BLACK W ZARDS
Dougl as Ml es

What bas gone

Ki ng Kendrick of Corwell was one of the four kings of the folk who dwelled
upon t he Mbonshae Islands. Corwell, along with the Ki ngdonms of Mbdray and
Snowdown, owed fealty to Callidyrr, for Callidyrr was honme to the king of
Cal-lidyrr, who was the titular Hi gh King of all the Ffolk.

Tristan Kendrick, Prince of Corwell, had studied some of the arts of kingship
very diligently, swordfighting and mlitary science in particular. However, he
was |less interested in the nore nundane aspects of rul ership, such as
econoni cs and agricul ture.

Robyn, the king's ward, had been raised as his own daughter, but her interests
| ay beyond the castle. She showed a proclivity toward the woodl ands and al

t hi ngs natural .

In the twentieth year of the prince's life, Kazgoroth the Beast rose fromits
fetid bog to threaten the ki ngdom of Corwell. Walking the land in a nunber of
guises, it recruited allies and sought its one goal: the disruption of the

Bal ance so crucial to the Ffol k—and the very isles thensel ves.

Forced into battle, Robyn found herself wielding potent druidic magi c—
earthmagi ¢ that was the | egacy of the nother she had never known. Tristan
fought the Beast and created an army to defeat Kazgoroth's minions. In the
process, he found the Sword of Cynrych Hugh. This | egendary weapon, |ost for
centuries, allowed himto slay the Beast and served as a synbol of the | ost
unity of his people.

At the same tinme, Tristan and Robyn found their relationship changi ng, grow ng
as a |long-dormant | ove for each other awakened inside them

But Robyn could not ignore her |egacy, and so she went to study under her

aunt, Genna Monsinger, the Geat Druid of all the Monshaes. Tristan remained

in Corwell, enjoying the accol ades of victory, and swiftly grow ng bored.
W resume their story one year after the death of the Beast. .
The pl ane of Gehenna was a bl eak and oppressive realm hostile to nortal life.

It was a world built upon a vast, unendi ng nountai nsi de, sloping steeply

al ways, never reaching a bottomor a sunmit. Gouts of steamerupted fromthe
nmount ai nside, and rivers of lava flowed across it, sizzling through |ong
cataracts, collectingin bubbling pools.

Such was the domain of Bhaal, mnurderous god of death.

A seething, angry god, Bhaal thrived on bloody, violent acts. He grew in
strength as his worshi ppers spread across the worlds, slaying in his horrible
nane.

Bhaal sought vengeance.

A minion of the god had been killed nearly one nortal year ago, but an
eyeblink to the god. Kazgoroth was neither Bhaal's nost powerful servant, nor
his nmost favored. Buthe was slain by a nortal, and the man who dared strike a
m ni on of Bhaal's might as well strike at the god hinself.

The bl oodl ust of the god began as a sinple hatred—a desire to see this nortal
and those who aided the man, slain. Bhaal anticipated their deaths with grisly
pl easure.

But the man was a prince. And he was the bel oved of a druid. H s wonman carried
her own power, and she served a goddess who was foreign—and thus, hateful —+o
Bhaal .

And so Bhaal's need for vengeance evol ved and grew i nto something far nore
terrible than any plot for murder. The prince was a | eader of his land, and
the druid was a caretaker of that land. It seenmed fitting to Bhaal tha t not
only the nortals, but their land itself, should die.

The god had a powerful tool for weaking this vengeance. Bhaal's m nion
Kazgorot h, though slain, was not entirely gone. One fragnent of the Beast—ts
heart —+emai ned, clutched desperately by one of its former servants. Bhaal
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took careful note of the Heart of Kazgoroth. He would have a use for it soon



Yes, he decided. The |land of these nortals woul d becone a | and of death-—a
nation ruled by the dead, over the dead. No living thing would mar it.

Thus was dealt the vengeance of Bhaal

"Enter."

The assassin | ooked around sharply but could not see the source of the hissing
voi ce. Neverthel ess, the stone wall before himslipped open, revealing a
corridor even blacker than the surroundi ng night.

Miuttering a curse, the assassin entered and di sappeared into inky darkness. In
his silk shirt and trousers he slipped along w thout a whisper, his soft

| eat her boots gliding silently over the snooth stone floor Al around himthe
spraw i ng vastness of Caer Callidyrr lay dark and sl unbering.

The assassin wal ked cautiously into one of the castle's towers. He saw

bl ackness, a deep and unnatural gl oom Then he heard a soft snappi ng of
fingers, and the darkness dissipated. But it did not exactly grow light; the
effect was nore a relief of blackness. Faint rays of moonlight spilled through
narrow wi ndows high in the walls, and he could vaguely make out the council
The Seven sat around a | ong, U shaped table. They faced the assassin, their
tabl e open before himlike the jaws of sone beast. Deep, cow ed hoods
conceal ed the faces. The assassin | ooked up at them and cl amped his teeth
together. He could scarcely repress a shudder of revulsion

The one in the center, he knew, was Cyndre.

The master of the w zards confirmed his identity, his gentle voice belying the
terrible powers at his command

"You were carel ess about that task in Mray. King Dynne-gall's daughter
survived | ong enough to provide a description of your nen."

The assassin sniffed loudly through his broad nose. "The guards were nore
nunerous than you led me to expect. W had to kill several dozen of them And
the nursemaid hid the baby in an attic—t took us hours to dig out the little
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brat. I lost two good nmen, and the m ssion was a success—the Dynnegall I|ine
is ended—as | ended the royal line of Snowdown for you |last year." The
assassin punctuated his statenment with a | ow, inhuman grow .

"I do not expect such sloppiness, for the coin | am paying," said the great

wi zard quietly. "Even your nother, the ore, could have done better."

The insult was too nmuch. A dagger flashed fromthe assassin's sleeve. Faster
than the eye could follow, it flicked toward the w zard's unarnored breast.
The others gasped in surprise, flinching at the sudden attack, but Cyndre
nmerely raised a finger and quietly spoke a word. Instantly, only a foot from
its target, the dagger was transformed. In its place, a large bat fluttered
upward, turning to lunge at the assassin's throat.

Anot her dagger flashed, but this one remained in the assassin's hand. He
casually spitted the bat upon the thin blade and flicked the carcass to the
tabl etop before Cyndre. He could sense Cyndre's eyes upon him boring fromthe
dept hs of his hood.

For a nonent the roomrenai ned frozen, the wi zards intent upon their |eader
The assassin stood stock-still before the table. The bl ack w zard gestured
casual ly, and the dead bat instantly di sappeared. A snpoth, anused chuckl e
energed fromthe dark hood, and the tension in the roomslowy drained away.
"Now, Razfallow, " continued the wizard, his voice as pleasant as ever, "you

will soon be free to return to Cali mshan. However, one nore king upon the
Moonshaes threatens the dom nance of our . . . liege.
"You will take your band to Caer Corwell. The prince of that realmis

somet hing of a |l ocal hero, and he is a nenace to our anbitions. The cleric,
Hobart h, has warned us that we rust act quickly, for the prince has a bel oved
who i s equal |y dangerous.

"You are to kill them and the king, as well. The fee will be tw ce your

usual —thrice if you can return the prince's sword to Caer Callidyrr. Above al
el se, this prince nust die."

A DR&Gid of M/R octa Vale

"Let's go swimrming now Can't we, Robyn? It's so hot, and we've been working



so hard.
"You mean |'ve been working so hard!" said the young wonman, pausing to push a
sweat - soaked strand of black hair back fromher face. "All you' ve done is get
in the way!"

Her conpani on, a two-foot-1ong orange dragon that buzzed |ike a hunmm ngbird
around her, turned his scaly snout away in nmonentary indignation

"Besi des, Newt," Robyn continued, "l've got to sort out this tangle of vines
before we do anything el se. They seemto grow thicker every day! | don't know
how Genna tended this entire grove by herself." Once again, she pried the
vines away fromthe trunk with a heavy stick, grasping one and pulling it free
fromthe ground. She tossed the vine onto a pile of its fellows, destined for
an evening fire.

"Why do you have to sort these stupid old vines anyway?" the dragon sul ked.
"Let them grow the way they want to—and let us go swimm ng the way we want
to."

"I"ve told you a hundred tinmes, Newt. This is the sacred grove of the Geat
Druid of Gwnneth, and she is training me in the ways of our order. Part of ny
training is to obey her instructions and to aid in caring for the grove."

The expl anation sounded a little hollow even to Robyn, who had, for nearly a
year, dutifully followed the instructions of her aunt and tutor, Genna

Moonsi nger. Today was not the first tine the Geat Druid had rested peaceful ly
in the shady confort of the cottage while her erstwhile student toiled away in
the sumer heat.

Still, Robyn was a devout pupil. She paused and drew a
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deep breath, relaxing as she exhal ed. She repeated the process as her teacher
had shown her, and soon she felt the annoyance pass away. Robyn turned again
to the thick vines that threatened to strangle the trunk of an ancient oak

She even felt guilty about her doubts. Genna al ways works so hard, she

rem nded herself. She certainly deserves the rest.

Robyn's job was near the periphery of the enchanted area that was the G eat
Druid's grove. Near her were the tall hedges that bordered nuch of the grove,
and she was surrounded by nmassive oaks. Closer to the heart of the grove
sprawl ed a wondrous garden and its placid pond, and within these areas stood
Genna' s sinple cottage.

Behi nd the cottage stood the grove's dom nant physical feature, and also its
spiritual heart: the Monwell. The deep pool was surrounded by a ring of tal
stone colums covered in bright green noss. The tops of several pairs of
pillars were capped with stone crosspi eces, raised by the earthpower of great
druids in ages past.

It was to learn the secrets of this earthpower that Robyn studied her craft so
diligently. She had proven, both to herself and to her teacher, that she had
the innate talent to performdruid magic. This was the | egacy of the nother
she had never known. I|nherited power was one thing; it was another matter to
learn the skills and discipline necessary to control that power.

Robyn pulled on a thick root, bending it away fromthe trunk until it snapped
free. She tossed it onto the pile and grasped another tendril with a hand that
had grown strong and cal | oused during her training. That vine, too, cane
reluctantly away fromthe oak tree, but it required nost of her strength to
pul | against the tension of the plant.

"Well, 1'll help too, if that's what it'll take to get done with this.
Here—+'11l pull on this one and you grab that—=

"No!" cried Robyn, but before she could stop him the little dragon had seized
a loose end of vine and pulled it with a strength that belied his small size.
The vines she had so carefully untangl ed burst free and instantly tw sted back
around the tree trunk

The springing mass of vines caught the faerie dragon in their coils, pinning
hi m agai nst the tree. A short, wiggling
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stretch of red tail and a tiny, clawed foot stuck fromthe tangle of vines.



"That serves you right!" she chided himas she began to pull the vines from
the tree once again. "You should pay attention to what you're doing!"

Newt finally forced his head fromthe tangle and shook it quickly. "That's the
last tinme | try to help you," he huffed as he craw ed free. Flexing his
gossamer wi ngs, he buzzed into the air and hovered before her

"Why don't you just use your magi c on these vines and be done with the job?"
he asked, eying the tree belligerently.

"The tending of the grove is a matter for a druid' s hands and heart," replied
Robyn, reciting one of her |essons. "The grove is the source of her magic, and
t hus cannot be mamintained with it, or the magic would |l ose its potency."

"I should think it would be very boring to do all these studies and silly
jobs, day after day, forever and ever. Don't you miss Tristan? And don't you
ever want to go home?"

Robyn caught her breath sharply, for the questions were painful ones. She had
cone to the Vale nearly a year before and had had no contact with her previous
hone. Genna insisted that such diligence was the only way Robyn could properly
devel op her skills. She thought carefully before answering, nore for her own
benefit than Newt's.

"I mss himvery nmuch—aore, each day, it seenms. And | want to be with him

Per haps, soneday, | will be. But for now, | must [earn what | can of the order
of the druids—find out for nyself if | amdestined to serve, as ny nother did
and ny aunt does, as a druid of the isles. This is sonmething | have to do, and
if Genna tells me that the only way | will learn is by perform ng nmundane
tasks around her grove, then so be it."

"OfF course," N, ewt said nonchalantly. "Tristan's probably got plenty to do at
Caer Corwell, anyway. Festivals and hunts ... all those pretty country | asses
and barmaids. | don't inagine for a mnute that a prince of the Ffol k woul d
waste his hot sunmmrer afternoons in a cool al ehouse, of course, but just
supposi ng he. S

"Ch, shut up!" exclainmed Robyn, more harshly than she intended. Newt had an
uncanny ability to aggravate her
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She did miss Tristan. But, she rem nded herself, she was doing the right thing
by following in the footsteps of the nother she had never known—the not her
that had | eft her a book and a staff as proof of her druidic |Iegacy.

Wasn't she?

She remenbered the sense of awe and wonder with which she had opened her

not her's book, only a year ago. It had been given to her by her stepfather
Ki ng Kendrick of Corwell Jristan's father. Through its pages, Robyn had begun
to understand the nature of the work she was capabl e of doing. She saw that
she had the power to serve the goddess, Earthnother, and to use druidic magic
to maintain the bal ance of nature in the islands that were her hone.

Now she recall ed the snpboth ashwood staff, plain and unadorned, that had
nonet hel ess becone her nost treasured possession. Crafted by her nother's own
hands, it was both a receptacle and a tool for the earthpower of druidic
magi c. Not only had it saved her life, but it had been instrunental in
rescuing the kingdomitself fromthe terror of the Darkwal ker, Now it stayed
safely within the Great Druid' s cottage, awaiting her need.

Wstfully, she wondered about her mother—as she did so often. Her Aunt Genna
had described her to Robyn in such detail that she now seemed conpletely

fam liar. Sonmetimes Robyn felt as though she had i ndeed known her nother. As
al ways, a great sadness washed over her at the thought that she woul d never
truly know t he wonan who had brought her into the world.

A sudden sound—the snapping of a dry twi g—racked through her thoughts, and
Robyn froze. She knew every creature that visited the grove, and none of them
woul d make such a carel ess noi se. Even Gunt, the cantankerous brown bear who
lived with themin the grove, nmoved his bulk silently anong the plants.

The cracking was repeated, and Robyn located its source in a clunp of bushes
behi nd her. A sharp prickle of fear ran along her spine, and she reached for
the stout stick |eaning against a nearby stunp. Slowy, she turned.



The bushes rustled, indicating that a | arge creature was noving toward her
Suddenly, they parted to reveal the
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staggering figure of a man. At |east, she thought it was a man—the shaggy,
matted hair and beard, the filthy, spindly Iinbs, and the dazed, sunken eyes

| ooked nore beastly than human. The creature shuffled forward |ike an ape,
clad only in a tattered rag tied with a crude belt.

Hut a sound croaked from an unni stakably human throat as the figure coll apsed
on the ground at her feet.

The boat's slimprow slipped through the black waters of Corwell Firth. The
boat bl ended perfectly into the noonless night, as did the eight cloaked
figures within. Each of themused a narrow paddle to nove the craft away from
a huge galleon that sat quietly in Corwell Harbor

The port was silent, for the hour was past mdnight. No splashing disturbed
the boat's graceful noverment as it glided slowy toward the overhangi ng
protection of a high pier. Here, six paddles were withdrawn into the boat,
whil e the remaining two pushed the narrow craft carefully between the pilings.
The shadowy figures |ashed the boat to the pilings. One after another, they
sprang to the pier and slipped quietly onto shore.

The figures noved carefully up the street of Corwell Town, darting from
building to building with perfect stealth. The | eader of the group, taller and
stockier than the rest, paused to let the others pass while he watched for any
sign of danger.

A silken black mask conceal ed the face of each of them but this one pulled
his aside to peer nore effectively through the darkness. Wile manlike, he was
not a man. A broad nose with wide, flared nostrils spread across his face, and
his teeth were gl eam ng and sharp. Quickly, he pulled his mask into place and
slipped after his band.

Tristan Kendrick, Prince of Corwell, was a little drunk. Perhaps nore than a
little, he decided, as a swelling of nausea rose within his stomach. H s head
hurt, and he wanted to go to bed-all of which made this argunment seemt hat
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much nore unpl easant .

"You don't act like a prince! You don't look Iike a prince! You'll never be
fit to be a king of the Ffolk!" His father's harsh voi ce booned behi nd hi m and
cut through Tristan's weariness. The prince whirled to face the king.

"A year ago | routed an arny of Northmen fromthese very walls!" he grow ed
resisting the urge to shout. "I fought the Beast that stood w thin our
courtyard. Father, | even found the Sword of Cynrych Hugh!"

Tristan gestured at the m ghty weapon, hanging in its place of honor above the
hearth, crossed with his father's favorite boar spear. The sword was a
treasured relic of his people and had been m ssing for centuries—dntil he and
his friends had discovered it in the depths of a firbotg lair.

"Al'l deeds very fine and heroic—and dramatic," the king sneered. "You've
enjoyed the adul ation of the ladies and the drinks of the al eman on those
merits.

"But there is nore to being a king than heroi sm What do you know of our

| aw—of the administration of this realn? Could you sit in Judgenent over
shepherds who argued about a shared pasture, or fishermen who quarrel ed over
rights to a berth? Until you change this, you are not fit to rule. You know

t he custons—you can only be granted the kingship if a majority of the |ords

t hi nk you capabl e! | doubt they would, were the vote taken tonorrow "

Tristan clenched his hands into fists, and for a noment he was so angry he
could scarcely keep fromstriking his father. He wal ked away in frustration
finally flopping heavily into the |l argest chair in the study. Already the fog
of al cohol was dissipating.

But his father would not abandon the attack. "It's amazing that the
houndnast er even got you home,"” he said scornfully. "And where is Daryth now?"
"Probably in bed—but | eave Daryth out of this! He's ny friend, and I wll not
allow you to insult him"



"Ever since Robyn left to study with her aunt, you've been acting like a

br oodi ng puppy one minute, and a drunken buffoon the next!"

"I love her! She's gone, and nothing seens to matter except the next time |
can see her face. By the goddess, |
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mss her! | don't even know if she'll ever cone back—what if she decides to
spend her life in the woods, tending sone MonweU of the Val e?"

The king stal ked around the chair to face his son, and the prince forced
hinself to neet his father's gaze.

"And what if she does? That is her privil ege—and perhaps her responsibility.
But you woul dn't know about that, would you? Responsibility has never—
"Father, | have decided to go to Myrloch Vale and visit Robyn. | will |eave as
soon as | can prepare,” Tristan interrupted bluntly. He had contenplated the
i dea several days earlier, but had not had the courage to tell the king. At

| east, he thought, this argument had given himthat fortitude.

"That is exactly what | nean! You—

"Perhaps you're right about ne," Tristan interrupted, |eaning back to | ook at
his father. "After the adventures of |ast sumer, the thought of spending ny
days cooped up—

Suddenly, the door to the study crashed inward with a wood-splintering slam
Tristan saw his father's eyes focus on the door, and then the king pushed
wildly at the back of Tristan's chair.

The prince heard several "clicks" and felt sonme sort of missile whir past his
head before his chair crashed backward onto the floor. The w nd expl oded from
his lungs, and a cold shock of panic washed over him driving the |ast
vestiges of alcohol fromhis mnd

Instantly Tristan rolled fromthe chair, watching a silver dagger flash over
his head fromwhere he lay on the floor. He saw his father pluck a slender
dart fromhis own shoul der, then pick up a wooden chair to block the attack of
a charging black figure

Tristan sprang to his feet in time to neet another black figure face-to-face.
The face was covered by a terrifying black mask, and the body was cl oaked al
over in black silk, but Tristan's eyes focused on the gl eani ng dagger t hat
seened to reach forward, questing for his blood. Desperately the prince | ooked
around for a weapon, at the same tinme remenbering his sword hanging ten feet
away. A low table separated himfromthe hearth.

Tristan feinted a lunge at his attacker and then dropped
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prone to roll under the table and spring to his feet. The attacker |eaped over
the table at the sane time, and his dagger cut a bloody nick in the prince's
ear. Tristan drew t he weapon and continued the notion through a full turn,
driving the point deep into the attacker's chest before the intruder could
stri ke again.

Tristan saw his father stunble backward as another bl ack-cl oaked figure burst
t hrough the door. Behind that one were several others. The prince kicked a
chair into the path of his new attacker, slow ng himenough that he could pul
the king's boar spear fromits place above the nantle.

"Father!" he cried, tossing the stout weapon sideways across the room
Tristan | eaped over the chair he had toppled, certain that the figure before
him arnmed with two daggers, was no match for the gl eam ng Sword of Cynrych
Hugh

But one of those daggers clashed into his blade, nearly knocking it fromhis
hand. Only by stunbling backward did the prince prevent the weapons from
driving into his bowels. As it was, a dagger cut a burning streak across his
abdonen.

Even nore frightening than the nearly fatal blow was the deep, runbling grow
t hat energed from behind the sil ken mask. Although the other attackers had
seemed human, the one before himwas stockier and snellier than a man. The
creature attacked with savage intensity, forcing Tristan back agai nst the
fireplace with a dazzling series of blows. Each slash and thrust was



acconpani ed by a bestial snarl. The prince found hinself desperately wanting a
| ook behind the black mask, to assure hinself that this creature was indeed

fl esh and bl ood and not some denobn conjured froma drunken ni ght mare.
Gimacing, Tristan drove his sword against the foe, struggling to gain roomto
maneuver. Once again the intruder forced himoff balance with Iightning-fast
cuts and | unges.

The prince whirled away fromthe hearth, catching his breath as he saw his
father driving the boar spear into the chest of the other attacker. The king
fell on top of the eneny, and the pair lay notionless on the floor

Tristan's attacker surprised himby suddenly dropping to
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the floor. In a flash the prince remenbered the nmen at the door, and in the
same instant he fell prone, sensing the whirring passage of deadly mssiles
over his head.

Then Tristan scranbled to his feet and sprang toward the foe. At the sane
time, he heard a scream of pain fromthe doorway. Apparently the grow ing
attacker was equally startled, for his nasked face turned to the door in
surprise. The prince al nost caught the creature with the point of his sword,
but he | ooked back at the last minute and sprang to his feet with catlike
speed. Even so, the tip of Tristan's blade struck a gl anci ng bl ow agai nst the
thing's head, tearing the silken nask away in the process.

The prince stared for a secondl at the snarling face. The creature | ooked |ike
a cross between a man and a beast-his body and features were hunanlike, but
his wi despread maw was studded with fangs, and his cl ose-set eyes | ooked

hel l'ishly intense and bl oodshot .

Anot her cry of pain shrieked fromthe doorway, acconpani ed now by grow s. The
prince saw one of the attackers there stagger into the room a huge hound
biting his neck in a deadly vice. He caught a glinpse of a flashing scimtar
driving a third bowran against the the wall. Daryth!

The | oyal houndmaster, skilled at conbat and stealth, nust have heard the

di sturbance. Wth his blade hel ping, Tristan thought, the fighting odds | ooked
nore favorable.

Daryth | eaped into the room past the great dog that was just raising his head
fromthe gored body. Abruptly, Daryth froze, his darkly handsome features
gapi ng i n shock.

"Razfallow" he finally said, his voice tight.

Tristan's foe had al so paused at the sight of the houndmaster. "So, Calishite,
this is where you have run to," he snarled. You did not expect to hide fromne
forever, did you?"

"I don't need to hide anynore," muttered Daryth, advancing slowy in a crouch
"Especially froma killer of children!"

The nonster chuckl ed, and then, before Tristan could react, he flicked one of
hi s daggers straight at Daryth's heart. The silver scimtar noved very
slightly, however, to knock the weapon harm essly to the ground.

Razf al | ow obvi ously sensed that the battle was |ost. Before Tristan could
react he sprang to the window, thirty
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feet above the courtyard. He turned once to stare at the prince, hate spilling
al nost pal pably fromthose crinmson eyes, and then he | eaped into the darkness.
"Quards!" shouted the prince, racing to the window. "Intruder in the

courtyard! Take himalive!"

Al ready the black figure had di sappeared into the night, but the cry of alarm
was taken up throughout the castle. TUrning, Tristan saw Daryth gently
cradling the king's head. The great noorhound Canthus stood next to him
gently nuzzling the still form The only wound upon Tristan's father was the
little pinprick, barely bleeding, in his shoul der. Neverthel ess, the
houndnast er | ooked at the prince with deep pain and shock in his eyes.

"The King of Corwell is dead."

Li ke all of the gods, Bhaal conmunicated his will to his worshippers via his
clerics—priests, priestesses, holy (or unholy) people. These clerics drew



their strength fromtheir gods, and many were capable of feats of magic
rivaling those of the nightiest w zards.

As a powerful god, Bhaal nunbered a great many clerics anong his faithful. It
so happened that one of the nbst powerful of these was on the Monshaes. This
one woul d serve his purpose now.

Bhaal decided, slowy, upon a schene. It would entertain him and it could
enhance his status anong all of the gods of the Forgotten Realns. It was a

conpl ex plan, but he had numerous willing hands to aid him

Tb start, he would send the cleric of the Moonshaes a dream He could regard
it as a prophecy, or a command—n any event, it would be the will of Bhaal
The cleric, Bhaal knew, woul d obey.

18

The Council of

Lengt heni ng shadows extended the towers of Caer Calli-dyrr into needlelike

spires that reached omi nously across the city of Callidyrr, and beyond, to the
waters of Whitefish Bay. Evening brought an end to the bustle and barter of

vi gorous trade that characterized this, the largest city anong the | ands of
the Ffol k. Night cane with its own forns of barter-sale of the ginyak weed
imported freely from Cali nshan, or even in the darkest of alleys, the trading
of young sl aves from Am or Tet hyr.

The wi zard noved anong these alleys, intimately famliar with them

Eventual |y, after night had fallen conpletely, he stepped down a stairway into
a lowcellar, ignoring a slunbering old man who reeked of cheap wi ne. He
pushed through a curtain that masked one wall of the cellar, and entered a

wi de, round room The chanber was illuni nated by great pots of hot coals that
gave the place a hellishly red gl ow and keept it unconfortably warm

A huge skull sat upon an altar in the center of the room Carved fromwhite
marble, it was perhaps four times the size of a human head. Red streaks, which
could only have been fresh blood, ran fromthe eyes of the skull across its
cheekbones in a garish caricature of tears.

A man stood before this skull, his back to the w zard. The thick robes and
cow ed hood of the cleric could not conceal his i mense size. Slowy, the nman
t ur ned.

"Prai ses to Bhaal" he chanted.

"Hail the lord of death,” replied the wizard in a snmooth, incongruously

pl easant voi ce.

"Have you acted upon ny prophecy yet?" inquired the
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huge man, stepping away fromthe altar with a reverent bow to the skull.

"I ndeed, Hobarth," replied the wizard. "I amcertain that Razfall ow and his
teamw |l elimnate themshortly."

"There is nore to be done. The woman will not be found at Caer Corwel|."

"No matter—+ will send Razfallow to the farthest corner of the Realnms if need
be. "

"No!" Hobarth's voice was strong, and he stepped aggressively toward the

wi zard. "l nust get her nyself. Bhaal desires her blood to feed his altar."
"Where is she?"

"Bhaal has shown ne, and only me, where she can be found. | will go after
her."

"And why should the god desire this woman's blood to flow from his sockets?"
"Perhaps Bhaal desires the victimto be a druid. There are none cl oser than
Gwnnet h, anynore—thanks to you and your council."

Cyndre chuckled wyly. "As | recall, you and your god had a hand in the
elimnation of the druids from Al aron. Now, the Ffolk of Callidyrr |ack any
central spiritual guidance—they are ripe to your persuasive efforts.™

"I ndeed," agreed Hobarth, with a bowto the altar

"I wish you success. The earthpower of these druids can be vexi ng—though no
match for your own mght."

"Mne is but the strength of Bhaal,'

said the cleric.



"OfF course ... how thoughtless of ne." The w zard turned away so that his
conpani on could not see the thin snile of anmusenent curling his lips. Qerics
and their idiotic faith!

"I shall leave tonorrow .. . this druid will not see the rising of the next
full rnoon."

"It's like they becane invisible!" reported Randol ph, the young captain of the
castl e guard conpany. The bearded warrior, not yet thirty, could not keep his
voi ce fromchoking with frustration. "They di sappeared into thin air!"

"We killed five," said Tristan. "How nmany coul d have escaped?"
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"There nust have been at |least two nore," insisted the guard, angrily
clenching the hilt of his sword. "I found three of nmy men dead in the
courtyard or on the wall. One had his throat cut; the other two were stabbed
in the back."

"Quite a proficient band" Tristan nuttered bitterly. "But what did they want?
Why? My father never . . ." H's voice choked, and he did not continue.

The guard said nothing. He and the prince stood quietly in the shanbles of the
king's study. "together they | ooked out the broken wi ndow into the courtyard,
wat chi ng dawn' s sl ow arrival

In the next room the king's body |ay upon his bed, respectfully placed there
by Friair Nolan, the cleric of Corwell Town. King Kendrick would be given a
funeral befitting a | eader of the Ffolk before being laid to rest in the royal
bar r ow.

Wth growing grief, Tristan tried to accept his father's death. The know edge
did not seemto remain with him For a time the truth would recede, and then
unexpectedly, would stab at Tristan with greater and greater force. Sonetimes
t he pain was nearly unbearabl e.

"Where's Daryth?" he finally asked, trying hard to pull hinself together

"He was | eading the search," replied Randol ph

Tristan turned to |l ook at the door to his father's room The captain of the
guard started wearily toward the door

Tristan heard the door shut, and then he | ooked outside again. A whirlw nd of
t houghts assaulted him He struggled with guilt and uncertainty. Wy had his

| ast nonents with his father been angry ones? And what woul d happen to him to
t he ki ngdon? Now that his father was gone, Tristan began to realize how nuch
he had depended on him A broodi ng sense of |oneliness threatened to overwhel m
him and he thought wistfully of Robyn, so far away. He | onged for her
presence nore desperately than ever. Inpatiently he paced the floor, w shing
Daryth would return. Finally, he flopped into a chair and stared into the

| ong-dead coals in the firepl ace.

Practi cal thoughts pushed through his enotional storm Messengers had al ready
been di spatched to the cantrev
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| ords of Corwell. These lords would arrive posthaste, and a council to
determ ne the future of Corwell would convene. A new king woul d be sel ect ed.
The t hought of the pudgy Lord Koart or the greedy Lord Pontswain sitting in
his father's place revolted Tristan. O all the petty | eaders of the |ands of
Corwel |, the prince could think of none worthy to sit upon the royal throne—to
be his lord. It's ny father's place, he thought, just my father's. O maybe,
now—+aybe my own. .

Angrily he sprang to his feet, stalking to the wi ndow as he realized how
dramatically his own feelings had changed in the |ast few hours.

Looking into the orange dawn, Tristan faced the truth that, hours earlier, he
had argued vehenently agai nst: he wanted, very much, to be the next king of
Corwel I.

Robyn gasped as she knelt beside the frail figure. An unfocused fear prevented
her from touching him

As she finally reached forward to turn the nan onto his back, his eyes
squi nt ed agai nst the sky. He gi bbered sonething that was not even vaguely
speech, and she saw that his tongue was swollen and cracked. She quickly



grabbed the nearby water flask, pouring a few drops between the man's chapped
lips.

"Don't touch him" Newt warned. "He | ooks dangerous! | don't trust him" For
the first time, Robyn noticed that the little dragon had dived for cover under
a pile of |eaves when the stranger arrived. Buried up to the eyeballs, he
stared watchfully at the pair of humans.

"Ch, hush," she chastised, pouring nore water into the man's gapi ng nout h.

He coughed and choked spasnodically, but eagerly licked the droplets fromhis
lips, straining to raise his head for nmore. Robyn gently noved his head back
to the grass, offering himanother splash of water

Slowy the tension seemed to drain fromhis body, and he closed his eyes. H's
breathing slowed fromfrantic panting to a steadier rhythm After a nonent, it
seened that he had fallen asleep. She wi shed she knew how to aid hi mhe
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seened so frail and weak. At the same tinme sonething about him frightened her
"Who are you?" she whispered, exam ning the man.

H s skin was cracked and dry, as if it had been exposed to extended peri ods of
savage weather. His hair and beard were thin, but |ong. Branches and thorns
had tangled theminto mats. His fingernails were filthy and worn all the way
to the skin. Did he find food by scratching at the ground for roots and grubs?
Robyn wonder ed.

H s only garment was a | eather cloak that barely covered his nakedness. A
crude fur belt stretched around his waist to hold the cloak. Hs thin brown
hair and beard were long and matted with burrs.

But it was his eyes that drew her attention and frightened her. They stared
fiercely one noment, then darted frantically about |ike a madman' s—driven by
some nysterious conbination of fear and pain.

Robyn noticed that the man spraw ed at an odd angle, with his hips raised
slightly off the ground, as if he lay upon a sharp rock. She tried, gently, to
nmove him and she discovered that he had a small pouch tied to his belt,
conceal ed by his buttocks beneath the ragged cloak. It was a filthy object,
barely worthy of notice. Yet she found her eyes drawn to it—onpelled to | ook
at the pouch, and frightened by that conpul sion at the sane tine.

Carefully, she reached for it, trying to pull the pouch from beneath the man.
Her strong fingers felt a hard object, like a fist-size stone. As soon as she
touched it, however, the nman sat up, opening his eyes wi de. Never had the
worman seen such stark panic before.

The man screanmed, and his voice shocked her ears. It was a piercing, nonstrous
sound, rem nding her of some hulking reptile, ready to strike. But then he
scuttled away fromher like a crab, clutching the pouch to his breast. Robyn
junped up at the same tine, stunned at the man's reaction, but then she held
her hands up and gestured that she would not touch the stranger's possession
But what could this man be carrying that was of such incredible value?

"Come with me" she said quietly. "I'lIl take you to a place where you can rest
and eat."
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Slow y, Robyn reached for the man's arm hel ping him stagger to his feet. He
was very weak, swaying drunkenly. He certainly would have fallen if not for
Robyn's supporting arms. He weighed little, however, and she had no difficulty
hol di ng hi mupright. Newt crept out of the | eaves and buzzed warily behind.
Carefully she led himthrough the grove anong the broad oak bol es. They
approached a vast tangle of brush beside the ring of stone arches that narked
t he Moonwel | .

As Robyn approached the clunp its thickly intertw ned branches parted
silently, creating a rounded arch that was slightly higher than her head—and
revealing the tangle as a ring of brush, not a solid clunp. Wthin the ring,
she could see the tiny building that was the Great Druid's cottage. Wth its

t hat ched roof and vine-covered walls, it |ooked like it had sprouted fromthe
ground itself.



Robyn stopped abruptly, remenbering that her teacher was taking a

wel | - deserved nap. She decided to tell Genna about the stranger after she
awakened. For now, she could tend to the nman herself.

"Come this way," she said, changing course. "Through these trees." She |ed him
bet ween sheltering aspens, into a shaded area of |ush grasses and soft

flowers. "You can rest in the bower."

She hel ped the nan into the neadow, |eaning against a sturdy aspen to rest. A
sudden grow erupted behind her, and she whirl ed—early dropping the
stranger—to see a small mountain of brown fur rise fromthe grass. A huge
creature snarled and bared its white fangs i n annoyance.

The man cried out in fright and shrank against the tree trunk. H's eyes nearly
popped from his head at the sight of the huge bear

"Grunt, stop it!" Robyn scol ded, waving a hand at the animl. "Shanme on you!"
The bear growl ed again but settled to all four feet and shanbl ed across the
meadow, di sappearing into the aspens on the other side.

"I"'msorry," she explained, laying a hand upon the man's trenbling arm "He's
very grunpy when he's awakened suddenly. Just ignore hi mhe woul dn't hurt you.
Besi des,
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the animals are forbidden to attack other creatures within the grove. You're
safe here!™

She doubted that the stranger understood her, but he seemed soothed by her
tone, for he clung tightly to her armand allowed her to lead himfurther into
t he bower.

The bower was actually a grassy meadow, surrounded and covered by a convergi ng
tangle of trees. It was snmall, for they kept no animals and only used it for

t hose periods when sone injured creature of the wild needed the grove as a
haven whil e recovering from wounds.

She hel ped the nan, who seenmed to grow weaker with every step, to a bed of

| ush grasses. Lowering himgently to the ground, she offered himnore water.
Gradual ly his trenbling subsided, and finally he slept. Even in

unconsci ousness, however, he clutched the tattered pouch and its rocklike
contents tightly to his chest.

She rose silently when his breathing becane deep and even, slipping through
the curtain of aspens to |eave himto his rest. There she found Newt perched
suspi ci ously upon a | ow branch, waiting for her

"Now, can we go sw mm ng?" he asked.

"They were Calishites," reported Daryth. "At least, they learned their trade
in Calinmshan—at the Acadeny of Stealth.” The Calishite's brown face was taut

wi th anger, and his black eyes bl azed.

"How can you be sure?" asked the prince. He shook his head, trying to clear
away the groggi ness of his short sleep. Suddenly, he renenbered his father's
body in the next room but he clenched his jaw to stifle any display of
enotion. Inwardly, he wanted to shout his grief at the heavens, to cry al oud
for vengeance. Daryth had awakened him after what seened |ike scant nonents of
sl eep, although he could now see the sun outside the w ndow

"Their garnments, for one thing," Daryth continued. The prince knew that his
friend had studied at the Academny of Stealth, but Daryth rarely spoke of those
experiences. It was not, Tristan sensed, sonething the houndnmaster was proud
of . "The assassins of the Pasha's school always wear
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the finest weave of Amish silk—this silk." He held up a piece of cloth torn
fromone of the slain attackers.

"And these little crossbows are a favored weapon of the Pasha's elite. Sneared
wi th poison, they are absolutely deadly within fifty feet." Daryth paused.
"I"'msorry. It's a miracle that they didn't get you as well."

"Then there was Razfallow " The Calishite paused for a nonment. "I studied
under himwhen | was at the Acadeny. That was when | was young—but strong and
qui ck. The skills taught at the Acadeny, | thought, would see nme to a life of



[ uxury and ease. But those skills—stealthy nmurder, theft, betrayal +hey cone
with their own cost.

"And Razfal |l ow nade those costs clear to nme. He is one of the deadliest
assassins in the Real ms. Eventually, | nade himangry. The nost conveni ent
solution was for me to | eave Calinshan, and so | did."

"Cbviously, he remenbers,"” renmarked the prince.

"I gave him good cause to," nuttered Daryth, but despite Tristan's curious

| ook he woul d not el aborate.

"What is he?"

"A half-ore. Hs nother was a full blooded ore—+t's a sore spot with him"

"As if a person mght not notice," muttered the prince.

"Finally, we found two guards atop the palisade slain froma single stab
wound—here." Daryth bent his head forward, gesturing with a finger at the base
of his neck. "I know of no other assassins in the world who use such a tactic
for surreptitious slaying."

"The Pasha of Calinmshan sent assassins to Corwel |l ?" asked the prince. Perhaps
he could find a focus for his anger

"Probably not. Although they were trained in Calinmshan, they were paid with
these." Daryth held out a pair of gold coins, stanped with the outline of a
crenel ated castle on one side. The prince reached for the coins and flipped
them over. On the back was a familiar silhouette.

"Caer Callidyrr? They were paid with the coin of the Hi gh King?"

"So it would seem " Daryth nodded soberly. "It was carel ess of one of themto
carry his coin with hi mperhaps he did not trust his fellows. Now he has no
use for the coin, and
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its presence on his body tells us much.

"What is the relationship of the High King to the rulers of the Ffolk, such as
your father?"

"The title High King is nore an honorific than anything el se. Not since
Cynrych Hugh has there truly been a king that united the Ffol k under one

| eader. Now, he wears the Crown of the Isles to signify his authority—that was
the gold crown forged for Cynrych Hugh hinself—-but has little real authority,
except over the Kingdomof Callidyrr. In Mray, Snowdown—and here in
Corwel | —we pay little attention.”

"But what does that honorific nean?"

"I'n name, he is the lord of the kings of Corwell, Mray, and Snowdown. The

H gh King is in fact the King of Callidyrr—the |argest kingdom of the Ffolk.
Though the other kings, including my father, owe fealty to him there is no
power behind the title. The current king, Carrathal, has brought much trade to
CaDidyrr fromthe nations on the Swrd Coast. He has even hired a council of
mages from Wat erdeep and beyond to advise him Still, he has been no nore
dynam c than any of the others in providing strong | eadershi p—er bringing the
nati ons of the Ffolk together."

Tri stan paused. He and his father had discussed this nore than once. Because
the Ffol k had no single, strong |eader, the Northnen had been able to conquer
many of their |ands—ene by one. W cannot bring ourselves to unite against
them Tristan reflected—even when they bring all of their nations together
agai nst one ki ngdom But he still could not follow Daryth's argumnent.

"Per haps he knew that your father had no anbitions,"” conceded Daryth. "But

per haps your father was not the target of this assassin. It may be that he was
simply an unfortunate victi mthe real target could be one that the H gh King
does not know to be a |l oyal vassal -the one npbst responsible for the great
victory of |ast year."

"Me?" Tristan was shocked.

"OfF course, that is just a guess," adnmitted Daryth. "But your father was no
threat to the Hi gh King. Maybe you were."

"But what coul d be gained by slaying nme? The king has enemes by virtue of his
posi tion. Who knows how many
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petty cantrev lords will be arriving here to fight for ny father's position?
One of them could have done this."

"I think that is unlikely," argued the houndmaster. "For one thing, the
graduates of the Acadeny of Stealth do not work cheapl y—=+ doubt whether one of
the cantrev lords could have afforded them"

"Perhaps they were hired by the Hi gh King, or at |east by sone wealthy

i ndi vidual of Callidyrr,"” Tristan said. "I cannot accept the idea that | was
the target." Still, he recalled his father pushing over his chair and the dart
that foll owed.

"Very well," Daryth shrugged. "But have a care for your back nonethel ess."

"I shall. The coming council of |ords gives ne enough cause for nervousness,
in any event. The major lords of Cor-well will ride here upon hearing of the
news of ny father's death. After the funeral feast they will select a new
king."

"What do you plan?" asked the houndnaster

"I plan to be the one selected."

The sliver of a nmoon cast little |light over the vast w | derness of Myrloch
Vale. It did not penetrate the thick canopy of aspen |eaves, and thus the
confines of the bower remained pitch black

The shriveled figure there twisted and sat up, breathing heavily. He had sl ept
all afternoon and now felt strong enough to nove.

Wth exaggerated stealth, he reached a clawike hand into his tattered pouch
pulling forth a black rock. It was curved, with snmooth surfaces. Like a stone
scul pture of a heart. Sonme of its facets were pure, deep black, and others
seened even darker. It absorbed light and radiated a faint heat. Deep within
its center, it throbbed with a deep, evil cadence that few coul d hear—but
those that heard it heard it nost profoundly. Nervously peering into the woods
surroundi ng him he hunched over and cl asped the object to his breast.

Rabbits and squirrels shifted uneasily throughout the woods as sone nanel ess
di sturbance penetrated their rest. The flowers in the garden closed their
petals. In the pond, the lilies shivered and shifted away fromthe sinister
pres-
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ences, until all of the bl ossonms had gathered against the far shore like a
nervous fl ock of sheep

Suddenly, a cackle of glee passed the man's lips, and he jumped in fright.
Pani cked, he jerked his head about, straining to hear if he had been detected.
Carefully, he wapped the object inits filthy pouch and | ay down agai n upon

t he bed of grasses.

Wthin the cottage, two hundred feet away, CGenna thrashed in her sleep
apparently caught in the throes of a nightmare.

And Robyn sat up suddenly, drenched with sweat—for she had just awakened from
a nunbi ng nightmare of her own. She had dreaned of the king, her step-father

| aid upon his funeral bier. Surrounding him descending slowy, was an
unspeakabl y menaci ng bl ack m st.

She could not return to sleep for the rest of the night.

"Tb Good King Kendrick. May the goddess reward him" Lord Pontswain raised his
mug, allowing foamto spill onto the broad tabletop

The council of lords was neeting in Caer Corwell's great hall, for the royal
study was not | arge enough to accommodate the gathered throng. The |ords
represented the villages and towns of the small kingdom fromtiny highland
conmunities to thriving fishing cantrevs. They sat drinking dark ale in toast
to their deceased sovereign.

Al thirty-one of Corwell's cantrev |ords had gathered at the castle to decide
upon the future ruler of the kingdom Tristan, as host, sat at the head of the
table. Daryth sat to his right, while Randol ph, in his role as captain of the
castle guard, stood at the nearby door. Qpposite Tristan, twoscore feet away,
sat Friar Nolan, the cleric of the new gods who had won over sone of the Ff
oi k of Corwell. Most of the Ff oik still held the Earthnother goddess to be



the suprene deity, but as a rule her representatives, the druids, shunned
human politics, and thus none were present.

Lord Galric lurched to his feet, splashing half the contents of his mug into
the lap of the scowing Lord Koart, who sat beside him As usual, Glric was
drunk, and Tristan sup-
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pressed a smle—at |east one of his rivals was ill-prepared to debate him
"King Ken'rick," shouted Galric. "A splennid ruler '"n a fine figger of a man!"
"Hear! Hear!" The chorus of agreements was followed by nore slurping swallows
around the table.

Tristan exam ned the other lords, trying to determ ne who was nost likely to
of fer hima challenge. Nearby sat Lord Koart and Lord Dynnatt. Neither had
acquitted hinself well during the war, and Tristan hoped this fact would be
enough to mark themas unfit to rule. He knew them both to be anbiti ous,
however, and the two |ords were close friends—he had to beware of a potential
coalition.

Farther down the table, Lord Galric's head was al ready dropping onto his
chest. Galric ruled over a highland can-trev that had amassed consi derabl e
wealth fromthe m ninf of copper, iron, and silver. In any event, the lord was
now too drunk to nake a case for hinself.

Beyond Lord Galric sat Lord Pontswain. He was a snmpoth, handsone man, with
curling brown hair that flowed past his shoulders, and a firm crackling voice
that commanded attention. He had a sharp wit, and the cutting edge of his

voi ce often |l eft one wondering whether he had been conplinented or insulted.
The prince noticed that Pontswain's nug remained full. The lord spent nore
time sizing up the others at the table than he did in joining the toasting.
Pontswain ruled a large and weal thy cantrev to the sout hwest of Corwell.
Tristan knew himto be very anbitious and judged himthe nost significant
rival at the table.

The ot hers, such as Lord Fergus of Kingsbay and Lord Macshea of Cantrev
Macsheehan, ruled small fiefdons which were still recovering fromthe war.
Tristan judged these lords, as council menbers, to be honest and reasonabl e
nmen, open to persuasion by the best candi date.

For a nonent the prince thought again of the nmeeting' s purpose. Hi s father had
been buried the night before, and he was about to nake a case for hinself to
succeed the king. He could feel his palns beginning to sweat. Hi s mug, |ike
Pont swai n's, sat before him barely touched.

"My lords," he began, so softly that the group was forced
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to quiet in order.to hear him "I thank you all for attending this nost
significant council. Your presence at the funeral last night, as well, is

appr eci at ed.

"My father served as king for twenty-seven years. Wth one notable exception
these were years of peace and prosperity. Trading vessels call regularly here
and at Kingsbay. Taxes have remai ned | ow—practically nonexistent for those
with little means to pay. | think you will all agree that he allowed you to
rule your fiefdons with little interference.

"When our nei ghbors in Mray suffered the nisfortune of an invasion of

Nort hnmen, King Kendrick and the forces of Corwell were decisive in defeating
the invasion.

"And | ast sunmer, when our own kingdomfelt the brunt of such an invasion, he
rallied the cantrevs to ultimate victory." Tristan didn't want to overstate
his father's role in that conflict, for he knew that his own contribution gave
himhis best claimto the throne.

"I'n that canpaign, where the stalwart Lords Koart and Dynnatt fought beside ny
own conpany, the Ffoik of Corwell drove off not only an arny of Northnen, but
supernatural horsemen. We triunphed with the aid of this potent sword— he
gestured to the Sword of Cynrych Hugh, "—over the Beast that the Northnen
called their master!"



The prince paused, willing each of the lords to recall the Darkwal ker \War
"Many are the wounds that remain with us to this day, suffered in that
struggle. Glric, whose cantrev was ravaged by the hungry wol f pack.... Fergus,
and Macshea—their hones burned by the invading Northnen. Corwell itself, held
by the narrowest of margins.

"Whil e others of us, such as Ponstwain, were nore fortunate. Not only were
they spared the destruction of their homes, but they did not suffer the deaths
of their people in conbat." He paused again, allowing the facts to sink in.
Before Tristan could continue, however, Lord Pontswain rose snoothly to his
feet, smling politely around the table before nodding quickly at the prince.
"My... prince," he began. The pause was | ong enough that none could miss its
significance. "Your gracious hospitality and entertainment is greatly
appreciated. It is time, however, that we arrived at the true purpose of this
counci | .
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"Leave us, please, to attend to the man's task of selecting the next king of
Corwel | ." Pontswain turned back to the lords, his gesture enphasizing the
prince's disnissal

Tri stan had been prepared for a maneuver of sone kind, but the bhntness of it
took him by surprise. He found his voice a second | ater

"My ... lord." He mimcked Pontswain's pause perfectly. "I have earned the
right to attend this council, as rmuch as any other man here—perhaps nore than
some, if such earning is neasured in blood shed for the kingdom" He saw the
| ords who had suffered during the war nodding in nmute agreenent, as attention
turned back to Ponstwain.

"Now, now, |lad . " Pontswain's patronizing tone gave Tristan his opening
"Where do you earn the right to condescend?" he grow ed. "The |laws of the
Ffolk provide that ny fitness to rule will be judged al ongsi de of yours, old
man—and it may be that it will be judged superior to yours!"

In a brief minute, the field of candidates for the kingship had been narrowed
to two. Both nmen understood this and sized each other up for a nonent before
pr oceedi ng.

"None woul d deny," began Pontswain, "that, under the guidance of your father
you made sone renarkable contributions to the realm But your father is gone
now—

"Which is why we are here...." Tristan interrupted flatly. "I stood w thout ny
father upon Freeman's Down, where my troops stopped an arny of Northnen
nunbering four tinmes our own! | found the Sword of Cynmrych Hugh wi t hout ny
father, returning that weapon to the Ffolk after it had been | ost for
centuries! My father |lay wounded within these walls when | faced the Beast in
the courtyard and drove it fromthis castle. And it was al so w thout my father
that | pursued and sl ayed the Beast in nortal conbat!"

"And since that tinme you have wasted your tinme drinking and carousing, and not
done a single thing to better yoursel f!" accused Pontswai n. Several of the
lords turned to regard the prince somewhat critically, and he paused. It had
not occurred to Tristan that his reputation would have reached these nen.
"Perhaps | have enjoyed myself,"” Tristan finally conceded.
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"But it was at ny own expense. | have not been collecting and hoarding a
fortune by overtaxing the peasants of Corwell! " Now several |ords regarded
Pont swai n accusingly, for it was well known that Lord Pontswain was a harsh
taxer and mserly with his expenses.

"My experience as the administrator of a cantrev has given nme an opportunity
to prepare for the kingship. My cantrev has been prosperous far beyond the
nor m—

"Because you stood behind your stone walls while war ravaged the cantrevs of
your nei ghbors and countrynen!"

"That accusation is not true," Pontswain returned, "and |I'm gl ad you' ve gi ven
nme the opportunity to respond.

"During the Darkwal ker War, ny troops diligently patrolled the southern shore



of Corwell Firth. | nyself rode at their head as we conbed the noors, | ooking
for Northnmen or wolves or any kind of eneny!" Pontswain's voice quavered with
outrage. "Am | to be blanmed because the invaders did not chall enge ny |ands?"
Several of the lords | ooked convinced, while others, such as Fergus and
Dynnatt, scow ed in obvious disgust.

"I'n any event," concluded Lord Pontswain, "your immturity leaves little

option for this council. Qur king nust be a man of steadi ness, intelligence,
and responsibility. | amclearly your better in those respects.”
"Perhaps," said Friar Nolan, speaking for the first time. "And perhaps not."

The cleric stood, and all of the lords waited patiently for himto speak
Though most of themdid not actively worship the new gods of the devout
cleric, Friar Nolan was regarded by themall with respect and a little awe.
After all, his potent healing nagic had benefitted nore than one of them

"It seens to nme that you are all in too much of a hurry to make a decision
You have a rul er above yoursel ves, above even your king. Turn to himfor
guidance in this nost critical decision. Allow the H gh King to deternine

whi ch of these men shall becone your king!"

"I cannot object strongly enough,” grow ed Pontswai n.

Fergus leaped to his feet, a snmile lifting his broad rmustache. "I, for one,
like the friar's suggestion. Let the H gh King choose between them"
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"I ndeed!" chorused Koart. "Let the Hi gh King decide!"

A chorus of assents runbled fromthe |lords, and Tristan and Pontswain
exchanged a sudden, challenging | ook. The prince | ooked back to the |ords,
unable to read the enotion in Pontswain's dark, confident gaze.

"I shall journey to Caer Callidyrr to petition the king for the throne of
Corwell," Tristan said calmy.

"And | shall acconpany you—and wi n that approval!" boasted the |ord
"Decided!" munmbled Glric, lurching drunkenly to his feet and raising his nug.
"Let the Hi gh King choose!"

Once again the Council of Seven sat around their U shaped table. Seven candl es
illuminated the large circular chanber. Its bleak stone walls were covered in
several places by plush tapestries—abstract designs with crinson streaks of
color flowing like blood across the velvet.

Cyndre sat at the base of the U Hi s voice, pleasant and conversational as

al ways, floated through the chanber. He spoke to the wi zard sitting at his

ri ght hand.
"Alexei ? | sense reluctance as you hear our plans.”
"We could be mstaken in using the assassin so readily. | fear he is not to be

trusted—that fat cleric could be using us to further his own ends!" the one
cal l ed Al exei answered.

"How dare you chal | enge the decision of our master!" interrupted the w zard
seated to Cyndre's left. H's sharp voice energed froma black robe. He | ooked
identical to all of the others present, except that he all owed hinself the
conceit of a small dianond brooch upon his shoulder. H's fingers, nervously
drumm ng the tabletop, glittered with a sparkling array of dianond rings.
"Now, Kryphon," countered Cyndre. "Please keep the discussion on a gentee

| evel ." The master of the Seven smiled benignly. O course, none present could
see the smle within the folds of Cyndre's robe, but they all felt it.

"Very well," replied Kryphon calmy. "I ask ny colleague if the threat to our
liege, the H gh King, should be ignored."

"OfF course not/' Alexei explained. "But our only evidence of threat comes from
t he prophecies of this cleric of Bhaal!"
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"A very powerful cleric, of a very powerful god," added Doric. The woman sat
to Kryphon's left. Her face, like the others, was hidden wi thin her hood, but
her voice was filled with cool arrogance. Her unnaturally |long fingers tapped
nervously upon the tabl etop

"True. But | feel that we should, through our own nethods, determ ne the
veracity of his clains.”



"Do you think that | ama fool ?" Cyndre asked. "Of course | have checked,
using far nore accurate neans than that wetch of a cleric can hope to enpl oy!
For now, that cleric—and yes, even his 'awesone' deity-serve our purposes!”
If Cyndre noticed the shudders of nervousness that passed anong the nenbers of
his council he gave no indication. The master of the nages continued, as if
talking to recalcitrant children

"The significant kings and | ords of the Ffol k have been elim nated or
neutralized. The way grows clear for our liege to rule all of the Monshaes."
"Yes, master," said Alexei quietly. "I am—"

"Silence." Cyndre's single word cane like nusic to their ears, but bound their
lips like the ironclad order that it was.

The master gestured, and the Seven knew that the door to their chanber had
been opened. Soon they heard the whisper of soft |eather boots noving down the
bl ack corridor, and then three men entered the room standing awkwardly at the
open end of the table.

Actually, only two of themwere nen—the third was manli ke, but stood taller
than his conpanions. His arms were long and his face grotesque. Nervously
licking his lips, he reveal ed w cked fangs.

"Well, Razfallow? What is the word from Corwel | ?" Cyndre's question was a
formality, and no doubt the assassin knew it. The w zard' s powerful scrying
mrror had shown himthe results of the mssion as it had happened.

"We failed, master. The king sacrificed hinself to save the prince. Then the
prince's bodyguard—a graduate of the Acadeny and former student of

m ne—+ntervened. | lost five of ny finest—=

"This is what | think of your finest." Cyndre's voice carried no trace of
threat, but his left and right forefingers gestured
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at the nen standing to either side of Razfallow Spellbound, each instantly
grabbed his throat and gasped. Choking, they staggered to their knees and then
flopped to the floor. Twist-ing in agony, their faces growi ng slowy black
they died over a period of several mnutes.

Razfal | ow wat ched the executions inpassively. Finally, the assassin turned
toward Cyndre.

"You only live because | have further need of you," explained the w zard.
"Serve ne well, and you may be granted the right to live out your m serable
life. "

"What is it, teacher? Wiy did you call?" Robyn clasped a hand to her nouth as
she saw Genna's haggard face staring at her fromthe depths of her bed

"Pain!" gasped Genna Moonsi nger, collapsing into her soft quilt. Her eyes
darted past Robyn, as if she feared that sonme apparition m ght appear in the
door way.

"Can | help you? Tell me what you need!"

"Leave ne, girl! Go, now" CGenna's voice was sharp—nore harsh than Robyn had
ever heard before.

Confused and frightened, she stumbled fromthe cottage and banged the door
shut. She saw the man—the 'stranger' she still called hi mwatering the roses
as she had requested. Robyn quickly turned away from hi mand went around the
cottage. She felt a need to be al one.

She heard a | oud snuffle as she passed through the hedge that magically parted
before her, and Gunt rose to his four feet. Absently, she scratched his broad
head whil e she wondered about her teacher's strange mal ady. Genna had been
taciturn and unpl easant recently, and her health seened to grow worse every
day.

Grunt suddenly rubbed agai nst her, anxious for nore attention, and knocked her
to the ground.

"Damm t, you clumsy oaf!" she shouted, and then w nced as she saw t he deep
hurt in his eyes. "I'msorry. It's not you—I| shouldn't treat you so."

Mol l'ified, the bear nuzzled in for nore scratching, and she absently conpli ed.
Her mind drifted to Tristan. She had been thinking of hima lot lately. Oten
she daydreamed about his sudden arriva



BLACK W ZARDS

at the grove. She pictured himgalloping fromthe woods on his great stallion
Aval on. She liked to inmagine his joy upon seeing her—and the crushing kiss
he'd greet her with.

She felt certain that something was terribly wong—she feared that the king
was i ndeed dead. She woul d have gone, except for the demands of Genna's
illness, for the Great Druid desperately needed her hel p now.

Hal f - hopi ng, she turned to the forest beyond the grove, as if she expected to
see the approach of the white charger and its handsone rider

But there were only green | eaves, swaying easily in the breeze.

The goddess, Earthnother, was a deity unlike Bhaal in every respect. Wile his
i nterests spanned pl anes and uni verses, hers were focused only upon the
Moonshae |sl ands. While he thrived upon death, she prospered from growh and
life. Bhaal relished chaos and disorder, while the Earthnother desired only

t he proper bal ance of all things.

The i sl ands had been her body, her life, since tine began. But the power of

t he goddess was wani ng, for only through her druids could her body survive and
prosper The coming of the Northmen, in centuries past, had driven the druids
frommany parts of the isles.

And a chal l enge from anot her source, upon the |arge island of Al aron, had
gradual ly renoved that |and fromher. She did not know what had happened to
the druids of Alaron—enly that their lives had been snuffed out, one by one,
as if some ravagi ng cancer had spread across the |and.

Her islands of Snowdown and Moray, small and lightly populated, still held to
the tenets of her ancient faith. Their druids were devout but sinple people,

t he demands of their lands slight and easily net.

Only upon Gwnneth were her druids still truly strong. She sensed, in sone
godl i ke way, that she would need all of that strength if she was going to
survi ve.

Bl ack

The vast underground passage reverberated with soft echoes, as hundreds of
dark, small bodies noved stealthily through the cavern. No |ight broke the

i nky bl ackness, but the figures noved quickly and easily, avoiding each

upt hrusting stalagmte, and carefully bypassing each sheer precipice that |ed
to depths of the earth thousands of feet, even many mles, bel ow them

"Are your troops in position? My time is precious," remarked Cyndre snoothly.
The bl ack wi zard was conceal ed as usual beneath his robe, but his posture and
tone conveyed boredom

"You will receive your paynent!" barked one of the little figures, standing
irritably beside the nage. He cane only to the man's waist. Hs dark and
swart hy face scow ed at the passing file of simlar creatures. "If your magic

is as mighty as you claim.
Dai - Dak, king of the dark dwarves—the duergar—glared a chall enge at the mage
He was not used to hearing conplaints. Cyndre waved a figure, whispering a
soft word

Dai - Dak, the cave sal amander, froze in panic. His reptilian eyes bul ged up at
the wi zard. Cyndre gestured again, and the dark dwarf stood once agai n beside
hi m | ooki ng consi derably chast ened.

"See that you do not question nmy magic again," said the sorcerer very softly.
Dai - Dak nodded qui ckly. "As we agreed, my arny will guard the underworld

approaches to Caer Callidyrr. W will let nothing in or out. And when you cal
us, we will be there to serve you!"
38
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"Very good." The wizard smiled fromthe depths of his robe. "Now let us see to
this attack."

"My troops are alnost in position," pleaded the dwarf. "A few nonents nore

pl ease! "

Cyndre | ooked with disinterest at the short, stocky colum of fighters. Each
was dar k-skinned and bristled with hair and beard. Their bowed |l egs carried



them roughly but steadily. Finely crafted arnor of metal or |eather protected
their chests, and their arnms were banded in steel

The deep gnones—svirfneblin—aere the bl ood enem es of the duergar. The vast,
under ground comunity bel ow t hem cont ai ned val uabl e gold and iron deposits,
prime fungus-grow ng caverns, and good water supplies. It would be a fine
addition to the duergar holdings. And too, the slaying of the svirfneblin
woul d be grand sport for the malicious, merciless duergar

Cyndre enjoyed the prospect of the conming fight, for his magic would insure
the victory—and the duergar would then join the forces waiting to nove on the
sorcerer's command. The Scarlet Guard, and the duergar, had potent arm es—and
one nore force, now waiting quietly under the sea, would soon join those

| egi ons.

"W are ready," said Dai-Dak. "Follow ne."

The dark dwarf king I ed Cyndre through a narrow cave mouth onto a high
promontory, still underground. They | ooked over a vast network of caverns—the
real mof the svirfneblin. Huge stone pillars connected the floor to the
ceiling, some five hundred feet overhead. Many gens studded these pillars,
casting a soft, yellow |light over the scene.

Bel ow t hem the round-roofed stone huts of the deep gnomes cl ustered agai nst
the cavern walls. The gnones bustled about their comunity, busy as al ways.
Potters, jewelers, bakers, farners, smiths, all plied their trades-bartering
constantly, for such is the way of the gnones. They were a slight, wry
peopl e, smaller than the duergar, and much | ess nalicious. Beyond the village
stretched the vast fungus-forests where the gnones grew their food. A placid
st ream wound t hrough the huge fungi, bridged in several places by neat, stone
spans. The scene, throughout the caverns, was one of peace.

DOUGLAS NI LES

But that peace was ending.

"Seeriax, punjyss wthsath—ere!" Cyndre whispered the words to his first
spell, holding his fingers before him A soft hissing surrounded him and a
long tendril of yellow gas flowed fromeach of his fingertips. The gas
expanded into a huge yell ow mass of air, sinking fromthe pronontory toward
the bustling village bel ow.

The gas seeped through the doors and w ndows, slinking around the deep gnones
as they sat, or slept, or worked. And where it struck, it killed.

A hundred gnonefol k were startled by the yellow, silent death, and died before
they could cry a warning. The gas flowed onward, seeping through the streets,
flowing fromthe dead to the living. One old gnone, tottering up the street,
his gray beard reaching nearly to the ground, saw the horror and cried a
single word: "Flee!" Then the gas crept around him and he died upon the tiny
street.

Wth the alarm gnonmes poured fromthe buildings that had yet to be struck by
the killing cloud. Hundreds of the creatures fled to the fields, through the
vast fungus plants, to the bridges over the placid stream And as they crossed
the bridges, males, fenales, and young, they were nmet by the poi sed weapons of
Dai - Dak' s duer gar.

Cyndre saw a group of gnones—perhaps a hundred- break away fromthe rest, and
flee toward a narrow cavern beyond the fungi. The sorcerer whispered a word
and i mredi ately di sappeared fromthe promontory. In the sane instant, he
arrived at the nouth of the cavern—ertain to be a secret escape route. He
cast another spell some distance into the cavern and watched as the gnones
raced into the passage. Suddenly, they stopped, their escape bl ocked by a
solid wall of iron that extended fromthe top to the bottom of the secret
tunnel, and fromwall to wall

The turned as a mass to race for the entrance again, but the black w zard now
stood there, waiting inplacably for the gnones' nmonments of maxi numterror
"Blitzyth, Dorax zooth!"

Cyndre's next spell sent crackling bolts of lightning sizzling into the walls
and ceiling of the narrow cave. Great chunks of rock broke free, crushing the
trapped gnones.
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More and nmore stone fell, in a thunderous cloud of dust and debris, sending a
cloud of dust drifting into the vast caverns where the massacre was now
conpl et e.

Cyndre smiled slightly, satisfied that his task was done. The dark dwarves had
gai ned their food and water sources and their mining tunnels. Their sensel ess
bl oodl ust had been satisfied. |Indeed, the dark dwarves had gained all that
they currently desired.

And the bl ack w zard had gai ned the duergar thensel ves.

The feasting had ended and the | ords had gone, except for Fergus and
Pontswain. Tristan net with them along with Daryth and Randol ph, after the
council. Fires burned lowin the hearths, and a chorus of snores arose from
various corners of the hall.

They had finalized the details of their journey—Baryth woul d acconpany the
prince and Lord Pontswain to Caer Callidyrr. There, they would each neet wth
the Hi gh King and plead their case for the kingship of Corwell. They agreed to
abi de by the king's decision

"Very well," said Ponstwain. "How do we get there?"

"I was hoping to acconpany Lord Fergus to Kingsbay, riding the | ength of
Corwel|l Road." Tristan |ooked at the other |ord, who watched the di scussion

i npassively. "Can you furnish us with a boat to carry us across the Strait of
Al aron?"

Fer gus nodded, his handl ebar nustache bouncing. "It shall be ny pleasure."
"Very well." Tristan stood, followed by the others. "W shall |eave for

Ki ngsbay at first light."

Daryth and Tristan went to their quarters and gathered their bel ongings for
the journey. Daryth carried his scimtar at his wai st and conceal ed a pair of

I ong knives in the sleeves of his cloak. Tristan wore the Sword of Cymrych
Hugh and carried a bow and qui ver of arrows slung over his saddle.

They slept little that night, but dawn quickly called themfromtheir restless
beds. They went imediately to the stables, where Daryth selected his mount, a
chestnut gelding, and Tristan saddl ed Aval on, the mighty stallion that had
served him so nobly during the Darkwal ker \War
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Lord Fergus and his son were al ready prepared, and even Pontswain arrived soon
afterward. The young lord was dressed in a shining suit of plate mail and rode
a proud charger of mdnight black. In addition to his sword, Pontswain carried
a | ong wooden | ance.

The only other menber of the party was Tristan's prized noorhound, Canthus.
The great dog stood half as high as his master and wei ghed every bit as much.
He was a keen hunter and steadfast conpani on who had received his training
from Daryt h.

Fergus waited astride a great dappled mare, standing in the courtyard at first
light. Hi s son, Sean, rode a small stallion of the sane colors. The young
horse skittered nervously away from Aval on as Tristan, Daryth, and Cant hus
energed fromthe stables.

The great warhorse ignored the other stallion, noving into an easy trot as
Tristan preceded the others fromthe castle gate. Canthus | oped beside him as
he gave the stallion his head. They cantered down the w ndi ng approach to the
castle and turned toward the west upon Corwell Road. They would followthis,

t he ki ngdom s one hi ghway, across Corwell to the eastern port of Kingsbay.

For nmost of the first norning they rode in easy silence, slowing their nounts
to a wal k after a short stretch. Fergus travel ed beside the prince, trailing
the rest of the party. Eventually the genial lord cleared his throat

awkwar dl y.

"You know, prince, | amreninded of tales |I've heard of the early days of the
Ff ol k upon Gwnneth and the ot her Monshae |slands. Gwnneth, as you and

wel I know, was the grandest of the isles back then—n the days before
Calli-dyrr, I mean." Fergus cast a glance at Tristan to be sure that he was
listening. Satisfied, he continued, his great nustache bobbing up and down



with each word.

"I was not actually present at Freeman's Down |last sumrer. | did arrive at the
castle in tine to witness the siege and the rout of the Northnen.

"Those were the grandest sights |I've ever beheld! It nmade ne proud to be a
lord of the Ffolk! And I cannot help thinkin' that it was you who brought
those victories about."” Lord Fergus turned to neet Tristan's gaze squarely.
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"What I'mtrying to say is that perhaps we're seeing a bit of that old glory
return to Gwnneth now. You will be our king, and your reign will be good for
Gwnneth, and for all the Ffolk. And 1'll be the prouder for havin' served
you," Fergus concluded. He cleared his throat again and | ooked awkwardly
across the nmoor, away from Tristan

For a nonent Tristan said nothing, but his face burned with excitenent and
joy. He felt as though he had truly been born to be king of the Ffolk.
Silently, he vowed to bring about a return to the days of Gwnneth's glory.
"\faur words are heartening, nmy lord. It will be a confort to know that

| eave the kingdomin the hands of nmen and wonmen such as yourself."

They passed through several cantrevs, but nost of the | and was devoted to
sparse, stony pastures or small tilled fields. Small farms dotted the

| andscape every nile or two, but the road was enpty of other travelers.

They talked little for the rest of the day. Tristan | ooked occasionally at
Pont swai n, riding beside Sean before them The |ord spoke constantly,
gesturing broadly. The thought of his boasting nade Tristan sick with disgust.
But unwilling to I et Pontswain danpen his excitenent, he forced his mnd to
bri ghter thoughts.

Robyn. Where was she now? What was she doing? Did she think of himoften? The
fam liar sense of |onging returned—he m ssed her so! He felt guilty that he
had not gone to tell her of his father's death. After all. King Kendrick had
been her stepfather, the only parent she had ever known.

But, he rem nded hinself, it probably would have taken weeks to find the grove
of the Great Druid, if he could have found it at all. Previously that
difficulty had piqued his sense of adventure. Now, his m ssion prevented him
fromtaking the tinme for such a search. Selfishly, futilely, he w shed that
she had somehow sensed his anguish and cone to join him

The journey to Kingsbay was normally a four or five day ride, but a sense of
urgency pushed the little party over the distance in three.

"I would provide you with accommopdations in nmy own
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| odge, " expl ained Fergus as they rode into the fishing can-trev, "but you will
find the roons at the Silver Salmon much nore confortable. There, also, we
shoul d find Rodger."

"Rodger ?" Daryth inquired.

"He's the fisherman I'lIl send to Alaron with you. Very reliable fellow, and he
can keep his mouth shut. Wth luck, you'll be crossing the strait by tonorrow
nor ni ng. "

The cleric hated the sea. He hated the thick, fishy stench of the salty air.
He hated the sound of water sloshing along the hull and splashing constantly
agai nst the planks. He even hated the nonot onous sight of the sea, stretching
away to infinity in all directions, featureless yet full of inscrutable
detail .

But nmost of all he hated the notion of the sea, the sickening swaying, rising
and falling cadence that churned his stomach into jelly and threatened to tear
his mnd to pieces.

For the hundredth time he cursed the calling that had conpelled himto serve
upon these islands, where the only expeditious means of travel involved
sailing. Not that he questioned the wi shes of Bhaal, the cleric hastily

rem nded hi nmsel f —-and whoever el se happened to be listening to his thoughts. If
Bhaal wanted Hobarth to journey to Gwnneth and return with the fresh bl ood of
this young druid, then the cleric would do so without hesitation



And besi des, he consol ed hinself, the journey was practically over. Even as he
| ooked over the | ow gunwal e for the thousandth tinme, he saw the sun setting
over Corwell's easternnost port, Kingsbay.

Finally! Hobarth thought. | will get a decent bed bel ow me—ene that does not
nmove with every breath of wi nd. Perhaps, he nused further, | mght even be
able to charm some young barmaid into maki ng a decent bed still nicer.

The huge cleric stroked the fleshy folds of his neck, pleasantly intrigued by
the thought. Hi s tiny eyes gleamed from between | ow, sinister brows and

bl oat ed cheeks. Several |arge warts—puni shnents from Bhaal for a nonment when
the cleric had been I ess than devout—sarred his nose. Hi s appearance was

al t oget her grotesque, but this was no
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obstacle when it canme to wooing the young ladies. A sinmply cast mnor spel
woul d blind the | asses to his appearance and snell, creating admration and
eagerness where previously had existed fear and revul sion.

Finally, the boat reached the dock. Htching up his only possession, the small
pouch at his belt, he stalked fromthe craft without a word to the sinple

fi sherman who had carried himfrom Al aron. Hobarth was certain that the wetch
had enj oyed wat chi ng his agony.

Ki ngsbay was a snmaller town than nost comunities of Callidyrr. The nmany
cottages were roofed with round dones of straw instead of the wooden shingles
that were common across the strait. The town was well-lighted by | anps and
torches, however, and nunerous inns beckoned the traveler with cheerful nusic
and the aronas of succul ent roasts.

Hobarth sel ected one called the Silver Salnon. He planned to drink and eat

bef ore he sought a mmid, but his plans vani shed as he wal ked t hrough the door
Sitting by the fire, |l eaning casualty back in his chair and talking to a pair
of men, was an image he had only seen in the vision sent fromBhaal. The
prophecy had been so vivid that he could not mistake the identity of the man
across the room It was the Prince of Corwell. H s presence here could only
nmean that Cyndre's assassins had fail ed.

The inn was not very crowded, so Hobarth had no difficulty finding a table
near the prince. He sat with his back to Tristan and quietly ordered a rmug of
ale froma passing barmaid. Nursing the dark, foany drink, the cleric strained
to hear the conversation occurring five feet away.

"It's settled then," said one man. "W' || sail with the dawn."
"Aye," grunted another, an older man. "If the weather of the past days hol ds,
we'll —= The rest of the phrase was drowned out by laughter fromthe bar as the

bar mai d sl apped an adventurous patron to the uproarious amusenent of the man's
conpani ons.

"No need for that," he heard the old man sayi ng when the |aughter had died
down. "The Lucky Ducklings a small boat, and it won't take but a minute to
store your gear. You can't mss her, she's berthed at the nearest quay."
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"Fergus, can you see to our horses until we return?"

"I't will be nmy pleasure.”

"Very well," said the first speaker. "I'mgoing to catch what sleep I can. See
you in the norning."

"Myself, as well,"” said a third man. Hobarth saw fromthe corner of his eye
that this speaker was swarthy, perhaps a Calishite. He also noticed a great
dog clinb to its feet and follow the two men up the stairs. Hobarth shuddered,
for next to the sea, he hated dogs above all else.

He had been considering following the nen to their roomand finishing the task
of the assassins, but the presence of the dog changed that plan. H's nagic
woul d probably kill the prince before the flea-bitten creature could react,

but the thought of those long fangs lusting for his flesh sent shivers up and
down Hobarth's spine.

But a new plan occurred to himeven as he discarded the old one. Quickly,
Hobarth drained his mug and wal ked fromthe inn, back toward the harbor. The



Lucky Duckling was easy to find.

"I fear your luck has run out, Duckling"” he nmurnured, chuckling at his private
joke. After checking to see that no one was near, he sat upon the edge of the
pi er and began casting a spell of decay. Wthin a mnute, he was finished,

t hough the boat showed no outward signs of danage.

Still, Hobarth knew as he pushed hinself to his feet, the Lucky Duckling woul d
never make it to the neighboring island of Alaron. He would assure the little
boat's doomwi th an additional spell in the norning.

For now, he |unbered back to the inn. He tried to remenber what the barnaid
had | ooked Iike.

"I shape,” grunted the man, shuffling forward to reach for the thick hedge.
Robyn | ooked up in surprise, as this was the first intelligible statenent the
fellow had made in the last four days.

Grateful, she stepped backward. "Help yourself," she offered, |eaning against
a tree to catch her breath.

"Keep an eye he doesn't take your job," warned Newt. The dragon, blue today

i nstead of orange, was perched on the
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branches atop the hedge. He watched the humans dourly.

The day had been strenuous, as strenuous as all of the days since the stranger
had arrived at the grove. They stood at one of the great curving walls of
mstletoe that marked the far limts of Genna's grove, perhaps five hundred
yards fromthe cottage and the Moonwell. The hedges served as bastions agai nst
unwarranted intrusion, for their tightly woven branches bristled with sharp
thorns. Mstletoe itself was a plant potent in druidic nagic, and thus served
doubly to protect the domain of its mstress.

