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Prologue

Run. The mournful baying of the demonic hounds rolled across the landscape from behind Vheod.
He couldn't be sure exactly how far behind him they were or when they might catch up to him. All he
could do was run. The thorns of the gnarled brier that covered the plain tore at his flesh as he ran, but he
did what he could to ignore the pain. The maevolent brier hungrily absorbed Vheod's blood, not dlowing
adngle drop to touch the ground. He didn't worry about the wounds. Vheod was grateful no tral of
blood would betray his passage. The thorns drank it dl in.

Vheod Runechild's body ached from hours of desperate flight, much of which took him through the
Felds of Night Unseen, a meadow filled with vampiric thorns. Hislimbs grew more and more resistant to
each step. Cold sweat ran down his back and dung to his neck. Vheod longed to draw his sword and
hack hisway through the brier, but he feared leaving an obvious path that his pursuers could trace.

Take theintdligent approach, he kept tdling himsdf. VVheod knew the chdlenge was to not dlow his
fear and exhaugtion to overwhem his thoughts. He had to keep a cool head and ignore the deadly forces
that marshaded againg him. Startling images of the terrible, hungry mouths of the vorrs that chased him
came unbidden into his mind. He gritted his teeth and narrowed his eyes, forcing himsdf onward.

The Tant formed a new, beckoning shape on his aram. The crimson, tattoo-like mark flowed across
hisflesh like athing dive. Its changing shape resembled a hand dowly urging him forward. He ignored it.

Thefidd of black thorns flowed over hill after hill. Nowhere offered Vheod rdief from their constant
dawing at his legs as he ran, the vorrs close behind him. The sky above him bore a reddish-brown hue
that recdled ether rugt or dried blood. Not even the whisper of a breeze came to dleviae the dry,
parched heat. The thorns required blood, not water to live. The skies of the nether planes were sfish
with their gifts, and usudly bestowed moisture only in the form of dangerous storms. Vheod, however,
would welcome a storm at this point-it might aid in his escape. Knowing that wishing for hdp from the
environment in this plane of darkness and evil would aval nothing, Vheod pushed himsdf to keep
running.

If 1 stop, he thought, Nethess's hunters will find me and will offer no mercy.

Therush of ar as he fled pulled at his long, brick-red hairr. It fluttered dong with the tattered, violet
cloak that whipped behind him like an extra, franticaly flaling limb. It caught on thorns and dowed him,
probably even left behind bits for his pursuers to find. Reaching behind him he gathered as much of it as
he could and wrapped itslength around hisarm so it would no longer tangle in the twisted, pointed brier.
He wished, too, that he could shed his black sted breastplate. Vheod would do anything for speed now.

For atime the only sounds Vheod could hear were his own labored bregths, the soft footfals his
boots made on the ground, and the tearing of his flesh by the thorns. The vorrs howled again, ther baying
louder than before. His fear granted speed to his feet, and he ran on faster and faster. He veered to the
left, then to the right.

The hounds bayed again, louder ill, and from right behind him. Had they caught his scent? He could
hear the blood-lusting-no, soul-lusting-glee in ther cries. He thought he counted three, if not four, of them
from their sounds. He had to think of a plan and quickly.

Let them come to you, he told himsdf. Fight on your terms, not theirs.

The terrain here rose and fdl in rough, jagged little hills amid the thorns. It occurred to Vheod that
perhaps he could use that fact to his advantage. Again he veered to one direction, then another, but his
mind focused instead on a plan-and on picking his moment carefully.

Legping into a narrow gully that probably once guided a amdl brook, Vheod drew his sword and
oun even as he struggled to keep his foating. The ravine was deeper than he redlized. His foot dipped
under him, but somehow he managed to stay standing, though his body twisted around awkwardly. The
fird hound lesped over the gully, thinking Vheod had done the same. As it flew over the guily, Vheod
sorang upward with his blade. It was bardy within his reach, and the lunge sent Vheod tumbling
off-balance, yet hefdt the tip of his sword strike something as he dipped. The yep from the creature was
ghill, its gut torn open. The blow sent it spinning around in midar. The vorr landed to Vheod's side, not



to rise again.

The next vorr dived down into the ravine, the bridling, brownish-black hair on its back as rigid as
daggers. Vheod pulled himsdf to his feet and lashed a it with his sword, but the blade cut through only
empty air. Abyssal magic had granted these creatures incredible speed. The vorr lunged. Its bite dmost
caught abit of Vheod's leginits jagged, frothing jaws. Vheod's second blow split the gaunt, ragged head
of the beast in two.

He turned. The glaring, hungry eyes of the third vorr focused on him and narrowed. Thin legs spread
wide, asit thrust its head at him. Savage jaws snapped at him again and again. Vheod pushed the hungry
beast back with desperate parries and thruds.

As he fought to hold the beast back, his ears caught the sounds of a fourth hound on its way. Vheod
knew he wasin trouble. He had to try something different-and quickly. He reached inward. There were
black portions of VVheod's soul that he only rarly alowed himsdf to see, but now he would try anything.
He didn't close his eyes but instead Smply looked within rather than without. His body raging with heat
and swedt, at the center of the darkness within him he found his own cold, icy heart. It was an empty and
moationless place, but he found what he was looking for. In a few short ingtants, Vheod cdled on the
power innatdy entwined about the inhuman portion of his soul. Born hdf tanar'ri, magic flowed within his
vens as urdly as blood. It came eagerly when he cdled to it-perhaps too eagerly.

A tingle of chill fingers ran across his skin as he filled himsdf with the unleashed power. It fdt as
though the cold would eat away at his skin from the indde, and his muscles dl tensed at once. Tapping
into that Abyssa energy, he forced the ground away from himsdf. He pushed down with dl his inner
might. Beads of sweat ran down his temples and even into his eyes, but he kept them open. Even in the
short time it took to cal on the power, he was terified to take his eyes off the demonic hound.

As he concentrated, Vheod rose into the air, levitating out of the reach of the attacking vorr. As he
did, the last of the tracking hounds reached the top of the ravine right at his level. Wetching its prey float
up into the air past it, the beast stood wide-eyed long enough for the swing of Vheod's blade to dash
across its face. A second blow brought the creature'slifeto an end. Vheod looked down at the vorr ill
inthe ravine as it snarled up a him. If the beast had been capable of speech, Vheod knew that snarl
would be a curse. Muscles aching, he redized he would have to end this battle soon. The long chase had
weakened him too much for a protracted fight.

The beast's hateful gaze unnerved him, and VVheod couldnt stay doft forever. Rather than wait any
longer, he released his grip on the power that hdd him aoft and let himsdf drop. As he fdl, he pointed his
sword down. Blade-firgt, he crashed into the horrid hound. Vheod's own grunt on impact was drowned
out by the vorr's gill bellow.

As Vheod tried to untangle himsdf from the beast and get to his feet, his har covered his face.
Seaing nothing, he heard only snarls and whines. By the time he stood, the snarling had stopped. Vheod
pushed his har away from his eyes. His sword remained thrugt into the vorr, pinning the now 4ill creature
to the ground.

Vheod knew that more would come. He stood for a moment over the bodies of the creatures hed
dan, hoping to catch his breath. Syrupy dime and blood covered his tattered clothes and armor. Panting
out tired breaths, his body's aches seemed to beg him to St or lay-even amid the pricking thorns. He had
to push himsdf onward, however. He couldn't alow himsdf to think of anything but his god. He had to
escape the Abyss.

Escape presented a great chalenge, however, for entrances and exits, often cdled portals, were
hidden and usudly guarded. Once the Abyss hedd something in its fetid grasp, it let go only reluctantly.
Vheod had dways been within thet grasp-he'd lived here his entire life. As horrible as this maevolent
plane was, he had little knowledge of anywhere ese. A childhood in the deepest, foulest redms of the
Abyss had taught him little except how to survive. A hdf-breed human-tanar'ri could only live among the
fiends and horrors spawned in this darkest of otherworldly pits if he could protect himsdf. The fact that
hed somehow survived againg such horrors had to count for something-at least he hoped that to be true.
In the Abyss, his fiendish masters and peers had cdled hm a cambion-a word that accentuated his
haf-morta existence and carried with it dl the abuse, oppression, and injustice that had been hegped on



him.

While the thorns hungrily absorbed the dead vorrs spilled blood, Vheod pulled his sword free and
&t it on the ground. He drew himsdf up straight and took a deep breath. Gesturing toward the trall held
left behind him as he ran through the brier, Vheod spoke sorcerous words long ago memorized from an
andent book. He closed his eyes and hdd forth his battle-scarred hands. Magica power stretched from
hisfingertips to the thorns trampled in the battle and in his flight. The crushed plants dowly stood upright
once again. The savage florawould consume the blood of his foes here, but the scene of battle would ill
present obvious clues to anyone coming this way. Vheod hoped the spell would keep the thorns from
betraying his path from here.

Once he finished with the spell, Vheod picked up his sword and cleaned the blood from it with the
end of his cloak. He dowly did it back into its sheeth and dipped away from the scene of the battle with
caeful, ddiberate steps, once again plunging across the violent landscape.

Dark clouds began to obstruct the bloody sky. He wondered if they were actudly the visble aspects
of spdlls cast by Nethess to find him. He could dmost see the venom of her inhuman eyes glaring down a
him through the threatening black clouds. How long could he avoid her reach?

Vheod saw the Tant had moved to the back of his hand from where it had been on his forearm. The
indigint, fluid shape of the mark contrasted with the sharpness of its color, as red and piercing as a
babau's eyes.

"What does that mean?' he whispered in frudration at the tattoo as he loped dong as fagt as his tired
legs could carry him. Vheod had never redly known what the Taint was, but it had aways seemed like
some sort of intdligence. It often guided him, though he was never sure to what, or if he interpreted it
correctly. All hislife, Vheod could find no answers as to its meaning, least of dl from the Taint itsdf.

Thistime, however, asif in answer to his rhetoricd query, the reddish mark twisted and moved like
floning water across his arm, lengthening into a narrow, pointed tower. Or is it an arrow? Vheod
thought, shaking his head in confusion.

"Are you trying to tdl me something?' he whispered again, his gaze never leaving the mark on his
am. Vheod glanced around, looking for more sgns of pursuit. He knew he should be more quiet. He
thrust hisarm in the direction the narrowest end of the

Tant indicated. When Vheod moved his am, the pointed scar shifted as he did so that it dways
oriented in the same direction.

"Yes you ae"" Vheod sad.

Unknown hours passed since hed started running, and each time he consdered dowing down
vidons of more vorrs or even worse creatures pushed him onward. Findly, heavy limbs dragged Vheod
amod to ahdt. No sgn of pursuit reveded itsdf.

As the sky above him continued to darken, taking on the mottled brownish green of a festering sore,
adark tower rose above the uneven horizon and the bloodthirsty brier. At firgt, dl he could do was stare
a the digant structure, his mouth dightly open. With hisgod findly in Sght, he could ignore the fatigue in
his body, the sweat coding his flesh, and the stink of the dead vorrs that dung to him like a nagging
conscience.

The tower was surrounded by a gray stone wall. Iron supports spaced dong the wal spread
eons-old rust across the stonework, and Vheod wondered where the moisture to form rust could have
come from in this parched wasteland.

Stopping in front of the closed gate, Vheod took a moment to examine the entire place. It was just as
hed heard it described. The thorny plants didn't reach the wall, sopping a few feet away as though even
they were wary of the place.

Vheod closed his eyes and breathed a Sgh. Opening them again, he kndlt to examine his wounds.
The thorns had torn numerous and sometimes wide, ggping wounds in the flesh of his lower legs. Hed
assumed up urtil this moment that the pain he fet in hislegs came only from his hours of running. Now he
reelized that a good dedl of the fiery torment came from the terrible wounds rent by the thorns. Using the
spikes on his breastplate, he tore his cloak into two pieces and wrapped the doth around his bloody
shins and caves. When he finished he stood, stepping closer to the gate. His fig (banged againg it with



what remained of his strength. The ar had grown noticeably colder over the last hour, and the sky
continued to grow even darker. Soon it would be so dark that only true natives of the Abyss could see a
al-and Vheod knew there were things dwelling in the darkness of the fidds behind him that could see
much farther in the dark than he could. Vheod pounded on the gate again, harder this time. No sound
came from beyond the wadll. He pressed on the gate, and it opened with a groan of metd. The wadled
courtyard around the tower's base lay barren of thorns or any other living thing. The tower itsdf
appeared to have no means of entry.

"Is there anyone here?' VVheod shouted.

Slence

Vheod stepped through the gateway. A wooden sgn with crude lettering hung from a hook on the
gde of the tower just above eye-level. Written in the tongue of the Lower Planes, the words "Karreth
Edittorn” were scrawled across it, a name he knew meant "Degtiny's Last Hope," in the language of the
tower's creators. Vheod had read of the tower once long ago in an otherwise forgotten book, but more
recently he'd paid a rutterkin mogt of his remaining gold and an enchanted cloak for the exact details of
the tower's location. He aready missed the cloak, and when he looked down a himsdf he thought again
of the Taint. It seemed to have guided him here. Perhaps he'd not needed to pay the rutterkin at al.

As he looked again at the balley formed by the wal, he noted with suspicion that no one had come
to greet him-or fend him off. None of the information held gathered said anything about Karreth Edittorn
being abandoned.

"Who are you?'

Vheod spun to see who had spoken, but the bailey was sill empty. A rusling sound disturbed the ar
above his head. There three winged creatures hovered like insects. Ther flesh was weathered and black,
and ther amdl white eyes gligened like pearls. Wings of stretched skin pulled taut over long, spindly
bones slently beat with enough power to alow them to float otherwise maotionlesdy above him.

"Who are you?' one asked again.

"Vheod," he answered, "from the city of Broken Reach."

"And why have you come here, cambion?'

Vheod knew these creatures were varrangoin, the masters of Karreth Edittorn. Sometimes burdened
with the misnomer of "Abyssd bats" varangoin were nether stupid animds nor blind. Instead, these
fleshy-winged crestures were powerful and intdligent foes feared even by some of the tanar'ri. It was
their role as adversaries that Vheod planned to use to his advantage.

"I've come here to use the portd,”" he told them.

"And why is that, haf-tanar'ri?' the batlike creature asked with a crud sneer.

" have angered the mailith Nethess and now seek to avoid her vengeance,” he told the varrangoin.
Quickly he added, "So thet | may do so again.” It was a lie, but perhaps it might hep him endear himsdlf
to these creaturesif they thought he was an enemy of ther enemy.

The three of them stared down with hard, indecipherable eyes.

"Nethess serves hated Grazzt," one of them-a different onefindly said. "We would like to see his
viper tree orchards uproot themsdves to tear his paace down. We would like to see dread Grazzt and
dl hisminions die dow and painful deaths.”

"Then may | use the portd?' Vheod asked. His eyes widened as he stared at the batlike creature.

"We hate your kind, tanar'ri. Why should we help you?'

"Can't you see tha if you do, I'll live on to fight againg those you hate?"

The varrangoin stared long in silence. Vheod hoped they would buy his biuff.

"Yes" one of them sad findly, "we can see that if you live, other tanar'ri will be harmed. If you can
reach the porta, you may use it. It should function for you-if Nethess seeks your blood, it is truly your
Last Hope."

"Where does it |lead? Will it take me somewhere safe?"

"Addle-covel Don't you pay atention? It takes you where it wishes, not where you wish'. The
creature glared a him then beat its monstrous wings with a powerful motion, swooping even higher,
followed immediatdy by the other two. "It takes you to your destiny”.



As the varrangoin flew up they pointed to a shimmering hole suddenly forming near the top of the
tower that hadn't been there before. A amdl ledge jutted out underneeth it. The window-like hole opened
into the Sde of the structure, as though it might look out from the tower's uppermost room. If that was the
portal, how did they expect him to reach it? Vheod circled the tower, but as he suspected, he found no
other new means of entry, nor anything resembling stairs or even a ladder. He looked up into the ar
above the tower, but the dark sky held only ever darker clouds.

He was too spent to even think of cdling on tanar'ri power again to lift im to the door. As hard as it
might be to assall the stone wall, it would be harder to reach into himsdf for that cold energy, yet Vheod
knew he needed to get to the door right away.

He was dill being hunted. He had no time to wait. Though his tired, bloody legs screamed even as he
considered it, he reached toward the stone wal of the tower. The old and uneven masonry offered many
easy hand holds on which he pulled himsdf up. His feet rested on crumbling stones that threatened to give
way as his hands sought new holds even higher. Exhausion and fear dowed his otherwise steady
progress up the sde of the tower as tired muscles began to shake with uncertainty and his mind
wandered. Vheod imagined he could hear more vorrs or other of Nethesss servitors on their way,
caching him at this awkward and defenseless moment. He imagined horrible vulturdike fiends tearing a
him as he dung to the stones, ripping away his armor and findly his flesh. He saw huge, bloated demonic
toads making obscene legps into the air to pull a his bloody ankles, skdeta babau, with ther infernd
gazes, lashing at him with hooks, pulling im down, and dl the fiends feasting on his flesh even while he
dill lived.

Reaching the top after agruding and fearful ascent, Vheod findly pulled himsdf up to the ledge. He
eased his tired body down, dangling his weary legs over the side, but with his body turned so he could
look up and into the large, round opening. It appeared to lead into the tower, though he actudly saw only
darkness. Vheod knew the doorway itsdf mattered, not what he could see through it. It was meagicd, and
it provided away to leave the Abyss.

The Tant throbbed on his neck. Ignoring it, Vheod reached up, hisfingersfinding the porta warm to
his touch. He sghed and looked into the darkness, wondering where it would lead.

He looked back over the thorn-filled Fields of Night Unseen and hoped it would be the lagt he ever
saw of the Abyss. Each layer held its own mystery and its own terrors. Mortal souls condemned for tharr
evil actions faced torments more terrible than even he could imagine. Eventudly, these victims, twisted by
aeons of suffering, became tanar'ri themsdves. Jugt such a fiend had fathered Vheod and bestowed on
him a wicked, corrupted portion of his essence.

The Abyss was pain, misary, and evil deeds. It spawned from dark, depraved thoughts of murder
and revenge, embodied the very essence of wanton destruction, the infliction of suffering, and the chaotic
tumult of annihilation. Its layers knew only adversity, cdamity, and devastation. Where another world
might have rivers of cool water, the Abyss had only acids and poisons. Where another might be wrapped
in a cushion of fresh ar, the Abyss was home to choking clouds and flesh-egting misgs. Where other
worlds sported cities, the Abyss held fortresses filled with tortured souls and baleful fiends. It hed no
safe places and no shdlter from the ravages of devadtaion. The Abyss was dl evil, yet it was dl Vheod
hed ever known.

He stood, steadying himsdlf as he stood on the narrow ledge-the long drop to the ground behind him
and the unknown darkness before him. A cold, dry wind lifted his long hair and tossed it into his face.
Blood 4ill ran from the wounds on hislegs. Vheod smiled with bitter disdain.

"l can assume" he said doud, "that wherever this takes me, it can't be any worse than this™

Vheod legped through the portal, leaving the Abyss behind him.

Chapter One

"l wonder if the goddess is watching us, right at this moment,” Mdann said, looking around.
Whitlock's gaze followed hers, and he saw the thick, dark trees surrounding the dusty path on which
he and his sster rode. Ther horses hoofbeats metered out the minutes and hours that comprised the



otherwise dlent days of ther travels. Light from the setting sun streaked through the branches around
them like streamers on afedivd day, and the trees were dive with birds and amdl animds moving about
as late afternoon fdl on the Dadands. As he rode past, Whitlock saw the swirl of leaves overhead as a
cascade of water endlesdy moving across a sea of green-or a least, what he imagined the sea might 1ook
like, as held never actudly seen the sea.

"Does Chauntea, the Great Mother, watch us every day of our journey or only a certain points?’
Mdann continued. "Surdy a goddess has better things to do in dl the Dadands-dl the world-than to
continudly watch one smple, minor follower like me. Yet how can a mortal begin to put limitations on a
goddess?’

Whitlock had heard this from his sster before. While her training taught her that Chauntea was
concerned with every aspect of her priests lives Mdann seemed to find it difficult not to question her
own worth in her goddess's eyes. His sgter's fath in the greatness and glory of Chauntea, mother of dl
growing things and the people who tended them, never fatered. Her own importance and sdf-worth
were in question. She voiced these concerns often and aoud. Whitlock's only response was to Smply
shrug.

"Praise Our Mother,"” Mdann whispered out of habit.

At the sound of his sster's voice, Whitlock turned. A smile came unbidden to his mouth, but his
normd, sawart countenance dtered it into a grimace. He wished he could be more like her. The fath
that she hed in her god, in the completion of therr quest, and seemingly in him strengthened Whitlock,
even if he was unable to redly express such thingsin words. He saw her as everything that was good in
the world, which needed protection by people like him. It was his duty, and he would not shirk it. Duty,
steadfastness, and obligation were his gods.

Whitlock wiped sweat from his brow, and readjusted himsdf in the saddle. He scanned around,
aways looking for danger.

When they began the trip from Archendae three days earlier, Whitlock had convinced Mdann to
don a leather jerkin for a modicum of protection. A brown traveling cloak covered most of the armor,
but not a wooden amulet bearing Chauntea's symbol-a flower surrounded by a sunburst-displayed
prominently at her chest. Mdann's faith was her strength, and indeed it dlowed her to perform great feats
when she cdled on the power of her patron. That fath, however, dso led her to believe that Chauntea
would provide her with everything she needed. Whitlock knew that most of the time you had to take care
of yoursdf.

The sound of his gligening chain mal lightly jingling with each step of his mount congtantly reminded
him of the dangers dl around him and the need for protection. He noted each tree, each bend in the road,
with careful consgderation. Ther father had taught him that the spot that appeared safest was actudly the
best spot for an ambush.

The people of the Daes™" his father used to say, didnt survive so near dangers like the Zhentarim
and Myth Drannor by being trugting. We go through life with our eyes open.”

Now, riding into these mysterious even woods, his sster's safety was his responshility. Therr quest
weighed heavily on Whitlock's shoulders.

Medann'slong dark hair, tied away from her facein a practical manner, pulled free of the bond a few
drands at a time with each rhythmic bounce of the horse. They both had been told that there was a
grong familid resemblance between the two of them, but of course Whitlock's har was much shorter,
and for the last few years hed worn a short-cropped beard. Whitlock had never let himsdf think much of
women and feminine beauty, but he imagined tha other men might find his sgter atractive. Usudly
Melann's hands and clothes were covered in fresh dirt, as she spent most of her time helping fanners with
their crops or in her own garden. Perhaps if she didn't concern hersdf with things like that so much,
Whitlock thought, she would be married.

Now only the dust of the road covered Meann's hands and clothes. The journey they had been
forced into did not dlow for the luxury of tending to plants, nor did it take them near too many tilled
fiedds Only the dugt of the road soiled ether of them. The two rode in slence, as they had for much of
thejourney.



Both held their mouths in tight expressions, and their eyes hung heavy and low. Still, Whitlock took
Meann's praise to her goddess as a Sgn of unswverving fath and optimiam.

The narrow path cut through the ancient trees in a wilderness neither redly fully comprehended.
Now, as darkness dowly overcame the light of day, Whitlock grew even more wary. The seriousness of
the misson tha drove them on made him rductant to speak, but his slence fostered the cloud of gloom
that hung over them as surdly as the ancient curse they sruggled againg hung over ther family.

The town of Essembra supposedly lay on this road, and hed planned on their reaching it by nightfal.

"Did you hear that?' Mdann asked softly.

"No," he replied. Her voice broke through Whitlock's slent reverie. Hed heard nothing. Still, caution
was dways prudent.

"I thought | heard avoice" Mdann said, her voice 4ill low. "As though someone called out from far
avay."

At that moment a deep, resonant voice came from among the trees. Both heard it thistime. The man,
if it was a man, spoke from what seemed a good distance off to ther left. The words were clear but
meaningless.

"| think that's Elvish," Mdann stated, hdlting her horse and looking off in the direction from which the
voice had come. Whitlock pulled the reins on his own mount and looked back at her.

"Come dong, Mdann. Weve got to get to town before nightfall.”

"But-" she began. She was interrupted by another deep voice cdling through the trees, this time from
the right side of the road. She could find no meaning in the words. Despite the distance from which they
seemed to come, the voices were more like whipers than shouts.

"Médann, come dong. We have no businessin this wood after dark.”

"But what if he'sin need? His voice seems so mournful-so sad.”

Whitlock sghed heavily, even forcefully. "Médann, they cal thisthe Vae of Lost Voices for a reason.
People say these woods are filled with ghosts-elven ghodts.”

Inginctively, Mdann spoke the Chauntean prayer of the dead, looking around the whole time. When
she finished the two pressed their heds into the sdes of their mounts, urging them onward to the north as
the woods around them grew darker and darker with the fading sun.

Neither of them actudly noticed just how much they sped thair horses until they suddenly had to
bring them to a stop. A sngle figure stood in the road. He fearlesdy hed his ground even in the face of
the gdloping horses. Neither his stance nor his expresson changed as the two of them struggled to stop
thar mounts. Once ther horses were under control, Meann and Whitlock gazed at the man before them.

Most certainly even, his lithe form betrayed a deep-seated power. Findy crafted armor seemed to
gide over his body and accentuate his features, each line in the armor playing off a amilar line in his
angular face and body. A sword and bow remained at his back. His eyes were as black as the night that
was gpproaching far too quickly.

Whitlock reached for the hilt of his weapon, but the dmost whispering voice of the df stopped him
cold.

Nether sbling could understand his speech, but they watched dosdy as he raised a graceful,
muscular am and pointed to the west, then again to the northwest. Whitlock followed the df’s long,
pointing finger and looked off into the woods but saw nothing. When Whitlock looked back at the dven
warrior, he was gone.

"Did you see that?' Mdann whispered as though she had no bresth within her at dl.

"No," Whitlock lied to her and himsdlf, grabbing the bridle of her horse and spurring it and his own to
agdlop.

They hardly got more than a hundred yards down the road when a shadowy figured loomed ahead
of them. Again they pulled on the reins of their mounts, bringing them to a hdt in front of an dven warrior.

"What in the name of ..." Whitlock didn't finish. Instead, wide-eyed, he stared at the figure.

It was the same warrior they had seen before.

"Wait," the figure whispered, this time in a drangey accented but understandable verson of
Common. He held forth a stern hand.



"Médann, get back,” Whitlock warned.

She didn't heed her brother. "Who are you?' she asked.

Thedf did not respond.

"My name is Mdann Brandish, and this is my brother, Whitlock," she answered, mationing to her
brother.

Whitlock looked at her increduloudy. This was no time to hold a conversation, particularly with a
ghodt!

The festures of the dven warrior were more clearly defined now-though Whitlock couldn't reason
why. The df carried a sword and a bow, but he kept the blade sheathed and the bow ungrung. His
amor was Slver, unlike any Whitlock had ever seen. The apparition's eyes were black like bottomless
pits, drawing in light around him.

"Hear me" the warrior said. When he spoke, Whitlock heard voices like his coming from dl around
them in the woods. "We have buried our dead in these woods for atime longer than you can understand.
Warriors falen from centuries of conflict now lie here. We do not aways rest quietly.”

Mdann shook her head dightly, her mouth agape. Whitlock reached for the reins of her mount, to
pul her back. Instead, much to his surprise, she bade her horse ahead afew steps.

"Why are you here?' she asked softly.

Whitlock was stunned by her courage, or carel essness,

"An evil known to usis once again sirring.”

Mdann recoiled. "What evil? What do you mean?'

Whitlock reached down to where his shidd hung on his saddiebag and dowly strapped it to his am.
never taking his eyes off the even spirit.

"I cannot speak of it."

The warrior shifted his stance. Whitlock wondered if the df was preparing for something. Perhaps,
however, he was jus particularly uncomfortable with what he was saying. It was difficult to tell.

"Doesit have anything to do with us?' Mdann asked the warrior.

"More than you know."

"Mdann, we can't trust him," Whitlock whispered quickly. "We should go."

"Thereis arcane magic born of thiswood,” the warrior said to Whitlock. "The spirits of eves, ancient
when humans firs came to the Dales, walk here dill. Dragons, even magic, monstrous creatures, restless
dead-the woods are mygterious and deadly.”

Was that supposed to be a threat?

Mdann ignored Whitlock, her eyes never leaving the stranger.

"We are on a quest," she told him. "Our family has an ancient curse on it, and we think we know
how to lift it."

"Mdann!" Whitlock spat. Her naivete might spell disaster for them. She was too damned trusting.

Thewarrior looked at Meann, asif expecting more. The black pits of his eyes widened, but he said
nothing. The light breeze Hilled, and the forest grew slent.

"The curse strikes down members of my family with no apparent pattern.” Only now did Mdann's
gaze leave the df, for now it dropped to the ground, and she closed her eyes. "Our . . ." her voice
fdtered, . . . our mother and father lay dyingin Archenbridge with a horrid disease. It's the only way we
can help them."

"What is the only way?" the warrior asked with an ancient, resonant voice.

"That's no business of yours," Whitlock said, reaching dowly for his sword hilt.

"A wizard," Mdann explained, "who's now long dead, cursed our family. Weve learned tha
perhaps if we can find hismagica gaff, we can rid oursdves of the curse”

Thewarrior paused for a moment, then pointed to the west and said, "Kirthol Erdel”

"What?' Whitlock asked, his hand grasping the hilt of his weapon tightly. His eyes narrowed, and he
leaned forward.

Meann answered, but she did not look back at her brother. "That's an ancient dven name for the
Thunder Pesks."



The horses shifted nervoudy, samping on the ground. Mdann and Whitlock pulled back on ther
reinsto keep control. The warrior didn't react.

"Sgns and omens show nathing but dark portents for the days ahead,” the df said. "Disturbances in
the flow of magic have brought me back here to the corporea world. Since my return, | have learned of
ill idings from Kirthol Erdd spesking of large and frequent bands of creatures you cdl gnalls gathering
and attacking whatever they come on.”

Mdann seemed to drink dl this information in, but Whitlock was disturbed. "Why are the gnalls
gathering?' he asked, rdluctant as he was to converse with a ghost.

"l do not know," came the response, "but they seem to be directed by someone.”

Agan the warrior seemed to shift his pogtion. Whitlock saw his hands twitch and readied himsdf,
but the df didn't reach for his weapons, so Whitlock dill didn't draw his own sword.

"Can't you tdl us more than that?" Mdann asked, her hands waving toward the warrior. "Does this
have anything to do with what we're trying to do?"

Thewarrior pointed again, toward the east. "Chareen.”

Mdann gasped. Whitlock looked at her, to see what she would say next. He hoped it would be
nothing-but a part of him was now intrigued at what this long-dead df had to say.

When Mdann said nothing, he whispered again, "We should go."

She paused and drew a breath, Hill not looking into her brother's disgpproving eyes. He did nothing
to stop her, though.

"No, Whitlock," Mdann said, "we won't learn anything if we don't tdl anything." With a quickening
pace she continued. "Perhaps Chauntea brought us here-to you-for a reason. Perhaps not. In any case,
we do know of someone cdled Charen.”

The warrior stared at her in slence. "Charéen was the ancient sorcerer who put the curse on our
family."

Again, the warrior's hands seemed to twitch. "He died long ago and was buried in a crypt hidden by
an avdanche" Mdann said, though it seemed as if she was taking to hersdf now. "At least, that’'s wha
some old family records show. The crypt holds something that can lift the curse. The curse ... drains their
grength until they haven't even the srength to ... their hearts just stop begting.” A tear ran down Mdann's
face, her lips quivered, but she continued. "We need to find this hidden crypt. We don't know how much
longer our parents have left.

"Or how much longer we have l€ft," she added.

The warrior stood Slently watching her.

"So, are you saying,” Whitlock asked, "that this old sorcerer's crypt isin the Thunder Peaks?"

Thedf did not reply.

Médann turned toward Whitlock, wiping away the tear. "l think that's what he's saying. | think
Chauntea sent im here to hdp guide us™

"Tilverton's & the northern edge of the Thunder Peaks," Whitlock told her. "We could make for
there from here by staying on the main roads Rauthauvyr's Road meets up with the Moonsea Ride north
of here, then heads wes."

"Thet doesn't seem to be very direct,” Mdann replied. "I'd like to get there as quickly as we can.”

"I'd rather stick to the main roads-particularly while we're here in these damned - "he looked at the
dven warrior-"1 mean, in these woods."

Whitlock began formulaing further plans but was away into the darkness that surrounded them. The
ground where he stood showed no Sgn of him ever being there &t dl.

"Vheod?' Whitlock repeated and furrowed his brow. He looked to his sgter. "Wha does that
mean?'

Medann shook her head. "That doesn't sound like Elvish &t dl."

Chapter Two
The porta from the varrangoins tower opened on this Sdein a space between the trunks of two oak



trees, with ther intertwined branches forming the top of the "doorway." A breeze tossed Vheod's long
hair, and he shivered in the soft touch of its caress. Here on this world-wherever it was-the ar was not
abrasve. It didn't tear at his skin as he moved through it asit had dl live life in the clutches of the Abyss.
The sounds that surrounded himecdling birds, chirping insects, scurrying animasal seemed o0
non-threstening. In his home, such an environments dways made a wise man suspicious, but here? How
could he know?

Vheod looked down at himsdf as he took a few steps forward. The magicd trip had seemed
ingantaneous, and he looked none the worse for wear. At some point, while he wasn't looking, the Taint
hed dithered to the underside of his forearm, near his wrid. Its shape resembled a contorted face with
narrow eyes and a thin, broad mouth. Tipped points on the sides might have been ears, or they might
have been horns. As he examined it, the red mark shifted, the face broadening and the giff line of the
mouth bending into a smile. Vheod couldn't decide whether it was a gmile of triumph or a leer of
mockery.

In the dim light, trees heavy with leaves reached out in dl directions asif searching for the intruder he
knew himsdf to be. The fird reaction that came to was that he didn't belong here. The colors were too
cam, the sounds too sweet, and the amdls too pure for someone accustomed to the horrors of the
Abyss.

Cautioudy, Vheod began to explore the immediate area in which heéld arrived. Smooth grass rustled
under each step, but he soon found it quite easy to move slently through the wilderness. Ahead the
sounds of running, splashing water derted him, yet drew him onward. A brook cut its way through the
landscape, and Vheod, once a its Sde, suspicioudy reached down to touch the water. It was cold,
coming down from rocky highlands thet rose behind him. Its touch and amdll revedled no threst, so he
dipped his head down to tagte it, for it had been dmogt a day since his lips had last touched water. The
water wasn't only safe and pure but delicious.

This place was as different from the Abyss as he could possibly grasp.

Vheod's imagination could never have conjured a place like this. Surdly this was a paradise. What
kept dl creatures from dl worlds from coming here and taking part in the beauty and peace that seemed
to come to this place so easlly? Was there some guardian he needed to be wary of?

Crouching a the river's bank, Vheod became acutdy aware of a horrible smdl. A few worried
moments passed before he redlized the evil odor came from himsdf. Without another thought, he waded
into the cold water, then submerged his entire body. When he could hold his breath no longer he
surfaced, then shed his breastplate and dl his clothes. He scrubbed each piece of dothing with his pams,
then tossed them to the rocks a the water's edge. Once finished, he scrubbed himsdf with his hands and
with sand and pebbles pulled from the bottom. The idea of getting the amdl and filth of the Abyss off him
consumed Vheod for quite some time. He scrubbed until his body felt raw. His rumbling somach made
him aware of how much time had passed.

Climbing out of the water, he scoured his clothes and armor with the rocks a the sde of the river.
Finished, he put them back on while ill wet.

Now, he thought, it istime to see what paradise has to offer me to edt.

Darkness consumed the forest quickly, but eyes developed in the darkness of the Lower Planes had
little trouble finding prey. Vheod's sword was too big and dumsy for hunting, but spells of charming and
illuson were powerful, effident means to provide a night's dinner. By the standards of those sorcerous
creatures he was forced to cdl kin, he was no wizard. Stll, held learned a few minor spdls and
possessed some ahilities that came naturdly to him because of his heritage. That night Vheod even took
the time to conjure flame to create afirein which to roast the tiny, furry animd for which his memory had
no name. With a full belly and a weary body, he soon fdl adeep next to the fire with his sword next to
him. As he drifted into deep the flames died a dow lingering death of glowing embers.

Bright rays of light woke the cambion from a night of feverish, dark dreams. Vheod's spirits lifted
immediatdy as he remembered where he was-a place far better than any of his dreams. Still, he was
aurprised and alittle annoyed at the amount of light that came from the bright orb high in the sky. Did it
have to be so bright? His eyes would need to adjust, and his dark flesh would have to cope with its



warmth.

His garments were dry, and his tattered cloak was the cleanest he remembered seaing it. This light
revealed more than he was used to seeing. He wondered what it might reved of himsdf in the Sght of
another.

Vheod spent the rest of the day exploring. As the light began to ebb once again, the trees and plants
around him grew sharper and more digtinct. Objects farther away came into view in the shadowy twilight.
Hisvison improved as the light around him died to levels more like those to which he was accustomed.
With keener eyes, Vheod saw figures making their way through the trees. Two men carried a long log
through an area of feled trees. He quietly pressed through the foliage to get a better [ook.

Now he could see more figures in the woods. A dozen men, dl widding axes, shaved the branches
from felled trees. A few toted the logs off somewhere else. Each man wore athick beard, and ther thick,
surdy shirts revealed massive, muscular frames-Sweat dripped from brows hung low on weary necks. It
looked to Vheod as if these men were ending ther day of work, perhaps more hindered by the dying
light than he.

"Wl have this area cleared by tomorrow, then we can begin building,” Vheod heard one of them
sy.

“Hne" another replied with a good natured amile, "that's where my kills comein.”

Vheod's ever-sharpening eyes saw, far beyond the working men, a tiny village of log homes set
among the trees, fading into the sea of brown and green around it. Faint wisps of smoke rose from the
tiny homes, gregting the firg awakening stars of the evening.

These humans were dearing away trees to make space to build, Vheod redized. A smple enough
act, he thought, but something far more important occurred to him as a result. The inhabitants of this
world magter their environment, rather than Ietting it master them. That wasn't true in the Lower Planes.
As powerful as some of the lords of those nether worlds could be, they were dways-conscioudy or
unconscioudy-servants of the very planes on which they lived. The fact that the Abyss's inhabitants were
creatures of that plane, where evil and chaos were red, tangible things made them servants. The Abyss
was chaos and evil, and the tanar’ri and other lower planar creatures that dwelled there, embodiments of
those concepts themsdves, served the Abyss with a far greater loydty than any conventiond master
could ever hope to gain from those under him.

Here, Vheod redized, where the world was a place more than a master, men could make of it what
they wanted. Not driven by inborn philosophies or outlooks, they were free to choose their own paths.
These weren't people of predetermined destiny but of freedom and choice. Vheod watched these burty,
muscular men as they |eft their work site and was suddenly gripped with sadness-and perhaps envy. He
knew that what they had, what held never had, was exactly what he wanted.

Vheod fled once again into the darkening forest. Throughout that night, sounds rose from the village,
Laughter and song filled the dark, star-filled sky. At one point, Vheod crept close enough to see Sx tiny
wooden buildings, most glowing cheerfully with interior fires lit probably more for the light than the hest,
for it was awarm night. The chirping insects covered the soft sounds of his footfdls as he made his way
toward the nearest building. Within, a few people spoke of things the eavesdropping Vheod couldn’t
understand. As he crouched benesth a window, they talked of someplace cdled the Daes and of the
near-by Desertsmouth Mountains.

"As he ligened further, he ascertained that this was just a minor settlement to the west of someplace
cdled Shadowdde, at the edge of the Spiderhaunt Woods. The land that rose toward the west evidently
led to the aforementioned mountains. Strangely, the people spoke of a fear of the woods. They wouldn't
go past the cleared area, tdling of dangers much deeper in the forest.

Thisisthe most beautiful place | have ever been, VVheod thought. How could they fear it? Where are
they from that thisis a place of fear and danger?

Before he could learn anything else, the light in the building dimmed suddenly, and the people grew
slent. Vheod waited in the darkness and quiet for atime, logt in his thoughts.

Vheod woke just before dawn to sounds of movement. He kept very il but opened his eyes. Once
agan, his aility to see in dark conditions served him well. Two bloated humanoid crestures, covered in



short, brisling hair lumbered toward him. Without thinking further, the cambion leaped to his feet and
drew his sword, which lay beside hm while he dept. The dark-furred things jerked back avkwardly but
made no sound. Their long ams had dragged dong the ground as they moved, but now their clawed
hands reached toward their fat bellies. They opened yelow-fanged mouths in an obvious atempt to give
him pause.

It didn't work.

Vheod charged, but as he did, he saw what these mysterious creatures were doing. Each pulled a
gligening cord from their abdomens. Somehow, these beasts created webs like a spider. What was
worse, each seemed to be quickly forming thelr creetions into forbidding nooses or larias. Vheod
reached his foes before they finished. A mighty swing of his sword stopped one of the creatures from its
goinning, and it reded back from the force of the warrior's blow. Black blood mixed with a thin yelow
pus ran from the gash the sword made. The creature flung itsdf toward Vheod in retdiaion, but the
cambion swung his sword back around, cutting it down before the beast could reach him with its long,
clawed ams.

The other hairy creature had finished its soinning by that point. It hdd a many-stranded loop of
pidery slk doft over its head and grunted, Samping its feet on the ground with rapid thuds. As Vheod
prepared to day the creature before it could use the weapon, he fdt something brush againg his back.
Looking over his shoulder, he saw that a hairy spider, at least afoot across, had dropped down from the
trees above on a cord of webbing.

A tug on his am drew his atention back toward the humanoid foe. With surprisng speed, the
creature had looped its makeshift weapon around Vheod's free arm. He pulled at the bond, but the hary,
manlike thing tugged back with grest strength. It showed a hideous grin, producing more and more web
to keep Vheod bound but to stay out of sword's reach. It was waiting for the spider to bite, Vheod
thought, and for its venom to bring im down while keeping him off-ba ance with the web.

The creature was jodling him too much to dlow Vheod to use a spell, and he could fed the spider
reach his lower back. Vheod reached behind him with his sword, pretending to dash a the spider, but
instead flinging the weapon end over end toward the other foe, even as he fdt the spider's fangs snk into
hisflesh.

The sword caught the creature by surprise, dashed its shoulder and knocked it backward off its fedt.
Vheod didn't waste a moment in running toward his wounded opponent, which was able to right itsdf by
the time he got to it. The important thing to Vheod was that too much dack in the web strand prevented
the creature from ugng it againgt him now. Snarling, Vheod began pounding & the creature's head with
hisfids.

At fird, the creature attempted to claw and bite Vheod, but the onrush of blow after blow forced it
to hold its long, hairy ams in front of it in a hope to block the torrent of attacks. Vheod's furioudy
pounding figts continued unabated. Blood and pus ran down the creature's face and shoulder, ganing its
hary, naked body The gray-bristled beast fdl to its knees, and holding its long-fingered hands over its
head, murmured something with a pleading look inits large yellow eyes.

"There is no mercy in the Abyss, creature!” Vheod cried as he lifted his figt, dripping with black
blood, down one more time on the beast's face. It fdl to the ground with a heavy, wet thud. Reaching
behind him, Vheod grabbed the spider and tore it from his back. Holding it in front of him, he shouted,
"And tanar'ri cannot be harmed by smple poison!” He crushed the creature in his hand, and a thick,
greenish-ydlow ooze squirted out and mingled with the black blood running down his arm. The spider
stopped squirming. Vheod dropped it to the ground.

He sat on the spot where held dept through most of the night and breathed heavily. For a moment, a
feding of satisfaction and triumph welled up insde him, but as the light of this world's day rose over the
horizon, he came to a horrible redization.

Thisisn't the Abyss.

While he held no doubt that these beasts wanted to feed on his blood, the bright light and pure air of
thisworld cried out in disgpprova of his savage methods. Perhaps this place offered a different way than
wanton destruction. That creature had wanted mercy. Perhaps it expected to get it. Did the warriors of



this world, of "the Daes’ practice a different sort of philosophy? Perhaps on this world survival wasn't
the only god.

He fdt atwinge of kinghip with the men held seen working the day before. Now, after seeing these
hairy, inhuman spider-creatures, Vheod wanted it to be true. He wanted to be a part of this world and its
people. It was the best place held ever been. Stll the attack had taught him an important Iesson-there
were dangers here, judt likein the Abyss.

Later on that same day. Vheod took to exploring again. Thistime he waked in the opposite direction
from the settlement held visted the night before. Somehow after his actions that morning, he fdt unfit to
be around those he was sure were far nobler and more merciful than he.

Gray clouds seeped across and eventudly covered the sun after midday, and a few hours before
twilight distant flashes of lightning crossed the horizon. VVheod noticed that the deeper he traveled into the
woods, the fewer animds he saw or heard. Here and there, spider webs-some of enormous size-clung to
the trees, but no other Sgns of more spiders or spidery humanoids reveded themseves. Perhaps they
didn't care for therain.

When the downpour that Vheod expected findly came, he dl but ignored it. Lightning crackled
across the sky overhead, and cool winds carried the formely warm, dill ar through the trees. The
canopy of leaves above him provided shelter from much of the rain, but the water dill ran down the
branches and gathered in muddy pools & his feet.

Through the haze of the rain, large, dark shapes loomed ahead of him. As he drew closer, Vheod
could make out stone structures. Closer dill, and he could see that there were two structures, one much
larger than the other. Both were ancient and overgrown with dimbing plants. The once-cleared area now
teemed with brush and tal grass. Rain ran down the moss-covered, crumbling stone wdls. It probably,
Vheod thought, rained right into the structures themsdves, for the wooden dats that once served as roofs
for both buildings had collapsed years or even decades ago. leaving only a hint of their passng around
the top edges of the wdls. Even if he sought shelter-which he didn't-he would find none here. Waking
into this seemingly abandoned place Vheod recdled the tower of Dedtiny's Last Hope. Reflexivdy he
looked at the Taint, wondering if it had led him here as well. The vaguely round shape it presented had no
discernible meaning. It lay dead on his arm, looking much like a normd birthmark.

Vheod made note that no wal had ever encircled this place, and that even in ther heyday, the
buildings offered no defensible postions. What this observation revealed he wasn't sure, other than that in
the place hedd grown up, no structure was ever built without defense in mind. Buildings of any sort never
lasted long in the Abyss with the horrid conditions, but builders aways assumed their work would be
attacked. Batle was away of life there-perhaps not so here.

Closer 4ill to the main building, the rain spattered into a round pool, about fifteen feet across. Its
perimeter was girded by mossy stones and had obvioudy contained a shdlow sampling of some
brackish, cloudy water, but the storm was quickly replenishing it with clear, pure rain. The door of the
larger, two-storied building opened out to the pool and hung patidly open. Vheod was surprised the
wooden door 4ill hung on itstired, rusted hinges. Peering through the doorway, held enough light coming
through the open roof to see that only rubble and debris remained within.

The smdler building, with only a dngle story, possessed a closed wooden door, and Vheod now
redized, a more intact roof. As he looked at the structure, the door opened, catching the cambion
completdy by surprise. Two men stepped dowly out of the doorway, each wearing brown robes with
gray stoles bearing no Sgn or mark.

Theran diminished to alazy, irritating drizzle, but Vheod hardly noticed.

"Good day to you, traveer,” the plumper, shorter of the two said in a soft, kind voice.

"Good day to you," the tdler, more broad-shouldered of the pair chimed in with asmile.

Vheod said nothing. This was his first encounter with creatures of this world-not induding the bettle
with those blood-seeking beasts earlier. How to handle it?

"Y ou've come seeking something, my friend?" the round-faced, bading man asked.

"What do you seek?" the bearded, tdler man added. Both of them stopped a few paces away from
where Vheod stood. They hdted at exactly the same time, exactly the same distance away from him.



Vheod dill said nothing.

The rounded, fleshy one said, "My name is Gyrison'

"And | am Arach," the larger, dark-haired man added.

