Silence Carved in Stone.

Duncan MacNell reined in his horse and looked around him. Narrow shafts
of golden sunlight pierced theForestgloom, shining down through the
occasional gapsin the overhead canopy. Tal trees stood close together

on either Sde of the begaten trail, their branches heavy with the

Summer's greenery. The hot, muggy air was thick with the scent of earth
and leaf and bark. A handful of birds sang in the higher branches,

warning the creatures of the wild that man was moving through the

Forest.

MacNeil stirred impatiently in his saddle. After two weeks hard
travelling, the Forest's charms had begun to pall. In fact, MacNeil was
beginning to think he could live quite happily if he never saw another
tree. He glanced back down thetrail, but there was till no sign of the
rest of his party. MacNeil scowled. He hated being kept waiting. He
looked at the trail ahead, but the tightly packed trees cut short his

view. MacNeil sgnaled hishorseto move onagain at adow pace. The
border fort couldn't be far ahead now, and he was itching to take his

first look at it.

The Forest moved dowly by him, his horse's steedy muffled hoofbeats
sounding loud and clear on the quiet. The birds dowly stopped singing,

and no game moved in the surrounding shadows. MacNeil dropped one hand



to the sword at his side, and eased the blade in its scabbard.

Everything seemed peaceful but he didn't believe in taking unnecessary
chances. Hisgaze fell on aclump of dead treesto hisleft. They were
twisted and hollow, eaten away from within by decay. The gnarled
branches were bare, the bark mottled with lichens. Even after ten years

there were till parts of the Forest that had never recovered from the

long night.

Thetreesfel suddenly away to either sde of him, and MacNell jerked

his horseto ahdt at the edge of aclearing.

Heleaned forward in his saddle, shading his watering eyes againgt the
bright sunlight, and smiled dowly. Squarein the middle of the huge
clearing stood the border fort, a vast sone edifice with two massive
ironbound doors and only a series of arrowdits for windows. MacNell
looked the fort over carefully. The two doors were firmly shut, and

there was no trace of movement anywherein or around the fort.

The great sonewalls brooded slently and enigmaticaly in the late

afternoon sunshine,

MacNell sat back in his saddle and frowned thoughtfully.

There were no guards at the doors, and no one walked the high

battlements. There were no flags flying, no pennants at the watchtowers,



and no smoke curled up from the dozen or more chimneypots.

If there was anyone in thefort, they were going to greet painsto hide
the fact. MacNeil looked back over his shoulder. Therewas till no sign

of therest of his party. He looked back at the fort, scowling

unhappily.

Normally held have more sense than to get so far ahead of hisown
people, but this business with the border fort worried him and the

sooner he got to gripswith it, the better held fed.

Therewas astorm coming. He could fedl it. Dark clouds were gathering
in the sky, and the air had been close and muggy al day. MacNeil looked
up at the lowering sky and cursed mildly. He had planned to look the

fort over (horoughly from the outside and then spend the night in the
Forest, but al the Sgns suggested it was going to be afilthy night.

And MacNeil had no intention of degping on muddy groundina
thunderstorm when there were comfortable beds to be had close a hand.
He and histeam had spent too many nightsin thefield of late, and this

Summer had to be the wettest he'd ever known.

He stretched dowly, and eased himself in the saddle.

Somehow he'd thought the border fort would look moreimpressive, given

the commotion it had caused at Court.



The panic had begun when it was discovered that the fort hadn't
communicated with the outsde world in dmost amonth. No messengers, no
carrier pigeons, nothing. The King sent messengersto the fort. None of
them ever returned. Magicians and sorcererstried to make menta contact
with the fort, but some kind of barrier kept them out. The King listened

to dl the reports and grew steadily more worried. This particular fort

lay on the border between the Forest Kingdom and its neighbor, the Duchy
of Hillsdown. It had aways been a disputed boundary, even to the point

of war, and in the chaos that followed the long night, Hillsdown had

made severd attempts to settle the question permanently initsfavour.

The new border fort had been built at the Forest King's command
expresdy to discourage such actions, and shortly after it was

completed, that particular stretch of the frontier became suddenly very
peaceful again. The Duke of Hillsdown sent severd threatening letters

and backed unobtrusively down, and that was that. Until last month.

MacNeil's hand settled comfortably on the pomme of his sword as he
sudied the sllent fort. There were no outward signs that anything was
wrong: the great sone walls were unmarked by fire or violence, and the
clearing looked still and peaceful. and yet there were no sgns of life

ather.

MacNeil stirred restlesdy, and his horse shook its head uneasily,
responding to hismood. He patted the horse's neck comfortingly, but his

eyesnever left thefort.



Duncan MacNeil wasatal, muscular man in hislate twenties. Long blond
hair fell raggedly to his shoulders, kept out of hisface by asmple

leather headband. Cool grey eyes studied the world from abroad, smiling
face. His shoulders were wide, his chest was broad, and there wasn't an
ounce of spare fat on him. He worked hard to keep it that way. His
dothes were smple and functional, and he sat his horse with the
unthinking esse of aman who'd spent most of hisworking lifein the
saddle. His sword hung at his sdein awel-worn scabbard, and his hand

rarely moved far fromit.

Hed lied about his age and joined the guards at fifteen, keen as

mustard for alife of action and adventure. The Demon War had knocked
most of that nonsense out of him, but deep down he was never content
just to do hisjob and pull hispay. He needed alittle excitement in
hislifeto giveit spice. His constant search for it got him into

trouble more than once, and lost him as many promotions as he gained.

After one particularly unfortunate incident, involving the wrecking of a
fashionable tavern after the innkeeper objected to MacNeil's complaint
about watered de, he was presented with asimple choice by his
superiors: join the Rangers, or spend the rest of hislifeturning large

rocksinto smaler onesinamilitary prison.

Rangersworked in smal mobile teams, sent out ahead of amain forceto



investigate dangerous or suspicious Situations. Such teamstended to be
brave, competent and ultimately expendable. The money was good, but,
truth be told, MacNeil would have done the job for nothing. Though of
course he never told them that. They might have taken him up onit.
Being a Ranger had given him dl the excitement he could handle, and

then some. It was hislife,

He studied the fort before him and smiled happily. This one was going to

be achdlenge; he could tell. MacNeil loved chalenges.

His smilefaded dowly away. Thetrouble with challengeswas that they

were often time-consuming, and he was working to astrict deadline. He

and histeam had just three more days to find out what had happened at
thefort. After that, afull brigade of armed guards would arrive to man
thefort again. And if there wasn't an answer ready and waiting for the
Commander of that brigade, Ranger Sergeant Duncan MacNeil and histeam
were going to bein big trouble. Heads would roll. Possibly quite

literally.

Hoofbeats sounded on the path behind him as the witch called Constance

rode out of the Forest gloom to join him.

She steered her horsein beside MacNeil's, flashed him aquick smile,
and looked out into the clearing with darting, eager eyes. The witch was
atal, striking brunette who sat her horse with more determination than

style. Shewas only just out of her teens, and wore asmart shirt and



trousers of black cotton, topped with abillowing cloak of bright
scarlet trimmed with gold. MacNell thought she looked like amobile
target. He got nervousjust riding beside her. Her face was raw-boned
and sensual, with sparkling dark eyes that missed nothing, and a great
mane of nightblack hair held back out of her face by Strategically

placed ivory combs.

Shewas abit skinny for MacNell's taste, but she moved with an

unselfconscious grace and her smile was bright and chdlenging.

MacNaeil still wasn't quite sure what to make of Constance. She'd joined
his team only afew weeks back, and thiswas her first mission, her

first chance to show what she could redlly do. If she was hdf asgood

as she claimed to be, sheld be worth watching. MacNeil frowned dightly.
Constance was replacing awitch caled Salamander, who had died three
months ago. Three months ago, amost to the day. Salamander had been a
pretty good witch, in her way, but she dways thought hersdf a
swordswoman aswell asamagic-user, and in the end that killed her. She
drew her sword when she should have cast aspell, and the bandit had
been just that little bit faster with his axe. She took abad wound in

the gut, the wound became infected, and Sdlamander died in afilthy
villagetavern, out of her mind with fever and cdling for ahusband

who'd been dead five years.

MacNeil had killed the bandit, but it didn't help. He'd led histeam



into that village. Hed told them it was safe.

He'd had alot of trouble finding someone to replace Salamander. Every
Ranger team had to have amagic-user; there were far too many magica
creatures and occurrences lying in wait in the Forest these days, left

over from the Demon War. Unfortunately, most of the Kingdom's magicusers
had been killed in the War, so instead of a sorcerer or sorceress he'd

haft to settle for awitch; first Salamander, then Constance.

Although he hadn't exactly chosen Constance. Truth was, he'd spent so
long hedging over his choice that his superiors got impatient and
appointed awitch for him. Constance had been alot younger than hed
expected, but since she'd been raised and trained in the al-woman
Academy of the Sisters of the Moon, he had no doubt as to the power of

her magic.

The Sigterhood didn't turn out under-achievers. Y ou either graduated

with honour or they buried you in an unmarked grave and scratched your

name off the Academy rolls.

He bowed politely to the witch beside him. "Well, Congtance; thisisit.

That fort iswhat al the fussis about.”

"Poxy looking place,’ said Congtance airily. "Any sign of life?"

"Not so far. As soon as the others catch up well go and take acloser



look. Seeif it'still habitable." Constance looked at him quickly.

"Y ou're not thinking of spending the night in there? MacNeil shrugged.
"Theres astorm coming, and abad one by thefed of it. You can deep
out hereintherainif you want to, but personally spesking, I'm not at

al averseto theideaof having asolid roof over my head for achange.

Y ou're new to fild work, Congtance; thefirst thing you learnin this
businessisto take your comforts when you can, and be grateful for
them. They're few and far between in our line of work. There's plenty of
timeto give thefort athorough inspection before nightfall.' Constance

shook her head. "I don't know, Sergeant, | .. ."

"Congtance,' said MacNell easily, ‘there's only one leader in thisteam,
and that's me. I've taken the time to explain some of my reasoning to
you because you're new to this group and thisisyour first misson, but
I'm not going to make a habit of it. When | give an order | expect it to
be obeyed, without question. Isthat clear? "Perfectly clear,' said
Constance coldly. She turned away from him and studied the fort with
great concentration. "1 take it you have noticed that there are no

guards on the battlements.”

"Yes. ' "Could they dl have deserted, do you think? MacNeil shrugged.
"It'spossible. But if that's the case, what happened to dl the
messengers the King sent 7 Constance pursed her lips thoughtfully, and

tried to look like she was thinking hard. She wanted very much to



impress MacNell, but at this distance she couldn't See anything useful

about the apparently deserted fort. She was till learning how to use

her Sight, that mystica mixture of foresght and insght, and there

were limitsto what she could do with it. Unfortunately the only cure

for that was experience, which was why she'd gpplied to become a Ranger.
It was one of the quickest ways to graduate from witch to sorceress. If

you survived.

She heard anoise behind her, and looked back sharply into the Forest as
the rest of the party appeared out of the shadows. Flint and the Dancer
guided their horses dong the difficult trail with casua ease. They

both looked extremely competent and completely relaxed.

Jessica Hint was a good-looking brunette in her late twenties. Shewas
alittle over average height, wore her hair cropped like aman, and had
afigure that would have been voluptuousif she hadn't been so muscular.
Hint was atrained swordswoman, and looked it. Shewore along chain
mail vest that had seen better days, but left her Snewy arms bare. Her
cotton blouse and leggings were old, but wellmaintained Her face was
open and cheerful, evenin the heat of battle, of which she'd seen more

than her fair share.

She was one of the very few survivors of those who'd fought in the last
great battle of the Demon War, outside the Forest Cagtleitsdlf. She
il bore some of the scars, and there were only three fingers on her

left hand. She carried her sword in along, curved scabbard covered with



ddicate slver scrollwork. The scabbard was worth more than her sword

and her horse put together, and Flint was very proud of it.

Giles Dancer rode at her Sde, as he dways did. He wore quiet,

nondescript clothes, and no armour. Hewasjust alittle shorter than
average, and dight of build, and hisflat bland face showed little

trace of persondity. Put him in acrowd and you'd never notice him,

until it wastoo late. The Dancer was a Bladesmaster: aman trained to

such apeak of perfection that hewasdmost literally unbeatable with a
sword in his hand. Bladesmasters had been rare even before the Demon
War; now there were said to be only two left divein al the Forest
Kingdom, and the Dancer was one of them. He was dways quiet and polite,
and hiseyeshad avague, and faraway |ook. No one knew exactly how many
men held killed in histime; rumour had it that even he was no longer

sure. He and Hint had been partners from well before they joined
MacNeil's team, and they had areputation for getting the job done, no

matter what the cost.

They weren't dways popular, but they were aways respected. They'd been
with MacNeil amost seven years, at least partly because he wasthe only

one able to keep them under control They respected MacNeil. Mostly.

The Dancer looked absently at Flint asthey rode forward to join the

others "We're dmost there now, aren't we, Jessica?"



"Almogt,' said Hint, patiently "1 don't know why you're so eager to get
there. So far, everyone else who's approached this fort has disappeared
off the face of the earth’ "They were amateurs,’ said the Dancer. "Were
professionals "Y ou're getting complacent,’ said Hint " One of these
daysyou're going to run into someone who's as good with asword as you

think you are, and | won't be there to backstab him for you."

"Never happen,’ said the Dancer.

Hint snorted loudly.

"I'm quite looking forward to poking around inside the fort,’ said the
Dancer "Investigating a baffling mystery will make a pleasant change
from chasing footpads through the Forest. A deserted fort, lone and

abandoned to the elements .. doesn't it just make your flesh cregp?”

"Y ou've been ligening to those damned mingresagain,’ said

Fint disgustedly.

"Can| helpitif I'maromantic a heart?'

"You're morbid, that'swhat you are. Don't blame meif you get
nightmares. Y ou know those Gothic tales upset you." ' The Dancer ignored
her. Flint looked at Constance, waiting patiently beside MacNeil at the

end of thetrall.



"Giles,' she sad thoughtfully, ‘what do you make of our new witch ?'

" She seems competent enough.”

"Green, though. Never been on areal mission before.

Never been tested under pressure.”

"Shell sttlein. Give her time™”

"She's certainly no replacement for Salamander; she knew her job." The

Dancer looked at Hint affectionately. ™Y ou couldn't stand Salamander,

and you know it."

"I didn't like her much, but she dways pulled her weight.

A vitd misson likethisisno way to break in anew witch.

If shefoulsup, we could dl end up deed.”

"If therésastorm tonight we could get hit by lightning,' said the

Dancer. "But theré's no point in worrying about it, isthere ?"Y ou worry

too much, Jessica."”

"And you don't worry enough.”



"Then you can worry for me."

"l do,' said Flint. "I do.' They fell slent asthey drew up their

horses beside MacNeil's. He nodded to them briefly. " Anything to report

? "Nothing so far,' said Flint. "We backtracked away, just in case we

were being followed, but we didn't see anyone.

In fact, we haven't seen anyonefor days. This part of the Forest is

practicaly deserted. | haven't seen avillage or ahamlet or afarmin

amost aweek."

"Hardly surprising, with the Darkwood boundary so close,’ said MacNeil.

"The Darkwood's quiet now,' said the Dancer. "It won't rise again in our

lifetime”

"We can't be sure of that,' said Hint.

"No," said Congtance oddly. "We can't. MacNell looked quickly at the

witch. She was staring out into the clearing, her eyes dark and hooded.

"What isit? said MacNell quietly. "Do you See something?'

"I'm not sure,' said Constance. "It'sthefort ... ' "What about it?"



"There were giantsin the earth, in those days, she whispered, and then
shuddered suddenly, looked away and pulled her cloak about her. "I don't
likethis place. It'sgot abad fed to it." MacNell frowned. "Do you

See ... anything specific?’

"No. My Sight is clouded here. But I've dreamed about thisfort for the
last three nights, terrible dreams, and now that I'm here ... The
clearing is cold, Duncan. Cold asatomb. And thefort isdark. It

feds. old, very old.' MacNel shook hishead dowly. "I think you're
letting your fedingsinterfere with your magic, Congtance. There's
nothing old about thisfort. It was built only four or five years ago.

Before that, there was nothing here.”

"Something was here,' said Congtance. "And it's been here for avery
long time...." Her voicetrailed away. Flint and the Dancer looked at
each other, but said nothing. They didn't have to. MacNell knew what
they were thinking. If Salamander had said such things, they would have

taken it serioudy. Sheld had the Sight, and if she said aplace was

dangerous, it was. No argument. But this new witch ... as yet her magic
hadn't been tested under pressure, and until it had, no one was going to
take her warnings serioudly. Constance looked at MacNell for his

reaction and he was careful to keep hisvoice cam and even.

"WEé're not going to learn anything about thefort just Sitting here

looking at it. The sooner we get in there and check the place out, the



sooner welll know where well be spending the night.' He urged hishorse
forward into the clearing. Hint and the Dancer followed him, and
Constance brought up the rear. Her mouth was grim and set, and her eyes

were very cold.

MacNeil tensed automatically as he | eft the cover of the treesfor the
open clearing. So far, thered been nothing to suggest there was an
enemy presence anywhere nearby, but after so long in the Forest he felt
naked and vulnerable in the wide open space. The clearing had to be a

good haf amilewide, shaped into a perfect circle by axe and saw.

MacNeil peered unobtrusively about him, but there was no sign of

anything moving in the surrounding trees. He frowned dightly ashe

suddenly redlized just how quiet the clearing was. There were no

birdsongs, no buzzing insects, nothing. Now that he thought about it,

the Forest had been unusually quiet al day. No birdsflew in the summer

sky, and no game moved among the trees. Maybe the approaching storm had
driven them al to cover ... The party's hoofbeats sounded loud and

carrying in the quiet, and MacNeil felt agrowing conviction that he and

his team were being watched.

They drew steadily nearer thefort. Itshigh sonewadlswereapde
ydlow in colour, the pure white of thelocal stone already discoloured
by wind and rain and sun. The embrasures were empty, the battlements

were deserted, and the great double doors were firmly closed. It was



likelooking at afort under sege. MacNeil looked closely at the grassy
floor of the clearing. There were no tracks to show that anyone el se had
crossed the clearing recently. MacNell scowled unhappily. Maybe none of
the messengers had actudly got thisfar. This part of the Forest was

notorious for itsfootpads and hers-in-wait.

The guards did their best to keep the roads open, but once off the

beaten trail alonetravdler took hislifein his hands.

Thieves and cut-throats and outlaws of al kinds had made the Forest
wildstheir own in the chaos following the Demon War. The most notorious
gangs, like those led by Jmmy Squarefoot and Hob in Chains, had since
been ruthlesdy hunted down and hanged, but their successors were il
active in the more remote parts of the Forest. Not that the Forest
atracted only evil men; there were also those like Tom o' the Hesth,

who watched over lost travellers on the moors, and Scarecrow Jack,
self-styled Protector of the trees, awild spirit of the greenwood who
sometimes aided those in need with bounty he stole from therich and
prosperous who passed through histerritory. But fill and dl, the

Forest was a dangerous place for aman travelling on hisown, and King's

messengers were just as vulnerable as any other man.

MacNell shook hishead and glared at the border fort.

Hed had enough of ifs and maybes; he wanted some answers. And one way

or another, the fort was going to provide them. He looked across at the



sun, hanging low in the sky just above the treetops. Two hours of light
remaining, a most. That meant he had only tonight and three more day's
before the main party arrived. Three days and four nightsto find the
answers. MacNeil sghed heavily. He hated working to deadlines. That was
the trouble with being the bet, he thought sourly. After awhilethey

not only expect theimpossible, they want it to atimetable aswell.

Hefinally drew up his horse before the closed main doors, and the
othersreined in beside him. The fort stood till and silent before

them, the last of the sunlight gleaming brightly from the yellow stone.

MacNell stared uneasily at the closed doors. The ar was very ill, and
the continuous quiet preyed on his nerves. It was as though the fort was
watching and waiting to see what he would do, defying him to solveits
mystery. He pushed the thought from hismind, sat up straight in the

saddle, and raised hisvoice in acarrying shout.

"Hello, thefort! Thisis Ranger Sergeant Duncan MacNeil! Open, inthe

name of the King!" There was no response. The only sound to be heard was

thelow whickering of the horses.

"You don't redly expect an answer, do you? said Congtance.

"Not redlly, no,' said MacNell patiently, 'but we have to go through the

motions. It's stlandard procedure, and sometimes it gets results.”



"But not thistime."

"No. Not thistime. Hint ... "Yes, 9r?"

"Try those doors. See how secure they are.”

"Yes, gr.' Hint swung down out of the saddle and handed her reinsto
the Dancer, who looped them loosdly over hisleft arm. Hint drew her
sword and walked unhurriedly forward to examine the closed doors. Her
sword was ascimitar, and light gleamed brightly on the long curved
blade as she hefted it. The doorsloomed over her, huge and forboding.
Hint studied the dark ironbound wood carefully, and then reached out

and tried each door with her left hand.

They didn't give an inch, no matter how much pressure she gpplied.

Hint beat on the left-hand door with her fist. The sound carried loudly

for amoment and then fell away in aseries of dying echoes. Hint

|looked back at MacNeil.

"Locked and bolted by the fed of it."

"Surprise, surprise,’ said Congtance impatiently. "Allow me. ' A gust of

wind swirled suddenly round the party, and the temperature dropped

sharply. The horsesrolled their eyes and tossed their heads nervoudly.



MacNeil muttered soothing phrasesto his horse, and clutched tightly at
the rems Magic beat on the air like the wings of a captured bird. and
the great wooden doors creaked and groaned. They shuddered visibly, as
though some invisible presence was pressing strongly against them. And
then, quite clearly, there came the sound of metal rasping on metd as
the heavy bolts did back into their sockets, followed by the sharp
clicking of tumblersturning in alock. Constance let out ajuddering
sgh, and the two huge doors siwung smoothly open, revealing an open
empty courtyard. The doors ground to a hat, and Constance smiled
triumphantly. The gusting wind died quickly away, but it was il
unseasonably cold, despite the bright sunshine. Constance looked

chdlengingly at MacNell, and he bowed politely to her.

"Not bad, Congtance. But Salamander would have doneit in haf the

time"

"To hear the three of you talk,' said Congtance, 'you'd think this

Salamander was one of the greatest witcheswho ever lived.' "Shewas

good at her job,' said MacNeil.

"If shewas so good at it, why is she dead?”

"Bad luck,’ said Flint sharply. "It can happen to anyone.” She walked

back to her horse and took the reins from the Dancer.



Thank you, Jessica, thought MacNeil. Y ou dways were the diplomatic one.

Hint looked a him camly. "Reedy to take alook, Sir?'

"Sure, said MacNeil. "Lead the way, Flint." She nodded, and led her

horse into the open courtyard.

MacNeil and the Dancer moved forward to flank her with their horses, and

Constance brought up the rear. The wide cobbled yard stretched away
beneath the lowering Summer sky, but no horses stood at the hitching

rails, and the surrounding doors and windows were dark and empty, like

so many blank unseeing eyes. The Dancer drew his sword, and MacNeil
followed suit. Thereisasound the sword makes asit clearsthe

scabbard, agrim rasping whisper that promises blood and horror and
sudden death. The sound seemed to echo on and on in the empty courtyard,
asthough reluctant to die away. MacNell looked at the Dancer's sword,
and not for the first time his hackles tirred uneasily. The Dancer's

sword was long and broad and double-edged. There was no grace or beauty
about the wegpon; it was asmple bruta killing tool, and that was how

the Dancer used it.

MacNell carried along dender sword that alowed him to work with the
point aswell asthe edge. There was more to swordsmanship than

butchery; at least, asfar as he was concerned.



Helooked around him, taking in the fort's courtyard. The wide open
space was deserted, but the feeling of being watched was stronger than
ever. MacNell scowled. There was something about the place that put his

teeth on edge.

Where the hell was everybody? The doors had been locked and bolted from

theindgde; there had to be someone here .. somewhere.

.. MacNell shivered suddenly. A ghost just walked over my grave, he
thought wryly, and yet somehow he knew it was more than that. On alevel
s0 deep within him he was hardly aware of its presence, an old and

secret fear cast ashadow across his thoughts. He looked around him at
the darkened windows and felt atremor in his soul, astark and basic
horror he hadn't felt for many years. Not since he faced the demon horde
in the depths of thelong night, and knew he couldn't tand against them

... MacNeil shook his head quickly. He'd think about that later. He had
work to do. He steered his horse over to the nearest hitching rail, and

the memory faded from hismind, asit had so many times before. He
dismounted and wrapped the reins around the low wooden rall. The others
moved in beside him to see to their horses, and MacNeil looked quickly

round at the various doorway's, getting his bearings.

Onefort ismuch like any other, and it didn't take him long to work out
which was the main entrance. The door lay opposite the courtyard doors,

and stood dightly gar.



Beyond it, there was nothing but an impenetrable gloom.

MacNeil started towards the door, and then stopped and looked back
suddenly. For amoment, held thought he heard something ... He stood
listening, but the only sound was the soft murmur of therising wind
outside the fort. MacNeil frowned as he redlized that many of the
windows looking out on to the courtyard were hidden behind closed
shutters, despite the hest of the day. That's crazy, he thought
confusedly. It must be like an ovenin there. His mind seized on the

word crazy, and it repeated over and over in histhoughts like an echo.

To get away from it, he concentrated on what he waslooking at. The
stables stood to hisright, the barracks to hisleft. In both casesthe

doors stood dightly gjar. He became aware that Constance was standing
beside him, her eyes darting nervoudy round the courtyard as though

searching for something safeto settle on.

"You said thiswasanew fort,' she said suddenly, not looking at
MacNeil. "Do you know why it was built here? |s there anything about

thislocation | ought to know 7'

"Y ou dready know most of it,’ ssid MacNell. "The border between the
Forest Kingdom and Hillsdown runsright through the middle of this
clearing. Thefort ishere to sabilize this stretch of the frontier,

nothing more. It worked quite well. until just recently.' Constance



frowned. "Hillsdown doesn't have much in the way of sorcerersor

meagicians, not that | ever heard of.

Taking out afort this size would require sorcery far beyond Hillsdown's
means. MacNeil looked at her thoughtfully. " Can you sense anything
here? Anything magical, or immediately dangerous ? Constance closed her

eyes and gave hersdf to the Sight.

Her mind's eye opened, and scenes and feglings cameto her. The fort was
cold and empty, like an abandoned coffin, but still there was something.
something awful, not far away. She concentrated, trying for more detail,
but her Sight remained obgtinately vague. There was definitely something
dangerous close at hand; there was afedling of power about it, and a
stronger feding of wrongness. A dow begat of pain began in her

forehead, and the images became blurred and muddy. Constance sighed, and
opened her eyes again. Asaways, the Sight left her feding drained and
tired, but she kept her voice cam and steady as she spoke to MacNell.
Shedidn't want him thinking of her asthe wesk link in histeam. It was
obvious he aready considered her no replacement for his precious
Sdamander ... "There's something here, Sergeant, but | can't get a

clear picture of it. It's some kind of magica presence, very powerful

and very old, but that'sall | can See:* Something old, thought MacNelil.
That's twice she's used the word old in connection with thisfort,

despite knowing how recent it is.

"All right, hesaid findlly. "Firgt thingsfirg. If we're going to



spend the night here, we need a place we can defend, and this courtyard
definitely isn't it. Flint, Dancer: you check out the stables and then

seeto the horses.

Constance: you come with me. | want to take alook at those barracks.
Flint and Dancer nodded, and moved off towards the stables. MacNeil
headed for the barracks on the opposite side of the courtyard and the
witch hurried after him not wanting to beleft on her own, evenfor a
moment The slence was beginning to get to her, and the vague image
she'd Seen disturbed her deeply. In some strange way she fdlt asthough

she ought to recognizeit.

MacNell noticed her hastein joining him, and was careful not to smile.
Hewas grateful for the company himself. He cameto a hdt before the
barracks door, and studied it closely. Like dl the other doors hed

seenin the courtyard, it stood dightly gar. MacNell pursed hislips

thoughtfully.

If there was a pattern or reason to it, he couldn't seeit yet.

He pushed the door gently with the toe of his boot, and it swung

smoothly open. MacNeil hefted his sword, and stepped forward into the

gloom of the barracks.

Light filtered past the closed shutters, and spilled in from the open



door. MacNeil stepped quickly in and to one side.

A silhouette against an open door made too good atarget.

He pulled Constance over beside him and they stood together in silence a
moment, letting their eyes adjust to the gloom. Therewas athick layer
of dust everywhere, and dust motes spun dowly in the narrow shafts of

unlight.

Theair had adamp, musty smell that was subtly disturbing.

It smells more like amausoleum than a barracks, thought MacNeil, and
then wondered why that particular comparison had occurred to him. A
sgnglechair lay onitssidein the middle of thefloor, between two

rows of beds. There were dark stains spattered across the chair, as
though it had been flecked with paint. MacNeil heard Congtance draw ina
sharp breath, and then a sudden brilliance flooded the barracks asthe
witch held up her right hand. MacNeil cursed irritably, and shielded his

dazzled eyeswith hisfree hand. "Next time, warn mefirg.”

"I'm sorry,’ said Constance breathlessly, 'but look at the chair,

Duncan; look at the chair ... ' The dark stains on the chair were blood;

old, dried blood.

MacNeil lowered his hand and |ooked quickly about him.



There werefifty bedsin all, set back againgt the walsin two nesat
rows. On every bed, the rumpled blankets were soaked with long-dried

blood.

"My God," said Congtance quietly. "What the hell happened here? MacNeil
shook his head, unable to speak. In the silvery light that glowed from

the witch's upraised hand, he could now clearly seethe great crimson
plashes on thewalls and floor and ceiling. It was likewaking into an
abandoned abattoir. Most of the bedclothing had been hacked and cut
gpart by swords or axes, while two beds had been literdly torn to

pieces. Splinters lay scattered across the floor, and half adozen thick

wooden spikes had been driven into onewall like so many jagged nails.

MacNel moved forward dowly. Constance stayed where she was by the
door, theslver light dill blazing from her hand. MacNeil prodded

vaguely &t the nearest bed with his sword. Hefdt strangely numb,
unable to take in what had happened. He was no stranger to blood and
violence and sudden death, but there was something horribly pathetic
about the empty bloodstained beds. What kind of creature could have
killed fifty guardsin their barracks and then disposed of their bodies,

al without leaving any trace of its own presence? He hadn't seen an
atrocity like ,this since the Demon War. And there were no demonsin the
Forest any more. MacNeil crouched down beside the bed and |ooked

undernegth it. There was nothing there but more dust and dried blood.



So much blood ... He straightened up and looked back at the witch by

the door. "Constance.”

"Yes 9r?'

"What can you See here? The witch closed her eyes and opened her mind.
The light from her hand snapped off, and darkness fell upon the barracks
once again. MacNell gripped his sword tightly, blinded by the sudden
loss of light. He peered about him into the gloom, listening warily for

any sound of something sneaking up on him under cover of the sudden
darkness, but al was till and slent. Hiseyes dowly adjusted again,

and he could just make out Congtance standing very still beside the open

door. As hewatched, she sighed and turned her head to ook at him.

"I'm sorry,’' shesaid tightly, "I can't See anything. | should be able

to, but | can't. Something herein thefort, or very close by, is

blocking my Sight." MacNeil frowned. "Could it be anatura blind spot?*

"l don't know But haven't you noticed? It's cold in here.

Very cold.”

"It's bound to be, now were out of the sun. It's the thick stone

wals"

"No,' said the witch. "It's more than that.! MacNell noticed for the



first timethat his breeth was seaming on the ill ar. Hetightened
hisgrip on hisswordhilt and found he could bardly fed it. Hisfingers
were numb from the cold. It had crept up on him so dowly he hadn't even

noticed.

"I think we'd better get out of here," he said softly. "For thetime

being.' He backed away towards the door, his sword held out before him.
There was no sign of any immediate danger, but for some reason he didn't
want to turn his back on the bloodstained beds. He reached the open

door, and found Constance had already stepped out into the courtyard.
MacNell paused amoment in the doorway. Fifty beds. So much blood ... He
stepped out into the courtyard and pulled the door firmly shut. He

scowled at the closed door, and then looked at Constance. Her face was

pale, but composed.

"Where next? shesaid evenly.

MacNeil nodded at the main entrance. "That door should lead into the
reception hal. Perhaps well find some answersthere. ' He strode
quickly across the courtyard, and Constance followed close behind him.
The open yard seemed dmost uncomfortably warm after the chill of the
barracks. He pushed the door open and entered the reception hall with
hissword at the ready It looked like any other hall in any other fort,
asmple unadorned chamber with one desk and half adozen

uncomfortable-looking chairs. Everything seemed normd, gpart from the



four nooses that hung from the overhead beam, the thick ropes dangling
limply in the dtill air. The hangman's knots looked amateurish but

effective. Beneath the nooses, four chairslay ontheir sdeson the

floor MacNeil-stood just inside the door and swallowed drily. It was
only too easy to visuaize four men being forced to stland on the chairs
while the nooses were tightened round their necks. And then the chairs
would have been kicked away, one by one ... "Maybe some of them went

mead,' said Constance dowly.

"It can happen,’ said MacNell. "Like cabin fever Take ag?oup of armed
men and confine them in alimited space for along period with nothing
to do, and they'll crack, sooner or later But any Commander worth his

salt knowsthe danger signs, and takes stepsto ded withit.

No one said anything about thisfort having abad record; asfar as|

know there were no indications that anything waswrong .. No, it doesn't
make sense If four men were hanged here, where are their bodies? Why
take them down and leave the nooses ? Nothing about this place makes any

Sense.

Y et. But more and more | get the feding something terrible must have

happened here.”

"Yes,' said Congtance oddly. " Something terrible.

And | think it'still happening.' MacNeil looked at her sharply. The



witch's eyes were vague and far away, and there was something in her

face that might have been fear.

Hint and Dancer stood just inside the stable doors and stared silently
about them. Light poured in from the open doors, pushing back the
shadows. The heavy wooden stdls had been smashed into kindling. The
walls were scarred and gouged, as though they'd been scored repeatedly
by claws There was no sign of any of the horses, but blood had splashed

and dried on the floor and walls. "Nasty,' said FHint.

The Dancer nodded. "Very."

"Demons?’

"Unlikdy' "It'stheir syle”

"The Demon War ended ten years ago. No one's seen ademon outside the

Darkwood since." Flint scowled unhappily "They came out of thelong

night once before; maybe they're on the move again.' The Dancer knelt

down and studied the bloodstained straw covering the earth floor.

"Interegting.”

"What is? Flint knelt down beside him.

"Look at the floor, Jessica. There's blood everywhere, but no



footprints, only hoofmarks. And if the horses were killed and dragged
out, where are the tracks? There should be some traces to show what

happened to the bodies."

"Youreright,’ said Hint "It isinteresting' They straightened up

quickly and automatically fdl into their usua fighting position, back

to back with swords held out before them. The shadows al around were
suddenly dark and menacing. Theair was dry and sill and unnaturaly
cold. It smelled faintly of death and corruption. Hint stirred

unessily, and flexed the three fingers of her left hand. The scar tissue
where the missing two fingers had been throbbed dully. It didn't like

the cold. Flint shuddered suddenly. There was something dangerous here
in the fort with them; she could fed! it. She had no ideawhat or where

it might be, but she had no doubt it was there. Fint trusted her

indinctsimplicitly.

"Yes,' said the Dancer quietly. "I fed it too. Whatever happened to the

peopleinthisfort, | don't think they died adean death.”

"We can't leave our horses here,' said Hint. "They'd spook before we

could get them through the door. Let'stake alook at the main building;

seeif we can find asuitable place there”

"Good idea," said the Dancer.

"Then let's get out of here. I'm getting spooked mysdif.”



"You're not alone,' the Dancer assured her.

" told you not to listen to those mingtrels. Y ou'll be having bad

dreamstonight.”

"Wouldn't surpriseme. | don't think thisisagood place to deep,
Jessica’ Hint smiled dightly. ™Y oumight just beright, Giles. But
can you think of a better way to get to the bottom of what happened

here?'

"Thereisthat,' said the Dancer. "Let'sgo.' Heled the way back out

into the sunshine, and Fint pulled the doors shut after her. She and

the Dancer crossed the courtyard side by side, swords at the ready,

their eyes wary and watchful. Their footsteps echoed hollowly back from
the high ssonewalls. The sky was darkening towards evening, and the

shadows were growing longer.

Hint and the Dancer eventually settled the horsesill themain
reception hall. It wasn't idedl, it wasn't even alot better than
anywhere e se, but the horses seemed prepared to tolerateit. They
rolled their eyes as they were led through the door, and regarded the
bare wooden floor with grave suspicion but finaly settled down. Hint
lit alantern, and then she and the Dancer made their way deeper into

the main building. Finding MacNell and Congtance was easy enough: they



just followed the tracksin the thick dust on the floor. Flint
eventualy rounded a corner and found MacNell waiting for her, sword in

hand.

"I thought | heard somebody following us,' said MacNeil drily, lowering

his sword.

"Have you found anything? asked the Dancer.

"Nothing helpful. Just empty rooms, dust and blood.' The bloodstains
were everywhere. They splashed the celling, ran down the walls and
pooled on the floor. So much blood ... "What are the chances of finding

anyone dive? said Constance.

"Not good,' said MacNeil. "But well keep looking anyway. Just in case.'
The four of them dowly made their way through the fort, corridor by
corridor, room by room. The corridors were for the most part bare and
unadorned, with little in the way of matting or tapestriesto bresk up

the monotony of bare stone. All the rooms were empty, and covered with a
thick layer of undisturbed dust. But wherever they went they found
bloodstains and broken furniture and enigmatic clavmarks gouged deep

into the tonewadls.

And finaly they cameto the cdllar, and there was nowhere I €ft to go.
The cdlar was afeaturel ess stone chamber somefifty feet square,

littered with accumulated rubbish. Two open doorwaysled into smaler



storage areas.

MacNell picked hisway carefully through the mess, and the others
followed him as best they could. There were piles of firewood, bags of
rags and stacks of old paper waiting to be pulped, aong with broken
furniture, wine casks and generd filth and garbage, al strewn across
the bare floor without rhyme or reason. MacNeil made hisway to the
centre of the cellar, being very careful about where he trod and what he

trod in, and then stopped and looked disgustedly about him.

"I've seen cesspits that were cleaner than this.”

"It israther untidy,’ said the Dancer. "But have you noticed thewals

?I

"Yeah, said MacNell. "There aren't any bloodstains down here. ' "Is

that agood sign or abad sgn 7 said Flint.

"Beatsme,' said MacNell.

"Weve got to get out of here,' said Constance suddenly.

"Something'swrong here.’ The othersturned to ook at her. The witch

was shivering violently.



"How do you mean, something'swrong? said MacNeil.

"Have you Seen something?

"It'swrong here,' said Constance, staring blindly ahead of her as

though she hadn't heard him.

MacNeil looked at the others, and then looked quickly round the cellar
one moretime. He shook his head dightly, as though disgppointed, and
then moved back to take the witch's arm. " There's nothing down here that
matters. Let's go, Congtance.' She nodded gratefully, and let him help

her back to the cdllar door. Hint and the Dancer followed them ouit.

Eventudly they reached the main dining hdl, at the rear of thefort.

It was agood-szed hal, someforty feet long and twenty wide, with

trestle tables set out in neat rows. Asin the cdllar, the wallswere

unscarred and there were no bloodstains anywhere. The tables were set

for amedl long abandoned. Food il lay on some of the plates, dry and
dusty and covered with mould. Bottles of wine stood open and unopened on
thetables. It was as though people had comein for ameal asusua, and

then half-way through had just got up and walked away . ..

"WEell deep heretonight,’ said MacNell. "It's comparatively untouched
by the madness, and since there's only the one entrance, it should be

easy enough to defend.”



"You'rerealy prepared to spend the night here? said Congtance. "After
everything we've seen ? MacNeil looked at her coldly. "Weve seen
nothing thet'simmediately threatening. Whatever killed dl these

people, it's obvioudy been gone sometime. Well be alot safer here,
and agreat dea more comfortable, than we would be out in the Forest
during athunderstorm. Well st aguard tonight, and first thing
tomorrow morning we start tearing this place gpart. Theré's got to be an
answer here somewhere." "l don't think we should disturb anything,’ said

Congtance. "'l mean, it could be evidence."

"She'sright,’ said the Dancer.

MacNell shrugged. "Anything that |ooks sgnificant we can leave done.

Either way, it can dl wait till the morning.

They don't pay me enough to go wandering around this place in the dark.”

"Right,' said Hint. "Thereisn't that much money in theworld."