But the hedges required constant care during periods of rain, and this had
been a wet sunmer. If not tended by someone, they would choke off all access
and egress to the grove. Robyn's hands, beneath her |eather gloves, were
scratched and torn. Her arns were | eaden with weariness, for she had been
swinging a sickle all norning in an effort to drive the hedges back into their
proper di mensions.

The stranger took the sickle fromher, holding it as if he had used the toot
all hislife. Slowy but snoothly he began to slice at the overgrowt h,
striking it back with clean cuts.

Robyn was surprised by his apparent skill. For the first tine she noticed that
he was i nproving under her care. H's bony frane had filled out slightly, and
he coul d stand and wal k wi t hout shaki ng. Now, he was even worKking.

For a minute she thought about running to tell Genna of her success, but

qui ckly decided not to. The Great Druid had been cantankerous for the |last few
days, complaining of a stiffness in her bones and throbbi ng headaches. She had
spent nost of her tinme in bed, conplaining to Robyn whenever the young druid
was ar ound.

Consequently, Robyn avoided the cottage as much as possible. This was not
difficult, because the tasks she had to do would remai n doubl ed as |ong as
Genna was.

"His work's not too bad—for a rmushroom head,"” comrented Newt in a stage

whi sper. He had taken to calling the stranger unflattering names, out of

j eal ousy, Robyn suspected, for now she no |onger attended entirely to the
little dragon.

"Stop it," she chided. "He seens to be growi ng nuch stronger. Al he needed
was a little shelter and decent food!"
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"Maybe he's strong enough to wal k away fromhere,” grumbled Newt. "And it'l

be none too soon, | mght add!"
"Why don't you go take a bath in the Fens if you can't be a little nore
polite?"

The stranger paused and turned to see if Robyn was watching. Wien he nmet her
gaze, his face split into a wide grin, and he nodded enthusiastically before
turning back to the task. For several mnutes he chopped and trimed, unti



the druid noticed that his strike was |ess sure.
"I"ll take over again," she offered, reaching for the sickle. The stranger
suddenly whirled, his face twisting into a beastly snarl as his eyes darted
wi I dly about. He appeared to stare right through her. But then he rel axed and
sm | ed, meeting her gaze boldly. He handed the tool over and then stood near
as she continued the job.
"Stand back," she warned. "I don't want to hit you."
ohedi ently, he stepped away, but he still stared at her like an affectionate
puppy. She could feel his unwavering gaze foll ow ng her every notion, and
found the sensation distinctly unconfortable.
"Good! Good!" He cackled cheerfully, watching the hedge take shape.
"Who are you, anyway?" Robyn stopped working and stared at the stranger, she
had not troubled about his identity when he was not talking, but now that he
spoke, she wanted a name to call him by.
"I..." The man's voi ce was puzzled and unsure. Suddenly, his eyes wi dened in
fear and he scuttled away from her. He crouched, his body wired with tension
as if he were about to flee.

O attack? For a nmonment she felt very frightened of this stranger. And
very vul nerable. Wth an angry shrug, she tried to ignore the feeling.
I nsi de, though, she was deeply disturbed by his fear. Wat could lie in his
background that made himso frightened of conpani onship, of revealing his
identity?
He stared at her again as she went back to work. But now his eyes foll owed her
body less like a puppy and nore |like a hungry wol f. Robyn shivered
i nvoluntarily, and she clutched the sickle tightly as she turned to the
m st et oe.
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Hobarth, cleric of Bhaal, stood upon a low hill just outside of Cantrev

Ki ngsbay. He had a clear view of the bay itself and of the wi de gray sea
stretching to the east. Somewhere out there, he knew, the sun had risen, but a
| ow1yi ng bank of clouds conceal ed the dawn fromthose on shore.

A hal f-dozen fishing vessels dotted the waters of the bay, noving toward deep
wat er. There, sal non dashed in great nunbers between the islands of Gwnneth
and Al aron, and these fishermen made a fair |iving.

But one boat, Hobarth knew, had put to sea not to catch fish, but to deliver
Tristan Kendrick dangerously close to Hobarth's and Cyndre's domain. O at

| east attenpt to deliver, the cleric gloated.

He neditated for a long time, sitting perfectly still with his eyes closed and
his body upright. Gadually, he felt the presence of his deity, and Bhaal
answered the summons of his faithful follower.

The spell he needed to cast was one of his nost potent. It called for the
direct m ght of his god, Bhaal, and allowed the cleric to control the very
substances of the world around him Bhaal eagerly powered the spell, for in
fact he watched Hobarth's mission with nmore than slight interest. Magic flowed
through the cleric's body and into the air.

Slowy but mightily he marshall ed cl ouds heavy with water vapor, coaxing them
fromthe highlands and forcing themout to sea. The force of his magi c pushed
and prodded the air, and gradually a breeze flowed fromthe shore. The breeze
woul d become a wind and then a storm if the cleric could maintain his spell.
And Hobarth knew that he coul d.

Cant hus settled confortably into the bow of the Lucky Duckling, while Daryth
hel ped Rodger trimthe |lone sail. Ponstwain rel axed easily against the
gunwal e, staring at the water. He had renmpved his arnmor, wapping it with
their weapons in oilskins and storing the package in the hull

"Fine of fshore breeze," Rodger commented. "If it holds,
4>
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we'll cross the strait in two days."

Tristan had been skeptical of the old seanan's abilities when they had first



met, for Rodger nust have seen at |east six decades. H's build was slight, and
his permanently stooped shoul ders enhanced his | ook of frailty. H's face was

| eat hery, creased by hundreds of lines, and he did not have a tooth left in
his mouth. After seeing the easy confidence with which he gui ded the Lucky
Duckl i ng, however, the prince felt considerably reassured.

They soon passed the nouth of Kingsbay and entered the Strait of Al aron. For a
nmonent he | ooked over his shoul der at Gwnneth. As the island of his birth
fell away behind them he felt that he should feel excitenent and
anticipation. But instead, he westled with the feeling that he night never
see his honel and agai n.

I won't think of that, he told hinmself. Or of Robyn. O of Father. He peered
resolutely over the bow. It was tine to | ook before himagain.

He watched the keen, albeit weathered, bow of the Duckling slice through the
brine and enjoyed the sight of the wake foam ng out to either side. He turned
to see it spreading apart like a feathery trail behind the boat and saw t hat
Gwnneth was practically out of sight. Daryth was relaxing in the bottom of
the hull, his eyes closed and his head pillowed on a coil of rope.

"I hope the old fool can keep us on a straight course," said Pontswain, coning
over to join him

"OfF course he can!" Tristan retorted, annoyed.

"I't nust be nice to have such faith in people," said the lord, with a sidelong
gl ance at the prince. Shaking his head in amusenent, Pontswain settled into
the hull to sleep-Tristan continued to watch the rolling waves, but gradually
t he experience becane | ess pleasant. He began to feel his stomach heave upward
every time the boat clinbed a wave, and then threaten to lurch into his throat
as they sliced down the other side. He began to dread the crest of each wave,
his disconfort growing nore acute. His footing grew shaky, and the strength
seemed to drain fromhis arns as he tried to brace hinself.

"First time at sea?" Rodger cackled the question fromthe
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back of the boat.

Tristan could only manage a nute nod, for his jaws were tightly cl enched.
"This is nothing," laughed the fisherman. "It'lIl get lots worse in the niddle
of the strait."”

This remark pushed the prince over the brink of self control, and he hung his
head over the side, sending the remains of his breakfast to the fish. At |east
Pont swain and Daryth are still asleep, he thought, nauseated. He clung to the
side of the boat as the constant notion of the waves seemed to grow nore

pr onounced.

The [ ong day seened endl ess, and his condition worsened as the wi nd picked up
The Lucky Duckling seened to fly fromone wavetop to the next, and the prince
noticed that the waves thensel ves were grow ng consi derably higher than they
had been at the start of the journey.

"Best trimthe sail,"” grunted Rodger to Daryth as the latter arose to | ook
around. "Sea's getting higher'n | expected."

Daryth | oosened a line, pulling the boom higher up the mast so that the anpunt
of sail exposed to the wind was reduced dramatically. Tristan felt the boat

sl ow beneath himand could sense nore control returning to the fisherman. The
wind still tugged fiercely at the exposed canvas, but Rodger was able to guide
the little vessel carefully over the huge swells. In spite of his nausea,
Tristan could not keep his eyes fromthe sea as it swirled around him The
waves were clinbing higher than the sides of the boat. He swal |l owed hard,
certain that soon one would smash into the hull, flood the craft, and end the
journey for all of them

But Rodger was a skilled pilot, and the Lucky Duckling rode the waters like a
carriage along a hilly path. She |lurched occasionally but never faltered.
Sonehow Pont swai n had managed to sl eep through the growi ng storm Now he awoke
suddenly and stunbled to his feet to | ook, aghast, at the rising sea. "Wat
kind of a sailor are you?" he shouted at Rodger. "Can't you read a sinple
change in the weat her?"



Tristan wanted to object, but feared that if he unclenched his jaw he woul d
agai n be overwhel ned by nausea. Daryth clinbed to his feet and stepped to the
lord' s side.
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"Let the man sail, you ponpous fool," he grow ed.

"How dare you insult— Pontswain's hand reached for the sword hilt that would
normally be at his belt, forgetting that he was unarmed. Daryth stepped in

cl oser.

"There is sonething unnatural about this storm and if you weren't so eager to
bl ame soneone, you'd recognize it yourself!"

Pont swai n seened to pale slightly as the black eyes of the Calishite bored
into his own. Finally, he turned with a shrug and | ooked back at the sea.
Daryth settled back to rest, and Rodger sailed on as though nothing had
happened.

By |ate afternoon, however, Tristan sensed that even the seasoned fisherman
was worried. The swells had continued to grow, and they had trimred the sai
until it was no larger than a baby's bl anket.

"Tain't natural," groused the old man. "The weather failing like this. It'Il
be a long night if'nit don't settle down sone."

For a few minutes toward dusk, it seemed that the Lucky Duckling would Iive up
to her nane. The wind faded and the seas grew nmarginally calner. But as the
surroundi ng seas turned froma dull gray to a deep black with the onset of
nightfall, the gusts of wind swept forward again, carrying the little fishing
boat with them Now the seas rolled six feet high and continued to grow

Cant hus paced anxi ously beside the prince as he darted fromside to side of
the boat, |ooking into the water for he knew not what. Wen the noorhound
began to whinper, Tristan stopped to scratch the dog's broad head.

Rodger grasped the tiller firmy while Daryth raised the sail alnost entirely.
He left just enough for the sailor to retain steerage of the boat, but even so
the little craft whi pped forward reckl essly.

A huge wall of black water rolled up to the stern of the ship and thundered
past, sending a torrent of spray over the transom and | eaving the Duckling
awash, holding nore than a foot of water.

"Bail 1" cried Rodger, indicating a |large bucket with a nod of his head.
Tristan saw that the surging tiller nearly lifted the sailor off the hull wth
the force of the storm

Desperately he knelt, noticing absently that he no | onger
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felt sick. Pontswain knelt beside him heaving full buckets over the side.
Tristan had to adnmit, grudgingly, that the lord worked diligently and with
great strength. O course, he no doubt realized that his own life was at

st ake.

Pitchi ng bucketfuls of water over the side, they bailed frantically, but water
seened to pour over the gunwal es faster than they could scoop it out.

Tristan filled another bucket, but suddenly gagged as a surprising stench
assailed his nostrils. Gasping, he dropped the bucket and staggered backward.
Maggots spilled fromthe container to slither about the hull.

He struggled to voice his shock but no sound energed. Mre naggots seethed
fromthe hull of the boat, and he felt the wood grow spongy beneath his feet.
The sickly white creatures, creeping fromthe Ducklings very planks, seened to
fill the boat. The horrible snmell of rotting flesh rose fromthe hull with the
nmaggot s.

"Sorcery!" cried the prince, finding his voice.

"What bl ack magic is this?" growl ed Ponstwain. The |ord was not so much
terrified as enraged. "You have brought this upon us!" he finished, shaking
his fist at Tristan.

The prince shook his head dunbly and then watched as Rodger screaned, staring
in horror at the death of his boat. The hull creaked as the center of the boat
rose while the bow and stern di pped bel ow the rolling waves. A black wall of



wat er crushed the transom covering Rodger as he screaned. As the water
receded, Tristan saw the tiller banging | oosely.

There was no sign of the sailor

Daryth scranbl ed past him and Tristan saw his conpanion lunging to grasp an
oi I skin bundle. The prince vaguely remenbered that the package contained their
weapons ... the Sword of Cyrnrych Hugh

The hull lurched apart, and the bundle of weaponry slipped into the black

wat er and sank. Daryth dove after it, disappearing into the storm

Abruptly, Tristan's mnuscles broke free fromthe paralysis that gripped him
and he ducked to the side to avoid the fall-
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ing mast. He scranbled into the stern of the boat, which remained just
underneath the surface. He tried to see Dary-th, and heard Cant hus bark
somewhere cl ose, but the Calishite and the dog were invisible in the darkness.
Daryth suddenly popped to the surface in the wave trough, and Tristan could
see that his hands were enpty. Then the crest of the wave smashed agai nst the
wf eck, and the remaining piece of the Lucky Duckling disintegrated. The young
prince struggled for air, thrashing desperately against the press of the

t hunderi ng sea.

Al he could find was an infinity of black, choking water

"Kral ax Heeroz Zuthar"

Short, dextrous fingers stroked the surface of a mirror. A soft |uni nescence
seened to flow fromthe glass. The wi zard spoke quietly as if, by his tone, he
wi shed to soothe a nervous cat.

But the words were the dire conmands of magic.

The | um nescence grew cloudy, and gradually the outline of a room appeared in
the mrror. Cyndre wal ked slowy around the council chanber, his concentration
focused entirely upon the tall mrror. One of the blood-red tapestries had
been pulled back to reveal the glass. Its gold frame seened to catch and
anplify the light fromwithin.

The wi zard stared into the mirror and saw the Great Hall of Caer Corwell, as
he had seen for many days in a row. The hall was vacant, save an old cook
gathering dirty platters fromthe | arge tables.

"Zuthax Eli."

The picture noved, as if the viewer had passed fromthe hall and begun to
climb the stairs inside the castle. For several mnutes the inage neandered
fromroomto room passing freely through closed doors. Caer Corwell seened
qui et, al nost abandoned.

Cyndre felt a flash of annoyance, but he blinked it away. Self control, he
rem nded hinself, was all inportant.

He thought of the cleric Hobarth with snmug satisfaction. Blindly faithful to
his violent god, that fat buffoon would sacrifice his own life if his awful
master demanded it. And
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how pitiful were his clerical powers, mused Cyndre, when conpared to the
awesome m ght of wi zardry. Such reliance upon gods, Cyndre believed wi thout
guestion, was the way of fools and weaklings.

The i mage moved fromthe keep to the outer wall, and here he found a pair of
guards standing listlessly at their posts. One, a young man, asked the other a
qguestion. The wizard smiled slightly as he heard the words. His smle

br oadened as he heard the other guard reply.

He now knew all that he required: The Prince of Corwell was on his way to

Cal l'idyrr.

Wth growi ng interest Bhaal watched the drama unfold upon the Monshaes. As
his will focused upon the islands, he found the Heart of Kazgoroth, stil
clutched faithfully by its servant,

It was time, decided Bhaal, that the heart be given to one who could make
better use of it. That one drew closer to it with each passing hour, and this
cl oseness brought the god's desire to a fever pitch



Hobarth woul d take the heart, would use it for the tasks it was capable of, in
t he hands of a powerful cleric. Hobarth would gain his tool, and Bhaal would
recover the very soul of his lost mnion. This thought was i mensely pl easing
to him

And so Bhaal set in notion the things that would send the heart fromthe one
who carried it to the one who would wield it. All he needed to do was take a
man, already driven mad by the close throbbing of the heart, and make him

i rrevocably insane.

The t hrobbi ng grew | ouder and deeper
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CcreR Allisj/on

H s H ghness, High King Reginald Carrathal, sovereign of Callidyrr and nonarch
of all the lands of the Ffolk, had a nbst annoying problem To wit, a |large

pi npl e gl eamed insolently fromhis cheek, resisting the king' s nost arduous
attenpts to renove it.

Pouting, His Majesty turned fromthe mrror, his long curls flouncing, and

mar ched across the bedchanber. The plush carpeting sank underfoot, thwarting
his attenpts to stonp noisily.

He stepped around a huge canopi ed bed, stalking alongside a wall that was hung
in a fortune of silk curtains. In annoyance, he realized that he now stood
before an even larger mrror—the one that hung above his dressing table.

"Blast it all!" he cried, picking up a small vial of rare Calishite col ogne.
He hurtled the container at the mrror, smashing both, before turning to stalk
across the room agai n.

"I's there a problem Your Mjesty?" The snmooth voice cane fromthe w zard.
"How dare you enter ny chanber w thout knocking?" the king huffed, squinting
angrily at Cyndre.

"I was about to knock when | heard a disturbance. Fearing for H s Mjesty's
safety, | hastened to your side .. ."

The wi zard's voi ce, as always, soothed and conforted the king. He felt his
annoyance vani sh as Cyndre stepped forward. The mage's dark robe was open
reveal ing a soft cotton gown enbroidered with gold. Hi s hood | ay back upon his
shoul ders, and his blond, curly hair framed a cherubic smle in a w de, al npbst
childlike face. H s hand reached for-
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ward to pat the royal shoul der

"Well?" the king said. "Wat did you want to see nme about ?"

"I fear, Your Highness, that | bring grave news. It is with reluctance that—=
"Tell me, you fiend! Do not play games with bad news!" The king nearly hopped
up and down in his anxiety. He licked his lips nervously.

Cyndre sighed, his reluctance obvious. "It seens that the usurper is on his
way to Caer Callidyrr."

"What ?" the Hi gh King squeaked. "But you prom sed ne—

"You need not fear him" said Cyndre, |ooking straight into the king' s eyes.
He did not add "yet," though it was on his mnd. Slowy, the nmonarch cal ned
down.

"Qur first attenpt to punish himfor his treachery met with small success,"”
expl ai ned the wi zard, pursing his lips. The gesture was a very strong one for
Cyndre. "Nevertheless, | feel certain that we can still deal with himeasily."
"But what should |I do? You rnust tell ne!l" The king's words tunbled out, and
the wizard could tell that he was losing what little control was left him

"My . . . sources tell ne that he is on his way even as we speak. He nust |and
soon at one of the ports of Alaron. It would be a sinple nmatter to arrest him
as he steps ashore. Al you need to do, sire, is declare himan outlaw "

"Yes, of course. That | shall do! Wy, he is an outlaw, isn't he? He seeks to
pretend a claimto nmy throne. | shall have hi m hanged!"

"Very good, Your Majesty. W can put a detachnent in every port. He will be
arrested the nonent he steps ashore."

King Carrathal turned, a frown of worry creasing his brow "But how do | know
that my orders will be carried out? This prince is a popular hero. Can | trust



the loyalty of ny own nmen to arrest hinP"

"Is it not for just this reason that you retain the services of your

bri gades—troops that answer to you al one?"

The king paled slightly but appeared to consider the idea. "Yes ... | could
use the guard. | pay themtoo much as it is—perhaps it's time | gave thema
task." He slowy warned to the idea. "But how do I know they're trustworthy?"
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"The Scarlet Guard will follow your orders,"” said Cyndre reassuringly. "
brought themto you expressly so that you would have sol diers you could trust
implicitly.”

"But the people won't like it," replied the king. "Those ogres, especially,
make everyone so nervous."

In truth, the ogres made the king hinmself very nervous, which was why he had
not used themyet, though he had been paying themfor nmore than two years. At
| east the Northmen had not bothered Callidyrr in the interim

But now he considered using them agai nst one of his own subjects, and this did
not seemright. He knew that his people resented his enmpl oynent of nercenary
troops when the fighters of the Ffolk were perfectly capable warriors. Wiy had
he l et the wizard convince himto hire thenf

"The peopl e are your subjects!" argued Cyndre. Hi s voice took on a hardened
edge. "WII you let themrule the kingdon? | tell you, the guards are your
best troops!"

"So you clained," said the king, "when you persuaded nme to hire them"

Cyndre | owered his head nodestly. The nonarch could not see the gloating |ight
in his eyes.

"And the lords grow restless,"” whined the king. "They all owe fealty to ne,
but they don't act like it! | don't trust any of them+they would turn agai nst
me at the drop of a hat. Like that bandit O Roarke in Dernall Forest. That
rebel could serve as an exanple for other traitorous scum"

"You hold his sister in your dungeon. Wiy do you not use her as an exanpl e?
Show what will happen to those who resist your wilt?"

King Carrathal turned away. He did not like to be rem nded of the way he had
usur ped Lord Roarke's |and-nor was he conpletely confortable with the idea of
using the young wonman as a lever to obtain his ends. "If only O Roarke knew
me," he whined. "He and his outlaws would see that | have only the best

i nterests of the kingdom at heart!"

"Do not underestimte the extent of the problem" said Cyndre calmy. "But
cone, Your Highness, what of this prince? WIIl you do as | suggest?"

"Very well," sighed King Carrathal. "I shall declare the prince of Corwell an
outlaw. The Scarlet CGuard will neet
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himas he |ands. They will arrest the usurper and bring himto me in chains."

Wat er pounded and crashed about Tristan, choking himand pressing himdown. He
ki cked and flailed but could not find the surface. He felt his consciousness
sl i pping away, though he struggled even nore desperately to swm He barely
felt the vicelike jaws close over his arm jerking himroughly through the
sea. For a second his face broke free fromthe black water, and he gul ped a
great lungful of air. Then he becane conscious of the teeth that were sinking
t hrough his flesh.

Thrashi ng upward, struggling for nore air, the prince felt the grip on his arm
sl acken. But then he was grabbed by the collar and pull ed backward hel pl essly.
M racul ously, his face remai ned out of the water

He felt a solid object strike himin the back, and he tw sted around to catch
a long section of planking. The Lucky Duckling, he thought. As he did so, the
grip on his collar broke free, and he turned to find hinself face-to-face with
hi s panting nmoor hound. Canthus thrashed beside him finally forcing his

forel egs over the plank.

"Thanks, old dog," he choked, wapping an arm around the broad neck. "You

al nost ripped ny armoff, didn't you, buddy?" The presence of the hound warnmed
his heart, but did little for his hopes. "I fear you have only postponed the



inevitable," he added, after he had recovered his breath.

"Daryth!" he shouted suddenly. \Were was the hound-master? The bl eak
despairing realization crept over him his friend had drowned, along wth
Hodger and Pontswain. But he couldnt bring hinself to believe that the man's
cocky sel f-assurance, his casual energy, had been snuffed out. "By the
goddess, no!" he cried al oud.

The feeling that he was dooned woul d not go away, and he had to grit his teeth
and shake his head to dissuade hinmself fromrel easing the plank and sinking
into oblivion.

Through the renmai nder of the long night, the young man and his dog bobbed,
barely alive, across the heaving surface of the strait. Tristan | ost

consci ousness once, only to awaken

DOUGLAS NI LES

as Cant hus dragged hi m back to the plank. Frightened and shivering, he
neverthel ess renmained alert after that.

He groped to understand the death of the Lucky Duckling. Black sorcery had
killed her, he felt ceitain, but how? And by whose hand? Over and over again
he vowed vengeance agai nst the force that had sought to destroy him G adually
hi s anger began to sustain him I'mnot going to die, he told hinself. I'mtoo
mad to die.

Gradual ly he noticed that the waves grew snaller, and the wi nd di ed away

al nrost conpletely. The swells | essened. Though the crests of the waves stil

| oomed six or eight feet higher than the troughs, they seened to carry himup
and down with an easy and unthreatening rhythm No |onger did they curl over
at the top, thundering down to crush anything bel ow t hem

The horizon lightened to a dull gray, and he peered around for any sight of

| and or sail or even debris. Visibility was still very poor, and he could make
out no features beyond the rolling swells.

"Tristan!" He heard the voice as if froma great distance away, and he was
certain that he imagined it.

"Tristan!" it repeated. "Over here!"

Now he squinted intently across the gray surface, wondering if he was |osing
his mnd. There! He saw a flash of brightness over the crest of a wave.
"Daryth!" He croaked. He finally saw his friend, and Pontswain too, bobbing
across the rolling summit of a wave. The Calishite was soon kicking toward
him buoyed by an air-filled wi neskin and a | oose bundl e of wood, and draggi ng
a sodden Ponstwai n behind him

"Are you injured?" asked Daryth.

"I don't think so. How about you?"

"Just wet and cold." The Calishite sonmehow found the strength to grin.
Pontswain's formerly graceful |ocks hung Iike a wet bl anket across his face.
He | ooked barely alive, and he did not acknow edge the prince's presence.
"Aye," grunted Tristan. "And |'ve lost the Sword of Cynry-ch Hugh. The goddess
al one knows how far it is to land fromhere, or what such | and would be."

"Still, the seas are calmng, and it'll be daylight soon. W

* O<>*
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may even sight a sail." But Daryth didn't |ook as cheerful as he sounded.

Pont swai n coughed weakly and struggled to raise hinself. His efforts sent the
makeshi ft raft rolling, and everyone scranmbled to regain their handhol ds.

"Be careful!" snapped the prince as the |lord gave hima bal eful glare.

"This is your fault! If you hadn't let that old fool take us in his rot-ridden
craft, this would not have happened!"

"That man gave his life for us! Doesn't that nean anything to you?"

"He net the fate he deserved for his inconpetence. He failed, and that's al
that matters," said Pontswain.

But as twilight gave way to dawn and the cl ouds broke apart, the nmen saw no
sign of anything except the rolling sea. They could tell which direction was
east, for there the sun becane a rosy gl ow agai nst the horizon, finally
breaking free fromthe sea to begin its clinb into the sky. But that know edge



did themlittle good, for they had no idea which direction to | ook for I|and.
"What's that?" Daryth asked suddenly.

Everyone fell silent because they all heard it: A faint runble seened to arise
fromthe sea itself. The sound was al nost inaudible, but was so deep and
powerful that they felt it as much as a vibration in their bones as a sound in
their ears. The sound grew in volume and strength, until they heard a noise
like crashing thunder, rolling constantly. The water itself seemed to shake.
Suddenly the surface of the sea turned to foama scarce hundred yards away
fromthem Water frothed upward and then rolled away, creating a steady wave
that forced them backward. A crenel ated parapet, like the top of a tower,

burst through the surface and sent spray and waves crashing away fromit.

Anot her, and then a third, exploded fromthe sea, thrusting skyward |ike

gi gantic | ances.

And then the foami ng water spilled away to reveal a vast surface of snmooth
stone. A glowi ng rosy hue shone froma wall as the thing caught the rays of
the norning sun. More walls, and a gate, and nore towers continued to rise for
a mnute until the vast object canme to rest, seenming to sit
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upon the surface of the sea.

Tristan, Daryth and Pont swain, bobbing in the water and gaping in awe, stared
at the nost magnificent castle that they had ever seen

It stood motionless, vast and inposing, |ike a nonunent to sonme forgotten era
of grandness. Water spilled down its vast sides, thinning into a soft m st
that floated around them Tendrils of seaweed hung fromthe crenel ated

par apet, draping across the sides.

The whol e structure was oddly silent, as if nere sound could not convey the
grandness of its arrival nor the majesty of its appearance. And too, there was
warnth flowi ng fromthe edifice—not a physical warnth, but a spiritual sense
of power and mmjesty. Each of themfelt this magi cal emanation as both

wel com ng and forbodi ng.

The castle remnai ned, and they knew they had no choice but to enter

"Here, |lady. Wod!"

Smiling broadly, the man dunped a huge pile of twigs and dried wood at Robyn's
feet.

"Thank you, Acorn," she replied, warily meeting his gaze. She had taken to
calling the man after the seed of the oak tree, for he could not renenber any
name of his own. The name seened to suit himhis nature was childlike, but
Robyn sensed that he harbored a deep inner strength. She wanted to nurture

that strength, to see himgrow. At the sane tine, she was still a little
afraid of him

"You did very well," she added, enbarrassed by the way he beaned at the
praise. "Now, if you will fetch sone water so | can rinse these |linens, we can

take a rest."

Eagerly, Acorn scranbled toward the silver ribbon of bubbling water that ran

t hrough Genna's grove, only to pause and return sheepishly.

"Forgot buckets!" he explained, chuckling over and over as if it were sone
great | oke.

As the days had passed, the scraggly stranger had grown nore lucid and

hel pful . He was stronger than an average man and had skills that were useful
in tending the grove.
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Al of which were very hel pful, Robyn thought with a twinge of worry, for
Genna's illness had grown suddenly worse. She had spent the | ast few days in
bed, tossing deliriously in the depths of a fever, barely rational

Newt had not spent nuch time in the grove, either. He had taken | ong

excur sions throughout the Vale, even visiting the Fens occasionally. Today, he
had gone off to seek Grunt's conpany, alnost certainly to annoy the old bear
Grunt had a notoriously short temper, and Newt delighted in driving the animal
into a rage with his sudden spells of invisibility.

Robyn t hought agai n about Acorn. He was friendly and al nost pathetically



grateful for any praise she gave him but nore and nore the nman raised
shudders of uneasiness within her. One minute he seened harnl ess, and the next
m nute she was afraid of him But she did not know why.

"Here, lady. Here water!"

Proudly, Acorn returned with two sloshing buckets. He set them down at Robyn's
feet as she thanked him bobbing his head up and down eagerly. She quickly
rinsed the light blankets and hung themto dry—ell practiced notions, as
Genna's sweaty fever necessitated frequent |inen changes. She tried to ignore
the feeling that Acorn's eyes were boring into her back as she stretched to
reach the cl ot hesline.

"Come al ong, now," she said as he foll owed at her heels. "Wy don't we go and
sit by the pond? | have some carrots and apples that we can have for lunch."
They wal ked across Genna's garden, a lush field of wildflowers and herbs. In
the center of the garden was a broad pond with a grassy island at its heart.
In places, the sandy bottom of the pond was snoot h—perfect for sw mm ng.

El sewhere, lily pads spread across the surface, home to nyriad frogs and
turtles. Great white swans swamregally anong them Robyn thought again, as
she beheld the scene, that it nust be the nost beautiful place in the world.
As they approached the pond, the water swirled nmonentarily, and then the
snoot h bridge of sand rose to the surface. She took no notice of the
phenonenon, so accustonmed to the ways of the grove was she, but Acorn
hesi t at ed.

"Come on," she encouraged, stepping onto the firm bridge. Reluctantly, he

foll owed her to the island while she
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sel ected a snooth place for their lunch

She sat confortably on the soft bank, stretching her |egs over the water and
ki cking her feet to relieve her taut nuscles. Acorn settled slowy, alnpst
reverently, beside her. She noticed, uneasily, that the | ook on his face was
no | onger one of innocence. |Instead, he | ooked as though he struggled to
conceal sone secret thought.

"Here," she said to cover her nervousness. "Have an apple.”

Acorn took the fruit and chonped greedily into it, ignoring the pieces that
scattered in his beard or sprayed into the air. In seconds he had finished and
reached forward to snatch another fromthe basket on Robyn's |ap

She thought wistfully of picnics she had shared with Tristan. They certainly
weren't like this! Wat he was doing at that nonment, she wondered. Did he
think of her? Did he nmiss her? Aterrible sense of depression seized her, and
for a noment she toyed with the idea of renouncing her studies and racing hone
to Corwell to see him But in the next nmonent she di scarded the thought,
knowi ng she could not forsake the calling of the goddess. But why did she have
to be so lonely?

She ate absently, suddenly aware of Acorn's closeness. She felt unconfortable,
but didn't want to of fend himby nmoving away. Turning to | ook at him she was
startled to see himstaring intently at her face. Hs eyes were clear, but
they seermed to burn with a frightening intensity.

"Lady ... you like me? My friend?" Still that burning gaze.

"Yes, Acorn ... of course |I like you. Haven't |-

"I mean, you— he cut her off awkwardly. "Lady, you are ny |lady!" Suddenly his
hand reached out to clasp her thigh. He | eaned quickly forward to force her
backward onto the ground, his nmouth seeking hers.

"No! Get off me!" she screaned, pushing against himand rolling to the side.
"Mne!" he cried, scranbling forward on all fours to lunge at her before she
coul d stand.

She punched himin the face, but he still tackled her, his eyes gl eam ng
madly. He pinned her to the ground and grasped a handful of her gown.

Terror gal vani zed Robyn and once again she twi sted free,
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but this time he ripped half her garnment away. He paused, staring stupidly,
and in that split second she recalled a piece of her training: a fast, sinple



spel | .

" Stop! "

The conmmand was a physical attack, slamring into the crazed nan and hol di ng
himin place, poised to leap. Slowy, the light of madness died in his eyes.
She stared at himin hatred and anger. She wanted to strike himor kick hinmto
somehow cause hi m pain. But sonething, perhaps it was pity for his degraded
state, stayed her hand. She was shaking with fright and tension and rage, and
she didn't even want to | ook at him again.

Gaspi ng, she gathered her gown about her and stumbled toward the cottage,

| eavi ng hi m bound by the spell.

"Conme on!"

Tristan was propelling hinself toward the castle even before Daryth spoke, too
surprised to wonder if the grand structure was illusion or reality. Canthus
and Pont swai n swam beside them their weariness forgotten. Soon the nmen and
the dog reached the foot of the massive, smoothly hewn wall. The shining pink
surface rose straight into the air above them and seemed to conti nue
underwater as far as they could see.

"Rosy quartz," nuttered the Calishite. "There'll be no clinbing it here.™
"\Wher e—=2" began the prince, dismayed at the thought of succor so close at hand
yet possibly unreachabl e.

"Let's try the gate," suggested Daryth, swi nmm ng easily along the base of the

wal I . Pontswain foll owed, while Tristan and Cant hus sputtered and splashed in
the rear.

The Calishite reached the gate first. The prince watched himrise slowy from
the water, pulling hinself gradually up the wall. Wth a supple sw ng, the

Calishite carried hinself over the gate and out of Tristan's sight.

Tristan heard nothing for a few seconds, but then the portal began to drop
with a steady creaking. In a nonment, he could see his friend operating the
snooth iron winch that patiently fed chain to the | owering gate. In another
DOUGLAS NI LF. S

nmonent, Tristan, Pontswain, and Canthus had pulled thensel ves onto the
flattened entryway and squirned quickly into the castle proper

"Is it real?" asked the |ord.

"I don't know," replied the prince, unconsciously whispering. A sense of awe
possessed him The rosy stonework of the castle was bathed in a pale nist,
shot through by slanting rays of early norning sunlight. The place was
nmystical yet sonmehow wel com ng.

"This place is amazing!" commented Daryth, |ooking around at the high

bal coni es, ornate col ums, and sweeping stairways that surrounded the small
courtyard before them "Wat is it?"

"I remenber a legend | heard once. | was just a child, so | can't vouch for
the details," Pontswain said slowy, his voice unusually subdued. "It was
about a young queen, bride of Cynmrych Hugh. | think her nane was Allisynn.

"The king erected a mghty castle, full of wondrous towers and |ofty

bal coni es, for her as his wedding gift. But she died soon after they were
married. This was why Cynrych Hugh did not |eave an heir.

"The king was so distraught by her death," Pontswain continued, "that he
ordered the castle to becone her tonmb. It stood upon a tiny island between
Gwnneth and Al aron, and, with the aid of the Great Druids of all the isles,
he conmanded the castle to sink bel ow the waves, forever hiding and preserving
the resting place of his bel oved."

"The very stone feels sacred," said Daryth. "Uke a shrine."

"Legends tell of fishernen and sailors occasionally sighting a castle here in
the strait, but none have been verified. |I don't recall hearing about it
happening during ny lifetine." Pontswain still spoke with quiet reverence.
"How do you know so nuch about this?" asked the prince, surprised at
Ponstwai n' s know edge.

"I listen to the bards,"” said the lord sinply.

"That's fascinating. |I've only heard vague stories about a castle in the
sea—never the details."”



"What good will it do us?" snapped Pontswain. "If the |egends are true, the
castle will stay here for a few hours and then sink. W'Il be right back in
the water"

BLACK W ZARDS

"Let's find something to float on, then," suggested Daryth, pragmatically
turning to | ook around them

Shal | ow pool s of water covered nost of the surface, and strands of seaweed |ay
everywhere. Here and there a fish lay still, gills w despread, or flopped out
its last strength on the hard stones. Across the courtyard, a m st-enshrouded
stairway rose toward a bal cony or entryway. The fog parted enough to give them
a look at a pair of huge doors.

"Let's check inside," suggested the Calishite. "W might find something we can
use as a raft."

"Or a weapon."

They reached the bal cony and saw a pair of huge doors nade of solid oak
strapped wi th gl eam ng bronze, and uncorroded by their imersion in the brine.
"W mght as well try these first," nmuttered the Calishite, |ooking
pessimstically at the nmassive portals.

A whirling blur of green was Tristan's first warning of attack. A savage shape
sl ashed outward fromthe shadow of one of the col ums.

"Look out!" cried the prince, bounding backward.

Daryth dove forward and sonersaulted out of the creature's path. Tristan saw
that the attacker was a humanli ke creature covered with green scales. Wde
gills gaped like wounds in its neck, and on the top of its head, trailing in a
line down its backbone, was an array of barbed spikes. Wde, white eyes hung
open |like sone ghastly blinding affliction, but the creature | eaped after
Daryth as if it could see very well. Its w de nouth gaped, displaying row
after row of needlelike teeth. Wbbed hands, studded with | ong, curving claws,
sought the flesh of the Calishite, while simlar feet slapped across the wet
st one.

It wore only an oiled belt, and several silver bracelets lined its arnmns.
Carrying a spearlike weapon, it moved haltingly, as if unaccustoned to
novenent outside of the sea.

A second nmonster nmoved forward on the heels of its companion, but Canthus
lunged at this one and carried it to the floor. C awed, webbed hands sank into
t he nmoorhound' s fl anks, but Canthus's white fangs drove toward the throat of

t he thing.

The first attacker whirled around, turning suddenly to
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strike at Tristan with a long trident. The three-pronged fork nearly cut the
prince's chest, but at the | ast nonent Pontswain darted forward. The trident
caught the lord on the tenple, and Pontswain crashed |ike a stone to the
ground. Tristan stared into the nmonster's face, the | east human aspect of its
appearance. It was a fish-face; the blank eyes and gapi ng maw bel onged upon no
ot her ani mal .

Cant hus yel ped as his opponent succeeded in pushing the dog to the side, but

t hen the noorhound growl ed and lunged into the attack. The pair rolled severa
ti mes across the wet stones, neither gaining a clear advantage. The nonster
attacking the two nmen darted forward aggressively, flicking its trident first
at one, then the other. H's weariness forgotten, the prince crouched to face
the nonster. "We'll do it sane as we got the Northmen!" he panted to Daryth.
The Calishite remenbered that battle well. "Ready!" he answered quickly.
Tristan darted to the side, and the trident followed him At the sane tine
Daryth dove and rolled. The creature swung his weapon back, but it passed
cleanly over the Calishite, who cane out of his roll to smash his head into
the creature's mdriff.

Tri stan dashed at the nonster, and now both of its opponents were closer than
t he dangerous end of the weapon. The prince seized the wooden haft and wr ested
the trident fromthe creature's grip as Daryth tackled it

Daryth lay across the nonster's abdomen, as its claws dug into his back



Tristan dropped his knees upon the thing's chest and then brought the heft of
the trident down heavily upon its neck. He heard the cracking of bone. The
nmonster's eyes bulged briefly outward before it stiffened and di ed.

The prince leaned to his feet, ready to run to the aid of his dog, but Canthus
arose fromthe body of the other fish-man and shook hinmself. H's wounds did
not | ook too deep.

"Pont swai n?" Tristan asked, kneeling beside the nmotionless |lord. He saw that
the man was breathing, but his eyes were closed. A deep purple bruise spread
across his tenple and cheek

"What happened?" Daryth asked, joining Tristan

"He saved ny life—at least, he took a blow intended for
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me. Perhaps | underestimted him"

"More likely he didn't think it through before he acted," suggested the
Calishite.

"What were those things?" Tristan asked, after determ ning that Daryth was not
hurt seriously either.

"lI've never seen them before, but |'ve heard about creatures |ike themcalled
sahuagi n. They're supposed to |ive underwater. Sonetinmes they come out to raid
ships or land. They're very bloodthirsty."

"You won't get any argunent out of me." Though the fight had drained him
physically, Tristan began to feel nore confident than he had since they had
taken to the water.

"At |east we're arnmed now," nused Daryth, picking up the trident of the second
sahuagi n. They gently noved Pontswain into a small alcove in the wall of the
keep, out of sight fromthe main courtyard. They could do no nore for him at

t he monent.

"The keep, then," the prince suggested.

They stepped forward and each grasped one of the huge bronze rings hanging
fromthe doors. Tb their amazenent, each of the heavy portals swung snoothly
open. Before themthey saw a long hall with scattered pools of water on the
stone fl oor and several pairs of doors along either wall.

Then they fell.

Wth the first shock, Tristan thought that the castle had begun to sink again,
but he quickly saw that only he, Daryth, and Canthus were falling—aot the
entire castle. They plunmeted down a wide shaft, a trap that had been
triggered when they opened the doors to the keep, Tristan realized.

Abruptly, they smashed into a pool of cold water, hitting the surface with
stunning force. Tristan felt the trident slip fromhis hands as he struggl ed
to reach the surface. Daryth and Cant hus quickly surfaced beside him Daryth

still holding his trident. Gasping and choking, it was all Tristan could do to
simply stay afl oat.
"That was stupid,"” coughed the Calishite. "I should have seen that froma nile

away. Damm my carel essness!”

"Let's find a way out of here," said the prince. "And don't blanme yoursel f—
didn't notice anything either."
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They were in a small cavern, about thirty feet across. The snooth walls were
far too steep to clinb, and offered no doors or other passages.

"I'"d say weVe been caught,"” growl ed the Calishite.

Far from Gehenna, there existed a region of peace and healing, a | and where
the god grows mightier fromads of virtue and ki ndness, not nurder. This
deity, |ike Bhaai, had worshippers throughout the Forgotten Realnms and all the
ot her planes of the universe as well. Her nane was Chaun-tea, goddess of
agriculture and growm h. She was the patron of all things whole and healthy.
Chaunt ea had great concentrations of power in many |ands, places where her
clerics preached the doctrine of her faith to all. These |ands, w thout
exception, benefited from her benign nature. And in other places, where
Chauntea was not all-powerful or even universally known, she sent her

m ssionaries to bring the words and acts of her faith.



One of these places was the Monshaes.

The dead gaeen

The bl ack water seened to penetrate Tristan's flesh with freezi ng nunbness.
H's arns grew | eaden fromthe constant notion of treading water. He knew t hat
he would die in this castle, for there seened to be no way out of the trap
Dimrays of sunlight filtered down the | ong shaft, which opened into the
ceiling of the chanber. The ceiling was a done nade of rough-hewn stone al
the way to the water, where it surrounded the prisoners.

For the twentieth tinme, Daryth took a breath and dove. The prince watched his
conpanion's feet drive himdown, and Tristan floated anxiously, counting the
seconds. Surely no man could hold his breath for that |ong.

But the Calishite eventually returned to the surface with an expl osive spl ash,
floating on his back for a moment as he recovered his breath. A feeble shake
of his head answered Tristan's question

"Not hing," he finally gasped. "It's solid rock all the way around and deeper
than | can dive."

"Save your strength," said the prince, acutely aware of the ebbing of his own
endur ance. The great dog, Canthus, swamin circles, and Tristan knew that the
nmoor hound coul d not remain afloat for |ong.

"Cet over to the side," suggested Daryth, propelling hinself to the stone wall
with easy strokes. "If you can find sonething to hold onto, you won't get
quite so tired."

Numbly, Tristan did as he was told, finding a few rough niches in the rock
wal | that were sufficient to give himfingertip holds. At |east he could keep
his head out of the water without exerting hinself.
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"We can't die here!" Daryth suddenly swore.

"W won't," said Tristan. Suddenly, his foot slipped into a hole in the wall,
and he felt a tug of current clanmp around it. Forcefully, he pushed hinsel f
away, breaking free to gasp several lungfuls of air.

"There's a hole in the wall,"” he finally managed to choke out. "I felt a
current pulling ny foot in."

The Calishite shot past Tristan, swinming |like a seal, and instantly dove to
i nvestigate the spot. He remmined subnerged for a full mnute before slipping
to the surface.

"It's an outlet!" he said, grinning weakly. "I've widened it sone. In a few
nmore mnutes we'll have a way out."

Daryth rested against the wall for a monment, while Can-thus swam between t hem
seem ng to sense their hope.

"Where does the outlet go?" Tristan asked. "It could be way under the
surface. "

"No. The water flows fromthis roominto that area, so the water level in
there nust be lower than it is in here."

"What if it's a water-filled pipe?" challenged Tristan

"Then we'll all drown, and no one will ever know what happened to us," said
the Calishite sinply.

Daryth dove once again, and this tine Tristan counted the seconds, stopping

only after he reached one hundred. Still his conpanion didn't surface. The
prince noved cl oser, certain that the Calishite was in serious trouble.
Finally, Daryth splashed to the surface, drawing in large gulps of air. "It's
ready," he said. "I couldn't see any light on the far side, but | could hear
spl ashing. That probably neans there's an airspace. Should we try it?"
"Naturally," Tristan said. "I'Il go first."

"Good," said the Calishite. "I'll send Canthus through after you. Try to keep

track of himif you can."

"See you on the other side," said the prince. Wshing he had spent nore tine
learning to swm he dove toward the hole, surprised at how large it had
grown. The water-saturated stone nmust have been consi derably eroded, for



Daryth had kicked a | arge amount of it away.

The current swept Tristan through, and only his hands, held out before him
deflected his head froma solid stone wall. The current swept hi mdown through
a narrow bot -
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tl eneck and into a chute that was full of foam ng water

He slid downward, but the sides of the chute were gentle, and he quickly
scranbl ed out of the water, coming to a stop upon a sloping slab of rock. The
wat er rushed by a few feet down the slope. The prince barely had time to
notice the dimillumnation in this tunnel -+t seened to cone from above

hi mbef ore he saw Cant hus bobbi ng madl y.

"Here, dog!" he cried, slipping into the water to seize the pani cked noorhound
by his broad neck. Twisting desperately against the force of the current, he
wrestl ed the dog onto shore a dozen feet farther down the chute fromhis

origi nal stopping place.

Daryth soon burst fromthe tight underground passage and crawl ed ninbly from
the water to sit beside them Somehow he had rmanaged to carry the trident with
hi mt hrough the tw sting tunnel

"Not bad," he remarked. "Now where to from here?"

"Up," said the prince. He pointed to the shaft he had examined in the |last few
mnutes. It was the source of the light that seeped into the tunnel, and

sl oped upward at a relatively shallow angle. "I'Il bet that leads to the
keep."

"I ndeed," nodded the Calishite. "And the water fromour trap is not the whole
source of this stream See how the water flows fromfarther into the castle?"
Daryth gestured beyond the passageway they had energed from and Tristan saw

t he underground stream nerging far into the subterranean darkness.

"Hsst!" Daryth whispered, quickly gesturing up the slope of the chute.

They stared downstream and gradually Tristan saw novenent agai nst the water.
A columm of creatures was slowy nmoving upstream The band drew cl oser, and
Tri stan recogni zed the sahuagi n. They noved nenacingly upstreamin the shall ow
chute, arcing through the water |ike salnon returning to the spawni ng pool s.
Several of the sea creatures stood before the rest, keenly peering about the
tunnel while the others swam past. Then anot her group woul d take up the guard,
farther upstream while the last dove into the water and spl ashed ahead.

The creatures—ristan counted at |east two dozen-slid
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past them about forty feet away. The light fromthe tunnel was at its npst

i ntense agai nst the water nearest them so they hoped that the sahuagin

| ookouts would be blinded to their presence in the shadows.

One of the leering fish-men took up the watch at the very foot of the slope
where they hid. Its bul bous eyes seenmed to see into every niche and cranny as
it slowy pivoted its broad head. Its gaze passed the trio and then swung
back. For a long nonment, they peered into the darkness around them Then the
eyes passed to the front of the colum, and the sahuagin leaped in with its
fell ows. Soon the band of monsters had noved out of sight.

"Let's go," the prince finally whispered, and they crawl ed fromtheir hiding
hol e. Crouching, they noved al ong the slope toward the mouth of the shaft

| eadi ng upwar d.

"Il go first," whispered Tristan. Daryth was by far the better clinber, and
the Calishite, at the rear, would have a better chance of catching the prince
or the hound if either should slip.

Tristan | eaned forward into the shaft, which was about four feet in dianeter
and seened to clinb at an angle hal fway between horizontal and vertical. The
rock inside was slick but rough, and he was able to pull hinself along using
awkwar d handhol ds. Bracing his knees, he forced his torso upward and found

hi gher handhol ds.

He neared the top after several mnutes, his knees bruised and his fingernails
cracked. Suddenly, his hand slipped froma wet knob of rock, and he started to
slide back down the pipe. He arched his back instinctively and wedged hi nsel f



to a stop with his back against the top of the shaft and his hands and knees
agai nst the bottom The rough rocks slashed his skin, and salt stung his
wounds, but he did not |ose much of his hard-earned height. Pausing a noment
to regain his breath, he inched his way upward again and finally craw ed out
the top of the shaft.

Tristan lay perfectly still upon the floor of a corridor. Solid iron doors
lined one wall, and the surfaces of the walls were rough-hewn. The corridor
was well-lighted, for high above himwere several narrow w ndows.

In another mnute Canthus lunged fromthe shaft, closely
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foll owed by Daryth. They all rested briefly, while the two nmen | ooked for
possi bl e avenues of escape.

"That way?" suggested the Calishite, looking to the right.

"It seens to go up," agreed Tristan

They got to their feet and slowy nmoved up the corridor. The iron doors stood
inthe left wall, spaced about thirty feet apart. No sound cane from any of
the roonms. Draped in seaweed, the first door was pocked with rust.

"Let me test that," suggested the prince. He stepped forward and selected a
pair of bars that seened the nost corroded. Gipping one in each hand, he
flexed the nuscles of his broad shoulders, clenching his teeth with the
effort. Slowy, the two bars spread apart until one of them broke off at its
base. The resulting opening was just wi de enough for themto squeeze through
"Ni ce work," Daryth whispered. Wth his trident extended before him he
stepped over to the door to the outside and | ooked through one of the cracks.
He blinked in pain as the bright Iight assaulted his eyes, but soon he could
make out enough detail to see where they were.

"That's the courtyard," he said softly. "We're not far fromthe doors we were
trying to open when we fell into the trap. That door— he pointed to the other
exit fromthe guardroom "seens to lead into the rest of the keep."

The Calishite led the way again, this time with Canthus at his side, and they
squeezed t hrough the narrow entrance w t hout pushing the door farther open

"I't'll squeak for sure," he explai ned.
They entered a chanber that was illum nated by sunlight stream ng in through
narrow wi ndows set high in the wall. Tall colums lined the vast room

supporting heavy wooden beans that seened, sonehow, to have escaped the
corrosive effects of their |ong submergence. A wi de hallway opened into the
far side of the room l|leading into the depths of the castle, while a smaller
openi ng branched to the left.

"This must have been a grand ballroomor receiving hall,"” said Tristan
unconsci ously whispering. Never in his life had he seen such an awesone sight.
"Shoul d we check on Pont swai n?" asked Daryth, suddenly remenbering their
unconsci ous conpani on
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Tristan shrugged. "He's as safe as we are.”

Suddenly, the floor runbled slightly beneath them and the prince's heart

| eaped. Was the castle about to sink? But the runbling ceased, and the castle
did not seemto be noving.

"We've got to get out of here soon!" said Tristan

"I haven't seen anything we could use as a boat—er even a raft," said Daryth.
"There's a lot nore to this castle, it seens. Maybe we can find sonething in
here.”

Tristan started across the vast hall, peering around the heavy col ums that
lined two of the walls. Canthus acconpanied himwhile Daryth checked the ot her
side, toward the wi de hallway. The prince approached the narrow corridor to
the left.

"There's a stairway over here," called Daryth—his [oud whi sper carrying easily
t hrough the hall. "See anythi ng?"

"Not yet." Tristan paused before the narrow corridor. He could hardly keep
hinself fromentering it immedi ately- He was vaguely aware of Daryth,

i nvestigating the stairway.



And then Tristan was in the hallway, walking away fromthe great hall. He had
not consciously decided to do so, yet he knew that he was going the right
direction. Daryth was suddenly forgotten as he picked up his pace, hurrying
toward his unknown but beckoni ng destination
He stepped under a narrow stone arch and wal ked down anot her short corridor
Canthus followed, silently vigilant. Before himstood a simlar arch, and
beyond that was a well-illum nated room The |ight seened softer than the
sunlight that streamed into the wi ndows of the castle, however.
Intrigued, Tristan passed under the second arch to find hinmself in a round
room Its ceiling was a done inlaid with gold, and its walls bore carvings of
startling conplexity depicting woodl and scenes and pastoral farn ands. The
detail ed etchings had remmi ned cl ean and sharp, even after centuries
under wat er .
But the dominant feature of the roomwas in its center, where a long gl ass
case rested upon a solid, alnopst altarlike base. Cool white |light emerged from
the top of the case. Its sides were nasked by plush purple curtains that hung
i nside the gl ass.
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Tristan nmoved forward, all danger forgotten. Stunbling slightly at the nearly
hypnoti c sight, he reached the side of the case and | ooked in ..

and al nost cried out in sadness.
The case itself seened to glow with a soft, unearthly radiance. Tristan saw a
young, frail worman. Her delicate face was inpossibly beautiful, and | ong
gol den tresses spread from her head, cushioning her. She was dressed in a
pl ai n gown, enbroidered very faintly with gold thread
Her skin was so light as to be translucent. Her eyes were closed, and she |ay
perfectly still, as she nust have lain for centuries. So beautiful, thought
Tristan, and so | ong dead.
Then she noved.
Daryth sprang up a long flight of stairs. A feeling of urgency gripped him
but nowhere did he see anything that would serve themas a raft. He knew
Tristan still searched the great hall, but he didn't dare risk calling to his
friend.
The stairs ended in a | ong bal cony, with hallways running into the distance to
either side. He saw several open doorways that led to the bal cony, and he
| ooked quickly into each roomas he jogged toward the righthand hal l way. This

upper floor was well illum nated by narrow wi ndows, though the interiors of
the rooms were rather dark
Still, he saw nothing but weckage in each chanmber. The doors had apparently

long since rotted away, and likew se any furniture that they had contai ned was
now not hi ng but danp rot.

He heard a sound in one roomas he ran past, and he thought that he night have
seen a flash of nmovenent. Daryth imrediately flattened hinself against the
wal | outside of that room holding his trident poised to strike.

H s al ertness was rewarded as another of the sahuagi n bounded through the
doorway, its dead fish-eyes blinking warily down the corridor. Before it could
react, Daryth thrust his weapon savagely at the nonster's throat.

The sahuagin's gills flared in rage, but the middle point of the weapon caught
it squarely in the neck. The Calishite pressed it renorsel essly across the
hall as the nonster's
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webbed hands grasped at the shaft of the trident. It started to tw st away,

but then the wall opposite the doorway stopped its retreat. Daryth felt the
tip of the weapon puncture the thing's scaly skin.

Red, oily fish blood spurted fromits neck as the nonster slowy slunped to
the ground. It flopped reflexively several times, and then lay still. Daryth

| ooked cautiously around, but saw no other signs of novenent. Quickly he
turned and continued his rapid journey down the corridor. For a minute he

j ogged past roons |ike those he had seen earlier, but then he stopped.

H s instincts had apparently been correct, for he now stood before a solid,



var ni shed door of heavy oak. A silver keyplate, untarnished by the sea, seened
to beckon his tools.

Wth anot her | ook around, Daryth knelt before the door and pulled a thin probe
fromhis belt. Placing his ear next to the silver plate, he carefully pushed
and poked with the stiff wire. One minute |ater, he was rewarded by a sharp
"click."

He pushed on the door and it swung smoothly open. The roomwi thin was dry. And
it contained nore treasure than he had ever seen in his life.

Crystal lanterns lit the roomin a silky white glow Golden and silver plates
were stacked on the floor, and jewel ed candel abra awaited their waxen char ges,
scintillating in the magical illumnation. Several crowns lay on the

fl oor—each studded with nmore gens than the Calishite had ever seen. A
scattering of gold coins lay like a carpet across the floor, and bits of

| eather, crystal, and shining nmetal suggested even nore treasures buried in
the coins.

H s eyes were drawn to a weapon, and his jaw dropped as he recogni zed his own
scimtar! It can't be, he told hinself, but the weapon was unmi stakable. He
noticed a sword next to it and picked it up, fairly certain that it was

Pont swai n' s weapon. Though he | ooked for the Sword of Cynrych Hugh, there was
no sign of Tristan's blade in the room

He casual ly ki cked aside sone of the coins and di scovered a pair of soft

gl oves that |ooked like they were the right size. On inmpulse, the Calishite
put down the sword and pulled on the gloves. They inmediately lightened in
color until they
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exactly matched the hue of his skin. Each fingertip even had an artificial
fingernail. Soneone would have had to | ook very closely to see that he wore
anyt hi ng upon his hands. They were snooth and warm and quite confortable.

Then he noticed anot her piece of |eather, nearly buried by the coins, and he
pulled free a snooth and tightly sewn sack. He saw another just like it and

pi cked that one up, too. Wth luck, their flotation problemwould be sol ved by
t hese.

Gat hering his belongings, he left the room The door |ocked behind him

Wth a sense of profound wonder, Tristan watched the woman rise. She sat up
slowy, and for the first tine the prince realized that the gl ass case had no
top. She opened her eyes, and though her skin was pale as death, her eyes were
deep brown, rich and | oving.

Then she smiled, and Tristan's knees buckled fromthe beauty of her face.

Unwi ttingly, he knelt before her, forced to drop his eyes in wonder

"My lady," he gasped.

She studi ed himcuriously, extending her hand and t hen speaking quietly. "MW
husband, have you come for ne?"

But then her voice trailed off, and she stared at the prince for a ful

m nute. When she spoke again, her voice was nore confident.

"Rise, ny prince, and step forward." Her voice was even nore |ovely than her
snmle. Dunbly, Tristan rose and noved hesitantly to the side of the case.
"This shall be yours again, until you find its true bearer." She held forth an
obj ect that had been by her side.

Tristan's senses returned as he saw the object that she extended toward him
hilt first.

She offered himthe Sword of Cynrych Hugh—the sword that had been | ost when
hi s boat sank! How she came to hold the weapon, the prince did not try to
guess, but he took it reverently and kneeled of his own wll.

"You are Queen Allisynn," he guessed. "I do not know why you have perforned
for me this great miracle. But my sword shaH be yours to command for the rest
of my days!"
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For a nonent, her exquisite face | ooked sad. "Alas, but | amfar beyond the
need for swords. This ... tomb is all the protection | will ever need." She



sighed and Tristan's heart nearly broke.
"But you shall have need of that sword, and very soon," she continued. "Wich

is why, of course, | returned it to you. You did lose it, didn't you?"

"Yes. Forever, | thought."

"Do not say that. You cannot have any idea how | ong forever is." The rebuke
was in words only, for her tone was still gentle.

"You are here for a reason, prince, and | shall tell you what that reason is
so you may | eave. You haven't nuch tinme, you know. " As Tristan nodded, she
conti nued.

"You have a destiny laid upon you, Prince Tristan Ken-drick of Corwell. And it
is mne to tell you what that destiny is. That is why, of course, your sword
was returned.”

Her voice grew solemm and serious. "The realnms of the Ffolk are to be united
again, as they were by ny husband, Cynrych Hugh. They are to be united in your
time, and in your presence. Now, this is the destiny | shall lay upon you:
"You are to find the next H gh King of the Ffol k-+he one who will rule our
people into a new age. You are to find him and your sword shall becone his."
Tristan's heart pounded at her words. Tb see the Ffol k united again under a
strong Hi gh King! Tb find the one who would be that Hi gh King! He proudly

gri pped the Sword of Cynrych Hugh and raised his head to neet the eyes of the

dead queen, though he still knelt before her
"This | shall do, ny lady, for the rest of ny life, if need be. But tell ne,
how shall | know this king?"

"You shall know himwi th your heart. But you may better find him by know ng

t hese t hi ngs:

"Hi s nane shall be Cynrych, and he will bear that sword

H's destiny will carry himmny pl aces.

He shall fly above the earth,

Even as he delves its depths.

Wnd and fire, earth and sea

Al shall fight for him Wen it is tine for himto claimhis throne."
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She fini shed speaki ng and appeared to grow very tired. Tristan sprang to his
feet only to see her lie again in the case, her body reposed in the eternal
stillness of death.

The mustering of the Scarlet Guard was a thing spectacul ar in sound and sight,
fearful to behold. The citizens of Gal-lidyrr scurried into the nearest
buil di ngs as the king's nercenaries assenbled in the heart of the town.

Each of the four brigades of the guard gathered in its own quarter of the city
and then marched toward the great, open square that stood bel ow the towering
maj esty of Caer Callidyrr. Al the towers of the castle streaned with pennants
procl ai m ng the proud enmbl em of each of the dozen conpanies in the force.
First, three brigades of hunman mercenaries, battle-hardened soldiers, narched
intight formation into the square, standing at attention around three of the
four sides.

Each nenber of these brigades, conposed of three conpani es each, wore a cloak
of blazing scarlet and a tall helnmet plumed with crinson feathers. Their
weapons were clean and gl eaned in the m dday sun

Fi erce, inmplacable warriors, these human nmercenaries were feared along the
length of the Sword Coast. No crinme was too hei nous, no nurderous or rapine
task too hateful, for the Scarlet CGuard to take on

But none of these three brigades could match, in nmight or in terror, the
reputation of the fourth brigade.

Ki ng Carrathal stood upon the ranpart of Caer Callidyrr with his close

advi ser, the wizard Cyndre, beside him H's pulse raced at the spectacle
before him

"Ch, | say! This is sinply splendid! They |ook so
for the right word " so mlitary!"

"I ndeed, sire," nodded the sorcerer. Cyndre was pleased at the sight as well,
but did not reveal his enptions quite as openly as did his naster.

Hi s Mpjesty groped



"Hmm isn't there supposed to be one nore?" King Carrathal was busy
recounting the troops before them

"I believe the ogre brigade is arriving soon, Your Mjesty."

The ground shook underfoot as the tronmp of heavy f oot -
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steps pounded the street. There was no sign of any citizen of Callidyrr now,
as there was no mistaking the source of that m ghty cadence.

The ogre brigade narched as a |l ong colum into the square, thunping steadily
to the place of honor before the castle.

The ogres stood at attention, but it was obvious that they were not
particularly skilled at this, though they excelled at shuffling, spitting,
grunting, and nose-picking. Each of the great brutes stood at |east eight feet
tall, with crooked, trunklike |legs and a stocky, stooping body.

Their faces were bestial, with | ong foreheads that sloped down to beady,
glaring eyes. Broad noses flared upward, revealing wide nostrils and even

wi der mout hs. W cked tusks extended fromthe corners of those nouths.

These brutal nonsters came fromevery corner of the Real ms, gathered and

di sci pl i ned—barel y—by the good pay of their human commanders. And in truth,
ogres were well-suited to the needs of the guard. Huge, fearless fighters,
they could crush any band of humans that dared to stand before themand woul d
as easily spit a child upon a spear as an opposi ng swordsman. The ogres

relished the tasks of the guard, for killing and mayhem were their nost basic
desires. The m ssions of the brigade gave them an opportunity to do both.
" Sonehow, | never realized that there were quite so many of them" said the

king hesitantly. "They really make up quite a force, don't they?"

"I ndeed, Your Majesty. They are an army mightier than any upon the Monshaes,
and they will do your bidding alone.” The wizard snirked a little as he said
it.

"W had better send themoff, hadn't we?" blurted the king. "You do think
they'Il catch him don't you?"

"I"'mcertain they will, Sire. The Prince of Corwell shall have a very short
visit to Alaron. A very short visit indeed."
"Teacher, |I'mfrightened."

Robyn spoke quietly, not certain that Genna was awake. The Great Druid |ay
muf fled in a down quilt, though the day
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was warm Her steady breathing was her only sign of life.

"I't's Acorn," Robyn continued, pulling her shawl nore tightly across her

shoul ders at the vivid nenories. As far as she knew, the stranger was stil
spel | bound, standing stupidly beside the pond. Neverthel ess, she had | at ched
t he door of the cottage when she entered, for she knew that the spell would
eventually | ose its potency.

Genna' s eyes flickered open, and she turned to gaze intently at her pupil. Her
gray hair, pulled back fromher face, enphasized her severe expression. She
struggled to sit up, and Robyn hel ped her, placing pillows behind her back
"Evil!" she hissed. She stared at Robyn, but it seemed to her that the G eat
Druid actually | ooked right through her. "He is evil!" she said again. It was
the nost articul ate statenent she had made in many days.

"Acorn?" Robyn said. "Hut, | thought... Oh Genna, what should | do? Help ne!"
This time the ol der wonman | ooked at her niece with an intensity that made
Robyn squi rm Genna coughed once, a dry, rasping sound, before she spoke
agai n.

"You must kill him"

Bhaal watched the Heart of Kazgoroth carefully, feeling its thrumr ng power.
The shred of the Beast had begun its work. Soon, now, (he task would be
conpl et e.

He took note of the feeble earthmagic of the druid and sneered. Her strength,
and the m ght of her dying goddess, could not hope to stand against him as he
had denmonstrated upon Al aron



There, he had commanded his cleric to destroy the druids. Hobarth had used the
anbitious wizard to hel p, even convincing Cyndre that the plan was the
sorcerer's own idea. One by one, the druids of Alaron had died, drawn out by
Hobarth's power, slain by magic or the cold steel of the assassin's bl ade.
Their nutil ated bodi es had been used to pollute and defile the Monwells from
whi ch they drew so nuch of their power.

That power was now broken forever. The next to fall would be the druids

of Gwnnet h, the keepers of Myrl och V&l e.
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The sound of Cant hus barking savagely brought Tristan back to his senses.

I mredi ately he felt the trenors in the floor below him He staggered forward
turning to run like a drunk from Queen Allisynn's tonb as the marbl e surface
heaved and rocked. He charged down the short corridor and into the great hal
beyond.

Cant hus bounded before him racing for a great double door leading to the
courtyard. Daryth had just reached the door. Tristan saw that he now carried a
swor d.

"Al'l 1 could find," he gasped as Tristan ran to his side, helping to pull open
the huge portal. H's eyes w dened at the sight of the Sword of Cynrych Hugh
girded again at the prince's side, but the Calishite said nothing. The castle
shook once nore, sending them stunbling.

The door creaked open stubbornly. Tristan was about to run through the door
when Daryth's voice halted him

"Wait!" The Calishite probed the flagstones before themwith his trident. The
i ron barbs cl unked agai nst the surface several tinmes, and Tristan was startled
by a sudden "click."

Two sections of floor gave way, swinging freely inward to reveal a long, dark
shaft. Uneasily, the prince stepped back

"Same kind of trap," the Calishite smled ruefully. He stepped ninbly al ong
the side of the pit. The prince junped after himand nmade it through the door
with no difficulty.

They found Pontswain where they had left him The lord was sitting up, rubbing
the brui sed side of his face. "Were did you go?" he demanded. "Leaving ne
to—

"Shut up!" barked the prince, then | ooked a bit sheepish. "Uh, thanks

you know, for helping ne out in there."
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The lord | ooked surprised but offered no argunment. |Instead he clinbed
unsteadily to his feet.

The castle was beginning to sink. Already water was pouring through the gate.
They had left the outer portal down after entering, and the seawater now
rushed into the courtyard through the wi de openi ng. They stood upon the

bal cony outside the keep, five steps up fromthe courtyard itself, and watched
the water slowy clinb the stairs.

"There's no way we can fight the current through the gate," said Daryth. "W
mght as well wait until it comes over the walls and hope that we can fl oat
out. Here, fill this with air," said Daryth, handing each of them a | eather
sack. "This is howwe'l| float."

Skeptically, Tristan took the bag and blew a lungful of air into it. The bag
barely puffed out. Again and again, he breathed enough air to fill the bag
several tines over.

"It has a leak," he said, |ooking quickly at the rising water

Daryth blew into his bag. "That's what | thought at first. But they're hol ding
all the air weVe blown into them"

"How?" said Tristan, looking at the |linmp sack

"These are magical bags. | found themin the castle treasure room They wll
hold a lot nore than their size would indicate. Now, keep bl ow ng!"
Still doubtful, they nonethel ess continued trying to inflate the bags. Slowy,

Tristan's began to grow, and finally it was reasonably firm Daryth took a



length of twine fromhis beltpouch and | ashed the three sacks together
tightening the Iine about the nmouths of the bags.

In another minute the water had reached the | evel of the bal cony. Soon they
stood wai st-deep in water

The bags rose beside themas the water lifted them off the ground, and Tristan
was surprised at how bouyant they were. Soon the nmen were carried fromtheir
feet, but they floated easily into the courtyard. They were even able to
support Canthus with their makeshift floats.

The water inside the courtyard was within six feet of the top of the wall when
seawat er poured over the ranparts. Crushing waves now roil ed around t hem
threatening to tear the bags fromtheir grip. Desperately holding on, Tristan
tried to see if Canthus was still with them but he [ ost
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sight of everything but the bag under his hands and the water. As nore of the
sea poured into the courtyard, the surface slowy cal med, and Tristan was

relieved to see that Canthus, Daryth, and Pontswain were still hanging on. In
no tine, they were floating easily again.

"Still no sign of a sail,"” said Daryth. "I guess this puts us about where we
were this nmorning."

"Not exactly," said Tristan. "lI've got the Sword of Cynrych Hugh again!"

He debated telling them of the prophecy of the dead queen. But a | ook at

Pont swai n' s suspicious face told himhe should not. Perhaps |ater he would
tell Daryth.

"Master, we must discuss a problem”

"Must we discuss it now, Kryphon? | amvery tired. H s Mjesty was npst

petul ant today."

Cyndre turned fromthe nmirror to regard Kryphon. The master of the council had
been gazing at an undersea setting. Kryphon watched the greenish i mage of a
pal e, lunminescent city slowy fade fromsight. He saw several fishlike
figures, carrying weapons, drift lazily past the mirror before the picture

di sappear ed.

"It could have the gravest consequences for us all, naster.
a rush. "Al exei has been disloyal."

"You woul d condemn a brother wi zard, Kryphon? | am surprised at you."

"The charge is justified! He tried to convince Doric that you have been
mani pul ated by the cleric. Fortunately, she spoke to ne imediately after the

Kryphon spoke in

di scussion. | wasted no tine in seeking you!"
"Are you certain of this? Is Doric telling the truth?"
Kryphon nodded vigorously. "I placed her under a charm spell as she spoke, and

she told ne the truth. She would have babbled all night if | hadn't finally
put her to sleep.”

Cyndre tapped his chin in thought. "You have done well," he said at last. "I
fear our conrade Alexei is lost to us. W can but see that his | oss causes us

no damage."

"Is Razfallow the solution?"

"No, Kryphon. | have other plans for the assassin. But we
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can afford to be patient in the matter of Alexei. W shall wait. He will do
nothing for some tinme. Alexei is not a man of action. But our tine will cone.
When the cleric returns fromhis mssion to Gwnneth, he will find Al exe

waiting for him ready to offer his blood as the tears of Bhaal ."

Robyn wal ked hesitantly toward the pond. She had replaced her torn gown with a
| eather jerkin. "I can't kill him" she repeated to herself. For once, her
teacher had asked her to do sonething that she could not reconcile with her
faith. O was this sonme kind of test? Did Genna seek to exam ne her devotion
to the goddess, her obedience? "I don't care!" she told herself angrily. "
can't kill him"

But neither could she allow Acorn to remain in the grove. No other possibility
even entered her mnd. The man's | ook of stark nadness—his clutching, greedy
hands—stuck vividly in her nenory and sent a shiver down her spine.



Fortunately, her druid spell had been able to stop him
She nade up her mind to expel himfromthe grove, sending himaway with a
conmand never to return. It was not what her teacher had commanded her to do,

but she could not bring herself to slay him Evil, Genna had called hi m—and
he was. Still, Robyn felt that he was not entirely responsible for his
actions.

She crossed the garden and noved anong the great oaks, nearing the pond. As
she passed the place where she had been tearing up the vines weeks earlier

she noticed that the stout stick she had used to pry the vines now | ay beside
the sturdy trunk. Feeling vaguely uneasy, she picked it up

She wi shed for Tristan's presence with a sudden, surprising intensity. The
prince, she knew, would have had no difficulty enforcing Gennas' order

She emerged fromthe oaks, expecting to see Acorn still frozen upon the
riverbank. But the stranger was gone.

Her uneasiness grew into worry as she stepped from between the huge trees. She
nmoved carefully along the grassy bank, |ooking at the ground for signs of his
departure. The riverbank here was a narrow strip of field, bordered by the
river on one side and thick undergrowth on
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the other. The river was about forty feet wide and three feet deep. Its
crystalline waters, racing over colorful stones, forned the southern border of
the Great Druid's grove.

Suddenly she heard novenent in the undergrowmh and whirled to see Acorn
lunging toward her with a crazed gleamin his eyes. He cackled unintelligibly
as he nmoved far faster than his feebl e appearance suggested possible.

She lifted the stick and chanted the single word again.

"Stop!"

Acorn did stop, but not fromany effect of her spell. Instead, the nadman
stonped his feet and how ed with | aughter. Then he becane very quiet, peering
at Bobyn with intense concentration

H s | ook was the nost frightening thing she had ever seen

When he began to nunbl e words that sounded l|ike spell-casting, her fright
turned to sheer terror. Her nouth fell open. But Acorn couldn't cast spells—er
could he? What did his words nean?

And then she understood that he commanded druidic magic, as upon Acorn's final
word, a buzzing swarm of insects humred fromhis hand to cluster about her on
the riverbank. Hobyn felt a fiery stinger lash into her cheek as nore of the
creatures | anded upon her, seeking every patch of exposed skin. The sound of
the swarmwas a droning so loud that it seemed certain to drive her nad.

She suppressed an urge to screamshe dared not open her nmouth. Instead she
turned to run awkwardly to the stream Her eyes were tightly shut as she flung
hersel f headlong into the cool water. She forced herself to stay underwater,
swi mm ng downstream for as |ong as she could hold her breath. Wen she finally
burst to the surface, she saw that the mass of insects was gradually swarm ng
across the river, out of the Geat Druid's grove. The pain from her stings
slow y subsided, but her skin still burned.

A small portion of the swarm broke toward her as she energed fromthe water,
but she cast a sinple spell of protection, nmaking a rapid gesture about
hersel f. The wasps stormed forward angrily, but then buzze'd in a circle
around her, unable to close through the magi cal barrier she had raised against
t hem
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Acorn was al ready | ooking for her, giggling and staggering al ong the

ri verbank. Robyn spl ashed toward shore, hoping to get out of the water before
he reached her.

The feebl e-m nded wi | dnan paused again, and again Robyn felt that intense
concentration that could only mean he was preparing to cast a spell. Crawing
onto the river-bank, soaking wet and gasping, she felt very vul nerable.

She grabbed a root to pull herself up, and suddenly it squirned in her grasp.



The end of the root |ashed upward, growi ng eyes and | ong fangs. She jerked
back just before the undoubtedly venonous spell-cast snake struck. The snake's
fangs enmbedded thenselves in the soft | oam as she snatched her hand away.
More snakes slithered toward her froma tangle that had, before Acorn's spell,
contai ned only dry sticks. She sensed the serpents closing in fromall sides.
She paused, pulling a tiny sprig of mstletoe fromher belt, and chanted a few
words very softly as she crushed the plant to dust. She felt the aura surround
her, and she knew that she had become conpletely invisible to the snakes and
to all other animals of the natural world. The creatures withed past, and her
stomach knotted as she saw several forked tongues flick forth to seek her
The madman still saw the young druid before him but he also saw that the
snakes could not find her. His carefully nmarshalled discipline—+that self
control that had allowed himto recall powers he had | ong kept buried—began to
crunbl e under the frustration of the thwarted attacks.
Abruptly, he howed in rage and charged toward Robyn, his fingers
outstretched, clutching for her throat. H's how gave way to an equally
inarticul ate cackle as he reached her.
Robyn saw the man charge, and she seized a stout stick with both hands.
Raising it high, she swung it |ike an axe at the madman. She had never hit
anything so hard in her life!
She felt the shock of his broken neck travel through the stick to her wists
and arms. He dropped w thout a sound, his head droopi ng grotesquely over his
ri ght shoul der.
Robyn' s whol e body shook. She staggered backward and sat down heavily, feeling
sick. Acorn's eyes stared at her fromhis unnaturally bent head, and she
wat ched t hem
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But the power of the goddess had flowed through her, and from her, and her own
strength had not been expended. Her shaking stopped, and she wal ked over to
t he body.
Acorn was unquestionably dead. Hi s skin was already pale, and his head |lay at
that absurd angle. Still she knelt and listened for breathing, felt for a
pul se. He was dead.
Then she noticed his pouch
She had forgotten about the tattered wap and its treasured contents in the
time Acorn had been with her. But now she vividly recalled his fear when she
had reached for it. Robyn reached for the ragged sack again and pulled the
drawstring free. She hefted the thing, which seenmed to contain a fist-size
rock. TUrning it upside down, she shook it.
A black rock fell beside her knee. It was rounded and snooth, oddly shaped. It
| ooked li ke a carving of a vaguely human heart that some craftsman had
rendered froma piece of hard coal. It lay several inches fromher, but she
felt its warnth even through her | eather breeches. The rock was surprisingly
large for its weight. Its density was nore |ike soft pine than stone.
She tried to | ook away fromthe stone and found that she could not.
Rel uctantly, yet at the same time feeling a tingling excitenent, she reached
for it. Her fingers finally reached the snooth ebony surface ..

and her world expl oded into bl ack.
Newt neandered through the pines, thoroughly bored. He buzzed around | ooking
for sonething, anything, to catch his interest. The air in the woods was thick
and heavy, and |lethargy contributed to his boredom
H s path took himback to the grove, but he was in no particular hurry.
W thout an urgent reason, the faerie dragon could not possibly travel in a
straight line, and so his arrival could be anywhere from hours to days away.
He reached the shore of a broad pond, hovering silently with a steady
fluttering of his gossamer wings. Slowy he settled onto a wi de pine bough
| ooki ng around the shore. Such watering places, the dragon had discovered,
wer e
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likely to yield his quarry.