"My nameis Vheod," he told them after along pause.

"Good," Gyrison replied.

"Yes good," Arach said immediaidly after.

"We serve here as priests,” Gyrison stated with a short bow.

With a sweeping gesture Arach told him, " Thisis our temple.”

As one of them finished a movement or phrase, the other continued it or started another. The two
men seemed to Vheod to be more like one.

"Priests of what power?" he asked them, dill unsure whether to reach for the hilt of his sword. "What
isit that you seek?' Gyrison asked. "You're new here, aren't you?' Arach finished. "I... | am," Vheod
sad dowly, "isthat-how do you know that? Is it important? Are outsders forbidden?' Both men amiled
a Vheod. He noted quickly that the building behind them appeared as empty as the larger.

"Youve come to Toril looking for . . . someone?" Gyrison asked him.

Toril. The home of my mother.

Vheod answered quickly, if only to keep Arach from asking a different question of him as wal. "I
have family here. Somewhere."

"Ah" Arach replied. "We can help you find them, traveer.” "Why?'

"Because it's what we do," Gyrison replied. "Because you need us to." He amiled again, in a way
Vheod could not interpret.

"Because we can,” Arach added.

Vheod looked the two over again. The drizzing precipitation didn't seem to bother them any more
then it did him, but the moisture seeped into their brown robes. They seemed to act in perfect concert,
but they never looked at each other-only at him. Every indinct within him told him not to trust these two
srange men, but he redized that such was the Abyssa way. This was a different world, with different
customs, different outlooks, and different approaches. They seemed genuindy generous and hardly a
threat. Why not see what they knew?

Vheod pushed the long, wet strands of hair away from his face and asked them, "So what can you
tdl me?’

"Hrg," Gyrison said, "you mug tdl us what you seek, exactly.”

"Who are your rddives?' Arach asked on his turn. "My great-grandmother's name was Thean," he
sad trying to stress the name with the same importance that he remembered it was told to him long ago.
Tha 9ngle name was dl he knew of his mortd heritage. " Great-grandparent,” Gyrison said thoughtfully.
"Let ustake alook," Arach said, mationing toward the pool that Vheod stood beside.

As Vheod turned to look into the water, he redized that the rain had stopped. The pool showed
remarkable clarity-no hint of the murkiness that it had just a short time ago. Vheod followed the lead of
Gyrison and Arach. He wanted to see, if nothing else, what they would do next.

Sill, Vheod paused to think, what joy it might be to find his people here in this world-perhaps they
would even accept him as their own. He liked the idea of cdling this world home,

Gyrison and Arach stood beside the pool and chanted softly The strange-sounding words broke
Vheod out of his thoughts. He couldn't understand what they said, but it seemed likdly they were invoking
the magicd power of whatever dety they represented. Following his ingtincts, he kept his gaze on the
pool. He was rewarded with a surprisng sght.

The water cdmed to a smooth plane. In this reflective, shining surface, Vheod saw movement. Two
humans-one mae, one femae-stood before a massve, open doorway leading into darkness. As they
looked on, a gigantic shape loomed from the dark portd. The creature that passed through the doorway
and into the light was a colossus of dark red flesh pulled taut over a broad, muscular frame. Hames
dripped from its body like water. Contracted, draconian wings folded at its back, and muscular, taloned
ams gripped a jagged sword and aflaming whip with many tals A tanar'ri balor.

"Not great-grandmother,” Gyrison said. The balors were the most powerful of the tanar'ri- they



commanded vast legions of lesser fiends and wielded tremendous power. Drenched in flame, their might
was rardy questioned.

Further, this balor seemed somehow familiar. It bresthed a sngle word, so low in pitch that Vheod
could scarcely comprehend it. "Freedom” was the word he thought it uttered.

"Great-grandfather," Arach stated with a gesture | toward the imege.

Great-grandfather. Char€en.

Vheod had adways heard that Charelen, the grandfather of the tanar'ri fiend that had cursed his
human mother with seed, was imprisoned somewhere, but on this world? Unbelievable-but somehow, it
made sense. The tanar’ri Sde of his family must have had some connection with this world or Vheod's
father would never have comein contact with his mother.

Now thisvison showed Charéen free. A baor free in this peaceful and beautiful world could bring
only disaster, terror, and death. Further, it would bring Vheod one step closer to the Abyss from which
hed just escaped. A baor would bring more tanar'ri, and Nethess would be sure to learn that he was
here. If Chareen was freed, this place would no longer be safe for im. He had to stop this-but how?

"Tdl me" Vheod demanded, "does this Sght represent the past, present, or future?' "Future”
Gyrison answered. "A possble future" Arach added. "How can | stop it?'

"Sop it?" Gyrison repeated with a look of surprise. Or was it mock, surprise? Vheod no longer
cared to play these games.

"Where are these two?" Vheod pointed to the humans in the pool's image. They appeared Smilar in
their faces and mannerisms. Perhaps the two were related.

The two priedts, for the firg time snce Vheod had seen them, looked at each other. They sad
nothing, though it seemed that perhaps their eyes spoke slent words in a language only they shared.

"Where?' Vheod demanded. "You mug tdl me" Gyrison opened his mouth to speak, but Arach
held up a hand that slenced the round priest. "There is one, not unlike you, in a place caled Tilverton,
who can tdl you what you need to know."

Ore like im? What did that mean? Vheod looked a Arach, then Gyrison, and back to Arach. Their

plain faces stared at him expressionlesdy with their Slly, smpleton amiles

"Very wdl," Vheod said. Unaccustomed to most niceties, he turned without further word and strode
out of the temple. If he was to stop Charéen, he had to start now. A baor was nothing to underestimate,
and he dready doubted his own power and kill. The sky, empty of itsrain, grew dim as the day drew to
aclose.

His driven pace took him away from the ruins without so much as a look back, which is why he
never saw the enigmatic amiles on the faces of Gyrison and Arach turn more sinister. Nor did he notice
that the Tant had formed a wide-mouthed face on the back on his hand, a face that bore the same
wicked gmile

Chapter Three

Meann fet much better, having spent some time around those whose faith was so strong and whose
devotion was s0 great. The Abbey of the Golden Sheaf was filled with wonderful growing things and
those who truly cared for them. Its stone wals surrounded many plots of ground dedicated to various
cultivated fidds, gardens and orchards, dl larger and more important than the abbey Sructure itsdlf.
Sheld never seen such beautiful flowers or such vibrant gardens of vegetables, fruit, and dl sorts of
wondrous plants. The soil was black, with richness and wel tended. Even the amdl of the abbey
gladdened her heart and gave her peace. Despite the importance of the task, at hand, she was loathe to
leave the abbey and did so only at her brother's repeated urgings.

Her problem, Mdann decided while happily joining in the tail of weeding and watering an expansve
and robust patch of strawberries, was that she'd been too focused on their quest. While finding the key to
ending her family curse and saving her parents was obvioudy very important, her meager, morta
concerns were nothing compared to the divine nature and endless toil of Chauntea. Meann now believed
she had to focus on the teachings and responshilities of the Mother of All and the duties that fdl on her



as a servant and representative of that power in the world of men. From now on, she wouldnt let a day
go by without nurturing a growing plant. She needed to become her goddess's toal in the world, to hdp
bring forth fruit and abundant life.

Mdann had to admit, however, that accomplishing that god, being true to her beliefs, and being the
sort of servant she fdt Chauntea wanted her to be might be more of a chdlenge than she was prepared to
face done. In the abbey, surrounded by the other Waichful Brothers and Sisters of the Earth, saving
fathful was smple-she was eager and happy to do nathing but think of Chauntea, and little of hersalf-but
out here on the road, she found hersdlf thinking more and more of her faling parents and the urgent need
she fdt to accomplish her persond gods.

She couldn't speak of this problem to Whitlock. Meann loved her brother, but she knew he wouldn't
understand.

"It's good to be back on the road,” he said. "You didn't care for the time we spent in the Abbey of
the Golden Shedf, did you?' Mdann asked. Whitlock didn't answer. He hadn't cared for the Elven
Woods at dl.

Travding westward on a road known as the Moonsea Ride, they kept their backs to the sun
throughout the morning. It would probably take them four days to reach Tilver's Gap, and five more to
Tilverton. The well-traveled road brought a few other wayfarers past them: merchants with wagons of
goods and produce, messengers on swift horses, smple travelers done or in pairs-even an adventuring
company or two. Whitlock, of course, examined each of the people they encountered suspicioudy.

He warned her about bandits who posed as travelers to midead the unwary-but Whitlock was never
unwary. Mdann, however, couldn't hep but think he eyed the approaching adventuring companies with a
bit of envy. She knew Whitlock wanted to believe ther exciting, adventurous life had been his destiny
too.

The brothers and sigters at the abbey had been unable to provide any red information regarding ther
god other than further news of gathering monstrous humanoidsin the direction they rode. Whitlock didn't
hide his displeasure over heading directly into such obvious danger.

Meann's mind drifted back to a point ten days earlier, as she and her brother kndt at the bedside of
their parents. Cruel fate had struck their mother and father down dmaost smultaneoudy, doubling the pain
for she and Whitlock. It also doubled the burden, for caring for both parents brought both hardship and
radica change to ther lives. Whitlock gave up his position among the Ridesmen, the locd soldiery, and
Medann turned from her duties a the temple known as the Bounty of the Goddess, both to devote ther
time to tending to their parents. It had been particularly hard on Whitlock to see ther father, once a
proud warrior, wasting away.

The stench of sickness and strong herbd poultices hung in the ill ar of the room like a fog. They lay
inther sngle, large bed together, heavily covered in blankets despite the thick layer of fever-swest that
shone on both their faces.

Whitlock entered, the room quietly, his movements awkward and overcareful. "I think-we think
weve found a means to end the curse, Father.”

Too weak to even turn to look on his son, Father whispered, "It takes magic to overcome magic,
boy.”

Nether of them had ever beheld ther father in such an impuissant condition. It was sobering,
particularly when it seemed that his mind was dill strong.

"You can't lift the curse” Mother said with a weary rasp, "until you discover the nature of the one
who cursed us"

Her eyes were sunken and her face was gaunt, with thin, jaundiced flesh pulled tight over softening
bones. She was literdly wadting away before her daughter's eyes. Meann had no idea how-much longer
her mother might be able to stave off desth.

" But no one's ever told us. . . ." Mdann replied. "My mother told me it was a demon”. Mother
stated, her voice thick with disease. Mdann fdt hard-pressed to bdieve that to be anything more than
hyperbole or perhaps the ddirium of the disease.

"Father,” Whitlock said, "We're going to ride north firg to see if we can gather more information.



Aunt Martais going to stay here and look after the two of you. If dl goes wel, well be back in a tenday
or two."

A dlencefilled the ar thicker than the sickness. Meann fdt asif there should be more to say, but no
words came to her.

"Goodbye, children," Mother whispered, pulling Mdann down, so her cheek was close to her own.
Her breath was strained.

"Ride sofdy," Father added, histeary eyes closed. "Watch for those who would trick you. It's a crud
world."

Riding off that next day was the mogt difficult thing Meann had ever done. Neither she nor Whitlock
had any ideaif they would actudly see thair parents dive again. Chauntea, she prayed, would watch over
them-their care was out of her hands, but their salvation was not.
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The Moonsea Ride led the pair dong miles and miles of fertile farmland and gentle hills covered with
sheep and goats minded carefully by weatchful herdsmen. The sky offered few clouds to block the sun.
Whitlock's golden brown ddlion didnt dow in the heet, but Medann's older mount began to lag as the last
few hours of each day did likewise.

At the end of each day, the pair would make their campsite not far from the road in spots that
Whitlock deemed defensble. They had brought smple food with them, induding bread, cheese,
vegetables and some dried meat. Mdann supplemented this with wild fruits, leaves, berries, and roots,
while Whitlock's skill with a bow occasondly provided some smdl game.

Thenight prior to when Whitlock estimated they would arrive in Tilverton, they made their camp in
the area known as Tilver's Gap. Stark, knobby peaks rose on ether sde of them, though in the fading
light of day they seemed little more than looming shadows. The pass was a dry, grassy region, notably
different than the farmlands they passed through the three previous days.

While Whitlock built a fire, Meann found a amdl patch of wild berries. She picked a few to
accompany their dinner, but he saw she dso took some time to pull weeds away from the roots of the
plants and provided them with some of the water she carried in a waterskin. "Wadte of time and water,"
he said softly to himsdlf. "Nature takes care of its own, and what doesn't live wasn't supposed to."

When she was finished, Mdann came toward the fire. He was dready frying some bread and
vegetables. A pae twilight glow came from the west. Mdann stared at her brother for a moment. He was
content out here. Safe.

Therés dways time and water," she said, briskly wiping the dirt from her fingers, "out among the
bounties of Our Mother. You need to be more trusting of people.”

"What?' Whitlock's brow curved down, and his forehead filled with furrows, but he didn't look up
from his cooking.

"Weére out here, and not a one of the roadhouses, because you don't trust people. You'd rather be
out here done than have to worry about who presents a threat and who doesnt, or if a thief is going to
creep into your room a night. Your indincts are good, and I'll admit youve been keeping us wdl
protected, but Whitlock, not everyone's an orc.”

Whitlock looked up a his sster, who dill stood at the edge of the firdight. He couldn't hide his
irritation.

"Look," he sad bitterly, "everything is going just fine the way it is. Let me worry about whether
there's danger or not. Besides"

"I can help take some of that respongbility, you know. Thisjourney isjud as important to me asiit is
to you."

"Besides," Whitlock said again, stressing the word and narrowing his gaze, "we will be in Tilverton
by tomorrow night. Y ou can deep in a bed then.”

Meann shook her head again. Did he think her so soft?

"This has nothing to do with deeping in a bed or on the ground,” she retorted. "This is about you
bdieving that you have to take care of me and be the sole guardian over the both of us. | can take care of
mysdf. Lifting the curse ismy foremost god too."



Mdann rubbed her fingers, working away the soil. She turned, and as if to prove her point to
Whitlock she prayed to Chauntea, cdling on her power to place a ward around the campsite that would
protect them while they dept. When she was finished, she lowered the holy symbol pendant she used to
focus the warding and sat beside the fire. Whitlock stared at her in silence, and she stared back.

She dumped the berries out of her pouch and onto the ground.

Whitlock looked down into the med he was preparing. The truth was, he actudly did prefer camping
outsde to the often more dangerous roadside inns. Taes of diabolica innkeegpers who overcame their
patronsin the night and murdered them for ther possessions or sold them into davery were common in
the more unsavory parts of the faravay Moonsea region. Mdann just couldn't understand the dangers
that reared around them a every turn.

He had not cared much for daying at the Abbey of the Golden Shesaf, ether, but that had nothing to
do with distrust. Holed up in that waled fortress, tending to their gardens, those people didn't have any
idea of what the world was redly like. They didn't understand the dangers and the truth behind the evilsin
the world. Zhentarim, brigands, monsters, undead-one needed to be both strong and aware to survivein
aworld with such threats. Soldiers, mercenaries, adventurersthey understood. They knew the horrors
that lurked in dark caverns, evil temples, and dimly lit alley-ways, and they were prepared to face them.
Like the priests in the Golden Sheef, his Sster was too concerned with lofty religious ideds and not the
harsh redities of life.

Nether spoke again as the fire died. Whitlock ate, but Mdann waved off any offer of food. Sounds
of crickets and buzzing night insects filled the darkness.

The wdlls of Tilverton rose high above the fla plan on which the city stood. As Whitlock and
Mdann came just within Sght of the city, traffic grew noticesbly more congested as amdler paths joined
with the road. People dowly traveled to and from the city in heavily laden carts and on fine, tdl horses as
wedl as on foot. Situated in the strategic mouth of Tilver's Gap, the dty watched over the only easy way
between the Thunder Peaks to the south and the Desertsmouth Mountains to the north. Outside of the
cty, Whitlock and Mdann passed a number of homes, most of them herders and horse ranchers.

Tilverton had once been an independent frontier town. Now it was under the protection and rule of
Cormyr, a powerful kingdom to the south and west.

Fortunatdy, the hand of King Azoun IV was light and beneficent, and Tilverton prospered in the care

of the city's Lady Regent, Alasalynn Rowanmantle.

The city offered thousands of people a home, safe behind high walls, safe againg the dangers of the
surrounding mountains.

The road took them past a stockyard that smdled of cattle and other livestock. Eventudly the road
wound to an open gate offering a means through the protective wdl. The noise and amdls of thick
crowds rose above the wdl as they approached. A the sun s, the city's lights guided them eeslly dong
their path.

Insde the wdl, the streets were dive with humanity. Dancing, colorfully dressed people frolicked in
the street to the sounds of meodious horns and stringed ingtruments. V oices-some beautiful, some nat,
but dl filled with emotion-rose from dl quarters of the town, joined in song.

Midsummer had come, and both Mdann and ! Whitlock had completely forgotten it.

This was a festivd the shlings had taken part in! many times on ther own in Archendde. On this
day each year, everyone celebrated life with wild fedtivities food, wine, and musc. Young unwed
maidens would hide in the woods, waiting for their suitors to find them and propose marriage. The Long
Night, as it was sometimes cdled, was a time of love and happiness, but it hardly fit into Whitlock and
Meann's current plans.

A guard, dressed in surprisingly severe plate armor, brandishing a spear in one hand and a turkey leg
in the other, stood by the open gate. His hdmet rested at his feet, dong with his shidd. Juice from his
med ran down his beard. When he looked up, wiping his beard, he saw Mdann and Whitlock. The two
remained mounted and looked at the fedtivities with wide-eyed surprise.

"You won't find a room here’ he told them. "Inns and rooming houses are full-up. It's the fedivd."



He shooed them off with the turkey leg and looked away.

They could barely hear the guard's words over the musc and snging. Whitlock leaned closer to the
mean, far to one sde of hismount and shouted, "Isn't there somewhere we can stay? Anywhere & dl?'

The guard paused and stared for a moment. "Well, you could try the Flagon Held High," he said,
louder thistime. "You can get something to drink there and ask around about a room. Maybe someone
will know of someplace.” He pointed with his turkey leg. “Follow the Street of the Sorceress until you get
to Phorn's Lane. Youll find it." With that, he took a hearty bite from the leg and turned back to watch the
dancersin the street.

Mdann had little interest in dripk, particularly in comparison to her desire to find some information to
help them find the Crypt of Chare'en. She looked to Whitlock and amply shrugged rather than attempt to
be heard over the noise. He nodded a thank you to the guard. The two rode down the street, carefully
avoiding dancers and merrymakers.

The Hagon Hedld High was a large tavern with new, smooth stone wadls and fresh pant on the sgn.
The drinking, eating, Snging, and dancing dientde had spilled out onto Phorn's Lane. Like the rest of the
cty, the tavern that night bustled with dl manner of patrons, rich and poor dike Tilverton, as a
community, gpparently wasn't old enough to develop a strict segregation of classes. Mdann enjoyed that
about the place. Whitlock didn't seem to notice.

The two dismounted and tied their horses to a post afew buildings away from the tavern-as close as
they could get. Whitlock pushed his way into the crowd, but Mdann dipped through the teeming throng
fagter than he. He grabbed her am and hdld it as they moved. They stuck together as they threaded their
way through the wilderness of people.

Ingde the tavern, the crowd thickened. The two findly procured some wine as wel as a bit of roast
pork and vegetables. The med's flavor dmost matched its exorbitant price. While they ate, after actudly
maneging to find a table just then vacated, Mdann attempted to ask the barmaid about lodging for the
night. The woman just shrugged and moved on, obvioudy more concerned with serving drinks than
chitchat that didn't help her earn her keep.

Whitlock rolled his eyes and motioned to the door. "We'd be better off on the road, I'm afraid.”

Mdann sighed. She knew he was right, but a the same time, she regretted that duty so consumed
her life that they couldn't stop for just one night and take part in this celebration. Instead, it presented
them only with another obstaclein their quest.

"Pardon me" a men said, seeting himsdf gingerly on the only empty chair at the smdl table, "but |
couldn't help but overhear that you are in need of lodging." He was tdl, with a high forehead and wide
cheekbones. His voice carried a dightly annoying nasd qudity, accentuated by the fact that he had tdl
amog shout to be overheard in the din. He ran his hand through his thinning black hair and continued, "I
know of a place where you can deep tonight | if you're not too picky."

Whitlock's glare in this newcomer's directions seemed to carry with it dl the suspicion and distaste he
could muster, which Mdann redized was consderable. The man tried not to notice but did anyway. He
cleared his throat.

Mdann replied, "Where?' Whitlock turned his glare to his sgter.

"Wadl," the men said, turning to Meann, "just outside of town there's an old granary. It's not much a
rooming house, but | can assure you there's room there, plenty of hay and what not to deep on, and it
away from the noise a bit-if that's what you're after. | own the building but no longer use it. You'll find it
to the south of the man road, just on the other sde of the stockyards. The door bears the name
Northrip."

Whitlock shook his head. "Thank you anyway, sr, but . . "

"Maybe we should look at the place” Mdann said to Whitlock. Unfortunately, to be heard, she had
to speak loud enough that the stranger heard her as wll.

"Yes by dl means, if you wish it. I'm not even going to ask for payment. | just thought someone
should benefit from it. It's Midsummer fedtivd, after dl.”

"You're very generous, gr," Mdann said. "Could | ask your name?"

"Oh. Ah, my nameis Ferd. Ferd . . . Northrip." He smiled broadly.



"Wl then, Ferd, | shdl thank Our Mother tonight in my prayers for bringing us to such a generous

He amiled nervoudy as he glanced down & Meann's amulet bearing Chaunteal's symbol. "Well, |
should be going,” he said as he rose from the table. "You don't actudly trust him, do you?" Whitlock
demanded as Ferd disappeared into the crowd.

"Wdl, weve little reason to trust or distrust him, but | suppose we could just make our camp
out-side of town as we have been, a least for tonight." She Sghed.

"I'm glad to hear that," Whitlock said, and Mdann redlized he didn't notice her exasperation.

When they findly left the Hagon Held High the Snging had stopped, but that didn't reduce the overal
commotion. The dark night was riven by innumerable torches throughout the city, dmost resembling
daylight. Most of the people outsde seemed to be looking off to the north. Mdann and Whitlock
followed dong and did the same. In the north, flashes of lightning tore up the dark sky. Soon, the thunder
that the lightning brought with it would be heard even over the noises of the crowd, Meann observed,
and ran would pour down, bringing a quick end to the fedtivities The approaching sorm had the
appearance of an invading army bent on destruction. Mdann's attention drew toward the crowd around
her. "A sorm,” someone cried. "But that never happend” another declared. "A sorm on Midsummer's
Eve" "... aterrible sgn." "A bad omen!" . . . poor portents for the future . . ."

Méeann hersdf knew ther words rang true. The gods usudly blessed Midsummer with a clear night
inwhich dl could celebrate until dawn, or so she'd been taught. A storm-a terrible stcorm such as thiswas
sad to presage terrible events. Something horrible threatened this city and beyond. Her flesh grew cold.

A chilling, harsh wind blew in from the north, causing the torchlight to flicker, and tugged at the party
clothes of the dancers and celebrants.

Whitlock looked at her and said, "We're going to need shelter.”

"Weve no choice, then," she replied, her mind more focused on the ominous, thundering harbinger
roaring down from the north than on her brother's statement of the obvious.

"You're right," Whitlock said. She knew he hated not having a choice.

The grain house sat just where Ferd said it would. The door bore a wooden Sgn with a crude scrawl
on it. Northrip. Gray, bare boards made up the building, and there was a sngle window. Through the
ran, which had started just a few minutes before they found the building, they could see dim light dipping
through spaces between some of the boards. Meann pointed at the light and whispered, "Perhaps Ferd
offered the grain house to some other traveler needing shdlter." Whitlock's hand went to his sword hilt.

The door opened easlly. Mdann paused, spesking the words of a minor blessing. Whitlock stepped
forward, his ready hand ill dutching his sheathed sword's hilt. He continudly adjusted his grip, nervous
but ready to draw it if he must. Dust covered the bare floor ingde, and Whitlock's boots stirred up smdl
clouds as he entered. A closed door on the far wal probably led into the grain bin. A rust-encrusted
pitchfork hung on an equdly rusty nal next to the door. The light they had seen evidently came from
within the grain bin.

"Who's there?" arough voice cdled from beyond the door.

Whitlock shot a glance a Mdann. She spoke, raisng her voice to be heard over the rain. "Ferd
Northrip gave us his permission to stay the night here.”

"Wha" the voice began, then the speaker paused. "Oh, Ferd sent you." Sudden sounds coming
from beyond followed these last words.

The door opened and out stepped a man. He was a least Sx feet tdl with a greet girth. Hairy bare
ams hung a his sides, his roughly woven clothes marking him as a man of little means. His broad face
suggested more beast than man. His upturned nose showed too much nodtril, and his eyes were amdll,
like dark animd holes. He glared at the pair, looking each up and down.

"My name is Mdann, and thisismy brother Whitlock."

Theman just grunted, looking at them as though taking inventory.

Whitlock said, "And who are you, Sr?' He grunted again. "Name's Orrag Grinmash," he said with a
voice coarser than his clathing. He rubbed his unshaven face with a massive hand.

Whitlock's mind held little doubt that Orrag was some sort of thief or brigand. In fact, he thought,



"Ferd" was probably his accomplice. Now Orrag prepared to attack them whilethey dept and take their
belongings. The whole scheme was a well-rehearsed plot. Generosity indeed! Whitlock would show him
that he wasn't s0 eadlly tricked and robbed. He knew that a circumspect eye is a Daesman's grestest
asset. "Orrag, Our Mother Chauntea has brought us here to this shelter. Sheis a great provider and takes
care of her servants well," Mdann said.

From outside, ahowling cry grew in intengty, then whidtled al around them. The light flickered in the
wind, from which this old building offered only meager shdlter. A steady drumming began againg the roof
and wdls

Orrag seemed allittle surprised by her words. "Hmm. Yes, | suppose s0."

Orrag stepped into the amdl room with Meann and Whitlock. He smdlled of dcohol and old swest.
Whitlock looked carefully on the large man for wegpons but couldn't see any obvious Sgns.

"S0, here for the fedtivd?' Orrag asked casualy, moving around the other two, as if meking for the
door.

"No, actudly,” Mdann answered. Orrag stopped and seemed surprised. "No?' "No. We're jus
passng through,” Whitlock stated flatly, turning dowly to follow Orrag, watching his every move.
Something about the way he walked, and the scars on his hairy arms and face told Whitlock that combat
and drife had traveled Orrag's way before.

"We're on an important quest,” Mdann solemnly told him, her words dow and weighty.

"Quet?' She suddenly had Orrag's full atention. He spoke quickly. "What sort of quest?'

"We're looking for the tomb of an old wizard in the Thunder Peaks," she replied.

"Médann, that's enough!" Whitlock hissed, his hand ready to draw his blade a any moment. His taut
wrig ached from the postion, and his fingers rebdlled & the tenson, but he held firm. Wind rettled the
entire structure, but the old building had probably weathered many such sormsinitstime.

"Redly?' Orrag seemed intrigued-or perhaps afraid. He ignored Whitlock. "What wizard?'

Whitlock heard Mdann's voice in his ear: "Maybe he can hep us. We're seeking information. Who's
to say where it might come from?'

Before Whitlock could reply, Orrag asked her again, "What's the wizard's name?' Mdann turned to
him. "Chareen.” Orrag reacted as if struck. He stepped backward and leaned heavily againgt the wall
behind him. He rubbed his rough jowls again and closed his eyes. Mdann and Whitlock both watched
him, bewildered and wary. Findly, he spoke. "Wizard . . . Chareen . . ." He paused.

"Do you know of him?" Whitlock demanded. "Why?' Orrag asked. Lightning flashed in the amadl
window, followed immediately by a sharp dap of thunder.

"We seek something that lies within histomb,” Mdann said. "It will help us remove an ancient curse.”
She added with a whisper, "We hope."

Again Orrag paused, deep in thought. Eventudly he pushed himsdf away from the wall and regained
abit of his former, gruff composure. He circled around the shlings again. As before, Whitlock turned
dowly to continue to face the bestial man, hand ready to draw his sword. Orrag stopped a the doorway
from which hed emerged.

" can tdl you where to find the crypt that you seek. How about that? Is that hepful?* Orrag told
them, and unknowable amile coming to his gap-filled mouth. The only teeth that remained were dightly
pointed.

"This. . . man doesn't know anything,” Whitlock told Mdann, pointing an accusng finger & Orrag's
wide chest. "We should leave. The rain would be better than this” Thunder rumbled outside.

"Oh, | know how to find it. I know a far bit about those peaks and the valeys in between. | know
some of the goblins and orcs that live there"

"No more proof do we need that thisman's aliar. Goblins and orcs-vermin!”

"Whitlock," Mdann said softly, "I fdt that Chauntea brought us here, and now we're seeing her plans
for us come to fruition. Thisman can tdl us how to get to the object of our quest. Thisisiit, can't you fed
it?" She clapped her hands together and took a step closer to Orrag, her blue eyes peering into his
misshgpen face.

"'Coursg, itll cost you." Orrag said quietly, sseming to hide a amile behind those crud lips.



"What?' Whitlock turned back to the man who now leaned in the door frame. The light beyond
reveded asmple bed made of hay illuminated by a lantern. Miscellaneous equipment, books, and what
appeared to be maps lay scattered around the floor. "The information will cost you,” Orrag stated.

"How much?* Whitlock asked suspicioudy. Still convinced the man was a thief, the warrior planted
his feet squardly on the dirt floor, as if a battle-ready stance might grant him greater resolve or aware
ness. He could use ether.

“Wel, let's see" Orrag said dowly, over-dramaticaly, mocking a ponderous, thoughtful look. "This
is obvioudy important knowledge, you understand. Hard to come by. I'd wager you couldnt find it
anywheredse"

Orrag fanned the flames of Whitlock's fears magterfully.

"I would say about a hundred gold pieces ought to cover it," he stated findly.

Mdann looked to Whitlock. He carried their money and knew that was approximately dl that they
had, but if Orrag actudly knew the location of the crypt, could any price be too great? Mdann seemed to
have no doubt that Orrag spoke the truth. "Whitlock?' Her eyes were wide and moist. "It seems so clear
that Chauntea has brought us here. A grain house, no lessl That's got to be a sure sgn of Chaunteds
involvement.”

Of course, Whitlock thought, Mdann would adways optimidicaly beieve anything that sounded like
what she wanted to hear. But, he had to admit, this could be thar only chance. She seemed to have been
right about the dven ghost. He looked into his sister's eyes and saw only confidence. Perhaps her
goddess had brought them here. Who knew?

"All right,” Whitlock told Orrag through clenched teeth. "Well pay your price.”

"Good. Let's seeit,” Orrag rubbed his cheek and opened his eyes wide.

"No," Mdann said suddenly. "Y ou talk, then we pay."

She knew they would be better to provide a united front, and so backed up her brother's tendency
for sugpicion. Whitlock turned back to her and nodded with adight smile.

Orrag didn't flinch. "All right, fine" he said. "You seem like trustworthy folks" He cleared his throat.
"Ride east away from town for afull day until you come to aamdl lake, then head south into the Thunder
Peaks. You'll pass through wooded hills, but it's the easiest way through that portion of the mountains.
After another three days ride, you'll come on a narrow vae that'll lead you to ahigh diff face. You'll find
what you're looking for there." During his explanation, Mdann produced a piece of parchment and took
some notes so they wouldn't forget.

"The entrance to the Crypt of Chareen," Orrag told them, "was built into the sSde of that tadl, smooth
diff, but it was covered in alanddide long ago. If you have to get in," Orrag grinned, "you'll have to dig.”

Whitlock and Mdann conferred for a moment, determining whether or not they had dl the detalls
they needed. Orrag damed ignorance regarding anything but the actud location of the place. When
Whitlock felt assured they could find the crypt on their own, he handed Orrag a leather bag with its strap
pulled tight. "Here's your money, haf-orc."

Orrag raised his eyebrow and looked at Whitlock. He took the bag and opening it, peering within to
eyethe coins.

Whitlock turned to the rough wood door leading outside. The wind dill rattled the boards of the
granary's roof, but he had no intention of pending the night in the same structure as a brigand with orc
blood. The storm had been fierce but merafully short. Opening the door, he looked a Mdann. She came
with him, but glanced back a Orrag.

"Thank you, sr," she told him, "and may Chauntea be with you." Orrag didn't speak as they left, but
his face contorted asif the priest’ s parting words were a curse and not a blessng.

Chapter Four

Ravens are liars. Though most people don't believe animds to be part of the struggle between good
and evil, no one, induding the Ravenwitch, ever asked the ravens. Of course, even if she did ask, she
probably wouldn't get a truthful answer. The Ravenwitch knew her creatures enjoyed fasehood for its



own sake and mdidoudy sought to trick and fool other creatures- and each other-whenever they could.
They laughed at the misery and confusion of others and rdished the infliction of pain and the Ietting of
blood.

The Ravenwitch spoke to her feathered servants a length, in their own language, asking them the
location of Yrrin. She quickly tired of ther slly haf truths and used her power over them-master to
familiar. Yrrin had been gone for at least hdlf the day and she needed him.

"Yrinisgone" one raven said.

"Yes, my dear," the Ravenwitch replied, "I know that. | need to know where he has gone" "Away,"
another raven cawed.

Her hair, as smooth and dark as a moonless night reached to her waist and dmost seemed like part
of her long black dress. A cape covered in black festhers trailed behind her dong the wooden floor of he
tree home. All around her were dozens of ravens

The birds perched on every nook and ledge they could find, hopped across the floor, and flew about
her head. She enjoyed, as dways, ther grace and beauty as they flew, but today she needed information,
and she needed it quickly. The Ravenwitch didn't amile at her servants antics this day. Dark eyes dowly
began to smolder like kindling at the beginning of a dangerous fire. Her thin, graceful lips drew tight as
she raised a graceful, milky white hand. A raven lit there and looked a her with eyes dmost as black as
her own.

""Whereis Yrrin, my friend?' she asked the raven codlly.

"Hown away," the raven replied, "gone to join King Azoun for teal”

Without warning, ydlow, soundless flames surrounded the raven and the witch's hand. The bird's
wings rose up in surprise and pain, but it couldn't leave her hand. The other ravens in the room took to
the ar, agitated and excited. Each black, round eye focused on its pain-wracked comrade. Raven
thought held little room for compassion but a good ded for intimidetion by example. Observe the
misfortunes of others closdly, lest they befdl you-that was the way of the raven.

"l am sorry, friend, but | have no interest in your little games this day,” she whispered to the raven.

"He went outsde," the raven said with a quivering beak. "He never returned from fetching water from
theriver!”

The flame stopped. Neither the raven nor her hand showed any 9gn of burns. The raven flew off, its
flight wobbly and erratic, but it was unharmed. The ravens echoed choruses of apologies and pleas of
forgiveness from the Ravenwitch, but she dismissed them with a gesture.

" know you cannot help your natures, my friends™ she said, crossing to the Staircase. "It is a terrible
thing for a creature to deny its true nature.”

The Ravenwitch lived in atree. This particular tree, however, stretched its branches much higher than
those around it-more than amogt any naturd tree. The massve trunk stood like a tower in the middle of
the forest, yet as big as it was, the hollow space within, where the witch lived with her familiars, was even
larger than one might expect. Despite the room indde, the tree lived and in fact flourished with the
presence and care of the witch and her familiars. The Ravenwitch flowed down wooden dairs that had
never known a nail, saw, or even a chisd, her long hair and dress tralling behind her like a wake. The
ancient grandfather of trees had formed the dtairs, the various levels, and dl the other portions of the
interior structure, coaxed and encouraged by the arcane spdlls of its midress. The tree was as much a
familiar as the hundreds of ravens that caled itsinner chambers and high branches home.

The tree provided a narrow crack in its outer surface as an exit. The Ravenwitch passed through the
curtain of black roses that entwined the tree's bark and branches, avoiding each of the prickling thorns
with a smooth fluidity. The dark rose vines gave the entire tree a somber, sniger look as it rose up far
too high, blotting out the sun. One might have even thought it dead and blackened from far off. The grass
around the base of the tree stood tdl and thick, but the witch's passing betrayed no presence. Ravensin
the branches of the mongtrous tree flitted and called, but she paid them little attention. She passed a
number of normd trees in the forest descending a gentle dope. The Thunder Peaks rose around her in dl
directions, drding her hidden vdley.

The Ravenwitch's attention focused on finding her servant, Yrrin. For years hed served her fathfully,



and now she suddenly fdt something amiss. The winds greeted her with scents she couldn't immediately
identify, but that somehow struck her as wrong. When Y'rrin had come to her he was nathing more than a
mean. She rewarded him with power and ability. Her gift: Yrrin could transform himsdf into a raven the
Sze of abear, and he need not fear smple blades-only magic and slver could harm him. The Ravenwitch’
remade Yrrin into a creature of magic, blessed with the adlity to change his shape. In return he
performed chores, carried messages, and gathered information for her, though her ravens and divinaions
aso provided her important knowledge and secrets. But where was Y'rrin now?

The edge of the river waited at the bottom of the valey's dope. Tdl grass grew even into the water.
Beyond the river the land doped upward toward yet another hill and eventudly another peak. Insects
buzzed a the river's bank, and tiny animas and birds cavorted around her. The dow-moving stream
andled of loam and decaying plants as the summer sun beat down on it. What drew the Ravenwitch's
interest, however, were the trampled areas of grass she saw in the distance. She followed the river to
where the grass lay matted to the ground. It appeared that a number of creatures had passed through this
area. The odors she did not care for grew stronger.

The Ravenwitch heard the sounds. Grunting, cackling, and even howling rose in the distance,
accompanying the sounds of movement. She moved closer dipping down into the tal grass and deftly,
softy passing through it, dlowing it to cover her approach.

A number of creatures with canine features-shaggy, dirty, grayish-red har covering their bodies, long
snouts, and tall, pointed ears-milled about across the river. Y dlowish-green manes ran down their backs,
with tufts of long har the same color spotting their muscular, massive bodies. The creatures were taler
than a man, some reaching dmogt eight feet in height. Their faces resembled jackas or perhaps hyenas,
and they wore scraps of armor and brandished large, mannish weapons. Gnalls.

Usudly such stupid, magic-poor creatures hardly presented enough reason to cause her worry.
None of them appeared to see her, and her magic could ensure they wouldn't. A chill ran down her spine
with dammy, ghodly fingers. Her eyes darted back and forth across the group of gnalls. Why was she so
disturbed by them? And where was Yrrin?

The answers to both questions came to her after she moved just afew steps more dong the bank. A
body lay among the grass and reeds on the rivers opposite side. Blood and tattered, the body of Yrrin
remained utterly Hill, just afew steps away from the laughing, snorting beast-men. The Ravenwitch stared

a her fdlen companion for a while, redizing her magic could do nothing to bring him back. He was
gone.

Without another thought, the Ravenwitch stood. A few of the creatures on the opposite bank turned
toward her with wide eyes and growls of surprise, but she ignored them. Uttering just a few magic
gyllables, she raised both hands high above her head. By this time, dl the gnalls were looking at her, a
few grabbing spears or other weapons. They were judt in time to watch black lightning arc from her open
pams. The spdl screamed like asoul &fire, and the air around the bolt of power szzled and roiled as if it
abhorred its presence. Black fingers stretched out across the river in less than an ingant, driking the first
gndl in the chest. The creature exploded, Soraying tiny bits of flesh and blood in a amdl radius of pan
around it. The bolt continued, lancing into a nearby gnall. Its life ended in gridy deeth as did the firdt's The
third gnall, directly behind the second, seemed to actualy evaporate when caught in the spdll's grasp, and
the bolt likewise rendered the creature struck next into a reddish-brown vapor. Again and agan the
black lightning arced from target to target, until fully a dozen gnadlls lay virtudly disntegrated in a horrible
digolay of sorcery.

"Damn you!" the Ravenwitch spat at their smoldering remains.

More gndlls were here earlier, she could tdl by the amount of traffic that had passed through, but
why? How had they dain her wereraven servant? They must have possessed some sort of magic. That
disturbed her. The Ravenwitch would never have given the creatures such credit, but the truth of it lay
obvious on the opposite bank.

The Ravenwitch cursed again and turned back toward her tree home. Yrrin would reman where he
fdl, for such was the way of the raven, and thus her way as well. The living dways required more tending
to than the dead, and this day two things burned within her: fear of the unknown and a need for



vengeance.

Back ingde the tree, the Ravenwitch sat swdlowed in a large, padded, well-worn char. Before her,
a dreular basn hed clear water as unmoving as the iris of a huge eye. She wiped her brow and
attempted to cam hersdf, preparing to cast her divinations Ravens of various Szes flitted about the
room, cawing softly-amost cooing. Dark eyes focused on the glassy water that reflected her round,
smooth cheeks and ever-so-dightly pointed chin.

Hndly ready, she hdd a tightly clenched fig doft over the basin as she had many times in the past.
The Ravenwitch dowly unclenched her hand, and black rose petas drifted down onto the water's surface
where they bobbed and floated. More and more of the petds fdl, until the basin was black with swirling,
floating cusps of velvet. As she stared, the petals formed patterns on the water's surface. Patterns only
she could perceive, reveding secrets only she could interpret, showed themselves as the divinaion that
megic tore from the ether.

The Ravenwitch saw in the pattern a large form, dominesring and powerful, rigng from a place
where it had long been imprisoned: a tanar'ri noble. Power such as it hdd was judt the sort of power the
Ravenwitch could understand, respect, and rightfully fear. This tanar'ri, she saw, would quickly gather
power around it as it amassed strength. The being would threaten the entire area-the Thunder Peaks, the
Dadands, and perhaps even beyond, if given the chance. Already, she saw with vison beyond vison,
the gndlls gathered indinctively to serve the tanar'ri. A tanar'ri named Charelen.

She recognized him from old tales sheld read in the ancient tomes that filled the high shelves of her
own library. The Ravenwitch fdt that cold chill return to run down her pine once again. She shivered and
tried to ignore it. The pool fluttered to life yet again. She watched the swirling patterns and peculiar
symboals of the magic waters reved the actions of others The Ravenwitch's inner vison conjured forth a
number of different forces currently coming together Each of these forces, she saw, possessed different
moatives. Each was bent on helping to free the creature-some inadvertently, but some after years and
years of careful, meticulous planning.

Chapter Five

It was good to have a purpose. Vheod's footsteps no longer fdl gingerly on the ground with the
tentative-ness of an explorer, but ingead his stride betrayed the resolute determination of a man with a
misson.

The village hed observed earlier lay on the outskirts of the forest. Two days previous, Vheod
watched laborers work to clear more of the land. As the sun rose into the morning sky this day, those
same workers returned to ther tasks. Sounds of axes againg wood and fdling trees filled the rapidly
waming air.

Vheod hoped that someone here could direct him in which way to go. He needed to find the two
people shown to him who would free Charéen. Were they servants of the balor? Somehow he doubted
that. More likdy, he thought, they would inadvertently loose the tanar'ri lord through some other action.
Stopping them, then, would be as smple as finding them in time and warning them.

He had no idea where this place, Tilverton, might be. He was unsure even of its nature, though he
assumed it mugt be adity or afortress of some kind, snce people obvioudy lived there.

In his previous vist, Vheod had dipped into the village after the descent of night. In the Abyss, he
learned to approach others with ether subtlety and guile or domineering aggresson. The gedthy
approach had served its purpose so far-now it was time for a change of pace.

Leaving the cover of the woods, Vheod entered the tiny settlement, walking amid the smdl buildings
congtructed of fdled logs fitted cruddy together. Smoke rose from a number of them, carrying with it
good, wholesome amdls that tugged a Vheod's nose, making him suddenly aware of his own hunger.
Trying to ignore the feding, he walked toward a central area from which dl the other buildings seemed to
radiate and the largest building in town stood. He never reached it.

A man dressed in rough, sturdy clothes stepped through an open doorway. As he walked he pulled



thick leasther work gloves onto his hands, despite the growing heat of the day. His face concealed with a
thick beard, the man looked up a Vheod with surprise.

"Who in the name of Hdm are you?' the man asked.

"Slence" Vheod sad, atempting to sound as powerful and confident as he could, despite his
smoky, scratched voice. "'l am Vheod Runechild, and | mugt know where the place cdled Tilverton lies"

The man backed dowly into the open doorway. "Feshik! Get out here” he ydled, dill daring at
Vheod.

"And bring my sword," he added over his shoulder.

Vheod was confused. He looked around, even behind him, but saw nothing. By the time he returned
his gaze to the man, a young boy had appeared in the doorway, atempting to peer around the large man.
The child's black hair was touded, and his eyes opened dmost as wide as his mouth as he stared at
Vheod.

"Who is that, Papa?’ the child asked. "I said to bring my sword!" the man replied, pushing the child
backward into the house with a wide, gloved hand.

"You don't need your sword,"” Vheod said, extending an empty hand in the man's direction. "l have
need of knowledge. Aid me and no one will be harmed.” "What youll get is a taste of sted, demon.”
Demon? Was it so obvious? "As| said, there's no need for that.”

"What's going on here, Tdlin?' a voice came from behind Vheod, causng him to whirl in surprise, his
hand indinctively going for his sword hilt-an action he immediaiely regretted. He just was not accustomed
to this sort of peaceful approach. His indincts were too versed in danger.

Behind him stood another man, larger but older than the fird. His ydlow har receded from his
forehead, and his face was cdean shaven. He hefted a wood axe a the ready as Vheod turned. The
cambion pulled his hand away from his hilt, holding his hands open and highin front of him.

"l don't want to have to hurt you," he said. "Who is he, Tdlin?' The axeman asked. His eyes
narrowed as he examined V heod.

"l figure he's a servant of the Spider Lord,” the man in the door replied.

Vheod looked behind him now to see the child bring a broadsword to the man. The boy lifted the
heavy sword with both hands, handing it to the man carefully. The child's wide eyes remained focused on
Vheod.

"Get back indgde now, Feshik," Tdlin told him. The boy complied, eyes Hill wide with fear.

"Looks alittle like a dark df to me" the man with the axe stated.

Dark df? A drow? Servant of Lolth? Vheod knew of the drow and their Abyssal midtress, the spider

queen Lalth.

" assure you, I'm no drow," he told them, hands 4ill help open in front of him. "And I'm no one's

“Fdlach! Chorrad!" the older man cried out in the direction of the woods. "Get over here, weve got
a... we've got something.” .

Vheod saw doors to the buildings around him begin to open, and frightened eyes peered out.

“I've come here" Vheod explained again, "judt to get some informa"

"Bequiet!" Tdlin spat out, stepping forward, his bared sword upraised.

Vheod turned back fully to face him. How long could he keep from drawing his own blade? Vheod
thought they would respect his powerful demeanor and hep him. Why wouldn't they even ligen?

"Whatever it is, it an't humen," the man behind him now said, "and it ain't, well . . . anything good.
You can tdl that just by looking."

"Look, demon-or whatever you are-leave us or die” Tdlin said, aring Vheod in the eye.

"You don't need to be afraid,” Vheod said, pleading with his open hands.

Looking down, he could see tha the Taint was no longer on either am. Where was it? He
sometimes suspected that it dtered when others looked a him, perhaps communicating something to
them. Perhaps others saw something in the mark tha he didn't, which might suggest that his own body
congpired with others againgt him-a paranoiac's nightmare.

"He's adrow,” afemae voice caled from an open door across the way.



Anocther, a mde, replied, "Drow don't have red har.” "lll bet he was conjured up in that storm
yesterday,” dill another voice cdled out. "Manchd says sorms like that are a 9gn that a doorway
between worlds is opening.”

Footfals grew louder behind him, coming from the direction of the woods.

"l just need to know how to find a place cdled-" Tdlin watched something over Vheod's shoulder
and suddenly drew himsdf up taler, as if more confident. The footsteps behind Vheod were louder ill.
He lunged a Vheod with his sword, shouting, I said, get away from herel"

Vheod dodged to one sde to avoid the sword blow and could hear the man behind him moving
closer, probably with that axe ready to cleave his skull.

