The Hall of Black Trees
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APrimal Tale
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There are anumber of creatures that appear in the Hall of Black Trees that may gppear fanciful in
the extreme, but arein fact based on redl, though extinct, animals. If you areinterested in finding out abit
more about these fascinating creatures, | have written up a post about them at
http://mi standshadows.conm/megaf aunari n-pure-escapi sm.
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Thesmall Huatti lizardman ran headlong through the shrouding forests, blindly, heedless of the direction
his short, scurrying legs were taking him. Dangling vines and branches lashed a him asheran, striking at
his scaly face, snagging at the long, dark robes he wore and tearing the cloth. Roots and shrubs tangled
up hisfeet, scuffing his boots and causing him to sumblein hisstride.

The forest around wasthick and gloomy, light from the sun barely able to penetrate the tightly woven
canopy overhead, while aien sounds echoed amongst the trees, strange and startling calls and screeches
that added to the terror that gripped him.

Something large crashed through the trees behind him and there accompanied it bellowing calls, sounding
somewhat like the honk of awaterfowl, but this call wasfar degper and far more foreboding than that of
an ordinary waterfowl.

Another root rose up from the ground before him and hisfoot caught onit. Thelittle Huatti sumbled for
afew gteps, amsflailing wildly as he sought in vain to retain hisfooting, but to no avail. He pitched
forward, landing heavily on the forest floor amongst fallen leaves and twigs. A moss covered rock
emerged from the detritus on the ground and he grabbed ahold of it, using it to pull himsalf back up onto
hisfeet. Much of the moss camefreein hishand ashe did so.

Tossing it asde, he cast a panicked glance behind him and set off running again. His pursuer was closer.
Though he could not yet seeit, the honking calls and sounds of crashing trees were drawing closer.
Running, he clambered over afdlen log that lay before him, finding on the other sde adopeleading
down. He descended down it, his passage half a scramble, half adide. At the base of the dope aforest
stream trickled, shallow in depth, but broad across, the waters tinged adark brown, flowing acrossa
bed thick with smooth, worn stones of many shapes and Sizes.

The Huatti ran for the siream, charging into water that rapidly roseto near his knees, soaking through
boots and robes. He surged forward, forcing weary limbs through the water, desperate to reach the far
bank.

Theloud blast of amenacing honk sounded from behind him as he reached the midway mark of the
stream. A glance behind him showed his pursuer, silhouetted atop the rise he had scrambled down
towards the stream.

The bird was agiant, fully three metresin height, threetimes astal asthe Huatti himsdlf. It had a stocky


http://mistandshadows.com/pure-escapism/
http://mistandshadows.com/megafauna-in-pure-escapism.
http://mistandshadows.com/pure-escapism/
http://mistandshadows.com/megafauna-in-pure-escapism.

body and powerful legs, with dark feathers making up its plumage. Thewingsat its Sde were stubby,
rendering it flightless, whileitslong neck supported ahead that seemed al beak, a deep, narrow besk,
but above al powerful and razor sharp. A Thunder Bird, an eater of meat and terror of the forests. A
second bird joined thefirgt, and the pair exchanged honks loudly before beginning a scrambled down the
dope, vicious claws digging deep into the soil to support their descent.

Fresh terror gripped the Huatti and he waded faster, limbs burning with absolute fatigue. Aninvoluntary
whimper escaped hislips. 1t wasal for nought he knew. They would soon have him and the feeding
would begin; afrenzy of savage tearing, rending violence. He would not stop running though, not until
that moment came.

He reached the far bank, stones clattering beneath his feet as he set off racing again, charging blindly
under the trees, desperate for any shelter. A wind picked up and the leaves above, silent until that
moment, whispered to one another while branches groaned in somnolent protest.

A branch lashed a him as he ran passed, the stinging blow catching him across the cheek, drawing dark
blood. Still heran on, ignoring it. The sounds of the Thunder Birds were close now, right behind him.
He could hear their claws scrabbling at falen branches and leaves while their calls were deafeningly loud.
Heimagined that he could aready fed the warmth of their fetid breath upon his back.

Then, dl unexpected, came the sound of aroaring snarl and the Thunder Birds erupted in screecheson
panic. Therewasthe sound of heavy impact and bodies crashing to the ground, splintering brancheswith
the savagery of their collision.

Hadtily looking behind him, the little Huatti saw alarge cat the size of alion standing on the body of one
of the Thunder Lizards, itsjawslocked tight around the bird's neck. It appeared much like a cat, but
there were differences. 1t was more solid than anormal cat, especialy in the forelimbs and hindquarters,
built for power and not for speed. Thetail wasthick and strong, while the jaws appeared more powerful
than normal and bespoke aterrible, crushing strength. 1tsfur had hints of red amongst the brown, the
hindquarters flecked with white spots.

The jaws crunched down tight and the Thunder Bird within the cat's bite thrashed for amoment before it
was still, apool of blood spreading out form the terrible wound to itsthroat. The second bird was
circling around, head low, screeching incessantly. Therewaswarinessin it towards the predator that had
ambushed and dain its companion. The cat released its grip on the fallen bird and snarled, beginning to
prowl forward, low to the ground, earsflattened. Itseyeswereintent on thelarger bird, aswerethe
Huatti's.

"Y ou are along way from home, little one." The voice was quiet and unexpected, and the Huatti jumped
ingtartled surprise. A giant had arrived silently asthe Huatti watched the animalsfight, agiant with pale
eyes and dark hair. Hewore hidesamost black in colour, deeveless, attached to them, and hanging
around his neck aswéll, curioudy carved bones. He carried no weagpons beyond asimple bone knife at
hisbelt. Likeal of the giantswho called themsdaves humans, this one stood near twice the height of the
Huatti, and those of his peoplethat lived in more civilised |ands beyond the forests.

"| got separated from the others,” the Huatti tried to explain.

The giant nodded dowly, hisface serious. "So | heard. Itislucky my friend found you before the birds
did."

"Friend?" The Huatti looked around in confusion, for he could see no others of the giants. The giant
motioned towards the cat, which had sprung onto the second bird. Sharp claws had dug in to drag it
down, while once more the jaws closed tight around the neck, huge blade-like teeth shearing through
flesh and feathers. The bird gave a pitiful squawk asit feebly struggled, but it did not last long.

"Alia, my friend," the giant said asthe cat padded over to join them, blood stained maw opening widein
ayawn, showing itsterrible teeth. "I am Braega," hetold thelittle Huatti, scratching behind Alidsears as
the cat rubbed its consderable bulk against Braegas legs, arumbling purr coming from her.
"TudhalaRamd." Up closethe cat was even more terrifying to behold, most looking leve into
Tudhaas narrow face.

