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Castle CKiNfty

Abal i ster wal ked al ong Lakeview Street in Car-radoon, the w zard's black cl oak w apped tight

agai nst hi s skin-and-bones body to ward off the wintry bl ows whipping in fromInpresk Lake. He had
been in Carradoon | ess than a day, but had already |learned of the wild events at the Dragon's
Codpi ece. Cadderly, his estranged son and neme-sis, had apparently escaped the assassin band

Abal lister had sent to kill him

Abal I i ster chuckled at the thought a wheezing sound fromlips wthered by decades of uttering
frantic enchantnments, channeling so many tingling energies into destructive purposes. Cadderly had
escaped? Aballister nused, as though the thought was preposterous. Cadderly had done nore than
escape. Wth his friends, the young priest had obliterated the N ght Mask contingent, nore than
twenty professional killers, and had al so slain Bogo Rath, Aballister's second underling in the
strict hierarchy of Castle Trinity.
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Al'l the common fol k of Carradoon were tal king about the exploits of the young priest fromthe
Edi fi cant Library. They were begi nning to whisper that Cadderly might be their hope in these dark
times.

Cadderly had becone nore than a mnor problemfor Aballister

The wi zard took no fatherly pride in his son's exploits. Aballister had designs on the region
intentions to conquer it given to himby the avatar of the evil goddess Tal ona. Just the previous
spring, those intentions appeared easy to fulfill, with Castle Trinity's force swelling to over

ei ght thousand warriors, w zards and Tal onan priests included. But then Cadderly had unexpectedly
stopped Barjin, the mghty priest who had gone after the heart of the region's goodly strength,
the Edificant Library. The followi ng season, Cadderly had led the elves of Shilm sta Forest in the
west to a stunning victory over the goblinoid and giantkin forces, chasing a sizable nunber of
Castle Trinity's minions back to their nountain holes.

Even the N ght Masks, possibly the nost dreaded assassin band in the central Real nms, had not been
able to stop Cadderly. Now wi nter was fast approaching, the first snows had al ready descended over
the region, and Castle Trinity's invasion of Carradoon would have to wait

The afternoon |ight had grown di mwhen Aballister turned south on the Boul evard of the Bridge,
passi ng through the | ow wooden buil dings of the | akeside town. He crossed through the open gates
of the city's cenmetery and cast a sinple spell to locate the unrenarkable grave of Bogo Rath. He
waited for the night to fully engulf the Iand, drew a few runes of protection in the snow and nud
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around the grave, and pulled his cloak up tighter against the deathly cold.

When the lights of the city went down and the streets grew quiet, the w zard began his
incantation, his summons to the netherworld. It went on for several mnutes, with Aballister
attuning his mnd to the shadowy regi on between
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the planes, attenpting to neet the summoned spirit hal fway. He ended the spell with a sinple call
"Bogo Rath."

The wi nd seened to focus around the withered wi zard, collecting the nighttine mists in a swirling
pattern, enshroudi ng the ground above the grave.

The m sts parted suddenly, and the apparition stood before Aballister. Though | ess than corporeal
it appeared quite |like Aballister renmenbered the young Bogo—strai ght and stringy hair flipped to
one side, eyes darting inquisitively, suspiciously, one way and the other. There was one

di f ference, though, sonething that nmade even hardy Aballister wince. A garish wound split the

m ddl e of Bogo's chest Even in the near darkness, Aballister could see past the apparition's ribs
and lungs to its spectral backbone.

"An axe," Bogo's mournful, drifting voice explained. He placed a | ess-than-tangi ble hand into the
wound and flashed a gruesone smile. "Wuld you like to feel ?"

Abal i ster had dealt with conjured spirits a hundred tinmes and knew that he could not feel the
wound even if he wanted to, knew that this was sinply an apparition, the | ast physical image of
Bogo's torn body. The spirit could not harmthe w zard, could not even touch the w zard, and by
the bindi ng power of Aballister's magical sumons, it would answer truthfully a certain nunber of
Abal | i ster's questions. Still, Aballister unconsciously wi nced again and took a cautious step
backward, revolted by the thought of putting his hand in that wound.

"Cadderly and his friends killed you," Aballister began

"Yes," Bogo answered, though Aballister's words had been a statenent, not a question. The w zard
silently berated hinmself for being so foolish. He would only be allowed a certain nunber of
inquiries before the dweomer dissipated and the spirit was rel eased. He reninded hinself that he
must take care to word his statements so that they could not be interpreted as questions.

"I know that Cadderly and his friends killed you, and | know that they elim nated the assassin
band, " he decl ar ed.
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The apparition seenmed to snile, and Aballister was not certain whether the clever thing was
baiting himto waste another question or not The wi zard wanted to go on with the intended | eading
conversation, but he couldn't resist that bait

"Are all..." he began slowy, trying to find the quickest way to discern the fate of the entire
assassin band. Aballister wi sely paused, deciding to be as specific as possible and end this part
of the discussion efficiently. "Wich of the assassins still live?"

"Only one," Bogo answered obediently. "A traitorous fir-bolg naned Vander."

Agai n, the inescapable bait "Traitorous?" Aballister repeated. "Has this Vander joined with our
enemi es?"

"Yes—and yes."

Dam, Aballister nused. Conplications. Always there seened to be conplications where his

troubl esone son was concer ned.

"Have they gone for the library?" he asked.

"Yes. "

"WIl they cone for Castle Trinity?"

The spirit, beginning to fade away, did not answer, and Aballister realized that he had erred, for
he had asked the apparition a question which required supposition, a question which could not, at
that time, be positively answered.

"You are not dismissed!" the wizard cried, trying desperately to hold onto the [ ess than corporea
thing. He reached out with hands that slipped right through Bogo's fading i nage, reached out with
thoughts that found nothing to grasp

Abal | i ster stood alone in the graveyard. He understood that Bogo's spirit would conme back to him
when it found the definite answer to the question. But when would that be? Aballister wondered.
And what further mschief would Cadderly and his friends cause before Aballister found the

i nformati on he needed to put an end to that troubl esome group?
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"Hey, you there!" came a call fromthe boulevard, followed by the sounds of boots clappi ng agai nst
the cobbl estone. "Who's in the cenetery after nightfall? Hold where you are!”

Abal lister hardly took notice of the two city guardsmen who rushed t hrough the cenetery gate,
spotting himand making all haste toward him The wi zard was thinking of Bogo, of dead Barjin
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once Castle Trinity's nost powerful cleric, and of dead Ragnor, Castle Trinity's principle
fighter. More than that, the wi zard was thinking of Cadderly, the perpetrator of ail his troubles.
The guardsnen were nearly upon Aballister when he began his chant He threw his arnms out high to
the sides as they closed in and started to reach for him A cry of the final, triggering rune sent

the two men flying wide, hurled through the air by the rel eased power of the spell, as Aballister
in the blink of an eye, sent his material body cascading back to his private roomin Castle
Trinity.

The dazed city soldiers pulled thenselves fromthe wet ground, |ooked to each other in disbelief,
and fled back through the cenetery gates, convinced that they would be better off if they
pretended that nothing at all had happened in the eerie graveyard.

Cadderly sat upon the flat roof of a jutting two-story section of the Edificant Library, watching
the sun spread its shining fingers across the plains east of the nmountains. O her fingers
stretched down fromthe tall peaks all about Cadderly*s position to join those snaking up fromthe
grass. Mountain streans cane alive, glittering silver, and the autumm foliage, brown and yell ow,
red and brilliant orange, seened to burst into flane.

Percival, the white squirrel, hopped along the roofs gutter when he caught sight of the young
priest, and Cadderly nearly | aughed al oud when he regarded the squirrel's
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eagerness to join him-a desire emanating from PercivaTs always grunbling belly, Cadderly knew. He
dropped his hand into a pouch on his belt and pulled out sone cacasa nuts, scattering them at
Percival's feet

It all seened so nornal to the young priest, the sane as it had al ways been. Percival skipped
happi |y anong his favorite nuts, and the sun continued to clinb, defeating the chill of late
autumm even this high up in the Snow | akes.

Cadderly saw through the facade, though. Things nost certainly were not normal, not for the young
priest and not for the Edificant Ubrary. Cadderly had been on the road, in the elven wod of
Shilmsta and in the town of Carradoon, fighting battles, learning firsthand the realities of a
harsh world, and | earning, too, that the priests of the library, nen and wonen he had | ooked up to
for his entire life, were not as wise or powerful as he had once believed.

The single notion that domi nated young Cadderly's thoughts as he sat up there on the sunny roof
was that sonething had gone terribly wong within his order of Deneir, and within the order of
Qghman priests, the brother hosts of the library. It seened to Cadderly that procedure had becone
nmore inmportant than necessity, that the priests of the library had been paral yzed by nounds of
usel ess parchnents when deci sive acti on was needed.

And those rotting roots had sunk even deeper, Cadderly knew. He thought of Nanel ess, the pitifu

| eper he had net on the road from Carradoon. Nanel ess had cone to the library for help and had
found that the priests of Deneir and Oghma were, for the nost part, nore concerned with their own
failure to heal himthan with the consequences of his grave affliction.

Yes, Cadderly deci ded, sonething was very wong at his precious library. He lay back on the gray,
slightly pitched roof and casually flipped another nut at the nmunching squirrel

No Time for CQuilt

The spirit heard the call froma distance, floating across the enpty grayness of this reeking and
forlorn plane. The mournful notes said not a discernable word, and yet, to the spirit, they seened
to speak his nane.

Ghost. Cearly it called to him beckoned himfromthe muck and nmire of his eternal hell Chost,
its nmelody called again. The wetch | ooked at the growling, huddl ed shadows all about him w cked
souls, the remains of w cked people. He, too, was a grow ing shadow, a tornented thing, suffering
puni shments for a life villainously |ived.

But now he was being called, being carried fromhis tornent on the notes of a faniliar nel ody.
Fam |iar?

The thin thread that remained of ghost's living consciousness strained to better recall, to better
remenber its life before this foul, enpty existence. Ghost thought of sunlight, of shadows, of
killing....
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The Ghearuju! Evil Chost understood. The CGhearuju, the magical itemhe had carried in life for so
many decades, was calling to him was |eading himback fromthe very hellfires!

"Cadderly! Cadderly!" wailed Vicero Belago, the Edifi-cant Library's resident al chenist, when he
saw t he young priest and Danica at his door on the huge library's third floor. "My boy, it's so
good that you have returned to us!" The wiry man virtually hopped across his shop, weaving in and
out of tables covered with beakers and vials, dripping coils and stacks of thick books. He hit his
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target as Cadderly stepped into the room throwing his arnms about the sturdy young priest and

sl appi ng himhard on the back

Cadderly | ooked over Bel ago's shoulder to Dani ca and gave her a hel pl ess shrug, which she
returned with a wink of an exotic brown eye and a wide, pearly snile

"W heard that some killers cane after you, nmy boy," Bel ago expl ai ned, putting Cadderly back to
arms length and studying himas though he expected to find an assassin's dagger protruding from
Cadderly's chest. "I feared (hat you would never return." The al cheni st al so gave Cadderly's upper
arnms a squeeze, apparently amazed at how solid and strong the young priest had becorme in the short
time he had been gone fromthe library. Like a concerned aunt, Belago ran a hand up over
Cadderly's floppy brown hair, pushing the always unkenpt |ocks back fromthe young man's face.

"I amall right," Cadderly replied calmy. "This is the house of Deneir, and | am a disciple of
Deneir. Wiy would | not return?"

H s understatenent had a calning effect on the excitable alchenist, as did the serene | ook in
Cadderly's gray eyes. Belago started to blurt out a reply, but stopped in nmidstut-ter and nodded

i nst ead.

The Fallen Fortress 9

"Ah, and lady Danica," the alchenist went on. He reached out and gently stroked Danica's thick
tangl e of strawberry-blond hair, his snmile sincere.

Bel ago' s grin di sappeared al nost i mmedi ately, though, and he dropped his arnms to his sides and his
gaze to the floor.

"We heard about Headmaster Avery,
clouded with sad resignation

The mention of the portly Avery Schell, Cadderly's surrogate father, stung the young priest
profoundly. He wanted to explain to poor Belago that Avery"s spirit lived on with their god. But
how coul d he begi n? Bel ago woul d not understand; no one who had not passed into the spirit world
and wi tnessed the divine and gl orious sensation could understand. Against that ignorance, anything
Cadderly m ght say would sound like a ridiculous cliche, typical conforting words usually spoken
and heard wi thout conviction.

"I received word that you wi shed to speak with ne?" Cadderly said instead, raising his tone to
make the statenment a question and thus shift the conversation

"Yes," Belago answered softly. His head finally stopped bouncing, and his eyes w dened when he

| ooked into the young priest's calmng gray eyes. "Ch, yes!" he cried, as if he had just
renenbered that fact "I did—ef course |I did!"

Cbvi ously enbarrassed, the wiry man hopped back across the shop to a small cabinet. He funbled
with an oversized ring of keys, muttering to hinself all the while.

"You have becone a hero," Danica renmarked, noting the nan's novenents.

Cadderly couldn't disagree with Danica's observation. Vicero Belago had never been overjoyed to
see the young priest before. Cadderly had al ways been a demandi ng custoner, taxing Bel ago's
talents often beyond their limts. Because of a risky project that Cadderly had given the

al chem st, Belago's shop had once been bl own apart
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That had been | ong ago, however, before the battle in Shilm sta Forest, before Cadderly's exploits
in Carradoon, the city to the east on the banks of I|npresk Lake.

Bef ore Cadderty had becone a hero.

he said softly, nodding his head up and down, his expression

Her o.
What a ridiculous title, the young priest thought He had done no nore than Danica or either of the
dwarven brothers. Ivan and Pikel, in Carradoon. And he, unlike his sturdy friends, had run away

fromthe battle in Shilnista Forest, fled because he could not endure the horrors.

He | ooked down at Dani ca again, her brown-eyed gaze conforting himas only it could. How beautifu
she was, Cadderly noted, her franme as delicate as that of a newborn fawn and her hair tousled and
bounci ng freely about her shoul ders. Beautiful and untaned, he decided, and with an inner strength
clearly shining through those exotic, al nond-shaped eyes.

Bel ago was back in front of himthen, seem ng nervous and hol di ng both his hands behi nd his back
"You left this here when you cane back fromthe el ven wood," he expl ained, drawing out his |eft
hand. He held a leather belt with a wide and shall ow hol ster on one side that sported a hand-
crossbow.

"l had no idea that | would need it in peaceful Carradoon
belt and strapping it around his hips.

Dani ca eyed the young priest curiously. The crossbow had becone a symbol of violence to Cadderly,
and a synbol of Cadderly's abhorrence of violence to those who knew himbest To see himstrap it

Cadderly replied easily, taking the
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on so easily, with an alnpbst cavalier attitude, twi sted Danica's heart

Cadderly sensed both the wonan's gaze and her confusion. He forced hinmself to accept it thinking
that he woul d probably shatter many conceptions in the days ahead. For Cadderly had cone to see
the dangers facing the Edificant Library in ways that others could not

"I saw that you had nearly exhausted your supply of the
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darts," Belago stanmered. "I nean... there's no charge for this batch.” He pulled his other hand
around, producing a bandolier filled with specially crafted bolts for the tiny crossbow. "I
figured | owed it to you—we all owe it to you, Cadderly."

Cadderly nearly | aughed al oud at the absurd proclamation, but he respectfully held his control and
accepted the very expensive gift fromthe alchemst with a grave and approving nod. The darts were
speci al indeed, hollowed out in the center and fitted with a vial that Belago filled with volatile
Gl of Inpact.

"My thanks for the gift," the young priest said. "Be assured that you have aided the cause of the
library in our continuing struggle against the evil of Castle Trinity."

Bel ago seened pl eased by that remark. Head bobbi ng once nore, he accepted Cadderly's handshake
eagerly. He was still standing in the sane place, snmiling fromear to ear, as Cadderly and Danica
wal ked out into the hal

Cadderly could still sense Danica's continuing unease and coul d see the di sappoi ntnent etched in
her features. The young priest's narrowing stare attacked that disappointment. "I have di sm ssed
the guilt because it has no place in nme,"” was all the explanation he would offer. "Not now, not
with all that is left to be done. But | have not forgotten Barjin or that fateful day in the

cat aconbs. "

Dani ca | ooked away down the hall, but hooked Cadderly's armwi th her own, showi ng her trust in
hi m

Anot her form shapely and obviously feninine, entered the corridor as the pair noved toward
Danica's roomat the southern end of the conplex. Danica tightened her grip on Cadderly's arm at
the scent of an exotic and overpowering perfune.

"My greetings, handsone Cadderly," purred the shapely priestess in the crinson gown. "You cannot

i magi ne how pleased | amthat you have returned."”

Danica's grip nearly cut off Cadderly's blood flow, he felt his fingers tingling. He knew that his
face had blushed a
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deep scarlet, as reddish as Priestess Histra's revealing gow. He realized, sensibly, that this
was probably the npst nodest outfit he had ever seen the lusty priestess of Sune, the Goddess of
Love, wearing, but that did not make it nodest by anyone el se's standards. The front was cut in a
low V, so |low that Cadderly felt he m ght glinpse Histra's navel if he got up on his toes, and
though the gown was long, its front slit was incredibly high, displaying all of H stra's shapely
| eg when she brought one foot out in front of the other in her typically alluring stance.

Hi stra did not seem di spl eased by Cadderly's obvious disconfort or by Danica's growi ng scow . She
bent one leg at the knee, her thigh slipping conpletely free of the gown's neager folds.

Cadderly heard hinself gulp, didn't realize that he was gawking at the brazen display unti
Danica's small fingernails dug deep lines into his upper arm

"Do come and visit, dear young Cadderly,"” Histra purred. She | ooked disdainfully at the woman on
Cadderly's arm "Wen you are not so tightly | eashed, of course.” Histra slowy, teasingly noved
into her room the door's gentle click as she closed it |ost beneath the sound of Cadderly's
repeat ed swal | owi ng.

"I = he stammered, at |last |ooking Dariica in the eye.

Dani ca | aughed and | ed hi mon down the hall. "Fear not," she said, her tone nore than a little
condescending. "l understand your relationship with the priestess of Sune. She is quite pitiful
actual ly."

Cadderly | ooked down at Danica, perplexed. If Danica was speaking the truth, then why had little
Iines of blood begun their descent on his rmuscled arnf?

"I amnot jealous of Histra, certainly,"” Danica went on. "I trust you, with all ny heart." Just
out si de her room she stopped and faced Cadderly squarely, one hand brushing the outline of his
face, the other tight about his waist

"I trust you," Danica said again.

"Besides," added the fiery young nonk in very different,

Hie Fallen Fortress
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stronger tones as she turned into her room "if anything romantic ever happened between you and
that single-m nded, over-painted |unmp of too-too quivering flesh, I would put her nose sonmewhere

in back of one of her ears.”

Dani ca abruptly disappeared into her roomto retrieve the book of notes she and Cadderly had
prepared for their nmeeting with Dean Thobi cus. The young priest remained in the hall, considering
the threat and privately laughing at how true it could be. Danica was fully a foot shorter than
he, and easily a hundred pounds lighter. She wal ked with the grace of a dancer—and fought with the
tenacity of a bee-stung bear

The young priest was far fromworried, though. Histra had spent all of her life in the practice of
being alluring, and she nade no secret of her designs on Cadderly. But she hadn't a chance; not a
wonman in the world had a chance of breaking Cadderly's bond with his Danica.

A bl ackened, charred hand tore up through the newy turned earth, reaching desperately for the
open air above. A second arm simlarly charred and broken at a gruesonme angl e hal fway between the
wist and the el bow, followed, grasping at the nud, tearing at the natural prison that held the

wr et ched body.

Finally the creature found enough of a hold to pull his hairless head fromthe shallow grave, to

| ook again upon the world of the Iiving.

The bl ackened head swi vel ed on a neck that was no nore than skin shriveled tight to the bone,
surveying the scene. For a fleeting instant, the wetch wondered what had happened. How had he
been buried?

A short distance away, down a little hill, the creature saw the gl ow of the evening | anps of a
smal | farmhouse. Beside it stood another structure, a barn

A barn!
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The thin sliver of the consciousness that had once bel onged to a man known as Ghost renenbered
that barn. CGhost had seen this body, his body, charred by that wi cked Cadderly in that very barn!
The evil corpse drew in some air—the action could not be called breathing where this undead thing
was concer ned—and dragged his bl ackened and shrivel ed body the rest of the way out of the hole.
The notes of that distant, yet strangely famliar, melody continued to thrumin the back of his

f eebl e consci ousness.

Unsteadily, Ghost |oped nore than wal ked toward the structure, the nmenories of that horrible,
fateful day com ng back nore fully with each stride.

Ghost had used the Gkearufu, a powerful device with nagical energies directed toward the spirit
world, to steal the body of the firbolg Vander, an unwilling associate. Disguised as Vander, with
the strength of a giant, Ghost had then crushed his own body and had thrown it across the barn
And then Cadderly had burned it The malignant nonster |ooked down to his bone-skinny arms and
prom nent ribs, the hollow shell that sonmehow |ived.

Cadderly had burned his body, this body! A single-ninded hatred consuned the wetched creature.
Ghost wanted to kill Cadderly, to kill anybody dear to the young priest, to kill anybody at all
Ghost was at the barn then. Thoughts of Cadderly had flitted away i nto nothingness, replaced by an
unf ocused anger. The door was over to the side, but the creature understood that he did not need
the door, that he had beconme sonething nore than the sinple material wooden pl anki ng now bl ocki ng
his way. The shrivel ed formwavered, becane insubstantial, and Ghost wal ked through the wall.

He heard the horse whinnying before he cane fully back to the nmaterial plane, saw the poor beast
standi ng wi |l d-eyed, lathered in sweat. The sight pleased thell ndead
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thi ng; waves of a new sensation of joy washed over Ghost as he snelled the beast's terror. The
undead nonster anbl ed over to stand before the horse, let his tongue drop out of his nouth
hungrily. Wth all the skin burned away fromthe sides of the tongue, its pointy tip hung far

bel ow Ghost's bl ackened chin. The horse nmade not a sound, was too frightened to nove or even to
draw breat h.

Wth a wheeze of evil anticipation, CGhost put deathly cold hands agai nst the sides of the beast's
face.

The horse fell dead.

The undead creature hissed with delight, but while Ghost felt thrilled by the kill, he did not
feel sated. Hi s hunger demanded nore, could not be defeated by the death of a sinple animl. CGhost
noved across the barn and again wal ked through the wall, coming into view of the lights within the
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farnmhouse. A shadowy shape, a human shape, noved across one of the roons.

Ghost was at the front door, undecided as to whether to wal k through the wood, tear the door
apart, or sinply knock and let the sheep cone to the wolf. The decision was taken fromthe
creature, though, when he | ooked to the side of the door, to a small pane of glass, and saw, for
the first time, his own reflection

A red gl ow enmanated fromenpty eye sockets. Chost's nose was conpl etely gone, replaced by a

bl acker hol e edged by ragged flaps of charred skin.

That tiny part of Ghost's consciousness that renenbered the vitality of life lost all control at
the sight of that hideous reflection. The nonster's unearthly wail sent the barnyard aninals into
a frenzy and shattered the stillness of the quiet autumm night nore than any viol ent storm ever
could. There cane a shuffling frominside the house, just behind the door, but the outraged
nonster didn't even hear it Wth strength far beyond that of any nortal, he drove his bony hands
through the center of the door and pulled out to the sides, splintering and tearing the wood as
though it were no nmore than a thin sheet of parchnent

A. Salvatore

A man stood there, wearing the uniformof a Carradoon city guardsman and an expression of sheer
horror, his nmouth frozen wide in a silent scream his eyes bugged out so far that they seened as
if they would fall fromhis face.

Ghost burst through the broken door and fell over him The man's skin transforned, aged, under the
creature's ghostly touch; his hair turned fromraven black to white and fell out in |arge clunps.
Finally the guardsman's voice returned, and he screaned and wailed, flailing his arns

hel pl essly.

Ghost ripped at him tore at his throat until that revealing screamwas no nore than the gurgle of
bl ood-filled | ungs,

The creature heard a shuffle of feet, |ooked up fromthe kill to see a second man standi ng beyond
the foyer, in a doorway at the other side of the house's small kitchen

"By the gods," this man whi spered, and he dove back into the far room and sl amred t he door

Wth one hand, CGhost lifted the dead man and hurled himout the shattered portal, halfway across
the barnyard. The undead creature floated across the floor, savoring the kill, yet hungry for
nore. His formwavered again, and he wal ked across the room and through anot her cl osed door

The second man, also a city guardsman, stood before the w cked thing, sw nging his sword
frantically at the horrid nonster. But the weapon never touched Ghost, slipped right through the
i nsubstantial, ethereal m st the creature had become. The man tried to run away, but Ghost kept
pace with him wal ked past furniture that the man stunbl ed over, wal ked through walls to neet the
terrified man on the other side of a door

The torment went on for a long and agonizing time, the helpless man finally stunbling out into the
night, losing his sword as he tunbl ed down the porch steps. He scranbled to his feet and ran into
the dark night, ran with all speed for Carradoon, howing all the way.

Ghost could have, at any tine, re materialized and torn the man apart, but somehow the creature
felfthat he
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enjoyed this sensation, this snell of terror, even nore than the actual killing. Ghost felt
stronger for it, as though he had sonmehow fed off of the horrified man's enotions and screans.

But now it was over and the nman was gone, and the other man was |ong dead and offered no nore
sport

Ghost wailed again as the thin sliver of remaining consciousness consi dered what he had becone,
consi dered what wretched Cadderly had created. Ghost renenbered little of his past life, only that
he had been anong the highest paid killers in the living realm a professional assassin, an arti st
of nurder.

Now t he creature was an undead thing, a ghost, a hollow, animted shell of evil energies.

After nore than a century of being in possession of the Ghearufu, Ghost had cone to consider
nortal forns in a nuch different way than others. Twice the evil man had utilized the powers of
the magi cal device to change bodies, killing his previous formand taking the new one as his own.
And now, sonehow, Ghosf s spirit, a piece of it at |east, had cone back to this plane. By sone
trick of fate, Ghost had risen fromthe dead.

But how? Gnhost couldn't fully remenber his place in the afterlife, but sensed that it was not

pl easant, not at all. Inmages of growl ing shadows surrounded him black claws raked the air before
his mnd s eye. What had brought himback fromthe grave, what conpelled his spirit to walk the
earth once nore? The creature scanned his fingers, his toes, for sone sign of the regenerative
ring Ghost had once worn. But he distinctly renenbered that the ring had been stolen by Cadderly.
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Ghost felt a call on the wind, silent but compelling. And fanmiliar. He turned gl owi ng eyes up
toward the distant nmountains and heard the call again.

The Ghear uf u,

The malignant spirit understood, renenbered hearing the nelody fromhis place of eterna

puni shnent. The
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Ghearufu had call ed himback. By the power of the Ghearufu, Ghost wal ked the earth once nore. At
that confused, overwhel m ng nonent, the creature couldn't decide if that was a good thing or not
He | ooked again to his shriveled, gruesone arns and torso, wondered if he could wi thstand the
light of day. What future awaited Chost in such a state? Wat hopes could the undead thing hol d?
The silent call canme again.

The Cheantfyt!

It wanted Chost back—and by its power, the creature's spirit could surely steal a new form a
living form

In Carradoon, not so far fromthe farnyard, the horrified guardsman stunbled to the cl osed gate,
scream ng of ghosts, crying for his slaughtered conpanion. If the soldiers manning the gate held
any doubts about the man's sincerity, they needed only to look into his face, a face that appeared
nmuch ol der than the man's thirty years.

A large contingent of men, including a priest fromthe Tenple of Il mater, rode out from
Carradoon's gate |less than an hour later, hell-bent for the farnmhouse, prepared to do battle with
the malignant spirit Chost was far gone by then, sonetinmes wal king, sonetines floating across the
fields, following the call of the Gkearufit, his one chance for deliverance.

Only the cries of the nighttine animals, the terrified bleating of sheep, the frightened screech
of a night ow, marked the ghost's passage.

Step Over A Dangerous |ine

The dawn had | ong since passed, but the room Cadderly entered was darkened still, shades drawn
tight to the wi ndows. The young priest noved to the bed quietly and knelt, not wanting to disturb
Headni stress Pertelope's sleep. |If Headnaster Avery had been Cadderly's surrogate father, then

wi se Pertel ope had been his nother. Now, with his newfound insight into the harnoni ous song of
Deneir, Cadderly felt that he needed Pertel ope nore than ever. For she, too, heard the nysterious
notes of that unendi ng song; she, too, transcended the normal boundaries of the clerical order. If
Pert el ope had been beside Cadderly in his discussion with Thobi cus, then his reasoning woul d have
been bol stered, and the w thered dean woul d have been forced to accept the truth of Cadderly's

i nsi ghts.

But Pertelope could not be with him She lay in her bed, deathly ill, caught in the throes of a
magi cal enchantment gone wild. Her body had been trapped in a transformation
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somewher e between the snooth and soft skin of a human and the sharp-edged denticles of a shark
and now neither air nor water could satisfy the headni stress's physica

needs.
Cadderly stroked her hair, nore gray than he remenbered it, as though Pertel ope had aged. He was
somewhat surprised when she opened her eyes, which still held their inquisitive luster, and

managed a smle in his direction

Cadderly strained to return that | ook

"You must recover your strength," he whispered to her

"l need you."

Pertel ope sniled again, and her eyes slowy closed.

Cadderly's sigh was one of hel pless resignation. He started to turn away fromthe bed, not wanting
to tax Perte-lope's depleted strength, but the headm stress unexpectedly spoke to him

"How went your neeting with Dean Thobi cus?"

Cadderly turned back to her, surprised by the strength in that voice, and surprised al so that
Pert el ope even knew he had net with the dean. She had not been out of her roomin many days, and
on the few occasions Cadderly had come to visit her, he had not nentioned his upcom ng neeting.

He shoul d have expected that she would know, though. As he considered the revel ati on, he rem nded
hi msel f that she, too, heard the song of Deneir. She and Cadderly were intimtely joined by forces
far beyond what the other priests of the library could even understand, joined by a comrunal
bathing in the river that was their god' s song

"I't did not go well," Cadderly admitted. "Dean Thobi cus does not understand," Pertel ope reasoned,
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and Cadderly suspected that the headmi stress had suffered many sinilar meetings with Thobi cus and
other priests who could not conprehend her special relationship

with Deneir.

"He questioned ny authority in branding Kierkan Rufo," Cadderly explained. "And he ordered that |
hand t he Ghearufu..." Cadderly paused, wondering how he mi ght
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qui ckly explain the dangerous device. Pertel ope squeezed his hand, though, and sniled, and he knew
that she under st ood.

"Dean Thobicus ordered ne to turn it over to the library supervisor," Cadderly finished.

"You do not approve of that course?"

"I fear it," Cadderly adnmitted. There is a will within the artifact, a sentient force al nost, that
may overconme any who handle it. |, nyself, have had to struggle against the alluring calls of the
Ghearufu since | took it fromthe assassin's burned body."

"You sound arrogant, young priest," Pertelope interrupted, her enphasis on the word "young."
Cadderly paused to consider the response. Perhaps his feelings could be considered arrogant, but
he believed them nonethel ess. He could control the force of the CGhearufit, had controlled it to
this point, at l|east Cadderly realized that he held a special insight now, a gift from Deneir,
that others of his order, with the exception of Pertelope, seened to | ack

"That is good," the headni stress said, answering her own accusation. Cadderly eyed her curiously,
not quite understandi ng where her reasoni ng was | eading.

"Deneir has called upon you," Pertel ope explained. "You nmust trust in that call. Wen you first

di scovered your buddi ng powers, you did not understand them and you feared them It was only when
you cane to trust in themthat you learned their uses and linmitations. So it nmust be with your
instincts and your enotions, feelings heightened by the song that ever plays in your nind. Do you
bel i eve that you know what is the best course concerning the Ghearufit?"

"I know," Cadderly replied firmy, not caring that he did i ndeed sound arrogant

*And concerning Ki erkan Rufo's brand?"

Cadderly spent a nonent considering the question, for Rufo's case seened to enconpass nany nore
edi cts of proper procedure, procedures that Cadderly had obvi ously

22
R A Salvatore
circunvented. "I did as the ethics of Deneir instructed nme," he decided. "Still, DeanThobi cus

doubts ny authority with good cause.”

"From his perspective," Pertelope replied. "Yours was a noral authority, while the dean's power
over such situations cones froma different source.”

"Froma created hierarchy," Cadderly added. "A hierarchy that remains blind to the truth of
Deneir." He gave a chuckle, unintentionally derisive. "A hierarchy that will hold us in check
until the cost of a war with Castle Trinity multiplies tenfold, a hundredfold."

"W it?"

It was a sinple question, asked sinply by a priestess who had not the strength to even rise from
her bed. To Cadderly, though, the question's connotations becane quite conplex, inmplicating him
and his future actions as the only possible answer. He knew in his heart that Pertel ope was
calling upon himto prevent what he had just predicted, was asking himto usurp the authority of
his order's highest ranking priest and bring Castle Trinity's influence to a quick end.

Her coy smile confirmed his suspicions.

"Have>ott ever dared to overrul e the Dean?" Cadderly

asked bluntly.

"I have never been in such a desperate situation," the headm stress replied. Her voice sounded
weak suddenly, as though her efforts to be strong had reached their end.

"I told you when you first discovered your gift," she went on, pausing often to collect her
breath, "that many things would be required of you, that your courage would often be tested.
Deneir demands intelligence, but he al so demands courage of spirit so that intelligent decisions
can be acted upon.”

"Cadderly?" The quiet call cane fromthe door, and Cadderly | ooked back over his shoul der to see
Dani ca, her face grave. Behind her stood the beautiful Shayleigh, elven maiden, elven warrior
from Shilm sta Forest, her gol den
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hair lustrous and her violet eyes shining as the dawn. She made no greeting to Cadderly, though
she had not seen himin many weeks, out of respect for the obviously sol emm neeting.
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"Dean Thobi cus is | ooking for you," Danica explained quietly, her tone full of trepidation. "You
did not give the Chearufu..." Her voice trailed away as Cadderly | ooked back to the bed. to
Pertel ope, who appeared very old and very tired.

"Courage," Pertel ope whispered, and then, as Cadderly | ooked on with full understanding, the
headm stress peaceful |y died.

Cadderly did not knock and wait for permission to enter the office of Dean Thobi cus. The withered
man was sitting back in his chair, staring out the wi ndow. Cadderly knew that the dean had j ust
recei ved news of Headm stress Pertel ope's death.

"Have you done as you were instructed?" Thobi cus snapped as soon as he noticed that Cadderly had
entered, and by that tine, Cadderly was already up to the man's desk

"I have," Cadderly replied

"Good, " Thobicus said, and his anger faded, replaced by his obvious sorrow for Pertel ope's

passi ng.

"1 have bid Danica and Shayl eigh to assenble the dwar-ven brothers and Vander by the front door
with provisions for the journey," Cadderly expl ai ned, popping on his blue, wi de-brimed hat as he
spoke.

"To Shilm sta Forest?" Thobi cus asked tentatively, as though he was afraid of what Cadderly was
about to say. One of the options Thobi ous had offered to Cadderly was to go out and serve as

em ssary to the elves and Prince El bereth, but he didn't think that was what the young priest was
now hinting at
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"No," came the even answer.

Thobi cus sat up very straight in his chair, a perplexed expression on his hollow, weathered face
He noticed then that Cadderly wore his hand-crossbow and the bandolier of explosive darts. The
spi ndl e-di sks, Cadderl/s other unconventional weapon, were | ooped on the young priest's w de belt,
next to a tube that Cadderly had designed to emt a concentrated beam of |ight

Thobi cus considered the clues for a long while. "You have turned the Ghearufu over to the library
supervi sor?" he asked directly. "No."

Thobi cus trenbled with nounting rage. He started to speak several tinmes, but wound up chewi ng his
lips instead. "You just said that you had done as you were instructed!" he roared at last, in as

furious an outburst as Cadderly had ever seen fromthe normally calmman. "I have done as Deneir
instructed,” Cadderly explained. *You arrogant... you,.. sacril egious—= Tliobicus stamered, his
face shining bright red as he stood up behind the desk

"Hardly," Cadderly corrected, his voice unshaking. "I have done as Deneir instructed, and now you
too, are to do Deneir's bidding. You will go down with ne to the front hall and wi sh ny Mends and
me good fortune on our all-inportant mission to Castle Trinity." The dean tried to interrupt but

sonet hing that he did not yet understand, sonmething intruding into his very thoughts, conpelled
himto silence. Then you will continue the preparations for a springtinme assault,” Cadderly
expl ained, "a reserve plan in case ny friends and | cannot acconplish what we set out to do.
are mad!" Thobi cus grow ed. Hardly.

Thobi cus began to argue back—until he realized that Cadderly had not spoken the word. The dean's
eyes narrowed and then popped wi de as he cane to realize that something was touchi ng hi m+nside
his m nd!
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"What are you about?" he demanded frantically.

You need not speak, Cadderly telepathically assured him

"This is..." the Dean began

" preposterous, an insult to ny position," Cadderly verbally finished for him sensing and
perfectly revealing the words before Thobi cus ever spoke them

The dean fell back in his chair. Do you realize the consequences of your actions'? he nentally
asked.

Do you realize that | could shatter your m nd? Cadderly responded with all confidence. Do you
further realize that my powers are bestowed by Deneir?

The dean's faced screwed up in confusion and disbelief. Wat was this young upstart hinting at?
Cadderly held no love for this ugly ganme, but he had little tinme to handle things the way the
proper procedures of the Edificant Library demanded. He nentally commanded the dean to stand, then
to stand on the desk. Before he knew what had happened, Thobi cus found hinself |ooking down at the
young priest froma high perch

"You
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Cadderly | ooked to the wi ndow, and Thobi cus tel epathically sensed the young priest privately
musi ng that he could quite easily persuade the dean to junp out of it—and suddenly Thobi cus
bel i eved that Cadderly could! Wthout warning, Cadderly rel eased Thobicus fromthe nental grip
and the dean sl unped down fromthe oaken desk and slid back into his chair.

"I take no pleasure in donminating you so," Cadderly explained sincerely, understanding that the
best results m ght be gained by restoring the defeated man's pride. "I amallowed the power by the
god that we both recognize. This is Deneir's way of explaining to you that | amcorrect in these
matters. It is a signal to us both, nothing more. Al that | ask—*

"I will have you branded!" Thobi cus exploded. "I will see that you are escorted fromthe library
in chains, tornmented every step of the way as you |l eave this region!"

Hi s words stung Cadderly profoundly as he continued
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his tirade, prom sing every conceivabl e puni shnent allowable by the Deneirian sect Cadderly had
been rai sed under those rules of order, under the precept that the dean's word was absolute rule
inthe library, and it was truly terrifying to the young priest to cast aside convention, even in
light of the greater truth playing within the notes of the Deneirian song. Cadderly focused his

t houghts on Pertelope at that terrible noment, renenbering her call for courage and

convi cti on.

He heard the harnony of the song playing in his mind, entered its alluring flow and found again
those channels of energy that would allow himinto the private real mof Dean Thobi cus's m nd
Cadderly and the dean exited the library a few mnutes later, to find Danica and Shayl ei gh; the
gi ant Vander (who was using his innate magical abilities to appear as a huge, red-bearded nan);
and the two dwarves, stocky, yellow bearded |van, and round-shoul dered Pikel, his beard dyed green
and pul l ed up over his ears, braided with his long hair hal fway down his back, waiting for them
The smiling dean wi shed Cadderly and his five conpanions the best of fortunes on their nopst

i mportant m ssion, and waved a fond farewell as they wal ked off into the Snowfl akes.

Justifying the Means

Abal lister leaned in close over Dorigen's shoul der, making the wonman sonmewhat unconfortabl e.
Dorigen let her focus drift away fromthe inmages in the crystal ball and shook her head
vigorously, purposely letting fly her long salt-and-pepper hair so that it smacked nosy Aballister
in the face.

The ol der wi zard backed up a step and pulled a strand of hair fromhis lips, glowering at Dorigen
"l did not realize that you were so close,"” Dorigen weakly apol ogi zed.

"OF course," replied Aballister in simlarly feigned tones. Dorigen clearly recognized his anger
but understood that he would accept her insult wi thout too nuch conplaint. Aballister had broken
his own scrying device, a magical mrror, and the experience had left himfearful of any nore

attenpts at clairvoyance. He needed Dorigen now, for she was quite skilled at the art "I should
have announced ny
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presence and waited for you to conplete your search," Aballister said, which was as close to an
apol ogy as Dorigen had ever heard fromthe nan.

"That woul d have been the appropriate course,” Dorigen agreed, her anber eyes flashing with..

Wth what? Aballister wondered. Open hatred? Their relationship had been on a steady decline since
Dorigen had returned fromher humliating defeat in Shilmsta Forest, a defeat she had suffered at
t he hands of Aballister's own estranged son

The ol der wi zard shrugged away the personal problens. "Have you found then?" he asked evenly. He
and Dorigen could settle their score after the inmmediate threat was elimnated, but for now, they
both had greater problens. The spirit of Bogo Rath had returned to Aballister the previous night,
with the information that Cadderly was indeed on his way to Castle Trinity.

The report inspired both trepidation and exhilaration in the ol der w zard. Aballister was obsessed
with conquering the region, a goal given to himby the avatar of Tal ona herself, and Cadderly
certainly seemed to be anpong the forenpst obstacles to those designs. The w zard could not deny
the tingle of anticipation he felt at the thought of doing battle with his form dable son. By all
reports, Cadderly did not even know his relationship to Aballister, and the thought of crushing
the upstart youth, both in nmagical battle and enptionally with the secret truth, inevitably

wi dened a grin across cruel Aballister's angul ar features.

The news of Cadderly's narch inspired nothing but fear in Dorigen, however. She had no desire to
tangle with the young priest and his brutal friends again, especially not now, with her hands
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still sore fromthe beating Cadderly had given them Many of her spells required precise hand
movenments, and with her fingers bent crooked and joints snmashed, nore than one spell had backfired
on her since her return fromthe elven forest

*] have seen no sign of Cadderly," Dorigen replied after a
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| ong pause to study again the blurry inages in the crystal ball. "My guess is that he and his
conpani ons have just recently left the library, if they have left at all, and | dare not send ny

magi cal sight so near our eneny's stronghold.”

"Two hours, and you have found nothing?" Aballister did not sound pl eased. He paced the edge of
the small room running withered fingers across a curtain that separated this area from Dorigen's
boudoir. A smile spread across the wi zard's face, though, despite his trepidation, when he
remenbered the many games he and Dorigen had enjoyed behind this very curtain.

"I did not say that," Dorigen answered sharply, understanding the conniving grin, and she turned
back again to the crystal ball.

Abal I i ster rushed back across the roomto peer over his associate's shoulder. At first, only a
gray mst swirled within the confines of the crystal ball, but gradually, with Dorigen's coaxing,
it began to shift and take on definite form The two wi zards viewed the foothills of the
Snowf | akes, obviously the southeastern nountain region, for the road to Carradoon was plainly in
si ght Somet hi ng noved al ong that road, sonething hideous.

The assassin,"” Aballister breathed. Dorigen regarded the ol der wi zard curiously.

The spirit of Bogo was cryptic on this point,” Aballister explained. This thing you have

di scovered was one of the |eaders of the N ght Mask band, the one called, appropriately it would
now seem Ghost Apparently our dear Cadderly took from Ghost a nmmgi cal device, and now the

wr et ched creature has come back for it Can you sense die spirit's power through your ball?"

"Of course not," Dorigen answered indignantly.

Then go out to the mountains and watch over this one," Aballister growled at her. "W nay have a
powerful ally here, one that will elimnate our problens before they ever nmake their way to Castle
Trinity."

"I will not"
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Abal I'i ster straightened as though he had been sl apped.

"1 have not yet recovered,” Dorigen explained. "My spells are not dependable. You would ask nme to
go near a nmalignant ghost, and near your dangerous son, without full use of ny abilities?" Her
reference to Cadderly as Aballis-ter's son nade the ol der w zard cringe, the obvious inplication
being that this entire trouble was somehow Abal lister's fault

"You have at your disposal one far nore capable of estimating the strength of (his undead
monster," Dorigen went on, not backing down in the | east "One who can comunicate with the
creature if necessary and who can certainly learn nore about its intentions than I."

Aballister's wath nelted away as he cane to understand Dorigen's reasoning. "Druzil," he replied,
referring to his famliar, a mschievous inmp of the | ower planes.

"Druzil," Dorigen echoed, her tone derisive.

Abal li ster put a crooked hand up to his sharp chin and nmunbled. Still, he seemed unconvi nced.
"Besides,"” Dorigen purred. "If | remain at Trinity, perhaps you and I..." She let the thought

hang, her gaze directing Aballister's to the curtain across the snmall room

Abal lister's dark eyes wi dened in surprise, and his hand drooped back down by his side. "Continue
your search for my s... for Cadderly," Abailister said to her. "Alert ne at once if you discover
his location. After all, | have ways of striking at the foolish boy before he ever gets near
Castle Trinity."

The wi zard took his abrupt |eave then, seenming flustered, but with an obviously hopeful bounce in
his step, and Dorigen turned back to her crystal ball. She didn't imrediately return to her
scrying, though, but instead considered the action she had just taken to prevent Aballister from
sendi ng her away. She held no | ove for the nan anynore, no respect even, though he was certainly
anong the nost powerful w zards she had ever seen. But Dorigen had made a deci si on—a deci sion
forced by her will to ride this
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whol e adventure out to a safe conclusion. She knew herself well enough to adnmit that Cadderly had
truly unnerved her in the el ven wood.

Her thoughts led her to contenplations of Aballister's intentions for his son. The w zard had
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allies, enchanted nonsters kept in private cages in his extradi nmensional nmansion. Al that
Abal I i ster needed was for Dorigen to point the way.

Dori gen | ooked down at her still swollen and brui sed hands, renenbered the disaster in Shilmsta,
and renmenbered, too, that Cadderly could have killed her if he had desired.

* k k% %k

They set their first canp on a high pass in the Snowfl akes, sheltered from the biting, wintry

wind by a small alcove in the rocky nountain wall. Wth Vander's gigantic bul k standing to further
bl ock the gusting breezes (the cold did not seemto bother the firbolg in the least), |van and
Pi kei soon had a fire roaring. Still, the wind inevitably found its way in to the conpani ons, and

even the dwarves were soon shivering and rubbing their hands briskly near the flanmes. Pikel's
typi cal mpan of "QOooo," canme out nore as "0—e—e-—6," as his teeth chattered through the sound.
Cadderly, deep in thought, was oblivious to it all, oblivious even to the fact that his fingers
were beginning to take on a delicate biue color. H s head down and eyes hal f-cl osed, he sat
farthest fromthe flames—except for Vander, who had noved out around the edge of the natura

al cove to feel the full force of the refreshing wind against his ruddy cheeks.

"We're needing sleep,"” Ivan stuttered, aimng his comment at the distracted priest
"0—o oi," Pikel readily agreed.

"I't wwill be hard to sleep with the cold," Danica said
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rather loudly, practically in Cadderly's ear. The four conpani ons | ooked incredul ously at each

ot her, and then back at Cadderly. Danica shrugged and noved closer to the flanes, rubbing her
hands all the while, but Ivan, always a bit nore blunt in his tactics, took Shayl eigh's | ongbow,
reached across the fire with it, and bopped Cadderly several tines atop the head.

Cadderly | ooked up at the dwarf. "What?"

"W was saying that it's a mte chilly for sleeping," Ivan growled at him his clainms accentuated
by the puff of frosty breath accompanyi ng each chattered word. Cadderly |ooked around at his

shi vering conpani ons, then seenmed to realize his own tingling extrenities for the first tine.
"Deneir will protect us," he assured them and he let his mnd s eye slip back to the pages of the
Tonme of Universal Harnony, the nbst holy book of his god. He heard again the flow ng, beautifu
notes of the endless song, and pulled fromthema relatively sinple spell, repeating it until its
enchant nent had touched all of his friends.

"Oo!" Pikel exclained, and this tine his teeth did not chatter. The cold was gone; there was no
better way to explain the sensation that instantly cane over each of them at Cadderly's bl essed

t ouch.

Took ye long enough," was Ivan's last nuttered sentinent before he dropped back agai nst the
confortable (to a dwarf, at least) mountain rock, clasped his hands behind his head, and cl osed
his eyes.

The dwarves were snoring in a matter of mnutes, and soon after, Shayl eigh, her head agai nst arns
that grasped her propped | ongbow, was al so resting easily. Cadderly had resuned his previous
contenpl ative posture, and Dani ca, guessing that sonething was bothering her love terribly, fought
away the tenptation of sleep and kept a protective watch over him

She woul d have preferred that Cadderly willingly open up to her, initiate the discussion that he
obvi ously needed. Danica knew the man better than to really expect that,
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knew t hat Cadderly could sit and nmull sonething over for hours, even days.

"You have done sonethi ng wong?" she asked as much as stated to hint "Or is it Avery?"

Cadderly | ooked up at her, and his surprised expression told Dani ca nuch, though she did not

i mredi ately el aborate on her suspicions.

"I have done nothing wong," Cadderly said at length, a bit too defensively, and the perceptive
nmonk under st ood then which of her guesses had hit the mark

"I't seens anmzi ng how conpl etely Dean Thobi cus changed his m nd concerning our quest,'
slyly.

Cadderly shifted unconfortabl y—rore evidence for Danica's perceptive eye. The dean is a cleric of
Deneir," Cadderly replied, as though that explained everything. "He seeks know edge and harnony,
and if the truth becones known to him he will not let pride stand in the way of changing his

m nd. "

Dani ca nodded, though her expression renai ned doubtful

"Qur course was the proper one," Cadderly added firnmy

The dean did not think so."

Dani ca sai d
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"He learned the truth," Cadderly answered inmmediately.

"Did he?" Danica asked. "Or was the truth forced upon hinP"

Cadderly | ooked away, saw Vander at the edge of the firelight, pacing in the blasting w nd,
continually sniffing at the nmountain air as he wal ked his watch, though his eyes were nore often
turned toward the crystalline, star-dotted sky than to the rugged nountain | andscape.

"What did you do to hin®" Danica asked bluntly. Cadderly's glare fell over her in an instant, but
she didn't back away in the least, trusting in her lover, trusting that the young priest could not
lie to her.

"1 convinced him" Cadderly spit out every word.

“"Magically."
How wel | you know ne! the priest thought, truly amazed.
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"It had to be done," he said quietly.

Danica rolled up onto her knees, shaking her head, her al nond-shaped brown eyes w dening.

"WAas | to allow Thobicus to |l ead us down a path of devastation?" Cadderly asked her. "He woul d—
Thobi cus?"

Cadderly's face screwed up with confusion, not understanding the significance of Danica's

i nterruption.

"Who has let pride tenper his judgnent now?" Danica asked accusingly. Still Cadderly did not

under stand. "Thobi cus?" the nonk reiterated. "Are you referring to Dean Thobi cus?'' Her enphasis
on the title showed Cadderly the truth. Even the headnasters of the library would rarely refer to
the hi ghest ranking priest without the proper title.

Cadderly spent many nonments considering his slip. Always before, he had taken care to refer to the
respected dean in the proper fashion, always the name had cone to himwith the title unconsciously
attached, and sounded discordant if he or someone else did not identify the nan as the dean. Now

t hough, for sone reason, the sinple reference to Thobi cus seened nore harnoni ous.

"You used your nmgi c against the | eader of your order," Danica stated.

"I did what needed to be done,"” Cadderly decided. "Do not fear, for Thobicus,"—he had honestly
meant to say "Dean Thobicus" this time—does not even renenber the incident. It was a sinple thing
to nodify his nenory, and he actually believes that he sent us out on a scouting mssion. He
expects that we will soon return to report on our eneny's activities, so that his foolish plans
for a sweeping strike mght be inplenmented. "

There coul d be no doubt concerning the level of horror that Cadderly's adm ssion had instilled in
Dani ca. She actually backed away fromthe young priest, shaking her head, her nouth hangi ng open
"How many t housands woul d perish in such a war?" the young priest cried loudly, getting Vander's
attention, and
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causi ng Shayl ei gh, too, to open one sleepy eye. Predictably, the dwarven snoring went on

uni nt errupt ed.

"I could not let Thobicus do it," Cadderly continued against Danica's silent accusations. "I could
not let the man's cowardi ce cause the deat hs of perhaps thousands of innocent nmen, not when | saw
a better way to end the threat*

"You act on presunption,” Danica replied incredul ously.

"On truth!" Cadderly shot back angrily, his tone |eaving no doubt that he believed his claimwth
all of his heart

"The dean is your superior," Danica rem nded him her tone somewhat nore nell ow.

"He is ny superior in the eyes of a false hierarchy," Cadderly added, sinmilarly softening his
tones. He | ooked around at Shayl ei gh and Vander, both now keenly interested in what had been a
private conversation. "Headnistress Pertelope was truly the highest ranking of the Deneirian
priests,"” Cadderly asserted.

The statenent caught Danica off guard—minly because she had held Pertel ope in the highest regard
and had no doubt that Pertel ope was anbong the wi sest of the Edificant Library's hosts.

"I't was Pertel ope who guided ne along this course," Cadderly went on. He seened vul nerabl e
suddenly, small and uncertain, an edge of doubt finding its way through his stubborn resol ve.

"l need you beside nme," he said to Danica, quietly so that Shayl eigh and Vander woul d not hear

The el ven maiden grinned, though, and respectfully closed her glistening violet eyes, and Cadderly
knew t hat her keen ears had caught every syll able

Danica stared into the starry sky for a long nonent, then noved besi de Cadderly, gently taking
hold of his armand shifting in close. She | ooked back to the fire and cl osed her eyes. Nothing
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nore needed to be said.

Cadderly knew that Danica held some doubts, though, and he did, as well. He had taken a huge
ganbl e in nen-
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tally attacking Thobi cus, and had certainly shattered the tenets of brotherhood and accepted
hierarchy at the library. Now he was on the course he knew in his heart to be the proper one, but
did the end justify the neans?

Wth so many |lives hanging on the decision, Cadderly had to believe that, in this instance, it

di d.

At a canpsite far down the nmountain trails from Cad-derly's conpany, four adventuring travelers
sl ept soundly. They did not notice their campfire take on a blue hue nmonmentarily, did not notice
the dog face of Druzil the inp peering out at themfromw thin the flanes.

Druzil muttered curses under his raspy breath, using the crackle of flames to cover his undeniable
anger. The inp detested this scouting service, figured he woul d spend many hours of sheer boredom
listening to the snores of inconsequential humans. He was Aballister's famliar, though, in
service (if not always in willing service) to the wizard, and when Aballister had opened a pl anar
gate in Castle Trinity and ordered himaway, Druzil had been conpelled to obey.

The fiery tunnel had | ed here, warping through the dinensions to the canpfire Dorigen's scrying
had targeted in the eastern foothills of the Snowfl akes. Using a bag of magi cal blue powder,
Druzil had turned the normal camp-fire into a gate simlar to the one in Castle Trinity. Now the
inp clutched a pouch of red powder which could close the gate behind him

Druzil held back the red powder for a few nonents, wondering what fun he might find in allow ng
the planar gate to remmi n open. What excitenment night a host of denizens fromthe | ower planes
cause?

The inmp reconsidered i medi ately and poured the red powder onto the flames. If he left the gate
open apd the wong creatures stepped through, then Castle Trinity's
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pl ans for conquest of the region would be lost in a swirl of chaos and destruction

He sat in the flanmes for nore than an hour, watching the unrenmarkable nmen. "Aballister bene

tell emara? he nuttered nmany times, a phrase in the | anguage of the | ower planes which basically
attributed the intelligence of a slug to Druzil's wi zard master

A novenent to the side, beyond the canpsite, caught Druzil's attention, and for a nonent he

t hought —he hoped—that sonet hing exciting mght happen. It proved to be just another of the nen,
however, wal king a perineter guard, apparently as bored as the inp. The man was gone fromview in
a few noments, back out into the darkness.

Anot her | ong hour slipped past, and the fire burned lower, forcing Druzil to crouch down to renain
conceal ed by the flanmes. The inp shook his dog-faced head, his floppy ears waggling about the
sides of his canine face. "Aballister bene tellemara" he hissed defiantly over and over, a litany
agai nst bor edom

The wi zard had sent himout with the pronmise that he would find the m ssion enjoyable, but Druzil
used to the nundane activities nost often associated with fam liars, such as standing guard or
gat hering spell conponents, had heard that |lie before. Even Dorigen's cryptic reference to
"someone that the inmp might find akin to his own heart," gave Druzil little hope. Cadderly was on
his way to Castle Trinity—that was the place Druzil wanted to be, watching the nagical expl osions
as Aballister finally blasted away his troubl esone son.

