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Cleric Quintet
R A Sal vatore

Book 1: "Canticle"
Pr ol ogue

Abal | i ster Bonaduce | ooked long and hard at the shimrering image in his mrror. Muntains of w nd-
driven snow and ice |lay endlessly before him the nost forbidding place in all the Realnms. Al he
had to do was step through the mrror, onto the Great d acier

"Are you conming, Druzil?" the wizard said to his bat-w nged inp.

Druzil folded his leathery wings around himas if to privately consider the question. "I amnot so
fond of the cold," he said, obviously not wanting to partake of this particular hunt. "Nor aml|l,k"
Abal lister said, slipping onto his finger an enchanted ring that would protect himfromthe
killing cold. "But only on the Great d acier does the yote grow. " Aballister |ooked back to the
scene in the magical mrror, one final barrier to the conpletion of his quest and the begi nning of
his conquests. The snowy regi on was qui et now, though dark clouds hung om nously overhead and
pronmi sed an inpending stormthat would delay the hunt, perhaps for many days.

"There we nust go," Aballister continued, talking nmore to hinmself than to the inp. Hi s voice
trailed away as he sank within his menories, to the turning point in his life nore than two years
before, in the Time of Troubles. He had been powerful even then, but directionless.

The avatar of the goddess Tal ona had shown hi mthe way.

Abal lister's grin becane an open chuckle as he turned back to regard Druzil, the inmp who had
delivered to himthe nethod to best please the Lady of Poison. "Cone, dear Druzil," Aballister
sai d. "You brought the recipe for the chaos curse. You nust cone along and help to find its | ast
i ngredient.”

The inmp straightened and unfol ded his wings at the nention of the chaos curse. This tine he
of fered no argunents. A lazy flap brought himto Aballister's shoul der and together they wal ked
through the magical mrror and into the bl ow ng w nd.

* * *x * %

The hunched and hairy creature, resenbling a nore prinitive formof human, grunted and grow ed and
threw its crude spear, though Aballister and Druzil were surely far out of range. It how ed again
anyway, triunphantly, as though its throw had served some synbolic victory, and scooted back to
the large gathering of its shaggy white kin.

"l believe they do not wish to bargain,” Druzil said, shuffling about fromclawed foot to clawed
foot on Aballister's shoul der

The wi zard understood his famliar's excitenment. Druzil was a creature of the |ower planes, a
creature of chaos, and he wanted desperately to see his wi zard master deal with the inpudent fools-
just an added pleasure to this |ong-awaited, victorious day.

"They are taer," Aballister explained, recognizing the tribe, "crude and fierce. You are quite
correct. They'll not bargain." Aballister's eyes flashed suddenly and Druzil hopped again and

cl apped hi s hands together

"They know not the might before them " Aballister cried, his voice rising with his ire. Al the
terrible trials of two long and brutal years rolled through the wi zard's thoughts in the span of a
few seconds. A hundred nen had died in search of the elusive ingredients for the chaos curse; a
hundred nmen had given their lives so that Tal ona woul d be pl eased. Aballister, too, had not
escaped unscat hed. Conpleting the curse had becone his obsession, the driving force in his life,
and he had aged with every step, had torn out clunps of his own hair every tine the curse seened
to be slipping beyond his reach. Now he was close, so close that he could see the dark patch of
yote just beyond the small ridge that held the taer cave conpl exes. So cl ose, but these wetched,
idiotic creatures stood in his way.

Aballister's words had stirred the taer. They grunbl ed and hopped about in the shadow of the

j agged nountai n, shoving each other forward as if trying to select a | eader to start their charge.
"Do sonething quickly," Druzil suggested fromhis perch. Aballister |ooked up at himand nearly

| aughed.

"They will attack," Druzil explained, trying to sound unconcerned, "and, worse, this cold stiffens
ny wings."

Abal I i ster nodded at the inp's rationale. Any delay could cost him especially if the dark clouds
broke into a blinding blizzard, one that woul d hide both the yote and the shimreri ng doorway back
to Aballister's confortable room He pulled out a tiny ball, a mxture of bat guano and sul phur
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crushed it in his fist, and pointed one finger at the group of taer. H's chant echoed off the
mount ai n face and back across the enpty glacier ice, and he smled, thinking it wonderfully ironic
that the stupid taer had no idea of what he was doing. A nonent later, they found out.

Just before his spell discharged, Aballister had a cruel thought and lifted the angle of his
pointing finger. The fireball exploded above the heads of the startled taer, disintegrating the
frozen bindings of the ice nmountain. Huge bl ocks rained down, and a great rush of water swall owed
those who had not been crushed. Several of the band floundered about in the ice and |iquid norass,
too stunned and overwhel med to gain then-footing as the pool quickly solidified around them

One pitiful creature did manage to struggle free, but Druzil hopped off Aballister's shoul der and
swooped down upon him The inmp's clawtipped tail whipped out as he passed by the stumbling
creature, and Aballister applauded heartily.

The taer clutched at its stung shoul der, |ooked curiously at the departing inp, then fell dead to
the ice.

"What of the rest?" Druzil asked, |anding back on his perch. Aballister considered the renuaining
taer, nost dead, but sone struggling fertilely against the tightening grip of ice.

"Leave themto their slow deaths,"” he replied, and he | aughed evilly again.
Druzil gave himan incredul ous | ook, "The Lady of Poi son would not approve,
his wicked tail before himw th one hand.

the inp said, wagging

"Very well," Aballister replied, though he realized that Druzil was nore interested in pleasing
hinsel f than Talona. Still, the reasoning was sound; poison was al ways the accepted nethod for
conpl eting Talona's work. "Go and finish the task," Aballister instructed the inmp. "I will get the
yote."

A short while later, Aballister plucked the |ast gray-brown nmushroomfromits stubborn grasp on
the glacier and dropped it into his bag. He called over to Druzil, who was toying with the |ast

whi ni ng taer, snapping his tail back and forth around the terrified creature's frantically jerking
head-the only part of the taer that was free of the ice trap

"Enough," Aballister said firmy.

Druzil sighed and | ooked mournfully at the approaching w zard. Aballister's visage did not soften
"Enough, " he said again.

Druzil bent over and kissed the taer on the nose. The creature stopped whinpering and | ooked at
himcuriously, but Druzil only shrugged and drove his poison-tipped stinger straight into the
taer's weepy eye.

The inmp eagerly accepted the offered perch on Aballister's shoulder Aballister let himhold the
bag of yote, just to remnd the somewhat distracted inp that nore inportant matters awaited them
beyond the shi mreri ng door.

The Wiite Squirrel's Pet

The green-robed druid issued a series of chit-chits and clucks, but the white-furred squirre
seenmed oblivious to it all, sitting on a branch in the towering oak tree hi gh above the three nen.
"WIl, you seemto have | ost your voice," renmarked another of the nmen, a bearded woodl and pri est
with gentle-1ooking features and thick blond hair hanging well below his shoul ders.

"Can you call the beast any better than |I?" the green-robed druid asked indignantly. "I fear that
this creature is strange in nore ways than its coat."

The other two | aughed at their companion's attenpt to explain his ineptitude.

"I grant you," said the third of the group, the highest-ranking initiate, "the squirrel's color is
beyond the usual, but speaking to animals is anbng the easiest of our abilities. Surely by now"
"Wth all respect," the frustrated druid interrupted, "I have made contact with the creature. It
just refuses to reply. Try yourself, | invite you."

"A squirrel refusing to speak?" asked the second of the group with a chuckle. "Surely they are
anong the chattiest...”

"Not that one," cane a reply frombehind. The three druids turned to see a priest conming down the
wide dirt road fromthe ivy-streaked building, the skip of youth evident in his steps. He was of
average height and build, though perhaps nore nuscul ar than nost, with gray eyes that turned up at
their comers when he smiled and curly brown | ocks that bounced under the wide brimof his hat. His
tan-white tunic and trousers showed himto be a priest of Deneir, god of one of the host sects of
the Edificant Library. Unlike nbst within his order, though, this young man al so wore a decorative
Iight blue silken cape and a wi de-bri med hat, also blue and banded in red, with a plune on the
right-hand side. Set in the band's center was a porcel ai n-and-gol d pendant depicting a candle
burni ng above an eye, the synbol of Deneir.

"That squirrel is tight-lipped, except when he chooses not to be,

the young priest went on. The
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normal |y unfl appabl e druids' stunned expressions amused him so he decided to startle thema bit

more. "Well met, Arcite, Newander, and Cleo. | congratul ate you, Ceo, on your ascension to the

status of initiate."

"How do you know of us?" asked Arcite, the druid | eader. "W have not yet reported to the library

and have told no one of our conming." Arcite and Newander, the bl ond-haired priest, exchanged

suspi ci ous gl ances, and Arcite's voice became stem "Have your nasters been scrying, |ooking for

us with magi cal neans?"

"No, no, nothing like that," the young priest replied i mediately, knowi ng the secretive druids

aversion to such tactics. "I renenber you, all three, fromyour last visit to the library."

"Preposterous!" piped in deo. "That was fourteen years ago. You could not have been nore than

"A boy," answered the young priest. "So | was, seven years old. You had a fourth to your party, as
I recall, an aging |ady of great powers. Shannon, | believe was her name."

"Incredible,” nmuttered Arcite. "You are correct, young priest." Again the druids exchanged

concerned | ooks, suspecting trickery here. Druids were not overly fond of anyone not of their

order; they rarely canme to the renowned Edificant Library, sitting high in the secluded Snowf| ake
Mount ai ns, and then only when they had word of a discovery of particular interest, a rare tonme of

herbs or aninmals, or a new recipe for potions to heal wounds or better grow their gardens. As a

group, they began to turn away, rudely, but then Newander, on a sudden inpul se, spun back around

to face the young priest, who now | eaned casually on a fine walking stick, its silver handle

scul pted masterfully into the imge of a ranl s head.

"Cadder | y?" Newander asked through a widening grin. Arcite, too, recognized the young man and

renenbered the unusual story of the npbst unusual child. Cadderly had cone to live at the library

before his fifth birthday-rarely were any accepted before the age of ten. H s nother had died

several nmonths before that, and his father, too i mersed in studies of his own, had neglected the

child. Thobicus, the dean of the Edificant Library, had heard of the prom sing boy and had

generously taken himin.

"Cadderly," Arcite echoed. "Is that really you?" "At your service," Cadderly replied, bow ng | ow,

"and well met. | am honored that you renenber me, good Newander and venerable Arcite."

"Who?" C eo whispered, |ooking curiously to Newander. Cleo's face, too, brightened in recognition

a few noments later.

"Yes, you were just a boy," said Newander, "an overly curious little boy, as | recall!"

"Forgive ne," said Cadderly, bowi ng again. "One does not often find the opportunity to converse

with a troupe of druids!”

"Few woul d care to," remarked Arcite, "but you ... are anpbng that few, so it would appear.”
Cadderly nodded, but his smile suddenly disappeared. "I pray that nothing has happened to
Shannon," he said, truly concerned. The druid had treated himwell on that |ong-ago occasion. She
had shown hi m beneficial plants, tasty roots, and had made flowers bl oom before his eyes. To
Cadderly's astoni shnent, Shannon had transformed herself, an ability of the nost powerful druids,
into a graceful swan and had flown high into the norning sky. Cadderly had dearly w shed to join
her-he renenbered that |onging nost vividly-but the druid had no power to simlarly transform him

"Nothing terrible, if that is what you nmean," replied Arcite. "She died several years back
peaceful l'y."

Cadderly nodded. He was about to offer his condol ences, but he prudently renmenbered that druids
neither feared nor | anented death, seeing it as the natural conclusion to life and a rather

uni nportant event in the overall schene of universal order

"Do you know this squirrel?" asked Cleo suddenly, determned to restore his reputation

"Percival ," Cadderly replied, "a friend of mne."

"A pet?" Newander asked, his bright eyes narrow ng suspiciously. Druids did not approve of people
keepi ng pets.

Cadderly laughed heartily. "If any is the pet in our relationship, | fear it is I," he said
honestly. "Percival accepts nmy strokes-sonetines-and ny food-rather eagerly-but as | am nore
interested in himthan he in ne, he is the one who deci des when and where."

The drui ds shared Cadderly's |laugh. "A nost excellent beast," said Arcite, then with a series of

clicks and chits, he congratul ated Percival

"Wonderful ," cane Cadderly's sarcastic response, "encourage him" The druids' |aughter increased
and Percival, watching it all fromhis high branch, shot Cadderly a supercilious | ook
"Well, cone down here and say hello!" Cadderly called, banging the | owest tree branch with his

wal king stick. "Be polite, at least."
Percival did not ook up fromthe acorn he was nunchi ng.
"He does not understand, | fear," said Ceo. "Perhaps if | translate
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"He understands," Cadderly insisted, "as well as you or I. He is just a stubborn one, and | can
prove it!" He | ooked back up to the squirrel. "Wen you find the time, Percival,"” he said slyly,

"l left a plate of cacasa-nut and butter out for you in nmy room... ." Before Cadderly even
finished, the squirrel whipped off along a branch, hopped to another, and then to the next tree in
line along the road. In a few short nonents, the squirrel had | eaped to a gutter along the
library's roof and, not slowing a bit, zipped across a trail of thick ivy and in through an open
wi ndow on the northern side of the large structure's third floor.

"Percival does have such a weakness for cacasa-nut and butter," Cadderly remarked when the druid's
| aught er had subsi ded.

"A nost excellent beast!" Arcite said again. "And yourself, Cadderly, it is good to see that you
have remai ned with your studies. Your nasters spoke highly of your potential fourteen years ago,
but | had no idea that your nmenory would be so very sharp, or, perhaps, that we druids had |eft
such a strong and favorabl e i npressi on upon you."

"It is,"” Cadderly replied quietly, "and you did! | amglad that you have returned-for the recently
uncovered treati se on woodl and nosses, | would assune. | have not seen it yet. The headnasters
have kept it secured until those nore know edgeable in such matters could cone and appraise its
val ue. You see, a band of druids was not whol |y unexpected, though we knew not who, how many, or
when you would arrive."
The three druids nodded, admiring the ivy-veiled stone structure. The Edificant Library had stood
for six hundred years, and in all that time its doors had never been closed to scholars of any but
the evil religions. The building was huge, a self-contained town-it had to be, in the rough and
secl uded

Snowf | akes-nore than four hundred feet across and half as deep through all four of its above-
ground levels. WII staffed and well stocked-runors spoke of niles of storage tunnels and
cat aconmbs beneath-it had survived ore attacks, giant-hurled boulders, and the nost brutal nountain
wi nters, and had remai ned unscat hed through the centuri es.
The library's collection of books, parchnments, and artifacts was considerable, filling nearly the
entire first floor, the library proper, and many snaller study chanbers on the second fl oor, and
t he conpl ex contai ned many uni que and ancient works. Wiile not as large as the great libraries of
the Real ms, such as the treasured collections of Silverynobon to the north and the artifact nuseuns
of Calinport to the south, the Edificant Library was convenient to the west-central Realns and the
Cormyr region and was open to all who wished to learn, on the condition that they did not plan to
use their know edge for baneful purposes.
The buil di ng housed other inportant research tools, such as al cheny and herbalist shops, and was
set in an inspiring atnosphere with breathtaking nmountain views and mani cured grounds that
included a snmall topiary garden. The Edificant Library had been designed as nore than a storage
house for old books; it was a place for poetry reading, painting, and scul pting, a place for
di scussions of the profound and often unanswerabl e questions commobn to the intelligent races.
Indeed, the library was a fitting tribute to Deneir and Oghma, the allied gods of know edge,
literature, and art.
"The treatise is a large work, so | have been told," said Arcite. "Much tine will be expended in

exanmining it properly. | pray that the boarding rates are not excessive. W are nen of little
mat eri al nmeans."

"Dean Thobicus will take you in without cost, | would expect," answered Cadderly. "Your service
cannot be underestimated in this matter." He shot a wink at Arcite. "If not, cone to ne.
recently inscribed a tone for a nearby wi zard, a spellbook he lost in a fire. The man was
generous. You see, | had originally inscribed the spellbook, and the wi zard, forgetful as nost

wi zards seemto be, never had nmade a copy."

"The work was uni que?" C eo asked, shaking his head in disbelief that a wi zard could be so foolish
with his nost prized possession

"I't was," Cadderly replied, tapping his tenple, "except for in here."

"'"You remenbered the intricacies of a wizard' s spellbook enough to recreate it fromnmenory?" C eo
asked, stunned.

Cadderly shrugged his shoul ders. "The wi zard was generous."

"Truly you are a remarkabl e one, young Cadderly," said Arcite.

"A nost excellent beast?" the young priest asked hopefully, drawing wide sniles fromall three.
"Indeed!" said Arcite. "Do look in on us in the days ahead." G ven the druids' reputation for

secl usi on, Cadderly understood how great a conplinent he had just been paid. He bowed | ow, and the
druids did likew se, then they bid Cadderly farewell and noved up the road to the library.
Cadderly watched them then | ooked up to his open wi ndow. Percival sat on the sill, deterninedly
licking the remains of his cacasa-nut and butter lunch fromhis tiny paws.
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* * % % %

A tiny drop slipped off the end of the coil, touching a saturated cloth that led down into a small
beaker. Cadderly shook his head and put a hand on the spigot controlling the flow

"Renove your hand fromthat!" cried the frantic al chem st froma workbench across his shop. He
junped up and storned over to the too-curious young priest.

"It is terribly slow " Cadderly remarked.

"It has to be," Vicero Bel ago expl ained for perhaps the hundredth tine. "You are no fool

Cadderly. You know better than to be inpatient. This is O of Inpact, renenber? A nost volatile
substance. A stronger drip could cause a cataclysmin a shop so filled with unstable potions!"
Cadderly sighed and accepted the scolding with a conceding nod. "How nuch do you have for nme?" he
asked, reaching into one of the many pouches on his belt and producing a tiny vial

"You are so very inpatient," remarked Bel ago, but Cadderly knew that he was not really angry.
Cadderly was a prinme customer and had nany tinmes provided inportant translations of archaic

al chemi cal notes. "Only what is in the beaker, | fear. | had to wait for some ingredients-hil

gi ant fingernails and crushed oxen horn."

Cadderly gently lifted the soaked cloth and tilted the beaker. It contained just a few drops,
enough to fill only one of his tiny vials. "That nmakes six," he said, using the cloth to coax the
liquid into the vial. "Forty-four to go."

"Are you confident that you want that many?" Bel ago asked him not for the first tine.

"Fifty," Cadderly decl ared.

"The price "

"WIll-worth it!" Cadderly |l aughed as he secured his vial and skipped out of the shop. His spirits
did not dimnish as he noved down the hall to the southern wing of the third floor and the
chambers of Histra, a visiting priestess of Sune, Goddess of Love.

"Dear Cadderly," greeted the priestess, who was twenty years Cadderly's senior but quite alluring.
She wore a deep crinmson habit, cut lowin the front and high on the sides, revealing nost of her
curvy figure. Cadderly had to renmind hinmself to keep his manners proper and his gaze on her eyes.
"Do come in," Histra purred. She grabbed the front of Cadderly's tunic and yanked himinto the
room pointedly shutting the door behind him

He managed to gl ance away fromH stra | ong enough to see a brightly gl ow ng object shining through
a heavy bl anket.

"I's it finished?" Cadderly asked squeakily. He cleared his throat, enbarrassed.

Histra ran a finger lightly down his armand smiled at his involuntary shudder. "The dweoner is
cast," she replied. "All that remains is paynment."

"Two hundred ... gold pieces,"” Cadderly stammered, "as we agreed." He reached for a pouch, but
Histra's hand intercepted his.

"It was a difficult spell," she said, "a variation of the norm" She paused and gave a coy smle.
"But | do so love variations," Histra declared teasingly. "The price could be less, you know, for
you. "

Cadderly did not doubt that his gulp was heard out in the hallway. He was a disciplined scholar
and had conme here for a specific purpose. He had much work to do, but Hstra's allure was
undeni abl e and her fine perfune overpowering. Cadderly rem nded hinself to breathe.

"W could forget the gold paynent altogether," Histra offered, her fingers snoothly tracing the
outline of Cadderly's ear. The young schol ar wondered if he might fall over

In the end, though, an image of spirited Danica sitting on Histra's back, casually rubbing the
priestess's face across the floor, brought Cadderly under control. Danica' s roomwas not far away,
just across the hall and a few doors down. He firmy renoved Hi stra's hand fromhis ear, handed
her the pouch as paynent, and scooped up the shrouded, gl ow ng object.

For all his practicality, though, when Cadderly exited the chambers two hundred gol d pieces
poorer, he feared that his face was shining as brightly as the disk Hi stra had enchanted for him
Cadderly had ot her business-he always did-but, not wanting to arouse suspicions by roamn ng about
the library with an eerily gl owi ng pouch, he nade straight for the north wing and his own room
Percival was still on the window sill when he entered, basking in the |ate norning sun

"I have it!" Cadderly said excitedly, taking out the disk. The roomimedi ately brightened, as if
in full sunlight, and the startled squirrel darted for the shadows under Cadderly's bed.

Cadderly didn't take tinme to reassure Percival. He rushed to his desk and, fromthe junbled and
overfilled side drawer, produced a cylinder a foot long and two inches in dianmeter. Wth a slight
twi st, Cadderly rempved the casing fromthe back end, revealing a slot just |arge enough for the
di sk. He eagerly dropped the disk in and replaced the casing, shielding the light.
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"I know you are under there," Cadderly teased, and he popped the netal cap off the front end of
the tube, | oosing a focused beam of |ight.

Percival didn't particularly enjoy the spectacle. He darted back and forth under the bed and
Cadderly, laughing that he had finally gotten the best of the sneaky squirrel, followed him
diligently with the light. This went on for a few nonents, until Percival dashed out from under
the bed and hopped out the open wi ndow. The squirrel returned a second |later, though, just |ong
enough to snatch up the cacasa-nut and butter bow and chatter a few unconplinmentary remarks to
Cadderly.

Still laughing, the young priest capped his new toy and hung it on his belt, then noved to his
oaken wardrobe. Most of the library's host priests kept their closets stocked with extra
vestments, wanting always to | ook their best for the continual streamof visiting scholars. In
Cadderly's wardrobe, however, the packed clothing took up just a snall fraction of the space.
Piles of notes and even larger piles of various inventions cluttered the floor, and custom
designed | eather belts and straps took up nost of the hanging bar. Al so, hanging inside one of the
doors was a large mrror, an extravagance far beyond the neager purses of nost other priests at
the library, particularly the younger, |ower-ranking ones such as Cadderly.

Cadderly took out a w de bandol eer and noved to the bed. The | eather shoul der harness contai ned
fifty specially made darts and, with the vial he had taken fromthe al chenist's shop, Cadderly was
about to conplete the sixth. The darts were small and narrow and made of iron, except for silver
tips, and their centers were hollowed to the exact size of the vials.

Cadderly flinched as he eased the vial into the dart, trying to exert enough pressure to snap it
into place wi thout breaking it.

"Gl of Inpact," he rem nded hinself, conjuring i mages of blackened fingertips.
The young schol ar breat hed easier when the volatile potion was properly set. He renoved his silken
cape, meaning to put on the bandoleer and go to the mrror to see howit fit, as he always did
after conpleting another dart, but a sharp rap of his door gave himjust enough time to place the
| eat her belt behind hi mbefore Headmaster Avery Schell, a rotund and red-faced man, burst in.

"What are these calls for paynent?" the priest cried, waving a stack of parchnents at Cadderly. He
began peeling themoff and tossing themto the floor as he read their banners.

"Leat herworker, silversmth, weaponsnmith ... You are squandering your gold!"

Over Avery's shoul der, Cadderly noticed the toothy snile of Kierkan Rufo and knew where the
headmast er had gained his information and the fuel for his ire. The tall and sharp-featured Rufo
was only a year older than Cadderly, and the two, while friends, were principal rivals in their
ascent through the ranks of their order, and possibly in other pursuits as well, considering a few
| ongi ng stares Cadderly had seen Rufo toss Danica's way. Getting each other into trouble had
become a ganme between them a nost tiresone gane as far as the headnmasters, particularly the

bel eaguered Avery, were concerned.

"The nmoney was wel | spent. Headmaster," Cadderly began tentatively, well aware that his and
Avery's interpretations of "well spent” differed widely. "In pursuit of know edge."

"I'n pursuit of toys," Rufo remarked with a snicker fromthe doorway, and Cadderly noted the tal
man's satisfied expression. Cadderly had earned the headmaster's highest praise for his work on
the | ost spellbook, to his rival's obvious dismay, and Rufo was obviously enjoying bringing
Cadderly back down.

"You are too irresponsible to be allowed to keep such suns!" Avery roared, heaving the rest of
the parchnents into the air. "You have not the w sdom™

"l kept only a portion of the profits,” Cadderly rem nded him "and spent that in accord with
Deneir's-"

"No!" Avery interrupted. "Do not hide behind a name that you obviously do not understand. Deneir.
What do you know of Deneir, young inventor? You have spent all but your earliest years here in the
Edi fi cant Library, but you display so little understanding of our tenets and nores. Go south to
Lantan with your toys, if that woul d please you, and play with the priests of Gond!"

"I do not understand."

"I ndeed you do not," Avery answered, his tone becom ng al nbost resigned. He paused for a |ong
nmonent, and Cadderly recogni zed that he was choosing his words very carefully.

"W are a center of learning," the headmaster began. "W inpose few restrictions upon those who
wi sh to come here-even Gondsnen have ventured through our doors. You have seen them but have you
noti ced that they were never warmy received?"

Cadderly thought for a nonent, then nodded. |ndeed, he renenbered clearly that Avery had gone out
of his way to keep himfrom neeting the Gondi sh priests every tinme they visited the library. "You
are correct, and | do not understand," Cadderly replied. "I should think that priests of Deneir
and Gond, dedicated to know edge, would act as partners."”
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Avery shook Percival head slowy and very determ nedly. "There you err," he said. "W put a
condition on know edge that the Gondsnen do not follow " He paused and shook his head again, a
sinple action that stung Cadderly nore than any wild screaming fit Avery had ever |aunched at him
"Why are you here?" Avery asked quietly, in controlled tones. "Have you ever asked yourself that
question? You frustrate me, boy. You are perhaps the nost intelligent person | have ever known-
and | have known quite a few schol ars-but you possess the inpulses and enotions of a child. | knew
woul d be like this. When Thobi cus said we would take you in ..." Avery stopped abruptly, as if
reconsidering his word; then finished with a sigh

It seened to Cadderly that the headmaster always stopped short of finishing this same, bel eaguered
poi nt about norality stopped short of preaching, as though he expected Cadderly to cone to

concl usions of his own. Cadderly was not surprise a nonent |ater when Avery abruptly changed the
subj ect .

"What of your duties while you sit here in your 'pursuit of know edge' ?" the headnmaster asked, his

voice filling with anger once again. "Did you bother to light the candles in the study chanbers
thi s norni ng?"
Cadderly flinched. He knew he had forgotten sonething. "I did not think so," Avery said. "You are

a val uabl e asset t our order, Cadderly, and undeniably gifted as both a scholar and scribe, but, I
warn you, your behavior is far fromaccept able." Avery's face flushed bright red as Cadderly,
still no properly sorting through the headmaster's concerns for himnet his unblinking stare.
Cadderly was al nost used to these scoldings; it was Aver] who always cane rushing to investigate
Rufo's clains. Cadderly did not think that a bad thing; Avery, for all his fum ng was surely nore
| eni ent than sonme of the other, older, head nasters.

Avery turned suddenly, nearly knocking Rufo over, and storned down the hallway, sweeping the
angul ar man up in his wake.

Cadderly shrugged and tried to dismiss the whole incident as another of Headnaster Avery's

m spl aced expl osi ons. Avery obviously just didn't understand him The young priest wasn't overly
worried; his scribing skills brought in huge anmounts of nobney, which he split evenly with the
library. Admttedly, he was not the nost dutiful foll ower of Deneir. He was | ax concerning the
rituals of his station and it often got himinto trouble. But Cadderly knew that nost of the
headmast ers understood that Us indiscretions came not fromany di srespect for the order, but
simply because he was so busy | earning and creating, two very high priorities in the teachings of
Deneir-and two often profitable priorities for the expensive-to-maintain library. By Cadderly's
figuring, the priests of Deneir, like nost religious orders, could find it in their hearts to
overl ook minor indiscretions, especially considering the greater gain.

"Ch, Rufo," Cadderly called, reaching to his belt.

Ruf o' s angul ar face poked back around the janb of the open door, his little black eyes sparkling
with victorious glee.

"Yes?" the tall man purred.

"You won that one"

Ruf o' s grin w dened.

Cadderly shone a beamof light in his face, and the stunned Rufo recoiled in terror, bunping
heavi |y against the wall across the corridor

"Keep your eyes open,"” Cadderly said through a wide snile. "The next attack is nmine." He gave a
wi nk, but Rufo, realizing the relatively inoffensive nature of Cadderly's newest invention, only
sneered back, brushed his matted bl ack hair aside, and rushed away, his hard bl ack boots cl onping
on the tiled floor as loudly as a shoed horse on cobbl estones.

* * *x * %

The three druids were granted a roomin a renote corner of the fourth floor, far fromthe bustle
of the library, as Arcite had requested. They settled in easily, not having nuch gear, and Arcite
suggested they set off at once to study the newy found noss tone.
"I shall remain behind," Newander replied. "It was a long road, and | amtruly weary. | would be
no help to you with ny eyes falling closed."”
"As you wish," Arcite said. "W shall not be gone too |ong.

Per haps you can go down and pick up on the work when we have ended."

Newander nmoved to the roonmis wi ndow when his friends had gone and stared out across the nmmjestic
Snowf | ake Mountains. He had been to the Edificant Library only once before, when he had first net
Cadderly. Newander had been but a young man then, about the sane age as Cadderly was now, and the
library, with its bustle of humanity, crafted itens, and penned tomes, had affected hi mdeeply.
Bef ore he had cone, Newander had known only the quiet woodl ands, where the aninmals ruled and nen
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were few.

After he had left, Newander had questioned his calling. He preferred the woodl ands, that nuch he
knew, but he could not deny the attraction he felt for civilization, the curiosity about advances
in architecture and know edge.

Newander had renmi ned a druid, though, a servant of Silvanus, the Oak Father, and had done well in
his studies. The natural order was of prinary inportance, by his sincere nmeasure, but stil

It was not without concern that Newander had returned to the Edificant Library. He | ooked out at
maj esti ¢ nmount ai ns and wi shed he were out there, where the world was sinple and safe.

From a di stance, the rocky spur at the northeastern edge of the Snowfl ake Mountains seened quite
unremar kabl e: piles of strewn boul ders covering tightly packed sl opes of snaller stones. But so,
too, to those who did not know better, might a wolverine seem an innocuous thing. A dozen separate
tunnel s |l ed under that rocky slope, and each of them pronised only death to wayward adventurers
seeking shelter fromthe night. This particular nmountain spur, which was far from natural, housed
Castle Trinity, a castle-in-nmountain's-clothing, a fortress for an evil brotherhood deternmined to
gain in power. Wary nust wanderers be in the Realns, for civilization often ends at a duty wall
"WIIl it work?" Aballister whispered nervously, tentatively fingering the precious parchnent.
Rationally, he held faith in the recipe-Talona had led himto it-but after so nuch pain and
trouble, and with the nonment of victory so dose at hand, he could not prevent a bit of
apprehension. He | ooked up fromthe scroll and out a small window in the fortified conplex. The
Shining Plains lay flat and dark to the east, and the setting sun lit reflected fires on the
Snowf | ake Mount ai ns' snow capped peaks to the west.
The snmall inp folded his leathery wings around in front of hinmself and crossed Percival armnms over
them inpatiently tapping one clawed foot. "Quiesta bene tellemara,"” he nunbl ed under his breath.
"What was that?" Aballister replied, turning sharply and cocking one thin eyebrow at his often
inpertinent famliar. "Did you say sonething, Druzil?"
"It will work, | said. It will work," Druzil lied in his raspy, breathless voice. "Wuld you doubt
the Lady Tal ona? Wul d you doubt her wi sdomin bringing us together?"
Abal i ster nuttered suspiciously, accepting the suspected insult as an unfortunate but unavoi dabl e
consequence of having so wise and wicked a familiar. The | ean wi zard knew that Druzil's
translation was | ess than accurate, and that 'quiesta bene tellenmara' was undoubtedly sonething
unconplimentary. He didn't doubt Druzil's appraisal of the powerful potion, though, and that
sonmehow unnerved himnost of all. If Druzil's clains for the chaos curse proved true, Aballister
and his evil conpani ons woul d soon realize nore power than even the anbitious wi zard had ever
hoped for. For many years Castle Trinity had aspired to conquer the Snowfl ake Mountain region, the
el ven wood of Shilmista, and the human settlement of Carradoon. Now, with the chaos curse, that
process ni ght soon begin.
Abal I i ster | ooked beside the small w ndow to the gol den brazier, supported by a tripod, that
al ways burned in his room This was his gate to the | ower planes, the sane gate that had delivered
Druzil. The wi zard renmenbered that tinme vividly, a day of tingling anticipation. The avatar of the
goddess Tal ona had instructed himto use his powers of sorcery and had given himDruzil's naneg,
promising himthat the inmp would deliver a nost delicious recipe for entropy. Little did he know
then that the inp's precious scheme would involve two years of pains taking and costly effort, tax
the wizard to the limts of his endurance, and destroy so many others in the process.
Druzil's recipe, the chaos curse, was worth it, Aballister decided. He had taken its creation as
Perci val personal quest for Talona, as the great task of his life, and as the gift to his goddess
that woul d el evate hi m above her priests.
The interplanar gate was cl osed now, Aballister had powders that could open and shut it as readily
as if he were turning a knob. The powders sat in small, carefully marked pouches, half for
opening, half for closing, lined up alternately on a nearby table. Only Druzil knew about them
besi des Aballister, and the inp had never gone agai nst the wi zard' s demands and tanmpered with the
gate. Druzil could be inpertinent and was often | a trenendous nui sance, but he was reliable
enough concerning inportant matters.
Abal li ster continued his scan and saw Us reflection in a mirror across the room Once he had been
a handsome man, with inquisitive eyes and a bright snmile. The change had been dramatic. Aballister
was hol |l owed and worn now, all the dabbling in dark magi c, worshiping a demandi ng goddess, and

controlling chaotic creatures such as Druzil having taken their toll. Mny years before, the
wi zard had given up everything-his fanmily and friends, and all the joys he once had held dear-in
hi s hunger for know edge and power, and that obsession had - only multiplied when he had net
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Tal ona.
More than once, though, both before and after that neeting, Aballister had wondered if it had been
worth it. Druzil offered himthe attai nment of Percival |ifelong quest, power beyond his grandest

i magi nings, but the reality hadn't lived up to Aballister's expectations. At this point in
Percival wetched life, the power seened as hollow as Us own face.

"But these ingredients!" Aballister went on, trying, perhaps hoping, that he could find a weakness
inthe inp's seenmingly solid designs. "Eyes of an unber hul k? Bl ood of a druid? And what is the
pur pose of this, tentacles of a displacer beast?"

"Chaos curse,"” Druzil replied, as if the words al one shout dispell the wizard' s doubts. "It is a
m ghty potion you plan to brew, ny master."” Druzil's toothy smle sent a shudder of revul sion

al ong Abal lister's backbone. The w zard had never be cone overly confortabl e around the cruel inp.
"Del quimera cas denpa," Druzil said through Percival |ong and pointy teeth. "A powerful potion

i ndeed!" he translated falsely. In truth, Druzil had said, "Even considering your linitations,"
but Aballister didn't need to know that.

"Yes," Aballister muttered again, tapping a bony finger on the end of his hawkish nose. "I really
nmust take the tine to | earn your |anguage, ny dear Druzil."

"Yes," Druzil echoed, wiggling his elongated ears. "lye quiesta pas tellemara," he said, which
meant, "If you weren't so stupid." Druzil dropped into a | ow bow to cover his deceptions, but the

act only convinced Aballister further that the inp was nmaking fun of him
"The expense of these ingredients has been considerable,” Aballister said, getting back to the

subj ect,

"And the brewing is not exact," added Druzil wth obvious sarcasm "And we could find, ny master
a hundred nore! problens if we searched, but the gains, | rem nd you. The gains! Your brotherhood
is not so strong, not so. It shan't survive, | say! Not w thout the brew"

"Cod-stuff?" nused Aballister

"Call it so," replied Druzil. "Since it was Talona who led you to it, that her designs be

furthered, perhaps it truly is. Afitting title, for the sake of Barjin and his wetched priests.
They will be nore devout and attentive if they understand that they are fabricating a true agent
of Talona, a power in itself to lavish their worship upon, and their devotion will help keep ore-
faced Ragnor and his brutish warriors in line."

Abal I i ster |aughed al oud as he thought of the three clerics, the second order of the evi
triunmvirate, kneeling and praying before a sinple nagical device.

"Nanme it Tuanta M ancay, the Fatal Horror," Druzil offered, his snickers purely sarcastic. "Barjin
will like that.” Druzil contenplated the suggestion for a nonent, then added, "No, not the Fata
Horror. Tuanta QUI RO M ancay, the Most Fatal Horror."

Abal lister's laughter trebled, with just a hint of uneasiness in it. "Mst Fatal Horror" was a
tide associated with Tal ona's highest-ranking and nost devout priests-Barjin, Castle Trinity's
clerical |eader, had not yet attained that honor, being referred to only as a Most Debilitating
Hol i ness. That this chaos curse would outstrip himin tide would sting the arrogant cleric, and
Abal | i ster would enjoy that spectacle. Barjin and his band had been at the castle for only a year.
The priest had traveled all the way from Danmara, honel ess and broken and with no god to aall his
own since a new order of paladin kings had banished his vile deity back to the | ower planes.

Li ke Aballister, Barjin clainmed to have encountered the avatar of Talona and that it was | she
who had shown himthe way to Castle Trinity. Barjin's dynam smand powers were considerable, and
his followers had carried uncounted treasures along with themon their journey. Wen they first
had arrived, the ruling triunvirate, particularly Aballister, had wel coned themw th open ar s,
drinking it grand that Tal ona had brought together so powerful a union, a marriage that woul d
strengthen the castle and provide the resources to conplete Druzil's recipe. Now, nonths |ater
Abal l'i ster had begun to foster reservati ons about the union, particularly about the priest. Barjin
was a charismatic man, sonething frowned upon in an order dedicated to di sease and poi son. Many of
Talona's priests scarred thensel ves or covered their skin with grotesque tattoos. Barjin had done
none of that, had sacrificed nothing to his new goddess, but, because of his wealth and his
uncanny persuasi ve powers, he quickly had risen to the | eadership of the castle's clerics.

Abal lister had all owed the ascent, thinking it Talona's will, and had gone out of his way to
appease Barjin-in retrospect, he was not so certain of his choice. Now, however, he needed
Barjin's support to hold Castle Trinity together, and , rjin's riches to fund the continuing
creation of the chaos curse.

"l nust see about the brewing of our ingredients for the god-stuff,” the wizard said with that
thought in mnd. "Wien we find a quiet time, though, Druzil, | would like to learn a bit of that
full-flavored | anguage you so often toss about."

"As you please, nmy nmaster," replied the inp, bowing as Aballister left the snmall room and cl osed
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t he door behind him

Druzil spoke his next words in his private tongue, the | anguage of the | ower planes, fearing that
Abal | i ster mght be listening at the door. "Quiesta bene tellenara, Aballister!"” The m schievous
imp couldn't help hinself as he whispered, "But you are too stupid," aloud, for no better reason
than to hear the words spoken in both tongues.

For all of the insults he so casually threw his master's way, though, Druzil appreciated the

wi zard. Aballister was marvelously intelligent for a human, and the nost powerful of his or her of
three, and by Druzil's estimation those three wi zards were the strongest leg of the triunvirate.
Abal | i ster would conpl ete the cursing potion and supply the device to deliver it, and for that,
Druzil, who had craved this day for decades, would be undyingly grateful. Druzil was snarter than
nost i nps, smarter than nost people, and when he had come upon the ancient recipe in an obscure
manuscript a century before, he wisely had kept it hidden fromhis former naster, another human
That wi zard hadn't the resources or the wisdomto carry through the plan and properly spread the
cause of chaos, but Aballister did.

* * k% *x %

Abal lister felt a m xture of hope and trepidation as he stared hard at the reddi sh gl ow emanati ng
fromwi thin the dear bottle. This was the first test of the chaos curse, and all of the w zard's
expectati ons were tenpered by the huge expense of putting this small anpunt together.

"One nore ingredient," whispered the anxious inp, sharing none of Percival master's doubts. "Add
the yote, then we nay rel ease the snoke."

"It is not to be inbibed?" Aballister asked.

Druzil paled noticeably. "No, naster, not that," he rasped. "The consequences are too grave. Too
grave!"”

Abal | i ster spent a long nonent studying the inp. In the two years Druzil had been beside him he
could not recall ever seeing the inp so badly shaken. The w zard wal ked across the roomto a

cabi net and produced a second bottle, smaller than the plain one holding the potion, but
intricately decorated with countl ess magi cal runes. Wen Aballister pulled off the stopper, a

st eady stream of snoke issued forth.

"It is ever-snoking," the wi zard explained. "A mnor itemof nmgica
"I know," Druzil interrupted. "And | have already cone to know that the flask will mate correctly
with our potion."

Abal lister started to ask how Druzil could possibly know that, how Druzil could even know about
his ever-snoking bottle, but he held his questions, renenbering that the m schievous inp had
contacts on other planes that could answer nany things.

"Coul d you create nore of those?" Druzil asked, indicating the wondrous bottle.

Aballister gritted his teeth at yet another added expense, and his expression al one answered the

questi on.
"The chaos curse is best served in nist, and with its nagical properties, the bottle will continue
to spew it forth for many years, though its range will be linmted," Druzil explained. "Another

container will be necessary if we nmean to spread the intoxicant properly."

"I ntoxi cant?" Aballister bal ked, on the verge of rage. Druzil gave a quick flap of his leathery
Wi ngs, putting himfarther across the roomfrom Aballister-not that di stance mattered nuch where
the powerful w zard was concerned.

"Intoxi cant?" Aballister said again. "My dear, dear Druzil, do you nmean to tell me that we have
spent a fortune in gold, that | have grovel ed before Barjin and those utterly wetched priests,
just to mix a batch of elvish w ne?"

"Bene tellemara,” came the inp's exasperated reply. "You still do not understand what we have
created? Elvish w ne?"

"Dwarvi sh nead, then?" Aballister snarled sarcastically. He took up his staff and advanced a

t hreat eni ng step.

"You do not understand what will happen when it is |oosed," Druzil barked derisively.

"Do tell me."

Druzil snapped his wi ngs over his face, then back behind himagain, a novenent that plainly
reveal ed his frustration. "It will invade the hearts of our targets," the inp explained, "and

exaggerate their desires. Sinple inpulses will becone god-given conmands. None will be affected in
quite the same way, nor will the effects remain consistent to any one victim Purely chaoti c!
Those affected wll "

Abal lister raised a hand to stop him needing no further explanation

"1 have given you power beyond your greatest hopes!"™ the inp growed forcefully. "Have you
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forgotten Talona's prom se?"

"The avatar only suggested that | summon you," Aballister countered, "and only hinted that you
m ght possess sonethi ng of val ue.”

"You cannot begin to understand the potency of the chaos curse,” Druzil replied smugly. "All the
races of the region will be yours to control when their own inner controls have been destroyed.
Chaos is a beautiful thing, nortal naster, a force of destruction and conquest, the ultinate

di sease, the Mdst Fatal Horror. Orchestrating chaos brings power to he who remains beyond its
crippling grip!"

Abal li ster | eaned on his staff and | ooked away. He had to believe Druzil, and yet he feared to
bel i eve. He had given so nuch to this unknown reci pe.

"You nust learn," the inp said, seeing that Aballister was not inpressed. "If we are to succeed,
then you nust believe." He folded his | eathery wings over his head for a nonent, burying hinself
in thought. "That young fighter, the arrogant one?" he asked suddenly.

"Haverly," Aballister answered.

"He thinks hinself Ragnor's better,"” Druzil said, a wi cked, toothy smle spreading over his face
"He desires Ragnor's death so that he mi ght assune captainship of the fighters."

Abal lister did not argue. On several occasions, young Haverly, drunken with ale, had indicated
those very desires, though he had never gone so far as to threaten the ogrillon. Even arrogant
Haverly was not that stupid.

"Call himto us," Druzil begged. "Let himconplete our test. Tell himthat this potion could
strengthen his position in the triunvirate. Tell himthat it could make hi meven stronger than
Ragnor . "

Abal lister stood quietly for a few nonments to consider his options. Barjin had expressed grave
doubt s about the whole project, despite Aballister's clains that it would serve Tal ona beyond
anything else in all the world. The priest had only funded Aballister's treasure hunt on the

wi zard' s proni se, made before a dozen w tnesses, that every copper piece would be repaid if the
priest was not overjoyed with the results. Barjin had lost rmuch in Percival flight fromthe
northern ki ngdom of Damara: Percival prestige, Percival army, and many val uabl e and powerf ul
itens, sonme enchanted. His retained wealth al one had played the nmajor role in preserving a neasure
of his former power. Now, as the weeks dragged on with rising expenses and no neasurable results,
Barjin grew increasingly inpatient.

"I will get Haverly at once," Aballister replied, suddenly intrigued. Neither the w zard nor
Barjin held any |love for either Ragnor, whomthey considered too dangerous to be trusted, or
Haverly, whomthey considered too foolish, and any havoc that the test weaked on that pair could
help to dimnish Barjin's doubts.

Besi des, Aballister thought, it mght be fun to watch.

* * % *x %

Druzil sat notionless on Aballister's great desk, watching the events across the roomw th great
interest. The inmp wished he could play a larger role in this part of the test, but only the other
wi zards knew of his position as Aballister's famliar, or that he was alive at all. The fighters
of the triunvirate, even the clerics, thought the inp nerely a garish statue, for on the few
occasi ons that any of themhad entered Aballister's private quarters, Druzil had sat perfectly
noti onl ess on the desk.

"Bend | ow over the beaker as you add the final drop," Aballister bade Haverly, |ooking back to
Druzil for confirmation. The inp nodded inperceptibly and flared his nostrils in anticipation
"That is correct,” Aballister said to Haverly. "Breathe deeply as you pour."

Haverly stood straight and cast a suspicious gaze at the w zard. He obviously didn't trust

Abal lister-certainly the wi zard had shown himno friendship before now "I have great plans," he
said threateningly, "and being turned into a newmt or sonme other strange creature is not part of
them"

"You doubt?" Aballister roared suddenly, knowi ng that he nust scare off the young fighter's doubts
wi t hout hesitation. "Then go away! Anyone can conplete the brewing. | thought that one as
anbitious as you ..."