"Come, wewill see you back safdly to your friends, Tudhaa."



Braegasmiled to himsdlf as he watched Tudhala scramble on his short legs to keep up with hisstride.
Encounters with the Huatti, the People asthey called themselves were rare, and he had had little chance
to see one up this close before. There were universdly short, no more than ametrein height, living
beyond the forests and wildsin the civilised lands beyond. Therewasareptilian, scaly appearanceto
their skin, in Tudhalas case reddish in hue mottled with greens and browns, while afrill of webbed spines
rose like acrown from his head, sweeping back. To his people they were creatures of legend and
outrageous tales, known aslizardfolk and newts and skinks. Seldom did they venture into the forests, yet
thisone, Tudhda, had, despite the many dangersthat lingered in it that could set upon him.

The Thunder Birdsthat Aliahad dispatched with ruthless efficiency were only one of the horrorsthat
could take a Huatti for asnack. Monstrous snakes and giant goannas aso stalked the forests, while giant
crocodiles that even his peoplefeared slently prowled therivers, ever hungry.

"What bringsyou here?' heasked. Aliawas prowling off ahead, sniffing out for any danger that might
beset them on the trek back.

"We are looking for something," Tudhala explained as he ducked under alow lying branch. "The Hiyah
Anodan Avad." Braega cocked an eyebrow in Tudhalasdirectionin query. "The Hall of Black Trees"
the Huatti trandated.

Braega came to a complete stop, Tudhaa continuing on for afew paces before realising. ™Y ou know of
it?" he asked, turning to face Braega.

"I know of the place you speak of," Braega said quietly. "Y ou should not seek it out. Go back to your
landsif you vaueyour lives. Itisnot safethere”

"Thenit doesexist?' Tudhadaasked, evident excitement in hisvoice.

"It does, but you should forget that it exists," Braegawarned.

Tudhalalooked up at Braega, his brows furrowing in concern. "None of the tales of the Hiyah Anodan
Avad make any references to there being dangers associated with it.”

"All things change with time," Braegatold him. "It isthe same with thisplace. Something dark and
dangerous has crept into it and taken up residence.”

"Likewhat?' Tudhaaasked, curiogty overcoming concern.

"We do not know," Braegareplied. "There have been desths amongst those who venture too close and
even the beasts stay well away.”

"We have cometoo far to turn back know," Tudhaaannounced stubbornly.

Braegagave ashrug of his broad shoulders before setting off again. "If that isyour wish, we shall not
hinder your passage.”

There came the sound of something large blundering through the forest and Tudhala's eyes widened.
"Itisno threet,” Braegatold him. "Watch."

The quadruped that came lumbering from beneath the treeswas truly massive, astdl as Braegawas, and
even longer inthe body. It paused upon catching sight of Braega, Tudhdaand Alia, snuffling at theair as
it considered them, alowing Tudhaato get agood look at it. It bore some resemblance to the much
smaller wombats, with its coarse brown fur and stubby nose, but on amuch larger scale.

"What isit?" Tudhala asked, voice dmost awhisper.

"Good eating,” Braegareplied, awry grin emerging on hisface. "They are called Diprotodon, akind of
giant wombat. Plant eaters, generdly passve, but it isbest to stay out of their way if they are going
places. They move much faster than you would give them credit for, and they will run you over even
before they are aware of your presence, especialy for one as smal asyou.”

Tudhalanodded in agreement, sarting a the beast. The giant wombat, obvioudy of the mind that no
threat was posed towardsit, ambled off in awaddling gait, disappearing from sight amongst the trees,
though the sounds of its heavy tread echoed for sometime.

Therewas an old track that wound through the forests, and it was this that the Huatti had been following.
Their wagons for the time being had been driven off the Sde of it however, and arough camp



established. There were acouple of dozen of the diminutive peoplein the camp, tending to cargo,
talking, arguing, and abovedl, dl seemingly busy. Therewasablur of activity, but for dl of it, the results
were not gpparently obvious. The mulesthat pulled the wagons were off to one side, watching
proceedings passively asthey grazed on grass and leaves.

By contrast to the Huetti, the handful of tal, rangy humans who stood around the periphery were quiet,
their expressions one of stoic patience, Smply leaning on their spears and waiting.

Braegaled Tudhdaback into the encampment, nodding to one of the waiting men, even taler than he
was. The man had a scar running across an empty |eft eye socket and athick, bushy dark beard.
"Found him, then," the man noted in alaconic drawl, expression remaining unchanging.

"Couple of birdswanted to make a snack of him," Braega explained. "Much happen here?’

The one-eyed man gave anon-committal shrug. "Hard totell. The Newts are running around like an
upturned ants nest.”

"They are heading for the Black Trees, Hamat."

Hamat was slent upon receiving Braega's revelation, but showed little reaction beyond abrief shake of
hisheed. "Why?'

"That iswhat | intend to find out. Tudhala?'

"Arnuisar cantell you," thelittle Huatti replied. Braeganodded dowly, looking downto Alia. The great
cat yawned, stretched then turned and padded off to the nearest tree. She legpt, claws digging into the
trunk, swiftly clambering up until she reached abranch high above upon which she sprawled out, eyes
snking shut.

Tudhdalead Braggainto the camp, taking him to another Huatti who seemed to lie a the heart of the
organised chaosthat swirled about. Hewas dightly taller than Tudhaa, with agreener tingeto hisscaly
skin and a prominent ridge running up the centre of hisfrilled crest. He wore robes, much like Tudhda,
but hiswere of browns and reds, gold thread stitching along the hems, collar and cuffs. The pair spoke
for sometimein their native language, Braega's presence apparently forgotten.

Findly the second Huatti turned to Braega and spoketo him. "Tudhaatells me you know the location of
the Hiyah Anodan Avad.”

Braeganodded inreply. "Yes."

"That ismost excdlent.”

"Why do you wish to find it?' Braegaasked.

The question seemed to confuse Arnuisar, bringing him up short in surprise. "Why?"

"Yes. Itisnot asafeplace”

"Thereis something there that | seek.”

Braegalooked around at the Huatti, a thoughtful ook on hisface. "Y ou seek the Red Heart," he said
softly, though there was an accusatory toneto hisvoice.

"Y ou know of it?'

"Morethan | wish." He shook hishead. "Take my advice and go no further. Go back to your homes.
If you go to the Black Trees none of you shdl return.”

"l cannot," Arnuisar told him. "Thereistoo much at stake to turn back now."

