day. He | oped through a chaotic junble of hills, where all the dead trees had
lost their roots in the sandy soil and lay Iike matchsticks, a nearly

i npenetrabl e tangle. The unicorn forged ahead, forcing his way anong the
trunks and nearly getting stuck before he energed fromthe other side.

He cane into a shallow draw and fol |l owed a pebbly stream bed, now dry, down
the center. This was free of trees, so he was able to canter again.

Finally the unicorn stopped in his tracks, his nostrils flaring. Hi s great
head sw vel ed as he | ooked this way, then that, before turning his attention
to the ground. A spoor lay there, crossing the path that Kamerynn foll owed. As

atrail, the spoor was conpletely invisible, for the thing that had passed had
neither disturbed even one tiny stone nor broken the nost insignificant of
twi gs.

Neverthel ess, its passing was witten boldly on the land for the eyes of the
uni corn. Kamerynn saw the nmark of four huge paws, carrying a heavy body of
suppl e grace. But the thing that nade the unicorn's ears perk upward and

wi dened his |large eyes was the fact that the spoor on the ground was witten
not in trail sign, but in sheer, pal pable evil

The god of nurder sucked hungrily at the warmlife of the Mdonshaes, like a
vanmpire claimng the blood of its vic-
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tim And like the vanpire's prey, the goddess Earthnother's strength faded
toward eternal nothingness.

The history of Bhaal is a tale of treachery and betrayal, murder and death, on
a scope undreanmed of by npbst creatures. Creatures of the | ower planes,
creatures of the nortal world-all had tasted death at the hands of Bhaal and
hi s minions.

But his killing had never before clainmed a god.
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Cant hus, leading the others along the trail, discovered the body first. The
nmoor hound probed Daryth's corpse nmournfully as Tristan di snounted and wal ked
slowy to the remains of his friend. He heard Robyn behind him but he did not
turn.

He had no doubt that the Calishite was dead. A ghastly wound had torn away
hal f his chest. The scene |ay under a bl anket of blood, nore bl ood than
Tristan could i magi ne. Nunbly he watched as Robyn knelt beside the body and

cl osed Daryth's eyes. She bowed her head, and he foll owed her exanple, too
stunned to conpose a prayer of his own. The others stood back silently,
sharing in their grief.

/ did this to himl a voice screeched in Tristan's mnd. He watched Robyn's
back, saw her shoul ders shake as she wept. At that nmonent, he dreaded, nore
than anyt hing he had ever feared, that she would turn to himand accuse hi m of
the very thing he was blaning hinmself for. If she did that, he knew that his
grief, and his guilt, would surely drive him nad.

In a noment, she rose and | ooked at himwith tear-filled eyes. Her gaze held
no accusation, only a deep, aching sorrow. "I shall find a place to bury him"
she said and wal ked into the woods.



Tri stan nodded dunbly and wat ched her go. As Robyn di sappeared between the
trees, his eyes were drawn unwillingly back to the corpse. Angrily he tore his
cl oak from his shoulders and knelt beside Daryth, covering himwth the
garment. And then he wept.
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"By all the gods, ny friend, I know | failed you!" He spoke softly, to hinself
only, and to Daryth. He hoped devoutly that the Calishite could know his

sorrow. "l did not deserve the loyalty of one such as you, and yet you gave it
to ne."

Tristan raised his eyes to the gray sky, staring upward through the blur of
his tears. "By those sanme gods, | vow to avenge your death. | know | cannot
bring you back, but | can only pray that your nenory will grant ne

forgiveness!" He wept for the loss of his friend, and for his own terrible
guilt in that |loss. He seened, everywhere, to be confronted by evidence of his
own failure. He felt as if his |life was degenerating into chaos. Al of his
failures seened to culmnate in the lifeless body of his friend, grow ng cold
in this dead forest.

"No nore!" he hissed, alnost inaudibly. Pressing his fists to his eyes, he
willed his tears to stop. He started at the touch of a hand upon his shoul der
and | ooked up to see lavish beside him

"He was a brave man, and true," she said, her own eyes noist.

"And | was the one— Tristan began angrily. "Don't say it!" warned the bard,
an iron edge in her voice. "You are the Hi gh King of the Ffolk, king of us
all. Qur destiny is wapped within yours, and sonme of us will die before you
reach that destiny!"

The king |istened. He wanted to argue, but the tone of her voice conpelled him
to remain silent.

"It grieves you to witness the death of those who serve you, and that is good,
for you rmust share our pain. But you cannot carry the blane for those deaths.
You nust have a goal, and that is the goal for all of our people. That goal is
t he inmportant thing!"

Tristan wanted to shout at her, to tell her that this was different. This was
a death for which he bore special responsibility, for it was brought on by his
own sel fi shness and arrogance.

But he said nothing. Instead, he thought about her words. It seened a |ong
time that he stood there, while Tavish sat beside a tree and began to strum a
sl ow ant hem on her |ute.
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The nmusic floated around him sweet and heartbreaking at the sane tine. It was
full of mnor chords, yet it resounded with a triunphant pattern that urged a
listener to | ook up, not down.

"I always knew he needed me to | ook after him" said Pawl do nfeerably. The

hal fling's face was red with grief. Tristan had al ways suspected that the

di mi nutive adventurer cared for the Calishite nore than he had adm tted.

Newt and Yazilliclick curled up dejectedly on the ground. The faerie dragon's
scal es had darkened to a deep purple, a hue the others had never seen himtake
on. Yazilliclick peered into the woods nervously, his antennae twitching in

agitation. Robyn returned, having found a suitable grave site, and Tristan
carried the body behind her. The others offered to help, but he would have no
assi stance for this task

They prepared Daryth for burial as best they could, covering his body and its
horrible wound with his favorite red cl oak. Robyn tenderly brushed his hair,
and finally Daryth had the | ook, alnost, of one who rested peacefully.

Tristan gently renoved the Calishite' s ensorcelled gloves and laid Daryth's
hands across his chest. Turning to Pawl do, he held the soft |eather objects
toward the halfling. "These cane froma place of long ago," he said haltingly.
"I think he ... he would have wanted you to have them™

The despondent Pawl do said nothing, but he took the gloves reverently and slid
them onto his hands. Though they had been too large for the halfling while



Tristan held them they quickly shrunk to a skintight fit.

They laid Daryth to rest in a small clearing, high above the w nding gorge.
Robyn said a quiet prayer over his body, asking the goddess Earthnother to
help his spirit inits search for fulfillnment. Tavish strumred anot her anthem
heart-breaki ngly beautiful, and they stood for a nmonent of silence.

Tristan stared at the rough ground, the dirt he had piled with his bare hands.
He had never felt nore forlorn. But all the tine he had | abored, a grim
resol ve had begun to crystallize in his nind, a determnation that this
drifting of his
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life into chaos nust end.

Hobarth deci ded that the conmunity before himnust be the largest on this
forsaken shore. He stood on a high, bald hilltop Iess than a nmile inland from
the town. Fromthe summt, he could see the wooden and ani mal - skin buil di ngs
scattered around the shore of a small cove. Rickety wooden piers jutted into
the water, and a nunber of small boats bobbed at rest.

It wasn't much of a town, but the other human settlenments he had di scovered
were even smaller, tiny fishing villages of a score or two buildings. The
north coast of Gwnneth seenmed a poor place for an attack, if plunder was the
object. The plans of Bhaal were not obvious to his hunble cleric, however.
Here Bhaal had ordered the attack, and so here it woul d be.

The waters of the strait were devoid of boats, as the filth of pollution now
spread thick across the surface. In the far distance, he could vaguely nake
out the bulk of Oman's Isle, faintly outlined through the haze. The sun had
passed into afternoon, but many hours of daylight remained.

The cleric spent several mnutes exploring the hilltop, finding a junble of
rocks that marked its highest point. He walked in a tight circle around this
summit, chanting a careful litany and dropping a powder made from finely
crushed di anonds. As he cast, a glowing pattern of |lines formed across the
rocks, until he had inscribed a circle of magic around the crest. The |ines
seened to have been carved into the rock itself, and they shimered with a
silvery cast, enclosing the cleric in a circle of enchantnent.

H s gl yph of warding cast, Hobarth could now prepare his nmajor spell in
security. He knew anything trying to interrupt hi mwould be stopped by the

gl yph, or surprised very rudely if it tried to penetrate the nagical barrier
Finally Hobarth sat upon the summit and closed his eyes. He called upon al

the faith in his black heart and all of the know edge in his tw sted mind

t hen began the spell of summoning. For long minutes, he sat as notionless as a
st at ue,
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his face winkled in concentration, his eyes tightly closed. Only the flaring
of his wide nostrils gave visual proof that he still I|ived.

But if an observer could have | ooked beneath the veneer of optical senses, he
could have seen the real proof of Hobarth's vitality. Concentrated in the

i nvisible enmpl oynment of magic, the cleric's spirit sent out a call deafening
in strength to those who could hear it, and conpelling in nature to those sane
l'i steners.

Beneat h the brackish waters of the Strait of Oman swam one |istener who heard
and i mredi ately noved to obey the summons. Ysalla, high priestess of the
sahuagi n and devoted cleric of Bhaal, had |ong awaited the call from her human
counterpart.

Ysal | a hovered in the upper reaches of the sea, where the sun's illum nation
penetrated dimy. The water here was shallow, and the snmooth bottom was
heavily layered with silt, but the priestess took no notice of this. She
drifted slowy between the surface and the bottom waiting.

Al'l around her waited the | egions of the sea. Standing abreast upon the bottom
stood the rank of ogre corpses that had perished in battle, only to be

reani mated by her priestesses and the power of Bhaal. The fat bodi es resenbl ed
nonstrous nmaggots, swollen fromtheir imersion. The bl ue-black water swirled



around them but the stolid corpses renained i mobile, awaiting the command of
the priestess and the black power of her god.

Behi nd the ogres cane the dead of the sea, the thousands of drowned sailors,
fishernen, and soldiers who had al so been ani mated from death to serve Bhaa
and his minions. Only after these vast ranks of undead cane the sahuagin

t hensel ves, the O aws of the Deep. They woul d swarm ashore in the wake of the
dead arny and conplete the annihilation of the foe. Aory to Bhaal and his

| egi ons!

And to his | egions across the strait, where King Sythissal and nore of the
sahuagin warriors massed in simlar nmght. As Ysalla sent her charges onto the
shores of Gwynneth, Sythissal would send his own fighters, lusting for blood,
into the human settlenents on Oman's Isle. Wen the
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coastal conmmunities had been ravaged, the two arm es would conbine to enter
Iron Bay and bring the great keep there to ruin.

Now t he sumons cane, and Ysalla sensed its source. The great yellow fins

al ong her spine bristled, and the priestesses of her order saw the signal
Their own spines bristled in silent acknow edgnent, and the | egi ons surged

f or war d.

The dead marched stolidly across the silt, clinbing the sloping shelves toward
t he beach. The sahuagin swam sl ow y behind them the entire mass gliding
through the water like great, sinister fish

Then the broad ogre heads broke through the listless surf, and eyel ess sockets
fastened upon the shore. The bl oated bodies |unbered fromthe shallows, their
cl ubs, axes, and great hamers held high. The skin of the lifeless nonsters
had bl eached to nmilky white during the long i nmersion, and the waterl ogged
bodi es nmoved sl owly, heavily forward.

They were indeed sl owbut they could not be stopped.

RolI's heart pounded as he left the tiny inn and wal ked the few steps to the
pier. The Starling bobbed prettily at dock-side, even amd the scumthat had
coated the water lately. Though small, the little sail boat was the perfect
setting for his purpose.

And here cane his purpose. Gmven wal ked to the boat with just enough eagerness
to excite his hopes and just enough restraint to calmhis nerves. For weeks,
he had been trying to get her to go off alone together with him

Now she smiled at him her brown eyes sparkling with a secret pronise that

i nfl aned his passion. She was not overly pretty, was Gmen, but she had a
lively manner that had caught KoU s attention when he had first purchased a
shield and jerkin fromher father, the |eather-worker of Codscove.

Short and slightly plunp, Gmen greeted himwith a shy smle. Her red-brown
hair was cut short, and Koll liked the way it framed her round, smling face.

I ndeed, as he was unusually tall even for a man of the north, they nade an
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oddly matched couple. His soft beard had finally covered his chin the past
spring, and now he stroked it selfconsciously as she made her way to the dock
He hel ped her into the boat, enjoying the unsteady noment when she | ost her

bal ance and | eaned on him

"Sit here," he offered, towering her to the bowseat. The line came easily free
fromthe dock, and he pushed the Star-tingaway, as if worried that someone
woul d cone al ong and stop him The breeze was sluggi sh at best, but the little
craft caught what little wind blew, and they pulled steadily away from shore.
For sone tine they didn't speak. Roll tried to ignore the lifeless brown of
the sea, wi thout conplete success. Indeed, fish were dying in whole schools;
cat ches were nonexi stent or diseased. Even these placid northmen of Gwynneth
were once again tal king of raiding as a means of survival.

Koll tried to banish such thoughts, know ng that Gaen was of a famly of
native Ffolk, while his ancestors were the plundering northnmen who had cl ai ned
these lands as their own a century before. Instead, he concentrated on his
passenger's eyes as she denurely | ooked away. Such pretty eyes they were! Shy,



but not afraid. Gwven had al ways fascinated himwith this air of denure
courage, so unlike the wonmen of the northlands.

He finally pulled in the sail and drifted calmMy. Codsbay was a distant mark
on the shoreline, though Koll could still distinguish individual buildings.
Wth the easy grace of the sailor, he noved to the bowseat and took Gaen's
hand.

She giggled briefly, but she did not turn away as he bent to kiss her. She was
warm and soft, her slight plunpness filling his arnms as he enbraced her
Suddenly he felt her grow rigid, and he saw her eyes open in shock, staring at
somet hi ng over his shoul der

Gren screaned as Koll spun around, his own eyes wi dening. The nost horrible
creature he had ever seen slithered over the transom flicking a forked tongue
toward him Its pale eyes bulged, and rows of sharp w cked teeth gleamed in
its widespread nouth. Its vaguely humanli ke body was conpletely covered with
green scales, and it used cl awed
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hands, with webbed fingers, to pull itself into the bottom of the boat.

In the instant of his turning, the northman froze in panic. Wat could he do?
He gaped in terror as the manlike formslithered forward. Suddenly his fear

gal vani zed into action, and he reached for one of the long oars. He lifted the
oar fromits | ock and brought it crashing down onto the creature's head as the
nmonster tried to stand. It slunmped to its knees, and he crashed the oar down
upon it again, snapping the wooden shaft in tw but dropping the creature
sensel ess into the hull.

"What what is it?" gasped the maid as Koll slunmped weakly to the bench

For a nonent, he could not speak. Bile rose in his throat, and he feared he
woul d | ose his breakfast, but finally his tongue freed itself fromhis terror
"I +'ve heard tales of the fish-men, dwellers of the deep. Sonetines they
struck ships, but only far at sea,"” The northman spoke slowy as he regai ned
hi s breath.

"Look . . . Codsbay!" cried Gaen, pointing to shore. They watched in horror as
a wave of huge white bodi es pl odded nenacingly fromthe surf and entered the
town, striking down any humans who did not flee before them And then another
wave of invaders rose fromthe sea, and still nore hastened in their wake.

Koll pulled the sail taut as they watched, and soon the wi nd pushed them
slowy toward the strait.

"Where are you goi ng?" cried the distraught young wonman as she saw his course.
"My famly's there. W' ve got to go back!"

Kol | nodded at the town. Flames had al ready begun to flicker upward fromthe

buil dings. "They've either fled, and are safe, or they did not flee. ... In
either case, we will not be able to help them™

She turned with a sob to watch the shore, seething in chaos behind them
"W'l] go to Oman's Isle,” he prom sed. "There we can get help and sail hone

as soon as possiblel™

O course, he couldn't know that Sythissal and the
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sahuagi n al ready swarmnmed across the length and breadth of Oran's Isle, and
that the survivors were already fleeing toward the cranped security of the

I ron Keep.

They rode steadily toward the Darkwell, each imrersed in private thoughts, but
they all shared the conmmon purpose now. Nothing else mattered until they could
confront the root of the evils that plagued the |Iand and had slain their
friend.

Tri stan wondered what Robyn woul d do when they reached the well. Sone secret
with the scrolls, she had indicated. Wiy had she refused to give himnore
detail s? This, he realized, was just another evidence of the depth of the
change between them She no |onger confided in himor sought his advice. He
realized with sharp clarity just how nuch he nissed her. For the thousandth
time, he cursed hinself, cursed the red-haired woman, cursed all the

ci rcunst ances of that fateful night.



Al'l he could do now was strive for atonenment, and so he would. Tb start, he
woul d see that the conpanions all reached the grove of the Geat Druid, and
the goal of their quest, alive.

For a while, they rode in silence, all of themsharing their grim purpose.
Even Newt seened to sense their resolve. He sat forlornly ahead of Robyn in

t he saddl e, curled against her stomach, silent for once. Behind her, lashed to
the saddle, rested Daryth's silver scimtar. Tristan had offered it to her as
they buried their friend and, reluctantly, she had accepted the gift.

Al the riders |ooked nervously this way and that, sharing a gri m apprehension
yet seeing no visible threat. Tristan took a neasure of confort fromthe fact
that the sharp-eyed halfling rode at the rear of the party. Then a bl ackness
gri pped him and he thought of how rmuch nore secure they would have felt with
Daryth's keen senses protecting their flank

He shook of f the thought and | ooked again toward Can-thus. The noorhound | ed
the party as they advanced care-
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fully into the heart of Myrloch Vale. Yazilliclick sat before the king on

Aval on's broad back. The little sprite held his tiny shortbow ready, with one
of his silvery, dartlike arrows nocked in the weapon. Hi s antennae quivered,
and the king wondered if they hel ped himto search the woods for enem es. He
hoped that they did.

Though the season was autumm, the chill in the air and the |ow, |eaden sky
bespoke nore of winter. No snow had fallen here yet, but the bleak wi nd bl ew
of f the highlands with an icy bite that penetrated their cloaks and cl othes
and flesh, cutting right to their bones. Shivering, Tristan pulled his wool en
cape nmore tightly around hinsel f, but even that offered little confort.

They followed a faintly visible trail through the black trunks. Though fallen
| eaves, now rotting, covered parts of the path, Canthus seened to have no
doubts as to the trail's location. Their route took them on a gradual decline
into the flat basin of the vale.

Soon they cane to the shore of a bleak and stagnant fen. The vast nmarsh reeked
with an air of death and di sease, and Tristan nearly gagged as the trail noved
along the fringe of the swanp. This nust, very recently, have been a thriving
wet | and, teeming with ducks and otters and other creatures. Now it |ay brown
and still, a lifeless snear upon the land. A few barren tree trunks jutted
froma vast swanp of brown, stagnant water. In other places, patches of thick
scum covered the surface.

He felt relief as the trail again returned to the woods, climnbing gradually
away fromthe fen. The return to the forest was only a slight inprovenment, for

still there was no sign of greenery or animal life, but at |east the abhorrent
stink of the swanp grew nore faint in the air. Still, the whole vale, forest
and fen alike, gave hima chilling sense, as if they were all cloaked in a

bl anket of deat h.

The ki ng watched as Cant hus stopped and sniffed nervously at the ground. He
saw t he hackles rise on the great dog' s neck, and he quickly di snmount ed.
"WWait for the others! B-Be careful —areful!" squeaked Yazilliclick
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Tristan | ooked back, surprised to see how far the rest of the party had fallen
behi nd. "Watch ny back," he ordered. "I want to see what's bothering Canthus."
He saw Robyn spur her mare into a fast trot as he turned back to his dog

Cant hus stood at a bare spot in the trail, turning his huge head this way and
that. Abruptly he grow ed and began to back toward the king. The hound's body,
stiff with tension, poised |like a coiled spring as he bared his great teeth at
a threat that remained, to Tristan, unseen

Suddenly the ground began to convul se under Tristan's feet, and he crashed to
hi s back, the w nd knocked from his lungs. Gasping, he saw Cant hus | eap
backward with a prodi gi ous bound that took the dog clear over his master's
body. Then cane an awful ripping sound, as of a body being torn asunder, and
he felt the ground quiver beneath hi m again.



Suddenly the firmanment beneath himfell away. For a sickening split second, he
felt himself hang in the air. In that sanme instant, a stinging wave of gas
expl oded fromthe yawni ng space below him sending fiery fingers into his
chest as he gasped for air. Geat roots dangled fromthe broken ground,
hanging into the hole, and Tristan felt poised, for a monent, at the brink of
doom And then he started to fall.

A great fissure had opened in the ground along the trail, and now the stunned
king lay at its lip, sliding into bottom ess darkness. Noxious fumes rushed
upward fromthe chasm again biting into his lungs, and then bl ackness cl ai ned
hi m

The nmoor hound rebounded instantly fromhis |leap and sprang forward to seize
his master's armin his jaws. As Tristan's body dropped into the pit, the dog
tightened his grip and held the king back fromcertain death. Canthus's paws
began to slip along the ground, and he grow ed savagely as he felt hinself
pul l ed toward the chasm Suddenly he tunbled forward, unable to hold the
king's weight, but even then he would not |let go. The dog still clawed
desperately for footing as both of them dropped over the edge.

Randol ph stepped wearily down the |long staircase at the
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heart of Caer Corweil. Once again, another day drew to a close as he |eft

unfini shed the great nmajority of the tasks he had set for hinself that day.
True, his duties as captain of the guard occupied himfor many hours each day.
But nmore significant was the burden of governing the kingdomin the absence of
Ki ng Kendrick. He would not have believed the petty bickering causing strife
anong the popul ace were he not forced to hear the conplaints hinself!

Pont swai n, of course, was no help whatever. The |ord enjoyed the bounty of
Tristan's cellar and pantry and the hospitality of his keep, but he did little
to aid Randol ph with the daily chores of office. Instead, Pontswain was nore
likely to sit brooding in the Great Hall, alone or with one of his favorite
kitchen maids. The lord would gl ower at the Crown of the Isles, gleaning where
Tristan had left it upon the great mantle, and declare to all and sundry that
the real honors belonged to him

Randol ph passed beneath the wooden arch into the Great Hall and saw Pont swai n
sitting in his usual position. The lord sprang to his feet as the captain
ent er ed.

"What's the neaning of spying on nme like this?" denmanded Pont swai n.

"Don't be ridiculous, nmy lord. I"'msinply going to the kitchen on ny way to
check the stabl es—and by what right do you chal |l enge me?" Randol ph had grown
tired of Pontswain's constant suspicions and accusati ons.

"By the words of our liege, who left responsibility for his kingdom entrusted
to both you and ne!"

Angrily the captain stonped through the hall, his appetite gone. He disliked
Lord Pontswain heartily, and the man's every word seemed designed to irritate
himfurther. He hated to place personal prejudi ce above his professiona
caution, but a conclusion was inescapable.

Lord Pontswai n woul d bear wat chi ng.

Robyn absently stroked the back of the faerie dragon. Her mind dwelled on

t houghts of Daryth, despite her attenpts
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to remain alert to the possibility of danger around them The devastation of
the forest weighed heavily on her spirit, and she found it difficult to | ook
at the bleak terrain. Thus, she strayed easily into remn niscence.

She thought of her first meeting with Daryth, when he had just stolen her
prince's coin purse and Tristan had caught the thief after a | ong chase. She
renmenbered the flashing hunor in his black eyes, and the even match between
the Calishite's skills and Tristan's, though even then, as the two nmen had
formed their friendship, the prince had stood out clearly as the | eader

Tri stan! How her anger flared whenever she thought of him She did not blane



himfor Daryth's death, though it occurred to her that she coul d. But whenever
the picture of Tristan's infidelity came again into her mnd, the bitter ache
of anger flared brightly within her. Coupled with the rage, and there was no
other word for it, came a bleak sense of utter confusion. It seenmed that al

t he t hings upon which the foundations of her life rested had begun to fal
apart around her.

Desperately she sought an expl anation for the absence of the goddess, for her
deity's silence when the druid prayed. Al the possible answers | oonmed as too
frightful for contenplation. Had the goddess perished forever fromthe earth?
Had Robyn unknow ngly enraged her spiritual nother and thus cut herself off
from her confort and power?

And Tristan. Had the woman in Caer Corweil bew tched hin? O was his |ove so
frail that he could be drawn from Robyn by a sinple flirtation? She
desperately hoped that the former explanation represented the truth, but even
if it did, she wondered if she would ever be able to forgive him

She whi spered a soft prayer, but the words seenmed to echo hollowy through the
dead woods. Never had she felt so alone, so separated from her goddess. It was
as if a great void had opened up, and neither her faith nor the nmother's m ght
was great enough to bridge it.

Wth a start, she cane back to her surroundings, surprised as Newt junped to
his feet before her. The faerie dragon arched his back |like an angry cat and
stared around
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the mare's neck, straight at Tristan

"Somet hi ng woke me up!" he conpl ai ned. "Hey, what's the matter with Cant hus?"
Robyn saw the dog leap, felt the ground shake as the fissure expl oded bel ow
the king, and instantly kicked her mare into a gallop. She saw Tristan fall to
the ground. Yellow and red clouds of gas burst fromthe hole, seething through
the woods. Her heart rose into her throat as she saw the king, apparently
unconscious, slip into the crevasse.

Newt buzzed into the air, his gossaner wings invisible with the speed of their
flapping. Like an arrow, he darted toward the fissure.

A fear like none she had known gripped her as she saw Tristan di sappear from
sight. The struggling Canthus slipped closer to the edge, and then his
forefeet dropped away. She was too far away to reach them and she could see
that even Newt would not get there until they had plumreted to whatever fate
awai t ed them

"G orus, vih-tali essathaf

Robyn cried the words to a desperate spell, an enchantnent that offered

m ni mal hope of arresting their fall, but it was the only action she could
think of that m ght help. She cast her spell of plant grow h.

The casting of a druid spell summons the power of the Earthnother directly,
using that mght for the working of the magic, but the power for this spel
cane from Robyn's heart, and for a nonent, she felt dizzy and weakened.

Even as her vision blurred and she swayed in the saddl e, she saw the roots and
brush at the fringe of the fissure begin to spurt upward. Canthus di sappeared
fromher view as the growi ng tangle of vegetation sprouted around him The

thi cket continuing to grow, withing constantly, along the edge of the
fissure. She could not see whether its tendrils extended down the inside of
the pit.

I n anot her nonent, she had reached the gap. Quickly she | eaped to the ground,
t hough she staggered unsteadily and had to grip the reins of the nare for
support. The awful terror she felt held her back, and she could not bring
herself to look into the fissure.
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Newt, appearing and di sappearing rapidly in his agitation, buzzed around the
fissure. "They're here! You saved 'enl Cone on, you guys. Get out of there!
Hey, Tristan, wake up!"



Weakly she stunbled to the lip of the gaping pit, gagging on the stench of the
gas that rose fromthe wound in the earth. Though the tangle created a weblike
mass of branches, she slipped anong themwi th the druid' s natural ease. Then
she saw the king, clutched firmy in the grip of the young branches, held
noti onl ess against the dirt wall. Can-thus was caught in the bushes as well,
but the nmporhound squirnmed his way upward as Robyn reached down for the king.
Newt continued to buzz overhead until a whiff of gas swirled around him The
dragon turned instantly fromgreen to orange, sneezing loudly. Wth a sudden
bolt, he darted to the side of the pit and | anded, coughing and gaspi ng.
Tristan's face was blue. Though the gas had thinned out somewhat, Robyn
suspected that he had breathed it heavily. Had it already killed hinf She

bani shed the thought, sonmewhere finding the energy to heave upward on his linp
body. It woul dn't budge.

"I"ve got you, honey. Let's pull!" She heard Tavish's voice as she felt the
bard grab her waist, but even pulling together, the two could not free the
king. Horrified, Robyn watched Tristan's |ips grow bl ack

"G orus, desitor ehahyl" cried the druid, once again summoning a spell. She
felt herself grow dizzy, but she forced herself to retain her grip on the
king. Al around her, she could feel the plant growth recoiling, twi sting free
and pulling away from her

And from Tristan. The king fell free fromthe plants, with Robyn barely
managi ng to keep a grip on his arms. Then Tavi sh heaved m ghtily and t hey
pulled Tristan's linp formonto the lip of the fissure. Wakly she pressed her
mouth to his, forcing air fromher lungs into the king's. She pressed downward
against his chest to force out the bad air, then blew inward again. Over and
over she repeated the process, with Tavish taking over when the druid
col l apsed from

145

DOUGLAS NI LES

exhausti on.

Desperately she watched the king's face, begging for a sign of life, but his
col or remai ned that awful blue.

"It—+t's the p-poison!" stammered Yazilliclick, slunping mournfully beside the
druid. "He gets the air—the air, but the poison takes his 1-life."

Robyn sat up weakly. O course .. . the poison of the gas! Wy hadn't she
realized that? She | eaned over the linp formand pushed | avish asi de.

"Banlie, venali!" she gasped frantically, pressing her hands firmy to his
lips. Once nore she felt the nagic flow fromher body as she called upon a
potent spell of druidic healing. It would work only to relieve the effects of
venom Devoutly she prayed that the poison was the real nmenace to Tristan's
life.

And then the dizziness rose within her again, as once nore the power of her
spell was drawn directly fromher soul. The void between herself and her
goddess remai ned vast, so she could only draw upon her own, suddenly depl eted,
reserves of magic. Her vision blurred, but she saw Tristan's eyes flicker open
and heard his lungs gasp great, sweet breaths of air before she | ost

consci ousness and sl unped notionl ess across him

lavish lifted the druid gently and | aid her beside the king, checking to see
that her heart still beat and her breathing remained regular. Pawl do had
gal l oped to the fissure and di snounted. Now he knelt beside Tristan, taking
the king's large hand in both of his own. Tristan coughed and gagged, draw ng
deep and raspy breaths. The halfling's eyes, however, never ceased darting
about the woods as he watched for an attack fromthat quarter at any nonent.
But the scene renmained, for the noment, quiet. A great oval had been ripped in
the earth beside them The bottomlurked in the invisible depths, where
seethed a riotous mxture of yellow, green, and orange gases. A powerful odor
sul phurous in nature, with a stinging bite of even nore sinister and unnatura
substances, rose fromthe pit and filled the air around them

Tristan sat up, still groggy, and his eyes w dened with
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alarm at the sight of Robyn's notionless body.

"She'll be all right," said the bard softly. "She used her magic to save you.
It seemed to take a lot out of her."

"I"'mgetting |ightheaded," said Pawl do suddenly. "Let's get away fromthis
hol e. "

"Good idea," said lavish, Iifting Hobyn easily in her broad arns. Tristan
clinmbed anwkwardly to his feet, while Newt and Yazilliclick darted into the
air, ready to look for a suitable resting place. Paw do, aided by Cant hus,

gat hered the mounts that had drifted away fromthe noxi ous site.

"The cloud drifted toward the fen in the | ow ands,"” observed the bard. "Let's
make our way upslope.”

By the time they reached the crest of a low hill beside the trail, Robyn had
regai ned enough strength to wal k sl owy, aided by Tavish. They coll apsed on
the first level patch of ground they could find, and Robyn | ooked at them al
with a tentative, fearful gaze.

"What is it?" asked Tristan, reaching for the druid' s hand. She let himtake
it, but she | ooked past himas she replied.

"They' re goner she whispered, frightened. "The spells | cast... they cone to
me through prayer. And when | cast, the power of the enchantrment is the power
of the goddess hersel f.

"But the goddess gave me no power for the spells | cast today. It's as if each
was torn fromny nmenory, whole. There's nothing left!"

"But can't you pray to the goddess to get them back agai n?" asked Tristan

"I can no longer hear her. | don't know if she speaks or even lives. It's as
if we've entered another place or a different plane—ene where ny goddess has
no presence."

"You must conserve your strength," said Tavish. "Use your magic only if it's
absol utely necessary." They were all aware, but none nmentioned it, of how
necessary her magi ¢ had al ready proven that day.

"I"'mready to go now," the druid announced. "W must keep noving!"

"I'I'l take the lead this time," offered the bard.

"And ne!" piped New .
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"Yaz and | will bring up the rear," added Pawl do. This left Tristan and Robyn
riding in the center of the group. For a time, the king foll owed the druid,
riding in silence, but when they reached a place where the woods opened into
broad cl eari ngs, he pushed Aval on gently forward to her side.

"Tavish told me what you did," he started out awkwardly. "I owe you ny
life..,." He trailed off, unable to express his gratitude and his |ove.

