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The revised, (not) annotated, and totally 

unofficial Galen timeline and story
Oh ? You say this title of this storybook  *does* reminds you of something ? 

Really ? Oh well… *mumble* 

My dear, I have to show you something, please come with me in this alley … 

You know, at first, we thought of calling this 

document the Book of Stories or the Book of Sufferings, … 

and we even considered the Book of Smirks for a short time, but… 

Hey ! Look there ! … *slash* !!!
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Painfully (but delightfully) compiled by:      Miss Evee Beiderbecke

Gratefully (if somewhat exhaustingly) assisted by: 
Sir Castor Ravenwood 

(Evee’s comment : In fact, Castor did all the work  ! I’m just the pretty face here…*smirk*)

(This unfinished book was put together by  Joël Paquin - Gotten Grabmal, summer 2002, with the great help of Jasper, Drinnik,  Shadowcast and Tiamat. I think it's a great adventure story combined to a story of friendship and love. Many characters can be used as NPCs in a campaign. Those wanting more information on the characters should read the Malodorous Goat Netbook.

All the intro text - except this note -  was written by Evee and Castor) 

​Barovia, December 10th, 756
Kind Kargatane Masters and Friends, 

We report that many sources were consumed to make this bloody golem: Igor the Henchman’s posts summarizing the story for newbies to the board were first used as a sturdy skeleton for the beast, then I fleshed it out by adding a story timeline I kept, and many many many more pieces of flesh, sinew and skin from dark and gloomy postings that I had precisely and bloodily cut-and-pasted.

(now I really know what the Midnight Slasher feels… and it is fun… heh heh …)

The beggining of the story is less  furbished because I took the habit of cutting a piece from everybody I met  only later as the story was well advanced…

We would like to thank our Kargatane masters for their never-ending patience with the creation of this internet “pet  golem” and for a metallic separator graphic we borrowed (Evee is a thief () from their site.  

What’s that ? Oh , yes … the beast can behave insanely sometimes, since it has as many body parts as there were players on the bar message board … … Sir, I told you that you shouldn’t pass your arm inside its cage … Now, don’t  annoy me for that missing limb …

Also, we have to confess our sins:  we cheated sometimes to speed up the creation of some parts of our little happy mindless beast, and, if the final results aren’t  always following the canon recipes (ex: teleport between domains), well, we really apologize … sincerely … (in fact, to tell you the truth … we don’t care, we had fun doing it and hope you will too when you will read it)

Also, some players left us in the middle of the game… some lucky did with all their body parts… some other didn’t … so we had to discretely dispose of their bodies … No, you don’t need to look too closely at this shepherd pie, it’s all good stuff !

For reference, for the dangerous freaks unable to stay out of the real life, if there is such a thing, I’ve put into parenthesis the actual real life time when some of those events happened.

Good reading, 

Love,

Evee Beiderbecke

Additional  Note from Castor: 

Evee did cover most of this, but I’d like to get my two coppers in—when she talks about this story being a beast, she tells the truth! It’s amazing how the story has grown over the past months (I wonder if Victor Mordenheim ever felt that way as he worked to create Adam…).

Between the two of us, we’ve tried to solidify threads and message posts from nearly two dozens different characters and villains into a single, cohesive storyline—and it’s for you to judge whether or not we succeeded. We also tried to correct any typos or grammar inconsistencies we came across… and in doing so we tried to keep to the same guidelines our Kargatane masters use for their netbooks—i.e., Americanized English spelling. 

We certainly hope no one is offended on reading, and we’d like to thank you all for your patience as the beast evolves. Um… careful. You might not want to get too close—evolution is a painful and dangerous process…

Castor Ravenwood
Another note from Evee: 

Just wanted to add after Castor’s comment that I had a hard time removing the 742 times the word “smirk” appeared in this document without having him noticing the change. Thank you.
Here we go… I guess we can name the following “introduction”, since naming it “Gerard” or “Nicole” would be confusing.
Introduction
The bar message board was introduced on the official D&D Ravenloft website, Secrets of the Kargatane (www.kargatane.com), at the end of year 2000.  

At first, the Malodorous Goat Bar had been used as a simple meeting place between characters, as if they entered a tavern in the city of Vallaki, Barovia (the Malodorous Goat Bar), and chatted for fun. Many people assumed the roles of monsters in disguise, staff of the Tavern, madmen, peasants, monster hunters, and others; who simply talked to each other for fun. 

One day however, something strange happened and it was the beginning of a quest that took much longer then any of us first thought …

This is the “Galen” story, one of many stories that were told on this message board. 

(and we take this opportunity to send a drink to the players from the other stories !)

September 1st, 756 


Around noon, as the conversations between various Malodorous Goat patrons began to wane, an important event occurred—an event that would act as a domino, leading to the storyline contained in this book. One of the patrons, a Kamui Densai by name, called everyone’s attention to a brown cloaked figure outside the tavern, racing directly toward the building. The slight snowfall made it difficult to discern any details about the figure, other than its quick movements. Several of the patrons made their way over to the window, and lost sight of the figure in a sudden blast of white wind. A moment later, the cry of an infant child pierced the air inside the building!