"If I can not persuade you otherwise, then | will show you theway to the Black Trees, but you will regret
not heeding my warnings.”

There was an ancient road that ran through the fore<t, leading towards the Hall of Black Trees, so old
that none knew who had built it, nor when, but those few who deemed such matters of import considered
that it waslikely built by the same forgotten people who had built the Hallslong before.

The road had long since been overrun by the forest, trees crowding around it, their canopy arching over
it. Despite the degradations of time the road gtill endured, mosses thick upon itstightly fitting pacing
stones, grasses struggling up between the cracks. In placestrees had sprouted benesath it, shouldering
aside pavers, their roots cracking open others and marring the even surface that had once existed.
Braegahad led the Huatti to the road, their wagons following its path. The going was at timesdow as
they had to navigate fallen logs and trees that grew inimportune locations. Alone of their people, Braega



and Hamat |ead the Huatti, the others of their people having returned to their village, unwilling to brave
the Black Trees. Aliagtalked aongsde the road amongst the trees, aslent ghost that shadowed their
progress.

Tudhala, hislittle legs pumping rapidly, hurried to the front of the procession to join Braega and Hamat
where they ambled dong with their long strides.

"Y ou seem to know abit about the Hiyah Anodan Avad,” he said to Braega.

"There are sories," Braegaanswvered evasively.

"What isthe Red Heart?'

The two men exchanged a brief glance above Tudhaas scaly head. ™Y ou do not know?' Braega asked
caefully.

"Arnuisar has made no mention of it, even when he was putting together this expedition.”

"That does not surprise me,” Hamat noted dryly.

"Why isthat?'

It was Braegathat answered him. "It issaid to be an item of great and terrible power."

"Why would he be after it then,” Tudhaamused.

"Y ou would need to ask him for that."

"What else do you know of it?"

"The stories say," Braega began, "That long ago their lived aman named Hataki. One day hefound ared
gemstone the size of aman's heart, agem that glowed with an inner fire that was warn to the touch and
that within it thefire throbbed like abeating heart. Hataki at first consdered it nothing but a curiosity until
one day inamoment of need he unlocked the power of the gem, discovering he could bring firesto life
withit."

"That isnot possible," Tudhalaexclaimed. "Magic does not work likethat. Earth and stone and meta
can not be touched by magic, and nor can fire."

Braega shrugged indifferently. "Asl sad, itisjust agory.”

"What hasit to do with the Hiyah Anodan Avad though?'

"Hataki used the Red Heart and the powersit contained to become agreat champion. Then he heard of
adarknessthat had settled upon the lands, at a place caled the Hall of the Black Trees. It cameto his
mind to vanquish this darkness and so hejourneyed to that place. He never returned.”

"He was of your people?’

"No. He camefrom beyond our lands, from the People of Iron it issaid, but travelled amongst our
people many generations back before he ventured into the Black Trees. Over the years many who have
heard the story have sought to find the Heart amongst the Black Trees but none have ever emerged
agan."

"Itisjust agtory,” Tudhdasaid confidently.

"We shdll see”

They camped that night off the road, alongsde asmall stream that splashed nosily down a series of smal
fdls. Therewere anumber of broken old columnsthere, some till standing, but most falen and now
covered with moss and vines. Braega had smply shrugged when asked if he knew anything of them.
Before night had falen, Braega and Alia had disappeared off into the forest, returning sometime later
with the body of agiant snake, some three metresin length. Away from the camp he had skun and
gutted it, preparing the mest to eat. Over thefire that burnt in the centre of the camp he had roasted the
mest, though few of the Huatti had been gameto try it, instead sticking to their own supplies. Braega,
Hamat and Alia had tucked into the snake mesat with gpparent relish and had persuaded a reluctant
Tudhalato at least attempt it. The two men grinned as they watched Tudhaa tentatively place the morsel
they had given him into hismouth. Slowly he had chewed it, finding the flavour it gave off strong, but not
unpleasant.

Asthe night closed in and darkness fell, they built up the fire, huddling close around it as the sounds of
theforest at night cameto life, growing louder. The hoots and screeches and cries were unnerving to the
Huatti, but the two men had lain down on the ground, seemingly unconcerned, falling adeep amost at



once. The Huatti found it much harder, many spending a deepless night hounded by the Strange calls that
rang out amongst the darkness.

During the course of the following day'strek, Tudhala approached Arnuisar, deciding to seek answers.
"Y ou did not mention this Red Heart before.”

"l didn't?"

"No."

"The Hadna Tustaya? | am certain | must of," Arnuisar went on. “Inany casg, it isof little concern.”
"Y et you knew of it."

"Only in passing. During my research of the Hiyah Anodan Avad | heard afew mentions of it intheold
taes. Itisjust something to keep in mind while we examinetheruins.”

"Braegathinksit is dangerous.”

Arnuisar gave ashort laugh. "They would think that. These humans are aprimitive lot, supertitious and
eadly frightened by what they do not understand.”

"Braega does not seem the typeto scare easily.”

"Perhaps, for that which he knows and understands. Thisisfar beyond his experience anditisonly
natural he would be concerned by it."

It was late in the afternoon that Braega announced that they were nearing their destination. The ancient
road had been dowly climbing up arise until it suddenly arrived at the crest of aridge. Below them
gppeared agiant snkhole in the earth, fully akilometre across.

The road continued down the other side, twisting itsway down a steep, rugged dope to the floor of the
snkhole below. At the heart of the sinkholetherelay alake, its waters the blackest that Tudhala had
seen before, while the sinkhole's floor was thick with trees and wild growth. Besidethelake, inthe
direction that the road led, some kind of ruins stood, shrouded in foliage so they could barely be seen.
Only a stepped spire that rose above the trees was able to be made out in any detail from where they
stood looking down.

Despite the sun that still shone above, the snkhole seemed to have an unnatura gloom about it, shadows
clinging within and those that |ooked upon it had achill sense of foreboding.

"We can camp heretonight,” Braega announced, "And continue on down in the morning."

"Here? Nonsense, "Arnuisar dismissed the suggestion brusquely. "Wewill camp beside the lake down
there”

Arnuisar was normaly not that reckless, a careful, considerate man Tudhaaknew, yet Tudhdaaso
understood the reasoning behind Arnuisar's apparently rash decision. It was an attempt to show the
humansthat he did not believe their superdtitions, not arationa man like he.

"l advice againgt it," Braegawarned, but Arnuisar ignored it, waving the group forward. The wagons
carefully crested the ridge and began the dow journey down the descent that lead to the floor of the
snkhole.

Ashefollowed, Tudhaa caught sght of the one-eyed Hamat giving Braegaaquick glance. "We can't let
the newts go down there done, Brae," he quietly said.

