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CHAPTER 1

Revenge

The omi nous cloud swirled heavily about the dark shapes that moved silently
forward in the night. A cold autumm wind blew torrents of rain into their
faces, and icy water trickled down through the gaps in their ragged cl oaks. It
froze into slush on their shoulders ... but they did not conplain. A flash of
lightning briefly illum nated the scene and reveal ed hundreds of axe bl ades
and spears pointing upward, and beneath the cloaks, thousands of cruel red

gl owi ng eyes. The Mstwall was on the nove again, and these creatures of the
darkness felt not the cold, for they were filled once nore with the fire of
victory.

An enormous war horse pl odded anong the figures, and its rider |oonmed above
the others in the freezing bl ackness. Schlein was happy. Mre than nerely
happy. He was ecstatic. His thin blood coursed rapidly through his veins, his
body quivering with the anticipation of a child awaiting a present He could
feel a song of victory building at the back of his throat Death and
destruction stretched in all directions as far as the eye could see. Even in
the cold and rain, blood saturated the ground and the angui shed cries of
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the dying rang in his ears like the crystal notes of some gl orious song.
Torrents of black rain pelted the m serable defenders of the village of

Cai rngor mthose few who were unfortunate enough to still be alive—and a |ayer
of freezing sleet coated the forms of the dead who woul d never rise again,
their swords still clenched in their lifeless hands, cold steel tranpled into

the bl oody frozen mud. The battle was in its final stages and none of

Cai rngorm woul d survive

In the distance could be heard sporadi c sounds of battle where Schlein's

m ni ons, those hideous battalions of ores, goblins, and other unspeakable
creatures were eradicating the last bits of human resistance. Around them al
cane the Mstwall, a sinuous curtain of withing vapor that swall owed forever,
what ever and whonever it enconpassed. The village, and al so Castle Cairngorm
had been valiantly defended by its loyal citizens, but, thanks to the workings
of Schlein, their magic protection was gone... and the defense was now

hopel ess. Soon, all would be envel oped by the M stwall

Schlein rose in his stirrups. There was another flash of |ightning and the
huge nagi ci an was startled to see a snmall group of mounted knights, charging
down upon himfroma nearby hill in what seened |ike slow notion. Schlein
reached under his frost-covered fur cloak, pulled out a conpact ebony wand,
and pointed it in the direction of the inpending attack

"It's almost too easy,” murrmured the magician to hinmself with a smle. The
sound of thundering hooves was now clearly audi bl e above the din of battle and



the noise of the storm Schlein uttered a rhym ng incantation, just as another
flash reveal ed the knights al nost upon him A small ball of fire flew off the
tip of the wand and grew into a massive roaring flame which envel oped the
unfortunate horsenen before they could strike. Wien the snmoke and fire had
cleared, the few dazed survivors vani shed under a solid wave of axe-w el di ng
gobl i ns.

THE STONE OF TIME 3

The Second Battle of Cairngormwas over and done. The m serable village and

t hose who had died defending it were now but a nmenory, swelling the M stwall
to slightly greater proportions and extending its black border of death.
Schl ei n nodded to hinself and stroked his blond beard, which had grown in
nicely following his fiery encounter with the sorceress Elizebith of Mrea.
Were it not for her and her neddling cohorts, this worthless village would
have been his |ong ago. Now its conquest gave hima satisfaction all out of
proportion to its real inportance in the grand schene of things.

H s thoughts returned to Elizebith. Schlein had managed to inprison the girl
for a short tine, in an effort to wed and bed her... a deed which would have
greatly increased his own power while dimnishing hers.

Unfortunately, things had not worked out the way he had planned and Elizebith

had managed to escape, along with the elf Endril. The two had been aided in
their effort by their conpani ons—Hathor the troll and the boy warrior Caltus
Tal i enson. Schl ein marked these names well; they were at the top of his list.

He had not clinbed to the position of dark prom nence, which he so enjoyed, by
bei ng soft and unforgiving. He was nothing if not a vengeful nman. Only these
four had bested himand lived to tell the tale; he did not intend to let this
situation continue. The accursed conpani ons, Bith and her friends, had managed
to foil and escape himat every turn for the last two years. A nere noment in
history, a brief nonment, but he would see to it that they paid dearly, and
with interest, for the disconfort they had caused him

The massive man twisted in the saddle, and grinmaced slightly at the pull of a
stiffened muscle, marking the | ong hours he had sat astride his war horse,
overseeing the destruction. H s presence had not really been necessary; the
duly required death and destruction coul d have been achi eved wi thout him for
the ores and goblins had nerely to be pointed in the right direction and

| oosed on their
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hapl ess opponents. They needed no supervision in howto kill. The hard part
was getting themto stop. Once the bl ood lust set in, only exhaustion and the
lack of victins could put an end to their wanton slaughter. It was not unheard
of for themto fall upon each other, nurdering their own kith and kin when
their base desires were unslaked at the end of a battle. Fortunately that had
not been the case here at Cairngorm for the defenders had been nmassed six
deep and there had been enough bl oodshed to satisfy even the npbst savage of
gobl i ns.

Schlein reined in his horse at the top of a knoll. The rain had let up and an
eerie blue glow lit up the field; it was al nost dawn now. He stretched
luxuriously in the saddle, smling down at the ores and goblins as they noved
t hrough the nounds of the dead, retrieving their spoil s—weapons and cl ot hi ng
and whatever bits of finery caught their eye—and di spatching those few

unl ucky soul s who had survived the carnage. Scavengi ng anong the dead after a
battle was, for the horrid arny, like a sunptuous dessert follow ng a banquet.
Such activities held no interest for Schlein, however, and he directed his
horse toward a certain beechwood forest which stood a few | eagues to the
north. He rode alone in the receding darkness, along a narrow rutted path. Hs
horse needed no urging; it feared its master, and sullenly plodded on through
the freezing nmud. At length the man and rider surnounted a low hill. The path
led through a tiny village and then into a peaceful wood. Soon it would be
peaceful no nore. Schlein disnobunted and strolled anbng the stately trees

whi ch rose above himin a graceful nmanner. Their white trunks were nmassive and
bore the marks of great age. Here, there had been no rain, no sleet, and the



M stwall had not yet arrived. Battles and bl oodshed nmeant next to nothing in
such a place. Many battles had been won and lost in the long years that had
passed since these proud tree-patriarchs were but tiny saplings, and there
were few alive who even renmenbered why the battl es had been fought
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The silvery | eaves whi spered above him soft rmurmurings whose neani ngs Schl ei n
was unabl e to deci pher, although he was certain that there were those for whom
t he nessage was perfectly clear.

The forest had been a source of deep pleasure for the elf Endril, and had
renewed his spirit and fortified his courage nightly as he wandered anong its
peaceful groves.

Endril was far away now, and on the ground | ayer upon |ayer of fallen | eaves
absorbed the sound of Schlein's passage as though the step of a nmere norta
were incapable of making an inmprint on that magic grove. Schlein lifted his
face to a ray of norning sunlight and sniled at the thought. He woul d make his
mark on this forest whether or not it approved of him Its magic was powerful,
but then, so was his, now

Schl ein runmaged in his pouch and withdrew two itens: a craggy flint given to
hi m (al t hough not wi thout persuasion) by a recalcitrant fire giant, and a
striker forged by a master dwarf, which never failed to produce a spark. The
wood fell silent. No bird sang; no |leaf fluttered. Even the sunlight seenmed to
lose its warnth. Schlein smled while the forest held its breath.

He | ooked around him and a tiny twinge of pity pierced his breast as he
realized the nagnitude of what he was about to do, of the peace and beauty
that would be | ost forever. For a monent he al nost stayed his hand, and then
he shook off the aberrant thought, snarled hoarsely, and touched striker to
flint. A single magical spark appeared, trenbled, and then fell to the dry
mast, where it glowed crinmson, pulsing slightly as it fed, growing swiftly in
strength and size.

Schl ei n stepped back as the tiny flanes began to rise, crackling as they
burned down through the centuries-thick carpet of fallen | eaves.

The trees seenmed to shrink back in horror fromthe flanmes, but enchanted

t hough they were, they were incapable of flight, and in the end they burned
just like any other
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bit of wood. The sap, the |ifeblood of the birches, steaned and boil ed and
bubbl ed up through thousands of tiny cracks, uttering shrill wails of anguish.

The trunks swayed and npaned in agony, and die silvery | eaves withed and
twisted in tornent as they were consunmed by the flanes.

Schl ein remounted quickly and his horse, its eyes rolling in terror”™ bolted
out the far side of the forest and raced up the side of a nearby hill where it
stood with bowed head and heaving flanks, trenbling fromnore than the

consi derabl e weight of its rider

Schlein tightened his grip on the reins and watched as the billow ng cl ouds of
snoke boil ed upward, nmerging with the inpenetrable blackness of the swiftly
advancing Mstwall. Cairnwald, die enchanted forest, had kept Schlein and the
Dark Lord at bay, unable to advance their foul cloud either forward or around
it. The destruction of die forest was inevitable, part of die larger plan
Then too, it had given succor to his opponent, and one of the basic strategies
of warfare was to destroy anything, any place, and anyone that mght aid the
eneny.

Still, as Schlein gazed upon the destruction he had wought, w tnessing the

| ast of the forest fall beneath ne flames, its beauty and serenity gone
forever, sone-thing noved inside him and he tw sted uneasily as he was swept
with sorrow and renorse. He had not al ways been so cold, so heartless, so
dedicated to evil. Once, he had been different.... Schlein closed his eyes,
and in spite of hinself, remenbered a | ong dead past... a worman with green
eyes, and long, flowing red hair....

A fearful ore tugged at his stirrup and broke the spell.

"What is it?" Schlein roared, over die din of the fire. He raised his hand to



swat at the intruder, who cowered | ow and handed up a battered scroll widi a
trenbling claw. The wi zard grabbed the parchnent, and the ore quickly
scanpered off into the confusion of die fire and di sappeared. Schl ein shook
his head to clear it of thoughts of die past He coul dn't understand what had
conme over him

THE STONE OF TIME 7

He unrolled the scroll. New orders fromthe Dark Lord himself Schlein grunted,
wonderi ng what had gone wong, and turned his nount away fromthe fires and
headed back to canp.

CHAPTER

2 Bvil Tidings

Endril awoke with a start and | ooked around him He had fallen asl eep agai nst
a tall oak tree, and there was frost on the | eaves of the forest floor. Stiff
and chilled, he slapped his shoulders to restore his circulation as he arose
inthe red glow of early norning light. The first frost of the year. He should
be enjoying this ... but there was sonething undefinabl e that was troubling
him It was just a feeling, but it persisted, gnawi ng at the back of his mnd
The elf crunched his way through the wood, his feet breaking through the thin
| ayer of ice that had formed on the forest litter. He turned left at the creek
and started back toward the manor where his conpani ons were staying. He
shivered, watching his breath in the crisp norning air, and the thought of the
warmfire at the | odge was very appealing.

A great house with rows of arched wi ndows, and several pointed spires stood at
the base of the next rise, and Endril hurried down the path. Snoke poured out
of the chimeys, and the wel come snells of breakfast cane to himon the
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cool morning air. He pushed open the kitchen door and found hinsel f anbng a

t hrong of bustling cooks.

"Good nmorrow, Master Endril," said Bertha, the woman in charge, as she stirred
a great iron kettle with a | arge wooden spoon. "Spent the night in the wood
again, did yer

The elf forced the frown on his face into a snmile, waved, and then pushed on
into the dining hall. The large roomwas so dimy lit at this tine of the
nmorning that the elf could barely nmake out one of the servants putting |ogs on
the fire. Endril nade his way silently to the hearth, and then addressed the
nman.

"Good norni ng, Sam"

The man dropped his bundle of logs on the floor widi a clatter. "Ch, 'tis you,

Master Endril, You gived ne quite a start, you did!" The nan set about
gathering up his load fromthe stone hearth, and Endril lent a band. "I be
edgy ever since awakenin* this nom | canna ken what is the matter wi' ne."

Samthrew a log into the fire, and a spray of sparks bounced out onto the
stones. "There be sonethin' wong but | jus* canna put me finger on it!"

"I know how you feel," replied the elf. "There's something wong. | can fee

it too." He noved closer to the flames and rubbed his hands together while Sam
put the rest of the wood into the fire and then poked at the logs with a | ong
sti ck.

"Mebbe that 'ere Mstwall is gobblin' up another kingdom summiere," ventured
t he man, gl ancing sideways at Endril.
The el f nodded silently, "I fear you may be right; there's evil afoot!" He

turned toward the front door, paused for a nmonment, and then nade up his mind
"Tell my conpanions, when they arise, that | have gone to the crossroads to
seek news."

"Aye, sir!" Samreplied, raising his hand to bis forehead in a kind of salute.
The elf wal ked silently across die hall to the door and was gone without a
sound.
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Eli zebith of Mrea stood rubbing her hands together beside the fire. Her



silver eyes shone brightly in contrast to die |long raven-col ored hair that
fl owed down the back of the shimrering black dress that she al ways wore.
Seated nearby was die troll Hathor and the boy warrior Caltus. Bith was

worried about Endril; he had been gone too |ong. She turned to her conpani ons
wi th her hands on her hi ps.
"Cal, | want you to ride out to the crossroads and see if he's all right."

The boy was not keen on the idea, having just finished an enornous neal .

Rel axation was all that was on his mind. "That elf can take care of hinself.
You know how he is when he takes on one of his noods...."

"No!" insisted the dark-haired girl, stonping her foot for enphasis. "Get up
now, and go check on him" Bith reached over, grabbed Cal by the collar, and
yanked hi m uncerenoniously to his feet.

"Ckay! All right, already. 1'Il go!" answered the reluctant boy.

"And go to the kitchen and fetch himsone food too," declared the girl.
"Endril's been out there for a day now with nothing to eat."

"Yeah, sure!" came Cal's grouchy answer as he skul ked of f toward the door
grunbl i ng beneath his breath.

"I swear, | don't know what's gotten into him" said Bith as the door slamed
shut .

'Too much food!" said Hathor fromhis place by the hearth. "He know his duty.
He take food, get news...." The troll | ooked into Elizebith's worried face. "I
go too?"

"No, no, Thor," replied the girl, wapping her arnms about her shoul ders and
sitting again before the fire. "I'mjust edgy, |ike everyone el se around here.
And | fear that the news, when it conies, will not be good."

The troll edged forward, placed his nighty paw on her fragile shoul der, and
gave the girl a reassuring pat.
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Endril | eaned agai nst the signpost and watched as yet another ragtag band of

refugees hurried along the road. He finished the last bit of bread fromthe
bag of food Cal had brought himthe night before and dropped the sack to the
ground. Last night, there had been no news, good or bad, but now things had
changed. Hi s expression was troubl ed.

Al'l nmorning | ong he had watched the road, and the steady flow of travelers,

all pouring out of the north, was not a good sign. Modst of the refugees had
pani cked at the sight of his dark, solitary figure, and had fled in terror
into the woods before be was able to speak to them No ordinary travelers,

t hese, they included whole famlies with their possessions piled

hel ter-skelter atop creaki ng wagons, with mlk cows, goats, and pigs tied on
behi nd and crates of chickens clucking their dismay.

Finally, after several frustrating hours, he was able to approach an old nman
pulling a cart, who had stopped and was seated on a rock, too exhausted to run
fromthe elf. The news he told was dire indeed.

Endril was shocked to di scover that sone of the refugees were anong those few
resi dents who had survived the destruction of the village of Cairngormand the
nearby village of Cainmnald. To his sorrow he also |l earned of Schlein's
destruction of the beautiful beech wood forest. Endril closed his eyes and
pressed a hand to his chest, feeling the pain deep within. It was always so
when sonet hing died, but there was no greater pain than the death of a forest
caused by a wanton hand.

The ol dster, unsettled by the elf's grief, and anxi ous to be on his way,

qui ckly related the advance of the Mstwall, telling howit had swallowed his
ancestral farm and how he had fled for his life, and of those unfortunates who
had not been quick enough to do so.

Endril had been unable to speak, nunbed by the news of the swift advance of
the Dark Lord. How had it happened so quickly? The exhausted old nan picked up
the shafts of
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his cart and hurried away with many a backward gl ance. A swaybacked,

sharp-hi pped nmilch cowtied to the end of the cart rolled her eyes at Endri
and | owed piteously, perhaps mourning the loss of her famliar stall.

Endril stood and watched until the forlorn duo passed over the rimof the hil
and vani shed fromsight. Only then did he turn his gaze in the direction from
whi ch they had come, the direction of Cairngorm He stared intently, and there
it was, dark clouds billowing up fromthe edge of the horizon into the sky,
obliterating everything fromview Those were not ordinary storm clouds, which
woul d have their monent of violence and then vani sh, but sonething far nore

om nous, with far-reaching inplications. They boiled and surged as though
alive, the outer skin of sonme ravenous beast who woul d consune the very world
itself if given the opportunity.

Endril shivered and drew his cloak nore tightly about him knowi ng that the

i mage was not far wong. The Mstwall was a mani festation of the Dark Lord,
whose intention it was to bring the entire world under his dark rule. The

M stwal | had advanced rapidly, and in the struggle of good against evil on
this sad norning, it appeared that the Dark Lord was w nning.

At last, Endril turned his back on the awful vision and wal ked slowy down the
enpty road to the manor where he and his three friends were guests. His news
woul d not be wel cone.

The el f's conpanions were at the dining table, hal fway through the evening
nmeal when he entered the room Etizebith of Mrea, raven-haired sorceress, was
seated across from Callus Talienson, boy warrior, and the strong and steady
troll Hathor. The four of them once outcasts, now seened destined to fight
agai nst the Dark Lord for the rest of their lives. The elf had not eaten since
nmorni ng but, at the nmoment, all thoughts of food had vanished. He told his
friends of the fall of Cairnwald, the magic place where
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they had spent an alnost idyllic winter of rest.

"But how can this be?" Bith asked, shocked and upset. "Wen we |eft Cairngorm
it was safe in the hands of the villagers. And Cairnwal d was protected by a
magi ¢
spell....
"Not enough," Hathor said tersely. "Them not strong enough to hold. Spel
broken. Dark One win."

Endril wal ked closer to the fire, with a pained | ook on his face. "Things have
been too quiet for too |long, and once again, we have been caught nappi ng.
While we rested on our laurels, the Dark Lord has been busy."

"Il wager it's the work of Schlein again," snapped Bith angrily. "Wo el se
woul d I ead the Dark Lord's forces back into Cairngornf? That evil beast has
caused us nore than our share of troubles.”

"I would imagine that our old nemesis is, indeed, the power behind this," said
the elf rather matter-of-factly. "Burning Cai mval d woul d gi ve hi m great

sati sfaction. The place protected us fromhimfor so |long."

"And Mal endor is no nore!" said Cal, sitting up in his chair. It had not been
I ong since Schlein had fallen into disfavor and the Dark Lord had call ed upon
Endril's old eneny Mal endor, an undead elf wi th hi deous power. Yet the four
present had easily disposed of Malendor.... "Wo else remains to | ead the Dark
Lord's forces?" "New foe," suggested Hathor. "Wrse than Schlein or

Mal endor . "

"No! Only Schlein would bum Cai mwal d. " Cal pushed his chair back and stood up
"It looks Iike war again, and we four are called to action.” The boy warri or
flexed his arns, feeling the nmuscles nove under the skin, reassured by the
sinmple matter of his own healthy exi stence. He unsheathed his sword, and
nmovi ng apart fromthe small group, began a series of noves calculated to stir
t he bl ood and qui cken the responses. "No sense brooding about it," he said as
he went through the graceful notions, his blade cutting the snoky air of the
room "There's nothing we could have done to
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prevent this from happening. If we had been there, we'd |ikely have been

swal  owed by the Mstwall as well. Now nere's nothing left to do but fight"
Bith watched the play of Cal's muscles with fascination, once again aware of
her increasing attraction to the boy warrior, an interest that had grown,
against her will, ever nore powerful since his ill-fated romance with Yvai ne.
The girl gave herself a mental shake and turned her eyes away, frowning at the
gl eam of anmusenent in Hathor's eyes. "Well, what are we to do?" she asked.
"Roanwood |ies several |eagues distant,"” replied Endril. "W can nmake it by
mdday if we start in the norning. O by midnight if we start now Perhaps we
will learn nore along the way."

"Better make it tonorrow," said the girl, "I nust pack, and we have to bid
farewell to our gracious host. Lord Rotherhamwi Il be quite put out if we

| eave wi thout a word."

"Perhaps he can |l end us horses." added Cal

"Indeed | shall,"” said a deep voice fromthe far end of the hall. It was Lord
Rot her ham hi nsel f, and he approached the four conpani ons on unsteady | egs,
tapping a wal king stick with each step. "I knew action would be your choice

when troubl e came again. Not only shall you have horses, but FIl see to it
that you have plenty of food for your journey." The bent old man | eaned on his
cane in front of the table. "Were | not so old and feeble, | too would go with
you. "

"We are all nost grateful for your help,"” said Bith, with a smle that nelted
the old man's heart.

"Yet you should not |eave blindly without a course of action. | would counse
you to go to the court of King Ethelrud. News | have had fromthere would | ead
me to believe he is calling together all those on this side of the dreaded
Mstwall, to forma grand alliance to stop the Dark Lord."

The four conpani ons and their noble host wal ked over to the fire and di scussed
options and plans. Bith spent
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much time thanking Lord Rotherham for his hospitality. Since their victory
over the Dark Lord at Trondholm the four heroes had stayed as guests at a
successi on of noble houses. Their mere presence brought honor and prestige to
their hosts. Lord Rot herham had been different, taking none of the glory and
giving freely of hinself. Their stay had been nost pleasant, if too short.

The group talked well into the night, until, at last, near mdnight, the old
man fell asleep in his chair. Cal noticed the lord' s cl osed eyes and notioned
to the others.

"I think our host is talked out,"” he whispered.

"We'd better get sonme rest ourselves," said Bith as she stood up and wal ked
over to the old man. The girl kissed himgently on the forehead, and then she,
Hat hor, Cal —and for once Endril —+etired to their roonms, sonme to sleep, and the
rest to restlessly ponder what the future held in store.

CHAPTER

3

A Summons

Rot her ham was better than his word, and at sunrise the heroes found thensel ves
presented with four magnificent war horses, and three strong nules to bear
their gear. Bith's services were required to cal mthe horses, so that Hathor
could even approach the animals, let alone nount. Trolls and horses do not
ordinarily mx, but a spell taught to Bith by the dwarf Gunnar G eybeard did
the trick, and soon all the animals were nuzzling up to the red-haired trol
and he grinned with enbarrassnent.

The air was crisp and cold, and the sky a brilliant blue. The gathering | oom
of the Mstwall, now just over the horizon, was fortunately hidden by the tal
trees to the west The nmanor staff had turned out to see the four conpani ons
off. A crowd of shivering servants and guests gathered together for warnth on
the front lawn while Lord Rot herham stood on the hi gh marbl e steps making a
rat her | ong-w nded speech before the final farewells. Once again he cautioned



memto travel to the coun of Ethelrud, King of the Wstwoods, for counse

bef ore they took any action against die Dark Lord.

At | ast the speech was over, and the crowd |l et out a feeble
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huzzah. Cal flung his cloak over his shoulder and |l ed off, pointing his fine
horse out the gravel path that made toward the crossroads. He turned back to
| ook at the crowd, and they cheered, this tinme in earnest. The boy warrior
waved and then prodded his nobunt into a trot. The great house and its spires
di sappeared behind the crest of the hill, and the four heroes of Cairngorm

t hose who sl ew the Queen of Ice, the Conquerors of Miurcroft, the Victors of
Trondholm rode on to what would surely be yet another duel with the Dark
Lord.

During the long evening chat with Lord Rot herham the group had secretly
resolved to ignore the old man's warning and proceed directly toward the
Mstwall to face Schlein. Hathor rode silently in the rear, uneasy in his
saddl e despite the spell cast on the horses by Bith. The troll was bothered
nost, however, by the headstrong manner in which his conpani ons were rushing
toward action without any real plan. Even though he had no runesword, Cal had
bl at hered on about duty, honor, and confidence. Elizebith had bragged that her
magi ¢ was equal or better now than that of Schlein. Endril was enraged by the
destruction of Cairnwald, and seemed to have lost all reason ... so,

out nunber ed, Hathor had silently acqui esced, knowi ng that any objections he
m ght raise would be net with scorn

By the time the group reached the crossroads and turned west, grey clouds had
roll ed across the sky and the tenperature dropped. The breath of the horses
energed as great plunes of white mst as the animals snorted nervously in the
gathering gloom On the main road, the four found thensel ves riding past a
steady stream of refugees, some with carts and wagons, but nost on foot,

fl eeing the bl ackeni ng nenace of the Mstwall, which was advanci ng across the
free world. The wi nd picked up and whistled through the evergreens, sending a
chill down Hathor's back. He hunched down under his bearskin cloak and w shed

that he had a crisp root to munch on
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Cccasionally, Cal or Endril would stop a passerby in an effort to gain
information on just what it was they were likely to find ahead. Bith remai ned
unusual ly silent, intent upon a small book, given her at parting by Lord

Rot her hama book from which she hardly lifted her eyes. Hathor too, renained
silent, and to keep his mind fromthe Mstwall, dreaned of food.

By mi dday, they had reached Roanwood, a small dense forest that was skirted on
the north by the road they had followed. Cal and Endril tal ked for a noment
and then led the horses into the shelter of some trees where the four stopped
to confer and eat a bit of |unch.

"Those two nmen | just spoke to," said Cal, |leaning against a tree, "were
soldiers fromthe Duchy of denn. An entire arny of nen has been destroyed."
"Then it is not just Cairngormwhich has fallen?" asked Bith, finally | ooking
up from her book.

"No, the alliance sent forth an arny as soon as the trouble began." Cal put a
bottle of wine to his lips and drank, then wiped his lips with his sleeve.
"Now it is destroyed. It |ooks as though we are the only hope.™

Hat hor could remain silent no | onger, and | ooked into the boy warrior's eyes,
"You say we go fight! You say we |last hope!" The troll turned to Elizebith,
"You say your magic powerful now " Hathor then turned to Endril. "W do not
practice. W do not discuss. What is plan?"

The elf smiled and patted the troll on the shoulder, "Well put, ny friend. At
t he nmonent we have no plan, but | amconfident that as we near the eneny,
something will come to us."

"Perhaps Vili will come to us with advice," suggested Bith. She had put away
her nysterious book and was now picking at a cold roast hen



"That thought had crossed ny nmind, too," remarked Cal

"Hope so!" grunbled the troll, who then pulled a fist full of roots out of a
brown sack and began crunching noisily on a particularly large red one.
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The cold neal was soon finished and they returned to the road. The bl ack cl oud
that was the Mstwail nerged in the distance with the grey overcast so that

all seened one great blur, and the Wall seenmed to draw cl oser even as they
urged their horses in its general direction. Again the four passed one group
of refugees after another, all of whomtold their own version of the disaster
By mid-afternoon they overtook a strange wagon which was also traveling in the

direction of the Mstwail. It was drawn by a team of six fine horses, and was
heaped with grain which could barely be seen, for it in turn was covered by a
wriggling swarmof furry black, grey, and brown creatures. Above all, waved a

multitude of long, thin tails. The man who held the reins was hinself covered
with the creatures.

Hat hor shook his head in amazenent. Endril let out a little shout of joy,
nudged his horse to a gallop, and rode ahead to talk. Bith | ooked up, took in
t he | oaded wagon, and let out a shriek.

It was a wagonload of rats. Rats in all sizes and colors. Rats rode on the
brimof the driver's hat like the figurehead of a ship. Sniffling rat noses
poked out of his pockets, several tails snaked out the neck of his shirt, and
bri ght eyes peeked over the edge of his shoul der, diving beneath his vest as
Endril rode al ongside. Now, ordinarily this would be an unusual sight, in any
pl ace, at any tinme, but not so for Endril. The elf had spent many days in a
dungeon with the driver of this wagon, and with the rats as well. The rats, in
fact, had provided Endril and Bith with the neans of escaping from Schlein's
grasp, not nore than a year before, and now the creatures were honored, if not
wel cone, around the |and.

"Purkins!" the elf cried happily, overjoyed to find that his friend, who had
shared the cell in Mircroft's dungeon, was on the sane road, going in the sane
direction.

The man in the hat covered with rats hunched over and gl anced sideways. The
dark, angry expression on bis face
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vani shed as soon as he recogni zed the elf.

"Endril!" he shouted, hauling back on the reins, bringing the team up, short
and sending a wave of rats and grain sliding forward. "Endril, old friend,

never did | think to see you again!" He | ooked back into the pile of grain and
rats and called out, "Blackie, |ook who's here!"

One of the rats, a fat black fellowwith a sleek pelt and | ong shiny whiskers,
clinmbed out of the nound and junped, sonewhat heavily, onto Purkin's shoul der
This was no ordinary rat, either, for he had been charned for life by the
dwarf Gunnar G eybeard, and now spoke the | anguage of men. "Hey, it's our

friends fromthe tower! | din't think we'd see ya again so soon! Bad news this
M stwai | business, huh! An' jus' when | thought things was gonna get good! OCh,
well, it's still a whole |ot nore excitin' than bein* back hone."

"We only learned recently of the fall of Cairngorm" said Endril. "But tel

me, why are you all on the road, and what's nore, traveling in what is

obvi ously the wong direction?"

"Well, clinb aboard," said Purkins, dusting off the bench beside him sending
anot her wave of rats scurrying. "W have only a small distance nore to travel,
and | like not the way that evil wall is gaining on our path."

Looki ng up, Endril could only agree; the Mstwail seemed closer than ever.
Graspi ng the edge of the wagon, the elf dropped fromhis saddle onto the seat
besi de Purkins and tied the reins of his horse to a nmetal fitting. Hathor and
Cal rode up and made their hellos but preferred to stay mounted, as did Bith,
who forced out a greeting of sorts and then directed her nount to the far side
of Cal, putting distance between herself and the rats. They nmay have saved her



life once, but they still gave her the creeps.

Pur ki ns made a cl ucki ng noi se and the six horses lurched forward in unison,

pul l'ing the wagonl oad of grain and rats forward al ong the bunpy road.
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"The boys and |," said the driver, "and by boys, | mean our furry friends
here, are on a kind of secret mission."” Purkins |eaned back and shoved his arm
el bow-deep into the pile of grain. A nmonent |ater he pulled out a shiny gold
bar and twirled it about in his hand.

"Hey, " screaned Bl ackie the rat "Put that back under; you never know who mi ght
be | ookin'! Ya wanna bl ow our cover?"

"Ckay! Ckay!" Purkins said sheepishly, and he shoved the gold back into the
pile of grain. The rat hopped down and proceeded to bury the treasure nore
securely with a flurry of tiny feet and a spray of kicked-up grain.

The driver turned to Endril. "W have to deliver this gold to a bunch of ogres
in a cave up the road a ways."

"Ogres?" asked Cal in amazenment. "Wy ogres? Don't they work for the Dark
Lord?"

"I thought it was a funny idea, too," remarked Purkins. "But, heck, this fancy
ot of riders cane into ny stable the other day ... said they cone from Ki ng
Et hel =

"Ethelrud," pronpted Endril

"Yeah Ethelrud, that's the nane! Anyway, they said they'd give ne three o*
themgold bars if 1'd take the rest to these ogres in the Cave of Casneer
Vell, | asked 'emwhy, an' they said themogres would work for anyone if the
price was right!" Purkins reached into his vest and pulled out a crunpled rol
of paper. 'The deal is all here on this scroll, | guess."

"Well, | sure hope you' ve got enough there to convince those ogres,"” said Cal
with a smle. The boy turned to the troll. "Now, Hathor, see. What did | tel
you? Things are already |ooking up. We've run into an old friend, and he is
about to buy us sonme allies.”

Even Elizebith seemed cheerful, and | ooked up again from her book. "Wat's
nmore, Thor, this book given me by Rotherhamis a spellbook he's had in his
famly for generations. I'mlearning a lot of newtricks."

Hat hor shook his head. "Believe, when | see.”
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Et hel rud, crown ruler of the three Kingdons of Wst-wood, and nom nal head of
all forces that opposed the Dark Lord, drew a shaking hand down over his eyes,
shielding themfor a brief moment fromthe piteous sight of the streams of
refugees, visible through every wi ndow of the castle, clogging the roads as
far as the eye could see. The king's sad eyes and stooped shoul ders gave
testanent to the fact that the task ahead of hi mwas nmonunent al

"Well, what shall we do next, CGeoffry," asked the king, turning to his
conpani on, Ceoffry of dencoe, a short, slender man who was seated next to

Et hel rud. "Now that our w zards have failed at Cairnwal d, Hamm and Kil norec,
and three arm es have been destroyed?" It was not so nuch a question as it was
a statenent of failure. Geoffry shook his head sadly and remnai ned silent. The
others present grunbled in unison and twi sted uneasily in their seats.

This was no ordinary gathering, but a convocation of the nbst powerful kings,
princes, dukes, and |l andowners in all the world. Many of those seated around
the table had already |ost their kingdonms and in many instances, |oved ones,
to the Mstwall. And those whose | ands had yet to be threatened knew that it
was but a matter of tinme before they too fell to the inexorable advance of the
dark cloud. No |onger could they deny the threat which nany of them had
scoffed at only a short tine before.

They had assenbl ed here at the Castle dencoe, in the Mddl e Ki ngdom of

West wood, by nutual accord, bringing with themtheir armes and their persona
magi ci ans, spellcasters, and servers in an attenpt to find a final solution, a
plan, a way to defeat the Dark Lord. To a nman, they were willing and ready to



fight for their lands, but how did one fight a cloud? A relentless advanci ng
cloud that concealed vile armes of foul creatures, its march was nore deadly
and unmerciful than that of any living arnmy, and what it took, it did not
surrender. Lands, buildings, crops, livestock, and even people, were swall owed
whol e
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by the Mstwall—-a cloud into which no one could travel with hope of return
Any fight, any battle, any last stand, would have to be made on this side of
the Mstwall, for there was no way to penetrate the Real ns of the Dark Lord.
Suddenly the silence was broken

"Fire," said Morlock, crown prince of the vani shed Duchy of Natw ck, his
fists clenched tightly upon the gleaning tabletop. "Let us set a row of fires

to burning across the Mstwall's path. Surely that will stop it."
Ceof fry of G encoe bestowed a soft and pitying gl ance on the young prince, who
had | ost parents, siblings, and his sweetheart to the Mstwall. "Fire will

have no effect, young Morlock, for it has surely swall owed many hundreds of
cook fires, hearth fires, and bonfires in its advance, with no noticeable
effect.”