She turned, and for a nonent she smiled at himlike the maiden he had fallen
inlove with. Only her eyes, dark and sonber, betrayed her maturity and

pur posef ul ness. "The | and of Corwell needs you," she said sinply.

"And what of the druid Robyn?" asked Tristan, his heart pounding. "Does she
need ne?"

"I... need to serve ny goddess, to the whole of my being." Robyn's voice
carried firmresolve. "That is the nost inportant thing in all the Realns to
me." A door slamed shut before the king, and he was |left shivering in the
col d.

"Hey, you guys, get up here!"™ Newt darted fromthe trees to hover before them
his tiny nmouth split in a toothy grin. "You' ve never seen anything like it
before, 1'll bet! Cnon .,. hurry!" The faerie dragon dashed away, dodgi ng

i ke a hunmm ngbird anong the tree trunks.

The pair called to Paw do and urged their horses into a run. In nmonents, they
broke fromthe woods to gaze upon the bl eak shore of sonmething the Iike of

whi ch, to be sure, neither of themhad ever seen before. It was the size of a
small | ake, with a snpboth surface of glistening black

"Tavish says it's a tar pit, though how she knows that, I'msure | can't tel
you!" The dragon darted across the flat surface before them pausing in mdair



to sniff at a bubble. He flew back to themand |ighted upon the stuff.

"No!" cried Tavish, too |late. The dragon's four feet touched the sticky
surface, and though he tried to spring back into the air, he found hinself
stuck fast.

Tristan laughed, in spite of hinself, and drew the Sword of Cynmrych Hugh with
a flourish. "To the rescue, wrnl" he announced, |eaning forward to slip the
bl ade, flat side up
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under Newt's belly. He lifted with a smoboth notion, and the dragon popped free
of the tar. Newt flew off in a huff to rest upon a tree linb and try to cl ean
his sticky paws.

"There was never anything like this in Myrloch Vale before,"” observed Robyn
solemmly. Tristan sensed that this was yet another exanple of the blaspheny
that had fallen upon this sacred ground.

Suddenly he heard Cant hus bark fromthe shore of the pit, and he saw the

hal fling, still nounted, galloping toward the dog. Just then, Yazilliclick
popped into sight. "Cver th-there! It's a firbolg—a firbolg!"

"Afirbolg!" cried Tavish. "Now, that's nore like it. At least there's a
nonster | can understand!"

Tristan and Robyn ran along the shore of the tar pit, with Tavish cl ose

behi nd. The king still held his sword and Robyn her staff. The bard brandi shed
her lute, keeping the borrowed shortsword in its scabbard at her waist. In
nmonents, they reached Pawl do's side. The halfling stood with an arrow nocked
in his shortbow, but he didn't shoot. Canthus stood before him growing at
somet hing lying on the very shore of the tar pit.

The creature was indeed of the race of m sshapen, hunchbacked gi ants known as
firbolgs. H's black, beady eyes glittered at them over a great bul bous nose,
and his face split into a gap-toothed snarl that revealed only a few yel |l owed,
crooked teeth. He lunged suddenly at them but fell short, and Tristan saw why
the creature's attack had been frustrated.

"Why, he's stuck in the tar!" said the bard in amazenent. "I've al ways want ed
to see one of these things up close. Wiat an opportunity!"”

"Be careful,"” warned the king. Suddenly he grabbed Tavish and pulled the bard
backward as the firbolg Iunged a second tine, a bit farther than he had at
first. "He's shrewd enough to fake us into com ng closer."

They saw that the firbolg had somehow enbedded both feet, to mdcalf, in the
edge of the tar pit. He had nanaged to fall backward onto solid ground, but
his feet were firmy anchored and he could not break free. Instead, he snarled
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and snapped at them then jabbered sonmething in his crude, brutish tongue.

"I feel sorry for the poor thing," said Robyn. Tristan, to his great surprise,
found hinmself in full agreement—perhaps only because the firbolg represented a
fam liar thing. Though an eneny, the firbolg was a natural elenent of the
vale, the first such they had encountered in this bleak place.

He | eaned forward to get a closer look at the firbolg's plight, and was
rewarded with a swinging club of a fist that would have crushed his skull had

he not skipped out of the way. "1'd be inclined to help him" he decl ared
ruefully, "but | dont think he'll let us."

"Maybe | can help." In a swift notion, the bard lifted her lute from her
shoul der and strunmed a pleasant chord. She followed it with a trill of Iight

notes, then several nore rich and gentle chords. Tristan saw the firbol g | ook
at her in amazenent, and the belligerent ook on his face faded to an al npst
trancel i ke gl aze.

The king noved closer, and the creature started to turn toward him but |avish
strunmed vi gorously and the firbolg turned back to the nusic. "We'll have to
use one of the horses to get himout," whispered Tristan

He whistled to Avalon. The firbolg turned suddenly at the note of dissonance,
but the thing had been pacified again by the time the stallion trotted over.



Tristan unwound coils of his |long rope and approached the giant, while Robyn

| ashed the other end to his saddle.

Keep pl aying! Tristan thought, concentrating on the music as he reached around
t he wai st of the nonster and | ooped the rope as far up on his chest as he
could. The firbolg remained entranced by the nusic, a | ook of utter

pl ac-i dness on his face, as the king backed away and fastened the other end of
the rope to the stallion.

"We're taking an awful chance," whispered the concerned halfling, a nervous
observer of the preparations. "Wat if he gets free and suddenly changes his
taste in nusic!"

Smiling with nmore confidence than he felt, Tristan turned to the stallion
"Go!" he cried, slapping the steed on the runp. In an instant, Aval on sprang
forward, the rope cane
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taut around the firbolg, and the nonster gave a thunderous bell ow of surprise.
Scarcely pausing, the stallion lunged farther, and the giant toppled to the
ground. Wth an additional grunt, Avalon pulled himfree of the clutching tar
The nonster leaped to his feet with an even | ouder bell ow and turned toward
Tavi sh, the nearest of the conpanions. The bard sniled broadly and stroked the
lute, a softer, slower rhythmthan she had pl ayed before.

The rage fell fromthe creature's face as the nusic again held himin thrall.
The firbolg cocked his head to the side, as if to hear better. Wen Tavish
stepped away fromthe tar pit, the firbolg followed nutely. "Wat do | do
now?" asked the bard, slowy grow ng concerned.

And then the horror expl oded fromthe woods.

Kamerynn | oped tirel essly along the spoor of evil that lay like a broad stripe
across the land. He followed it for a day and a night, never resting.

A sense of urgency gripped him as if he knew that here, anong all the evil
and corruption around him was the focus for his vengeance. Here was an eneny
he could fight.

The uni corn cane upon a scene of battle, where the beast had attacked a man.
Kamerynn paused in surprise, for the spoor of the man was unusual in the dead
vale. He saw that the man had been driven to a cliff by the approach of the
nmonster, and that he had suffered a bl oody wound as he had clinbed away from
t he danger.

Then the unicorn foll owed the spoor once nore, to where the creature had raced
al ong the base of the cliff to a gap where the sl ope was nore gradual. Here it
had bounded easily to the top, though the clinb was still precipitous. It was
only with great difficulty that Kanerynn struggl ed up the sane sl ope

And then he canme upon the scene of blood and death. The man had died, and

ot her humans had cone. .

Kamerynn froze, his nostrils widely dilated, as he sniffed at the footsteps of
t hese other humans. His heart quivered with hope, but the scent was so faint!
He found the place
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where they had buried the man, and here his hopes were confirmed, where the
one he hoped for had knelt beside the grave and left a strong scent for his
nose.

The druid had returned! She was in the vale! Eagerly he explored the area,

finding with a chill that the great beast had |lurked in the woods cl ose by
whi |l e the humans had buried their dead conpani on.
The unicorn's chill turned to black terror as he saw that the creature had

cone out of hiding to follow the path of his beloved friend, stalking her and
her compani ons as surely as the cat stal ks the mouse.

A great sigh arose fromthe land as the Earthnmother's spirit fled the drained
corpse. Bhaal |eered hungrily over her flesh, and all of Nature paused a
nmonent to sense the historic passing.

Across the land, raging stornms died. Wndy skies becane still, and the rolling



swells of the seas flattened into utter calm The |ands thenselves did not

| ook so very different. Crops still thrived, aninmals bred, and the Ffol k and

t he northnmen went about their business with scant notice of the change.

But to those of keen eye and sensitive soul, the change was apparent. The | and
had lost a certain luster, a quality of aliveness that was uni que to these

i nsignificant isles.

Thus ended the I ong reign of the goddess Earthnot her
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Hobarth watched the attack on Codscove with rapt fascination, once his own
part of the m ssion had been acconplished. He had felt the priestess's
response to Bhaal's command, and he knew that the | egions were ready. Now the
fat cleric had naught to do but enjoy the carnage.

O carnage there was plenty. The ogre corpses |unbered through the town,
smashi ng doors, attacking the few humans who tried to oppose them Hobarth
chortled at the sight of a brawny northman who |lurched froman inn, wielding a
massi ve axe. The warrior bellowed in berserker frenzy, striking the armfrom
one of the ogre corpses, but another undead stepped in and crushed the nman's
skull with a blow from a heavy club. The arnl ess one stepped over the body and
smashed in the door of the inn, lunbering inside. Fromhis hilltop, the cleric
observed ot her patrons |eap fromw ndows or bolt fromthe back door

He saw the dead of the sea shuffling in the wake of the ogres, seizing fiery
brands and flinging thematop the thatched buil di ngs. These dead noved slowy,
but occasionally a victimfell into their clutches—such as one woman who
hurried back to retrieve her toddling child. The cleric saw the zonbies fal
upon the pair, seizing the babe and tearing it fromthe scream ng nother's
arms. More and nore of the nonsters joined the slaughter, formng a |urching,
frenzied nob that conpletely buried the doomed humans.

The final wave of the attack struck with the nost savagery, for though the
undead kill ed unhesitatingly upon
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conmmand, they did so without enotion. The sahuagin, coming on the heels of the
ani mat ed corpses, slayed with relish. Hobarth saw the fish-men search through
the rubble for survivors. Draggi ng these unfortunates from conceal nent, the
nmonsters di spatched themwith carefully placed stabs of their tridents or
cruel, deliberate slashes with sahuagin claws. Always the death was |ingering
and pai nful .

Finally the pace of battle slackened, and the huge cleric rose fromhis rocky

vantage to |unber down the hill. The undead had shanbled inland, in pursuit of
the fl eeing popul ace, and the sahuagin were left in control of the town.
Before he entered the ruined settlenent, Hobarth munbled a quick spell, one

that enabled himto speak to these nonsters and be understood. He had no doubt
that his nessage woul d guarantee him free passage.

A trio of sahuagin spotted himas he stepped between the ruins of two

buil dings. Hissing, they turned their tridents toward hi mand advanced.

"Take me to your mistress, the high priestess Ysallal" commanded the cleric,
his voi ce a boom ng human command. But the words registered clearly in their

di m brains. They paused in surprise, hissing anong thensel ves, clearly taken
aback by the appearance of this hunman who coul d speak their tongue.

"W will do as you say," announced one, finally stepping forward. H s sibil ant
speech was cl early understandabl e by Hobart h.

"You are wise." The thing | ed Hobarth to a gory scene at the shore, where torn
human bodi es forned a massive pile. Hundreds of the sahuagin were gathered
around, reveling in a feeding frenzy. Many of them turned and hi ssed or
started toward the cleric, only to be turned away by a conmand from Hobarth's
escort.

A huge sahuagi n suddenly reared before him It bristled with a headdress of
sharp spines, its color bright yellow, in contrast to the green of nost of its
conpani ons. Hobarth sensed i mediately that this was Ysall a.



"Greetings in the nane of Bhaal. You have won a mighty victory,'
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"You are the human cleric." The creature | ooked at himw th pale eyes, devoid
of enotion. Suppressing a shudder, he sensed that the high priestess would as
soon eat himas speak with him Only their obeisance to a shared master
restrained her. "Wat are the comuands of our [ord?"

"We are to await his order here. He will send us either against the Iron Keep
or Caer Corwell. When he does, the might of Bhaal will be revealed to the
humans in all their fol-ly»

Ysalla's sibilant voice did nothing to quell Hobarth's unease. He felt as

t hough he spoke with a snake. The sahuagin cleric | oomed over him her sleek
body di splaying Iines of tough, wiry sinew. Her yellow scales glistened,
streaked as they were with red human bl ood.

"Why are there two targets?”

"The Iron Keep is close by and sits astride your route fromKressilacc to
Gwnneth. Corwell is nore significant, as it rests upon Gwnneth itself."

"I know this Iron Keep. Many of the |ongships rest there or return there after
they cross the sea. It is a good target. The humans there have di spl eased our
god?"

"They are ... in the way." Hobarth found the concept of the attack difficult
to explain. He hinself had doubts about assaulting a target not directly
useful to the defense of Gwnneth, but his god had conmanded the attack. He
explained to Ysafla the words of Bhaal: "The hunmans will then have no place to
flee to when we conplete the destruction of this island, Gwnneth. Bhaal will
claimas his domain the lands in the heart of the isle. You and your king are
free to claimthe coast."

Ysal | a hi ssed, which Hobarth understood was an expressi on of eagerness or

he began.

per haps bl oodlust. "And you will swimwith us to Iron Keep?"
"I shall walk my own paths," said the cleric, looking at the water with a
shudder. How he hated the sea! "But fear not, | shall be there when you

arrive."

"What is fear?" asked the high priestess, puzzled. And then she turned back to
her bl oody feast, and the cleric slipped quietly away.
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Thorax the owl bear grew nore and nore angry with the passing of each day.
Though it stalked the vale tirelessly, pressing ever outward, away fromthe
Darkwel 1, it could find no trace of prey. Like Shantu, Thorax desired bl ood
for the joy of the kill, not for any need for sustenance. But the ow bear

| acked the displacer beast's cold cunning and shrewd sense of stealth. Thorax
was a creature of stupid nature and brute strength.

And so the nmal formed brute |unmbered along. It turned its feathered head around
on its broad shoul ders, |ooking behind itself like an owl. The ow bear wal ked
sometines on all four of its massive paws, and other times it wal ked upright,
but it remai ned al ways hungry, always seeking prey.

Finally its search was rewarded

A cracking in the dried brush provided the first alarm though Tristan didn't
hear it. He stood still, warily watching the firbolg as the creature gazed
blissfully at |avish and her lute.

Cant hus, however, whirled with a sharp bark, the first to notice the attacker
bursting fromthe woods. Tristan turned at this sound of alarm shouting a
warning to his conpani ons. Then he raced forward, sword at the ready, prepared
to face

"What in all the Realns is (hat?"

He heard Robyn's gasp behind him and Pawl do shouted in surprise. But his
attention remained riveted on the thing that bore down upon himwth
frightening speed. The horses shrieked and whinnied in terror, turning to bolt
al ong the shore of the tar pit.

At first, he thought it to be a huge bear. Indeed, the broad shape, shaggy



coat, and lunbering gait all cane from an unm stakably ursine body. But that
head! The thing uttered a screeching shriek, |ike some nonstrous bird, and
lunged for himwith a wi despread beak. Its eyes glittered anid a
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face covered with brown feathers, |ike the beady orbs of a bloodthirsty hawk.
Cant hus | unged past himand bit the creature, whirling away before the owish
bear could Iand a return bl ow. The noorhound dove and ducked, barking and
snarling, but the creature continued to advance on the conpanions wth deadly
pur pose.

The king's astoni shnment slowed his hand a bit, or perhaps he underesti mated
the tremendous speed of the nonster. He sl ashed his blade at the last mnute
and felt the steel bite into the thing's shoulder. H's sword tingled in his
hand, joyously cutting into the obscene flesh. But then a massive paw struck
himfull on the chest. The silver chain nail absorbed the force of the bl ow,
but he still flew twenty feet through the air before landing in a stunned
heap. The Sword of Cynrych Hugh fell, still gl eam ng, sone distance away.

The nonster spun with another screech and | eaped toward the king. Suddenly it
turned to the side as lavish darted forward. She brandi shed her shortsword
awkwardly, as if she wielded a giant fork. Tristan groaned and tried to sit
up, fearing desperately for Tavish, but the nonster again noved too quickly.
It reared onto its hind feet, towering over the bard, and |unged toward her
The firbolg, growing and grunting in his crude tongue, sprinted with anmazing
agility to the bard's side. The gi ant bashed one hamike fist into the
nmonster's snout, nonmentarily knocking it backward, and Tavi sh dodged out of
the way. The bear returned the blow and the firbolg fell, kicking a huge foot
into the nonster's belly even as he crashed to the ground. The creature
dropped to all fours and prepared to spring upon the prone giant.

Once again Canthus cl osed, sinking his fangs into the ow bear"s haunch. The
dog sprang away in the split second before the bl ow that woul d have crushed
hi s body struck.

Shaking his head, his vision still blurred, Tristan sprang to his feet and
scranbled to retrieve his sword. "Hey! Over here!" he cried, and the nonster
turned to regard himwi th those w ckedly gl eam ng eyes. At the sane time, the
ow bear swivel ed quickly, swiping at sonething in the air
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behi nd him For a noment, Newt popped into sight, darting at the nonster's
rear end. But in the next instant, the faerie dragon again di sappeared, and
the nonster turned back toward Tristan

This time the king was ready. He dropped into a fighting crouch and approached
the beast, relieved to see it turn its attention back to him He noticed
several tiny arrows bristling fromits shoul ders. Obviously Paw do and

Yazilliclick had found the range, though the tiny weapons could do little to
sl ow t he nonster.
He feinted a thrust, and the ow bear reared back. Good ... it had |l earned to

fear the blade. Then it lunged forward. Tristan stabbed desperately, feeling
the sword sink into the creature's massive chest, and then anot her powerful

bl ow froma paw sent himreeling. The king did not fall, but he felt hot
streaks of blood flowi ng down his left arm

Robyn wat ched hel pl essly. Her staff offered little hope of harm ng the beast,
and Daryth's scimtar remnined | ashed to her saddle on the fleeing mare.

Unli ke a sorcerer, the druid knew no spell that would smite the thing with a
ball of fire or singeing magical arrow Suddenly, however, she had an idea.
"Newt, cone here! Quickly!" she called, and the faerie dragon instantly popped
into sight before her.

"What is it? | was having a great tine chewing on his tail! Can't | do it sone
nore? Pl ease?"
"This is nore inportant. Renenber those wonderful illusions you showed us when

we fought the firbolgs in the fens? Can you show us sone nore?"
"Now?" Newt, disappointed, |ooked back at the fight. The king was giving



ground steadily to the rushes of the beast. "I suppose . .. but the battle

| ooks like a ot nore fun to ne!"

"Not just any illusion. This nmust be a very special one," she said
conspiratorially.

"Ch, good! That's nore like it!" The dragon hovered besi de Robyn as she
expl ai ned her plan, then giggled in delight as he darted away, ready to work
his magi c.

"Tristan! Over here!" Robyn called to the king, whose dance agai nst death grew
i ncreasingly desperate. He
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backed away fromthe ow bear, dodgi ng another |ightning bl ow, and dashed
toward Robyn.

"Now, Newt!" she cried, and to Tristan added, "Follow ne!"

The druid sprinted along the shore of the tar pit. Tristan followed, trusting
t hat she had some kind of plan, while Canthus renai ned behi nd, snapping and
barki ng at the nonster

"Cant hus, cone!" he called, and the dog sprang obediently after him

Tri stan stopped, amazed at the sudden appearance of two brawny swordsmen. The
fighters seenmed to spring fromthe ground in front of the nmonster, both
heavily arnored and carrying great spears. Each wore a headdress of ridicul ous
yel l ow feathers. They fell back slowy, an illusion so real that the king
could not distinguish themfromtruth.

Nei t her could the owl bear. One of the fighters appeared to stunble, while the
other seened to turn and run directly away fromthe nonster. The beast
crouched, screeched, and sprang, landing on the illusion that had stunbl ed.
The magi c dissipated with the nonster's touch, revealing only an expanse of

bl ack, sticky tar. Al four of the owbear's feet landed in the stuff as its
leap carried it well beyond the pit's edge. Twisting and turning in a
desperate effort to break free, it only succeeded in wapping itself entirely
in tar. Squawking in rage, it turned hate-filled eyes upon the conpani ons
until finally its screeches drowned in a gag of sticky, deadly goo.

The waters of the Darkwell seethed in a black tumult of rage. Bhaal greeted
the death of Thorax not with sorrow, but with an expl osi on of boiling hatred.
The god thrashed within his oily nedium cursing his |lack of physical form
Bhaal desired to smash objects, to strike solid blows, but his watery form
deni ed hi mthat power.

As he raged, his will crystallized into actions. The pery-tons, gliding in
eerie silence, flew fromthroughout the vale to gather at the Darkwell. Hs
clerics, Hobarth and Ysall a,
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paused briefly in their own plotting as the stuff of their faith shook from

t he deep di sturbance. Each recoiled before the rage of his deity, and each
likewise felt imense relief that the rage was directed el sewhere.

I nst ead, Bhaal's rage brought them a command, inperious and irresistible.
Level the Iron Keep! Bhaal's intense anger needed sl aying before it would
cool, and at that fortress there would certainly be many humans gat hered,
seeking the imagi ned safety of its high walls. But those within were not
reckoning on the mghty power of the god of murder and his mnions. H's
clerics instantly set to work upon the plan

And then Bhaal gave another conmand, this to his flock of perytons. The
nmonsters had gathered at the well and circled, a great cloud of corruption
above the center of their master's power. And they heard his conmand.

Bhaal sent them soaring across the vale, silently gliding above the wastel and
of death. He ordered themto find those who had slain Thorax and kill them
Their wi ngs scarcely flapped as the hawkli ke bodies sliced gracefully through
the air. Their ghastly antlered heads stood proudly upright, their eyel ess
sockets scouring the land. Like the clerics, the perytons hastened to obey the
command of Bhaal



The Starling sailed on into the long, dark night. Gaen cried herself to sleep
on the bowseat as Koll stayed at the tiller, torn by an agony of doubt.

Had he done the right thing? His action in fleeing the massacre at Codsbay had
been too instinctive to question at the tinme, but now uncertainty withed
within him The vilest of afflictions that could strike a man of the north was
cowardi ce, and he feared that it was cowardi ce that had spurred his flight.
Rationally he knew that his presence in the dooned village woul d have nade no
difference to the outcone of the fight. The nonsters that had swarned fromthe
sea woul d have, in aU likelihood, dragged the Starlingunder the waves
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bef ore he even reached shore. But should that have been his only concern?

He | ooked at the maid before him her tear-streaked face finally peaceful in
sleep. Koll had no famly in Codscove, but the village had been Gaen's
lifelong home. She couldn't know if her parents even lived. Yet they could not
have saved themeven if they had made it to the village! The thought was only
slight consol ation

He | ooked at the wi cked dagger he had tucked into his belt, the prize fromthe
fish-man that had clinbed into their boat. The creature nust have been sone

ki nd of scout for the arny, Koll had decided, since they had seen no nore of
the nonsters near them He had dunped the body overboard but kept its weapon.
They had no food and very little water in the boat, but this did not concern
himgreatly. The crossing of the Strait of Orman was a voyage he had nmade many
times and required but a single day—er night, as the case may be. By dawn,
they would be in sight of Ranshorn, the village on Oman's Isle closest to
Codscove. There they would recruit help and spread the alarm Certainly the
hot -t enmpered nort hnen would flock to the rescue of their kin on Gwnneth.

H's certainty died as the dawn's |Iight showed nore than that he had been true
to his course. The village of Ranmshorn lay directly before him visible from
far out at sea. That visibility killed his hopes, for the village was marked
by a tall, oily colum of black snoke.

"What's that?" asked Gnen sleepily, staring before them Koll hadn't realized
that she had awakened.

"Ranshorn. It's been razed as well. The attack is far nmore broad than

feared.”

"What can we do?" she asked anxiously, turning to him

The pl eading | ook in her eyes banished all thoughts of cowardice. Koll had a
responsibility, he realized, to keep this worman alive and safe—as safe as they
could be on the surface of an ocean teem ng with enem es.

"We can sail to lron Keep. There will be a gathering of warriors there, |'m
certain, and there we'll be safe fromthis scourge.™
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"Daryth always told ne that a trap could often be nore effective than a
weapon, " expl ai ned Robyn, "and since | didn't have a weapon that would be of
any use agai nst that abomination, | tried to think of a way we could trap it."
She st opped speaki ng suddenly as a shadow fell across her face. C osing her
eyes, she turned away fromthe others. Tristan took her hand gently,
under st andi ng her pain. The nmention of Daryth had brought his grief to the
forefront as well.

"As a trap, it was well done—very well done!" exclained | avish, hastily

strunmm ng another chord as the firbolg stirred restlessly. "I don't nmind
telling you that the beast had nme a little worried!"
"Worri ed?" Newt scoffed. "It was a great fight! | haven't had so nmuch fun

since we burned down the firbolg lair!"

"B-But Tristan, Tavish—they could have been killed—Kkilled!" Yazilliclick
glared at the faerie dragon. "Qur arrows were hel pl ess against it!"

"But not ny magic! That was the best illusion | ever thought of, |I'msure!"
" Who thought of it?" The bard grinned m schievously at the dragon

"Mell, maybe it was Robyn's idea, but | added the yellow feathers! That was



ny idea!"

They sat at rest finally, watching the descent of another inky night. The gray
cl ouds had dropped even | ower as the day progressed and would certainly bl ock
out any trace of noonlight or starlight. Robyn had di scovered a small grotto,
surrounded with high linmestone walls, where they could take shelter fromthe
wi nd. The conpani ons had clinbed across a stretch of low, barren hills to
reach the hollow. The walls towered close to themon all sides except for the
wi de, sloping entrance. A narrow crack split the walls behind them where a
steep, winding gully dropped toward a bl eak stretch of swanpl and.

Once again they dared light no fire to drive back the darkness. They all felt
t he presence of sonme sinister, nanel ess
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aura in the vale, and they did not want to call attention to thensel ves.
Tristan | ooked uneasily at the firbolg, wondering if it had been a m stake to
bring himal ong. During the Darkwal ker War, the firbol gs had been anong their
nost i nplacable and hated foes. For all his life, he had known them as the
natural enenies of humans, dwarves, and LI ewyrr

But now there seenmed an unspoken bond that had devel oped between this nonster
and thensel ves. Perhaps it was because they ail bel onged here on the isles.
They were a natural part of this world. As such, they made natural allies in
the fight against a supernatural foe. The creature had shuffled along with
themfor the entire afternoon, occasionally calnmed by a trill of the lute.
After its courage in the fight against the ow bear, none of themwanted to
send it away.

"You know, speaking of the firbolg lair, this isn't far fromwhere we first
met Newt," renmarked the king. Tristan and Pawl do had made a bri ef

reconnai ssance of the area before dark. "The gulch out in back of our shelter
drops directly into a swanp, and | think it's the Fens of the Fallon."

The firbol g | ooked up, blinking his oddly small eyes. "Fall-10on?" he grunted.
"And where you found the Sword of Cynmrych Hugh? That's what it says in the
Song of Keren." Tavish strumed a few chords of the ballad, as if to rem nd

t hem

Tri stan nodded. "Yes, in the stronghold of the firbolgs."

"I wonder what's left of that place?" nmused Pawl do. "It was quite a fortress.
But then, we burned nost of it down before we left!" The halfling s eyes
suddenly glinted at a secret nmenory, and he turned his face away fromthe
others to hide his sly snile.

"I"'msure there's quite a mass of ruins remaining," nmused the king. "After
all, most of the place was made out of stone.”

"Fall-lon," grunted the firbolg again, pointing at hinself.

"Firbolg." The bard pointed at the giant.

"Fall-lon. Firr-bowl gg." The creature was obviously pleased with hinself.
"Human, " offered the bard, pointing to herself, then Tristan and Robyn.
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"Hu- mann! Firr-bow gg!"

"He's smarter than | thought!" | avish began to enjoy the | esson. She taught
hi m more words, and he absorbed lute, sword, hand, head, and fist in rapid
succession, "lavish," she offered, pointing to herself.

" Hu- mann?"

"No ... | nean, yes, but humans, that's all of us. Me, I'mlavish!"

"Taff-ish?" The giant blinked, and then his face brightened. "Taff-ish," he

said, pointing at her and then at hinself. "Yak!"

"You're Yak? That's wonderful!" She proceeded to teach himthe nanmes of the

ot hers, and soon "Triss-tun," "Robb-inn," "Paw |-doo," and "Noot" had been

formally introduced to their new conmpanion. The firbolg stunbled on "Yaz-lick
Yoos-o0o0-luk, Yizz-ill," and finally settled on "Yuz," nmuch to New's

anmusenment and the sprite's disconfiture.

They chatted idly for a time, trying to avoid the pain lurking very near the

surface of their awareness. Al of themkeenly felt the | oss of Daryth.

Tristan's own guilt tore ruthlessly at himthough he tried, quite



unsuccessfully, to bury it. The Calishite was dead, in |large part because of
Tristan's own stupidity in sending himout of their canp. It was an act
performed in anger, resulting in tragedy.

Al he could offer, and it was very little solace, was a prayer for Daryth's
soul and a silent plea for his forgiveness. And he had his own determ nation
to succeed and, by doing so, atone for his m stake.

Tavi sh once again pulled one of her wi neskins from her pack, though the king
declined the proffered drink. The others took small sips, but the sack

remai ned nmostly full.

The bard offered to take the first watch and continue the | anguage | esson, so
the others retired, each taking a shift in turn. The night, |ike the previous
eve, was pitch black. At least the high walls of the grotto kept the worst of
the wind fromtheir canp, but even so, the tenperature fell below freezing.

None of themslept well. Tristan and Robyn spent the night in lonely grief,
each mourning the |loss of their close
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friend. For the others, too, the conbination of death anmpbng them and the

uni versal death around them made for miserable rest.

Even so, dawn found themready to nove on again, if only to alleviate the
stiffness and chills of a night spent sleeping on a bed of stones. They wasted
little energy in conversation as they wapped their nmeager bedrolls and
started to |l oad the horses. Tristan, |ooking nervously around the chil

grotto, wondered what new horrors the day could offer

Once again it was Canthus who saw the first sign of attack. Wth a sharp bark
the hound called their attention to the sky.

"Look out!" cried the king. "Look to the sky!™ H's sword came instantly to his
hand, as if nmoved by a will of its own, and he raised it to neet the diving
wi nged creatures above them

A flock of birdlike forms swirled dowmward fromthe cl ouds, nunbering two
score or nore. Many veered away fromthe narrow hollow, but several continued
to dive right toward the party. They made no sound as they swooped in to the
attack.

"What are those things?" wondered Pawl do al oud, swiftly nocking and drawi ng an
arr ow.

One of the creatures swi shed over Tristan's head, and he thrust at its belly
but m ssed. He stared, anmazed, at the staglike head of the creature and its
bl ack, cold eye sockets. Its pointed, msshapen antlers appeared deadly, as
did the sharp claws on the nonster's feet.

Pawl do | oosed an arrow that darted through the wing of one of the creatures.
The thing made no sound but settled awkwardly to earth, where Canthus set upon
it with a growl and a flash of white fangs. The two creatures rolled across
the ground in a blur of feathers, fur, antlers, claws, and teeth, unti
finally the nmoorhound stood with the nonster's neck in its mouth. Wth one
final shake, the dog cast the corpse aside.

Many of the wi nged creatures |landed at the lip of the little grotto, perching
like vultures waiting for the kill. O hers swooped in aggressively to the
attack. Yazilliclick and
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Pawl do sent arrows after these intruders, but the missiles whizzed harm essly
past their intended victins. Finally, in order to conserve arrows, they held
their fire.

Tristan ducked as one nonstrous bird flew over his head. Then he sl ashed
savagely upward and sliced off its wing, killing the beast with one quick
thrust as it flopped to the ground. Once again the Sword of Cynmrych Hugh sang
joyously in his hand.

"Rock!" Yak grunted from somewhere near by.

"Yes, rock," Tristan panted, too distracted by the fight to pay attention to
the firbolg.

"Rock .. . kill!"

Suddenly the giant pitched a stone the size of a man's head at one of the



nmonsters perched on the rimof the grotto. The missile struck the creature in
the chest, and it disappeared in a cloud of feathers.

Newt buzzed into the air and sank his teeth into the tail-feathers of one of
the creatures, but the nonster twi sted and raked at himwith its claws.