Braegarductantly nodded. "I know."

There was an oddly unnatural silence asthey descended down, the birdsongs and other sounds of the
forest abovefaling away to dtillness. At first the Huatti tried to ignore it, talking and laughing amongst
each other asif nothing was wrong, but soon the atmosphere of the place pressed in upon them and one
by onethey too fdl slent.

The trees down there were a so different from the strong, vibrant onesthat grew above. These were
gnarled and twisted, haf dead, crowding in upon the road, branches knotted together. Even though no
winds blew to break the stiliness, every oncein awhile atree creaked and groaned, shuddering asif an
unfelt wind was blowing acrossit.



A thick layer of falen grey leaves, and rotting, broken branches lay upon the forest floor, a strong smell
of damp and decay emanating from them.

Braega and Hamat were watchful asthey waked along the road, eyesflickering from sdeto side, their
bodies tense and expectant. The gresat cat Aliaprowled low to the ground, her ears back and twitching.
From time to time she and Braega exchanged knowing glances. To Tudhdait amost seemed to spesk
of someform of slent communication passing between them.

It was asombre band that reached the lake, emerging from beneath the oppressive, crowding treeswith
evident relief. The shore around the lake was amix of black earth and broken stones, whilst rotting
reedsgrew in the fill waters. Hordes of small insects, the first animals they had seen, buzzed amongst
thereeds. All around, from the waters, to the shores to the reeds themselves, came the pervasive, foul
aromaof decay and rot.

Just up from the dark waters of the lake, where the trees met the shore, stood the shell of an old building.
Theroof and wall that lay closest to the lake had long since fdlen in, and weeds grew thick amongst the
falen masonry. It wasafair szed building with wide, empty windows, though there were no indications
of what its exact purpose had once been.

The wagons were drawn up before the missing wall, forming a crude barricade, and their gear was
unloaded and carried ingde the shell to set up acamp.

"Wewill need firewood, and lots of it," Braegasaid quietly. It wasthefirst time that any had spoken for
sometime, and it seemed an dmost unnatural sound in the dread silence. Arnuisar nodded and motioned
for some of the Huatti to commence collecting it, though he did not speak a command, the gloomy
melancholy afflicting even him. Others began clearing aside rubble and besating down the weedsto
establish aplace for their camp and the fireplace.

Plenty of fallen wood lay below the trees, but none of those collecting it ventured far in beneath them, not
out of sght of the ruins nor of the lakeitsdf. Much of the wood they found had rotten through and as
they picked it up they were congtantly upheaving colonies of squirming, many legged insects, horrendous
tolook upon. Theinsects scurried and burrowed beneath the dead leaves of the forest floor astheir
homes were didodged.

Tudhalawas staggering back carrying a heavy load of wood, walking along the black shore, when out on
the lake the waters splashed asif something had disturbed them. By the time he had turned al he could
make out where ringsrippling acrossits black surface. Braega stood nearby, also looking out &t the
waters with some concern.

"Fsh?' Tudhdaasked timidly

"Possibly,” thetal hunter replied. "Not any | would et in any case.”

The sun sunk beyond the rim of the sinkhole and the shadows that gripped it had deepened by the time
they had finished collecting alarge pile of wood that Hamat had declared barely adequate for the night.
The mules had been brought in amongst the ruins with them, hobbled with tether cords off to one sde.
Thefire had been built up, itsglow brilliant against the darkness that descended.

The med that evening was the quietest that Tudhada could remember. The Huetti, normdly so
gregarious, were withdrawn and subdued by the mood of the place. There were no jokes or laughter,
and preciouslittlesaid. They drew in closeto the fire, drawn by the warmth and light thet it provided,
their thoughts solitary. Overhead the skies were strangely dark, while the starsthat normally lay
scattered brightly acrossits vast bulk were not to be seen.

"Itisjust clouds," Arnuisar had pronounced, somewhat unconvincingly, when someone had raised the
lack of garsinthe night's sky.

"Thereareno clouds,” Braegaquietly replied. "ltisthisplace.”

Arnuisar looked asif he was about to respond to Braega when from out in the darkness came alow,
mournful wall that seemingly lasted forever.

"A wolf?' Tudhala asked.

"No," Braegaanswered smply.

"Thenwhat?'



"Something e se" wasthe ominousreply.

The night passed unsettlingly quiet, beyond the crackling of the fire and the sound made by those few
who could deep. Thewild noises of the previous night were gone and dl the Huatti would have
preferred that to the foreboding silence that enclosed them that night.

Sleep was restless, and ways apair of the group was awake to tend the fire and keep an eye out as
best asthey could for any danger, though none did eventuate. Not even that long wail of the previous
evening was heard of again.

The burgeoning light that marked the arrival of dawn revealed that alight mist had comein during the
night, settling lightly over the dtill, dark waters of thelake, and twisting in disturbing patterns amongst the
trees, reducing the vista to a place of sombre shadows.

"l don't likethis, Brag," Hamat told Braega as the pair walked around the ruined building, checking for
any sgns of disturbances, while the Huatti prepared a breakfast. They spoke in hushed tones. "I don't
likethisalot. | have aheavy feding upon me, dmost asif we are being watched.”

"Y et we haven't seen anything dive down here beyond afew bugs.”

"l know. That only makesit worse."

"The sooner Arnuisar has hislook at these ruins, the sooner we can leave.”

Hamat nodded, before shuddering as he shook himsdf. "This place weighs down heavily on my spirit.
Something bad iscoming.”

Breskfast was a hasty affair, Arnuisar indgsting on seeing the ruins of the Black Treesdmost immediately.
With him hetook half the Huatti, accompanied by Braegaand Alia. The rest stayed behind with Hamat
to tend the camp, and to restock the firewood that they had burnt through during the night. Arnuisar
carried with him alarge book, bound shut with aniron clasp, which he gripped tightly to his chest with
both arms and permitted no othersto touch.

Thewalk beneath the twisted, knotted canopy was a short one, perhaps no more than ten minutesin
time, yet to Tudhdait felt far longer. Themist was dowly disspating, yet out of the corner of hiseye he
thought that from time to time he caught strange shapesiin it, shapes that were no longer there when he
quickly tuned tolook. Each time, his heart seemed to besat faster in his chest, and hisearsrang with its
sound. Othersaso noted the strange apparitionsin the mist, likewise glancing about, and Braega himself
was seemingly prowling in the same manner of Alia, dert, vigilant and on edge.