The inmp heard a noise again fromthe perinmeter, a sort of gasping sound foll owed by sone
shuffling. Druzil lifted his dog face clear of the flames to get a better view, and saw the guard
backpedal i ng, scranmbling, his sword out in front of himand his nouth opened inpossibly wide in a
silent caricature of a scream

It was the creature stubbornly pursuing the guard that sent shivers of warped delight up the inp's
I'izardlike spine.
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It had once been hunman, Druzil guessed, but was now a charred and bl ackened corpse, hideous and
hunched, and appeared as though all its bodily fluids had been sizzled away. Druzil could actually
snell the perneating evil that had brought this wetched thing back to its undead state.
"Delicious," the inp rasped, his poison-tipped tail whipping about the enbers behind him

The guard continued to retreat, continued his futile attenpt at a scream The creature sl apped the
horrified man's sword to the side and grabbed himby the wist, and Druzil squeaked aloud with
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pl easure as the skin of the doomed man's face took on a winkled, |eathery appearance and his hair
lost its youthful luster, lost all color, and began to fall out in clunps.

The ghost's hand hit the man again, in the face, and his eyes bul ged and seened as if they would
pop free of their sockets. From his opened nouth cane gurgling, choking sounds, and a wheeze of
breath fromlungs suddenly too old and hardened to properly draw breath.

The dying man tunbl ed backward over a log and lay very still on the ground, eyes and nmouth stil
open i npossibly w de.

A cry fromthe side of the canmp showed that the conmoti on had awakened one of the others. A sturdy
man, a warrior judging fromhis well-nuscled arns and chest, charged across in front of the fire,
boldly neeting the ghost The warrior's great sword sliced across, diving at the creature's

shoul der.

It seenmed to connect, sonmewhat, but then passed right through the undead thing, as though this
creature was no nore than an insubstantial apparition. H e ghost cane on, reaching with his one
wor ki ng arm seeking another victimfor his insatiable hunger.

Druzil clapped his oversized hands together a hundred tines in glee, thoroughly enjoying the play.
The other nmen | eaped up fromtheir slunbers, one running off screaming into the woods, but the
other two coming to the aid of their
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bol d conpani on.

The creature caught one by the hair, seemingly oblivious to the frantic man's chopping axe as it
turned the man's head aside and bit his throat Wth hi deous strength, the nonster hurled the

bl oodi ed corpse away, to crash into the trees twenty feet beyond the edge of the canpsite.

The renmai ning two men had seen enough, had seen too nmuch. They turned and fled, one throwi ng his
weapon aside in total, inconprehensible terror

Ghost lunged for them once but missed, and then stood and watched their flight for just a noment
bef ore he began shuffling past the ruined canpsite on his way once nore, noving up into the
Snowf | akes as if this entire slaughter had been no nore than a coincidental encounter. Druzi
understood that the thing was savoring the screans of the fleeing nen, though, taking perverse

pl easure in their terror

Druzil liked this creature.

The inmp stepped out of the flames, |ooked down to the aged, dying man, |aboring for breath,
showi ng pain with every nmovenment Druzil heard the man's arm bone sinply snap with age as he
reached up for the air, heard a groan mxed in with the futile gasps.

The inmp only laughed and | ooked away. Druzil had overheard part of Aballister's conversation with
the spirit of Bogo Rath, and though that conversation had been cryptic, the inp now suspected that
this horrid creature might hold a particular grudge agai nst Cadderly. Certainly the nonster seened
to be noving with purpose; it hadn't even taken the time or effort to pursue tine fleeing nen.
Druzil willed hinself into a state of invisibility and fl apped his | eathery bat w ngs, rising up
in pursuit of the ghost, thinking that perhaps he had been wong to doubt Aballister's promn ses
that this would be an enjoyabl e ni ssion

A Taste of Whafs to Cone

Abal I i ster wal ked through a large roomfilled with cages, adniring his private nenagerie of exotic
monsters. "Dorigen has spotted the young priest and his friends," the wizard said quietly, com ng
to a stop between two of the |argest cages, each occupi ed by strange-looking beasts that seened a
m xture of two or nore normal ani mals.

"Are you hungry?" Aballister asked one wi nged | eonine nonstrosity, its tail covered with a

mul titude of iron-hard spikes. The creature roared in reply and butted its nmassive, powerful chest
agai nst the bars of its cage.

Then fly," the wi zard cooed, opening the cage door and running his skinny hands through the
monster's thick nmane as it anbled past. "Dorigen will guide you to nmy wi cked son. Do teach hima

| esson.” The old wi zard cackl ed heartily. He had spent nmany private hours in this extra-

di mensi onal region. He had actually created the place while studying in the Edificant Library.
Abal I i ster's biggest
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concerns at that tine were the hovering priests always | ooking over his shoul der, making sure that
his work was in accord with their strict rules. Little did they know that Aballister had
circunvented then-watchful gazes, had created this extra pocket of real space so that he could
continue his nost precious, if nobst dangerous, experinments.
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That had been nore than two decades before when Cad-derly was a babe, and when, the w zard nused,
the | eoni ne nonster and the three-headed beast behind it were al so babes.

Abal | i ster | aughed al oud at the thought: he was sending two of his children out to kill the third.
The two powerful beasts followed Aballister out of the roomand out of another door in the

extradi nensi onal mansion that led to the rocky ridge above Castle Trinity, where Dorigen, her
crystal ball in hand, waited.

* kK k*k

"W are too high up," Vander protested as the party trudged along a narrow nmountain trail nore
than hal fway up a twel ve-thousand foot peak. A few scraggly branches, bare of |eaves, dotted the
trail, but nostly the place was wi nd-carved rock, ridged in some places, polished snooth hi
others. In this place, winter had already cone in full. The snow | ay deep, and the wind's bite,
despite Cadderl/s nmagical protection spells, forced the conpanions to continually rub their hands
to keep their fingers fromgrow ng nunb. The narrow trail was nostly bare to the stone, at |east,
perpetual ly wi ndblown so that little snow had found a hold there.

"We nust stay far fromthe lower trails," Cadderly replied, having to yell to be heard through the
grow i ng wi nd. "Many goblins and giantkin are about, fleeing Shilnsta in search of their nountain
hol es. "

"Better to face themthan what we might find up here," Vander argued. The booni ng voice of the
twel ve-foot-tal
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giant, thick red beard crusted by blowing ice, had no trouble cutting through the din of the w nd.
"You do not know the creatures of the | ands where the snow does not nelt, young priest" The rugged
firbolg was tal king fromsone experience, it seenmed, and the dwarves, Shaylei gh, and Danica | ooked
to Cadderly, hopeful that Vender's warning night carry some influence.

"Yeah, like that big bird | spotted, floating on the winds a mle away," |Ivan put in.

"It was an eagle," Cadderly insisted, though only lIvan had actually seen the soaring creature.
"Sone of the eagles in the Snowfl akes are quite large, and | doubt..."

"A mle away?" |van bal ked,

"I doubt that it was a mle," Cadderly finished, to which Ivan only shook his yellow haired head,
adj usted his helmet, which sported a pair of deer antlers, and cast a |less-than-friendly glare
Cadder | y*s way.

By that time, Cadderly had found a new person to argue with, as Danica came up behind himand put
a hand on his shoulder. He | ooked at her grim expression and recogni zed at once that she was in
agreenent with the others.

"I fear no nonsters," she explai ned defensively, for she al one understood the pains the young
priest had endured to get this quest underway. "But the land here is treacherous, and the w nd
unconfortable at best. A slip on the ice could send one of us tunbling down the nountainside."
Dani ca | ooked up the slope to their right and continued om nously, "And the snow hangs thick above
us."

Cadderly did not have to follow her upward gaze to understand that she was referring to the very
real threat of an aval anche. They had passed the remants of a dozen such disasters, though nost
were old, probably fromlast year's spring nelt

Cadderly took a deep breath and rem nded hinself of his secret purpose in being up this high, and
he remai ned adamant The snow here is seasonal,"” he replied, celling ahead to Vander. "Except for
the very tops of the moun-
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tains, where we shall not go."

Vander started to protest—€adderly expected that the firbolg would argue that these fearful snow
creatures night easily come down fromthe nountaintops when the snow |l ay so deep. He had barely
uttered the first syllable of protest, though, when Cadderly interrupted himwith a telepathic
message, a mmgical plea that the firbolg I ead on without further argument, that standing and

tal king only delayed the tinme when they could go back down to nore hospitable clines.

Vander grunted and turned about, flipping his white bearskin cloak back over one shoul der to
reveal to the others that his huge hand rested uneasily on the sculpted hilt of his giant-sized
sword.

"As for the wind and the ice," Cadderly said to Danica, "we shall be careful with our steps and
hold fast to our resolve."

"Unl ess we get plucked off by a passing bird," lvan said dryly.

"I't was only an eagle," Cadderly insisted again, turning on the dwarf, his anger flaring. Ivan
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shrugged and wal ked away. Pikel, seemingly oblivious to all the arguing and quite willing to go
wherever the others | ed him bobbed happily at his brother's side.

"Ye ever seen an eagle with four paws?" |van snarled over his shoul der when he and Pi kel had noved
awnay.

Pi kel considered the question for a | ong nonent before he stopped in his tracks, his snile nelting
away, and let out a profound, "Oooo."

Then the green-bearded dwarf skittered quickly to keep pace with the stonping Ivan. Together they
wal ked right behind the firbolg and noved to Vander's sides when the trail was w de enough to
accomopdate them The firbolg and the dwarves had beconme fast friends over the |ast days,
continually trading tales of their respective honel ands, places sonewhat simlar in rugged terrain
and wi cked beasts.
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Cadderly came next in the procession, alone with his thoughts, still trying to reconcile his

magi cal attack on Tho-bicus and contenplating the trials he knew that he would soon face, both at
Castle Trinity and after Castle Trinity.

Dani ca all owed Cadderly to get sone di stance away before she resuned the march, her eyes revealing
a mxture of contenpt and pain at the way Cadderly had just rebuked her

"He is scared," Shayleigh said to Danica, coming to her side.

"And stubborn," Dani ca added

The elf maiden's sincere snmle was too infectious for Danica to hold her grimthoughts. Danica was
gl ad that Shayl ei gh was beside her once nore, feeling an al nost sisterly bond with the spirited
el f. Gven Cadderly* s recent nood and recent secretive actions, Danica felt as though she
desperately needed a sister

For Shayleigh, the trip was both a debt repaid and an act of sincere friendship. Cadderly, Danica,
and the dwarves had conme to the fighting aid of Shilmista's elves, and during their time together,
Shayl ei gh had cone to like all of them Mre than one of Shilmista' s haughty elves had joked at
Shayl ei gh' s expense, at the thought that an elf could so befriend a dwarf, but Shayl eigh took it
all in wthout conplaint

Less than a half hour later, on an exposed section of trail where the nountain to their right
sloped up at a gentle angle, though the drop to their left remai ned steep, Vander pulied up short
and put his great hands out to the sides to halt the dwarves. It had begun to snow again, the w nd
whi pping the icy flakes so that the conpanions all had to keep their traveling cloaks tight about
their faces. In that poor visibility, Vander was unsure about the unusual shape he noticed on a

wi de section of trail up ahead.

The giant took a tentative step forward, drawi ng his nassive sword halfway fromits sheath. Ivan
and Pi kel |eaned backward and | ooked to each other from behind the firbolg.
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Wth simltaneous nods, they clutched then weapons, though they had no i dea of what had put Vander
on the alert

Then Vander relaxed visibly, and the dwarves shared another shrug and tucked their hands back
under their thick cloaks.

Two steps later, the shape, which Vander had identified as a snowbank, coiled up |Iike some huge
serpent and | ashed out at the giant, brushing against his outstretched fingers.

Vander cried out and | eaped back, grabbing at his suddenly bl oody hand.

"The damm snow bit him" lvan yelled and rushed up, chopping with his doubl e-headed axe. The bl ade
passed right through the weird nonster, clanging against the bare stone underneath, cutting nearly
a quarter of the creature's bul k away.

But that quarter was just as alive, and just as vicious, as the main bulk, and now there were two
monsters to fight

Vander rushed in, chopping his sword with his one good hand.

Then there were three nonsters.

Ivan felt an agoni zing burn along one arm but, blinded by the whipping wind and the battle
frenzy, the dwarf did not realize the results of his actions. He brought his axe to bear
repeatedly, unwittingly multiplying the nonstrous ranks.

Cadderly had only just noticed the frenzied novenents when Shayleigh's cry from behind turned him
about. The young priest's eyes w dened consi derably when he saw the truth of Ivan's "eagle," a

| eoni ne beast taller than Cadderly and with a wingspan fully twenty-five feet across. The swooping
creature did not cone in close to Shayl eigh and Danica, but instead abruptly broke the nonentum of
its dive, rearing in the air and whipping its tail over one nuscled shoul der

file:/lIF|/rah/R.%20A.%20Salvatore/R.%20A.%20...%20-%20The%20Fallen%20Fortress%20-%20[FR].txt (18 of 117) [7/19/03 12:27:25 AM]



file:///F|/rah/R.%20A .%20Sa vatore/R.%20A .%20Sal vatore%20-%20The%20Fallen%20Fortress¥620-%20[ FR] .txt

A volley of iron spikes shot out at the two. Danica pushed Shayleigh to the side, then contorted
her own body sonehow, miracul ously avoiding any serious hits, though a line
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of blood, stark red against the white background, appeared i nmediately along the side of one arm
Shayl ei gh was quick to ready her bow, but the |eonine creature swooped away, and her shot was a

I ong one, lost in the wind and the driving snow.

Up ahead, Vander got hit again and shrieked as Cadderly woul d never have believed the stoic and
proud gi ant ever could. The young priest stunbled forward to discern the cause of the fighting,
squi nting and shaking his head, for he could not believe that his friends were fully surrounded by
sone sort of animated snow

Their repeated bl ows had no effect—ether than to create nore nonsters.

Cadderly fell into the song of Deneir, the logic that guided the harnony of his universe. He saw
the spheres, not just the celestial spheres, but the nagical spheres of el enental and energy-based
powers. The sinple and evident truths | ed Cadderly quickly to the conclusion that snow woul d best
be battled with fire, and, hardly thinking about the novenent, the young priest lifted his fist
toward the | argest section of creature between hinself and his friends and uttered "Fete!" the

El vish word for fire

A line of flanmes shot out from Cadderly's gold and onyx ring, engul fing several of the snow
monsters in a sizzling blaze. Animated snow becane insubstantial steam and gases, bl ow ng away on
the w nd.

Then somet hi ng struck hard agai nst Cadderly's back, hurling himto the ground. Fear told himthat
the | eoni ne nonster nust be back and he swung about, his clenched fist out in front

He saw Dani ca standing protectively behind himand realized that it was she who had struck him
She now faced the newest beast that had entered the fray, a beast that had apparently been intent
on the distracted young priest.

" Chi nera?" Cadderly asked as nuch as stated when the wi nged, three-headed nonster rushed in at

Danica. Its central head and its torso were, |ike the other beast, those
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of a lion, but this one also had an orange scal ed neck and head of a small dragon flanking it and
a bl ack goat's head behi nd.

The creature reared in nmdair; the dragon's head breathed forth a line of flane.

Dani ca junped to the side away from Cadderly, then | eaped up and caught a handhold on the stone
above her, tucking her feet up high and sonmehow escaping the searing blast. She cane back to the
| edge after the fires had expired, but found no safe footing, for the flanes had nelted away the
snow and weakened the integrity of that section of ledge. Ice reformed alnost inmediately in the
freezing tenmperatures, and the young nonk fell down hard onto her back. And then, dazed, Danica
sl i pped out over the |edge.

Cadderly's world seemed to stop

Fart her down the trail, Shayleigh put her bowto deadly use, firing arrow after arrow at the

| eoni ne nonster. Even with the powerful w nds, many of her shots hit the mark, but the beast was
resilient, and when its spike-throwing tail whipped about once nore, Shaylei gh had nowhere to run
She grimaced at the dull thuds as several missiles blasted her to a half-sitting, half-Ieaning
position on the nountain slope. She felt the sudden warnth of her own |ifeblood flow ng from
several wounds. Stubbornly, the elf maiden put another arrow to her bowstring and let fly, scoring
a solid hit in the nonster's thick-nuscled chest

Cadderly dove flat to the stone, reached out desperately for Danica, who had gained a tentative
handhol d several feet below the | edge. She couldn't possibly clinb up the ice in the driving w nd
and snow, and Cadderly, for all his
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straining, couldn't reach her

The priest sang along with the song of Deneir, again seeking out an el enental sphere, this tine
searching for answers in the realmof air.

Dani ca heard his singing and | ooked up plaintively, knowi ng that her one hand woul d not keep her
in place for very |ong.

Monments | ater, Cadderly ended the song, |ooked back at Danica, and conmanded her in magically
enhanced tones to junp up at him

She did, trusting in her lover. Their hands brushed, just for a noment, but in that instant Danica
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heard Cadderly utter an arcane rune, a triggering word to a spell, and she felt a tingle as sone
power passed between them

Then Dani ca plumeted away.

Cadderly had no tine to watch her descent, had to trust fully in the revealed truths of his god.
He | ooked all about and was relieved to see that the strong wind was working for them forcing the
two wi nged nonsters to take long runs to get near the | edge.

Up ahead, Vander had used the break caused by Cad-derly's fire to get out of the encircling
monsters, and had taken Ivan with him holding the dwarf in mdair with a hand that seenmed al npst
ski nl ess.

Pi kel had noved up a rock, but was again surrounded, beating the many vicious creatures back
wildly with his tree-trunk club

Cadderly lifted his onyx ring, but saw no clear angle. He fell into the song instead, entering the
realmof fire
"Me brother!" lvan wailed, pulling free of Vander's grasp. The yell ow bearded dwarf expected

Vander to rush in beside him but when he glanced at the firbolg, he realized the awmful truth. The
snow creatures had hit Vander several tines, on both hands and forearns and once, probably when
the giant had stooped to hoist up Ivan, on the side of his face. In each of these places, Vander's
skin had sinply dissolved, |eaving garish, brutal wounds.
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Now t he firbolg was beyond conprehension, swaying fromside to side as he barely managed to stand.
"OCo, ow" canme a cry from ahead

Pi kel needed hel p.

Ivan took a running stride toward his brother, then fell back in absolute shock as a ring of
flanes erupted around Pi kel and rolled down the rock

"Me brother!" lvan cried again, above the sudden roar. He wanted to go forward, was willing, in
spirit at least, to throw hinmself through the unexplained fiery curtain and di e beside his dear
brother. But the heat was too intense as the flames continued outward, the curtain fully twenty
feet high. Steamm xed with the fires as snow and ice and the creatures were fully consuned.

Above his despair, Ivan heard a cry of hope, heard Cadderly shout out for Pikel to "Stand fast!"
A goat head butted Ivan hard on the shoulder, and a lion's paw swatted the dwarfs head, |aunching
hi m backward. He cracked into Vander's knee, his deer-andered helmet tearing firbolg skin, and his
nmonent um knocki ng the stunned giant's feet out fromunder him Down came Vander, on top of Ivan.
*kk k%

Bl ood had filled one of Shayleigh's clear violet eyes. She saw Cadderly, though, lying on the

| edge, saw the chinmera strike the dwarf, then swoop away, caught by the nmighty w nd.

Cadderly drew out sonething snall, funbled with the heavy belt strapped diagonally across his
chest, and began to sing. Fromthe desperate |ook in the young priest's eyes, Shayl ei gh guessed
that the | eoni ne beast had returned.

It was barely visible, perhaps thirty feet out fromthe | edge. Shayleigh could see that its target
this time was Cadderly, and possibly the fallen dwarf and giant not far from Cadderly's flank
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The nonster darted in suddenly and reared, its deadly tail snapping forward.

"No!" the elf maiden cried, readying her bow Looking back fearfully to the trail, she noticed a
slight shimrer appear in the air before the priest Shayleigh dismssed it as an optical trick of
the snow and wi nd—until the nutant nmanticore's spi kes entered that area and sonehow reversed
direction, shooting back out at the surprised beast!

Gouts of bl ood expl oded agai nst the | eonine chest, driving the beast backward in the air.
Shayl ei gh | ooked back to see Cadderly poised, hand-crossbow steadi ed across his free wist. She
qui ckly put an arrow into the nmonster's flank, thinking that Cadderly's tiny crossbow woul d be of
little use.

The crossbow dart raced out at the nonster. The |ion roared—then roared | ouder as the quarre
stung its nose. For a nonent, the bolt seenmed a puny thing against the sheer bul k and strength of
the beast, but then it collapsed on itself, crushing the vial of O of Inpact. The resulting

expl osion sent bits of the nonster's face and teeth scattering to the winds and drove the front
end of the dart through the beast's thick skul

Four paws flailing wildly, the dying nonster dropped from sight

Cadderly | ooked back to his ring of fire, confident that it had di spatched the snow creatures. Al
that remmi ned was the chinera, floating sonewhere out on the wi nds behind the blinding snow

"Behi nd!" Shayl ei gh cried suddenly, spinning about and firing two quick arrows. The swoopi ng
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chimera shrieked; its dragon head cane in line with Cadderly, ready to |l oose its fiery breath once
nor e.

Cadderly countered with a quick and sinple magic, pulled fromthe el enent of water. A gusher
erupted fromhis hands at the sane tine as the dragon head breathed, the fiery breath dissipating
into a cloud of harm ess steam

The chimera burst through the gray veil right above the
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young priest, foreclaws slashing at Cadderly and knocking himto the ground.
"Ye m xed up bag o* body parts!" lvan hooted, finally extracting hinmself fromunder the fallen

giant Two running steps put the infuriated dwarf al ongside the soaring nonster, and he | eaped up,
grabbing a horn of the black goat's head and pul ling hinself astride the beast

Shayl ei gh followed their swooping path, ready to let fly another arrow, but she pulled up
suddenl y, stunned.

Dani ca had come back up to their level. She was wal king in mdair!

The chinera, all three heads | ooking back at those it had | eft behind on the |edge or at the
furious dwarf scranbling about on its back, never saw the nonk. Danica's spinning kick cracked the
| eonine jaw and nearly sent the five hundred pound nonster tunbling headl ong, and then agile
Dani ca was up beside Ivan before the chinmera could begin toreact

She drew out a silver-hilted dagger from one boot, wapped its scul pted dragon head with her free
hand and went to vicious work on the central |eonine head. Even nore furious was |van

Boul der shoul der, hands cl asped about the goat horns, westling the thing back and forth.

The chinmera banked in a steep roll, conming alongside the | edge so that Shayl ei gh nanaged anot her
two shots before the snowstorm swal |l owed t he beast and her friends.

The chimera cane around again a nmonent |later, and the elf prepared to fire. But Ivan suddenly
popped up and regarded her incredul ously, one of Shayleigh's arrows splintered and hangi ng from
his deer-antlered hel net

"Hey!" the dwarf bellowed, and she |owered the bow Ilvan's distraction cost him though, for the
goat's head broke free of his grasp nonmentarily and butted hard agai nst his face and forehead.
Ivan spit out a tooth, grabbed the horns in both hands and butted back, and it seened to Shayl ei gh
that the dwarf's attack had been by far the nore effective.
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Then they were gone again, behind the blinding sheets of snow. Al was suddenly silent, save the
howl of the wind. Vander stirred and propped hinself up on his el bows; Cadderly's enchanted wal

of fire cane down, to reveal Pikel sitting confortably on the stone, nmunching a |l eg of nutton he
had opportunistically pulled fromhis pack and roasted in the nmagical flanes.

"Oo," the green-bearded dwarf said, hiding the nmeat behind his back when he noticed Cadderly's
amazed expression.

"Do you see then?" Shayl ei gh asked, linping to Cadderly's side and directing his gaze back to the
enpty air.

Cadderly peered through the snow and shook his head. When he | ooked back to Shayl ei gh, though, al
t houghts of his nonster-riding friends were replaced by the i medi ate needs of the wounded el f

mai den. Several spikes had struck Shayl ei gh, one grazing the side of her head and opening a w cked
gash, another deep into one thigh, a third driven into her wist so that she could not close her
hand, and a fourth sticking fromher ribs. Cadderly could hardly believe that the elf was stil
standing, let alone firing her bow.

He listened for the song of Deneir immediately, bringing forth nmagics that would allow himto
begi n the nendi ng of Shayl ei gh's wounds. Shayl ei gh said nothing, just grinmaced stoically as
Cadderly slowy drew out the spikes. Al the while, the elf naiden held fast to her bow, kept her
gaze out to the wide winds in search of her mssing friends.

M nut es slipped past. Cadderly had the worst of the wounds cl osed, and Shayl eigh signaled that to
be enough for the tinme being. Cadderly didn't argue, turning his attention back to the search for
Dani ca and | van

"I'f the nonster shakes free of them..." Shayl ei gh began om nously.

"Danica will not fall," Cadderly assured her. "Not with the enchantment | have put upon her. Nor

will she allow lvan to fall"
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There was honest conviction in the priest's tone, but he sighed with sone relief anyway when the
chinmera finally cane back into view, speeding on a course that would take it directly above the
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| edge. Shayleigh lifted her bow, but her injured wist would no longer allow her to pull the
string back fast enough. Cadderly got a shot with his crossbow, but the chimera banked and the
expl osive quarrel flew harm essly w de

The nonster roared in protest as it passed w thout any attacks, and the friends on the | edge could
see that both its dragon and goat heads flopped lifelessly in the wind. |van, clutching the

| eoni ne mane, howl ed with enjoynent as he attenpted to steer the beast by tugging one way or the
ot her.

"Junp free!" Danica cried to the dwarf as the nmountain | oomed before them The young wonan stepped
off the creature as it passed the | edge, skipped down across the enpty air (to Pikel's amazed cry
of "Oo oi!" and Vander's incredulous stare) to join Cadderly and Shayl ei gh

"Junmp free!" Danica yelled again, this time with Shayl ei gh and Cadderly joining in

The yel | ow bearded dwarf didn't seemto hear them and Danica prudently rushed back out fromthe
| edge in case the beast headed out into the enpty air once nore. The chinmera did bank agai nst
Ivan's stubborn pull and start back out, but this tinme, both Cadderly and Shayl ei gh were presented
with perfect shots. Shayleigh's arrow dove deep into the chinera's torso, and Cadderly's quarre
got the beast on the wing, its explosive force shattering bone and sending the beast into a
repeated barrel roll.

I van tugged and yanked frantically, l|ooking for sone place to safely |and as the creature fl opped
about, turning back toward the towering nountain.

"Junp!" the conpanions pleaded with the dwarf.

"Snowbank!" Ivan yelled in high hopes, twisting the nonster's head in line with a white pile
jutting above the snooth slope of the nountain, just a dozen or so feet above the
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| edge. "Snowbank!"

Not quite—the inch of snow covering the jutting boulder did not, by any definition, constitute a
snowbank.

"Boom " remarked a grimacing Pikel as the chinera and |Ivan crashed heavily, the dwarf bouncing
back, skidding and slipping until he cane to a stop, anazingly on his feet on the | edge.

The crushed chinera thrashed about near the rock until Shayl eigh's next arrow sank into the

| eoni ne head, ending its agony.

Ivan turned to regard Cadderly and the others, his pupils rolling about their sockets

i ndependently of each other. Sonehow, Ivan still wore his deer-antlered helnmet, and sonehow,
Shayl ei gh's splintered arrow had not been di sl odged.

"Who knowed?" |van asked innocently, giving a |lane attenpt at shruggi ng his shoulders as he fel
facedown on the path.

Test of WI I power

Cadderly and Shayl ei gh broke i nmedi ately for the stunned dwarf, but Danica rushed back to the

| edge, grabbed Cadderly and spun hi m about, her l|ips crushing against his as she kissed himhard
She backed off suddenly, her features twisted with adnmirati on and appreci ati on—and ecstacy.

Her breath cane in excited gasps; her eyes darted wildly, fromthe open air beyond the |ledge to
her enchanted feet and to the man who had saved her life. "I want to do it again!" she blurted,
funbling over the words as though she couldn't help but say them

Cadderly seenmed perplexed, until he realized that his love had just wal ked on air. Wat an

i ncredi bl e experience that nust have been! He stared at Danica for a | ong nonment Then, renenbering
Ivan's situation, he |ooked to Pikel, who was happily munching on his roasted nmutton once nore
(apparently, Ivan was not too badly injured), and
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| ooked to the rock where lIvan and the chinera had abruptly ended their wild ride. Al of this
apparent insanity in the mdst of a desperate plan, the success of which could well determi ne the
very existence of the peoples of the region

And Dani ca's sparkling brown eyes, so full of adniration, told Cadderly sonething nore. He was
comng to the forefront of it all, inevitably taking up the lead in this crusade. He had grabbed
at this responsibility—fully when he had bent Dean Thobi cus's m nd—but now, as the true wei ght of
that responsibility becanme clearer to him he was worried. Al ways before, Cadderly had depended on
his powerful friends. He pointed the way, and they, through stealth and sword, facilitated the

pl ans. Now, though, judging fromthe look in Danica's eyes, Cadderly's burden had increased. H's
nmount i ng nmagi cal powers had becone the group's prinmary weapon.

Cadderly woul d not shy away fromhis newrole, would fight on with all his heart and all his
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strength. But he wondered if he could live up to his friends' expectations, if he could continue
to keep Danica's eyes sparkling.

It was all too nmuch for the burdened young priest Wiat began as an enbarrassed chuckl e ended with
Cadderly sitting on the stone | edge, |aughing at the very edge of hysteria.

The sight of Vander, up again and noving toward him sobered Cadderly. Al though Vander's bruta
wounds had al ready sonmehow begun to nend, the giant's face showed his pain, and showed that Vander
did not see anythi ng hunorous about their situation

*] told you that we were too high up," the firbolg said in a low, firmvoice.

Cadderly thought for a nonent, then began to explain to the giant that, while the strange,

ani mat ed snow creature m ght have been natural to the region, both the chinera and the other

wi nged beast, the nmutated manticore, were nagical in nature and not denizens of the cold and
desol ate hi gh peaks. Cadderly never finished the explanation
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t hough, suddenly realizing the inplications of his own thoughts.

Magi cal creatures?

What a fool 1've been! Cadderly thought, and to Vander and his friends he offered only a sudden
confused expression. The young priest closed his eyes and nentally probed the region, sought out
the magi cal eye of the scrying wi zard—for soneone had certainly guided the two nonsters! Al nost

i medi ately, he felt the connection, felt the directed Iine of magical energy that could only be
the probing of a scrying wizard and pronptly released a countering line to disperse it Then
Cadderly threw up magi cal defenses, put a veil around hinmself and his friends that woul d not be
easily penetrated by distant probing eyes.

"What is it?" Dani ca demanded when he had at |ast reopened his gray eyes.

Cadderly shook his head, then | ooked to Vander. "Find a sheltered area where we night set a canp
and nend our wounds," he instructed the firbolg. Danica was still staring at him waiting for an
expl anation, but the young priest only offered another shake of his head, feeling positively
foolish for not warding themall against scrying w zards much earlier in the journey.

Agai n Cadderly wondered if he woul d di sappoi nt those who had conme to trust in him

The chinmera and the nanticore were Aballister's creatures, his children, brought into existence
and nurtured to mighty maturity by the magi cs of the powerful wizard. Wen they fell in the
mount ai ns, Abal lister sensed the | oss, as though a part of his own energy had been stripped from
him He left his private quarters so abruptly that he didn't even bother to close his spell book
or to put up wards against intruders. The old w zard bounded down the hall to Dorigen's room and
pounded on the door, disrupting the
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worman' s studyi ng.

"Find them" Aballister snarled as soon as Dorigen opened the door, pushing his way in.

"What do you know?" she asked.

"Find them" Aballister conmanded again. He spun about and grabbed Dorigen by the hand, pulling
her to the seat before her crystal ball.

Dorigen tore her hand free of Aballister's grasp and eyed hi m dangerously.

"Find them" the older wi zard grow ed at her for the third time, not retreating an inch from her
threatening glare.

Dori gen recogni zed the urgency in Aballister's wi zened face, knew that he would not have cone in
here and treated her with such disrespect if he was not terribly afraid. She uncovered the crysta
ball and stared into the itemfor a |long while, concentrating on reestablishing the connection to
Cadderly Several nonments passed with the ball showi ng nothing but its swirling gray nist Dorigen
pressed on, commanding the nist to form an i mage.

The ball went perfectly black.

Dorigen | ooked up to Aballister helplessly, and the ol der w zard pushed her aside and took her

pl ace. He went at the ball with all his magical strength, throwing his incredible wll power

agai nst the black barriers. Sonmeone had warded agai nst scrying. Aballister grow ed and threw nore
magi cal strength into the effort, alnost punching through the black veil. The power of the

def enses told himunm stakably who the defender m ght be.

"No!" Aballister grow ed, and he went at the barrier again, deternmned to force his way through
t hose wards.

The ball remained inactive.

"Dam him " Aballister cried, slapping the crystal fromits stand. Dorigen caught the solid bal
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as it rolled off the table's edge. She saw Aballister w nce, though the w zard stubbornly did not
grab at his already swelling hand.

"Your son is nore formi dable..." Dorigen began, but
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Abal l'ister cut her short with an aninmal-like grow. He |leaped up fromhis seat and sent the stoo
bounci ng away.

"My son is a troublesone insect," Aballister sneered, thinking of many ways that he m ght nake
Cadderly and his friends pay for the loss of the chinmera and the nmanti-core. "The next surprise
that | will send to himw Il be a neasure of ny own powers."

A shudder coursed al ong Dorigen's spine. She had never heard Aballister nore determ ned. She was
Abal lister's student, had w tnessed many powerful displays of magic fromthe ol der man—and had
known that those were just a fraction of what he was capabl e of |aunching.

"Find them" Aballister growl ed agai n between sharp, hissing breaths, and, on as cl ose an edge of
uncontrol | abl e rage as Dorigen had ever seen him he swept fromthe room slanmi ng the door behind
hi m

Dori gen nodded as though she neant to try, but as soon as she was convinced that Aballister would
not inmediately return, she replaced the ball in its support and draped a cloth over it. Cadderly
had countered the magic, and the scrying device would not function for at |east a day, Dorigen
knew. In truth, she didn't expect to find any nore success the next day, either, for Cadderly was
apparently on to her secret prying now and would not likely let his guard slip again.

Dorigen | ooked to the closed door and thought again that Aballister did not understand the power
of his son. Nor the conpassion, she realized as she clenched her still-nmendi ng hands and
considered that, by Cadderly's nercy al one, she was still very nuch alive.

But neither did Cadderly understand the power of his father. Dorigen was glad that Druzil, and not
she, had been sent out near the young priest, for when Aballister struck out at Cadderly the next
time, it seened to Dorigen that mountains woul d be | evel ed.
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When Dani ca awakened, the glow of the fire was low, barely illuminating the nearest features of

the wi de cave the party had found. She heard the conforting snores of the dwarves, lvan's grunbles
conpl ementing Pikel's whistles, and could feel that Shayl eigh was soundly resting near the wal

behi nd her.

Vander, too, was asl eep, propped against a stone on the other side of the low fire. The night was
dark and calm and the snow had ceased, though the | essened wind continued a quiet, steady noan at
the wi de cave door. By all appearances, the canpsite seened quite serene, but the nonk's keen
instincts told her that sonmething was not as it should be.

She propped herself up on her el bows and | ooked about A second gl ow showed in the cave, far to the
side and partially blocked by Cadderiy's sitting form Cadderly? Danica |ooked to the w de cave
entrance, to where the young priest should have been standing a watch

She heard a slight rattle, and then sone soft chanting. Silently, Danica slipped out of her

bedrol |l and eased her way across the stone fl oor.

Cadderly sat cross-legged before a lit candle, a parchnment spread on the floor beside him its
ends anchored by snall stones. Next to that was the young priesfs witing kit and the Tone of

Uni versal Harnmony, the holy book of Deneir, both opened. Danica crept closer, heard Cadderiy's | ow
chanting, and saw the young priest drop sonme ivory counters to the floor in front of him

He mar ked somet hing on the parchment, then tossed a fresh quill into the air before him watching
as it spun to the stone, then making a note of its direction. Danica had been around priests |ong
enough to understand that her |ove was engaged in sone sort of divination spell

Dani ca nearly junped and cried al oud when she felt a hand on her back, but she kept her wits
enough to take the nonent to recogni ze Shayl ei gh noving up beside hf r. The elf |ooked curiously
to Cadderly, then back to Danica, who

The Fallen Fortress

61

only shook her head and held her hands up wi de.

Cadderly read sonething fromthe book, then funmbled with his pack and produced a small, gold-edged
mrror and a pair of m snmatched gl oves, one black and one white.

Dani ca's nmouth dropped open. Cadderly had brought the CGhearufu, the evil three-piece artifact that
the assassin had carried, the same powerful itemthat Dean Thobi cus had insisted be turned over
for inspection!
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The significance of the Ghearufu sent a nyriad of questions hurtling through Danica's thoughts.
From what she had seen, and from what Cadderly had told her, this was an item of possessi on—fi ght
Cadderiy's strange behavior, his hysterical |aughter on the | edge, and his insistence that the
group renmi n dangerously high in the nountains, be sonehow |inked to the Ghearufitf Was Cadderly
hinsel f fighting agai nst sone sort of possession, sone evil entity that clouded his judgnent while
| eading themall astray?

Shayl ei gh agai n put a hand on Danica's back and | ooked to the nmonk with concern, but a novenent to
the side distracted them both.

Vander crossed the floor in three easy strides, grabbed Cadderly by the back of his tunic, and
lifted the young priest fromthe floor

"What are you about?" the firbolg demanded loudly. "Do you stand your watch frominside... ?" The
words caught in Vander's throat; the blood drained fromhis ruddy face. There before himlay the
Ghearufu, the evil device that had held himas a slave for many tragi c years.

Dani ca and Shayl ei gh rushed over to them Danica fearing that Vander, in his surprise and horror

m ght hurl Cadderly across the cave.

"What are you about 3" Danica agreed with Vander, but as she spoke, she crossed in front of the
firbolg and strategically placed her thunb against a pressure point in Vander's forearm quietly
forcing the giant to release his grip.

Cadderly scow ed and straightened his tunic, then went to gather his possessions. At first, he
seenmed enbarrassed
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but then, when he | ooked back to Danica's resolute stare, he steeled his gray eyes resolutely.
"You shoul d not have brought that," Danica said to him

Cadderly did not imediately respond, though his thoughts were scream ng that the Gkearu/u was the
mai n reason that they were there.

The ot her three exchanged worried gl ances.

"We have cone for Castle Trinity," Danica argued.

That is but one reason," Cadderly replied cryptically. He wasn't sure whether he should tell them
the truth or not, wasn't sure that he wanted to conpel themto acconpany himto the terrible place
where the Gkearu/u coul d be destroyed.

Danica felt Vander's muscles tighten, and she | eaned back nore firmy against the firbolg to
prevent himfrom |l eaping out and throttling the young priest

"Do you al ways keep such inportant secrets fromthose who travel beside you?" Shayleigh asked. "O
do you believe that trust is not an essential elenment of any adventuring party?"

"I would have told you!" Cadderly snapped at her

"When?" Danica grow ed at himfromthe other side. He | ooked back between the two, and to Vander's
out raged expression, and seenmed to be | osing his nerve.

"Has the Chearufu found a hold on you?" Danica asked bluntly.

"No!" Cadderly shot back at once. "Though it has tried. You cannot imagi ne the depth of evi

within this artifact*

Vander cleared his throat, a pointed remi nder that the firbolg had felt the Ghearufu's sting |ong
bef ore Cadderly even knew that the item existed.

Then what use might it be?" Shayl eigh snarl ed.

Cadderly bit his |ower Up, glancing one way and the other. He suspected that his compani ons woul d
not agree with his priorities, would still consider Castle Trinity the nost inportant of their

m ssions. Again doubts about being in the forefront assaulted the young priest He told hinself
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that he owed his friends an expl anation at | east

But that was just a rationalization, Cadderly knew. He wanted to tell his friends, wanted themto
line up beside himon this nbost dangerous of duties.

"W have cone out in search of Castle Trinity," he explained, his consci ence gnawi ng over every
word. "But that is only one purpose. | have done nuch searching and have di scerned that there are
fewvery fewways in which the Ghearufu mght be truly destroyed."

This coul d not have waited?" Danica asked.

"No!" Cadderly retorted angrily. At his suddenly expl osive tone, the three doubters again
exchanged concerned gl ances, and Danica virtually snarled as she regarded the Chearufu.

"KI had left the CGhearufu at the library, we cannot even guess die extent of the disaster we would
have found upon our return," Cadderly explained, his voice even once nore. "And if we take it with
us all the way to Castle Trinity, our enenies mght find a way to use it against us." He, too,

file:/lIF|/rah/R.%20A.%20Salvatore/R.%20A.%20...9%20-%20The%20Fallen%20Fortress%20-%20[FR].txt (25 of 117) [7/19/03 12:27:25 AM]



file:///F|/rah/R.%20A .%20Sa vatore/R.%20A .%20Sal vatore%20-%20The%20Fallen%20Fortress¥620-%20[ FR] .txt

| ooked down at the item his face flushed with fear

"But it wil! not get to that dangerous point," the young priest insisted. "There is a way to end
the threat of the Ghearufu forever. That is why we took the high trails,” he expl ained, eyeing
Vander directly. There is a peak near here, sonewhat |egendary in the region."

"Fyrentenni mar ?" Dani ca bal ked, and Shayl ei gh, recogni zi ng the dreaded nane, gave an unintentiona
wheeze.

The peak is called N gntglow " Cadderly continued, undaunted. "In decades past, it was said to
burn with inner fires in the dark of night, a glow that could be seen from Carradoon and al
across the Shining Plains,”

"A vol cano," Vander reasoned, renenbering his own rugged hone, tucked anbng nany | ava-spew ng

peaks.

"A dragon," Danica corrected. "An old red, according to the |egend."

"Oder still since the tales date back two centuries or nore," Shayl ei gh added gravely. "And not
just a legend, "
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she assured them "Galladel, who was King of Shilm sta Forest, renenbered the tinme of the dragon
renenbered the devastation old Fyren brought to Carradoon and to the forest”

The dammed fool boy is thinking o' waking a dragon?" Ivan bellowed, storming up to join the circle
about Cadderly. In the intrigue, no one had noticed that the rhythm c dwarven snoring had ceased.
"Uh-uhhh," Pikel said to Cadderly, waggling one finger back and forth in front of his face.

"Do you wi sh the Ghearufu destroyed?" Cadderly asked sinply, ainming the thought at Vander, whom he
considered his best prospect for an ally against the rising tide of protest

The firbolg seenmed truly torn

"At what cost?" Dani ca demanded before Vander could sort out his thoughts. TTie dragon has sl ept

for centuries-centuries of peace. How many lives will it need to satisfy its hunger upon
awakeni ng?"
"Let a sleeping wrmlie, nme Pappy always said," |van piped in.

"Yup, " added Pi kel, noddi ng eagerly.

Cadderly gave a resigned sigh, scooped the Ghearufu into his pack, and hoisted it over one

shoul der. "I have been directed to destroy the Ghearufit," he said, his voice full of resignation.
"There is only one way."

Then it rmust wait," Danica replied. The threat to all the region..."

"ls a tenporary danger in a tenporary society," Cadderly finished philosophically. The Ghearufu is
not tenporary. It has pained the world since its creation in the |ower planes many m || ennia ago.
"I'l'l not force this upon you," Cadderly went on calmy. "I have been directed by the precepts of a
god that you do not worship. Go and speak anobng yourselves, cone to a decision together or

i ndividually. This quest is mine, and yours only by your own choice. And you are right," he said
to
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Shayl ei gh, seening sincerely apologetic. "I erred in not revealing this to you all when first we
left the library. The situation was... difficult." He | ooked at Danica as he ended, know ng that

she al one understood what he had gone through to "convince" Dean Thobi cus.

The ot hers noved across the cavern floor slowy, each of them glancing back at Cadderly many
times.

The boy's daft,"” Ivan insisted, |oudly enough so that Cadderly could hear

"He follows his heart," Danica replied quietly.

"I, too, do not doubt Cadderly's sincerity," Shayleigh added. "It is his wisdomthat | question."
Pi kel continued to nod his eager agreenent

To wake a dragon," Vander said grimy, shaking his head.

"Ared," Danica pointedly added, for red dragons were the w ckedest and nost powerful of all the
evil dragons. "Perhaps an ancient red by now "

Still Pikel nodded, and Ivan sl apped himon the back of his head.

"Qo," the green-bearded dwarf said, glaring at his brother

"Ye don't go waking wyrms," lIvan put in, again |oud enough for Cadderly to hear

There is sonething else | fear," Danica said. "Is Cadderly being correctly guided by his god, or
is the Ghearufit wongly leading himto where it mght find a powerful ally?"

The thought nade the others rock back on their heels, brought profound sighs from Shayl ei gh and
Vander and a drawn-out "Ooooooo" from Pikel and Ivan, who then, apparently realizing that he was
m m cki ng Pi kel , snapped his head about to regard his brother suspiciously.
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"What do we do?" Shayl ei gh asked.

They stood quietly for many noments before Danica dared a decision. "The threat nowis Castle
Trinity," she decl ared.
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"But the Chearufu does not cone along with us," Vander insisted, barely able to keep his giant
voice quiet "W can bury it here, in the nountains, and return for it when the other business is
conpl eted. "

"Cadderiy will not agree," Shayl ei gh reasoned, |ooking at the resolute young priest

"Then we won't ask him" lvan replied with a sly wink. He | ooked Danica' s way and nodded, and
Danica, after a plaintive |look at the nman she | oved, returned the nod. Al one, she noved toward
Cadderiy, and lvan figured the young man would be in die bag in a nonent

"You will not go along to N ghtglow, " Cadderiy stated, not asked, as Danica approached.

Dani ca sai d not hi ng. Unconsci ously, she clenched and uncl enched a fist at her side—a novenent that
Cadderiy did not m ss.

"The Ghearufu is paranount,” the young priest said.

Danica still did not reply. Cadderiy read her thoughts, though, saw that she was struggling with
her deci ded course and understood that course to be one hinting at treachery. He began to sing
under his breath as Danica noved in at him Suddenly her nmanner becane urgent she tried to grab
him but found that he had beconme sonet hing i nsubstanti al

"Help me!" Danica called to her friends, and they rushed over, lvan and Pikel diving for
Cadderly's |l egs. The dwarves knocked their heads together, locked in a westling tunble, and it
took them a few seconds to understand that they had grabbed on to nothing nore than each other
For Cadderly's corporeal formwas fast fading, scattering to the wind.

On the Path

Druzil sat on a broken stunp, clawed fingers tapping anxi ously against his skinny |legs. The inp
knew the way to the Edificant Library fromthis point, and knew that the malignant spirit had
veered off in the wong direction and was now headed into the open and wi|ld nountains.

Druzil was not overly disappointed—he really didn't want to go near the awful |ibrary again, and
doubted that even this powerful spirit would |ast very |ong against the conbined strength of the
many goodly priests living there. The inp was confused, though. Was this spirit guided by any rea
purpose, as Druzil had initially believed, as Aballis-ter had led himto believe? O would the

wr et ched thing wander aim essly through the nmountains, destroying whatever creatures it
accidental |y happened upon?

The thought did not sit well with the inpatient inp. Logically, Druzil realized that there nust be
some i nmportant connection with this nonster, probably a connection
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concerning Cadderly. If not, then why woul d Aballister have dispatched himto keep a watch over
the uncontrollabl e thing?

Too many questions assaulted the inp, too nany possibilities for Druzil to consider. He | ooked at
the nonster, tearing and slashing its way along a northern trail, frightening animls and ripping
plants with seemingly endl ess savagery. Then Druzil |ooked inward, brought his focus into that
magi cal area comon to extrapl anar creatures, and sent his thoughts careening across the nountain
passes, seeking a telepathic link with his wi zard rmaster. For all the urgency of his call, he was
nevert hel ess surprised when Aballister eagerly responded to his nental intrusions.

Wiere is Cadderly? the wi zard' s thoughts came to him Has the ghost caught up to hin?

Many of Druzil's questions had just been answered. Aballister's nmental interrogation rolled on
the wi zard prodded Druzil's thoughts with a series of questions so quickly that Druzil didn't even
have tinme to respond. The conniving inp understood inmedi ately that he held the upper hand in this
comuni cation, that Aballister was desperate for answers.

Druzil rubbed his clawed hands together, enjoying the superiority, confident that he could get al
the information he needed by bargai ni ng answer for answer.

Druzil opened his eyes many minutes |ater, having a new perspective on the situation. Aballister
had been nervous—Druzil could sense that, both fromthe intensity of the wizard' s telepathic
responses and fromthe feet that Aballister had apparently left little unanswered this time. The
wi zard was a cryptic sort, always wi thholding information that he did not believe his | essers
needed to know. Not this tine, though. This tine, the wi zard had fl ooded Druzil with information
about the ghost and Cadderly.

G ven the inp's understandi ng about his master's deneanor, there could be no doubt that Aballister
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wae teetering on a very dangerous edge. Ever since the w zard had
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called Druzil to his side, the inp had longed to see Aballister's power revealed in full. He had
seen Aballister strike down a rival with a lightning bolt, literally frying the man; he had seen

the wi zard engulf a cave of upstart goblins with a ball of fire that had scored the stones and
killed every one of the beasts; he had traveled to the far northland with the w zard, and had
wat ched Aballister wipe out an entire conmmunity of taers, shaggy white beasts.

But those were just hints, Druzil knew, tantalizing tastes of what was yet to cone. Even though he
had never truly respected the wi zard (Druzil had never respected any being fromthe Mterial

Pl ane), he had al ways sensed the nman's inner power. Aballister, nervous and edgy, outraged that
his own son would be the one to threaten his designs on the region, was boiling |ike a pot about
to bl ow

And Druzil, malicious and chaotic in the extreme, thought the whole tiling perfectly delicious.
He gave a flap of his wings and set off in pursuit of the nowdistant ghost. Follow ng the
creature's trail—a wide swath of near-total destruction—was not difficult, and Druzil had the
creature in sight in less than an hour

He decided to try to contact the creature, to solidify his alliance with the ghost before it
caught up to Cadderly, and before Aballister could lay claimto its destructive powers. Still
invisible, the inp flew around in front of the marching ghost and perched on a | ow branch in a
pine tree farther up its intended path.

The ghost sniffed the air as Druzil passed, even took a |lazy swing that was far behind the fast-
flying imp. As soon as Druzil had noved beyond its reach, it seened to pay the unseen disturbance
no nore heed.

Druzil materialized as the ghost approached. "I ama friend," he announced, both in the comon
tongue and tel epathically.

The creature snarled and canme on nore quickly, a blackened arm | eadi ng the way.

"Friend," Druzil reiterated, this time in the growing and
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hi ssi ng | anguage comon to the | ower planes.

Still the advancing creature, focused on Druzil as though the inp was sinply one nore thing to be
destroyed, did not respond. Druzil hit the ghost with a tel epathic barrage, every thought
signifying friendship or alliance, but the nonster renai ned unresponsive.

"Friend, you stupid thing!" Druzil shouted, hopping to his feet and snapping his knuckl es agai nst
his hips in a defiant stance. The creature was only a few yards away.

A snarl and a | eap brought the nonster right up to Druzil, the one unbroken arm com ng about. The
i mp squeaked, suddenly realizing the danger, and gave a frantic flap of his wings to lift away.
Ghost ripped the branch right fromthe tree, hurled it aside, and smashed on viciously, and
Druzil, caught within the canopy of thick evergreen boughs, scranbled for his very life, w ngs
beating and claws tearing, trying to force some opening where he could slip through to the open
air. He willed hinmself invisible again, but the nonster seened to sense hi manyway, for the
pursuit renmai ned focused and rel entl ess.

The creature was right behind him

Druzil's whiplike tail, dripping | ethal venom snapped into the creature's face, blowing a w de
hole in its holl owed cheek

The creature didn't even flinch. The powerful arm cane about again, tearing away a | arge branch
opening up the tangl e enough so that the next attack woul d not be

def | ect ed.

Druzil clawed and kicked, fighting against the canopy wildly. And then he was through, bursting
into the air where a few w ngbeats brought himfar fromthe snarling nonster's reach.

The undead nonster energed fromthe battered tree a few nonents |ater, stalking along the path,
apparently giving no nore concern to the latest creature that had fled fromits terrifying power.
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"Bene tellemara," the thoroughly shaken inp nmuttered, finding a perch on a jutting stone

overl ooking the trail and watching the uncontrollable nonster's steady and undeni abl e progress.
"Bene teUemara"

Wi st -deep in snow, Cadderly | ooked up the high, steep slope to the fog-enshrouded peak of

Ni ght gl ow. Even using his nmagical spells to ward off the cold, the young priest felt the bite of
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the blasting wind and a general nunbness creeping into his | egs. He considered calling upon his
nmost powerful magics then, as he had done to escape his misinformed friends, so he could wal k

al ong the wind up the nountainsi de.

Cadderly qui ckly reconsidered, though, realizing that he could not afford to expend any nore

magi cal energy—not with an old red dragon waiting for him He shook his head determ nedly and
trudged on, step after step, hoisting one | eg out of the deep, boggi ng snow and setting it firmy
ahead of him

One step at a tinme, higher and higher.

The sun had risen, the day bright and clear, and Cadderly had to squint constantly against the
stinging glare of the rays reflecting off the virgin snow. Every now and then a section woul d
shift under his weight and groan, and Cadderly would hold very still, expecting an aval anche to
tunbl e down about him

He t hought he heard a call on the wi nd, Danica perhaps, shouting out his nane. It was not an

i mpossibility; he had left his friends not so far fromhere, and he had told t hem where he was
headed.

That thought nade Cadderly realize again how vul nerabl e he nust now seem a black dot on an
exposed sheet of whiteness, clinbing slowy, barely noving. Wre any nore chineras or other w nged
beasts circling the area, hungry
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for his Mbod? he wondered. Ri ght before he had begun the clinb of this |last slope, he had nentally
searched for any signs of scrying w zards. None were apparent, but Cadderiy had put up a few wards
anyway.

Still, standing in the open on that slope, the young priest was not conforted. He pulled his cloak
up tighter about his neck and consi dered agai n what nagics he might call upon to facilitate this
brutal clinb.

In the end, though, he used only sheer determ nation. Hi s | egs ached, and he found his breathing
hard to come by because of the thinner air and the exertion. He found a region of bare stone again
hi gher up, under the foggy veil, and was sonmewhat surprised until he realized the reason that this
area seened nuch warner. Using the warnmth as a gui ding beacon, Cadderiy worked his way around a
jutting hunk of stone and found a cave opening of good size, though certainty not |arge enough for
the Iikes of an adult dragon

The young priest understood that he had found Fyren-tennimar, though, for the lair of only one
type of creature could emanate enough warnmth to nelt the snow atop wintry Ni ghtgl ow

Cadderiy unw apped sone of his outer clothing and pl opped down to catch his breath and rest his
weary |inmbs. He considered again the mghty foe he woul d soon face and the repertoire of spells he
woul d need if he was to have any chance at all in this desperate quest

"Desperat e?" Cadderiy whispered, pondering the sound of the grimword. Even the deternined young
priest had begun to wonder if "fool hardy” might be a better description

Ane

Cadderiy could not believe how warmthe air grew as soon as he noved through the opening on the
nmount ai nsi de. He was in nore of a tunnel than a cave, its walls running tight and uneven

gradual Iy making its wormhol e way down toward the heart of the nountain

The young priest renoved his traveling cloak, bundled it tight, and put it in his pack, carefully
wrapping it about the Tome of Universal Harnmony. He considered | eaving the great book, and sone of
his other nobst prized possessions by the entrance, fearing that even if he sonehow survived his
encounter with Pyrentenninmar, sone of his itens m ght be burned away.

Wth a defiant shake of the head, Cadderiy replaced the pack over his shoul der. Now was not the
time for negative thinking, he decided. He took out a cylindrical metal tube and popped off the
end cap, |oosing a concentrated beam of light (froma nagical enchantment placed on a disk inside
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the tube) ahead of him Then he set off, recalling the song of Deneir as he went, know ng that he
nm ght have to call on his magical energy in an instant's notice if he was to have any chance at

all against the great dragon

Twenty minutes later he was still wal king, creeping down a | oose-packed slide of rocks. The heat
was nore intense now, even after Cadderly dispelled his cold-protecting magic, the sweat beaded on
his forehead and stung his gray eyes.

He passed through several |arger chanbers as he noved down the tunnels, and he felt vul nerable
indeed with only a snall area illumnated in front of himand thick darkness [ooming to both

file:/lIF|/rah/R.%20A.%20Salvatore/R.%20A.%20...%20-%20The%20Fallen%20Fortress%20-%20[FR].txt (29 of 117) [7/19/03 12:27:25 AM]



file:///F|/rah/R.%20A .%20Sa vatore/R.%20A .%20Sal vatore%20-%20The%20Fallen%20Fortress¥620-%20[ FR] .txt

sides. Atwist of the outer nmetal shell of his device retracted the tube, sonewhat w dening the
light beam but still, Cadderly had to fight the nervous urge to call upon his magic and brighten
the entire area

He breathed easi er when he went back into a narrow tunnel, too narrow, certainly, for any dragon
to squeeze through. The floor sloped dowward at an easy, gradual angle for nore than a hundred
feet, but then suddenly turned vertical, a craw hole dropping away into the darkness.

Sitting on the tip, Cadderly secured his gear and strapped his |light tube under the bandolier so
that it aimed down bel ow him Then he eased hinmself over, picking his way carefully.