Several nore of the bird-things swarned around the little dragon, and New

di sappeared with a shriek. He did not becone visible again until he was safely
on the ground, watching the battle froma vantage poi nt between Robyn's

ankl es.

A shrill whinny of terror jerked Tristan's attention to the horses. Horrified,
he saw Pawl do's pony pitching and rearing while three of the bird-things clung
to its back. Their talons tore through the pony's skin, and then another of
the nonsters | anded and drove its ghastly antlers into the poor steed' s chest.
Wth a squeal, the little horse fell heavily to the ground, where the beasts
attacked with their sharp teeth.

The king raced toward the scene, with an inarticulate cry of rage. Before he
reached the dyi ng pony, he saw one of the creatures tear through the animal's
breast with its razorlike teeth. It pulled forth a pulsing, bloody chunk of
flesh, the pony's heart.

| mredi ately the other horses whinnied in terror, rearing and kicking
frantically. Avalon sprang high, and a sharp kick of his forel egs knocked one
of the nonsters fromthe air. The stallion | eaped upon the thing and pounded
it toa
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pulp with his hooves. At the sanme tinme, half a dozen of the beasts swarned
around the chestnut mare. In seconds, she joined the pony on the ground,
screamng as cruel teeth, claws, and antlers tore into her body.

Tristan reached the steeds and drove the nonsters away with sharp sw pes of
his sword, but the mare kicked weakly and could not rise. Al four of her |egs
were ripped badly, and one of her eyes had been poked out. Crying in pain, she
| ay upon the rocks, breathing quickly and heavily. Wth a sob, Robyn stepped
forward and cut the nortally wounded horse's throat with a swift strike of her
scimtar.

They | ooked around and saw that the entire flock had finally settled to the
ground around the rimof their little shelter. Perched in sinister silence,
the creatures chose vantage points beyond the range of Yak's rocks or the
arrows of the halfling and the sprite. Now they resenbled vultures nore than
hawks, with the hunched and patient appearance of carrion eaters. Their

skel etal heads and sharp antlers added a surreal touch to the scene.

"Why don't they make sone noi se?" groused Pawl do. "At |east they could screech
or sonet hing!"

"And why did they stop attacking? Not that |'m conpl aining, of course!" The
bard | ooked up in puzzl enent.

"l suspect because they can't maneuver well in here," suggested the king. "The
hollowis too small for themto attack fromall directions.”

"Wh-what are they—are they?"

"Corruption!" Robyn's voice was bitter but certain. "They are a |iving,
breat hi ng desecration of life itself, like that bear with the head of an ow .
The god that is killing the vale is not content with the nere destruction of
life. He nmust twi st and pervert it to his own ends." And then her voice rose
to a scream

"He nust be destroyed!"

The flock shifted nervously, several nonsters flapping their w ngs or stepping
awkwardly to a new perch. But they quickly settled back to their vigil.

"So they can't nmaneuver in here. That makes ne wonder how we're going to get
out,"” Paw do reflected.
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"That gully you mentioned [ ast night," Hobyn said to Tris-tan. "Could we get
down it? And is it narrow and deep enough to keep these deathbirds from



foll ow ng us?"

"It's possible, but the horses could never make it. Even Canthus m ght have a
hard tine."

"What about waiting right here until they go away?" asked | avish.

"Thai won't work," Robyn answered quickly, then told them about her experience
with the deathbird that had waited three days for her to emerge.

"Can we cross the open ground out the front and fight our way to the woods?"

t he ki ng wondered al oud. The answer was obvious to all of them Although the
confines of the grotto provided themtenporary shelter, they would be torn to
bits if they gave the flock anple roomto attack. The gully began to | ook |ike
the only solution

"Mayhaps we can try the descent and get the things to follow us. One of us can
wai t behind and spook the horses. The steeds m ght have a chance to get away,
at least." lavish offered the only real possibility.

"Let's try it," agreed the king, trying to ignore the ache in his heart. "I'lI
stay back with the horses.”

"No! Let ne do that. You |ead the way down the gully!" Paw do argued hastily,
al beit reluctantly. They all knew that the |ast one down would be in grave
danger.

"Thanks, old friend. But, no, | will do this nyself. Now get ready to go!"
Tristan felt some small measure of pride in his role. Perhaps this was a way
for himto begin his atonenent.

The white stallion stood silently, watching them and Tristan had the eerie
feeling that Aval on had understood. He went to his steadfast nount and w apped
his arms around the horse's solid neck, leaning sadly into his broad flank
"Run for me, boy. Run like you' ve never run before! You can make it!"

They unsaddl ed the mounts and | oaded food, water, tin-derboxes, and an
assortment of supplies into their own packs. Tristan and Tavi sh each took a

| ength of sturdy rope, after they tried and failed to convince Yak to coil the
strands around hinself. The giant snarled and backed away, and
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only the soothing strains of Tavish's lute kept the firbolg frombolting from
the canp. After he saw the conpanions lifting their backpacks, he tried to
mmc them however, and eventually they succeeded in | oading a heavy

saddl ebag onto the firbolg.

"The gully is back here. It's nore of a narrow chute, actually." Tristan | ed
them through a crack in the rock walls to the head of the gully. They saw a
narrow, rock-filled slide dropping steeply for several hundred feet. Far bel ow
them the black waters and gaunt trees of the Fens of the Fallon stretched
into the distance. 1b the far north, they could barely see Myrl och, covered
with a thin haze and lying flat and lifeless in the valley.

The one consol ation of the route was the steep, high sides of the chute. Its
twisting floor would nmake attack by the flying predators very difficult.

"Il lead," Pawl do offered. "My king, stay back until all of us have gotten a
good start. Then scatter the horses and cone after us. Good |luck, sire!"

"And to you."

Tristan stood as Pawl do started down the chute, followed by Tavish. The hefty
bard i medi ately | ost her footing and started to slide toward Pawl do, but Yak
reached down with one brawny paw and grabbed her by the collar. Thus steadied,
the bard worked her way carefully over the | oose rubble with the surefooted
firbolg beside her. Newt and Yazilliclick used their wings, flying slowy down
the chute and staying near the ground. Finally Robyn cane to the edge of the

gul l'y.
She | ooked back at the horses. "Do you think they have a chance?"
"Yes ... a chance. No nore than that."

She reached forward as if to enbrace himbut hesitated and then placed a hand
on his shoulder. "Now, go, and good luck to you!" she whi spered, then started
down the chute.

Al ready he could hear Pawl do and Tavi sh shouting, trying to attract the



deat hbirds. Several of the creatures soared |ike vultures overhead, observing
the party's progress, as Tristan stole back to the horses. He waited while
sever al
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nmore of the creatures took to the air. Finally the whole flock, still silent,
took off and circled toward the chute. If the horses had a chance to escape,
this was it, now while the deathbirds couldn't see them

"Go!" he hissed, slapping the gelding on the runp. The bl ack horse bolted
toward the wide entrance to the grotto. "You, too! Of with you!" He stared at
Aval on but did not strike him The stallion | ooked at himquizzically, then
suddenly turned. Wth a kick of his hooves, the great white steed blazed after
t he gel di ng.

The king raced through the cut and started down the chute, slipping and
sliding on the stones in his haste. He ignored the cuts on his hands,
desperate to join his conmpanions and | ead the deathbirds away fromthe horses.
Then he | ooked up and jerked to a horrified stop. The creatures, as a flock
soared over his head back toward the hollow In nonents, they drifted out of
si ght behind the rocky shoul der of the hill, back toward the canp and the

cour ageous st eeds.

The scream ng of the horses foll owed the conpanions all the way to the bottom
The fabric of the nyriad planes of existence is a material of nmany parts. Wen
a single panel grows weak, the whole grows weak as well. When a portion tears
away, a void is created and chaos reigns.

The stuff of the fabric is the stuff of the gods. And now a tear in the fabric
began to open in the Forgotten Real ns, where the Monshae |slands served as a
tiny portion of the whole.

The death of the goddess sent a soft ripple through the ether that connects
the nyriad planes. The gods of chaos greeted the news with delight, the gods
of law with concern. The forner would try to rip the fabric asunder, the
latter to patch it. The gods of neutrality cared little about the opening of
the void. They would seek to prevent it fromgrow ng but would not strive to
close it.

But Bhaal, dark god of chaos and evil, the nost base of
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aspects, had clainmed a place in this void before the other gods could act. Now
Bhaal tore the fabric wider.

O her deities sought to stemthe disaster, |ed by Chauntea, benign goddess of
heal th and nature, but the force of Bhaal's black evil drove them away. O her
gods, led by Tern-pus, storny god of war and favorite of the northnmen of the
Moonshaes, strove to contain the hurt, so that it would not spread to the rest
of the Realns or the planes beyond. They built and strained, creating barriers
of strong magic to cast in the nurderous god's path. But even they were
daunted by the force of Bhaal's evil and the power of his base in the
Darkwel | . By moving the center of his essence into the well, Bhaal could
project nore of his energy into this struggle than the gods who fought him
from ot her pl anes.

If the fabric was to be saved, the gods knew the acts that saved it would not
be godlike in origin. Bhaal had insulated hinmself fromthem and they could
not stop him

It remained for sonmeone of the isles thenselves, a hero of nortal nature, to
stemthe tide.
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It is given to some nortals, to those of great faith and loyalty, to know sone
of the secrets of the gods. To those of such faith, and even greater loyalty,
a deity mght reveal secrets of awesonme portent and supernatural might. And to
nortals of the greatest obeisance, and the greatest skill, the greatest of
nortal know edge is inparted.



Hobart h, devotee of Bhaal, was one such: a cleric who had given all his life
to the service of his dark god and who had attained the greatest |evels of
know edge and skill. Anmong the know edge that had been revealed to himwas an
under st andi ng of the nature of the planar fabric, and an ability to use that
fabric to suit his own ends. Now Hobarth did just that.

He abhorred the sea and despi sed the thought of crossing it upon norta
conveyances such as boats, so he enployed his know edge to step through the
very fabric of worlds, into other, darker real ns. Here he wal ked anong beasts
of unfathomabl e evil. These nonstrous beings paid himno mnd, for they
recogni zed himas one who was cut fromthe sane tinmber.

A thing these nether planes |acked nade themvery desirable to the cleric:
They | acked oceans and seas. Hobarth gladly picked his way anbng seet hi ng
nmount ai ns of | ava and great islands of oblivion, all the while rejoicing in

t he absence of water.

Finally he stepped again through the fabric of the planes, into the world we
call the Forgotten Realns. He had arrived at his destination in good tine, and
dry, for he found hinself
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standing in the valley upon OQman's Isle below the Iron Keep. He | ooked toward
the vastness of Iron Bay and knew that Ysalla and her |egions had not yet
arrived. Yet the fortress stirred with activity, as refugees crowded within
and ranks of soldiers marched out. Ships of every variety crowded the bay, al
filled with northnen seeking the sanctuary of the keep

Little did they know how much they needed that sanctuary, or howillusory it
woul d prove. For of themall, only the cleric knew that the sahuagi n swarned
in a deadly mass toward the fortress, and that the dead of the sea cane
rapidly in their wake.

Bl ack water soaked their |eggings, and each step became a struggl e against the
clutching nmud. Now Tristan |led the way, hacking the tendrils of ropelike vines
out of their path, trying to pick a route connecting the few dry patches of
ground.

Inevitably their path through the Fens of the Fallen took them across nore

wat er than | and. Making the situation even nore unconfortable was the fact
that the air tenperature had been dropping steadily, and the inescapable water
was icy cold.

"They're still there," whispered Tavish, |ooking toward the sky from her
posi ti on behind the king.

The news cane as no surprise to Tristan. The shrill, panicked cries of the
horses still echoed in his mnd. He pictured, all too vividly, Avalon's white

flanks streaked with the stallion's owmn red bl ood. He shuddered at the thought
of nmonstrous teeth slashing through the stallion's breast to tear out that
proud heart. But then the flock of bird-creatures had returned to their
original quarry, and now they circled above the party as they marched through
the di smal wetl and.

Angrily Tristan hacked at another of the dead branches that entwi ned them In
the fens, as in the rest of the vale, the trees had died, shedding their

| eaves and |l eaving a putrid stench of rot. A heavy scum coated the brackish
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wat er, and each footstep brought noxi ous gases bubbling fromthe nuck on the
bot t om

At | east the predatory creatures in the air did not dive. The interl ocking
branches overhead apparently prevented themfromflying to the attack

Tristan stopped to catch his breath, worn by the exertion of slogging through
the mud and water. Hi s boots, |ong since soaked through, nunbed his feet nore
wi th each step. The spindly branches offered little protection froma biting
north wind, and as the king paused, the air knifed through his garnents and
brought an invol untary shiver

Cant hus, beside him stepped in front of his master and then stopped, his ears



rai sed and his nose carefully sniffing the air. He, of all of them seened
best able to cope with the cold and danp.

Tristan | ooked to the rear and saw | avi sh | eani ng weakly against a tree. The
bard unsuccessfully attenpted a smile, and the king noticed her nud-spattered
| eggi ngs and cape. Her lute, slung over her shoul der, had sonmehow managed to
stay clean. She, too, shivered as a sudden gust of wind iced across them

Pawl do sl ogged slowy up to |avish, grasping branches and tree trunks to pul
hi nsel f al ong. The water, knee-deep on the humans, sloshed to the halfling's
wai st. Pawl do | ooked at the king, and Tristan saw that his |lips were blue and
his teeth were chattering uncontroll ably.

Yak | umbered slowy behind Pawl do, apparently having nmore difficulty ducking
under the | ow hangi ng branches than he did with the nmud and water. Robyn cane
last in |ine.

"I"mworried about Pawl do," nmurnured Tristan, speaking to |avish.
"I"'mf-fine!'" The hal fling had overheard.

"You're starting to sound just like Yazilliclick!" The king spoke sternly
before turning back to Tavish. "Do you think Yak could carry himfor a while,
at least until his legs are dry?"

"Yak!" Tavish turned to the firbolg. "Yak carry Paw do?"

"Yak carry Pawl | -do!" The gi ant grinned and pl ucked the
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hal fling fromthe water, cradling himlike a babe in one of his brawny arns.
"Hey! Let nme go!" Pawldo twisted fruitlessly, then finally noticed the confort
and security of his perch. He settled back against the firbolg s shoul der
"Well, if you insist.. .but only for alittle while."

"Say, where are Yazilliclick and Newt?" the bard wondered al oud.

Tristan | ooked around but saw no sign of the faeries. "Probably exploring
somewhere. |'msure they'll catch up.”

Robyn wearily cane up to her conpanions. Her face was pale, and she drew each

breath with a ragged gasp. "lI... can't take rmuch nore ... of this. W'Il have
to rest soon."

"W will," promi sed the king, "though we'll have to keep a sharp watch on

t hose deat hbi rds overhead. "

"I think we'll be safe in the woods," decl ared Paw do.

"I hope you're right. W'Ill stop as soon as we reach dry ground again," the

ki ng decl ared, shivering again. "W can't stop here in the water. W'd get too
cold.™

Robyn nodded dunbly, and he waited for a mnute or two while they all caught
their breath. Ginmy Tristan took his place at the front, follow ng Canthus
across an open stretch of shallow water. Here, at least, he didn't have to
hack the ubi quitous vines out of the way. Since the path was narrow and

wi ndi ng, the deathbirds were not tenpted to attack

The wi nd becane nore savage, raging fromthe north, full into their faces. The
conpani ons trudged silently forward, Tristan trying to keep their headi ng as
close to true north as possible. The thick clouds prevented himfromplotting
their course by the sun, but many of the larger trees had streaks of dried
noss upon their permanently sunless north sides, and he used these as a guide.
Cant hus stopped with a sudden growl, up to his belly in water. H s hackl es
bristled, and he turned his proud head to the left.

Tristan saw a bubbling eruption of water and nud through the trees, and he
felt the ground quiver beneath his feet. Instinctively he backed away fromthe
di sturbance, watching as clouds of greenish gas drifted upward fromthe
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ground. Waves rolled outward fromthe site, and then water began to pour into
the newwy formed hole with a thunderous roar

"It's another one of those fissures, like the one that al nbst finished ne!" He
stood, awestruck, watching the land's tornent froma safe distance. Then, as
the gas began to spread away fromthe pit, he |led his conmpanions away as fast



as they could march.

"The whol e vale is being destroyed," said Tavish, horrified. "That tar pit,

t hese fissures—everything points to destruction far beyond anything the isles
have ever known!"

She was right, Tristan sensed. Robyn had known this for many days, but the
reality of the nenace had taken longer to crystallize in his own mnd. Now
there could be no doubt: The very survival of the vale, perhaps of al
Gwnnet h and t he Mbonshaes, was at stake

Desperately he forced his way through the swanp, now hacking at the branches
that seemed to reach out to drag hi mback, now forging along a brief, open
stretch of marsh. Finally he noticed the water growi ng nore shall ow, and then
he stunmbled onto a I ow hillock of soggy ground. Barely the size of a small
farnyard, the land jutted no nore than a foot or so out of the water, but at
least it was dry!

He col l apsed on the bank, exhausted, as one by one the others joined him
After a noment's rest, he pulled his boots off, shocked at the pallid

lifel essness of his legs. H s toes had begun to turn blue, and all feeling had
I ong since gone fromhis feet. Desperately he massaged the chilled flesh,
trying to restore circulation before it was too |late.

The others, too, worked desperately to prevent frostbite or worse as the

chilling wind noaned through the trees. They all shivered uncontrollably, but
it | ooked as though none of themwould | ose any toes—at |east for the tine

bei ng.

"Newt and Yazilliclick still haven't returned," said Robyn suddenly. Tristan
realized with a start that he had forgotten about their dimnutive conpanions.
"Those two will bring all kinds of trouble back with "em 1'msure,"” grunbled
Pawl do. "They probably found sone
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horri bl e nonster, woke it up, and nade it nad, and now they're on their way
back with it!"

"I"'mworried," admtted the king. "It isn't like themto go off on their own
for this long. Just the same, they've both spent all their lives in the vale
until recently, and if any of us can find our way around in here, it's New
and Yaz!"

He felt a sudden, stinging touch at the back of his neck and sl apped the spot
instinctively. Then he felt another on his hand, and one on his face—not so
much stinging as cold. A quick |ook around confirmed his suspicions, even as
Robyn nade the observation

"It's snowing." Wite, icy crystals of snow, driven by the wind, had begun to
sift down through the gaunt branches. As they watched, the snow thickened and
swirled, becoming a white shower of cold. The wind increased in force, and the
snow qui ckly grew thicker, so that they could see no nore than ten or twelve
paces into the woods.

Sl unpi ng agai nst the ground, the king felt an overwhel mi ng sense of

hopel essness, as if Nature herself conspired with the evil that opposed them
striving to bring their quest to an ignom ni ous end.

"That's all we need!" groaned the hal fling.

"I don't know . " mused the bard. "It mght nake the woods a little
prettier. | was getting tired of |ooking at black and brown all the tinme. I'd
like alittle white!™

Robyn | aughed suddenly. "We can build snowren!" she exclaimed, and Tristan sat
up in surprise. He |l ooked at her as if she had | ost her m nd

"Or build a sled!'"™ This cane from Pawl do. "I1'Il bet Yak could pull us all in
confort!"
Tristan couldn't help but laugh hinmself. "If you're all going to be so damed

cheerful about this, maybe nowis the time to get noving again!"

"Right you are," agreed the bard, heaving herself to her feet.

"Boy, this place sure has changed! | can't find anyone around here to tease
anynore!" The shrill voice, with its fanmliar whine, cane as a wel cone



surprise to themall. In another second, Newt becane visible, hovering before
Tris-
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tan with an indignant | ook on his now orange face.

"\Where have you been?" demanded the king.

"Way, in the vale, of course! | should think that woul d be quite obvious even
to—

"Don't do that again! It's inportant that we stick together? Tristan didn't
try to conceal his anger.

"W were all worried about you.
| ook at the king.

"Worri ed? About me?" The faerie dragon | ooked pl eased. "And well you shoul d
be! | have been so bored! | used to find deer and squirrels to scare with ny
illusions, and even bears and boars. But none of themare left! You don't
suppose | frightened them away, do you?"

Robyn took a softer tone, casting a harsh

"No, | should think not. But you and Yazilliclick should stick closer to us
fromnow on." Robyn tried to sound stern. "W can't afford to get separated.”
"Where is Yazilliclick?" asked | avish, suddenly concerned.

"Way, with you, of course! At least, that's what | thought. He didn't want to
go exploring. He's really kind of a party pooper, sonetimes. Hey, Yaz, where
are you?"

But the only answer was the mpaning of the wind, and all they could see was
the cloak of blinding snow closing in nore tightly around them They shouted
for the sprite several tines, but there was no response.

"We can't risk calling too much attention to ourselves," cautioned the king.
"I hope he catches up with us, but we'll have to press on without him"

"Do you think the deathbirds have gone to ground?" asked the bard, noticing
that none of the soaring creatures were visible in the swirling snow.

"Coul d be, but we cant count on it. Still, the snow m ght give us a chance to
cover our tracks. Let's go."

Robyn turned to the faerie dragon. "You didn't happen to see anything we could
use for shelter, did you? Near here?"

Newt shook his head. "You nean |ike a house? O a castle? Nah... there's
not hi ng around here but the ruins of that big firbolg lair we burned down."
"Rui ns?" Pawl do's eyes lighted. "Were? How far?"

"Ch, not far/' Newt replied, shrugging. "In fact, they're just
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over the next patch of water. But why do—

"I's there enough left of themthat we could take shelter there?" asked
Tri st an.

"I should say not!" Newt sniffed at the very thought. "Wy, it's danp and
drafty, and there's soot all over the tunnels, and it's stiff huge. | can't

i magi ne why you'd even think of such a thing!"

"It's better than these naked trees! Can you lead us there?" Tristan tried to
direct the dragon's attention

"What ? Ch, sure. But, hey, aren't we going to have sonething to eat first? |I'm
starved! | suppose you guys sat around here all afternoon and took it easy,
but |I've been—=

"The ruins! Take us there now Then you can eat!"”

"Hurmph! No need to get angry about it. | guess too much rest can do that to a
person. All right, all right. 1'll take you there!"

The snowstorm continued to grow in fury as the party once again plodded into
the fens. Tristan hoped that the dragon was right and that there was enough
left of the firbolg stronghold to provide them some shelter. Though the
deat hbi rds remai ned invisible somewhere in the storm the king knew that they
wer e dooned unl ess they gained protection fromthe snow and wi nd besi de the
warnth of a fire.

Thick snow swirled in an eddy, gathering against a sheer rock wall. The drift



grew qui ckly, covering the narrow shelf to a depth of several feet. Above, a
craggy face of granite soared upward and di sappeared into the night. Bel ow
yawned a vast chasm

The only novenent here was the endl ess shifting and blustering of the snow.
But then cane a nore solid notion, and a figure appeared, clinmbing slowy

al ong the steep shelf. It wal ked upright, like a human, yet it was heavily
muf fled in a cape of thick fur. It left manlike footprints with its high

thi ck boots, but these footprints quickly vani shed under the persistent

onsl aught of fresh snow

Dar kness was al nost conplete, yet this figure wal ked
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with precise steps along the very edge of the precipice. Wen it reached the
high drift, two nitten-covered hands enmerged fromthe cape. The figure took a
bl unt, hoeli ke object fromits back and quickly cut a footpath through the
drift. It followed the path as it was cut, and even as the snow drifted across
the path behind it, the figure emerged on the other side of the drift and
continued up the | edge.

Finally it stood at the crest of a sheer ridge, where the full force of the
north wind carried the snow up the far side. Ducking against the increased
force of the gale, the figure began to descend. Mwving steadily through the

ni ght, as the snow grew deeper, it pushed its way down the high nountain ridge
and into the still snowy but |ess w ndy reaches bel ow.

The snow | ay heavy on the low country, drifting into deeper and deeper piles.
Here the figure paused and awkwardly reached beneath its cape to pull forth a
pair of snowshoes. Attaching these to its feet, it shuffled onward, stil
maki ng sl ow, steady progress against the storm

The body was entirely cloaked in fur—the fur of winter garments. Only a pair
of wide eyes, with large brown pupils, were visible beneath the furs, and even
t hose eyes peered fromthe depths of a fur-lined hood and wool en scarf.

Al night, and into the white dawn, the figure never once stopped to rest or
eat or drink. It followed an unmarked trail, sonehow finding its course

t hrough a snowy wastel and of |eafless trees and barren hills.

Then it clinbed across a broad, snow swept hillside and found a wi de path
entering a hilltop grotto, concealed by high Iinestone walls and sonewhat
sheltered fromthe violence of the storm Here, in this small vale in the
hills, the traveler finally paused.

Here it stood still for some mnutes, |ooking around the grotto. Finally the
figure pushed through a drift of snow higher than its head to reach a niche in
one of the limestone walls. And there it found what it sought.

The travel er knelt beside another creature, this one a great white horse, now
bl ood-spattered and torn. The stal -
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lion's flanks were still and its eyes were closed, but a wi sp of steam energed
faintly fromits bloody nostrils.

The traveler renmoved the nmittens, revealing humanlike hands that were very

sl ender, with long, narrow fingers. G ngerly those fingers reached for the
stallion's head.

The Starling rounded the head of Oman's Isle and at | ast raced with the wi nd.
She | eaped foami ng crests of gray sea in her eagerness to nake the shelter of
Iron Bay. There, in the nost powerful bastion of the northmen inhabitants of

t he Moonshaes, Koll and Gaen would certainly find shelter fromthe ravenous
hordes that had fallen upon their hone.

At least, that was the plan. Koll guided the little vessel through rough seas
that he knew heral ded the first storns of winter. The pair had eaten no food
in two days and had drunk the last of their water twelve hours ago. Not unti
the Iron Keep hove into view did he allow hinself a neasure of optimsm but
finally it |looked as though they would nmake safe | andfall

The fortress | oomed hi gh above the bay. The dark stone of its walls gave it



t he reddi sh-bl ack hue that had provided its nane. Though not truly nmade of
metal, the Iron Keep's walls were hard and its position unassailable. It had
stood for a hundred years as a synbol of northern mght, and no doubt would
stand a hundred nore.

Koll and Gnen, far from shore in the bay, could not see the cleric Hobarth
poi sed beneath the walls of the fortress. Nor could they see the nmasses of
undead swarming fromall across OQman's Isle to finally converge upon the
fortress. They were not aware of the Caws of the Deep emerging fromthe shore
of Iron Bay to march upon the fortress from seaward.

And they could not hear the words of Hobarth's powerful chanting as he called
upon the mght of his god to | end power to the cleric's nost awesone spell:

t he eart hquake.

But they saw the effects.

Dumbstruck, the pair watched the high wall of the Iron Keep crack, crunble,
and fall before their eyes. A breach a
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hundred feet across fell open, and Koll and Gaen could see the massive arny
crawming into that breach to nmeet the thin line of northmen who recovered from
the disaster in time to take up arns.

The result of the battle was perhaps not preordained, but il may as well have
been. Thousands of attackers poured into the breach, to be net by hundreds of
def enders. The defenders could not stand, nor did they.

The Starling bobbed to a halt in the choppy waters of the bay as her two
passengers fell silent, stunned observers of the end. Nor did they turn about
until flames had erupted fromevery part of the castle, anmple proof of evil's
tri unph.

"And where can we go now? VWat is left to us?" demanded Gnen.

"We can't return to Gwnneth. W've seen what awaits on that shore."” Koll did
not consider the possibility of landing in southern Gwnneth. The Ffol k of
Corwell were every bit as nuch the eneny to himas were the Caws of the Deep
"Li kewi se we have seen the fate of Oman's |Isle—eour fate, to be sure, if we
make | andfall here.

"l see but one choice. W shall sail on to Norland. There, if that |and has
been spared the fates of these, we shall find help. King Gunnarch the Red
rules there, and his vengeance will be terrible when he hears of these
outrages."

He did not nention that, to get to Norland, they must sail w thout provisions
into the teeth of the first winter stormacross the breadth of the Sea of
Mbonshae.

Oh, yes, all this in a boat not meant to sail beyond the sight of I|and.

W de yell ow eyes watched the circling of the flock, but Shantu did not nove
toward the grotto. The beast, with an unnatural patience, waited for the
chance to slay a |lone nmenber of the party. One by one, they would die, but
there was plenty of tine.

Shantu saw the fl ock depart and then return. It heard the screans of the
horses, and the beast sensed that its prey had departed. Wth stealth and
speed, it |oped around the
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hill and found the chute into the Fens of the Fallen

Here, though the conpani ons had travel ed t hrough water, in many places | eaving
no physical trail, the displacer beast again took up the trail. Slipping
silently through the chill mre, now a thing of the swanp, Shantu noved

quickly in order to close with its prey.

Then came the wind and the snow and the storm This, of all things, was
hateful to the beast, for it was a creature of blackness and fire. Shantu
growm ed into the face of the wind, but the weather blustered even harder
Finally the stormdid what neither fatigue nor hunger had been able to do: It
forced the displacer beast to seek shelter and delay its hunt.



Shantu found the root cluster of a massive tree, recently fallen, and it
curled up in this slight protection, still snarling its rage against the
storm The killing, for now, would have to wait. . . .

"Throw anot her stick on the fire," suggested Pawl do | azily, |eaning back

agai nst a slab of rock and wiggling his hairy toes at the very fringes of the
fire. "Oh, yeah!" He watched tendrils of steamcurl upward fromhis feet.

"It hurts to thaw them out again, but | love it!" the bard agreed as her own
feet absorbed the wel cone warnth of the bl aze.

They had found a | arge chanber, partially underground and conpl etely insul ated
agai nst the wind and snow, in the ruins of the firbolg lair. Though the

i nferno they had created—nore than a year earlier, upon their escape fromthis
pl ace—had damaged it heavily, destroying the wooden beans that had supported

t he stones, much of the original structure remained intact. Stone ceiling
tiles rested upon solid stone or earthen walls, creating | ong passages w t hout
obstruction. The larger roons had all collapsed, and in places the corridors
were bl ocked with piles of rubble, but much of the stronghold remai ned
habi t abl e.

An interconnecting network of passages remmined, sheltered by the huge stones
of the fortress that had fallen in
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upon t hensel ves. Sonme of the fortress had been underground, and those tunnels
remained virtually intact. After alittle exploring, they had cone upon a

| arge room connected to the outside by a winding corridor, with several other
passages apparently leading to the depths of the building. The deathbirds
remai ned outside the narrow entrance, perched in the branches of nearby trees.
Thi s roony chanber had been the best of many they had di scovered. It had a

sl ow but steady draft that carried the snoke fromthe room and yet it was far
enough fromthe outside that the light of the fire would be invisible to
anyone beyond the walls of the lair. And now the fire had generated enough
coals to warmthe chanber appreciably.

Robyn and Tristan, too, massaged their nunbed feet beside the fire. The

nmoor hound | ay sound asl eep, curled between them and unm ndful of the steam
sizzling fromhis drenched coat. Yak snored loudly in a corner of the chanber,
and Newt had gone off somewhere to explore the ruins.

"I suppose we'd better wake himwhen his fur starts to singe," Robyn said with
a smile, gesturing at the dog.

Tri stan nodded. Weariness flowed through his body as he rel axed for the first

time in days. "l never thought 1'd be glad to see this place again!"

"Nor 1. We were glad enough to get away the first time! | only wish
Yazilliclick had turned up. |I fear for him™"

"Yes." Tristan felt a wave of nel ancholy. He thought of the good friends he

had had, and lost, in the time since they had first discovered this lair and
he had gai ned the Sword of Cynrych Hugh. Keren, the master bard, who had died
in the fight against Kazgoroth the Beast. Hugh O Roarke, bandit |ord of
CaUidyrr, fallen in the battle against the H gh King. And of course, Daryth.
"Hey, you guys! Get up! Let's go exploring!" Newt darted into their chanber
fromone of the side passages. "There's all kinds of tunnels, and a deep wel | —
Ch, and there's a bunch of dead firbol gs that got squi shed when the place— He
stopped suddenly, with a guilty |look at Yak, but the giant snored on

"I don't think we're going anywhere for a while," groaned
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Hobyn. "My feet are finally getting warmand dry again, and |I'm keepi ng t hem
that way for as long as \ can!"

"Amw  You guys are no fun at all! Say, what's for supper? Didn't you say we
could eat after we found shelter?"

Newt eagerly dove at a piece of hardtack, seizing the dried biscuit and
chewi ng contentedly. Despite his bluster and hunor, his color had faded to a
bl ui sh green, and Tristan saw hi m gl ance frequently toward the entrance. Even
the faerie dragon was worried about Yazilliclick



"How far is it to the grove of the Great Druid? That's where the druids are
now, right?" |avish asked Robyn.