Then they were out from under the trees and at the ruins of the Hiyah Avodan Avad, with it the tension
pent up in their bodies easing to some degree. Before them spread avast courtyard, the stone pavers
that made up its surface barely visible benegth the moss and grass that grew acrossit, whilefallen
stonework lay strewn over its surface.

Down either side of the courtyard ran a series of immense black stone columns, their forms carved into
the appearance of trees, arching out overhead like branches, which had once supported aroof that had
long sincefalen away. Tangled vines draped down their lengths, beneath which could be made out the
carved shapes of snakesthat twisted their way up the length of the columns, their headslodged in the
branches above.

At thefar end of the courtyard steps climbed up to atill standing building, atop which the spire they had
spotted from the ridge of the sinkhole rose, climbing high above the foliage of the crowding trees. The
doorway to the building lay open, and within it could be seen atowering stone satue, fully thrice astall as
Braega. In appearanceit wasthat of afour armed humanoid, its head like that of abird with asharp and
vicioudy curved beak. It stood in aonelegged posg, its other leg raised in the manner of that of a stork.
In each clawed hand it held a stone bowl.

"What isthat thing?' Tudhaaasked, kegping hisvoice low.

"Heiscdled Taru Shewa, the Watcher," Arnuisar replied.

"Itisevil,” Braegaadded. "It isa Spirit-Stalker, a creature of the shadows, which comes from the
Outerlands. Thisisacursed placefor it to be here.”

Arnuisar frowned at Braega, shaking hishead. "Y ou are confused, human. The Spirit-Stalkers ook



nothing likethis. Taru Shewais not a Spirit-Stalker."

Aliasuddenly snarled, dropping low into athreatening crouch towards the statue, ready to pounce.
There came from that direction alow moan, not unlike the one they had heard during the previous night,
and there shuffled from behind the Statue a shambling figure.

It made towards them, lurching down the stepsin a peculiar lopsided gait, itsright leg dragging behind it
asif pulled down by a heavy weight.

"Wemust go, now," Braegawarned in alow growl. Arnuisar stood still, gaping at the thing coming their
way. Braegagave himaquick shove. "Go, now!"

The thing that came towards them looked much like a man, and may even have been onein the past but
that was no longer the case. Its skin was palid and gaunt, dmost skull like asit was pulled tight around
itshead. Only afew wispy strands of dark hair till clung to its scalp. Hands stretched out towards
them, the nailslong and sharp like claws.

"Go!" Braegayelled again and the stunned Huatti began to back off. To Tudhaas surprise Braegadid
not go with them, but began to rush towards shambling creature. Almost abstractly as he backed away,
Tudhalanoticed that Braega curioudy did not draw the bone knife he carried in his belt.

The cresture lunged at Braega with a speed that belied its lurching gait, clawed hands dashing at the air.
Braega was not there though. Instead he legpt a prodigious amost impossible legp into the air, above the
flaling claws. Hisleft foot pushed off the creature's chest, propelling him even higher. Hisright foot
hammered forward, crunching with brutd forceinto the creature'sface. Its head snapped back from the
impact and itslegs went out from benesath it. Even asit fell to the ground, Braegalanded on it bootsfirst
with a bone-shattering crunch. 1t spasmed for amoment and then moved no more. Braega turned and
raced back towards the Huatti, with not a glance back at the crumpled form.

"Run!™

Aliagrowled again. The columnsthat lined the courtyard had begun to shake, the vinesthat tangled
about them rustling. From beneath them the stone snakes that had festooned the columns began to tir
and dide downwards towards the ground.

The Huatti turned on their tails and fled back towards the camp beside the lake.

The race back through the trees by Tudhalaand hisfellow Huatti asthey tried to reach safety was a
nightmarish one. The forest had seemingly come dive in amaevolent fashion, moans and strange cackles
erupting from amongst them, while the trees themsel ves shook, roots rising in their path to trip them and
branchesfdl likerain around them. Strange, unearthly shapes seemed to flit between the trees, remaining
just out of sight so that their true form and nature could not be seen.

Braegaraced back and forward amongst the Huetti, herding them forward, helping them to their feet
when they sumbled and fell. Aliahad disgppeared amongst the trees early in the flight and of her there
was no sight, but her frequent deep-throated snarls marked her passage alongside them.

Tudhadaamost sobbed with a sense of overwheming relief as he a last dashed out from the trees onto
the black shores at the edge of thelake. Braegawasthe last out, haf carrying, half dragging one of the
other Huatti, Hebuat, who had been dazed by one of the falling branches and had been unable to walk
draight, let donerun.

The sense of rdlief was brought to an abrupt end though. Snaking out from the ruins, where the wagons
had been tossed aside, down across the shore and into the lake, a distance of some ten metres, wasa
vadt, snuous, reptilian form, dimethick over itspae scaes.

The serpent that had struck the camp wasimmensg, its body ametre thick and true length remaining
unknown by the portion that was ill hidden in thelake. Therewas an evil cast to its head, but the
maevolent eyesin its head were now dull and lifeless. Fangs like daggers emerged from the mouth, from
them dripping venom that hissed and smoked asit struck ground. Hamat's spear was driven deep into
flesh behind the heed, dayingiit.

The camp itself wasin ruins, the crushed and broken bodies of both mules and Huetti tossed around by
the fury of the serpent. Hamat was dumped againgt the back wall, |eft leg twisted at an angle and
obvioudy broken, while he held hisright arm tight to hisside. Only a couple of the Huatti were ill dive,



and they were picking their way amongst the fallen, checking for any sgnsof life.

"We never heard it coming,” Hamat told Braega, voice durred. "First we knew of it waswhen it crashed
through the wagons.”

Braega dropped down at his friend's side to inspect the broken leg.

Hamat weakly shook hishead. "Itistoo latefor me, Brag," he announced, voice pained and drifting off.
Hisarm fell away from hisside, reveding torn hides through which could be seen two large puncture
marks. Theflesh around them was dready grey and showing signs of corruption. "1 got him though. It
will make agrand talefor the Hunting Fields." A tight gurgle came from deep in histhroat and he
twitched for amoment before his head dumped back againgt thewall, his one good eye saring lifelessy
a the sky.

Braegaleant forward, shutting Hamat's eye for thelast time. "Therewill be songs around thefirestelling
of your bravery, my friend," he promised.

He dowly roseto hisfeet, turning towards Arnuisar. The short Huatti was looking on dazed, confused,
his expression of one uncomprehending of what was occurring before him. "Wewarned you," Braega
growled, voicelow but al the moreterriblefor it. "Wetold you of the danger of this place, but you did
not ligen.”