"Enough, " Haverly interrupted, and Aballister knew his words had bit home. Haverly's suspici on was
no match for his hunger for power.

"I will trust you, w zard, though you have never given nme cause to trust you," Haverly finished.
"Nor have | ever given you cause not to trust me," Aballister rem nded him

Haverly stared a nonent |onger at Aballister, his grimce not softening, then bent |ow over the
beaker and poured the final drops. As soon as the liquids touched, the red-glowing elixir belched
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a puff of red snoke right in Haverly's face. The fighter junped back, his hand going straight to
hi s sword.

"What have you done to nme?" he demanded.

"Done?" Aballister echoed innocently. "Nothing. The snoke was harnl ess enough, if a bit
startling."

Haverly took a nonent to inspect hinmself to be sure that he had suffered no ill effects, then he
rel axed and nodded at the wi zard. "Wat will happen next?" he asked sharply. "Where is the power
you prom sed nme?"

"In time, dear Haverly, in tine," replied Aballister. "The brewing of the elixir is only the first
process."

"How | ong?" demanded the eager fighter

"I could have invited Ragnor instead of you," Aballister pointedly rem nded him

Haverly's transformation at the nmention of Ragnor forced the wi zard back several steps. The young
fighter's eyes w dened grotesquely; he bit Percival lip so hard that bl ood dripped down Perciva
chin. "Ragnor!" he grow ed through gritted teeth. "Ragnor the inposter! Ragnor the pretender! You
woul d not invite him for | amhis better!"

"OfF course you are, dear Haverly," the w zard cooed, trying to soothe the wld-eyed nan,
recogni zi ng that Haverly was on the verge of explosion. "That is why ..." Aballister never
finished, for Haverly, nuttering under his breath, drew his sword and charged out of the room
nearly destroying the door as he passed. Aballister stared into the hallway, blinking in

di sbheli ef.

"I ntoxicant?" came a sarcastic query fromacross the room

Drawn away by the screans of "Ragnor!" Aballister didn't bother to answer the inp. The wi zard
rushed out, not wanting to niss the coning spectacle, and soon found Us two col | eagues as they
made their way through the halls.

"It is Haverly, the young fighter," said Dorigen, the only female wizard in the castle.
Aballister's evil smile stopped her and her conpanion in their tracks.

"The potion is conpleted?" Dorigen asked hopefully, her anber eyes sparkling as she tossed her

| ong bl ack hair back over her shoul der

"Chaos curse," Aballister confirned as he Il ed themon. Wen they arrived at the conplex's |arge
dining hall, they found that the fighting had al ready begun. Several tables had been flung about
and a hundred startled nen and ores, and even a few giants, lined the roomis perineter, watching
in amazenent. Ragnor and Haverly stood facing each other in the center of the room swords drawn.
"The fighters will need a new third in their ruling council,"” Dorigen remarked. "Surely either
Ragnor or Haverly will fall this day, leaving only two."

"Ragnor!" Haverly proclainmed loudly. "Today | take ny place as | eader of the fighters!"

The other warrior, a powerfully built ogrillon, having ancestors both ogre and ore, and carrying
the scars of a thousand battles, hardly seenmed i npressed. "Today you take your place anbng your
ancestors," he chided.

Haverly charged, his foolishly straightforward attack costing himso deep a gash on one shoul der
that his armwas nearly severed. The crazed fighter didn't even grinace, didn't even notice the
wound or the pain.

Though plainly amazed that the vicious wound had not sl owed his opponent, Ragnor still nanaged to
defl ect Haverly's sword and get in close to the man. He caught Haverly's sword armwi th his free
hand and tried to position his own weapon for a strike.

Gasps of astoni shnent arose throughout the gathering as Haverly sonmehow managed to lift his
brutally torn armand simlarly block Ragnor's strike.

Haverly was al nbst as tall as Ragnor, but nmany pounds lighter and not nearly as strong. Still, and
despite the w cked wound, he held Ragnor at bay for many nonents.

"You are stronger than you seem" Ragnhor adnitted, somewhat inpressed, but showi ng no concern; on
the few occasions that his incredible strength had failed him the ogrillon had al ways found a way
to inprovise. He pressed a disguised button on his sword hilt, and a second bl ade, a |ong, slender
dirk, appeared, protruding straight dowm fromthe sword hilt, right in line with Haverly's
unhel met ed head.

Haverly was too engrossed to even notice. "Ragnor!" he screanmed again, hysterically, his face
contorted. He slamed his forehead into Ragnor's face, squashing the ogrillon's nose. Haverly's
head cane crashing in again, but Ragnor managed to ignore the pain and keep his concentration on
the nore | ethal attack

Haverly's head canme back in line a third time. Ragnor, tasting his own bl ood, savagely twi sted his
sword arm free and plunged strai ght down, inpaling the dirk deeply into Haverly's skull
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* * *x * %

The three priests of the ruling triumvirate entered the roomthen, led by Barjin, who was

obvi ously not pleased by the conbat.

"What is the neaning of this?" he demanded of Aballister, understanding that the wi zard had pl ayed
a role here

"A matter for the fighters to explain, it would seem" Aballister replied with a shrug. Seeing
that the priest was about to intervene in the continuing battle, Aballister bent over and

whi spered, "The chaos curse," in Barjin's ear

Barjin's face brightened i nediately and he watched the bl oody battle wi th sudden enthusi asm

* * * *x *

Ragnor could hardly believe that Haverly still struggled. His foot-long dirk was bloodied right to
the ponmel, but his opponent stubbornly backed away, thrashing to free himself of the bl ade.
Ragnor let himgo, thinking Haverly in his death throes. But, to the continuing gasps of the

onl ookers-Barjin's heard nost |oudly-Haverly did not topple.

"Ragnor!" he growl ed, shirring badly and spitting thick blood with every syllable. Blood filled
one of his eyes and poured fromhis head wound, nmatting his brown hair, but he raised his sword
and stunbled in.

Ragnor, terrified, struck first, taking advantage of Haverly's partial blindness and hacking at
hi s al ready wounded arm The force of the bl ow severed the arm conpletely, just bel ow the

shoul der, and knocked Haverly several feet to the side.

"Ragnor!" Haverly sputtered again, barely keeping his bal ance. Again he came in, and agai n Ragnor
beat him back, this time slicing through Haverly's exposed ribs, digging at his heart and |ungs.
Haverly's cries becane unintelligible wheezes as he continued his advance. Ragnor frantically
rushed out to meet him locking himin a tight enbrace that rendered both | ong swords usel ess.
Haverly had no defenses agai nst Ragnor's free hand, now holding a dirk, and the weapon dug
repeatedly, viciously, at his back

Still, many mnutes passed before Haverly finally tunbled dead to the floor

"A worthy adversary," one bold ore renmarked, coming over to inspect the body.

Covered in Haverly's blood, and with his own nose broken, Ragnor was in no nood to hear any

prai ses for Haverly. "A stubborn fool!" he corrected, and he | opped off the ore's head with a
single strike.

Barjin nodded at Aballister. "Talona watches with pleasure. Perhaps your chaos curse will prove
worth the expense."

"Chaos curse?" Aballister replied as though a notion had struck him "That is not a fitting title
for such a powerful agent of Talona. Tuanta M ancay, perhaps ... no, Tuanta QU RO M ancay."

One of Barjin's associates, understanding the | anguage and the inplications of the title, gasped
al oud. Hi s conmpanions stared at him and he translated. "The Mst Fatal Horror!"

Barjin snapped his gaze back on Aballister, realizing the wizard' s ploy. Aballister had played the
nost inportant role in the brewing and, with a few sinple words, had ranked the potion above
Barjin. Already the other two clerics, fanatic followers of Tal ona, were noddi ng eagerly and

whi spering their praises for Aballister's creation

"Tuanta Quiro M ancay" the cornered priest echoed, forcing a smle. "Yes, that will do properly."

Dani ca

The obese wrestler rubbed a pudgy hand over his newest bruise, trying to ignore the growi ng taunts
of his coll eagues.
"I have been too rel axed agai nst you
and you being a girl."

Dani ca brushed her hair out of her al nond-shaped brown eyes and tried to hide her snile. She
didn't want to humiliate the proud cleric, a disciple of Oghma. She knew his boasts were
ridiculous. He had fought with all his fury, but it hadn't done himany good.

Danica | ooked Iike a wisp of a thing, barely five feet tall, with a floppy nop of curly strawberry-
bl ond hair hangi ng just bel ow her shoulders and a snile to steal a paladin's heart. Those who
| ooked nore closely found nmuch nmore than "girlish" dressing, though. Years of meditation and
training had honed Danica's reflexes and muscles to a fine fighting edge, as the clerics of Oghma,
fancying thensel ves great wrestlers in the imge of their god figure, were painfully discovering
one after anot her

Every tinme Danica needed information in the great Edificant Library, she found it offered only in

he said to the young wonman, "my being thrice your weight
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exchange for a westling match. For the gain of a single scroll penned by a | ong-dead nonk, Danica
now found hersel f faced off against this |atest adversary, a sweaty and snelly behenmoth. She
didn't really mind the play; she knew she could defeat tins one as easily as she had di spatched
all the others.

The fat man strai ghtened his bl ack-and-gold vest, |lowered his round head, and charged.

Dani ca waited until he was right in front of her, and to the onlookers it |ooked as if the woman
woul d be buried beneath nounds of flesh. At the last nonment, she di pped her head under the fat
man' s lunging arm caught his hand, and casual |y stepped behind himas he |unbered past. A subtle
twi st of her wist stopped himdead in his tracks and, before he even realized what was happeni ng,
Dani ca ki cked the back of both his knees, dropping himto a kneel

Wiile the big man went down, his arm bent backward and held firmy in Danica' s amazingly strong
grasp, did not. Synpathetic groans and derisive |aughter erupted fromthose gathered to watch.
"Eastern coner!" the big man cried. "Third row, third shelf fromthe top in a silver tube!"

"My thanks," Danica said, releasing her hold. She |ooked around, flashing that innocent snile
"Perhaps the next tinme | require information, you can fight me two against one."

The clerics of Oghma, fearing that their god was not pleased, grunmbled and turned away.

Dani ca of fered her hand to the downed priest, but he proudly refused. He struggled to his feet,
nearly falling again for |ack of breath, and rushed to catch up with the others. Dani ca shook her
head hel plessly and retrieved her two daggers froma nearby bench. She took a nmonent to exani ne
them as she always did before putting themback into their respective boot sheaths. One had a
hilt of gold, twisted into a tiger's head, while the other had one of silver, bearing an inage of
a dragon. Both sported transparent crystal blades and were enhanced by a wi zard's spell to give
themthe strength of steel and perfect balance. They had been a very valuable and treasured gift
from Danica's master, a nman whom Dani ca dearly m ssed. She had been with Master Turkel since her
parents had died, and the wi zened old nan had becone all the fanily she had. Danica thought of him
as she resheat hed the weapons, vowing for the mllionth time to visit hi mwhen she had conpl et ed
her studies.

Dani ca Maupoi ssant had been raised anid the bustle of the Westgate marketplace, five hundred mles
to the northeast of the Edificant Library, on the neck between the Lake of Dragons and the Sea of
Fallen Stars. Her father, Pavel, was a craftsman, reputably the finest wagonnaker in the region
who, |ike nmany people of Wstgate, possessed a stubborn and fierce independence and no snal

amount of pride.

Theirs was a life of sinple pleasures and unconditional |ove. Danica was twel ve when she |eft her
parents to serve as an apprentice to the aged, white-bearded potter named Turkel Bastan. Only
mont hs | ater did Danica come to understand her parents' reasoning in sending her to him they had
foreseen what was to cone.

She spent a year shuffling back and forth across the city, splitting her tinme between her
extensive duties with Master Turkel and those rare opportunities she found to go horme. Then
suddenly, there was nowhere to go. The raid had conme in the dark of night, and when the assassins
had gone, so, too, were Danica's parents, the house she had grown up in, and the wagon shop that
had been her father's lifelong toil.

Master Turkel showed little enotion when he told Danica the terrible news, but the young girl
heard himcrying later, in the solitude of his small room Only then did Danica cone to realize
that Turkel and her parents had orchestrated her apprenticeship. She had assuned it an accidenta
thing, and had feared that perhaps her parents had sinply shuffled her away for their own

conveni ence. She knew that Turkel was fromthe far-off eastern | and of Tabot, the npuntai nous
regi on of some of her mother's ancestors, and she wondered if Turkel mght be a distant relative.
VWhat ever their relationship, Danica's apprenticeship with the master soon had taken on a different
light. He had hel ped her through her grieving, then had begun her true instruction, |essons that
had little to do with making pottery.

Turkel was a Tabotan nonk, a disciple of Gandnmaster Penpahg D Ahn, whose religion conbi ned nenta
discipline with physical training to achieve harnmony of the soul. Danica guessed Turkel to be no
| ess than eighty years old, but he could nove with the grace of a hunting cat and strike with his
bare hands with the force of iron weapons. H's displays nore than anazed Dani ca; they consuned
her. Qui et and unassum ng, Turkel was as peaceful and contented a man as Danica had ever known,
yet underneath that outward guise was a fighting tiger that could be brought roaring forth in

ti mes of need.

So, too, grew the tiger in Danica. She |learned and practiced, nothing else mattered to her. She
used her constant work as a litany against her menories, a barricade against the pain wth which
she could not yet come to terns. Turkel understood, Danica |ater realized, and he chose carefully
when he would tell her nore of her parents' dem se
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The craftsnmen and nmerchants of Wstgate, along with, or perhaps because of, their fierce

i ndependence, were often bitter rivals, and Pavel had not escaped this fact of Wstgate life.
There were several other wagonmakers- Turkel would not tell Danica their nanes-who were jeal ous of
Pavel 's continuing prosperity. They went to Pavel on a few occasions, threatening himw th severe
consequences if he would not share with them his | ong backl og of orders.

"If they had cone as friends and fellow craftsnmen, Pavel would have shared the wealth,” Turkel had
sai d, as though he and Danica's father had been nuch nore than the slight acquai ntances they
pretended to be in public. "But your father was a proud man. He would not give in to threats, no
matter how real the danger behind them"

Dani ca had never pressed Turkel for the identity of the men who had killed her parents-or, rather,
had hired the dreaded Ni ght Masks, the usual means of assassination in Wstgate, and to this day,
she did not know who they were. She trusted that the naster would tell her when he felt she was
prepared to know, prepared to take revenge, if that was her choice, or when he believed she was
willing to let go of the past and build on the future. Turkel had always indicated that to be his
pr ef erence.

The image of the aged master canme clearly to Danica's mind as she stood there, holding the
magni fi cent daggers. "You have outgrown ne," he had said to her, and there was no renorse, only
pride, in his tone. "Your skills surpass ny own in so many areas."”

Dani ca remenbered vividly that she had thought the tinme of revelation at hand, that Turkel would
tell her the names of the conspirators who had killed her parents and tell her to go out and seek
revenge.

Tur kel had other ideas.

"There remains only one master who can continue to instruct you," Turkel had said, and as soon as
he nentioned the Edificant Library, Danica knew what was to cone. The library was home to many of
Grandnast er Penpahg D Ahn's rare and priceless scrolls; Turkel wanted her to learn directly from
the records of the |ong-dead grandnmaster. It was then that Turkel had given her the two
magni fi cent daggers.

So she had left Westgate, barely nore than a child, to build on her future, to attain new heights
of self-discipline. Once again Master Turkel had shown his |ove and respect for her, placing her
needs above his own obvious despair at her departure.

Dani ca believed that she had acconplished nmuch in her first year at the library, both in her
studies and in her understanding of other people, of the world that suddenly seened so very | arge.
She thought it ironic that her education of the wide world would conme in a place of al nost
nmonasti c seclusion, but she couldn't deny that her views had matured considerably in the year she
had spent at the library. Before she had lived in the private desire for revenge; now Westgate and
the hired assassins seenmed so very far away, and so nany other, nore positive, opportunities were
opened to her.

She dism ssed those dark nmenories now, left themwith a final inage of her father's calmsnmile

her mother's al nond eyes, and the many winkl es of Master Turkel's wi zened old face. Then even

t hose pl easi ng i mages di ssi pated, buried beneath Danica's many responsibilities to her craft.

The library was a massive room supported by dozens and dozens of arched pillars, which were even
nmor e confusing because of the thousands of distracting bas-reliefs carved into each one. It took
Dani ca many minutes to deterni ne which was the eastern conmer. Wen she finally got there, noving
down a narrow isle of tightly packed books, she found soneone waiting for her

Cadderly couldn't hide his snile; he never could when he | ooked upon Danica, since the very first
time he had seen her. He knew she had come from Westgate, several hundred miles to the northeast.
That al one made her worldly by his standards, and there were so nany other things about her that
pi qued his inmagination. Although Danica's features and manneri sns were nostly Western and not so
different fromthe normin the central realns, the shape of her eyes reveal ed sonme ancestry in the
far and exotic East.

Cadderly often wondered if that was what had initially attracted himto Dani ca. Those al nond eyes
had prom sed adventure to him and he was a man sorely in need of adventure. He had passed his
twenty-first birthday and had been off the grounds of the Edificant Library only a few dozen tines-
and on those occasions, he had al ways been acconpanied by at |east one of the headmasters, usually
Avery, and several other priests. Sonetines Cadderly thought hinself pitifully bereft of any real
experiences. To him adventures and battles were events to be read about. He had never even seen a
living orc, or monster of any kind.

Enter mysterious Dani ca and those alluring prom ses.

"I't took you I ong enough," Cadderly remarked slyly.

"I have been at the library just a year," Danica retorted, "but you have |lived here since before
your fifth birthday."
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"I had the library figured out in a week, even at that age," Cadderly assured her with a snap of
his fingers. He fell into step beside her as she wal ked briskly toward the coner.
Dani ca gl anced up at him then bit back her sarcastic reply, not certain if the amazi ng Cadderly
was teasing her or not.
"So you are fighting the big ones now?" Cadderly asked. "Should |I be concerned?"
Dani ca st opped suddenly, pulled Cadderly's face down to her own, and ki ssed hi meagerly. She noved
back fromhimjust a few inches, her alnond eyes, striking and exotic, boring into him
Cadderly silently thanked Deneir that neither he nor Danica were of a celibate order, but, as
al ways when they kissed, the contact nade both of them nervous. "Fighting excites you," Cadderly
remarked coyly, stealing the romance and relieving the tension. "Now | am concerned."
Dani ca pushed hi m back but did not let go of his tunic.
"You should be careful, you know," Cadderly went on, suddenly serious. "If any of the headnasters
caught you westling "
"The proud young | oremasters do not | eave ne nuch choice," Danica replied, casually tossing her
hair and pulling it back fromher face. She hadn't really worked up nuch of a sweat agai nst her

| atest opponent. "In this maze you call a library, |I could not find half of what | need in a
hundred years." She rolled her eyes about to enphasize the vastness of the pillared room
"Not a problem" Cadderly assured her. "I had the library figured out ..."

"When you were five!" Danica finished for himand she pulled himclose again. This tinme Cadderly
decided that her attention mght bring sonme added benefits. He prudently noved around to Danica's
right side-he scribed | eft-handed, and the last tinme he had attenpted tins with his left hand, he
had not been able to work for several days. Cadderly had been thrilled by what Danica called her
"Wthering Touch" for many nonths, considering it the nost effective nonlethal attack form he had
ever witnessed. He had begged Danica to teach it to him but the skilled nonk carefully guarded
her fighting secrets, explaining to Cadderly that her fighting nmethods were but a snmall part of
her religion, as nuch a discipline of the mnd as of the body. She would not allow others to copy
simpl e techniques without first achieving the nmental preparation and phil osophical attitudes that
acconpani ed t hem

In the middle of the kiss, Cadderly rubbed his hand across Danica's belly, under the bottom of her
short vest. As always, the young priest was anmazed by the hard, rolling nuscles of her stomach. A
nmonent |ater, Cadderly started noving his hand slowy upward

Danica's reaction canme in the blink of an eye. Her hand, one finger extended, snapped out across
Cadderly's chest and drove into his shoul der

Under the vest, Cadderly's hand stopped i mrediately, then fell lifeless to hang by his side. He
grimaced for a noment as the burning pain becane a general nunbness the length of his arm

"You are such a ..." Danica stanmered, "a ... a boy!"

At first, Cadderly thought her anger just the expected reaction to his bold advance, then Danica
stunned himconpletely. "Can you never forget your studi es?"

"She knows!" a horrified Cadderly muttered to hinself as Danica storned away. Expecting the
attack, he had carefully watched out of the comer of his eye and believed he knew precisely where
Danica's finger had struck. Until that nonent, he had considered this attenpt a success, despite
the continuing pain. But now Dani ca knew

The young schol ar paused a nonment to consider the inplications, then was relieved when he heard
Danica's soft laughter fromjust beyond the next bookshelf. He took a step toward her, neaning to
amend things, but Danica spun as soon as he rounded the corner, her finger poised to strike.

"The touch will work on your head as well," the young wonan proni sed, her |ight brown eyes
sparkling eagerly.

Cadderly didn't doubt that for a nmonent, and he surely didn't want Danica to prove her words. It
al ways amazed himthat Danica, barely half his weight, could so easily take himdown. He | ooked
upon her with sincere admration, even envy, for Cadderly dearly wi shed that he possessed Danica's
direction and dedi cation, her passion for her studies. Wile Cadderly went through his Iife busy
but distracted, Danica's vision of the world remained narrowy focused, based in a rigid and

phi |l osophical religion little-known in the western realns. That passion, too, enhanced the
enchant nent Dani ca had cast over Cadderly. He wanted to open her nmind and her heart and | ook into

both, knowi ng that only there would he find answers to fill the missing elenents of his own life.
Dani ca enbodi ed his dreans and his hopes; he didn't even try to renenber how sorely enpty his life
had been before he had nmet her. He backed away slowy, lifting his palnms and hol di ng them open and

out wide to show that he wanted no part of any further displays.

"Stand!" Dani ca commanded as sharply as her nel odi ous voice allowed. "Have you nothing to say to
ne?"

Cadderly thought for a nonent, wondering what she wanted to hear. "I |ove you?" he asked as much
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as decl ared.

Dani ca nodded and smiled disarmngly, then dropped her hand. Cadderly's gray eyes returned the
smile tenfold and he took a step toward her

The dangerous finger shot up and waved about, resenbling some hellish viper

Cadderly shook his head and ran fromthe room pausing only to grab a scrap of parchnent and dip
the quill he kept stuck under his hat band into an open inkwell. He had wi tnessed the Wthering
Touch perfectly, and he wanted to sketch the inmage while it was fresh in his mnd. this tineg,
Dani ca's | aughter was not so soft.

Canticle

"They are singing to it!" Druzil cried in amazenment, not certain of whether that was a good thing
or not. The religious fanatics of Castle Trinity had taken the potion to heart; even the not-so-
faithful, such as Ragnor and, by Aballister's estimation, Barjin, had been swept up in the zeal ous
flow. "Though not very well, | fear.” The inp put his wings over his ears to |l essen the sound.

Abal lister, too, did not enjoy the discordant wails that resounded throughout the castle conplex
with a zeal that walls and doors could not dimnish, but he tolerated the clerics better than his
worrisome inp. The wi zard, too, was not without his reservations, though. Ever since the battle in
the dining hall four weeks before, Barjin had forcefully taken the project as his own and had | ed
the chorus of chants to the Most Fatal Horror

"Barjin has the wealth,” Druzil rem nded the w zard, as though the inp had sensed Aballister's

t hought s.

Aballister replied with a grimnod. "I fear that ny insult has been turned back on ne," he
expl ai ned, noving slowy to the wi ndow and | ooki ng out over the Shining Plains. "By naming the
chaos curse the Most Fatal Horror, | sought to demean Barjin, to weaken Percival position, but he

has weat hered the tornent and resisted his prideful urging better than | had expected. Al the
foll owers believe his sincerity, to Talona and to the chaos curse.” Aballister sighed. On the one
hand, he was di sappointed that his ploy had not stung Barjin, at |east not outwardly, but on the
ot her hand, the priest |eader, sincere or not, was surely preparing Castle Trinity for the comng
trials and thus was furthering Talona's will.

"If the followers believe our mixture is a sinple magical concoction, no natter how potent, they
will not so readily give their lives to the cause," Aballister reasoned, turning back on Druzil
"There is nothing like religion to rouse the rabble."

"You do not believe the elixir is an agent of Talona?" Druzil asked, though he already knew the
answer .

"I know the difference between a nmagi cal concoction and a sentient shield man," Aballister replied
dryly. "The elixir will indeed serve the Lady of Poison's cause, and so its title is a fitting
one."

"Barjin has put all the forces of Castle Trinity behind him" Druzil quickly responded, his tone
om nous. "Even Ragnor does not dare go against him"

"Way woul d he, or anyone el se, want to?" Aballister replied. "The chaos curse soon will be put to
proper use, and Barjin has played a mgjor role in that."

"At what price?" the inp demanded. "I gave the recipe for the chaos curse to you, ny naster, not
the priest. Yet it is the priest who controls its fate and uses you and the other w zards to serve
his own designs "

"W are a brotherhood, sworn to loyalty."

"You are a gathering of thieves," Druzil retorted. "Be not so swift in presuning the existence of
honor. If Ragnor did not fear you, and did not see profit in keeping you, he would cut you down.
Barjin-" Druzil rolled his bul bous eyes "-Barjin cares for nothing except Barjin. \Were are his
scars? His tattoos? He does not deserve his title, nor the | eadership of the priests. He falls to
his knees for the goddess only because doi ng so makes those around him praise himfor his
holiness. There is nothing religious-"

"Enough, dear Druzil," soothed the w zard, waving one hand calmy

"Do you deny that Barjin controls the chaos curse?" Druzil retorted. "Do you believe that Barjin
woul d show any loyalty to Aballister if he did not need Aballister?"

The wi zard wal ked away fromthe small w ndow and fell back into his wooden chair, unable to argue
those points. But even if he admitted that he had m scal cul ated, he could do little nowto stop
events fromfollowing their course. Barjin had the elixir and the noney, and if Aballister neant
to recapture control of the potion for hinmself, he mght have to fight a war within the
triumvirate. Aballister and his w zard conrades were powerful, but they were only three. Wth
Barjin whipping the hundreds of Castle Trinity soldiers into religious fervor, the w zards had
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becone somewhat secluded within the conplex.

"They have added rituals and conditions," the inp went on, spitting every word with distaste. "D d
you know that Barjin has placed warding gl yphs on the flask, so that it m ght be opened only by an
i nnocent ?"

"That is a typical priestly ploy," Aballister replied casually, trying to alleviate Druzil's
Worries.

"He does not understand the power under his control," Druzil retorted. "The chaos curse needs no
"priestly ploys.""

Abal | i ster gave an unconcerned shrug, but he, too, had not agreed with Barjin's decision
concerning those glyphs. Barjin thought that allow ng an innocent to serve as an uni ntentiona
catalyst was fitting for the agent of the chaotic goddess, but Aballister feared that the cleric
was sinply adding conditions to an already conplicated process.

"Barjin quiesta pas tellemara,"” Druzil nuttered.

Abal I i ster narrowed his eyes. He had heard that obviously unflattering phrase in nmany different
contexts these | ast few weeks, npbst often aimed at him He kept his suspicions to hinmself, though
realizing that many of Druzil's conplaints were valid.

"Perhaps it is time for the Most Fatal Horror to go out and perform Talona's will beyond this pile
of rocks," Aballister said. "Perhaps we have spent too long in preparation.”

"Barjin's power is too consolidated," Druzil said. "Do not underestinate him"

Abal | i ster nodded, then rose and wal ked across the room "You should not underestimate," he
pointed out to the inp, "the advantages in convincing people that there is a higher purpose to
their actions, a higher authority guiding their |eaders' decisions.” The wi zard opened t he heavy
door, and the unholy canticle drowed out Percival next words. More than Barjin's handful of
clerics were singing; the canticle was a hundred screani ng voi ces strong, echoing off the stone
walls with frantic urgency. Aballister shook his head in disbelief as he exited.

Druzil could not deny Barjin's effectiveness in preparing the force for the tasks ahead, but the
inmp still held reservations about the Most Fatal Horror and all the conplications that title
inplied. The inp knew, if the wizard did not, that Aballister would not have an easy tine of

wal king away with the elixir bottle.

* k* *x * %

"More like this one," Cadderly said to |van Boul dershoul der, a square-shoul dered dwarf with a
yel | ow beard hanging | ow enough to trip himif he didn't watch his step. The two were beside
Cadderly's bed-Cadderly kneeling and |van standi ng-exam ning a tapestry depicting the |egendary
war wherein the elvish race had been split into surface and drow. Only half unrolled, the huge
woven cloth still covered the bed. "The design is right, but its shaft mght be a little tight for
my darts."

Ivan pulled out a small stick, notched at regular intervals, and took some neasurenments of the
hand- hel d crossbow Cadderly had indicated, then of the armof the drow elf holding it. "They'l
fit," the dwarf replied, confident of his work. He | ooked across the roomto his brother, Pikel
who busied hinself with several nodels Cadderly had constructed. "You got the bow?"

Engrossed in his play, Pikel didn't even hear him He was ol der than Ivan by several years, but he
was by far the | ess serious of the two. They were about the sanme size, though Pikel was a bit nore
round-shoul dered, an attribute exaggerated by his |oose-fitting, drooping robes. Hi s beard was
green this week, for he had dyed it in honor of the visiting druids. Pikel liked druids, a fact
that made his brother roll his eyes and blush. It wasn't usual that a dwarf would get on well with
woodl and fol k, but Pikel was far fromusual. Rather than let his beard hang | oose to his toes, as
did lvan, he parted it in the mddl e and pulled it back over his huge ears, braiding it together
with his hair to hang hal fway down his back. It |ooked rather silly to lIvan, but Pikel, the
library's cook, thought it practical for keeping his beard out of the soup. Besides, Pikel didn't
wear the boots commopn to his race; he wore sandal s-a gift fromthe druids-and his |ong beard
tickled his free-wiggling, gnarly toes.

"Qo oi," Pikel chuckled, rearranging the nodels. One was remarkably simlar to the Edificant

Li brary, a squat, square, four-storied structure with rows of tiny wi ndows. Another nodel was a

di splaced wall like those in the library, supported by huge, heavily blocked arches. It was the
third and tallest nodel that intrigued Pikel. It, too, was of a wall, but unlike anything the
dwarf, no novice to nmasonry, had ever seen. The nodel stood straight to half the dwarfs four-foot
hei ght but was not nearly as wi de or bulky as the other, shorter, wall. Sl ender and graceful, it
was really two structures: the wall and a supporting pillar, connected by two bridges, one hal fway
up and the other at the very top
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Pi kel pushed down hard on the nodel, but, fragile though it appeared, it did not bend under his
consi derabl e strength.
"Oo oi!" the delighted dwarf squeal ed.
"The crossbow?" denanded |van, now standi ng behind Pikel. Pikel funbled about the many pockets in
his cook's apron, finally handing over a small wooden coffer

Pi kel squeaked at Cadderly, pointed to the strange wall, and gave an inquisitive | ook
"Just something | investigated a few nonths ago," Cadderly explained. He tried to sound
nonchal ant, but a clear trace of excitenment rang in his voice. Wth all that had been going on
lately, he had al nbst forgotten the nodels, though the new design had shown remnarkabl e promni se
The Edificant Library was far froma nundane structure. Elaborate scul ptures, enhanced by the ivy,
covered its walls, and sone of the nbst wondrous gargoyles in all the Realns conpleted its
intricate and effective gutter system Many of the finest minds in the region had desi gned and
constructed the place, but whenever Cadderly |ooked upon it, all that he could see were its
limtations. For all its detail, the library was square and squat, and its w ndows were snall and
unr emar kabl e.
"An idea for expanding the library,"” he explained to Pikel. He gathered up a nearby bl anket and
slipped it under the nodel of the library, folding its sides to resenble the rough surroundi ng
mountain terrain.

I van shook his head and wal ked back to the bed, knowi ng that Cadderly and Pi kel could continue
their outl andi sh conversations for hours on end.
"Centuries ago, when the library was built," Cadderly began, "no one had any idea it would grow so
| arge. The founders wanted a secl uded spot where they could study in private, so they chose the
hi gh passes of the Snowfl ake Mountains. Most of the northern and eastern wings, as well as the
third and fourth stories were added nuch later, but we have run out of room To the front and both
sides, the ground sl opes too steeply to allow further expansion w thout supports, and to the west,
behi nd us, the nmountain stone is too tough to be properly cleared away."
"Ch?" muttered Pikel, not so sure of that. The Boul dershoul der brothers had come fromthe
forbidding Gal ena Mountains, far to the north beyond Vaasa, where the ground was ever frozen and
the stones were as tough as any in the Realns. But not too tough for a deternined dwarf! Pike

kept Percival thoughts private, though, not wanting to halt Cadderly's nounting nonentum
"I think we should go up," Cadderly said casually. "Add a fifth, and possibly sixth level."
"I't'd never hold," grunbled Ivan fromthe bed, not so intrigued and wanting to get back to the
busi ness of the crossbow.
"Aha!" said Cadderly, pointing a finger straight up in the air. Ivan knew by the | ook on
Cadderly's face that he had played right into the young man's hopes. Cadderly did so | ove doubters
where his inventions were concerned.
"The aerial buttress!" the young priest proclainmed, holding his hands out to the strange, two-
structured wall.
"Oo oi!" agreed Pikel, who had already tested the wall's strength.
"There's one for the faeries,"” grunbled a doubting Ivan. "Look at it, Ivan," Cadderly said
reverently. "One for the faeries, indeed, if that phrase inplies grace. The strength of the design
cannot be underestinmated. The bridges displace stress so that the walls, with m nimal stonework,
can hold nuch nore than you night believe, |eaving incredible possibilities for w ndow designs."
"Sure, fromthe top," the dwarf replied gruffly, "but how might it take a giant's ramon the side?
And what about the wind? There are mighty cross-breezes up here, and mghtier still if you go
bui | di ng hi gher!™

Cadderly spent a |ong nonent considering the aerial buttress. Every tinme he | ooked upon the nodel,
he was filled with hope. He thought that a library should be an enlightening place, physically and
mental ly, and while the Edificant Library was surrounded by inpressive grounds and nmountain vi ews,
it remained a dark and thick-stoned place. The popular architecture of the tinme required massive
stone foundations and did not allow for large windows. In the world of the Edificant Library,
sunlight was sonething to be enjoyed outside. "Scholars should not sit squinting by candlelight,
even at midday, to read their tomes," Cadderly argued.

"The greatest weapons in all the world were forged in deep holes by ny ancestors," |van countered.
"I't was just the beginnings of an idea," nmunbl ed Cadderly defensively, suddenly agreeing with |van
that they should get back to the crossbow. Cadderly did not doubt his design's potential, but he
realized that he would have a hard time convincing a dwarf, who had lived a century in tight
tunnel s, of the value of sunlight.

Ever synpathetic, Pikel put a hand on Cadderly's shoul der.

"Now for the bow," I|van said, opening the wooden coffer. The dwarf gently lifted a snall, nearly
conpl eted crossbow, beautifully constructed and resenbling the bow depicted on the tapestry. "The
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work's making ne thirsty!"

"The scroll is nearly translated," Cadderly assured him not missing the reference to the ancient
dwarven nmead reci pe he had promised in return for the crossbow. Cadderly had actually transl ated
the reci pe many weeks before but had held it back, know ng that Ivan would conplete the bow nore
qui ckly with such a prize dangling just out of his reach

"That's good, boy," Ivan replied, smacking his lips. "You get your bowin a week, but I'll need
the picture to finish it. You got sonething smaller showing it?"
Cadderly shook his head. "All | have is the tapestry,"” he adnitted.

"You want nme to walk through the halls with a stolen tapestry under me arn®?" |van roared.
"Borrowed, " Cadderly corrected.

"Wth Headni stress Pertel ope's blessings?" |Ivan asked sarcastically.

"Uh oh," added Pi kel

"She will never nmiss it," Cadderly replied, unconvincingly. "If she does, | will tell her that I
needed it to confirm some passages in the drow tone | amtranslating."

"Pertel ope knows nore of drow than does yerself,” lIvan rem nded him "She's the one who gave you
t he book!"

"Uh oh," Pikel said again.

"The mead is blacker than nidnight," Cadderly said offhandedly, "so the recipe says. It would kil
a fair-sized tree if you poured only a pint of it along the roots."

"CGet the other end," Ivan said to Pikel. Pikel pulled his rmushroom shaped cook's cap over the
tangl e of green hair, which nmade his ears stick out even farther, then helped Ivan roll the
tapestry up tight. They hoisted it together while Cadderly cracked open the door and nmade sure
that the hall was enpty.

Cadderly gl anced over his shoulder at the dimnishing angle of the shining sun through his w ndow.
H's floor was narked in nmeasured intervals to serve as a norning clock. "A few mnutes to noon,"
he said to the dwarves. "Brother Chaunticleer will begin the midday canticle soon. Al the host
priests are required to attend and nost of the others usually go. The way should be clear."

I van gave Cadderly a sour | ook

"Tut-tut,"” nuttered Pikel, shaking his furry face and waggi ng a finger at Cadderly.

"I will get there!" Cadderly growed at them "No one notices if | amjust a few nonents late."
The nel ody began then, Brother Chaunticleer's perfect soprano wafting gently through the corridors
of the ancient library. Every noon, Chaunticleer ascended to his place at the podium of the
library's great hall to sing two songs, the respective | egends of Deneir and Oghma. Many schol ars
came to the library to study, it was true, but many others cane to hear the renowned Chaunti cl eer
He sang a cappella but could fill the great hall and the roonms beyond with his anmnazing four-octave
voice so fully that listeners had to ook at himoften just to nmake sure that no choir stood
behi nd him

Qghma' s song was first tins day, and under the cover of that energetic and rousing tune, the

br ot hers Boul der shoul der bounced and stunbl ed their way down two curving stairways and through a
dozen too-tight doorways to their quarters beside the library's kitchen

Cadderly entered the great hall at about the same tine, slipping quietly through the high oaken
doubl e doors and noving to the side, behind a | arge arch support.

"Aerial buttress," he couldn't help but nutter, shaking his head in dismay at the bulky pillar. He
realized then that he had not entered unnoticed. Kierkan Rufo sniled at himfromthe shadows of
the next nearest arch

Cadderly knew that the conniving Rufo had waited for him seeking new fuel for Headnaster Avery's
ire, and he knew that Avery would not excuse his tardi ness. Cadderly pretended not to care, not
wanting to give Rufo the satisfaction. He pointedly | ooked away and pull ed out his spindle-disks,
an archai ¢ weapon used by ancient halfling tribesmen of southern Luiren. The device consisted of
two circular rock crystal disks, each a finger's breadth wide and a finger's length in diameter
joined in their centers by a small bar on which was wrapped a string. Cadderly had di scovered the
weapon in an obscure tome and had actually inproved on the design, using a netal connecting bar
with a small hol e through which the string could be threaded and knotted rather than tied.
Cadderly slipped his finger through the loop on the string's | ocose end. Wth a flick of his wist,
he sent the spindle-disks rolling dowm the Iength of the string, then brought them spinning back
to his hand with a slight jerk of his finger

Cadderly sneaked a | ook out of the comer of his eye. Knowi ng that he had Rufo's attention, he sent
the di sks down again, quickly |ooped the string over the fingers of his free hand to forma
triangle, and held the still-spinning disks in the mddle, rocking themback and forth Iike a
baby's cradle. Rufo was | eaning forward now, nesnerized by the gane, and Cadderly didn't miss the
opportunity.
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He released the string fromhis cradling hand, gathering the spindle-disks too suddenly for the
eye to follow, then flicked themout straight at his rival. The string brought the flying device
back to Cadderly's hand before it got halfway to Rufo, but the startled man stunbl ed backward and
toppl ed. Cadderly congratul ated hinself for his timng, for Rufo's noi sy descent coincided with
the nost dramatic pause in Brother Chaunticleer's song.

"Ssshhh!" cane the angry hisses fromevery direction, and Cadderly's was not the | east anong them
It seemed that Headmaster Avery would have two students to discipline that night.

To Know Your Allies

The neeting chanber at Castle Trinity was quite different fromthe great and ornate hall of the
Edificant Library. Its ceiling was low and its door squat and barred and heavily guarded. A single
triangul ar table dominated the room wth three chairs on each side, one group for the w zards,
one for the fighters, and one for the clerics.

Scan the room Druzil suggested telepathically to Aballister, who was in the room The inp
surveyed through the w zard's eyes, using their telepathic link to view whatever Aballister was

| ooking at. Aballister did as he was bidden, noving his gaze around the triangular table, first to
Ragnor and the other two fighters, then to Barjin and his two cleric conpanions.

Druzil broke the nental connection suddenly and hi ssed a wi cked | augh, knowi ng that he had | eft
Abal lister in conplete confusion. He could feel the wizard trying to reestablish the nental |ink
coul d hear Aballister's thoughts calling to him

But Aballister was not in comrand of their telepathy; the inp had used this nental form of

communi cati on for nore decades than Aballister had been alive and it was he who deci ded when and
where he and the wi zard would link. For now, Druzil had no reason to continue contact; he had seen
all that he needed to see. Barjin was in the neeting hall and would be busy there for sone tine.
Druzil found his center of magic, his otherworldly essence, which allowed himto transcend the
physi cal rules governing creatures of this host plane. A few seconds later, the inp faded from
sight, becomning transparent, then he was off, flapping down the hallways to a wing of Castle
Trinity to which he rarely travel ed.

It was risky business, Druzil knew, but if the chaos curse was to be in the priest's hands, then
Druzil needed to know nore about him

Druzil knew that Barjin's door would be | ocked and heavily warded agai nst intrusion, but he
considered that a nminor problemw th one of Barjin's bodyguards standing rigid in the hall just
outside it. Druzil entered the man's thoughts just long enough to plant a suggestion, a negica
request.

"There is an intruder in Barjin's room" cane Druzil's silent beckon

The guard gl anced about nervously for a nonent, as if seeking the source of the call. He stared
long at Barjin's door-looking right through the invisible inp-then hastily funbled with sone keys,
spoke a comand word to prevent the warding gl yphs from expl odi ng, and entered.

Druzil quietly nmouthed the same command word and wal ked i n behi nd.

After, a few nminutes of inspecting the apparently enpty room the guard shook his head and left,

| ocki ng the door behind him

Druzil snickered at how easily sone humans could be controlled. The inp didn't have the tinme or
inclination to gloat, though, not with all of the nysterious Barjin's secrets open for his

i nspection. The room was ordi nary enough for one of Barjin's stature. A |large canopy bed doni nated
the wal | opposite the door, with a night table beside it. Druzil rubbed his hands together eagerly
as he headed for the table. Atop it, next to the lanp, was a bl ack-bound book and, next to that,
several quills and an ink-well.

"How t houghtful of you to keep a journal," Druzil rasped, carefully opening the work. He read
through the first entries, dated two years earlier. They were nostly |anmentations by Barjin,
accounts of his exploits in the northern kingdons of Vaasa, Danmara, and Narfell, to the north.

Druzil's already considerable respect for the priest grew as he devoured the words. Barjin once
had commanded an arny and had served a powerful master-he gave no direct references to the man, if
it was a man-not as a cleric, but as a w zard!

Druzil paused to consider this revelation, then hissed and read on. Although fornmi dable, Barjin
adm tted that he had not been the nost powerful of the wizards in his naster's service-again a
vague reference to the nysterious master, giving Druzil the inpression that perhaps Barjin, even
years later, feared to speak the creature's nanme aloud or wite it down. Barjin's rise to power
had come |later, when the arny had taken on a religious zeal and his naster apparently had assumned
godl i ke proportions.

Druzil couldn't contain a snicker at the striking parallels between the priest's ascent and the
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chaos curse's transformation into a goddess's direct agent.

Barjin had becone a priest and headed an arnmy to fulfill his evil naster's desire to conquer the
whol e of the northland. The plans had fallen through, though, when an order of pal adi ns-Druzi

hi ssed al oud when he read that cursed word-arose in Damara and organi zed an arny of its own.
Barjin's master and nost of his cohorts had been thrown down, but Barjin had barely escaped with
his Iife and a portion of the evil arny's accumul ated weal th.

Barjin had fled south, alone but for a few | ackeys. Since his proclained "god" had been

di spatched, his clerical powers had greatly dininished. Druzil spent a while musing over this
revel ati on; nowhere did Barjin nention his clainmed neeting with Tal ona's avatar

The journal went on to tell of Barjin's joining the triunvirate at Castle Trinity-again with no
mention of the avatar. Druzil snickered aloud at Barjin's opportunism Even a year ago, coning in
as a pitiful refugee, Barjin had duped Castle Trinity's |eaders, had used their fanaticism agai nst
t hem

After only a nonth in the castle, Barjin had ascended to the third rank in the priestly hierarchy,
and after only a few nore weeks, Barjin had taken over undi sputed command as Tal ona's chi ef
representative. And yet, Druzil realized as he flipped quickly through the pages, Barjin thought
not enough about his goddess to give her nore than a few passing references in his journal
Abal Il ister was correct: Barjin was a hypocrite, a fact that hardly seened to matter. Again Druzil
sni ckered aloud at the irony, at the pure chaos.

Druzil knew the rest of Barjin's story well enough; he had been present |ong before Barjin ever
arrived. The journal, sadly, did not offer any further revelations, but the inp was not

di sappoi nt ed when he dosed the book; there were too many other itens to be investigated.

Barjin's new vestnents, a conical cap and expensive purple robes enbroidered in red with the new
insignia of the triunvirate, hung beside the bed. An offspring of Talona's synbol, the three
teardrops inside a triangle's points, this one sported a trident, its three prongs tipped by

t eardr op- shaped bottles, nuch like the one carrying the chaos curse. Barjin had designed it
personal Iy, and only Ragnor had offered any resistance.

"So you do plan to spread the word of your god,"” Druzil nuttered a few nonents | ater when he

di scovered Barjin's bedroll, folded tent, and stuffed backpack under the bed. He reached for the
itenms, then junped back suddenly, sensing a presence in that pile. He felt the beginnings of a
tel epat hi c communi cation, but not from Aballister. Eagerly, the inp reached under the bed and
pulled the itenms out, recognizing the telepathic source immediately as Barjin's magical nace.
"Scream ng Maiden," Druzil said, echoing the itenmlis telepathic declaration and exam ning the
crafted item Its obsidian head was that of a pretty young girl, strangely innocuous and

appeal ing. Druzil saw through the grotesque facade. He knew this was not a weapon of the material
pl ane, but one that had been forged in the Abyss, or in the Nine Hells, or in Tarterus, or in one
of the other lower planes. It was sentient, obviously, and hungry. Mre than anything el se, Druzi
could feel its hunger, its blood-lust. He watched in joyful amazement as the nmace enhanced that
point, its obsidian head twisting into a leering visage, a fanged maw openi ng wi de.