The air was stifling, the rocks pressed in on him but Cadderly continued the descent, noving
until he found the hol e suddenly opening wi de below him For an instant; bis feet kicked free in
enpty air, and he nearly fell through. Sonehow he managed to secure his position, hooking one

el bow over a jag, and getting his feet back up so that he could press them agai nst the solid wall
Wth his free hand, the young priest tentatively reached for his light tube, angled it down and
out fromhimto find that he had cone to the ceiling of a w de cavern.

A wi de and high cavern, Cadderly feared, for the tight
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did not reveal any floor below him For the first tinme since he had entered the tunnels, he
wondered if his path would actually get hi manywhere near the dragon. Cbviously, the small cave
opening in the side of the mountain was not the huge dragon's doorway; Cadderly had not considered
that perhaps the cave networks within the nound were intricate and possibly inpassible.

St ubbornly, the young priest tightened the beam s focus, the sliver of |light reaching far bel ow.
He then nade out the subtle hue shift, the darker stone of the floor, twenty or so feet beneath
him He considered droppi ng—for the nonent it took himto renenber that he was wearing a bandolier
full of vials of volatile Gl oflnpactl

Cadderly cursed his luck; if he had any intention of continuing along this course, he would have
to call upon his magi c—ragic that he knew he would need in foil against the Iikes of old Fyren
Wth a resigned sigh, he focused on the song of Deneir, renenbering that part he had sung to

Dani ca when she had tunbled fromthe nountain trail. Then he was wal ki ng down toward the cavern
floor, walking in the enpty air.

Cadderly understood Danica's ecstacy, understood the al nbst speechl ess excitenent the young woman
had felt when sinilarly enchanted. Al logic told Cadderly that he should Kill, and yet he did
not. Using magic, he had conpletely defied the rules of nature, and, he had to admt, the
sensation of air wal king was incredible, better than stepping into the spirit world, better than
| essening his corporeal formso that he might drift with the w nd.

He coul d have stepped down to the stone a nmonent |ater, but he did not. He continued al ong through
the wi de chanber and into the tunnels, marching a foot off the ground, justifying his enjoynent by
telling hinself that he was noving nore silently this way. In spite of the ever-present eeri-ness,
in spite of the fact that he had run away fromhis friends and gone off into such danger al one, by
the tinme the enchantnent wore away, the young priest was smling.
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But the heat had intensified, tenfold it seened, and what sounded |like a distant grow soon

remi nded Cadderly that his path neared its end. He stood very still on the edge of yet another

wi de chanmber for a few nonents and listened intently, but couldn't be sure if the rhythnic
breat hi ng he thought he heard was his inagination or the sounds of the dragon

"Only one way to find out," the brave priest nuttered grinmly, forcing one foot ahead of the other
He started across the floor in a crouch, light tube and crossbow held out in front of him

He saw that the chanmber was rock-filled and was curious about the fact that all of the stones
seemed approximately the sanme size and were sinilarly reddish in hue. Cadderly wondered if these
m ght be something created by the dragon, some remmant of the beast's fiery breath, perhaps. He
had seen cats expel hair balls; mght a dragon cough up rocks? The notion brought a nervous
chuckle to Cadderly's lips, but he bit it back immediately, eyes wide with surprise.

One of the stones blinked at him

Cadderly froze in his tracks, trying to keep the beamof |ight steady on the creature. To the
side, another "rock" shifted, forcing Cadderly's attention. As soon as he brought the Iight
around, he realized that these were not stones all about him but giant toads, red-colored, with
their uplifted heads higher than Cadderly's wai st

Just as Cadderly decided that he nmust not nake any sudden noves, nust try to ease his way beyond
these weird creatures, a toad shuffled somewhere behind him Despite his determ nation, Cadderly
spun about, bringing the tight to bear and startling several other nonsters.
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"I ain't going up there to fight any dammed wyrm ™ |van protested, crossing his burly armnms over
his chest, w hich put them about three inches above the | evel of the deep
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snow. The dwarf pointedly | ooked away fromthe rising slope of N ghtglow

"Uh-oh," Pikel nuttered.

"Cadderly is up there," Danica rem nded the stubborn, yellow bearded dwarf.

Then Cadderly's stupid,” lvan grunbl ed without mssing a beat A giant arm wapped about him
suddenly, and he was hoisted into the air, tucked in close to Vander's side.

"Hee hee hee." Pikel's mirth did little to brighten Ivan's nood.

"Wy, ye thieving, dwarf-stealing son of a red-haired dragon!" |van roared, Kkicking viciously but
futilely against the firbolg' s powerful hold.

"W shoul d scale straight to the opening," Danica reasoned.

"Ri ght along Cadderly's trail," Shayl ei gh agreed.

"M ght we hurry?" Vander asked of them "lvan is biting ny arm"

Dani ca was away in a nmonent, scranbling with all speed up the slope, followi ng Cadderly's obvious
footprints. Shayleigh came right behind, the ninble, light-footed elf having little trouble
managi ng the deep snow. She kept her bow out and ready, playing a watchful role while Danica
tracked.

Vander pl odded al ong behind her, trying to resist the urge to cave in the vicious lvan's thick
skull, and Pi kel cane |ast, bobbing easily in the cleared wake of the giant firbolg.

They stood in the nelted region before the cave entrance a few minutes |ater. Shayleigh peered in
usi ng her elven heat-sensing vision, but she poked her head back out in a nonment and shrugged

hel pl essly, explaining that the air was too warminside for her to make out anything distinct
"Cadderly went in," Danica said, as rmuch to firmher own resolve as to the others. "And so mnust
we. "

"Nope," cane lvan's predictable reply.

The enchantnent that Cadderly put over you last night will not hold for |ong,
him The air is
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too cold this high up for even one of a dwarfs toughness."”

"Better freezed than toasted," |van grunbl ed.

Danica ignored the remark and slipped into the cave. Shayl ei gh shook her head and fol |l owed.
Vander set lvan on the ground, draw ng curious |ooks fromboth the dwarves.

“I'l'l not force you into a dragon's cave," the firbol g expl ained, and he wal ked by w thout waiting
for a reply, squeezing in through the narrow entrance.

"Qo," Pikel npaned, not so filled with hunmor now that they had cone to a critical nonent

Ivan stood resolute, his burly arms crossed over his chest and one foot tap-tapping on the wet
stone. Pikel |ooked fromhis brother, to the cave, back to his brother, and back to the cave, not
sure of what he should do.

"Aw, go on," lvan grow ed at hima few seconds later. "I'"mnot for |eaving the thick-headed foo
to fight the dragon al one!"

Pi kel 's cherubic face brightened considerably as Ivan grabbed himand |l ed the way in. Wen the
green-bearded dwarf renmenbered that they were marching on their nmerry way to face a red dragon
that inpish snile disappeared

* * * * *

Shayl ei gh rem nded

Far down the trail fromthe face of Ni ghtglow, Druzil watched the black forms di sappear under the
hi gh, enshrouding veil of fog. The inp had no idea of where the giant had conme from-why would a
gi ant be marchi ng besi de Cadderly?—but he was fairly confident that the other distant forns,
particularly the two bobbing, short, and stout creatures, belonged to Cadderly"s friends.

The undead nonster seened certain enough. Wether the creature could actually "see" the distant
party, Druzil could not tell, but the nonster's chosen path was straight and furious. Sone beacon
was guiding this otherworldly
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spirit, leading it on without hesitation through the dark of night and under the |ight of day. The
creature hadn't slowed, hadn't rested (weary Druzil was beginning to wish it would!), and it and
Druzil had covered a trenendous anpunt of ground in a very short tine.

Now, with the goal apparently in sight, the creature noved even nore furiously to the base of
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Ni ghtgl ow s treel ess high slope, ripping through the snow angrily, as if the white powder's

hi nderi ng depth was sone del i berate conspiracy to keep the ghoulish thing away from Cadderly.

As a creature of the fiery |ower planes, Druzil was not fond of the chilling snow. But as a
creature of the chaotic | ower planes, the inp eagerly noved al ong behind the undead nonster
rubbi ng his clawed hands at the thought of the savagery that was soon to cone.

Cadderly gently slid one foot in front of the other, inching his way toward the chanber's far
exit. The giant red toads had settled again, but the young priest felt many eyes upon him

wat ching himw th nore than a passing interest

Anot her few feet put himright in line with the exit; ten running strides would have gotten him
through it. He stopped where he was, trying to nuster the courage to break into a run, trying to
discern if that would be the w sest course.

He started to lean ferward anxi ously, was nentally counting down to the nonment when he woul d
spring away.

A toad hopped across to block the exit

Cadderly's eyes widened with fear and darted fromside to side, |ooking for sone other path.
Behind him toads had quietly gathered in a group, cutting off any retreat

Was this a deliberate herding tactic? the young priest wondered wi th conpl ete astoni shnent.

What ever it was, Cadderly knew that he had to act quickly. He considered his magi c, wondered what
aid he might find fromthe song
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of Deneir. He decided immediately to act nore directly and began flicking his |ight beamat the
bl ocki ng toad up ahead, trying to startle the thing out of his path.

The toad seened to settle down nore fully, grinding its considerable belly against the stone. It

j erked upward suddenl y—€adderly feared for an instant that it was |eaping at himbut only its head
came forward, its nouth popping open and a gout of flane bursting forth.

Cadderly fell back a step as the small fireball erupted just short of him reddening his face. He
let out a cry of surprise and heard the toads shuffling rapidly behind him Instinctively, the
young priest brought his hand-crossbow up. He didn't | ook back, but kept his focus on the escape
ahead and | aunched the quarrel He ran off at once, following the dart's wake, fearing that a dozen
smal|l fireballs would incinerate himfrom behind before he ever got near the exit

The toad's nmouth flicked at the small missile, sticky tongue catching it in mdflight and draw ng
it in.

The quarrel had not expl oded! The tongue had apparently caught it w thout crushing the vial. And
Cadderly, in full flight toward the toad and with nowhere else to run, had no readied
alternatives, didn't even have his enchanted wal ki ng stick or spindle-disks in hand. He flicked
the light tube frantically again, hoping against all reason to startle the fornidable toad away.
The thing just sat there, waiting.

Then the creature nade a strange bel ching sound, its throat puffing and then retracting, and a
nmonent later it blew apart, toad guts flying in all directions.

Cadderly threw his arns up in front of his face as he crossed through the spray and prudently
ducked his head to avoid cracking it against the top rimof the | ow tunnel He was many running
strides out of the cavern before he dared to | ook back and confirmthat no toads had come in
pursuit. Still the frightened young priest ran, careening down the w nding way, skidding to a stop
and | ooki ng back, though he sensed that the tunnel had w dened suddenly
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around him

Cadderly stopped, frozen in place, no longer thinking about the toads but nore concerned with the
sound of rhythm c breathing, breathing that sounded like a tenpest wind in a narrow ng tunne
Slowl y, Cadderly turned his head about, and, even nore slowy, he brought the light tube to bear.
"Ch, ny dear Deneir," the young priest nmouthed silently as the light ran along the scaly hide of
the inmpossibly Iong, inpossibly huge wrm "Ch, ny dear Deneir."

The |ight passed the dragon's spearlike horns, crossed down the awesone beast's ridged skull, past
the closed eye to the maw that could snap giant Vander in half with hardly an effort

"Ch, my dear Deneir," the young priest muttered, and then he was kneeling, not even conscious of
the fact that his knees had buckl ed under him

ad Fyren

The beast was a hundred feet long, its curled tail a hundred feet again, and arnored, every inch
with | arge, overlapping scales that gleaned |ike netal —-and Cadderly did not doubt for a noment
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that those snoboth red scales were every bit as strong as tenpered plates. The dragon's great

| eat hery wings were fol ded now, w apping the beast |ike a blanket on a babe.

But that illusion could not hold against the reality of Fyrentenninmar. Had an unsettling dream

i nspired those six-inch deep claw marks in the very stone near the dragon's forel egs? Cadderly
wonder ed. And how many hunmans had been part of the nmeal that had so sated the beast's hunger that
it could sleep for centuries?

In the next few nonments, Cadderly thanked the gods a thousand tinmes that he had stunbl ed upon
Fyrentenni mar while the dragon was asleep. If he had cone running in here blindly and old Fyren
had been awake, Cadderly
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woul d have never known what happened. Hi s luck continued, for none of the toads were follow ng
himthe little creatures were smarter than Cadderly had expected. Still, Cadderly knew that dragon

sl unber was an unpredictable thing at best. He had to work fast, get his nmgical defenses up, and
prepare hinself nentally to battle the awe-inspiring beast

He summoned the song of Deneir into his thoughts, but for nmany nonents—nterninable nonents to the
terrified Cadderly—ould not hold the notes in any |ogical sequence, could not fully appreciate
the harmony of the nmusic and find his devotional focus within its nystical notes. It was that very
har mony, the understandi ng of universal truths, that lent Cadderly his magical strength.

Finally Cadderly managed to enact a nmagical shielding sphere, an el enental inversion of the
material air about himthat woul d, he hoped, protect himfromdie fires of dragon breath.

The young priest took out the Tome of Universal Harnony, flipping to a page he had marked before

| eaving the Edificant Library. TTie origin of dragons was not known, but it was obvious to
scholars that these creatures did not follow the natural and expected |l aws. Large as they were,
there was no | ogical way that a dragon's w ngs shoul d have been able to keep the creature al oft,
and yet dragons were anong the fastest fliers in all the world. Typically druidic magic, powerful
agai nst the mghtiest of animals, had little power over dragons, so special protective wards had
been devised to guard agai nst these m ghty beasts, by wi zards and priests trying to survive in the
wilder world millennia before. The page in the Tone of Universal Harnmony showed Cadderly these

war ds, guided his thoughts to the song of Deneir in a slightly different manner, altering some of
the notes. Soon he had erected a barrier, called dragonbane, fromwall to wall a few feet in front
of himthat, according to the witings, the mghty wrm could not physically pass through
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Fyrentenni mar shifted uneasily; Cadderly figured that the wyrm probably sensed the nagical
energi es being enacted in the room The young priest took a deep breath and told hinmself over and
over that he had to go through with this nost inportant quest, had to trust in his magic and trust
in hinself. He took the evil Chearufu out of his pack, tucked his feeble weapons away (even his
pot ent hand-crossbow would do little danmage against the likes of this beast), and w ped his sweaty
pal n6 on his tunic.

He uttered a sinple spell so that the clap of his hands sounded as a thunder strike. Geat w ngs
hunrmed as they beat the air, uplifting the front portion of the wrm QOd Fyren's head shot up
fromthe ground in the span of a heartbeat, hovering a dozen feet in front of Cadderly, and the
young priest had to fight the urge to fall on the stone and grovel before this magnificent
creature. How could Cadderly dare to presune that anything he mght do would even affect the
awesone Fyrentenni nar?

And those eyes! Twin beacons that scrutinized every detail, that held the young priest on tria
before a word had been spoken. Surely they emanated a |light of their own as intense as that com ng
from Cadderly's enchanted tube.

The weakness in Cadderly's legs multiplied tenfold when the dragon, tired and cranky and not at

all in the nood for a parley, |loosed its searing breath.

A line of flanes canme at Cadderly but parted as they hit his nmagical globe, encircling himin a
fiery blaze. H's translucent globe took on a greenish hue under the assault, the protective bubble
seeming thick at first but fast thinning as the dragon continued to spew forth its fire.

Sweat poured from Cadderly, his tongue went dry in his mouth, and his back itched as though al

the moisture in his body was being evaporated. Wafts of snoke cane up fromthe edges of his tunic;
he had a hand on the adaman-tite spindle-disks, but had to let go as the netal heated, and
simlarly had to flip his netallic Iight tube gingariy fromhand to hand.

The Fallen Fortress

85

file:/lIF|/rah/R.%20A.%20Salvatore/R.%20A.%20...9%20-%20The%20Fallen%20Fortress%20-%20[FR].txt (33 of 117) [7/19/03 12:27:25 AM]



file:///F|/rah/R.%20A .%20Sa vatore/R.%20A .%20Sal vatore%20-%20The%20Fallen%20Fortress¥620-%20[ FR] .txt

Still canme the fires as the great dragon lungs expelled their load. Wuld old Fyren never end?
And then it was over. "Ch, ny dear Deneir," the young priest nouthed when the green hue of his
magi cal bubbl e faded and he | ooked at the floor just outside of his protected area. He needed no
light tube to witness this spectacle. Mlten stone gl owed and bubbl ed and fast-cool ed, hardening
in a wavelike formation fromthe force of the flanes.

Cadderly | ooked up to see the dragon's slitted lizard eyes widen with disbelief that anything
could survive its searing breath. Those evil eyes went narrow again quickly, the dragon issuing a
| ow, threatening grow that shook the floor under Cadderly's feet

VWhat have | gotten myself into? Cadderly asked hinself, but he forced the fearful notion away

i medi ately, thought of the evil the Ghearufu had spread on the |Iand and woul d continue to spread
if he did not destroy it

"M ghty Fyrentennimar," he began bravely, "I ambut a poor and hunble priest, cone to call upon
you in good faith."

The sharp intake of Fyren's breath drew Cadderly's cloak around him nearly pulled himforward
beyond the tine of nagi cal dragonbane.

Cadderly knew what was com ng and desperately fell back into the song, chanting at the top of his
voice to reinforce his thinned fire shield. The breath canme in a wicked blast, mghtier than the
last, if that was possible. Cadderly saw the thin green bubble dimnish to nothingness, felt a

bl ast of warnth and thought that he would sizzle where he stood.

But a blue gl obe replaced the green, again driving the fires harm essly aside. Cadderly's entire
body ached as though he had fallen asleep under a high sumrer sun; he had to stanp out snal
flanes on the | aces of his boots.

"I have cone in good faith!" he cried | oudly when the blast ended, old Fyren's eyes wi der stil
with disbelief. "I
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need but a sinple favor and then you may return to your slunber!™

Amazenment turned to an unbridl ed rage beyond anything Cadderly woul d ever have believed possible.
The dragon opened its nouth wide, rows of ten-inch fangs gleam ng horribly, and then its head shot
forward, neck snapping |like a snake's coil ed body.

Cadderly groaned and nearly fell over, for a noment sure that he was | 0sing consci ousness and soon
his life.

But the young priest nearly | aughed aloud, in spite of his terror, when he peeked out to regard
Fyrentennimar, the dragon's face pressed and distorted weirdly against the fine of magica
dragonbane. Cadderly could only think of the m schi evous young boys at the Edificant Library, who
woul d press their faces against the glass of the windows in the study chanbers, startling the

di sciples within, then run off |aughing down the solem halls.

Hi s unintentional |ightheartedness actually aided the fortunate young priest, for the dragon
backed away and | ooked all about, seem ng unsure of itself for the first tine.

"Thief!" Fyrentenni mar bell owed, the power of the dragon voice blowi ng Cadderly back a step

"No thief," Cadderly wi sely assured the wrm "Just a hunble priest...”

"Thief and liarr Fyrentennimar roared. "Hunmbl e priests do not survive the breath of Fyrentenninmar
the Great! What treasures have you taken?"

"I come not for treasure," Cadderly declared firmy. "Nor to disturb the slunbers of a nost
magni fi cent wyrm'*

Fyrentennimar started to retort, but seened to reconsider, as though Cadderly's "nobst magnificent”
conpliment had gi ven hi m pause.

"A sinple task, as | have said," Cadderly went on, going with the nomentum "Sinple for
Pvrentenni mar the Great, but quite beyond the abilities of any other in all the land. If you wll
perform.."

"Perforn?" the dragon roared, and Cadderly, his hah*
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bl own back by the sheer force of the dragon's hot breath, wondered if his hearing would be
permanent |y damaged. "Fyrentenni mar does not performl | amnot interested hi your sinple task,
foolish priest"” The dragon surveyed the area right in front of Cadderly, as if trying to discern
what barrier had been enacted to keep it at bay.

Cadderly considered the few options that seemed open to him He felt that his best chance was to
continue to flatter the beast He had read many tal es of heroic adventurers successfully playing to
the ego of dragons, particularly of red dragons, which were reputably the nost vain of al

dr agonki nd.
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"Woul d that | might better see you!" he said dramatically. He snapped his fingers, as though a

t hought had just come to him then whipped out his slender wand and uttered "Domin Uu" Instantly
the wi de chanber was bathed in a magical light, and all of Fyrentennimar's magnificence was
revealed to him Silently congratulating hinself, Cadderly replaced the wand under his cloak and
continued his survey, noting for the first tinme the nmound of treasure across the way, beyond the
bul k of the bl ocking dragon.

"Whul d that you might better see ne," Fyrentenni mar began suspiciously, "or see ny treasure,
hunbl e thief?"

Cadderly blinked at the words and at his possible mstake. The nurderous expression on
Fyrentennimar's face was not hard to deci pher. Then Cadderly felt his |ight tube grow ng warm
unconfortably so, and he had to drop it to the ground. His forearm brushed agai nst his belt
buckl e, and he winced in pain as bare skin contacted the fast-heating netal. It took Cadderly just
a nmonent to understand, a nonment to renmenber that many dragons, too, could access the real mof
magi cal energies.

Cadderly had to act fast, had to hunble the wrm and nake old Fyren desire parley. He chanted

i medi ately, pointedly ignoring the wisps of snoke rising fromhis |eather belt near the buckle.
A whirling ring of magical blades appeared in the air
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above Fyrentennimar's head.

They will cut!" Cadderly prom sed, and he willed the bl ades | ower, dangerously close to the
dragon's head. He hoped to drive old Fyren down so that the beast would not be in such a position
of physical superiority, hoped that his display of power woul d nake the wyrm consi der that
continuing this fight nmight not be so wise a choice.

"Let them " old Fyren bellowed, and his wings beat on, lifting his huge head hi gher, neeting the
spell full force. Sparks flew as the bl ades chi pped of f of dragon arnmor. Tiny pieces of scales

fl ecked away, and, to Cadderly's ultimte di smay, Fyrentennimar's roar seened one of gl ee.

The dragon's tail whi pped about, slanmmng Cadderly's magical barrier viciously, the waves of the
concussi on shaking the chanber and knocking Cadderly fromhis feet The Iine of dragonbane held,

t hough Cadderly feared that the chanber's ceiling would not He realized then how vul nerabl e he
truly was, how pitiful he nmust seemto this wrmthat had lived for centuries and had feasted on
t he bones of hundreds of nen nore powernil than he.

He had enacted protection fromthe fiery breath, had enacted a barrier that the beast could not
physi cal ly pass through (though neither, he feared, would hold out for long), but what defense
could Cadderly offer against Fyrentennimar's no-doubt potent array of spells? He realized then
that his defeat could be as sinple a thing as Fyrentenninar tearing a hunk of stone fromthe wall
and hurling it into him

The dragon whipped its arnored head to and fro, challenging Cadderly's enchanted bl ades, nobcking
Cadderly's spell. Foreclaws dug great ridges into the chanber's stone floor and the great tai

whi pped about, shattering rock and cracking apart the walls.

Cadderly could not hold out for long, was certain that he had nothing hi all his arsenal that
could begin to wound this nonster

He had only one alternative, and he feared it al nost as
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much as he feared Fyrentennimar. The song of Deneir had taught himthat the magi cal energies of
the universe could be accessed frommany different angles, and the way that one accessed those
energi es determ ned the grouping, the magi cal sphere, of the spells found within. Cadderly, for

i nstance, had approached the universal energies differently for enacting his |ine of nagica
dragonbane than he had when entering the sphere of elenental fire to create the protective barrier
agai nst Fyrentennimar's fl anes.

Deneir was a deity of art, of poetry and soaring spirits, praising and accepting of a nyriad of

t hought ful acconplishnents. Deneir's song rang out across the heavens, thrunming with the powers
of many such energies, and thus a priest attuned to this god's song could find access, could find
many various angles, to bend the universal energies in countless directions.

There was one particular bent of those energies, though, that ran contrary to the harnony of
Deneirian thinking, where no notes rang clear and no harnmony coul d be maintained. This was the
sphere of chaos, a place of discord and illogic, and this was where young Cadderly had to go.
"It's a five-dwarf drop!" Ivan protested, holding fast to Danica's wist. Danica could not even
see the floor beneath the vertical chute and had to trust in the estimate of Ivan's heat-sensing
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vision. That estimate, "five-dwarf drop," twenty feet, was not so pronising. But Danica had heard
the thunderstri ke of Cadderly's dragon-awakening clap, knew in her heart that her love was in dire
need. She pulled free of Ivan's grasp, scranbled the rest of the way down the narrow chute and

wi t hout hesitation dropped into the darkness.

She prayed that she could react quickly enough when at | ast she reached the end of the drop, hoped
that the dimlight of the torch Shayleigh held up in the chute would
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show her the floor before she slamed against it

She saw the gray and turned her ankles to the side as she hit, launching herself into a sidelong
roll, half twisting as she went Her roll took her over backward, so that she cane squarely back to
her feet Never slow ng, having not absorbed enough of the fall's energy, Danica sprang into the
air, turning a backward sonersault She | anded on her feet and junped again, spinning forward this
time. She canme up in aroll and hit the ground running, ne rest of her nmomentum played out in
long, swift strides.

*Wefl, 111 be a wine-drinking faerie," Ivan muttered in disbelief, watching the spectacle from
above. For all his conplaints, the dwarf could not let his friends endure any danger w thout him
and he knew that any hesitation now would force Danica to face the conming trials alone.

"Don't ye try to catch ne, girl!" he warned as he let go. lvan's landing techni que was not so
different than Danica's. But while Danica rolled and | eaped, somersaulting gracefully and changi ng
direction with subtle, stressless twists, |van just bounced.

He was up quickly, though. He adjusted his deerantlered hel met and caught Danica by her flow ng

cl oak as she ran back the other way, follow ng the continuing sounds to the east

Vander dropped down next, the tight chute posing nore trouble for the firbolg than the not-so-high
(for a giant) drop. Shayleigh dropped into his waiting arms, virtually springing fromhimin quick
flight after |Ivan and Dani ca.

Pi kel cane |ast, and Vander caught him as well. The firbolg eyed the nestled dwarf curiously for
a nonment, noting that sonmething seened to be missing. Tour club?" Vander started to ask, and he
understood a split second |later, when Pikel's club, tunbling down behind the dwarf, bounced off
his skull.

"Oops," the green-bearded dwarf apol ogi zed, and in |ooking at Vender's scow, he was gl ad that
they had no tinje to stand around and di scuss the matter
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Dani ca woul d have outdi stanced Ivan in no tine—except that the dwarf had a firmgrip on her
trailing cloak and would not | et go. They heard the runble of Fyrentenni-nmar's distant voice by
this point, and though they couldn't make out any words, it guided themeasily. Ivan was gl ad when
he noted that Shayleigh, still holding her torch, was gaining on them

TTi ey passed through a few chanmbers, down several narrow corridors, and one w de passage. The
mounting heat alone told themthat they were nearing the dragon's chanber and nmade them both fear
that Fyrentenni mar had already |oosed its killing breath.

Shayl ei gh passed |van, seemi ng as desperate as Danica, and the dwarf pronptly reached out and
grabbed a hold on her cloak, too. He understood their urgency, understood that both of themwere
fostering imges of a deep-fried Cadderly, but lvan remained pragmatic. |If the dwarf had anything
to say about it, they would not run helter-skelter into old Fyren's waiting maw

Shayl ei gh's torch showed that they were nearing yet another w de chanber. They saw |ight up ahead,
a residual glow, it seened, and that |ed themto one inescapabl e concl usion.

For all of his earlier protests and stubbornness, |van Boul dershoul der showed his true |oyalties
at that point. Thinking that the dreadful Fyrentennimar waited just ahead, the tough dwarf yanked
back on both cl oaks, springing past Danica and Shayl ei gh and | eading the way into the chanber

bef ore he had even had time to draw out his doubl e-bl aded battl e-axe.

A flicking tongue hit himtwo steps inside the door—hit him wapped him and pulled himsideways.
Dani ca and Shayl ei gh skidded in behind, to find the chanber filled with very anxious, giant red
toads. They spotted Ivan, spotted his boots at |east, sticking out fromthe nouth of a contented-

| ooking toad to the right Danica started for it but was intercepted by a mini-fireball, and then
anot her, as two
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nore toads took up the attack

Shayl ei gh hurl ed her torch out in front of her, had her bow up in an instant, and put it to deadly
wor K.
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Ivan didn't know what had hit him but he understood that he was quite unconfortable, and that he
could not get his arnms around to retrieve the axe strapped to his back. Never the one to listen to
his own many conplaints, Ivan followed the only course open to himand began thrashing about,
trying to bite, trying to find sonething to grasp and twi st The deer rack atop his hel net snagged
on sonet hing up above and again Ivan did not question his misfortune, just snapped his head up as
forcefully as he coul d.

A toad | eaped | ong and high at her, but Shayleigh's three arrows, fired in rapid succession, broke
the dung's nmomentumin nidflight and dropped it dead to the ground. Two nore toads cane flying at
the elf sinmultaneously, and though she hit themboth with perfect shots, she could not deflect
their flight One clipped her shoul der, the other crashed agai nst her shins, and back she flew
She woul d have hit the cavern floor hard, but Vander, coming in fromthe corridor, caught her
gently in one giant hand and kept her on her feet The firbolg was beyond her in an instant, his
great sword slashing back and form slicing the two attacking toads in half.

A third nmonster came flying in fromthe side, but Pikel skidded in between it and Shayl ei gh

hol ding his tree-trunklike club tight over one shoul der, both his hands grasping the weapon's
narrow end. Wth a whoop of delight, the green-bearded dwarf batted the flying toad aside. It
dropped, stunned, and Pi kel stood over it squishing it with repeated strikes.

Danica fell to her back and rolled about frantically to avoid the fiery blasts. She tucked her
feet in dose, hoping to roll back to a standing position, and grabbed at her boots, draw ng two
daggers, one golden-hifted and sculpted into the imge of a tiger, the other a silvery dragon. *
She came up throw ng, scoring two hits on the nearest
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toad. It closed its eyes and squatted down low to the floor, and Danica couldn't tell if she had
killed it or not

Nor could she pause to find out Another toad was near her, flicking its sticky tongue.

Dani ca | eaped strai ght up, a nongoose agai nst a striking snake, and tucked her |egs tight She

| eaped again as soon as her feet touched stone, forward and high, before the toad could flick its
tongue again. This tinme, Danica cane down hard on the creature's head. One foot planted firmy,
she spun fiercely, her face passing close to her ankle, her other foot flying high, straight above
her. As she conpleted the circuit, her nomentum cresting, she tightened the nuscles in her sailing
foot and drove it right through the toad's bul bous eye.

The wei ght of the blow forced Danica down fromthe dead thing, and she spun about searchi ng out
the next target

At first she thought the toad she saw to the side to be anpbng the nost curious of crossbred
creatures. But then Danica realized that its antlers were not its own, but rather belonged to the
i ndigestible dwarf it had foolishly pulled in

The antlers jerked, this way and that, and lvan's sline-covered head popped through. The dwarf
grunted and contorted weirdly, twisting all the way about so that he was | ooking at his own heel s,
protruding fromthe toad's nouth, and at Danica, staring in disbelief.

"Ye think ye mght be helping ne outa here?" the dwarf asked, and Danica saw the now dead toad's
eyes hunp up and then go back to nornmal as |van shrugged.

The fam liar song played in Cadderly's mind, but he did not fell into its harmonic flow He sang
it backward instead, sang it sideways, randomy, forcing out whatever notes seened to be the nost
di scordant. Shivers ran through the marrow of his bones; he felt as if he would break apart
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under the nmagical assault He was exactly where a priest of Deneir should not be, nocking the
harnony of the universe, perverting the notes of the tineless song so that they twanged painfully
in his mind, slanm ng doors in the pathways of the revelations the song had shown to him
Cadderly's voice sounded guttural, croaking, and his throat was filled with phlegm Hi s head
ached; the intensity of the shivering waves al ong his spine stung himrepeatedly.

He t hought he woul d go i nsane, had gone insane, had gone to a place where every logical course
seermed to neander aim essly, where one and one added up to three, or to ten. Cadderly's enotions
simlarly fluctuated. He was angry, furious at... what? He did not know, knew only that he was
filled with despair. Then suddenly he felt invulnerable, as if he could wal k past his magica
barriers and snap his fingers under puny Fyrentennimar's dragon nostrils.

Still he croaked agai nst the harnonious flow of the beautiful song, still he denied the universa
truths the song had shown to him Suddenly, Cadderly realized that he had unl eashed sonething
terrible within his owm nind, that he could not stop the flashing i nages and the shivering pains.
H's mind darted randomy, a ganesnman's wheel, flitting through the accessed nagi cal energy whh no
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basis. He was falling, falling, dropping into an endless pit fromwhich there could be no escape
He woul d eat the dragon, or the dragon would eat him but either way, Cadderly felt that it did
not matter. He had broken hinsel f—+he only |ogical thought he could hold onto for nore than a
fleeting nonent was that he had overstepped his bounds, had rushed in his desperation into

ulti mate, unendi ng chaos.

Still he croaked the discordant notes, played the randomrantings of half-truths and untruths in
his mind. One and one equal ed seventeen this tine.

One and one.

VWhat ever el se assaulted Cadderly's mind, he continued to call upon the sinple nathematics of
addi ng one and one.
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A hundred different answers came to himin rapid succession, were generated randomy in this

pl ace, his mind, wherein no rules held true.

A thousand different answers, generated wi thout pattern, w thout guidance, shot past him And
Cadderiy let themgo awpy with the rest of his fleeting thoughts, knowing themto be I|ies.

One and one equal ed two.

Cadderly grabbed onto that thought, that hope. The sinple equation, the sinple, logical truth
ringing as a single note of harmony in the discord.

One and one equal ed two!

A thin line of Deneir's song played in Cadderly's mnd sinmultaneously, but separately, fromthe
discord. It cane as a lifeline to the young priest, and he clutched it eagerly, not intending it
to pull himfromthe discord, but to help himhold his nental footing within this sphere's

sl i ppery chaos.

Now Cadderly searched the dangerous sphere, found a region of enotional tunmult, of inverted
ethics, and hurled it with all his nmental strength at Fyrer.ter.mmar

The dragon's rage continued to play, and Cadderly understood that he had not penetrated the innate
megi cal resistance of the beast. Cadderly realized that he was sitting then, that sometinme during
his mental journey, the earthquake of Fyrentennimar's thrashing had knocked himfromhis feet
Agai n Cadderly searched out the particular regi on of chaos that he needed—t was in a different
place this time—and again he hurled it at the wrm And then a third time, and a fourth. His head
ached as he continued to demand the enchantnent, continued to assault the stubborn dragon with
fal se emotions and fal se beliefs.

The chamber was deathly quiet, except for sone scranbling that Cadderly heard emanating from
somewhere down the tunnel behind him back in the toad room perhaps. He slowy opened his eyes,
to see oid Fyren sitting quietly- regarding him
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"My wel cone, hunble priest," the dragon said in calm controlled tones. "Do forgive ny outburst. I
do not know what brought about such a tirade."The dragon blinked its reptilian eyes and gl anced
al | about curiously. "Now, about this small task that you wi shed ne to perform™

Cadderly, too, blinked many tines in disbelief. "One and one equals two," he nuttered under his
breath. "I hope."

Resi dual Ener gy

Danica was the first to come to the end of the tunnel leading to the dragon's chanber. On her
hands and knees, the nonk quietly crept up to the lighted area and peeked in. She felt the
strength drain fromher as she gazed upon the magnificent wrm a hundred tines nore dreadful than
the | egends could begin to describe. But then Danica's delicate features twisted in confusion at
t he unexpected sight

Cadderly stood right beside the dragon, talking with it easily and pointing to the Ghearufu, the
gl oves, one bl ack, one white, and the gold-edged mrror that he had placed on the floor sone

di stance away.

Danica nearly cried out aloud when she felt a hand on her |leg. She realized that it was only
Shayl ei gh, creeping in behind her as they had pl anned. The elf naiden, too, seened stunned by the
spectacle in the chanber. "Should we go in?" she whispered to Danica. Danica considered the
question for a | ong nonent,
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honestly unsure of what role they should play. Cadderly seened to have things in hand; would their
unexpected presence startle the dragon, bring old Fyren into a fit of terrifying rage?
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Just as Danica started to shake her head, there came an inpatient call from back down the tunnel
"What do ye see?" Ilvan demanded, slinme-covered fromtoad innards and not too happy at all

The dragon's beaconli ke gaze imedi ately flashed toward the tunnel, and Dani ca and Shayl ei gh again
felt their linbs go weak under the awful gl are.

"Who cones uninvited to the lair of..." the great wyrm began, but it stopped in m dsentence,
cocking its massive head so that it could better hear Cadderly, whispering calmy at its side.
"Do corme in," the dragon bade the two in the tunnel a nonent later. "Wl come, friends of the
hunbl e priest!”

It took Danica and Shayleigh some tine to nuster the courage to actually enter the dragon's
chanmber. They went straight for Cadderly, Danica hooking his armw th her own and adniring him

i ncredul ously.

Cadderly felt the weight of that trusting gaze. Again, he had been put into the forefront, had
becone the |l eader to his friends. He al one understood how tentative his hold on the dragon ni ght
be, and now that Danica and the others had arrived, their fates rested solely in his hands. They
admred him they trusted him but Cadderly was not so sure that he trusted hinmself. Wuld he ever
shed the guift if he failed at the expense of a friend's Iife? He wanted to be hone at the
library, sitting on a sun-drenched roof, feeding cacasa nuts to Percival, the one friend who

pl aced no dermands upon him (ot her than the cacasa nuts!).

"The dragon likes nme," the young priest explained, straining to put his snile fromear to ear
"And Fyrentenni-mar—the great Fyrentenni mar—has agreed to help me with nmy problem" he added,
noddi ng toward the Gkearufit.

Dani ca | ooked to the still-glowing floor near the entryway
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of the chanber and could guess easily enough that the dragon had utilized its deadly breath at

| east once al ready.

But Cadderly appeared unhurt—and unafraid. Danica started to ask hi mabout the strange turn of
events, but he quieted her imediately with a concerned | ook, and she understood that the

di scussion was better left until later, when they were safely away fromthe dragon

Ivan and Pi kel skidded into the chanber, Vander coning right behind, nearly tripping over them
"Uh-oh!" Pikel squeaked at the sight of the wrm and Ivan's face went pale.

"Dwarves? Fyrentenni mar bell owed, the force of his roar driving the three beards—yellow, red, and
green—out behind the friends, the heat of Fyren's breath making the three squint their eyes.
"Friends again!" Cadderly called to the dragon, and, reasoning that treasure-coveting dragons were
not overly fond of treasure-coveting dwarves, the young priest notioned for the three to stay back
near the tunnel

Fyrentenni mar issued a long, low grow and didn't seem convinced. The dragon could not sustain its
ire, though. It blinked curiously, turned an al nost plaintive | ook upon Cadderly, and then | ooked
to the Grearufit.

"Friends again," Fyrentenni mar agreed.

Cadderly | ooked to the CGhearu/u, thinking it prudent to just get things done and get out of there.
"Rermai n behind ne," old Fyren warned Cadderly and the two wonen, and then cane the sharp intake as
the dragon's |ungs expanded.

This time when Fyrentenni mar breathed, there was no magical protection in place to divert his
fire. The flames drove agai nst the Ghearu/u and against the floor. Stone bubbled, and the Ghearufu
sizzled, angrily it seened, as though its potent magic was fighting back against the incredible
assaul t

"Oooo," lvan nuttered in disbelief. Pikel put his hands on hips and growl ed at his brother for
stealing his line.
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Their fight did not continue, though, as the searing heat of the dragon breath assaulted them
Vander grabbed the brothers and fell back against the wall, one huge armup defensively in front
of his eyes.

The dragon's fiery exhalation did not relent There cane a series of snapping explosions from
within the flane, and a thick gray snoke arose, encircling the fiery pillar, dinmng its blinding
yel l ow | i ght

Cadderiy nodded to Dani ca and Shayl ei gh, confident that the dragon fire was doing its work.

The flam ng col um di sappeared, and Fyrentenni mar sat back, reptilian eyes scrutinizing the area
and the nmagical item The snoke continued to swirl, funnel-like above the Gkearufu. Small fires
burned on both the item s gloves; the gold edges around the nmirror had turned liquid and spread
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out in a wide flat glob. The mirror itself pulsed, bulging weirdly but remaining, it appeared,

i ntact

"Is it done, hunble priest?" Fyrentenni mar asked.

Cadderiy wasn't sure. The thick snmoke seened to gain nomentumin its swirl, the mrror continued
to bulge and flatten.

Then it cracked apart

Cadderly's blue hat flew away, his cape flapped up over his head and shoul ders, standing out
straight, snapping repeatedly, rapidly, in the sudden suction. Now the snoke whi pped in circular
fury, and the swirling wind becane a thunderous roar

Shayl ei gh's arrows | eft her quiver, smacked agai nst Cadderly's back, and ricocheted past. The
young priest could hardly hold his footing, |eaning back at a huge angl e agai nst the vicious pull
Al the small itenms in the area piled atop the broken mirror. The still pliable nolten floor

roll ed up, wavelike, around the center of that trenendous pufl.

Sonet hi ng banged hard agai nst the back of Cadderly's legs, costing himhis tentative hold. He

| ooked down to see Shayl eigh, blinded by her wild-flying golden hair, shaping her hands agai nst
the stone in a futile effort Cadderiy fel
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over her, and she slid away, toward the fury.
Dani ca stood very still a few feet back, her eyes closed in neditation, and her |egs w de and

firmy planted. Over by the tunnel, Vander and the dwarves had formed a chain, the firbolg holding
Pi kel , Pikel holding Ivan. Pikel's grip slipped suddenly, and Ivan screaned out. He resisted the
pull for just a second, |ong enough for Pikel to dive down and grab hi m about the ankles.

"Hunbl e priest!" the confused Fyrentenni mar roared, and even the dragon's thunder seened a distant
thing against the tumult of the m ghty w nd.

Cadderiy cried out for Shayleigh, found hinself going al ong behind her as the sucking w nd

i ncreased. Behind him Danica opened her eyes, and her concern for her friends stole her

medi tation. She junped forward a |long stride, catching hold of Cadderiy, but when she tried to
stop, found her nmonentumtoo great and wound up going right over the young priest, and right over
Shayl ei gh, and suddenly it was she who was cl osest to the furious vortex.

Ivan and Pi kel were up in the air now, Pikel holding tight to Ivan's ankles, and Vander, behind
him had one hand tight about Pikel's ankle, the other grasping a jut in the tunnel wall.
Danica's horrified screamas she went over the vortex stole the blood from Cadderly's face.
Shayl ei gh went in right behind her, pressed tight against her, and then Cadderiy was atop the
pile.

"What do | do, hunble priest?" the confused dragon called, but Fyrentennimar was distracted as his
own piles of treasure whipped to the call of the vortex, snmacked hard agai nst the dragon's back
and wi despread wi ngs. What worth is such treasure? the dragon wondered, and in his magically
confused state, Fyrentenni mar decided right then that he would soon clear his cave of the
wor t hl ess debri s.

" Ooooooo! " Pikel wailed, blinded by his beard (as was Ivan), his nuscled arnms aching fromthe
strain and his |eg throbbing from Vender's giant-strong grip. Pikel feared that
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he would be torn right in half, but for the sake of his dear brother, he would not |et go.
Cadderly felt an intense burning, felt as if his insides had been torn right through his skin. He
was falling, spinning in a gray fog, spiraling down, out of contro

He spl ashed into nuck, stood in the knee-deep sludge, and regarded hinself and his surroundi ngs

i ncredul ously. He was naked and filthy, apparently unhurt but standing in a vast plain of

unr emar kabl e grayness, the |ake of oozing sludge stretching out in every direction as far as he
could see

Dani ca and Shayl ei gh stood near him but they, for sonme reason the young priest could not
understand, were still wearing their clothes.

Cadderly nodestly crossed his arns in front of him took note of the fact that both of his
conmpani ons did |ikew se.

Danica's |ips noved as though she nmeant to ask, "Where are we?" but there seened no point in
uttering the unanswerabl e questi on.

* * * * %

Far down Ni ghtglow s snow bl anketed side, Druzil scratched his ugly face and watched the undead
creature's shivering novenents.

Ghost had not taken a step in nany seconds, the first tinme Druzil had seen the tireless thing
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pause in several days. The gruesonme creature made no noves at all, except for the obvious
trenbling.

"Why are you doing that?" the invisible inp asked under his rasping breath, hoping that the
creature had not sonehow detected himand was not calling upon sone innate nmagics to | ocate him
or to destroy him

The trenmbling intensified to a viol ent shaking. Druzi
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whi ned and w apped his | eathery wi ngs defensively about him though since they were invisible,
they could not block out the terrifying sight

Crackling noises cane fromthe undead nonster, tiny cracks appeared along its bl ackened skin,

wi sps of snoke filtered out into the brightly shining air.

"Hey?" the inp asked a nonment |ater, when the undead thing fell into a pile of charred and
shattered fl akes.

Cadderly continued his scan of the area, of hinself, and of his friends. Danica, too, seened
intent on covering up, but Cadderly didn't see the point since she was fully cl othed.

O was she?

A wail from sonewhere in the unseen distance brought themall on the alert Shayleigh went into a
| ow crouch, slowy turning and scanning, balled fists defensively in front of her.

If she feared an attack, then why didn't she take her bow off her shoul der? Cadderly wondered. And
then he understood. Wth a knowi ng nod, the young priest let go of his pointless nbdesty and stood
st rai ght

Anot her cry, a cry of pain, sounded from sonewhere distant, followed by a | oud spl ash.

"Where are we?" Dani ca demanded. "And why am | the only one who has no cl ot hes?"

Shayl ei gh | ooked at her incredul ously, then | ooked down to her own body.

A wave rolled in at them bringing the unconfortable brown sludge to their waists. Cadderly
grimaced at the feel of the wetched stuff, noticed for the first tine the reeking stench

"What caused so |large a wave?" Shayl ei gh whi spered, and her perceptive remark rem nded Cadderly
that the disconfort m ght be the |l east of his troubles.
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The apparition, a puny, androgenous formw th one arm bent crooked, rose fromthe sludge twenty
feet away fromthem its dangerous eyes narrowing as it regarded them

"The assassin,"” Danica breathed. "But he is dead, and we..." She | ooked at Cadderly, her brown
eyes w de.

"Caught by the GHearufu" Cadderly replied, unwilling to offer the possibility that they, too, had
di ed.

"Caught!" the puny formroared in a mighty, giantlike voice. "Caught that you mnight be properly
puni shed!"

"Use your bow " Danica, nore afraid than she had ever been, yelled at Shayl eigh. Again, the elf
gave Dani ca an incredul ous | ook, then turned helplessly to her bare, as she saw it, shoul der

Dani ca sneered and rushed between Shayl ei gh and Cadderly, taking a bl ocking stance between t hem
and the approachi ng apparition.

Cadderly | ooked down, |ooked to the unremarkable nuck to clear his head and register all that he
had seen and heard. Wiy was he the only one who was naked? Or at |east, why did he see hinself
that way? As did Danica, he knew, by her own words. And if Shayl eigh thought that she had her bow,
didn't perceive that she, too, had no clothes and no equi pnent, then why hadn't she taken the
weapon from her back?

Dani ca' s hands began an intricate, balancing weave in front of her. The apparition of Ghost showed

no fear at all, continued to steadily glide through the nuck. Danica noticed that Ghost seened

| arger suddenly, and noticed that the apparition continued to grow.

"Cadderly," she breathed quietly, for now their opponent was fully ten feet tall, nearly as |arge
as Vander. It took another step, doubling its size as it did.

- Cadder |l y!"

They all perceived that they were naked, but each saw the others as they had | ast seen the others,
Cadderly mused, knowi ng that there must be sonmething pertinent in that %t He felt along his body,
wondering if his equipment only
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appeared invisible to him if his potent hand-crossbow nmight be on his hip, waiting for himto
grab it But he felt only his skin and the sliny splotches of brown, disgusting sludge.
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The apparition |l oonmed thirty feet high; its laughter nocked Danica's feebl e defensive stance. Wth
a sucki ng sound, one foot came up fromthe nuck, hovered high in the air nenacingly.

"Puni shnent!" the evil Ghost grow ed, stanping down.

Dani ca dove to the side, splashed through the muck and reappeared, her strawberry-blond | ocks
matted to her head by the thick brown sl udge.

The spl ash awakened Cadderly fromhis contenplations. Hi s gray eyes w dened as he gl anced about
for Danica, fearing that she had been squashed.

Shayl ei gh was over with the nmonk by then, pulling her away fromthe gigantic nonster.

Ghost showed no nore interest in Danica, though, not with Cadderly, the perpetrator of the

di saster, the destroyer of his own form and of the preci ous Ghearufu, standing before him

"Are you at peace with your god?" the giant voice teased.

Where are we? The question rifled through Cadderl/s thoughts, now that the nonster had threatened
him had apparently just confirmed that they were not dead. Yet this place sonewhat resenbl ed the
spirit world, Cadderly knew, for he had nade several ventures into that noncofporeal state.

Dani ca and Shayl ei gh rushed in front of the young priest, Danica | eaping onto the | eg of the
giant, clawing and biting at the back of its knee. It kicked out, trying to shake her free, but if
her savage thrashing was doi ng any real damage, the smiling Ghost did not show it

"Perceived vulnerability," Cadderly nmuttered, trying to jog his thought process. H s self-imge,
the i mages of his friends, and the inmage of their nenmesis, had to be a matter of perception, since
he and both his conpani ons t hought thensel ves naked and the other two cl ot hed.
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Shayl ei gh slipped free of the nonster's other |eg as Ghost brought it up high above Cadderly's
head.

"Cadderly!" both Danica and the elf naiden cried out to their apparently distracted conpani on

The huge foot slanmed down; Danica nearly fainted at the thought of her |over being squashed.
Cadderly caught the foot in one hand, and absently held it steady above his head.

He, too, began to grow.

"What is happening?" the frustrated, terrified nonk cried out, falling fromthe giant's knee and
spl ashi ng away. Shayl ei gh caught her and held her, needing, as nuch as giving, the support
Cadderly was half the creature's size, and now it was Chost who seened confused. The young priest
heaved agai nst the foot, hurling Ghost backward to land crashing into the nmuck. By the time the
creature regained its stance, Cadderly was the |arger

Ghost came on anyway, snarling, wapping his hated eneny in a tight hug.

Dani ca and Shayl ei gh noved away fromthe titans, not understanding, not able to help

Cadderly's massive arns flexed and twisted. Grost's did, too, and for a long whiie, neither titan
seenmed to gain any advant age.

Ghost bit down hard on Cadderly's neck, whipping his head about in a frenzy. It was he, not
Cadderly, who then cried out in pain, though, for he was biting not vul nerable skin, but stee

ar nor !

The wild nonster lifted his arm his fingers grew into spikes, and he smashed down at Cadderty's
shoul der.

The young priest yelped in agony. Cadderly's arm becane a spear, and he plunged it through Ghost's
bel l'y.

Ghost's skin parted around it, opening a hole through which the arnf spear passed w thout making a
cut The evil entity's skin then tightened around Cadderly's appendage, hol ding himl ast
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Ghost's nouth opened inpossibly wi de, seening the maw of a snake, conplete with venomti pped
fangs.

"Cadderly," Danica breathed, thinking her |ove doonmed, thinking that she and Shayl ei gh woul d al so
fall victimto this horrid apparition. She had no words to descri be what ensued, could hardly
remenber to breat he.

Cadderly did not flinch. H's head thickened, his face flattened, |like the face of a hammer, and he
butted straight out This tine his attack apparently caught Chost by surprise, for the assassin's
snake jaws broke apart, blood washing away the venom

Ghost's eyes widened in shock and agony as Cadderly's inpaled armshifted shape again, angled

spi kes tearing out the sides of Chosf s torso.

Cadderly understood that the gane was one of nental quickness, natching defense to attack, keeping
perspective <yes, that word was the key!) against fearsone sights and inpossible realities. He had
Ghost dazed, confused, and so the nomentumwas his to play out.
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H s free arm becane an axe, his razor-edged hand slicing in at the side of Ghost's neck. The evi
titan reacted quickly enough for its shoulder to grow a shield, but Cadderly had sinmultaneously
sprouted a tail like that of the manticore he had battled on the nountain trail. Even as the axe
hand resounded agai nst CGhost's shield, the tail whirled about and snapped |ike a whip, driving
several iron spikes into Chost's chest.

Cadder |y whi pped his inpal ed arm about viciously; Ghost sonmehow nel ded and nol ded his skin to

mat ch the novenments, preventing Cadderly fromliterally tearing himin half. The tail came about
agai n, but CGhost's chest thickened with conjured arnor, somewhat deflecting the heavy bl ows.
Cadderly had brought Ghost to his nmental linmt, had taxed CGhost's fornmidable nind to the extrene
of his thought-processing abilities. It was a gane of chess, Cadderly knew, a gane of sinultaneous
nmovenents and antici pating defenses.
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Ghost's snake maw reformed in the blink of an eye—Cadderly was actually surprised that the evi
man, still holding his defenses strong, was able to enact the shift. At the same tine, though
Cadder |l y*s head becane the head of a dragon, becane the head of Fyrentenninar.

Ghost's snake eyes widened. He tried to shift his head into sonething that could deflect the
attack, something that coul d defeat dragon breath.

He didn't think quickly enough. Cadderly breathed forth a line of fire that stole Chost's
features, sizzled his skin away to |l eave a skull, half human, half snake, atop the titan's skinny
neck.

In the throes of agony, Ghost could not maintain his control, his nmental defenses. Cadderly*s
manticore tail heaved a hal f-dozen spi kes into Ghost's chest Cadderb/s axe hand drove deep into
Ghost' s col | arbone.

Wth a dragon's roar of victory, Cadderly snapped his inmpal ed armback and forth, cutting Ghost
apart at the waist. The defeated titan's top half plumeted into the rmuck, showering Dani ca and
Shayl ei gh. Al npst inmmediately, the slain Ghosf s torso reverted to its normal size, disappearing
under the brown | ake. Ghost's quivering |legs toppled as they shrank, slipping into the nuck with
hardly a spl ash.

Cadderly's head becane human again as he turned to regard his overwhel med conpani ons. He caught
only a fleeting i mage of them though, before a wall of blackness rushed up to smash himinto
unconsci ousness.

Soari ng

OQof!'" lvan and Pi kel groaned in unison when the bal ancing force of the tenpest abruptly ended and
they dropped, flat-out, to the stone floor. Vander, too, groaned, and fell back against the wall
the huge nuscles in both his arns quivering fromexhaustion. The wind had sinply ceased, and the
smoke now di ssi pated, revealing Danica, Cadderly, and Shayl eigh Iying one on top of the other in a
pile.

"Are you all right, hunble priest?" Fyrentenni mar asked with sincere concern

Cadderly | ooked up to the great beast and nodded, very glad that the ethics reversal he had
enact ed upon old Fyren had not been dispelled by his spiritual absence. Danica forced herself to
her feet, and Cadderly, in turn, clinbed off Shayleigh, his joints aching with every step. He knew
rationally that his fight with Ghost had been a mental comnbat, not a physical one, a belief only
reinforced by the fact that neither he nor Danica and Shayl ei gh had any of the
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di sgusting muck on them and in fact appeared exactly the same as they had before the journey.

Still, the young priest felt as though his body had been through a severe beating.
"What was that nonster?" Danica asked. "I thought you said the assassin was already dead and
gone. "

"That was not Chost," Cadderly replied. "Not really. Wat we found was the enbodi nent of the
Ghearufu, perhaps a joined spirit, magic item and owner."

"Wher e?" Shayl ei gh wanted to know.

Now Cadderly had no definite response. "Some area of |inbo between the planes of existence," he
answer ed, shrugging his shoulders to indicate that it was only a guess. The Ghearufu has been in
exi stence for many nmillennia, was created by powerful denizens of chaos. That is why | had to come
here, even before our vital mission to Castle Trinity."

"Ye couldn't've just left the dammed thing with the priests?" Ivan grunbl ed, kicking stones and
debris as he searched about for his w ndbl own hel net

Cadderly started to reiterate the inportance of the quest, wanting to explain how the destruction
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of the Ghearuftt was more inportant to the overall schene of universal harnmony than anything which
mght directly affect their relatively uninportant fives. He gave up, however, realizing that such
prof ound phil osophi cal points had no chance of getting through the pragmatic dwarf's thick head.
Dani ca put her hand on his shoul der, though, and nodded to hi m when he | ooked back to her. She
trusted in himagai n-her eyes showed that clearly. He was glad for that trust, and afraid of it,
all at once.

He notioned for Danica and Shayl eigh to go over by the door with the other three.

"M ghty Fyrentennimar," he cried to the dragon, dipping a |ow, appreciative bow The words of the
gods are proven true." Cadderly took a step to the side and lifted one of the ruined, stil

snoki ng gloves. "Nothing in all the Realns but the breath of mighty Fyrentenni mar coul d have

destroyed
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the Ghearufu; no power in all the Realnms could match the fury of your fires!" The statement wasn't
exactly true, but even though the dragon was apparently still thick in the hold of Cadderly's

chaotic enchantnent, the young priest thought it wise to be generous with the praise.
Fyrentenni mar seened to like it The dragon puffed out his already enornmous chest, honed head hel d
proudly high.

"And now, ny friends and | nust |eave you to your sleep
not again disturb your slunber."