Turning around, the patrons were surprised to find a round bundle—similar in color to the rags worn by the figure they had spied outside only a moment before—with a mysterious child inside! The child appeared to be approximately two months of age, as humans reckon such things, with a dark shock of fuzz on its head and a slightly grey cast to its skin. (Jan 11th,2001; Evee’s comment: the baby was my idea, by the way. I’m now very sorry I started it all …)
Immediately the more soft-hearted patrons set to work making the child as comfortable as possible, while hoping to learn as much about the baby as they could. Careful examination showed the child to be unique—as it had no gender, neither male nor female! To make matters more confusing, the child did not seem to enjoy the warm milk it was first fed, but tore ravenously into some small chunks of raw meat with its tiny, flat teeth. It also was revealed that the child was impervious to harm by a mundane knife. 

Evee was the first to be at the baby’s side, so she is for some time under interrogation by the others: "No, kind sirs, I can assure you I have absolutely no relation to that ... baby thing... I never saw or heard of such a weird phenomenon in here! We saw a weird rolling "bundle thing" coming this way and then it unfolds and in the middle there's a baby! Without a bruise! Do YOU have an explanation for this? D'ya ever seen such a thing? " 

She looks at the baby and seems puzzled. "Also", and she lowers her voice, "Have you also noticed the strange ...look ... of that … baby?". She shivers and looks elsewhere. 

Some important discussions follows the baby’s appearance. It has sharp pointed teeth and eat only raw meat … Some (including the half-orc warrior Grigg Deadbreaker) wished to protect it at all costs, while others wanted to determine if the baby was dangerous and were willing to kill it if indeed it was. 

From the moment the onlookers saw something weird in the baby, Evee was quickly concerned, not at all at ease. When the possibility was discussed that it was a monster-like creature, she quickly was angered, but their was something sad also in her thoughts, something visceral and painful. Then the “taverners” saw Evee's sudden burst of anger in her face, and she puts her hand on the pummel of her short sword: "Hey, if it's a monster, we shall destroy it right now. Anybody have detection of evil as an ability, or a spell?. If it's a baby monster, and evil, we should destroy it before it ruins entire families." She quickly removes a tear in her angered eyes

Coming upon the conversation, Grigg wrenches Evee's hand away from her sword, turning her so that he can look her in the eyes, and he lifts her off the ground by the collar. When he speaks, his tone is even, but his eyes show only restrained anger. “You would kill a child ? … And only because he may be an 'evil monster' ?  I thank whatever gods who might be listening that you were not present at my birth.” 

Evee turns red form anger, then takes a moment to become calmer, with difficulty. She then say this to the half-orc, shouting some words: "My point is: IF this will grow as a MONSTER, a monster who could someday KILL people like YOU and me, it have to be destroyed. If this is a half-demon monster, it should be destroyed before innocent peoples dies …" The last sentence is whispered: " And no, I'd never touch the hair of an innocent child…" 

Grigg releases Evee with a slight shove, and continues, somewhat calmer. “The child deserves a chance. Find the child a home, watch it grow. Time will tell what kind of a soul it has. In the future we will discover who was right or wrong, but it at least deserves the chance to live and grow.”

Now turning to look at the baby in Friar Oscar's hands, it is painfully obvious from Grigg’s face that this situation is bringing about old, and painful memories for the half-orc.

Agreeing not to attack the child for the moment, the patrons conduct more tests on the child, including a psionic probe by the reluctant half-elf Castor Ravenwood. When he emerged from his mental contact with the child, he reported findings that raised as many questions as they answered—specifically that the child was curiously blank, as an empty vessel waiting to be filled with good or evil. Beginnings of a personality were evident, as were feelings of intense playfulness and an overpowering fear of sunlight. Speculations on the child’s origins ranged from half Shadow Elf to half-slaadi, as the former is harmed by sunlight while the latter seemed to fit the baby’s chaotic aura.
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The choice was made—by some patrons for the greater good and by others who simply had little better to do—to try to protect the child from harm, and perhaps return it to its parents.

Uncomfortable with referring to the child simply as “the child,” “the baby,” or “it,” the adventurers decided that a name was in order—something at once familiar, without being too gender-specific since the baby might grow up to be male or female. After discussing a few choices, the group decided to begin calling the child “Galen” (adding the little-used surname of “Vallaki” after the town in which the child was found).
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This event gave the "Bar" a whole new meaning. For the first time, a group of adventurers (some being monsters who wish to repent themselves) and villains (whom some of the players chose to assume) began roaming throughout the demiplane (no longer restricting their location to the Malodorous Goat Tavern itself); some wishing to protect the baby from harm, others to use the child for their evil plots… 

A group of very unusual characters (among them a kender vampire who is cursed to become good and kind, a unique half-fiend, an angel from the heavens, a wererat-hunter cursed with a cat-like appearance, and many more), who assumed the responsibility of protecting this special baby from harm and of discovering its true nature.

At first, the “Taverners” (as they later came to be called) consisted of: Brom Van Tassel (a pistoleer whose form seems to… flicker from time to time), Castor Ravenwood (a stoic swordsman with psionic abilities), Drinnik Shoehorn (the aforementioned kender vampire), Evee Beiderbecke (a young, short-fused pickpocket), Friar Oscar (a monk/mage from Mordent), Grigg Deadbreaker (an imposing but easygoing half-orc), Jasper O' the Nine Lives (the hunter of wererats), Javier Escargot (a near-emotionless fighter), Jeris Moralin (a young half-elven girl), and Trebor Minntt (the half-fiend, who appears as an older man wearing pink glasses).