Arnuisar blinked, suddenly looking about with concern. "My book," wasal he said. Hisexpresson
becamefrantic. "Whereismy book? | must findit!" Before any could react he dashed off, Braega
giving an exasperated growl.

Braega pointed at the other Huatti. "You lot, stay here. Don't go anywhere. Build up thefire. Usewhat
isleft of thewagonsif you haveto. With the mules dead, they serve no other purpose now anyway."
"Where are you going?" Tudhala asked, looking concerned.

"I am going to fetch him back if | can. Heis dead otherwise, and there has been enough degath today
aready."

"l am going with you," Tudhdatold him.

Braega shook hishead. "No, | need you to stay here. | can travel faster by mysdlf.”

"Y ou do not understand. | haveto go withyou." Tudhaas statement was firm, causing Braegato study
the smal Huatti closdy. Findly he nodded.

"Very well. You can explain what you mean later.”

They ran back through the trees, Alialoping alongside them, fresh blood upon her flanks. Whether it
camefor her or something else could not easily betold. Braegaexamined the ground asthey ran,
following tracks left behind by Arnuisar.

"Heis headed back to theruins. Madness."

A terrible rasping hiss echoed from ahead of them and from amongst the trees dithered agiant black
form, a serpent that raised itself as hit gpproached, head flared and tongue darting forth, one of the beasts
that had come from the columns that formed the Black Trees.

Aliasnarled avicious chalenge, surging forward before they pair could react to the threat. The greet cat
rose up on her hind legsin the moment of impact, her terrible jawvs damming shut around the serpent's
neck, while her forepaws grappled with it, claws digging in deep to seek purchase. The shearing teeth
clamped shut with ferocious force, dicing through scae, flesh and bone. The serpent thrashed in Alias
grip, seeking in its death throesto coil around and crush her.

Braegaraced forward to lend aid to Alia, legping up, fingers bent like claws, dashing at the serpent's
face. Blood bloomed as he struck, the beast's eye ripped away asterrible gouges were left behind
acrossitsscaled head. For amoment, so suddenly that Tudhala though he must have been imagining it,
Braega's hand had seemed to warp into afierce clawed form asit hadstruck, but then it was gone. On
reflection he thought it must have been the fear and shock that had caused him to seeit.

A solid kick from Braega sent the serpent crashing to ground, Aliareleasing her degth grip oniit. It
thrashed and twisted around itself for amoment, blood pouring from the terrible wounds at its throat to
pool acrossthe dead leaves of the forest floor before at last it lay dead. Braegaand Aliaran on without
amoments look back, and Tudhaa had to hurry on after them.



Arnuisar was dready at the Hiyah Anodan Avad by the time they arrived, the book he was after in his
hands. He stood before the statue of Taru Shewa, the book open. From it he was reading and dowly
chanting.

"What is he doing?' Braega asked asthey entered the courtyard, starting down its length between the
black columns.

"I do not know," Tudhaareplied. "The book he carriesis the Hantadla Urhu Teshab, the Book of Years
Unnumbered. Itisabook of knowledge and great power. | have not yet been permitted to read from
its pages, and of the many secretsit holds, but | have seen bearers of the Hantala Urhu Teshab perform
many strange wonders over the years.”

Arnuisar span asthey reached the base of the steps, hiseyeswild. "The Hadna Tustayaishere, | know
it," hetold themin afrantic voice. "I mug find it!"

Braega held up his hands to show he posed no threat, dowly starting up the stairs. "Too many have
dready died, Arnuisar.”

"It won't matter if | can't find the Hadna Tustaya, none of it will. Can you not understand?’

"Can't say | do, but thisis not the place to discussit. Y ou have your book, and now we must leave
beforewetoo die”

Arnuisar shook hishead violently. "No! | cant! | won't!"

Braegalooked over to Tudhala, face tightening at the corner of hiseyes. "Seeif you can speak senseto
him, Tudhala, otherwise hewill haveto stay behind if we are to save ourselves."

Tudhaalooked shocked at the suggestion, but he nodded and quickly scurried up the stairs to speak
with Arnuisar. Their words came quickly, spilling out; Tudhala pleading with Arnuisar to leavewhoin turn
was vehement in his determination to remain.

Aliapadded over to stand beside Braega, her thick tail dashing behind her. Shelooked up at him, and
then yawned, diplaying the full might of her powerful jaws and teeth.

"I know," Braggasaid to her quietly. He gave asoft sgh before shaking hishead. Aliagrowled and
sunk low, facing her body back down aong the black columns. From amongst the trees began to
emerge creatures and mongters, dl twisted and vile to behold.

"Arnuisar, Tudhada, we must go now!"

Tudhala hurried back down the stairs. "Hewon't come. Heis obsessed in finding the Hadna Tustaya,
and | now know why."

"That isgrest," Braegatold him, "But we have company. Look."

Tudhalaturned to where Braega was gesturing. There were more of the shambling men alike to the one
they had seen earlier making their ungainly way down the courtyard, and with them were mongter lizards,
some up to three or four metresin length. They were low dung to the ground, their feet widespread.
Their skin was mottled, patches of deathly pallor spread across dull grey scales, and around them trailed
amiasmaof sckly green. Tonguesflickered and eyes burned with an unnatura fervour asthey
advanced.

"They are not naturd," Tudhala gasped, while behind him Arnuisar had returned to his chanting, voice a a
fever pitch.

"No, they are not," Braegaagreed with Tudhala. "Thereisdarknessin this place, a corruption that has
seeped into dl living things. Trees, people, animdls, al are brought down by it and twisted into
perversions of what they once were. | canfedl the stench of it, clawing a me." Helooked at Tudhaa,
eyes hard and serious. "No matter what happens now little Tudhaa, you must run. Get back to your
companions and lead them to safety. Here, take my knife," he added, drawing the bone knife from his
belt and passing it hilt first to Tudhala. "It isnot much, and | hope that you are not required to useit, but
it is better than nothing.”

"What of you?"

Braega smiled, but there was agrimness about it. "Life must counter degth,” he answered smply. "Be
ready to runwhen | say." Heturned back to face the oncoming monsters, face steding itself. Hetook a
deep breath and shook himsdlf out.



A shudder rippled through his body and then, before Tudhala's amazed eyes, he began to warp, to
change, and to twist into anew form. Fingers began to lengthen and partidly fuse together, while nails
sprouted into thick and terrible claws. Dark fur grew across forearms and hands that were now more like
paws, even as hisface began to warp into amore feral, bestia countenance, not unlike that of a great
fanged bear. He swelled and broadened in size until at last he was something else entirely, apae eyed,
dark furred creature that was part man and part beast. A savage roar split the air and he bounded
forward down the gairs, knuckling ong on his hands, Aliain pursuit, racing at the oncoming foe.
Asheran, thedry grassthat grew thick in the courtyard seemed to ripple and part before him, asif a
wind was passing acrossit. The grass seemed to blossom in the wake of his passage, averdant tinge
gpreading amongst the grey and brown, flourishing with renewed life.