"It used to be two days march or so to Myrloch and al ong the eastern shore,
about hal fway up the vale. Now, what with blizzards and gas fissures and tar
pits, I don't know howlong it will take."

"And what will we do when we get there?"

Tri stan had wondered about the sane thing for some tine.

"I assune that things have gotten worse since last | saw the Moonwel | . At that
time, the surviving druids of the vale, a score or so of them had been frozen
into stone statues by the power of the goddess. It was either that or face
death at the hands of zonbies and wal ki ng skel etons under the command of the
evil cleric.

"Now, with the extent of the corruption through the vale, | can only guess
that the Moonwel |l itself has been desecrated. It is the spiritual heart of the
i sl ands, and only through it could enough power be channeled to cause
destruction on the scope we're seeing."

"But how do we face sonething that powerful ?" Tristan didn't |ike the odds.

"I have a single hope, found in the scrolls the northman gave nme. Those
parchnents, the Scrolls of Arcanus, contain secrets of ancient clerical lore.
They were scribed by a cleric of another goddess, called Chauntea. But many of
the tenets of her faith are very close to those of the Earthnother. Included
anong them are the mastery of the four el enments!”

"Air, water, fire, and earth," interjected Tavish
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"Yes, earth ... or stone." She told them how she had journeyed to the vale by

using the mastery of air and becom ng part of the wind itself. "The other
three scrolls allow simlar control—either to sumon, shape, use, or actually
becorme the el ement, once per scroll

"I shall save the scroll of stone. Wien we reach the well, | shall use ny
mastery of stone to free the druids fromtheir statues. Together we mnight have
enough force to purify the well."

"Keep the scrolls safe," suggested Pawl do. "It's not much of a plan, but it
seens to be the best we have."

"Let's take advantage of the shelter we have for tonight. This may be the | ast
warmth we feel until this is over." Tristan renmained well aware of the snow
falling outside and the inpact that the weather m ght have upon the rest of
their m ssion.

"I have no problemw th that,
want to dry out ny pants.”
"Il get up for the last watch," blurted Pawl do, very hastily. The others
took no note of his urgency as they divided up the rest of the night. Al of

t hem except Tavi sh quickly settled down to sleep

The bard awakened Robyn after several hours. She in turn called Tristan to the
watch for the third quarter, then returned to sleep. The king finally awakened
the hal fling as night approached dawn.

Pawl do stood a nervous guard duty until he saw that the king had fallen

asl eep. Then he silently checked over his gear—shortbow, sword, rope, and

| ockpick. Wth a last |ook at his sleeping conpanions, he turned into one of

t he dark passages and started to nake his way deeper into the fir-bolg lair.
Taggar, shaman of Norland, sat back fromhis ashes with a frown. The pattern
was cl ear, unm stakable to such a devout foll ower of Tenmpus. He knew t hat
Grunnarch had called the Council of Wnternight for the follow ng evening. Al
day the warlords of Norland had been arriving, taking
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up quarters in the best |odges in Norland town.

The prophecy so plainly indicated by his ashes surely nmust refer to one of
these worthies... but which one? Wth a shrug, the shanman clinbed to his feet.
I f Tenpus did not want to reveal any nore, so be it. The cleric would tell his

agreed lavish. "I'Il take the first watch. |



king ail he knew of the prophecy. It would be up to Grunnarch to figure out
what it neant.

He found his liege feasting in his lodge with Eric G ay-beard and Uk
Bearstooth, two of his favored lieutenants. G unnarch bade himspeak in the

presence of themall, so Taggar told of the casting of ashes and of the
nmessage Tenpus had gi ven himtherein.
"Sire, the message is this: One will travel to see you, bearing a nessage of

great inport and a plea for help. You nust heed his call."
"Hmph!" The king scoffed at the message. "Wen is the day soneone does not
cone to see ne with an inportant nmessage and a plea for nmy aid?"

"But, sire, consider the rest of the prophecy: This one will not walk nor sw m
to Norland. Nor will he ride cart or steed or ship! But he will arrive, just
the sane."”

And then the cleric went back into the night, wondering at the ways of gods
and ki ngs and nen.
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SUN- SI GN OF CHAUNTEA

The Starling bobbed and dipped in the choppy sea. Each crushing wave poured
nore water over the little boat's bow, and the hull was soon awash to
knee-depth. Koll held the tiller against the strain of fatigue and col d,
shivering uncontrollably. He tried to avoid | ooking at Gmen but could not tear
his eyes fromher mserable form

She huddl ed in the bow, wapped in the tattered shaw that was their only
protective garment. She had bailed until her strength failed, and then she had
col l apsed. It had been hours since she had noved, and Kol! wondered if she was
dyi ng.

The wind roared out of the north |like a vengeful dragon, |ashing first one
side of the boat, then the other, as Koll tacked his way into the teeth of the
wi nd.

By dawn of their second day at sea, he forced hinself to face the truth: They
woul d never make it to Norland. He had been a fool for even trying the voyage,
and his foolishness would cost themboth their lives. Wiy hadn't he taken her
to Corwel|l? She, at least, with the blood of the Ffoik in her veins, would
have been safe there.

He felt a sudden jolt against the hull and feared for a nonment that he had
struck a rock, but that was inpossible. They were in the niddl e of the Sea of
Moonshae, with no shoals for a hundred miles. Again the little boat |urched,
and he heard the unm stakabl e scrapi ng of stone agai nst wood.

Suddenly the Starling heeled violently to the side, and he saw her frail
tinbers cave in under the force of a violent col-
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lision. Instinctively he lunged forward, grabbing Gmen as she rolled to the
side, and then they both tunbled into the frothing sea.

H s shoul der crashed agai nst sonething hard and unforgiving, unm stakably
stone, and then he found hinself spraw ed on a flat surface, holding the
unconsci ous maiden to his chest. The water drai ned away around them and he

| ooked up in astoni shnent and awe to see four towering spires rising above
him | ooning on each of the points of the compass.

The wreck of the Starling was carried away by the rushing waves, but he

remai ned in place, sitting upon a surface of flagstones. Too stunned to speak
he stared at the four high walls of a great castle that had somehow appeared
around hi m

It had risen fromthe seal Hs boat, he realized, had smashed itself into the
crenel |l ated parapet of the castle wall, dunping theminto the courtyard as it
foundered. Now he sat upon the floor of the courtyard, |ooking at a few dozen
fish that flopped helplessly as the rest of the water drained away.

Gren opened her eyes and | ooked around in a daze. "Were are we?" she asked
weakly. "lIs this a drean? Are we dead?"

"We're not dead, and this is no dream | don't know what this is or where we



are, but this place has saved us!"

She sighed and | eaned against himwith a frail smle. "That's nice," she

whi spered and cl osed her eyes again. He noticed with grief that her lips were
bl ue and her breathing shall ow. Once again he | ooked up and saw a wi de
stairway |l eading to a nassive pair of doors in the castle wall

He wrapped the shawl nore tightly around Gaen and lifted her in his arns,
surprised at howlittle she weighed. Still not sure he believed this whole
thing, he started up the stairs. Perhaps there was something in the castle
that could help them In any event, he was determned to take every advant age
of this unexpected chance to remain alive.
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Pawl do slipped silently down the darkened passage. He paused every few steps
to listen but heard no sound from any of the |abyrinthine passages. Hi s eyes,
far nore keen than their human counterparts, penetrated the bl ackness enough
to show himwhere a side corridor joined the one he was in or to warn him as
now, of a gaping pit that suddenly yawned at his feet.

He stepped around the pit, which had apparently been created when the
stronghol d had col | apsed, and continued deeper into the maze.

H s destination was a chanber etched firmy in his nenmory, but its |ocation
had becone nore problematical. The halfiing chose his route partially from
menory, partially froman intuitive sense, and often because pieces of the
col | apsed structure bl ocked corridors he would have chosen to foll ow

O'ten he scrambl ed over piles of broken granite or spilled earth. Once he was
forced to squirmunderneath a broken, charred beam

But he pressed on with singlem nded determ nation, notivated by the one great
love of his life: treasure. He remenbered the roomthey had di scovered upon
first entering this stronghold, the gold and silver coins piled in great
heaps, the gens scattered anpbng them gleaming with all the colors of the

rai nbow.

He felt certain that the treasure roomlay very close now A sharp jog in the
corridor |ooked very fanmliar, and then his pul se pounded as he saw a dead-end
passage | eading to a heavy oaken door. This was it!

Not hi ng di sturbed the stillness of the labyrinth. Miusty beans, jagged pieces
of rock, and a heavy coat of dust filled the passage. Pawl do saw that the
heavy door stood firm unaffected by the force of the cave-in. Carefully he
wor ned hi s way under another beam and around a boul der until he reached the
door and exam ned it. He had no doubts as to what chanber it protected. The
spot had burned itself indelibly into his mnd, and even the chaos w ought by
the cave-in and fire could not erase the image. He exam ned the heavy | ock
renmenbering that Daryth
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had picked this sane lock with no difficulty during the Darkwal ker War. Paw do
renoved his trusty | ockpick fromhis belt and carefully slipped it into the
narrow hole. Let's see, a little probe this way, a pull that way, and

Snap! "Hey! What's going on?" Pawl do | eaped, or rather tried to | eap
backward, but the sudden clasp of a pair of nmetal handcuffs held himsecurely
to the door. "Damm!" he whispered. "A trap!"

Indeed, two firmiron bracelets had sprung fromthe door when his probe had
pul l ed on the | ock. Now they pinched his wists in a nost unconfortable, and
per manent -1 ooki ng, fashion

Pawl do suppressed a nmonentary surge of panic. Wat would Daryth do at a tine
like this? For the first time, the halfiing grudgingly admtted to hinself
that the Calishite had been a naster at such tasks as opening | ocks and
finding traps.

He renenbered Daryth's gl oves, which Tristan had given to Pawl do after the
Calishite's death. They had shrunk to fit the halfling's hands perfectly, so
much so that Pawl do had forgotten that he still wore them Now he | ooked at
themon his fingers, barely visible in the dimlight. At the sane tine, he



tugged very gently at the handcuffs inprisoning him

H s hands came free! They slid right through the nanacles, as if the gl oves
could not be held in such confinenent. Murnmuring a quick prayer of thanks to
Daryth, wherever he was, Pawl do drew one of the wire | ockpicks fromits pouch
in the glove. Once again he probed the lock, and this tine it popped open

qui ckly.

Pawl do' s eyes flashed, and the pounding of his heart threatened to shake nore
rocks fromthe ceiling as he seized the door and pushed it open. The hal fiing
darted through the portal, his darkness-attuned eyes flashing as he stared
eagerly around the room

And then his eagerness turned to shock, then disbelief, then anger. This was

i ndeed the firbolg treasure room but it was virtually enpty!

"\What happened to the treasure?" he groaned. "Thieves! It's been stol en! Wy,
those scum If | get my hands . "
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He slunped to the floor, stunned. A single coin gleaned nockingly from beneath
the I ayer of dust. Pawl do picked it up and brushed it off to reveal a
virtually worthl ess copper piece. The dust covered everything in the room
nearly a half inch thick, so he knew that the plundering had occurred | ong
ago.

Per haps the few surviving firbolgs had carried their treasure away when they
abandoned the ruins of the stronghold. O nmaybe a band of dwarves—avari ci ous
fell ows, dwarves!—-had conme upon the place. For several nminutes, the halfling
stewed, his rage building as he groped for someone to bl ane.

Finally he realized there was little point in trying to pinpoint the blane.
The bul k of the treasure had been renmoved, and that was that. He saw severa

ot her dust-covered coins and checked each one, but all of them proved to be
copper .

"Not just thieves, but discrininating thieves!" he grunbl ed.

He saw an irregularity in the dusty surface beside a fallen beam and brushed
it away to reveal a glint of gold in the formof a thin chain. He tugged on it
and pulled forth a round medallion as big as his hand. Here was sonething

wort hwhil e!' The nedal lion was pure gold, in the circular shape of the sun, and
it surrounded a large rose made from several rubies. Eagerly he tucked it into
hi s pocket, reaching below the beamw th his tiny hands. Perhaps the

pl underers had mi ssed a spot!

Hs efforts were rewarded as he pulled out a few gold and silver coins. Paw do
t hen encountered an odd shape, and tugged at it a fewtimes to bring forth an
unusual object. It was a pair of spectacles. One |l ens was cracked, and one of
the tenples had fallen off. The halfling started to toss the thing aside, but
somet hing stayed his hand. Wth a shrug, he stuffed theminto his pouch wth
the rest of his loot and went back to the search

Near the end of the beam he found something that caused his heart to quicken
again. At first, his touch told himit was nerely a pebble, firmy wedged
beneat h the
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wood. But his delicate fingers felt the pebble carefully and detected nunerous
facets on a very snmooth surface.

"Stones don't have facets," he nurnured. "But gens do!"

As a pebble, the stone was rather small, but if it indeed was a gem it was
one of quite respectable size. Eagerly he got out his dagger and pried at the
bottom of the beam In nonments, he was rewarded as the object popped free and
rolled onto the open floor.

"That's it!" he gasped, picking it up. Even in the darkness his keen eyes
could make out the crystalline outline, fatter than his finger. The hard
surface felt cool to his touch, and he suspected that he held a gem of

sur passi ng weal th, though he could not discern its nature. Fromits great
size, he judged that it would be an amet hyst or bl oodstone, since it was too



large to be a ruby, enerald, or dianond. Still, the thieves had mi ssed
somet hi ng val uabl e after ail!

Then the beam he had noved shifted again with a dull thunp. He heard a
scrapi ng sound fromthe ceiling and scanmpered out of the way just as a great
rock broke free and tunbled onto the chanber floor. Another runbled free, and
Pawl do qui ckly dove through the door. A thunderous crash emerged fromthe room
as the entire ceiling collapsed, sending a cloud of dust into his face and
shaki ng the foundation of the stronghold.

The wal |l s around hi mrunbl ed, and then the whole place started to coll apse.
"What if he doesn't come back?"

"What ?" Randol ph | ooked up, irritated, fromhis mug. Pontswain's question
after an hour of total silence, jarred hi munpleasantly.

"The king. What if he doesn't come back from his quest?" Pontswain |eaned
forward, his eyes alight.

The two nmen sat alone in the Great Hall of Corwell. Alowfire snoldered in
the hearth, and the hour was |late. Each of themheld a | arge tankard, now
nearly enptied of ale.

"What kind of a question is that?" Randol ph did not try to hide his annoyance.
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"A good question ... quite practical. | should think, to you and nme, it would
be a question of great pertinence." Pontswain smled, his lips creased in an
oily grin.

The lord's eyes flickered, just for a nonent, to the heavy oak mantle. The

silvery glow of the Crown of the Isles caught his pupils, illumnating them
unnatural ly.
"I will consider what do when the king fails to return only if he fails to

return. Are you suggesting that a week's absence is sufficient cause for
usur pi ng the throne?"

"OfF course not," Pontswain soothed. "I was just wondering, that's all."
"Good night, sir," snapped Randol ph. "And I'll thank you to wonder about
somet hing el se."” The captain stal ked out of the hall, but he could not shake a

vague sense of disquiet.

"What if he doesn't return, indeed?"

Yazilliclick shivered in the growing stormand settled to the ground in the
shelter of a gaunt and skeletal tree. \Were had everybody gone? Wy didn't
they come back and find hinf The sprite had tried to fly after the others, but
the wind had blown so forcefully that he had little control over his course.
So now he sat and watched the snow settle on his w ngs and cover his |egs.

The sprite shook nore fromthe effects of |oneliness and fear than from col d.
Though dressed only in the leafy green tunic and | eggi ngs that were his

per manent and sol e garnment, he—i ke nost creatures of Faerie—did not suffer
extremely fromthe ravages of weather.

But flight was another thing. Yazilliclick was a strong and steady flier, but
he wei ghed very little. Flying against the wind was al ways a chal |l enge, and he
had no chance at all of nmaking progress into the teeth of this northern gale.
Plus he still carried the wi neskin that Tavish had given himbefore they
started out, when he had asked to hel p. That dragged hi mdown still nore, and
now his friends had all forgotten him

Certainly Newt should have noticed his absence, shouldn't he? The two
creatures, both with roots in Faerie,
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had devel oped a deep friendship that was as close as two such flighty
creatures could cone to |ove. But even the faerie dragon had elected to
continue on with his nore nundane comnpani ons.

The sprite's shoul ders hunched and shook as he wept. Hi s antennae wobbl ed, and
great, round tears rolled to the tip of his pointed nose. There they gathered,
one on top of the next, until a small icicle had forned, grow ng unti
Yazilliclick sneezed it away.



Well, he had to do sonething. The sprite got to his feet and started trudging
t hrough the snow toward the north. He dreamed wi stfully of happier tines,
times spent in Myrloch Vale when this was a living and pastoral place, and
even nmore distant tines spent in the realmof Faerie itself.

Ah, Faerie! Now, there was a land for the likes of a sprite, or a faerie
dragon, or a pixie—er indeed any of the myriad creatures who originated in
that place of nmagic and beauty. Yazilliclick, plodding through snow piled

hi gher than his knees, lost hinmself in reverie.

Faerie was a distant land, far fromthe Realns, but in sone respects it was
very near. He renenbered making the journey fromhis honmeland to the
Moonshaes. It had sinply been a matter of stepping into a narrow crack in a
nossy tree trunk and popping out the other side in Mrloch Vale.

He, like many of his brethren, had stayed in this world. Perhaps he had not
been able to find his way back, or perhaps he had not wanted to return.
Certainly he had never spent much tine |ooking for a gate back to Faerie, for
t here had al ways been so nuch to do here. Then, of course, he had played with
the other sprites of the vale, and taunted the pixies, and followed the
dryads. In those days, Myrloch Val e had been a place so much |like Faerie that
it seemed as if he and his kind bel onged here.

Now, of course, things had changed. In fact, for the first time, he wondered
what had becone of the pixies and sprites and other faerie creatures of the
vale. Had they returned home, |eaving himhere alone? O had they all been
killed by the nmonsters and the evil cleric?

That thought was too horrible to contenplate, and so he
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didn't. Instead, his mnd returned to the awful, mserable present, to the
snow t hat now reached his waist, and the biting wind that stretched his w ngs
behind him and this depressing vista of death and decay that even the white
snow coul d not conceal conpletely. There, like that |ooning dead tree stunp
before him with the ugly crack down the side. He could see the places where
noss had fallen away fromthe stunp, |eaving only ghastly barren patches of
rotting wood.

And then the crack wi dened and a great, clawed hand reached out to grab the
sprite by the tunic. It pulled, Yazilli-click squeal ed once, and then he was
gone.

"What was that?" Tristan sat bolt upright, w de awake and al ready drawi ng his
sword. Again he heard the runbling, and he felt the unm stakabl e shaki ng of

t he ground beneath him

"Cave-in!" Robyn junped to her feet and | ooked around. For a nonent, all was
still, and then another distant runble shook the earth.

"Yi pes! Wio did that?" Newt demanded.

"Everyone outside!" shouted the king. "Hurry!"

"Where's Pawl do?" | avish gathered her possessions and noticed the halfling' s
enpty bedroll.

"He took over the watch when | went to bed. He's got to be around here
somewhere!" Tristan lifted a glowing brand fromthe fire and swirled it in the
air until it blazed into flane. Then he | ooked around the chanber as the
others gathered their things. "Paw do? Were are you?" For several nonents,
they froze and |istened, but the stronghold nocked their ears with conplete
silence. At least the runbling had stopped again.

"Let's have a | ook around," suggested the king. "He mght be hurt."

A qui ck search of their chanber and the adjacent passages reveal ed no sign of
the hal fling. Though the runbling did not resune, Tristan had grave doubts as
to the security of their shelter.
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"Everyone go outside. I'll take Canthus and see if he can foll ow Pawl do's
trail. We'll join you as soon as we can, but it's not safe for all of us to

remain in here."



"You'd better take Yak with you," argued Tavish. "He'll be able to nmove rocks
and stuff out of your way. And that neans you'll have to take me, 'cause |I'm
the only one he listens to!"

"I"mcom ng, too," said Robyn quickly. "There's no sense in breaking up the
group stil! further. Besides, things seemto have settled down."

"For now. " Tristan was tenpted to argue with them but he knew that woul d be
fruitless. "All right." He turned to the great nmporhound. "Canthus, find

Pawl do. Where's Pawl do?"

The noor hound | ooked at him quizzically for a nonment, and then his ears
pricked up excitedly. He bounded around the chanmber, his nose to the floor
and then he started down the tunnel that led toward the heart of the firbolg
st ronghol d.

Robyn and | avi sh each grabbed a torch and followed the king in a flickering
processi on through the darkness. Can-thus | eaped ahead, then waited until the
humans caught hi m bef ore boundi ng ahead once again. Newt hovered over the dog.
It seened like a long tine as they pushed deeper into the ruined lair.
Fortunately no new runbl es di sturbed the silence, but neither was there any
sign of the halfling- They had only their faith in the noorhound' s keen nose
to convince themthey were on the right path.

"What could he be up to?" wondered Tristan as Robyn canme up behind him

"I think 1 know. Renmenber the gold and jewels, all that wealth that we left in
here when we fled? | suspect he's gone back after it."

Tristan groaned. "O course! | should have known he'd do that! Wy didn't |
think of it?"

"You can't think of everything." Robyn touched his arm and, as always, the
pressure of her hand upon himcal med his nerves and cool ed his judgnent.
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Suddenl y Cant hus stopped before a huge pile of rubble. Wth a soft whine, he
started pawi ng | oose rocks and broken pieces of tinber out of the way. The
ki ng dropped to his knees beside himand started pulling nore weckage asi de.
"Pawl do? Are you there?"

The voice that responded was faint but was unm stakably the halfling s. "Help!
"' m stuck!"

Tristan's heart |eaped at the sound. Pawl do was alive! "Wait'1ll we get you
out! 1'll strangle you! What kind of a prank is this?"

"I"ll let you strangle ne! Just get me out of herel™

The king heard the strumming of the |ute behind himand | ooked up to see the
firbolg |l eaning curiously over him "Yak dig?"

"Yes!" gasped Tristan, already exhausted. He sat against the tunnel wall. "Yak
dig!"

The giant pulled a heavy beam out of the way, then roughly shoul dered severa
boul ders asi de. He reached a brawny paw into the rubble and pulled roughly.
"Quch! My neck! Hey, that hurts! Urfl" Yak ignored Pawl do's protests as his
shoul ders tensed. Tristan i magi ned he heard a poppi ng sound as Pawl do suddenly
burst fromthe pile of rubble.

Yak held Pawl do by the scruff of his neck, lifting himup so that the others
could see. The giant's face was split by a wide grin. "Look! Yak find
Paw | -do! H, Paw |-do!"

"Put me down, you behermoth! . . . There, that's better." The halfling cleared
his throat a few tinmes and dusted hinsel f off before gl anci ng sheepi shly at
his friends.

"Uh, thanks, everybody. I'm uh, sorry about all this, but I didn't know the
pl ace was going to collapse just because | noved a stupid board! Besides, |
uh, | wanted to explore the ruins a little—=

"Explore ny eye!" exclainmed Robyn with a scow. "You went |ooking for the
treasure room didn't you?"

"And | found it, too! Except soneone else had been there first—they cl eaned
out everything!"

"Everyt hing?" The druid eyed himshrewdly.

"Well, just about everything. | did sort of find a few things
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nothing too great. There's this—= Pawl do reached into his pouch and
pull ed out the medallion, its ruby heart scintillating in the torchlight.
Robyn gasped and sei zed the gol den talisman, though Pawl do kept a tight grip
on the chain. "This is the sanme synbol that marked the Scrolls of Arcanus!
It's the sign of the goddess, the one called Chauntea."

Pawl do grimaced but relaxed his hold on the chain. "Well, if you know what it
is and all, and you came to rescue nme, | suppose you should have it. Is it
magi cal ?"

Robyn took the talisman and held it up, examning it in the flickering |light.
"I don't know. But it's certainly sacred to followers of Chauntea. Thank you.
| shall keep it with the scrolls.”

"Why don't you wear it?" suggested | avish

Robyn | ooked startled. "No! | couldn't! It wouldn't be right, or proper

"I know of this Chauntea," persisted the bard. "She is a great and powerful
goddess, worshi ped throughout the Real ms. She is a goddess of growh and life,
pl ants and animals, and nature. Is that so different fromthe great nother?"
Robyn shook her head reluctantly, and the bard continued. "Now, a matter of
faith is a thing you nust decide in your heart, but you have told us that the
goddess has grown so weak that you cannot hear her answer your prayers. Nor
can she restore your spells. Surely she would wel come the hel p of anot her
goddess, one of great power and sinmilar beliefs, if it will aid us on our
quest !

"And a clerical talisman of such great value nmust indeed be a thing of power.
Per haps the synbol of Chauntea could work to our benefit. She is certain to
despi se and resist the presence of evil around us!"

"Perhaps," wavered the druid. "But—=

"And didn't you cast a spell of Chauntea, fromthe scroll, to travel here?"
asked the king. "M ght not wearing the nedallion aid in the use of the other
scrol | s—perhaps even to free the druids?"

"Very well. | shall wear it." Robyn lifted the gol den chain
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over her head, lifting her long hair out of the way so that it settled around

her neck. The medallion itself, the shining crimson rose centered in the
gol den i mage of the sun, came to rest between her breasts, glow ng warmy.

"I also found these. | don't know what good they are—they're kind of busted
up—but | took them anyway." Now the halfling produced the battered spectacles,
dust-covered and cracked. "I figured that since they were in the treasure

room they nust be sonething val uable.”

"Let me see those," said the bard. She took the glasses and held themup to
her face, perching themon her nose. They tilted at an awkward angl e, since
the left tenple was nissing. The |l ens over her right eye was marred by a

spi derweb pattern of cracks, but |avish squinted com cally and | ooked around.
"They don't do nuch for nme... kind of hurt ny eyes,"” she admitted. "I don't
know why they woul d have been stored with the other val uabl es. Maybe that's
why they were left behind." She renoved the glasses and offered themto
Tristan, but the king had turned back to the hal fling.

Pawl do squirmed awkwardly as the others exam ned the glasses. Finally he spoke
again. "There was—that is, there i s—dh, one nore thing. It was under a beam"
Hesitantly he reached into his pouch and pulled forth the fat gem In the
torchlight, they could all see the unm stakable glimering of its many facets.
"A dianmond!" gasped the hal fling, surprising hinmself.

"I't's huge!" murmured | avish, leaning close to exanine it, though she did not
attenpt to renmpve the stone from Paw do's fingers.

"l guess, since you all went to the trouble of getting ne out of there, this
really belongs to all of us," admitted the half-ling. "I'Il hang on to it for
saf ekeepi ng, but when I can sell it, we'll each get a share.”

Tristan hid his surprise, but he | ooked at his old conpanion through new eyes.



The avaricious halfling had accurmul ated quite a hoard over the years, but this
was the first tine the king had ever heard himoffer to share any of it.

"Well, at l|east we've discovered a way out of here by
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whi ch we mght be able to avoid a confrontation with the deathbirds," said
Tavi sh.

The others | ooked at her in amazenent.

"What are you tal king about?" asked Tristan

"Why, over there ... where the light is coning from Hey, where did it go?"
Tavi sh | ooked in amazenent up a side tunnel. "I swear | saw daylight in that
tunnel, just a mnute ago. . . . "Wait a mnute!" The bard, excited, put the
spect acl es back on her face and | ooked up the passage. "Yes, | can see it! W

just have to go around a corner or two, and there's a shaft of |ight com ng

t hrough the roof! We can get out there!"

"You' re | ooking around the corners?" asked the king, incredul ous.
Nevert hel ess, they followed the bard as she quickly |l ed themup the passage
and through a winding corridor that connected to it until they reached a hole
inthe ceiling. They stood in a circle, looking up at a gl owering patch of
gray cloud, unm stakably outside the lair.

Kamerynn held to the trail of his quarry through the growi ng m ght of the

wi nter storm Even when the ground upon which the hateful thing had wal ked
became buried benea th a thick bl anket of snow, the spoor of evil lay |like an
obscene snake across the earth.

The unicorn never hesitated nor wavered fromhis mssion. He sensed that the

killing of the thing he foll owed would not bring back the world he had known,
woul d not free his beloved druids fromtheir stony prisons. But he sensed that
killing this creature was something he could do, and that had becone
all-inportant.

The trail entered the Fens of the Fallon, a region Kamerynn had rarely trod
bef ore. But now he charged forward, wading through the freezing water and
boldly forcing his way through the entwining foliage. The proud spire of his
horn remai ned upt hrust before him

Fi nal |y Kamerynn sensed the presence of the thing itself, and for the first
time, he hesitated. His nostrils dilated as he searched the air, seeking
confirmati on of the awareness
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that seemed to penetrate directly to the depths of his soul. A great darkness
| urked nearby, and all the unicorn's senses urged attack

Hi s mind, however, counsel ed caution, and so he slowed to a deliberate walk,
facing the blustering wind, still holding his head high. He approached a great
dead tree, its huge root duster rising before himlike the gaping maw of a
hungry dragon, and he knew he had found his eneny.

The beast exploded fromits shelter in a snarling attack of yellow eyes and

I ong, drooling teeth. Sharp claws raked the unicorn's flanks as Kanerynn's
hooves | ashed out, driving the nonster backward. The creature crouched on the
ground before him and then sprang again.

Wry tentacles | ashed out toward the unicorn's flanks, but he skipped aside.
Kamerynn reared and ki cked again, but he missed the |ightning-quick body of
his foe. Driving his horn downward, the proud animal thrust. Kamerynn struck
only air, but at the sane tine he heard the clanping of mghty faws behi nd
him H's sudden attack had thrown off the cat-beast's aim

Once nmore the horn missed the black pelt, and the unicorn's blood streaked his
snowy flanks. Kamerynn reared backward, crying out a shrill challenge as he

f ought on.

It was a fight that could only end in the dea th of one of the conbatants.
20e*

THE SECOND SCROLL

"And now we shall turn to Corwell."



"Such is the will of Bhaal." Ysalla nodded her head, the yell ow skull-spines
bobbing in agreenment. "But first ny people shall have their feast and their

cel ebration.”

"But we must make haste!" Hobarth, hissing in the | anguage of the sahuagin,
argued. He himself had already gathered a hefty sack of gold coins, not so
much for his own use—Hobarth had little need of material wealth—but because he
t hought it mght prove useful in furthering the plan of Bhaal

"You meke haste, human. W have won a great victory, a battle we have fought
for the spoils. You shall not cheat us of those spoils.”

The cleric | ooked at the high priestess, surrounded by a rank of her own
sahuagin clerics, and knew that further argunment was pointless. "Very well. |
shail await you at the nouth of the bay."

Hobarth was not a gentle man, nor was he burdened with a surplus of kindness,
but the 'celebration' of the victorious sahuagin was a thing he had little
stomach for. The sheer scale of the massacre could not help but raise glinmrers
of doubt and fear in his alnost inhuman psyche.

Not, of course, that he would nourn the deaths of the many nen, wonen, and
children of the north who fell beneath the O aws of the Deep. Their deaths had
been willed by Bhaal, and as such, Hobarth's role in bringing them about could
not be questioned. These people were not necessarily enenies of Bhaal, but
their existence was an
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i nconvenience to his lord. Therefore their extermnmination should bring himjoy.
But instead it raised the growi ng specter of fear in his soul. Bhaal's aim of
course, was to nake of Gwynneth an island of death, a monunent to his inhuman

evil. The fact that this massacre occurred on the nuch small er nei ghboring
i sland of Oman coul d be dismi ssed as a diversion, or a rehearsal for the
anni hilation of Corwell. That kingdom of course, would be their next target.

Yet for the first time, Hobarth wondered about his own role in his master's

pl an. He had been a true and devoted cleric for all of his adult life, giving
all of hinself for the greater glory of his god. But soon Bhaal's wll would
be done, and then what of Hobarth? If the god of death wanted no human life to
mar his island, what woul d becorme of his unnistakably human cleric?