Some more would join along the way … 

The group decided to go to Carnival, which appeared a mile or two from Vallaki at the same time as Galen’s arrival. Given the baby’s unique nature, Carnival seemed to be as good a place as any to start searching for information on the amazing infant. 

The “kind” Dr St Saens doesn’t come with us, as he said he had previous problems with Isolde… (January)
At the Carnival, the group is toured by Mr. Gris-Gris, who invites them to his wagon. It is a small thing, with huge strands of beads, herbs, and bottles hanging everywhere, and painted a dark red and purple, in a completely different pattern than the wagons near it. In bright yellow letters on the side, the words are painted "Mr. Gris-Gris's Magic Medicine Show". A pair of puppets hang next to it. 

Mr. Gris-Gris reaches the wagon, and checks the pot. "Welcome to my humble abode. It's not much I admit, but it serves as home, transportation, and storage. The stew should be ready in a little while-- it just needs to simmer a bit more." 

The tour resume. Mr. Gris-Gris claps his hands together. "As a matter of fact, I have a pair of fascinating oddities to show you, from my days as an independent showman in the Magic Medicine Show, of Souragne." 

With that declaration, he heads to the back of his wagon, gesturing for the crowd to follow him. There lie two coffins. Mr. Gris-Gris heads to one of them, and begins to open the lid. "Behold, a vision of loveliness from beyond the grave! As fetching a spirit as any you'll encounter-- the Silken Spectre." 

With that, he flips open the coffin's lid to reveal a beautiful young woman, wearing an almost scandalously low-cut dress. She is so incredibly still, you almost think that Mr. Gris-Gris, in a truly morbid display of perverseness, has put a corpse on display. But then she rises from the coffin, with an eerie grace. Mr. Gris-Gris smiles at the crowd. 

"And now, the gorgeous ghost will dance before your very eyes." 

The Silken Specter begins to dance in a sensuous manner, causing more than a few of the male onlookers to blush. 

Gris-Gris takes off his hat, revealing the image of frowning sun undergoing an eclipse by a smiling moon painted on his bald head. "And now ladies and gentlemen, I will pass around my hat for donations while I unveil my next act-- the Beast to this Beauty-- the Terror to this Temptress--" 

With that he yanks open the second coffin, releasing a tall man with pale gray skin. His white eyes regard the crowd, completely without pupils. 

"--The Zombie! Come forward and shake his hand-- test out his unnatural strength! A wonder to see! Or for a few coins you may observe him as he submerses the Silken Spectre into a container of water for ten minutes!" 

Mr. Gris-Gris beams at the crowd. "Any takers?" 

Suddenly, the Silken Spectre stands beside Mr. Gris-Gris. Her motions are completely silent. She makes a sweeping gesture towards the puppets. Mr. Gris-Gris slaps his hand across his forehead. 

"That is right! I am sorry my friends, but I must prepare for tonight. It is most important-- tonight I am premiering a new puppet play. It is a little tale on mortality that I have chosen to call--" 

With that he unfurls a great poster from under his arm: "DEATH AND THE MAIDEN!" 

He glances at the crowd eagerly. 

"I hope you can all attend-- it is a most exquisite piece of work. I can take you to the Performer's Pit, to meet some of them before the show, but then I must leave you to make my own preparations." 

Mr. Gris-Gris leads the group to a section of the Carnival, roughly circular in shape. He turns to the group and gives a sweeping gesture. "Behold-- the Performer's Pit!" 

Within it lie six wooden tables, each capable of seating about eight people. About thirteen of the entertainers are there at the moment, some enjoying food, other, simple fellowship. At one table are seated an incredibly huge man wearing a mask, a scantily clad elf with a snake wrapped over her shoulder, and a small girl with what looks like grayish fur and a tail. They seem to be enjoying a meal together. 

Nearby, sit another group of Troupers playing cards. They are a pale man with icy white skin, and a thin covering of frost, a young rather serious looking woman, who holds her cards in one hand, a strange looking-- person, whose sex is difficult to determine, a woman with a group of tentacles in place of hands, a handsome young man, who seems utterly out of place there, visible in right profile, a pair of gentlemen, one who lack arms, and another who lack legs, sitting next to each other, and a man with a painted face, in a suit, who seems to be the dealer. 

At another table sit a grotesquely fat man, a fellow who looks like he has scales, and a short, hairy man with incredibly long arms. All wear the same expression of anger and self-righteousness, eating in relative silence. And at one table, sits a pale young woman with black hair, wearing a black dress and white shawl. On a closer look, she is not so alone-- about a hundred spiders crawl over her table, many of them covering her as well. She sits and glares at the rest of the Troupers. In the background, a long table covered with bread, jugs, and several steaming pots can be seen. 

Behind the table, some man is working busily, cooking up more food. His back is to the group, but they can see that though he is not incredibly tall, he gives off the impression of an impressive bulk. He moves to grab some ingredients with his right hand, which proves to be extremely large and deformed. His left hand is normal. 

As the group of “taverners” say hello to the performers, the pale, misty-breathed man playing cards glances up. Noting the “taverners”,  he shrugs and starts to turn back to the cards he holds in his grey-gloved hands. Before he can do so, however, his eyes lock with those of the dark-haired blademaster. 

Looking the warrior up and down, the pale man calmly places his cards face down in the middle of the table with a muttered word to his companions. He pushes back in his chair and walks slowly over to Castor, his black and gray-clad limbs moving with languid, albeit slightly jerky motion. 