Alialet forth areverberating snarl, legping atop a piece of falen, broken masonry before her great body
soared skywards fromiit, to crash solidly into one of the shambling men. Theimpact sent both crashing,
rolling acrossthe ground in aflall of fangs and claws and snarls.

One of the mongter lizards lunged for Braega, teeth snapping a him, but Braega one more leapt easily
above the clumsy attack, landing on the back of thelizard, the force driving the lizard to the ground.
Braegajumped from it, clawed hand dashing at a passing shambler, sending the cresture tumbling over,
itsface ripped open in aspray of blood by the dreadful claws that now sprouted from Braega's hands.
Aliawas up again, surging forward at one of the lizards that had spun around to track Braega's progress.
Tudhadawatched on in wonder, dl thought of flight forgotten by the spectacle before him. The pair
seemed to flow fluidly amongst their ungainly foes, in adance of claw and fang and more, in perfect
co-ordination with the other. A lizard lunged at Braega's back only for Aliato barrd it over, whilea
shambler moving in to strike at Aliawas met with avicious backhanded blow from the hulking Braega

Y et there were too many of the mongters. Some were down amongst the ever flourishing grass, yet more
were arriving to replace them and Aliaand Braega both were marked, bleeding from errant blows that
had wounded them. Tudhaawanted to help, but knew that there was little that he could do, not against
the mongters arrayed before him, and not with naught but a smple bone knife at hand.

All unexpected, Arnuisar gave athunderous cry of triumph. In the confusion of the battle, Tudhala had dl
but forgotten him. He span around to see Arnuisar stlanding exultantly, one hand raised above his head.
He spoke one more word, aword that echoed down amongst the black columns and beyond,
reverberating back on itself, growing in strength and power asit flooded back into the building where the
statue stood, aword that changed in and of itsdf, and at last, having reached its peak, it exploded in a
thunderous denotation that shook the surroundingswith itsfury.

There was amoment of shocked silence that followed the explosion, amoment when al was ill and
perfectly quiet, broken when the monsters that were engaged in combat acrossthe courtyard fled in
terrified panic. A low groan came from one of the black columnsas dowly, dowly it titled and began a
long and lingering collapse, toppling to crash to the ground where it shattered into athousand flying
fragments.

Tudhaas mouth was left wide open in utter shock at what had just happened. Arnuisar was beaming
with exultation.

It did not last long, brusquely interrupted by arumbling from the four armed statue that Arnuisar called
Taru Shewa. Theleg that had been tucked up began to dowly unfold and was set down, thetalons of its
feet ringing ominoudly a they touched the ground. The bowlsit had been holding in its clawed handsfell
away to bounce clattering across the ground, one tumbling down the steps. All four hands began to flex
and gtretch. Within the cold orbs of its eyes afey green fire began to burn, crud and terrifying in nature
to behold. The curved beak opened and the sound that issued forth from it was an overwhelming
screech, the sounds of it ringing in their ears and leaving thoughts scrambl ed.

It lent forward, fixing its baleful eyes upon Arnuisar who stood closest to it. Slowly it reached out with
one of itshands, claws closing around the terrified Huatti and plucking him from hisfeet. The book
tumbled from his stricken handsto fal open on the ground.

"Release me, | command you!" Arnuisar bellowed, recovering hiswitslong enough to cry out. Hishands
best ineffectudly at the hand that encircled him. "I demand that by the Words that empower and bind



you, release me, and that you revea to me the resting place of the Hadna Tustaya.”

The sound that came from Taru Shewa could only be described as laughter, for there was no other sound
it could be, but it was an echoing, dien, malevolent laughter. "Y ou dare to command me?" it rasped, the
resonance of its voice sending shivers running through Tudhaas body. The besk dashed forward and
tore Arnuisar's head from his body, the head faling to bounce away, alast expression of shock and
surprise set on itsfeatures.

"Run, Tudhala, run!" Braega bellowed. He had returned to his natural form, one now bloody and
bruised, face scored with pain and weariness. Fear gripped him, kicking him into action and, snatching
up the fallen book, the Hantala Urhu Teshab, he bolted down the stairs. Taru Shewatossed asidethe
headless corpse of Arnuisar and with a screech he darted after Tudhda, taloned feet clattering upon the
dars.

A clawed hand dashed through the air narrowly behind him, close enough he could fed the force of its
passage upon hisback fromthe air it disturbed. A frustrated screech followed it. Terror gripping him,
pumping through him, heran like he had never run before, arms holding tight the Hantala Urhu Teshab to
him.

Braegafdl in dongside Tudhda, bleeding heavily from acut to hisright forearm and another beneath his
left eye. Heturned to face Taru Shewa, eyesblazing, raising hishands asif lifting avast weight. Sweet
beaded and flowed across his brow and he seemed to shudder and stagger. The grasses acrossthe
courtyard swayed and grew, wrapping around the legs of Taru Shewa, trying to bind and dow him.
Tudhalabegan to dow, to look back towards Braega, but the man gave him alook of absolutely
soul-rending weariness. "Go on," he urged, voicetight and strained. "Get out of here. Alia, seehim
se”

The cat gave aplaintive yowl, but turned on itsfeet, loping after Tudhala. Hollow laughter echoed behind
and Tudhalarisked onelast brief glance, only to see Taru Shewatear himself loose of the growth that
was seeking to bind him and lunge forward. A clawed hand flailed in ablow that Braega desperately
sought to dodge aside from, but he was too dow and too weak. It caught him aglancing blow, sending
him tumbling through the air to crash unmoving to the ground some metres away.

Then Tudhdawas running again.

The thought occurred to Tudhaaas he raced benesth the twisted trees, lungs aflame and legs screaming
with fatigue, that he had spent far too much of the last few days on the run from horror and deeth. 1t was
not astate of affairs he relished or wished to repesat again.

A fresh screech and the crash of the lumbering Taru Shewa shouldering aside treesin his chase brought
an involuntary cry from Tudhdaslips, and spurred him in an attempt to run faster, though he knew he
had no moreto give. Likeall Huatti, when pressed to it, he could put forth afair turn of speed that belied
hissize, but that was only over short distances, and his body was aready trembling from the mix of fear
and fatigue that afflicted it.