"Must you go, hunmble priest?" the dragon asked, seem ng sad, which pronpted a curious and

synpat hetic "Oo," from Pi kel and an assortnment of incredul ous curses fromlvan

Cadderly answered with a sinple "Yes," bade the dragon lay down and rest, and turned to | eave,
pausi ng at the tunnel entrance to consider his friends.

"What of the toads?" he asked, remenbering themfor the first time since he had gazed upon the
awesomne dragon

"Splat," Pikel assured him

"You should be nore concerned for the weather," Vander renarked gravely. "You do not understand
the strength of storns in the high nountains, nor the price your private venture nay exact from us
all."

Cadderly accepted the scolding as the firbolg continued, and |Ivan, even Shayl eigh, joined in. The
young priest wanted to defend hinmself, to convince themall, as he had convinced Danica, that
destroying the Ghearufu was the nore inportant quest, and even if they wound up stranded until the
spring, even if the delay cost themtheir lives against Fyrentennimar, and cost the region dearly
inits battle with Castle Trinity, the destruction of the malignant nagical item had been worth
the price. A younger Cadderly woul d have | ashed out at his accusers.

Now Cadderly said nothing, offered no defense against his friends' justifiable anger. He had made
his choice in good consci ence, had made the only choice his faith and
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heart could accept, and now he woul d accept the consequences, for hinself, for his friends, and
for all the region. Loyal and trusting Danica, holding tightly to his arm showed himthat he
woul d not suffer those consequences al one.

"W will get through the high passes," Danica said when Vander had played out his anger. *And we
will prevail against the wizard Aballister and his nmnions in our enemes' fortress."

"Perhaps alone | could get through them" the firbolg agreed. "For | amof the cold nmountains. My
bl ood runs thick with warnth, and nmy legs are |ong and strong, able to push through towering
drifts of snow "

"Me own legs ain't so long," Ivan put in sarcastically. "Wat do ye got for ne?" he asked Cadderly
sharply. "What spells, and how many? Durned fool priest. If ye neant to cone here, couldn't ye
have waited until the sunmer?"

"Yeah." Pikel's unexpected agreement stung Cadderly nore than gruff Ivan's ranting ever coul d. But
then Cadderly | ooked back to Danica for support and saw a m schi evous | ook in her sparkling eyes.
"How friendly is that dragon?" she asked, |leading all their gazes back to serene Fyrentenninar.
Cadderly smled at once, though it took Ivan longer to catch on

"Ch, no ye don't!" the yell ow bearded dwarf bell owed, but by the eager intrigue splayed on the
faces of Cadderly and Danica, and by the sudden sniles of Shayleigh and the firbolg, |Ivan knew he
was bl ubbering a | osing argunent

Shattered! Druzil inparted telepathically, enphatically, for perhaps the tenth tinme. Shattered!
Gone! Fromthe other end of the nental connection there was no i nmedi ate response, as though
Abal I'i ster could not conprehend what the inp was tal king about. Twi ce already Aballister had

Cadderly expl ai ned. "Fear not, for we'll
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ordered Druzil to find the undead nonster, to discover what had transpired to destroy the evi
creature's corporeal form Both tines Druzil had replied that the task was quite inpossible, that
he had no idea of where to start | ooking.

Wherever the spirit had flown, Druzil knew that it was nowhere connected to the Material Plane.
The inp pointedly rem nded the wizard that he had been given only one red and one bl ue pouch of
enchanting powder, that Aballister's |ack of foresight had stranded himnearly a hundred nmiles
fromCastle Trinity with no way to get through any nagi cal gates.

A wave of anger, inparted by Aballister, washed over Druzil. The inmp's mind flared with pain; he
feared that the wizard's nounting rage al one night destroy him A dozen comuands filtered through
each acconpanied by a vicious threat Druzil was at a |l oss. He had never w tnessed Aballister so
enraged, had never seen such a display of sheer power fromhim or even fromthe nmighty denizens
of the lower planes that he had often dealt with in his centuries there.

Druzil tried to break the connecti on—he had often done that in the past—but Aballister's

tel epathic connection renmained with him held himfast

When Aballister finally finished and rel eased the suddenly exhausted inp, Druzil sat back agai nst
a tree stunp with his dog-faced head resting forlornly in his clawed hands. He stared at the
shattered fl akes of the nmalignant nmonster, let his gaze nmeander up the inposing side of Nightglow,
to the fog and cl ouds wherein Cadderly and his friends had di sappeared. Aballister wanted Druzi
to find the young priest and dog his steps, even to try to kill Cadderly if the opportunity
presented itself.

No threat Aballister could possibly inpose, no display of power, would prod Druzil to nake that
desperate attenpt The inp knew that he was no nmatch for Cadderly, and knew, too, that Aballister
ni ght be the only one in the regi on who was.
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But it was obvious to Druzil that Aballister didn't want it to conme to that Watever satisfaction
the old wizard mght gain in personally crushing Cadderly would not nake up for the

i nconveni ence—nAot at a time when larger issues loomed in the wizard' s designs. Aballister had

| abel ed the undead nonster as a possible ally. Now it was gone, and Druzil sensed that Cadderly
had played sone part in its destruction. The inp believed, too, that his own part in this dram
had come to an end. The creature had been his guide to Cadderly. Wthout it, Druzil doubted that
he could even | ocate the young priest And with the weather fast shifting to the full wintry
blasts, Druzil realized that it would take himweeks to get back to Castle Trinity—probably |ong
after Cadderly was no nore than a crinson stain on a stone fl oor

"Bene tellemara,"” the inp said repeatedly, cursing foolish Aballister for not giving himnore of
the enchanting, gate-opening powder, cursing the foul, chill weather, cursing the undead nonster
for its failure, and ultimately cursing Cadderly.

Thoroughly m serable, Druzil nmade no nove toward N ghtgl ow, nmade no nove at all For many hours,
the snow settling on his doggi sh snout and fol ded wi ngs, the stubborn inp sat perfectly still on
the tree stunp, nuttering, "Bene tellenara."

* Kk kk*k

"I do not know how | ong the enchantnment will hold the dragon," Cadderly adnmitted sonme tinme |ater
after Fyrenten-nimar had eagerly led themto the lair's main entrance, a gigantic cavern on the
mountain's north slope with an opening wi de enough for the dragon to swoop in and out with its
huge wi ngs ext ended.

"I't'd be a real party for old Fyren to renenber old Fyren when we're a thousand feet up on the

dammed thing's back!" lvan snorted loudly, drawing angry | ooks from four
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of his conpanions and a slap on the back of the head from Pi kel

Te just said..." the yell owbearded dwarf started to protest to Cadderly.

"What | just admitted is not information to be given freely to Fyrentenninar!" Cadderly whi spered
harshly. The dragon was some di stance away, peering out into the howing wind and considering
their intended course, but Cadderly had read nany tal es describing the extraordi nary senses of
dragonki nd, many tal es where an of fhand whi sper had cost a parleying party dearly agai nst an
easily flattered wrm

The flight will be swift," Shayl eigh reasoned. "You will not have to hold Fyrentenninmar for |ong."
Cadderly could see that the fearless elf naiden was | ooking forward to the ride, could see that
Dani ca, too, held no reservations against the potential gains. Hopping up and down, clapping his
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chubby hands and sniling all the while, Pikel's nood |ikew se was not hard to discern

"What do you say?" Cadderly asked Vander, the one nmenmber who had not made clear his feelings.

"l say that you are desperate indeed to even consider this course,” the firbolg replied bluntly.
"But | amindebted to you for all ny life, and if you choose to ride, I will go along." He cast a
sidel ong glance at grunbling Ivan. "As will the dwarf, do not doubt"

"Who' re ye speaking for?" Ivan grow ed back

"Woul d you stay alone in this cave, then, and wait for the dragon's return?" the firbolg casually
asked.

Ivan mulled it over for a few mnutes, then huffed defiantly, "Good point”

TTi ey rushed out the front entrance soon after, into the teeth of the now raging storm The w nd
did little to hinder the nassive dragon's progress, though, and the heat from Fyrentennimar's

i nner furnace, heat that lent the power to the dragon's dreadful breath, kept the six conpanions
war m enough.
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Bent | ow, eyes closed, Cadderly sat closest to old Fyren's head, right at the base of the red
dragon's serpentine neck. The young priest reached again into the sphere of chaotic nagics,
focusing all his energies into extending his vital enchantnent. To his relief, the dragon seened
pl eased enough to carry the riders, seenmed pleased just to be out in the wide world again. That
thought inspired nore than a few fears in Cadderly-what had |van said about letting a sleeping
wyrm | i e?—eoncerning the potential inplications to the people of the region, particularly the
inplications to Carradoon, not so iar away by a flying dragon's reckoni ng. Cadderly had nmade his
choi ce, though, and now had to trust in the wi sdom of that decision and hope for the best

Dani ca sat right behind her |ove, arns wapped about his waist, though she took great care not to
di sturb the young priest's concentration

They clinmbed up above the storm into sparkling sunlight, soaring through the crisp air. \Wen they
had passed the region of clouds, Fyrentenni mar dove down into a crevice between two nountains,
turning sidelong within the narrow pass. H s | eathery wi ngs caught the updrafts, rode themfully
as he cane out of his steep bank, gaining speeds beyond the inmagination of his thrilled riders.
Reveling in the sensation, which was nmany tines nore exciting than air-wal king, Danica |let go of
Cadderly, threw her arnms up high and wide and | et the wi nd whip her unkenpt hair about

The worl d becane a blur below them Ivan conplained that he was going to be sick, but no one cared
or listened.

They came up fast on a ridge, and all of them except for the concentrating Cadderly, screaned
aloud in fear that they would sl amagainst it. But Fyrentenni mar was no novice to dragonflight,
and the ridge was suddenly gone, left behind in the blink of an eye.

"Son of a smart goblin!" lvan yelled, too anazed to renenber that he nmeant to throw up. "Do it
agajn!" he cried in glee, and the dragon apparently heard, for another
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ridge, and then another, and a jutting peak after that passed bel ow or beside themin a wild rush
to a chorus of exhilarated screans that were outdone by the applauding roars of one yell ow bearded
dwar f .

None of them could begin to guess at how fast they were traveling, could even conprehend the rush
of dragonflight They crossed the bul k of the Snowfl akes in nere mnutes, all of them Vander and
I van included, now in whol ehearted agreenent that the choice to ride the tamed wrm had been a
good one.

But then, suddenly and unexpectedly, mighty Fyrentennimar reared, seened to hover in the air, as
hi s massive horned head, his great fanged maw turned back to regard Cadderly.

"Uh-oh," Pikel nuttered, thinking the fun at its end.

Cadderly sat upright, fearful that he had gone past the limts of control. He could not predict
the chaotic magic, for its essence was founded in illogic and was in no way described in the

har noni ous song of Deneir.

Cadderly | ooked back to Danica and Shayl ei gh, no | onger wearing expressions of freedom and
excitenment, and to grim Vander, nodding as though he had expected this disaster all along.
Cadderly wanted to call out to the dragon, to ask Fyrentenni mar what was wong, but, sitting atop
the volatil e beast, suspended a thousand feet above the ground, he couldn't find the courage.

* Kk Kk k%

Dori gen watched i n amazenent as her wooden door bul ged and groaned. Great bubbles of wood extended
into her roomand then retreated. She prudently noved to the side of the small chanber, out of
harm s way.
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A huge bubble rolled in fromthe door's center, holding the wood out to its extreme for a |ong
monent Then the door burst apart into a thousand flying splinters, each of them glow ng silver
with residual energy. Silver sparks
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becanme blue al nost instantly, and not a single splinter struck the floor or opposite wall, was

sinply consunmed to nothingness in midftight

Abal lister stornmed in through the open portal

"The ghost has failed," Dorigen remarked before the fum ng wi zard had even said a word.

Abail i ster stopped in the doorway and eyed the younger wi zard suspiciously. "You viewed it through
your crystal ball," he hissed, considering the device on the table before Dorigen

"I view it in your expression," Dorigen quickly replied, fearing that the w zard woul d handl e her
as he had handl ed the door. She tossed her |ong salt-and-pepper hair back fromher face, ran her
crooked fingers through it, and went through a nyriad of other nmovenents, all designed to deflect
Abal | i ster's nounting rage.

Truly, the older wi zard seened on the verge of an explosion. H s deep-set dark eyes narrowed
dangerousl y, bony fingers clenching and unclenching at his sides.

"Your worries are plain to see," Dorigen said bluntly, knowing that it was precisely that fact
that was bothering the wi zard. Aballister, Dorigen knew, was a man who prided hinself on being
able to sublimate his enotions, on remaining cryptic at all tines so that his enem es and rivals
could not find any enptional advantage to use against him To remain calmand distant is the
secret of a wizard's strength,” the coldhearted Aballister had often said in the past, but such
was not the case now, not with pesty Cadderly apparently nmaking sone headway in his try for Castle
Trinity.

"You viewed it with your crystal ball," Aballister accused again, his voice a |low grow, and

Dori gen understood that it would not be wise for her to disagree a second tine,

"The chimera and manticore have been defeated?" Dorigen stated as nmuch as asked, sonething she had
suspected since Aballister's last visit to her room when he had grown outraged that their scrying
woul d no | onger worKk.

Abal lister adnmitted the loss with a nod.
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"And now t he undead nonster," Dorigen went on

"l do not know that Cadderly played a part in that one's downfall," Aballister snapped. "I have
Druzil looking into the matter even as we speak."

Dori gen nodded, but privately didn't agree at all. If the ghost had been destroyed, then the

form dabl e Cadderly was surely behind it Whether he would openly adnit it or not, Aballister knew
it, too.

"Have we anything else with which we m ght strike out at hinP" Dorigen asked.

"Have you located himwi th your precious crystal ball?" Aballister growl ed back angrily.

Dori gen | ooked away, not wanting her superior to see the rage in her anber eyes. |If he considered
her scrying attenpts pitiful, then why didn't Aballister take on the task hinmsel f? Aballister was
no novice to scrying, after all. He had watched Barjin's novenents when the priest had entered
Castle Trinity, had even destroyed his valuable enchanted nmirror by forcing his magic through it.
Since that time, Aballister had not attenpted any scrying at all, except one failed attenpt
earlier in Dorigen's room

"Wel |, have you?" Aballister demanded.

Dori gen snapped an angry glare over him "Sinple spells can counteract scrying," she replied. "And
| assure you, your son has little trouble with sinmple spells!™

Abal lister's eyes widened, the old wi zard seem ng shocked that Dorigen had spoken so bluntly to
hi m had enphasi zed once nore that this danger to Castle Trinity was being perpetrated by

Abal lister's own son. The wizard virtually trenbled with anger and briefly considered | ashing out
with his power to punish Dorigen.

"Prepare your defenses," Dorigen said to him

Agai n, her bluntness stunned the older wi zard. ''Cadderly will never get close to Castle Trinity,"
Abal | i ster pronised, an evil grin spreading over his face and calming himvisibly. The tinme has
conme for nme to personally see to that troublesonme child."
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"You will go out?" Dorigen's tone was incredul ous.

"My magic will go out," Aballister corrected. The nountains thenselves will shudder, and the sky

file:/lIF|/rah/R.%20A.%20Salvatore/R.%20A.%20...9%20-%20The%20Fallen%20Fortress%20-%20[FR].txt (47 of 117) [7/19/03 12:27:25 AM]



file:///F|/rah/R.%20A .%20Sa vatore/R.%20A .%20Sal vatore%20-%20The%20Fallen%20Fortress¥620-%20[ FR] .txt

will cry for the death of that foolish boy Cadderly! Let us see how a priest measures up against a
wi zard!" He cackled gleefully and turned away, sweeping determ nedly out of the room

Dorigen rested back in her chair and stared at the blasted portal, its janb still snoldering |ong
after Aballister had departed. She would keep trying with the crystal ball, nore out of curiosity
for this young priest and his exceptional friends than for Aballister's sake. In truth, Dorigen
beli eved that she mi ght have nade sonme contact just a few minutes before Aballister had disturbed
her, but she couldn't be sure so she didn't mention it to the pestering wizard. It had been just a
fleeting sensation of rushing air, a sensation of freedom of flying.

She hadn't seen the dragon, couldn't even be sure that she had actually rmade contact with
Cadderly. But if it was the young priest, then Dorigen suspected that he woul d beat the expected
ti metabl e and woul d soon be knocking on Castle Trinity's door

Abal lister didn't need to know t hat

Strafing

nem es?" Fyrentenni mar's thunderous ques-tion nade the six terribly vul nerabl e conmpan-ions hold
their breath in dread

"We are friends," Cadderly replied weakly as the dragon went into a series of short stoops and
qui ck rises, as close to a hovering nmaneuver as the bul ky creature could acconpli sh.

Fyrentenni mar's serpentine neck twi sted, putting his head at a hal f-cocked position, alnost |ike
sonme curious dog;

"Are they eneni es?" the dragon roared again. They? Cadderly noted curiously, hopefully. "Wo?"
Fyrent enni mar bobbed his head and erupted with | aughter. "OF course, of course!" he cried, his
voi ce no | onger carrying the edge of dragon hysteria. Tour eyes are not so keen as dragon eyes! |
nmust renmenber that"

"What potential enenies do you speak of ?" Cadderly asked inpatiently, realizing that
Fyrentennimar's ain ess
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banter m ght continue for sone time, and aware that his enchantnent m ght not have much tine
remai ni ng.

"Back on the trail," the dragon explained. "A procession of goblins and giants."

Cadderly turned to Dani ca and Shayl ei gh. "W should continue on our way," he offered. "I can bid
Fyrentennimar to let us down far fromthe nonstrous caravan.”

"How many?" Shayl ei gh asked grinmly, one hand tightly grasping her bow and an eager sparkle in her
viol et eyes. Both Cadderly and Danica knew fromthat |ook that the elf maiden did not wish to
sinmply pass the nonsters by.

Cadderly | ooked to Danica for support Wen it was not inmediately forthcom ng, he continued, "I do
not know how I ong the dragon will remain calm The risk..."

"All the flight is a risk,” Danica replied evenly, and Shayl ei gh seened to approve.

"If Shilmsta was your hone, you would not be so quick to allow giants and goblins to return to
their holes," the elf maiden said to Cadderly. "W of the wood know well what the spring will
bring upon us."

"I'f we destroy Castle Trinity, the nonsters might not return," Cadderly reasoned.

"I'f you were of Shilmsta, would you take that chance?"

Dani ca nodded at Shayleigh's logic, but her smle disappeared when she regarded Cadderly's grim
expression. "Let us allow our friends to decide,” the nonk offered.

Not realizing how much the surly Ivan had cone to enjoy dragonflight, Cadderly readily agreed.

To this point, Ivan, Pikel, and Vander, enjoying the short, fluttering air-hops of the great red,
had remai ned oblivious to the di scussion

"Ivan!" Danica called back to the dwarf. "Wuld you care for the chance to snash a few goblin
heads?"

The yel | ow bearded dwarf roared, Pikel squeaked in glee, and Danica turned a snug smle back
Cadderly's way. The young priest scow ed, thinking Danica's nethod o“ask-ing Ivan was terribly
unf ai r—what dwarf would say no to
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that question?

"Let us use our new ally to our best advantage," Shayleigh said to the defeated young priest
Cadderly rel axed agai nst the scaly dragon neck, trying to sort out this whole situation. He knew
that they should go straight on to Castle Trinity, that any fighting now could jeopardize their
chance for success later, especially if the dragon escaped his enchant nent
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But was he ready for Castle Trinity? After his fight to destroy the Ghearufu and his titanic
struggle with CGhost, Cadderly wasn't so sure. Up to now, he had been primarily concerned with the
Ghearufu, but with that task out of the way, he had begun to | ook ahead—to powerful w zards and a
wel | -trained arnmy, entrenched in a secluded nountain fortress.

Cadderly needed tine to catch his breath and to better consider those dangers at the end of his

i ntended road. He decided that an attack on the goblin band, with a dragon on his side, m ght
actually cone as a reprieve

And he couldn't, in good conscience, deny Shayleigh's fears for Shilmsta or the plaintive,

deternm ned expression on her fair elven face. The young priest had to admt, to hinself at |east,
that there was sonething alluring about the idea of experiencing unleashed dragon power fromthis
secure vantage point.

"I believe that they are enemes, mghty Fyrentennimar," Cadderly called back to the unusually
patient dragon. "Is there anything we m ght do agai nst then?"

In answer, the dragon di pped one wi ng and dropped into a stoop, plumreting at breakneck speed,
then leveling out and using his nonentumto begin a great rush around the nountain. Fromthis

| ower point, the friends had no trouble spotting the nonstrous caravan, several hundred strong and
with a fair nunber of giants anmong the shuffling, hunched goblinoid ranks, trudging along a trail
in a narrow vall ey bordered by steep, rocky walls.

Fyrentenni mar kept close to the ridges, circling away
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fromthe nonsters. In nere seconds, the valley and the caravan seened far renoved.

"Do tell nme, hunble priest," the obviously eager dragon i nplored Cadderly. Cadderly |ooked to his
friends once nore, to confirmthe decision, and found five bobbing heads staring back at him
"They are enenies," Cadderly confirnmed. "What is our role in the battle?"

""Your role?" the great beast echoed incredulously. "Hang on to ny spiked spine with all your
pitiful strength!"

The dragon banked, its wi ngs going nearly perpendicular to the ground (drawi ng another cry of glee
fromlvan and Pikel), and then shot off around the targeted peak. The friends felt the warnth
growing within the wrm the flaring fires of old Fyren's ire. Reptilian eyes narrowed evilly, and
inrealizing the wrms mounting intensity, Cadderly wasn't so certain that he liked this whole
scenari o.

They came around the base of the mountain into the entrance to the narrow valley, still in a tight
bank, the rock walls rushing by the six astonished friends in a dizzying blur. The dragon | evel ed
and di pped even lower, the tips of his wide wings only a dozen feet or so fromthe sheer walls.
The goblins and giants at the rear of the caravan turned and let out terrified shrieks, \wt so
swift was the dragon's flight that they had no time to even break ranks before Fyrentenni mar was
upon t hem

A searing line of fire strafed the trailing nonsters. Goblins curled up into charred balls; nighty
giants toppled, slapping futilely at the deadly flanes as their bodi es were consuned.

Acrid snoke rose in the dragon's wake. Hi s flanes were exhausted before he had gotten very far
into the long line, but Fyrentennimar proudly stayed lowin his flight, let his enemes see him
and fear him

Al'l about the valley, the nonsters went into an uncontrolled frenzy. G ants squashed goblins and
slammed into other giants; goblins clawed and battled with their own kin
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even conmng to sword blows in their desperation to get away.

"Ch, mny dear Deneir," Cadderly nmuttered, awestruck once again by the bared power of the dragon, by
the utter terror Fyrentennimar had evoked in those pitiful creatures on the ground.

No, Cadderly told hinmself, not pitiful. These were Shilm sta's invaders, the plague that had
scarred the elven wood and sl aughtered nmany of elf prince Elbereth's people. The plague that would
undoubtedly return once nore in the spring to conpl ete what had been begun

Shayl ei gh, her violet eyes narrow and grim let fly a few well-ai ned bowshots. She saw one goblin
aimng a crude bow the dragon's way, but the dimwitted creature could not calculate the

incredi ble speed, and its shot flew far behind. Shayleigh was the better archer, putting an arrow
into the cursing goblin's filthy nouth.

Anot her bowshot followed i nediately, this one knifing into a goblin's back and droppi ng the

wr et ched thing dead to the ground.

Cadderly winced at that one, caught by the realization that this creature was only trying to flee
and posed no threat to them That notion assaulted the young priest's sheltered sensibilities.
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Until he again renenbered the elven forest, renmenbered the scars in Shilnista. These were enenies,
he decided finally, the taste of vengeance rising in his throat The young priest fell into the
song of Deneir and suddenly wore as griman expression as that of his elvish conpani on. He heard
the notes loud and strong in his head, as though Deneir approved of his decision, and he readily
fell intoits flow

Fyrent enni mar banked upward as the valley narrowed. As soon as he had cleared the steep walls the
dragon banked again, steeply, swerving around for another run at the creatures.

Those nonsters at the front of the caravan m ght have
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gotten away then, slipped out the narrow end of the valley into the wi de expanses where they coul d
have broken ranks al toget her.

Cadderly stopped them

He called to the rock walls at the valley's end, concentrated his nagic on one high archway. The
cl osest nonster, a fat-bellied giant, rushed through that archway, and the rocks cane to life,
snappi ng repeatedly |like an enornous maw, chonping the surprised giant into a pile of bloody nush.
The second giant in line skidded to a stop, eyeing the rocks with blank amazenent Wanting to test
t he unbelievabl e trap, the behenoth plucked up a helpless goblin at its side and tossed the
creature forward.

Smacki ng, munchi ng sounds acconpani ed the goblin's screans and continued long after the cries had
di ed away, bits and pieces of the goblin flopping through the barrier on the other side.

The grisly scene was gone from Cadderly's sight in a noment as the dragon cane about For the wyrm
the turn was tight, but still huge Fyrentennimar had to travel a great distance fromthe valley to
manage it

"Have hi m put me down," Danica inplored Cadderly.

"And nme!" declared Vander from farther back. The fir-bolg and Dani ca exchanged excited | ooks,
eager to fight beside each other

Cadderly shook his head at the outrageous idea and closed his eyes, falling back into his

chanti ng.

"Put me down, old Fyren!" Danica called out. Cadderly's eyes popped w de, but the obedi ent dragon
pul | ed up short beside a ridge, and both Dani ca and Vander hopped fromtheir perches, running off
bef ore Cadderly coul d react

"Hey, we're missing all the fun!" Ivan realized as the wrm set off once nore, quickly gaining
altitude. The dwarf started to call out to the dragon, but Pi kel grabbed him by the beard and
pul I ed himcl ose, whispering*sone-thing into his ear
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I van roared happily, and both dwarves scranbled fromthe dragon's back, one going for each wing.
"What are you doi ng?" Cadderly demanded.

"Just tell the dammed wrmto hold on tight!" Ivan cried back, and then he di sappeared from vi ew,
crawl i ng hand over hand down the scaly side. H s head popped back up a nonent |ater. "But not too
tight!" he added, and then he was gone.

"What ?" Cadderly replied incredulously, and it took hima few nmonents to catch on
"Fyrentennimar!" he cried desperately,

Dani ca and Vander sped off for the back and wi der end of the valley, |ooking for any nonsters that
m ght have found their way through the stench and snoke. Only a few mnutes after Fyrentenni mar
had put them down, with the dragon still flying wi de, though now angled for his second pass, the
two spotted several goblins and a single, [unbering giant coming down a barren, rocky sl ope,
headi ng directly for them

The firbolg and the nonk nodded and split up, each seeking the cover of some of the many boul ders
in the region.

The goblins and the giant were | ooking back nore than forward, too afraid of the dragon to even
think that there m ght be other danger | urking ahead.

Dani ca came out in a rush fromthe side, hurling one dagger after another, dropping a pair of
goblins, and then charged forward, diving into a roll before her surprised adversaries and com ng
up with a flurry of ferocious bl ows.

Faci al bones were snashed apart, and knifing fingers crushed a w ndpi pe. Before Danica had even
pl ayed out her nonentum four of the nine goblins lay dead at her feet

The evil giant, on the far side of the band, turned to nmeet her charge, but noticed a novenent
back the other way
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and spun about, huge club at the ready. A goblin rushed by, eyeing Danica and shrieking in fear
Vander cleaved it in halt

"Gant-kin," the club-w elding nonster said to Vander in the rolling, thunderous |anguage of the

hill giants.
Vander snarled and rushed ahead, his great sword coning across in a blurring arc. The hill giant
fell back, throwing its club up in a frantic defense. By sheer luck, the club fell inline with

the rushing sword, Vander's bl ade diving many inches into the wood.

Vander tried to pull back on the sword, to retract it and slash again, but the club's hard wood
held it fast

The hill giant, nmuch |arger and several tines heavier than Vander's ei ght hundred pounds, rushed
forward, letting go of its club and spreading its huge arns out wide to engulf its foe.

Vander twi sted and punched out, connecting solidly but doing little to i npede his eneny's
monentum The firbolg went down heavily, under two tons of hill giant flesh

The four remaining goblins | ooked as much at each other as at Danica, each waiting for one of its
conpani ons to make the first nove. They circled the apparently unarned nonk, one lifting a spear.
Now that the initial surprise was gone, Danica stayed down in a defensive crouch, preferring to

| et her enemies cone to her. The goblins wi sely spread out around her, but she renmi ned confident,
turning slowy so that no creature could remain behind her

The spear w el der punped its arm and Danica started to dive to the right She stopped al nost

i medi ately, though, recognizing the goblin's nove as a feint, and used the break to her

advant age, coning back hard to the left, spinning | ow and straight-kicking one of the other
goblins in the knee.

The creature jerked straight, then fell back, clutching its broken |inb. *

Dani ca was al ready back to circling, now eyeing the
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spear wielder directly, taking its measure, using its body | anguage to discern its every thought
Cadderly saw the fight off to the side, noticed Vander buried beneath the flabby folds of the
monstrous hill giant He tried to think of a way to help, but suddenly the valley walls were up
around hi magain as Fyrentenni mar began anot her breath-stealing approach.

Shayl ei gh ni nbly noved about on the dragon's back, determined to play a role and firing her bow
repeatedly. At first, her shots were random nearly every one scoring a hit, but then she
concentrated her fire on one hill giant By the time Fyrentennimar's flight took her beyond range
of the beast its wide chest sported a hal f-dozen arrows.

"CGet |ower, ye damed fun-stealing wrm" canme a cry frombelow, a cry inforning Cadderly that
Ivan and Pi kel were in position. The young priest fell flat to his belly and peered over the front
edge of the dragon's w ng.

Hangi ng bel ow hi m were the Boul dershoul der brothers, one in each of Fyrentenninmar's clutching
talons. The dragon did fly lower, and Pikel howed in glee as he put his tree-trunk club in line
and used the dragon's nomentumto splatter the head of a giant that was too slow in ducking.

Ivan took an axe swi pe on the other side as they passed, but he mistined the bl ow badly and caught
not hi ng but air.

"Sandstone!" the frustrated dwarf bel | owed.

Cadderly's orderly sensibilities could not accept the crazi ness about him Hel pl essly shaking his
head, he managed to sit back up and dropped a hand into a berry-filled pouch. He uttered the | ast
words of the enchantment in resigned tones, then took out a handful of the berries and tossed them
randomy into the air. The seeds exploded into tiny bursts of flane as they hit, startling and

stinging giants, wounding and even killing a few goblins.
Fyrent enni mar swerved up again, slightly, as the valley
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started to narrow, but the friends knew that he would not soar away, knew that he had not finished
the run.

A swarm of creatures huddl ed about the back end of the valley, hemred in by the sheer walls and
Cadderly's biting enchantment Their frenzy multiplied many times over as the dragon reared near
them G ants stuffed goblins through the archway (one actually passed through wi thout being hit,
to run screani ng down the rocky slope on the other side), and then nany giants, in sheer terror of
the great dragon, junped in thensel ves.

The dragon's serpentine neck shot forward, and then cane the flanmes. Fyrentenninar's maw waved
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fromside to side, changing the fire's angle, inmmolating the whole nass of creatures.

On and on it went, internminably Iong for the stunned Cadderly.

Agoni zed cries came fromcreatures who were soon no nore than crackling bones; all the nonstrous
swarm seened to flow together in a singular bubbling mass.

"Qo," Pikel nmuttered admringly, the dwarf having a fine view of the catastrophe fromhis | ow
perch. Ivan, shaking his head in disbelief, couldn't find the words to reply.

* kK k*k

Dani ca saw the panic welling in the goblin, knew that it wanted to throw the spear and run off.
She | ocked her gaze upon it fully, forced it to stare into her eyes, alnobst hypnotizing in their
intensity.

She had to hold the goblin's shot a bit longer, until the anxious club w elder to her right made
the first nove

Dani ca straightened and seened to rel ax, though she kept her intinidating gaze steady. She di pped
and turned suddenly, caught the club in both hands as it predictably came across, and slid down,
hooki ng the surprised goblin's knees with her feet and pulling the creature around hqgf.

The goblin jerked suddenly, its eyes popping w de, and

The Fallen Fortress

131

Dani ca, though she couldn't see the spear sticking fromthe goblin's back, knew that her timng
and her understandi ng of her enenies, had been perfect

She came up in a spin, tearing the club fromthe dying creature's grasp and hurling it straight
back, into the chest of the next charging goblin. The creature funbled with the unexpected nissile
for a noment, getting it tangled with its sword, then finally tossing it aside. It nanaged to
focus its attention on Danica just as her foot snapped into its throat.

Agai n Dani ca was spinning, |eaping over the dead club wielder and tearing the spear fromits back
Three running strides later, she let fly the crude weapon. The spear didn't hit the mark exactly,
but it did get tangled up in its original owner's | egs enough to drop the goblin hard to its face.
It lay onits belly for a nonent, trying to shake away its dizzi ness.

Then Danica was upon it, and it was dead. The nonk | ooked back to the one remaining goblin, the
first of the four she had hit. It was floundering about, half-hopping, half-crawming, as it
continued to grasp at its shattered kneecap. It struggled past two of its conpanions, two goblins
that had di ed grasping at daggers. Thinking to armitself, the struggling creature anbled for the
daggers, but stopped and | ooked up, dismayed, for Danica had gotten there first.

Vander sl apped futilely against the giant's bulk, thrashing about with all his strength, even
biting the nonster on the neck. But all the savagery the powerful firbolg could nuster seened puny

beneath the sheer size of the hill giant

Vander found his breathing hard to come by and wondered how | ong he could hold out beneath the two-
ton behenmoth. Hi s estimte | essened consi derably when the hill giant began to bounce, pushing off
the ground with its huge hands and free-falling back on top of poor Vander.
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Vander's initial thoughts were to curi up in a ball. He realized, though, that his body coul d not
take the pounding for |ong, whatever he might do—the first bounce had bl asted out his breath, and
he could only draw smal |l anmounts of air between each subsequent slam Every tine the hill giant

came crushing back down, Vander expected his rib cage to coll apse.

Wt hout even thinking of the novenment, Vander used one nmonment of freedomto tuck his | egs up near
his belly. Fortune was with the firbolg, for when the hill giant came back down, its own wei ght
drove Vander's knees hard into its abdonmen. Back up went the hill giant, higher this time, fully
extending its arns that it might come back with one final slam

Up cane Vander's feet, straight out in pursuit of the nonster's belly, |ocking the giant up high
before its fall could build nmonmentum The desperate firbolg strained with all his mght; leg
muscl es fl exed and ri pped and stood out like iron cords. The giant, its girth hangi ng several feet
of f the ground, freed up one hand and punched Vander across the face, nearly knocking him

sensel ess.

Vander accepted the bl ow, but kept his focus on his |egs and groaned agai nst the strain,

conpel ling his nassive |legs to straighten

The giant rose up a few nore inches; Vander knew that he could not hold the weight. He kicked out
a final time, trying to buy himself precious seconds and space, then curled his legs and rolled,
securing the butt of his sword against the ground and angling the bl ade straight up

The giant's eyes widened in horror as it flailed its arms and thrashed about for the instant of
its descent, but it could not get to the side, could not get out of line. The sword entered it at
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the juncture between its belly and its chest, driving upward through the nonster's diaphragm The
hill giant planted its quivering arns firmy, broke its fall so that it would not further inpale
itself.

Vander was free, now, but he did not imediately~roll out
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fromunder the giant. He grasped his blade in both arns and heaved it straight up, driving it
deeper into the giant's flesh.

The quivering arns buckl ed altogether, and the giant slid down the blade, issuing a |ong, |ow
groan as the tip of the sword cane against its backbone and stopped its descent for a nmonent. Then
the sword broke clear, and the behenoth lay very still, feeling no pain, feeling nothing at all
Vander, pressed again under the enornous weight, jerked the sword a fewtines to make sure the
nonster was dead, then began the task of crawing out. Danica, finished with her own work, was
soon crouched beside him

* Kk Kk k%

Eventual |y the dragon's fire ceased, leaving the entire horde of creatures at the narrow end of
the valley lying together in a bul bous, snoldering nass.

Those nonsters behind the dragon could have rushed in to strike at the lowflying beast's back
but they did not, for they were too terrified to even approach the deadly wrm

Ivan and Pi kei waved weapons at them and taunted them trying to draw themin.

"Aw, run off then, ye cowardly bunch!" a frustrated |van yell ed.

A nonent | ater, when the dragon's talons let go of the dwarves, Ivan yelled a singular note of
surprise. He and Pi kel dropped fifteen feet to the ground, bounced right back to their feet, and
hopped about, dazed.

Fifty feet behind them the fleeing giants and goblins turned and stared curiously, not know ng
whi ch way to run

"Hunbl e priest, get you down!" Fyrentenni mar roared, shaking Cadderly from his daze. The young
priest turned back to old Fyren, wondering if the ethics enchantnment had ceased, wondering if he
was about to die.

"CGet you dotoni" Fyrentennimar cried again, and the force of his stone-splitting voice nearly
knocked Cadderly from
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his perch. He and Shayl eigh were noving in an instant, crawing down the spiked back and tail and
dropping the last few feet to the ground to stand beside Ivan and Pi kel

"Playing with dragons," Ivan remarked sarcastically under his breath.

Shayl eigh lifted her bow but had to close her eyes and | ook away as Fyrentenni mar, w ngs beating
fiercely, pivoted in the air, whipping the snoke and dust about. The dragon di pped into a short
stoop, reared again, and then fell over the remaining group of nonsters, tail thrashing, spiked
foreclaws sl ashing, great hind | egs kicking, and wings beating a hurricane of wind. A swoop of the
dragon's tail sent four goblins soaring, splattering themagainst the valley wall with force

enough to shatter nobst of the bones in their bodies, and then the tail itself connected on the
wal | , opening a huge crack in the stone and | eaving crinmson marks where the goblins had been. A
giant, horrified beyond reason, lifted its club and charged.

Fyrentenni mar's maw cl anped over it, hoisting it easily into the air. Squealing |like some barnyard
ani mal at the slaughterhouse, the giant freed one armfromthe side of the wrm s maw and sl apped
its pitiful club against the arnored head.

Fyrentennimar bit the giant in half, its |legs dropping free to the stone.

Even sturdy |van was shaken by the spectacle of the dragon's whol ehearted sl aughter, by the nmass
of bubbling corpses and the flying and broken bodi es of those enenies caught in close to the
enraged wyrm

"dad he's on our side," lvan said, his breathless voice barely a whisper

Cadderly grimaced at the words, renenbering again the tone Fyrentenni mar had used when ordering

hi m down. He studied the dragon's |usty, hungry novenents as old Fyren reveled in the bl ood and
car nage,

"I's he?" the young priest nuttered under his breath.

Chaos

A giant's broken formcane flying up over the wall of the valley, |anding hard and bounci ng down
the rocky sl ope past Vander and Dani ca. They heard the chaos within the valley, heard the dragon's
primal roars and the horrified screans of the dooned nonsters. Neither Danica nor Vander held much
pity for the evil goblins and giants, but they |ooked to each other with honest fear, sinply
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overwhel med by the awakening stormw thin those entrapping walls. Danica notioned for Vander to
move around to the valley entrance, while she took a nore direct course up the slope. Before she
even got to the top, she saw nonsters, and pieces of nonsters, flipping into the air, tunbling
about and dropping back into the frenzy. Her nerves on end, Danica could not hold back a chuckl e,
thinking that the scene rem nded her of Pikel's work in the Edificant Library's kitchen, the

drui di c-m nded dwarf stubbornly (and clunsily) tossing a salad of woodl and flora despite
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Ivan's roaring protests.

The dragon's tail mnmust have hit the stone wall then, for Danica, though she was separated fromthe
blow by forty feet of solid stone, suddenly found herself siding down.

Cadderly slipped into the dreanstate, into the song of Deneir, and reached his nental perceptions
out to Fyren-tennimar.

A wall of red bl ocked his entry.

"What do you know?" Shayl ei gh asked, recogni zing the concern, even dread, in the young priest's
expression.

Cadderly did not answer. Again he fell into the song, reached out to the dragon. But

Fyrentenni mar's savage rage bl ocked himand held any real conmunication far away.

Cadderly knew in his heart that old Fyren would no | onger consider himan ally, that in the

bl oodl ust, the dragon had reverted to its true, w cked nature. He noved the notes of the song
toward the sphere of chaos, thinking to delve there again and attenpt to tane the wyrm once nore.
He opened his eyes for just a mnute, regarded the conplete slaughter of the few renaining
monsters, and sensed that no such spell could get through the outraged dragon's instinctual menta
def enses.

"CGet back to the far end of the valley,’
bow. "

The el f mai den eyed himgravely, considering the inplications of his grimtone. The enchantnment is
no nore?" she asked.

"Ready your bow," Cadderly repeated.

There wasn't rmuch left of the monstrous colum; Fyren-tenni mar woul d be finished in mere ninutes.
Cadderly called up his protective magics, drew a |ine of dragogpane across the valley floor, and
brought a magical fire shield
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around himand the two confused dwarves at his side.

"What are ye doing?" Ivan demanded, al ways suspicious of nmagic and especially on edge with an
enraged dragon barely a hundred yards away.

"It is a spell of the elenents,” Cadderly tried to quickly explain. "On nme, it will stop the
dragon fire."

"Uh-oh," Pikel nmunmbled, figuring out the inplications of Cadderly's precautions.

"On you it will dimnish the fire, but not conpletely," the young priest finished. "Get to the
wall and find a rock to hide behind."

The dwarves didn't have to be asked twice. Normally, they would have remrai ned boldly at their
ally's side, ready for battle. But this was a dragon, after all

So Cadderly stood alone in the center of the valley, surrounded by carnage, by torn reninders of
the dragon's wath. He stooped | ow and grabbed a handful of dirt fromone of Fyrentennimar's
footprints, then stood straight and resolute, rem nding hinself that he had done as the tenets of
Deneir demanded. He had destroyed the GCkearufu.

Still, he thought of Danica, his love, and the new life they had begun in Carradoon, and he did
not want to die.

Fyrent enni mar swal | oned whol e the | ast cowering goblin and turned about. Reptilian eyes narrowed,
shooting glaring beans even under the |light of day. Al nost immediately, those beans focused
directly on Cadderly.

"Well done, nmighty wrm" Cadderly cried out, hoping that his guess m ght be wong, that the
dragon might still be caught within a goodly noral code.

"Hunbl e priest..." Fyrentenninmar replied, and Cadderly thought the boom ng voice would surely
destroy his hearing. Since he had | evel ed the enchantnent at the dragon, Cadderly had only heard
that voice twice, both tines when the dragon had suspected that enenies were about. Crouched | ow
like a hunting dog, wal king on all fours with his leathery wings tucked in tight to his back, the

he said as calmy as he could to Shayl ei gh. "Ready your
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dragon qui ckly hal ved the hundred-yard di stance to Cadderly.
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"You have done us a great service," Cadderly began

"Hurmbl e priestl" Fyrentenninmar interrupted.

The song of Deneir played in Cadderly's thoughts. He knew that he woul d need a diversion
sonet hi ng physical and powerful to gain time as he sorted through the notes of a spell he had not
yet fully cone to understand.

"A service both in your cave and in taking us across the nountains," Cadderly went on, hoping that
he mi ght steal sone time with flattery. He remmi ned conscious of the song as he spoke, the notes
of the needed spell conming clearer with each playing. "But now, it is tinme for you..."

"Hurmbl e priest?

Cadderly found no answer to the thunderous roar, the absolute indication that Fyrentenni mar did
not yet consider the killing to be at its end. Wth [ ow grow s shivering the stone beneath
Cadderly's feet, the dragon stal ked in.

Those eyes! Cadderly lost his concentration, caught in their hypnotizing intensity. He felt
hel pl ess, hopel ess, surely dooned against this godlike creature, this terror beyond inagination
He fought for breath, fought against the welling panic that told himto run for his life.
Fyrentenni mar was cl ose. How had Fyrentenni mar gotten so damed cl ose?

The dragon's head slowy noved back, serpentine neck coiling. A foreclaw tucked up tight against
the massive beast's chest, while its hind | egs tanped down securely on the stone.

"Get outa there!" lvan roared fromthe side, recognizing that the beast was about to spring.
Cadderly heard the words and agreed whol eheartedly, but could not get his | egs to nove.

An arrow zi pped above Cadderly's head, splintering harmessly as it struck the dragon's
unpenetrabl e natural arnor.

Intent on Cadderly the deceiver, Fyrentennimar did not seemto even notice.

O all the things Cadderly of Carradoon would see in his
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life, nothing would come close to the sheer terror of seeing Fyrentenninar's ensuing spring. The
dragon, so huge, shot forward with the speed of a viper, cane at Cadderly with a maw opened wi de
enough to swal l ow hi m whol e, showing rows of gleam ng teeth, each as long as the young priest's
forearm

In that split second, Cadderly's vision failed him as though his mnd sinply could not accept the
i mage.

Just a dozen feet in front of him Fyrentenninmar's expression changed suddenly. Hi s head snapped
to the side and contorted weirdly, as if he was pushing agai nst sone resilient bubble.
"Dragonbane," Cadderly nuttered, the success of his ward bringing himsonme snall measure of hope
ad Fyren tw sted and struggl ed, bending the blocking Iine, refusing to relent. The great hind

| egs dug deep scratches into the stone, and the hungry maw snapped repeatedly, |ooking for

sonet hing tangi ble to tear

Cadderly began his chant. Another arrow whi pped past him this one grazing Fyrentennimar's eye.
The dragon's wi ngs spread wide, lifting old Fyren upright The dragon roared and hi ssed and sucked
in air.

Cadderly closed his eyes and continued to chant, |ocking his thoughts on the notes of Deneir's
song.

The flames engul fed him scorched and nelted the stone at his feet. H's friends cried out,

t hi nki ng hi m consuned, but he did not hear them H's protective gl obe sizzled green about him

t hi nni ng dangerously as though it would not endure, but Cadderly did not see.

Al'l he heard was the song of Deneir; all he saw was the nusic of the heavenly spheres.

When Danica cane to |lip of the valley wall and saw her |ove apparently inmol ated bel ow her, her

| egs buckl ed and her heart fluttered—she thought it would stop altogether
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Her warrior instincts told her to go to the aid of her love, but what could she do against the

i kes of Fyrentennimar? Her hands and feet could be deadly agai nst ores and goblins, even giants,
but they would do little danage slanm ng the iron-hard scales of the wyrra. Danica could hurl her
crystal -bl aded daggers into the heart of an ogre ten yards away, but those bl ades were tiny things
when neasured agai nst the sheer bul k of Fyrentenninar.

The dragon fires ended, and, |ooking at Cadderly, so boldly facing the wrmin the open vall ey,
Dani ca knew that she had to do sonething.
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"Fyrentenni mar the awesone?" she cried incredulously. "A puny and weak thing is he, by ny own
eyes. A pretender of strength who cowers when danger is near!"”

The dragon's head snapped around to face her, high above on the |lip of the valley wall.

"Ugly worm" Dani ca chided, enphasizing her use of "wornt instead of "wyrm" perhaps the nost
insulting thing one could say to a dragon. "Ugly and weak worm "

The dragon's tail twitched dangerously, reptilian eyes narrowed to nere slits, and old Fyren's | ow
grow reverberated through the valley stone.

St andi ng before the distracted dragon, Cadderly picked up the pace of his chanting. He was truly
glad for the distraction, but terribly afraid that Danica was pushing the expl osive dragon beyond
reason.

Dani ca | aughed at old Fyren, just crossed her hands over her belly and shook with |aughter. Her

t houghts were quite serious, though. She recalled the ancient witings of Pen-pahg D Ahn, the

G andmast er of her sect

You anticipate the attacks of your eneny, the G andnaster had proni sed. You do not react, you nove
before your eneny noves. As the bowran fires, his target is gone. As the swordsnman thrusts ahead,
his eneny, you, are behind him

And as the dragon breathes, Penpahg had said, so its flanes shall touch only enpty stone.

Dani ca needed those words now, with Fyrentennimar's
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head waving only a hundred feet bel ow her. Penpahg D Ahn's witings were the source of her
strength, the inspiration for her life, and she had to trust them now, even in the face of an
outraged red dragon.

"Ugly, ugly Fyrentennimar, who thinks he is so good," she sang. "His talons cannot tear cotton
his breath cannot |ight wood!" Not an inpressive rhyne perhaps, but the words assaulted the overly
proud Fyrentenni mar nore profoundly than any weapon ever coul d.

The dragon's w ngs beat suddenly, ferociously, lifting the dragon into the air—al npst

Cadderly conpleted his spell at that nonent, and the stone beneath Fyrentenni mar reshaped,

ani mat ed, and grabbed at the dragon's rear claws. Od Fyren stretched to his linmt, seened al nost
springlike as he cane crashing back down, falling tight against his haunches, but all of his
subsequent thrashing could not break the valley floor's hold.

Fyrent enni mar knew at once the source of his entrapnment, and his great head whi pped around,

sl ammi ng hard agai nst the bl ocking Iine of the dragonbane spell.

Cadderly pal ed—oul d his protective gl obe defeat a second searing bl ast of dragon breath?

"His wings cannot |ift his blubber,"” Danica cried out "His tail cannot swat a gnat"

The dragon's ensuing roar echoed off nmountain walls a dozen niles away, sent aninmals and nonsters
rushing for the cover of their holes throughout the Snowfl ake Mountains. The serpentine neck
stretched forward, and a gout of flanmes fell over Danica.

Stone nmelted and poured fromthe ledge in a red-glowing river. Pikel, hiding in an al cove beneath
the region, let out a frightened squeak and rushed away.

Cadderly verged on panic, thought for sure that he had just seen his |love die, and knewin his
heart, despite the logical clainms of his conscience, that nothing, not the destruction of the
Ghearufu or the downfall of Castle Trin-
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ity, could be worth such a | oss.

He cal med, though, when he renenbered who he was thinking of, remenbered the wi sdom and al nost
magi cal talents of his dear Danica. He had to trust in her, as she so often trusted in him had to
beli eve that her decisions would be the correct decisions.

"Hi s horns get caught in archways," Danica continued the rhyme, |aughing over the words as she
came back up to the ledge at a point thirty feet to the side. "And his muscles are no nore than
fat!"

Fyrentennimar's eyes wi dened with outrage and incredulity. He thrashed his tail and |egs, slamed
his horned head repeatedly agai nst the nmagi cal dragonbane barrier, and beat his wings so fiercely
that goblin corpses shifted and slid, caught up in the w nd.

Li ke Dani ca, Cadderly was grinning w dely, though he knew that the fight was far fromwon. One of
Fyrentennimar's claws had torn free of the stone, and the other would soon break through. The
young priest conpleted his next enchantnment, pulled fromthe sphere of tinme, and hurl ed waves of
magi cal energy at the distracted dragon

ad Fyren felt the stone | oosen about his one trapped | eg, though it retightened i mediately. The
dragon, wise with years though he was, did not understand the significance, did not understand why
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the vall ey suddenly seened rmuch larger to him

Again the wrm sensed that Cadderly was sonehow i nvol ved, and he calnmed his tirade and steel ed an
angry gl are over the supposedly "hunble" priest "Wat have you done?" Fyrentenni mar dermanded.

The dragon jerked suddenly, slanmmed from behind by Vander, the firbol g's huge sword snmashing in
hard at Fyrentennimar's trapped haunch

Time to go!" lvan yelled to his brother, and the two dwarves appeared from behind their rocks,
heads down in a wild charge. %

To the still huge Fyrentennimar, the firbolg's hit did no
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real damage. A tail slap sent Vander flying away, crashing down agai nst the base of the valley
wal | . Resilient, Vander canme right back up, understandi ng that none of the band could give in to

the pain and the terror, that there could be no retreat and no quarter agai nst such a nercil ess
and terrible foe.

The new di stractions could not have cone at a better nonment for Cadderly. Again cane the waves of
his insidious magic, and to old Fyren, the valley seened |arger still.

Then the dragon understood—the "hunbl e" priest was stealing his age! And to a dragon, age was the
measure of size and strength. "Ad Fyren" was nore than a match for the pitiful conpanions, but
suddenly "young Fyren" found hinmself in dire straits.

"Bat-wi nged newt with a bunpy head, run away, run away before you're dead!" Danica cried out

The i medi ate threats were the chargi ng dwarves and the hunble priest with his w cked nagic.
Fyrentenni mar knew this rationally, knew that he should put his nouth in line with the charging
dwarves and incinerate them before they got near him But no respectable red dragon could ignore
the taunt of "bat-w nged newt," and Fyrentennimar's head went back up toward the | edge, his fire
bursting forth in Danica's direction

O at least, bursting forth to where Danica had been

By the time the fires ended with nore nolten stone slipping dowmm fromthe | edge, |van and Pike
wer e hacki ng and smashi ng away, and while their weapons woul d have ski pped harm essly off the
scale plating of "old Fyren," they now cracked and snmashed apart the thinned and snaller scales.
After only three furious swings, lvan's axe dug deep into dragon flesh.

Simlarly, Shayleigh's line of arrows chipped away at the dragon's scales. So perfect was the elf
mai den's aimthat the next six arrows that |left her quiver hit the dragon in a concentrated
pattern no | arger than the brim of Cadderl/s blue hat
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Cadderly was truly exhausted. Hi s eyelids drooped heavily; his heart pounded in his chest. He went
back into the song again, though, stubbornly steeled his gaze, and | oosed the energies.

This time, Fyrentennimar was ready for the magi cal assault, and the spell was turned aside.
Cadderly came at himagain, and then a third time. The young priest could barely focus his vision
could hardly renenber what he was doing and why he was doing it H's head throbbed; he felt as if
every ounce of nmgical energy he let |oose was an ounce of energy stolen fromhis ow life-force
Yet he sang on.

Then he was lying on the stone, his head bl eeding fromthe unexpected inpact on the valley floor.
He | ooked up and was glad to see that his enchantnment had gotten through once nore, that

Fyrent enni mar seened not so large to him barely taller than a hill giant. But Cadderly knew t hat
the spells were not lasting, that Fyrentenninmar's stolen centuries would soon return. They had to
hit at the dragon hard right now, Cadderly had to find sone offensive magic that would smash the
nonster while the dragon was caught in his | essened state.

But the song of Deneir would not play in the young priest's head. He could not bring to mnd the
name of his holy book, could not even recall his own name. The pain in his head throbbed, bl ocking
all avenues of thought. He could hardly draw breath past the sheer physical exertion of his
beati ng chest. He brought a hand to his pounding heart and felt his bandolier, then, follow ng
that singular focused thought, drew out his hand-crosshow.

Ivan and Pikel went into a flurry of activity under the dragon's slashing foreclaws. |van got
buffeted by a wing, but hooked his axe over the linb's top and woul d not be thrown away.

Vander's next hit on the dragon's haunch shattere4 sev" eral scales and drove a deep gash
Fyrentenni mar roared in
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agony, swooped his serpentine neck about, |aunching his opened maw for the dangerous giant

Vander tugged his sword free, knew that he had to be quick, or be snapped in hal
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It took Cadderly several monents to | oad and cock his weapon, and when he | ooked back to the
fight, he found Fyrentennimar, on the stone and level with him staring himin the eye fromjust a
few feet away

Cadderly cried out and fired, the quarrel blasting into the dragon's nostril and bl owi ng pi eces
fromhis face. Cadderly, scranmbling on all fours with the little strength he had left, didn't even
see the hit He cal med considerably when he at |ast |ooked back, though, when he realized that
Fyrentennimar's head had only been near him had only crossed the |ine of dragonbane, because
Vander had | opped it off, hal fway up the neck.

Pi kel stood by the fallen torso, rmunbling, "Oooo," over and over. Cadderly, his senses slowy
returning, did not understand the green-bearded dwarf's apparent concern, until he saw the top of
Ivan's head wiggle out fromunder the chest of the dead wrm Wth a stream of curses to nake a
barkeep of Waterdeep's dock ward blush, lIvan pulled hinmself out, slapping Pikel's offered hel ping
hand away. The yel | ow bearded dwarf hopped to his feet, hands planted squarely on his hips, eyeing
Vander dangerously.

"Ri ding stupid dragons!" he huffed, glancing nenacingly Cadderly*s way.

"Wel | ?" the dwarf roared at the confused firbolg. Vander |ooked to Pikel for sone expl anation, but
t he green-bearded Boul dershoul der only shrugged and put his hands behind his back

*Move the dammed thing so | can get back nme axe!" Ivan how ed in explanation. He shook his head in
di sgust, stonped over to Cadderly, and roughly pulled the man to his feet

"And don't ye ever think o' bringing a stupid dragon al ong again!" Ivan roared, poking Cadderly
hard in the
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chest The dwarf shoved by and storned away, |ooking for a quiet spot where he could brood.

Pi kel followed, after patting Cadderly confortingly on the shoul der

Cadderly smled, despite his pain and exhaustion, when he | ooked upon Pikel. As Iong as everything
turned out all right, the easygoing dwarf cared little for any troubl esone detail s—as was

evi denced by the dwarf's not-too-well hidden "Hee hee hee" as he skipped al ong behind his surly

br ot her.

Cadderly woul d have shaken his head in disbelief, but he feared that the effort would cost himhis
tentative bal ance.

"She is all right," Shayleigh remarked to him coming up and following his worried gaze toward the
mel ted | edge.