I ndeed, he soon saw a tiny fawn, staring into the clear water on the other
side of the pond. Instantly, Newt crouched, his tail arrow ng straight behind
him Wen he was quite certain of achieving surprise, he acted.

He cast a sinple illusion spell upon the reflection of the young deer. The
unfortunate creature found itself |ooking at a purple-furred, fang-toothed
horror that appeared to |unge out of the water, gaping maw extended. Wth a
sharp squeal of terror, the fawn tunbl ed backward in a rolling bundle of

gangly | egs.
"Hee hee nee!" Newt squealed as the little creature finally stunbled to its
feet and sprinted awkwardly into the woods. "I can't stand it!" he shrieked.

He nearly lost his grip as he slipped to hang bel ow the branch, supporting
hinself with his two left |legs. Tears clouded his vision as he scranbl ed back
atop the bough

"Ch, but that was marvel ous!" he boasted to the forest at large. "Nothing Iike
a good joke to nove a day al ong!"

He decided that he nust share this wonderful story with Robyn. She would cluck
di sapprovingly at his prank—she always did when a cute and hel pl ess ani nal was
i nvol ved—but Newt suspected that, deep down, she woul d be amused. And he
simply had to tell sonebody!

Springing into the air, the faerie dragon beat his wi ngs so hard that they
hunmred. He zipped |like an arrow across the pond and darted into the forest on
the far side. Waving anong the tree tops, he raced toward Genna's grove.

But when he reached the stream at the southern edge of the grove, he sl owed.
Sonet hing did not | ook right.

Newt gasped when he saw the bodies on the ground and qui ckly buzzed down to
[ight upon Robyn's back. Wth relief, he felt her breathing beneath him

al beit slowy. The man, he sawwith little surprise and no regret, was dead.
"Ch, Robyn, wake up!" he pleaded, |eaping to the ground and gently nudgi ng her
shoul der. "Please! It's me. Newt! What should | do?"

He shook his tiny head frantically, |ooking around for sone answer to his
guestion, when he spied the black rock at Robyn's side. Sonething about the

st one seemed unnat u-
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ral, repulsive. His ninble brain quickly connected the rock to his friend's
unconsci ousness.

Grasping the offending stone in both his forepaws, he |leaped into the air.
Wth the npost strenuous thrummng of his wings, he clinbed, feeling Iike a

| unbering condor. Slowy he flew across the stream away fromthe grove of the
Great Druid. After he had gone a mle or so, he dropped the stone in the woods
and raced back to Robyn's side.

Wth relief, he saw that she had al ready begun to stir.

"Asaill Tristan, a sail!"

The prince jerked fromhis slunber. He raised his head fromthe air bl adder
and shook it to clear the cobwebs. Blinking the saltwater fromhis eyes, he
foll owed Daryth's pointing finger

"I see it! It's comng right toward us!"

"Things are starting to | ook up," grinned the Calishite.

"Call them" croaked Pontswain, hope lighting his eyes.

"Too far," said Daryth. "But they're com ng right at us."

The little vessel indeed skipped closer. It had a single nast with a sai
colored in a broad rai nbow pattern. The prow was high, so they could not see
the interior of the craft. As it neared them however, they heard strains of a
song sung in a clear, femal e voice

"I knew a nerry wi dow, to her neighbors quite demure, But all the l[ads that
saw her said,

The lady's far frompure. Now | can't say the lads are right

(but I can't say they're wong) And | know that nerry w dow coul dn't—

"And what's this?" The song was abruptly interrupted as a beaning
weat her beaten face peered suddenly over the bow at them "Three drowned



rats—and sone flotsam"

Tristan's greeting died in his mouth, so astoni shed was he by the question and
answer. The speaker was a stout woman, perhaps forty years of age. Her round
face was split by a smle as wde as the sea. A garish hat, festooned with
grapes and appl es and huge flowers, sat astride her head, sagging
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nearly to her shoul ders.

"Well, cone aboard before | sail on by!" she cried, suddenly ducki ng out of

si ght.

But then a rope snaked into the air, splashing into the water between them
and each of them grabbed it as the boat passed only a few feet away. THstan
saw that it was a craft about twenty-five feet [ong, |ow of beam but with

sl eek lines and an eager, seaworthy | ook

They haul ed on the rope as the boat's |one occupant hoisted the sail and the
slimcraft drifted slowy to a stop. The woman had a lute strung across her
back, and an assortment of canvas bags had been thrown into the hull.

She reached down with a large red hand and pulled Tristan fromthe water. The
prince no sooner flopped into the bottom of the boat than Canthus, Pontswain,
and then Daryth, fell in beside him

"The nane's Tavish!" said their hostess, standing with her hands upon her hips
as she scrutinized her passengers. She was shorter than Tristan, though she
certainly weighed as much. Her face was pretty in a solid, farmmife sort of
way. It was inpossible not to be cheered while in the range of that bean ng
smile.

Her face grew thoughtful as she took in the sword at Tristan's side.

Sel f-consciously, he | ooked at the plain leather hilt, the worn scabbard that
had rotted away to reveal some of the glistening silver blade and its ancient
runes. Tavish | ooked back to his face.

"And, judging by your weapon," she said, "lI'mguessin' that you'll be the
Prince of Corwell!"

Hobarth noved at a steady plod through the neadows and forests of Mrloch
Val e. He was inpervious to the beauty around him interested only in draw ng
closer to the grove of the Great Druid. There, his god had told him he would
find the young druid. And Bhaal was never wr ong.

It never occurred to the huge cleric that he would have any difficulty
renovi ng Robyn fromthe care of her teacher. Hobarth had used his powers

agai nst druids before, and their feeble nature nagic had proven to be no match
for the
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aroused m ght of Bhaal. Indeed, when allied with the Council of Seven, the
power of Bhaal had been sufficient to drive the druids from Al aron
"True, these woods seened nore eternal than the forests that still renained

upon Al aron. But he shrugged off the notion that druid magic was a force to be
reckoned with.

He began to sense the nearness of his destination, and with it a powerful,
arcane calling. Sonmething was in the woods to his side. It radiated a sense of
cool evil that the cleric found very pl easant, even exhilarating. He stopped
for a noment, |ooking curiously into the brush. Whatever it was, the source of
the calling struck a highly responsive chord in the cleric's breast. He was
unable to ignore it.

Hobarth thrashed his way into the clunp of bushes, pushing branbles and briars
aside. He could tell that he neared the source of the calling, but that only
made his desire to reach it stronger

Suddenly he saw it, lying at the foot of a dead oak tree. A glistening black
rock lay upon the ground. It attracted himstrangely. Hobarth stepped forward
and picked up the object. It felt very warmand smooth in his hand, as if it
bel onged there. Amused, the cleric hefted the object, tossing it from one hand
to the other and back. Smiling, he turned back toward the grove and conti nued
hi s march.

Hobarth was not attuned to nature and took no notice of the fact that all of



the plant life within fifteen feet of the stone was wi thered and dead.

I n another hour he arrived at the bank of a small stream Somehow, he knew
that this was the border to the Great Druid's grove. As he stepped into the
stream intending to wade across it, a sudden bl ow smashed his body and
knocked him back to the shore. Springing to his feet, the cleric peered
around, seeking his assailant.

But he saw nothing. More slowy, he reached forward and touched the invisible
barrier he had struck. It seened to run along the shore of the stream and was
solid as iron. Cursing, he considered this evidence of druidic mght. He

wat ched a small bird dart across the stream and saw that it was unaffected by
the barrier. But when Hobarth reached forward, the invisible wall stopped him
col d.

BLACK W ZARDS

He chanted a short phrase, and magic suffused his body. He rose slowy from
the ground and floated twenty feet up in the air, to discover that the curtain
of protection extended up at |east that high. He did not want to go higher

for that would have carried himabove the treetops and he did not wish to be
obser ved.

Frustrated, Hobarth | owered hinself to the ground and stal ked al ong the shore
of the stream He was not used to being thwarted, and rage built wi thin him
This crude druidic protection was certainly a nuisance! He wondered if a truly
stunni ng di splay of Bhaal's power might blow it away, but he decided to

post pone experinentation. Such a spell would surely call attention to hinself.
He heard voices before him Quickly, he dropped into the underbrush and
carefully noved forward, using the shadows of the woods to advance around a
bend in the stream There before himhe saw his quarry.

The druid he sought knelt beside the stream splashing water into her face.
One of the pesky little dragons conmon to the Mbonshaes was with her, hovering
about like a worried nursemaid. Elated, Hobarth considered his options, and as
he did his elation faded.

How was he to get her out of the grove when he could not enter it? He

consi dered and di scarded several sinple options. He could not expect to charm
the woman fromthe grove with magic. The druid, he sensed, would be very
resistant to his spells upon the sacred ground of her teacher's grove. And he,
or rather, Bhaal, wanted her alive; her blood nust cone fresh to the altar of
his god. Thus, he could not use a baneful spell to kill her and another to
l[ift her body out. No, he would need to use a nore subtle tactic.

Hobarth absently stroked the black rock in his hand. Hi s beady eyes gl eaned
fromw thin their deep pouches of fat as he | ooked around for a suggestion
Then he saw t he body behind the druid, and an idea slowy formed in his brain.
Yes, he smiled to hinself. That body will do quite nicely. Praying reverently
to his god, Hobarth concentrated on the corpse in the field. The young druid's
back was to the body, as she once again knelt to splash her face. And then the
sinister mght of Bhaal —er was it the
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potent evil of the black rock?—flowed fromthe cleric, unnoticed by Robyn, to

the still form She was still kneeling as the body began to nove.
"So you want to see the big city?" said Tavish, chuckling.
"Yes," explained | Hstan, sticking to the story he had devel oped. "I've never

even seen the island of Alaron. They say it's rather unlike Gwnnet h—-has nore
farnms and people. And the city of Callidyrr, and Caer Callidyrr itself— want
to see the nost splendid pal ace of the Ffol k."

For a nonent |avish al nost | ooked sad. "They are splendid works, indeed, but
there is a way of |ooking at the splendor of your own ki ngdom-the untaned
forests, the rocky highlands—+hat makes the wonders of Callidyrr pale by
conparison. | prefer the earthiness of Corwell, nyself."

"Do you travel the Isles nmuch?" asked Daryth.

"Way, yes. Didn't |I tell you I'ma bard?"

"No, you didn't," replied the prince. He was not surprised.

"Indeed | am Not that |'ve visited Corwell recently—t's been a decade or



nmore, | should say. |'ve spent a lot of time on Moray recently. Now there's a
sad story...."

"What do you nean by that?" asked the prince.

"The king and several of his loyal |ords have all been nurdered in the past
year. No one seens to know who's behind it; there's no lord trying to step
into the vacancy. And who woul d want to?"

"I ndeed, " said Pontswain. "Mray has always seened a bl eak and barren | and.
Not hi ng but sheep and tundra." But the |ord sneaked a sideways gl ance of alarm
at Tristan. The prince felt a cold knife snake into his bowels at the news.
"There's a lot nore to it than that," said the bard firmy. "But now the |and
is without a | eader, and the nystery is without an answer. It makes for lots
of suspicions and argunents."

Tavi sh paused, |ooking themover. "The tales out of Snow down are no better,"
she continued. "The king di sappeared on a hunting trip and has not been heard
fromsince. No one's in charge—the whol e ki ngdom's in an uproar!"

Tristan digested the information with hei ghtened inter-
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est. Moray was anot her of the lands of the Ffolk, nom nally under the rule of
the Hi gh King. And there, as on Corwell, the king had been slain by nysterious
assassins, while the last king of the Ffol k—save the H gh King hinsel f—aas

m ssi ng from Snowdown.

"I"'mon my way back home to Al aron,"” continued Tavish. "Though the prospect
doesn't bring the joy it once did."

"Why not ?"

Tavi sh sighed. "There, too, are troubles. The Hi gh King seenms to fret about a
t housand i magi ned chal l enges to his throne. Who woul d i nagi ne that such a
worrier would cone to wear the crown of the Isles? Mire than one good and true
| ord has been | ocked in the royal dungeon, his |lands confiscated sinply
because the king i magi ned sone cause to fear him™"

The bard steered silently for a while as the conpani ons ate and rested.
Tristan felt strength seeping back into his weary muscles, but his mnd

remai ned agitated. Tavish's information, coupled with the prophecy, created
strong doubts in his mnd about the H gh King. Wen they reached Caer
Callidyrr itself, what could they say to a man who feared treachery fromevery

quarter?

"Land!" cried Daryth, spotting a stretch of green on the eastern horizon

"Take a | ook at Alaron, fellows!" |aughed Tavish. "W'll|l be |ashed to the dock
by nightfall!"

The prince's nood of foreboding vanished. "It can't be too soon for ne," he

remarked with a true sigh of relief.

"I reconmend The Diving Dol phi n—+ine food, good drink, and wonderfu

musi c—=+'11 be there nyself, you know. "

The nmen | aughed and prom sed to see the bard at the inn. By this time they
wer e passing the breakwater, and Tristan stood in the prow, eager to get his
first look at the island of Alaron. The |land was green and pastoral, dotted
with white farns and neat stone fences.

The town of Llewellyn was the biggest comunity Tristan had ever seen. Hs
first inmpression was of all-enconpassing whiteness. Stone walls, plastered
bui | di ngs, wooden houses—all were painted white. Tavish told himthat the town
was hone to nearly five thousand peopl e.
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The sense of wonder remained with himas they glided up to a snooth stone
quay, lavish sprang to the shore, pulling the vessel tightly against the stout
wooden bumpers. The passengers clinmbed out and | ooked around. Trying hard not
to stare, Tristan was enbarrassed by his |lack of traveling experience.
Everyt hi ng seened so new

The dockside at Llewellyn consisted of a |arge, parklike area of grass,
surrounded by a multitude of shops. Cool al ehouses quickly awakened Tristan's
thirst. He saw vendors of apples, cherries, and nore exotic fruits hawking
their wares. Hot neat sizzled on a small grill in one place. He saw beads and



baubl es, crystal goblets, and steel weapons on display in a variety of snall,
gl ass-fronted shops. Narrow streets lined with two-story buildings led to the
south, north, and east. Several dozen pedestrians, a few horses, and a

hal f - dozen two-wheel ed carts were in notion

"The Dol phin is that way," said |lavish, pointing up the street that |ed away
fromthe sea. "Go on and settle in. I'll be there before long."

So saying, the bard turned back to her boat. She uttered a single word—ristan
couldn't quite hear what she said-and for a nonment it |ooked as though she had
destroyed the vessel. The keel of the boat bent double, as the bow and stern
rose to neet each other. The craft, thus raised, did not sink, but instead the
rai sed fore and aft sections fol ded downward again to halve the boat once nore
in size, lavish now pulled the thing—it |ooked |ike a w de board, about eight
feet long—fromthe water. It continued to fold up on the shore until it had
reduced itself to a box that would have strained to hold a pair of heavy

boot s.

"See you in a little while!" she called, striding purposefully toward the

nort hern avenue.

"There's nore to the lady than neets the eye,"” nused Daryth, staring after the

bard. "I"'mglad we'll see her again."
"Let's find that inn and get sonething to drink, then," said the prince. "I'm
thirsty!"

"I shouldn't doubt it," said Pontswain sarcastically. "Although a hot neal
woul d do ne good."

The streets of Llewellyn were crowded, at |east by Cor-wellian standards, but
the Ffol k they passed seemed unusu-
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ally quiet. There was none of the friendly banter that the prince was used to.
The Diving Dol phin stood a short distance fromthe park. The whitewashed
facade was weat herbeaten and faded, and the wi de steps leading up to the front
door showed signs of nany repairs.

"No dogs," grunted a huge, bl ack-bearded man as Tristan started through the
door. The fellow stood in the shadows but noved forward quickly to bl ock the
ent rance.

The prince stopped, annoyed. Daryth spoke before Tristan had a chance to
rebuke the man, however.

"He'll wait out here for us. Down, Canthus!" The hound-nkster pointed to a
corner of the wi de porch, and Canthus wal ked to it, flopping heavily onto his
belly. He lay his head upon his forepaws and did not nove.

The man stepped aside, and Daryth prodded the prince through the door. Tristan
turned upon his friend as soon as they had entered the huge inn

"What did you do that for? He had no right—=

"Actually, it's the customin nost places," said the Calishite. "Corwell is
the only place |I've lived where dogs are treated as well as people.”

Tristan felt sick. His naivete had al nost caused himto nake a fool of

hi nsel f! Sone future king he was!

"Dont worry about it," laughed Daryth. "YouVe got ne along to | ook after youl
Now, let's get sonething to eat."

The Seven sat about their w de table again. Six black hoods rose in
fascination, absorbing the words that came fromthe seventh—the w zard in the
center of the group

"The assassin will be here shortly. W shall give himhis task, and the | ast
of the heroes anong the Ffolk shall presently be elimnated. Then we shall be
able to direct our energies to nore productive tasks, such as bending the
other lands to the will of our liege." The last word, thick with irony, lay
heavily in the air after he spoke.

Al exei, seated to Cyndre's right, sat quietly. He watched his naster through
narrowed eyes, thinking deeply.

How much he hated Cyndre! How he craved the power
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that the nmaster selfishly kept for hinself by doling out small tastes of it to



t hose mages who pl eased hi m

He | ooked beyond, to Kryphon, and his hatred grew, threatening to choke him
The worm He was certain that Kryphon tried to manipulate the master in an
effort to unseat Alexei hinmself fromhis place at Cyndre's right hand. Al exe
daydreaned of a tinme when he woul d watch them both squirm rot, and die.

But Doric. The slender woman just beyond Kryphon woul d be his agai n—as she had
once been and as she was neant to be. The thought of Kryphon's pleasure as he
gratified his lust upon the worman that was Al exei's by right of conquest
fueled the flanes of jealousy into a white heat.

The other three—Falraw, Wertam and Karianowwere the weaklings of the
council. Alexei was certain that the three mages, barely beyond their
apprenticeship, would follow the strongest |eader. H's heart pounded at the

t hought of his revenge, of the pain and hunmiliation he would inflict upon his
former naster.

"Al exei ?" The soft voice called himback to reality.

"Master?" The word al nbst caught in his throat.

Cyndre turned his head slightly, fixing his assistant with a gaze of coo
interest. "Alexei, you have rai sed many questi ons—about the cleric, about ny

j udgenent. Why? Do you doubt ny abilities?"

The bl ood drained slowy fromAl exei's face, and a knot of panic built in his
stomach. No! It was too soon—he was not ready yet! He |ooked into Cyndre's
eyes—pool s of pale blue, as harsh as the arctic sky—and he coul d not answer.
He struggled to speak, but no words cane forth.

"Can you give nme some reassurances, Al exei? Some proof of your
trustwort hi ness?"

He knows. The know edge burned Al exei's face, and he could speak no reply. The
truth would doom him and he could summon no lie to his lips.

"Very well," said Cyndre, his voice dripping with regret.

The wi zard gestured, and streans of colored lights rushed fromhis fingertips
to swirl about the recalcitrant |ieutenant. Al exei's hood flew back, his stark
features outlined in terror. The nage was tall and thin, but the eerie
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shadows fromthe spell gave his face a gaunt, emaciated | ook. H s nmouth opened
in a soundl ess scream-er perhaps the noi se he made was masked fromthe counci
by the filtering curtain of |ights.

Al exei's long, thin hands clasped the arns of his chair, but already his inmge
grew blurry. In nmonments he had faded from view, bani shed, the other w zards
knew, to a lonely inprisonnent in a place known only to the master

A few hours later, the assassin and his band dashed through the courtyards of
Caer Callidyrr on galloping black steeds. Racing through the night, they

t hundered al ong the streets of the town and soon di sappeared along the King's
Road. They rode to the south.

Chaunt ea heard Bhaal 's chall enge and saw the gane of the evil god. She briefly
pondered her response. The Moon-shaes were a small realm uninportant in the
vast scal e of her dommins. Hfere they worth the trouble of a conflict?

let the isles had shown sone pronise. The people there, the Ffolk, were a good
peopl e—strong and devout in their own way. It saddened her to think of them
falling under the thrall of Bhaal's evil

Andt oo, the acts of the evil god needed a counter, orthey would grow too
powerful and arrogant for the safety of all the planes. Since Bhaal had chosen
t he Moonshaes for his game, and Chauntea, alone anong the gods of good, had
power there, should she not resist hin®

Chauntea, |ike Bhaal, had clerics anmong the Ffol k. Though perhaps not as
power ful —-and certainly not as deadl y—as the minions of Bhaal, her clerics had
skills of their own: healing, beneficial powers.

Per haps one of themcould aid the players in this ganme. She sel ected several

of her worshippers, not certain what the future would hold. Perhaps one of

t hem m ght have the chance to do her bidding.

Chaunt ea made her w shes known to these clerics in the guise of a dream

*7<



Tt ae ScaRJet

Robyn took a deep breath and felt her body relax as she exhal ed. She felt weak
but inmeasurably better than she had upon first awakeni ng. Whatever the nature
of Acorn's black rock, it had been far mightier than her ability to protect
herself. Her fingers were blistered and hot, though the damage did not | ook
per manent. She spl ashed one nore handful of cool water against her face.

She stood up and stretched slowy, trying to shake off a sense of guilt over
Acorn's death. She had had no choice! Angrily, she wondered about the sudden
transformation. Certainly, he had made her nervous before, but what had driven
himto attack? Wiy, when she would have spared him had he been driven by such
bl oodl ust ? And a deeper, even nore frightening question arose within her: How
had he come to learn druid magic?

"What did you do with that thing—that rock?" she asked Newt, who buzzed
worriedly at her shoul der

"Ch, that awmful stone! | hated it, and | took it away fromhere. It was no
good for you! | hope you're not mad at ne—+ only wanted to help!" The little
dragon shivered at the nenory of the rock, peering hopefully at Robyn.

"No, you did the right thing," she said reassuringly. "Poor Newt. You worry
too nuch, like an old nursenuaid."

"Well, | just wanted to see you awake again! And | nust say, getting rid of
that nasty fell ow doesn't bother ne at all. Maybe it should, but it doesn't. |
think we're all better off with himlying dead over—ack!" Newt squealed in
terror and zi pped past Robyn, hovering over the stream and pointing

speechl essly over her shoul der
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Robyn spun around and thought imediately that her senses had deserted her

The stranger was dead—she knew this, for she had checked carefully. So what
was this thing lurching toward her?

The body was only ten feet away, shuffling forward with an awkward gait. The
neck was still broken, for the head hung grotesquely over its shoulder. A
swol | en bl ack tongue extended fromits gaping nouth, and the two eyes were
dull and gl azed, though stilt open

But the hands clutched for her eagerly, each finger like a living snake,
thirsting for her blood. The thing took another step forward, and another, as
she stood transfixed, too shocked even to scream

"Run!'"™ Newt cried. Sonehow, the little dragon's warning restored her
self-control and she turned and sprinted down the riverbank

Gasping and shaking with fear, she turned to look. It came ahead slowy,
shuffling awkwardly but steadily toward her. She wanted to cry out her fear
but she bit her tongue and used her mnd. How could she fight this thing that
was al ready dead?

"Run, Robyn!" cried Newt, buzzing in a tight circle around her. He darted
forward to hover in the air between her and the ani mated corpse, winging his
forepaws in agitation

"No, Newt'" she shouted, seeing by his concentration that he was preparing to
cast a spell.

Newt's magi c, although unpredictable, had saved her from bl oodthirsty enem es
before, but she feared it would be of little use against this nightnare.

Mul ticol ored flanes exploded fromthe ground in front of the shanbling figure,
qui ckly surrounding it in a ring of fire that covered the spectrum from bri ght
red to deep purple. The corpse hesitated, but only for a nmonent, and Robyn
knew that it would not be daunted by Newt's illusion

The body lurched through the curtain of fire, its fingers still tw tching
eagerly. Robyn stunbl ed backward, desperately trying to think of

somet hi ng—anyt hi ng—+o stop the unnatural attack. She |ooked around for a stick
or a rock, but the field nocked her with wildflowers.

Sprinting again, she dashed away fromthe thing, stop-
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ping to gasp for breath at the edge of the forest. Tireless, it nmarched



f or war d.

Trying to sl ow her breathing, Robyn marshalled her faith in her goddess. She
felt the body of the goddess under her feet. Carefully, she pulled a | eaf of
mstletoe fromher waist. She let the leaf spiral lazily into the breeze as
she chanted one of her nobst powerful spells.

Plants erupted fromthe ground around Acorn's body. Shoots of grass and

t hi ck-1 eaf ed weeds curl ed upward, clasping toward the undead thing.

But the plants withered and curled away as they made contact with the
creature, falling to either side and opening an unobstructed path to Robyn.
Once again, she turned to flee, darting underneath the low linbs of a tree
behi nd her. In her haste, she did not duck | ow enough, and pain flashed

t hrough her skull as she cracked it against the heavy bough

Dazed, she staggered against the tree, squinting through blurry eyes at the
nmonster only ten feet away. She watched as Newt swooped into the thing' s face,
and she saw the dead man's hand slash through the air wth stunning speed.
Wth a | ow squeak, the faerie dragon flopped to the ground.

Robyn tried to run, but the encircling branches of the tree cornered her. The
nmonster noved in, and she crouched like a cat, determined to fight to the |ast
with her bare hands.

Suddenly a shape noved behind the creature, and Robyn heard a | oud grow . The
body lurched to the side, half turning, and now she saw a brown form great
teeth bared, swat the creature's outstretched arm The |inb snapped | oudly and
dropped to the nonster's side.

Robyn wat ched Grunt smash the nonster to its knees with a blowto the hip and
then stretch it upon the ground with a vicious cut to the already broken neck
She watched as the bear seized the corpse in his powerful jaws, shaking the
thing like a rag doll before tossing the body casually to the ground and
tearing at it again with his long, curved claws. The corpse stopped noving,
but Grunt savaged it further, tearing pieces away and tossing them aside unti
t he corpse was unrecogni zable as a human body.

Li mply, Robyn stunmbled to the bear and | eaned against his broad flank, trying
to draw strength fromhim Her shock
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gradual | y gave way to unconprehending terror. Finally, for the first tine in
many years, she sobbed uncontrollably.

Hobarth crouched anong the branches of a thick bush, ignoring the thorns that
pricked him He dared not nove for fear of alerting the druid across the
stream

He had watched her battle the zonbie. Although di sappointed with the outcone,
he had ot her plans. He squeezed the black rock in excitenent, his eyes never

| eaving the woman. The stone, like the heart of evil that it was, seened to
answer his pressure with a warmcaress of its own. He watched Robyn stunble
weakly fromthe clearing, |eaning against the bear, until she di sappeared from
his sight.

The cleric remenbered his surprise as he had cast the spell to animate the
corpse. Such a spell normally called for the discipline of Hobarth's faith,
coupled with the m ght of Bhaal. Once cast, the spell would vanish from
Hobarth's menmory until a suitable period of praying to his deity would restore
it to him

But sonehow the bl ack heart had changed that. The power to raise the corpse
had arisen fromthe stone, not from Hobarth. The nmenory of the spell remained
with him He felt that he could imrediately recruit another corpse fromthe
dead—n fact, as many bodi es as he could find.

Hobarth squirmed fromhis position in the bush, his mnd alight with
possibilities. Bodi es-hundreds of them raised into an army of undead! He
needed bodi es! The cleric was unaware of Bhaal feeding himthese i nages. He
knew only that he wanted such an arny under his control

Common sense told Hobarth to | ook for bodies at the site of a battlefield. He
was not a historian, but he knewa little local history. A year earlier a



battl e had been fought not many day's march from here.

Quickly, eagerly, the great cleric turned his steps back toward the south. He
woul d call upon the wi sdom of his god to show himthe exact route, but he knew
that this was the general direction to Freeman's Down.
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CGenna opened her eyes and studied Robyn with a | ook of great tenderness and
under standi ng that the pupil had not seen for many weeks. She rose to her
feet, and the young wonman saw again the sturdy nuscle of the stout druid's
body. Trying to banish her lingering sense of horror, she enmbraced Genna in
relief. The cottage door was securely bolted behind her, and G unt sat just
out side. But even the cozy fire in the stove and the lace curtains filtering

t he afternoon sunlight could not entirely soothe her

"What could it have been?" she asked Genna.
"A creature animated from death—a zonbie,"
to be here | cannot inmagine."

"I felt so helpless,” Robyn said. "My magi c was usel ess!™

"The powers of the druid are the powers of life and growth. W have no power
over death or death's creatures."

CGenna | ooked war Uy across the grove, probing the waters of the pond and the
flowers of the garden with her eyes. "Whatever the source of this

abomi nation," she said, "we nust take great care that it does not happen
again. The results could be disastrous."

"And it's genuine crystal fromthe famed gl asskinms of Thay. Note the detail
the colors, and the shapes!™

The old sailor leaned in, burping discreetly, to exam ne the shining object.
The di m nutive sal esman pressed his pitch. "This one has conme thousands of
mles by galley across the Sea of Fallen Stars, by canel across Anauroch, the
Great Desert. It's passed through the hands of pirates and bandits and
traders. Wy, it's certain to be the only one in the Monshaes—perhaps al ong

t he whol e Sword Coast!"

"Crystal of Thay, huh?" nmunbled the sailor, intrigued in spite of hinself. He
| ooked through bleary eyes at the little fellow who held the glass ball in his
hand. A halfling, he was, one of the little folk, half the size of nan.

"Way'd you bring it to Ll ewellyn?" he asked suspiciously.

"A shrewd fellow you are, to be sure,"” said the halfling with a conspiratori al

Genna expl ai ned. "But how it cane

wink. "Tb tell you the truth, I had no intention of stopping in Llewellyn,
much | ess selling the crystal. |'ve becone quite attached to it, you know "
The
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hal fling, his large brown eyes sliding furtively around the room |eaned in
cl ose.

"I had a little trouble up in Callidyrr. | have to get off the island in a
hurry. The noney'|ll make that possible.”

"Who are you? Wiere is your honme?"

"The nane is Pawl do, of Lowhill," said the halfling easily. "1 hail from
Corwell. Ch, it's nothing serious that has me in a hurry to | eave. It

i nvol ves, if you must know, a young |ady."

The sailor chortled know ngly and went back to exam ning the bright crysta
sphere.

"Five gold, eh?" the old sailor munbled, turning the fascinating sphere in al
directions, watching it catch the light froma nearby lantern, diffusing it
into amllion colors and patterns. He had just been paid, and though the
price represented half a season's salary, the object was |ike nothing he had
ever seen before. "I'Il take it!"

"Afine deal. I'mgrieved to part with it, but the crystal's yours,"” said the
halfling in a voice that alnost dripped with regret. The sailor funbled across
the coins and lurched unsteadily to his feet. He clutched the sphere
covetously to his breast and staggered out into the street, |ooking to show



of f the object to his mates.

Pawl do counted the noney, biting a slightly tarnished coin to satisfy hinself
that it was indeed gold, and smled to hinself. He hoisted the duffel bag he
had pl aced under the table, careful not to jostle its contents. It contained
several dozen nore of the crystals, each of which he would sell as the only
one of its type. He worked his way through a crowd and clinbed to a stool
carefully placing a silver piece upon the bar. He would not pay wth gol d—+he
little folk had Iong ago | earned to conceal their wealth around humans,
particul arly drunk and di sreputabl e ones.

This tavern was filled with both types. The A d Sailor was an anci ent
establ i shment in one of the nobst run-down sections of Llewellyn. Fights and
theft were common. But the halfling knew that his trail could easily be buried
here, and in case two of his custoners should chance to neet up after a sale,
Pawl do needed qui ck anonymity.

He sipped at a nmug of ale and | ooked around at the other patrons.
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A pair of Northmen were engaged in an armwestling contest in the center of
the room and nost of the patrons had gathered around to place bets and cheer
on their favorites. Pawl do could see little of the match. The hul king forms of
the humans forned an effective barrier for one of his stature. Instead, he saw
t he door open and a heavyset woman enter. She had a broad face and round
cheeks, but she was very attractive in a large sort of way. She stepped
confidently up to the group around the westlers, and the half-ling saw that
she carried a | ute upon her back

Interested now, Pawl do wat ched her join the onl ookers. She obviously knew
them judging fromthe famliar tweak she gave one man. She tal ked for a
nonment and then left.

Hal flings are nothing if not curious (except about nmagic), and Pawl do was
conpelled to see what the bard-lady had said. He hopped to the floor, hoisted
his bag, and strolled over to the sailor she had tweaked.

"Any idea where | could find sone nusic?" he asked

"Huh? Ch, sure, there's a party at The Diving Dol phin tonight. Seens the
Prince of Corwell's in town, and . . . dam!"

The sailor's attention jerked back to the westlers. One had just crushed the
other's brawmny armto the table. Mittering a stronger curse, he counted out
three silver pieces and passed themto a sailor to his left before turning
back. He was surprised to see no one there.

"Now where'd that little fell ow go?"

"To Rodger!" Tristan solemly raised his mnmug

"Rodger!" echoed Daryth.

Pont swai n ignored them seizing another massive boar's rib and biting greedily
into the succulent nmeat. Red juices ran into his beard, but his hair, brushed
again, had regained its elegant curl.

Morents | ater they slanmed down the enpty stoneware next to the enpty
pitchers. Tristan felt vaguely guilty. This was the first time he had thought
of the fisherman who had given his life to carry themto Alaron. "I didn't
even find out if he had a famly," he said.
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"He was a widower, his children growmn," replied Daryth. "He told us that in

Ki ngsbhay. "

Tristan felt another twi nge of guilt. He had drunk so rmuch beer that night
that he barely recalled the conversation. "I'Il see that they're provided
for," he said, raising his head. The thought nmade himfeel slightly better

He | ooked around The Diving Dol phin. The inn was pleasantly crowded, with a
steady buzz of conversation. Pretty maids bustled about replenishing pitchers,
mugs, and platters. Heavy beans of dark wood crisscrossed the ceiling, and
bright |lanterns showed the place to be clean and wel | -maintai ned. The huge
skin of a cave bear served as a rug before the vast fireplace, and the head of
a leering sea nonster was nounted above the hearth.

Daryth showed his compani ons the gl oves he had found in the castle and told



t hem how he had found their weapons in the treasure room

"Where did you find your sword?" he asked Tristan

The prince sniled. The rush of al cohol nmade his secret seem even nore

pl easant. He felt better than he had in days. He |eaned back in his chair and
lifted a booted foot to the table. "Magic," he said smugly.

They found the beer to be a bit watery to their pal ates, but that hadn't
stopped them from finishing four pitchers. Actually, Tristan had had nost of
it. Daryth had filled his nug a few tinmes, but Pontswain was still on his
first.

"Anot her, gentlemen?" said a freckled barmaid. A great spray of red hair fel
across her shoulders. She had a pretty face, though Tristan was barely aware
of it. He was nore consunmed, with the anple shape of her figure straining
against the tightly laced stays of her bodice.

Even in his fog, though, Tristan caught Pontswain's warning glance; the |lord
obvi ously di sapproved of his consunption. That al one was enough to rmake him
want to order nore, and he was about to signal the lovely maid to bring it.
"Not for now " announced a voice. Tavish marched up to the table, bearing a
pitcher in each hand. She ignored the barmaid, sniling at Daryth as he rose to
of fer her a seat.

"So, how do you like this place?" she asked as Tristan watched the barnmaid
flounce away. He thought wistfully of
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Robyn and turned back to his comnpani ons.

"It was rather enpty earlier, but it seems to be filling up," observed the
prince.

"Ch, it gets pretty crowded,"” said lavish with a secretive little snmle
"Especially on nights like this!"

"What's so special about tonight?" asked Daryth.

"Music, for one thing." She sniled, but would say no nore.

A screeching sound drew their attention to the hearth, where several pipers
were tuning their instruments

"I love the airpipes!" shouted | avish over the noise. "The audience is always
ready for sonething different when they stop!"

Tri stan observed the pipers through a thin fog as they played a fast jig,
drawi ng several dancers, including Daryth and Tavish, to their feet. A few
nore songs foll owed, and after each Tristan noticed nore and nore of the

patrons | ooking over at his table. Finally, one of them shouted "Tavish!" In
nonents, the roomvibrated as everyone called for the bard.
"Hometown girl," Tavish smiled at her conpani ons' |ooks of surprise. Ginning

easily, she took her lute and stepped to the nakeshift stage vacated by the

pi pers. Twanging a few soft chords, she assured herself that the instrument
was tuned. Wth the first chord, Tristan recogni zed the song.

My tale's of far Corwell, on Gwnneth so wild, O heroes, and denons, and
druids, and war.

And the Beast that rose darkly, fromwaters deep black, And stalks all of
Corwell, in tinmes old and new. .

Tavi sh's clear voice carried the Song of Keren to heights Tristan had never
bef ore heard. She sang al nost w t hout acconpani nent, using the lute only to
establi sh an occasi onal harnoni c chord.

The song took himback to the war, and with it as background he remenbered the
sumer of battle in a dramatic, al mpst poetic light. He saw but one image:
Robyn, her black hair flying in the breeze, standing alone atop the high tower

of Caer Corwell, using the staff of her mother to call upon the powers of
nature itself, bringing lightning crackling into
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the ranks of the Bloodriders that woul d ot herwi se have slain them all

Thi ck sky spit forth death's fire, the Rider's fell—-black, Wiile the white
st eeds' charge runbl ed—

"Hol d! "



The sharp comrand cracked through the roomlike a thunderclap. Al eyes turned
to the doorway.

A tall man stood there, arrogantly |ooking about the room He was dressed in a
heavy red cl oak, with gold braid decorating his shoul ders. H's head was
protected by a steel helnet that did not cover his face. In his upraised hand
he cl enched a shining steel |ongsword.

"I arrest the Prince of Corwell in the name of the king!" he announced. "He is
charged with treason agai nst the crown!"

Pawl do raced down the street, alnpst forgetting to cushion his bag. Tristan

he thought to hinself. In Llewellyn! How they would celebrate, the two old
friends. O course, the prince had probably brought that Calishite al ong—but
even Pawl do had grown to trust Daryth, so that was all right. A long year of
traveling was coming to an end, and the halfling was eager to think about hone
and ol d conpani ons.

He found The Diving Dol phin and dashed up the steps, only to bunmp into a
massive figure. He recoiled quickly as he | ooked into the tusked face. An
ogr el

"Closed," nuttered the nonster, giving the halfling a casual shove that
knocked him across the entryway. Stunned, Pawl do | ooked around to see a dozen
ogres, all clutching weapons and standing ready to charge through the door

H s gaze rested upon a faniliar shape in the corner

"Cant hus?" he whi spered, and the great noorhound thunped his tail in greeting.
He did not raise his head fromhis paws, however, instead shifting his brown
eyes to stare nmournfully at the door to the inn

The cleric of Chauntea slept soundly, secure in the warm enbrace of his
goddess. Hi s breathing was deep and sl ow as
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the night reached its deepest hour. Finally, the goddess sensed that he was
ready for her dream

The cleric dreamed that he awakened to find a sword on the steps of his
chapel . Though unskilled in weaponry, he recognized the bl ade as a wondrous

pi ece of work.

But the weapon had been damaged. Its silvery blade was tarnished, chipped, and
bent. The tip had been broken off. Its snooth, leathery hilt was worn away by
rot and decay.

The cleric took the weapon into his chapel, which had suddenly becone a forge.
Though he knew not hi ng of smthing, he took a hammer and fired the forge. The
handl e of the hanmer was smooth and confortable in his hand. He stroked the
weapon across the anvil, caressing it with gentle taps of the hamer. Slowy
it regained some of its former shape. The netal was straightened, and the tip
gradual |y sharpened into a point. The hilt healed itself; the rot fell away,
and the | eather grew once again sturdy and thick.

And then the bl ade was done, and it was a glorious thing to behold. The cleric
held it up to the sun, and the light of it nearly blinded him

Patriarch Trevor awakened suddenly and sat up in bed. Hi s breathing was
ragged, and his heart pounded. El ated, he sprang to the floor and knelt in
reverence before a statue of his goddess. He had received a vision! He did not
know what the dream neant, but he had no doubts about its nature. And so he
woul d wai t.

Tristan saw anger in the faces around him Not anger directed at him the
alleged traitor, but toward the officer who stood at the door. G unbles of

di spl easure cane frommany throats, and he saw nen fingering their weapons.
"Mercenary scum " cried one huge man, lunging to his feet. "How dare you speak
for a king of the Ffol k?"

The captain made a slight nod to his left, and a w ndow expl oded i nward.
Shocked patrons turned to see a leering ogre's face, its yellow tusks gl eani ng
over a huge crossbow. A huge boh punched through the chest of the standing
man, knocking himover two tables as it killed him Mre of the ugly ogres
crowded in the door behind the officer, while
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others broke into the roomfromthe kitchen. The rest of the w ndows crashed

i nward, and at |east a half-dozen of the massive crossbows were sighted on the
crowd.

For a quick nmonment, he |ooked up into the heavy rafters and the shadows
beyond. Escape! He pictured a quick |leap, a grab of the beam and they would
be off into the darkness beyond. But then he stunbl ed drunkenly backward, and
only Pontswain's strong armheld himfromfalling to the floor. The | ook of
utter disgust on the lord's face burned its way into Tristan's bowels, and he
j erked away.

More of the Ffolk were rising to their feet now, and a star-tlingly clear

vi sion burst through the fog in Tristan's brain: He saw a massacre of these
brave but outnmatched Ffol k—a nassacre for which he, at least indirectly, would
be responsi bl e. Shaking off Pontswain's supporting arm he forced hinself to
stand up straight.

"The charge is untrue!" he announced, somehow managi ng to keep his words from

slurring. He addressed the soldier. "I will acconpany you and refute it before
the Hi gh King hinself."
For a nonent, he thought that the patrons of the bar would still fight, but

gradual ly the tension eased. The three visitors wal ked over to the sneering
man. The captain's black eyes glittered at them above his sharp, hawklike nose
and neatly trimed nmustache and beard.

"I must have your weapons," he announced, hol ding out his hand expectantly.
Tristan momentarily regretted his decision, but he saw again the brutal
crossbows | evel ed at the innocent bystanders. Reluctantly, he ungirded his
belt and handed it over. The Prince of Corwell would hold the Sword of Cynrych
Hugh agai n, Tristan vowed.

The heart of Kazgoroth provided aU of the strength and endurance that Hobarth
needed. His path carried himup a rocky pass and through w ndi ng gorges, yet
he never wavered in his course toward a place he had never seen

Sone of this confidence cane fromhis faith in Bhaal, for the god showed him
visions of his destination. But another

DOUGLAS NI LES

part of it cane fromthe black heart, as if that stone wanted himto find the
battlefield for its own reasons.

After several days without food or drink but also w thout pause, he cane down
the center of a broad, forested valley. Before himlay a wide field with a
rounded hill upon the far side. That hill, he knew, was Freeman's Down, and it
had given its nane to the battle fought here the previous year. The huge
cleric nade his way to the top of the burial nmound, fondling the black rock as
he appr oached.

He held the heart to the ground and renenbered the spell that allowed himto
ani mate the dead. As before, the know edge of the enchantment came fromhis

m nd, but the power to enact it cane fromthe black rock. It was a far greater
power than any one cleric could hope to generate.

Hobarth suppressed a shiver of delight as he feh the ground trenbl e beneath
his feet. The earth was rent by great cracks that ripped across the grass. The
scent of noist dirt arose but was quickly extinguished by a stronger snell:
the stench of dead, decayed fl esh.

In the bottom of one of the fissures, Hobarth saw novenent. Skulls gaped
upward at him and bony hands clawed at the dirt, pulling whol e skel etons
jerkily fromthe earth. Bones clicked together as the creatures crawl ed from
the soil like a swarm of insects emerging froma narrow hole. They craw ed
over each other, mndless of those that were dragged down or reburied. Mre
and nore of the things enmerged as the fissures deepened. The skel etons | urched
a way fromthe graves to collect in |oose ranks of dirty bone.

Next came the zonbi es.

The flesh on these bodies had not entirely rotted away, but hung | oose in
great flapping folds of carrion. Clutching the |lip of the fissure with sinewy,



skinl ess fingers, the zonbi es dragged thenselves fromtheir graves in answer
to Hobarth's command. Enpty eye sockets gaped dully from swollen, nisshapen
faces. Black tongues thrust fromlipless nouths, hanging stupidly fromtorn
and rotted jaws. Like the skeletons, the zonbies forned carel ess |lines, noving
of f the desecrated burial nound and spreadi ng across the field.

And still Hobarth's arny rose fromthe earth.
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The Crw/ stals of Thac/

W de- eyed, Pawl do wat ched fromthe shadows as Tristan, Daryth, and another

pri soner were prodded through the door of The Diving Dol phin. He kept one hand
on the neck of the noorhound. One of the brutes cuffed the prince roughly, and
Cant hus grow ed, deep within his cavernous chest. Pawl do pressed reassuringly
agai nst the bristling neck and whi spered soot hing sounds into the dog's ear

I n anot her nonent the prisoners had been shoved down the stairway, and their
escort noved them quickly up the street. Soon the captives di sappeared into

t he ni ght.

Anot her dozen ogres remained around the inn, staring belligerently through the
doors and wi ndows. They poked curiously at anyone who attenpted to enter or

| eave. Finally the ogres grew bored and noved on, but the halfling renai ned
still for several minutes. As the customers began filtering out of the inn, he
stood up and dusted hinmsel f off.

Pawl do had sone things to do. He found some old rags and quickly repacked his
duffel, burying each of the Crystals of Thay in several |ayers of cushioning
cloth. Next he pulled out a sturdy leather tunic that fit snugly over his
shoul ders. Lastly he took a slimblade and girded it to his waist. That bl ade,
no nmore than a |l ong dagger to a man, had sipped the |ifeblood of nore than one
f oe.

Finally he turned again to the noorhound, who had lain notionless while he
conpleted his preparations. "Tristan?" said Pawl do, inclining his head to the
street.

The huge dog instantly sprang to his feet and bounded fromthe entryway,
pausing only to give the dirt road a cursory sniff. He trotted in the
direction the ogres had taken
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and Pawl do had to jog in order to keep up

Cant hus, for his part, loped as quietly as a shadow t hrough the streets of

Ll ewel I yn. The dog's path carried themto the fringes of the towm. He circled
anxi ously for several minutes at an intersection, allow ng Pawl do to catch his
breath while the dog sought his nmaster's spoor. Finally he picked up the trai
again, turning to the left and bounding up a gradual hill. Paw do fol | owed
him still puffing.

Suddenly the dog darted toward a gatehouse in a high wall that ran severa

feet back fromthe street. A huge ogre stood carelessly within the gatehouse.
"No!" Pawl do hi ssed, pulling the huge dog aside just a nonment before he would
have reached the circle of light created by the ogre's torch. "This way," he
whi spered, sprinting away fromthe gatehouse and cutting sharply into a | ane
that ran along the property. Here he found a |arge oak tree. No gardener had
renoved the | ower branches. The hal fling found a nearby clunp of bushes and
ordered Can-thus to lie there, hidden from casual view Paw do then had no
difficulty scanpering up the knotty bole until he reached a point where he
coul d see over the wall.

He saw a huge manor house within the yard, surrounded by formal gardens and

pl aci d pools. Several ogres wandered around, patrolling the area.

Sonmewhere in there was the Prince of Corwell.

"It's about time you woke up!" Pontswain's biting tone blasted through
Tristan's weariness.

The prince sat up awkwardly, trying to ignore the heavy manacl es that bound
his hands and restricted his novement. Hi s head pounded. Daryth, simlarly



restrai ned, |ooked at hi m norosely.

"\What happened?" groaned the prince.

"You don't renenber?" Pontswain stalked fromthe barred wi ndow to stand before
the prince. Tristan sat on a hard bunk and | ooked up at the lord in anger and
chagrin.

"OfF course | renenber what happened!" he snapped. "I nean, how did the guards
know we were there? Were they waiting for us to cone ashore? W hadn't been
here for
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nore than a few hours."

"Just |ong enough to get drunk."

"Al'l right!" Tristan grow ed, standing up to face the lord. The chai n binding
his wists clanked noisily. "I made a m stake. For what it's worth, |'msorry.
Now drop it, or by the goddess |I'lIl force your teeth down your throat!"

He expected Pontswain to strike at him+n fact, he would have wel coned the
physi cal release. He wanted to hit sonething, and the arrogant |ord seened
like a good target. Tb his surprise, Pontswain shrugged and wal ked away.
"I"'mbeginning to understand," said Daryth quietly.

"WIl you explain it to me, then?" asked the prince.

The Calishite stood and paced across their small cell in frustration, joining
Pontswain at the I one window Finally, Tristan joined them They | ooked across
the wel |l -tended gardens of a |arge manorhouse.

"Don't you see? Qur arrest, maybe even the sabotage of the Lucky Duckling.
It's all been an attenpt to stop you fromseeing the H gh King!"

"So you think the High King is afraid of me?" countered Tristan. "Wy?"

"The ot her rul ers—Mray, Snowdown—all killed or vani shed, as your father was
killed. You are the only one left!"

"What threat does a country prince offer to the H gh King?" asked Tristan
"Certainly, with your victory in the Darkwal ker War you could seemlike a

t hreat —especially to a weak-willed ruler,” Daryth said. "The soldiers here
were waiting for you. Not just any outlaw lord or king. And sonehow, they knew
you were comng. . . ." Al fell deadly silent as each realized the
implications of the Calishite's words.

Tri stan nodded his agreement. He wondered as he did so if the walls were
listening ... or watching.

"These feathers steady and steer her in flight. The nuscles in the wings are
strong enough to allow her to |lift a large rabbit fromthe ground”

The young eagle sat calmy in Genna's lap as the Great Druid stretched out its
| ong wi ng. Robyn watched attentive-
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ly as her teacher lifted the graceful bird.

"OfF course, this one is still small,"” added Genna. "She must grow before she
can attenpt anything so ambitious."

They sat upon a bench in the garden, amd red and purple flowers and the
stately boles of a few anci ent oaks. Fat bees buzzed lazily fromblossomto

bl ossom si ppi ng nect ar

" She has the keenest eyes of any of our creatures,” continued Genna. "And
speed! Her formis one of the nost useful when one nust travel from one place
to another in hurry."

"I would love to try that!" exclai ned Robyn, imagining the joys of flight. "Tb
see the whol e vall ey—the whole world!"

"Soon, child," said Genna, surprising her. "Your |essons have progressed very
wel | despite ny recent. . . lethargy. You are alnost ready to learn the
secrets of the animals, to assume their forms when the need is upon you."
"Teacher " Robyn asked, hesitantly voicing a question that had been
concerning her. "Your lethargy—had it to do with the stranger's presence in

t he grove?"

Genna paused a long time before answering. For a while, Robyn wondered if she
had heard the question

"My ailnent cannot be bl anmed upon the stranger—at |east, not entirely,"



expl ai ned Genna at last. "You see, | amgetting old—quite a bit ol der than I
ook, if the truth be told! The infirmties of age sonetinmes weigh heavily
upon ne. At first, | thought that was all that was wong with ne.

"After the stranger's coming, however, | felt something much nore sinister—the
presence of an ancient and powerful eneny—ene whom | had hoped | was done
with, at least in this life. That presence brought a kind of madness upon ne."
She raised a hand at Robyn's | ook of surprise.

"No, not the stranger hinmself. | know himnow, he was a powerful druid in
Myrloch Vale. Trahern of Cakvale was his nane. | thought that he was killed
during the war.

"No, it was not Trahern that caused ny ailnent. It was a presence that cane

al ong with hi msonething that wore me down and frightened ne. Perhaps it had

i nhabited his body, or maybe it was sonething that he carried."

"Way didn't you tell ne?"

"I couldn't," explained the G eat Druid. "The madness that infected ne kept ne
silent. | dreaded that presence, but |
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could not articulate the words to warn you. It's gone now, or at |east

| essened greatly in strength."

"The bl ack rock!" Robyn excl ai ned.

"What ? What bl ack rock? Wiy didn't you tell me about this?" Genna demanded.

"I didn't know about it—at |east, not until he died. The first tine he died,
nmean." She proceeded to expl ain about the ragged bundl e Acorn had carried, and
described the rock that fell out of it after his death.

"Where is it now?" asked Genna.

"Newt took it away after | was stunned. | don't know exactly where he put it.
Newt ?"

The little dragon blinked into sight a dozen feet away. He had been buzzing
about the garden, invisible, shaking the stens of flowers as bees attenpted to
| and upon the petals.

"I's it lunchtime already?" he cried, eagerly zipping over to the bench. "It's
been a | ong and hot norning. You two are being very, very boring, today, you
know. What's for lunch? Hey, where's the food? | don't see any food!"

"Wait," cried Robyn, holding up her hand. "W'Il|l eat soon. First, | need you
to tell me where you took that black rock."

Newt shuddered nervously, twisting his agile neck to look in all directions,
as if he expected savage enem es to burst fromthe woods at any monent. "I hid
it!" he explained in a stage whisper. "I took it into the forest and dropped
it

"But where?" persisted the young druid.

"Over there, sonewhere," replied the faerie dragon with an irritated gesture
to the south. "Now, can we eat?"

Robyn coul dn't hel p but |augh and agree. She turned to go to the cottage to
gat her sonme bread, cheese, and fruit.

Only then did she notice Genna's eyes, squinting warily into the woods in the
same direction as Newt's gesture.

Pawl do was about to junp fromthe tree back into the narrow | ane. The sound
that froze himwas little nmore than a faint scuffing, indistinguishable from
wind in the grass or a dozen other comon noi ses. But the halfling strained
his ears, cursing the clouds that bl ocked the noon. There it was again! He was
not alone in the |ane.
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A crease between cl ouds dropped a slow wash of illum nation, and the halfling
saw dark shapes nmoving toward him Men on horseback, he suddenly realized, but
why coul d he not hear the horses?

The riders pulled up at the base of the very tree concealing Paw do, and he
counted six nen, shrouded in black. Each rode a m dni ght-bl ack horse whose
hooves were shrouded in thick | eather bags.

Pawl do did not |ike these characters—ot that he knew who they were, or what
they wanted. Hi s dislike was conpounded by fright, as he saw the riders



di smounting below. As quietly as possible, the halfling nmoved upward, certain
that the pounding of his heart woul d give himaway.

Pawl do could only watch as the men | eaped into his tree and started to clinb
upward. One stayed behind hol ding the horses, but the other five swung into
the middle of the tree.

Pawl do | ay headl ong upon a wide linmb no nore than ten feet above the sinister
figures. Shaking with fright, he squeezed the branch as tightly as he coul d,
hoping to blend with the darkness.
"He'll be in one of the tower roons,
"How do you know?" questi oned anot her

"QOgres," answered the first speaker. "They always store treasure and prisoners
up high if they can.”

The nmen worned their way outward along a pair of stout |inbs, |ooking over the
manor. Pawl do felt certain that they were tal king about Tristan

"Rasper, you take this," said the first speaker, apparently the |eader of the
band. Pawl do couldn't see the object that changed hands, but he heard nore.

hi ssed a man.

"Drink that before we cross the wall—you'll be the | ead man, but invisible.
Let's stay out of the paths of those ogres, but if we run into trouble, the
four of us'll keep 'em busy. Fallow, you know what to do then."

"Don't worry," said Rasper. "The prince is a dead man!"

Assassins! In his fright, Paw do squeezed a piece of bark fromthe tree. The
fl ake of wood broke with the tiniest of cracks, but the conversation bel ow him
ceased i nmedi at el y.

Pawl do di scerned slight novement and realized that some of the men had noved
to the bole of the tree, while
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several nore remained below him In utnost silence, the assassins spread out
to close the net.

G enching his teeth so he wouldn't cry out in fear, Paw do wornmed his way
farther out on the linb. The tree's branches thinned above hi m-he woul d gain
not hi ng by clinbing. The nmen were bel ow him and between himand the trunk, so
it seemed that out was the only way to go.

The branch narrowed as he noved and began to bend under his weight. Now he
heard whi spered commands in the depths of the tree. He swng his feet into
space, tightly clasping the end of the bough, and felt it swing down under his
weight. H's feet touched a | ower branch and he let go, trusting his sense of
bal ance. Tumbling free, he barely grabbed the | ower branch, but this one al so
sagged.

Suddenly he saw novenent in the | ane bel ow himand renenbered the sixth
assassin, who had renmained below with the horses. He saw a shadowy figure
nmovi ng to meet himas he | anded.

"Cant hus!" he cried, dropping to the ground and spraw i ng headl ong. The
assassin | ooned over himand then suddenly lurched to the side. Pawl do saw t he
formof the giant nmoorhound bearing the man to the ground. Canthus's |ong
white fangs were buried in his shoul der.

"Let's go!" cried the halfling, junping to his feet and running to the horses.
The dog followed, |eaving his victimnoaning softly in a spreading pool of

bl ood.

Pawl do darted anong the nervously shuffling horses. "Hee-yah!" he shouted,

sl appi ng one of the steeds in the runp. He grabbed the stirrups of two nore
and yanked them sharply. Spooked, all six horses galloped down the | ane and
raced into the street, the halfling swinging wildly fromone stirrup. Canthus
raced behind, urging any stragglers ahead with sharp barks.

"Any nore ideas?" asked Pontswain. For once, his voice was not |aden with
sarcasm Tristan had tried to bend the bars on the w ndow.

"I can't do anything about the |ock without ny tools," announced Daryth,
turning fromthe door. "They took ny
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pi cks and probes before they tossed us in here."



Tri stan paced back and forth while the other two fl opped onto the mattresses.
The prince truly hated confinenent—a thing he had never experienced before.
The room seened to grow snaller with every passing mnute, and tension
threatened to consune him He felt that he m ght soon be driven to beat his
brai ns out against the iron door in a quest for freedom Forcefully, he
suppressed the primtive urge. Faint starlight was visible through the w ndow,
and the tiny specks of light seened to nmock his plight.

"Do you think the High King is eager to hear your petition?" asked Pontswai n.
"He certainly has taken great pains to see that you waste no tine getting to
him"

Tristan whirled on the lord, but then halted. He didn't know if the nan was
baiting himor asking an honest question. Judging by the curious, slightly
anused | ook on the nman's face, Pontswain didn't know either

"That's not too likely," said Daryth quietly.

"Why?" asked the prince.

"After an assassination attenpt—two, if you count the sinking of our
boat—+they're not likely to haul you all the way to Callidyrr/’

"I'f they want nme dead, why didn't they kill me already?"

"Per haps because they didn't dare do it in a public place," interjected

Pont swai n- "Renenber the nood at the inn?"

Daryth nodded and stood, nearly tripping on the chain |inking his manacl es.
Cursing, he pulled his hands apart—and stared in shock as one of the iron
rings slipped over his hand to clink to the floor.

"How did you do that?" asked Tristan

"I don't know." Daryth was obviously mystified. He tugged on the other hand,
and it, too, slipped through the tight and rusty bond. He | ooked at Tristan as
he threw the nanacles to the bed. Suddenly he | aughed.

"These gl oves are fromthe sea castle!" he cried, holding up his hands. "I
knew t here was sonet hi ng speci al about them-+they're magical!" He pulled one of
the gl oves off and | ooked at it.

"Let's see,"” said the prince, wondering if the gl oves would work on his hands.
He tried to pull one of themon, but it

BLACK W ZARDS

was too tight. "But what's this?" he asked as he exanmi ned the gl ove and
noticed a tiny pouch inside.

"What's what ?" asked the Calishite, taking the glove. He | ooked inside and
pull ed out a thin piece of stiff wire fromthe hidden pocket. "A picklock!" he
announced. "I'Ill have you out in no tinel"

Daryth knelt beside the prince and pushed the thin probe into the keyhol e of
Tristan's right manacle. After a mnute of delicate probing, the | ock snapped
open. In another nonment, both of the prince's hands were free.

"That's great!" said Tristan, junping to his feet. "Now we—

"Shhh!" Daryth hi ssed suddenly, holding up a hand. The faint scraping sound of
nmet al agai nst metal reached his ears. He | ooked anxiously toward the door
Noddi ng in agreenent, Daryth pantom ned a probi ng gesture.

Soneone was picking the lock to their cell

Pawl do crouched next to the gatehouse, telling hinself he was crazy. His wld
pl an didn't have a prayer of success. To the contrary, it virtually assured
that he would be killed, no doubt squashed like a bug beneath some ogre's
boot .

The prince of Corwell was a decent friend, but nowhere was it stated that
friendship nmeant senselessly sacrificing one's Iife for a conrade who was
probably al ready dead. And Tristan's no-good friend Daryth deserved whatever
he got! At |east, these were the argunents ragi ng through the halfling's

br ai n.

But it was no use. Pawl do deci ded that he had no choice but to go through with
it. It would be the last thing he ever went through, but do it he would. He
would try his plan.

He tentatively hoisted one of the Crystals of Thay, tossing the sphere up and
down a few times until he had captured the right degree of jauntiness. He



tried to whistle cheerily, but only after licking his lips repeatedly could he
call forth a few faint notes.

Finally he was ready. He energed fromthe shadows and sauntered into the
street, whistling alittle jig and tossing the crystal into the air as if he
hadn't a care in the world. Can-thus followed at his heels.
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He smoot hly approached the ogre standing at the gatehouse, bl ocking entrance
to the manor grounds. The nonster regarded himin surprise, blinking its w de,
dull eyes. The yellowed tusks, jutting upward fromits |ower jaw, |ooked very
deadly. Pawl do hoped that the look held nore curiosity than belligerence- He
stopped whistling as he reached the ogre.

"H there!" he beamed. "How d you like to buy a crystal? It's the only one of
its kind in the Monshaes!"

The arny of undead crawled like a living organi smacross the | and. Needing
neither food nor drink, conpletely tireless and insensitive to pain, the
creatures trampl ed beds of flowers and thickets of thorns with equal inpunity.
But the plants suffered fromnmore than just the shuffling footsteps. As each
of the undead stunbled forward, each blade of grass, weed, and flower stalk
that lay in its path sinply turned brown and shriveled. It died before the
nonster even reached it. The bushes and trees that the army wal ked past
gradual |y dropped their |eaves. Slender branches drooped lifelessly.

The zonbi es noved in the vanguard of the army. The dirt had been washed from
t hem by a sudden downpour, and their rotting flesh hung in great folds of
gore. Some of themcarried rusty weapons. Gthers had no weapons except their
bare hands, but even these were formidable, for nost of the skin and flesh on
the fingers had rotted away, |eaving tw sted claws of bone extended. The eyes
had rotted fromthe sockets of nost, but the |ack seened to nmake no
difference. AIl of them noved with the same shuffling gait, tripping and
stunbling often, but clinmbing to their feet to march forward. Oten, they left
a piece of rancid flesh clinging to a thorny branch or sharp rock.

Curiously, the zonbies' hair remained in full, except for patches where the
flesh had torn away. Thus, sonme of the mates had tufts of beard, and many
worren retained long tresses that hung in carel ess disarray.

The skel etons were gradual ly cl eaned, as a succession of rainstorns washed the
dirt fromtheir white bones. Like the
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zonbi es, some of the bare skeletons carried weapons or wore tattered bits of
rusty arnor. But they had no flesh to be scraped away by thorns. Enpty eye
sockets stared ahead as the unearthly force stunbl ed forward.

The arny noved without rest, for the undead suffered no fatigue, nor did they
feel the need to sleep. And in Hobarth's case, the Heart of Kazgoroth had
becone his sustenance.

The arny marched, and the ground beneath it bl ackened and died. It left a
swat h of death running up the valley from Freeman's Down, across the high
pass, and finally streaking down the nountain slopes, into Myrloch Vale.

The vanguard of the arny, twoscore ghastly figures that had once been

Nort hmen, shuffled into a shallow pond. Flies buzzed around the zonbi es,

| andi ng and feeding greedily, but the creatures took no note. Sone | unbered
forward, their faces so covered with flies that they appeared to grow bl ack
buzzi ng beards.

As the undead feet slurped into the mud of the pond, the water grew stagnant
and bl ack. Thin w sps of pungent steamrose into the air with each footstep
and fish floated, belly up, to the surface. These first zonbies crossed the
wai st -deep water and trudged through the nmuddy shore on the far side. They
moved into a field, bright with flowers, and the petals fell |ike snowfl akes.
As nore of the army crossed the field, nore of it died; the force left a nuddy
wast el and of death in its wake.

One zonbi e, who had nearly lost her leg to a Northnman battl e-ax, suddenly
col | apsed as that |eg gave way beneath it. Those behind, the bodies of friends
and foes alike, trudged mindl essly over the twitching corpse, tranpling it



into the mud until only a clasping, clenching hand could be seen above the
ground.

The animals of the vale sensed the approaching horror and fled upon hoof, paw,
or wing. The arny nmarched through a lifeless forest.

Soon, now, Hobarth dreaned, the girl would be his.

Tristan and Daryth stood to either side of the door. Pontswain, stil

manacl ed, sat upon a mattress facing the
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door. He nodded at the other two and they understood; he would try to distract
whoever it was that tried to enter their cell. The faint sounds of the

pi ckl ock indicated a thief of considerable skill—+here was no wasted notion or
clumsy probing. O an assassin, trained at the Acadeny of Stealth, thought
Tristan. In a nonment the | ock rel eased.

The nmen held their breath, tension rising as they waited to see who was
breaking into their cell. Wth a | ow creak, the door began to slide open
Daryth noved like a striking snake, reaching through the w dening crack to
grasp at the shirt of whoever stood outside.

But his hand cl osed upon air. Stunned, he pulled the door open to reveal the

i ntruder, but they saw no one standing in the hallway—until they | ooked down.
"Pawl do!" cried the prince, reaching down to clasp his friend warmy. "How did
you get here?"

"You'd never believe it if | told you," replied the halfling in a tense

whi sper. He threw an anxi ous | ook over his shoul der. "Cone on, now, we've
gotta nove!"

"Just a minute!" said Daryth, passing Paw do to | ook cautiously into the hall
He darted back to Pontswain and slipped the wire probe into one manacle. After
a nonent's hesitation, Paw do joined himand worked on the other

"Thanks," the lord said, briskly rubbing his wists.

"Let's go!" hissed Pawl do, turning to the door

Tristan sensed a note of panic in Pawl do's voice. "What do you nean? What do
you know?"

"Assassins!" Pawl do whi spered. "They're here to kill you! In this

bui | di ng—aybe coming up the stairs right now"

"Wait!" cried Tristan. "lIVe got to find the Sword of Cynry-ch Hugh. | can't

| eave without it!"

Pawl do | ooked Ii ke he wanted to argue, but he finally turned with a sigh of
exasperation. "All right, 1Ve got an idea where they night be keeping it.
They' ve got an ogre on guard outside one of the rooms downstairs."

"Dam!" cursed Tristan. "How are we going to get past it?"

"That's the | east of our problens," said Pawl do. He took the lead, his little
shortsword drawn as they slipped quietly down the spiraling stairway. They
circled three times to reach the ground | evel, where a door led to an al cove
off the
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great hall of the manor. As Pawl do reached for the doorknob, they heard the
unm st akabl e snort of an ogre coming fromthe other side of the door

"How are we going to fight that thing?" whispered Daryth in exasperation
"Wth nothing but that little pigsticker between the three of us!"

"This little blade has stuck sone pretty big pigs!" declared Pawl do. " Now,
shut up and foll ow nme!"

Before the nen could react, the halfling pushed open the door and stepped past
t he hul ki ng ogre who stood outside. Tristan and Daryth were about to |unge
after their friend. At the very least they could not Iet himdie alone.

But the ogre didn't nove. Pawl do turned after a few steps, gesturing them
forward, and kept on noving. Stunned, Tristan watched the ogre for a reaction
The nonster clutched a glass ball in his huge and hairy pal ns, staring
intently at the object as he turned it this way and that. He did not | ook up
as the unbelieving trio tiptoed stealthily past. Tristan | ooked back to see
the ogre still in the thrall of the shiny sphere.



Pawl do, neanwhil e, had pushed aside the curtain screening the al cove and
stepped boldly into the great hall. Here, too, were ogres—three of them Each
of the nonsters sat upon the floor, legs outstretched to either side, and each
stared intently at a gl ass bauble that seenmed to be a match for the one in the
al cove.

Amazed at their good fortune, the nmen foll owed Pawl do across the hall to a
wooden door. Although the halfling boldly stepped over the outstretched | eg of
one of the ogres, the nmen could not bring thenselves to test the limts of
their good fortune further. Instead, they slipped quietly along the walls
until they reached Pawl do. The halfling had already renmoved a wire probe from
a slimleather case. He handed his sword to Daryth and knelt, carefully
concentrating, as he began to pick the |l ock of the huge oaken door

"This one was guarded," he whispered. "I'lIl bet it's where they' ve put your
sword."” In a second the lock clicked free, and Daryth raised his eyebrows in
admiration.

Pawl do shrugged, unsuccessfully trying to conceal a smile of pride. Wth a
caval i er gesture, he pushed it open
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"You m serable oaf! | ordered you to knock— The hawk-nosed captain shrieked
as he rose. But the tirade halted as abruptly as it began when the speaker
realized that the intruders were not clunsy ogres. The officer's hand went to
the hilt of his sword, but not before Daryth could act.

The Calishite sprang over Pawl do and through the door, landing in a catlike
crouch hal fway to the man's desk. Pawl do's bl ade qui vered overhead as Daryth
held the tip in his fingers, poised for throw ng.

"Stay where you are or die," he snarled, his voice | ow

The captain appeared to consider drawing his sword, but his eyes flicked to
the slimdagger. He lifted his hand fromthe hilt of his sword.

Tristan ran to his side and drew the sword hinmself, turning it against its
owner. "Were are our weapons?"

The officer nodded to a cabi net against the wall of the room and Paw do
hurried over to open it. He pulled out both swords and the scimtar and was
about to close it when sonething el se caught his eye. He lifted out a |eather
sack, hoisting it a fewtinmes to hear a satisfactory clink, before closing the
cabi net and handi ng the Sword of Cynrych Hugh to Tristan

"Here," said the halfling, handing the other swords over to Pontswain and
Daryth. "OF course," he told the Calishite, "it won't do for throw ng, but
it'll give you a better reach.”

Daryth |l aughed. "I couldn't have thrown this clunky thing either. | just had
to make himthink I could.” He smled at the captain as he handed t he weapon
back to Paw do.

"Check the hall,"” said Pontswain, walking to the desk. The captain stood
behind it, hatred burning in his eyes. The lord net his gaze squarely,
stoppi ng before the man. In a |ightning-quick gesture, he drew his sword and
thrust it through the man's chest, squarely into his heart.

The officer fell instantly, blood spurting fromthe nortal wound. Pontswain
turned and stal ked toward the door

"What did you do that for?" demanded Tristan, enraged. "He wasn't going to

stop us!"
"Not until we were gone. But as soon as we were out of his sight, he would
have had every ogre in this town on our tails. Now, we'll have a few m nutes

head start."
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"You took a man's life to buy us a few m nutes?" The prince was stil

i ncredul ous. He had killed in battle before, but his conpanion's action had
seemed so ... ruthless.

"I did!'" Pontswain snapped. "And it will be worth it if we use that time to
escape instead of argue!”

"He's right!" said Daryth, opening the door. "Follow nel"

The ogres still sat, bemused, as the halfling trotted into the entry hal



adj acent to the great hall. Here a pair of huge doors stood shut.

"Do you have a plan?" the prince asked the halfling.

"Plan?" Pawl do snorted in anmusenent. "I was sure |'d be dead by now. Wy woul d
| need a plan? | did, however, take the precaution of securing and hiding six
fast horses around the corner. This is the way | came in," explained the

hal fling, lifting the latch and pushing open one of the doors. They wal ked
across a w de stone veranda, thankful that the noon remai ned hi dden by cl ouds.
An ogre sat upon the front steps, staring in rapture at his crystal. They
descended and started on a path that wound through the huge formal garden
nmovi ng stealthily anong tall hedges.

"There—+ left Canthus at the gatehouse,"” said Pawl do, pointing at the |arge
structure | oom ng before them

They didn't see the novenment until it was too |ate. One nonment the pathway to
t he gat ehouse | ay open before them and the next, four black figures had
materialized fromthe bushes to block their way. Silken cloth of darkest black
covered their bodies, but Tristan nonethel ess recogni zed the hul king formthat
st epped ahead of the others.

"The Prince of Corwell, and Daryth of Calinshan!" said Razfallow in a soft,
cultured voice. "Rarely, perhaps never, have two deaths given nme nore pl easure
than yours shall!"

The | eader pulled his silken mask aside as the noon broke fromthe clouds,
washi ng the garden in nmilky light. The half-ore's beastly features | eered at
them but his voice continued smoothly. "And that little fell ow who spied upon
us—what a delightful surprise! See how nicely he waits for us, Rasper? Didn't
| tell you we'd find them here?"

One of the assassins nodded agreenment. The little crossbow in his hand did not
waver fromthem however. The weapon was identical to the one that had killed
Tristan's
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father. Tristan saw anot her of the crossbows held by a second assassin. Those
bows could kill two of them before they could nove.

"So, Razfallow " said Daryth pleasantly. "Still whoring for the highest

bi dder, | see."

"Indeed,"” replied the half-ore. "And you could have joined me and lived to a
ripe old age. You were good, back then. | would nave nade you ny |i eutenant
instead of ny victim"

"Wirking for the likes of you is no choice," Daryth stated sinply. Razfall ow
shrugged, uninterested. He turned to the assassin with the bow

"Now, Rasper, who should we kill first?"

The strength of the goddess was centered in Myrloch Vale. Nowhere el se was her
power so concentrated. Nowhere el se were her druids so strong and the forces
of disruption so weak.

Yet even that strength was not sufficient to withstand the plague of death
that marched into her nobst sacred realm Each unnatural footstep—and there
wer e thousands every m nute—brought fiery pain to the soul of the goddess.
Each of the undead creatures was a bl aspheny against life itself, a chaotic

di sruption of the balance of all things.

She recoil ed and suffered, for she had no power over the army of death. She

wi t hered and flinched beneath the footfalls, fearing the approach of the
cleric and his evil god.

The goddess was not without allies. Her children were her staunchest
defenders, to be called in time of direst need. But the ol dest of her
children, the Leviathin, had been slain by the Beast. The vast wol f pack she
was capabl e of summoni ng m ght have been sone hel p against the arny, but the
pack was spent, dispersed to a hundred dens across the Isles.

There remai ned only one of her chil dren—ene who had suffered grievously in the
war with the Beast. Yet that one she could not afford to |leave to his rest.
And so the goddess, once again, sumoned Kanerynn the unicorn.
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The assassins raised their crossbows, and Tristan could al most physically feel
the dart focus on his chest. He was about to nmake a desperate dive to the
side—al most certain to get hinmself killed—when Daryth surprised himwith a

| ong, | ow whistle.

"I"ve just gotten you figured out, Razfallow " said the Calishite snoothly. He
repeated the whistle again.

The silver dart in the crossbow shifted slightly to point straight at Daryth.
Razfal | ow, the half-ore, spoke. "You have been anusing, Calishite." He snorted
a soft chuckle and actually seened reluctant to give the order to kill. "In
fact, | shall have you killed last to show ny gratitude "

Tri stan had been puzzled by his friend' s whistle, but he suddenly renenbered
somet hing Pawl do had said. Instantly, he understood Daryth's plan. Tinme! They
needed to stall the assassins for a few nore seconds.

"I"'ma dead nman, anyway," said the prince, devoutly hoping he was wong. "Tel
me, then, why are you doing this? Where do your orders cone fron®"
Razfal | ow | aughed, a sound like a crackling fire. "You are indeed a dead nan,
and | do not waste ny breath talking to dead nen." The hal f-ore nodded to his
men, and the pair raised their silver crossbows.