Stopping a good four feet away from the blademaster, the pale man smiles slightly, causing looks of surprise among the other Troupers. When he speaks, his breath continues to frost the air in front of him, but his words are oddly laced with warmth and humor. 

"Somehow, Castor, I was afraid you would eventually reproduce," he says, the slight smile on his face becoming a full-fledged smirk. "Is the young lad there calling you Da-Da yet?" 

"No, Jack," Castor returns, an identical smirk on his own face. He hefts the child he still carries, giving the young one a good look at the pale man. The child stares at the stranger for a moment, then breaks into a big, toothy grin and a childish giggle. "He's a bit young for that yet, and I'm only one of the babysitters. But when he gets old enough, maybe you can teach him to play cards... or at least how NOT to play!" 

The two men chuckle, and Castor extends a hand to the man called Jack. He hesitates slightly, then offers his own gloved hand to meet it, looking quickly to Castor's face. The blademaster's smile does not change, nor do his eyes break contact. He moves his own hand up to clasp Jack's sleeved forearm, and the pale man does the same--it is the clasp of friends and comrades who have not seen each other in some time. A moment passes, and Jack's smile fades, replaced by a look of blandness. Releasing Castor's forearm, he turns to the rest of the visitors. 

"And who are your friends?" he inquires in a calm tone, pulling the gray scarf he wears closer around his pallid neck. 

Castor shifts the child to his other arm, and gestures to his companions, introducing each one. 

"And, everyone, this is Jack Frost, a good fighter, and a friend." 

This talk with Jack Frost brought the taverners not to even consider leaving the baby with them. 

“Do you think I always had blue skin, or that my breath always frosted the air when I spoke, no matter how warm it was? No! Though I’ve found my home and my happiness here at the Carnival, it means I can never leave. If the child stays here, it will be warped beyond what you can imagine—the Twisting leaves no one untouched! If you leave it here, it will never have a chance at anything approaching a normal life. Please, if you be good people, don’t take the young one’s chance away!” 

Later, Jeris say she is hungry and Tindal answers her : " well, if you're willing to spare a few coins, certainly-- and what's more, this meal will be prepared by one of the world's finest chefs, our own Daniel Sommersby, or, to use his stage name..." 

Tindal rushes forward, and gestures to chef. "--The Grotesque!" 

With that, the cook turns around with a dramatic flourish. The man is incredibly malformed-- his face uneven and swollen, with thick, lumpy skin, and thin eyes. His entire body is uneven and misshapen-- one arm huge and bulky, the other normal, a definite slant to his shoulders, and bowed, twisted legs. He gazes at the group for a while, then breaks out into a lop-sided grin, and then begins to speak. 

"Now then, what would exactly would you like to eat, miss? I assure you, I can make it for you." 
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The man's voice is mannered, and cultured. 

We also ask Tindal about the mysterious Doctor St Saens. The kind Doctor, as Evee nicknamed him, is a self centered, educated man. Some of his remarks were very cruel and he seem to delight in the pain of the fear of others. Since he told us he can’t go to the Carnival with us because of previous problems with Isolde, we take that opportunity to know more …

"Well, I'll try to keep this short. After the Doctor left the Carnival, I did some research on the man and let me tell you Georges, it was stuff you don't want to tell to your children." 

He stops for a second, then continues. 

"Anyway, it seems that Dr. Saint-Saens was a brilliant psychologist once-- a real miracle worker. Then one day, he snapped. Some say it was back at Mortigny, when he messed up a case. Others say it was when he worked at the Clinic in Nova Vassa, and one of the doctors there accidentally killed one of his patients. Anyway, it doesn't really matter when it happened, it just matters that it did." 

He looks over the crowd, a touch fearful. 

"You see, he got an interest in something he called alternate psychology. Now, to most people that sounds like meaningless gobbledygook, but for Dr. Saint-Saens, it meant how anyone who wasn't human thought. He started collecting specimen -- werebeasts, undead, all sorts of creepies. And then he started to study them. In his case, that meant exposing them to all sorts of things to figure out how their minds worked. The way I hear it, he drove more than half of them skurry." 

Tindal gulps at this. 

"I've met some undead, and let me tell you, anyone who can drive one of them nuts has got something seriously wrong with them. Somehow, the Doctor managed to cow most of the staff into going along with him-- quite a few of them were damn eager I hear-- and the ones who didn't-- well, they got to be subjects. Of course, as humans they were no good to him so he-- had them converted into more useful forms." 

He shudders, then hurries on. 

"Anyway, eventually one of the nurses escaped and went back to the Church of Ezra, who owned the place, and told them what was going on. She died shortly after that-- what the Doctor had had done to her, well, I won't go into specifics, but it wasn't very pleasant. The Church didn't take very well with the Doctor's, huh, use of their facilities, and so they hired a group of adventurers to evict him from the premises. Unfortunately, all that remained of the staff was on the Doctor's side by that point, and they turned loose the inmates on them. I have to feel sorry for those poor Georges-- fighting an insane vampire is not my idea of good time." 

Tindal pauses for a second, then continues. 

"Anyway, the party had a mage who was, let us say not as careful with his fireballs as he should have been. He set a group of barrels filled with lantern oil on fire, and-- well, you know what happens when you do that, right? Most of the people died in the blaze, but a few got out. But not the Doctor. The last thing anybody saw of him was him standing at one of the windows, staring at the people escaping. Seems he couldn't get out..." 