"All right then; let's get our bedrollsin here, and get oursalves

settled,' said MacNeil. "It be dark soon."

"Dark, said Constance quietly. "Yes. It getsvery dark here, at night."
They al looked at her, but the witch didn't notice, lost in her own

thoughts.



Out in the Forest, alone figure watched the fort curioudy and then

faded back into the shadows between the trees and was gone.

In the Darkness of the Night Night fell suddenly. Less than an hour
after the Rangers entered the dining hall, darkness swept over the
border fort. Hint and Constance busied themsalves lighting the torches
on thewalls asthelight faded, while MacNeil and the Dancer arranged
burning candles and ail lampsin acircle round the deeping areathey'd
chosen. Though none of them admitted it oud, they were al wary of

what the darkness might bring, and none of them wanted to face the

unknown without plenty of light to seeit by.

Flint and the Dancer collected the saddle rolls from the horses and
brought them back to the hall. They stayed close together in the narrow
passageways, and held their lanterns high. The lengthening shadows were
very dark. Hint and Congtance laid out the bedrollsin the middie of

the dining hdl, while MacNeil and the Dancer arranged the trestle

tables around them in asmple barricade. The lightweight tables werentt
very sturdy, but they gave afedling of protection and security, and

that was what mattered. Even with dl the candles and torches and lamps
the dining hal was 4till disturbingly gloomy, and full of restless

shadows.

The sze of the hdl gave every sound afaint echo that was subtly



unnerving, and outside the fort a strong wind was blowing, moaning in
the night. And yet when al was said and done, none of the Rangers

redly gave much of adamn.

After the day's hard journey they were al bone weary and half adeep on

thar fedt.

Fint volunteered to take the first watch, and nobody argued with her.
They unwrapped their deeping rolls and laid the blankets side by side.
There was something comforting and reassuring in the smple proximity,
and there was a so no denying that the dining hal had grown

uncomfortably cold.

MacNel consdered starting afire in the open hearth, and then decided
agang it. A firewould be more trouble than it was worth, and anyway,

it was asummer's night, dammit.

It couldn't be that cold ... He climbed into his blankets and pulled
them up around his ears. The floor was cold and hard and uneven, but
he'd dept on worse. Already he was o tired he could hardly keep his
eyes open. He yawned, scratched hisribs, and sighed contentedly. It

felt good to be off hisfeet at last.

Hint fussed over the Dancer's blankets, sorting them out for him while
he watched patiently. The Dancer was hopeless at thelittle

practicdities of life. He couldn't saddle his own horse ether, and if



he had to live on his own cooking, held starve. No one ever said
anything. The Dancer'stdentslay in other directions. Hint finaly

got him settled, and sat down beside him.

"We should have looked for aroom with an adjoining bath,' she said

quietly. "We could both use one."

" Speak for yourself,' said the Dancer.

"l am,' said Hint. "l once fought awalking corpse that had been buried
in soft peat for sx months, and it smelled better than | do fight now.

But that can wait till tomorrow. Get some deep, Giles. I'll wake you
when it'stime for the next watch.' The Dancer nodded deepily, lay back

and closed hiseyes.

Hint smiled a him affectionately for amoment, and then drew her sword
and rested it across her knees, ready to hand. Hint beieved in being

prepared.

Constance came back from the closed-off corner they'd designated asthe
latrine, and clambered stiffly between her blankets, next to MacNell's.
"Firg thing tomorrow morning we find aroom with its own jakes and move
there,' she said determinedly. "That soup tureen is no substitute for a

chamberpot. MacNell chuckled drowsily without opening his eyes.



"Good-night, Congtance. Pleasant dreams.’ The dining hal grew quiet as
the four Rangers settled down for the night. The only sound wasthe

risng moan of the wind outsde, and faint snores from the Dancer, who

was aready well away. The Dancer could deep through athunderstorm and
often had. Constance tossed and turned for awhile, unhappy with the

hard stone floor, but eventualy grew still. Her bresthing became dow

and regular, and some of the harshness went out of her face as her

features dowly relaxed. MacNeil lay on hisback, comfortably drowsing,
occasiondly staring up at the shadowed ceiling past drooping eydlids.
Seeping inthefort was acalculated risk, but he didn't think there

was any real danger init. Not yet.

Whatever it wasthat had gone on akilling spree, there was no sign of

itin thefort now.

Whatever it was ... the Demon War had awakened a great many creatures
that might otherwise have dumbered on, undisturbed by the world of man.
The Forest's past lay buffed deep in the earth, but after the time of

the long night, the past no longer dept as soundly asit used to.

Some of the deeper mine shafts were il sealed off because of what the

miners had found there.

There were giantsin the earth in those days ... MacNell tirred
restlessly. If by some chance he was wrong and whatever it was hadn't

|eft the fort yet. well, at least thisway there was some bait to draw



it out of cover.

Bait. MacNeil smiled sadly. That'swhat Rangers were, when you got right
down to it. Rangers were expendabl e troops, used to draw out an enemy
and expose its strengths and weaknesses. The only difference was that
thisbait had teeth. MacNeil glanced across at Hint, who was staring
straight ahead of her with one hand resting comfortably on her

swordhilt. Hewas glad Hint had volunteered to take the first watch. He
trusted Hint. The Dancer meant well, but if he got too comfortable he

had atendency to doze off. Which meant he spent most of hiswatches
pacing up and down to keep himsdlf dert. Thingslikethat didn't help

at al when you weretrying to get to deep. And Constance ... was

untried. MacNeil closed hiseyesand let himsdlf drift away.

He could trust Hint. She was dependable. He yawned widdly. It had been
along, hard day ... Time passed. FHint watched over the deepers, and

the lights burned steedily lower.

The demons came swarming out of the long night, vile and maevolent, and
the guards at the town barricades met them with cold stedl and boiling

oil, and what little courage they had left. Duncan MacNell stood his
ground and swung his sword in short, vicious arcs, cutting down creature
after creature asthey threw themsalves at the barricadesin a
never-ending stream. Shapes out of nightmares and fever dreams reached

for him with clawed hands and bared fangs, and their eyes glowed



hungrily inthe endless night. Blood flew onthear in aghadtly rain
asthe guards swung their swords and axes, and the demons died, but
there were always more to take the place of those who fell. Therewere

awaysmore.

A tall spindly creature with a spiked back and taloned hands reared up
before MacNeil. He ducked benegth aflailing blow and gutted the demon
with one swift cut. Long ropes of writhing intestinesfell down to

tangle the demon'slegs, but ill it pressed forward until MacNell

sheared off its bony head with atwo-handed blow. I1ts mouth snarled
soundlesdy on the blood-soaked ground, and the body swung thisway and
that for long moments before realizing it was dead. None of the demons
made a sound, even when they died. Forever slent, in life or desth,

like evil thoughts given shape and substance.

Something the size of aman's head, with thick black fur and adozen

legs, came flapping out of the darkness on bat'swings. MacNell cut it

out of theair and it exploded wetly, showering him with foul-smelling

blood that burned where it touched his bare skin. And while he was
distracted, shaking and cursing, a patchwork demon with avast

corpsepae body and huge scything jaws dammed into him from nowhere and

threw him to the ground.

For amoment al MacNeil could see was a confusion of human and demon
feet dl around him, dipping and stamping in the crimson mud. He lashed

out at the pale demon asit bent over him, and screamed shrilly asits



clawstore through hisragged chain mail. He wriggled away through the
mud, and then drove his boot up into the creature's gut, desperation
lending him strength. The demon lurched backwards, caught off balance,
and MacNeil staggered to hisfeet. By the time he had hisfeet under him
again, the pale demon was gone, carried away by the shifting press of

bodies, but there were till more demons to be faced.

MacNeil wiped blood and tears from his face with his deeve and hacked
about him with his sword to try and clear himsalf some space. He put dll
his remaining strength into his blows, and the power from his muscular

arms and broad chest drove his sword deep into demon flesh and out again

in steady butchery.

The demons came from al sides now, vicious and unrelenting, and the
night wasn't dark enough to hide the horror of what they did. MacNell
fought on. He had no idea of how many demons held killed. Hed lost
count long ago. It didn't make any difference. There were always more.
He swung his sword double-handed now, and the hilt jarred in his hands
as he hacked through a demon's spine. There were screams all through the
night, and somewhere close at hand aman was curaing endlessly, his

voice thick and empty. A woman sobbed, loud and anguished, until the
sound broke off suddenly. And then the demons were retregting, as

suddenly asthey'd come, melting silently back into the endless night.

MacNell lowered hisdripping sword and leaned on it, fighting for



breath. The air wasfull of the stench of blood and death. The great
musclesin hisarms and back ached horribly, and he was deathly tired.
There was no end to the demons, and the intervals between their attacks
were getting shorter. They came to the daughter like pigs at athrough,
with an insatiable appetite for carnage. And strong as he was, MacNell
knew there were limitsto his strength, and he was fast approaching

them.

He dowly straightened up, and looked about him. There were bodies
everywhere, and the barricades had been all but torn apart. The dead and
the wounded lay where they had fallen on the blood-soaked ground. No one
had the time or the strength to drag them away. Many of the bodies

showed sgns of feasting. The demons were aways hungry.

The long night was bitterly cold, and MacNell pulled histattered cloak
about him. His hands shook, not entirely from the cold. High above, the
Blue Moon shone down from a garless night, and the Darkwood held
dominion over dl the Forest. Demons swarmed everywhere in the darkness
surrounding the small besieged town of King's Deep. The town had been
cut off from the outside world for so long its defenders were no longer

sure how long it had been. The nightmare seemed to go on forever, as
though it had aways been happening, and awayswould. No sun rose or
st in the Darkwood; there was only the endless night and the crestures

that movedinit.

MacNeil clutched his sword tightly, but it had lost al power to comfort



him. Hed dways thought of himsdf as brave, but that was before the
Darkwood. In the past he'd fought footpads and smugglers and Hillsdown
spies, and never given adamn for the danger. He was strong and fast and
good with asword, and held never once backed down from afight. Unlike
many of hisfdlow guards hed aways|ooked forward to going into

action; he loved thethrill in hisblood and the chance for glory. But

that was before he came to defend King's Deep, and found himself facing
aravenous horde of inhuman creatures that came swarming out at the dark
in never-ending numbers. He'd taken his place at the barricade and

fought and killed and daughtered until his sword arm ached and his
armour was soaked with demon blood, and none of it mattered adamn. One
by one the defendersfell, and a growing desperation gnawed at MacNell

asthe sege continued with no end in sight.

He leaned againgt the barricade and closed his eyesfor amoment. His
whole body trembled with fatigue, and swesat and blood trickled down his
face. He couldn't face another attack. He just couldn't. He opened his
eyes and glanced back at the town behind him. Here and there in King's
Deep afew lightsflickered defiantly against the darkness, but the

light didn't carry far. There weren't many people left to look at them

anyway. MacNell looked down at his sword.

Demon blood dripped steadily from the long blade, but he couldn't find

the energy to clean it.



He'd always thought he was brave. For dmost two years now held used his
sword to enforce the King's law, hunting down criminas and keeping the
roads safe. He was proud of his strength and his courage, and neither of
them had ever let him down. Until he cameto King's Deep, and the demons
taught him fear. Hekilled them over and over again, and il they came
swarming out of the darkness, driven by hatred and anever-ending

hunger. MacNell had given everything he had to stop them, and it hadn't
been enough. He looked out into the endless night and waited for the
demonsto come again. He thought he would die soon, and he doubted his

desath would be easy.

The demons had taught him fear. It felt like panic and despair.

He looked at the broken barricade before him and wondered why he il
stayed at his post. King's Degp was nothing to him; just another small
country town in the back of beyond, of no importance to anyone but its
inhabitants The town was bound to fall sooner or later, and if he stayed
hed fal withit. If he stayed. He turned the thought over in hismind,
studying it warily. He didn't have to stay. The guard Captain who'd
given him his orders was dead and gone, a ong with most of the other
guards. He could just dip quietly away from his post and run, trusting

the dark to hide him. No onewould ever know. Except him.

MacNeil shook hishead to cleer it. In dl the mingtrels songsthe
heroes never once considered turning and running. They just stood their

ground and died nobly. It was different herein the darkness, facing an



enemy without end .. He looked up sharply as he sensed rather than heard
adirring inthe night. There was a clatter of running feet around him
as others sensed the disturbance and moved forward to block some of the

larger gapsin the barricade.

MacNel gripped his sword tightly and wondered vaguely why he was
crying. Thetearsran jerkily down hisface, cutting furrowsin the
drying blood. He tried to stop crying, and couldn't. He was cold and
tired and hurt so badly he could hardly stand up straight, and till he
had to fight. It wasn't fair. They had no right to expect so much of bin
He'd done hisbest for aslong as he could, but heillst couldn't do it

any more. Not any more.

Demons came boiling out of the darkness, throwing themsdlves at the

barricadesin aslent murderousfrenzy.

MacNeil stood his ground and swung his sword doublehanded, the long
blade biting deep into demon flesh. Foulsmelling blood flew thickly on
theair, and hisfooting grew dippery. Hisarm and back muscles
screamed in agony, but till he fought, his sword rising and faling

againand again.

He started to whimper, and bit hislips until the blood came to keep
from crying out. The demons burst through the barricades and he was

forced to retreat. He fdl back, fighting every step of theway, and dll



around him the town's defenders were pulled down and daughtered. Their
screams lasted along time. MacNeil swung his sword with failing arms,

and the demons came a him from all sdes.

No. No, thisisn't how it was. Thelong night broke, the dawn came, and

the demons and the darkness retreated.

King's Deep was saved, and | survived. | remember! | wastherel

Thisisn't how it wad

The demons swarmed over him and pulled him down, and there was only the

blood and the darkness.

A low wind murmured across the deserted moor, and moonlight shone silver
on the early morning mists. The sun would be up in lessthan an hour,

and il JessicaHint good aonein the old graveyard. She pulled her

cloak tightly about her, and vowed that once she got back to her nice

warm barracks nothing short of adeclaration of war would get her out on
night duty again. She aso vowed to do something extremely unpleasant to

the Sergeant who'd volunteered her for this duty.

Flint looked about her, but gpart from the graveyard the open moor
stretched away in every direction, dl slver and shadowsin the
haf-moon'slight. Half amile away, over the down-curving horizon, lay

the smdl village of Castle Mills, to which the graveyard belonged.



It was on the villagers behdf that Flint was freezing her butt off on

the moor at this unearthly hour of the morning. Six months ago, they'd
caught arapist and murderer attacking hislatest victim. Thevillagers
dragged him out on to the street and hanged him on the spot, amid
genera celebration. Rather than pollute their graveyard, they threw the
body into a pest bog out on the moor. One month later the dead man dug
hisway out of the mire and made hisway back to the village. He killed
four women with his bare hands before the vill agers banded together and
drove him off with flaring torches. He returned to the peat bog and
disappeared beneath the mud. But the next month he rose again, and every
month after that. The villagerslearned to patrol their streets as soon
asthe sun went down, and the lich turned his attentionsto the local
graveyard whose comfort he'd been denied. He dug up graves, smashed
coffinsand violated the bodies. The villagers sent to the guardsfor

help, and Hint was the unlucky one.

She glanced at the oil-soaked torch standing unlit beside atombstone.
Shedidn't darelight it before the lich appeared, for fear of
frightening him off. In order for it to be effective, shed haveto use

thetorch at very closerange.

Hint frowned, and rested her hand on the pommel of the sword at her
sde. Sheld never fought alich before. Fire was the usua defence, but

by al accountsthe lich had proved too elusivefor that, so far. Maybe



if she hacked himinto smdll piecesfirst ... She shrugged, and looked

around her.

It wasn't much of agraveyard. Just awide patch of uneven earth, with a
dozen wesatherbeaten headstones and a scattering of sagging wooden
crosses. It smelled pretty bad too. Fint doubted if the people of

Cadtle Mills had even heard of embaming.

A faint noise caught her attention and she spun round, sword in hand.

The peat bog where the murderer's body had been dumped lay lessthan a
hundred yards away, its dark wet surface gleaming coldly in the
moonlight. Flint licked her dry lips, and then froze where she stood as
aclawlike hand thrust up through the mire. Mud dripped from the bony
fingers asthey flexed jerkily. The hand rose dowly out of themire,
followed by along crooked arm and a bony head. Flint snapped out of her
daze, and drawing flint and stedl from her pocket she lit thetorch

shed brought with her. For amoment she thought it had got too damp to
catch, but the oil-soaked head findly burst into flames, and she turned
back to face the peat bog with the flaring torch in one hand and her

sword in the other. The mire's surface parted reluctantly with along
sucking sound, and the dead man pulled himsdlf out into the night air.

He stood wavering on the edge of the bog and dowly turned his head to
look at Hint. His skin was stained and shrunken, but had been mostly
preserved by histimein the bog. The eyes were gone, eaten away by
decay, but Flint somehow knew that he could sill see her. Thelichwore

aseriesof filthy taters that might once have been clothes, held



together by muck and foulness. Mud dripped steadily from him ashe

sarted forward, heading for Hint.

All right, thought Hint. Thisiswherel earn my pay.

She stepped forward to meet the lich, holding the torch up high.
Moonlight shimmered brightly on the curved blade of her scimitar asshe
held it out before her. The lich walked unsteadily towards her, his bony
fingers denching and undenching spasmodicaly. Hint waited until the

last possible moment, and then cut at the lich with her sword. The dead
man swayed aside horribly quickly, and the blade whistled through empty
air. Flint quickly recovered her balance and jumped backwards, but the
lich's hand shot out and fastened on to her left wrist. The bony fingers
sank deep into her flesh, and blood ran down her hand, but she wouldv't
drop the torch. Flint swung her sword down in ashort bruta arc, and

cut through the lich'swrist. Shefdl backwards, the dead hand il
clutching her wrigt, and landed awkwardly. Somehow she still managed to

hang on to the torch and her sword.

Thelich stopped and looked at the stump of hiswrist. No blood spurted
from the severed arm, though bone fragments showed clearly in the
moonlight. Flint stealthily drew her feet under her, and shook the dead

hand free from her wrist.

Cut off the head and then the legs, and the thing would be hel pless.



Burn the rennants to ashes with the torch, and the lich would never

trouble the villagers again. All it took was a steady nerve, and a

steady hand.

She scrambled quickly to her feet and then tripped on the uneven ground.
Shefdl heavily, jarring the breath from her lungs, and dropped both

her sword and the torch. The flame flickered and went out. Flint
struggled to her knees, gasping for breath, and reached for her sword.

Thelich got therefird.

No. That's not right.

Thelich picked up the sword with its remaining hand, and hefted it
thoughtfully. The eyelessfaceturned dowly to grin a Hint. She

scrambled frantically backwards.

No! That isn't theway it happened! | beat thelich!

The waking dead man loomed over her, huge and dark and awful. Moonlight
gleamed on the sword as he lifted it above his head, and then the blade

came flashing down, and blood ran darkly on the moonlit ground. The

sword rose and fell, rose and fell ... Giles Dancer walked down along

stone passage that had n beginning and no end. Torches burned on the
wallsto either sde of him, but made little impression on the darkness

that filled the passage like aliving thing. The Dancer walked through

the corridors of Castle Lancing with hissword in his hand, searching



for thewerewolf.

The shapeshifter was as cunning asit was deadly, and it had taken the
Dancer sometime to work out which of the Baron's guestswas the
werewolf, but now he knew. The creature couldn't be far ahead of him. He
padded softly down the narrow stone corridor, his calm cold eyes
searching the gloom for any trace of hisprey. It seemed to him that

he'd been searching for the werewolf for along time, but the Dancer was

patient. He knew held find it eventudly, and then hewould kill it.

He walked on down the passage, and adight frown creased hisforehead.
He hadn't known Castle Lancing wasthisbig. Surely he should have got

somewhere by now.

And there was something about this case he ought to remember; he was
sure of it, but he couldn't quite place what it was. A sudden sound

caught his atention, and he stopped where he was and listened

carefully. The sound came again: alow, coughing growl, not far away.
The Dancer smiled. Thisshould beinteresting. Hed never killed a
werewolf before. He hoped the creature would put up agood fight; it had

been along time since anyone had been able to challenge his skill.

Man or beast, sorcerer or shapeshifter, it made no differenceto him. He
was a Bladesmaster and he was unbeatable. He moved dowly forward,

listening carefully dl the way, but there was only the slence and the



shadows. And then he rounded a corner in the passage and the werewolf

came out of the darkness to meet him.

It wastdl, well over seven feet in height, its shaggy head brushing

the roof of the corridor. Itsthick fur was matted with swest and blood,
and it smelled rank, like afilthy butcher's shop. The close-set eyes
wereydlow as urine, and itswide grinning mouth was full of heavy

pointed teeth.

Thewerewolf snarled at the Dancer, and ropy sdivafdl from its mouth.
The two of them stood looking at each other for along moment, and then
the Dancer smiled and hefted his sword lightly. The werewolf howled and
threw itself at the Dancer'sthroat. He sidestepped easily, and his

sword cut into and out of the werewolf's somach in asinglefluid
movement. The creature howled again, and spun round to claw at the
Dancer, the horrid wound inits gut healing even asit moved. The Dancer
dipped the silver dagger out of the top of hisboot and drove it

between the werewolf's ribs with a practised twist of thewrist. The
cresture screamed in ahuman voice, and fell limply to the stone floor.

Its blood was as red as any human's. The Dancer stepped carefully back
out of range, and watched camly as the werewolf's panting breath dowed

and stopped.

And as he watched, the creature's shape blurred and changed, the fur and
fangs and claws dowly melting away, until there before him on the floor

lay JesscaHlint, with hisknifein her heart.



The witch called Constance stood in the reception hall. A cold wind was
blowing from nowhere, and the shadows were too dark. Four men were tying
nooses, and throwing the ropes over the supporting beam above them. They
paid the witch no attention as they worked, and though their mouths were

amiling, their eyes were puzzled and confused.

Thefirst man to finish took achair from beside the wall and positioned

it carefully under the noose held arranged.

He stood on the chair, dipped the noose around his neck, and then

waited patiently while the others did the same.

Finaly dl four men were standing on chairs with nooses round their
necks. They pulled the nooses tight, and without looking at each other,
one by onethey stepped off the chairs. They hung unmoving from the roof
beam, dowly strangling. Their hands hung fredly at their Sdes asthey

choked.

Constance stepped around them, giving their twitching feet awide berth,
and ran into the main corridor that led off from the reception hall. A
guard was hacking atrader to pieces as hetried to crawl away. A
lengthy trail of blood on the corridor floor showed how long the trader
had been crawling. Neither the guard nor the trader noticed Constance at

al. Shewadked on through the fort, and everywhere she went it wasthe



same: scenes of madness and murder and grotesque suicide. Oneman sat in
acorner and stabbed himself repeatedly in the gut until hisarm became

too weak to wield the knife. A woman drowned her two childrenin ahip
bath, and then sat them both in her lap and sang them lullabies. Two men
duelled fiercely with axes, hacking at each other again and again with

no thought of defending themsalves. They gave and took terrible wounds,
but would not fal. Blood flew on the freezing air and steamed in wide
puddies on thefloor. All through the fort it was the same: men, women

and children died horribly for no reason that Constance could see or
understand. Their eyes were not sane. It was very cold in thefort, and

darkness gathered around the shrinking pools of light.

Above and beyond al the madness and death Constance could hear a
continua dull thudding, like agreat bass drumbegt that went on and on.

It seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere, and it was along time
before Congtance realized she was listening to the beating of agiant

heart, immeasurably far away.

Shecame at last to the dining hall, where hundreds of men and women and
children sat at dinner. She entered the hadl warily, but till no one

knew she was there. She moved over to the nearest table, and her face
twisted with disgust as she saw what they were egting. The mest on the
platterswas raw and bloody, and maggots writhed iniit, twisting and
wriggling asthey squirmed out on to the table. Lengths of purple

intestine hung over the edges of the table, twitching and dripping, and

bowlswerefull of birds heads, the dark little eyes dive and knowing.



The witch looked away, and redlized for thefirst time that the man
sitting before her at the table was dead. His throat had been cut,
twice. Blood had run down his neck and soaked into his shirtfront. He

smiled politely at Constance, and offered her awine glass.

It wasfull to the brim with blood.

Congtance backed quickly away as sheredized he could see her, and one

by one dl the gueststurned to look at her.

They were al dead. Some had been stabbed, some had been burned. Some
had died easly, while others had been al but hacked apart. Four

carried their necks at a stiff angle to show the livid rope marks on

their throats. Constance shook her head dazedly, pressed her lips

together and tried not to scream. And then, one by one, the gathering of
the dead raised their arms and pointed behind her. Constance turned
dowly, unwillingly. Whatever it was they wanted her to see, she knew
shedidn't want to seeit. But still she turned, and the scream rosein

her throat as she saw MacNeil, FHint and the Dancer hanging on the wall
behind her. They'd been pinned to the stonework by dozens of long-bladed
knives. Their dangling feet were agood six inches off the ground, and

from the amount of blood that had pooled on the floor beneath them,

they'd been along timedying.



Congtance whimpered faintly. There was a series of scuffling noises
behind her, and she turned back to find the dead rising unhurriedly to

their feet. They advanced dowly on her, each carrying along-bladed
knife. Constance started to back away, and dammed up against the closed
door. She pulled franticaly at the handle, but the door wouldn't open

She spun round, and the knives were very close. Constance screamed.

MacNeil snapped awake as the scream broke through his dream. He tore at
histangled bedding and sat bolt upright, hismind still howling demons
demons demons. He thrashed wildly about him for his sword, and then
stopped as he redlized where he was. He let out hisbreath inalong

dow sigh, and the dream fell away from him. His face was covered with a
cold swest, and he rubbed it dry with the edge of his blanket. His hands

weredill shaking dightly.

Hetook a deep breath and held it amoment. It didn't help as much as

he'd hoped. He looked quickly about him.

Congtance was Sitting up beside him. Her face was buried in her hands,
and her shoulders were shaking. The echo of her scream was only just
fading away. The Dancer was standing by his blankets, sword in hand,
looking around the empty hal for atarget. FHlint stood at hisside,

aso clutching her sword. Her eyeswere vague and only just beginning to

focus.

MacNel dowly reaxed. It'sal right now. It was just adream.



Y ou're safe now. Thelast of the panic died away, and he was himself
again. He reached out and put a comforting hand on Constance's shoulder.
She cried out at histouch, and flinched away from him. And then she
looked up and saw who it was, and some of the tension went out of her.
The cam poise of her face was gone, shattered by her nightmare, and
MacNeil was strangely touched as he saw how open and vulnerable she
looked. He wanted to take her in hisarms and comfort her, and promise
to keep her safe from the world. Even as he thought it, the familiar

cam features reappeared as Constance regained control of hersalf.

She sniffed once, and rubbed at her face with her deeve.

"I'm sorry,’ she said, her voice muffled, "1 had abad dream ... a

nightmare.

"I guessed that,' said MacNell drily. "Areyou dl right now ?*

"Yes. I'mfine. I'm sorry | woke you.”

"I'mnot,' said MacNeil. "'l was having a pretty bad dream of my own, and

| can't say I'm sorry it was interrupted. If you hadn't woken me up, I'd

probably havefdt abit like screaming mysdlf.”

"Y ou had anightmare? said the Dancer, frowning.



"Yes' sad MacNell. "So what? Everyone has nightmares. "Including me,'
said the Dancer quietly. "What are the odds on three of us having

nightmares at the sametime 7'

"Four,' said Hint.

MacNell looked at her sternly. ™Y ou fell adeep on watch? FHint nodded
unhappily. "I must have dozed off for amoment. ' "That's not like you,'

said the Dancer.

"No, said MacNeil thoughtfully. "It isn't. Constance looked at Flint,

gtarted to say something, and then changed her mind. ™Y our dream,’ she

sdfindly.

"What wasit? Flint frowned. "I dreamed about thetime | fought a

walking dead man. Only in my dream, | logt."

"| dreamed about awerewolf | killed afew years back,' said the Dancer.

"Only ... thingswere different in the dream." Constance looked at

MacNeil. "What about you, Duncan ?

What was your dream?"

"What doesit matter? said MacNell "It wasjust anightmare.”



"It might be sgnificant. Tell me." No, Congtance. | can't tel you. |
can't tell anyon', i c,'t tell anyone about thetime | amost turned and
ran"| dreamed | was back in thelong night, he said finalh' "Fighting

the demons again.' Constance frowned. "Demons ..."

"I hardly think that's significant,’ said MacNeil. "I mean, we were

talking about them earlier on, weren't we?"

"Yes,' said Congtance. "Wewere." She thought for amoment, and then
looked serioudy a MacNell. "My dream was different. You al dreamed of
things that happened to you in the past. | dreamed of what happened here

inthefort, not long ago.”

"A kind of Seeing? said Hint.

"l don't know. Maybe." Constance shuddered suddenly. "I saw the people

here go insane and kill each other and themsalves." For awhile, no one

sad anything.

"That's certainly one explanation,’ said MacNeil. "But if that iswhat

happened, where are all the bodies ?*

"They haven't |eft thefort," said Flint. "We'd have seen the tracks."

"l don't know," said Constance. "But what | dreamed iswhat happened



here.

"Areyou sure? said MacNell.

"Of courseI'm sure! I'm awitch! Thereé's something in thisfort with

us. Something powerful. It sent us those nightmares. It'stesting how
strong we are, looking for weak points. Only | was stronger than it
thought, and | Saw something of thetruth. MacNeil chose hiswords
carefully. "'l think you're reading too much into this, Constance. I'll

agreeit seemslikely these dreams were sent to us, but that's dl they

were: dreams. Anything dseisjust guesswork. Weve been through every

room and corridor in thisfort; there's no one here but us."

"Don't look now,' said the Dancer very quietly, 'but that's no longer

true. Someone's watching us from the door.' In the quiet of the night, a
lone figure stepped out of the trees at the edge of the Forest and

scurried quickly acrossthe clearing towards the fort. Moonlight filled

the clearing as bright as day, and there wasn't a shadow anywhere for
Scarecrow Jack to hide in. Heran on, head down and arms pumping. If the
guards had left alookout on the battlements he was a dead man; they
couldn't avoid seeing him in thismuch light. But hed waited dmost an
hour hoping in vain for acloud to cover the moon, and intheend dl he
could do was make arun for it and trust to his luck. Given the small
number of guards he'd seen, the odds were they hadn't bothered to post a
lookout, but Jack hadn't survived thislong in the Forest by trusting

hisluck. Except when he had to. His nerves crawled in anticipation of



the arrow heéld never see beforeit killed him. Thefort finaly loomed

up before him, and he threw himself forward into its concealing shadows.
He sank down on his haunches and leaned against the cold stonewall
until he got his breath back. The night lay dark and slent dl around

him.

Scarecrow Jack was atal, dight manin hismid twenties.

Long dark hair fell to his shouldersin agreat shaggy mane that hadn't
known abrush or comb in years. A thin length of cloth knotted around
his brow kept the hair out of his eyes, which were dark and narrowed and
aways dert. Hewore a collection of roughly stitched green and brown
ragsthat barely qudified as clothes and seemed to be largely held
together by accumulated dirt. They smelled rather pungent, but in the
Forest the green and brown rags enabled him to blend perfectly into the
background, hiding him from even the most experienced of trackers. No

one found Scarecrow Jack unless he wanted to be found.

Jack had started out as afootpad, alier-in-wait, but almost despite

himsdf had dowly developed into aloca legend.

Hed been donein the Forest for dmost nineyears, living on its
bounty and by what hiswits could bring him. He devel oped an uncanny
accord with the Forest and the creaturesthat lived init, and every

year the human world had less attractions that might cal him back. And



yet he never forgot his humanity. If anything, the harsh world of the

Forest taught him the vaue of mercy and compassion.

He never robbed anyone who couldn't afford it, and would often poach
fish and gameto provide food for poor families unable to provide for
themsalves. He never let atax-collector pass unrobbed, and would help
those who turned up lost or distressed in his part of the Forest. He had

away with birdsand animals, and with small children.

Officidly he was an outlaw, with a price on his head, but no local man

or woman would turn him in. Scarecrow Jack was a part of the Forest, and
accepted as such. He kept apart from people, for he was by nature shy
and ill-at-ease in company. Some said he was one of the weefolk, or a
rogue goblin, or even the result of amating between human and demon,

but he was none of those things. He was just aman who loved the Forest.

Scarecrow Jack.

He got to hisfeet, still kegping carefully to the fort's shadow, and
uncoiled the length of rope from across his shoulder. He checked that
the knot that held the grapplinghook was secure, and looked up at the
battlements with acaculating eye. He hefted the rope amoment to get
thefed of itsweight, and then threw the hook up into the night sky
with aswift, easy movement. Moonlight glinted on the steel hook asiit
arced over the battlements and disappeared from sight. Jack waited a
moment to let the hook settle, then pulled carefully on the rope until

it went taut. He tugged hard afew times, to be sure the rope would bear



hisweight, then climbed nimbly up the outer wal of thefort. His
experienced feet found agood many footholdsin the gpparently smooth
stone to help him on hisway, and he soon reached the battlements and
dropped lithely down on to the inner catwa k. He crouched motionlessin

the shadows for along moment, but there was no Sgn of anyone watching.

Jack quickly made hisway down into the courtyard and padded silently
over to the stables; the number of horseswould tell him how many guards
there were. But even as he approached the stable he knew something was
horribly wrong. He stopped by the dightly open doors and sniffed
cautioudy. Thethick, coppery smell of blood was heavy on the night

air. Jack eased the doors open and crept sowly forward, one step at a
time, and then stopped dead as his excellent night vision showed him the
wrecked stalls and the dark stains on the floor and walls. Jack frowned.
By their condition, the bloodstains had to be weeks old, but the smell

of blood in the stable was so fresh and strong as to be amost

overpowering ... He checked the floor for tracks.

Two people had come and gone recently, but there was no sign to show

what had attacked the horses. Jack scowled, and |eft the stables.

Theair outsde was clear and fresh, and he breathed deeply to clear the
gtink of blood from his nogtrils. Jack looked thoughtfully round the
empty courtyard. Hed known something must have gone wrong in the fort

for it to have seemed deserted for so long, but this ... worried him.



It wasn't naturd. It grated on his senses, like aroll of thunder too

far away to hear. Jack couldn't put hisfedlingsinto words, but that
didn't bother him. He lived as much by ingtincts as by reason. He glared
warily about him, and followed the guards tracks across the empty

courtyard and into the main reception hall.

Four horses stood close together, fast adeep. Jack remembered the state

of the stables, and nodded understandingly.

Thefour nooses hanging from the ceiling were less easy to understand.
Jack scowled. The bad feeling held had in the courtyard was even

stronger here, and once again he could smell blood on the air.

It was cold too, unnaturaly cold.

Something bad had happened here; he could fed it in hisbones. He
checked the dusty floor for the guards tracks, and moved carefully past
the deeping horses. They seemed disturbed in their deep, asthough
bothered by bad dreams, but they didn't wake as he passed. Jack followed
the tracks out into the corridor, then stopped and peered about him
uncertainly. The gloom wasn't much of aproblem to him, but he didn't

like being insde buildings. They made himfed dl trgpped and nervous,

and he kept thinking the walls were closing in on him. He shivered once,

like adog, then put the thought out of hismind. He had ajob to do.

He followed the guards tracks through the narrow corridors and came



eventudly to the main dining hall. He opened the door a crack, and
peered cautioudy into the brightly lit hal. He froze where he was when
he saw the woman sitting guard over her three degping companions, and

then relaxed alittle as he saw she was also fast adeep.

Jack frowned disappointedly. From the look of the party they had to be
Rangers, but hed aways thought them to be more professond than this.
Jack's frown deepened as he saw that al four of them were twitching and
mumbling in their deep. More bad dreams, by the look of it. He could
understand that. This place gave him the cregps. And then one of the

Rangers suddenly sat up and screamed, and al of them woke up.

Jack didn't dare move for fear of drawing attention to himsalf. He stood
very il in the shadows of the door, and listened carefully asthey

discussed their dreams. And then one of them spotted him.

The dark figure was off and running before MacNeil could get to the

door. He plunged down the corridor after the fleeing shape, sword in
hand. For amoment the dim figure had |ooked disturbingly like one of

the demons from his dream, but as his eyes adjusted to the gloom,
MacNeil could see he was chasing aman dressed inrags. A stray memory

tugged a him ... Scarecrow Jack?

MacNell smiled dightly. He'd heard about that outlaw, and the price on

his head. Hetried to force alittle more speed out of histired legs,



but the outlaw could run like a startled deer and MacNeil was hard put

even to keep himin sght. Heran on, vaguely aware that therest of his

team were following some way behind. The chase continued, through rooms
and corridorsthat blurred together in the darkness, until finaly the

outlaw charged between the degping horsesin the reception hal and out

into the courtyard.

MacNel had to spend afew moments caming the dismayed horses before he

could follow, and when he finally got out into the courtyard, Scarecrow

Jack was nowhere to be seen.

The rest of the team arrived soon after, and they stood together by the

hall door, looking around them at the courtyard's impenetrable shadows.

"This may seem astupid question,’ said Congtance finaly, 'but just who

the hell are welooking for?"

"Anoutlaw,' said MacNeil. "He was spying on us from the doorway."

"How long for? said Flint.

"Toolong,' said the Dancer. "He's very good, whoever heis.' " Scarecrow

Jack, | think,' ssid MacNell.

The Dancer raised an eyebrow. "1 hadn't realized we werein his

territory. | wonder what he wants with us?’



"More importantly, how did he get in here, and whereis he now? MacNell
hefted his sword impatiently. "He couldn't have got in through the main
doors, they're till locked and bolted. | saw to that, before we turned

in.

"He must have come over thewall,’ said Flint. "He's probably up on the
catwalks somewhere. They all looked up at the battlements, but there
wasn't enough light to see them as anything more than darker shadows

againg the night.

"If hewas up there, he'slong gone by now,' said MacNeil disgustedly.
He hegitated, and then dammed his sword back into its scabbard. Hint
and the Dancer looked at each other, and put away their swords. MacNel

turned to Constance.

"Can you use your Sight to find the outlaw? The witch shook her head.
"My Sight istill clouded by whatever's herein the fort with us. If we
were to go out into the Forest, | might be able to help you track him
down.' MacNeil shook his head. "We'd never find Scarecrow Jack in the
dark, and by morning he could be milesaway.' He looked thoughtfully up
at the battlements. "'If he could get over that wall, so could anyone

else. Wed better keep our eyes and ears open.' "Perhaps I'm missing
something," said Constance, 'but why should a footpad like Scarecrow

Jack want to break in here? What could he be looking for, in aborder



fort?'

"l waswondering that,' said Hint. "Thisisn't the kind of thing he

usually does, according to dl the sories. It'snot hisstyle at all.

Is there something here we don't know about, Duncan? Something we
haven't been told? MacNeil smiled dightly. "Nothing much escapesyou,
doesit, Jessica? All right; let's get back to the dining hdl, and I'll

tell you thewhole story. | don't want to talk out here. Y ou never know
who might beligtening.' Back inthe dining hal, MacNell pulled upa
chair and gestured for the othersto do the same. He waited patiently

while they got settled, and then leaned forward.

"One of the reasonswe're here," he said dowly, ‘isto find out what
happened to the hundred thousand ducats worth of gold thisfort was
supposed to be guarding.' He looked round at the others and smiled ashe

watched their jaws drop.

"A hundred thousand ducats, said Hint reverently "That isone hell of

alot of gold."

"Damnright,’ ssaid MacNaell. "It'sthe payrall for al the border forts
in this sector. It was only supposed to stay here overnight, while
arrangements were made for it to be broken up and distributed, but
unfortunately that turned out to be the night the fort broke off dl
contact with the outside world Y ou can imagine the heart flutters that

caused at Court. So: officially we're here to find out what happened to



thefort's missing personnel, but we're aso supposed to find the gold
and make sure it'sintact and secure. Y ou can guess which of those

orders hastop. priority."

"That'swhy you inssted we check every room earlier on,' said Hint

"Right,' ssid MacNl.

The Dancer looked at him steadily "Why weren't wetold any of this
before? MacNeil smiled and shrugged. "They don't know you like | do.
Anyway, I'm telling you now. If Scarecrow Jack has somehow found out
about the gold, you can bet he's not working on his own any more. He
couldn't even move that much gold without help' "How do we know it
hasn't aready been moved? said Flint "The odds are againgt it,' said
MacNell. "All the sgnswould seem to suggest that were thefirst

people to have entered this fort since. whatever happened.' Constance

frowned. " Scarecrow Jack usualy works aone.

And | never heard of him being interested in gold.”

"Everyonesinterested in gold,’ said Hint.

"Not Jack,' said Congtance. "He's different.' MacNeil looked at her.