"I growtired of this game," said the assassin. "Larrell, you kill the one
with the curly locks." He sneered at Pontswain. "Rasper, you put your bolt
into the prince. Almlow"

Tristan saw a flash of nmoverment in the noonlight behind the assassins. Daryth
slowy raised his hand as if in supplication, but the prince saw that his
conpani on's finger was
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pointed directly at the archer. Again he saw the notion in the road, closer
NOW.

"Cant hus, kill!"

Daryth's sharp command was timed exactly with the great dog's | eap. The

wel | -trai ned noorhound attacked silently and savagel y. Rasper stunbled forward
fromthe brutal inpact, and though he tried to shoot the deadly dart into
Tristan, the hound's attack had thrown off his aim The nmissile flew

harm essly into the night as the man turned in desperation to grapple with the
m ghty jaws that eagerly sought his throat.

The one called Larrell turned slightly in surprise. Pontswain dropped to his
stomach in the path as the assassin released his dart. The prince could not
see if it struck hone.

At the same nmonent Tristan, Daryth, and Pawl do | eaped forward, drawing their
bl ades. The three assassins crouched to neet them Larrell dropping his bow
and drawi ng a slim shortsword.

The assassi ns backed slowy away as Rasper screaned in pain. He tw sted and
struggl ed as the noorhound's teeth tore at his face. Locked in nmortal conbat,
they rolled fromthe path, leaving the two trios faced off, a dozen feet
apart.

Daryth | ooked sharply to his side at Tristan—behind the prince, actually.
Tristan cast a quick gl ance behind himand saw only Pontswain in the bright
nmoonl i ght. The lord stunbled to his feet, dazed but uninjured, and the prince
and the Calishite turned back to the assassins.

"Look out!" cried the Calishite, suddenly whirling toward the prince again.
Tristan twisted in surprise and then shouted in pain as he felt a sharp bl ade
slicing through his back. But there was no one there! The prince |urched
forward and crashed to the ground in agony. He coughed and choked with fright
as he spit up bl ood.

Daryth | eaped at the source of the attack. Through a thickening haze, Tristan
saw himstrike at... air! Daryth's blade snaked forward, and then the tip

di sappeared. He saw it again as the Calishite pulled back, and now it dripped
with bl ood. He heard a groan as something heavy but invisible fell across his
| egs.
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Tristan clenched his teeth to keep fromcrying out, and he struggled to remain
conscious. The invisible sword had stricken deep into his back. It would

al nrost certainly have killed himhad not Daryth's warning caused himto turn
at the last mnute. DimMy, he realized that one magically invisible assassin
had crept up behind them

Pawl do rushed forward to keep the three assassins at bay. Now the Calishite

| eaped forward to stand at the halfling's side, as Pawl do stunbled rapidly
back before three slashing attackers. Pontswain clinbed to his feet and
charged forward, waving his | ongsword before him

Daryth sliced savagely at Razfallow s face, but the assassin ducked the bl ow
easily and al nost took off the Calishite's ear with the counterthrust. One of
the others tried to follow up his master's advantage with a |unging stab, but
this one overstepped his reach. Daryth's downward cut |opped off his arm at
the el bow, and the man stunbled to his knees, holding the bleeding stunmp in
shock.

Pawl do attacked aggressively. The Calishite crouched and jabbed at Razfail ow,
but neither of them could gain an advantage. Ponswai n ducked about the edge of
the nel ee, |ooking for an opening. Suddenly, the halfling shouted in al arm-is
attacker had just knocked the blade fromhis hand. Pawl do ducked as the
assassin took a wild swing at his neck. The attack was the man's | ast mi stake,
as Pontswain | eaped into the fray and stabbed the man in the throat with a
single lightning thrust.

Razfail ow sl ashed inmedi ately after Daryth, but the Calishite parried

snoot hly. The two bl ades cl ashed again and again as the fighters hurtled

t hemsel ves at each other.

Pawl do scranbled to regain his sword, and rage twi sted Razfallow s face into a
hi deous mask of hatred. He spit in Daryth's face and sprang backward,
sharl i ng.

"I will see you again, Calishite!" H's voice was a rasping, inhuman grow as
he turned and raced into the darkness.

"I"ll get that baboon-faced— grow ed the halfling, at last finding his sword.
He lunged after the half-ore but Daryth caught himby the collar and pulled

hi m back.

"I admre your courage," he said sincerely. "But he would kill you—er ne! The
darkness is his el enent—he wants us to
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cone after him Besides, our conpani on needs our help."

Tristan saw his friends comng toward him and then nothing nore.

"Come here, little fellow You know | won't hurt you."

To nmost |listeners, Genna's voice woul d have sounded |ike an assortnment of
chirps, squeaks, and clicks. Robyn, however, had no difficulty understandi ng
her teacher's speech

Neither did the small red squirrel, obviously, for the little creature bounded
to the end of a long linb, and then hopped lightly onto the great druid's

out stretched hand. The creature junped to her shoul der and sniffed curiously
at her ear as CGenna sniled at Robyn.

"I really think the mammal s are the nost fun of themall,"” she said. "They're
the nost |ike us, of course. And | think they can be friendliest of all our
creatures, when they want to be."

"Food?" the squirrel chirped.

"Ch, you little beggar," sighed Genna in resignation, neverthel ess reaching
into a pocket of her |oose gown to draw forth an acorn

Robyn | ooked up suddenly as the |linmb next to Genna sagged slightly. "Don't you
dare. Newt!"

Scowl i ng, the dragon became visible. Perched over the squirrel, he had been
about to squeeze the animal's tail—a prank that certainly would have sent it
shrieking in terror to the highest branches of the tree.

"\'bu shoul d be ashamed of yourself!" rebuked Genna.

"I cant help it," whined the dragon, his wings and tail drooping pathetically.



"I"'mso bored! You two never have tine for anything fun anynore! It's al ways

| esson this and teach that and | earn the other thing!

"And you're always yelling at me, too," he pointed out defensively. " 'New,
where are you?' or 'Don't do that, Newt!' or 'Stop eating that, New!' or
somet hing el se.”

"W have been working hard," said Genna with a | ook at Robyn. "I suppose

have been trying to make up for lost time. Why don't we have lunch at the
pond? We can share a bottle of wine and have a quiet afternoon.”
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"Yesyesyesyes!" shreiked Newt, blinking into invisibility in his excitenent. A
second | ater he was back, buzzing happily.

"I was going to introduce you to the bats today," said Genna as they started
toward the cottage. "But that can wait till later. They're nore tal kative at
ni ght, anyway."

Robyn wal ked thoughtfully back to the cottage. She felt at peace for the first
time since the stranger had cone. Wien Newt had renmpved the heartli ke rock
fromthe grove, it seened as though a whole world of trouble had vani shed. But
anot her thing bothered her, and now she felt she could talk about it.
"Teacher, |I'mtroubled by a dream | have had several tines in the past weeks.
I"mcertain it is a vision fromthe goddess."

Genna | ooked at her quizzically.

"It's about ny . . . father, the king. And Tristan, too. |'mafraid something
terrible has happened! They need ne!"

"You wi sh to cease your studi es?" Genna asked softly.

"No! But | rmrust |earn what has happened, | nust go to them Can you forgive ne
if I leave you for a while?"

Genna sniled sadly. "There would be nothing to forgive. You are a capabl e and
acconpl i shed student, able to make your own decisions. If you nmust |eave, for
atine, so beit. | only hope you will return."

"Cenna, | will!" Robyn pledged. "And thank you!" She felt a giddy sense of
relief and anticipation. She would travel to Corwell as swiftly as possible!
The wonen had al nost reached the cottage when they heard a pathetic bl eating
in the distance. They paused and heard it again. The sound originated to the
sout h, near the edge of the grove, and seenmed to be com ng cl oser

"That sounds very bad," frowned Genna, turning to run toward the cries. Robyn
joined her and quickly outdi stanced her teacher. She raced through the garden
and into the oaks where she alnost ran headlong into a terrified doe.

She grasped the trenbling creature around the neck and stopped its flight,
muttering soothing sounds. Kneeling beside it, she felt the animal's shaking
subsi de, although it did not cease entirely. In nmonments Genna joi ned them
"What's the matter, brown-eyed one?" she whispered in a
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voi ce so soft that Robyn could barely hear

The deer bl eated again, a sound that Robyn could not understand specifically,
but she easily recognized the deer's sheer terror. Burrs matted the animal's
sides and belly, and its |l egs were covered with many small scratches.

Genna | ooked at her student, and the lines of concern around her eyes
deepened. She stroked the deer a fewtines, and gradually it settled down. She
did not rise until the creature began to graze contentedly on the sweet
grasses of the druid s grove.

"I do not understand what frightened her," she explained. "But never have I
seen such lasting terror. She has obviously run many miles."

"What shoul d we do?" asked Robyn. The deer's panic aroused deep feelings of
anger within her. She wanted to puni sh whatever had tornented the creature so.
"I must go and have a | ook," said the druid.

"Let me cone with you!" pleaded Robyn.

"No, you cannot yet. | will call upoi) powers you have yet to |learn, though
your abilities grow daily." Her teacher snmiled at her and patted her shoul der
reassuringly. "While | amgone, | want you to remain in the grove. W may have

other creatures comng here to seek our help."



As she finished speaking, a huge flock of blackbirds squawked into sight.
Thousands of feathered figures raced through the sky until they were al

safely within the confines of the grove. There they settled, still agitated,
into the highest branches of the towering oaks.

Robyn and Genna both noticed that they, too, had fled fromthe south.

Deat h reached out with cold fingers to seek the Prince of Corwell. Tristan
only vaguely felt the chill presence beside him for all of his feelings were
bl anketed in a gray fog.

The poundi ng cadence of the galloping horse penetrated his consci ousness only
barely, and he did not sense Daryth's arns around him holding himin the
saddl e. The pain of his wound had | ong since vani shed. Hs only disconfort now
cane fromstraining for air in his wounded | ung.
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For a tine, the prince was ready to yield to the dark figure that rode beside
him The struggle to breathe was too exhausting to continue. The bl essed
relief prom sed by the one who held those arms outspread seened the nost

pl easant recourse.

"Tristan. Look to ne, my prince!"

For a second, he didn't react to the distant voice. Wen he did, it was as if
his body was mired in thick rmud; he couldn't open his eyes or turn w thout
expendi ng great effort. But finally, he saw

An ocean of m st spread around him muffling the sounds of the horse's hooves.
The jolting gait becane snooth, even confortable. He could see that they were
racing across this plain of fog, and then the nmist parted to reveal a w de,
snooth | ake. It seened to himthat they were galloping along the shore, though
he coul dn't see any ground below him In truth, he did not |ook down.
"Tristan."

The voi ce again reached seductively for his nmind, and he struggled to see who
was speaki ng. Then he saw the white figure, standing serenely on the waters of
the | ake. Her arms were spread w de, beckoning. Queen AH synn stood sone vague
di stance away. It seenmed that she was very far, yet he could see tears welling
in the corners of her eyes. He could hear her voice, though she spoke in the
softest of whispers.

How beautiful she was! Her blond hair billowed like a flag in a gentle breeze,
whi | e her snowy gown seened nore |ike water than cloth as it flowed across her
body. She | ooked very sad, and the prince wanted to hold her, to confort her
And then he understood her sadness.

H s quest had failed! He had disappointed her. A black sense of despair
grasped him and once again he saw the specter of death seated beside him
Desperately, he struggled to reach the queen, but his body would not nove fast
enough. A sob forced itself fromhis throat, and al ready her image grew di m
"My queen!" he croaked. He struggled to hold out a hand to her so that she
could pull himto her side.

"Stay there!" she cried, her voice growing stern. "Do not
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come to nme. You must not come to ne!"

He nade no reply, but his throat choked with sorrow, and tears flooded his
eyes. The agony of watching her slip away was nore than he coul d bear. Yet
somehow, though his ghostly horse raced like the wind and the queen stood
still upon the water, she renained beside him

"You must go on, ny prince." Again he heard her. She began to fade from view,
but her voice was stronger than ever. "Go to Caer Callidyrr. Only fromthe

H gh King himself will you learn the secret of your destiny. And prince,
beware his w zard. Beware Cyndre!" She had al nost di sappeared from his sight,
and despair threatened to drown the prince in his well of self-pity.

"My lady .. ." he npaned softly.

"No," she said, and suddenly her inmage was clear again. "Your lady is

anot her—a wonman who needs you, and who can help you! Call to your |ady, ny
prince, do not call to ne!l"

And then she was gone, and in her place stood a green-eyed druid with flow ng



bl ack hair. Her beauty brought a lunmp to his throat. By the goddess, how he
needed Robyn! He nmust see her again! He nust live!

"Robyn," he croaked, quietly, and the sound becane a sob

But then his conpanions slowed the pace of their flight, as the black horses
grew wi nded. The pain returned, |ancing through his chest and throat in fiery
agony. The taste of blood was bitter in his nouth.

But with the pain came awareness, an understanding that he did want to live,
that he had a mssion to perform Wth this understandi ng he bani shed the
specter of death fromhis side. The prince was unconscious to his
surroundi ngs; he did not feel his conpanions Ilift himfromthe saddl e nor see
thementer the battered door of a frail country chapel. But he was aware of
his life.

And he was determined to keep it.

The courtier timdly approached the great throne, his powdered wig trenbling
as he wal ked.

"Your Majesty," the man began, his voice cracking. "The... um.. . the w zard
cannot be found."
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"Inmbecil e!" barked the king. "Qut of my sight! Fool! Do not return until you
have found him"

The king rose and stal ked down the stairway |eading to his throne. He reached
the bottom of the staircase and turned to the side in agitation, wapping the
robe about his |legs and al nost tripping hinmself.

"Qut!" he screaned. "All of you! Go away!"

The courtiers, jesters, and ladies-in-waiting in the huge chamber all turned
and fled for the doors. In seconds the vast roomwas enpty except for the

ki ng.

And one ot her.

Cyndre stood beside the throne, his black robe billowi ng and swelling around
him The king turned back, pacing, and suddenly saw him He gasped and cl apped
a hand to his nmouth, but quickly straightened to march purposefully up the

st eps.

"\Where have you been? | have had every nessenger in the pal ace searching for
you! Why can't you be where you're supposed to be?"

"l came as soon as | could, sire. | was in the mdst of some arcane
meditation. Tb interrupt it would have been extrenely dangerous." The w zard
made a slight, alnost inperceptible gesture. The king's shoul ders sagged as he
turned to flop wearily into his throne.

"1 have been so worried!" he whined. "Has there been any word of that upstart
from Corwel | ?"

"W have had word of his arrival at Llewellyn. A strong garrison of the
Scarlet Guard is posted there. | amcertain that we will hear of his capture
very soon." The wi zard's voice was soot hing, and the king began to rel ax.
"I"'msorry | shouted at you, Cyndre. My nerves are not what they used to be."
The wi zard did not reply, and his thin smle of anusenment was nasked by his

r obe.

"When he is captured,” continued King Carrathal, "I want him brought to ne

i mediately. | amcurious about this prince. I wish to |l earn why he pretends
to nmy throne."

"At the earliest opportunity, sire, I will have himdelivered to you," replied
Cyndre, silently adding, "his corpse will not tell you much."

"You will protect ne fromhim won't you?"
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"OfF course, sire. You know that you have nothing to worry about. Perhaps you
need sonething to take your mind off this little distracti on—an execution
perhaps. |Is there a prisoner you would like put to death? Perhaps that sister
of the outlaw, O Roarke?"

"No, not yet!" The king spoke firmy. "I still hope to nake him see reason. |
will never be able to do that if she is dead."

The wi zard gestured subtly and whi spered to the king.



"Very well," sighed Carrathal. "Have her put to death in the norning." For a
monent, a | ook of stark horror flashed across the king's face. Once again, he
saw t he ghosts arrayed agai nst himand sensed their number grow ng. But then
he yawned l|istlessly. "Thank you, Cyndre. Sonetines | wonder what | would do
wi t hout . "

The king could not finish his sentence, for he had already fallen asl eep

"I shan't be gone for nore than a day," explained the Great Druid. Her nanner
was solem. "Try to keep themfromfighting. Talk to the | eaders—they wil |l
hel p you."

Robyn nodded, trying to conceal her doubts. The grove of the Great Druid had,
overnight, filled with terrified animals. Many deer, rabbits, wld pigs,
squirrels, mce, and other little manmal s were overrunning the place,
nervously trying to avoid the few wol ves, foxes, badgers, and weasels that had
al so cone here for protection

But protection fromwhat? They still knew very little about whatever nenaced
the grove, save that it had caused an unprecedented fear anmong the wild

creat ures.

"I'f you have to, ask Gunt for help," said Genna. "He will conplain a lot, but
he coul d be your best ally."

"I will," said Robyn. Indeed, the old brown bear was a cantankerous and surly
fellow, but she knew himto be an unusually steady and reliable animal.

"I will hurry," added the druid. "Take care, ny child."

Genna turned toward the south and her short body shifted and blurred before
Robyn's eyes. She grew snaller, and her brown robe slowy becane a coat of

gol den feathers. Her arns became wi ngs, and her nose became a beak. The
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snoot h head, no |onger even vaguely human, turned to | ook at Robyn, and the
young druid saw the blessing glittering fromthe small, black eyes. Then the
wi ngs struck boldly downward, and the great eagle that was Genna Moonsi nger
sprang into the air and clinbed steadily skyward. She rose without faltering,
circling over the grove until she was no nore than a speck in the southern
sky.

A heavy sense of menace began to bear down on Robyn as the day progressed,
renoving any joy fromher daily tasks. At first she thought that the feeling
was produced by the threat to the Vale, and indeed, that must have been a part
of it. Yet nore and nore she found her mnd drifting to thoughts of Tristan
Instead of the usual ripples of pleasure that his menory ordinarily gave her
her thoughts of the prince actually increased her anxiety. This feeling grew
every time she thought of him which was nearly every mnute. She could not
escape the feeling that he was in terrible danger

She westled with a strong tenptation to flee the grove, abandoni ng everything
in a headl ong dash to reach him Yet even if she had known where he was—and
she felt certain that he was far from Corwel | —she coul d not have brought
herself to renounce her trust with the goddess. And so once again she turned
herself to her many chores.

But the work had a holl ow, neaningless quality today. She was certain that it
did not conme fromw thin herself.

Then she felt a strange peace fall over the grove. The squeaks and squawks of
the ani mal s qui eted as she | ooked up. Somet hing had already entered the grove.
It was a presence mghty yet serene. Robyn wal ked qui ckly through the oaks,
finally breaking into a run. She suspected the visitor's identity even before
he stepped from between the oaks to regard her. She thought she saw a benign
sm |l e upon his face as she shouted with joy and ran to clasp her arns around
hi s neck.

The smile was in her inmagination, of course, for although he, too, felt great
joy, Kanmerynn the unicorn could not be expected to snile
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A cool, strong breeze flowed steadily northward, |ashing the waters of the



strait intorolling gray swells, |avish fought the wi nd, tacking back and

forth, but she still made only sl ow headway toward Corwel| .
For the hundredth time she wondered if she was doing the right thing. After
all, she rem nded herself, what could she have done to rescue the prince?

Pai nful Iy, but pragmatically, she knew that she was no fighter—a daring escape
fromthe heart of the eneny stronghold was sonet hing she coul d never hope to
acconpl i sh.

The only place that seened to offer the chance of help was the prince's

honel and. She didn't know what kind of help the Iords of Corwell could offer
but she had nowhere else to turn

And still the wind blew and the gray waves roll ed.

"Put himin here" said the short cleric, pushing aside a wool tapestry to
reveal a small room The only furnishing was a narrow bed, but Daryth and
Pawl do were grateful for the chance to lay Tristan upon even that tiny

pl atform Pontswain remai ned outside, sword held at the ready, |ooking up and
down the long ribbon of darkened, enpty road.

The cleric ran back to the doors of his chapel and saw that the road was
enpty. The deepest hours of night were just beginning to yield to norning.
"Cowan!" he called. "Conme here!"

Morments | ater a | ad of about fifteen energed froma small al cove, rubbing his
eyes and yawni ng. He blinked curiously at the visitors, and his eyes w dened
as he saw t he bl oodstai ned prince stretched, pale and deathlike, on the bed.
"See to their horses, lad!" barked the cleric. Cowan hurried fromthe chape
as the man turned back to them "I am Patriarch Trevor, a cleric of Chauntea,"”
he said, noving quickly to Tristan's side. The man noved with a snmooth and
easy grace. He took the prince's hand in one of his while pressing the other
to Tristan's forehead.

"He is very near death. A few nore nmiles on horseback. |I'mcertain, would have
killed him" The patriarch closed his eyes, still touching the prince's wi st
and face. He whis-
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pered softly, a ritual sound that |asted nearly a mnute.

A warm gl ow seermed to surround the prince, visible as a faint light to the
wat chers. Daryth had a feeling of deep reverence, and wanted to drop to his
knees. He stubbornly resisted the urge, instead staring, spellbound, as the
cleric worked his healing magic.

"Chauntea," said the cleric reverently. Tristan winced and thrashed on the
narrow mattress. A sudden, shocking spurt of red blood burst fromhis mouth to
spatter the cleric, but the patriarch ignored it. Daryth's hand | eaped to his
sword; he feared for the prince, but the cleric held a steadying hand up, and
the Calishite rel axed.

The prince groaned and twi sted on the bed. Hi s eyes opened, but the pupils
rolled so far back in his head that only the whites were visible. The cleric
whi spered again, and the soft glow brightened and then slowy faded away.

As the cleric finally opened his eyes, Tristan's chest began to rise and fal
wi th deep, regular breathing. Slowy, color began to creep into his face.

"He sl eeps,"” explained the cleric. "Now, let us talk."

Daryth and Pawl do followed himinto another small room Here Trevor pulled a
bottle of wine froma wooden chest and gestured themto sit at the small

tabl e.

"You are fugitives," he said finally. "But from what?"

Pawl do and Daryth exchanged qui ck | ooks, obviously surprised by the blunt
qguestion. Finally, the halfling spoke.

"The Hi gh King's ogres took the pri—h, my friend on fal se charges. W hel ped
hi m get away, but he was wounded during the escape.”

"Ogres of the Scarlet CGuard!" grow ed the patriarch with surprising venom
"The mercenary scuml " Seeing their startled | ooks, be explai ned.

"The guard is just another exanple of the blight that seenms to have fallen
across our land. W watched them march through Grady—that's this little

t owmn—somne days past. The sight of the people huddled in their homes, shivering



in terror, broke ny heart. Renenber, these are the troops of their own king! |
ask you, what kind of king would bring such terror to his own subjects?"
"Those kings are nore common than you'd like to believe,"

*143*

DOUGLAS NI LES

said Daryth. "Though this is the first |1've heard of such a ruler in the
Moonshaes. In ny experience, the Ffol k have been ruled with freedons that far
exceed the norm"

"True," agreed Pontswain, com ng through the door. "The road is quiet. Howis
the prince?"

"He will live," said the patriarch

The lord did not respond as he noved to sit in the only vacant chair. Daryth
wonder ed whet her Pont swai n consi dered the news good or bad.

"Why haven't the lords of Callidyrr stood up to the king?" asked the lord. "I
can't inmagine that we, in Cornell, would stand for such behavior."

"They have tried. Several have di sappeared, others have gone to the dungeon
Those that disappear have had their |ands confiscated and their hol dings
assigned to allies of the king. One, the former Lord Roarke, has becone an
outlaw in the forest, railing bitterly against his fate, but helpless to do
anyt hi ng about it."

"Why hasn't there been a rebellion?" pressed Pontswain.

"I don't know," shrugged the cleric. "Perhaps because they |lack a strong

| eader. O, nore likely, because the Ffolk are frightened." The patriarch
seenmed to consider his statement, and his situation. He was silent for a
nonent .

"I amglad that | could help you, but you have powerful enem es. | can hide
you here until nightfall, but then you will have to be on your way. It is not
for nyself that | fear, but this entire village would doubtl ess be destroyed
were you di scovered here."

"W understand," said Daryth. "And thank you for what you have done."

"But you nust decide where you will go fromhere," the cleric renm nded them
"Or do you al ready know?"

"Tb Caer Callidyrr to see the H gh King."

The voice drew their attention to the doorway, and they turned to see the
Prince of Corwell standing there, watching themgrimy.

"Tristan!" Pawl do junped to his feet as the nen | ooked in astonishnent at the
prince. He | eaned agai nst the door, his face drawn with pain. But the color
had returned to his skin, and his eyes glowed with determ nati on and anger
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"You shoul d be asleep," said Trevor, rising to offer the prince his chair.

"I shall be soon. But we need to plan first."

"Are you certain you want to go to Caer Callidyrr?" asked the patriarch
"Yes."

"Very well. The King's Road, the highway you took fromLlewellyn, is certain
to be patrolled in strength. It would nean al nost certain capture for you to
travel there. But there are other roads, trails really, that lead to the west
of here, and then north, through Dernall Forest. The soldiers of the king do
not venture into the forest much, but the forest has its own chall enges. For
one thing, the trails are few and difficult to follow"

"W have some woodcraft,"” said the prince. "W'll travel the forest roads.”
"I can give you a map and sone directions. You will have to trust to your good
sense for the rest of your guidance." The cleric proceeded to sketch a

spi derweb of winding trails onto a sheet of parchnent. "You will be very weak
for several days," he warned Tristan. "That wound woul d have killed nost nen,
I"'mcertain. So have a care for yourself, and rest when you need to."

"Thank you, friar. W shall,"” said the prince. "I have but one question: Wy
have you done all of this for us?"

"The ways of my goddess are not for nortals to understand, not even her
clerics. | but do her bidding. Remenmber this, if you think of nothing else:



Chauntea is your ally. She hopes for the success of your mssion, and she wll
aid you as nmuch as lies in her power.

"Now that you are here, | understand. Your mission to Caer Callidyrr—no, don't
tell me any nore about it. But | understand that a king who hires nonsters to
protect hinself fromhis own people cannot work for the good of those people
or their land. This king is offensive to ny goddess, and therefore her

bl essing falls upon your m ssion.

"May you ride like the wind and be as difficult to catch,” concluded Patriarch
Trevor.

The cleric's words seened to have a pleasant effect. Tristan felt warnth
spread through his body, and a feeling of
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beni gn goodwi | | descended upon him "Thank you for everything," he said,
clasping the patriarch's hand firmy. "You have given our m ssion new hope!"
"As you have done for mine, also," said the cleric quietly.

Then they slept, and when darkness fell the nmen mounted their black horses and
slipped into the night, the great moorhound trotting watchfully ahead.

Bhaal wallowed in the fire pits of Gehenna, luxuriating in the sensual feel of
lava fueled with fresh bl ood.

The god of death, lover of all murderous acts, was in fine fettle. H's

devot ees, and even those opposed to him were acting in concert to provide
entertai nment. But even nore than entertai nment, each act of killing

st rengt hened Bhaal increasing his influence anong the gods and enhancing his
ability to interfere in the affairs of nen.

And so Bhaal watched the events unfol ding before him He thrilled at the sight
of the dead arny that was defiling Myrloch vble. They woul d be his mghtiest
achi evenent when he was done, creating a | egion of death that would bring the
entire | and beneath his baneful rule. Bhaal drooled at the thought of the
young druid's blood warm ng his belly as Hobarth performed the ritua
sacrifice.

He watched the events upon Alaron with less interest, but took mld note of

t he occasional body left in the wake of the fleeing prince. Mre than once he
had t hought that the death of the prince hinmself was immnent, but each tine
the nortals had managed to fend it off—ust barely.

But Bhaal was patient.
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The uni corn nuzzl ed Robyn's shoul der affectionately. The druid said nothing,
but the weight of responsibility she had borne this day seened to grow
lighter.

She | eaned back and | ooked at the great creature, child of the goddess
hersel f. Kamerynn's white beard hung in a thick tuft fromhis jaw, and his
ivory horn jutted proudly before him nore than four feet |ong.

H s |large eyes were bright and clear, and Robyn whi spered a soft prayer of
thanks for this mracle. Only a year earlier, the great unicorn had been

bl i nded, his skin and eyes scal ded by the power of the Beast. But his healing
seened conpl ete, and his broad nostrils snorted as if to belittle the hurts he
had suffered.

"Kamerynn, you big horse!" Newt shouted with joy as he buzzed into the oak
grove and saw his old friend. He darted like an arrow to the unicorn, perching
proudly on Kanerynn's |ong horn

"Thank the goddess you're here!" he chattered. "Robyn has been having an awf ul
time with the animals. Oh, she tries you know, but she's still so young. Now
that you're here, I'msure we can get all of these—=

Kamerynn turned his broad head to the rear, interrupting Newt's expl anation,
and the dragon was forced to grasp the noving horn tightly to retain his
perch. The bushes behind himparted very slightly, and a tiny face | ooked
timdly at Robyn. The unicorn gestured with his horn, and the little creature
st epped forward.

Hobyn saw that it |ooked like a small man, about two feet tall, except that it



bad gossamer wi ngs sprouting from each
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shoul der and long pointed ears. As the little creature bowed, she noticed two
I ong things, alnost |like the antennae of a bug, growing fromthe fellow s
forehead. She knew then that this was a wood sprite. He was dressed in a green
tunic and cap, and he carried a small bow and quiver in his hands and a dagger
at his belt.

"Wl come to the grove," she said, extending her hands.

"Yazilliclik!"™ cried Newt, diving fromthe horn to hover before the sprite.
"You're here too! W should have a party!" He turned to Robyn, hovering up to
her eye level. "Can we have a party, Robyn? Can we have a party, please?"

"No! Can't you tell there's something serious going on, Newt?" She felt

genui nely angry at the dragon. He had been no help at all as she had struggl ed
to control the animals.

Newt | ooked piqued for a second before zoom ng back to Kamerynn's horn to

wat ch the proceedings with interest.

"I... I must tell you of the danger," said the sprite in a high and nusica
voi ce that sounded an odd contrast to the seriousness of the m ssive. Robyn
under st ood his nervousness. Sprites were anong the shyest of the creatures in
the Val e. Though there were many of themin the surroundi ng woods, she had
never seen one. She knew that it mnust have taken great courage to bring
Yazilliclick here.

"There is terrible—t-terribl e—danger abroad! W have seen the arny that

defiles the vale," said the sprite. "It is comng here!"

"An arny!" gasped Robyn.

"That is not the worst of it—not the worst!" added Yazilliclick. "It is not an
arnmy of men, or llewrr, or even firbolgs. It is an army of corpses!"”
"Corpses? But how ... ?" Robyn was too stunned to think. Certainly the little
sprite could not be telling the truth!

Yazilliclick nodded his head, his tiny antennae bouncing. He | ooked like he
was about to start crying. "l d-don't—don't—know " he wailed. "But they cone

this way—this way! And they are evil! Evill"

None of them saw the great eagle dropping silently fromthe twlight skies
until it settled to the ground beside them The eagle's shape shifted and
suddenly Genna Moonsi nger stood beside them Even in the dimlight, Robyn saw
t hat
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she was pale. She started to speak, and her voice was strained, as if she
struggled to control it. She had obviously heard the sprite's last remark.
"They draw nearer with every m nute—they will be upon us in tw days at the
nost .

"I have sent the sparrows to sunmon the other druids of the Vale. W will

gat her here as quickly as possible. Perhaps together our mght will daunt this
force sonmehow. " The druids of the Vale, several dozen in nunber, each tended
their own sacred groves, scattered across the face of Gwn-neth. Here, at the
grove of the Great Druid, they gathered occasionally for councils, but for the
nost they were solitary nmen and wonen, seeking little human comnpani onshi p.
CGenna turned to |l ook at Yazilficlick, and her eyes softened. "Thank you,
little one, for com ng here. |I know how hard it was for you."

"I"ll s-stay, to help," blurted the faerie, looking inrediately as if he
regretted the offer.

Next, the Great Druid raised her chin and | ooked her pupil squarely in the
eyes. "Robyn, you nust remain here awhile. | know of your concern for the king
and for your prince, but you are needed here."

Robyn sensed the conmand in her teacher's words, but that command was not
necessary. She knew where her duty lay, and she nodded in response. There was
not hi ng el se that she could do.

The patriarch's map proved inval uable as the black horses carried the riders

t hrough the night. They alternated mounts frequently, allowing two of the



steeds to run free while the others carried Tristan, Daryth, Pontswain, and
Pawl do. Keeping the mounts fresh, they nmade excellent tine.

The hours in the saddle wore heavily on Tristan, however, as the pain of his
wound grew into a throbbing ache across his entire back. He said nothing,
fearing that his conpani ons would slow their pace, but he was nonet hel ess
relieved as dawn approached and they began to | ook for a place to hide during
t he day.
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There were few likely spots along the wi nding country | anes. Al aron—at | east,
this portion of it—-seened devoid of wl|derness, or even of large tracts of
forested | and. They eventually left the road, riding across several fields and
crossi ng numerous stone fences before finding a little clunp of woods in a
secl uded holl ow. Here they disnounted, ate sone of the bread and fruit that
the cleric had sent with them and prepared to rest.

Pawl do left the three nmen to fill his watersack in a nearby stream and they
sat quietly for a tinmne.

"l suppose you've realized that our original mssion no | onger has much

rel evance," sai d Pontswain, | ounging.

Tristan | ooked at hi m suspiciously. He could not help but suspect the lord's
notives, but he nodded now. "Indeed, there's not much point in petitioning
approval froma man who has ordered nme arrested and killed."

"Then let's go back to Corwell and |eave this madhouse to its inmates!" said
the lord. "What can you hope to acconplish here?"

"I can gain a measure of vengeance for ny father's death! | can force the king
to admit his crimes against the Ffol k—perhaps even to nmake sone of themright
agai n!"

"You're mad! He's tried to have you killed al ready! Now you want to travel to
his very stronghold and tell himyou don't |ike what he's done? You don't have
a chance!"

"On the contrary, | think I have a good chance. W have avoided his pitfalls
thus far. And besides, | have to try something! | cannot let ny father's death
go unavenged!"

"Your foolish vengeance will get us all killed!"

"You are free to return to Corwell whenever you want. W can go on w t hout
you," Tristan challenged. Pontswain slunped silently, scowing.

Pawl do returned with a drippi ng goatskin of water and passed the bag around.
Silently, they drank, as the halfling flopped to the ground beside them

"How do you propose to gain entrance into the castle?" asked Daryth as they
settled into their nakeshift beds.

"I don't know," adnmitted the prince. "But if there's always a way to escape
froma place, as you've told me, then it follows that there's always a way to
get in."

o | SO
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"The opposite of escape is capture” announced Paw do.

"W have to get there before we worry about getting in," observed the
Calishite. "And fromthe | ooks of this country that's far from guaranteed,
especially if there are troops out |ooking for us."

"On the other hand, the troops of the High King seemto be none too popular in
this part of the country, if the Ffolk in The Diving Dol phin or the cleric
Trevor are any indication," said Tristan

"Still, let's try and stay hidden," warned the halfling. "I don't want to have
to rescue you again!"

"I'"ve been meaning to ask you about that,’
that of f—distracting the ogres?"

Pawl do chuckled, not a little proud. He told the story of the assassins in the
tree and his entry into the manor house. For once, he enbellished the details
only slightly.

"I't was our good fortune to have a friend like you lurking in the shadows,"

said the prince. "How did you pul



| aughed the prince. Pawl do grinned, enjoying the praise.

"Now tell nme," asked the halfling. "What did you scoundrels do to get in
trouble with the | aw? Were you stealing mlk froma baby? O perhaps you got
ent husi asti ¢ about the young daughter of some |ocal |ord?"

"Not hi ng so straightforward," said Tristan. He expl ai ned about the

assassi nation of King Kendrick and their mssion to Alaron. After a |ong
hesitation, he described the castle of Cueen Alisynn and the prophecy he had
recei ved there

"I"'msorry to hear about your father," Paw do said.

Tristan felt a nmonent of sorrow. It cane suddenly and then passed. He
realized, with a twinge of guilt, that it had been nmany days since he had

t hought of his father. But now he could feel sone sense of atonement. "W did
nore than a little avenging in Llewellyn,"” he said. "I"'mcertain that the nen
wi th Razfall ow were the same who acconpanied himto Corwell."

"I wish that bloodthirsty devil hadn't gotten away," said Daryth bitterly.
"But we've certainly trimred down the nunmbers of his band."

"It's too bad we couldn't have put an end to his killing," said the prince.
"But we'll have another chance, |I'mcertain."
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"Especially with your subtle plan," snapped Pontswain. He had been listening
to their conversation, using a saddle to keep his head off the ground. But now

he sat up.
"I didn't ask you to cone along!" retorted the prince, his anger kindl ed.
"No, that was ny decision. And now that |I'm here, |I'm wondering what kind of

madness you' re planni ng next!"

"My lord Pontswain, this is ny fight—and it has beconme a personal nmatter.

neit her seek nor wel come your involvenent init! If you have concerns that can
be better addressed el sewhere . "

"Indeed | do, prince. | want our kingdomto prosper—to see some of the glory
it had ages ago. If | amking, | think it will. Perhaps the sane thing can
happen under your ruler-ship. But | haven't seen any proof of that yet!"
Tristan flushed, instinctively reaching for his sword. Anger blazed fromhis
eyes as he nmet Pontswain's |evel gaze. The lord' s face was curiously
unenot i onal

"Ch, you wield your blade well—ertainly better than | do" continued

Pont swai n. "But | wonder how well you can wield your mind!"

Tristan forced down his rage, but the remark cut himdeeply. In a dark corner
of his mnd, he realized that Pontswain was too close to the truth. Wat ideas
did he have to offer? What kind of a plan had he assenbl ed?

"Perhaps under the tutel age of your wisdoml1'Il learn!" he snapped, trying to
turn Pontswain's sarcasm back at him But the chall enge sounded holl ow, even
to hinself.

"On that cheerful thought, I'mgoing to get sone rest," said Daryth. The
others, too, rolled into their blankets. Tristan was still livid. Hs nmind
coughed up numerous sharp remarks that he regretted he had not thought of at
the tine. But as his anger cool ed, a strange thought struck him For the first
time he saw Pontswain not just as a rival for the throne, but as a man who
truly cared for the kingdom The know edge was di sturbing, and he took it with
himto sleep

That ni ght they rode again, gradually turning north. They found thensel ves

entering wilder country now, though still tane in conparison to Corwell. The
prince's wound still hurt, but did not seemto have gotten worse during the
| ast
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day. This tine they found it easy to find a secluded place to spend the day,
and on the follow ng night they rode into Dernall Forest itself.

"At least we're a bit nore secure here," remarked the prince as they trotted
down a dark forest |lane. Canthus, as usual, |oped al ong before them "W
shoul d have no trouble finding a place to hide during the day."



Al of themfelt nore rel axed anong the thick, sheltering branches. Though the
moon was half full, the canopy of |eaves made the road al nost bl ack

That changed very suddenly. Their only warning was a | ow growl as Cant hus
froze, staring into the darkness. Harsh words in a strange | anguage barked
fromthe night.

"Magic!" cried Pawdo in alarm and even as he spoke the ground itself
suddenly gl owed with cool, bright |ight.

The little party halted, clearly outlined by the bright spell, and blinded
from seei ng anyt hing beyond their circle.

"Do not mpove, strangers," said a voice fromthe darkness. The voice was
strong, filled with the authority of conmand.

Tristan's eyes finally adjusted to the brightness enough that he could nake
out forns noving toward them fromall sides. He saw nen, armed with the

| argest | ongbows he had ever seen, in a circle around them He counted severa
dozen with his first glance, and he saw that each nenber of his party was in
the sights of a weapon.

The prince haul ed back on his reins, searching for escape, but the ring of
archers was solid—and very nmenaci ng. There was sonmething frightening in the

| ack of enotion he detected anbng them as if this was sinply in a day's work.
Yes, he realized now, they were captives once again.

"The Bl ack Rock is gone," said Newt mserably. Yazilliclick nodded in
agreement. "Sonmebody must have taken it! This is all ny fault!" The faerie
dragon was on the verge of tears. Hi s wings drooped m serably when he | anded
on the bench, returning fromthe m ssion Genna had given him

"You hel ped us very nuch by renmoving it fromthe grove," said Genna. "You are
not to blame for the evil that has befall-

en us.
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Robyn stroked Newt's head and | ong neck, surprised at his contrition. She had
never seen the faerie dragon expressing anything approachi ng renorse before.
"Now, " continued Genna, addressing the creatures that had gathered before her
cottage. "You nmust all listen very carefully.” Around her were arrayed
Kamerynn the unicorn, the great brown bear Gunt, and a hundred or nore of the
ani mal s—the strongest and w sest from anong the teemi ng throngs.

The Geat Druid sought to calmthe fears and soothe the tensions of the
gathered wild creatures. She needed themto remai n peaceful throughout the

ni ght, for she and Robyn would not be able to watch them Finally she
finished, snd the animals drifted away to rejoin their kind.

"Now Newt, Yazilliclick," said the Great Druid. "I must ask you to care for
the grove while we're gone. The other druids should be arriving soon; you mnust
tell them where we have gone. WIIl you do this?"

The sprite nodded.

"Can't | come al ong?" pleaded Newt. "You will get into—=

"W need you here," soothed Robyn. "You nust help us."

"I will," said the faerie dragon with a resigned sigh. He darted to Kanmerynn's
horn and | ooked away fromthem

"Now, mnmy dear, it is tine," Genna said quietly, turning to Robyn. The two
druids entered the cottage. There, Genna opened several clay jars and renoved
pi eces of holly and m stletoe. Robyn picked up her Iong staff-—the | egacy of
her nother. She handl ed the snpboth ashwood staff reverently, grateful for the
potent magic it contained. It alone provided her a weapon that m ght slow the
unnatural army approaching through the Vale.

"Come along." Her teacher wal ked outside again, with Robyn follow ng. They
crossed the nowsilent grove to its heart—a sacred place where even the
animals did not go. Here the Moonwell illunminated the surrounding ring of
stone colums with a soft, mlky glow Here the power of the goddess was nost
accessi ble to her druids.

"Wiman, you nust concentrate |ike you never have before. You nust realize that
your youth and | ack of experience make this even nore dangerous than it rmnust



be. "
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"I understand, teacher," said Robyn sol emmly.

"I would not even allow you to consider this action, were it not for our dire
energency. And | admit, the fact that you have di splayed an inherent talent

gi ves me sonme reassurance that you are capable of this feat.

"Now, hold your staff, and listen to ne."

Robyn planted the staff at her side, grasping it firmy in her right hand. She
heard Genna whi sper sonet hing-private words to the goddess.

"Remenber your |essons,"” intoned the Geat Druid, her voice taking on the
cadence of a chant. "Renember the bright eyes. Remenmber the long, |ight
bones—and the feathers. Think of the beak and the claws, so hard.

Concentrate! "

Robyn renenbered well. She pictured the powerful bird upon her teacher's |ap
and she saw every detail of its graceful body. She didn't feel the magic of

t he Eart hnot her wash over her or even notice the sudden change in her body, so
intently was she focused within her nind

She only noticed as she stretched to keep fromfalling. Driving powerful w ngs
downward, she felt her feet lift fromthe ground. She |ooked around, and her
eyes saw the Moonwell in mnute detail, falling away bel ow. Again and again
she extended her wi ngs, aware of Genna soaring beside her, but only slowy did
she under st and.

She was an eagl e. She was flying!

Al exei endured days and nights of black silence chained to the wall of a stone
cell. Madness came cl oser daily, and the mage had few weapons with which to
fight for sanity.

Only hours after Alexei's inprisonnent, Cyndre and a cruel painnmaster had paid
a visit to the cell. The pai nmaster was an expert from Calimshan who had

gl eeful ly broken Al exei's hands, taking care to shatter every bone.

For a tine the agonizing pain of those wounds had served to give himfocus.

But gradually the bones heal ed, freezing the appendages into tw sted cl aws,
usel ess for the delicate spell-casting gestures required by Alexei's craft.
And as they heal ed, the pain | essened, and Al exei had only the darkness and
solitude to confort him
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Now t hat the pain was gone conpletely, he had only his hate to keep hi m goi ng.
And so he nurtured that hatred, caressing it in his mnd, building it and
storing it for the monment it could be released. He hated the king and
Kry-phon; he was certain that they had betrayed him And he hated the

pai nmast er who had broken his hands.

But nmost of all he hated Cyndre. The mage thought over and over of ways to
destroy his forner master. He relished thoughts of the sorcerer's death, a
lingering death, utilizing a variety of nethods, nost of them magi cal

But even had he been able to use his hands, he could not have cast a spell,

for Cyndre had encased his cell within a cone of silence. Neither a chip of
stone falling to the floor nor a hoarse screamfroma terrified throat nade
any noise in that awful stillness.

For a tine, the nage wondered why Cyndre had kept him alive instead of staying
himoutright, but then he remenbered the lurid god of the cleric Hobarth and
his bloodthirsty altar. Bl ood of high magic flowed through Al exei's veins, and
when Hobarth returned fromhis mssion, the altar of Bhaal would wel conme

Al exei to its eternal night.

"Wl conme, travelers!”

A tall man junped snoothly froma tree linb into the pool of magical light. He
was dressed in brown trousers and a |long green shirt, and his face, through
his flowi ng red beard, was al oof though not openly hostile. He spoke again.
"You really should take nore care, you know. Traveling the ways of Dernal
Forest on a night so dark!"

Tristan | ooked at the ring of archers surrounding them None had noved a
nmuscl e. "Perhaps you woul d be good enough to provide us with an escort?" he



asked.

"Ha ha!" The man gestured broadly, as if inviting his men to join the

| aughter, but they renmai ned poised to shoot. "An audaci ous one—+ like that in
a man. Perhaps you'll be allowed to hang onto a coin or two!"

Tristan felt a small nmeasure of relief. These were bandits, and this encounter
woul d certainly cost them nmoney. But they were not soldiers and thus were not
likely to turn them
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over to the king's nmercenaries. Still, this was no ragged band. The discipline
shown by the bowren was worthy of a veteran conpany of warriors, and they were
supported by one or nore nagic-users, as evidenced by the light spell. These
men coul d be very dangerous, he was certain.

"Now, gentlenen, if you'll be good enough to hand over your purses, we can
conclude this little interview Don't be stingy, now"

Tristan saw Pawl do scowing to his right, and he realized that the halfling
was probably carrying a heavy pouch of coins. Neither the prince nor Daryth
had much to | ose by paying the bandits, but the halfling had no doubt
assenbled a tidy profit fromhis year-1ong endeavor. Then, too, Tristan
renenbered, he had lifted a pouch fromthe officer of the Scarlet CGuard.

"May | inquire, sir, whose coffers are being fattened by these ill-gotten

gai ns?" asked the prince.

"I'l'l -gotten?" The bandit chief |ooked distressed. "Sir, you wound ne! Consi der

it atoll, if youwll.... Atoll for keeping these paths free of the king's
scum Your contributions will go to the coffers of Hugh O Roarke—that is,
nmysel f1"

The nane neant nothing to Tristan

"We are no friends of the king ourselves. W ride these forest paths expressly
to avoid the scumyou refer to."

"Could it be that you are fugitives?" O Roarke's expression was mldly

curi ous.

"It could. In fact, we have a small pouch of the king's own gold that we woul d
happily contribute to your cause in exchange for passage through your donmain
and perhaps information that may aid us in our mssion."

"Heyl " Pawl do hissed. "That's mine! You can't—

"Be still," growl ed the prince out of the side of his nouth.

"Travelers with a nmission, eh? Let us have a | ook at this pouch, and perhaps
we can talk."

"My squire has it in his pack. Pawl do, pay the man."

Muttering curses, Paw do drew forth the sack he had lifted fromthe officer's
cabinet and tossed it to O Roarke. As he did so, Tristan realized that they
had never checked to see that the pouch contained gold. But the gilded netal
was clearly visible in the bright light, and even some of the
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archers wavered their attention as the bandit ran a glittering streaminto his
hand.

"Very well," he said, snmling broadly through his red beard. "You wll enjoy
our protection for a tine." He | ooked at their weapons and apparently |iked
what he saw. "It may be that there is a place for you among our band of

cutthroats."”

Hs last remark worried Tristan nore than anything el se the bandit had said.
The prince wondered if they would ever get the chance to | eave.

The wi zard turned fromthe mrror and stal ked angrily across the counci
chanber. Hi s cool detachnent had vani shed the nonent he had | earned of the
events in Llewellyn. The prince had escaped!

Forcefully, Cyndre brought his enotions under control. The sorcerer knew that
only through cal mreflection could he hope to devise an effective plan for
dealing with the young upstart. Not until the prince was out of the way woul d
Cyndre have any opportunity to expand his own power. Already, Callidyrr seened
too small —and Corwell was the |ogical next step in the w zard' s dream of



conquest. For a second, he wondered if the prophecy of Bhaal, warning of the
danger inherent in the Prince of Corweti, had nmeant nore than he suspected.
Could it be that the prince was destined to defeat all of the council's plans?
O course not! Cyndre knew that the young nan had been very | ucky several
tinmes. And that the assassin Razfallow had failed himfor the last tinme. The
hal f-ore was nmarked for death, though this task nust take a lower priority
than the slaying of the prince. There would be tine enough to deal with the
assassi n.

"Kryphon." The wi zard's conmand was spoken softly, and its target was sl eeping
soundly in a distant part of the castle. Nevertheless, within seconds Kryphon
had materialized beside his master. Kyrphon's black eyebrows were raised
inquiringly, and his tight, narrow face betrayed a | ook of interest as he
waited for his master to explain the sutmmons. The thin black beard encircling
his jaw tw tched nervously,
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and he licked his thin, alnbst nonexistent, lips.

"Kryphon, our friend Razfallow has failed us again. W shall have to take
matters into our own hands."

"tes, master," the young mage said. He tried, unsuccessfully, to conceal a
thin smle of anticipation. Absently, he stroked one of the bright dianond
brooches he was prone to wearing on his robe.

"The prince escaped fromthe Scarlet GQuard in Llewellyn, so you should start
there. | shall continue to seek himin the mirror. Wien | find him | wll let
you know where he is."

"I should like to take Doric with ne. Her powers can be a great asset in a
task like this." Kryphon said.

"I ndeed, " agreed Cyndre, although he | ooked carefully at his subordinate. "I
sense it is nore than her fire-magic that you want, very well, Doric shal
acconpany you.

"But Kryphon," Cyndre added. His voice was very quiet.

"Master?" The wi zard net Cyndre's gaze evenly, but his heart chilled at the

| ook in those pal e blue eyes.

"Take care that you do not fail ne, as well."

Doncast | e

The exhilaration of flight lasted all too briefly. Robyn quickly gai ned
control of her avian body, soaring and gliding on currents of w nd. She
observed that while Genna clinbed with little effort, she herself was forced
to flap her wings steadily in order to gain altitude. G adually, she saw how
the Geat Druid took advantage of every rising eddy of air, and she was able
to copy the novenments of her teacher. She delighted in the sensation of
flight.

But then she | ooked down.

They had flown mles in the few noments since taking wing, or so it seened to
the young druid. And now they saw before them trailing off into the hazy

di stance, a brown pathway of blight and decay. Dead trees stood barren, their
| eaves gone. The grass across a wide belt had withered to brown. Even the air
grew heavy with the foul stink of rot.

The route of the arny was easy to see, for they had nurdered the | and as they
nmoved. The swath crept northward, and Robyn could see that its path took it
directly toward the G eat Druid s grove—and the Monwel | .

Directly bel ow them hundreds of tiny figures crawl ed nethodically forward.
Even fromthis height, she could see the i nhuman nature of the creatures. The
skel etons gl eaned a ghastly white against the withered ground. AH t he undead
moved with a lurching, shanbling gait that rem nded her vividly of the zonbie
that had attacked her in the grove. The spirit of the forest itself seened to
cry out in agony as the undead advanced, stretching the boundaries of the
wast el and, noving ever northward.

Robyn wat ched hundreds of remarkably humanlike fig-
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ures plod purposefully northward. Her keen eyes saw several huge fornms anong
them and she bristled at the sight of the firbolg bodies. The arny entered a
grove of quaking aspens, their white trunks and silvery | eaves glistening
brightly in the sunlight. Horrified, she saw the | eaves turn brown and fal
like a blizzard of dead snow. The white bark turned brown and curled away from
the trees; the grove seened to sigh sadly as it died.

Thick fumes rose into the air, threatening to gag Robyn. The stink of the

bodi es, the stink of death that arose fromthe land itself, nmade the air both
heavy and poi sonous. She swirled through the foul stuff, seeking a breath of
freshness, but there was none to be had. As the army noved on, it left the
grove barren and defil ed.

Robyn saw Genna tuck her wi ngs and plunmet toward the earth. In another noment
she did the sane, falling with dizzying rapidity. She spread her w ngs
desperately as the ground rushed toward her, surprising herself by gliding

qui ckly forward. She had to circle to land beside the Great Druid, a half nile
fromthe arny of the undead and directly in its path.

The rocky knoll Genna had chosen came up fast, and Robyn tw sted desperately
to avoid a thrusting boul der that threatened to end her flight abruptly. The
air slipped frombeneath her wings and she crashed heavily to the ground,
feeling a sharp pain in her left wng.

Sl owi ng her breathing, she willed her body to becone her own again. She was
certain that her armwas broken. But as she stretched and grew, the pain in
her Iinb vani shed and she felt a smooth transition back to her human form She
once again held her staff in her band and slowy clinbed to her feet. CGenna,
too, had changed to human form and now stood | ooking to the south.

Robyn saw that the Great Druid had sel ected a rounded, rocky hilltop, al nost
barren of trees. The undead woul d be sl owed by the rugged ground, and the
spells of the druids would be unlikely to do serious harmto the forest here.
"Remenber," said Genna. "Do not use your staff unless it becones absolutely
essential. Its powers are best held for our final defense. Qur goal tonight is
to delay and harass."
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"And when we have del ayed t henP"

"Then we escape. You are to change upon my signal. Wen you have done so,

will follow W nust then return to the grove with all possible haste!"

Genna turned to the south, and Robyn foll owed her teacher's gaze. G adually,

t hrough the wi dely spaced trunks of the oaks that spread away fromthe base of
the hill, they began to see the vanguard of the horrible force. A few zonbies,
shuffling mndl essly forward, appeared anmpng the trees.

"Why?" Robyn whi spered. "Wy are they doing this?"

For once, her teacher had no answer.

Robyn's horror gradually turned to anger. She wanted to destroy the unnatura
creatures, wiping themfromthe face of Gwnneth. She clenched her staff and
gritted her teeth as they drew cl oser.

"Protect yourself, dear;1 said Genna quietly. The great druid cast a sinple
spel |l upon hersel f, and Robyn did the same. The mnor spell, called barkskin,
toughened their natural skin w thout changing its appearance or flexibility.
They hoped it woul d be unnecessary, for they did not intend to get close
enough to the eneny for the claws of the zonbies to strike them but it seened
a W se precaution.

"Here," added the teacher, handing acorns to Robyn. "I have enchant ed

t hese—you have but to throw them"

The acorns felt warmin Robyn's hand, and the know edge that she held a potent
weapon steadi ed her nerves.

The nonsters had now reached the base of the hill and started to creep anong

t he boul ders, shuffling up the slope. Genna stared at them and for a nonment
Robyn saw vehenence flashing in the Great Druid' s eyes. The woman bl i nked
slowy, and her face becane a mask of concentration

Several dozen zombies now noved up the hill, clumsily tripping and clinbing to
their feet. The creatures' snell preceded them and Genna reached into a



pocket to draw forth sone crushed herbs. She rubbed some of the fragrant

m xt ure upon her nose and upper |ip and handed the rest to Robyn. The young
druid did the same and realized that the odor became unnoticeabl e.

She was shocked at the visible difference between these
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zonbi es—dead for a year—and the sight of Acorn's undead body. She had thought
not hi ng coul d be nore horrible than the man's broken neck and |inply hangi ng
head. But now she saw the gruesone col ors—bl ack, gray, even green—en the flesh
of the attackers. QOccasional patches of bone showed through gaps in rotten

fl esh—a forehead here, or jawbone there. Mst were mssing their eyes and
ears, and many had lost linbs to the battle that had killed them if not the
decay that had foll owed their deaths.

A nunber of bodies followed, but these had no flesh whatsoever; they were

si mply wal ki ng skel etons. From a di stance Robyn thought the skel etons | ooked
even nmore unnatural than the ani mated corpses.

She realized that these humans had been dead for a long tine, and suddenly she
knew where they cane from She could see the long bl ond hair and coarse beards
of Northmen, and thought she knew t he stockier bodies of her own Ffolk.
Merori es of the Darkwal ker War assailed her, especially the part she had
played in the battle at Freeman's Down. And fromthat field, she knew, cane
this army, tragic warriors dooned to fight yet another battle, this time on
the side of the eneny.

The nonsters nust have sensed the druids on the hilltop, for they quickened
their pace, closing on the rounded summit instead of continuing their straight
nort hward march. She wondered whether they had been comranded or if they
simply sought, by instinct, to attack the humans that stood in their path.
Robyn wanted to shake Genna or scream at her, anything to force the G eat
Druid into action. But she dared not disturb her teacher's concentration

The nearest zonbie was no nore than twenty feet away when Genna finally barked
a single, sharp command. The ground itself seenmed to shudder from the order
and Robyn saw huge boulders twist and roll fromtheir places.

Dozens, then hundreds, of the great rocks sprang with a life of their own from
the dry earth, erupting with expl osive power to bound and thunp down the hil
into the mdst of the undead horde. She saw one rock, as big as a horse, smash
a zonbie to a pulp and then crash through a bunch of
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skel et ons, crunching bones |ike dry sticks.

The zonbie nearest to themtried to dodge a boul der, but the creature was far
too slow. The great rock smashed into its body, crushing both | egs and hal f of
its chest. Still, as the rock rolled on, the arnms of the thing tw tched and
clutched toward the druids, dragging the crushed pulp of its body behind. The
si ght made Robyn gag.

Every rock on that hilltop sprang free under the prodding of the Geat Druid's
spel . The ani mated boul ders | eaped and rolled with a life of their own, even
turning fromtheir paths to strike down undead to the sides. The air was
filled with runbling and crashing sounds, made all the nore eerie by the |ack
of sound-fromthe attackers.

But at last the spell had run its course. Many dozen of the zonbies and

skel etons lay crushed and scores nore struggled to nove, but they had been too
badl y danaged to do so.

But hundreds nore of themstill emerged fromthe trees, picking their way

t hrough the rubble of rock and bodies at the base of the hill, and shanbling
relentlessly up the pitted slope. Robyn heard a scuffling sound to her |eft
and al nost screamed as she saw a zonbie lurch through a hole where a rock had
been. His rotted face showed patches of skull, and his eagerly clutching hands
| ooked |i ke animal claws.

She | obbed one of the acorns Genna had given her. The missile struck the thing
in the chest and immediately erupted into flanes. The zonbi e paused, dunbly,
as the fire devoured its chest. Its nouth dropped open, and in another noment
it fell apart, collapsing into a heap of snoldering arns and | egs.



Anot her zombi e lurched close, with a dozen skel etons sone di stance behi nd.
Robyn t hrew anot her of the acorns. This one struck the ground at the
creature's feet, swiftly consuming it in flanes. The body stunbled and flailed
aimessly, finally falling to the ground and stiffening into a grotesque
charcoal scul pture.

Robyn noticed that Genna was chanting another spell. The young druid suddenly
covered her eyes as a wall of bright flames expl oded fromthe ground before
her. The earthpower of the goddess had answered her druid' s call, sending the

bl aze directly fromthe earth. Tongues of
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orange fire snaked upward twenty feet or nore, formng a ring around the two
druids. The approachi ng skel etons were caught in the eruption, and many burned
to ashes.

Strangely, Robyn could feel no heat fromthe flanmes, though they surrounded
her and were only thirty feet away. But the fire was undeni ably hot; the brush
on the hillside sprang into flane, and still nore skel etons were
distin-tegrated as they stunbled m ndl essly through.

"Cone," chanted Cenna.

Robyn was surprised to see the Geat Druid start resolutely fromthe hilltop
mar ching toward the heart of the undead arny. She followed, clutching her
staff to her breast, but lifting her head proudly as she joined her teacher
The flames noved with them

The ring of fire kept Genna at its center as the two druids noved carefully
but steadily over the torn ground. Genna stunbled once, and the fl anes
suddenly di m ni shed, but Robyn caught her arm and steadi ed her. Once again the
fire burned bright.

In a few m nutes, they reached the ring of boulders at the bottomof the hill
Al ready several undead had been unable to avoid the advancing inferno. Robyn
hel ped Genna step anong the rocks, and still the fire burned around them

Then, as they wal ked away fromthe rocks into the center of the army, the fire
went out, snuffed as quickly as it had erupted. Genna gasped and cl apped a
hand to her nout h.

"What is it?" asked Robyn, suddenly very frightened.

"I don't know! Something interrupted ny—

The Geat Druid' s eyes wi dened as she saw sonet hi ng, screened by the undead.
Robyn | ooked and saw a | arge body anong the zonbies, noving toward them
strangely. It did not have the sane lurching gait as the others.

"We nust flee!" hissed Genna. "Change, girl! Now "

Robyn gasped as she saw the figure nore clearly. It was a man! A living man
anmong this arny of death!

"Quickly!" urged Genna, stepping in front of Robyn. The young woman saw t he
man striding arrogantly toward them He clutched sone object before himwth

an unnatural intensity. It was a small thing, like a stone.
The sight of the nan sent waves of terror through Robyn,
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and she stood mutely, staring at his approach. Now she could see his face-he
was grinning with denonic glee.

She shook her head suddenly and renenbered Genna's command. I|nhaling deeply,
she forced herself to be calm And she thought of the new body, the one she
woul d change into. She felt herself fall forward, landing lightly on strong
forepaws. A snarl—an instinctive mxture of fear and anger—urled her lip. The
sl eek body of the gray wolf felt fast and powerful.

Genna | ooked back and saw t hat Robyn had changed. The great druid cl osed her
eyes quickly in concentration, but then she staggered under the inpact of a
zonbi e attack. The creature slashed at her again, and she fell to the ground,
Robyn was horrified to see the zonbie lunging at Genna. Several others were
nmoving in with stilted eagerness.

The body of the gray wolf crouched, and a deep grow runbled fromits chest.
The Great Druid kicked at the zombie but turned her head toward her student.



"Fl ee, Robyn! Wile you still can!"

But Robyn sprang instead, and the force of her |eap knocked the zonbie to its
side. Burning with canine rage, Robyn felt no revul sion as her teeth sank into
the creature's arm Wth a savage bite, she pulled the linb off and tossed it
to the side.

O her zombies closed in, but Robyn heard a grow behind her, and she knew t hat
Genna had changed. Wiirling, Robyn raced to the side of another wolf, |arger
and nore grizzled, but still very swft.

Li ke two gray ghosts, they darted anong the clunsy creatures until they had
passed fromthe ranks of the arnmy. But even as the enemny fell far behind, the
two wol ves kept racing to the north toward the grove.

"Kral ax withyss, torral."

Space shi mrered suddenly under the conbined influence of Kryphon's and
Cyndre's spells. And then the younger man, with Doric, was instantly
transported fromthe chanmber in Caer Catlidyrr to a place many niles to the
south. Kryphon transported hinsel f, but Cyndre's spell had
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been necessary to nove Doric, for she did not have the power of teleportation
yet.

The pair arrived in a small stable. Their appearance startled the assassin

i nto wakeful ness. Razfallow s hand darted to his dagger, but Kryphon was
ready.

" Dot hax, nylax heeroz, he said softly, gesturing swiftly at the assassin.
Razfal | ow rel axed and stood.

"It is good to see you again, ny friend," he said.

"And you," Kryphon replied. He smled thinly, not fromany pleasure at the
greeting, but fromthis evidence that his spell had worked.

"Now, go back to sleep," Kryphon ordered. "I will tell you what | need later."
He turned to Doric, who stood silently at his side. The master was gone.

Al exei had been dealt with. Finally, he had the woman all to hinmself. He
reached out and threw back her hood, his thin smle growing into a crooked

| eer.

Doric smled back at him Her black hair framed her thin face, and her green
eyes glittered with excitenent. She was nearly as tall as Kryphon, and very
thin. Mst nmen woul d have described her as gaunt, but the w zard thought that
she was the nost desirable thing in the world—at |east, for the noment.

"My pretty one, you shall serve me now-and only me. | will see that untold
power is yours."

Doric narrowed her eyes and gazed coolly at him He sensed, with

di sappoi ntnment, that the charm spell he had used to beguile her earlier had
worn off. Still, she did not | ook unhappy.
"You don't have that power to offer, yet,'
"But perhaps nmy desires are not so different fromyours.
his arms, and the heat of her body was |ike a furnace.
Their mission could wait.

"It's not the grandest place on the isles, but we like it here," said Hugh

O Roarke nodestly, gesturing into the deep valley before them

"l don't understand," said Tristan. "Were's Doncastl| e?"
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"Right there," grinned the bandit, pointing to the center of the valley.
Tristan saw an expanse of green treetops, covering the entire valley floor
except for the course of a bright and winding riverway that neandered through
the forest.

O Roarke had clained that his towm was |arge—and that it lay in the heart of
this deep, forested valley. Yet there was no sign of anything but energetic
nat ur e.

"In fact, many of our houses are in the treetops,"” boasted the bandit chief.
"I"ve never heard of dwellings in the trees before. Isn't it alittle

i nconveni ent ?" asked the prince.

"Perhaps inconveni ent when staggering home froma night at the tavern, yes,

she said, with a trace of a sneer
" She came easily into



but we find it very convenient when the troops of the king cone to attack."
"You have stood against the arnmy of the Hi gh King?" asked Pontswain,

surpri sed.

"Certainly! H s legions swarned fromthe woods, but we were ready. The battle
was a slaughter—for the king' s troops! He has never bothered us again!"
Sonet hi ng about the bandit's bravado sounded enpty, and the prince doubted he
was telling the whole truth—at |east, the unexaggerated truth. He wondered if
t he bandits had fought nore than a snmall detachnent.

"Legi ons, eh?" said Pontswain, echoing Tristan's doubts.

Hugh scowl ed, but then shrugged. He didn't say anything else, and Tristan
didn't want to risk antagonizing their host any further. Instead, he surveyed
the countryside as they neared the outskirts of Doncastle.

They rode al ong an open path that wound through a green-domed forest of
towering oaks. All of the undergrowth between the trees had been cl eared,
creating a woods of quiet beauty and easy travel. Only when he | ooked cl osely
did the prince see that a hundred yards off the path on either side the

under brush not only had not been renpved, but it had been encouraged to grow
into a high tangle of inpenetrable branches. Anyone approaching the city woul d
be nearly conpelled to do so through the w de corridor

"The Swanmay River," said the bandit, pointing to the placid waterway as they
rode along its bank for a short dis-
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tance. Expanding circles of ripples marked the surface where trout rose to
strike at careless flies. The path twi sted away fromthe river, back into the
forest. "And this is Druid's Gate."

Tristan suddenly noticed that there were dwellings anong the trees here. He
saw a pl ank wall and several vine-covered roofs. Snmoke emerged from severa
stunps, and he realized that these were cleverly disguised chi meys. Now he
saw nunerous round houses, roofed over with grassy sod. He al so saw buil di ngs
of wood, built against the trunks of the oaks. So cleverly were they shaped
that, at a distance, they | ooked |like part of the tree itself.

Before he knew it they were in the town, yet the place still felt like a

wi | derness. Tristan saw peopl e novi ng about on the ground, dressed in |eather
or simple wool en garnents. Sone of them | ooked at the travel ers, nodding to
Hugh wi t hout speaking. He saw few women and chil dren, though sonmewhere he
heard a baby crying. It felt as though he had entered any normal, if slightly
i mpoveri shed, community of the FfolKk.

When he | ooked up he saw | arge shapes in the trees and | ong |inbs extendi ng

t hr oughout the canopy. He realized that these were bridges and that they
connected many of the trees to each other

Hugh led themto a clunp of white aspens. The silvery | eaves shimered in a
light breeze, and the trunks grew so close together that a small man woul d
have had difficulty nmoving through the wood.

"The stabl es," announced Hugh, turning to the prince.

Several of the aspen trunks suddenly nmoved to the side, startling them They
saw that the trunks were actually | ashed together to forma gate, though they
| ooked like living, rooted trees. Beyond, the conpanions could see into the
cleverly disguised corral. A man, dressed as the other bandits in brown and
green leather, held the gate while Hugh's horse and the six steeds of the
conpani ons were herded inside.

"W nust remain ever alert," proclained O Roarke. "W never know when an

attack will come again."
"Why does the king attack you?" asked the prince.
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"You mean, of course, why am| a bandit here in the forest?" Hugh snapped.

Tri stan shrugged.

"I was not always. Once, | was a lord—a loyal lord—ef Cal-lidyrr. My hol di ngs
were not great but prosperous enough. But the king decided ny |ands could be
better administrated by one of his |ackeys, a fellow his wi zard had brought to



him | believe. He took ny lands, ny fam|ly—everything. It was only good

fortune that | was out hunting at the tinme and did not fall into his net.

"I returned to find the lung's troops in ny house, and to | earn that he had
declared ne an outlaw. My sister had been taken to Caer Callidyrr—I do not
know even now if she is still alive—and | had no one else to care for but
nysel f.

"I'f the king would brand ne an outlaw, 1 decided that an outlaw | would be. So
here I am"

"How many | ords has the king forced fromtheir |ands?" asked Tristan

"Who knows?" shrugged Hugh. "Sone have just disappeared; others have been
murdered in the night. It is said that his assassins range across all the

| ands of the Ff oik, not just on Callidyrr"

"I have heard ... about that too," said the prince. Then he decided to say
nore. Perhaps O Roarke, in his apparent desire for vengeance, would help them
"That is what brings us to Callidyrr. W seek to challenge the king and denand
an expl anation for what he has done!"

"You'll never get it" said Hugh. "The assassins are not the worst of the

ki ng' s defenses."

"What do you nean?" said Pawl do, al arned.

"Seven wi zards have sworn loyalty to him The mightiest of them Cyndre, is a
sorcerer with awesome powers."

"Neverthel ess, we intend to try," said the prince.

O Roarke | ooked at himwith a strange intensity. Tristan could not read the
enotions in the man's inscrutable face.

"Well," said Hugh O Roar ke, soundi ng vaguely anmused. "W shall see about that,
won't we?"

The gray wol ves | oped steadily through the long night. At last, panting and
linping, they reached the streamthat
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mar ked the border of the Great Druid s grove. Wearily, they flopped to the
grassy bank. First Genna, then Robyn, changed shape.

The young druid lay on her back, enjoying the cushion of the soft grass. She
felt better; her weariness, and the pain in her paws and haunches, had

vani shed wi th the cani ne body.

"Come, girl, there is much to be done," said Genna, quickly clinbing to her
feet. She stopped suddenly and turned to the younger wonan.

"Thank you," she said quietly. "That was very brave of you. And you nade the
change nore smoothly than any initiate | have ever taught. You have the
capacity to do great work for the goddess—and | fear we shall need all of your
strength now, and mne as well. Even then, | don't know if we can prevail."
CGenna stepped into the stream and Robyn foll owed. She had to hurry to match
her teacher's purposeful stride.

"That man," Robyn began. "Wo, or what, was he? Wiy was he with the dead?"

"I don't know who he is. He nust be a cleric of sone powerful and very evil
god, judging by his mght."

"You mean that is his army?" Robyn suppressed a shudder

"I think so. It was certainly his magic that dispelled ny ring of fire. And he
did that very easily."

"What can we do?" asked Robyn. She felt panic rising within her

"Do? Why, ny dear, we can fight!"

They energed fromthe stream but did not waste tine drying thensel ves off as
they started into the grove. Robyn gasped in surprise as she saw a human
figure standi ng beside one of the trees, but she rel axed when she realized it
was anot her drui d.

"I sol de, thank you," said Genna, clasping her friend in a firmhug. "I need
your help, very badly."
"OfF course, | came as soon as | got the message." Isolde was a powerful druid

who tended Wnterglen, a grove at the northern fringe of the Vale. She was
tall and stern, with bright red hair that would not stay confined w thin her
hood. "What is the emergency?"



"Come, | shall tell you as soon as we reach the Monwel |
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How many of the others are here?"

"Perhaps eight or ten. | have been here for several hours, awaiting your
return, so | amnot certain. The wood sprite told ne that you had gone to the
sout h. "

A smal|l sparrow darted between them and settled to the ground. It quickly grew
into a man wearing a plain brown robe like Isolde's.

"Wai ne, cone with us please,” said the Geat Druid, not even pausing as the
man fell into step beside them

Robyn hel d back, slightly awestruck at the gathering of these m ghty druids.
The youngest of her order, she had never attended a druidic council before.
Genna | ed them between the vast stone arches that ringed the Moonwel |, and
here they found ten nore of the druids, waiting patiently for their |eader
Genna strode to the edge of the pool. There the mlky glow fromthe sacred
water illum nated her, even in the brightness of the norning sun. Each druid
turned to the well and bowed, whispering a soft prayer to the goddess.

Robyn expected to see a ritual, a dramatic affirmation of their faith, and a
stirring evocation by Genna of the danger facing them She was di sappointed
when her teacher, very hurriedly, told the druids of the arny that narched
upon t hem enphasizing the i mm nence of the danger. Wth a final word of hope,
she sent themoff to the fringes of the grove to work on what ever preparations
they could make before the attack

Robyn used her power to raise tall hedges of thorns across the clearings and
to entangl e the branches of the trees and bushes wherever they grew cl ose
together. Newt and Yazilliclick kept a guard out for the approaching horror
Finally the grove was surrounded, and Robyn returned to find that Genna had
sent nost of the animals away to the north. Only the wol ves, foxes, badgers,
weasel s—the creatures with sharp teeth—+emained, as well as several sturdy
bucks and grizzl ed boars, and of course, Gunt-Legions of hawks, ow s, and

bl ackbi rds swarned through the sky, flying to the south and circling |oudly
over the eneny force. ther druids arrived, soberly joining ranks with their

| eader. By the end of the day, all of the druids of
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Myrl och Val e—nearly three dozen strong-had arrived.

And as the day waned into evening, the circling flock of birds could be seen
close to the south. Their cawi ng and squawki ng was clearly audible in the
grove.

The arny woul d be upon them that night.

Bhaai arose fromhis steam ng | ava bath, where he had been watching the dranma
unfold in Myrloch Vale. The god was pleased to see that Hobarth now carried
the Heart of Kazgoroth.

Acidic drool hissed to the ground as the god contenpl ated the young druid
surrounded by death. Wen Hobarth brought her to the Altar of Bhaal, her bl ood
woul d provi de sweet sustenance.

And, too, it would be another milestone in the effort to rid the Isles of the
druids. As the power of the new gods gradually dominated the faith of the
Ffol k, there would be great struggles for primacy. In effect, a new pantheon
of gods woul d be created.

And Bhaal would sit at its head.

*17' 3*

Desecrati on

"Here they c-cone—they cone!" Yazilliclik clutched his tiny bow, stringing one
of his slender arrows nervously. "N-Newt, wake up!" He prodded the little
dragon's fl ank.

"Hello! Is it time to eat?" Newt lifted his head, blinking.

"N-no! W& nust tell Genna—tell Genna! They c-cone!"

"Wait!" Newt peered with interest into the pre-dawn darkness. The sprite's
keen eyes had seen the approaching figures clearly, but the faerie dragon had



to squint and stare. Finally, he saw several shanbling figures clunping
steadily through the forest. A continuous rustling of brush told himthat many
nore foll owed.

"I have an idea!" he said. "Follow nme. It'Il be great fun!" Blinking into
invisibility, Newt bounced fromtheir high Iinb and darted toward the undead
arny.

"N-no! Wait! Stop!" Yazilliclick whispered, but the dragon was out of earshot.
The sprite's tiny, pointed ears twitched in agitation. H s two antennae
wriggled mserably. But then he, too, blinked out of sight. He could see
Newt's outline ahead, and he frantically buzzed behind his reckless friend.
The dragon canme to rest on a broad bough. Yazilliclick, trembling in fear

| anded beside him

"N-Newt —+et's go! W have to tell—+o tell Genna!"

"Look!" whispered the dragon

A huge man | ooned out of the darkness. Yazilliclik thought all humans were
gross, ugly creatures, but even by those standards this man was exceptionally
repul sive. Rolls of fat sagged around his neck, and several huge warts
sprouted from his bul bous nose.

"Watch this!" said Newt, again bouncing into the air. This
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time he floated to the ground—ight before the human!

Yazilliclick moaned softly and once again clutched his bow and arrows. He saw
the man's eyes blink, as if his trance had been broken. H s gaze swept across
t he ground and suddenly focused upon Newt. The dragon was invisible, but
sonehow this man could see him

"Now, spell!" cried the faerie dragon, willing his illusion onto the ground.
The sod ripped away, and blue flanes flicked deep within the pit that was
suddenly exposed. A ghostly hand reached upward to grab the nan's foot as he
stepped forward of f the edge of the pit.

But the foot |anded upon solid ground, and the imge of the pit quickly

di nmed. Wthout slow ng his pace, the huge figure marched right through the

i llusion. Unheeded, the nmagi c waned.