There is an awkward silence for a moment, then Tindal begins again. 

"Personally, I think the bastard deserved to go out like that. But that man going around calling himself Doctor Saint-Saens-- well, you don't survive a bonfire. I don't care how much of a scurry bastard you are. But like I said, the Doctor liked to experiment on-- well, what he called nonhuman subjects. Now we've got a Trouper here called Mr. ?, who, well he's a bit like Mr. Enk here, only more-- obviously unusual. Anyway, he's got a-- tendency to start thinking he's someone else. He's what gave me this idea. I think what happened is that he got some poor elf from Sithicus, and drove him mad, and now that elf thinks he's the Doctor. I mean, he hisses his S's-- and well, Sithicus elves generally don't have that good memories."

Unfortunately, the play from Mr Gris-Gris seemed to anger the leader of Carnival—the woman called Isolde—so much that the group of adventurers found it impossible to even speak with her about the child. 

Though the Carnival was not to be the “young one’s” home, it did prove most informative as far as the child’s lineage was concerned. Through various sources, one of them being a powerful wizard called Darrius Telkemnor, the group learned that this sexless baby was originally the son of an evil and powerful extra-planar entity calling himself the Huntsman (later referred to as Gwynnepnudd, or Gwynn, son of Nudd). This demonic figure appeared to be a horned man riding a mighty steed, surrounded by his fellow hunters (actually unfortunate victims he had slain and were thus doomed to serve him in the afterlife). Along with the Huntsman came his Master of Hounds (a giant though humanoid figure), and a huge pack of demonic hounds that never seemed to shrink no matter how many were slain. This hellish group as a whole was called the Wild Hunt. The Huntsman originally intended to use the baby as a magical tool to allow him a mode of escape from the Demiplane of Dread. 

However, matters got far more complicated when the spiritual essence (or soul) of the child was stolen from him by a night hag called Arianthne. Amazed by the soul’s power, the fiendish hag discovered she could not properly control it, and decided to hide it away inside a magical construct designed Darrius Telkemnor (while she masqueraded as his wife). This wizard, whose wife was in fact an Eryines from the Nine Hells, created the body of the baby using tissues of various donors, including himself (one of his ancestors being a shadow elf), his recently deceased child, and those of his wife as well. As the child was also a cross-breed between the demonic Huntsman and a shadow elf, Arianthne found the construct a perfect shelter for the child's unique essence. 

Meanwhile, these strange events came to the attention of another powerful and evil figure: Maximilian Hellspont, the famed Dweller in the Mists, who also sought escape from Ravenloft. Whoever he might be in truth, he took the appearance of a dwarf wearing an eyepatch that sparkles with reddish energy and carrying an ivory-handled walking stick (carved into the likeness of tormented souls and leading some to speculate that he is a powerful necromancer), as well as smoking a pipe. Thus, he too set on to find the child. 

Eventually, the child was lost, and the whole fraternity of darkness (the Huntsman, Arianthne, Darrius Telkemnor, Maximillian Hellspont) set out to retrieve it. In the meantime, the child mysteriously fell into the hands of the Bar patrons, who decided to protect him … 

Seeking to ensure Galen's future, the heroes decided that if leaving the infant at Carnival was not an option, then perhaps they could take him/her to an Athenian monastery in Mordent (where Friar Oscar came from) and give the baby over to the monks to teach and nurture. This idea (first advanced by Oscar himself) was seconded immediately by Castor and Grigg, who were also raised by such monks and vouched for the quality of life to be found there. 

While discussing this idea,  the group met both Darrius Telkemnor, (who did not make the best impression on them by demanding that the child be given to him at once) and Maximillian Hellspont, who at the time pretended to be a simple adventurer visiting the Carnival and who offered to take Galen on himself (claiming to have had extensive experience raising such “unique” children). The group also made the acquaintance of one Garudos Celestar, who claimed to be a human mage but was in actuality an angel, also attracted by Galen’s unique aura. It would later be revealed that Celestar had once instructed an old friend of Castor’s in the magical arts—a healer and wizard named Galen Frostmane, for whom the child Galen was named. 

Eventually, all the villains met up with the Taverners (as they came to be called) at the Carnival. An epic fight followed, the first involving the adventurers as a group (and the first to take place on the Bar message board). During this battle the hag Arianthe was defeated despite her powerful magic (which proved strong enough to combat even Celestar’s). However, before dying, the hag pronounced a dreadful curse upon the group, the specifics of which are reproduced below:

Interlopers, may you find that all matters which you seek closed are opened! And that all secrets you seek withheld are known! You would intrude upon my revenge? I will intrude upon your SOULS!

Thus, all those who openly participated in the fight (Brom, Castor, Darius, Drinnik, Oscar, Jasper, Javier, and Trebor) were condemned to see their most well-guarded secrets revealed and to have their dark sides slowly taking hold of their souls. The rest of the group (including Evee and Grigg, who were not present for the battle, and Celestar, whose angelic nature made him immune) would slowly begin to watch as their newfound friends changed for the worse. 
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The group spent their last Carnival hours at Mr. Gris-Gris wagon, promising Tindal and Isolde that they would move on as soon as the sun had set (since Galen was terrified of sunlight and Drinnik as a vampire was fatally vulnerable to it). Celestar took his leave of the group for the moment, sensing minions of Lord Strahd Von Zarovich coming for him.