Druzil clapped his padded hands together and smiled w ckedly. His respect for Barjin continued to
mount, for any nortal capable of w elding such a weapon nust be powerful indeed. Runors around the
fortress expressed disdain that Barjin did not favor the poisoned dagger, the usual weapon of
Talona's clerics, but, seeing this mace up close and sensing its terrible power, Druzil agreed
with the priest's choice.

Inside the rolled tent Druzil found a brazier and tripod nearly as intricate and rune-covered as
Abal lister's. "You are a sorcerer, too, Barjin," the inp whispered, wondering what future events
that mght inply. Already Druzil inagined what his Iife mght be Iike if he had stepped through
the brazier to Barjin's call instead of Aballister's.

The thick backpack hel d other wondrous itens. Druzil found a deep, gemencrusted bow of beaten
pl ati num no doubt worth a king's fortune. Druzil placed it carefully on the floor and reached
back into the pack, as exuberant as a hungry ore shoving its armdown a rat hole.

He pulled out a solid and heavy object, fist-sized and wapped in black doth. \Watever was inside
dearly emanated mmgi cal energies, and Druzil took care to lift only one coner of the doth to peek
in. He beheld a huge bl ack sapphire, recognized it as a necromancer's stone, and quickly rew apped
it inthe shielding cloth. If exposed, such a stone could send out a call to the dead, sumpning
ghosts or ghouls, or any other netherworld nonsters in the area.

O simlar magical properties was the small ceramic flask that Druzil inspected next. He
unstoppered it and sniffed, sneezing as sonme ashes cane into his anple nose.

"Ashes?" the inp whispered curiously, peering in. Under the black cloth, the necronmancer's stone
pul sed, and Druzil understood. "Long dead spirit," he nuttered, quickly dosing the flask

Not hi ng el se showed to be of any particular interest, so Druzil carefully rewapped and repl aced
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everything as he had found it. He hopped up on the confortable bed, secure with his invisibility,
and rel axed, pondering all that he had learned. This Barjin was a diversified human-priest,

wi zard, general, dabbling in sorcery, necromancy, and who coul d guess what el se.

"Yes, a very resourceful human," Druzil decided. He felt better about Barjin's involvenent in the
chaos curse. He checked in telepathically with Aballister for just a nonment, to nake certain that
the meeting was in full swing, then congratul ated himself on his cunning and fol ded his plunmp
hands behi nd his head.

Soon he was fast asleep

* * k% *x %

"We have only the one suitable bottle,"” said Aballister, representing the wi zards. "The ever-
snoki ng devices are difficult to create, requiring rare gens and netals, and we all know how
costly it was to brew even a small anmount of the elixir." He felt Barjin's stare boring into him
at the reference to the cost.

"Do not speak of the Most Fatal Horror as an elixir," the clerical |eader conmanded. "Once it may
have been just a mmgical potion, but nowit is much nore.”

"Tuanta Quiro Mancay," chanted the other two priests, scarred and ugly men with blotchy tattoos
covering nearly every inch of their exposed skin.

Abal lister returned Barjin's glare. He wanted to screamat Barjin's hypocrisy, to shake the other
clerics into action against him but Aballister wi sely checked his outburst. He knew that any
accusations against Barjin woul d produce the opposite results and that he woul d becone the target
of the faithful. Druzil's estimation of Barjin had been correct, Aballister had to admt. The

pri est had indeed consolidated his power.

"Brewi ng the Most Fatal Horror," conceded Aballister, "has depleted our resources. To begin again
and create nore, and al so acquire another bottle, could well prove beyond our limts."

"Wy do we need these stupid bottles?" interrupted Ragnor. "If the stuffs a god as you say, then

Barjin was quick to answer. "The Myst Fatal Horror is merely an agent of Talona," the priest
explained calmy. "In itself, it is not a god, but it will aid us to conply with Talona's edicts."
Ragnor's eyes narrowed dangerously. It was obvious that the volatile ogrillon's patience had just
about expired.

"Al'l of your followers enbrace Tuanta Quiro Mancay," Barjin rem nded Ragnor, "enbrace it with al
their hearts." Ragnor eased back in his seat, flinching at the threatening inplications.

Abal lister studied Barjin curiously for a long while, awed by how easily the priest had cal ned the
ogrillon. Barjin was tall, vigorous, and inposing, but he was no match physically for Ragnor
Usual | y, physical strength was all that nmattered to the powerful fighter; Ragnor nornmally showed
the clerics and wi zards | ess respect than he gave to even his lowiest soldiers. Barjin seenmed to
be the exception, though; especially of |late, Ragnor had not openly opposed him on any issue.
Abal I'i ster, while concerned, was not surprised. He knew that Barjin's powers went far beyond the
priest's physical abilities. Barjin was a charner and a hypnotist, a careful strategist who

wei ghed his opponent's mind-set above all else and used spells as often for sinple enhancenent of
a favorable situation as to affect those he neant to destroy. Just a few weeks earlier, a

conspi racy had been discovered within the evil triunvirate. The single prisoner had resisted
Ragnor's interrogations, at the price of incredible pain and several toes, but Barjin had the
wetch talking within an hour, willingly divulging all that he knew about his fellow conspirators.
Whi spers said that the tortured man actually believed Barjin was an ally, right up until the
priest casually bashed in his skull. Aballister did not doubt those whispers and was not
surprised. That was how Barjin worked; few could resist the priest's hypnotic charisma. Aballister
did not know nmuch of Barjin's forner deity, lost in the wastel ands of Vaasa, but what he had seen
of the refugee priest's spell repertoire was beyond the normthat he woul d expect of clerics.
Again Aballister referred to the whispers for his answers, runors that indicated Barjin dabbled in
wi zardry as well as clerical magic.

Barjin was still speaking reverently of the elixir when Aballister turned his attention back to
the neeting. The priest's preaching held the other clerics, and Ragnor's two fighter conpanions,
awestruck. Aballister shook his head and dared not interrupt. He considered again the course that
his life had taken, how the avatar had led himto Druzil, and Druzil had delivered the recipe.
Then the avatar had led Barjin to Castle Trinity. That was the part of the puzzle that did not fit
in Aballister's reasoning. After a year of watching the priest, Aballister remained convinced that
Barjin was no true disciple of Talona, but again he rem nded hinself that Barjin, sincere or not,
was furthering the cause, and that because of Barjin's purse and influence, all the regi on m ght
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soon be clained in the goddess's nane.
Abal lister let out a profound sigh; such were the paradoxes of chaos.

"Abal lister?" Barjin asked. The wi zard cleared his throat nervously and gl anced around, realizing
he had m ssed nmuch of the conversation

"Ragnor was inquiring about the necessity of the bottles,

Barjin politely explained.

"The bottles, yes," Aballister stuttered. "The elix- ... the Mst Fatal Horror is potent with or
wi thout them M nute anmpbunts are all that are required for the chaos curse to take effect, but it
will last only a short while. Wth the ever-snoking bottles, the god-stuff is rel eased

continually. W have created just a few drops, but | believe there is enough liquid to fuel the
ever-snmoking bottle for nonths, perhaps years, if the nmxture within the bottle is correct.”
Barjin | ooked around and exchanged nods with his clerical conpanions. "W have deci ded t hat
Tal ona's agent is ready," he decl ared.

"You have " the wizard Dorigen stamered in disbelief.
Abal lister stared |Iong and hard at Barjin. He had neant to take command of the neeting and suggest
just what the priest was getting at; again Barjin had thought one step ahead of him had stolen
hi s t hunder.

"We are the representatives of Talona,"” Barjin coolly replied to Dorigen's outrage. H s conpani ons
bobbed their heads stupidly.
Abal lister's clenched fingers nearly tore a chunk out of his oaken chair.

"The goddess has spoken to us, has reveal ed her wi shes,” Barjin continued smugly. "Qur conquests
will soon begin!"

Ragnor beat a fist on the table in excited agreenent; now the priest was speaking in terns the
ogrillon warrior could understand. "Wio are you planning for carrying the bottle?" Ragnor asked
bluntly.

"I will carry it," Aballister quickly put in. He knew as soon as he heard his own words that his
cl ai m sounded desperate, a last attenpt to sal vage his own position of power.

Barjin shot himan incredul ous | ook.

"It was | who net Talona's avatar,"” Aballister insisted, "and | who discovered the recipe for the
Most Fatal Horror."

"For that, we thank you," remarked the priest in a condescending tone. Aballister started to
protest, but sank back in Percival chair as a nagical nessage was w spered into his ear. Do not
fight with me over this, wi zard, Barjin quietly warned.
Abal | i ster knew that the critical nonent was upon him S he gave in now, he felt he night never
recover his standing in Castle Trinity, but if he argued against Barjin, against the religious
fury that the priest had inspired, he would surely split the order and might find hinself badly
out nunber ed.

"The priests of Talona will carry the bottle, of course," Barjin answered Ragnor. "W are the true
di sciples.”

"You are one leg of a ruling triunvirate," Aballister dared to remind him "Do not claimthe Most
Fatal Horror solely as your own."

Ragnor did not see things quite the sane way. "Leave it to the priests,” the ogrillon denanded.
Abal lister's surprise disappeared as soon as he realized that the brutish fighter, suspicious of
magi ¢, was sinply relieved that he would not have to carry the bottle.

"Agreed," Barjin quickly put in. Aballister started to speak out, but Dorigen put a hand over his
arm and gave hima | ook that begged himto let it go.

"You have sonething to say, good wi zard?" Barjin asked.
Abal | i ster shook his head and sank even deeper into his chair, and even deeper into despair.
"Then it is settled," said Barjin. "The Most Fatal Horror will descend upon our enemies, carried
by nmy second-" he nodded to the priests on his right and on his left "-and ny third."

"No!" Aballister blurted, seeing a way to sal vage sonething of this disaster. Al gazes descended
upon him he saw Ragnor put a hand to Percival sword hilt. "Your second?" the w zard asked, and
now it was he who feigned an incredul ous tone. "Your third?" Aballister rose fromhis chair and
held his arnms out stretched.

"I's this not the direct agent of our goddess?" he preached. "Is this not the beginning of our
greatest anbitions? No, only Barjin is fit to carry such a precious artifact. Only Barjin can
properly begin the reign of chaos." The gathering turned as one to Barjin and Aballister returned
to his seat, thinking that he had at |ast outnmaneuvered the clever priest. If he could get Barjin
out of Castle Trinity for a time, he could reestablish Percival claimas the chief speaker for the
br ot her hood.

Unexpectedly, the priest didn't argue. "I will carry it," he said. He | ooked to the other,
startled clerics and added, "And | will go alone.”
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"All the fun for you?" Ragnor conplained. "Merely the first battle of the war," Barjin responded
"My warriors desire battle," Ragnor pressed. "They hunger for blood!"

"They will have all that they can drink and nore!" Barjin snapped. "But | will go first and
cripple our enemes. When | return, Ragnor can |lead the second assault."
This seenmed to satisfy the ogrillon, and now Abal lister understood Barjin's sal vagi ng ploy. By
going alone, the priest would not only leave his clerical cohorts to keep an eye on things, but he
woul d | eave Ragnor and his soldiers. Always vying for power, the ogrillon, with the prodding of
the remaining clerics, would not allow Aballister and the wi zards to regain a firmfoothold

"Where will you loose it?" Aballister asked. "And when?" "There are preparations to be nade before
| leave," Barjin answered, "things that only a priest, a true disciple, wuld understand. As to
where, let it be of no concern to you." "But-" Aballister started, only to be interrupted sharply.
"Talona alone will tell me," Barjin growed with finality. Aballister glared in outrage but did
not respond. Barjin was a slippery opponent; every tinme Aballister had himcornered, he nerely

i nvoked the name of the goddess, as if that answered everything.

"It is decided,"” Barjin continued, seeing no response forthconmng. "This neeting is at an end."

* * k% *x *

"Ch, go away," Druzil slurred, both audibly and telepathically. Aballister was |ooking for him
trying to get into his thoughts. Druzil snmiled at his superiority in keeping the wi zard out and
lazily rolled over.

Then the inp realized what Aballister's call might signify. He sat up with a start and | ooked into
Aballister's nmind just ong enough to see that the wizard had returned to his own room Druzi
hadn't neant to sleep this long, had wanted to be far fromthis place before the neeting

adj our ned.

Druzil held very still when the door opened and Barjin entered the room

If he had been nore attentive, the priest mght have sensed the invisible presence. Barjin had

ot her things on his mnd, though. He rushed for the bed and Druzil recoiled, thinking Barjin meant
to attack him But Barjin dropped to his knees and reached eagerly for his pack and Perciva
enchant ed mace.

"You and |," Barjin said to the weapon, holding it out before him "wll spread the word of their
goddess and reap the rewards of chaos. It has been too |l ong since you feasted on the bl ood of
humans, ny pet, far too long." The nace couldn't audibly reply, of course, but Druzil thought he
saw a smle widen on the pretty girl's scul pted face.

"And you," Barjin said into the backpack, to the ceramic, ash-filled flask as far as Druzil could
tell. "Prince Khalif. Could it be the tine for you to wal k the earth agai n?" Barjin snapped the
backpack shut and roared with such sincere and exuberant |aughter that Druzil alnpbst joined in
The inmp pronptly rem nded hinself that he and Barjin were not, as yet, formally allied, and that
Barjin would nost definitely prove a dangerous eneny. Fortunately for the inp, Barjin, in his
haste, had not closed the door behind him Druzil craw ed off the bed, using Barjin's laughter as
cover, and slipped out the door, wi sely uttering the password for the wardi ng gl yph as he crossed
the threshol d.

* * k% *x *

Barjin left Castle Trinity five days later, bearing the ever-snoking bottle. He traveled with a
smal | entourage of Ragnor's fighters, but they would only serve as escorts as far as the human
settl ement of Carradoon, near |npresk Lake on the southeastern edge of the Snowfl ake Mountai ns.
Barjin would go alone fromthere to Percival final destination, which he and his clerica
conspirators would still not reveal to the other |eaders of Castle Trinity.

Back at the fortress, Aballister and the wi zards waited as patiently as possible, confident that
their turn would conme. Ragnor's force was not so patient, though. The ogrillon wanted battl e,
wanted to begin the offensive right away. Ragnor was not a stupid creature, though. He knew that
Percival small force, only a few hundred strong unl ess he managed to entice the nei ghboring
goblinoid tribes to join in, would not have an easy tine of conquering the |ake, the nountains,
and the forest.

Still, and despite all Percival reasoning, Ragnor was hungry. Since Percival very first day at
Castle Trinity, nearly five years before, the ogrillon had vowed revenge on Shilm sta Forest, on
the el ves who had defeated Percival tribe and driven himand the other refugees far fromthe wood.
Every nmenber of Castle Trinity, fromlowy soldier to wizard to priest, had spoken often of the
day they would rise fromtheir disguised holes and bl acken the region. Al now held their breath,
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awaiting Barjin's return, awaiting confirmati on that the conquest had begun.

The cl oaked figure nmoved slowy toward Danica. Thinking it a nonk of sonme obscure and eccentric
sect-and such nonks were usually hostil e and dangerous, deternmined to prove their fighting prowess
agai nst any ot her nonks they encountered-the worman gathered up the pile of parchnments she had been
studyi ng and qui ckly noved to another table. The tall figure, cowm pulled lowto hide its face,
turned to pursue, its feet making unrecogni zable scuffling noises on the stone floor.

Dani ca | ooked around. It was late; this study hall, on the second fl oor above the library, was
nearly enpty and Danica decided that it mght be tine for her to retire, too. She realized that
she was exhausted, and she wondered if she might be imagining things.

The figure canme on, slowy, nenacingly, and Danica thought that perhaps it was not some ot her
monk. What horrors night that | ow cow be hiding? she wondered. She gathered the parchments again
and started boldly for the main aisle, though that course nmeant passing right by the figure.

A hand shot out and caught her shoul der. Danica stifled a startled cry and spun about to face the
shadow cowl, |osing nany of her scrolls in the action. As she collected her wits, though, Danica
realized that it was no skeletal apparition holding her in an icy, undead grip. It was a human
hand, warm and gentle, and showi ng signs of ink near the fingernails. The hand of a scribe. "Fear
not!" the specter rasped.

Dani ca knew that voice too well to be deceived by the breathl ess mask. She scowl ed and crossed her
arnms over her chest.

Under st andi ng that the joke was ended, Cadderly renoved his hand from Dani ca's shoul der and

qui ckly pulled back the cowl. "Greetings!" he said, smling widely into Danica's frown as though
he hoped his nmirth to be a contagious thing. "I thought | might find you here." Danica's silence
did not promise reciprocal warnmh. "Do you like ny disguise?" Cadderly went on. "It had to be
convincing for ne to get past Avery's spies. They are everywhere, and Rufo watches nmy every nove
even nore closely now, though he shared equal punishnment.”

"You both deserved it!" Danica snapped back. "After your behavior in the great hall."

"So now we clean," Cadderly agreed with a resigned shrug. "Everywhere, every day. It has been a

long two weeks, with a longer two still to cone.”

"More than that if Headnmaster Avery catches you here," Danica warned.

Cadderly shook his head and threw up his hands. "I was cleaning the kitchen," he explained. "lvan
and Pikel threwnme out. '"It's me kitchen, boy!' " Cadderly said in his best dwarven voice,
slamm ng his fists on his hips and puffing out his chest. " '"If there's any cleanin' to be done,
it'll be done by neself! I'mnot needing a ..." Danica rem nded hi mwhere he was to qui et himand

pulled himto the side, behind the cover of some book racks.
"That was lvan," Cadderly said. "Pikel did not say nuch. So the kitchen will be cleaned by the
dwarves if it is to be cleaned at all, and a good thing, | say. An hour in there could put an end
to nmy appetite for some tine to cone!”
"That does not excuse you fromyour work," Danica protested.
"I amworking," Cadderly retorted. He pulled aside the front of his heavy woolen cloak and lifted
a foot, revealing a sandal that was half shoe and half scrubbing brush. "Every step |I take cl eans
the library a little bit nore."

Dani ca couldn't argue with Cadderly's unending stream of personalized logic. In truth, she was
glad that Cadderly had cone to visit her. She hadn't seen rmuch of himin the [ ast two weeks and
found that she m ssed himdearly. Also, on a nore practical |evel, Danica was having trouble
deci phering sone inportant parchnents and Cadderly was just the person to help her
"Coul d you | ook at these?" she asked, retrieving the fallen scrolls.
"Mast er Penpahg D Ahn?" Cadderly replied, hardly surprised. He knew that Danica had cone to the
Edi fi cant Library nore than a year before to study the collected notes of Penpahg D Ahn of
Ashanat h, the grandmaster nonk who had died five hundred years before. Danica's order was snal
and secretive, and fewin this part of the Real ns had ever heard of Penpahg D Ahn, but those who
studi ed the grandmaster's fighting and concentration techni ques gave their lives over to his

phi | osophi es whol eheartedly. Cadderly had only seen a fraction of Danica's notes, but those had
intrigued him and he certainly could not dispute Danica's fighting prowess. Mre than half of the
proud Qghman cl erics had been wal ki ng around rubbi ng nunerous brui ses since the fiery young woman
had conme to the library.
"l amnot quite certain of this interpretation,” Danica expl ai ned, spreading a parchnment over a
tabl e.

Cadderly noved to her side and exanmined the scroll. It began with a picture of crossed fists,
which indicated that it was a battle technique, but then showed the single open eye indicating a
concentration techni que. Cadderly read on. "G gel Nugel," he said aloud, then he thought that over
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for a noment. "lron Skull. The nmaneuver is called Iron Skull."

Dani ca banged a fist onto the table. "As | believed!" she said.
Cadderly was alnost afraid to ask. "What is it?" Danica held the parchment up over the table's
| anp, enphasizing a small, nearly |lost sketch in the |l ower coner. Cadderly eyed it closely. It
appeared to be a large rock sitting atop a nan's head. "Is that supposed to be a representation of
Penpahg D Ahn?" he asked. Dani ca nodded.
"So now we know how he died," Cadderly snickered. Danica snhapped the parchnment away, not
appreciating the hunor. Sonetinmes Cadderly's irreverence crossed the boundaries of her
consi der abl e tol erance.
"I amsorry," Cadderly apologized with a | ow bow. "Truly Penpahg D Ahn was an anazi ng person, but
are you saying he could break stone with his head?"
"It is atest of discipline," Danica replied, her voice edged with mounting excitenent. "As are
all of Grandmaster Penpahg D Ahn's teachings. The grandmaster was in control of his body, of his
very being."
"I amquite certain that you would forget ny very nanme if Master Penpahg D Ahn returned fromthe
grave," Cadderly said nournfully.
"Forget who's nanme?" Danica replied calmy, not playing into his gane.
Cadderly cast a hard glare at her but sniled as she smiled, unable to resist her charms. The young
schol ar grew suddenly serious, though, and | ooked back to the parchnent. "Pronmise me that you are
not intending to smash your face into a stone," he said.

Dani ca crossed her arms over her chest and tilted her head in an obstinate way, silently telling
Cadderly to mind Percival own business.
"Danica," Cadderly said firnmy
In reply, Danica extended one finger and placed it down on the table. Her thoughts turned inward;
her concentration had to be conplete. She lifted herself by that single extended digit, bending at
the wai st and bringing her legs up even with the table top. She held the pose for some tine, glad
for Cadderly's amazed gape.
"The powers of the body are beyond our conprehension and expectations,"” Danica renmarked, shifting
to a sitting position on the table and wiggling her finger to show Cadderly that it had suffered
no danage. "G andnmaster Penpahg D Ahn understood them and | earned to channel themto fit his
needs. | will not go out this night, nor any night soon, and attenpt the Iron Skull, that nuch |
can prom se you. You must understand that Iron Skull is but a minor test conpared to what | cane
here to achi eve."
"Physi cal suspension,” Cadderly nmuttered with obvious distaste.
Danica's face brightened. "Think of it!" she said. "The grandnaster was able to stop his heart, to
suspend his very breathing."
"There are priests who can do the very sanme thing," Cadderly rem nded her, "and w zards, too. |
saw the spell in the book |I inscribed ..."
"This is not a spell,"” Danica retorted. "Wzards and priests call upon powers beyond their own
m nds and bodi es. Thi nk, though, of the control necessary to do as G andnmaster Penpahg D Ahn did.
He could stop his heart frombeating at any tinme, using only Percival own understanding of his
physi cal being. You above all should appreciate that."
"I do," Cadderly replied sincerely. Hi s visage softened and he ran the back of Percival hand
gently across Danica's soft cheek. "But you scare nme, Danica. You are relying on tomes a half

mllenniumold for techniques that could be tragic. | do not remenber with fondness how ny life
was before I nmet you, and I do not want to think of what it would be w thout you."
"I cannot change who | am" Danica replied quietly, but wi thout conpromi se, "nor will | surrender

the goals | have chosen for ny life."

Cadderly considered her words for a few nonents, weighing them against his own feelings. He
respected everything about Danica, and above all else it was her fire, her willingness to accept
and defeat all challenges, that he nobst |oved. To tame her, to put out that fire, Cadderly knew,
would be to kill this Danica, his Danica, nore surely than any of Penpahg D Ahn's seemingly

i npossi bl e tests ever coul d.

"I cannot change," Danica said again.

Cadderly's reply cane straight fromhis heart. "I would not want you to."

Barjin knew that he could not enter the ivy-streaked buil ding through any of its w ndows or doors.

Wil e the Edificant Library was always open to scholars of all nonevil sects, warding gl yphs had
been pl aced over every known entrance to protect agai nst those not invited-persons, such as
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Barjin, dedicated to the spread of chaos and mi sery.

The Edificant Library was an ancient building, and Barjin knew that ancient buildings usually held
secrets, even fromtheir present inhabitants.

The priest held the red-glowing bottle aloft before his eyes. "W have cone to our destination,"
he said, speaking as if the bottle could hear him "to where | will secure ny position of

rul ership over Castle Trinity, and over all the region once our conquest is conpleted."” Barjin
wanted to rush in, find his catalyst, and set the events in notion. He really didn't believe the
elixir was an agent of Talona, but then, Barjin didn't consider hinmself an agent of Tal ona, though
he had joined her clerical order. He had adopted the goddess for conveni ence, for mutual benefit,
and knew that as long as his actions furthered the Lady of Poison's evil designs, she would be
content.

Barjin spent the rest of the day, which was drizzly and dreary for late spring, in the shadows
behind the trees lining the wide road. He heard the nidday canticle, then watched nany priests and
other scholars exit alone or in groups for an early afternoon stroll.

The evil priest took a few precautionary neasures, casting sinple spells that would hel p hi m bl end
into his background and remai n undetected. He |istened to the casual banter of the passing groups,
wondering with amusenent how their words m ght change when he | oosed the Most Fatal Horror in
their mdst.

The figure that soon caught Barjin's attention, though, was neither priest nor scholar. Disheveled
and gray haired, with a dirty and stubbly face and skin winkled and browned from many years in
the sun, Millivy, the groundskeeper, went about his routines as he had for four decades, sweeping
the road and the stairs to the front doors, heedless of the drizzle.

Barjin's wicked grin spread wide. If there was a secret way into the Edificant Library, this old
man woul d know of it.

* * * *x %

The cl ouds had broken by sunset, and a beautiful crinmson patina |lined the nountains west of the
library. Mullivy hardly noticed it, though, having seen too many sunsets to be inpressed anynore
He stretched the aches out of his old bones and strolled to his small work shed off to the side of
the library's huge main building.

"You're getting old, too," the groundskeeper said to the shack as the door opened with a | oud
creak. He reached inside, neaning to replace his broom then stopped abruptly, frozen in place by
sonme power he did not understand.

A hand reached around him prying the broomfromhis stub born grasp. Mullivy's m nd shout ed
war ni ngs, but he could not bring his body to react, could not shout or spin to face the person
gui di ng that unexpected hand. He then was pushed into the shed-fell face down, not able to lift an
armto break the fall-and the door dosed behind him He knew he was not al one.

* k* *x * %

"You will tell ne," the sinister voice prom sed fromthe darkness.

Mul I'ivy hung by his wists, as he had for several hours. The roomwas totally black, but the
groundskeeper sensed the awful presence all too near

"l could kill you and ask your corpse,” Barjin said with a chuckle. "Dead nen talk, | assure you,
and they do not lie."

"There's no other way in," Miullivy said for perhaps the hundredth tine.

Barjin knew the old man was |ying. At the beginning of the interrogation, the priest had cast
spells to distinguish truth fromfal sehood and Miullivy had failed that test conpletely. Barjin
reached out and gently grabbed the groundskeeper's stonach in one hand.

"No! No!" he begged, thrashing and trying to wiggle out of that grip. Barjin held tight and began
a soft chant, and soon Mullivy's insides felt as if they were on fire, his stomach ripped by agony
that no man could endure. His screans, prinmal, hopeless, and hel pl ess, emanated fromthat pained
ar ea.

"Do cry out," Barjin chided him "All about the shed is a spell of silence, old fool. You will not
di sturb the slunber of those within the library.

"But then, why would you care for their sleep?" Barjin asked quietly, his voice filled with
feigned synpathy. He released his grip and softly stroked Miullivy's wounded belly.

Mul I'i vy stopped thrashing and scream ng, though the pain of the sinister spell |ingered.

"To themyou are insignificant," Barjin purred, and his suggestion carried the weight of nagica

i nfluences. "The priests think thenmsel ves your betters. They allow you to sweep for them and keep
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the rain gutters clean, but do they care for your pain? You are out here suffering terribly, but
do any of themrush to your aid?"

Mul l'ivy's heaving breaths settled into a calner rhythm "Still you defend them so stubbornly,"”
Barjin purred, knowing that his torture was beginning to wear the groundskeeper down. "They woul d
not defend you, and still you will not show me your secret, at the cost of your life."

Even in his nost lucid state, Mullivy was not a powerful thinker. His best friend nost often was a
bottle of stolen wine, and now, in his agony-racked junble of thoughts, this unseen assailant's
words rang loudly of truth. Wiy shouldn't he show this man his secret, the danp, nobss-and-spider-
filled dirt tunnel that led to the | owest |level of the library conplex, the ancient and unused

cat aconbs bel ow the wine cellar and the upper dungeon |evel? Suddenly, as Barjin had pl anned,

Mul I'ivy's inmagi ned appearance of the unseen assailant softened. In his desperation, the
groundskeeper needed to believe that Percival tornentor could actually be his ally.

"You won't tell then?" Millivy asked.

"They will be the last to know," Barjin pronised hopefully. "You won't stop ne fromgetting at the
wi ne?" Barjin backed off a step, surprised. He understood the old nman's initial hesitance. The
groundskeeper's secret way into the library led to the wine cellar, a stash that the wetch would
not easily part with. "Dear nman," Barjin purred, "you may have all the wi ne you desire-and nuch
nore, so much nore."

* * * *x %

They had barely entered the tunnel when Miullivy, carrying the torch, turned and waved it
threateningly at Barjin. Barjin's laughter nocked him but Miullivy's voice remained firm "I
showed you the way," the groundskeeper declared. "Now |I'm | eaving."

"No," Barjin replied evenly. A shrug sent the priest's traveling cloak to the floor, revealing him
in all his splendor. He wore his new vestnents, the purple silken robes depicting a trident capped
by three red flasks. On his belt was his peculiar mace, its head a scul pture of a young girl. "You
have joi ned ne now," Barjin explained. "You will never be |eaving."

Terror drove Miullivy's novenents. He slapped the burning torch against Barjin's shoulder and tried
to push by, but the priest had prepared hinself well before handing the torch to the
groundskeeper. The flanes did not touch Barjin, did not even singe his nmagnificent vestnents, for
they were defeated by a protection spell

Mullivy tried a different tactic, slamming the torch Iike a club, but the vestnents carried a

magi cal arnor as solid as nmetal plate nail and the wooden torch bounced off Barjin's shoul der

wi t hout so much as causing the priest to flinch.

"Cone now, dear Mullivy," Barjin cajoled, taking no offense. "You do not want nme as an eneny."

Mul Iivy fell back and nearly dropped the torch. It took Mmna |ong nonment to get past his terror

to even find his breath.

"Lead on," Barjin bade him "You know this tunnel and the passages beyond. Show themto ne."
Barjin liked the cataconbs-dusty and private and filled with the remains of |ong-dead priests,
sonme enbal ned and others only cobweb-covered skel etons. He woul d have use for them

Mul l'ivy Ied himthrough a tour of the level, including the rickety stairwell that led up to the
library's wine cellar and a nedi umsized chanber that once had been used as a study for the
original library. Barjin thought this rooman excellent place to set up his unholy altar, but

first he had to see exactly how useful the groundskeeper might prove.

They lit several torches and set themin wall sconces, then Barjin led Millivy to an ancient

tabl e, one of many furnishings in the room and produced his preci ous baggage. The bottl e had been
heavily warded back at Castle Trinity; only disciples of Talona or someone of pure heart could
even touch it, and only the latter could open it. Like Aballister, Barjin knewthis to be an
obstacle, but unlike the wizard, the priest believed it a fitting one. Wat better irony than to
have one of pure heart |oose the chaos curse?

"Open it, | pray you," Barjin said.

The groundskeeper studied the flask for a nonment, then | ooked curiously at the priest.

Barjin knew Mul livy's weak spot. "It is anbrosia,” the priest lied. "The drink of the gods. One
taste of it and forever after wines will taste to you ten tines as sweet, for the lingering
effects of anbrosia will never dimnish. Drink, | pray you. You have certainly earned your
reward. "

Mul livy licked his |ips eagerly, took one final |ook at Barjin, then reached for the gl ow ng
bottle. Ajolt of electricity shot into himas he touched it, blackening his fingers and throw ng
hi m across the roomto where he slammed into a wall. Barjin went over and dropped one arm under
Mul I'ivy's shoul der to hel p hi mstand.
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"I thought not," the priest nuttered to hinself.
Still twitching fromthe blast, his hair dancing wildly with lingering static, Millivy could not
find his voice to reply.
"Fear not," Barjin assured him "You will serve ne in other ways." Millivy noticed then that the
priest held his girl's-head nmace in his other hand.

Mul Iivy fell back against the wall and put his arns up defensively, but they were hardly
protection fromBarjin's foul weapon. The innocent |ooking head swing in at the doomed
groundskeeper, transformng as it went. The weapon's inage becanme angul ar, evil, the Screani ng
Mai den, her nouth opening inpossibly wide, to reveal long, venomtipped fangs.
She bit hungrily through the bone in Mullivy's forearm and plowed on, crushing and tearing into
the man's chest. He twitched wildly for several agonizing nonents, then he slid down the wall and
di ed.

Barjin, with nany preparations still to make, paid himno heed.

* * % % %

Abal I i ster | eaned back in his chair, breaking his concentration fromhis magical mrror but not
breaki ng the connecti on he had made. He had | ocated Barjin and had recogni zed the priest's
surroundi ngs: the Edificant Library. Aballister rubbed his hands through his thinning hair and
consi dered the revelation, news that he found nore than a little disturbing.

The wi zard had ni xed enotions concerning the library, unresolved feelings that he did not care to
exanmine at this inportant tine. Aballister had actually studied there once, nmany years before, but
his curiosity with denizens of the | ower planes had ended that rel ationship. The host priests

thought it a pity that one of Aballister's potential had to be asked to | eave, but they expressed

their concerns that Aballister had sonme trouble distinguishing between good and evil, between
proper studies and dangerous practices.

The expul sion did not end Aballister's relationship with the Edificant Library, though. O her
events over the ensuing years had served to increase the wi zard' s anbi guous feelings toward the
pl ace. Now, in the overall plan of regional conquest, Aballister would have greatly preferred to
|l eave the library for last, with himpersonally directing the attack. He never woul d have guessed

that Barjin would be so daring as to go after the place in the initial assault, believing that the
priest would venture to Shilmista, or to sone vital spot in Carradoon

"Wel | ?" came a question from across the room

"He is in the Edificant Library," Aballister answered grinmly. "The priest has chosen to begin our
campai gn agai nst our nost powerful enemies."”

Abal l i ster anticipated Druzil's reply well enough to nouth "bene tellemara” along with the inp.
"Find him" Druzil demanded. "Wat is he thinking?"

Abal I i ster put a curious gaze the inp's way, but if he had any notion to reprinand Druzil, it was
lost in his agreement with the demand. He | eaned forward again toward the large mrror and scried
deeper, into the library's |l ower |levels, through the cobweb-covered tunnels to the room where
Barjin had built his altar.

Barjin glanced around nervously for a nonent, then apparently recognized the source of the nental
connection. "Well net, Aballister,” the priest said smugly.

"You take great chances," the w zard remarked.

"Do you doubt the power of Tuanta Quiro M ancay?" Barjin asked. "The agent of Tal ona?"

Abal i ster had no intentions of reopening that unresol vable debate. Before he could respond,

anot her figure noved into the picture, pallid and unblinking, wi th one broken arm hangi ng
grotesquely and bl ood covering the left side of its chest.

"My first soldier,” Barjin explained, pulling Mullivy's body close to his side. "I have a hundred
nore awaiting my call."”

Abal i ster recogni zed the "soldier" as an animated corpse, a zonbie, and, knowing that Barjin was
in cataconmbs no doubt |aced with burial vaults, the w zard did not have to ask where he intended
to find his arny. Suddenly Barjin's choice to assault the library did not seem so fool hardy;
Abal I i ster had to wonder just how powerful his conniving rival mght be, or might becone. Again
the wi zard's m xed feelings about the Edificant Library flooded over him Aballister wanted to
order Barjin out of the place at once, but of course, he had not the power to enforce the denand.
"Do not underestimate ne," Barjin said, as though he had read the wizard's mind. "Once the library
is defeated, all the region will be opened to us. Now be gone fromhere; | have duties to attend
that a sinple w zard cannot understand."

Abal i ster wanted to voice his protest at Barjin's deneaning tone, but again, he knew that words
woul d carry no real weight. He broke the connection imediately and fell back in his chair,
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menories welling inside him

"Bene tellemara," Druzil said again.

Abal | i ster | ooked over to the inp. "Barjin may bring us a great victory nuch earlier than we
expected," the wizard said, but there was little excitenent in his voice.

"I't is an unnecessary risk," Druzil spat back. "Wth Ragnor's forces ready to march, Barjin could
have found a better target. He could have gone to the elves and | oosed the curse there-Ragnhor
certainly hates themand intends to make themhis first target. If we took Shilm sta Forest, we
could march south around the nountains to isolate the priests, surround the powerful library
before they ever even realized that trouble had cone to their land."

Abal lister did not argue and wondered again if he had been wise in so easily relinquishing contro
of the elixir to Barjin. He had justified each action, each failing, but he knew in his heart that
his cowardi ce had betrayed him

"I must go to him" Druzil renmarked unexpectedly.

After taking a nmonent to consider the request, Aballister decided not to contest it. Sending
Druzil would be a risk, the wizard knew, but he realized, too, that if he had found the strength
to take nmore risks in his earlier neetings with Barjin, he mght not now be in so anvkward a

posi tion.

"Dorigen informed ne that Barjin carried an enchanted brazier with him" the w zard said, rising
and taking up his staff. "She is the best with sorcery. She will knowif Barjin opens a gate to
the I ower planes in search of allies. Wen Dorigen confirms the opening, | will open a gate here
Your journey will be a short one. Barjin will not know you as ny emissary and will think that he
freely summoned you and that it is he who controls you."

Druzil snapped his batlike wings around himand w sely held his tongue until Aballister had exited
the room

"Your em ssary?" the inp snarled at the closed door

Aballister had a lot to |earn.

Sunl i ght and Darkness

Newander felt invigorated as soon as he wal ked out the building' s front doors, into the norning
sunshi ne. He had just conpleted his turn at translating the ancient nbss tone, hours huddl ed over
the book with walls closing in all about him For all his doubts concerning his own views about
civilization, Newander knew with certainty that he preferred the open sky to any ceiling.

He was supposed to be in the snmall chanber, resting now, while Ceo worked at the book and Arcite
performed the daily druidic rituals. Newander didn't often go against Arcite's orders, but he
could justify this transgression; he was nuch nore at rest wal king along the nountain trails than
in any room no natter how confortable its bed.

The druid found Percival skipping through the branches along the tree-lined lane. "WII| you cone
and talk with me, white one?" he call ed.

The squirrel |ooked Newander's way, then glanced back to a different tree. Followi ng the gaze,
Newander saw another squirrel, this one a normal gray female, sitting very still and watching him
"A thousand pardons,"” Newander piped to Percival. "I did not know that you were engaged, so to
speak." He gave a | ow bow and went on his merry way down the nountain road.

Percival chattered at the departing druid for a few nonments, then hopped back toward his nate.
The norning turned into afternoon and still the druid wal ked, away fromthe Edificant Library. He
had broken off the main road sone time ago, following a deer trail deep into the wilderness. Here
he was at honme and at peace, and he was confident that no animal would rise against him

Cl ouds gat hered over distant ridges, prom sing another of the comon spring thunderstorms. As with

the animals, the druid did not fear the weather. He would walk in a downpour and call it a bath,
skip and slide al ong snowcovered trails and call it play. Wile the gathering stormclouds did
not deter the druid, they did remind himthat he still had duties back at the library and that

Arcite and Ceo soon would realize that he was gone. "Just a little bit farther," he prom sed

hi nsel f.

He neant to turn back a short while later but caught sight of an eagle, soaring high on the warm
updrafts. The eagle spotted him too, and swooped down |low at him cawi ng angrily. At first,
Newander thought the bird neant to attack, but then he sorted through enough of its excited
chatter to realize that it had recognized himas a friend.

"What is your trouble?" Newander asked the bird. He was fairly adept at understanding bird calls,
but the eagle was too agitated and spoke too rapidly for Newander to hear anything but a clear
war ni ng of danger.

"Show e, " the druid replied, and he whistled and cawed to ensure that the eagle understood. The
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great bird rushed off, clinbing high into the sky so that Newander would not |ose sight of it as
it soared ever deeper, and ever higher, into the nountains.
When he cane out on a high and treeless ridge, the wind buffeted his green cloak fiercely and the
druid realized the cause of the eagle's distress. Across a deep ravine, three filthy gray,
nmonkeyl i ke creatures scranbled up the side of a tall, sheer cliff, using their prehensile tails
and four clawed paws to gain a secure hold on even the tiniest juts and cracks. On a shallow | edge
near the top of the cliff sat a great pile of twigs and sticks, an eagle aerie. Newander could
guess what was inside that nest.
The infuriated eagle dove at the intruders repeatedly, but the nonsters only spat at it as it
hel pl essly passed, or swiped at it with their form dable cl aws.

Newander recogni zed these creatures as su-nonsters, but he had no direct know edge of them and had
never encountered thembefore. It was widely agreed that they were vicious and bl oodthirsty, but
the drui ds had taken no formal stance concerning them Wre they an intelligent, evil group, or
just a superbly adapted predator, feared because of their prowess? Animal or nonster?
To many, the distinction would nmean nothing, but to a druid, that question concerned the very
tenets of his or her religion. If the su-nonsters were aninmal, then ternms such as "evil" did not
apply to them and Newander could play no role in aiding the pitiful eagle. Watching their eager
clinb, saliva dripping fromtheir toothy maws, Newander knew that he must do sonething. He called
out a few of the nmore conmon natural warning cries, and the su-nonsters stopped suddenly and
| ooked at him apparently noticing himfor the first tinme. They hooted and spat and waved their
claws threateningly, then resunmed their clinb.

Newander called out again. The su-nonsters ignored him
"Quide ne, Silvanus," Newander begged, closing his eyes. He knew that the greatest druids of his
order had held council about these rare but nightmarish creatures, and that they had cone to no
definite conclusions. Thus, the commn practice anong the order, though no edict had been issued,
was to interfere with su-nonsters only if threatened directly.

In his heart, though, Newander knew that the scene before hi mwas unnatural

He called again to Silvanus, the OCak Father, and, to [as utter amazenent, he believed that he was
answered. He | ooked to the nearest thunderhead, gauging the distance, then back to the su-
nonst ers.
"Hal t!" Newander cried out. "Go no farther!"
The su-nmonsters turned at once, startled perhaps by the urgency, the power, in the druid' s voice
One found a | oose stone and heaved it Newander's way, but the ravine was wide as well as deep and
the mssile fell harm essly.
"I warn you again," the druid cried, sincerely desiring no battle. "I have no fight with you, but
you'll not get to the aerie."
The nonsters spat again and clawed ferociously at the enpty air."
"Be gone from here!" Newander cried. Their reply came in the formof spittle and they turned and
started up again.
Newander had seen enough; the su-nonsters were too close to the aerie for himto waste any nore
time screami ng warnings. He closed his eyes, clutched the oak | eaf holy synbol hanging on a
| eat her cord about his neck, and called out to the thunderstorm
The su-nonsters paid himno heed, intent on the egg-filled nest just a few dozen yards above them
Drui ds consi dered thensel ves the guardi ans of nature and the natural order. Unlike w zards and
priests of many other sects, druids accepted that they were the watchdogs of the world and that
the powers they brought were nore a call for help to nature than any manifestation of their own
internal power. So it was as Newander called again to the heavy black cloud, directing its fury.
The thunderstroke shook the nountains for many niles around, sent the surprised eagle spinning
away blindly, and nearly knocked Newander fromhis feet. Wen his sight returned, the druid saw
that the cliff face was clear, the aerie was safe. The su-nobnsters were nowhere to be seen, and
the only evidence that they had ever been there was a | ong scorch mark, a dripping crinson stain
along the mountain wall, and a small tuft of fur, a severed tail perhaps, burning on a shall ow
| edge.
The eagle flewto its nest, squawked happily, and soared down to thank the druid.
"You are very wel conme,"” the druid assured the bird. In conversing with the eagle, he felt nuch
better about his own destructive actions. Like nost druids, Newander was a gentle sort, and he was
al ways unconfortable when called to battle. The fact that the cloud had answered his sunmons, a
calling power that he believed cane from Silvanus, also gave himconfidence that he had acted
correctly, that the su-nonsters were indeed nonsters and no natural predators.
Newander interpreted the next series of the eagle's caws as an invitation to join the bird at its
aerie. The druid would have loved that, but the cliff across the way was too fornidable a barrier
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with night fast approaching.

"Anot her day," he replied.

The eagl e cackled a few nore thanks, then, explaining that many preparations were still needed for
the com ng brood, bade the druid farewell and soared off. Newander watched the bird fly away with
sincere |lanent. He w shed that he was nore skilled at his religion; druids of higher rank

i ncluding both Arcite and C eo, could actually assune the formof animals. |f Newander were as
skilled as either of them he could sinply shed his light robes and transform hinmself into an
eagle, joining his new friend on the high, shallow | edge. Even nore enticing, as an eagl e Newander
could explore these majestic nountains froma rnuch inproved viewpoint, with the wi nd breaki ng over
Percival wi ngs and eyes sharp enough to sort out the novenents of a field nouse froma mile up

He shook his head and shook away, too, his laments for what could not be. It was a beautiful day,
with a cl eansing shower dose at hand, full of newblossonming flowers, chattering birds, fresh air
on a chill breeze, and clear and cold nmountain spring water around every bend-all the things that
the druid | oved best.

He stripped off his robes and put themunder a thick bush, then sat cross-legged out on a high and
open perch, awaiting the rain. It cane in a torrential downpour, and Newander considered its
patter on the stones the sweetest of nature's nmany songs.

The stormbroke in time for a wondrous sunset, scarlet fading to pink, and filling every break in
the towering nountain peaks to the west.

"I fear that | amlate in returning," Newander said to hinself. He gave a resigned shrug and coul d
not prevent a boyish grin fromspreading over his face. "The library will still be there on the
morrow, " he rationalized as he retrieved his robes, found a confortable spot, and settled in for

t he night.

* K* *x * %

Barjin hung the brazier pot in place on the tripod and put in the special mxture of wood chips
and incense blocks. He did not light the brazier at this tine, though, uncertain of howlong it
woul d take himto find a proper catalyst for the chaos curse. Denizens of |ower planes could be
powerful allies, but they were usually a wearisonme |ot, demanding nore of their sumnoner's tinme
and energy than Barjin now had to give.

Simlarly, Barjin kept his necromancer's stone tightly wapped in the shielding doth. As with

| ower - pl ane creatures, sonme types of undead could prove difficult to control, and, like the gate
created by the enchanted brazier, the necromancer's stone could sunmmon an assortment of nonsters,
anything fromthe [owiest, unthinking skeletons and zonbi es to cunni ng ghosts.