Something loomed out of the shadows amongst the trees ahead, but Tudhaabarely had timeto register
its presence, let dong consider how to deal with it, before Aliahad bowled it over in her run, sending it
tumbling away. Tudhaasprinted wearily passed, not sparing amoment'sglance a it, for he had no
energy to do so.

Thefaint scent of smoke came to him from aheed, just ahint amongst the sickly rot of decaying
vegetation that lay thick around, enough to encourage him. The camp lay close a hand, though he
realised he had no plans for when he arrived. Then he was out from under the trees again, back on the
black shores of thelake. A thick pillar of smoke was rising from within the ruins, while al about beasts
shambled, hesitant to gpproach the roaring fire. Tudhaa darted between apair of mottled lizards before
they even realised he was upon them, ducking into the ruins. One of the broken wagons was well ablaze,
the Huatti who had remained behind holding burning brands with which they menaced anything that
ventured too close.

Tudhda collapsed to the ground, dropping the Hantala Urhu Teshab dongside him. He was absolutely
spent, body tremulous, aching in every joint, in every fibreof hisbeing. Alialay down dongside him,



yawning atoothy yawn before resting her head on her forepaws, waiting and looking expectantly back
theway they had come.

"l am sure heisdright,” Tudhdahoarsely gasped, fighting for breath. The cat looked up at him steadily
before resting her head again. He was not sureif she had understood or not, though she had displayed
remarkable intelligence during the time he had known Braega

Tudhalawasn't even sureif Braegawas dive. The blow he had taken had been aformidable one, but if
any could have survived it, Braegacould. The man had displayed remarkable, if rather primal, power
and it was not completely beyond the bounds of belief that he may have survived. He certainly hoped
Braega had survived, for hewas a aloss asto what to do next. 1t was not an eventuality that he had had
any training for, and even if they did manage to escape the beasts that surrounded them, making it to
safety back through the forest with limited supplies was another formidable hurdle to surmount.

The forest burst open and Taru Shewa erupted from it in ashower of falling leaves and shattered
branches, emerging on the shores of the black lake, green eyesburning likefel fires. The beasts that had
been lurking around shrewdly scattered at its gppearance, rather than risk its enraged wrath.

It stalked forward, taloned feet digging deep into the ground, head cocked to one side. "Fires do not
frighten me," it rasped asit drew close, eyesflaring brighter.

The Huatti began to back off asit loomed closer and the fear of itsvery presence hit them. Tudhaarose
wearily, shakily to hisfeet. If they ran then they werelogt, but to stand and fight againgt afoelike Taru
Shewawasits=f an exercisein futility.

From the broken treeswhere Taru Shewa had burst forth there came aroar, a challenging bellow.
Stepping from the shadows out into the light was Braega, though not as Tudhalahad last seen him. From
ashaggy maned head sprouted apair of curled ram's horns. Lowering his head, he surged forward,
graight for Taru Shewa, fleet of foot, seemingly bounding across the shore.

Thefour armed cresture turned in astonishment at the suddenness of Braegas arriva, sartled into
momentary inaction. Braegas horned head dammed into him with startling force, the crack of the
collision loudly audible. Braega rebound from the confrontation, falling backwards on the black earth,
yet Taru Shewa himsdlf was thrown by the impact, tossed into the dark waters of the lake itsdlf.

He floundered for amoment, screeching in irritation, seeking for afoothold. Then the waters boiled and
asnuous white serpentine form rose up and twined about Taru Shewa. The beast thrashed, trying to
break free of the hold the serpent had upon him and fountains of water erupted from the contest.
Tudhalaraced over to where Braegalay, fatigue momentarily forgotten. Thetal hunter's features melted
back into hisown, familiar ones, and he dowed picked himself up, right arm hanging limply at hisside.
Hisface was deathly pale, dmost grey in places. He managed afew steps towards the ruins before
doubling over and retching in obvious discomfort.

"The corruption here," he gasped out, "It istoo much for me. We must leave, now."

Tudhalahad no dispute with that. He helped Braega over to where the remnant of the expedition waited
with the expectant Alia, asbest ashe could. They quickly grabbed what they could, of which Tudhaa
made sure the Hantala Urhu Teshab was a part, and then hurriedly departed, leaving behind the two fel
beasts to struggle in the waters of the fetid lake.

Tudhala breathed deep of the clean airs of the forest as the weary group clambered up the last inclineto
thetop of the ridge of the sinkhole, clear at last of the cloying scent of decay that pervaded it. Braega
too appeared much better for the fresher air, his palor improving, having been sick more than oncein
their race for the safety of the heights, arace that had remained strangely unhindered.

From their vantage point asthey rested, Tudhaa could see the smoke il rising from the burning wagon
inthe ruins beside the lake. The waterswere gtill again, the struggling monsters no more to be seen.

"Y ou think it won?' Tudhala asked Braega.

"Likdy s0."

"Will it follow us?*

"I hope not, but | do not think so. The creatures of that place seem bound to it. None have been seento
leave™



"Y ou spoke of acorruption in that place. What wasit doing to you?"

"Thereisascknessthere, adarknessthat spread through dl living things around the Black Trees. What
itis| do not know, but it isacorruption of nature, seeping into al things and changing them, lingeringin
them. When | dowhat | do, | draw on the power of life from around me, but down there| drew in that
corruption aswdll."

"Can it be defeated, the darkness?"

Braegasmiled faintly. "I would like to believe so, but not by the likes of us.”

Tudhalanodded in response, quiet for awhile. "l am sorry about your friend,” he said softly after ahbit.
"Hedied well. What of your master?”

"He brought it upon himsdf." Tudhaashook hishead. "And otherspaid for it aswell." Helooked to
Braega, expressons serious. "You saved my life. Thank you."

Braegainclined hishead, then gaveawry grin. "Agan."

Tudhaachuckled. "Yes. You seem to be making ahabit of it. | owe you agreat debt, one that must be
repaid, and with Arnuisar dead | am afree person once more. Until that debt isrepaid, | shall
accompany you."

Braega clapped Tudhalaon the shoulder. "Theway you attract trouble, | do not think that that will be
longincoming.”

Tudhdalaughed asthe pair began to walk away, leaving behind the lingering gloom that once more
seeped in to shroud the Hall of Black Trees.
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PURE ESCAPSM

There are anumber of creatures that appear in the Hall of Black Trees that may gppear fanciful inthe
extreme, but arein fact based on redl, though extinct, animals. If you areinterested in finding out a bit
more about these fascinating creatures, | have written up a post about them at

http://mi standshadows.com/megaf aunari n-pure-escapi sm.
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