September 2nd, 756

The group decided to travel to Mordent on the horses that Grigg had procured, in order to turn Galen over to the Athenian monks. Before they could set out, however, they received a magical message from Celestar, who informed them that in order to make his escape while in the city of Teufeldorf, he had been forced to cast a weather summoning spell that went out of control and created a huge thunderstorm.  The message suggested that the Taverners make for the Midway Haven Alchemical Observatory near Lake Zarovich. There, they could track the storm and determine when it would clear. Meanwhile, Celestar continue to head south, where he would later meet up with the group again in the musical land of Kartakass. 

Under a torrential downpour of rain, the group reached the Observatory late in the evening and sought shelter inside.  They were pleasantly welcomed by the Observatory crew, who were more than happy to allow them to come inside and wait for the storm to end. 

However, they did not have the chance for any such rest, because this is where the Zarovan Vistani seer Amelia Voronaev (or simply Amelia, for short) entered the story. This gypsy had heard of the child Galen (through means she later refused to divulge), and was sent to find him in order to learn more about his unique nature, as well as to perform a mysterious magical rite on the baby (the details of which the secretive Vistani also later refused to divulge). 

Upon arriving at the Observatory, Amelia began hammering at the door and shouting "Open up in the name of Strahd!!!” As might be expected, this did not exactly calm the weary group of travelers inside. All of them leapt to their feet, drawing weapons or preparing spells. Just before the Vistana burst the door open with her Evil Eye, two members of the group, Friar Oscar and Drinnik Shoehorn (who happened to be carrying the child at that moment) both magically teleported to the Barovia/Kartakass border with the baby. 

Amelia seemed to share Darrius Telkemnor’s gift for making bad impressions on the Taverners. Her arrogant demeanor, imperious manner, and willingness to proclaim her Zarovan Vistani heritage actually led to some quiet speculation that she might be a darkling. For some time, she berated the group, charging them that attacking a Zarovan was tantamount to attacking Lord Strahd himself. 

At this same time, Maximillian Hellspont and the Huntsman had a very intense meeting. Recognizing their strong mutual powers and their even stronger mutual wish to escape from the Demiplane of Dread, they struck a deal: if Hellspont could acquire the child, he would give it to the Huntsman, who, in return, would allow Hellspont to escape Ravenloft with him. The deal was recorded in a magical contract produced by Hellspont.

(small extract of that devilish contract: "CONTRACT FOR SERVICES WHEREAS, the entity known as Gwynnepnudd, the Lord Under the Hill (hereinafter referred to as "the Party of the First Part") desires to regain the essence of his child which is housed in the body of the child-construct (hereinafter referred to as "the Object") currently claimed by one Darrius Telkemnor, Lord of the Noble Family Telkemnor in the realm of Mordent (…)). 

"As you can see," Hellspont said as the Huntsman perused the document, "this merely ensures that you shall not be...less than forthcoming...with my payment once I deliver the child to you. I do not know how you plan to use the child’s essence to open the gate, so I must place great faith in the assumption that you can and will do so. As a token of good faith on your part, this contract provides assurance that you can and will deliver on your end of the bargain. Ah, but you need one of your minions as a witness." 

The Huntsman did sign the contract, as did his Master of Hounds as a witness. However, the Huntsman plotted to get to Galen without the dwarf's help, and by the same token to avoid sharing his prize with him. (February 15th)


Amelia suddenly declared that she could sense the Huntsman quickly closing in towards Galen, describing him as an "evil entity" she had seen in a vision. When the group learned that, it became urgent to find their friends in Kartakass before the Huntsman did. Though she had little respect for mere "giorgios", Amelia offered to take them through the Mists of Ravenloft, and thus catch up with their errant friends much faster than they could walk or ride. All agreed, some more hesitantly than others. 

The travel was a terrifying experience for the group, as the Mists fed on their worst fears and painful memories. Slowly the mists rose from the ground taking shapes only perceivable in corner of the eye. They began to swirl around the wagon, creeping into the finest of cracks. All those in the wagon saw their most beloved friends warped into crude mockeries of what they one were, there worst fears taken shape and given power. For each it was different—Jasper saw his father's skinned body turn to him and laugh as a swarm of rats erupted from his mouth; Trebor saw the fire of hell burning his skin, all his skills helping to only feed the flames; Brom (who it was later learned is a human trapped in the body of a doppleganger) saw thousands of mirrors showing all the hideous forms that he might become but not one showing his true form; Evee saw her brother, taken by dark creatures and devoured. The mist travel took longer then expected (as the Mists tend to warp both time and space) and the group did not arrive until after the next sunset (Feb 23th)
During the night, Drinnik and Galen met Celestar on the Kartakan side of the Barovia/Kartakass border. As the sun rose, the smaller group sought shelter in a cave for the day.

Meanwhile, in an isolated manor …

The Doctor St-Saens reaches a heavily locked stone door. He leads a group composed of a disguised illithid, Mo’Dahl, and two shape changing ones : a young witch by the name of Megan and Vasily.

A group of keys appear at the Doctor’s hands. "For the piece I want to show you has to be kept under the safest protections of course…Twelve locks, multiple wards, various protections…" 

He finishes with the locks, then waves his hand over the door, causing an odd sigil to light up. He pushes the door open. The keys have inexplicably vanished. "…And to top it all off, a spell to make teleportation and scrying into or out of the chamber impossible." 