True to the elf maiden's words, Danica canme running in through the valley entrance a nonment | ater
flying with all speed for her |ove.

She grabbed Cadderly tightly and held himclose, and he needed her support, for the weariness,
nmore conpl ete than Cadderly had ever experienced, had cone rushing back in full

To Trust

She viewed the dragon, full-sized once nore, dead in the rocky vale, focused on its severed head
lying a few feet fromthe scaly torso. Al about the grisly scene, Dorigen saw the snol deri ng

torn remains of goblins and giants, scores of the beasts. And wal ki ng out of the valley, weary

per haps, but not one of them showi ng any serious wounds, went Cadderly and Danica, flanked by the
two dwarves, the elf maiden, and the traitorous firbolg.

Dorigen slipped back into her chair and allowed the i nage to di sappear fromher crystal ball. At
first she had been surprised to so easily get through Cadderly's magi cal defenses and | ocate the
young priest, but when she gazed upon the scene, upon the carnage and the fury of Fyrenten-nimar,
she had understood the priest's excusabl e defensive | apse.

Dori gen thought that she was w tnessing Cadderly's end, and the end of the threat to Castle
Trinity. She had al nost
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called in Aballister, alnobst advised the older wizard to go out and recruit Fyrentenni mar as an
ally for their unhindered attack agai nst Carradoon

Her surprise as Cadderly literally shrank the great wrm-by stealing its age, Dorigen
presuned—oul d not have been nore conplete, and conplete, too, was Dori-gen's surprise as she sat
back and honestly consi dered her own feelings during the view ng.

She had felt saddened when she thought Cadderly was surely doonmed. Logically, anbitious Dorigen
could tell herself that Cadderly's death would be a good thing for the designs of Castle Trinity,
that the interference of the young priest could no |l onger be tolerated, and that in killing the
young priest Fyrentenni mar woul d have only saved Aballister the trouble. Logically, Dorigen should
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not have felt synpathy for Cadderly as he stood, apparently hel pless, before the dreaded wyrm
But she had, and she had silently cheered for Cadderly and his brave Mends in their titanic
struggle, had actually | eaped up in joy when the firbolg came up from behind and | opped the
dragon's head of f.

Why had she done that?

"Have you sighted anything this day?" TTie voice startled Dorigen so badly that she nearly fel
out of her chair. She quickly threw the wap over the crystal ball, though its interior was a

cl oud of nothi ngness once nore, and funbled to straighten and conpose herself as Aballister threw
open the curtain now serving as her front door and whisked in beside her

"Druzil has lost contact with the young priest," Aballister continued angrily. "It would seemthat
he is making fine progress through the nountains."

If only you knew, Dorigen thought, but she remained silent. Aballister could not begin to guess
that the young priest was now no nore than a day's march from Castle Trinity. Nor could the old
wi zard i magi ne that Cadderly and his friends would be resourceful and powerful enough to
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overcone the likes of old Fyren

"What do you know?" the suspicious Aballister denmanded, drawi ng Dorigen from her private

cont enpl ati ons.

"I ?" Dorigen replied innocently, poking a finger against her own chest, her anber eyes wide with
feigned surprise

If Aballister had not been so self-absorbed at that nonment, he woul d have caught Dorigen's

def ensi ve and obvi ous overreaction

"Yes, you," the w zard snarl ed. "Have you been able to nmake contact with Cadderly this day?"
Dori gen | ooked back to the crystal ball, nulled the question over for a short nmonent, and then
replied, "No."

When she | ooked back, she saw that Aballister continued to eye her suspiciously.

"Why did you hesitate before answering?" he asked.

"I thought that | had nmade contact,"” Dorigen lied. "But in considering it, | have cone to believe
that it was only a goblin."

Abal lister's scom showed that he was not convinced.

"I fear that your son purposely nisdirected nmy scrying attenpt,'
the ol der wi zard on the defensive.

"The last tinme Druzil saw Cadderly, he was near the nmountain called N ghtglow " Aballister said,
and Dorigen nodded her agreement. There is a stormbrewing in that area, so it is unlikely that he
will have gone very far."

That woul d seem | ogical," Dorigen agreed, though she knew better

The old wi zard grinned evilly. "A stormbrew ng," he nused. "But unlike any stormmy foolish son
has ever encountered!"

Now it was Dorigen's turn to eye himsuspiciously. "Wat have you done?”

"Done?" Aballister |aughed. "Better to ask what | will do!" Aballister spun about in a circle, as
ani mated as Dorigen had seen him since this whol e busi ness had begun
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nearly a year before when Barjin had entered the Edificant Library.

"1 grow weary of the gane!" Aballister said suddenly, fiercely, stopping his spin so that his
hol | owed face was barely inches from Dorigen's crooked nose. "And so now, | will end it!"

Wth a snap of his fingers, he left the room left Dorigen to wonder what he had in mnd. The
curtain now serving as her door seenmed a poignant reninder of AbalHster's wath, and she couldn't
contain a shudder when she thought of the nagics that Aballister might soon be |aunching
Cadderly's way.

O at where he believed Cadderly to be.

Why hadn't she told her nentor the truth? Dorigen wondered. Aballister was planni ng sonething big,
per haps even going out personally to deal with his son, and Dorigen hadn't told hi mwhat she knew
about Cadderly's position, that the young priest was many niles beyond N ghtglow Rationally, it
seermed to the woman that letting Aballister go out and deal with Cadderly woul d be her safest
course, for if Cadderly's attenpt at Castle Trinity proved successful, Dorigen, no ally of the
young priest, would likely find herself in serious trouble.

Dorigen ran a finger along the I ength of her crooked nose, shook her long hair back from her face,
and eyed the cloth covering the crystal ball. Cadderly might arrive in a day, and she had not told
Abal | i ster!

Dori gen qui ckly added, putting
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Dorigen felt strangely renoved fromthe cascadi ng events about her, |ike sone distant spectator
Cadderly could have killed her in Shilnista Forest, had her unconscious at his feet He had broken
her hands and taken her mmgical itens, putting her out of the fight

But he had spared her life.

Perhaps it was honor that guided Dorigen now, an unspo-”“en agreenent between her and the young
priest A sense jf obligation told her to let it all play out, to stand asi they |earned who was
the stronger, the father or the son.
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Back in his private chanbers, Aballister held a snoking beaker aloft in trenbling hands. He
focused his thoughts on N ghtglow, the target area, and focused his magi cal energies on the
contents of the beaker, an elixir of great strength.

He uttered the enchanting words, spoke the arcane syllables froma nearly neditative state, |o0sing
hinmself in the swirling, growi ng energies. He continued for nearly an hour, until the vibrating
power within the beaker threatened to bl ow apart and take Castle Trinity down with it

The wi zard hurl ed the beaker across the room where it shattered at the base of the wall A gray
puff of smoke arose above it, grow ing, runbling.

"Mykos, mykos makom deignin," Aballister whispered. "Go out, go out, my pet"

As though it had heard the w zard's request, the gray cloud filtered through a crack in the stone
wall, worked its way through all the walls and out of Castle Trinity. It rose up high on the

wi nds, sometines follow ng, sonetinmes noving of its own accord, and all the while the wi zard's
magi cal storm cl oud began to grow and darken.

Cont ai ned bursts of lightning runbled as it soared across the nountains. Still the omi nous thing
t hi ckened and darkened, and seenmed as if it would explode with building energy.

It raced across the high peaks of the Snowfl akes, unerringly ained for the regi on around

Ni ght gl ow.

*k )k k%

Cadderly and his friends noticed the strange cloud, so much darker than the general overcast of
the snowy day. Cadderly noticed, too, that while the nore common cl ouds seened to be drifting west
to east, as was usual for the area's weather patterns, this strange cloud was racing
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al nrost due sout h.

They heard the first runble of thunder soon after, a trenendous, though distant blast that shook
the ground under their feet

"Thunder?" |van bal ked. "Who ever heared o' thunder in the nmddle o the damed wi nter?"

Cadderly bade Vander to | ead them up higher, where they night see what was happeni ng behi nd them
When they reached a higher plateau, affording thema view between several other peaks all the way
back to N ghtglow, the young priest wasn't so sure that he wanted to watch

Bolt after searing bolt of lightning, crystalline clear across the mles as the already dim
dayl i ght began to wane, slamed the nountainside, splintering rocks, splitting trees, and sizzling
into the snow. Huge wi nds bent the pines on the mountain's | ower slopes nearly horizontal and
pelting ice quickly accumulated in the thick branches, bending the trees |ower.

"W were wise in riding the dragon," Shayleigh remarked, quite overwhel med, as were her

conpani ons, by the ferocity of the storm Vander grunted, as though he had told themall, but in
truth, even the firbolg, who had grown to adulthood in the harsh clinmate of the northern Spine of
the Wrld range, was at a loss to explain the sheer power of this distant storm

Anot her tremendous bolt slanmmed the nountainside, brightening the deepening gloom its runbling
wake di sl odging tons of snow into a cascadi ng aval anche down Ni ghtglow s northern face.

"Who ever heared of it?" |lvan asked incredul ously.

The worst had not yet cone. Mrre lightning, nore pelting ice assaulted the regi on about the
nmount ai n. Ot her aval anches soon began, tons and tons of snow plumeting down the nmountainside to
resettle far below. Then cane the tornado, blacker than the inpending night, a twister as wide, it
seened, as the foundation of the Edificant Libwy. It circled N ghtglow, tearing trees, burrow ng
huge chasns
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in the high-piled snow.
"W nust go," the firbolg rem nded themall, for he—and, he correctly guessed, his friends—had

seen nore than enough. Shayl eigh nentioned again that they were fortunate in riding out on the
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dragon, and Vander put in a word that winter storns so high up were unpredictably and ultimtely
deadly.

Everyone readily agreed with the firbolg, but they all understood that what had happened back at
Ni ght gl ow was nore than a "winter storm"

Vander soon found them an uni nhabited cave not too far fromthe valley of carnage, and truly, they
were all glad to be sheltered fromthe suddenly frightening elenments. The place was three-
chanbered, but snug, with a low ceiling and a | ower doorway that blocked nmost of the wintry wi nd.
Vander and the dwarves set up their bedrolls in the entry cavern, the | argest of the chanbers.
Cadderly took the snmall est chanber—+to the left—as his own, with Danica and Shayl ei gh going to the
right, the nonk glancing back at Cadderly with concern every step of the way.

Dusk canme soon after, and then a quiet and star-filled night, so different fromthe storm Soon

t he usual grunbl e-and-whistle snoring of Ivan and Pi kel echoed throughout the chanbers.

Dani ca crept back into the entry cavern, saw Vender's huge form propped in the doorway. Though he
had vol unteered once nore to take the watch, the firbolg was asleep, and Danica didn't blane him
It seened safe enough to her, seenmed as if all the world had taken a break fromthe chaos, and so
she slipped through to Cadderly's chanber quietly, w thout disturbing the others.

The young priest was sitting in the mddle of the floor, hunched over a tiny candle. Deep in
nmeditation, he did not hear Danica's approach

"You shoul d sleep," the nmonk offered, putting a hand gently on her |over's shoul der. Cadderly
opened his sl eepy eyes and nodded.
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He reached over his shoulder to grab Danica's hand, pulled her around to sit next to him close to
hi m

"I have rested," he assured her. Danica had taught Cad-derly several rejuvenating neditation
techni ques, and she did not dispute the claim

"The road has been nore difficult than you expected,"” Danica said quietly, a trace of trepidation
evident in her normally solid voice. "And with perhaps the nost difficult obstacle yet ahead of
us."

The young priest understood her reasoning. He, too, believed that the fury they had wi tnessed
battering the slopes of N ghtglow had been a calling card from Aballister. And he, too, was
afraid. They had survived many brutal ordeals in the last year and over the | ast few days on the
trail, but if that stormwas any indication, their greatest trials were yet ahead of them waiting
for themin Castle Trinity. Since the manticore and chinera attack, Cadderly had known t hat
Abal I ister was on to them but he had not inmagined the great strength of the w zard.

An i mage of the landslide and the tornado assaulted his thoughts. Cadderly had enacted great
magi cs of his own recently, but that display was far beyond his powers, he believed, far beyond
hi s i magi nati on!

The young priest, trying to hold fast to his resolve, closed his eyes and sighed. "I did not
expect so many troubles,” he admtted.
"Even a dragon," Danica remarked. "l still cannot believe ..." Her voice trailed off into an

i ncredul ous si gh.

"I knew that dealing with old Fyren would not be an easy task," Cadderly agreed.

"Did we have to go there?" There renained no trace of anger in Danica's soft tones.

Cadderly nodded. "The world is a better place with the Ghearufu destroyed—and with Fyrentenni mar
destroyed, though | did not foresee that as a probability, even as a possibility. O all that I
have acconplished in ny lifeline destruction of the Ghearufu nmight be the nobst inportant*
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A wistful smle crossed Danica's face as she caught the glinmer in Cadderly's barely open, but
surely smling, gray eyes.

"But not the nobst inportant of all you nean to do," the nonk said coyly.

Cadderly's eyes wi dened, and he regarded Danica with sincere adniration. How well she knew him He
had just been thinking of the nany deeds that were sorting thensel ves out before him of the nany
demands his special relationship with his god Deneir would nake on him Danica had seen it, had

| ooked into his eyes, and had known exactly the tone of his thoughts, if not the specifics.

"I see a course before ne," he adnmitted to her, his voice subdued, but firmwth resolve. "A

dangerous and difficult course, | do not doubt" Cadderly chuckled at the irony, and Danica | ooked
at himquizzically, not understanding.
"Even after what we witnessed before setting our canp, | fear that the nost difficult of ny future

obstacles will be the ones brought on by friends," he explained.
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Dani ca stiffened and shifted away.

"Not fromyou," Cadderly quickly assured her. "I foresee changes at the Edificant Library, drastic
changes that will not be net with approval fromthose who have the nost to | ose.”

"Dean Thobi cus?"

Cadderly nodded, his expression grim "And the headnasters," he added. The hierarchy has evol ved
away fromthe spirit of Deneir, has becone sonething perpetuated by false traditions and piles of
wort hl ess paper." He chuckl ed again, but there was sonething sad in his voice. *Do you understand
what | did to Thobicus for himto allow us to cone out here?" he asked.

"You tricked him" Danica replied.

"I dom nated him" Cadderly corrected. "I entered his nind and bent his will. | mght well have
killed himin the attenpt, and the effects of the assault could remain with himfor the rest of
his years."
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An expression of confusion canme over Danica, confusion fast turning to horror. "Hypnosis?"

"Far beyond hypnosis," Cadderly replied gravely. "In hypnosis, | night have convinced Thobi cus to
change his thoughts." Cadderly | ooked away, seem ng ashaned. "I did not convince Thobicus. |
evoked the change against his will, and then | entered his mnd once nore and nodified his menory
so that there woul d be no repercussions when ... if, we return to the library."

Dani ca's al nond eyes were wide with shock. She had known that Cadderly was unconfortable wth what
he had done to Thobi cus, but she had assuned that her |ove had exacted sone charm spell over the
dean. What Cadderly was tal ki ng about now, though the results had been sinmlar to a charm seened
sonehow nore sinister.

"l grabbed his will in nmy hand, and | crushed it," Cadderly adnmitted. "I stole fromhimthe very
essence of his ego. If Thobicus recalls the incident, then his pride will never, ever recover from
t he shock."

Then why did you do it?" Dani ca denanded softly.

"Because ny course was determ ned by powers greater than ne," Cadderiy said. "And greater than
Thobi cus. "

"How many tyrants have nmade such a clai n?" Dani ca asked, trying hard not to sound sarcastic.
Cadderly sm |l ed hel pl essly and nodded, "That is ny fear

"Yet | knew what | must do," he continued. "The CGhearufu had to be destroyed—to study such a
sentient, evil artifact would bring only disaster—and the war with Castle Trinity, if it comes to
pass, will prove a travesty that cannot be tol erated, whatever side is victorious.

"I went after Thobicus in a way that left a foul taste in ny nouth," Cadderly admtted. "But |
would do it again, and | may have to if my fears prove true." He quieted for a nonent and

consi dered the nmany wongs he had wi tnessed, the many things within the Edificant Library that had
I ong ago veered fromthe path of Deneir, searching for some solid exanple he might offer to

Danica. "If a young
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cleric in the library has an inspiration," he said at last, "divine though he believes it to be,
he cannot act upon it without first receiving the approval of the dean and the permi ssion to take
time away from neani ngl ess duties."

"Thobi cus nust oversee..." Danica began to argue, playing the pragmatic point of view

"That process often takes as long as a year," Cadderly interrupted, no longer interested in
hearing | ogical argunents for a course he knew in his heart to be wong. Cadderly had heard those
argunents from Headnaster Avery for all of his life, and they had fostered in himan indifference
that swelled to so great a level that he had nearly deserted the order of Deneir. "You have seen
how Thobi cus works," he said firmy. "A wasted year will pass, and though the thoughts of the
story the young cleric wished to pen, or the painting he wished to frane, mght remain, the sense,
the aura, that something divine mght be guiding his hand will have |ong since flown."

"You speak from personal experience," Danica reasoned.

"Many tines," Cadderly replied without hesitation. "And | know that nmany of the things | have
beconme confortable with in ny Iife, many of the things I now know | nust change, | do not want to
change, for | amafraid."

He brought his finger up to Danica's lips to stemher forthconing response. "You are not anong
those things,"” he assured her, and then he grew very quiet, and all the world, even the dwarven
snoring, seened to hush in anticipation

"I do believe that our relationship nmust change, though," Cadderly went on. "Wat began in
Carradoon nust grow, or it nust die."
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Dani ca grabbed his wist and pulled his hand away from her face, eyeing hi munblinkingly, not sure
of what would come next fromthis surprising young nan.

"Marry ne," Cadderly said suddenly. "Formally."

Now Dani ca did blink, and she cl osed her eyes, hearing the echoes fromthose words a thousand
times in the next
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second. She had waited so long for this noment, had |longed for it and feared it all at the sane
tinme. For while she |oved Cadderly with all her heart, being a wife in Faerun carried expectations
of servitude. And Danica, proud and capabl e, served no one.

"You agree with the changes," Cadderly said. "You agree with the course ny life will take. |

cannot do it alone, ny love." He paused and nearly faltered. "I do not want to do it alone! Wen I
have conpl eted what Deneir has asked, when | | ook upon the work, there will be no satisfaction

unl ess you are there beside ne."

"When / have conpl et ed?" Dani ca echoed and asked, enphasizing Cadderly's use of the persona
pronoun and trying to get sone sense of what role Cadderly nmeant for her to play init al

Cadderly thought about the enphasis of her response and then nodded. "I ama disciple of Deneir,"
he explai ned. "Many of the battles he guides nme to, | nust fight alone. | think of it as you think
of your studies. | know that, as each goal is attained, richer by far will be mny satisfaction

if..."

"What of ny studi es?" Danica interrupted.
Cadderly was ready for the question and understood Danica's concern. "Wen you broke the stone and
achi eved G gel Nugel," he began, referring to an ancient test of achievenent that Dani ca had
recently conpl eted, "what were your thoughts?"

Dani ca renenbered the incident, and a snile spread wi de across her face. "I felt your arm around
me," she replied.

Cadderly nodded and pulled her close, kissing her gently on the cheek. "W have so much to show
each ot her," he said.

"My studies mght take ne away,'
Cadderly laughed al oud. "If they do, then you shall go,

Dani ca sai d, pulling back
" he said. "But you will cone back to ne,

or I will go to you. | have faith, Danica, that our chosen paths will nottake us
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apart | have faith in you, and in nyself."

The sonber cloud seened to fly fromDanica's fair features. Her grin widened to a dinpled smle
and her brown eyes sparkled with the noisture of joyful tears. She pulled Cadderly back to her

ki ssing himhard and | ong.

"Cadderly," she said coyly, as her wistful, mischievous snile sent a stream of thoughts careening
through him A shiver rippled up his spine and then back down again as Dani ca added, "W are

al one. "

Much later that night, with the sleeping Danica cradled in his arns and the dwarven snoring
continuing its relentless pace, Cadderly rested back against the wall and replayed the
conversati on.

"How many tyrants have nmade such a clai n?" he whispered to the enpty darkness. Hi s considered his
course once nore, thought of the profound inpact his intended actions would have on all the region
surrounding | npresk Lake. He believed in his heart that the changes woul d better everyone, that
the Iibrary would once again take on the true course of Deneir. He believed that he was right,

that his course was inspired by a trusted god. But how many tyrants had nade such a clain?

"AH of them" Cadderly answered grimy after a |ong pause, and he hugged Dani ca cl ose.

The Fortress

Abal lister rested back in his chair, exhausted from his nagical assault He had thrown his ful

wei ght agai nst Cadderly, had pounded the nmountain region mercilessly. The wizard's snile held firm

for a long while as he pondered what Cadderly, in the unlikely event that the boy was still alive,
m ght be thinking now.

Aballister felt a tug within his mnd, a gentle prodding. It was Druzil, he knew, for he had
expected the inp's call. The wi zard's smile becane an open | augh—what m ght the inp, who had been

so close to N ghtglow, think now of hinf? Anxious to know, he let the inp into his mnd. Geetings,
dear Druzil, Aballister said. Bene tell enara!l

Abal | ister cackled with glee. My dear, dear Druzil, he thought after a nonent, what could be the
troubl e!

The inmp ripped off a series of outcries, curses, and sput-terings against Aballister and agai nst
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Druzil had been caught in the edges of Aballister's storm had been pelted by hail and nearly
sizzled by a Iightning bl ast

Now the inp, cold and mi serable, only wanted to get back to Castle Trinity. You could cone out for
me, Druzil telepathically asked.

/ have not the energy, came Aballister's expected reply. Since you all owed Cadderly to get away, |
was forced to take matters into my own hands. And still | have preparations before ne, for the
unli kely event that Cadderly or any of his foolish friends survived.

"Bene tellemara” the frustrated i np whispered under his breath. Now that Druzil believed he needed
Abal lister, he was careful to put up a bl ocking wall of innocuous thoughts so that the w zard
woul d not hear the insult

Better that | amwith you if Cadderly arrives, Druzil replied, trying to find sonme argunent to
change the stubborn wizard's mind. Wth his magic, powerful Aballister could teleport to Druzil's
side, scoop the imp up, and put them both safely back in Castle Trinity in a matter of two

ni nut es.

/ told you that | was too weary, Aballister's casual thoughts cane back—and Druzil understood that

Abal lister was sinply punishing him Better that you are with nme? the w zard scoffed. | sent you
on a nost inportant mssion, and you failed! Better to face Cadderly alone, | say, than with an
unreliable and troubl esonme inp at my side. | do not yet know what happened to facilitate the
destruction of the evil spirit, Druzil, but if | find that you were in any way invol ved, your

puni shment will not be pl easant.

More likely it was your own son, Druzil's nmind grow ed back.

The inmp felt a wave of unfocused nental energy, an anger so profound that Aballister had not taken
the monent to give it a clear flow of words. Druzil knew that his reference once again to Cadderly
as Aballister's son had struck a sensitive nerve, even though Aballister had apparently
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taken care of the problem

You will seek out the bodies of Cadderly and his friends, Aballister answered. Then you wll walk
back to ne, or flap those weak w ngs of yours when the wind pernmits! I'll tolerate little nore
fromyou, Druzil. 'Ware the next storml send out to the mountai ns!

Wth that, Aballister pronptly broke off the connection, |eaving Druzil cold in the snow,
pondering the wizard' s |ast words.

Truly, the inp was disgusted by the ridicul ous accusation and by Aballister's continual threats.
He had to admit, though, that they carried some weight. Druzil could not believe the devastation
Abal I i ster had rained on Ni ghtglow and the surrounding region. But Druzil was cold and ni serable
now, deep in the wintry nountai ns, and constantly had to shake the fast accurul ating snow off his
| eat hery w ngs.

He certainly didn't |ike where he was. but in a way, Druzil was relieved that Aballister had
refused his request to bring himhone. If indeed the young priest had sonmehow escaped Aballister's
fury—and Druzil did not think that such an inpossibility—then Druzil preferred to be far away when
Abal lister at last faced his son. Druzil had once battled Cadderly in nenta! conmbat and had been
overwhel med. The inmp had al so fought against the wonman, Danica, and had been defeated—even his

poi son had been ineffective against that one. Druzil's repertoire of tricks was fast enptying
where the young priest was concerned.

The stakes were sinply too high.

But these mountains! Druzil was a creature of the |ower planes, a dark region nostly of black
fires and thick snoke. He did not like the cold, did not Iike the wet feel of the wetched snow,
and the glare of sunlight on the angled whitened surface of the nountain slopes pained his
sensitive eyes. He had to go on, though, and woul d, eventually, have to return and face his w zard
mast er .

Eventual | y.

Druzil liked the ring of that thought. He brushed the
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snow fromhis wings and gave a lazy flap to get himup into the air. He decided i medi ately that
searching for Cadderly and his friends would be a fool hardy thing, and so he veered away fromthe
settling mass of msplaced snow around N ghtglow. Neither was his direction north, toward Castle
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Trinity. Druzil went east, the shortest route out of the Snowfl akes, a course that would take him
down to the farm ands surroundi ng Carradoon

*kkk*

"Prepare your defenses,
unannounced.

"What do you know?" growl ed the weary w zard

"Cadderly lives!"

"You have seen hinm?" Aballister snapped, conming fast out of his chair, his dark eyes conming to
life with an angry sparkl e.

"No," Dorigen lied. "But there are still wards blocking ny scrying. The young priest is very mnuch
alive."

Reacting in quite the opposite way Dorigen had expected, Aballister erupted in laughter. He

sl apped a hand on the armof his chair and seened al nost giddy. Then he | ooked to his associ ate,
and her incredul ous expression asked many questions.

"The boy nmkes it enjoyable!" the old wizard said to her. "I have not faced such a challenge in
decades! "

Dori gen thought that he had gone quite insane. You have never faced such a challenge, she wanted
to screamat the nman, but she kept that dangerous thought private. "W nust prepare," she said
again, calmy. "Cadderly is alive, and it m ght be that he escaped your fury because he was nuch
cl oser than we anticipated.”

Abal I i ster seened to sober at once, and turned his back at Dorigen, his skinny fingertips tapping
together in front of him "It was your scrying that led ne to assail N ght-glow, " he pointedly
rem nded her.
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"It was Druzil's guidance, nore than ny own," she quickly corrected, sincerely afraid to accept

bl ame for anything, given Aballister's unpredictable, and incredibly dangerous, npod.

She sighed, noticing Aballister subtly nod his head in agreenent

"Prepare..." she started to say a third tine, but the w zard spun about suddenly, his scow
stealing the words from her nouth.

"Ch, we shall prepare!" Aballister hissed though gritted teeth. "Better for Cadderly if he had
fallen to the storm™

"I will instruct the soldiers,” Dorigen said, and she turned for the door

"No!" The word stopped the wonan short. She slowy turned her head, to | ook back over her shoul der
at Aballister.
"This is personal,"'

Dorigen said as soon as she entered Aballister's room unexpectedly and

Abal | i ster explained, and he | ed Dori-gen's quizzical gaze across the room to

the swirling ball of nmist hanging on the far wall, the entrance to Aballister's extradi mensi ona
mansi on. "The soldiers will not be needed."
* * # * *

They | ooked down froma high perch to new battlenents and a singular tower. Fromthe outside,
Castle Trinity did not seemso remarkable, or so fornidable, even with the new construction that
had been done. Vander, who had seen the tunnel networks beneath the rocky spur, assured them

ot herwi se. Work on the new walls was slow now, with winter blow ng thick, but guards were in
abundance—humans nost|y—paci ng predeterm ned routes and continually rubbing their hands together
to ward away the icy breeze.

That is the main entrance,” Vander explained, pointing to the central area of the closest wall. A
huge door, oaken and ironbound, was set deep into the stone, envel oped by
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wal kways and parapets and many sol diers. "Beyond that door is a cave entrance, barred by a
portcullis, and a second, sinmilar door. W will find guards, well-arned and well-trained,
positioned every step of the way."

"Bah, we're not for going straight in the front door!" lvan protested, and this time, the yell ow

bearded dwarf found some allies for his grunbling. Danica readily agreed by reni nding everyone
that their only chance lay in stealth, and Shayl ei gh even suggested that perhaps they shoul d have
cone out with Carradoon's arny at their heels.

Cadderly hardly listened to the talk, trying to think of some magic that mght get themin, but
that would not overly tax his still-linmted energies. H's friends had renai ned optimstic,
believing that he could handle the situation. Cadderly liked their confidence in him he only

wi shed that he shared it. That norning, |eaving the cave, with the sky shining blue, |van had
scoffed at the stormthat had hit Nightglow, had called it a sinple wizard's trick, and berated
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Abal lister for not being able to aim straight

"First rule in shootin' magics!" the dwarf had bellowed. "Ye got to hit the dammed target!"

"Qo oi!" Pikel had heartily agreed, and then the green-bearded dwarf, too, had nade |light of it
all with a quiet, "Hee hee hee."

Cadderly knew better, understood the strength of the wizard's incredible display. The young pri est

still believed that he wal ked along the true path of Deneir, but inmages of Aballister's fury,
slanming the nountain itself into surrender, stayed with himall norning.
He shook the unpl easant thoughts away and tried to focus on the situation at hand. "lIs there

anot her way i n?" he heard Dani ca ask.

"At the base of the tower," Vander answered. "Aballister brought us... brought the N ght Misks in
that way, through a snmaller, |ess guarded door. The wi zard did not want the conmoners of his force
to know that he had hired the assassins."
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Too nmuch open ground,” Danica remarked. The tower was set sone di stance behind the two nearly
finished perpendicular walls, and though the tower, too, had apparently not been conpleted, it
stood an inposing thirty feet high, with tenporary battlements ringing its top. Even if the
friends managed to get past the guards on the closest walls, just a couple of archers up in that
tower could nake life mserable for them

"What tricks ye got to keep them off our backs while we nmake the run?" |van asked Cadderly,
gruffly slapping the young priest on the shoulder to force himfromhis private contenpl ati ons.
"The shortest route would be fromthe right, frombelow the spur,” he reasoned. "But that would

| eave us running uphill, vulnerable to many defensive neasures. | say that we cone in fromthe
| eft, down the slope of the rocky spur and around the shorter wall."
That wall's guarded," |van argued.

Cadderly's wy snile ended the debate.

The friends spent the better part of the next hour in a roundabout hike to a point on the rocky
spur far above Castle Trinity. Wth this new angle, around the side of the largest, frontal wall
they could see scores of soldiers, including |arge, hairy bugbears, ten-foot-tall ogres, and even
a giant. Cadderly knew that this would be quite a test—for his friends' trust in him and for his
abilities. If that formidable force intercepted them before they got inside the back door, al
woul d be I ost

The tower was fully thirty yards back fromthe front wall and fully forty yards away fromthe
outernost tip of the perpendicular wall, the wall they had to run around. |van shook his hairy
head; Pi kel added an occasional "Oo," show ng that even the dwarves, the nost battl e-hardened
menbers of the troupe, did not think the idea feasible.

But Cadderly remai ned undaunted; his smile had not ebbed an inch. The first volley will alert
them+the second should get theminto positions where we night get near the
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wal | ," he expl ai ned.

The others | ooked around to each other in confusion, their expressions incredul ous. Myst eyes
centered on Shay-leigh's quiver and the hand-crossbow at Cadderly's side.

"On nmy cue, when the third volley of flaming pitch soars out for the front wall, we go for the
tower," Cadderly went on. "You |l ead the charge," he said to Danica

Dani ca, though she still had no idea of what "volleys" the young priest was tal king about, sniled
wyly, pleased that Cadderly woul d not patronize her, would not try to protect her when the
situation obviously called for each of themto performspecific, and dangerous, tasks. Danica knew
that not many nen of Faerun would allow their bel oved wonen to rush out into danger ahead of them
and it was Cadderly's inplicit trust and respect of her which nade her | ove himso very nuch

"If the archers up above catch sight of us," Cadderly continued, aimng this remark at Shayl ei gh
"we will need you to cut them down,"

"What vol | ey?" Shayl ei gh demanded, tired of the cryptic gane. "Wat flam ng pitch?"

Cadderly, already falling away, deep into his speUcasting concentration, didn't reply. In a
monent, he was chanting, singing softly, and his friends hunched down and waited for the clerical
magi ¢ to take effect

"Ww, " nuttered Pikel at the sanme nonent that one of the guards along the front gate cried out in
surprise. Balls of flamng pitch and | arge spears were appearing in mdair, thundering down near
the wall. Soldiers scranbled and dove fromthe gate; the giant hoisted a slab of stone and put it
in front of himdefensively.

It was over in just a fewinstants, with no fires Ieft burning and no apparent damage to the
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stonewor k. The sol di ers remai ned under cover, though, calling frantic orders and pointing out nany
potential artillery hiding places in the ridges beyond the gates.

Cadderly nodded to Danica, and she and Shayl ei gh began
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the procession fromthe side, slipping fromstone to stone. The diversion had apparently worked
thus far, for few guards seened concerned with the high ground to the side of the walls.

The second illusory "volley" roared in farther dowmn the front wall, well beyond the main gates,
luring the eneny's attention to the vul nerable corner where the third wall would be built. As
Cadderly had predicted, those soldiers along the side wall rushed into defensive positions behind
the shielding, and thicker, front wall.

Again the explosions |lasted only a few seconds, but the guards were in a near-panic now, huddl ed

tight against the battlenments and the base of the wall. Not a single eye turned to the southwest,
to the higher ground from which the conpani ons approached.

Dani ca and Shayl eigh led themup to the now abandoned perpendi cul ar wall wi thout incident, |ight-
stepped along its base away fromthe front wall, and peered around to the enpty courtyard.

Cadderly noved in front of the group and held his hand up to keep his friends back. He
concentrated on the front wall and reached out to the particles of air about him seeing their
nature revealed in the notes of Deneir's song. Slowy and subtly, using triggering words and the
energy of clerical magic, the young priest altered the composition of those particles, brought
them t oget her, thickened them

A heavy m st swelled up around the front wall, and around the front half of the unconpleted
courtyard

"Co," Cadderly whispered to Danica, and he notioned for the dwarves to follow, and for Shayl eigh
to come into position where she could view the tower. Wthout hesitation, the brave nonk ran off,
zi gzaggi ng across the rough, frozen ground.

On inpul se, Cadderly took Shayleigh's arrow fromher hand. "Get it up on top of the tower," he

i nstructed, casting an enchantnment over it and handing it back

Dani ca was twenty yards out, halfway to the tower, before
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anyone there noticed her. Three archers took up their bows and started to call out, when
Shayl ei gh' s arrow smacked solidly into the shoul der of one. The man went down in a heap; the other
two went into a frenzy, their nouths wagging wide as they tried to cry out for their conpani ons
manni ng the front gate.

Not a sound cane fromthe top of the tower, the area magically silenced by the enchanted arrow.
The remai ning two eneny archers opened up on Danica, but her course was too erratic and her
agility too great. Arrows skipped off the frozen ground, or snapped apart as they struck, but
Danica, rolling and diving, cutting sharper angles than the soldiers could anticipate, never came
close to being hit

"Hee nee nee," chuckled Pikel, running with Ivan far behind the nonk and thoroughly enjoying the
spect acl e.

Shayl ei gh returned the fire with vicious accuracy, skipping arrows in between the parapet stones
and forcing the guards to concentrate nore on keeping their heads down than on firing at Dani ca.

Still the nen tried futilely to cry out, to warn their associates of the peril
Vander scooped up Shayl ei gh, settled her atop his broad shoul ders, and ran after the dwarves.
Cadderly focused once nore on the front wall, |oosing another illusory volley to ensure that the

soldiers would remain tight in their holes. Smling at his own cleverness, the young priest raced
off after his friends.

As Dani ca reached the base of the tower, the door burst open and a swordsman rushed out to face
her. Always alert, she rolled headl ong and came up within his weapon's descending arc, the ball of
her fist connecting under his chin and driving himaway.

Above Danica, one of the archers |eaned out, angling for a killing shot Shayleigh's arrow, | oosed
bef ore he had even drawn his bow, sank deep into his collarbone.

The ot her archer, tight against the corner of a squared stone, responded with a shot that caught
Vander in the
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chest, but the arrowdid little to slow the giant Howing and growl i ng, Vander yanked out the puny
bolt and hurled it away.

Her angle inproved by the fact that she was ten feet above the ground, Shayleigh smled grimy and
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| oosed another arrow. It skipped off the squared stone and ricocheted into the eneny archer's eye.
The man fell back in agony, obviously scream ng—but again, not a sound canme fromthe enchanted

ar ea.

Ivan and Pi kel disappeared into the tower behind Danica; Cadderly could see that there was sone
fighting within. The young priest ran with all speed, slipping in on Vander's heels, but by the
time he, the firbolg, and the elf naiden got there, the five goblin guards of the tower's first
floor were al ready dead.

Dani ca kneel ed before anot her doorway across the small chanber, studying its lock. She pulled the
clasp off of her belt and straightened it with her teeth, then gently slipped it in and began
working it, side to side

"Hurry," bade Shayl ei gh, standing by the outer door. Across the courtyard, cries of "Enenies in
the tower!" could be heard. The el f mai den shrugged—the decepti on was no nore—and | eaned out the
door, shooting off an arrow or two to keep the eneny forces back. One quiver enpty, her second
growing lighter, she regretted now her decision to join in the battle in the valley.

Cadderly pulled her in by the el bow and cl osed the door. It was an easy thing for the priest to
magi cally reach into the essence of the wood, to swell it and warp it so that the portal was
sealed tight. Vander piled the dead goblins against the door as added security, and again all eyes
focused on Danica

"Hurry," Shayleigh reiterated, her words taking on nore wei ght as sonething heavy sl amred agai nst
the tower door.

Wth a grin to her compani ons, Danica slipped her nmakeshift |ockpick behind one ear and pushed
op*n the door, revealing a descendi ng stairway.
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Cadderly | ooked at the passage curiously. "Not heavily guarded and not trapped?" he nused al oud.
"It was trapped,"” Danica corrected. She pointed to a wire along the side of the janmb, secured in
place with the other part of her belt None of themhad the time to admre the skilled nonk's
handi wor k, though, for another, |ouder crash sounded on the outer door, and the tip of an axe

bl ade poked through the wood.

I van and Pi kel pushed ahead of Danica and ranbled side by side down the stairs. Vander and
Shayl ei gh went next, the firbolg using his innate magics to reduce hinself to the size of a large
man. Next came Cadderly, and then Danica, who turned back and, with a subtle twi st of her pick,

| ocked the door and rearned the trap

Anot her door bl ocked the way at the bottomof the stairs, but the dwarven brothers | owered their
heads, |ocked arns, and picked up their pace.

"I't may be warded!" Cadderly called out to them understanding their intent

The Boul dershoul ders bl ew t hrough the door, a series of fiery explosions erupting on their heels
as they tunbled down in the nmidst of shattered and snoking wood. The two had been fortunate indeed
to get through the portal so quickly, for tiny darts protruded from both doorjanbs, dripping

poi son. In the underground tunnels beyond the door, the blare of horns sounded—probably magi ca

al arns, Cadderly thought

"What' d ye say?" lvan yelled above the clanmor, as the others canme into the | ower passage.

"Never mind," was all that Cadderly replied. H s voice was grim despite the sight of Pike
hoppi ng all about, trying to put out w sps of snoke trailing fromhis heels and backside. The
whol e objective in coming to Castle Trinity with so snall a force was to strike at the |eaders of
the enemy conspiracy, but that goal seenmed unlikely now, with horns blaring and enem es beating at
the cl osed doors behind them
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"Aw, cone on and find a bit of fun!" Ivan bellowed at the obviously worried young priest "Hold on
to ne cl oak, boy! ni get ye where ye want to go!"

"Co oi!" Pikel piped in, and the brothers thundered away. They hit resistance before they even

turned the first corner, and plowed through the surprised band of goblins wi th abandon

sl aughtering and scattering the creatures.

"Whi ch way?" Ilvan called back, his words coning out at the end of a grunt as he drove his mghty
axe through the backbone of one goblin that had turned to flee a split second too |late. The
torchlit corridor beyond the dead goblin showed several doors and at |east two branching tunnels.
The friends | ooked to Cadderly, but the young priest shrugged hel pl essly, having no i mmedi ate
answers am dst the sudden confusion. A series of explosions far behind themtold Cadderly that
their enem es had breached the second door—and had not been successful in disarmng the trap

I van ki cked open the nearest door, revealing a huge roomholding a battery of hunan archers and a
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group of giants at work leveling a ballista. "Not that way!" the gruff dwarf explained, quickly
cl osing the door and rushing on

In the wild run that followed, Cadderly lost all sense of direction. They passed through many
portals, turned nany corners, and cl obbered many very surprised enem es. Soon they canme to an area
of better worked tunnels, with runes and bas reliefs of the teardrop synbols of Talona carved into
their stone walls.

Cadderly | ooked to Vander, hoping that the firbolg m ght recognize sone | andmark, but Vander could
not be sure.

Ajolt of electricity threw Pikel back fromthe next door. Ivan growed and hit the porta

shoul der-first, bursting through into yet another long and narrow corridor, this one |ined by
tapestries depicting the Lady of Poison, smling evilly as though she clearly saw the intruders.
Resilient Pikel, the hairs of his green beard dancing free of the (|ght braid, joined his brother
in an instant
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Twenty steps in, the group was envel oped by a ball of absol ute darkness.

"Keep moving!" Shayl ei gh bade the dwarves, for with her keen el ven hearing, she had heard the
approach of enenies from behind.

Cadderly felt the air beside his face nove as the elf put an arrowinto the air. He did not take
serious note of Shay-Ileigh's novenents, though, for he was funbling with the straps of his
backpack, searching for his light tube, or for the wand, to battle the conjured darkness.
Apparently sensing that he had stopped novi ng, Danica grabbed the young priest's armand pull ed
hi m al ong—gently, so that she would not disturb his efforts.

There canme a loud click and a scrape of stone against stone, followed by a dimnishing, "0Ooooo00
"Domin illu.r Cadderly cried, holding up the wand, and the darkness fled. Cadderly stood ready
with his wand, Shayleigh with her bow, and Dani ca and Vander were into sinilarly defensive
crouches, feeling their way along the walls.

But |van and Pi kel were gone.

"Trapdoors!" Danica cried, spotting tiny lines in the floor ahead. "lvan!"

There came no response, and Danica found no apparent way to open the neatly fit portals, no cranks
or handl es anywhere in sight.

"Go on!" Shayl eigh yelled suddenly, pulling Cadderly past her and draw ng back her bowstring.
Eneny sol diers were at the door behind them barely fifty feet away.

Dani ca | eaped the trapped region; Vander reverted to his full size and stepped across, hoisting
Cadderly behi nd him

"Cl ose your eyes," the young priest whispered to his friends, and he thrust the wand back toward
the door and uttered, "Mas Ufa!" A burst of brilliant Iights shot forth, green and orange and
popping in all colors of the spectrumin a nyriad of blinding flashes.

It was over in an instant, leaving the soldiers rubbing their eyes and stunbling about the end of
the corridor.
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"Go on!" Shayl eigh said again, firing off two nore arrows into the confused throng. The ot her
three started for the door at the corridor's other end, calling for Shayleigh to catch up

When the el f maiden turned back around to foll ow her friends, they realized that she, too, had
been caught in Cad-derly's nagical Oash. Her once-clear violet eyes showed as dots of bl oodshot
red, and she inched down the corridor, trying to discern when to junp.

"We' Il cone for you!" Danica called out, but Shayl eigh had al ready begun her |eap. She |anded with
her heels on the edge of the trapdoor, which clicked open, and she bal anced on the edge of the
fall for what seened an eternity.

Vander dove headl ong, spread out w de on the floor, grabbing desperately.

He caught only air as Shayleigh fell backward into the pit, the devilish door swi nging tight

behi nd her.

Dani ca was beside the firbolg, pulling at his sleeve, and Cadderly was beside her, his wand
extended once nore.

"Mas illu" he said again, his voice subdued, and the brilliant burst hit the recovering soldiers
once nore. Many of them thought to close their eyes this tine, and the charge, though sl owed,
woul d not be halted.

Vander |l ed the rush to the far door and al nbst got there, but a ten-foot section of the corridor
shifted suddenly, its entire perinmeter turning diagonal to its original position. The surprised
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firbolg fell to the side, into the suddenly angled wall/floor, and di sappeared from sight as that
corner of the trapped area rotated on a central pivot

Dani ca | eaped past the angled section of corridor and snapped a kick into the door, breaking apart
the | ocki ng nmechani sm The door creaked open, back toward Danica, just an inch, and the nonk
grabbed it and pulled it fiercely, as if she were daring another trap to go oft

Cadderly, overwhelnmed, came up to her, still |ooking back to the floor where three of his friends
had dj sap-peared, and to the wall that had taken the firbolg.
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Dani ca grabbed his hand and pulled himin—a short passage this tinme, its walls bare of tapestries,
that ended in another door just a dozen feet away. As soon as they crossed the threshold, a solid
sl ab of stone dropped behind them sealing off any possible retreat, and a portcullis fell in
front of the door before them blocking the way. They knew instantly, of course, that they were
trapped, but did not appreciate the depth of their predicanent until a noment |ater, when Danica
noticed that the small passage's side-walls had begun to cl ose together

The Holy Word

Dani ca threw her back against the wall, pushing with all her strength while trying to plant her
feet firmy on the snoboth floor. She only slid forward, and the corridor narrowed relentlessly.
Cadderly's frantic gaze darted all about, fromthe stone slab to the portcullis, to the closing
sidewalls. He tried to sumon the song of Deneir, but renenbered nothing imediately within its
lyrical notes that m ght aid them now.

The walls were barely eight feet apart Seven feet

Cadderly fought back his panic, closed his eyes, and told hinself to concentrate and to trust in
t he har noni ous nusi c.

He felt Danica grab his arms roughly, but tried to ignore the disturbance. She pulled again,
harder, forcing Cadderly to | ook at her.
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"Hold your hands stiffly in front of you," she instructed, turning Cadderly's pal ns upward. He
wat ched curiously as Danica turned horizontally across his palns, planting her feet against one
wal I and hol ding her arns out past her head to "catch" the other, approaching wall.

"You cannot," Cadderly started to protest, but even as he spoke, the walls closed within Danica's
reach, closed and then were stopped by the neditating nonk's stiffened formas surely as if a beam
of netal had been placed between t hem

Cadderly noved his hands away from Danica's belly—her stiffened position supported her fully—-and
forced hinmself to turn his attention away fromthe amazi ng Dani ca and consi der the |arger

predi canent |f the eneny detected that the walls had stopped noving, then he and Dani ca ni ght soon
expect sone unwel come conpany. Cadderly drew out his hand-crossbow and | oaded an expl osive dart
He heard sone nunbling from beyond the portcullis and the far door, and noved closer, straining to
hear .

"Buga yarg grrr nukadig," came a deep guttural sound, and Cadderly, with his exceptional training
in the various | anguages of Faerun, understood that an ogre outside the door had just insisted
that the walls nust be finished with their business by then

Cadderly ran back, slipped under and around Dani ca, and placed his crossbow arm across her back
for support He also put his spindle-disks atop Danica, within easy reach, and clutched his
enchanted wal king stick in his free hand.

There canme a cranking sound as the portcullis began to rise, and Cadderly heard a key slip into
the door's lock. He steadied his crossbow and his nerves, realizing that he had to fend off the
eneny | ong enough for Danica to dislodge herself and rush out behind him

The door swung in, and with it came the face of an eager ogre, stupidly grinning as it | ooked for
t he squi shed remains of the intruders.
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Cadderly's dart hit it right between the gap in its two front teeth. The young priest charged
bol dl y, scooping up his spindle-disks.

The ogre's cheeks bulged weirdly, its eyes nearly popped free of their sockets, and then its lips
fl apped, spewing a stream of bl ood and broken teeth.

"Dun, Mbgie?" its stunned conpani on asked as the splattered nonster slid down to the floor. The
second ogre bent low, trying to figure out what had happened, then | ooked back toward the trap-
roomjust intime to catch Cadderly's flying adamantite spindl e-di sks on the side of its nose.
Cadderly flicked his wist hard, sending the disks spinning back to him stinging his palm then
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hurl ed them again fiercely. The ogre's hand started up, but didn't get high enough for a block
and the beast caught the missile in the eye.

The ogre's arm continuing its upward notion, hooked the w re, though, and Cadderly could not
properly retract the disks for a third throw A ways ready to inprovise, the quick-thinking young
priest took up his wal king stick in both hands and bashed it hard agai nst the dazed ogre's thick
forearm

He cane lower with his next strike, slanming exposed ribs, and the ogre, as Cadderly had expected,
refl exively brought its arm swi ngi ng down. Cadderly's next cut cane in high again, smashing the
ogre on its already splattered nose. He followed through, reversed his grip, and cane back around
the other way, the ram s head of his wal king stick connecting solidly on the base of the ogre's
skul I.

The nonster was kneeling suddenly, its weakened arns down at its side.

Back and forth slanmed Cadderly's wal king stick, three tines, five times, and then Danica raced
past, driving a knee under the kneeling nonster's chin. The ogre's head snapped back vici ously,
and finally, the huge thing toppled to the floor beside its dead conpani on. <

"Load it!" Danica instructed Cadderly, handing hi mback

The Fallen Fortress

179

his crossbow. Behind them they heard the crunch of wood as the closing walls bit against the
opened door. Neither one of themcared to | ook back

* Kk kk*k

The chute was slick and steep, and Shayleigh, for all her frantic efforts, could hardly slow her
descent. Finally, she go* her back tight against the sloping floor and pushed up into the air with
her | ongbow, searching for sone hol d.

There were none. The chute's ceiling, like the floor, was perfectly snpoth.

A dozen unpl easant inages rushed through the elf maiden's head, nostly ones of her being inpal ed
agai nst a wall of poison-tipped spikes beside Ivan and Pikel. O behind Ivan and Pi kel, slamm ng
agai nst her already stuck friends to drive them deeper onto the inagi ned spikes.

Still holding fast to her bow, Shayl eigh angled herself to put her feet against one wall and her
shoul der di agonally across the narrow chute agai nst the other. She lifted her head and peered down
into the darkness across the |l ength of her body, hoping for sone warning before she hit Wth her
heat - sensi ng eyes, she could make out traces of the dwarves' passing, residual body heat fromlvan
and Pikel still showing in spots along the floor and against the curving walls.

And then there was just a blank wall, the end of the chute, and Shayl ei gh understood, in the split
second before she collided, that since the dwarves were nowhere in sight, it nust be sone type of
SWi ngi ng trapdoor.

She hit and pushed through, but grabbed both sides of the door with wi despread arns. Her bow fell
bel ow her, and she heard a dwarf grunt, followed by a snmall splash

The trapdoor swung back, pinning Shayleigh's forearns between it and the stone wall. She held on
st ubbornly, guessing that this mght be their only way out of the devious pit
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"dad ye could nake it, elf," lIvan said frombelow "But ye might think of getting away from that
door if any nore are on their way down."

Shayl ei gh managed to | ook straight below her, to see the blurry, heated fornms of |van and Pi kel

st andi ng wai st-deep in sone nmurky pool. She couldn't tell the exact dinmensions of the room but it
was not |arge, and there was no ot her apparent door

"Are you all right?" she asked.

"Just wet," Ivan grunbled. "And | got a bump on ne head where ne brother fell on ne."

Pi kel began to whistle and turned away. A nonent |ater, the green-bearded dwarf spun back
frantically, and | eaped onto his brother, nearly knocking Ivan under the water.

"What are ye about?" the surly dwarf denanded.

Pi kel squeaked and worked hard to get his feet out of the water.

Ivan gave a sudden yell and heaved Pikel into the air. As the green-bearded dwarf hit the water

I van, axe in hand, began chopping wildly, his splashes even reaching Shayl ei gh, high on the wall
"What is it?" Shayleigh cried. Both dwarves scranbl ed about, slapping at the water with their
weapons.

"Sonet hing long and sliny!" Ivan bell owed back. He rushed to the wall directly bel ow the hangi ng
el f and began junping up, trying futilely to reach her boots. Pikel was at his back in an instant,
cl ambering over him but |van ducked | ow, sending Pikel facedown into the nmurk, and then he | eaped
atop Pikel's back
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Al the while, Shayleigh begged for themboth to calmdown. And finally they did, exhausted,

wi t hout coming close to reaching the elf.

"Use ny | ongbow," Shayl ei gh reasoned.

"Eh?" Pi kel squeaked confusedly, but |Ivan understood. He splashed about, finally retrieving the
dropped bow, then cane to the wall and reached up with it, hooking Sh*y-leigh's foot
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"Ye sure ye got a good enough hol d?" the dwarf politely asked.

"Hurry," Shayl eigh replied, and |Ivan junped and grabbed, pulled hinmself along the bow to get high
enough to catch a handhold on the elf's boot.

"Come up over ne," Shayleigh instructed. "You will have to get into the corridor first and find
some way to brace yourself."

Sturdy Ivan felt guilty clinbing over a slender elf maiden |like that, but he understood the
practicality of it, especially when his brother, stifl below, gave a worried, "Uh-oh."

Ivan | ooked down to see Pikel standing very still; a serpentine head lifted clear of the water and
swayed slowy, back and forth, only a foot out fromPi kel and nearly eye-level with the dwarf.
"Me brother," lvan whispered, hardly able to find his voice. He thought of |eaping back to the
wat er and junpi ng between Pi kel and the serpent

"dinb," Shayleigh said to him

Pi kel began to sway with the snake, whistling as he went fromside to side. They seemed sonehow in
har mony, dancing al nost, and the snake gave no indication that it nmeant to strike out at the
dwar f .

"dinb," Shayleigh said again to lIvan, ''Pikel cannot get up until you are out of the way."

Ivan had al ways been protective of his brother, and a big part of himwanted to | eap back atop
that snake, to rush wildly to Pikel's defense. He nmanaged to |ight back the inpulse, both because
of his agreenent with Shayleigh's |ogic, and because he was terribly afraid of snakes. He
careful Iy picked handhol ds al ong Shayl ei gh's clothing and got up even with her, taking solace in
Pi kel 's continued whistling, a calmsong that took nmuch of the tension fromthe nasty situation
Ivan worked his way around to Shayl ei gh's back and squeezed through the narrow gap between her and
the heavy door. Wen he got fully into the sloping chute, he
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turned sideways, bracing with his hands and feet on opposite walls.

"Pi kel ?" Shayl ei gh asked breathlessly, for the whistling had stopped.

"Oo oi!" cane the hearty reply from bel ow, and Shayleigh felt the weight on her foot as the second
brot her began his clinb up the | ongbow Pikel thoughtfully took the bow with himas he scal ed
Shayl ei gh, then slipped into the corridor and crossed over lvan, planting his wet sandals firmy
agai nst the stretched-out Ivan's side and reachi ng back over his brother to hel p Shayl eigh. This
was the trickiest part of the maneuver, for Pikel and lIvan had to somehow open the doorway wi de
enough and | ong enough for Shayleigh to get through, and at the sanme tinme give the elf sonething
solid to hold on to.

Pi kel braced his club against the door, between Shay-I|eigh's outstretched and achi ng arns.

"When nme brother pushes, ye gotta let go with one hand and get it up to nme," lvan instructed. "Ye
ready?"

"Open it," Shayl ei gh begged, and slowy, Pike! began to push

As soon as the pressure | essened, Shayl ei gh reached back for Ivan

She m ssed, and her grip with her other armwas not solid enough to support her. Wth a cry, the
el f mai den began to fall.

I van caught her wist, his stubby fingers wapping her tightly and hol di ng her fast against the
slimy wall.

" 0000, " Pikel wailed as the whol e group began to slide back dangerously toward the end of the
chut e.

But |van grow ed and straightened his powerful back, |ocking hinself firmy into place. And Pi kel
though his arns ached with the strain of the awkward angle, kept the pressure on the heavy door
kept it open enough for Shayleigh to scranble through. She came over Ilvan, up beside Pikel, and he
| et the door slam shut Then he straightgned perpendicularly to his braced brother, and Shayl ei gh
The Fallen Fortress
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clinbed above himand turned as |van had turned.

Ivan clinbed up Pikel next, as Pikel held fast to the braced elf nmiden. |van went across
Shayl ei gh, standing straight up the chute. Pikel clanbered up to the top, turned sidelong to Ivan

file:/lIF|/rah/R.%20A.%20Salvatore/R.%20A.%20...9%20-%20The%20Fallen%20Fortress%20-%20[FR].txt (72 of 117) [7/19/03 12:27:26 AM]



file:///F|/rah/R.%20A .%20Sa vatore/R.%20A .%20Sal vatore%20-%20The%20Fallen%20Fortress¥620-%20[ FR] .txt

and set the next brace, and so it went, the three working as a living | adder.

"Eh?" Pikel squeaked as he set another stretching brace, around a bend and far out of sight of the
chute's end.

"What ye got?" Ivan asked, clinbing even with him Then Ivan, too, sawthe lines in the chute's
wal | —even, parallel lines, |like those of a door.

The dwarf planted hinmself across Pikel's back, his hands funbling about the wall He felt a slight
depression—enly a dwarf woul d have been able to detect so minute an inconsistency in the

unr emar kabl e wal | —-and pushed hard. The secret door slid aside, revealing a second passageway,
angling up as was this one, but with an easier grade.