"Not to mention the great fire set at the city of Hanm" added a fat, bearded
man at the far side of the table. "The whole city was consuned with flanme, yet
it seemed only to feed trie Mstwall even nore. This | saw with ny own eyes!"
"True, Lord Kurrok/' said Geoffry in a sonmber voice. "And | know how it pains
you to tell us of that fire." Then, turning back to the others, he stated

firmy, "The element of fire will not save us fromthe Dark Lord."
The young ki ng of G encoe was destined for great things sonmeday. His mld and
retiring manner masked a keen mind and brilliant intellect which often as not

saw at a glance what it took other minds far |onger to assimlate. Considered
by many of his contenporaries to be the forenost tactician and nmaster of
warfare, his opinion of the crisis which confronted them was eagerly awaited
by all of those gathered around the |ong banquet table.

"Well, what then!" cried another, bringing his fists down hard on the

tabl etop. "We cannot just sit here and talk while that... that vile thing is
eating our entire world!"

"True, we nust do sonething, but the question is what?" replied Geoffry. "None
of the conventional nethods of
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warfare seemto have any effect on it at all. W have tried everything we know
to do. Now, all that is left is to capitulate ..."

A roar went up around the table, and as one voice those in attendance shout ed,
"Never!"

When t he noi se subsided, Geoffry continued. "You didn't let net finish:
Capitulate or..."

"Or what?" blurted out the inpatient Prince Morlock of Natwi ck as Geoffry
hesi t at ed.

"O we alter tinel"™ Al fell silent. Geoffry went on, "W alter tine and
change the very nature of history, so that the Dark Lord never existed."

"Ri dicul ous!" scoffed one of the many kings present, "How can this possibly be
done? Modify tine, indeed." There was a general murmur of agreenent, and
Ceoffry could see that nore explanati on was needed. The young ki ng pushed back
his chair and began wal king slowy around the circle of noblenen and kings. "I
have | ong been in consultation with the nmages of the |and, and one, G eenlock
is his name, has been to the nythical city of Abaton. You' ve heard of it, of
course?"

Al'l present shook their heads.

Ceoffry continued. "Then perhaps you have seen this city; it is only visible
near sunset, and it..."

A gl eam appeared in the narrow beady eyes of one of the kings, who stood up
and interrupted the speaker. "... it is seen only at sunset and its spires are



just visible over the horizon."

Ceoffry smled. "And within Abaton may be found the fabled Stone of Tinme ..
whosoever possesses the stone may go back and alter events before they have
happened. "

"But nobody has ever been able to reach Abaton," protested the beady-eyed
king. "As you approach, the city remains just over the horizon. W shall never
be able to get to the place, |let alone use your 'fabled stone'!"

Ceoffry continued his circuit of the table. "Quite so, Quite so. For npst of
us, even our best magician, reaching
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the city of Abaton is quite beyond our powers." He stopped and raised a finger
into the air.

"But there are those in the | and who have performed virtually one mracle
after another. Those who have snhatched victory time and again fromthe hands
of the Dark Lord and his mnions."

"The four heroes ..." whispered soneone several places down.

"Yes, the four heroes," said the young king, folding his arnms across his
chest. "Send for those who stopped the cloud at Cairngorm slew the Queen of

I ce, and who saved Trondholm If any anbng us can do ms deed, they are the
ones. Perhaps with the Stone of Tine they can work a nmore lasting niracle and
bani sh the horrible Mstwall once and for all."

"l too have heard of this, this Abaton, but | never believed in that tale,"
sai d Moorl ock of Natwi ck. "And now you would send a troll, an elf, a girl, and
a boy to save the world." Morlock frowned skeptically.

"W have no choice," said Geoffry, "other than to pray that the story about
the Stone is true and that the four heroes will find the answer. Wile they
westle with the Dark Lord in the | ong dead past, we shall send what renains
of our armes to deal with himin the present. And maybe, just nmaybe, it will
work. | know not what else to do, for we have tried every other neans."

"And | say nor A tall, balding nman dressed in plain grey robes stood up and
waved his fist in the air. "Those heroes you speak of are nothing but glory
seekers. They have taken advantage of good fortune to clai mhonor for

t hensel ves. They can be of no use to us!"

"But what else would you suggest!" cried another nobl e seated nearby.

"Rai se an even larger arny," shouted a burly nmonarch. "Conscript everyone—the
peasants, the artisans, everyone. Leave the cities vacant!"

"I agree with CGeoffry. Send for the four heroes!”
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"Never!"

A |l engt hy debate broke out among the rulers, some arguing for and others

agai nst. Repeatedly, Geoffry had to restate his plan and in the end none could
cone up with a better one. Soon all attention returned to Geoffry.

"Who anmong you is willing to ride out with me in search of these four? W nust
bring them here!"
"Then it is | who will go with you," cried young Morlock, leaping to his feet

so swiftly that his chair crashed to the fl oor behind him

Ceof fry nodded his approval, and his eyes scanned the others who sat round the
table. The Meister of Ballw ck was too old for the journey, and Enteric of

Mer sewood was too stout to sit on his horse for long periods of tinme. Warfield
was solid and could be relied upon to do what he had set out to do, but he was
needed here to maintain order over the townspeople, the | andowners, and the
massed armi es.

One after another, Ceoffry discarded this prince and that lord for various
reasons, until in the end, there remained only young Morl ock. Too young, too
i nexperienced, and too filled with anger to be entrusted with such an

i mportant m ssion, he was neverthel ess the obvious choice.

"Then it is decided! Young Moorlock and | shall go." Geoffry turned to
Warfield, "I trust you to | ook after the organi zati on of the new arny, and you



may count on Ethelrud for all cooperation and assi stance."

At that noment, King Ethelrud, who had remained silent throughout the

proceedi ngs, finally rose and spoke. "I cannot inpress upon you enough the
need for secrecy in what we are planning here. If word of our plans reaches
the Dark Lord, the free world as we know it is doomed!"

The king called for a toast, and servants rushed in with gl asses and decanters
of wine. They drank to success and to the health of all present, then tossed
their glasses into the fire. No one noticed that the glass belonging to the
tall bald man in the grey robes had gone untouched.
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Ceoffry sighed and passed a hand over the silky white-blond strands of hair

t hat hovered hal o-1i ke around his head. He had hoped to avoid this journey out
of concern for his own young wife and child. But who better than he knew the

i mportance of this mission? If the four were not found, there would be no

pl ace left on earth that would be safe. For the sake of his w fe and daughter
he coufd do nothing other than go. He could only hope that Alison, his gentle
wi fe, woul d understand, for he had not nentioned the trip to her as yet

Master tactician and king he mght be, but he was al so a husband, and, at

hone, it was his wife who ruled suprene. Throughout the remainder of that day
and long into the night, the council pieced together die bits of know edge and
gossi p concerning the odd foursome. Servers peered into their crystals, and
two magi ci ans cast seeing spells which brought forth odorous cl ouds of snoke.
The | and was searched to discover the whereabouts of Hathor, Endril

Elizebith, and Cal. Finally, near dawn, one of the scryers, a doddering
ancient with filmed eyes and | ong, skeletal fingers, uttered a cry that
wakened nmany of those who slunped over the table or slunbered in thenl chairs.
"I have found them " he quavered exultantly, his long, sensitive fingers
drifting over the surface of the cloud-filled globe. "They are here, on the
road near Roanwood, and | see... | see..." The old man shook his head in

di sbel i ef .

"What do you see?" demanded an inpatient Mborl ock

"I see rats ...." said the old scryer, now smling. "Many scores of rats." His
feeble voice faltered as though he doubted his vision, but then it grew firm
"Yes, they are there. Roanwood is where you will find them And the rats."
Late though the hour, Geoffry and Moorlock took their |eave of those gathered
round the table and made their way to the courtyard. Nornmally deserted at such
an hour,
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t he place was now crowded to capacity with soldiers and villagers whose hones
had been consumed by the Mstwall. Bonfires burned brightly all around the

perimeter of the walls as well as on the cobbl estones.

Hor ses whi nni ed and stanped nervously, soldiers coughed and cane to attention
as their anxious eyes followed the passage of the king anbng them Here and
there a child cried, only to be silenced by its mother. CGeoffry could feel the
wei ght of a thousand eyes resting on him

Mount s had been saddl ed hours earlier and provisions packed in saddl ebags. Now
that their destination was known, mere was nothing left to do but |eave.
Odinarily so confident in his every action, Geoffry of G encoe hesitated,
reluctant to | eave his hone, his wife, his child, and all that were so dear to
him Though he could not see it, he knew that the Mstwall hovered bl acker
than the very night itself, a tangible presence just beyond the horizon. How
did he dare to | eave those he | oved, knowi ng mat he m ght never again see them
agai n?

Moor | ock' s horse, an inmense black stallion with wild eyes, pranced al ongsi de,
his iron-shod hooves clattering on the cobbl estones, throw ng up showers of
sparks, and the young prince reined himin inpatiently. But still Geoffry
hesitated. Alison stepped forward and raised their infant for himto kiss.
Ceoffry inhaled the sweet, milky scent of the child as he grazed her forehead



with his lips. Hs eyes net those of his wife's, and he nodded once before he
turned his horse toward the gate, his heart filled with bold resol ve.

Cries and huzzahs broke out on all sides as soldiers and villagers alike
cheered, not really knowi ng or caring what was going on. Ceoffry raised a
thin, pale hand in acknow edgrment, while Morlock rose high in his stirrups
accepting the accol ades. Although the crowd didn't know it, their king and his
conpani ons were off to save the lives and the future of this |and. Moorl ock
and Geoffry, acconpanied by two soldiers, passed through the gates and rode
out into die night.

CHAPTER

4

Strange Doi ngs

The day remai ned cold and danp and grey, with the sun hiding itself from sight
behi nd masses of dark, brooding clouds. The wind blew briskly fromout of the
northeast, bringing with it the prom se of a long hard winter. The rats on the
wagon huddl ed together for warnth, but the travelers' cloaks did little to
hol d back the chill. The road had narrowed, so that Cal, Bith, and Hathor had
to lead their nounts behind the wagon and bring up the rear

The team of six horses pulled the wagon along at a brisk pace, but even so,
they seemed to be making little progress toward the crossroads that led to the
caves. Purkins | ooked again at a crunpled map he had been given, and handed it
to Endril.

"See, it shows the crossroads just three | eagues beyond Roanwood. There's a
little creek, sone trees, and an old cairn to nmark the trail."

Endril squinted at the map. "If this bit of paper is an accurate
representation. However, if we do not find a | andmark soon, | shall get back
on ny horse and ride ahead for a | ook-see."
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Shortly thereafter, a solitary babushkaed granny, bent |ow beneath a heavy
bundl e strapped to her back, passed them by without a glance. A goose, only
its head snaking free of the sack, fixed its beady nal evol ent eyes on them
squawki ng and bl atting rude goose jeers until the old woman | engt hened t he

di stance between them and was gone.

The rats were beside thensel ves | eaping up and down on the bed of grain and
holl ering rat curses after the goose, casting serious doubts as to the
legitimacy of its heritage, defying it to come back and fight. One rat was
even so bold as to leap fromthe wagon, first to Cal's horse, then back to the
mount carrying Bith. It then clinbed up the back of the girl's cloak and
perched atop her head shaking its little rat fist and screaming taunts of its
own at the departing goose.

Bith had managed to endure the presence of the rats by keeping a good distance
bet ween herself and the wagon. Even if they were her rescuers, she had an

abi ding fear of the creatures and still harbored a deep dislike for them

Ri ppi ng her cloak from her shoul ders, she stood up in the saddl e and began to
beat at her head, dislodging her neatly conbed black hair as well as the rat,
who Sung out its little paws to save itself, caught a | ock of hair, and hung
directly in front of Bith's face, the two of themstaring directly into each
other's eyes. Bith began to scream Terrified, the rat |let go, bounced off her
bosom tunbled to the ground, and bounded back into the wagon in two great

| eaps, where it burrowed back into the pile of grain, seeking the safety of
its conpani ons.

Bl ackie, the talking rat, craw ed cautiously on to Purkins' shoul der and
commented quietly into the driver's ear, "Sheesh, did ya ever |ook into her
eyes real close? | mean to tell ya, it's scary!"

Bith settled back down in her saddle and pulled her cloak back around her

shoul ders, struggling to regain her conposure. "I don't want r-r-rats standi ng
on nmy head! I'mtired and 1"'mcold and |I'm hungry again too. And why aren't we
THE STONE OF TI ME

33



nmovi ng? And, and, how can that old cowin the field over there wal k faster
than a six-horse teanP"

Hat hor, Endril, Purkins, and Cal stared at each other uneasily. The sane
worri some question had occurred to each of them The road passed beneath the
horse's hooves, the scene seened to change, yet they had not conme to the

little creek or the cairn nentioned on Purkins' map ... And the farner's field
to the right... hadn't it been there for the |ongest tine?
"That tree. It stay in same place long tinme," Hathor said, pointing to a

di stinctive, lightning-torn pine on the near horizon. And with a sinking
heart, Endril realized that it was so. Just then, a powerful draft of freezing
wi nd swept upward from beneath the wagon, flinging dust in the horses' eyes
and causing their tails and nanes to rise straight up. C oaks and bl ankets
were all but dragged fromtheir owners' shoul ders, and the rats hung on for
dear life as a good third of the grain was bl own off the wagon, exposing a few
of the gold bars underneat h.

And then the strange wi nd was gone as quickly as it had come, and in the
silence that followed, there was heard a | ow chuckle. The four conpani ons and
Pur ki ns exchanged gl ances. Bith groaned and hung her head. Endril |eaned back
agai nst the seat and sighed dispiritedly. Hathor junped down fromhis horse to
t he ground and began stal ki ng around peering under the wagon bed, poking
around in the grain and even | ooki ng beneath the horses' bellies.

"You won't find himthere," Cal said in disgust. "You can quit |ooking. Cone
on out, @unnar G eybeard. W knowit's you."

"Qunnar G eybeard?" asked Purkins, turning to Endril. "Issat that dwarf we
drank with under the tower that night?"

"The sane," Endril said bl ackly.

"He's the one who keeps getting us into all this trouble,"” cried Bith. "Show
yoursel f, Gunnar, you coward! You villain! Show yourself, so that | may kil
you!"

"Now why woul d you want to do that, Elizebith, ny
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dear?" asked a soft, gentle voice which seenmed to emanate froma point just
off to Bith's right. Slowy, the air began to solidify, seemng little nore
than a bit of mst at first. It soon thickened, took form and standing there
on a mound of grass was a tiny old man snmoking a briar pipe. He appeared to be
no nmore than a sweet, harml ess ol d grandfather whose worst offense mght be
the telling of a too scary bedtime story. But |ooks could be and often were
deceiving, for the kindly old gent was not the dwarf Gunnar G eybeard!

"lust who in blazes are you?" demanded Bith.

Cal disnmpbunted silently, circled round the wagon, and strode purposefully
toward the old man, drawing his sword fromhis sheath with the harsh cl ang of
steel. The look in his eyes revealed his intent, even as he raised his sword
for a bl ow which woul d have separated the old man's head from his shoul ders.
"Well, Caltus, | see you are still making do with ordinary, inferior swords,"”
the old man said as he took the pipe fromhis mouth and gestured, w thout

| ooki ng, at the shining blade, seem ngly unaware of his inmm nent danger. The
sword crashed down, flashing through the air, mssing himby a hair, and
buried itself in the ground. Furious, Cal heaved and tugged and pulled with
all his might till his nuscles bulged and his face turned crinson with the
effort, but he could not free his sword fromthe earth.

"Now, now, calmyourself," said the old man as he turned and patted Cal on the
back, much as one would pacify a small child having a tenper tantrum "And
you, Bith, you look as puffed up as a stuffed goose.

"You have net nme before, ny friends, just never in this form And for that,

am nost grateful. | grant you, we've had our differences in the past and there
have been a few problenms | did not forsee, but surely nothing that old

acquai ntances such as we cannot overcone.

"Come here and join ne, all of you. You too, Purkins, and your little rat
friends if you wish. | have a plan to propose that may be of interest to you."
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I gnoring their various exclamations of rage and dismay, the little old man
waved his pipestem over die ground al ongside the road, and instantly there
appeared a roaring fire ringed with | arge stones. Suspended above the fire was
a spit which turned magically of its own accord, and on the spit were a roast
of beef, two hares, and four chickens, all nicely browned and filling the air
with their rich aroma. Spread out before the fire on the chill ground were

thi ck, woolly bl ankets, blue and red in color and covered with a nultitude of
pl ates and baskets heaped with steam ng vegetabl es, baked breads, pickles,
fruits, sweetneats, and for the troll, a nmound of succul ent roots and tubers.
There was even a pile of honeyed oats for the rats and several clay jugs of
water. A large green glass bottle to the side of the blanket offered the

prom se of strong drink

It was nore than the troll could bear. "Hathor eat now, kill old man later/'
he said, trundling toward the bl anket, followed by a w de-eyed Purkins and a
horde of rats.

"No, wait, you don't understand, it's a trap," cried Bith as she held out her
hands trying to stop Hathor, Purkins, and even the rats from|leaving the
wagon, but she might just as easily have attenpted to stop rats fromleaving a
sinking ship, for lured by the prom se of warnth, food, and drink, they paid
her no m nd.

"It's atrick. It's not real! The food will disappear; it's just magic!" she
war ned. But Purkins slid a roast chicken off the spit and juggled it from hand
to hand. As he bit into it, the crisp skin crackled beneath his teeth and the
juice trickled down his chin and his eyes closed with pleasure. Beside him
Hat hor held two fistfuls of the raw roots, which crunched very realistically
as he stuffed theminto his nouth.

"I"'msure ... it's a ... trick," Bith said uncertainly as she slid down from
her saddl e and wal ked over to the bl ankets. She fingered the thick, heavy wool
and i magi ned its weight covering her at night. She picked up golden fruit of
some unknown variety and, al nbst against her will, brought it to
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her mouth. It was sweeter and nore delicious than anything she had ever
tasted. Bith sank to the bl anket.

Endril, who still sat on the wagon with his arns crossed, sighed as Caltus
gave up on his sword, and plucking the roast of beef fromthe spit, began
tearing at the meat as though it had been nonths since he had | ast eaten a

decent neal, in spite of the fact that the four had been eating |ike kings at
the hone of Lord Rot her ham

Endril left the wagon reluctantly and wal ked over to the old man. He | eaned on
his staff and | ooked down on him He seened so harml ess, so snall, yet all too
famliar. "All right, Vili, Wat is it that you want of us this tine?"

"Ah, Endril, you have seen through ny little disguise," the old man said with
a chuckl e.

Bith's jaw dropped at the realization. Those eyes, that beard! It did indeed
appear to be the god Vili, the little known brother of Gdin, who had first
brought the four together so long ago. It was Vili who had forged the
runeswords and instilled themwith his power, and it had been Vili who had

sent the four fromone end of the world to the other, seeking out and
ultimately destroying those sane swords.

The old man, his eyes tw nkling hi the best grandfanerly fashion, spoke again.
"Tut! Tut! You all have such suspicious mnds. Is it not possible for old
friends to neet and eat together, to lift a glass of spirits w thout being
accused of trickery and hi dden plots?"

"I'f you are truly Vili," demanded Bith with her hands on her hips, "why have
you cone to us in this forn? Way not demand that we bowto the ... the ..

What was it you called yoursel f?"

"The Exalted Master? Ruler of the Twel ve Spheres!" said Endril sarcastically.



"Way the informality? Why ne gui se of an ol d grandfat her?"
"Good questions; and | shall answer nem" The old man indicated seats for all,

and the group, including Endril, settled down around the cheerful fire, stil
filled with suspicions. "As you know," began the old man, "I put so nuch
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of nmyself into those runeswords that | was thereafter unable to manifest
nmysel f properly on your plane of existence, that is, your world." He tapped
some ashes out of his pipe and refilled it froma small pouch. "I canme to you
inlittle pools of water, or on the blade of a sword, or even in your dreans.
But all that is history now Eat, drink, be merry! Let me provide confort for
you all!"

"You forget who you're talking to, Vili," Bith spat out angrily. "W know you,
renenmber? Or have you forgotten the matter of the many runeswords which we
have sought and retrieved for you and the trouble they brought us? That | ast

little mssion nearly cost Endril his life. And of the swords, well, as you
yoursel f have noted, Cal is still using an ordinary bl ade because the
runeswords have a nasty habit of nmelting away once they have served your
pur pose. "

A pai ned | ook crossed the old man's face. "Mking the swords was a m st ake,
"Il admit that nuch. Ahhh, but they achi eved wondrous deeds in their tine,"
he said, laying the pipestem al ongside his nose. "It was rash of me.... | was
trying to make a nane for nyself and | got carried away. But time has passed,
and | have learned fromthe experience. Yes, even we gods learn from our

nm st akes. Because the four of you have destroyed so many runeswords, | have
regai ned much of ny lost power. | amgrateful for that, so grateful that | no
| onger require obeisance frommny nost faithful of servants.”

"Well it's about time," said Bith.

"Still, you nust admit you had fine adventures, and have achi eved weal th and
fame beyond your wildest dreams. And as for the swords nelting away, well, |
couldn't tell you in advance, or you woul dn't have gone after them™

"We could all have been killed, many tines over!" protested Bith.

"Are you not all here? And very much alive? Have | not watched over your every
nmove? What purpose would it serve if you were killed? | would be truly sorry
if you perished."
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"Ha!" excl ai med Hat hor as he grabbed another bundl e of roots and a handful of
tasty corns. "You find new suckers now, huh?"

The old man's eyes filled with tears which trickled down his w thered cheeks.
In spite of herself, Bith was noved. He | ooked so pathetic and al one and so
very, very old. How was it that she had never noticed how ol d he was before?
And how nmuch he | ooked |ike her grandfather—n fact they m ght have been
brothers. "You hate nme," whispered the old man, his chin resting on his chest,
shoul ders bowed.

"It's not that we hate you," Bith said as she noved to his side and put her
arm around the aged figure. "It's just. .. you've nearly killed us severa

ti mes, and what have we gotten out of it? Nothing real at all!"

"I"'msorry," sniffled the old man, rubbing at his eyes with the back of his
fists. "I never meant... but | understand. I'Il just |eave you al one now. Keep
the food and the bl ankets. Perhaps they will rmake up in some snmall way for the
trouble |I've caused you. Just forget about the sword."

The old man rose to his feet, disconsolate, and began to wal k off into the
muddy field, his words disjointed and broken

"WKtf? Wiat sword?" growed Cal, rising to his feet, the remains of the roast
still clenched in his fist.

"Ch, nothing, just another runesword. Quite close, actually, but never m nd
After all the trouble I've caused you, | couldn't... | wouldn't dare ask...
Besides, it will just nelt away in the end!"

"WHAT SWORD?" roared Cal, closing the distance and placing hinself directly in



the old man's path. "Another runesword? Wiere is it? Tell nel"

"But, Bith and Endril said ..."

"Never mind," Cal interrupted with a singleness of purpose. "W four expect to
t ake chances, risk our lives. It is nmy destiny to possess these runeswords...
Tell me what you know "

"Well, if you insist,"” Vili said in a small voice. "Through
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means which | will not nmention, | have | earned the whereabouts of another of
my runeswords. Best of all, it is quite near and may be attained easily

wi t hout danger or difficulty. Perhaps, if you have nothing better to do, you
m ght wish to acquire it."

"If it's so close and easily had, why don't you just go get it yourself?" Ca
asked suspiciously. "Wy? Tell ne."

"As you can see, | can nanifest myself only as an old man, Caltus Taliensen. |
do not have the strength it takes to win such a powerful sword, or to destroy
it. Such a sword belongs in the hands of one such as yourself, who will use it
for right and not nerely for might."

"You have many nmanifestations, Vili," Endril said dryly. "You have nerely
chosen this formto win our synpathy. Had you appeared in another form |Iess
pitiable, we would not even have listened to your words, but would have cut
you down for the lying scoundrel you are.”

"Cut me and | bleed,"” replied Vili, taking a dagger fromhis belt and slicing
his finger as he spoke. A drop of bright crimson bl ood appeared. "Alternate

i mges are thin layers of unreality. They have neither bl ood nor bones; they
cannot bleed. This is the one true face of Vili."

Endril sighed. He | ooked at his conpanions and saw the sane | ook of
resignati on and sense of inevitability that he hinmself was feeling. Could it

be that Vili was actually telling the truth? 'Tell us, Vili. Tell us what it
is that you want us to do."

CHAPTER

5

Magi ¢ and Mercenari es

The old man, on hearing Endril's request, smiled gleefully to hinself. Then

Wi ping his joy fromhis face, he turned and wal ked back to the canp without a
word. For the rest of the afternoon, Purkins, the rats, Endril, Cal, Hathor
and Bith sat round the fire with the old man, enjoying the warnth and the
feast. Much to Bith's surprise and great pleasure, neither the food, the
drink, nor the fire proved false. Her initial suspicions nelted away with each
sip of the wine, which had to have been made from grapes of a gl orious vintage
and inmparted all the silky warmh of a glorious and sensuous sunmmer's day. The
fire was real as well, despite the fact that the snoke rose straight into die
wi ndy sky without blowing into then-eyes or throwi ng enbers onto the woolly

bl ankets. Nor was there a need to search for firewod, as the flanmes did not
consume the logs and the fire showed no sign of dim nishing.

Vili remained an old man, his features never blurring around the edges as

fal se reincarnations were wont to do, and Bith was forced to accept that the
man was real ly what
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he appeared to be, or that he was very, very good. O perhaps both. He
enchanted themwi th stories, filling their heads with grand visions of heroes
and heroines, treacherous villains and hideous nonsters. O |ies and deceits
and treacheries untold. O |ove and honor and unfl aggi ng devotion

At long last the old man's story becane dead serious as he spoke of the

struggl e between good and evil, and how the Dark Lord sought, wi di the aid of
the giants, to overthrow the true gods and take then* bright abode in the sky
and turn it into a bleak and dismal hell. This bit of information seened to

bring the celebration to a close. Cal was pleased to discover that die battle
with the Dark Lord was being fought in the |land of the gods as well in his own



gl oony worl d.

The night was cold and clear and the stars glittered like crystals strewn
across the dark sky. The fire crackled sharply and the spit once agai n hung
heavy with roasting nmeats, although none of them had seen how or when it had
been done. They blinked their eyes and shook thensel ves back to al ertness.
"But now to business," said Vili, filling his pipe froma | eather pouch and
lighting it with a brand fromthe fire. "Let us speak of the sword."

"Yes, the sword," agreed Cal with enthusiasm

"You will not have to cross oceans to find this sword,"” said the old nan, "for
it lies yonder, buried beneath those hills." He gestured into the blackness of
ni ght behi nd him

"Now, why exactly, is it you can't go fer this sword yersel f?" canme a tiny
voice by the fire. It was the rat Blackie, his red eyes glowing in the Iight
of the flames, staring a bit suspiciously at the old man. "Wy d'ya need our
frens here ta do yer work?"

The old man glared at the rat fromunder |owered brows. "I do not make it a
habit of speaking to | esser creatures,” he replied tersely, "but in case you
were not listening earlier, there are other forces at work here, and unti

nore of ny
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power returns, these four, ny true and | oyal servants, nust serve me once
again."

"Just askin'," Blackie said in an innocent voice, and then quickly becane very
interested in coiling his tail around his paw

"Hrmph!" growl ed the old nman as he stroked his beard angrily. "And there is
magi ¢ i nvol ved too. No one magi c-user, no matter how powerful, knows
everything. There are many |layers of magi c wapped around this world. Some of
it is specific, laid down with but a single purpose in mnd; others are nore
broad in their intent and invol ve many conplicated aspects.” H's listeners,
especially Bith, grew quiet and drew cl ose, for seldomdid a powerful

magi ci an, |let alone a god, deign to explain how things worked.

"Think of spells as fences," instructed the old man. "The spell that hides the
sword fromus was |like a fence that shut out sight, sound, and even emanati ons
of the sword's existence. But that spell could easily have been encl osed by
yet anot her spell dial covered the sword's aura as well as everything el se
around it. The Mstwall itself is such a spell. Now, sone of the power that
went into hiding the sword has been used in an attenpt to shield it fromthe
Dark Lord's power. That weakness, that |lowering of its defenses, has permuted
me to find it But | fear that if you do not acquire it quickly, the Dark Lord

will. Speed is of the essence."

"Well, let's go!" cried Blackie, leaping to the top of Purkins* head. 'Tine's
a wastin'!"

"That will not do!" said the old man sharply. "A wagon |aden with a | oad of
rats, grain, and gold will not be able to go where the sword nay be found.
Besi des, | believe you already have a m ssion of sorts?

"You" he added pointedly, singling out Blackie with a hostile glance, "should
continue on with your master to the ogre caves."

"But, sir, what if they need our hel p?" Purkins asked softly, twi sting his cap
in his big callused hands.
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"Thank you for your concern, Purkins," Endril said, turning to the man who had
shared his dungeon cell. "But we will be all right, and after all, you have a
cave full of ogres to worry about, not to nention your wagonl oad of furry
friends."

"But the cave is not far fromhere," Purkins said, brightening. "W can
deliver our goods and then help you to find this magic sword. The rats and
make quite a team They go with ne everywhere. What | do, they do too. | be a
man of ny word."



"It's clear you do not have a wife," Bith nuttered under her breath.

The old man frowned but said nothing.

Endril | ooked at the others, but Hathor had stretched out on the soft bl anket,
and his beard fluttered with the strength of his snores. Cal waved a hand
indifferently and Bith only shuddered. Endril smled down at Biackie and then
turned to Purkins. "It woul d appear that we are officially joined in this
enterprise.”

"Now that the rat issue is settled, can you tell us nore about where we wll
find this sword, or is that a secret?" Cal asked inpatiently.

"And can we use it to stop the Mstwall once again, as we did at Cairngorn®"
added Bith.

"I can give you clear and precise directions on howto find the sword,"

replied the old man, "but | cannot say what you will be able to do with it
once you have it in your possession. However, if it can be kept out of the
hands of the Dark Lord, it certainly will not enhance his already consi derable
powers. That al one is reason enough for finding it."

"True," said Endril. "Well, come, ViH, share your know edge so mat we may
begi n our journey. Soonest begun, soonest done."

"You will find the sword in a cave high in the hills not nore than a | eague

east of Cairngorm or at |east what was once Cairngorm"
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"Cairngorm But the Mstwall has taken Cairngorm " cried Bith. "You surely do
not expect us to venture into that horrible .darkness."

"The sword is, as yet, safe,"” said the old man. "If you are swift, there wll
be tine."

Bith stared at the nan suspiciously, wondering howit was that he seemed so
certain. Did the Dark Lord consult with himor share his tinetable of
destruction? But she held her tongue as well as her doubts.

There foll owed a | engthy description of streanms bending this way and that,
oddly shaped boul ders, and leaning trees. A map was drawn in the coals with a
stick. Bith and Purkins, however, soon lost track, but Endril and Cal foll owed
the old man's every word, and when he was done they were able to repeat his
directions without a single m stake. Even Biackie had it down pat! Bith smled
secretly. Maybe that rat would have his uses after all

It was dawn when they finished, and Endril and Caf set about packing die
foodstuffs, which would come in handy for the journey. Bith nade herself
useful rolling the blankets into bedrolls, tying themsecurely and piling them
on the wagon. Hathor snorted and wakened; then Cal filled the troll in on the
pl an. Dawn was brightening the horizon, when suddenly the fire vani shed, and
with it, the old man.

Pur ki ns shook his head. "Very strange old fella, that guy!" Then he hitched up
the six horses, and the wagon was ready. The four heroes nounted their horses,
and the strange expedition took to the road once nore, setting their course
east, through the oncoming mael stromthat was the Mstwall, once nore in
search of a runesword

Ceoffry and Morl ock and the two soldiers rode slowy through the cold,

nmoonl ess night, their horses sensing rather than seeing the roads that they
foll owed. Soon, the cold bit its way through their coats and cl oaks, and al

wi shed they had dressed nore warmy. One of the soldiers suggested
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that they stop to make a fire, but CGeoffry drove themon, till at last they
cane to a crossroads with a large, well-lighted inn.

The young king at last relented, and the shivering group led their horses to
the stable, followi ng which the men repaired to the warnth of the fireside.
The hour was late, and the innkeeper nearly threw themout. But then he
recogni zed the King of dencoe and started to call out the servants.

"Do not arouse the house, kind sir," whispered Geoffry, "for our journey is
nost secret. If we mght just have sone brandy to warmour insides .. ." The



i nnkeeper nodded and hurried off to the kitchen to honor the king' s request.
"I'f this be Quixham" said Morlock, unrolling a map fromw thin his coat, and
spreading it out on the table, "then we've covered two | eagues so far, ny
lord."

Ceoffry frowned. "We'll have to do better than that if we are to overtake the
four by tonight!"
"We'll travel faster by day, of course, and we can catch the byroad here for

Roanwood. " Morl ock traced their course on the map, while the king and the two
sol di ers | ooked on. Then the innkeeper returned with the drinks, and the cold
travel ers wanned thenselves with the brandy. Soon the account was settled and
the nmen set out once nore on then* | onesone journey.

"Where's ny gol d?" demanded Gorvorn, smashing his neaty paw down on the rough
hewn table. "I don' need dis stinkin' parchment!" Atin cup fell to the rock
floor with a clatter.

Purki ns wi nced. He had never dealt with an ogre before, and as far as he was
concerned, he never would again, not for any amount of gold. He explained one
nore time.

"Make your mark on this here paper, just there," he said, pointing, "and
you'll get your damm gold! My king wants a signed docunent...."
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"Don* sign docunens!" interrupted the snaggl etoothed ogre, this tine standing
up in fit of rage. "Want ny gold now Wrd of Gorvom good as docunent!"
Purki ns wi nced as the ogre's breath caught himfull in the face. Hathor, who

was standi ng behind, nudged hi mand whi spered, "Better get gold, forget
paper!"