Now t he man pointed a finger at the annoyed fairie dragon. He chanted a word
softly—the command to a spell that was definitely not a mere illusion

But just as the magic flash expl oded outward, the man cursed and tw sted,
plucking a tiny arrow fromhis shoulder. He snapped the missile like a

mat chsti ck, but the distraction had been sufficient. Hs bolt of magic sizzled
into the darkness beyond Newt, striking one of the skeletons instead. The
fairie dragon zooned qui ckly upward as the skel eton expl oded into a heap of
crunpl ed bone.

"Did you see that?" Newt conplained. "He ignored it! He didn't even sl ow down!
Wll, this time I'll give hima spell that he can't—lp! Uf urf!"”

Newt struggled to speak, but Yazilliclick's grip upon his snout was too
strong. The tiny faerie pulled the dragon behind himas he darted high into
the sky, beating his wings frantically to carry themboth away fromthis

pl ace.

O course, Newt conplained all the way back to the grove.

Thi ck hedges of thorns stood in high tangles around the edge of the grove. The
drui ds had worked through the day, and nost of the night, raising what
barriers they coul d.

But now the dragon and the sprite had brought them
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word, and the tine for preparations was past. In nminutes, it would be time for
battl e.

"You all know, of course, to seek the cleric,"” CGenna said. "It will not be
easy. | expect that he will hold back and allow his creatures to do his
fighting. But if we can strike at him we strike at the army's head. Therein,
I think, Iies our only chance to stop them

"Join me for a nonent of prayer. The goddess shall be with us. May her



strength carry us through this fight."

"And give us victory," thought Robyn.

The druids stood with Genna near the stream Each of them had been given a
portion of the grove to defend. Genna and |Isolde, together with Gunt, would
stand in the center. Ohers stood near, nen |ike Ryder G eenleaf, who tended a
grove on the western shore of Gwnneth, and Gadrric Deepglen, an old druid who
still nmanaged to watch over a region of canyons and cliffs at the northern
fringe of Myrloch Vale, near the domain of the Northnen.

A young fermal e druid, Eileen of Aspenheight, stood directly behind the G eat
Druid, ready to carry nessages or otherw se cone to the aid of her mstress.
The rest of the druids, men and women nearly three dozen strong, stood to
either side in a long line. Each of the druids would be aided by sonme of the

| arger ani mal s—the wol ves, boars, and stags that would give their lives for

t he cause of the goddess.

Robyn woul d fight beside Kanerynn, Newt, and Yazilli-click. Genna had assigned
her to a post far fromthe center, where the fighting was not as likely to be
furious, but she had begged her teacher to reconsider. Her nother's staff,
Robyn poi nted out, gave her the capability to cast powerful spells—spells that
m ght mean the difference between victory and defeat. Reluctantly, the Geat
Druid had acqui esced.

And so they waited. They would fight the undead arnmy with earthmagi c. \Wen

t hat was expended they woul d use sturdy clubs, sharp sickles, and even their
bare hands. Al of the druids were conpelled by a single thought.

They nust keep the desecrators fromthe Monwell.
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In the end, it was the boy who told the tale.

The old cleric had proved too stubborn, even for one of Razfallow s skill.
Finally, the man had died, but even as he did so his lips only opened to croak
a prayer to his goddess.

The | ad, however, proved nuch nore susceptible to the assassin's persuasive

bl ade—particularly since he had watched his master die a death of unspeakabl e
agony mnutes earlier. A few quick nicks of the knife against the |ad' s cheek,
and he was eager to talk.

"And where did they go from here?" asked Kryphon.

"The forest!" gasped the lad, pointing to the north. "He gave thema map of
Dernal|l Forest. They fled therel™

"Again!" Doric said breathlessly. She stood beside Kryphon, her eyes bright
with excitenent. "Again with the knife!l" she urged.

Razfal | ow | ooked to Kryphon, a question in his eyes. The w zard shook his head
slightly, regretting the need to disappoint Doric. Still, they needed their

i nformati on.

"You have suffered enough, child. Tell us the truth, and you nay go."

"I amtelling the truth," he sobbed. "My master hel ped themene of them was
hurt. Then he gave thema map and sent themon the road to the forest."

"How | ong ago?"

"They were here not three nights previously. If you hurry, you can catch
them " The boy was still terrified, but a glimer of hope crept into his

Voi ce.

"What paths did they take?"

"I don't know" wailed the youth, terrified. H s eyes w dened as Razfall ow

i nched the bl oody bl ade closer to his skin. "My naster didn't tell nel"
"\fery well," said Kryphon, turning to | ook around the chapel .

"Now?" said Doric. The nage nodded and wal ked away, deep in thought. He did
not hear the pitiful, weakening cries of the |ad as Razfallow slowy killed
him Doric, he knew, would be highly excited by the spectacle, and that was
reward enough for him

By the time the youth was dead, Kryphon had determ ned a course of action.
First, he would use a charmspell to keep
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Razfal | ow out of the way. Then—boric ran to him tearing himfromhis

t houghts. She clutched his armtightly, her eyes still sparkling. Together
they wal ked fromthe cleric's abode and place of worship. The pressure of the
worman' s body agai nst hi m was maddeni ng. The sight of blood had inflamed her in
a way that Kryphon found delightful

"Stand guard,"” he ordered the assassin, pulling Doric into the darkness. She
willingly followed, throwi ng herself to the ground as soon as they were out of
the assassin's sight. Their passion was brief but explosive. They used each
other like animals in heat. Her fingernails raked his back, and his response
was violent, swift, and satisfying, |like an explosion of powerful magic.
"Now we must be on our way," he said brusquely, arranging bis robe.

"Wait," said Doric, lazily rising to stretch. "Can | use ny spell?" Her tone
was supplicating, but with an undercurrent of tension that warned hi m agai nst
refusal .

"Very well," he agreed. "But quickly."

Wth a little squeal of delight, Doric turned and raised her finger, pointing
at a chapel. Razfallow stood sone di stance away, never questioning the nage's
del ay. Good, thought Kryphon, my charm spell has beguiled himconpletely.
"Pyrax surrass Histar!" cried Doric, chanting the words to her nobst potent
spel | .

A small, bright ball floated lazily fromthe end of her finger and drifted
slowy toward the building. Doric's eyes were wi de and staring, and her lips
were pulled back fromher teeth in a ghastly grin. The pebbl e-size bal
nmeander ed t hrough the chapel's open door

"Byrassyll!" Doric's voice rose to a shriek

The bl ackness of the night was overwhel mred by an orange gl ow that expl oded
within the tiny chapel. Kryphon imagined the building as a huge skull—ts

wi ndows were gl owi ng eye sockets, and the door, blown fromits hinges, was a
gapi ng, scream ng nout h.

And then the waves of fire tore the roof away and devoured the walls. A
billowing ball of flane rose into the air, blossonming into a huge gl obe of
heat a hundred feet overhead. Heat assailed them brightening Doric's eyes.

Her
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face was stretched into a sickening mask of delight. The sight of her suddenly
di sgusted Kryphon, and he seized her roughly by the arm tw sting her away.
"Let's go," he snarled. She glared at him He met her gaze, challenging her to
confront hi mbut she pulled away from himand stal ked into the night.

Robyn | ooked toward the ring of stone arches, invisible in the darkness and

di stance. She could vividly picture the mlky white waters glowing with the
beni gn presence of the goddess. The thought of the Myonwel Ts desecration
filled her with dread.

The young druid's uneasi ness grew as she | ooked toward the rushing streamto
the south. The foam ng surface of the water was visible in a few pl aces, but
all el se was darkness. Heavy clouds screened the starlight.

The first warning cane as an alnmost silent rustling of the hundreds of great
birds who waited in the branches above. Hawks, eagles, fal cons, and huge ow s
were shifting, stretching claws and wings as they prepared for flight. Robyn
noticed, too, that the boars had grown unnaturally quiet.

She | ooked to her teacher and saw the color slowy drain from Genna's face.
The Geat Druid clutched her hand quickly to her breast, and Robyn's heart

ski pped a beat. Genna let her hand fall to her side. She closed her eyes, and
her |ips noved in whispered prayer

Robyn felt the ground shift and knew that her teacher's magic was at work. She
snell ed the cool, earthy odor of fresh dirt, and heard a dull, tearing sound.
She saw a hul ki ng, vaguely human shape rise fromthe earth to stand before the
Great Druid. Even in the darkness, Robyn could see the clunps of dirt that
made up the thing's linbs, and the broken twi gs and pieces of stone that added
texture to its skin.

The thing stood like the statue of a giant, stoop-shoul dered and stupid, but



very powerful. Its linbs had the thickness of tree trunks, and Robyn could
feel the ground itself shake as the creature slowy shifted its weight from
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one stunplike foot to the other

"TUrn!" barked Genna. She pointed to the south. "Attack!" "An elenental ," said
Robyn softly, awestruck. She had seen one of the hul king things before—a being
conjured by the might of druidic magic fromthe body of the Earthnother
herself. It took great power to summon one of the creatures fromits distant
real mof earth and rock to their own world, though it was a mighty ally

agai nst any physical foe. Still, Robyn was surprised by the creature's sudden
appear ance and huge size. Though it was but twice the height of a tall man, it
| ooked like a wal king mountain as it shanbled into the darkness. "Now is the
time to remenber your staff, girl." "Yes, of course."” Robyn stepped silently

t hrough the brush, wal king to the position her teacher had chosen for her. The
cool wood of her staff brought her a feeling of strength, but still the forest
seenmed very dark.

Tristan and his three conpanions spent nost of the day luxuriating in soft

f eat her beds under the sod roof of a cozy inn. Refreshed, they spent the
evening touring the town, which O Roarke had given themthe freedomto roam
He had not said anything about |eaving, however, and the prince had deci ded
not to ask—at |east, not imediately.

In many ways, Doncastle seened |like any other community of the Ffolk. There
were several inns with good, sinple food, and an occasi onal harpist or

mnstrel for entertainment. They saw one flourishing blacksnith shop with a
pair of smiths |aboring over blazing forges and solid anvils. Several huts
hel d weavers, and the snells of dye and fresh wool were pleasantly famliar. A
small streamflowed into the Swannmay River near the heart of town, and there a
mll-pond provided water to turn a | arge wheel, though they saw no sign of
grain. It was a nonth before harvest season, Tristan rem nded them But they
wondered if Doncastle had any arable land in its environs.

"Perhaps they steal their grain, too," Pontswain said.

But the Ffolk that they saw appeared to work hard. They were friendly, smling
and greeting these strangers from
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Gwnnet h. The baker offered a fresh |oaf of bread; the smth offered to
sharpen a dul |l ed weapon.

Most of the buildings were on the ground—enly an occasional small cottage, and
a single large inn, had actually been built in the trees. The other houses,
shops, and inns were either cleverly conceal ed anong the flora or were
underground. The rolling grassy humocks that rippled like tiny hills

t hr oughout the town were actually sod-roofed hones, nuch |ike the burrows
favored by hal flings.

A whol e network of wal kways connected the city above the ground, spanning from
tree to tree with | ong suspension bridges. In sonme places, the buildings were
cl ose enough together to form actual blocks, but these were generally so well
screened by thick foliage that an observer could stand before one building and
not realize that it had cl ose nei ghbors.

The four nen did not see the bandit lord that night, nor the follow ng day.
They spent the daylight hours exploring the surroundings of the community.
"It's ideal for defense," remarked Daryth.

"And anmbush," added Pawl do. "An attacker wouldn't even know you had a force
here until your arrows gave hi mwarning!"

"This whole city is unbelievable!" added Tristan. "So many people |iving
here—so wel |l conceal ed and def ended. And they seem prosperous enough.”

"True," agreed Pawl do. "Though they do without a few conforts that I'd niss.”
The nmen had seen remarkably few metal goods, and the fare of the inns they had
visited was linmted to a few brands of ale, with wild game constituting nost

of the nenu.

"It's wong that they should have to conceal thenselves here!l" exclained the
prince, surprising hinself with his fervor. "These are industrious and decent



Ffolk. It can't be right that a king would condem such people to exile."

"Or worse," muttered Daryth.

"I think we should tell O Roarke about our mission. Wth a little luck, we
could persuade himto help us," declared the prince.

"That's madness!" obj ected Pontswain. "The man is a ban-
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dit. He can't be trusted!"

"He is a bandit, true. But doesn't he want the sanme thing we do—an end to the
reign of this king?"

"Pontswai n has a point about O Roarke," said Daryth. "The nore he knows about
us, the nore dangerous he is!"

| Hstan | ooked fromhis friend to his rival. Pawl do stood silent, watching the
exchange. "Wat do you think?" the prince asked the hal fling.

"I think it's worth a try. You can't just walk into Caer Calli-dyrr and tel
the king you don't like the fact that he killed your father. And O Roarke,
much as we mght not trust him seems to be our best hope of getting help.”

"You'll do what you want, anyway," Pontswain said with disgust. "Neverthel ess,
this is madness!"
"I hope you're wong," said the prince. "I'lIl talk to O Roarke as soon as

get a chance."

"Hey! You nen!" A fresh-faced youth raced toward them al ong the ranpart.
"I"'mglad ..." he began, pausing to gasp for breath,”... | finally found ..
you. Lord O Roarke requests your conpany at dinner. | |ooked all over for
you—+ was afraid you had left town."

"And if we had?" asked the prince, eyebrows raised.

The | ad | ooked confused. "Wy, he'd have sent soneone after you, of course.”
"We' || be delighted to accept. When and where?"

The | ad gave them directions, and they recognized the inn in the treetops they
had seen while exploring the city. They were to be there at sunset—tess than
an hour away.

They took their time reaching the inn, crossing one |ast bridge that swung
alarmngly in the dying breeze. They could see their host before they crossed,
for the inn had no walls facing them O Roarke smiled and gestured themto his
tabl e.

Just before they reached him a young worman energed fromthe shadows and began
to struma harp. Tristan noticed with a sudden pang that the mnstre

resenbl ed Robyn, at least in her long black hair and serene demeanor. But
Robyn was much nore beautiful, he thought, suddenly grow ng |onely. He

i magi ned her, doubtlessly relaxing in the
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pastoral confines of the Great Druid' s grove. He mi ssed her very mnuch.

A sudden bolt of alarmshot through him Was she rel axi ng? O was she, too,
beset by the danger that seemed to pervade the kingdons of the Ffolk? He tried
to convince hinself that Myrloch Vale was the safest place on the isles, the
nost secure from external depredations. But his worry clung to himlike a

| oomi ng vul ture, bearing down heavily upon his shoul ders. Distracted, he
barely heard O Roarke speak to them from across the room

"Join me, please," called the red-bearded bandit.

Two other men were already seated with O Roarke. He nodded at one, a

cl ean-shaven muscul ar man with deeply tanned skin. "This is Annuwyn. You may
not remenber him but he cast the spell that brightened your night so well the
ot her evening!" Hugh chuckled at his joke while.Tristan nodded to the

magi c-user. Annuwyn nodded back, a thin smle creasing his |ips.

"And this is Vaughn Burne, our high cleric," said O Roarke, and the other nan
rose and bowed. Vaughn Burne was a slight, pale man with a cl ean-shaven pate.
He wore a plain robe, and his thin face betrayed little enmpti on—except for his
eyes. They shined with interest and energy as he waited for the nmen to be

seat ed.

"The reason | asked you here," O Roarke said at last, "is to tell you that I
would like you to stay with us in Doncastle.”



Tristan's heart thunped in his chest, and he tried to display no enption
Still, this was the worst thing the bandit could have said to start out their
conver sati on.

"I need brave nmen," continued Hugh. "And such | know you are—npst travelers
flinch and wail when they are accosted by us. None of you betrayed any fear
"I will offer you places within'my mlitia. It is not large, but ny nmen are
stalwart, and they fight well. You could earn positions of command—+ can use
men with battle experience.

"And you woul d be safe here. You are outlaws, fugitives fromthe king's
troops. There is no place upon Al aron where you will be safer.” O Roarke's
voi ce grew nore strained as he saw that his guests were not eagerly junping
9183*
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up to accept his offer

"My Lord Roarke," began Tristan, carefully choosing his words. "I'msure
speak for my companions in saying that we are honored by your offer—by the
trust you have shown. But perhaps we could offer you a better way of honoring
that trust—that we could performan even greater service for you than | eading
a conpany of your nen into conbat."

Hugh O Roarke sat inpassively, waiting for the prince to continue. Only the
slight | owering of his bushy eyebrows betrayed his enotions.

"W have enbarked to Caer Callidyrr upon a mission—a nission that could aid
not only ourselves, but all of the Ffolk," Tristan continued.

Hugh waved inpatiently for himto go on

"I ama prince of the Ffol k—Jristan Kendrick, of Corweil."

"You are the one who stayed the Darkwal ker?" asked the lord. Tristan nodded
and sensed the cleric across the table staring intently at himas he did so.
Vaughn Burne then turned to his lord and gave an al nost inperceptible nod.
"But how did you come to be an outl aw?"

"My father, King Kendrick, was slain by assassins. The Council of Lords rul ed
that the H gh King should choose either Lord Pontswain or mnmyself as his
successor. W began our journey to Callidyrr to petition the king for this
deci sion, but we were attacked on the way and arrested by the king' s troops as
we | anded at Ll ewellyn.

"Qur m ssion changed, obviously, after this development. | still intend to
gain an audience with the Hgh King. He will give ne a satisfactory

expl anati on of these events—and | doubt that there is such an expl anati on—for
he will die by nmy sword!"

O Roarke's jaw dropped. "You're nad!" he hissed.

Tristan flushed. "I believe we can do it with your help. You know this

ki ngdom Help us get into Caer Callidyrr. We will do the rest. Think of the
benefits. If the High King is pulled fromhis throne, your |ands are yours

again. No longer will you have to hide in the forest, waiting for the next
attack!"

Hugh scowl ed darkly, but then startled themw th a burst of |aughter. "You
truly are mad. | shall let you go on with
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your fool's mission, but you will get no support fromne. In fact, | shal

keep your horses as paynent for ny troubles!"

At that untimely nmonent, several kitchen maids emerged with platters of
pot at oes and stew. Hugh ignored his guests as he lifted forkful after forkful
of food to his lips.

Tristan inwardly cursed the nman, though he did not press the topic any |onger
Pitchers of mead sat upon the table, and his tongue itched for the taste of
the foamy stuff. He ignored the craving and drank only sparingly.

The neal passed slowy, and in silence. They had al nost cleaned their platters
when a young man entered the inn and gestured to Hugh O Roarke. He was dressed
in green |leather and spattered with mud, as if he had just cone froma |ong
ride. The lord rose, carrying his full nug of ale, and went to the man. The
fellow said sonething in a | ow whi sper. Suddenly, the bandit |eader whirled



and threw his nmug against the wall where it shattered with a crash.

"News?" asked Tristan quietly, raising his eyebrows. For a nonent, he wondered
if the bandit was about to attack him so red was his face. O Roarke's hands
clenched at the air as he stal ked back to the table.

"My sister has been executed by the H gh King!" he snarled. "She was a captive
in his castle, and two days ago he had her put to death!"

A pall of silence descended over the room O Roarke's | ook chall enged anyone
to speak, to give hima target for his anger. Pontswain | ooked down, strangely
subdued. Tristan felt a pang of sadness for the outlaw and renewed | oat hing
for the H gh King.

"But why?" asked the prince.

"Why?" Hugh cried, his voice choking with agony. "Perhaps to draw ne out of
Doncastl e, where the Scarlet CGuard can neet nme on its own terns."”

Tristan began to see an opportunity in the tragedy, a chance to use the bandit
lord's grief constructively—for hinself, and perhaps even for Hugh O Roarke.
"There's a better choice. You can help us get into Callidyrr, where | will
confront this king!"

"And then what? Even supposing you made it that far, which you wont, what can
you hope to acconplish?"

9185*

DOUGLAS NI LES

"W can avenge your sister. | can gain vengeance for my father's death. Think
man! W have to do sonething! W can't stay here in the woods, hiding in your
pl easant little town! Help us!"

"Are you assassins, that you will sneak into his castle and stab him as he

sl eeps?”

"l am not an assassin"” Tristan said. "I shall not kill him.. . in cold blood.
The king will have a chance to defend hinsel f against ny charges. If he
cannot, he will have a chance to defend hinself agai nst ny bl ade!"

"I tell you, it is no use!l" persisted O Roarke, slunping into his chair. The
energy drained from hi mhe | ooked dej ected and def eat ed.

"We are not without skill,"” Daryth said quietly.

"No, you are not. But you were all four taken by ny clunsy anbush. And you can

be sure that the traps of the wizard, Cyndre, will be far nore deadly!"
Tristan flushed, whether in anger or enbarrassnent he was not sure. Then he
spoke.

"W have to try. You have lost a sister and your cantrev. | have |lost ny
fat her—y king. How nmany nore fosses will it take to nove you?"

Hugh was silent for a long time. Once again, his thick red eyebrows sank into
a deep scow .

"I will help you," he said finally. "But | have a condition: One of you mnust
remai n here, as proof against a betrayal. You will cone to know ny nost

val uabl e agent in Callidyrr. Should harmcone to him your man will die as
wel | 1"

"That is unaccep— Tristan began to object, certain that he had the upper

hand, when Pont swai n cut him off.

"I shall remain here," said the |ord.

Tristan | ooked at Pontswain in shock, wondering if the lord was afraid to face
the H gh King. O perhaps he hoped that the prince would be slain, |eaving the

path open for his own claimto the kingship. Still, it solved the problem And
Tristan knew that he wouldn't mss the nan's conpany.
"very well," he agreed.

"We can di sguise you," offered O Hoarke, as if relieved to have reached a
decision. "And slip you into Callidyrr on a fishing boat that is returning to
harbor at the end of the day.
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It will be risky, but it is still our best chance."

"Why a boat ?" asked Daryth suspiciously.

"Because the walls are high, and the city gates are guarded around the cl ock
A boat returning to port with the same nunber of nmen aboard as left in the



norni ng nay escape inspection.”

"And once we're in the city, what then?" asked the prince.

"I have people in the city," said the bandit lord. "They will do whatever they
can for you. My agent, Devin, may get you into the castle. If there's a way,
he' Il know it!"

"When can we get started?" Tristan asked.

"Tbrorrow. We'll take to horse at first light."

Cawi ng and crying in a harsh cacophony, the birds of prey took wi ng. The hawks
and eagles and ow s exploded fromtheir perches together, arrowi ng toward the
stream and the as yet unseen eneny.

The birds rushed fromthe darkness against the arny of the undead, sl ashing

wi th beak and cl aw agai nst the zonbi e vanguard. Flesh was torn away fromthe
dead faces, and linbs were rent from bodi es—but still the dead noved forward.
Birds fell, shrieking in pain, as the claws of the undead tore at their
feathered breasts or crushed their powerful wi ngs.

And when the birds fell, the skeletons came upon them lifting the struggling
creatures and tearing themto pieces. A few of the zonbies dropped, badly
torn. But the fate of the flyers was nmuch worse. Soon, the flock was
deci nat ed.

The arny marched into the stream At the far shore, sprawing in the darkness,
was the grove of the Geat Druid. And at its heart was the sacred pool of the
Moonwel | .

The vast caverns of Dwarvenhonme gl owed with an eerie green radi ance as |ight
spilled fromthe green fungi that grew on the high walls. Cinging stalactites
dropped like drooling fangs over the huge council chanber, where hundreds of
the short fol k had gathered around a high platform Three dwarves, | ooking
nearly identical behind
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bristling beards, stood above their fellows. They heard the acclaimof their
conmunity arise frommany barrel -chested conrades. The voi ces were strong and
deep, and the chant was al ways the same: "Finnnnellllen! Finnnnellllen

One of the trio stepped forward, |ooking out at the vast sea of bearded faces.
Her jaw jutted forward belligerently, but she apparently |iked what she saw,
for she nodded slowy, affirmatively.

"Dark dwarves in the Moonshaes? They'l|l be there about five nore days, |
reckon—about as long as it'll take nmy fighters to march there, or ny nane's
not Finellen!"

The chant grew to a roar, and then the dwarves di spersed to gather their arnor
and weapons. |n another hour they would assenble as an arny to follow their
heroi c | eader—the real chanpion of the Darkwal ker war, as all the dwarves
knew—through the vast caverns of the underdark. Their route would take them
under | and and sea; for the length of the march, they would never | ook upon
the sun. And when they reached their destination, they would fall upon their
hat ed enemni es—the dark dwarves—wi th a vengeance.

The out cone woul d be bl oody but gl orious.

Sl ow y Robyn squeezed the wood of her staff, as always drawi ng strength and
reassurance fromher nother's gift. She held the ashwood shaft before her and
listened. Monments |ater, she heard a squishing, sucking noise that told her
the zonbi es had energed fromthe stream They approached her, crossing the
little nmeadow.

Kamerynn paced beside her. She sensed that Newt was still perched upon the
uni corn's horn, though she couldn't see the little dragon. Neither could she
see Yazilliclik, but she knew that the sprite stood beside her, ready to

launch a hail of tiny mssiles fromhis little bow

And then she saw the shapes energing fromthe darkness, and her nostrils
caught the scent of the zonbie horde. Though the night was frightening, she
t hanked t he goddess for sparing her the horror of seeing the undead in their
gory detail.
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Robyn offered a silent prayer to the goddess and felt the answer of the



Eart hnot her flow ng through the wood. There was power and peace in that

answer —but there was al so rage. Robyn channel ed that power into a spell, aided
by the staff, and released it as the skeletons stunbled toward her fromthe
dar kness.

And the rage of the goddess was fire that erupted fromthe ground, a wall of
flame spreading across the clearing. Robyn saw Genna cast the same spell sone
di stance away. Gther walls of fire erupted before her as the druids ignited
their first line of defense.

Zombi es lurched into and through the flame, sizzling in the intense heat. The
nmonsters stunbl ed forward and col |l apsed on the ground, withing in silent
torture as their flesh blackened. Before the fire died, their bodies shriveled
into m sshapen |unps, stiff as statues carved from char coal

The skel etons, too, suffered fromthe intense heat. Bones splintered as the
orange tongues of fire |icked them Bodies broke apart, collapsing into heaps
of unrecogni zabl e ash

The birds that had been harassing the nonsters flew up and away as the fire
erupted, but Robyn grieved to see that several noved too slowy. Tbngues of
flame greedily stroked the feathers of ow s and hawks. The birds screeched and
withed in agony as the fire dragged themto earth and consumed them

But sone unspoken command was turning the mindless arnmy away fromthe fire.
The zonbies slipped to the left, the skeletons to the right, and the undead
cane on. The walls of fire were linmted, not |ong enough to encircle the
grove, and the nonsters now came around them

In the lurid light, the young druid saw a noving nound of earth as the

el emental answered Genna's command. It noved to bl ock the skel etons. Huge,
fistlike appendages swung fromthe thing's sides, and it used these I|ike

cl ubs, smashing a dozen of the undead in the first press of attack

From where Robyn stood, the el emental |ooked like a rough-skinned giant. It
fought quickly, renorselessly. For a noment, the press of the skel etons was
shatt ered—though the undead knew no fear, the elenental was killing them
faster than they coul d advance.
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But then a whirling stormof silvery axes energed fromthe darkness. The

shi ning bl ades gl eaned with an internal light. The hafts were | ong, the bl ades
heavy, and they filled the air with a glittering array of razor-sharp attacks.
Hundreds of the mi ssiles swirled about the el enental, hacking off chunks of
earth. For a second, Robyn wondered at the unnatural way they hung in the air.
Magi c! The el enental stunbled as one of its | egs was severed, and then fel
into rubble as the blades tore it to pieces.

Now t he zonbi es had conpletely passed the wall of fire, and they |urched

qui ckly toward Robyn. They were still being harassed by the birds, and now the
wol ves and boars raced into the attack. The aninmals were a pitiful few against
t he nunbers of undead, however, and they were swiftly killed or driven back
with grievous wounds.

As the wol ves whined and ran, Robyn turned to flee as well, but her foot

caught on a root. She sprawl ed headl ong and heard the squishing footsteps of a
zonbi e nearby. Terror seized her, but she managed to cling to her staff as she
| eaped to her feet and sprinted through the darkness.

She saw Genna and the other druids running with surprising stamna toward the
center of the grove. Gunt |oped along behind the Great Druid, turning to
bel | ow his rage at the undead who pursued them

Gasping in horror and fear, Robyn stunbled al ong behi nd, wondering how t hey
could hope to stop this nightmare before it reached the Monwel |l .

Cyndre stood before the vast mrror as the three mages a t the table watched
himclosely. The master turned to |look at them tall, lean Talraw, the

dar k- ski nned Wertam and the short, ugly little wonan called Kerianow.

The image in the nmirror was a vast field of green. Leafy treetops waved
slightly in the breeze. Only upon cl oser exanination could the wi zards see the
bui | di ngs cl everly conceal ed among the foliage, the snoke rising from



wel | - hi dden chi mmeys.

"You have seen this prince outwit the finest assassin in the land," said
Cyndre. "Now, our colleagues Kryphon and Doric
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pursue him W can only hope that they fare better."

"We know he is in Doncastle." Talraw spoke hesitantly. "Wy don't we sinply
destroy that town and have done with him-and it?"

"Remenber” said the wi zard gently, but his undertone told themall that Talraw
was a fool for asking such an obvious question. "It is not our power that will
win over the Ffol k. W nust appear to act only as the king's advisers. Only

t hrough himcan we gain the power we truly deserve. Wen that power is ours we
will be free to act as we w sh.

"But that day draws near. Have patience and listen well: One of you nust
remai n here always, watching the mrror. W have found the Prince of CorweQ
and we will not |ose himagain."

"\es, master," they chorused, awed at the responsibility he had laid upon
them In truth, they were not ready, but Alex-ei was lost to them and Kryphon
had a m ssion of his own.

"And it may be that you will see one |ooking back fromthe mrror" said the
sorcerer, his voice dropping lowin warning. He described the one he sought
and watched as the three mages exchanged frightened gl ances. "Shoul dyou see
this in the mirror, you are to interrupt me i medi ately.

"For | seek to talk to the sahuagin."
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One after another, the druids gathered at the Monwell, stunbling in fromthe
surroundi ng darkness to gasp weakly against the sturdy stone pillars. There,
they quickly recovered their strength. The mlky water glowed softly.

The circle of arches here in the center of the grove was illum nated faintly
by the light fromthe Monwell. Robyn felt rather than saw the other druids
around her. And she knew that the arny of death was very cl ose.

Sonet hi ng white nmoved through the darkness to stand beside her, and she threw
her arms about Kanerynn's broad neck. The presence of the mghty unicorn

bol stered her own confi dence.

"W haven't long to wait," said Genna. The Great Druid emerged fromthe

dar kness to stand beside her pupil.

"Did you see the .. . human?" Robyn asked, wondering if one who conmanded such
an army could actually possess humanity.

"No, but it was his spell that destroyed the elemental. He cast it from beyond

the stream Perhaps the barrier still prevents himfromentering the grove."
"Barrier?" Robyn was surprised. "lI've never seen a barrier at the edge of the
grove."

"No one can see it. And only one such as he, a being consuned by evil, feels

it. He cannot pass into the grove through it, though I fear that now his arny
may have damaged it enough so that he can."

Robyn saw Eil een of Aspenheight and the stalwart Gad-dric step wearily toward
them Their brown robes were torn, and bl oody scratches covered their bare
arms and
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legs. Gadrric's stout staff and Eileen's sickle were covered with ripe gore.
"How di d the undead pass it, then?" Eileen asked.

"These poor, mndless creatures are not inherently evil. They are sinply
driven by his foul command. As such, the barrier had no effect upon them"
Genna sighed sadly. "All they want is to return to death. The cruel truth is
that the cleric has taken fromthemthe only thing they had—the peace of
eternal rest."

Robyn had not thought it possible to feel sympathy for the ghastly invaders,
but she found herself suddenly pitying their unnatural plight—and hating the
cleric who had done this to them

"Now, to your posts—all of you," chided Genna, tenderly. "Renmenber, the arches



nmust be held at all costs!”

She swept her armin a great circle to indicate all twelve arches. These
arches provided the only access to the Moonwell. Earlier, the druids had
prepared their defenses by filling the spaces between the arches with an

i npenetrabl e tangl e of thorn bushes. Now each arch was to be guarded by
several druids and the remaining ani mal def enders.

Ei |l een cl asped Robyn's hand and gave the Great Druid a quick enbrace before
turni ng back al ong the shore of the Moonwell. Gadrric | ooked at them both
sternly, nodding his gray, shaggy head gruffly as he hurried away.

"Wait, Robyn," said Genna softly. She |ooked at the young druid tenderly,
hopeful Il y, as Robyn turned back to her

"Here," said the Geat Druid, giving a handful of acorns to Robyn. The nuts
felt warm agai nst her skin. "You mght find a use for these."

"Thank you."

"And this ..." Genna paused and reached into a pocket of her robe. "IVe been
making it for you. It's not quite finished, but you may need it now. "

The Geat Druid held a straight stick, perhaps a foot and a half |ong.
Intricate carvings covered it fromend to end. Robyn took it slowy, and it,
too, felt warmto her touch.

"A runestick?" she asked reverently. She took the druidic talisman and touched
t he carvings, each of which she knew Genna had inscribed with her tiny knife.
The runestick was
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covered with pictures—a spiraling nural of the |and around her

Tears canme into Robyn's eyes. There was no nore significant nor caring thing

that one druid could do than carve a runestick for another. "I wll treasure
it," she whispered.

"You will use it, | hope," said her teacher with a smle. "They're very near
now. " Genna turned away and wal ked al ong the shore of the Monwell. She joined

Gunt at the south arch.

Robyn stood with Kanerynn, Newt, and Yazilliclick at the arch on the north
side of the grove

"W won't get to see anything over here," noped Newt, sitting on Kanmerynn's
proud horn.

"I"'mfri-frightened,"” whinpered Yazilliclick, standing next to Robyn and
unconsci ously | eani ng agai nst her |eg.

"Let us tend to our duties," said Robyn as calmy as she could, "and renenber,
t he goddess is with you."

Wth that, Kanmerynn left themto stand before of the twelve arches circling

the Moonwel | . The spaces between the arches had been bl ocked of f by their
earlier efforts. Now thick walls of thorns and sturdy young tree trunks
intertwined to channel the only approaches to the well. Gunt stood stolidly

beneat h one of the arches, Genna stood at the next, and then Kamerynn.

Robyn and Newt stood at the next arch. Spreading out to either side, the
arches were guarded by little bands of pixies, armed with small but sturdy
bows, and sprites, who would fight with their silvery swords. Mst of the
faeries were invisible. The few remai ning wol ves and boars guarded the arches
across the circle, where the enenmy arny was least likely to strike.

Robyn renenbered her teacher's blessing, and she felt certain that the goddess
was standing with her. She was very calm sonmehow detached fromthe nmadness
around her. She also felt very strong. And as she stood guard to protect the
nost sacred place on the isles, her calmess slowy grew into a powerful,
controll ed rage.

"I'"'mfrightened,” whinpered Newt, |anding on her shoul der and | eani ng agai nst
her.

"So aml, ny friend," she reassured him realizing that the
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statement was a lie. She realized that she was not afraid.

Then she felt a slight disturbance, like a flutter, in the power of the
goddess. The ni ght seemed suddenly bl acker and col der as an unseen nenace



closed in.

"He has entered the grove," she whispered, not certain how she knew this.

But the ground felt strong beneath her feet, and the feel of the snooth staff
in her calloused hands reassured her

"How coul d he have escaped?" shrieked King Carrathal. He renoved the Crown of
the Isles fromhis head, holding it lIoosely in his hand as he nopped at his
sweating browwith a delicately enbroi dered handkerchief. Hs eyes were w de
with terror.

"He is resourceful,’
has a right to be."
The king turned away and paced across his throne roomin agitation. Once he
had been able to neet with Cyndre again, he had assumed that everything would
be all right. Instead it seemed that his problemwas grow ng | arger every day.
"See how the usurper seeks shelter in Doncastle. | have urged you, sire, to

wi pe that nest of rebels off the map. Surely you can now see the necessity for
t hat ?"

"W nust do sonething." whined the king, turning back to the w zard.

"I have my nost trusted assistant on his trail."

"When will your man catch hi n?" denanded the king.

"Very soon, | amsure. Now, why don't you take your mnd off this? Do

somet hing to anuse yoursel f! Wuld you |Iike another prisoner put to death?"
The king shook his head angrily. He would not admit it to the wi zard, but the
execution of Darcy O Roarke had been troubling himfor several days. He
dreaned of her defiant laugh in the face of the headsman's axe. She had vowed
that her brother would avenge her. In truth, the king feared the wath of Lord
Roarke and all of his outlaw clan nearly as much as he feared the relentless
approach of the usurper from Corwell.
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The zonbies, as if sensing the proximty of their goal, hurried forward. Mny
tripped and fell, but the others reached forward m ndl essly, groping for the
sustenance that gl owed before them They nade no sound except for the scrape
of their footsteps along the ground.

Genna and Gunt stood in the archway. The glow of the well cast its
encour agi ng |ight against their backs, while the nightmare enmerged fromthe
dar kness before them

A cl awed hand reached forward. Rotted fl esh exposed its tough nuscle and
tendon, and white bone extended sharply fromthe | ast knuckle, where the flesh
was gone conpl etely. The bone caught the light fromthe well, and then G unt
stood upon his rear |egs, blocking out the light.

Grunt slashed at the thing, and his six-inch claws tore the top half of the
body away. Its legs lurched sideways once and then coll apsed. Wth a roar, the
huge ani mal |unged forward and crushed another rotted corpse beneath his paws.
H s jaws snapped shut on the barren skull of a skeleton, crushing the bone to
splinters. The nonster staggered aimessly until it fell, though it continued
to twitch and jerk across the ground.

More zonbies |lurched over the bodies of their fellows, to be met by Genna and
her long sickle. The Great Druid had expended the | ast of her magic, but her
muscl es were driven by the might of the goddess as she struck and cut. CGenna
did not try to destroy each zonbi e-that woul d have taken too nuch tinme, too
many bl ows. |Instead, she slashed at knees, cal ves, thighs, and hips,

i mobi lizing the creatures.

The ot her druids, standing beside wolves, boars, or their own human conrades,
were drawn into the fight as the attack spread along the ring of arches.

| sol de of Wnterglen saw the horror approach. She stood with five gray wol ves,
and they savagely pressed back the undead. Sickles and staffs and cl ubs fought
bony claws, for now all of the druids had spent their nagic.

And finally the creatures reached Robyn's arch—the | ast one. Skel etons and
zonbi es energed fromthe night, seeking her flesh and blood. The sight of the
eyel ess sockets,

said Cyndre with a shrug. "And far |uckier than any man



196

BLACK W ZARDS

staring fromgruesone skulls, no longer terrified her. She raised her hands
and threw the first of the acorns—the fire seeds—at the first fight of the
enemy. It sizzled into the |leading zonbie, burning it to ashes. Taking care to
aim she threw the others. Each one ignited at the feet of an attacker

burning it away.

Then she gripped her staff and brought it crashing down upon the skull of the
near est skel eton. The bony thing dropped to the ground, and she quickly
smashed anot her.

Kamer ynn bucked and ki cked beside her, crushing a skeleton to bone fragnents
with his heavy forehooves, and then inpaling a zonbie on his horn. He tossed
the I'inp body aside as he reared above nore skel etons, crushing skulls to his
right and left with savage ki cks.

Newt buzzed forward, slashing with his claws and sharp teeth at the | oose
flesh of the zombies, pulling great hunks of skin and neat off the rotting
corpses. Then the faerie dragon hovered, blinking rapidly, and focusing upon
the ground. He pointed and chanted quickly.

A purple monster burst fromthe ground in the path of several zonbies. G een,
gl owi ng cl aws reached for the rotted bodies, and black teeth bristled froma
gaping maw as the illusion attacked the attackers.

But the illusion required fear to be effective, and the zonbi es knew no fear.
They reached to attack the thing, and when it had no substance, they stunbled
through to attack the next thing—which was Newt. The little dragon went back
to tooth and claw, tearing away pieces fromthe armof the |eading zombie
until the linmb itself fell to the ground.

Yazilliclick, with his tiny dagger extended, stood besi de Robyn. He shrieked
with fear as a zonbi e approached, but then darted forward to hanstring it.
Robyn cracked the thing with her staff as it tw tched upon the ground.

Sonehow the forces of the goddess held the army of death back from each of the
arches. Robyn bled fromhalf a dozen wounds where the claws of the undead had
raked her, but still a pile of bodies grew steadily before her

But then she saw the cleric, and she froze. H s eyes glared fromthe darkness
| ong before she could see the rest of him Finally his face materialized as he
st epped cl oser. She
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wat ched his tongue flick across his thick, drooping |lips and was rem nded of a
snake. The |l ook on his bloated face frightened her nmore than had all the
ghastliness of his arny.

He neared her, wal king very deliberately. Robyn picked up her staff and held
it crossed before her. She was terribly afraid. The cleric raised his hands
and extended them pal ms downward. He chanted one sharp word, a sound full of
terror and viol ence.

The ground convul sed beneath her feet, rippling upward and throwing her to the
si de. Robyn's head cracked against the stone pillar, and she went down like a
falling tree to stretch notionl ess upon the ground.

Keri anow observed the prince in the vast mrror. He slept soundly under the
roof of the Doncastle inn. Wiy, she wondered, could she not do the sane thing?
She rapped her plunp fingers on the table before her, cursing the fate that

al ways seened to give her an unfair shake.

Her body, for exanmple. It was short, fat—wholly unattractive, even to herself.
And, as the newest nenber of the Council of Seven, she was bullied by the
others—particularly by Talraw and Wertam the two other |esser mages. As they
had arranged their watches, for exanple, she had been given the hours from

m dni ght until dawn.

She struggled to stay awake, w shing there was sonething nore interesting to
watch in the mrror. But Cyndre's orders had been explicit. Now that they had
found the prince again, they could not afford to lose him And so she stared
at the notionless picture in the mrror

Keri anow t hought of Cyndre. How powerful he was! She remenbered the way he had



di scovered her during her apprenticeship in Waterdeep. He had brought her to
Calli-dyrr and taken her into his council, teaching her many of his own
spell's. She was no | onger an apprentice: she was a sorcerer, albeit not as
powerful as her naster, or even Kry-phon or Doric.

The master had shown great patience in teaching her, hel ping her to reach her
potential. He had taught her that
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mercy was a fool's creed; it was only through mght and cruelty that one could
becore truly powerful.

As she often did, Kerianow found herself thinking about Cyndre the man. Hi s
cool confidence excited her. H's mastery—ef her, of the council —warmnmed her
Smal | shivers of pleasure rippled along her spine as, lost in her nusings, she
l et her head drop softly onto the table. Wth a little sigh, she fell asleep
She awakened with a start, to see the glimerings of dawn shining through the
hi gh, narrow wi ndows. The mrror was bl ank

"Kraal ax—Heeroz," she chanted quickly. The inmage returned. Again she saw
Doncastle, the quiet inn. But a bolt of cold panic cut to her heart as she

| ooked at the bed.

For the Prince of Corwell was gone.

Seeing the boat brought back all the nenories of the Lucky Duckling and the
prince's fateful journey over water. The little craft nmight even have been
made by the same boatwight; it had the sane open-hulled frame, though not
quite as big. The Swall ow was al so ol der and nore weat her-beaten than even the
Duckl i ng had been

"She'll just run you along the coast,"
uneasi ness.

Fol l owi ng a day and a half of hard riding, they had reached the shore of this
vast bay. Somehow, Hugh had arranged a rendezvous, for this little craft and
her young captain were waiting for themhere. Two nmen and a halfiing had |eft
the boat, to be replaced by Tristan, Daryth, and Pawl do. The fishernmen had
even brought a noorhound with them and the dog left with the trio so that
Cant hus could enter the port with the conpanions.

"They keep track of the nunber of Ffolk sailing out in the morning. As |long as
t he sane nunber come back at night, the Scarlet Guard won't pay any
attention," explained the youthful captain.

"W will return to Doncastle when our mission is conpleted,” said Tristan

of feri ng Hugh O Roar ke his hand.

The bandit appeared surprised, but took the prince's
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hand. "I'm sure your friend, Pontswain, hopes so.".

Tri stan nodded curtly. He had spent a lot of tinme wondering about Fonts wain's
notives. The only conclusion he could reach was that the |lord hoped that he
woul d be killed, leaving himwith no rival for the throne. Tristan felt a
sense of |oathing, but also of betrayal. The notion bothered himnore than he
had thought it woul d.

They sailed swiftly northward al ong the coast of Alaron. The land, to the
west, was green and rolling—rore fertile than Gwnneth, and al ways nore

popul ous. The water bel ow themwas al so green, and it stretched to the east
far beyond the horizon. Tristan drew a strange thrill fromthe know edge that
the nearest land in that direction was the Sword Coast, many days' travel

away. Pawl do and Daryth slept confortably, for the ride had been exhausti ng,
but Tristan stood eagerly in the bow, staring in awe at the |land and sea
around him Canthus stood at his side, sensing his master's excitenent.

In a few hours they rounded the wi de point that marked the entrance to

VWhi tefish Bay. Now their course swerved to the southwest, and Tristan stared
intently forward. Very gradually, their destination appeared in the distance.
Finally, he could see the vast harbor, protected by a strong, druid-raised
breakwater. Beyond it was the largest city of the Ffolk, teeming with
activity, comrerce, and life. A white stone wall surrounded it, snaking beside
the buil dings and streets as they clinbed the hills beyond the shore. A pal

expl ai ned O Roarke, as if sensing his



of snoke hung over the city just above the waterfront, but the sun shone

uni npeded over the rest of the city.

Tri stan saw proud stone buil dings, and manors with columms before them He

i magi ned the gardens and fountains that nust lie between them But his eyes
swept up even hi gher, past the manor houses and beyond the rambling wall of
the city.

For now the prince had eyes only for the structure high on the hilltop above
the city.

Alifetine of description and imagi ning had not prepared himfor the splendor
of Caer Callidyrr. The fortress sprawl ed across three hilltops, in itself

bi gger than many a town. The high stone walls, accented by lofty towers,
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gl eaned brightly in the afternoon sun. They seened inpossibly snoboth, as if

t hey had been polished only that norning. Crenelated battlements lined the
top, and several tall gates provided access through the walls. Each of these
was shi el ded by a drawbri dge and guarded by a hi gh gat ehouse.

Col orful banners streamed fromthe highest towers, proclainng the |lineage of
the Hi gh King, while |lower flags denoted the | ords who had pl edged all egi ance
to the throne. Several blood-red banners fluttered in one corner of the
castle.

As the boat approached the breakwater, Tristan noticed one tower that was made
of darker stone than the rest of the castle. This one was |ong and sl ender
standing al one at the far end of the castle. Though the late afternoon sun
cast brilliant rays along the entire Iength of the fortress, this tower seened
to linger under sonme kind of inherent shadow. Wether its walls were not as
clean as the rest of the castle, or were made froma different color stone,
Tristan had no cl ue.

They sail ed past the breakwater to enter the huge harbor. Dozens of fishing
boats were returning as the day drew to a close. Several huge trading galleons
and a pair of |ongships were anchored in the port, and the prince saw a huge
shi pyard to one side, where a pair of sturdy ships appeared to be nearing
conpl eti on.

The docks thensel ves were bustling with activity. Mechani cal cranes, operated
by pulley, block, and tackle dipped into the holds of the fishing boats and
scooped out the catches, carrying theminto nunmerous canneries that |lined the
waterfront. These fish houses took in fish by the netful, and the stench of
their contents extended far into the harbor

Even anmidst all of the activity, the bright unifornms of the Scarlet Guard were
plainly visible. Human officers with parchnent sheets conpared the nanes of
the returning fishing craft and perforned quick head counts as the boats
approached the dock. Huge ogres scow ed suspiciously at everyone, fingering
their mghty swords.

Finally, the Swallow pulled al ongside the dock, and the crane sw vel ed over to
them The captain and his crew, TMs-
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tan saw, had managed to fill the hold with a respectable catch before they had
pi cked up the conpani ons.

Cant hus sprang onto the dock, and Tristan, Daryth, and Pawl do hurried behi nd
him The prince | ooked around—$or what, he wasn't sure, but Hugh had pronised
they would be net at the dock. He suddenly realized that he and his conpani ons
stood a scant twenty feet froma |eering ogre. The beast scow ed and squi nt ed
at them letting its fat, red tongue hang from between its drooping lips.

Cant hus grow ed at the nonster, and it took a step forward, its gross hand
coming to rest on the hilt of its sword. Then a pretty naiden rushed up to the
prince, enbracing himand kissing himwarmy on the lips. He flushed, but

qui ckly returned the enbrace.

"Ch, Geoff!" she said breathlessly. "I was so worried about you! | worry every
day, but especially today. Mdther has a hot stew on for you—eh, and I'mto
tell you to bring your friends!"



The girl was perhaps sixteen years old. Her red hair framed a freckled face
with bright, sparkling brown eyes. She was dressed in a red and white frock of
poor but clean material.

She smled warmy at Daryth and Pawl do, while giving the prince's arma

pl easant squeeze. He allowed hinmself to be pulled along the dock, his

conpani ons qui ckly follow ng. He sensed the glower of the ogre burning into
hi s back, but he dared not | ook around.

The mai den steered hi m past several fish houses, and then pulled himthrough
the door into one of the factories. The snell of cod was everywhere. The place
was dark, and the floor was slick with oil. "Quickly!" she urged, now | eadi ng
themat a run.

They passed t hrough the building and energed froma rotted door to find
thenselves in a filth-strewn alley. The young worman said nothing further, but
|l ed them down the alley, around a corner, and through a narrow street.
Finally, they arrived at a ramshackl e house. Here, she | ooked to see that the
street was enpty of guards, and then bounded up the steps. Pushing open the
door, she pulled the conpani ons inside.
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A fire crackled in a small fireplace, but the house was ot herw se dark. The
girl led the fugitives through the first roomand into a narrow hal | way.
There, she pulled aside a rug and lifted a heavy trap door. "Down here," she
poi nted, indicating the steep stairway that was reveal ed. Canthus | eaped

t hrough the secret passage, and the lass cane |ast and pulled the door shut
behi nd her.

They stood in a secret hideaway, hidden in the cellar of the house. The room
was large, with several shadowy al coves. Lanterns filled the air with thick
snoke, and a roaring fire warnmed the room

A m ddl e-aged man turned froma worktable as they descended. He wiped his
hands on a | eather apron and frowned.

"I amDevin. This is my daughter, Fiona," he said. H s brown beard conceal ed
his chin, and his pate was nearly bald. He gestured around him and Tristan
saw that they stood in sone kind of blacksmth shop. Several narrow cots were
visible in the corner.

"We only |l earned of your inminent arrival yesterday," Devin explained bluntly.
"Hence, we cannot offer you better accommodations.”

"What you have done for us already is nore than sufficient,
"How can we repay you?"

"You cannot. You can sinply do what you need to do, and then | eave nme and ny
daughter in peace." The man shrugged. "My lord Roarke has asked me to assi st
you in any way that | can. This | shall do."

"Al'l right," he said. "W'Il make our plans and be gone as quickly as we can."
The prince wondered about Devin's loyalty to the bandit |lord and the risks he
was taking for them As if reading his mind, the fellow |l ooked himin the eye
and explained. "I was Lord Roarke's captain of the guard before the Scarl et
Guard came to the cantrev. My nmen resisted and died to the last lad. My lord,
nmysel f, and a few others escaped—ncl udi ng Fiona here. The two of us canme to
Callidyrr, and now we serve our lord in whatever way we can. If it cones about
that you can return his lands to himand renove the evil puppet that sits upon
our throne, then ny help comes will-
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ingly. But if you seek to betray or harmmy lord in any way, rest assured that
nmy vengeance will find you!"

Tristan was taken aback by the threat, but found his voice. "Rest assured that
your lord's objectives and ny own are the same. By hel ping us, you are hel pi ng
him"

"Very well. Fiona, fetch us something to drink. Qur guests will eat as soon as
t hey have refreshed thensel ves. And, as for getting into the castle, there

m ght be a way. "

Robyn gasped for air, trying to see through a red haze. She willed her nuscles
to nove, but they would not answer her nmental commands. Wde-eyed, feeling

replied Tristan.



like a fish cast upon the shore, she watched the huge cleric |unber toward
her. Those fat |ips opened into a grin of pleasure, and she | ooked into his
mouth. It was like staring at the maw of a devouring dragon

The ground convul sed again, tossing her to the side. Again the ground heaved,
and she felt pain as the dirt snmashed into her face. The heaving ground had
forced the wind fromher lungs. Wde-eyed, she saw the huge nman stal k cl oser
to her.

"Cease! "

Genna's command instantly stilled the quaking ground. Robyn tried to wiggle
away fromthe advancing figure, but she noved at an agoni zingly slow craw . He
was alnmost to the arch. In nmonents he would enter the circle

"Tb the nother! Fall!"

Agai n, Genna's sharp voice carried through the night, and now Robyn felt a
deep straining in the ground beneath her—a synpathetic effort, as the |and
strived to work the will of the goddess. The advancing cleric paused.

Robyn coul d see the broad crosspi eces atop many of the druidic arches, and al
of those in her field of vision began to wobble. Bal anced upon sturdy pillars,
t he heavy stones had not budged during the convul sions of the earthquake, but
now they twi sted and roll ed.

Wth a thunderous crash, one of the crosspieces fell to the ground nearby,
crushing a score of skeletons that had begun to advance. Then anot her and

anot her crashed to the
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earth, crushing all of the undead beneath them and |eaving a barrier before
each of the arches.

The crosspiece of the arch in front of her struck the ground with enough force
to throw Robyn several feet into the air. She saw the cleric's face twist into
a snarl of frustration as he | eaped backward to avoid bei ng crushed. Flecks of
spittle flew fromhis |ips.

Newt buzzed to the ground before her, peering anxiously into her eyes.

"Robyn? Are you all right? That was awful! Did you see the | ook on his face?
Genna showed him though—when that rock fell, | thought he was going to be
splattered all over! Are we wi nning yet? Get up, Robyn—we can fight sone
nore!"

"Where is he?" she gasped, as her lungs finally filled with oxygen. She
grabbed her staff fromthe ground beside her and stood shakily. She | eaned
agai nst the bl ock of stone for support and | ooked over the top into the

dar kness. There was no sign of the cleric.

But he was near, she knew. Her fear forgotten, she seized her staff. She would
find himand kill him "Come on!" she cried, junping onto the block. "W've
got to stop him"

"Let's get him" cried Newt, darting after her.

"Wwait!" stamrered Yazilliclick, before he too sprang after her

"No!" Robyn heard Genna's voice, but the words did not register, so intent was
she on pursuing the hated intruder

She darted across the wide block and | eaped to the ground on the other side.
But before she | anded, she bunmped into a solid thing—an object she could not
see, but that blocked her path |like a stone wall

Her head snapped back from an unseen blow, and the staff flew from her
fingers. She slunped toward the ground, but a mighty |inb picked her up
"What's the mat— Newt's question was interrupted as an unseen attack cl ubbed
himfromthe air with one bl ow.

"Quch! Hey!" cried Newt. He flapped his wi ngs and sprang fromthe ground, but
buzzed erratically to the side before flopping down again. "Cone back!" he
squeaked, bounding like a squirrel after an invisible stalker
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"Newt!" cried Robyn, tw sting desperately. She was powerless in the grasp

of ... what? The thing made no noi se, but grasped her around the chest and
wai st so firmy she could barely breathe. It felt as though she was ensnared
in the coils of some nassive snake.



But no snake could nove as fast as she was now borne across the ground. Her
captor noved smoothly and swiftly, as if it were flying just inches above the
| and. She was borne away fromthe Mionwel |l at a breathtaki ng pace. Her hands
were free, and she pounded and punched her attacker.

She felt a tough and | eathery skin beneath her fists—but the thing was
unnaturally snooth. It seened to have no hair, or scales, or appendages. It
gave off no smell, nor did it make any sound. As she pushed at the linb

i mprisoning her, she felt it bend away, but then another snaked around her

wai st, nearly crushing her abdomen. Werever she attacked, her invisible
captor nelted away, only to instantaneously reconstruct in a new shape that
hel d her like an iron clanp.

The alienness of the thing terrified her, and drove her to a frenzy of
effort—but to no avail. And still it nmoved over the ground w thout any jolting
or jerking, as if it had no feet. She kicked agai nst the body with the tips of
her toes, and, reaching upward, pounded its skin as high as she could reach

It seened to have no end—t was certainly nmuch |arger than she was.

She struggl ed ferociously, scratching, kicking, even biting the thing, but
not hi ng seemed to affect it. She twi sted and pulled, groaning in desperation
and anger. But the thing only squeezed tighter, until it felt as if her body
was trapped in a vice.

"It's not fair!" protested Paw do for the twentieth time. Daryth and Tristan
ignored him slipping into the bright red cloaks that Devin had brought them
only a few minutes before. "You two can't do this without ne. You' re dooned
for sure!™

"Sorry, but | don't imagine the Scarlet Guard has many officers' uniforns in
baffling size," explained the prince. In
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truth, Devin had told themthat all of the officers of the Guard, even those
conmandi ng the ogre brigade, were humans—despi cable bullies, nost of them but
human. "Besi des, sonmeone has to stay with Canthus, and help us escape!"
"Hurry!" urged Devin. "W nust get to the gate by dawn! We'll just have tine
to get you to the east gate. That's where the officers congregate after a | ong
ni ght out on the town. They're allowed to enter when the guard changes, just
bef ore dawn."

"And we're to act as though we' ve been drinking all night?" checked Daryth.
"Yes. Security is very lax when it cones to the officers of the guard, at

| east at this hour."

"And you have the di agran?" Devin asked Tristan

"Yes. I'mcertain we'll get through the garrison area without running into
t hose guardposts.”
"Once you reach the royal quarters, you'll be on your own," said Devin. "None

of my people have been able to get in there+ should say, get out of
there—ith a description. Two of ny nen risked their lives to gain these
uni forns. "

"W appreciate their sacrifice," said the prince. "You' ve al ready done nore
than we coul d have hoped."

"I"'mready," said Daryth, standing proudly. He |ooked like a typically
arrogant young officer of the Scarlet Quard, thought Tristan. The hi gh hat,
with its crimson plume, accented his red cloak and dark trousers. The shiny
bl ack boots, higher than his knees, |ooked suitable for tranmpling roughshod
over the lives of |esser folKks.

"And |," said the prince, adjusting his tunic. The fit was al nost perfect. The
Sword of Cynrych Hugh swung | oosely at his side.
"Be careful!" warned Pawl do, | ooking at themvery seriously. "I'mnot sure

"Il be able to rescue you this tinel"

"And good luck," said Fiona, kissing each on his cheek.

Devin scow ed at his daughter and led themup the stairs and through the
silent house. He stopped at the door and studied the street before waving them
forward. They hurried down the steps and al ong the street, seeing no one.
"Around the next corner, you'll see the gate. There'll prob-
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ably be a few officers waiting there. You don't want to arrive too early, or
you'll have to talk to them When the guard marches out, the gate will remain
open for a few m nutes, and you two should walk in with the other officers.
Rermenber, act |ike you own the placel™

Tristan | ooked at Devin and wondered about the notivations of this apparently
frightened but obviously brave man. Devin rubbed a hand through his thinning
hair as he | ooked nervously back at the prince, eager to | eave them

"I know we've put you in danger," said Tristan. "And |'msorry. Perhaps, if we
are successful, you will be able to return to the cantrev you were driven out
of . Thank you."

Devin net his gaze with a | ook that conbined skeptici smand hope. "Good | uck
to you," he finally said. "May the goddess grant that you are right!" Then he
turned and darted back down the street, bolting fromone stretch of shadow to
another like a creature of the night.

The pair stepped into the street, supporting each other and stunbling al ong as
if they had been drinking heavily. They turned the corner and saw a dozen or
nmore officers in uniforms simlar to theirs standing beside the road. Afile
of red-garbed soldiers was marching fromthe castle. After the colum of
sol di ers had passed, another group, waiting on the other side of the street,
marched into the castle. Then the waiting officers stepped into the street and
foll owed the guard through the | oom ng gate.

Genna stunbl ed backward as a pair of zonbies crawl ed over the fallen

crosspi ece. She chopped with her sickle—once, twice, and two heads thunped
onto the ground. The bodies twitched harm essly off the stone, but four

skel etons cane scranbling up behind them

I sol de stood at the next arch. Her wolves lay dead at her feet, and a circle

of zonbies closed around her. The druid's stout stick rose and fell, each tine
smashing an attacker to earth, but bony claws reached for her |egs, her
t hi ghs, her waist. Still clubbing, she fell under a sea of death, disappearing

bel ow the rotted corpses and ghastly jaws of the zonbies. A dozen of them
clustered around her, pressing in for
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a chance to bite or claw at the druid. Finally Isolde's club fell from her

bl oody, l|ifel ess hand.

Genna, still striking with the sickle, fell back fromthe arch. The ot her
druids, too, were gradually driven fromtheir posts. The light of the Monwell
felt warmupon the Great Druid' s back, but even the power of the goddess, she
knew, would not stop the relentless attack. There were |l ess than a score of
druids left.

The battle could have only one outcone.

O could it? The Geat Druid turned back to a zonmbie that advanced, seeing
that half of the thing's face was already gone. The leering skull seemed to
nock her plight, and rage powered her arns as she drove her sickle through the
skul I, the neck, and halfway into its chest.

No, they could not win this battle. "Goddess, our nother," said the druid,
slowy and reverentl y—even as she raised her sickle to smash an encroachi ng
skel eton. "Do not |let them have us."

No | onger could she see the waters of the Monwell behind her. But she felt
the mlky surface begin to pulsate with earthpower, and she could see the
bright light that suddenly washed through the grove. Al of the druids had
been driven to the water's edge, where they nmade their last stand, striving to
keep the horror fromthe sacred water.

The waters of the Moonwell began to bubble, like a great rolling boil, and
spray foaned into the air. The undead halted and then |urched away, for the
first time showing fear. The waters foamed hi gher, and suddenly the niddle of
the well turned into a fountain of white water, exploding upward and outward
to cascade over the druids.

As the glowi ng water spattered onto the undead, the nonsters tw sted and
staggered, their nouths flapping in nute agony. But as it fell onto the



druids, it had a different effect.

Genna had a last look at the cleric as he approached fromthe darkness and
then halted fearfully at the display of the Earthnother's power. Then the

wat er washed over her, and she felt no nore.

Finally, the bubbling and boiling abated, and the waters fl owed back into the
wel I . The undead cowered around the arches, unable to approach. Only Hobarth
dared to stride
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forward a,nd witness what the goddess had wrought.

He saw the druids still standing, curiously imobile, around the waters. He
approached cautiously but then nore boldly, finally stopping before the G eat
Druid. The cleric raised his fist as if to strike her, but then he threw back
his head and roared with laughter. Hi's howing cries filled the grove and sent
waves of terror rolling across Myrloch Vale. But Genna could not hear him nor
could any of the others.

For the druids of Myrloch Vale had becone statues of snpoth, white stone.
Tristan | ooked around as they passed through the gatehouse, not entirely
believing they had actually entered Caer Callidyrr. The high walls towered al
around them and he felt like he was in a deep, rocky gorge, not a man-made
citadel. The light of the growi ng dawn col ored the al abaster stone a rosy hue
along the tops of the towers and walls, though the courtyards and passages
were still enshrouded in twilight. The colum of guards who had escorted them
into the castle marched across a wide courtyard to a group of |ong wooden
bui | di ngs. Even without the map from Devin, Tristan would have identified the
structures as barracks.

The returning officers, meanwhile, split into small groups and went a numnber
of different directions. Tristan and Daryth waited until the others had noved
on and then picked a direction none of the others had chosen

They passed t hrough a second high gate, though this one was open. Two guards
snapped to attention as they passed, and Tristan felt a bit of relief to know
that their disguises were good enough to fool the soldiers. He and Daryth
found thensel ves wal ki ng down a hi gh-ceilinged corridor, where they noted
several portcullises partially Iowered fromthe roof. The place woul d be easy
to defend, even if a huge arny managed to breach the outer wall.

"The stables are up here," said the prince, renmenbering the map Devin had

gi ven them

"And beyond that, sonewhere, are the royal quarters?"
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The prince nodded.

Finally they energed fromthe corridor into another courtyard. The stables
wer e unmi st akabl e—not only were the barnlike buil di ngs obvi ous across the
yard, but a slight breeze carried to themthe distinctive scent of the equine
i nhabi t ants.

They hurried across the courtyard and around the stables, noting that boys had
al ready begun to tend to the horses. Dawn had |ightened the sky, but the sun
had not yet risen as they approached a vast, high-walled keep beyond the

stabl es. They were nearing the center of the castle.

"Hurry, now"

The voice cane fromaround the corner of a large building, startling them
both. There was no place to hide, so Tristan and Daryth each instinctively
relied upon their disguises, marching confidently forward.

A group of a half-dozen soldiers cane around the corner. They wore uniforns
simlar to the conpanions', though they |acked the gold braid and high, plunmed
hats. Their officer, a young man with dark hair and a bl ack beard, had no such
deficiencies. His uniformwas identical to theirs, though his hat had a bl ack
pl ume i nstead of a red one.

"Hey! You nen! You can't cone in here!" he snapped, eyeing them suspiciously.
"Only the Royal =

"Silence!" grow ed the prince, stepping up to the arrogant little gamecock
Tristan's heart had | eaped into his throat when the nan accosted them but he



now swi ftly decided to take the offensive.

"Who are you to speak thus to the captain of the Royal Inspection Corps?
Answer me, man!"

"What Royal | nspection—=

"Are you deaf? | want your nanme, sir, and quickly!"

"B-but," the officer struggled to recover his conposure.

"Never mind, fool! But have a care who you insult in the future! W are here
to inspect the king's kitchen. There have been sone serious conplaints lately.
Where is it? Be quick, man!"

"There," exclained the officer, pointing through an archway into an adj acent
courtyard. "Through the door on the left!" The fellow s sigh of relief was

al nrost audi bl e as he
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turned to march his conpany away.

Tristan and Daryth passed under the arch and found thenselves in a snall
courtyard. The stench of garbage rose overpoweringly froma pile of fruit
cores, bones, rinds, and other refuse. A cloud of fat black flies buzzed into
the air. Daryth threw open the door, and they both strode into the building.
They found thenselves in a large entryway with several hallways branching in
different directions. Daryth started down one with the prince behind him They
soon reached an open door at one end of the corridor, and here the Calishite
paused, |eaning against the wall out of sight.

For several monents they heard sounds of novenent within. Pans cl anked agai nst
an iron stove, and sonething sizzled in a frying pan. Soon the arona of

succul ent bacon drifted through the doorway.

"Let me try this tinme," whispered Daryth. Tristan nodded, and the Calishite
led the way into the kitchen. Al of the activity came to an abrupt halt as

t hey marched inperiously through the door

The kitchen was huge, with long counters and several |arge ovens. Severa

m ddl e-aged men and wonmen were bustling about the stove and counters, and a
group of serving wenches were laying out china on trays in the far corner of
the room

"You!" said Daryth, pointing to a stout man with several pink chins. "Tel
me—who is the mserable wetch who prepares breakfast for the king?"
"Th-there she is, sir!" said the man, relieved to divert the officer. He

poi nted an accusing finger at a sturdy matron near the griddle. The woman's
face grew pal e.

"Come here," said Daryth nore softly.

"Yes, sir," she said, neekly stepping over to them She stared at the floor
shifting nervously fromfoot to foot.

"Don't be afraid,"” continued the Calishite. "W are | ooking for one of the
serving wenches. Tell us, which one took the king's breakfast to him
yest er day?"

"Sheila!" screeched the wonan, turning to point at a black-haired lass. It was
now the unfortunate girl's turn to grow pale. "Come here, inmmediately!"
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Sheila stunbl ed nunbly over to the men, and Tristan regretted the need to
cause such fear anong these Ffol k. Her eyes were wide and slowy filling with
tears. Nevertheless, the prince had to continue the charade.

"Conme with us!" he ordered.

The young woman nodded dunbly and followed themfromthe kitchen. In the hall
they turned to her. She sank back against the wall and quivered like a
terrified doe.

"W have uncovered a plot that could bring grave harmto the king!" Tristan
said sternly. "Has anyone spoken to you about the food you have taken to hin®"
"No, your |ordship! No one!"

"Very well. It nmay be that the plotters are working through a different
avenue. You may help us to discover who and where they are. Do you understand



t he i nmportance of this?"

She nodded fearfully.

"You must retrace for us, exactly, the route you took in bringing the king his
br eakfast yesterday. Every step, every hallway, every door. Do you
under st and?"

"Yes," she said, squeaking like a frightened nouse. She led themfromthe
kitchen into a vast hall. She paused before a wide stairway and bit her |ips.
Hesitantly, she pointed to a curtained al cove below the stairs. "l-1 stepped
in here, j-just for a nmonent," she whinpered. "Garrick, the tailor's son, met
me. | was only there for a monent! He pulled ne in. | fought himto get away.
| really did!'"

Tristan forced down an urge to smle, enbarrassed that they had stunbl ed upon
the wench's anorous little secret. "Very well,"” he said sternly. "And then?"

She turned to clinb the stairs, her footsteps silenced by the deep pile of the
red carpeting. At the top of the stairs, the lass turned down a |ong hal |l way.
The walls here were gleaming marble, and tall mrrors dotted them at frequent
intervals. H gh windows at each end, screened with cut crystal panes, broke
the nmorning light into a series of colorful patterns.

"And here | took the food," said the maid as she pointed to a door—the only
one along the wall of the hallway.

"You have done well," said the prince. "Now, return to
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your duties!" The wench scurried back to the stairs and raced out of their

si ght

Tristan reached for the latch, about to push it open, when he had second

t houghts. Instead, he lifted his hand and knocked firmy against the smooth
panel . The door was pulled i mediately open, and he stood face to face with a
very startled young soldier of the Scarlet CGuard.

"You can't— the guard began

"Yes, we can," snarled Daryth, who had flicked the point of his sword agai nst
the man's throat in the blink of an eye.

"W have an audience with the king," announced Tristan, snoothly stepping

t hrough the door. Daryth prodded a bit with the sword, and the young guard's
eyes bul ged.

"Yes sir," he said, his voice squeaking.

The guard stood in a small room Beyond himanother gilded door led to the
royal chanbers. The guard stunbl ed across the chanmber and pulled it open
while Tristan and Daryth strode calmy through

The Prince of Corwell stopped in shock. Even his wi | dest imagination had not
prepared himfor the sight of the preposterous figure sitting before him
Could this man, conceal ed by a curled and powdered wi g, his face heavily made
up, actually be the Hi gh King of all the Ffolk?

The largest city anmong the Monshae |slands was not Cal-lidyrr, as the hunans
t hought. Rather, it was a conmunity known only to a few of the airbreathing
peopl es, a vast netropolis, nore ancient than any town of the Ffolk. The city
spra W ed across nmles. Its densest reaches filled the bottom of a deep
narrow canyon, but its nost elegant structures clung precariously to the sides
of the canyon. Vast gardens spread to either side of the gorge, on top of the
fissure, and the hunters and warriors of the city ranged a hundred mles or
nmore in search of plunder and prey. But no Jiving man had ever been here.

For this was a city on the bottom of the sea.

It was a city of coral with lofty green towers and | ow, rounded buildings. Its
colors were green and blue and red, and a nyriad of other variations. The

oni on- shaped dones
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of its towers often rose a thousand feet or nore fromthe bottom of the sea,
reaching fromthe bottominto the higher stretches of the canyon, still nmany
t housands of feet under the surface.

Huge bal coni es hung fromthe sheer sides of the canyon. Tendrils of kelp
draped fromthese, giving the place a jungle-Iike appearance. Sharks swam



slowy anmong the kelp, for these fish were the watchers of the city; they
protected its inhabitants and attacked its enenies.

The city's gardens were sea flowers and anenone. Its nonunents were the broken
hul I s of sunken shi ps—and the dead who crewed them The skel etal nmonunents
surrounded the high dones, and decorated the vast bal conies. The gold and
silver plundered fromthese vessel s ornanmented the nost el egant dwellings, or
adorned the nost prom nent citizens. Throughout the city, the bones of dead
sai |l ors supported doorways and arches. Light curved stools were crafted from
skel et ons.

Kressilacc was its name, and it was a city of the sahuagin, the undersea race
that ruled its domain with a harsh and nercil ess hand. The sahuagin had |ived
in Kressilacc since the birth of their race, and their city had grown in size
and beauty as they had grown in mght and nunbers.

The sahuagin were ruled by their king, Sythissall, and his high priestess,
Yssalla. Both of them creatures of the greatest evil, had grown bored with
their absolute mastery of the sea. They sought other realns to | oot and
conquer, other sights to amuse them

Syt hissall clained as his residence the vast pal ace al ong the crest of the
canyon's wall. Together with his hundred concubines, his huge octopi guards,
and the skulls of his enemes, Sythissall sat in his vast throne room The
hugest of the sahuagin, the king neared giant proportions. His teeth and w de,
flaring gills gave his head a broad, stubborn cast. He held a huge trident of
whal ebone. Wth it, he had once slain six prisoners, rival sahuagin, with a
singl e bl ow.

The spines along the king's head, and down his back, were fully four feet |ong
when Syt hissall was aroused. He had ruled the sahuagin for centuries, and the
fish-men were pleased with his | eadership. They tortured and killed for
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hi munder his direction, they had conquered or destroyed every other group

of sahuagi n for hundreds of miles. To celebrate their final victory, a decade
earlier, Sythissal had ordered one thousand prisoners tortured slowy, and
then fed to the sharks. That spectacle had been the grandest in sahuagin

hi story.

Ysalla, the H gh Priestess, dwelled in her sprawling tenple, across the canyon
fromthe king' s palace. As Keeper of the Eggs, Ysalla's influence anong the
sahuagin was nearly as great as the king's. As a female, she | acked the sharp
spi nes al ong her head and backbone. Her scal ed skin, and the skin of her
priestesses, was a bright yellow+n contrast to the natural green of her kind.
The yell ow, a badge of pride and chastity, was proof that the priestesses did
not breed. Tenders of the eggs, they would produce none of their own.

The priestesses of the sahuagin adorned thensel ves with gol den bracel ets,
headbands, belts, and anklets. They swam anong their kin with inperial
arrogance, for none of the sahuagin dared harm or insult, a priestess.

Li ke others of their order anmong the worlds of nmen, ores, and ogres, these
priestesses were clerics of Bhaal

Syt hi ssall kept the sahuagins' nost precious relic in his throne room The
Deepgl ass was a nystical artifact, crafted by sahuagin at the dawn of their
race fromthe ice of the farthest north, forged in the fire of the deepest
undersea vol cano. Sythissall kept, and controlled, the Deepgl ass.

But only Ysalla knew how to use it.

The High Priestess could unlock the power of the Deepgl ass, aided by the

i mense power of Bhaal. Through it, Ysalla and Sythissall could | ook at
anyt hi ng they chose, anywhere. They studied the world of sun, and air—-and

t hough they found the setting unpleasant with its warnth and horrid dryness,
they saw nany objects that they desired for their city and thensel ves.

And al so through the Deepgl ass, they found the wi zard, Cyndre. The sorcerer
had been wat ching them and waiting, for he knew that the Deepglass woul d
eventual ly |l ead the sahuagin to his mrror. Sythissall flewinto a rage at the
sight of the human staring back at him
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But Ysalla was nore patient. She |earned that the human coul d speak to them
that they could understand himand speak in return. The shrieks and clicks of
their conversation echoed through the huge throne roomwth its coral pillars
and tapestries of hanging kelp. Sythissall's rage cooled as he heard the words
of the black w zard prom sing gold, and bone, and bl ood.

As they listened to Cyndre's plan, they were intrigued. Sythissall saw a way
to extend his influence into those realns that had been hitherto untouchable.
Yssalla saw a way to serve her god and further the ainms of her followers. The
soft hiss of Bhaal's voice cane into her ear, telling her that the human woul d
be a useful tool in the god' s schene.

And Bhaal watched, and listened, and smil ed.
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Dangeoo

Kamerynn bucked and ki cked, crushing zonbies with his forehooves and then

| ashi ng out behind himto splinter a pair of skeletons into hundreds of bone
fragnments. The madness of conbat was upon him and the great unicorn killed
for the joy of slaying the enem es of the goddess.

He had started the fight beside Robyn at the arch, but his bloodl ust had
carried himupon a ranpagi ng gall op through the attackers. He was now sone

di stance fromthe Monwel |, and he turned to gall op back to the defensive
ring. But then his sensitive ears detected a worri some noi se.

He paused for a noment and shook his head, causing his white mane to fl oat
like a cloud about him while he | ooked for other victinms. He felt the
unnatural vibration of the cleric's earthquake spell, though he easily held
hi s stance upon the rocking ground. Al around, he saw druids and undead
stunbling and falling.

Then he watched as Genna call ed down the crosspieces of the stone arches,
seeing the blocks tunble into the open spaces beneath the arches. He | eaped
the bl ock that had fallen before him and once again stood within the circle,
| ooking for nore of the eneny to slay.