"Y ou know Scarecrow Jack?"

"1 met him, once,' said Constance. "A few years back | was searching for



mandrake roots not far from here, and | got lost. Jack found me, and
showed metheway back to the main trail. He was very polite, very
sweet, and extremdly shy. | liked him. He's asimple enough soul, happy
with the life heleads. The Forest gives him everything he needs. But ..

| suppose anyone can be tempted.”

"Exactly,’ said MacNelil. " So, we've got to find the gold, or what
happened to it, before Jack gets back here with hisfriends. For al we
know, there could be asmdl army out there, just waiting for himto

report back.' The Dancer looked at the celling thoughtfully.

"Wed have ahard job defending this place against even avery small

army. ' MacNeil shrugged. "All we haveto do is keep them away from the
gold for afew days, and then the reinforcements will be here. But to do
that, we've got to find the damned gold first' "All right,’ said Hint

"Where do we start? We've already 1ooked everywhere once "Y eah,’ said
MacNelil. "Which means we must have overlooked something ... someclue.
So welll just have to search every room and corridor and hideyhole all

over again, and keep on looking until we do find something."

"Now? said Constance "At night? MacNell looked at her sardonically.
"Still bothered by your dream, Constance? Afraid the nasty demons are
going to jump out of the shadows at you? Constance looked a him
Seadily. "Y ou can be very irriteting a times, Duncan. Something here

in thisfort drove the people insane, so that they killed themselves and



each other. It's till here, and it's ill dangerous. And evil isat
its strongest during the hours of darkness.' "I'm sorry, Constance,’

said MacNell, 'but theres no real evidence for any of that."

"My Sight ... " "Isclouded here. Y ou said so yoursdlf.' "Y ou'd have

believed Sdamander!" For along moment no one said anything.

"The sooner we gtart this search, the sooner welll befinished,’ said
MacNell quietly. "Well make better timeif we split into two teams. The
first oneto find anything sings out. Hint, you and the Dancer start a

the entrance hall.

Check it over thoroughly, even if you haveto rip thewalls gpart to do
it. Then start working your way back, room by room. Constance and | will
start here and work our way out to meet you. Between us, we should cover

every roominthefort.”

"It'sgoing to bealong job," said the Dancer.

"Then we'd better make astart, hadn't we? said MacNail.

Wolvesin the Forest Scarecrow Jack moved through the dark woodslike a
speckled ghogt, his feet making no sound asthey trod the path only he
could see. Jack was a part of the Forest and knew its secret ways. Trees
loomed over him like degping giants, their gnarled ams irring

uneasly inthe gusting wind. Milky shafts of moonlight spilled through



occasiond gapsin the overhead canopy and collected in shimmering pools
on the Forest floor. Jack stopped suddenly, and dropped down to crouch
motionlessin the shadows. Something waswrong in the Forest. He sniffed
cautioudy at theair, but only familiar scents cameto him: the sharp,

taut smells of bark and |eaf, and the rich smoky aroma of broken earth.
Jack concentrated on hisinner magic, the smple basic accord between
him and the trees. There was astorm coming; abad one by the fedl of

it, but he already knew that from the afternoon clouds and the closeness

of the air. Something waswrong in the Forest ... something old and
terrible had been disturbed from itsancient deep ... There were

giantsin the earth in those days.

Something evil was abroad in the night. The birds and the animas knew.
The night should have been dive with the smal, furtive sounds of the
hunters and their prey, but instead the darknesswas till and silent,

and animas and birds dike huddled together in their lairs and waited

for the evil to pass.

Jack frowned, worried. How could such an evil have awakened in the
Forest without him being aware of it before now? And then he smiled
grimly as he redlized he dready knew the answer. HEd been so taken up
with his new partners of late that hedd had no time for anything but

them. Half the Forest could have burned down and he wouldn't have
noticed it till he smelt the smoke. Jack sighed regretfully. He wasn't

happy with the way things were, but for the moment he was powerlessto



do anything about it.

Hed just have to wait, and keep his eyes open. His eyes .. or someone
else's. He grinned broadly as an answer came to him. He stood up and
closed hiseyes, and cast hismind out among thetal trees, cdlingin

asoundless shouit.

He opened his eyes and waited patiently, and afew minuteslater a
flurry of whiteness came sweeping through the night towardshim likea
Slent ghost. Jack put up hisarm at the last moment, and the owl landed
heavily on hisforearm and settled itself comfortably. The claws pricked
his arm through the thin rags, but didn't penetrate his skin. The owl
looked at him serioudly, and Jack met its great golden eyeswith his

own. An understanding passed between them.

He wasflying through the Forest, gliding on outstretched wings. The
night was unnaturaly quiet, and an evil presence beat on the darkness
like agiant heart. He turned in the evil's direction and flew towards

it, curious. Thetrees swayed by on either sde of him and then fell

suddenly away as he burst out of the Forest and into the clearing.

Moonlight flared around him like ashout of thunder as hefluttered to a
halt in mid-air. A great pile of stone and wood lay at the centre of the
clearing: the border fort. Once he would have used it as aresting place

or anesting ground.



But not now. The evil wasthere, waiting. A great eye crawled dowly
open deep in the darkness, and the owl turned and fled back to the
safety of thetall trees and Jack was suddenly himsalf again, the

contact broken.

Helifted hisarm, and the owl flew back into the darkness and was gone.
Jack frowned thoughtfully. While he wasin the border fort his senses
had been dulled by the unyielding presence of the human world, but now
he was back in the Forest dl hisingtincts cried out against entering
thefort again. Unfortunately, he no longer had achoice in the matter.
Jack shrugged and padded off into the trees, accelerating dowly into a
Steady lope he could maintain for hoursif he had to. He was lready
late, and Hammer hated to be kept waiting. Jack smiled widely. There

were alot of things about Jack that Hammer hated.

His smile vanished as he thought about Jonathon Hammer. The man might be
acold bastard, but he'd undoubtedly saved Jack's life, and Scarecrow

Jack always paid his debts. He scowled briefly. It was his own damned

fault for getting caught off guard inthefirst place. A smplelittle
hole-in-the-ground trap, disguised and baited, and he fell for it.

Literdly. If Hammer hadn't come dong at just the right time, the

guards would have had him for sure, and Scarecrow Jack's head would have

stood on a pikein the nearest market square, as awarning to others.

Jack ran on through the night, brushing noisdesdy past the hanging



branches of the close-set trees. Too many of them were dead and rotten,
alegacy of the Darkwood. Jack felt their presence like an achein his
soul, abarely cauterized wound in the Forest. Normally he would have
stopped and checked each one for signs of life or regrowth, but tonight

he didn't have thetime. A flickering light appeared in the darkness

ahead, and he dowed to awak. He moved silently forward and crouched

motionlessin the shadows & the edge of a clearing. Jack watched Hammer

griding impatiently up and down beside ablazing campfire, and tried to

figure out how he was going to make Hammer understand about the fort.

Jonathon Hammer was atal, muscular man with impressively broad
shoulders. Hewasin hislate thirties, and looked it. He wore his dark
hair short, brushed forward to hide areceding hairline. His eyeswere
deceptively warm, aswas hissmile, but for dl hiseffortstherewasa
cold, vindictive quaity to hisfacethat never left it. Hewore a
amplelesther vest over awhite cotton shirt, and plain black trousers
suffed into the tops of his muddy boots. By his dress he could have
been anything from atrader to a clerk to abailiff, but the long sword
hanging diagonally down hisback marked him for the warrior he was.
Hammer was agood six and ahalf feet tal, but the hilt of the sword
stood up beside his head, while the tip of the scabbard was aimost long
enough to brush the ground behind him. It was the longest sword Jack had
ever seen, and from the width of the scabbard it looked to be a heavy
sword aswell, but Hammer moved easily with it on his back, asthough

unaware of its presence. He aso carried another sword on his hip, but



though he occasionally took that off, Jack had never seen him removethe

longsword from his back. He even dept with it on.

In histime, Hammer had apparently been most kinds of soldier. HEd
served asamercenary for hire, aBaron's manat-arms, and as one of the
King's guards, but hed aways been too ambitious and greedy for hisown
good. Wherever he went, sooner or later he'd start atill, or a crooked
gambling schooal, or fight an officer he didn't like, and then Hammer
would be off on histravelsagain. It was on one of histravelsthat

he'd found the longsword, but that was one part of hislife he never

talked about.

Most recently, he'd been part of acompany of guards escorting a
wagonload of gold to the border fort. Hed never seen so much goldin

one place before, and it had filled his dreams ever snce. With that

much gold he could raise his own army of mercenaries, and take the

Forest Kingdom by storm. King Jonathon the Firt ... Jack smiled. Hammer
never had believed in thinking small. Hed stayed with the guards just

long enough to see the gold safely ddlivered and stored, and then he
deserted and took to the Forest, lying low while he plotted some way to

take the gold for himself.

But that night, something had happened in the fort.

Hammer had stood at the edge of the clearing, listening to the screams,

but hadn't dared investigate alone. He watched the fort for the next few



days, but there were no sgnsof life. It took him awhileto track down
the archer called Wilde, and acquire the services of Scarecrow Jack, but
he apparently regarded it astime well spent. With thosetwo at his

sde, held been ready to face anything the fort could throw at him.

Unfortunately, the Rangers got therefirg.

Jack crouched in the shadows at the edge of the outlaws clearing, and
studied Hammer and Wilde with narrowed eyes. Delay was dangerous, the
later he was, the more Hammer would make him suffer for it. And yet

gtill Jack hesitated. He needed time to think about the two men held

become dlied with. Hammer was one thing. He owed Hammer. But Wilde ...
Edmond Wilde was dtting on the other sde of the fire, gnawing hungrily

at agreasy chicken leg. Hewastall and lanky, somewherein hislate
twenties, and dressed dl in shabby black. He had athin face with dark,
close-set eyes, and in the darkness he looked not unlike an unsuccessful
vulture. Hisblack hair was long and greasy, and he was constantly

tossing his head to clear the hair out of hiseyes.

His movements were awkward and furtive, as though he was ashamed to draw
atention to himself. But put abow or asword in hishand, and hewasa
different man. His back straightened, his eyes became cold and alert,

and an aura of menace hung around him like a shroud. Wilde was amost as
good with abow as he thought he was, which meant he was amaster

bowman.



The bow lay on the ground at his side, unstrung so as not to stretch the
cord. It was a Forest longbow, amost seven feet in length. Jack had

tried to pull it once, when Wilde wasn't around, and found he could

hardly bend the thing using dl his strength. Since Wilde wasn't exactly
musclebound, Jack assumed there had to be sometrick toit. He would
have liked to ask Wilde, but he didn't. Wilde wasn't the kind you could

ask things of. He was on the run when Hammer found him, though he never

sad from wheat.

Given what Jack had seen of the man's tastes and attitudes, Wilde was

probably wanted for rape or murder. Or both.

The archer never talked about his background, but though his clothes
were patched and filthy, they had origindly been of afairly high
quality. His language was unfailingly coarse and vulgar, but the accent

was often decidedly upper class.

Not that that proved anything. The only thing Jack was sure of where

Wilde was concerned was that the man was a complete swine. The bowman
all but worshipped Hammer aslong as hewasin ear-shot, but had al the
loydlty of astarving weasd. Hammer kept him in line by fear and

brutality. Wilde seemed to accept this as norma behaviour where he was
concerned. Jack smiled sourly. He could understand that. Asfar ashe

was concerned, there was nothing wrong with Wilde that hanging wouldn't

cure. He was aloud-mouthed, hypocritical, vicious bastard; nasty when



drunk and unbearable when sober. He'd steal the pennies off adead man's
eyes, and then complain because there weren't more of them. But till he

was a master bowman, and Hammer said he had a use for him, so he stayed.

Jack sghed again. Of dl the people in the world he could have become
obligated to, it had to be Jonathon Hammer He shrugged, and padded out

of thetreesand into the clearing.

Wilde jumped, startled, and scrambled to hisfeet with hi, hand on his
sword. He scowled shamefacedly when he saw who it was, and sank down

beside thefire again.

"Our noble savage isback," he growled to Hammer.

Hammer ignored him and glared silently at Jack. He hadn't even stirred
when Jack made his dramatic entrance, but his eyeswere very cold. "You

took your time,' he said findly.

"It'sabigfort, said Jack. "I looked everywhere, but there'sno sign
of any of thegold. There are no bodies either, just alot of blood.
It's been there sometime. | got agood look at the Rangers who are
staying there, but they spotted me, and | had to run for it. Hammer

frowned. "Did they see enough of you to recognize who you are ?'

"l don't know. Maybe."



"That was careless of you,' said Hammer. "Very cardless. Herose
unhurriedly to hisfeet and lashed out with the back of his hand,

sending Jack sprawling to the ground.

He'd seen the blow coming but hadn't been able to dodgeit in time.
Hammer wasfagt, for hissize. Jack scrambled back out of range and
watched Hammer warily. He could fed blood trickling out of hisleft

nostril, and he wiped at it with the back of hishand, leaving an uneven
crimson stresk across his knuckles. Wilde chuckled happily. Jack ignored
him and stood up dowly, ignoring the painin hisface. He didn't say
anything; he couldn't. He owed Hammer. But once held helped Hammer to
get hisprecious gold al debts would be paid, and then Scarecrow Jack
would vanish into the woods so quickly it would make Hammer's head spin
... Hammer sat down by the fire again, and after amoment Jack sat down

opposite him.

"What did you learn & the fort? said Hammer, hisvoice calm and

relaxed, as though the sudden violence had never happened.

"Getting in and out of thefort iseasy,’ said Jack, gingerly patting at
his nose with hisdeeve. "There are only four Rangersin there, and
they can't even mount a proper night watch. | don't think they know

wherethegoldis, either.”

"Maybe they've hidden it somewhere,' said Wilde.



"I looked dl over thefort,’ said Jack, still looking at Hammer.

"Therésno sign of the gold anywhere."

"Jugt four men,’ said Hammer, thoughtfully.

"Two men, two women,' said Jack. "One of thewomen isawitch.' Wilde

dirred uneasily. "A witch. | don't like magic.”

"Witchesdiejust aseasily asanyone dse,’ said Hammer.

"Providing you haven't |lost your touch with abow." Wilde smiled lazily.
He picked up hisbow and strung it with aquick, practised motion. He
took an arrow from the quiver lying beside him and notched it to the
gtring. Helooked unhurriedly about him, his eyes searching the darkness
beyond thefireight. And then he drew back the arrow, aimed and let
fly, dl inasnglefluid motion too fast for the eyetofollow. A white

owl fell out of the darkness and into the clearing, transfixed by
Wildesarrow. 1t wriggled feebly on the clearing floor, blood staining

its snowy breast. Jack darted over to knedl besideit. The bird's

struggles were dready growing weaker. It looked reproachfully at Jack.

"Y ou shouldn't have followed me, my friend,’ said Jack quietly. "I'm
mixing with bad company, these days.' He took hold of the shaft just

below the flight and snapped the arrow in two before pulling out the



pieces as smoothly as he could. The owl hooted once softly, and then was

quiet.

;i Fresh blood welled out from the ugly wound. Jack placed hisleft pam
over the wound and closed his eyes. His mind went out to the Forest, and
the trees gave him their strength. He took that strength, channdlled it

through him, and let it flow gently into the injured owl.

The blood stopped flowing, and the wound knitted itself together and was

gone.

Jack opened his eyes and leaned back on his haunches. Magic took alot
out of him. The owl struggled back to itsfeet. It swayed unsteadily a
moment, getting used to not dying after all, gave Jack ahard look, and
then spread itswings and flew back into the familiar darkness of the

Forest night.

Jack sensed a movement behind him and spun round, knifein hand. Wilde

hesitated, an arrow aready in position for another shot at the owl.

"Go on,' said Jack softly. "Giveit atry. Y ou might get lucky.' Wilde

looked at him uncertainly. ™Y ou wouldn't kill aman over abloody owl."

"Wouldn't | ? Wilde felt asudden chill run through him. A manwith a

dagger was no match for an archer, let d one a master bowman, and yet



... thiswas Scarecrow Jack, and the power of the treeswasin him.
Wildefdt apresence in the darkness around him, as though countless
unseen eyes were watching; the eyes of the Forest ... Thewind
whispered in the branches of the trees around the clearing, and surely

it was only hisimagination that made it sound like voices.

"That's enough, both of you," said Hammer. The moment was broken, and
Wilde dowly relaxed. He put down his bow and dipped the arrow back
into hisquiver. Hammer looked at Jack, and the dagger disappeared into

hisdeeve.

Hammer nodded dowly. "Get your things together. Were going back to the

fort."

"Now? said Wilde. "In the middle of the night? "What's the matter?
said Jack. "Afraid of the dark? Wilde shot him avenomous look. "l was

thinking of the Rangers. They'll be on the aert now, thanksto you."

"They won't be expecting usto try again tonight,’ said Hammer. "And we
can't afford to wait. If they're following regulation procedure,
reinforcementsfor thefort will be herein acouple of days, and that
means afull company of guards. We've got to get into the fort, find and
remove the gold and leave the vicinity, dl in twenty-four hours or

less, or we might aswell forget it. Jack, what's the weather going to
belike ? Jack scowled. "Pretty bad. There'sthunder on theway. | can

fed it. And rain; lots of it. It's going to be abad storm, Hammer, and



it'sgoing to break soon."

"That could work for us, asadistraction. Hammer's fight hand rose
absently to caress the long leather-wrapped swordhilt beside his head.
Jack didn't like to watch when Hammer did that. It looked dmost like

patting an animal.

Thelongsword worried Jack. Even through the silver scabbard, he could
fed an unending hum of raw power. The sword had its own sorcery, and it

wasn't ahedthy magic.

In dl the time held been with Hammer, Jack had never seen him draw the

sword. Deep down, he hoped he never would.

Hammer's hand fell away from the swordhilt and Jack relaxed alittle.

"Wilde,' said Hammer dowly, ‘when you see the witch, kill her.
Magic-users are dways unpredictable, and we can't afford to take any
chances. Jack and | will take care of the other Rangers.’ Wilde nodded
slently. Jack started to say something, and then stopped himself. He
remembered the witch. She was young, and very pretty. But he didn't owe

her anything, and he did owe Hammer.

But not for always, Hammer. Not for always.



Hewaited patiently at the edge of the clearing while Hammer put out the
campfire and Wilde checked over hisbow and arrows with surprisngly
gentle fingers. Jack sat down on a handy treestump and et hismind

drift while hewaited. Asit had so many times recently, it took him

back to the trap from which Hammer had rescued him.

It had been asmpletrap, as traps went. Jack had been following deer

tracks when he suddenly heard a clatter of disturbed birds nearby.

Heimmediately frozein place, hisrags blending him into the dappled
shadows. Something must have frightened the birds for them to react so
sharply, and Jack hadn't survived nine years alone in the Forest by
ignoring warning signs. After awhile he eased slently through the
treesin the direction the sound had come from, and ended up crouching
motionless at the edge of asmall clearing. A man wasdttingona
treestump in the middle of the glade, with his back to Jack. Hewore a
guard's uniform, and a hand axe leaned against the sscump by his boot.
Jack stayed where he was for some time, watching and waiting, but the
guard didn't move. There was no sign of anyone else, so far. Jack
frowned. They must be searching for him again. Maybe the price on his
head had gone up. If so, the odds were the guard wasn't in the Forest on

his own. He'd better get out of here, while he till could.

And yet. there was something odd about that guard.

Very odd. He still hadn't moved amuscle, despite dl the time Jack had



spent watching him. His head was bent forward; maybe he was degping. Or
ill. Or even dead. Jack scowled. He didn't like the direction his

thoughts were leading him, but he couldn't ignoreit. There weren't many
predators in this part of the Forest that would take on an armed man,

but there were dways the wolves ... Jack bit hislower lip and frowned
indecisvely. Approaching an armed guard in an open clearing was not
something to be undertaken lightly, but if there was amankiller loose

in the Forest, he wanted to know about it. And anyway ... hewas

curious. He smiled, and shook his head. One of these days his curiosity

was going to get himinto trouble.

He stole slently out of the trees and into the clearing and looked
quickly about him, ready to turn and run at the first sgn of danger.
Everything seemed normal. The sun shone down from acloudless sky, and

the air was pleasantly warm.

I nsects buzzed drowsily on the till air, and birds sang undisturbed in
the trees. The clearing was empty apart from the guard, who still hadn't
moved. Jack drew the knife from his deeve, just to be on the safe side,
and crept forward one step at atime, his eyesfixed unwaveringly on the
guard's back. Hed dmost reached the seated figure when the ground
suddenly gave way benegath hisfeet and he fell into the conceded pit

bel ow.

Hefell awkwardly, and landed on the packed earth at the bottom of the



pit with an impact that knocked dl the breath out of him. Helay ill
for atime, gasping for air and then groaning quietly astheimmediate

pain died dowly awvay.

After awhile his bresthing steadied andhe was able to think coherently
again. Hetried cautiousy to move hisarms and legs, and awave of
relief sivept through him when they al responded normally. A broken limb

would have meant his' death, even if he had managed to escape from the

pit.

Staying divein the Forest wasn't easy at the best of times, and the
woods knew nothing of mercy. Jack sat up dowly, wincing at hisvarious
cuts and bruises. He looked at the circle of light above him and saw

held falen agood nine or ten feet. HE' been lucky: he could have

broken his neck.

He scrambled to hisfeet and stood ill, listening carefully.

He couldn't hear anything. Whoever had set the trap might not be around.
With just alittle luck he could climb out of the pit and be gone before
they came back. Jack searched the sides of the pit for hand and
footholds, and then cursed disgustedly. The walls were nothing but loose
earth that crumbled away under hisfingers. Therewas no way it could

support hisweight while he climbed.

Jack looked up at the bright circle of light. Nine or ten feet, and it



might aswell be nine or ten miles. He had no more hope of climbing out
of the pit than he had of flying out. Hetried anyway, just to be

cussed, but it did no good.

Heretrieved the knife held dropped in hisfal and tried cutting
handholdsin thewalls, but it was no use. He put the knife back in his
deeve, sat down on the bottom of the pit, and waited for his captorsto
show up. There was dways the chance they wouldn't kill him straight
away. They might decide to take him to the nearest town for an officia
hanging, and that meant chancesto escape, if he kept hiswits about
him. Jack smiled sadly. It was a nice thought, but that was dll. Hed
escaped too many timesin the past for them to take any chances. If they
had any sense a dl, they'd just shoot an arrow into him while he was

gill in the pit, and then take in his head for the reward.

Jack leaned back against the earth wall and looked up at the sky. It was
bright and clear and very blue. He was in his Forest. There were worse

waysto die.

The light above him was suddenly blocked by aman's head and shoulders.
Jack scrambled to hisfeet and reached for hisknife. Therewasno red
point in trying to dodge an arrow, but hed go out fighting anyway, just

to spite them.

He was Scarecrow Jack.



"Hdllo, down there,' said aman'svoice.

"Hello yoursdlf,' said Jack. His voice wanted to shake, but he wouldn't

letit.

"Lookslikeyou'rein aspot of bother," said the man.

"Looksthat way."

"| takeit you're Scarecrow Jack?"

"Depends.’ The man laughed easily. "L ucky for you | camedong. I'll be
back in aminute. Don't go away.' He disappeared, and Jack's spirits
rose cautioudy. Maybe he had got lucky after dl. The man returned, and
threw down a coil of rope. Jack tugged on it afew timesto be sure it

would take hisweight, and then climbed up the rope and out of the pit.

He moved quickly away from the edge, and stared warily at his rescuer.

The man was clearly asoldier of somekind by his stance and his
clothes, and the sword on his hip, but he wore no insignia of rank or
loydty. He was abig man with an amiable enough face, but Jack's eyes
were drawn to the long swordhilt that stood up behind the man'sleft
shoulder. Even from afew feet away Jack could fed the power that lay

dormant in the sword, waiting to be called into action. Jack began to



wonder if he might not have been safer in the pit after all.

"Thanks, he said carefully. ™Y ou might just have saved my life.' "Could
be," said the man. "How did you end up in astupid trap like that ?

Jack shrugged. "I dwayswas too curious for my own good.' He looked
round at the guard sitting on the treestump, and wasn't surprised to see
he was till Sitting there, gpparently uninterested in what was

happening behind him.

Jack walked over to the motionless figure and looked him in the face. It

was adummy; convindng enough from adistance, but till just adummy.

Jack laughed in spite of himsdlf.

"Set a scarecrow to catch a Scarecrow. Neat. Almost elegant. And it

would have worked, if you hadn't come dong. My thanks."

" want more than that, said the man camly.

Jack looked at him warily, hisright hand drifting casuaitx towardsthe

knifein hisdeave.

"Dont,' said the man. "Don't even think about it. 'lou wouldn't want me

to draw my sword, would you 7"

"No," said Jack. "l wouldn't.' "My nameis Jonathon Hammer. If it wasn't



for me, you'd be dead. Y ou owe meyour life, Scarecrow Jack. I'll accept
afew months service from you, in payment for your debt. Isthat
acceptable? Jack thought about the pit, and Hammer's sword, and nodded
dowly. "Yes. For the next two months, I'm your man. ' "Good. I'd heard
you were an honourable man, in your way. Do what | tell you, when | tell
you, and well get dong fine. Y ou might even get rich. But if you

should ever condgder betraying me ..."

"My word isgood,’ said Jack coldly. "I don't bresk it.

Ever.'"Yes' said Jonathon Hammer, smiling dightly. "That'swhat |

heard.' That had been two weeks ago, and they were shaping up to be the
worst two weeks of Jack'slife. More than once he had contemplated just
walking out on Hammer and Wilde and disappearing back into the Forest,

but he couldn't.

Scarecrow Jack was an honourable man, and he aways paid his debts.

Hammer and Wilde Werefinaly ready to leave, and Jack led them back
through the Forest to the border fort. The sooner this was over, the
better hed likeit. And yet. in the end he hadn't said anything,

because they'd only have laughed, but there was definitely something
wrong about the border fort. Something unnatural. He could fed it in
hiswater. He decided to say nothing for the time being, but keep his

eyes and ears open.



He had a bad fedling his problems weren't anywhere near being over.

Dreamsin the Waking World The storm finally broke over the Forest.
Thunder roared and lightning flared, and the rain came down in solid
sheets, damming through the foliage and bouncing back from the Forest
floor. Open trails quickly became amorass of mud and soaking mulch.
Birdsand animals shuddered in their lairs at the continuous pounding of
therain, and in al the Forest nothing moved save three determined

outlaws, aready soaked to the skin.

The thunder rolled on and on, barely pausing long enough for the
intermittent flashes of lightning that lit the Forest in stark black and

white. The outlaws moved dowly from cover to cover, wading through deep
puddles and treacherous mud, dipping and diding and faling painfully

until only Hammer'swill kept them moving. The moon was hidden behind
dark clouds, and the party's lanternlight couldn't travel far through

the rain. Scarecrow Jack's woodcraft was tested to the limit as familiar

landmarks became strange and unfamiliar, but finally he brought them

back to the edge of the gresat clearing. The three outlaws sheltered
under atree and studied the dim silhouette of the border fort through

thedrivingrain.

Jack ignored the cold and the wet; he was used to it. The rain soaked
his rags and dripped continuoudy from hisface, but beyond acertain

point hesmply didn't fed it. He had an animd's indifference for



conditions beyond his contral.

Besdes, judging from the way Hammer and Wilde had been reacting
whenever they got downwind of him, it was probably time hisragshad a
good wash. He glanced at Wilde, standing miserably beside him, huddied
ingdeathin cloak. Therain had dicked the archer'slong hair down
around hisface, and in the dim light he looked not unlike a

half-drowned river rat. He sniffed and shivered, and cursed continuously
inalow monotone. He pulled up his cloak's high coallar, to keep out the
rain. It formed akind of funndl that guided the rain down his neck and
back. Hammer ignored the sudden risein cursing, and glowered through
therain at the border fort. Like Jack, he seemed unaffected by the cold

and the wet.

"At least now we can befairly sure there won't be any guards on the
battlements, he said findly. "They won't be expecting anyoneto be

abroad in weather like this."

"No onewith any sensewould be,' said Wilde. He sneezed dismally, and
wiped his nose on hisdeeve. "How much longer do we have to stand
around here? I'm catching my deeth in thisrain." Hammer looked at Jack.
"Isthis storm going to go off soon 7 Jack looked about him, and

conddered for amoment.

"Unlikely. It may even get worse. This storm's been building for along



time"

"All right, said Hammer, ‘we go now. Stick close together. Whatever
happens, no oneisto go off on their own. ' He looked about him one

last time, hooded hislantern, and then ran across the open clearing

towards the border fort, followed closaly by Wilde and Jack. Out in the

open the rain was coming down so hard it drowned out every other sound,
and even with the lantern and the lightning it was hard to see anything

more than afew feet away. Wilde lurched and did in the mud, and Jack

was hard put to keep him moving. Hammer was soon only avague shadow in
d front of them, and there was no sign of the fort. tack shuddered

violently asthedriving rain chilled him to the bone. The clearing

seemed much wider than he remembered, and he began to wonder if Hammer
had lost his bearings and led them past the fort. And then, findly, a

massive stonewall loomed out of the rain before them and they had to
sumbleto ahdt to avoid crashing into it. Thewall gave some

protection from the wind, but that was al.

Jack shook himsdlf likeadog, but it didn't help much. He couldn't
recall having felt thiswet in hislife. Therain was so heavy now it

even made breathing difficult.

Hammer gestured for him to unding his coil of rope. It wasno use
trying to speak; the rain and the thunder made it impossible to hear.
Jack undung the rope and checked that the grapnel was still secure. He

looked up at the wall, and the rain beat harshly on hisface until he



had to turn it away. He took amoment to compose himself, blinking

rapidly to get therain out of his eyes, and then he snatched one quick

look and threw the grapnel up into the air, aiming as best he could. It

just cleared the battlements, and fell to lodge securdly somewhere

beyond them. Jack pulled the line taut and looked at Hammer, who nodded

for himtogofirg.

Jack took afirm grip on therope, checked that it would take his
weight, and began to walk hisway up the wal. The rain made both the
rope and thewall horribly dippery, and more than once only quick
reflexes and a death-like grip saved him from anasty fal. When he
finally reached the battlements he was almost too tired to pull himsalf

over them.

He sat on the catwalk, breathing harshly, and then climbed reluctantly

to hisfeet and tugged twice on the rope to signd that it was clear for

the next man. Wilde made even harder going of the climb, and Jack had to
reach down and practicaly haul the man up the last few feet. Hammer

came last, and madeit look essy.

They started dong the narrow catwalk, heading for the stepsthat led

down into the courtyard.

Duncan MacNell led histeam through the fort, heading for the cdllar.

The congtant roar of the ssorm came dimly to them through the thick



sonewalls. MacNel and Constance carried lanternswhile Hint and the

Dancer held their swords at the ready.

"l don't seewhy we haveto look at the cellar again,' said Constance.
"Weve dready established the gold isn't there." MacNeil shrugged.
"It's got to be here somewhere. It occurred to me there might be a

subcellar underneath the first, or even ahidden passageway.”

"And if thereisn't? said Constance.

"Then we go through every damn room in thisfort and take it apart brick
by brick until we do find the gold. Are you sure you can't See whereiit
is? Thewitch sghed audibly. "I'll try again, Duncan, but | cantell

you now it's not going to work. Something near by isdill interfering

with my magic.' She stopped, and the others stopped with her. Constance
put her lantern down on the floor, massaged her temples with her
fingertips, and closed her eyes. Thelow background mutter of the storm
was adigraction, but shefindly put it out of her mind. Darkness

gathered, smothering her Sight.

She shuddered as a bitter cold swept through her, and afeding of

unease grew and grew until it bordered on panic.

Congtance fought to control it, and as she did her Sight suddenly
cleared and she Saw asingle huge eye. It was staring in her direction

nd dowly becoming aware of her presence. Constance immediately broke



off the contact and shielded her mind as thoroughly as she could. In
that brief glimpse she'd sensed something she had no desireto See

again. She huddled frightened in the darkness, but eveni

ingde her shidd she could sense something awful prowling through the
dark in search of her. It dowly moved away, and Constance sighed

shakily and opened her eyes.

"Well? siid MacNal impatiently.

"There's something herein the fort with us,’ said Constancetiredly. |
don't know what it isor whereit is, but it'svery old and very

deadly.”

"Don't start that again,’ said MacNeil. "Therés no onein the fort but

us. You'rejust feding the strain abit, that'sal. Wedl are!

Congance looked at him coldly, but said nothing. With her Sight il

clouded, he might just be right. But she didn't think so. MacNell

started down the corridor again, and Flint and the Dancer followed him.
Congtance picked up her lantern and brought up the rear. Her hand

trembled with suppressed anger, and shadows swayed menacingly around the
team. MacNell didn't look back at her. Truth to tell, he wasn't so sure
Congtance wasn't right. He remembered how strongly she'd reacted to the
cdlar before, and much as he wanted to, he couldn't ignore her

warnings. She had the Sight.



Y ou'd have bdlieved Sdlamander.

Y es. He would have. But Constance didn't have Salamander's experience,
and unless she came up with something more concrete than afew upset
fedings, he couldn't judtify Staying away from the cdlar. Even if the

place did give him the creegps.

Congtance was trying hard not to sulk, or at least not visibly. She
worked s0 hard, tried her best, and still he didn't trust her. When

shed firgt found out which Ranger team she wasjoining sheld been so
thrilled she dl but danced on the spot. She knew all about Sergeant
Duncan MacNeil. Sheld been following his career at adistance for years.
Ever since hel protected her from the demons when she wasjust a child,

living inthe smdl town of King's Deep.

Sheld pulled as many strings as she dared, to get hersalf assigned to
histeam, al so that she could repay him for what he'd done for her, by
being the best damned witch he'd ever had. She had other dreams about
him too, but sherarely dlowed hersdlf to think about them. And now
here shewas, on her firsg misson with him, and it was al going wrong.
Because he wouldn't give her achance. Constance's lower lip jutted

rebelioudy. She'dd show him. Sheld show them dl.

It didn't take long to reach the cdllar. It looked just asit had

before amess. MacNell sniffed, and shook his head.



Grief knew how long they'd been dumping rubbish there; every day since

the fort wasfirst occupied, by the look of it.

Congance hung her lantern from awal-holder while Hint looked

disgustedly around the cdllar.

"Everything but gold,’ she said unenthusiasticdly. ™Y ou don't redly

want usto dig through this stuff, do you, Duncan?'

"Afraid s0,' ssid MacNell.

Hint sniffed. "1 just hope | don't catch anything contagious.' "That's

not al we have to worry about,’ said Constance suddenly. "Have you
noticed how cold it's got? The others stopped and looked at her.
MacNell frowned as he suddenly redlized his bresth was steaming on the
ar before him. All a once he was shivering, his bare face and hands
scared by the biting cold. He pulled his cloak around him and tried to
remember if it had been this cold when hefirst entered the cellar. He

had astrong fedling it hadn't. He looked at the others, and their

breath was steaming too.

He looked around him, and hisflesh began to cregp ashe



noticed for the first time that afaint pearly haze of hoa fr,st was

forming onthe cdlar wals.

It can't be that cold down here. It can't ... Heforced himsdlf to
concentrate on the matter in }land, and stared determinedly at the junk
covering thefloor. "If thereisasubcdlar,” he said roughly, ‘you
probably get to it by atrapdoor in the floor. Start shifting this

rubbish out of theway. Pileit up againgt the walls, and then we can
get aclear look at the floor.' The others nodded and set to work.

MacNeil put hislantern down safely out of the way and joined them.

Shifting the assorted debris took some time and not alittle effort, but
eventudly they uncovered atrapdoor. It lay in the exact middle of the
cdllar floor, agood six square feet of solid oak, held shut by two

heavy sted bolts. MacNeil knelt down by the trapdoor and looked closdly
a the balts, but felt strangely reluctant to touch them. He rubbed his
hands together to drive out the cold and buy him some thinking time.

They were just ordinary, everyday stedl bolts. There was no reason at

al why he shouldn't touch them. Except thet al the hairs on the back

of hisneck were standing up and both hisarmswere covered in

gooseflesh, and none of it came from the bitter cold in the cdllar.

Helooked at Constance, carefully keeping hisvoice cam and easy.



"Try your Sight. Seeif you can sense anything about the trgpdoor and
what lies benegth it." The witch nodded, and stared at the trapdoor. Her

eyes became vague and far away.

Deep in the earth something stirred, and strove to wake.

Theweight of earth and stonelay heavy upon it, and time gnawed at its
blood and bones. A darkness came and went, too swiftly to disturb its
dumber, but now at last the chains of deep began to fal away asday

by day it drifted closer to waking. It dreamed foul dreams and the world

went mad.

Soon itslong deep would end, and the world would tremble when the

deeper spokeits name.

Constance broke the contact, and once again her Sight became vague and
clouded. She swayed sickly and dmost fdll, nauseated by the few faint
traces of the thing she'd sensed. MacNeil took her arm, concerned at her

sudden paleness, and she smiled weskly at him.

TII bedl right in amoment, Duncan.”

"What did you See ?'



"The samething I've Seen before, only thistime | Saw it alittle more

clearly. Theré's something down there, Duncan; something old and evil

and unspeskably powerful.

It's deeping for the moment, but it could wake any time. It sent the
dreamsthat drove the people hereinsane.’ MacNeil frowned. "All right,
Congtance, | believe you. | don't want to, but it doesn't ook likel

have any choice.

What isit? A demon?"

"I don't think so. It's older than that. | couldn't get afix on exactly
whereitis, but | don't think it's directly under the trapdoor. It's
... Somewhere deeper. MacNeil nodded dowly. "We've got to take alook

down there, Constance. Isit dangerous?"

"Yes,' said thewitch. "But don't ask me how."

"That's not good enough.”

"It'sthe best | can do! Why do we have to go down there now, anyway?

What'swrong with waiting till the reinforcements get here?'

"Think about it, ssid MacNell. "I've been ordered to find the gold, at
any cost. How isit going to look on our recordsif they find out we

knew about the trapdoor, but didn't investigate becalise we were too



scared? No, Constance; I'm opening that trapdoor and we're going down,
and that's dl thereisto it. Flint, Dancer: stand ready. Once that
trap-!i door's open, if anything comes out kill it first and ask

questions later, if at al.”

"Got it,' said Hint. The Dancer smiled.

MacNell looked at Constance. "Keep your magic ready and help where you
can, but don't get in our way. We'rethe fighters, that's our job.' The

witch nodded, and MacNeil reached down and took hold of thefirst bolt

on the trapdoor. It seemed to stir dowly under hisfingertips, as

though it was dive. He snatched back his hand and knelt down to study

the bolt dosdly. It seemed perfectly normal. Just nerves, that'sdl, he
thought determinedly. Just nerves. He wiped hisfingers on histrousers

and tried again. He held the bolt firmly and pulled hard. 1t did

smoothly back, with hardly asound.

MacNell swallowed drily and tried the second bolt. It was tiff, and he
had to work it back with aseries of quick jerks, but findly it came
free. MacNell took hold of the heavy stedl ring in the centre of the

trgpdoor and pulled firmly.

The trapdoor didn't budge. He breathed deeply and tried again. The
musclesin hisback and shoulders swelled as he pitted dl his strength

againgt the stubborn wood, and then the trapdoor suddenly flew open with



aragged tearing sound.

And out of the trapdoor mouth gushed an endless fountain of thick,
viscous blood. It roared up to splash against the celling, and fell back

againinadinking crimsonrain.

More and more blood came roaring up past the open trapdoor, gallon upon
galon, soaking everything in the cellar. MacNeil and the others

scrambled back from the flying blood, but there was nowhere they could
hide from it. The blood continued to gush up from under the cdllar,

forced out by some unimaginable pressure, and then stopped as suddenly

asit had begun. MacNeil dowly raised his head and looked around him.

Blood dripped from the scarlet ceiling, and ran down thewalls. It
steamed dightly in the cold ar. Thefloor and the trapdoor looked as
though they'd been painted red. The stink of blood was dmost
overpowering. MacNell moved cautioudy forward to stareinto the

dripping opening, and the others came forward to join him.

They weredl liberaly spattered with blood. Flint shook her head

disgustedly.

"I've seen battlefid ds that were less bloody than this.

Wherethe hdl did it dl comefrom 7



"Beats me,' said MacNeil. He stared down into the darkness that lay
below the cdllar. Nothing moved in the impenetrable gloom, but the air
was thick with the stench of freshly spilt blood. Constance handed him

his lantern and he lowered it carefully into the darkness. The amber

light showed him a set of rough wooden steps, leading down into anarrow
earth tunnd that fell away into the ground. Thelight didn't carry far,

but for asfar asMacNell could see the steps and the tunnel wallswere
dick with blood. The others crowded in around him to take alook, and
then al of them froze asfrom far below the cellar there came the sound

of something moving. It wasadow, dragging sound, but MacNeil couldn't
tell whether it was drawing closer or moving away. He looked at the
others, but it was clear they weren't sure either. The sound stopped.