Gimy Hobarth shook off these doubts. He had cast his die, and he woul d

live—er perhaps perish—with the roll. Certainly he would hasten his own
destruction if his master should suspect anything | ess than total obedience.
Thus far, Bhaal should have no conplaints. Hobarth's earthquake spell, the

nost powerful of all his enchantnents, had torn the wall fromthe Iron Keep
Exploiting the breach, hundreds of sahuagin had poured into the suddenly
exposed castle. The dead of the sea had followed, [unbering up the steep sl ope
and through the wide gap until the entire keep had been overrun

Now t he ani mated corpses |lolled sensel essly about the battlefield, for they
depended upon the commands of Ysal-la's clerics for novement or any ot her
action. And those clerics were now, with the rest of the sahuagin, enbarked
upon a frenzy of killing, eating, and | ooting.

This left Hobarth to worry about the next phase of the plan. O course, it was
irrational that he worry. The m ght of Bhaal had proven unstoppable thus far
and if the fish-men wished to revel in their victory for a night before
enbarking for Corwell, so be it.

Still, Corwell was an anci ent kingdom protected not just by doughty warriors
but by sonme kind of benign and super-
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natural force. Or so it seened. The Beast, Kazgoroth, had not been able to
break the m ght of the kingdom O course, Kazgoroth could not cast the

eart hquake spell, and his ninions had been living, breathing warriors, capable
of failures of norale.

Nevert hel ess, Hobarth felt a strong sense of urgency, an urgency that was not
shared by his allies. He took up a position at the mouth of Iron Bay, sitting
upon a rocky pronontory overl ooking the scene of fire, chaos, and death bel ow.



He cl osed his eyes and prayed to Bhaal for a restoration of the spell he had
cast during the battle. The recovery of the earthquake power woul d take npst
of the night, anyway, so he mght as well put the time to good use.

And as al ways, his god Bhaal heard hi mand answered his prayer.

Snow spill ed down the narrow hole, but the broken rock of the fallen ceiling
had created a natural stairway. Tristan |led the way, holding his sword in his
right hand as he used his left to pull hinself upward, out of the firbolg lair
and onto the snow covered ground.

"It's clear,” he whispered. "Conme on!"

He reached down to hoi st Robyn to the ground beside him and then the pair of
them fl anked the hol e as Yak hel ped | avi sh, Pawl do, and Cant hus up. Newt
popped out under his own power, and the firbolg had no difficulty lifting

hi nsel f from the underground | abyrinth.

They energed into a | andscape of black and white—bl ack where the trunks of the
dead trees towered fromthe snow, stark against the gray sky, and white
everywhere el se. The snow had stopped falling, but the wi ntery bl anket covered
the ground to a depth of a foot or nore.

"The deathbirds are gone, or else they're still watching the entrance. Let's
make sonme tinme!" Tristan started to nove away fromthe ruins and suddenly
stopped short. He | ooked up toward the gray sky, but the overcast gave no hint
of the sun's location. "Wich way is north?" he wondered al oud.
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Robyn, directly behind him |ooked around at the bl eak forest, |avish,
meanwhi | e, pulled out the broken spectacl es, perched them on her nose, and

| ooked at the sky. "Just as | thought! These gl asses let me see things as they
really are! It's really quite remarkable. For exanple, | can tell you that the
sun is over there. That nust be east, so north is that way!"

"Seens as good a guess as any," grunted the king. "Tb the north, then."

For several hours, they pushed across the snowy ground. Tristan led for a
whil e before turning the | ead over to Robyn. It proved nmuch easier, in the
snow, to follow in the exact steps of the | eader, so after this they changed
the order of march frequently and took turns breaking the deep snow

The warnmt h of their evening canp had revitalized all of them Though they
talked little, they nmade steady progress, and the firbolg lair fell quickly
behi nd them They saw no sign of the ghastly birds and began to hope that the
predators had al so been | eft behind.

For Tristan, Daryth's death still burned Iike a deep wound. H's own part in it
seened an act of trenmendous evil. But he was now convinced that the chall enge
before them offered hima way to absolve hinself of that guilt.

In nost places, they wal ked among the gaunt trunks and tangl ed branches of the
forested fen. The patches of |and they encountered now seemed | arger than

t hose of the previous day.

An unlikely benefit of the cold tenperature becane apparent the first tine
their path took them fromone of the humocks of |and back into the wetl ands
of the fens. The cold tenmperatures had frozen the water, in nost places
creating a layer of ice thick enough to walk on. In these cases, they put Yak
in the rear of the party, since the firbolg' s weight always caused the ice to
give way. The rest of themnmade it across several such icy patches with little
wor se than an occasi onal wet foot.

Tristan took over the |lead after one such stretch, |ooking behind at the
plainly visible path they left in the snow "I
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hope those birds are too stupid to follow a trail,’
stood aside to | et him pass.

"I"'mafraid not." She pointed to the sky, and his heart sank as he saw a
soari ng shape wheeling just below the |level of the low clouds. It was soon
joined by another, then several nore.

"They're pretty far away," he said hopefully.

he said to Robyn as she



"But | think they're comng this way."

The king started breaking trail with a vengeance, as if he hoped they could
out di stance the awful creatures, but nore and nore of the fl ock appeared in

t he sky. Though they did not chase the conpanions wth any apparent urgency,
it was clear to the conpani ons that the deathbirds were getting cl oser

"What will we do once we're past the fens?" asked Robyn, bringing up a
qguestion Tristan had avoi ded thinking about. "Can we stick to the forests and
keep them of f our heads there?"

"I doubt it. The woods are too open to provide nuch of an obstacle. "W m ght
be forced to fight them" said the king, w thout rmuch hope. They all knew the
odds of such a fight were grim

Ri ght now he faced a nore inmedi ate problem as he hacked a network of dead
vi nes out of the way and pushed himsel f through a tangle of trees, only to
stop short.

"What do we do now?" he groaned, gesturing to the obstacle he had di scovered.
Before them neatly bisecting their path, stretched a steep-sided gorge that
had once been a riverbed. The bottomwas only about twenty feet bel ow t hem
but the snooth, rocky sides offered few prom sing handhol ds. Snow |ined the
bed of the gorge, revealing the tops of huge boulders. On the far side, they
could see well beyond the fens, for the ground rolled away uninterrupted by
trees or any other cover, descending gradually to the north. In the distance,
unfrozen and dark, spraw ed the polluted expanse of Myrl och
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Yazilliclick squeezed his eyes shut. He felt the grip of massive claws on his
shoul der and waited to be killed. And waited sone nore. Still nothing
happened.

He began, without peeking, to take stock of his surroundings. He could hear

t he deep, raspy breathing of sonme creature beside him A warm snoky snell
filled the air, and he thought he detected the scent of meat roasting on a
fire. Indeed, he could hear it sizzling.

Against all his attenpts to stifle it, his belly runbled from hunger. O
course, he renminded hinself, that wouldn't matter after this horrible beast
had killed him And still he waited, and still he wasn't killed.

Daringly he decided to sneak one eye open a tiny crack. He peeped from beneath
the trembling lid and caught sight of a huge warty nose, flanked by a pair of
beady eyes. Atroll! Imediately he squeezed his eyes shut, and he once again
waited to be killed.

"Well? Why' d ya nock?" The gruff voice, propelled by a burst of unimagi nably
bad breath, runbled in his ears. He didn't dare nove, or speak, or |ook, or
anyt hi ng.

"Wke me up, ya did! Banging on the gate, you wz—+ heard ya!"

"G Gate?" The sprite dared another | ook at the thing. "Gate to what?"

"Why, to Faerie! You is a stoopid one, ain'tcha?"

"Y-Yes, | nmean, n-no! | mnean, | didn't knock—di dn't knock. | am stupid,
t hough. You're right—ight!"
Yazilliclick | ooked up hesitantly at the troll again. The creature's green

skin was covered with warts, and it towered over the faerie, even as it
squatted before him In size, it nearly equaled a firbolg.

It was rmuch skinnier, however, with spindly arns and | egs that | ooked awkward
and frail. The sprite knew they were Iined with supple sinews far stronger
than any human's, however. The great, hooked nose wagged nenacingly at him
and those gl eam ng, incongruously tiny eyes fixed himwith a baleful glare.
"Did ya wants in or out? | kin pitch ya back out if ya wants!"
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"N-No! Y-Yes! N-\fes! | did wants—want—n! And you heard mne! You're a
guardian troll, aren't you? And this is a gate to Faerie—+to Faerie!" Now the
sprite opened his eyes wi de-He wanted to | eap up and hug the troll, but common

sense suggested this mght be a bad idea.



"Bright fella, ain'tcha now? 'Course this is Faerie! An' I'ma troll, aint I?
An' |I'mguardin' the gate, ain't |1? Waddya think?"

Bol der now, Yazilliclick | ooked around at the 'gate.’ It wasn't much, really.
It passed right through this troll's earthen lair, but the sprite couldn't
even | ocate the exact spot he had entered. O course, his eyes had been
squeezed tightly shut, but it seened he had been pulled through a tangle of
roots growing fromthe dirt wall on the far side of the lair. El sewhere, he
saw a crude stone fireplace where a succul ent piece of neat sizzled on a
stick. A few cl ean-picked bones lay in a heap in one corner, and a heavy oaken
door stood in the wall opposite the tangle of roots. He noticed a collection
of jugs and kettles, all covered with filth and dirt, scattered around the
room Then he renenbered the troll's question

"What do | th-think? I think I'mh-home! |-+ just wanted to conme home so
bad—so bad! And you rmust have h-heard me think about it. That's it—that's it!

I didn't even know there was a g-gate here!"

"Didn't know Is you blind?"

"B-Blind? | amnot blind!" Yazilliclick becane indignant. "It's j-just that
everyt hing has changed so nuch out there that none of the gates even Hook I|ike
gates anynore! You should Make a | ook at what you're g-guarding sonetine, then
you' d s-see!" He gasped for air, unaccustoned to such | ong speeches.

The troll chuckl ed. "You been gone a long tine, not to see gate!"

"Ch, | have—+ have! And |'m never going away agai n—again! N-Now that |'m
hone, I'mgoing to stay r-right here!" And then Yazilliclick paused. For the
first time since he had sensed his inpending death, he thought of his friends.
How were they faring in the desol ate wastel and of the val e? The

2™

DOUGLAS N LES

sprite knew that he couldn't abandon them

"Kwi tcher yakkin'," groused the troll. "I is thirsty. Gve me rotgut." He
pointed to a filthy jug of unknown origin and equal ly unknown contents.
Now Yazilliclick's terror had passed, and he knew he had to do sonething to

help his friends. He began to devel op an idea for doing so.

"How d you like sone real g-good w ne?"

"You gots wine?" The troll was all ears.

The sprite nodded solemly. "A whole bottle, and I'll g-give it to you—+to you,
for a small f-favor!"

"What favor?" The troll's eyes squinted even smaller. "Maybe | just take

wi ne!"

The sprite felt a flash of panic.” Y-You can't! You're a guardian troll—you
told me—told nme! And you're sworn to help and p-protect those who cone through
your g-gate!" He hoped the troll had some sort of respect for the |aws of
Faeri e.

"Hhph!" But the troll made no nove toward him "What favor?"

" WWell, you rmust know where the gates are here in Faerie. Lot's of "emgo to
the val e—the vale! Can you take me to the others and help nme find ny
f-friends?"

The troll considered the offer, and soon his black tongue extended, |icking
his lips. "Ckay. First wine, then gates!"

The sprite's elation caused his hands to trenble as he reached into his pouch
and pulled forth the bottle. He felt very proud of hinself.

"First wwine, then g-gates!" Yazilliclick repeated. "I don't mmind if | have
alittle drink mnysel f—nysel f!"

Rol | pushed on the great bronze door, half afraid he would find it |ocked. The
other half of himfeared what he would find inside. He still carried Gaen, who
lay nmotionless in his arns, her eyes closed.

But the nassive portal swung silently open, revealing a huge hall lined with
gl eam ng granite colums. Every surface was wet and gl eam ng. An array of

wi ndows circl ed
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the hall near the ceiling, their colorful panes of glass filtering the gray
light of the outside world into a rai nbow assortnent of cheery hues.

"By all the gods!" he whispered. "It's a mracle!" He didn't try to hide the
sense of awe and wonder that held himrooted to the spot.

"Hrmm?" Gnen's eyelids fluttered open. "What is this place?" She twisted to
see, and he set her down, supporting her with one of his arms as she stood
weakl y and | ooked around.

"It could be that we've died," Koli said.

She shook her head with sudden vehenmence. "No. We're alive. And like you told
me before, this place is real!"”

"Look . . . through that hall. You see the gl ow?"

She followed his pointing finger and saw a rosy light flickering down one of
t he hallways |l eading fromthis vast chanber. "Let's see what it is!"

"No! Wait, there mght be danger!" Roll's heart pounded and sweat soaked his
pal ms. He | oathed the fear within him but he could not banish it.

"Nonsense! It seens perfectly cheery to me!" Gaen smiled, nodding at the warm
light. "Let's see what it is—please?"

The wonman | ed the way now, taking Kail's hand and starting down the corridor
The passage was short and opened into a small room They saw several bearskin
rugs on the floor and assorted furniture—a couch, several wooden chairs, and a
gl eam ng tabl e—Aone of which appeared to have been di sturbed by the presence
of seawater in the room

But the nost amazing feature of the chanmber was the cheery blaze that greeted
them from a huge fireplace. Several nassive |logs, carefully arranged, burned
snoot hly and evenly, showi ng no trace of the steamthat should have hissed
fromwet wood

They sat on one of the rugs, soaking in the wel cone warnth of the bl aze.

Al ready their clothes had begun to dry, and |ifegiving heat once again seeped
into their flesh and bones.
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"I give up trying to explain it,"” nuttered Roll. "Maybe this whole place will
vanish in two nminutes and plop us back into the ocean.”

"No," said Gnen firmy.

"I hope you're right. Even if you aren't, | want you to know that, well, I'm
sorry I've gotten you into this."

"You saved ny life. You have nothing to be sorry about."

"I'f we are about to die, at least | have the confort of spending ny | ast
monents with you."

Gren smiled and | eaned over to kiss himaffectionately. Then the young woman
shook her head. "I'm sure we have been saved for a reason—and not just to dunk
us back into the sea! | don't know who saved us or why, but | suspect we'll
find out soon."”

And then they both froze in shock. The feeling beneath them was unni stakabl e,
and yet it seemed to defy explanation even nore than the appearance of this
citadel before them

For now the castle had begun to novel

"The flock's on our trail. | don't think they've seen us yet, but it's only a
matter of time." Robyn bal anced upon a linb of a desolate oak tree, |ooking
back along their trail

"That's all we need!" Tristan turned to | ook at the gorge, but he was fresh
out of ideas. They could leap or clinb down into the rocky gul ch, of course,
but they would be easily trapped when the deathbirds reached them The terrain
on the far side of the barrier offered no hope of conceal ment, either. They
seened to be trapped no matter what they did.

"This was once a river not so very long ago," said the druid, clinmbing down to
stand beside him

"Too bad it isn't anynore. Then all we'd need is a boat. W could float down
the gorge a lot faster than we can wal k through this stuff."

"I"ve got a boat!" Tavish offered. "Remenber?"



Tristan | ooked at her in surprise, then in remenbrance as she pulled a narrow

wooden box from her pack. "All 1've got
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to do is say the word, and it'll fold into as pretty a craft as you could
wi sh."

"I do remenber. | owe ny life to you, and that boat, when you fished Daryth

and ne out of the Strait of Alaron." Pawl do and Robyn nodded as well, for they
had both heard the tale of Tavish's marvel ous folding boat. It was good-sized
and a nost seaworthy vessel that, upon the speaking of her word of conmand,

fol ded into the compact box she now showed them

"It still doesn't offer much help, with no water to put it in," renmarked
Pawl do sourly.
"I wonder..." Robyn paused, |ooking at the riverbed curiously. Impulsively she

reached for the ivory scroll tube and renoved the top. She pulled out a sheet
of parchment, |ooked at it, and then pulled out another. Satisfied, she
returned the first one to the tube and resealed it.

"The Scroll of Arcanus that offers mastery of water" she said quietly. "It
m ght be the solution to our problem"”
"Well, let's find out in a hurry. Those birdies are getting closer," announced

Pawl do. They could all see a score or nore of the soaring creatures, wheeling
gracefully over the fens several mles away. But the size of the flock was
growi ng, and their mneandering course undeniably brought them ever nearer to

t he comnpani ons.

Robyn stepped to the edge of the gorge, unrolling the sheet of parchnment and
hol ding it open before her with both hands. Slowy, deliberately, she began to
r ead.

The words were strange to Tristan and the others, and it seened they were
strange to Robyn as well. More than once she paused, pronouncing a |ong word
very slowy and carefully, but she never m sspoke nor repeated a phrase.

The king stood protectively beside her and noticed a strange phenomenon as she
read. One by one, the runes upon the scroll disappeared fromthe parchment,
apparently in time with her reading. As she finished and | owered the page, he
saw that the entire surface was bl ank

He forgot the parchnent as he heard a spl ashing sound. As one person, they

| ooked down into the gorge and watched the snow nelt al ong the bottom carried
away by a shal -
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| ow stream et of ciear water. It originated, apparently, fromthe stones

t hensei ves, for there was nmore of it than could possibly have been created by
the nelting of the snow, but the trickle remained far too shallow to offer any
hope of floating a boat.

As they watched, however, the water slowy grew deeper, and deeper still. Soon
it babbled along like a nountain stream sone three or four feet deep. And
still it continued to rise.

"How deep will it get?" Tristan asked, disbelieving the evidence of his eyes
and ears.

"Who knows?" whispered Robyn, staring intently at the steadily increasing
flow. Unconsciously she placed her hand around the rose-in-sun nedallion she
wor e around her neck.

For a full mnute, the water level rose, stormng up the sides of the gorge,

filling the narrow passage with its clean, frothing mass, and rushing ever
downward toward Myrloch. Finally the current slowed to a forceful, steadily
rolling pace, still racing down the riverbed but deep enough to bury nost

rocks and obstacles in the gorge. Like a snooth green carpet, it lay before
them a few feet below on the only possible route to safety.

"If I live to be a hundred, I'Il never ask to see anything |like this again,"
said | avi sh, awestruck

"I"molder than that, and |'ve never even heard of anything like this before!"
whi spered Paw do. Even Newt sat quietly for once, gazing at the mracul ous
flow



"No time to |l ose now" | avish shook off her reverie and placed the folding
boat on the rimof the gorge. "Everybody get ready to junp in. Once it

unfolds, its owmn weight will topple it into the water, and we won't get a
second chance. You, too. Yak!" She gestured at the box and the water, though
the firbol g managed to | ook nore confused than ever

"Garanday!" she cried. The box imrediately flipped open, doubling its size.

But it didn't stop there. The sides flopped down, unfolding again and again
until the rough outline of a boat took shape. Then the keel stretched forth
fromthe bot-
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torn of the box, and the whole craft tilted crazily, barely bal anced on the
rimof the gorge.

"CGet in!" shouted the bard, diving toward the tiller and seizing the shaft in
her hands. The ot her conpanions leaped in a sinmlar chaotic fashion, and even
Yak and Can-thus tunbled into the boat as it slipped off the rocks and

spl ashed into the water. A cascade of icy spray soaked them but then the bard
steadi ed the helm

The current swept them along, rolling down the gorge with startling speed,

| avi sh hauled on the tiller with all her strength, narrowy m ssing a huge
outcrop of rock, and then they slid wildly around a corner. Their |aunching

pl ace, and the end of their visible trail, quickly di sappeared behind t hem
Wth a sharp cry, Kanerynn reared. He sighted on the creature's flat skull and
brought his front hooves down to crush it. Then he lurched to the ground in
surprise as his attack nmet no resistance, for the thing was not where it
appeared to be!

The unicorn felt raking claws dig into his flank, and he whirled in
desperation, flailing at the air with his sharp horn. He felt the horn neet
resi stance and drove it forcefully against the invisible formthere. Kamerynn
was rewarded by a shrill cry of pain and rage.

Then one of the nonster's horny tentacl es wapped around the unicorn's throat,
and he felt once nore the raking claws across his breast. Kanerynn reared and
ki cked with his powerful forehooves. For a nonent, the nonster tw sted,

i npal ed on the horn. Kanerynn | ooked at the snarling, hateful face bel ow him
and tried to guess at the nonster's actual position

He ducked his head and kicked forward into the air to the left of the
creature's apparent |ocation. But he was terribly, fate fully wong.

Once again his attack met no resistance, and this time, he felt an awf ul

wei ght |and upon his back, tw sting his heck backward as the creature remai ned
i npal ed. C aws sank
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deep into Kanerynn's Hanks, and the creature's tentacles |ashed his neck again
and again. The unicorn reared backward, but he could not dislodge the

supernat ural predator.

He bucked and kicked, tossing the beast around and trying to drive his horn
ever deeper into the twi sting body. But then, with a sharp snap, the horn of
the unicorn cracked and broke off. It remained stuck in the nonster, but it no
| onger held it away fromthe unicorn

Then Kamerynn felt the long fangs at his throat, felt the powerful jaws close
and drive the teeth through his skin, his nuscle, his w ndpipe. Wth a
strangl ed gasp, the unicorn fell to the ground.

Then the jaws conpleted their deadly work, snapping the bones of the proud
neck, and Kamerynn—the |ast of the children of the goddess—kicked his | ast and
di ed.

3.16

A DEEPER DARKNESS

"Hold on!" lavish grinned with delight as the boat ducked and bobbed through
the water. She handled the tiller with skill, avoiding the numerous obstacl es
that reared suddenly in their path.



Tri stan | ooked behi nd them and saw no sign of the deathbirds. Could it be that
they had seen the last of the things? A curtain of icy spray suddenly drenched
him and he forgot about their pursuers as he clung tightly to the gunwal e.

He and Robyn sat in the bow of the little craft, while Pawl do rode beside
Tavish in the stern and Yak sat am dshi ps. Cant hus bounded nervously from one
pl ace to another, while Newt perched on the prow as a living figurehead.

"Yi ppee! Here conmes anot her one!" The faerie dragon's exhilaration was not
shared by the other passengers as the boat darted down a narrow, foani ng chute
to burst into nmore placid waters.

"Ride water!" shouted Yak, his face split by a gap-toothed grin. "Look!" The
gi ant pointed at a craggy rock formation and stood up to get a better view.
"Sit down!" shouted Tavish and Tristan together as the boat heel ed dangerously
to the side. Puzzled, Yak sat and the craft righted itself.

"That was a close call!" groaned the king, w ping spray fromhis face.

"What was so great about that rock, anyway?" demanded Paw do.
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"It probably rem nded himof his nother.'
ri de down the rapids.

For a short tinme, the vessel bobbed peacefully as the water meandered through
a wide, deep stretch. Then the walls narrowed, |ooning above them and again
the river becane a raging torrent. The boat raced between the rocky sides of
the gorge, but lavish's steady hand on the tiller kept themin the center of

t he channel

"The water's deep enough to cover the big rocks," said the bard. "That helps a
lot!"

| avi sh seened to be enjoying their

"How | ong do you think it'lIl last?" Tristan | ooked at Robyn, still anazed by
t he power she had displayed in bringing the river to life.

"I don't know. The wind spell lasted for a long tinme, but faded as soon as |
reached the vale. | suspect it's harder for the magic to work here, so

assune we only have an hour or so."

"We're naking great time, anyway." Tristan had been surprised and delighted by
the speed of their boat. "We' ve already nade half a day's progress!”

The gray sky still glowered its threat of snow, but for the tine being, no
flakes fell. Nearly a foot of snow lined the banks of the river, however. The
tenmperature renmai ned bel ow freezing, and in places where the water splashed up
on the rock walls, it left an icy sheen. Only the forceful current prevented
the entire waterway fromfreezing.

Best of all, there was no sign of the deathbirds. The flock woul d have been
hard put to keep up with the racing boat, and the depth of the gorge often
screened the river fromview fromthe sky.

Once nmore the river wi dened, and they rel axed their holds. Tristan noticed
that his knuckles were white fromthe strain of gripping the gunwal e, and he
stretched his fingers in relief at the tenporary respite.

The water rolled, a deep gray-green bel ow them washing agai nst what was now a
flat shore

"W can beach the boat anywhere al ong here" offered Tavish. "It'll be a |ot
harder to do once we drop into the rapids again."
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"Let's take advantage of the river while we've got it." Tristan spoke for al

of themin preferring to stay with the boat, however hair-raising the rapids,
to another |ong overland trek

Soon the runbling of the torrent grew in volune again, and they saw the walls
of the gorge rising high above the water before them

"Sounds like a pretty fast one," admitted the bard, looking a little worried
for the first time. "Everybody get a handhol d!"

Tri stan | ooked ahead and saw the water drop away. He couldn't see what |ay
beyond, but the roaring grew to a thunderous crescendo, and then the boat flew
into the chute



The gorge becane a blur of rock and snow as the craft heel ed and | urched

t hrough the rapids. Spray flew fromall sides, drenching and chilling them
but none of the conpanions dared let go of his precious handhol d. The boat
crunched into a rock, jerking to a sudden halt before breaking free to race
along with the current again. Tristan, alarmed, saw water spurting through
several of the planks in the hull, but he dared not let go to bail.

The river dipped into a hole and flew out the other side, carrying the boat
with it. For a desperate nmonent, the craft seened to drop away from beneath
them Tristan felt an odd sensation of flying before he sl amed back onto his
seat. A small shape, whirling through space, passed through the corner of his
vi si on.

"Pawl do!" cried the bard as the halfling was torn fromhis seat. She dared not
rel ease the tiller to reach for him and in the next instant, the boat |urched
again and the halfling flew over the side.

Tristan whirled in his seat, reaching out his hand toward Pawl do, receiving
only a faceful of chill water for his effort. The hal fling bobbed under the
water as the current swept himaway fromthe boat.

Cant hus sprang over the side of the boat in a single | eap, splashing into the
foam ng rapids near the spot where Pawl do had di sappeared. In another second,
t he
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noor hound vani shed under the water.

Cant hus popped to the surface some di stance away, and Tristan saw his teeth
firmy clanmped around the halfling's shirt. "Conme on, boy!" he whispered,
willing the dog back to the boat.

Robyn | eaned over the side next to him and Tristan seized her around the
wai st to prevent her from bei ng swept overboard. She extended her staff, and
he saw Pawl do, his arns thrashing, grab desperately for it. For a split
second, the dog and the halfling di sappeared again, but then Pawl do surfaced
with the tip of Robyn's staff in his hands.

"Pull!" she cried, |eaning back into the boat. Tristan heaved as well,

i gnoring the sickening rocking of the craft and the icy spray that continued
to fly into his eyes. Robyn, still clutching her staff, fell on top of him
They scranbl ed back to the gunwale to see Pawl do hanging on to the hull like a

drowned rat. Canthus bobbed in the water behind him frantically trying to
swwmin the torrent. Tristan reached down and grabbed the halfling by the
arms, quickly pulling himback into the perilous safety of the boat.

| mredi ately he | eaned back toward the water, grasping for the fur of his dog.
Cant hus yel ped once—a gaspi ng, choki ng sound—and tried desperately to swim
toward his hands, but just as he got close, an eddy of violent water swirled
hi m away, and the noorhound di sappeared bel ow t he surface.

"No! By the goddess, no!" The king |leaned far out of the boat, aware of
Robyn' s hands now grasping himby the legs. He flailed at the water and woul d
have hurled himself in but for her firmgrip. "Canthus!" H's voice was a wail,
but the dog did not reappear

Then anot her jarring crunch shook the boat as it twisted in the grip of the
raging current. For a nonent, the vessel hung between two gi ant boul ders, and
Tristan got a brief inpression of the gorge walls towering overhead, appearing
to lean in on them The boat suddenly broke free, riding again with the
current, but now water swirled about their ankles, pouring in through another
gash in the hull.
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"Shal l ows! W'l| have to find a bank and | and her, or we'll be torn to

pi eces!” The bard shouted over the thunder of the rapids, twisting the tiller
in her hands. But no flat shoreline presented itself. If anything, the walls
wer e steeper and higher here than at any point along the journey, and they
conti nued racing downstream

Tristan saw nore and nore rocks sticking their craggy heads above the surface



of the water, and once again he felt the awful scraping of granite against
wood. How rmuch nore puni shment could the little boat take before it cane
apart?

The king | ooked anxi ously across the whitecaps of the river, desperately
seeki ng any sign of Canthus, but the dog had never surfaced again after their
last glinpse of him Still, Tristan could not bring hinmself to believe that
the great hound was dead. Not Canthus, too! he thought. There is too much
death, too much killing! W nust stop it!

A savage swirl in the current suddenly tw sted the boat around, and for a
hair-rai sing second, they rode sideways, beamto the current. In that instant,
they smashed into a huge rock jutting out of the niddle of the stream and the
little vessel cane to pieces around them

Tristan flew from his seat in the bow, grabbing Robyn's hand as she, too, was
hurled into the water. The current forced them up against the rock, and for a
nmonent, they remained there, noised in the rapids, as the crunbling pieces of
the boat floated away to either side. The weight of Tristan's chain nail
dragged hi mdown, and he flailed his arns, grasping a |eather saddl ebag,

sal vaging a few of their possessions. They saw Yak standing in the streanbed,
shaki ng his head angrily, and then Tavish and Pawl do floated up to them Newt
had di sappeared, no doubt invisible in his agitation, but Tristan didn't doubt
that the faerie dragon had flown to safety.

And then Tavi sh stood before him and he realized that the water was indeed
quite shallow. He put his feet down, easily reaching the rocky bottom and as
he stood, the water level fell even farther. In seconds, it washed around his
wai st, then his knees, and then his ankles.

221

DOUGLAS NI LES

"The spell!" Robyn gasped. "It nust have run its course." Soon the stream was
no more than a nenory, reflected in the rapidly freezing sheets of ice that
coated the wet rocks. The conpani ons, bedraggled and wet, huddled in the
bottom of the gorge with the weckage of Tavish's boat around them An icy

wi nd raced down the riverbed, driving a deadly chill into their soaking bodies
as it grewto a mournful, howing gale. There was still no sign of the
noor hound.

"I sell a catch along the north coast now and then," explained the grizzled

fi sherman. He | ooked down, avoi di ng Randol ph's eyes. "They pay good, and we
got enough down here, anyway. It's not like I'mdisloyal!"

"Go ahead, man. Get to this news you say is so urgent!" The captain of the
guard waved inpatiently to get the man to conti nue.

"Well, you see, | was takin' a batch of sal mon—ice catch, for this season—up
to Codsbay, only | sailed into the cove, and the town was gone! | tell you, it
was burned, or tranpled, or sonethin' even worse!"

Randol ph | eaned back in his large chair and stared at the man. He could think
of no reason why the fisherman woul d make up such a story, especially since he
confessed in the telling to selling food to the enem es of the Ffolk.

"What exactly did you see?"

"Well, there was sone ashes. And other buildings, with the walls just caved
in, it looked like. | don't mnd telling you that |I didn't [and when |I saw
that. | took off outta there faster than you can say 'firbolg' !"™ The fisherman

| ooked around anxiously, as if searching for evidence to corroborate his
story.

The pair sat in the Geat Hall of Corwell, before the grand fireplace that had
burned so brightly on the night of Tris-tan's honecom ng feast. Above the

bl aze, on the broad oaken nmantle, rested the Crown of the Isles, right where
the king had left it. The synbolic icon of his authority was well guarded by
Randol ph, and now t he young captain | ooked at
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it, as if hoping for guidance. He didn't know what to make of this strange
news.



"Coul d the damage possibly have been done by firbol gs?" he asked.

"I don't think so. They don't like fire much, fromwhat | hear. It'd not be
like themto burn the place."

"Well, what then? You can't suspect that the northnen have raided a vill age of
their own people!"

"No, | don't, nor do | know what did it. If you want ny guess, it was

somet hing that cone fromthe sea, it was! Sonething nore terrible than
firbolgs or northnen, though the goddess knows what that could be! | just cone
to tell you what | seen.”

"Thank you. You have done well." Randol ph dism ssed the man with a wave, then
stood up, thoroughly alarned. If it were true that some ravagi ng scourge had
attacked the north coast of the island fromthe sea, was it not possible that
Corwel | was al so on the eneny's agenda?

He heard a footstep and | ooked up to see a famliarly handsone face,
surrounded by a franme of brown curls. Pontswain collapsed easily into the
chair the captain had just vacated, |ooking at himcuriously.

"What did the beggar want?"

Briefly Randol ph recapitul ated the fisherman's story. "I'mworried," he
admtted after he finished. "I think we should take steps to prepare for a
possi bl e attack!"

"Bah!" Pontswain waved away the suggestion with irritating casual ness. "No
doubt the drunken ravings of a man who has been at sea too long! And even if
somet hing did happen to the town, there's no saying it didn't happen over a
year ago, during the Darkwal ker War!"