He glances back at the group and gestures that they should follow. 

"It all sounds a bit extreme, but this is the original we're talking about. A copy would have been easy to get, but useless for my purposes. Azalin tried that once you--making a copy. Actually, a copy of a copy. That was a messy bit of business..." 

He rounds the corner. The dungeon is surprisingly temperate--it almost seems as if there is some sort of temperature regulation. "But the original was what I needed, nothing could change that. As several sources told me, the original had been lost for many centuries … even when found, the inevitable deterioration would make restoration necessary. Still, I persevered, and soon, success will be mine." 

The stairway ends at a small windowless room, dimly lit by a group of flickering torches. In the center lies a stunningly beautiful woman, in what looks like a glass coffin, her eyes fluttering weakly. Various other things can be seen around the room, in various glass containers. The Doctor moves towards her, and opening a section of the coffin, strokes her long, dark hair idly. The gesture seems somehow odd, and passionless, as if he were petting a prized dog. 

"Remarkable isn't she? There's still some work required, but it will be completed soon. I can't tell you what I went through to get her." 

He glances up, a reddish glow visible behind his glasses. "Her name's Tatyana." He savors each syllable, as if tasting a particularly fine wine. "The Lady Tatyana, beloved of Strahd. He slew his brother and bargained with Death to gain her, but found that in so doing, he lost her. She leapt from Castle Ravenloft rather than be his, cursing him the entire time. The Lady Tatyana, whose body was not found, and whose face has reappeared to taunt the Devil Strahd time and time again. Yes, she is exactly that Tatyana." 

He frowns slightly for a moment. "Well, actually she is most of her. Parts are...missing. Still, I will have them restored shortly, and then she will be all of her … and a few more besides..."

The Doctor laughs gently at a question Megan asks "You misunderstood me, my dear Megan. She is no Golem, no crudely shaped body sewn together. She was found as she was now. No, the parts that are... missing are more emphereal than a limb, or a heart. She is missing most of her...higher soul, I'm afraid." 

He pats the glass coffin lightly. "And this …it's not to preserve her, it's to restrain her. If I didn't keep her in storage, she'd be … active. Very active." 

He glances down at Tatanya again. "As for killing herself... I don't know if she could. She had been floating there, in the Mists, for some time when I found her. The experience has …altered her." 

The Doctor stands completely still for a moment. "Severely." 

"I have nothing to fear from Strahd. And as for what I am going to do with her--that it is easy. I'm giving Strahd the finest wedding present one can offer : a bride..." 

The Doctor smiles slightly. "In truth, I have unfortunately never met the man. But, as soon as my work on her is complete, I will arrange a meeting, and introduce the pair." 

He laughs softly at that. "It looks to be great fun." 

Mo’Dhal ask a question and Dr. Saint-Saens shrugs. "Why would I give him Tatyana ? Because I feel like it. What would I ask Strahd for, eh? I have as much power and life as I desire, I am perhaps one of the wealthiest men in the Land … my needs are few. I simply desire to give Strahd the thing he desires." 

He smiles. "For me, there is no greater reward than to see what occurs when a man's greatest wish is fulfilled..." 



​September 3rd, 756

Having arrived in the Kartakass woods, an argument ensued between Amelia and the rest of the group. Outraged, the Seer walked away into the woods, leaving the group and muttering about “insufferable giorgios” the entire time.

Perhaps half an hour after their arrival, the main body of the group quickly found their lost fellows, as well as Celestar. However, they are under assault by the Wild Hunt! 

The group’s second major battle followed, revealing how well they truly did work together. The fighters waded into the melee while the spellcasters unleashed a hail of magical fury. Though Grigg himself nearly unseated the Huntsman from his ghostly mount (a deed thought impossible) while Castor attacked the Master of Hounds and Javier defended the spellcasters from the endless spectral dogs, the group was still no match for the Wild Hunt. Slowly, the tide of the battle began turning against them. Thinking quickly, Jasper used a powerful amulet of dramatic death to teleport the group to safety, in Falkovnia, while creating the illusion of the group destroyed in a fiery inferno. Unknown to the group, the deed was a desperate one for Jasper, as it cost him one of his nine lives. 

Upon arriving in Falkovnia, the group learned that Jeris Moralin—the young half-elven girl—had been grievously injured in the battle with the Hunt. Indeed, her abdominal wound was so severe that her internal organs were protruding from her body. At this moment, Grigg revealed himself to be an accomplished combat medic, enlisting Castor’s and Oscar’s help in staunching the bloodflow and comforting the girl while he packed her organs back inside her body and sewed her up. Once her condition was stabilized enough to allow her to be moved, Jasper led the group to a brothel owned and operated by a tall woman named Willow'. Jasper and Willow seemed to know each other from the past, and engaged in whispered conversation while the rest of the group looked around… and noticed that Trebor wasn’t teleported along with them. But where could he have gone?