MacNeil put down hislantern beside the opening, and drew his sword.

"Hint: you and Constance stay here to guard the opening.

Dancer: you come with me. We're going to take alook at what's hiding

down in that tunndl.' The Dancer smiled, and drew his sword.

MacNeil looked at Hint. "If anything comes out of thistrapdoor but us,
kill it. If something goes wrong, shut the trapdoor and bolt it. Whether
we're out or not. If there is something dangerous down in that tunnel, |
don't want it running loosein thefort. When you're sure the trgpdoor's
.1, secure, get out of here and report back to the reinforcements.

They haveto be warned."



"We can't just abandon you,' said Constance.

"Yes, we can,' said Flint. "He'sright, Constance. Our duty comesfirgt,

and Rangers are expendable. It's part of thejob.' The witch looked

away. MacNell looked at her for amoment, and then picked up his lantern
and stepped carefully down into the opening and on to thefirst of the
wooden steps. The narrow dat creaked loudly as he put hisweight onit,

but after an uncertain moment it settled again.

He dowly descended into the darkness, holding the lantern out before
him. The Dancer followed behind him, sword at the ready. Shadows swayed

menacingly around them asthey descended into the earth.

MacNeil counted thirteen steps before he found himself facing the narrow
tunne that ran under the cellar. Unlucky for some, he thought wryly,

and moved forward alittle to give the Dancer room to join him. The
circular tunnel was barely six feet in diameter, and MacNeil had to bend
forward to avoid banging his head on the ceiling. There was sufficient
room for MacNeil and the Dancer to walk side by side, but only just. The
walls were smoothly rounded and bore no marks of human tools. The
clay-like earth wastightly packed and dick with running blood. More
blood lay in shalow pools on the tunnel floor. Like waking through
something's guts, thought MacNeil, wrinkling his nose at the stench. He
stood listening for along moment, the Dancer waiting patiently at his

Sde, but there was no trace of the sound they'd heard earlier. He



garted forward into the gloom, the Dancer padding quietly besde him.
MacNeil found the man's presence reassuring. The darkness and the
Slence and the stench reminded him too much of histimein the
Darkwood. He clutched his swordhilt tightly, aware his hand was sweeting
profusdly despite the cold. It didn't matter what was waiting for him;

held faceit and kill it and that was dll therewastoit. Hewasa

guard and a Ranger, and held never backed away from anything in his

life.

But there was atime when you wanted to. The demons came out of the long
night faster than you could kill them, and you wanted to turn and run.

And you might have, too, if the dawn hadn't broken first. The sun rose

and the long night fell and the demons retreated with the darkness. The

dawn saved you. And now you'll never know whether or not you would have

run.

MacNeil shut out the ind stent whispering voice and concentrated on the
darkness ahead. The tunnd seemed to be curving gradualy downwards, and
he wondered uneasily just how deep it ran. His boots did and skidded on
the blood-soaked floor, and shadows ducked and weaved around him asthe
lantern rose and fell in his hand. He shot aquick glance at the Dancer

but he seemed entirely unperturbed, hisface ascam and bland asiit
awayswas. And then the Dancer held up ahand and stopped suddenly.

MacNeil stopped beside him.



"What isit? he whispered.

The Dancer shook hishead. "Listen. MacNell frowned, concentrating, and
in the distance he heard again the soft dragging sound, coming from deep
inthetunnel. As he listened, he redlized the sound was drawing

gradually nearer. It was adiding, bumping sound, as though something
heavy was being dragged aong the tunndl floor towards them. MacNeil put
the lantern down on the floor behind him, safely out of theway. He
glanced quickly at the Dancer, and saw that he was smiling. Thetwo men
stood together, swords at the ready, and waited for whatever it wasto

cometo them.

A huge form lurched out of the darkness ahead. At first it wasonly a
pale grey shape, filling the tunnd, but asit drew nearer MacNell
gradudly redized he was facing a giant. Standing upright, the giant
would have been twenty feet tall and more, but in the cramped confines
of the tunndl it wasforced to crawl on hands and kneeslike an anima,
itsskin and hair were milky white, and its great staring eyeswere

blind. It was entirely naked, covered with dirt and foulness and fresh
bloody smears from the tunnel. MacNeil wondered sickly how long it had
lived underground, and what it had found to feed on, crawling through
tunnels under the earth like a vast misshapen worm. Its hands were huge
and broad, the stubby fingerstipped with long curving tingemails grown
into claws. Its teeth were long and pointed, and the great wide face

held no human emotions.



Sdivadripped from the snarling mouth, and the giant sniffed at the
air, asthough searching for the scent that had brought it crawling up
out of the depths of the earth. Its shouldersfilled the narrow tunnel
from sideto side. Its back rubbed against the celling, and its hands

and knees sank into the bloodstained floor.

Look at the size of it, thought MacNeil dazedly. Look at the bloody size
of it ... The crawling giant pulled itself dowly towardsMacNeil and

the Dancer, and they backed cautioudy away asthey redized it wasn't
aone. Behind it came another giant, and another. From further down the

tunnel came the sound of till more giants, hidden in the darkness.

Thegiant in thelead raised its great head and howled like ahound, a

horrid choking roar that echoed and reverberated throughout the tunnel.

MacNeil and the Dancer winced away from the awful sound, and the giant
hauled itsdlf forward with unexpected speed, the long muscular arms

reaching blindly out for them.

MacNell stood his ground and lashed out at the nearest hand with his
sword. The blade cut deegp and grated on bone. The giant howled
deafeningly and jerked its hand back. The sword stuck in the thick
flesh, and MacNeil had to use both handsto pull it free. He staggered
back, hismind still dazed by the sheer size of hisfoe. The hand done

had to be agood two feet wide across the knuckles. He threw himsdlf to



the floor asthe hand closed into afist and swept ponderoudy through
the air where held been standing. The fist dammed into the wall and the
giant went berserk with rage, battering the walls with both fists asit
tried to find its enemy, The Dancer moved in beside MacNell ashe
scrambled backwards out of range, his sword gleaming dully in the
lanternlight. The giant hauled itsalf forward, and the Dancer stepped
ingdeits reach and cut both the creatures wrists. A thick purple

blood spurted on the air, and the giant howled once before swinging one
fist with unexpected speed. The Dancer threw himsdlf backwards, but
couldn't move fast enough. The giant hand just clipped his shoulder in
passing and the Dancer was thrown againgt the tunnel wall with numbing

force.

Thegiant pulled itsdlf forward, the great white form filling the

tunnel, battering the bloody walls and ceiling.

Behind it, another crawling giant fought blindly to get past thefird.
MacNeil staggered to hisfeet, grabbed the lantern, and hacked at the
giant'sarm. More blood flew on the air, but still the creature wouldn't
stop. MacNel tried to reach the giant's throat, but couldn't get past

the hammering fids.

The Dancer moved forward to stand beside MacNeil, but even he couldn't

do more than dow the giant's advance.

Slowly, step by step, they were forced back down the tunnel.



The giants howled and roared, the horrid sound deafening in the enclosed
space. MacNeil and the Dancer had amost reached the steps when the

giant suddenly lunged forward.

"Theleft hand caught hold of MacNeil's shoulder, and the right fastened

on to the Dancer's sword arm. MacNeil groaned as the huge hand crushed
his shoulder in avice-like grip, and the sword fell from his numbed

hand. The Dancer's face was white from the pressure on hisarm. but
somehow he till held on to his sword, though he hadn't the strength to
useit. Thegiant pulled them dowly forward, its mouth stretching wide

to reved huge, jagged teeth.

There was aclatter of feet on the stairs behind them, as Flint and

Constance came charging down into the tunnel.

Congtance raised her hands and spoke a single Word of Power. A searing
white light flashed down the tunnd from her upraised hand and struck

the giant in theface. It screamed shrilly asthe blazing heat burnt

away itsface, leaving only charred bone and empty eyesockets. It

dropped MacNeil and the Dancer and pawed feebly at itsruined head. The
Dancer shifted his sword to hisleft hand, stepped forward and cut the
giant'sthroat. Thick purple blood gushed out on to the tunndl floor,

and the giant collgpsed and lay twitching initsown gore. Behind it,

another crawling giant tore at its flesh and began to pull itsalf past



the unmoving body, till searching for prey.

MacNeil snatched up his sword, and he and the Dancer retreated back to
the steps. Congtance till held the stance of summoning, a pure white
force crackling between her hands. Flint stood at her side, sword at the
ready. They stood guard as MacNeil and the Dancer pulled themselves
exhaugtedly up the stairs and out into the cellar. Fint went up next,

and findly Congtance lowered her hands and the fire went out. She
scrambled up the steps and out into the cellar. MacNeil dammed the
trapdoor shut after her and pushed home both the bolts. Barely a second
later the trapdoor shuddered violently asagiant fist beat furioudy

againg it from below. The hammering continued for saverd minuteswhile
MacNeil and the others watched anxioudy, and then it stopped, leaving

only an echoing slence.

Constance sat down suddenly, asthough dl the strength had gone out of
her. MacNeil leaned on his sword and concentrated on getting his
breathing back to norma. He redized he was il clinging desperately

to hislantern, and put it down on the floor beside him. His hands were
trembling now that the action was over, and not only from fatigue.
Giantsin the earth. perhaps that was what had happened to dl the

bodies. Hismind's eye showed him an army of crawling giants struggling
up through the trapdoor, stealing the bodies and then dragging them back
down to the secret places of the earth. He swallowed hard, and shook his

head to clear it. His hands and his breathing had steadied, and he



looked cautioudy at the othersto seeiif they'd noticed his momentary
weakness. Hint and the Dancer were sitting Side by side. The Dancer was
trying to clean his sword one-handed while Hint massaged some feding
back into the arm the giant had crushed. Constance was knedling beside

the trgpdoor, staring at it worriedly.

"What's the matter? asked MacNeil. "The tragpdoor will keep the giants

out. Won't it?"

"That's the point,' said Constance dowly. "Asfar as| can See, the

giantsaren't there any more. They'vejud ...

gone. Vanished." MacNeil looked at the trapdoor and then at the witch.

"Just how dependableisyour Sight a the moment?”

"Not very. It comes and goes, and calling up ba€efire for you weakened

my magic consderably. But I'm sure about this, Duncan. There's nothing

down there now. Nothing at al.”

"That'simpossible,’ said MacNeil. "Those giants were flesh and blood,

not ghosts:”

't"The onel hit was very much dive,' said the Dancer 'i've dill got

most of itsblood dl over me.!" Hint smiled fondly at the Dancer. ™Y our

biggest bag yet.



Y ou should have brought the body back with you. We could have had it

Suffed.”

"I'll remember next time,' said the Dancer.

"Theré's nothing down there now," ins sted Constance.

"There's no trace of the giants at al. Open the trapdoor and you'll see

I'mright. They dl looked at each other, but nobody said anything.

Finally MacNeil herted his sword and shrugged unhappily.

"All right, dammit, let'stake alook. Everyone stand ready. Same
procedure as before: if it moves, kill it." The Dancer roseto hisfeet
inasngle lithe movement, the cleaning rag gone from hishand and his
sword at the ready. Flint got to her feet alittle more dowly and gave

him awry smile. " Show-off.' Constance got up and moved back from the
trgpdoor, scowling worriedly. MacNeil hesitated, and |ooked thoughtfully

a thewitch.

"Canyou cdl up that ba€efire again?'

"No. Just using it once drained most of my strength. I'm awitch, not a

sorceress, and | know my limitations.” MacNell nodded, and bent over the



trgpdoor. He stood listening for amoment, but couldn't hear anything
moving down in the tunnel. He hefted his sword, took a deep breath, and
pulled back the two bolts. Everything was quiet. He braced himsdif,
heaved the trapdoor open, and stepped quickly away. The trapdoor fdll
back on to the floor with a crash, but the dark opening was till and
dlent. The Rangers waited tensely, but nothing stirred in the darkness.

MacNel took hislantern and lowered it cautioudy into the opening.

For asfar as he could see, the tunnel was empty. He looked back at the

others.

"Nothing. No sign they were ever there."

"| told you,' said Constance. "They're gone.”

"Lookslikeit,’ ssid MacNell. "But I'm not going down into the tunnel

to check.' He started to close the trapdoor, and then stopped and looked
closdy at itsunderside. The heavy wood had been split and splintered

by savage blows from giant fists. MacNell shivered once, and then closed
the trapdoor and bolted it. He thought for amoment, and then looked at
the others. "Help me move some of those heavy barrels on top of the
trgpdoor. | want this opening blocked off completely.' Between the four
of them, they were able to manhandle two great casks stuffed with
rusting ironwork on to the trapdoor. The wood cresked loudly under the
weight of them. The Rangers leaned two more barrels againgt them, just

to be sure, and then stepped back and admired their handiwork while they



got their breath back. "That should hold them,’ said MacNell.

"That would hold arabid eephant,’ said the Dancer. "And | should like

at this stage to point out that | am a swordsman, not alabouter.”

"Would you rather the giants got out, and we had to fight them again?

asked MacNdil.

The Dancer thought about it for amoment, and then nodded eagerly.

Thetroubleis, he probably meansit, thought MacNeil.

"We have aproblem,’ said Flint suddenly.

"We have severd,' said MacNell. "Which did you havein mind? "Wdll,’
sad Hint, ‘what if the gold is down there in the tunnels somewhere?

How the hell arewe going to get it out 7'

"Werenot,' ssaid MacNeil firmly. "I'm damned if Im going back down
there armed only with a sword; they don't pay me enough to do that. In
fact, they couldn't pay me enough. Thereisn't that much money inthe
world. Well walt till the reinforcements get here, and let them figure

out away to get down therein force.' Flint and the Dancer nodded
soberly. Constance frowned, but said nothing. MacNeil sighed quietly and

sretched his aching muscles. He never used to get thistired after a



swordfight. He must be getting out of condition; it wastimeto Start

dieting again. MacNeil scowled. He hated diets.

"All right," he said wearily. "L et's get out of here. Y ou know, times
are changing. | can remember when deserted fortsjust had ratsin their

cdlas”

"Yeah, said Flint. "Next time, let'sjust put some poison down. ' The
Rangerslaughed, and | eft the cdllar. In the darkness below, something

dirred initsdeep.

Hammer, Wilde and Scarecrow Jack crowded into the reception hal and
pulled the door shut behind them. The roar of therain died away toa

loud murmur, and they could hear themselves think again. They stopped to
shake off the worst of the rain, then looked around them in the pale

glow from Hammer's lantern. Wilde produced flint and sted and lit a

torch hetook from awal-bracket. Theflaring light filled the hal

with an amber glow and unsteady shadows. Four horses regarded the
newcomers with grave suspicion. The outlaws looked around them, taking
in the bloodstained surroundings and the four empty nooses hanging from

the overhead beam.

"What the hell happened here? said Wilde. "Hammer, you never told usit

would belikethis"



"Everything was norma here when | delivered the gold,’ sald Hammer
dowly. "I knew something pretty bad must have happened when the fort
fell out of contact, but this ... | don't know. It doesn't matter

anyway. Whatever happened here, it's over now; those bloodstains have
been dry for sometime. Unlessit interfereswith us, it's none of our
business. Let'sjust get the gold, and get the hell out of here." Wilde
glowered uncertainly about him. "'l don't know, Hammer. | never banked on
anything likethis." "Isthat right? said Hammer. "What did you think;

that we could just walk in and out again, as easy asthat? If you want

to get rich, you have to be prepared to take afew risks."

"Caculated risks are one thing, Hammer. Thisis ... different.”

"Not going soft on me, are you, Edmond? said Hammer.

"I'd hate to think you were going soft on me." Wilde met Hammer's gaze
for amoment, then his eyesfaltered and he looked away. "Have | ever

let you down?"

"Of Course not, Edmond. Y ou never let me down because you know that the
first timeyou do, I'll kill you. Y ou don't want to worry about what

happened here, my friend, you want to worry about what I'll do to you if

you don't stop wasting my time. Now then; we go that way to get down to
the cellars. You go firs." Wilde looked at the door Hammer indicated. A
wide, dark stain had soaked into the wood, and the heavy meta lock had

been smashed gpart from the other side. The bowman handed historch to



Jack without looking at him, and walked dowly over to the door. He drew
his sword, hesitated for along moment, then suddenly pulled the door

open and stepped quickly back, holding his sword out before him.

Therewas only adark corridor, slent and empty and daubed with old
blood. Wilde hefted his sword but made no attempt to enter the darkness.
Jack stepped forward and silently offered Wilde historch back. Wilde
took it, and briefly nodded his thanks without looking round. He started
down the corridor, and Jack followed him. Hammer brought up the rear,
carrying hislantern in one hand and the sword from hiship inthe

other. The long swordhilt above his shoulder glowed very faintly in the

dark.

Shadows swayed menacingly around the three outlaws as Wilde led them
deeper into the border fort. Their footsteps echoed loudly on the quiet,

and the air grew steadily colder.

Scarecrow Jack looked warily about him and wished he was back in the
Foredt. Ever since held entered the fort hisinstincts had seemed

muffled and confused, but till, he was sure that something awful had
happened here, and not that long ago. The bloodstains bothered him. With
so much blood spilt, why weren't there any bodies? Maybe something ate
them ... Jack frowned, and shook his head. Being indoors was getting to
him. He hated being insde any house or building, behind walls and under

roofs. They made him fed trapped, hemmed in. That was partly why held



left hisvillage dl those years ago and made hishomein the Forest.

The Forest was dive: the stone and timber buildings were dead and
slent. He fdt more dive among the great trees than he ever had among
his people. He went back occasiondly to vigit hisfamily, but he dways

dept out of doors and he never stayed long.

The border fort worried him in many ways. He found the thick sonewalls
oppressive. He kept feding that they were crowding in around him. The
ceiling was uncomfortably low, and he kept wanting to duck his heed. It
hadn't bothered him too much the first time held entered the fort; he'd
been so involved in hismission he hadn't had time to think about where

he was. But now he couldn't seem to think about anything else. And above
al that, therewasafeding ... A feding of something terrible,

somewhere close a hand. Even with hisinstincts clouded Jack knew it
wasthere, just as he dways knew where the hidden trailswere in the
Forest, or what the weather was going to be. He tried to get some kind

of fedl for what it was he found so threatening, but his mind couldn't

seemtogetitinfocus.

Whatever it was, it was very old and very deadly and they were getting

coser toit dl thetime.

Scarecrow Jack wiped at the cold sweat on his face and wished he was

somewhere ese. Anywhere else.



Wilde led the way round a corner, then stopped dead in histracks.

Jack and Hammer moved quickly forward to stand beside him. The corridor
ahead was choked from wall to wall and from floor to celling with a

thick, dirty grey web. At the edgesit frayed away into ddicate,

individua strands, but the rest of it was a Sprawling chaotic tangle

that thickened at the centreinto apulsing, solid mass.

It wasimpossibleto tell how far back the web went, but it looked to be
severd fedt, at least. Shadows moved in the web; dark shapesthat came
and went with unnerving speed. Some were small, barely afew inches
wide, but others were easily the Size of aman'shead, and afew were
larger ill. Every now and again Jack thought he caught a glimpse of
burning blood-red eyes. He sniffed cautioudy at the cold air. It smelt

foul, as though something dead and unburied lay close at hand.

"Did you comethisway earlier? Hammer asked Jack quietly.

"l think s0, but ... | never saw anything likethis."

"It's obvioudy been here sometime,’ said Hammer. "No spider could

weave aweb that szein afew hours."

"It wasn't spiders that made thisweb," said Jack firmly.



"No spider spinslike that. There's no pattern to the strands.

No pattern that makes any sense.”

"Maybe astrange kind of web meansastrange kind | spider,’ said

Hammer.

"Isthiswhat happened to the people here? said Wilde "How the hell
should | know? said Hammer. "I supposeit's possible, but I'd bet
againg it. If they had been attacked by spiders, the bodies would still

be here, wouldn't they ?'

"Not necessarily," said Jack. " Some spiders drag their prey back to
their webs and spin cocoons around them. Then they ether store the
bodiesto edt later or usethemto lay their eggsin. Thelarveae eat

their way out of the body after they hatch.' The outlaws looked at each
other, then peered into the web to seeif any of the unmoving shadows

were human in shape.

"WEell haveto go back and try another way,' said Wilde.

"We can't,' said Hammer flatly. "There's no other way that will get us
down to the cdllar. WEll just have to cut our way through this mess,
that'sall. Cutit ... or burnit.' He gestured to Wilde, who stepped
warily forward and thrust historch at the nearest clump of web. It

blackened and steamed, but wouldn't break or shrivel. Wilde pulled the



torch back, and looked dmost chalengingly at Hammer, who scowled at

Wilde and then at the web.

"All right, we do it the hard way. Wilde: you teke the left, I'll take

theright. Jack: hold the lantern and watch out for spiders.’ Jack took

the lantern from him, and Hammer stepped forward and hacked at the
nearest clump of web with hissword. It parted reluctantly under the

blow and clung stickily to the blade. Hammer had to use both hands to
jerk the sword free. Wilde smiled mockingly as he placed historchina
wall-bracket, safely out of the way. Hammer lifted his sword to cut a

the web again, then stopped as the two separated strands of web before
him dowly wound themsel ves together again. Wilde backed away. Jack bit
hislower lip uncertainly. He was starting to get avery bad fedling

about the web.

Deep in the web, something moved. A shadow stirred in the middle of the
milky haze. It wastdl, like aman, and the three outlaws watched

uneasily asit moved dow!y towards them, walking through the thick
gtrands of web like aman gtriding through mists. Jack and Wildefell

back a pace asit drew nearer, but Hammer held his ground, sword at the
ready. The shadow |loomed up againgt the boundary of the web, looking
more and more like aman. Except it was thinner and bonier than any man
should be. It reached out a hand towards Hammer, and the web bulged
outwards and split open. Milky strands parted stickily as the bony hand

thrust forward. The fingers were nothing more than yellowed bone,



crusted with old dried blood and rotting strings of mesat. The web bulged
out again, stretching and tearing, and like some obscene mockery of
birth the Creature dawed itsway out of the web and stood before the

three outlaws, smiling asmile that would never end.

It was mostly bone, aliving skeleton of aman who had died long ago.
Scraps and strings of decaying mest till clung here and there to bones
stained with blood that had dried long before, but it was the web that
held the gridy figure together and gave it shape and purpose: Where
muscle and sinew should have been, thick milky strands glistened dickly
inthe dim light, curling and twisting dowly around the dead boneslike
dreaming snakes. The creature looked unhurriedly from one outlaw to
another. Nothing moved in the empty eyesockets, but il it saw them,
and its desth's-head grin never wavered. "Isit dive or dead? said

Jack.

"It'sdead,' said Hammer. "One way or another.' He stepped forward and
cut at the cresture's throat with his sword, afadt, vicious,

professional blow that should have torn its head from its bony

shoulders. Instead, the creature raised an arm with inhuman speed and
blocked the blow eadily. The blade jarred against the solid bone and
glanced away harmlessly. Hammer quickly recovered his balance and cut
ddiberately a the raised arm, aming for the strands of web that held

it together. The sword tip diced easily through the milky strands,

cutting them in two, but the severed end flowed back together ina

second, as though they'd never been parted. Hammer froze, startled, and



the creature lashed out with abony fist. Hammer threw himsdlf asde at
the last moment, and the fist swept on to smash into the corridor wall
with enough force to crack severa of the smaller bones. The creature
recovered its balance in amoment and turned its endless grin on the
outlaws again. It felt no pain. It had been dead along time, and was

beyond such human weaknesses as suffering or compassion or mercy.

"What the hdl isthis? said Hammer. "Somekind of lich?

Jack, you ever seen anything like this before?"

"No," said Scarecrow Jack. "Therée's never been anything likethisin the

Forest. It has no place among the living."

"That's where you're wrong, nature boy," said Wilde.

"I've seen this before in the Forest. In the Tanglewood, to be exact, on
the border of the Darkwood. The web isdive; asingleliving cresture
that devoursits prey by enveloping it. And after it's sucked the meat

off the bones, it puts them back together again and sends them out into
theworld to find new prey. Pretty smart, for aweb. Hard to kill, too.'
Hammer glanced briefly a Wilde. "What were you doing in adangerous
place like the Tanglewood? Wilde stiflened at the open contempt in

Hammer'svoice.



"l used to be ahero,’ he said flatly. "Remember?!

"That was along time ago,’ said Hammer.

The creature suddenly lunged forward, and the outlaws scattered. Wilde
drew an arrow from his quiver and hocked it to hisbow. The creature
spun round to face him, and Wilde sneered into its unwavering grin. He
amed and let fly in asingle smooth motion, and the arrow punched
through the creature's skull and out the back, sending the creature
staggering backwards. It dammed up againgt aclosed door, and Wilde
fired three more arrows in quick successon. The heavy-shafts smashed
throught the skull and sank deep into the wood of the door, pinning the
skull to the door. It struggled to get free, but the degp-sunk arrows

held it fast. Wilde looked a Hammer with al hisold arrogance.

"I'm asgood as | ever was, Hammer, and don't you forget it." He broke
off abruptly as the creature sagged back against the door and went limp.
It hung lifelessy, supported only by the arrows through its skull. And
then the strands of web that held the creature together writhed and

coiled and fell away, dropping to the floor with soft pattering sounds.

They humped and dithered across the floor with unnatura speed, and

plunged back into the main mass of the web.

Bloodstained bones collected in a heap on the floor, until al the web

was gone and only the skull remained, pinned high up on thedoor. The



jawbonewasthelast to fdl, taking the endless grin with it.

Jack started to say something, then stopped and looked at the web.

Something new was happening in the seething milky heart; he could fed
it. Wilde and Hammer followed Jack's gaze as the thick ropy strands
writhed and twisted until the whole cloudy mass was boiling with dow,

duggish movements.

Wilde nocked an arrow to hisbow and fired it into the writhing mass.
The arrow disappeared without trace. A long strand of milky web raised

itdf into the air like atentacle.

and Jack had to throw himsdlf to one sde asit suddenly lashed out a
him. Hammer stood his ground and diced through the tentacle with his
sword. The severed end fell writhing to the floor. What was | eft of the
tentacle rose further out of the main mass until it was the same length
as before. More tentacles surged up out of theweb, clawing at theair

like SO many searching fingers. Jack backed quickly away.

"Weve got to get out of here, Hammer. Theré's no way we can fight

something like that!"

"He'sright,' said Wilde quietly. "It can't be killed. Well haveto go



"No, said Hammer. "Thereisaway.' He sheathed his sword on hiship
and reached up for the hilt of the longsword on hisback. Thelong
leather-wrapped hilt seemed almost to leap into his hand, and the great
length of blade swept out of its scabbard in one swift movement. The
sword was dmost seven feet long, and six incheswide &t the crosspiece.
Theweight must have been immense, but Hammer hefted the blade
one-handed as though it weighed nothing. The gleaming stedl had asickly
yellow sheen that was subtly unpleasant to the eye. Jack winced at the
sght of it. Even with his senses muffled, he could fed the power in

the sword. Magic roared and raged in the long blade, barely contained by
ancient spells, and without even knowing what the power was, Jack knew

it wasevil.

He dso had a strong fedling that just possibly the sword was dive, and

aware.

Hammer stepped forward, and the great sword legpt out and into the
centre of theweb. Milky white streamersfrayed out into the air asthe
trembling web tried to draw back from the glowing blade. The longsword
burrowed deep into the heart of the webbing like ahound hot on a scent,
dragging Hammer aong behind it, and where the glowing blade touched the
web the thick milky stuff decayed and fell away as strands of rotting
gossamer. The web bailed, heaving and bubbling, throwing out long arms

and streamers as though it could run from what was destroying it.



Hammer moved dowly forward, hisface twisted with distaste & the
stench of rotting tissues, and the sword burned abitter yellow. He

swept the blade back and forth, and the web fell gpart in rotting

clumps. Dark crestures stumbled forward, lurching out of the milky

heart, patchwork things of bone and horror, obscene unliving puppets
manipulated by the web. They threw themselves at Hammer, bony hands
reaching out like yellowed claws, only to rot and fal apart asthe
glowing blade caressed them in passing, releasing the long dead bones

from servitude.

The corridor was nine feet high and eight feet wide, and the web had
filled it for fifteen feet. When Hammer findly cameto ahat and

looked back, dl that remained were afew blackened streamers hanging
dill and lifdessfrom the wals and ceiling, and a scattering of old

bones on the bare flagstones, at peace at last. Hammer looked at his

sword.

Thelong blade was glowing brightly with the same yellow sheen asa

corpsefireonacairn.

"Y ou damned fool,' said Wilde quietly. "That's Wolfsbane, isn't it?"

"Yes,' sad Hammer. "It is" He thrust the longsword back into its

scabbard. The sword did dowly into place, as though reluctant to be

shesthed.



Jack checked the candle in hislantern. Somehow held managed to hold on
to it through al the excitement and, miraculoudly, it was il dight.
Wilde retrieved historch from the wall-bracket, and then glared

suddenly at Hammer.

"| thought that hellsword waslost in the Demon War he said harshly.

"Itwas. | found it."

"Then keep away from me, Hammer. Keep well awvay "What's the matter,

Wilde? Frightened?"

"Of that thing? Y es. So would you be, if that sword hadn't aready got
its hooksinto you." Jack didn't know what they were talking about, and
decided that for the moment &t least heredlly didn't giveadamn. The
web was dead, along with its creatures, but there were other dangers.
And much as the longsword worried him, he was more concerned with
finding the gold and getting the hell out of the fort before the Rangers

found them. He said as much and Hammer nodded.

"Y ou'reright. Since you were stupid enough to let yourself be seen, the
Rangers could still be searching the fort for you, and we can't afford
to be found. If they're anywhere near by, they couldn't have missed

hearing us.



Wed better find a secure place and lie low for an hour or so; give

things a chance to settle down again.”

"Areyou crazy? I'm not staying in this godforsaken place one minute
longer than | haveto." Wilde glared unflinchingly at Hammer, hishand
clenched into afist around hisbow. "Y ou saw the web; those crestures
are supposed to be extinct, ever since the Tanglewood was destroyed
during the Demon War. If thisfort isgoing to befull of thingslike

that, thingsthat shouldn't even exig, then | say we get the hdll out

of hereright now, before something really nasty comes crawling out of

the woodwork."

"Y ou disgppoint me, Edmond,’ said Hammer. "Y ou redlly do. Look &t you. |
can remember when you were part of the Roya Guard itsdlf. Youkilled

the rebdl Bladesmagter Sir Guillam, and stood with the King in the last

gresat battle of the Demon War. And now al you can do isflap that

stupid mouth of yours and jump out of your skin every timeyou seea

shadow move."

"l remember those timestoo,' said Wilde steadily. "1 was younger then,

and believed dl the liesthey told me about honour and duty. | know

better now. | don't put my neck on the line for anyone but me."

"You'll dowhatever | tell you to do,' said Hammer softly.



"Won't you, Edmond? Their eyes met for along moment. Wilde looked away

fird.

"All right; well holeup for an hour. But | don't likeit."

"You don't haveto,' said Hammer. He turned his back on Wilde, and

stalked off down the corridor. The bowman watched him go, hisface very
cold, then moved off after Hammer. Jack brought up the rear, watching
Wilde's back thoughtfully. He hadn't known Wilde possessed such an

heroic past. Out of the five thousand and more men and women who'd
fought in the last gresat battle of the Demon War outside the Forest

Cadtle, less than two hundred had survived, the bravest of the brave.

That didn't sound much like the Edmond Wilde that Jack knew. The bowman
was an outlaw and amurderer who shot most of hisvictimsin the back.
Helooted and stole, fought for whoever would hire him, and there were

at least three rape charges againgt him.

Jack shook his head. HE'd never understood people anyway.

Hammer hurried down the corridor, checking each door he passed. The

first two turned out to be a cupboard and a crowded storeroom, but the

third led off into asmdl annexe.

Hammer gaveit aquick look over and nodded, satisfied.

"Thiswill do. No windows, and only the one door. Easy enough to defend,



and small enough to be overlooked. Get some rest, both of you.

WEII giveit an hour or so, and then see how theland lies’ He waved
the outlawsin, closed the door and jammed achair up against the
doorknab. Then, while Jack and Wilde were still [ooking around, he
commandeered the only other chair and sat down with a contented sigh,
gretching hislegs out before him. Wilde glared a him, then turned

away and thrust historch into awall-holder with unnecessary violence.

He sat down in a corner where he could watch the door, his back to the
wall and hisbow in hislap. Jack sat down in the opposite corner,
wincing at thefed of the cold stone floor through his damp rags. He

st hislantern down beside him, looked unenthusiagtically round the
annexe, and sighed quietly. It was dark, stuffy, and far too small for
hisliking. And he was starting a cold. Some days, you just couldn't

win. Hewriggled uncomfortably, searching in vain for apostion that
would let him relax. It seemed ages since held last laid down on amossy
river bank, warmed by the Summer sun. He sniffed resignedly and settled
himself as best he could. Hewastired, and ashort rest would do him

good. Just ashort rest.

On hischair facing the door, Hammer dept soundly, hischin on his

chest. The longsword hung quietly in its scabbard, waiting and watching.

Duncan MacNeil plunged down one corridor after another, working hisway



determinedly through the warren of interconnecting corridors and
passageways. FHint and the Dancer hurried after him, with Constance
bringing up therear. MacNeil glared angrily about him into the gloom.
He was sure hed heard the sound of fighting somewhere near by, but so
far held found no evidence to suggest that there was anyonein the fort

but the Rangers.

Outside, the storm till raged. The driving rain was amost asloud as

the thunder, and occasiondly lightning would flare through one of the
narrow embrasures, dazzling the Rangers. The rest of the fort was pitch
dark. MacNeil held his lantern out before him and did his best not to

trip over anything. And then he rounded a corner and stopped dead in his
tracks as he saw before him the remains of the huge web. The others
crowded in beside him. Decaying strands of web gtill hung from thewalls
and calling, and the air was thick with the stench of corruption. Y ellow
bones stained with old blood lay scattered across the floor, and MacNell

didn't need to examine them to know they were human.

"What the hell happened here? said Hint softly. No one answered her.

MacNeil knelt down and looked closdly at the floor. There were afew
vague footprints, but not enough to track whoever had made them. He
didn't touch the bones, or what remained of the web. He got to hisfeet

and looked unhappily around him. None of it made any sense. Hed dready
been through this corridor once, less than three hours ago, and thered

been no trace of anything then.



MacNeil shook hishead, and smiled wryly. He should be used to things

not making sense by now.

He turned to Constance. " Can you See what happened here? Constance
frowned, and closed her eyes. "There were three men here. Outlaws. One

of them was Scarecrow Jack.

Another was one of the guards who brought the gold here.

They were fighting something, but | can't Seewhat.”

"Whatever made the web, presumably,’ said MacNell.

"What else can you See? Constance's brow furrowed as she concentrated.
"There was something e se here,' she said dowly. " Something apart from
the outlaws and the web ... Duncan, they've brought something evil into
thisfort. Something old, and powerful.' She shuddered suddenly, and
opened her eyes. "'l can't See anything else. The three outlaws are gone.

| could try tracking them with apell, but calling up the magic needed

would knock me out for severa hours."

"It'snot worth it, said MacNell. "Three outlaws aren't going to be
much of athrest, no matter what they've brought with them, and I might

need your abilities yet. No; well track them down the hard way, by



checking every room till wefind them. It'll take awhile, but what with
onething and another, | doubt we'd be getting much deep tonight
anyway.' Constance looked at him, but didn't say anything. The outlaws
had brought something awful into the fort, something that endangered
them all, but her Sight hadn't given her aclear picture of what it

might be. And until shewas sure, she couldn't say anything moreto

MacNeil. Hewouldn't just take her word for it.

Even though he would have taken Salamander'sword ... " Strange

coincidence,’ said Hint suddenly.

"What is? said MacNell.

"We fought monsters down below, and now it seems the outlaws have been
fighting something nasty herein the corridor. And we dl dreamed of

monsters. Maybe there's a connection. ' " Such as? Hint shrugged.

"Beats me.' The Rangers stood together awhile, thinking about the new

turn of events, and MacNell frowned as an ideacameto him.

"l don't know about the rest of you, but it ssemsto methat if the
outlaws were heading for anywherein particular, it'samost bound to be
the cellar. That's where the gold was supposed to have been stored,

after all.' He paused, and the others looked at him expectantly.

"S0? said Constance.



" S0, | think we ought to get back down to the cdllar first so we can
wait for them." Flint and the Dancer |ooked at each other. Constance

looked &t the floor. MacNeil smiled suddenly.

"It beats the hell out of aroom-by-room search, doesn't it 7 "Good

point,’ said the Dancer.

Therewas apause, and then Hint looked directly at MacNeil. "Why are
you telling usdl this?'Y ou lead thisteam: you make the decisions, and

we back you up. That'sthe way it's dways been.”

"Thisisdifferent,’ sad MacNel evenly. "Thisisn't the usud kind of

case that Rangers have to face. There are dangers here that are way
outside our usud scope. | don't think | have theright just to order

you to follow meinto danger. So I'm giving you dl the chanceto say

no, if you want to.' Flint shook her head dowly. "I thought you'd got

over Sdlamander's death by now. It wasn't your fault; you had no way of
knowing that ambush was there. All right, Salamander had Seen adanger
in that town, but she couldn't See what it was. She died there because

she made amistake, when she decided to trust her sword instead of her

meagic.

Gilesand | trust your decisions. We aways have. Are you going down

intothecellar again ?'



"Yes'sadMacNel. "l am."

"Then the Dancer and | are coming with you. Weve been part of your team

for eight years now, and we've no mind to join another. Wherever you go,

wego. Right, Giles?'

"Right,' said the Dancer.

MacNeil looked at Constance, who smiled back at him.

"Same here,' she said camly. "After dl, where would you be without me

to look after you? I'm a part of thisteam too. ' "Let'sgo,’ said

MacNeil. "We don't want the outlaws to get therefirst.' He turned and

led the way back down the corridor, so that they wouldn't see how moved

hewas by their loyalty'.

Flint and the Dancer exchanged grins, and moved off after him. Constance

brought up the rear, humming tunelesdly, to herself.

"More mongters, do you think? said Hint to the Dancer.

"Seemslikely,' said the Dancer.

"Good," said Fint. ™Y ou can use the exercise. Y ou've been getting dow

and doppy lately.”



"Right,’ said the Dancer. "Over the hill and past it, that'sme. ' They
chuckled quietly together. Behind them, Constance was smiling too, but
her eyeswere far away. More than once she'd sensed a presencein the
fort, and it was at its trongest in the cellar. And now they were going

back there.

Congtance's smile widened dightly. Sheld never faced ared chalenge

to her powers before. She'd make MacNell proud of her yet.

Chapter 5 Dangers Seen and Unseen Hammer and Wilde were already sound

adeep. The noise of the sorm was along way off, and the small annexe
waswarm and dry and peaceful . Jack leant back against the rough stone
wall and fought back ayawn. He knew it was asking for trouble for all
three of them to fall adeep, but it had been along hard day, and his
eyeswere closing in spite of himself. Sleep settled dowly about him
likean old familiar blanket. Thetorch crackled quietly inits

wall-holder, and the gold and amber light was pleasantly peaceful. Jack
sretched dowly, easing histired muscles. For thefirst time since

he'd entered the border fort he felt comfortable and at peace. If hed
been alittle less degpy he would have found that worrying, but asit
was the thought passed briefly through his mind without disturbing him.
Hammer murmured something and shifted in hischair, but didn't waken.
Wilde breathed noisily through his mouth. Jack's eyes closed, and his

chin sank forward on to his chest. The three outlaws sank dowly deeper



into deep.

And dreamed.

Jonathon Hammer ran through the Forest, sword in hand.

His boots thudded loudly on the packed earth of the beaten trail ashe
forced himsdlf on despite his heaving chest and aching legs. He wasn't

sure how long held been running, but he knew he couldn't kegp going much
longer. He looked quickly about him, blinking furioudy as swest ran

down hisforehead and into hiseyes. Thetdl trees stretched away in

every direction, blending into afeatureless mass of shado' and greenery

and dappled light. He sumbled to aha t.

gasping for breath, and leaned againgt awide treetrunk for support.
Being chased by haf adozen guards was bad enough, but to runinfull

chain mail was adding insult to injury.