"Your word, then!" blurted Purkins. "I'll send for the gold!" CGorvorn, and the
ogres behind him broke out into what mi ght have been construed by sone to
resenbl e smles, and growl ed under their breath.

Soon, Cal and Endril tranped into the snoke-filled roomw th two heavy sacks
whi ch they tossed up onto the table with a heavy clank. Gorvorn's red eyes lit
up and he ripped open a sack revealing the shiny gold bars within.

"This buy ny soldiers!" snarled the chief ogre. "One noon! Only one nmoon!"
"Agreed," replied Purkins. "My king will send nore soon!"

"Let's get out of here," Cal whispered, out the side of his nouth.

Several nore ogres came |lunbering out of some unlit side chanbers, and a mad
scranbl e began for the pile of oot on the table. Purkins and the others made
their way silently out the way they had come, and were glad that no notice was
taken of their departure.

Once out of the cave and back in the fresh air, Purkins breathed a sigh of
relief. "Gawd, I'mglad that's over."

"How d it go?" Asked Bith, who was waiting uneasily by the wagonl oad of rats.
"A piece of cake," replied Cal with a grin on his face, nudging Purkins wth
hi s el bow.

"I't would seem Ki ng Et hel rud has bought hinself sone real tough allies!" said
Endril with his usual sarcasm The elf nounted his horse.

"No, seriously," insisted the girl. "WII they fight with us against die Dark
Lord?"

"Not likely," replied Cal
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Puririns shook his head. "Honey, | wouldn't trust those ogres farther'n I

could throw one of '"emwth one hand!"

"What a waste of noney!"

"Not quite," Said Purkins with a snmle, holding up three gold bars in his
hands. "I got my share! This'Il buy a lot of grain!" The rats broke out into a
chorus of squeaky cheers.

Hat hor came shanbling out of the cave. "Better go fast, ogres have big fight

i nside, may come!" The troll glanced over his shoulder into the cave. "Think
we have nore gold out here!"



Purki ns face went white and he shoved his gold bars inside his vest.

"Let's be off! W have a runesword to gather!" proclaimed Cal. "It's stil
nmorni ng and we have a fair distance yet to travel!"

Wth dial announcenent, the others mounted up quickly, Purkins hopped onto his
wagon and clucked at his team and soon the procession was rolling back up the
val l ey toward the main road.

CHAPTER

6

The Artifact

The journey to the cave described by the old man was not |ong but very tiring.
Soon after |eaving canp, they came to a bent tree and reluctantly took their

| eave of the east-west road. They made their way up a narrow rutted track that
clinmbed steadily and steeply into the hills. Thanks to the old man's

provi sions, there was an abundance of food, which they, shared with the

occasi onal refugee when they stopped to eat. Also, Hathor had thought to
capture sone of the enmbers fromthe magic fire, inside an enpty gourd. The
enbers never went out, no matter how | ong they were encl osed, and never failed
to start a blaze no matter how wet the firewood.

And wet it was. The higher they clinbed, the wetter it becane. It was not an
out - and- out downpour but a sullen, heavy sleet that |eaked steadily fromthe
dark skies, weighing down their spirits as well as their clothing. Twi ce
during the day they were forced to stop, wing out their clothes, and dry them
by the conveni ent and ever avail able, welcone fire.

As they gained altitude, the land quickly turned bl eak
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and hostile, alnost as if it knew the Mstwall was soon to arrive. The track
was filled with sharp-tipped briars and deep, nurky bogs. They canped that

ni ght under the shelter of an overhanging rock, and all were extrenely glad
for the fire, which so far, had not failed them Bith studied her new
spel | book by firelight, and just before Hathor fell asleep, he was entertained
by a group of large rocks, which the girl aninmated, giving themfeet and |egs.
The dancing rocks frightened the rats, who scurried about in terror. Bl ackie
and all his furry conrades were pleased when the stones finally settled into

t he ashes by the fireside.

The next norning, the sun, when it chose to rise, was weak and watery and soon
hid its face in shame, sliding behind dark clouds as though grateful to
escape. O people, there were none, and although there were soft slitherings
and shy rustlings in the underbrush, they saw no sign of game. The land rose
steadily underfoot, a series of rough crags and steep gullies, clinmnbing

hi gher, al ways hi gher.

By noon, the track narrowed to a tiny gap between great rock spines, and the
wagon woul d go no further. Endril and Cal conferred with Bl ackie and al

agreed that they had found the second of Vili's guidepoints. It was an inmense
boul der, a stele of some sort, carved frombase to pinnacle with strange

gl yphs whi ch none of them coul d deci pher. The stone | eaned at an extrene angl e
and, with the cliff behind, forned a natural shelter inits |ee.

In this obvious canpsite, Purkins and the rats, in spite of their objections,
were | eft behind to watch the wagon and all the horses, as even the nounts
woul d be of no further use to their riders. Blackie, however, was adamant, and
after several mnutes of useless argunent by Bith, the four heroes finally
agreed to take himwith themto the secret cave.

They departed the place on foot, using the stone as a directional sighting as
they had been instructed. By nightfall they had clinbed still higher and found
the third marker, a sharp bend in an icy, swift-flowing stream Here they nmade
a second canp.
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Bith, her |egs unaccustoned to the strenuous clinbing, collapsed atop a | arge
boul der and cradled her head in her arms, too exhausted to even begin to



search for firewood or carry out any of the usual canp chores. She was tired
and wet, her sodden clothes clinging clammily to her body. Her hair was

pl astered to her head and draggl ed down her neck and shoul ders. Her shoes were
reduced to soggy lunps, next to useless in contending with the cold nud and
sharp rocks. She did not know if she had the strength to go on. She was filled
wi th despair, and without thought, she drifted off into an uneasy sl eep.

Al'l around her, Hathor, Cal, and Endril busied thenselves, for each in his own
way was very fond of the girl. She did not have to voice her concerns, for

t hrough the many adversities they had faced together, they had becone a team
Speech was not necessary; they had conme to sense one another's noods and
interpret themcorrectly. They all .knew that Bith was near the breaking
poi nt .

When she wakened, it was to the scent of fresh baked bread and roasting neats.
What's nmore, she was warm and the rain was no | onger beating down upon her
head! Bith rose and | ooked around in amazenent. Her conpanions had erected a
makeshift | ean-to above her, and in the center burned a cheerful fire.
"Careful, you'll bring the whole place down. Do you like it?" Cal asked shyly.
"Like, it? Wiy, | love it! Oh, thank you!" cried Bith and she hurl ed herself
at Cal, meaning nmerely to hug himto express her gratitude, but sonehow, their
arms got all mxed up and her head bunped into his nose, rather hard. She

rai sed her head to apol ogi ze, and then they were | ooking at each other, Cat's
brown eyes looking into Bith's silver eyes. And it wasn't Cal |ooking at Bith,
his companion, his friend. It was nerely Cal, a young man, |ooking at a very
beauti ful young woman naned Bith who happened to be in his arns with her nmouth
nere inches fromhis owmn. It was too nuch to resist.
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"O0noo, Ugh! Yer not gonna wanta kiss us all, are yaT whined Blackie. "I nean

it's not really all that big a deal; we just threw together a little hut and
trapped some rabbits. Yer not gonna try to kiss us too, are yuh?"

"Verdam, nousker," grunbled Hathor as he conked Bl ackie on the top of the
head. "She don't be kissin* us."

Endril watched the two as they fit their bodi es cl ose agai nst each other and
si ghed softly before their |lips met once again. He was glad for them It had
been apparent for sone tinme that sonething was happeni ng between the two, but

still, there was a knot of sadness in Endril's chest which felt like a | unp of
coal. He cleared his throat and then picked Bl ackie up and set himon his
shoul der. "Cone, little friend, | think it's tine to |look for nore firewood."

"Mre firewood? Wiy? Are you nuts er sonemn'? W got enough to keep us warm
fer a week, what with the way it washes up here on the rocks! Ch, oh, yeah, |
getcha! Cone on, Hathor, let's go get sone firewood!"

The romanti c nmoment passed quickly, and Cal apol ogi zed profusely, saying it
was merely his lost |ove, Yvaine, who he had seen in Elizebith's eyes. As

m ght be inmagined, Bith took i mediate insult, and was soon storning around
the canp, kicking things with vigor. Qut went the fire and down cane the

| ean-to in short order

"What are we doing, wasting time here by the strean?" she yelled. "Lets get
our rear ends in notion and get going." Cal earned nothing but dirty I ooks
fromthe others.

The day was grey, and the Mstwall could be seen boiling just beyond the next
hilltop they surnmounted. But to nobst of the party, the weather and the
Mstwall were nminor difficulties conpared to Bith's rage. The remai nder of the
trip was nade in silence, and by m dday they had found the cave wherein the
runesword was to be found.

It was a very ordinary-1ooking cave, |ow and overhung wi th branbles and grass,
set into the face of a shall ow bank
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Had it not fit the old man' fe description precisely, they mght well have
passed it by.



Suddenl y, Hathor growl ed and caught hold of Endril's arm "Look," he runbled,
and nodded toward the dark opening in the hillside.

"What is it? What's the matter?" asked Bith, the anger of the norning
forgotten.

"Somet hi ng has been using this cave," said Cal. "Look, there's a clear path
and trodden quite deep. Sonething uses the cave a lot" H's hand noved to his
sword just as Hathor and Endril reached for their weapons.

"Wait, couldn't it be an aninmal? You know, rabbits or sonmething using it for a
den?" Bith seized Cal's sword arm with nore than usual concern

"O wol ves," added Bl acki e.

"No animal. Man," grunted Hathor, pointing at the nuddy trail with a | arge and
stubby dirt-grimed ringer. Bith followed the dirty digit and saw, wth sinking
heart, footprints, undeniably those of a nman.

Endril signaled silently, and Hathor and Cal circled around to the far side of
the cave entrance. Endril took his place on the near side of the cave mouth
and drew his sword without a sound.

"No need to pussyfoot around, sneakin* here an there like | be sone sort of
danger to the likes o' you," said a gruff voice, startling themall with the
suddenness of the unexpected words. "But set one foot in ny cave and yer al

goners!™

"Who are you, friend or foe?" demanded Cal. "Show yourself!"

"And have you run nme through with your swords? | think not," said the unseen
speaker .

"Why woul d we do that?" asked Endril.

"How should I know? If you nmean me no harm why are there three of you arned
to the teeth standi ng outside ny home demanding that | cone out? Just go away
and | eave ne in peace.”
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"Good sir, we mean you no harm" said Endril sheathing his sword and stepping
directly in front of the cave so mat its hidden occupant m ght see him
clearly, making certain that his hands were kept well away from his bl ade.

An uneasy grunbl e issued fromwithin.

"W have been sent to this place to find an artifact," continued the elf. "An
artifact which we are told is to be found in this very cave. Do you have

know edge of such a thing?"

"And if | did, why should I tell you?" came the surly reply. "If there is such
athing in ny cave, then it nmust belong to ne!l"

These words caused great consternation anmong the heroes, and had Endril not
hurried to Cal's side and spoken with sone urgency, Cal nmight well have dashed
into the cave to do battle with the still invisible speaker

"If it is yours, sir, then tell us what it is." Endril said, returning
cautiously to the nouth of the cave.

"If it is mne, then | nust know what it is already. Therefore, you nust tel
me what you think this artifact to be."

"I't'"ll be nmy blade up your nose if you don't stop playing ganes and cone out
of there!" Cal roared as Hathor clung steadfastly to his arm hol ding the boy
back.

Back and forth the argunments flew, but neither side was able to claimthe
advant age. The inhabitant of the cave stubbornly refused to either show

hi nsel f, conme out of the cave, or admit that the "artifact" existed. The
heroes also refused to |l eave or tell the cave dweller just what the artifact
was. Nor could they go in and drag himout, for he had the cl ear advantage. It
was his cave. The gods only knew what sort of traps he had rigged agai nst an

i nvasion. Despite their determ nation, they could not take the risk of finding
out .

Bith was runmmagi ng t hrough her belt of magic accoutrenments, ready to cast a
spel |l of charm when Blackie cane up with the solution. "Waddya say we grease
" enp"
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"Beg pardon?" said Endril.

"Ya know, grease 'emwt sonmethin' he wants. Make it worth 'is whilel™

"Ch, a bribe," said Endril, stroking his chin and pondering the rat's advice.
"Not a bad thought, but what do we have that would be worth his interest?

W' ve not hing of value to offer.™

"Ceez, listen up, bub. Dis guy lives in a cave, a zillion | eagues from
anywhere. | don' even wanna think what he eats. | bet everything we got would
| ook good to him an' what about sone o' that troll's magic firel™

"He's right," Bith said, frowning down at the rat. "Mich as | hate to admt
it, he's right. Cone on, everyone, enpty out your pouches and pockets. Lets's
see what we've got that would interest this creature.”

The group hastily retired to a small clunp of trees, where they heaped their
possessi ons atop one of the blankets. Wen they were done, there were four
sharp knives, six flints and four striking stones, two flasks of oil, severa
vial s of healing unguent, two conbs, a long silver necklace wth anber beads,
a small silver-backed mrror, an assortnent of nugs and di shes, the bottle of
wi ne, sone dried fruit, two handfuls of cracked nuts, a linty stuck-together
lunp of licorice, a silver whistle, half a snoked rabbit, two blankets, a
small figure of a squirrel cleverly carved froma twisty bit of root, and, of
course, Hathor's gourd with the magic enbers within.

Carrying the bl anket between them they returned to the clearing and spread
their booty on the ground in what they hoped was an attractive fashion. Bith's
sharp ears caught the sounds of novenent at the nouth of the cave, but the
shadows were too dark to detect the hermt.

"Hello, in the cave," Bith said in her nbst winning tone. "W are willing to
trade for the information that we seek. Here, before you, are all that we
possess. Take what you will in return for the answers to our questions and
access to your cave."
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Bith could feel the creature standing at the dark entrance—all her senses
told her so, yet there was no reply. "W have nothing else to offer, save

vi ol ence, and we wi sh you no harm WII| you not accept our offer?"

"What can | have?" came the reply. A hint of slyness had crept into the tone.
"What do you wi sh?" asked Bith.

A scraggly bearded nman, only half-clothed in a dirty, matted fur, energed from
the cave. Obviously a hernmit.

"G me everything," came the answer. "I want it all, and the blanket too."
There was a cry of dismay from Cal, and a harsh grunt from Hathor. Bith | ooked
back at the others, uncertain what to do. None of them had even considered the
possibility that the hermt might demand everyt hi ng.

"You cannot have all of the knives," said Cal. "You may have one, but not
all.”

"Not licorice," nuttered Hathor

The haggl i ng began, and continued for sone time as each of the heroes
struggled to protect some silly personal prized possession. Wen it was
finally done, it appeared that the hermt had gotten the best of the deal

They had been forced to relinqui sh everything, save the rest of the blankets,
two of the knives, and one of the flints and strikers, to | earn what they
wanted to know and gain access to the cave. The hermt was unbendi ng, and they
felt fortunate to have won back the little they had.

At last, just as night was falling, the hermt scurried down fromthe safety
of his cave and knotted the bl anket around his hard-won booty. He was a queer

little figure, human, but short—-at best no nore than four feet tall, bent and
gnarl ed and dark, although whether fromrace or dirt, it was inpossible to
tell. C ose up, his garnments appeared to be a rough covering made of little

nore than | eaves and grasses woven together. H s feet were shod with sandal s
made of bark and his hair was | ong and coarse and hung to his waist. He
stroked the soft blanket with nervous fingers
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and eyed the group suspiciously as though he thought they mght try to take
back his treasures.

"Be at rest, good sir, we will not harmyou,"” Endril assured him even though
Hat hor continued to grow and grumble ominously. "I amthe elf Endril," he
said, and then, gesturing in turn to each of his conpanions, he introduced
them 'This is Elizebith ... Caltus ... Hathor ... and our dimnutive friend
here is called Blackie. W have cone a |long way in quest of something that
will help us to stop the evil black cloud that | oonms over the horizon. Pray
tell us your nane."

"Branbl e's the nanme, an' | don't care about no black cloud. | lives in a
cave!"

The el f continued. "And what you know of the sword that is hidden w thin your
cave?"

"I know nothing," said the hermt "Never saw any sword."

The four | ooked at each ot her, aghast

"But you said ... !" wailed Bith.

"Never said any such thing," replied Branble. "You did. You was the ones
clained there's an artifact in here. | never said nothin' one way or th'
ot her."

"Me cut himup!" roared Hathor, and this tinme it was Cal who clung to the
troll's arm hol di ng hi m back

"Wait!" cried Endril as the hermt began to edge away, hol ding the bundle
tightly. "lIs there anything you can tell us? Is there anything in the cave
that we shoul d know about ?"

The hermt paused, clearly torn between holding his silence and telling what
he knew. He | ooked down at the bul ging bl anket and it was easy to see the play
of emobtions mat crossed his face.

"Well... there's sonmethin' there,” he blurted inpulsively. "But | don't know
what it is.”

"Why not ?" asked Cal. "How can you know that sonething is there and not know
what it is?"

' The Arthana keeps it for itself."
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"The ArthanaT The heroes | ooked at one another, perplexed. "W or what is an
Art hana?"

"Don't know," came the cryptic response. "Lives in the back of die cave. It
don't bother me none and | don't bother it. Can't say what it would do to
you. "

By now, Branble had edged further and further away, and before they could stop
him he turned and ran back into the cave, disappearing into the darkness.
CHAPTER

7 The Hole and the Stone

A frosty grey norning greeted Geoffry and his conpanions as they turned onto
the byroad that |l ed to Roanwood. They were chilled to the bone, but none woul d
conplain so long as the young king led relentlessly on, seemng-ly indifferent
to the cold. At length they cane upon a group of refugees huddl ed around a
large fire, and the travel ers di smounted and warned thensel ves as Mborl ock
asked questions. However, none of the m serabl e peasants gathered around the
fire had seen anything to match the descriptions given. So even before the
warnth of the flames had tine to penetrate their nunbed bones, Geoffry and
conpany were back in the saddle, once nore trotting north al ong the road.

They passed several nore groups fleeing the Mstwall, and finally stopped a
bent ol d woman carrying a noi sy goose.

**Ch the rats!" she shrieked in horror. "I never in all ny days saw the like.
It was a wagonload of the ugliest rats ... and they called ny Gertie foul

nanes, they did!"
"It's them " Moorl ock exclai med excitedly.
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The ol d woman began eyeing the fat packs slung fromthe sides of the horses.
"Here, you wouldn't have a bit 'o food for a poor starving old granny, now?"
"OfF course. Mchael!" Ceoffry notioned to one of the soldiers, who pulled out
a small sausage and handed it to the wonan. Her eyes widened with
anticipation. Just then the goose wiggled free, grabbed the sausage, and ran
honki ng | oudly down the road. The ol d woman yel ped and hobbl ed after, yelling
a string of curses that made the men bl ush.

Ceoffry smled. "Well, we're not too far behind them now " Encouraged, the
king, the prince, and the two soldiers mounted up once nore, and rode north,
into the cold grey day.

Flint was struck to steel, sparks flew, and fire grew inside the cave, casting
flickering shadows around the entrance. Branble was obviously enjoying his
new gotten booty. Qutside, night had fallen with a sudden swi ftness, and now
the wind returned with a vengeance, how ing across the barren face of the

bl eak hill side.

The heroes huddl ed together for warmh, drawi ng their cloaks over their heads
for added protection. But their efforts were futile, for the cold, driving

wi nd sliced through their garments and chilled themto the bone.

Bith's teeth were chattering as she said, "D-d-d-do you t-t-think he'll let us
share his c-c-cave?"

Endril scurried to the mouth of the hermit's home and asked the question
couching it in the nost convincing terns. He returned to the group. "No, He
says it's his cave and it wasn't part of the bargain."

"But we asked for access!" exclained Bith.

"W change bargain," Hathor growl ed in a menaci ng manner

"No," said Endril. "That would not be the honorable thing to do. W gave him
our word that we would not harmhim"
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"B-but we n-n-never said anything about f-f-freezing outside," shivered Cal
"And he has to know that we intended to conme in and | ook for the sword. S-s-so
why don't we |look for it now?"

"Fine with me," replied Endril. "But | was thinking he m ght have sone tricks
or traps set for intruders.”

"I"lIl t-take care of t-that,"” said Bith, shivering, and she reached into her
al | -purpose belt for the conponents of a spell. As the girl chanted an

i ncantation, the cold, shivering group crept toward the cave and waited for a
word from her.

"It's safe," she said at last, after running her hands around the entrance.
'There are no traps."

The group pressed in through the small opening, and startled the hermt as he
sat warm ng the snoked rabbit above his fire. H s eyes grew | arge and he
clutched the split of rabbit to his breast, thinking that they neant to take
it from him

"Don't worry, Branble," said Endril as he dusted off his knees and w ped sone
mud from his cloak. "W want no trouble. The night is cold and wet, and as we
have no shelter and we gave you all our provisions, we have decided to begin
our search for the artifact now "

The hermt's eyes grew even | arger and he | ooked from one hero to the next,

their huge bodies rilling the small cave fromwall to wall and roof to floor
with Cal's sword and Hathor's m ghty axe so close to hand.
"But you can't do that! The Arthana will be angry! You gave your word you

woul d not disturb it!" wailed Branble.

"We did no such thing!" Bith said sharply as she flung her hair back from her
face. "W told you why we had conme and what we wanted. W cane for the
artifact and we intend to have it."

"You mustn't disturb it," whinpered Branble. H s face had gone pale, visible
even in the dimfirelight.



"You could at least tell us where to | ook!" demanded Bith as she gl anced
around the snall room
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The hermit's nmouth opened and shut, yet no sound emerged. Hi s frightened eyes
darted to the rear of the cave and before anyone realized what he was doi ng,
he had scooped up all of his treasures inside his bundle of blankets and
dashed straight through the entrance into the night.

The heroes | ooked at each other, perplexed, trying to understand what had
happened.

"I have a feeling that the old codger knows nore than he's told us," said Cal
"What do you suppose an Arthana can be? Has anyone heard of such a thing?"

No one, not even Bl ackie, had ever heard of an Arthana.

They wanned t henselves for a nmoment in front of the fire, and though they were
hungry, they were all anxious to get on with the search for the runesword. A
qui ck search of the roomrevealed nothing. It was bare; the hernit had taken
everything but the fire with him

They | ooked at one another in the flickering light. "Soonest begun, soonest
done, eh?" Endril said with a forced chuckle. "Come, nmy friends, it is time to
find out about this Arthana."

"Til wager it is guarding the runesword,"” said Bith with a sigh as, one after
die other, the heroes fell into line and followed Endril to the back of the
cave.

The cave was surprisingly shallow, the roof tapering down until they were al
bent over, literally crawjing on their hands and knees. The cave proper ended
abruptly in a small, inky-black opening which seened scarcely |arge enough for
Bith, much less the rest of them

"Why are you looking at me like that?" cried Bith, feeling the gaze of her
conpani ons resting on her. "Ch, no you don't! |I'mnot going in there by
nmysel f! Never! There could be horrible things |like spiders and rats in there!"
"Hey!" Bl acki e squeaked i ndi ghantly.

"Say! That's it! You go, Blackie. You go in through that hole and tell us
what's there!" Bith cried ecstatically, clapping her hands and | ooking at the
rat with sudden favor.
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The rat stood on its hind | egs and began pulling nervously on its tail. "What!
Go in dere all alone and face that, that arthany thing?" Blackie' s shril

voi ce grew even nore high-pitched at Bith's suggestion. "Uh-uh, not dis rat!"
He quickly turned and nade a dash for the entrance to the cave. But Bith was
qui cker still. Stepping on the end of his tail, she picked himup gingerly by
that long, thin appendage and lifted himup so that she might ook himin die
face. As he dangl ed hel pl essly before her, she spoke in a voice mat oozed
sweet ness.

"Bl acki e, dearest, | know we haven't been the best of friends up until now,
and | know that |'ve never adequately thanked you for your courage in hel ping
to rescue me from Mircroft's tower, but | always neant to. It's not every rat
who would stop to help a girl in distress.” Bith fluttered her |ashes at the
captive rat.

"I, uh, well, I... uh, it wasn't nothing," Blackie said nodestly as he swung
back and formfromBith's fingertips. And even in the hal f-darkness, it could
be seen that his rally resolve was failing.

"I would so appreciate it," Bith continued, "if you would just scanper on down
this tunnel and see what it is that we're up against. We'll be right here
behi nd you." The girl put the rat down on the floor gently and stroked the
back of his neck. "And perhaps you'll find sone nice little rat buddi es who
can tell you where our sword is and how we can get it wi thout nmeeting up with
the Arthana. You're so small and quick, no nonster could ever catch you.

Bl acki e dearest, say you'll do this one little thing for ne, please, please,
pl ease?"



Hat hor groaned al oud to hear the flowery nonsense that flowed fromthe girl's
lips, and even Cal and Endril were forced to | ook aside. They could hardly
keep from | aughi ng out |oud, so unnatural was the tone fromtheir Bith.

Bl acki e, however, was totally captivated, and his eyes shone brightly as he
clasped his little paws and | ooked up at Bith adoringly.
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"Uh, yeah, sure, uh, no problem ['Il just skip down dat tunnel an' see what |
can see, an' if | finds that Arthana thing, well, it just better get outta ny
way! "

"Thank you, Bl ackie dearest. | knew | could count on you," said Bith as she

knelt | ow and blew hima kiss, which fell just short of the squirmng rat. The
rat made a sweepi ng bow and then dashed directly into the dark opening.

"Was that a magic spell, or what?" asked Cal with a snile

"Shane on you, Bith," chastised Endril. "I hope you have not sent the poor
creature to his death."”

"Ch, pooh," Bith replied with a flounce. "He'll be just fine. Like as not
he'll find nmore little rats and they' |l tell himeverything we need to know. |
think it was quite clever of me." She shot an angry | ook at Endril. "Besides,
you seenmed quite willing to send nme through that hole and to ny death! Hmph!"
The rat was gone for a long tine, and the conpani ons grew cranped and tired
waiting for him A worried expression settled on Bith's face as the m nutes
stretched on and Bl ackie did not return. Despite her quick words, she would
have cared greatly if sonething dreadful happened to the rat, for his
irreverent words and breezy manner appeal ed to her whether or not she was
willing to admt it.

There was no point in lingering beside the dark tunnel, since there was
nothing to see or hear, and after a time, the conpani ons one by one returned
to the fire—all save Endril. The elf sat silent and intent, |listening at the
mout h of the dark hole. The others, relaxed by the warnmh and wearied by the
events of the day, drifted into sleep

Schlein wi ped the sweat fromhis massive brow and strode forward al ong the
steanm ng, snoke-filled passageway, glancing furtively fromside to side.
Through holes in the walls he could nake out vast furnaces where nolten rock
spewed forth like fiery water into huge caul drons. Only once before had he
been sumoned to this dread place, a
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massi ve basalt fortress carved by the fire giants fromthe side of a living
vol cano. On that occasion he had just been turned away from Cairngorm by the
accursed four, led by Elizebith of Mirea. He had not enjoyed the dressing-down
he had received for that failure and he was not | ooking forward to whatever
awai t ed hi m now.

The bl ond-haired, barrel -chested nagici an wondered just what he could have
done to have received a personal sumons fromthe Dark Lord. The attacks al
along the Mstwall this fall had met with resoundi ng success. Cairngorm was
his, Hamm was reduced to ashes, the wall was on the nove.... Could it have
been that noment of hesitation he had experienced before he set fire to

Cai mval d? Did the Dark Lord know his every innernost thought?

No! He shook his head. Not even a god |like the Dark Lord woul d bot her hinsel f
with such petty details. Schlein cane to a glowing iron gate, guarded on
either side by a pair of inmense fire giants clad in rusty red arnor. The
uglier of the two snorted at the sight of the magician, and pulled open the
red- hot door with his bare hand.

"Go in. You are expected," boomed the giant in a deep, guttural voice.

Schlein could feel the intense heat emanating fromthe red-hot iron door, and
the hairs on the back of his neck tingled as he tried not to | ook down while
he wal ked with great care across a narrow bridge which spanned a seemi ngly
bottom ess bl ack chasm The bridge led to a stone gate, carved in the shape of
a boar's snout, guarded by a second pair of hostile fire giants. One of the



giants grow ed sonething unintelligible at him and a portcullus cl anked

noi sily open. Schlein was ushered into a great, smoke-filled hall, dimy lit
by torches and stinking heavily of sul phur. The only path | ed past cells
filled with screanmi ng nen, elves, goblins, and other, nanel ess, creatures, al
enduring various degrees of torture at the hands of the | ocal giants.
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| ama man who prides hinmself on his nmethods of inflicting pain, but the
excesses of the Dark Lord nake ne | ook |like a saint, Schlein thought to
hinmself with a forced smile. At the far side of the torture hall, he ascended
a long, wide, obsidian stair, at the top of which stood an ornately carved but
enpty throne. The nmagician stopped at the dais and waited.

Then a small door appeared in the solid rock wall behind the throne, and a
tall, bald man in grey robes |urched through the opening, grimacing in pain as
t hough sonet hing were hol ding his arns behind his back. Schlein suddenly felt
THE presence all around him H's heart began to pound with fear and he broke
out into a heavy sweat, tugging at die gold chains around his thick neck. A
voi ce spoke within his nind.

W have a probl en

The bal ding man in grey robes screanmed in agony. Suddenly his body tw sted
itself with a dreadful snapping of bones into an inpossible knot and fell to
the stone floor in a bloody heap. Schlein's eyes opened wi de as he now
recogni zed what was left of the man. It was Kaerlyn, lord of the Gey Marshes,
one of his own trusted informants in the court of King Ethelrud.

Your toad has informed us of sonething that nmust be dealt with inmediately!
The voice in Schlein's mnd shook the very fabric of his soul

They have | ocated the Stone of Tine! Schlein fell to his knees in agony, as
jets of pain shot through his nortal body.

Stop them

Schlein withed in pain.

Find it! Bring it to nel

The presence was gone as suddenly as it had arrived, and Schlein fell linp to
the floor. Some time later he struggled up to a sitting position and pondered
the remains of Kaerlyn, then addressed the mangl ed corpse: "I suppose it would

be too nmuch to expect you to tell nme what you told hinT
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The nunber one servant of the Dark Lord struggled uneasily to his feet and
made his way slowy down the obsidian stair, past the screanming torture
victims, through the gate, and out the way he had cone.

CHAPTER

8

The Artfiana

Endril had al nost decided to try to wedge his own body through the hole, when
his sensitive ears picked up the clicking of rat toes. A monent |ater, two
little red eyes appeared in the darkness, and Bl acki e emerged safe and sound.
"Hiya, Endril. Anything new happen here?" The elf held out his armand the rat
hopped aboar d.

"W were beginning to worry about you," whispered Endril as he wal ked back
toward the fire.

Eli zebith awoke at the sound of voices, and a smile brightened her face as she
sat up. "The explorer returns. Did you find the runesword? O the Arthana,
what ever thatisr

Cal and Hat hor wakened, as well, and Bl ackie described his rather uneventful
trip. He had seen no sword and found no nonster. Al that was there was a
long, winding tunnel filled with skeletons, and a strange netal object at the
end.

"No sign of the sword! You searched everywhere?" asked Cal, disappoi ntment
showi ng in his voice
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Bl acki e was i ndignant, "Hey, listen, bub, | grew up in a cave, you know, and
furthermore ny official name back hone is See-In-The-Dark, so nothin* escapes
these beady little eyes o' minel™

"Sorry," Cal replied sheepishly.

"What about that netal thing?" asked Endril. "Could you pick it up and bring
it back to us?"

"Not likely! It musta weighed a ton, even to youse big guys."

"\What about the skel etons?" asked the girl. "Wre they just lying on the
floor... ? And what were they skel etons of ?"
Bl acki e scratched his head and w ggled his nose. "I think they wz from al

kinds a things; there was little ones and there was bi g ones—horses or

somet hin* |ike dat—an dere wuz nen, |eastways sonme wit two | egs, sonme wit four
| egs, ya know. Ch! an' what wuz m ghty peculiar—them skel etons wuz jus*
standin' there wit* nuttin', nuttin' at all, holdin 'emup."

Hat hor shook his head and grunted.

"You're sure you saw nothing else?" Bith was puzzl ed.

"Naw, nuttin' ... except maybe | oughta tell ya about that wall back there."
The rat pointed at the wall in the back of the cave, the wall with the hole

t hr ough whi ch they could not pass.

"Yes," pronpted Bith.

"Well it ain't there. Dis whole place is jus' one |ong cave!"

A l ook of shock crossed the faces of the others. Bith slapped herself on the
f or ehead.

"I should have known," cried the girl. She funbled in her belt of nagic

par aphernalia and pulled out two anber stones which she then rubbed gently
together. In a nmonent Elizebith had dispelled whatever magi c there was and the
whol e back wall of the cave began to shimrer and then di sappeared from vi ew.
They found thensel ves staring down a | ong dark tunnel
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"It was a wall of illusion," she said, shaking her head. "Wen |I checked for
tricks and traps on the way in, | did not think to continue the spell once we
had cone inside."

Cal was already digging in the fire for sone suitable sticks with which to
make torches. "Conme on, help ne nake some |ights"—he turned to Endril with a
gri n—"Soonest begun, soonest done. Time' s-a-wasting."

Hat hor and Endril lent a hand, and with a little work the four fashioned sone
makeshi ft but effective torches to light their way. Wth Bl ackie on his

shoul der, the elf led the way.

"I"ll keep the spell working," whispered Bith, "just in case there are nore
fal se wal | s ahead. "

They marched forward a few steps, and the tunnel began to slant down gently.
The floor was covered with a fine black dust that clung to their shoes and
muf fl ed their footsteps. Soon the light fromthe fire at the nouth of the cave
faded to a pinpoint in the distance, and only the four feeble torches

illum nated the blackness around them Several paces further, and Endri
stopped short. There, standing unsupported in the bl ackness was one of the
nmyst eri ous skel etons that Bl ackie had nentioned.