"l don't want to fight you!" Vheod findly cried. He couldn't keep his riang anger and frudtration from
showing in his voice.

"You'll not find us to be defensdless prey,” Tdlin said, again rasing his blade.

Vheod drew his sword, the Abyssd stedl ringing in the morning air.

Jugt then, two more men ran up the bare earthen road. One carried an axe, the other a long knife,
They cried out in surprise and ran a Vheod.

Vheod shot his blade graight out at the one caled Tdlin, caiching him right where he wanted-the
wrig of his sword arm. Tdlin's blade flung end over end through the air as his fingers splayed wide. His
other hand reached up to grasp at the painful but minor wound. Tdlin cursed, but Vheod had no time to
lisen. Two more men approached, and there was dill someone behind him with &

Pan flared in Vheod's armored shoulder as metd cdlanged againg metd next to Vheod's ear. The
men had struck his shoulder but fortunatdly hadn't penetrated the pauldron. Vheod turned and brought his
sword up to block the man's second blow. The two other men charged toward him, and he could hear
more humans girring dl around, probably grabbing weapons to help. "Go back where you came from!"
the axe wielder shouted.

Vheod now knew he would have to kill dl these insufferable, intolerant, misbegotten fools who-

No.

Something within im bade him to fight thet urge. Perhaps because of the growing distance from the
baeful Abyss, other forces were able to work within him, despite the fact that he Hill fdt the evil in his
nature as srongly as ever. Years of swordplay beckoned his am to raise the wegpon and cut down
these men. Vheod forced hisarm to remain gill. He was suddenly forced to remember days earlier when
Nethess had hired him to kill an enemy of hers. Living by hiswits and fighting skills, Vheod took the job.
To his surprise, Vheod discovered that his target was a human mortal-not a tanar'ri. Further surprisng
him, Vheod found he could not kill the man. At the last moment, the morta portion of Vheod's soul had
conjured forth his conscience, which stayed his hand. He couldn't kill a man as eedly or thoughtlessy as
he might day afiend.

This discovery may have surprised Vheod, but it only enraged Nethess. Now he found the same
drange reluctance. He had to think of another way.

There was no time for a spell. If he fought these men, he would end up killing them. VVheod reached
deep within himsdf, thrugting a menta hand deep into the dark well of fiendish power. He cdled to it, like
a madter cdls an attack dog. Dark energy weled up ingde him, dimbing up his throat from his gut.
Vheod choked back the bile that it brought with it and thrust the energy out from, him into the world. A
magicd darkness exuded from every pore, envdoping hm and hiding hm from sght. It spread
impenetrable darkness as well. Though held cdled for such darkness before-it was a common enough
trick among the tanar’'ri-he never noticed that the darkness seemed aily and smdled of spoiled food. It
hed never occurred to him to pay atention before now.

Vheod tried to comfort himsdf in the fact that the darkness would eventudly fade. He couldn't spare
the time to think about it any further. The darkness kept the men from attacking him. Their shouts of
surprise and terror only helped create further confuson. Vheod knew from experience that once
oncoming foes were thrugt into such darkness, they were likdy to begin swinging their weapons wildly.
He immediatdy dived to the ground and began to crawl afew feet away.

Sill within the mass of inky blackness, Vheod muttered sorcerous words long-practiced, forming a



short incantation. He couldn't see, but he could fed the power unleashed by his spell spreading over him.
Sating a hisfingers, a prickling sensation spread down his arms,, across his chest, down his body and
back up until it covered his head. He had used this particular incantation many times, so he didn't need to
see to know what the spell accomplished. In fact, sght wouldn't dlow him to see the effect at dl-that was
the point. This spell rendered him beyond the vison of those who sought him. He held his bresth as the
magicd effect finished dothing him in invishility. Then, and only then, he dipped out of the darkness
dtogether.

By that time, as he blinked away the sudden light of day outsde his dark cregtion, he saw his
assallants drawing away from the aily cloud, recailing from the frightening and surprising magic.

"l told you he was some cregature of evil!" the axeman shouted to anyone who might listen.

A young woman ran up with a strung hunting bow pulled taut with a nocked arrow. She pointed it at
the railing blackness, but one of the men who had run in from the forest grasped the bow before she
could loose her missle

"No!" hetold her. "It might fly through the darkness and strike someone on the other Sde. Everyone,
wait. We're got to find him. I've seen this spdl before.”

"But Chorrad,” a man's voice cdled out, "were got to do something before he attacks us-or the
children!" It was Tdlin. He il grasped hiswrigt, but held regained his blade. A woman in a Smple dress
stood behind him with a bloody cloth that she tried to gpply to his am, but he pushed her back with a
determined scowl.

Vheod determined then that his only recourse was to dip out of the village before a red fight started.
A voicein his head nagged him, tdling him: these Smpletons deserve whatever harsh treatment you ded
out. You tried to approach in peace, and they attacked you. Sheking his head, he tried to think about
something dse. How was he going to find Tilverton now?

Usng soft, dow movements, he dipped out of the village's center and the crowd of people gathering
there, despite the fact thet dl of them were looking for him. His spell proved more than capable of hiding
him. He escaped with ease, but he wasn't glad. He knew no more than he had before, except that help
was going to be harder to obtain than held thought. Perhaps this world had no place for him after dl. At
the edge of the settlement, Vheod found a samdl stable and corra with a handful of creatures he knew to
be horses. He'd seen the animds before, though held seen creatures used as mounts in the Abyss that
seemed as different from these noble beasts as one could possibly get.

Vheod approached the wooden fence around the beasts corral. They snorted a his presence,
probably catching awhiff of his odor snce his magic made it impossible for them to see him. The horses
grew more unessy as he dimbed over the fence. They stamped and nervoudy waked around in their
confines. Vheod had no charms prepared that might tame one. Still, his determination to leave the village
with speed gripped him. He approached one of the horses as quietly as he was able.

Reassuring himsdf that his actions were judtified, he leaped atop the creature in a Sngle, swift motion.
He'd ridden afew different creaturesin hislife and knew alittle about such beasts.

Unfortunately, it was only a very little. Worse, his smell-or perhaps his generd otherworldly nature-
spooked the animd. The horse reared up. HEd not yet completdy steadied himsdf on the horse's back
to begin with, so Vheod's fingers clutched at the cresture's mane and neck. It reared again and jumped
forward. Vheod dipped and landed on the side opposite the one from which held approached the horse.
"There heid By the horsed!"

An older man stood ten yards away from the edge of the fence. He hdd a saff before himsdf and
usad it to point right at VVheod as he lay in the dust. The men could see him?

Then Vheod noticed the symbol that hung from the tip of the man's g&ff. While he didn't recognize it
spedificaly, he knew it for what it was-the holy symbol of a priest. Some divine-granted sght mugt dlow
him to see that which was otherwise invisble

Cursedl godd!

Vheod could dready hear people running toward them. The words and gestures to a spell of fire and
destruction came to his mind, ssemingly unbidden.

No!



Sill invisble, he didn't need to resort to attack yet, and hopefully not at dl. Vheod wished held been
taught more potent magic-particulaly something that might counter the priest's dbility to detect him.
Studies of that degree, however, had been beyond him. He had only the smplest spells at his command.
A deep snort came from directly above him. He rolled to one side, dill lying on the ground. A horse's
hoof crashed down to the ground where held lain. The horses scomped around and snorted, shaking ther
manes and whinnying. Looking back at the priest, Vheod saw the gray-bearded, bad man dreich his
neck one way then the other. Perhaps, Vheod thought, it was difficult for the priest to keep an eye on him
with the confusng movements of the horses al around him. Behind the man, more of the villagers came
running. Most carried weapons, shaking them intight figts.

Vheod grabbed a amdl stone from within his reach and hurled it a the nearest building behind the
cleric. He hoped the horses shidded his action. The old man quickly turned toward the sound of it
griking the wood. As he did, the others behind him aso turned.

Vheod once agan hurled himsdf over the back of one of the mounts, this time prepared for its
violent reection. It did indeed rear, but Vheod gripped a the horse's neck tightly, his strong legs
wrapping around its midsection as best he could. Utilizing the beast's fear and anger, he coaxed it toward
the fence. It bolted in that direction. When the horse reached the fence, it leaped over it without dowing.
Vheod dug his boot heds into its sdes and yanked at the mane, hoping to make it even angrier. The
horse carried hm far and fast away from the village. He didn't look back.

Vheod didn't know what direction to ride other than away. He I€ft the forest, the thick dumping of
trees giving way abruptly to a grasdand of gently ralling hills A warm breeze brushed across the
landscape againg the direction in which he rode. The miles passed by him, Vheod usng the horse's anger
and fear as best he could. Eventudly the horse dowed. Apparently its anger could only last so long.
Vheod grew tired of aggravating it, anyway. The two moved dowly through the tal grasses, the sun-the
veary exisence of which Vheod was only now growing accustomed to-washing light and heat over them.
The sun had been easier to ignore in the dense forest. Now he felt its heat and experienced its blinding
light without protection. Both VVheod and the horse glistened with perspiration.

Miles of open grasdand around him, the forest now a thin dark line on the horizon, Vheod became
more aware of the fact that he had no idea where he was or where he was going. Why was he here at
al?

The horse carried hm dowly down the side of a gentle hill. The tdl grass brushed againg the
bottoms of his feet. His mount seemed tired, reluctant, and quite irritated. Even if he knew where he was
going, Vheod was unaure that he could force this horse to actudly take him there. It seemed unlikdly that
he could spur the beast on only by continuing to aggravate it. Unfortunately, he knew no other way.

Glandng down, he saw the Tant had once agan returned to his hand. Further, it resumed the
appearance of aguiding arrow, pointing toward what Vheod believed to be south. Could he trust it? The
Tant could be some intdligent, mdevolent dly of his dark hdf. It could be a manifestation of the tanar'ri
part of him.

Perhaps the best thing he could do would be to stop riding where he was. Surely he could insure that
no action beyond his control could be wrought by his dark hdf here in the middle of nowhere, but that
could be exactly what it wanted. How could he know for sure? Another rider through the grasdand
approached over a nearby hill. From this distance, Vheod could see that it was a woman on a horse, but
litle more, She veered her horse toward him.

As she approached, Vheod considered flight, or at least kegping a good distance away. He didnt
want another Studtion like the one at the village. Before he could get control of his unwilling mount,
however, she rode up within just afew yards.

"Good day," she said, her voice as smooth as the seductive succubi of the Abyss. When her horse
moved, she moved as well, as though she and her mount were a Sngle creature with a sngle mind. Her
movements were dow and sure, betraying an unfaling grace. Her petite features included ddightfully
smoath skin and ddlicate, pointed ears. Long, slver har nestled around her thin neck like waves carefully
caressing ashordine. She wore a heavy green cloak the very color of the grass around them draped over
her shoulders despite the heat, yet Vheod couldn't see a hint of perspiration on her face or neck. Most



surprisingly, she didn't seem at dl fazed by his appearance, unlike the villagers earlier that morning.

"Hdlo," Vheod returned tentatively. "Y our horse doesn't like you," she told hm with a hint of a amile.

"Urn, no, | think not," "Vheod replied, dill watching her with scrutiny.

"Wdl, | hope you are not traveling a great distance then,” she said.

"Actudly, lady, | have no idea how far | mugt ride” "Redly?' Her clear, gray eyes betrayed a hint of
skepticism, and nothing more.

"l am not from . . . from around here. My degtination is known to mein name only."

"l see" she said. "Wdl, my nameis Tianna. | amriding to the mountains to the west. Do you believe
your travels will take you there, or esewhere?’

"l go to a place cdled Tilverton, and my name, fair lady, is Vheod Runechild.”

"Ah. Tilverton is a human dity thet lies dmogst draight south of here, in a place cdled Tilvers Gap.
The Gap itdf lies between the Desartsmouth Mountains™ she said, pointing to the west with a long,
eegat finger, "and the Thunder Peaks to the south." Vheod followed her hand and looked about
caetfully, attempting to fully establish his bearings. "Then | am afraid our paths cross only here," he told
her. His voice conveyed his regret.

Vheod wished he could ride with Tianna for a while. Only now did he redlize the londiness held fet
snce hisarivd here. He had so many questions about the nature of this world, and it seemed as though
she would be willing to answer them. He knew that haste was important and thus alowed himsdf only
one question.

"Tdl me, Tianna, before we part company-for | must be on my way-why are you not darmed a my
appearance, as others have been?"

She gave him a cautious smile, but one not without some warmth. "V heod, we of the dves are not
srangers to cambions, or to those traveling from Other planes.”

Vheod was taken aback. "Isit that obvious-my tanar'ri heritage?'

Tiannalooked a Vheod, sudying his features for a moment. "No," she replied, "not to one without
any experience with beings from other planes. However, there is a certain, wdl, qudity to you, an
indefinable characteridtic that gives you a sense of ... otherness; She paused to look a him, watching his
eyes. Perhaps she was attempting to determine the effect her words had on him.

"Many of those you encounter here may be able to sense that you are different in some way," she
sad.

"Thet will certainly make any time | spend here harder,” he said, looking a the ground, struck as
sverdy asif hed been in battle. His voice was edged with sudden bitterness, but he didn't have the time
to consder if its target was his own nature, or the people who were prejudiced againg him.

"Perhapsit will fade over time" she said. "Or perhaps your own nobility will be enough to override
anyone's antagonidtic firg impresson.”

He looked up at Tianna again and smiled as though shed just heded a bleeding wound. Her hair
shone in a way that made him believe that a specid place existed for it in the moonlight, and that its
proper place didn't liein the sun. She was beautiful.

"But you must be on your way," she findly added with some regret, "as you said."

Vheod hated to hear it, but the truth couldn't be denied. Duty and responsibility called to him with
voicesfilled with fear. "Yes, | suppose s0."

"Before you go, however," she said, reaching into a saddlebag, "I think that you should have this”
She produced a smdl charm on a dlver chain, halding it up to let it glint in the sunlight. "What isit?"

"A magicd trinket,” she said with a delicate shrug, "with a Sngle use. It grants the wearer a power
cdled longstepping. Essentidly, it will alow you to travel to a destination in dmaost no time. You can use
it to reach Tilverton today, rather then the three days ride it might take from here. 1t will also dlow you to
bypass a dangerous area known as Shadow Gap."

Vheod stared in surprise, taking in everything she said. "But, why?'

She amiled dyly. "If you use this, then | can take back this horse to where you got it." "Wha? How
did you-"

"I'm sorry, Vheod, but it's obvious that you just arived here a the edge of the Daes, let done



Faerun and even Toril. Judging by your ride, the steed's demeanor, and the fact that you have no riding
tackle, it becomes farly obvious how you came on your mount.

"Further, | am abit of a seer when it comes to people. Y ou-at least a part of you-didn't want to take
the horse. | can return him, if youll tdl me where he comes from.”

Vheod's mouth hung agape as wide as the young boy in the doorway earlier that morning. He quickly
closed it, feding quite the fool, but remained entranced by Tianna and her kindness. Without a word, he
did down off the horse's back and stepped toward her. Tianna urged her mount ahead a few-steps urtil
ghe reached him. She held out the Slver charm.

"It only works once," she reminded him.

"Thank you," Vheod said as he grasped the tiny charm in his weathered hand. "How can | repay
you?' "You cannat, to tdl the truth,” Tianna said, "but that's not the point. | want to help you.”

She looked deeply into his dark eyes and leaned down close to his face. "I just thought that you
probably needed to see a little of the good in the world. You needed some kindness. My gft isredly a
minor one." "But there you are wrong," Vheod returned her ook with a dow shake of hishead. "Thisis a
great gift, one | will remember for dl my years™

"May there be many of them," she said, Sraightening in her ornate saddle.

Tiannarode over to Vheod's grazing horse, and drew an extra bridle from her saddiebag. The horse
looked at her with calm, welcoming eyes. It nuzzled her thigh with its nose. She placed the bridle on the
beast and readied to lead it away, then turned back to Vheod.

"Thevillage lies dmogt directly in your path, at the edge of the woods to the west." Vheod gripped
the charm even tighter in his sweaty palm. "They may have unkind things to say of me" he told her. "They
may not welcome you if you dam to be my friend.”

"Do not concern yoursdf with such things | can take care of everything. Safe journey, Vheod, and
be wdl."

"Yes ah ... safejourney to you as wdl, Tianna" Vheod was unused to pleasantries. Tianna turned
to leave.

"Wait," Vheod cdled out.

Tiannaturned to look back at him. She kept her amile.

"You sad you are a seer when it comes to people. Can you tdl me-is it possble for a place to
change a person? Can this world be changing me?'

Tianna shook her head gently. "No, Vheod, only you can change yoursdf." She turned again,
whispered something to her horse that Vheod couldn't hear, then rode off in the direction Vheod had
come.

He turned southward, in the direction he understood Tilverton to be. He opened his hand to look at
the slver, arrow-shaped charm in his pam. Its shape beckoned him to look back at the Taint, dill on the
other sde of his hand. It remained in its arrow shape, and dill pointed, asif directing him where it wanted
hmto go. It pointed south, toward Tilverton.

Chapter Six

No wind blew through the hot summer air. The dillness made for a diflingly hot ride through the
grass-covered hills Whitlock and Mdann could see the Thunder Pesks rise higher and higher before
them as they approached, yet no pace they kept could stidfy ther desire to reach their intended
degtination. Mdann was quiet, but she gave Whitlock the impresson she was very pleased with dl that
hed happened. Obvioudy she was Hill confident that her god was guiding them.

Whitlock, however, grew ever more pensve as he rode. The mountans ahead would be
dangerous-he remembered clearly what they had heard about an amassng of gnolls Further, who could
guess what other sorts of dangers might lie there? He knew he was up to the chalenge, but he dso knew
that the coming days might require him to use every bit of his skill and experience to insure that both he
and hissgter survived.

The sea of green and brown grasses occasondly broke on rocky idands that seemed to grow in



frequency as they approached the mountains. Birds occasondly flew across the virtudly cloudless blue
sky. By midday on thar firg day out from Tilverton, they were covered in swest as they stopped for a
noon med. They ate dry bread and even drier venison purchased way back in Essembra. The harsh sun
would soon scorch ther skins, so Mdann took the time to mash some herbs she brought, mixing them
with water to create athin paste to spread over their exposed flesh.

"We should have remained in Tilverton, & least long enough to obtain more information about where
we're headed,” Whitlock said between careful salows from his waterskin to wash down the dry lunch.

"And waste vduable time?' Mdann countered, finishing her herba mixture.

"We could have a least confirmed what he told us" Whitlock said. "Further, we could have
restocked our supplies a bit." He tore a the dry bread with his teeth like a dog, shaking his head back
and forth before gaining a crusty mouthful. "Not that we have much in the way of gold left.”

"Once we get into the mountains, there will be wild game, and Our Mother will provide berries,
roots, and other things to collect. I'm not worried.”

"Of course you're not worried!" Whitlock suddenly-exploded. "l have to worry for the both of us.
You're s0 busy praying and thinking about your god that | have to work twice as hard to keep us sife,
provide food, and find our way. Don't you redize the responsbility that is placed on me? The burdens |
mud face?'

Meann sat in sunned slence, daring at her brother, which made him fed guilty and salf-conscious.
He brushed bread crumbs out of his beard and took a drink of water-anything to divert his gaze from his
sder's wide-eyed stare.

"Isthat redly what you think?' Mdann asked quietly.

Whitlock said nothing.

"You think | don't worry?' Mdann asked.

“All I do - worry. | worry that when | spend dl my time used on my religious duties | neglect you,
and Mother, and Father, and even mysdf. | worry that then | do what | persondly fed compeled to do
what | am not truly as devoted as | should be to Chauntea. | worry that I'm not worthy to be a priestess,
or that as a priestess, | make a poor daughter-or sster. Don't tdl me | don't worry. If it seems | let you
take care of things like navigation or keeping watch at night, it's because | trust you and now how
capable you are"

She added, after a moment's thought, "Besides, if we need food, the Mother of All can grant me the
spdl to createit. You know that."

Whitlock wasn't an doquent man. So many things jumped to his mind to say, but the words to
explan them escaped him. Instead, he stood and began to gather up what they had unpacked for their
med.

"I'm sorry," he said findly, glancing only momentarily at his Ster.

Mdann sighed softly. She amiled a little and helped him pack their things into saddlebags so they
could continue ther journey.

By nightfdl, Whitlock and Mdann were wdl into the rocky, mountainous region known as the
Thunder Peaks. Night in the mountains came quickly once the sun disappeared over the mountains, and it
came with an utter darkness for which neither Whitlock nor Mdann was redly prepared. Tdl peaks to dl
sdes blocked out even mogt of the arlight, which encouraged them both to huddle even closer to their
campfire. The darkness carried a chill with it, as wdl as an utter Slence.

Nether shling spoke. Instead they smply ate ther smdl med absorbed in ther own thoughts.
Whitlock's heavy eydids bade him to lay back on his bedrall as he ate. His sister stood, mumbling softly
something about checking on the horses before going to deep.

Thunderous sounds rent the slence of the cool evening, and Whitlock sat up only to see two large
shapes looming out of the darkness toward him. He grabbed his broadsword and hdd it in front of him as
the two figuresmassve, hary creatures standing upright like men-lunged a him. One carried a short
spear and a shidd. The other wielded a hugeflal in both of its hispid claws. The musky, animd scent that
dung to these intruders brought visons of kennds and caged animds to Whitlock's mind.

Thefirg creature lunged with its spear a Whitlock, who blocked the blow with his blade. Following



itsinitid attack, the canine-faced assailant jabbed at him. It forced him back and off-baance. Whitlock
attempted to regain his footing just as the second beast charged at him, howling, with the flal held high
over its head. Whitlock held his sword up to counter the blow, but his feet falled him, and he tumbled
backward over his bedroll. Theflal barely missed his head as he fdl, his fortune owing more to luck than
ill. The second creature stabbed with its iron-tipped spear, but it glanced off the mal on Whitlock's
chest making a resounding ringing noise. Whitlock would probably show a bruise there later, but if held
not been too tired to yet remove his armor, he would probably be dead.

Knocked off his feet, Whitlock only managed to ydl out briefly to Mdann as he fought off his
attackers.

Where was she? If he was attacked, certainly she was too.

The growling, bestid figure with the flall brought it down at Whitlock, but he managed to rall out of
the way. The flal struck the ground next to him with a dull thud. The warrior rolled again and haf
regained his feet, kegping out of reach of the spear-wielder. Stll unsteady, he redized that he stood next
to where held placed his shidd by the fire and grabbed it. The gnalls charged at him as he pushed his left
am through the shidd's straps. Brandishing the metd shidd with his family crest emblazoned on it,
Whitlock threw himsdf at the advancing foes. With his shidd to parry the spearman's jabs, Whitlock
thrugt his blade at the other gnall. The blow did dong the creature's leather-armored side, but he drew
blood. The monger howled in pain. Sdestepping the campfire, Whitlock positioned himsdf where the
wounded gnall couldn't get a him without first going around the fire. With that in mind, he broke the other
creature's spear with two mighty hacks on its haft and dashed at the creature's arm, driving it back so
that it cowered behind its own shidd. Unfortunately, his attacks had taken too long. The flail-wielder had
dready gone around the fire and came up behind him. All Whitlock could do was bring his shidd around
as he turned to face the flanking foe and even that came too late. The flal crashed into his Side, sending
him sprawling toward the fire.

Fortunatdly, Whitlock hadn't lost his wits, despite the terrific blow. He drew the shidd undernesth
himsdf, so that it not only protected him from most of the flames but gave im an indant leverage point to
fling himsdf out of the fire. Unfortunately, he inhded a lungful of smoke and lay hacking and coughing on
the ground as both gnalls rushed toward him. Through teary eyes, Whitlock saw his foes advance and
raised his snged shidd am to protect his battered body. "Mdann!"

He dill heard no answer. Gods hep him if anything had happened to her. He redized then that while
he fought these gnalls, he had no idea how many might actudly be out in the darkness around the camp.

Whitlock dashed a the approaching gnall. His blow sent the creature toppling to the ground. The
other beast-man, dill weagponless, paused just long enough for Whitlock to stand again. It bared ydlow,
pointed teeth as it stepped forward. It raised its clawed hand like a wegpon. The gnall blocked
Whitlock's sword blow with its wooden shidd and lashed a him with its claws. Again Whitlock caught a
good whiff of its animdigtic scent, but it actudly helped clear his senses. His second thrust caught the
creature on its exposed, shiddless side, and it crumpled as the blade did into its flesh.

The other hirsute gnall regained its feet, but its crooked stance betrayed thet it was obvioudy quite
hurt. It dropped its heavy flal and backed away, but Whitlock charged. He bashed into the creature with
his shield, knocking it down again. A sudden chop from his sword made sure it wouldn't rise again. A
amdl, greenish stone ralled from its dead hand asiit fdl to the ground.

Whitlock breathed deeply, trying to expel the lagt bit of smoke and soot from his lungs and mouth.
His shoulder ached from the heavy blow he'd suffered from the gnall's flail, but he pushed that from his
atention. "Mdann!" he cdled into the ink, black night. Whitlock sumbled to where they'd put the horses.
They were gone. He found no 9gn of Mdann ether. The dark night kept its secrets wdl hidden.

Whitlock saw a dark shape near or on the ground, farther into the darkness. "Mdann?'

No answer. Whitlock ran back to the fire. His scuffle through it had scattered the wood, and the
separated flames were dying quickly. He grabbed a flaming brand, its end unburned but painfully hot.
Whitlock returned to where hed seen the shape. It was a body. A gnall. Further, the beast-man dill
lived, though the sounds of its breathing were heavy and thick, as though it had suffered a wound against
its chest. Sure enough, a closer look reveded that its crude lesther armor was stained with dark blood.



"Where is my sster?' Whitlock demanded. The creature turned over to face the warrior. Its large,
brown eyes showed only incomprehenson and pain. A snarl escaped its brigtling, bloody snouit.

Whitlock placed his booted foot over the creature's chest and pressed down. "Where ... is ... my .. .
sder?' he said, each word forced through clenched, bile-coated teeth. The creature didn't reply.

Perhaps, he thought, Meann managed to run into the woods. Maybe when the gnalls appeared, she
saw them coming and dipped away. It seemed too much to hope for, but Whitlock looked around him,
wishing to see her come out of the darkness unscathed.

How was this gnall injured? Whitlock looked down at it and saw that its wound might have been
inflicted with a blunt object, like a club. Mdann carried a smdl baton to use in sHf defense. She mugt
have fought them. Perhaps she drove them off, as he had done, but then where was she?

Hismind searched for an answer when, just a few feet off to the gnall's sde, Whitlock saw a bit of
dath lying on the ground. It was a amdl piece torn from Mdann's traveling cloak.

"No!"

He brought his sword down on the neck of the dying gnall.

Chapter Seven

Tiannas charm of longstepping proved to be as potent as she had daimed.

Once he activated the charm, Vheod was transported-not ingantaneoudy, but with incredible
speed-across the barren landscape. As he watched, trees, rivers, hills, mountains, and even miles of open
space passed before his eyes so quickly he could scarcely recognize them as anything but colored blurs.
Rather than feding the wind whip across his body, Vheod fdt instead that he stretched his body the entire
distance, as though, just for a moment, he existed in his Sarting and ending points a the same time, as
wel as dl the pointsin between.

The sensation ended, and Vheod dizzly lurched to keep his feet under him. Disoriented and reding,
he could tel that adty lay in the distance. Regaining his balance, his vison clearing, Vheod saw that the
aty was surrounded by a high wal, with a few buildings outsde. Most of the outbuildings looked like
animd pens or barns-perhaps a stockyard or something smilar.

The process of traveling so quickly made it very difficult for im to get his bearings. It was as though
a part of his mind was left behind when he activated the magicd charm and dill believed that he
remaned, or a least he should have remained, back where he started. The disorientation made even
waking difficult at firdt, but he adapted and accommodated eventudly.

Thismust be Tilverton, Vheod reasoned. Or at least he hoped it was. After taking a breath or two to
recover and dleviae the pain in his aching head, he walked toward the wall and what appeared to be an
open gate.

Tilverton bustled noigly. Herders brought their flocks in for market, and farmers hauled produce
through the gate on carts and wagons. People moved into and out of the city watched only casudly by
guards. Vheod wondered if he, too, would be dlowed entrance to the city, or if the guards would stop
him for the same reasons the villagers had driven him out of their community only hours before.

Vheod ran his hands through his long hair, snoothing his red tresses and pulling them behind his
head. He dusted off his dark brown pants and tattered violet cape. His long sword clattered in its sheath
agang his leg. He stopped suddenly. Something made him think of the Taint. He looked quickly but
carefully over his exposed skin for it. It was nowhere he could find. That meant it had ether moved to a
spot under hisdothing or armor, or it was somewhere he couldn't seeit, like hisface.

The thought that other people might be able to see the Tant while he couldnt gave Vheod great
concern. Who knew what shape it might take without his knowledge? Not more than a hundred yards
away from the city gate, he drew forth his sword. Taking his cloak with his other hand, he tried to polish
a hit of the sword's blade as best he could hoping to shine it to a reflective sheen. His efforts were
partialy successful, and he gazed into the spot, angling the blade back and forth to look at different parts
of hisface and neck. Though it was far from a thorough search, he saw no trace of the tattoo anywhere
on hisface. With asgh, he sheathed his sword and continued on to the gate.



Vheod passed through without the guards so much as raisng an eyebrow. No one in the street paid
him any particular atention, in fact.

From at least one point of view, a dity isjus a city, no matter where in this or any other world it
might St. It seemed to Vheod that only one dty actudly exised, and dl the others were merdy
extensons of this metaphysicd, ubiquitous city. Vheod looked about Tilverton and redized thet at its
heart it differed only dightly from any of the other cities held ever wandered through.

Vheod had spent mogt of his time in the Abyss in cities made of dark bricks and bone. He resided
longest in Broken Reech, a vast catacomb of intrigue and betrayd ruled by a succubus named Red
Shroud. There he worked for a guild of assassins cdled the Bloody Dagger. Those of the Dagger killed
for money, usudly hired by some minor tanar'ri noble to kill an opponent or a superior. Even in the
lawless, amord plane of the Abyss, however, Vheod had occasondly thought his professon was less
then ethica. Normdly he'd been able to push such thoughts from his conscience, glad to see each and
evay fiendish viciim die by his hand. The teeming streets of Tilverton, and his dmost inginctud ability to
blend into the crowd and avoid the eyes of those who passed by him, brought back those thoughts. The
city-the ubiquitous city-was a symbal of shame to him now. Vheod entered the town from the north and
wandered through the streets of Tilverton for quite some time. A mdancholy washed over him, and he
walked through the dtreets in a fog. Shaking his head, he brought himsdf back to the task at hand. He
found Tilverton now he needed to find someone whom Gyrison and Arach had described as being like
him. VVheod needed information.

A city, as an entity, thrives with allife of its own, serving the needs of those who live in it, yet feeding
off them as they move through its streets. A city dways contained mgor arteries and paths through which
its life flowed, but dso hdd darker, lessfrequented areas where few inhabitants and fewer outsiders
vigted. A city dways held some sort of authority or organization, even if it hid its presence very wdl in
the cacophony and mayhem that teemed within its walls-such was often the way of Abyssdl cities. Even
in the Abyss, however, cities hed gathering places, like taverns, dehouses, or feshdls. Even in the
Abyss, when one sought information, it was just such a gathering place that offered the best chance to
obtain what one needed.

Usng an urban indinct fostered by a life on the streets, Vheod looked for an appropriate tavern. In
the Abyss, a wise cambion dung to back dleyways and the streets less frequented-better to keep
hidden, to avoid drawing attention. These places provided peace from the bustle and din that dways
came to the lifeflow areas of the city.

In one such forgotten, forsaken corner, wandering down a street that might not even have aname, he
came on a door. The door lay under a 9gn that rocked back and forth on the breeze on rusty iron rings
suspended from a pole. The sgn read only, "Hhrink-"

Vheod pushed the old, warped wooden door open and stepped into the smoky room. Three
high-placed windows provided alittle light, though a few ail lamps burned on tables. The place sndled of
de and humanity, both stdle. Three or four patrons drank quigtly, dl of them done. He stood in the
doorway, looking a each individud and dl the establishment held. .

He mugt have remained there too long, for findly a man stting up againgt the wooden bar turned to
hm and said with a hoarse voice, “The Flagon Held High is on the other sde of town," asif that would
mean omething to Vheod. The speaker was short, with stout arms and legs, a thick brown beard, and a
round face.

Vheod ignored his words, but approached. Siill watching the rest of the room, he peered into the
man's tight eyes, which reminded Vheod of nall heads. "Have you seen anyone.. . . like me around here?"

"My friend," the roan said with a narrow, sddong gaze and an ever-so-dight dur, “We never seen
anyone like you in my life What's wrong with you?'

Vheod studied him slently, then said. “There is nothing wrong with me, ‘friend." Begone." Vheod
dismissed the man with a gesture and stepped up to the stained wooden bar.

"Same to you, beautiful," the man muttered, waking away.

"Watch out,” a woman said, carrying a tray of empty flagons and dmost bumping into Vheod. She
amiled without redlly looking at him and moved to the bar.



"Excuse me" Vheod said, following her. She was stout and short, with her mahogany har pulled
back into a round knaob, though hours of work had coaxed some rogue strands down to lie by the sdes
of her face.

"Yes?' She turned. ™Y ou need something to drink?* Her face was careworn, Vheod thought, but her
eyes were friendly.

"Ah, no." Vheod shook his head. "What I'd like is for you to tdl me something. It might seem odd,
but, well-I'm new around here."

"What do you need to know?" The woman set down her tray and nodded toward him.

Vheod chewed hislip amoment. "I need to know what you see when you look a me" "What?"

"What do | look like to you? Do | look like everyone ds=?' Vheod stroked his rough jaw. He
glanced down to see the Taint once again on the back of his right hand. He covered it quickly with his
left. His eyes darted.

"No," she said, raisng her brow thoughtfully, "not like everyone else. That's for sure.”

What did that mean? "Have you ever seen anyone like me before?!

She moved her mouth to one sSide, asif congdering whét to say. "Are you a hdf-df?"

"Hdf-df?' Then people are familiar with half-blooded humans here, he thought.

"Yes, you know," she asked, "was only one of your parents human?'

"Asamatter of fact, yes"

"He ain' pretty enough to be ahdf-df," the man with the thick beard said from behind them. Vheod
turned back to him and scowled.

"l thought | told you to leave" Vheod clipped. "Don't ligen to him," the woman said to Vheod. "He's
adrunk."

"More like haf-orc," the bearded man continued, pointing a thick finger a Vheod.

"Do not make me speak to you again,” Vheod hissed a him through clenched teeth, then turned
back to the serving woman. She was dready moving the empty flagons from her tray into a water-filled
barrd surgeoning with other dirty dishes floating amid fading soap bubbles.

A tdl man with gray har moved up from behind the bar. Though held just come into the room
through the door behind the bar, he joined in the conversation as though held been there dl the time.

Looking a Vheod for a moment, he said, "Nah. The only haf-orc I've ever seen 'round here is
Orrag, and he don't have no pointed ears like this here fdla™

"Hush now, Ponter," the woman said to him with a dight push of her hand againg his shoulder.
"Orrag? Who is Orrag?' Vheod asked. Orcs, Vheod knew, were an evil and bestid race that populated
meany prime worlds as wel as other planes. Haf-orcs? A human-orc crossbreed might not be al that
dissmilar to a cambion, from a certain point of view. Is that who Gyrison and Arach meant?

"Bdieve me, you don't want to know," the woman said.

"But | do," Vheod replied.

"Orrag'd put aknifein your ribs, fela" the tal barman said with a nod of his head.

"Ponter, hush." The woman finished emptying her tray and used it to lightly shove the tal man.

"Look, | need to know more about this haf-orc. | wish to meet him. | may have . . . busness with
him." "Busness with Orrag?"' the bearded man said quielly, into hisflagon. "'l knew | didn't like you."

Before Vheod could respond, the tal man, Ponter, reached across the bar and placed his hand on
Vheod's am. Leaning in close, he whispered, "Ligen, if you redly want to meet up with Orrag, stay right
where you are. He usudly coniesinto the place on mid-tenday nights-he steers clear of The Hagon Held
High and other more. . . vishle places. My place ain't on any maps, if you see what | mean.”

"l think perhaps | do." Vheod replied quietly. "I thank you, Sr. | will remain.”

"Why don't you have something to drink in the meanwhile?' Ponter asked him in his normd, loud
voice, graightening up and away from Vheod.

"Good enough,” Vheod replied, digging into a pouch and wondering what they used for money here,

Vheod fortunately had afew coinsin his pouch that he could convince Ponter to accept, though none
of them were minted on this world. The day in the tavern stretched on for what seemed like many. By the
time the darkness of night consumed what little light managed to seep in through the smdl windows,



Vheod had drunk hisfill. More than once he wished that the establishment served food. The annoying
short man left findly, and Vheod damed a tottering, de-suck table near one wall.

With the advent of darkness, the tavern attracted more activity, but the patrons generd kept quiet
and to themsdlves, content Smply to drink. Vheod found it difficult to believe the inhabitants of a beautiful
world like this, untainted by red evil, might spend their evenings in this vapid locae. Boredom began
dawing a him, and he soon found himsdf growing drowsy. He leaned back in his char againg the stone
wall, tdling himsdf he would close his eyes just for a moment-

"You got busness with me?'

Vheod snapped his eyes open. A large, wide-shouldered man with a fleshy face and a somach that
hung liberdly over his bet stood over Vheod. His breasth stank, and his narrow eyes hid little of the
malice that lay within them. His porcine face and jowls, dong with his pointed, yelow teeth made hm the
least gppedling creature Vheod had seen since his encounter with the hairy spider-beasts in the woods.

When Vheod didn't reply immediatdly, the man spoke again. I'm pretty sure | don't know you, do 1?
| think I'd remember you."

"Areyou Orrag?' Vheod asked him, pushing himsdf away from the wal and righting his chair.

"Maybe. Depends on who's asking." He took along draught from his flagon.

"l see," Vheod said. "I understand. My nameis Vheod, and | was indructed to speak with you."

"You been taking to Ferd?' Orrag said, de running down his flabby chin and running into one of the
folds of fleshin his neck.

"Ah, no, not that I'm aware of, in any event.” Orrag pulled ancther char awvay from the table and
thrugt his bulk into it with such force that Vheod dmost expected it would break. "Something about you
interests me" Orrag said, with ahint of a crooked smile. "What isit?'

Vheod had seen amiles on fiends that seemed more pleasant. Stll, this creature might have some
information, and held cartainly dedt with fouler beasts in the past. He would have to choose his words
caefully, however. He suspected that Orrag was sharper than he appeared.

Agan annoyed a Vheod's unresponsveness, Orrag asked, "What's your story, Vheod?'

"It'salong one" Vheod retorted, "but perhaps some of it might be of interest to you."

"l doubt it," Orrag lied, "but | must admit there's something intriguing about you. You're not from
around here, are you?' Before Vheod could answer, the haf-orc continued. "I'l tel you what. Let's make
this interesting. You tdl me a tde, and if | find it interesting, I'll ligen to whatever busness you're
supposed to have with me. Sound fair?'

Vheod had expected Orrag to be less than reputable from Ponter's brief comments earlier that day.
His disgusting appearance and manneriams were dmost unnoticegble to someone who had spent his
entire life among the fiends of the Lower Planes. However, something about Orrag puzzled him. The
half-orc's manner suggested an unspoken agenda- amog as if he recognized who Vheod was, or what
he was.

"Perhaps | can come up with something that might pique your curiosity,” Vheod said dowly. "l can
tdl you of the place from which | hail. My homeand holds many tales, let metdl you."

Orrag Smply nodded and took a amdl, noisy sip from his flagon.

Vheod cleared his throat and began his tde. "Many centuries ago, so | was told, the Abyssal Lord
Demogorgon commissioned a ship to be built.” "A ship?* Orrag asked. Vheod scowled. "Yes™

Orrag sad nothing, but spped his drink once again.

"This ship wasn't just a normd craft, meant to sal the seas. No, wnind and oarsmen were not to
propd this craft. This was a ship that would sall the River Styx itsdf. On the Styx, a craft can trave
between any of the Lower Planes-the Abyss, Gehenna, Pandemonium, even Baator. Furthermore, this
ship would ply the waters between dl the planes and travel to any world that its captain might choose to
vigt. Its enchanted rudder would direct the ship on a sorcerous journey anywhere in the multiverse™

Orrag raised his brow and took another Sip, his eyes never leaving Vheod.

"A tanar'ri shipwright by the name of Reyniss had garnered a reputation among important circles
deep within the Abyss. His skills were wel known." Vheod paused for a moment, congdering his words.
"There are more maignant seas and fetid rivers flowing through the Abyss than you might think."



Orrag continued to stare slently.

"Demogorgon contacted Reyniss," Vheod continued, "by means of a mephit, atiny, dark servitor of
the Lower Planar lords. It flitted through the brooding caverns and dismd swamps of the Abyss to bring
him this message: ‘1, Demogorgon, Tanar'ri Prince and Lord of All that Swims in Darkness, wish to
commisson you to undertake your greatest achievement,' it said. '‘Come to me, and | will tdl you of the
glories and riches that will be yours should you craft the ship thet | desire.”

"Reyniss knew better than to trust Demogorgon for even the greatest of fiends can know treachery at
the hands of an Abyssd Lord. Thus the shipwright gathered together dl of the sorcerous protections he
could muster and filled his own dark lar with defenses and traps to ward away intruders. Cautioudy, he
made his way to Ungorth Reddik, Demogorgons fortress.

"Ungorth Reddik rose from a grotesque bog deep in the Abyss. Swarming &bout it were
Demogorgon's fiendish servants and dl sorts of scay mongrosties that worshiped him. Reyniss ignored
them, and entered the fortress through gargoyle-protected gates.

"Demogorgon greeted the shipwright with caliginous amiles across both his houndlike faces. Within
dark Ungorth Reddik, the two fiends forged their agreement. Reyniss agreed to build the ship that would
sl the Styx and throughout the planes of existence. Demogorgon agreed to pay himin. gold, jewels and
the lorn currency common to the Lower Planes”

Vheod paused to see if Orrag understood his reference. The fat man widened his bulging eyes ever
30 dightly and shook his face just enough to make his jowls wobble.

"Souls, my friend. The soirits of evil mortas. On the dire planes, these souls are traded among the
powerful fiends the way mortas might exchange agem or atrinket." Vheod wondered if these statements
would have any effect on Orrag. Did the man worry about his own eternd fate? Orrag, however,
showed no sgn that Vheod's words had any meaning for him. Vheod wasn't surprised. He amiled
inwardly. The fate of evil souls wasn't something he relished dwdling on himsdf. Vheod had no idea if he
truly had a mortd soul, and if so, what fate awaited it. Was damnation a foregone concluson for a
cambion? Was he dready so damned? Was he, because of the tanar'ri blood in his veins not a true
mortd at al? He didn't know, and most of the time, he kept himsaf too busy to contemplate it. Purpose.

Of course, it might be that Orrag was too dim to understand the implications of this portion of the
tae, but Vheod percelved a good ded of cunning- quite likdy mdicious cunning-in Orrag's dark, amdl,
bulging eyes. Orrag wasn't supid. In any event, the half-orc grew visbly anxious for the tale to continue.
Vheod obliged.

"S0 Reyniss returned to his own lair near the sirange, arcane shipyards in which he plied his craft.
Utilizing more sorcery than mundane labor, Reyniss began building the ship, which hed dready in his
designs named Demonwing. He employed tanar'ri of dl types to help in the congtruction of the huge craft
to hold the correct enchantments, Reynisss plans tailed for the ship's hull to be made of stone rather than
wood. This strange stone would 4ill dlow the ship to float on the waves, but it would dso withstand she
journey between the planes.

"Sdls of flesh and a rudder of bone completed the gridy, fiendish Demonwing. When congtruction
was complete, Reyniss sent a mephit to relate the news to Demogorgon. When the demon prince heard
the news, he appeared dmost immediaidy in the shipyards, sanding before Reynisss cregtion. The
fiendish prince was wdl pleased. Reynissfdt sure that his reward would put him in a position to advance
inthe tanar'ri ranks, making him a ruler over many lesser fiends.

"Demogorgon instead made Reyniss a further offer. He told the shipwright he would grant him twice
the agreed-upon payment. Reyniss eyed the monstrous Demogorgon, with his two heads, tdl, narrow
reptilian body, and tentacles rather than arms, with suspicion ... as I'm sure you can understand.”

Vheod paused and looked & Orrag, who said nothing. "Reyniss” he continued, "heart full of
suspicion, asked Demogorgon what he would need to do to gain this double reward.

“Think of it as awager,” Demogorgon said with a voice like wet velvet.

'What sort of wager, oh prince? Reyniss asked. " 'Jugt this' Demogorgon replied. 'If you can use this
dhip to travd to the plane of ultimate chaos, Limbo, and back again in less than three days time, | shdl
grant you the increased reward.' " 'And if | cannot? Reyniss asked. - Then you get nothing, and | get the



ship." "Now Reyniss knew full well that he could get the ship to the chaotic morass of Limbo and back in
three days. The question was, did Demogorgon have some trick or treachery here? Did the fiendish
prince plan on sending minions out to attack Reyniss as he sailed to stop him on his journey? Why would
Demogorgon risk damaging or destroying the ship in that way? Surely he wouldn't do such athing.

"Perhaps,” Reyniss thought to himsdf, “Demogorgon merdy wanted Reyniss to show him he was
actudly getting dl he'd asked for.

"S0 Reyniss agreed. He gathered together a crew of tanar'ri and they left immediatdy. Reyniss set
sl for Limbo, seering the craft dong the River Styx and through the howling caverns of Pandemonium.
He made hisway across the Sea of Madness and through the Straits of Insanity, plunging headlong in the
miaama of churning matter and energy in the plane of Limbo. Gathering some of the chaos-stuff that fills
that plane as proof, he turned the craft around and sailed back toward the Abyss.

"Nothing attacked Demonwing. Demogorgon played no tricks and cast no betrayals. Reyniss
arived back in his own shipyards sooner than even he thought possible. His toothy tanar'ri smile was
amog as broad as his pride-filled chest.

"When Reyniss disembarked, Prince Demogorgon waited for him, stony-faced. Reyniss expected his
reward would come to him at any moment, and he leered at the Abyssal Lord in anticipation and greed.
*Y ou took me up on my wager,” Demogorgon said. 'Did you not expect treachery?

"Reyniss, hismind dill filled with the thoughts of hisriches, replied, 'Oh, | thought about it, but then |
redlized you would never endanger the ship you wanted so badly just to get out of your obligation. And |
was right!’

"Demogorgon spoke, hisvoice like iron againg tone, “Y ou were wrong. Oh, | took no action aganst
your journey-that is true enough-but the fact that you believed | might not shows your utter Supidity. | lad
thought to make you my persond lieutenant and chief builder, but anyone who so completdy falls to
romprehend the ways of the Abyss shouldn't be suffered to live. Of course | would have endangered the
shipif | thought it might keep me from paying. However, when you accepted the wager, | knew | didn't
have to." And with that, Demogorgon strangled the fiendish life out of Reyniss with his own tendrils of
rotting death.”

Orrag remained slent for a moment. Vheod watched him closdly, waiting for a reaction.

A amile came to the haf-orc's dark lips like a snake rearing up from its coils. "An excdlent tde, my
friend. Demogorgon! The Abyssl A magica ship!™ Orrag exclamed. "Excdlent.” He downed the rest of
hisdrink in asngle gulp.

"Wl then," Vheod said dowly, "I believe you agreed to ligen to what | had to say."

"Yes my friend," Orrag said, ydlow teeth showing. "What isthisdl about?"

"Hrg, | mud ask alittle more about you, Orrag. What is it that you do? | mug know if you are the
right man to whom to pose my questions.”

Orrag's face showed an evil pride. He leaned back away from the table and looked around the
tavern. The patrons were 4ill few in number, and no one paid them any atention. He swooped in close,
leaning across the table.