He considered taking it off and dumping it, but reluctantly decided he
didn't have the time. The guards couldn't be more than afew minutes
behind him, rot their souls. He'd been careful to stick to the narrow

and more obscure Forest trails so that they couldn't come after him on
horseback, but even so he hadn't been able to lose his pursuers. Someone

among them must know this part of the Forest aswell ashedid.



Hammer shook his head disgustedly, and waited impatiently for his
breathing to settle. He wiped the swest from hisface with hisdeeve,

and flexed his aching muscles.

He couldn't afford to stiffen up; acramp or atitch at the wrong
moment could get him killed. Hammer held his breath and listened
carefully. He couldn't hold it for long in his exhausted state, but as

far as he could tell he was safe for the moment. The only sounds he
could hear were the normal Forest sounds of wind and bird and animal.

Hammer glared about him, and wondered what to do next.

In the beginning, it had dl seemed so smple. The guard Commanders had
watched everyone like a hawk during the border patrol, but once that was
finished they relaxed alittle, and for any man with an eyeto themain
chance, it was the perfect timeto organize afriendly little poker

school. Everything had been going fine, until that fat fool Norris had
accused him of cheating. Before he knew what he was doing, Hammer had
drawn his sword and cut Norris down. After that, he'd had to bresk and
run for it, curang his own hot temper dl the way. He should have

waited till he and Norris next had guard duty together, and then stabbed
the bastard in the back. Now he'd have to change his name again. Luckily

he only caled himsdf Hammer when he was fighting as amercenary.

Hammer had aways known he had a great destiny ahead of him. Hed dways
known he was specid, set apart from other men. Held tried pretty much

everything in histime, searching for histrue vocation, the one that



would lead him to greatness, but hisonly red skill wasasasoldier.

Hed served as amercenary, as a man-at-arms, and finaly asaguard. He
didn't care who hefought for or againgt, aslong as the money was good.
He honed hisfighting skillsin practice and in bettle, and waited for

his chance, the great chance to become what he had aways been meant to

be; aruler of men. He had greatnessin him. He could fed it.

And with the right chance, heéd proveit.

Assuming, of course, that he survived long enough. He il didn't know
what had gone wrong, but the guards had been on hishedssincefirg

light. Maybe he hadn't disguised histrail carefully enough. More than

once his pursuers had drawn close enough for him to seethemin the
distance, and on each occasion it had taken every ounce of his cunning

and woodcraft for him to draw ahead again. Six guards, armed with swords
and axes. He supposed he should be grateful there weren't any bowmen

among them.

He stiflened suddenly asthefirg faint murmur of gpproaching footsteps
reached him. He swore softly, and herted his sword uncertainly. The
guards were closer than he'd thought. He pushed himsdf away from the
tree and stumbled on down the beaten trail. He tried to break into a
run, and found he couldn't. His legs were too tired, and he just didn't
have the breath for it. Like any professond fighting man, Hammer knew

his body'slimits, and he knew.



how close hewasto them. He glared quickly about him, and lurched off

thetrail and into the shadows between the trees.

Leaving thetrail wasacaculated risk, but it wasth,” only chance he
had. His progress dowed to a crawl as he forced hisway through dense
patches of hedge and briar, but his chain mail protected him from the
worgt of thethorns. Tile sunlight gradualy faded away asthe overhead
canopy’ grew thicker, cutting out the light. Hammer stumbled to ahat
inthe gloom, and listened for any sign that the guards had followed him
off thetrail, but al he could hear was his own harsh breathing and the
pounding of his heart. He swallowed thickly, and wiped again at the
swest that ran down to sting his eyes. He had to keep moving, put more
ground between him and the guards. Hammer forced himsdlf through another
patch of briar, and the earth suddenly shifted and fell away beneath his
feet. Helurched to one side, flailing wildly about him for balance, and

then the ground gave way and he went screaming down into darknes.

After aheartstopping pause, he dammed into ahard unyidding surface,
and did helplesdy down an uneven earth dope that seemed to go on
forever. Outjutting stones bruised him painfully as he shot past them,

but his scrabbling hands couldn't find anything to hang onto inthe
darkness. Finally the dope spilled him out on to aflat cavern floor,

and Hammer rolled and skidded to ahalt. Helay till awhile, getting

his breath back, and then checked cautioudy for broken bones. For once,

luck seemed to be with him. Hisarmour had saved him from anything worse



than afew dozen bruises. He sat up dowly, wincing, and looked around

him.

Hewasin acavern, a hundred yards across and more, hewn from the bare
rock by who knew what human or inhuman hands, countless centuries ago.
Thewalls of the vast cave were laced with hundreds of tiny glowing

crysas.

They shed apdedlver light across the scene, like astrange
disembodied moonlight. Great twisted stalagmites rose up from the cavern
floor, straining to reach the hanging st actitesfar above. An
underground stream ran through the cave, the still waters dark and
uninviting. Hammer got to his feet, and was surprised and rather
impressed to discover hewas il hanging on to his sword. If nothing
elsg it proved hisingincts remained sound. He stumbled over to the
stream, and sank painfully down besideit. He was sarting redlly to
fed his bruises now that the shock was passing. He dipped his hands
into the freezing cold water and splashed it across hisface. The shock
of the cold was refreshing and helped to clear his head and settle his
nerves. Hedid it again, just for the pleasure of it, and then shook his
head briskly and rose to hisfeet. He looked around for away out, and

his heart sank.

The earth dope was hopeless. It was far too steep, and anyway the earth

was too crumbly to bear hisweight when climbing. The stream presumably



had its entrance and exit points, but they appeared to be hidden
somewhere under water. Hammer scowled about him into the gloom, and as
his eyes grew used to the pale diffused light he spotted atall crack in

one of thewalls, agood ten feet high and dmost ayard wide.

He dtarted towardsiit, then stopped as a bright shining glimmer caught
hiseye. He hefted his sword thoughtfully and moved dowly forward.
Somebody had made this cavern long ago, that was clear from the tool
markings on the wals, and who was to say their descendants might not

il be around, and armed ... AsHammer drew nearer, the bright

glimmer gradudly resolved itsdf into along silver scabbard, resting

on the ground beside the crack in the wal. Hammer looked carefully

around him, ears pricked for the dightest sound, but there was no sign

of the sword's owner anywhere in the cave. Hammer lowered himsalf on one
knee and looked the scabbarded sword over without making any attempt to
touch it. Sword and scabbard were a good seven feet long, and from the
width of the scabbard the blade had to be impressively broad. The
scabbard itself gppeared to be solid silver and was covered with ancient
runes, etched deeply into the meta. Hammer didn't recognize any of

them, but they looked to be very old ... and disturbing. If he didn't

look right at them, the runes seemed dmost to be moving, writhing ...
Hammer swallowed sickly, and turned his head away for amoment. For the
first time, he redized what hed ssumbled upon Long, long ago, well

past the point where history shadesinto legend, there were six swords

of power: the Infernal Devices. No one knew who made them, or why. All

anyone knew for sure was that they proved to beinherently evil, and



their use nearly destroyed theworld and dl who livediinit.

Three of the swords disappeared. Three remained: Rockbreaker,
Harebright and Wolfsbane. The Forest Kings locked them away in the
Castle Armoury, and swore they would never be used again. And there the
Damned swords remained for hundreds of years, until in the degpest
despair of the Demon War, King John called them forth one last time. One
sword, Rockbreaker, was destroyed. The other two werelost in béttle,

and disappeared into agreat crack in the earth.

And now Jonathon Hammer had found one of the Infernal Devices.

He stared unblinkingly at the great length of the scabbard.

Ancient Sigils had been graven into the crosspiece of the sword, forming
asingleword: Wolfsbane. There was power here, just waiting for himto
pick it up and useit. It was adangerous power: the Inferna Devices
were believed by someto be adive, and able to possess the minds and

souls of their owners, But Hammer had never bdieved such stories.

He reached out a hand to the long, |eather-wrapped hilt.

And then it cameto him that thiswas his destiny, the marvelous future

for which he had been searching dl hislife. Thiswaswhat al hisdays

had been leading towards: the greatness that would inevitably be his



once he wielded an Infernal Device. At last he would become what he had
aways been meant to be: aruler of men. Hammer picked up the scabbard
with hisleft hand. Despiteitsgreat Szeit seemed to weigh dmost

nothing. Hammer dung the scabbard over hisleft shoulder and buckled it

securdly into place,

It felt comfortable on his back, asthough it had dways belonged there.

Therewas aclattering of faling stones as Sx guards came stumbling

and diding down the steep earth dope into the cavern. Hammer spun
round, his hand falling automatically to the sword at hiship. For a

moment al he could think was They've found me, and then hismind camed
and hishand fell away from the sword at his side. He didn't need that

any more. He had something better.

The six guards assembled at the base of the earth dope and looked

quickly about them before fixing on Hammer.

They grinned coldly and fanned out to form asemi-circle before him. The
paelight from the cavern walls gleamed dully on their swords. The
guards didn't waste time speaking to Hammer, and he had nothing to say
to them. There was nothing to say. He had murdered afellow guard. He
had put himsdlf outside the law, and every man's hand would be turned
againgt him. That waswhy the guards had followed him so determinedly;
they shared some of his shame. When one guard went bad, it reflected on

the honour of every other guard. Of coursg, if hewasto die before news



of hisactionsgot out ... Hammer smiled dowly. The guards wouldn't
rest until he was dead, he knew that, but he no longer feared their
anger. Nothing could harm him now. The guards moved purposefully forward

and Hammer went to meet them, till smiling.

Hewaited until the last moment and then raised hisright hand and drew

Wolfshane from its scabbard.

The sword came freein arush, the great length of blade glowing a

bitter yellow in the gloom. The guards stopped their advance and stirred
unessily. Even without knowing what the sword was, they could fed a
presencein the cavern that hadn't been there before. Something had
awakened that should have been left to deep for ever, and it was

hungry. Hammer chuckled softly, and the hunger wasreflected in his
laughter. He stepped forward, sword at the ready, and the guards dropped
autométicdly into their fighting positions. They were six to one, Six

fully armed guards against a proven traitor and coward. They raised

their swords, and the daughter began.

Hammer gutted the first guard with asideways sweep of the longsword,
and spun to decapitate a second guard before thefirgt hit the ground.

The headless body managed another couple of steps beforeit redized it
was dead and fdll limply to the ground. Blood gushed across the cavern

floor. Two guards legpt at Hammer together, their swords seeking his



heart. Wolfsbane twisted in Hammer's hands, and he blocked both blows
with aimost contemptuous ease. He swung the sword up and down againina
movement dmogt too fast to follow. The nearest guard lifted his blade

to parry the blow. Wolfshane sheared clean through the stedl blade and
buried itsdlf in the guard's head, cleaving his skull to the jawbone.

Hammer jerked the longsword clear of the falling body and spun round to
face the three remaining guards. For amoment they stood very dlill,

shocked at the sudden easy deaths of their companions, and then, as one,
they threw themsalves at Hammer. Wolfsbane's sickly light glowed

brightly asit cut through flesh and bone and stedl dike, and as

quickly asthat the last three guards were dead.

Hammer stood over the dead bodies and watched expressionlesdy asthey
quickly decayed and fell apart into dust. Within seconds, nothing
remained but afew pieces of rusting armour and adowly dispersing

stench of corruption.

Hammer tried to swallow, but his mouth wastoo dry.

Wolf's Bane. Bane: that which causes ruin and decay. It was just as he
remembered from the Demon War, when Wolfsbane had cut a deadly path
through the demon horde and left nothing to show of itspassing save a

few mouldering bones. Hammer looked down at the longsword glowing on the
ar before him. The hilt felt unpleasantly warm in hishand, and there

was something sickening about the horrid yellow light that pulsed within

the blade. It waslike looking at the source of dl the death and



corruption in theworld, and knowing it to be alive and aware and
hungry. And then Hammer looked at the hand holding the sword, and felt a

scream build in histhroat.

Theflesh of his hand was diseased and rotten. Dark patches spread
across his skin, which cracked and fell apart to reveal the wet red
muscles beneeth. Maggots writhed in his flesh asthe decay spread,
fraying the blackening muscles and tendons and uncovering the
discoloured bones. Hammer shook his head dowly, watching in horror as

the corruption spread remorsalesdy up hisarm. No! Thisdidn't happen!

Hammer tried to throw the Inferna Device away, and found he couldntt.
Therotting claw wrapped around the swordhilt wouldn't releaseits grip.
Hammer staggered unsteadily over to the stream, some insane thought

about washing himsdlf clean jerking ungteadily through hismind.

At the water's edge he looked down and saw his reflection staring back.
A rotting corpse stood there, holding a sword that shone like the sun.
The lich had no face | eft, and the gleaming teeth were bared in a

mocking grin. The bonv law gaped wide as Hammer finally screamed.

They're dill watching me. They look excited but embarrassed, like
someone caught watching afresk in acarnival sdeshow. Not so

surprising, redly. That'sal | am, to them.



A genuine hero, on display. Watch him walk and talk, dmost likea
normal human being. See him perform hisentertaining little trickswith
abow and arrow. See him hit the target again and again, and pretend you
can see excitement in his eyesingtead of boredom. Come and seethe
hero, but don't get too close. After al, he's not anorma man, not

redly. Just another fresk in asideshow.

Edmond Wildefilled hismug and gulped at the thick sugary wine. It was
far too sweet for histaste, but it was potent, and he'd settle for

that. He looked around him, smiling dightly as people looked quickly
away rather than meet his eyes. Peasants. Stupid grubby peasantsin
faded dothes from gtinking little towns and villages, come to gawp at
the County Fair, the one patch of light and colour in their miserable
squalid lives. The samekind of life héd |eft to join the guards ...

The County Fair was dwaysthe same, year after year. A handful of
scruffy tents full of second-rate jugglers and acrobats, animastamed

to placidity, and games of chance rigged till the dice screamed. And a
freak show, of course, hidden away round the back so as not to disturb
those with more sengitive natures. A gloomy little tent where you could
pay to see a calf with two heads, awinged lizard in abottle, and a

wild man in acage biting the head off alive chicken. Therewaseven a
skin show, for those whose tastes ran that way. Half adozen ageing fan
dancerswith bright smiles and dyed hair who might be persuaded to do

more than dance, if the price wasright.

All thefun of the Fair.



And then there was the archery competition. That waswhy he was here, of
course. Edmond Wilde, the master bowman. Come and see the man who stood
beside the King in the last gresat battle of the Demon War. See the man

who became ahero smply by surviving when so many better men died. Test
your skill againgt the master bowman and win a purse of fifty gold

ducatsif you can begat his score!

Wilde smiled sourly. No one had beaten him, and no one ever would. He
was the best. Wilde drank more wine and wiped his mouth on hisdeeve,
He was the best bowman there was, and he made aliving fleecing peasants
inatraveling carniva. Being ahero was dl well and good, but it

didn't put money in your pocket. When the Demon War was over, he was
gill nothing but aguard, living in aguards barracks and drawing a

guard's pay. He wanted more than that. After everything he'd been
through, he deserved more than that. So he left the guards and struck

out on hisown, and little good it did him. His only skill waswith the

bow and the sword. He had no gift for business, and his savingsdidn't
last long. Helost it Al in one tavern after another, and never missed

ittill it was gone.

And then the carniva found him, and they needed amain attraction as
much as he needed ajob. Asfar as Wilde was concerned, it was better
than nothing, but only just. The towns and villages came and went, and

helost track of their namesjust as he lost track of the days and weeks



and monthsthat did past unnoticed. He used his bow when he had to,
fedling the joy of bow and arrow and target coming together in apattern
of certainty of which hewas only apart, knowing al thetime he was
wagting histaent but unable to think of anything better. He drank
whatever wine was available, and never complained at the taste or the
qudity. Wherever he went there were always women, awed by his name and
reputation, and so starry-eyed they never saw the contempt in hissmile.
Hedidn't vaue himsdlf, and despised those who did. And so the days
went on, becoming weeks and months and finaly years. Wilde knew his
life was drifting away but didn't know what to do about it, or even if

he cared much anyway. There was dways another town, another bottle,

another woman.

Wilde emptied his mug, went to fill it again, and scowled as he saw the
bottle was empty too. It was agood hour or more before the archery
contest was due to start, and he was bored. He was a so fed up with
being stared at. He dropped the empty bottle and mug on to the ground,
dung hisbow over his shoulder, and wandered amlesdy through the
Fair. The sunny afternoon wasfull of the cries of the stallholdersand

the hawkers, loudly proclaiming the virtues of their wares, and the

chatter of the bustling crowds.

Women shrilled excitedly over brightly coloured cloths and wool, and dl
but fought each other for new patterns and recipes and spices. Children

ran screaming and yd ling between the gdls, dmost bursting with the



excitement of it al, stopping now and again to Stare wide-eyed a

sample luxuriesthat were often far beyond the purses of their parents.
The open-air bars did agood trade, and knifegrinders and pot-menders
filled the air around them with flying sparks. And everywhere Wilde went
the crowds parted before him, falling back to let him pass, mostly
because they were awed at his presence among them, but occasiondly
because they could sense the directionless anger that burned within him,

30 closeto the surface.

He walked on through the crowds, not knowing where he was going or what

he was|ooking for, and not redly caring.

Hejust felt better when he was moving. At least then he had the

illusion he was doing something. Hisfeet findly led him past the last

of the stdls and out into the edge of the Fair. A few small tents stood
huddled together, adumping ground for carniva costumes and properties
not in use. A girl was standing by one of the tents. She wore alow-cut
dress of black and scarlet, and wore it well. She had afine head of

nightdark hair, and her eyes were agtartling blue.

She couldn't have been more than fifteen, but she dready moved likea
woman. Peasants grew up fast. They had to, or like as not they didn't
grow up a dl. A girl of her age was usualy married and starting a

family of her own.

She looked away when Wilde met her gaze, but he didn't missthe dight



smile or the spark in her eyes. HeEd seen them often enough before. He
grolled unhurriedly towards her. She didn't ook to be wearing a
wedding ring, but that didn't mean much in the poorer towns, and the

last thing he needed was trouble with ajeal ous husband. But he was
bored, and angry with himsalf and the world, and anyway, he had an hour
tokill. He just hoped this one didn't have fleas. He stood before her,

and they smiled at each other and said pleasant things neither of them
really meant, and then they went into the tent together. It was cool and
plessantly dim inddethetent. The girl kissed him once, lingeringly,

and then turned away and began to unbutton her dress. Wilde removed his
bow and his quiver and his swordbelt and put them carefully to one side,
and then pulled off his shirt and dropped it on the floor. The girl

waited until histrousers were down around his ankles and then spun

suddenly round and pushed him over backwards.

Wildefdl awkwardly, thewine singing in hishead. Therewas abrief
flash of sted asthe girl produced aknife from somewhere and cut the
purse from his belt, and then she was running for the tent flaps Wilde

roared with anger and threw himsdlf after her.

Oneflalling hand caught her round the ankle, and the girl lurched to a

halt. She snarled back a him, her pretty face ugly with hate, and

stamped down hard on his hand with her free foot. Wilde didn't let go.
Hisfingers were screaming with pain, but he was too angry and too drunk

to give adamn. He grabbed hold of her leg with his other hand and



hauled her down beside him. She cut a him with her knife, but he caught
her wrist and made her drop it. Her wrist was very smal in hishand.
Shefought him slently, her face twisted with pain and fury, but he

soon forced her on to her back and knédlt over her, grinning harshly.

Nobody robbed Edmond Wilde without paying for it, one way or another.

The girl cursed and spat at him, and he dapped her face to teach her
some manners She screamed loudly. Wilde put his hand over her mouth, and

shehit it. He snatched his hand away, and she screamed again.

The tent flaps burst open asaman charged in with asword in his hand.
Wilde swore quickly and threw himsdf away from the girl, clawing for
his swordbelt. Bastard must be the girl's protector ... her sort always
had a protector .. Wilde drew his sword and regained his feet while the
newcomer's eyes were still adjusting to the gloom, and thrust out his
sword in aperfect lunge. The sword grated briefly againgt the
newcomer's ribs as the blade dammed home. He groaned once, and fell
limply to the floor. The girl made arun for the tent flaps, and Wilde

cut her down without thinking.

Helooked at the two bodies lying twisted and bloody on the tent floor,
and thelast of the drink burned out of hismind, leaving him sober a
last. He bent down and reclaimed his purse, and thought frantically on
what to do. The girl and her would-be rescuer were bound to be locals,
and their fdlow villagerswould hang him for amurderer without even

bothering to hear hissde of the story. Hewas acarniva man, an



outsder ... Already he could hear feet running towards the tent as
people cameto investigate the girl's screams. He pulled up histrousers
and grabbed hisbow and quiver. He kicked the dead girl in the side.

Bitch.

All your fault. He moved quickly over to the tent flaps and looked outt.

Half the County Fair was heading towards him.

He ducked back into the tent, ran to the rear, and cut himsdf an exit

in thethick canvaswall.

The edge of the Forest wasn't too far away. If he was quick on hisfeet
he could lose himsdlf in the trees before the villagers could catch him,
and then they'd never find him. The cry went up asthey spotted him
again, and heran for thetrees. It didn't take him long to redize he
wasn't going to makeit. He was out of shape, and the villagers were
ganing on him. He ssumbled to a halt and glared back at his pursuers.

It only took a moment to draw his bow and nock an arrow to the string.
The pursuers were being led by aguard. Wilde hesitated. | can't shoot a

fellow guard. | can't ... He cursed calmly.

He couldn't let them take him.

He shot the guard in the throat, and the impact of the arrow threw the

man backwards off hisfeet. The running crowd began to sumbleto a



halt. Wilde shot two more of them, just to be safe, and then turned and
headed for the trees again. He'd amost got there when hisfoot caught
in aconceded hole, and he fdl heavily to the ground. He heard as much

asfdt thebonesnapin hisleg.

Hetried to get to hisfeet again, and couldn't. It was an effort just

to get ar into hislungs. He looked dazedly round for hisbow, but it

had fallen out of reach. And then the villagers arrived. Thefirgt to

get there kicked Wilde in theribs, and the bowman fell backwards, too
short of breath even to cry out. The villagers crowded around him,
screaming Rape and Murder until their voices merged into asingle harsh
rythm ugly with bloodlust. They took turnskicking Wilde and beating him
with gticks, until they grew tired and he no longer had the strength to

do anything more than moan. And then one of them produced arope.

No ... They dragged Wilde over to the nearest tree, laughing and
cheering. Nothing like agood hanging to liven up aFair. Someone threw
the rope over ahigh branch, and the noose dangled down before Wilde's
face. He fought then, lashing out at the grinning faces with desperate
strength, but there were more than enough men there to hold him securely
whilethey tied his hands behind his back. Someone put the noose around

his neck and pulled it tight. The coarse rope bit into his skin.

No ... Thisisn't what happened. | got away. | ran off into the Forest

and became an outlaw and everyone feared me and my bow.



A dozen men took hold of the rope and dowly hauled Wilde off the ground
until his dangling feet were agood yard above the grass. Hewriggled

and twisted as he choked, and the crowd cheered every kick of hisfeet.
Wilde knew hewas dying, and suddenly redized hedidnt redly givea

damn after dl. It wasn't much of alife hewasleaving.

He'd been ahero once, and it had spoiled him for everything else.

Even death was better than alife of boredom and emptiness based around
afleeting moment of glory. And besides, he had fouled his own legend,
and deserved to die. His breathing grew ragged as the rope tightened,

and the darkness gathered around him in welcome.

Scarecrow Jack lay on his back on alow mossy bank at the edge of the
Forest glade. Sunlight fell between the great treesin shafts of golden
light, thick with swirling dust motes. From dl around cametherich
familiar scents of earth and tree and leaf and flower. A butterfly

lurched through the air before him, and Jack watched entranced as it
fluttered confusedly on itsway like ascrap of animated whimsy. Birds
were snging dl around: everything from smple stabbing rhythmsto long
and complex full-blooded songs. Jack stretched lazily. The grass and the

maosses were firm and dry, and the late Summer day was pleasantly Waltfl.

Scarecrow Jack smiled deepily and was content. He was home.



Thebirdsfel slent. Jack raised himsalf on one ebow and looked
sharply around. A sudden silence usudly meant an intruder; a stranger
in the Forest. And yet though the silence lengthened, Jack heard no one
approaching and for dl his senses could tell, the near-by Forest was

empty of any man save him. Jack frowned. The Forest wastoo silent.

Therewere no birds, or flies buzzing on the air; even the butterfly had
vanished. Jack got quickly to hisfeet, suddenly disturbed. Something

was wrong in the Forest. Very wrong.

Dark clouds covered the sun, and the golden shafts of light disappeared.
Jack shivered uncontrollably asthe warmth of the day died awvay. Theair
grew heavy and oppressive with the vague pressure of an gpproaching

sorm.

Jack glared about him, searching for the source of his unease. Nothing
moved in the glade or between the trees, but the surrounding shadows
were very dark. Jack reached out for the communion of the Forest, but
hisinner sense was ominoudy silent. Something had come between him and

thetrees. It was out there somewhere, watching him.

He could fed it. Something dow and determined was stirring in the
darkness, gathering its strength. It watched with a predator's eyes and
bided itstime. Jack drew the knife from hisboot. And then, findly, he

looked up.



The clear blue of the sky was darkening into night. The sun grew dim and
red and faded away. Night fdll. Jack whimpered softly. Day couldn't turn
50 quickly into night; it wasimpossible, unnaturd .. . A new light

fell acrosthe Forest, heavy and foul, asthe full Blue Moonroseona
sarless night sky. Jack shook his head dumbly, trying to deny the
evidence of hisown eyes, but dready he could fee the Wild Magic
besting on the air like anever-ending roll of thunder, free and awful

and potent once again.

Jack shrank in on himself. The Forest he knew was suddenly gone,
corrupted into Darkwood. The life he had loved was gone for ever, and he
was nothing more than aman named Jack; an outlaw and lier-in-wait. He
swallowed hard, fighting down the panic that threatened to unman him. He
clutched the hilt of hisknife tightly, and drew comfort from the smple
familiar weight of it. The Forest might be dead and gone, but it could

still be avenged. He was Scarecrow Jack, and nothing and nobody could

ever takethat from him.

He looked away from the Blue Moon. The open glade seemed suddenly bleak
and menacing. It was too open, too vulnerable to attack. There was
nowhereto hideif ... if he needed to. He started to turn and head for

the trees, and then discovered that he couldn't. He looked down and

found that the grass had grown up over hisfeet and ankles, wrapping its

long wiry strandsinto unyielding grassy chains. Jack tugged at hisfeet

with al his strength, but the grasswouldn't bregk or give. He bent



down and dashed at the verdant chains with his knife, and they parted
reluctantly under the sharp edge. The panic was gnawing a hismind
again, and it was getting harder dl thetimeto hold it off. Hefinaly
pulled hisfeet free and ran for the trees. The grass was growing taller
al around him, throwing bright green streamers up into the night sky.
They swayed constantly, though no wind blew, and the thicker strands

reached out to snatch at hislegs as he ran through them.

The treesloomed up before him, and Jack felt his heart leap.

He would be safe among the trees, as he had aways been.

It was dark beyond the glade. Out in the open, the air danced and
shimmered with the Blue Moon's unhedlthy light, but in the Darkwood
there was only the eerie light of the phosphorescent lichens that

spotted the treetrunks. Jack stumbled to ahat and searched with his
inner sense for the source of his magic, but the treeswere silent. He
leaned against the nearest tree for support, and the bark sagged inwards
under hisweight. He stepped quickly back from the tree, and on looking
at it closdly discovered it was aready dead and rotten, eaten away from
within. The ever-present stench of corruption lay heavily ontheair,
thick and suffocating. The treg's gnarled and twisted branches suddenly
writhed like twitching fingers and reached out for him. He jumped back,
and the tree behind him wrapped its branches around him in adeadly
embrace. Jack struggled fiercely, but the branches closed ever more

tightly around him, crushing the air from hislungs. Hetried to cut a



the branches with hisknife, but couldn't gpply enough leverageto do
more than notch the bark. The brancheslifted him up into the stinking
ar, and hisfeet kicked helplesdy asthe ground fell away beneath him.

No. Thisisn't right.

Jack stopped struggling and concentrated on that thought.

The Darkwood was destroyed, the Blue Moon long gone.

He knew this. He remembered their passing. It wasimpossible that they
should have returned, and therefore they hadn't. Jack concentrated on
clearing hismind of everything but that one smple thought, and the

tree's branches |oosened and fell away from him. Jack dropped to the
ground and dipped hisknife back into his deeve before Sraightening

up. Hedidn't need it any more. He made his way back towards the open
glade and apool of sunlight formed around him, pushing back the gloom.
Far away, hidden in the darkness of the unending night, something
screamed with rage. Jack didn't look round to see what it was. It didn't
matter. He was Scarecrow Jack, and tile strength of the treeswas his.
Hewas a part of the Forest, its agent and protector, and he would not

alow this corruption to continue.

The dead and rotting trees stirred uneesily as he walked unhurriedly
between them, but their thrashing branches couldn't cross the pool of

light to reach him. Jack moved out into the glade and stood waiting. The



Blue Moon glared down, but itslight couldn't touch him. The Wild Magic
raged powerlesdy around him. Jack looked up at the night sky. There
ought to be stars. One by one the stars came out, pae and insignificant
at first when seen againgt the Blue Moon, but gradually growingin
strength as they spread across the night sky. There was a sudden flutter
of wings as an owl came swooping down out of the darkness, itswicked
claws outstretched beforeit. Jack didn't flinch, and at the last moment
the owl veered aside rather than enter the pool of sunlight. The

flapping of wings grew to aroar as hundreds of birds of al species
cameflying out of the night to swoop and soar around him. All the
animds, small and large; every beast that had ever walked the Forest
came surging out of the darkness, snarling and clawing. Jack stood till

and confident, and none of them could touch him.

Scarecrow Jack felt the strength of the treesgrow in him again. The

birds and the animals disappeared. The light from the Blue Moon faded
away and was gone, and night broke as the day returned. Jack stood aone
in the open Forest glade on abright Summer's day. He looked unhurriedly
about him. Everything was asit should be. He nodded dowly, and lay

down on the mossy bank again.

| have been dreaming. | will wake up now.

He closed hiseyesand let go.

Hammer jerked awake, thrashing wildly about him, and then dowly relaxed



as he redlized where he was. He was safe in the border fort annex, and
everything e se had been adream. Just adream. He sighed shakily and
sat up in hischair, his heartbeat dowly returning to norma. Heran
hisfingersthrough his hair and mopped the cold swest from hisface
with hisdeeve. He stopped suddenly to look at his hands, turning them
over and over before him, searching for signs of the decay he

remembered, but they werefine.

Hewasfine. It was nothing but adream; amemory of the past that had

been distorted in his deep.

He looked across at the others. Jack was degping peacefully, but Wilde
was moaning and writhing in his deep. He suddenly started to choke,
spittle flying from hislips as he fought for breath. Jack woke up and
looked quickly about him. Hammer moved over to Wilde and shook him
fiercdy by the shoulders, caling his name. Wilde's eyesflew open and

he stared horrified up a Hammer before redizing where he was. And then
he' relaxed with a great shuddering sigh, and his breathing dowed and
eased. Hefdt at histhroat with atrembling hand, and swallowed drily.

Hammer straightened up and stood back a pace to give him room.

"Bad dream? said Jack. Wilde nodded shakily. Jack frowned. "Same here.

What about you, Hammer?"

"I had anightmare,' said Hammer, carefully keeping hisvoice cdm and



even. "So what? Maybe weve dl got guilty consciences. ' "I think
therésmoreto it than that,' said Jack. "This placeisfull of

nightmares. Hammer looked at him sharply. "How do you mean?”

"Thefirg time | was here," said Jack, "'l spent sometime studying the
Rangers. They were dl adeep, even the one on guard duty. They were
dreaming, and it didn't look like pleasant dreams. What did you dream

about, Hammer? Hammer looked at him suspicioudy for amoment, and then

shrugged casudly. "A bad timein my past. How about you 7"

"] dreamed the Forest turned back into the Darkwood.

Wilde?'

"My snsfindly caught up with me," said the bowman quietly. "Let's get

out of here, Hammer. | hate this place.

It'sevil."

"Placesaren't evil,' said Hammer impatiently. "Only people are evil."

"That isn't dwaystrue,' said Jack. "There are placesin the Forest
it'swiseto stay away from. Dark places. They were there before the
coming of the long night, and they're ill there now it's passed. Y ou
can fed the evil there, soaked into the wood and earth and stonelike a

dark stain that will never wash dean. Thisfortisjust such aplace. |



canfed it.

It's no coincidence that everyone hereis having bad dreams.’ "Evil,
said Wilde doggedly. "Thiswhole place stinks of blood and death. We've

got to get out of here, Hammer."

"When we're o close? said Hammer. "Have you lost your wits 7

"I will doiif | stay here much longer. So will you. Thisfortisa

killer. It looks like just another fort, but it'sdive and it wants us

dead. Everything's crazy here. Bad dreams, creatures that shouldn't

exist any more, bloodstains and nooses and everybody gone ... ' Wilde's
voice rose hystericdly. Hammer dapped him contemptuoudy acrossthe
face. Wilde's voice broke off, and his hand dropped to the sword at his
sde. Hammer stood very till, his eyes|ooked on Wilde's. The bowman's
face had suddenly come dive again, the frightened vagueness gone like a

bad memory. His mouth wasflat and hard and his eyes were very dark.

"Wel? said Hammer softly. "What are you going to do, Edmond?

Hit me? Kill me? Don't be afoal. Y ou might have been ahero once, but

that was along time ago. Y ou raise ahand against me and I'll teke it

off a thewrig."

"I'm as good with abow now as| ever was,' said Wilde.



Hisvoice wasflat and firm, his gaze unwavering. "And I'm still pretty

good with asword."

"Yes,' said Hammer. "You are. But I've got Wolfsbane.' They stood
looking at each other for along moment. Jack looked uncertainly from
oneto the other. Thiswas anew Wilde, a man he hadn't seen before.
There was strength and anger in Wilde's face, and something that might

have been dignity.

"Y ou're my man now, Edmond,’ said Hammer findly, ‘because without me
you're nothing. I'm the only chance you have to be somebody again, and
you know it." Wilde took adeep breath and let it out dowly. Hishand

fell away from hisswordhilt. Y es' he said softly, bitterly.

I'm your man, Hammer." Hammer smiled, and nodded dowly. "Good. I'm
glad that's settled. There's ahundred thousand ducats worth of gold
hidden somewherein thisfort, just waiting for usto findit, and it's

going to take more than afew bad dreamsto scare me away. I'm staying,

and so areyou. Isthat clear, Edmond?"

"Yes.'"l didn't hear you, Edmond. Isthat clear?’

"Yes! It'sclear!” Wilde turned his back on Hammer and walked quickly

away to stand by the closed door. Anger still burned in hisface, but



the strength and the dignity were dready fading away.

"That's better,’ said Hammer. He turned to look at Jack, who shrugged.

“I'm your man too, Hammer. For thetime being.”

"Y ou'remy man until | say otherwise" Hammer yawned, and stretched
dowly. "The Rangers should have had enough time to settle down by now.
I think well go down and take alook at the cellar, and see what there

isto see.' He headed for the door, and Wilde opened it for him.

They looked up and down the corridor, but it was empty for asfar as
they could seeinto the gloom. Everything was till and silent. Hammer
looked back into the annex and nodded for Jack to bring the torch and
the lantern. Jack brought them over to the doorway. Hammer took the
lantern and held it out into the corridor. Shadows swayed around the new
light, but the corridor remained empty. Hammer led the way down the

corridor, and the three outlaws headed for the cdllar.

MacNell led histeam down the narrow passageway that led to the cdllar.
Hint and the Dancer followed close behind him, their quiet footsteps
barely loud enough to raise an echo. Constance brought up the rear,
muttering constantly under her breath. MacNeil assumed she was
rehearsing spdlls. It was either that, or shewas till mad a him for

not trusting her Sight. He decided not to ask. He didn't think hereally

wanted to know.



MacNell garted to shiver as he stood at the top of the long series of

stone steps that led down to the cellar door.

His breath had begun to steam on the air again, and the walls ahead of
him were patterned with white flutries of hoarfrost. MacNeil frowned.

The cold spotsworried him.

They were becoming more frequent, gppearing in placesthey'd never been
before. He looked back at the others and saw that they'd noticed the
changestoo. There didn't seem much point in saying anything, so MacNell
just held hislantern higher to give more light and started down the

stepsthat led to the cdllar.

The door at the bottom of the steps was still closed.

MacNell looked at it carefully. It didn't look any different from the

lagt time held seen it, and yet something fdlt ... wrong. He reached

out with hisfree hand to touch the door, then snatched hisfingers

away. The wood was freezing cold; cold enough to burn the skin from his
fingertipsif heéd Ieft them there amoment longer. He pulled alength

of rag from his pocket, wrapped it round his hand, and turned the door
handle as quickly as he could. The door swung open afew inchesashe

pushed it with his boot, then stuck fast.



Hint moved in besde MacNell as he put his piece of rag away, and then

they both put their shoulders to the door.

They got it half-way open beforeit stuck solid. The four Rangersfiled
into the cellar, then stopped by the door and looked around them in

dlence.

Thefloor and dl four walls were thickly coated with ice, tinged pink

by the bloodstains beneath, and long jagged icicles hung down from the
ceiling. The untidy heaps of junk that had been piled againgt thewalls
had disappeared under smooth coverings of frost, and the barrels
weighing down the trapdoor had fused into a single huge mound of ice.
Thear was bitter cold, searing the Rangers lungs and numbing their

bareflesh.

"Wheresthe cold coming from? said Hint quietly. "It's still Summer

outsde.”

"It's coming from below," said Congtance. "' Something down in the tunndls
doesn't like the warmth of day.' MacNeil looked at her sharply. "You

mean it'swoken up?"

"l don't think 0. It'sjust dreaming. Dreaming about how the world was,
when it last walked the earth." MacNell made hisway carefully acrossto

the iced-over barrds.



The other Rangers spread out behind him, moving dowly and cautioudy.

Theicy floor made for treecherous footing. MacNeil put down his

lantern, drew his sword, reversed it, and struck down hard. The solid
sted hilt chipped theice, and fragmentsflew on the air, but there was
gtill inches more between him and the barrels. MacNeil scowled, and

|looked at the witch.

"Use your magic, Constance. What's under the trapdoor now ? The witch

closed her eyes, and the Sight came strongly to her.

The trapdoor was closed and bolted. The wood was oak from the Forest,

newly fashioned when the fort was made.

It still remembered leaf and sap and tree. The bolts were stedl, cold

iron, and closed to her mind. Beyond the trapdoor was darkness. It was
very deegp and very cold, and far below something stirred in its deep.

It dreamed constantly now, its power growing asit rose from the deep

of ages, and the dreams grew strong in the waking world. Eveninits

deep the Beast knew that it was being watched, and Constance drew back

asasingle great eye dowly began to open. She shut down her Sight and

opened her eyes, gasping for air.

Her Sight had shown her some of the mind of the Beast, and its

intentions, and she knew beyond any shadow of doubt that to stareinto



itswaking eye was death and worse than degth.

"Wdl? said MacNelil. "What did you See? Constance shook her head

feehly. "Thetunndsare empty.

Whatever's down there is much deeper in the earth.”

"Any sgn of thegold?'

"Noneat dl. But | think I know now what's been happening herein the
fort." She had to stop and swallow hard. Her mouth was dry, and she felt
sick. Even afleeting contact with the Beast's mind had |eft her feding
soiled and tainted. Flint and the Dancer looked at each other. MacNeil
waited patiently. Constance took a deep breath, and let it go dowly. It
steadied her alittle, and when she finally began to speak her voice was
cam and even. Only her eyes till held some of the horror shefelt a

what she'd discovered.

"| thought at first it was ademon, but it's much older than that.

It has dept here, deep in the earth, for centuries beyond counting.

Even the coming of the Darkwood did little more than disturb its dreams.
But then men came and built afort over it, and the clamour of their
minds was too loud to be ignored. The creature stirred inits deep, and
its dreams went forth and found waking mindsto feed on. The dreams

drove everyone here out of their minds, and they killed each other in



their madness. Their deaths fed the creature's power, and it took their
bodies down to itself. | don't know why. Perhaps they're food for when

it wakes.

Or bait ... I don't know. It's very close to waking, now.

Its dreams have shape and power in the real world. And when the cresture
wakes ... the world aswe know it will come to an end.' She stopped, and
looked at MacNell. "Y ou haveto kill it, Duncan. Now, before it wakes

and comesinto itsfull power.

Go down into the dark, and kill the Beast. If you can.' MacNeil stared

back at her, and the sllence lengthened.

Hedidn't want to believe her, but he had to. There was something in her
face and in her eyes, something fey and knowing, that Ieft no room for

doulbt.