I van | ooked back to Shayl eigh and to Pikel

"W know what is above us," Shayl ei gh reasoned.

"But can we get through the trapdoor?" lvan replied.

"Sssh," Pi kel begged them both, notioning with his chin toward the new passage. Wen the others
qui eted, they heard some scuffling fromw thin, far away, as though sone battle had been joi ned.
"M ght be friends and m ght be needing us!" lIvan roared, and he went into the new passage, pulling
Shayl ei gh, and then Pikel, in behind him Funbling again for the depression in the stonework, Ivan
managed to cl ose the secret door behind them and with the | esser slope, the three nmade better
tinme.

They came to a fork a short time |later, the passage continuing up one way, but angling down in a
narrower chute to the side. Their instincts told themto keep clinbing—they had left their
friends on a higher |evel -but the sounds of battle emanated fromthe | ower tunnel

"It could be Cadderly,"” Shaylei gh reasoned.

"G ant dog!" cane a famliar voice from down bel ow.
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Traitor!" roared another powerful, and even deeper-toned, voice.

Pi kel was into the chute, sliding headl ong, before Ivan even cried out "Vander!"

*k )k k%

Whi ch door? Cadderly wondered, |ooking around at the nany possible exits fromthe large circular
room as he crossed over the bodies of the two dead ogres. He noticed, too, the many synbols carved
into the walls, tridents with small vials above each point interspersed with triangular fields
hol di ng three teardrops, the nore conventional design for the evil goddess, Tal ona.

"W nust be near the chapel," Cadderly whispered to Danica. As if in confirmation, the door across
the way opened and a horribly scarred man, dressed in the ragged gray and green robes of a Tal onan
priest, hopped into the circular room

Dani ca went into a crouch; Cadderly brought his crossbow level with the man's face.

The priest only sniled, though, and a nonent later all the doors of the circular room burst open
Cadderly and Dani ca found thenselves facing a horde of ores and goblins and evilly grinning men,

i ncludi ng several nore wearing the robes of Tal onan priests. Both friends | ooked back to the
trapped corridor, the only possible escape, but the walls were tight against each other by this
poi nt and showed no signs of opening.

For some reason, the eneny force did not imediately attack. Rather, they all stood | ooking from
Cadderly and Danica to the first priest who had entered, apparently the |eader

"Did you think it would be so easy?" the scarred man shrieked hysterically. "Did you think to
simply wal k through our fortress unopposed?" %

Cadderly put a hand on Danica's armto stop her from
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| eapi ng out at the foul nman. She might get to him mght well kill him but they had no chance of
defeating this nob. Unless..

Cadderly heard the song playing in his thoughts, had a strange feeling that some powerful m nion
of his god was calling to him instructing him conpelling himto hear the harnmony of the nusic.
The evil priest cackled and cl apped his hands and the floor in front of himheaved suddenly, rose
up and took a gigantic, humanoid shape.

"El enental s," Danica breathed, drawi ng Cadderly's attention. |Indeed, two creatures fromthe plane
of earth had arisen to the evil priest's beckoning, and Cadderly realized that this man must be
form dabl e i ndeed to command such powerful allies.

But Cadderly shook the dark thought away, fell back into the song, heard the nusic rising to a

gl orious crescendo.

"He is spellcasting!" one of the other priests cried out, and the warning sent the whole of the
eneny force into wild action. The foot sol diers charged, weapons waving, |ips wetted with eager
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drool. An archer took up his bow and fired, and the clerics went into their own spellcasting, some
creating defensive energy, others calling out for magical spells to assault the intruders.

Dani ca yelled for her love and reflexively kicked out, barely deflecting an arrow t hat was soaring
for Cadderly's chest She wanted to protect Cadderly, knew that they were both surely dooned, for
they had no tine...

A single word, if it was a word, escaped the young priest's lips. A trunpet note, it seenmed, so
clear and so perfect that it sent shivers of sheer joy rushing along Danica's spine, invited her
into its perfect resonance and held her, trancelike, in its lingering beauty.

The note created a much different effect over Cadderly's enenies, over the evil nen and nonsters
who could not tolerate the holy harnony of Deneir's song. Goblins and ores, and sone of the nen,
grabbed at their bloodied ears and
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fell dead or unconscious to the floor, their eardruns shattered by the word. O her nen swooned,
their strength stolen by the bared glory of Deneirian truth, and the ele-nmentals fell back into
the stone of the floor, fled back to their own plane of existence.

For many nmonents Dani ca stood trenbling, her eyes closed, and then, when the last |ingering echoes
of the perfect note died away, she realized the folly of hesitation and expected that the horde
woul d be upon her. But when she opened her eyes, she found only three enem es standing: the first
pri est who had entered the room and an associate along a side wall, both holding their ears, and a
third man, a soldier not a priest, standing not so far away and gl anci ng about in absol ute
conf usi on.

Dani ca | eaped forward and kicked the man's sword fromhis hand. He | ooked up at her, still too
perpl exed to react, and the nonk grabbed himby the front of his tunic and threw herself backward
inaroll, planting her feet into his belly as he canme over her and heavi ng himhard agai nst the

wal | besi de Cadderly, where he crunbled down in pain. Danica was upon himin a nmonment, fingers
coiled for a deadly strike.

"Do not kill him" Cadderly said to her, for the young priest realized that if this nman had
escaped the pains of his nost holy spell, if the man could wi thstand the purely harnoni ous note,
then he was probably not of an evil nature. Cadderly glanced at himonly briefly, but he noticed
reveal i ng shadows atop the nman's shoul der, the man's aura personified. These were not huddl ed,

evil things, like the ones the young priest had often wi tnessed when viewi ng wicked nmen in simlar
fashi on.

Danica, trusting in Cadderly's judgnent, put the man in a defensive |ock, and Cadderly turned his
attention back to the still-standing priests.

"Dam you!" the horribly scarred |l eader growed in a | oud voi ce—and the awkward vol une of that
response revealed to Cadderly that his holy utterance had probably

deaf ened t he man.

"Where is Aballister?" Cadderly called out, and the nman regarded hi mcuriously, then tapped his
ears, confirm ng Cadderly's suspicions.

Both evil priests began chanting frantically, beginning new spells, and Danica slamed the sol dier
to the floor and started forward.

"CGet back!" Cadderly warned, and the nonk was truly torn. She knew the inportance of getting at
the spellcasters before they could conplete their enchantnments, but knew, too, to trust in
Cadderly's warni ngs.

Wth suprene confidence, feeling invul nerable against the priests of an evil god, Cadderly fel
back into the flow, ing music and began his song. He felt waves of nunbing energy as the priest
to the side hurled a paralyzing spell at him but within the protective river of Deneir's nusic,
such a spell had no hold over Cadderly.

The scarred | eader lifted his armand hurled a genstone, glowing with the m ghty energies it
contained. Danica leaped in front to block it, as she had bl ocked the arrow, while Cadderly
pointed to it and cried out

The glow in the genstone di sappeared, and on a sudden inspiration (a silent telepathic nessage
from Cadderly), Danica caught the stone.

Cadderly grabbed the back of Danica's tunic and pulled her behind him singing all the while.
Equati ons and nunbers flashed through his thoughts with every note. He saw the very fabric of the
area about him the relationships and densities of the different materials. Energy flowed fromthe
torches set into sconces on the walls, and a nore static energy, the very binding force which held
everything in place, was clearly reveal ed.
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The evil priests began chanting again, stubbornly, but now it was Cadderly's turn. The young
priest focused on that binding force, replayed equations and changed their factors, forcing truth
into untruth

No, not untruth, Cadderly realized. Not chaos, as was the
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enchant nent he had forced over old Fyren. In the revealing equations, Cadderly found an alternate
truth, a distortion, not a perversion, of physical law. By sheer w |l power and the insights the
song of Deneir had offered to him the young priest bent the binding force, turned it in on the
scarred eneny | eader, making himthe center of gravity.

For every unsecured item near the scarred man, the floor was no | onger a resting place.

Dead and downed soldiers "fell" at their |eaden they did not slide along the floor, but actually
toppl ed and plunged, as though the floor was now a vertical slope. A desk fromthe room behind the
surprised priest crashed against his back, all its itens clinging to himas though he had becone a

living magnet. Two of the torches within the area of warped reality | eaned toward the evil priest
and slowy slid along the sides of their sconces, conming to an angled rest in a precarious perch,
their flanes burning out to the side away fromthe cursed nan.

The priest who had been standing at the side of the room hung straight out, his feet toward his
master, his hands clutching desperately at the doorjanb.

Dani ca couldn't prevent a chuckle at the ridicul ous sight A ball of bodies and itenms had converged
on the scarred | eader, smashing himfromevery angle. The priest to the side fell last, slanmm ng
hard agai nst a dead ore. And then everything had settled once nore, everything unattached or
unsupported within fifty feet of the evil priest had come to rest atop him had pounded hi mand
buried him

Several groans came fromw thin that confused pile, nostly those of the battered | eader, buried
sonmewhere far beneath the junble.

The man's associate, lying on the outside |ayer of the confused pile, |ooked at Cadderly with
sheer hatred and began again his stubborn chant

"Do not!" Cadderly warned him The priest did stop, but not because of Cadderly's warning. Qut of
the sane rgtomthat had held the desk now fell an incredibly fat giant hit-
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ting the pile with such trenmendous force that those bodies on the opposite side of the pile, near
Cadderly and Dani ca, bounced out to the side, then fell back and settled on the pile once nore.
The scarred | eader went quiet then for the first time, and Cadderly w nced, realizing that the

gi ant had probably crushed the man.

The giant was far from dead, though. It roared and thrashed, |aunching bodies far to the side,
then smashing them apart as they inevitably fell back into the pile.

"How long will it last?" Danica asked. Her darting eyes revealed her fear, for their was no
apparent way for her and Cadderly to get out of the area. Many of the nmen stricken unconscious by
the holy word were awakening, and that ferocious giant had not been badly wounded.

Trepidation welled up within Cadderly, dark fears for what he nust do to conplete this battle. He
searched his spells, listened carefully to the song, seeking sonething that woul d all ow hi m and
Dani ca to get through wi thout further bloodshed. But what of his friends? he wondered. If they
came out behind him and the spell was no nore, they would face a form dable force.

Again the raging priest atop the pile chanted; a soldier to the side of himhurled a dagger
Cadderly's way, but it was as if he were throwing up the side of a cliff, and the knife dropped
back to the junble, sticking into the back of a dead goblin. The giant clinbed through next, a

| ook of sheer hatred on its huge face.

Cadderly | ooked to Danica, to the genmstone, a hunk of amber, that she held. O all the trials the
young priest would ever face, none would be so agonizing as this trial of conscience. He could not
fail now, though, could not allow his own weakness to threaten his mission, to threaten all the
goodl y peoples of the region. He waved his hand over the genstone, uttered a few words, and it
began to glow again, teeming with nmagi cal energy.

"Toss it," he instructed.
"At thenf"
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Cadderly thought about it and shrugged as though it did not natter. To the side," he said,
pointing to the doorjanb where the priest had been hangi ng.

Danica still seened not to understand, but she tossed the enchanted stone. It foll owed a nornal
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expected course for a few feet, then crossed into the area warped by Cadderly's spell and fell in
an arcing, unerring curve to strike at the pile.

Wth a blinding flash, all the junble was aflane. Men cried out for a nonent, then fell silent The
giant thrashed wildly, but had nowhere to run, could find nothing to roll in that was not also
burning. It went on for what seened a |ong and agonizing time, but was in reality nerely mnutes,
then the only sound was the crackle of hungry flanes.

* kK k*k

Pi kel plowed through anot her angl ed doorway and fell fifteen feet to hit the corridor floor with a
resoundi ng "CQof!'"

Dazed, and unable to find his balance, the dwarf turned his gaze to the side and saw

Vander —Vander's furred boots, at |east—stunbling about the bodies of several dead ogres. Even

| arger boots noved to keep up with the dancing firbolg, a hill giant, probably, along with the
dirty, naked feet of yet another ogre.

Pi kel knew that Vander needed him so he gave a deternined grunt and started to pull hinself off
the floor.

The plumreting Ivan hit himsquarely in the back. The yell ow bearded dwarf bounced up fromhis
cushi oned | andi ng and rushed ahead, recogni zi ng Vander's desperate situation. The hill giant had
Vander wapped in its huge arnms, and the ogre, wielding a huge spiked club, was circling about
them [ ooking for an opening.

Traitor!" the hill giant bell owed once nore.

Vander butted with his forehead, splattering the giant's nose. Wth a roar, the giant swng about
and | aunched Vaft-der into the wall with such force that it shook the whol e
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corridor. Vander bounced back a step, trying to get his sword up, but the ogre rushed in at his
side and hit himwi th a roundhouse that drove a spike right into the side of his head.

Down on his knees, the dying firbolg noticed lIvan rushing in and with heroic effort heaved his
sword forward as though it were a spear. The bl ade slashed into the hill giant's shoul der

knocki ng the nonster back, slunping, against the opposite wall, its huge hands trying to find sone
hold that it mght pull the thing out

The ogre's great club smashed in again, and Vander saw no nore.

Tears welled in lvan's dark eyes as he pounded down the corridor. He | eaped atop the wounded gi ant
and crunched his axe into the nmonster's thick skull. The ogre roared at the sight of the dwarf and
rushed back across the corridor, swinging wldly.

I van hopped away, and the ogre's spiked club drew bl oody creases down the giant's face and sent

t he behenoth sprawing to the fl oor.

"Dun," the ogre groaned stupidly, and then it jerked to the side as Ivan's axe chopped it on the

| eg. Like a lunberjack, the sturdy dwarf went to work, hacking with abandon, and four blows |ater,
the ogre toppled to the floor

Behi nd Ivan, the giant groaned and tried to rise. The cry of "Ooooooo!" followed by the resoundi ng
smack of a tree-trunk club against flesh brought a grimsmle to the yell ow bearded dwarf.

Pi kel hit the stunned giant again and noved for a third strike. But the stubborn behenmoth, far
from finished, caught the club and pulled it aside.

Pi kel let go with one hand and pointed it straight out at the giant, who seenmed not to
under st and—not until something snapped out of Pikel's |loose-fitting sleeve, snapped out with venom
dripping fangs into the surprised giant's face.

The giant let go of the club and fell back, clawi ng at the
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stingi ng wound, horrified.

It heard Pikel's "Ooooooo!" as the dwarf, club in hand, wound up, but it never saw the killing

bl ow com ng.

Wthout its weapon, the ogre across the hall raised its arns defensively and called out a
surrender.

But those arras, however thick, were no match for lIvan's blind fury. Vander |ay dead behind him
and the dwarf was hardly in the nood to listen to anything the desperate nmonster nmight have to
say. The dwarf's axe chopped down repeatedly, smashing through flesh and bone, and by the tine
Shayl ei gh joi ned Ivan and put a hand on his shoulder to calmhim the ogre's cries were forever

si | enced.

A Call on the Wnd

The man at the base of the wall groaned, and Danica was on himin an instant, roughly pulling his
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arns behind his back and pushing hi mfacedown agai nst the hard stone."How long will your

enchant nent bl ock our way?" she snapped at Cadderly.

"Not long," the young priest replied, surprised by Dan-ica' s harsh tone.

"And what are we to do with hinP" Danica gave a rough tug on the captured soldier's arns as she
asked the question, drawi ng another groan fromthe battered nan.

"Be easy with him" Cadderly said.

"As you were with then?" Danica asked sarcastically, waving a hand out to the snoldering pile.
Now Cadderly understood Danica's ire. The battle had been rough, as the rising stench of burning
flesh rem nded t hem

"Way didn't you tell ne what that orb would do?"
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Dani ca' s question sounded as a desperate piea.

Cadderiy had a hard time sorting through this seem ng reversal of roles. Usually he was the one
who was too softhearted, who got theminto trouble by not fighting hard enough agai nst the

decl ared enenmies. He had spared Dori-gen in Shilmsta Forest, had |let her |ive when he had her
hei pl ess on the ground before him though Danica had instructed himto finish her. And now,
Cadderiy had been nerciless, had done as the situation demanded agai nst his own peacefu
instincts. Cadderiy held little renorse—he knew that all those humans in the fiery junble were
evil -hearted men—but he was nore than a little surprised by Danica's cold reaction

She gave another tug on the prisoner's arns, as if she was using the man's pain to tornent
Cadderiy, lashing out at the young priest by going agai nst what he obviously desired.

"He is not an evil man," Cadderiy said calmy

Dani ca hesitated, her exotic eyes searching out the sincerity within Cadderly's gray orbs. She had
al ways been able to read the young priest's thoughts and believed now that he was sneaki ng
truthfully (though where he had garnered that piece of information, Danica had no idea).

"And t hey were?" Danica asked somewhat sharply, again indicating the pile.

"Yes," Cadderiy answered. "Wen | uttered the holy word, ho% did you feel ?"

The sinple nenory of that wondrous nonment eased nmuch of the tension fromDanica's fair face. How
did she feel? She felt in love, at ease with all the world, as if nothing ugly could cone near
her .

"You saw how it affected them" Cadderiy went on, finding his answers in Danica's serene
expressi on.

Fol I owi ng the logic, Danica | essened her grip. "But it did not adversely affect this one," she
sai d.

"He is not an evil man," Cadderiy reiterated.

Dani ca nodded and | essened her grip. She | ooked back
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at Cadderiy, though, and her expression was cold once nore, a | ook nore of disappointnment than of
anger.

Cadderiy understood, but had no answers for his Sove. There had been human beings anpong the evi
monsters in this group, nen anong the goblins. Danica was di sappoi nted because Cadderiy had done
what was necessary, had given in to the fighting fully. She had been angry wi th Cadderiy when he
had spared Dorigen, but it was an anger founded in her fear of the wizard. In truth, Danica had

| oved Cadderiy all the nore because of his conscience, because he had tried to avoid the horrors
of battle at all costs.

Cadderiy | ooked back to the pile of corpses. He had given in, joined the fighting with all his
heart

It had to be that way, Cadderiy knew. He was as horrified as Dani ca over what he had just done,
but he woul d not take back the action even if he could. The friends were in desperate
straights—all the region was in desperate strai ghts—and that danger was being precipitated by the
m nions of this fortress. Castle Trinity, and not Cadderiy, would have to take responsibility for
the lives that would be |ost this day.

But while that argument held solid on a |ogical basis, Cadderiy could not deny the pain in his
chest when he | ooked upon the pile of dead nen, or the sting in his heart when he viewed Danica's
di sappoi nt ment

"W nust go!" Shayleigh said to Ivan, tugging on the dwarfs arm and | ooki ng back to the corridor
behi nd them where the steps of many boots coul d be heard.

I van sighed as he regarded Vander, the firbolg' s head crushed and mi sshapen. A simlar sigh behind
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himturned lIvan about to regard Pikel. He eyed his brother curiously, for sonething seemed out of
pl ace along the Iength of Pikel's tunic and undershirt
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"How d ye get away fromthe snake?" |van asked, suddenly renenbering their past predi canent

Pi kel gave a short whistle, and on cue, the serpent's head streaned up fromhis collar and hovered
in the air right beside his green-bearded cheek

Shayl ei gh and lvan fell back in shock, lvan's axe coning up defensively between hinself and his
surprising brother

"Doo-dad!" Pi kel announced happily, petting the snake, which seenmed to enjoy the treatnment. Pikel
nodded to the side, then, indicating that they should be on their way.

"Doo-dad?" Shayl ei gh inquired of |Ivan as Pi kel hopped off.

"Wants to be a druid," Ivan explained, nmoving to follow his brother. "He don't know that dwarves
can't be druids."

Shayl ei gh consi dered the words for a | ong nonment "Neither does the snake,"” she decided, and with a
final, helpless |look at the dead Vander, she rushed off after her conpanions.

"My thanks to you," the soldier whispered to Cadderly, all the while eyeing the charred mass of
his dead allies. The pile fell apart then, resettling upon the floor, as Cadderly's strange
enchant nent di ssi pat ed.

"Where is Aballister?" the young priest demanded. The man's |ips seened to tighten into thin

I'i nes,

Cadderly | eaped past Danica, grabbed the nan by the collar, and slamed hi mhard agai nst the wall
"You are still a prisoner!" he growed in the surprised man's face. "You can be an asset to us,
and we will repay you accordingly.

"Or you can be a detrinment," Cadderly went on grimy. He | ooked back to the pile as he spoke, and
the unvoiced threat drained the blood fromthe captured nan's face.

"Lead on to the wizard," Cadderly instructed. "Along the nost direct route.”

The man gl anced at Danica, as if pleading for some sup-
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port, but the nmonk | ooked away i npassively.
That gesture did not reveal the turnmoil in Danica' s heart Cadderly's nmove and threat against the

pri soner, a person he had just declared was not an evil man, had surprised her. She had never seen
Cadderly so calculatingly cold, and while she could understand his determ ned actions, she could
not deny her fears.

The prisoner took themthrough a door to the side, halfway around the circular room They had only
gone a dozen steps when Cadderly grabbed the man agai n, pushed hi mup against the wall and began
roughly stripping off every piece of his noisy arnor, even to the point of renoving the man's hard-
sol ed boot s.

"Quietly," he whispered to the man. "I have but one battle left to fight, a battle agai nst

Abal lister."

The man growl ed and pushed Cadderly away, and found Danica's silver-hiked dagger at his throat in
the blink of an eye.

"The wi zard is powerful," the prisoner warned, w sely keeping his voice soft

Cadderly nodded. "And you fear the consequences of your actions should Aballister win out against
us," he reasoned.

The man's |ips went tight again, and he nade no nove to respond. Cadderly eased Danica away and
again put his face close to the man's, his jaw firmand unrel enting. "Then choose," the young
priest said, his voice |low and threatening. "Do you take the chance that Aballister will not wn
out ?"

The man gl anced about nervously, but again said nothing.

"Aballister is not here," Cadderly rem nded him "None of your allies are here. It is just you and
I, and you know what/can do."

The man started off again i mediately, his bare feet naking little noi se as he padded al ong the
corridor with appropriate caution. They crossed several side corridors,
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often hearing the sounds of other soldiers rushing about, probably in search of them Each tine
some group was about, Danica | ooked nervously to Cadderly, as if to say that this man, who could
betray themwith a sinple call, was his responsibility.
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But the man held true to the terms of his capture, nmoving with all stealth as they worked their
way past one guard position or patrol group after another

When they entered one long corridor, though, a group of goblins entered it simultaneously fromthe
other end, and they found that they had nowhere to run. The goblins, six of the beasts, advanced
cautiously, weapons drawn.

The prisoner addressed themin their own croaking | anguage, and Cadderly understood well enough to
know t hat the man had concocted sone |ie about being on a mission for the priests, going to

Abal lister with sonme inmportant information.

Still, the goblins eyed Cadderly and Dani ca dangerously, exchanging a few qui et remarks—doubts,
Cadderly knew—anongst thensel ves.

Even the cooperative prisoner |ooked back, his expression showi ng sincere worry.

Danica didn't wait for events to take their obvious course. She |eaped out suddenly, punching the
nearest goblin in the throat, circling about her leg flying high to connect on the next one's
chest, and whi pped a dagger into the face of yet another. She ducked | ow under a sword sw pe and
sprang up high from her crouch, double-kicking the sword wielder in the face and chest

Two goblins rushed by her, nore concerned with escape than with tangling agai nst Cadderly and the
sol dier, but Cadderly got one with his wal king stick, shattering its knee, and the sol dier tackled
t he ot her.

Dani ca spun about and again ki cked, sending one goblin flying into the wall. The creature snacked
hard agai nst the stone and bounced back, and Danica, tining her spin perfectly, pronptly kicked it
again. Again it bounced out again
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it was | aunched backward by a perfectly tinmed kick.

The fourth time, the goblin was allowed to fall to the floor, for Danica sprang away, |eaping over
the prone prisoner at the back of the goblin that had slipped his grasp. One hand reached around
to cup the goblin's chin while the other grabbed the hair on the back of its head.

The goblin squealed and tried to stop and turn, but Danica rushed right beside it, tw sting her
arns viciously, snapping the wetched thing' s neck

"Down! " Danica called, coning around behind Cadderly. The young priest fell to the floor and the
goblin facing himwas caught fully by surprise as Danica rushed by, connecting with a heavy punch
into its ugly face. It flew backward several feet, hit the stone with a groan, and Dani ca ran past
The goblin she had hit in the throat was up to its knees again, trying to find its footing. Danica
| eaped high into the air, comng down with her knees driving agai nst the skinny creature's back
slamming it down fiercely. She pulled her second dagger from her boot, grabbed a clunp of hair
with her free hand and pulled the goblin's head back, cutting a neat |line across its throat

She did li kewise to the hel pl ess goblin that had her other dagger sticking fromits face, ending
its msery. And then she turned back, to see Cadderly and the prisoner staring at her

i ncredul ously.

"l do not parley with goblins,"” Danica said grimy, w ping her blades on the nearest nonster's
dirty tunic.

"You could not outrun her," Cadderly remarked to the prisoner, and the man, in turn, gave the
young priest an incredul ous | ook.

"I just thought | would nention that," Cadderly said.

They set out at once, Cadderly and Dani ca anxious to put sone di stance between themnmsel ves and t he
scene of the slaughter. The prisoner said nothing, just continued to | ead themat a sw ft pace,
and soon the tunnels becane quieter and less filled with rushing soldiers.

Cadderly sensed that the walls in this region were not
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natural, though they were lined by uncut stone. The young priest could feel the residual energies
of the nmagics that had been used to make this place, as though sone powerful dweoner had pulled
the natural stone from between these walls.

The sensations sent a mix of enotions through the young priest. He was glad that the captured

sol dier was apparently not |eading themastray, glad that their search m ght soon cone to its end.
But Cadderly was worried, too, for if Aballister had created these tunnels, had magically torn the
stone fromthese halls, then the stormat N ght-glow only hinted at his powers.

Sonet hi ng el se assaulted Cadderly's thoughts then, a fleeting, distant call, as if soneone was
sunmmoni ng him He paused and cl osed his eyes.
Cadderly.

He heard it clearly, though distantly. He felt for the amulet in his pocket which he'd acquired
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sone tine ago and with which he could comunicate with the inp, Druzil. Now it was cool
i ndi cating that Druzil was nowhere about
Cadder |l y.

It was not Druzil, and Cadderly did not believe that it was Dorigen, either. Wwo then? the young
priest wondered. Wo was so attuned to himthat they might make tel epathic contact wthout his
know edge or consent?

He opened his eyes, determined not to get sidetracked. "Keep going,
taking his place beside them

But the call remained, fleeting and distant, and what bot hered Cadderly nore than anything el se
was that it sonehow sounded so very fanmliar

Dwarven Stealth

We nust nove quietly,"” Shayieigh pointedly instructed her dwarven conpani ons, what seened to her
an obvious precaution. Still, Shayieigh soon came to understand that her definition of "noving

qui etly" was apparently very different fromlvan and Pikel's. The clonmp of |van's boots echoed
loudly off the stone walls, and Pikel's sandal s doubl e-sl apped—ence agai nst the floor and once
against his foot—with every punping stride.

They ranbl ed al ong several long, dark corridors, the only light coming fromw dely spaced torches
hanging in iron sconces. Around a bend and through an archway, the three conpani ons found the
walls Iined by fonts, filled with a clear, watery substance.

Ivan, needing a refreshing drink, paused and nmoved to scoop up some, but Pikel quickly slapped his
hand away, waggling a finger in his startled brother's face.

"Uh-uhhh," the green-bearded dwarf inplored, and he

he instructed his conrades,
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hopped up high and pulled a torch fromits sconce. Still waggling the finger tucked under his arm

Pi kel touched the fire to the liquid. The stuff hissed and sputtered, and a noxi ous gray cloud
arose, nmaking lIvan pinch his nose. Pikel hung his tongue out of his nmouth and nuttered, Tuck"
"How di d he know?" Shayl ei gh asked |Ivan when they had cleared the stinky area

I van shrugged. "Miust be sonething to this druid stuff."

"Doo-dad!" Pi kel agreed.

"Yeah, doo-dad," muttered Ivan. "O ye just knowed that this place is for Talona, and Talona's the
goddess of poison.”

Sly Pikel wasn't letting on. He just followed the other two, every so often chuckling, "Hee hee
nee. "

Around a sharp bend in the corridor, the friends found a group of enenmies waiting for them
Shayl ei gh fired her bow between the bobbi ng dwarven heads, catching the | eading ore in the chest
and dropping it dead.

"Frog!" lvan called, a reference to a gane he and his brother used to play. Pikel rushed in front
and braced hinsel f, squared to the next |leading ore, and Ivan |eaped up from behind and straddl ed
Pi kel 's shoul ders. Pikel fell forward, hooking Ivan's feet and his propelling his forward-flying
brother into a downward arc.

The ore froze with surprise, stood there with no practical defenses, and Ivan's axe cleaved its

skull, drove right down through the stupid creature's head so that it seemed as if it would
literally be split in half.
The nove | eft both dwarves spraw ed on the floor, with several enenmies still standing, unharned

(though after witnessing a conrade practically split down the mddle, none of them seened overly
anxious to rush in). Wth the line of fire clear between them and Shayl ei gh, their hesitation was
not a w se thing.

The el f maiden set her bow to furious work, hardly ainming, just firing for the mass of eneny

bodi es.
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A few seconds, and a few arrows, later, what was left of the eneny band was in full flight

"Now nove quietly," Shayleigh instructed through gritted teeth.

"Quietly:" Ivan bal ked incredul ously. "Bring the whol e dammed bunch of themon, | say!"

"Oo oi!" Pikel cried. The agreeing brothers turned together toward Shayleigh, to find the elf

mai den back against the inner wall of the last corner, her bow up as she | ooked behind them

"You may get your wi sh," she explained. "Goblins, led by an ogre."

Ivan and Pi kel rushed up to the corner beside her and nodded to each other, as if they already had
come to a silent agreenent on how to approach this next fight. Ivan stooped, and this time Pike
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went up on his shoul ders, |eaning against the wall and putting one hand up high, fingers

conspi cuously w apped around the edge of the wall, in plain sight of the approaching force.

I van nodded for Shayleigh to fall back a few steps.

The ogre cane around the corner expecting, fromPikel's high-placed hand, to find a tall foe.

Pi kel fell away as the nonster spun around the bend, its flying club smacking harm essly off the
enpty stone wall.

Ivan's axe chop gashed into the thigh of its |lead |eg, severing nuscles and tendons.

Unable to stop its nomentum the wounded ogre continued its turn, squaring its back to Shayl ei gh.
Still backpedal-ing, it jerked twice in rapid succession as arrows drove through its shoul der

bl ades, and then it tripped altogether, falling backward. One arrow shattered under the trenendous
wei ght, but the other, angled perfectly so that it hit the ground straight up, plunged through the
massi ve beast, through its heart, with the arrowtip bursting out the front of the ogre's chest

By the time the goblins, just two steps behind the ogre, came around the corner, they found their
| eader dead.
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Not that the | ead goblins even had tine to register the scene. Pikel, crouched back in the corner
swi ped his club across, smacking shins and sending two of the nonsters spraw ing—+ight at Ivan's
feet The yel |l ow bearded dwarf, his axe chopping viciously, made quick work of them

The rest of the force, with typical goblin loyalty, turned and fled.

They will be returning fromthe front," Shayleigh said grimy

"Yeah, and the stupid goblins will hear the fighting and cone back the other way, probably with a
hunnerd kin!" Ilvan agreed.

"You may indeed get your wish, lvan," the elf answered grimy. "The whole force of Castle Trinity
m ght soon squeeze us between them" Shayl ei gh noved to the corner and | ooked back, then ran up
ahead and peered as far along as she could, hoping for a side tunnel, for sonething that could get
themfree of this tight area

Pi kel , already understanding their dire predicanment, tuned out of the conversation. Down on his
knees, he crawl ed al ong the worked wall, butting his forehead agai nst any proni sing stones.

"What is he doing?" Shayl ei gh demanded, obviously dismayed by the dwarfs apparently ridicul ous
actions.

Even as she spoke, Pikel pressed his forehead back agai nst one of the rocks. He turned to I|van,
smling fromear to ear, and squeaked.

"There's the way!" Ilvan bellowed, falling to his knees beside his brother, both of them digging
with their fingers at the edges of the cut stone.
"They al ways put secret tunnels beside the corridor,'
expression. "Drains the water in case of a flood."
Shayl ei gh' s keen ears caught the sounds of footsteps approaching fromboth directions. "Hurry,"
she implored the dwarves, and she ran to the wall and grabbed a torch. Shayl ei gh rushed back
around the corner, as far down as
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she could go, then reversed direction and ran back, dipping the torch in every font she passed,
and pulling out all the other torches. Al the corridor behind her was soon filled with a noxious
gray cloud, |eaving the passage in snoky darkness. Through it, Shayleigh could see the red dots of
goblin eyes, using their heat-sensing infravision

"Stubborn," she nuttered, and she ran around the corner, down the hallway the other way, repeating
the procedure. By the tinme she got back to the dwarves, enenmies were closing fromboth directions.
A goblin peeked around the corner, then fell back with an arrowin its eye.

"Hurry!" Shayl ei gh whi spered harshly, coughing as the evil snoke descended over her

"Hurry, yerself," Ivan growl ed back. He pulled the elf maiden down to the floor and practically
stuffed her through the opening, dropping her down a nuddy, descending chute. Pikel cane in

behi nd, chuckling and placing both his club and Ivan's axe in the slope behind him

"What is he doing?" Shayl ei gh asked, but Pikel only put a stubby finger over his lips and

whi spered, "Ssssh!"

I van rushed across and put his back to the corner, closing his eyes so that the red gl ow of

i nfravi sion woul d not give himaway. Goblins shuffled around behind him

The enemy host came novi ng down fromthe other direction

"More than we thinks!" Ivan roared in the goblin | anguage, a squeaki ng and croaki ng tongue. Those
goblins beside the dwarf, peering ahead through the confusing veil, took up their weapons.
"Charges them Kjllses them " Ivan bellowed, and the call was repeated by many goblins as the

I van expl ai ned to Shayl ei gh's doubting
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horde rushed the approaching force. In a confusing instant, the two groups were together, hacking
away, each thinking the other to be the intruders that had conme to Castle Trinity.

Ivan calmy wal ked over to stand in front of the secret tunnel. Pikel reached out to him but Ivan
hesitated, thoroughly enjoying the battle. Finally, Pikel's patience
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evapor ated, and he reached out with both hands, grabbed |Ivan by the ankles, and jerked himfrom
his feet, dragging himinto the tunnel

Pi ke! cl anmbered over his facedown brother, out of the tunnel far enough to retrieve the block and
tug it sonewhat back in place. Now it was the green-bearded dwarf who hesitated, enthralled by the
ragi ng action, chuckling as one severed goblin head cane bouncing by. Never one to miss an
opportunity for payback, |van grabbed Pi kel by the ankles and yanked hi mthrough the nud.

Soon after, the three friends found a way out of that crawl tunnel, into another stone-worked
corridor some distance fromthe fighting. Ivan and Pikel led the way, their nuddy faces set in a
determ ned grimace

Shayl ei gh shook her head in dishbelief nany tinmes over the next few mnutes as the dwarves ranbl ed
t hrough the conpl ex, overturning everything in their path, including a few startl ed goblins.

Shayl eigh didn't tell themto be quiet, though. She knew that their escape had been a tenporary
reprieve, that no matter how stealthily they m ght now travel, sooner or later they would neet an
organi zed

def ense.

The elf smled then, glad that she was besi de the rugged Boul dershoul ders. She had seen the
brothers like this before, in the battles of Shilnmista. Let the enemy cone on, she decided. Let
them face the battle-lust of the hearty

dwar ves'.

Ivan and Pi kel did sl ow down and becone sonmewhat quieter when they neared a staircase, rising up
out of sight just beyond a four-way intersection of wide corridors. A perfect place for an anbush
They heard singing comng fromthe stairs, a boom ng, giant voice. The corridor behind them and
the two to the sides seened enpty, so they crept

acr oss.

The stairs went up, which was the way they all figured they had to go, but they could see the
boots of a giant not so far up the stairs. The huge nonster continued its off-ltey
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singing, apparently unaware of the intruders that had come to Castle Trinity,

"CGet ye up fast" was the only explanation Ivan offered to Shayleigh, and with a wink to his
brother, the two dwarves set off, using the giant's boom ng voice to cover their heavy steps on

t he wooden stairs.

Shayl ei gh gl anced all about nervously, thinking this a bad situation. She heard the dwarves roar
out in glee, though, heard the smacks as Ivan's axe and Pikel's club connected on the giant's

| egs. Then the whol e ground shook as the behenoth tunbl ed down the stairs.

Shayl ei gh consi dered putting an arrow into the tunbling thing, but heard the three corridors
behind her fast filling with eneny soldiers. Instead, she turned about and |aunched the arrow into
t he thickening mass behind her, not waiting to see if she had scored a hit

The giant, though very nuch alive and very much enraged, lay on its back, its head toward

Shayl eigh and its feet still far up the staircase. It struggled to right itsetf, but its bulk
filled the not-too-wide stairs, and in that awkward position, with both legs injured, it

fl oundered m serably.

Shayl ei gh drew out her short sword and | eaped ahead, skipping off the nonster's face, nearly
tripping on its huge nose. The giant grabbed at her with its hands, but she dodged them and stuck
one when it got too near. The giant lifted a huge leg and curled it in at the knee, fornmng a
barrier of flesh, but Shayl eigh drove her sword deeply into the thick thigh and the barrier flew
away. As she cleared the huge torso, the elf saw Pike! com ng the other way, rushing under the one
uprai sed | eg.

Shayl ei gh call ed out, thinking that Pikel would surely be crushed, but the dwarf was already
wedged tightly between the stairs and the giant's huge buttocks.

A swarm of enenmies came to the bottomof the stairs, some clanbering to get atop the giant, others
drawi ng out bows and taking a bead on Shayl eigh and on Ivan as the yell ow bearded dwarf rushed
down to grab the elf naiden.
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Pi kel ' s pet snake bit the giant on the fleshy backside, and the nonster's predictable hop gave the
dwarf all the nomentum he needed. Bracing his shoulder, the powerful little dwarf heaved and
groaned, turning the behenoth up onto its shoulders, Iifting a wall of flesh between his friends
and the enenies. The giant grunted several tines as it intercepted arrows, and then, with Pikel's
stubby legs driving relentlessly, it went right over, wedging tightly into the | ow, narrow

stai rway entrance.

Pi kel gave his snake a pat on the head and tucked it back into his sleeve, then rushed to join his
friends, taking his club back fromlvan as he hopped past

Shayl ei gh stood shaki ng her head once nore.

"Stronger than ye thought, ain't he?" lvan asked, tugging her along.

They met no foes at the top of the stairs, and Ivan and Pikel imediately lined up side by side
and resuned their battle charge, Shayl eigh heard no sounds about them other than the echoes of
dwarven sandal s and boots, and while that fact gave her some confort, she realized that this blind
rush through the conpl ex woul d Hkely get them nowhere.

Finally Shayl eigh was able to stop the brothers' wild run, rem nding themthat they had to sort
out the maze of tunnels and try to find Cadderly and Dani ca.

When the dwarves had quieted, they did hear sone noise, a general murmur, down a corridor to the
| eft Shayl ei gh was about to whisper that she should go ahead and stealthily check out the place,
but her words were buried under Pikel's hearty "Oo oi!" and the resounding clanor of the renewed
char ge.

The Fifth Corner

There,” the prisoner said to Cadderly and Dani ca, pointing across a |last intersection to an
unremar kabl e door. "That is the entrance to the w zard's chanbers." Cadderly.

The call came again in the young priest's mind, fromsomewhere not so far away. Cadderly cl osed
his eyes and concentrated, comng to understand that the call canme from sonewhere beyond the

unr emar kabl e door. When he opened his eyes once nore, he found Dani ca eyeing himcuriously.

"The man does not lie," Cadderly said to her. The prisoner seened to relax at that "Then why are
there no guards?" Dani ca asked, nore to the prisoner than to Cadderly. TTie man had no answer for
her. "This is a wi zard," Cadderly rem nded them both. "A powerful w zard by all that we have
heard. There may
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i ndeed be a guardi an or some protective magic."

Dani ca roughly pushed the prisoner forward. "You shall |ead," she said coldly.

Cadderly imredi ately noved up beside the nan, catching his armto hold hi mback, and | ooked across
himto regard Dani ca

"W go together?" he asked as much as stat ed.

Dani ca | ooked to the door, to Cadderiy and the other man. She understood her |ove's synpathy and
protective-ness toward the hel pl ess prisoner, understood that Cadderly, convinced that this was
not an evil man, would not use the prisoner as fodder

"He and | |ead," Danica decided, pulling the nman from Cadderly*s |ight grasp. "You follow"

The nonk soft-stepped up to the intersection, bent | ow and peered both ways. She turned back to
Cadderly and offered a shrug, then notioned for the prisoner to keep pace and skittered across to
t he door —al nost

The creature seened to unfold fromthe air itself, becoming first a black |line, then expandi ng

| eft and right, two dinmensional, then three dinensional. Five serpentine heads waved in front of
the startled conpanions.

A hydr a.

Dani ca skidded to a stop and hurled herself to the left, rolling fromthe lunging reach of three
great heads. The prisoner, not as quick as the nonk, managed only a single step before a nonstrous
maw cl anped down across his wai st

He screaned and batted futilely at the scaly head as the needle-sharp teeth ripped him A second
maw descended over the man's unprotected head, stifling his screamfully. Both heads working in
uni son, the hydra tore the nan in half.

Cadderly nearly swooned at the sight. He got his |oaded crossbow up in front of him shifting it
this way and that, trying to follow the al nbst hypnotic notion of the wearing heads.
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Wiere to fire?

He shot for the center of the great body, and the hydra roared in rage as the dart hit and
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expl oded. Two heads still snapped at the dodgi ng Danica, two continued their feast on the

sl aughtered man, and the fifth shot forward, far short of Cadderly, but conpelling the hydra's
bul Ky body into a short rush at the young priest

Dani ca started for Cadder'.y, but reversed direction abruptly as the hydra shuffled by, and chose
instead to work her way behind the beast. She cried out for Cadderly to run, though she could not
see himaround the bul k of the nonster

The | ead maw cane, straight as an arrow, for the young priest, testing his nerve as he struggled
to get his weapon readi ed a second tinme. The serpentine nmaw was barely two feet away when
Cadderly's armat |ast cane up, and he fired, the quarrel skipping off six-inch fangs, diving intc
the nobster's nouth and blasting in a nuffled expl osion

The head and neck dropped in a line on the floor, slow ng the charge.

The two heads that had been after Danica, and the one finished with the dead prisoner, cane
sv/ooping in, though, and the young priest wisely fell back, desperately bringing up his walking
stick to fend off the nearest attack

He knew that he had to get fa- enough away to rel oad the crossbow, had to fall into the song of
Deneir and pull sonething, anything, fromthe notes. But with the nmaze of darting heads, the
creature pacing his every retreat, Cadderly couldn't begin to hear the song, had to concentrate
simply on whipping his wal king stick back and forth in front of him He did connect once, |uckily,
the enchanted ram s head knocking a tooth fromthe closest maw. That head went up to issue a roar
and Cadderly, purely on instinct, rushed under it, used the serpentine neck as a shield agai nst
the other two pursuing heads.

The fourth head, the other one to the right, spit aside the dead man's torso and woul d have had

t he young pri est
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t hen, except that Danic? canme around from behind and snapped a kick under its jaw.

The nonster's maw smacked shut; its flickering tongue fell severed to the floor

Cadderly continued toward the door, concentrating on readying the crossbow Danica cane, too, hy
his side, |ooking back as the hydra | unbered about, dragging its one dead head al ong the floor as
it turned.

"Get in!" she called, but Cadderly, for all his desperation, kept his wits enough to keep clear of
the door. It was warded, he knew, sensing the magics upon it. Shoulder to shoulder with Danica, he
brought his crossbow up again as if to shoot at the hydra. But then he turned, firing instead at
the lock on the door, blowing a wide hole in the wood.

Dani ca hit Cadderly on the shoul der, throwi ng himaside. He cane up against the wall, dazed, to
see his |l ove engulfed by four eagerly snappi ng hydra heads.

She rushed straight for the beast, ran inside its initial bites, twi sting and turning, swatting
blindly at anything that cane near. A head turned enough to get at her, and she grabbed it by the
horn, twisting with a jerk that angled the maw so that it could not wap around her, so that the
snout butted her in the ribs. Danica s other hand shot out the other way, her stiffened fingers
driving through the eye of still another snapping head.

Al'l the hydra's heads were turned conpletely about, facing its bul ky torso. Dani ca grabbed the
hal f - bl i nded head, threw her back agai nst the thick serpentine neck, then dodged away as anot her
head rushed in, its w de-opened maw biting hard into its own conpanion's neck. Before the hydra
even realized its error, the other head fell dead.

Danica was still pinned in that hellish spot, but a quarrel skipped off the side of one turned
neck—eff the side of one to solidly strike a second. The first head that had been struck wheel ed
about to view the newest attacker, while the force of the ensuing explosion drove the second head
asi de, opening a hole for Danica to rush out
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"The door is warded!" Cadderly cried at Danica as she darted straight for the | oose-hangi ng
portal.

It was a nmoot point, for Danica had no intentions of going through. She stopped and, sensing a maw
rushi ng at her back, |eaped up high, catching the top of the janb and pulling herself straight up
The hydra's head burst through the door

Li ghtning fl ashed several tines; fire roared out fromevery side of the magically trapped

doorj anb.

Only two heads remai ning, the blasted hydra backed away. Serpentine necks crossed; reptilian eyes
regarded the two conpanions wth sudden respect

Cadderly tried to line one up for a shot, but he hesitated, not wanting to risk a m ss.
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"Damm, " he hissed, frustrated, after a long and unproductive nonent had slipped past He fired the
bolt into the hydra's bul k, apparently doing no real damage, but driving it back another step. The
hydra's living heads roared in unison. It hopped to the side, three dead necks bounci ng al ong.
"Shoot for ny back,"” Danica instructed and before Cadderly could ask her what she was talking
about, she rushed forward, charged right between the swayi ng heads, drawing themin to her. "Now"
Dani ca ordered

Cadderly had to trust in her. H's crossbow clicked, and Danica dropped suddenly to her back, the
quarrel crossing above her and splattering a very surprised serpentine face.

That wounded head did not die, though, and Danica, on her back, now had two snappi ng maws above
her.

"No!" Cadderly cried out, and he charged ahead bol dly, both hands tight on his ram s-head wal ki ng
sti ck.

Dani ca kicked up, one foot and then the other, keeping the heads at bay. Cadderly saw that the
head he had shot appeared fully blind, and he | eaped right across Danica's prone form smashing
the head with a two-handed overhead chop. The head recoil ed, and Cadderly pursued, smacking it
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repeat edl y.

The second head rushed in at Cadderly's back, but Dan-ica threw her |egs up and then down,
snappi ng her back in a quick arch and hurling herself to her feet A single stride brought her

al ongsi de the chasing head and she di pped | ow, drawi ng a dagger from her boot, then shot back up,
driving the knife up to its silver dragon-sculpted hilt into the bottom jaw.

Cadderly's arns punped relentlessly, beating the already disfigured head into a bl oody pulp.

The renmai ning head soared up high, but Danica | ocked her arm over the neck and went along for the
ride, holding fast to her stuck dagger. She curled up around the neck, bringing her boot to her
free hand and managi ng to extract her second dagger.

Then she held on, stubbornly, as the nonster bucked and whi pped. When its frenzy finally abated,
Dani ca pl unged her second knife into its eye, pulled it back, and drove it honme a second tine.
Agai n canme the nonstrous frenzy. Cadderly, trying to get to Danica, got clipped on one rushing
pass and was hurled ten feet down the corridor

But Danica held on, kept both her daggers buried, working them back and forth, turning their
handl es around in her palmnms. She fell hard to her back, snmacking against the stone, the nonstrous
neck dropping over her

Stunned, the nonk could not find her breath, could not focus her gaze, and was hardly consci ous of
her grip on her knives. Her instincts screaned out at her to react, to wiggle away. Her instincts
screamed out at her that she was vul nerable, that the hydra head could easily shake free and snap
her in half.

But the hydra was no |onger noving, and a nonent |ater, Cadderly was standi ng above Dani ca,
pulling her arms free,

shifting the bul ky serpentine neck off her
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Shayl ei gh heard a nurnuring up ahead, the drone of nmany nmuffled voices. She started to call out a
warni ng to the Boul dershoul der brothers, but the dwarves had apparently heard the sound as well,
for they |lowered their heads and picked up the pace, Pikel's sandals slapping and Ivan's boots

t hunpi ng.

Shayl ei gh slipped along silently right behind them her bow ready. Around a bend in the corridor
they saw a straight run past two intersections and ending at a set of double doors.

Too many!" the elf mai den whi spered harshly, slow ng her pace. Too nany!"

Doubl e doors bl ocked their way, then double doors hung awkwardly on broken hinges. |van and Pi kel
burst in, weapons high.

"Uh-oh," nuttered the green-bearded dwarf, echoing his brother's sentinents exactly, for they had
come into a huge hall, a dining area, now apparently doubling as a command post, lined with dozens
of tables and nore than a few enem es. Shayl ei gh sighed hel pl essly and rushed to catch up with the
furious dwarves, who, in their nomentum had already charged past the first enpty tables.

A group of ores sitting closest to the door barely had the tinme to | ook up fromtheir bow s before
the dwarves fell over them hacking and kicking, lIvan butting with his deer-antlered hel net, and
Pikel a flurry of flying knees and el bows, butting forehead, and tree-trunk club

Only one of the six ores even nmanaged to get out of its chair, but before the startled creature
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took two steps away, an arrow sliced through the side of its head, dropping it dead to the fl oor.
On ran the dwarves and on chased Shayl ei gh. Their only hope was in novement, the elf maiden knew,
in rushing through too quickly for the nultitude of enemes in this hall to organi ze agai nst them
In full flight, she put an arrow to the side, catching a man in the shoulder as he tried to raise
a bow of his own.
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Tabl es overturned, chairs skidded aside, as the men and nonsters scranbled to get out of harnms
way. One unfortunate goblin got tangled up in its conpanion's chair. Wen the dwarves had passed,
both the goblin and that chair lay flattened on the floor. One ogre did not run, but crossed its
huge arns over its chest and stood with legs firmly planted, thinking itself an inposing barrier.
It got wounded in nore than its pride when |Ivan rushed right through those w despread | egs, the
dwarf's axe up high over his head. The ogre lurched, grabbing at its torn Ioins, and Pikel ran
beside it, caving in the side of its knee. The ogre hadn't even hit the floor yet when Shayl ei gh
sprang up, planting one foot on die cheek of its turned face, another on its ribs as she ran right
down the falling creature's side.

There seened to be no nethod to the dwarven rush, no ai mabove the general chaos. Then Pi ke
spotted the serving area, a long counter running along the back wal

"Qooo!" the green-bearded dwarf squeaked, his stubby finger pointing the way.

One of the three servers lifted a crossbow, but Shay-leigh's arrow took himdown. A second lifted
a wooden tray before himlike a shield, but Ivan's axe cleaved it in tw and cleaved the man's
face in two as well. The third man's shield, an iron pot, seenmed nore form dable, but Pikel's club
hit it head on, and the pot snapped back to hit the nan head-on

The three friends were over the counter in a flash, Shayl eigh spinning about and setting her bow
into frantic notion, for many enemies were now in pursuit She scored hit after hit, but there
seemed no way that she could possibly stop the closing horde.

Ivan and Pi kel |eaped atop the counter to either side of her, arnmed with stacks of netal plates.
The dwarves opened up a barrage of flying netal. Dishes whizzed through the air, spinning and
swerving, battering the approaching enem es.
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Battering them and hol ding themup | ong enough for Shayleigh to nethodically cut them down.

"Hee hee nee," chuckl ed Pi kel, and he hopped down fromthe counter and grabbed up a pot of thick
green soup. Over it went, splashing and spilling, setting up the obstacle of a slippery floor for
t hose enenies that came too near

The dwarf al so scooped up a huge | adle of boiling water before he clinbed back atop the counter

An arrow ski pped right past Ivan's ear, knocking into the wall behind the dwarf. Shayl ei gh, intent
on the | argest approaching nonster, another ogre, noted the archer to the side, crouched beside an
overturned table.

"Yersel f takes the bowren!" lvan cried. "Me and ne brother!! take on themfools that cone close!"
The reasoni ng seened sound, and the etf nmiden forced herself to hold her nerve, forced herself to
ignore the closest threats and trust in her conpanions. She swerved her bow to the side, saw the
bowran's hip foolishly hanging out fromthe barrier while he rel oaded, and pronptly stuck an arrow
into him

The approaching ogre carried four arrows in its chest but still stubbornly canme on, right for

Pi kel and the hel pl ess Shayl ei gh

The dwarf's eyes widened in feigned fear, and Pi kel seenmed to cower, causing Shayleigh to cry out
Pi kel cane up straight at the |ast nmonent, though, whipping out the ladle, splashing the surprised
ogre's eyes and face with boiling water

Predictably, the ogre lurched, throwing its arns up over its burned eyes. The shift cost the beast
its already tentative balance in the green soup, and it skidded in to slamits knees agai nst the
sturdy stone counter. Down low, trying to recover its balance and its sight, the ogre felt a
burning flash, a club-inspired explosion that caved in the top of its head.

Pi kel laid his brain-stained club aside and took up nore plates, sent them spinning off at enenies
who were
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suddenly nore interested in getting out of harmis way than in getting to the intruders.

"None better at kitchen fighting than a Boul dershoul -der," Ivan renmarked, and, |ooking at the
chaos and carnage, Shayieigh wasn't about to di sagree.

But the elf knew that nore than the initial fury would be needed to win this battle. Dozens of

file:/lIF|/rah/R.%20A.%20Salvatore/R.%20A.%20...9%20-%20The%20Fallen%20Fortress%20-%20[FR].txt (86 of 117) [7/19/03 12:27:26 AM]



file:///F|/rah/R.%20A .%20Sa vatore/R.%20A .%20Sal vatore%20-%20The%20Fallen%20Fortress¥620-%20[ FR] .txt

eneni es remai ned, for nore had cone into the room overturning tables before them getting down
under cover. She saw another archer peek up over the top rimof a table to the side, saw his bow
cone up.

Shayl ei gh was the quicker on the draw, and the better shot. Wiile the man's arrow fl ew harnl essly
hi gh and wi de, Shayl eigh's got himbetween the eyes. The elf s satisfaction was short-lived as she
realized that she had only five arrows remaini ng, and exhausted, too, was lvan and Pl kel's supply
of metal plates.

Kk kk*k

Cadderly kneel ed above what was |eft of his prisoner, the man's torn head and shoul ders. Bl ack
shadows of guilt assaulted the young priest*s sensibilities, hovering inmages judging him telling
himthat this helpless man's death was his fault.

Dani ca was beside the young priest, urging himto his

f eet

Cadderly pulled his armfree and stared hard at the gruesome sight He thought of going into the
realmof spirits, to find the dead man and..

And what? Cadderly realized. Mght he bring the spirit back? He | ooked behind him to the man's
chewed | ower torso. Bring the spirit back to where? Did he possess the nagics to nend the torn
body?

"I't is not your fault," Danica whispered, his thoughts obvious to her. "You gave the man a chance
That iwnore than nost would have offered in our situation.”
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Cadderly swal | owed hard, swallowed Danica's wi se words and | et them push away his dark thoughts,
his guilt

"I't could have been any one of us," Danica rem nded him

Cadderly nodded and rose fromthe corpse. The hydra had conme at all three of them could have
snapped Danica in half, and would have if she had not been so quick. Even if Cadderly had all owed
the prisoner to keep his weapon, he could have offered no defense agai nst the hydra's brutal
initial charge

"W have to be gone fromhere," Danica said, and again Cadderly nodded, turning to face the | oose-
hangi ng, scorched, and bl asted door. He and Dani ca wal ked through it together, side by side,
coming into a snall anteroom No living enenies presented thensel ves i mredi ately, but that fact
did little to cal mthe nervous conpanions, for |eering gargoyles stared dowmn at themfroma | edge
runni ng around the top of the room holding needl e-sharp daggers, Talona's favored weapon. Denonic
bas reliefs covered the stone of supporting pillars, hordes of ghastly things dancing about the
deceptively beautiful Lady of Poison. Tapestries surrounded the room all depicting gory scenes of
battle wherein evil hordes of goblins and ores, their weapons dripping blood and poi son, overran
hosts of fleeing humans and el ves.

A single chair domnated the floor; it sat atop a raised dais and was flanked by tall, iron
statues of fierce warriors holding gigantic swords before themwhile their other hands

i nconspi cuously clasped tiny daggers. No other doors were apparent, though a curtain covered the
section of wall imrediately behind the chair.

Wth Danica hovering protectively about him Cadderly called up the song of Deneir, searched for
clues its notes could give to himabout the nature of the many things around him He stood easier
when he detected no nagical influences on the gargoyle scul ptures, but nearly retreated when he
turned to the iron statues. Parts of them—aouth
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and arnms, nostly-tingled with residual magical energy.

"CGol ens?" Dani ca whi spered, seeing the young priest's eyes open wide.