"Wdl," he began, "here in Tilverton, we have a group caled the Rogues. They operate out of the
ancent sewer sysem and take what they want from locas or travelers™

"Thieves" Vheod stated. "A quild,” sad Orrag. Vheod knew a litle something about guilds. His
thoughts raced back to his days among the Bloody Daggers.

"I, on the other hand,” Orrag continued, "run a amdl group of... busnessmen who live by thar wits
and procure what they require-while kegping out of the reach of the Rogues.”

Vheod was hardly surprised. Orrag ran agang of thieves that even the other locd thieves didn't care
for. How could Orrag hdp him? Why had Gyrison and Arach sent him here?

"So, Vheod, what am | supposed to do for you?' "Tm looking for someone” Vheod said quietly.
"Two people, actudly.”

"Why should | know anything about thet?' "Cdl it a hunch," Vheod said, sanding. "Wait here”
Vheod waked to the bar and asked for another de. While the sarving woman poured his drink into a
wooden flagon, he asked her quietly, "Tdl me what you can about Orrag.” He added a moment later an



unfamiliar, "Please.”

"A thief and amurderer,” she said quietly, looking over Vheod's shoulder a the haf-orc. "What dse
isthere to know?"

"l see," Vheod said. Those things held dready guessed. "What | mean is, is there anything else he's
known for?' "Anything dse?' she replied, shaking her head. "Not that | know of. Isn't that enough?'

"I'm not sure” Vheod said, laying down a few coins he received as change from his previous
purchase. Something about Orrag bothered him. The haf-orc was more than just a thief. He took the de
back to the table and st it down in front of Orrag.

"So who are you looking for?' Orrag asked with a furrowed brow narrowing his eyes.

"Like | sad: two people, a man and woman-they look amilar enough to be related, probably
ghlings" Orrag grunted and worked his jaw. "And do | know them or something?'

Vheod ran his fingers through hislong, snarled lair. "I think, somehow, you might." "Why?"

"Would you be someone people might come to, looking for information?"

"What sort of information?' Orrag grasped the flagon, but didn't drink.

The location of something, perhaps outside of own."

Orrag's dlence worried Vheod. The cambion considered a few spdls that might be appropriate
should as questions provoke an attack from Orrag. Vheod had seen better attempts at deception-he
was, dter dl, from the Abyss. He didn't have time to play Orrag's little games. He just needed the
information. Findly the half-orc spoke, obvioudy choosing his words carefully. "I have a contact or two
inthe wilderness . . . among those who dwel in caves rather than cities™

" think | understand,” Vheod said. "So has anyone come to you recently? A brother and sder,
perhaps?' "As a matter of fact, yes, sorytdler,” Orrag stated with a strange amile.

Vheod grasped a Orrag's words like a fdling man to a ledge. "And what did you tdl them? Where
did they go?'

"S0, you're interested too?" Orrag's amile broadened. "Thisis garting to make sense.”

"What? Do you need payment?' VVheod's words were quick and harsh.

"Oh, not from you. | like you. | think | understand you.”

Before Vheod could speak, Orrag continued. "I sent them to find the Crypt of Chareen. Do you
know about the crypt?' "Crypt?"

Crypt? Chareen was dead? Of course not. "Yes" Orrag said, with a serpentine amile widening his
fat cheeks. "These two younggters came to me looking for directions to the crypt of the ancient wizard
Chareen." Orrag seemed to watch Vheod very dosdy as he spoke the last words. "So what did you tdl
them?'

"l told you, I've got some contacts up in the mountains. | knew where they needed to go. | sent them
on their way."

"That was very kind of you," Vheod said, dill careful.

"They were sent to me by my friend, Ferd,” Orrag told hm with an exhdation that Vheod thought
was supposed to be alaugh. Vheod said nothing.

"Ferd sent them to me so thet | could, ah, procure some of their wedlth," Orrag said with a amile and
awave of his hand. "But?'

"But as it turns out, they sought information | had and they were willing to pay very wdl for it" He
tool a draught from the flagon

Vheod let im wipe away the de from his mouth before speaking again. "But if you were going to
them anyway, why did you care to give them the location?"

Orrag stared, caught in the obvious lie. "Cdl it a change of heart,” he sad after a moment Vheod
didn't have time to figure out Orrag's redl motivations.

"Then youll tdl me how to get there as wdl?'

"Cetanly,” Orrag said. He repeated the same indructions he'd given to Whitlock and Meann the
previous night.

Vheod listened carefully, committing the directions and each landmark to memory. He would need to
get a horse. Thistime he would pay for it.



"Heres a warning as well, soryteller,” Orrag added a the end. "There's a dangerous sorceress out
near there cdled the Ravenwitch. Be careful you don't run afoul of her."

"I'm not worried. | don't have time to be worried," Vheod said as he stood.

Orrag smirked but then asked, "So why are you o interested? Are you redly after those two, or isit
what they're looking for you're concerned with?'

Vheod dready started toward the door. He turned back to say, "If | find them quickly enough, |
won't need to worry about whet they're looking for.”

A worried look crossed Orrag's face, which in turn worried Vheod. Nether spoke. Vheod's hand
flexed, ready to go to his sword hilt. Orrag's hand did under the table.

Another moment passed.

Fndly, determined, Vheod turned and went for the door and exited into the dark, ill-used street.

Chapter Eight

After he made a more usable torch from some cloth wrapped around a smdl piece of wood,
Whitlock examined the area near the camp. He'd been able to determine thet there were at least a dozen
gnalls here, even though he'd only seen a few. Broken branches, trampled grass, and footprints scattered
about led him to the conclusion that these gnalls had taken the horses. Worst of dl, however, they had
taken Mdann. He had no ides, if she was dive or dead-only that she was gone and that they had carried
her away.

The gnallswould be difficuit to track, Whitlock figured, particularly in the darkness of the night. The
horses, however, might be easier to follow. Obvioudy the beasts weren't happily led away. Signs of
gruggle here and there provided a path of sorts for Whitlock to follow even in the darkness. He pushed
into the woods. The torch was in one hand and his sword in the other. His shidd rested on his back, but
hed Ieft the rest of their equipment back at the camp. There was no time to worry about that now.

Whitlock could think of nothing other than finding his Sster. She was out in the forest, helpless, in the
hands of mongters. It was hisfault-it had to be. It was his respongibility to watch over her.

Wet grass made for dippery foating as he ran through the darkness. Whitlock's eyes never stopped
scanning around him, looking for sgns of the horses' reluctant passage through the brush. His makeshift
torch began to die as he reached a narrow creek babbling againg rounded stones through the tumbled
terrain. He could hear insects chirping around the water but ill found no Sgn of his quarry.

Whitlock dlowed himsdf to think only that Mdann was dill dive. She obvioudy put up a sruggle.
The dying gnall he finished off lay in gridy testament to that. Yet there hadn't been enough blood to
suggest that they had killed her. He found no trace of her a dl but for the torn bit of cloth.

Whitlock followed the creek for a short distance, then splashed across it in his heavy leather boots.
His brand flared, then died. Whitlock glanced around, hoping his eyes would adjust to the absolute
darkness around him. The chill of the night bit into his wet legs, but he ignored the feding and walked
onward, into the pitch darkness.

Unsure how long held been searching, Whitlock heard low growls and snarls and a dight rustling
through the undergrowth. The noise seemed to come from one direction, then another. He tried franticaly
to follow the sound, but no matter which direction he started, it faded. Whitlock stood in the darkness,
aone and confused. He couldn't determine which way he heard what he thought to be the gndlls. He
waan't sure how to get back to his campste. His body ached from the blows hed taken, and he was
exhausted.

Like a granted wish, a cry cut through the night. A snarling bellow of pain rose up, passng through
the trees to Whitlock's eager ears. As the warrior followed the sound, more bestiad shouts joined the fird.
Whitlock himsdf yeled out, "Mdann!™

Thistime, an answer came.

"Whitlock?' Meann's voice came through the darkness. "Whitlock, I’'m here!”

"Mdann, I'm coming! Hang on!"

With renewed fervor, Whitlock charged up the darkened, forested hillsde away from the creek and



the previous path of his search. Mdann had to be at the top of this hill, as did a number of gnolls by the
sound of it. Branches and growth from the forest floor lurched a him as he ran through them, tearing a
his clothes and flesh. Leaves battered his face and eyes. He held his free am in front of his face as he
ran. He pushed himsdf through it dl, wishing for a path up the hill. Dark trees loomed a him from dl
sdes, thar branches waving a him, dawing like barely seen mongters. Still he drove himsdf onward. The
trees seemed to thin as he worked his way through them, but as the hill grew bald, the surface sprouted
rocks and bare stones that he would have to clamber over or move around, dowing him down even
more without light to help him.

But then, asif by an act of a god, light came. Ahead of him, higher on the hill, a brilliant display of
light appeared suddenly, shining down toward him. It cut through the night, digodling the dark and
dlowing Whitlock to see, at least a little. The sudden flare of illumination caught him off guard and ever
made him stumble, but he was gpparently not that only one, for with the light's flaring came more beasts
cries of surprise.

Guided by that beacon, he moved faster and more determined than ever.

Climbing over alarge, irregular boulder, he reached what seemed to be the top of the large, bad hill.
In nimbus of light without source, he saw a number of tall, massve shapes moving about a smdler one.

Mdann!

Screaming a hoarse, incoherent wall, Whitlock charged into the scene, his sword raised high above
his head. HE'd dung his shiddd over one shoulder by its strap, but now he brought it down to use in battle.
Mdann hdd asmdl, crude mace with a wooden haft and a lead-covered head. Her free arm hung limp
and bloody at her side. Near her, a least nine gnalls bared thair teeth and lunged a her with spears and
clubs and maces of their own. Whitlock noticed as he drew closer that three of the creatures didn't move
a dl-they seemed to be hdd utterly frozen in place. Further, one gnall hed no weapon but instead
clamped his hands over his eyes. That one stood within the center of the globe of light, and Whitlock
redlized that he'd been the focus of Mdann's spell, or rather his eyes had been.

As Whitlock approached, the remaining five gnalls turned toward him, as did his Sgter.

"Prase to the Great Mother!" Mdann said. Whitlock said nothing as he threw himsdf into battle.
Three of the musky gnolls met his charge and engaged him. Another continued his attack on Meann,
which she fended off with the mace. A fifth attempted in van to shake free his companions held
motionless by Mdann's priestly powers. The blinded gnall fdl to his knees and howled skyward like a
woalf. Long, houndish snouts snapped at Whitlock, and spears lanced in, seeking his blood. His shidd
turned away the firs few attacks long enough for him to bring his dready bloodied broadsword down on
the head of the foe to hisright. Asthe gnall fdll, he turned to see how Mdann fared.

Whitlock saw Médann pound her foe with the mace, but her well-placed blows only made the brute
cringe. It stabbed at her with its spear, forcing her to step back. Whitlock knew that if the gnall kept her
a adistance, the longer spear would aways win out againg the short mace. Two gnalls rushed him, and
Whitlock threw hisweight into a swinging blow with his sword that broke both spears as they jabbed at
him. He snarled with rage, shaking both his sword and shidd above his head. Whitlock stared into the
eyes of the pair of gnalls, baring his teeth, his eyes wild with rage.

With roars that sounded amogt like shrieks, the gnalls turned and fled. Whitlock ignored them and
stepped over the felled creature to get to Melann's side. Her foe, seeing him chase off the others, aso ran
into the darkness.

"Areyou dl right?' he asked, looking down & her bloody arm.

"l will be," she said in a hdf whisper, obvioudy exhausted. "1 was lucky in that | got the opportunity
to cdl on Chauntea. Her power dlowed me to hold a few and blind one. That gave metime to grab a
wesgpon and free mysf.”

"l feared you were . . ." Whitlock couldn't finish, perhaps because of her, but more likdy because of
himsdf. “I'mfine, redly,” she said more forcefully, more reassuringly. "I feared for you, too."

Whitlock turned, his sword held in front of him. His wounded shoulder could no longer support the
weight of the shidd on hisarm, so he let it drop. The light began to fade. The blinded creature ran down
the hill, its hands 4ill clutched over its megicaly bedazzled eyes. The gndl took the light with him as it



fled. The thought of giving chase burned it Whitlock's heart, but his body begged him not to go. Every
muscle screamed with exhaudtion.

He turned toward the unmoving gnalls, standing like statues in the quickly fading light. Each was
captured in a pose of savagery and fierce attack. He raised his sword, but Mdann put a hand on his
shoulder.

"No. Let'sjust go," she told him. "Let's just get out of here. We're dive and were free. They Ieft the
horses tied up a the bottom of the hill. | think they were trying to decide whether to use them or eat
them. | think that they were ddfinitdy planning on eating me. Luckily, they thought they'd hurt me more
then they actudly did. By the time they carried me here, | was able to cdl on Chauntea for aid. Praise
Our Mother."

Whitlock noticed for the first time that a thin trickle of dmost dried blood marked the sde of his
sger's face. They mugt have clubbed her in the camp and dragged her off, thinking she was dead or
dying. "All right," he said, dlasping his hand around hers. The light was completdy gone again. "Let's go."

The unmoving gnolls, with thelr outstretched claws and snarling mouths, remained like standing
stones a the top of the hill as Mdann and Whitlock made their way dowly down the dope. They found
their horses tied to atree just as Medann had said.

Whitlock didn't even try to lead the horses or Mdann back to ther origind camp. It would be
difficult to find it now, but in the morning they could retrace tharr steps and gather up the equipment and
food they'd Ieft behind.

The two pushed themsdves to move at least a mile away from the gnolls camp on the bad hill,
falowing the stream. At that point, Melann once again caled on Chaunteds granted magic and heded
her brother's wounded shoulder with a cool, soothing touch. He amiled in appreciation. When she
finished with Whitlock she mended her own injured arm with magic, then her head wound, which dill
bled dightly.

Now that his head had cleared dightly, Whitlock redized held left his shidd on the hill. "Damn,” he
sad softly. No way were they going back. Always keep your wits about you, his father used to tdl him.
Damn.

"The gnadlls had a smdl bag of green stones with them,” she told him, dill rubbing her aam. The
leather armor had been cut away by a gnall's weapon. "They seemed to redly vadue them. The one next
to the brute that carried me away from our camp kept checking the bag.”

"What were they, gems?* Whitlock asked, distracted with thoughts of what to do next.

"No, | don't think so, but I'm not sure whet they were."

"Wdl," he said after a moment, looking her in the eye, "I hope we never find out." Mdann smiled and
nodded.

Whitlock was more concerned with the practical matters at hand. 1t seemed that the gnalls would
return. It was only a hunch, but somehow he fdt they dill watched from the darkness surrounding them.
Behind every boulder or tree, in any hole or cranny, they might wait. They now knew he and Mdann
could defend themsdves, but did that mean they would only return next timein grester numbers?

Thefact that his shoulder now fdt both pleas antly warm and cool at the same time, rather than Hiff
with an aching pain, renewed Whitlock Something within him begged for deep, but he knew it would be
better if they put even more distance between them and the gnalls. Once Méann had exhausted her
power by heding the worst of her wounds, he put hisarm around her for support, and grabbed the reins
of both horses. He led dl of them even farther away into the night. Less than four hours before dawn,
they foundered into a dry gully near the stream. They lay down close to the horses, without a fire. Both
collgpsad into degp dmost immediatdy.

Chapter Nine

The horse was as swift as Vheod had hoped it would be. He sped through the wilderness and into
the mountains. The horse's hooves and Vheod's heartbeat were the only sounds ether heard for hours on
end. Vheod focused only on speed, and it seemed his mount took, this as a 9gn to do likewise. He



learned from his earlier experience with a horse that he should treat it wel if he was to expect it to do as
he wished. Here, unlike in the Abyss, it seemed that kindness could accomplish as much as crudty or
threats-perhaps more.

Hefollowed drag's directions carefully, riding into the mountains toward the end of the first day. Ever
with the steeper, rougher terrain, Vheod attempted to keep a steady, rapid pace. The horse didn't fight
him, and they made good time. The Thunder Peaks rose high and jagged into the blue sky thick with a
heat-born haze. Most of the time, no path offered itsdf to the rider and mount, and he charged headlong
into thick, green brush full of flowering plants that had just passed ther ful bloom. Discarded, wilted
petas scattered as they rode through the growth.

Asthe horse crested the top of atdl hill, Vheod brought it to a stop to giveit a short rest and survey
the landscape ahead of him. Orrag, it seemed o far, hadn't lied to him. Nevertheless, he couldn't help but
fed as though something was wrong. It seemed as though he was being led rather than following his own
path. Vheod spat on the ground and attempted to turn his attentions elsawhere.

The horse breathed heavily but aready seemed ready to continue. Vheod leaned forward and patted
hismount on its neck. The horse, it seemed, was strong as well as swift. Moreover, after only one day,
he and it had dready seemed to form a bond.

“I'll cdl you Stonesong,” Vheod whispered in its ear, "because you are both solid and graceful.” He
looked around at the wide open sky and the vast green and brown terrain gretching in dl directions.
"You do your world proud,” he added before sraightening again on Stonesong's back.

He inhded deeply of the warm, dry air and amiled. His eyes glistened in the sun.

Jug for a moment, Vheod considered that kegping Chareen from wresking havoc on this world
might be a good thing dl by itsdf, even if it didn't benefit him directly. What an odd thought. He tried to
think of something else.

That night Vheod camped in the moonlight, enjoying a gentle, cool night breeze that rid him of the
perspiration of the long day's ride in the summer heet. The truth was Vheod redlly hadn't noticed the heet
much. In the Abyss, conditions varied from intolerably hot to deadly cold, and thus he developed a far
bit of immunity to such variances. His tanar'ri heritage helped in that regard as wdl. Vheod's flesh was
thick and tough, resistant to things that would bother or even actudly harm a morta man.

Greater than human endurance had its limits however, and deep eventudly clamed Vheod. He
dreamed of shadowy, winged shapes, tumbling rocks, and storms underground. Even with his body on
this morta world, his mind dragged him back into the Abyss. Or was it some baeful future he saw in his
dream? His deep fitful, he awoke before the sun fully rose above the horizon.

Ancther day of hard riding took Vheod deeper into the Thunder Peaks. The terrain had grown
geadily rockier and rougher. Stonesong's path like-wise became gteadily more circuitous as Vheod was
forced to guide him around steep hills and jagged rocks. The cool breeze of the previous night had
become a hot wind blowing through the afternoon. Vheod ignored it, but his horse didn't. By late
afternoon., he could see that Stonesong probably couldn't take this speed in this heat for much longer.
Rether than run the horse to its death, he dowed down.

The dowing pace was a stroke of good luck in Vheod's search, for now he moved dowly enough to
grow more aware of his surroundings. A few hours before sunset, Vheod heard the sound of metd
agang metd. A moment later came acry of pan or rage. Battle!

Alerted and wary, Vheod followed the sounds. A narrow path led up a short but steep ridge, and he
passed through some legfy green trees and underbrush quickly but cautioudy.

Over a hundred yards ahead of him, Vheod saw what appeared to be a battle. Only after a moment
condderation could he determine that actudly large force was datacking a smdl one. Huge, hirsute
footmen surged around a pair of mounted combat ants, atempting to bring them down.

The mounted warriors were a man and a woman. Vheod drew forth his long sword and galoped
into the fray belowing out ti'teriinn akinni! atanar'ri battle-cry meaning "blood of my enemies, seek my
blade.”

Some of the hairy brutes were clad in leather armor: some wore the hides of creatures Vheod
couldn't begin to guess at. Many wielded long spears, but a Sgnificant number brandished large, heavy



weapons like morning stars, flals axes, and gargantuan blades. He knew these creatures were gnalls,
bestid humanoids familiar to him because some of them served-even worshiped-tanar'ri masters.

As Vheod crossed the distance he saw the two humans at the center of the melee-amogt certainly
the pair hed come looking for. Each had the dark hair and high cheekbones of the people hed seen in
Arach and Gyrison's pool. The woman swung a mace, warding away attackers hoping to dismount her
with their long wesapons. The man wore chain mail and hacked &t his foes with a broadsword in one hand
and aflal that appeared to have come from one of his assallants in the other. Both fought well, the man
particularly impressvein his ill.

Vheod dowed his horse. It occurred to him that if the gnolls dew this pair, his troubles might indeed
be over. If they were to free Char€en, their deaths would insure Vheod's victory. Weatching the brutes
tear into the two mounted figures caused the hair on VVheod's neck to bristle. His hands flexed around the
hilt of his blade. No. He couldn't. Vheod spurred the horse into the battle.

The atacking creatures noticed Vheod's charge when he was hdfway to them. The gnalls were at
least two dozen in number. Most of the terrifying swvarm were unable to get a their prey-only so many
could reach the two defenders a once. Many of them turned, attempting to set themselves for Vheod's
charge, but they weren't quick enough.

Vheod crashed into them, his horse knocking two over before he could even reach an opponent with
his blade. Vheod's sword bit into one that had fdlen, forcing km to reach down farther than he would
have liked. He wasn't accustomed to fighting on horseback. Spears lashed and stabbed at him, but his
breastplate served him well, turning away those points he couldn't dodge.

Though Vheod could spare little time to notice, the woman used the distraction he caused to take the
time to cast a spel. A large hammer of magicd energy appeared near her, wielded by no hand. This
shimmering blue weapon lashed out into the crowd of humanoids, sriking even as she defended hersdlf
with her own weapon. She shouted something, but the only word he redly beard held no meaning for
him.

"Chauntea!”

Inspired by her actions, Vheod uttered the words of a spel of his own. He learned this minor spell
from a spellbook held stolen from afoul and disgusting human wizard who lived among the tanar'ri for a
time in the city of Broken Reach. With a gesture, a handful of knives-created from a reddish, magicd
light-flew from his hand and unerringly struck a pair of the bestid foes as they approached. Both gnalls
fdl under the sorcerous ondaught, not to rise again.

Even as he cast his spdll, a tarific blow struck him from behind, and Vheod found himsdf hurtling
toward the ground. He managed to rall as he landed, to soften the impact. The uncoordinated attack of
the gndlls even dlowed him time to get to his knees before any of the creatures could react. They
charged a him, but his blade stabbed into one advancing gnall's heart before the creature could ever
awing its wegpon. He fended away two other gnalls spear jabs before a particularly large specimen
circded behind his horse hefting a large axe-mace.

Siill on his knees, he could no longer see the pair he'd charged into the fight to aid over the heads of
the gndlls that surrounded him. The large gnall obvioudy wanted to fight him, but Vheod had other plans.
He reached out with his free Ieft hand and grabbed one of the nearby gnolls spear. As he hoped, the
creature ding to its weapon with dl its might. Rather than attempt to disarm it, Vheod used the leverage
to gan his feet, then flung the gnall with dl his might toward the large oncoming foe. As they crashed
together, roaring in protest, Vheod parried away two other attacks and dived between the dow-moving,
hyena-faced humanoids to reach the pair defending themsdlvesin the middle of the fray.

Already, dead or injured gnalls piled around their rearing horses, fdled by the warrior's blows or the
woman's spells. Vheod diced into a gnall from behind as he charged toward them.

"I mugt talk to you," Vheod shouted earnestly up at tie two of them.

The chainmail-clad man ignored him, too preoccuped with at least four foes dl around him to notice,
The woman only stared at him increduloudly-asif he were a madman.

"Tdk?" She shouted. Her assailants drew her atention away from him so she couldn't finish whatever



she was going to say.

Vheod ran between them, usng them and the fact ha the gnalls were focusng on them to gan
himsdf free moment. He cdled forth a power he used very infrequently, one that drew on the dark,
fiendish portion of his soul. As he fdt the chill energy run from the pit of his somach to his hands, he
dashed out and lad his hand on the shoulder of the nearest gnall. The creature howled as if struck and
ran off, out of the baitle and toward the nearby hills

Vheod touched another, then another, each suddenly gripped by terror with his merest touch. They
fled the battle in terror, asif the cambion's touch cdled up their greatest and mogt horrific fear. After the
fird three or four so affected, some of those gnalls not touched by Vheod's terrifying power retreated of
their own free will, seeing ther fellows running from what appeared to be something more dreadful than
they wanted to face. Soon the pair on horseback smply watched as one by one their foes retreated into
the wilderness.

The gnalls eventudly dl fled, but not before more than ten of them lay scattered about, dead or
dying. The man's leg bled from a terrible wound. As Vheod looked around for surviving gnalls, he saw
that his horse lay on the ground, a spear protruding from its side.

Putting the horse out of his mind, Vheod turned his atention to the two humans. This was a moment
hed both been looking forward to and yet dreaded. What were the right words to say? Vheod
wondered if these two knew what they were doing, and if o, if held done the right thing in hdping them
agang the gnalls.

Thewoman stared at him. "Thank . . . thank you,” she said, dlearly out of breath.

"What's going on?' Vheod asked. "Why were the gnalls attacking you?' He wiped the blood away
from his sword.

"There seem to be a lot of them around here" the warrior said, pained, though it was no answer to
Vheod's question. Besides his chan mall, the human wore smple clothes covered with the dust of
extengve travels. His face was covered in a dark beard and mustache, and his dark hair was short.

They came out of nowhere" the woman answered. "That's the second time we're been attacked.
Judt last night they cameinto our camp. They're everywhere around here. Weve heard they're gathering
for some reason.”

Vheod found the young woman compdling. Her long dark hair was touded from the battle, and even
though her clothes and cloak were covered in dirt and blood, her eyes were soft and gentle. She guided
her horse nearer her companion and bent over in her saddle to look a his wound. He motioned her
avay.
"Weve got to get moving,” the man told her. "They might return at any moment.” He spoke through
gritted teeth and swalowed heavily. His face was clenched in obvious pain, but the woman left him aone.

She turned to VVheod, who was preparing to see to his horse. Stonesong shook his head, whinnying
in snort bursts. The horse's body twitched and convulsed, his iff legs now and again flaling againgt
nathing. Vheod amost couldn't bring himsdf to look at the animd. | brought you to this, he thought, and |
am sorry.

As eager as he was to speak with these others, he couldn't focus on anything until he did dl thet he
could for Stonesong. It appeared that dl he could do vas end the animd's misery. The mercy of death
was t concept that came eadly to him. In his lifetime held been many who were in such pain tha degath
brought only rdief. Stonesong wasin as much pan as anything held seen in the Abyss. The 9ght seemed
paticularly offensve here away from the helish Lower Planes.

"You served me only a short time, but you did so admirably.”

Vheod cut the horse's throat. It was a swift, dean gesture. Stonesong's panful sounds ended
immediately.

The woman seemed compelled to stay until the deed was done. Arms folded in front of her, she kept
glent on her own horse while Vheod did what he fet he had to do. When held wiped Stonesong's blood
from his blade he turned and looked at her. She returned the long look, gazing right into his eyes, but ill
sad nothing. Somehow, Vheod could sense her concern and compassion. It seemed remarkable to him
that someone-a stranger-might care that much about him or his mournt.



Vheod tried to amile but only managed a nod in her direction. She amiled back.

"Thank you," he whispered.

"My brother is eager to go," she said softly, "and he won't dlow me to tend to his wound until we
leave the area. Will you come with us?'

Vheod nodded. She helped him onto the back of her own horse.

Whitlock found a amdl copse of trees for them to rest in, wel out of Sght of the surrounding area.
The three dismounted, and Mdann immediatdly made Whitlock st down so she could treat his wound.
Whitlock, bardly able to stand, found it easy to oblige.

"Look, now that we're safdly away, I’ ve got to speak with you,” the stranger said.

Whitlock gritted his teeth through the pain as Mdann lifted the lower portion of his hauberk and
pulled the blood-stained cloth away from hisleg. "Who are you?' she asked the stranger as she worked.

"My nameis Vheod Runechild,” he replied.

"l an Mdann Brandish, and thisismy brother Whitlock."

"What are you doing out here?' Whitlock asked through teeth clenched in pain. "Looking for you,"
Vheod stated.

"What?" Whitlock started in surprise, then again in pain as his movements put his leg in a bad
position. "What do you mean?' Mdann asked Vheod, turning away from Whitlock for the momert.

"I came here looking for you, to warn you that you are about to do something . . . terrible” Vheod
stood over the two of them, afew steps away.

"What thing?' Whitlock asked, his voice rasing in volume, his brow furrowed. "What are you taking
about? How do you know anything about us?'

"You intend to free the tanar’ri Chareen from his prison.” Vheod said.

"What?' Whitlock said. "What are you taking about?'

"Jud as I've said you're about to release a terrible evil into the world.”

"No, we're not,” Whitlock said quickly. "Our business is our own. Besides, isn't tanar'ri just another
word for demon? If anyone's going to have anything to do with a demon, it's probably you. You look like
you're probably a demon yoursdf. Come to think of it, what did you do back there to frighten dl the
gnallsaway?' Whitlock grimaced from the pain.

"Jug a moment,” Mdann implored, and cdled on Chauntea to grant her the dbility to hed her
brother's wound. When she was finished, she urged Whitlock to lean back and rest easy for a moment.
"I'll talk to him," she whispered to her brother.

Whitlock grimaced. He was worried that the gnolls might come back. In fact, he redly didn't
understand why they ran away in the firg place. The twosome-or rather, the threesome-had dan a far
number, but the gnalls had seemed certain of victory. Somehow, the dark-skinned stranger forced them
to flee. The thought didn't comfort Whitlock, it fuded his suspicions.

Médann got up and moved to Vheod, mationing with her hand that they should wak a few steps
away. "Please, dr-" she began. "Vheod," he corrected. Whitlock strained to hear them as he lay on the
ground and watched. He could fed the divine energy knitting his wounds together, but he ignored it in
favor of the conversation being held.

"All right,”" she said with a gentle amile, "V heod, could you please tdl me what dl thisis about?’

"I’'ve told you what | know-what you need to know." Vheod shook his head. "Are you or are you
not going to free Chareen?”

"Free hm?' Mdann asked, her face showing confusion. "He's dead.”

Vheod paused. He cocked his head and stared into the sky through narrow eyes. Whitlock studied
this strange man. His breastplate was forged from some black metd covered in bizarre barbs and spikes.
It was like nothing held ever seen before. The stranger had surprisngly long, reddish hair and a dark,
weathered look to his skin. His features were gaunt and pointed-his appearance didn't suggest the kind of
warrior Whitlock had seen in the fight earlier. Something about him, Whitlock thought, made him appear
different-almost detached from the world around him.

Vheod sad, "When | spoke to Orrag-" "Oh, you know that misbegotten haf-orc?' Whitlock cdled
out from behind them. "Wall, that a least explains something." It confirmed his suspicions that Vheod



wasn't to be trusted after dl.

Vheod turned to look at Whitlock and said, "I spoke to him briefly while | was looking for you. He
indicated you might think Chare'enis a long dead wizard. | can tdl you you're wrong about that. | don't
know why you bdlieve it, but you're wrong. He's an imprisoned tanar'ri, and if you go to where he waits
youll risk freeing him."

"How did you know to look for us!” Mdann asked. Vheod turned back to her. "I spoke to these
two men-priests, | believe. They showed me your image in a magicd pool and reveded to me tha you
were going to free Charéen.”

"Vheod," she asked him, "where are you from? Do you have something to do with the dves?' She
glanced a Whitlock with a look that was supposed to carry with it some meaning-Whitlock was sure of
that, but he didn't know what he was supposed to gan from it. The pain kept him from being adle to
concentrate.

Vheod paused, his eyes widening dightly, asif he was caught in a trap. "I'm not an df.”

"But that's not what | asked,” she said gently. "I come from another plane, if you must know." Vheod
sad aullenly. "'l came here seeking my heritage-my family-and instead | met a pair of priests who warned
me that the two of you are going to do something awful. I've searched for you ever Snce”

"You're acambion, aren't you?' Mdann asked, teking a step backward.

Vheod stared at her flatly. Before he could answer, Whitlock asked from behind them, "What's a
cambion?'

Vheod looked a Meann. "Yes" he said. "Does it make a difference?’

"Shouldnt it?" She shook her head, mouth dightly open.

"What's a cambion?' Whitlock demanded, standing up. The wound was amos entirdly hedled by the
spdl, and he fdt much stronger.

"My father was a tanar'ri, but my mother was a human-from this world. Don't judge me by that,
though. I am my own man."

All three stood in sllence, a gentle breeze blowing through the trees, providing rdief to an otherwise
sweltering day. A few insects flew around their faces, Mdann brushing away the buzzing from her ear.
She turned to Whitlock.

"He helped us fight off the gnolls He might have saved our lives We owe him our thanks and
respect for that." She knew just what to say to him. Those were words she knew he would take to heart,
and she was right. Whitlock couldn't argue with that.

"Wadl, | suppose that's true enough,” he said to Vheod. "We thank you for that, ar.”

Vheod looked back and forth between the two of them, hislong hair tossed about in the breeze. He
seemed confused.

Melann's church spoke of tanar'ri distantly-as only something to be feared and destroyed. That had
been easy enough for Whitlock to accept. Until this moment, Whitlock hadn't even been certain they
were real. Demons were just Something that didn't come up in everyday life. Now one stood before him.
and he owed the demon a debt. Whitlock ill didn't understand why Vheod sought them and what it was
he was trying to accomplish. It might be best, Whitlock thought, to never find out.

"We mugt be on our way," Whitlock said. "Wait," Vheod implored. "Haven't you been ligening to
anything I've said? Charelen isa balor! If you go to him youll loose a terrible evil into this world.”

"Hra of dl,” Whitlock said, "there's dready evil in this world-plenty of it. Second, Charé€en's not a
demon, he's along-dead wizard. And third, why, by the name of dl that's holy, should we lisen to you?
Jugt because you helped us againg those gnolls? Now were supposed to believe everything you say?
Does everyone in the world think I'm a complete idiot? Ill have no more of this Mdann, come, we're
leaving." "Wait," Vheod said again.

A long slence passed as the sblings both looked at the mysterious newcomer. Vheod stood very
dill, his arms hanging down at his sides. Mdann seemed uncomfortable and shifted her weight from one
foot to the other. Whitlock glanced between the two of them, wanting nothing more than to leave. Damn
the debt. "If what you are saying istrue," Mdann said, "then our family isdoomed . . . and so are we."

Now it was Vheod's turn to be confused. He looked deeply into Meann's brown eyes and saw



sincerity and sadness. Her long, dark hair had fdlen out of the tie that had held it behind her head, and
now it cascaded around her smooth, dightly sunburned face. As tears welled in her eyes, Vheod took a
step forward and placed his hand on her arm.

"Perhaps you could tdl me what it is you're doing here, and why you seek Char€en,” he sad,
atempting to keep hisvoice a agentle levd.

"Our family, long ago, had a curse placed on it. We don't know dl the details, but we've been told it
happened in the days of Chareen, a powerful wizard. In his tomb we beieve well find a magicd daff
that can remove the curse from our family." Mdann wiped her eyes before continuing. "It's most
important that we find the tomb now. Both our parents have fdlen ill-struck down by the curse.”

"l see" Vheod replied, dready deep in thought and filled with doubts.

His own moatives seemed shdlow and sfish now. If Mdann and Whitlock were correct, it would be
wrong to stop them. But no, he knew Chareen was his greatgrandfather, a tanar'ri baor, not some
morta sorcerer. Vheod had been tdling them about the great wrong that would be inflicted on the world
if Chareeen were freed-now he was beginning to redize how true his words were. He wondered if it was
his respongihility to make sure that the balor stayed imprisoned. He wondered too at the circumstances in
which the baor was imprisoned. Was there any truth & dl about this magicd saff? Mdann certainly
seemed to honedtly believein the curse.

The fact that Mdann didn't immediatdy assume he \vas lying or even attack him on learning of his
true nature gave Vheod hope that perhaps he could convince her he was right. She obvioudy was
reasonable. Her brother, on the other hand, appeared otherwise.

"Look, Mdann," Whitlock said to his sister, "theré's no need to tdll this. . . man about our busness.”
He turned to Vheod- "As| said before, thanks for your hdp, and thank you for your warning. Now we
must be going.”

"l can't let you do that."

"You can't let us?" Whitlock spat. "Are you going to attack us? Come on, demon-I'll have at you."
Whitlock drew his broadsword.

Vheod's hand flexed, seeking the hilt of his own blade. He stopped. Instead, he amply hdd his
ground. "'l would not fight you, sSr. | don't seek further bloodshed. I've dready seen a surprisng amount
of that on such a beautiful, peaceful-seeming world."

"You must be from somewhere ese" Whitlock’s leered, his sword dill pointed a Vheod. "Beautiful,
Perhaps, but peaceful ? Experience has taught me something ese.”

Vheod said nothing.

"You wont stop us from doing what we're set out to do,” Whitlock continued. "Wdl do what we
think is test.

Mdann spoke up. "You mug understand, Vheod. We can't possbly turn back after dl we've been
through." She raised her hands in an emphatic gesture. "We can't just give up on the only hope we lave
for our family-not just on the words of a Granger. | mean, no offense but . . . I'm sure you understand.”

The worst part of it for Vheod was that he did understand. He would do the same thing in ther
place. He couldn't possibly expect them to Smply do is he said when so much was at stake for them. Yet
we was certain that if left done, they would take actions that would spell disaster for both hm and
them-and probably the whole world. He certainly had no desire to see Mdann hurt, especialy when he
would do something to stop it. He didn't even wish ill an hot-tempered, untrusing Whitlock. In reversed
positions, Vheod would probably react much as the human warrior did.

"Wdl, perhaps we can reach a compromise. What if | accompany you to Chareen's crypt? Then we
can see which one of usis correct.” And, he thought to himsdlf, | can make sure that if I'm right, Charelen
is not freed-no matter what. The red question burning in Vheod's heart was whether or not he himsdf
could be trusted going to Charelen.

" don't likethis" Whitlock said quietly to his sster, though VVheod could hear him.

Before Mdann could answer, Vheod said to Whitlock, "Isn't this the best way to keep an eye on
me? If I'm trying to do something wrong, would | not be better within sword's reach? The best way to



watch your enemies is to keep them close enough to kill, the saying goes. It's a saying where | come
from, in any event. Besides, those gnallswill probably come back--just as you said.”

Perhaps, Vheod thought, it would be good that Whitlock and Meann watched him very closdy.
Whitlock may very wel be right not to trust him. He looked, amog reflexivey, for the Tant. It resided
on his forearm, as though it wanted him to see it. The tattoo had taken on the form of a laughing, leering
face.

Whitlock didn't say anything. Instead he folded his arms in front of him defiantly.

Médann approached Vheod, extending her hand. "We would appreciate your company, Vheod
Runechild."

Chapter Ten

"So, are you awizard?’

"Me?' Mdann asked in surprise.

The summer sun would soon set, and the shadows Around them grew long. The looming shadows of
the mountains dready swathed much of the surrounding areain a blanket of darkness. She looked down
to Vheod, who had asked the question, and apparently had asked it with sincerity. His eyes told her that
he indeed sought an answer. Vheod walked aongsde their horses while she and her brother rode.
Mdann was amazed tha he could keep up the face over the hours of the journey. A full day had passed
gnce ther paths joined, and he never once showed sgns of tiring-though he dept the night before like any
morta man.

Whitlock never ceased his congtant vigil, convinced the gnalls would attack again. His caution
probably dowed ther pace alittle, but no one commented on it.

"In the battle with the gnalls”” Vheod said, "you cast a pell that struck down a number of them.”

Mdann laughed for a moment, more out of the joy of actudly laughing than the humor of what
Vheod redly said. He didn't seem to take offense a her laughing at him-ingtead, it seemed to bring a
amile to his own face. She was fascinated with hislong hair and dark, rough skin-but mostly she enjoyed
looking into his face. She saw a sort of nobility in his eyes. She believed that a tanar'ri, raised in the
Abyss no less, trying to overcome its inherent evil was perhaps the noblest thing sheld ever heard of.

“I'm not a wizard, but a Watchful Sigter of the Earth. A follower and servant of Chauntea, Our
Mother," she said with agmile

Vheod looked puzzled. "Our Mother?"

"Yes. Chauntea nurtures and provides for our world. She loves and cares for dl growing things” It
fdt strange to be talking about her faith with a tanar'ri-or hdf tanar'ri, anyway. According to dl shed ever
read or been taught about creatures such as he, Vheod was an abomination. Of course, she redly hadn't
read that much. Demonology was hardly a requirement for a priest of Chauntea. Sheld heard a few
dtories about creatures summoned by wizards or great mongrosities thet walked the land in earlier, more
arcane ages, but she honestly never thought she might ever, or could ever, smply tak with one.

"| see. There are few priests where | come from, and they dl worship, wdl . . . things better left
unworshiped and names better left unspoken. | am more familiar with wizardry than priesicraft. Forgive
me"

Medann kept her amile. "You don't need to be sorry.”

What mud it have been like to have lived in- wel, wherever he came from? A place of evil and
darkness, cartainly, but now he was here, and held seen beauty and freedom. Could anyone in the world
appreciate the Mother of All's goodness and bounty more than he?

Mdann turned away from him, looking at the green, ralling hillsthat led up in every direction to high,
rocky peaks. Birds sang in the trees that dotted the hills, and the nurturing sun blazed down in dl it's
dory, asif to spread its energy on the world for orc last moment as it prepared to rest for the night. It
was S0 easy to trugt utterly in the goodness and night of Chauntea gazing on such a scene. It was easy to
See that she guided dl things with her divine hinds

But what if Vheod was right? What if Mdann and Whitlock couldn't find the cure for the wasting



disease that drained away ther parents lives? Worse yet, what if in so trying they freed some horrible
evil? Surdy Chauntea wouldn't leed her down such a path. Mdann decided tha Vheod mug be
mistaken. He must.

"What'sit like to believe in something so wholeheartedly?' Vheod asked her, saring sraight ahead is
he walked, "How can you trust in what you believe? And if the god you serve is truly worthy of service,
how can you know tha you are worthy to serve?' Vheod looked up a her. "I'm sorry. | have no
business asking such-"

"No, that's quite dl right." Mdann swalowed. How did this man+if man he was-see her so dearly?
His questions cut right to the heart of what troubled her, and why she was plagued with self-doubt.

"Proof that Our Mother is worthy of worship is dl around you. Didn't you say yesterday that you
found our world beautiful? That's the work of Chauntea” She forced hersdf to amile, hoping it would
cover for the fact that she Ieft his last question unanswered. Vheod just nodded, and didn't press any
further. Whitlock remained closed mouthed. He obvioudy didn't trust Vheod. His every mannerism made
this dlear to Mdann, and maybe to Vheod. Mdann wasn't so certain. She wasn't willing to dismiss
Vheod as quickly as her brother had. The df spirit in the Vde of Lost Voices had spoken Vheod's name.
That had to mean something.

When darkness overcame the vae through which they traveled, the three of them stopped to deep
for the night. Vheod helped Whitlock gather wood for a fire. Neither of them spoke, but both kept a
sharp eye out for more gnolls

Mdann had gathered some wild berries when they stopped earlier that day for a short rest. When
they returned, she offered these to both men to supplement their rations. As he was the previous night,
Vheod was grateful thet they shared ther food with him, for he had brought nothing to eat himsdf.
Fortunatdly, his inhuman nature usudly alowed him to go for long periods without needing to est.
Usudly, Vheod didn't think of food until the pangs of hunger alowed him to think of nothing else.

He happily accepted the berries, as wdl as leftover meat from some game birds Whitlock had killed
the previous morning. While they ate, Whitlock muttered quietly about needing to hunt again the next day.
Vheod planned to hep him but kept quiet for now.

Removing his breastplate, Vheod stretched out near the fire. The heat didn't bother him. Night birds,
insects, and the crackling fire made the only noise for quite some time. To Vheod it seemed there were a
great many hirdsin the area, but he redized it was probably normd and thought nothing more of it. Like
the previous night, the three of them didn't redly know what to say to each other. Unlike the last night,
however, they weren't so exhausted that they collgpsed into dmost immediate deep. Mdann findly broke
the Slence.

"Do you know anything about these green stones?' She hed up a smdl glassy stone sheld pulled
from her pouch, ralling it between her thumb and forefinger. It was lustrous and sparkled in the firdight,
Vheod reached toward her with his hand open. She cropped the stone into his pdm, and he fdt the
stone's smooth surface between hisfingers

He shook his head and said, "No, I've no idea. Does t have meaning?'

“I'm beginning to think so," she told him. "I took his from one of the gnalls that attacked us the firgt
time. | noticed the second group also had some of them. They're collecting them, | think. The stones have
meaning to the gnalls. It's a piece of the puzzleisto why they're gathering, | think."

Vheod nodded and looked again at the stone. "Do you think," he asked her dowly, "it has anything
to do with us, or with Charéen?’

“I'm not sure, but | have afeding it does.” Vheod just nodded again. He kept the stone. Mdann did
not object. In fact, she changed the subject entirdy. "Vheod, if you don't fed I'm prying too much, could
you tdl us a little more about yoursdlf? | mean, we're traveling together, and yet | ill fed asif | hardly
know anything about you."

Vheod should have been prepared for this, he redized, but he wasn't. Surdy these two, particularly
Meann, wouldn't want to hear about the horrors of the Abyss. Whitlock would probably trust him less
than he dready did. Meann, on the other hand, seemed sincerely friendly and wecoming, though Vheod
found that hard to bdieve. Why should one such as she be so accepting of one such as him?



Perhaps she didn't truly understand what he was. All the more reason not to tdl them.

Vheod swalowed hisfood and lied, "Theres redly very little to tdl.”

"Oh, | find that remarkably hard to believe" she replied. Her eyes widened. "I mean, you don't even
come from this world. That done isthe mogt incredible thing I've ever heard.”

"Wdl, as | sad yesterday, my family-my mothers side-came from thisworld. | understand they were
gredt sorcerers.”

"Thet figures™ Whitlock added with his mouth full.

Medann shot a glare a him but quickly looked back to Vheod. If that was meant to be an inault,
Vheod didn't understand it, so he chose to ignore it. Vheod put his food down, no longer in a mood to
edat. "I, unfortunately, never knew my mother. She died when | was born. I've been told that's typica
when humans give birth to nonhuman offspring. | dso never knew my father. Mot likdly, he doesn't even
know | exig. Born in the bowels of the Abyss, | was raised by creatures some cdl du-fiends. They're
sort of hdf humen like me. Anyway, there were three of them, and they took me after my mother died,
deciding to care for me so that | would grow and serve them as a protector. Unfortunately, they died
long before | was old enough to protect them. That's the way of thingsin the Abyss.

"l grew up on the streets of a dity cdled Broken Reach. | met many . . . unique individuds there."
Vheod chortled humorlesdy. "It's more cosmopolitan than you might think. Creatures from hundreds of
worlds and planes waked those streets. That's where | first heard of Toril. In Broken Reach | learned to
be athief first, awarrior second, and awizard lagt. Each type of skill was hdpful inmy surviva. You see,
they don't care for my kind in the Abyss. | was looked down on because | was a hdf-breed.”

"l imagine they didn' like the other differences you displayed as wdl," Mdann said. "What do you
mean?' Vheod asked. "The tanar'ri,” she answered, matter-of-factly. "They're completdy evil. They
embody dl that is chaos and evil in the multiverse. Y ou're not like that, right? | don't know if most tanar'ri
have the free will to choose to be what they are, but you're different in at least thet one way."

Vheod thought for a moment. Tanar'ri livein dark, tortuous places and think only of death and rage.
Lifein thisworld was more than that.

"I hated them," he answered findly - "I hated what they did to me, and | hated to think of mysdf as
one of them. | never redly gave it much more thought than thet. | rarely had time to think about whether
what | was doing was evil or not."

Before he could stop to think, he found himsdf continuing on. "Don't get me wrong. In the Abyss |
learned to gted, to kill, and to do as | wanted. | worked as a professona assassin.”" Vheod sghed
deeply and looked at the ground. "Just before | left | was hired by a tanar'ri named Nethess to kill a man,
and | found | couldn't do it. I'd killed tanar'ri before-and other mongtrous things-but 1 couldn't kill this
mortad man. Something stayed my hand. I'm redly not sure what it was. For my troubles, | was hounded
until | fled. I wound up here."