They approached it cautiously, and Hathor reached out to grab one of the
bones. It woul dn't budge.

"Hmm big magic," said the stoic troll.

"Stronger than ny dispell anyway," remarked Bith. "lIsn't that thing too |arge
to have been a horse?"

"If that was a horse," Cal whispered in awe, "it was bigger than any horse
|'ve ever seen, even a war horse!"

Endril nodded in agreenent. 'That was no horse."

The group left the skel eton behind and pushed even deeper into the cave. They
soon came upon several nore sets of standing bones, one on either side of the
tunnel. This time they appeared human in form and once again, nothing any of



them coul d do woul d di sl odge even the tiniest part of a skeleton

"Strange that there is no trace of clothing, fur, or arnor," observed Cal
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"Big magic," repeated the troll.

Cal's torch went out, and they stopped for a nmonent while he fashi oned anot her
one fromthe bundl e of sticks he had brought with him On they went, through
the silent tunnel, passing several nore | arge skel etons, and some tiny ones on
the floor, till at last they came to the end of the cave and found the neta
obj ect Bl ackie had described. It |ooked Iike two very |arge chanber pots
bolted together, with strange little feet to hold it up

Cal tried to pick it up, and found that the rat was right—whatever it was, it
nmust have weighed a ton. Wiile Bith and Caltus investigated the strange

obj ect, Hathor and Endril felt around the walls for any sign of a secret door
or passageway.

"I's your dispell still working?" asked the elf, with a yawn. Unlike the
others, he'd had no sl eep.

"Yes, why do you ask?"

Cal tus too, yawned openly, and shook his head.

"It... (yawn)... just seens nmat we have reached a dead... end," said Endril in
a drowsy voice. The elf sat down and | eaned agai nst the wall.

Bith found sone strange witing on the underside of the netal object and knelt
down for a closer |ook. "Onh, |ook, here are sonme instructions ... Wen

cl eaning the automa-ton . .. How strange! Do not touch the main . .. Cal

hol d your torch closer, would you? I can't read this."

There was no answer.

Startled, Bith stood up abruptly and | ooked around her. Al her conpani ons had
fallen fast asl eep—€al on the floor beside her, Endril against the wall with
Bl acki e | eani ng on his shoul der, and Hathor, snoring loudly, standing up in
the middle of the room

"Good gracious ne!" she exclaimed, and then pinched herself to nake sure she
was not getting sleepy, too. She wasn't, and sone of her panic subsided. Wat
shoul d she do? Elizebith began to pace in a circle around the nmetal object,
deep in thought. One by one, the torches started
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goi ng out, and she stopped in her tracks. The panic returned. She was
breat hi ng hard and her heart was pounding in her throat.

"Al'l right, we need light," she said to herself. "I can handle that! All

need is a light spell." She dug the ingredients out of one of her pouches and
said the proper words. "Now, what to cast it upon?" She gl anced about the
room Hathor's torch was about to fade. Wthout thinking, the girl reached out
and touched the troll on the top of his head. Instantly, Hathor it up like a
bonfire, illum nating the scene. Bith | ooked at the glowing troll; there was a
sad, totally innocent |ook on his face. He also continued to snore.

"Sorry about that, Thor, but | needed to see!"

She pull ed out the spellbook given her by Lord Rot herham and began | eafing

t hrough the pages. Maybe there was an incantation in here to counteract sleep

A small, ominous clank at her feet sent a chill up her spine. The netal thing
trenbl ed, ever so slightly, and then set up a trenendous racket—whining,
clanking, rattling, and whirring ... and, nmuch to Bith's amazenent, it began

to wal k across the roomon its four peculiar hinged netal feet!

"Ch no!" Bith screaned. "You stop that, whatever you are!" The thing was
wal ki ng straight toward Endril and Bl acki e.

A thin, netallic voice echoed around the tunnel

"Do not disturb Arthana!"

The girl tried standing in its path, but a metal plate on one side opened up
and out popped a long shiny armthat ended in a strange hand with jointed
fingers. It grabbed her firmy and pushed her to one side, then continued on
its way, rattling and clanking as it wal ked. Bith thought back to the spel



she had cast to animate rocks, and tried reading the reverse at the netal
thing. No effect!

The thing reached the elf, and a different metal plate opened and out cane
another shiny armw th a sinister spike at the end. The spi ke touched Endri

in the chest. There was a sizzle and hiss with a cloud of white snoke.

74

ROSE ESTES AND TOM VWHAM

El i zebi th shook her head in disbelief. Were the elf and the rat had been
there was now a seated skeleton, with a smaller one on its shoul der

Bith |l et out an ear-piercing screamand junped on top of the metal device,
riding it like a small horse, and struggling with all her mght to westle the
spi ke fromthe shiny arm—all to no avail. The other arm nerely pushed her
over sideways so that she found herself being dragged along in the dust of the
cave floor.

"Do not disturb Arthanal!" droned the metallic voice. Then the armw th the
spi ke reached out again and converted Cal to a | anky skel eton

Bith l et out a noise resenbling the shrieking of a she-dragon as the netal
device turned in short jerks toward Hathor. Struggling to regain her bal ance,
the girl's fingers brushed over some indentations on the underside of the
object.... Suddenly it stopped noving and fell silent.

For a nonent, Bith lay notionless beside it in the dust, panting breathlessly,
beads of sweat matting her hair, tears streamnm ng down her cheek

When she had cal med down sonewhat, her eyes focused on the side of the neta
nonster. There, scratched in the letters of an archaic | anguage she had

| earned in her youth, were the words:

Archi mago' s Aut ormati c Aut omat on

Fol  owed by the instructions that she had started to read earlier

"I't's a machine!" she exclained incredulously. Bith read on in amazenent,
munbling the words to herself as she went. In was witten in a flowery,
stilted | anguage, but was cl ear enough for her to understand:

| fthou woul dst di sconnect the mracul ous machi ne fromthe source of flux, thus
rendering it tenporarily inoperable, place the third digit of the |eft hand

upon the red | ever and depress gently.... Bith | ooked under the machi ne; her
left
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hand was still touching a red knob

She sat up and dusted herself off as best she could, surveying the scene. Only
t he gl owi ng Hat hor remnmai ned of her conpanions; the others were now reduced to
their skeletal form She had to do somet hi ng—and fast.

Bith slapped the machine with her palm If she could stop it, she could jolly
wel | control this Automaton, perhaps even command it to bring her friends
back. She smiled to herself—f she could control it—well, the possibilities
seened interesting. Bith lay back down and attenpted to read nore of the
writings on the side of the machine, hoping to discover nore of its secrets.
Her hopes faded quickly. Miuch of the witing had been obliterated by a |arge
burn mark, and she could only guess what woul d happen if she tried any of the
ot her |evers or knobs underneat h.

She sat up again and dug into one of the pouches on her belt, renmoving three
small | eaves froma tiny jar. These were the |last she had, taken fromthe rare
Sapi ea plant, inpossible to replace, but needed. The | eaves were believed to

i npart wi sdom when properly consumed. Bith crushed themin her palm closed
her eyes, and carefully licked up all the particles with her tongue. For a
nmonent not hi ng happened; then an overwhel mi ng cal mrushed through her body,
and she was filled with confidence. Bith knew she woul d nake no m st ake.

She reached under the Automaton and, w thout | ooking, pushed one of the knobs.
The machi ne began to clank and whirr once again. It wal ked purposefully over
to the skeleton that had been Cal and touched it with its spike. There was a
smal | poof of blue snoke. Wien the snoke cleared, there sat Cal, shaking his
head and rmunbl i ng sonmet hing unintelligible. The nachi ne wal ked over to Endri



and repeated its actions. The elf stirred, and the rat tunbled down into his

| ap, conplaining loudly. The nmachi ne wal ked over to the troll, nudged hi m back
to wakeful ness, then clanked back to Elizabeth, and felt silent
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"Ch, my aching head." Cal was rubbing his scal p, "Wat happened?

"Hey!" exclaimed Btackie. "Getta load of the troll; he's a regular bonfirel™
The rat scranbl ed back up onto Endril's shoul der

Hat hor, suddenly aware of his condition, began stanping around, sl apping

hi rsel f on the shoul ders. "Ooch! Ooh! Hathor on fire!"

"Fear not, Thor," Bith soothed, still half dazed fromthe Sapiea she had

i ngested. "l cast a light spell, and you are going to glow for a few m nutes."
The troll stopped dancing and stared uneasily at one of his gl ow ng hands,

whi ch he twi sted unbelieving before his eyes.

Bi t h, neanwhil e, began funbling underneath the nmetal device once nore,
oblivious to her conpanions.

"We' ve been asl eep?"' asked Endril as he clinbed slowy to his feet and
stretched. When Bith didn't answer, the elf wal ked unsteadily over to Cal and
hel ped the boy stand up.

"What's she up to?" asked Cal, leaning on the elf for support. Just then, the
Aut omat on began to clank and whirr again, and all save Bith began backi ng away
anxi ously. The nmachine reared up on two of its legs. One of the nmetal plates
opened up, and out came a shiny armwhich rose upward. As the tip of the arm
reached the roof of the cave, there was a flash of blue light foll owed by a
smal | expl osi on

As the dust cleared, a netallic voice spoke fromw thin the machi ne:

"Awaken ... Arthana, you have visitors!"

"Hey, look, gang!" cried Blackie, leaping fromEndril's shoulder to the floor
and scanpering across the room Cal nibbed his eyes in disbelief. They stood
in the center of a neatly furnished room with a clean stone floor and

mul ticol ored tapestries hanging here and there. On two of the walls there were
bookshel ves packed with | eather-bound vol unes; at one corner of the room stood
a finely carved table topped with an ornate candel abrum conplete with seven
lighted candl es; and in another comer stood a plain
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wooden bed with a straw mattress.

Bl acki e scanpered up to the foot of the bed. "Ch, oh, ms don't |ook so good!"
On the mattress lay the winkled remai ns of someone or sonething | ong dead.
Elizebith stood up, and as though in a trance, wal ked to the bed, |eaned over
the dead thing on the mattress, and touched it gently.

"This was Arthana," she said to no one in particular. Then straightening up
she circled the roomslowy, and stopped before the bookshel ves. Eyeing the
vol umes carefully she pulled out a small dusty tone and began to page through
it.

"It's her diary," she said reverently. "Arthana was a sorceress of the tenth
order, in the time of the invasion...." As Elizebith read on, the others began
poki ng around the room | ooking under things, pulling out drawers, and peering
behi nd shel ves. Bl ackie found a bag of oats, which he pronmptly ripped open and

ate till he couldn't walk, then crawmed to the table and lay on his back, wth
all four paws in the air, beneath the candl es.
"Lemme know if ya finds anything ta drink," said the rat. "I just woiked up a

thirst! Phew "

Hat hor finally stopped gl owi ng and rubbed his hands together with a gl eeful

| ook. Meanwhile, Endril and Cal pulled back each of the tapestries, searching
for any conceal ed objects, doorways, or runeswords.

"The Automaton," read Bith, pointing at the netal thing in the center of the
room "was a gift fromny old friend Archi mago, who taught nme much of what
know. He made only three. Endowed with many powers, the device serves ne best
as a watchdog, yet is nore faithful than a hound, and never requires food....'



"Yeah, yeah," groaned Blackie. "But can it get ne a bottle of w ne?"

Bith read on in silence, while the others, now aided by Hathor, |left no stone,
or corner, of the place unturned in their search for the sword.
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"Dam! It just isn't here!" conplained Cal

"Here is the last entry." Bith commanded the attention of the others. "/ have
been poi soned by the Dark One, and have no antidote. Arlanth, my faithful, has

gone to seek help. The Automaton will guard ne while | sleep. If Arlanth does
not return..."

"A sad story," said Cal, quietly. "I wonder if the Dark One is the sane guy as
this Dark Lord in charge of the Mstwall."

"The tine of the invasion was over eight hundred years ago," said Endril, nore

to hinself than to the others.

"Can you do anything for her, Bith?" asked Cal. "Mybe sone kind of
rejuvenati on or sonething?" He | ooked uneasily at the twisted remains in the
bed, and then turned his head fromthe awful vision

"She's beyond ny help." said Bith, putting down the diary. "W nust give her a
fitting burial."

"What? In here?"

"Don't be dense," said Bith. "Qut in the valley by the stream™

"But what about the runesword?" the boy conplained. "I won't | eave w thout
it."

"You woul dn't be leaving at all if it weren't for ne!" Bith's tone of voice
silenced the boy. "That Automaton turned you into a skeleton!™

Cal gul ped.

"We nust get out of here,"” continued Bith. "I think I can control the machine,
so we'll take it with us, along with the remains of Arthana. Hathor, you and
Endril wap her up in that blanket." Bith put the diary in her belt, searched
for a noment, and then pulled two nmore tones fromthe shelf and tucked t hem
into her dress.

Ever so carefully, the troll and the elf folded the bl anket over the tw sted
thing that had once been a great sorceress, and then carefully they lifted it
up. A gleamof light shone up fromunder the place Arthana had lain. Cal |et
out a yelp for joy and rushed over to the bed.
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"I't's here!" he proclained triunphantly. He reached into the straw and pul | ed
out a magnificent sword. The hilt was jewel-encrusted; the blade fairly
shimered. So brightly had it been polished it seenmed alive even in the dim
light of the candles. And there were carvings, little runes, inscribed al ong
one side of the bl ade.

Cal tus danced around the roomw th the sword in his hands, heedl ess of the

ot hers, who quickly ducked as the boy flashed the fearsome blade in their
direction. Finally, Cal made a series of whirling attacks on an invisible
opponent and sank the bl ade deeply into the table with a heavy thwack, just

i nches fromwhere Blackie lay. The rat flew off the table as though he had
sprout ed w ngs.

"Hey! Hey! Cut that out! |I'mon your side, renenber!"

Cal shook his head and pried the sword out of the table. "Sorry fol ks, | guess
| got alittle carried away."

"We've seen this before, Blackie," remarked Endril with a wy grin on Ms face.
"I't happens each time Cal finds one of these swords."

"Well, remind me not ta be around if it happens again.... | coulda lost a tai
there!™”

Cal pulled his old sword out of its sheath and tossed it on the floor with

di sdain, then carefully slid the runesword in its place. "I'mready now. Let's
be of f"

Hat hor took the bl anket containing the remains of Arthana, Endril picked up
Bl acki e from his hiding place under the table, and the conpanions stood in the



center of the room glancing uneasily at one another. There was one obvi ous
guestion, and Bl ackie asked it.

"Hey, there's no door—-how d'ya get outta here?"

The were surrounded on all sides by the unbroken walls of Arthana's room

"I think I have the answer," said Bith as she knelt down by the Autonmaton and

felt anong the knobs and levers on its belly. "Endril, grab that candel abrum
so we'll have sone light." The elf did as he was told.

"Now cover your eyes!"
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Bl ackie clinbed inside Endril's jacket and hid. Hathor closed his eyes, and
again the machi ne began to rattle, clank, and whirr as it rose up on two | egs
and touched the ceiling with one of its arns. There was another bright blue
flash and a cloud of dust and snoke. Wen it cleared, the conpanions found

t hensel ves once again at the end of the dark tunnel. Al but one of the
candl es had bl own out, so Endril quickly used that one to relight the others,
and handed one to each of his companions. Then, with Bith and the cl anki ng
Automaton in the | ead, Arthana's funeral procession began to make its way back
out of the tunnel

At length, they came to one of the skeletons they'd encountered on the way in,
and Elizebith stopped and bade the machine revitalize it. A very startled
young warrior, clad in chain mail stood before themin a daze. In a nonent,
his two servants and—nuch to Bl ackie's dismay—their three dogs were al

brought back to life. Endril did his best to explain to the strangers what was
goi ng on, and the odd procession nmoved on up the tunnel

The strange skeleton that was |arger than a horse turned out to be a Cartheari
War Beast, a creature |ong since vanished fromthe land. It stood six feet
tall, had a very nean disposition, and bore a nasty horn on the end of its
nose. The beast, on awakeni ng, began snorting and whirling, sending the dogs
yel ping and nost of those in the tunnel scurrying one way or another for
safety. Bith, however, cast the same spell she had used to cal mthe horses so
that Hathor could ride, and the War Beast turned into an enornous, if
potential |y dangerous, pussycat.

Eventual ly, all were gathered back together, and they started on up the tunne
once more. On the way, Bith revitalized two nore War Beasts, three thieves,
and a holy man, all of whom had stunbled at one tine or another into the cave,
only to be trapped in time by the netallic hand of Arthana's diligent

wat chdog, the Aut omaton.

CHAPTER

9

The Procession

The forest of Roanwood di sappeared behind the four horsenmen as they urged
their nounts into a steady trot. The cold drizzle which had soaked them al
nmorni ng had stopped at hist. As their danpened spirits rose, the pace

i ncreased.

They came to a srmall farm and their | eader drew themto the side. The

shoul ders of the road were deeply scarred with heavy wagon tracks. Nearby was
a circle of stones, within which a fire had recently burned. Geoffry wal ked
his steed slowly around the area while the others disnounted.

"This was their canp!" one of the soldiers declared triunmphantly, as he poked
his finger into the nmud. "The ground is covered with the tracks of many rats.
See them here, and under that tree.”

"But was it last night, or the night before?" asked Myorl ock, tugging absently
at his dark nustache. He kicked an enpty wine bottle into a puddle. "Wth all
this rain and drizzle, it will be hard to tell."

"The fire's out cold," said the other soldier, who had been digging through
the ashes with a stick
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"I"d venture to say we're two days behind them then," said the king. "W nust



ride even faster!" He spurred his horse into action and spl ashed through a
puddl e back onto the road. The others hurried back into the saddl e and

foll omed as quickly as they coul d.

The di spl aced hernit. Branble, paced nervously in the cold night air, wapped
in his new bl anket, anxiously watching the entrance of his precious cave.
Those fools were goi ng make the Arthana angry, he just knewit. They woul d
regret it. He had warned them He told themnot to go back there! A few

m nut es passed, and he toyed with the i dea of sneaking back in, for he could
see the welconme light of the fire he had started, flickering so invitingly

t hrough the narrow entrance.

Branbl e crawl ed cl ose enough for a peek inside, but was appalled to see the
strangers sleeping around his fire. Hs heart sank, and he made his way back
to one of his favorite hiding spots, where he tucked hinself into the blankets
as best he could and ate some of the delicious dried neat they had given him
Branbl e woul d bide his tinme. By norning, he thought, the Arthana would turn
themall to bones. Then old Branble could reclaimhis rightful hone.

He | eaned back, with his eyes set on the entrance, and half slept, oblivious
to the cold, waiting inpatiently for norning to come. Once, near dawn, he

t hought he heard a screamfrominside. He sat up and peered at the entrance.
The Arthana nust be doing themin. Sort of a shame, he thought. This | ot had
been pretty nice to him handing over all that food, the blankets, and the
goods. Ch well! The world was full of fools. He had chosen to live here in

i solation for that very reason

The bl ack sky was turning to hazy grey and the w nd whistled through the
scrubby pines. There would be no sunshine this norning. Two | one ravens flew
over, cawing noisily at one another. Bramble watched the birds, and shifted
uneasily in his crouch. He freed one hand so as to
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flip the norning frost off his hair and out of his beard. Then a famliar
sound, one that he dreaded, made himfall deathly still. It was the clank

clank of the Arthana! Something was terribly wong.

There it was! Qut the entrance of the cave waddl ed the clanking Arthana
nmonster. He was torn between curiosity and fear. Was it coming after hin®
Branbl e nade ready to flee, then stopped, not believing what he saw. Next out
of the cave behind the Arthana wal ked that pretty girl with the dark hair from
the night before, and then, one by one, her conpanions followed. The hermt

sl apped hinself on the head in disbelief. Now there were other men comi ng out,
and dogs, and ... and ... the biggest things he had ever seen, huge ugly honed
nmonsters, snorting steany plunes of vapor in the cold air. He could feel the
ground shake as the beasts lunbered aimessly in the clearing by the stream
Branbl e stood up cautiously for a better view. Now they were having sone kind
of cerenpny. Two of them had dug a hole... and the girl was making a | ong
speech full of sone fancy words. A burial. Sonmebody nust have died. He didn't
care; he just wanted the whole ot of themto | eave. Bramble would just bide
his time and then they woul d go.

The girl's words went on for sonme tine; then her conpanions finally dropped
something into the hole and covered it with a pile of rocks. Maybe now t he
whol e I ot would | eave, thought Branble. Suddenly a nean growl from behind sent
a chill up his spine. Branble jerked around to see a pair of small black and
whit e dogs, who began to bark insanely, nearly frightening himout of his

skin. The hernmit tried to shush the animals, but it was too late. The girl saw
hi mand cal |l ed out.

"You up there, Branmble. Cone down here. W won't harmyou. It is inportant

that you come with us!" she shout ed.

"Go away and | eave me be!" he snapped

"Your cave will not be safe when the Mstwall cones!" she persisted.
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"Don't care about no wall."’

The hermt was now standing on top of a boul der



shaking a fist at the crowd below. "Go away! Gt out! I've lived here a
hunnert years, an' |I'mgonna live here for a hunnert nore!"

The girl was joined in her argument by the elf, but the two were unable to
budge the determined hernmit. It was his hone and he intended to stay.

As the riders rounded the gentle curve, the sight ahead gave Mborl ock pause
for thought. CGeoffry had seen it too, and both slowed their mounts to a wal k.
Large trees had been felled across the road, and a group of ogres was carrying
anot her one on their shoulders. At a conmmand, they heaved their |oad bodily
onto the barricade with a crash, and then sl apped each other on the back

pl eased at their handi work

"What do you make of it, ny lord?" Moorlock asked quietly. The four horsenen
rode silently forward. "Should we not be avoiding these creatures?"

"Perhaps ..." said Ceoffry, deep in thought. He recalled sending a | arge
amount of gold to ... yes, that was it. "Perhaps these are the ogres w th whom
Et hel rud struck the bargain." H's countenance brightened. "They nust be!"

A horn sounded in the ogre canp and there was a small furor as several nore
ogres, arnmed with spiked clubs, rushed out of the bushes near the barricade.
The tallest one advanced on the riders. He wore a tattered red sash around his
chest, and a huge | eather helmet covered his ugly head. In his gnarly hands he
held a massive iron sword at the ready.

"Who are you? VWhat are you doin' here?" denanded the tall ogre.

"I am CGeof fry, King of dencoe, liege of Ethelrud, King of the Wstwoods, and
these are nmy retainers." He eased his horse up to the ogre until they were

al nrost eye to eye. "And you nust be Govern! W are allied against a common
foe, the Dark Lord"
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"For a noon!" grunted the ogre, hanging his sword back onto a buckler he wore
under his sash. "Only for a nmoon." He waved the rest of his troops off.
"Friends!" he said—and shaking his fist at the others—=CGo back to work, you
slugs!" The ogres with the spiked clubs grunbl ed anong t hensel ves and wander ed
of f.

"The war will be won or lost in that anmount of time, ny friend!" Govern had
turned and was wal ki ng back to the barricade with Geoffry riding at his side.
Moor| ock was filled with doubts; what had the world cone to that he shoul d be
allied with creatures such as this? But he and die two soldiers foll owed
silently. Geoffry praised die ogre, admring both his troops and the
construction of the barricade. Morlock smled to hinmself. Wat use forty
ogres and sone fallen trees woul d be agai nst ten thousand goblins, he could
not quite imagine ... but at least this band of ogres was fighting against the
Dark Lord rather than for him

When t hey asked about the four heroes, and the wagon of rats, Govomlet out a
bel 'y I augh

"Heroes. Haw Haw! Haw " He sl apped his knee. "There wuz a tittle boy with a
sword, a smelly elf, a mud-sucking troll, and sonme girl, all uv "emwth the
rat man, but no heroes!" Two other ogres, standing nearby, joined in the

| aught er.

Ceof fry managed to draw out the fact that the ones he sought had left the ogre
canp two days before, riding west toward the Mstwall. Govern was quite sure
they were all dead by now

Wthout further ado, the king |l ed his conpanions through a gap in the
barricade and | eft the |aughi ng ogres behind. Morlock caught up with the

ki ng.

"What coul d they be doing now, ny |ord?" There was concern in his voice.

"Only the gods know. | only hope they haven't rashly ridden forward to do
battle with the Dark Lord by thensel ves." The king, too, |ooked worried. "W
need themto find the Stone..."
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They rode on in silence for the next hour, and the advancing M stwall | ooned



unconfortably close, just ahead. They cane to the bent tree where the wagon
had I eft the road. The four examined the tracks at that point.

"They' ve gone up into this valley!" said CGeoffry, relieved to discover that
they woul d not have to ride straight into the Mstwall, as it had seemed. The
ri ders abandoned the nmain road, and began the clinb into the hills along the
same rugged track that Purkins and the four had clinmbed earlier. Al felt that
they were close to their goal.

Ceoffry pressed his nen hard. Fortunately they were both |oyal and made of
stern stuff, quite used to enduring hardshi p. When darkness fell, they

di smounted and travel ed by torchlight, pausing at last to nake a small fire
and cook some food. The soldiers were fashioning nore torches fromrags when
Moor | ock, who had wandered off into the darkness, came running breathl ess back
i nto canp.

' Take arms, the eneny!™”

Hot on his heels were three drooling goblins, with swords drawn. Their |arge
eyes glowed red in the firelight, and they were clad in black |eather arnor.
The pursuers stopped short at the sight of Geoffry. In the firelight, his
blond hair fairly gl owed. He drew his two-handed sword and stood ready to
strike. The king's soldiers dropped what they were doi ng, and unsheathed their
bl ades as well. Mdorlock rushed to bis nmount and unslung an axe fromhis
saddl e, then turned back just as four nore goblins crashed out of the brush
fromthe side.

- Ceoffry flew into action, his great sword whirling above his head |ike a
deadly scythe. "Best smite themnow " he shouted. "There may well be nore!"

H s bl ade | opped the head off the nearest goblin. The other two dropped their
weapons, turned tail, and ran off into the darkness. The soldiers, neanwhile,
had engaged the four attackers who had rushed in fromthe side. One of the
goblins was already lying in a bl oody heap near the fire, while the others
backed warily away, parrying each attack
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Moorl ock then I et out a bloodcurdling yell and flew at the eneny with his
battl e-axe. The force of his blow split one nonster clean in half. The king,
now free, rushed at themfromthe other side. Both goblins dropped their short
swords and turned to flee, but Mdorlock's axe, then Geoffry's great sword,

cl eaved theminto sundry parts. Al fell silent. The fight was over al nost as
rapidly as it had begun.

"I's anyone hurt?" the king asked thickly. The four eyed one another, and al
were well. "CGood!" Geoffry picked up a rag and wi ped the black bl ood fromhis
gl eami ng bl ade. "Did you spy any nore of those verm n?"

Moor | ock gl anced nervously around. "I think not, my lord. | was lying in wait
and they fairly stunbled across me. | think it was just a scouting party."
"Al'l the same we'd best nmove on." The king smiled. "I'msure the Dark Lord has
nmore willing servants wandering these hills tonight and they know we are here.
Douse that fire and nove out!"

The rest of their march went w thout incident, though the path was steep, and
the going difficult in the meager light put out by their torches. Near

m dni ght Geof fry and conpany gave Purkins quite a start, even though the rats
had warned him when the four cold and exhausted men wal ked up to his
canpfire, leading their horses behind nmem

"We dare not stay here nuch longer,"” said Bith, perplexed at the stubbornness
of the old hermit. "And | refuse to |eave himhere to face certain death."
"Il tie himup, and Hathor and | can carry himdown the hill!" suggested
Cal .

Bith shot the boy a dirty look. Endril shook his head. "What about that

machi ne?" He indicated the Automaton. "Do you intend to take it with you?"
Bith | ooked at the thing with a sigh. It held such powerful magic. But it
noved al nost as fast as a large tortoise. They woul d be days clinbing down
fromthe hills if it wal ked
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besi de diem Sadly, she knew Endril had hit upon the answer, and shook her
head.

"No, much as | would like to keep it But it's too heavy to cany and too sl ow
to keep up. We'll leave it behind, to guard the cave, and, possibly, protect
Branbl e from whatever conmes with the Mstwall!"

She reached under the machi ne and pressed a sequence of buttons. The device
turned and wal ked ponderously, and noisily, back into the cave. Bith then
called to the hal f-naked man on the rocks above.

"You can go back to your cave now, Branble. As you can see, | have returned
the Arthana. It will protect you fromharm" Under her breath she whi spered,
"I hope!"

The recently rejuvenated warrior and his two servants scurried around the
hillside gathering up the still barking dogs, while Cal and Hathor rounded up
t he wanderi ng War Beasts and herded themin the right direction. Endril gave
Hat hor instructions to keep a special eye on the three thieves, and then the
strange procession, with Bith in the |lead, began its march back down the
valley, following die trail by the stream

Branbl e, squatting suspiciously on the rocks, waited until the strangers were
conpletely out of sight. He listened for a nonent |onger, then shoul dered his
bl ankets full of |oot and hopped ninbly from one boul der to another down to
the nmouth of his cave and scurried inside.

The trip down the nmountain was considerably nore pleasant than the clinb up
Most conveniently, the sun nade a wel cone rare appearance. The Carthean War
Beasts, under Bith's influence, stayed docile, and fortunately were renarkably
ninble for all their great size. The three thieves, under Hathor's watchful
eye, remained sullen and silent, talking only anong thensel ves in a strange

t ongue.
The rejuvenated warrior was called Philenmus and he fell in with Cal. The two
tal ked of many things as they clinbed steadily down the hill. The man's dark

face was hal f hidden
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by a thick black beard and his brown eyes were filled widi a sad, faraway

| ook. And well they should have been, for Philenus hailed fromone of the
Western Ki ngdons, now under the thrall of the Dark Lord. The man, his dogs,
and his servants had been trapped in Arthana's cave for over a hundred years,
and he was greatly saddened to | earn what had happened to his homeland in his
absence.

Endril stayed close to Elizebith, keeping a close watch on her, as she was
still behaving strangely and he did not know why. The elf had no way of
knowi ng about die | eaves she had taken to alter her perceptions. It was nearly
sunset as they approached the rock spire under which Purkins had made his

canp.
Ceof fry and Morl ock stood on the path, with arns aki nbo. Purkins waved
cheerfully frombehind. "See, | told you fellas you had nothing to worry
about. | knew they'd cone back safe and sound.™

On seeing Purkins, Blackie hopped fromEndril's shoul der and scampered back to
his furry friends, eager to tell themof his brave new adventures.

The ki ng brushed back his blond hair and sniled as he spoke to the newconers.
"You woul d be Elizebith of Mirea." He reached out and took the girl's hand. "I
am Ceof fry, King of dencoe"-Bith curtsied politely as he ki ssed her hand—and
| have been sent by ny liege, Ethelrud, King of the Westwoods, to seek out you
and your conpanions."

irW are nost honored," said Bith hunbly. She turned and introduced Endril

Hat hor, and then Cal as he came wal king down the path. The rest of the
processi on, including the War Beasts, marched uncerenoni ously around them as

t hey spoke.

"And why, good king, have you sought us out?" asked Bith.

Ceoffry wi nked at Moorlock. "It is known far and wi de that the four of you can



achi eve the inpossible!"

Hat hor, Cal, and Endril gl anced uneasily at one anot her
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"And that is what you woul d have us do?" asked Bith.

"Indeed, it would seemthat the fate of our world is in your hands!"

Cal grabbed the hilt of his newy gained runesword and grinned. "Now, Hathor
are you happy?" The troll rolled his eyes and then shrugged.

CHAPTER

10

West woor f s

That night, the group gathered beneath the carved pillar, built an
exceptionally large fire, and rats as well as nmen were posted strategically
around the perineter of the canmp to provide anple warni ng shoul d anot her band
of goblins appear fromunder the Mstwall. The night was | ong and freezing
cold, but fortunately, no raiders cane. However, when the grey norning crept
across the damp winter skies, they discovered that the three thieves had

vani shed—al ong with many of then- pots and pans, and all of the remnaining gold
bars under the grain. Purkins was beside hinself with rage and wanted to

i medi ately set out after the villains, even though they had left no trail

Cal and Hathor had to hold hi m down.

Endril went to his baggage, opened a snall | eather bag which hung fromhis
saddl e, and produced a fat pouch. "Here, ny friend." He shook the bag, and
gold coins clanked richly within. "This is nore than what the thieves took
fromyou." He tossed the bag to a w de-eyed Purkins, who began to protest "And
"Il hear none of your objections!" said the elf with a nock frown. "Since
Trondhol m the four of us
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have cone into nore than enough riches. You'll be doing ny horse a favor by

lightening his |oad!"

Purki ns frowned for a nonent, glancing in the direction of the Mstwall,
certain that was where the thieves had fled. He sighed, tossed the bag of
coins in the air, snatched it back quickly, and wi nked knowi ngly at Endril
"Thanks!" Bl ackie let out a gleeful cheer and dove into the pile of grain on

t he wagon.

A hasty breakfast was prepared, for the king was anxious to be on the nove.
The team was hitched and the nmounts saddl ed. Philenmus took a seat on the wagon
besi de Purkins, though his two servants were | ess than pleased to find

t hensel ves sharing the back of the wagon with Blackie and all the rats. The
War Beasts were roped together and tethered to the back of the wagon. At | ast
all was ready, and they started down the narrow, rock-strewn track that I|ed
out of the hills.

After an hour they canme to the scene of the battle between the goblins and the
king's nmen. The bodies of the vile creatures lay half frozen in grotesque
positions on the ground where they had fallen. Purkins stopped his rig, and
Phi | emus and Cal hopped down to gather up the best of the swords and a pair of
hal f way decent round shields. The equi pmrent was tossed onto the wagon.

Cal then paused for a nmoment and surveyed the fallen goblins. "Should we not
take the tinme to bury these dead?" he asked.

The ki ng opposed the suggestion. "Stay here nuch | onger and nere will be many
hundreds nore! Then you could add our frozen corpses to this pile."

"Subhuman verm n such as that heap of dung," snapped Morl ock, "are beneath
our dignity!" The prince spurred his horse into a gallop and rode on down the
trail al one.