Randol ph shook his head firmy. "There's nore to it than that. For one thing,
the northnen did not attack their own towns during the war. And second, | saw
that this man was genui nely afrai d—orried enough to give us the warning!"
"Probably hoped for some kind of reward."

"I think we should raise the mlitia and start a watch on the coasts. | intend
to send out the sumons this very afternoon!”
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"Wait a monent!" Ponl swain stood and glared at the captain. "W share the

rul ership of the kingdom renmenber? And | will not sanction a nmuster with

wi nter approachi ng. Think of the cost, man!"

Randol ph cl enched his teeth, biting back an angry reply-He knew that w t hout
the support of this influential lord, he could not expect the other cantrev
lords to respond to his call for a nmuster. "W nmust do something! What if sone
unknown nenace descends upon us now, gathering force while we do nothi ng?"

"Well, then, you do sonething!" said Lord Pontswain. "Take a band of your
guardsmen and investigate the report. See if we really have anything to worry
about. | can tend to the needs of the kingdomwhile you' re gone."

The suggestion jangled a hundred alarmbells in Randol ph's brain. He could not
trust the kingdomto the care of this anmbitious lord even for a few days. But
he still had to do

sormet hi ng.

"I will send scouts,” he decided. "If they bring proof of a threat, then wll
you agree to call the nuster?"

Pont swai n shrugged. "Perhaps. Certainly if the proof is conclusive.” He tried
unsuccessfully to hide his di sappoi ntnent in Randol ph's decision to remain in
Corwel I .

"Very well." The captain turned on his heel and left the hall, frustrated by
the lord' s lack of concern.

Pontswain remained in the Geat Hall for a few nore mnutes, sitting in the
great chair and watching the fire. Then he got up and went to the nantle. As
he had done a thousand tines before, he exami ned the Crown of the Isles,
relishing the sight of its golden frane, its el egant shape, and the small but
perfect dianonds that gl eamed from each of

its eight points. What a shame, he thought, that it had been won by the

wrong nan.

* » * * *



The nmuffled figure renai ned besi de the wounded stallion for several days. The
sl ender hands cl eaned and then bandaged the grievous cuts, offering the horse
handful s of ten-
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der grains and then building a small fire to nmelt enough snow to offer Aval on
a drink.

It was fortunate indeed that the great horse had found this niche in the
grotto wall. In any other position, the stallion would have been torn to

pi eces, but as it was, he had reached this shelter barely in tinme. Dragging

hi nsel f, sl ashed and bl eeding, into the narrow cut, he had saved hinself from
the attacks of the horrid predators. This, alone, was why he had survived the
attack.

But nowit was the nministrations of the fur-cloaked stranger that kept the
horse from perishing. Avalon ate a little food and drank a little water, and
slowy the awful wounds began to heal

After a time, Avalon was ready to stand again, albeit unsteadily. The stallion
dwarfed the slender figure as he gained his feet, stunbling fromthe niche
into the open grotto. Slowy the horse regained his bal ance and | earned to
stand firmy on his bandaged | egs.

The stranger acted in the manner of one who knew horses, |eading the stallion
with a gentle hand on his neck or his nuzzle, never pulling or startling the
m ghty steed. And after Aval on had regained his feet, the figure bade hi mwal k
and led himfromthe grotto, across the barren hilltop, into the dead forests
of the vale.

It led the stallion eastward, toward the fringe of Myrloch Vale, and Aval on
followed it willingly, perhaps perceiving their destination. O perhaps he
understood the words of the stranger, when it finally spoke softly into the
stallion's ear. The voice was soft, speaking in light, nusical tones.

"Come, Avalon, this way. Let us go hone."

Koll leaped to his feet as soon as he felt novenent in the castle floor bel ow
him "Conme on! Let's get out of here!"™ he cried.

Gnen | eaned back on the rug, the look of contentnment on her face quite at odds

with her conpanion's agitation. "I think we're perfectly safe,” she said with
a sigh, "and 1'mgoing to stay right here!"
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For a nonent, the northman considered reaching down and sweepi ng the woman
into his arms. Damm her blind naivete! He wanted to carry her to safety, but
he adnmitted to hinself that he didn't know where safety lay. Koll's heart
pounded, thunping in his ears. Somehow he spoke wi thout

scream ng.

"Stay here, then, if you want to! | have to see if we're sinking!" He sprinted
t hrough the corridor, back into the Geat Hall with its shi mering stained

gl ass, and out the great bronze doors into the courtyard.

For a nonent, he felt relieved. Water was not, as he had feared, pouring into
the castle. It did not appear to be sinking back beneath the waves. Then he

| ooked to the sky and saw the clouds sailing past the castle walls, appearing
to move fromthe north to the south.

Rol | dashed across the courtyard and found a stairway |eading to the parapet

hi gh above the wall. Scranbling up the steps three and four at a tine, he
stu, nbl ed onto the ranpart and | ooked in disbelief at the water bel ow
The castle wall, like the prow of sone inpossibly massive ship, plowed through

the gray swells of the Sea of Mon-shae, tossing up solid curtains of spray
from each nountai nous wave. The citadel noved across the surface of the water
on a steady northerly course! He | ooked behind them and saw a broad, foamn ng
wake in their path.

"Am | mad?" he asked hinself. After a nonent's reflection, he decided that the
nmoverent of the castle across the ocean did not seem any nore inprobabl e than
its rising fromthe depths at the precise nonment his boat had sail ed above it.



It all seemed inpossible and unbelievabl e!

He stood there for a long time, like the captain on the bridge of a massive
war shi p, watching the gray swell rolling to the far horizons. Eventually he
felt a presence beside himand turned to see that Gaen had joined himon the
ranpart. She took his hand and | eaned against him "ft is a mracle," she
said. "The fire told nme." "What?" Koll turned to |look full into her face, but
he coul d see no trace of madness. In fact, she | ooked nore confident and

sel f-assured than he had ever seen her
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"I know it sounds crazy," she continued, |aughing, "but the fire—+ heard it
talking to me while you were gone. It spoke with a woman's voice. This is her
castle, and she is—was—a queen of the Ffol k who died | ong ago. Queen Allisynn,
bri de of Cynrych Hugh."

"You know of her?"

"Her husband was the great hero of my people, the first of our H gh Kings."
Kol | was prepared to believe al nost anything now, so the news that the fire
had spoken to Gaen did not shake him Sone distant part of hinself watched in
amazenment as he calmy discussed the issue. "And what did she say?"

"She is taking us soneplace where there is a task we must perform | don't
know what it is, but it is inmportant, and we are suited for it because | ama
daughter of the Ffolk and you are a son of the North."

He turned back to the water, watching the gray waves roll past the castle
wal I s. His seaman's sense told himthey sailed north, or perhaps just a little
west of true north. He nmade a guess, based upon their course and his know edge
of the Mbonshaes.

"I believe she is taking us to Norland," Koll pronounced.

Tristan led the way, blindly driving hinmself along the bottomof the icy
gorge, pulling his conpanions by the force of his rage. Savage images cavorted
t hrough his nmind. He saw Cant hus, drowned and dead, Daryth maul ed beyond
recognition. He pictured Yazilliclick frozen in the snow sonewhere, Aval on
torn and bl eeding. He stared unwillingly at the inmage of the red-haired vixen
sprawl ed naked on his bed and Robyn's wounded face as she opened the door
I"mgoing to fail

The know edge burned within him steadily growing into an inferno of fury and
threatening to consune himwth its fire.

| deserve to fail!

He groaned aloud in his pain, unm ndful of Robyn's presence as she foll owed

cl osely behind him The others had
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fallen farther back, unable to maintain his punishing pace. Once he slipped on
an icy patch of rock, falling heavily onto his side. The pain was a wel cone
thing, |ike a deserved punishment for his multitude of failures.

He attacked the trail even nore savagely then, |eaping down treacherous,

sl i ppery expanses of rock, wedging his way between two boul ders as if he would
hurl them out of the way. Newt buzzed to his side, |ooking at himcuriously,
and the king swatted a hand at the faerie dragon with no nore thought than he
woul d have given to striking a bug. Hurt and confused, Newt retreated to
acconpany Tavi sh, Pawl do, and Yak.

It was nearly dark by the time they reached a sloping portion of the gorge
wal |, a place where they could at last clinb out of the riverbed that
threatened to beconme a trap. Tristan scranbled up the steep sl ope, slipping
and | osing his bal ance several times as Robyn struggled to stay close. She
feared for him but she dared not interfere.

At the top of the gorge, Tristan started imediately to the north, ignoring
the plight of his conpanions. Yak stayed to hel p Tavi sh and Pawl do, both of
whom wer e shivering and exhausted, while Robyn struggled to keep up with the
possessed ki ng.

The [ and above the gorge was barren of trees and gently rolling. It descended
toward Myrl och through a series of broad ridges, each of which was bare and



snow covered. At one time, these would have been neadows replete with flowers
and bees, but now their very snoothness added to the aura of death.

"Tristan! Stop!" Robyn cried finally, as her own strength began to fail. She
stunmbl ed after him afraid she would fall and that he woul d conti nue on

vani shing into the dead val e forever

But he paused, shaking his head as if trying to awaken from a deep and
troubl ed sl eep. As she caught up to him she saw that he wept |ike a baby.
For a tine, she held himin her arms, willing himto exhaust his grief. She
sai d not hing, hoping that the reassuring enbrace would calmhim An ironic

i mge of the maid in
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his bed cane to her, and she stifled an urge to push himaway angrily.
Suddenly she wanted to hurl his treachery in his face, to remind himof his
bet r ayal

But instead she held him wi shing himconfort, even w shing that she could
forgive himand forget her pain. This she could not do.

He shook his head again and | eaned back, |ooking at her with red, bl oodshot

eyes. "lI'msorry," he noaned. "By the goddess, | w sh you knew how sorry |
am "
"Be quiet," she whispered, pulling himclose again. "W need you now Don't do

this to yoursel f!" She renm nded herself of the m ssion, of their need for
Tristan's | eadership and his sword. Those things were every bit as inportant
as her own power, and she told herself that it was for their sake that she
consol ed the king. Her king.

"What can | do? Everything comes to failure and death! How many nore of you
will | kill today?"

"You haven't killed any of us! Your strength, your mind, and your sword have
done not hing but help to keep us alive! Don't let us down now. W need your
hel p nore than ever!"”

He | ooked up, as if a thick fog had parted before him and saw Tavi sh
stunbling toward them followed by Yak. The giant carried the shivering

hal fling in his arns, and Newt was perched on his broad shoul der

"We've got to camp before dark," Tristan said quietly. "Let's see if we can
find sone shelter.”

The barren ridges offered little in the way of protection. The king tried to
wrap his arm around Robyn's shoul ders, feeling her shivering as he drew her

cl ose, but she pushed away and wal ked al one. The chattering of Pawl do's teeth
was plainly audible. Their wet garments sucked the heat fromtheir bodies, and
once again the icy wind had becone the prinmary foe.

Tristan set a nore deliberate pace, conscious of the grow ng darkness around
them Finally he saw an irregularity in the snow ground and |l ed the party to
a small cluster of boulders. The flat earth ambng themwas relatively free of
SNOW.

"I't's not much, but I think it's all we're likely to find," he
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said. He threw his ice-crusted cloak on the ground and gestured Yak to place
Pawl do down on it. Robyn and Tavi sh knelt beside them grateful for even the
m ni mal shelter offered by the rocks.

"It keeps the worst of the wind off of us at least" said the bard with a
forced attenpt at cheer

Tristan | eaned back agai nst the frozen rock. "That's not enough, though. If we
don't have a fire, we'll never nake it to norning."

The truth of the statenent was apparent to all of them just as was the
conplete lack of firewood within the Iimts of their view Paw do shivered
violently, and the chattering of his teeth sounded |ike a conpany of horses
char gi ng across snoot h pavi ng stones.

"Il try to find sone wood. The rest of you stay here and keep as warm as
possible." Tristan rose to | eave, wondering which direction was the nost
likely source of fuel

"Wait" said Robyn. "There's another solution.”



Wt hout another word, she reached into her pouch and pulled forth the third
scroll, carefully checking to see that the fourth and | ast one renai ned safely
stored. As she opened the scroll tube, none of themnoticed the tiny ruby in
her medal lion glow and glimer faintly inits golden sun circlet.

"The mastery of fire," whispered lavish. "But don't you still need fuel ?"

"l have fuel."

Robyn read the scroll quietly, with the sane diligent care she had used when
casting the nmastery of water. As she read, the words di sappeared fromthe
parchnent, and then the frail skin itself burst into soft, blue flanes.

Tri stan gasped and reached forward when the flanmes spread to Robyn's hands,
but Tavi sh held hi m back. He watched in awe as the flames spread across her
arms, and her torso, at |last appearing to flicker across her entire body. The
fire kept its blue tint, shedding little light, and Robyn gradually faded from
view as the flames grew warm then hot

Soon a silky blaze wavered before them reaching six feet
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or nore fromthe ground. It flashed and shi mered, a narrow colum of fire
that radiated warnth |like a mound of hot coals. Heat washed over the little
party like a soft blanket of hope, and such it was.

The drui d becane both flame and fuel for the fire that saved their lives.
Their wet garnments drying, the chill slowy driven fromtheir bones, the
little band of conpani ons huddl ed around the bl azing, image that no | onger
bore any resenbl ance to a human being. The blue fire flickered throughout the
| ong ni ght, and t hough none of themslept for nore than a few mnutes at a
time, it renewed and revitalized them bringing hope and heat and life to them
all.

Dawn had al ready begun to lighten the eastern cl ouds when it began, once
again, to snow.

The Darkwell grew mightier, and ever blacker, as the other gods recoiled from
t he power of Bhaal. The god of murder held forth in the inky pool and fe!t the
greater portion of his presence now lay claimto this place in the Forgotten
Real ms. OF course, he retained his link to his hone plane of Gehenna via a

I ong thread of blackness, invisible to all but those attuned to the will of
Bhaal . The thread crossed the nyriad planes, through the ether as well,
assuring the god of ready contact with his place of origin.

Now Bhaal began to view the Darkwell differently than he had in the beginning
Now he sa wit as a tenporary prison, not as the gate that had allowed himto
| eave Gehenna and project his self into the prinme plane.

But, he reasoned, if the thread could be extended not just from Gehenna to the
wel I, but from Gehenna through the well, could he not project hinself beyond
the limts of the Darkwell? In short, could he not free hinself to walk
unrestrai ned upon the Monshaes, and indeed all of the Real ns, not just
enjoying the evil of his mnions vicariously, but actually participating in
that evil, commandi ng the mnions at the point of battle?

In his black heart, Bhaal knew that he could. And so he set his energies
toward strengthening the thread, giving him
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t he physical formand the nmeans that would allow himto nove beyond the
Darkweti. Hi s power grew, aided by the retreat of the other gods and the
correspondi ng enhancenent of his own status.

Soon the Mbonshaes would trenble, not only under the assault of Bhaal's

| egi ons, but al so under the footsteps of Bhaal hinself.
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Tri stan awakened slowy, feeling the chill of his rocky backrest penetrating
into his flesh. The heavy overcast renai ned overhead, eternal as ever. Dawn
now lightened it fromits inpenetrable black to a smoky gray. Large, wet

fl akes of snow drifted slowy downward, nelting as they touched his skin but



gathering in an ever-thickeni ng bl anket on the ground.

Still sleepy, the king reached forth a hand to scratch Canthus's broad head,
knowi ng that the dog would, as always, be curled beside him Then the nmenory
of the previous day doused himlike icewater. He sat up in sudden grief,
realizing that the nmoorhound woul d never again be there.

He saw Robyn |lying notionless on the ground and gasped at the sheer whiteness
of her skin. She | ooked drained of blood, and he wondered if the expenditure
of magic that warmed them t hroughout the night had killed her

Trying to restrain his alarm he | eaned over the druid and saw that she stil
breat hed, though her breath came in short, shallow gasps. He took her up in
his arms and held her close, frightened by the chill within her that seened to
drain the heat fromhis own body. But gradually, as he | eaned back and w apped
her within his cape, her body warmed and her breathing grew deep and steady.
The king heard a stirring beside himand turned to see Tavish sitting up

bl i nking sl eepily and stretching. Paw do, too, arose, and even Yak's snoring
began to sputter. A flurry of snow expl oded from what had appeared to be a
smal |
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rock, and Newt's head popped free fromhis powdery blanket. This norning the
dragon's scal es were a deep blue, al nost purple.

"What's for breakfast?" he asked.

"The usual ," groaned the bard, pointing to the only food satchel they had

sal vaged fromthe weck of the boat. "Soggy bread, waterlogged cheese, or wet
dried nmeat—all frozen, of course.”

The dragon turned his nose up at the fare, but neverthel ess he shook hinself
free of the snow and buzzed over to the pack to select a few norsels.

Robyn npaned softly, and her eyelids fluttered open as Tristan pulled her
closer. She curled against his side, and his heart lifted in nonentary
elation. Finally she, too, sat up and stretched.

"WIl you cone with ne to the top of the ridge?" Tristan asked. "W need to
di scuss our route."

She nodded and took the hand he offered as she clinbed to her feet. The snow,
nore than a foot deep now across the barren | andscape, crunched beneath their
feet as they wal ked the short distance to the top of the gentle incline that
had sheltered themfromthe worst of the w nd.

They saw Myrl och, huge and cl ose now, no nore than a nmile away to the north.
The | ake was unfrozen. The dull expanse of its gray surface seened to absorb
what little light filtered through the clouds. It stretched far to the west,
and to the full linmts of their vision to the north. Only to the right, the
east, could they see the shoreline nmeandering away fromthem The snow did not
fall thickly enough to obscure their vision nuch but rather seened to render
t he whol e scene an i nage viewed through a foggy w ndow.

"Where do we go from here?" Tristan asked

Robyn pointed to the eastern shoreline. "Once we reach the | ake, we follow as
close to the water's edge as we can as we head north. You see those dead
trees, there? That's the forest south of Genna's grove. Once we get through
those trees, we'll reach a streamprobably dry now, if the other streams and
rivers are any indication—+that marks the border of her grove itself. W should
be there in less than two
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days' tine."

They stood in silence, sharing the vista that had once been so pastoral, so
cl ean. Now the evidence of pollution had becone so pervasive that even the
snow couldn't cover it. Indeed, the land seened to dirty the snow, so that the
wi n-tery bl anket | ooked gray and nuddy in the distance.

"It used to be so beautiful. Wien | first cane to study with Genna, these
hills were bursting with every kind of wild-flower, and the | ake gleaned wth
such a light that it hurt your eyes to look at it."



"Perhaps it will again, when we are through."

"I don't know. " Robyn turned to | ook at Tristan, her eyes sonber. "I
can't help but think that sonething very profound is happeni ng, sonething that
wi Il change the nature of these isles forever. | doubt that they will ever be
the same again."

"W have to try!"

"I know that, and we will try—we are trying! And if we triunmph, this will not
be the place of evil that it is right now | just feel that it will never
again be the Myrl och Vale of the past."

Tristan didn't understand exactly what Robyn felt, but that fact did not
surprise him He had al ways been rather nystified by the intricacies of her
faith.

"We should get started soon," he suggested, "before those dammed birds catch
up with us again."

"You're right, though we did | ose themrather handily yesterday."

" You lost them you nean." Tristan took Robyn's shoulders in his hands and

| ooked full into her green eyes. She started to turn away, then net his gaze,
t hough he could not read her expression. He continued. "You gave us the river
that allowed us to escape. You kept us alive last night, when we would al
have frozen. You have even given nme a reason for living, when it seens as if
everything around ne is dying because of my own shortcom ngs!"

"You cannot bl ane yourself! W have all blundered our way through this quest,

and we're lucky to still have some hope of reaching the well! But you can't
feel sorry for your-
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sel f because of the cost." Robyn's tone softened.

"Tristan, you're a good | eader. People follow you. You are Hi gh King of the
Ffol k, and you are the finest fighter | have ever seen. This quest is yours as
much as it is mne

"It may be that things between us will never be the same. | don't know 1| do
know t hat the nost inmportant thing in the world to ne is reaching the well and
exci sing the power that holds the druids in stone. | need you to help ne get

there. WIIl you do that?"

He | ooked at her with a new clarity. Her words about the change in her
feelings sent a cold knife into his belly, but he understood the task before
them and knew that he had to try. He nodded and answered.

"Let's get started.”

"Wh-where's the next gate?"

"I is tiredl Rest now "

"C- Come on, Honkah! Just one nore gate, then we rest—we rest!"” Yazilliclick's
urging finally lifted the troll fromthe nossy |og he had coll apsed onto. The
sprite buzzed into the air, hovering on his gossaner w ngs, as the trol

| unbered al ong besi de him

"Yer friends gots w ne?"

"Ch, yes! L-Lots of wine!" Yazilliclick exaggerated slightly, but hoped that
hi s compani on woul d overl ook this slight indiscretion

The creature, who had confessed to the nane of Honkah- Fah- Snooei, reluctantly
started across yet another flower-bestrewn meadow, anid cl ouds of hunm ngbirds
and fat honeybees.

"Dis way."

The sprite flew joyfully above, beside, and around him delighted to be back
anong the pastoral reaches of Faerie. Overhead beaned the never-setting,
gently warm sun that gave this real ma constant springlike air. Faerie was a
small realm not even as large as a single of the Moonshae Islands. It was
enclosed in a bubble of magic that held it safe fromthe intrusions of nore

vi ol ent and brutal planes.
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Yazilliclick saw that it hadn't changed much, if at all, since he had departed
through a gate to the Forgotten Real ns. They cane upon a band of



satyrs—ranli ke creatures with tiny horns on their foreheads, and the hind I egs
and tails of goats—playing their pipes and dancing in the sunshine. A

beauti ful wood nynph appeared, her silken gown shimering in the soft
sunlight. She glanced coyly at Yazilliclick, and he blushed and | ooked away
fromher tiny, alluring eyes. Then the satyrs spied her and took up the chase,
calling and crying to the nynph to stop and pl ease t hem

She giggled, her voice a trill like a tiny brook, and flew through the woods,
| eading the satyrs on a long and delightful chase. The sprite knew that they
woul d never catch her. After all, they never had before, and things in Faerie
never changed.

They saw other creatures of Faerie, kin to Yazilliclick's own folk, such as

pi xi es, dryads, and | eprechauns. These dwellers called and beckoned to the odd
pair, but the sprite kept the troll directed on his m ssion

"How di d you g-get your nane, anyway—anyway?" asked Yazilliclick. "D Does it
nmean anyt hi ng?"

"Honkah- Fah- Snooi e good nane. It mnean

' He- whose- nose- cast s- shadow over -t en-t housand- bl ossons. ' " Honkah proudly
gestured to his inpressive proboscis. "My nose great nose, even for troll

eh?"

"Ch, yes, it is—+t is! I+ have never seen such a wonderful n-nose!"

Pl eased, Honkah picked up the pace a bit, stepping across a crystalline stream
on a series of strategically | ocated stones. Dozens of fat trout |ooked up at
themfromthe water as they crossed.

Yazilliclick turned suddenly as the bushes beside himrustled. He saw a brown
cani ne face, topped by perky upraised ears, |looking at him A pink tongue
lolled froma wi de nmouth as the creature seened to snile at him

"A b-blink dog—dog! H there!l" The sprite hovered lower to pat the dog on the
head, but suddenly it disappeared fromview Yazilliclick |ooked around and
saw it grinning at himfrom behind a tree several dozen feet away. He darted
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over to it, but it blinked again, this time teleporting itself to the far side
of the streamthey had just crossed, where it was joined by a half-dozen of
its fellows.

"I give up," the sprite said with a laugh. "Y-\bu just can't catch those
guys—guys!" But the chase delighted himas had little else in recent years.

He buzzed back to Honkah's side, for the troll had begun tapping his foot
impatiently. A feeling of warmwell-being grew within the sprite, making him
want to remain in Faerie forever. This was such a delightful, pleasant place.
He found it hard to renenber why he had ever left in the first place.

But then he renmenbered his friends and his mission. In truth, his conpanions
were becoming a blurry menory to himalready. He even had a hard tine
picturing New in his mnd, unless he concentrated very hard. But he felt
certain that they needed his help, and were in terrible danger, and sone
driving force within himconpelled himto go to their aid. Perhaps he had been
changed by his years in the Real ms, for such a compul sion could certainly
never have affected a creature who had spent all his life in Faerie.

"Here gate," grunted Honkah, pointing to a bank of earth exposed at the bottom
of the steep hillside.

The sprite saw that this gate, |ike the half-dozen they had already visited
was framed by a thick layer of green noss and lay in a shady part of a lightly
forested area. There was nothing about it to tell the unaware explorer that
this was anyt hing other than a bare patch of ground.

He realized how fortunate they were that the gates in Faerie were nmuch cl oser
toget her than their connecting points in the other worlds. This had enabl ed
themto investigate a variety of locations in a few hours, covering distances
t hat woul d have taken several days to reach had they been traveling through
Myrl och Val e.

"T-Tb Myrl och Val e?"

"Yup, to vale. Lotsa gates to Myrloch Vale."

"Well, 1'lIl see if |I can find some sign of ny friends,

said the sprite. He



stepped up to the bank of dirt and put his hands out, feeling the noist earth
until he discovered a place

238

DARKWEL L

where he met no resistance. Boldly he stepped through

He popped back out in a second, sputtering and soaking wet. "It's under
wwater! | c-couldn't see anythi ng—anythi ng! Wh-what kind of a g-gate is this

that goes to the b-bottomof a lake or a river or s-sonething?"

Honkah | ooked puzzl ed, scratching his flat head. "Not under water |last tine.
Must be wong place.”

"I foddyou things have ch-changed! Oh, | g-give up! I+ don't th-think I'lI
ever find them<£ind them"

"What that?" asked Honkah, cocking his head to the side and |i stening.
"Wh-what's what? | didn't hear—

"Shhh!" The troll lifted a warty finger to his nouth, still |istening.
Yazilliclick, too, concentrated, and then he heard the sound fromthe gate.
"Somet hing's how i ng! Wh-what can it be—+t be?"

"Honkah | ook." The troll stood up and | eaned through the gate. It |ooked to
the sprite as if the top half of the troll was buried in a hole in the ground,
and only his lower torso and | egs remai ned visible. Then Honkah reappeared,
clutching a squirmng shape in his broad arns.

The newconer sprang free and |l eaped to the ground. In the sanme instant that
Yazilliclick recognized him he shook his body fromhead to tail, spraying
both of themw th cold water.

"Cant hus! How are you-are you? Wh-what were you d-doing in the water?
Wh-where' re Robyn and Tristan and N-Newt? Are they all right—all right?" He

st opped suddenly, feeling a little foolish as he realized that the dog could
not understand him

The dog greeted himwith a slurping lick across his face that knocked him
down, then turned to regard Honkah suspiciously. Yazilliclick stood and patted
the dog's head, meanwhil e taking Honkah's | arge hand. This apparently

convi nced the moorhound that the troll was no threat, and he began to sniff
the air and | ook around curi ously.

"C Cant hus, wel come to Faerie!"
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Shantu raised its bl ood-spatlered head as the distant call cane to its

uprai sed ears. The displacer beast spread its lips in a snarl of challenge,
returning once again to tear at the bloody formof its victim The sharp
driving fangs tore into the unicorn's flesh to rip away another chunk of meat.
The wound in Shantu's flank still caused the beast searing pain. The snapped
horn of the unicorn remai ned wedged at the base of the nonster's tentacle, and
all of its efforts to knock it free had only succeeding in driving it deeper
The deat hbri nger crouched possessively at the side of the kill. It grow ed at
t he surroundi ng woods, a runbling challenge to any who dared di spute the
beast's claim Shantu was king of the vale! King of death! And the king would
tear the life from any usurper

But even the king has a master, and now the sunmons fromthat naster came once
again into Shantu's bl ack head. The beast growl ed and backed away fromthe

bl oody corpse, raising its head once again to snarl its challenge at the
heavens and the earth.

Wth a last lingering | ook at the torn, mangl ed carcass, Shantu the displacer
beast turned back to the woods and di sappeared. Its gait was sl ow and awkward,
since the biting pain of its wound raged anew every time the beast's right
forepaw touched the ground. The horn stuck out fromthe shoul der, wedged

bet ween two bones. Linping, Shantu started the long trek comranded by its

nast er.

It ran to the north, for it had been ordered back to the Darkwell.

The massive | odge of Grunnarch the Red had been specially adorned for the
Council of Wnternight. The plunder of a lifetine of raiding was haul ed from



cellars and sheds, from storage and fromuse, to decorate the rough-hewn | og
wal | s of the great councUhouse.

Now the | ords of Norland entered and took their seats at long tables, heavily
| aden with food and drink, amd splendor such as rarely seen by the nmen of the
north. Fromthe ceiling hung three crystal chandeliers fromthe naster
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craftsmen of Am. Tapestries and sil kwormrugs of exquisite workmanship, the
pl under of many raids along the coast of Calinshan, decorated the walls.

The tabl es thensel ves were covered with gol den and silver finery—pl ates,
platters, and goblets of precious netal fromas far as Waterdeep and ot her
ports al ong the Sword Coast. Candles perched gracefully in the chandeliers,
and several nassive fires set in huge fireplaces cast a golden |ight across
the gathering that was only partially obscured by the growi ng haze of snpke in
the air.

For a long tinme, the feasting proceeded with good hunmor and great appetite.
Boars and sheep and heaping platters of fish were all consuned in turn, as
were keg after keg of snooth, inported wine and whi skey. Finally, as the |ast
of the neat was reduced to cl ean-pi cked bones, G unnarch the Red pushed back
his thronelike chair and stood.

The Red King, as was his right and custom sat at one end of the rectangul ar

| odge, at a table on a platform sonmewhat higher than the main floor of the
room As he stood, his red beard bristling and his equally scarlet nane
flowi ng snoot hly about his shoul ders, he becane plainly visible to all the nen
in the lodge. Slowy their conversations died as they waited to hear why their
i ege had sumoned them for the unusual w nter council

"Lords of Norland and the north, warriors of my country, | greet you at a tine
of grave inportance, a crossroads in the history of our people on these isles.
"Norland is the greatest nation of the north, the leading |ight anong those of
us who have conme to the Moonshaes in the past centuries. Yet in the recent
past, we have suffered gravely for the errors of our nei ghboring kings, for
the wrongful war we were conpelled to fight by a force beyond our
under st andi ng! "

The hush was compl ete now, as G unnarch's surprising words sank into the ears
of his listeners. Rarely would a man of the north admt a nistake, even in the
confidential council of his closest friends, and here was their king stating
that they had nade an error before the assenbled |ords and fighters of

Nor | and
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"I have just returned froma kings' council with an ally of great standing, a
wi se rul er who was once our enemny. He has guided his people with good judgnent
and rare conpassion. | shall declare before you all that he is now a friend of
the North.

"He is a man who cane to ny rescue, and the rescue of nmy crew, only m nutes
after we would have clainmed his ship as a prize. Then he offered the
hospitality of his keep, the confort of his food and wi ne, and the repairs to
see our ship safely hone."

A qui et runble began to spread through the hall, for those of G unnarch's nen
who had returned with himfrom Corwel |l understood of whom he spoke. Disbelief
spread through the roomas they shared this know edge, in whispers, with their
nei ghbors.

"Qur ally, a king who will be ny friend unto death, is King Tristan Kendrick
of Corwell, H gh King of the | ands of the Ffol k!"

The whi spering died in sudden shock, and then the growi ng nmurmurs of outrage
became audi ble, growing quickly in force and articul ati on.

"What madness do you say?" demanded Eric Graybeard fromhis seat at the king's
own table.

"My brother fell in battle at Corwell!" proclained Uk Bearstooth, also at the
Red King's table. "You cannot ask nme to forget a bfoodquest!™



Grunnarch stood inpassively before them allowing their rage to run its
course. He remenbered Taggar's prophecy and hoped the old cleric was right, as
he had been many tinmes in the past. A messenger to the council such as the one
Taggar had foretol d—perhaps even one of the nen seated before hi meould of fer
val uabl e words at this tine of enotional tornment. But no one voice rose above
the tunmult, and it began to appear to G unnarch that the rage of his followers
was growing in fury, not dying away.

"Silence!" H s command rang through the | odge and, within a few seconds, was

obeyed by all.