He looked at Meann with a darting glance. Vheod redized held said much more than held intended
to say, and with much more emation. He breathed heavily and drew his knees up to his chest. He wished
hedill had hisarmor on. He looked away.

"What a sad, sad tde" Mdann whispered. "So you redly are what you say you are." Whitlock said.
It was a statement rather than a question.

"Why would | lie about thet?* Vheod retorted, alittle more edge to his voice than he wished.

Whitlock just nodded and gave him a stern smile-or perhaps it was a grimace, Vheod couldn't tell. A
few more moments of dlence passed. Whitlock finished eating. Mdann had finished a few minutes
before. He took to gethering the remaining food and utensils and packed them into the saddle bags that
lay by his bedrall.

"What does your tattoo mean?' Mdann asked Vheod quietly.

Again, Vheod's mind redled. His eyes grew wide-Lords of the Abyss The Taint! Who knows what
shapes it had taken, or where it had placed itsdf, meking his companions beieve him to be even more
drange. He glanced down a his arms, but it wasn't there.

"The tattoo-on your chest, just below your neck,” Mdann nodded in his direction. The red tattoo. |
never noticed it before, | suppose because of your armor.” She chewed her lower lip and looked into his



face.

Reflexivdy, he looked down, but he could just bardly see it. Fortunatdly, it looked rather innocuous.
Indigtinct, actudly. He relaxed alittle "That's not redly a tattoo. More a birthmark."

"Oh, I'm sorry. It just seemed 0 ... | don't know. It just seemed more purposeful than a birthmark. |
thought perhaps it had some meaning. Please accept my gpologies. | didn't mean to be rude”

Vheod just shrugged. Now, he redlized, he was going to have to worry about whet the Taint was
doing during the entire time he spent with Mdann and Whitlock.

"It's getting late," Whitlock interjected. He'd finished packing and prepared his bedroll.

Vheod appreciated the change in subject and was more than happy to lay back away from the fire
and the light and stop feding as if he was on trid. After his experience in the village so soon after his
arivd, he never knew how the people of this world would react to him or his past, and he was dready
tired of thinking about it.

Morning came and with it a summer sorm. Not like the dangerous storm of a few days before, but
rather a cool raingorm with little wind and only a smaitering of thunder. The noise echoed through the
mountains in ways Whitlock had never heard before, living in the rdaively open Daes dl his life He
liked it.

Theran redly wasn't so bad. Whitlock appreciated the break from the heat, and he liked how the
ran dways made Mdann so happy. He supposed it was the nurturing nature of the rain and the moigture
that it brought to the growing things she loved so much. Anyway, he liked the shine on her cheeks when
she amiled in the rain. It made him happy.

While he packed their already soggy things onto the horses, Whitlock noted that the rain would
probably make for poor hunting. Most animas would find some sort of shelter. He would have to wait to
et the group some food. That thought made V heod's next comment so strange.

"What sort of bird is that?' the cambion asked. Whitlock looked around, not for the bird, but for
Meann, assuming she would answer his question.

Médann, however, was a few feet away, tending to her own horse. Whitlock sghed and looked to
where the haf-breed pointed. Sure enough, a large raven, black as night, sat in a tree not far away and
watched them.

"That's a raven,” he said dismissvely. Before Whitlock could turn away Vheod asked, "Is it an evil
bird?'

"Bvil?" Whitlock replied. "No. It's a bird. | suppose some people think they're a bad omen or
something siniger like that, but it's just a bird.”

"Sniger. An appropriate word. | don't like that bird."

Vheod was strange, to say the least. "L ook, this isnt Hel, or wherever you're from. Thisis ... the
world. Here, animas can be just animas Y ou don't have to distrust everything.”

"Did my brother just say those words?' Mdann asked, approaching the two with a playful smile.

"I came from the Abyss, not Hdl," Vheod said softly but succinctly. "There's an important difference
but I shouldn't expect you to understand that.”

Whitlock turned. After dl the liberties Whitlock had given this stranger, he wouldn't be spoken to
like that. "Ligen, you-"

"Wait. What's dl this about?' Mdann asked, step ping between them.

"Oh, he saw a bird and it spooked him," Whitlock said dismissvely.

Both he and Vheod turned toward where the raven had perched, with Mdann fallowing their gaze,
but it had gone.

"It's not even there anymore. Happy now?' Whitlock turned to finish his preparations. When he
turned back again he saw the reassuring amile that Mdann gave to Vheod. He did not like it.

Once they were back on the move, the rain diminished, and by mid-morning had stopped atogether.
The trees dripped with a gligening shine, and the grass they passed over was dick, dowing them alittle.
The day remained cloudy and dark.

"According to Orrag's indructions” Vheod said, “we should probably arive a the Ste tomorrow.”

"Late tomorrow, perhaps,” Whitlock added, looking at the mountains and comparing landmearks with



the half-orc's directions. "Assuming he told us the truth in the firg place.”

They'd been moving a a dangeroudy dow pace compared to the earlier portions of their journey.
That was to be expected, but the threet of the gnolls made the dow pace dl the more nerve-racking.

"That's my brother for you,” Mdann said. She turned to Vheod. "Always the suspicious one.”

Vheod didn't respond. Whitlock and Mdann dismounted, and they prepared to rest for a while,
usng the opportunity of a nearby stream to water the horses.

Vheod turned with a start.

"What is it?" Mdann hissed, turning in the direction Vheod was looking. Whitlock's hand was
dready on the hilt of his sword.

"Inthe trees, to theright,” Vheod said, pointing. At fird Whitlock relaxed a little, thinking Vheod had
Seen another bird, but no, something passed between two trees-something humanoid. It was running
away.

"A gnall,” Vheod said.

Whitlock legped back into the saddle and pulled hard at the reins. His boots dug deeply into his
steed's Sides as he urged it to speed. Crossing the open space, he raced into the trees where the gnall
was quickly loping away. Whitlock drew his sword with a 9ngle smooth stroke. The gnall was probably
ascout, going to warn alarger group of their postion.

He couldn't let it get away.

The gndl ran, and ran quickly, but Whitlock saw an opening in the trees large enough to ride
through, and he guided his mount into it.

Obvioudy sensing it was hopeless to attempt to outrun the horse, the gnoll wheded and pulled a a
spiked dub that dangled from its belt. Grasping the dub in both its clawed handsiit planted itsdf, ready to
attack as Whitlock approached.

So Whitlock did what the gnall was not expecting. Pulling hisleft foot up onto the saddle, he pushed
off and leaped to the right, toward the surprised gnall. He crashed into it with great force, knocking the
gnall off its feet. The flat of Whitlock's sword smashed into the creature's snout, and blood spattered
over both of them as they rolled together. Whitlock used the gnall's large, shaggy form to absorb the
impact of hislesp.

When they stopped ralling, the stunned gnall lay on the ground under Whitlock and againg a tree.
The warrior placed his blade across the creature's neck, but it was dill too dazed to even notice,
Whitlock glanced up and saw that his horse had stopped about ten yards away and was drding back out
of the trees. He dso heard footsteps coming up behind him-Vheod and Meann caught up.

"Mdann," Whitlock said, "remember when that dwarves came to Archendae and they couldn't
speak our language? That old priest-Thontoman, | think his name was-cast a sd| that dlowed him to
speak with them. Can you do that?"

Méann was breething heavily as she ran up.

"No.” she replied. "That's not a power at my command.”

"I can speak to it," Vheod said. Whitlock noticed that the half-demon wasn't breathing heavily at dl.
Both Mdann and Vheod approached and stood over Whitlock and his prisoner. "Assuming he can
speak to anyone."

Whitlock dapped the gnall's bloody snout a few times-not hard, but enough so it would notice,
"Wake up," he spat.

The gnall began to shake its head. Its eyes focused, and the warrior made sure it saw his blade
before he put it back at its neck. "Dont try anything, mongter.”

Vheod concentrated for a moment, then bent over the cresture to touch it.

"Do not attempt to flee, or you will die" Vheod said, in the common tongue.

The gnall grunted and growled. "What are you doing here?' Vheod asked. The gnall bared its teeth,
and Whitlock could see its black gums. While it smdled of musk and feces, its breath was much worse,
ginking of rancid meet. "Tdl us or you will die" Vheod's voice took on a cold qudity that sent a chill
down Whitlock's back.

The gnal dlently moved its head back and forth for a moment, then made noises like barking and



grunting.

"He can understand what you're saying?' Mdann asked from behind both Vheod and Whitlock.
"You sound as though you're spesking normdlly.”

Vheod didnt tun his gaze from the captive. "He can not understand the actua words | spesak,
exactly, but | can make him understand what | mean- and | can understand what he means.”

She paused to consider this, and Vheod resumed the interrogation. "Why were you here? Were you
looking for us?'

The gnall responded with afew short grunts, then a string of unintdligible growls.

"It says" Vheod sad, 4ill focused on the gnall, "that it wasn't here looking for us, but something
de"

"They were expecting someone dse dong this path?' Whitlock asked.

"No, something, it said,” Vheod reached into his pocket, and pulled forth the amdl green stone.

"Isthiswhat you were looking for?' Vheod asked. Though he couldn't understand the gnoll's crude
speech, Whitlock could tdl by the sudden look of recognition inits eyes thet the answer was yes.

"What are they? What are they for?' Vheod asked sernly, dill holding up the green stone that
gligened, like the wet leaves around them.

The creature spoke again, and Vheod trandated, "It says they must gather these logt stones to bring
to thar master."

"Who in the Nine Hellsis their master?’ Whitlock demanded.

Vheod gave Whitlock a questioning look, but they asked the gndll and got a reply. "It says its master
is The who has cdled to its people.” The who will soon awaken from a long deep.’ It doesn't have a
name for this master.”

"That's why there're so many gnallsin the area” Mdann interjected. "Someone has been cdling then
here"

"Chareen,” Vheod dated flatly. "Isthat what the creature said?' Mdann asked. "No, not by name”
Vheod shook his head. "Look," Whitlock said, "we can tak about thet later. Are there more questions
we need to ask thisthing?"

Vheod proceeded to ask if there were more gnalls nearby, but the creature replied that most of the
gnallsin this area were killed or chased off by something it didn't know or understand.

“That sounds bad,” Whitlock said. He cleared his throat, not wanting Meann to hear the worry in his
voice.

"Perhaps it means the crypt,” Mdann said suddenly "Perhaps something about the crypt of Chareen
frightened the gnalls away. If we head toward it, we won't have to worry about them while we're there.”

"Perhaps" Whitlock said dowly, "but that doesn't mean we don't have to be worried about whatever
itisthey're arad of." "True" she agreed.

Vheod sghed audibly. "I doubt there's anything more we can get from this creature.” "Now what?"
Meann asked.

Vheod turned to her, his brows furrowed in confuson. "What do you mean?"

"I mean, what do we do with our . . . prisoner?' She looked to Whitlock, who ill watched over the
gnal.

Whitlock raised his sword suddenly and brought the pomme down on its head. With a heavy thud,
the creature's face fdl to one side, and its eyes closed. Whitlock stood, brushed himsdf off, and waked
to where the gnall's wegpon had dropped.

Picking up the club, he said "By the time the creature wakes up well be long gone and won't have to
worry about any othersit might talk to."

Médann sghed, turned and walked back to her horse. Whitlock heard her mutter a prayer to
Chauntea under her breath, imploring her to guide them dong the right path.

Whitlock lingered back to wak aongside Vheod for a moment. He recognized Vheod's surprise at
their comparative leniency toward the gnall, and knew what V heod would have done.

He whispered tersely to Vheod., "We don't kill prisoners here, demon,” then sped past him, going to
gather his own horse.



Chapter Eleven

Thetravelers sad little after their encounter and "conversation” with the gnall. That night the ground
was dill wet from the morning rains, so they made their camp in the driest area they could find. The top
of alarge hill provided a amdl, flat area suitable for the three of them and the two horses. Ther packs
offered little to eat, but none of them redly seemed to care. Clouds obscured the moon and stars more
then the mountains ever could, conjuring an utterly black night. Thelr fire provided the only light, and they
kept it very amdl so as not to draw too much attention.

Asthey prepared to deep, Whitlock took Mdann aside to spesk with her. They stood in the edges
of shadow and light, their faces masked in darkness but ther eyes sparkling from the campfire.

"I've been thinking," he began in hushed tones, "about our new traveling companion.”

Médann said nothing.

"What if this is dl some sort of elaborate ruse? What if he's working with the gnalls for some
purpose? His sudden appearance seemed awfully convenient, as did his supposed trandation of what the
gnall was saying. How do we know if it redly said those things?'

" don't bedieve dl that," Mdann told him, “not for a moment. Why go to dl that trouble?!

"To keep us away from the Crypt of Charelen, for some reason,” Whitlock whispered intently.

"Why not just kill us, if that was his intent? He's obvioudy powerful enough.” She shook her head,
then continued, "I just can't believe Vheod is somehow leading us into a trap or lying to us. Chauntea
would never guide us into such a Stuation, and | dill beieve Chauntea is guiding us. She has to be-how
else could everything that's happened be explained?' Whitlock just stared a her, working his jaw, his
gaze dropping to the ground.

"I hope Vheod is wrong about the nature of Charéen,” Mdann said, "but that doesn't mean he's
going to betray us. What it comes down to is that | beieve in Vheod's sncerity. | envy the strength he
mud have to struggle againgt his nature and win. | can hardly imagine whet it mugt be like to be in conflict
with your own soul, or at least a part of it! Everyone's tempted by evil-that's a part of what evil it is, after
dl-but his temptations must be unimaginable. Y ou might think that makes it easy to expect the worst of
Vheod, but | can only see it as a chdlenge worthy of the noblest of souls. Such a soul mugt beong to
Vheod."

"l said, you've got a point.”

"Wha?' Mdann was shocked out of her speech by her brother. He must have spoken while she was
rambling on. "Oh, sorry."

" don't know why he wouldn't just try to kill us"? Whitlock whispered, "so wel assume you're right
for now, but | assure you, I'm going to be watching him. If he's plotting againg us, I'll know.”

Meann sghed in exasperation, frudtration, and fear.

In the morning, Vheod awoke from a night of fitful dreams. He'd dreamed of running about in a maze
of underground tunnes. No matter where he went there seemed to be no way out. He fdt as though the
tunnds were leading him ever onward, toward some dark fate he could see coming but could not avoid.

The sun had dready risen, but gill cowered behind the mountains, giving the sky a light purple glow.
The clouds ill loomed above and gave no hint of parting that day. The ar was moist but pleasantly
fragrant in a way that might take him many years to truly become accustomed to. He was willing to try,
he thought with a amile.

Medann was awake, not very far away, searching through some bushes for berries or other edible
plants for breakfast. Vheod wasn't hungry, but thought to offer to provide some game for a med. He
stood, preparing himsdf for a short hunt. Mdann turned at the sound of hisrisng.

"Good morning,” she said, amiling. She hed asmdl handful of red berries.

Inthe Abyss, plant life is twisted and evil-viper trees, clawgrass, and the blood-drinking thorns that
Vheod remembered so wdl. Here it was pure. Vheod admired Mdann's dedication to nurturing growing
things It seemed like a worthwhile purpose in life. "Good morming,” he returned, a litle avkwardly.
Vheod gathered some of his things together. "Perhaps | can add to what you have gathered there. Surely



there's some amdl animd or bird around here that-"

"No, I'll go." The voice came from behind Vheod. It was Whitlock. Vheod turned to see hm dready
teking up a amdl crossbow held not seen the warrior use before. Whitlock scowled a Vheod and
turned, waking out of the camp. Vheod watched him go but said nothing.

Meann waked over to Vheod, offering hm some berries. "He . . ." Mdann began to explain, but
never finished. Vheod nodded sernly.

“l know he doesn't trust me. | cannot blame him for thet."

Médann smiled, Hill holding up the berries. "Weve had this conversation before,” she said.

"Yes" Vheod said, taking a berry in hislong fingers and popping it into his mouth.

Meann lad the berries on a cloth on the ground and searched through their packs, probably looking
for any remaning bread or cheese. Vheod wished agan tha hed thought to bring dong his own
supplies-not for himsdf, but to offer to Mdann and Whitlock.

Vheod looked a Mdann, and watched her prepare the food. He turned to look in the direction
Whitlock’s had gone, and findly back to Mdann.

"Not having grown up with sblings or a family of any kind," Vheod said, "I can only guess at the
relaionship you and Whitlock share. You mugt care about each other very much.” He turned away,
suddenly no longer able to look directly at Mdann.

"I've never redly worked with anyone or been cared for by anyone” he continued. "I've never
encountered anyone worth caring about.”

Vheod lowered his voice to dmost a whisper.' "Mdann, | want you to know | am sorry about your
parents. Even though | don't believe any good can come from vigting the place where Charéen rests, |
do hope you and your brother can find another means with which to lift the curse on your family.”

"Thank you, Vheod," she replied, looking up a him only for a moment. She added, "We're not ready
to give up.”

"l know, and | even understand. That's why I'm going with you. | want to make sure that when you
discover that-as | believe-you've made an error, | can be of some hep in ensuring nothing goes wrong,
and Char€enisnot freed."

Can a man trugt his own fedings, Vheod thought, particularly a man whose soul is hdf demon?
Vheod wondered how a cambion could ever truly know which hdf of him was guiding his actions. The
fact that Char€en was his great-grandfather, and the fact that the Taint seemed to be leading hm dong
his current path, worried him. He couldn't share that worry with Mdann, though-not yet.

Méann didn't say anything, nor had she gpparently found any more food in her pack. She put the
pack down with asgh, and the sound was accompanied by a far-off cry of surprise and pain.

"Whitlock!" She turned toward the sound. Vheod heard the ydl and what seemed like the sound of a
sword being drawn. He ran off toward the noise, followed quickly by Mdann.

Wet grass under Vheod's feet made footing dippery as he loped down the hillsde on which they had
camped. He kept his sword sheathed in order to have both hands free to steady himsdf as he ran. He
heard a resonant, high-pitched screech he couldn't identify. At the bottom of the hill, a number of pine
trees grew, ther spread branches forming a thick, dark green wall. Vheod plunged into the trees. The
needles scratched againgt him as he ran but didn't cut his lesthery skin. The earth underneath his feet was
covered with athick carpet of brown needles and old pine cones, but the thick trees had never dlowed
grass or underbrush to grow. The ground under the needles was soft and moist and gave with each of
Vheod's heavy, booted steps. He paused for jus a moment to look behind hm Vheod couldnt see
Medann through the trees, but he thought he heard her approach. Another high-pitched screech made him
turn back the way he was headed.

Vheod heard another hill cry, but thistime it came from behind him. He stopped and turned yet
agan. He heard Mdann cry out, "Vheod!"

He ran back. Meann lay on the ground at the edge of the trees. Her shoulder was bare, and crimson
gashes gushed blood. Next to her stood a black bird at least five feet tal, with its outstretched wings
measuring fifteen feet or more. The dashes mug have come from this creature's talons, and it wasn't done
with her yet. The gigantic raven raised itsdf over Melann, ready to strike her with its huge, black beak.



As he charged, Vheod yeled to draw its attention. The ploy worked, and the monster looked up.
Vheod's | blade sang as he did it from its scabbard. The raven slently stared with shining eyes as black
as ail. As Vheod burg from the trees, he saw that the sky was black with ravens. Most of them were
gndler than the creature that stood over Mdann.

He dso saw tha Mdann was far from helpless She cast a spell-more of a beseeching prayer-as he
ran to her prone form. She waved her amdl holy symbol above her head, toward the sky.

A surge of energy washed over Vheod. Cool and warm at the same time, this pleasant power flowed
through him, making his muscles rdlax and obey hid with precision. His heart beat strong and steady it his
chest, and dl manner of fatigue fled. When the energy reached within him, he fdt it wrap around his soul
and gently caress it, as though he was baeing strengthened and supported in the beattle he was about to
fight. He redlized this was afeding he'd never fdt before.

Vheod had been blessed.

A ginging sensation stabbed into hisright leg. It fdt like a dozen needles poking into hisflesh a rapid
intervals. He had no idea what it was, and when he looked down he saw nothing. He had to ignore it. He
turned his attention back to the giant bird.

Meann was trying to scramble away from the distracted raven. It kept its wide eyes on Vheod and
opened its beak, producing the high screech that VVheod had heard earlier. He leaped at the creature with
his sword, and as he did, hdf a dozen of the more norma-szed ravens swooped down a him from
above. The large bird pulled its head back, dodging Vheod's blow while its smdler brethren dived at him.
Ther beaks and claws struck like tiny, flying daggers, cutting into his flesh in many places a once.

The large raven, its wings dill outstretched, thrust itsdf besk-first at Vheod. He redized just in time
that the amdl birds only meant to distract him, and he siwung his sword like a powerful club, batting away
the sharp beak in a dumsy parry. Meanwhile, a least two of the amdl ravens landed on Vheod's
shoulder and back and tore at his flesh with greater ferocity, ther beeting wings bettering him into
digtraction. The movement dl around disoriented him, but he planted his feet firmly on the ground and
steadied his gaze on the red threst.

He lashed at the giant raven with his sword, but it quickly dodged the swings, usng its wings to leap
up into the air afew feet with asingle beat. It stabbed at VVheod with its savage beak and even attempted
to jump on him, tearing downward with its large talons.

Vheod lunged firg to one side, then ancther to avoid its attacks.

A flash of light behind Vheod startled some of the attacking birds, driving them away. Mdann had
cast another spell. He was glad for the help, and grateful to see she was dill dl right. In fact, he was
surprised at just how important her safety was becoming to him. Still, one amdl raven ripped into the
flesh on his shoulder, with repeated drike after vicious strike. Clenched in ferocity, Vheod's free hand
lashed upward and grabbed the bird. With alook of hatred and anger in his eyes, in an indant he crushed
the bird in his hand, squeezing the life from its soft flesh and brittle bones. The thought came from deep
within him to thrust the raven up to hismouth and tear its head off with his teeth, but just a that moment
he glanced to one Sde to see the shock and revulson or Mdann's face. He looked away immediatdy
and threw the dead bird to the ground. What was wrong? What did she see? No!

He redlized that she saw him for what he was- of what a part of him was. The look in her eyes made
hm redlize it was something he no longer wanted to be. Unfortunatdly, the whole event distracted him-
just as the amdl ravens had intended. The large bird's beak tore into Vheod's am and amost knocked
hm off hisfeet. He dashed at it with his sword drive it back, and it fluttered into the ar and down again a
few yards away.

Vheod looked up and saw dill more amdl ravens descending to attack. He knew he had to finish the
baitle quickly. Swinging his sword wildly to ward off any smdler birds around him, he lunged at the giant
raven with renewed vigor. He focused on the blessing bestowed on him by Mdann and mentdly thrust
this power into his arms. With a sngle mighty blow, he chopped the monster's head from its body. The
dark, bloody messfdl to the wet ground in a heap, huge black feathers cascading down from the sky.

Before Vheod could even catch his breath, Mdann shouted, "Weve got to get to Whitlock!"

She ran into the trees, disgppearing as if she had submerged hersdf in dark green water. Vheod



dived into the trees behind her, the needles of the pines tearing into the smdl wounds that covered his
body. Thistime he couldn't ignore the scratches, but he forced himsdf onward regardless.

Vheod ran, folowing Meann as she darted between trees. She moved fast, and he pushed himsdf to
keep up. Despite her wound, her concern for her brother must have pushed her onward. Vheod, it
seemed, was even more hurt than she he kept her within Sght, however. Too focused and wounded to
say anything, he ran behind her. That done kept him too busy to even think.

As quickly asthey had passed into the thick expanse of trees a the bottom of the hill, they suddenly
passed out of it as the land rose up to another crest. Coming out of the trees was like passing through a
wal from one world to the next. As before, the sky was filled with ravens. On the ground, a giant raven's
body lay sprawled, with feathers scattered everywhere. A crossbow bolt rose up out of its breast. That
and anumber of bloody sword cuts indicated that Whitlock mogt likdy had dain it, yet the warrior was
nowhere around.

A screech tore through the sky above them. Both Vheod and Meann looked upward as one, and to
their horror they saw Whitlock's body held suspended in a giant raven's claws. Whitlock lay limp, his
sword and crossbow fdlen from his dangling arms.

"No!" Mdann cried in terror. Vheod kept a cool head. A keen mind is worth far more than a sword,
hed been taught. Sheething his sword, he drew power from within him, caling on his inhuman essence.
Usang that power, Vheod rose off the ground, upward into the cloudy, ravenfilled sky. He positioned
himsdf so he would intercept the mongtrous raven that carried Whitlock away. It seemed to be arding
around to the west, which gave Vheod the opportunity to rise up ahead and undernegth it.

Like black shadows, two more giant ravens swooped out of the sky toward him. Vheod cdled on a
spdl, reciting the incantation quickly and flawvlesdy. His outstretched hand launched red daggers of
enchanted energy. The magicd darts flew uneringly toward one of the monstrous ravens, driking its
wings. The huge bird shrieked and plummeted to the ground. Still, the other soared closer. Vheod rose
as fadt as his tanar'ri levitation would dlow, reaching upward to grab Whitlock out of the claws of his
captor. The gpproaching raven spread his talons, ready to rake Vheod.

Before it could reach him, something streaked by the raven's wing, forcing it to veer to one side.
Vheod looked down and saw Medann, surrounded by normd-sized ravens, holding Whitlock's
crossbow. As he neared the steadily rigng raven, Vheod flung his body toward it. His gragping hands
found Whitlock's foot as the raven flew over. It wasn't the hold that he wanted, but he hung on with dl his
might.

The raven squawked in protest as Vheod's weight added to its load. The cambion knew he could
use the magicd lift to suspend him even as the raven dragged him dong, but he wanted to force it down.
The giant raven descended, shaking Whitlock and thus Vheod. Still Vheod dung to the warrior's foot. It
worried Vheod that he saw no reaction from Whitlock at dl this transpired. He looked to his face to see
if he was breathing but couldntt tell.

Like a ran of knives, a torrent of ravens dived into Vheod, stabbing and tearing with beaks and
clawsrigng hisfree am, he beeat a the ravens to make them go away. As soon as he forced one away,
however, another grabbed his flesh with tiny talons and began attacking with its beak. As one raked his
face, hisvison was filled with flapping black feathers. He wanted to reach up and grab Whitlock with his
free and, but he had to useit to protect his own face and eyes from the relentless attack.

Suddenly, he fdt a raven land on his am. He reach it to grab a it but missed. As he dung to
Whitlock's boot, the amdl raven tore into the flesh of his hand hen each individud finger. He clenched his
fingers tighter and tighter, but they became dippery with hisown blood. The giant raven carrying the two
of them dropped lower and lower down into the trees. Still Vheod dung to Whitlock.

With a sudden jerk, the raven shook Whitlock and wrenched his boot free of his foot. Vheod
suddenly bund himsdf covered in ravens holding nothing but boot. As the giant raven rose once agan up
into the sky, Vheod dropped. He franticdly focused on his Dower to levitate, but it wasn't enough to
completely compensate for the momentum that carried him into the tree tops. Branches and needles tore
a his Bounded, bloody flesh, and the ravens loosed him and flew away.

Vheod findly used his supernaturd power to catch himsdf and dow his descent, snking down from



the tree tops. The ability granted him mogly verticd movement, and certainly not the speed needed to
catch the huge raven now. He hit the ground and crumpled, dosing his eyes. His wounds quickly dragged
him toward unconsciousness.

Before the darkness could completdly dam him, Vheod fdt a something warmth flow through his
body. He fdt the pan from some of the larger wounds fade, while the sing of the smdler wounds
disappeared completely. Despite a longing to enjoy this pleasure fully, leting him fdl into a peaceful
deep, he forced his eyes open. Mdann kneded over him, Whitlock's sword and crossbow a her feet.
Sweat and blood covered her body and stained her hair. It appeared the ravens had been as savage to
her as they'd been to Vheod.

"Come, Vheod," she pleaded. "We can take the horses. We can fallow the raven. It's got to land
somewhere.”

She was right. He rose, saying, "You should hedl yoursaf fird. You can't makeit too far like that.”

She nodded quickly and recited her pleato Chauntea. Her eyes contained an intengty Vheod hadn't
seen in her before now. He watched as her own gashes and bleeding cuts disappeared, her heding magic
seding the wounds asif they'd never existed at dl.

"You saw him," she said. Vheod wondered if she blamed him for his failure to bring Whitlock down.
Hed been so close. . . .

"He was dill dive, wasn't he?' she asked as she stood and grabbed her brother's wegpons.

"Yes" Vheod lied. "I saw him bregthing." He handed Whitlock's boot to her-held held on to it the
whole time.

She forced a weak gmile and took it. "We've got to get going, then. It flew to the west."

The two of them ran back through the pine copse once again. They crossed though the wooded vae.
Nether spoke.

Crossing through the trees, they ascended the hill and reached their camp. Mdann stored Vheod's
sword and crosshow on her horse and quickly threw their packs over the steed's back. Vheod helped
load Whitlock's horse.

Medann paused only long enough to ask Vheod one plaintive question: "What's going on?'

"Orrag spoke of someone cdled the Ravenwitch. He said | should beware her. This cant be a
coincidence" She only nodded and went back to her work. A tear-probably more from exasperation
than anything-flowed down her cheek. Something ingde Vheod grew tight at the sight of it.

When they were finished loading the horses, Vheod dimbed into the saddle of Whitlock's mount. It
snorted and stomped as if it sensed something wrong. It took Vheod a moment to redize that what it
sensed was him. The creatures of this world would never let him forget how different he was. He jerked
hard on the reins with a grimace crossing his face. His might brought the horse under control, but he kept
the grimace. Mdann looked away from this scene and mounted her mare. The two of them beckoned the
animasto speed.

They headed west, looking upward for the raven. The sky was il filled with birds, but the digbolica
cregtures no longer paid them any attention. As they flew to the west as one, they made it easy for
Vheod and Mdann to follow.

The saddle chafed a awound on his leg that Mdann's heding hadn't coped with-Vheod's body dill
sported a number of smal scrapes and scratches, in fact. He looked down to his thigh and saw thet his
leggings were ripped open. He did remember a pan there early on inthe fight. He saw that the Tant had
been dashed by araven's beak. The pain he remembered, however, came before ravens swooped down
on him, Vheod thought, and it had been more of a prickling than the sharper pain he now fdt from the
wound.

Chapter Twelve

Medann hoped that keeping up with the ravens would be easier, but even with their swift, wdl rested
horses she and Vheod fdl behind. The birds didn't need to worry about the physicd landscape, while
Mdann and Vheod were forced to guide ther mounts around trees and rocks and ride up and down



steep dopes. The ravens flew draight and swiftly together like a flight of arrows launched from powerful
bows.

Meann thought about Vheod's words. She didn' like the sound of someone who cdled hersdf the
Ravenwitch. What could this witch possibly want with Whitlock? Was it something specid about him, or
was he jugt a random vicim of some horrible desire? Had they fdlen into someoné's trap, or was
Whitlock Smply in the wrong place at the wrong time?

She glanced @ Vheod and saw the grim determination in his set jaw. Mdann was glad not to be
done. If Vheod hadn't been with her, she was sure the ravens wouldve carried her off as wdl. His
presence comforted her, though she was dill just alittle afraid of him as well.

The savage fury that Vheod displayed reminded her that he was, in part, a demon. When she saw
him fighting with the ravens, for a short while it seemed he took on a completely different countenance.
He'd seemed a different person-if a person at dl. She didn't like thinking these thoughts, but they came to
her unhidden. A part of Vheod was, and probably aways would be, a monger.

The glimpse of the savage Vheod sheld seen seemed the exception, not the rule. If she could keep
him from getting into Smilar Stuations, perhaps she could help him resigt hisevil nature. Of course, having
him ride with her to encounter the ravens again-and perhaps thair mysterious mistress-probably wasn't a
good dtart. She vowed to hersdf to do whatever she could to hep him fight to be the man he wanted
himsdf to be. Perhaps that was part of the reason the Mother of All had brought them together.

Or perhaps Chauntea knew Mdann would need Vheod's hep to rescue Whitlock. She shuddered
agan a the thought of riding into unknown danger like this aone. Surdy Chauntea was guiding her and
taking care of her.

They followed the ravens, pushing ther horses as much as they dared. The sky remained mosily
overcadt, and the air was cooler than it had been. Whitlock and his captor were out of sght, but Mdann
and Vheod moved fast enough to see the cloud of smdler ravens moving steedily westward. Once or
twice they lost Sght of the birds but saw them again once they crested the next hill.

They entered a wide vdley filled with trees and lush greenery. Mdann assumed tha a river most
likdy flowed through the area, fostering and nurturing dl the plant life Once again, they lost Sght of the
ravens. The canopy of trees was thick, cagting shadows over large areas, but letting in just enough light in
others to produce a thick undergrowth of grasses, bushes, and dimbing vines. The ar was dill.

Wordlesdy exchanging glances of indecision, the two dowed a little and rode westward through the
woods. As they rode, Meann wondered if they'd logt the ravens for good. Perhaps the birds led them
into this wooded area for just that reason. They'd seemed rather intdligent, a least in their dbility to
coordinate ther actions. Mdann wondered if she and Vheod had been drawn into a trap-a fae as
horrible as that which befdl Whitlock. Meann steded hersdf againg her fear, but she remained wary.

Blood coated the blade of his sword. Vheod looked around and discovered he had no idea where
he was, or how hed gotten there. He stood on a smooth wooden floor, thin wisps of gray-blue mig
coiled around his feet and partidly obscured the floor, but he could see and fed enough to know it was
made of wood. Rounded wooden walls rose to either sde, each dmost close enough to touch.
Smatterings of black moss grew on the wood, dinging like perspiration. The ar was cold, but damp. He
held a torch in his left hand, which had been burning for some time, it appeared. He didnt remember
lighting it. Thelight reveded that, forward and back, this passage of wood extended into darkness.

Where was he? What had happened? He saw tha the blood on the blade was mixed with some
ydlowish substance he couldnt identify. He was wounded, and while he remembered a number of
scratches from the battle that morning-he assumed it was that morning-he seemed to have afew new cuts
and something that looked like a bite on his leg. The Taint had moved to the back of his hand, and
seemed no worse for the fact that it had been cut by a raven's beak earlier in the day.

Mdann was nowhere to be seen. Vheod stood in a dark corridor that seemed to have been
hollowed out of wood. He looked down the corridor and listened closely. He heard nothing ahead- He
checked behind him, and this time he heard movement in the distance, impossble to identify.

Vheod decided to move back that way. Before he did, however, he whispered an intense, "Mdann!"



He repeated it afew more times. No response came. Nothing changed.

He waked down the wooden passage. The torchlight reveded no sgns of boards or even todl
marks on the wood. In fact, if anything, it seemed that he walked through a hollowed out log rather than a
building made of boards. The curve to the walls and floor gave the impression that he moved through a
naturd passage or tube that extended through atree, if such athing was possible.

The passage took Vheod afew paces then reached a staircase leeding down. The steps were of the
same smooth wood as the wals and floor, but no tool had crafted these regular, perfect Sairs. Some sort
of sorcery must be involved here-wherever here was.

Vheod looked behind him, again hoping to see Mdann. How could they have been separated? He
looked down a the torch he didn't remember lighting, and the sword he didn't remember drawing.
Blood.

Lords of the Abyss, not. The very thought that he might, have harmed Mdann churned his sscomach.
How could he have done such athing and not redized it? He looked at the Taint. Was it possible, he
wondered in horror, that somehow something else had taken control of hm? Worse yet, he considered
that it might not be something else a al-perhaps the tanar'ri Sde of his nature had forced him to do things
he now no longer remembered.

He couldn't remember ever logng time like this before, but maybe his dark, fiendish sde did this to
him from time to time. Perhaps he wasn't asin control of hislife as he thought.

Vheod ran down the dtairs, this time shouting, "Mdann!" He so wanted redlity to prove his fears
wrong. "Mdann!" he cried out again as he reached the bottom of the winding gtairs. Already he grew
disoriented in this strange enclosed environment. Migt dill swirled around every footstep he took. The
bottommost step led him into a rounded chamber, the torchlight illuminating most of it. Vheod saw no
furnishings, but there was ill some sgn that an inteligence had designed the chamber and lived within it.
He now understood the movement held heard.

Ravens flitted about the room, roogting on a high shef dong the opposite sde from the gairs held
just descended. Their droppings stained the floor and gave the room an acrid amdll. Black rose-covered
vines ran up dong some of the walls, entwining around the ravens roost and down again. The ravens
stopped when he entered, watching him with their black, soulless eyes. Emationlesdy they stared, as if
waiting to see what he might do or say.

Vheod did and said nothing. He stared back in confuson. Ravens. He must have somehow arrived
here while fallowing the ravens that had taken Whitlock. The last thing he remembered was riding through
avdley thick with trees, Mdann at his Sde. Sheld appeared so frightened. He'd wanted to comfort her,
but things like that didnt come eesly to him. He had no experience with such displays of emotion or
caing.

"Mdamn!" he cdled again.

At the sound of his shout, some of the ravens nervoudy flapped their wings, and two or three even
flitted to a higher perch on the shdf. A few cawed.

Vheod looked around him quickly. He stepped into the room. The chamber's only other exit was
another curving staircase, leading down even further-Keeping a cautious eye on the ravens, Vheod went
to the other staircase and went down. The ravens did nothing, though they watched his every move,

The dairs led Vheod down into yet another room that seemed identicd to the fird, induding the
dimbing rose vines, though there was no roost filled with ravens. Instead, a wooden table and four smple
goals filled most of the room. Vheod looked at the furniture and saw thet it wasn't furniture at dl. The
gtools and even the table grew up out of the floor, from the same smooth, uncut wood that made the rest
of this place. Obvioudy, some sort of plant-affecting sorcery was a work here, though even that didn't
explan where he was.

A few bird droppings scattered about the floor, just enough to indicate that the ravens-or some of
the ravens-came down here occasondly, but this wasn't their main roost. The mist was even thinner here,
and rose vines crawled dl about the walls and on the table. Vheod didn't see any of the black maoss here,
or even in the room above, like held seen in the corridor where it had seemed he firg arrived.

Ancther stairway descended farther, and Vheod Ieft this room and the sounds of ravens behind. This



darway led down into slence but not darkness. Vheod saw that he no longer needed the torch he
carried, for the room below was illuminated by a glowing sphere of soft, blue light. The sphere floated in
the middle of the room, which seemed about the same Sze as the two above it, and round like those as
wdl. These rooms seemed grown rather than built. As before, the room was dl wood-amogt. In this
chamber, unlike those above, the wood on the floor parted, leaving patches of exposed, wet soil.
Ancther staircase descended farther on the opposite Sde of the chamber, but Vheod could see that it
sank down into the earth, not wood.

Near the bottom of the stairs, the dimbing black rose vines formed a curtain so thick Vheod couldn't
see what it concedled. Judging by its Size, however, he thought it might be a door. He had little desire to
descend underground at this point, so he hoped the answers he sought would lie beyond the curtain. He
paused to ydl for Mdann again but received no response. In a change of tactics, he cadled out,
"Whitlock?' but gill no reply came.

Trying to avoid the long, sharp thorns the vines presented, Vheod gingerly pushed the curtain to one
sde. Even though he was careful, a thorn pricked him lightly, and he winced for a moment, then cursed
himsdf for forgetting to use his sword to move the curtain again. Again?

What did that mean? He definitdly, for a moment at least, fdt as though held moved this curtain aside
before.

Usang his sword to hdp this time, Vheod passed through the curtain and found himsdf back in the
woods. These seemed to be the same trees into which he and Meann had ridden, though the exact
surroundings were not familiar. In the distance, Vheod thought he heard running water, like ariver or a
stream. Ahead he saw ther horses. Both lay dain on the ground, dozens of ravens picking a the flesh of
their corpses.

He stepped, out of the trunk of a giant tree, larger than he redly had the time or indingtion to grasp.
At his feet, near the curtain-door, lay a giant raven like those hedd fought earlier, dead. It had been
hacked by a blade, and its bloody corpse actudly brought a Sgh of rdief to Vheod. The blood on his
blade was dmogt certainly the same blood that stained the feathers of the giant raven.

The blood was not Mdann's. He hadn't lost control to his darker sSide, or at least 0 it seemed. His
memories had ill 1eft him somehow, for it seemed dmost certain held been here before and fought this
mongrous raven. There were many unanswered questions, the most important of which was where was
Meann, and what was this ydlowish syrupy substance on his blade?

Asif in answer to his slent query, a creature trotted around the trunk of the tree to the doorway in
front of which Vheod il stood. This creature seemed canine, waking on four legs. It stood dmost chest
high to the cambion, and its flesh was a dark ydlow. Unlike a dog, which it resembled in the shape of its
face, its tdl, pointed ears, and its body's shape, it had no fur. Instead, covering its flesh were the same
black tendrils of rose vines that grew within the chambers through which Vheod had just passed, and he
now noticed they grew so thickly over the surface of the giant tree that he dmost couldnt see its bark.
The only difference between the black rose vines on the dog creature was tha the thorns on it were
pronounced and appeared particularly dangerous.

The thorn-covered beast growled a Vheod and leaned back into a battle-ready stance. Vheod had
no desire to fight this dog, but judging by the wounds on its back and sde and the ydlowish substance
that oozed from them like sap from a tree, held fought before. Now the creature that he couldn't
remember wanted a rematch. Vengeance and anger filled its red eyes. “Fine" Vheod sad to the beast
resgnedly. "If thisis what you want so badly, come and get it." He hefted his blade, dropping the torch to
the bare earth so he could hold his sword in both hands.

The thorny dog legped a him, snarling. Its ydlow teeth were the same color as its flesh, and its
tongue was Smply a darker verson of the same shade. Vheod suddenly redized the dog was more plant
then animdl.

He dashed with his sword but migudged the hound's speed. The dog ducked under the swing and
lunged a Vheod, teeth bared. Vheod's breastplate protected him from the creature's bite, but the force
of the attack knocked Vheod to the ground. Worse, the creature's thorn-covered hide dashed Vheod's



ams as he sruggled to get the beast off him. He wriggled free and a half-hearted dash with his sword
caught the dog's underbdly, dicng into it. The wound oozed more sap, and the beast howled and
backed away, angrier than ever.

The dog circled around V heod, which gave him time to regain his feet. Lunging at him yet again, the
beast went for Vheod's throat, but he was ready this time. A quick thrust with his sword plunged the
blade into the dog's spine-if it had one-through the back of its neck. Vheod pounded the hilt of his sword
with his off hand to shove it even deeper. Phlegmy sap bubbled up from the wound, and the beast fdl
dlently to its Sde with a gurgling noise. Vheod didn't know if it could redly be dead, for he wasn't sure
whet actudly defined itslife

He drew his sword out of the creature and wiped the sap and the blood from it on the sparse grass
the shade prevented much, from growing around the looming tree. Vheod looked back to the horses and
saw that the ravens had ceased their carrion feeding. Now they dl stared a him. An urge to charge a
them, scaring them off or killing them, rose to his throat and into his mind, but something made him ook
up.

Slent, garing ravens teemed over the impossibly high branches of the trees. Some appeared, at least
a this distance, to be as large as the giant raven at his feet, or the one that carried Whitlock away. This
wouldn't be a good bettle to pick, he surmised. Not now. Besides, he wasnt sure what it could
accomplish.

With the horses here, he reasoned, Mdann could only be somewhere insde the tree. They must have
entered together. Something stole away his memories, or his consciousness, or both. Perhaps the same
thing had happened to her. Vheod thought of Mdann wandering around ingde the tree adone, and he
picked up the torch again. It had gone out, but a few moment's work with flint and tinder nursed the
flames back to life. Vheod thrust himsdf back through the curtain, this time remembering to use his sword
to move the thorny curtain aside.

Something bid Vheod to check the stairway that descended into the earth. Though he thought it more
likdy that she was above, nearer where he found himsdf earlier, he crossed to the Sairs.

The torchlight proved vadugble as he descended. The passage a the bottom of the steps was low
and narrow. Roots, some huge, some smdl, wrapped around the passage and sometimes bisected it.
Smdl roots dangled from the caling, and Vheod had to be careful not to ignite them with his flaming
brand. Moigt earth was dl around him, which produced a thick, rich odor. Soon after leaving the steps,
the passage split into two. Vheod chose the left path, but it split again after fewer than a dozen steps. He
could hear dripping water in the distance, but there was little Sgn of occupation.

Vheod had an idea. He kneded down on the ground. Lowering the torch, he examined an area of
soft earth on the floor between two roots. His search proved fruitful, for he found two booted footprints
dill fresh in the dirt. Neither was his, but they might have been Meann's. He pressed onward.

When he came to the next branching intersection in the root tunnels, he searched the ground for more
tracks. Finding another boot print, he followed that branch of the passage. Occasiondly, he had to duck
undernesth or dimb over a root that stretched from wall to wall into the passageway. The going was
dow, and the hanging roots and tubers continualy made Vheod jump, for their Sartling appearance
aways resembled the movement of some creature. The weight of the earth above him and narrowness of
the tunnd was oppressive. Perhaps it was only Vheod's imagination, but it seemed the passages
continualy became narrower and narrower. His har and clathing was soon caked with fresh, black earth
that dung to him when he brushed too close to awal or the ceiling above him. The rich odor of the fresh
s0il became a thick, gagging, overbearing atmosphere of worm-laden dirt and mud.

He tracked the passage of the booted prints farther, but after two more intersections, he noticed
something odd about them. It appeared that the person meking these footprints was dragging something,
or two things. Twin marks marred the earth. Farther on, Vheod found 4ill more such tracks. Now,
however, he could tel that the load the individud was dragging was a body-the marks he found were
another pair of boots diding aong the ground. He hurried forward.

Hndly, the narrow passage gave way to a larger chamber. The cdling remaned low, but the
chamber stretched out to the left and the right farther then the light of Vheod's torch dlowed him to see.



Histanar'ri eyes dlowed him greater vison in the dark than most men, but he ill couldn't make out the
extreme edges of the chamber. The torchlight passed over the dangling and protruding roots creeting
drange, sneky shadows. These serpentine shades danced and writhed in his flickering light, disturbed by
his own movements.

The sound of dripping water was louder now. In fact, Vheod could hear what sounded like the
gentle splashes of dowly running water somewhere ahead in the darkness. He advanced and saw that the
chamber was deft in two by achasm at least fifteen feet wide. Gazing down into the trench, Vheod saw
that water ran dowly over twenty feet below in an underground stream.

A sngle wide root stretched across the chasm like a bridge. Vheod approached and judged the root
to be about three feet wide-enough to dlow himto cross. He climbed on the rounded, twisted root, and
made hisway across. Numerous branching roots eased his passage, alowing him something to grasp as
he walked across the treacherous, makeshift bridge. Thistactic had forced him to sheethe his sword, but
hisweary am was glad not to carry it for awhile anyway.

His boot dipped on the soft, damp root, and his body did to one side of the bridge. As his feet gave
way underneeth him, heflailed out with his free am. He franticaly grasped for anything he could get his
hands on. He found himsdf dangling below the bridge, hanging from nothing but a Sngle root strand. His
shout of surprise and fear echoed throughout the underground chamber and across the submerged river.

He needed both hands to pull himsdf up and fast- before the root he dung to tore free. That would
meen dropping the torch, however. Vheod considered trying to hold the torch in his mouth for a momernt,
but visons of hislong har catching fire forced him to drop it into the darkness and water.

Vheod heard a muted splash, then al went dark. He cursed himsdf for afool as he redized he could
have thrown the torch to ether Sde of the chasm, hoping it might rest, and if it went out, he would at least
have a dowly diminishing light rather than the darkness that now enveloped him. VVheod's thoughts were
interrupted by a sudden jerk and a cracking, tearing sound. He was bresking free from the root bridge.

Usng hisweight to his advantage, Vheod swvung himsdf on the quickly tearing rootlet and grasped in
the darkness like a bund man. His now-free hand found another hanging root strand, and he grasped it
justintime as the firg tore away. The sudden added weight, however, caused this new strand to begin to
tear, so he thrust his hand upward to find another.