"He bears the forces of the Dark Lord no love," said the king as he foll owed
Moor | ock down the path. "He lost his famly and his | ands to such unspeakabl e
creatures." The others followed silently.
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In due time they reached the bent tree and turned onto the main road. A soft,
qui et snow began to fall, sonewhat obscuring the boiling clouds of the
Mstwall, so ominously visible just a short distance to the west Endri

stopped his horse by the roadsi de and | ooked longingly into the murky cloud,
seeing in his nenory the now rui ned beechwood he had | earned to | ove. Just two
short winters ago he had tal ked with and sl ept anong those trees. Btth rode

al ongside, noting her friend s nelancholy countenance.

"Look away, Endril. 'Twill do you no good to brood on what's lost" She touched
himgently on the cheek and brushed some snowfl akes out of his hair. Hathor
rode by, crunching absently on a thick root The sound brought the elf out of
his dark nmood. He smiled at the girl and then rode on through the falling
SNOW.

As they neared the ogre roadbl ock, they began to encounter om nous,

snow- covered piles beside the road. Bith eyed mem suspi ci ously.

"I't looks like bodies," she said in disgust

Hat hor stopped crunching his root and edged his horse closer to the pile. The
troll |eaned uneasily over in his saddle and grunted, then reached into the
snowy heap and pulled out sonething. He held it up and dusted off the snow It
was a bl ack | eather helnet, which he tossed uncerenoni ously back. "Mre dead
goblins,"” he said coolly. "Big battle here.™

A flat bugle blatted in the distance, and the wagon and the procession

st opped. Ahead of mem Govom and a group of ogres tranmped out from behind
their barricade and began an ani mated conversation with the king, pointing
first this way then another, obviously describing the recent skirm sh with the
gobl i ns—goblins that now | ay heaped in nounds around the battlefield. One of
the ogres spotted the War Beasts tied behind the wagon and nudged Govom The
chief ogre's jaw fell open. Instantly, he and his conpanions fell silent and
cane marchi ng back to where the War Beasts were strung out behind Purkins
wagonl oad of rats and grain. Govern's eyes were aflame with greed.
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"Carthean War Beasts!" he snarled. "W gotta have them " He grabbed one of the
huge ani mal s by the ear and stroked its shaggy fur alnost |lovingly. The beast
snorted and rolled its eyes.

The king cane trotting up to Govorn, his sword clanking at his side. "The
beasts belong to our sorceress here," he said calmy. "They are not mine to
give, I'mafraid."

The ogre was beside hinself, having discovered a treasure worth even nore to
hi mthan gold. He frowned, as deep in thought as an ogre can possibly get, and
then, turning a canny eye to CGeoffry, held up three huge fingers. "G ve us
beasts, we fight three noons!" The other ogres |ooked at each other and nodded
eagerly in agreenment. They too had begun to stroke and fondl e the huge horned
ani mal s.

The king | ooked to Bith, and the girl stared back, showi ng no enotion

She shrugged. "That's fine with me! Especially if they can be used agai nst the
Dark Lord." Govorn snarled happily and untied the beasts. He and his

conpani ons nounted their newfound treasures and raced back to the ogre canp at
a thundering gall op, whooping and holl ering as they went.

"Ethelrud, and | both thank you, Elizebith of Mrea," CGeoffry said graciously.
"I really had no idea what we were going to do with those things anyway," she
said with a smle.

The ogres, overjoyed with their new acquisitions and fearful that the king

m ght change his mnd, quickly opened the barricade, and the expedition rode
through to the east. The snow was beginning to fall nore heavily, and Bith,
wearing only a light cloak, was wet and chilled. Cal saw this and took one of
the fine blankets left by the old man fromthe wagon and rode up to her side.
"Here, put this around you," he said with concern

The girl | ooked up, sonewhat in disbelief. Her red cheeks and nose, and the
chattering of her teeth, revealed just how cold she really was. She brushed
some nelting snow from her nose and gratefully took the proffered bl anket.



THE STONE OF TI ME

95

Bith stared after Cal as the boy turned away and rode ahead to speak with
Phi | emus. She sighed and shrugged, wondering why she felt this way about him
and nore inportantly, how he felt about her. Wuld the nenory of his |ost

| ove, Yvaine, cloud his vision forever?

They came to the junction at Roanwood, and here there was to be a sad parting.
Purki ns, Blackie, and the rats were returning to their stable, while the four
heroes were to travel south with Geoffry, to discover just exactly what it was
they were to do to save the world. They pulled off the road into a pl easant

gl ade of evergreens, found sonme dry wood, and built a crackling fire. The | ast

of the food the old nman had given them was shared by all, and the four heroes
made their farewells to Purkins. Wen it was tinme to | eave, Bith called
Bl ackie to her, lifted himup, and | ooked into his beady little rat eyes.

"I want to thank you for all that you did for us back there in that cave. You
are a very brave adventurer."

The rat tugged shyly at his tail, for once at a loss for words. "Aw shucks, it
weren't nuttin'." The girl kissed himon the tip of his whiskered nose. The
rat puffed up his chest "An* jus' you renenber, anytine ya needs ne, I'lIl be

there fer yal!"

Elizebith put the little fellow on her lap and slipped a fine gold bracel et
fromher slender wist. "This won't be a perfect fit, but you may find it
useful someday." She slipped it over Blackie's head. It fit himlike a

neckl ace.

He pulled at it with his paw. "So, er, what's this? Magic or sonethin ?"
"Let's just say it will bring you good | uck."

"Well, hey, thanks!"

"C non, Blackie!" It was Purkins. The rat hopped fromBith to Endril, then to

Cal, and finally to Hathor, then | eaped into the wagon, which was already
bounci ng across the glade toward the road. They waved one |ast time, and many
tiny rat paws in the now di m nished pile of grain, now covered with a | ayer of
snow, waved back.

96
ROSE ESTES AND TOM VWHAM
"And now, " droned the speaker, in a boring nonotone, "I have the honor to

present the four heroes, late of Trondholm where |ast we stopped the Dark
Lord!" Since Cairngormhad fallen under the Mstwadl, the four were no | onger
referred to as the heroes of Cairngormfor obvious reasons. Cal, Endril

Hat hor, and Bith stood up and smiled uneasily to the applause that filled the
snoky hall. They sat at the head table in the great hall of Castle d encoe
and seated at two long tables along each wall were hundreds of nobles, |esser
dignitaries, and their wives.

The hall was cold, despite the many open fires that burned in the center of
the room The snmoke fromthose fires and the many torches that lined the walls
clinmbed to the ceiling, where some of it made its way out the vents placed
there for that purpose. Mdst of it, however, spread through the hall, burning
the eyes of all present and adding to the general torpor caused by the
plentiful food and wi ne.

Hat hor was miserable in the fancy suit the tailors had made for him and he

| ooked beseechingly at Bith, as if there m ght be something she could do to
get himout of the crowded, smoke-filled room The girl's eyes were watering,
and she too was unconfortable. Endril was not the |east interested in the
silly ceremoni es, and was anxi ous to be about their task, whatever that may
be. Only Cal seened to be enjoying hinself, as he sat with Philenus anong a
group of warrior knights, all of whomlistened with avid interest to Cal's
tal es of the raneswords he had won and lost in his short lifetine.

At long last, King Ethelrud stood up and made a final toast to success, then
bid farewell to those present. Ceoffry led the way, and, without waiting, Bith
and the others quickly followed the two kings out the door and into the
relative fresh air of the cold stone corridor. Cal, of course, renained



behi nd, and Endril went back and literally dragged the boy away fromthe

tabl e.
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"Hey, | wasn't finished...." Cal protested.

"We'd all have been finished if we had stayed in that hall any |onger,'*
gasped Bith as she | eaned against the grey stone wall.

"No air," choked Hathor, tugging at his fancy collar till it popped open
sending a glittering pin flying across the corridor. "Aaah! Hathor breathe
now. "

Ceoffry, noticing that the four had stopped, cane back and notioned for them
to follow They were led down a dimy |lit passageway to a narrow stone stair,
whi ch spiraled up around the wall of a circular tower. There was no handrail
so all stayed close to the wall as they clinmbed higher and higher. At |ast,
Ceoffry ushered theminto a small room which was hung with tapestries and
warmed by a properly vented fire at one end of the room A grey-bearded man in
red silk robes sat behind a massive bl ack oak table. He stood up as they

appr oached.

The man's skin was pale, alnmost green in the firelight, and he | ooked to be
hundreds of years old. "Greenlock! That's what they call nme." The man smled
and extended a feeble old hand toward the chairs. "Please, gentles, be seated
and nmake yoursel ves confortable." Geoffry wal ked round and sat down next to

t he grey-green nman.

"Greenlock is, perhaps, the ol dest, the wi sest, and possibly the |last of the
great mages left on this side of the Mstwall," Geoffry said with pride.

Bith | eaned forward in awe. "Your name is a legend to ne," she said in

ear nest .

Greenl ock returned the conplinent "So, too, is yours to nme, ny lovely." He

cocked his head to one side. "Wll! It's—+t's uncanny!" The old man paused and
stared into Elizebith's silver eyes. "How you do resenble your nother! | knew
her well before...." Hs voice tapered off. Bith's nmother now worked on the
wrong side of the Mstwall, yet another servant of the Dark Lord.

Greenl ock sighed. "Never |ost her charms, that woman. If | didn't know better,
I'd swear you were—
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"Elizebith's resenbl ance to her nother once fooled Schlein,” said Endril.

"CGot us out of quite a scrape," added Cal, remenbering the time Bith had posed
as her nother, first charming the wizard, then setting fire to his canp.

"Well | can imagine," replied Geenlock. "Schlein!"—he frowed—=Wat a
stinker!" The four agreed with that sentinent and they chatted amicably with
the old wizard for some tine.

Finally the old nage got down to business and unrolled a brittle old scroll on
the table before them

"You have heard, no doubt, of the nythical city of Abaton?" The four |ooked at
one another, and all save Endril shook their heads. "Unh, hmm" G eenl ock
comented. "And of the fabled Stone of Tine that lies wthin?"

Endril spoke. "The city and Stone are, fromall | have heard, just what you
have called them a nyth and a fable, things which do not really exist."
"Aach!" Greenlock pointed a finger in the air. "That is exactly what | thought
too, and | would say that today, had | not stunbled, quite by accident,

t hrough the gates of that very city." The old nmage stopped talking, poured
hinself a cup of wine with shaky hands, drank deeply, and plunked the cup back
down on the table.

"Ch, pardon ne! Wuld you care for a glass?" He | ooked fromone to another
"No?" A puzzled | ook then crossed his face and he scratched his head. "Now,
where was |... ? Oh yes, Abaton." Geenlock went on to describe the city, with
its tall white towers topped with gol den donmes. He spoke | ongingly of the many
beautiful wormen who lined the streets, waiting for then- husbands to cone
hone. He ranbl ed on, describing the fat man who called hinmself the caliph, and



how t he man was al ways worried about one thing or another

"And what about the Stone of Tine?" asked Endril, after letting the old mage
wander off the subject for severa
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mnutes. "Did you see the Stone?"
"Well... not exactly." Greenlock poured another glass of wine, this time nore

unsteadily than before. "But | know it is there; the caliph told nme so
hinsel f! He keeps it in a secret tower! Way up high .. ." He waved a gnarled
finger in acircle in front of his nose. "The caliph was al ways worried..."
Greenl ock, now quite drunk, tal ked gi bberish about green snakes and purple
toads in a big fountain, then passed out on the table.

"You must make all owances," said CGeoffry. "He was very great in his tinme!" The
ki ng then spoke, telling the four howit would be their job to first find the
city of Abaton, the city that was always just over the horizon. How they mnust
then gain the Stone of Tine and learn howto use it. And finally, he told how
t hey must change the past so that the Dark Lord would not cone to exist.

Endril whistled, Cal shook his head in disbelief, and Hat hor grabbed the w ne
bottl e and chugged the renai nder.

"You' re not expecting rmuch of us, are you?" Bith said incredul ously.

"You are the only ones who can do the job," countered the king. " d G eenlock
will never find the city again." He pulled the parchment out from under the

sl eeping nage's nose, rolled it up, and handed it to Bith. 'Take this scroll
it's what he used to get there. May it take you there too." Ceoffry stood and
began to pace around the table.

"You have seen how the Mstwall is on the nove, not just near Cairngorm but
in many places, all along the frontier." He stopped in front of the fire, and
brushed his blond hair out of his eyes. "Ethelrud and | have nustered the best
of the armes and the finest magicians in the land. But | fear that this tinme
it is not going to be enough. W may sl ow the progress of the Dark Lord, but
we cannot stop himany |onger."
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Ceoffry turned and faced the four, deadly serious. "You must go back. You nust
find the Dark Lord's foul beginning, and sonmehow put a stop to him Before he
ever existed."

The four | ooked at one another in disbelief. Finally Cat stood up and

unsheat hed the runesword. It glittered brilliantly in the firelight. "This
ought to help us!" He whirled it over his bead with a mghty flourish.

"Heaven help us," nunbled Bith quietly.

"Cood idea," said the troll.

CHAPTER 11

To Abat on

It was a strange assenbly seated round the |long table. Even Schlein, who held
the seat of honor, thought so. On his left sat three giants clad in nusty
furs; and next to them were goblin kings, each claimng to be ruler of the
others. To his right were several snelly hill trolls, each the | eader of a
substantial clan of fighters; and on their right, there was a small deputation
of strangely dressed hunans whose bodies were painted blue with woad. These
were the | eaders that would carry the MstwaU forward for the Dark Lord.
Schl ei n shook his head in disgust, attenpting to blot out the din of invective
that had followed a sharp di spute between the giants and the trolls.

H s personal command of the current advance had come to an end, and it was his
job to put the best of those present in charge. The Dark Lord had nade it
quite clear to Schlein that his only task would be to find and deliver a magic
stone. An ale-filled nmug flew across the room and crashed agai nst the wall.
Schl ein banged his fist on the table and stood up

"Enough of this! Hottar, sit down! Snaefthg, get out

102

ROSE ESTES AND TOM VWHAM



fromunder the table! Al of you SHUT UPl O by the gods, I'll—= Schlein made
a threatening pass with his left hand. The quarrel sone assenbly fell to their
seats. From Schlein's clenched fist there burst a brilliant white flash,

foll owed by a trenendous thundercl ap. The pyrotechnic display had the desired
effect. There was i medi ate and conpl ete sil ence.

"Now, " said Schlein coolly, "against my better judgnment, | have been forced to
make certain decisions regarding the forthcom ng canpai gn. | nave nmade up ny
mnd. All you have to do is listen ... and obey." He began wal king slowy
around the table, twisting with one hand a piece of gold jewelry that hung on
hi s massive bare chest "Thidl uke, you and your seers will join and cooperate

with Snaefthg in the attacks on Roanwood. That means Snhaefthg is in command of
all four goblin armes!"

Three of the goblin kings made to protest, but Schlein had reached their end
of the table and was glowering into their faces, just waiting for a sign of

di ssension, to smash the culprit into a pulp. The w zard continued, turning to
point at the largest of the giants. "Hottar, you drink too nmuch, and you talk
too much, but you are the best. You will lead the giants to the Wstwood.. .

Not a word fromyou, Borvar, if you want to live | ong enough to die in
battle."

Schl ei n stopped behind the seated trolls. "You Gerroni, will lead the trolls,
and cover the southern flank for Hottar. I'Il let the two of you work out the
details."” He conpleted his circuit of the table and crashed down once nore

into his chair. "See ny arnorer if you need any additional equipnent; there's
a good deal of booty coming in right now Any questions?" He obviously did not
expect a reply, and happily, received none.

"Good! Now out of here! Al of you ... No, Thidluke, you stay; we need to talk
about that spell!" There was a |ot of grumbling as the chairs were pushed
back, and the roomslowy enptied of its gruesome occupants. Only those

Schl ein had put in charge seened the least bit satisfied, and
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as soon as the roomwas clear and the door closed, a fight broke out in the
hal I beyond.

Schlein paid no mind to the fracas outside, for he desperately needed a way to
find Elizebith and her conpani ons, and Thi dl uke had suggested a way. He
listened intently as the blue-painted hag outlined her idea. It involved an
anci ent cerenony, and a crown that she would have to buy from her sister

Schl ein woul d sooner do away with both Thidl uke and her sister, but, for the
nmonent, they could be of use.

"You must cone alone to nmy lodge in the Red Mountains, where | will do the
deed." She rubbed her chin with her fingers. "And do not forget, you nust
bring the gold."

Schl ei n nodded absently and then sniled. He would do away wi th Thidl uke after
she had hel ped him

It was an hour before dawn, and the snow gl owed yellow in the torchlight. Most
of the city was asleep, save the watchful guards and the small crowd gathered
near the stable. The horses paced nervously, anxious to be noving, while their
riders spoke one last tine with Geoffry.

"You must travel both south and east at your best speed,” said the king. "And
renmenber to use the parchment G eenlock gave you—bo you have it?"

Bith pulled a rolled-up bundl e fromunder her blanket and waved it at him

wi t hout a word.

"Very good! I'msure you'll be in Abaton shortly."

"Let's away!" Cal said enthusiastically.

"May the gods protect you!" said Alison, CGeoffry's charm ng wife, who had cone
down to see the heroes off. Bith could think of one god in particular who had
better be doing just that, and his nane was spelled V-i-I-il

The horses began to plod slowy through the snow, and the small crowd of

wel | -wi shers waved one last tine. Philenmus had chosen to stay and fight in the
def ense of Westwood at the side of Morlock. The warrior bid farewell to the



sorceress who had brought himback to life.
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Qut the south gate the four rode, w thout cerenony, and the huge iron gates
sl ammed shut qui ckly enough with their passing. The road was dark, but wth
Endril's torch and the reflective snow on the ground, they were able to keep
to the road. They rode the same horses given them by Rot herham and Hat hor no
| onger had need of any magi c—bi s horse had gotten used to the snmell of troll
No one spoke as they wound their way through the snowinto a small pine
forest, then through a clearing and past several plowed fields.

When the usual dreary grey dawn arrived, the four had put a good distance

bet ween t henmsel ves and Castle G encoe. Hathor reached into his pack and
finally broke the silence by crunching on one of the many roots he had packed
for the trip.

"Qur journey would be easier if we had Gunnar Greybeard along to tell one of
his travel tales," remarked Cal absently. "I was particularly fond of the one
about the King of the North and his flying ship.1*

"Perchance you could bore us with one of those lurid tales you were spinning
| ast ni ght about your runeswords,"” Bith said sarcastically. "That would nake
our trip even |longer and nore unendurable.”

Cal ignored her, and the silence, punctuated by crunching, returned.

They came to a crossroads and turned south, riding through a series of rolling
hills. The snow covered | and was dotted with little farm cottages and neat
stone fence rows. Had there not been the urgency of their mssion and the
horrid threat of war, Bith woul d have thought the scene nobst charm ng

They stopped once, early in the afternoon, at a small inn, where the horses
could be watered and fed, and the four enjoyed a warmfire and hot, if not
tasty, bowls of gruel. Endril inquired about Abaton, but the innkeeper had

never heard of the place.

When ni ght came, they rode up to a small farnhouse, and for a small fee, were
allowed to stay in the bam Bith
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objected at first, until Endril pointed out just how nuch warner a pile of
straw was than a snow drift, which was her alternative.

The next day was brightened by a rare show of sunlight, which not only warned
their spirits, but also nelted sone of the snow, turning the road into a nuddy
mess that slowed the horses. Bith spent nuch of the day studying her new
spel | book, this time stopping now and then to try out what she was | earning.
Wth her first effort she brought down a tall oak tree with the snap of her
finger. A sight which saddened Endril, until she clapped her hands and
restored the tree to its former state.

Later, Bith had Hathor roll up a snowball as tall as hinmself. She then read
some words, and the thing burst into flames and nelted away. The girl was npst
pl eased, however, when she di scovered that she coul d nmani pul ate a sphere of
protecti on. Wien she cast it, the sphere envel oped die four within an

i nvisible barrier which kept out all sound and even the cold for al nbst an
hour .

"Good spell," Hathor said appreciatively when it finally dissipated. "Use in
battl e. Keep us safe.”
"Can we strike through it, | wonder?" asked Cal

Bith shrugged. "It doesn't say in the book. Next tine, see if you can chop
through it with your new sword."

She cast the spell again. This tinme Endril fired an arrow at a nearby tree and
it flewstraight and true to the mark. They stopped near a fallen tree beside
the road and Cal dismounted, assaulting the dead wood with his sword. He
chopped it quickly to kindling.

"I guess that answers nmy question,"” he said with a smle. But he did not snile
as he sheathed the runesword. It was a fine sword. O that, there was no
doubt. But something about this one felt a little different fromthe



runeswords he had held before. Sonmething was m ssing.

Endril suggested one further experinent, and Bith cast the spell for a third
time, this time with the elf outside the protective sphere. He first threw
rocks, which bounced
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harm essly away. He then reached into a special quiver by his saddl e and
produced a magic arrow. Endril notched it to his bow and took aim

"Be ready to dodge, lest this pass through!" he warned. Cal waved defiantly
and held up his shield. He needn't have bothered, for the arrow too, smacked
into the invisible barrier and broke into pieces.

As the sun began to fade, Bith put away her magi ¢ book and pulled out the
scroll given her by Greenlock. There was a good chance that they m ght spy
Abaton this evening and she wanted to be in the proper frame of mnd

"Keep your eyes open," she warned the others. "Be on the | ookout for—¥hat was
it he said? Tall white towers, just over the horizon."

From that nmoment on, they rode nmore slowy, squinting in every direction
trying to make every rock and tree in the distance into sonmething that it
wasn't. The search reveal ed no Abaton, however, and when dark closed in on
diem they found thenselves in the mddle of a snow cornfield wi thout a house
or an inn in sight Shivering, the four rode on through the darkness for over
an hour, till at last they came to a small village. It was a wel cone surprise
to find that the village el der had heard tales of the four heroes, and went
out of his way to nake them confortable.

The next day was al so graced by a visit fromthe sun, as though the farther

they got fromthe Mstwall, the happier the world becane. Once again, near
sunset, Bith got out the scroll, and they all began to search. They had ridden
only a short distance when Endril let out a yell and pointed to die east

"There it is, just to the left of those trees—see!"

The others strained their eyes but saw not hi ng.

"We nust ride in that direction at once!" declared the elf. They turned from
the road and set out across the field. After a short distance, Hathor could
see the spires in the distance. They splashed through a snmall stream and

climbed a low hill, where they halted, At last, all four beheld the
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vision. Far, far, away, just visible on the horizon, were six towers topped
wi t h oni on-shaped donmes. Their col or was not discernible through the haze.
"How can we be sure this is Abaton, and not just some other city?" asked Cal

"No city in this land has such towers," said Endril, his eyes still fixed on
the di stant vision.
"Well, we will know soon enough if we ride for the place," Bith said, with a

frown on her face. "And if it keeps noving away fromus, we're going to have
to figure out a way to nake it stop!"

They rode down the hill, through a small wood, and then across a cow pasture
and stopped once nore. It was getting darker, and the city in the nist was
just as far away as it had been when they first sawit.

Bith clutched the scroll in her hands and chanted the words to a spell she

t hought m ght hel p. They rode on and on, through nore fields and forests,
chasing the elusive vision, but to no avail. Night had fallen and there was
just a sliver of the noon to light their way. The di scouraged four continued
on till they cane to a lonely farm where they spent the night in yet another
bar n.

The next norning the clouds were back, and wintry wi nds swept across the enpty
fields. Wth vague instructions fromthen- suspicious host, die four struggled
back to what resenbled a road, and traveled on to a village. The innkeeper
there had actually heard of Abaton, but never seen it. After lunch, Endri
pushed the plates aside and rolled open a map of the realm to study the

si tuati on.

The elf pointed as the others watched intently. "Here we are—Raskil de, see?



And over here, not nany | eagues distant, lies the ocean."

"Tine," said Cal. "W're close to me sea. So what ?"
"So this. Later when we catch our glinpse of Abaton, we will ride so that it
is between us and the sea. Then we will close in on ne city." He traced an arc

on the map.
"Wn't the city just disappear into the ocean?"
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Endril shrugged. "Well, we'll find that out soon enough. Do you have a better
pl anT

"Not at the noment." Cal put his nmug to his lips and finished his ale.

Later, as the grey day began to darken, the four again sighted their elusive
quarry, alnost directly between them and the sea. Endril was pleased, for they
had no need to sidetrack. Inmediately they set out in the direction of the
city at a gallop, this tinme followi ng, nore or less, a road that tw sted back
and forth but led generally in the right direction

Ni ght found them wal ki ng their horses slowy down the beach, toward the lights
of a fishing village. Abaton had vani shed sonewhere between them and the
ocean.

Cal turned to Endril, who was riding alongside, "W need a new plan."

"I know," said the elf calmy.

That night, around the fireside of yet another inn, it was Hathor who finally
cane up with the definitive plan. He stood up suddenly after a | ong silence,
and | eaned heavily over the map.

"Have idea," he stated sinply. "There four of us. Four points on compass." Hs
fat finger pointed to the conpass shown on Endril's nmap. "W go apart." He
traced four paths. "W cone back together. City in mddle."

It was so sinmple, Bith slapped her head for not having thought of it herself.
They studied the map further and laid their new plan

In the norning Bith tore the parchment into four separate pieces, and gave one
to each of the others. They stood together in a small circle for a noment,
hol di ng one another's hands while Bith chanted a small spell. Then they
mount ed up and rode off, each in a different direction, so that by sunset they
woul d be all be at opposite points of the conpass, and, hopefully, would
surround Abat on.

CHAPTER

12

Sear chers

Hat hor shifted uneasily in his saddle, unsure that he had nmade the correct
turn at the last intersection. H's strong shaggy brown horse had cone to a
stop, sensing the rider's uncertainty. The troll reached under his thick

cl oak, polled out his bit of the scroll, and squinted at the cryptic ink marks
put on the back of the parchment by Endril. He pursed his lips, whistled, and
t hen tugged at sone of the red hair which hung down over his forehead. The
last thing he wanted was for the group to fail because he couldn't read a map.
Finally, Hathor decided to go with his instincts, and nudged his heels into
the horse's sides. The animal plodded slowy forward along the slushy trail

By evening, the troll had ridden many niles. H s backside was sore; he hadn't
eaten all day and his stomach was conpl ai ni ng audi bly. But those disconforts
pal ed in comparison to his great fear, the certainty that he was totally | ost
and that he would never see Abaton again, not even in the faraway distance.

Hat hor let out a | ow groan. He stared ahead with gl azed eyes. At |ength,
however,
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troll and mount came to the top of a gentle rise and he gl anced across the
val l ey bel ow. Snow as far as he could see. A few leafless trees, curving
hedgerows, a herd of dirty sheep, some small cottages ... and ... tall towers
in the mst!

Hat hor's heart skipped a beat, and in an instant, he was riding dowmn the hil



at the gallop for the distant city. As the horse splashed through a snall
stream the rider |ost sight of Abaton, but continued in the sane direction
knowi ng, or at |east hoping, that the vision would be there as he clinbed the

next low hill. Mich to his relief and great anazement when they breasted the
next sumrit, the city was not only still mere, it was closer and nore distinct
than ever before. He could now nmake out the tops of the city wall, and see

flags waving in the w nd!

Faster than before he rode on, and the horse, who seenmed quite aware of his
rider's anxiety, showed no sign of tiring or slacking his rapid pace.

Zi g-zaggi ng across another small valley, on and on he went. Horse and rider

t hundered through a small pine forest, there upsetting a small cart | oaded
with | ogs, oblivious to the curses of the unfortunate woodsman, who shook an
angry fist after them The path widened to a cart track, and the small forest
was | eft behind.

Soon, Hat hor becane aware of a definite change in the world around him As the
city | oomed cl ose ahead, he noticed that the snow al ongsi de the road was gone,
and so was the cold. The troll |ooked around in amazenent, slow ng his nount
to a steady trot. Overhead the ever-present grey clouds were no nore, and a
cheerful orange sunset was all aglow. He could see a star directly above. On
either side of the path, tall green grasses rustled in a gentle, warm breeze
t hat brought exotic aromas to Hathor's sensitive nose.

The troll pulled the thick bearskin cloak fromhis shoul ders and draped it
over the saddle, slowing his horse to
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a wal k, and then to a stop, not ten feet fromthe tall, ironbound wood gate
set into the side of a polished white tower. He dismounted slowy, painfully
rem nded that he had been in the saddle alnost all day. He stretched slowy. A
torch appeared high up on the wall above, and he could hear nuffled voices
speaki ng excitedly sonmewhere nearby. Hathor |ed his horse over to the gate.
"Hell o inside!" He banged on the door three times with his big fist

| mredi ately, the great gates began to swing open to the inside. In the dim
twilight, he beheld a small gathering of people, each carrying a brightly
burning torch. They stood in a circle within the gate. There were nmen and
worren, all clad in flowi ng robes. The nen were short, their hair and eyes
dark. The wonen, and they were far nore nunerous than the nen, were taller
and their hair flowed down over then- shoulders in long, conplex braids. A
smal | yell ow dog darted out fromthe crowmd, ran quietly up to Hathor, and
began sniffing at his feet. One of the nmen, wearing a broad gold belt around
his crimson robes, stepped forward.

"Wl conme to Abaton, stranger."

A smal |l cheer went up fromthe others and they began to close in around the
troll and his sturdy horse. The man extended a hand to Hathor. "I amcalled
Kom r, keeper of the North Gate!" He shook the troll's hand and pulled him
gently within the walls, leading the crowd slowy along the street

"Me ... | amHathor," the troll stammered, utterly bewi|ldered at the friendly
reception.

"I know you nust be tired and hungry, ray friend. W nust attend to your
needs—but |ater. R ght now, the caliph is expecting you and it would never do
to keep himwaiting. Please follownme and | shall take you to the pal ace!"
Kom r bowed with an extravagant flourish of hands, turned, and then wal ked
briskly through the crowd, pushing people aside. Hathor had to hurry to keep
up. As they wal ked, other citizens of the city reached out and gently touched
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the troll, as if to reassure thenselves that the visitor was really there and
not just an illusion
"Don't mind them" said Konmir, |ooking back at the troll. "You are quite an

attraction, you know. Visitors here are as rare as w nged pigs."
The street that diey travel ed was paved with neatly fitted snooth stones, and



lined on either side with cl osely packed houses that | ooked to Hathor as

t hough they were nade of solidified sand or dried mud—he could not be sure

whi ch. Under open, arched wi ndows were |long flower boxes, and from each box
hung | ush green plants and many white fl owers—no doubt the source of the
unfam |iar sweet scent that had wafted to his nose when he first arrived.
From wi thin some of the houses cane the strains of nusic. It rem nded the
troll of a harp he had once heard, and the sound was not unlike what had cone
fromthe ivory box Bith played at Lord Rotherhamis. Komr |led himthrough a
beautiful park, filled with tall trees, the like of which Hathor had never
seen. Long spi ke-shaped | eaves shot out in great bunches at the tops of tal
ringed trunks. Behind the trees was a round stone pond. Jets of water shot
into the air from sonme unknown source and splashed nerrily down a terraced
scul pture in the niddle. Several small children, who had been spl ashing

noi sily about, fell silent and stared at the passing visitor and the parade of
citizens who foll owed.

"That is our fountain of youth," Komir said, noting Hathor's obvious interest.
It was night by the tine they reached the white marble walls and towers of the
great pal ace which stood at the center of the city, yet the place was well lit
by torches and cressets that lined the walls and streets. Ahead was anot her
crowmd that had gathered at the base of a broad stair that led up into the

pal ace. There were horses and riders anmong them Hathor broke into a broad
snmle. Bith had spotted himand was wavi ng happily. And next to her were
Endril and Cal tus.
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"You are certain you would go through with this?" hissed die old crone,

| ooki ng sideways at the great bulk of a man who sat next to her on the crude
wooden t hrone.

Schl ein held back his rage at such disrespectful insolence, and merely nodded

angrily.

The old woman knelt awkwardly and lifted the lid of a small, battered wooden
box. Her gnarled fingers pulled aside a red silk cloth to reveal a gl eam ng

gold crown, brilliant even in the dimfirelight of the dingy room The floor

was dirt, and the walls snoke-bl ackened by years of open fires. There was
little in the room no decoration, only the thick throne upon which the w zard
now sat, some rude shelves along the wall, littered with bottles and jars, and
the stone fire pit

In die pit nere burned a roaring fire. Atop the fire hung a huge bl ack

caul dron, wherein there boiled some disgusting m xture. She had | abored over
it all day, and with each added ingredient, the aroma that filled the room had
grown increasingly vile. Cccasionally some of the concoction woul d bubbl e over
the side and ooze down into the fire, giving off a putrid stench

Schl ein absently picked at a splinter which had caught the attention of his

| eft hand, while Thidluke, his seeress, lifted the crowmn. She stood again, and
held it before the magician, her eyes filled with a strange gl eam

"Behol d the Crown of Hylesa! The all-seeing eyes! None but the nost powerful

dare to wear this...." She hesitated. "You are absolutely sure?"
Schl ein banged his fist on the armof the throne. "Of course | amsure, old
worman. You're not dealing with any nere man! | am soon to be a god! Second

only in greatness to the Dark Lord hinmself. Get on with it."

Thi dl uke extended two scrawny wode-painted arnms and sol emly pl aced the
shining crown atop the wizard's head. It was covered with ornate carvings of
birds, bats, and flying dragons, and two great bat-like wings of solid gold
stretched
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out fromeither side. Schlein reached up and adjusted it slightly. A grin of
satisfaction twisted his face. The crown felt strangely pleasant. It obviously
bel onged on hi s head.

The old crone continued. "Wth this, you shall see through their eyes. You



must marshal all your powers, for there will be nuch to see .
"Yes! Yes!" Schlein interrupted inpatiently, waving a hand at the woman,
"You've told me all this already. | amfully prepared, both spiritually and
physically. In fact"—he sl apped his hand agai nst his bare chest—I've never
been in better shape."

The ol d woman shook her head and shanbled slowy over to the boiling caul dron
She pulled a long iron spoon froma rack and inserted it into the |unpy brew,
alternately stirring and then spooning up sone of the mxture for close

exam nation. After several minutes, she stuck her finger into the ness, tasted
it, and then turned and whi spered, "It is ready at last."