Then he heard Robyn's voice, crying in pain. He saw the young druid as she was
swept up by sone invisible force and carried swiftly away. Wth a snort of
rage, the unicorn | eaped the granite bl ock and | anded at full gallop, pursuing
his friend' s captor. He barely noticed Newt and Yazilliclick, except to see
that the dragon had been stunned and the little faerie now tended him

He raced like a bolt of lightning through the grove, but the
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thing that carried Robyn noved even faster. Though Kanmerynn had | ost sight of
his quarry, he thundered ahead, racing through the streamat the edge of the
grove. Hs huge body threw curtains of spray into the air as he burst fromthe
streamto stand, tensely, upon the south bank. H's broad nostrils quivered as
he sought the spoor of his quarry.

And a faint passing breeze brought to himthat know edge—Robyn's sweet scent
cane fromthe woods before him a little to the left. Wth another snort, the
uni corn was of f agai n.

Robyn felt the arms of her invisible captor relax slightly, and she twi sted
desperately, only to feel the vice-like linbs clanmp nore tightly about her
Then the thing suddenly stopped, as if it had reached the destination it

sought. She felt the broad body close around her, like a solid wall, holding
her nmotionless in the mddle of a small clearing.
Her heart slowed, though it still pounded in her breast, and she wondered

about this thing that had captured her. She had heard of such invisible
servants before: They would work for evil or good, as commanded by a cleric or
sorcerer of might. She knew that this one worked for evil.

Then she heard the thunderous poundi ng of hooves and turned hopefully to see a
white formracing fromthe woods. In the slowmy growing light she could see

t he uni corn gal |l opi ng toward her

"Kamerynn!" she cri ed.

The unicorn whirled toward Robyn, his head low. His white mane swirled like a



cape across his neck, while rock-hard hooves pawed the earth. Wth a snort,
the great creature sprang toward the invisible thing that still held the young
druid i nmobil e.

Kamerynn's body becanme a blur. Like a white arrow, his horn struck the body
very close to Robyn's—+the body she could not see. The unicorn had no such
difficulty, as his horn drove unerringly into the invisible presence. Robyn
felt the thing twi st backward fromthe jolt of the inpact—and suddenly she
was free. Tunmbling to the ground, she looked up in time to see the unicorn
rear high into the air,
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flexing his broad shoulders to drive the horn, once again, deeply into his
opponent. It was a strange attack, Robyn thought absently. Normally he woul d
have used his hooves in such a close conbat. Perhaps he sensed that only his
horn woul d affect this obviously magical foe.

Agai n and again the unicorn drove that ivory shaft into the thing. The dying
creature made no sound, but Robyn sensed its agony, sormehow, and felt wel cone
relief.

Finally the unicorn ceased his pounding, settling to his four hooves to stand,
breathing hard. He | owered his head and probed at the shapel ess thing on the
ground, meeting no resistance. \Watever it was had vanished into the air.
Robyn stood weakly and stunbled to the unicorn's side, drawing strength from
the feel of his broad flank. She seized his neck and hugged him nutely
thanking himfor her life. Kamerynn's white head turned and he gently nuzzl ed
her shoul der as she sank, exhausted, to the ground.

"N-Newt? Are you all right?" Yazilliclick peered into the dragon's dil ated
pupils, gently nudging his scaly head.
"Yazikilill—Yazillikillikk—Yazilliclick?" blinked the dragon. "What happened?
Where' s Robyn?"

"You got thunped—got thunped!" said the sprite. "R-Robyn's gone." The faerie
whi npered slightly as he thought of their friend being carried off by the

i nvi si bl e thing.

"Well, let's get her! I'll show that stupid thing how a dragon fights! |'ve
got a spell that will put—=

The faerie dragon stopped, stunned by a sudden wash of pale light that spilled
fromthe Moonwell into the darkness around them The pair sat on the ground,
just outside the ring of arches. As the light exploded, they both sprang to
the slab of stone beside them the stone that had, until recently, marked the
top of one of the druidic arches.

They stared in awe. Even Newt was silent as the foam ng waters of the Monwell
spurted fromthe pool to blanket the druids, boiling and hissing and then

wi thdrawing to | eave the druids as stone statues. The undead staggered away
fromthe explosion, recoiling as drops of water struck their decayed skin or
barren bones.
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"\What happened to Genna—to Genna?"

"I don't know," said Newt, nystified—and very curious. "Let's go seel!"

The sprite | ooked sadly at the druids and shook his head. Suddenly, he had an
i dea—a way to get Newt away fromthis dangerous place, too.

"L-let's get Robyn. Let's find her!"™ Yazilliclik urged.

Newt was puzzl ed by the netanorphosis, but he couldn't think of anything he
could do about it. "Ckay. Wich way did she go?" Yazilliclick pointed, and the
two creatures of faerie darted into the dawn, seeking their friend.

Robyn awakened with a start. Frantically she | ooked around, taking in her
surroundi ngs. The great unicorn stood watchfully over her, and the sun was
high in the sky. She saw that they were in a small, flowery neadow, near a

cl ear pool of water that reflected the bl ue-green i mages of towering pine
trees.

The young druid stood and stretched. Suddenly she renenbered the battl e—and
the thing that had borne her away. "Kanerynn, we've got to get back to the
grove! " She grasped a handful of the unicorn's nmane and was about to sw ng



onto his back when she heard an excited voice calling fromthe forest.

"Robyn! Here you are! W' ve been |ooking all over for you!"™ New, followed by
Yazilliclick, buzzed toward her. The faerie dragon hovered to a | anding on his
favorite perch, Kamerynn's horn. "You should have seen it! The Monwel |l got

all white and foany, and water sprayed all over Genna and the druids. And when
it stopped, they were all statues!"

Robyn gasped. "You nean Genna-all of them—turned to stone?"

Yazilliclick settled to the ground. "St-stone, yes. Al white and snooth. They
didn't nove—didn't nove!"

Wth a groan, Robyn sat heavily on the ground again. The battle was |ost! And
her inpetuousness had carried her away at the npbst crucial tine!

"D-don't cry," said the faerie, his antennae bobbing slowy as he frowned at
Robyn. "You coul dn't have done anythi ng—
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anything to stop it! You're the one who got away. Now you can go back and fix
it—Fix it!"

Robyn felt as though she was about to cry. Never had she felt so lost, so

al one. The undead were in possession of the Mionwell, and Genna and the ot her
clerics were trapped within stone. She had no i dea what she would do next.

A soft whispering of wind pulled her attention across the nmeadow, though she
felt no breeze upon her. The water of the small pool was rippling as if
caressed by a gentle breath of air. It swirled slowy, hypnotically, alnost as
if a whirlpool had opened beneath it.

Robyn' s weari ness and despair were forgotten as she saw a shape rising in the
water. No ripple was disturbed as a silver hel net broke the surface. Robyn's
breath caught in her throat as the image of a beautiful woman rose slowy from
the center of the pool. Her hair was silky blond, flow ng past her shoul ders,
and she wore a silver breastplate that showed dents from many bl ows. But her
skin was clear, like ivory—dntouched by age, or trouble, or hurt.

The wonman finally seenmed to stand on top of the water, though she was not wet.
Her conmmandi ng gaze forced Robyn's eyes upward to neet her own. Robyn found
hersel f wondering if this was sone kind of trick, but she inmedi ately

di scarded the notion. The sight of the woman brought a feeling of deep
reverence to her heart. She did not feel that such an enotion could be caused

by deceit.

"Who are you?" Robyn asked, clinbing to her feet and stepping toward the pool
Kamerynn turned to watch the woman inpassively, Newt still perched on his
horn. Yazilli-click had blinked into invisibility at the first sign of her

"I am one who cares for you, and your prince, and your |and," said the woman,
in a longing tone that brought an ache to the druid' s heart. "I amthe spirit
of one | ong dead, who hopes that her life will gain neaning through your
acts."

"But. . ."

"Druid of the Vale," said the woman. Her voice was serene yet conmandi ng.

"Your prince is in danger. He awaits his death upon Al aron, but you can help
him"

"Tristan? Awaits his death? What do you nean?" Robyn
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gasped, fear choking her throat.

"You must go to him He needs you."

"Where? Where can | find hin®"

"Seek himin Dernall Forest, in the living heart of that wood. Now fly, if you
woul d reach himin tine!"™ Wth these words, the woman slowy sank into the
pond, disappearing fromsight in a few noments.

"But how can | find hin?" she cried.

Her only answer was the slow swirling of the water, and then the whirling died
away and the pool was still and mir-rorlike once again.

The vastness of Dernall Forest was a maze of trails and tracks, any of which
could have been taken by their quarry. Yet Kryphon trusted to Razfallow s



tracking skills for the nost part, and his own intuition for the rest. He was
fairly certain that the prince and his party would travel north, and he |et
this guide their path.

But even the prince should keep a step ahead of him Kryphon understood the

i nherent val ue of his presence in Don-castle. The town had been a vexing
problem for Cyndre and the Hi gh King. Their attacks, in the past, had been
thwarted by the steady defenders, as well as magical aid froman unknown

sour ce.

The wi zard and hi s conpanions travel ed cautiously. Raz-fallow and Doric noved
in the |l ead, seeking signs of the six horses and the | arge nmoorhound. Kryphon
foll owed, several hundred yards behind, concealed by a spell of invisibility.
Any anbush directed agai nst his conpani ons woul d al nost certainly overl ook
him leaving himin position to rescue, or avenge, as the case mght be. In
any event, Kryphon had insured that he, hinself, would remain safe.

They pressed northward through the dark woods for two days, and gradually the
sign of their quarry grew nore and nore faint. For nost of the second day they
nmoved by guesswork with no clue to indicate they were on the right track
Kryphon began to worry; he feared Cyndre's wath should the prince escape

t hem

Then fate intervened, as eight nen | eaped fromthe
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under brush to surround Doric and Razfallow, brandi shing swords and crossbows.
Kryphon, invisible, watched the scene with interest as he quietly approached
them In a minute he had noved within earshot.

"CGold!'" one of the strangers demanded. "WII| ye hand it over, or shall we
search ye for it?"

"You shall have what you require," she said slowy. Wth great deliberation
she began to fumble in the pockets of her robe. She was taking plenty of tine,
but the bandits seemed to be in no hurry. Their attention was riveted to her
as her robe swirled aside to reveal a long stretch of her Ieg.

Kryphon smiled to hinself as he reached the confrontation, still secure in his
mantl e of invisibility. This was going to be very easy. He drew a pi nch of
sand fromhis robe, allowing the grains to pass slowy between his fingers
whi |l e he concentrated on a sinple spell.

"Sleep, children,” he said nockingly. Wth the casting of his spell, severa

t hi ngs happened: he becane visible to all of those gathered on the forest
path, and seven of the eight bandits staggered and then slunped to the ground,
breat hi ng deeply but sound asl eep

The ei ghth bandit—the one who had denanded the gol d-whirled toward Kryphon in
shock. His shortsword quivered as he staggered backward.

"Where . . . where did you. . . ?" Hs voice cracked and then faded.
Kryphon smiled. "Be at ease, friend," he said softly, his hands executing a
series of gestures. "I nean you no harm™

The spell +he sanme one he had used to charm Razfal | ow—aorked remarkably well .
The bandit relaxed and | owered his sword, offering a tentative smile. "Sorry.
It's just that, well, you surprised ne."

"I understand," said the mage, benignly. "W are |ooking for sone .

friends. We think they m ght have passed this way." He described the prince's
party, speaking w thout urgency, but his heart pounded with tension. Wuld
this man know anyt hi ng useful ?

"A halfling, you say?" asked the bandit, as Kryphon descri bed Paw do.
"Sure—they were in Doncastle just yesterday norning."
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Kryphon forced his voice to remain calm "Doncastle, eh? How can we find this
pl ace?"

The man beaned with pleasure, elated that he would be able to help his new
friend. "Wy, it's a few hours fromhere. | can take you there nyself!"
Kryphon smiled, his mouth tightening into a thin |ine.

Tristan felt a strange m xture of enotions as he stood before the Hi gh King.
H s desire for vengeance flared within his breast, but was tenpered by the



know edge that this man was his lawful liege. Yet the fellow s ridicul ous
appearance, and the stark fear that shone blatantly fromhis eyes overrul ed
the tradition. At once, the Prince of Corwell decided that this nan did not
deserve his respect.

"Who . . . who are you?" the king demanded, his voice quivering slightly. He
stared at the intruder, disbelieving.

"I am Tristan Kendrick, Prince of Corwell!" he decl ared.

"Wy .. . er, what. . ."

"Did you have ny father killed?" Tristan demanded. He did not draw, or even
handl e, his weapon, but the High King recoiled as if physically assaulted.
"No! | didn't!" H's voice cracked and he pushed his chair backward, his

uneat en breakfast tunmbling to the floor

"Way did | find your coin upon the killers?" Tristan took a step forward. He
felt, rather than saw, Daryth's reassuring presence behind him guarding the
door.

"Don't kill ne!" squeal ed the king. "The kingship is yours! Just let nme livel"
"Ki ngshi p? O Corwel|?"

"No—the Hi gh Kingship!" For a nmoment the king | ooked puzzled. "That's what you
want, isn't it?"

"Who told you that?" asked the prince.

"Way ... | thought everybody knew that. That's why you came here, isn't it? Tb
claimnmny throne?"

Tristan | eaped around the king's table, too quickly for the nonarch to evade
him He grabbed the pathetic little man by the throat and shook him "I cane
here," he growl ed, "to punish the person responsible for ny father's death."
The king gasped and tw sted, but could not escape.
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"I'f that person was not you," Tristan snarled, "who was it?"

"Perhaps it is me you seek.”

The voice, soft and sinuous, canme fromthe far side of the huge dressing room
Tristan and Daryth turned in surprise to see a person, shrouded in a dark
robe, standing before them He had not been there a nonent earlier

"Who are you?" demanded the prince, retaining his grip on the king' s throat.
The stranger didn't answer directly. Instead, he pulled a small gray pebble
froma pocket of his robe with his left hand, while his right energed from
anot her pocket with a pinch of what |ooked Iike dust.

"Wssath Duthax, Hisst!" said the man, sprinkling the dust over the stone.
Tristan suddenly felt himself falling, head first. The room whirled around him
as he released the king, struggling to raise his hands and protect his head
before he | anded. He crashed into a hard stone surface and felt the w nd

expl ode fromhis lungs. For a fraction of a second, he had the feeling that
he, and the king beside him were lying on the ceilingof the room Then the
force of gravity returned to normal. He had been on the ceiling. Now he
crashed to the fl oor where he lay, stunned. A crash, sonewhere behind him
told himthat Daryth, too, nmust have been ensnared in the spell.

"CQuards!" squeal ed the king, squirmng away from Tri stan. The prince found his
nmuscl es paral yzed, and his head pounded. He had nearly been knocked
unconsci ous by the strange fall.

"Korass, Sithtu— the wi zard began, pulling nore itens fromhis robe.

"No!" cried the king, somehow scranbling to his feet and stepping in front of
the wizard. "Do not kill him.. . yet."

Tristan could not see the wizard' s face beneath his cow ed hood, but the
sudden tension in the mage's body signalled his annoyance with the king's
order. Nonethel ess, his novenents rel axed.

"Very well," he said quietly. The snmooth voice, Tristan thought, sounded

i ncongruous com ng fromone of such arcane power.

The door burst open and a dozen guards flew into the
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room "Seize them" ordered the king, and the groggy pair of trespassers were
swiftly clasped by strong hands.



"I will interrogate them nyself!" he barked. "Take themto the dungeon!”

The iron door slanmed shut, leaving Tristan alone in the darkness of his cell
Daryth had been taken sonewhere el se—the vast dungeon seened to have no
shortage of suitable encl osures.

Angrily, the prince pulled against the chains that secured his wists and
ankles to the hard stone wall. They clanked taut with his novenents, but gave
no further. Reaching awkwardly behind him he feh the mounts of each of the
chains. They were solidly enbedded in hard, dry nortar

H s eyes adjusted to the gloomof the small cell. As in Llewellyn, a feeling
of terrible suffocation threatened to choke him This time, the feeling was
intensified by darkness, and the fact that he was chained to the wall, alone
in a cell.

He shouted at the darkness. Furiously, he struggled with the chains, trying to
tear themfromthe walls with brute strength. Al he gained for his struggles
were chafed wists and strained nuscles.

He t hought of Robyn, wi shing there were sonme way she could know of his plight.
But then he i magi ned her young druidic powers facing the nagic of the king's
wi zard—a man who had the power to reverse gravity itself! Robyn, he knew,
woul d face the wizard, unflinching in her courage and her faith. And she woul d
be doomed by his power to a horrible death.

Only the fortuitous intervention of the High King, he felt, had saved Daryth
and him Wy had the king wanted himto remain alive, after dogging their
trail with assassins and sorcery? Certainly whoever had sabotaged the Lucky
Duckl i ng had not wanted themto remain alive for questioning. Nor had the
assassin Razfallow with his band of Kkillers.

And what had the wi zard said when he suddenly appeared in the king' s dressing
roon? "Perhaps it is ne you seek,” or words to that effect. Was his quarre

i ndeed with the king's wi zard, and not the H gh King hinself?
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"Tristan," came the soft, nusical voice.

"Huh?" he grunted stupidly, opening his eyes and raising his throbbing head. A
white figure stood before him glowing with a brilliance that hurt his eyes.
He blinked several times, and saw her blond hair spilling across a silver
breastplate. H s heart |eaped as he recognized his visitor

"My queen!" he croaked. "Thank the goddess you have cone! Please, unfetter
ne! "

Queen Allisynn's eyes were brighter than he had ever seen them She was here
inthe cell with him He longed to reach out and touch her, but she came no
closer. The light surrounded her body, and caused her hair to glow like fire.
He | ooked full upon her face and felt the pain in his skull melt away under
the healing warnth of her gaze.

"I cannot free you." Her voice heavy with sadness. "My power is usel ess

agai nst the cold iron that binds you."

Tri stan noaned and dropped his head in defeat.

"Do not despair, ny prince! You have | earned what your eneny fears nost, and
that is val uabl e know edge. "

"Learned?" he said scornfully. "I learned that I"'ma fool! | don't deserve to
be a footrman in Corwell's army, nuch less the king! | was taken prisoner |ike
a chicken wal king into a noose!" Hi s anger threatened to consume him and the
Queen flinched under the onslaught of his rage.

"I have no right—+ forgot where | was for a nonment. Can you forgive ne for ny
self-pity?"

"I fear you place undue wei ght upon ny approval," she said. "There is a | ass
upon Gwnneth who woul d be sorely touched by your plight. Perhaps it is for
her that you should fight."

Tristan bit his lip with guilt. In the glory of the queen's presence, he had
forgotten about the wonan that he | oved—+that he wanted to have share his life.
"But, you .. ."

"I am. . . far too old for you." She smled coolly. "Though your affection
touches me deeply. It has been a long tinme since a man | ooked at ne with such



. | ove. "

"I do love you, my queen!" he gasped. He suddenly felt deep humiliation for
his inprisonment. "May the goddess grant nme the power to prove that someday!"
"I think that she will. Think about what you have | earned.
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And now rest, ny prince."

She slowy faded fromhis sight, but he could not call her back. He had

al ready coll apsed into sleep

H s awakeni ng cane as his cell door clanged |oudly open. He jerked his head up
to see a sudden wash of torchlight precede two figures into the dingy room
The first was the bent and | eering turnkey who had eagerly | atched the chains
to his wists and ankles. And the other was the Hi gh King.

The turnkey stepped out of the way, holding the torch high. The nonarch

mar ched past the turnkey and stopped, just out of the prince's reach. He

| ooked nore self-confident than he had during their first encounter, though
still not quite the picture of a H gh King tbat Tristan had al ways i nagi ned.
He wore a long purple robe, trimed with white. H's wig of |oose curls gave
his head an unnaturally | arge appearance, though he was a broad hand shorter
than the prince. A tiny nmustache tw tched bel ow his | ong, pointed nose.

"You intrigue me, Prince of Corwell," said the king, staring intently at
Tristan. The prince said nothing.

"\ou say that you cone here for vengeance?"

"Yes, | do."

"You did not journey to Caer Callidyrr to claimthe throne of the High

Ki ngs—y t hrone?"

"OfF course not! | don't know where you got such an ideal"
"This is very interesting. O course, | do not know whether or not to believe
you. "

"Your Majesty?" said a figure fromthe doorway. The king whirled around in
surprise as a dark-robed shape entered the cell through the open door

"Cyndre! W will talk later! Leave me now." The king's voice was authoritative
but a trifle shaky.

"I amafraid this cannot wait, sire. | come to you with a matter of the
greatest urgency!" In the flickering torchlight, Tristan saw the wi zard's

hands float through a delicate series of gestures. The king shuddered slightly
and then sighed in quiet resignation

"The usurper?" asked the w zard softly.

"He ... heis ..." The king seened to have trouble collect-
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i ng his thoughts.

"He is a threat, you nean," finished the wizard. TMstan was horrified by the
way the sorcerer mani pulated the ruler. For the first tine the prince truly
feared for his life.

"It is tinme that he died," concluded Cyndre, still speaking in that nusically
pl easant voi ce.
"Very well," replied the king quietly. He did not [ook at Tristan as he spoke.

The chains that held Daryth of Calimshan were no | ess stout, nor were their
mountings in any way inferior to those binding the Prince of Corwell. But the
Calishite had one advantage that the prince did not: He wore the gloves he had
recovered fromthe treasure vault of Caer Allisynn. The guards, even after a

t hor ough search, had not discerned the gloves, so perfectly did they match
Daryth's brown skin.

Daryth waited for several minutes after the guards had left. He heard them
escort Tristan deeper into the dungeon. Sone tine later, he heard the guards
approach again. One stuck a torch through the snmall iron grate in the door
illuminating the roomand apparently satisfying hinmself that the prisoner was
secure. Then they noved on

Carefully, Daryth pulled his right hand against the tight manacle. It slipped
through the rusty ring smoothly. Wth a gentle tug, his left hand cane free as



well. He drew forth one of the long wire probes concealed in the gloves, and
crouched to exami ne the clasps binding his ankles. H's ninble fingers |ocated
the tiny keyhol e, even through the supple | eather of the gloves. It was the
work of several mnutes to release the mechani sm securing his right foot. The
| eft one popped | oose after another thirty seconds.

Daryth waited for a few mnutes, scarcely daring to breathe. The dungeon was
silent. He crept carefully across the cell, taking care in the inky blackness
that he did not bunmp into anything or make any sudden noi se.

The door was easy to find, though the |ock proved nore chall enging than the
clasps that had secured his nmanacles. It took himnearly ten mnutes to figure
out the conplicated nechanism but it finally revealed its secrets to his
persi st -
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ent probing and clicked free.

He inched the door open and | ooked into the corridor. A torch flickered
sonewhere in the distance, but el sewhere all was dark. The col d stonework

dri pped with moisture, and the air snelled dank and heavy with nold. The
Calishite slid carefully into the corridor, noting that there was no sound in
ei ther direction.

Daryth knew that Tristan had been taken to a cell farther down the corridor
to his left. The torch that flickered faintly was sone distance to his right,
while all was dark in the other direction. Realizing that he needed sone
light, he first glided silently the hundred feet to the torch, which sputtered
in arusty wall socket. He seized the flam ng brand and turned back toward the
dept hs of the dungeon

But then he thought of their weapons—particularly the Swmrd of Cynrych Hugh
They had cone too far with it to abandon it here, he decided. He held the
torch before himand started up the corridor, determned to at | east

i nvestigate the nearest guardroom

He slipped carefully around a corner and recogni zed the stairs he had cone
down. The guardroom where their weapons had been taken fromthem was just at
the top of the stairs. He sprang up the steps, three at a tine, pausing bel ow
the top to observe. He cursed at the sight of an iron gate, closed across the
passage. Beyond it, a guard sat dozing upon a chair—and beyond him their
weapons dangl ed froma hook in the wall!

Daryth carefully propped the torch against one of the steps, and renoved the
wire probe fromhis glove. Trying to work as quietly as possible, he gently
prodded the mechanism In nonments, it freed with a loud click

The man sat bolt upright in his chair, his eyes widening as Daryth flung open
the gate and dove into the guardroom The Calishite's fist caught the man's
jaw just as he opened it. H's shout of alarmdied in his throat and he
col I apsed, unconsci ous, against the wall.

Daryth turned toward the weapons and swiftly pulled down his scimtar. He
girded the weapon to his belt, took the rest of the weapons, and | ocked the
gat e behind him

There were only occasi onal doors along the walls here, he
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realized as he passed his own cell. As he passed each door, he held the torch
to the iron grate that was set at eye level, illumnating the interior as he
searched for his friend. The first four cells he exam ned were enpty.

But the fifth held a man.

The figure was chained to the wall. His head hung |l ow, so that Daryth could
not see his face. The man did not | ook |like Tristan—he seened smaller than the
prince—but the Calishite could not be sure in the dimlight.

"Tristan!" he hissed. There was no answer, nor any sign of life fromthe
figure.

Cursing to himself, Daryth set the torch down and began to pick the | ock of
this cell.

Hs famliarity with the I ock paid off, and the door clicked open in severa
m nutes. He crept into the room but the man still made no nove. Hol ding the



torch before him Daryth noved slowy forward.

Suddenly the man rai sed his head, and | ooked at the Calishite with an
expression of hopeless longing. It was not Tristan—this man was ol der

smal l er, and enaciated. His gaunt cheeks flexed as if he tried to speak, but
no sound energed. Hi s hands, Daryth realized, were tw sted cl aws—they had
been horribly nmangl ed.

The man blinked a few tinmes, apparently realizing that Daryth was not a guard
coming to torment him He noved his nouth, soundlessly, again. In fact,

everyt hing about hi mwas soundl ess. Hi s chains nade no noise as he rattled
them H s gasps of breath were conpletely inaudible.

"Who are— Daryth began, but he could hear no sound. Sorcery! The hair at the
back of his neck prickled as he realized that the cell was bl anketed by sone
ki nd of magical effect that elimnated all noise.

The man | ooked at himboldly now, and Daryth saw, behind the haggard | ook, a
face of courage and dignity. He remenbered tales of the good |ords and | oyal
citizens that the H gh King had inprisoned.

Not understanding fully why he wasted his time thus, the Calishite stepped
forward and began to pick the |l ocks on the prisoner's manacl es.
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Hobarth spent the day alternating between bursts of delight and fits of
frustration. The druids had been defeated! Hi s arny of death had won a grand
victory! Bhaal's arny of death, he rem nded hinself with a reverent nod of his
head—Bhaal ' s armny, but under his own commrand.

But they had been cheated of the pleasure of the kill. Sealed within their
stony prisons, he was certain that the druids were watching, nocking him

He exani ned each snooth and lifelike statue, satisfying hinmself tha t they al
were solid stone. He hefted a hea vy iron axe, taking the weapon from a
standi ng zonbi e, and snmashed it agai nst one of the statues, trying to snap off
a druid' s upraised arm-but instead of the stone, the blade of his axe
shattered. A stinging numbness throbbed in his hands as he dropped the usel ess
weapon.

Yet the bl ow had given hima sense of satisfaction. He enjoyed striking the
druid, even if she could not feel his blow

A runbl e of hunger disturbed his huge belly, and Hobarth, with al nost childish
gl ee, decided to hold a victory banquet. His table would be the stone slab
that had fallen fromone of the arches. His food would be the neat and wi ne of
Bhaal hinself. Dropping the axe handle, Hobarth turned to the stone and
chanted a sinple spell Imediately, the surface of the slab was covered with
succulent cuts of red neat, ripe fruits, and heavy bread. He threw his enpty
wi nefl ask onto the slab, and uttered another incantation. Then he picked up
the new fl ask and drank | ong and deep of the tart, strong liquid. A warm gl ow
spread through his body as he tackled the feast—enough to feed four nen—and
finished it. Several tines he created nore wine, and his head buzzed

pl easantly by the time he had consuned all the food.

Hobarth next | ooked around the scene of the battle. Bodies of his undead I|ay
everywhere, shattered and broken so badly that they had died a second tine.
Those bodies were useless to him Many hundreds had survived the fight,
however, and these now stood or sat |ike statues of flesh and
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bone around the MoonweU and the broken arches, waiting for their master's next
conmmand.

Several of the druids had died during the fight, and he | ooked for these
bodies with interest. He found one—a woman—-who had been torn by the zonbies.
Her face and |linbs were gashed to the bone, and her eyes were gapi ng, bl oody
sockets. The zombi es had shown a penchant for gouging the eyes fromtheir
victimns.

He lifted the Heart of Kazgoroth fromits pouch and held it in his hand,
staring at the body of the druid. Concentrating, he willed the m ght of Bhaal



to enter the body. First, a leg twitched. Then the jaw stretched, fl opping
aimessly. The cleric concentrated sone nore.

The body of Isolde of Wnterglen sat up slowy and clinbed unsteadily to its
feet.
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Tristan | ooked fromthe king to the wizard to the turnkey. The H gh King could
not meet his gaze, dropping his eyes to stare awkwardly at the floor. The
grotesque turnkey |l eered eagerly, flecks of spittle dropping fromhis |ips.
The wi zard threw back his hood and smled coolly.

"The task is too inportant to |l eave to the headsman," said Cyndre. "Or even to
magic. | will handle this myself."

He drew a bl ack-hilted dagger from beneath his robe and took a step toward
Tristan. The prince jerked frantically against his chains, but they were not
about to give. The king turned away, while the turnkey raised his torch to
shed nore light on Cyndre's intended victim

Then the torch clattered to the floor, and the turnkey's head-stil

| eering—fl ew through the air while his body lurched and fell to the ground.
Tristan saw a flash of silvery steel as Cyndre hissed in anger and turned in a
catlike crouch. The light faded but did not disappear as the torch sputtered
and sizzled on the wet flagstones.

A figure slashed into the room and the prince saw the bright flash of a
weapon again. The wi zard screaned and fell backward as his dagger was knocked
to the floor. Tristan saw that the mage clutched his right hand as bl ood
spurted fromhis clenched fist.

The king shrieked in terror and darted fromthe door as Cyndre struggled to
avoid the attacker. Tristan heard the nmonarch's cries for help fade into the
di stance as he raced up the dungeon corridor

The wi zard, nmeanwhile, nmoved with surprising agility as he scranmbl ed away. The
prince recogni zed Daryth, now, as
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the Calishite brandished his scimtar with liquid snmoothness, trying to force
Cyndre into a corner. The Calishite kicked and sl ashed with nmerciless

persi stence, constantly forcing Cyndre to duck and tw st away.

Cyndre sprang to his feet and charged Daryth suddenly, crying out as Daryth's
scimtar bit into his raised forearm But the rush had thrown the Calishite
of f bal ance, and before Daryth could strike a |lethal blow, the mage sprang

t hrough the door out of the cell. There he nearly knocked down anot her

per son—ene whom Tri stan had not noticed earlier.

Still hissing in rage, the wizard raced up the corridor follow ng the path of
t he ki ng.

"Quickly," the stranger urged Daryth. "W nust free him and be gone—the guard
will be upon us in mnutes."

Daryth snatched the keys fromthe body of the headl ess turnkey and found the
one that released Tristan's manacl es.

"Why didn't he use his magi c?" asked the prince.

"The wound," said the stranger, turning to look at him Even in the dimlight,
Tristan thought that the nan | ooked nore dead than alive. The skin of his face
had shrunk tightly, giving himthe visage of a skull. H's hands were tw sted
claws. Seeing his gaze, the man held up those hands and conti nued.

"A magi c-user needs his hands to cast spells. The scimtar did enough damage
to prevent Cyndre fromcasting—a fact to which we owe our lives. But as soon
as he visits a cleric, the damage will be repaired, and he will be after us
with a vengeance."

Tristan | ooked intently at the man as Daryth opened the last |ock. "Your hands
. Are you, too, a sorcerer?"

"I was, until nmy 'master' "—he spat the word—"decided that | threatened his
base of power."

"You are one of the Council of Seven?" asked the prince, remenbering the



i nformati on O Roarke had gi ven him

" Was one of the council," said the mage. "My nane is Alexei, and | will do
what | can to stop themnow. They will cone to regret |eaving ne alive."
"Let's go," Daryth hissed urgently. "W can talk later!"

Tristan flexed his nuscles and found that he could stil
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nmove, albeit with some pain. "Were do we go?" he asked.

"Follow me!" said Al exei, hobbling fromthe cell. "The upper reaches of the
castle are sure to be sealed off, but the wi zards have secret ways through
here. W might be able to slip into one of them before the guards discover
us."

"Wonderful ," muttered Daryth. "Were to?" The Calishite picked up the fading
torch, which flared back into light as it was raised fromthe floor. He waited
for Tristan to follow the wi zard, and he brought up the rear

Al exei led themaway fromthe direction in which the king and the w zard had
fled. The mage noved stiffly, and suddenly he stunbled and fell headl ong.
"Come on," encouraged the prince, lifting himunder the arns. The man was no
heavi er than a straw dummy.

Once they heard a sound behind them Pausing nonentarily, they heard the
poundi ng of heavy boots and the clanking of weaponry somewhere in the

di stance. Pursuit had begun! Urging the mage to nmove faster, Tristan and
Daryth pressed urgently along the slippery passage.

"Sl ow down, " cautioned Al exei. The wi zard exanmi ned the water-streaked walls of
the corridor as they noved carefully along. He seemed to be searching for
somet hing, and at | ast he held up a claw ike hand.

"Here!" he said, pointing at a bl ackened stretch of stone that |ooked no
different fromany other part of the tunnel walls. He reached forward and
tried to twist a small outcropping of rock, cursing as his broken hands coul d
not grasp the small and slippery surface.

"Hel p," he munbled in frustration.

Daryth stepped forward and tw sted the knob of rock. Nothing happened. He
tried again, maneuvering it this way and that, and suddenly they heard sone

ki nd of nechanismclick within the walls.

Wth a slow creaking, the stone wall swung away, revealing a passage barely as
high as a nman, and no nore than three or four feet wide. They could hear the
heavy tranp of pursuing guards as they stepped through the opening and saw t he
secret door close behind them
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"We'| | be in Doncastle soon. You'll be amazed, | prom se you! Lord Roarke is

qui te ingeni ous—the defenses are his idea." The bandit, who had called hinself
Evan, chattered away under the influence of the charm spell

"And all who live there are outlaws?" asked Kryphon. He was annoyed with the
man' s | oquaci ousness, but the information he provided was certainly val uabl e.
"Al'l of us," boasted Evan, as if the term'bandit' was a badge of honor. "The
king and his wi zards have tried, tinme and again, to conquer us—but we have

al ways driven themoff!"

"How do you face the magic of the king' s arny?"

"W have a magi c-user and a cleric of our owmn. W& used to have the support bf
the druids, until the king and his w zards drove them away—er killed them™
Kryphon smiled privately, relishing that personal triunph. The battles with

t he drui ds had been savage, but w zardry had prevailed. "I would |like to neet
some of these . .. spellcasters. Perhaps you could introduce me when we reach
the city?"

Bef ore Evan could answer, Kryphon felt a famliar pull upon his arm
acconpani ed by the |angorous press of Doric's body. They had been wal ki ng for
several hours, and he knew that she was getting tired.

"Can't we stop for a while?" she whispered, plaintively. "You and | can take a
little rest. We'll still get to this city before dark!"

"No!" he hissed, pulling his armaway. He realized that he was grow ng very



tired of Doric. Her constant need for attention was becom ng a burden

Sul king, she let go of his armand wal ked ahead of him

Kryphon was surprised and a little amused at how quickly his affection had
cooled for the woman. He | ooked at her now, and he saw a gaunt scarecrow where
bef ore he had seen a desirably slender woman. In the past, he had vanqui shed
her poutiness with physical release or by allow ng her to exercize her

i ncessant need for cruelty. Now he found her noods tiresome and annoyi ng.

Per haps, he mused, he could find a young wonan nore to his liking in
Doncast | e.
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Al exei could scarcely believe his |luck. Rescue! He chuckled inwardly at the
irony of its source: the ones his forner master had worked so diligently to
destroy! Hi s weariness and pain were forgotten as he shuffled along with
Tristan and Daryth. His body grew nunb to the efforts of their nmarch

But his mind whirled with possibilities.

The hatred that had sustained himin the darkness of his cell now bl ossoned
into raging heat, fed by the fuel of opportunity. He would make Cyndre, the
council, Hobarth—even the Hi gh Ki ng—pay!

And, for the time being, what better way than to aid the one whom Cyndre had
branded their nost dangerous foe? After a while, of course, Al exei would be
capabl e of dealing his vengeance al one —but for now he needed allies, and fate
had provided himwi th a ready pair.

First, Al exei decided, he would need tools to help himregain sone of his |ost
powers. That was why he had directed the men to this secret passage and now
urged themto hasten downward.

He knew where to find those tools.

The uni corn | ooked sad, thought Robyn, as she, Yazilli-click, and Newt nade
their farewells. "I w sh you could come too, old friend, but w thout w ngs..
Kamerynn | owered his head as she stepped away. She held the runestick in her
hand. It was now her only possession, since she had dropped her staff beside

the arch. Yazilli-click had told her that the Mboonwell was still surrounded by
undead, so she dared not risk an attenpt to regain it.

"Wait here for us, Kanerynn! We'll be back soon, won't we, Robyn? I'Il find
you sonething nice fromAl aron. And Tristan will be with us. W'll have to

have a party then!" Newt exclaimed, with a reproachful |ook at Robyn.
"Farewel | again," said the druid, clasping the unicorn's neck. "WIIl you watch

over Genna and the others until | return?" Stifling her tears, she turned to
the two faeries.
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The faerie dragon and wood sprite rose quickly into the air as Robyn held the
runestick to her side and closed her eyes in concentration. Once again she
felt her body shrink and tunble forward, and she instinctively spread her

wi ngs to break her fall.

But she noticed nore subtle changes this tine. She felt her heartbeat

accel erate. She opened her eyes, and the keen vision of the eagle was nore
brilliant even than before.

And she took to the sky with the dragon and the sprite. The other two were
dwarfed by her nassive wi ngspan, but they darted easily around her in flight.
They headed east, toward Al aron

Daryth led the way through the narrow tunnel. It descended sharply, often as
steep as a stairway. Rubble along the floor nade footing very treacherous. In
pl aces, rivulets of water trickled along the floor and walls, making the
surface as slippery as ice.

"This is a path of the sorcerers,” explained Al exei. "Unknown to the guards of
the castl e—although it has challenges all its own!"

"Where do you come fronP" asked the prince after several mnutes. "You don't

| ook |ike one of the Ffolk."



Al exei shook his head. "None of the w zards are fromyour islands. Cyndre
recruited his council fromthroughout the Real ms and brought us here to
achieve his anbition."

"What anbition is that? Wiat does he want—-and what power does he hold over the
H gh Ki ng?" asked Tristan.

"He desires to rule a large kingdom The Realns of the Ffolk seenmed to fit his
needs, as best as | can guess—a weak ruler, divided peoples, but a large and
rich land, ready for exploitation. The king fell prey to a sinple charm spel

| ong ago. Cyndre constantly tightens his hold on the pathetic worm until it
has reached the point where the king will not nmake a nove without the w zard's
approval . "

"And your role . . . ?"

Al exei's eyes flashed anger. "I was his right hand, the first to be recruited
from Thay, where Cyndre al so passed his apprenticeship. | watched my master's
back, while he prac-
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ticed his evil. He is in |league with a powerful cleric—thinks he controls the

cleric, though |I have ny doubts. But together they make a potent force."

Al exei did not add his know edge of Hobarth's nission—the capture of the druid
who loved this prince. It did not suit his purposes to distract Tristan from
ai ding his escape.

They made good tine. The passage wi dened into a cave about thirty feet w de,
still dropping steeply. After some time, Tristan guessed that they m ght have
descended as much as a thousand feet underground. He wondered when they woul d
begi n goi ng up.

"Here," said the mage, suddenly pointing to a narrower cave that branched to
the left. "I recognize this place!"

They allowed himto lead the way into the passage. He hurried forward for
about a hundred yards and then stopped as the narrow passage opened into a
huge chanber. Stalactites hung fromthe ceiling, and several pools of water,
so clear as to be alnost invisible, dotted the floor. The torchlight flickered
and flared, creating noving shadows that gave the place a nenacing | ook

But the strangest feature of the roomwas at its center: A table and a dozen
stone chairs rested upon a flat space in the floor. The obviously manmade
furni shings | ooked conpletely out of place in a |ocale of such natura

spl endor.

Al exei noticed his conpanions' |ooks of puzzlenent. "This is a secret neeting
pl ace for the council," he explained. "For when Cyndre w shed to avoid
gathering in the castle. It is used very rarely; | doubt the younger w zards
even know of its existence."”

"Amazing," murrmured the prince, |ooking in wonder at the beauty of the cave.
"And the reason you brought us here?" asked Daryth.

"Ch, yes—here!" Alexei noved around the table, holding the torch high. "See
that chest there?"

The other two joined him He indicated a | arge wooden chest near the far wall
of the cave. It sat in the center of a snooth circle of floor that was about
thirty feet in dianeter.

"If we can get into that chest, I will not be crippled any |onger,"'
t he mage.

"I"ll see what | can do," offered Daryth, stepping forward.
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"Wait!" Al exei grabbed Daryth's collar with one of his clawike hands, pulling
the Calishite back before he stepped onto the snoboth expanse of floor. "There
are traps!"

"I mght have known" grunbled Daryth. "Just how inmportant is the stuff in that
chest ?"

"It could nean the difference between our escape and our deaths," said the
mage gravely.

"What do you know about the traps?"

expl ai ned



"The floor is false, for one thing, a deep pit filled with soft dust. You
woul d sink to the bottom and choke to death —a nost horri bl e death.

"And the chest itself has a trap—sonething in the |ock."

"You're sure we need these 'treasures?"

Al exei shrugged, not wanting to press the point. Tristan didn't say anything.
They all knew that Daryth was the only one with the skill necessary to pick
the I ock and, perhaps, to avoid the trap there. It would have to be his
deci si on.

"Well, 1'"lIl have a look at it, anyway," muttered the Calishite. "How do | get
over there?"

"We could stretch the table across the pit," offered the prince. |Indeed, the
boards were just about the right length to extend fromthe edge of the pit to
the chest in the center.

"Everyone's got a way to get nme killed," grunted Daryth. Neverthel ess, he
turned to lift one end of the solid platform

Al exei held the torch as Daryth and Tristan westled the heavy tabletop into
position. At one point, they dipped a corner of it onto the surface of the
floor. It net no nore resistance than if it had touched water, and sent a
cloud of fine dust into the air.

Daryth took the torch and carefully wal ked to the chest. He knelt and exani ned
t he mechani smof the lock for several mnutes. Tristan was acutely conscious
of the torch burning I ower, but he didn't dare say anything to break his
friend s concentration

Slowy, the Calishite drew the narrowest of the wire probes fromhis glove
Cenching his jaws in concentration, he stuck it into the keyhole, holding it
at a sharp angle instead of pushing straight in.

The tiny click was barely audible to Tristan, but in the torchlight he saw a
gl eam ng silver needl e stick suddenly
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forth fromthe lock. It stopped, less than an inch fromDaryth's hand. Even at
this distance, the prince could see a greeni sh substance smeared on the end of
t he needl e.

Daryth bent over the lock again, and it was only a nmatter of nmoments before
the clasp released and he threw back the lid of the chest.

" These are supposed to save our lives?" he asked, incredulous. He pulled
forth three tubes of rolled parchnent, wapped in snmooth | eat her cases.

Puzzl ed, he brought themto Al exei

"\tes!" the nmage said. "I amno | onger powerless! Though ny hands prevent ne
fromcasting spells, there is nothing wong with ny eyes! | have but to read a
spell fromone of these scrolls, and it will be as if |I had cast it nyself."

"How di d you know t hey were there?" asked the Calishite.

"Cyndre told nme. They were supposed to be for an energency." Hi s gaunt face
twisted into a cold smle. "I would call this an energency."

"Now, we should nmove on," urged the prince. "W don't have a lot of light
left. Besides, if Cyndre renmenbers that you know about this place, we m ght
have some unwel come conpany before |long."

"You are very right," agreed Al exei. "Cone—this way!"

The mage, obviously filled with fresh confidence, | ed themfromthe chanber
back to the original cavern. Here they continued to descend, noving nuch nore
rapi dly than before. But the torch had burned to a tiny stub, and soon even

t hat woul d be consuned.

"It's going to get dark soon," said the prince, indicating the fading brand.
"Perhaps | can take care of that," said the mage, unw appi ng one of the
scrolls. He looked it over quickly, setting it aside to reach for another. He
apparently found what he wanted, for he began to read to hinsel f, whispering
strange words. As he read, a snall portion of the scroll in his hands appeared
to burst into flanes. The bluish fire flickered across the page, burning the
letters of each word as it was read, though the parchnent itself was

unaf fected. When he finished, one section of the scroll was blank

But the stub of the torch glowed with a cool, white Iight
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that was far nore brilliant than the fading flanes had been

"That's nice, for a start,"” admtted the Calishite.

Al exei nodded and tucked the scrolls under his arm They started down the
cave, and their progress inproved even nore, since now they had adequate
illumnation for the path.

But still they went down. Several times they even had to scale small cliffs as
the cave began to drop even nore steeply. Tristan grew nmore and nore concer ned
about their distance fromthe surface; they had to be a half-nile bel ow Caer
Callidyrr, not to nmention a simlar distance under the surrounding sea. Was
there any safe way out?

Only when his conpani ons stopped in amazenent did Tristan notice that they had
entered a | arge chanber. He could not suppress a | ow whistle of surprise.

This vast cavern dwarfed the roomwith the chest. The rays of illum nation
fromthe light spell could not hope to reach the far corners.

But they didn't have to, for this chamber was filled with its own source of
illumination. The floor of the area was covered wi th huge rmushroons, sone
towering higher than Tristan's head. Several of these fungi shed a pale green
| um nescence. Close to the nmen, it was al nost invisible, but across the
chanmber the area was lit in a ghostly green gl ow.

A mst of water hung in the air, and they could hear—and faintly see—the plune
of a cataract spilling into the cavern. It fell hundreds of feet, splashing
down the far wall from an unseen source to an invisible destination. Msses
and nolds lined much of the cavern walls, giving the place the | ook of a dark
jungl e.

"This is amazing," said Daryth, awestruck

"I can't believe all these plants can live this far underground," added the
prince. "Wth no sunlight."

Al exei turned to them concerned. "This was not here, years ago, when | |ast
saw this place. | do not believe a lush garden such as this could have sprung
into being without sone kind of help."

"You nmean gardeners?" asked Tristan

"Precisely. And we would do well to avoid them They nust be here with
Cyndre's know edge and approval ."
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They found wi de avenues laid, as if by plan, anong the huge fungi. They

foll owed the straightest of these across the center of the chanber, noving as
silently as possible. The eerie green gl ow began to seem sinister, but that
was their only illum nation now, as Al exei had quickly stuck the gl ow ng brand
under his robe.

The ground was spongy underfoot, and they realized that the floor of the
cavern was lined with thick | oam and covered with nbpss. Soneone had put a | ot
of work into creating this wealth of underground plantlife.

They were near the center of the cavern when they saw them a dozen small,

dar k- ski nned figures that swaggered into the path before them Each was about
four feet tall with a scraggly beard and evil, glittering eyes. They | ooked
much |i ke ordinary dwarves, except for their dark skin and w de, staring eyes.
As the compani ons stopped suddenly, another band of the creatures noved from
anong the nmushroons to block their route to the rear. They were surrounded,
since their size nade passage anong the fungi inpossible.

Tristan stepped forward, taking care to make no overt gesture. "Hello," he
said. "W were . . . admring your garden.”

One of the dark dwarves spit onto the ground and pulled a sturdy axe fromhis
belt. The others, he saw, all held weapons rangi ng from hamers and
shortswords to a nunber of hefty axes. The creatures noved in, nuttering in a
tongue the prince didn't understand.

Still, Tristan was reluctant to draw his sword. For one thing, they were badly
out nunber ed.

The deci sion was taken out of his hands, however, when one of the dwarves



threw his axe, aimng for the prince's head. Tristan ducked quickly, and the
weapon sailed harm essly by. But the rest of the band how ed in rage, and
charged—a furious mass of little people, brandishing their weapons wth

bl codthirsty intent.

The prince whi pped the Sword of Cynrych Hugh fromits scabbard, and the
dwarves paused, nonentarily dazzled by the gl eani ng weapon. And then he heard
Al exei

"Sorax, Frigius Newl|—-Ariith!"
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He felt a blast of sonething to his left, and the air grew suddenly frigid. A
dull blue light flashed in the cavern. It was not bright, but it etched
expressions of terror into the faces of the dark dwarves. Mst of the dwarves
bef ore hi m gasped or shrieked for a split second, and then collapsed, stiff as
icicles. Their flesh turned a pale blue, and frost instantly began to condense
on their exposed skin and the metal fittings of their weapons and clothes. A
cone-shaped expl osion of magic had frozen everything in its path, clearing the
way for the men's escape.

Tristan heard how s of anger behind him followed by the clash of steel -Baryth
was protecting the rear of the party. Several of the dwarves before hi mhad
avoi ded the effect of the spell, and instead of running in terror at the
awesone di splay, they charged with even greater intensity.

Tristan's sword split the first one nearly in two, as the prince danced to the
side to avoid a hamer blow ained at his kneecap. He whirled to stab the
hamrer-wi el der in the throat, continuing his notion through a full circle. The
whi stling arc of his sword |lifted the head of a third dark dwarf, and the path
bef ore them | ay open.

"Run!" he cried, urging Al exei forward as he ran to Dary-th's side. The mage
hesitated, and then did as he was told while the two nen with sword and
scimtar slashed and stabbed at the angry attackers.

"Let's go," grunted Tristan as the dwarves fell back to regroup. The two nen
turned and sprinted after Al exei as the howing nob of their enem es burst
into pursuit.

"There's gotta be a hundred of 'em back there now" panted Daryth as they
caught up to Alexei. The three nen soon reached the far side of the cavern
where, true to the nage's nmenory, the cave continued on

"There's a bridge a little way up here," gasped the wi zard, slowi ng slightly.
"If we can cross it, | have a spell that mght be able to knock it down."
"Good," grunted the prince, turning to | ook behind. Their pursuers were not in
sight; their stunpy legs had |left them far behind the runni ng humans.

"Here," said the mage, stopping to wheeze for breath as the tunnel w dened
into a broad | edge. A deep canyon
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bl ocked their path, and they could hear the thunder of racing water far bel ow.
The ceiling still pressed above, and an occasi onal fungus growi ng fromthe
wal | s shed the fanmiliar green |light.

It was not bright, but even so they saw the end of the bridge. But that was
all that they saw, for the rest of the span was gone. Fromthe | ooks of the
decayed anchor posts, the bridge had sinply rotted away.

They were trapped on the narrow tedge, as a hundred bl oodthirsty dwarves cane
chargi ng down the cavern behi nd them

"I sure wish you could talk!" exclainmed Newt. This is boring. How nuch farther
do we have to fly, anyway? Are you sure you know where we're going? |'m
getting tired!"

In truth, Robyn too wi shed that she could tal k—+f only for the purpose of
telling Newt to shut up.

She, too, was growing very tired. The gray waters of the Strait of Al aron

roll ed beneath her. It had been bel ow them for many hours—exactly how | ong,
she did not know. The steady tailw nd had hel ped them but she wasn't sure how
much | onger she coul d keep flying.

"There! | see sonmething!" Newt shrieked, suddenly. "Is that it? It has to be



it! Ch, please be it!"

Her eyes—the eyes of an eagle-saw it too. Now it was merely a brown snudge in
the northeast, lying at the very limts of her vision. Yet the snudge grew
nore di stinct—she saw regions of forest, and hills, and fields. Soon they
woul d be over it.

Al ar on.

Green water pressed heavily against the seabottom G ant things |lay here. The
splintered hulls of doonmed ships Uttered the sandy seabed, |ike skel etons of

i mpossi bly huge creatures. O her, living things |ay upon the bottom or

burrowed into its sand—squi ds, blue whales, and darker creatures that never
ventured into wafers tainted by sun

A sound cane softly into these black waters. It originated
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in Kressiiacc as a slow, pulsating vibration—a deep thrunmng that fell far
bel ow human hearing, but could be felt though the sea as a heavy conmand.

Shar ks and barracuda darted nervously away fromthe sound. Wal es and

por poi ses clung to the surface, desperately splashing toward shall ow water.
For the Deepsong had begun

Syt hi ssall began the song, seated in his vast throne made fromthe hull of a
Nort hman | ongship. Hs wide gills, two-foot-1ong gashes in the side of his

bl unt head, Hexed rhythmically in and out. Hi s concubines and priestesses took
up the call, and soon all of the sahuagin of the city sat or fl oated,
noti onl ess except for the Hexing of their gills.

The pul sations traveled through the water, along the bottom of the canyon and
across its rim traveling through the darkest, deepest reaches of the sea with
growing intensity.

From t hese enshrouded regi ons, and from everywhere under the sea, the sahuagin
answered the call. The nessage thrummed deeply through the earth itself,
summoni ng the claws of the deep

Their powerfully nuscled | egs and wi de, webbed feet propelled the sahuagin
toward Kressiiacc as fast as any fish. Tridents and spears thrust before them
hooked nets trailing fromtheir silver belts, the warriors hastened to answer
their king' s command.

Each sahuagin was affected by the anci ent cadence. Their white, Hat eyes grew
wi der, and the bristling spines on the males stood tall and nmenacing. Slowy,
t he sahuagin drove thenselves into a frenzy. Sythissatl and Ysalla were

pl eased.

And Bhaal was pl eased.
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The

The nmob of dark dwarves how ed toward them Tristan |ooked into the chasm at
his feet—+t was easily a thousand feet deep and several hundred across. The

| edge they stood upon ended abruptly to either side of them It was about ten
feet wide, and twenty |long. The whole area was outlined in the nmilky green

gl ow of the ubiquitous fungi.

"Dam!" he cursed, turning to look up the tunnel. Daryth stood watchfully in
the nmouth, which was only eight feet wide. It seened as good a place as any to
nmeet the onrush-ing horde. Even if each of themkilled a score of the eneny,

t hough, Tristan knew they would still be overwhel ned.

"Hold themfor a mnute, if you can," said Al exei, unrolling one of his
scrolls. He seenmed remarkably unconcerned by their situation

"Well do that," said the prince wyly. "I don't suppose you have a spell in
there that can build us a bridge?"

"I mght have sonmething better," said the mage.

Before Tristan could ask what he meant, the first dwarves came into sight,
raci ng down the cave. Their eyes glared wildly, and their shrill battle cries
echoed t hrough the chanmber maddeni ngly. The prince stepped to Daryth's side,
and they brandi shed their blades. Apparently renenbering the deaths of their
conrades back in the fungi garden, the dark dwarves slowed the pace of their
advance, allowing their nunbers to swell until the entire cavern nmouth teened



with them

Several of the |arger ones pushed their way to the front of the nob.

Fl ouri shing their broad axes, these few advanced cautiously toward the pair.
Because of the narrow confi nes,
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only three dwarves could attack at once.

"Dwi t hus Soarax, Alti!"

THstan heard the chant behind him He even saw, out of the corner of his eye,
the telltale blue flicker that showed Al exei was reading a spell fromthe
scrol |.

The t hree dwarves paused. But nothi ng happened.

"Dwi t hus Soarax, Alti!"

Agai n cane the chant, the blue flicker. And again, Tristan could see no
noticeable effect. Daryth whirled |lightly backward, suddenly |eaving Tristan
to hold the tunnel alone. The dwarves raised their axes and charged.

"Dwi t hus Soarax, Alti!"

Once again came the casting. Tristan swung the Sword of Cynrych Hugh
tenmporarily halting the rush of the attackers. The force of his swing took him
t hrough a conplete circle, and suddenly he was hanging in the air, struggling
to regain his footing.

He felt a jerk upon his collar, and he was pulled up and away fromthe
dwarves. He al nost dropped his sword in astoni shnent.

Now he | ooked down and saw the white water, foam ng in the canyon bel ow. The

| edge fell away, thirty or forty feet below him and the dwarves rushed out of
the tunnel, their cries of rage anplified a hundredfold. Slowy, Tristan
real i zed what had happened.

He was flying!

He twi sted awkwardly to | ook behind him and the ceiling seemed to tunble
toward his feet. He found hinself diving into the canyon, but he lifted his
head and swooped upward, narrowy m ssing the jagged face of the gorge. H's
flight took him past the dark dwarves, and he twi sted and turned as severa
axes flew at him In another second he was out of range, and he turned to
watch the missiles tumble slowy into the depths of the canyon.

The prince tried to stop, and he rolled through several conplete spins before
he regai ned control of his movenents. Daryth and Al exei were slightly above
and ahead of him The Calishite noved with the sane tentativeness that
characterized the prince's flight. Al exei, on the other hand, glided wth
certainty in a circle above them
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Tristan | ooked up, holding his hands to either side to help himkeep his

bal ance. He rose slowy. By noving his hands, he found that he could alter the
direction of his flight. He drifted easily to the side and carefully rose to
hover beside the mage and the Calishite.

"The flying spell!" said Alexei. "A wonderful escape nechani sm There happened
to be several of themon one scroll. | used themall to get us up here—ene for
each of us." He did not nmention that, had there been | ess than three spells,
he woul d have | eft his rescuers behind.

The three of themturned away fromthe frenzied and frustrated dwarves.

The din the dwarves rai sed faded agai nst the thundering of the rapids as the
di stance between the pursuers and their quarry increased. In a mnute, the nen
hovered over the entrance to the cavern on the far side.

"I like this," Daryth exclained, pulling to a sudden stop beside his

conpani ons. Like Tristan, he was quickly learning how to control his
novenent s.

"The spell will last for a limted tinme," explained the mage, as they hung
effortlessly in the air. "So | suggest we nake as nuch progress as we can."
"It beats wal king," agreed Tristan

Al exei dove further into the cavern, followed by the prince and the Calishite.
They soared easily over the rough ground. The cave ceiling was hi gh enough



that even Tristan and Daryth, who could not conpletely control their flights,
could sail quickly through the cavern without endangering thensel ves.

They raced through a nmazeli ke network of caves and caverns. Splashing rivulets
of clear water ran through many of the caves, while others were filled with
pillars of mpist stone that stuck up like teeth fromthe floor or hung like
poi sed daggers fromthe ceilings. In some places, the teeth and the daggers
had joined to formthick colums, nore ornate than anything built by nman or
nmagi c.

The | um nescent fungi were common, so that much of the path was illum nated
enough to allow themto travel safely. In those caverns where darkness

rei gned, Al exei sinply pulled the gl ow ng piece of wood from beneath his robe,
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and they carried their owmn light with them In those instances, however, they
had to sl ow somewhat —at full flying speed, they did not have tinme to avoid
obstacles as they fell within the circle of light.

Tristan began to thoroughly enjoy the sensation of flight. He felt a freedom
of novenent he had never known before.

Sure enough, Al exei soon pulled up to hover before them "W don't have much
nore tinme. The spell will only last for a few nore mnutes—+'d like to find

t he passage up before we're grounded!"

"Maybe we should |l and now to be safe" suggested Tristan

But Al exei suddenly cried out in glee. "There—that's what | was |ooking for!"
He dove through a narrow portion of cave, brandishing his |light before him
Tristan and Daryth foll owed, pausing at the base of a |ong shaft. They m ght
have been in the bottom of a gigantic well.

"Hurry!" urged Al exei. The mage i mediately started to fly straight up
Tristan and Daryth foll owed. They ascended a snoot h-sided shaft, perhaps fifty
feet in dianeter. The cave that had given them access to the base of the shaft
seened, thus far, to be the only entrance. There was not even a | edge they
could have | anded on along the cylindrical sides.

If the spell wore off while they were here, there was nothing to prevent them
fromfalling many hundreds of feet to the rocks below Tristan hoped that

Al exei knew what he was doi ng.

On the other hand, they clinbed rapidly—far faster than they coul d have done
on foot, and every inch they ascended took themcloser to the world of
sunlight.

"Here—e're nearing the top," said the nage. In a noment, he swerved to the
side of the shaft and came to rest upon a broad shelf of smooth stone. The
edge of the shelf was marked by hangi ng col ums of stones; they |ooked |ike
icicles, or, in a nore sinister vein, like the drooling fangs of a
super nat ural beast.

Daryth and Tristan quickly came to rest beside Al exei

"We nade it just in time," explained Al exei. "The spell could not have | asted
much | onger."
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"Where are we?" asked Tristan

"Some distance outside the walls of Callidyrr, |I should say," ventured the

wi zard. "Though |I don't know exactly where. These caves up here should all ow
us to enmerge somewhere in the countryside of Al aron.”

"W have a companion in Callidyrr!" objected Tristan. "We can't |eave him
there!™”

"I"'msorry," responded Al exei, unnmoved. "My objective was to get away fromthe
city."

"Pawm do will be all right," said Daryth, apparently realizing there was no
safe way back into the city.

Tristan was not convinced.

"The choi ce was not ours to nake," persisted the magic user. "l never expected
to find a conmunity of duergar below the castle of the Hi gh King. They bl ock
our return via the underground route, anyway."

"What did you call then?" asked the prince.



"Duergar—the dark dwarves. They are the bane of the underdark. They're greedy
and malicious, and they strive to enslave all the races that dwell beyond the
reach of the sun. W are fortunate that we did not encounter a |larger party of
them or we would not have escaped with our lives."

"But why would they be under Callidyrr?" asked Daryth. "Does this have
something to do with Cyndre?"

"I amcertain it does. He draws his allies fromall who are evil and
brut al -even those who |ive underground, or underwater for that matter. Allied
with him the duergar can prevent any approach agai nst the castle from bel ow. "
"From bel ow?" Tristan was incredul ous. "Wio would try to nove an arny around
down here?"

"W woul d. "

The voice, fromthe shadows of the tunnel, caused all of themto junp. Tristan
and Daryth whi pped out their blades and crouched, while Al exei held the Iight
hi gh. A hal f-dozen stunted shapes were revealed in its glare, lined up to

bl ock their passage.

"They're all over the place,” murrmured Daryth, recognizing that these, too,
wer e dwarves.

"Yes, but not duergar,
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sheat hing his weapon. "lIs that who | think it is?" he asked, staring at the
central figure anong the dwarves.

"I mghta known it would be you!" grunmbled the dwarf, stepping into the tight.
The speaker was a femal e, though her bristling beard gave no clue as to her
sex. She wore a shirt of nicked chain mail and carried a heavy battl eaxe.
Squinting up at the prince, she spit a long stream of tobacco juice fromthe
si de of her nouth.

"Finellen!" cried the prince, dropping to his knees and enbraci ng the dwarf
warmy.

"That's enough!" she grunbl ed, though she nanaged to slap the prince on the
hack a couple of tines.

Daryth, too, put his weapon away and all owed hinself to snmile. The other

dwar ves—they coul d see nore than a dozen now —advanced from the darkness with
expressions varying fromanusenment to distrust to boredom They were all arned
and arnored, holding their weapons ready for conbat.

"I turn my back for one year, and you get yourself into trouble again!"
nmuttered Finellen

"I"'mafraid so. But Caer Corwell is still safe, only because of your stand
agai nst the firbolgs at the gatehouse!

"Finellen and her conpany fought with us against the Beast, Kazgoroth,"

expl ained Tristan, turning to Alexei. "They routed a band of firbolg giants
and carried the day. A nore courageous |ot of soldiers we could not have
found. "

"Yeah, well it doesn't take a lot of brains to fight firbolgs," grunbled the
dwarf. "Not |ike the duergar. So you had a tussle with "en®"

The prince explained the tale of their escape fromthe dungeon, while the
dwarves listened intently. They chuckled grimy as he described their airborne
escape.

"But what brings you here?" the prince finally asked. "This is a long way from
Gwnneth, and | can't inagine you taking a ship across to Alaron."

"No need. These caverns you' ve been flying through are only a small part of

t he underworl d of the Mbonshaes. | marched here with two conpani es of ny best
troops when we heard of the duergar activity. W thought you were scouts for
"em at first" she admitted. "You al nost got yer liv-
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ers spitted, 'cept for the wi sdom and patience of our |eader—that is to say,
ne."

"Thank you for waiting," said Alexei. "It would appear that we are allies in
the sane cause."

"After a fashion," admtted Finellen. "Though |I try not to worry too nuch

said the prince, straightening and



about what happens on top of the world. We got enough probl enms down here."
"Your mission is to attack the duergar?" asked the prince.

"That's for ne to decide. W don't know what they're up to yet—but it seemns
likely that it's no good. Now, tell me, what got you tossed into the High

Ki ng' s dungeon?"

" What are we going to do? Tell me!" King Carrathal's voice rose a full octave
as he paced in his chanbers.

"The tine to assert your control is now" said Cyndre. "The prince is loose in

the countryside. | tell you, he will return to Doncastl e—where el se can he go?
If you nove to crush that nest of outlaws you will catch himin your net as
wel I .

"And if you do not," concluded the wi zard quietly, "I fear that you will soon

have a force in that forest capable of causing you great difficulty."
"Why—how do you know he will go to Doncastle?" whined the king.

"He was aided by O Roarke's agent. This | have learned fromny mrror. H's

m ssion to confront you has failed, and he runs away now. The only place he
can hope to find safety is Doncastle!"

"But why must we strike now, so quickly?"

"The bandits under O Roarke have been content to cower in their woods, preying
on passing merchants. | have seen this prince, now And | suspect he wll not
let that situation persist. Think what those bandits could do if they were |ed
by a man of anbiti on—such as the Prince of Corwell!"

"But how can | stop then?" asked the king.

Cyndre's voi ce whi spered persuasively. "Wth the Scarlet Guard, sire. Send the
guard—all four brigades—agai nst Doncastle. Think of it, Your Mjesty—+the
prince, O Roarke—all of your enenmies slain with a single blow™"
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"But.. ." The king groped for an objection. The plan was tenpting, but sone
vestige of responsibility tried to rise through the magi cal curtain that held
himenthrall ed. Sending the mercenaries against his own people ... was wong!

But he was so confused, and now Cyndre's voice, soft and nel odi ous, drew the
curtain back across his conscience.

"I have my nost trusted |ieutenant approaching the town now. W can speak to
him have himwork as our agent before the attack begins. Their defenses wll
be in a shanbles by the tinme we strikel™

"Very well," sighed the king, collapsing onto his huge bed. "Sunmon your man."
Cyndre smled, privately, and whispered a soft word. A nonment passed, and
suddenly anot her of the black wi zards stood in the king' s chanbers. The
nmonarch sat upright, clapping a hand to his nmouth in surprise.

The newconer was cowed in a dark robe like Cyndre's, but his hood was pushed
back to reveal a narrow, bony face with a tight black nmustache and beard. His
fingers glittered with an array of dianond rings.

"Wl come, Kryphon!" said the w zard.

"Master, |four H ghness." The nmage bowed to each

"What news do you have?" demanded the king.

"I shall be in Doncastle shortly. | have a gui de who has prom sed to show ne
the interesting features of his town. He will also point out the inportant
citizens—the magi c user and the high cleric, in particular."

"And t he defenses?" prodded Cyndre.

"I can prepare a map and bring it to you by tonmorrow. Do you wish ne to
elimnate the outlaw O Roar ke?"

The king | ooked at Cyndre for advice.

"No," said the nmaster of the council. "It is best that he be left in command
for awhile. Hi s renmoval woul d open opportunities for soneone with nore vision
to take control."

"Very well, master. | must return quickly, so that my . . . friend does not

di scover ny absence.™

"Make haste then, but report to us tonorrow "

Kryphon nodded silently and pufled his robe over his head. He said a word
softly and quickly faded fromsight. It seemed to the king that the imge of



hi s di anonds remai ned
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inthe air for several seconds after the mage had gone.

"Sire, this is splendid" said Cyndre. "Wth this information and Kryphon's
sabot age our success is assured!"

"Very well" said King Carrathal, nervously |ooking away. "W shall send the
Scarl et Guard agai nst Doncastle."
"This time," whispered the sorcerer, "there will not be a tree standi ng when

we are through!"

The muscles in Robyn's wings were weak with fatigue, and she found herself
gliding often to preserve her strength. Still, her progress was steady. They
had passed over nuch of the farmcountry of Al aron, and before her now
stretched a vast expanse of green | eaves—+t could only be Dernall Forest.
"Look at all of those |akes! Wuldn't a swimfeel good? | think we should I and
and rest for awhile, and go sw nmi ng. Come on, Robyn—we've done enough flying
for today!" Newt, who had been silent for nearly a full mnute, began
chattering again. In answer, Robyn dipped her wings and glided into a shall ow
di ve.

Suddenly the sound of raucous cawing attracted her attention, and she saw
hundreds of crows spring into the air fromtrees around the cl earing.
Screeching in rage, the black birds darted toward her

Wth her druid s know edge of wild things, she understood their anger. They
saw only an eagle, soaring into their nesting grounds—and, |ike crows
everywhere, they took to the air as a flock to chase the interloper away.
Robyn woul d have to | and sonewhere el se. Warily, she flapped her w ngs,
trying to clinb out of the clearing. She had not fully appreciated her
exhaustion, and now she felt the strain as she struggled for height.

Wth a rising sense of panic, she saw the crows closing rapidly. In nonents

t hey swarned around her, striking with their sharp beaks to pluck feathers
fromher tail and wings. Tw sting desperately, she found that the |arge body
of the eagle was no match for the ninble crows. She shrieked in confusion and
pain as the beaks drew bl ood, and nore feathers flew
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Newt and Vazilliclick struggled to protect the druid. The faerie dragon dove
anong the crows, slashing with his sharp teeth and claws. Yazilliclick darted
t hrough the flock, striking with his tiny dagger. But there were too many for
themto chase away.

Robyn twi sted this way and that, but felt herself slowy driven to the ground.
She sensed no escape, and then a sharp beak struck her in the eye. Wth a
shrill cry of pain, she plumeted to the ground and crashed, notionless, in a
meadow full of bright red flowers.

"This is the outer perineter? Evan expl ai ned, though Kry-phon could see
not hi ng other than the natural forest around them

"I see." He was amazed at the subtlety of the canoufl age.

"Ranks of archers line up all along here," he said proudly, gesturing to a

| ong series of sturdy linbs. "That's nmy post."

"And here's the town?" asked the mage, as they saw a nunber of wooden
bui |l di ngs before them His initial inpression was of a snmall woodl and vill age.
"Just a small part. See the barriers up there in the trees? W can drop those
all over to nmake instant ranparts—hold up an attacker for hours that way/'
Kryphon paused, studying the defenses carefully. He began to understand how
the king's nercenaries had been repul sed before. The town stretched into the
di stance all around him Small bl ocks of rough wooden buil di ngs stood anong a
forest of huge oaks.

Doric sidled up behind himas he concentrated, surprising himwth an intinmate
caress. He whirled in rage, but then forced his body to calm "Wy don't you
find us a roomtwo roons," he said, taking her firmy by the arns. "I want to
| ook around some nmore. W'll find you later."

"Why dén't you come with nme?" she whi spered, pouting.

"There is work to be done!" he snarled. "Now, go!"



The wonman stal ked away toward a row of buil dings bearing the signs of inns:
The G een Meadow, The Ragi ng Boar, and several others.

"Now, this w zard of Doncastle?" Kryphon asked Evan
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"Annuwynn, you called hin? Wiere can we find hinP"

"He lives in a fine manor near here," said the outlaw. "I shall take you to
him"

Several minutes later, they stood before a high thorned hedge. The bushes were
entw ned about a fence of stout green saplings that created a sturdy and solid
barrier. They could not even see through it.

"Meet us at the Raging Boar," said the nagic-user, dismssing Evan. The bandit
st opped, surprised and dejected, but saw that the w zard had al ready turned
hi s back. Head hangi ng, Evan trudged toward the inn

The wi zard and Razfallow stepped into the shelter of a small aspen grove
besi de Annuwynn's abode.

"Vanyss-—bwyre," said Kryphon, quickly fading fromview. H s voice repeated

t he phrase, for he had not nmoved, and Razfallow al so becane invisible

The assassin | ooked around nervously. It disturbed himto hold his hand up and
see nothing there. He fought a sickening sense of disorientation as he heard
the wi zard step past him and saw t he branches of the hedge rustle where
Kryphon exam ned them

" Ariath dupius, cancyck!" chanted the nage, and the trees and thornbushes
before himcurled out of the way, creating an opening several feet w de. The
hedge was thick, but a skilled gardener could not have opened a neater arch
Kryphon took Razfallow s arm The two could not see each other, and he w shed
to remain in silent comunication with the assassin.

They stepped through the hole in the hedge and i mediately felt warm humnid
air press around them The sun now beanmed with a stark intensity. Kryphon
noticed a variety of plants. Palmtrees bore coconuts high above their heads,
and spi ke-leaved jungl e bushes sprouted all around them Vines hung in thick
tendrils fromthe trees, and brilliant wildfl owers blazed everywhere. He heard
the chattering of many birds—all tropical varieties that were not indigenous
to the Moonshaes. The nman had created for hinself a conplete tropical habitat.
Snoot h st one wal kways passed anong the wealth of leafy plants. By follow ng
one of these, the pair was able to nove in absolute silence.
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In spite of hinself, Kryphon was inpressed. It took a great deal of power to
control a climate, as this mage had obviously done. He had magically created
this tropical garden in the niddle of a tenmperate forest.

A splash of water rose over the bushes before them and they rounded a curve
inthe trail to see the w zard, Annu-wynn. The mage of Doncastle was a trim
handsome man. Hi s face was thin, but his jaw was squared and powerful, and

cl ean-shaven. He energed froma w de pool of water to shake hinmsel f dry upon
the smooth flagstones. H's body was tanned to a dark brown, and he was naked.
Annuwynn shook his long black hair and wi ped the water fromhis face. He

wal ked gracefully beside the pool, noving like a stal king wolf, when he

suddenly turning to sit on ... sonething. An invisible chair caught the w zard
as he fell, supporting himeasily.
"dynnis!" he called. "I desire wine."

"Coming, ny lord," responded a nusical voice. Kryphon discerned the |arge
outline of the wi zard's manor, al nost conceal ed by the thick foliage beyond

t he pool .

Kryphon squeezed Razfallow s el bow. There was no mi staking the gesture. The

wi zard felt Razfallow slip away, but he could hear no sign of the half-ore's
novenent .

A pretty young rmaid, no nore clothed than her lord, emerged fromthe building,
carrying a glass that had begun to gather frost in the humid air. She
approached the reclining figure of Annuwynn

But Razfallow got there first. The wi zard m ght have detected sone sign of his



eneny's approach, but it was too late. Annuwynn's eyes w dened, but then his

t hroat suddenly fell open. A w de red wound suddenly sprouted bel ow his chin.
The dying wi zard thrashed in his chair. The wi zard's fingers twi sted
desper at el y—but he woul d cast no nore spells.

The serving maid screaned and dropped the glass. Annuwynn fell backward, his
lifesbl ood spurting onto the fl agstones—and onto the assassin. Razfall ow
crouched and snarled as the blood nmarked his invisible form He saw Ay-nnis's
eyes widen, and his instincts took over. Wth a grow, he thrust the bl ade
into her heart.
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The girl stunbled, a | ook of surprise growing on her face, and then she fel
into the pool. The water swirled around her in a crinmson pattern as a flock of
brightly col ored birds broke, shrieking, fromthe underbrush. Razfall ow

cl eaned his blade and returned to the mage.

They wal ked silently fromthe tropical garden. The opening in the hedge
rustled and cl osed behind them

And the garden slowy grew cool

The great formlay spraw ed anong the wildfl owers, one wi ng fol ded unnaturally
over her back. As Newt dove to Robyn's side, the bird fl opped and tw sted,
growing in size. By the tine the wood sprite settled beside her, Robyn |ay as
a young woman. She clutched the runestick in one hand. Yazilliclick reached
tentatively forward to take the stick. He placed it in his quiver of arrows,
taking care that it would not fall out.

But she was not noving. Yazilliclick moaned slightly as he saw bl ood running
fromher nose, but he realized fromthe slow rising and falling of her chest
that she still lived.

The crows, satisfied that the threat was over, circled back to the trees
around the clearing, ignoring the human, the wood sprite, and the little

dr agon.

"Robyn? Wwake up, please!" cried Yazilliclick, thoroughly m serable. He was
in a strange land, farther than he had ever been fromhis home. Who would help
hi n?

Di straught, the sprite junped into the branches of the dead oak that had been
Robyn's intended | andi ng pl ace. H s antennae drooped as he tried to think
Then he saw novenent in the clearing—some nmen were coming! They were hunters,
he thought, dressed in brown | eather and carrying bows. He counted six of

t hem

"Newt! Up here! Up here!"” He called to the faerie dragon, who was sniffing
about the neadow, buzzing several feet off the ground. Newt quickly flewto
hi s side, curious.

"L-1o00k!" whispered the wood sprite.

"It fell over here," cried one, pointing toward the place where Robyn lay. "It
was a big one. Maybe it's not dead."

"Don't count on it," said another, trudging wearily behind.
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Newt and Vazilliclick remained invisible on the branch while they waited to
see what these hurmans woul d do.
"Well, 1'll be damed!" exclaimed the | eader as he pushed through the grass to

Robyn's side. "A woman!"