Somehow he managed to grab hold of yet another strand. Summoning dl his strength, VVheod pulled
himsdf upward so he could grasp another, higher strand. His hands clawed at the sSde of the massve
man root as he found higher and higher minor roots that branched from it to pull himsdf up. Findly, he
st atop the bridge, straddling it like awide horse. Vheod's tanar'ri vison began to adjust to the complete
darkness enough to alow him to see afew feet ahead of him. Crawling and scooting dong the bridge-not
wanting to risk waking across again- he made hisway acrossit to the other sde.

Once on the opposite ledge of the chasm, Vheod stood. Without his torch, he could see only a short
distance ahead of him, so he drew his sword to use to fed ahead in the dark. He didn't care for the bright
light of day, but the utter findity of darkness was worse, and more limiting, though he could see a little
He preferred the light of an overcast day, or twilight- those were smilar to the lighting conditions on the
layer of the Abyssin which held grown up.

Where had he gotten a torch from anyway? Had Mdann given it to hm? Vheod seemed to
remember vagudly there being a few torches mixed in with the shlings other equipment on the horses. In
any event, he moved forward into the darkness.

Since he couldn't see, after two dozen steps or so, he dlowed himsdf the dangerous luxury of cdling
out again. The danger, of course, came from the fact than everything that might be down here would hear
"him-even something that meant him only harm. "Mdann?'

Vheod continued waking until his sword bumped into a wall. He followed it dong, occasondly
grasping the roots that reached out from the wal. He yanked them away from where they hung for no
good reason other than to mark his path-a path he probably couldn't see to follow in any event. Vheod
considered atempting to make another torch, snce he carried flint and tinder with him in his pocket, but
he didn't think he could make the moig roots burn wel. As he grasped a root projecting out of the
earthen wall, it suddenly grabbed back. Vheod looked down at his am and saw with faint vison a root



about hdf an inch in diameter wrap around his arm. He tried to jerk it away, but the root held fast. He
raised his sword, dill tugging to free his arm. When he couldn't pull away, he tried to get as much of the
root exposed between him and the wall as possible. Having done that as best he could, he hacked at it
with his blade. It took two strikes to cut through the root, but when held succeeded, the severed part fdl
away, limp and lifdess.

"Hdlo?" A voice cried from within the sea of darkness. "Is anyone there?"

Vheod recognized Mdann's voice and sumbled toward it in the darkness, moving away from the
wall to keep out of the reach of any more strange, grasping tendrils. "Mdann! It's me, Vheod.” "Vheod,
I'm herel”

"Wait," he sad in the direction of her voice. She sounded close. Vheod kndt down, setting his sword
a hisside. He took the flint from his pocket and tried to get alight, even atiny spark that might set fire to
one of the root tendrils held torn. After afew moments, he managed to get a spark to light the end of one
of them. It wouldn't burn long, but it provided atiny jewd of light for now.

Vheod saw Meann just afew feet away, up againg the wall, held fast by a number of roots that hed
entangled themsdves around her wrists and ankles, as though she was shackled. In fact, the roots that
held her resembled conventional manacles too much to be coincidence. Someone was holding her here.

"Mdann," he asked her, dill alittle worried to get too close to the obvioudy dangerous wall, "is there
anyone near?"

"No," she replied, "I don't think s0." Her voice was hoarse and dry. Sympathy welled ingde him, and
he longed to go to her, to free her.

"Who put you here?' Vheod nervoudy looked around, though he could see very little in the
oppressive darkness. Histiny light was dready dying.

"l don't know." Her voice seemed a little frantic. "I remember a woman with dark hair. | remember
moving againgt my will, asif | was dragged, then | just remember being here. What happened? How did
we get here? Where are we? The last thing | fully remember was riding through the woods "with you."
"How long have you been here?' he asked her. "Not long, | ... | don't think . . ."

Perhaps their minds had been affected by the same thing, but she was abducted somehow, and he
"waant. Sll there was much Ieft that needed to be explained. The light winked out. She gasped. Vheod
stepped forward and grasped Meann's hand. He was close enough now to see her "without a light. He
could see her amile and vighbly rdax in the darkness when he touched her. He pulled her hand away from
thewadl as much, as he could and chopped at the root that hed her. He could see more roots uncoiling
from the wall. "Keep prilling as far from the wal as possible. I'm going to cut these bonds, and when |
do, pull that part of you away." He didn't tdl her why. He couldn't afford to have her worrying about
advancing roots that she couldn't see anyway.

Mdann did as Vheod told her, and he managed to cut away the roots and avoid being grasped
himsdf. She thrust hersdf completely away from the wal just as more roots reached for her. He guided
her away from the edge of the cavern. The roots on the floor where they knelt to catch ther breath didn't
react the way those dong the wal had. Apparently the animate roots had been enchanted. Whoever lived
inthis tree fortress obvioudy used the lower leve for prison or dungeon.

Médann didn't speak for a few moments, and Vheod redized she was praying. When she finished,
she raised her cupped hands above her, and they filled with magicd light that illuminated the area around
them much more brightly than Vheod's pitiful little flame.

When his eyes adjusted to the new light, he looked a Mdann carefully. Moist dirt was caked dl
over her clothes, face, and hair.

"Are you dl right? Are you hurt?' "Other than some chaffed wrids™ she said with raised brows, "I
think I'm fine. Y ou look as though you've been fighting.”

"Do you remember anything, Mdann?' He helped her to her feet, so that both of them were sanding
in the chill chamber. The arr was 4ill, but the water moving in the underground stream echoed in the
distance. "Do you remember arriving a this. . . giant tree filled with ravens? Do you remember a thorny
dog, or lighting a torch and exploring the ingde?"

"Theingde of atree?' Mdann asked, looking around.



"Yes" Vheod answered, nodding dightly. "We are below it now-in the roots.”

"What you're saying seems to drike a familiar chord within me, like you're describing a digtant
dream. The events sound familiar, but | don't redly remember them.”

She brushed dirt away from her face and hair, then patted the soil from her clothes as wel. Shed left
her traveling cloak on her horse-as sheld done mog of the time during the day. She wore only her light
legther jerkin and gray cloth trousers, both torn and dirty.

"The same is true with me, I'm afraid. I've only been able to piece together what I've told you
through interpolation. The last thing | clearly remember is riding through the woods with you."

"You said something about the tree being filled with ravens. It was a Satement, not a question. She
stopped brushing the dirt away and stared into Vheod's dark eyes. "Does that mean this is the lair of the
Ravenwitch?'

"l think s0," Vheod replied.

"Do you know where Whitlock is?'

"No, but | think I've got a good idea where to start looking.”

Medann nodded, her eyes once again wide with optimism. "Wdl then, let's go."

Chapter Thirteen

Mdann couldn't help but find the giant tree fascinating. As frightened and confused as she was,
waking around indde a giant, living tree thrilled her. Despite the Ravenwitch's evil-a least, Mdann
assumed the witch was evil-she obvioudy knew wondrous secrets about the care and nurturing of
growing things. Mdann saw nothing to indicate that the tree had been mistreated or was unhedthy. On
the contrary, it appeared to be thriving, as did the rose vines that grew throughout the interior, dimbing
and winding their way around everything. How the grew without sunlight was a mystery to Mdann, but
the interior of the tree was far more mysterious and wonderful. Obvioudy, somehow, the Ravenwitch had
communicated with the tree on some leve, coaxing it to take the shapes she desired. Corridors, rooms,
staircases, doorways-the place was amazing.

Meann and Vheod briefly explored the subterranean root section of the tree, but Vheod seemed
convinced that the Ravenwitch had Whitlock with her and that she would be in the upper reaches of the
tree. Birds, he reasoned, stick mogtly to the branches high above the ground, and Mdann could find no
reason to argue with him. The truth was, she redlly had no idea what to do next, but determination to find
her brother drove her onward. It was good that she had Vheod to direct thet driving need. She fdt like
some sort of wild storm, full of energy but aimless and without bearing.

Vheod, it appeared, didn't share her appreciation of the tree, but she couldn't blame him. Anyone
else except perhaps a Brother or Sigter of the Earth would mogt likdly find this place frightening and
srange. Remaining very quiet snce he found her amid the roots, Vheod seemed more pensve than she'd
seen him before. Of course, Mdann was not completdy without fear hersdif.

Whitlock was somewhere indde the tree, and she had to find him. She redized that if something
happened to Whitlock, she would be utterly done. Vheod provided intriguing and pleasant
companionship, but she was entirdy dependent on her family for support and nurturing. As a garden
grows dependent onits | caretaker, she found it difficult to imagine that she could possibly succeed in her
quest without her brother-and that would mean losng her mother and father as well.

Vheod had spoken about the loss of memories, but Mdann had assumed that shed just been
waylad in the woods and brought to the tree-perhaps by magic. He was sure thet the two of them fought
then way into the Ravenwitch's lar and something have attacked their minds. He was convincing. The
fact that ther horses lay dain outside of the tree certainly lent credence to his idea, but Mdann smply
couldn't remember any of it.

They stood in the round chamber one story above its dmost identical counterpart on the ground
levd. The wooden table and stools grew up from the floor a a manner that occupied much of Mdann's
atention. She marveled at the way they had been something shaped, presumably as the tree grew. The
whole room had obvioudy been shaped by careful planning and great ill with plants. Her mind drew



back to the Ravenwitch. Meann considered their predicament, and the need to find Whitlock.

"At what point do you believe our minds were attacked?' she asked Vheod.

"Up high in the tree" he answered. "The fird thing | can remember is sanding in a woody corridor
with rose vines and black moss and-"

Vheod paused suddenly, his dark eyes growing wide. "Whét is it, Vheod?' Meann asked. "Médann,
you have some knowledge of plants, right?* Vheod asked with a rgpid intengty. "Wdl, yes, but I-"

"Have you ever heard of some sort of moss or fungus that can affect one's mind?"

"Wdl..." Mdann ran through her training, and dl she'd ever heard or read about mosses, lichens, and
fungi. "Yed There's something | believe is caled, obvioudy enough, memory moss. It feeds on memories.
Patches of it can be found in magicd glens and enchanted areas, sometimes underground.” "Is it black?'
"I ... | think 0."

"Wdl, now we know what we're up agang then, at leest.” Vheod leaned back againg the wall. He
seemed more relaxed. "Is there any way we can fight it?"

"I would imagine it could be burned,” Mdann told him. "But Vheod, | cant ... | mean, I'm not
supposed to ..." She paused, with a pained expression.

"What isit?" Vheod furrowed his brow in obvious concern.

"I can't willingly destroy a growing thing-even | something like memory moss. It's againg everything |
I've ever been taught.”

Vheod replied with a question as he drew his sword. "How do you know the tree isn't athing of evil?
It's creator obvioudy is, isn't she?!

"| assume so, but a tree cannot be evil. It is but a tree. Besdes, the Ravenwitch dmost certainly
didn't create the tree. She just shaped it, if it was her a dl.

Mdann considered that perhaps the Ravenwitch had killed the origind caretaker of the tree or had
forced another to shape it for her. She just couldnt reconcile in her mind that the same person
responsible for the amazing nurturing and caring that went into the creation of this tree fortress could have
sent foul, wicked ravens to attack them and abduct her brother.

"I think well learn soon enough,” Vheod said, moving to the stairs.

Vheod's tdl but graceful form emerged from the shadows of the staircase, illuminated by the magicd
light conjured by Mdann's priestly faith. His long, cold stedl blade bared before him, he advanced into
the dark room he knew earlier had been filled with ravens. The chamber stank of bird droppings and
feathers, and as Mdann carefully followed Vheod up the gtairs and into the room, they both could see
thet this indeed had been aroost for the black-festhered birds.

Now, however, the room stood empty and utterly slent. As VVheod moved to the center of the room,
he looked dl around and up onto the high shdf where held seen the ravens roogting earlier. The ravens
were gone. He paused a moment to listen, motioning for Mdann to remain at the top of the sairs.

Far above, he heard the disant sounds of gill shrieks. The ravens had moved higher into the
sayerior of the tree and now seemed to be agitated in cone way. Vheod was too far away to determine
more. He rushed across the room to the stairs leading higher up. Meann moved from the other staircase
and followed him. When he reached the top of that flight of stairs, Vheod paused. This was about where
he first remembered being in the tree and thus perhaps where his memories were solen from him. He
looked ahead in the light as the illumination brightened with Meann's approach. She stopped quidly a
few steps. How where he stood, but Vheod could see in the magica light the black moss that streaked
the wooden walls like blood from awound or rust on meta. He was sure he hadn't seen this sort of moss
anywhere else on the tree. It might not be the culprit that had stolen their memories, Vheod knew.

Even if it wasn't to blame, he had little to lose. Vheod sheathed his sword and began reciting the
incantation for a sl hed learned in a dark corner of Broken Reach. A tanar'ri wizard named
Chirotobyn had taught him a number of minor spdlls in exchange for aful year of Vheod's service as a
bodyguard. It had been a busy year, for Chirotobyn had many enemies. But Vheod served his temporary
mester well, however, and even managed to get the tanar'ri to hold up his rid of the bargain, though
Chirotobyn had only done it at the end of Vheod's sword. In any event, Vheod owe spread his fingers,
thumibss touching, forming a spdl with his hands. As he did, flames legped from his fingertips, jetting



outward againg the walls of the corridor ahead of him. The fire splashed againg the hardwood, which
was too firm and solid to catch fire, Hough it blackened and scorched.

The moss, on the other hand, burned away just as Vheod had hoped. The passage through the tree
filled with flickering light as the maoss took the flame. As it did, the black, stringy substance changed its
shape before his eyes. While Vheod watched, the moss formed a perfect image of his own face, howling
inpain while it burned. The face contorted hideoudy-then reformed to gain the appearance of Mdann's
face.

Vheod looked away. He couldn't bear to see the wracked expresson of the moss Mdann face
burning in the flames hed conjured. Thankfully, the fire burned the moss quickly and thoroughly, dmaost
disntegrating the stringy strands completdy. What little remained fdl to the floor as a dark powder. The
hdll went modly dark again, lit only by the magicd light Mdann gill hed cupped in her hands on the
dtaircase below Vheod.

The horrible digplay on Mdann's face seemed to confirm in Vheod's mind that the moss had
somehow stolen a portion of their memories. A useful defense, he mused, assuming the Ravenwitch
hersdf had some immunity to the affect. Obvioudy, when the memory moss struck, the witch or her
servants had grabbed Mdann. Perhaps they had come back for him, but held dready wandered off to
another portion of the tree fortress. His tanar'ri nature probably alowed him to shrug off the effects more
quickly than they-whoever they were-had predicted.

Vheod turned to Mdann and again motioned for her to wait. Her face showed concern. She wasn't
the type who liked to wait while others went into danger-Vheod had redized that early on. He wanted to
maeke sure the corridor ahead was safe, and held adso observed that neither Mdann nor Whitlock
possessed hiskill a moving quietly. Obvioudy, they'd not grown up in an environment filled with fiends
that would day them at the dightest provocation.

Vheod hunched down so he was amost crawling on "rinds and knees and crept forward down the
corridor. Theillumination behind him enabled him to see enough-more then if he weren't hdf tanar'ri. As
he Dipped slently down the passage he fdt a strange tangling sensation on his wrist. He didn't need to
seeit, dl to know it was the Taint, but he had no idea what the feding meant. He pressed forward.

The passage twisted and turned but sprouted no sde passages. It dmost seemed to Vheod thet he
and Mdann had dimbed up through the trunk of the fee, and now he crept indde one of the gigantic
branches. The corridor split into two, and Vheod had idea which way to go. He aso had passed far
away from Mdann's light that he could redly see jugt a little more than nothing. He would have to go
back and get her. Before he did he alowed himsdf another moment to just lisen. Again he heard he high
dhrieks of upset ravens, and though they seemed closer, Vheod's ears detected the sounds of lower of
them now.

Worst of dl-or perhaps best of dl-amid the flying birds he heard what sounded like a man groaning
inpain. Whitlock. Vheod ran back down the corridor as quietly as he would, but as quickly as he dared.
Thelight grew brighter with each step, until he reached Meann once again at the top of the sairs near the
scorched corridor wals She looked a him with Slent expectation. "l think Whitlock is ahead
somewhere. We mug be careful, and as quigt as possible” "Is he dl right?' She asked emphdticaly, the
exdtement and anxiety aliving thing in her eyes. "'l don't know," Vheod said in a forced whisper. "I think
he's dive, but | think he might be hurt or in danger.”

"Then let's go," Mdann stressed, atempting to press ahead of Vheod.

The cambion turned to the dark passage and stepped forward so he remained in the lead. He drew
his blade and began to creep slently ahead, if for no other reason than to encourage Mdann to be as
quiet as she could, and dow down her too-anxious pace, Vheod didnt want them to foolishly sumble
into some unknown danger.

Melann's devotion to her brother was the most sincere thing Vheod had ever encountered. She was
evarything he'd dways wanted to be himsdf-honest, true to hersdf and others, noble, generous, kind. . . .
At many timesin hislife he'd thought such things were only fabled concepts, not red. Her purity of heart
had quickly become the most important treasure he knew of. Mdann hersdf had just as quickly become
the center of his thoughts. He knew now that he would do anything for her.



Vheod and Mdann reached the point where the passage branched off into two passages, separated
by only a narrow angle, asif they stood at the juncture of two tree limbs They followed the sounds of
ravens that seemed to come from the right, with Vheod dill in the lead and Mdann anxioudy dogging his
heds. Vheod saw light ahead and tried to pause, but he knew Mdann's understandable efforts to urge
him_ahead would quickly spoil any chance they had of gpproaching undetected. Both could hear the
pained screeches of ravens entwined about a human moan. Behind him, Vheod could hear Mdann
discarding the light and preparing a blessng for the two of them. She obvioudy thought they were going
into danger and battle. Vheod couldn't help but think she was right. His indincts screamed of danger
ahead. As he began moving swiftly down the passage toward the light, he once again fdt the rush of
power flow over im as Mdann bestowed Chaunted's blessng on tem. He adso fdt a prickling pain at his
wrist- where he knew the Taint to be. He knew there was no t me to think of that now, as he rushed into
thewdl It area a the end of the passage.

A gary sky above Vheod and a cool summer breeze brought him to the redization that he was at
sde. The passage hed come through led through a gigantic tree and out onto a plaiform firmed by the
spird entwining of a number of the huge tree's branches. The plaiform reached a diameter of at least
thinty yards, but for the most part its surface stretched emptily into the night, except for numerous
thorn-covered black rose vines. The ever-fresent dimbing vines snaked in every direction, borne of those
hanging on higher branches within the tree's gargantuan canopy dangled down above the platform, while
others stretched down and grappled the wood of the platform in a taut web of black flowers and thorns.

At the center of the platform, the network of vines grew thick, and to Vheod's surprise the vines held
a number of ravens. Coils wrapped around the birds like condricting snakes. Many of the birds
screeched in protest, while others hung limply in the black tendrils. Looking closer, Vheod saw thin
trickles of red blood inch in gridy streaks down the vines to the center of this hideous black web.
Whitlock lung suspended above the platform wrapped tight-y in biting strands of black roses. The thorns
dug into his bared flesh so that the ravens blood flowed down the vines and into his wounds. The man
groaned and weskly thrashed in his taut bonds, but his eyes were closed and he showed no sgns of
CONSCIOUS awareness.

Vheod and Mdann sprinted forward out of the tunnd and across the platform. The footing was
uneven and tricky, but the urgency of the Stuation pressed them onward, guiding their feet.

Before they could cross even hdf the distance, a shimmering wdl of tranducent blackness erupted
before them. Vheod could just make out afemde form, clothed in long black dress, on the other sde of
the wdl, sanding below where Whitlock hung. He hadn't seen her when they began running, but shed
obvioudy seen them. The magicd barrier rested on the platform and stretched around in what appeared
to be a semicirde. Vheod knew he could get around it, but surdly its creator was aware of that Smple
fact aswdll.

She wasn't trying to stop them, just delay them. Obvioudy, time was of the essence here, and VVheod
surmised that Whitlock was the key. Mdann drew her mace and dammed into the barrier forcefully but
to no avall. She began to run around to the right. Vheod, however, took a few steps back and hefted his
sword in away that offset its center of gravity, pointing the blade dmogt pardld with the floor. Taking a
few steps forward again, he threw his am back and flung the sword so it spun through the air, over the
conjured wal of energy. The whirling blade cut a swath through the air, and the woman behind the
tranducent screen watched it fly over her head. "No!" the woman shouted in protest. Vheod hoped
Chauntea's blessng would help guide his reckless heave. He dmost prayed.

The spinning blade flew toward Whitlock, and Vheod saw the look of horror cross Mdann's face as
gheran to the right edge of the wal. Wordlesdy, she watched as it chopped at the arr, angling over the
wal and down at her brother.

The blade struck true. It cut through the vine that supported the bulk of Whitlock's weight. With that
line severed, a number of the others tore with the adden weight of his body, and Whitlock came crashing
down amid rose petals, thorns, and blood.

The black-clad woman screamed in frugtration.

The energy wall faded away.



The woman looked at Vheod, dark eyes smoldering, her skin shone in the moonlight like smooth,
milky aabaster, her long dark tresses merged with her lowing dress so that in the dim light they made it
difficult to diginguish where they ended and the garment began. A cape made entirdly of raven fegthers
draped from her neck and dragged wdl behind her in a long train. She raised her long-nailed fingers like
jaws, as though she prepared to loose some dark spell, but then she stopped.

Médann ran to her brother, passng the woman to she side. She was too preoccupied to pay the
black-dad woman any heed. Likewise, the woman ignored Meann. Once a her brother's sde, Meann
began lulling the thorny vines away from him. Whitlock stirred enough to indicated that he was at least
dive and patidly conscious. Mdann's sobs of fear and rdief were the only sound other than the cries of
pain and protest from the trapped birds.

Uniil the mysterious woman spoke. She focused on Vheod for a moment, as though studying him.

"Child of demons," she said. "Charelen's blood flows through your veins™

Vheod stared back at her. He fdt helpless and naked before her gaze, particularly without his sword.
This woman-the Ravenwitch-was beautiful and terrible a once. She reminded him of Nethess, the tanar'ri
mailith that had hunted him his lagt days in the Abyss. Something insgde him roused at the sound of her
dark, throaty voice. It was like nothing that caused him to care for Mdann. In fact, it seemed his desire
came from dl the parts of him that lay dormant while he thought of the pure-hearted priestess. This
Ravenwitch appeded to that amdl part of him he didn't want to admit existed. She reminded him of
everything in him that missed the Abyss and his former life She was the catalyst that brought to the
surface the lure of the darknessin his soul. The reve of dark power, the taste of innocent blood, and the
beckoning need of betraya and corruption churned within him.

Vheod fdt the power of Mdann's blessng dran away, dmog as if it pooled a his feet and
evaporated. He glanced at hisleft wrigt, and saw the Taint. It formed a leering, fiendish face with a look
of triumph and exultation.

"You have come to free Chareen,” the Ravenwitch stated. It wasn't a question.

Chapter Fourteenth

Whitlock's wounds appeared much worse than they redly were. He had lost a great ded of blood,
but the injuries weren't deep. His naked, cut, and torn flesh was covered with ravens blood, and a fair
amount of it had poured into his wounds. The Ravenwitch had made him a part of some evil ceremony or
ritud, but Mdann didn't know enough about her to even guess at what its god had been.

The Ravenwitch seemed to have turned her atention toward Vheod. She didn't even seem to care
that Whitlock had been freed from his bonds or that Meann was in the process of preparing a heding
blessng.

Vheod stared at the Ravenwitch, speechless. His arms hung limply at his sde, and his face showed
thet her words had struck him with a wound more grievous than any wespon could possibly inflict.

"Do you deny that you are the descendant of the balor, Chareen?' the Ravenwitch asked him,
sepping toward him.

Mdann watched as Vheod's face changed. The look of pain and horror shifted with disquieting
swiftness to one of deep need or hunger. She continued to tend to her brother's wounds, but her eyes
couldn't leave VVheod.

"Vheod?' Mdann's tone spoke a thousand questions, the answer to any of which might eeslly break
her heart.

"I deny nothing, witch” - Vheod said. The beginnings of asmile cameto his lips. Rather than gladden
Méann, the sght of that amile terrified her.

"You have come here in error then, cambion,” the Ravenwitch told him softly. ™Your master isn't
here, His prison liesin a cavern miles to the south.”

Vheod began to speak again, but stopped. Mdann, from behind the Ravenwitch, dill kneding at her
brother's side, interrupted him. She could think of nothing more to say than smply, "Vheod?'

The sound of her voice seemed to bring about another change in him. He looked past the



Ravenwitch to Mdann. He stared at her amoment as she helped her brother. Vheod's face changed, and
his eyes seemed to grow softer. He looked to the Ravenwitch again, but the amile had vanished.

"I have no master, witch!” - he shouted in defiance. The Ravenwitch was slent for a moment, her
body perfectly ill, then dowly turned and looked back and down a Medann and Whitlock. Perhaps
sheld amply followed Vheod's gaze, or maybe she had some dire plan for the sblings. Mdann would
believe anything at this point. Still looking a Mdann and Whitlock, the Ravenwitch said amply, "I see.”

"You migake me for someone or something else, | think, witch,” Vheod said, ssemingly steding
himsdf as he straightened his back. The musclesin his neck and arms tightened. "I've come to ensure that
Chareenis not freed. | don't wish hisevil loosed on thisworld." The Ravenwitch turned back to Vheod.
She moved even closer to him, close enough for her to lay a long-fingered hand on his shoulder. Vheod
remained rigid.

"If that istruly your goa, cambion, then you will fal." She said.

"Do not threaten me" Vheod spoke through clenched teeth.

"I do not thresten. | speak of the future, and the certainties | have seen in divination. You will free
Chareen.”

Vheod remained Slent.

"l suspect, then, after you free him and he gathers the army of creatures that aready amassed waiting
for him, you will fight at his sde. The two of you can carve a fiendish kingdom of evil for yoursdves.
Youll fight even againg the arrayed armies of Cormyr and the kingdoms to the south, spreading
destruction as only tanar'ri truly can. | don't wish to oppose such a powerful menace. | want to survive™
The Ravenwitch gestured with open pams toward Vheod, but Mdann was sure her narrowed eyes
concealed something.

Medann looked down at Whitlock and caled on the power of Chauntea to hed her brother. As she
prayed, a bluish-white glow flowed from her fingertips to Whitlock's flesh. The light caressed his bloody
wounds, erasng them from his body as though they had never been. Whitlock's eyes fluttered open, and
he opened his mouth to speak, but dl he managed was to cough up dark blood-raven's blood.

"Wha have you done to my brother?' Mdann demanded, interrupting the sStrange, disturbing
conversation Vheod and the Ravenwitch were having. She hed on to Whitlock as he spat out the blood
and moaned.

"I did nothing," the Ravenwitch said, drding around Vheod then turning to face Mdann from behind
him. "' was about to grant him the greatest gift within my power. A blessing, redly,"-she shook her head
dightly-"but you stopped it. Without the infuson of ravens blood, now thet the megical process is ruined,
hdl be nothing but a human." She looked at Vheod from behind him. "Y our tendency to thrust yoursdf
into gtuations you don't fully understand will be your downfdl, cambion.”

Vheod turned to face her. "I am certain whatever you were doing to him was something that was
rightfully ended. Do not atempt to trick me with dy wordplay, Ravenwitch. | lived for years among the
sharp and dippery tongues of the tanar'ri, skilled in eons of temptation and betrayd. Y ou will not fool me
with your lies”

"But," the Ravenwitch retorted, "I was going to make him my servant. He would have been granted
great giftsflight, physca power, virtud immortdity. . . "

Redization of the importance of the ravens blood washed over Medann. "You were going to make
himinto some sort of lycanthropic dave-a wereraven! You were going to turn my brother into a horrible
monger." Mdann stood, denching her hands into fists. Her body was tense with anger.

"Something like that,” the Ravenwitch replied casudly, "though | wouldn't choose to use quite those
words. One thing is certain: Your brother would have stood a much better chance of surviving as my
servant than he will otherwise, once Char€'en is loosed on the Thunder Pesks and into the Daldands.
Mere humanswill fdl before his might quickly and easly.” "I won' let that happen,” Vheod said quietly,
but firmly.

"Did you not hear me, cambion? You will cause it. That is why you are here” The Ravenwitch
offered asngle open hand hed flaly toward him asif to suggest that she offered a smple truth.

"No!" Vheod spat. "In fact, the truth is that you are the one, are you not? | was warned about your



evil. You plan to free the baor Char€en, don't you? You probably worship him, don't you? Foolish
mortad woman-youll bring about your own demise”

"No," the Ravenwitch replied. Her voice was gill cdm and flat.

Medann noted that other than her initid shock at their sudden arivad, the Ravenwitch had remained
decidedly unemotiond. Somehow that caused Mdann to hate and fear her more.

"I don't worship demons” the Ravenwitch continued- "I don't ook forward to a future where gnall
armies with fiendish commanders lay waste to the countryside.” Only on spesking of gnall armies did her
voice falter, or betray any emotion at dl. "l know the future though, and | don't fight againgt the inevitable.
| am many things, perhaps, but | am not afool.

"There is one, however, who does worship Charéen, sarving him and putting events in motion to
help free the balor, and of course there are the gnalls™ Her disdain for the gnalls became even more clear
with the look of fire that flashed in her eyes when she said the word.

"What about the gnalls?' Vheod asked her. The Ravenwitch moved back to where shed stood
before, between Mdann and Vheod. Meann helped Whitlock to his feet and over toward Vheod. She
hoped they could just flee, once she got the three of them together. She didn't care about exacting
revenge on the Ravenwitch-shed never been interested in such pettiness. She was, however, tired of
hearing the witch's haf-truths and strange words. She just wanted to get away from the Ravenwitch and
away from the giant tree. She needed time to think. Again Vheod had terrified her. The darkness in his
oul was strong-stronger than sheld origindly assumed.

"The gndlls™ the Ravenwitch said findly, "or rather ther ancestors, once worshiped and served
Chare'en when he was free in Faerun. They were his army. Now, | suspect, they somehow hear his call
once again. Don't be so fodlish as to think Charéen doesn't know you're coming to free him. | suspect
he's quite eager to meet you."

Médann didn't know if it was right that she and her brother spend any further time with Vheod. She
believed Vheod fought againg his evil nature, but for the fird time she serioudy worried about what
would happen if he logt thet fight.

To the surprise of the other three, Whitlock managed to speak as he regained his feet. "So then,
evarything Vheod said was true. Charéen wasn't an ancient sorcerer, he was-is-a demon, and if we go
looking for the remedy for our family's curse, wel free him."

"Yes, Whitlock," Vheod answered. He frowned, and Mdann knew he wasn't happy to be right.

The Ravenwitch shook her head. "Y ou won't free im," she said to Whitlock, and pointed a Vheod.
"Hewill."

"l told you, woman, | wal not." His muscles tightened further, and his eyes smoldered with anger.
"Particularly now-we won't even go there”

"And wdl never find the daff we were told might lift the curse,” Mdann said, her voice cracking with
sadness. She looked down at the ground, ill heping Whitlock aong.

"Oh, | imagine thet if you go to Chare€en's prison, youll find the gaff you seek,” the Ravenwitch said.
"Wha?' Mdann looked up. "You meanit is there?’

"Almog certainly. Many things of great and wondrous power liein the baor's prison, but youll never
et there without your friend.”

Vheod remained dlent. Meann noticed him glance down at his wrist, where his crimson tattoo lay.
Tha struck her as strange. She was certain sheld seen it near his neck before. Had it moved? How could
ghe have not noticed? What e didn't she know?

"If we try to leave this place," Mdann asked her dowly, with a narrowed gaze, "are you gaing to try
to stop us?'

“Of course nat,” the Ravenwitch said. "You both migudge and misunderstand me” Mdann thought
of how the watch had sent her ravens to carry away her brother againgt hiswill and determined that she
did not migudge her. The Ravenwitch continued, "I know Charelen will be freed. | know his reign of
terror will spread and his armies will swoop over the land- here. | don't want him to think of me as his
enamy 0 | do not obstruct the actions of his her and savior." She bowed dightly toward Vheod.

Sill obvioudy faming with anger, Vheod remained slent. With Mdann and Whitlock now at his Sde,



he began waking toward the entrance to the passage through the branch that would take them back to
the ground. The ravens around them let loose Fhill criesin the moonlight, but he seemed unmoved.

Vheod stopped. Looking back to the Ravenwitch, he said, "You don't know me The future is
adways uncertain. My dedtiny isnt preordained. | make my own way. Don't judge me by what you
assume | am. | am more than that. | dways have been, and | dwayswill be."

Asthey waked away, the Ravenwitch said something that puzzled Meann, though her words were
directed a Vheod. "It isaterrible thing for a creature to deny its own nature,” she said. "Unlike most, you
have a choice-you have two natures. Choose one, and don't deny it."

Vheod and Mdann searched through the packs on the dead horses outside the Ravenwitch's tree.
Each horse was dready cold in death. Mdann took out some clothes for Whitlock and helped him put
them on. VVheod removed the useful supplies, induding some rope, afew empty bags, two bedrolls, some
cooking gear, Sx torches, a knife, Whitlock's sword and crossbow, a quiver of a dozen or so crosshow
bolts, and three mostly full waterskins.

They didn't have Whitlock's armor, Vheod's sword, or any food. Mdann made a comment about
how they'd not esten dl day as she helped Whitlock, who remained weak after his ordeal. Mdann's
priestly magic had aided him a greet dedl, and perhaps even saved him from death, but a number of his
initid wounds from the battle with the giant ravens remained and weakened him.

"We need to get away from this place," Vheod told her, "then we can rest. I'll try to find us some
food then."

He loaded the supplies into two backpacks and handed one to Mdann. She said a quiet blessing
over the dead horses and thanked them for the hdp they had given the three of them. They both
shouldered the packs and helped Whitlock to his feet. With his arms draped over ther shoulders they
walked away, into the deep woods.

Following the nearby river, the three travelers made their way south. They walked for a little over an
hour, then stopped to rest for the remainder of the night. Vheod hoped the distance they put between
themsdlves and the Ravenwitch would be enough to protect them from any treachery on her part. He
didn't trust anything the witch did or said.

"We never asked about the green stones,” Mdann said as she unralled a bedroll and made Whitlock
comfortable.

"What?' Vheod said, tumning to her. "The Ravenwitch said a lot of things back there, but we never
asked about the strange green stones the gnolls seem to be collecting.”

"l wouldn't have bdlieved her anyway,” Vheod sad. "Do you think everything she said was a lie?"
Méann asked as she collgpsed to the ground hersdlf, weserily laying back on her own bedroll.

"l know her kind. The Abyss isful of creatures like her. They lace thar lies with hints of the truth,
jugt to make the lies more believable”” Vheod looked a Mdann. She seemed to be carefully studying
him.

"She confirmed your bdief that Chareen was afiend, not awizard,” she sad after a moment.

"Yes Asl sad, traces of the truth.” Vheod picked up a twig from the ground and whirled it around
inhisfingers.

"What about what she said about you? About you fresing him? Serving him?"

"Lies" Vheod said harshly and quickly in response to Melann's words. He didn't look up at her, ill
daing a the amdl sick he spunin his hand.

"Vheod," Mdann sad gently, "I've spent some time with you, and I'm a good judge of character. |
know you're struggling againg the evil nature of your heritage.” She paused, swalowing hard. The words
appeared to come to her only with difficulty. "But haven't you considered the posshility that perhaps
you've been set up? That somehow Chare'en-your ancestor-might have planned dl of this?'

"l amin control of my own degtiny,” Vheod protested, shaking his head. He snapped the twig in his
hands and tossed it aside.

"But what if you aren't? What if there's a part of you-the evil, fiendish part-that actudly conspires
agang you? |*ve seen that evil nature wel up ingde you. It could be capable of anything."

Meann's words cut into him like a sword. Vheod stared at the ground where he sat next to the



redining sblings. Whitlock had falen into a much-needed deep. Mdann was quiet.

Vheod started to get up after amoment. I'll seeif | can get something for usto eat.”

"No, Vheod,"” Mdann sad, ill lying down. "Wait until morning. Whitlock's adeep, and I'm
exhausted. We couldn't eat anything now anyway.” Vheod sat back down.

"Are you sure you don't want a bedroll?' Mdann asked. "I can deep without one for once.”

"I'm sure” Vheod told her, as he had on previous nights.

They both lay on the ground in silence, ligening to the wind gently tug at the tree branches above
thar heads.

"Vheod?' Mdann asked quietly. "Thank you for my brother. | could never have rescued him, and
could never have gotten out of there on my own. Thank you." Her tired eyes closed even as she finished
spesking. She soon fdl adeep, but deep did not come that night to V heod.

By the time Mdann and Whitlock were awake, Vheod had dready huilt a fire and was roaging a
par of rabbits that he'd killed with Whitlock's crossbow. The sun had risen a far haght in the sky, and
the day once again promised plenty of sun and hest.

Whitlock appeared considerably better, and another dose of Mdann's priestly heding seemed to
restore hm admost completdy. He amiled when Vheod offered him some of the rabbit, and he ate
hungrily. Mdann dso amiled slently as she accepted some of Vheod's breakfast.

Vheod had thought dl through the night. Try as he might, he couldn't rule out that perhaps a part of
hm had conspired with other evil forces. That foul portion of him, which daimed obvious links to
Char€en, might have planned to come here so he could free his great-grandfather. Perhaps the Tant was
the representation of that dark side. It certainly hadn't reacted wel to Meann's holy blessngs and had
mos certainly played a part in leading hm here. 1t brought hm to Degtiny's Last Hope and the
abandoned temple of the enigmatic Arach and Gyrison. Perhaps those priests had been disguised fiends,
working to get him to come here to free Charelen. If these things were true, then held done everything
they'd wanted him to do. He was a prisoner of his own destiny.

"Vheod," Whitlock said, swdlowing his food, "once again | owe you ray thanks. | didn't trust you,
and you ill went to gresat lengths to save me.”

"Perhaps you were right,” V heod whispered.

"What?' Whitlock asked.

"Perhaps you were right not to trust me. Perhaps | am afodl for truging mysdf.”

"Look," Whitlock continued, "the Ravenwitch- she's insane-mad and evil. | don't credit her with one
word of truth. As far as I'm concerned, the things she said change nothing.”

"Nothing?" Mdann interjected. "You mean you 4ill think we might be able to lift the curse on our
family?' Vheod couldn't tdl if she was hopeful or incredulous.

"I think that we would be fools to end our quest on the word of someone who was in the process of
changing me into some raven creature.” Whitlock dmost laughed- Vheod had to admit, in the light of day,
miles away from the tree, it did dmost seem absurd.

"And even if every word she said was truth-" he glanced a Vheod, then back to Meann- "and I'll
admit | probably didn't hear everything, she did say the magicd daff we seek might actudly be with
Chareen, whatever his nature.

"S0 you want to press onward,” Vheod said. "Of course,” Whitlock answered.

"You never have told me" Vheod said, "how you came to find out about Charéen and the gaff in
thefirg place”

Whitlock and Meann exchanged glances, asif to decide who would relate the tale. Mdann began to
speak. "In Archendale, we conducted research. We knew that ages ago an ancestor of ours had
offended some powerful wizard, and that the wizard cursed him and his entire line. The curse drikes
down family members eraticadly, sometimesin childhood, sometimes as adults, sometimes skipping entire
generations dtogether. Each time it's the same thing-a wasting maady weakens and findly overcomes
them. That was redly dl our family knew.

"We were lucky in that we encountered a pair of traveling sages passing through our town. When we
spoke to them, they told us that the wizard-who's name, they said, was Chare'en-had kept a magica aff



that could lift any curse he had bestowed. The g&ff, they said, was buried with imin his crypt.”

"These sages,” Vheod asked, falowing a hunch, "what do you remember of them?'

"Not much,” Whitlock replied, sheking his head. "I think their names were Gyrison and ah ... Arach.”

Vheod's mouth dropped open in surprise. Did that make the whole tale more believable, or less? He
redly couldn't be sure. Thinking back, he knew he'd never told Mdann and Whitlock the names of the
priests held encountered in those spider-infested woods.

“I'm afraid that after hearing what the Ravenwitch had to say,” Mdann spoke up, "l bdieve weve
ether been lied to or we've made some horrible mistake.”

"If we don't go and find out for oursalves, wel never rest,” her brother said. "Well never forgive
oursgves if Mother and Father succumb to the curse. As much as ever, weve got to go. Weve got to
find the crypt of Chareen-or his prison, or whatever it is”

Mdann sghed heavily. "Y ou're right, Whitlock. Y ou're absolutely right." She turned to Vheod. "We
have to go. The Ravenwitch sad we wouldn' find anything without you, but | would understand if you
didn't want to go."

Vheod couldn't help but admire their convictions, and ther bravery. This was the point a which
circumstances put his convictions, and more, hisfaith in himsdlf, to the test. The Ravenwitch had said hed
cometo Toril to free Charelen. The Tant seemed to be leading him onward, and he had little remaining
doubt that the Tant was evil and untrustworthy. Still, he had to believe he was ultimatdy in control of his
own actions.

If I can't trust that much, he thought, 1 should just give up on mysdf right now. If | can't believe thet |
control my own actions, | don't want to live.

Besdes, if the Ravenwitch had been lying and Gyrison and Arach spoke the truth, then he could be
on hand to make sure that Whitlock and Mdann didn't free Char€en accidentaly.

But there was more to it, as well. He only now considered that if they parted company, he would
leave Mdann. He didn't want to do that-the sudden pain a the thought of not seeing her again scared
him. He cared for her deeply. He a0 liked the part of himsdf that found the wonderful qudities within
her attractive. He thought about how a part of hm had initidly reacted to the Ravenwitch, and it
frightened him. Was there redly a part of him that missed hislifein the Abyss?

In short, he liked himsdf more when he was with Meann, and he feared being apart from her.

"Wl have to be wary of gnalls, of course,” Vheod stated.

Both Mdann and Whitlock smiled.

Chapter Fifteen

Everything was working perfectly. Wind tossed Orrag's thin hair about his head, but he didn't notice.
His hideous face was gripped in an evil, toothy grin. He and his smdl band of followers crouched in the
trees watching as the gnalls finished their work.

The gnalls had arrived before Orrag and his men and cleared away dl of the debris. The cave-like
entrance, free of the fdlen rock that had buried it for years, lay exposed for the fird time in centuries.
Convenient. Already his men had hidden the digging tools they'd brought in the underbrush.

Of course, now there were two hundred gnalls between the crypt entrance and Orrag. He turned
and looked a his men. They numbered sx-no match for that many gnolls Two of them had some
particular talents that might help.

"Gyrison, Arach, come here" he whispered.

Two figures, ill crouching, sneaked to his Sde. They joined hm as he watched the gnolls The
shorter, rounder of the two spoke up. "What is wrong?'

"Yes what iswrong?' the tller one also asked.

Gyrison and Arach had taken some getting used to on Orrag's part, but they were ussful. "Can you
do something to help get these gnalls out of the way?"

"They're here to help free ther roaster,” Gyrison said. "Thar sham en must have foreseen "Vheod's
coming,” Arach added.



"See how they assemble the stones of the ancient idol they once worshiped?' Gyrison pointed at
some of the gnalls carrying green stones. "The idal of ther-" Arach began "Fing" Orrag interrupted.
"Whatever. That doesn't change the fact that if we try to go in there they'll tear us apart.”

Arach and Gyrison stared a the gnalls quietly for a moment, never once looking a each other. Then,
amog at the same time, they both began softly chanting and making rhythmic hand gestures.

Orrag could hear a rudle in the leaves. He looked around, startled, but saw nothing. The gnalls
obvioudy heard it too. The creatures stopped what they were doing and looked into the forest around
them.

A horn sounded nearby, then another, and another-each from a different direction. The sounds of
soldiers rushing into battle filled the wood. The gnalls grabbed their weapons and shields. They quickly
formed defengve lines as afew barked orders.

The sounds of hundreds of men became the sounds of thousands.

The gnalls howled in fear, and one by one they retreated into the woods. They scattered, wide-eyed,
dearly fearing for ther lives As soon as the morae of afew had broken, the gndllsfled in droves, until dl
hed |eft the dlearing around the entrance.

"Excdlent,” Orrag said with agrin. "The ruse won't last long, but it should be enough.” He licked his
ydlow, pointed teeth with an amost-black tongue, but kept amiling as though this were the happiest day
of hisfoul life.

Gyrison and Arach ended ther spell. The sounds of charging soldiers and blaring horns faded away.

"We mugt hurry,” Arach said to Orrag.

"We mud get ingde" Gyrison added.

I'm here for the same reason you are, friends” Orrag said, not dropping his toothy smile for a
moment. "You don't have to tdl me”

The smdl group rose from ther hiding places, dill sgaring at the entrance. They'd traveled without
stopping for the last few days to get here as quickly as possible, but now Orrag wanted to move dowly.
He motioned for the rest to follow him, and they crossed the dlearing to the diff Orrag gazed into the
dark opening.

"The brother and sister | told you about ether didn't make it or have been dowed down,” Orrag told
them. "Unfortunately, snce the gnalls will return soon, we can't wait for them." He turned toward the
others. Looking each of them up and down, hefindly said, "Unther, Panish, grab Wenmer and bring him
here

The man named Wenmer cried out in surprise. Two of the others grabbed him by the ams and
dragged him forward. Orrag commanded the remaining man to light a torch, and he led them into the
opening in the diff.

The smooth-cut passage went sraight back from the entrance, stopped, and turned to the left. When
it stopped again, Orrag motioned for his men to bring Wenmer forward.

"Hald 4ill, men," Orrag told the captive as he fought to get free. "The guardian must be appeased.
I've been preparing for far too long to let anything distract me from my god.”

Orrag ran his hand over an amulet suspended around his neck then drew his knife. He looked for
Arach and Gyrison, but they remained outsde. No matter. He didn't need them anymore.

'Great and powerful Charéen,” Orrag began to invoke, "Lord of the Seven Vengeances and Master
of the Hosts of Duna . . ." His voice became a mumbling chant in a language men were never meant to
speak.

Wenmer cried out, but his screams were not heeded. The other men looked nether at Orrag nor at
Wenmer, asif they had naither the strength nor the ssomach to confront ether. The two holding Wenmer
kept him as dill as they could.

"Orrag!" Wenmer shouted, "you promised if | would help you, you'd give me gold. You promised
me power from this demon we would free! Don't hurt me! I'll help you!"

Orrag didn't stop. "You betrayed me. You lied to me" Orrag didn't stop.

Wenmer continued to cry out and struggle, but neither helped him.

Orrag's dark ceremony and Wenmer's pleas for mercy ended abruptly and smultaneoudy as Orrag's



knife dashed the young man's throat. Blood spattered on the ground.

The men let Wenmer fdl, and Orrag's grin returned. When he looked at his remaining lackeys, who
dl now stared a Wenmer's body, Orrag knew hed better say something. "He was never a true
follower." He shook his head, attempting to shape a look of regret.

" knew that from the start,” he continued in his lie, "but his death serves us, Chare'en's chosen. His
lossisour gan.”

The three men said nothing, aternatdly looking at their dead comrade or at ther leader.

"Now come on!" Orrag couldn't spend dl day coddling them. If they had to be sacrificed as well, he
could il probably succeed without them.

Thefour of them followed the passage and eventudly came to a amdl chamber. As they did, Orrag
heard sounds from behind. He turned and saw Gyrison and Arach catching up with them. The strange
pair had evidently collected the stones the gnalls had Ieft behind and now carried them awkwardly, usng
the fronts of thair brown robes as pouches. Without a word, they came into the room and dumped ther
burdens on the floor.

"What's dl this?' Orrag asked.

"You knew that the stones were not without meaning,” Gyrison said.

"Didnt you?' Arach asked.

Asthey spoke, the two got on their hands and knees and began arranging the stones on the floor in
some sort of pattern.