Thi dl uke hung the spoon back on its rack and dropped slowmy to her knees
before the fire. She then began to rock fromside to side, chanting in an

i ndi stingui shabl e nonotone. White steam began to rise fromw thin the
cauldron. It thickened and turned yell ow, then orange, and began to fill the
room The steam becane snoke and the snoke turned black. It burned Schlein's
eyes, but he kept them open, squinting and straining to watch the old woman.
At last she let out an ear-piercing scream threw up her arns, and then fel
over in a slunp.

Fromwi thin the great cauldron cane a high-pitched chattering as of a thousand
tiny creatures. Then, out of it, am d the snoke, poured a torrent of tiny
bats. The roomwas instantly filled with them fluttering wildly about. These
were no ordinary bats, either, for instead of normal heads each one had the
face of a miserable human, with large red nmel ancholy eyes. The air was so
thick with bats that Schlein put his armover his eyes to keep the horrid
creatures out of his face.
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The swarm of bats swirled and clinbed. They found the hole in the roof and
began streamng out into the swirling clouds that were the Mstwall, and nore
and nore poured forth fromthe iron pot to fill the room The swarm conti nued
to grow, and streamed through the murk of the Mstwall in their flight to the
east. The cloud of bats broke into two columms, then split again into four

and then again into eight.

Schl ei n suddenly winced with pain and clutched his hands desperately to his
temples. The first of the bats had energed fromthe nists and into the Iight
of the world, and now in his mnd, he could see everything that they saw
Dogging fromtree to tree, swooping | ow over houses and fields, so many
sights, so many visions, so nuch information, all conming to himat once. How
could he ever assinmlate all this ... ? and the pain! Schlein closed his eyes
tight, gritted his teeth, and dug his fingernails into the arnms of the throne.
Phi | emus rode al ongsi de Mborl ock, who was brooding and silent. The recently
rejuvenated warrior could easily understand the young prince's nmood. For he,
i ke Moorlock, had lost a wife, famly, and country to the Dark Lord. And for
Phil emus it had happened so suddenly. One nonment he was in quest of the
Treasure of Arthana, and the next, he was in the presence of Elizebith and her
t hree compani ons. He had | eft behind everyone and everything he had known when
he had entered the cave of the Automaton. Now a hundred years |l ater, he had
little to live for... a man without a country, since the Mstwall had devoured
hi s homel and.

Behi nd them marched a colum of brave if poorly trained soldiers, the |atest
addition to the defenses of Wstwood. For two days they had been recruiting
from anong the ol der abl e-bodi ed nen of the cities, and the refugees fromthe
lands to the west. The men were arned, albeit poorly, and all but one had warm
boots and a shield. Philenmus sighed. He could at |east |ead diese nmen into
battle, and die a true
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warrior's death. It was about the only solace left to him

The troop i narched out of a wood and into a busy clearing behind a makeshift
wal I made of |ogs and baskets of rocks and snow, which was being thrown up by



a throng of workers even as they approached. Mdorl ock halted and held out his
hand, pointing into the grey skies beyond the wall.

"What do you nmke of that?"

Phil eraus, jarred fromhis thoughts, squinted but could see nothing. "Wat is
it?" be asked, tugging at his short black beard.

"There, beyond those trees.”

The tiny dots swirled like bits of dust blown about in the wind and cane
closer. It was a steady streamof birds, or bats ... That was it! Bats! The

cl oud of bats streanmed overhead. The sol diers stopped and stared, and the
workers at the wall dropped what they were doing and watched in disbelief, al
present wonderi ng what new pl ague was coning at them from behind the M stwaH,
CHAPTER

13

The Stone

"Allow ne to offer you the hospitality of our fair city," said the red-faced
man seated on the pile of cushions. He wore a blue silk gown, enbroidered with
gol den fl owers, and pointed yellow slippers stuck out beneath his crossed
legs. A small stubble of a beard covered his face, but the sincere smile on
his face left no doubt that he was truly glad to see the four heroes. This was
Nabona, the Caliph of Abaton, and, in spite of their desire to find the Stone
of Time, they had no choice but to attend this wel com ng cerenony.

The others, like Hathor, had ridden all day wi thout food, and then closed in
on the city with disbelief. Upon arrival, each been escorted in a simlar
manner to the central palace by a keeper of the gate. Now they were all seated
on plush cushions on the floor before the caliph, smack in the center of an
enornous room It was filled with marble pillars and arched ceilings. Every
few feet there were large potted trees, so many in fact, that it nmade Endri
feel as though be were sitting in the mdst of a small forest. Seated beneath
every tree was a group of robed wonen with | ong, braided
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hair. They smiled, tal ked anmong t hensel ves, and watched the proceedings with
great interest.

Nabona rubbed his hand over his balding head and then waved a hand in the
direction of a lowtable, piled high with food of all sorts—fruit, vegetables,

| arge and small | oaves of bread, and cheeses of every kind.
"As the Caliph of Abaton, it is my duty and honor to wel cone nobl e guests such
as yourselves. Now, | am aware that introductions can sonetimes be | ong and

tedi ous, so we can take care of those fornmalities over the banquet table. You
must all be hungry, in need of baths, and weary. In that order, we shal
attend to your needs." He struggled to his feet fromw thin his nmound of
pillows and led the way to the feast. "Please, cone savor the fruits of our
nodest farns!"

Hat hor needed no invitation, surveyed the spread, and set instantly upon a
mound of enornous turnips, the |argest he had ever seen, each one over two
feet long and as thick as a log. Amid the troll's |oud crunching, the others
followed suit. Endril selected sone crisp green apples that resenbl ed nel ons
in size, Bith took up slices of rich yellow cheese and a small salted | oaf of
bread, while Cal dug into a basketful of deep red berries of a type he had
never seen before. They were soon joined by all the other spectators in the
room—the | ovely wonen, who turned out to be the nobility, or what was left of
it, of Abaton.

As they ate, introductions were made, and each of the four was, in turn

i ntroduced personally to Nabona and then to the heads of the houses of Abaton
The introductions took over an hour, and Hathor, whose interest in neeting
everyone was, at best, narginal, was exceedingly glad that all was taking

pl ace round the table.

"You will note," said the caliph, having cornered Endril, "that we have no
meat in our diet. Long ago, we discovered that we could not afford such a

[ uxury, for a cowis nuch nore valuable for the nmilk and cheese it gives. You



see, our city is surrounded by such a small belt of arable |land, every
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inch of it must be carefully farned to serve our needs."

"Most interesting," said the elf—and then he | eaned forward—and your cheeses
are very rich and satisfying. But what intrigues me nost is the very nature of
your fair city? Howis that this place is so hard to reach?"

"A good question, indeed," answered Nabona. "That is a tale that could take
many years in the telling," of which remark the elfs eyebrows rose.

The cal i ph continued quickly. "Yet | shall endeavour to relate it to you as
briefly and succinctly as possible... starting now" He waved his hand, and
two servants rushed out of the background, tossing cushions strategically on
the marble floor as Nabona sat down wi thout even | ooking, knowing full well
that pillows would be there beneath himbefore his anple posterior arrived.

«

"It all began many many centuries ago, possibly | ong before you were even

born." The caliph raised an eyebrow, "l've read that you elves live remarkably
long lives."

Endril smiled. "Quite possibly."

"Well, anyway, the city around us was not always detached fromtime and

floating about the world. Long, |ong ago, one of ny bel oved ancestors, one |bn
an Nabona reigned as absolute lord of the greatest desert ki ngdom ever known.
It was blessed with many fair cities, all filled with el egant pal aces. There
were three great rivers, whose waters gave life to the many farnms in the
desert around them To the east and west were trade routes to fabled | ands,

all bustling with fat caravans that brought spices, cloth, gens, and riches to
the land."

Nabona paused as a servant brought them each a tall glass of herbal w ne.
Endril wanted to refuse, but as he sniffed the bouquet, the aroma of spring
flowers could not be resisted, and he drank deeply with the caliph. In a
nmonent a warm gl ow pernmeated his body, and the two were feeling nuch happier
Nabona conti nued.

"As was the customthen, during the New Year's festival, Ibn, to prove his
divine right to rule, was required to give
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up his office, only to receive it again fromthe priests of the god Marduk
after rites of humiliation." A sad |ook cane into Naboita's eyes, and he shook
hi s head.

"For sone reason—+ personally think there was treachery invol ved—the priests
failed to return with the pollen fromthe tree of |life. Ibn an Nabona was not
restored to office and nysteriously di sappeared in a desert sandstorm The

hi story speaks of a day when the sun went out, and soon thereafter the |and
was set upon by wi nged wol ves that flew down upon the kingdomw th a cold
north wind. There foll owed drought, and with it, fam ne and death. The sheep
and goat herds, which supported the popul ace, perished m serably."

The cal i ph gestured to a servant, who brought nore wi ne. "And then the worst
happened. The goat god, Aliddo, was filled with rage, and in a fit of anger
took his revenge directly upon the city of Abaton, setting it adrift in both
time and space."” Nabona | ooked sadly at the floor. "Ever since that nonent,
we, the citizens, have existed hi no place—never here, never there—al ways
bet ween t he sunset and the dawn, drifting without rhyme or reason from one
continent to another, eternal wanderers searching for a place to be."

Cal, who had been listening intently nearby, let out a | ow whistle. "Have you
no trade or commerce with the rest of the world?" asked the boy.

Nabona shook his head sadly. "Nary a stick nor a bundle. W are totally

sel f-sufficient, and thank the gods for that But we continually endeavor to
get in touch with the outside world. Twice a year, the bravest of the men of
Abat on volunteer to go out into the world in order to establish contact with
someone—anyone—But do they return?" He sighed and rolled his brown eyes.



"Never. They never return."

Cal | eaned cl oser, w de-eyed. "They never return?"

" Tis true. You see it is quite easy to |l eave. You go out the gate, and

di sappear into the haze. Always our nen go forth into the world, there to
reestablish our connection, but thus far none have succeeded. W remain in

i solation."
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"That woul d explain why all your nobles are fermale,"” Cal said, nore to hinself
t han anyone in particul ar.

The caliph sniled and wi nked, then went back to his pretense of sadness.

"Alas, 1 fear that is so, young man. And visitors fromthe outside are... so
rare, so few and far between, as to be considered mracles. You four have just
qguadrupl ed the nunmber of outsiders who have conme to us during ny lifetine."
Endril was intrigued by this. "Only one other visitor in your lifetime besides
us?" asked the elf.

The cal i ph nodded slowy. "Only one ... a rather strange fellowwith a white
beard. Called hinself G eenrock, or frock, or sonething tike that."

Cal glanced at Endril.

"But the poor fellow was only here one night... cane by sone kind of nagic.

Ch, if | only knew how Got drunk on our wi ne and then di sappeared the next
nmor ni ng. " Nabona frowned at the two. "You're not planning to do the sane
thing, are you?"

Cal patted the man on the shoul der. "No, no, we cane here for a reason!”

"We plan to stay for a while," said Endril reassuringly.

"Well, you have given us hope. For if you have nanaged to reach us, others may
too. You nust tell me, tonorrow, exactly how you managed to find us."

Just then three buxom wormen sat down beside Cal and began stroking his
muscul ar arms. In a nmonment Bith appeared, circling around the young warrior
like a vulture, and drove the wonen away with an evil glare.

El i zebith had been | ooking all night for an opportunity to swing ne
conversation around to the object of their quest, but as the evening wore on
she found herself quite unable to broach the subject, as no one, not the
cal i ph nor any of the nobl ewonren to whom she was introduced, would even listen
when she nentioned the Stone of Tine.

And then there was another irritati on—+hese wonen. Bith fumed. For one thing
there were too nmany of them
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and for another, they were just too interested in Cal, and for that matter,
Endril and Hathor as well. Time and again, Elizebith worked her way between
one of her conpani ons and one or another silken-robed beauty, just intine to
stop an indiscretion before it could happen

The party dragged on for what seened like an eternity to Bith, and didn't
break up until long past midnight. At last, the four were taken by servants to
their separate roons, where they were bathed and then tucked in for the night
under silk sheets.

When her attendants had left, and the candle was snuffed out, Bith sighed with
relief and rel axed under the |uxurious sheets, stretching her aching body. The
tropi cal night was nost wel come. Tonorrow woul d be soon enough to find the
Stone, she thought to herself, and pronptly fell asleep

Into an attic, down in a cave, fleeing an eagle, stopping to rest in a barn
follow ng the innunmerable flights of others across a frozen | ake, crashing
into a tree, falling weak to the snow, pursued by weasel s—these were but a few
of the multiplicity of sights, sounds, snells, fears, and feelings that
flashed through Schlein as he wore the crown. Again he pressed his hands
heavily against his tenples in a futile effort to relieve the pain. In the
brief monments when he could think, he chastised hinself for his arrogance.
Nearly a god he m ght be, but not even a god could handle all the sensory

i nput that flooded into his head.



The wi zard squirmed back and formon the rude wooden throne—the rough finish
quite appropriate for its mserable occupant M nutes of agony drifted slowy
past, and the snoke fromthe caul dron ceased. At the same tinme, the last of
the bats issued forth and flew up out the roof. Thidluke still lay linp on the
floor, but Schlein was too blinded by visions and too busy to notice or care.
After what seened like hours, but was, in reality, just mnutes, the w zard
finally began to discern vague patterns

THE STONE OF TI ME

123

in the torrent of visual input fromthe nunberless throng of bats through
whose eyes he was seeing. Little by little, he began to blot out the

uni mportant, the insignificant, and the nundane, so that he was able to
concentrate on the broad picture which was unfol ding across the | ands beyond
the Mstwall.

Inside his tornmented brain, he becane dimy aware of the feverish preparations
around Westwoods, even saw the ogre barricade by Roanwood ... but such things
were not forenost on his mind. Hs one and only goal was to find Elizebith of
Morea, the four who had so often thwarted him and the Stone of Tinme, whatever
that m ght be.

Sonet hi ng deep inside himstirred. Wiat was it? A flash, a glinpse. It
happened again, a swarm of images that he struggled to bring together into
some kind of whole. Part of himknew this was what he was | ooking for, and
Schlein tightened his lips and strained to blot out ever nore of the usel ess
and see only that which he sought. Through a thousand eyes he now saw
Elizebith, riding a horse ... and the elf, the troll, and the boy.... Riding
to a common goal. Wat was that place? C ouded by haze, it was totally
unfamiliar to him white walls and towers. Four gates opened...

The effort was too great, even for a woul d-be god, and the pain overwhel ned
Schliein. Al went black, and he fell forward out of the wooden throne and
crashed unconscious to the dirt floor. Fortunately for him the crown which
was both the source of his distant sight and of his torment, came |oose and
bounced free.

Thi dl uke, whose di m eyes had been secretly watching, cursed under her breath.
He had escaped the crown, and woul d probably Iive.

"I tell you there is no such thing. The nmere idea is preposterous. |If we had
such a thing here, do you not think we would use it to rescue ourselves from
this life of eternal exile!"
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"And | happen to know it is here somewhere!" insisted Bith. She and the others

were seated at a table located in an arched-roof court adjacent to a

refl ecti ng-pool bordered with palmtrees. Bith put her hands on the table and
| ooked Nabona in the eyes. "W came here for it W nust have it. Qur world
depends upon what the four of us can do with it. Please tell us, where is the
St one?"

Thr oughout breakfast the caliph ducked and evaded Bith, who had done nost of
the tal king. And despite every argument she put forth, he stubbornly

mai nt ai ned that the Stone of Time did not exist Finally Bith got up and wal ked
around the table, where she stood shaking her finger in Nabona's face.

"You said you wanted to know how we got here, right?"

The cal i ph oodded wi th bul gi ng eyes, backing away from her as best he coul d.
"Well, listen to this. Not a one of us will tell you a thing about how we
found Abaton until you give us access to the Stone of Tine!"

Nabona sat speechl ess and perpl exed. He tugged unconfortably at his collar
with his pudgy finger, and then, at last, let out a long sigh. "As you w sh.
As you wi sh. But mnd you, no good can conme of this. There is a reason why we
| ocked it away these nany years ago. \Wat use you can make of it is quite
beyond ny understanding, and | grant you perm ssion fully against ny better

j udgment . "

Bith gave hima little kiss on the forehead, and the caliph's face turned beet



red. When breakfast was over, he personally led the group of four through the
pal ace grounds to a square, walled building set off to one side near the outer
ranpart. Unlike the rest of the buildings they had seen, this one showed signs
of neglect Vines had taken root in cracks in the walls, and the arched door
was secured by a rusty iron | ock that obviously had not been opened for ages.
Sl ow y, Nabona funbl ed under his robe and withdrew a | arge brass key. He
reluctantly placed it in the keyhole.
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"I haven't done this in years—+ really doubt it will even..." Just then, there
was a loud clank. The I ock snapped open and fell heavily to the ground, barely
m ssing the caliph's toes.

"Phew " He wi ped the perspiration fromhis brow, pushed the door open, and
they wal ked inside. The air was stale and nusty. Of to the right was a | ong,
arched-roof hall, down which the caliph led them The only light came froma
row of small wi ndows high up in one wall. There was no furniture, but as they
proceeded, Cal noticed with interest the weapons and shields that hung al ong
the walls. Bith took special note of the hundreds of painted franmes that
extended in rows fromthe arched ceiling to the floor. Each panel was a
conplete scene of life in the city she had seen outside, yet the paintings
seened to have a life of their own, and somethi ng about them di sturbed her.
"Pictures nake ne feel funny," said Hathor

Turn your eyes away fromthem" cautioned Nabona. "Whatever you do, don't

stare into themfor any length of tine. W'll be out of here soon enough.”
Bith was about to ask about the pictures, when they stopped at a snmall bolted
door at the far end of the hall. The caliph produced another key, and ushered

theminto a dark, dusty room He pulled a lanp fromatop a cabi net and
rummaged around in the shelves. "Ahh, here it is." He produced a clay jar,
pried off the lid, and poured oil into die |anp.

"Does anyone have flint and steel ?"

Cal provided the light, and the room brightened in the yellow flame. Across
the roomwas a stone stair.

"It's at the top of this tower. Follow ne and watch your step." Up they
clinmbed, a tiresone nunmber of steps. Cal counted thirty flights, he thought.
He was so breathless by the tine they reached the top, he bad | ost count.

At the top was one of the onion-shaped gold dones they had seen fromthe

di stance. Inside was a plain room bare of paintings or any other decoration
Sunlight flooded in
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t hrough an arched door that led out to a small bal cony. Near the center of the
room sat a dust-covered couch, and next to it a small chest. Bith wal ked over
and knelt by die chest and (hen | ooked to Nabona. He nodded.

CHAPTER

14

Odd Advent ur es

Bith wal ked slowy to the couch and winkled her nose. "Look at this dirt and
filth!" She began poundi ng on the cushions to dislodge sone of the years of
accunul at ed dust and spider webs. She succeeded in filling the roomw th an
unbr eat habl e cl oud.

"Bith! Stop!" screaned Cal

"I already have! Sheesh!" They retreated to the balcony so the ness could
settle.

"As | said," remarked Nabona, "it's been a long tine since anyone has been up
here.”
"Il say.'
and cobwebs.

The others had turned their attention to the magnificent view of the city to
be had fromthis high vantage point. Endril |eaned over the stone rail and
strained to see beyond the city walls, back to the lands fromwhich they had

Bi th was shaking her hands briskly in an effort to renove the grit



cone. There was a snall area of grassland, then a blue haze, and not hing
vi si bl e beyond. The cali ph stood beside himand foll owed his gaze.

"You'll find nothing beyond the city, save our narrow
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strip of pastureland. You see there the walls of the prison of Abaton." He

waved his hand in a broad sweep. "It is the sane in every direction."

"I't's not exactly a prison," observed Cal. "I mean, you could leave if you
want ed to?"

"Well, uh, yes. But if one | eaves Abaton, one never returns. It is a one-way

trip through that haze." Nabona | eaned against the rail and |aced his fingers
toget her. "Wyuld you | eave your home if you knew you woul d never be able to
return?"

The four | ooked at one another with knowi ng gl ances and as one responded,
"Yes!™"

"W have all done that very thing," said Bith. "The four of us are outcasts.
None of us can go hone."

"Can never go back again!" added the troll

"No, no," countered Nabona. "That's not what | nmean. It's not the sane at
all." He glanced at the door. "Anyway, the dust seens to have settl ed.

suppose you'll be wanting to risk your lives with that stone."

Back inside they went, and Bith sat down on the couch, ignoring the dust, and
bent over the small chest. The others stood in a circle around her. It was not
| ocked, and the | eather hinges were old and rotten, so when she lifted the
lid, it cane loose in her hands. She put it gently aside. Inside the chest was
a noth-eaten cloth bag, and part of an old scroll that had, for the nost part,
di sintegrated with age.

Bith lifted out the paper first.

"This resenbl es the scroll given us by Geenlock," she said, exanining both
sides carefully. "The witing has faded, and it is inconplete." She conpared
it with the portion of scroll she had carried into the city. "Aha, they were
once one." She | ooked at the others, "But since we could not nake head or
tails of the part we had, | fear this will be of no help." She held up the
scroll to the caliph. He took it in his hand and | ooked it over top and bottom
and then shrugged.

"I prom sed you that we would tell how we cane to

THE STONE OF TI ME

129

Abaton if you let us use the Stone. You have part of the neans in your hand.
W found the city by quartering what we had of that scroll. Each of us carried
a piece and then separated, coming together fromfour different directions
until we reached your gates."

"Very interesting." Nabona frowned, |ooking at the piece of scroll. "That

G eenfi ock nust have stolen this!"

"Possibly so," she continued, "but it does suggest a neans of returning to the
city fromoutside."

Nabona's eyes lit up and he nodded gravely. He carefully roiled up the bit of
scroll and tucked it into his robe.

"But | would caution you to send out groups of four at a time," Bith said.
"And preferably in the conmpany of a conpetent magic user," added the elf,
patting the girl on the shoulder. "I think her comunion spell had a lot to do
with our success."”

EUzebith next lifted out the cloth bag. It was brown, covered with dust, and
tied together at the top with a piece of gold string. Wien she tried to untie
it, the whole bag ripped and cane apart in her hands, revealing a very

ordi nary-1 ooki ng rounded rock, not unlike one you mght find Iying on the
seashore

She held it up for all to see. "Not a very inpressive rock, is it?"

"Maybe that's just a fake," suggested Cal. "Maybe the real one is hidden
around here somewhere. "



"Check for illusion," suggested Hathor, renenbering how things had been hi dden
hi Artnana's cave.

"Sounds worth a try ..." Ehzebith stood up with a jerk, her silver eyes open
wi de, staring intently at the rock. "Wyof! I-I think not." She was suddenly

br eat hl ess.

"What is it? What's wong," asked Cal. Bith said nothing for a nonment, then
took a deep breath and slowy settled back down on the couch, holding the
stone close to her bosom

"I feel it," Bith whispered. "lI-1 think I know what to do." She lay back on
t he couch and pulled up her feet. Wthout
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warni ng, the girl seemed to freeze in place, still clutching the stone, as

t hough deep in a trance.

Hat hor and Cal knelt by her side. The troll felt her cheek, and Cal tried to
pull die stone fromher hands. It woul dn't budge.

"Well, this is a puzzle. Do you think she's all right?" asked the boy.

"Still breathing," remarked Hathor, holding his fingers beneath her nose.

"What should we dor asked Cal

"W wait,** said Endril.

Her first thought, when the stone popped out of its bag and she nearly dropped
it on die floor, was that it was just a fake. This plain-Iooking object
couldn't be the Stone of Tune. Cal had to be right

The words to a dispell illusion were on the tip of her tongue, when her hands
began to tingle and the electric feeling shot through her body. Ch yes, this
was magi c! Magic of a power she had never before experienced. She junped to
her feet barely able to see the others.

Get hold of yourself, Bith. You are a magi c-user. You have practiced for years

and possess great powers of your own.... Al you have to do is concentrate.
Thr ough suprene effort, she managed to cal m herself down enough to think
clearly.

Bith eased hersel f back down onto the couch and | ay back. That felt better
Even t hough she had no i dea what was about to happen, the thing did not fee
evil. Perhaps she should just go with it and see where it would take her

She fixed her eyes on a tiny crack overhead. Now she was becom ng drowsy, and
began to sink into a pleasant, warmfog. The sights of the room around her
faded into a hazy twilight. Only the crack in the ceiling seemed to remain
clear.

She was aware of an odd sensation, as though she were in two places at one

time... and there was sonething..
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anot her presence, strange sounds, snells, and voices. Suddenly she felt cold
and all went bl ack.

Bith opened her eyes slowy. Her body ached all over as though she had not

sl ept the night before. There were cushi ons beneath her and she could stil

see the tiny crack.

Was this it? She felt sick inside. Al die stone had done was rob her of her
strength. She cl osed her eyes for a nonent, they were so tired, and then
struggled to sit up. Maybe Endril should see if... Endril! There was no Endri
to be seen, nor was she in the tower any longer. Around her was the ranshackl e
furniture of a peasant house, and she was sitting on a straw mattress. \Were
was she?

She stood up. OM Her bare feet hurt. Bare feet? Where were her bl ack | eather
shoes? Those were not Bith's feet, and this was not her dress—+t was a dirty
old rag! For a nonent she continued to stare at herself, then a flood of
foreign, yet famliar thoughts cane to her. She knew nere was a mrror hangi ng
on the wall, went to it, and stared at the face that was | ooking back at her
The wonman whose body she occupi ed sighed, rubbed the sleep out of one eye, aad
reached for a conb. Maybe she could rest nore after the aninmals were fed.



She wondered bow she knew who she was and what she was doing. It was as though
she were having a dream and knew it, yet could not wake up. She and this girl
were one. Now Bith knew where she was—this was Abaton, of course, and she was
now a charworman. She was M I dred, who had worked all night scrubbing the
caliph's floors. That's why her body ached. Just wait till she got her hands
on Nabona—No, wait. Nabona wasn't the caliph MIldred knew, the caliph was tal
and bl ond, and had a small rascal of a dark-haired son naned Nabona...

Bi th wondered, Could she have traveled back in tine? Was this really an
earlier Abaton? She slipped into her sandals and stepped outside the door
There was a bag of gram Instinctively she put it around her neck and began
feedi ng the chickens that were dashing around the yard.

132

ROSE ESTES AND TOM WHAM

squawki ng and squabbling with one anot her

Now Bith wi shed she had done a little nore research before she tried the
Stone. \What year had it been in Abaton when she started? Since she seened to
know and remenber everything that MIldred knew, she was quite aware of when it
was now. It was the Year of the Eagle, three thousand and twel ve. But when was
t hat ?

She spent the rest of the norning at various farm chores, one of which

i nvol ved going out the gate to tend a small herd of cows. When she saw the
haze beyond the city, she experienced the fear and the lure that it instilled
in Mldred' s heart, and Bith knew too the sadness that infected all who Iived
inthe exiled city.

For a nonent Bith considered wal king out into the haze and | eavi ng Abaton, as
she seemed to have a certain measure of control over MIdred s body. MIdred
too had consi dered wal ki ng through the haze to the world beyond, many tines.
Just through the haze was escape fromail the drudgery and chores. However,
Bith was none too sure she would ever get back to her own tinme if she wandered
out and | ost Abaton in sone other century—and quite possibly sone other |and
as well.

Here came two of MIldred' s dear friends, and they exchanged pl easantries, then
set about the task of milking the cows. It was hard work. Sonething unfamliar
to Bith, who had spent a panpered chil dhood in her nother's pal ace, yet to
Mldred it seened al nost a sinple pleasure, and when she sneaked a cup to
drink, the warmm |k tasted quite delightful

Eveni ng found her celebrating the fact that she had no further work to do and
woul d be able to sleep all night undisturbed. As Mldred Iay on her pillow,
staring at the tiny crack in her ceiling and wondering what tonmorrow held in
store, Bith wondered how she would ever return to her conpanions.... No, make
that, if she would ever return

Bith had been in the trance for over an hour, and Cal was getting worried.
Nabona i nsi sted he had no know edge
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of what was going on and didn't know what to do.

"I warned you not to try this thing!" He shrugged. "I have matters of state to
attend to. You know where to find ne." He turned and wal ked over to the stair,
t hen stopped at the door. "Ch, and when you cone down, be careful of those
paintings in the hall. | caution you once nore not to stare into them" He

wi nked. "They're magic, you know. |Informme when the girl awakens."

The cal i ph checked to nmake sure he still had the fragment of parchnent inside
his robe, and then hurried down the stairs, nmuttering to hinmself. The three
heroes still on their feet discussed possible courses of action. Mst of the

i deas that Cal proposed Endril rejected, and the elf wanted to do not hi ng.
Finally Hathor volunteered to bring a bucket of water. They would try a wet
cloth on her forehead.

The wet cloth didn't work. Neither did shaking Etizebitn, who was rigidly

| ocked in her position, and when they tried to lift her fromthe couch, the
conbi ned strength of the three could not budge the young slip of a girl.



"She's in the grip of a powerful spell,"” said Endril, shaking his head. "It's
best we do nothing nmore to disturb her." The three sat down on the floor and
wai t ed. Hathor began to doze off. Cal too found hinmself getting sleepy. He
shook hinmsel f awake, got to his feet, and wandered out onto the bal cony for
sone fresh air.

The warmred sun was al nost gone beneath the horizon. Marveling at this city,
he was, at the sanme time, frustrated by it. The worst part, of course, was
that Bith was still locked in that trance. This whole thing was beginning to
seem |l i ke a bad idea. He should be back in Wstwood, fighting the ninions of
the Dark Lord, not noping around in an enpty tower in a lost city.

And what use was this runesword of his in a place like this? There were no

nmonsters to kill or dragons to slay. He pulled the blade fromits sheath and
ran his fingers along the runes. Wiere was the thrill he used to feel when he
handl ed a runesword? He held the weapon by the hilt with
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two hands and waved it through the air, but it just nade himfeel worse. He

si ghed heavily.

There was a nuffled noise frominside, then voices. Cal forgot his troubles
and rushed to the others. Bith was back, cradled unsteadily between Hathor and
Endril. She | ooked pale and weary, a shadow of the girl who had clutched the
St one that norning.

"Ch, my head," she conplained. "It was so strange." Bith dropped the Stone
back into the chest with a thunmp and rubbed her eyes. "I becane anot her woman,
a wonman who lived in this city, but years ago. | lived her life, felt her
feelings, and"-she frowned—did her work!"

She rubbed her hands and arns, exanmining themcarefully to be sure they were
hers. She | eaned over and gl anced at her feet. There were her shoes.

"You know, the wildest part is that |I can renenber everything she knew, or had
ever experienced in her lifetime." A look of awe spread over her face. "Yet,
here | am Bith again, with my own nenories. My head is full of both of us. It
is so odd."

"How do you know you were in the past and not just dream ng or sonething?" Ca
asked.

Bith struggled to her feet. She was a bit wobbly, and Hathor steadi ed her
"Well, | think it was the past. | knowit was the year three thousand and
twel ve as they reckon tinme around here."

"Means nothing to me—we haven't been here I ong enough to |learn nuch,"” said the
elf.

"Me either," added Hat hor

Cal just shrugged.

"Ch, another thing. | worked in the palace and | knew the caliph had a little
dar k- haired rascal of a son named Nabona."

"Coul d be. Every other caliph around this joint is naned Nabona," suggested
Cal. "Don'cha remenber last night? It was sonme guy called I bn an Nabona who
got the city in trouble in the first place."

THE STONE OF TI ME

135

"Well, we'll find out soon enough." Bith snmiled. "I don't know about either of
you, but 1've had a very hard day's work. | need a bath, and |I'm starving. W
can ponder the neaning of all this later."

CHAPTER

15

Trial and Error

That evening they dined with Nabona, and Bith rel ated her mysterious adventure
into the past. It was soon confirmed that she had i ndeed travel ed back forty
years to the time of the caliph's youth. He even renenbered MIldred, for die
worman had once chastised himfor tracking across her clean floor w th nuddy
shoes.

"Were | not such a kind and generous lad, | would have had her whipped for



such inpudence," Nabona said smugly.

Bith stirred, ready to make a scathing remark about the way he and his father
treated their servants, then thought better of it. After all, such was the way
of the world. The rich and powerful ruled and the poor served. She put her

wi negl ass to her lips and took a | ong, thoughtful sip.

They were seated round a low table in a snmall roomon the third floor of the
pal ace, adjacent to a terrace. Through an open archway cane a gentle sumer
breeze that rustled the Iong green fronds of the plants along the walls.
Bith's mind drifted back to a nonent she had experienced as M| dred, when the
woman had stood outside the wall,
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staring into the haze, enjoying the sound of the wind in the trees.

"So how do you control that, er, Stone?" asked Nabona, breaking her train of
t hought. "How do you know to where or when you are goi ng?"

"I was wondering the sane thing nyself," said Cal

"I'f I knew that much,"” Bith said with a sigh, "I would probably have already
acconpl i shed our task. Wat took ne into the body of Mldred is a nystery to
me. But it is a nystery | intend to solve soon enough, | assure you."

"And what about the rest of us?" Cal asked. "Don't you think we should al

hold the Stone and go back together? If we have to fight with the Dark Lord,

it could be very dangerous. After all, we work best as a team™

"Well..." Bith was doubtful. "That's an interesting idea. However, |'ve yet to
master the thing nyself, and I'ma practiced nmagic-user. Ganted, Endril has
experi ence too, but you and Hat hor have never dabbled in such things. Wth the
rest of you involved, anything could happen. Let's wait and see.”

The troll, who was clearly not at all interested in trying the stone, nodded.
"Hat hor glad to wait."

Wien she went to her bed, Bith's nind was filled with the new store of
menori es and experiences gained frombeing a part of MIldred. She also worried
about the Stone and its possibilities. Could she learn to control it? And, if
so, would she be able to go back in tine to sonepl ace besi des the past of
Abaton? And if that were possible, could she really alter events of the past
to change the present?

She pulled the sheets up to her shoul ders, certain she would |ie awake al

ni ght, and then she pronptly fell into a deep sleep. MIldred had been
exhaust ed.