Cadderly honestly did not know. Golens were wholly magical creatures, animated bodies of iron
stone, or other inaninate materials. They woul d have seermed appropriate here, for such nonsters
were usually created by powerful wi zards or priests to serve as guardians. Certainly with
everything Cadderly had heard about Aballister, the thought of the w zard possessing iron gol ens,
the nost powerful of gol enkind, was not out of the question. But Cadderly would have expected to
detect nore magi c upon such a creature.

"Where to go?" Danica asked, her tone revealing that she was grow ng increasingly uneasy standing
vul nerable in a wizard' s anteroom

Cadderly paused for a long nonent. He felt that they should go to the curtain, but if these were
iron golens, and he and Dani ca wal ked up between them. ..
Cadderly shook the unpleasant inmage fromhis nmind. The curtain,

he said resolutely. Danica
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started forward, but Cadderly caught her by the arm If she was to trust him when he could not be
sure that he should trust himself, then he woul d wal k besi de her, not behind her

Wth his wal king stick, Cadderly gingerly pushed the curtain aside, revealing a door. He started
to turn to Danica, to snmle, but suddenly, before either of the conpanions could react, the iron
statues swung about, swords stopping barely an inch fromthem one in front and one in back
"Speak the word," the iron statues denmanded in unison

Cadderly saw Danica tense, expected her to go in a rush at her netallic adversary. A few
flickering notes slipped past his consciousness, and he saw, too, the building magical energy in
the iron statues' arns, particularly in the | ess obvious arnms hol ding the daggers. Cadderly did
not have to use nagic to guess that the tips of those sneaky weaopns woul d |ikely be poi soned.
Hi e Fallen Fortress
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"Speak the word," the statues denanded again. Cadderly focused his senses on the magi cal energy,
saw it rising to a dangerous crescendo.

"Do not nove," he whispered to Danica, sensing that if she struck out, the two daggers would do
their work with deadly efficiency. Danica's hands eased down to her sides, though she hardly
seermed to relax. She trusted his judgnent, but Cadderly honestly wondered if that was a good

t hi ng. The magi cal energy appeared as if it would soon boil over, and Cadderly still had not
figured out how he mght begin to counter or dispel it

It seened to the young priest as if the golens were growi ng inpatient.

"Speak the word!" Their unified chant rang out as a final warning. Cadderly wanted to tell Danica
to dive away, hoping that she, at |east, mght get free before the nasty daggers struck, or those
swords chopped in.

The word is Bonaduce," cane a call from beyond the door, a fenale voice that the two conpanions
recogni zed

"Dorigen," Danica breathed, her face scrunched with sudden anger.

Cadderly agreed, and knew that trusting in Dorigen would surely be a nmove wought of desperation
But sonet hing abcut the word, "Bonaduce," struck a note of truth, a note of fanmliarity, within
the young priest.

"Bonaduce! " Cadderly yelled. The word i s Bonaduce!"

Dani ca's incredul ous stare turned even nore disbelieving as the golens shifted back to their
frozen, inpassive stances.

Cadderly, too, did not understand any of it. Wiy would Dorigen aid them especially when they were
in such dire trouble? He started forward for the door and pulled the curtain fiilly aside.

"I't nust be trapped,” Danica reasoned softly, taking hold of Cadderh/s armto prevent him from
reaching for the pull ring.

Cadderly shook his head and grabbed the ring. Before
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Dani ca coul d argue, he yanked the door open.

They canme into a confortably furnished room Soft, padded chairs were generously placed, quiet
tapestries of solid color lined every wall, and a bearskin rug carpeted the floor. The only hard-
edged furnishing was a wooden desk, angled in a corner opposite the door. There sat Dori-gen
tappi ng a sl ender wand agai nst the side of her crooked, oft-broken nose.

Dani ca was down in a defensive crouch in an instant, one hand going down to her boot to draw a
dagger.

"Have | nentioned before how nuch you both amaze nme?" the woman calmy asked them

Cadderly sent a silent, nagical nessage into Danica's thoughts, bidding her to hold easy and see
how this mght play out

"Are we any | ess anazed?" the young priest replied. "You gave us the password."

"So she might kill us herself,"” Danica added grimy. She flipped the dagger over in her hand,
grasping it by the point so that she could flick it out at Dorigen in an instant

"That is a possibility," the wizard adnmtted. "I have nany powers"-—she tapped the wand agai nst her
cheek—that | m ght use against you, and perhaps this tine, our battle would have ended
differently."

"Woul d have?" Cadderly noted.

"Woul d have ended differently if | held any intention of renewi ng our battle," Dorigen expl ained
Dani ca was shaki ng her head, obviously not convinced. Cadderly, too, had trouble believing in the
wonan' s sudden change of heart. He fell into the notes of his song, sought out the aurora, the
aura sight

Shadows flickered atop Dorigen's delicate shoul ders, reflections of what was in her heart and
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t houghts. These were not huddl ed, evil things, as Cadderly expected, but quiet shadows, sitting in
wai t

Cadderly cane back fromhis spell, stared at Dorjgen with heightened curiosity. He noticed Danica
slide a step
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to the side and realized that she was trying to put some ground between them giving the w zard
only a single target

"She speaks the truth," the young priest announced.

"Why?" Danica replied sharply.
Cadderly had no answer.

"Because | grow tired of this war,'

Dori gen responded. "And | grow tired of playing Aballister's

| ackey."

"You believe the horrors of Shilnmsta will be so easily forgotten?" Danica asked.

"l do not wish to repeat those horrors,"” Dorigen replied i mediately. "I amtired." She held up
her hands, fingers still bent fromthe beating Cadderty had given them "And broken." The words

stung Cadderly, but Dorigen's soft, benign tone did not

"You coul d have killed me, young priest," the wi zard went on. "You could now, probably, with ny
own ring, which you wear, if with nothing else."

Cadderly unconsciously clenched his hand, and felt the onyx-stoned ring with his thunb.

"And | could have let the golens kill you," Dorigen went on. "Or | could have assailed you with an
assortment of deadly spells as you wal ked through the door.™

"I's this repayment?" Cadderly asked.

Dori gen shrugged. "Wariness, nore than that," she said, and the woman did indeed sound tired. "I
have stood beside Aballister for many years, watched himassenble a nighty force with prom ses of
glory and rulership of the region." Dorigen |aughed at the thought "Look at us now, " she | anment ed.
"A handful of elves, a pair of silly dwarves, and two children”"—she indicated Cadderly and Danica
with a wave of her hand, her expression incredul ous—"have brought us to our knees."

Dani ca noved again to the side, and Dorigen snapped the wand down in front of her, her face
suddenly twisted with a scow .

"Do we continue?" she denmanded, poking the wand
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ahead. "Or do we let this play out as the gods al ways i ntended?"

Anot her silent nessage cane into Danica's thoughts, conpelling her to rel ax.

"What do you nean?" Cadderly asked.

"I's it not obvious?" Dorigen replied, and then she chuckl ed, renenbering that Cadderly still had
no idea that Aballister was his father. "You against Aballister, that is what this war is al
about "

Cadderly and Dani ca | ooked to each other, both wondering if Dorigen had gone insane.

That was not Aballister's intent," Dorigen went on, chuckling still between every word. "He did
not even know that you were alive when Barjin began the whole affair."

The nane of the dead priest caused Cadderly to unconsciously flinch

"And certainly it was not your intent," Dorigen continued. "You did not, do not, understand the
significance, did not even know that Aballister existed."

"You babble,"” Cadderty said.

Dorigen's laughter heightened. "Perhaps," she adnmitted. "And yet | nust believe that it was nore
than coi nci dence that has brought us all to this point. Aballister hinself played a part init, a
part that he will possibly regret"

"By starting the war," Cadderly reasoned.

"By saving your life," Dorigen corrected. Cadderr/s face screwed up even tighter

"l nadvertently," the wonman quickly added. "His hatred for Barjin, his rival, outweighed his
under st andi ng of the poi sonous thorn you woul d becone."

"She lies," Danica decided, inching a step closer to the desk, apparently preparing to spring out
and throttle the cryptic w zard.

"Do you renmenber your final encounter with Barjin?" Dorigen asked.

Cadderly nodded grimy; he would never forget that fateful day, the day he had first killed a man.
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The dwarf, the one with the yellow beard, was held fast by Barjin's nmagic," Dorigen pronpted, and
the image cane clearly to the young priest |Ivan had stopped his advance toward the evil priest,
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had sinply frozen in place, |eaving Cadderly practically hel pl ess. Cadderly was no powerful cleric
back then, could barely win against a sinple goblin, and the evil priest would surely have
finished him But Ivan canme out fromthe enchantnent at the | ast noment, allow ng Cadderly to slip
fromBarjin's deadly clutches.

"Abal lister countered the priest's magic," Dorigen announced. The wi zard is not your friend," she
qui ckly added. "He holds no love for you at all, young priest, as is evidenced by the assassin
band he sent to kill you in Carra-doon."

"Then why did he aid ne?" Cadderly asked.

"Because Aballister feared Barjin nore than he feared you," Dorigen answered. "He did not

antici pate what the gods had in store for himwhere young Cadderly was concerned, "

"How, then, does it play out, w se Dorigen?" Cadderly asked sarcastically, tiring of the woman's
private amusenent and her cryptic references to the gods.

Dorigen notioned to the far wall, spoke a word of enchantnent to reveal a swirling door of misty
fog. "I was instructed to strike out at you with all ny powers, and then retreat. | was to try to
separate you fromyour friends and | ead you through that door," she explained. Therein lies

Abal lister's private mansion, the place where he planned to finish off the young priest who has
beconme such a problem™

Cadderly studied Dorigen closely through every word, using his aura sight to determ ne any traps
the wonman might have in store, Danica |ooked to himfor answers, and he shrugged, convinced,

agai nst his own reason, that Dorigen had agai n spoken truthfully.

"And so | surrender to you," Dorigen said, and Cadderly and Danica's surprise could not have been
nor e absol ute.
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The wonan | aid her wand on the desk and sat back confortably. "Go and play this out to the end,
young priest," she bade Cadderly, again nmotioning to the swirling door. "Let the destiny of the
regi on be determned by the private battle, as fate intended it all along.”

"l do not believe in fate," Cadderly replied firmy.

"Do you believe in war?" Dorigen asked.

"Do not do it," Danica whispered over her shoul der

Dorigen's snmle was wi de once nore. * 'Bonaduce' will get you through this portal as well."

"Do not," Danica said again, this time |oudly.

Cadderly wal ked away from her, wal ked toward the wall.

"Cadderly!" Danica called after him

The young priest wasn't listening. He had come here to defeat Aballister, to decapitate the force
of Castle Trinity, so that thousands needn't die in a war. This mght be a trap, mght be a porta
that would take himto one of the |lower planes and | eave himthere for eternity. But Cadderly
could not ignore the possibilities presented to himby Dorigen's clains, by that swirling door
and he could not ignore the truths his magi c had shown to him

He heard Dani ca noving behind him "Bonaduce!" he cried, and he junped into the swirl, and was
gone.

Friends Lost, Friends Found

The four-foot-high counter surrounded the three trapped conpani ons on two sides, with a thick
columm, floor to ceiling, supporting it on either end of the eight foot front section. The wal

bl ocked their backs, leaving only a small gap to get behind the counter on one side, w de enough
for two goblins or one large man. So far, only a single enenmy had opted to try that route—and he
was sumarily blasted away by the elf nmiden with her deadly bow.

Ivan and Pi kel stood atop the counter as the throng advanced, throwi ng taunts and throwing fists,
t hough no enemni es had yet cone close enough to hit At lvan's proclamation that ores were "born
only to clean the gooey-greens outa ogre noses," three of the pig-faced humanoids took up a wild
charge. The first skidded in the spilled soup as it was about to leap for Pikel, its back |eg
flying out fromunder it and its front |leg straight out and up high. It slamed hard
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agai nst the counter, its ankle and | ead foot up above the | edge, and Pikel pronptly brought his
heel around the ore's toe and bent it down flat atop the counter, bringing his full weight atop it
The trailing ores stunbl ed about, but using their fallen friend as support, nanaged to hold a
tentative bal ance as they banged against the side of the counter. Ivan's axe cleaved one in the
side of the head, but the other nanaged to deflect Pikel's first clubbing attack

That ore was soon crushed agai nst the side, though, as many of its conpani ons, seeing the
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i ntruders suddenly pressed, rushed in.

"W cannot hol d!'" Shayl eigh cried out

"Just get yerself the archers,” lvan replied, huffing and puffing with each word as he worked his
axe furiously to keep the sudden nob at bay. "Me and nme brother*!! handle this crew"”

Shayl ei gh | ooked hel plessly to her nearly enpty quiver. Her hand started for her short sword as a
sol dier cane around to the open side, but the elf realized that she did not have the tine to spare
for nmelee conbat She |anented the waste of an arrow but shot the man down anyway, hoping that his
sudden death mi ght give other enemies pause before they tried a sinmilar route.

The counter bucked suddenly as an ogre sl amred agai nst the back of the crowd, and Shayl ei gh
thought it would break apart, thought that she would be crushed against the wall as the
irrepressi bl e nonsters pushed on

Her actions purely wought of terror, she turned to face the counter and put an arrow in the
ogre's face. It fell back and the counter appeared to resettle on its braces. Still unsure of its
solidity, the elf nmaiden scranbled up on a shelf against the back wall, a position that afforded
her a better view of the area beyond the i medi ate battle.

A man braced both his hands and one foot on the counter and started to |leap up, thinking the
dwarves too engaged to stop him
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Ivan's axe pronptly broke his spine, though the dwarf took a vicious hit on the hip for the

di straction. lvan grimaced in pain, grow ed the wound away, and chopped furiously at the goblin
attacker, the dwarf's m ghty axe smashing through the creature's uprai sed spear, and through the
creature's upturned face.

Ivan couldn't revel in the kill, though, for the press of swords and spears, cruelly tipped pole
arnms and sl ashing daggers did not relent. The dwarf ski pped and hopped, dodged and parried, and
every now and then managed an of fensive strike.

An arrow appeared suddenly, stuck hal fway through Ivan's yell ow beard, and the waves of pain that
assaulted the dwarf told himthat it had gashed his chin as well.

"I telled ye to get yerself the archers!" he cried angrily at Shayl eigh, but his bluster was | ost
when he | ooked in the direction fromwhich the arrow had come, |ooked to the eneny archer 1ying
dead on the floor, and the elven-crafted arrow sticking fromhis forehead.

"Never mind," the hunbled dwarf finished. He hopped as a sword sliced | ow across and cane down
with one boot trapping the weapon against the counter. |van kicked out, shattering the man's jaw,
knocki ng hi m back into the nob. Two others took his place, though, and Ivan was sorely pressed
once nore.

Pikel fared little better. The dwarf scored three quick kills, but was bleeding in several places,
with one of the wounds fairly serious. He worked his club back and forth, tried to forget the
weariness in his nuscled arns, tried to forget the obvious hopel essness of it all.

He swooped | eft, batting aside one |lunging spear, but a sword sliced in behind his club, striking
agai nst sonet hing under his sleeve and then driving through to nick at Pikel's forearm

"OM" the green-bearded dwarf squeaked, bringing his armdefensively in tight to his side. Pikel's
pain flew away in a nonment, though, replaced by shock when the upper half
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of his pet snake fell out of his sleeve onto the counter

"Ooooooo! " Pikel wailed, his little | egs punping suddenly. "QOoooooo!"

The sword wi el der cane in a straight thrust, but Pikel caught the blade in a free hand and flung
it aside, oblivious to the Iines of blood growing on his unarnored hand. The dwarf's other arm
punped strai ght ahead, the end of his club slamming into the attacker's face. Pikel grabbed up the
club in both hands and chopped three tinmes in rapid succession, driving the man to the fl oor

Then the furious dwarf whipped a backhand cut that flung a goblin, trying to use the noment to
clinb atop the counter, several feet away. Back and forth came the heavy club, swatting weapons,
breaki ng bones. Back and forth with undeniable fury; no defenses wi thstood the roaring dwarfs
assaul t

" Qoooooo! "
An ogre threw nen and ores aside to charge the counter, |eaped up bravely, stupidly.
Pi kel smashed its knee out, spun a conplete circuit and hit it again as it fell, squarely in the

chest, sending it tunmbling into the crowd. Wth the enenmes directly before himknocked away by
the sprawl i ng ogre, the outraged dwarf hopped sidel ong.

"Oooooo00!" A swordsnman |unged for Ivan, but Pikel snmashed the nman's el bow against the lip of the
counter before his sword ever got close.
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"Hey, he's nminel" Ivan started to protest, but Pikel, not even hearing him continued to wail and
to batter. Hi s next sw pe snapped the man's neck, but the dwarf followed through too far on his
backhand, cupping Ivan and sending himflying backward fromthe counter

Pi kel was not even aware that he now stood alone. Al that he saw was his dead snake, the serpent
that had befriended him He ran back and forth along the counter, showing no weariness in his
furiously punping linbs, feeling no pain fromhis nmany, and nounting, wounds, tasting
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only sweet vengeance as he continued to beat back, to overwhelm the suddenly hesitant nob.
"W need nore support up in front!" lvan bellowed angrily as Shayl ei gh hel ped himback to his feet

"Arrows?" Shayl ei gh expl ai ned, indicating her enpty quiver and the single arrow she held to her
bowst ri ng.

I van reached up and yanked the arrow out of his face. "Here's another one for ye," the dwarf
explained grimy. He jerked suddenly, weirdly, then reached over his shoul der and produced yet
anot her |ong bolt

Shayl ei gh' s eyes w dened as she | ooked past the dwarf, |ooked to a table the eneny had rolled into
position so that sone archers might get shots through the opening at the side of the counter. She
put up her bow inmediately and fired, hitting only the wood of the blocking table, but forcing the
eneny bownen to duck down behi nd.

"Il get ye sone arrows!" Ilvan bellowed as he turned to regard the scene. Qut ran the dwarf, ful
speed. An archer popped his head up, taking a bead. But he lost his nerve as the roaring dwarf
drew near, and his shot flew harm essly high.

Ivan narrowed his focus strai ght ahead, ignored the nmany enemi es shouting and pointing his way
fromthe side. He | owered his head and hit the heavy table full force, knocking it back over onto
its legs and winding up atop it

The three stunned archers underneath | ooked up in surprise. TTiey didn't realize how vul nerable
they had suddenly beconme with their barrier now above themuntil an arrow whistled in, killing
one.

Two sets of eyes | ooked back to Shayl eigh; both men were relieved to see a goblin rush across,

i nadvertently intercepting the elf s next shot at the cost of its own life.

Ivan came over the back side of the uprighted table, rolled in at the men headfirst, the flat side
of his axe smacki ng one of the remaining archers on the side of the head. The ot her nan scranbl ed
to get a dagger out and readied before the dwarf could right hinself and bring his axe to
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bear again. But Ivan had let go of his weapon, scranbled in and clanped his strong hands agai nst
the sides of the remaining eneny's head.

A dagger cut into the dwarfs shoul der, but with a growl, Ivan heaved straight upward, the man's
head going flat against the bottomof the table. The dwarf continued to press, planted his feet
under him and his shoul ders against the table and heaved up with all his strength. Ivan ducked | ow
as the table flew up a foot and then started to descend, but he kept his arns, and the eneny's
head, up high.

"Bet that hurt,"” the dwarf nuttered as the table slamred back down, and the nman's face scrunched
up.

The man was sitting awkwardly, his |legs tw sted beneath him his eyes still closed tightly. Ivan
punched himin the face anyway, to get himout of the way, then the dwarf scooped up his axe and
the nearest quivers and charged out fromunder the table, back for the counter area. A crosshow
quarrel drove through his calf, and he pitched headl ong, but he was up in a nonent, running again
ghawi ng his thick |ips against waves of searing pain.

Shayl ei gh had to spin about and put her third, and |ast, shot into the face of an ore that had
sli pped over the far side of the counter, around Pikel's continuing frenzy. Wen the elf naiden
turned back Ivan's way, she found herself faced off agai nst another goblin. Desperate, with no
time to go for her sword, Shayl ei gh whi pped her bow across, trying to drive the creature back
"Yous is dead," the goblin prom sed, but Shayl ei gh shook her head, even sniled, seeing a |arge,
doubl e- bl aded axe cone up hi gh behind the creature's head.

I van stunbl ed across the goblin's back as it fell "Here're yer arrows!" he cried, tossing
Shayl ei gh three nearly full quivers. He had no tine to hear her reply, for he spun about, axe
flying wildly before him to knock aside a thrusting spear

Shayl ei gh, too, spun about, fitting an arrow as she turned and firing above the counter opposite
Ivan, firing once, and
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then again as the press becane general on all three sides.
"Dead snake!" lvan cried repeatedly, prodding his frenzied brother on. "Dead snake!"

"Qoooooo0!" Pi kel wailed, and anot her eneny was swatted away.

But Shayl ei gh knew that they would need nore than Pikel's frenzy to hold out, and nore than the
two-score arrows |Ivan had just given to her. Her arns punped repeatedly, firing to the side and
out in front beside Pikel, every shot scoring a direct hit, every shot blasting an opening for yet
anot her eneny to step in.

* Kk kk*k

"Bonaduce! " Danica called, and she headed for the wall, leaping up into the swirling fog. She hit
the stone hard, and fell back, dazed, into the room

She rolled in a defensive sonersault, feeling betrayed and vul nerable. Dorigen had gotten rid of
Cadderly, and the dangerous wonan still held that wand. Danica turned another somersault, com ng
back to her feet nore than hal fway across the roomfromthe still-sitting w zard.

The password was Bonaduce, " Dani ca accused.

"Only those so designated by Aballister nay enter his private chanbers, even with the word,"
Dorigen explained calmy. "He wanted to see Cadderly. Apparently, you were not included."

Danica's armjerked suddenly, and one of her daggers flew at Dorigen. It sparked as it connected
with a magical shield and bounced to the floor beside the worman, who pronmptly put her wand in |ine
with Danica and held her free hand up, warning the nmonk to stay back.

"Treachery," Danica breathed, and Dorigen was shaking her head in denial through every syllable of
the word.

"Do you believe that you will kill me with that wand?" Dani ca asked, beginning to circle, her

bal ance perfect, her |legs ready to | aunch her away, with every neasured step
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"I do not wish to try," Dorigen replied sincerely.

"One spell, Dorigen," Danica growed. "Or a single try with your wand. That is all you will get"
"I do not wish to try," the older wonman said again, nore firmy, and to accentuate her point,

Dori gen dropped the wand to the desktop

Dani ca stood a bit straighter. her perplexed | ook genuine.

"I did not lie to you," Dorigen explained. "Nor did | trick Cadderly into going sonmewhere he does
not truly belong."

Again, the indication was that Dorigen believed a |arger fate to be guiding this encounter. Danica

was not so convinced as her counterpart She believed in the power of the individual, in the choice
of the individual, and not in sone predestined path.
" Aballister will likely punish me for letting the young priest through,"” Dorigen went on, against

Dani ca's doubting expression. "He hoped | would kill Cadderly, or at |east exhaust Cadderly's
magi cal powers." She chuckl ed and | ooked away and Danica realized that she could spring atop that
desk and throttle Dorigen before the wizard ever reacted. But Danica did not nove, held by the
continued note of sincerity in the w zard's voice.

"Abal lister thought the malignant spirit, the evil personification of the Ghearufu, would end the
threat to Castle Trinity," Dorigen went on

The ghost that you sent after us," Danica accused.

"Not so," Dorigen replied calmy. "Originally, Aballister did send the Night Masks to Carradoon to
kill Cadderly, but the return of the spirit was purely coinci dence—purely a fortunate coi nci dence
as far as Aballister was concerned.

"He did not know that Cadderly could defeat that spirit," Dorigen continued, and again cane that
curious chuckle. "He thought that his stormwould surely destroy you all, and so it would have,
except that Aballister did not know that you were far from N ghtgl ow by that point. Fearful would
he have been indeed, if he learned that Cadderly
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could defeat even old Fyren after he was finished nmani pulating the wrm?"

Dani ca nearly fell over backward, her al nond-shaped eyes opened w de.

"Yes, | watched that battle," Dorigen explained, "but |I did not tell Aballister about it |I wanted
his surprise to be conplete when Cadderly arrived so soon at Castle Trinity."

"Is this penitence?" Danica asked.

Dori gen | ooked down at her desk and slowly shook her head, running her crooked fingers through her
| ong bl ack-and-sUver hair. "More pragmatism | woul d guess,"” she said, |ooking back to Danica.
"Abal li ster has nmade nany m stakes. | do not know that he will defeat Cadderty, or you and your
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other friends. And even if we win this day, how can we hope to conquer the region with our arny
shatt ered?"

Dani ca found that she honestly believed the wonan's words, and that nade her nore defensive,
fearing that Dorigen had cast some charm enchant nent over her. "Your reversal now does not excuse
your actions over the past nonths," she noted grimy

"No," Dorigen agreed without hesitation. "Nor would | call it a 'reversal.' Let us see who wins in
there." She indicated the swirling mist on the wall. "Let us see where fate guides us."

Dani ca shook her head doubtfully.

"You still do not understand, do you?" Dorigen asked sharply, and with the change in tone, the

agil e monk was down i nmedi ately into her threatening crouch

"What are you tal king about?" Dani ca demanded.

Dorigen's answering shout stole the strength from Danica's knees, hit her so unexpectedly that she
coul d not even babble a retort They are father and son!"

Ivan fared the best of the three trapped friends as the fighting in the dining hall raged on. In
the tight opening
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al ong the side of the cubby, the stout dwarf and his mghty axe fornmed an i npenetrable barrier

Men and nonsters cane against himtwo at a time, but they couldn't hope to get by his furious
defense. And though Ivan was sorely wounded, he took up a dwarven battle chant, narrowed his focus
so greatly that it did not allow himto feel the pain, did not allow his wounded |inmbs to weaken
Still, the relentless press of enem es prevented Ivan fromgoing to his brother, or to Shayl ei gh
bot h of whom needed support. The best that the yell ow bearded dwarf could do was yell out, "Dead
snake!" every now and again to heighten Pikel's fury.

Shayl ei gh bl ew away the first nan who tried to come over the counter, hit the next adversary, a
bugbear, with four arrows in rapid succession, the hairy creature slunping dead before it ever got
atop the narrow area Shayleigh then fired one to her side, between Pikel's |legs, catching an ore
in the face, then turned back as another enemy, a goblin, |eaped up on the counter

She shot it in the chest, dropping it to a sitting position, then shot it again, putting out the
light inits eyes.

The goblins behind this victimproved smarter than usual, though, for the dead goblin did not fal
away. Using its bl eeding body as a shield, the next goblin in Iine came up atop the counter
Shayl ei gh got it anyway, in the eye as it peeked over its dead conmrade's shoul der, but the rush as
both creatures pitched in behind the counter gave the following goblin a clear path to the elf

mai den.

Wth no tinme to notch another arrow, Shayleigh instinctively grabbed for her sword. She whi pped
her bow across with one hand, deflecting the straight-ahead spear attack, and just managed to
angl e her short sword in front of her as the goblin barreled in, its own monentuminpaling it
Shayl ei gh jerked the dead thing to the side, throwing it down, and tore free her blade, its fine
edge glowing fiercely with its elven enchantnments. She had no tinme to take upiier bow, though, and
knew t hat she wouldn't likely get a
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chance to put it to use in this fight again. She dropped it to the floor and rushed ahead, neeting
the next adversary before it fully cleared the counter

The goblin was of f-bal ance, just beginning its leap to the floor, when Shayl ei gh got there, her
sword snappi ng one way, knocking the goblin's defenses aside, and then the other. Quicker than the
goblin could recover, Shayleigh poked her sword strai ght ahead, popping a clean hole in the
creature's throat She used its shoulders as a springboard as it slunmped and got up to the counter
at the sane tinme as the next eneny soldier. The nan hadn't expected the rush and was pushed back
sprawling into the pressing throng, |eaving Shayleigh free to smash down at the ore that was next
in line.

She killed it cleanly, but a spear arced over its shoul der as she bent for the strike.

Shayl ei gh stood very straight, tried to keep her focus through the sudden jolt and bl ur of agony.
She saw t he spear hanging low fromher hip, saw a man grab at its other end. If he managed to
twi st the shaft about...

Shayl ei gh hit the spear just under its enbedded tip with her sword. The fine-edged el ven weapon

sl ashed through the wood, but the shocking jolt nearly sent Shayleigh falling into bl ackness. She
hel d on t hrough sheer stubbornness, forcing her sword through her nost familiar attack routines to
keep the pressing foes at bay until the waves of dizzi ness swept by.

"Qoooooo! " Pikel's club did a rotating-end dance before the stupefied expression of an ogre. The

file:/lIF|/rah/R.%20A.%20Salvatore/R.%20A.%20...%20-%20The%20Fallen%20Fortress%20-%20[FR].txt (94 of 117) [7/19/03 12:27:26 AM]



file:///F|/rah/R.%20A .%20Sa vatore/R.%20A .%20Sal vatore%20-%20The%20Fallen%20Fortress¥620-%20[ FR] .txt

gi ant nonster sw ped across with its hand, trying to catch the curious weapon, but by then, the
club was gone, brought up hi gh above the dwarf's head.

"Duh?" the ogre stupidly asked.

The cl ub sl anmmed down on its skull

The ogre shook its head, its thick lips flapping noisily. It |ooked up to see what had hit it,

| ooked up and up sone nore, its gaze continuing for the ceiling until it over-

238

R A Salvatore

bal anced and fell backward, taking down three smaller conrades under it

Pi kel , already down at the other end of the counter, didn't even see the ogre fall. A nan had cone
up, and the dwarf slid down |low, club sw ping across to blow the nan's feet out from under him

A sword gashed Pikel's hip, but down |ow, he saw even nore clearly his poor dead snake. Hi s club
came flashing across, snapping the sword wielder's head to the side, breaking the man's neck
"Ooooooo!" Fikel was up in an instant, iiiry renewed. He skidded back the other way, defeating a
potential breach, then cane flying back again, tripping up a clinbing goblin. The creature
stunbl ed back, its chin slanmm ng, and hooki ng, against the counter's lip.

That was not a good position with Pikel's club fast descendi ng.

But how | ong could Pikel last? The dwarf, for all his rage, could not deny that his novenents were
begi nning to slow, could not deny that the press of enenmies had not relented, that two soldiers
had come into the back of the dining hall for every one that the companions had killed. And the
friends were all hurt, all bleeding, and all weary.

Across the hall, near the door, a man flew up into the air suddenly, over the ogre that was
standi ng before him his arns and |l egs flailing hel plessly. Pikel glanced back curiously that way
whenever he got the chance, glanced back just in time to see a huge sword expl ode through the
front of the ogre's chest Wth power beyond anything the dwarf had ever seen, the ogre's attacker
tore the inpaling sword straight up, tore it through the ogre's chest and collarbone to exit at
the side of the dead creature's neck. A giant arm swung around, connecting on the ogre's shoul der
wi th enough force to send the dead thing flying head over heels away.

And Vander —Vander! —-waded ahead, his fierce sw pes taking down enemes two at a tine.
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"Oo oi!" Pikel cried, pointing his stubby finger toward the door. Shayleigh, too, noticed the
firbolg, and the sight renewed her hopes and her fury. Tangled with an ore atop the counter, she
punched out with her free left hand, slamming the creature's jaw. She feigned a jerk with her
sword, then punched again, and a third tine.

The ore swayed, bal anced precariously on the counter's edge. It sonehow bl ocked Shayl ei gh's
darting sword, but her flying foot got it squarely on the chest, knocking it backward.

"Vander is cone!" she cried, so that Ivan, too, m ght know, and she rushed to the forward edge,
crouching low and slicing down to drive back the next woul d-be attacker

That dammed ring!" lvan bellowed into the face of the nan standing before him referring to the
magi cal , regenerative ring that Vander wore, a ring that had once before (and now, apparently
agai n) brought the firbolg back fromthe dead.

Ivan's wild | aughter gave his opponent pause. The dwarf brought his axe up over one shoul der, and
the startled man reacted by throwing his sword up high

Ivan | oosened his grip with his bottom hand and drove his top hand down, the butt end of the axe
shooting straight out to pop the man in the face. He fell back, dazed, and Ivan tossed his axe up
into the air, and in a single, fluid notion, caught it lowin both hands at the bottomof its
handl e and whi pped it diagonally across, slashing the man's shoul der

Near the middle of the room a spearnan jabbed at the firbolg' s hip, scoring a minor hit Vander
twi sted about and kicked, his heavy boot connecting with the man's belly, driving up under his
ribs and launching himfifteen feet into the air.

Vander spun back the other way, all his weight behind an overhead chop that cleaved a goblin in
hal f .

The sight proved too nmuch for the goblin's closest conpanions. Howing with terror, they rushed
fromthe room

Too many other enemni es presented thensel ves for Van-
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der to consider pursuing the goblins. An ogre rushed in at him its club coming across to score a
direct hit on Vander's breast. Vander didn't flinch, but smled wickedly to show his attacker that
he was not hurt.
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" Dun?"

"Why do they keep saying that?" the firbolg wondered, and his sword took the surprised ogre's head
fromits shoul ders.

To the conpanions still at the counter, Vander's wal k resenbled a ship rushing through choppy
seas, throwing a spray of goblins and ores and nen high into the air at his sides as he passed,

| eavi ng a wake of bl ood and broken bodies. Vander was at the counter in a nmere mnute, cutting the
eneny force in half. Pikel canme down beside himand together they blasted an opening around to the
side so that lvan, too, mght link up

By the time the three got to Shayl eigh, she was sitting atop the counter, |eaning heavily on the
pillar support, for her remaining enem es had gone screanming away into the halls.

Vander picked up the wounded nmaiden, cradling her in one arm "W nust flee this place," he said.
They' || be back," Ivan agreed. They | ooked to Pikel, who was reverently extracting the bottom hal f
of his sliced snake fromhis torn sleeve, muttering a quiet, "0Oooo0," as each inch slipped free.
Bolt for Bolt, Fire for Fire

Cadderly did not understand where he mght be; this plush, carpeted roomin no way resenbled the
harsh stone of the underground Castle Trinity. Gold |eaf ornamentation and beautifully woven
tapestries hung thick on the walls, all depicting i mages of Tal ona or her synbol. The ceiling was
scul pted and decorated with sonme exotic wood that Cadderly did not recogni ze. Any one of the ten
chairs in the huge room their backs and seats carved to resenble teardrops, seened worth a
dragon's hoard of treasure, with sparkling genstones running up their legs and arnrests and silk
uphol stering covering themfromtop to bottom The whole of the inage renm nded Cadderly of sone
pasha's palace in far off-Calinport, or the private chanbers of one of Waterdeep's |ords

Until he | ooked deeper. The song of Deneir came into Cadderly's thoughts w thout his conscious

bi ddi ng, as though his god was reninding himthat this was no
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ordinary room wth no ordinary host. The place was extradi nensi onal, Cadderly realized, created
by magi c, woven, to the |ast detail, of nmgical energy.

Looki ng nore closely at the nearest chair, the song playing strong in his thoughts now, Cadderly
recogni zed the gens as variations of magical energy, saw the snooth silk as a uniformfield of
magi ¢ and not hi ng nore. Cadderly renenbered an experience in the tower of the w zard Belisarius,

when he had battled an illusory mnotaur in an illusory dungeon. On that occasion, the young
pri est had perverted Belisarius's handi work, had reached down the minotaur's throat and extracted
an illusory heart of his own design

Now, in this unfam |iar and obvi ously dangerous setting, Cadderly needed a boost to his
confidence. He focused again on the chair, grabbed at the backing' s magical field, and transnuted
it, elongated it, and turned it flat

"A table would | ook better here," he announced, figuring that his host, Abaltister, could hear his
every word. And so the chair becane a table of polished wood with thick, curving supports carved
with eyes and candles and rolled scrolls, the synbols of Cadderly's god and the brother god,

Qghna.

Cadderly | ooked to the only apparent exit fromthe grand room a w de hallway supported by

scul pted arches running directly opposite the wall he had sonehow wal ked t hrough. He shifted the
song of Deneir slightly, searching for invisible objects or other extradi nensional pockets wthin
this pocket, but saw no sign of Aballister

The young priest noved to the table he had created, felt its snooth polish beneath its hands. He
smiled as an inspiration—a divine inspiration, he nused—swept over him then called upon his magic
and reached out to the nearest tapestry, reweaving its design. He recalled the marvel ous tapestry
in the great hall of the Edificant Library, pictured its every detail in his mind, and made this
one a n«arly exact replica.
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A chair beside himbecane a witing desk, conplete with an inkwell [ined with Deneirian runes. A
second tapestry becane the scroll of Oghna, the words of the nost holy prayer of that god
replacing the forner image, one of evil Talona and her poi soned dagger

Cadderly felt his strength swell fromthe images of his own creations, felt as if his work was
movi ng himcloser to his god, his source of power. The nore he altered the room the nore this

pl ace cane to resenble a shrine at the Edificant Library, and the nore the young priest's
confidence soared. Wth every i mage of Deneirian worship he created, nore loudly did the holy song
play in Cadderly's thoughts and in his heart
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Suddenl y* Abal lister—t had to be Aballister—stood at the opening of the ornate hall

"I have made sone . . . inprovenents," Cadderly announced to the cross w zard, sweeping his arnms
out wide. His bravado m ght have hid his nervousness fromhis eneny, but Cadderly couldn't deny
the noisture that covered his pal nms.

In a sudden notion, Aballister smacked his hands together and cried out a word of power that
Cadderly did not recognize. |Imediately, the new clerical dressings disappeared, |eaving the room
inits forner state.

Sonet hi ng about the w zard's notion, about the sudden flash of anger fromthe obviously controlled
man, struck a familiar chord in Cadderly, tugged at the edges of his consciousness froma distant
pl ace.

"I do not approve of the icons of false gods decorating ny private chanbers," the w zard said, his
voi ce steady.

Cadderly nodded and brought an easy smile to his face; there really was no point in arguing.

The wi zard wal ked to the side of the entrance, his dark robes trailing out nysteriously behind
him his holl owed gaze | ocked fully on the young pri est

Cadderly turned to keep hinself squared to the man, studied every nove the dangerous w zard made,
and kept
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the song of Deneir flow ng through his thoughts. Already several defensive spells were sorted out
and in line, ready for Cadderly to rel ease them

"You have proven a great disconfort to ne," Aballister said, his voice a wheeze, his throat
injured fromyears of conpelling forth mghty nagics. "But also, a great benefit"

Cadderly concentrated on the tone of the voice, not on the specific words. Something about it
haunted him again froma distant place; sonething about it conjured i mages of Carradoon, of |ong
ago.

"I mght have missed all the fun, you see," Aballister went on. "I mght have sat back here in
confort and let ny form dable forces bring the peoples of the region under nmy thunmb. | shall enjoy
ruling—+ do so love intrigue—but the conquest, too, can be... delicious. Do you not agree?"

"I have no taste for food gotten at the expense of others," Cadderly said.

"But you do!" the wi zard declared i nmedi ately.

"No!" the young priest was even quicker to retort

The wi zard | aughed at him "You are so proud of your accomplishnments to date, of the conquests
that have brought you to nmy door. You have killed, dear Cadderly. Killed nmen. Can you deny the
delicious tingle of that act, the sense of power?"

The cl ai mwas absurd. The thought of killing, the act of killing, had brought nothing nore than
revul sion to Cadderly. Still, if the wizard had spoken to himthus a few weeks before, when the
guilt of having killed Barjin hung thick around Cadderly's shoul ders, the words woul d have been
devastating. But not any nore. Cadderly had come to accept what fate had placed in his path, had
come to accept the role that had been thrust upon him No longer did his soul nourn for the dead
Barjin or for any of the others.

"I did as | was forced to do," he replied with sincere confidence. "This war shoul d never have
started, but if it nust be played out, then | play to win." o ¥

"Good," the wizard purred. "Wth justice on your side?"
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"Yes." Cadderly did not flinch at all with the confident reply.

"Are you proud of yourself?" Aballister asked.

"I will be glad when the region is safe," Cadderly answered. This is not a question of pride. It
is a question of norality, and, as you said, of justice."

"So cocksure," the wizard said with a soft chuckle, nmore to hinself than to Cadderly. Aballister
put a skinny finger to his pursed |lips and studied the young priest intently, scanning Cadderly,
every inch

It seenmed a curious gesture to the young priest, as though this man expected Cadderly, for sone
reason, to desire his approval, as though the wi zard' s estimation of Cadderly's-neasure m ght be
an inmportant thing to the younger man.

"You are a proud young cock in a yard of foxes," the wi zard announced at |length. "A flash of
confidence and brilliance that is quickly lost in a pool of blood."

"The issue is bigger than ny pride," Cadderly said grinly.

The issue is your pride!" Aballister snapped back. "And ny own. What is there in this nisery that
we call life beyond our acconplishnents, beyond the | egacy we shall |eave behi nd?"
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Cadderly winced at the words, at the thought that any man, particularly one intelligent enough to
practice the art of w zardry, could be so singularly driven and sel f-absorbed.

"Can you ignore the suffering you have caused?" the young priest asked incredul ously. "Do you not
hear the cries of the dying and of those the dead have | eft behind?"

They do not natter!" Aballister growed, but the intensity of the denial |ed Cadderly to believe
that he had struck a sensitive chord, that perhaps there was sonme flicker of conscience under this
man's selfish hide. "/ amall that matters!" Aballister fumed. "My life, ny goals."

Cadderly nearly swooned. He had heard those exact words before, spoken in exactly the same way.
Agai n he
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pi ctured Carradoon, but the imge was a foggy one, lost in the swirl of... of what? Cadderfy
wondered. O distance?

He | ooked up again to see the wi zard chanting and waggling the fingers of one hand in the air
before him his other hand extended and holding a snall netallic rod.

Cadderly silently berated hinself for being so foolish as to let down his guard. He sang out the
song with all his voice, frantic to get up his defenses before the wizard fried him

The words stuck in Cadderly's throat as a lightning bolt thundered in, blinding him

"Excellent!" the wi zard appl auded, seeing his blast absorbed into blue hues around the young

pri est

Cadderly, his vision returned, took measure of his protective shield, saw that the single attack
had thinned it dangerously.

A second bl ast roared in, grounding out at Cadderly's feet, scorching the rug about him

"How many can you stop?" the wi zard cried, suddenly enraged. He took up his chant for a third
time, and Cadderly knew that his protection spell would not deflect the full force of this one.
Cadderly reached into his pouch and pulled forth a handful of enchanted seeds. He had to strike
fast, to interrupt the wizard' s spell. He cried out a rune of enchantment and hurl ed the seeds
across the room triggering a series of popping, fiery explosions.

Al'l images were stolen in the burst of swirling flames, but Cadderly was w se enough to doubt that
his sinple spell had defeated his foe. As soon as the seeds left his hand, he took up a new chant
Abal lister stood trembling with rage. Al the room about the w zard snol dered, several snall fires
sizzl ed and sparked along the folds of a mmgical tapestry behind him He seened uninjured, though,
and the area i medi ately around hi m was unscat hed.

"How dare you?" the wi zard asked. "Do you not know who | anP"
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The wild ook in the wizard' s eyes, purely incredul ous, frightened Cadderly, brought back distant
menories and di stant inmages, and made the young priest feel small indeed. Cadderly didn't

under stand any of it—what unknown hold might this w zard have over hin®

"Your magics fended the lightning," Aballister cackled. "How do you fare against fire?"

A smal|l gl owi ng globe arced through the air, and Cadderly, distracted, could not dispel its nmagic
intine. The fireball engulfed the room except for Aballister's protected area, and Cadderly

gl owed green, as the sane defensive spell he had used against old Fyren's breath successfully

def eated the attack.

But nore'insidious were the aftershocks of the wi zard's spell. Snoke poured fromthe tapestries;
sparks flew fromall directions at the continuing release of nagical energies. Each one ignited a
new green or blue spot on Cadderly's defensive shields, further wearing at them And the young
priest had no defense against the thick snobke stinging his eyes, stealing his breath.

Cadderly coul d hear that Aballister was casting again. Purely on reflex, the young priest threw up
his clenched fist and cried out, "Fete.r Aline of fire shot out fromhis ring at the same tine
Abal lister's next lightning bolt thundered in.

Thi s one bl ew away the blue gl obe, snaked through to sl am Cadderly in the chest and hurl him
backward into the burning wall. H s hair danced wildly, his blue cape and the back rimof his w de
hat snol dering fromthe hot contact.

The air cleared enough for himto see Aballister once nore, standing unhurt, his hollowed face
contorted in an expression of rage. What magics did he possess to get through the w zard's

seem ngly inpenetrabl e gl obe? the young priest wondered. Cadderly had known all al ong that

wi zardry was a nore potent offensive force than clerical magics, but he hadn't expected

Abal lister's defenses to be so form dable.
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Panic welled in the young priest, but he focused on the sweet harnonies of the song and forced his
fears away. He worked fast to create the same reflective field he had used against the manticore;
his only chance was to turn the wi zard's nagi ¢ back agai nst him

Abal | i ster worked faster, waggling his skinny fingers again and uttering sone quick runes. Bursts
of greenish energy erupted fromhis fingertips and hurtled across the room The first burned
painfully into Cadderly's shoul der. The young priest stubbornly held his concentration, though
enacting the shinmering field, and the second missile, and the three Sying behind that, seenmed to
di sappear for an instant and then appear again, headi ng back the way they had cone.

Abal lister's eyes widened with surprise, and he instinctively started to dodge aside. As it had
with Cadderly's spells, though, the wi zard's gl obe absorbed the energy.

"Dam you!" the frustrated Aballister cried. Qut shot the netallic rod, in thundered another
lightning bolt, and Cad-derly, still dazed and pained fromthe previous hits, still trying to find
his breath in the thick snmoke, ducked away.

The lightning blasted into the reflective field and shot back out the other way, smashing agai nst
Abal lister's globe, throwing multicolored sparks in every direction

"Dam you!" Aballister grow ed again.

Cadderly noted the frustration, wondered if the wi zard night be running out of attack spells or if
his gl obe neared the end of its duration. The battered young priest tried to hold on to that hope,
to use Aballister's obvious distress as a litany against the pain and the hopel essness. He tried
to tell himself that Deneir was with him that he was not overmatched.

Anot her lightning bolt sizzled in, this one low, cutting a wake in the carpet and slipping under
Cadderly's shield. The young priest felt the burst under his feet, felt hinmself flying suddenly,
spinning in the air. %

"Not so large a shield!" Aballister cried out, his tone
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brimming with confidence once nore. "And pray tell, how does it handl e angl es?"

Lying on the floor, trying to shake away the stunning effects, Cadderly realized that he was about
to die. He focused his thoughts on the wizard's |ast question, saw the w zard chanting again,
hol di ng that netal rod, but |ooking to the side, to the wall

Desperation grabbed hold of the young priest, an instinctual urge to survive that nonentarily
nunbed himfromthe pain. He heard the song of Deneir, renenbered the bridge he had dropped in
Carradoon and the walls he had caused to bite in the nmountain valley. Frantically, he searched out
the el emental nmakeup of the bare wall behind him

Aballister's, lightning bolt hit the wall to the side and deflected at a right angle. Cadderly,
reaching for the wall behind him grabbed its stone with his nmagical energy and pulled a section
of the slab out, reshaping it

The lightning bolt hit the back wall, would have deflected again at the perfect angle to destroy
Cadderly, except that the wall's surface had changed, was now angl ed differently. The bounci ng

bl ast shot out straight across the room again slamm ng the wi zard's gl obe to shower harm essly in
mul ticol ored sparks.

Still on the floor, Cadderly closed his eyes and fell nore deeply into the song. Mre nagica
m ssiles came in, |leaping around the reflective field, diving in to scorch and sl am at the young
priest. The divine song conpelled Cadderly to fall into its sweetest notes, the notes of healing

magi ¢, but Cadderly understood that the delay created by attending to his wounds would only invite
nmore attacks fromthe w zard

He pushed the song in a different direction, heard the croak of his pained voice, and thought he
woul d surely suffocate fromthe acrid snoke. Another missile slamred his face, scorching his
cheek, feeling as if it had burned right to the bone.

Cadderly sang out with all his strength, followed the
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song into the elenental plane of fire, and pulled fromthere a hovering ball of flanme that shot a
line of fire down on the w zard.

Cadderly couldn't see any of it, but he heard Aballister's agonized cry, heard retreating
footsteps clicking on the stone of the hallway beyond the room The snoke continued to thicken, to
choke him

He had to get out!

Cadderly tried to hold his breath, but found no breath to hold. He tried to grab at the song, but
his mind was too nunb, too filled with confused i nages of his own inpendi ng death. He ki cked and
crawl ed, grabbing at torn carpet edges and pulling hinmself along blindly, hoping that he could
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renenber the exact course out of the room

Dani ca spent a long while staring blankly at Dorigen. Unsure of her feelings and stunned by the
news that Dorigen had just given her, the nonk had no idea of where to turn or where to go. And
what was Danica to do with this dangerous adversary, this worman she had battl ed before, this woman
she had told Cadderly to kill when he had Dorigen down and hel pl ess in Shil m sta Forest?

"l have no intention of interfering with this,"” Dorigen said, trying to answer sone of the
questions etched plainly on Danica's delicate features. "Against Cadderly or against you and your
other friends."

O her friends! In all the craziness of the last few m nutes—the fight with the hydra, the
desperate attenpt to get at the wi zard Aballister—Bbanica had al nost forgotten them

"Where are they?" the nonk denanded. Dorigen held her hands out, her expression curious.

251

252

R A Satvatore

"W were separated in a corridor," Danica explained, realizing that Dorigen probably did not know
the course that had gotten her to this room "A corridor lined with many traps. Darkness engul f ed
us, and the end of the corridor tilted as one tried to pass through.”

The clerical halls area,” Dorigen interrupted. They are quite adept at defending their territory.”
The wonman's obvi ously derisive tone as she nmentioned the clerics gave Dani ca hope that the
apparent rivalries within Castle Trinity m ght reveal a weakness.

The dwarves and the elf fell through trapdoors,"” Danica went on, though she wondered if she m ght
be giving her eneny information that could be used to the detrinent of her lost friends. Danica
sensed that she could trust Dorigen, had to trust Dorigen, and that realization put her doubly on
her guard, again bringing fears that the w zard had used sonme enchantment on her. Danica reached
wi thin herself, sought out her discipline and her strong will. Few charnms could affect one of her
rigid nental training, especially if she was aware that one night be in place.

Wien she focused again on Dorigen, the wizard was slowy shaking her head, her expression grim
The gi ant went through a side chute,” Danica went on, wanting to finish her thought before the
woman cast sone evil tidings over her

Then the giant has probably fared better than the others,"” Dorigen said. The chute would place him
in a |lower passage, but the trapdoors..."” She let the thought hang om nously, slowy shaking her
head.

"If they are dead..." Danica warned, simlarly letting the words hang unfini shed. She dropped into
a defensive position as Dorigen stood up behind the desk.

"Let us discover their fete," the wizard replied, taking no apparent heed of the threat Then we

m ght better decide our next actions.”

Dani ca had just begun to stand straight when the roonis door flew open and a contingent of severa
armed guar ds-
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men, a mx of men and ores, rushed in. Danica | eaped straight for Dorigen, but the wizard uttered
a quick spell and vani shed, |eaving the nonk to grab at enpty air.

Dani ca spun about to face the approaching soldiers, six of them fanning out wi th weapons drawn.
"Hold!" came a cry as Dorigen reappeared, standing along the wall behind the soldiers. The
soldiers skidded to a stop and gl anced back incredul ously at Dorigen

"I have declared a truce," Dorigen explained. She |ooked directly at Danica as she continued, The
fighting is ended, at least until greater issues can be resolved."

None of the fighters put up their swords. They glanced fromthe nonk to the w zard, then | ooked to
each other for sone explanation, as though they feared that they were bei ng decei ved.

"What is you about?" one burly ore denanded of the wizard. "I gots fifty dead in the dinner hall."
Dani ca's eyes sparkled at the news; perhaps her friends were indeed still alive.

"Fifty dead, and where are the enenies?" Danica had to ask.

"Shut up!" the ore roared at her, and Danica smled at its unbridled anger. An ore rarely cared
for the deaths of conpanions as long as the threat to its own worthless hide had been eradicated
The truce stands," Dorigen decl ared.

The burly ore | ooked to the soldier standing beside it, another ore, its filthy hands winging its
sword hilt anxiously. Danica knew that they were silently deciding whether or not to attack, and
it seemed as if the wizard believed the sane thing, for Dorigen was chanting softly.

Dori gen blinked out of sight once nore; the ores turned to Danica, roared, and canme on.

Dori gen reappeared right in front of the burly ore, her hands out before her, thunbs touching and

file:/lIF|/rah/R.%20A.%20Salvatore/R.%20A.%20...%20-%20The%20Fallen%20Fortress%20-%20[FR].txt (100 of 117) [7/19/03 12:27:26 AM]



file:///F|/rah/R.%20A .%20Sa vatore/R.%20A .%20Sal vatore%20-%20The%20Fallen%20Fortress¥620-%20[ FR] .txt

fingers wide spread. The ore threw its arms up defensively, but the sheets of flame that suddenly
erupted fromthe wizard's
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fingertips rolled around the neager fleshy barriers, licked at the creature's face and chest

The other ore cane in hard at Danica. She started for the desk, hopping as though she neant to go
over it. The ore swerved, heading for the side, but Danica dropped back to her feet, and kicked
its sword out wide. It tried to bring the weapon back in to bear, but Danica caught its wist,
then caught its chin with her free hand. She whi pped the nonster's head back and forth fiercely,
then snapped a quick punch to its throat that dropped it in a gasping heap

Danica's foot was upon the side of the ore's face in an instant, ready to snap its neck if any of
its conpani ons were advanci ng.

They were not, and all but one of them had replaced their weapons on their belts. The single eneny
still holding his sword | ooked at Dorigen and the snoking corpse before her, |ooked at the fierce
Dani ca, and quickly decided that his remaining friends were wise in putting up their weapons.

"I declare a truce,"” Dorigen grow ed at the soldiers, and none of them nade any noves to indicate
that they did not agree. Dorigen turned to Danica and nodded. To the dining halL"

Cadderly lay on the stone floor, sucking air into his parched throat as the fires in the room
behi nd hi m di ed away, havi ng consunmed the magi cal manifestations of curtains, tapestries, carpet,
and wood.

Cadderly understood that this grand hallway was purely the i mage of stone, nagical fields too
dense to be sparked apart by nere flanes. The young priest felt safe fromany advanci ng fl anes,
and he thought it a curious thing that the properties of such extradi mensional pockets foll owed
the sane physical |aws that governed true naterials. Wat mght be the potential, then, if he
could create sonething in
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an extradi nension, through the use of magic, and bring it back to his own plane? he wondered.
Cadderly filed the notion far away in his mind, reninding hinself that his present business was
nmore pressing than any hypothetical possibilities flashing around in his always questioning
thoughts. He forced hinself to his knees and noted the wi zard's sooty footsteps on the floor
noted by their long stride and small inprint that Aballister had left the roomin full flight

A dozen yards down, with several doors lining either side of the corridor, the wi zard had
apparently realized his obvious tracks, for they sinply disappeared, |eaving Cadderly to figure
out which way Aballister had gone.

Still kneeling, Cadderly took out his crossbow and | oaded an expl osive dart. He |laid the weapon on
the floor beside himand realized, with a quiet nod of his head, that he held one advantage over
Abal lister, the greatest advantage of a cleric over a wizard. By Cadderly's estimation, Aballister
had not been wise to break off the conbat, no matter how badly Cadderly's pillar of flane had hurt
him for now the young priest fell back into the song of Deneir, let it take himwhere it had
conpel l ed himpreviously, into the sphere of healing.

He brushed a hand over his scorched cheek, closing the wound and perfectly nending the skin. He

pl aced his hand firmy against the mark on his chest, where the lightning bolt had thundered hore.
When he took up his crossbow and stood, just a few minutes later, his wounds did not seem so
serious.

But where to go? the young priest wondered. And what traps and wards had the clever Aballister set
for hinf

He noved to the nearest door, a sinple, unrenmarkable one to his left. He scanned for any obvious
traps, then called upon his magic to scrutinize it nore fully. Unrenarkable, it seemed, and from
what Cadderly could tell, unl ocked.

He took a deep breath to steady hinself, held his
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crosshow out in front of him grabbed the knob in one hand, and slowy turned it. He heard a
distinctive click, a hissing sound as the door's edge slipped past the janb.

The door flew from his hand, snapped open in the blink of an eye. A fierce, sucking wi nd grabbed
at Cadderly, pulling himto the open portal. H s eyes widened in fear as he cane to realize that
this was a gate to yet another plane—ene of the lower, evil planes judging fromthe growing
shadows and acrid snoke filling the unbordered region in front of him He grabbed at the doorjanb
and held on with all his strength, and held on, too, to his precious crosshow
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He was stretched out fully into the new plane, feet |eading the way. Fearful tingles caressed his
body, a sensation that evil things were near him touching him The pull was too great; Cadderly
knew that he could not hold on for |ong.

Cadderly | ocked his hands in place and forced hinself into a state of cal mess. As he had done in
the previous room he used his nagic to study the nagic of this area, of the door and the

t hr eshol d.