Orrag stood wetching for a fev moments. The other men did the same. "Is this redly important?’
Orrag asked.

"Yes" they both answered in unison.

When they were finished, they stood and turned back to the haf-orc priest and his followers.

"You can handle the rest,” Arach told him.

"We have things to prepare for the master's arriva-in his red home," Gyrison said.

The two of them suddenly changed. Theilluson of their appearance faded away, and they stretched
thar black, batlike wings behind them. Hideous, mongtrous faces replaced their Smple human features,
and long, obsidian claws stretched out where soft hands once folded gently in front of them.

"Don't fal the master, human,” one of them-Orrag could no longer tdl them apart-said.

In aflash of fire and light the two demons departed, back, Orrag was sure, to the netherworld of the
Abyss. He wasn't sorry to see them go. His men stood rigid, covered in sweat. The Sght of those two
should keep them in ling, Orrag thought.

Everything was working perfectly.

Now dl he needed was alittle help from hisdly, Vheod.

Chapter Sixteen

“I'm not as stupid as you mugt think," Whitlock told Mdann in alow whisper.

The three of them had waked the entire day and the summer heat had them dl soaked in swedt.
Hiking through the rough terrain, dimbing over rocks and up and down steep dopes, proved to be a
great deal more work than riding had been, and so the heat took its toll. They ill hadn't reached the
crypt of Chare'en, which they now knew to be the prison of Charéen. They made camp, and Vheod
moved out to find more game for their medl. Whitlock lent him his crossbow on a somewhat permanent
bas's, snce Vheod hadn't been able to retrieve his sword, leaving him without a weapon.

With Vheod gone, the shlings spoke of the matters at hand.

"What do you mean?' Meann asked forcefully but quietly. She'd gathered some roots and leaves
from edible plants.

Whitlock arranged the wood for afire to boil what she'd gathered. "I've got eyes, Sgter,” he said. "l
know you'e attracted to Vheod."

Mdann didn't reply, but stared at him slently.

"l just don't think it's a very good idea" He pulled flint and stedd from his belt pouch, driking it to set



fire to the kinding hed piled.

"You don't think what's a good idea?' Now Mdann's nodtrils began to flare. Her face reddened.
Whitlock knew she was angry or embarrassed. Perhaps she was angry because she was embarrassed,
or embarrassed that she was angry.

"You and Vheod," he replied, spreading his hands wide and dropping the flint. "It's not that | don't
trugt him, though | don't mind tdling you | certainly didn't before. The growing attraction between the two
of you made it worse, not better." He picked up theflint and began working it againgt the sted again.

"As| was saying, | do trust him now-he's earned that from us-but let's face the truth here, Mdann.
He's a demon.”

"He seemstto prefer tanar'ri,” Mdann replied. "Whatever," Whitlock shot back, irritated. "It doesn't
change the fact that he's not human.”

"And he's only hdf tanar'ri,” she said in hisfurther defense.

Whitlock looked up from his work and grimaced. He began working at the fire again and said. "So
yourein love with him, aren't you?'

"To be truthful, Whitlock, 1 don't know," Mdann said, then looked off, down the hillade where
Vheod had gone to hunt. "I thought | might be, but then | caught more than one glimpse of his dark
sde-and it redly frightened me"

Hndly, a blaze started in the twigs and grass Whitlock had gathered. He prepared the wood to add
once thefireredly got going in earnest. He made a grunting noise and seemed to pause in thought for a
moment. He didn't speak until the fireredly started. "That's for the best, Mdann," he said, looking up at
her. Sheld filled their amdl pot with water and set it over the fire to boil. Meann placed the roots into the
water right away, for they would need more time to boil than anything else. Once softened, they would
complement just about anything Vheod might bring back. Of course, they were better heavily seasoned,
but Mdann \vas quickly growing used to doing without such pleasantries.

She wondered if she was indeed carrying out Chauntea's will. Everything she'd been taught had been
about the Mother of All'slove for growing things, and about nurturing and caring for others. Now Meann
found hersdf wandering through the wilderness, fighting for her life & every turn agang enemies she
didn't even know she had. Where was the divine direction she'd come to count on? Meann suddenly fdt
vay done and digant from dl she knew.

Vheod returned with three quall. Soon the three travelers feasted on the roasted birds, garnished
with the boiled roots and leaves that Meann found. By the time they finished, the moon had risen high
into the night sky, and a cool wind blew away the day's heat. After dinner, Mdann prepared for deep,
knowing the next day they would probably come to the end of ther long journey. Orrag's directions
indicated that they were only three or four hours wak from where Chareen lay-either entombed or
imprisoned, depending on which story one believed. Mdann watched as the others aso prepared to go
to deep, even Vheod. She knew held not dept the night before. She could dmost imagine what had been
going through hismind, or at least she thought that she could. She knew what it was like to fear what the
future might hold. Each day that passed for her brought new doubts. Meann continudly wondered if she
was good enough, if she did the right thing. For Vheod, it must be even worse. Asfrightening as it was to
see the darker Sde of her new friend, it was more troubling Hill to redize that even he was just coming to
fully redlize what he was-and wha he was not. Vheod, she surmised, fdt as confused, and perhaps as
aone, as she did.

As Vheod lad back into the cool night grass, she moved to him and kndt wordlesdy at his Sde. He
looked a her and opened his mouth to speak. Mdann put a single finger to his lips to quiet him.
Whitlock's soft snores aready accompanied the crackling of the dying fire. Meann took Vheod's hand in
hers, feding the coarse, hardened skin that covered his fingers. Kneding there, under the stars, Meann
slently gazed into his deep, dark eyes, until hefdl adeep. She dept a his sde.

By morning the night's cool breezes had transformed into chilling winds. Dark clouds sped over the
tops of the mountains like swarming warriors preparing for battle. Vheod saw tha he was the lagt to
wake. He thought for a moment about Mdann, and remembered her holding his hand until deep damed
him. She'd said nothing. 1t seemed amogt like a dream now.



But no, that had been no dream, for Vheod's dreams had been filled with images of desth and
destruction. Haunting crimson images of battle and horrible mongrogties gathered in his mind, and he fdt
it better to just forget about the entire night. This new day held enough on which to focus itsdf. Today
they would reach the prison of Char€en.

At lesst, Vheod thought, there they would dl find answers to the questions they'd asked for the last
few days, or even for ther entire lives A cure for Mdann and Whitlock's family curse, the truth behind
Vheod's red reason for coming here, perhaps even the red purpose of the Taint-the day was fraught with
posshilities. Most of them were quite unifying.

They ate some of the previous night's leftover food, washing it down with cold water from the stream
a the bottom of the hill on which they had camped. Vheod took some time after the med to make minor
preparations to cast some magicd spdls that day. Some wizards needed to study in books or scralls to
prepare spels, but the Abyssal magic Vheod had learned required only that he ready some of the
particular mental concepts in his mind-focusng on the centrd idea of each spdl and placing it within his
mind's eye.

When Vheod was finished, he helped Mdann and Whitlock get ready to break camp. The three of
them spoke little as they packed their two backpacks, Vheod and Whitlock hefting them when they were
ready to move. Thefire had long since died, but Meann made sure to scoop dirt onto the warm ashes to
make sure that there was no chance of the surrounding vegetation catching fire.

The terrain presented a number of difficulties, as the rough, forested hills of the past few days
became rocky diffs and pathless treks up steep dopes. Vheod wondered if they would even have been
able to bring the horses through this area, had they lived. By mid-morning, they had rounded a steep
mountain and walked through a nearly leve pass between it and another towering peak. The wind il
touded ther hair and clothes, and the gray clouds concedled the sun. They knew from the landmarks
around them that the end of the journey lay at the end of this very pass.

Vheod led the way through the tal pine trees. As he dways did when he got nervous, Vheod looked
for the Taint. He couldn't find it again, so he assumed it hid under his breastplate or clothes. A noise
behind him made him stop. He turned.

Whitlock mationed for him to come back. Vheod stepped quielly and dowly toward the warrior,
watching him for some due as to wha was wrong. Mdann stood next to Whitlock but seemed as
confused as Vheod fdt. Whitlock pointed down. "Gnalls" Whitlock whispered. "Lots of them." Vheod
looked down and saw numerous prints of large feet. His gaze followed them dong and noticed that
branches of trees had been broken and other growth disturbed by their passng. Whitlock was right. As
Vheod |ooked around, he now saw that dozens on dozens of the creatures had probably passed through
thisvery area, though he admitted to himsdf thet if he didn't dready know there were gndlisin the area,
he couldn't have identified the exact type of creature that had made this disturbance. He wondered if
Whitlock also made that assumption, or if he could see something Vheod couldn't.

It didn't matter. What did matter was that the three of them would need to be particularly cautious.
Vheod knew that through a minor spell he could render himsdlf invisble from sght, but that wouldn't help
his companions. They would dl have to just take their chances together.

This area seemed drier than most of the mountainous region through which they'd traveled. The
needles of the coniferous trees showed brown patches and snapped off a the merest touch. Brittle, falen
branches crunched under their feet as they resumed their march, each step kicking up a smdl amount of
dugt that lay under the carpet of rust-colored needles. The thinner trees didn't provide as much cover as
Vheod wished, but he did his best to use the conceslment that remained in case there was someone or
something watching for them.

Findly, after about another hour's careful walk through the thick trees, the three of them rounded a
ridge and found themselves staring a a diff face partidly obscured by boulders and loose stones. While
some of the rocks hadn't moved in lifetimes, it was apparent that others had recently been moved aside,
which judging by ther sze was no amd| feat. These recently displaced boulders surrounded a dark,
rectangular opening that led into the diff. An open area a least two hundred yards across sretched in
front of the opening.



Vheod had no doubt in hismind that Chare'en lay within the diff, through that doorway, but who had
cleared away the boulders? The trees surrounding the area had been chopped down too, probably to
fadllitete the work uncovering the doorway.

Teking a deep breath, he started for the opening, but Whitlock's hand on his shoulder stopped him.
Vheod turned and saw that the man wanted to tak. He followed Whitlock and Mdann back afew paces
but toward the diff's face. The three of them crouched amid the trees, behind a far-tossed boulder. This
isit, isnt it?* Mdann asked, saring a the opening rather than the two men.

Whitlock didn't respond, ingtead tdlling Vheod, "'We've got to look around the outside here and
make sure that if we go in, nothing comesin after us. We don't want to get trapped in there.”

"| suppose that's prudent,” Vheod stared with dark, passonate eyes, "but don't you think that the
sooner we can get ingde and look around, the sooner well be able to leave? | mean, if the S&ff you seek
lieswithin, the sooner we find it the better.”

Melann's expresson indicated that she agreed, but Whitlock was adamant. "Weve got to be smart
about this. Now's not the time to be headstrong.”

"If we hadn't plunged 'headstrong' into the Ravenwitch's tree, you wouldnt be here Vheod sad
immediately.

Whitlock dropped his gaze to the ground. His shoulders dumped dightly.

"No," Vheod said, shaking his head, "forget | said that.”

Mdann forced a smile "Were dl nervous™ she said, placing her hand on Whitlock's shoulder.
"Everyone wants this to end well-whatever that means.”

"What do you think might be around here?' VVheod asked.

"Look around!" Whitlock's whisper was harsh. "This area looks just like the one we passed a few
miles back, but it's even more dearly been occupied by gnallsfor some time.”

"Then where are they now? Insde?' Vheod motioned toward the opening in the diff.

"No, | don't think s0," Whitlock said, looking around. "Something tells me they Ieft this area-but not
long ago.” Whitlock kneded down and examined the ground carefully, looked around him, then
draightened up. "In fact, the tracks even suggest thet they leftin a hurry. See how there's lots of scuffling
and smeared prints? They'll probably be back.” Whitlock's skill as a tracker certainly impressed Vheod.
Nevertheless, he fet an eagerness to get ingde that doorway. Maybe it was just that he wanted to get the
whole thing over with-maybe because a part of him was anxious to find out which portion of his nature
was truly in command of his life He would see if someone, perhaps even himsdf, schemed and
manipulated him into coming here to free his ancestor. If he was truly meant to free Chareen, and the
baor waited ingde, he would see if he could keep himsdf from committing such an atrocity. Somehow
the answers would dl be found beyond that doorway.

Vheod handed Whitlock the crossbow. "Here, you scout around the perimeter of the open area and
cover mewith this™ He turned to Mdann. "You say here and watch this sde of the entrance. I'm going
to sneak in and take a brief ook around on the insde. If it's clear out here and within, you can follow me
through the doorway."

Whitlock scowled. "Fine"

He accepted the crossbow and took the time to cock and load it. Vheod drew the knife held found
intheir packs earlier, then cast the brief spdl that dlowed him to fade from sSght. Mdann gasped softly,
obvioudy unprepared for Vheod's tactic. Her wide eyes searched in van for him, but she said nothing.
By the time he disappeared, Whitlock was dready cregping through the trees.

Invisble, Vheod moved very close to Mdann, so that his mouth was very near her ear. Her mouth
opened dightly, and her eyes flashed, indicating that she could fed his presence near her.

"Il let you know where | am,” he whispered. He wanted to touch her soft cheek with his own, but
he didn't. Instead, he turned and moved very quietly into the cleared area, toward the open doorway.
Insde, Vheod's tanar'ri vison alowed him to see a far distance usng just the daylight filtering in through
the cloud of dust at the door. Ancient, stagnant air hung in the doorway and grew thicker as he entered.
A passage, cut through the stone with regular angles and keen workmanship, extended into the diff at
leadt twenty-five feet, but then ended. Only after he crossed most of that distance did Vheod see that



corridors probed deeper into the stone to the left and right of there. He approached this juncture and
looked down both options.

To the left, he saw a fair amount of rubble and loose dirt scattered about the floor. The passage
extended deeper into the darkness than his supernaturd vison could penetrate. At the edge of the
darkness, however, amid the broken stone, VVheod thought he could see a dead body, perhaps thet of a
humean or something human-sized.

Looking to hisright, Vheod saw only a strange cloud of sparkling greenish flecks hovering in the air,
churning like dust. Vheod tentatively reached out to touch one of the shining motes. "When he did the
cloud dtirred vidently. He heard stone agonizingly dide againg stone, and a terrible, heavy footfdl, then
another.

Backing away, Vheod saw alarge shape lumbering out from the cloud of swirling specks. Something
lurched out of the darkness. He backed afew steps, eyes wide. His muscles tensed and his mind raced.
What was this thing? What magic was this?

It stood at least a foot tdler than Vheod. The top of the creature's head came within a foot of the
caling. It was humanoid in shape, but the entire, gigantic figure was made of stone. In one fig it clenched
along, broad-headed spear, though Vheod didn't think the stone of the spear was actudly separate from
the stone of the hand that appeared to grip it. The living Satue had been carved with an intricate, ornate
pattern on its body, granting it rament and facid features. The hands of time had clawed away a the fine
detail, so now the lumbering giant seemed modly crude in congtruction, except for a few spots tha
retained the designs, betraying its former beauty.

Vheod found nathing beautiful about this animate mass of stone, though, and backed away toward
the entrance as fagt as he could. He had no intention of attempting to fight this thing with just a knife-if he
could fight it at dl. What worried hm most was that the construct advanced toward him even though he
wasinvisble

Afrad to turn his back on the advancing mongtrosity, Vheod continued to back quickly away. The
animaed satue stopped. Vheod stopped. Obvioudy, this thing was a guardian-perhaps it wouldn't
falow him out. Still, it hdted in the juncture of the two passageways, and Vheod imagined that it would
react with hodility if he attempted to get past or even approach it.

Perhaps a spdl could destroy it, Vheod mused, garing at it from just a few steps from the entrance.
Ohbvioudy, it was a creature animated by magic, and perhaps that would be its undoing. Unfortunately,
Vheod's spdls were minor. He doubted he could do anything that might affect a giant one statue given
life by sorcery. Then, he considered-

His thoughts were suddenly torn away from him by the sound of Meann's scream from outside. He
whirled around and ran, dill magicaly hidden from normd dght, into a danger even greater than tha of
the magicd statue.

The gnalls had returned.

Chapter Seventeen

A raven is not a creature that enjoys disgppointment. Take something away from one, and it only
gets angry. Denied completely, and the raven sulks.

The Ravenwitch sat before her divinatory pool, watching black rose petds float about the surface.
She leaned heavily on the water basin, Sghing. One by one, she poked the petds down into the water.
Some sank to the bottom some bobbed back up.

With a dramatic gesture she brushed at the surface of the water, sending a petal-laden wave
gplashing to the wooden floor. She stood as she did this, glaring down into the pool then up at the calling.

"Damn them!" she screamed, dutching her hands into figts.

She was without a manservant and without even so much as a good candidate. What was worse,
sheéd dan dozens of her own ravens to execute the process that would have granted tha young
man-Whitlock?-the power and abilities required of her servant. The ritud had been ruined, and the
cursed one who ruined it was beyond reproach. She didn't dare retdiate againg the descendant of



Chareen, when the balor would rule over dl the Thunder Peaks in so short atime.

She dumped back into her chair. What good could come of revenge anyway? Sheld lived long
enough to know that in the end, it earned nothing. What was logt, was lost. She had more important
things to worry about right now, like how to cope with the coming events. The Ravenwitch enjoyed
things as they were. She was more than pleased with her tree, and the flock flourished nicdy-even
despite the lossesit had suffered latdy at the hands of ... what was his name? Vheod? As wel as those
who'd died by her own hand.

The Ravenwitch hadn't liked that at dl. She would never have had to attempt the blood ritud in the
fird place had the gnalls not dain Yrrin-the gnalls that sought to serve Chareen. Everything seemed to
point to the same conclusion. His release would bring only change and hardship for her. She sghed again.

Her attempts at divining potentid futures based on different approaches she might take-defiance,
subservience, friendliness, outright attack-had dl been horribly skewed. Something was upsdtting the
tides of time here. Some presence had thrown off dl her divinations.

Perhaps the young demon Vheod was to blame for that too.

How could she know?

No, the Ravenwitch thought, at this juncture the only "way to predict the future with any great
accuracy was to contral it. She had to take some sort of action, not St here gazing into mist-shrouded
"ifs' and "what-might-have-beens."

Gathering her feathered cape behind her, the Ravenwitch stood and glided out of the room, down a
passage through the heart of the grandfather tree, and into a chamber ill used of late. This oval-shaped
room was filled with shelves sunk into the wood of the walls Each shdf was lined with books. She
owned thousands of tomes, some acquired long ago, some more recent, some bought, some stolen. A
few sheld even written hersdf.

With a fevered intensty, the Ravenwitch pulled books from shelves, placing them on a table located
inthe middle of the room. Her long, black-nailed fingers glided dong familiar paths across the well-worn
shelves, deftly finding each tome she required. She ignored the dust accumulated from neglect, carefully
brushing away the spiders without harming their ddlicate webs.

Utilizng magicaly conjured light, the Ravenwitch read through the night, pouring over higories and
accounts of days long lost, as wdl as texts regarding the fiendish denizens of the Lower Planes. The
stacks of books pulled down from the shelves towered above the table at which she sat. Much to her
ddight, her research proved fruitful, as she found more than one reference to the baor Chareen.
Apparently, held come to Taril in the last, fading days of Myth Drannor, in the Year of the Toppled
Throne, as a part of the Army of Darkness that warred with the eves of Cormanthyr.

Charéen remained long after those battles, attempting to raise up an amy of chaos and evil in the
Thunder Peaks. Mogt of his servitors were-not surprisingly-gnolls. The gnalls worshiped Chareen and
erected ahuge idol dedicated to the tanar'ri made of a strange, semitransparent magica stone not native
to thisworld. The green, glassidol stood as a testament to the balor's dark power.

Char€en's defeat came, hundreds of years ago, a the hands of a human wizard named Fiotyr
Braendysh who had crafted an amulet that rendered him immune to the balor's power. Usng his own
sorcery, Piotyr destroyed the green idol and imprisoned

Chareen in acdl made of some of the statue's shattered remains. The rest of the stone was scattered
throughout the mountains. Braendysh then sedled the prison with his magicd, rune-covered daff and
buried it deep underground.

A raven burgt into the room, coming to rest on the chair next to the Ravenwitch. It cawed softly.

She turned to the bird and stared into its opaque black eyes. "Yes my darling, I know morning has
come. Go and find yoursdf something to eat in the woods with the others. | shdl be fine here.”

The raven squawked dhilly and flew from the library.

An amulet that rendered him immune to the baor's powder. Interesting. With such an item, the
Ravenwitch would have nothing to fear from the future. Chareen would mean nothing to her. But where
would such an amulet be now? It could be anywhere in dl Faerun. She sghed. There was no time to
search for it. If it was lost-buried in some vault or falen amid some ancient ruin-she would never find it



soon enough for it to be of any help.

No, the only way she could hope to find the amulet would be to presume that someone ese found it
firg and had it with im now. Perhaps a person who knew about the coming of Chareen and the power
of the amulet-or at least something of its history-had dreaedy discovered it. More than likdy, that person
would be nearby, concerned somehow with the current events.

This required some thought.

Chapter Eighteen

Gnalls swarmed from every possible angle, as though they'd been scattered and were regrouping.
Unfortunately, their chosen ralying point lay within the dearing right outside the entrance to the prison, at
the edge of which stood Whitlock and Meann. Prison, Whitlock thought. The prison of Chareen. Had
he dready completely given up on the idea that this might be the crypt of Char€en-the god of the entire
journey? If this was a prison, and Chare'en was a demon and not a wizard, what in Hdm's name were
they doing here?

The Stuation at hand hardly presented Whitlock with the opportunity to think about thet at length.
Fortunatdly, it appeared that the gnolls were expecting to find him and his Sgter here even less than
Whitlock expected the gnalls to return right at that moment. Begtid eyes stretched wide, and howls of
surprise and confusion seemed to occupy the gaping mouths of the creatures rather than commands or
warnings. Whitlock's combat training and experience took over as he looked dl around him, Szing up the
enemy and possible drategies to defeat them. He fired the loaded crossbow at the fird gnall he saw
through the trees and watched it drop into the foliage at its feet.

His indincts quickly determined that their only option was flight. Tuming to look for Meann,
Whitlock saw that she was dready cadting a el on the gnalls nearest her, wrapping them in divine
energy that hdd them in place. Effective, but not enough congdering that the monsters numbered at least
ahundred, if not more,

Careful not to interrupt her spell, Whitlock shouted when she was finished, "Mdann, runinsdethe . .
. cave. He wasn't sure whether to cdl it a crypt or a prison, a least not out loud. There was no time to
consder it now. He hung the crossbow on a hook, on his belt.

Mdann turned to him, her eyes betraying utter terror. Whitlock ran, not into the mountain, but dong
the edge of the dearing that surrounded it, racing to reach his Sgter. His sword sang in his hand, and he
threw himsdf a the nearest gnoll. Sted met flesh, but the warrior was interested only in reaching Mdann.
As he ran toward her, she moved to meet him.

"Into the cave!™ he shouted again. The gnolls began to recover from their surprise and confusion,
aurging toward the humans. Whitlock pushed away an onrushing beast-man, usng his charging
momentum to add to the force of his blow.

Meann used her mace to fend off the only gnall near her left mobile after her spell. Rather then fight
it, she ducked under its muscular, hary arms as it dashed a her with a crude axe. Sheran to her brother.
Whitlock held his ground, waiting for Mdann to reach him. Another gnall rushed toward him and he
dashed at it with his blade.

The creature lunged to his left to avoid the sword stroke, then raised its spear high above its head.
Aunging the weapon down a Whitlock, the gnall was caught off guard as the warrior threw himsdf at its
feet. Whitlock crashed into its lower legs, so as the gnadll lunged forward with its spear, it not only missed
him, but toppled over the top of his now crouching form. The impact to itslegs only sent it over the top of
him that much harder. Whitlock gained his feet much fagter than his foe did, and two well-aimed chops
from his sword ensured that the gnall would indeed never rise again.

Pain arched through Whitlock's arm and he whirled and saw that another gnall had approached while
hed fought with the other. The bestiad humanoid's spear point dripped with Whitlock's blood, and the
ondl pulled back for another stab. Whitlock's empty arm went limp, and he could do little but swing his
sword to block the second spear thrust. He was weak with pain.

Suddenly darts of reddish energy struck the gnall, overcoming it and sending it crashing to the bare



earth. Whitlock turned again, thistime to see Vheod standing at the entrance to the cave. His spdls had
cleared a path for the gblings to reach the opening in the diff face. Mdann reached Whitlock's sde and
reached toward his wounded arm.

"Therésno time” he told her, pulling hisarm away. He ran to Vheod and Mdann followed. Turning
to look behind him, Whitlock saw the gnalls rushing after them, appearing more numerous than the trees
from which they poured forth. Whitlock and Mdann had to cross dmog two hundred yards between the
edge of the dearing and the rectangular entrance. Therr feet did in misplaced steps on the open,
gravel-covered earth. The gnalls followed them into the clearing, emerging from the trees in greater and
greater numbers like grain pouring into an empty bowl.

Whitlock and Mdann scrambled over the jumbled rocks that lay at the bottom of the diff wdl. The
hot summer sun beat down, and the cacophonous growls and roars of the gnolls behind them deafened
them to dl ese. Sweat and blood covered Whitlock's upper body as he ran toward the opening in the
sone wall. Vheod stood at the entrance, cdling out to them-no, to Meann-as they approached.

The opening showed dgns of great activity-the gnolls had apparently uncovered this entrance,

probably within the last day or so. Large, bedtid footprints and claw marks covered the surrounding
rock. There was something ese, too, but the Stuation provided no time for a detalled andyss. Only
when they were ingde did Whitlock redize in surprise that he could see Vheod. When the cambion had
entered held rendered himsdf hidden from sght.
"Dont go back very far," Vheod told them in a harsh tone. "Theré's a stone guardian blocking the
way."
Whitlock looked down the passage that led into the earth but saw only darkness. Smdl hits of stone
lay scattered amid the smooth rock floor, and dust churned in the sunlight around them, stirred by their
activity. "If we can't go indde, were doomed!" Whitlock said. "We can at least make a sand here”
Mdann said hopefully. Whitlock knew that defensive postion or not, the three of them could never
defeat SO many enemies.

“Perhaps we can defeat two foes a once” Vheod told them as he grabbed Whitlock's crossbow
from his belt in a swift motion. Whitlock handed him a quarrdl and watched slently as he loaded and
cocked the weapon. He had no idea what the cambion had in mind.

Meann invoked the power of Chauntea in the form of a blessng. Vheod turned to her and said, "I
believe were going to need that.”

"Here they come,” Whitlock shouted, looking up at the approaching gnalls. "What's the plan? We
don't have any time" The gnalls dowed. They appeared to approach the entrance with trepidation-or
wasit reverence?

"Thisis going to be extremdy dangerous,” Vheod said with a camness Whitlock found disturbing.
"When | begin to run, follow me. Even if you can't see me, just keep to one Side of the passage or the
other and run as fast as you can. When you reach the end of the corridor, turn to the left and stop.”

"What are you going to do?"'

"Therés no time to explain,” Vheod said. "Jugt trust me”

Asmuch as it surprised Whitlock to redizeit, he did trust Vheod. How could he not? Despite dl of
Whitlock's initid reservations and suspicions, Vheod had twice saved hislife

Whitlock looked Vheod in the eye and gave him a short nod. "Whatever you say.”

Vheod turned to look at the oncoming gnolls They would reach the entrance in a second, but Vheod
seemed to be waiting for something. Mdann vishly held her breath. Whitlock gripped his sword's hilt
more tightly-both in anticipation and to help distract him from the pain in his other arm. They stood just
ingde the cave, and Whitlock noticed for the firg time that cool ar drifted dowly out of the corridor
behind him.

Vheod turned away from the gnalls and fired the crossbow down the corridor and into the darkness.
The sound of the grunting, growling brutes was louder than the sound of their heavy footfdls on the bare
earth, and even louder than the firg few gnalls dambering over the rocks in their way. Whitlock couldn't
hear if the quarrd struck anything in particular.

The sounds of the gnalls wasn't loud enough, however, to overcome the heavy thud that Whitlock



heard deep in the darkness a moment after the quarrel was released. Another scraping thud followed,
and Whitlock saw Vheod's body tense.

"Get ready to run," Vheod whispered, saring down the dark passage.

Ancther thud was accompanied by the sound of stone scraping againg stone. This time the sound
was louder-or perhaps closer. Whitlock turned to look back outsde, and saw that the firg ranks of the
approaching gnolls were less than a dozen paces away. He looked back to Vheod for some sort of sgn,
but the cambion just stared into the darkness, ignoring the oncoming gnolls. More heavy thuds followed,
and Whitlock redlized that they were footsteps. The creature making those sounds, he guessed, must be
huge, heavy, or quite probably both.

"Vheod?' Mdann whispered. The name asked many questions, but Vheod answered none of them.

The gnalls were close enough that Whitlock could smdll their musky scent. He was ready to run on
Vheod's sgnd, and he kept an eye on the humanoids that were rgpidly descended on them. He was
ready to turn to face these enemies, ignoring Vheod, when he glanced into the darkness one last time,

Looming out of the tenebrous shadow, a tdl, indidinct men made of stone approached them. It
caried along spear carved from the same stone from which its body had been made, obvioudy long
years before. The animate statue bore no expression, but its malignancy was obvious.

"Now!" Vheod's deep voice resonated throughout the hall. "Run!™ Though he was prepared, surprise
dill gripped Whitlock as Vheod raced toward this new menace.

The statue lashed out with the long, wide-headed stone spear, but Vheod flattened himsdf againgt
thewdl at the last moment, and the spear struck behind him, producing a flash of sparks dong the stone
floor.

The gndlls reached the entrance. They were coming in.

Vheod dipped past the statue, which continued moving forward.

"Run!" Whitlock shouted to Mdann as he legped toward the oncoming stone guardian. He paused
for a moment, stepping to his left. The statue countered, coming a him with its spear point amed a his
head. Whitlock feinted with his blade, drawing the congtruct's attention for a moment. A blow from the
datue was too powerful and heavy to parry, so he had to remain light on his feet if he was to survive. He
lunged to his left to avoid a thrust from the guardian's spear. The sound of charging gnalls rose behind
him, and he expected a blow from one of the brutes agang the back of his head a any moment.
Nevertheless, he stood his ground until he saw his Sster dive past the Satue to the right.

Her movement drew the dtatue's atention momentarily, but it was enough to give Whitlock his
chance to escape as well. As he ducked and tumbled forward, he fdt the movement of ar next to his ear
where an axe blade or spear point dashed by him. Mdann's blessng mugt be hdping somehow, he
reasoned. Whitlock actudly scrambled under the statue's legs, dodging its weapon and its heavy,
crushing footstep.

Now, Vheod's plan became obvious. His crossbow bolt aerted the guardian and brought it toward
them. However, with so many intruders, the statue didn't turn toward the three of them &fter they
managed to dip by it. Instead, it threw itsdf into combat with the oncoming gnalls. A forceful spear thrust
pierced the midsection of an oncoming gnoll and proved that the brutes were too large and dumsy to
dodge past the guardian as their human targets had.

Whitlock watched for a moment as the gnalls attempted to turn and flee from the animated Statue
only to run into their frenzied comrades behind them. The statue merciledy, indiscriminatdy, dashed and
stabbed at ther backs. Already Vheod and Mdann had disappeared into the dark corridor. Whitlock
followed.

Vheod's only regret was that his spdlcasting had caused his invighility to fater. Other then that,,
everything had gone better than he could have dreamed. Now they'd just have to get deep enough into
the caves so that when the gnalls retreated from the guardian, the stone statue would be too far away to
turn on them. Of course, they would dmost certainly need to return this way when they left, but Vheod
hoped the guardian statue had been prepared only to keep out intruders and might not notice someone

trying to leave.



Vheod's vison dlowed him to see wel enough to round the corner to the left. He stopped and
waited for the others, noting that the turn to the right led only to a dead end-it was redly more an
acove-in which the statue had waited. The magicd cloud of greenish particles was gone.

At Vheod's feet lay a blood-soaked human body. He couldnt make out many details, even with his
tanar'ri darkvision, but the man had apparently died within the last hour or so. Meann hurriedly, quietly
waked down the passage, feding dong the right sde wal. Her face showed terror mixed with relief.
"Thisway," Vheod whispered.

Her head turned suddenly toward the sound of his voice. She paused wordlesdy, then came toward
hmwith smdl, careful steps. Obvioudy, she couldn't see at dl. He reached toward her and grasped her
am, pulling her close to him.

"What now?" she whispered in his ear. Her presence gladdened him. At least his plan had worked
wel enough to get her past the statue. Glancing around the corner, he was equdly glad to see Whitlock
meking his way dong the left-hand wall. The statue engaged the gnalls behind him. It worked.

Vheod caled out softly to Whitlock and brought the three of them together in the darkness. "What's
that amd|?' Meann asked. "There's a body on the floor. Someone was killed here very recently.”

"Someone?' Whitlock asked in a forced whisper. "Not a gnall?'

"No, not agnall. I don't know whoitis" Vheod replied.

Both Mdann and Whitlock paused in dlence, as if consdering this Mdann stared sraight ahead,
knowing that she could see nothing. Whitlock gill glanced from Side to Side, as if some action on his part
might suddenly dlow him to see. The underground passage was cool. A dight breeze originated
somewhere deeper in.

"We need light," Whitlock stated.

"Whitlock's right, Vheod," Mdann said. "We can't fumble through the darkness like this. It's too
difficult. It's too dangerous.”

Vheod produced one of the torches he had managed to recover from the dead horses packs. Even
in the darkness, he was able to produce enough of a spark with his flint and stedl to light some tinder,
then the torch. Soon, flickering light illuminated the well-crafted passageway. All three of them could see
where the statue had once stood, the corridor ahead of them, and the corpse a ther feet.

Whitlock kndt next to the body, but Mdann interrupted him, usng her divine power to hed his
injured arm. The process took afew minutes, during which Vheod anxioudy watched the passage around
the corner where the gnalls fought againg the guardian. The bestid warriors sruggled againg the stone
datue to no avail. He was surprised to see that they didn't turn from the overwheming might of ther foe.
Instead the humanoids threw themsdves at it. They mudt redly want to get indde--was it redly only to
get a them? Somehow Vheod doubted it. This underground structure held more secrets, that seemed
evident.

The body at ther feet held no recognizable features for any of them. All three of them, in fact, were
certain they'd never seen the individud before. He wore a legther jerkin and carried equipment and
supplies befitting someone who knew he was going underground-torches, rope, pitons, and more. Vheod
aso noted that the dead body was wel armed with a short sword and a number of daggers.

Vheod took the sword and daggers, drugging his shoulders as he stood back up and looked at his
companions. "We may need these.” Whitlock replied with agrim nod. Mdann said nothing.

"We should get moving," Whitlock said. He took the torch from Vheod.

Whitlock led the three of them down the corridor as Vheod tucked the weapons in his belt. The
heuntingly cool ar currents chilled their summer-accustomed flesh. The smooth angular wals and floor
were coated with a thick layer of dugt, though in places the flickering torchlight indicated disturbances
suggesting that others had passed through there before.

"That man was not killed by the stone guardian . . ." Méann said to no onein particular.

"l don't think the guardian was activated urtil we got here” Vheod replied.

"... | think he was a sacrifice” Mdann continued. She turned to Vheod with an intense glare in her
eye. "His throat had been cut. | don't think he was killed in afight.”

"The gnalls?' Vheod asked.



Mdann raised her eyebrows and shouldersin unison, sheking her head dightly. She turned away.

"I think it must have been the gnalls”" Whitlock said from ahead of them. "Take alook at this™

Whitlock moved to one side to alow the other two to see beyond him. The passage gave way to a
gmdl chamber with smooth stone wals and powerful arches supporting the celling. In the center of the
room, hundreds of amdl green stones glittered in the torchlight. They lay in a carefully constructed pile.

"Those are the same stones the gnalls were gathering,” Meann said.

"Yes" Whitlock replied. "They mugt have been bringing them here as an offering or something.”

Vheod entered the room and approached the stones. He could see that they'd not just been piled on
the floor, but had been placed in a deliberate pattern. When he stood next to the pile, directly over the
pattern, he could see what was intended. It formed a crude depiction of a leering, fiendish face.

Indinctively, he brought hisleft arm up to look at the back of his hand. There the Taint emblazoned
on his flesh, mockingly took the same shape as the pattern on the floor. The leering face was a shape that
the Tant had taken numerous times before. He never thought about it before, but it was the shape the
tattoo took mogt of the time. The stones had been positioned here in the same manner. The same lesring,
mocking face. "Damn,” Vheod said quietly.

Meann came to his Sde, looking down at the pattern of stones. She looked at the Taint, then into his
eyes.

" don't think you should be here" she told him. Her voice was soft.

"You're probably right," he said dowly. Sighing deeply, he continued, "I've been led here, Meann.
Everything that's happened to me since | arrived in this world, or perhaps earlier than that-perhaps even
my entire life-has led me here. It's as though | have no will of my own. Like what | want to do with my
life doesn't matter. Everything I've done, every person I've ever met, has been part of a manipulaion to
bring me here. Even you and Whitlock, unknowingly, have been a part of it."

"But," Mdann interrupted, "who has been doing this to you?'

"For dl | know, | have" "I don't understand.”

"Nether do I," Vheod said, shaking his head and stepping away from the stones, "but | do know that
dl my life I've borne this Taint and that sometimes it acts as though it's an intdligent force of its own. It
leads me places. It set into motion the events that brought me here in the firg place. The Tant led me to
Arach and Gyrison. It led me to Orrag. It ... it led meto you."

"Why?' Mdann asked. "Why did it do dl of this? What isit?"

" don't know," Vheod said, looking at the tattoo.

"Can you get rid of it somehow? Can you use magic? Can you cut it off?'

"Inthefirg beattle with the giant ravens, the flesh where it rested was dashed, but it didn't affect the
Tant."

Médann grew quiet, obvioudy overwhelmed by the Stuation. Vheod couldn't blame her.

Fndly, she sad, "Is Char€en-the demon-imprisoned here like you sad?' She paused, and knelt
down to look a an individud green stone. "If so, why are we here? Does that mean everything weve
been told, and dl we've relied on to save our parents and possibly oursaves, has been a He?' She stood
agan. "Perhaps” Vheod lowered his head. "If you even so much as suspected this, why did you come a
dl?'

"If it wasn't true, then you might come here and free Charelen accidentdly. | thought you might need
my help." He looked back up & her.

"By the Mother of All," Mdann said, "itsmy fault" "No, it's not. Don't you see? Even if everything |
feared was true-l 4ill had to come here. | need to know who's contralling my life. If Charéen-my own
fiendish ancestor-is here, then it's not only my responsibility to make sure he doesn't cause any harm, but
it's dso imperaive | come here to prove that even if forces have manipulated to bring me here to free
him, | won't do it.

"l am my own man. | have to prove that-at least to mysdf.”

"l understand,” Mdann said after a moment, "out there's such arisk.”

Vheod's shoulders fdl. He shut his eyes.

"No," Mdann said. "'l didn't mean that. | have fathin you, Vheod. You can do it



Whitlock suddenly returned, though Vheod hadn't noticed held Ieft. "I looked ahead-the passage
continues beyond this chamber. It leads farly far into the mountain, and I'm pretty sure | heard something
moving around up there. | think we should probably check it out. Besides,"-he looked back the way
they'd come-"there's no way to tdl if and when the gnalls or that guardian statue might show up a our
backs."

Meann looked to Vheod and nodded solemnly, with a amile of support. "Let's go check it out,” she
sad.

Vheod arched his back, thrusing his chest ahead of him. He took a deep breath. "Yes" he sad
quidly, "let's go."

The passage was indeed long, and the temperature dropped dightly with each step down its length.
Aheed of them they saw light and heard movement. They continued without discussion.

At the corridor's end, a huge set of brass doors barred the way. Runes, glyphs, and other symbols
covered the entire surface of both doors. Four figures stood before the portals, obvioudy atempting to
open them. As Vheod, Whitlock, and Mdann approached, three turned to face them while the largest
among them continued to work at the doors, thrusting his weight into pushing one open.

The figures were human men, each brandishing a short sword, a dagger, or a long, curved knife.
Two held wel-burnt torches high above ther heads. They glowered slently as Vheod and the others
approached. Their eyes showed only mdice. "Hdlo," Mdann sad tentatively.

Whitlock and Vheod both tightly gripped their already drawn swords. No response came. The three
of them stopped about twenty feet away from the doors, the menacing figuresin front of them.

FHndly, the large figure turned toward them. Vheod recognized him, as did "Whitlock and Médann,
judging by the looks on their faces. But then, of course they did, Vheod redized.

The man was Orrag.

Chapter Nineteen

" was wondering when you would get here" Orrag said with an evil grin. "'l was garting to worry."

"What are you doing here?' Vheod demanded, pointing a Orrag with the short sword.

Tm here for the same reason you are, friend," the haf-orc said to Vheod, never dropping his toothy
gmile for amoment. "To free your ancestor, the greet and powerful Chare'en, Lord of the Seven

Vengeances."

Vheod had never heard that title before. How had Orrag? He fdt Mdann and Whitlock's gazes fdl
on him, but he didn't turn from the villanous half-orc. Tm here for just the opposite reason, as you wdl
know," Vheod said. "Was everything you told mein Tilverton alie?'

"Of course nat," Orrag replied with his phlegmy, rough voice. "If it had dl been a lie you never
wouldve found your way here"

"Liden, you," Whitlock interrupted, "I don't know what sort of game you're playing, but we won't be
your pawns. Why did you give us directions to this place if you knew it wasn't redly what we were
looking for. We sought the crypt of an old wizard-not a demon's prison.”

"Smpleton,” Orrag said. "Youll die not knowing."

The four men who stood around Orrag tensed. Two of them took menacing steps forward but
stopped when they saw their leader made no hostile moves. Orrag continued to smile.

"Why dl the elaborate deceptions?’ Vheod asked and lowered his sword.

"Only you can free him, Vheod. | may be a devout servant, but the spells that imprison him can only
be broken by a blood relaion. Braendysh, the wizard who created this prison, saw to it" Orrag drew
forth along, curved scimitar from his belt, ill grinning.

"l was s0 sure that Chauntea led us here" Mdann whispered. "l was so sure.”

Orrag spoke. "Now, Vheod, join mein opening these doors, and let's finish what has been started.”

"If you think," Vheod retorted without hesitation, "that for one moment | might consider joining you in
your Sck plans, you're as dim-witted as you look.™

"Vheod," Orrag said, dill amiling, "thisis your destiny. Don't fool yoursdf." The amile faded. ""Thisis



who you are.”

"Never!" Vheod suddenly launched himsdf a Orrag, with sword in hand and denid as a battle cry.

Meann's world crumbled around her as surdy asif the stone of the walls tumbled down around them
adl. How could she have been so wrong? The whale thing-the whole quest that she and her brother had
undertaken-was alie. It had dl been a trick from the beginning. She'd told hersdlf that Chauntea wanted
her to undertake this journey, and as proof to her sef she observed how everything seemed to work so
wal to lead her down this path. Now she saw that sheld been fooled as much as Vheod. She wondered
if Vheod, like she, had been the primary ingrument in his own deception.

Poor Vheod. She'd only helped his enemies in maneuvering him into this Situation. Now he fought not
only for hislife but for his very soul. With every movement he mugt be questioning himsdlf, she redlized.
Shed told him that she had faith in him, and it was true. Despite dl reason, she truly believed thet in the
gruggle againg his own evil nature he was strong enough to win. That didn't mean it was going to be easy
for him-nor did it mean he might not be killed if he wouldn't submit.

Médann had fath in Vheod but not in hersdf. While she never doubted Chaunted's power, she
catanly doubted her own ahility to devote dl of her time and attention to the Mother of All's causes. She
hed become caught up in this personal misson to come here and find something to assuage the curse that
plagued her family. Now that obsession with her persond gods had brought everything to ruin. There
was no magicd gaff to remove the curse, there was only some demonic creature about to be loosed on
the world.

Vheod had, a fird, seemingly caught Orrag off guard with his attack. Though he seemed as
aurprised as the hdf-orc by Vheod's actions, Whitlock appeared more than happy to legp into the fray
and hdlp. Orrag and his followers outnumbered the two warriors- they needed her help. Meann reached
through the cloud of despair that surrounded her and grabbed the wooden amulet bearing Chaunteas
symbol.

No. She couldn't bring hersdf to cdl on her goddess's power. Her hand dropped to her belt where
she kept her mace. She drew it out and stepped forward to where Vheod and Whitlock aready fought
Orrag and his men. Vheod engaged Orrag directly, but the four thugs threstened to ovewhedm her
brother dmost immediatdy.

Meann hefted her weapon with both hands and attacked one of the men. She smashed the mace
into his shoulder and spun him around to face her.

"Chareen will show you vengeance, woman!" the cutthroat shouted as he dashed a her with a
curved knife

The wicked blade cut through the air, but she stepped backward to avoid it. All these men mugt
worship Char€en, she redized. Mdann found it difficult to imagine such a horrible thing. How could they
revere a demon? How could they worship the evil and degth it represented? Her revulson drove her
meace in powerful strokes, firg onto the villain's arm, which replied with a snap of bone. The knife flew
from his hand, and she lifted the weapon over her head to finish him off.

Her foe was driven by powerful emotions of his own, though, and wesaponless, he lunged at her usng
hisweight to knock her back. Savagely he tore a her with his remaining am and even with his teeth.
"Animd!" she grunted as she pushed him away. Mdann bore no regret as she smashed her mace into the
man's face. He dumped to the floor. She'd never fought a human before, let done killed one- though
these fiend-worshiping cultigts hardly carried themselves as men-but there was little doubt that he was
dead.

Meann suddenly couldn't see the battle around her. She could only see what her willful actions had
brought her to as she looked at the blood that coated her weapon.

She began to sob.

Whitlock had thrust himsdf, sword firg, into the fray. As Vheod attacked Orrag, he postioned
himsdf to fend off the other men who accompanied the haf-orc. It was dl he could do, however, to
parry their attacks with his blade. He missed his shidd, not to mention his armor. He dropped historch to
the ground, hoping it would burn long enough so that he could see in the coming fight. Orrag's henchmen
who brandished torches did like-wise as they moved to attack.



Mdann moved forward and attacked one of his foes, drawing the cultig's atention to her. That
helped condderably, as Whitlock thrugt his blade offendvely toward one of the three remaning men.
Two had short swords, the other-the fastest and most dangerous, Whitlock judged-fought with a dagger
in each hand. With three foes ingtead of four, Whitlock could press them back with his own jabs and
fants while sill maintaining his guard. Fghting multiple gnolls a number of times over the last few days
hed forced him to become accustomed to this sort of fighting, and while these fiend-worshiping cultists
weren't without skill and determination, they didn't possess the Sze and srength of the gnolls.

Whitlock at least had a chance. Defesting dl three of these men would amog certainly ill be the
mog difficult battle of his life. One of the swordsmen moved in close to diminate the advantage thet
Whitlock's long sword granted him. He countered that move with a punch to the man's somach that
caused him to double over. Whitlock raised his sword to capitdize on his advantage, but the
double-dagger man lunged forward, forcing him to duck aside. He dill brought his blade down on the
firg attacker, but it was migtimed and only barely diced the cultist's leg.

Whitlock then backed away a few steps. Behind hm Mdann dill fought with her foe, though it
sounded as if she was getting the best of him. She'd done nothing but impress Whitlock in bettle and
dressful Stuations. Hisllittle sster had certainly grown up. He should have told her how proud he was to
fight dong sde her and how willing hed become to rey on her ill and intdligence, but hed not. He
rarely thought to say such things

The man with two daggers-a bearded tough with dark hair-leaped at him again. Whitlock countered
with awide stroke, forcing his foe back, but it was just a ruse. One of the other men-a long-haired, stout
men with a sword-stabbed a him when his guard was down. The blade cut into his side, and Whitlock
knew his only hope was to go on the offensve.