"If it'sthat old and that powerful,' he said findly, 'how the hell am
| supposed to kill it? I'd need something redlly powerful, like the

Inferna Devices, and those damned hellswords are lost and gone.”

"No,' said Congtance evenly. "One till remains. It's herein the fort

with us, carried by aman caled Jonathon Hammer."



"Hammer? said the Dancer. "He's here? MacNeil looked at him. ™Y ou know

thisman?"

"Of him,' said Hint. "He'samercenary, and proud of it.

Sdls his sword to the highest bidder, and never ask: questions. HeEd

kill hisown mother if the money wasright.

"He thinks he's good with asword,’ said the Dancer.

"Ishe? said MacNell.

The Dancer shrugged. "He's good. But I'm better." MacNeil turned back to
Congtance. "How did aman like that end up with one of the Inferna

Devices ?"

"l don't know," said Congtance. "The power in the sword shields it from
my Sight. But it's somewherein thefort, and Hammer will bring it here.
And then you and he will go down into the dark and day the Beast. Or we
will dl die, horribly." She turned away and stared fixedly at the heavy
barrels covering the trapdoor, still buried in their cocoon of ice. The

fey gleam in her eyeswas very strong now. MacNeil looked at her
unyielding back and moved away, nodding for Flint and the Dancer tojoin
him. They did so, and the three Rangers stood together by the far wall,

murmuring in low, hushed voices.



"Just how much can we depend on her Sight? asked Hint.

"Hard to say,' said MacNeil. " She hasn't Sdlamander's experience, but
there's no doubting the strength of her magic. If she saysthereésa

creature buried in the earth, I'm inclined to believe her."

"But al that nonsense about dreams coming true,’ said the Dancer. "Do

you believethat?"

"It would explain alot of what's been happening,’ said MacNell.

"| don't disbelieve her,' said Hint. "1 saw some pretty nasty things

come up out of the earth in the Demon War. | was there when Prince
Harad and the Princess Juliatook on one of those crestures with two of
the Infernal Devices, and even those hellswords were barely enough to

kil it."

"Theres another thing,' said MacNeil, frowning. "I can't believethis
mercenary, Hammer, has actudly got hold of one of the Infernal Devices.
| mean, Farebright and Wolfsbane were both lost in the Demon War.

Weren't they?'

"Definitdy, said Hint. "I saw it happen. They fel into agreat crack

in the earth, and werelog."



"And Rockbreaker was supposed to have been destroyed by the Dark

Prince,' said the Dancer.

"Therewere Sx Devices origindly,' said MacNell.

"According to al the legends. Maybe one of the three missing blades has

findly turned up.”

"If it has, Hammer could well haveit,' said Hint. "From whét I've
heard, he's dways had more than hisfair share of luck. But if half the
things I've heard about the Infernd Devices aretrue, | don't envy him.

Those swords were supposed to be utterly evil and corrupt.”

"Yeah, sad the Dancer. "Judt like Hammer."

"Ah, hell,' said MacNeil. "Well worry about that when he gets here. If
he gets here. In the meantime, we're sill no nearer finding the gold.
If it'sdown in thetunneswith the creature ... ' "If, said Flint.

"The witch never said she Saw the gold.

And theré's dways the chance the creature's using the possibility of

gold asbait.”

"That sounds a bit too ddliberate for me,' said the Dancer.



"The creature's supposed to still be adeep, remember?’

"Believeme, | hadn't forgotten,' said MacNeil drily. He looked at the
huge mass of ice squatting over the trapdoor, the barrelsinsde it

visible only as shadows, and frowned unhappily. "If Hammer ison hisway
down here, we've got to get that trapdoor open before he gets here. |
want to be one step ahead of him, all theway. If heredly hasgot an
Infernad Device, were going to need every bit of advantage we can

scrape together.”

"It'l take hoursto break through that muchice,’ said Hint. "And
theré's no guarantee theice is confined to thi room aone. Thetunnds
could befull of icefor al weknow. ' "No,' ssid MacNell. "Constance
would have said." Anidea struck him, and he looked quickly across at

the witch "' Constance, can you use your magic to clear away thisice?'

"Yes,' said Constance steadily, "I can. But aspell of that magnitude
will take pretty much everything I've got. All magic hasitslimits, and
I'm close to the edge of mine. | might not even be able to use the Sight

any more."

"Cast the spell, said MacNell.

Congtance nodded, closed her eyes, and concentrated al her strength and

power into one potent spell. Magic stirred duggishly within her and

then flared up, assuming shape and form. Constance spoke asingle Word



of Power, and the mound of ice over the trapdoor exploded. Icy splinters
flew on the air like grapeshot, but none came anywhere near the four
Rangers. Severd iciclesfdl from the celling, didodged by theforce

of the explosion, and crashed to the floor. Gresat cracks appeared in the
ice covering the floor and walls. The Rangers dowly lowered the arms
they'd raised to protect their heads, and looked over at the trapdoor.

The four heavy barrels had been blasted into kindling, and the trapdoor

itself lay bare and defenceessin the middle of theicy floor.

MacNeil nodded approvingly to Constance. "Very impressive.”

"It ought to be. It cost me enough.”

"How much magic do you have left? "Some. Therest will returnin time.”

"How much time? The witch shrugged. "A few hours, afew days. It

depends on how much of astrain I'm under."

"All right,’ ssid MacNell. "Takeit easy for awhile”

"Chance would be afinething,” muttered Hint behind him. "I haven't

had a moment to myself since we got here." MacNeil pretended not to hear
that, and moved over to the trapdoor. He squatted on his haunches beside
it, and ran hisfingertipslightly over the two sted bolts. They were

uncomfortably cold, but there was no trace of the unnatural diminess



he'd felt earlier. MacNell glanced back at Hint and the Dancer, and

smiled dightly as he saw that they were both standing well back with

their swords drawn and at the ready. Constance was standing behind them.
Her face was calm, but her eyeswere worried. MacNeil looked back at the
trgpdoor. He remembered the crawling giants pulling themsdl ves through

the dark tunnels, and shuddered briefly in spite of himsdf. Hetook a

deep breath, and then pulled back the first bolt. It did easly into

place, with hardly asound. The second bolt came free just as eadlly.
MacNell pursed hislips. Maybe Constance's magic had loosened them. And
maybe whatever was waiting under the tunnels wanted the trapdoor opened
... MacNel's palms were wet with sweat despite the cold, and he stopped
to wipe them dry on histrousers before taking hold of the great steel

ring in the centre of the trgpdoor. He took afirm grip and pulled hard,

and the trapdoor siwung up and back with amuffled squea. The opening

was full of darkness.

MacNeil looked at the underside of the trgpdoor, and hislips thinned
away from histeeth in disgust. The dented and battered wood was soaked
with fresh, dripping blood. Maggots writhed and squirmed in thewood in

their hundreds.

A gust of air wafted out of the opening, thick with the stench of

rotting meat. Flint swore harshly, and the Dancer swept his sword back
and forth before him. Constance stood and watched, impassive asa
satue. MacNell leant over the opening and looked down into the

darkness. He couldn't make out a damn thing. He knew there was a flight



of wooden steps just below the edge of the opening, but tile darkness
turned aside his gaze with contemptuous ease It was like looking up into
adarlessnight sky; the dark just seemed to fall away for ever.

MacNeil felt suddenly dizzy, asthough he was staring down from a greet
height, and he tore his eyes away from the darkness. And then hefroze,
asfrom far below came asingle great roar of sound, like the insane
neighing of some monsirous horse. The sound rose and rose until it
seemed to echo and reverberate in MacNeil's bones, and then it suddenly
stopped. The slence seemed very loud. MacNeil dammed the trapdoor

shut, pushed home both the bolts, and backed quickly away.

"Whét the hell wasthat? said the Dancer softly.

"The Beadt, said Congtance. "It degpsvery lightly now.”

"Areyou sure you want to go down there, Duncan? said Hint, looking

dubioudly at the closed trapdoor.

"No, I'm not sure," said MacNeil, 'but that's the only way were going
to find out what happened to the gold and the missing bodies!’

"Persondly, I'm modtly interested in the gold,’ said Hammer.

The Rangers spun round to find Hammer, Wilde and Scarecrow Jack standing

together by the open cellar door.



Wilde had an arrow nocked to his bow, aimed impartiadly at al the

Rangers. Congtance smiled dightly.

"Comein,’ shesaid easily. "Weve been expecting you." Hammer raised an
eyebrow at the Rangers bloodstained appearance, then looked calmly at
MacNeil. "Put down your swords. Wilde hereisamaster bowman. He's very
quick, and he never misses The Dancer chuckled quietly. "I'ma
Bladesmaster. Tell him to put hisbow away, or I'll make him egt it.'

Wilde studied him coldly. "I've aready killed one Bladesmaster in my

time. Hedied just as easily as any other man.' The Dancer's eyes

narrowed. " So that was you. From what I've heard, the Situation was very
different then. Still, you never know. Go aheed, Wilde. Giveit atry.

Who knows, you might get lucky.' Wilde grinned dowly, and hiseyeswere

very cold.

"Don't, Edmond," said Fint quickly. She stepped forward a pace so that

Wilde could see her clearly. He looked at her for along moment, and

then lowered his bow.

"Hdlo, Jessica. It's been awhile, hasn't it?"

"Nine, ten years."

"Yes. It must bedl of that. You'relooking good, Jess' "Wait a

minute." The Dancer looked from Hint to Wilde and back again. "Y ou two

know each other?"



"Oh, we know each other very well,' said Wilde, grinning.

"Don't we, Jess?!

"That wasalong time ago,’ said Flint. "Things have changed since then.
Y ou've changed alot, Edmond. What the hell are you doing, travelling
with scum like Hammer? Wilde shrugged. "I'm his man. For thetime

being."”

"Y ou used to be ahero,’ said Hint. "What happened to you 7'

"Theworld changed,’ said Wilde, 'and | lost my way."

"Reluctant as| am to interrupt such atender reunion,’ said Hammer, "l

do have some business to take care of here”

"Areyou surethisisagood idea? said Jack quietly. "Four Rangers,
and one of them a Bladesmaster? The odds stink, Hammer. I'm al for a

swift retrest, mysdf.”

"Shut up,’ said Hammer. " Sergeant MacNeil, | think perhaps you and | had
better have alittle talk. Just thetwo of us.' "Yes,' said MacNell. "'l

think that's probably a good idea.



We can talk over there, by the trapdoor, well away from both our

people. Hammer nodded. "A truce. For the time being.”

"Agreed,' said MacNeil. He did his sword back into, t scabbard, and

after amoment Hammer did the same. 1-he foot-long hilt of the longsword
strapped to Hammer's back seemed to peer mockingly at MacNeil as Hammer
handed Jack his lantern and walked over to the trapdoor. Hint tapped

MacNseil lightly on the arm, and he bent his head forward dightly so

that she could whisper to him unobtrusively.

"Don't trust him, Duncan. Word is, hesloyd only to himsdf. His
word's worthless, even when backed with guarantees. ' "Thanks," said
MacNeil quietly. "Unfortunately, we need al the help we can get if

we're going to take on whatever'swaiting down there in the tunnels.

And Jessica; while weretalking. keep Wilde occupied. All right ?
"Sure,' said Flint. "No problem." MacNell moved casudly over to join
Hammer by the trapdoor. They stood in silence awhile, Szing each other
up. They were both big men, hard and muscular, and each of them
recognized in the other the strength of spirit that comes from constant

testing in adversty.

Hammer was quietly impressed by the calm, confident strength he sensed
in the Ranger Sergeant, but he had no doubt he could bend MacNeil to his
will. Everyone bowed to him, eventudly. In the mean time, best to play

the gentleman and throw the Ranger off guard with honeyed words. They



needed each other. For now.

MacNeil wasn't sure how he felt about Hammer, but he had no doubts about

the longsword on Hammer's back.

Even without Congtance to tell him, he felt sure he would have
recognized the Infernal Device for what it was. This close, the sword
grated on his nerveslike along unending shriek in the il of the

night. MacNeil wondered if Hammer redly knew what he carried on his

back.

"Y ou want thegold,' said MacNell bluntly. "I'm more interested in the

creature that's down therewith it."

"Creature? said Hammer. "What creature? MacNeil nodded at Constance.

"Our witch hasthe Sight.

She says there's something old and nasty buried deep in the earth below

us. It'sdeeping very lightly. She callsit the Beadt. It'sresponsible

for everything that's happened here"

"| takeit you've aready had some contact with this Beast,' said

Hammer, nodding at the blood that soaked MacNeil's clothing.

"When we first opened the trapdoor, afountain of blood came flying out.



Gdlons of the stuff. Thetunnels under the cellar are dripping with
blood." Hammer frowned. "Where'sit al coming from? "The Beast,' said
MacNaeil. "It knowswhat scares us." Hammer nodded dowly. "So: amerger

between your people and mine, to destroy the Beast. Right?”

"I see. And what exactly do | get out of thisded ?!

"For hel ping to recover the missing gold, you'd be entitled to a

reward,’ said MacNelil.

Hammer smiled easily. "Why should | settlefor afraction of thegold

when | could takedl of it?'

"Because you'd haveto fight your way past both us and the Beast to get

it, and the odds aren't nearly as much in your favour asyou liketo

think. Wilde's good with abow, but we've got the Dancer. And while your
sword is undoubtedly impressive, you don't have the faintest idea of
what'swaiting for you in the tunnds under thiscdlar. Hammer's eyes

narrowed. "What do you know about my sword?"

"It'san Infernal Device." Hammer nodded dowly. "Y es. Wolfsbane."

"| thought that was|ost in the Demon War."



"It was.

| found it. Or it found me." He shivered suddenix and for amoment his
eyes held a desperate, haunted |ook that vanished amost as soon as
MacNell recognized it. "All right, MacNeil; ajoint venture. Y ou seem to
have the most experience with this Beast. What do we do first? "First,’
said MacNeil, 'you and | go down through the trapdoor and see how the
land lies. Hammer gave him ahard look. "Just the two of us' MacNeil
smiled. "Where'syour sense of adventure, Hammer? Our witch saysthe
Beast isdeeping. The two of us on our own might be able to cregp up on

it undetected.

Besdes... | don't trust thisfort. Strange things have been happening
here. Theres dwaysthe possibility the Beast isusing the gold as bait
to lureusdowntoit. If that's so, | don't want us al down in the
tunnds. It'sfar too convenient aplace for an ambush. I'll fed alot

better knowing there's someone up here guarding our backs."

"All right,’ ssid Hammer. "Let'sdoit." MacNeil looked over to where
Hint and the Dancer and Wilde were talking. They seemed to be getting
onwell enough. At least, Wilde and the Dancer weren't actudly trying

tokill each other.

When MacNeil first moved away to talk with Hammer, Hint found herself

facing Wilde without any idea of what to say to him. Keep him occupied,



MacNel had said. But what the hell was there to say? Thiswasn't the

man she remembered from the last great battle of the Demon War. That man
had been coarse and vulgar, even bruta on occasion, but he had adso

been brave and forthright and obsessvely honest in his dedings with

people. Thisnew Wilde had aface grown tired and hard, with lines of

practised brutality etched clearly around the eyes and mouth.

"Y ou'relooking well, Jess," said Wilde. "How long have you been a

Ranger?'

"Eight years. Maybe alittle more. How long have you been an outlaw?

Wilde shrugged. "I'velogt track. The yearstend to fade into each other

dfter awhile”

"Y ou never told me you knew Edmond Wilde,' said the Dancer to Flint.

Wilde grinned. "Times change, eh, Jess? There was atime when people

used to boast they knew me, even when they didn't. Now even my friends

disown me. Harsh old world, isn't it? FHint met his gaze steadily.

"You're not the man | knew.

The Edmond Wilde | remember wasn't arapist and amurderer.”

"You never did know methat well,' said Wilde.

"I'm relieved to hear it," said the Dancer. "1'd hate to think she spent



her time mixing with bad company.”

"What's the matter, Dancer? asked Wilde. "Afraid it might be

contagious?’

"Don't push your luck," said the Dancer, very softly. "And stay away

from Jessica’ Wilde laughed. "If | want her, I'll take her. And there's
nothing you or anybody else can do to stop me. I'm better with abow
than you'll ever be with asword. I'm the best thereis." Flint dropped
ahand on to thedancer's arm as he reached for his sword. "No, Giles! We

need him!" The Dancer looked at her, hisface cold and impassive.

"All right, Jessica. HE's safe. For now.' Deliberately, he turned his

back on Wilde and walked away to be by himsalf. Wilde watched him go,

grinning.

"You'reafool to taunt the Dancer likethat,' said Flint

dispassonately.

"l canded with him."

"No you cant,' said Hint. "Hed kill you."

"Would that matter to you? said Wilde dowly. "It'sbeen along time

since my death mattered to anyone.”



"Friends are rare enough in thisworld. | wouldn't want to lose any of

them."

"Even an outlaw likeme?'

"Even you, Edmond. | till remember theway you fought outside the
Cadtle walls, standing back to back with me againgt dl the demonsin

the long night. They even wrote asong about you."

"Bet they don't Sing it any more." Wilde smiled gently at Hint, and
some of the harsh linesfaded from hisface. "I loved you once, Jess.

And you said you loved me."

"That wasalong time ago,’ said Hint. "We were different people then.”

"Werewe? said Wilde, but FHlint had aready walked away to join the

Dancer.

Scarecrow Jack and the witch called Constance had passed the time
chatting pleasantly. She helped him find a secure place for historch

and the lantern Hammer had given him, and he thanked her shyly.
Constance brought him up to date on what she'd discovered about the
Beadt, and he was able to confirm some of her guesses through hisown
Forest magic. Constance found his magic intensely fascinating, and not a

little disturbing. Jack’'s communion with the Forest owed nothing to the



High Magic sheéd spent her life studying; his power came from the Wild
Magic, the old mercurid force that linked man with redity itsdlf. She
was aso rather worried to discover that Jack seemed just as scared of
the Beast as shewas. If alegend like Scarecrow Jack didn't know what
to do for the best, what hope did she have? Congtance put the thought
firmly to one side. Sheld worry about facing the Beast when she had to,
and not before. And so she and Jack talked quietly together, and never'

once looked across at the trapdoor.

MacNeil did back the two bolts, and hauled the trapdoor open. Once
again avile sench issued from the dark opening, filling the cdllar.
MacNell let the trapdoor fall backwards on to the floor, and stepped
back a pace. Jack batted a hand feebly before hisface, asthough

searching for freshet air.

Hammer looked warily into the opening, his hand resting on the hilt of

the sword a hiship.

"It samdlslike something died down there, he said findly.

"Wouldn't surprise meintheleast,’ said MacNell. Heretrieved his
lantern from where held lft it, got down on one knee beside the
opening, and gingerly lowered the lantern into the darkness. The pale
light showed thefirst few steps|eading down into the darkness, al of

them caked with ded blood. MacNeil moved the lantern about, showing



Hammer glimpses of the blood-stained walls. Hammer looked at MacNeil.

"Thisisaset-up,’ he said flatly. "Whatever's down there has to know

we're coming. It'swaiting for us."

"Seemslikely,' said MacNail.

"But I'm gill going down.

Unlessyou've got a better idea' Hammer started to say something, and
then stopped, staring silently at the dark opening. MacNeil got

unhurriedly to hisfeet again.

"I'm going with you,' said Jack suddenly.

MacNeil and Hammer looked quickly around to find Jack standing behind
them. They exchanged a glance asthey redlized neither of them had heard
him gpproach. Jack said nothing more. He just stood there, smiling

gently, waiting for them to make their decison. MacNell looked a him
thoughtfully. So thiswas the legendary Scarecrow Jack; thewild free
spirit of the Forest. He didn't look asimpressive as MacNeil had

thought he would. His clothes were little more than rags, and though

he'd apparently been through arecent drenching, he still looked and

smdt as though he hadn't bathed since he was baptized. And yet there
was something about him ... something in the calm face and stead gaze

that made MacNel want to trust him. Even if he was Hammer's man.



MacNell shrugged mentdly. If Scarecrow Jack was haf the man hislegend
made him out to be, he'd be auseful dly in the tunnels under the
cdlar, and right now he could use an dly he could safely turn his back

on.

"I've heard alot about you, Jack, he said findly. "I wouldn't have

thought thiswas your kind of fight."

"Thisiseverybody'sfight,' said Jack evenly. "The Beast will destroy
the Forest and everything that livesinit, if wealow it to wake.

Y ou're going to need me down there, Sergeant. | can fed it."

"He'sright,' said Congtance. "'l can't go with you. My magic makes me
especidly vulnerable to the Beadt. It might be able to use me againgt
you. Jack's part of the Wild Magic; he can guide and guard you when |

can't. MacNell looked at Hammer, who shrugged indifferently.

"All right,’ ssid MacNeil briskly. "But Jack: if we haveto use our

swords, get out of the way fast and stay out of theway. Isthat clear?’

"Sure," said Jack. He stared unmoved into the dark opening in the floor.

"Who goesfirg?"

"l do," said MacNeil. "That's my job." He checked the amount of candle

left in hislantern, hefted his sword once, and then stepped gingerly



down onto thefirst of the bloodstained stepsinside the opening. The
wooden step groaned loudly and gave under hisfoot. MacNeil waited a
moment and the step steadied itself. He made hisway carefully down the
gairsand the light from hislantern moved dowly ahead of him,

revealing more steps falling down into the darkness.

Hammer drew the sword on his hip and followed MacNell down the Sairs.
Jack retrieved historch from the wallholder and followed Hammer down
into the darkness. Halfway down the steps, MacNeil glanced back over his

shoulder at Hammer.

"| should draw your other sword, Hammer. Y ou're going to need it down

here"

"No. Not yet."

"I've seen what livesin these tunnels. There are great crawling giants

"l said not yet! I'll draw the Device when | have to, and not before.

The Beast isn't the only thing here that degpslightly. MacNell

remembered some of the whispers held heard about the Infernal Devices
during the Demon War, and shuddered despite himsalf. There were those
who said the Damned swords were more of athreat than the demons could
ever be. MacNeil squared his shoulders and carried on down the airs,

and he and Hammer and Jack quickly disappeared into the gloom, until



even the glow of the lantern and the torch was gone, smothered in

darkness.

Hint and the Dancer shut the trapdoor after them, grunting in surprise

a theweight of the great dab of solid oak. They looked at the two

stedl bolts, glanced at each other, and then stepped back from the
trapdoor. "Balt it,’ said Wilde. "Y ou never know.' The Dancer shook his
head. "If they haveto retreat in ahurry, they're going to need aquick

exit.

"What if they bring something back with them? The Dancer smiled.
"That'swhat we're herefor." Wilde looked at him coldly. " Confident,
arent you, little man? When thisis over, I'm going to enjoy tearing

your reputation into shreds, Bladesmaster.' "Dream on,’ said the Dancer.
"Dream on.' He looked thoughtfully at the closed trapdoor. "WEll give

them an hour, and then welll go down looking for them.”

"Right,’ said Flint.

"It would make more sense for usto get away and pass,m the word to

your reinforcements,’ said Wilde.

"Y ou can do that,' said the Dancer. "The rest of us are Rangers. Rangers

don't run, and we don't leave cases half finished. We know our duty."



"Beddes,' said Hint, "Duncan's our friend. We can't abandon him. And

if hedies well avenge him.”

"If we can,' said Constance.

The stairs seemed to fall away for ever. Darkness pressed close around

the narrow pool of light as MacNeil led Hammer and Scarecrow Jack down
into the earth. MacNeil held hislantern out before him, but itslight

didn't travel far. Jack's torch made hardly any impression at dl onthe
gloom, but the congtant crackling of the flame was afamiliar,

comforting sound. MacNell moved carefully from step to step, refusing to
be hurried by Hammer's crowding presence at his back. The blood that
stained the wooden steps had frozen into scarlet ice, and the going was

treacheroudy dippery.

MacNeil counted the steps off slently as he went, looking forward to
the moment when he could |eave them behind for the relative safety of

the earth tunnel. Thirteen steps.

Unlucky for some. But on reaching the thirteenth step he discovered
there was 'another step’beneath it. MacNeil's pul se quickened, and he
made himsdlf breathe dowly and evenly. There was nothing to worry
about; he must have miscounted the first time, thet was dl. Thirteen,
fourteen; it was an easy mistake to make. But there was another step
beyond the fourteenth, and another after that. MacNeil counted twenty

steps, and then stopped. He leant forward and held hislantern out as



far as he could. The steps stretched away before him, disappearing down

into darkness, and there was no sign of the tunndl.

"What's the matter? said Hammer quietly. "Why have we stopped? "The
dairway's ... different,’ said MacNell. "Theru are too many steps. The

Beast must be dreaming again.”

"So what do we do? said Jack. "Just keep going, and hope the stairs

will lead us somewhere eventudly ?'

"There's nothing else we can do,’ said MacNell. "There's no other way

down. Let'sgo. It'scold here."

"Cold asthe grave,' said Jack.

MacNeil pretended he hadn't heard that, and started down the stairs
again. After awhile he stopped counting; he found the risng number too
disturbing. They were aready far below the cellar, and il the steps

led on down into the dark. It was bitterly cold, and growing colder al

thetime.

MacNeil's breath steamed thickly on the air before him, and frost had
begun to form on his hair and clothes. His bare face and hands were
growing numb, and he had to clutch hislantern and his sword tightly to

be sure he wouldn't drop them. The continuing stench of decay and



corruption seemed to be changing subtly. The sickly sweet smell was just
as strong, but it had dowly acquired anew, dien taint that MacNall
found strangdly unsettling. It was unlike anything he'd ever smelt

before, and he hoped fervently that hed never haveto smdll it again.

It grated on his nerveslike an itch he couldn't scratch, until he felt

like hacking at the air with hissword.

It has dept here, deep in the earth, for centuries beyond count ...
MacNell clutched his swordhilt tightly until hisfingersached. The

smell and the darkness and the constant unease reminded him of histime
in the Darkwood, and for amoment an old fear moved within him. He
pushed it firmly away and continued down the steps. And then hisfoot
jarred on an uneven surface, and the lantern's golden light showed him
the mouth of an earth tunnel. He moved cautioudy' forward into the
opening and waited for the othersto join him. It wasn't thetunnel he

remembered.

Thislarger passage was eadly seven to eight feet in diameter. The
rough earth ceiling was cracked and broken, and the crumbling walls

looked as though they might collapse at any moment.

"Not much room to fight,’ ssaid Hammer suddenly, and MacNell gavea

gart. Hammer grinned as the Ranger turned to glare at him. "Jumpy,

arentyou?'

"I've good reason to be," growled MacNeil. "Thelast time | came down



here, | found something nasty waiting for me." He looked about him,
frowning. "But that wasin adifferent tunnd. It was smadler than this,
and thewallswere dick with blood ... Maybe thistime well find some

sgnof themissing bodies.”

"Or the gold, said Hammer. "Let's not forget about the gold.' He
reached out and prodded one of the walls, and the loose earth broke
gpart under hisfingers. "Shoddy workmanship. They could at least have
shored it up.' MacNell looked at him. Then didn't build thistunnel,
Hammer, any more than they built that Sairway. The Beagt isdtirringin
its deep, and were walking in one of its dreams. ' Hammer snorted, and
stamped hard on the packed earth of the tunnel floor. " Pretty redistic
dream.' "Yes,' said Jack quietly. "Let'sjust hope the Beast isn't

having anightmare.’ The three men looked uncertainly a each other for
amoment. Hammer's hand rose half-way to the hilt of the longsword on
his back, and then fell away. MacNell swallowed drily, and coughed to
clear histhoat. He didn't want the othersto think his voice was

unsteady through fear.

"Let'sget moving. There's no telling how long we've got before the

Beast wakes, and we're still no nearer finding the bodies or the gold.”

"I'vejust had an unpleasant thought,' said Jack. "If we'rewalking
insde the Beast's dream, what happensto this tunnel when the Beast

wakes up? MacNell glared a him. "The next time you have an unpleasant



thought, do us al afavour and keep it to yourself. How the hell am |
supposed to know what will happen? The tunnd'sreal enough for the
moment, and that'swhat matters. Now let'sgo. Werewasting time.' He
strode off down the tunndl, and the others moved quickly after him.
MacNeil held hislantern out before him, and the gentle glow showed him
the tunnel stretching away into the gloom and sinking gradualy deeper

into the earth.

MacNeil had always |ooked on fear as aweakness, and hisown fear asa
hidden shame. Fear was something you acknowledged but never gavein to.
If there was a problem you faced it, with force if necessary. If you

couldn't beat it, you retreated and tried again later. And went on

trying until you did best it. But red fear, the sheer overwhelming

terror that paralyses you with dread ... MacNell had never felt that,

and had nothing but contempt for those who had.

But deep down he knew that wasn't true. He had felt such afear, once:
long ago during the long night when the demons came swarming out of the
darknessin a never-ending flood, throwing themsdaves againgt his sword
again and again and again. Hed wanted to run, then. And perhaps he
would have, if the dawn hadn't comein time to save him. The Blue Moon
had passed and the sun had risen and the demons had fallen back. But he
had wanted to run ... Now he was back in the darkness again, surrounded
by the stench of death and corruption, on hisway to fight a creature

older and more powerful than the demons had ever been. And thistime,

buried in the depths of the earth, there was no hope of any dawn to save



him.

Fear curled and writhed within him, twisting his gut and bringing ahot
sweat to hisface and hands despite the freezing cold. He could fed his

hands shaking, and his breath was coming fast and jerky. Hewas afraid,

and dl his experience and pride weren't strong enough to drive that

fear away. He wanted to turn and run, run back down the tunndl and up
the stairsand into the fort and just keep on running until he'd | eft

the border fort far behind him. He could do it. He could. No one would
reprimand him if he chose just to report the Situation to his superior
officersand let them dedl with it. There were those who'd say he'd done

the only sensible thing. But he wouldn't be one of them.

He knew different. Constance had said the Beast must be dain before it
woke or it might be too late, and MacNeil believed her. He couldn't run
away. He had his duty and his honour, and aslong as he had asword and
strength of arm to swing it, he would do what he knew to beright. No

meatter how scared he was.

The tunndl's descent gradualy became more evident asthe floor fell
steadily away. MacNell tried not to think about how deep under the fort
they'd come. Thethought of al that weight over his head was

disturbing.

"How deep doesthis go? muttered Hammer. "Weve been following this



tunnd for ages.”

"It'snot much further,’ said Jack. "We're getting very close now.’
MacNell stopped suddenly, and the others stopped with him. He looked

thoughtfully a Scarecrow Jack, an ideatugging at hismind.

"Congance said you had. qualitiesthat might help us.

What kind of magic have you got, Jack? Do you have the Sight? Jack
shrugged. "I don't think so. | just get fedlings about things; about the
Forest and what livesin it. And sometimes the trees give me some of
their strength, to help me do what needs to be done. But only
sometimes.” MacNeil looked at him steadily. "Do you have any fedings

about this place ? About the Beast 7"

"There's something not far ahead of us,’ said Jack, his eyes vague and
thoughtful. "It's deeping, but it knowswe're coming. It'svery cold.
Andvery hungry ... " Asif in response to hiswords there came again a
ghrill neighing scream from deep in the earth, the vast monsirous sound
of aninsane horse. The scream was brutaly loud, and the three men

clapped their handsto their earsin pain.

The scream continued, on and on and on, far beyond the point where any
normal lungs could have sustained it, and then cut off as suddenly asit

had begun. The echoes seemed to linger onthe air for sometime, but in



the end even they fell slent. The three men dowly took their hands

away from their ears. MacNell looked at Hammer.

"It'stime to draw the siword. The Device."

"No, said Hammer. "Not yet."

"We need it!"

"Y ou don't understand,’ said Hammer tiredly. ™Y ou don't understand at
al.' Inthe celar, Wilde sat on one of the piles of rubbish and svung
hislegs back and forth impatiently. He hated waiting. Aslong as he was
doing something, anything, he wasfine, but waiting gave his nervesthe

chanceto work on him.

Hefiddled amlesdy with hislongbow, checked the string was taut for
the hundredth time, and let his hand drop again to the sword at his

sde.

Helooked across at Flint and the Dancer, Sitting casually beside the
trapdoor. The wait didn't seem to be bothering them. They just sat
together, talking quietly, their faces calm and easy. Wilde smiled
dightly. Jessicanever had been one for getting rattled. He remembered
her standing on her own in acorner of the Castle courtyard, waiting for

the huge gates to open on the last great battle of the Demon War. She'd



looked tall and splendid in her shining chain mail, her nightdark hair
pulled back in an elaborately tied ponytail. Her face had been cam

then, too, as she dowly and methodicaly sharpened the edge of her
sword. He'd been pacing up and down and sweating buckets, half out of
his mind with fear, but her poise and cam had shamed him into cooling
down and recovering his composure. Her confidence had helped him find

his. HEd never forgotten that.

Now they were together once again, getting ready for another battle. The
Stuation hadn't changed much, but the people had. Him most of dl. He
sghed quietly and shrugged the memories from him. What was gone was
gone, and best forgotten. He looked carefully at the Dancer. HEd aways
thought the man would be ... bigger. After dl, he was a Bladesmadter,
one of the legendary perfect killers. No one knew exactly how many men
the Dancer had killed in histime, there'd been so many, and yet seen up

closehedidn't look much at dll.

Throw agtick in any tavern and youd hit adozen just like him. Wilde
smiled dowly. Sir Guillam hadn't looked like much ether, but dl the
King's guards hadn't been enough to stop that Bladesmaster when he went
berserk. They'd needed Wilde to do that. His smile died away ashe
stared at the Dancer. Ten years ago, he would have been sitting where
the Dancer was now, smiling and talking with Jessica. Ten years ago,

he'd had it al. He'd been a hero, and Jess had been proud to stand at

hissde



Now hewasjust another outlaw and the Dancer had taken his place with

Jess.

Wilde plucked at the taut bowstring, feding it thrum under his

fingertips. There was power there; power to maim and kill and make the
world go theway it ought to go File odds were held be going into some
kind of battle soon, and in dl the excitement who could possibly blame
Wildeif one of hisarrows happened to go just alittle astray and shoot
the damned Bladesmagter in the back ... And with the Dancer out of the
way, getting the gold away from the Rangers would be rdlatively easy.

Wilde grinned happily.

At the end of the day, he would haveit dl again: afortunein gold,
his freedom from Hammer, and Jess back at his side where she belonged.

Hed talk her into it; held always been ableto talk her into anything.

Constance leaned back againgt the cold stone wal and watched Wilde
unobtrusively. Of al the three outlaws, Wilde worried her the most.
Hammer was dangerous, but she could understand what drove him, even if

hedidn't.

Scarecrow Jack was obvioudly only there because he was under Hammer's
thumb. But Wilde ... there was something disturbing about the quiet,
scowling bowman. When he'd first spoken with Hint, there had been

something amost sad and tragic about him, but now al Constance could



seein hisfacewasaharsh, pitiless brutality that made her wish for a
sword with which to defend hersdlf. Not that she was scared of him, of
course. If he was stupid enough to try anything with her, he'd soon
discover she had more than enough magic left to take care of the likes

of him. And yet there was something about Wilde that both attracted and
repelled her, as though she could see the tragedy of what he'd been as

wdll as the brute he'd become.

The witch shook her head uncertainly and turned her attention to the

closed trapdoor in the middle of the floor.

She wished she could have gone with Duncan, but she'd known she had to
be sensible. She was vulnerable to the Beast and it knew that, evenin

its deep. Her presence would only have endangered Duncan, and hewasin
enough danger down there asit was. At least partly from himsalf. Duncan
never bent with thewind, never alowed himsdf to be wesk; but even the

strongest stedl will breek if it can't bend alittle under pressure.

Duncan: watch your back. And come back safely.

Hint and the Dancer sat Sde by side, waiting patiently for the call to
action, asthey had so many times before. Hint polished her swordblade
with apiece of rag. It didn't need polishing, but the smple repetitive

action soothed and calmed her. The Dancer just sat where he was, relaxed
and ready, his sword resting casudly across histhighs. He showed no

Sgn of nerves or excitement, but then he never did. Hiseyeswere far



away, and Flint wondered what he was thinking about. They'd been
partners and loversfor dmost eight years now, but she ill had only
the vaguest notion of what went on in hismind when he removed himself

from theworld like that.

The Dancer wasn't like other people. Half the time he was off in aworld
of hisown. Flint never doubted that he loved her, but he wasn't an easy
man to get to know. He didn't say much, and for along time now had been

content to let FHint do the talking for both of them.

Hewasn't dowwitted, or even shy; hejust didn't have much to say. If

he wanted to make a point, he usualy madeit with his sword.

"Dancer ...

"YS?I

"Do you redly think they're going to be able to kill the Beast? The
Dancer shrugged. "Maybe. Hammer's got the Infer nal Device. Those swords
are pretty damned powerful.' "Bt ... if it isn't powerful enough, what

are our chances of killing the Beast?'

"Pretty bad, | should think. But we haveto try. A lot of people are

depending on us.”



"They usudly are. But thistime, we could very eailx ct killed."

"Comeswith thejob."

"Areyou afrad, Giles?'

"No. Fear just getsintheway. Are you worried 7'

"Yes! "Dont be. I'm here with you. | won't let anything happen to you,
Jessica’ She hdd hishand tightly. They looked at each other for a
long moment, and then a shrill neighing scream forced itsway past the
closed trapdoor and filled the cellar. Theice on thefloor and walls
cracked and shattered, and iciclesfell from the celling. Flint and the
Dancer leapt to their feet, swords at the ready. Constance and Wilde
looked quickly about them, searching for afoe they could face. The
scream went on and on, deafeningly loud and piercing, and then cut off

suddenly.

"They'vefound the Beast, said Wilde.

"Or it'sfound them," said Constance. She raised her head sharply and
listened, sensing something moving not far away. "Listen; can you hear
anything? They dl sood very 4iill, sraining their ears againg the
slence. From far off in the distance, somewhere above the cellar, there

came aseries of faint, uneven sounds. Flint and the Dancer exchanged a



glance and hefted their swords.

Wilde got to his feet and nocked an arrow to hisbow. Flint looked at

him, and shook her head.

"No, Edmond. Y ou and the witch stay here and guard the trapdoor, while
Gilesand | take alook a what's happening upstairs.' For amoment she
thought Wilde might argue, but the moment passed and he just shrugged

and sat down again.

Hint hesitated, wanting to explain that it wasn't that she didn't trust

him, but in the end she said nothing. He wouldn't have believed her

anyway. She strode over to the cellar door and swung it open. The sounds
seemed to have stopped for the moment. The Dancer came up behind her and

offered her one of the torches from the wall-brackets.

Shetook it and started up the stepsthat led back to the ground floor.
The Dancer stayed close behind her, sword at the ready. Constance shut

the door behind them.

Hint and the Dancer made their way up the stairs, moved cautiously out
into the narrow passageway at the top, and |ooked about them, listening
carefully. Thetorch'slight seemed to carry alot further now that it

was out of the cdllar, and the flickering flame showed an empty corridor
stretching away before them. Hint frowned unhappily. The soundswere

louder and closer now, but she still couldn't work out what they were or



where they were coming from.

They were mostly soft, scuffling noises, and they came from everywhere
and nowhere, from ahead of them and behind them. The only thing Flint

was sure of wasthat they weren't natural sounds.

"Could berats,' said the Dancer quietly. "Ratsinthewdls.' "I've
heard rats before, said Hint. "Thisis different. Can you tell where

the sounds are coming from?"

"No.' The Dancer hefted his sword once. "But whatever it is, it's

getting closer.' Hint scowled, and started down the passage. Shadows
swayed around her, lunging menacingly forward when she shifted her hold
on thetorch. At first it hadn't seemed as cold in the corridor asit

had in the cdllar, but that was beginning to change. The temperature was

dropping rapidly.

Thewhorls of hoarfrogt patterning the walls were growing discernibly
thicker, and apae mist was forming on the ill ar. Hint stopped

dead, and the Dancer stopped beside her.

Helooked at her inquiringly, but her mind was working furioudy. Mist?
Inside the fort? That wasn't possible. That just wasn't possible. Not
thisdeep in thefort, so far away from the outside air ... The Beast

Isdreaming. dreaming about how the world was when it last walked the



earth.

Hint thought about what the witch had said, and shuddered suddenly. How
long had the Beast dept, if dl it remembered of the world was fog and

ice and cold? Hint clutched her sword and shook her head determinedly.
Sheld worry about the why of thingslater, when she had thetime. Right
now, al that mattered was finding out what was making the damned
noises, and how dangerousit was. She gestured for the Dancer to stay

put, and then walked dowly down the passage, listening carefully

between each step.