"She alive?" asked the second, staring in amazenent as he reached his
conpani on' s si de.

"Yeah," said the first. "But | don't know for how |l ong."

"Best get her to Doncastle. Maybe the cleric can fix her up. And Lord Roarke
wi |l probably want to know about this, too. A wonan falling fromthe sky!"
"Coul da sworn it was an eagle," said the first as he hoi sted Robyn over his
shoul ders and started back toward the woods. Buzzing silently above them the
faerie creatures followed the nmen and the druid.

"Good luck to you," said the prince, clasping Finellen's gauntleted hand. They
stood at the junction of several underground passages. From here, the dwarf
woul d coordinate her attack on the duergar, and the humans would start on the



underground trek to Doncastle. They were able to take the subterranean route
because Finnellen had given thema detailed map and had told them of a cave
near the center of Dernall Forest.

The dwarf shrugged. "Won't need too nuch—there can't be nore'n a couple
hundred of them Isn't a duergar born who can stand toe to toe with a true
dwarf!" Her voice grew serious. "But your task sounds a little nore difficult
t han duer gar - bashi ng. "

"What —you nean deposing a king?" Tristan tried to nake |ight of his goal, but
his mnd had grown nore clear after several long talks with Al exei. There was
no other solution to his wes and the woes of his land. The king and his
council of black sorcery had to be renoved.

"We shoul d have this problemtidied up in a few days," said the dwarf

awkwardly. "Maybe we'll stop in and see how things are going."
"Your help is always welcone," replied Tristan. "W are going to Doncastle
now, though |I cannot pronise for howlong. But 1 will hope to see you again

soon, ny friend!"
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"Now |'ve got a battle to win," said the dwarf bluntly. "So be on with ye!"
The dwarf turned away and resolutely marched toward her troops, who were
arrayed in battle formation farther down the cavern

Daryth, Tristan, and Al exei started up the cavern on foot. The w zard al ready
seened healthier. Two days of freedom even spent entirely underground, had
done wonders for him Alexei's vitality had increased i nmeasurably as they had
made plans to strike back at the king.

Tristan was certain that the mage, that all of them would need every bit of
their strength in the com ng days.

Ysal |l a, high priestess of the sahuagin, did not remain in her city as the king
mustered his forces. She was a cleric of Bhaal +n her own way, as devout and
renorsel ess as Hobarth-—-and she was deternmined to carry out the commands of
her god.

Bhaal had commanded her to do sonething, and so she did it w thout question
Unl i ke Hobarth, she had no potent artifact of evil to aid her efforts. But

al so unlike Hobarth, she had many willing disciples to help her. The | esser
priestesses of the sahuagin nunmbered in the hundreds, and these would do her

bi ddi ng as she did the bidding of Bhaal

And so the priestesses swam from Kressilacc, yell ow shapes sw nmi ng snoot hly
away fromthe city, against the crush of green bodies so steadily arriving.
The Deepsong drove the priestesses to their tasks as surely as it summoned the
sahuagin warriors to theirs.

The yel | ow sahuagin, brilliantly ornamented with gold and silver trappings,

ki cked their way along the sea bottonms of the Sea of Moonshae, the straits of
the isles, and even the Trackl ess Sea. There they sought the wecks of ships.
Far out to sea, they discovered |onely hul ks; around especially treacherous
poi nts and headl ands, they found vast nautical graveyards.

Ysal | a hersel f, acconpani ed by a dozen of her nost faithful disciples, went to
a place near Kressilacc, a place the sahuagin visited often. Here, a Northnen
| ongship and a Calishite galleon had sunk, still entw ned fromtheirsurface
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conbat. The treasures of the wecks had | ong been plundered—at |east, the
netal treasures.

But now Ysalla sought a different kind of treasure. She went to the body of a
Nort hman, frozen in death on the sea bottom The man's yell ow beard and wild
hair floated around his bloated, horrified face. H s eyes, delicacies, had

| ong ago been eaten by sahuagi n young.

The High Priestess cast a spell, her voice clicking and shrieking in the deep
wat er, and the body shifted and rose. The eyelids opened over the horrid,
gapi ng sockets, and the booted feet clunsily sought purchase on the sandy
seabed. And he stood before the priestess and waited.

One by one, Ysalla and her priestesses call the drowned nmen back to a

senbl ance of life, or at l[east animation. The Northnen and Calishites gathered



toget her and followed the priestesses at a slow, drifting march toward
Kressi | acc.

Al'l across the Sea of Mbonshae and around the islands as well, the priestesses
of the sahuagi n sunmoned the sailors who rested there, and another arny of
deat h—+he dead of the sea—eanme into being.

2<4

to Dorxrastle

It was | ate afternoon when Devin burst through the front door, red-faced and
gasping for breath. As he flopped into a chair, Fiona and Pawl do junped up in
shock. Canthus |l eaped to his feet with a growl and stared, hackles raised, at
the front door.

Al was quiet outside, however. Paw do stroked the dog's raised bristles, and
slowy Canthus rel axed. He sat, but did not |ie down again, and his eyes and
nose remnai ned focused on the door

"I didn't nean to frighten you," said Devin, finally regaining his w nd. "But
| have urgent news."

"What is it?" asked Pawl do. H s nerves were raw. THstan and Daryth had entered
Caer Callidyrr several days ago, and there had been no word fromthem since.
"The Hi gh King has called for a general muster of the Scarlet Guard. The
entire arny has been recalled fromits posts throughout the kingdom+they
gather now in Callidyrr."

"Why? |s there any nore informati on?" The news seened to confirm Paw do's

wor st fears

"Runor s- —perhaps hopeful. It is said that the king fears a usurper, and that
this usurper was, until recently, a prisoner in the H gh King' s dungeon. Now
he has escaped. "

"Tristan and Daryth?" Pawl do asked.

"I hope so," replied Devin. "Could be them or naybe nobody at all. That is
the way of runors

"And of course, there are reports of a rebellious arny gathering in Dernal

Forest," Devin continued. "The king believes the whole country is ready to
burst into civil war."

"Well, isn't it?" denmanded Fi ona.
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Suddenly, Canthus |eaped to his feet and growl ed deeply. Pawl do sprang to the
front wi ndow, peering cautiously around the curtain. H's knees nearly
col | apsed at the sight.

"Ogres!" he whispered, pale. "Com ng to your door!"

Devin's face bl anched and he sagged into the chair in despair. In the next

i nstant, however, he leaped to his feet.

"This way," he whi spered, grabbing Fiona's armand jerking open the trap door
He hal f pushed his daughter down the steep steps, but she landed lightly on
her feet at the bottom He turned and knelt, his face inches from Paw do.

"CGet her out of the city. Go to Doncastle—get word to O Roarke about the arnmny.
Hurry!™

"Come with us!" urged the halfling, taking Devin's hand in both of his. "W
can nmake it!"

"No," said the man inpatiently. "They know |' m here—they nust have fol |l owed
me. They won't stop searching until they find me. I will buy you sonme tine.
Now go! "

Pawl do turned angrily, knowi ng Devin was right. He pushed Canthus toward the
trap door, and the big hound sprang through the hole. The halfling dove into
t he openi ng and heard the door close above himeven as the front door
splintered under the inmpact of ogre clubs.

Fiona stared in shock. "Where's ny father?"

"He . . . stayed behind. He said it was our only chance to escape. Let's go!"
"No! | can't leave him" She hastened toward the stairs.

Pawl do took her armfirmy, and Fiona stopped in her tracks. From above they
heard snarls, and Devin's voice raised in anger. Then there was a sharp cry of



pain, followed by | ow ogre chortles.

Fiona turned to the halfling with deep, wacking sobs. Pawl do held her in an
awkwar d enbrace, inwardly cursing the brutality of the king's mercenaries. He
couldn't think of anything to say, so he sinply stood and let her cry.

Finally, she dried her eyes and raised her head. Her chin was set and

det erm ned, but her eyes were shot wth pain.

"This way," she said softly.

She led himto the back of the underground hiding place, to a wooden wall nade
of rough-hewn knotty pine. Reaching her hand into one of the knotholes, she
tw sted some-

BLACK W ZARDS

thing and the door slid away to reveal a narrow passage.

"Qur secret escape route," she explained. A torch, flint, and steel lay just

i nside the door. As the portal closed softly behind them she struck a spark
and soon the torch was bl azing brightly.

The lass | ed the way, and Cant hus brought up the rear For several minutes they
wal ked silently through a low tunnel. Then Fiona abruptly sl owed her pace.
Handi ng the torch back to Pawl do, she advanced forward at a crawl, heedl ess of
the nmud that splattered her frock

Pawl do heard her grunting fromexertion, and then he felt a waft of cold,

nmoi st air against his face. She had opened a door into some connecting
passage.

"It's the city's stormsewer/' she explained as he extended the torch. She had
lifted a hatch in the floor of their tunnel that led into a | arger pipe bel ow.
The pipe was round, perhaps ten feet in dianeter. Water lay in pools along the
bottom a foot or nore deep in places. He felt cool, humid air flow ng past

t he openi ng.

Fi ona swung through the hatch first, hanging by her hands before dropping to

| and easily at the bottom of the pipe. There was a slurping sound as she

l anded in nmuck. Pawl do and Cant hus fol | owed.

Fiona reclaimed the torch, and led the way at a brisk march. Finally, they saw
an end to the tunnel, where early twilight glimered over the bay. Fiona

ext i ngui shed the torch, and they carefully advanced to the end of the pipe.
Green waves rol |l ed agai nst the shore, about twenty feet below them The pipe
ended in the face of a high seawall. Looking up, the halfling couldn't tel

how high it stretched. Snpboth, water-worn stone had been built into this
barrier, which was now covered with seaweed and nboss. Only by junping far out
into the air could they hope to avoid the jagged rocks at the foot of the
wal | .

"Can you swi nm?" asked Paw do

"I know how. The question is, will we freeze to death before we reach the
shore?" answered the girl.

"Only one way to find out," shrugged the halfling. He sprang fromthe pipe and
dropped into the gently rolling sea. The water struck himlike a cold shock
and as he rose
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to the surface he heard Fiona and Canthus join him

Fiona started to swimalong the shore with strong strokes. Paw do couldn't see
much in the twilight, hut he sensed that they were noving away fromthe
harbor. Hi s body was al ready grow ng nunb.

"They brought her in this evening" Evan expl ai ned over the nmug of ale Kryphon
had just bought him "Cassidy saw sonmething fall and swears it was an eagl e.

At t acked by crows, you know how t hey do?

"But then he goes over to get the feathers, and there's no eagle! Instead,
some woman's lying there, banged up and bl eeding."” Evan was certain his
remar ks woul d provoke interest.

The mage | eaned back in his chair and regarded Evan wi th an expression of
vague amusenent. "Fairy tales,"” smled the nage, concealing his curiosity.
"Surely the man had been dri nki ng?"



"No fairy tale! And it's been done before; druids do it all the tine, turn
into birds and such.”
"You dont say? Then this . . . woman is a druid?" Kry-phon's nmind whirled with
curiousity. Adruid in A aron?
The bandit shrugged. "Who knows? But Cassidy's got the best eyes |I know-the
best ears, too." Evan lowered his voice. "He told ne that soneone killed
Annuwynn! "
"The magi c-user? The wi zard of Doncastl e?"
"The sane." Evan's voice grew serious. "His loss is a blow, no doubt about it.
Soneone murdered himin his garden, in the full Iight of day!"
"But surely you have other stalwart defenders. You nmentioned a cleric, er

what was his nane?"
"Vaughn Burne. Tb be sure, he's a nman worth a conpany or two!"
"Where mght this cleric be? | nean, | hope he's safe.™
"Ch, | shouldn't worry. He's busy tending to that flying wench | was telling
you about. Right down the street fromhere." Evan sighed appreciatively as he
finished his nmug, and Kryphon signal ed for another
"I heard they took her to the Black OGak Inn," Evan said.
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"Cot nice, confortable rooms there."
Kryphon | aid a heavy gold coin on the tabl e—enough to quench Evan's thirst for
the entire evening and send himhome with change. He patted the bandit's arm
"I have to go for a while. | want you to stay here and enjoy yourself!"
Evan grinned foolishly and hefted the coin. He didn't even notice Kryphon
rising fromthe table.
The mage |l eft the drinking roomand clinbed the stairs to his room There he
found Doric sprawl ed languidly on the |arge bed, wearing only her belt.
"I must seek the cleric,"” announced the mage, ignoring the | ook of desire she
gave him In truth, during the days they had been together he had grown
altogether tired of the way Doric pursued hi mmnever |eaving hima nonent's
peace. At first, it had been a delightful aspect of their mssion. Now, he
wi shed he could send her back to Caer Callidyrr.
"Take me al ong" she pouted, seeing his lack of interest.
"No—this | will do alone. Once | locate him | will of course let you help in
his renoval . "
"Stay here for awhile first," she pleaded, noving over on the bed. The sight
of her gaunt body and hol |l ow cheeks revolted him and he couldn't hide the
di sgust in his eyes.
"Then go!" she screaned. She picked up one of her boots and threw it at him
but it struck the door he had already slamred as he left.
The Bl ack Oak Inn was easy to find. It was an enornmous place, with a doornman
at the entrance and a thick red carpet lining the floor of the huge main room
The wooden wall s and ceiling beans had been sanded snooth, and the tables and
chairs were of ornate detail, obviously inmported from Waterdeep or Am.
A servant escorted Kryphon to a table near a low fire, and a serving wench,
dressed in a |l owcut gown of red and black, inquired as to bis desires. Her
pl unmp, rounded body—such a contrast to Doric's—ntrigued him and he watched
her wal k back to the bar. Then he took in the interior of the place.
There were about a dozen custoners, nostly in pairs, sitting around the quiet,
el egant room He saw a partially screened-off stairway in the back of the
room The front
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The barmaid returned with his wine. "I would like to | ook at one of your
rooms," he said. "I'mthinking of staying here."
She shrugged-what did she care where he stayed? And she didn't |ike the way he
was | ooking at her. "They're upstairs” she said quickly, turning to another
cust oner.
Kryphon finished his wine in several gulps and wal ked to the staircase behind
the screen. The stairway was a fitting addition to the |uxurious main roonthe



same red carpet covered the floor, and an ornate banni ster of carved oak ran
besi de the stairs.

Mounting the stairs quietly, he reached a short hallway on the second fl oor of
the inn. There he found three doors on both sides of the corridor. He pushed
the first open, finding an enpty room At the second, he heard two mal e voices
engaged in quiet conversation. He passed that door to the third, where he
heard not hing. Testing the latch cautiously, he discovered that it was | ocked.
"Eriath, gorax," he said softly, waving his hand before the portal and
knocki ng once.

The door swung open easily. Startled, a young worman sat up suddenly in a deep
featherbed. Her long black hair lay in disarray about her head, and her face
was covered with scrapes and bruises. Yet her beauty was undeni abl e.

"Who are you?" she whispered. Her right eye, deeply cut, was swollen shut.
"Pardon me—+ seemto have the wong room" Concern etched his brow as he

| ooked at her face. "Are you all right?"

He stepped into the doorway, and she shrank against her pillowin fright.
"Yes—+ anml Pl ease go!"

Kryphon toyed with the idea of killing her imrediately, but |aughed off the
notion. Even if this was a druid, she was certainly no threat in her battered
state. He decided that she would serve himin another, far nore satisfying
way.

Then the door next to hers opened and two nmen stepped into the corridor. They
| ooked pointedly at the wi zard, still standing in the doorway of the woman's
room before they went to the stairs.

"Excuse me." Kryphon bowed to Robyn and backed out of the room closing the
door. He cursed the nen who had seen
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him for he could not afford to be observed—especially if something untoward
were to happen to the druid.

Yet, Kryphon thought, | can be patient. He was certain that the druid would be
here for awhile.

She woul d keep until tonorrow

Bl ack-cl oaked figures whirled around her, striking with needl e-sharp beaks and
raki ng claws. Robyn felt her skin split as it was torn from her body. She felt
hersel f dyi ng.

And then she awakened, soaking wet, fromthe nightrmare. At first, she breathed
a sigh of relief. Then, abruptly, her door swung open. She gasped at the tall
bearded man who stood peering in at her. She was not just startled, she was
afraid. For she was certain that Vaughn Burne had | ocked the door earlier when
he had left.

The man sai d somet hing; she answered, and all the while horror was building in
her chest. She wanted to scream He |ooked ordi nary enough at first gl ance,

but she saw sonmething sinister in his eyes.

Then he cl osed the door and was gone. She sprang fromthe bed and turned the

| atch, making sure the portal was secured. Then she darted back to the
security of her covers.

It took her many mnutes of meditation to relax. She called upon the power of
the Earthnother to soothe her, but that power was faint. Finally she was able
to push the tension fromher body, and she fell into a deep, dreanl ess sleep
She was unaware of the invisible sprite sitting upon her headboard.
Yazilliclick had been delighted to see her awaken, but he did not want to

di sturb her. He watched over her alertly as she went back to sleep

"Did you find her?" Doric asked.

Kryphon shrugged. "I found an old hag, barely alive, and not worth the trouble
of killing. It's the cleric we rust find!"

The sl ender wonman nodded, di sappointed. Then she had a sudden thought. She sat
up and exam ned the sorcerer's face surreptitiously.
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He had lied to her!

She knew now with certainty that Kryphon was much nore interested in the dniid



than he was admtting. Had he killed her already, cheating Doric of that

pl easure? No, she decided, he | ooked preoccupied, |ike he wanted sonethi ng.
Li ke he wanted . .. the druid!

The know edge expl oded within her in a wave of jeal ousy, and she al nost drew
her dagger and thrust it through Kry-phon's heart before she regai ned her

sel f-control

"What is it? |Is sonething wong?" asked the sorcerer

"I feel . . . ill," she replied, trying to mask her rage. She woul d pl unge her
dagger into a heart, but it would not be Kryphon's.

"Wuld you like to cone and he down?" he asked.

"Can you seek the cleric without me?" she inquired coyly.

"Certainly! My purpose tonight is to learn. I will cone and get you before it
is time to act.”

"Very well. | will await you here." Ignoring his | ook of annoyance, she
squeezed his leg. It gave her a little thrill of pleasure to deceive him

"I shall seek his chapel. Sooner or later he will have to go back there,"

Kryphon sai d. Then he was gone.

Doric waited for several mnutes, which was as |ong as she could bear. Then
she rose and left the inn, entering the darkened street with anticipation of
bl ood. She fingered her slender dagger and wal ked quickly toward the back of
the Black Cak Inn

"Lord O Roarke would like you to join himin the dining room" said the guard
to Tristan, Daryth, and Al exei. They had slipped into Doncastle only an hour
before, sending word of their arrival, and the bandit |ord had wasted no tine
in sending for them Their journey through the cavern network had been rough
and tiring, but uneventful. Finel-len's map had been flaw ess, so they had
made the journey in two days.

O Roarke and Pontswain were seated together at a long table |laden with neats
and breads and cheeses. "Wl cone," said the red-bearded outl aw
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Pont swai n nodded coolly, his raised eyebrows revealing his surprise at their
return. "The hal fling?" he asked as they all sat.

Tristan told of their entry into the city and fortress, and of their capture
and escape—and of Pawl do, |eft behind out of necessity. He introduced Al exei
expl ai ni ng how he had joi ned t hem

"A wizard fromthe council?" scow ed the bandit. "How did you cone to be in

t he dungeon?"

Al exei met his gaze. "My former nmaster and | had a parting of the ways." he
said tersely. "I have vowed to do everything | can to destroy hi mperhaps |

m ght be of some use to you."

"W woul d not have escaped without him" said the prince. "He knew the secret
tunnel that let us out of the castle, and his flying spell saved us in the
cave when— Tristan paused in shock, though no one seermed to notice. H's own
words reverberated through his mnd as he nmethodically raised food to his

nout h.

He shall fly above the earth, even as he delves its depths!

The prophecy of Queen Allisynn cane back to him every word. Could the
prophecy nmean hin? No, he rem nded hinself, for she said his name will be
Cynrych. Still, the coincidence was a strange one, deeply disturbing. Forcing
his mnd back to the present, he heard O Roarke sending a nessenger to get the
cleric, Vaughn Burne.

"And so, what is the word fromthe H gh King?" asked Hugh. "Qher than his
presuned di stress at your escape.”

"He fears for his crown," offered the prince. "In fact, he has been told that
| have cone here to claimit!"”

"Have you?" O Roarke asked bluntly.

"Of course not!" Tristan's denial was a little forced.

"What are you going to do now?" asked Pont swai n.

"The Ffol k cannot survive with such nen as their leaders. | will end the reign



of this king—kill him if necessary!"

"I knew you were mad," snorted Lord Pontswai n,

"What choi ce do we have—go back to Caer Corwell and wait for the next group of
assassins? Or stay here, waiting for the king to get tired of our presence and
send the guard and his w zards down upon us?"
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"We've fought them before—and we'll drive themoff again!" snarled the outl aw
| ord.

"Don't deceive yourself," said the prince. "If a concerted attack canme agai nst
this place, you would be dooned!"

"Qur chances are still better than yours. Revolt against the king? Wth what ?"
O Roar ke sputtered.

"Wth your help," said the prince, |owering his voice but holding his tone

firm "Pontswain, if you will return to Cor-well and gather the |lords, we can
have an arny here by early autum. Lord Roarke, nuster your men and chal | enge
the king! | prom se you, you will be joined by other lords."

"By what right do you order ny nen to war?" roared the lord, leaping to his
feet. "I shall not do this thing!" The prince saw an odd emotion in the lord's
face. It was not anger, nor was it betrayal. It was fear

"Nor shall |," said Pontswain, turning to face the prince directly. Tristan

saw no fear in his eyes—ust a cool sense of acconplishment as the |ord
thwarted the prince's plan.

They stopped tal king, then, for they were joined by a small, gray-haired man
in a plain robe. The top of his head was as cl ean-shaven as his face.

"This is our cleric, Vaughn Burne," explained O Roarke to Al exei before
turning to the cleric hinmself. "I was hoping. Patriarch, that you could help
this man. He has done ny friends a great service, and as you can see he has
suffered greatly at the hands of our enemies.”

"I shall do ny best,"” said the cleric with a snmle. "The power of Chauntea is
m ghtiest for acts of healing.”

"Ch, and how fares our other guest?" asked the |ord.

"She is resting. She will live. Her recuperative powers are trenendous."
"Did you |l earn anything nore about her?" inquired Hugh

"As you suspected, she is a druid. Apparently she flew here all the way from
Gwnneth in the shape of an eagle.

Tristan followed the conversation with growing interest.

"I would like to meet this druid. Do you know her nane?"

"She didn't tell ne—she was very weak. But even so" smiled the cleric,
was very beautiful. And young, with Iong, raven-black hair/'

Tristan leaped to his feet. "I nust see her! Were is she?"

o 274*

BLACK W ZARDS

Fi nell en cursed the underground confines that prevented her from deploying al
three of her conmpani es. The duergar had chosen their lair well. It had three
poi nts of access, but all of these were controlled by narrow chokepoints. As
yet, none of Finellen's dwarves had been able to get inside and scout the

pl ace.

They had a rough idea of its size fromthe placement of the entrances,
however. Finellen was certain that it didn't contain nore than three hundred
duergar—and those were confortabl e odds for her own three hundred fighters.
The duergar lair was a conplex of central caverns surrounded by narrow
tunnels. In one tunnel, a deep gorge bl ocked the pathway, while in the other
two, steep upward clinbs were necessary to enter the duergar stronghold.

Fi nell en had one of her conpani es posted at each entrance.

A shiver ran down her spine as the trunpets blared the call to attack. Each of
t he conpanies roared to the attack, and she heard the clash of steel down al
three caverns. She cursed the responsibility that kept her out of the
fighting, waiting with several messengers at this intersection of caves, but
she understood the necessity for it. It was difficult enough to contro
scattered formations in any battle, but in an underground conflict like this

she



one, visual comunication would be inpossible. Hence, she had to wait here,
listening for word of the progress or setbacks of each of her three conpanies
so that she could send help quickly to wherever it mght be needed.

The sounds of battle grew faint—a good sign, as that meant the dwarves had
crossed the initial barriers of defense in each tunnel. For an agonizi ng hour
Finellen heard little, and she began to hope that the battle was won.

But then the din of clashing steel grew nore distinct. Louder and |ouder, the
noi se swelled fromthe tunnels. Now she heard the cries of wounded, and the
horrible battle noise of the duergar all around her. There was no doubt what
was happeni ng.

Her conpanies were being forced to retreat.
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Robyn coul d not go back to sleep. Inages of the black, sharp-beaked birds
tormented her every tinme she closed her eyes.

" Robyn?"

"Yazilliclick?" She | ooked around. "Where are you?"

"Ch, I'mso glad you're awake," cried the faerie, popping into sight on the
footboard of the large bed. "I was so worried about you, Robyn. Those nen

brought you here, and | couldn't stop them but | hoped they'd hel p you.

t hi nk they did—they did."

She held up her hand, but couldn't help smling. "Thank you for staying with
me," she said. "Wiere's Newt ?"

"F-food! He went to get us sonething to eat—+to eat!"

"We' || be lucky to get anything but the bones," sighed the druid, reassured to
have friends beside her in this strange place. Then she | aughed as she saw t he
faerie dragon hovering outside the window, trying to hold his altitude and a

| arge haunch of roast at the same tine.

She crossed to the wi ndow and opened it, lifting the nutton fromthe dragon as
he dove through the opening and col |l apsed on the bed. "Boy, is that cook ever
a sourpuss! You wouldn't believe the things he threw at me while | was m ndi ng
my own business, getting a little supper!"” The dragon stifled a |augh. "I
fixed him though—you shoul d have seen his face when | used ny spell!l™

"What did you do?" asked Robyn, a little worried.

"I made it look like maggots were crawing out of all his neat. He was sure
upset! It was great fun! Now, can we go hone? O find Tristan, or somnething?
"' m bored!"

"N-Newt! Let Robyn rest!" said Yazilliclick sternly.

"I"'mafraid | do need to rest before we go," said the druid, sitting back on

t he bed. "But you—+—

Robyn gasped as a bl ack shadow soared through the wi ndow into her room A
white face grinmaced at her, and she had a horrible vision of an undead

skel eton, flying here to haunt her

But the eyes of this apparition were alive, and its red lips were parted in
cruel delight. This figure, robed all in black
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was a wonman. And now she was diving at Robyn's face. Robyn caught a glinpse of
thin, bony hands and wild black hair as the woman flew toward her

But nmost of all Robyn saw the wonman's steel dagger, extended like a claw for
her heart. Desperately, she pulled a pillow fromthe bed and crouched beneath
it as the womman fell upon her. Feathers flew as the dagger sliced the cushion
The young druid used the force of her attacker's nonentumto pull her past the
bed, kicking her in the stomach as she sailed by. The attacker slammed into
the wall as Robyn threw off the covers and sprang to her feet.

Still bearing that ghastly grin, showi ng her Iong teeth, the wonan brandi shed
her dagger. Suddenly, Newt flashed across the room scoring a path of bl oody
cl aw marks across her cheek. Yazilliclick pulled out his silver dagger and

darted into the fray. Wth a bestial screamof rage, the woman turned toward
the faerie dragon.

"Sheeriath, drake!" she hissed, pointing. A streamof stringlike material shot
fromher finger, wapping itself around the little dragon, sticking to him and



burying the wood sprite as well. They were both stuck fast in the gluey net of
a gi ant spiderweb.

A sorcerer! Hissing |like an angry black cat, the wonan crept toward her. She
waved t he dagger nenacingly.

"Centius, heerith!" said Robyn softly. Instantly, the blade of the dagger

gl owed cherry red. Wth an expl osive hiss of pain, the worman dropped her
weapon.

"Magi us, stryke!" she shrieked. An arrow of |ight burst from her pointing
finger to strike Robyn in the breast, cutting her skin and burning into her
flesh. Pain raced through the druid' s body as another, and still a third,
magi ¢ missile crackled into her bleeding chest. The force of the bl ows snashed
her against the outer wall of the room Robyn | eaned heavily against the

wi ndow, while the magi c-user stood with her back to the door.

Newt and Yazilliclick struggled within the bonds of the web, but they were
power| ess to nove. Robyn felt her strength ebb as blood ran across the front
of her gown. She shook her head weakly as the woman pulled a little ball of
somet hing from her robe. The snell of sul phur filled the air.
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"Pyrax, surrass histar," gloated the mage, her eyes gl eam ng. The tiny bal
suddenly burst into flame, drifting lazily toward Robyn.

Sul phur? Fire magic! Desperately, Robyn raised her hands to her face and then
dropped themthe |l ength of her body.

"Protection, Mther—= she beseeched. Before she could finish the ritual chant,
orange fl ame expl oded around her, blanketing her body in fire. The firebal
bill owed fromthe wi ndow, illum nating the night and incinerating half the
room Doric stood in the other half, cackling as the fire—far hotter than any
natural bl aze—eonsunmed the bed, the walls, and the floor. The druid could not
be seen in the bright heart of the expl osion

But then the magi c-user's eyes w dened as her eneny stepped fromthe heat.
Robyn' s goddess had heard her plea for protection. She had surrounded her
druid with a cool barrier, holding the forces of dark magic at bay.

Doric's jaw fell slack as she stared in awe. The druid canme cl oser, and the

bl azing rage in her eyes nmade even the supernatural heat of the fireball grow
pal e i n conpari son

Robyn sei zed the neck of the mage with hands that were strong and cal |l oused
fromwork in the grove. Her grip tightened, and she felt the w ndpi pe of her
eneny cl ose beneath her powerful grasp. Robyn's strength was much greater than
this frail woman' s—for Doric's power to terrorize and destroy canme solely from
her magi c.

Suddenl y, Robyn knew that she wanted this nage to die by magi c—and carry a
final |esson about the power of the goddess to her grave. Robyn had a spel

for healing, and she knew that if she reversed the words of the chant, she
woul d reverse the effect of the spell.

"Matri, terrathyl—arack," she grow ed, relaxing her grip slightly. Robyn felt
the woman's neck twi st, tense, and finally snap. The sorceress fell dead.

Fl anes raged up the side of the Black Gak Inn as Tristan ran up to the
bui | di ng. Pani cked patrons rushed fromthe doors and spilled through the

wi ndows in a race to escape.

Desperately, Tristan forced hinself into the main room
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pressing against the flow of humanity. He | eaped the stairs four at a tine and
stunbl ed into the snoke-filled hallway.

Suddenl 'y, one of the doors burst open and sonmeone staggered into the hall
carrying a bundle. Her face was averted to avoid the swirling clouds of snoke,
but there was no mistaking the long fall of ebony hair.

"Robyn!" Tristan gasped, stunbling forward to take her in his arms. She | ooked
at himin disbelief. Her face was streaked with soot and covered w th bruises
and scratches. Yet she had never |ooked so beautiful

Tristan seized her in his arns and hel ped her to the stairs, noting that the



bundl e was in fact Newt. The dragon was tangled in a strange web, and Tristan
t hought he saw another tiny figure buried there as well. Robyn coll apsed

agai nst him

He hel ped her down the stairs and they stunbled fromthe inn together. She
tried to drop Neww and Yazilliclick to take himin her arns, but she couldn't
get free. The prince, too, tugged at the wailing faeries, trying to dislodge
the sticky ness.

"Robyn, you're here,"” Tristan said stupidly.

She smiled up at him and tears welled in the corners of her eyes. Once again,
he tried to pull Newt out of the way.

But finally they gave up. He took her into his arms, faeries and all, and
pressed his lips to hers. She met himwarmy, holding himtight as they

i gnored the stares of the Ffolk who had gathered to watch the fire.

The goddess saw the specter ofBhaal |ooning on the horizon of the world. She
felt the painful trod of his footstep as his presence drew near.

But her feelings were nuted, barely there. Nearly all of her m ght had been
expended in the effort to protect her druids~and that had been only partially
successful. The druids of Myrl och Val e were not dead, but they were quite
hel pl ess. Unseeing, unfeeling, they could only remain within their stone
prisons, awaiting rescue or destruction

The specter of Bhaal grinned, delighting in the despair of the Earthnother
From Bhaal 's point of view, things were
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progressing very well indeed.

The undead arny, under the command of Hobarth and ai ded by the heart of
Kazgoroth, had acconplished everything he had hoped—and nore. The Monwel | of
the Vale was not only in his hands, but the druids had foolishly sacrificed
thenselves in the effort to protect it.

Thesahuagi n, under his devout high priestess, weregath-ering an inpressive
force of destruction. The dead of the sea, raised by his faithful clerics,
woul d be another arny to throw agai nst the Monshae Isles. Even Cyndre, his
unwi tting servant upon Al aron, acted as Bhaal desired. H s course, whatever
its outcome, would alnost certainly yield nore bodies to Bhaal's cause.

Bhaal turned slightly and took notice of a new force. He relished killing in
all of its forms and took pleasure in the underground battle between the
dwarves. Bhaal was surprised as the dark dwarves poured forth in
ever-increasing nunbers, until a vast horde of them charged through the
underdark, threatening everything in their path.

The dark dwarves were m nions of other evil gods. Bhaal could not count his
clerics anmong their nunber. But they were bl oodthirsty and nunerous.

There woul d be a way, Bhaal suspected, that they could play into his hands.
280
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Cant hus grow ed a warning, and Pawl do didn't wait to confirmthe dog's
suspi ci ons. "Down—hi de!" he hissed, but Fiona had already dived into the nuddy
ditch. He splashed beside her and felt the nmoorhound settle in next to them
Thunderi ng hoof beats pounded al ong the road as a col utm of horsenmen rode past.
Pawl do pressed his face into the mud. After an eternity, the riders passed,
galloping into the distance. Pawl do and Fiona crawl ed out of the ditch, even
nore cold and m serabl e than before.

"I wish we could find a horse!" cursed Fiona. The young woman had grown nore
furious with each passing day. She rail ed against the king and the ogres and
conpl ai ned about their own situation. "My feet are worn to the knees!"

Pawl do nodded, | ooking after the riders. "That pretty well clinches it. They
have to be going to Doncastle."

For three nights they had been wal king steadily toward the forest, spending
their days in isolated barns or sheds, traveling only after sunset. They were
cold, hungry, and tired. A sense of danger followed them everywhere, for the
riders of the Scarlet Guard were out in force. Some patrolled the countryside,
but nost rode to the southwest, toward the forest—and Doncastl e.



They trudged through the night and reached the outskirts of the forest before
dawn. "Let's keep going," suggested the halfling. "W can reach Doncastle by
nightfall."

Pausing only to drink froma clear forest pool and eat sone bread Pawl do had
acquired the previous day, they resumed their march
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Ki ng Carrathal awakened suddenly with a small cry of alarm Biting his tongue,
he felt the coach |lurching beneath him Were was he? What was happeni ng? He
pushed the Crown of the Isles up—+t had slipped over his eyes.

The red satin curtains tinted the afternoon sun to the color of blood as it
streamed t hrough the wi ndow. The heavily cushioned seat, plush with furs, felt
hard and unwel coni ng agai nst him There was roomfor a dozen people within the
| arge conpartnent, but King Carrathal rode al one

Oh yes, he reninded hinself. The war.

He pulled the curtain aside and | eaned out the wi ndow. Beyond the six horses
that were pulling the royal coach, he could see the conpani es of the Scarl et
Guard stretching into the di stance. Fortunately, the weather was cool and
hum d, so the path of their march was not very dusty.

The coach shifted suddenly, and the king whirled to see Cyndre. The w zard had
not been there a nonment before—his sudden arrival in the seat beside him sent
t he nonarch's heart poundi ng.

"Wel | ?" King Carrathal did not try to hide his annoyance.

"We' || have provisions when we arrive at Cantrev Bounty."

"Good. Did you have to ... ?" The king | ooked away.

"No. It seens the fate of Cantrev Lehi gh has become common know edge. | doubt
you will find any other lords reluctant to provide your royal due."

King Carrathal did not seem pl eased by the news. The destruction of an entire
cantrev, perforned with relish by his ogres, weighed heavily upon his

consci ence. Certainly the wizard had made it sound like a good idea. And, in
truth, since then they had had no nore difficulties with the other |ords. Food
and drink had been willingly provided in the next village they had used as a
bi vouac.

The arny col um marched on, across the central plain of A aron. The ogre

bri gade marched heavily in the lead. Qutriders, their red coats visible for
mles, protected the flanks of the colum. Several wagons full of supplies
trailed the colum, and the king's coach rolled along behind them At the very
rear, trailing the arny by as much as a half a mle, runbled another, |arger
coach.

This one was pulled by eight black horses. In it rode
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Tal raw, Wertam and Kerianow—the rest of the Council of Seven. And there, too,
woul d ride Cyndre.

They spent nost of the night together, holding each other, gazing at each
other. They nade the proni ses and pl edges and exchanged the regrets that made
them both feel warm and needed.

Tristan could still not quite believe that Robyn was in Don-castle. To go a
year without seeing her, yearning for her every day, and then to have her
arrive in this secret city, so far fromtheir home—t seemned inpossible.

Yet, the warnth of her body and the light of her snmile told himthat it was
true. She said she had cone because she feared for him Tristan listened in
awe as she described the vision she had received fromthe woman in the pool

He told her about his father—their father, really—and he held her as she cried
for the king. Then he recounted his journey to Callidyrr and his decision to
fight the king. He expl ai ned about the prophecy, his doubts about its neaning.
He concluded with Pontswain's and O Roarke's refusals to join him

She, in turn, described her own nightmare of death and desecration. Tristan
sat nunb; she had needed his help so desperately, and he had been .

"Don't," she soothed, sensing his guilt. "W each had our own tasks to
perform and we did them Perhaps yours will see nore success than nine did."



"We can hope—and fight! | will return to Corwell to raise an arny!"™ Wth Robyn
here, Tristan's confidence soared.

"But renenber," she said. "This is nore than the work of one ki ng—even one

hel ped by bl ack magic. This rmust be the design of some unspeakabl e god!"

They were interrupted by a knock on the door

"Who is it?" called the prince, reaching for his sword.

"Lord Roarke sends word, ny prince," called a voice. "The hal fling has
returned fromcCallidyrr, and he brings news!"

"Pawl do?" asked Robyn. "He's here, too?"

They raced into the great roomof the inn, where Daryth and Hugh O Roarke had
been tal king for nost of the eve-
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ning. He saw Pawl do settling into a soft chair before the fireplace, and a
young girl—Fi ona, he suddenly realized—standing ankwardly to the side.

Cant hus was there, too. The noorhound gave a bark of joy and bounded to the
prince, nearly knocking himoff his feet. The dog then pounced upon Robyn with
even nmore enthusiasm wiggling and wagging his tail.

"Robyn!" cried the halfling, elbow ng the dog aside to enbrace the druid.

"What are you, | mean how did you ... ?"

"It's good to see you, too," she snmled, releasing him "l hear you've been
keeping ny prince out of trouble!"

"When he'll let me" sulked the halfling. "OF course, then he and Daryth go off

and | eave ne to my own devices, not bothering to tell me that they' ve cone
back here! So I sit—=

"I amsorry about that, old friend. There were a few conplications at the

pal ace. "

"That's what Daryth clainms, too. At |least you two outlaws took the tine to get
your stories straight. Hanging around with ne has done you sonme good after
alltr”

Pawl do suddenly | ooked at Fiona, standing sonberly.

"I"'mafraid we bring dire news," he began. "Fiona's father brought us word of
a nmustering of the High King's arny. Devin nust have been betrayed—hi s house
was attacked, and he gave his life to see Fiona and ne to safety."”

The others bowed their heads for a nonment in respect to the fallen agent. Hugh
O Roarke went to Fiona and took the girl in his arns. "He was a brave man,
your father. | know he would be very proud of you."

"He'll only be proud if you and your nen do sonething!" she cried in sudden
rage. She pulled angrily fromhis enbrace. Her red hair swng around her head,
and her eyes flamed. "And | don't think that's likely, as |ong as you have
your little hole in the woods to hide in!"

"The rest of the news," interjected Paw do quickly, "is that the entire
Scarl et Guard marches on Doncastle!™”

Hugh | ooked dully at the halfling. The air seened to drain fromhis body and
he shrank into a chair to collapse, holding his head in his hands. Suddenly,
he | ooked up at the prince and gl ared.

"This is your fault!" he grow ed. "You have brought this
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upon ny town!"

"Don't be ridiculous!"™ Robyn said sharply. "There is a doom stal ki ng our

i sl ands, plaguing the Ffolk, and it is far nore terrible than the acts of this
pathetic king. It seens that the danger is now focused upon your town. So
fight it! You have brave warriors here! Stop wasting all this time and get
ready to defend yourselves!"

"In times past, we had the wi zard Annuwynn at our service," Vaughn Burne

poi nted out. "Now we do not, and we have a killer at large in our city."

"I thought the killer died in the attack on Robyn," said Pontswain. "That
sorceress you described to us."

"I suspect that the killer is still out there. The attack upon the druid was
much | ess subtle, nore crude than the attack on Annuwynn. | cannot believe
that the sane sorcerer performed themboth.” The cleric did not mention his



dream—a vi sion from Chauntea, he was certai n—+n which he saw the killer as a
man who glittered with dianond jewel ry.

"Well, find him" cried O Roarke. The lord was still for a nonent, and then he
took a deep breath and | ooked at Robyn. "You're right. W can defend
oursel ves—and we shall. | will summon ny captains and forma plan. W shal

fight themfor every tree, every pathway of the forest!

"My prince. It seens | was wong. WII you join our fight? | could use your
skill and experience."

Tri stan nodded.

Kryphon refl ected bl eakly on the prospect of returning to his bed, where Doric
certainly awaited him And then he thought of the druid. In an instant, he
resol ved to seek her out instead.

The flames had di ed down by the time he reached the Bl ack Gak Inn, but he
could tell that the druid's roomhad been, if not the source, very near the
heart of the blaze. The fire had been a cruel coincidence, robbing himof his
antici pated pl easure.

Fire. He thought again of Doric—whenever he saw fire he thought of the
sorceress. She was like her fire magic in many ways—fickle, greedy, and
dangerous. And now this
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fire, by odd coincidence, had robbed himof the pleasure he had hoped to take
fromthe young druid.

O was it a coincidence? He recalled Doric's sudden weariness. He hurried back
to their room By the time he reached it, he had guessed the truth. Doric's
absence only confirmed his suspicions—+the wench feared his wath after she
killed the druid. There was no telling where she m ght be hiding.

After stomping around the roomin frustration, the black w zard at | ast
yielded to his own weariness and slept for several hours. After he awakened,
he spent several nore hours inmersed in the study of his spel fbooks. He had
used up nmuch of his magic in the past few days, and the study hel ped to

repl eni sh arcane energies.

He thought bitterly about Doric. Her betrayal stung his pride and angered him
She did well to hide. Irritated, he sumoned Razfall ow

"I amgoing to seek the cleric at his chapel. You will investigate other
pl aces—+the i nn where O Roarke stays, for exanple. If you see himand you have
a chance, kill him If not, find ne and take ne to him"

The hal f-ore nodded. He did not like to walk anong this town of men—hal f-ores
were rare upon the Moonshaes—but he would do as he was told. The assassin
left, and Kry-phon closed his spell books and prepared to | eave.

It was noon by the time he returned to the cleric's chapel. As he nmade his way
t hrough Doncastl e, he noticed that the city bustled wi th preparations. Mny
people, nostly the very old, very young, or the infirm were gathering

bel ongi ngs i nto backpacks, saddl ebags, and carts. These Ffol k were | eaving the
city, apparently fleeing. For what?

He saw few pedestrians, but many arned nmen gathering into groups of a dozen, a
score, or nmore. He caught a glinpse of a familiar face as a group of bowren
passed him

"Evan!" he called, turning to step al ongside the group. The bandit, stil

enanored by the charmspell, turned to himwith a broad snile
"W're off to the fight," he declared proudly.
"Fi ght ?"

"Runor has it the king's arnmy is marching on Doncastle. My conpany is headin'
into the woods. W'l skirm sh them
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t he whol e way. They'll have a plenty bloody trek through Dernall Forest!"
"Your captain?" asked the sorcerer. "May | meet himfirst?"

"Captain Cassidy? He's right over there." Evan gestured to a | arge open area,
a grass-covered city plaza. Kryphon saw nore than a hundred bownren gat hered



t here.

"Tell himthat | have inportant news for him" whispered the mage. "Have him
nmeet me under that tree.”

Kryphon stepped into the shadow of a broad, |owlinbed oak. He watched the man
hurry into the plaza, stopping to speak to a man on horseback. The officer
trotted his steed toward the oak tree, an expression of annoyance on his face.
He di smounted easily and stal ked up to Kryphon

"What do you want? | haven't tine for— He stopped suddenly as Kryphon began
to wave his hand.

"Dot hax, Myl ax Heeroz." Kryphon repeated the spell that had, thus far, served
himvery well. He pulled a dianmond pendant from beneath his robe and waved it
slow y.

The captain paused, confused. He | ooked suspiciously at the sorcerer. Slowy,
his hand crept toward the steel shortsword girded to his waist. H s face
twisted as his mnd westled with the magic.

"Captain Cassidy, ny friend," said the sorcerer softly. "It is good to see you
again."

The officer |ooked at hi munconprehendingly, but finally gave hima tentative
smle. Magic had won over his mnd.

"There has been a nistake," continued Kryphon urgently. "The attack comes from
t he sout h—you nust take your conpany there! Screen the approaches to
Doncastl e, but renmenmber—£romthe south!”

Captai n Cassidy nodded earnestly, grasping the mage's hand. "Thank you!" he
said sincerely before springing to his horse and racing into the plaza.
Kryphon smiled to hinself before turning back to his original path. The chapel
of Vaughn Burne was not far

The cleric knelt in reverence, neditating. Hi s goddess answered his calls for
strength, filling himw th her life-affirm ng power. She knew, as did he, that
the coming battle
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woul d test his might tothe limt.

Vaughn Burne felt a slight disruption in the rhythmof his neditation.

| mredi ately he knew that soneone, some evil, had entered his sanctuary. A dark
presence sent a shiver down his spine.

H e cleric ceased his neditations and rose to grasp his silver war hamer. He
stepped to the thin curtain that separated his nmeditation al cove fromthe main
chapel and | ooked out. The front door stood open, but the huge room wth its
dozens of benches, was enpty.

O was it?

Vaughn Burne cast a spell upon hinself, passing a hand before his eyes. Now he
| ooked at the roomand sawit as it truly was.

Along the far wall, an invisible man was creeping stealthily. The intruder had
covered hinself with magic, and he carried no weapon. The cleric deduced that
he was a sorcerer. And his fingers glittered with dianond rings—this was

i ndeed the killer fromhis dream The cleric grew angry, know ng that he was

| ooking at the man who had killed his friend Annuwnn—and who now i ntended to
slay himas well.

The cleric did not grow overconfident. He knew that if not for the warning
provi ded by Chauntea, he would probably have been slain at his neditations.

But now he had the advantage, and the sorcerer was not the only one who could
use magi C.

Vaughn Burne whi spered anot her spell and became every bit as invisible as the
mage. He stepped around the screen, careful not to disturb the hanging fabric,
and crept toward the intruder. Carefully, he raised the silver hamer. The
weapon, |ike him could not be seen

But a fl oorboard creaked beneath his careful step, and across the roomthe
sorcerer froze. His black eyes turned toward the cleric, and seenmed to sear

i nto Vaughn Burne's flesh. But the mage surely could not see him

Suddenly the magi c-user reached into his robe, pulling forth a sl ender
glittering rod—a gl ass tube, studded with di anonds. He pointed the thing at a



spot just to the cleric's left, as if he didn't know exactly where Vaughn

Bur ne stood.
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"Blitzyth, Dorax zooth!" he chanted.

A bolt of energy exploded fromthe rod, crackling like a Iightning bolt

t hrough the chapel. It sizzled the air and blasted a hole in the wall, sending
dust and shards of wood flying into the street. Vaughn Burne dove to the side
as the lightning struck, but heat and fire blazed across his chest. He felt as
t hough his lungs were consumed by flame as he tunbl ed over enpty benches and
lay still on the floor

H s robe was gone—burned away—and w sps of smoke rose from his skin.

The duergar spilled fromtheir lair like an arny of insects. Their nunber
seened limtless as they continued to pour forth long after Finellen's
conpani es had pul |l ed away.

The retreat threatened to becone a rout, as even the sturdy dwarves—npst of
them veterans of a dozen canpai gns-quail ed before the savage onslaught. Wth
the greatest difficulty, the dwarven captain kept her formations assenbl ed,

pl aced a rear guard, and rmanaged to keep the shaken noral e of her troops from
breaki ng entirely.

They had di scovered a vast nation of dark dwarves-—ot the tiny outpost she
had first suspected. Sonmehow, the duergar had overcone the natural bal ance of
forces that served to maintain peace in the underdark: they had destroyed or
driven away enough of their neighbors to enable themto devel op vast resources
of precious food. Wth that food supply secure, there was little that could
stand in their way.

Finellen feared for her people, the dwarves of Gwnneth. The retreat of her
conpani es nust not lead to the clanholds, or the entire popul ati on woul d

suf fer an unspeakabl e fate.

So she directed the retreat away from Gwnneth, away fromthe caverns that |ed
to her hone. She had only one hope—a slimone, at best. She would try to | ead
t he duergar onto the surface, where their strength was weakest. Perhaps if she
could lure the pursuing horde under the light of the sun she could face them
and die with honor.

That was all she had left to hope.
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Al exei was one of the first to arrive at the snoldering chapel. He saw the
hole in the wall and snelled the distinctive odor lingering in the air. And he
wat ched in silence as a group of men bore a stretcher fromthe w eckage.

He heard the thundering of hooves behind himand turned to see the bandit |ord
gallop in. O Roarke's face reflected his anger and shock as he di snount ed.

"Do you know what happened?” he asked, |ooking sonmberly at the stretcher as it
was borne fromthe church.

"I amcertain a sorcerer used lightning magi c. The danage to the church and

that snell in the air is clear evidence. The cleric is not dead, but he is
badly hurt."

"How bad?" O Roarke's grief showed in his eyes, though his voice remained

st eady.

"He will be crippled and blind, unless you have another cleric here capable of

healing him" Al exei said bluntly.

"There are none in Doncastle. This is a serious blow. Now we are left to face
the attack without a cleric or a wizard."

"Perhaps not," said Al exei." Vaughn Burne used his healing magic on ne | ast
night." The mage held up his hands. They were still tw sted and scarred, but
he was able to nove his fingers with some control. The grimace distorting his
face showed that his dexterity returned with considerabl e pain.

"He al so gave nme access to the spell books of Annuwynn. | have been studyi ng
them™

" And?"

"I think I can use them"



"You can start by finding whoever did this!"

"That woul d pl ease me greatly" said Al exei

"I"l'l be with the troops at the King's Gate. Let me know if you learn
anyt hi ng," said O Roarke.

Now Al exei could begin to weak his vengeance. He woul d avenge hi nsel f upon
Cyndre, upon Kryphon—dpon the entire council that had turned himout.

And it would start with this agent who had caused so much damage in Doncastl e.
He had a good idea about the attacker's identity, but he stepped into the
chapel and quickly reconstructed the attack to be sure.
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The wi zard went over to the spot where the spell had been cast. Searching the

floor, he found what he sought: little shards of the rod that was used to cast
t he spell.

And he | earned nore than he dared hope. The shards were not glass, or even
anber —+mterial s nost magi c-users woul d have used for the spell. The glittering

fragnents were unm stakably di anond

"I didn't like that place anyway!" declared Newt."AU t hose peopl e running
around—you couldn't even get a bite to eat w thout asking sonebody. And they'd
al ways say no!"

"I d-didn't like that t-town either,"” replied the wood sprite. "8-but | mss
Robyn—ai ss Robyn!"

Newt's tail drooped as he settled to an oak |inb high above the floor of
Dernal |l Forest." Wiy'd you have to say that?" he said wistfully. "I mss her
too! Wiy do you think she didn't want to come along with us? I know she likes
t he woods!"

"I-1 think it was the prince—-her prince."

Newt sniffed. "Well, we'll go back and see her in a few days. But for now

we' ve got a whole big forest to explore!™ Wth that he dove |ike an arrow

t hrough the I eafy canopy, searching for sonmething to interest him

Still rmoping, the wood sprite darted behind him

Daryth energed fromthe smthy, running a calloused thunmb across the edge of
his scimtar. It drew blood w thout the slightest pressure—the man had done a
spl endi d j ob!

The Calishite started across Doncastle's shady | anes, on his way back to the
i nn. The food would be good tonight, he hoped. He resolved to eat nuch of it,
knowi ng that it might be some tine before he got to sit at a table again. The
Scarl et Guard was very close—all the runors on the street indicated that the
battl e would erupt on the norrow

He stopped short as a fam liar figure stepped out of a tavern, directly in his
path. Razfallow froze as his eyes net the Calishite's. The half-ore wore a

| eather shirt-piece with a high collar and a floppy | eather hat with a
drooping brim The di sgui se was obviously intended to mask the half-ore's
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race, but Daryth |ooked full into his beastly face.

"Once again, Calishite?" said the assassin, exposing his w cked pointed teeth
with an anused hal f-smile.

"This will be the last tine."

Razfal | ow suddenly turned and wal ked, and Daryth foll owed a few feet behind.
He had | earned the assassin's lesson well when he had studi ed under Razfall ow
at the Acadeny of Stealth: "Never fail to capitalize on an advantage." It was
as if the half-ore taunted himw th his back, daring himto strike the single
bl ow that would kill him

Daryth carefully dropped a hand to his scimtar. He could see the gap between
the assassin's hat and his shirt-piece, but sonething conpelled himto hold
hi s hand. Perhaps he wanted to show Razfallow that he had outgrown the old

| essons, after all. O perhaps he wanted to prove to hinself that he could
beat Razfallow fair and square.

At that noment, the assassin chuckled and stepped into the mddle of the
street. He whirled in a single, fluid notion, and his shortsword whistled



through the air toward Dary-th's exposed throat.

But the weapon cl anged agai nst the scimtar which had, just as quickly,
flashed up to parry the blow Daryth slashed, and Razfall ow | eaped away. The
Calishite advanced in a crouch, carefully planning his cuts, recovering from
each in an instant to clash away the assassin's return thrusts.

Thrust and slash. The hal f-ore suddenly rushed in, and Daryth backed down the
street, alnost tripping in a rut. He stunbled and saw the shortsword | ash at
his chest. He desperately parried the blow, a scant inch fromhis skin. The
nmove cost him his balance and he dropped to one knee, springing backward

bef ore Razfallow could strike again.

Slash and thrust. Daryth drove the half-ore away with a dazzling series of
blows. His scimtar whirled |like a dancer through the air, barely visible even
to the keenest of eyes. But sonehow, the assassin's heavy bl ade bl ocked each
attack. The Calishite stopped nmomentarily, gasping for breath. He saw the
sweat beading on the half-ore's face.

Once again Razfallow rushed, but this time Daryth gave no ground. He stood
agai nst the probing blade and laid a
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vi cious slash along the half-ore's forearm H s weariness vani shed, and now he
| eaped in, darting and dodgi ng—pushing the assassin steadily down the street.
A ring of bystanders noved with the fight.

Now he sensed a delay in Razfallow s response. Wariness was slow ng the
assassin's parries. Each of Daryth's attacks cane closer to | anding, and they
could both sense the inevitable end of the fight. For the first tine, the
Cal i shite saw sonet hi ng approaching fear in his eneny's eyes—and he relished

t he sight.

Suddenly Razfallow turned and rolled away from Daryth, springing to his feet
and | eaping into the ring of bystanders. Razfallow seized the armof a plunp
worman and jerked her around to serve as his shield.

But the student reacted quickly to his former teacher's trick. Daryth's silver
scimtar followed Razfallow s roll, closed the gap as he sprang up, and net
his flesh as he grasped the woman. Daryth thrust around the woman's terrified
face, driving his weapon into Razfallow s throat. Razfallow stiffened and nmade
a gurgling sound as his shortsword fell fromnerveless fingers. Bl ood spouted
fromhis torn jugular, and his jaw fl apped open. Finally, he slunped to the
ground and di ed.

Daryth cl eaned his scinmitar on the dead man's shirt, ignoring the |ooks of
thrilled horror on the faces of the Ffoik. He turned and wal ked away.

This had to be a good onen for the battle, he thought.

They ate cold venison and di scussed the inpending fight |late that evening on

t he hi gh bal cony of Hugh's favorite inn. Tristan and Robyn, together wth

Pawl do, Daryth, Al exei, Pontswain, and Fiona had joined the outlaw | eader

O Roarke outlined his plan. The King's Gate, northeast of Doncastle, would
receive nearly half of the defenders, since it lay in the Scarlet Guard' s path
of approach. The rest of the defenders would be spread among the other three
gates.

"You're not going to keep a reserve?" asked Tristan

"Don't have the men," said the bandit. "Besides, Cassidy's archers will have
decimated them by the tinme they get to
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the gate! W will nmeet themwith steel, and they will break!"

"You can't be sure of that!" Tristan argued. "If they don't—if there are too
many of them-fall back to the river. Don't sacrifice the entire town on this
ganbl e!' "

"That's enough! You are not required to stay here—+teave if you wish. But if
you stay, you will fight by ny plan.”

Tristan wanted to grab the man by his | eather collar and thrash sonme sense
into him but Robyn's presence at his side somehow cal ned him

"OfF course | will stay" he said.



"Very well." Hugh O Roarke turned to Fiona. "You nmust |eave Doncastle tonight,
i f possible. The wonmen and chil dren have fled to secret glens and caves."

"I will not!" cried the young woman, pounding her fist on the table. "I am
going to be a part of any fight! My father taught ne to wield a sword and
shoot a bow. Gve nme either, and I will stand in your line!"

The bandit sensed the futility of argunent. "You shall have a sword. But you
are to remain at ny side throughout the day. Do you understand?" Fiona nodded.
"You're all mad!" said Pontswain, staring about the table in disbelief. "To
even think about neeting this army, and these w zards, with a band of outl aws
in the woods!"

"W have no choice!" growl ed O Roarke

"Yes—yes, you do! W all do! We can go to Corwell. The king m ght not cone
after us, but even if he does, we can neet himwth nen-at-arns at a castle!"
Pont swai n | ooked around the table, desperately seeking agreenent.

Pont swai n saw no supporting | ooks. Wth a snarl of frustration, he | eaped to
his feet and stal ked fromthe room

Not a single arrow had fl own fromthe underbrush during the | ong march through
the forest. This in itself, Cyndre thought, boded well for their attack. In

t he past, the approach to Doncastle had been a ni ghtmare of skirm shing
archers and sudden anbush. This tinme, the ogres had |l ed the way to Doncastl e,
ready to brutally counterattack at the first sign of resistance. There had
been none.

"Way did we stop?" The king stuck his head through the
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wi ndow of his coach, blinking sleepily.

"It istime to deploy for the attack," explained Cyndre.

"Ch. Very well, then . . . deploy!"

Cyndre wal ked to the center of the vast forest clearing, where he was joined
by the other nages and the four captains of the Scarlet Guard' s brigades.

"W will attack Doncastle fromtwo directions,” Cyndre expl ained. "Captain
Dornthwait and two brigades of the guard will strike the northeast gate. |
will precede this attack with a spell—+t will clear the way so that the charge
shoul d carry you into the city. After Dornthwait has broken in, the rest of
you wi Il take your conpanies into Doncastle. The city is to be destroyed. Take
anyt hi ng you can carry—but burn the rest!

"The ogre brigade of the guard, acconpanied by the other w zards, wll
infiltrate through the forest and strike the city fromthe northwest. You will
wait until the first attack has devel oped for two hours. By then, the

def enders should all have been drawn from your quarter

"W will attack tomorrow norning, an hour after dawn. Use the rest of the day
to get into positions—+ want all units ready by nightfalll!l"

The captains dispersed to organize their units. Cyndre spent the |ong

aft ernoon checking with each conmander to nake sure that he understood the
role he was to play in the plan. Only the ogre brigade, which had to nake a

| ong march through the woods to the northwest, faced a real chall enge.

The I ong night gradually gave way to dawn, and the sorcerer estimated the
passi ng of an hour after sunrise. He felt the mass of the king' s |egion behind
himas he stepped to the forefront and cast his spell—the spell that would, he
hoped, give them free passage into Doncastle.

"Seeriax, punjyss w thsath—fore!"

The forest before himslowy filled with yell ow snoke. There was no w nd, but
the snoke, trailing a sickening stench in its wake, began to drift toward
Doncastle. It thickened, billowi ng along the ground as it noved, and drifted
steadily away fromthe king's arny.

As it passed through the forest, squirrels, birds, and every

DOUGLAS M LES

other animal fell dead. It grew still nore, bubbling and seething like a
furious living thing. Tendrils of the snmoke, tinged with green, reached
forward eagerly toward the outskirts of the city. Cyndre knew that ranks of
def enders stood, canoufl aged, anong the trees before him But the killing



cloud woul d find them

The Deepsong thrunmed, building in intensity and vol ume. Throughout the city,
al ong the canyon walls, across the gardens and bal coni es, the sahuagin

gat hered, enthralled. Thousands of them focused their m ght upon the song, and
it grew nore conpelling with each addition

Gradual ly, they began to thrash and jerk fromthe tension. Flailing around
with the vast dones of Kressilacc, the sahuagin thrashed the water into a
vast, swirling rmael strom until the monmentum of the sea itself carried the
song and the singers through its great circle. And still the Deep-song grew
The dead of the sea marched al ong the bottom Shepherded by Ysalla's
priestesses, they gathered around the city. Vast ranks of white bone, pallid
fl esh, and gouged eyesock-ets shuffled forward under the priestesses
conmands. Unknowi ng, they stood ready to do whatever they were told.

Then King Syt hi &aU rai sed one webbed, claw studded hand, and the Deepsong
cane to a halt. The frenzy of the sahuagi n expl oded upward as thousands of
green, scaled bodies hurled fromthe city, kicking their way swiftly toward
the surface. The swarmbristled with tridents and spears. The nass of sahuagin
broke the surface in a frothing nmass of turbul ence.

Swimm ng strongly, their spines breaking the surface to roll through the spray
in a nenacing flood, they approached the coast of Al aron—+the Ki ngdom

of Cal l'i dyrr.

And the undead started to march slowy across the bottomof the sea. Led by
the yell ow scal ed priestesses the dead of the sea shambl ed over every
obstacl e, every undersea mountain or valley in their path.

Tbward the light, and the air, and the | and.

W nd

"An eagl e, huh?" The halfling was obviously inpressed with the account of
Robyn's journey to Alaron. He, Daryth, THstan, and Robyn stood overl ooking the
King's Gate of Doncastle. Bel ow themthe defenders of the city stood at their
posts.

"And a wol f, once," she added proudly. Her skin was clean and snoot h agai n—the
scrapes and burns had vani shed from her face. Only the garish scar across her
eye indicated the hurts she had received.

"I"'ve learned a lot in the past year," she adnmitted. "But | m ssed you al
terribly." She touched Pawl do tenderly on the cheek, and he turned away in
enbar rassnent .

She squeezed Tristan's hand, and for a noment he forgot everything but the
fact that she was at his side again. Hi s confidence grew, Robyn's strength
woul d be a great asset in the comng fight.

They would certainly need all the help they could get, he reflected, | ooking
at the position before them The King's Gate was not really a gate at all. \i
was a wi de avenue through the forest that granted access to the northeastern
quarter of the city. Most of the defenses consisted of deep, nuddy ditches
bef ore fences of sharpened spi kes. Conpanies of nen with | ong spears barred

t he gaps between the ditches. Above them stretched bridges that |inked a
nunber of |arge oak trees. Along these spans, O Roarke had depl oyed his
conpani es of archers.

In a few places, tall and solid wioden palisades stood anong the ditches and
ranparts. Tristan and his conpani ons stood up on one of these, a sturdy

pl at f or m per haps

92979

DOUGLAS NI LES

twel ve feet off the ground to the left of the line at the gate. O Roarke and
Pont swai n stood at the right end of the line.

"What's that?" Robyn asked, sniffing the air. Her nose winkled with

di spl easure, but Tristan could snell nothing unusual

"Look!" shouted Pawl do abruptly, pointing toward the center of their I|ine.
They wat ched as a green mist energed fromthe forest before them It reached
forward with snakelike tendrils, probing along the ground into the positions
hel d by O Roarke's stalwart footnen.



The conpanions felt, rather than saw, the panic that infused the defenders of
Doncastle. The mist | ooked so conpletely evil that no one could have doubts as
to its nature-including the unfortunate soldiers in its path. Some nen tried
to hold their posts. The banner of the Black Bear fluttered bravely above a
band of spearnen, but the snoke obscured the soldiers, and the conpani ons

wat ched the banner slowy fall until it, too, vanished into the evil mst.

As the magic cloud noved on, they gasped in horror. The spraw ing bodies
reveal ed were twisted torturously. The nen had died in the greatest agony,
their skin seared and scarred.

"By the goddess, what sorcery is this?" gasped Tristan

"It can only be Cyndre," nuttered Daryth.

"Let's get out of here while we still can!" urged Pawl do. "No nortal troops
can stand against an attack like that!"

"Wait," said Robyn quietly. O all of them she alone seemed calmin the face
of the onrushing wave of death.

The conpani ons wat ched as gas flowed toward the outer fringes of the line,
reachi ng around the base of the palisade where they stood. Already, a gap a
hundred yards w de had been opened in the ranks of the defense.

Robyn reached into her robe and pulled out the strangely carved stick, the
runestick that Genna had nade and Yazilli-click had saved for her. She held
the stick in both her hands, running her fingers over the runes engraved in
one end. Suddenly, she brandi shed the stick |like a weapon, pointing toward the
green tendrils that were inching their way closer up the wall.
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The prince gagged as the odor of the gas reached him and his eyes began to
wat er. Cant hus whi ned and paced frantically about their broad platform For a
nmonent, Tristan feared that the dog would junp, but then Daryth laid a

st eadyi ng hand on hi s shoul der

O her men saw the effects of the killing cloud and were not so brave or
foolish. They turned to run as the yellow tendrils of gas approached. Somne
hel d their weapons and stunbl ed backward, while others dropped everything and
fled headlong into the town. Wthin nminutes, the center of the Iine was
gone—killed or routed.

The green snoke expanded to either side and clinbed higher into the air. The
conpani ons saw defenders trapped in nearby trees as the m st passed around the
tree bases and cut off their escape. Then it clinmbed slowy, inexorably,
toward the nen who huddl ed upon the surrounding platfornms. Sonme of these
archers, carrying the banner of the Red Boar, junped to safety and fled before
the gas surrounded them Qhers stood their posts, seeking targets for their
arrows, but died without striking back. As the m st nmoved on, it continued to
reveal grotesque, twi sted corpses in its wake.

Then the mist seened to clear as a slight breeze noved through the treetops.
Robyn turned the stick around, and the wind whirled with her. The mi st fel
away fromtheir platformas the wind increased in force.

Robyn cl osed her eyes in concentration, holding the stick like a talisnman of
hope, and still the wi nd picked up. The nmist pressed in fromall sides, but
the air flowed outward fromtheir platform keeping that area free of the
killing mst.

Tristan and the others watched, spellbound, as the mst pressed in and then
fell back, locked in its battle with the clean air of Robyn's spell. The
struggle seened to last an eternity, but finally the m st began to dissipate,
falling away nore rapidly and then vanishing into the air.

"They're coming," said Daryth quietly. In the distance they could nake out
flashes of crinson, growing nore distinct every second. The mlitary cadence
of drumbeats grew audi bl e, and soon dozens of ranks of troops could be seen
DOUGLAS NI LES

"The Scarlet Guard," confirmed Paw do

"Come on!" shouted the prince, suddenly |eaping down the |adder and running
anong the scattered defenders. H's conpanions followed himfromthe ranpart as



he drew the Sword of Cynmrych Hugh and held it high

"Men of Doncastle, rally to ne!" Tristan cried. "The power of the goddess has
broken the wi zard's spell. Fight for your town, your people!"

But the battle cries of the Scarlet @uard sounded across the gate, |ong,

ulul ating how s that woul d have shaken the norale of the stoutest defenders.
"Maybe this isn't the place to nake our stand," suggested Daryth. "Look
around. "

The prince saw that they would never assenble enough fighters to hold a
position as wide as the King's Gate—+oo nmany had di ed under the killing cloud,
and nost of the survivors had fled.

"The river! W have to try and forma line at the river!"

Then somet hi ng caught Robyn's eye. "Look! The banner of the Red Boar!"

They saw a cautious face peering frombetween two houses. It belonged to a
frightened | ooki ng young man who carried a long pole, fromwhich fluttered the
standard of one unit routed by the killing cloud.

"Here, man!" called Tristan. Tentatively, the fell ow emerged from his hiding
pl ace. "Are there others? The rest of your unit?"

The man gestured toward the heart of the city. "Al gone," he munbled. "They
ran—+ did, too!"

Tristan could think of nothing else to do. "Cone with us,'
themto the standard!"

Rel uctantly, the man acconpani ed them hol ding the banner high. The Red Boar
synmbol fluttered faintly in the air.

"Men of Doncastle, of the Red Boar!" called Tristan, waving his sword. "Rally
to your standard!" He repeated the cry as they noved along the lIine, and
slowy the routed warriors energed fromthe shelter of buildings and all eys.
Still, there were pathetically few

"Now we have to keep themtogether while we fall back to the river. Daryth,
can you— Tristan stopped suddenly.
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He heard a thundering of hooves and saw Hugh O Roarke nounted upon his
gal | opi ng charger, bearing down upon them "What are you doi ng?" he cri ed.
"Why are you not at the gates?"

"The sorcerers sent a cloud upon us—a nmist that killed all who breathed it."
O Roarke's face whitened in rage. He | ooked around frantically, desperate for

he urged. Rally

inspiration. "We'll have to hold themhere! I'Il pull the garrisons fromthe
ot her gat es—we cannot give them entrance!"”
"That will make the disaster worse!" argued the prince. "Choose good

ground—and fight there! Fall back to the river—ake a line! W have a chance
to hold there!"

"Never!" cried Hugh O Roarke. "W cannot give up another inch of ground

wi thout a fight!"

"I'f you pull the men fromthe other gates, you'll have no position to hold,
anyway. A second attack by the king's army, and you'll be taken fromthe
rear!"

But O Roarke was no longer |istening. Tears ran down his face as he | ooked at
the remmants of the Red Boar conmpany. He whirled his horse to put his plan
into notion. "Men of the Red Boar! Hear ne!l We will stop the king's legion ..
here!" He brandi shed his sword along their line, and a ragged cheer went up
fromthe nen.

The bandit lord did not | ook back as he rode away. He was on his way to pul
his men fromevery other part of the city—+to try to hold a line in a place
chosen by pride, not judgenent.

The diamond rod identified the enemy, but it would be up to Alexei to find
him Magic woul d hel p, but he would have to search with his own eyes. Al exe
was surprised by how badly he wanted to find Kryphon, to kill him Once the
man had been his friend—+he two had been Cyndre's nost trusted |ieutenants.
Now Kryphon was at the heart of all he hated about the council that had turned
hi m out .

Bef ore he began his search, Al exei cast two spells upon hinsel f—ene to detect



magi cal auras, and another that allowed himto see invisible objects. Then he
wal ked to the
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King's Gate, the northeast entrance to the city. This was where the greatest

bl ock of defenders had gat hered—and where the main force of the king's attack
was expect ed.

Al exei wal ked anong the defenders in total concentration. He | ooked into every
ranpart and wal ked slowy down every street in that quarter of the town. He
saw Tristan and his conpani ons on the high palisade. He sensed the om nous
presence of the king's army, breaking canp sonewhere in the depths of the
wood.

But he did not find Kryphon.

Nor was there any sign that magi ¢ had been used upon the ranparts or

barri cades—er anything else. Either the nage was conceal ed very well, waiting
until the attack began, or he was somewhere el se.

Al exei hurried to the Lord's Gate—the northwestern approach to the city. He
wonder ed when the attack woul d come—woul d he be in tinme?

Though the defenders were not so numerous here, he found ranparts and ditches
manned by willing troops who were ready to defend their city to the death. As
he wal ked among the barricades, runors of a rout in the defenses at the King's
Gat e began to spread anong the troops.

He watched in shock as Hugh O Roarke hinself galloped along the line of the
deep ditch, shouting to all the nmen gathered there.

"Follow me! The King's Gate has been breached—you nust fly to the rescue!"
Wth a cheer for their lord, the troops at the Lord's Gate burst fromtheir
positions. They noved at a trot, ignoring any sense of order, eager to join
the fray.

A flash of novenment attracted Alexei's eyes to the entry-way of a small wooden
house. He saw it again—a figure noving stealthily along the shaded side of the
buil ding. He wore a black robe with a gray hood that flowed over his shoul ders
i ke a cape.

Finally the figure enmerged. He wal ked beside an enpty ditch, fondling the

shar pened points of the stakes that had been hastily erected there. He threw
back his head and | aughed, and as the hood fell away fromhis tight, bearded
face, Al exei recognized Kryphon
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H s eneny stood at |east five hundred feet away, between the trunks of two
huge oaks. The trees were connected by a solid ranpart, twenty feet up. Al exe
fastened his eyes to that ranpart as he began to cast a spell

"Xor-thax, teray."

In the blink of an eye, Alexei teleported to the center of the ranp,
materializing in one place as he vanished fromthe other. As soon as he felt
the hard wood of the rampart under his feet, the w zard began his next spell
But the | ong beans of the bridge creaked under his sudden weight. Al exei did
not stop to see if Kryphon had noticed the sound-he ceased his casting and
rolled to the side. A nonent |ater, a blast of magical energy exploded in the
m ddl e of the ranpart. Each of the ends of the bridge, no | onger supported,
dropped to the ground.

Al exei |eaped fromthe ranmpart. In md-air, he uttered the one-word conmand
for one of his sinplest spells—a spell that would take effect inmediately.
Thus enchanted, he floated gently to the ground like a falling feather

Kryphon had not waited to identify his attacker, and now Al exei saw no sign of
him Then he heard a | ow voi ce behind one of the tree trunks. As he settled to
t he ground, Kryphon reappeared, wapped in a shimering green gl obe of |ight.
Kryphon's eyes w dened as he recogni zed Al exei, who stood facing himon the
ground. "Well, conrade" he said, "I amsurprised to see that you are stil
alivel"

"And you, it would seem have already lived too long."

Kryphon | aughed. "W shall see who has lived too |ong!"

Al exei suspected the nature of the gl obe surrounding his foe, and it worried



himgreatly. But it could be an illusion, and he had to nake sure. He quickly
rai sed his right hand and pointed at Kryphon's heart.

"Magi us, stryke!"

Fi ve hissing bolts of nmagical energy shot in rapid succession fromAl exei's
fingertip, each arrowing toward Kryphon's grinning figure. And each sizzled
into extinction as it cane into contact with the green sphere.

"I aminpressed in spite of nyself," acknowl edged Al exei. Despite his outer
calm his nmind whirled through a successi on of desperate plans, discarding
each as futile.
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"That could not matter less to ne," sneered Kryphon. He waved a hand before
him preparing to cast a spell

"Did you have a pleasurable dalliance with Doric?" asked Al exei, seizing upon
that old ground as he groped for a plan

"Bah! She quickly became annoying."

"Did you send her after the druid? She failed, you know. "

Kryphon paused, surprised. "She went without nmy perm ssion. She has been too
frightened to return to me, since-no doubt doubly so, if she failed."

Al exei |aughed. "She did not return to you because she cannot. The druid
killed her!"

Al exei hoped to provoke a strong reaction fromhis eneny, but he was

di sappoi nted. Kryphon shrugged and suddenly knit his brows in concentration
Carefully, he stroked his fingers through the air.

"Sheeriath, drake," he hissed. Alexei dove to the side at his words, and the
sticky strings of web m ssed himby scant inches. He rolled behind a tree,
still concentrating.

The gl obe of invulnerability protected Kryphon from Al e-xei's magic. H s eneny
had all the advantages, stalking himwhile he could do little but scuttle out
of the way. And how coul d he fight back w thout using his magic? Wthout using
his magi ¢ on Kryphon, he reninded hinself.

The murderous sorcerer crept closer—Al exei could hear the faint tread of his
footfalls. He caught a glimrer of the magical screen conming around the tree
and knew that his enenmy was al nost upon him Overhead, one end of the
shattered bridge hung linply. Kryphon stepped closer, and now Al exei saw him
Kryphon's hands were raised in preparation for a final, killing spell.

Al exei raised a hand, weaving a spell of his own. He saw Kryphon's confi dent
grin—the black wi zard felt quite secure behind his magical screen

But Al exei's spell was not cast at the mage. He pulled forth a tiny glass rod,
much |i ke the di anond one Kryphon had used to send the lightning bolt agai nst
Vaughn Bur ne.

"Blitzyth, Dorax zooth!"

The bolt of lightning exploded from Al exei's finger as he pointed not at
Kryphon, but straight above him Kryphon's eyes wi dened in surprise, and he
stumbl ed over the words
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of his own casting as he | eaned back to | ook upward.