Sashing wildly, he forced dl three of his opponents back a step then lunged a the heavy-set
swordsman with long hair. Whitlock's blade sank deeply into the man's guts, but the fdlow made no
sound other than to whisper, "Chareen.” His eyes closed as he fdl to the ground, but Whitlock couldn't
take the time to watch. Freeing his blade he stepped around the fdlen foe, putting him between Whitlock
and the other two cultigs

Now that he was turned around, he could see that Mdann wasin the process of digpatching her foe.
Asthe cultigt she fought fdl, his comrades' atention was drawn to him. Whitlock used the opportunity to
grab the dead man's short sword. With two blades, he was more likdy to maich two foes. The thug
whose leg hed cut came a him with an animdigtic growl. Whitlock parried his blade with the newly
acquired short sword, then swiped a him with his other weapon. His opponent retreated a pace.

The bearded dagger-wielder jumped, and Whitlock turned to see the man dready high in the air.
With a ghill scream, the dark-haired man crashed into Whitlock and they both tumbled to the stone
surface of the corridor. The short sword fdl from Whitlock's hand and skittered away dong the floor.

"Your soul will go to feed our madter,” the culltist said through clenched teeth as he and Whitlock lay
in atangled heap. If he didn't get this man off him quickly, one of those daggers would dmost certainly
find itsway into his heart, Whitlock knew.

Focusing dl his might, ignoring his assailant's words and the foulness of his breath, Whitlock flung him
off and rolled to his feet. The swordsman hadn't yet advanced. Perhaps the wound Whitlock had dedlt
him was worse than he'd had thought. Spinning around to face the dagger man, he saw that his opponent
had dready regained his feet. He dso saw that one of the man's dagger blades ran red with blood. Only
then did Whitlock redlize held been stabbed while the two lay on the ground.

Dont look down, he told himsdf. | don't want to know how bad it is.

"Whitlock!" Meann ydled from somewhere off to hisright.

Probably losng blood fast, Whitlock pressed the attack. His sword caught the dagger-wielder with a
dash across his chest. The man winced in pain but ill stabbed forward with both his blades. Whitlock
stepped back but used his sword's length to his advantage and brought it up then down on the cultigt's
neck.

He turned to face the last remaining foe, dready weakening, but he saw that Mdann stood over the
man's fdlen body. Her blood-covered iron mace was clenched tightly in both hands. She didn't look a



the swordsman but a Whitlock. Her mouth open, she followed him with her gaze as he turned toward
her and the last downed thug, then as his knees gave out from under him and he collgpsed to the stone
floor.

Vheod didnt care how many men Orrag had with him. It only mattered that he kill the haf-orc
before he could complete his bdeful task and free Chare'en-or worse, somehow force or trick Vheod
into freeing the balor. Orrag's counter to Vheod's dtrike was powerful. The haf-orc was as strong as he
was massve.

Gritting his teeth, Vheod launched a flurry of attacks againgt Orrag, but each time the larger men
parried them or somehow managed to step back out of the way. Vheod was more accustomed to a
longer, heavier blade than the one he now used, but he would adapt.

"Dont be foolish, Vheod," Orrag told him with the last parry. ™Y ou're not fighting me, you're fighting
yoursdf here. Don't straggle againgt your own nature. Accept what and who you are.”

"Shut up!" Vheod stabbed at his tormentor and ducked past his scimitar, but Orrag's leather armor
turned the blade enough that he barely drew blood. "Youre the fool, Orrag. You think you serve
Chareen? He's atanar'ri! As soon as he's free helll day you as eagerly as hed day anyone. In fact, he
might take particular pleasurein your destruction and make it pecificaly horrible. That's what tanar'ri do,
Orrag-they kill, they torture, and they betray. Only a smpleton trusts tanar'ri.”

Jug ask Whitlock or Meann, Vheod thought to himsdf. They trusted me, and look where it got
them. Vheod sSghed heavily.

"Oh, I'm not worried about any such thing,” Orrag hook his head weightily back and forth, his fleshy
cheeks swinging like pendulums. "I'min control of ‘his Stuation.”

"You're more of an idiot than | ever imagined if you redly believe that,” Vheod said, "but even if you
think you're safe from Chare'en, | assure you, you're lot safe from me” He stabbed again with his sword.
Vheod's powerful thrust dmost knocked Orrag from his feet as the haf-orc attempted to counter the
blow.

"You came here to free Charéen!” Orrag spat as he steadied himsdlf. "Why do you fight it?"

Vheod was suddenly filled with dread. He stepped back a pace. "You, or perhaps Chareen . . .
you'rein contact with the Taint, aren't you? That's how dl of thisis happening, isn't it."

Orrag's dark, bulging eyes opened wide for a moment as he reacted with a sart. "Wha are you
taking about now?' Orrag seemed genuindy confused.

He didn't know about the Taint? Could that be possible? Vheod took the time to glance a the mark,
which remained on his left hand. The mocking face leered outward, but not a him-a Orrag. It dmost
seemed to be laughing at the haf-orc. Why?

Vheod pressed his attack again and saw the beads of swesat gathering on Orrag's brow. The hdf-orc
roared in frugsration and pushed Vheod's attacks away yet again. When Vheod stepped forward with a
flurry of blows, Orrag surprised him with a powerful swing that would have cut the cambion open if hed
not ill been wearing his breastplate.

Only vagudly aware of the battle going on at his back, Vheod slently hoped Mdann and Whitlock
were dl right. Once concern for Meann's safety entered into his mind, he knew he had to end this fight
with Orrag as quickly as possible to insure that she was unharmed. While he knew she could take care of
hersdf, he dso knew he cared too deeply about her not to know for sure that she was safe.

Cdling on the fiendish nature of his being, he brought forth a wave of ally blackness that occluded dl
light. It swarmed around him like water pouring into a basin, and he sent it forward to surround Orrag.
The darkness had no effect other than to prevent his opponent from seeing, but that was dl the advantage
Vheod needed. Orrag stepped out of the swirling shadow, only to be knocked back into it by a forceful
blow from Vheod's blade. The cambion felt his sword cut deep into flesh.

From within the swirling cloud of conjured blackness, Vheod heard a loud thud, then a softer one,
but he could no more seein this magica darkness than Orrag could.

"It ignt fair," came the hdf-orc's gruff and gravely voice. "I had it dl planned, but you weren't
supposed to attack me. That's not how it was supposed to happen.” These words were followed by a
graing sound that startled VVheod.



With but a thought and a focus of his tanar'ri nature, Vheod dispelled the darkness held brought
forth. Orrag lay on the floor in front of the bronze, rune-covered doors, covered in blood.

The Tant visbly laughed on the back of his hand, but Vheod had no idea if it was laughing at Orrag,
a him, or a both of them.

The doors, dso now covered in blood, stood open.

Chapter Twenty

Mdann cradled her brother's unconscious, blood-soaked body in her ams as she kneded on the
gtone floor. Her lack of conviction had brought her here- deep insde the prison of a demon, having just
killed two men, and with Whitlock dying in her arms. If she'd only remained focused on Chauntea's will
and not her own, none of this would have happened. How could she cdl on Chauntea's mercy to hed her
brother's wounds? How could she expect the Mother of All to answer her cal when sheld so obvioudy
and blatantly gone astray? She didn't deserve the ad of her god, and now her brother would pay the
price for her shortcomings.

Perhaps it was for the best. Whitlock had fdlen in battle, and he certainly would have wanted it that
way. She knew that death and falure were inevitable now for dl of them. Mdann looked down into her
brother's face and thought of how he'd aways considered her the chearful one. She'd dways seen the
best of things-dways believed in what was good. He'd told her once that was what made her so wel
auited for the priesthood. Compliments came rardly from Whitlock, so she dways remembered the
comment and took it to heart. Findly now, her optimism had been proven wrong-she had to accept that.
The gndlls had them trapped here amid the dead and dying, dong with an imprisoned demon. She had
faled and faled utterly.

Tearsrolled down her face, but she ignored them, instead wiping the brow of her brother.

Worg of dl, with, each step sheld taken toward falure, Meann had told hersdf she was fallowing
Chauntea's will. Sheld deceived hersdf, and she'd done so happily. She'd wanted her own will more than
shed wanted, to serve her patron. No deserving priest would ever do that, she knew. Mdann had
dragged hersdf toward this end, convinced that she'd been led by Chauntea and by good fortune.

In her deluson, she'd aso brought her brother and Vheod to ther sad end as wel. Though Vheod
hed proven to be the master of his own life, just as hed wanted, Mdann was certain that none of them
could escape this place and this end. Her own sdfishness and hubris had brought them too deep to
escape now. She looked down a Whitlock and knew that she was right.

Theflames of the dropped torches around her died, but she made no move to correct the situetion,
for she'd naither the power nor the strength.

Vheod, she saw in the flickering light, stood over the body of Orrag. Mdann could at least see that
the offer Orrag had made V heod-one the haf-orc seemed to honestly believe Vheod would accept-was
the test of inner strength he knew was coming. At the very least, she was right to have fath in Vheod.
Not thet it mattered now.

Vheod moved through the growing shadows toward the doorway that now stood open after the
battle. The bronze doors had somehow given way during the fighting. Meann couldn't remember when
that had happened, but they were indeed open now and revealed a gigantic room beyond, awash in a
faint glow that at firs seemed green, then changed to red. Through the wide doorway, the huge room
appeared ful of amultitude of objects making vast and dramatic movements. Vheod approached dowly,
drawn by curiosty-she hoped. Had he completely overcome his evil nature? What lay in that room that
compeled him s0? She shuddered. Had she been wrong about everything?

As he moved closer to the entrance, her own vison was drawn with him. She could see now that
what sheld bdieved to be many moving objects was redly a sngle object of many parts, dl of them
goinning and moving about the room, yet connected to one another. Spheres and other three-dimensiond
shapes, crafted from tarnished bronze, rotated rapidly, like a gigantic orrery animated with life-frantic life.
The parts of thisimmense device, which must have been at least a hundred feet high, moved rapidly but
with such precision that they produced amost no sound other than the whip of displaced air.



A medlic smdl rolled through the open doorway, mixed with dust and ancient, Sae ar. Vheod
continued ingde, until Meann could no longer see him. Remaining where she was she could just make
out that a the center of the soinning, rotating, orbiting ams, and rings and other portions of the device,
was an ovd made of green stone. Through the tranducent shdl of this colossal egg, a humanoid figure
writhed. The thing in the glassy container mugt have stood twelve feet tal, and huge wings jutted from its
back. Charéen.

Thiswas the prison of the fiend-a prison made of the green glassy rock that had once comprised an
ancient idol dedicated to him. A painful chill ran dowly through Mdann like a wave of nausea, and as it
passed over her she grew numb. She became completely unfeding as though she was wrapped tightly in
aprisonlike shel of her own. Now every lie sheld been told was indeed confirmed.

Now, every hope sheld possessed was truly dead.

She heard Vheod's voice come from ingde the strange chamber. "Mdann," he cried. What could it
be? Was there redly any more that could happen? If it was over, couldnt it just be truly over?

“The gaff!"

What?

"Mdann! The gtaff-1 beieve I've found the daff you seek. I've found the key to removing your
family's curse.”

Eyes wide and garing straight ahead, she dill kndt on the cold stone, too shocked to move. Too
afrad that if she even breathed what Vheod just said might somehow not be true, or that she would
redize she heard him incorrectly.

Warmth cracked and penetrated the despair that encircled Mdann. All the hope shed log, dl the
fath that had fled from her-both faith in hersdf and in her goddess's willingness to provide for her-came
flooding back. It overwhdmed her. Sheld given up bdieving in the lies sheld been told. Now, now was
there yet some grain of truth in the stories of the dead wizard named Chareen and the magicd daff that
lay inhis crypt? Could it be true?

Her spirit was dmogt torn asunder. Never before had she found such a pit of despair within her, and
now to be pulled out so quickly and completely to learn that her greatest wish had come true was dmost
more than she could take. She steadied hersdf with a hand on the stone floor.

Meann told hersdf that she dare not believe it before she saw it with her own eyes, but it was too
late. All her hopes and faith now rested on the words of Vheod-noble Vheod who had overcome the
temptation of his own evil soul. He'd rgjected Orrag, and now his strength brought him to the gtaff that
would lift the curse on her family. She owed it dl to- Whitlock!

Médann redized that before she could do anything, she had to save her brother. She lowered his
body dowly to the ground and stood up. She took a deep breath, then another.

Her hands raised above her head, and she whispered, "Great Mother, please ... | don't know if I've
followed your will to come here or not, but | need your help. | probably don't deserve your atention
now, but my brother is dying." Summoning what inner srength remained, she performed the heding rite
and lowered her hands to Whitlock's bleeding abdomen.

Before her eyes, the ggping wound exposed by the tear in his shirt blurred and disappeared, leaving
only hedthy flesh.

"Oh, thank you! Praise Chauntea-provider and nurturer of lifel”

Whitlock remained unconscious, but Mdann knew he would live. His condition was il fragile, he
needed rest, and any undue stress might sill pose a danger to him. She should remain at hisside.

But the staff! How could she not go see the object of their quest? It was the culmingtion of dl their
dreams and plans. They could cure ther parents and ensure that ther family was free of the afliction
forever. She and Whitlock could live out ther lives without fear of the curse. That gaff meant freedom
and peace. Mdann looked down at her brother and smiled. She stood and walked into the strange room
from which Vheod had cdled to her.

Once indde, Mdann saw the contents of the room in greater detall. At the center was the glass
prison, eighteen feet in height and more than hdf as wide. Orbiting around it, however, were srangdy
shaped objects of dl szes-some as large as a horse-that rotated, rose, fdl, and circdled around each



other. All these objects were connected together in a complex web of meta supported at the center of
the room around the area of the floor on which the ovd vessd of green, glassy stone rested. The ainning
gpectacle of metd whirled a greast speed dl around the prison, filling the room that stretched at least
three hundred feet indl directions, but it never touched the green glass egg itsdf.

Vheod stood before the glass prison, reeching toward it. What was he doing? Was he compelled by
hisevil Sde, even now, to liberate dread Chareen? Was there no end to hisinternd struggle?

"No, Vheod, don't! Not after dl you've dready overcome," she shouted a him from just indde the
doorway leading into the vast chamber.

"But," he said, turning his head toward her, "the gaff..."

Méeann looked more closdy a the prison. There, barring the sed that hed the two hdves of the
egolike vessH together was a wooden, rune-covered daff. Both the taff's ends were capped in Siver,
and the runes that ran up and down its four sdes were inlad aso in slver. It sparkled with a radiant
beauty that seemed out of place here. The dlver glow that came from the daff extended from it like
tethers lashing it to the prison, halding it againgt the seam over asiver sedl.

It was clear that to remove the saff, the seal had to be broken.

Thefigure ingde the glass prison shifted its postion and flexed its wings. It seemed as though it was
ligening to the conversation. It seemed that it was preparing to escape its imprisonment.

"Without it, your parentswill die" Vheod told her. "You may die"

"That doesn't matter now,” she told him. "'l can't believe that." He shook his head dowly, his gaze
never dropping from hers.

"You have to bdieve it, Vheod. I'm not worth it. No one person is”

"That'snot theway | seeit,” he told her firmly "If 1 thought that | wouldn't be here. | wouldn't have
aurvived in the Abyss.”

"Thet's not what | mean."

" can't let you die, Mdann. | can't let the misery and pain of your family’s curse continue.”

Méeann looked away from him. As she was drawn to look even closer a the massve figure within
the tranducent prison, she saw that its face was shaped like the stone pattern the gnalls had made with
their green rocks. It looked just like the Taint on the back of Vheod's hand.

Meann then knew the truth. Orrag was not the voice of temptation, he was yet another pawn in the
whole vast plan. Apparently, only Vheod could remove the gaff and free Charéen, but Orrag could
never have convinced him to do it-the baor in the prison knew that.

No, Orrag did not provide the temptation here. She did. Every portion of the Tant's-of
Charéen's-plan had come together.

"Vheod, you can't let themwin!" It's not your fault, she thought. It was the Taint-it was Charelen dl
aong. Even the curse on her family was but a stepping stone to this moment when Vheod's humen sde
would act out of what Charelen certainly saw as the human weaknesses of love and loyalty.

"No," Vheod sad, "I love you too much to let you fal." He reached toward the sivery aff.

Meéann ran to him, hands outstretched, atempting to cross the distance that remained, dl the while
dodging the veritable magstrom of metd parts to the grand device surrounding the prison. Her mouth
formed a dlent scream of protest, and her eyes were wide with fear and despair. She was too late.

Chapter Twenty-one

FREEDOM. "No, Vheod, No!" FREEDOM.

"Vheod, don't you see? They've won! By the Mother, it's free!”
FREEDOM.

"They've not won," Vheod proclamed. "l have" FREEDOM.

With the saff removed, the slver sed burst asunder.

FREEDOM!

With no more sedl holding the seam shut, the egg-like prison Solit apart.
"No!" Mdannfdl to her knees before she ever reached Vheod.



Humid ar belched forth from the opened capsule. The figure that emerged dripped with foul fluids
Burnt red skin pulled taut over Snewy musdes and sharp, wicked bones as it moved, Stretching wide,
bat-like-dragonlike-wings with a wet, fleshy crunch. Clawed hands clutched a long, black, many-tailed
whip covered in spikes and a jagged sword of black iron, both dragging dong the ground behind it,
cregting sparks of protest. The prisoner's wide head sported a fla face framed by broad, dightly curled
horns.

A mouth of jagged teeth like rugty nalls curled in what might have passed for a gmile in some
unthinkable nether plane. Powerful lungsinhaed deeply, expanding its chest to a surprising degree, and it
exhded asngle word that echoed throughout the room.

"FREEDOM"

“I'vewon,” Vheod said, holding the slver-runed g&ff above his head, "because | can give you what
you need and dill stand againg the evil of Charen!”

Vheod tossed the gaff to Mdann and soun on the creature emerging from eons of imprisonment,
drawing forth the blade with which held defeated Orrag. A wild look filled his dark eyes as he stared a
his ancestor. He tossed the smdl sword back and forth from hand to hand as he poised tensdly for battle.

Charelen looked down and studied the cambion who stood before him. Black eyes like lances bore
holes into Vheod, but he stood his ground. The baor threw his head back in a barking, echoing laugh.

"You are mine to contral little man,” the demon said. "You dance like a puppet on my srings, and
you dways have. You stand againg whét | tdl you to stand againg.”

Vheod's long red hair had been smeared with dirt, sweat, and blood, a little of each marring his
dusky face as well. Mouth grim, he worked his jaw but stared up a the baor in front of him with only
victory blazing in his eyes. A smile creeped across his lips, and he findly spoke. "I regect you,
great-grandfather. Y ou don't control me."

Chareen's laughter exploded forth like a burst bubble. "If 1 did not control you, | would not be free"
The words did from his mouth like snakes.

"Vheod,"” Mdann sad, rasng her head. Through the fear and despair, she choked out, "The
Tant-it's the Taint. It's not you, you're not evil. It's not your fault.”

She was wrong, of course. Vheod knew that he was indeed evil. He was hdf tanar’ri, and tanar'ri
were inherently mdicious, crud, and dl that was wrong. That is what they were on some important,
fundamentd level. He couldn't blame the Taint, or Orrag, or even Chareen for his own nature, not any
more than a child can blame his parents for his eye or hair color.

At the same time, however, he was hdf human. Rather than worry about his nature, he could
overcome it. Facing it head on, he could chalenge evil and defeat it. Right now, that meant facing and
defeating Chare'en once and for dl. He would show himsdf and dl the world that he was master of his
own life, and his own destiny, by teking the offensve.

Nevertheless, Vheod had to admit to himsdf that it had seemed a better plan before actudly seeing
the towering figure of the balor sanding before him, quite literdly dripping with power, rage, and evil.
Even if he died Vheod would dill have won. He dill would have fought againg evil rather than having
been mastered by it.

"Your freedom means nothing,” Vheod said through teeth gritted with determination. "I will destroy
you." Again Chareen threw back his head in a spasm of laughter. This time Vheod used the opportunity
to his advantage. Summoning his strength, he grasped the hilt of the short sword in both hands and
launched himsdf into the air. He came down with a stabbing strike over his head, plunging the sword into
the huge tanar'ri's belly.

Inthe wdled dty of Tilverton, a less than reputable wegponsmith named Hirtho makes his living by
ling low-cost, smple weapons to aiminas and thugs. Hirtho once worked for a group in the aty called
the Fire Knives, an evil, roguish group that plagued the city. Eventudly, the Fire Knives were completey
driven out of the city, and Hirtho looked into a new line of work. His father had been a blacksmith, and
Hirtho had learned a little of the trade when he was young. Possessed of none of his father's skill or
atigry, he nevertheless discovered that the right dlientele would be willing to buy his crude weapons for
low prices. Because of his connections, he knew where to get chegp sted "liberated” from merchant



caravans.

Hirtho thus led asmple but comfortable life off his ill-gotten gains. One of his many sdes went to a
young man named Wenmer who was hired as an enforcer for a locd cimind and-according to
some-priest of some mysterious evil god. Little did Hirtho know, the young enforcer would be killed
before he ever drew the blade-by his own crimind boss as a blood sacrifice no less. Hirtho would never
have believed that a cambion from the Abyss would then take the sword and use it againg that same
cimind. The idea that one of Hirtho's crude creations would have been used in an attack agang a
bal or-perhaps the most powerful of fiendsin dl the Lower Planeswould have been inconceivable to the
shedy amith.

Vheod shouldn't have needed to know the blade's short and lacklugster history to redize that his
actions were foolhardy. He shouldn't have been surprised when, on coming into contact with the flesh of
dread Chare'en, the ungainly sword shattered into thousands of metd shards. The force of the blow and
its results sent Vheod sprawling backward through the air, where he struck the stone floor with grest
force.

Chareen appeared more stunned and surprised than hurt. In fact, he didn't appear hurt at al.

Vheod's vison swirled around him. He closed his eyes tightly, hoping to steady his vison. When he
opened them again, Mdann was kneding over him.

"Vheod, get up," she begged, her voice thin and panicked. "Hell kill usdl!™

She was atempting to lift him from the ground by his shoulders, and he dlowed her to hdp him
sumble to his feet. The demon's black gaze fdl on them both.

"Now, young morta heart, | swear by the Abyss that gave birth to us both,” Charéen said in a voice
like polished obsidian, "you will die!"

Vheod and Mdann ran, scrambling across the stone floor as fast as they could. The spine-covered
whip dapped and scraped the ground behind them as Charéen svung it over his head and crashed its
tails where they had stood. The two of them ran, dodging the moving and whirling parts of the Hill rgpidly
moving metdlic device.

Charéen bellowed in rage, sheking both of them, body and soul. They reached the doorway and
passed through the open bronze portas. Vheod looked around, blankly surveyed the bodies of the fdlen
thugs, Orrag, and Whitlock. He ran to where Whitlock lay.

"Ishe. .. does helive?' Vheod asked, not looking back a Meann.

"Yes" she replied, "but he shouldn't be moved." "Theres nowhere to move him to anyway, I'm
afrad." Vheod took Whitlock's sword and turned back to Meann. She'd begun some sort of prayer.

Next to her, Vheod saw Orrags fdlen body by the doors. The floor shook as Chare'en followed
them, loping dowly with legs cramped from centuries of captivity. With each step, the baor grew
gronger. Vheod stepped up to the doorway but ill looked down a Orrag. Surdy the half-orc would
have brought something of power with him here to this place. He seemed like a crafty planner-wouldn't
he have brought dong some sort of fal-safe plan?

Vheod reached down and picked up the fachion the haf-orc Hill clutched in his quickly diffening
fingers. Orrag, obvioudy not wanting to inflict serious injury on Vheod, hadn't redly attacked him with the
weapon. Perhaps it was amagica blade-Orrag's backup?

Char€en reached the doorway as Mdann finished chanting the mysterious invocation. Lines of blue
fire traced a complicated pattern across the floor ingde the doorway. "By the power of Chauntea,
Mother of All," Meann shouted at the fiend, "you cannot cross thisline, demon!”

To Vheod's surprise, Char€'en stopped. He studied the line of power and seemed to consider it, asif
evaduaing its power and limitations Or perhaps he consdered his own. Vheod couldn't be sure.
Nevertheless, anything that stopped the balor's advance was mighty indeed and was an advantage that
shouldnt be wasted.

Unfortunately, even as thoughts of escape began to form in Vheod's mind, he saw a glint of meta
behind the balor. On the floor, near the middle of the chamber, lay the slver-runed gaff. In her hagte to
hdp him, Mdann had |eft the gaff behind. He knew he couldn't leave withot it.

Besides, lie thought, the intention behind his actions had been to day Chareen. He had to attempt to



do 50, or dietrying. As he watched, Chareen's fla black eyes rolled dightly. Vheod knew the balor was
cdling on his own inner, Abyssa power.

Médann didn't pause to observe. Instead, she used the time to begin cdling on the power of her
goddess yet again. "While she chanted quietly, Vheod loosed a spdl of his own. Daggers of light flew
from his hand and screamed toward Chare'en's broad chest. They disappeared inches before they would
have struck him, as though they'd never existed. Vheod redized that the balor's presence and power
rendered man-minor magica dls usdess agang him. Vheod cursed his luck and his trivid magica
ills, then tumbled through the doorway and off to hisright.

At dmog the same time, a shining blue warhammer of heavenly might appeared in Melann's hands.
Sheflung it into the ar a Chare'en but turned to watch Vheod legp past her protective barrier.

"By dl the Gods of Faerun, Vheod!” she shrieked, "are you mad?'

Vheod redized that the barrier obvioudy was meant to keep Abyssal creatures at bay. He was able
to crossit one way, but due to his nature, would it repel him as wel? He would never get the chance to
discover the answer, for asdl this occurred, Chareen summoned forth the power within him and with a
wave of his clawed hand dispdled the blue fire barrier with a snap of coarse, black lightning.

"l shdl be denied nothing, regardiess of which of your weak goddesses you cdl on!" His words
curdled the ar with his anger and hate.

The hammer Mdann had conjured forth, dso of bluish, goddess-granted fire, struck the tanar'ri
noble. This spdl passed through the balor's resstance to magicd energies and staggered him dightly.
Vheod used both that digtraction and the fact that Charéen had needed to drop one of his weapons to
disod the barrier, to ad in his attack on the balor's flank. Dadand broadsword in one hand and curved
orc ged in the other, he dashed and stabbed at the fiend. His blades found their mark, and Chareen
bled an odiferous corruption for which no earthly name applies.

"Mdann," Vheod shouted, "get the g&ff! I'll hold im. . "

Black blood raged to Vheod's head, and as held done before, he lost himsdf to the hatred and
darkness of the tanar'ri portion of his soul. He struck blow after blow with his blades, hammering
Chareen with fury and might. The ferocity forced the balor back a few lumbering steps. He unfurled his
wingsin anger, but as he did a ginning sphere carried through the ar by a curved metd span smashed
into one of them, dmos knocking Chareen down. Even more surpriang, as it struck the tanar'ri, the
gphere stopped spinning-though it continued its revolution about the room-and a face within the metal
surface groaned with wide eyes and a large, open mouth. Vheod watched in surprise and fascination, but
the device continued to turn, and soon the sphere was rounding its way to the far Sde of the room. The
device was dive. Vheod had have no idea

Meann did as Vheod had suggested. She ran past Vheod and Chareen as they fought, drding
around to the left as she entered the chamber full of whirling metal spheres and supports. Vheod
appeared so sndl next to the tarifying fiend. She could never have imagined such a horror. Chareen
was the embodiment of anathema. He was living despair, destruction, and desecration. Mdann now
suddenly understood evil much more intimately than sheld ever wanted to.

Fortunatdly, the spiritud weapon that Chauntea had granted her dill beat on Chare€en's body, ading
Vheod in hisfight. The fact that her god's magic worked even in the face of such terrible power served to
grengthen Mdann's fath in her patron. She had no idea what she would do or think if it had failed.

Méeann reached the saff and grasped it. Though it was wooden, it fet cool and smooth, like slver.
The q&f had been carved with four fiat Sdes, each with etched runes filled with slver inlay. The ends
were each capped in slver, dl of it shining as if the object were brand new. In its texture and balance it
was light and somehow pleasant to hold.

A cry of pain made her spin on her hed, looking back toward Vheod. Charéen had managed to
grasp the cambion in the tendrils of his many-tailed whip. Blood flowed from numerous wounds inflicted
by the barbs and spines on the whips. As Vheod struggled to free himsdf, Chareen laughed and burst
into infernd flames,

Or a leadt, that was what Mdann thought at fird. Instead, she saw after her eyes adjusted to the
unpleasant light of the piercing flames, that the tanar'ri had somehow immolated himsdf, sheething his



body in flames that seemed to inflict no pain on him whatsoever. The fire lapped & Chare'en's flesh like
waves of water, and as he continued to laugh the balor pulled Vheod closer and closer to him and to the
conjured fires of chaos and evil.

Medann bounded toward this scene as Vheod dill strained at the cails of the whip that trapped him.
She raised the g&ff, gripping it in both hands, and charged Charé€en with it asif it were a spear. The heat
of the fire forced her back. She couldn't get close enough even to strike. With a mighty yank, Chareen
drew Vheod into the flames and hdd him close in afiery, life-quenching embrace.

"No, please, dont," she protested invain. "Vheod! | love you!"

She wasn't sure until now, but it was true. Vheod's nohility, strength, and passion were greater than
anyone she'd ever met. Now, it would seem, he would be taken away from her before she could ever tdl
him, for the roar of the flames drowned out her words.

To her surprise Vheod dill struggled in the grasp of the fiend. While the flames obvioudy burned him,
he withstood the heat with a greater fortitude than she would have beieved possble. His Abyssd
heritage must give im such strength, she reasoned, but could it be enough? She was near exhaustion and
thought if she could only reach VVheod, she might possibly be able to cal on the power of Chauntea once
more to hed him, but then she would be of no further use.

She charged forward again and was again repelled by the flames. The twisted laughter of Chareen
dill filled the room. It drew her attention, however, to the orrery-like rotating device oinning dmost
glently in the room. She had seen it earlier strike the demon and amost knock him down. She'd also seen
the face within the metd that appeared when it struck him. Perhaps she could get it to strike again-but if
she did, it would strike Vheod as wll.

Méann ran back to the center of the room. The base of the device was an immobile tripod of meta
that surrounded the now-open glass prison. The top of the tripod, where the three supports joined, hed a
oinning disk from which curved metd supports extended at various lengthsinto the chamber. At the end
of each was one of the metdlic, three-dimensiona shapes that whirled in circles. Some moved up and
down as wdl as around. Most were joined to other shapes by further metd supports, so that the entire
superstructure moved as one-around, up and down, with many of the individud parts spinning on ther
own.

Meann tucked the gaff into her belt at her back and began to dimb up one of the legs of the giant
tripod. The support was about as thick as she was, and so by wrapping her ams and legs around it she
was able to quickly inch her way up the outer surface of the leg. Near the top, she reached up and
grabbed onto the disk that turned horizontaly. She was surprised by the force that tore her from the leg.
As she hdd on with dl her might, she whirled around on the soinning disk.

PUling hersdf up on top of the disk, she found she could stand on it and mantan her baance
between the various supports that sprouted forth and connected to the rest of the structure. The whole
thing obvioudy functioned by magic, for she found nothing resembling a mundane mechanism at the
center of the device to turn the disk. She reasoned that perhaps the device was some sort of magica
generator that powered the prison to hold Chareen. No other explanation for its existence seemed to
make sense. Expearimentdly, she leaned againg one of the supports and began to shake it usng her
weight. To her surprise, she was able to cause the entire device to waver dightly.

As she turned, Mdann saw Char€en and Vheod. Again to her surprise, she saw tha Chareen had
dropped Vheod to the floor, where the cambion writhed in burned agony-but he was divel Char€en
reded backward, but Mdann had no idea why. She turned past them and no longer could get a good
view of what happened.

By the time the device circled her around, Mdann could see that Charéen clutched a something
dicking in hisleft eye. As the fiend staggered backward he roared in pain. With his movement, however,
Médann saw past him to the doorway.

Whitlock stood between the open bronze doors, a crossbow weekly dangling in his hand. As she
passed around past the scene again, Mdann determined that her brother would dmost certainly drop a
any moment. She had to do something-now was her chance.

Once again, despite the growing dizziness she fdt from the rapid rotation, Meann grasped one of the



supports and began attempting to shake it. Throwing her weight into it, she caused the device to shudder
and shake. With each moment, it grew more violent. The shapes, one by one, stopped sainning on thar
own. Each formed a humanlike face in the meta surface, each turned toward her. Asthey rotated around
the centrd axis, shifting up and down, near and far and throughout the room, the faces dl moaned with
voices of metd fatigue "No!"

She ignored them. Mdann didn't stop. "We maintain the prison of the balor, Chareen. We were
placed here by Braendysh. It is our duty for dl time to ensure he does not escape . . ." the voices
continued.

"Y ou falled, whatever you are," Mdann whispered as she shook the support. "It's my turn now.”

As the support wobbled more and more dramatically, the voices moaned and protested more.

Meanwhile, she saw Chareen remove the crossbow bolt from his eye and toss it to the ground.
Black and green fluid poured from the wound, but dready the flow began to ebb. Suddenly, two of the
metd shapes clashed together as the device swayed and shook, and the different moving parts began to
turn out of sync. The whole structure careened out of control. Supports began to bend and tear apart.

Melann's eyes grew wide. "What have | done?' she shouted, though only she could hear hersdif.

The floor was fifteen feet below her at least, but she had to get off" the device, and quickly. She
stood on the disk, retaining her balance, when a powerful shudder echoed through the chamber. As she'd
hoped, a part of the magicd generator dammed into Chareen. The tanar'ri was carried across and
around the room a fair distance. Unfortunately, the same shock sent Meann tumbling off the disk to the
ground below.

She landed with a crack, and the arm that she reflexively put out to cushion the long fal snapped like
atree branch. Pain shot through her body as she rolled dong the floor.

Long, agonizing moments passed while Mdann couldn't bring hersdf even to open her eyes. In her
sdf-imposed darkness, she could hear the once nearly slent device screaming like a thing in pan.
Ancther moment passed before she redized that she screamed in pain right dong with it.

Somehow she dragged hersdf to her feet, dutching her broken arm. She thought it likdy that she
might have broken arib or two, judging from the pain in her chest. Luckily, her legs seemed rdativey
unharmed and she was able to sumble to what she bdieved was, where Vheod lay, which fortunately
was near Whitlock and the exit.

Mdann got lucky, or perhaps Chauntea continued to waich over her, for after only a few dozen
short, sumbling steps she came to Vheod. She looked down, and what she saw made her no longer fed
quite so much pan hersdf. Vheod's clothing-gpparently as wel as the straps of his breastplate-had
burned away, leaving him with little covering his bloody, black flesh. He was horribly burned, and he
curled up like adying animd.

Coallgpsing near him, Mdann called one lagt time on the Mother of All, asking her to hed Vheod with
the goddess's life-giving touch. Mdann's good hand radiated golden energy, and where she passed her
fingers, Vheod's burned flesh heded. Usng this divine power, Mdann was able to hed a great portion of
hiswounds. He sighed with the pleasure of reduced pain and began to writhe. His body had thrown him
into a state of shock, but he recovered with a Sart.

Looking up, Vheod's eyes widened in surprise. "Abvssal hosts." he cursed. "We've got to get out of
herel"

Meann managed to follow his gaze and saw that the device spun entirdy out of control now, the
parts bending, sngpping, and crashing into each other. His wounds at least partidly heded, Vheod had
grength enough to hdp Mdann to her feet. Grasping his arm tightly around her, he brought both of them
toward the only exit from the chamber.

A hemisphericd portion of the device crashed next to them, a horrified metd face screaming in
frugtration. The il rotating generator dragged the hemisphere dong the ground toward them, sparks
flying about it. Vheod managed to pull them both out of the way, and they reached the door.

Whitlock lay at ther feet, once again bleeding dangeroudy. Before Meann could even think about
tending to him, a tremendous cacophony of metd and screams came from behind them. The entire
device-tons on tons of metal-crashed to the floor in a Sngle, unbelievable blow. Even through the crash



they could hear the voice of Char€en from across the chamber.

"A’iol" the tanar'ri cried.

The voices of the magica device suddenly cried inunison "It is our duty for dl time to ensure he does
not escape!™

The slence that followed seemed as abrupt as the crash. Dudt roiled in the ar as Mdann and Vheod
stared into the room where ther foe had stood. Now they could only see bent and broken metd. It was
over.

Méann fdl to her knees and with her unbroken arm tore away the remainder of Whitlock’s shirt.
Tearing the cdloth into strips, she began to bind the reopened wound in his abdomen. She ralled his
heavy-body over to get around to his back, then brought the strip around again and again. A few bits of
metd ill bent under their own weight creating a smdl cresking sound.

Vheod stood over her, dill garing into the chamber. In the brief ingtant that she looked at his face, it
held only one emation: disbdief. She turned back to Whitlock. A few more bits of metd clanked aganst
esch other or the stone floor as the debris settled. "No," Vheod whispered. Meann looked up from her
work. She'd dmost finished tending to her brother's wound. In the far side of the room, in the little light
they had she saw some of the pieces of metd 4ill settling. They moved and shuddered. The movement
grew more intensenet less. It was not sdttling. It was not over.

Charéen rose up from the shards of metd and the debris that had brought hm down. Blood and
bile-oozing gashes cut long streaks through his red, gligening skin. One of his horns was broken, and his
fleshy wings were tattered and probably near usdless. His sword and whip were nowhere to be seen.

He laughed. His low, evil chuckle echoed through the room. "Braendysh created that cursed
contrgption. It was filled with the spirits of those he daimed | had wrongly dain. They spent these last
eons willingly exacting their vengeance on me by keeping me prisoner. They have been st free, but s0
have|. You cannot kill me. It is not within your power."

Shadows appeared to gather around them. Mdann could swear thet the darkness grew and moved
in the ar surrounding her, her brother, and Vheod. Only now did she notice tha Vheod 4ill clutched
Whitlock's sword in his bloody hand.

"While | yet live" he whispered, "I have the power to do anything | desire. | control my limits, not
you." Blood ran down his face, but VVheod ignored it. His hair was burned and caked with blood, and his
nearly naked body glistened with sweat in the dying light. "Now it istime to end this"

" can help insure it's the ending that you want,” a lush voice from behind them said.

The Ravenwitch stood in the corridor, surrounded by her black-feathered servants.

Chapter Twenty-Two

The growing darkness had in fact been the ravens filling the smdl room that gave way to the prison
chamber. Vheod looked at the Ravenwitch over his shoulder. "'l don't have time for you now, witch."

The Ravenwitch flowed toward him like black water given life. A long cloak of black feathers rippled

behind her, as did her long, ebony tresses. She amiled athin, tight amile but didn't reply. As Vheod and

Meann watched, she stopped a drag's body and kndt beside it. Rulling his shirt away from his neck,
she pulled out an amulet on achain. It glittered with gold and some smdl sorcerous symbols.

Teking it from the half-orc's corpse, she handed it to Vheod. "If anyone concerned was in
possession of thisamulet, it would be this one. HEd been planning for this day for some time, and while
not exactly atower of intdlect, he had a sort of craftiness that suggested he would plan ahead.”

Vheod took the anulet and turned back to the chamber. Chareen dowly advanced through the
debris and dugt, breething heavily.

"But what isit?' Vheod asked with an intengty burning in his eyes.

"Braendysh needed something to defeat Chare'en.’ she told him. "This protected him and enabled his
victory againg the demon so long ago.”

"Why are you hdping us now?' Mdann asked, her voice betraying dl her suspicions.

"l am hdping mysdf, not you." She looked over Vheod's shoulder into the room and alook of mixed



fascination and horror crossed her countenance. "Surdly we can discuss this some other time”

Vheod placed the amulet around his neck and turned back to Chareen. He hefted the broads-word,
wiped his brow of sweat and blood, and moved into the chamber, dmost immediatdy having to dimb up
and over some of the scattered metd debris. He noticed he was suddenly accompanied by dozens of
ravens tha flew into the room and hopped about the wreckage around him. Biting his tongue, Vheod did
his best to ignore them.

Thetanar'ri and the hdf-tanar'ri met near the center of the room, but closer to the entrance than the
opposite sde. Charéen flexed his long claws at the end of his powerful ams. His sneer betrayed
hundreds of jagged teeth. Visble, dark green breath snorted out of hiswide nogtrils. Already his eye was
heding, for blows from unenchanted weapons or attacks could never permanently harm him.

Siill, the balor breathed heavily. Chareen couldn't concedl the fact that he was quite hurt.

"l suppose,” Chareen said heavily, "you might expect meto ask you one lagt time to concede to my
will and serve me" He paused and took a labored breeth. "I do not need you any longer, boy. | am free.
Letting you live now would be &kin to mercy, | would suppose, and you should wel know that | could
not abide that."

" know dl too wdl what you're like" Vheod told him. "I harbor abit of you within me"

"If that were true, you would not face me now-for you would know that | would destroy you."

Vheod shook his head. He dmaost amiled. "I know something that you do not.”

A sharp laugh escaped Charelen's toothy grin. "We shdl see”

The baor raised his muscular am and brought it down on Vheod. He raised it again with a horrid
amile, thinking to find the cambion smashed beyond recognition. Instead, Vheod stood his ground,
unscathed.

Vheod breathed a sgh of rdief. Even up to the la moment, he questioned the words of the
Ravenwitch. However, a least so far, sheld apparently spoken the truth. Charéen could not harm him.
This changed everything.

Chareen struck a Vheod again and again. With a wrinkled brow, he looked down a the cambion.
All at once, his eyesfilled with recognition, then something ese crossed his face. Could it have been fear?
Vheod hoped so.

Vheod struck at the balor, anking his sword deep into tanar'ri flesh once again. "You are nothing but
an abomination here, Chareen,” he said. Another stroke, another hit. " ou will be destroyed this time”
Ancther drike.

Vheod's blows forced the tanar'ri back. Charelen clawed at hisfoe, but to no avail. The magic of the
amulet seemed to provide complete protection. As Vheod attacked, the ravens in the room did as well.
They came at the huge demon from dl sides, buffeting his face with their wings and tearing at his dready
open flesh with beaks and claws.

Vheod jumped up, thruging his weight againg Char€en's chest and driking with his sword. The
force of the blow knocked the baor back, tearing his Sde as he pushed agang a sharp metd shard.
Vheod dropped to the ground but sumbled over some debris. As he did, Chareen lashed out,
atempting to grab the amulet away. Vheod was just barely able to pull back and dodge the blow.

"I mugt destroy you, Charelen, for this world and for mysdf. Neither deserves to have to worry
about your manipulaion or threats." Vheod chopped at the baor with his blade yet again.

Charelen's face was ful of pan and worry now-but both emotions fled, pushed away by anger.
Charéeen began drawing on his internd, sorcerous nature. He began summoning power-a lot of power.
The ravens began to scatter, though some remained to peck and claw at their enemy.

Char€en's ams raised above his head, and he gazed upward as black and vidlent fire wrapped
around his hands then the ar between them. The demon lowered his gaze back down to Vheod, and a
amile crossed histhin, black lips.

Vheod didn't wait to see what would happen next. He leaped upward a his huge foe, this time
throwing his shoulder into Chareen's chest. Hands dill blazing with black fire, the baor flailed his arms to
keep his badance. His nealy usdess wings fluttered, and it wasnt enough. Charéen fdl
backward-backward onto the broken remains of his glass prison. The bottom portion of one of the



verticdly solit haves rose up dightly from the debris, its jagged edge protruding like a spike that thrust up
through the tanar'ri as he fel. Blood and black bile spurted in dl directions, and his hands exploded in
unreleased dark sorcery.

Char€en let loose a high-pitched wall. His eyes shot forth dark bolts of raw, evil power. His body
shook violently, then crumbled abruptly into a fine reddish powder that rose in a cloud around his former
prison, seitling down on and around the broken green shards.

Vheod breathed a dow, easy breath. Chareen was gone, his physca form destroyed. This world
wouldn't need to know his abrasive touch. It was safe. He was safe. Mdann and Whitlock were safe.
Vheod breathed again. He looked back to the entrance, where he could see Mdann laughing-though he
knew it was through great pain that she did so.

Vheod looked on the shattered glassy stone that lay dl around him. In each piece, he saw his own
reflection, and he knew thet like his great-grandfather, he too had been in a glass prison. All his life heldd
looked around himsdf and believed himsdf to be free, never redizing that transparent wals of destiny
surrounded him. He now knew that his own nature wasin fact his greatest enemy.

Vheod looked down &t the Taint. It rested asit often did, on the back of his hand. He knew he could
never completely rid himsdf of that nature, no more than he could rid himsdf of his heart or his brain. It
was a part of him, as true as any other, but that didn't mean he was its dave.

He could take control. Now tha he saw the walls, he could break through them, just as Chareen's
own glass prison had shattered.

With Chareen destroyed, the Ravenwitch and her cadre of ravens smply left. Vheod had walked
back to where she and Mdann stood and said, “I'm not sure how to say this but . . . thank you."

The Ravenwitch showed no Sgn that she even recognized the words he spoke. She made a smdll
sound that apparently the ravens dl understood. They began to fly out as a flock then the Ravenwitch just
turned and left. Vheod and Mdann let her go.

Eventudly, after they rested a while, they carrier Whitlock through the underground passages and
found the exit. All around lay dain gnolls. Though many looked as though the guardian had killed them, a
sgnificant number of others sported smdler wounds, indicaing tiny taons or beaks. A great many black
feathers lay scattered about the fdlen, as wel as a few dead ravens. The guardian was nowhere to be
seen. Vheod did, however, notice thet there was a little more stone rubble near the entrance than he
remembered.

The three of them rested not far away for two full days, until Whitlock was feding better. Meann
administered both conventional aid and magica heding, which brought relief to dl of them. During that
time, they discussed what they would do next.

"Obvioudy," Whitlock said, dill somewhat weak from his wounds, "Mdann and | need to return to
Archendae with the gaff. We can lift the family curse and present the gaff to my father.” Whitlock smiled
broadly, and Mdann joined himin hisamile.

"Actudly, Whitlock," she said, "I'm not gaing to return with you right away."

"Wha?' he asked with awrinkled brow and a sharp frown.

"You see” Vheod's going to look for his family. With dl that's happened, he can do that. He could
use some help, he's il very new to thisworld.

"It won't take both of usto carry the ga&ff,” she told him. "Youll be fine to travel by tomorrow.” She
paused, looking her brother in the eye. "You understand, don't you?"

Whitlock stared back &t her for along while. Hefindly replied, "Yes, | suppose | do,” and managed
agmile

Médann saw now that Chauntea had never abandoned her, and that she had never abandoned
Chauntea. The goddess represented goodness, order, purity, the sanctity of life, and the nature of dl
growing things. As long as Mdann, as a representative of the Mother of All here in the world of mortals,
dwedt on those ideds, upheld them and lived her lifein a way that fostered and encouraged those beliefs,
her will and the goddess's will would not be in conflict. She'd findly found peace with hersdf in that fact.
Sheld found the frame of mind required of her to truly serve Chaunteain the best possible way.

For now-and maybe forever-that way meant hdping Vheod. Not only did she love him for what he



was, but she fdt compelled to stand a his Sde to hep him become what he could be. She amiled at the
thought of it. She was suddenly bound on another quest, confident this time that it was the right thing to
do.'

Vheod |eft the sblings done while Mdann told Whitlock that she had decided to trave with him. He
was dill anxious to find the human part of his heritage. It would be good to develop actud ties with this
world. Such ties would dlow him to fed like he belonged here, which at the moment, was the second
maogt important thing to him.

The most important thing, held redlized over the last few days, was Mdann. He loved her. She was
everything he wanted to be, and he wanted more than anything to be with her and to help her in whatever
she st out to do. He wondered dill if he actudly deserved to be with her. The Tant, glaing up a him
from his am, certainly made him question that. Did the dark sde of his soul represent a danger? He
catanly hoped not, but how could he ever be certain? Can a man overcome his own inborn nature? The
answver depends on the man.