Still, for all his glyphs and wards, Barjin felt insecure about |eaving the altar room and the
preci ous bottle, with nothing nore intelligent and powerful than Mullivy to stand guard. He

needed an ally, and he knew where to find it

"Khalif," the evil priest nuttered, retrieving the ceranmic flask. He had carried it for years,
even before Percival days in Vaasa and before he had turned to Talona. He had found the ash um
anong some ancient ruins while working as an apprentice to a now dead wi zard. Barjin, by the terns
of his apprenticeship, was not supposed to claimany discoveries as his own, but then, Barjin had
never played by any rules but his own. He had kept the ceramic um filled with the ashes of Prince
Khalif, a noble of some ancient civilization according to the acconpanyi ng parchnent, private and
saf e through many years

Barjin hadn't fully cone to appreciate the potential value of such a find until after he began his
training in clerical magic. Now he understood what he could do with the ashes; all he needed was a
proper receptacle.

He led Mullivy out into the passageway beyond the altar rooms door, a wide corridor lined with

al coves, burial vaults of the highest-ranking founders of the Edificant Library. Unlike the other
vaults Barjin had seen down here, these were not open chairs, but el aborately designed caskets,
sar cophagi, gem studded and extravagant. Barjin could only hope, as he instructed Miullivy to open
the cl osest sarcophagus, that the early schol ars had spared no expenses on the contents within the
casket as well, that they had used sone enbal m ng techni ques.

Mul l'ivy, for all his strength, could not begin to open the first sarcophagus, its | ock and hinges
rusted fast. The zonbie had better luck with the second, for its cover sinply fell away under

Mul I'ivy's heavy tug. As soon as the door opened, a long tentacle shot out at Millivy, followed by
a second and a third. They did no real damage, but Barjin was glad that the zonbi e, and not he,
had opened the lid.

Inside was a carrion craw er, a nonstrous worm i ke beast with eight tentacles tipped with
par al yzi ng poi son. Undead Mullivy could not be affected by such an attack and, beyond the
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tentacles, the carrion crawl er was virtually defensel ess.

"Kill it!" Barjin instructed. Miullivy waded in fearlessly, pounding away with his one good arm
The carrion crawer was no nore than a lifeless lunp at the bottom of the casket when Millivy at

| ast backed away.

"This one will not do," Barjin nmunbled, inspecting the enpty husk inside the sarcophagus. There
was no dismay in his voice, though, for the body, ruined by the carrion crawl er, had been
carefully wwapped in thick linen, a sure sign that the ancient schol ars had used sone enbal m ng
techniques. Barjin also found a small hole at the back of the sarcophagus, and he correctly
assurmed that the carrion crawer had cone in there, gorged itself for nonths, perhaps even years,
on the full corpse, then had grown too large to crawl back out.

Barjin pulled Mullivy al ong eagerly, seeking another sarcophagus, one with no obvi ous external
holes. The third tine paid for all, as the saying goes, for, with help fromthe Screani ng Mi den
Barjin and Mullivy were able to break through the | ocks of the next casket. |nside, wapped in
linen, lay a well-preserved corpse, the receptacle that Barjin needed.

Barjin instructed Mullivy to carry the corpse gently into the altar roomhe did not want to touch
the scabrous thing hinself-then to rearrange the sarcophagi so that this one's would be closest to
the altar room door

Barjin shut the door behind his zonbie, not wanting to be distracted by the noi ses outside. He
took out his clerical spellbook, turned to the section on necromantic practices, and took out his
necromancer's stone, thinking its sumoni ng powers to be hel pful in calling back the spirit of
Prince Khalif.
The priest's chanting went on for nore than an hour, and all the while he dropped pi nches of the
ash onto the wapped corpse. Wien the ceramic umwas enptied, the priest broke it apart, rubbing
it clean on the receptacle body's linen. Khalif's spirit had been contained in the whole of the
ash; the absence of the slightest notes could prove di sastrous.

Barjin becane distracted by the necromancer's stone, for it began to glowwith an eerie, purple-
bl ack light. The priest snapped his gaze back to the nmunmmy, his attention caught by the sudden red
glow as two dots of |ight appeared behind the |Iinen wappings that covered the corpse's eyes.
Barjin covered his hand in clean cloth and carefully pulled away the |inen

He fell back with a start. The munmmy rose before him

It | ooked upon the priest with utter hatred, its eyes burning as bright red dots. Barjin knew that
munmi es, |ike nost nonsters of the netherworld, hated all living things, and Barjin, for the
monent anyway, was a living thing.
"Back, Khalif!" Barjin conmanded as forcefully as he could nanage. The nunmy took another stiff-

| egged step forward.

"Back, | say!" Barjin snarled, replacing his fear with determ ned anger. "It was | who retrieved
your spirit, and here in ny service you shall stay until |, Barjin, release you to your eterna
rest!”

He thought his words pitifully inept, but the mummy responded, sliding back to its origina

posi tion.

"Turn away!" Barjin cried, and the nmummy did.

A smile spread wide over the evil priest's face. He had dealt with denizens of the | ower planes
many tines before and had ani mated sinpl e undead nonsters, like Millivy, but this was a new and
hi gher step for him He had called to a powerful spirit, torn it fromthe grave and forced it
under his control

Barjin nmoved back to the door. "Cone in, Mullivy," he ordered in a mrthful tone. "Conme and neet
your new brother."

Cat al yst

Pi kel just shook his hairy head and continued stirring the cauldron's contents with his huge
wooden spoon as Cadderly considered Ivan's grimnews. "Can you finish the crossbow?" Cadderly
asked. "I can," lvan replied, "but nme thinkin's that you should be nmore worried about yer own
fate, boy. The head-m stress was not sniling nuch when she found her tapestry in ny kitchen-not
smling a bit when she saw that Pi kel had spilled gravy on one coner."

Cadderly flinched at that remark. Headnistress Pertel ope was a tol erant wonan, especially of
Cadderly and his inventions, but she prized her art collection above all else. The tapestry
depicting the elven war was one of her favorites.

"I amsorry if | have caused you two any problens," Cadderly said sincerely, though the honest
| anent did not stop himfromdipping his fingers into a bow that Ivan had recently used for cake
baking. "I did not believe . "
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Ivan waved his concerns away. "Not a problem" the dwarf grunted. "W just blamed everything on
yersel f."

"Just finish the crossbow,” Cadderly instructed with a halfhearted chuckle. "I will go to

Headni stress Pertel ope and set things right."

"Per haps Headmi stress Pertel ope will conme to you," cane a woman's voice fromthe kitchen's
doorway, behind Cadderly. The young scholar turned slowy and wi nced even nore when he saw t hat
Headnast er Avery stood beside Pertel ope.

"So you have el evated your mischief to theft," Avery remarked. "I fear that your time in the
library may be drawing to an end, Brother Cadderly, though that unfortunate concl usion was not
al t oget her unexpected, given your heri..."
"You nmust be given the opportunity to explain," Pertelope interrupted, flashing a sudden dark
glare Avery's way. "I amnot pleased, whatever excuse you might offer.”
"I had ..." Cadderly stuttered. "I neant to ..."
"Enough! " Avery conmanded, glowering at both Cadderly and the headni stress. "You may expl ai n about
Headni stress Pertelope's tapestry later,"” he said to Cadderly. "First, do tell me why are you
here. Have you no work to do? | thought that | had given you enough to keep you busy, but if |
t hought wrong, | can surely correct the situation!"
"I am busy," Cadderly insisted. "I only wanted to check on the kitchen, to make certain that | had
not missed anything in ny cleaning." As soon as Cadderly gl anced around, he realized how | udi crous
his clai m sounded. Ivan and Pi kel never kept an overly neat shop. Half the floor was covered with
spilled flour, the other half with assorted herbs and sauces. Fungus-lined bow s, sone enpty and
sonme half full of last week's neal s-some fromneals even ol der than that-sat on every avail abl e
space, counter, or table.
Avery's brow crinkled as he recognized the lie for what it was. "Do make certain that the task was
done correctly, Brother Cadderly," the headnaster crooned with dripping sarcasm "Then you may
join Brother Rufo in his inventory of the wine cellar. You wifl be informed of how Dean Thobi cus
wi Il proceed concerning your greater transgression.” Avery turned and stal ked away, but Pertel ope
did not inmediately follow
"I know that you nmeant to return the tapestry,"” the stately ol der woman said. "M ght | know why
you saw the need to appropriate it at all? You m ght have asked."
"W only needed it for a few days," Cadderly replied. He | ooked to Ivan and indicated the drawer,
and the dwarf reached into it and produced the nearly conpleted crossbow. "For this."

Pert el ope's hazel eyes sparkled at the sight. She noved across the roomand tentatively took the
small weapon fromthe dwarf. "Exquisite," she nmuttered, truly awed by the reproduction
"My thanks," lvan replied proudly.
"Co oi!" Pikel added in a triunphant tone.
"I would have shown it to you," Cadderly explained, "but | thought the surprise would prove nore
pl easurabl e when it was conpl eted. "
Pertel ope smled warmy at Cadderly. "Can you conmplete it wi thout the tapestry?"
Cadder |y nodded.
"I will want to see it then, when it is done," said the headm stress, suddenly businesslike. "You
shoul d have asked for the tapestry," she scol ded, then she gl anced around and added under her
breath, "Do not fear too nuch for Headnaster Avery. He is excitable, but he forgets quickly. He
i kes you, whatever his bluster. Go, now, to your duties."

* * % *x %

Barjin crept fromcask to cask, studying the angular man at work sorting wine bottles. The evi

pri est had suspected that his victim the catalyst for the chaos curse, would come fromthe
cellar, but he was no | ess delighted when he found this man unexpectedly at work here on his very
first trip up the rickety stairway. The door to the | ower dungeons was cleverly conceal ed-no doubt
by the thirsty groundskeeper-in a thickly packed and renote comer of the huge chanber. The porta
probably had been | ong forgotten by the priests of the library, allowi ng Barjin easy and secret
access.

Barjin's delight dimnished considerably when he worked his way far enough around the roomto cast
sonme detection spells on the nan. The sane spells had been anbi guous on the groundskeeper- Barjin
had not known for certain whether the old wetch would suffice until the warding gl yphs had bl own
hi m back fromthe bottle, but the spells were not so anbi guous concerning Kierkan Rufo. This nman
was not possessed of innocence and would have no nore luck with the magic bottle than did the

gr oundskeeper .

"Hypocrite,” Barjin grunbled silently. He rested back in the shadows and wondered how he ni ght
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still find some use for the angular man. Certainly visitors to the wine cellar were not
comonpl ace and Barjin could not allow anyone to pass through w thout extracting some benefit.
He was still contenplating things when a second priest unexpectedly cane skipping down the
stairwell. Barjin watched curiously as this smling young man, hair bouncing about his shoul ders
under a wi de-brinmed hat, noved to confer with the angular worker. Barjin's detection spells had
not yet expired and when he focused on this newest arrival, his curiosity turned to delight.
Here was his catal yst.

He watched a bit | onger-1ong enough to discern that there was sone tension between the two-then
sneaked back to the conceal ed door. He knew that his next critical noves nust be pl anned

careful ly.

* * *x * %

"Shoul d we work together?" Cadderly offered in an exaggerated, bubbly voice.

Ki erkan Rufo glared at him "Have you any tricks planned for ne now?" he asked. "Any new baubl es
to show of f at my expense?"

"Are you saying that you did not deserve it?" Cadderly asked. "You started the battle when you
brought Avery to ny room"”

"Pity the mighty scribe,"” came the sarcastic reply.

Cadderly started to respond, but held his tongue. He synpathized with Rufo, truly an attentive
priest. Cadderly knew that the headmasters had pushed Rufo aside after Cadderly's success with the
wi zard' s spel | book. The wound was too fresh to nend it here, Cadderly knew, and neither he nor
Ruf o had any desire to work together.

Ruf o expl ai ned his | ogging systemfor the inventory so that their lists nmight be conpatible.
Cadderly saw several possibilities for inprovenent but again said nothing. "Do you understand?"
Ruf o asked, handi ng Cadderly a counting chart

Cadderly nodded. "A good system" he offered.

Ruf o briskly waved hi maway, then continued his inventory, working his way slowy around the |ong
and shadowy racks.

A flash of light in a distant coner caught the angular man's attention, but it was gone as fast as
it had appeared. Rufo cocked his head, took up his torch, and inched his way over. A wall of casks
confronted him but he noticed an opening around to the side.

"I's anyone there?" Rufo asked, a bit nervously. Torch | eading the way, he peeked into the opening
and saw the ancient portal.

"What is it?" came a voice behind him Rufo junped in surprise, dropped his torch at his feet, and
upset a cask as he danced away fromthe flanes. He was not conforted when the crashing had ended
and he | ooked back into Cadderly's grinning face.

"It is a door," Rufo replied through gritted teeth.

Cadderly picked up the torch and peered in. "Now where mght that | ead?" he asked rhetorically.
"It is none of our concern," Rufo said firmy.

" O course it is," Cadderly retorted. "It is part of the library and the library is our concern.”
"We nust tell a headmaster and | et him decide the proper way to investigate it," Rufo offered.
"Now give ne the torch.”

Cadderly ignored himand advanced to the snmall wooden portal. It opened easily, revealing a
descendi ng stairway, and Cadderly was surprised and deli ghted once nore.

"You surely will get us into even nore trouble!" Rufo conplained at his back. "Do you wish to
count and clean until your hundredth birthday?"

"To the |l owest |evels?" Cadderly said excitedly, ignoring the warning. He | ooked back at Rufo, his
face glowing brightly in the near torchlight.

The nervous Rufo backed away fromthe weirdly shadowed specter. He seened not to understand
Per ci val conpani on's excitenent.

"The | owest |evels," Cadderly repeated as though those words should hold sone significance. "Wen
the library was originally built, npst of it was bel ow ground. The Snowfl akes were wil der back
then, and the founders thought an underground conplex nore easily defended. The | owest cataconbs
wer e abandoned as the nountains were tamed and the buil di ng expanded, and eventually it was
believed that all the exits had been sealed." He | ooked back to the enticing stair. "Apparently
that was not the case."

"Then we nust tell a headmaster," Rufo declared nervously. "It is not our place to investigate

hi dden doorways. "

Cadderly shot himan incredul ous stare, hardly believing the man to be so childish. "W will tell
them "™ the young schol ar agreed, poking his head through the dusty opening. "In tine."
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* * % % %

A short distance away, Barjin watched the two men with nervous anticipation, one hand hol di ng
tight to the security of his cruel mace. The evil priest knew that he had taken quite a chance in
calling up the nmagical light signaling the portal's location. If the two nen decided to go and
tell their masters, Barjin would have to intercept themforcefully. But Barjin had never been

pati ent, which was why he had cone directly to the Edificant Library in the first place. There was
a degree of danger in his ganble, both in coming here and in revealing the door, but the potentia
gai ns of both actions could not be ignored. If these two decided to explore, then Barjin would be
one giant step closer to realizing his desires.

They di sappeared from si ght around the barricadi ng casks, so Barjin crept closer

"The stairs are fairly solid, though they are ancient,"” he heard Cadderly call back, "and they go
down a long, |long way."

Appearing skeptical, even afraid, the angular priest slowy backed out of the conceal ed area. "The
headmaster,"” he nuttered softly and turned abruptly for the stairs.

Barjin stepped out before him

Before Rufo could even cry out, the evil priest's spell fell over him Rufo's gaze |ocked fast to
the evil priest's dark eyes, held in place by Barjin's hypnotic stare. In his studies of w zardry,
charns had al ways been the charismatic Barjin's strength. H s adoption of Tal ona had not

di m ni shed that touch, though the Lady of Poison's clerics were not normally adept at such magic,
and Ki erkan Rufo was not a difficult opponent.

Nor were Barjin's magically enhanced suggestions to the enthralled Rufo contrary to the angul ar
man' s deepest desires.

* * *x * %

Cadderly creeped slowy toward the open door, never taking Percival gaze fromthe enticing

bl ackness beyond the neager linits of Percival torchlight. What wonders renai ned down there in the
ol dest roons of the Edificant Library? he wondered. What secrets long forgotten about the founders
and initial scholars?

"We should investigate-we'll be working down here for many days," Cadderly said, |eaning forward
and peering over the stairs. "No one would have to know until we decided to tell them"

Despite his consuning curiosity for the nysteries before him Cadderly kept enough wits about him
to realize that he had been betrayed as soon as he felt a boot against H s |ower back. He grabbed
the flimsy railing, but the wood broke away in his hand. He managed to | ook back for just an

i nstant and saw Rufo crouched in the | ow doorway, a weird, enotionless expression on his dark and
hol | owed face.

Cadderly's torch fl ew away, and he tunbled into the bl ackness, bouncing down the stairs and com ng
to rest heavily on the stone floor below Al the world fell into blackness; he did not hear the
door cl ose above him

* * % *x %

Ki erkan Rufo went right fromthe wine cellar to his roomthat night, wanting to confront no one
and respond to no questions. The recent events were but a blur to the charmed man. He vaguely
remenbered what he had done to Cadderly, though he couldn't be certain if it had been real or a
dream He renenbered, too, closing and bl ocking off the hidden door. There was sonething el se, or
soneone el se, though, in the picture, hovering off to the side in the shadows just out of reach of
Ruf o' s consci ousness.

Try as he may, poor Rufo could not renenber anything about Barjin, as a result of the enchanting
priest's devious instructions. In the back of his nmind, Rufo retained the strange sensation that
he had made a friend this night, one who understood his frustrati ons and who agreed that Cadderly
was an unworthy nan

Barjin's Wrld

Cadderly awoke in utter darkness; he could not see his hand if he waved his fingers just an inch
in front of his face. H s other senses told himnmuch, though. He could snell the thick dust and

feel the sticky lines of cobwebs hanging all about.

"Rufo!" he called, but his voice carried nowhere in the dead air, just rem nded himthat he was

alone in the dark. He crawled to his knees and found that he was sore in a dozen pl aces,
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particularly on the side of his head, and that his tunic was crusted as if with dried blood. H's
torch lay beside Mm but in pawi ng about it, Cadderly realized that it had expired many hours

bef ore.

Cadderly snapped his fingers, then reached down to his belt. A nonent |ater, he popped the cap
froma cylindrical tube and a ray of light cut through the darkness. Even to Cadderly, the |ight
seermed an intruder in these corridors, which had known only darkness for centuries uncounted. A
dozen small creatures scuttled away on the edges of Cadderly's vision, just out of the |light.
Better to have them scurry away, Cadderly thought, than to have themlay in wait in the darkness
for himto pass

Cadderly exam ned his i mediate surroundings with the |light tube's aperture wi de open, nostly
focusing on the shattered stairway beside him Several stairs renained attached at the top, near
the cl osed door, but nost of the boards |ay scattered about, apparently shattered by Cadderly's
heavy descent. No easy path back that way, he told hinself, and he narrowed the beamto see down
the greater distances. He was in a corridor, one of many crisscrossing and weavi ng together to
forma honeyconb-type nmaze, judging fromthe many passages lining both walls. The supporting
arches were simlar to those of the library above, but, being an earlier architectural design
they were even thicker and | ower, and seermed |ower still covered with [ayers of dust, hanging
webs, and promnises of crawy things.

When Cadderly took the tinme to exanine hinself, he saw that his tunic was, as he expected, crusted
with his own blood. He noticed a broken board lying next to him sharply splintered and darkly
stained. Tentatively, the young priest unbuttoned his tunic and pulled it aside, expecting a

gari sh wound.

What he found instead was a scab and a bruise. Although the nore dutiful priests of Deneir, even
those Cadderly's age, were acconplished heal ers, Cadderly was hardly practiced in the nedicina
arts. He could tell, though, by the stains on the splintered board that his wound had been deep
and it was obvious fromhis soaked shirt alone that he had lost quite a bit of blood. The wound
was undeni ably on the mend, though, and if it once had been serious, it was not now.

"Ruf 0?" Cadderly called again, wondering if his conpani on had come down behind himand heal ed him
There was no answer, not a sound in the dusty corridor. "If not Rufo, then who?" Cadderly asked
hi msel f softly. He shrugged his shoulders a nmonent later; the riddle was quite beyond him

"Young and strong," Cadderly congratul ated hinself having no other answer. He stretched the rest
of his aches out and finished his survey of the area, wondering if there m ght be sone way to
reconstruct enough of the stairway to get back near the door. He set his light tube on the floor
and pi eced together sonme boards. The wood was terribly deteriorated and snmashed beyond repair-too
much so, Cadderly thought, to have been caused just by his fall. Several pieces were no nore than
splinters, as though they had been battered repeatedly.

After a short while, Cadderly gave up the idea of going back through the wine cellar. The old,
rotted wood woul d never support his weight even if he could find some way to piece it back
together. "It could be worse,"” he whispered al oud, picking up his light tube and taking his

spi ndl e-di sks froma pouch. He took a deep breath to steady hinself and started off-any way seened
as good as anot her.

Crawling things darted to dark holes on the perimeter of the |ight beam and a shudder coursed

al ong Cadderly's spine as he inmagi ned again what this journey m ght be Iike in darkness.

The walls were of brickwork in nost of the passages, crushed under uncountabl e tonnage and cracked
in many places. Bas-reliefs had worn away, the lines of an artist's chisel filled in by the dust
of centuries, the fine detail of scul ptures replaced by the artwork of spiderwebs. Sonewhere in
the dark distance, Cadderly heard the drip of water, a dull and dead thunp-thunp. "The heart beat
of the cataconbs," Cadderly muttered grinly, and the thought did not confort him

He wandered for many minutes, trying to formul ate sone | ogical schenme for conquering the tunne

| ayout. Wile the builders of the original library had been an orderly group and had carefully

t hought out the cataconb design, the initial purposes, and courses, of the various tunnels had
been adapted over the decades to fit the changi ng needs of the structure above.

Every tinme Cadderly thought he had sone sense of where he nmight be, the next conmer showed him
differently. He noved along one | ow and wi de corridor, taking care to keep away fromthe rotting
crates lining the walls. If this was the storage area, he reasoned, there mght be an outside exit
near by, a tunnel |arge enough for wagons, perhaps.

The corridor ended at a wide arch that fanned out diagonally under two snaller arches to the left
and the right. These were congested by webs so thick that Cadderly had to retrieve a plank from
the crates just to poke his way through

The passages beyond the arched intersection were identical, |ayered stonework and only hal f as

wi de as the corridor he had just traveled. His instinct told himto go left, but it was just a
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guess, for in the w nding ways Cadderly really had little idea of where he was in relation to the
bui | di ngs above him

He kept his pace swift, following the narrow beamfaithfully and trying to ignore the rat squeaks
and i magi ned perils to the sides and behind him H's fears were persistent, though, and each step
came with nore effort. He shifted the beamfromside to side and saw that this passage's walls
were lined with dark holes, alcoves. Hiding places, Cadderly imagi ned, for crouched nonsters.
Cadderly turned slowy, bringing his light to bear, and realized that in his narrow focus on the
pat h ahead, he had crossed the first few sets of these alcoves. A shudder ran through his spine,
for he figured out the purpose of the al coves before his |ight ever angled properly for himto see
i nsi de one.

Cadderly junped back. The distant thunp-thunp of the cataconb heartbeat renained steady, but the
young scholar's own heart nissed a few beats, for the beamof light fell upon a seated skel eton
just a few feet to Cadderly's side. If this passage had been intended for storage, its goods were
macabr e i ndeed! Where once may have been stored crates of food, now there was only food for the
carrion eaters. Cadderly had entered the crypts, he knew, the burial vaults for the earliest

schol ars of the Edificant Library.

The skel eton sat inpassive and oblivious in its tattered shroud, hand bones crossed over its |ap.
Webs extended froma dozen angles in the snall al cove, seeming to support the skeleton in its
upri ght posture.

Cadderly sublimated his nounting terror, rem nded hinself that these were sinply natural remains,
the remains of great men, good-hearted and thinking nen, and that he, too, one day would resenbl e
the skel eton seated before him He | ooked back and counted four al coves on either side of the
corridor behind himand considered whet her he should turn back

St ubbornly, Cadderly dismissed all his fears as irrational and focused again on the path before
Mn He kept his light in the nmiddl e of the passage, not wanting to | ook into any nore of the

al coves, not wanting to test his determ nation any further

But his eyes inevitably glanced to the side, to the hushed darkness. He imagi ned skel etal heads
turning slowy to watch hi m pass.

Sone fears were not so easily conquered.

A scuffle behind and to his left spun Cadderly about, his spindle-disks at the ready. His
defensi ve refl exes | aunched the weapon before his mind could register the source of the noise: a
small rat crawing across a wobbling skull

The rodent flew away i nto webs and dar kness when the di sks struck full on the skull's forehead.
The wobbly skull flew, too, rebounding off the alcove's back wall, rolling down the front of its
former possessor, and coning to a rattling stop between the seated skeleton's | egs.

A chuckl e burst from Cadderly's nouth, relieved | aughter at his own cowardi ce. The sound di ed away
qui ckly as the dusty stillness reclained the ancient passage, and Cadderly relaxed ... until the
skel eton reached down between its legs and retrieved its fallen head.

Cadderly stunbl ed backward agai nst the opposite wall-and pronptly felt a bony grip on his el bow.
He tore away, snapped his spindle-disks in at this newest foe, and turned to flee, not pausing to
note the damage his weapon had exacted. As his |ight swng about, though, Cadderly saw that the
skel etons he had passed had risen and congregated in the corridor, and were now advancing, their
faces locked in lipless grins, their arms outstretched as though they desired to pull Cadderly
fully into their dark realm

He had only one path open and he went with all speed, trying to keep his eyes ahead, trying to
ignore the rattling of still nore skeletons rising fromevery al cove he passed. He could only hope
that no nonstrous spiders were nearby as he charged right through another heavily webbed archway,
tasting webs and spitting themout in disgust. He stunbled and fell nore than once but al ways
scranbl ed back to his feet, running blindly, knowi ng not where he should run, only what he mnust
keep behi nd him

More passages. More crypts. The rattling nounted behind himand he heard again, startlingly clear,
the thunmp-thunp water-drop heartbeat of the cataconbs. He burst through anot her webbed archway,
and then another, then cane to a three-way intersection. He turned to the left but saw that the
skel etons down that passage had already risen to block his way.

To the right he ran, too afraid to sort out any patterns, too distracted to realize that he was
bei ng her ded.

He cane to another |ow archway, noted that this one had no webs, but hadn't the time to pause and
consider the inplications. He was in a wi der, higher passage, a grander hall, and saw that the

al coves here were filled not by raggedly shrouded skel etons, but by standi ng sarcophagi
exquisitely detailed and gilded in precious netals and genstones.

Cadderly only noticed themfor a noment, for down at the end of the |ong hallway he saw |ight-not
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dayl i ght, which he woul d have wel conmed wi th open arms, but Iight nonethel ess-peeking out at him
fromthe cracks and | oosened seals of an anci ent door

The rattling intensified, boomng all about him An eerie red m st appeared at Cadderly's feet,
followi ng his progress, adding a surreal and dreamike quality. Reality and nightmare bat-tied in
Percival rushing thoughts, reason fighting fear.

The resolution to that battle lay in the Iight, Cadderly knew.

The young schol ar staggered forward, his feet dragging as though the nmist itself weighed heavily
upon them He |lowered his shoul der, meaning to push right through the door, to charge right into
the light.

The door squeaked open just before he collided, and he stunbled in, sinking down to his knees on
the clean floor within. Then the door swung closed of its own accord, leaving the red nist and the
macabre rattle out in the darkness. Cadderly remained very still for a |ong nonent, confused and
trying to slow his racing heart.

After a nmoment, Cadderly rose shakily to survey the room hardly even registering that the door
had cl osed behind him He was struck by the cleanliness of this room so out of place in the rest

of the dungeons. He recogni zed the place as a fornmer study hall; it was simlar in design and
contained simlar furniture to those studies still in use in the library proper. Several snal
cabi nets, worktables, and free-standing two-sided bookcases sat at regular intervals about the
room and a brazier rested on a tripod along the right-hand wall. Torches burned in two sconces,

and the walls were lined with bookshel ves, enpty except for a few scattered parchnents, yellow
with age, and an occasional small scul pture, once a book end, perhaps. Cadderly's gaze went to the
brazier first, thinking it oddly out of place, but it was the display in the center that
ultimately commanded Percival attention

A long and narrow tabl e had been placed there, with a purple and crinson bl anket spread over it
and hangi ng down the front and sides. Atop the table was a podium and on this sat a clear bottle
sealed with a large cork and filled with sone red-glowi ng substance. In front of the bottle was a
silvery bow, platinum perhaps, intricately designed and covered with strange runes.

Cadderly was hardly surprised, or alarnmed, at the blue m st he noted covering the floors and
swirling about his legs. This entire adventure had taken on a blurry feeling of unreality to him
Rationally, he could tell hinself that he was wi de awake, but the dull ache on the side of his
skul | made hi m wonder just how badly he had banged his head. Whatever this was, though, Cadderly
was now nore intrigued than afraid, so, with great effort, he forced hinself to this feet and took
a cautious step toward the central table.
There were designs, tridents capped by three bottles, woven into the bl anket. He noticed that the
bottles of the designs were sinlar to the real one atop the table. Cadderly thought he knew nobst
of the najor holy synbols and alliance crests of the central Realns, but this was totally foreign
He wi shed he had prepared sone spells that might reveal nore of the strange altar, if it was an
altar. Cadderly smiled at his own ineptitude. He rarely prepared any spells at all, and even when
he took the time, his acconplishnents with clerical nmagic were far fromhighly regarded. Cadderly
was nore scholar than priest, and he viewed his vows to Deneir nore as an agreenent of attitude
and priorities than a pl edge of devotion.
As he approached the table, he saw that the silvery bowl was filled with a clear |iquid-probably
wat er, though Cadderly did not dare dip his fingers into it. Mre intrigued by the glowi ng bottle
behind it, Cadderly nmeant to pay it little heed at all, but the reflection of the flask in that
strange rune-covered bow captured his attention suddenly and for sone reason would not |et go.
Cadderly felt hinmself drawn toward that reflected i mage. He noved right up to the bow and bent
low, his face nearly touching the liquid. Then, as if a tiny pebble had fallen into the bow,
little circular ripples rolled out fromthe exact center. Far from breaking Cadderly's
concentration on the reflection, the watery dance only enhanced it. The |ight bounced and roll ed
around the tiny waves and the image of the bottle elongated and bent, side to side.

Cadderly knew sonehow that the water was pleasantly warm He wanted to i mrerse hinself in the
bow, to silence all the noises of the world around himin watery stillness and feel nothing but
t he warnt h.

Still there was the inmage, swaying enticingly, capturing Cadderly's thoughts.

Cadderly | ooked up fromthe bowl to the bottle. Somewhere deep inside himhe knew that something
was ami ss and that he should resist the strangely conforting sensations. |nanimate objects were
not supposed to offer suggestions.
Open the bottle, cane a call within his head. He did not recognize the soothing voice, but it
prom sed only pleasure. Open the bottle.

Before he realized what he was doing, Cadderly had the bottle in his hands. He had no idea what
the bottle truly was, or how and why this unknown altar had been set up. There was a danger here-
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Cadderly sensed it-but he could not sort it out clearly; the ripples in the silvery bowl had been
so enthralling.

Open the bottle, cane the quiet suggestion a third tine. Cadderly sinply could not determ ne

whet her or not he should resist and that indecision weakened his resolve. The cork stopper was
stubborn, but not overly so, and it came out with a | oud ronp.

That pop cut through the snoky confusion in the young scholar's brain, rang out like a clarion
call of reality, warning Mmnof the risk he had taken, but it was too late.

Red snoke poured out of the flask, engulfing Cadderly and spreading to fill the room Cadderly
realized his error at once and he noved to replace the cork, but watching from behind the cabinet,
an unseen eneny was al ready at worKk.

"Hol d!" canme an undeni abl e conmand from the side of the room

Cadderly had the cork al nost back to the bottle when his hands stopped noving. Still the snoke
poured out. Cadderly could not react, could not nove at all, could not even nake his eyes | ook
away. Hi s whole body grew weirdly nunb, tingled in the grasp of a magical grip. A nonent |ater
Cadderly saw a hand reach around Mm but did not even feel the bottle being pried fromhis grasp.
He then was forcefully turned about to face a man he did not know.

The man was wavi ng and chanting, though Cadderly could not hear the words. He recogni zed the
novenents as some sort of spellcasting and knew that he was in dire peril. H's mnd struggled
agai nst the paralysis that had overcone him
It was a futile effort.

Cadderly felt his eyes drooping. The sensations suddenly canme rushing back to his |inmbs, but al
the world grew dark around himand he felt hinmself falling, forever falling.

* K* *x * %

"Come, groundskeeper," Barjin called. Fromout of the sane cabinet in which Barjin had hi dden cane
Mul Iivy's pallid corpse.

Barjin spent a nonent inspecting his latest victim Cadderly's |ight tube and spindl e-di sks, al ong
with a dozen other curiosities, intrigued the priest, but Barjin quickly dismnmssed the idea of
taki ng anything. He had used the same spell of forgetfulness on this man as he had on the tall,
angul ar man back in the wine cellar. Barjin knew that this man, unlike the other, was strong of
m nd and will, and woul d unconsciously battle such a spell. Mssing itens nmight aid his fight to
regain the bl ocked parts of his nenory, and for the priest, alone and beneath a virtual arny of
enem es, that could prove disastrous.

Barjin dropped a hand to his hungry mace. Perhaps he should kill this one now, add this young
priest to his undead arny so that he would bring Barjin no trouble in the future. The evil priest
di smssed the idea as quickly as it had come to him his goddess, a deity of chaos, would not
approve of elimnating the excruciating irony. This nman had served as catal yst for the curse; |let
him see the destructi on wought of his own hands!

"Bring him" Barjin instructed, dropping Cadderly to his zonbie. Wth one stiff armand little
effort, Mullivy lifted Cadderly fromthe fl oor

"And bring the old | adder,"” Barjin added. "W nust get back up to the wine cellar. W have nuch
work to do before the dawn."

Barjin wung his hands with nounting excitement. The prinmary conponent of the ritual had been
executed easily; all that remained to conplete the curse, to fully | oose the Most Fatal Horror
upon the Edificant Library, were a few nminor cerenonies.

The Puzzl e

Dani ca knew by the approachi ng headmaster's expression, and by the fact that Kierkan Rufo shuffled

al ong at Avery's heels, that Cadderly had done sonething wong agai n. She pushed away the book she

was readi ng and fol ded her arns on the table in front of her

Avery, normally polite to guests of the library, came quickly and bluntly to his point. "Were is

he?" the headmaster demanded.

"He?" Danica replied. She knew perfectly well that Avery was referring to Cadderly, but she didn't

appreci ate the headmaster's tone.

"You know " Avery began loudly, but then he realized Danica's objections and caught hinself,

| ooked around, and bl ushed with enmbarrassnent.

"I amsorry. Lady Danica," he apol ogized sincerely. "I had only thought... | nean, you and
He stonped hard with one foot to steady hinself and proclainmed, "That Cadderly frustrates nme so!"
Dani ca accepted the apology with a grin and a nod, understanding, even synpathizing, with Avery's
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feelings. Cadderly was an easily distracted free spirit, and, |like nost formal religious
organi zations, the Order of Deneir was firmy based on discipline. It was not a difficult task for
Danica to renenber just a few of the many tines she had waited for Cadderly at an appoi nted pl ace
and time, only to eventually give up and go back to her chanbers al one, cursing the day she ever
saw his boyish snmile and inquisitive eyes.

For all her frustrations, though, the young worman coul d not deny the pangs in her heart whenever
she | ooked upon Cadderly. Her snmile only wi dened as she thought of himnow, flying in the face of
Avery's bubbling anger. As soon as Danica turned her attention back to the present and | ooked over
Avery's shoul der, though, her grin disappeared. There stood Kierkan Rufo, |eaning slightly to one
side, as always, but wearing a mask of concern rather than the nornmally snug expression he
di spl ayed whenever he had one-upped his rival

Dani ca | ocked stares with the nan, her unconscious grimace revealing her true feelings toward him
She knew that he was Cadderly's friend-sort of-and she never spoke out against himto Cadderly,
but in her heart she didn't trust the nman, not at all

Ruf o had made nmany advances on Dani ca, beginning on her very first day at the Edificant Library,
the first tinme the two had ever net. Danica was young and pretty and not unused to such advances,
but Rufo had unnerved her on that occasi on. Wen she had politely turned Rufo down, he just stood
towering over her, tilting his head and staring, for many mnutes with that same frozen
unbl i nki ng stare on his face. Danica didn't know exactly what it was that had caused her to rebuff
Ruf o way back then, but she suspected it was his dark, deep-set eyes. They showed the sane inner
light of intelligence as Cadderly's, but if Cadderly's were inquisitive, then Rufo's were
conniving. Cadderly's eyes sparkled joyfully as if in search of answers to the uncounted nysteries
of the world.

Rufo's, too, collected information, but his, Danica believed, searched for advantage.

Ruf o had never given up on Danica, even after her budding relationship with Cadderly had becone
common talk in the library. Rufo still approached her often, and still she sent himaway, but
soneti mes she saw him out of the comer of her eye, sitting across the roomand staring at her
studyi ng her as though she were sonme anusi ng book
"Do you know where he is?" Avery asked her, his tone nore controll ed.
"Who?" Dani ca answered, hardly hearing the question
"Cadderly!" cried the flustered headmaster.

Dani ca | ooked at him surprised by the sudden outburst.
"Cadderly," Avery said again, regaining his conmposure. "Do you know where Cadderly m ght be
found?”

Dani ca paused and consi dered the question and the ook on Rufo's face, wondering if she shoul d be
worried. As far as she knew, Avery was the one directing Cadderly's novenents.
"I have not seen himthis norning," she answered honestly. "I thought that you had put himto work-
in the wine cellar, by the words of the dwarven brothers."
Avery nodded. "So, too, did | believe, but it seens as if our dear Cadderly has had enough of his
| abors. He did not report to ne this norning, as he had been instructed, nor was he in his room
when | went to find him™"
"Had he been in his roomat all this norning?" Danica asked. She found her gaze again drawn to

Ki erkan Rufo, fearing for Cadderly and somehow guessing that if trouble had befallen him Rufo was
i nvol ved.

Ruf o' s reaction did not dinminish her suspicions. He blinked-one of the few tines Dani ca had ever
seen himblink-and tried hard to appear unconcerned as he | ooked away.
"I cannot say," Avery replied and he, too, turned to Rufo for sonme answers.
The angul ar man only shrugged. "I left himin the wine cellar,"” he said. "I was down there working
I ong before he arrived. | thought it fitting that | retire earlier than he."

Bef ore Avery coul d even suggest that they go search the wi ne cellar, Danica had pushed past him
and started on her way.

* * k% *x %

The darkness and the wei ght. Those were the two facts of Cadderly's predicanment: the darkness and
the weight. And the pain. There was pain, too. He didn't know where he was or how he had gotten to
tins dark place or why he could not nove. He was |lying face down on the stone floor, buried by
sonmething. He tried calling out several times but found little breath.

I mges of wal ki ng skel etons and thick spiderwebs flitted about his consciousness as he lay there,
but they had no real definition, nor any solid place in his nenory. Somewhere-in a dreanf-he had
seen them but whether that place had anything to do with this place, he could not guess.
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Then he saw the flicker of torchlight, far away but conming down toward him and as the shadows
reveal ed tall and open racks, he at |ast recognized his surroundi ngs.

"The wine cellar,"” Cadderly grunted, though the effort sorely hurt. "Rufo?" It was all a blur. He
renenbered com ng down fromthe kitchen to join Rufo in his inventory, and renmenbered begi nni ng
his work, away fromthe angular man, but that was all. Sonething obviously had happened subsequent
to that, but Cadderly had no recollection of it, or of how he m ght possibly have gotten in his
current predi canent.

"Cadderly?" cane a call, Danica's voice. Not one, but three torches had entered the | arge w ne
cellar.

"Here!" Cadderly gasped with all his breath, though the wheeze was not nearly |oud enough to be
heard. The torches fanned out in different directions, sonetines disappearing from Cadderly's
sight, other tines flickering at regular intervals as they noved behind the open, bottle-filled
racks. Al three bearers-Avery, Rufo, and Danica, Cadderly realized- called out now

"Here!" he gasped as often as he could. Still, the cellar was wi de and sectioned by dozens of tal
wi ne racks, and it was many m nutes before Cadderly's call was heard.

Ki erkan Rufo found him The tall nman seened nore ghastly than ever to Cadderly as he | ooked up at
the shadows spl ayed across Rufo's angular features. Rufo appeared surprised to find Cadderly, then
he gl anced all about, as if undecided as to how to react.

"Could you ..." Cadderly began, and he paused to catch his breath. "Please get... me ... get this
off ne."
Still Rufo hesitated, confusion and concern crossing his face. "Over here," he called out finally.

"I have found him"

Cadderly didn't note nuch relief in Rufo's tone

Rufo laid his torch down and began renoving the pile of casks that were pinning Cadderly. Over his
shoul der, Cadderly noticed Rufo tipping one heavy cask over him and the thought canme to himfor
just an instant that the angular man had tilted it purposely and neant to drop it on his head.
Then Dani ca cane runni ng up, and she hel ped Rufo push it away.

Al'l the casks were cl eared before Headnaster Avery ever got there, and Cadderly started to rise.
Dani ca held himdown. "Do not nove!" she instructed firmly. Her expression was grave, her brown
al rond eyes intense and unconpronising. "Not until | have inspected your wounds."

"I amall right," Cadderly tried to insist, but he knew his words fell on deaf ears. Danica had
been scared, and the stubborn wonman rarely bothered to argue when she was scared. Cadderly tried
hal fheartedly to rise again, but this time Danica's strong hand stopped him pressing on a
particularly vul nerable area on the back of his neck

"I have ways of stopping you fromstruggling," Danica prom sed, and Cadderly didn't doubt her. He
put his cheek down on folded arnms and | et Dani ca have her way.

"How did this happen?" demanded the chubby, red-faced Avery, huffing up to join them

"He was counting bottles when | left," Rufo offered nervously.

Cadderly's face crinkled in confusion as he tried again to sort through the blur of his nenories.
He got the unconfortable feeling that Rufo expected his explanation to sound |ike an accusation
and Cadderly hinself wondered what part Rufo m ght have had in his troubles. A feeling of
sonet hi ng hard-a boot ?-agai nst his back slipped past himtoo quickly to nake any sense.

"I know not," Cadderly answered honestly. "I just cannot renenber. | was counting " He stopped
there and shook his head in frustration. Cadderly's existence depended on know edge; he didn't
like illogical puzzles.

"And you wandered away," Avery finished for him "You went exploring when you should have been
wor ki ng. "

"The wounds are not too severe," Danica cut in suddenly.

Cadderly knew that she had purposely deflected the headmaster's rising agitation, and he smled
his thanks as Danica helped himto his feet. It felt good to be standing again, though Cadderly
had to | ean on Danica for support for several m nutes.

Sonmehow Avery's supposition didn't fit into Cadderly's nenories-whatever they mght be. He did not
beli eve that he had just "wandered away" to fall into trouble. "No," he declared. "Not |ike that.
There was sonething here." He | ooked at Danica, then to Rufo. "A light?"

Hearing the word triggered another nmenory for Cadderly. "The door!" he cried suddenly.

If the torchlight had been stronger, they all would have noticed the blood drain from Ki erkan
Ruf o' s face.

"The door," Cadderly said again. "Behind the wall of casks."

"What door?" Avery denanded.

Cadderly paused and thought for a nmoment but had no answers. Hi's considerable w | power

subconsci ously battled Barjin's nenory blocking spell, but all he could renmenber was the door
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sone door, somewhere. And wherever that portal night have | ed, Cadderly could only guess. He
resolved to find out again, as soon as he rounded the casks and opened it.

It was gone.

Cadderly stood for a long while, staring at the dusty bricks of the solid wall.

"What door?" the inpatient headmaster asked again.

"I't was here," Cadderly insisted with as nuch conviction as he could nmuster. He noved closer to

the wall and felt it. That, too, proved futile. "I renenber. .." Cadderly started to protest. He

felt an armreach under his shoul der.

"You have been hurt in the head," Danica said quietly. "Confusion is not unexpected after such a
bl ow, nor usually lasting," she added quickly to confort him

"No, no," Cadderly protested, but he | et Danica | ead hi mout.

"What door?" the flustered Avery asked a third tine.

"He has hurt his head," Danica interjected.

"I thought ..." Cadderly began. "It nust have been a dream" he | ooked at Avery directly "-but

what a strange dream”

Rufo's sigh was audible. "He is not hurt too badly?" the tall nman asked enbarrassedly when curious

expressions turned toward him

"Not too badly," replied Danica, the tone of her voice indicating her suspicions.

Cadderly hardly noticed, too engrossed was he with trying to renenber. "Wat woul d be bel ow here?"
he asked on inpul se.

"Not hi ng to concern you," Avery replied sharply.

Skel et ons wal ked i ntangi bly through Cadderly's subconsci ous again. "Crypts?" he asked.

"Not hi ng to concern you!" Avery answered sternly. "I grow tired of your curiosity, brother."
Cadderly, too, was annoyed, not enjoying the puzzles within his own mnd. Avery's glare was
unconproni si ng, but Cadderly was too upset to be scared off. "Sssh!" he hissed sarcastically,
putting a finger to his pursed lips. "You would not want Deneir, whose edict is the seeking of
know edge, to hear you say that."

Avery's face turned so red that Cadderly al nost expected it to burst. "Go and see the healers

the headmaster growl ed at Cadderly, "then conme back to see ne. | have a thousand tasks prepared

for you." He spun about and stormed away, Rufo dose on his heels, though all the way to the

stairs, Rufo kept glancing back over his shoul der.

Dani ca gave Cadderly a forceful nudge-and a painful one against his sorely bruised ribs. "You
never know when to hold your tongue,"” she scolded. "If you keep tal king so to Headnaster Avery, we

will never find the opportunity to see each other!™ Wth her torch in one hand and her ot her

wr apped about Cadderly's back, she pulled himroughly toward the distant stairs.

Cadderly | ooked down at her, thinking that he owed her an apol ogy, but he saw that Danica was
biting back laughter and he realized that she hadn't truly disapproved of his sarcasm

* * % *x %

Barjin watched the steady stream of reddi sh smoke rise fromthe opened flask and slip into cracks
inthe ceiling, making its way up into the library above. The evil priest still had severa
cerenpnies to performto conplete the formal ritual, as agreed upon back in Castle Trinity, but
these were nerely a fornmality. The Mdst Fatal Horror had been rel eased, and the chaos curse was
under way.