In a split second he saw the section of the heavy ranpart sw nging over his
head. He watched the bolt of lightning crackle into it, severing the few

poi nts of support still holding the weckage to the tree. And he screaned as
the mass of tw sted wood plunmeted through his magi cal screen, and his skull,
and his chest.

But even his death scream was drowned by the splintering and snapping of the
broken mass as it crashed heavily to earth. The pile of weckage creaked and
groaned for several seconds before settling—a suitably anonynmous gravestone
for Kryphon, Al exei thought. The sudden end to the fight |eft himweak and
trenbling. He felt a little frustrated at the suddenness of Kryphon's deat h—-he
had hoped to savor the nonment nore.

He | eaned agai nst a rough tree trunk, slowy dropping until he was slunped on
the ground. He stayed there for several minutes, until the sounds of marching
awakened himfromhis reverie. The enpty battlenents greeted his eyes, and



beyond, as if to nock him he saw a line of crimson sol diers advanci ng toward
the gate.

Al exei stayed behind the tree and watched. The soldiers, at first gl ance,
seened very close—but then he realized that it was their huge size that gave
this inpression. For these were not humans, marching a hundred abreast toward
t he undef ended gate of Doncastle.

This was the ogre brigade.

The troops of Doncastle made a valiant stand at the King's Gate. One brigade
of human nercenaries shattered agai nst the pikes and swords of O Roarke's nen.
The Sword of Cynrych Hugh cl ained a dozen or nore nercenaries. O Roarke rode
like a maniac, directing his charger into the thick of the fighting, flailing
about with a great two-handed sword. The man | ooked |i ke he had been born to
battl e.

But then the ogres marched into the rear of the defenders. As the rest of the
Scarl et Guard charged the broken position, Hugh O Roarke led a futile
counterattack. Dozens of his nmen fell around him pushing their |eader to
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safety. At the last, the bandit | eader was swept along with his nmen routing
fromthe fight—those few that had survived the bl oody onsl aught of the ogres.
The di saster devel oped swiftly. Wthin nminutes of the first appearance of the
nonstrous troops, word spread through the ranks that the battle was lost. Wth
no hope of victory, the nen of Doncastle were reluctant to face their doom
They fled through the abandoned streets of the city, away fromthe envel opi ng
wi ngs of the royal arny. In chaos and confusion, the panic-striken mass poured
through the Druid's Gate, into the wilds of Dernall Forest.

Tristan and his conpani ons stood until the line collapsed around them It was
easy to foresee the inevitable result of the attack, so Tristan again deci ded
to keep his friends together and alive rather than staying to nake an heroic
but fruitless stand.

"Stay together!" he cried, holding Robyn's hand. Daryth and Pawl do fl anked the
druid, while Canthus raced behind.

Hundreds of men, eyes wide with panic, pressed around them Robyn was torn
fromhis grasp by the force of the retreat. As he saw her black hair borne
away by the nob, he panicked and reached for the Sword of Cyrnrych Hugh, ready
to battle his way to her side, if need be.

But sonehow the druid nmanaged to stop noving, standing serenely with her eyes
cl osed, and mraculously the fleeing soldiers avoided her, |eaving her as an
island in the raging river of retreat.

They started noving again, swept along by the crowd, and suddenly the prince
recogni zed a tousled head of red hair. He pushed through a pair of bedraggl ed
swordsnen and took Fiona's arm

"Let go!" she cried, and then recognized him "Wat happened? | didn't expect
to see you running away."

"Come on," he said, forcing her back to his conpanions.

"I can take care of nyself." She waved her shortsword. "I'm staying here to
stick this into the king's heart as soon as he gets here!"

"Join us—you'll have another chance!" Tristan said, maintaining his hold on

her as they were swept al ong.
They passed through the Druid's Gate as snoke was
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beginning to fill the air. Once outside of the city, Robyn led the way. The

troops foll owed the pathways through the woods, but she took her conpani ons
through the thick of the forest. It seened that she opened a path with a wave
of her hand before her

"They've put the city to the torch,"” muttered Daryth, |ooking behind him The
Calishite plainly regretted their flight.

"What now?" asked Robyn. "The rebels can't run forever. WII the king and his
W zards try to slay themall?"

Tristan couldn't neet her gaze. "I'msure that the sorcerer will not rest



until every shred of resistance is crushed fromthe people of Al aron!"

"And then Gwnneth, perhaps—er Mray? Tristan, we cant |let this happen!"
"What do you want ne to do?" he demanded.

Robyn gestured into the forest. "You can gather that army and fight again!
W'll stand with you!"

"She's right!" Daryth's eyes lit. "The nen of Doncastle were not

sl aughtered—they fled. Rally them and you'll have an arny that can stand
agai n!"

"You must!" cried Fiona, her eyes flashing. "My father died to bring word of
that army—boncastle died trying to stop it! You can't let those sacrifices go
in vain!"

"There's \oo many in the king's |l egions—this force will never be able to stop
them "

"That's not what you said at Freeman's Down," said Robyn, a little sharply.
"And why do you suppose the king only attacked with the Scarl et Guard?"
persisted Daryth. "Could it be that his other |lords are not so | oyal +that a
vi ctory against the king nmight cause themto | ose heart?"

"Perhaps even to join the rebel cause?" added the druid.

Tristan | ooked at his conpanions, and he knew they were right. He didn't know
how he could hope to rally the broken force—but he knew that he had to try.

"Very well," he agreed quietly. "Let's nove quickly and get ahead of the
troops. W'll pick a place to rally them and see what happens."
307
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"A splendid battle! A marvelous fight! My, how a victory gets one's bl ood
punpi ng! Oh, say—took at the flanes!" King Carrathal was quite beside hinself.
In one blow, it appeared that he had crushed the rebellion. He stood outside
his coach at the King's Gate, watching the sacking of Doncastle.

"Now, let's get back to Caer Callidyrr—+ sinply must have a victory feast!"

Still beam ng, he clinbed into the coach. Cyndre, who had just returned froma
meeting with his council, followed.

"Sire, | fear the task is not yet done."

"Eh, what's that?"

"The usurper was not found anong the dead. However, ny nman, Kryphon, was. |'m

certain another of ny mages also died in that city—+ would certainly have
found her by now if she were alive. This prince has now cost ne,
personal | y—and he will pay! There are still potent forces of rebellion here,
and we cannot rest until the spark of mutiny has been quelled for good!"
"Search again for the body of the usurper!" shrilled the king. "He must be
here! Put out those fires—his body will be burned, and we'll never find il
"I tell you, he lives!" hissed the nage.

"And | tell you you're wong!" shouted the king. He | ooked at the w sps of
snoke rising fromall quarters of Doncastle, at the bodies sprawl ed across the
ground. H's mind felt star-tlingly cl ear—and he hated what he saw

"Let themgo," argued the king. "W have taught thema | esson. W shall return
to ny palace, and there | will throw a festival such as Callidyrr has never
seen. "

"No, Your Majesty. W nust—=

"What did you say?" King Carrathal's nose twitched slightly. "Did you say 'no
to me—your |ord?"

Cyndre cursed. Dark magic rose within himlike the bubbling prelude to a

vol canic eruption. H's smooth voice cracked into a snarl

"You are a pitiful worm Everything you have | have given you, and now you
lack the gratitude to repay nme or even the sense to see the w sdom of ny

wor ds! "

"I am king! You cannot speak to me that way! Now | eave ne—+ shall give the
orders to return to Callidyrr myself."
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Bl ack magi c expl oded fromthe nage, hissing invisibly around the nonarch. The
color drained fromthe king's face. Then he slunped in his seat, his eyes open



but gl azed. Dunmbly, he stared into the distance. The Crown of the Isles tipped
forward, sliding across his face, and then fell heavily to the floor of the
coach.

"I shall give the order,’
your castle.”

Hobarth, cleric of Bhaal, ate his feasts and drank his draughts with grow ng

i npati ence. Waiting for sone word fromhis god, he anmused hinsel f by ani mating
t he bodies of the twelve druids who had fallen in the fight. Marching his
undead arny into ranks as separate conpanies, he placed the druid undead in
command. Then he marched and countermarched the zonbi e and skel eton arny
across the grove of the Great Druid, tranmpling everything to nud.

Al the trees died, dropping their withered | eaves to sink into the norass.
Only the Moonwell and the twenty stone statues about it retained any senbl ance
of purity.

And then cane the word of Bhaal, and Hobarth smiled at his deity's

i nstructions. He ordered the conpanies of undead to collect the bodies of
their fallen conrades—those zonbi es and skel etons that had fallen under the
def enders' cl aws, weapons, or magic. The undead carried the bodies to the
Moonwel | and threw them i n.

Each twice-killed zonmbie hit the smooth water with an oily hiss, twtching and

hi ssed the sorcerer. "And it will not be a return to

thrashing in a froth of bubbles until it disappeared. Each skel eton burst and
cracked upon imersion in the sacred wafers. And slowy death spread through
the Moonwel |, fading the pure light of its waters, warm ng the cool nagic of

the Earthnother. Wth each body added, the white waters faded, to gray, and
then to sludgy brown. The light died, extinguished entirely.

And the water turned bl ack.
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Fi ne

The dwarves energed fromthe w de cave nmouth, tranping slowmy into the Iight
of the sun. Their bodies were bent from weariness, and their grizzled heads
were bowed by their defeat. Finellen was the |ast one to enmerge. The dark
dwarves hated the sun, but she knew they would not be far behind in pursuit of
an ultimate victory.

And this they could earn. The dwarven captain's heart burned with pain as she
| ooked at her warriors. The dwarves had fornmed into lines, awaiting their
captai n—but there were less than half of the original three hundred |left.
"Let's find a place to finish it," she said |loudly enough for themall to
hear. None of them had any illusions about their inevitable fate—the thousands
of duergar that pursued them would not |et them escape.

The cave nobuth was near the sea, on the western coast of Al aron. They stood
upon a rocky headland with many jutting pronontories. In sone places, high
cliffs dropped to the wavebeaten shore. Finellen did not inmediately see a

pl ace to make her stand, so she turned to the weary dwarves again.

"Let's march!"

Turning to the north, with the sea to their left, the ragged col um began to
trudge al ong t he coast.

The conpani ons fled through the forest, follow ng the path that Robyn created,
for a day and a night before they rested. Then they collapsed in a dark grove
of pines, haunted by the menories of the battle and the rout. For nuch of
their flight, the screans of doomed and dyi ng nmen had
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echoed t hrough the woods behind them They knew that the Scariet Guard was
pursuing the defeated arny.

"What are we going to do?" asked Daryth, renoving his boots to rub his swollen
feet. Pawl do and Fiona had al ready dropped off to sleep, but Robyn and Tristan
sat up on a cushion of needles, resting their aching | egs. Canthus stood al ert
at the edge of the grove.

"I"ve been thinking about that," said the prince, exhaustion plain in his
voice. "Qur only chance is to catch as many of the survivors as possible and
try torally them W'Ill need to find a town or a crossroads and wait there."



"We've nade good tinme," nodded the Calishite. "I'msure we've outdistanced
nost of the nmen of Doncastle."

THst an sl unped onto his back. Their whol e plan seemed so tenuous that he could
not dispel a sense of defeat. But the plan was all they had.

They rested for an hour before wearily clinmbing to their feet to resunme the
march. Before long they found a track in the woods and followed it to the

sout hwest. Another track joined it, and the primtive road led theminto a
wide glen in the forest. Here they found a little village surrounded by
pasturel and. The forest continued beyond, except to the north. There, a

| oWl and of dead trees extended as far as they coul d see.

"They' ve been fl ooded and drowned," Robyn said sadly.

They entered the tiny hamet. A dozen thatch-roofed cottages clustered, amd
their pastures, on the bank of a wi nding and placid stream Robyn |ed the way
up the nuddy track.

"Where is everybody?" wondered Pawl do. There was not a soul visible. Even the
cattle were gone fromthe fields.

Robyn stopped and listened. Tristan could hear nothing.

"Look!" cried Fiona, pointing to the path fromDernall Forest. Afile of nen
energed, trudging wearily along the trail. The nuddy, broken soldiers fel

into the shade of the trees, collapsing in exhaustion. Steadily, the weary nen
of Doncastle reached the open ground and stopped to rest.

But then a figure energed fromthe forest who did not stoop, who did not narch
bowed by defeat and exhausti on.

"Alexei!" cried the prince, running to nmeet the sorcerer
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"It is good to see you all—-alive," said the mage. "Many were not so
fortunate."”

"O Roar ke?" asked Tristan

"I don't know. Maybe he's with the main band of his army."

"Where's that? | thought they woul d gather here.”

"The king's arnmy pursued swiftly," explained Al exei, shaking his head. "Most
of the nen were forced southward. | think Cyndre wi shes to push them out of
the forest, where they can be found nore easily."

"Where will they flee?" asked Robyn.

"Who knows?" responded the mage. "Southward across the plain, or west to the
coast."

"But the island is only so large,” Tristan said. "The king's arny wll corner
them eventual ly. They'll be slaughtered |ike sheep! W have to bring them

t oget her agai n—Aake a stand sonmewhere."

Tristan turned to the assenbly of stragglers. Many of them had been foll ow ng
the discussion with interest, but Tristan couldn't read their faces. Wuld
they foll ow hinf

"Men of Alaron!" he began. "Qur cause is not lost. The goddess is with us, and
the m ght of the king has been danaged. One of his nost powerful sorcerers has
j oi ned our cause.

"Rally with ne! We'll gather the forces of Doncastle together and create a
plan. W will meet and defeat this king. It is not too latel™

"Who are you, someone who wants to get us lulled?" asked one nan.

"I am Tristan Kendrick, Prince of Corwell!" he proclaimed. He saw surprise and

interest in all too few faces.

"Corwel | ?" snorted the speaker. "By what clai mwuld you command nmen of
Callidyrr?"

"Aclaimvalid for all of the Ffolk. A synbol of our past and future

great ness—the Sword of Cynmrych Hugh!" He drew the weapon swiftly and held it
above his head. Rays of sunlight reflected fromthe silvery blade, flickering
across the assenbl ed nen.

A few nore | ooked interested, but nost still wore expressions of skepticismor
di strust. The original speaker replied for them

"The stories are true, then—you carry the weapon of our
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greatest king. But still, we have no hope of standing against the Scarl et
Quard! "

"You—and | —stood against themwell at the King's Gate! It was only another
man's mistake that led to our defeat!"”

He wanted to rail against the nen, threaten them-but he knew that tactic would
only drive them away. Yet the defeat and exhaustion on their faces signified
nore than words how hopel ess his task really was.

"Look!" cried one of the men, leaping to his feet. They all turned to the
north, and Tristan saw it too: a flash of crinson anbng the dead trees. Mire
and nore of the color appeared, and the prince instantly understood what was
happeni ng. A conpany of the Scarlet Guard had noved in an arc around the
retreati ng hunans and now noved toward Hi ckorydale to seal off this escape
route.

"The guard! Flee for your lives!" soneone screaned hysterically, and the
battered survivors stared in disbelief at their approaching nenmesis. Severa
started for the woods.

"Wait!" Robyn's voice, strong and conmmandi ng, rang through the clearing. A
gentl e breeze ruffled her long hair, and she planted her hands on her hips.

"I offer you a chall enge—a chance to avenge your defeat!"

"How?" demanded a burly swordsman. Dried blood was crusted on his shirt and
ar ns.

"If I can stop the king's nercenaries—those,"” she said, pointing to the
approaching red line, "will you join us?"

The swordsman | aughed. "Sure." O her men nodded, certain they couldn't |ose.
Robyn turned and strode across the pasture just north of Hickorydale, unti
she reached the edge of the dead wood. The troops of the guard were severa
hundred yards away, advancing steadily in a neat, unbroken |line. They pointed
their spears before them—a bristling wall of steel death.

The druid took the runestick from her beltpouch and ran her fingers across a
portion of the shaft. She touched the runes reverently, holding the stick
before her at arms length. Then she gestured broadly with it, as if marking a
line al ong the edge of the trees.

Tri stan watched her, awestruck by her poise and confidence. The group of nen
stared as well. The prince watch-
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ed their faces and saw | ooks ranging from di sbelief and skepticismto blind
faith and hunbl e prayer.

Then Robyn shouted. The sound carried clearly to the men, though the word she
had spoken was unintelligible. The spearnen of the Scarlet Guard hastened
their pace, advancing alnmost within throw ng range of the druid.

But they never got there.

A sheet of orange flanme sprang up fromthe ground al ong the edge of the dead
forest. A slight breeze carried it into the trees, and the dry wood crackl ed
into an instant inferno. The fire quickly devoured the edge of the woods and
raced northward. The flanmes and snoke obscured the nmen of the guard, but the
wat chers knew that no nen could live in that kind of furnace. The spearnmen who
did not flee to the north npost assuredly died in the fire.

The burly swordsman gave a cheer of triunph. "I'ma man of ny word," he said.
"My sword is yours."

"Mght as well die with friends as alone,"” said another. A few nore rose to
their feet, followed by nost of the rest. Only a dozen or so remai ned behind.
The others, nearly a hundred strong, followed the prince and his conpani ons
away from Hi ckorydal e and Dernall Forest toward a destination none of them
knew.

"I-1"m goi ng back there—back there!" Yazilliclick announced suddenly. He sat
on the grassy bank of a placid stream and | ooked up at New .

"Back where?" asked the faerie dragon lazily. He | ounged upon a tree |linb that
hung over the clear water.

Newt was bor ed.

"Come with me. Newt! Let's find Robyn—i nd Robyn!"



"Find Robyn? That would be fun! Let's go!"

They drifted along through the vast forest, neandering slowy toward
Doncastle. It was a full day later before they got close enough to tell that
somet hi ng was w ong.

"S-snoke?" asked the sprite.

"It sure snells, too! I bet Robyn didn't like that much—a big fire stinking up
t he whol e woods! Too bad we coul dn't have seen her—
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Newt stopped in shock as they enmerged fromthe trees.

"Wwhere's the town?" gasped Yazilliclick. "Where's Hobyn—Robyn?"

The whol e expanse before them was a bl ackened wastel and of ash and soot.
Tendrils of snoke rose from several piles of charred wood. The Swanmay River,
wi ndi ng placidly through the m dst of the desolation, was full of scorched
gar bage and bodi es.

"Come on!" cried Newt. "We've got to find her! |I bet she's in big trouble
sonewhere! "

The two faeries raced with remarkabl e purpose across the wastel and and into
the forest. They didn't know where Robyn had gone, but they would I ook
everywhere if they had to. For another day they buzzed hurriedly, discovering
pockets of refugees from Doncastle and conpani es of the Scarlet Guard. But
they found no sign of the druid or her friends.

Finally, they reached the western edge of the forest. Before themrolled a
belt of green nmoor, and they could see the gray waves of the Sea of Mbonshae
beyond.

"W nust have m ssed her—issed her! W have to go back and try again!" wailed
t he wood sprite.

"Wait!" said Newt, |ooking carefully at the nmoor before them "What's that?"
Before Yazilliclick could answer, the dragon darted fromthe trees toward the
objects that were attracting his eye. Newmt blinked into invisibility, and the
sprite did the sane as he reluctantly foll owed.

They soon saw that these were creatures, but not the humans they were
searching for. Yazilliclick wanted to turn back to the woods, but Newt kept
goi ng. "They look famliar—+ know, they're dwarves! | know | ots of dwarves—
they' re kind of sourpusses, but they can be fun!"

The dejected sprite trailed along as Newt |anded in front of the marching
colum. The dragon suddenly became visible, drawing a startled curse fromthe
| eadi ng dwar f.

"Hi, Finellen!" he chirped. "It's ne, Newt! Say, have you seen Robyn
anywher e?"

The band of rebels grew as it noved sout hwestward
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t hrough the forest. They encountered many small groups of stragglers, and
these willingly fell in with them when they saw the size of the large group
Robyn continued to open the path for themthrough the forest, and they
travel ed far nore quickly than their pursuers.

Tri stan overheard sone of the nen who had joined them at Hi ckorydal e
recounting the tale of Robyn's fire spell. The story grew grander each tine,
until according to the teller, an entire brigade of ogres had been routed.

It pleased himto hear these boastful stories, and it nade the men feel better
as well. The norale of the entire group increased with each step and each new
band of recruits.

But finally they reached the edge of the forest, having been driven nearly to
the coast by the knowl edge that the Scarlet Guard was in pursuit. Tristan
ordered a rest break, and the nmen coll apsed on the grassy noor, stil
exchangi ng boasts. He saw that nmany of the nmen were unarmed, and he put them
to work cutting and sharpeni ng stakes. The nmakeshift spears woul d have to do.
"They | ook steadier already," remarked Robyn.

"Yes. If we can avoid the king's arny for a few nore days, | think we'll have
an army of our own!" said Tristan. "We'll rest here for an hour and then nove



on—that's our best chance to pick up nore recruits.™

"You may not even have to do that—+took!" The druid pointed to the south, along
t he coast.

The ragged band of nen trudging wearily toward them were obviously also nmen of
Doncast | e—several hundred of them As they drew closer, Tristan recognized two
of the nen in the |ead.

"O Roarke and Pontswain," he said quietly.

Robyn and Fiona joined himas he wal ked purposefully toward the approachi ng
band. The bandit | eader stopped to wait for them and his nen flopped wearily
on the grass.

"Prince of Corwell," said the outlaw, eyeing Tristan with barely conceal ed
hostility. "I see you have gathered sone of my men together."

"They are yours no longer, my lord Roarke," Tristan responded evenly. "You
lost the right to command them when you led themto disaster in Doncastle. You
wer e
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i ndeed the lord of that town, but that town no |onger exists. If you wi sh, we

shal |l ask them who they desire to follow+ amconfident it will be ne!"
"So you failed to usurp the king, and now you woul d take nmy nen instead?"
"Don't be such a ponpous fool!" snapped Fiona, stepping before the prince to

glare at O Roarke. "He has done nmore to strike at the king in a week than you
have done in your entire life! Now you nmust help him—+t's your only chance to
make ny father's sacrifice nean something!"

"How dare you— Hugh choked with rage

"How dare you pretend you are the man to |l ead them " barked the prince. "Your
st ubbornness cost the lives of hundreds of their conpanions. Your refusal to
| ook at the battle rationally doomed your entire town to burning!"

The prince's words cut into Hugh O Roarke like a knife. He had carried the
guilty know edge with him since the battle, but no one had dared to throwit
so bluntly in his face.

"There is hope of victory yet," urged Tristan. "You and your nmen can join wth
me. You can avenge the defeat, stand up to the Scarlet Guard! W will unite
and give battle!"

A spark of O Roarke's old spirit flashed in his eyes, and he | ooked fromhis
band of exhausted stragglers to Tristan's group, industriously carving spears.
"Let me lead us all to victory," said the prince quietly.

Hugh O Roarke drew his sword in a swift notion, then knelt and offered the
hilt of his weapon to the prince. Tristan took the blade in gratitude and
relief. "Rise, nmy lord, and join us!"

A cheer arose from both groups as O Roarke's nmen stood and nmarched quickly to
Tristan's. The small force now nunbered over five hundred nen.

"Pont swai n?" Tristan turned back to the I ord, who had stood sullenly during
his conversation with O Roarke. "WII| you, too, cast your lot with us?"

"You have no hope—none at all," said the lord, looking in despair at the
ragged band. "I will fight and die here now, for | have no choice!

"But know this, my prince! Qur deaths—yours and m ne-nean the death of hope
for Corwell. You have chosen to
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fight your battle here in Callidyrr. It is my own folly that my fight is tied
to yours—for now our own ki ngdomis bereft of |eadership!" Pontswain stal ked
past himtoward the gathering of nen.

"He's wong," said Robyn quietly. "There is a strength in these nmen that you
can harness. W can prevail!l"

"You're right. I"'mbeginning to feel that it is possible, that mybe we can
win. If we can have just a few nore days to grow and get a little rest, we'll
have an arny that can stand up to the Scarlet Guard and thrash it!"

After a two hour rest, they resuned the march, traveling between the forest
and the sea. The coastline here was a |low bluff that rolled down a grassy



slope to the shore. The beach itself was lined with coarse gravel

They encountered nore groups of stragglers along the shore, and all of these
joined their ranks. Finally, in their march to the south, they came over a
rise and saw a small fishing town spread before them€antrev Codfin, according
to one of the soldiers.

There were no signs of activity around the village.

"Stay here, with the men," Tristan said to Daryth and O Roarke. "I want to
have a | ook at this."

"Take some of the nen with you," urged O RoarKke.

"W will be safe,"” Robyn said. "The danger is past here."

Tri stan and Robyn wal ked down the gentle hill into the village. Froma

di stance, they had seen few details, but as they noved cl oser they entered a
scene of grimhorror. In the village, spraw ed grotesquely, were a hundred or
nore bodies. Torn and mutilated Ffolk lay nmotionless in their cottages and
yards. There was no living thing left in the village. Humans, dogs,

chi ckens—everyt hi ng had been slain by those tearing cl aws.

"What coul d have done this?" asked Robyn, her face ashen. "Not the ogres. They
woul dn't tear the bodies like this, and they would have burned the place to

t he ground.

"Not even the sorcerers would do this!" Robyn whi spered. She was certain, in
some nysterious way, that this attack was part of a |arger schene.

"But what—er who—waoul d do this?"

"I don't know," said the druid, but she pointed to the
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ground in a soft patch of wet sand. Many prints of feet that were both webbed
and cl awed crossed the patch. The feet |ooked famliar to the prince, and he
renenber ed where he had seen them before. "The sahuagi n have conme fromthe
sea."

"What's a scatterbrained faerie dragon doi ng here?" grow ed FineUen, in no
nood for idle chatter.

"Wy, | ooking for Robyn, of course! | should think that woul d be obvi ous, even
to a dwarf! But what are you doing here? Now that's a good question!"

Fi neUen was too tired and discouraged to argue. "W flee one battlefield, and
| ook for another—ene where we can die with honor?

"Well, that seens like a silly plan. | nean, like you plan to | ose the battle
or something! Now, wouldn't it be much better to find Robyn and Tristan and do
somet hi ng fun?"

"What do you know of the Prince of Corwell?" demanded the dwarf. "Quickly,
Wrm speak!"

"Well, | certainly amnot in the nood to talk to someone who speaks to ne |ike
that! Wrm indeed! Wiy, if you weren't a friend of ny friends, | would use a
spell on you that woul d—=

"Tell me!" growmed Finellen in a voice that even Newt could not ignore.

Yazilliclick, invisible sone distance away, actually feared for the little
dragon's life.
"Well, it started when we went back to Doncastl e. "

By the follow ng evening, Tristan estimated his fledging arny's strength at
nearly a thousand nen. At the sane tine, reports of nore vigorous pursuit by
the king's arny came to themthrough stragglers. That afternoon, they were

di scovered by crinson-coated horsenen. The riders shadowed them for the rest
of the day, and the prince knew that it wouldn't be long before the entire
arny gathered for the attack

I ndeed, as they canme over a hill just before sunset, they saw a full brigade
of the Scarlet Cuard's human nerce-
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nari es. These spearnen and swordsmen stood shoul der to shoul der, facing north.
"Dam!" Tristan, in the lead of his force, stopped.

"That's not all" said OTtoarke, stepping to his side. The bandit |ord had been
cooperative and forceful in getting his troops to march beside the prince, and
Tristan had been grateful for his presence. "There, to the north!"



Looki ng behind them the prince saw nore red-cloaked figures energing fromthe
forest. These were huge, runbling shapes—the ogres!

"We're trapped," he said bitterly. The sea rolled to their west, and brigades
of the guard stood to the north and south. Tb the east, the land clinbed

qui ckly away fromthe shore. If the nen tried to flee that way, they would
inevitably scatter along the rough ground and be destroyed pi eceneal. And even
that option was elimnated as another row of crinmson uniforms appeared al ong
the crest of the high country—the third brigade of the Scarlet Guard had

conpl eted the encircl enent.

Al exei, Daryth, Pawl do, O Roarke, and Robyn joined the prince as he groped for
a pl an.

"My prince, what is that?" asked Al exei, pointing toward the south. Tristan

| ooked past the ranks of spearmen up the steeply sloping headl and, to the
rocky pronmontory he had originally seen as a bivouac. There were snall figures
up there, noving toward a point below them The nercenaries, apparently, did
not realize there was a group behind them

"Who are they?" asked Robyn.

"I can't tell —but what's that?" Astounded, Tristan watched the tiny figures
pry and push at the boulders on their hilltop. Several of the huge rocks broke
free, tunbling toward the backs of the king's brigade bel ow them More and
nore of the stones were pushed off the crest, tunbling and rolling until they
crashed through the line of the Scarlet Guard.

Soon a crashing landslide tore at the side of the rise as an ocean of crushing
rock poured down the hill. Woever was up there had just done them a great
service, but they would need to capitalize on the opportunity.

"Charge!" he cried. "Tb the hilltop!"
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H s men voiced a ragged cheer and followed as he held the Sword of Cymrych
Hugh hi gh above his head. A thousand voices cried for the blood of the guard,
and the rebels of Doncastle rushed forward |like a tidal wave toward the broken
crinson ranks.

The dust fromthe |landslide had barely settled when the nmen of Doncastle
reached the base of the hill. Many of the crinson-coated spearnen had been
crushed by the rocks, and the rest had been separated into small groups in
their haste to escape the slide.

These groups were easy prey for the attackers. Tristan led the way into one
band of perhaps eighty spearmen. The great noorhound growl ed and snapped at
his side, and the nen of Doncastle spread behind him He stabbed and cut and
thrust his way into the thick of the eneny, ignoring a dozen painful wounds.
The pocket of spearnen quickly fell under the attack, and the prince saw his
men sl ow the nonentum of their charge. "Onward! Tb the top!" he cried, |eaping
anong the boulders to begin the clinb up the rocky knoll.

He paused and | ooked back. The ogre brigade |unbered forward, and the
nmercenaries to the east were stream ng down to the shore. But his force had

br oken through the shattered brigade, clinbing the hill. They would reach the
top before the other guards could join the fight.

And there, grinning down at himthrough her bristling beard, stood the
stalwart Finellen.

A thousand nen of Doncastle and one hundred fifty sturdy dwarves stood upon

t he rocky knoll and watched the sun di sappear into the Sea of Monshae. The
rise was a good place to fight—steep sides dropped to the north, east, and
south, while a peninsula jutted into the sea to the west. A narrow neck of

| and, barely fifty feet wide and flanked by towering cliffs to either side,
connected the pronontory to the mainland. This would be their final redoubt.
Ciffs sheltered their position fromattack by sea.

Tristan's elation had di med, though, as Finellen grimy pointed out that the
hel p of the dwarves cane with its own
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cost: The creeping nmass of the duergar arny was plainly visible to the south.
Al ready, the |eading dark dwarves were probing the base of their rise—though a



brief shower of arrows fromthe archers of Doncastle sent them scurrying back
for cover.

The dark dwarves probed and retreated several tinmes as darkness closed in.
Each time they tried to force their way up the slope and were called back by
their own commanders. It nade sense—all of the enenmy arnmies would attack in
the norning and Cyndre woul d not want to allow the dwarves to attack al one—and
possi bly suffer a bl oody repul se—before the rest of his troops were ready.

The ogre brigade had noved down fromthe north to canp at the base of their
hill on that side, and to the east the human nercenaries of the Scarlet Guard
had made canp, cutting off escape inland.

The Prince of Corwell knew that his victory over the king's force, if it were
to happen, would have to come here. But he faced the fact with grim
acceptance: It was far nore likely that the battle would lead to the deaths of
themall.

The hard ground prevented Al exei fromsleeping confortably, as it had for the
| ast several nights. He awakened well before dawn, chill and stiff beneath his
wool en bl anket, listening to the sounds of the slunbering canp.

And then he felt sonething el se—a presence not of this canp, but near it. It
settled upon hi muneasily, banishing all thoughts of sleep. He arose and threw
a robe over his shoul ders, shivering in the pre-dawn chill. He suspected the
nature of his uneasiness, but he stood still for several minutes, staring to
the north until he could be certain.

Cyndre was near.

Al exei had studied and nmastered the spell books of Annu-wynn. Hi s hands, while
not as linber as they once were, had recovered sufficiently to allow himto
use his magic quickly and easily. And now was the tine.

A startled sentry saw Al exei disappear from sight. No one saw hi mreappear
several mles to the north on an enpty stretch of coastline. Hs intuition had
served hi mwel | —he
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heard the runbling of wagons and the tread of heavy footfalls nearby.

I nvisible, the mage wal ked toward the colum that gradually materialized out
of the darkness. He stepped to the side to avoid a galloping outrider. The man
did not slow down as he passed, but his horse gave a startled whinny as it
caught the unseen wi zard's scent.

Al exei stopped less than a hundred feet fromthe road and watched the king's
arnmy. He saw the ogres tronp past, and then the rest of the Scarlet Guard. The
king's coach rolled into sight, and he saw the green aura surrounding it. No
matter—he had a different target in nmind

Finally, he saw the eight black horses and the | ong wagon that carried the
council of sorcerers. Many tinmes he had ridden in that wagon with his

conpani ons to serve some whimof Cyndre's. Now, he expected, Wertam Talraw,
and Kerianow were in there. They had done nothing in particular to arouse

Al exei's anger, but that was quite unnecces-sary. Their deaths woul d anger
Cyndre, and that was justification enough for the sorcerer

"Pyrax surass Histar," he said, pointing at the coach

The little marble of fire floated fromhis fingertip, wafting casually toward
the council's wagon. He waited until the spot of |ight touched the door of the
| ong coach.

"Byrassyll."

Li ght shot through the darkness, casting | ong shadows over the menbers of the
king's arnmy. Searing heat followed as the fireball expanded to engulf the
coach and its horses. The fire was too hot to grant its victins nmore than the
briefest of tornmented screans.

Morments | ater, the coach and its occupants were nothing but ashes on the
ground. Panic spread through the columm as troops and outriders scurried to
find the attacker.

But he was al ready gone.

The hand of Bhaal reached forward. Eagerly, the god nudged the players in his
gane. Things were progressing splendidly, and he relished the approach of his



ultimate victory

DOUGLAS M LES

The sahuagin swarned fromthe surf at a dozen little villages along the coast
of western Callidyrr. They energed awkwardly fromthe rolling breakers,
stunbling onto the gravelly beaches and struggling to adapt their gills to
breathing air. But this they did quickly, flexing those wi de organs open as

t hey slipped anong the houses and harbors of the vill ages.

They killed quickly, wthout enotion. Any man, woman or child they nmet was
swiftly slashed to death by claws and razor-sharp teeth, or inpaled. The
younger bodi es were devoured, and any itens of gold or silver were plundered.
Then the sahuagin returned to the sea.

Searching, they swam al ong the coast and gathered with their king at a
promont ory al ong the shore.

The undead had marched slowy toward this shore for several days, and finally
they clinmbed the sloping bottomtoward shall ow wafer, and surf, and then air.
Late in the night they joined the sahuagin at that high pronontory.
Syt hhi ssal was the first to energe, striding boldly fromthe rolling waves,
thrusting his chest forward and swaggering toward the one who awaited himon
shore.

The eneny, the sorcerer told him was on top of the hill. Wen the sun gave
them light, the sahuagin, the undead, the dark dwarves, the ogres, and the
humans of the Scarlet Guard, would attack and slay themall. Cyndre said that

his plan had come together quite nicely.

And Bhaal chuckled as he heard. "Hi s plan," indeed!

EaRth and Sea
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"My prince."

Tristan woke instantly, reaching for his sword. He rel axed as he saw Robyn
st andi ng beside him

"I couldn't sleep," she apol ogized, kneeling beside him "And then | saw t hat
The druid pointed to the north, and Tristan saw a brilliant fire blazing in
the distance. "It just exploded—ike a magic spell, not like a normal fire."
The prince stood and | ooked. The fire was the only break in the darkness.
Moonlight reflected off the sea, but that was only a vague distortion of the

gl oom

"Have you been up all night?" he asked.

Robyn nodded. "There's sonething... sonething el se out there besides the
duergar and the Scarlet Guard. |I felt it several hours ago, and it has been
growi ng stronger. Tristan, |I'mafraid. There's sonething horrible here—every

bit as horrible as the Beast or the undead!"

He hel d her against his chest, black thoughts running through his mnd. She
was right, he knew. And their chances had been hopel ess enough earlier in the
eveni ng. He had brought her to face death with himon sone renote and rocky
shore. But for what? For a failed, short-lived cause. Damm his foolishness!
"Robyn," he whispered. "I |ove you-by the goddess, | |ove you!"

He ki ssed her and pressed her close, and for a nonment joy filled him He felt
a kind of invincible serenity that banished the real world. But all too soon
he renenbered their situation. He could not |let her go.

" 1 mssed you so nuch when you were gone that | thought
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I'd go crazy. | was even going to come to the Vale and see you, if | could
have found you—to try and bring you back to Corwell."

She smled at himthrough her own tears, and he conti nued awkwardly. "I can't

ask you to turn fromyour calling—you have a destiny that even | can see, to
serve the goddess. But, if you have roomin your life for a husband . "

She ki ssed him quickly, alnmpst playfully. "I like the idea of being a queen,"”
she whi spered. "A druid queen! OF course, you'll have to win the kingship for
me first. . . ." And they said no nore for a time. The sky grew pink and then



pal e blue as the sun clinbed toward the horizon

Then they heard a sentry shout, and another alarmraised froma different
quarter. The battle, it seenmed, was begi nning.

"By the goddess, what are those?" growl ed O Roarke

Daryth | ooked into the pre-dawn haze and saw novenent at the base of the hill.
Thi ngs that | ooked |ike humans emerged fromthe mst, stunbling forward. But
they did not nove |like humans, nor did they nake any noi se. Ampobng them he saw
the fishlike figures of sahuagin, their yellow scal es ornanented with gol den
bracel ets and headdresses.

"They're dead!" gasped Pawl do, straining past Daryth to get a better view

"No! That's inpossible!" gasped Pontswain. He stared in shock at the shanbling
forms, with their sightless eyes and grasping fingers.

The things had pasty white skin—-where they had skin at all. Many of them were
bare skel etons, clacking along like puppets, while others had swelled into

bl oat ed bl obs of flesh fromtheir |ong inmersion. Patches of rotten flesh fel
away fromthemw th each step, revealing white bone or bl eached sinews.

Besi de the undead, so om nously silent, there suddenly appeared the berserk
forms of a thousand charging duergar. Hal fway up the slope, they started to

how . The shrill, unnatural sound carried across the battlefield, chilling the
hearts of all who stood in their path.
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Wavi ng axes and swords over their heads, the duergar pounded their stubby Iegs
across the rocky slope, nmonentum carrying themup the hill like a tidal wave.
"Now " cried O Roarke. As planned, the nen of Doncastle all along the south
edge of the hilltop kicked | oose the piles of boul ders they had prepared
overni ght. The huge stones thunped and runbl ed down the hill.

The dead of the sea took no notice of the rocks, except for those struck by
the tunbling missiles. Corpses were spattered by heavy boul ders, or knocked
down and crippled by smaller rocks. Skel etons went down |ike tenpins, and nany
rolling corpses added to the confusion as they tunbled into their fell ows

bel ow.

But this side of the hill was neither as steep nor as rocky as the other side.
Daryth and the rest of the fighters pushed as nmany rocks as they could, but
the all-consuming |landslide that had tunmbled onto the Scarlet Guard the
previous day did not recur.

Soon the boul ders were gone, and the duergar roared forward in all their fury.
They were cl ose enough now for the nmen of Doncastle to see their wildly
staring eyes, their bristling beards, and dark, scow ing brows. Wen their
stubby legs finally carried themto the men of Doncastle, their axes and
shortswords were net with spears.

Instantly the din rose to hurricane proportions, as the battles cries of the
duergar mingled with the hoarse chall enges of the hunmans, the screans of the
wounded, and the crashing of weapon agai nst weapon and shi el d.

Daryth stood upon a wide, flat rock with Pawl do. Eyel ess sockets stared
blindly upward as the skel etons reached their clawike hands toward the
defenders in an effort to rip themdown. The Calishite slashed and gashed with
his silver scimtar. He cut the head froma soggy corpse and, with one vicious
down-strike, cut a skeleton into tw halves that fell, twitching, to either

si de of the rock.

Pawl do stood at his back, driving back a white, fleshy thing that tried to
crawl onto the boulder. He stabbed it twice with no effect, but then kicked it
in the head, gagging as his foot sank into the thing' s nushy face.

A skel etal hand reached out, grasping Daryth's ankle. The
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Calishite stunmbled and slipped toward the edge of the rock, but Pawl do's bl ade
cut cleanly through the creature's wist, drawing sparks fromthe rock as the
severed hand still clung to the Calishite's | eg. Daryth staggered back
twisting to catch his balance. He saw Pontswain's face behind himstill gaping



in shock. The lord had yet to draw his sword.

The howl ing of the dark dwarves rose to a frenzy, and Daryth saw with rising
pani c that they had broken through the line of rebels. Screeching insanely,
twoscore duergar raced for the hilltop

But Hugh O Roarke bellowed, his red beard and hair seeming to blaze like fire,
as he led a dozen nen to the breach. He w el ded a great broadsword in two
hands, roaring a challenge every tine he killed a duergar. He roared very
frequently, and soon the survivors fell back to their own troops. The outl aw
lord charged forward and the gap was filled.

But still they canme out of the mist as if they had no end.

"When will they conme? |I'mgetting bored! Robyn, go down and talk to them+tell
themwe want to get this battle started! " Newt scow ed at the ogres, standing
inarowat the bottomof the hill. Beside the brutes, the sahuagin slithered
and seethed across the noor. The fish-nmen | ooked not |ike individuals, but
like the giant, scaly surface of sonme uni magi nabl e beast, so tightly were they

packed.
Tri stan, Robyn, Alexei, and Finellen stood at the crest, with Newt and the
invisible Yazilliclick sitting on the ground before them Canthus stood, tense

and bristling, at the prince's side. They all watched the attack begin. On the
other side, they could hear the battle ragi ng between the duergar and the nen
of Doncastle. The prince wanted desperately to see what was happeni ng over
there, but he could not be everywhere at once. He had left O Roarke in
conmand, and could only hope that the lord was capabl e of |eading the defense.
Daryth and Pawl do were fighting at O Roarke's sides, and their steady swords
could not hel p but strengthen the defense.

He saw a flash of red hair to his side and | ooked down to
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see Fiona's eyes flashing at him "I wll fight!" she stated, daring himto
chal l enge her. Earlier, he had directed to her a place of sone m ninmal
safety—the top of the knoll. She clutched her shortsword, |ooking as able as

many of their fighting men, and nore determ ned than nost.

"Very well," he said. She would have to take care of herself.

The sahuagin slithered forward, slipping toward the slope and up onto the
rocks, though many of the creatures fell backward. They were unused to wal ki ng
on land, let alone clinmbing, and this slowed their advance consi derably.

But the ogres suddenly charged at the foot of the hill and |unbered easily up
the steep grade. The dwarves sent a few nore boul ders tunbling toward them-but
nost of the |loose rock had fallen fromhere the day before. The few ogres that
fell to the boulders left small gaps in the lunbering line that were quickly
filled by a second rank.

"This'll be a pleasure,” grunted Finellen, fingering her axe as she trotted to
her company. "Let's go, dwarves!"

The stumpy creatures formed a line of their own, a single rank against the two
of the ogres, and marched off the crest of the hill toward the charging
nonsters. The heavy creatures were slowing their clinmb, now grunting and
panting as they pushed upward—and this was how Finellen wanted to fight them
The sahuagin, Tristan was happy to see, were still slipping backward al nost as
fast as they advanced.

"The ogres—there are too many!" cried Robyn.

Tristan saw the ogre brigade spread into a line, one rank deep, but |ong
enough to easily envelop both ends of the dwarven line. Finellen had placed
her company line abreast to face the attack, but there were not enough dwarves
to neet the huge ogres. The orges struggled steadily up the sl ope, now only
two dozen yards away fromthe dwarves.

Suddenly the dwarves turned and marched to their right. "What's she doi ng?"
asked Robyn.

"She's shifting the line so that only one of her flanks will be envel oped.
It'Il help, but I don't think it can save them™
"Tristan, | mght be able to help," said Robyn, "since Yazilliclick saved this

fromthe fire." She held up the runestick
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"Let's go!" Tristan cried. Twenty fighters of Doncastle followed them down the
hill as they raced toward the left flank the dwarven line.

"Charge! Get 'em" cried a shrill voice, and Newt popped into view, clinging
to the bristled fur of the nmoorhound's shoulders like a lancer riding into
battl e.

The ogres broke into a trot, counting on their massive weight to roll over the
puny dwarves. As the conpanions reached Finellen's line, Tristan could fee

t he ground shaki ng underneath his feet. For a nonment he regretted their rash
charge. Now they faced a conpany of dozens of ogres. The bestial faces of the
attackers broke into grins at the sight of the inmpudent hunans.

The prince drew his sword with a flourish and stood with his feet well braced.
He sensed brave nen to either side of him-but then his jaw dropped as Robyn
darted past. She stood al one, not two dozen yards fromthe ogres. The nonsters
how ed in glee and broke into a run

The drui d shouted sonething that Tristan could not hear and waved the carved
stick at the ground beneath her. She sprang ninbly backward to stand beside
the prince.

The rocky hilltop rose and buckl ed before him Two hul king forms, far bigger
than the ogres, rose fromthe ground the stand before them Each was made of

bl ack earth and gray rock, nmolded into a vaguely manli ke shape. Robyn pointed,
and the two things shanbl ed toward the suddenly tentative ogres.

"El enental s," she said. "The magic of the Geat Druid—stored in the
runestick. That was CGenna's parting gift to me." She could not conceal her awe
at the mght of this spells. Genna had crafted the strength to call two of the
m ghty elementals into the stick.

He wat ched, stunned, as the earthen figures plowed into the rank of ogres.
Huge, rockJike fists smashed skulls and crushed chests as the el enental s stood
side by side to neet the charge. The conpany of ogres fell apart, many of the
nmonsters clustering to fight the elementals, while a few circled around to
attack the conpani ons.

Tristan sprang forward and sl ashed his sharp bl ade through the forehead of an
ogre. The nonster dropped like
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a stone, and Tristan turned to stab another in the chest. The men of Doncastle
and Canthus all joined in the nelee, noving quickly anong the cl unsy
attackers.

Si x ogres stopped, dunmbfounded, as a colorful fountain sprang fromthe grass
before them They stared transfixed at Newt's illusion while the fight raged
around them An ogre with huge, drooling tusks appeared to be in comuand of

t he conpany, snarling and snapping orders. The Prince of Corwell attacked |ike
a berserker, knocking the club fromthe ogre's hand with his first blow His
second cut deeply into the nonster's forearm raised in defense, and the third
spilled the ogre's guts onto the nuddy grass.

Tiny arrows sprang fromthe air to strike ogres in the eyes or lips as

Yazilliclick hovered invisibly about. The nissiles were too small to do
anyt hi ng except aggravate the brutes, but they distracted and confused the
eneny.

One of the elenmentals tunbled to the ground, but the second continued to snash
at the ogres. Their | eader down, their numbers shrinking rapidly, the ogres
suddenly had had enough. As one mass, the conpany facing the comnpani ons turned
and | unmbered toward the imagi ned security of their own arnmy. Tristan's
fighting fury di mnished, and he | eaned on his sword as he gasped for breath.
But then he noticed the commotion to his right. Finellen's dwarves fought
bravel y—dozens of ogre dead littered the ground. But the dwarves were paying a
heavy price, falling slowy back before the nmonstrous crush.

And then, to his left, he heard cries of pain and shrieks of horror—-hunman
shrieks. He saw that the sahuagi n approached the crest and had net the thin
line of defenders. He stabbed expertly, knocking a sahuagin spear aside and



driving the tip into the nmonster's chest. But as it fell backward, two nore
swarned into its place.

More and more of the fish-men crept up the hill. And suddenly the line of
Ffol k coll apsed as the sahuagi n broke through in a dozen pl aces at once.

And the narrow path to the pronontory—their only route of retreat—suddenly |ay
open before the rushing sahuagin.
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VWhite, fishy eyes stared emptionlessly fromthe hilltop. A hundred sahuagin
had pushed through the thin file of defenders to gain the highest ground. They
stood in a circle, facing outward, holding sharp tridents or captured spears
in a bristling ring of weaponry. Pink, straight tongues flicked between their
t oot h- st udded jaws—the only sign of fear or excitenent.

O hers of the sahuagin pressed upward to gain the breach their first Iine had
created. Men of Doncastle cane fromall parts of the knoll to fill that Iine,
however, and they stopped the second push. But still the ring of fish-men held
the hilltop and could control the outconme of the battle by striking anywhere

t hey chose.

"Fall back to the promontory!" called the prince, and the word fl ew down the
['ine.

The nmen of Doncastle retreated before the dark dwarves, before the bl oated,
rotted undead. They held firm agai nst the sahuagin, |lest nore fishnen break

t hrough and cut off their retreat onto the high peninsula.

"Finellen—tet's break that ring!" urged the prince. The sahuagin stood astride
their retreat path. The nonsters woul d have to be pushed out of the way before
the rebel force could cross the narrow neck of land | eading to the

prononot ory.

"Charge!" cried the dwarf, and her conmpany—ow | ess than a hundred—shouted a
hoarse chal |l enge. Their stunpy | egs pounded the ground as, axes flailing, they
rushed toward the fish-nen.

But anot her challenge cane fromthe prince's left, and he saw Hugh O Roarke

| eadi ng a band of his men into the bristling defense. The bandit |ord fought
like a denon, roaring and crashing about with his broadsword. The sahuagin

st abbed and hissed, thrusting at the human attackers, but then the dwarves
crashed into the other side of the ring. The creatures fought to the last, but
soon the hilltop was greasy with their red, fishy bl ood.

Tristan caught a glinpse of Pontswain in the mddle of a nob of duergar. The
lord' s blade was bl oody, and though his eyes were wide with panic, he struck
about himlike a wild-man, sonehow keeping the dark dwarves at bay.
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Now t he men of Doncastle fell back across the neck of |and. Here, where the
promontory was barely fifty feet wide, sheer cliffs nore than a hundred feet
tall dropped to either side of the peninsula. Farther out, the pronontory

wi dened, but it was surrounded by high cliffs on all sides.

The rebels filed across the I and bridge as the dwarves and small groups of nen
hel d the attackers at bay. Tristan stood with Finellen, and Canthus snarled
and fought between them They fought back-to-back agai nst the sahuagin that

t hreatened at any nmonent to overwhel mthem —but sonehow, they held them at

bay.

The prince's arnms had | ong grown numb, and bl ood poured across his skin froma
nunber of wounds. He was soaked to the elbows in the gore of his enemes, and
hi s movenents had become automatic. Numbly, he lifted his still-glean ng bl ade
and swung, lifted and swung.

O Roarke and Daryth stood with their nmen on the other side of the knoll
hol di ng back the dark dwarves and the sea's dead. They, too, fought wth

aut omati c precision, adding body after body to the pile.

Finally the bulk of their force had crossed, and the nmen of the rearguard
backed onto the neck of land. Tristan, Daryth, Finellen, and Hugh O Roarke
stood side by side in the center of the line. They fought a nixture of



duergar, sahuagin, corpses, humans of the guard, and ogres.

A vicious, drooling ogre lunged at the prince, and fatigue nunbed Tristan's
reactions. The nonster's huge, spiked club whistled toward his head, but then
a wi de broadsword cracked into the weapon, knocking it off its mark. The ogre
bel | owed at Hugh O Roarke, who had stepped forward to deflect the blow Before
he could recover, the lord staggered fromthe thrust of a sahuagin trident.
Tristan | eaped forward and cl eaved the ogre's chest into a w de deat h-wound,
seizing O Roarke's armas the lord stunbled. But another fish-man stretched
forward his horrible claws and pulled on Hugh's arm Tristan whirled to avoid
a duergar battl eaxe, and suddenly O Roarke was gone.

He heard the lord's bellow of challenge as a dozen sahuagi n dragged himinto
their mdst, and saw at |east two of the fish-man fall dead fromthe outlaw s
dyi ng bl ows.
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And then he felt the earth reel beneath his feet, and the world began to cone
apart around him

Cyndre sat upon the roof of the royal coach, watching the progress of the
ogres and the sahuagin. He could not see the other brigade of the Scarl et
Guard, nor the duergar, nor undead, but he felt confident the battle
progressed according to plan.

Hs time woul d come soon, when all were occupied. He waited specifically for a
sign of Alexei. Oten in a battle such as this, the nmage who reveal ed hi nsel f
first was the mage who died first.

But Al exei was careful. Cyndre was not overly concerned by this—he knew his
own power far exceeded that of his former lieutenant. Soon it would be time to
nove.

Bel ow him seated in the coach, the king drool ed and gi bbered sensel essly. Hs
mnd was finally broken, and only with great difficulty had Cyndre conceal ed
this fact fromthe nen of the Scarlet Guard. After their victory, however, it
woul d not natter.

Now, he decided. He would find Alexei and kill him Then he would see that the
battle was won in a suitable fashion.

Cyndre gestured quickly, and in the space of a blink he di sappeared.

Al exei idly watched the struggles raging around him He stood upon the highest
rise on the pronontory, separated fromthe main battle by the thin peninsula.
From here, he sought signs of visible nagic or any other clue as to Cyndre's
wher eabouts. Safe fromthe din of the battle and tense with the thrill of his
i mpendi ng vengeance, Al exei dwelled upon inmages of his fornmer master withing
under the torturous inpact of his spells. Wen would Cyndre appear? For the
hundredth time, his eyes searched the battlefield, [ooking for an expl osion of
flame or rolling cloud of gas that would give his former master away.
Nervousness seized him Now that the hour of his vengeance was al nbst at hand,
he feared he | acked the power to challenge the mghty sorcer-
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er. He thought briefly about teleporting to sonmeplace far away—but then he
renmenbered his days of tornent, his hands crushed and his spirit broken, in
the cell. And he vowed to claimhis vengeance no matter what.

Suddenly he felt that same nmenaci ng presence that had awakened hi m-and this
time it was very close. He knew that his fornmer master was about to act. But
wher e?

Alexei whirled, intime to see Cyndre materialize a scant twenty feet away.
The master of the council drew back his hood enough for Al exei to see those
pal e bl ue eyes, icy as death. Al exei unconsciously stunbled backward. Face to
face with Cyndre, he suddenly felt grave doubts as to his own powers.
Desperately, he groped for a spell, an act, with which he mght stave off his
doom

" St upakh!" sneered Cyndre, and in that one word Al exei saw di saster

A stunni ng shockwave of magic slamred into him knocking the wind fromhis



| ungs and smashing himto the ground. He lay, flat on his back, unable to nove
a nmuscl e-but his eyes and ears functioned perfectly, and he could do nothing
but stare at Cyndre's sl ow approach.

Al exei understood what had happened. Hi s nmentor had used one of the words of
power—a word that stunned its listener into paralysis. Conpletely helpless, he
wonder ed why Cyndre had not used the power word that would have killed himon
the spot. But the black w zard answered hi s unspoken question as he stopped
above Al exei's notionless body, |ooking down to gloat.

"Well, ny pupil, | see you have studied your lessons well." Cyndre absently
prodded Al exei's side with a soft-toed boot. "You have caused me much troubl e
in the past days—and you have slain people who were close to ne, who counted
upon ny protection

"For this you will inevitably die. But your death, in itself, will hot atone
for these crimes. It is fitting that you should first witness the elimnation
of the rebel arny—these pathetic fools whomyou sought to aid agai nst ne!

Then, you will be taken, alive, to Callidyrr. Only when the altar of Bhaal is

ready to receive you will the life'sblood be drawn ever so slowy from your
heart.
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"Until that time, you will be secured—this tinme, with no hope of escape."

Cyndre smled coolly. Alexei could look into his eyes fromhis position on the
ground, but he could do little else.

The bl ack wi zard began to cast a spell of doom Each word struck Al exei like a
physical attack. It was nade nore horrible by the fact that he recogni zed the
spel | |he knew what woul d happen

When Cyndre uttered the last word to the spell, his soul would be torn
brutally from his body, condemmed to an inprisonnent of infinite suffering,
until the sorcerer decided to release himby granting himhis death.

Robyn held tightly to the runestick. She had used three of its el ements—wind,
fire, and earth—the three she understood. The fourth, water, renained, but the
young druid did not know what woul d happen when she called upon it, and so she
held the stick as a talisman and little el se.

Unafraid but practical, she stayed back fromthe nelee with the ogres—her club
would be little threat to the brutes, while one solid hit froman ogre could
kill her.

She held Fiona's armto prevent the |ass fromcharging into the nmelee. "That
sword will only make an ogre mad," she pointed out. She was surprised when
Fiona listened to her and paused in her headl ong charge.

"I'f you want to fight," suggested Robyn, "take that blade and stand with those
who will meet the sahuagi n—e are thin there, and could use you."

"I will!" declared the red-haired girl, eager to accept the assignnent. She
clinmbed up the broken hillside to join the men who were now |ighting brands
and torches in anticipation of the fish-men's onsl aught.

Robyn stepped carefully backward across the churned ground, moving up the

sl ope. A panorama slowy appeared. Right before her eyes, the Prince of

Corwell wielded his sword in a glittering pattern of swirling steel. He danced
this way and ducked back, all the while turning to keep the eneny fromhis

back. And one after another, mighty ogres fell, slain by a single |ightning

t hrust.
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She reached the top of the knoll, noving as if in a daze. Al around her, the

madness of the battle swirled. Humans of the Scarlet Guard fought to gain the
crest on the east. Dark dwarves and the horrible dead creatures of the sea
were slowy pushed back to the south. And the ogres and sahuagi n pressed

agai nst men and dwarves to the north. She saw the fish-creatures pushing
through the Iine. One slipped toward her, its jaws gaping, its dull eyes
somehow | ooki ng both passi onl ess and consunmed by bl oodlust. And then a man of
Doncastl e stabbed the thing and it fell, twitching and gasping like a fish on



a hook.

She saw a lone figure atop the rise on the pronontory—Al exei! The w zard fel
suddenl y, di sappearing behind the crest, and she felt sudden fear. Her
nunbness vani shed, and she raced across the neck of land, up the gentle slope
to the top of the peninsula.

She froze in shock as she reached the crest of the rise. She saw Al exei
spraw ed flat on his back. She instantly realized that the black robed figure
| eani ng over himnust be Cyndre. Gasping for breath, she called upon her druid
nmagi c.

She stopped and spread her arns, speaking to the grass and the air.
"Thesal | est yu, rotherca—to ne!"

The droni ng and buzzing of tiny wings instantly surrounded her. Robyn swung
her arms together, pointing to the sorcerers, and the swarm of wasps,
nosqui t oes, bees, and biting flies snarled as a single entity in the direction
of her conmand.

Cyndre, locked into the nmeditation of a casting, did not sense the approaching
swarmuntil hot stingers pierced his skin in a dozen places. Wth a scream
the black wi zard recoiled, flailing about hinself and staggering back

Robyn ran forward, pointing the insects away from Al exei as Cyndre tried to
break free of the cloud. She had to keep himfrom casting his spell

She stopped suddenly again to kneel on the grass. "Mther, your children are
born. G ve them growth!"

Instantly, snakelike weeds and stout saplings erupted fromthe ground around
the wi zard. He screaned again, struggling to break free of the entw ning
vegetation, but the plants held himfast. The spell had done what she
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conmanded—t had i mmobilized the wi zard nmonentarily while she searched for an
i dea.

Suddenly, she felt a trenor beneath her feet. The hilltop shook slightly, and
she stumbl ed. The ground noved again, and she fell to her hands and knees. It
seened as if the earth was stretching.

A shock wave lifted her off the ground and she thunped onto her back. She saw
only sky, but she heared a ripping sound, |ike a sheet being torn in two.
Quickly she rolled, remaining on all fours.

A jagged fissure raced across the hilltop, tearing open the sod to reveal a
chasm of unfat homabl e depth. Cyndre saw the fissure too, and the wi zard
screaned with a shriek of unnatural horror

For the fissure was racing directly toward him

Li ke the gapi ng maw of an uni magi nably huge nonster, the earth split across
the entire hilltop. The last spot in the tear was the center, where the clunp
of vegetation held Cyndre firmy. Alexei lay pale and paral yzed beside it.
Finally, the thicket ripped in half as the ground tore open. Cyndre, stil
bound, kicked and struggled as the bushes and saplings slowy | eaned into the
crevice. Cunps of dirt broke and fell, and slowly the roots of the weeds
broke free. For a breathtaking moment the plants hung by a few, frai

tendril s—and then those broke free as well.

The wi zard reached desperately, grabbing a corner of Al exei's robe. The

paral yzed wi zard' s eyes bulged as he felt hinmself dragged toward the crevice
with his former nmaster. Robyn dove for Al exei's hand, but could not reach him
bef ore he di sappeared into the yawni ng chasm

Cyndre's screamrose fromthe fissure like the cry of a denobn, chopped short
as the opening slowy closed.

Suddenly, Robyn had an idea. She lay with her face pressed against the earth,
uncertain if the inspiration was her own or had emerged fromthe ground
itself. Quickly, she sat up and pulled the runestick from her pouch. The
fissure had al nost closed, but a split in the earth still gaped nearby. She
threw the runestick and held her breath as she saw it fall into the hole. Then
the fissure snapped shut.

Slow y, Robyn clinmbed to her feet. She wal ked gi ngerly
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toward the place where the earth had opened, but there was no sign of the
fissure in the grassy turf. Cyndre, Alexei, and the thicket of plants that had
trapped the sorcerer were gone.

Then she felt a deeper, nore frightening runbl e—a fundanental distress in the
body of the goddess. Awed and frightened, she dropped to her knees and prayed.
Across the battlefield, the frenzy of the conmbatants died away as the ground
shook. Fighters near the sheer cliffs were thrown to their deaths |ike drops
of water shaken fromthe back of a dog. Everywhere, ogres, hunans, dwarves,
and sahuagin fell to their hands and knees, huggi ng the ground for support.
Only the undead, m ndlessly attacking, stayed upright—and the runbling earth
sent the entire mass of themtunbling down the sl ope.

The sea raged against the cliffs below the battle. Gay nountains of water
rose to smash the rock, tearing it away. And still the waves rose higher

| ashed against the I and by an unseen force. The ground convul sed again, and a
great slab of cliff broke away, carrying a hundred sahuagi n back to the sea.
Anot her trenor shook the neck of |and where the prince had held the line.

Sl abs of earth broke away from both sides of the bridge, cutting its width in
hal f and carryi ng dozens of scream ng ogres, guardsnmen, and duergar to their
deat hs.

"Back!" cried Tristan, sensing the inmm nent danger. Dary-th and Pawl do sprang
away fromthe line of bodies that narked their battle, dragging the prince
with them Can-thus, too, |eaped back fromthe collapsing ground. In seconds,
the men of Doncastle fled toward the safety of the pronmontory, tripping and
stunbling in their effort to run across the shaking ground.

As the nount ai nous waves crashed agai nst both sides of the neck, the |and

bri dge col |l apsed, |eaving the Ffolk of Tristan's force atop a small island
that had been a peninsula just nonents before. The gray water roared through
the gap, still striking at the shore of the nainland.

The Prince of Corwell stood in awe, ignoring the pitching
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ground. The only sound was the deep, supernatural runmbling of the earth and
sea. Even the duergar had ceased their how ing.

The runbling grew nore pronounced, and Tristan watched as the eneny troops
began to sidle away fromthe cliff, at first hesitantly, but then furiously.
Qgres, dark dwarves, hunmans, and sahuagin all turned in panic and fl ed.

But they were too slow

The sea water pounded rel entlessly against the base of the cliff, and suddenly
great chunks of the rock face began to fall away. Wth a runble that drove the
prince to his knees, the rocky knoll collapsed into the sea. Tbns of earth,
rock, and bodies fell headlong into the churning surf. And still the

eart hquake pounded the | and.

The sahuagin clung to the trenmbling rocks only briefly, slipping and
scranbli ng down the bluff. Miny scaly bodi es broke upon the jagged rocks, but
many others sprang into the air and hit the water in smooth dives. The
fish-men that survived the fall swamfrantically away fromthe crashing cliff,
seeking the safety of the deep sea.

Next, the |land beneath the ogres gave way. The huge creatures clawed and
scratched to reach solid ground, but nore and nore of the cliff gave way,
dragging the entire ogre brigade to its doom COgre bodies plunmetted into
space, bouncing and spinning lazily through the air on the long fall to the
wat er. Each ogre crashed into the foam ng surf with enough force to smash any
vestiges of life that still lingered in its body after the crushing slide from
the bl uff.

The dark dwarves scattered like rats, fleeing in every directi on—but the
ground in every direction gave way beneath them Hundreds of the little
figures clung desperately to the lip of the land, only to be shaken | oose by
anot her trenor. The dark dwarves fell like tunbling stones, howing all the
way to the water. Even their hoarse shrieks could not be heard above the



runbling of the |and.

The human mercenaries of the Scarlet Guard clung to their formations,
retreating in blocks of humanity, spears and swords bristling against the
ogres and dark dwarves that tried to run themdown in their own panic.

But even this discipline could not save them The |and
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gave way under a huge block of nen. The entire formation slid fromthe |lip of
t he precipice, down the nuddy side, and vanished into the churning surf. Mre
mud and rock broke above them burying the nercenaries conpletely. One by one,
t he ot her conpani es of red-cloaked nmen fell, until the [ast of them broke and
ran in panic away fromthe sea.

Even this escape was too late, as the water raged agai nst the dw ndling
hilltop, chewi ng away the remaining clunps of high ground. The | and coll apsed
and fell faster than the nmen could run, and the last of themtunbled to his
doomin a mael stromof water, dirt, and rock

Fi ssures snaked into the |l and, and the slopes of the knoll followed the crest
into the sea. Greedily, the devouring waves churned deeper inland, taking
still nore of the land, until the collapsing earth outdistanced the fleeing
remmants of Cyndre's arny, carrying themall into the gray, devouring waters.
At last, as the earth's violence abated, only one elenment of the king's arny
remai ned: a bl ack, shiny coach with red satin curtains and a team of nervous,
pranci ng horses. A sheet of cliff fell away, |eaving the carriage standing at
the brink of a vast bay that had suddenly eaten into the coast. The horses,
staked in place, whinnied and bucked in panic. The carriage swayed al arm ngly,
and then a wheel slid fromthe brink. Another soon foll owed, and then the
coach pitched headlong, pulling the hel pless horses with it. The vehicle
tunmbl ed and spun through the air, until it too crashed into the water and

di sappear ed.

Finally, the land ceased its heaving. The nmen of Doncastle stood upon a snall
i sl and, surrounded by sheer cliffs. Fully a half mile of open water separated
them fromthe newy defined shore. Where the rocky knoll had been, there was
now a wi de bay. The nountai nous waves sank quickly, until the sea was an
expanse of rolling gray swells—placid on the surface, but in constant notion
And et ernal power.

"Did you guys see that?" Newt blurted. "Boy, it was really something. | hope
you were | ooking, 'cause you'll probably
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never get a chance to see anything |ike that again!"

"I hope we never do," said the prince sinply. He sat on the ground-not
trusting that it was entirely solid—aith Robyn and Canthus. Daryth, Paw do,

Fi ona and Finetlen-harf gone to take stock of their situation. Pontswain, too,
had survived the battle. Now he sat, al one and broodi ng, on the edge of the
cliff, as if annoyed that his predictions of disaster had been w ong.

Newt and Yazilliclick suddenly popped into sight beside them The dragon
hovered while the wood sprite | anded besi de Robyn, his antennae tw tching
nervously as he stared at the prince.

"Don't worry," soothed the druid. "He's a friend."

"I-1 know | fought for himfor him But he | ooks so scary-scary!"

Tristan | aughed, and the tension flowed fromhis body. "Thanks, little
one—your arrows really kept those ogres wondering!"

Daryth, Pawl do, and Finellen rejoined the group sitting on the grass. Fiona
cane up to sit in silence. For the first time, Tristan thought the |ass | ooked
tired. Her hair hung in tangles about her face. She wore a bl oody bandage
about her wist, and the skin of her legs and face was chafed and brui sed.
Still, her eyes retained that fiery spark

Pont swai n, too, joined them though he avoided neeting the prince's gaze. He
stared around the battlefield and the vast, blue bay where the eneny arny had



once stood. Hi s expression passed between disbelief sullen brooding.

"The cliff is steep, but we can get down it in a couple of places," Daryth
said. "More serious is the water—but there's a few strong swi mrers anong the
men. If we cant attract a fishing boat or sonething, we can send themto the
mai nl and to get a boat or two."

"How many nen do we have |left?" asked the prince

"About three hundred,"” said the Calishite. Tristan felt a wave of sadness for
the deaths. He renenbered O Roarke's sacrifice with a particul ar pang.

"And seventy-ni ne of nmy dwarves," said Finellen, staring at the ground. She

| ooked up with an expression of fierce determination. "But that's nore than |
ever thought woul d
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live through this fight. My lad, you' ve got some very powerful friends."

The prince | ooked at Robyn and took her hand. She slid to his side and | eaned
agai nst him They drew strength from each ot her

"The prophecy," she said softly. "Do you remenber what you told ne?"

Tri stan shook his head. "I haven't given it a thought."

" "Wnd and fire, earth and sea, all shall fight for him when it is tine for
himto claimhis throne.""

He sat up straight, renmenbering the magic of Robyn's runestick. "The wi nd
drove the gas away, in Doncastle. And the fire—that routed the Scarlet Guard
at Hickorydale."

"And | saw those earth-guys come out of the ground and pound on the ogres!"”
said Newt. "They were really sonething, too—but not |ike the earthquake! Did
you see that? Boy, you should have if you missed it!"

"And the earthquake," finished Robyn, "was the sea poundi ng agai nst the
cliffs, carrying away the land!"

Tristan still shook his head. "It's an amazi ng coi ncidence, but it can't be
me! Remenber, the prophecy starts out: 'H's name shall be Cynrych.''

Finellen snorted in amusenent. "Have you ever heard of anybody nanmed Cynrych?"
she asked.

"Not inmy lifetime, no.
"Well, neither have |I—+n your lifetine, that is. Now, | don't mx with humans
much—not hi ng personal, you understand—but one thing that comes fromliving
four centuries is alittle bit of know edge."

Tristan was surprised to learn the dwarf's age.

"Used to be, when | was a youngster, half the humans around Gwynneth were
naned Cynrych—all after Cynrych Hugh, of course. Got so you couldn't tell the
western Cynrychs fromthe southern Cynmrychs fromthe—well, you get the

pi cture.

"Fromwhat | gather, the nanes were changed—altered slightly so that you could
tell which branch of the famly you were tal kin' about."

"Altered to what?" asked the prince.

"Al'l kinds of things. Cynrych— She took time to pro-
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nounce the word carefully. "Kirn-R ck becane Kinball, Canbridge, Kincaid . .
Fi nel l en paused. "And Kendrick."

"So your name is Cynrych, in a sense!" said Pawl do, clapping the prince on the
back. "Congratul ati ons, Your Mjesty! How about a kni ghthood for your faithful
hal f1i ng conpani on?"

Tri stan | aughed, but he was too dazed to answer. He had wanted to | ead the
Ffolk into a period of unity and strength. But an hour ago he had been certain
that he would be dead by now. The transition was too sudden for his mnd to
grasp.

"Look!" cried Fiona, suddenly leaping to her feet. She stood at the edge of

t he precipice, pointing downward. "What's that?"

The prince sprang to her side, staring down the hundred-foot cliff into the
green waves rolling below. A circle of whiteness, a shinmrering whirl pool

mar ked the surface of the water, swirling in a growi ng pattern and cal m ng the



waves around it.

"It's her," Robyn said nysteriously.

The circle of water suddenly exploded upward in a foam ng geyser, spew ng

hi gher and higher fromthe surface in a fountain of gushing water. Twenty,
forty, eighty feet it spouted upward, and still it clinmbed. There was no sign
of anything but frothing, turbulent water. But Tristan understood who Robyn
neant .

Finally the fountain reached a level with them and here it stopped its clinb.
For a full mnute they stared, amazed, at the display. The surviving men and
dwarves gathered around their |eaders, standing in a semcircle at the top of
the cliff, wondering at the portent of this fabul ous exhibition. The fountain
was not twenty feet away fromthem though it rose straight fromthe water, so
sheer was the drop here.

And then the fountain tipped and sprayed themall in a shower of unnaturally
warm brine. The watchers stunbled back fromthe cliff, sputtering and w ping
spray fromtheir eyes. Wen they could see again, the fountain was gone. It
had sunk without a trace into the rolling green swell.

But before them sitting on the wet grass at the edge of the
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bl uff, was an object that had not been there before—an object of gleam ng
iridescent gold. Droplets of water clung to its shining surface, capturing and
reflecting the rays of the sun in a thousand brilliant colors.

It was a plain object, for all its precious nmetal: a circlet of gold, with

ei ght points rising along its circunference. It was |less than a foot in

di aneter.

"The Crown of the Isles,"” whispered Robyn, kneeling.

Tristan's knees grew weak, and he sank to them before the golden circlet.
Robyn gingerly picked up the crown. She closed her eyes and breathed a short,
silent prayer, and then she placed it upon the head of her prince. Tristan was
struck dunb, and he could not speak. Instead, he clinbed carefully to his
feet, conscious of the precious weight upon his head, and he turned to the nen
of Doncastl e.

Their cheer sounded like a challenge to battle. "Long live the king! Hail to
Ki ng Kendrick!" The cry echoed across the placid bay, off the shore of the
mai nl and, and back to them where it grew in volunme and enthusi asm Robyn

sei zed himand kissed him Tristan felt giddy with joy.

But then he gently broke from her enbrace, |ooking tenderly into her
tear-streaked eyes. He | ooked over the cheering men saw Daryth's and
Finellen's beaning faces. And he | ooked out to sea, across the rolling gray
swel s that separated himfrom Corwell. Robyn sensed his uneasi ness and cl ung
to him as she spoke.

"You're right," she said, reading his mnd. "The danger is not past. Cone with
nme to free the druids of the Vale."

"Of course—as soon as we get a boat."

"I"mcomng, too!" said Paw do

"And me, " nodded Daryt h.

"This is the first sensible plan you' ve suggested on this journey!" said

Pont swai n, visibly brightening at the prospect of returning to Corwell. He
stole a surreptitious | ook at the golden crown, and his eyes flashed with
desire.

"I"ve got to go that way, anyway," groused Finellen. "I suppose | could stop
and see the grove."
"We're goi ng hone?" Newt was beside hinself. Even Yazil-liclick junped to his

feet and cl apped his hands.

Robyn | ooked at Fiona, inviting her to join them
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"My place is here in Callidyrr," said the young woman. She brushed the filthy
hair back from her face and sm|ed. "Sonmeone has to announce the news of the



new ki ng! Wth these nen of Doncastle, | will see that Caer Callidyrr is ready
to receive you when you return!”

Robyn's throat tightened and she | ooked away, her eyes scanning the vast
surface of the sea. The placid water |ooked sonehow ominous, as if it masked a
threat they had yet to understand. |'m frightened, she thought with a shiver.
But she kept her fears to herself.

Bhaal snarled his frustration across the real mof CGehenna, He crashed his
clublike fist against the nountainside, breaking away chunks of stone that
tumbled free to fall for eternity down the never-ending slope. The plane was
wracked by expl osions of steamand |lava, as the realmitself shared the

di spl easure of its god.

But Bhaal's anger was fleeting. He held no doubts as to his ultimte triunph.
Hobarth and his army of death still occupied their strategic position. The
Moonwel | at the heart of the Vale had grown thick and black, filled with
corpses. Hi s donmain of death was strongly established on Gwnnet h.

And now, there was much death in the sea

The bodi es of ogres, dark dwarves, humans, and even sahuagi n fl oat ed agai nst

t he rough shore or drifted along the rocky bottomof the sea. There were

t housands of inanimate corpses, bodies waiting only for Bhaal's comrand.

Most of the sahuagin still lived. Now the fish-nmen dove and darted anong the
bodies of their former allies in a feeding frenzy. The vibrations of the
Deepsong still thrunmmed in their breasts. Bhaal did not want this power to

f ade.

Ysal | a ki cked away from a bl oated ogre corpse. Qther priestesses fed upon it,
tearing at the back and shoulders with their sharp teeth. The high priestess
had cl ai nred those delicacies, the eyes, before w thdraw ng.

Suddenly she paused, her arnms and legs fluttering in the water |ike fins,
hol di ng her stable. She heard the command of her god and obeyed.

Her sharp, screeching spell frightened the other priestesses away fromthe
ogre. When she finished, the eyel ess sockets of the ogre suddenly gaped
upward. The body |urched awkwardly before settling to its feet on the bottom
The ot her priestesses hastened to follow their mstress, and nore ogre bodies
and dark dwarves and red-cl oaked humans of the Scarlet Guard slowy filled the
ranks of the arny under the sea.

Bhaal saw his arm es and was pleased. He would bring themtogether, he

deci ded, upon Gwynneth. The new king's home would be the first land to die
conpl etely.

And slowy, but with grimand unshakeabl e purpose, the arny of death began to
march across the bottom of the sea.

Aut hor s wor ks
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