The noises were becoming clearer and louder, as though drawing steadily
closer from somewhere indescribably far away. There were sounds that
might have been footsteps or shufflings, and other soundsthat might

have been snarls or hisses or growls. They seemed to be coming from al

around her, from the floor and the celling as much asthe wdlls.

Long strands of mist curled and twisted on the corridor air, growing
thicker asthey blended into a pearly haze. Hint redized she was

getting too separated from the Dancer, and stopped where she was. She
looked back, and saw that the mist had thickened into fog behind her.
The Dancer was only adark shadow in the greyness, and the cellar door
waslogt to sght. Hint moved quickly back down the corridor to join

the Dancer, and without exchanging aword they stood back to back,

swords at the ready.



"Those noises are getting louder,’ said the Dancer evenly.

"Yeah, said FHint. "I don't likethis, Giles. It'stoo ... planned.”

"So what do you think? A cautious retreat back to the clar?

"Y eah. Weretoo cut off here. And they're too cut off down there. Let's
go.' They moved cautiousy back down the corridor, searching the
thickening grey haze for any sgn of attack. The noises were becoming
louder and more openly menacing, asthough they didn't need to hide
their true nature any more. Fint began to think she saw something
moving in the mists. The Dancer stayed closeto her asthey drew near

the cdllar door.

Whatever was in the corridor with them, neither of them wanted to turn
their backs on it. Flint was glad the Dancer was there with her. His

quiet presence was infinitely comforting. The mist suddenly thickened

into an enveloping fog, agreat milky white massthat seemed to glow

with its own eerielight. Shadows moved in the fog, tall and thin and

only vaguely human in shape. They faded in and out of visihility asthey
moved, and Flint couldn't even be sure how many there were. She glanced
at the Dancer, to make sure he saw them too, and drew confidence from

his grim smile and ready sword.

The shadows were drawing steadily closer, but FHint didn't dare back



away any faster. They might think she was running from them. One of the
shadows stepped suddenly out of the mists to face her, and Hint stared
a it in shocked slence. The creasture was easly eight feet tall, bent

and hunched over in the low-roofed passageway. It was adirty whitein
colour and horribly thin, so that it looked more like a collection of
bones than aliving being. Its narrow frame was held together by long
ropy musclesthat stirred and writhed like restless worms under the
coarse skin. Itsarms were dmost four feet long, the bony hands
dangling down well past its knees, and the twig-like fingers ended in
long curving claws. The e ongated head ended in aferocioudy grinning
mouth with dozens of dagger-like teeth. Its eyes were scarlet dlits,
without pupil or retina. The bony feet clacked loudly on the stone floor
asthe creature advanced dowly on the two Rangers. Its horrid grin

widened dightly asit snorted hungrily.

"What the hell isthat? whispered the Dancer. " Some kind of demon?”

"l don't think s0," said Flint, fighting to regain her composure. "I

think it lived at the sametime asthe Beast. | once saw pictures of

something like thisin abook that came from the Northern Ice Steppes.

They caled such creaturestrolls. They're supposed to be extinct.”

"Then what are they doing here?'

"TheBeadt is.... remembering them.”



"It's got too good a memory for my liking. What do we do, Jessica?'

"Get ready. On the count of three, I'm going to turn and run for the

cdlar door. Y ou hold them off until I've got the door open, and then

get the hell away from those thingsand join me. Got it?"

"Got it."

"Waitch your back, Giles."

"Count onit." Hint flashed him aquick grin, counted three under her
breath, then turned and ran down the corridor. Thetroll started to go
after her, and the Dancer moved quickly forward to block itsway. The
creature lifted its clawed handsto strike at him, and the Dancer's

sword flashed through a short, vicious arc. Thetroll tried to throw

itself backwards, but couldn't react quickly enough. The sword dammed
into its prominent-ribcage and punched through the sternum and out again
inaflurry of blood. Thetroll screamed and sank to its knees,

clutching at the gaping wound with both hands. Blood ran between its
fingersin asteady stream and collected in asteaming pool on the cold
stone floor. Moretrolls suddenly appeared out of the mists, and moved
towards the Dancer with murder in their crimson eyes. Behind them, more
shadows gtirred in the fog, waiting to be born again into the world of

men. The Dancer smiled, and swept his sword back and forth before him.



Flint ran for the door at the end of the corridor. The sounds of battle

came clearly from behind her; the roaring and screaming of thetrolls,

and theflat chopping sound of the Dancer's sword cutting through flesh.

The cellar door loomed up out of the fog before her, and she had to skid

to ahalt to avoid crashing into it. She dammed her sword into its

scabbard and fumbled at the doorknob with cold-numbed fingers. She could
barely fed it. She cursed desperately and held her hand closeto the

dancing flame of her torch.

Fedling dowly returned to her fingers and she grimaced at the stabbing
pain. Shetried the doorknob again, and finally succeeded in opening the
door. Sheydled for the Dancer to join her, and the sounds of battle
broke off, replaced by the sound of running feet and the cheated howls
of thetrolls asthey gave chase. The Dancer came flying out of thefog
towards her with the trolls close behind. There were too many of them to
count, and their rage echoed deafeningly in the narrow corridor. The
Dancer shot through the open doorway and Hint followed him. She spun
round, dammed the door shut in thetrolls grinning faces, and looked
franticaly for the bolts. There was only one, and she pushed it home.
Something dammed into the door on the other Side, and Fint and the
Dancer fell back a step as the door shuddered initsframe. They leaned
againgt the cold stone wall amoment as they got their breath back,
while on the other side of the door the trolls howled and shrieked and

pounded on the solid oak.



"That bolt isn't going to hold for long," said Hint. "Wed be better

off inthe cdlar. We can barricade that door."

"Right,' said the Dancer.

"How many of those things are there, altogether?’

"Too many.' Hint decided not to think about that for the moment, and
hurried down the steps towards the relative safety of the cellar. The
Dancer took one last look at the shuddering door and hurried after her.
Narrow wisps of mist had aready begun to trickle past the closed door.
Flint threw open the door at the bottom, charged through, and waited
impatiently for the Dancer to join her. The moment he did she thrust her
torch into his hand, dammed the door shut, locked it, and pushed home
both the bolts. She then leaned back againgt the door and let out her

breath in along, dow sigh.

The Dancer camly dipped the flaring torch into the nearest

wall-holder. Constance and Wilde looked at them blankly.

"Whet the hdll isgoing on? said the bowman. "What did you run into up

there?'

"Creatures that were supposed to have become extinct centuries ago,’

sad the Dancer. "Tal bony thingswith teeth and claws. Tralls."



"They're only legends,’ said Congtance.

"Will you dl shut the hell up and help me barricade this door!" snapped
Hint. "There are a least adozen of those legends on their way down
here right now, and this door isn't going to keep them out for long.'
Together the four of them dragged some of the heavier rubbish over

againg the door, and heaved it into position.

The dippery ice on thefloor hel ped. They were just manhandling the
last of the junk into place when they heard muffled footsteps on the
other side of the door. The Rangers and the outlaw backed quickly away,

and braced themsdlves.

Something hammered on the door, and something else joined it. The sound
rose and rose until it sounded like thunder in the enclosed space.
Unseen claws dug into the wood, rending and tearing, and the bolts

rattled ominoudly in their sockets. Fint looked at Constance.

"Can't your magic do anything to keep them out? The witch shrugged
unhappily. "I don't have much magic left, but | cantry.' Sheraised her
left hand and asoft blue flame formed around her fingers, jJumping and
spitting. The witch muttered something under her breath, and the
sputtering flame flew away from her hand to sink into the wood of the
door. The banging and clawing stopped immediately, and the trolls raised

their voicesin cries of pain and anguish.



For afew seconds there was silence. A frown burrowed between
Constance's eyebrows, and then the hammering suddenly started again.

Congtance shook her head.

"They'retoo strong for me. I'm awitch, not a sorceress.

They'll be through that door in amatter of minutes, and what magic |

have left isn't going to stop them.”

"lsn't there anything you can do? said Flint.

"Well; perhgps alittle something to make life easier for us,' said the
witch. She glared at the thick layer of ice covering thefloor, and it
cracked and shattered and fell apart into tiny pieces. Constance smiled
dightly. "That should help our footing when we have to face the
creatures. Wilde looked at her. "What makes you so sure well haveto
face them? The door's solid oak, and that barricade |ooks pretty good to

me"

"It won't even dow them down,’ said the witch quietly.

"Thesetrollsaren't redl, so they can be as strong as they need to be.
The Beast isvery near to waking now, and it senses we are adanger to

it." The hammering grew louder, and the door began to shake. The



barricade shuddered in sympathy, and. then toppled away from the door as
it split suddenly from top to bottom. The four defenders backed quickly
away. Thejagged crack in the wood grew wider asthey watched, and then
the two halves of the door were torn away and the doorway wasfull of
grinning trolls. The defenders stood their ground and the trolls hissed

and growled, sngpping their huge teeth in anticipation. Their bony hands

twitched congtantly, and the lanternlight shone dully on the long claws.

Flint and the Dancer stepped forward to put themsel ves between the
trolls and the witch. Wilde nocked an arrow to hisbow. Thetrolls
surged forward into the cellar. Wilde's bow thrummed, and thefirst

troll was thrown back by the arrow jutting from its eye. Two more of the
creaturesfell to Wilde's bow, and then he had to fall back asthefirst
rush of trolls broke against Flint and the Dancer. The two Rangers stood
unflinchingly together, their swords flashing brightly inthe dim light.

They cut through the massed trolls with deceptive ease, as though the

bony creatures were no more substantia than the mists they came from.

Thetrolls blood flew through the air like aghastly rain, smoking and

szzling where it collected on the broken ice covering the floor.

The Dancer swore camly when some of the blood splashed hiswrist and
burned the bare skin, but he didn't let it distract him from hiswork.
Thetrolls could only get through the doorway afew at atime, and
despite their frenzied attack, the Dancer wouldn't retreat a step. He

was a Bladesmaster, and now he had a chance to show what that reglly



meant. His sword swept back and forth faster than the eye could follow,
leaving atrail of blood initswake. He lunged and recovered and svung
again, dl in asngle breath, his blade scything through the howling

trolls. Their clawed hands reached for him with an unreenting fury,

thelr great jaws snapping at his unprotected face, but always he was
that extrainch out of reach, and the dying trollsfell before him to

scream and writhe on the gore-soaked floor.

Hint fought a hissde, grinning fiercdy as she swung her

blood-soaked blade. Trollslay dead and dying to either side of her,
cluttering up the doorway. She might not be asfast or as skilful asthe
Dancer, but sheld been aguard al her adult life and she knew more

about swordsmanship than most men ever would. She had fought in the last
great battle of the Demon War inill-fitting chain mail with aborrowed
sword, and after that there wasn't much that could daunt her. She cut

and hacked at the grinning bony faces before her, and refused to fedl

the growing ache in her arms and back. She was a Ranger, and she would

fight till shefdl.

Wildefired arrow after arrow past the two Rangers, striking down the
trolls asthey tried to claw their way past Flint and the Dancer by

sheer force of numbers. Helost track of how many of the creatures he'd
killed, and still they came surging through the narrow doorway. And all
too soon Wilde ran out of arrows. He placed hislongbow and his empty

quiver carefully to one side, out of the way, and drew hissword. He



herted it once, then looked at the two Rangers, struggling againgt the

endlesstide of inhuman crestures.

Jjust like old times, eh, Jess?

Helooked quickly about him, just in case there was another exit he
hadn't noticed before, but there was only the trapdoor, and Wilde had
decided very early on that wild horses weren't going to drag him down
there. No: bad asit was, his only hope lay with the Rangers. He
shrugged, and, choosing his moment carefully, dipped in besde Hint
and added his sword to hers. Thetrolls roared and screamed asthey fell
before him, and their desth cries were acomfort to him. It had been a
long time since heéld fought in a Situation where the odds werent
stacked heavily in hisfavour, and it took him only afew secondsto
remember why. A man could get killed sticking hisneck out likethis...
But till he fought on, because there was no other choice opento him.
After awhile some of hisold skills came back to him, and his sword

diced through the air in shining deadly arcs.

If Hlint could have found the timeto look at him, she might have seen
echoes in the bowman's face of the Edmond Wilde she had once known, so

many years ago.

The witch called Congtance raised her handsin the stance of summoning,
and drew the remains of her power about her. Most of her magic was gone,

but she drew on what little was |&ft to her for onelast effort. She



spoke aWord of Power, and ablinding glare gathered around her uprai sed
hands. The trolls nearest her screamed and fell back astheir bones

cracked and splintered within their bodies. A dow headache began to

beat in Constance's | eft temple, and a steady trickle of blood seeped

from her left nogtril. Constance ignored it. Her body would stand up to

the strain for aslong asit had to, or it wouldn't. There was nothing

she could do about it.

Thefour defenders fought on, blocking the entrance to the cellar with

their bodies and their skill and their courage.

Trollsfel and died before them, but there were aways more to take

their place. There were aways more.

Deep in the earth below thefort, the tunnel finally began to leve ouit.
MacNeil sumbled to ahat, and Hammer and Jack crowded in beside him,

garing into the pitch-black opening that ended the tunndl.

MacNeil frowned. He could tell there was some kind of drop immediately
ahead of him, but that was dl. Maybe the tunndl led into some kind of
cave ... He moved cautioudy forward until he was stlanding right on the
edge of thetunnd floor, and then held hislantern out before him. The

pale golden light reflected back from thousands of tiny crystal's

embedded in the cavern walls. They shone brightly in the darkness, like

S0 many digtant stars on amoonless night, illuminating a cavern so huge



it took MacNell's breath awvay. There wasn't enough light to fill al the
cavern. It had to be at least hadf amilein diameter, and possibly even
morein height. The tunnd opened out high up on awall, with the cavern
floor hundreds of yardsbelow. A narrow ledge ran dong the wall,
leading from the tunnel mouth to another opening somefifty feet avay
and perhaps ten feet lower down. MacNeil didn't like the ook of the
ledge. It was barely two feet wide, and the dark stone was cracked and
uneven, asthough it had only recently been cut from the bare stone
wall. MacNeil looked down into the darkness and felt a sudden surge of

vertigo.

Heturned his head away and breathed deeply until it settled.

Jack and Hammer stood on elther side of him, stating out into the
cavern. The glowing crystals stared back like so many knowing eyes.
Hammer caught his breath for amoment, then quickly let it goin case

anyone had noticed.

The cavern made him fed small and insgnificant, and he didn't like

that. Jack studied the narrow ledge cut into the cavern wall, and chewed

hislower lip dubioudy. It looked to be along way down if someone lost

their footing.

"How far downisthat, do you think? he said finaly.

"l don't know, said MacNell. "A hdl of along way, whatever itis."



"Do you think the Beast's down there?

"Hasto be,' said Hammer. "But isthe gold down there with it, or could

it bein that other opening? MacNell frowned. Anyone out on that narrow
ledge would be very vulnerable to a surprise attack. They'd haveto go
insnglefile, hugging the cavern wall dl theway ... But when dll

was said and done, he couldn't ignore the opening. Hammer was right;
there were only two places down here the gold could be, and the second

openin .the easiest to get to. He nodded sowly.

"All right, Hammer; itsworth atry. I'll gofirs.

He stepped out on to the ledge, testing it carefully bt't,re committing
al hisweight to it. The cracked stone seemed solid enough, and he
moved further aong the ledge, pressing his shoulder againgt the cavern
wall. Helooked dow once, and immediately wished he hadn't. Heights

didn't normally bother him, but thiswas different. Very different.

He looked resolutely at the second opening ahead, only some ten feet
below him and fifty feet away. It hadn't looked very far, from the

tunnel mouth, but out on the ledge it seemed ahell of along way to go.
He leaned even more againgt the cavern wall, and kept going. The solid
rock face was a comforting presence. Hammer moved out on to the ledge

after him, once he was sure it was safe, and Jack brought up the rear.



Of dl of them, Jack wasthe only one unaffected by thelong drop. In
the Forest, he climbed the tallest trees for fun. On the other hand, he
hadn't liked the enclosed space of the tunnd at all, so the much larger
space of the cavern actualy helped to put him at his ease. He moved
confidently aong behind Hammer, holding historch high and stating

happily about him with easy curiosty.

The second opening in the cavern wahl proved to be the entrance to
another tunndl. MacNell crouched down on the ledge beforeit, and
Sudied thecircular tunnd in thelight of hislantern. It was roughly

seven feet in diameter and appeared to have been bored through the solid
rock. Itswallswere unnaturally smooth. MacNeil'simagination conjured
up apicture of some monstrous wormwriggling blindly through the solid
stone, and he scowled thoughtfully. For asfar as he could seeinthe
lanternlight, the tunnel appeared to be deserted. And when al was said
and done, he wasn't going to discover anything more just squatting there
on theledge. He sighed regretfully and moved forward into the tunnel.

Hammer and Jack followed close behind him.

After sometwenty or thirty feet the tunnel opened out into acave. And

in that cave, piled carelesdy one upon the other, lay hundreds of stout

leather sacks, each bearing the Royal imprint of the Forest Treasury.

Hammer pushed past MacNeil and ran forward to kneel before the sacks. He
grabbed thefirg that came to hand and opened it, clawing impatiently

at the drawdtrings. He thrust his hand into the sack and pulled out a

handful of gleaming gold coins. He stared at them for along moment, and



then opened his hand and et the coinstrickle dowly through his
fingers and back into the sack. He smiled gently as he listened to the

musica clatter of gold on gold.

"A hundred thousand ducats,' he said softly.

"Don't get any ideas, Hammer,' said MacNell camly.

"That gold belongsto the King, and that's the way it's going to stay.
Youreentitled to areward, and I'll see that you get it, but that's

al. Hammer smiled a him, then pulled the sack's drawstrings tight and
placed it down by the others. Scarecrow Jack sniffed dismissvely, and
looked around him. He had no use for gold in the Forest. He frowned
suddenly, and held historch closeto the right-hand wall. The extra

light revealed a narrow opening, low down on the cave wall and dmost
obscured by the shadows of the piled-up sacks. He drew MacNeil's
atention to it and the two of them crouched down before the opening. It
was barely three feet in diameter and led into yet another tunnel. Once
again the tunnd walls were unnaturally smooth and even. Jack looked at

MacNell.

"What do you think? Shall we take alook? MacNeil shrugged. "Might as
well whilewe're here. But Jack ... keep your eyes open. That gold must
have been brought down herefor areason, and I'm starting to get the

feding that so far we've just been led around by the nose Constance



thought the Beast could be using the gold as bait.

to lure us down here. Jack looked at him uncertainly. "What would the

Beast want with us?"

"That's agood question; and I've astrong fedling we're not going to
like the answer when we find it. Hammer!" Hammer looked round sharply.

"What isit?'

"There's another tunnel here. Jack and | are going to take a quick 100k;
you want to come aong? Hammer smiled, and shook his head. " Somebody

had better stay hereto look after the gold.”

"Somehow, | just knew you were going to say that,’ said MacNaelil. "All
right, suit yoursdlf. Jack; leave your torch here. Well make do with
thelantern. He got down on his hands and knees and crawled into the
tunnel. Jack handed his torch to Hammer, and followed after MacNeil.
Hammer watched him go, and then turned his attention back to the sacks

of gold, hislipsmoving slently as he counted.

The narrow tunnel was cramped and dippery, and MacNeil crawled dong it
asquickly as he could. He pushed the lantern along in front of him, and

its unsteady light shone dully back from the smooth tunnel walls. The

pale golden light made the tunnel seem even smdler than it was, and
MacNeil could fed ashivering claustrophobia gnawing at the edges of

his salf-control. He shuffled stubbornly onwards on dl fours, peering



ahead into the darkness beyond the lanternlight. He could hear Jack
struggling dong behind him, and the quiet grunts and scuffling sounds
reminded him suddenly of the crawling giants, moving blindly through the
tunnels under the earth. He shook his head quickly to clear it, and then
his hands did off the smooth floor and on to rough sone and he

realized the tunnel had opened out into another cave. He crawled out of
the tunndl, straightened up painfully, and held hislantern out before

him. Jack emerged from the tunnel mouth and got up to stand beside
MacNeil. They stood together for awhile, and stared in sllence at what

they'd found.

Every man, woman and child who'd died in the border fort lay piledin
one great heap at the back of the cave. They seemed to have just been
dumped there, and |€eft to rot. The cave had to be a hundred feet across,
and the bodiesfilled haf of it, stacked from wall to wall and from

floor to cailing.

Every body showed signs of aviolent death, and most were caked with
dried blood. MacNell stared grimly at the piledup bodies and felt
painfully helpless. They were dead and gone, and there was nothing he
could do about it. The children got to him most. The smdl bodies, torn
and mutilated and discarded. No child should haveto dielike that. His
hand dropped to the sword at hisside, and silently he promised them

vengeance, whatever it cost.



Jack moved closer to the bodies and looked them over carefully, checking

the exact cause of death where he could.

Hedidn't find their presence disturbing in the way that MacNeil did.
Living in the Forest had accustomed him to the presence of deathin all
itsforms, and it no longer affected him on an emotiona level. It was
just apart of the world. And then something very disturbing occurred to

him, and he crouched down to study the floor of the cave.

MacNelil tore his gaze away from the great mounds of bodies, and tried to

think with hismind instead of hisgut.

There was something about both the gold and the bodies that worried him.
How did they get down here? Somebody must have brought them. Perhapsthe
crawling giants ... MacNell frowned, and shook his head. The giants

were little more than animals. Besides, they weretoo large to have

managed the ledge on the cavern wall, never mind tile last tunnel.

"Bring your lantern over here,' said Jack suddenly. 'lye found something
interesting." MacNeil moved back and crouched down beside him, and

looked at the cave floor that Jack was studying so intently.

It was bare rock, with afaint patterning of dust. There were afew
vague traces that might have been tracks, but they weretoo faint for

MacNeil to read them.



"Wdl? he said after awhile. "What do you see, Jack? "Footprints,

sad the outlaw quietly. "Human footprints.

Men, women and children; so many they overlap each other again and
again. Theré'sno other tracks at al. Nobody brought these bodies down
here, Sergeant. They walked here. ' MacNeil gaped at him, then snapped
his head round as something stirred on the edge of hisvision. One of

the corpses opened its eyes and looked at him. Another drew back its
blackened lipsin something that might have been asmile. Jack and
MacNell straightened up from their crouch, and the dead eyesfollowed
them. Therewasadow gtirring in the mound of bodies, and dl the
hundreds of corpses opened their eyes and turned their blood-smeared

facesto look at the living interlopers who had stumbled upon them.

MacNel felt acold hand dutch at his heart as hisimagination showed

him how it must have been; an endlessline of walking dead, making their

way through the dark tunnels and along the narrow ledge, and finaly

filing into this cave to drop and lie fill. And then more coming, to

fal ontop of thefirst, and on and on until the mound of bodies was

complete. Thelast few would have had to climb the mound to reach the

top ... MacNell swore dazedly, and backed away. Jack moved with him. The

corpses followed them with their unblinking eyes.

"Bait, said MacNell hoarsdy. "The gold and the missing bodies .



.. just bait, to lure us down here and destroy us.”

"But why go to so much trouble? said Jack. "What makes us so important?

Why didn't the Beast just drive usmed, likeit did the others?'

"I don't know!" said MacNell. "There must be something the Beast wants
from us, maybe we've got something that could harmit ... ' Hiseyes

widened suddenly. "Of coursel

The Infernd Device! It doesnt want dl of us; just Hammer and his

damned sword!"

"Wait aminute,' said Jack, glancing nervoudy at the watching liches.

"Thiscan't bethe Beast'sdoing; it's still adeep, remember?”

"It'snot human,’ said MacNeil shortly. "Its mind doesn't work like
ours. It must have recognized Wolfsbane when Hammer first cameto the

border fort to ddliver the gold.

The Beast knew how powerful the sword was, and saw it as athrest.

So it sent its dreams out to destroy the people in the fort, to gather
some bait that would lure the Device back ... so that the Beast could
destroy it. Get into the tunndl, Jack. We've got to collect Hammer and
then get the hell out of here. If the Deviceisthe key, we can't risk

losing it to these creatures. Go on; moveit! I'll beright behind you



with the lantern!" Jack nodded quickly, and dived into the narrow

tunnd.

MacNeil gave him acount of five and then hurried after him, scrambling
aong the tunnel asfast as he could on hands and knees. But even ashe
struggled through the tunnd in hislittle pool of light, his

imagination replayed the last.thing he'd seen as he turned to the tunnel
mouth; the greet pile of bodies shifting and stirring like so many

seething maggots. The dead wererising to walk again. Jack and MacNeil
scrambled desperately through the tunndl. It seemed much longer than it
had on thefirst trip through, and they'd barely reached the half-way
stage when they heard something e se enter the tunnd behind them.
Somehow they found alittle more strength and speed, and afew moments
later the tunnel mouth fell away behind them asthey threw themselves
out into the outer cave. Hammer spun round, startled by their sudden
entrance. He took onelook at their shocked faces, and his hand fell

automatically to the sword at hissde.

"What isit? What have you found?’

"Waking dead men,’' said Jack breathlesdy. "We've got to get out of

herel"

"And leavethegold ? "The gold will keep!" snapped MacNell. "Those

liches want your sword, Hammer! The Device! The Beast must be frightened



of it. That'swhy it had the gold brought down here; to lure you into

its clutches." He stopped suddenly and looked back at the tunnel, and as
he did a bare deadwhite arm snaked out of the tunnel mouth. MacNeil put
hislantern down on the floor and drew his sword. The tunnel was full of
soft, dow scrambling noises. MacNeil swung his sword with both hands
and cut clean through the lich'swrist. The sword rang dully onthe

stone floor, and the severed hand flew away acrossthe cave.

It scrabbled briefly on the floor, and then pulled itsdf back towards

MacNeil like ahuge pale spider. Jack kicked it away.

Thelich burgt out of the tunnel mouth and threw itself a MacNall. Its
pallid skin was flecked with long-dried blood, but no blood pumped from
the handless stump. Hammer handed Jack historch and drew the sword at

hiship.

MacNeil cut at the dead man's neck with his sword, but the lich blocked

the blow with its bare arm. The blade jarred on bone, but the lich just

smiled. MacNell backed away asthe lich reached for histhroat, and the
dead man went after him. Another lich crawled out of the tunndl. MacNell
cut again at the advancing lich, but il it kept coming. Hammer moved
inbesdeMacNell and cut at thelich'slegs. It findly fdll tothe

ground as a hdf-severed leg collapsed under it, but aready the second

lich was moving towards MacNeil and more of the dead were emerging from

the tunnd mouth.



Hammer and MacNeil tried to stand their ground, but faced with an
endless stream of opponents that wouldn't stay dead, they were forced
back step by step. The only way to stop the liches was to hamstring or
behead them, and even then the crippled bodieswould drag themselves
aong thefloor to try and pull down the living that dared stand against
them. Most of the liches had once been men, but there were aso women,
and even children. MacNeil found it dmost impossible to cut down the
first child, but then he looked into the dead child's eyes and saw there

ablind, unreasoning maevolence that had nothing humaniinit.

After that, he dealt with the dead children as methodically as he took

on the adults, and with every child lich he faced he renewed his promise
of vengeance againgt the Beast that used them in thisway. Hammer didn't
seem to care who he wasfighting. He siwung his sword with grim

competence, hisonly expresson adight, satisfied amile.

Jack stood to one side, holding historch out before him and waiting for
any lich that managed to get past the other two. He'd already guessed
his knife wouldn't be much use againgt the dead, but he'd had some

success with thetorch.

Their cold flesh felt no pain from the blazing brand, but their hair and

clothing were bone dry and burned fiercdly.

Already the cave was brightly lit by haf adozen burning corpsesthat



thrashed weakly on the floor asthefire dowly consumed them.

And till the dead crowded into the cave from the narrow tunnel, forcing
the three defenders back. The cave floor was strewn with mutilated
lichesthat till crawled determinedly after their prey. MacNeil felt an

old fear sir within him again, threstening to unman him; the same fear
he'd felt when the demons came swarming out of theendlessnightina
nightmarish assault that seemed to go on for ever. Fear and panic tore
at his courage until he wanted to scream at the liches, but somehow he
held on to his salf-control and continued his dow, cautious retrest to

the tunnel behind him. Hammer moved back with him, and Jack guarded

their rear with hisflaring torch.

And il the dead came crowding into the cave, their pale faces

contorted by the dark dreams of the Beast that controlled them.

"We can't hold them off much longer,’ said MacNell tightly. "Draw your

other sword, Hammer. Draw the damned sword."

"Yes,' said Hammer. "1 don't seem to have any choice any more, do | ?
Hecut vicioudy at alich asit reached for him with clawing hands, and
decapitated it. The head rolled away across the floor, its mouth working
dlently. The headless body staggered back and forth, groping blindly

about it for its enemy, until the other lichesjostled it out of the

way.



Hammer saized the few moments the confusion gave him, and sheethed his
sword. He breathed deeply once, then reached up and grasped the long
swordhilt behind hisleft shoulder. His mouth twisted, as though tasting
something infinitely bitter. The swordhilt seemed to fit itsdlf into his

hand, as though it belonged there. He drew the longsword fromitsslver
scabbard with one supple movement, and held the six feet of gleaming
gted out before him asthough it was weightless. The long blade glowed

brightly with asick yellow light.

"Wolfshane,' said Hammer softly. "Wolfsbaneisloose in the world

again.' Theliches stopped their advance. Their empty eyesfastened on
the glowing longsword in slent fascination, as something € se sudied

the Inferna Device through their dead eyes and knew it for what it was.
The hellsword had been brought down into the depths of the earth, and
now they would take it and bury it, so that the Beast need never fear it
again. Theliches surged forward, hands outstretched, and Hammer met
them with Wolfsbane. The glowing blade swept back and forth with inhuman
speed, cutting through the liches as though they were nothing more than
wisps of smoke. They fdll helplesdy before Hammer's attack, screaming
dlently asthe sword cut through flesh and bone dike. Their dead flesh
decayed and fell away into corruption at Wolfsbane's touch, and soon the
cave floor was littered with fragments of rotting flesh and discoloured
bone. But il the liches came swarming out of the narrow tunnel, their
numbers growing faster than Hammer could destroy them. Hammer and

MacNeil and Scarecrow Jack continued to back away, fighting desperately



al thewhile, knowing that if they gave the dead an opening, even for a
moment, the licheswould tear them apart. Hammer lunged back and forth
like aman possessed, Wolfsbane glowing more and more brightly asthe
dead fdll before it and did not rise again. Jack and MacNeil defended

his blind sides as best they could, for Hammer seemed to have no thought

for anything but attack.

And till the dead came on, driven by the Beast's dark dreams. Hundreds
of men and women and children had died in the border fort, and Hammer
and MacNeil and Jack couldn't destroy them fast enough to stem thetide.
Step by step they were forced back out of the cave and down the tunnd,
and findly out on to the narrow ledge itsdlf, looking OUT over the long
drop to the cavern floor. Jack went first dong the ledge, carrying the
torch, then MacNel with hislantern, and finaly Hammer, blocking the
liches wax' witin Wolfsbane. The Infernal Device glowed blindingly
againg the darkness, its bitter yellow light reflecting from the

thousands of crystals embedded in the cavern walls.

The three men backed dowly away along the narrow ledge, and the dead

came after them.

Down below, deep in the earth, something stirred in its deep.

Hint and Wilde and the Dancer swung their swords with aching arms,

fighting on long after most would have collgpsed from sheer exhaustion.

Their swords grew heavier every time they raised them, but they wouldn't



giveup.

Thetrolls came swarming through the doorway in aneverending s. ream,
their blood-red eyes glowing hungrily. Tall bony cadaverslay scattered
across the bloody floor, but as yet none of the creatures had got past

the defendersto reach the trapdoor. Only afew could get through the
door at atime, and so far Flint and Wilde and the Dancer had managed to
keep thetrolls bottled up by the doorway. But they dl knew it was only
amatter of time before one of them fdll, and then they would be unable

to hold the trolls back.

The Dancer was having thetime of hislife. His sword was everywhere, a
bright shining blur that mowed through the crowding trollslike anewly
sharpened scythe through whesat. He was grinning broadly, and his eyes
blazed with a dark and deadly joy. He was doing what he was best &,
doing what he was born to do, and loving every minute of it. The

overwhelming odds just gave a spice to the occasion.

He was the Dancer, and he was content.

Hint fought at his s de, subgtituting strength and stubbornnessto
match his skill and speed. She kept turning the Situation over and over
in her mind as she fought, searching for a solution, an answer that
would givethem victory over thetrolls, knowing dl thewhilethat this

time there was no answer, no way out. They were doing al they could,



and the odds were that wasn't going to be enough. Tough. That wasthe
way it went sometimes; especiadly if you were a Ranger. She fought on,
ignoring the pain and blood from adozen minor wounds. It wasn't over
till it was over, and just maybe MacNeil would get lucky and kill the

Beast. Yeah.

Maybe.

Wilde fought on FHint's other side, and wished he hadn't run out of

arrows so early. He was good with a sword, but he was much better with a
bow. Besides, usng abow was adamn sight less dangerous than getting

to close quarters with asword. He hacked at atroll, and cloveits

skull from brow to jaw. The creature collapsed with a startled

expresson on its bony face, and Wilde grinned nadtily.

Stupid-looking things. Hed teach them to get between him and his share

of the gold. He fought on, and wished he'd kept at |east one arrow for

the Dancer. Still, he needed the Dancer'sfighting skillsfor the

moment. Maybe later, when the trolls had been taken care off .

.. yeah. Maybe later.

He swung his sword, and the trolls surged about him, trying to drag him

down. Blood soaked his shirt, only some of it from dead trolls.

Constance chanted one spell after another, her voice grown harsh and



indistinct. Her throat was raw, and her aching head swam as she fought
to make thelast few remnants of her magic do far more than it was ever
meant to. The few trollsthat got past the fighters at the door

ghrivelled up like mothsin aflame asthey drew near the witch. One
troll kept on coming anyway, even whileitsflesh ran like wax down a
candle. Constance gestured sharply, and the troll exploded in a shower
of blood and guts. Constance moaned as a stabbing pain began in her
forehead, just above her left eye. Blood spurted froill her nose. She
was pushing her magic to itslimits, and she was paying thetoll. Shed
once seen awitch overdrain hersalf and die of acerebral haemorrhage.

It hadn't been pretty.

She swayed unsteadily on her feet, gripped by hot and cold flushes, and
fought to remain conscious. If she passed out now, the trollswould make
short work of her. Besides, the others needed her. Some of the dizziness
passed, and she drew her magic about her again. Thetrolls weren't the
only danger that had to be faced. Thin strands of mist had begun to form
inthe cdlar. Thetrolls used the fog as agateway into the red world,

and if it established itsdlf in the cellar, they would be able to appear

from anywhere in the room. The defenders would be overrun in seconds.
Constance wrapped herself in her power, and concentrated on asingle
spell to keep the mists from forming. Thetrolls recognized her sudden
vulnerahility and threw themselves at the three fightersin aflurry of

teeth and claws. One of the creatures broke through and leapt at the

witch with ggping jaws.



Congtance hit it in the throat with her fist. The collection of heavy
rings on her fingers made an effective knuckleduster, and thetroll fell

choking to thefloor.

Constance stamped down hard, and broke the creature's neck. The witch

amiled briefly, and went back to concentrating on her magic.

The four defenders fought on, long past the point where anyone else
would have given up and been destroyed, but in the end there were just
too many trolls. The Dancer found himsalf hard pressed by threetrolls
who came at him at once and refused to die no matter how much he hacked
at them. In that moment when he was preoccupied, two moretrolls forced
their way in and attacked Flint. She killed one, but couldn't reect fast
enough to stop the other. It knocked her to the ground and stooped over
her. Wilde cut down thetroll before him, and looked up to see thetroll
bending over Hint. Shetried to lift her sword, dazed by thefal, and
thetroll dapped it out of her hand. Flint reached after the sword, and
thetroll cut at her face with its claws. Sheturned her head aside at

the last moment, saving her face, but the long claws ripped off her left

ear. She screamed and fell back, blood running thickly down her neck as
pain blazed in her head. Thetroll grinned and took her throat inits

heavy hands. Hint tried to break its hold, and couldn't.

Wilde screamed her name and legpt a thetroll. Hisweight torethe

creature away from Flint, and the two of them crashed to the floor.



Wilde landed awkwardly, and his elbow jarred painfully on the solid

gone. His hand instantly went numb, and he watched despairingly asthe
sword flew from hisunfedling fingers. Thetroll reared over him, huge

and hideous, and Wilde dammed apunch into its gut. The creature
laughed hissingly. Wilde heaved to one side to try and throw it off, but

the troll moved with him, one clawed hand wrapped tightly around Wilde's
throat. And then its other hand ripped into hisbelly and out againina
flurry of blood and guts, and Wilde screamed shrilly. Blood spurted from
his mouth. Thetroll left him shuddering on the floor, curled around the
awful wound. Blood poured past his clutching hands and pooled around

him.

Hint snatched up her sword from the floor and ran the troll through

from behind. It died trying to clutch at the blade as shejerked it

free. Hint spared Wilde asingle glance, and then had to turn back to
take her place at the Dancer's Sde again. He'd disposed of the three
trollsthat were bothering him, but even he was having ahard time
holding the doorway single-handed. Flint could fed blood trickling down
her neck, and her head screamed pain with every move that jarred it, but
she couldn't stop and rest, even for amoment. The Dancer needed her.
She cut savagely a the nearest troll, and smiled coldly asit fell to

the floor, clutching at itstorn throat. Another troll took its place.

The Dancer backed away from the door asingle step, and Flint fell back

withhim.



Congtance stood very ill, battling the forming mistswith the last of

her magic. Flint and the Dancer fell back another step. Moretrolls

forced their way into the cdllar.

The three Rangers fought on, knowing it was hopel ess but fighting anyway

because there was nothing el se they could do.

Deep in the earth below the fort, the Beast stirred. The great cavern
above it shook violently. Massive dabs of stone cracked and groaned as
they moved against each other, disturbed from their resting places for
thefirst timein uncounted centuries. Jagged cracks gppeared in the

cavernwals, and loose earth fdl from the calling in a steady rain.

MacNeil clutched at the cavern wal asthe ledge shifted suddenly under
hisfeet. Thin cracks appeared in the stone, and Scarecrow Jack was
thrown off balance. He fdl awkwardly, and threw historch away to cling
tightly to the heaving stone with both hands. The blazing brand

disappeared down into the darkness and was gone. MacNeil quickly put his

lantern down and moved back to help Jack.

Hammer managed to keep hisfooting but the liches kept pressing forward,
undeterred by the destruction around them, and it was dl Hammer could

do to hold them off.



One of the dead dipped and fell from the ledge. The falling body grew
smaller and smdler and wasfindly swallowed up by the darkness that
hid the bottom of the cavern. The liches surged forward aong the narrow
ledge, which suddenly rose and fell agood foot as the cracksin the
cavern wall widened till further. Hammer lost his balance and staggered
into MacNeil, who tripped over Jack's outstretched legs. Hefell on top
of Jack and the two of them rolled towards the brink of the ledge.
MacNeil jammed his handsinto one of the cracks and pulled himsdf toa

halt, but Jack skidded over the edge.

MacNeil lashed out desperately with hislegs, and one of them kicked
Jack in the chest. The outlaw grabbed at the leg ingtinctively, and
stopped hisfal. He hung helplesdy over thelong drop, clinging to

MacNell's leg with both hands.

MacNeil forced his hands degper into the crack in the stone, wedging
them againgt the weight that was trying to pull them loose. For along
moment neither of them dared move, and then Jack started to climb up
MacNeil's body. MacNell groaned out loud at the pain that swept through
his arms and hands as he fought to support the double weight. And then
Jack was able to reach out and grab the ledge, and MacNell let out his
breath in agreat shuddering sigh asthe extraweight suddenly

disappeared.

Jack clambered up on to the ledge again, and MacNeil rose painfully to

hisfeet. He looked down at the drop and then looked away. He'd never



liked heights. He handed Jack the lantern and turned quickly back to see
how Hammer wasfaring. The ledge was il trembling under hisfeet, but
it seemed to have steadied somewhat. All around him the cavern walls

were shifting and groaning, and there was afaint continuous rumble from

somewhere far away, deep down under the cavern.

The liches suddenly stopped pouring out on to the ledge from the tunnel
mouth. Hammer cut down the last few corpses asthey pressed forward, and
their rotting bodies fell away from the ledge and out into the darkness.

Hammer dowly lowered his sword, and then leaned on it tiredly.