It would take longer to exact a toll here, Barjin knew, than it had with Haverly back at Castle
Trinity. According to Aballister, Haverly had taken a concentrated dose right in the face.
Producing the elixir was far too expensive to duplicate those

effects on eneny after eneny, thus the mixture in the ever-snoking bottle had been greatly
diluted. The priests here would absorb the elixir gradually, each hour bringing themcloser to the
edge of doom Barjin held no reservations, though. He believed in the powers of the elixir, in the
powers of his goddess-particularly with hinmself serving as her agent.

"Let us see how these pious fools behave when their truest emptions are reveal ed," he snickered to
Mul I'ivy. The zonbie did not respond, of course. He just stood very still, unblinking and unnovi ng.
Barjin gave hima sour | ook and turned his gaze back to the ever-snoking bottle.

"The next days will be the npbst dangerous,” he whispered to hinself. "Beyond that, the priests
will have no power to stand against ne." He | ooked back to Mullivy and grinned w ckedly.

"'We will be ready," Barjin pronised. He already had ani mated dozens of skel etons and had enacted
further spells upon Millivy's corpse to strengthen it. And, of course, there was Khalif, Barjin's
prized soldier, awaiting the priest's command fromthe sarcophagus just outside the altar room
door.
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Barjin meant to add new and nore horrible nmonsters to his growing arny. First, he would uncover
the necronmancer's stone and see what undead allies it might bring in. Then, taking Aballister's
advi ce, he would open a gate to the |east of the | ower planes, sunmoning nminor nonsters to serve
as advi sers and scouts for his expanding evil network.

"Let the foolish priests cone after us," Barjin said, taking an ancient and evil tonme, a book of
sorcery and necromancy, out of the folds of his robes. "Let them see the horror that has befallen
t hem "

dditi es

Cadderly sat before his open wi ndow, watching the dawn and feedi ng Percival cacasa-nut-and-butter
bi scuits. The Shining Plains lived up to their nane this norning, w th dew speckl ed grass catching
the norning sunlight and throwing it back to the sky in a dazzling dance. The sun clinbed higher
and the line of brightness noved up into the foothills of the Snowfl ake Mountains. Pockets of

dar kness, valleys, dotted the region and a wi spy nmist rose to the south, fromthe valley of the

I mpresk River, feeding the wide |lake to the east.

"OM" Cadderly cried, pulling his hand away fromthe hungry squirrel. Percival had gotten a bit
too eager, nipping through the biscuit and into Cadderly's palm Cadderly pinched the wound
between his thunb and forefinger to stemthe blood fl ow.

Busily licking the |ast of the cacasa-nut fromhis paws, Percival hardly seemed to notice
Cadderly's disconfort.

"It is ny own fault, | suppose," Cadderly adnmitted. "I cannot expect you to behave rationally when
there is cacasa-nut and butter to be won!"

Percival's tail twitched excitedly, but that was the only indication Cadderly had that the
squirrel was even |istening. The young man turned his attention again to the world outside. The
dayl i ght had reached the library, and though Cadderly had to squint against its fresh brightness,
it felt warmand wonderful upon his face.

"I't will be another beautiful day," he renarked, and even as he spoke the words, he realized that
he probably woul d spend the whole of it in the dark and dreary wine cellar, or in sonme other hole
that Headmaster Avery found for him

"Perhaps | can trick himinto letting me tend the grounds this norning," Cadderly said to the
squirrel. "I could help old Mullivy."

Percival chattered excitedly at the nention of the groundskeeper.

"I know," Cadderly offered confortingly. "You do not like Miullivy." Cadderly shrugged and smil ed,
renenbering the time he had seen the crooked ol d groundskeeper waving a rake and spitting threats
at the tree that Percival and other squirrels were sitting in, conplaining about the nmess of acorn
husks all over his freshly raked ground.

"Here you go, Percival," Cadderly said, pushing the rest of the biscuit to the windowsill. "I have
many things to attend to before Avery catches up with ne." He left Percival sitting on the sill,
and the squirrel went on munching and crunching and licking his paws, and basking in the warm
dayl i ght, apparently having al ready di sm ssed any uneasi ness at the nention of Millivy.

* * k% *x %

"Ye're bats!" lvan yelled. "Ye can't be one of them"

"Doo-dad!" Pikel replied indignantly.

"Ye think they'd have ye?" lvan roared. "Tell him boy!" he cried at Cadderly, who had just
entered the kitchen. "Tell the fool that dwarves can't be druids!"

"You want to be a druid?" Cadderly asked with interest.

"Oo oi!" piped a happy Pikel. "Doo-dad!"

I van had heard enough. He hoisted a frying pan-dunping its hal f-cooked eggs on the fl oor-and
heaved it at his brother. Pikel wasn't quick enough to get out of the way of the mssile, but he
managed to bow into it, taking the blow on the top of Percival head and suffering no serious
damage.

Still fum ng, lIvan reached for another pan, but Cadderly grabbed his armto stop him "Wait!"
Cadderly pl eaded.

I van paused for just a nonent, even whistled to show his patience, then cried, "Long enough!" and
pushed Cadderly to the floor. The dwarf hoisted the pan and charged, but Pikel, now simlarly
arnmed, was ready for him

Cadderly had read many tal es of valor describing the ring of iron on iron, but he had never

i magi ned the sound attributed to two dwarves sparring with frying pans.
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Ivan got the first strike in, a wicked smash to Pikel's forearm Pikel grunted and retali ated,
sl ammi ng his pan straight down on top of Ivan's head.
I van backed up a step, trying to stop his eyes fromspinning. He looked to the side, to a littered
table, and was struck with a sudden inspiration, no doubt fromthe head bl ow. Pikel returned his
smle. "Pots?" Ivan asked.
Pi kel nodded eagerly and the two rushed to the table to find one that fit properly. Food went
flying everywhere, followed by pots that had proven too small or too big. Then Ivan and Pike
faced off again, wielding their trusty pans and helnmeted in the cookware of |ast night's stew
Cadderly watched it all in blank amazenent, not quite certain of how to take the actions. It
seened a conedy at tinmes, but the growing welts and bruises on lIvan and Pikel's arns and faces
told a different tale. Cadderly had seen the brothers argue before, and certainly he had cone to
expect all sorts of strange things fromdwarves, but this was too wild, even for Ivan and Pi kel
"Stop it!" Cadderly yelled at them Pikel's answer came in the formof a hurled cl eaver that
narrowy missed Cadderly's head and buried itself an inch deep in the oaken door beside him

Cadderly stared in disbelief at the deadly instrunent, still shuddering fromthe force of Pikel's
throw, and knew that sonmething was terribly wong here, and terribly dangerous.
The young priest didn't give up, though. He just redirected his efforts. "I know a better way to

fight!" he cried, nmoving cautiously toward the dwarves.

"Eh?" asked Pi kel

"Better way?" |van added. "For fighting?"

I van seened al ready convinced- Pikel was wi nning the cookware battle-but Pikel only used Ivan's
ensui ng hesitation to press himeven harder. Pikel's pan hunmed as it dove in at a wide arc,
smashi ng Ivan's el bow and knocki ng the yel |l ow bearded dwarf off bal ance. Pi kel recognized his dear
advantage. Hi s wicked pan went up high again for a followup strike.

"Druids do not fight with netal weapons!" Cadderly yell ed.

"QOo," Pikel said, halting in nmidswi ng. The brothers | ooked at each other, shrugged once, and
tossed their pots and pans to the ground.

Cadderly had to think quickly. He brushed off a section of the long table. "Sit here,"” he
instructed lIvan, pulling up a stool. "And you over here," he said to Pikel, indicating a second
seat across fromlvan.

"Put the el bows of your right arns on the table," Cadderly expl ai ned.

"Armpul ling?" Ivan scoffed incredul ously. "Get ne back ne pan!"

"No!" Cadderly shouted. "No. This is a better way, a true test of strength.”

"Bah!" snorted Ivan. "I'Il clobber him"

"Oh?" said Pikel

They cl asped hands roughly and started pulling before Cadderly could give any signal, or even |ine
them up. He considered themfor a nonent, wanting to stay and see things through to concl usion
but the brothers were evenly matched, Cadderly realized, and their contest might |ast a while.
Cadderly heard other priests shuffling by outside the open kitchen door; it was tine for the

m dday canticle. \Watever the energency, Cadderly sinply could not be late for the required
cerenpny again. He watched the struggle a monent |onger, to ensure that the dwarves were fully
engaged, then shook his head in confusion and wal ked away. He had known |van and Pi kel for nore
than a decade, since his childhood days, and had never seen either one of themlift a fist at the
other. If that had not been bad enough, the cleaver, still wobbling in the door, vividly proved
that something was terribly out of sorts.

* * k% *x %

Brot her Chaunticleer's voice rang out with its usual quality, filling the great hall with perfect
notes and filling the gathering of priests and scholars with sincere pleasure, but those nost
observant anong the group, Cadderly included, glanced around at the crowd's reaction, as if they
noti ced sonething mssing in Chaunticleer's delivery. The key was perfect and the words correct,
but there seened to be a lacking in the strength of the song.

Chaunticleer didn't notice them He perfornmed as always, the sanme songs he had sung at m dday for
several years. This time, though, unlike any of the others, Chaunticleer was indeed distracted.
Hi s thoughts drifted down to the rivers in the nountain foothills, still swollen fromthe w nter
melt and teeming with trout and silver perch. It had al ways been said that fishing was second only
to singing in Brother Chaunticleer's heart. The priest was |earning now that the perceived order
of his desires m ght not be so correct.

Then it happened.

Br ot her Chaunticleer forgot the words.
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He stood at the podium of the great hall, perplexed, as undeniable imges of rushing water and
| eaping fish added to his confusion and put the song farther from his thoughts.
Wi spers sprang up throughout the hall; nouths dropped open in disbelief. Dean Thobi cus, never an

excitable man, calmy noved up toward the podium "Do go on. Brother Chaunticleer,"” he said
softly, soothingly.

Chaunticleer could not continue. The song of Deneir was no match for the joyful sound of |eaping
trout.

The whispers turned to quiet giggles. Dean Thobicus waited a few nonents, then whispered into
Headnaster Avery's ear, and Avery, obviously nore shaken than his superior, dismssed the
gathering. He turned back to question Chaunticleer, but the singing priest was already gone,

running for his hook and Iine.

* k* *x * %

Cadderly used the confusion in the great hall to get out fromunder Avery's watchful eye. He had
spent a dreary norning scrubbing floors, but had conpleted the tasks and was free, at |least unti
Avery found himidle and i ssued new orders. Avery was busy now, trying to figure out what had
happened to Brother Chaunticleer. If Cadderly correctly understood the gravity of Chaunticleer's
m sfortunes, the headmaster woul d be busy with himfor sone tinme. Chaunticleer was considered
among the nost devout priests in the order of Deneir, and his highest duty, his only rea
priority, was the mdday canticle.

Cadderly, too, was concerned by the events at the cerenony, especially after his visit with the
dwarves that norning. Mre disturbing than Chaunticleer's problems with the songs, Danica had not
been at the canticle. She was not associated with either the Oghman or Deneir sects and therefore
not required to attend, but she rarely nmissed the event, and never before without telling Cadderly
that she woul d not attend.

Even nore disquieting, Kierkan Rufo had not been in attendance.

Since the main library was on the first floor and not far fromthe great hall, Cadderly decided to
begin his search there. He skipped along briskly, his pace quickening as his suspicions continued
to gnaw at him A noaning sound froma side corridor stopped himabruptly.

Cadderly peeked around the coner to see Kierkan Rufo com ng down the stairs, |eaning heavily on
the wall. Rufo seened barely coherent; his face was covered in blood and he nearly toppled with
each step.

"What happened?" Cadderly asked, rushing to help the man
Awldlight came into Rufo's eyes and he sl apped Cadderly's reachi ng hands away. The action cost
the disoriented man his bal ance and he tunbl ed down the |ast few steps to the fl oor
The manner in which Rufo fell reveal ed nmuch to Cadderly. Rufo had reached out to catch hinself
with one arm the sane arm he had used to slap at Cadderly, but his other armremained linp at his
si de, usel ess.

"Where is she?" Cadderly demanded, suddenly very afraid. He grabbed Rufo by the collar, despite
the man's protests, and pulled himto his feet, viewing up close the damage to his face. Bl ood
continued to flow from Rufo's obviously broken nose, and one of his eyes was swollen and purple
and nearly closed. The man had nunerous other bruises, and the way he flinched when Cadderly
strai ghtened himindi cated other wounds in his abdonen or just a little bit |ower.

"Where is she?" Cadderly said again.

Rufo gritted his teeth and turned away.

Cadderly forcibly turned himback. "Wat is wong with you?" he demanded.

Rufo spat in his face.

Cadderly resisted the urge to strike out. There had al ways been tension in his friendship with
Ruf o, an elenent of rivalry that had only hei ghtened when Danica cane to the library. Cadderly,
usual |y getting the upper hand with Dani ca and the headnasters, realized that he often upset Rufo,
but never before had the tall man shown hi many open hostility.

"I'f you hurt Danica, | will come back to find you," Cadderly warned, though he thought that
highly inprobable. He let go of Rufo's wet tunic and ran up the stairs.

Rufo's blood trail led himto the south wing of the third floor, the library's guest quarters.
Despite his urgency, Cadderly stopped his tracking as he neared Histra's room for he heard cries
emanating fromwithin. At first Cadderly thought the priestess of Sune to be in peril, but as he
reached for the door handl e, he recognized the sounds as sonething other than pain

Down the hall he rushed, too worried to be enbarrassed. The blood trail led to Danica's door, as
he had feared it would. He knocked | oudly on the door and called out, "Danica?"

No answer.
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Cadderly banged nore urgently. "Danica?" he yelled. "Are you in there?"

Still no answer.
Cadderly | owered his shoul der and easily plowed through the unl ocked door
Dani ca stood perfectly still in the mddle of the snmall roomon the thick carpet she used for

exerci sing. She held her open hands out in front of her, a neditative pose, and she did not even
acknow edge that soneone had entered the room Her concentration was strai ght ahead, on a solid

bl ock of stone supported between two sawhorses.

"Dani ca?" Cadderly asked again. "Are you all right?" He noved over to her tentatively.

Dani ca turned her head, and her blank stare fell over him "O course,” she said. "Wy would | not
be?"

Her blond | ocks were matted with sweat and her hands were caked in drying bl ood.

"I just saw Ki erkan Rufo," Cadderly remarked

"As did |I," Danica said calmy

"What happened to hinP"

"He tried to put his hands where they did not belong," Danica said casually, turning to stare back
at the stone block. "I stopped him™"

None of it nade any sense to Cadderly; Rufo had | eered and stared, but had never been foolish
enough to make a nove toward Danica. "Rufo attacked you?" he asked.

Dani ca | aughed hysterically, and that, too, unnerved the young priest. "He tried to touch ne, |
said."

Cadderly scratched his head and | ooked around the room for sone further clues as to what had

transpired. He still couldn't believe that Rufo woul d make an open advance toward Dani ca, but even
nore remarkabl e had been Danica's response. She was a controlled and disciplined warrior. Cadderly
woul d never expect such overkill as the beating she had apparently given Rufo.

"You hurt himbadly," Cadderly said, needing to hear Danica' s explanation

"He will recover," was all that the woman repli ed.

Cadderly grabbed her arm neaning to turn her about to face him Danica was too quick. Her arm
flicked back and forth, breaking the hold, then she snapped her hand onto Cadderly's thunb and
bent it backward, nearly driving himto his knees. Her ensuing glare alone would have backed
Cadderly away, and he honestly believed that she would break his finger

Then Danica's | ook softened, as if she suddenly recogni zed the man at her side. She rel eased her
grip on his thunb and grabbed around his head instead, pulling himclose. "Ch Cadderly!" she cried
bet ween kisses. "Did I hurt you?"

Cadderly pushed her back to arms length and stared at her for a |long while. She appeared fine,
except for Rufo's bl ood on her hands and a curious, urgent |look in her eyes.

"Have you been drinking any wi ne?" Cadderly asked.

"Of course not," Danica replied, surprised by the question. "You know that | am allowed only one
gl ass " Her voice trailed off as the hard glare returned.

"Are you doubting ny loyalty to oath?" she asked sharply.

Cadderly's face crinkled in confusion.

"Let go of ne."

Her tone was serious, and when the stunned Cadderly did not inmediately respond, she accentuated
her point. She and Cadderly were only standing about two feet apart, but the Iinber nonk kicked
with her foot, up between them and waved it threateningly in Cadderly's face.

Cadderly rel eased her and fell back. "Wat is wong with you?" he demanded.
Dani ca' s vi sage softened agai n.
"You beat Rufo badly," Cadderly said. "If he nade inappropriate advances-"

"He interrupted ne!" Danica cut himoff. "He ..." she looked to the block of stone, then back to
Cadderly, again glowering. "And now you are interrupting ne."
Cadderly wi sely backed away. "I will go," he promi sed, studying the block, "if you tell ne what |

aminterrupting."”

"l ama true disciple of Gandmaster Penpahg D Ahn!" Danica cried as though that answered
everyt hi ng.

"OfF course you are," said Cadderly.

H s agreement cal ned Danica. "The tine has come for G gel Nugel,'
nmust not be interrupted in my concentration!"

Cadderly regarded the solid block for a nonment-a block far larger than the one in the sketch of
Penpahg D Ahn-then eyed Danica's delicate face, trying unsuccessfully to digest the news. "You
plan to smash that block with your head?"

"I ama true disciple," Danica reiterated.

Cadderly nearly swooned. "Do not," he begged, reaching for Danica.

she said, "lron Skull, but |
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Seei ng her inmpending reaction, Cadderly pulled his arnms back and qualified his statenent. "Not
yet," he pleaded. "This is a great event in the history of the library. Dean Thobi cus shoul d be
informed. We could nake it a public show ng."

"This is a private matter," Danica replied. "It is not a curiosity show for the pl easures of
unbel i evers!™

"Unbel i evers?" Cadderly whispered, and at this strange nonent he knew that the label fit him but
for nore reasons than his and Danica's differing faiths. He had to think quickly. "But," he

i mprovi sed, "surely the event nust be properly w tnessed and recorded."

Dani ca | ooked at him curiously.

"For future disciples," Cadderly explained. "Who will cone to study Grandmaster Penpahg D Ahn in a
hundred years? Wuld that disciple not also benefit fromthe practices and successes of

G andmi stress Danica? You cannot be selfish with this achievenent. Surely that would not be in
accord with Penpahg D Ahn's teachings."”

Danica mulled over his words. "It would be selfish,” she admitted.

Even her acqui escence reinforced Cadderly's fears that something was terribly wong. Danica was
sharp thinking and never before so easily manipul at ed.

"I will wait for you to nmake the arrangenents," she agreed, "but not for |long! The tinme has cone

for Iron Skull. This | knowis true. | ama true disciple of Gandnaster Penpahg D Ahn."

Cadderly did not know how to proceed. He sensed that if he left Danica, she would go right back to
her attenpt. He | ooked all around, his gaze finally settling on Danica's bed. "It would be well

for you to rest,” he offered.

Dani ca | ooked to the bed, then back to Cadderly, a sly look on her face. "I know sonething better
than rest,"” she purred, noving nmuch closer. The urgency of her unexpected ki ss weakened Cadderly

in the knees and proni sed hi m nany wonderful things.

But not like this. He remi nded hinself that something was wong w th Danica, that something was
apparently wong with al nost everything around him

"I have to go," he said, pulling away. "To Dean Thobi cus to make the arrangenents. You rest now.
Surely you will need your strength.”

Danica reluctantly | et himgo, honestly torn between her perception of duty and the needs of |ove.

* k* *x * %

Cadderly stunbl ed back down to the first level. The hallways were unnervingly enmpty and quiet, and
Cadderly wasn't certain of where he should turn. He had few close friends in the library-he wasn't
about to go to Kierkan Rufo with this problem and he wanted to keep far away fromthe living and
wor ki ng quarters of Dean Thobi cus and the headnasters, fearing an encounter with Avery.

In the end, he went back to the kitchen and found Pi kel and Ivan, nearly collapsed wth
exhaustion, still stubbornly armwestling at the table. Cadderly knew that the dwarves were
headstrong, but nore than an hour had passed since they had begun their match.
When Cadderly approached, shaking his head in disbelief, he saw just how headstrong the

Boul der shoul der brothers could be. Purplish bruises from popped veins lined their arnms and their
entire bodies trenbled violently under the continuing strain, but their visages were unyieldingly
| ocked.

"Il put ye down!" Ivan snarl ed.

Pi kel growl ed back and strained harder at the pull

"Stop it!" Cadderly demanded. Both dwarves | ooked up fromthe match, realizing only then that
sonmeone had entered the kitchen

"l can take him" Ivan assured Cadderly.

"Why are you fighting?" Cadderly asked, guessing that the dwarves woul d not renenber.

"Yersel f was here," Ivan replied. "Ye saw he was the one what started it."

"Ch?" Pikel piped in sarcastically.

"What did he start?" Cadderly asked.

"The fight!" growl ed an exasperated |van

" How?"

Ivan had run out of answers. He | ooked at Pikel, who only shrugged in reply.

"Then why are you fighting?" Cadderly asked again with no answer forthcon ng

Bot h dwarves stopped at the sane tinme and sat | ooking across the table at each other.

"Me brother!" lvan cried suddenly, springing over the table. Pikel caught himin m dnight and
their hugs and pats on the back were nearly as vicious as the armwestling had been.

Ivan turned happily on Cadderly. "He's me brother!"™ the dwarf announced.

Cadderly strained a smle and figured that it mght be best to divert the dwarves as he had
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diverted Danica. "It is not so far from suppertine," was all he had to say.

" Supper?" lvan bel | owed.

"Qo oi!" added Pikel, and they were off, whirling like little bearded tornados, sweeping the
kitchen into order in preparation of the evening neal. Cadderly waited just a few m nutes, to nmake
sure that the dwarves wouldn't get back to their fighting, then he slipped out and headed back to
check on Dani ca.

He found her in her room sleeping contentedly. He pulled her blankets up over her, then went to
the stone to see if he could find sone way to renove it

"How did you ever get this up here?" he asked, staring at the heavy block. It would take at |east
two strong nen to nove it, and even then, or even with three nen, the stairs would not be easily
negoti ated. For now, Cadderly figured that he could just drop the block down fromthe sawhorses,
put it on the floor to stop Danica frommaking her Iron Skull attenpt. He went back to the bed and
t ook the heaviest blankets. He tied themtogether and w apped them about the block, then threw
both ends over a rafter in the | ow room

Cadderly grabbed the dangling ends and hoi sted hinself right off the floor to tack at the bl ock
The sawhorses | eaned, then toppled and the rafter creaked in protest, but Cadderly's
count er bal anci ng wei ght brought the bl anketed bl ock down slowy and quietly.

Usi ng the sawhorse | egs as |evers, he nanaged to wi ggle the blankets out from under the stone.
Then he tucked Dani ca back in and headed away, his nind racing to find sonme |ogical reason for al
the illogical events of the day.

* * * *x %

It was a wondrous oak, a nobst excellent tree indeed, and Newander gently stroked each of its
spreadi ng branches as he nade his way higher. The view fromthe uppernost branches was splendid, a
scene that sent shivers of delight along the druid' s spine.

When he turned about to regard the nountains to the south-west, though, Newander's snile

di sappear ed.

There sat the Edificant Library, a barely seen square block far in the distance. Newander hadn't
meant to be gone this long; for all the freedomand individuality their order offered, he knew
that Arcite would not be pl eased.

A bird flitted down and | anded not far fromthe druid' s head.

"I should be getting back," the druid said to it, though he wanted to remain out here in the

wi | derness, away fromthe tenptations of civilization.

Newander started reluctantly down the tree. Wth the distant library renoved fromsight, he nearly
headed off again in the opposite direction. He didn't, though. Chastising hinself for his fears
and weaknesses, he grudgingly started back toward the library, back to his duties.

* k* *x * %

Cadderly nmeant to lie down and rest for only a short while when he returned to his room The

aft ernoon was barely half over, but it already had been an exhausting day. Soon the young priest
was snoring |oudly.

But not contentedly. Fromthe depths of his mst-filled dreanms cane the wal ki ng dead, skel etons
and gruesone ghouls, reaching for himw th sharp, bony hands and rotting fingers.

He sat up in pitch blackness. Cold trails of sweat lined his face, and his blankets were noi st and
clanmy. He heard a noise to the side of the bed. He hadn't undressed when he lay down, and he
funbl ed about, finding his spindle-disks and then his |ight tube.

Sonet hi ng was cl ose.

The end cap popped off and the |ight streaned out. Cadderly nearly flicked his spindle-di sks out
of sheer terror, but he managed to forego his attack when he recogni zed the white fur of a friend.
As startled as Cadderly, Percival rushed across the room upsetting all sorts of things, and
darted under the bed. The squirrel cane up tentatively a nonent |ater at Cadderly's feet and
slowy noved up to nestle in the pit of the man's arm

Cadderly was glad for the conpany. He recapped his light, but kept it in his hand, and soon was
fast asl eep.

The wal ki ng dead were waiting for him

The Tine to Act
Barjin is preparing to open the gate," Dorigen told Aballister. "My contacts on the | ower planes

sense the begi nnings of the portal." "How |l ong?" the wi zard asked grimy. Aballister was glad that
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Druzil soon would be close to Barjin, keeping an eye on the dangerous man, but he was not pl eased
that Barjin had so quickly advanced to this |level of preparedness. If Barjin meant to open a gate,
then his plans were probably in full sw ng.

Dori gen shrugged. "An hour or two," she replied. "I cannot know which methods of sorcery the
priest will enploy." She | ooked over to Druzil, sitting confortably atop Aballister's desk
appearing i npassive, though both w zards knew better than to think that. "Do you really believe
it's necessary to send the inmp?"

"Do you trust Barjin?" Aballister answered.

"Tal ona woul d not have allowed himto take the elixir if he was not |loyal to our cause,” Dorigen
replied.

"Do not presunme that the goddess is so directly interested in our cause," warned Aballister
rising fromand wal ki ng nervously about his oaken chair. "The Tine of Troubles has passed and much
has changed. Talona's avatar was pleased to bring nme into her dark fold, but I amnot her only
concern, and | do not presunme to be her chief concern. She directed ne to Druzil, and he provided
the chaos curse. Its fate is in ny... in our hands now. "

"But if Barjin was not of Talona's clergy " Dorigen argued, shifting tentatively fromfoot to
foot and letting her conpani on conplete the warning for hinself.

Abal I i ster considered Dorigen for a |ong nmonment, surprised that she was as fearful as he about
Barjin. She was a mi ddl e-aged wi zard, thin and drawn, with darting eyes and a tangle of graying

bl ack hair that she never bothered to brush

"Perhaps he is of Talona's clergy,"” Aballister replied. "I believe that he is." Aballister had

pl ayed these possi bl e scenarios through his thoughts a hundred tines over the last few days. "Do
not let that fact confort you. If Barjin stuck a poi soned dagger into nmy heart, Tal ona woul d not
be pl eased, but neither would she seek vengeance on the priest. That is the price of serving a
goddess such as ours."

Dori gen consi dered those words for a few noments, then nodded her agreenent.

"We vie for power with the priests,” Aballister went on. "It has been that way since the begi nning
of Castle Trinity, and that contest intensified with Barjin's arrival. He gained control of the
elixir fromne. | admt my own failure in not anticipating his cunning, but | have not conceded
defeat, | promi se you. Now, go back to your chanbers and converse with your contacts. Informne at
once if there is any change in Barjin's gate."

Abal I'i ster | ooked over to his magical mirror and considered whether he should scry into Barjin's
altar roomto confirmwhat Dorigen had told him He decided against it, though, know ng that
Barjin woul d easily sense the scrying and recognize its source. Aballister did not want Barjin to
know how concerned he was, did not want the priest to understand how great an advantage he was
gaining in their conpetition

The wi zard | ooked over his shoul der and nodded to Druzil

"The priest is a daring one," Druzil remarked, "to open a gate right bel ow so many enemi es of

magi cal power. Bene tellemara. If the priests of the library discover the gate "

"It was not unexpected," Aballister retorted defensively. "W knew that Barjin was taking
materials for sorcery."

"If he is opening the gate already," Druzil put in, "then perhaps the curse has begun!" The inp
rubbed his pudgy, |eathery hands eagerly at that prospect.

"Or perhaps Barjin's situation has beconme desperate,” Aballister quickly replied.

Druzil wi sely disguised his excitenent.

"We nust get the brazier prepared,” Aballister said, "and quickly. W nust be ready before Barjin
begi ns his summoni ng." He noved over to his own burning brazier and picked up the cl osest bag,
checking to ensure that the powder inside was bl ue.

"I will provide you with two powders," the w zard explained. "One to close Barjin's gate behind
you as you pass through to join him another to reopen it so that you may return to ne."

"To ensure that | amhis only catch?" Druzil asked, cocking his dog-faced head curiously.

"l amnot as confident of Barjin's powers as he appears to be," Aballister replied. "If he sunmons
too many deni zens, even minor creatures, of the | ower planes through to serve him his contro

will be sorely taxed. No doubt he is bringing in undead to serve himas well. That type of an arny
could be beyond hi mwhen the priests of the Edificant Library strike back. | fear Barjin may be
reaching too far. It all could crunble around him"

"Fear?" Druzil asked slyly. "Or hope?"

Abal l i ster's holl owed eyes narrowed dangerously. "Exami ne the situation from another point of
view, ny dear Druzil," he purred. "Fromyour own. Do you wish to find conpetitors fromyour filthy
hone at Barjin's side. Mght not another inp, or a mdge perhaps, know you and know that you have
been in service to me?"
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The wi zard enjoyed the way the inmp's features suddenly seened to droop

"Barjin would know you as ny agent then," Aballister went on. "If you were fortunate, he would
only banish you."

Druzil |ooked over to Aballister's brazier and nodded his agreenent.

"Get through as soon as Barjin opens his gate," Aballister instructed, dunping the blue powder
into the burning brazier. The flames roared and shifted through the colors of the spectrum Druzi
wal ked by the wi zard, taking the two tiny bags and | ooping them over the foreclaws on his w ng.
"Close Barjin's gate as you step out of the flames," Aballister continued. "He will not understand
the sudden shift in his fire's hue. He will think it is the result of your passing."”

Again Druzil nodded and then, eager to be away from Aballister, and even nore eager to see exactly
what was going on at the library, he junped into the brazier and was gone.

"Abal lister's plans serve everyone," Druzil nuttered to hinself a few mnutes later, as he floated
in the black void at the edge of the material plane, just waiting for Barjin's gate to open. The
inmp realized, too, that other things-jealousy and fear-guided the wizard' s actions. Barjin had
shown no signs of weakness throughout and Aballister knew as well as Druzil did that a gate to the
| ower planes would not seriously threaten the priest's successes. Still, Druzil was nore than
happy when he | ooked down at the mmgi cal powders Aballister had provided. The inp renai ned
intrigued by Barjin's brashness and confidence. The priest's prelimnary victories, both at Castle
Trinity, against Aballister, and possibly in the dungeons of the library, could not easily be

di smissed. Wihile Aballister mght fear for his own position, Druzil's only concern was the chaos
curse, the recipe he had waited so very long to exploit.

Where the chaos curse was concerned, Barjin deserved some serious attention

* K* *x * %

The terrible, clawed hand grabbed at Cadderly's heart. He dove to the side wildly, his arns
flailing in futile defense.

He woke up when he hit the floor and spent several long nmonments trying to orient hinself. It was
nmor ni ng, and Cadderly's nightmares faded fast under the sun's enlightening rays. Cadderly tried to
hold on to them so that he m ght better deci pher any hi dden meani ng, but they could not wthstand
the Iight of day.

Wth a resigned shrug, Cadderly focused his thoughts back to the previous afternoon, renenbering
the events before he had cone for sone rest.

Some rest! How nmuch time had passed? he wondered frantically, |ooking at his clocking neasurenents
on the floor. Fifteen hours?

Percival was still in the roombut apparently had been up and about for sonme time. The squirre

sat on Cadderly's desk just inside the window, contentedly munching on an acorn. Below himlay the
di scarded husks of a dozen appeti zers.

Cadderly sat up beside the bed and tried again to recover the fading blur of his dreans, seeking
sone due to the confusion that had so suddenly conme into his life. His |light tube, opened and
glowing faintly, lay under the thick junble of bed covers.

"There is something here" Cadderly renmarked to Percival, absently grabbing and recappi ng the tube.
"Sonmet hing | cannot yet understand." There was nore confusion than determination in Cadderly's

voi ce. Yesterday seened a long tinme ago, and he seriously wondered where his nmenori es ended and
his dreans began. How unusual had yesterday's events really been? How rmuch of the apparent
strangeness was no nore than Cadderly's own fear? Danica could be a stubborn one, after all, he
rem nded hinsel f, and who could predict the actions of dwarves?

Unconsci ously, Cadderly rubbed the deep bruise on the side of his head. The daylight stream ng
into his room nmade everything seemin order. They nmade all of his fears that sonething had gone
awy in the secure library seem al nost childish

A nonment |ater, he realized a new fear, one based surely in reality. There came a knock on his
door and the call of a fanmiliar voice. "Cadderly? Cadderly, boy, are you in there?"

Headmast er Avery.

Perci val popped the acorn into a chubby cheek and skittered out the wi ndow. Cadderly hadn't gotten
to his feet when the headnaster entered.

"Cadderly!" Avery cried, rushing to him "Are you all right, nmy boy?"

"I't is nothing," Cadderly replied tentatively, keeping out of Avery's reaching hands. "I just fel
out of bed."

Avery's distress did not diminish. "That is terrible!" the headmaster cried. "W cannot have that,
oh, no!" Avery's eyes darted about frantically, then he snapped his fingers and smled wdely. "W
will get the dwarves to put up a railing. Yes, that is it! W cannot have you falling out of bed
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and injuring yourself. You are nuch too valuable an asset to the Order of Deneir for us to allow
such potential tragedy!"

The young schol ar | ooked at hi m bl ankly, uncertain whether this was sarcasmor strange reality.
"It is nothing," Cadderly replied timdly.

"Ch, yes," Avery spouted, "you would say that. Such a fine |ad! Never concerned for your own
safety!" Avery's exuberant pat on the back hurt Cadderly nore than the fall.

"You have cone to give ne ny list of duties," Cadderly reasoned, eager to change the subject.
Sonehow he |iked Avery better when the headnaster was screaming at him At |east then he could be
certain of Avery's intent.

"Duties?" Avery asked, seem ng sincerely confused. "Wiy, | do not believe that you have any this
day. O, if you do, ignore them W cannot have one of your potential busied by nenial tasks. Mke
your own routines. Certainly you know better than any where you ni ght be of greatest value."
Cadderly didn't believe a word of it. O if he did allow hinmself to believe Avery's sincerity, he
couldn't quite conprehend it anyway. "Then why are you here?" he asked.

"Do | need a reason to ook in on ny nost-prized acol yte?" Avery answered, giving Cadderly a
second rough pat. "No, no reason. | just cane to say good norning, and | say it now Good
nmorning!" He started away, then stopped abruptly, spun about and w apped a bear hug on Cadderly.
"Good norning indeed!"

Avery, his eyes suddenly misted, put himout at armis length. "I knew that you would grow to be a
fine lad when first you canme to us," he said.

Cadderly expected himto abruptly change the subject, as he always did when speaki ng of Cadderly's
early days at the Edificant Library, but Avery ranbled on

"W feared that you woul d becone just |ike your father-he was an intelligent one, just |ike you!
But he had no gui dance, you see." Avery's laughter erupted straight fromhis belly. "I called him
a CGondsnan!" the priest roared, slapping Cadderly's shoul der.

Cadderly failed to see the hunmor, but he was truly intrigued to hear about his father. That

subj ect had al ways been avoided at the library, and Cadderly, with no recollections at all before
his arrival, had never pressed it seriously.

"And i ndeed he was," Avery continued, becoming calmand grim "O worse, | fear. He could not
remai n here, you see. We could not allow himto take our knowl edge and put it to destructive
practice."

"Where did he go?" Cadderly asked.

"I know not. That was twenty years ago!" Avery replied. "W saw himonly once after that, the day
he presented Dean Thobicus with his son. Do you understand, then, my boy, why | am al ways chasi ng
after you, why |I fear that your course mght |ead you astray?"

Cadderly didn't even try to find a voice to respond with, though he would have liked to | earn nore
whi l e he had the headnmaster in so tal kative a nood

He quickly remi nded hinself that these actions were out of sorts for Avery, and just further
confirmation that sonething was goi ng w ong.

"Well, then," the headmaster said. He slanmed Cadderly with one nore hug, then pushed the young
man away, spinning briskly for the door. "Do not waste too rmuch of this glorious day!" he roared
as he entered the hall

Perci val canme back to the wi ndow, working on a new acorn.

"Do not even ask," Cadderly warned him but if the squirrel cared at all, he did not showit.

"So much for dreams,” Cadderly remarked grimy. If ever he doubted his menories of the previous
day, he did not now, not in light of Avery's outburst. Cadderly dressed quickly. He would have to
check on Ivan and Pikel, to make sure they were not back at their fighting, and on Kierkan Rufo,
to make sure the man had no designs agai nst Dani ca.

The hal | way was strangely quiet, though the morning was in full swing. Cadderly started for the

ki tchen but changed his direction suddenly when he got to the spiral stairway. The only change in
the daily routines, the only unusual occurrence at the library before this inexplicable weirdness,
had been the arrival of the druids.

They had been housed on the fourth floor. Nornmally that |evel was reserved for the novice priests
of the host sects, the servants, and for storage, but the druids had expressed a desire to be away
fromthe rest of the gathered scholars. Not without reservations, for he did not want to disturb

t he xenophobi c group, Cadderly started up the stairs instead of down. He didn't really believe
that Arcite, Newander, and Ceo were the source of the problens, but they were w se and
experienced and m ght have sone insight about what was goi ng on.

The first sign Cadderly noticed that sonething up here, too, was am ss, was a grow and a scraping
noi se. He stood outside the door to the druids' quarters in a renote coner of the north w ng,
uncertain of whether to continue, wondering whether the woodl and priests m ght be engaged in sone
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private ritual.

Menori es of Danica and Avery and Brot her Chaunticleer spurred himon. He knocked lightly on the
door.

No answer.

Cadderly turned the handl e and opened the door a crack. The roomwas a ness, the work of an
obviously agitated brown bear. The creature squatted on the bed, which had broken under its great
wei ght, and was now casually tearing apart a down-filled pillow Shuffling slowy across the floor
in front of it was a huge tortoise.

The bear seened to pay little attention to him so Cadderly boldly opened the door a bit w der.
Newander sat on the windowsill, staring despairingly out at the wide nountains, his blond hair
hangi ng |inply about his shoul ders.

"Arcite and deo," the druid remarked of fhandedly. "Arcite is the bear."

"A ritual ?" Cadderly asked. He renmenbered when the druid naned Shannon had enacted such physica
changes before his eyes years ago, and he knew that the shape-changing ability was common for the
nmost powerful druids. Actually witnessing it again amazed hi m nonet hel ess.

Newander shrugged, not really knowi ng the answer. He | ooked at Cadderly, a saddened expression on
his face.

Cadderly started to go to him but Arcite, the bear, didn't seemto |like that idea. He stood high
and issued a growl that turned Cadderly right around.

"Keep yoursel f safely back fromhim" Newander explained. "I amnot yet certain of his
intentions."

"Have you asked?"

"He does not answer," Newander replied.

"Then can you be sure it is really Arcite?" Cadderly asked. Shannon had expl ained that the druidic
shape change was purely physical, with retention of the woodl and priest's nental facilities. Shape-
changed druids could even converse in the comopn tongue.

"I't was," Newander replied, "and is. | recognize the animal. Perhaps it is Arcite now, nore truly
Arcite than Arcite ever was."

Cadderly could not exactly deci pher those words, but he thought he understood the druid's basic
meani ng. "The turtle, then, is Ceo?" he asked. "O is Ceo really the turtle?"

"Yes," Newander answered. "Both ways, as far as | can discern."

"Way is Newander still Newander?" Cadderly pressed, guessing the source of Newander's despair.

He saw that his question greatly wounded the still-human druid, and he figured that he had
Percival answers. He bowed quickly, exited, and closed the door. He started to wal k away, but
changed his mnd and ran instead.

Newander sat back agai nst the windowsill and | ooked at his aninmal conpani ons. Somethi ng had
happened here, while he was gone, though he still wasn't certain whether it had been a good or a
bad thing. Newander feared for his conrades, but he envied them too. Had they found sone secret
whil e he was away, some neasure by which they could slip fully into the natural order? He had seen
Arcite in bear formbefore, and clearly recognized the druid, but never had it been |ike this.
This bear resisted Newander's every attenpt to communicate; Arcite was fully a bear, in body and
nm nd. The sane held true of Cleo, the turtle.

Newander renai ned a human, alone now in a house of tenpting civilization. He hoped that his
friends would return soon; he feared he woul d | ose his way w thout their guidance.

Newander | ooked back out the w ndow, back to the mountains mjestic and the world that he so

|l oved. For all of that |ove, though, the druid still did not know where he fit in.

* * *x * %

When he arrived at the kitchen, Cadderly found that the dwarves had resuned their fighting. Pots,
pans, and kitchen knives humred about the room smashing ceramic itens, clanging against iron
ones, and knocking holes in the walls.

"Ivan!" Cadderly screanmed, and the desperation in his voice actually stopped the barrage.

Ivan | ooked at Cadderly blankly and, from across the room Pikel added, "0o."

"What are you fighting about now?" Cadderly asked.

"That one's fault!" Ivan growl ed. "He spoiled me soup. Put in roots and | eaves and grass and
things. Says it's druidlike that way. Bah! A dwarven druid!"

"Put your desires on hold, Pikel," Cadderly advised solemmly. "Now is not the time to be thinking
of joining a druidic order."

Pi kel 's big, round eyes narrowed dangerously.
"The druids are not in the nood for visitors,

Cadderly expl ai ned, "even for aspiring druids.
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just came fromthem" Cadderly shook his head. "Something very wong is going on," he said to
Ivan. "Look at you two, fighting. Never have you done that in all the years | have known you."

"Never before did me stupid brother claimthat he's a druid!" lvan repli ed.
"Doo-dad," Pikel pointedly added.
"Granted," said Cadderly, glancing curiously at Pikel, "but |ook around at the destruction in this

kitchen. Do you not believe this is a bit out of hand?"

Tears fl ooded both Ivan and Pikel's eyes when they took a nonment to survey their prized kitchen
Every pot had been upset; the spice rack was thoroughly smashed and all spices lost; their oven,
Pi kel 's own design, was danaged so brutally that it could not possibly be repaired.

Cadderly was gl ad that his appeal had not gone unnoticed, but the dwarven tears nade hi m shake his
head in continued disbelief. "Everyone has gone nad," he said. "The druids are up in their room
pretending to be aninmals. Headnaster Avery acts as if | amhis favorite protege. Even Danica is
out of sorts. She nearly crippled Rufo yesterday and has it in her mind to try this Iron-skul
maneuver . "

"That'd explain the block," remarked |van

"You know about that?" Cadderly asked.

"Brought it up yesterday," lvan explained. "Solid and heavy, that one! Yer |ady was here this
nmor ni ng, needing to put the thing back up on the sawhorses."

"You didn't. . :'

""Course we did," Ivan replied, puffing out his barrellike chest. "Wo else'd be able to lift the
thing ... ?" The dwarf stopped abruptly. Cadderly was al ready gone.

The renewed clanor fromH stra's room haunted Cadderly when he got back to the third level. The
priestess of Sune's cries had only intensified, taking on a prinordial urgency that truly
frightened Cadderly and nmade every running stride toward Danica' s roomseema futile, dream

wei ght ed st ep.

He burst through Danica's door, not even slowi ng to knock. He knew in his heart what he would
find.

Danica lay on her back in the center of the floor, her forehead covered in blood. The stone bl ock
was not broken, but her pounding had noved the sawhorses back a few feet. Like Danica, the block
was caked in blood in several places, indicating that the nonk had slamed it repeatedly, even
after splitting open her head.

"Dani ca," Cadderly breathed, noving to her. He tilted her head back and stroked her face, stil
delicate beneath her swollen and battered forehead.

Danica stirred just a bit, managing to drape one arm weakly over Cadderly's shoul der. One of her
al nrond eyes cracked open, but Cadderly did not think she saw anyt hi ng.

"What have you done to her?" cane a cry fromthe doorway. Cadderly turned to see Newander glaring
at him quarterstaff |eveled at the ready.

"I did nothing " Cadderly retorted. "Danica did it to herself.

Agai nst that block." He pointed to the bl oodi ed stone, and the druid relaxed his grip on the
staff. "What is happeni ng?" Cadderly denmanded. "Wth your friends, with Danica? Wth everyone,
Newander ? Sonet hing is wong!"

Newander shook Percival head helplessly. "This is a cursed place," he agreed, dropping his gaze to
the floor. "I have sensed it since ny return.”

"I't?" Cadderly asked, wondering what Newander knew that he did not.

"A perversion," the druid tried to explain, though he stuttered over the words, as though he,

hi msel f, had not yet cone to understand his fears. "Sonmething out of the natural order, sonething

"Yes," Cadderly agreed. "Sonething not as it should be."

"A cursed place," Newander said again.

"We nmust figure out howit is cursed," reasoned Cadderly, "and why."

"Not we," Newander corrected. "I ama failure, good |lad. You rnust find your own answers."

Cadderly wasn't even surprised anynore at the unexpected and uncharacteristic response, nor did he
try to argue. He gently lifted Danica in his arns and carried her over to the bed, where Newander
j oi ned them

"Her wounds are not too serious," the druid announced after a quick inspection. "I have sone
heal i ng herbs." He reached into a belt pouch

Cadderly grabbed his wist. "What is happeni ng?" he asked again, quietly. "Have all the priests
gone nad?"

Newander pulled away and sniffled. "I care nothing for your priests,
order that | fear, and for nyself!"

"Arcite and Cleo," Cadderly remarked grimy. "Can you hel p thenP"

he said. "It is for nmy own
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"Hel p then?" Newander replied. "Surely it is not they who need help. It is me. They are of the
order. Their hearts lie with the animals. Pity Newander, | say. He has found his voice and it is
not the bay nor the growl, nor even the cackle of a bird!"

Cadderly's face crinkled at the absurd words. The druid considered hinself a failure because he
had not changed into sone beast and craw ed about on the fl oor

"Newander, the druid," Newander went on, fully absorbed in self-pity. "Not so, | say. Not a druid
by my own neasure.”