"You speak of bl oodquests, and nadness, and a tradition of war! | ask—nay,
demand—that you | ook where these tra-
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ditions, where our warfare and raids and plunder have gotten us! You know that
the fish are dying in our waters! You know that our own brother, Thel gaar

I ronhand, was slain by a Beast which then used us—you and me—as tools to
achieve its own foul ends! Can it be that. "

Grunnarch stopped, seeing the door at the opposite end of the | odge burst
open. He imedi ately thought of the prophecy and the nessenger Taggar had
predicted. Could this be the messenger?

He saw a trusted warrior, a man who had served the Red King for twenty years,
standing there with his face flushed and his jaw hangi ng sl ackly. The nman, the
ki ng renmenbered, had been assigned as | ookout over the bay for the duration of
t he council.

" Speak, man! Wy have you interrupted us?"

"Your kingship," the man stamered, his voice barely a croak. The others in
the roomturned in astoni shnent, amazed at the inmpudence of the intruder
"S-Sailing into the bay, even now approaching the docks ... It's .. ." H's
voice trailed away, and he | ooked pl eadingly at his king.

"Tell us!" roared G unnarch the Red. "What manner of ship do you see? What
flag does it fly?"

"No flag, sire... no flag at all. And it is—+ should say it isn't ..." Hs
voice died, and it was clearly a great effort to speak. "Sire, it isn't a ship
at all, though it sails across the water with speed and purpose.

"It is a castle!"

The gradual descent to the shore of Myrloch passed easily for the conpanions.
The snow crunched underfoot, packing into a solid path for the second and
subsequent conpani ons, and once again the group alternated the | ead.

Once they passed another of the great, snoking fissures that conmonly marred
the ground of the vale. This one, a gaping slash nore than a hundred feet

| ong, issued gouts of colorful snmoke and noxi ous gas, but not as constantly as
did the freshly formed crevasses. They skirted the gap carefully, giving it a
wi de margin and noting that it nust be a
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source of heat, for the snow had nelted back fromthe edge on all sides.
Finally they stood upon the shore of the great |ake, am d snow covered

boul ders. The dark water |apped at the fringes of the stones, in stark
contrast to the whiteness of the land all around them

Dead fish floated, belly up, along the visible I ength of the shore. Long
tendrils of sick-looking weeds snaked through the water, brown and putrid in
vi si bl e evidence of the pollution. Robyn turned suddenly away fromthe | ake,
unable to ook at it.

"Yuk!" Newt commented, hovering over the water and | ooki ng down.

"Let's go" urged Tristan. Even he was repul sed by the | ook of this |ake that
had, all of his life, synbolized pristine natural beauty. "This way."

He led themto the right, follow ng the shoreline but remaining a short

di stance fromthe water to avoid the rocks that prevented easy passage near
the lake. As it was, they were able to pick a relatively snmooth and
unobstructed path.

"Look. Sticky stuff!"™ It was Yak who called their attention to the water after



t hey had wal ked al ong the shore for half a mle or so.

"What is that?" |avish wondered al oud, seeing the patch of black slime atop
the water that had caught the firbolg's attention

"Looks like nore tar." Tristan stepped to the water's edge, but he didn't need

to touch the stuff to confirmhis identification. "It seens to be seeping up
fromthe bottom"
"Let's go!" Robyn's voice, nearly a shriek, startled themall. "Let's get away

fromhere!" She started into the | ead, desperate to escape the grow ng

evi dence of desecration.

Finally they made out the gaunt outlines of |eafless trees, a dark line on the
hori zon before them The scene was heart-breakingly bleak, but Tristan found
it arelief to have some kind of physical goal before them-anything but the
awf ul rmonot ony of the snow covered fields and bl ackened water that had
surrounded them for so | ong.
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And, too, he knew that sonewhere within those woods awaited their destination.
They all qui ckened their pace unconsciously, and gradually the distant mass of
the forest becanme individual trees. The wood was as bl eak and desol ate as any
other in the vale. Even the snow covering the branches of the trees did not

al l eviate the bl eakness of the scene. If anything, it served to highlight the
death of the forest.

Tristan again took the | ead, heading toward the wood on a path that veered
slightly away fromthe shore, when he heard Robyn approach from behi nd.

"Do you feel anything strange?" she asked.

He stopped and | ooked around, wondering what she neant. His eyes were drawn to

the forest, to the still trees and the barren, snowy ground. As he stared, he
felt a prickling along the nape of his neck

"Yes, | do. It's like something is staring back at us fromthe woods."

"I feel it, too. | don't know why, but the feeling is very strong. There's

somet hi ng there!"

"Shoul d we change our course?" he asked, wondering where they could go

i nst ead.

"I don't think so. W're getting too close to the well now. We'Ill just have to
go in with our eyes open."

And our swords loose in their scabbards, thought the king, though he said
not hi ng out |oud. The feeling of being observed, that an unknown presence
lurked in the woods, grew stronger as he resuned the nmarch. He felt terribly
exposed here on the flat, open ground, but he could see no ready alternative
to approaching the forest, so he | ed the conpani ons on

They noved still closer to the woods, until they had to crane their heads to
| ook up to see the tops of the trees. Every tiny branch was now visible in
sharp relief, and they could see the falling snow sifting down far back into

the uncannily still forest.

"Look . . . behind us!" Robyn's cry of alarmwhirled the king in his tracks,
and his heart sank as he | ooked up into the sky.
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"It's the deathbirds! The whol e dammed fl ock!" shouted Pavvl do, breaking into
a run.

I ndeed, the ghastly predators soared eerily toward them gliding silently
bel ow the | ayer of clouds. The compani ons' concentration on the woods had
proven to be a tragic m stake.

"Run! Tb the trees!" Tristan shouted, drawi ng the Sword of Cynrych Hugh in the
same instant. He urged Robyn, Tav-ish, and Pawl do past him Newt hovered at
hi s shoul der and Yak spun beside him shaking a hamike fist at the sky as the
creatures dropped into a shall ow dive.

"Hurry!" Tristan cried, stunbling after his conpanions. The trees did not

of fer perfect safety, but they would provide sone protection against the
swooping flight of the predators. He sprinted through the snow that now seened



to clutch his boots with pernicious intent, striving to drag hi m down.
Desperately he raced on, casting a | ook back over his shoulder at the flying
nonsters.

In his heart, he knew that they wouldn't nake it to the woods.

Once again Hobarth wal ked the dark passages between this world and the next,
follow ng the contours of the planar fabric that allowed himto enter in one
pl ace and enmerge in a different |ocation when he returned to the Real ns.

In this particular instance, he crossed fromOman's Isle to Gwnneth, into the
ki ngdom of Corwell, and finally to the town itself. He returned to the prine
pl ane on the outskirts of Corwell Town, near dusk on a chilly wintery eve.

O course, the sahuagin and the | egions of the dead woul d take | onger to make
the sane journey, but not too terribly nmuch | onger. And when they arrived, he
woul d be ready.

He found a town that was friendly and warm wth pleasant fires burning in the
heart hs of nmpbst of the wooden cottages of the Ffol k. Several |arger buildings
made of stone conmanded the waterfront, and the whole conmunity was surrounded
by a pitiful little wall, no nore than wai st high
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Hobarth found a small tavern called the Inn of the G eat Boar. The place was
warnmed by a pleasant fire, and he went inside to rent a room He thought it
woul d be pleasant to sleep in an actual bed for a change, and in truth, the
weari ness of his travels had begun to weigh heavily on him

Hobarth enj oyed watching the Ffol k of Corwell going about their petty tasks of
barter and purchase, consunption and | abor. How they would regret their
foolish complacency! In a few short days, their lives would change

i rrevocabl y—for those few that survived.

He enjoyed a glass of warmale, and then another, strolling out onto the porch
of the inn as the grayness began to fade to black. He could barely nmake out
the outline of Caer Corwell, perched so proudly and so precariously on its
little knoll. The cleric smled a secret snmle as he thought of the earthquake
spel | Bhaal had restored to him

Soon that ancient fortress, the original stronghold of the Ffolk, would cone
crashi ng down about them And even as it fell, the sahuagin and the dead woul d
enmerge fromthe sea.

Chauntea, nmistress of agriculture, had recoiled with the other gods from
Bhaal 's roiling presence in the Darkwell. She had grieved for the destruction
of land and life as that murderous god had worked his wll.

But now she sensed a glinmer of life, and of hope, fromnear the heart of his
realm It was not strong nor constant, but it seemed to be her only prom se,
however faint, of a tool to use against the god of murder and deat h.

Chaunt ea had suffered much, perhaps nore than any other god, fromthe passing
of the Earthmother. The two deities had shared nore than i mortal sisterhood,
for they had both cherished notions of growmh and health, nature and life. The
bal ance, prime tenet of the Earthnother's faith, was a necessary conviction of
t hose who woul d work the | and and grow crops and raise |livestock. Wthout

wi nter, of course, there could be no spring.

Now t he passing of the goddess and the claimng of her
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| ands—her body, in truth—-by Bhaal struck Chauntea as a grievous wong, a

bl i ght upon the face of all the planes.

But there was a hope now, at least the glimer of one, in the person of this
flicker of life and strength near Bhaal's own foul stronghold. Chauntea
studied the signs well and came to know this thing as a human foll ower of the
goddess, a druid.

Thi s human woul d no doubt paint Chauntea, with the broad brush used by such
druids, as one of the new gods and hence an eneny of the |and. However, she
was a person of great strength and faith, plus a powerful aptitude. Her use of
scrolls normally reserved for Chauntea's own clerics provided anpl e proof of



this. And she carried a nedallion of faith, for this was how Chauntea knew of
her presence.

Perhaps, if this druid remained strong, Bhaal would not gain a conplete
triunph. Perhaps sone vestige of the land would remain in its natural 'state.
Per haps.
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DANCE OF THE HEATHBI RDS

The snow dragged against Tristan's feet, slowing himto an agonizing plod. He
saw Pawl do fall, with the tree line a good twenty paces away. The halfling
struggled to his feet, whirling and unslinging his bowin the same notion, and
Tristan turned to fight beside him

The Sword of Cynrych Hugh hunmed with anticipation as he raised it toward the
oncom ng flock. The | eadi ng deat hbird swooped toward him its antlers spread
li ke a phal anx of deadly spear tips.

Tristan saw a flash of nmotion out of the corner of his eye, and Pawl do's arrow
darted into the sky, piercing the nonster's wing and bringing it tunbling to
the ground. Even in pain, it made no sound, though the thunp of its body and
the cracking of its neck were plainly audible as it crashed.

More of the monsters swerved toward the king, seenming to blacken the sky
before him Silently he vowed to slay as many as he could before he fell, and
the sword in his hands thrunmed with the shared conviction.

A volley of arrows arced through the air over his head, knocking six or eight
of the beasts fromthe sky. Instinctively the king readjusted his defense to
face the nearest surviving attackers, and then his mnd reacted. A volley!
From where? Pawl do was a rapid archer, to be sure, but no man coul d shoot
several arrows sinultaneously!

But he had no nore tine to contenplate the source of this unexpected succor as
two nore of the nonsters slashed toward his face. The sword flicked upward
like a lightning bolt as the deer-skull face of one attacker ducked to drive
its
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antlers honme. The point drove deep into the creature's breast, and the sword
sang with grimsatisfaction

The second deathbird veered to avoid the falling body of its partner, and as
it did, the point of an antler struck the king a glancing blow on his

shoul der. The sturdy chain of his father's arnor absorbed the bl ow and snapped
the tip of the horn, and one blow fromthe gleaning sword struck the creature
on the back of its neck and | opped its stag-skull fromthe bird s body.

More of the things were on himinstantly, and it seemed as if his world had
been reduced to a vision of frantically beating w ngs, sharp antlers,

wi despread nout hs hungry for his blood, and hollow, enpty eye sockets. Antlers
scraped his face, and blood flowed freely into his eyes. He took repeated
heavy bl ows to his chest and back, which only his arnor prevented fromdriving
deep into him

He fought back desperately, a whirlw nd of slicing, slashing death. He cut the
deathbirds fromthe air, slaying one, driving another back with one | eg
hanging linp, flopping a third to the ground as he severed its wi ng.

Anot her volley of arrows, gleanmi ng silvery bright even under the bieak
overcast, whistled overhead and struck several nore of the nonsters fromthe
sky. Suddenly the entire flock was swirling around the conpanions in. a

vi cious nelee, antler against sword and dagger and even fist, for Yak waded
into the thickest of the flock, bashing tirelessly with his great, clubbed
hands. A deathbird vanished in a cloud of feathers and bones, annihilated by a
singl e powerful blow Another twi sted and squirnmed as the firbolg seized it
around the neck and squeezed the life fromits obscene body.

Tristan caught a glinpse of Robyn, surrounded by a swirling cloud of feathers
and antlers. Silver gleaned, and the scimtar she had inherited from Daryth of
Cal i nshan claimed an unnatural victim The druid wi el ded the weapon with skil
and grace, using it like a sickle to harvest the foul creatures fromthe sky.



The king lunged and hacked his way to her side. Pawl do fought al ongside him
sticking and thrusting with his dag-
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ger and sonehow managi ng to hold the deathbirds at bay. Yak stood protectively
over the bard as | avish poked awkwardly with her shortsword at the swirling

pr edat ors.

A fountain of colored Iights expl oded anong the flock, scattering them
temporarily, and Newt popped into viewin the center of the display.

"Scatter, you stupid buzzards, or I'll turn you all into sparrows!" Wth a
great display of teeth, the faerie dragon dove at one of the deathbirds,
sinking his fangs into the thing's tail and sputtering away with a nmouthful of
feathers. The nonster swerved around and joi ned several others as they dove at
the faerie dragon.

Once more Newt di sappeared, deciding invisibility was the safest defense

agai nst the raging fows. The predators darted and swooped in the direction of
t heir vani shed quarry, and Tristan took advantage of the confusion to stab
another in the belly, dropping the creature |like a stone.

The attackers turned once nore toward the conpani ons, and the king heard
Robyn, behind him cry out in pain. A rack of antlers struck himin the back
jolting himforward and knocking the wind fromhis |ungs, but he sonehow

mai nt ai ned his footing. Once again the chain mail had prevented a wound.

Spi nning, he cut the creature fromthe air as it tried to clinb away.

Then he saw a line of figures, perhaps half a dozen of them advancing through
the snow. Dressed in white furs, they energed fromthe trees and noved toward
the battle. He saw | ongbows and quivers slung across their backs, but now they
attacked with silver swords extended. Again the king whirled to protect his

fl ank, slaying another deathbird, but he turned back in the next instant to
stare at the newconers.

Who were they? Where did they come fron? These and a thousand nore questions
stornmed through his brain, but he saw several of the silver swords dart
through the air and slice into the obscene avians. \Woever they were, they
were friends.

Robyn stunbl ed, a bl oody gash on her shoulder, and Tristan hurried to her
side. One of the nonsters flapped toward
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his face, revealing wolfish fangs in its bony maw, but the king brought the
sword of his ancestors crashing down onto the thing's skull and it tunbled
into the tranpled snow Wth a quick thrust, he killed it.

Now t he fur-cl oaked figures were fighting all around them and the odds were
shifting in their favor. As the newconers noved easily across the ground,
Tristan saw that each wore a pair of |ight snowshoes. Perhaps half of the

deat hbirds had fallen, and the remaining creatures could no | onger gang up on
an opponent four or five at a time. Tristan could see little of the strangers
beneath their winter garnents, but he caught a glinpse of wi de brown eyes
beneat h one hood. A long | ock of blond hair spilled from anot her

Yak lunged forward with a loud bellow, seizing a flying deathbird by its
claws. The firbolg swng the creature around in a circle before smashing its
skul | against the frozen ground. Tristan, Pawl do, and Robyn joined in the
charge, disrupting the flock with a sudden attack. Then the strangers foll owed
their | ead and rushed forward. The entire flight of nonsters lurched into the
air, beating their ungainly wings in an attenpt to evade the deadly swords.
Tristan lunged at one that passed hi gh overhead, and the Sword of Cynrych Hugh
seened to pull himupward, striking the creature's belly at the height of the
king's prodigious leap. In monents, the horrid creatures had risen too high
for their blades, flapping their great wings with unseenly urgency as they
fled the scene of battle.

The newconers threw back their hoods and unslung their bows. The king saw,
with instant recognition, the shocks of golden hair, the slender and serious



faces, the breathtaking beauty of each of the warriors. He stood, amazed and
exhi |l arated, watching the silver arrows dart into the sky, bringing down nore
and nore of the nonsters until at last the survivors, no nore than a dozen or
so, had flown out of range to the north.

Tristan did not speak until the last of the bows had been | owered and the

| eader of the band of warriors turned to regard himw th her w de brown eyes.
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"Brigit, your arrival could not have been better tinmed! | feared that we faced
the end of our quest right here on this snow field."

The sister knight's face |ightened with the barest suggestion of a snile

"Your quest is the hope and prayer of nore than you realize, Tristan. W could
not stand by when we had the power to aid you."

He stepped forward and enbraced the petite warrior, a gesture which she shyly
returned. He | ooked around and recogni zed Maura, the tiniest of the sister

kni ghts, and Col | een, and several others, the remmants of the brave company
that had served himduring the Darkwal ker War. These female fighters of the

LI ewyrr had ridden chargers and carried silver |lances then. Now they fought in
furs and snow shoes, with | ongbow and sword. But always they battled with
courage and consummate skill.

"My Lord King," said Brigit, bending at the waist in the slightest of bows.
"The Sisters of Synnoria are at your service once again."

The nmpor hound bounded in an ever-growing circle around Yazilliclick and
Honkah- Fah- Snooei, stopping every several nonments to shake nore dropl ets of
wat er from his shaggy coat.

"Why you know wol f?" asked the troll, |ooking suspiciously at the sprite.

" WWIf? He's no wol f. He's a dog—a dog! Like a blink dog, kind of, only he's
b- bi gger and he d-doesn't blink." Yazilliclick laughed at the notion of
Canthus as a wolf. "He's mny friend, and the f-friend of ny friends, t-too!"
"Dog-friend?" The troll slowy absorbed the thought, and then his face

bri ghtened. "Dog-friend gats w ne?"

"N No! Peopl e gots—peopl e have wi ne. The d-dog just g-goes with themaith
them™

"Crud. W rest now. " Honkah pl opped hinself on a fallen tree trunk and | ooked

wi stfully at Canthus and the gate. "I gots to go back to ny guard gate."
"B-But we're g-guarding a g-gate here, aren't we—aren't
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we? You're still a g-guardian troll. You j-just noved to a d-different gate,
that's all!"

"Not ny gate!"

"H How of ten does anyone use y-your gate? Do people g-go through it a Mt-a

| ot ?"

"Sure! Just now, you did."

"I + know. But how | ong before m ne?"

Honkah scratched his head, squinting his tiny eyes with the effort of his
concentration. "Never."

"Well, soneone j-just came through this g-gate, too. | bet it's even busier
that yours. M Maybe we should rest here and guard it—guard it! Then we can go
find another g-gate, one that's even b-busier!"

The troll | ooked at him suspiciously but apparently could think of no
effective rebuttal. He grunted and turned to stare at the earthen bank, as if
expecting an invading army to pour through it in the next instant.

Cant hus dropped and rolled in a field of flowers, squirmng in delight. He

di spl ayed no curiosity or surprise about his transition fromthe depths of an
icy torrent to this sunlit nmeadow. The moorhound sprang to his feet and
bounded over to Yazilliclick, bunping the sprite with his nose and knocki ng
himoff the Iog.

"N-No, Canthus! 1 c-can't play now-row. |'m hel ping Honkah g-guard the
g-gatel™



Across the neadow, the branches of a thick bush parted, and the head of a
bl i nk dog poked through, staring with interest at the trio. The dog, l|ike al
of its kind, had snooth brown fur, a pointed nuzzle, and floppy ears that
perked upward when, as now, the creature was attentive. The blink dog was
about half the size of the nporhound.

The faerie dog suddenly teleported itself across the meadow, popping into
sight right in front of Canthus. The noorhound barked sharply and | eaped
backward in surprise, then | eaned toward the blink dog. The two cani nes

sni ffed each other tentatively, and then the blink dog popped out of sight,
only to reappear across the neadow, with another of its kind beside it.

Cant hus bar ked agai n, confused, then raced across the
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nmeadow to once again sniff the other canines' noses, followed by a nore

i nti mate exam nati on of each other. Abruptly both dogs of Faerie popped out of
si ght.

This time four of them appeared near the center of the neadow, and Cant hus

| eaped over to them his tail wagging playfully. The blink dogs, too,
frolicked and roll ed about the noorhound, and soon six of them had Canthus
raci ng and chasi ng about the neadow.

Yazilliclick whooped with [aughter at the dogs' antics, and even Honkah
chuckl ed a bit before clinbing gruffly to his feet. " 'Nuff rest! Show next
gate now. "

"O- kay. G C non, Canthus!" The mpoorhound ran to the sprite as Yazilliclick
hovered in the air. They started off along a winding Faerie trail, follow ng
Honkah, the six blink dogs boundi ng and blinking al ong besi de them

"This is the sign! The prophecy! Listen to nme, nen of the North, if you would
heed your own salvation!" Taggar, aged cleric of Tenpus, sprang onto the table
i ke a young man. He banged a | arge serving spoon agai nst a huge gol den
platter, ignoring the dents his blows inflicted on the precious plate.

The northnen in Grunnarch's great | odge, stunned by the events of the |last few
hours, | ooked on quietly, as if this uncharacteristic display was nmerely

anot her piece of evidence that their world was falling to pieces around them
And in a sense, perhaps it was. First there had been Grunnarch's decl aration
of a peace with one of their oldest and nost bitter enem es. Then a great

gl eami ng castle had sailed into the very harbor of the town, w tnessed by al
of them as they had poured forth to behold the mracle. It was a building
finer than any existing in Norland, yet it sailed upon the water with the
grace and speed of a sleek |ongship.

Third had cone the nessage of the two people who had ridden the castle to
Norl and, the tall, proud young man and the plunp, pretty maid. The Iron Keep
had fallen! The settlements on the coast of Gwnneth had been razed!

And finally the nessage fromthe Iips of the maid, who clained to have heard
it froma fire that had bl azed even as
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the castle energed fromthe sea. The next target of the army that had laid
waste to Oran was Corwell, the very kingdom G unnarch had so recently sworn to
ai d and defend!

Now the cleric stood atop a table and banged a spoon against a plate. Wll
why not ?

"Men of my lands, brave warriors of Norland, listen to ne!" Gunnarch stood
his red hair seenming to blaze in the firelight. H s eyes, too, blazed, and he
fixed each of his followers with a commandi ng gaze. Taggar clinbed stiffly
down fromthe table and sat, satisfied that the king woul d explain the
significance of the sign

"This same cleric cane to ne two nights ago, in the presence of two chiefs,
Uk Bearstooth and Eric Graybeard, who will vouch for ny words, and gave ne a
prophecy. It was a prophecy direct fromthe lips of Tempus!" He held the rapt
attention of every man in the roomnow. Tenpus was not a kind god, but he was



strong and fair and had | ong been the favorite of the men of the North. They
could not but heed his advice.

"These are the words of Tenpus, given before this council comenced: 'A
messenger will arrive at the council, traveling not by foot or by nount, nor
by ship. But he will arrive with the commands of Tenpus upon his |lips, and you
nmust —you nust —heed t hose words!’

"And now we are given to see this nmiracle, this edifice of stone that glides
across the sea, and to hear the words of the one who has arrived during our
council." Now Grunnarch |owered his voice, and an absol ute hush fell over the
hal I .

"I shall take the Northwind to sea at first light, alone if 1 nmust, to heed

t he conmmands of Tempus. | sail to the aid of the king who saved ny life when
no good reason gave himcause to do so.

"And | go to atone for the evil we, the men of the North, have w ought upon
these isles in the past year, to atone for the service we gave—al beit

unknowi ngl y—to the heart of evil itself, that cane to us in the form of
Thel gaar Ironhand. | shall confront the root of this evil and slay it, or
shall die trying. Do | sail alone, men of Norland?"
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The wal |l s shook, and the fires in the hearths blazed high fromthe force of

t he resoundi ng chorus: "No!"

Randol ph slipped quietly through the gatehouse of Caer Corwell, thankful for
the early darkness that conceal ed his novenent from any watcher within the
keep. He wal ked briskly down the castle road, neeting no one, and passed

t hrough the unguarded north gate of Corwell Town. He went imediately to the
Inn of the Great Boar, passing fromthe chill darkness into a snoky warnth
fromthe silence to an atnosphere of quiet |aughter and pl easant conversation.
Here his eyes quickly sought out Lord Mayor Dinsnore of Corwell Town and the
| ords Koart and Dynnatt.

"What is the nmeaning of this?" inquired Dynnatt as Randol ph sat at a table.
"Why the secrecy and subterfuge?”

None of themtook notice of the obese stranger who sat at the next table, nor
did they see the man | ean closer to overhear their conversation. As he

listened, the man's eyes narrowed to evil, hooded slits in his face.
"I wish we didn't have to neet like this," said Randol ph. "Frankly, we need to
talk without Pontswain present. | believe the kingdomis facing a very grave

threat, and he prefers to | ounge around, feasting and drinking |ike a king. He
spends nmost of his time staring at the Crown of the Isles!™

The other men grunted in acknow edgnment, not surprised by the description
"What is this threat you speak of ?" asked the Lord Mayor.

Randol ph described the nmessage fromthe fisherman, informng the others that
he had sent a fast boat to investigate. "But we night not hear anything unti
it's too late!"

"I ndeed, that's Pontswain for you," grunbled Koart. "Wen we fought here | ast
year, he held his conmpany safe at home, as if his cantrev was the heart of the
ki ngdom "

"And so he woul d again, except | believe he still w shes to take up residence
in Corwell as our king. He would shed few tears if King Kendrick does not
return fromhis quest."

"What do you suggest ?" asked Dynnatt.

"Can you men nuster your conpani es and prepare
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t hem—gui etl y—+o nove to Corwell? | hope |I'mwong about this, but if we are
attacked fromthe sea, we'll have precious little warning, and the town
mlitia, together with the men of your two cantrevs, are all we could expect
to have in place."

"The men won't like this ... a winter nuster,'
| ost heavily fighting the Darkwal ker."

obj ected Koart. "And ny conpany



"Indeed, as did all of ours."” Randol ph accepted the objection patiently. "
will do ny best to see that your men are rewarded when the king returns,
regardl ess of the outcome. But we nust take some action.”

"I agree." The Lord Mayor, with the nost to lose irf the event of a seaborne

i nvasion, was the first to concur. It took several minutes of coaxing, and the
prom se of such reward as Randol ph thought King Kendrick coul d manage, before
the other two | ords would accept.

"Very well. | thank you, good lords, for meeting me under such unusua
circunmstances, and | pray that ny worries are groundl ess. Good evening."
Randol ph rose and bowed to the men before he left the inn. The three |ords
decided to enjoy a few nore pitchers of ale before retiring.

Still none of themnoticed the fat stranger, who had | eaned back to his own
table now, his cruel face twi sted by a barrage of frustrations and schenes.

A nmost fortuitous nmeeting, this, Hobarth told hinself. How in the Real ns had
Kendrick conme to hold the Crown of the Isles? No matter, but the fact that he
did put a major crinp in Hobarth's—and Bhaal ' s—pl an. Hobarth had first

experi enced the crown when it had been held by the weakling, King Carrathal of
Callidyrr, and he had no reason to suspect that its properties had weakened
any in the hands of King Kendrick. Its property, actually, for the nmagica

el ement of the crown only served one purpose so far as Hobarth knew.

It created an area of imunity around it. A large area of inmmunity.

When the crown had been held in Caer Callidyrr, Hobarth had been unable to
work his clerical spells anywhere within
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t he anpl e bounds of that vast fortress. Now, in the nmuch smaller Caer Corwell,
it would certainly protect that fortress against his castings. There woul d be
no earthquake to tear down the castle walls here.

That is, unless the crown could somehow be renoved. And here the plotting of
the three lords and the captain had inadvertently provided Hobarth with a
vehicl e for acconplishing this.

The cleric got up heavily fromhis table and |lunbered fromthe inn. He would
find another, nore private establishnent and begin to work his plan. He sought
out such a place—a quiet, tiny tavern tucked away on a darkened | ane besi de
the waterfront. He entered and spotted a youth tending to sone cleaning
chores.

"Here, lad," he said, flipping the boy a gold coin and watching the youth's
eyes widen in surprise and delight. "I would Iike you to do ne a favor."
"Anyt hi ng, your [ordship!"

"Go up to the castle and find Lord Pontswain. Tell himthat a man in town has
a proposal for him-a mutually profitable proposition, you may call it. Ask if
he woul d be good enough to neet ne here at noon tonorrow to discuss it. Do you
under st and?"

The | ad nodded eagerly.

"Go ahead, then. Be off with you!"

As the door slammed behind the departing youth, Hobarth sat down and accepted
a large mug of ale froma barmaid. He felt very pleased with hinself.

"I found Avalon just after the stormstruck. He was horribly wounded, but he
lived."

"And he lives still?" Tristan held his breath.

"Yes." Brigit |ooked sonber. "Though his days as a war-horse are over, he
lives and grows healthy."

"Thank the goddess for that, at |east. One of us thought dead, but alive

i nstead—that is a welconme |lightening of the burden of this quest."

"But how did you know we were here?" asked Robyn.
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"We knew the desecration of the vale would not go unanswered, and when 1 found
Aval on, we knew that you must be on the way. Then it was sinply a matter of
observing this flock of strange creatures, for we suspected they were



foll owi ng you, and maki ng the deduction that you would head for the grove of
the G eat Druid. W planted oursel ves upon that path and were proved correct
when you cane to us."

"You know of the grove? How fares it?" asked the druid.

"It has becone an awful place, full of poison and death. The Monwel |l itself
is corrupt, turned dark and foul. The desol ation throughout the vale starts
there, spreading outward |like a | oathsone plague."

"Has it reached Synnoria?" THstan tried to imagine the beautiful valley of the
LI ewyrr under the influence of the horrible desolation that surrounded them
"Al as, you would not know Synnoria for the place you once saw-er heard, |
shoul d say." Brigit stopped abruptly, a catch in her voice, and tears welled
wi thin her deep brown eyes. "The rivers have ceased to run. Even the songs of
the forest have died.

"Most of the Llewyrr have fled, |leaving our valley to its fate. W have found
tenmporary succor fromour old rivals, the dwarves, who have hel ped see our
peopl e safely fromthe vafe or have sheltered themin their underground
fortresses.”

Robyn's face drained of color, and Tristan, equally shocked, took her hand as
he tried to imagi ne the magnitude of this disaster. He vividly recalled the
sounds of Synnoria, so beautiful that they had all but driven him mad when the
LI ewyrr had escorted the conpani ons through their valley during the Darkwal ker
War. They had been blindfol ded during the passage because the LlIewrr had
assured themthat to | ook upon the beauty of the place would cause madness.
And now Synnoria, like Myrloch Vale, had fallen prey to the cancerous spread
of darkness.

"This is the | egacy of the Beast, Kazgoroth," sighed Brigit softly.

"No . . . this is the mark of the Beast's naster," Robyn
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answered bluntly. "But why nust the nost cherished places be the first ones to
di e?"

"Per haps because true beauty is, by its very nature, frail," suggested Brigit.
"Beauty can be strong," argued Tavish, "but its very presence is abhorrent to
the kind of evil that now confronts us. | think that is why these are the
first places to fall."

"But they will not be the last, unless we prevail. W should get started on

the last leg of this journey." Tristan | ooked at each of his conpanions,
sharing their msery but silently urging their action

The battlefield fell quickly out of sight as they entered the trees, once
again making their way between the barren trunks of rotten oaks, hickories,
and pines. Four of the sisters led the way, tronping a flattened path with
their snow shoes, followed by Tristan and his conpanions, with Maura, Colleen
and Brigit, marching in a single file.

They noved in nearly total silence, surrounded by the soft scraping of clunps
of snow falling anong the dead branches. Wnter's frosting grew steadily

t hi cker on the ground.

Gentle, lowhills rolled through the forest here, but the wal king was easy.
After a few minutes, their world had beconme a place of white snow and bl ack
tree trunks. The sifting flakes clouded the air and narked the limts of their
vi si on.

Tristan's hopes rose rapidly with the arrival of the sisters. They were the
finest fighters he had ever seen, and he still felt that this conflict would
be resolved, in the end, through conbat. They knew t he val e and were equi pped
for this early winter in a way that he and his conpani ons were not.