Hottar showed a snaggl et oot hed grin and grunted brusquely at the crowd of
heavily arned giants. Sone of themcarried huge iron swords, others thick

t wo- bl aded axes. The rest bad nassive spi ked clubs slung over their shoul ders.
Over three
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hundred assorted giants from several clans crowded into the rains of the
recently captured hall. It was all that was left of a building that had once

been a part of the city of Hanm now |lost to ne Dark Lord. Snoking torches
glowed red in the swirling mst and snmoke that filled the area. It was early
nor ni ng, but behind the Mstwall the light fromthe sun took a long tine
arriving. The giants had received their instructions and now were drinking the
| ast of the wine fromthe cellars below, before marching off to battle.

Hottar, king of the frost giants, and designated | eader appointed by Schlein,
contenmpl ated his armnmy. Though few in nunber, three hundred giants were fully

t he equal of over six thousand arned nmen. He was confident that the
forthcom ng battle would be decided in favor of himand his kind. It bothered
himlittle that he was serving the Dark Lord. Wo, or whatever the Dark Lord
was, Hottar had been well treated. H s giants had been allowed to keep any and
all spoils of battle, and the looting here in Hamm had richly rewarded his
greedy band of giants.

He clinbed atop an overturned bookcase and addressed his forces:

To victory!" yelled Hottar, waving his mug of ale in the air. Hundreds of deep
voi ces bell owed a thunderous cheer in reply, and hundreds of giants downed



their drinks and threw the crocks in the general direction of the fireplace.
The gesture nearly put out the great log fire, and nmore than one unl ucky gi ant
had a crock crash against his head or backsi de.

When the general uproar subsided, two tall doors swung open and the throng
began to file out, following Hottar. Qut they marched, into the iridescent
swirling fog that was the Mstwall. It was half a day's march to the border of
t he unconquered | ands and they had a | ong di stance to cover.

As he trudged along the rocky trail in the nurky half-Iight that passed for
day behind the Mstwall, Hottar smled to hinself. H Il scouts had reported an
unguarded pass in the nmountains above the Kingdons of the Westwoods.
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He intended to march his arny quickly into the heart of Wstwood, behind the
eneny defenses, and conme at his foes from behind. A veritable work of genius
for the dull mnd of a frost giant

At the same tinme, several thousand trolls marched bol dly al ong what was once
the main road between Castle d encoe and the now desolate city of Hanm The
troll army would hold the attention of the defenders of Wstwood while the
giants hit them by surprise from behind.

Bith had wanted to go alone to the dome at ne top of the tower, but her three
conpani ons woul d have none of it. Cal, Hathor, and Endril insisted that they
keep a vigil over her while she worked with the Stone. As a conprom se, she
persuaded themto watch over her in shifts, so that at any given tine only one
of them woul d have to be present. Endril was to use his free tine poking
around the city in quest of magic of any form If there were any magi c-users,
or magic itens of note, he was to bring themto Bith when she returned.

As for Cal and Hathor, she insisted that the two take turns on the training
fields, honing their battle skills. She made it quite clear that if the effort
to change the past with the Stone failed, their only hope of stopping the Dark
Lord lay with arnms and arm es.

They had flipped coins, and the troll drew the honor of the first watch.

Hat hor sat against the wall now, with his arnms w apped around his knees,
watching Bith intently. By his side was a fresh bucket of water and sone
towels. He had insisted that a wet cloth had brought Bith out of her trance
before, and refused to |let her begin unless he was properly prepared.

Bith, who was seated on the couch, smled at her loyal friend. H s eyes

bri ghtened and he returned her snmile. She swallowed the lunp in the throat and
opened the chest once again, gently lifting out the Stone. The nonment she
touched it, her fingers began to tingle with the powerful magic. Her
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mnd was still full of warmthoughts of gentle Hathor

She | ay back on the couch, but sonething made her keep her eyes fixed on the
troll. He was still smiling. Bith experienced the faniliar feeling of being hi
two places at once, then suddenly felt cold all over. Everything went black
When she cane to her senses, she was still cold. She opened her eyes and she
felt a twinge of fear. Al was still dark. Wiy was it dark? Had a day passed
al ready? She called out to her friend. "Hathor, are you still there?"

A strange, reedy voice answered, "Yes, Mdtther!" A cold hand grasped hers
reassuringly. Then a fl ood of menories washed over her, strange nenories of a
culture totally foreign to her owm. Yet there was a comon thread—a | ove for
Hathor. Bith sat up with a jolt. Her son! The troll mother's muscul ar body
tensed, and she reached out in die dark cave and pulled her son close to her
Only she wasn't Bith, she was Gething, one of the many wives of Genil 1 of the
Broken Fang. Bith probed the nmenories of Gething, shuddering at sonme of the
gory details so common to the lives of hill trolls. There were many broken
bones, and much bl ood, and chewed-on flesh.... Bith realized mat Gething felt
a simlar revulsion to all these tilings, and suddenly knew how Hat hor had
cone by his vegetarian ways. He had | earned themfroma nurturing nother, a
not her who was proud of the way her son dared to be different.

She was about to speak, when a sense of iminent doom overwhel med Get hi ng.



Bith knew that Gething had a sense which allowed her to see into the future.
Her heart stopped. For Gething there was no future!

There was a sudden shriek at the end of the cave, and then the Iight of
several torches flashed against the wet rock walls.

"Alarum Al arum Raider! Rai—-ungh!" The voice was cut short in a death rattle.
"Quickly, nmy son." CGething led Hathor to the secret place, shoving the

protesting young troll inside.
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"Be silent, ny dearest, if you value your life. They will not find you in
here." She reached in one last time and ran her fingers through her son's

hair. "Renmenber your nother |oves youP' Getting rolled a boul der over the
opening, then ran to her larder and pulled out a huge clay crock filled with
bl ood. She dunped the contents over the floor, and trampled around in die nmuck
a fewtimes; that would throw their dogs off the scent The torches were cl oser
now. She dropped everything and ran for the back of the cave.

In her terror, she tripped over a tree stunp. There should be no tree stunp
here! A torch flared in her eyes, and she was blinded. A gruff voice yelled
out .

"Here's another!"

"Hold it down!" She caught a glinpse of an evil human face. Then saw and heard
me axe as it hissed through the air toward her neck. Gething/Bith screaned at
the top of her | ungs!

Hat hor stared silently at the beautiful formof Bith on the couch. He had been
with her for over two years now, and at first she was nore of a nuisance man a
hel p. But that scon had changed, and the girl quickly proved her worth, as
wel | as her greatness. Underneath the facade of ice was a sweet and gentle
creature, a fragile thing of beauty. In fact, he guessed be |loved her, in his
own way. Sormehow she reninded himof his nother, rest her soul. A single tear
wel led up in the corner of his eye, and he rubbed it away with his knuckl e.
Just then, Bith fairly | eaped off the couch, scream ng—and headed for the

bal cony. Hathor junped to his feet and grabbed her in the nick of time. She
withed and twisted in his arms, babbling incoherently, and to his amazenent
uttered several words in the troll |anguage he had | earned as a youth. Hathor
nmuscl ed Bith back into the room and splashed water on her face. The effect was
sudden, and the girl went [inp.
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Caltus had been in the courtyard bel ow, teaching swordsnmanship to one of the
young nobl enen who was next in line to |leave the city. Wen he heard Bith's
screans, he rushed to the tower, and there found the troll sitting beside the
girl, holding her in his arms. She was sobbing violently.

"What on earth? Wat's wong, Hathor?"

The troll shook his head. "She not say, just cry!"

"Bith! It's ne, Cal!" She ignored him The young warrior sat down on the other
side of Bith, put his hand on her chin, and pointed her face at his. "Look
into ny eyes, Elizebith! Do you know who | an®"

The sobbing slowed to a few shudders and then came to an end. Hathor nopped up
her tears with his damp cloth.

"Thanks ... 1" She |ooked at the troll and threw her arms around his neck

"Ch, Thor, we |ove you!"

Hat hor rolled his eyes and | ooked sideways for help. Cal just shrugged and
then smil ed.

This Stone is going to drive her crazy."

When Bith finally cal med down, she refused to explain what had transpired on
her last trip. She was, however, insistent that Cal and Hathor | eave

i medi at el y.

"I"ve figured out, | think, howto control the Stone, but with either one of
you in the room I'mliable to |lose that control and venture back into sone
event fromyour past. And that isn't where | want to go!"



"But what about taking us with you?" denmanded Cal. "You said you'd think about
that!"

"Well, | have. And you can't possibly use this thing! And as for our traveling
together, that's out of the question. The Stone is strictly a solo device.
meld nyself with an individual fromthe past. One individual." She stood up on

shaky | egs and began to pace in circles around the couch. "Now, you two clear
out of here so | can get some work done!" Bith began to babble theories of
magi ¢ under her breath, seemingly oblivious to the other two.

Hat hor | ooked at Cal. "She try to junp off bal cony."

"Then we can't | eave her alone!"”
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"Yes, you can," she interrupted. "Go get sonme wood and board up that door if
you must. | have to do this in conplete solitude.”

"We talk to Endril first," said the troll. "This not good idea."

An hour l|ater, after nuch argunent, Hathor was finally persuaded to give into
Bith. He brought up an old table, and with Cal's hel p, the bal cony door was
secur ed.

"Thank you. Please |leave now," Bith said calmy.

Cal whispered to Hathor, "Maybe we should tie her down to die cou ..
"Qut!" Bidi glowered at them both.

"We're only doing this under protest,"” Cal said. Gudgingly, they |ocked the
door at the top of ne stair.

"Did you test the barricade, ThorT' The troll nodded. Neither Hathor nor Ca
relished the thought of leaving Bith to her own devices. Reluctantly, they
descended to the small, dark roombelow. It was as far away as they dared go,
and they both intended to cone running at the first sound of trouble.

Schl ei n pored over the open book that he held in his hand. Many ot her vol unes
| ay scattered haphazardly around the stone floor. In came Giswld, a servant,
wi th another pile of |eather-bound tomes. He placed themtimdly on the edge
of the table and waited silently, hoping to catch his master's attention, yet
not daring to speak. Giswold owed his long life to his keen awareness of
Schlein's stornmy noods, and of course to his iron constitution, which was
strong enough to endure the worst physical abuse.

The wi zard | ooked up inpatiently. "Well, what is it?"

"Th-this is the last of them Exalted Master. | have enptied the shelves."
Gi swol d backed away slightly, ready to duck the blow that might cone.
"Well, then," came the unexpected reply, "you can read, can't you?"

"Wy, yes, Exalted Master."
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Then sit down on that bench and read!" Schlein pointed, and Giswold sat
instantly. "Start with the red book on the top of the pile. I'mlooking for
any references to a place called Abaton!"

CHAPTER

16

Elissa

The two goblin sentries were | eaning against a dead tree situated on a
nmount ai nside at the fringe of the Mstwall. N ght had passed into norning, the

fire was nearly out, and the goblins were half asleep. They probably woul dn't
have noticed the three intruders if one of the men hadn't slipped on a patch
of ice and fallen into the burning enbers.

"Eeyow Karkas, |'m burning!"

"Be quiet you fool,** hissed a voice in the shadows. The noi se wakened t he
dozi ng guards, and one of themjunped at the shadows.

"Who goes there?"

The ot her goblin unsheathed his sword and was instantly upon the man who had
fallen into the fire. "Don't move or I'll slit yer neck!"

The man in the coals whinpered, but was still. The disturbance roused the rest
of the sleeping goblins in the canp, and after a minor scuffle, all three of



the men had been captured and bound with stiff ropes.

The goblin | eader, who had taken his tine entering the
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fray, no doubt to be certain of the outcone, cane striding up to the

pri soners.

"Well, what've we here?" he snarled, absently picking his piglike nose with a
dirty finger. "Spies fromth' eneny canp down *n th' valley, no doubt."

The three captives said nothing, so the goblin | eader circled slowy around
them and then drew a dagger. He pushed the tip of the bl ade against the

shortest nman's stomach. "WhaTre ya doin* here ... spyT
The bearded man's eyes bulged with terror. "No! No!" he protested, "We—wae're
on your side, | uh, we all escaped fromthat canp. They, ah, they were hol di ng

us prisoner therel™

The goblin | eader grinned. "Ch, ho! Yer with us, are ye? Wll mat's right
interestin', considerin* you an' yer kind killed five o' my best soldiers

t' ot her night"

"But—but, it's true," pleaded the nman. "And we can reward you for—

"Shut up, fool!" One of the other prisoners managed to knee the speaker in the
groin, and the two fell to the ground in aheap

The head goblin scratched his chin. "A reward, hey?" He signaled for help.
"Search "em fromhead to toe!"

The ensuing scranble, involving six greedy goblins and three unwilling captive
men, resulted in the discovery of several pans, two plates, four spoons, and
three gold bars, which one of the goblins held up triunphantly, greed gl eanm ng
in his red eyes. The | eader instantly snatched up the treasure.

"G me those! So, yer gonna reward us?" He stared at the gold for a nonment,
then tucked the bars into his belt.

"Sni ckvam Sknurly, you two stay here and keep watch. The rest of ya bring
these prisoners along. | think Snaefthg'll be interested 'n this."

Two torches were lit, and then the goblins marched the three miserable
prisoners the short distance fromthe canp to the edge of the swirling

Mstwall, and all disappeared within.
THE STONE OF TI ME
149

Endril finished the last line, witten in a shaky hand on the final page of
the small bl ack book, and then carefully closed the worn cover. He refastened
the I eather thong with which it had been bound and handed the book back to the
ol d man who had been watching over his shoul der

"Thank you very much. It was exactly what | needed."

The man bowed silently as the elf wal ked out of the darkness of the nusty
library and into the light of day. He must return to the palace i mediately
and warn Bith of what he had | earned.

Endril's search for magic in Abaton had net with little success. There sinply
were no nmagi ¢ shops or spellcasters to be found. What little magi c was
practiced in the city had been the province of the nigh priests, now | ong
dead, and an occasional caliph

H s quest had finally led to the royal library, and the librarian had
willingly shared the records of the caliph who had built the hall in which the
St one now resided. The book Endril had just finished reading told how the
cal i ph had used the Stone to explore the past The conpelling paintings on the
wal |'s, those whi ch Nabona had warned them not to | ook at were records of the
caliph's experiences using the Stone.

What worried Endril npost was that the book also related the tale of how the
Stone drained the Iife fromthe caliph and eventually drove himto madness.
The last entry had been witten by the royal physician after the man's death
fromold age. The ol d age of twenty-one!

Endril reached the pal ace and confronted Nabona with the information derived
fromthe book.

"I warned you not to tanper with the Stone!" conpl ai ned the caliph. "But that



Elizebith was not to be denied. You know full well that | speak the truth."
"But the Stone will kill her!"

"Then | suggest that you and I, and your two other friends, try to stop her
before it's too late."
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Bith sat in the tower, alone, staring at the boarded-over door. WAs that
really necessary? Well, possibly. She knew that she had to use the Stone of
Time again, to try to discover the beginnings of the Dark Lord, although how
she coul d possibly alter his future reign of terror by sone action of her own,
she coul d not imagi ne. Her head and body still ached fromthe experience of
bei ng Get hring, and she knew sonehow t hat the bone-deep weariness she felt was
the result of having experienced death in another life.

She felt a deep enpathy for the | ong-dead troll nother, and sorrow that her
life had been taken when Hat hor had been so young. Yet Thor had come out of it
nicely. He was as kind and gentle as could be.

Bith shook the nood away. There was no tinme to feel pity for one who had been
dead for decades. If she did not correct the problens of the present, her life
woul d be forfeit just as Gethring' s had been

She clutched the Stone in her hand and stared at it w thout seeing, wondering,
despite herself, what Gethring and young Hathor's life had been like. Had it

al ways been hard and fraught with danger? Had Get hring enjoyed her chil dhood?
Bith tried to call up the store of troll nmenories that mngled with her own.
She called up the image of her own distant chil dhood and thought back on the
person she had once been. Suddenly, she was seized with di zzi ness, a sense of
t hi ngs turning upside down, spinning, pulling her down, down, down, to be
brought up sharply with a thunp that knocked the breath from her body. She sat
up slowy, regaining her breath, shook her head, opened her eyes and stared in
utter shock!

She was sprawl ed out on a hillside dotted with fragrant highland flowers, red
and bl ue and yell ow and pi nk—groundsel s, buttercups, wild roses, and
gentians. Her mind identified themfor her stunned senses. The hillside was
thickly grown with deep green grass which she knew woul d
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reach hal fway up her leg, caressing her like a lover's touch as she wal ked.
These were her own nenori es!

And at the peak of the hill... Her eyes lifted and she saw as she knew she
woul d, the great stone fortress that was the castle where she had spent her
youngest years.

"Well, are you going to get up, or just lie there all day?" piped a snippity
voi ce.

Bith turned on one el bow and found herself staring into a pair of silver eyes
set into a narrow face with pouty lips aiid a pert pug nose. The face was
framed with Iong black curls tied up in a handsone red bow It was a face that
she knew well, for it was her own. But if this was Bith, who was she? She

| ooked down at her hands, and they appeared to be her own. Then a fl ood of
menories came to her and she realized she was nmerged with yet another. She was
the elf Sidonia, traveling east in search of her kin.

Bith touched her face and her elvish ears. They felt just the way they shoul d.
Yet something was different this time. Sidonia was a magi c-user like herself.
And... And she knew Bith was inside her! A chill of excitenent ran down their
spines. This realization was rudely interrupted.

"Speak up! Has the cat got your tongue?" a young girl demanded in an inperious
tone. "This is my nmountain and no one comes here unless | invite them You are
not invited!"

"Your mountain?" asked Bith/Sidonia, rising to her feet and dusting off her
skirts. "How can a mountain belong to anyone but itself?"

"It is ny mountain," said the girl, stanping her foot down an inch away from
Bith's own, and staring up at her furiously. "You may not be here—you do not



have ny perm ssion!" Her face began to grow red as her anger increased.

Bith stared at the unpleasant child. "But | amhere, as you can plainly see,"

she said gently.

"Then |+ shall turn you into a toad!" cried the child.

"I'f you turn me into a toad, | shall growinto the very
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| argest toad in the world, and gobble you up," Bith said agreeably. "Al though

I think you would taste quite nasty." The words canme to Bith's tongue as

t hough she had said them before, and suddenly she realized why they were so

fam liar. She had heard themyears ago as a child. She smiled at the unusual

situation in which she found herself.

The child stared at her in amazenment "You can't do that,'

uncertainly.

"Try it and find out,"” replied Sidonia.

"Well, get off ny nmountain,” the child said petulantly, "Or "Il call ny

nmot her. Then you'll be sorry."

"And why should | be sorry?' asked Sidoni a.

"Because ny nother is Mrea, the fanmous sorceress, and she can turn you into

anyt hi ng she wants with the flick of her fingers. Nobody is as good as ny

not her! "

"Do you really want to do that?" Bith/Sidonia asked gently. A shadow of

somet hing that m ght have been fear crossed the child' s face. "No," she said

softly. "No, | don't, but who are you and why are you here? No one ever cones

here—they're too afraid. Aren't you afraid?"

There was a wistful tone in the child s voice, which struck to Bith's heart

She wanted to reach out and stroke the girl, hold her to her bosom but she

knew t hat she could not.

"It sounds like a lonely life," she said softly, crouching down so that she

and the child were on a level. "Do you not wish for friends, conpanions to

play with, soneone to share your secrets wth?"

The child's bright silver eyes stared into those of the elf naiden. "Your eyes
" she said in wonder, her voice faltering. Bith renenbered the silver eyes

of the elf she had met that day on the hill.

she said a bit

The little girl searched for words. "Lonely? Yes... | wish, | want..." Then
she broke of f and her back stiffened. She drew herself up tall and her eyes
were sharp and glittered with suspicion. "No! |I'mnot |onely! Wy should | be?

| have everything | want | do not need anyone but myself.
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What do | need of playmates? And | keep nmy own secrets! Now | eave. | do not
like you and | want you to be gone!"

"As you wish," Bith/Sidonia said sadly as she began to wal k down the hill.
"But, nmy little friend, I'mafraid that we shall meet again one day whet her
you wish it or not."

The child stanped her foot again and began to tug at Bith's skirts. "Wat do
you mean? Tell me what you know "

Bith stared down at the child and pictured herself, fully grown. She wondered
i f her eyes |ooked that hateful, wondered if her voice took on that shrill,
unpl easant tone. She was filled with sadness for the little girl who was
hersel f, and the years of loneliness that |ay ahead.

She had seen enough. Bith consciously willed herself back to the present,

hopi ng she had the power.... There was the now famliar dizziness, and the
strident voice of the child faded. She felt herself spinning, spinning,
Spi nni ng.

She clutched the stone and held it to her breast tightly, so tightly it hurt
She did not need to open her eyes to know that she was back, that she had
returned to her own tinme, to Abaton

A knock on the door interrupted her reverie. It was Cal. "Bith, we heard you
cry out. |Is anything wong?"



"No. No, everything is fine. | nust go back again, now, please! |I'll be al
right It's under control now"

Bith heard footsteps and voices di sappear down the stairway. She felt a noment
of sadness deep in her heart for the child that she had been. What little she
could remenber of her chil dhood had been surrounded by a mi st of vague but

pl easant feelings. Now, she could not help but wonder if they were true. Had
she really been such a nasty, unhappy chil d?

Wl |l she knew that Mrea, her nother, that Mstress of Magic, had often

twi sted the past to suit her own purposes. Had she mani pul ated Bith's own
menories as well? Mbrea was now in | eague with the Dark Lord. The beauti ful
mount ai n was gone forever. Rage as well as sorrow battled inside
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Bith until she succeeded in thrusting themfromher. Her nother was an issue
that woul d have to be dealt wi th another day. For now, there were other, nore
pressing matters.

She started to rise, now wi shing she hadn't disnissed her friends. She wanted
to tell themwhat had transpired, but she was overcone w th exhaustion and her
legs felt weak and incapabl e of hol ding her. She sank down and pressed her
hand to her breast, trying to regain her strength. Briefly, she wondered why
she felt so exhausted every tinme she used the Stone.

As she sat there, holding the Stone, she was suddenly aware that she had grown
quite accustomed to the tingling sensation that it produced in her hands and
fingers. She pondered upon its magi c and wondered just exactly how it worked.
She began to think about the nature of the task assigned to her by Geoffry and
the coalition. How would she ever be able to find out howto stop the
Mstwall? It was such an anorphous thing; her nind shied away fromthat dark

i mage. Nor coul d she imagi ne di scovering anything about the origins of the
Dark Lord, for neither she nor anyone she knew had ever net that hideous
master of evil. The nenories of Sidonia flashed before her with sudden
clarity. The elf she had been was fleeing the Dark Lord. Bith shivered.

There was only one person, one being who actually knew what was at the heart
of the insidious plot Only one person she could think of who was fl esh and

bl ood—Schl ei n. Hi s i mage, hugely nuscl ed, barrel-chested, blond and arrogant,
cane unbi dden into her m nd.

Agai nst her conscious will she thought about him holding his image firmin
her mnd's eyes, wondering what could have set himon the road to evil. Had he
been born with a bl ack nature? Was there ever a tine when he had been good, or
capabl e of being swayed to the side of right?
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The swirling mists surrounded her once nore, seizing her in their inplacable
grip and whirling her around and around She began to feel cold.

"No," she cried silently. "Not again, not so soon. | amtoo tired." But the
msts did not listen to her words, and she felt herself falling through tine
and space.

Once again she was lying on a flowered hillside, the thick gl asses beneath her
a fragrant carpet of green. But this tine her bead was cradled by caring arns,
and she felt herself surrounded by an aura of love. Bith rel axed and savored

t he nonent. She was not particularly anxious to open her eyes, or find out who
and where she was.

Sonet hi ng feather-soft stroked her cheek. She opened her eyes and | ooked up
into a handsone manly countenance. Blue eyes, filled with love and without a
shadow of guile, |ooked into her owmn. "Are you happy, Elissa, |ove?"

Bith, who was now Elissa, exam ned her own thoughts and found that she was

i ndeed happy. She |oved this nman, whoever he was ... It was SCHLEIN Bith's
feelings of hatred and revulsion tried to surface, but they were overwhel ned
by the enotions of the body she now i nhabited.

El i ssa raised her hand, slender and white and delicate, and caressed die thick
bl ond tresses that hung to the man's nuscul ar shoul ders. She knotted her



fingers in the heavy hair and tugged his face down toward hers, teasing his
lips with her own, feeling his breamnmngle with hers. She was consunmed with
love for this man, and hugged himto her to hide the flood of enotion that
threatened to overwhel m her

"Ch, my beloved,"” the man said in a ragged husky voice, gently w thdraw ng
fromher enbrace. "There is nothing that |I would not do for you. You shal

have the world at your feet—this | promi se. You shall want for nothing. |—
Schl ein, give you ny word. You have but to ask and | will obey. You are my one
true love, and | amyours to command to the very end of ny days."

Bith fairly rejoiced. This was what she had been | ooking for. Schlein's past.
A Schl ein who was vul nerable. A
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Schl ein who woul d do anything for her! Elissa wapped her arnms around her

| over's neck and drew himclose, holding himtight. Caught up in the unbridled
enotions she felt for this man, Bith/Elissa was unable to speak

"I-1 must | eave you soon, ny love," Schlein said, separating hinself from her
grasp.

Fear struck into Elissa's heart. "Wiy? Were are you goi ng?" she asked,
silting up swiftly and staring at Schlein, who woul d not neet her eyes.

"Ch, nothing to concern yourself about, love. It's just sone business | mnust
take care of."

"What kind of business?" Elissa asked sternly, feeling her heart flutter in
her breast. "The business of death, destruction, and pillage? And for that new
nmenace fromthe west who calls hinself the Dark One?"

"He is called the Dark Lord, and yes, perhaps what | will do involves
killing," Schlein admitted with a shaned face. "But, ny dear, that is what a
man has to do sonetinmes. It's not pleasant, but soneone has to do it. Don't

bot her your pretty little head about it For just a few unpl easant acts, |

shall be rewarded with a king's ransom Then |I'Il be able to get you—=
She put her finger to his lips and silenced him
"My darling Golden Bear," Elissa said with sorrow. "I beg you not to do this.

Don't you understand that war and conquest are not forces of nature? They are
not things that nust happen like rain or snow or the change of seasons. War is
the evil invention of man."

"Well, yes, there is that way of looking at it," Schlein said unconfortably.
"Yet, Elissa, you nust admit that | have let you talk me out of nunerous
ventures in the past, which would have been quite lucrative." He sat up, a
pai ned | ook on his face. "But this is sonething I must do, for the reward is
too great to refuse. Besides, there are many, nany repairs that | nust make to
Mot her's castle, |est she suggest mat she conme and live with us after our
marri age, and stonemasons do not cone cheap."
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Bith did not like the turn this conversation was taking. 'Dearest Bear,"
Elissa said in her nobst charm ng voice, "your nother is nore than wel conme to
cone and live with us. Say that you will stay at home with nme? Pl ease?"
Schl ei n shuddered. "You do not know what you ask, ny bel oved. Mbdther cone and
l[ive with us? No, a thousand tinmes no. It cannot be. Nor will | let you sway
me ms time. It is only business that takes nme away. There is nothing persona
about it, and | promise to kill no nore than | absolutely nmust. | nust stand
firmon this issue."

Elissa stared at the man to whom she was betrothed, and felt a deep sense of

unease. "l-1 don't know. There is something that troubles me. It is al nbst as
t hough | can sense your death. Please don't go, beloved. | would die if | tost
you. "

Schl ein I aughed. "My death! \Wat nonsense! Wat coul d possibly happen to ne?
And even if it did, which it won't why, your kisses can bring ne back to life
and then | would tally belong to you!"

"Don't joke about such matters!" Elissa said sharply. "I would rather you



stayed at hone than earn your love in such a way."

"You do not need to earn ny love," replied Schlein. "It is yours for the
taking. | would stay at home with you, ny love, if | could, but I am bound by
my word to attend to nis matter. | have no choice. A nman's word is his bond."

El i ssa bowed her head, know ng that she could not sway Schlein in his

deci sion. Once he made up his mnd, it was final. She woul d keep watch over
hi m as she always di d when he was "away on business." The man was strong and
nobl e and courageous or she woul d never have allowed herself to | ove him But
he seemed to surround hinself wth conpani ons who did not share any of his
qualities save strength. And they were eager to win himaway from her, from
what they saw as her ruinous charns. Every time they won, Elissa felt
Schlein's | ove weaken. She was determined not to |ose, but knew that it was a
tricky gane. She had
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to play her hand carefully, for if Schlein ever discovered that her goal was
to wean himaway from his conpanions and his "so called manly business," his
pride and their |ove would suffer a nmortal bl ow

Nor could she allow himto |earn that she kept watch over himduring those
times that he was away, and that her spells had often kept himfromharm He
woul d not wel come the know edge that her magi c had kept him safe rather than
his own skills and warrior's ability.

Bith was amazed at the nmeans by which Elissa watched over Schlein, and smled
i nwardly at the know edge she was gaining fromthis woman—a thousand new
spel I s she had never known, and many new ways to do ol d things.

Suddenly she felt cold again, and there was a pounding in her head. Bith
opened her eyes to the dark room of the tower, just as the door opened and in
cane Endril, and the others, including Nabona.

The elf carried a lanp, and held it above the girl, who lay notionless on die
couch. "Bith," he said gently, kneeling beside her and feeling her cheek
"Good, you're with us."

"I-1 feel so tired."”

Endril took the Stone fromher hands and returned it to the chest. Her cheeks
| ooked hollow, and there were streaks of grey in her |long black hair. Nabona
took the lanp, and her three friends carried her |inp body back to the pal ace.
CHAPTER

17

Parting

Hat hor held the mirror while Endril and Cal lifted Bith up so that she could
see herself. They had carried her back to her bedroom Bith |ooked in the

gl ass, and her jaw dropped at the sight. She was years ol der than she had been
just two days ago and there was a streak of grey in her hair!

"I"'msorry," apol ogized Endril, "but you nust understand what using the Stone
does to you. Now do you see how you have aged?"

Nabona made a tsk tsk noise fromacross the room and shook his head. "It's ny
fault. 1 should never have given in and let you have access to it"

Hat hor | ovingly brushed her hair back out of her eyes, and Bith sumobned what
strength she could to sit up in her bed. She, too, was upset by the way she
felt and what she had seen of herself. Yet she knew she had to continue. She
was cl ose, so very close, to what they had come here for

"I know you all want nme to stop this madness, but let nme tell you what
happened on ny last trip. | saw Schlein hi his youth...."

_H
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Slowy she related the tale of Elissa and a nuch younger Schlein, and how the
woman wat ched over die man and felt she could control him Bith insisted that,
wi th some hel p, she was certain she and Elissa could turn Schlein to the



forces of good many years in the past If that were so, the Dark Lord woul d

| ose his right hand, so to speak, and much of the evil that had befallen the
worl d woul d sinply not have taken pl ace.

"Schl ein make powerful ally," acknow edged the troll

"What woul d happen to our past?" asked Cal, a puzzled |look on his face. "Wuld
the first battle of Cairngorm not have taken place? Wuld | have found die
first runesword? Wuld we have cone together at all?"

"You're missing an inportant point, all of you!" Endril was pacing back and
forth. '"To attenpt this, Bith nust use the Stone another time and drain
herself even further."

"That is why we cane here!" stated the girl flatly, "And that is what | intend
to do. 1*

Endril sat down on the bed beside Bith. "The book 1 read about the Stone never
mentioned that the person wielding it could mani pul ate the past. At best, it
will allowyou sinply to viewtilings gone by."

"I must agree," added Nabona. "My father warned nme about it when | was young.
Do you not think that if we could alter the past, the caliphs of Abaton would
have gone back and changed the awful sequence of events that led to our

bani shment ?"

Bith disagreed, and ffiey argued die matter a bit longer, till at last the
girl fell sound asleep. The question of whether to continue with the Stone was
tabl ed until norning.

Snaefthg, goblin king in command of the northern front, greedily contenpl ated
die two gold bars that had been placed before him It had been sone tinme since
he'd had any prospects of easy looting. Hs orders from Schl ein had been
specific. Advance on a broad front and overwhel m Roanwood. For a week now, al
his efforts had met with

bl oody repul ses at the hands of an extrenely determ ned band of ogres.

The norale of his arny had slunped to an all-tine ow. He was nore than ready
to give up on the seemngly pointkss frontal assaults. Now, here was news of a
great measure, hidden al nost under his very nose.

"You say the prisoners spoke of fabulous wealth stored in a cave not an hour's
march from here?"

"Yes, Majesty.”

The king held up a gold bar. "Mire of this just for the taking, eh?"

The nessenger bal ked. "Well, not exactly. Before th* last of th' three died,
he said sonethin* about a treasure in a cave. Sngyx knows all about it."
Snaefthg nodded. A little looting would do his goblins good. He stuffed the
gold into a pouch at his belt and rose fromthe canp table at which he had
been seat ed.

"Call my captains. W march this norning, and not down the road again. This
time we take the hills! Send Sngyx to me at once."

No one could stop Bith, and the next norning, barely able to wal k, she made
her way back to the tower, escorted by the others, who argued agai nst what she
was doing to the very last. Finally, she lay alone on the couch with the

St one.

Her thoughts drifted back to the sweet hillside where she had been Elissa. She
felt suddenly dizzy...

El i ssa blinked and cl osed her eyes. Wen she opened nmem agai n, she was seated
on the hillside. This tinme, however, she was alone. In her hands she held a

m | ky gl obe veiled by clouds and m sts that obscured whatever me gl obe hel d.
She watched her crystal patiently, know ng that when the time was right she
woul d be allowed to view that which she sought. Her heart was troubl ed, and
her head throbbed and ached with a pain that had no source.
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The gl obe cl eared suddenly and Elissa saw a battlefield strewn with dead and
dyi ng, horses and nen. The nuddy ground was red with the blood that had been
spilt. Lying in the center of the field, propped up on a nound of shields that
had served as a futile ranpart, was he whom her eyes had so anxi ously sought.



At first she thought that he was dead, for he was grievously wounded and his
tenmpl e was bl ack and brui sed and streaked with bl ood. Then he noved.