Cadderly had a definite feeling that time was running out for all of them He had awakened t hat
nmorni ng full of hope, but things certainly had not inproved.

He | ooked closely at Newander. The druid considered hinself a failure, but by Cadderly's
observation, he renained the nbost rational person at the library. Cadderly needed sone hel p now,
desperately. "Then be Newander, the healer," he said. "Tend to Dani ca-on your word."

Newander nodded.

"Heal her, and do not let her back to that block!"™ As if in response to his own words, Cadderly
rushed across the room and pushed the stone over, not even caring about the resounding crash or
the danage to the floor

"Do not |let her do anything," Cadderly went on firmy

"Woul d you put your trust in a failure?" the pitiful Newander asked.

Cadderly did not hesitate. "Self-pity does not beconme you," he scol ded. He grabbed the druid
roughly by the front of his green cloak. "Danica is the nost inportant person in all the world to
me," he said sincerely, "but I have sone things | nmust do, though | fear | do not yet understand
what they m ght be. Newander will care for Danica-there is no one else-on his word and with ny
trust."”

Newander nodded gravely and put his hand back into his pouch.

Cadderly noved swiftly to the door, paused, and | ooked back at the druid. He didn't fee
confortabl e | eaving Danica, even with Newander, whom he trusted despite the druid' s self-doubts.
Cadderly dismissed his protective urges. If he really wanted to help Danica, to help everyone in
the library, he would have to find out what was going on, find the source of the infection that
had apparently cone over the place, and not nerely bandage its synptons. It was up to him he
deci ded. He nodded to Newander and headed for his room

Cryptic

The tunnel was fiery and swirling, but not so long for the inp. These were sumoning fl anmes and
did not buma creature of Druzil's otherworldly constitution. Barjin had opened his interplanar
gate, exactly as Dorigen had predicted, and Druzil was quick to rush to the cleric's call

A puff of red snoke-Druzil dropping the powder to effectively shut the gate behind hi msignal ed
Barjin that his first sumoned ally had arrived. He stared deeply into the brazier's orange fl anes
at the grotesque face taking definite form A batlike wing extended fromthe side of the brazier,
then another, and a monment |ater Druzil hopped through. "Who has dared to call ne?" the inp
snorted, playing the part of an unwitting | ower-planar creature caught by Barjin's magical call
"An inp?" the priest retorted derisively. "I have extended all ny efforts for the sake of
sunmoni ng a nere i np?" Druzil folded his wings around himand snarl ed, not appreciating Barjin's
t one.

If Barjin exhibited sarcastic disdain, Druzil knew that that, too, was part of the sunmmoning
ganme. As with the sumoned creature, if the sunmoner accepted the situation w thout grunbles, he
woul d be giving a definite advantage to his counterpart. Sorcery, the magic of conjuring creatures
fromother planes, was a contest of wills, where perceived strength was often nore inportant than
actual strength.

Druzil knew that the priest was thrilled that his first call had been answered at all, and an inp,
resourceful and clever, was no snmall catch. But Barjin had to seem di sappoi nted, had to nake
Druzil believe he was capable of calling and controlling much |arger and stronger denizens.

Druzil didn't appear inpressed. "I may go?" he replied as he turned back to the brazier

"Hold!" Barjin shouted at him "Do not assune anything, | warn you. | have not dism ssed you, nor
shall | for many days to cone. Wat is your nanme?"

"Cueltar qui tellemar gwi," Druzil replied.

"Lackey of the stupid one?" Barjin translated, |aughing, though he did not fully understand the
connotations of Druzil's words. "Surely you can concoct a better title than that for yourself!"
Druzil rocked back on his clawed feet, hardly believing that Barjin could understand the conmon

| anguage of the lower planes. This priest was full of surprises.

"Druzil,"” the inp replied suddenly, though he didn't quite understand why he had reveal ed his true
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name. Barjin's quiet chuckle told himthat the priest mght have nmentally conpelled such a
truthful response.

Yes, Druzil thought again, this priest was full of surprises.

"Druzil," Barjin nmuttered, as though he had heard the nane before, a fact that did not please the
imp. "Welcome, Druzil," Barjin said sincerely, "and be glad that | have called you to ny side. You
are a creature of chaos, and you will not be disappointed by what you witness in your short stay
here. "

"I have seen the Abyss," Druzil rem nded him "You cannot imagine the wonders there."

Barjin conceded the point with a nod. No matter how conpletely the Mdst Fatal Horror engul fed the
priests of the Edificant Library, it could not, of course, rival the unending hellish chaos of the
Abyss.

"We are in the dungeons of a bastion dedicated to order and goodness," Barjin expl ai ned.

Druzil crinkled his bul bous nose sourly, acting as though Barjin had reveal ed sonething he did not
al ready know.

"That is about to change," Barjin assured him "A curse has befallen this place, one that wll
bring the goodly priests to their knees. Even an inp who has w tnessed the Abyss shoul d enjoy that
spectacle."

The glimrer in Druzil's black eyes was genui ne. This was the whol e purpose in giving Aballister
the recipe for the chaos curse. Aballister had expressed concerns, even distress over Barjin's
choice of target and Barjin's apparent successes, but Druzil was not Aballister's stooge. If
Barjin could indeed take down the Edificant Library, then Druzil would be nuch closer to realizing
his hopes of throwing an entire region of the Realns into absolute disarray.

He | ooked around at the altar room inpressed by Barjin's work, particularly by the setup around
the precious bottle. H s gaze then went to the door, and he was truly anmazed.

There stood Barjin's newest bodyguard, wapped head to toe in graying |linen. Sonme of the doth had
slipped, revealing part of the mummy's face, dried and holl owed skin on bone with several Iesions
where the skilled preservation techniques had not held up to the test of centuries.

"Do you like hinP" Barjin asked.

Druzil did not know how to respond. A nummy! Munmi es were anong the nost powerful of the undead,

strong and di sease ridden, hateful of all living things and nearly invul nerable to nost attacks.
Few coul d ani mate such a nonster; fewer still would dare to, fearing that they could not begin to
keep the nonster under control

"The priests and schol ars above soon will be helpless, lost in their own confusion," Barjin

expl ained, "then they will neet nmy arny. Look at him ny new friend, Druzil," the priest said
triunphantly, noving over to Khalif. He started to drape an arm over the scabrous thing, then
apparently reconsidered the act and prudently pulled back. "Is he not beautiful? He does |ove ne
so." To illustrate his power, Barjin turned to the numy and commanded, "Khalif, kneel!"

The nonster stiffly dropped to its knees.

"There are other preserved corpses that offer simlar pronmise,” Barjin bluffed. He had no other
ashes, and any attenpts to animate a nunm fied corpse wi thout such aid would prove futile or
produce nothing nore powerful than a sinple zonbie.

Druzil's growing admiration for Barjin did not dininish when the priest led himout on a tour of
the cataconbs. Cunni ng, explosive glyphs, both fiery and electrical, had been placed at strategic
positions, and a virtual army of ani mated skel etons sat patiently in their open tonbs, awaiting
Barjin's conmands or the predeterm ned conditions for action the priest had set upon them

Druzil did not need to be renm nded that all of these precautions could well be unnecessary. If the
chaos curse continued to work effectively in the library above, no enem es would be likely to find
their way down to bother Barjin.

"Caution," Barjin nuttered as though he had read Druzil's thoughts when the two had returned to
the altar room "I always assume the worst, thus am| pleasantly surprised if anything better
occurs."

Druzil could not hide his agreement or his excitenment. Barjin's thinking had been conplete; the
priest had taken no chances.

"This library soon will be mne," Barjin assured the inp, and Druzil did not doubt his boasts.
"Wth the Edificant Library, the very cornerstone of the Inpresk region, defeated, all the area
from Shilmsta Forest to Inpresk Lake will fall before nme."

Druzil liked what he heard, but Barjin's reference to "ne" and not to the triunvirate was a bit
unnerving. Druzil did not want any open warfare anong the ruling factions of Castle Trinity, but
if it did conme, the inp had to nmake certain that he chose the wi nning side. He was even nore gl ad
now t hat Aballister had chosen to send himto Barjin, glad that he could view both sides of the
com ng storm
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"It is alnost done," Barjin reiterated. "The curse grabs at the sensibilities of the priests above
and the library soon will fall."

"How can you know what happens above?" Druzil asked him for the tour had not included any w ndows
or passages up into the library. The one stairway Barjin had shown himhad been smashed into

pi eces, and the door it once had |l ed to had been recently bricked off. The only apparent weakness
in Barjin's setup was isolation, not knowi ng the exact sequence of events in the library above.

"I have only indications,"” Barjin admitted. "Behind the new wall | showed you lies the library's
wine cellar. | have heard many priests passing through there for nore than a day now, grabbing
bottl es at random some of which are extraordinarily expensive-and apparently guzzling them down.
Their talk and actions speak |oudly of the growi ng chaos, for tins certainly is not within the
rul es of behavior in the disciplined library. Yet you are correct in your observations, friend

inmp. | do indeed require nore details to the events above."
"So you have sunmoned ne," said Druzil
"So | have opened the gate,"” Barjin corrected, flashing a sly look Druzil's way. "I had hoped for

a nore powerful ally."

More of the summoner's facade, Druzil thought, but he did not question Barjin's clains. Anxious to
see for hinself what effects the curse was having, Druzil was nore than willing to serve Barjin in
a scouting capacity. "Please, nmy nmaster," the inp whined. "Let nme go and see for you. Please, oh
pl ease! "
"Yes, yes,'
the gate."
"Does a path renmain through the wine cellar?" the inp asked.

"No," Barjin explained, grabbing Mullivy by the arm "M good groundskeeper has seal ed that door
wel | .

"Take nmy inp out the western tunnel," Barjin instructed the zonbie. "Then return to ne!" Millivy's
stinking, bloated corpse shuffled, stiff-1egged, out of its guard position and through the altar
room door. Not revolted in the |least by the disgusting thing, Druzil flapped over and found a
perch on Mullivy's shoul der

"Take care, for it is daylight above," Barjin called after him hi response, Druzil chuckled,

whi spered an arcane phrase, and becane invisible.

Barjin noved excitedly back to the gate, hoping for continued good fortune in his sumoni ng. An
imp was a prized catch for so small a gate, though if Barjin had known the identity of this
particular inp and his w zard nmaster, or that Druzil had seal ed the gate behind his entry, he
woul d not have been so thrilled.

He tried for nore than an hour, calling out general spells of sunmoni ng and the nanes of every

m nor deni zen he knew. Flanmes | eaped and danced, but no forns appeared within their orange gl ow
Barjin wasn't too concerned. The brazier would bum for nany days, and the necromancer's stone,
though it had not yet produced results, continued to send out its call for undead. The pri est
woul d find many opportunities to add to his force.

Barjin chuckl ed condescendi ngly. "You may go above while | bring nore allies through

* * k% *x %

Cadderly wandered the hal |l ways of the building, stunned by the enptiness, the brooding quiet. Many
priests, both visitors and those of the host sects, such as Brother Chaunticleer, had left the
library w thout explanation, and many of those who had renai ned apparently preferred the solitude
of their roons.

Cadderly did find Ivan and Pikel, in the kitchen, busily cooking a variety of dishes.
"Your fights have ended?" Cadderly asked, grabbing a biscuit as he entered. He realized then that
he hadn't eaten much in nearly a day, and that Dani ca and Newander no doubt would be hungry al so
"Fi ghts?" Ivan bal ked. "No tine for fighting, boy! Been cooking since the eve. Not a many for
supper, but themthat's there won't go away."
Aterrible, sick feeling washed over Cadderly. He noved through the kitchen to peek out the other

door, which led to the library's large dining hall. A score of people were in there, Headmaster
Avery ampong them stuffing thensel ves hand over hand. Several had fallen to the floor, so ful
that they could hardly nove, but still trying to shove nore food into their eager nouths.

"You are killing them you know," Cadderly remarked to the dwarves, his tone resigned. The young

schol ar was beginning to get an idea of what was going on. He thought of Histra and her unending
passi on, of Danica's sudden obsession with | essons that were beyond her |evel of achievenent, and
of the druids, Arcite and deo, so fanatic to their tenets that they had |ost their very
identities.

"They will eat as long as you put food before them" Cadderly explained. "They will gorge
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themsel ves until they die."

Both Ivan and Pi kel stopped their stirring and stared long and hard at the young priest.

"Slow the nmeals down," Cadderly instructed them

For the first tine in a while, Cadderly noted sone neasure of conprehension. Both dwarves seened
al nost repul sed by their own participation in the food orgy. Together they backed away fromtheir
respecti ve pots.
"Slow the neal s down,
I van nodded gravely.
"Qo," added Pi kel
Cadderly studied the brothers for a | ong nonent, sensing that they had regained their sanity, that
he could trust them as he had trusted Newander

"I will be back as soon as | can," he promi sed, then he took a couple of plates, packed a neal,
and took his |eave.

Anyone wat chi ng woul d have noticed a profound difference in the strides of the young scholar as he
|l eft the kitchen. Cadderly had cone down tentatively, afraid of something he could not understand.
He still had not figured out the curse or its cause, nor could he remenber his trials in the | ower
cataconbs, but, nore and nore, it was becoming evident to Cadderly that fate had pl aced a great
burden upon him and the price of his success or failure was terrifying indeed.

To Percival relief, Newander had the situation in Danica's roomunder control. Danica was still in
her bed, conscious but unable to nmove, for the druid had conpelled long vines of ivy to cone in

t hrough the wi ndow and wrap the woman where she | ay. Newander, too, seened in better spirits, and
his face brightened even nore when Cadderly handed hi mthe supper plate.

"You have done well," Cadderly renarked.

"M nor magic," the druid answered. "Her wounds were not so bad. Wat have you | earned?"

Cadderly shrugged. "Little," he answered. "Watever is wong in this place grows worse by the
monent. | have an idea, though, a way that | might learn what is happening."

Newander perked up, expecting some revel ation

"l amgoing to go to sleep.”

The druid's fair face crinkled in confusion, but Cadderly's confident snile deflected any
forthcom ng questions. Newander took the plate and began eating, munbling to hinself with every
bite.

Cadderly knelt beside Dani ca. She seemed barely coherent, but she managed to whisper, "lron
Skul I . "

"Forget lIron Skull," Cadderly replied quietly. "You nust rest and heal. Sonmething is wong here,
Danica, wong with you and with all the library. | do not know why, but | seemto have not been

af fected." He paused, searching for the words.

"I think | did something,"” he said. Newander shuffled uneasily behind him "I cannot explain.... |
do not understand, but | have this feeling, this vagrant thought, that | somehow caused all of
this."

"Surely you cannot bl anme yourself,” Newander sai d.

Cadderly turned on him "I amnot |ooking to place any blanme at all," he replied evenly, "but I
believe | played a part in this growing catastrophe, whatever it nmight be. If | did, then | mnust
accept that fact and search, not for blane, but for a solution."”

"How do you nmean to search?" the druid asked. H s tone turned sarcastic. "By going to sleep?"

"It is hard to explain," Cadderly replied to the druid's stare. "I have been dream ng-vivid
dreanms. | feel there is a connection. | cannot explain "

Newander's vi sage softened. "You need not explain,"” he said, no | onger doubting. "Dreans sonetines
do have the power of prophecy, and we have no clearer trail to follow Take your rest, then. |

will watch over you."

Cadderly kissed Danica's pal e cheek

Cadderly asked agai n.

"I'ron Skull," the woman whi sper ed.
More determined than ever, Cadderly pulled a blanket to the coner of the roomand | ay down,
pl acing an inkwell, quill, and parchnments beside him He threw an arm across Percival eyes and

filled his thoughts with skel etons and ghoul s, beckoning the ni ghtmare.

* k* *x * %

The skel etons were waiting for him Cadderly could snmell the rot and the thick dust, and hear the
scuffle of fleshless feet on the hard stone. He ran in a red fog, his | egs heavy, too heavy. He
saw a door down a long hallway, and there was |ight peeking through its cracks. His |l egs were too
heavy; he could not get there. '
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Col d beads of sweat caked Cadderly's clothing and streaked his face. H s eyes popped open and
there, hovering over him stood the druid.
"What have you seen, boy?" Newander asked. The druid quickly handed himthe witing materials.
Cadderly tried to articulate the gruesone scene, but it was fast fading fromhis thoughts. He
snatched up the quill and began writing and sketching, capturing as nmany of the inages as he
coul d, forcing Percival thoughts back into the diming recesses of his nightnare.
Then it was daytinme again, midafternoon, and the dream was no nore. Cadderly renmenbered the
skel etons and the smell of dust, but the details were foggy and indistinct. He | ooked down to the
parchnment and was surprised by what he saw, as if sonmeone el se had done the witing. At the top of
the scroll were the words, "slow ... red fog.. . reaching for ne ... too close!" and bel ow t hese
was a sketch of a long hallway, its sides |ined by sarcophagi-filled alcoves and with a cracked
door at its end.
"I know this place," Cadderly began tentatively, then he stopped abruptly, his elation and train
of thought disrupted by Barjin's insidious and i ncessant nenory-bl ocking spell.

Bef ore Cadderly could fight back agai nst the sudden | apse, a screamfromthe hallway froze him
where he sat. He | ooked at Newander, who was equal | y di sturbed.
"That was not the priestess of Sune," the druid renmarked. They rushed through the door and into
t he hal | way.
There stood a gray-capped priest, holding his entrails in Percival hands, an eerie, alnost
ecstatic expression on his face. H's tunic, too, was gray, though nost of it now was bl ood-
stained, and still nore bl ood poured out of the man's opened belly with each passing second.
Cadderly and Newander could not inmmediately find the strength to go to him knew the futility of
it anyway. They watched in blank horror as the priest fell face down, a pool of blood w dening
around him

Di st urbi ng Answers

Mul Iivy was not a swift wal ker, and Druzil used this tine away fromBarjin to reestablish contact
with his nmaster. He sent his thoughts out across the niles to Castle Trinity and found an eager
recipient awaiting them Geetings, ny naster, the inp conmuni cated. You have found Barjin?

In the cataconbs, as you believed, Druzil replied. The fool

Druzil wasn't certain that he shared Aballister's appraisal, but the wizard didn't need to know
that. He has other allies, the inp inparted. Undead allies, including a mumy.

Druzil smled widely as he sensed Aballister's reaction to that bit of news. The w zard didn't
mean to communi cate his next thoughts, but Druzil was deeply enough into his mnd to hear them
anyway.

I never would have believed that Barjin could achieve that. Many enbtions acconpani ed those words,
Druzil knew, and fear was not the | east anong them

The mighty Edificant Library is in peril, Druzil added, just to prod the wizard. If Barjin
succeeds, then the Mbst Fatal Horror will have put us on the path toward a great victory. Al the
region will fall wthout the guidance of the library's clerics.

Abal | i ster was wondering if the price was too high, Druzil realized, and the inp derided that he
had told the wi zard enough for this day. Besides, he could see the daylight up ahead as his zonbie
chauffeur neared the tunnel exit. He broke off direct communication, though he let the w zard
remain in his nmnd and view through the inp's eyes. Druzil wanted Aballister to get a good | ook at
the glory of the chaos curse.

* * % *x %

The white squirrel kept high in the branches, unsure of what its keen senses were telling it.
Mul l'ivy cane to the edge of the earthen tunnel, then inmediately turned around and di sappeared

back into it. Another scent, an unfamliar scent, lingered. Percival saw nothing, but I|ike other
foraging aninmals, |ow on the food chain, the squirrel had |earned quickly to trust nore than just
its eyes.

Percival followed the scent-it was noving-to the tree-lined | ane. The road was quiet, as it had
been for the | ast two days, though the sun shone bright and warmin a cl ear blue sky.

The squirrel's ears perked up and tw tched nervously as the |ibrary's door opened, seeningly of
its own accord, and the strange scent noved i nside.

The unusual ness of it all kept the squirrel sitting nervously still for nmany nonents, but the sun
was warm and the nuts and berries in the trees and shrubs were abundant, just waiting to be

pl ucked. Percival rarely kept any thought for any length of tine, and when he spotted a pile of
acorns |lying unattended on the ground, he was too relieved that the groundskeeper had stayed in
the tunnel to worry about anything el se.
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* * % % %

Brazil's perceptions of the state of the Edificant Library were far different from Cadderly's.
Unl i ke the young scholar, the inp thought the rising, paralyzing chaos a marvel ous thing. He found
just a few priests in the study halls, sitting unnoving in front of open books, so riveted by
their studies that they barely renenbered to draw breath. Druzil understood the hold of the chaos
curse better than any; if Barjin entered the hall with a host of skeletons at his back, these
priests would offer no resistance, would probably not even notice.

Druzil enjoyed the spectacle in the dining hall nmpost of all, where gluttonous priests sat on
chairs set back fromthe table to accommpdate their swelling bellies, and other priests |ay

sem conscious on the floor. At one end of the table, three priests were engaged in nortal conbat
over a single remaining turkey |eg.

Argunments, particularly between priests of differing faiths, were general throughout the building,
of ten becomi ng nore serious encounters. The least faithful or studious sinply wandered away from
the library altogether, and few had a care to stop them Those nost faithful were so absorbed in
their rituals that they seenmed to notice nothing else. In another of the second-floor study

chanbers, Druzil found a pile of Oghman priests heaped together in a great ball, having westled
until they were too exhausted even to nove.
When Druzil left an hour later to report to Barjin, he was quite satisfied that the chaos curse

had done its work to unpredictable perfection

He felt the first insistent denands of his master when he rounded the northern side of the
bui | di ng, approaching the tunnel

You have seen? his thoughts asked Aballister. He knew that if Aballister had been paying
attention, the wi zard would know the state of the library as well as Druzil did.

The Most Fatal Horror, Aballister remarked sonewhat sourly.

Barjin has brought us a great victory, Druzil pronptly rem nded the ever-skeptical w zard.

Abal lister was quick to reply. The library is not yet won. Do not count our victory until Barjin
is actually in control of the structure.

Druzil replied by shutting toe wi zard conpletely out of Percival thoughts in m dconversation
"Tellemara,"” the inp nuttered to hinself. The curse was working. Already the few score priests
remaining at the library probably would not be able to fend off Barjin's undead forces, and their
potential for resistance | essened with each passing nonent. Soon, nmany of themlikely would kil
each other and nmany others sinply would wander away. How much nore control did the wizard require
before claimng victory?

Druzil paid no heed to Aballister's final warning. Barjin would win here, the inp decided, and he
was thinking, too, that nmaybe he could find extra gains in his mission fromAballister, in spying
on the powerful priest. Ever since the magical elixir had been dubbed an agent of Talona, the
priests of Castle Trinity had enjoyed a nore proninent role in the evil triunvirate. Wth the
Edificant Library in Barjin's hands, and with Barjin controlling a strong undead arny, that

dom nation would only increase.

Abal | i ster was an acceptable "master,"” as masters went, but Druzil was an inp fromthe donmai n of
chaos, and inps owed no loyalty to anyone except thensel ves.

It was too early to make a definitive judgment, of course, but already Druzil was beginning to
suspect that he would find nore pleasure and nore chaos at Barjin's side than at Aballister's.

* * % *x %

"Do sonething for him" Cadderly pleaded, but Newander only shook his head hel plessly. "Il mater!"
gasped the dying priest. "The ... pain," he stanmered. "It is so won-" He shuddered one fina
time and fell dead in Cadderly's arnms.

"Who coul d have done this?" Cadderly asked, though he feared he knew the answer.

"I's not Ilmater the Crying God, a deity dedicated to suffering?" the druid asked, |eading Cadderly
to a clear conclusion.

Cadderly nodded gravely. "Priests of Ilmater often engage in self-flagellation, but it is usually
a mnor ritual of no serious consequence."

"Until now," Newander remarked dryly.

"Come on," Cadderly said, laying the dead priest onto the floor. The blood trail was easily

foll owed, and both Cadderly and Newander could have guessed where it |ed anyway.

Cadderly didn't even bother knocking on the partly opened door. He pushed it in, then turned away,
too horrified to enter. In the middle of the floor lay the remaining five priests of the Il mater
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del egation, torn and bl oodi ed.

Newander rushed in to check on thembut returned in only a few nonents, shaking ins head grimy.
"Priests of Ilmater never carry it this far," Cadderly said, as rmuch to hinself as to the druid
"and drui ds never go so far as to beconme, heart and body, their favored aninmals." He | ooked up at
the druid, his gray eyes revealing that he thought his words inportant. "Dani ca was never so
obsessed as to slamher face into a stone bl ock repeatedly."

Newander was begi nning to catch on

"Wy were we not affected?" Cadderly asked.

"l fear that | have been," replied the sullen druid.

When Cadderly | ooked nore closely at Newander, he understood. The druid continued to fear not for
his animal -transformed friends, but for hinself.

"I have not the true heart for ny chosen calling," explained the druid.

"You make too many judgments," Cadderly scol ded. "W know that something is wong-" he waved
toward the room of carnage "-terribly wong. You have heard the priestess of Sune. You have seen
these priests, and your own druid brothers. For sone reason, we two have been spared-and perhaps
know of two others who have not been so badly affected-and that is not cause to | anent. Watever
has happened threatens the whole library."

"You are wise for one so young," admtted Newander, "but what are we to do? Surely ny druid
brothers and the girl will be of no help."

"W will go to Dean Thobicus," Cadderly said hopefully. "He has overseen the library for many
years. Perhaps he will know what to do." Cadderly didn't have to speak his hopes that Dean

Thobi cus, aged and w se, had not fallen under the curse also.

The journey down to the second fl oor only increased the conpani ons' apprehension. The halls were
qui et and enpty, until a group of drunken rowdi es appeared down at the other end of a |ong
hal | way. As soon as the nob spotted Cadderly and Newander, they set out after them Cadderly and
the druid did not know if the men neant to attack themor coerce theminto joining the party, but
neither of them had any intentions of finding out.

Newander turned back after rounding one coner and cast a sinple spell. The group cane in fast
pursuit, but the druid had laid a magical trip-wire and the intoxicated nob had no def ense agai nst
such a subtle attack. They tunbled in a twi sting and squirnming heap and canme up too busily
westling with each other to renenber that they had been chasi ng sonebody.

Cadderly consi dered the headmasters' area his best hope- until he and Newander crossed through the
| arge doubl e doors at the southern end of the second |level. The area was eerily quiet, with no one
to be seen. Dean Thobicus's office door was anong the few that were not open. Cadderly noved up
sl ow y and knocked.

He knew in his heart that he would get no response.

Dean Thobi cus was never an excitable man. Hi s | ove was introspection, spending hours on end
staring at the night sky, or at nothing at all. Thobicus's [oves were in his own nind, and when
Cadderly and Newander entered his office, that was exactly where they found him He sat very stil
behind his | arge oaken desk and apparently hadn't noved for quite a while. He had soil ed hinself,
and his |lips were dry and parched, though a beaker full of water sat only inches away on his desk
Cadderly called to himseveral tines and shook hi mroughly, but the dean showed no sign of having
heard him Cadderly gave hi mone | ast shake, and Thobicus fell right over and remai ned where he
dropped, as if he hadn't noticed.

Newander bent to examine the man. "W'Ill get no answers fromthis one," he announced.
"We are running out of places to |ook,"” Cadderly replied.
"Let us get back to the girl," said the druid. "No good in staying here, and | amafraid for

Danica with the drunken nob roaming the halls."

They were relieved to find no sign of the drunken men as they exited the headnasters' area, and
their return trip through the quiet and enpty hal | ways was unevent f ul

Their sighs of relief upon entering Danica's roomwuld have been | essened considerably if either
of them had noticed the dark figure lurking in the shadows, eyeing Cadderly with utter hatred.

* * k% *x *

Dani ca was awake but unblinking when the two men returned to her. Newander started toward her
concerned and thinking that she had fallen into the sane catatonic state as the dean, but Cadderly
recogni zed the difference

"She is meditating," Cadderly explained, and even as he spoke the words, he realized what Danica
had in mnd. "She is fighting whatever it is that conpels her."

"You cannot know that," reasoned Newander.
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Cadderly refused to yield his assunptions. "Look at her closely," he observed, "at her
concentration. She is fighting, | say."

The cl ai mwas beyond Newander's experience, either to agree or refute, so he accepted Cadderly's
| ogi ¢ without further argunent.

"You said you know of others who might have escaped?" he said, wanting to get back to the business
at hand.

"The dwarven cooks," replied Cadderly, "lvan and Pi kel Boul dershoul der. They have been acting
strangely, | admt, but each time | have been able to bring themto reason.”

Newander thought for a few mnutes, chuckling quietly when he renenbered Pikel, the green-bearded
dwarf that so badly wanted to join the druidical order. The notion was absurd, of course, but

Pi kel was an appealing chap-for a dwarf. Newander snapped his fingers and allowed hinself a smile
of hope as he found a clue in Cadderly's report. "Magical," he said, |ooking back to Cadderly. "It
is said by all who know that dwarves are a tough | ot against magi cal enchantments. Mght it be
that the cooks can resist where nmen cannot ?"

Cadderly nodded and | ooked to the vine-covered bed. "And Danica will resist in tine, | know " he
sai d and turned back to Newander imrediately. "But what about us? Wiy have we been spared?"

"As | told you," replied Newander, "it might well be that | have not been spared. | was gone al

of yesterday, out wal king in the sunshine and feeling the nmountain breezes. | found Ar-cite and
Cl eo, bear and tortoise, upon ny return, but since | cane back, | nust adnmit that |, too, have
felt compul sions.”

"But you have resisted them" said Cadderly.

"Per haps,"” Newander corrected. "l cannot be sure. My heart of |late has not been for the aninals,
as seemngly were the hearts of ny druid kin."

"And so you doubt your calling," Cadderly renarked.

Newander nodded. "It is a difficult thing. | so badly wish to join Arcite and Cleo, to join the
search they have begun for the natural order, but | want, too "

"Go on," Cadderly pronpted as though he believed the revelations were vital

"l want to learn of Deneir and the other gods," Newander admitted. "I want to watch the progress
of the world, the rise of cities. | want to ... | want,"” Newander shook his head suddenly. "I do
not know what | want!"

Cadderly's gray eyes |lit up. "Even in your own heart you do not know what is in your own heart,"
he said. "That is a rare thing, and it has saved you, unless | niss ny guess. That, and the fact
that you have not been here for very long since this all began.”

"What do you know?" Newander asked, a sharp edge on his voice. He softened quickly, though
wondering how nuch truth was in the young schol ar's words.

Cadderly only shrugged in response. "It is only a theory."

"What of you?" Newander asked. "Wy are you not affected?"

Cadderly nearly laughed for lack of a suitable answer. "I cannot say," he honestly adnitted. He

| ooked to Danica again. "But |I know now how I mght find out."

Newander followed the young scholar's gaze to the neditating woman. "Are you goi ng back to sl eep?”
Cadderly gave hima sly wink. "Sort of."

Newander did not argue. He wanted the tinme al one anyway to consider his own predicanent. He coul d
not accept Cadderly's reasoning concerning his exclusion fromwhatever was cursing the library,

t hough he hoped it was as sinple as that. Newander suspected that something el se was goi ng on
sonet hi ng he coul d not begin to understand, sonething wonderful or terrible-he could not be sure
For all of his thinking, though, the druid could not rid hinmself of the imge of Arcite and C eo,
contented and natural, and could not dismiss his fears that his anbival ence had caused himto fai
Silvanus in a tine of dire need.

* k* *x * %

Cadderly sat crosslegged with his eyes closed for a long tinme, relaxing each part of his body in
turn, causing his mind to sink within his physical self. He had | earned these techni ques from
Dani ca-one of the few things she had reveal ed about her religion-and had found them quite useful,
restful, and enjoyable. Now, though, the neditation had taken on a nore inportant rote.

Cadderly opened his eyes slowy and viewed the room seeing it in surreal tones. He focused first
on the bl ock of stone, stained with his dear Danica' s blood. It sat between the downed sawhorses,
and then it was gone, renoved to bl ackness. Behind it was Danica' s cabinet and wardrobe, and then
they, too, were gone.

He glanced left, to the door and Newander keeping a watchful guard. The druid watched him
curiously, but Cadderly hardly noticed. A nonment |ater, both druid and door were hol es of
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bl ackness.

H s visual sweep elimnated the rest of the room Danica's desk and her weapons, two crystalline
daggers, in their boot sheaths against the wall; the window, bright with [ate norning light; and,
| astly, Danica herself, still deep in her own neditation on the vine-w apped bed.

"Dear Danica," Cadderly nuttered, though even he didn't hear the words. Then Danica, too, and
everything el se, was out of his thoughts.

Again he returned to relaxation-toes, then feet, then legs, fingers, then hands, then arns-unti
he had achi eved a sedated state. His breathing cane slowy and easily. H s eyes were open, but

t hey saw not hi ng.

There was only qui et blackness, calm

Cadderly could not summon thoughts in this state. He had to hope that answers would flow to him
that his subconsci ous woul d give himinmges and dues. He had no concept of tinme passing, but it
seermed a long while of enptiness, of sinple, uncluttered existence.

The wal ki ng dead were al ongside himthen in the blackness. Unlike his dreans, he saw the skel etal
figures as no threat now, as though he were an unattached observer instead of an active

partici pant. They scuffled along on his nental journey, falling behind him leaving himin a
hal | way. There was the familiar door, cracked and showing |ines of light, always the ending inage
of his nightmare.

The picture faded, as if sone unseen force were trying to stop himfrom proceeding, a nental
barrier that he now, for sone reason unknown to him believed to be a magical spell
The i mages becanme a gray blur for just a moment, then focused again, and he was at the door, then
t hrough the door.
The altar room

Cadderly watched, hopeful and afraid, as the room darkened, |eaving only a single, red-glow ng
object, a bottle, visible before him He saw the bottle up close then, and he saw hands, his own
hands, twi sting off the stopper.

Red snoke expl oded all about him stole every other image.

Cadderly | ooked again on Danica's room the inage identical to the one he had bl ocked out-even
Newander renmai ned at his position near the door-except that now there hung in the air an al nost

i mperceptible pink haze.

Cadderly felt his heart quicken as the purpose of that haze becane all too clear. H s gaze fel
over Danica, still deep in her own nmeditation. Cadderly's thoughts reached out to Danica and were
answered. She was battling, as he had suspected, fighting back agai nst that perneating pink haze,
trying to recover her sensibilities against its debilitating effects.

"Fight, Danica!" he heard hinmself say, and the words broke his trance. He | ooked over to Newander
hi s expressi on desperate.

"I was the cause," he said, holding up his hands as though they were covered in blood. "I opened
it

Newander rushed over and knelt beside Cadderly, trying to calmhim "Cpened?"

"The bottle," Cadderly stamered. "The bottle! The red-glowi ng bottle. The nist-do you see the

m st ?"

Newander gl anced around, then shook his head.

"It is there ... here," Cadderly said, grabbing the druid s armand using it to help himto his
feet. "We have to close that bottle!l™

"Where?" the druid asked.

Cadderly stopped suddenly, considering the question. He renmenbered the skeletons, the dusty snell,
the corridors lined with al coves. "There really was a door in the wine cellar," he said at |ength,
"a door to the | owest cataconbs, those dungeons no longer used in the library."
"W nust go there?" asked Newander, rising beside Cadderly.
"No," Cadderly cautioned, "not yet. The cataconbs are not enpty. W have to prepare." He | ooked to
Dani ca again, seeing her in a new light now that he understood her mental struggles.
"WIl she be fighting beside us?" Newander asked, noticing Cadderly's focus.
"Danica is fighting now," Cadderly assured him "but the m st hangs all about us, and it is
insistent." He gave Newander a confused |look. "I still do not know why | have been spared its
effects. "
"I'f you were indeed the cause, as you believe," replied the druid, who had | engthy experience with
magi cal practices, "then that fact al one night have spared you."

Cadderly considered the words for a nonment, but they hardly seened to matter. "Whatever the
reason," he said determ nedly, "we-l-have to dose that bottle." He spent a few mnutes trying to
recall the obstacles before himand i magi ning even nore frightening nonsters that m ght be | urking
just outside his nightmarish visions. Cadderly knew that he would need allies in this fight,
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powerful allies to help himget back to the altar room

"I'van and Pikel," he said to Newander. "The dwarves are nore resistant, as you said. They wil

help us."

"Go to them" Newander bade him

"You stay with Danica," Cadderly replied. "Let no one, except for nme and the dwarven brothers,
into the room"

"I have ways of keeping the world out," Newander assured him

As soon as he entered the hallway, Cadderly heard the druid chanting softly. Danica's wooden door,
suddenly brought to life by Newander's spell, warped and expanded, wedging tightly, inmovably,
into its frane.

* * *x * %

Ivan and Pi kel were not fighting when Cadderly entered the kitchen this tine, but neither were
they cooking. They sat quietly, sonberly, at the room s nain table opposite each other

As soon as he noticed Cadderly, lvan absently handed hi mthe one-handed crossbow, finished to
perfection. "Had an urge,"” the dwarf explained, not giving the nmagnificent itema second | ook
Cadderly was not surprised. It seenmed that nmany people in the Edificant Library were having
"urges" these days.

"What's it about?" Ivan asked suddenly.

Cadderly did not understand. Pikel, a grimexpression on his nornmally carefree features, pointed
to the door leading into the dining room Cadderly crossed the kitchen tentatively and when he

| ooked into the adjoining room he came to realize the reason for the dwarves' sonber nood. Half
the gluttonous priests, Avery included, remained at the table, hardly able to nove. The other half
were worse yet, lying on the floor in their own vonit. Cadderly knew wi thout going to themthat
several were dead, and his face, too, was ashen when he turned back into the kitchen

"So what's it about?" |van asked again.

Cadderly | ooked at himlong and hard, unsure of how he could begin to explain the bottle and his
own, still unclear actions. Finally, he said only, "I amnot certain what has happened, but I
believe I know now how to stop it."

He t hought his proclamation would excite the dwarves, but they hardly stirred at the news.

"WIIl you help ne?" Cadderly asked. "I cannot do it alone."

"What do ye need?" |van asked of f handedly.

"You," Cadderly replied, "and your brother. The curse- and it is a curse-comes from bel ow t he

cellars. | have to go down there to end it, but | fear that the place is guarded."”

"Q@uarded?" lvan bal ked. "How can ye guess that?"

"Just trust ne, | beg," replied Cadderly. "I amnot so skilled with weapons, but | have w tnessed
you two at your fighting and could use your strong arns. WIIl you come with ne?"

The dwarves exchanged bored | ooks and shrugs. "I'd rather be cooking," lvan renmarked. "Gave up ne

adventuring pack long ago. Pikel'd rather be ..." He stopped and eyed his brother intently.
Pi kel fixed a smug | ook on his face, reached up, and waggl ed one side of his green beard.
"A druid!'" lvan yelled, hopping to his feet and grabbing a nearby pan. "Ye stupid bird-Ioving, oak-

kissing ... I"
"Oo oi!" Pikel exclained, arming hinself with a rolling pin
Cadderly was between themin an instant. "It is all part of the curse!" he cried. "Can you not see

that? It nakes you argue and fight!"

Bot h dwarves junped back a step and | owered their utensil weapons.

"QOo," muttered Pi kel curiously.

"If you want to fight a true eneny," Cadderly began, "then come to nmy roomand help ne prepare.
There is sonething bel ow the cellars, something horrible and evil. If we do not stop it, then all
the library is dooned."

Ivan | eaned to the side and | ooked around the young scholar to his sinmlarly |eaning brother. They
shared a shrug and sinultaneously heaved their cookware weapons across to the other side of the
room

"Let us go to the gluttons first,"” Cadderly instructed. "W should | eave them as confortable as we
may. "

The dwarves nodded. "Then |'Il get me axe," Ivan declared, "and nme brother'|ll get his tree!"
"Tree?" Cadderly echoed quietly at the departing dwarves' backs. One | ook at Pikel's green-dyed
brai d bounci ng hal fway down the dwarfs back and his huge, gnarly, and snelly feet flopping out
every which way fromhis delicate sandals told Cadderly not even to bother pressing the question
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Bl ood On Hi s Hands

Cadderly sorted through the nmany | eather straps hanging in his wardrobe, finally puffing out a
belt with a strangely shaped, w de and shall ow | eat her sheath on one side. The fit of the smnal
crosshow was perfect-there was even a place for the |oading pin. As usual, |van and Pi kel had
crafted the netal to exact specifications.

Cadderly drew the crossbow out again as soon as he had put it in. He tested the pin next, cranking
the bow and firing several tines. The action was snooth and easy; Cadderly even managed, wi thout
too much difficulty, to nmani pul ate the weapon enough to crank it wth one hand.

Next Cadderly took out the bandolier and slung it over his shoulder, carefully Iining up the

si xteen | oaded darts in front of him wthin easy reach. He wi nced when he wondered what danmage a
bl ow to Percival chest mght cause, but he held faith that the darts and the bandolier had been
properly constructed. He felt better when he saw hinself in the mrror, as if wearing his | atest

i nventions had returned to himsone control over his surroundings. Any smile he felt welling was
qui ckly sublimated, though, when he renmenbered the dangerous task ahead. This was no gane, he

rem nded hinmself. Already, and because of his own actions, several men had died and all the
library was threatened.

Cadderly noved across the room behind the door, to a closed and sealed iron box. He fitted a key
into the lock, then paused for a | ong nonent, considering carefully the precise steps he had to
foll ow once the box was opened. He had practiced this maneuver many tines, but never before had he
bel i eved he would need it.

As soon as the box lid was opened, all the area around Cadderly fell into a gl obe of absolute
darkness. It was not a surprise to the young schol ar; Cadderly had paid Hi stra handsonely for
placing this reversed formof her light spell within the box. It was inconvenient-and Cadderly did
not enjoy dealing with Hi stra-but necessary to protect one of Cadderly's nost prized possessions.
In an ancient tone, Cadderly had stunbled upon the fornula for the very potent sleep poison used
by the drow el ves. The exotic ingredients had not been found easily-one fungus in particular could
only be gained in deep tunnels far below Toril's surface-and the arrangenents to m x them which
the al chenist, Bel ago, had done deep underground al so-had been even nore difficult to secure, but
Cadderly had persevered. Wth the blessings and backing of Dean Thobi cus, his efforts had produced
five tiny vials of the poison.

At |l east, Cadderly hoped it was the poison-one does not often find the opportunity to test such

t hi ngs.

Even with the apparent success of the brew ng, though, there renained one severe limtation. The
potion was a drow m x, brewed in the strange magi cal enmanations found only in the Underdark, the
lightless world beneath Toril's surface. It was a well-known fact that if drow poi son was exposed
to the sun, even for a nonent, it would become useless in a very short while. The open air al one
coul d destroy the expensive mxture, so Cadderly had taken great steps, |like the spell of

darkness, to protect his investnent.

He cl osed his eyes and worked from nenory. First he unscrewed the tiny conpartnent of his
feathered ring and laid the top in a predeterm ned place to the side, then he renoved one of the
vials fromthe box, carefully popping its cork. He poured the gooey contents into his opened ring,
then found and repl aced the feathered top

Cadderly breathed easier. If he had slipped at all, he would have wasted perhaps a thousand gold
pi eces worth of ingredients and many weeks of |abor. Also, if he had spilled even a drop of the
poi son onto his hand, and if it had found its way into a tiny scratch or nick, he no doubt would
be snoozing soundly right beside the box.

None of that had happened. Cadderly was precise and disciplined when he needed to be, and his nany
practice sessions with vials of water had paid off.

The darkness di sappeared within the confines of the seal ed box when Cadderly closed the lid. Ivan
and Pi kel were already in the room surrounding the young schol ar, weapons ready and faces grim at
the sight of the unexpected darkness.

"Just yourself, then," Ivan grunbled relaxing his grip on his heavy, two-headed axe.

Cadderly could not immediately find his breath to reply. He just sat and stared at the dwarven
brothers. Both wore arnmor of interlocking rings, dusty from decades of idleness and rusted in
several spots. Ivan wore a hel mfashioned with deer antlers-an eight-pointer-while Pikel wre a
cooking pot! For all his precautionary arnor, Pikel still wore his open-toed sandal s.

Most amazing of all, though, was Pikel's weapon. Looking upon it, Cadderly understood Ivan's
earlier reference. It was indeed a "tree," the polished trunk of sonme black and snoot h- bar ked
variety that Cadderly did not recognize. The club was fully four feet long, nearly as tall as
Pikel, a foot in diameter on the wide end, and | ess than half that on the narrow, gripping end.
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Looped | eat her hand-grips were spiked on at various intervals to aid the wielder, but still it
seenmed an awkward and cunber some t hi ng.

As if he sensed Cadderly's private doubts, Pikel whipped the club about through several attack and
def ense routines with obvious ease.

Cadderly nodded his appreciation, sincerely relieved that he had not been on the receiving end of
any of Pikel's nock strikes.

"Are ye set to go?" lvan asked, adjusting his arnor.

"Al nost," Cadderly answered. "I have just a few nore mnor preparations, and | want to ook in on
Dani ca before we go"

"How can we help ye?" offered Ivan

Cadderly could see that the dwarves were both anxious to get on with it. He knew that it had been
many years since the Boul dershoul der brothers had wal ked i nto adventure, nany years spent cooking
meal s in the haven that was the Edificant Library. It wasn't a bad life by anyone's measure, but
the thought of imm nent danger and adventure obviously had worked an enchantment over the dwarves.
There was an unmni stakable luster to their dark eyes and their novenents were agitated and nervous.
"Go to Belago's al cheny shop," Cadderly replied, thinking it best to keep the dwarves busy. He
described the distillation equi pnent and the potion that Bel ago was brewing for him "If he has
any nmore for me, bring it back," Cadderly instructed, thinking the task sinple enough

The dwarves al ready had hopped of f down the hallway when Cadderly realized that he hadn't seen

Bel ago about lately, not since before the curse had taken hold of the library. What had happened
to the alchenist? Cadderly wondered. Was the shop still operational? Wre the proper mnixtures for
bl ending his 0il of Inpact still slipping in the precise anmounts through the hoppers? Cadderly
shrugged away his worries, trusting in Ivan and Pikel to use their best judgnent.

Percival was at the wi ndow again, chattering with his customary excitenent. Cadderly went over
and | eaned on the sill, bending to put his face close to his little friend's and listen intently.
Cadderly could not understand the squirrel's talk, of course, no nore than a child could
understand a pet dog's, but he and Percival had devel oped quite an enotive rapport, and he knew
wel | enough that Percival conprehended sonme sinple words or phrases, nostly those pertaining to
f ood.

"I will be gone for a while," Cadderly said. The squirrel probably woul dn't understand so conpl ex
a nessage, he realized, but talking to Percival often hel ped Cadderly sort through his own
confusion. Percival never really provided any answers, but Cadderly often found them hidden within
hi s own words.