H s hopes expl oded with the thunderous runble that shook the ground at his
feet. He staggered backward and fell, but not before he saw a nonstrous
fissure erupt in the ground before him swallowi ng the four sister knights who
led the party. He saw the hole tear toward him but something strong grabbed
himby the scruff of the neck and pulled himto safety.

Green and red fountains of gas erupted fromthe fissure,
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and the earth groaned as if the wound caused her physical pain. Rotten tree
trunks leaned into the gap as the firmanment that supported themfell away,
slowy toppling into nothingness. Shrieks and cracks split the forest as other
trees lost their linbs or toppled whole fromthe violent convul sions of the

I and.

Gasping and spitting to clear the traces of gas he had inhaled, Tristan | ooked
up to see that it was Yak who had saved his life. He stood and stared,
horrified, at the crevasse that had clained the |lives of four of the sisters.
They hadn't had a chance!

The whirling snow settled around them and at |ast they could see. But the
confirmation of their eyes only deepened their sadness and hei ghtened their
sense of despair.

They faced an apparently bottom ess fissure, nore than a hundred feet wide. It
stretched to the limts of sight to the left and to the right. In short, there
appeared to be no way around it.

The Darkwel |l bubbl ed and gurgl ed, pouring forth black snoke and thick

poi sonous gases. Bhaal |earned of the defeat of his flock as the surviving
perytons came circling back to the well, and his rage caused deep cracks and
gaping fissures to expl ode throughout the land, tearing still further at the
wast el and of the vale.

Shantu crept to the edge of the black water, sensing his master's anger. The
di spl acer beast crouched there, unnov-ing, for so he had been commanded. The
perytons, too, shifted and flapped in agitation but remained around the well.
The body of the corrupted Genna Moonsinger, however, rose fromthe place where
she had been sitting for nany days and wal ked to the wafer's edge. Her eyes,
flashing red, then fading to bl ack, stared ahead at nothing. Then she heard
her master's command and turned to | eave. Retaining the formof the Gea 't
Druid's body, she disappeared in to the forest to the south of the well.

Bhaal , meanwhile, used his rage to add formto his body.
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The cord of substance connecting his presence here to his real mof Gehenna had
now grown strong and unassailable. He was nearly ready to project hinself
beyond the Darkwel I .

The form he had chosen for this protection was appropriate, given the nature
of the Forgotten Realms. He would enmerge fromthe well in the body of a man.
But it would be no ordinary man. Instead, it would be a creature of awesone,

| oomi ng size, and a visage terrible to behol d.

And very soon now it would be ready to emnerge.
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Hobarth sighed in a monent of wistful regret. How sinple this plan would be,
he thought, if only he could cast the sinple nage's spell allow ng one to
charm anot her person into perform ng those tasks the caster found useful or
desirable. Instead, he was forced to resort to guile and trickery—effective
tactics, to be sure, but so nuch nmore conplicated

In the next monent, he forgot his regrets. He woul d never exchange the
spiritual depth and nulti-planar acconplishments of his clerical skills for
the cheap light and fire shows of the w zards. Indeed, he reninded hinsel f—and
Bhaal , should his master be |isteni ng—Hobarth had often before scorned the

chi canery of his sorcerer allies, even while accepting and using their aid.
The cleric | ooked toward the door of the dingy inn as the hour approached
noon. |If the man, Pontswain, was true to the nature the lords in the Inn of
the Geat Boar had ascribed to himthe previous night, Hobarth felt certain he
woul d repond to his sumons.

I ndeed, he recogni zed the man as soon as he passed through the door of the

i nn. Lord Pontswain was handsome, with a luxurious spill of brown hair, but he
had a tightness in his snile and a narrowness of gaze that told the cleric



this certainly was the man for the task.

"My Lord Pontswain, would you care to join nme?" The cleric rose and bowed
hunbly, gesturing to the vacant chair at his table. The nan | ooked suspi ci ous,
but he came over and sat down. Good, thought the cleric, pleased. He fits the
role perfectly!

264

DARKWEL L

"What do you want? My time is valuable, and | dislike these nysterious
arrangenents. "

"Please forgive me. It would not be politic for me to conme directly to the
castle itself. You see, | amno friend of the Kendricks."

Pont swai n's eyebrows rai sed at the adm ssion, and he waited for the cleric to
conti nue.

"This is no blood feud, | assure you, but years back the father of the current
king, on a voyage to the Sword Coast, enbarrassed ny own father in quite a
nasty scene. The details are far too unpleasant for nme even to recount.
"Suffice to say that | desire to enbarrass the son of that king, and | am
willing to pay a handsonme sumto do so. No one shall be hurt by this ..

prank, but it is hoped the king will be caused some disconfort."

"What is a ' handsonme' sunf"

"You are interested, then?"

"Perhaps. Answer ny question, man!"

"Gold ... in the hundreds. Shall we say two hundred gol d pieces upon agreeing
to the deal, and an equal sumto be paid upon its conpletion?"
The lord could not conceal the flash of greed suddenly illum nating his eyes,

t hough he tried to look as if he was carefully considering the offer. Hobarth
suspected, correctly, that the sum exceeded the annual tax incone that a
can-trev lord on Corwell could expect to collect.

"And what do | have to do to collect this gold should | accept?"

"I understand your king has gained a proud synbol of his rank—a crown, or
sceptre, or sonething. Al you need do is renpve it fromhis castle and take

it to a place of hiding for a tine. Wen he returns, he will be enraged to
find it gone. You can arrange to have it returned sone tine in the future, as
you wi sh. As | explained, | merely desire to cause himsone nonentary

di sconfort."
"Way did you seek ne for this offer?"
Hobarth silently dammed the man's curiosity. He had hoped the noney al one

woul d be enough to renove all doubts. "I have stayed in this town for severa
days. All
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around | see signs of slavish devotion to this upstart king, as if he is a god
descended fromthe Quter Planes! You, on the other hand, have the reputation
of being a free thinker, a man who is no man's | ackey. Now answer; wll you do
thi s thing?"

Anot her suspicion lit the lord' s eyes. "How do | know you do not wish to stea
the crown for yoursel f?"

Hobarth shrugged. "Take it wherever you wish. | have no desire to see it. |
simply want you to renmove it fromthe castle.™

"I know just the place," chuckled Pontswain, grow ng enthusiastic. In fact, he
began to enbellish the plan on his own. Perhaps the crown would not have to be
returned for a very long tinme. ... "I shall take it to my own cantrev, where
can be sure it will remain safe.”

"Splendid," said the cleric, nodding. "That woul d be superb!"

"Now, about the gold . . ."

"Of course." Hobarth reached under the table for the sack he had cl ained as
his share fromthe plundering of the Iron Keep. He had barely nmore than two
hundred gol d, but that was of no matter. This fool would never collect the
second payment. "Here. | suggest you take it sonewhere private to count it."
Pont swai n's eyes w dened at the size of the pouch, and his hands trenbl ed as



he reached forward to sweep it into his hands. "Yes, of course. But |'m

certain you'll have the correct amount, for | have not yet performed your
task!" He seemed pleased with his clever deduction, but then his eyes cl ouded
agai n.

"And where will you neet me with the second paynment?"

"You say you will go to your cantrev. Wiy not there? But one other thing

you must do this task within the next two days."

"Two days! But | will need tine to plan, to cover ny tracks!"

Hobarth shrugged and reached for the sack. "Then | shall have to find sonmeone
el se. "

"No! Very well, in two days! Meet me at Cantrev
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Pont swai n four days fromnow " The lord described the road to his cantrev,
which lay perhaps thirty mles away, along the southern shore of Corwell

Firth. Hobarth listened patiently, nodding as if he would actually nake the
trip.

"Now, good luck to you. You'd best be off, before we are observed tal king."
"Yes, yes, of course!l" the lord replied, nodding and taking a furtive | ook
around the enpty inn. Only the unshaven innkeeper shared the roomw th them
and he was busily scrubbing the bar. "Four days, then."

"Yes, four days." Hobarth smiled, Pontswain thought because of their
arrangenent. In reality, the cleric was contenpl ating the pleasant know edge
that, before four days passed, Caer Corwell would be a heap of rubble, joining
the Iron Keep at the bottom of the sea.

Once agai n bl ack ni ght descended around the conpanions in Mrloch Vale. They
were no closer to their destination than they had been at the height of the
day. Al afternoon they had marched al ong the vast fissure, nmoving steadily
eastward as they sought a place to cross. But the gap was too wide for even
the tallest tree to bridge, seemng to mark an eternal scar across the face of
the earth. Now, as darkness fell, they sought a place to nake canmp in the dead
forest, surrounded by the towering proof of the potency of their foe.

The sudden | oss of the four sister knights had quelled their rising optimsm
with brutal abruptness. The |ong afternoon's march had been glum and silent,
aggravated by the frustrating know edge that their objective lay only a day's
march to the north, but every step they took noved them farther away.

Tristan saw Tavi sh stunble and | ean weakly against the firbolg. The bard grew
nunb with fatigue, and he knew that she wouldn't be able to make it rmuch
farther. Only Yak's solid armand apparently tirel ess nuscles had kept her
going this far.

"We'd better nove back away fromthe fissure to canp,"”
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announced the king as the prepared to stop. "It could grow during the night."
"Very well." Brigit, nowin the | ead, agreed and turned toward the south.

After another ten minutes, they judged thenselves safely renoved fromthe pit.
Robyn | eaned against a tree and slowy sank to the ground. Her pale face
seened frozen in a | ook of bleak determ nation, but the redness in her eyes
bel i ed her apparent stoicism Tristan pulled his tattered cape fromhis

shoul ders and spread it on the snow beside the tree. "Sit here. It'll help
keep you dry," he said.

The ot her conpani ons set about making canp in the snowy forest as Robyn noved
to sit beside him Wen she | ooked at him he had never before seen such
despair in her eyes.

"What's the use? | don't think we'll ever get there. W might as well turn
around and go hone!"

"You don't mean that. You can't! W' ve faced greater obstacles than this

bef ore, and we've al ways overcome them "

"But |'ve always had the goddess beside nme!" Robyn put her hands over her face
so that Tristan could not see her weeping. "She's gone now ... | knowit! This



bl ackness has killed nore than the trees and the animals. It's killed the
Eart hnot her hersel f!"

"Robyn, | know I've never fully understood your faith, but | have al ways

trusted init. Your faith is still the fiber that holds us all together, that
conpel s us to go on! You may be right.,. perhaps the goddess is gone. But we
aren't gone! | have seen you, even in the absence of the Earthnother, call a

stream fromthe bare rocks and light a fire with no fuel that kept us al

alive through a killing night!"

Tristan reached an armout to Robyn, but she turned harshly away. The
rejection struck through all the layers of his soul, knifing into his heart.
In this, her nonment of greatest despair, he was powerless to confort her. He
hi nsel f had destroyed the bond of trust that had once drawn them t oget her

He swore a silent, agonized oath. If only he could take back that blurry night
in the castle, erase it fromhis nem
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ory, fromhers! Tristan would do anything, he vowed, could he but right that
wrong. But all this tinme, Robyn's back, trenbling fromcold or tears, nocked
hi s good intent.

He recalled his own self-pity and how she had directed his thoughts away from
his troubles to their conbined hopes. He spoke softly to her, trying to do the
sane for her.

"You' ve said that the fourth scroll is the key to freeing the druids from
their petrified forns. Well, there's no reason that scroll shouldn't work as
well as the others. All we have to do is reach the grove, and | know we will
do that!

"I don't know if you can believe me anynore, but | |ove you nore than ever. If
that | ove, whether you return it or not, can help you reach the end of this
guest, please accept it. | ask nothing in return." Hesitantly Robyn | ooked

into his eyes and smled. At |east, he thought it was a smile. Actually, it
was nmore a faint twi sting of her |ips bel ow her tear-stained cheeks and her
reddened eyes, but he decided that it counted.

"Let's nmke canp," she said, very softly.

"Tbrorrow we' Il cross the fissure,"” he pronised, "and that day, or the

next —but soon—we will triunph!"™ He didn't explain how, and he was relieved
that she didn't ask, for of course he didn't know the answer. Neverthel ess, he
believed in the truth of his words.

The wind fromthe north blew fair, though the gray clouds threatened a w nter
gale. Even had a stormroared through the bay in full force, Gunnarch the Red
woul d still have put to sea, so conpelling was the conbi nation of his own

prom se, the prophecy, and the mracle of this floating castle that had sail ed
to the wharf of his town.

That town lay far behind himnow, and once again his horizon was defined by
the rolling gray swells of the Sea of Monshae. This tinme he did not sai

al one, however. The bright sails of his countrynen bl azed across the gray

wat er, beneath the glowering sky, to all sides. Twenty proud | ong-ships sliced
t hrough the waves in an arrow strai ght course to the south.
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Before them its proud spires knifing through the cloud-1aden sky, sailed Caer
Allisynn. The great stone edifice seemed to coast over the surface of the sea,
calmng a wide patch of heaving surface by its passage.

The Red King expected another ten ships to join himas they passed the
southern tip of his island, for the lords of western Norland had ridden at

full speed fromthe council to their own towns to raise their crews and
prepare to put to sea. Then the thirty sleek warships of Norland would sai
behind their king to go once again to war on Gwnneth. This time, however,
they would fight with the Ffol k, not agai nst them

"It's a splendid sight, my lord." Roll, the young man from Gwnneth, joi ned
the king in the prow He had begged to acconpany the expedition, and G unnarch



could not turn down such a courageous offer
"And they will fight a splendid fight, to be sure! Can you wield an axe, |ad,
as well as you sail a castle?"

Kol I grinned sheepishly. "I have yet to blood ny blade, but | have been taught
by the greatest fighters on the north coast."

"You speak bravely. | like that in a man!" G unnarch paused, renenbering the
scene at the dock as they had prepared to sail. "Your woman, Gaen—she did not

understand that war is a man's task?"

"No, sire. The Ffolk are odd that way. They allow their wonen to perform al
manner of tasks best left to nen. Perhaps that is why we have beaten them so
many tinmes."

The Red King | ooked sternly at the youth. "Never think that way, lad!l Wth
such overconfidence cones arrogance, and with arrogance cones failure.
Besides, the last time we fought the Ffolk, it is we who were defeated."

Kol | | ooked down, abashed. "I amsorry, ny lord. | wi shed to make anends for
t he enbarrassnment she caused on the docks when she refused to | eave the
warriors. | fear that it was bad luck to have her dragged away like that."
"Bad | uck, good luck. These things nmean little. It is the courage in our
hearts that counts for nmuch, and the skill in our mnds and our hands when we
neet the foe.
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"1b that end, tell me what you know of the eneny that ravaged your coast."

Kol | described the battle at Codsbay as he had seen it, including the fish-man
that had clinbed into their boat. He told of the destruction of the Iron Keep
and the horde that had emerged fromthe sea to pour through the breach

"It is as | feared ... an eneny of great fighting strength coupled with
supernatural mght. W can only hope that the powers that watched over Corwell
in the past retain their potency. If that can counter the supernatural, the

bl ades of the North will surely overconme the fighting strength of the foe!"
Kol | nodded, unsettled by the notion that they m ght need help to win this
fight. He turned quietly and wal ked back to his bench in the open hull of the
| ongshi p.

Nei t her he nor the Red King noticed the short, snooth-skinned sailor sitting
qui etly near the bow. The youth—for such the warrior nust have been, as no
beard grew from his pink and slightly plunp face—+ooked down as Koll wal ked
past. A soft hand, unusual for a man, went to the hilt of the sailor's
shortsword, where its knuckles tightened in very warlike determ nation

Ysal |l a swi vel ed her bulging fish-eyes to | ook at the vast arny floating and
mar chi ng around her. The gl eam of gold caught her eyes, here and there marking
the presence of her priestesses. They marched in great adornnent now, for the
sacki ng of the Iron Keep had yiel ded treasure beyond her wildest imaginings.
Now t he ranks of the sahuagin, hundreds strong, swam easily through the mddle
reaches of the gray sea, a hundred feet below the surface and an equa

di stance fromthe bottom Below them in vast nunbers, marched the Dead of the
Sea in a dull, plodding pace.

They had fought well, those corpses, though she had known t hey woul d.

Unbur dened by any of the enotional baggage of living warriors, this army could
know no fear, nor despair, nor fatigue. They would foll ow the commands
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of the priestesses—eommands which were, of course, the orders of Bhaa

hi nsel f —-unt o and even beyond death. This nmade them an arny mnightier than any
that could be nustered by the humans and ot her breathing creatures that woul d
oppose them for their power emanated froma dark and ommi present god.

The arny had marched through the Strait of the Leviathan in rapid tine, never
stopping for rest or sustenance. Now, as they entered the shall ower regions of
Corwell Firth, they turned their faces to the east. They woul d proceed al ong
the bottomof the firth into gradually shallower water until they enmerged from
the sea on the very shore of Corwell Town.

There the cleric would be waiting to performhis magic, as he had at the Iron



Keep. The human, Ysalla coldly acknow edged to herself, had proven nost useful
there. No doubt he would do so agai n.

And thus they would work the will of Bhaal

The fire crackled as the dead wood slowy burned to coals, spreading wel cone
war nt h anong the conpani ons gathered around it. The little blaze flickered
like their own hopes, surrounded by an all-enconpassi ng bl ackness but refusing
to die.

The group had tranpled the snow flat over a small space in the woods, and now
they sat in uneasy exhaustion. The night closed about them as black and
forbidding as ever, and seened to warn away sl eep

The sisters had spread their heavy furs on the snow a short distance fromthe
fire. Brigit and Col |l een, however, now sat before the |low flanmes, |avish
rested quietly opposite them staring as if nmesmerized at the dancing bl aze.
Yak squatted beside her, using her shortsword to carve a tree linb into a
heavy, knob-ended cl ub. Meanwhile, Pawl do worked arduously with his dagger and
some long sticks, carving theminto flat boards.

Robyn curled up on the far side of the blaze, with Newt sleeping on the
druid's lap. Tristan sat beside her, using an
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old stunp as a backrest. They all enjoyed each other's conradeship for a tine
wi t hout speaki ng.

The king renmenbered other fires, other canps during adventures that never, in
retrospect, seened so bleak and so painful as this one. He recalled the
bristling fur of his great noorhound as Cant hus sl unbered beside a bl aze,

i gnorant of the steaming hiss of his soaked fur. O Daryth, |eaning casually
back in his bedroll, telling stories of Calimshan

He thought of Yazillieiick, picturing the sprite arguing with Newt about sone
poi nt of camping protocol. Always on those quests, those adventures, it seened
t hat hope had been high. Always the nission had been clear, the challenge

cl early surnountabl e.

At | east such was the way with his nenory. But never before had they endured a
cost such as this, and never had their hopes been so vague.

Gradual |y the nmoaning of the wind becane nore audible as it forced its way
anong the trees and across the snowy ground. The snowfl akes that had been
fluttering to earth all day began to fly in a diagonal direction, angling
toward the south, until soon they raced past with the howing wind in an

al nost horizontal path.

Robyn shivered as she | eaned back against Tristan's |legs. He was grateful for
the fur cape that Brigit had | oaned t hem

"\What are you doi ng?" Robyn's question, to Pawl do, had an anused, lazy quality
that rem nded the king of a warm sumer afternoon

"I"ve been tronping around in this snow for too long, and |I'm going to do
somet hing about it! | heard about these things once on a trip to Giarhelm
They called "em'skis.' Wll, I"'mgoing to make nme a pair, and 1'll be the
envy of all of us!"

Robyn | aughed and Tristan | ooked on with interest. "Wat are they?" he asked.
"You put themon your feet, and they let you slide across the surface of the
snow. They're |ike snowshoes, only better, because they slide."
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"Yes, the Llewyrr have used skis." Brigit was watching the proceedings with
interest. "But we prefer snowshoes for wal king through a forest, though you

wi Il doubtless enjoy those if we have to go downhill!"

"I fear we'll have plenty of snowin either case," said Tris-tan. "I wonder
how far we'll have to go."

"And | wonder what we'll find when we reach the grove." Robyn shivered again,

perhaps not entirely fromthe cold. She had earlier explained to the sisters
t he wani ng of the goddess's powers and her fears that the Earthnother may
al ready have expired.



"I acconpanied a small band of the sisters there several weeks ago/' said
Colleen. "It was horribly scarred and changed. "

"Li ke the val e?" Robyn gestured around them

"Even worse. The trees here are dead, but there they have been split asunder
by sone terrible force. Even the high druid arches were smashed. Not a one was
| eft standing."

Tri stan wondered at Robyn's reaction to the news, renenbering her earlier
despair, but she sat up to question the knight further

"What about the dead? There was a | egion of skel etons and zonbies, wal ki ng
dead, attacking the place when 1 last sawit."

"There was no sign of them Only the awful dark water at the heart of the
grove, and the statues, |like frozen people, around the well. | did not
approach the water, though nmy three conpanions did. Fromwhere | stood,

could see that it was black, conpletely lifeless...." Colleen paused, shaken
by the nmenory. "The three sisters approached the pond, and there was a flash
of blue light, like an explosion. And they were gone."

"I fled," the young LIl ewyrr worman adm tted. She hung her head in shane as
Brigit put a conforting hand upon her shoulder. "I ran until | could run no
nore." Colleen raised her head and | ooked square into Robyn's eyes.

"That is why | insisted upon comng along this time ... to atone for ny
failure, ny flight."

"You have nothing to atone for!" said the druid. "Because
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you lived, you have provided us with news about what we may find there. It
woul d have been foolish to sacrifice your life as well!™

"As | have told you also,"” said Brigit quietly, but Colleen angrily shook her
head.

"The | eader of our group, the one who took the others to the well, was ny own
not her! And the other two were ny sisters!”

Tri stan wondered how she coul d discuss the deaths of her family thus, with
such apparent |ack of enmotion, but he sensed the rage and shame that burned
within her. It was sonething that even the stoicismof her race could not
conpletely hide. Now it blazed |like fire fromthe depths of her w de brown
eyes.

"What do you plan to do when we reach the well?" asked Brigit.

Robyn described the Scrolls of Arcanus, explaining how she had held back the
mastery of stone spell to use in changing the statues back to flesh. "Wth all

the druids of the grove free again, we will conbine to drive back the darkness
fromthe well."
"But if, as you fear, the goddess has perished, how will the druids acconplish

this?" Brigit asked.

"CGenna will know what to do. She is the key to all of this! | know that she
still lives, if only we can reach her!"

"Yes, child, she does . . . and you have."

The voice, energing fromthe bl ackness, shocked theminto action. Tristan

| eaped to his feet, his sword a gleamng challenge in his hand. Brigit, too,
whirled away fromthe fire and drew her weapon. Yak bellowed in surprise,
dunpi ng Tavi sh uncerenoni ously to the ground as he heaved hinself to his feet.
Only Robyn remained calm rising slowy and turning to the woods, an
expression of bright hope on her face. "Genna? Is that you?"

The stocky figure of the Great Druid energed fromthe darkness, and slowy
Tristan rel axed. Genna's face, lined with winkles, regarded them from beneath
a gray nop of unkenpt hair. Robyn ran to her teacher and enbraced her
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Then the young druid pulled back in surprise, searching Genna's face with
concer n.

"What is it, teacher? Wat's wong?"

The G eat Druid wal ked easily to the fireside and-sat down. "I amsorry. | am



not nyself, and this awful darkness oppresses nme. But it is good to find you,
nmy dear. | knew you would not be far away?

A strange light gleamed in the Great Druid' s eyes, but Robyn ascribed it to
the reflection of the firelight. She sat beside Genna, suddenly alive with
hope and optim sm

"Teacher, | have feared so! The goddess has been silent. My spells vanish, ny
powers are faint—and the earth itself seenms to have died."

"The goddess lives, girl. My spells, my powers remain unaffected. Could it be
that you have not been true to your faith?"

Robyn hung her head. "I have known doubt, and perhaps ny will has been weak. |
am sorry, teacher." Robyn took a deep breath and again | ooked at Genna. "But
how di d you escape? Are the other druids safe?"

"The tale of my escape is long, dark, and painful. It is best left for another
time. The others are still... inprisoned. It is toward their succor that we
nmust strive."

"Yes!" Robyn grew ani mated. "That is what we have been working toward! W have
struggl ed agai nst the darkness but always grow closer to the well. Now that
you have joined us, |I'msure our mssion will be successful!"

CGenna asked about their experiences, nodding sonberly as they described the
desecration of the vale. She displayed no reaction as Robyn told her of the
Scrolls of Arcanus and her hopes for the fourth scroll, the nmastery of stone.
Tristan felt the party's spirits buoyed by the talk, enjoying the fact that
none of themtal ked about their frustrations and sorrows. |nstead, they
focused on their hopes for a rapid conclusion to the quest. One by one,
however, the conpanions fell silent. At last there was only the presence of
the black night falling heavily and bearing their spirits down with it.

Genna | ooked away fromthe group, into the darkness of
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the woods. Newt stirred restlessly and crawl ed onto Tristan's |lap. He | ooked
up at the Great Druid but said nothing. And the stormy wi nds how ed and the
snowdri fts clinmbed higher

Randol ph awakened uneasily, sitting up in his bed and staring nervously around
his tiny roomin Caer Corwell. Shaking his head to clear the cobwebs of sleep
fromhis mnd, he concluded that he was merely nervous.

The shutter banged in the wi ndow, and he heard the force of the winter storm
ragi ng outside. An omen? He wondered if this was the beginning of a storm of

t he sane nagni tude that had apparently ravaged the settlenents to the north.
Wearily the captain of the guard stepped into his boots and threw a wool en
shirt over his shoulders. It was still dark outside, but he knew that Getta
woul d al ready be at work in the kitchen

He becane nore alert as he stepped into the corridor and descended the stairs
into the Geat Hall. Already the delightful aroma of frying bacon wafted forth
fromthe kitchen, and he stepped through the door to find the plunp cook
tendi ng a crowded cookstove.

"Good norning, sir!"

"How can you be so cheerful, Getta? The sun hasn't even come up yet, and it's
a beastly day outside to boot!" He tried to be gruff but couldn't help snmiling
in the face of her own robust good hunor.

"Ch, and it'll be gettin' considerable colder, too, I'lIl wager. But mnmy work
keeps me in here by the warmfire, feedin' those nore foolish types who wal k
the walls and stand in the gatehouse!"

"That explains it. Well, how about sone food for one of those fools?"
She served him his usual massive plate of eggs and bacon, together with fresh
cream and he sat and ate very slowy, relishing each bite ... or perhaps

post poni ng the monment when he woul d have to go out into the weather
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"Odd about Lord Pontswain leaving like that,” mentioned the cook as she
brought him several slices of fresh bread.



H s spoon stopped halfway to his mouth, and he | ooked at her in shock

"Leavi ng? Li ke what ?"

"He didn't tell you? Cone to think of it, he didn't exactly tell me either. |
was tidying up, about to go to bed, when | found himin here | oading food into
a bag. Said he was leaving ... that something had cone up. The | east he could
have done was say good-bye!"

Randol ph' s indi gnation suddenly faded as he | ooked at the good side of the
news. "This mght work out pretty well. 1'll be able to get things organized
around here wi thout having to fight himevery step of =

Randol ph froze, a dull suspicion growing rapidly within him Wy had the lord
left so suddenly and secretly? He had enjoyed his post here as tenporary
co-ruler, judging fromthe way he sat in the Great Hall, |ording over
everyone, staring covetously at the Crown of the Isles.

"Wel |, goodness!" declared Gretta, picking up the chair Randol ph knocked over
as he leaped fromthe table and burst through the door into the Geat Hall.
She found himstaring in slack-jawed shock at the nmantle over the huge
fireplace. She | ooked, too, for a monent not understanding his concern. Then
she realized the difference and gasped at Pontswain's treachery.

The Crown of the Isles was gone!

Chauntea listened for the prayers of the one who wore her nedallion, but they
were not forthcom ng. The druid still clung to the belief in her benign, but

i nescapably perished, goddess.

Awaken! Heed ny warni ng! Chauntea tried to comunicate with the worman, tried
to tell her of the power she held in her Rose-in-Sun medallion, but Robyn of
Gwnneth did not hear.

The goddess of farmi ng and growth sensed anot her nenace, the powerful presence

of evil, near the nedallion itself. It was a lurking, potent vileness, but
wel | conceal ed. Even
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the druid did not suspect it.

Each of the scrolls, with the casting of their powerful spells, had brought
the wonman a little closer to this new goddess, but she had resisted the fina
steps, the decision of faith that coul d make her a powerful cleric of

Chaunt ea.

But until the human nmade that decision, the deity would have to watch and
wai t .

And per haps pray.

2.79

TEMPEST OF | CE AND FI RE

Storm wi nds how ed through the night, and the snow raged across the lands in a
blizzard of fury. The conpanions twi sted and turned, sleeping little, brushing
the snow fromtheir furs to keep from being buried. Dawn brought no relief as

the gray |ight seeped through the gale, illunminating a scene of shifting
snowdrifts and frost.
Robyn pushed back the fur that covered her and felt the chill air against her

face. Tristan stirred beside her, and she pulled close to him reluctant to

| eave her principal source of warnth.

She felt the return of the dark despair she had known the previous evening.
Genna's arrival had tenporarily managed to raise the young druid' s hopes,
restoring her faith in the mght of the great nother. She had prayed to the
goddess for nuch of the night, concentrating intensely, desperately hoping for
some kind of response. But there had been not hi ng.

I nstead, her mind had whirled with visions of the redhaired vixen spraw ed
across Tristan's bed. The wonman's nusi cal |augh nocked her own pain and anger,
and ni ght mare visions of despair and doom suddenly overwhel med the druid's
face. Robyn had twisted and turned in tornent, w shing for the blissful
protection of sleep.

Al'l the while, she had known that the confort of Tristan's warm enbrace was

ri ght beside her, should she but choose to accept it. But all she could fee



for himwas hurt and betrayal, and so she turned away and huddl ed agai nst the
chill and didn't sleep
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Now the icy wind swirled about her, and stinging particles of snow chilled her
skin every time they touched her face. She sat up and pulled her own cl oak
about her, though it did not insulate against the cold as well as the thick
furs of the Llewrr. Startled, Robyn saw Genna sitting alone in the blizzard,
apparently unaffected by the cold.

"Didn't you sleep?" asked the young druid.

Her teacher shrugged. "Alittle. It seens tinme we were noving."

"Tb the well?" Genna made no response, and Robyn proceeded to tell her in nore
detail about the scrolls and her plan for freeing the druids from stone. She
felt a monent of guilt, wondering if her teacher would berate her for using
the scripts of one of the new gods, but Genna didn't appear to notice.

"We shall go the grove," said the Geat Druid. "If this scroll will free the
others, so be it, but we must be in the grove to face the . . . conclusion."
"Do you have enough power to control this storm to ease our path?" asked
Robyn, knowi ng that the G eat Druid had often influenced the weather in the
past, bringing rainfall to a parched valley or warm ng away the effects of a
killing frost.

Genna | ooked at her in surprise, then rose and wal ked through the deep snow,
away fromthe party. She was nearly out of sight in the swirling blizzard when
Robyn saw her stop and raise her head to the sky. She spread her arns to her
sides in the pose the younger druid had seen her use so often before when
casting a potent spell

Suddenly a searing blast of heat struck Robyn's face, and she instinctively

sl apped her hands over her eyes. Awarnth |ike the inside of an oven
surrounded her, and she felt the wind die away in that sane instant. The snow
on her cloak turned rapidly to water, and a fine drizzle began to fall from
the trees, where the accunul ated snow of the blizzard quickly nelted.

"What —what happened?" Tristan stuck his head from beneath the fur, gasping for
breath in the heat.

One by one, the others emerged fromtheir sleeping shel-
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ters. "Am | dream ng?" |avish demanded when confronted by the oppressive heat.
"It's a miracle!™ Newt cried, buzzing happily anbng the trees. "Genna nade it
sumertime again!"

"I don't remenmber any summer as warm as this!" Paw do groaned, w ping sweat
fromhis brow

"Too hot!" grunted Yak

Robyn stood amazed at this evidence of the Geat Druid' s vitality, and thus
obvi ously the goddess's as well. The control weather spell that Robyn
renmenbered had al ways changed the weather only to a degree, bringing rain from
heavy cl ouds or slowing gale winds to a strong breeze. Yet here Genna had
altered their entire environnent fromone extrene to the other

I ndeed, steamrose fromthe rapidly nmelting snow all around them GCenna
returned to the group and stood calmy as they gathered their wet bel ongings.
She offered no reaction to the continuing stream of remarks about the sudden
dramati c change in weat her

"How is it that you can work such strong magi c?" Robyn inquired wonderingly.
"Perhaps it is 