What a fool he was, she thought to herself. She had taught himmany spells,
yet he still went into battle sword in hand. She brought the globe as close to
her face as she could and studied the scene, trying to remain calm Whether
Schlein lived or died mght well depend on what she did next. Bith considered
an attenpt to stop Elissa here and now. If she let Schlein die now .. But the
love Elissa felt was too powerful, and it infected Bith. She was a powerl ess
wi tness to what was about to transpire. Endril had been right.

An arrow had pierced Schlein's shoulder, but it had passed through the

t hi ckest portion of the nmuscle and the wound woul d heal, leaving little nore
than a puckered bit of flesh. He had taken a sword thrust through the calf of
his leg and through his side as well. The head injury was nasty, but not
critical. It was the wound hi his side that was the nost dangerous, for it had
pi erced sonething vital inside himand he was bl eeding fromw thin. Elissa
knew t hat not even the best of healers could stanch internal bleeding. If
Schlein were to be saved, she would have to do it, and it could not be done
from afar.

Elissa bit her lip, wondering what to do, although she knew there was no rea
guestion. She would do what she had to do and then pray that he was strong
enough to face the fact that a woman had saved him

El i ssa gathered the itens that she needed—a bird' s feather, the menbrane from
a bat's wing, some nightshade to ease the pain, and a cl oak of darkness to
conceal their

THE STONE OF TI ME

163

passage. Bith tried to make mental notes, then realized it wasn't necessary:
she woul d renmenber all this when she awoke

El i ssa placed the cl oak around her shoul ders, held her bag of nagic itenms in
one hand and the globe in the other, men said the words that woul d take her to
the side of the man she so dearly | oved. She closed her eyes.

The transition was snooth as al ways. One ninute she was standing on the
flowered hillside with soft breezes playing with the curls around her cheeks.
The next, she was standing in the mddle of a bloody field with the cries of
the dying ringing in her ears. But she had no eyes for anyone other than

Schl ein. Now that she was actually there beside him his wounds seened far
nore grievous than they had appeared in the globe. Blood had pool ed beneath
hi m and he was very weak, barely able to open his eyes and whi sper her nane
when she gathered himto her

She wasted no time in speaking, other than maki ng neani ngl ess nmurnurs of
confort, for there was nuch to be done. Wth shaking fingers, she crunbled the
ni ght shade and mxed it with a bit of water and other powders tapped froma
tiny vial. This she held to Schlein's bloodless lips. Schlein swallowed the
m xture in silence, his eyes closed. Sone of the fluid dribbled out the side
of his nouth. Elissa was terrified that he would die before she was able to
heal him

She forced herself to let go of him allowing himto fall back against her

| egs, freeing her hands so that she could runble in her pouch for the
necessary ingredients while she struggled to bring the words to m nd. They

el uded her and she struggled to control her frazzled nerves. Finally, she

cal med, and was able to bring the words into focus. She said them wondering
if it was too late, for it seemed that the life had drai ned out of Schlein.
For a nonent not hi ng happened and she feared that she had failed. Tears
slipped frombeneath her lids and fell upon the recunbent form+tears not just
fromElissa but fromElizebith as well
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"Why are you crying, beloved?" Schlein whispered. Elissa opened her eyes, and
t hrough her tears, saw Schlein staring up at her, his eyes as blue as the sky
above their flowered hill



"I-1 feared you were dead," whispered Elissa. "I feared | was too late to save
you," she said, knowing even as the words escaped her tips that they were nore
dangerous than any arrow, w shing that she could call them back

"Save me?" Schlein said with a frown, rising up onto his el bow. He | ooked
around him seeing, and then renenbering, where he was and what had happened
to him He touched the scar on his shoul der where nonents before the broken
shaft of an arrow had protruded. He touched his tenple gingerly and stared at
his fingers which came away unstai ned by bl ood "How? Were did you cone fronf?
What has happened here?"

"Do you not know, Schlein?" came a gravelly whisper. Schlein turned to the
side, and Elissa, following his gaze, started in horror as she saw a bl oody
figure rise fromthe ground and grip Schlein's armwith a mangl ed hand. It was
Garix, the worst of Schlein's boon conmpanions. A filthy man who had al ways

vi ewed her as the eneny and sel dom m ssed the opportunity to slip in an evil
wor d.

Garix resented their betrothal and every minute that he was deprived of

Schl ein's conpany. To his nmind, drinking and warfare were far and away nore
worthy of a 'real' nman's attention. He had all but convinced Schlein that
sorcery was not something that 'real' wonen involved thenmsel ves in. According
to Garix, 'real' wonen stayed at hone tending the children and the cooking and
the chores, and left magic and other inportant matters to thenl nenfol k.

Wien he was alone with Elissa, Schlein could close his ears to Garix's

vi perous talk, but all too often he was swayed by those thoughts, for they
were preval ent anong nost of his rowdy, none-too-intelligent conpanions.

"Can you not guess?" whispered Garix as a dribble of blood fell fromhis
nostrils, staining his scraggly nustache.
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"She has used her wiles on you, practiced her magic, and saved your life. D d
you not feel her holding your hand throughout the battle?"

"Elissa would not do that," said Schlein. A worried | ook crossed his face.
"She is a neddl esone witch. The battle has gone agai nst us, a battle we should
have won. Al of us are dead, all of us save you. Wiy have you al one been
spared, Schlein? Think on it when you lie in her arms. Think about betrayal."
Gari x coughed, and a great gout of blood poured fromhis throat. His eyes

roll ed back in his head and he fell against Schlein, dead.

El i ssa could not neet Schlein's eyes. The sounds of battle were grow ng

| ouder. She gripped the bird' s feather and nuttered the words to another spel
as she spread the cloak around them both. Cl ouds swirled, tine sped past, and
then they were seated on then" hillside once again.

Sonehow, Garix was there too, sprawl ed gruesonely on the beautiful hill, even
uglier in death than in life.

"You prom sed that you had given up this nonsense,"” said Schlein.

"I's it nonsense that | have saved your |ife?" asked Elissa.

"My life did not need saving," said Schlein. "I can take care of nyself."

"I saw you!" cried Elissa. "You were dying!"

"Were you spying on me?" yelled Schlein.

"Spying?" Elissa's voice cracked. "Spying? |Is that what you call it? | was
keepi ng watch over you because | |ove you! If that is what you call spying,
you are a bigger fool than | ever thought possible!"

The two of them stared at each other, hateful words on their |ips and agony in
their hearts. They heard thensel ves say words they did not nean, felt the pain
on tender hearts and fragile egos, and were too young and proud to know how to
undo the damage they were inflicting. Bith could not believe what had
transpired. Al the confidence seemed to have gone from Elissa. She was

total ly defeated.
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Schlein struggled to his feet. "See ne no nore! | owe you ny life, and for

that | thank you." He | ooked down at the hi deous corpse of his dear friend



Garix, then turned his back on Elissa.

And when they parted, each walking stiffly in opposite directions, each
yearning to hear the other call his nane, take back the hateful words, they
heard not hi ng but silence.

Bith awoke on the couch, filled with despair. Neither she nor Elissa had been
able to change a thing. Schlein was bent on a life of service to the Dark
Lord.

Branble sat by his fire all that first day after the intruders left, and
contenpl ated the Arthana thing, which the girl had said would protect him

Agai nst what, he was not sure. He was smarter than the occasional wolf or bear
t hat wandered his way. And the treasure seekers, they always went into the
cave and never returned ... until now Still he was worried. The Arthana had
never stayed this close to himbefore.

By the second day, Branble was positively starving. He had eaten all the food
t he people had given him yet he was afraid to | eave with the Arthana so cl ose
by. He began to dream of a nice roast rabbit, and was shocked when the thing
cane to life and began to wal k toward the entrance of the cave.

M nutes later, Branble was further surprised, when the Arthana returned,
carrying a freshly killed rabbit inits metal claw. It dropped the neal at the
hermt's feet and fell silent Fromthat nonent on, Bramnble changed his m nd
about the Arthana.

He | earned, through trial and error, that he could will the metal thing to do
hi s bi ddi ng, and soon the Arthana was bringing food on a daily basis, even
fetching water in a pan fromthe creek. Branble was beside hinmself with joy.
Never in his long life in the cave, had he enjoyed such | uxury.

One afternoon, however, as he watched his new servant rattle back up the hil
with its | oad of water, Branble caught
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a noverent out of the corner of his eye. A novenent where there should be
none. He crouched | ow and nade his way stealthily back to the cave. \Whatever
was out there, he did not want to be seen. He was relieved when the Arthana
finally came cl anking through the entrance and fell silent.

The hermt did not have long to wait On the heels of his Arthana cane three

pi g-faced goblins, one carrying a lighted torch. Branble froze in the shadows.
The goblins glanced nervously fromside to side and then signal ed others. Soon

the cave had filled with the snelly creatures, nilling about and poking into
Branbl e' s precious hoard of blankets and cutlery. Panic filled his heart, but
there were too many of themfor himto do ... Wait a minute! The Arthana!

Just then a ponpous figure pushed his way into the cave, and the others ducked
away before him

"Sngyx, which way is this tunnel ?"

"Back here, ny king. The rock is not what it wuld seem"™

The goblins marched through the wall of illusion and into the back of the
cave. More poured in through the entrance and Branble's eyes bulged with

di sbelief. He should have been di scovered | ong ago, and the goblins conpletely
i gnored the Arthana.

He puzzled for a nonent. More nmagic. He didn't know how it worked, but was

pl eased to still be alive. The procession of goblins continued. He tried
counting, but lost track after three hundred had passed by. Finally the
entrance was enpty. Branble shook his head and crept forward. What woul d he do
when they returned?

Just then the Arthana cane to life. Two netal claws came out through small
doors inits side, and it marched slowy and nethodically through the wall of
illusion into the tunnel behind. Branble sniled when he heard the screans. He
knew he woul d have no further trouble with the fools who had marched into his
cave. He gathered up his bl ankets and was soon sound asl eep

CHAPTER

18

The Wonan in the Shadow



"Hand nme the pen, Endril."

The elf conplied, and Bith scribbled a date on the bit of paper she had pl aced
on the table. She |ooked up at the others. "Wth this, | hope to be able to

pi npoint a specific tinme, as well as a specific person and place for ny
next..."

"And last!" insisted Endril.

"And | ast," she continued, hoping her lie could not be discerned, "trip back
intinme." Bith knew full well that what she intended required her using the
Stone at least two nore tines. She hoped her constitution was up to the wear
and tear it was going to receive. "Wien | return, | will, | hope, have an idea
what Schlein has in mnd for us all. Even if | cannot alter the past, we can
use the information | garner to change the future."

That line of |logic had been the only reason Endril had agreed to this further
experiment with the Stone.

Just then the door burst open, and a breathl ess nmessenger ran over to Nabona
and whispered in his ear. The caliph's eyes opened w de.
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"Well, it seenms that others have found their way to our fair city. | nust

attend to this at once. Do let ne knowif the young lady's trip nmeets with
success." He storned out the door with his robes flapping behind him

Bith could see the curious |ooks on the faces of her companions. "I'Il be safe
enough up there alone. You go with himand see who it is."

"I"ll wager ten to one it's Schlein," said Cal

Endril nodded in agreenent. "You and Hathor go on. If it is Schlein, there

will be need of that nnmesword. |1'Il see Bith safely to the tower and then join
you. "

A hurried trip took themto the top of the stairs.

"Be careful,” said Endril, |ocking the door

Elizebith clutched the Stone and cl osed her eyes. She could feel the magic
surge through her body. In her mnd she formed a nental inage of Schlein,
whi l e on another | evel she struggled to concentrate on the date she had
witten on the bit of paper. For a noment all was silent, then cold. Suddenly
she felt the now fam liar rush of transferral, followed by the shock of

coexi sting with another being.

She rubbed her eyes and then opened them and there was Schlein, seated at the
end of the table. A chill went down Bith's spine. A chill shared by the wonan
whose body she now occupi ed. The nenories came to her, and Bith knew who she
was. She was now sharing the life of Zendra, Queen of the Black Valley Tribes.
Zendra was not at all pleased with what the Dark Lord's captain, Schlein, had
to say. He had just appointed a frost giant and an inconpetent witch to
conmand. She woul d be dammed in hell before she, Zendra, would take any orders
fromthat worthl ess Thidluke, or that dimnwit of a giant, Hottar

Bith was startled as she | ooked down at her/Zendra's hands, which were
clutched tightly on the table before her. Her skin! It was a nottled bl ue!
Then the nenories of Zendra filled in the gaps and Bith was again at ease.
Wad, of course. The leaders of this tribe had painted thenselves with the

bl ue dye for as long as she could remenber. It was
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a sign of distinction, as well as one of power, and the magic properties
instilled by the dye were limtless.

Zendra tried hard not to listen to the plans as they unfol ded, for she was to
be but a follower. Bith, however, fought hard to overcome the indifference and
listened as carefully as she could. They were planning the overthrow of
Westwood, and G encoe itself!

Bith congratul ated herself on her skillful use of the Stone. This conference,
or something like it, was exactly what she had been seeking! Wth all her
powers, she managed to exclude the hateful and distracting things that Zendra
was thinking and, with difficulty, foll owed nost of the conversations at the



table. Schlein left abruptly, and the frost giant took charge of the
conference, nmuch to Zendra's distaste.

The session lasted for over an hour, and Bith was not sure just how val uabl e
what she had overheard would be to Geoffry. D sappointnent began to set in.
She had advance information of an attack, but Westwood was expecting an attack
anyway. Just then, Hottar stood and proudly announced his plan. The trolls
grunbl ed. His giants would march secretly through Eagle C aw Pass, which was
unguarded, and take d encoe fromthe rear. Bith's ears pricked up. At |ast!
Zendra, however, would not cooperate. She began maki ng obscene noi ses and
ridiculing the giant. The trolls began to snigger anong thensel ves, and Hottar
took of fense. He unslung his great axe, and brought it crashing down on the
table, cleaving it neatly in half. As splinters, and bits of plates, bottles,
and conference attendees, flewin every direction, Bith |l ost her grip, and
awoke in Abaton with a start.

There was a banging on the door. It opened, and in rushed Endril with a | anp.
"Quickly, Bith. You nust give it up!" he said breathlessly. "The forces of the
Dark Lord have somehow found us. The city is under attack. W nust have your
assistance or all wll be lost!"
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Bith rose shakily to her feet, then reconsidered. "Not yet, Endril. There is

one final journey | nust take with the Stone, before | can cone."

The el f grabbed her by the shoul der, ready to drag her out by force if
necessary. "l tell you Bith, there is no tine left!"

She glared into his eyes, and he froze. "Listen to nme, Endril, | have wasted
days here with this damed artifact and have acconplished next to nothing,
except to make nyself older. 1've found no sign of the Dark Lord's mysterious
past, and | was unable to alter Schlein's evil ways. Now, at last, | have
stunbl ed onto somnet hing valuable. There is a way | can put it to good use."
She put her hand on his shoul der and softened. "I1'm goi ng back one nore tine,
right now. Go, use your powers to fight them | will be with you soon." She
poi nted out the door.

Endril wavered for a nmonment, torn between |eaving her here alone with the city
under attack, yet unable to resist her newfound power of comrand. She was
using a magi ¢ on hun now that he had never before experienced. \Whatever else
this Stone had done, it had certainly matured Bith far beyond her years. He
turned and made for the door, |faen stopped, |ooking back

"Please hurry," he said and then he was gone.

Cal led the way up the stairs ahead of Hathor, and they cane out on the
crowded parapet above the North Gate of the city. Nabona was there anong the
throng of soldiers and citizens who had clinbed the walls. Cal was shocked by
t he vision spread out before them

There in the purple haze that perpetually surrounded Abaton was a swirling
snakel i ke cloud that seenmed to be boring its way through the haze and
establishing itself firmy to the ground not fifty feet fromthe wall. Cal
knew hi an instant what it was, and he shuddered. Hathor recognized the
swirling tornado as well.

"Mstwall!" the troll exclai ned.
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"Dam!" yelled Cal. Then he turned to the caliph, who was staring spell bound
at the pulsating, intruding cloud. It had grown visibly larger, and a bl ack
openi ng appeared in its side, just above ground | evel

"Nabona, listen to me. That thing is evil! Call out your soldiers at once. The
Dark Lord has followed us here!l You are under attack."

"What ? | nmpossi bl e! W have never— As he spoke, the throng on top of the wall
let out a lowcry. Qut of the black hole in the side of the tunnel of M stwall
energed a huge grey figure that appeared to be nade of stone. It stood nearly
as tall as the city wall. Its head resenbled a rough hewn boulder and its eyes

were deep-set black pits. It wal ked stiffly on nmassive |egs, one slow step at



atine, toward the gate.

"Stone golem " whispered Hathor. "Bring runesword," said the troll, hefting
hi s axe over his shoul der

"Open the gate," yelled Cal. "W're going out! And get some soldiers up here,
fast!" The two made their way quickly down the way they had cone.

The gate swung open for a nonent and the two advanced on the stone nonstrosity
t hat towered above them The golem paid Cal and Hathor no mnd and inched its
way toward the gate tower. Hathor swung his axe in a curie over his head and
charged at one of the nonster's thick legs. There was a ring of steel, and a
fist-sized hunk of stone flew off and bounced agai nst the wall.

Cal followed slowy, unsheathing his runesword and advanci ng, possibly nore
cautiously than he should have. Sonething was wong. A runesword had al ways
filled himwith the fire and fury of battle. He should have been consuned wth
bl ood lust, yet he found hinself plotting carefully for a single blow and
worrying | est he danage the fine edge on the bl ade.

Meanwhi | e, Hat hor had hacked out another hunk of the great stone leg. The

golem still ignoring its attacker, brought its great stone fist down upon the
crowded gallery atop
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the gate, breaking away a | arge section of the masonry, as well as snashing
two hapl ess onl ookers to screamnm ng deat hs.

Cal swall owed hard, whirled the blade over his head, and slashed at the ankle
of the sanme | eg Hathor was relentlessly attacking. He had no know edge of
golens, but if this thing had an Achilles' heel, this would surely cut it.
Sword struck stone with a fearsome ring, and the shock of the inpact shuddered
through Cal's linbs. H s hands and arnms went nunb and he wi nced violently,
closing his eyes for a second.

When he opened them he could see half his blade spinning off into the

di stance. There was but a stunp left beyond the hilt still in his hands.
Before he could let out the string of oaths that cane instantly to his mind
Hat hor grabbed hi m by the sleeve and pulled hi mbackward, just in the nick of
time. Cal's sword-breaking bl ow had i ndeed severed the | eg of the stone
nmonster, and, having lost its balance, the massive thing was falling like a
giant tree—in their direction

"Run!" yelled the troll.

The gol em crashed to the ground, smashed into a pile of rubble, and coll apsed.
A hunk of rock flew up and gl anced off Cal's forehead, knocking himto the
ground. All went bl ack

Bith scrawl ed a diagramon the dust on the floor by the couch. It was just
barely visible in the dimlight of the lanp, but there was no tine to go fetch
pen and paper. She picked up the Stone and concentrated on the small room she
had been in once before. Up the spiral stair in Castle G encoe ..

This time, she would not go to the past, but just slightly to the future. Bith
hoped and prayed that the difference would allow her an ability she had been
denied in her previous trips. She suddenly felt cold, and then awoke with a
start.
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Openi ng her eyes, she was surprised to see a long, flow ng white beard hangi ng
of f the end of her chin and a nmustache that tickled her nose. An old, bony
hand reached up and stroked the beard. She was with G eenl ock! Bith ignored
the flood of the old man's menories as they surged into her mind. No tine for
that. She struggled with all her might to gain control of the hand that was
twi sting at the beard.

Greenl ock shuddered. What had come over hin? What in blazes was wwong with his
hand? Too nuch to drink [ast night, maybe? Bith screaned in his mnd: NO vyou
old fool! Wite what | have to tell you!

The ol d wi zard shook his head and frowned, then reached automatically for the
pen and ink on the corner of his table. His hand, propelled by a force he did



not understand, began witing swiftly across the bl ank page of a book. He
stared in amazenent. It was not in his hand.

When t he nessage was finished, and signed "Elizebith of Mrea," he understood.
Greenl ock grabbed the paper and ran out the door.

Bith sighed and let the Stone roll fromher body to the floor. She was back in
the tower. For a nmonent she couldn't nove. Then she forced herself to her
feet, and staggered down the stairway to the small roomjust inside the hal

of pictures. She opened the door and stepped out, and was shocked to find
herself face to face with an old woman.

In the dimlight she could barely make out the features of this woman, yet
there was sonething strangely famliar about her. Bith | ooked into her eyes
and recogni zed her at once—t was Elissa.

"I knew you would cone!" said the old wonan.

"How? How did you know? How did you cone here?" stammered Bith.

Elissa smled. "I did not give up on him | have been here for years, using
the Stone in secret. Someday..." Her voice trailed off. "But now you nust take
action. He is comng to
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destroy us and you are our only hope!"

Elissa took Bith's hand and placed a small, soft object in her palm "This is
a powerful charm You will know when to use it!"

Bith looked at it. It was a lock of red hair.

"Who is conming, who is going to destroy us?" pleaded Bith. But in her heart
she knew the answer. Elissa disappeared into the shadows without a word. Bith
cal led after her, but there was no answer.

Moor | ock stood beside Philenus in the tower and watched the rider hurry al ong
the road through the trees. He sensed that this was sonething i nportant and
nudged hi s conpani on

"See that," he said, pointing at the horse and rider approaching the canp. "It
will be inportant. Let us neet him hal fway."

The two descended the series of |adders and nade then-way to the | og cabin

bel ow, where a fire burned cheerfully in the center of the floor. Several
sentries huddl ed around it for warnmth. Just as Morl ock and Phil enus entered,
the courier burst through the door.

"Mlord," he cried, spying Morlock across the room "An urgent message from
the king." He handed the young prince the nmessage so recently witten in
Bith's hand by G eenl ock.

"Ha!" uttered Moorlock, handing the note to Philenus. "W've not a nonment to

| ose! Sergeant, sumon the nobles inmrediately."

Trunpets blared, and nere was a flurry of activity. Men canme rushing out of
tents, cabins, and | ean-tos. The | eaders of the army assenbl ed around a tabl e,
with Morlock at the head.

Moor | ock spoke. "Men, we have just received a vital piece of information from
the four heroes." He held up the paper. "W have here the eneny's plan of

attack." There was a general grow of approval. "There is a trol
arny advanci ng down the main road. Their objective is our position here, but
theirs will not be the real assault. Qur wall should be sufficient."

Moor | ock | eaned over the map and pointed. "Here, Eagle O aw Pass— He | ooked
si deways at one of the nobles. "Lord Currock, you declared it inpassable this
time of year."

The man cleared his throat uneasily. "But it..."

"No matter. There'll be a force of giants com ng through there tomorrow. It
will be up to us to arrive first and lie in anmbush."

Furt her plans were nade as to how to deal with the troll onslaught. Philenus
and Moorl ock were to | ead the best of the troops up the rocky path that led to
t he pass, where they would lie in wait for the unsuspecting giants.

An hour after the note had arrived, Morlock and Phil enmus rode out at the head



of a colum of five hundred of dencoe's finest soldiers. Half of themwere
archers, die rest nmen-at-arns. Far out in front, two dwarfs, mners who |lived
in these nountains, were scouting the trail, in search of the best place to
lay the trap.

The ride was long and difficult, and by nightfall the trail was so steep that
the horses were left behind. A small group of grudging volunteers had to take
them back to the main canp in the valley below. None wanted to nmiss the big
fight at the pass.

The first light of dawn found the rock faces above Eagle Caw Pass lined with
archers. Down bel ow, Philenus positioned the nmen-at-arms strategically behind
boul ders and cl unps of short pine trees.

There was no sun that day, and the giants, confident that their attack would
be a surprise, strode along noisily, failing to send out even a single scout.
The nmen of d encoe renmined silent as the ranks of the eneny marched clunsily
past. Twice, giants wal ked behind trees to relieve thensel ves and nearly

di scovered the danger into which they were bl undering.
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At last, near noon, a single shrill trunpet sounded, and a shower of deadly
arrows fell to their marks. Men w el ding pole arnms surged in to nmop up the
survivors, who were many, for giants are not easy to kill. Hollar's nnions

foughl valianlly despite arrows protruding fromtheir bodies like quills on a
hedgehog. The frost-giant king rallied what he could of his forces in a box
canyon and charged the attacking forces.

Al afternoon the battle of the pass raged, and by nightfall it was over. A
gi ant mght be the equal of twenty nmen on open ground, but in the confines of
the narrow nountain defile, the men of G encoe proved their worth. It was said
that only two of the giants escaped, those being the cowards who fled at the
first sign of trouble. The rest were dead. Along with them perished the cream
of the armnmy of d encoe.

The next evening, a ragged band of but forty men staggered back to canmp. The
bodi es of Moriock and Phil emus, both of whom had died valiantly in the
battle, lay in state for all to see.

While the battle of the pass had raged, the troll arny had been repul sed at
the wall. Beyond the Mstwall, the wode-painted tribes | ed by Zendra—for
Thi dl uke was nysteriously absent—had deserted the cause and returned to their
lands without a fight. Al along the line, the forces of the Dark Lord had
been turned away, and G encoe had been saved. The M stwall was nmoving west,
back in die direction fromwhich it had cone.

Fart her north, Govom and his ogres, who guarded Roanwood, marvel ed when
norni ng cane and they stared across their barricade. \Were once the M stwall
had | oonmed om nously cl ose, just beyond their fragile defense, there was now
clear grey sky. The dreaded cl oud was nowhere to be seen

CHAPTER

19

ScMei n' s Monent

The doors to the gate swung nonentarily open, and out dashed three men who
hel ped Hat hor gat her up the unconscious Cal and drag hi m back inside the
wal I s. Soon thereafter, goblins by the hundreds began to enmerge fromthe bl ack
hole in the side of the sinuous, evil shape that pierced the haze.

The goblins marched left and right in neat ranks, swordsmen with shields
closest to the walls, and archers behind them The forces of evil deployed in
two long rows on either side of the gate, but did not fire any shots in anger
Nabona, neanwhile, had not been idle. Many of the women and children were
evacuated to the safety of the pal ace. The great arnms cache, not opened since
the city had been set adrift in time, was opened. Fromthe pal ace streaned a
steady |ine of defenders, both male and female, to take their places on the
wal I s. They were wearing arnor which had not seen die |ight of day for
centuries.

Endril had returned and exam ned Cal's wound. The young warrior had cone



around, but was still a bit groggy.

"That's quite a |lunp you have on your head!"
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Cal groaned. "That's nothing. Did you see what happened to my runesword?"

Hat hor held up the remaining portion of the broken sword.

"Didn't last very long this time, did it?"

"Hey! This is no laughing matter." Cal rubbed his swollen forehead. "If | get

nmy hands on that Vili..."

There was a noi se outside the wall like a clap of thunder. Hathor hel ped Ca

to his feet and the three clinbed back up the wall to see what was goi ng on

They took their places besi de Nabona, who was wearing a suite of polished

bronze arnmor. Qut beyond the wall, near the swirling vortex of the portion of

the Mstwall that had come to Abaton, glowed a brilliant fireball. Al on the

wal |l were forced to shade their eyes.

The flames began to dissipate, and there was a puff of black snoke. Qut of the

vapor stepped Schlein. He put his hands on his |lips, surveyed the broken

golem and then stared up at the top of the gate tower.

Bith arrived and stood beside her friends. Cal put his arm around her, and

Endrii and Hathor patted her gently on the back

Schl ein spied the foursone and gri nned.

"Elizebith, you and your friends just don't know how nuch trouble you have

caused ne."

More goblins began to file out of the black hole behind Schlein and Iine up

behi nd the others.

"You there in the silly arnor," said Schlein, addressing Nabona. "You seemto

be a reasonable man. | have no quarrel with you or your people. | canme here

for two reasons.” He wal ked forward a few paces. "G ve ne the Stone of Tine
and those four. Gve themto nme, and perhaps we won't destroy this

m serabl e excuse for a city."

Nabona stood up on a chair and yelled back defiantly. "Certainly, you nay have

them al | "—he paused dramaticall y—over the dead bodi es of every man, wonan,

and child in this city!"
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The forces on the wall broke into a rowdy cheer

Schl ei n shrugged and shook his head sadly. Wen the noi se subsided, he yelled,

"I"'mgoing to enjoy this more than | thought | would!" He signaled to the

goblin | eaders, then rubbed his hands together in anticipation

The goblins tensed, and bows were drawn.

Bith stepped up to the wall and called out, "Wait!" She turned to Nabona.

"Open the gate and let ne out there." Before any of her friends could stop

her, the girl was down the stairs and out on the road confronting Schl ein.

"Well, what is this?" he asked with a snarl

Bith pulled out the charmgiven her by Elissa and held it in plain view

agai nst her breast. Tears began to stream down her eyes, as she felt the pain

El i ssa had experienced when Schlein left her. To the amazenment of all, Bith
changed and became Elissa in appearance. Flam ng red hair and all, she was the
Elissa of old—+the Elissa from Schlein *s deep dark past. Al fell silent, even
t he gobli ns.

She took a step forward and reached out to him "M darling Golden Bear, has
it cone to this?"

Wt hout speaking, the great bul k of Schlein shuddered visibly, and he held out
bi s massive arnms and signal ed the goblins. They put down their arnmns.

"WWhat did you say?" Schlein's eyes w dened and soon were filled with tears
as a flood of old sweet nenories was unl ocked fromthe recesses of his

i ce-cold heart.

The girl's lips trenbled and she spoke softly. "I said, spare us now, ny
darling Gol den Bear!"

He wal ked slowy forward and touched her cheek. "You once saved me from deat h,



dear one. | owe you this nmuch at least" Schlein turned on his heel and
gestured to die black hole. Posthaste, the goblin troops began swarm ng back
whence they had cone.

Mnutes later, they had all gone, and Schl ein al one stood before the wall.
Then he too vanished in a ball of flame, as he had cone.
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The gates to the city flew open and a crowd of adnmirers swept around Bith. She

had by now returned to her normal state, and Hathor, Cal, and Endril lifted
her on to their shoulders, and the girl was marched triunphantly back to the
pal ace.

The four heroes, now heroes of Abaton as well as nmany other places, stood on
the bal cony to the cheers of the popul ace bel ow. Each time Nabona raised his
hand, they woul d cheer |ouder than before. Eventually the people were quiet,
and Nabona made a | ong-wi nded speech to the citizens, introducing, one at a
time, the three brave nen of the city, who with their caliph were about to

| eave Abaton in quest of the outside world.

"W have no way of know ng for sure whether we shall return. But this
time—this time | think our chances are very good, for we have the help of the
greatest sorceress of all tine, Elizebith of Morea!" Another wild roar cane
fromthe crowd, and people threw hats and flowers into the air. At a signal, a
flock of white pigeons was released, and they fluttered noisily skyward,
darting first one way and then anot her

That afternoon, the people lined the streets and stood on the walls, watching,
hopi ng, and praying, as the four heroes, acconpanied by four of Abaton's own,
mounted their horses and rode out the north gate. Down the road they went and
into the purple haze, and then they were gone.

Wthin the city of Abaton, no one noved. At each gate there was an anxi ous
crowmd of people, each of whom hoped to be the first to see the return of their
men. They waited patiently; sunset was the appointed hour. As the sky grew
dark, some of the skeptics turned and began to wal k away.

Then, fromthe south wall, a cheer went up, and was swiftly taken up by al

the citizens. The bells of the city began to ring, and they would ring for a
long tinme to cone, for men had left the city and returned that day. Abaton, in
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its own strange way, had reestablished its ties with the rest of the world.

It was dark now, and the four rode down a lonely road. In the distance they
could see a small village and they urged their nounts forward. Bith shivered,
pul i ng her cl oak about her shoul ders.

"I had forgotten how cold it was. | guess | was spoiled by the sumer of

Abat on. "

"It had it's good points," said Cal

"Best roots ever," joked Hathor. He had a bag full of two-foot tubers hanging
from his saddl e.

"Inall, I wuld say we've done well," remarked Endril. "But we still have
some fighting to do when we return.”

"Maybe Bith's nmessage was in tine," suggested Cal. "Maybe those giants were
whi pped. "

"Hope so," conmented the troll

They passed into a wood and Endril brought themto a stop. "Listen, did you
hear that?"

Bith frowned. A strange voice was chanting to them from somewhere anong the
trees.

"Call oo Cal ee, you there beneath yon tree!"

They all recognized the voice instantly.

"Anys and Anylion! It's Gunnar G eybeard!" exclaimed Cal. Now they could see a
fire burning in the glade, and by it stood a winkled dwarf with a grey beard.
Atop his head was a pointed red cap, and he waved happily at the four

"Come, ny friends and join me round the fire." Even Bith, who never quite



approved of Gunnar, was glad to see him for his fire was cheery and he al ways
had plenty of good food and drink

Later, as they sat renenbering old times, Gunnar nentioned the reason he had
been sent to find them

"Vili sent you again?" Bith asked.

"Yes, of course,"” replied the dwarf. "You see, there's the matter of yet

anot her runesword to be retrieved.”
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"Not worth the effort,"” yelled Cal angrily, junping to his feet He went to his
saddl ebags and produced what remained of the sword he had taken from Art hana's
cave. 'This was the best Vili hinself had to offer us!"

@unnar took the broken sword, |ooked at it briefly, and then tossed it into
the fire. It nmelted away |like so much frozen water

"Hey!
"It's a fake!" said the dwarf calmy. "Look, | have some good news and sone
bad news. What would you like firstr

The four | ooked to one another. Cal spoke. "The good news, | guess."

"Al'l right, I've just come from Castle d encoe. The Dark Lord has been
defeated on all fronts, thanks nostly, | hear, to what you four have done. You

are quite the heroes, you know. "

Bith was all smiles.

"And the bad news?" asked Cal timdly.

"Well, Vili went to this big bash they were giving back in Valhalla and he ran
into Loki. Seems the old fox heard about you fol ks and decided to play a trick
on you."

"What ?"

"That wasn't Vili who nmet you on the road, it was Loki. And the sword you
carried was just a piece of junk!"

"I mght have known." Cal sl apped hinmself on the cheek

The dwarf continued. "However, as | was saying earlier, | know where you can
get your hands on a real rune-sword. "