Percival sat up on his hind legs, licking his forepaws and running them qui ckly over his face.
"Somet hi ng bad has happened,” Cadderly tried to explain, "something that | caused. Now | am goi ng
tofix it."

H s sonber tone, if not his words, had a calm ng effect on the rodent. Percival stopped |icking
and sat very still.
"So | will be gone,’
| onger used.”
Sonet hi ng he had said apparently struck the squirrel profoundly. Percival ran in tight circles,
chattering and clicking, and it was a very long while before Cadderly could cal mthe beast down.
He knew that Percival had sonething inportant-by Percival's standards-to tell him but he had no
time for the squirrel's distractions.

"Do not worry," Cadderly said, as nuch to hinself as to Percival. "I will return soon, and then
all will be as it was." The words sounded hollow to him Things woul d not be as they had been
Even i f he nanaged to cl ose the snoking bottle, and even if that sinple act renoved the curse, it
woul dn't bring back the priests of Il mater or the dead gluttons in the dining room

Cadderly shook those dark thoughts away. He coul d not hope to succeed if he began his quest in
despair.

"Do not worry!" he said again, firmy

Again the squirrel went crazy, and this tine, Cadderly realized, fromthe direction of Percival's
gaze, the source of the excitenent. Cadderly | ooked back over his shoul der, expecting to see that
I van and Pi kel had returned.

He saw i nstead Ki erkan Rufo, and nore pointedly, the dagger in Rufo's hand.

"What is it?" Cadderly asked weakly, but he needed no verbal answer to deci pher the nan's intent.
Rufo's left eye was still bruised and closed, and his nose pointed as much toward his cheek as
strai ght ahead. Hi s ugly wounds only accentuated the | ook of sheer hatred in his cold, dark eyes.
"Where is your |ight now?" the tall man sneered. "But then, it would not do you much good, would
it?" He linped noticeably, but his approach was steady.

"What are you doi ng?" Cadderly asked him

Cadderly continued, "down below the library, in the deep tunnels that are no
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"I's not the mighty Cadderly smart enough to figure that out?" Rufo nobcked him

"You do not want to do this," Cadderly said as calmy as he could. "There are consequences
"Wait?" Rufo cried wildly. "Ch, but | do indeed want to do this. | want to hold your heart in ny
hands. | want to bring it to your dear Danica and show her who was the stronger."

Cadderly | ooked for some retort. He thought of nentioning the obvious weakness in Rufo's plan-if
he did bring Cadderly's heart to Danica, she would kill himbut even that, Cadderly guessed, would
not stop Kierkan Rufo. Rufo was under the curse fully, following its devious call with no regard
for consequences. Reluctantly, but with no apparent options, Cadderly slipped one finger inside
the loop of his spindle-disk cord and noved right up against the side of his bed.

Ruf o canme straight in, dagger |eading, and Cadderly rolled sideways across the bed, just getting
out of the angular man's |ong reach

Ruf o junmped back quickly, faster than Cadderly expected he could nove, to cut off Cadderly's angle
for the door. He rushed around the bottom of the bed, |aunching a wide, arcing swing at Cadderly's
bel ly.

Cadderly easily kept back beyond the dagger, then he retaliated, snapping his spindle-di sks above
Rufo's swinging arm Rufo's already broken nose crackl ed under the inpact and a new stream of

bl ood flowed thickly over the dried stains on his lip. Rufo, obsessed with utter hatred, shook
away the minor hit and canme on.

Though the bl ow had not been very solid, it still had al nost broken the rhythm of Cadderly's

wor ki ng wist. He managed to coax the disks back to his hand, but the cord was now | oosel y wound
and he couldn't inmediately strike again effectively. Rufo seened to sense his weakness. He
grinned wi ckedly and cane in again

Percival saved Cadderly's life, leaping fromthe windowto |and squarely on Rufo's face. Wth a
single swipe, Rufo sent the squirrel flying across the room and Percival had done no real danage,
but Cadderly had not wasted the tine.

Wth Rufo distracted, he had snapped the spindl e-di sks straight down and back up several times to
realign and tighten the cord

Ruf o seened not to even notice the twin Iines of blood running down his face from his newest

wound, a snmall bite on his cheek fromPercival. "I will hold your heart in ny hands!" he prom sed
agai n, laughing insanely.

Cadderly jerked his armonce, and then again, feigning a throwto keep Rufo off guard. Between
dodges, Rufo managed a few weak thrusts that did not come near to hitting the mark. Cadderly

| aunched the disks finally, in a long and wi de throw that brought themto the very end of their
reach. He flicked his wist, bringing the disks back to his grasp, but not with the usua
suddenness.

Ruf o neasured the pace of the throws and bided his tine. The di sks cane on again, and Rufo | eaned
back, then rushed toward Cadderly right behind themas they retracted.

Cadderly's bait had worked. On this throw, he had shortened up on the cord, bringing the spindle-
di sks smacki ng back into his pal mnmuch nore quickly than Rufo had anticipated. Rufo had barely
taken his first step when the young schol ar's weapon shot out again, deliberately |ow
Ruf o squeal ed in shock and pain and grasped at his smashed kneecap, his | eg nearly buckling. He
was under the influences of the chaos curse, though, and nearly inpervious to pain. H s squea
becane a growl and he pl owed ahead, slashing wldly.

Again Cadderly had to dive across the bed to avoid the bl ade, but when he cane up this tine,

Ki erkan Rufo had already circled the bottomof the bed and stood facing him Cadderly knew that he
was in trouble. He could not trade hits, dagger agai nst spindle-disks. Normally, the disks m ght
have proven effective, but in Rufo's state of m nd, nothing short of a perfect and powerful strike
woul d sl ow him That type of attack would be risky indeed for Cadderly, and he doubted that he
coul d even get one through his wld opponent's defenses.

They traded feints and teasing lunges for a few noments, Rufo grinning and Cadderly wondering if
he had a better chance by diving out the w ndow.

Then the whol e buil ding shook suddenly as if it had been hit by lightning. The explosion rolled on
for several seconds and Cadderly understood its source when he heard a single word fromthe
corridor.

"ol ™

Ruf o hesitated and gl anced over his shoulder, toward the open door. Cadderly realized that his
sudden advantage wasn't really fair, but decided i mediately to worry about that |later. He cocked
his armand let go with all his strength. Rufo turned back just in tine to catch the soaring disks
right between the eyes.

Ruf o' s head snapped strai ght back, and when he righted hinmself again, he was no |onger grinning. A
startled, stupefied | ook canme over himand his eyes crossed, as if they were both straining to see
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t he newest bruise.

Cadderly, too transfixed to take his gaze from Rufo's contorted features, heard the dagger hit the
floor. A nmonment later, Rufo followed it down with a crash. Still Cadderly did not react. He just
stood there, his spindle-disks hanging by his side at the end of their cord, spinning end-around-
end.

When Cadderly finally reached down to wind his weapon, Percival stonach turned over. The spindle-
di sks were covered in blood and one had a piece of Rufo's eyebrow glued onto it by the thick,
drying red fluid. Cadderly slipped down to the bed and let the disks fall to the floor. He felt
betrayed, by hinself and by his toy.

Al priests of the library were required to train with some weapon, usually a nore conventiona

i nstrunment of destruction, such as the quarterstaff, mace, or club. Cadderly had begun with the
staff, and could use his ram headed wal king stick fairly well if the occasion arose, but he was
never really confortable with carrying any weapon. He lived in a dangerous world, so he was told,
but he had spent the majority of his life in the secure confines of the Edificant Library. He had
never even seen a goblin, except for a dead one once, that being one of the library's nost

wr et ched servants, who was said to be a half-breed. The headrmasters had not allowed himto bend
the rul e of preparedness, though; every priest was required to train.

Cadderly had come across the spindle-disks in an archaic halfling treatise, and had quickly
constructed his own. Some of the headnasters bal ked at his new choice, calling it nore a toy than
a weapon, but it fit all of the requirements set out in the ethical codes of Deneir. The voca
opposition, particularly Headnmaster Avery's, only strengthened Cadderly's resolve to use the

anci ent weapon.

For Cadderly, the spindle-disks had replaced hours of savage fighting with hours of enjoyable

pl ayi ng. He learned a dozen tricks, tests of skill that didn't hurt anybody, with his new toy, for
a toy he, too, secretly considered it. Now, though, covered in Rufo's blood, the spindle-disks did
not seem so anusi ng.

Ruf o groaned and shifted slightly, and Cadderly was glad that he was still alive. He took a deep
breath and reached down for the disks, determnedly rem nding hinself of the gravity of the task
ahead, and that he would have to be brave and thick-skinned to see it through.

Percival was on the bed at his side, lending further support. Cadderly rubbed a finger down the
white squirrel's snmooth coat, then nodded gravely and rewound his weapon.

"He dead?" asked lIvan, entering the roomw th a snoldering Pikel at his heels. Percival darted out
the open wi ndow, and Cadderly, when he | ooked upon the brothers, nearly joined him lvan's
antlers, face, and beard, which stuck out wildly in several directions, were blackened with soot,
and one of Percival heavy boots was now as open-toed as his brother's sandal s.

Pi kel wasn't much better off. Flecks of ceram cs dotted Percival sooty face, his smle showed a
m ssing tooth, and a shard of glass had actually enbedded itself right into his iron pot hel net.
"Bel ago was not in?" Cadderly asked evenly.

I van shrugged, "Not a sight of that one," he replied, "but me brother found yer potion-what little
there was of it" He held up the small catch basin. "W figured ye'd be wanting nore, so we ..."
"Turned up the spigot," Cadderly finished for him

"Booml "added Pi kel

"He dead?" |van asked again, and the casual tone of the question sent a shudder through Cadderly.
Bot h dwarves noted the young scholar's disconfort. They gl anced at each other and shook their
heads. "Ye'd best get the belly for it," Ivan said. "If ye mean to go adventuring, ye'd best get
the belly for things that are likely to be falling yer way." He |l ed Cadderly's gaze back to

Ki erkan Rufo. "Or at yer feet!"

"I never neant to go adventuring," Cadderly replied, sonmewhat sourly.

"And | never nmeant to be a cook," retorted Ivan, "but that's what | got, ain't it? Ye said we got
a job to do, and so we do. Let's get doing what needs doing, and if sone try to get in our way,
wel | "

"He is not dead," Cadderly interjected. "Put himon the bed and tie himthere."
Agai n Ivan and Pi kel exchanged gl ances, but this time, they nodded in favor of Cadderly's

det ermi ned tone.

"Oo," remarked Pikel, obviously inpressed.

Cadderly wi ped his spindle-di sks cl ean, picked up 1ns ram headed wal ki ng stick and a water skin
and headed down the hall. He was relieved to see Danica's door still warped and tightly wedged,
and even nore relieved to hear Newander's cal m voi ce answering his knock

"How i s she?" Cadderly asked inmedi ately.

"She is still deep within her neditation," Newander replied, "but she appears confortable enough.”
Cadderly conjured his nmeditative image of Danica, fighting back the insidious red haze.
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"I can reverse the spell and let you in," the druid offered.
"No," Cadderly replied, though he truly wanted to see Danica again. Hs |ast imge of Danica was a
conforting one; he could not take the chance that something she did now woul d worry him and st eal
his heart fromhis comng trials. On a nore practical |level, Cadderly thought it best to |let
Newander preserve his nagical energies. "Wien | return, perhaps your spell will no |onger be
needed, " he said.
"Then you want ne to stay w th Dani ca?"
"I have the dwarves with ne," Cadderly explained. "They are better suited to the underground
tunnels than a druid would be. Stay with her and keep her safe.”

Ivan and Pi kel cane up then, and by the eager gleamin their eyes, Cadderly knew that the tinme had
come to set off. Cadderly glanced back at Danica's door several tines as they wal ked away,
enotionally torn. A large part of himargued against his journey, reasoned that his best course
would be to go with his arned friends, sit by Danica's side, and ride this whole nightnare to its
concl usi on.

Cadderly did not find it difficult to argue against that irrational notion. Men were dying al
around him How many nore Ki erkan Rufos lurked in the shadows, nurder in their hearts?
"Dear Cadderly," cane a purring voice that only reinforced the young scholar's determ nation

H stra stood behind her chanber's door, opened just a crack, but that was enough to show Cadderly
and the dwarves that she wore no nore than a filmy, transparent negligee. "Do cone in and sit with
me. "
"Qo!" said Pikel
"She's wanting nore than sitting, boy," chuckled Ivan

Cadderly ignored themall and ran right by the door. He felt Hi stra grab at himas he passed and
heard her door creak open w der
"Come back here!" the priestess of Sune screaned, junping into the mddle of the hall
"Oo!" an adnmiring Pikel renmarked again.

H stra concentrated deeply, neaning to utter a nagical comuand for her woul d-be lover to "Return!”
But Pi kel, for all Percival obvious enchantnment, kept a pragnatic attitude about the situation. As
Hi stra began her spell, he clanped a sooty hand onto her runp and casually tossed her back into
her room
"Qo," Pikel uttered a third time when he noved into the roomto close the door, and |van, standing
right behind his brother, whol e-heartedly agreed. A dozen young nmen |ay spraw ed about the room
exhausted by their exploits.

"Are you so certain that you want to | eave?" Histra purred at the dirty brothers.

By the time the blushing dwarves caught up to Cadderly, he was down to the first floor, dipping
his water skin into a font in the great hall.

"Wetched stuff,"” Ivan whispered to Pikel. "QOls and water. Tried drinking it once." He hung his
fl oppy tongue out in disgust.

Cadderly smled at the dwarfs remarks. He had better uses than drinking in mnd for the holy
wat er. Wien the skin was full, he took out a narrow tube, fitted on one end with a rubbery ball of
some gooey substance. He popped tins onto the open tip of his water skin and capped it with a
smal l er ball of the sanme goo.

"You will understand in tine," was all the explanation he offered to the curious dwarves.
The Boul der shoul der brothers grew al armed when the group entered the kitchen and found the place
full of priests. Headmaster Avery led the inpronptu chefs, though their progress was linited since
each of them spent nore tinme stuffing food into his nmouth than actually cooki ng anyt hi ng.

More alarmng to Cadderly than the eating frenzy was his conpani ons' reactions. Both seened on the
verge of abandoni ng the quest, as though sonme greater conpul sions now pulled at them

"Fight it," Cadderly said to them recognizing their growi ng desires as curse-induced. |van and

Pi kel were protective of their kitchen, and both took extreme satisfaction in keeping the
hungriest priests of the library fed to contentment. They | ooked around at the nessy kitchen and
the gluttonous priests, and for a nonent, Cadderly feared that he would be traveling down to the

| ower cataconbs al one. But Newander's clains of dwarven resistance to magi cal enchantment held
true this tinme, for the Boul dershoul ders shrugged unhappily at the disaster that had befallen
their space, then pushed Cadderly on, prodding himtoward the door to the wine cellar.
The nusty stairs were dark and quiet; the torches lining the wall had not been tended. Cadderly
opened his light tube and noved down a few steps, waiting there for the brothers to strike
torches. lvan cane in |ast and closed and bolted the iron-bound door, even taking the trouble to
slide an iron | ocking bar into place.

"We've as nuch trouble behind as ahead," the dwarf explained to Cadderly's questioning |ook. "If
that group gets as thirsty as they are hungry, they'll only bring trouble along with them™
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The reasoni ng seened sound enough, so Cadderly turned and started down. Pikel grabbed him though
and took up the lead, tapping his heavy club to his pot hel net.

"Keep yerself between us," lvan explained. "W've been on this road before!"

Hi s confidence conforted Cadderly, but the clanor as the bul ky dwarves thunped and rattl ed down
the stairs did not.

Their lights intruded into absol ute darkness as they came down, but all three sensed that they
were not alone. Beside the first wine rack, they found their first clues that soneone el se had
come this way. Broken glass covered the floor and many bottl es-bottles that Cadderly had
inventoried only a few days before-were mssing. The trail led to yet another dead priest. H's
stomach grossly di stended, he lay curled on the floor, surrounded by enptied bottles.

They heard a shuffle to the side and Cadderly put a narrow beam of |ight down between the w ne
racks. Another priest was in there, trying futilely to stand. He was too drunk to even notice the
light, and his stomach, too, bulged and sl oshed. Despite his stupor, he still held a bottle to his
l'ips, stubbornly forcing nmore liquid down his throat.

Cadderly started toward the drunk, but Ivan held himback. "Show ne yer door,"” Ivan said to him
then the dwarf nodded to Pikel. As Cadderly and Ivan headed deeper into the cellar, Pikel noved
the other way, between the racks. Cadderly soon heard a thunp, a groan, and a bottl e breaking on
the stone floor.

"For his own good," I|van expl ai ned.

They came to the casks where Cadderly had been found and, once again, the young schol ar grew
confused and frustrated that there was no door to be found. Ivan and Pi kel shoved all the casks
far away, and the three of them searched every inch of the wall.

Cadderly stuttered an apol ogy; perhaps his entire theory was m sgui ded. |van and Pi kel stubbornly
continued their search, though, keeping faith in their friend. They found their answers not on the
unrenmar kabl e wall, but on a series of scratches in the floor

"The casks were dragged," |Ivan asserted. He bent |low to study the dust, the absence of dust, in
the marks. "Not too |ong ago."

Cadderly's focused beam nmade the tracking easy and as they noved across the room he began to get
nore excited. "How could | have m ssed this?" he said. He turned the Iight back to the w ne racks.
"Ws-Rufo and | -came fromover there, so the door could not have been back where we found the piled

casks. It was a purposeful deception. | should have known."
"Ye took a bit on the head," Ivan reminded him "And it's a clever trick."
The trail led to yet another cask, tight up against the wall. The conpani ons knew before |Ivan even

kicked it aside that the nysterious door woul d i ndeed be found behind it. Ivan noddi ng and
smling, noved right up to the door and pulled it, but it did not budge.

"Locked," the dwarf grunted, exanmi ning a keyhol e above the pull ring. He | ooked to Perciva

br ot her, who nodded eagerly.

"Pi kel 's one for unlocking doors," lvan explained to Cadderly, and Cadderly got the point when
Pi kel leveled his tree trunk like a battering ramand lined hinmself up with the door.

"Hold!" Cadderly said. "I have a better way."

"Ye're a | ockpick, too?" |van asked.

"Ch," groaned a di sappoi nted Pi kel

"You could say that," Cadderly replied snugly, but instead of instrunents for picking |ocks, he
produced the hand-held crossbow. Cadderly had been hoping that he would get to try out Perciva
newest invention, and he was hardly able to keep from shaki ng as he cranked the bow and | oaded a
dart.

"Stand back," he warned, taking aimat the keyhole. The crossbow clicked and the dart plunked in.
A split second later, the nonentum of the dart collapsed its weak m ddl e section, crushing the
vial of 0Oil of Inmpact, and the ensuing explosion |left a blackened and bl asted hol e where the | ock
had been. The door creaked open only an inch but hung there | oosely.

"Ch, |I'mwanting one of those!" Ivan cried happily.

"Co oi!" agreed Pikel

Their gl ee was short-lived, for behind the open door they found, not the top of the broken
stairway, as Cadderly had predicted, but a brick wall.

"New work," Ivan muttered after a quick inspection. He cast a sly glance Cadderly's way. "Ye got a
dart for this one, boy?"

Ivan didn't wait to hear an answer. He ran his hands over the wall, pushing at certain points as
though he was testing its strength. "Pikel's got the key," he declared and he noved out of the
way.

Cadderly started to protest, but Pikel paid himno heed. The dwarf began a curious whining sound
and his stubby |egs churned up and down, running in place, as though he were w nding hinself up
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like a spring. Then, with a grunt, Pikel charged, Percival battering ramtight against his side.
Bricks and nortar flew wildly. Several fiery explosions indicated that warding gl yphs had been
pl aced on the other side of the wall, but Pikel's furious charge was not sl owed, by either the
flinsy wall or the magical wards. Neither was Pikel able to halt his monentum As Cadderly had
told them before, and as he had tried to warn them again, the stairway beyond the short |anding
was down.

" Qoooooooo! " cane Pikel's dinminishing wail, followed by a dull thunp.

"Me brother!" lvan cried, and before Cadderly could stop him he, too, charged through the
opening. His torch flared in the dust cloud for just a nmonment, then both the Iight and the dwarf
dropped from si ght.

Cadderly wi nced and shuddered at Ivan's final words: "I can see the grou...!"

The Wal ki ng Dead

Cadderly came down the rope slowy and in control, using a technique he had seen illustrated in a
manuscript. He held the rope both in front of and behind him |ooping it under one thigh and using
his legs to control his descent. He had heard the dwarven brothers grunbling while he was tying
off the rope, so he knew that they had survived the fall. That fact offered sonme confort, at

| east. As he neared the stone floor, within the area of torchlight, he saw Pi kel running about in
circles, with lvan close on his heels, snacking out the |ast wi sps of snmoke fromhis brother's
snol deri ng behi nd.

"Oo, 00, 00, oo!" Pikel cried, slapping at his own runmp whenever he got the chance.

"Hold still, ye stinking oak kisser!" Ilvan bell owed, whacking wildly.

"Quiet," Cadderly cautioned them as he dropped down to the tunnel

"Qo," Pikel replied, giving one last brisk rub. The dwarf then noticed the stonework in the walls
and forgot all about the

sting. He wandered off happily to investigate.

"Sonmebody wanted to keep us outa here," lvan reasoned. "His fire-wards got ne brother good, right
on the backside!"

Cadderly agreed with the dwarfs concl usion and sensed that he should know who had set out the

gl yphs, that he had seen soneone in the sane roomas the bottle ..

He couldn't renenber, though, and he had no tinme nowto nmeditate and explore his suspicions. Mre
importantly, neither dwarf had suffered any real damage; Ivan's antler-topped hel met had even been
cleaned a bit by the jolt.

"How far to yer cursed flask?" Ivan asked. "Do ye think we'll be seeing nore of the nagica
barriers?" Ivan's face lit up at the notion. "You gotta let a dwarf walk first if you think so, ye
know." He pounded a fist onto his breastplate. "A dwarf can take it. A dwarf can eat it up and
spit it back at the one who set it! Do ye think we'll be neeting that one? The one who put the
fire-ward up there? I've a word to speak with that one. He burned ne brother! No, |'mnot for
letting one go and bum ne brother!"
The ook in Ivan's eyes grew ever nore distant as he spoke, and Cadderly realized that the dwarf
was wal king a tentative line of control. Of to the side, Pikel, too, had becone overly consumned.
He was down on his hands and knees, sniffing at the cracks in the wall and uttering an excited
"Qo!" every so often. A dozen frantic spiders scurried to get free of their own webs, hopel essly
entangl ed in Pikel's tough beard.

Cadderly set his rock crystal spindle-disks spinning end-around-end in front of lIvan's face and
used his light tube to focus a narrow beam on them The dwarf's tal king faded away as he fell nore
and nore into the mesnerizing dance of the light on the disks' nmany facets.

"Renenber why we are here,"” Cadderly pronpted the dwarf. "Concentrate, |van Boul dershoulder. If we
do not renove the curse, then all the library, the Edificant Library, will be lost." Cadderly
couldn't be certain whether his words or the dancing light on the disks had remi nded Ivan to
resi st the stubborn curse, but whatever the cause, the dwarfs eyes popped wide, as if he had just
come froma deep slunber, and he shook his head so wildly that he had to | ean on his doubl e- bl aded
axe to keep fromfalling over.

"Whi ch way, |ad?" the now lucid dwarf asked.

"That's nore to the point," Cadderly remarked under his breath. He glanced over at Pikel and
wondered if the same techni que woul d be needed on him It didn't nmatter, Cadderly deci ded at once.
Pi kel wasn't really w de awake even when he was w de awake.

Cadderly | ooked down at the floor, searching for some sign of his previous passing, but found

not hing. He sent his light down to either side of the bricked corridor, but both ways seened

i dentical and jogged no nmenories for him

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/R.%...The%20Cleric%20Quintet%201%20-%20Canticle.txt (72 of 116) [10/18/2004 5:23:02 PM]



file:///G|/Program%620Files/eM ul e/ ncoming/R.%20A .%20Sal vatore%620-%20T he%620Cl eri ¢%20Qui ntet%201%20-%20Canti cl e.txt
"This way," he decided sinply to get them noving, and he stepped past Ivan. "Do bring your
brother." Cadderly heard a clang over his shoul der-axe on cooki ng pot, he supposed- and |van and
Pi kel cane hustling up to his side a nonent |ater

After many dead ends and many circular treks that brought themright back to where they had
started, they canme to an ancient storage area of wide corridors lined with rotted crates. "I was
here," Cadderly insisted, speaking the words aloud in an attenpt to jog his menory.

I van dropped to the floor, seeking to confirm Cadderly's declaration. As with all the corridors,

t hough, no dear tracks were disenable. Cearly the dust had been recently disturbed, but either
sonmeone had deliberately brushed away any sure signs or sinply too many had passed by this point
for the dwarf to track

Cadderly dosed his eyes and tried to envision his previous passage. Many inages of his wanderings
in the tunnels flooded through him scenes of skeletons and corridors lined with sinister-|ooking
al coves, but they wouldn't connect in any |logical pattern. They had no focal point, no starting
ground where Cadderly could begin to sort them out.

Then he heard the heartbeat.

Somewhere in the unseen di stance, water was dripping, steadily, rhythmcally. That sound had been
here with him Cadderly knew. It cane fromno particular direction, and he had not used it as any
sort of a guiding beacon his first tine through, but now, he realized, it could guide his nenory.
For, though its interval was constant, its vol ume became |ouder and nore insistent at sone bends
in the passages, softer and nore distant at others. Too engaged with other pressing problens his
first time through, Cadderly had only noticed it on a subconscious level, but that had left an
inprint on his nenory. Now Cadderly trusted his instincts. Instead of cluttering his consciousness
with futile worries, he noved along and | et his subconscious nenories guide his steps.

Ivan and Pi kel didn't question him they had nothing better to suggest. It wasn't until they cane
to a three-way arch, and Cadderly's face brightened noticeably, that even Cadderly really believed
he knew where he was goi ng.

"To the left,"” Cadderly insisted, and indeed, the left archway was |ess thick with cobwebs than
the right, as if someone had passed through there. Cadderly turned back to the dwarves just as he
started under the archway, a | ook of trepidation, even outright dread, on his face.

"What' ve ye seen?" |van denmanded, and he pushed his way past Cadderly, under the arches.

"The skel etons," Cadderly started to explain.

Pi kel hopped to his guard, and Ivan held his torch far out in front, peering into the dusty gl oom
"I see no skeletons!" lvan remarked after a short pause.

The encounter with the wal ki ng dead renai ned a nightnarish blur for Cadderly. He couldn't quite
renenber where he had encountered the skel etons, and he didn't know why the thought had suddenly
come to himnow "They mght be in this area," he offered in a whisper. "Sonething makes ne
bel i eve they are nearby."

I van and Pi kel relaxed visibly and | eaned to the side in unison to glance at each other around the
young schol ar. "Come on, then," lvan huffed, following his torch's clearing fire into the left
passage.

"The skel etons," Cadderly announced again as soon as he cane through the archway. He knew this

pl ace, a crate-lined corridor wide enough for ten to wal k abreast. A bit farther, alcoves |ined
the corridor's walls on both sides.

"W going to start that agai n?" asked Ivan

Cadderly waved Percival tight beamin the direction of the alcoves. "In there," he expl ai ned.

Hi s warni ng seermed omi nous, at least to him but the dwarves reacted to it as though it was an
invitation. Rather than dimthe lights and creep along, they both | eaped out in front and strode
defiantly down the center of the corridor, stopping in front of the first al cove.

"Co oi" remarked Pikel

"Ye're right, lad," agreed lvan. "It's a skeleton." He propped his axe up on one shoul der, put his
ot her hand on his hip, and wal ked right up to the al cove.

"Well?" he cried at the bones. "Are ye going to just sit there and rot, or are you going to come
out and bl ock nme way?"

Cadderly came up tentatively, despite the dwarves' bravado.

"Just as ye said," Ivan said to himwhen he arrived, "but not noving about much, as | see it."
"They were noving," Cadderly insisted, "chasing ne."

The brothers leaned to the side-they were getting used to this maneuver-and gl anced at each ot her
around Cadderly.

"I did not dreamit!" Cadderly snarled at them taking a step to the side to block their exchanged
stares. "Look!" He started for the skel eton, then had second thoughts about that course and put
his tight beaminto the al cove instead. "See the cobwebs hanging freely in there? And the bits of
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web on the bones? They were attached, but now the webs hang free. Either this skeleton has been
out of the alcove recently, or someone came down here and cut the strands fromit, to make it | ook
as though it has been out of the alcove."

"Yersel f was the only one down here," lvan blurted before he even realized the accusatory
connot ati ons of his statement.

"Do you believe | cut the strands?" Cadderly cried. "I would not want to go near the thing. Wy
would | waste the time and effort to do that?"

Agai n came the dwarven | ean-and-| ook maneuver, but when Ivan cane up straight this tinme, his
expression was | ess doubting. "Then why are they sitting tight?" he asked. "If they want a fight,
why ... ?"

"Because we did not attack them " Cadderly interrupted suddenly. "O course," he continued, the

revel ation conming clearer. "The skeletons did not rise against nme until | attacked one of them"
"Way'd ye bit a pile of bones?" Ivan had to ask
"I did not," Cadderly stuttered. "I nmean... | thought | saw it nove."

"Aha!" cried Pikel.
Ivan el aborated on his excited brother's conclusion. "Then the skel eton noved before ye hit it,
and ye're wrong now i n yer thinking."

"No, it did not nove!" Cadderly shot back. "I thought it had, but it was only a rat or a nobuse, or
sonmething like that."
"Mouses don't look like bones,"” lvan said dryly. Cadderly expected the renmark.

Pi kel squeaked and crinkled his nose, putting on his best rodent face.

"If we just |leave them alone, they mght let us pass,"” Cadderly reasoned. "Woever ani mated them
probably gave theminstructions to defend thensel ves."

I van thought about it for a nonent, then nodded. The reasoni ng seened sound enough. He notioned to
Perci val brother, and Pi kel understood the silent request. The green-bearded dwarf pushed Cadderly
out of the way, lowered his club like a battering ram and, before the startled young schol ar
could move to stop him charged full speed into the alcove. The terrific inpact reduced the skull
to a pile of flecks and dust and Pikel's continuing nonentum scattered the rest of the bones in
every direction.

"That one won't be getting up to fight us," remarked a satisfied Ivan, brushing a rib off Perciva
brother's shoul der as Pi kel cane back out.

Cadderly stood perfectly still, his mouth hanging open in absol ute disbelief.

"We had to check it,"” lvan insisted. "Ye want to be | eaving wal ki ng skel etons behi nd us?"

"Uh oh," groaned Pikel. Cadderly and Ivan turned at the call, Cadderly's |Iight beam show ng the
source of Pikel's dismay. This skeleton would not rise to fight them as Ivan had said, but dozens
of others were already up and novi ng.

Ivan cl apped Cadderly hard on the back. "Good thinking, lad!" the dwarf congratulated him "Ye
were right! It took a hit to rouse them™

"That is a good thing?" Cadderly asked. Images of Percival last trip through here cane rushing
back to him particularly when he had backed away fromthe first skeleton he had struck, into the
wai ting grasp of another. Cadderly spun to the side. The skeleton from across the corridor was
nearly upon him

Pi kel had seen it, too. Undaunted, the dwarf grasped Percival club with both hands down | ow on the
handl e and stepped in with a m ghty roundhouse swi ng, catching the nonster on the side of the head
and sendi ng the skull soaring down the corridor behind them The renmaining bones just stood
shakily for the nmoment it took Pikel to snmash them down.

Cadderly watched the batted skull until it disappeared into the darkness, then he shouted, "Run!"
"Run!" lvan echoed, dropping his torch, and he and Pi kel charged down the corridor, straight at

t he advanci ng host.

That wasn't exactly what Cadderly had in nmind, but when he realized that there was no way he was
going to turn the wild brothers around, he shrugged Percival shoul ders, took out his spindle-

di sks, and foll owed, seriously pondering the value of friendship when wei ghed agai nst the burdens.
The cl osest skel etons did not react quickly enough to the dwarven charge. Ivan sliced one cleanly
in half with a great cut of his axe, but then, on his back swi ng, snagged the weapon's other head
inthe rib cage of his next intended victim Never one to quibble over finesse, the dwarf heaved
nmghtily, pulling his weapon and the entangl ed skeleton into the air around him and then sl amm ng
the whole junble into the next nearest nonster. The two skel etons were hopel essly hooked toget her,
but so was Ivan's axe.

"I need ye, ne brother!" lvan cried as yet another skeleton noved in on him reaching for his face
with dirty, sharp finger bones.

Pi kel had fared better initially, plowing into the first ranks |ike a boul der bouncing down a
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nmount ai nsi de, breaking three skel etons apart and pushing the rest back several feet. The rush had
not been w thout consequences, though, for Pikel stunbled down to one knee before he could halt
his momentum The fearl ess undead canme in all around the dwarf, advancing fromevery angle. Pikel
grasped his club down low, held it out to armis |ength, and began turning fast circles.
The skel etons were mndless creatures, not thinking fighters. Their outstretched arns | eading,
they came right in fearlessly, stupidly, and Pikel's whirling club whittled them down, fingers,
hands, and arns. The dwarf | aughed wildly as each bone went humni ng away, thinking he could keep
this up forever.
Then Pi kel heard his brother's call. He stopped his spin and tried to discern the right direction
then sent his stubby | egs punping in place, building nomentum

"Qooo!" the dwarf roared, and off he sprang, bursting out the side of the skeletal ring.
Unfortunately, his dizziness had deceived him and as soon as he broke clear of the ring, he

sl anmed headfirst into the corridor's brick wall

"Qo," came a holl ow echo fromunder the pot helnmet of the now seated Pikel

Only a single skeleton had slipped between the dwarves to face Cadderly, odds that the young
schol ar thought he could handle. He danced about, up on the balls of his feet as Danica once had
shown him flicking out a few warning shots with his spindle-disks.
The skel eton paid no heed to his dancing feints, or the harm ess throws, and continued straight in
for Cadderly's mmss.

The spindl e-di sks smacked into its cheekbone and spun its head right around so that is was | ooking
behind itself. Still the skeleton came on, and Cadderly fired again, this tine trying to break the
thing's body. As soon as he threw, he realized his error

The di sks slipped through the skeleton's rib cage, but got tangl ed when Cadderly tried to retract
them To nake matters worse, the sudden tug of the snag tightened the | oop on Cadderly's finger

bi nding himto the skel eton.

Blindly, the nonster swi ped out at him Cadderly dove straight for the floor, took up his wal king
stick, and shoved it through the rib cage, hoping to dislodge his spindle-disks. As soon as the
tip of the stick wedged into the skel eton's backbone, the crafty young schol ar changed his
tactics. An inmage of a fulcrumand | ever popped into his mnd and he let go of his walking stick
then slamed its head with all his mght.

The rib fulcrumheld firmand the shock of Cadderly's downward bl ow shot up al ong the skeleton's
backbone and sent its head straight into the air, where it ricocheted off the corridor ceiling.
The shattering jolt broke apart the rest of the undead thing.

Cadderly congratul ated hinself many tinmes as he worked both his weapons free, but his relief

|l asted only until he | ooked farther down the corridor, into the flickering light of Ivan's dropped
torch. Both dwarves were down, |Ivan unarnmed and trying to keep out of one skeleton's reach, and

Pi kel , sitting near the other wall, his pot down to his shoulders, with a whole host of skeletons
advanci ng on him

* * % % %

Druzil peered suspiciously frombetween his fol ded bat wings at the dark and quiet altar room The
brazier fire was down to enbers nowBarjin would not |eave an interplanar gate burning while he

sl ept-and there was no other |ight source. That hardly hindered the inp, who had spent eons
wandering about the swirling gray mists of the | ower planes.

Al seemed as it should. To the side of the room Barjin slept peacefully, confident that his
victory was at hand. Mullivy and Khalif flanked the doorway, as still as death and instructed not
to nmove unl ess one of the conditions set by Barjin had been net.

To Druzil's uneasy relief, none of those conditions apparently had. No intruders had entered the
room the door renmi ned shut fast, and Druzil sensed no probing w zard eyes nor any distant cal
fromAballister.

The altar room s serenity did not dimnish the inp's sense that sonething was am ss, though
Sonet hi ng had di sturbed Druzil's slunber; he had thought it another call fromthat persistent

Abal lister. Druzil tightened his wings and sank within hinself, turning fromhis physical senses
to the nore subtle inner feelings, enpathic sensations, that served an inp as well as eyes m ght
serve a human. He pictured the area beyond the closed door, nmentally probing the naze of tw sting
corridors.

The inmp's bat wi ngs popped open suddenly. The skel etons were up

Druzil reached into his magical energies and faded to invisibility. A single flap of his w ngs
carried himbetween Mullivy and the rmummy, and he quickly uttered the key word to prevent Barjin's
series of warding glyphs fromexploding as he slipped out of the room Then he was off, flying
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sonetimes, creeping on clawed toes at others, picking his way carefully toward the outernost

burial chanbers. Already his physical hearing had confirmed what he had sensed, for a battle was
in full sw ng.

The i nmp paused and considered the options before him The skeletons were fighting, there could be
no doubt, and that could only nean that intruders had come down to this |evel. Perhaps they had

si mply wandered down here in their curse-induced stupor, vagabond priests soon to be di spatched by
the undead force, but Druzil could not dismiss the possibility that whoever it was had cone with a
nmore definite purpose in nind

Druzil glanced over his shoulder, down the corridors that would take himback to Barjin. He was
torn. If he sent his thoughts to Barjin, established that personal famliar-master telepathic
link, he would be bringing his relationship with the priest to a |evel of which Aballister
certainly would not approve. if the wizard back at Castle Trinity ever found out, he might well
bani sh Druzil back to his honme plane-a fate that the inp, with the chaos curse finally unl eashed
on the world, certainly did not desire.

Yet it was Barjin, the inp rem nded hinmself, not Aballister, who had taken the forefront in this
battle. Resourceful Barjin, the powerful priest, was the one who had struck boldly and effectively
agai nst the heart of law in the Snowfl ake region

Druzil sent Percival thoughts careening down the corridors, into the altar room and into the

sl eeping priest's nmind. Barjin was awake in a second, and a nmonment |ater, he understood that
danger had come to his domain.

I will divert themif they get past the skeletons, Druzil assured the priest, but prepare your

def enses!

* K* *x * %

I van knew he was running out of room One hand raked at his shoulder, and all that he got for his
retaliatory punch was a torn fingernail. The experienced dwarf decided to use his head. He tucked
his powerful little legs under him and the next tine the pursuing skeleton lunged for him he
sprang forward.

Ivan's helnet was fitted with the antlers of an eight-point deer, a trophy |Ivan had bagged with a
"dwarven bow'-that being a hanmer bal anced for |ong-range throwi ng-in a challenge hunt against a
visiting elf from Shilm sta Forest. In nmounting the horns on his helmet, clever Ivan had used an
old lacquering trick involving several different metals, and he only prayed that they would prove
strong enough now.

He drove into the skeleton's chest, knowing that his horns would |ikely be entangled, then he
stood up and strai ghtened his neck, hoisting the skel eton overhead. Ivan wasn't certain how nmuch
hi s maneuver had gai ned him though, for the skeleton, suspended perpendicularly across the dwarfs
shoul ders, continued its raking attacks.

I van whi pped his head back and forth, but the skeleton's sharp fingers found a hold on the side of
his neck and dug a deep cut. O hers were advanci ng.

Ivan found his answer along the side of the corridor, in an alcove. He could slip in there easily
enough, but could the skeleton fit through, laid out sideways? Ivan |owered his head and charged,
nearly bursting with laughter. The inpact as the skeleton's head and | egs connected with the arch
surroundi ng the al cove slowed the dwarf only a step. Bones, dust, and webs flew, and Ivan's hel net
nearly tore free of his head as the dwarf tumbled in headl ong. He came back out into the corridor
a noment later with half a rib cage and several web strands hanging [ oosely fromhis horns. He had
defeated the i mediate threat, but a whole corridor of enemies still remained.

Cadderly saved Pikel. The dazed dwarf sat near the wall, with a ringing in his ears that would
last for a long time, and with a host of skeletons sw ftly dosing.

"Druid, Pikel!" Cadderly yelled, trying to find sonething that woul d shake the dwarf back to
reality. "Think like a druid. Envision the aninals! Becone an aninmal!"

Pikel lifted the front of his pot helnmet and gl anced absently toward Cadderly. "Eh?"

"Ani mal s!'" Cadderly screaned. "Druids and animals. An animal could get up and away! Spring .
snake, Pikel. Spring like a coiled snake!"

The pot hel met went back down over the dwarfs eyes, but Cadderly was not di smayed, for he heard a
hi ssi ng sound coning fromunder it and he noticed the slight novenent as Pikel tensed the nuscles
in his arnms and | egs.

A dozen skel etons reached for him

And the coil ed snake snapped.

Pi kel cane up in a wild rush, batting with both arns, kicking with both |egs, even gnawi ng on one
skeleton's forearm As soon as he regained his footing, the dwarf scooped up his club and began
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the nost vicious and frantic assault Cadderly had ever witnessed. He took a dozen hits but didn't
care. Only one thought, the menory that his brother had called for him rang clear in the woul d-be
druid' s mnd

He saw |l van coning out of the al cove and spotted Ivan's axe, caught fast in the tangle of two

skel etons nmaking their unsteady way toward Ivan. Pikel caught up to them|ong before they reached
hi s brother.

The tree trunk club smashed again and again, beating the skel etons, punishing themfor stealing

I van's weapon.

"That' Il be enough, brother,"” lvan cried happily, scooping his axe fromthe bone pile. "There are
wal ki ng foes still to smash!"

Cadder |y out maneuvered the sl ow noving skeletons to rejoin the dwarves. "Wich way?" he gasped.
"Forward," lvan replied wthout hesitation

"Qooi!" Pikel agreed.

"Just get between us," growl ed Ivan, blasting the skull froma skel eton who had ventured too near.
As they worked their way down the corridor, Cadderly's tactics inproved. He kept his spindle-disks
flying for skulls only-less chance of getting them hooked that way-and used his wal king stick to
ward of f the reachi ng nonsters.

Much nore devastating to the skeletons were the two fighters flanking the young schol ar. Pike
grow ed |ike a bear, barked |like a dog, hooted like an ow, and hissed |like a snake, but whatever
sound came fromhis mouth did not alter his crushing attack routines with his tree trunk club

Ivan was no less furious. The dwarf accepted a hit for every tat he gave out, but while the
skel et ons managed to inflict sonetines painful scratches, each of lIvan's strikes shattered anot her
of their ranks into scattered and usel ess bones.

The trio worked its way through one archway, around several sharp coners, and through yet another
archway. Soon nore of the skeletal host was behind themthan in front, and the gap only w dened as
| ess and | ess resistance stood to hinder their way. The dwarves seenmed to enjoy the now | opsi ded
fight and Cadderly had to continually rem nd themof their nmore inmportant mission in order to
prevent themfromturning back to find nore skel etons to whack

Finally they cane clear of the threat and Cadderly had a nonent to pause and try to get his
bearings. He knew that the door, the critical door with the Iight shining through, could not be
too far fromhere, but the crisscrossing corridors offered few |landmarks to jog his nenory.

* * % % %

Druzil concluded fromthe sheer quantity of smashed skel etons that these invaders were not
stupefied victins of the chaos curse. He quickly closed in behind the fleeing intruders, taking
care, even though he was invisible, to keep to the safety of sheltered shadows. Never all ow ng
Cadderly and the dwarves to get out of his sight, the inp used his telepathy to contact Barjin
again, and this time he asked the cleric for direct help.

Gve me the comrands for the skeletons, Druzil demanded.

Barjin hesitated, his own evil nmethods forcing himto consider if the inp mght be attenpting to
wrest control

Gve the words to ne or prepare to face a form dable band, Druzil warned. | can serve you well
now, ny nmaster, but only if you choose wi sely.

Barjin had cone out of his sleep to find danger suddenly close, and he neant to take no chances of
| osi ng what he had so painstakingly achieved. He still didn't trust the inp-no wi se nmaster ever
woul d- but he figured that he could handle Druzil if it came down to that. Besides, if the inp
tried to turn the skeletons against him he could nerely exert his own will and west back contro
of them

Destroy the intruders! cane Barjin's telepathic command, and he followed it with a carefu
recounting of all the conmand words and phrases recogni zabl e by his skeletal force.

Druzil needed no prodding fromBarjin;, protecting the flask of his precious chaos curse was nore
important to himthan it ever could be to the priest. He nenorized all the proper phrases and
inflections for handling the skel etons, then, seeing that Cadderly and the dwarves had stopped to
rest in an out-of-the-way and enpty passage, went back to retrieve the renaining undead forces.
The next tine the intruders net them the skel etons would not be a disorgani zed and directionl ess
band. "We will surround and strike in unison," Druzil vowed to the skel etons, though the words
meant nothing to the unthinking nonsters. Druzil had to hear them though. "W will tear apart the
dwarves and the human," the inp went on, growi ng nore excited. The chaotic inp couldn't

i medi ately contain his hopes there, pondering the possibilities of taking the skeletal host
against Barjin. Druzil dismssed the absurd notion as soon as he had thought of it. Barjin served
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himwell for now, as Aballister had done.
But who coul d guess what the future night hold?

Danica's Battle

She found herself in the throes of repeated urges, building to overwhel m ng crescendos and then
dying away to be replaced by other insistent inpulses. Surely this was Danica's definition of
Hel I, the discipline and strict codes of her beloved religion swept away by waves of sheer chaos.
She tried to staunch those waves, to beat back the inages of Iron Skull, the urges she had felt
when Cadderly had touched her, and the nany others, but she found no secure footholds in her
violently shifting thoughts.