MacNeil began to bregthe alittle more easily. The dead from the border
fort had pushed their intended prey dl the way back to the mouth of the
origind tunnel before the last of them had been destroyed. MacNell
looked at Hammer and winced. The Inferna Device was glowing brightly;
amogt too brightly to bear. Hammer was leaning on the sword with his
eyes closed. His sdeswere heaving and his face was dick with swest.
For Hammer the nightmare wasn't over; it was just beginning. He groaned

aoud, and screwed his eyes shut rather than look at the sword he held.

MacNeil and Scarecrow Jack |ooked at each other. The liches might be

gone, but the cavern was till breaking up.

Thiswas no place to be hanging around. There was no sign of the Beadt,

and MacNeil couldn't see one good reason to stay in the cavern asingle



moment longer than was necessary. He moved forward to stand facing

Hammer. The outlaw gave no sign he even knew MacNeil wasthere.

"Hammer? said MacNeil. He had to raise his voice to be heard over the
congtant groaning of the shifting sone dl around him. "What isit,

Hammer? What'swrong?'

"It'sthe sword,' said Hammer hoarsely. Hisface twisted, and his
knuckles were white where they gripped the long swordhilt. "It'sthe
Damned sword. | used it for too long, tempted it too much ... It's
awake.' MacNell glanced back at Jack, who nodded jei'kily. "He'sright,
Sergeant. The sword isalive, and aware. | canfed it ... MacNel
turned back to Hammer. " Sheath the sword. We don't need it any more,
Hammer. It'sal right to sheeth it now. 'Y ou damned fool!" said
Hammer despairingly. "l can't sheath it! The bloody thing's awake, and

itshungry ... Y ou never understood the power in this sword, MacNeil.

There's power here beyond your worst nightmares; power to destroy all
the world and leaveit nothing but arotting bal of filth. And the

sword wants me to use that power ... MacNeil swallowed drily. He
didn't want to believe Hammer, but he had no choice. There was a power
inthe hellsword, beating in rhythm to the pulsing of the sword's

brilliant light, beating so srongly that even he could senseits

presence. He started to grab the sword away from Hammer while he was
dtill distracted, but the outlaw immediately moved back out of reach and

levelled the sword at MacNeil's breast.



"Stay away from me. Try that again and I'll kill you. I'll haveto."

"Hammer ..." "l can control the Device. | can! | just need alittle
moretime... " A thick, vile grunt issued up from somewhere degp in the

cavern. It sounded like some monstrous hog t its through.

The echoes seemed to take for ever to die away. The cavern shook

congtantly now, and earth fell from the ceiling likeafine mist. The

grunt came again, a huge sonorous sound that shook the air like thunder.
Hammer, MacNeil and Scarecrow Jack looked down into the darkness, and a

line of silver fire suddenly appeared far below on the cavern floor.

Hundreds of yardswide, it stretched from one side of the cavern to the
other, splitting the darkness in two. And then, dowly, the split grew
wider. Theshining Slver light became brighter still asthe split

widened into abroad band of light.

Theslver glarefilled the cavern, painfully bright and piercing.

It waan't until avast golden circle moved into the light from behind

the darkness that MacNeil redlized he was looking at the opening of a

snglegigantic eye.

The huge dark eydlids crawled open, reveding the whole floor of the



cavern to be one great eye. The enormous golden pupil stared up at

MacNeil with monumentd disdain.

JHewanted to look away, but couldn't. He was held by tile sheer
immengity of the eye below him, fixing him with the avful sare of an

ancient and unforgiving god.

It'stoo big, thought MacNeil dazedly. It'sjust too big.

Nothing could bethat size ... That eye must be hundreds of yards across
... Hetried to visudize the size of the Beast, and couldn't. It was

just too big, too large for his human mind to cope with.

Therewere giantsin the earth in those days.

Something beat onthe air like agreat commanding voice, silent but
imperative. MacNell stared down into the Beast's eye and the unspoken
voice cdled to him, demanding that he surrender to it. And the longer

he looked, the more he wanted to. Hel pless tears streamed down his
cheeks, hiseyes dazzled by the slver glare that illuminated the cavern

but unable to look away. MacNeil stared into the Beast's eye, and the
world grew soft and dim. All the thingsthat troubled him, dl the

things that scared and angered him, seemed to drift away. Nothing
mattered. Nothing mattered at dl, except ligening to the silent voice

and doing asit commanded. He was safe and warm and comfortable, and

nothing would ever hurt him again. All he had to do was obey the Beast



indl things, and it would set him free from the cares of the world.

All he had to do was give up hisduty.

Duty. Theword tolled in his head like abell. He had served as a Ranger

because of hisduty to the Forest Land.

He had fought the demonsin the long night because of that duty. He had
stood at his post and he hadn't run, because of his duty and his honour.
In that moment MacNeil findly understood why he hadn't deserted his
post dl those years ago, and why he never would have, no matter what.
He had been afraid then, and he was afraid now, but there was no
disgracein that. Only the foolish and the dead never fed fear. Duty

and honour are important because they give us courage, the courage we

need to do what must be done, to face what must be faced.

MacNeil groaned doud, and tore his gaze away from the great shining
eye. Heturned his back on it, and pressed hisface againgt the cold

unyielding stone of the cavern wall.

His heart was racing and he was panting for bresth, asthough he'd just
runamileinfull armour. Swest ran down hisface and stung hiseyes.
He'd come close to losing his mind and his soul and he knew it. He
shuddered violently, his hands clenched into fists. He made himsdlf
breathe dowly and deeply, and alittle of his calm returned. He turned

away from the cavern wal and put hisback to it, wincing asthe bright



dlver glare hit him again. But thistime the unspoken voice was gone.
Heknew it for what it was, and his mind was closed to it. He looked
round, and saw that Hammer and Jack were still staring raptly down at

the blazing eye.

Scarecrow Jack called out to the trees, but nothing answered. Hed come
too far from the Forest. He wasin the Beast's domain now. Itsvoice
thundered in hismind, disrupting his thoughts and scattering his

memories. He needed the strength of the trees. He reached out with his
mind, fighting fiercely againgt the voice of the Beast, searching

desperately for the communion of the treesthat had always been his. The
Forest was till there, far above him. The trees and the greenery il
stretched for countless miles across the Forest Land, and dl of its

ancient strength was histo call upon. The darkness pressed in around

him asthe Beast grew stronger. Only newly awakened and barely comeinto
its power, its voice was aready near overpowering initsintensty.

Jack summoned dl his defiance into one great shout of denid, and
reached out onelast time. And finaly the trees heard him, and tent him
thar strength. The Beast's influence vanished from hismind like the
fleeting memory of abad dream, and he was free again. He breathed
deeply, and the bitterly cold air scared hislungs, shocking him awake.

He realized how close he was standing to the brink of the ledge, and

stepped quickly backwards.

MacNeil nodded briefly to him, but sensed that Jack was gtill too shaken

to be much help in tackling Hammer. The renegade guard's face was



working horribly, and his hands twitched around the hilt of the Infernd

Device, but he was unableto tear his gaze away from the great blazing

eye.

The Beast had him now. MacNeil swore slently and braced himself.

He had to get the Inferna Device away from Hammer before the Beast
could take control of him. Now that the Beast had awakened, the
hellsword was the only chance they had of equalling the odds. MacNeil

moved stedlthily forward and reached out to take the sword.

Hammer spun round, the great longsword sweeping out in avicioudy short
arc. MacNell dived under the blade at the last moment, and the wind of

its passing ruffled hishair.

The sword bit deep into the cavern wall, and as Hammer started to pull

it free Jack stepped in behind him and pinned hisarmsto hissides.

MacNell lurched to hisfeet, but even as he started forward again, he

saw that Hammer's face was cold and calm and empty of al emotion.
Hammer had lost hislast battle, and now only the Beast looked out

through hiseyes. The outlaw struggled furioudy to break Jack's hold,

but the strength of the tall trees surged through Jack's arms, and

Hammer couldn't bresk free. MacNeil dammed a punch into Hammer's gut.
The outlaw stared coldly back at him and struggled to raise the Device

and cut him down.



MacNeil hit him as hard as he could on the jaw, snapping Hammer's head
back. It had no effect at all. MacNell did it again and again, and
Hammer just ignored him. And dowly, despite everything Jack could do to

hold him, he began to raise the Infernd Device.

"Do something!" panted Jack. "1 can't hold him much longer.' MacNell
lifted his sword and cut Hammer's throat with asingle stroke. Blood
gushed on the air, spattering MacNeil's chest and arms, but the outlaw
didnt fal. He went on struggling even asthe colour drained from his
face and the blood pumped more and more feebly. Findly the blood
stopped coming and he stopped breathing, but till he stood there,
gripping the Inferna Device and fighting to break free. MacNeil stood
gaping, and in that moment Hammer broke Jack's hold and sent him

staggering backwards.

Hammer spun round to face him. Jack tripped and fell, and again the
Device missed itstarget by only afraction of aninch. MacNeil yelled

and stamped hisfoot on the ledge to draw Hammer's attention away from
Jack, and the outlaw turned back to face him. Hammer's chest was soaked
with hisown blood, but the dead eyes watched MacNeil's every movement

with unblinking intensity. He belonged to the Beast now.

MacNeil backed dowly away aong the narrow ledge. He daren't meet
Wolfshane with his own blade; the Device would shear through smple

stedl asthough it was paper.



But he couldn't just keep backing away, or Hammer would either rush him
or turn on Jack. Hewas still groping desperately for aplan when he saw
Jack move slently in behind Hammer, and crouch down. MacNeil redlized
immediately what he had to do. He held his sword with both hands and
charged straight at Hammer, roaring at the top of hisvoice. Hammer
stepped back to brace himsalf to meet MacNeil's rush, and tripped over
Jack, crouching down behind him. He toppled helplesdy backwards, and
Jack gave him theladt little push that sent Hammer flying awvay from the
ledge and out into the long drop. MacNed stepped quickly forward and
brought his blade flashing down in one last desperate stroke. The blade
caught Hammer'sright arm againgt the brink of the ledge, and sheared
clean through the wrigt. The Infernd Device clattered safely on to the
ledge, with Hammer'sright hand still wrapped around the hilt. Jack and
MacNeil watched Hammer's body fall until the distant speck disappeared

into the brilliant light of the Beast'seye.

Finaly they both turned away from the ledge and leaned againgt the

cavern wal whilethey got their bresth back.

MacNell fdt dizzy and lightheaded from the dtrain, and hisleg muscles
were trembling with fatigue, but he knew he couldn't rest yet. He looked
down at the Infernal Device, glowing brightly on the ledge before him.

Hammer's severed hand dowly relaxed itsgrip on the hilt.



"All right,' said Jack hoarsdly, 'now what are we going to do? "Kill

the Beast,' said MacNail.

Jack looked down at the great staring eye, and then back at Wolfshane. A

sudden chill ran down his spine as he realized what MacNeil meant to do,

and he stared respectfully at the Ranger.

"You don't have to do this."

"Yes| do. It'smy job. My duty.' Jack looked at him for amoment, and

then nodded briefly.

"Y ou're a brave man, Sergeant. Good luck.”

"Thanks. I'm going to need it. Now get the hell out of here. The tunnédl

that brought us down here was a part of the Beast's dreams. There's no

telling what'll hgppen to it when the Beast dies.”

"Sergeant ... are you sure the Device can kill it?"

"Why else would the Beast be so afraid of it? Now go on.

I'll joinyou later."

"Yeah, said Jack quietly. "Sure. Goodbye, Sergeant.’ He gave MacNeil a

quick saute, picked up the lantern, and padded aong the ledge and into



thetunndl. MacNeil stood alone on the ledge and listened to the sound
of Jack's footsteps fading away into silence. He could fed the Beast's

presence beating on the air al around him. Its power was growing.

| could run and get away. | could run, even now. But | wont.

He breathed deeply, and was surprised at how shaky his breath was.

He shesthed his own sword and looked down at Wolfsbane. His hands were
swesting, and he rubbed them dry on the sides of histrousers. He didn't
think he'd ever felt so scared in hislife. He knelt down and took hold

of Wolfsbanes hilt, being careful to avoid touching Hammer's severed

hand. He sraightened up dowly. The sword was uncannily light in his

hand, despite the great length of the blade. It glowed brightly, but it

was hot ahedlthy light.

And findly MacNel discovered why Hammer had dways been so reluctant

to draw the Device.

Wolfshane moved in hismind: a soft seductive whisper that spoke of
power and destiny, and appealed to dl the dark dreams and fantasies

he'd ever had. MacNeil shuddered helplesdly as the alien presence seeped
dowly through him like ahorribly sweet poison. No wonder Hammer had
fallen so quickly under the Beast's control; with two such forces

warring for control within him it wasinevitablethat hewould fal to



one of them. MacNeil shook his head to clear it, and stepped forward to
the brink of the ledge. There was athing he had to do, and he was going
to do it, despite everything the Beast or the Device or hisown fear

could do to stop him.

He clutched the leather-wrapped swordhilt with both hands and held the
Inferna Device up before him, blinking & the bright shining light that
burned in the blade | tu stepped carefully forward on to the very edge

of tile mu loxx stone ledge, and |ooked down.

MacNeil remembered the demonsin the long night and how held wanted to
turn and run. He had aways |ooked on his fear as a secret weskness, a
flaw in his character he could never forget or forgive. He had dways
thought of himsdlf as strong, and despised weaknessin himself ashe
despised it in others. But now, standing alone on the ledge and looking
down into the single greet eye of the Beast, he finaly knew the truth.

Thereisno shamein fear; only in surrendering toit.

The Beast was awake at last, and when it cameinto itsfull power it
would destroy theworld and remake it in its own awful image. Once
before, in the time of the Darkwood, he had vowed to die rather than to

let such athing happen.

Hisvow ill held, and scared as he was, his duty and his honour gave

him the courage he needed to do what was necessary. He thought briefly:



Why me? The answer came back: Because there's nobody else. Becauseit's

your job.

Y our responsibility. He remembered his vow of vengeance to the dead

children, and his resolve hardened alittle more.

He sighed once, and lowered the great sword so that its point was facing

down towards the huge eye.

Goodbye Jessica, Giles. | was always proud to work with you. Goodbye,

Constance. Y ou turned out to be adamn good witch, after all.

And Sdlamander ... I'm sorry about that village.

Thelnfernd Device screamed with ragein hismind asit findly

redlized what he intended to do, but it wastoo late.

MacNell flexed hisfeet, feding the ledge under hishedls, and the
emptiness under histoes. He smiled wryly. HEd never liked heights. He
took afirm hold on the swordhilt with both hands, bent forward and

jumped out from the ledge, diving headfirst towards the Beast.

Thefreezing air rushed past him ashefdll, the Infernal Device held
firmly out before him. The sword and the Beast screamed soundlesdy in
hismind, and he laughed a them both. The eye rushed closer, ever

closer, the shimmering slver and gold rising tofill hisvison, until



al he could see was the eye, growing larger and larger, a sea of
dazzling light. And findly the sword plunged into it, driven by the

horrid weight of hislong drop, and MacNeil and the sword disappeared
into the body of the Beast. For along moment there was only silence,

and then the Beast screamed, on and on and on.

L eavetakings The scream broke off abruptly, and the voice of the Beast

fdl slent for ever.

In the cellar, the mists began to fade away. They sank back into the
stonework and disappeared, leaving no trace of their passing. Without
the gathering fog, the torchlight was suddenly brighter, lessdiffused,

and the shadows were no longer quite so dark. The Dancer cut down the
last two trollsin the doorway, and then looked around, confused, as he
dowly redlized there were no more. FHint sat down suddenly on the
blood-spattered floor, and closed her eyes. Constance let her hands drop

back to her sdes and bowed her head tiredly.

"It'sdead, she said dully. "The Beast isdead.”

"Areyou sure? said the Dancer.

"Yes. | can't fed its presence any more.’ The Dancer sighed once,

shrugged, and shesthed his sword. He looked at Flint, and moved quickly

over to kned beside her. He swore softly as he saw the ragged wound



where her |eft ear used to be. He took a handkerchief from his pocket
and pressed it gently to the side of her head. She winced and opened her
eyesin protest, and then lifted ahand to hold the folded handkerchief

in place. She gritted her teeth asthe Dancer gently tied alength of

rag around her head to hold the handkerchief securely. A sheen of swesat
broke out on her forehead and she felt sick and giddy from the pain, but
shewas gtill able to smile her thanks to the Dancer when he looked at

her anxioudly.

"Wewon, Giles. We actudly won."

"Looksthat way, Jessica."

"If thisiswhat avictory fedslike, I'd hate to be around at one of

your defeats,' said Wilde.

Hint looked round quickly, and with the Dancer's help moved over to Sit
besde the fallen bowman. Helay on hisback, glaring up & the celling
with pain-filled eyes. There was agaping holein hisgut, revealing
broken and splintered fibs, and only his hands kept hisintestines from

falling out.

Blood soaked his clothes, and welled out from beneath him in awidening
pool. There was more blood on his mouth and chin, and he couldn't even
raise his head to look at Flint when shetook one of hishandsin both

of hers. Hint looked at the Dancer, who shook his head dightly.



Congtance knelt down beside Flint.

"Can you do anything for him, Constance? Fint asked quietly.

The witch shook her head. "I've no magic left. | usedit dl. It'l be

sometime before any of it returns.”

"And | don't have that much time,' said Wilde. He swallowed painfully.

"Typicd. My luck awayswas bad."

“Liedill, sid Hint gently.

"What for? Can't hurt any worse. Y ou there, Dancer?'

"Yes, Wilde. I'm here."

"Thisisadeath wound, but it's abloody dow one. Going to take me

sometimeto die, and I'd rather not be around while it's happening. End

it for me now, Dancer. Let me go out with some dignity, &t least.”

"Don't tak likethat,' sad Hint, dmost angrily.

"Therés ill achance"

"No, thereisn't, snapped Wilde. He stopped to breathe heavily for a



moment, and Flint mopped some of the sweat from his face with her
deeve. Wilde grinned harshly. "Y ou dways were the soft one, Jess. Now,
how about alast kiss, en? Just to say goodbye. And then, when were
through the Dancer can let me go out on ahigh note." FHint smiled

despite hersdlf, holding back tears. "lou aways were aromantic,
Edmond." She leaned forward, wiped some of the blood from his mouth with
her deeve, and kissed him tenderly. As she did, Wilde's hand came up
and gave her left breast aplayful squeeze. Flint straightened up, half
shocked and haf laughing. Wilde nodded to the Dancer, and he leant
forward and dipped his dagger expertly into Wilde's heart. The bowman
dtiflened, and grinned up a Hint. "Romantic, my arse.’ And then his
breath went out of himin along sgh, and the light went out of his

eyes. Hint reached out with ashaking hand and gently closed hiseyes

for him.

"Goodbye, Edmond. | wish things could have been ... different.”

"Jessica? The Dancer met her gaze steedlily. "1 had to do it, Jessica.™

"Of courseyou did. Thank you, Giles."

"What do we do now? said Constance. "Thetrolls are all dead, the Beast

isdead. but what about Duncan and Jack and Hammer? What are we going to

do? "Were going to rest awhile, and get our strength back," said

Hint. "Duncan and the others will be back soon."



"But what if they're not? said Constance quietly. "What if they don't

come back?'

"Then we go down and look for them,’ said the Dancer.

Scarecrow Jack staggered on through the earth tunnel, holding the

lantern out before him with an aching arm.

Hed logt track of how long held been in the tunndl, but hisfeet hurt,
and the weight of the lantern had become amost too heavy to bear. He
trudged doggedly on, the faint echoes of his progress dying quickly
away. Hetried reaching out to the Forest, as he had before, but there

was nothing there.

Hewastoo tired, and too far away. His head pounded unmercifully and he
found it hard to concentrate. It was nothing serious, he knew that; just
strain and tiredness. A few hours deep and held befine. He was

tempted to lie down and deep for awhile on the packed earth of the
tunnel floor, but somewhere degp insde him he knew that if he lay down

here he might never find the strength to get up again.

And s0 he plodded on, head hanging tiredly down, putting one foot in

front of the other, over and over again.

Sometime ago held heard the Beast scream, but the long agoni zed howl



had come and gone, and the tunndl was still here. Nothing had changed.
He had wondered if the Beast's dreams would vanish with its desth, and

if so whether he might fade away aong with the dream he walked through,
but it hadn't happened. Or perhapsit had, and he just hadn't noticed.

No, you couldn't fed thistired and hurt this much unlessyou were

dill dive. But if the dreamswere dlill redl, then maybe the Beast

wasn't dead after dl ... The sudden thought shocked him out of his

dazed state, and he stopped and looked back down the tunnel. The Beast
was deed. It had to be. It couldn't have survived the Infernal Device

... But he had to be sure. He sat down cross-legged in the middle of the
tunnel and cautioudy opened hismind, letting it drift out, reaching

for communion with the trees.

Hewas still too far away to be able to touch the Forest, but there was
no trace remaining of the dark oppressive presence of the Beast. It was
gone, asthough it had never been. Jack smiled grimly, and rose
painfully to hisfeet again. Maybe there was some justice in the world

after dl. Jugt alittle. Hewaked on up the tunndl.

After awhile, the shadows up ahead seemed strangely different. Jack
held the lantern higher and squinted against the gloom. His heart legpt
asthe patterns of light and darkness ahead of him resolved themselves
into aset ,)t rough wooden steps leading upwards. He was dmost the,-e:
all he had to do was climb the steps and clamber out through the
trapdoor, and he would be free of the darkness and among friends again.

He frowned suddenly, and came to a halt at the bottom of the steps. He



remembered how the steps had seemed to go on for ever on the way down,
and afaint twinge of fear went through him. He pushed it quickly aside.

It didn't matter how many steps there were. He was dmost there, and he
wasn't going to be stopped by anything or anyone now. He was going home,

to the trees.

He amost ran up the smple wooden dats, pushing himself on asfast as
hisaching legswould carry him. He held the [antern out asfar ahead of
him as hisarm could reach, hoping for aglimpse of the trapdoor that

would let him back into the fort's cellar, but for along time there

were only the gairs and the darkness. It wasn't until some of the frost
in hishair began to met and run down hisface like tearsthat he
realized the air wasn't as cold asit had been. In fact, it was dmost
bordering on warm. His hands and feet and face tingled with returning
feding asthe numbness dowly left them. He gritted histeeth againgt

the pins and needles that followed, and kept on climbing.

He began to amile, until hewas grinning so hard his cheeks hurt. The
trapdoor suddenly appeared above him, and he lurched to ahat before he
dammed hishead into it. His smile faded away. What if the peoplein

the cellar had bolted the trapdoor shut, and had then been ... overcome
by something? He'd be trapped down herein the darknessfor ever ...
Jack quickly decided he wasn't going to think about that. He reached up
and pushed at the trapdoor with hisfree hand. It rose an inch or so,

and then fell back. Jack cursed softly. He'd forgotten how heavy the



trapdoor was. He put the lantern down on the top step and placed both
his hands againgt the trapdoor. It shifted uneasily, and then rose an

inch or two. Jack took a deep breath and held it, and forced the

trapdoor up another inch. MacNell had always madeit look so easy ...
And then suddenly the weight was gone as the trapdoor was yanked away
from him. Light spilled down through the opening, and Jack blinked up
into it. Strong hands reached down to help him, and finally Scarecrow
Jack |eft the tunnelsin the earth and emerged into the light of the

cdlar.

Hint and the Dancer et the trapdoor dam shut behind him, and

Constance helped him st down before hisweary legs gave way. He grinned

happily about him, and then he saw thelook in their eyes, and hissmile

disappeared as he redlized he had bad newsto tell them aswell as good.

"I'm the only one,’ he said quietly. "Hammer and Sergeant MacNeil won't

be coming back."

"They're both dead? said Constance.

"Hammer is. And I'm pretty sure the Sergeant istoo. He gave up hislife

to destroy the Beast."

"What happened? said the Dancer.



"Sergeant MacNeil used Wolfsbane against the Beast.' Jack dropped his
eyesfor amoment, and then raised them to look squarely at the Dancer.
"I would have used the sword, but hewouldn't let me. He said it was his

duty. He was abrave man. Bravest | ever met."

"Yes' sad Hint. "Hewas.' They stood in silence for awhile, each
logt in their own thoughts. Constance felt suddenly exhausted. Sheld
been saving what little strength she had | eft to welcome MacNell back,

and now it seemed she had no usefor it. He was dead.

She never had found the right moment to tell him how she felt about him,

and now she never would.

"What happened to Hammer? said the Dancer.

"Heran into something worse than him." Jack looked about him, taking in

the dead trolls and the Rangers wounds for the first time. ™Y ou seemto

have kept busy while we were gone. ' "We managed to keep from being

bored," said Hint.

"Wefound the gold, said Jack. "It'sdl there. I'll draw you amap,

later on."

"What about the missing people? said Constance.

"I'll tell you later,' said Jack. "It'salong story, and not a pretty



one.' Hiseyesfdl upon Wilde's unmoving body.

Jack looked at it for awnhile, not sure how hefdt. "Did hediewd|?"

"Yes' sad Flint. "He gave hislife to save mine." Jack nodded dowly.

"I never liked him, but he was good with abow. At least hediedina

good cause. He used to be ahero once, you know."

"Yes,' sad Flint. "l know.' Shelooked hard at Jack. "Are you sure

Duncan isdead?'

"He hasto be,' said Jack. "He knew he was going to die when he took on

theBeast, and so did I."

"But did you actualy see the body?"

"No. No, | didn't."

"Then there'sachance he's sill dive,' said the Dancer.

He turned to Constance. "Can't you See where heis, what's happened to

him?'

"I'm sorry,' said the witch. "I've nothing left. It'll be weeks before |

can Seeanything again.”



"He'sdead,' said Jack. "I'm sorry, but he hasto be." Hint started to

say something, and then stopped, and for along time nobody said

anything.

"All right,’ said Hint findly. "Let's get out of here. We can clean up

and degpinthedining hal for tonight.

Tomorrow well go down into the tunnels and see if we can recover

Duncan'sbody."

"Right,’ said the Dancer. "We can't leave him here, done.’ Duncan
MacNeil woke up dowly. Hiswhole body ached, and al the length of his
back was asingle great stabbing pain. He groaned aloud, and tried to
raise his head, but for the moment even that was beyond him. He opened
his eyes, but everything stayed dark. He lay quietly where he was,
gathering what was | eft of his strength, and tried to figure out where

the hell hewas. There was ahard unyielding surface benesth his aching
back, but one arm and both his feet seemed to be hanging over the edges
of it. An gppalling smdl filled the air dl around him; adank

oppressive stench of rotting foulness that made him want to retch. He
tried to lift his head again, and thistime succeeded. He sill couldn't

see anything. Of course not, he thought duggishly, It'sdark down here.
Down here ... Memoriesreturned in arush, and his heart missed a best

as he remembered faling towards the giant glowing eye. He thrashed



about him in the dark, trying to find something to grab on to, and then
froze as he redlized he was lying on something precarioudy narrow, with
an unknown drop to either side of him. He felt about him alittle more
cautioudy, and his hands encountered something soft and unpleasantly
yidding. He snatched his hands away and lay very till while his heart
and breathing returned to normal. The first thing to do wasto shed some
light on the subject. He reached carefully into his pocket and brought

out theinch of candlestub he dways carried with him for emergencies.

Lighting the wax stub with flint and stedl from his boot whilst being
very careful not to overbalance himsdlf turned out to be anightmarein
itsdlf, but finallyhe got the wick to light and held the candle up

before him.

Hewaslying on anarrow shelf of discoloured bone, surrounded by dark
walls of rotting flesh. If helooked up he could see above him the

beginnings of abroad tunnd reaching up through the decaying mest.

Another equaly broad tunnel fell avay benesth him. MacNeil sat up
cautioudly on the ledge of bone, cradling the candlestub carefully in

his shaking hands. Hefindly knew where hewas.

Hewasin the body of the Beast. HEd plunged into the eye and through
it, and fallen on into the head of the Beast, destroying itsmind. The

liquid in the massive eyebal must have cushioned hisfdl enough so



that when hefinaly hit the more solid flesh beyond it, the shock of

the impact hadn't been enough to kill him. At some point he must have
dropped the Inferna Device. It had carried on without him, rotting its

way deeper into the Beast's mind, and leaving behind it the tunnel

beneath hisledge. There was no knowing how deep Wolfshane had gone, but
it must have gone deep enough. The Beast was dead. MacNeil only had to
look around to know that; everywhere he looked was rotten with decay.

And the Inferna Device was gone, lost degp in the decomposing body of

the Beast.

And thereit can stay, for al of me, thought MacNel firmly.

He clambered unsteadily to hisfeet and looked up at the tunnel above
him. The opening was just above his head, easly within reach. It was

the only way out, much as he didiked the thought. Therewas no telling
how far hed penetrated into the Beast's body before the bone shelf

broke hisfdl, and in his current battered state he wasn't up to much
climbing. Theledge of bone suddenly creaked loudly and shifted under
hisfeet. He looked down, and saw afinetracery of cracks spreading
across the bone. The decay was continuing. He no longer had achoice; he
had to climb out while he till could. If hefdl any further into the

body of the Beast he might never get out, even if he survived a second

fdl.

MacNeil dlowed atrickle of mdted wax to fall on to the absorbent

cloth of the shirt over his shoulder, and used it to stick thewax stub



firmly in place. He was drenched from head to foot with foul-smelling

dime from his passage through the eye, but the candlestub seemed more
or less secure, and he had to have both hands free for climbing. He drew
hisknife from its shesth and cut himsdlf a series of foot- and
handholdsin the decaying flesh of the tunnel opening above him. Hethen
gripped the knife firmly between histeeth, gagging at the awful taste,

and pulled himsdlf up into the wide shaft. His arms groaned with the
effort, but eventualy he pulled himsdf high enough for hisfeet to

find the first footholds, and then the long climb began. In later years,

he was only to remember most of it in hisworst nightmares.

The climb seemed to last forever. The flickering candldight showed him
aWall of red and purple flesh, aready dark with spreading pockets of
decay. Dim pulses of light ran through the Beast's flesh occasiondly,

and once MacNeil thought he saw a strange distorted face peering up out
of the meat a him. When helooked again it was gone, and he didn't wait
tolook more closely. A dow dull ache burned in hislegs as he climbed,
spreading to his hips and chest and arms. His back grew steadily worse.
He couldn't even stop for arest; hisweight would have been too much
for the precarious foot- and handhol ds he hacked out of the yielding

wall before him. Occasionally divers and promontories of splintered
bones erupted out of the walls, and he quickly learned to work hisway
around them. They looked solid enough, but they were eaten away inside.
Wolfshane did its job thoroughly. MacNell climbed on, dowly making his

way up the decaying column of flesh.



He came at last to the enormous socket that had once held the Beast's
eye. [t was an open crater now, carpeted m places with arotting,
tranducent jelly. MacNeil clambered out of the tunnd and into the
crater, and just stood for amoment, while his various aches and pains
subsided enough to be bearable. His candldight didn't travel more than
afew feet, but the glowing crystasin the cavern walls till shone

with adim, stubborn light. The curving Sdes of the crater stretched
away in dl directions, and beyond them lay the cavern wal hewould
have to climb to reach the stone ledge that |ed to the exit tunndl.
Assuming of course that the damned tunnel was till there ... MacNell
shrugged, and started off across the crater, heading for the nearest

wadl.

Therewas no point in thinking about things like that. Either the tunnel

was there, or it wasn't. HE'd find out when he got there.

The rest of the journey passed in akind of daze, and he remembered
little of it, evenin hisdreams, possibly because hewastoo tired to

be scared any more. He reached the edge of the crater eventualy, and
climbed up the sheer rock face until he got to the stone ledge. The

climb wasn't too hard; the walls were cracked and broken from where the
Beast had stirred briefly inits deep, and there were plenty of

readymade hand- and footholds. He made hisway aong the ledge and

trudged wearily back up the tunndl that led to the wooden steps and the



cdlar. Hewasn't thinking much by this stage. There was only the pain

and the tiredness and his own dogged refusal to givein.

His candlestub had pretty much run out by the time he finaly reached

the wooden steps, and he clawed hisway up the stepsin pitch darkness
after the light suddenly guttered and went out. The first he knew of
reaching the closed trapdoor was when he banged his head against it. The
shock snapped MacNeil awake again, and a horrid thought came to him.
What if the others had supposed him dead, and gone away, leaving the
trapdoor securely bolted? He grinned savagely. After all he'd been
through to get here, a closed trapdoor sure as hell wasn't going to stop
him. He braced himself on the narrow wooden dat, and his hand brushed
againg something on the top step. He froze, studying thefed of itin
hismemory. It hadn't seemed dive; it had felt cold, like metd or

glass. Hereached out again carefully, and hisfingers found the

familiar shape of hislantern. MacNeil smiled widdly in the darkness. So
Jack had made it back, at least. He took out hisflint and sted and lit

the lantern with trembling fingers. The sudden light was blinding, and
tearsran down hisface. He waited patiently till hiseyes had adjusted

to the new light, and then put his shoulder againgt the underside of the
trapdoor. He took a quick breath, and then burst upwards with al his
strength. For one heartbreaking moment he thought the damn thing wasn't
going to budge, and then it suddenly rose agood three inches, dmost
throwing him off balance. He quickly regained hisfooting and pushed
again, and in afew moments the trapdoor had swung high enough for him

to push it over backwards. It fell to the floor with a great echoing



crash, but there was no response. The cellar was dark, and abandoned.

MacNeil clambered painfully out of the opening, but rested only a moment
before checking through the piled up bodiesfor signs of hisfriends.

But among dl thetrolls, there was only one human body; Wilde. MacNell
heaved asigh of rdlief and started the long dow journey out of the

cdlar and back through the warren of passageways that would take him
eventudly to the outsde world. Not for thefirst time, he wondered if

the others had dready gone, leaving him donein the fort. He had no

way of knowing how long he'd spent unconsciousin the body of the Beast.

But if they hadn't |eft yet, they were probably ill inthe dining

hall. He stood undecided in adark passageway for amoment. He wanted to
get out of thefort, with al its blood and desth and madness, and

breathe fresh clean air again, but even more than that he needed the

company of friends.

So he st off in the direction of the dining hdl, and hoped.

It took longer than he'd thought to get there, mainly because he was so
much wesker than held redlized, but finaly he stood in the empty
corridor before the closed hal door. He hesitated again, but couldn't
hear anything. He shrugged and pushed the door open, damming it back

againg thewadll.



The Dancer had been sitting on guard. He was on hisfeet sword in hand
before echoes had even begun to ring, but when he saw who it was hisjaw
dropped and he stood frozen in place. Jack, Flint and Constance sat up
bleary-eyed from deep, and stared blankly at the gridy apparitionin

the doorway. And then the shock of the moment passed, and dl four of
them hurried forward to greet him. Constance got therefirst and hugged
MacNeil ferocioudy, despite the blood and dime that soaked his

clothes.

"Youredivel Oh Duncan; | knew you had to bedive! | knew it!" Her
fedings ran wild within her, making her suddenly inarticulate, but that
didn't matter. Thered betimeto tell him about those fedings later.

There would be time for many things now.

Finaly shelet him go, and the otherstook it in turn to hug him and

dap him on the back and shoulders. All the exuberance was suddenly too
much for MacNell, and he had to st down quickly before hefell down.

The Dancer and Jack helped him to achair, and MacNeil then had to spend
sometime assuring them dl that hewasfineredly, and just needed a

little time to get his breath back. Constance wrapped a blanket round

his shoulders to keep out the cold.

Hint handed him awine flask, and he nodded histhanks.

"All right,' said Congtance, 'tdll uswhat happened.



Y ou've been missing for hours. Did you redly kill the Beast 7 "Oh
yes,' said MacNell. "It's dead.' He told them his story, and they sat
around himin slent awe, like children ligening to the village

goryteller. When he wasfinished, no one said anything for along time.

"So: Wolfsbaneislost again, said Hint, findly. "l cant say I'm

sorry to seethe back of it. Damn thing gave methe cregps. ' "Right,’
sad MacNell. "Asfar asmy officia report is concerned, it'slost
without trace. | think it's better for everyoneif it staysthat way.'

He yawned suddenly, and dlowed himsdf the luxury of along, dow
gretch. "And now, my friends, if you'll excuse me, | think I'm going to
lose these clothes and crawl into my deeping roll and deep for aweek.
Good night. and pleasant dreams.’ In the end, he dept about ten hours.
It was |ate in the afternoon when he findly woke up. Every muscle he
had was complaining loudly, but the long deep had taken the edge of f
his pains, and he thought he could live with them now. Hint and the
Dancer were sitting not too far away, talking quietly. Constance was
preparing ameal of cold field rations at one of the tables. Therewas
no sign of Scarecrow Jack. MacNeil smiled contentedly. It felt good to

bedive

Helay back in hisbedroll and stared up at the celling. In astrange
way, hefelt very much at peace with himsdf. Down in the darkness,
under the gaze of the Beast, he had tested his courage and found it

sound. Hed never been more scared in hislife, but sill, when it



meattered, he had done theright thing. It meant alot to him, knowing

thet.

He emerged reluctantly from his blankets and climbed into his spare set

of clothes. One ook at the stained and dime-drenched clothes held worn
previoudy was enough to convince him they were beyond saving. Heraised
his handsto hisface and sniffed suspicioudy at them. Despitea

thorough washing the night before, he could still smell the foul stench

of the Beast. Maybe when the reinforcements arrived they'd have someone
with them who could repair the hot water boilers, and he could have a
good long soak inavery hot bath. MacNeil smiled, savouring the

thought, and moved over to join Constance at the table. She smiled back

a him, and passed him some of the cold field rations.

It was a continuing matter for debate among all guards asto whether

field rations tasted worse cooked or cold. Most guards usualy ended up
deciding they tasted equdly vile either way. MacNell wasn't dl that

hungry anyway, but since Constance had gone to the trouble of preparing
the meal, he supposed held better eat some of it, or she'd be upset.

After afew mouthfuls he discovered he was hungry after dl, atethe

lot, and even wished there was more. He pushed back the empty plate with

asigh, and looked up to find Constance sitting patiently beside him.

"Jack'swaiting in the courtyard,’ she said quietly. "He doesn't like

being indoors, but he didn't want to leave without saying goodbye.”



"Strictly speaking, | ought to arrest him," said MacNeil.

"But ... ' "Yes,' said Constance. "But.' They shared asmile, and
MacNeil got up from the table and headed for the door. Flint and the
Dancer broke off their conversation and got up to follow him. Constance

brought up the rear, asusud.

The fort seemed somehow smdler and lessimpressve in the afternoon
sunlight, asthough the evil that had infested it had vanished with the
night. In away, MacNeil supposed it had. For al the death and sprit
blood, thiswas just another border fort now, and that was al it would
ever be. MacNaeil findly led the others through the entrance hall and

out into the courtyard. The storm had passed over during the early hours

of the morning, and therain waslong gone.

There were no cloudsin the sky, and the warm sunlight had dried off
most of the stonework. Scarecrow Jack was standing by the open main
gates, staring out at the Forest. He looked round as the Ranger

approached, and nodded politely.

"Y ou're looking better, Sergeant MacNell. Isthere anything | can do for

you, before| go?"

"l don't think s0," said MacNeil easily. Despite Jack's relaxed

appearance, he was clearly ready to turn and run for the trees at the



first dgn of any attempt to arrest him. Old habits die hard. MacNell
smiled warmly at Jack to reassure him. "In fact, asfar asmy officia
report is concerned, you were never here. But do me afavour; try and
stay out of trouble until we've left the area. 1'd hate to be ordered to
hunt you down." Jack grinned at him. "What makes you think you could

find me ? They dl laughed. Jack turned away and looked at the Forest.

"Y ou don't haveto go,' said Constance suddenly. "After dl your help,
after al you've done, I'm sure we could get you a Pardon. Y ou could

return to your home, to your family; make anew lifefor yoursef."

"The Forest ismy home and my family, said Scarecrow Jack. "'l wouldn't
leaveit for adozen Pardons. Thanks anyway, Constance. Goodbye, my
friends." He grinned quickly at them, and then ran through the gates and
out into the clearing. For awhile hisrunning figure was outlined

againg the bright sunshine, and then he reached the trees. His

camouflage of rags blended Im ttv the Forest, and he was gone.

"l have astrong fedling we should have gone dowt: into the tunnelsand

counted those bags of gold before we let him go,' said Hint.

MacNeil smiled, and shook his head. "I wouldn't have begrudged him abag
or two, but | doubt he took asingle gold coin with him. What useis
gold in the Forest? Come on; we ought to clean up some of the mess

before the reinforcements get here. And we've il got to agree on what



gory weregoing to tel them.”
"Right,' said the Dancer. "They'd never bdievethe truth.

| was here, and | don't believe haf of it." The four Rangers laughed
together, and went back into the fort. The sun shone down through a

cloudless sky, and the fort stood clean and open benesath it.
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