Al'l of the portal area was magical, of course, but a single spot stood out to Cadderly, its
emanations of magic different and nore intense than the fields about it. The young priest let go
wi th one hand, straightened his crossbow, and drew a bead.

He couldn't be sure if this was the place of the actual gate, the specific key to the interplanar
barrier, but his actions were w ought of desperation. He put the crossbhowin line and let fly. H's
shot did not hit the mark, but struck close enough so that the resulting explosion enconpassed the
target spot.

The wi nd stopped. Cadderly's instincts and mounting know edge of magic screaned at himto roll for
the threshold, to tuck his legs in and get his hands clear of the door-janb. He was w se enough
not to question those instincts, and he dove headlong for the threshold, just aheadof the suddenly
SWi ngi ng door.
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The door snapped shut, slamming Cadderly and pushing himon his way. He stopped rolling when he
hit the corridor's opposite wall, his legs and | ower back brui sed and sore. He gl anced back and

was amazed as the door swelled and shifted shape, twisting tightly into place, seemng to neld
with the surrounding janb.

Abal I i ster's extradi nensi onal mansion apparently protected itself fromsuch torn planar rifts.
Cadderly managed a smile, glad that Aballister's work had been so conplete and so farsighted, glad
that he was not hanging in some non-space, sone formn ess regi on between the known pl anes.

Ten steps down the stone corridor two nore doors |oonmed. One was unremarkable, |ike the one
Cadderly had just encountered, but the other was ironbound with heavy straps and showed a keyhol e
bel ow t he handl e. Cadderly searched for traps, checked around the edges for any areas that m ght
reveal this, too, to be a portal to another plane. Nothing dangerous becane apparent, so he
reached down and slowy turned the handle.

The door was | ocked.

It crossed Cadderly's mind nore than once in the next few seconds that Aballister m ght be
harbori ng yet another of his pet nonsters behind this door, that blowing it open m ght put him
into a fight with another hydra, or perhaps even sonethi ng worse.

The flip side to that argument, of course, was that Aballister might be behind this door
recuperating, preparing some devilish nagics.

Cadderly | eveled the crossbow at the lock and fired, shielding his eyes fromthe expected flash.
He used the nmonent to put another dart in place, and when he | ooked back, he found a scorch mark
where both the | ock and the handl e had been, and the door hanging | oose on its hinges.

Cadderly ducked to the side and pushed the door in, crossbow ready. H's bow slipped down, his
smi |l e wi dened once nore when he realized the contents of this rooman al cheny shop
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"What mght bring you out of hiding, w zard?" the young priest nmuttered under his breath. He
pushed the door cl osed behind himand crossed to the beaker-covered tables. Cadderly had read many
texts on potions and nmgi cal ingredients, and though he was no al cheni st, he knew which

i ngredi ents he could safely nix

And, nore inportantly for what the young priest now had in nind, which ingredients he could not.
Ivan and Pi kel led the charge down one corridor, cut through a roomto the side, and headed out a
back door into another corridor. Vander cane roaring right behind them still cradling Shayl ei gh,
though the el f mai den was consci ous and denmanding to be put down. No enem es stood against the
friends for this first scranbling rush. The eneny soldiers they encountered, even two ogres, fell
all over thenselves trying to run away. |van, nore wounded than he cared to admt, let them go.
The dwarf wanted only to find Cadderly and Danica, or to find sone place where he and his three
conpani ons might hide and recover

Through the back door of another room the two dwarves surprised a nman trying to come through the
ot her way. He had just grabbed the door's handle when Pikel's club hit the thing, |aunching him
across the corridor to slamagainst the wall. Both dwarves swarned across the corridor and fel
over him lvan connecting with a left hook, Pikel with a right, at the sane tine, on opposite
sides of the unfortunate man's face.
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I van consi dered finishing the unconscious soldier as his friends anbl ed past, but he put up his
axe and ran after them "Damed young colt," he nuttered, referring to Cadderly, whose constant
dermands for conpassion had apparently worn at the tough-skinned dwarf.

"To the side!" Shayleigh cried as Vander and-i'ikd dashed across the entrance to a side passage.
The Fallen Fortress
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"Co!" Pikel squeaked, and he and the firbolg sprinted on, a group of eneny soldiers wheeling
around the corner behind them

Ivan barreled into the mdst of the force, his great axe chopping wldly.

Twenty feet ahead, Vander put down Shayl ei gh, who went right to work stringing an arrow. The
firbolg spun about beside Pikel, deternmined to crash through to Ivan's rescue. The two had only
taken a step or two when Shayl eigh cried out, The other way!"

Sure enough, enenies poured into the corridor from another side passage farther down, a |arge
force led by a contingent of ogres. Shayleigh put three arrows into i Mmediate flight, felling one
of the | eading ogres, but another took its place, running right over the nonster's back as it

fell

Shayl ei gh fired again, scored another hit, and put her next arrow to her bowstring. She couldn't
hol d t hem back, though. Even if every shot were perfect, if every shot killed an eneny, she would
surely be buried where she stood.

She fired again, and then the ogre was upon her, its club up high, a victorious scream erupting
fromits huge head.

Vander's forearmslamred it in the chin and knocked it flying into its conrades. The firbolg's
great sword sw ped across, disenmboweling the next ogre, driving the enem es farther back

I van chopped and spun, every swi pe connecting. He saw an armgo flying free of one orcan torso and
smiled grimy, but that snile was smacked away as he continued to turn and a goblin's club slanmed
himsquarely in the face, taking out a tooth.

Dazed, but still sw nging, the dwarf backpedal ed and si destepped, trying to keep his bal ance,
knowi ng that to fell was to be overwhel ned. He heard his brother calling fromnot far away, heard
an eneny grunt and groan as Pikel's club smacked hard agai nst bare skin. Sonething slashed lIvan's
forehead. Blinded by his own bl ood, he chopped out,
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connecting solidly. He heard Pikel again, to the side, and took a stunmbling step in that
direction.

An ogre's club caught the yell owbearded dwarf in the | ower back, |aunched himtunbling through
the air. He crashed through several bodies, the | ast being Pikel's, and went down atop his

br ot her.

Pi kel heaved |van over behind himand hopped back to his feet, clubbing wildly at the tangl ed nass
in front He squeaked frantically for his brother to join him and Ivan tried, but found that his
|l egs would not nove to his mnd s cal

Ivan struggled to stand, to get beside his brother. He realized only then that he had sonehow | ost
his axe, realized that he could not see and could not stand. Darkness engulfed his thoughts as it
had his eyes, and the last thing he felt was slender but strong hands grabbing his shoul ders and
haul i ng hi m backward al ong the fl oor.

They were greeted at the dining roomentrance by the groans and shrieks of the wounded. Danica
started forward, her first instincts telling her to run through the carnage and seek out her
friends. She stopped i medi ately, though, and spun about, hands crossing before her

The sight of their dead conrades had put the sol diers who had acconpani ed Dani ca and Dorigen into
a rage, and two of them stood right before the nonk, their spears leveled, their faces firny set
for battle.

The truce holds," Dorigen said calmy, acting not at all surprised by the piles of dead and
mutilated Trinity sol diers.

One of the spearnen backed away, but the other stood unblinking, unnoving, trying to decide if the
consequences of di sobedi ence woul d outwei gh the satisfaction of inpaling this intruder. v

Dani ca read his thoughts perfectly, saw the boiling
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hatred in his eyes. "Do it," she prodded, as eager to strike at himas he was to hit her

Dorigen put her hand on the man's back. Flickers of electricity arced up the w zard's body,

sl i pped down her arm and through her fingers, blowing the man to the floor several feet away. He
rolled to a sitting position, the shoulder of his |eather tunic snoking, netal speartip split in
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hal f, and hair dancing on end.

The next time, you will die," Dorigen promised grimy, to himand to the other soldiers mlling
nervously nearby. The truce holds."

The wi zard nodded to Danica, who sped off around the room She quickly discerned that her friends
had made their valiant stand behind the snall counter at the back of the hall. Finding their trai
as they left the place was not difficult, since it was dotted with bl ood.

"Ml ady Dorigen!" cried a man, rushing in behind the wi zard and her soldiers. "W have them"

Dani ca's al nond eyes flickered at the pai nful news, and she ran back across the hall.

"Where?" Dorigen denanded

Two passages over," the nman was happy to report, though his smle | essened when he noticed Danica
running free. He gripped his weapon tightly, but, thoroughly confused, nade no i mredi ate noves to
threaten t he danger ous nonk.

"Are they dead?" Danica asked, demanded

The man | ooked to Dorigen plaintively, and she nodded that he should answer.

They were alive by last reports,” he replied, "but fully surrounded and sorely pressed."

Dani ca was again surprised by the sincerity in Dorigen's al arnmed expression

"Quickly," the wizard said to her, and Dorigen took Danica's hand and ran off, the shruggi ng,
confused soldiers of Castle Trinity falling into ranks behind them
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* * * * *

Pi kel dodged back and forth along the corridor, his club holding back the eneny line while
Shayl ei gh pi cked her deadly shots around him Pikel's club rarely cane close to hitting anything
ot her than an enemnmy weapon, but the corridor was fast filling with dead and wounded.

Shayl ei gh enpti ed one qui ver, began working furiously on another

"Ogre!" she heard Vander yell, and she had to spin about An ogre had slipped past the furious
firbotg and was bearing down on the elf. She put her bow up quickly and fired point-blank, her
arrow di sappearing into the fleshy bulk. But the ogre was not stopped, and the clubbing it gave
Shayl ei gh sent her flying back against the wall, tunbling over Ivan. On the very edge of

consci ousness, she tried again to | oad her bow as the nonster advanced.

Pi kel gl anced back over his shoul der—and a sword slipped over his |lowered club to slash his upper
arm

"Ow, " he groaned, and he turned back just in time to see another sword slip in the other way,
gashing his other arm

"o "

The dwarf darted forward in a feigned charge, and his enenies fell back, then he swing around,
transferring the nomentumof his spin into his wide-flying chib. The ogre roared as its hip bone
cracked loudly, and it lurched to the side.

Shayl ei gh's next arrow dove into its chest; Vander's heavy sword gashed into its side.

It fell headl ong over Pikel as he nuttered, "Uh-oh," and dove forward, trying desperately to get
away. A man behind Pikel, fully intent on the dwarf, did not react quickly enough and was squashed
under six hundred pounds of ogre flesh

Pi kel, laid out straight, scranbled and clawed his way fromunder the prostrate torso, past the
ogre's hips™®nd right out between its |egs.
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O her enemies had run over the creature's back and were waiting for, and stabbing at, the dwarf as
he reappeared. He squeaked, "OM OM" repeatedly, taking stinging hit after stinging hit, trying
to get his balance and turn about, that he might fend off the wave of weapons.

An arrow cut the air above him and he used the distraction and the shield of a falling body to
roll all the way out fromunder the fallen ogre. Three scranbling steps put himbesi de Shayl ei gh
the elf now hol ding her sword | ow before her, standing unsteadily.

Toget her," she nunbled to Pikel, but as she spoke, a club twirled through the air and smashed her
in the face, and she fell heavily to the stone.

More cl ubs and daggers cane flying the dwarf's way. Pikel's waving club bl ocked a few, he | ooked
down curiously to regard a dagger's hilt quivering fromhis shoul der, |ooked curiously to his arm
that had suddenly fallen linp to his side.

Pi kel tried to backtrack, stunbled and fell over Shayleigh, and had not the strength to get back
up.

The side of her face against the stone, only one eye opened, Shayl eigh noted the neasured approach
of the eneny horde, though her fleeting consciousness could not conprehend the grimconsequences.
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The el f saw only bl ackness as a heavy boot slamred to the stone right before her face, its hee
only an inch away from her bl eeding nose.

Trunmp Card

Cadderly ran fromthe al cheny shop, pulling the ruined door closed behind him A nonent |ater the
young priest was spraw ed out on the floor, and that ironbound door was no nore than a pile of
burni ng kindling against the corridor's opposite wall. Cadderly hadn't expected the mixture to
react so quickly! He put his feet under himand started running, managing to hold his balance as a
second bl ast rocked the area, this one blow ng apart the door opposite the al cheny shop and
cracking the walls along the corridor.

Cadderly rounded a corner, glancing back as a fireball engulfed the area. He could only hope that
the second door he had ruined was not another portal to the | ower planes, could only hope that
sone evil, horrid denizens woul d not cone | eaping through into the corridor behind him

He ran past another door, then skidded as he crossed by yet another, this one nmade of iron, not
wood, and hangi ng open.
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"What have you done?" cane an angry cry frominside.

I have forced you to face nme, Cadderly answered silently, a satisfied | ook stealing the
trepidation fromhis face. He noved slowy to the iron door, pushing it all the way open

Cages and gl ass cases of various sizes lined the huge rooms walls, and a tunult of grow s and
squawks greeted the young priest The w zard stood across the way, in front of another door and
bet ween the four |argest cages. Three of these were enpty—for the manticore, the chinera, and the
hydra? Cadderly wondered—but the fourth held a creature that would grow into a fearsone beast

i ndeed. A young dragon, its scales glossy black, narrowed its reptilian eyes evilly as it regarded
Cadderly.

Cadderly noted the slight trembling of the wi zard' s shoulders, could tell that the exhausted man's
megi cal energi es had been greatly taxed. And the young priest's pillar of flane had hurt

Abal lister, for the side of the wizard's neck was red and blistered, and his fine blue robe hung
in tatters.

Anot her expl osion rocked the extradi nensi onal conpl ex.

Abal I i ster gnashed his teeth and shook his head. He tried to speak, but his words came out as a
si ngul ar grow .

Cadderly did not know how to respond. Should he demand the nman's surrender? He, too, was weary,
perhaps as weary as the ol der w zard. Perhaps this fight was far from over

"Your war against Shitmista Forest was unjustified," the young priest said, as calmy as he could
manage. "As was Barjin's attack on the Edificant Library."

The wi zard chuckl ed. "And what of the attack in Carra-doon?" he brazenly asked. "Wen | sent the
Ni ght Masks to kill you."

Cadderly believed that the nman was daring himto act, was baiting himto nake the first nove. He
| ooked again to that young black dragon, staring at himhungrily.
"There is still the option of surrender," Cadderly
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remarked, trying to equal the w zard's confidence.

"1 mght accept your surrender," Abailister replied sarcastically,
dark eyes flashed suddenly, and his hands began a circling notion
Cadderly had his readied crossbow up in an instant and | aunched the dart at Abailister wi thout the
slightest hesitation. H s shot was true, but the dart skipped off the wi zard' s newest nmgica
shield and struck up high on the back wall, blowing a clean hole. Sparks flared at the scorched
edges, the force of the explosion threatening to unravel the binding magi cal energi es—agi ca
energies that were already being assaulted fromthe continuing bursts fromthe al cheny shop

As soon as the dart skipped wi de, Cadderly knew that he was vul nerable. His choice of a
conventional attack prevented himfromthrowi ng up a defensive shield. Fortunately, the w zard's
attack came in the formof fire, with Abailister hurling a small ball of flane across the room
The fire hit Cadderly squarely, would have burned his face and hair except that enough of his
protective gl obe remained so that the flanmes were dispersed into a green gl ow

The young priest recovered fromthe shock quickly, reaching into his pouch for some seeds to hurl
back. Cadderly dropped themright back into the pouch, though, and nearly swooned, for it was
neither his turn to attack, nor the w zard's.

The bl ack dragon spit a line of acid from between the bars of its cage.

or | might not!"™ The wi zard's
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Cadderly cried out and spun, falling away to the side. He did not throw his arms up in front of
him (and if he had, they surely would have been charred) as his instincts denanded. He used the
training Danica had given to him threw as much of his body as he could out of harm s way.

The acid slashed across his chest, burning and biting at his skin. Rolling on the floor, Cadderly
saw that his tunic was burning, that his bandolier was burning. ,

H s bandol i er was burning!
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Screaming in terror and in pain, the young priest twirled up to his knees and pull ed the bandolier
over his head. Apparently thinking that the battle had turned his way, Abailister paid Cadderly's
frantic movenents no heed, was deep in the throes of casting another spell

Cadderly put the flaming bandolier into a few quick spins over his head like a lasso and hurled it
across the room diving for cover as he threw, curling up in a fetal position with his hands
tucked behi nd his head.

Abai |l i ster screaned in shock and fear, and the dragon roared as the first of the mmgical darts
expl oded.

One after another, the tiny bonbs went off, each blast seemng | ouder than the one before. Mta
tips and ends of the darts whi pped about the room pinging off netal bars, ricocheting off stone
wal | s, and smashi ng gl ass.

Cadderly could not count the expl osions, but he knew that he still had well over thirty darts in
his bandolier. He tightened his arnms instinctively about his head, continued to screamif for no
better reason than to block out the terrible tumult in the room

And then it was over, and Cadderly dared to | ook out. Residual sparking fires had been Iit al
about the huge room The dragon lay dead, its torso shredded by many flying darts, but the w zard
was nowhere to be seen

Cadderly had started to stand when out of the corner of his eye he noticed a giant snake slipping
out of the broken side of a glass container. He put his walking stick in the constrictor's face,
held it back until he could quick-step past

A netal pole to the other side disintegrated in a flash of Iight. Another followed suit, and
Cadderly began to understand that he had inadvertently unl ocked the bindings of this entire

magi cal pocket.

The young priest rushed across the room through the far door, and into another, narrower
corridor. The w zard stood forty feet away, one armlinp at his side, blood oozing fromhis

shoul der, and his face bl ackened with soot
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"Fool!" Aballister yelled at him "You have broken ny house, but have damed yourself inits
col I apse! "

It was true, Cadderly realized. The nagical bindings were unraveling. He started to reply, but
Abal lister wasn't |istening. The wi zard scurried through a nearby door and was gone.

Cadderly ran up and tried to follow, but the heavy wooden door woul d not budge. There canme anot her
expl osion, and the floor bucked violently, knocking himto one knee. He gl anced frantically up and
down the corridor, |ooking for some escape; he grabbed up his crossbow, only to renenber that he
had no nore expl osive darts

Garing light flickered through the open door he had |left behind—the Iight of disintegrating
material, Cadderly knew. He tried to fall into his nagic, to search the song for a way out.

A flash ran along the ceiling above him leaving a wide crack in its wake, and Cadderly realized
that he did not have tine.

He took up his adamantite spindl e-di sks and | ooped the cord over his finger. He sent theminto a
few fast novenments, running themdown to the end of the cord, then snapping them back into his
palm to tighten the cord

"1 hope you made these good," he nmunbl ed, speaking as if I|van Boul dershoul der were standi ng next
to him Wth a determ ned grunt, the young priest hurled the spindle-disks at the door, and they
cracked of f the wood, knocking a deep dent in its surface. A flick of Cadderly's wist sent them
spi nning back to his hand, and he hurled them again, at the same spot

The third throw popped a hole in the wood and a fierce wind filled with red stinging dust

assaul ted Cadderly. He kept his bal ance and his conmposure and whacked the door again, his spindle-
di sks wi deni ng the hol e.

The flickering light to his side becanme conti nuous, and Cadderly gl anced that way to see the very
corridor disSolv-ing, arcing fingers of electricity |leading the way toward
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hi m breaking apart the nagically created stone so that it mi ght be consuned.

Barely twenty feet away | oomed not hi ngness.

Cadderly's weapon hit the door with all his strength behind it. He couldn't even see through the
stinging dust, just flailed away desperately.

Ten feet away, the corridor was gone.

Cadderly sensed it, hurled the disks one final time, and threw all his weight agai nst the weakened
door.

Dani ca and Dorigen worked their way past scores of swarmng Trinity soldiers, nen and nonsters
al i ke. Many stopped to regard the fierce nonk curiously, but seeing Dorigen beside Danica, they
only shrugged and went on their way.

Dani ca knew that Dorigen could have had her overwhelned with a single word at any tine, and she
spent nore time looking at the wizard than at the scranbling soldiers, trying to figure out
exactly what was notivating Dorigen.

They heard the firbolg's roar frombeyond as they cane up on one corner, heard the w nd-cutting
sweep of Vander's great sword and the frantic cries of dodging enenmies. A goblin rushed around the
bend, skidding to a stop right before Dorigen

"Three of "ens is down!" it shrieked, holding four crooked fingers up before it. Three of 'ens is
down!" A sickly feeling washed over Danica. Three of 'enms is down!"

The goblin's snile disappeared under the weight of Dan-ica's fast-flying fist

"We have a truce,"” Dorigen calmy rem nded the volatile nmonk, but it seened to Danica that Dorigen
was not overly concerned, was even anused, by the wounded goblin squirm ng about on the fl oor
Danica was up to the corner in an instant, peering around
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at the sight she feared to view. |van, Pikel, and Shayleigh |lay helpless on the floor, wth
Vander, showi ng a dozen grievous wounds, straddling them the firbolg s huge sword worki ng back
and forth furiously to keep the nmultitude of pressing enenies back.

An ore cried out something Danica did not understand, and the eneny troops broke ranks, rushing
away fromthe firbolg, rushing past Danica and turning, diving, into the corridor behind her. She
understood the retreat when the scene cleared, revealing a battery of crossbowren down the hal
beyond the firbol g, weapons |evel ed and ready.

Vander cried out in protest, apparently realizing his doom Then a glow ng apparition of a hand
appeared behind him touched him and he swung about, his sword cutting nothing but the enpty air
Danica's first reaction was to spin and cl obber the wi zard, guessing that Dorigen nmust have been
the one who had brought forth the spectral hand, and fearing what the w zard m ght have done to
Vander. Before the nmonk noved, though, the crossbow battery opened up, |aunching a score of heavy
bol ts Vander's way.

They ski pped and defl ected harmessly off the firbolg. Some stopped in midair, quivering before
Vander, then fell, their nomentum expended, to the ground.

"I amtrue to nmy word," Dorigen said dryly, wal king past Danica and into the open corridor. She
called for Vander to be at ease, called for her own troops to cease the fighting. Sone soldiers,
ores nostly, near Danica eyed the nonk dangerously, clutching their weapons as though they did not
understand and did not trust the strange events.

The sol di ers who had acconpani ed the nonk and Dorigen fromthe w zard's area, who had wi tnessed
Dorigen's fury against the ore that had gone agai nst her comrands, sent a |ine of whispers
spreadi ng t hroughout the ranks, and Danica soon rel axed, the threat apparently ended. She rushed

around the corner, found Vander, too, slunping against the wall, thoroughly exhausted and gravely
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wounded.

"It is over?" the firbolg asked breathlessly.

"No nore fighting," Danica answered. Vander closed his eyes and slid slowy down to the floor, and
it seemed to Danica that he woul d die.

Dani ca found the dwarves and Shayl ei gh alive, at |east, and Shayl eigh actually managed to sit up
and rai se one hand in greeting. Ivan was by far the worst off of the three. He had lost a | ot of

bl ood and was | osing nore even as Danica tried futilely to stemthe flow Even worse, his | egs had
gone perfectly linp and were wi thout feeling.

"Have you any heal ers?" Dani ca asked of Dorigen, who was standi ng over her

"The clerics are all dead," a nearby soldier answered for the wi zard, his words sharp-edged as he,
too, tended to a wounded man, a Trinity soldier fast slipping into the real mof death.
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Dani ca wi nced, renenbering Cadderly's brutal work against that group, thinking it terribly ironic
that his necessary actions against Trinity's priests night now cost his friends their |ives.
Cadderly! The word assaulted Danica as surely as would an eneny spear. \Were was he? she wondered.
The potentially disastrous consequences of his showdown agai nst Aballister, his father, rang
clearer to the nonk now, with Ivan cradled helplessly in her arns. Shayl eigh seened stronger with
every passing nonent; Vander's cuts had already clotted and were sonehow nysteriously on the mend;
and Pi kel groaned and grunbled, finally rolling over with a curious, "Huh?"

But lvan... Danica knew that only his dwarven toughness was keeping himalive, doubted that even
that considerabl e strength woul d support himfor rmuch | onger. Ivan needed a priest who could
access powerful spells of healing—+van needed Cadderly.

Dori gen ordered several nmen to assist Danica in her efforts, sent several others to the priests
private quarters
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to search for bandages and heal i ng potions and sal ves. None of the nmen, standing in the bl ood of
their own allies, seened overly eager to aid the brutal intruders, but none dared to disobey the
wi zard.

Dani ca, pressing hard against a punping wound in Ivan's chest, her arned soaked w th bl ood, could
only wait and pray.

The small sun shone red. The air was hazy with swirling dust, and the rocky, barren | andscape
ranged from orange hues to deep crinson. Al was quiet, save for the endl ess, nmournful call of the
gusting, stinging w nd.

Cadderly saw no Me about him no plants or aninmals, no sign even of water, and he couldn't imagi ne
anything surviving in this desolate place. He wondered where he was and knew only that this barren
regi on was nowhere on the surface of Toril

"No place that has any nane," Aballister answered the young priest's unspoken question. The wi zard
wal ked out froma nearby tunble of boulders and stood facing Cadderly. "At |east none that | have
ever heard."”

Cadderly took sone confort in the feet that he could still hear Deneir's song playing in his mnd
He began to sing along, quietly, his hand with the nmagical ring clenched at his side.

"I would be very careful before attenpting any spells," Aballister warned, guessing his intent.
"The properties of magic are not the same here as they are on our own world. A sinple line of
fire"—the wizard | ooked to the ring as he spoke—=might well engulf this entire planet in a ball of
flane.

"It is the dust, you see," the wi zard continued, holding his hand up into the wind, then folding
his long, skinny fingers to rub against the red powder in his palm "So volatile."

Abal lister's sincere cal mbothered the young priest.
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"Your extradi nensional hone is no nore," Cadderly said, trying to steal the wi zard' s bl uster
Abal I i ster frowned. "Yes, dear Cadderly, you have becone such a bother. It will take nme nmany
nmonths to reconstruct that magnificent work. It was magnificent, don't you agree?"

"W are stranded." It was spoken as a statenent, but Cadderly, fearful that his words might be
true, privately intended it as a question

Abal lister's face screwed up incredul ously, as though he thought the clai mabsurd. Cadderly took
confort in that, for if the w zard possessed sone magi c that would get them hone, the young priest
bel i eved that Deneir would show himthe way, as well.

"You are not a traveler," Aballister remarked, and he shook his head, seem ng al nost di sappoi nt ed.
"I never would have guessed that you woul d becone so paral yzed by the conforts of that m serable
library."

Now it was Cadderly who screwed up his face. What was the nan saving? He never woul d have guessed?
VWhat revelations lay in the wizard's choice of words, his choice of tense?

"Who are you?" Cadderly asked suddenly, w thout thinking, w thout even nmeaning to speak the

t hought al oud.

Abal lister's burst of |aughter nocked him "I amone who has |ived nany nore years than you, who
knows nore about you than you believe, and who has defeated nen and nonsters much greater than
you," the w zard boasted, and again his tone reflected sincere serenity.

"You nmay have done ne a favor with your stubborn determ nation and your surprising

resourceful ness," Aballister went on. "Both Barjin and Ragnor, ny principle rivals, are dead
because of you, and Dorigen as well, | would guess, since you cane into nmy hone al one."

"Dorigen showed nme the way in," Cadderly corrected, nore interested in deflating Aballister than
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in protecting the woman. "She is very nuch alive."
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For the first tine, Aballister seened truly bothered, or at |east perplexed. "She woul d not
appreci ate your telling me of her treachery," he reasoned. He started to el aborate, but stopped
suddenly, feeling an intrusion in his thoughts, a presence that did not bel ong.

Cadderly pressed the domination spell, the same one he had used to "convince" Dean Thobicus to
allow himto head out for Castle Trinity. He focused on the area of bl ackness he knew to be

Abal lister's identity, sent forth a glowing ball of energy to assault the w zard' s mnd
Abal | i ster stopped the glowing ball and pushed it back toward the young priest. How easily you
work around the limtations of our physical surroundings, the wizard congratul ated tel epathically.
Though you prove yourself a fool to challenge nme so!

Cadderly ignored the nessage, pressed on with all his nental strength. The gl owi ng ball of nenta
energy seened to distort and flatten, nmoving not at all, as Aballister stubbornly pushed back

You are strong, the w zard renarked.

Cadderly held sinilar feelings for his adversary. He knew his focus on the ball was absolute, and
yet Aballister held himat bay. The young priest understood the synaptic novenents of Aballister's
t houghts, the clear flow of reasoning, the desperation of curiosity, and it seenmed to Cadderly
alnost as if he was looking into sonme sort of nental mirror. They were so simlar, the two
opponents, and yet so different!

Cadderly's m nd began to wander, began to wonder how many peopl e of Faerun m ght possess sinlar
mental powers, a simlar synaptic flow Very few, he believed, and that led himto begin
calculating the probabilities of this neeting...

The glowing ball, the nental manifestation of pure pain, |eaped his way, and Cadderly dism ssed
the tangent thoughts, quickly regaining his focus. The struggle continued for many nmonents, with
neither man gai n' Tng any
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advantage, neither man willing to relinquish an inch to the other.
It is of no avail, canme Aballister's thoughts.

Only one will leave this place, Cadderly replied.

He pressed on, again maki ng no headway. But then Cadderly began to hear the nel ody of the song of
Deneir, flowi ng along beside him falling into place near himand then within him These were the
notes of perfect harnony, sharpening Cadderly*s focus to a point where the unbelieving w zard
could not follow Aballister's mnd mght have been Cadderly's equal, but the wi zard tacked the
harnony of spirit, |lacked the conpany of a god figure. Aballister had no answers for the greatest
questi ons of hunman existence, and therein lay his weakness, his self-doubts.

The gl owi ng ball began to nove toward the wi zard, slowy, but inevitably.

Cadderly felt Aballister's welling panic, and that only scattered the wi zard' s focus even nore.
Do you not know who | anf the wi zard telepathically asked. The desperation in his thoughts made
Cadderly believe the words to be another pointless boast, a fervent denial that anyone coul d hope
to defeat himin nental conbat. The young priest was not distracted, maintained his focus and the
pressure—dntil Aballister played his trunp.

"I amyour father!" the w zard screaned.

H e words slamed into Cadderly nore profoundly than any lightning bolt. The gl owi ng ball was no
nmore, the mental contact shattered by the overwhelming surprise. It all nmade sense to the young
priest Awful, undeni able sense, and after view ng the w zard's thought processes, so simlar, even
identical, to his own, Cadderly could not find the strength to doubt the claim

/ amyour father! The words rang out in Cadderly's mnd, a daming cry, a pang of |oneliness and
regret for those things that night have been

"Do you not renenber?" the w zard asked, and his voice sounded so very sweet to the stunned young
priest.
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Cadderly blinked his eyes open, regarded the man and his unthreatening, resigned pose.

Abal I i ster crooked his arns as though he were cradling a baby. "I remenber hol ding you close," he
cooed. "I would sing to you—how nmuch nore precious you were to nme since your nother had died in
childbirth!"

Cadderly felt the strength draining fromhis |egs.
"Do you renenber that?" the wi zard asked gently. "OF course you do. There are sone things
i ngrai ned deeply within our thoughts, within our hearts. You cannot forget those noments we had
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toget her, you and |, father and son."
Abal lister's words wove a nyriad of images in Cadderly's mind, inmages of his earliest days, the
serenity and security he had felt in his father's arms. How wonderful things had been for him

then! How filled with | ove and perfect harnony!
"I remenber the day | was forced to give you up,

Abal I ister purred on. His voice cracked; a tear

streamed down his weary old face. "So vividly, | renenber. Tinme has not dulled the edge of that
pain."

"Why?" Cadderly managed to stamrer.

Abal | i ster shook his head. "I was afraid,” he replied. "Afraid that | alone could not give you the

life you deserved."

Cadderly felt only conpassion for the nan, had forgiven Aballister before the wizard had even
asked for forgiveness.

"Al'l of them were against ne," Aballister went on, his voice taking on an unni stakabl e edge—and to
Cadderly, the sharpness of the wi zard' s rising anger only seened to validate all that Aballister
had cl aimed. "The priests, the officials of Carradoon. "It will be better for the boy/ they al
said, and now | understand their reasoning."

Cadderly | ooked up and shrugged, not follow ng the |ogic.

"I woul d have becone the mayor of Carradoon," Aballister explained. "It was inevitable. And you,
my | egacy, ny
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heart and soul, would have followed suit My political rivals could not bear to see that conme to
pass, could not bear to see the fam |y of Bonaduce attain such dom nance. Jeal ousy drove them
drove themall!"

It all made perfect sense to the stunned young priest He found hinmsel f hating the Edificant

Li brary, hating Dean Thobicus, the old liar, and hating even Headmaster Avery Schell, the man who
had served as his surrogate father for so many years. Pertel ope, too! What a phony she had been
VWhat a hypocritel

"And so | have risen against them" Aballister proclained. "And | have searched you out. W are

t oget her again, my son."

Cadderly closed his eyes, put his head down, and absorbed those precious words, words he had
wanted to hear fromhis earliest recollections. Aballister continued talking, but Cadderly's mnd
remai ned | ocked on those six sweet words. W are together again, ny son

H s nother had not died in childbirth.

Cadderly did not really remenber her, just in inmages, flashes of her smling face. But those

i mages certainly did not cone from Cadderly's norment of childbirth.

And | have searched you out.

But what of the N ght Masks? Cadderly's reasoning screamed at him Aballister had indeed searched
hi mout, had sent killers to search himout, to nmurder himand to nurder Danica.

It was only then that Cadderly suspected that the w zard had placed an enchantnent over him had
sweetened his words with subtle nagical energies. The young priest's heart fought back agai nst the
reasoni ng, against the logical protests, for he did not want to believe that he was being

decei ved, wanted desperately to believe in his father's sincerity.

But his nother had not died in childbirth!

Abal lister's charm ng tapestry began to unwi nd. Cadderly focused on the w zard's continui ng words
once
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nore—and found that the man was no | onger coaxi ng sweet images, but was chanti ng.

Cadderly had let his guard down, had no practical defense against the inpending spell. He |ooked
up to see Aballister |oose a sheet of sizzling blue Iightning that wobbl ed and zi gzagged t hr ough
the popping red dust The w zard apparently understood the properties of this |andscape, for the
bl ast deflected unerringly toward Cadderly. The young priest threw his arns up, felt the jolting,
burni ng expl osion jerk his nuscles every which way, felt it grab at his heart and squeeze

vi ci ously.

He sensed that he was flying, but felt nothing. He sensed that he had sl amed hard agai nst sone
rock, but was beyond the sensation of pain.

"Now you are dead," he heard Aballister say, distantly, as though he and the w zard were no | onger
facing each other, were no longer on the sanme plane of existence.

Cadderly understood the truth of that claim felt his life-force slipping fromhis nortal coil,
slipping into the world of the spirit, the real mof the dead. Looki ng down, he saw hinself |ying

file:/lIF|/rah/R.%20A.%20Salvatore/R.%20A.%20...%20-%20The%20Fallen%20Fortress%20-%20[FR].txt (110 of 117) [7/19/03 12:27:26 AM]



file:///F|/rah/R.%20A .%20Sa vatore/R.%20A .%20Sal vatore%20-%20The%20Fallen%20Fortress¥620-%20[ FR] .txt

on the red ground, broken and snoldering. Then his spirit was bathed in the divine light, the sane
washi ng sensation he had felt weeks ago at the Dragon's Codpi ece when he had gone in search of
Headnaster Averts spirit

One, two, played the notes of Deneir's song.

He knew only peace and serenity, felt nore at hone than he had ever felt, and knew t hat he had
come to a place where he nmight find sonme rest

One, two.

Al'l thoughts of the material world began to fade. Even inages of Danica, his dearest |ove, were
not tainted with regret, for Cadderly held faith that he and she woul d one day be rejoined. H's
heart lifted; he felt his spirit soar

One, two, cane the song. Like a heartbeat

Cadderly saw his body again, far below him saw one finger twitch slightly.
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No! he protested.

One, two, conpelled the song. Cadderly was not being asked, he was being told. He |ooked to
Abal | i ster, spell-casting once nore, creating a shinmering doorway in the red air. Aballister
would return to Castle Trinity, the young priest suddenly realized, and all the regi on woul d be
pl unged into darkness.

Cadderly understood the plea of Deneir, and no longer did his spirit protest One, two, beat his
heart

When he opened his material eyes and | ooked upon Aballister, he was again flooded with the warm
sensation of the inages of chil dhood the wizard had conjured. Rationally, Cadderly understood that
he had been under an enchant nent, understood that sinple |ogic proved Aballis-ter's lies. But the
lure of what Aballister had shown himcould not be easily overcone.

Then anot her inmage came to the young priest, a menory he had bl ocked out, packed away in a renmpte
corner of his mind |long, |ong ago. He stood before the doors of the Edifi-cant Library, a young
and not so fat Headnaster Avery facing his father before him Avery's face was blotched red from
rage. He screanmed at Aballister, even cursed the nman, and reiterated that Aballister had been
banned from ever again entering the Edificant Library.

Abal i ster showed no sign of renorse, even |aughed at the burly priest. Then take the brat," he
cackl ed, and he roughly shoved Cadderly forward, tearing a handful of hair from Cadderly's head as
he pulled his hand away.

The pain was intense, physically and enotionally, but Cadderly did not cry out, not then and not
now. In |ooking back on that awful nonent, Cadderly realized that he did not cry out because he
was so accustoned to Aballister's comonpl ace abuse. He had been the outlet for the wzard's
frustrations. He was the outlet as his nother had been the outl et

H s not her!

Cadderly was sonehow standi ng, grow ing, and Aballis-
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ter turned about, his eyes popping wide with surprise when he saw that his son still lived. Behind

the wi zard, the portal glowed and shimmered, sonetinmes showi ng an image of the anteroomto the

wi zard's mansion within its magi cal borders. Aballister woul d abandon himnow, as he had abandoned
hi mt hen, would go about his business and | eave his son, "the brat," to fate.

More nmenories assaulted the young priest, as though he had opened a box that he could not close.
He saw Aballister's face, twisted denobnically with rage, heard his nother's pitiful cries and his
own qui et sobs.

The mani festation of a huge sword appeared in the red air before him waving nmenacingly. "Lie down
and die," he heard the wizard say.

That sword! Aballister had used it against Cadderly's nother, had used this very sane spell to
kill Cadderly's nother!

"Ch, ny dear Deneir," the lost young priest heard hinself whinper. The song thrumed in his head
of its own accord; Cadderly did not conpel it to play and hardly heard the harnony of its sweet
notes. He thought he heard Headnaster Averts voice at that nmonment, but the notion was |ost when he
saw the magi cal sword arcing his way, slicing for his unprotected neck, too close for himto
dodge.

The sword struck himand then dissolved with a sharp sizzle.

"Dam you!" the wi zard, his father, cried.

Cadderly saw nothing but his nother's face, felt nothing but a prinmal rage focused on this
nmurderer, this inposter. He heard a sound escaping his lips, a burst of anger and nmagi cal energy

file:/lIF|/rah/R.%20A.%20Salvatore/R.%20A.%20...%20-%20The%20Fallen%20Fortress%20-%20[FR].txt (111 of 117) [7/19/03 12:27:26 AM]



file:///F|/rah/R.%20A .%20Sa vatore/R.%20A .%20Sal vatore%20-%20The%20Fallen%20Fortress¥620-%20[ FR] .txt

too great for himto contain. It came forth as the nost discordant note of the Deneirian song
Cadderly had ever heard, a purely destructive twi st of the precious notes,

TTie very ground heaved before him and he continued to scream Like an ocean wave, the red soi
rolled toward Aballister, a crack widening in its mghty wake.
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"What are you doi ng?" the w zard protested, and so weak and ninuscule did his voice sound beneath
the roar of Cadderly's primal scream

Abal lister lurched into the air, throwm by the wave. He flailed his arns as he descended, fl apping
futilely, and fell into the torn crack. The wave dininished as it rolled on, the ground becom ng
qui et once nore.

"I amyour father!" canme Aballister's pleading, pained cry fromsonmewhere not too far bel ow the
rimof the crack.

Anot her cry erupted from Cadderly's aching lungs, and he threw his hands up before himand cl apped
t hem t oget her.

And following his |lead, the crack in the ground, too, snapped shut Aballister's cries were no
nore.

War's End
An exhaust ed Cadderly stepped through the door Aballister had conveniently created, stepped
through the wall, which was no | onger covered with a swirling mst, and into the room where he had

| eft Danica. A dozen eneny soldiers were there, mlling about and grumbling to each other, but,
oh, how they scranbl ed when the young priest suddenly appeared in their mdst! They screanmed and
punched each other, fighting to get away fromthe dangerous nan. In but a few nmonents, only she
remained in the room and these kept their wits enough to draw their weapons and face the young
priest squarely.

"Go to Dorigen!" one of them barked at another, and the man ran off.

"Stay back, | warn you!" another man growl ed at Cadderly, prodding forward threateningly with his
spear.

Cadderly's head t hrobbed; he wanted no fight with this crew, or with anyone for that natter, but
he could hardly
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ignore his precarious situation. He accessed the song of Deneir, though the effort pained him and
the next tine the man prodded ahead, he found that he was hol ding not a spear, but a withing,
obvi ously unhappy serpent The man shrieked and dropped the thing to the floor, scranbling back
away fromit, though it nmade no nove to attack

"We have your friends!* another man, the soldier who had ordered a conmpanion to go for Dorigen
cried. "If you kill us, they, too, will be killed!"

Cadderly didn't even hear the second sentence. The proclamation that his friends were prisoners,
and not dead, sent his hopes soaring. He rested back against the wall and tried hard not to think
of the fact that he had just destroyed his own father.

Dani ca raced into the rooma nonent later, slanmmed hard into Cadderly, and threw her arns around
him crushing himin a hug.

"Abal lister is dead,"” the young priest said to Dorigen over Danica's shoul der.

Dori gen gave himan inquisitive | ook, and Danica, too, backed away to arnis length and stared hard
at her I|ove.

"I know," Cadderly said quietly.

"He was your father?" Danica asked, her expression as pained as that of Cadderly.

Cadderly nodded, and his lips went thin as he tried to firmup his jaw

"Ivan needs you," Danica said to him She regarded the young priest carefully, then shook her head
doubtfully, seeing his obvious exhaustion

Dorigen | ed Cadderly and Dani ca back to the roomthey had set up for the care of the wounded.
Cadderly's four friends were there—though Vander hardly seenmed wounded anynore—along with a
handful of Castle Trinity's hunman soldiers. The ores and other goblinoid creatures had foll owed
their own custom of slaughtering their seriously wounded comnpani ons.

Pi kel and Shayl ei gh were both sitting up, though neither
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| ooked very steady. Their expressions brightened at Cad-derly's approach, and they notioned for
himto go to Ivan, lying, pale as death, on a nearby cot.
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Cadderiy knelt beside the yell ow bearded dwarf, anazed that Ivan still drew breath, given the
sheer numnber of gari sh wounds he had suffered. The young priest realized that Ivan, for all his
toughness, didn't have much tine, and knew that he had to sonehow find the strength to follow the
song to the sphere of healing and bring forth powerful nmgics.

Qui etly, Cadderiy began to chant, and he heard the nusic, but it was distant, so distant. Cadderiy
mental ly reached for it, felt the pressure in his tenples, and closed his eyes as he fell into its
flow, guiding it along. He swam past the notes of the minor spells of healing, know ng they would
be of little use in tending the dwarf's nost serious wounds. The song built to a thrunmi ng
crescendo in his thoughts, noved at Cadderly's denmand into the real mof the greatest spells of
heal i ng.

The next thing the young priest knew, he was |ying on the floor, |ooking up into Danica's
concerned expression. She hel ped himback to a sitting position and he | ooked upon |van

hopel essl y.

"Cadderiy?" Danica asked, and the young priest could think of several questions reflected in that
one word.

"He is too tired," Dorigen answered, comng to kneel beside them both. The wi zard | ooked into
Cadderly's holl owed gray eyes and nodded, and under st ood.

"I must access the mamgic," the young priest said deterninedly, and he fell right back into the
song, fought hard, for nowit seened to him even nore distant

Twenty m nutes passed before he woke up the next time, and Cadderiy knew then that he woul d need
several nore hours of rest before he could even attenpt to get into the greatest |evels of healing
magi ¢ again. He knew, too, in |ooking at the dwarf, that Ivan would not live that lcrtig.

"Way do you do this to ne?" Cadderiy asked al oud, asked
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his god, and all those about himregarded hi mcuriously.

"Deneir," he explained privately to Danica. "He has abandoned ne in ny tine of desperation. I
cannot believe that he will let Ivan die."

"Your god does not control the mnor fetes of nminor players,
t he two.

Cadderiy shot her a derisive glance that plainly asked what the w zard m ght know of it

"I understand the properties of magic," Dorigen replied squarely against that arrogant expression.
"The magic remains to be accessed, but you have not the strength. The failing is not Deneir's."
Dani ca nmoved as if to strike out at the wonman, but Cadderiy grabbed the nonk imediately and held
her back, nodding his head in agreenent with Dorigen

Dori gen said, again noving close to

"And so your magic is held," Dorigen remarked. "Is that all that you have to offer the dying
dwar f ?"
At first, Cadderiy took her unexpected words to nean that he should bid Ivan farewell, as a friend

woul d do, but after a nmonment's thinking, the young priest came to interpret the words in a
different way. He notioned Dani ca away, spent a long nminute in contenplation, searching for sone
possi bl e answers.

"Your ring," he renarked to Vander suddenly.

The firbolg glanced quickly at his hand, but the initial excitement of the group died away
imediately. "It will not work," Vander explained. "The ring nust be worn while the wounds are
recei ved. "

"Gve it tonme, | beg," Cadderiy said, not letting down a bit in |ight of the grimexplanation. He
took the ring fromthe willing firbolg and slipped it over his own finger

"There are two types of healing magic," Cadderiy explained to Vander and the others. "Two types,
though | have called only upon the nethod that begs the blessing of the gods to nend torn skin and
br oken bones."

Danica started to inquire further, but Cadderiy had closed his eyes and was al ready beginning to
si ng once
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more. It took himsone time to catch up to the flow of the song. Again he felt the pressure in his
tenples as he followed its tiring current, but he kept heart, knowing that this tinme, he would not
have to go so far.

The four friends and Dorigen gathered around the cot, and gasped in unison as Ivan's severe throat
wound si nply di sappeared, then gasped again as it reappeared on Cad-derly's neck!

Bl ood bubbled fromthe young priest's opened throat as he continued to force the words fromhis
nmout h. Anot her of Ivan's wounds was erased fromthe dwarf's body, to appear in a simlar position
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on Cadderly.

Danica cried out for her love and started forward, but Dorigen and Shayl ei gh held her back,
reasoning with her to trust in the young priest

Soon Ivan was resting peacefully, and Cadderly, show ng every brutal wound the dwarf had suffered,
fell to the floor.

"Oooo, " groaned an unhappy Pikel

"Cadderly!" Danica cried again, and she tore free of Shayleigh and Dorigen and ran to him She put
her head to his chest to hear his heartbeat, brushed his curly brown | ocks fromhis face, and put
her face close to his, whispering for himto |ive.

Vander's | aughter turned her angrily about

"He wears the ring!" the firbolg roared. "Ch, clever young priest!"

"Co oi!" Pikel squealed with glee.

When Dani ca turned back, Cadderly, his head uplifted, gave her a peck of a kiss. "This really
hurts," he groaned, but he nanaged to snile as he spoke the words, his head drifting slowy back
to the floor, his eyes slowy closing.

"What's wong with hin?" |van grunbled, sitting up and | ooki ng about the roomw th a confused

expr essi on.

By the time his friends had pushed Ivan aside and |ifted Cadderly into place on the cot, the young
priest was breathing nuch easier, and nmany of his wounds were unni stakably on the nend.
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Later that night, the still weary priest rose fromhis bed and noved about the makeshift
infirmary, singing softly once nore, tending the wounds of his other friends, and those of Castle
Trinity's soldiers.

* kK k*k

"He was nmy father," Cadderly said bluntly. The young priest rubbed a hand across his wet eyes,
trying to cone to terms with the sudden expl osion of nenories that assaulted him nenories he had
buried away many years before.

Dani ca shifted closer to him locking his armwith her owm. "Dorigen told ne," she expl ai ned.
They sat together in the quiet darkness for many minutes.

"He killed nmy nother," Cadderly said suddenly.

Dani ca | ooked up at him a horrified expression on her fair face.

, "It was an accident," Cadderly continued, |ooking straight ahead. "But not w thout blane. My
fath ... Aballister was al ways experinmenting with new magi cs, always pressing the energies to
their very linmts, and to his very limts of control. He conjured a sword one day, a magnificent
gl owi ng sword that sliced back and forth through the air, floating of its own accord."

Cadderly could not help a slight, ironic chuckle. "He was so proud," the young priest said,
shaki ng his head, his unkenpt sandy-brown | ocks flopping fromside to side. "So proud. But he
could not control the dweoner. He had overstepped his nagical discipline, and before he could

di spel the sword, ny nother was dead.”

Dani ca munbl ed her |ove's nanme under her breath, pulled himtighter, and put her head on his
shoul der. The young priest noved away, though, so that he could | ook Danica in the eye.

"I do not even renmenber her nanme," he said, voice trenbling. "Her face is clear to nme again, the
first face | ever saw
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inthis world, but | do not even remenber her name!"

They sat quietly again, Danica thinking of her own dead parents, and Cadderly playing with the
mul titude of rushing images, trying to find sone logical recollection of his earliest years. He
renenbered, too, one of Headmaster Avery's scol dings, when the portly man had called Cadderly a
"Gondsman," referring to a particular sect of priests known for creating ingenious, and often
destructive, tools and weapons wi thout regard for the consequences of their creations. Now,
knowi ng Abal lister, remenbering what had happened to his own nother, Cadderly could better

under stand dear Avery's fears.

But he was not like his father, he silently reninded hinmself. He had found Deneir, found the
truth, and found the call of his conscience. And he had brought the war—the war Aballister had
preci pitated—to the only possi bl e concl usion.

Cadderly sat there assaulted by a tumult of |ong-buried and confusing nmenories, assaulted by enpty
wi shes of what m ght have been and by a host of nore recent nenories which he could now | ook at
with a new perspective, A profound sadness that he could not deny washed over him a sense of
grief that he had never felt before, for Avery, for Pertelope, for his nother, and for Aballister.
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H s sadness for his father was not for the man's death, though, but for the man's life.

Cadderly repeatedly saw the red ground of that distant world closing over the fallen w zard,
endi ng a sad chapter of wasted, m sused potenti al

"You had to do it," Danica said unexpectedly. Cadderly blinked at her in disbelief that soon
turned to amusenent How wel | she knew hi n

H's reply was a nod and a sincere, if resigned, snmle. Cadderly felt no guilt for what he had
done; he had found the truth as his father never had, Aballister, not Cadderly, had forced the
concl usi on. *

The small roomlit up as Dorigen entered, bearing a
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candel abra. "Castle Trinity's soldiers are scattering to the four winds," she said. "All of their
| eaders are dead—except for nyself, and | have no desire to continue what Aballister has started."
Dani ca nodded her approval, but Cadderly scow ed.

"What is it?" the surprised nonk asked him

"Are we to let themrun free, perhaps to cause nore m schief?" he asked.

"There remain nearly three thousand of them" Dorigen rem nded him "You really have little choice
in the mtter. But take heart, young priest, for the threat to Carradoon, to the library, to al
the region is surely ended. And | will return with you to your library, to face the judgnment of
your superiors."

My superiors? Cadderly thought incredul ously. Dean Thobi cus? The notion rem nded himthat he had
many things yet to acconplish if he was to follow the course Deneir had laid out before him One
battl e was ended, but another was yet to be fought.

"Their judgnent will be harsh,” Danica replied, and fromher tone it was obvious that she did not
wi sh any serious harmto cone to the repentant wi zard. "They may execute ..." Danica's grimvoice
trailed off as Dorigen nodded her acceptance of that fact

"No, they will not," Cadderly said quietly. "You will cone back, Dorigen, and you will serve a
penance. But with your powers and sincere desire, you have nuch that you can contribute. You
Dorigen, will help heal the scars of this war, and help better the region. That is the proper
course, and the course the library will follow "

Dani ca turned a doubting | ook Cadderl/s way, but it fell away as she consi dered the deternination
etched on the young priesf s face. She knew what Cadderly had done to Dean Thobi cus to get them
out here in the first place; she suspected then what Cadderly neant to do to the man once they got
back to the Edificant Library.

Agai n, Dorigen nodded, and she smled warnmy at
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Cadderly, the man who had spared her in Shilmsta Forest, the man who apparently neant to spare
her once nore.

Tell me of mercy, wi se Cadderly,"” Dorigen remarked. "lIs it strength, or weakness?"

"Strength," the young priest answered w thout hesitation

Cadderly stood on the rocky slope above Castle Trinity, flanked by his five friends. "You have
ordered themto abandon this place?" he asked Dorigen, coming up the rise to join them

"I have told the men that they will be welcomed in Carra-doon," the w zard replied. "Though

doubt that nmany will head that way. | have told the ogres, the ores, and the goblins to go and
find holes in the nmountains, to run away and cause no nore m schief."

"But many remain within the fortress?" Cadderly stated as much as asked.

Dori gen | ooked back to Trinity's unconpleted walls and shrugged. "Ogres, ores, and goblins are

st ubborn beasts."

Cadderly eyed the fortress contenptuously. He remenbered the other plane, the earthquake he had
brought about to bury Abal Hster, and thought of doing the same thing now, of destroying Castle
Trinity and cl eansi ng the nountainside. Ginning w ckedly, the young priest fell into the song of
Deni er, searching for the powerful nmagic.

He found nothing to replicate the earthquake. Confused, Cadderly pressed the notes, nentally
cal l ed for guidance.

Then he understood. Hi s rel ease of power on the other plane had been a reaction to prim
enotions, not consciously conjured, but forced by events around him

Cadderly | aughed al oud, and opened his eyes to see all six of his conpani ons standing around hi m
eyeing himcuriously. T.

"What is it?" Danica asked.
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"You were thinking of destroying the fortress,"” Dorigen reasoned.

"Aw, do it!" bellowed Ivan. "Split the ground and drop it in!"

"Co oil"

Cadderly gl anced around at his conpani ons, those friends who believed himinvincible, godlike.
Wien his gaze fell over Shayl eigh, though, he found the elf maiden slowy shaking her head. She
under st ood.

As did Danica. "Split the ground and drop it in?" the nonk asked lvan incredul ously. "If Cadderly
can do such a feat, then why did we run about inside that cursed place?"

"W have cone to expect too much," Shayl ei gh added.

"Oo." Pikel said it, but it aptly reflected Ivan's thoughts.

"Well, conme on, then," Ivan remarked after a |ong pause. He put his. hand on Cadderly's back and
pushed the young priest along with him "W've got a nonth's hi king ahead, but don't ye worry, nme
and nme brother*!! get ye all through!"

It was a good start, Cadderly decided. Ivan was taking the | ead, was assum ng sone of the
responsibility.

A good start on a |ong road.

Waves of agony rolled over Druzil when Aballister died, pains that only a fanmiliar who had | ost
his wi zard master could ever know. Unlike many faniliars, Druzil managed to survive the assault,
and when the agony had at |ast subsided, the inp linped his way down the trails of the eastern
Snowf | akes.

"Bene tellenmara, Aballister," he grunbled under his breath, his litany against his nmounting fears.
It was easy enough for the intelligent inp to figure out who had brought Aballister down, and easy
enough for himto figure that without the wizard, even if Castle Trinity had survived, his role in
the plans of conquest had cone to a sudden end. He thought briefly of going to the castle, to see
if Dorigen had survived. He quickly dismssed the thought, rem nding hinself that Dorigen wasn't
overly fond of him

But where to go? Druzil wondered. Wzard nasters were not so easy for renegade inps to find, nor
were planar gates
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that might return Druzil to the snmoky and dark | ands where he truly bel onged. Al so, Druzil figured
that his business on this plane was not quite finished, not with the precious chaos curse he'd
concocted bottled up in the cataconbs of the Edificant Library. Druzil wanted the bottle back, had
to figure out a way to get it before that wetched Cadderly, if Cadderly was still alive,
returned.

For now, though, the inp's needs were nore inmedi ate. He wanted to get out of the Snowfl akes,
wanted to get indoors and out of winter's chilly bite, and so he continued his course down from
the high ground, down toward the town of Carradoon

After several days, and several close calls with the wary farners living on the edges of the wild
nmount ai ns, Druzil, perched in the rafters of a barn, overheard what sounded |ike a pronising
situation. A hernmit had taken up habitation in a renote shack not too far fromthe outer
farnmhouses, a solitary recluse with no friends and no famly

"No witnesses,” the inp rasped, his poison-tipped tail flicking eagerly. As soon as the sun went
down, Druzil flapped off for the shack, figuring to kill the hermt and take his honme, and spend
the cold winter feasting off the dead man's fl esh

How hi s pl ans changed when he | ooked upon the hermit, |ooked at the mark branded clearly on his
forehead! Suddenly Druzil was nore concerned with the possibilities of keeping this nman alive. He
t hought again of the Edificant Library, and the powerful bottle of the chaos curse | ocked away in
its cataconbs. He thought again that he nmust possess it, and now, by sone chance of fate, it
seenmed to Druzil as if his wish nmght cone true

Bent | ow under the burden of an arnful of firewood, Kierkan Rufo plodded slowy, dejectedly, back
to his ranshackl e hut
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