Dani ca touched upon sonething that even the chaos could not disrupt. To fight the battle of the
present, the young wonman sent her thoughts into the sinpler past.
She saw her father, Pavel, again, his small but powerful frane and blond hair turning to white on
the tenples. Mstly, Danica saw his gray eyes, always tender when they | ooked upon his little
girl. There, too, was her nother and namesake, solid, imovable, and wildly in Iove with her
father. Danica was the exact image of that wonan, except that her nother's hair was raven bl ack
not bl ond, show ng cl oser resenbl ance to the wonman's partially eastern background. She was petite
and fair |like her daughter, with the same clear brown, al nond eyes, not dark but al nost tan, that
could sparkle with innocence or turn fast to unbreakabl e determ nation

Dani ca's i mages of her parents faded and were replaced by the winkled, w zened i nmage of
nysterious Master Turkel. His skin was thick, |leathery, fromuncounted hours spent sitting in the
sun and meditating atop a nountain, high above the lines of shading trees. Truly he was a man of
extrenes, of explosive fighting abilities buried under seemingly Iimtless serenity. His ferocity
during sparring matches often scared Danica, made her think the man was out of control

But Danica had | earned better than to believe that; Mster Turkel was never out of control
Discipline was at the core of his, their, religion, the sane discipline that Dani ca needed now.
She had | abored beside her dear master for six years, until that day when Turkel honestly adnitted
that he could give no nore to her. Despite her anticipation at studying the actual works of
Penpahg D Ahn, it had been a sad day for Danica when she |left Wstgate and started down the | ong
road to the Edificant Library.
Then she had found Cadderly.
Cadderly! She had | oved himfromthe first noment she had ever seen him chasing a white squirre
along the groves lining the winding road to the library's front door. Cadderly hadn't noticed
Dani ca right away, not until he tumbled headlong into a bush of clinging burrs. That first |ook
struck Danica profoundly both then and now, as she battled to reclaimher identity. Cadderly had
been enbarrassed, to be sure, but the sudden flash of light in his eyes, eyes even purer gray than
Danica's father's, and the way his nouth dropped open just a hint, then w dened in a sheepi sh,
boyi sh smle, had sent a curious warm sensation through Danica's whol e body.
The courtship had been equally thrilling and unpredictable;

Dani ca never knew what ingenious event Cadderly would spring on her next. But entrenched beside
Cadderly's unpredictability was a rock-solid foundation that Dani ca coul d depend upon. Cadderly

gave her friendship, an ear for her problenms and excitenent alike, and, nost of all, respect for
her and her studies, never conpeting agai nst G andnaster Penpahg D Ahn for her tine.

Cadder| y?

Dani ca heard an echo deep in her mnd, a soothing but determined call from Cadderly, urging her to
"fight."

Fi ght ?

Dani ca | ooked inward, to those overwhel mi ng urges and deeper, to their source, then she saw the
mani festation, as had Cadderly. It was within her and not in the open room around her. She

envi sioned a red m st perneating her thoughts, an ungraspable force conpelling her toits will and
not her owmn. It was a fleeting vision, gone an instant after she glinpsed it, but Danica had

al ways been a stubborn one. She summoned back the vision with all her will and this time she held
onto it. Now she had an identified eneny, something tangible to battle.

"Fight, Danica," Cadderly had said. She knew that; she heard the echoes. Danica fornul ated her
thoughts in direct opposition to the mst's urging. She denied whatever her inmpulses told her to
do and to think. If her heart told her that sonmething was correct, she called her heart a liar
“I'ron Skull," conpelled a voice inside her

Dani ca countered with a menory of pain and warm bl ood running down her face, a menory that
reveal ed to her how stupid she had been in attenpting to smash the stone.
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* * *x * %

It was not a call heard by physical ears; it needed neither the wind nor open air to carry it. The
energy emanating fromBarjin's necromancer's stone called to a specific group only, to nonsters of
the negative plane, the land of the dead.

A few short niles fromthe Edificant Library, where once there had been a small mning town, the
call was heard.

A ghoul i sh hand, withered and filthy, tore up through the sod, reaching into the world of the
living. Another followed, and another, just a short distance away. Soon the gruesone pack of
ghoul s was up out of their holes, drooling tongues hangi ng between yell ow fangs.

Runni ng | ow, knuckles to the ground, the ghoul pack nade for the stone's call, for the Edificant

Li brary.

* * k% *x %

Newander could only guess what inner turnoil racked the young wonan. Sweat soaked Danica's cl ot hes
and she squirmed and groaned under the tightly binding vines. At first, the druid had thought her
in pain, and he quickly prepared a sedating spell to calmher. Fortunately, it occurred to
Newander that Danica's nightmare night be self-inflicted, that she might have found, as Cadderly
had prom sed, sone way to fight back the curse

Newander sat beside the bed and placed his hands gently but firmy on Danica's arnms. While he did
not call to her, or do anything el se that m ght hinder her concentration, he watched her closely,
fearful lest his guess be wong.

Dani ca opened her eyes. "Cadderly?" she asked. Then she saw that the nan over her was not
Cadderly, and she realized, too, that she was tightly strapped down. She flexed her nuscles and
twisted as nuch as the vines would allow, testing their play.

"Calm dear |ass," Newander said softly, sensing her grow ng distress. "Your Cadderly was here,
but he could not stay. He set me to watch over you."

Dani ca stopped her struggling, recognizing the nan's accent. She didn't know his nane, but his
dialect, and the presence of the vines, told her his profession. "You are one of the druids?" she
asked.

"I am Newander," the druid replied, bowing low, "friend of your Cadderly."

Dani ca accepted his words w t hout question and spent a noment reorienting herself to her
surroundi ngs. She was in her own room she knew, the roomshe had lived in for a year, but

sonet hing seened terribly out of place. It wasn't Newander, or even the vines. Sonething in this
room in Danica's nost secure of places, burned on the edges of the young wonan's consci ousness,
tortured her soul. Danica's gaze settled on the fallen block of stone, stained darkly on one side.
The ache in her forehead told her that her dreans had been correct, that her own |ifeblood had
made that stain.

"How could | have been so foolish?" Danica groaned

"You were not foolish," Newander assured her. "There has been a curse about this place, a curse
that your Cadderly has set out to renove."

Agai n Dani ca knew instinctively that the druid spoke truthfully. She envisioned her nental
struggl e against the insinuating red mst, a battle that had been won tenporarily but was far from
over. Even as she lay there, Danica knew that the red nist continued its assault on her nind
"Where is he?" Danica asked, near panic.

"He went bel ow, " Newander replied, seeing no need to hide the facts fromthe bound woman. "He
spoke of a snoking bottle, deep in the cellars.”

"The snmoke," Dani ca echoed mysteriously. "Red mist. It is all about us, Newander."

The drui d nodded. "That is what Cadderly clained. It was he who opened the bottle, and he that
means to close it."

" Al one?"

"No, no," Newander assured her. "The two dwarves went with him They have not been as affected by
the curse as the rest."

"The rest?" Danica gasped. Dani ca knew that her own resistance to such nmind-affecting spells was
greater than the average person's and she suddenly feared for the other priests. S she had been
driven to slam her head into a block of stone, then what tragedies m ght have befallen |ess

di sciplined priests?

"Aye, the rest,"” Newander replied grimy. "The curse is general on the library. Few, if any, have
escaped it, your Cadderly excepted. Dwarves are tougher than nost agai nst magic, and the brother
cooks seened in good sorts."
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Dani ca coul d hardly di gest what she was hearing. The last thing she could renmenber was finding
Cadderly unconsci ous under the casks in the wine cellar. Everything after that seened just a
strange dreamto her, fleeting imges of irrational nmonments. Now, in concentrating with all her

wi | | power, she renenbered Ki erkan Rufo's advances and her puni shing himseverely for them Danica
renenbered even nore vividly the block of stone, the exploding flashes of pain, and her own
refusal to admit the futility of her attenpt

Dani ca did not dare to | et her imagination conjure inages of the state of the library if the
druid's words were true, if this same curse was general throughout the place. She focused her
thoughts instead on a nore personal |evel, on Cadderly and his quest down in the dusty, dangerous
cellars.

"W nust go and help him" she declared, renewi ng her struggl es agai nst the stubborn vines.

"No," said Newander. "W are to stay here, by Cadderly's own bidding."

"No," Danica stated flatly, shaking her head. "O course Cadderly would say that, trying to
protect nme-and it seens | needed protecting, until a few noments ago. Cadderly and the dwarves

m ght need us, and I'll not lie here under your vines while he wal ks into danger."”

Newander was about to question her on why she thought there might be danger in the cellars, when
he recall ed Cadderly's own norbid descriptions of the haunted pl ace.

"Have your plants let nme go, Newander, | beg" Danica appealed to the druid. "You can renmain here

i f you choose, but | nust go to Cadderly's side quickly, before this cursing nist regains its hold
on ne!l"

Her |ast statenent, that the curse might fall back over her, only reinforced Newander's | ogica
concl usi on that she should be kept under tight control, that her reprieve fromthe curse, if that
was what this was, mght be a tenporary thing. But the druid could not ignore the deternmination in
t he young woman's voi ce. He had heard stories of the remarkabl e Danica from nmany sources since his
arrival at the library and he did not doubt that she would be a powerful ally to Cadderly if she
could remain clear-headed. Still, the druid could not underestimate the curse's power-the evidence
was too clear all about him and the choice to release her seened a great risk

"What have you to gain by keeping nme here?" Danica asked, as though she had read the druid' s

thoughts. "A Cadderly is not in danger, then he will find and defeat the curse before I... we, can
get to him But if he and the dwarves have found danger, then they could surely use our help."
Newander waved his hands and whistled shrilly to the vines. They junped to his call, releasing

their hold on Danica and the bed, rolling back out the open w ndow.

Dani ca stretched her arms and | egs for many nonments before she could bring herself to stand, and
even then she got up quite unsteadily, needi ng Newander's support.

"Are you so certain that you are fit for wal king?" the druid asked. "You suffered sone serious
wounds to the head."

Dani ca pulled roughly fromhis grasp and staggered to the m ddle of the room There she began an
exercise routine, falling nore and nore easily into the familiar novenments. Her arms waved and
darted in perfect harnony, each guiding the other to its next nmaneuver. Every now and again, one
of her feet came whistling up in front of her, arcing high over her head.

Newander watched her tentatively at first, then smled and nodded his agreenent that the young
wonan had fully regai ned control of her novenents, novements that seemed ever so graceful and
appeal i ng, al nost animal-like, to the druid.

"W shoul d be going, then," Newander offered, taking up his oaken staff and noving to the door
Renewed sounds from Hi stra's roomgreeted themas they entered the hall. Danica gl anced anxi ously
at Newander, then started for the priestess's door. Newander's hand cl asped her shoul der and

st opped her.

"The curse," the druid expl ai ned.

"But we nmust go to help," Danica started to retort, but she stopped suddenly as she recogni zed the
connot ati ons of those cries.

Dani ca's bl ush becane a deep red, and she giggled in spite of the seriousness of the situation
Newander tried to hurry her down the corridor and she did not resist. Indeed, it was Danica
pulling the druid by the tine they passed Histra's closed door

Their first stop was Cadderly's room and they entered just as Kierkan Rufo was pulling hinself
free fromthe last of Ivan's stubborn bindings.

Danica's eyes lit up at the sight. Vivid nmenories of Rufo prodding her and grabbing at her

assaul ted her thoughts, and a wave of sheer hatred, augnmented by the red mist, nearly overwhel med
her .

"Where is Cadderly?" Danica demanded through cl enched teeth.

Newander knew not hing of Rufo, of course, but the druid recognized i mediately that Danica's
feelings for the angular man were not positive.
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Rufo twisted his wist free and tore away fromthe bed. He averted his gaze, obviously not wanting
to face Danica, or anyone else at that nonment. Thoroughly wetched, the beaten man wanted only to
crawl under his own bed in his own dark room He had the m sfortune, though, or the poor judgment,
to wal k near Danica on his way out of the room
"Where is Cadderly?" Danica insisted again, stepping in Rufo's way.

Ruf o sneered at her and swung a backhand that never got dose. Before Newander could begin to

i ntervene, Danica had caught Rufo's wist and used its own nomentum wth a slight twist, to send
the angul ar man lurching to the side. Newander heard the dull thud, though Danica's next novement
had been too subtle to follow. The druid wasn't sure where Danica had hit the man, but fromthe
curious way Rufo squeal ed and hopped up onto his toes, Newander could nake a guess.
"Danica!" the druid cried, wapping hinself around Danica's arns and pulling her back fromthe
ti ptoeing man. "Danica," he whispered in Danica's ear. "It is the curse. Renenmber the curse? You
must fight it, girl!"

Dani ca rel axed imedi ately and et Rufo slip by. The stubborn man couldn't resist the tenptation
to turn back as he passed and put one nore sneer in Danica's face.

Dani ca's foot caught himon the side of the head and sent himtunbling out into the hall
"I meant to do that," Danica assured Newander, neking no struggl es agai nst his continuing hold,
"curse or no curse!"
The drui d nodded resignedly; Rufo had asked for that one. He |l et Danica go as soon as he heard
Ruf o scrambl e away down the corridor.
"He is stubborn, that one,"” Newander remarked.
"Too true," said Danica. "He nust have cone in on Cadderly and the dwarves.
"Did you notice the bruises on his face?" said the druid. "It would seemthat he did not fare too
well in that fight."

Dani ca agreed quietly, thinking it best not to tell Newander that she was the one who had put nost
of those bruises on Rufo's face. "So Rufo did not slow them" Danica reasoned. "They have nade
their way to the cellars, and we nust be quick to follow"
The druid hesitated.
"What is it?"
"I amafraid for you," Newander admitted, "and of you

How free are you of the mist? Less than | was believing, by the | ook on your face when we cane
upon that one."
"I admt that, for all ny efforts, the mst remains,"” replied Danica, "but your words brought me
back under control, | assure you, even agai nst Kierkan Rufo. My argument with hi m goes beyond this
curse. 1'll not forget the way he has stared at ne, or what he tried to do to ne." A suspicious
| ook cane into Danica' s brown eyes, and she cautiously backed away from Newander. "Wy is
Newander, the druid, not affected by this thing? And what does Cadderly possess that frees him
fromthe influences of the red m st?"

"As for myself, | know not," Newander replied i mediately. "Your Cadderly believes | amfree
because there are no ridden desires in ny heart, and because | cane into the library after the
curse had started. | knew that sonething was am ss here as soon as | went to ny friends-perhaps
that warning has allowed nme to fend off the cursing effects.”

Dani ca didn't seem convinced. "I ama disciplined warrior," she replied, "but the curse found its

way into ny thoughts easily enough, even just now, though |I understand the dangers of it."
Newander shrugged, having no explanation. "That was your Cadderly's theory, not ny own," he

rem nded her.
"What does Newander believe?"
Again the druid nmerely shrugged.
"For Cadderly," he said a nonent later, "it was he who opened the bottle, and that al one m ght
have saved him Often in nagical curses, the bringer of the curse does not feel its sting."
Danica didn't really appreciate the value of anything the druid had said, but the sincerity in
Newander's voi ce was undeni abl e. She | owered her guard and wal ked out beside the man.
The kitchen still belonged to the gluttons. Several nore had fallen in an overstuffed stupor, but
others continued to wander about, pillaging the dwarves' well-organi zed cupboards.

Newander and Danica tried to keep their distance as they made their way toward the cellar door
but one fat priest took nmore than a passing interest in the beautiful young wonan.
"Here's a tasty bit still to be tried" he sl obbered between several thunderous bel ches. Rubbing
his greasy fingers on his greasier robes, he started straight for Danica.

He had nearly reached her-and Dani ca thought she would have to cl obber the nman-when a pudgy hand
grabbed hi mon the shoul der and roughly spun hi m about.
"Hol d!'" shout ed Headnaster Avery. "Wat do you think you are about ?"
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The priest eyed Avery with sincere confusion, as did Danica, standing behind him

"Danica," Avery explained to the man. "Danica and Cadderly! You keep away from her." Before the
man coul d make any apol ogi es, before Danica could try to calmAvery, the pudgy headmaster swung
across with his other arm holding a hefty Ieg of nutton, and cracked the of fending priest on the
side of the head. The man dropped in a heap and did not nove.

"But, Headnaster ..." Danica began

Avery cut her off. "No need to thank me," he said. "I watch out for nmy dear friend, Cadderly. And
for his friends, too, of course. No need to thank ne!" He wandered off w thout waiting for any
reply, gorging on his mutton and searching for new stores to raid.

Dani ca and Newander started for the fallen man, but the priest awoke with a start and shook his
head briskly. He wi ped a hand across the nutton-wetted side of his head, snelled his fingers
curiously for a noment when he realized the wetness was not his own bl ood, then began |icking them
wildly.

The two comnpani ons' relief when they reached the heavy, iron-bound cellar door dissipated as soon
as they found the portal barred. Danica worked at the jamfor a few nonents, trying to di scover
the source of the lock, while the druid prepared a spell.

Newander spoke a few words-they sounded el vish to Dani ca-and the door groaned, as if in answer.
Wyod pl anks warped and | oosened and the whol e door rattled to Danica's slightest touch

When the druid' s spell was conpl eted, Danica went at the door nore forcefully. It no longer fit
neatly on any side, though the |ocking bar remained firmy in place behind it.

Dani ca spent a |long nmonent in deep concentration, then | ashed out with her open palm Her bl ow
woul d have dropped any man, but the door was very old, of ancient oak, and very thick, and the
punch had little effect. This portal had been constructed for defense in the earliest days of the
library. If a goblin raid ever overpowered the outside defenses, the priests could retreat to the
cellars. It had only happened twice in the history of the library, and both tinmes, the oaken door
had stopped the intruders. Neither the flames of goblin torches, nor the weight of their crude
battering ranms had broken through, and now, Danica, for all her power and training, was sinply
over mat ched.

"It appears that Cadderly and the dwarves will have to get the task finished without our help,"
Newander renmarked grimy, though there was a hint of relief in his voice.

Dani ca was not so willing to surrender. "Qutside," she ordered, starting back across the kitchen
"There may be a wi ndow, or sone other way down."

Newander did not think her hopes |ikely, but Danica hadn't asked for, or even waited to hear, his
opi nion. Reluctantly, the druid shrugged and ran to catch up with her

They split up just outside the double doors, Danica searching along the base of the wall to the
sout h, Newander going north. Danica had gone only a few steps when she was joined by a wel coned
friend.

"Percival,"” the woman said happily, glad for the distraction as the white squirrel peered over the
edge of the roof right above her, chattering excitedly. Danica knew i medi ately that sonethi ng was
bothering the squirrel, but while she could sonetinmes figure out the connotations of a few of
Percival's basic cries, she could not begin to follow his wild streamof chatter

"Ch, Percival!" she scolded loudly, interrupting the squirrel's banter. "I do not understand."
"Surely | do," said Newander, coning up quickly behind Danica. To the squirrel, he said, "Do
continue," and he uttered a series of squeaks and clicks.

Perci val began again at once, at such a pace that Newander was hard pressed to keep up

"We may have found our way in," the druid announced to Dani ca when Percival had finished. "That
is, if we can trust the beast."

Dani ca studied the squirrel for a brief nonent, then vouched for him

The first place Percival led themwas the old work shed to the side of the library. As soon as
they entered, they understood the squirrel's noisy introduction to the place, for the chains stil
hung fromthe ceiling near to the back wall and droplets of blood had spattered the floor beneath
t hem

"Mul I'i vy?" Danica asked to no one in particular. Her question set Percival off on a new stream of
gossip. Danica waited patiently for the squirrel to finish, then turned to Newander for a

transl ation.

"This Mullivy," the druid asked, |ooking about with even nore concern, "might he be the

car et aker ?"

Dani ca nodded. "He has been groundskeeper of the library for decades."”

"Percival clainms he was brought here by another man," the druid explained, "then they both went
off to the hole."

"The hol e?"
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"Tunnel , he neans, as best as | can figure," explained Newander. "All this happened several days
ago, perhaps. Percival's grasp of time is weak. Still, it is remarkable that the squirrel can
recall the incident at all. They are not known for |ong nmenories, you know. "

Perci val hopped down fromthe shelf and raced out the door as though he had taken exception to the
druid's last renmark. Dani ca and Newander rushed to follow, Danica pausing to collect a couple of
torches that Mullivy had conveniently stocked in the work shed.

It seened as if Percival was al nbst playing a deliberate game with themas they tried to foll ow
his darting novenents along the broken ground and rough underbrush south of the library. At last,
after many wrong turns, they caught up to the squirrel along a ridge. Below them under an
overhang thick with brush, they saw the ancient tunnel, heading into the nountain in the genera
direction of the library.

"This might not get us anywhere near the cellars we are seeking," Newander offered.

"How long will it take us to get through the door in the kitchen?" Danica asked, nostly to rem nd
the druid of their lack of options. To accentuate her point, she | ed Newander's gaze to the west,
where the sun was al ready di sappeari ng behind the high peaks of the Snowfl akes.

Newander took a torch fromher, uttered a few words, and produced a flane in his open palm The
fire did not burn the druid, but it lit the torch, and then |lit Danica's torch, easily enough

bef ore Newander extinguished it.

They wal ked in side by side, taking note that there were indeed prints in the dust on the tunne
floor-boot prints, possibly, though nost were scraped away in a nmanner that neither of them could
expl ai n.

Nei ther of themrealized that zonbies dragged their feet when they wal ked.

Ceneral Druzil

Ivan wi ped a line of blood fromhis brother's neck. "Druid?" Ivan asked, and there now remai ned
little sarcasmin his tone. Pikel's wild fighting obviously had inpressed Ivan, and the dwarf had
no way of knowi ng how much nore there was to being a druid than barking animal noises during a
fight. "Maybe that'd not be so bad." Pikel nodded gratefully, his snile w de under his | ow hanging
hel met .

"Where do we go from here?" |Ivan asked Cadderly, who was | eaning quietly against the wall.
Cadderly opened his eyes. This passage was new to himand the fight had agitated him Even
concentrating on the dripping water did little to help himget his bearings. "W went nostly

west," he offered tentatively. "W have to cone back a-round ..."

"North," Ivan corrected, then he whispered to Pikel, "Never nmet a human who could tell his way
under ground, " whi ch brought a chuckle from both dwarves. "Watever the direction,” Cadderly went
on, "we have to get back to the original area. W were close to our goal before the attack. | am

certain of that."

"The best way back is the way we ran," reasoned |van

"Uh oh," nuttered Pikel, peeking around the coner to the passage behind them

Cadderly and Ivan didn't miss the dwarfs point, and they understood even nore clearly a second

|l ater, when the now famliar scraping-scuffing sound of approaching bony feet came from beyond the
bend.

Ivan and Pi kel clasped their weapons and nodded eagerly- too eagerly, by the young scholar's
estinmation. Cadderly noved quickly to quench the battle-fires burning in their eyes. "W go the
other way," he ordered. "This passage nust have another exit, just like all the others, and no
doubt it connects to tunnels that will allow us to get behind our pursuers.”

"Ye fearing a fight?" bal ked Ivan, narrowing his eyes with contenpt.

The dwarfs suddenly gruff tone alarmed Cadderly. "The bottle,” he rem nded Ivan. "That is our
first and nost inportant target. Once we close it, you can go back after all the skel etons you
desire." The answer seened to appease lvan, but Cadderly was hoping that once they had cl osed the
bottl e and def eated whoever or whatever was behind this whole curse, no further fighting would be
necessary.

The corridor went on for a long way with no side passages, and no al coves, though sone areas were
lined by rotted crates.

When they at last did see a turn up ahead, a bend that went back the sanme way as the one they had
| eft behind, they were greeted once again by the scraping-scuffling sound. Al three glanced at
each other with concern; lvan's glare at Cadderly was not conplinentary.

"We | eft the others far behind," the dwarf reasoned. "This nust be a new group. Now they're on
both sides! | told ye we should ve fought them when we coul d!'"

"Turn back," Cadderly said, thinking that perhaps the dwarfs reasoni ng was not correct.
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Ivan didn't seemto like the idea. "There are nore behind us," he huffed. "Ye want to be fighting
bot h groups at once?"

Cadderly wanted to argue that perhaps there were not skel etons behind them that perhaps this
unseen group in front of themwas the sane as those they had |l eft behind. He saw clearly that he
woul dn't convince the grunbling dwarves, so he didn't waste the tine in trying. "W have wood," he
said. "Let us at |east build sonme defenses."

The brothers had no problemw th that suggestion, and they quickly foll owed Cadderly a short way
back down the passage, to the last grouping of rotted crates. lIvan and Pikel conferred in a
private huddle for a nonent, then swept into action. Several of the boxes, weakened by the
decades, fell apart at the touch, but soon the dwarves had two shoul der-high-to-a-man and fairiy
solid lines running out fromone wall, formng a corridor too narrow for nore than one or two

skel etons to cone through at a tine.

"Just get yerself behind me and ne brother,"’
wal ki ng bones than that toy ye carry!”

By then, the scuffling was quite loud in front of them and Cadderly coul d detect sonme novenent
just at the end of his narrow |ight beam The skeletons did not advance any farther, though

"Have they lost the trail?" Cadderly whispered.

I van shook his head. "They know we're here," he insisted.

"Way do they hold back?"

"Uh oh," npaned Pi kel .

"Ye're right," Ivan said to his brother. He | ooked up at Cadderly. "Ye should' ve left the fighting
to us,” he said. "Be keeping that thought in yer head in the future. Now they're waiting for the
other group, the one we shouldn't have |left behind us, to catch up."

Cadderly rocked back on his heels. Skeletons were not thinking creatures. If Ivan's appraisal was
correct, then sone one, or sonething, else was in the area, directing the attack

Shuffling noises proved the dwarves' guess right only a few nonents |ater and Cadderly nodded
grimy. Perhaps he should have left the fighting decisions to his nore seasoned conpani ons. He
took up his appoi nted position behind the dwarven brothers, not sounding his concerns that the
undead seened to have sone organi zation

The skel etons canme at themin a rush, a score fromone side and at |east that nany fromthe other,
and when they found the single opening to get at their living enenies, they banged agai nst each
other trying to get in

A single chop fromlvan's axe dispatched the first one that made its way down. Several nore
followed in a tight group, and |Ivan backed away and nodded to his brother. Pikel |owered his dub
like a battering ramand started punping his legs frantically, building nonentum Cadderly grabbed
the dwarf's shoul der, hoping to keep their defensive posture intact, and it was |Ivan, not Pikel
who knocked his hand away.

"Tactics, boy, tactics," lvan grunbled, shaking his head incredulously. "I told ye to | eave the
fighting to us."

Cadderly nodded again and pul | ed back

Pi kel sprang away, battering into the advancing skeletons |ike some animated ballista mssile.
Wth the general junble of bones, it was hard to determ ne how nmany skel etons the dwarf actually

I van instructed Cadderly. "We're better for snashing

had destroyed. The inportant factor was that many nore still renained. Pikel wheel ed about quickly
and cane rushing back, one skeleton right behind him
"Down!" lvan yelled and Pi kel dove to the ground just as lvan's great axe sw ped about, bashing

Pi kel's pursuer into little pieces.

Cadderly vowed then to let the dwarves handle any future battle arrangenents, hunbling hinself to
the fact that the dwarves understood tactics far better than he ever coul d.

Anot her smal | group of skeletons canme on, and lIvan and Pi kel used alternating attack routines,
each playing off his brother's feints and charges, to easily defeat them Cadderly rested back
against the wall in sincere adnmiration, believing that the brothers could keep this up for a I ong,
long tine.

Then, suddenly, the skel etons stopped advancing. They milled about by the entrance to the crate
run for a nonment, then systenmtically began dismantling the piles.

"When did those things learn to think?" asked a disbelieving |van

"Sonething is guiding them" Cadderly replied, shifting his |ight beamall about the passage in
search of the undead | eader.

* * k% *x %

No light could reveal Druzil's invisibility. The inp watched inpatiently and with growi ng concern

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/R.%...The%20Cleric%20Quintet%201%20-%20Canticle.txt (84 of 116) [10/18/2004 5:23:03 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files/eM ul e/l ncomi ng/R.%20A .%20Sal vatore%620-%20The%20Cl eri c%20Quintet%201%620-%20Canticl e.txt

Counting the skeletons back in the earlier passages, these three adventurers had destroyed nore
than hal f the undead force.

Druzil was not normally a ganbling creature, not when his own safety was concerned, but this was
not a normal situation. If these three were not stopped, they eventually would get into the altar
room Wo could guess what kind of damage the two wild dwarves night cause in there?

Yet, it was sonething about the human that bothered Druzil nost of all. H s eyes, the inp thought,
and the careful and cal cul ating way he swept his |light beam reninded Druzil pointedly of another
power ful and dangerous human. Druzil had heard of dwarven resistance to all nagic, even potent
ones such as the chaos curse, so he could understand how the two had found their way down, but
this human seened even nore cl ear-headed, nore focused, than his conpanions.

There could be only one answer: this one had been Barjin's catalyst in opening the bottle. Barjin
had assured Druzil that he had put spells on the catalyst that would keep the man from renmenbering
anyt hing and from posing any threat. Had Barjin, perhaps, underestimted his foe? That possibility
only increased Druzil's respect for Cadderly.

Yes, the inp decided, this human was the true threat. Druzil rubbed his hands together eagerly and
stretched his wings. It was tinme to end that threat.

* k* *x * %

"We've got to charge thembefore they rip it all down!" Ivan decl ared, but before he and Pike
coul d nove, there cane a sudden rush of wind

"Co!" Pikel yelled, instinctively recognizing the sound as an attack. He grabbed the front of
Cadderly's tunic and pulled himto the ground. A split second later, Pikel yelped out in pain and
grabbed at his neck.

The attacker becane visible as it struck, and Cadderly, though he didn't recogni ze the creature
precisely, knew it was a denizen of the |ower planes, sone sort of inp. The bat-w nged thing flew
off, its barbed tail trailing behind, dripping Pikel's bl ood.

"Me brother!" shouted |Ivan, but, though Pikel seenmed a bit dazed, he warded off Ivan's attenpts to
see to his wound.

"That was an inp," Cadderly expl ai ned, keeping the Iight beamin the direction the creature had
flown. "Its sting is-" he stopped when he | ooked at the concerned brothers "-poisoned," Cadderly
said softly.

As if on cue, Pikel began to trenble violently and both Cadderly and Ivan thought he surely woul d
go down. Dwarves, though, were a tough lot, and Pikel was a tough dwarf. A nonment |ater, he

grow ed loudly and threw off the trenbling in a sudden violent jolt. Straightening, he sniled at

his brother, hoisted his tree trunk, and nodded toward the skeletal host, still at work taking
apart the crate defenses.
"So it was poisoned," |van explained, |ooking pointedly at Cadderly. "M ght've killed a nman."

"My thanks," Cadderly said to Pikel, and he woul d have gone on, except that other things demanded
his attention at the noment. The inp had targeted him he realized, and it nost probably woul d be
back.

Cadderly released a |l atch on Percival walking stick and tilted the rami s head backward on
cleverly hidden hinges. He then popped off the stick's bottom cap, |eaving hima hollow tube.
"Eh?" asked Pikel, wording Ivan's thoughts exactly.

Cadderly only smiled in reply and continued his preparations. He unscrewed his feathered ring, the
one filled with drowstyle sleep poison, and showed the dwarves the tiny feather, its other end a
cat's claw dripping with the potent black solution. Cadderly w nked and fitted the dart into the
end of his wal king stick, then grabbed a nearby plank and wait ed.

The fluttering sound of bat wings returned a nonent |ater and both dwarves hoi sted their weapons
to defend. Cadderly had anticipated that the inp would be invisible again. He determ ned the
general direction of the attack and, when the flapping grew near, tossed out the plank

The agile inp dodged the heavy board, just nicking it with one wing tip as he passed. Wile the
hit hadn't done any real damage, it did cost Druzil dearly.

Wth his wal king stick blowgun held to pursed |lips, Cadderly registered the sound of the nick

ai med, and puffed. A slight thud told himthat the dart had struck hone.

"Oo oi!" Pikel squealed in glee as the invisible inp, stuck with a quite visible dart, fluttered
overhead. "Oo oi!"

* * % *x %

Druzil wasn't sure if he or the corridor was spinning. Wichever it was, he knew, sonmewhere in the
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back of Percival dreany thoughts, that it was not a good thing. Normally poisons woul d not affect
an inp, especially on a plane of existence other than its own. But the cat's-claw dart that had
struck Druzil was coated in drow sl eep poison, which was anong the nbst potent concoctions in all

t he worl d.

"My skeletons,” the inp whispered, renenbering his comand, and feeling that he was sonehow needed
in sone distant battle. Druzil couldn't sort it out; all he wanted to do was sl eep

He shoul d have | anded first.

He bit the wall before he realized that he was flying, and fell with a heavy groan. The concussi on
shook a bit of the slunmber from himand he renenbered suddenly that the battle was not so distant
and that he was indeed needed ... but the thought of sleep felt so nuch better.

Druzil kept enough of his wits about himto get out of the open corridor. Hi s bones crackled in
transformation, leathery skin ripped and reshaped. Soon he was a |arge centipede, invisible still,
and he slipped in through a crack in the wall and let the slunmber overtake him

* * % % %

When Druzil fell, so did any senbl ance of organization in the skeleton forces. Now the inp's
intrusions into the undead creatures' predeterm ned commands worked agai nst the skel etons, for
they were not thinking creatures and their original course had been seriously interrupted.

Sone skel etons wandered ai m essly away, others hung their bony arns down by their sides and stood
perfectly still, while others continued their nethodical dismantling of the crate barricades,

t hough they no longer followed any purpose in then-actions. Only one group remai ned hostile,
rushi ng down the narrow channel at Cadderly and the dwarves, their arns reaching out eagerly.
Ivan and Pi kel nmet them squarely with powerful chops and straightforward thrusts. Even Cadderly
managed to get in a few hits. He stood behind Pikel, knowi ng that Ivan's antlers probably would
foul his spindle-disks. Pikel was only about four feet tall, with another few inches added for the
pot helnet, and Cadderly, standing at six feet, snapped off shots whenever the dwarfs cl ubbing
maneuvers al | owed hi m an openi ng.

At Cadderly's suggestion, they worked their way down the channel, |eaving piles of bones in their
wake. The inmp had been controlling the skel etons, Cadderly realized, and with the inp down-
Cadderly had heard it hit the wall-Cadderly suspected that the nonsters would take little
initiative in the fight.

Wth the one attacking group dispatched, |Ivan and Pi kel nobved cautiously toward those breaking
down the barricades. The skeletons offered no resistance, didn't even | ook up fromtheir work, as

the dwarves smashed theminto bits. Sinmilarly, those skeletons still remaining in the area, those
standing still and showi ng no signs that they had even been aninmated, fell easy prey to the

dwar ves.

"That's the lot," Ivan announced, blasting the skull fromthe | ast standing skel eton, "except for

those that are running away. We can catch them "

"Let them wander," Cadderly offered.

Ivan glared at him

"We have nore inportant business,"” Cadderly replied, his words nore a suggestion than a comand.
He noved slowy toward where the inp had crashed, the dwarves at his side, but found no sign of
Druzil, not even the feathered dart.

"Whi ch way then?" asked an inpatient |van

"Back the way we cane," Cadderly replied. "I will have an easier tine finding the altar roomif we
return to tunnels I know. Now t hat the skel etons have been defeated "

"QOo!" chirped Pikel suddenly. Cadderly and Ivan | ooked around anxiously, thinking another attack

i mm nent .

"What do ye see?" asked lvan, staring into the enpty distance.

"Oo!" Pikel said again, and when his brother and Cadderly | ooked back at him they understood that
he was responding to no outside threat.

He was trenbling again

"QOo!" Pikel clutched at his chest and went into a series of short hops.

"Poi son!" Cadderly cried to Ivan. "The excitenent of battle allowed himto fight it off, but only
tenporarily!"

"Oo!" Pikel agreed, scratching furiously at his breastplate, as if he were trying to get at his
heart .

Ivan ran over and grabbed himto hold himsteady. "Ye're a dwarf!" he yow ed. "Ye don't go falling
to poison!"”

Cadderly knew better. In the sane book he had found the drow reci pe, he had read. of nany of the
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Real ms' known poi sons. Near the top of the potency list, beside the deadly sting of a wvern's
tail and the bite of the dreaded two-headed anphi sbaena snake, were |listed several poisons of

| ower pl ane deni zens, anobng themone fromthe tail stingers of inps. Dnarves were as resistant to
poison as to magic, but if the inp had hit Pikel solidly

"Oo!" Pikel cried one final tinme. His trenbling nocked |Ivan's desperate efforts to hold hi msteady
and, with a sudden burst of power, he threw his brother aside and stood staring bl ankly ahead for
just a noment. Then he fell, and both Ivan and Cadderly knew he was dead before they ever got to
hi m

Ghoul s

They had heard the call of the necromancer's stone; they had sensed the dead wal ki ng and knew t hat
a crypt had been disturbed. They were hungry nowthey were always hungry-and the prom ses of
carrion, ancient and new, brought them running, hunched | ow on | egs that once had been hunman. Long
tongues wagged between pointy teeth, dripping lines of dirty saliva along chins and necks.

They didn't care; they were hungry.

They came up along the road, darting in and out of the deepening afternoon shadows as they made
their way toward the large building. One man, a tall human in |long gray robes, was up there
ml1ing about the great doors. The |ead ghoul bent |ow over its bowed | egs and charged, arns
hangi ng | ow, knuckl es draggi ng on the ground, and fingers twitching excitedly.

Long and filthy fingernails, as sharp and tough as a wild aninmal's claws, caught the unsuspecting
priest on the shoulder. Hi s agonized cries only increased the frenzy. He tried to fight back, but
the chill of the diseased, ghoulish touch deadened his linbs. His features |ocked in a horror-
filled, paralyzed contortion, and the pack fell over him tearing himapart in seconds.

One by one, the ghouls drifted away fromthe devoured corpse, toward the great doors and the

pronmi se of nore food. But each of themveered away, shielding its eyes with raised arns as it
approached, for the doors were bl essed and heavily warded agai nst intrusions by undead creatures.
The ghoul s wandered about for a monent, hungry and frustrated, then one of them heard the call of
the stone again, to the south of the structure, and the pack swept off to find it.

* * k% *x %

It was a danp place, with pools of nuddy water dotting the earthen floor and nossy vines, covered
by craw i ng things, hanging fromthe evenly spaced support beans. Danica noved cautiously, the
torch far out in front of her, and she kept as far fromthe sinister-looking noss as possible.
Newander was | ess concerned with the hanging strands, for they were a natural growh, as were the
insects crawing over them and so were within the druid' s real mof understanding. Still, though
Newander seemed even nore anxi ous than Danica. He stopped several tinmes and | ooked around, as if
he was trying to | ocate sonethi ng.

Finally his fears infected Danica. She noved beside him studying himclosely in the torchlight.
"What do you seek?" she asked bluntly.

"I sense a wongness," Newander replied cryptically.

"An evil?"

"Your Cadderly told nme of undead nonsters wal king the crypts,” Newander explained. "Now | know he
was telling ne true. They are the greatest perversion of nature's order, a wong upon the earth
itself."

Dani ca coul d understand why a druid, whose entire |ife was based on natural order, m ght be
sensitive to the presence of undead nonsters, but she was anazed that Newander could actually
sense they were nearby. "The wal ki ng dead have passed this place?" she asked, fully trusting that
1ms answer woul d be correct.

Newander shrugged and | ooked around nervously again. "They are cl ose about,’
cl ose. "

"How can you know?" Danica pressed.

Newander | ooked at her curiously, confusedly. "I... | cannot,'
"The curse?" Dani ca wondered al oud.

"My senses do not lie to nme," Newander insisted. He spun about suddenly, back toward the tunne
entrance, as if he had heard sonet hing.

Just an instant later, Danica junped in surprise as a screech sounded fromthe tunnel entrance,
now no nore than a gray blur far behind. She recognized the cry as Percival's, but that fact did
not calmher, for even then the hunched forns appeared at the entrance, the sound of their hungry
sl obbers carrying all the way down to the worman and the druid.

he replied, "too

he stammered, "and yet | do."
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"Run, Danica!" Newander cried and turned to go.

Dani ca did not nove, unafraid of any eneny. She saw ei ght nan-sized shapes distinctly, though she
had no idea if they were priests fromthe library or nonsters. Either way, Danica saw no advantage
in stunbling down the tunnel, perhaps running into a waiting eneny and having to fight both foes
at the sane tinme. Also, Danica could not ignore Percival. She would fight for the white squirre

as surely as she would fight for any friend.

"They are undead," the druid tried to explain and, even as he spoke the words, the rotted ghou
stench filled their nostrils. The odor told Newander much about their eneny, and his desire to
flee only increased. It was too |ate, though. "Do not |let them scratch you,"” Newander advi sed.
"Their touch will freeze the narrow of your bones."

Dani ca crouched | ow, feeling the balance of the torch and tuning all her senses to her
surroundi ngs. Above her, Percival skittered along a wooden beam behind her, Newander had begun a
| ow chant, a spell preparation; and before her, the pack came on, hissing and sputtering, but

sl ower now, out of respect for the blazing torch.

The pack came to within a dozen running strides of Danica and halted. Danica saw their yell ow,
sickly eyes, but unlike those of a corpse, these shone with inner, hungry fires. She heard their
breat hl ess gasps and saw their |long and pointy tongues, flicking like a reptile's m ght. Danica
crouched even | ower, sensing their nounting excitenent.

As a group, they charged, but it was Newander who struck first. As the ghoul s passed under a
crossbeam the nobss cane to life. Like the vines that had held Danica to her bed, the noss strands
grabbed at the passing ghouls. Three of the creatures were fully entangl ed; two others scranbl ed
and spat in horrifying rage, their ankles hooked, but three cane right through.

The | ead ghoul bore down on Danica, who stood poised and unafraid. She held her unthreatening
posture until the very last nonent, luring the ghoul right in on her, so close that even Newander

I et out an alarnmed cry.

Dani ca was in perfect control of the situation. Her torch shot out suddenly, its fiery end

sl ammi ng the ghoul right in the eye. The creature recoiled and let out a shriek that sent tingling
shi vers al ong Danica' s spine.

She popped the ghoul in the other eye for good nmeasure, but the nove put her torch out of line for
a continuing defense. A second foe appeared beside the first, its tongue hanging low and its

wr et ched hands reachi ng for Dani ca.

Dani ca nmoved to punch it but renmenbered Newander's warning and knew that her own armis reach could
not match the taller ghoul's. Danica possessed ot her weapons. She threw her head backward
suddenly, so far that it seenmed she would tunble to the ground. Her continued bal ance caught the
still-advanci ng ghoul by surprise and brought an astounded gasp from Newander behind her, for
Danica did not fall. She pivoted her body on one leg, her other |eg shooting up before her and her
foot catching the charging ghoul right under the chin. The nmonster's jaw smacked shut, its severed
tongue dropped to the floor, and it stopped abruptly, hideous red-green blood and mucus pouring
fromits nouth.

Danica wasn't nearly finished with it. She dropped her torch and | eaped strai ght up, catching the
crossheam support, and snap-kicked one foot into the ghoul's face, sending gore flying. Again and
agai n Danica's kicks pounded it.

The third advanci ng ghoul had met equal punishment. Newander held his open pal mout before him and
uttered a few words to produce another ball of nmagical flame, sinlar to the one he had used to
fight the torch back at the tunnel entrance. As the ghoul came hobbling in, Newander |aunched the
fiery mssile. It hit the advancing nonster squarely in the chest and suddenly the ghoul was nore
concerned with patting out the flanes than attacking the druid. It had nearly put out the first
fire when another ball cane in, this one taking it in the shoulder. Then cane the third missile,
bursting into a shower of sparks as it hit the ghoul in the face.

Dani ca hel d her position on the crossbeam and ki cked one final tinme. She knew that she had snapped
the ghoul ' s neck, but the doomed creature nanaged to get a claw on the side of her leg. As it

fell, its dirty nail dug a deep in the down Danica's calf. Danica | ooked upon the wound in horror
feeling the paral yzing touch taking hold of her. "No!" she grow ed, and she used all her years of
training, all her nmental discipline, to fight back, to force the chill from her bones.

She dropped fromthe beam and scooped up the torch, glad to learn that her leg could still support

her. Her anger controlled her now, part of Danica's discipline involved the know edge of when to

I et go, of when to | et sheer anger guide her actions. The ghoul with the burned eyes spun about
wildly, slashing blindly with its claws in its search for sonething to hit. Its nouth opened

i npossibly wide in a hungry, vicious scream

Dani ca grasped the torch in both hands and rammed it with an overhead chop down the ghoul's
throat. The creature thrashed wildly, scoring several hits on Danica's arnms, but the furious woman
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did not relent. She drove the torch deeper down the ghoul's gullet, tw sting and grinding unti

t he ghoul stopped thrashing.

Hardly sl ow ng, Danica tightened one hand and spun about, catching the ghoul battling Newander's
fires with a left hook. The blow lifted the nonster fromits feet and sent it crashing into the
tunnel wall. Newander cane on it in an instant, pounding with Percival oaken staff.

The fight was far fromover. Five ghouls remmined, though three were still hel plessly entangled by
the noss strands. The other two had worked their way free and charged, paying no concern to their
dead conpani ons.

Dani ca dropped into a | ow crouch, pulled her daggers fromtheir boot sheaths, and struck before
the nonsters ever got close. To the | ead ghoul, the com ng dagger probably seened no nore than a
sliver, flickering as it spun in the dimtorchlight. Then the creature got the point, as the
dagger buried itself to the hilt in its eye. The ghoul shrieked and teetered to the side,
clutching its face. Danica's second shot followed with equal precision, thudding into the
creature's chest, again burying to the hilt, and the ghoul tunbled, withing in the throes of

deat h.

The second chargi ng ghoul, not a fortunate creature, now had a clear path at Danica. The nobnk

wai ted again until the very last nonent, then sprang to grab the beam and her deadly foot flashed
out. The powerful kick caught the ghoul on the forehead, stopping it cold and snapping its head
backward. As the head cane back, Danica's foot met it again, then a third and a fourth tine.

Dani ca dropped fromthe beam letting the monentum of her fall take her down into a | ow squat.

Li ke a coiled spring, she cane back up, spinning as she rose and letting one foot fly out behind
her. The circl e-ki ck maneuver caught the stunned and battered ghoul on the side of the jaw and
snapped its head to the side so brutally that the ghoul was sent into an airborne sonersault. It

|l anded in a kneeling position, weirdly contorted, with its legs straight out to either side, its
l'ifeless body hunched heavily and its head lolling about, |ooking over one shoul der

Dani ca's rage was not appeased. She charged down the passage, issuing a single-toned scream al

the way. She put her right hand in a partial fist, extending her index and little fingers rigidly.
The cl osest noss-w apped ghoul, not Danica's target, nmanaged to free one armto |ash at the wonman.
Dani ca easily dove under the awkward attack, went into a roll right past the attacker, and came up
a few feet in front of the next ghoul w thout breaking her nomentumin the |least. She |eaped into
the air and struck viciously as she descended. Eagle Talon, this attack was naned, according to
the scrolls of G andnaster Penpahg D Ahn, and Danica worked it to perfection as her extending
fingers drove right through the ghoul's eyes, exploding into its rotted brain. It took Danica
nearly a mnute to extract her hand fromthe creature's shattered head, but it didn't matter, she
knew. This ghoul offered no further threat.

Newander, finished with his ghoul, started toward