Amelia, in the meantime, decided to pursue the child in her own way, unhampered by the ungrateful giorgios. She summoned seven Mist Ferrymen, anchored to the medallion she wore around her neck. The group of spectral horrors included six “normal” ferrymen and one “Leader of the Pack” formerly known as Emil Griffton. Compelled by the Seer’s power, Griffton swore to serve her faithfully for 24 hours. As she dispatched them to complete the task she set before them, Amelia found the Mists rising around her, but not under her control or direction—a horrifying thing for any Vistani. The Mists transported her into the lair of Maximillian Hellspont, who planned to interrogate her for any useful information she might possess about the child he sought. The Vistani was amazed by his aura of power, that he—an obvious giorgio—could command the Mists so exactly.  When she stubbornly refused to talk, the Dweller in the Mists almost destroyed her. However, a shadowy figure appeared at his side and interrupted him. (March 7th)
This mysterious stranger claimed that he too, was interested in Galen, and proposed another partnership in return for escape from Ravenloft. Intrigued, Hellspont dismissed Amelia, teleporting her to Invidia… specifically within Castle Hunadora, occupied by the merciless, Vistani-hating Gabrielle Aderre. Though the gypsy broke her left arm in the encounter, she managed to escape through the Mists, which once again responded to her powers. 


What Hellspont didn't begin to guess, however, was that the shadowy figure before him was actually Trebor Minntt, who engineered this deception with Hellspont in order to discover his plans. Hellspont agreed to share the information he possessed about the child, under the condition that the shadow man would eliminate Darrius Telkemnor first. Never having had much regard towards the wizard, Trebor imprisoned Telkemnor in a thus-far-unrevealed location. Hellspont was pleased, but just as he intended to reveal his secrets, his magical senses warned him that Amelia had escaped his wrath and fled Castle Hunadora. He instantly departed his lair, and Trebor did the same. 


The other Taverners, meanwhile, had found shelter after Jasper convinced Willow to allow them to pass the day there. Utterly exhausted, most of the Taverners collapsed into bunks and fell into fitful sleep. Before doing so, however, the group was introduced to Brace, a large sapphire imbued with sentience and functioned as a sort of “psionic familiar” to Brom. Unfortunately, Brace proved himself a raving coward, terrified that he would be dropped, smashed, eaten, sold to gemcutters, or any of a dozen other horrible things. 

While most of the group slept, Drinnik spent his time brooding. Finally he awakened Evee and asked her to read a magical note he found (as he himself was unable to read). The young mage did so, but questioned the vampire about it, and Drinnik eventually revealed that he was once part of Lord Azalin’s secret police—the Kargat! The kender did seem somewhat remorseful about his past actions, at least to Evee, so the young mage warned him that while the group would allow him to continue holding Galen, they would be watching him closely, and would not hesitate to strike him down if he betrayed or endangered them.

After everyone awoke and Willow took them into the common room for breakfast, Jeris (who was still sleeping in order to recover from her wounds more quickly) was kidnapped from the bunkhouse by a shadowy, misty visitor. This happened at around the same time as Darrius Telkemnor’s own kidnapping by Trebor. On discovering that Jeris was gone, Castor flew into a rage (a side effect of Arianthne’s curse), blaming everyone else present for not protecting the young girl (though it was clear he blamed himself most of all). It took all of the strength and patience the hulking Grigg Deadbreaker could muster in order to calm him down. Finally, Castor collapsed against the wall, weeping. 

As they were about to depart, Emil Griffton, Amelia's misty servant, appears before the group and warns them Amelia had taken Jeris, as a hostage, and request Galen in exchange. The taverners refused Griffton’s request.


Heavy mists cloak the desolate moonlit moor, floating like disembodied spirits upon the night breeze. A large steaming cauldron rests upon a blazing. Hellspont and the ancient crone emerge from the mists. "Quickly," Hellspont directs the crone, "scry for me the Vistana wench's location. Something hides her from my Sight."

The wizened woman hunches over the steaming cauldron, staring intently into the bubbling surface with her sightless eyes. It is several long moments before she speaks. "The Vistana is within her Sanctuary in the Mists," she says in her young woman's voice, still gazing into the cauldron. "So. She thinks she can hide from me within the Mists, does she?" Hellspont asks. "She shall soon learn that the Mists can offer her little protection from me." With those words the dwarf strides into the mists... 

...and strides back out on the opposite side of the cauldron from whence he left!

"What is this?!?" he asks incredulously. "I am the Dweller in the Mists! What has thwarted me from my destination?" 

"I do not know, Master," the crone says, confusion evident in her voice. "Perhaps the Vistana is more powerful than you thought."


"No," Hellspont says coldly. "Only Eva is that powerful." Hellspont approaches the cauldron and gazes into its bubbling surface. "You can still scry into her sanctuary. Only my abilities seem to be blocked. Very well. I shall send some of my minions to deal with the Vistani seer." 

With those words, Hellspont turns and walks a few paces away from the cauldron. Standing upon a large rock, he faces the darkness and the mists, his silver-shod ebony walking stick held above him in outstretched arms. The red eye symbol on his eyepatch blazes with eldritch power as his summons thunders into the night:

ANNYSHAERA DUMAI, I SUMMON THEE!

TYROS SON OF LACTHYS, I INVOKE THEE!

MALATHOR MALATHORIAN, I COMMAND THEE!

THY SOULS ARE MINE FOR NOW AND ALL TIME!

HEED MY CALL AND ATTEND ME NOW!

The mists swirl as if blown by a hurricane. Three shapes coalesce from the mists before Hellspont. The first is a creature out of nightmare, possessing the torso of a beautiful woman attached to the body of a gigantic black widow spider. The second is a hideous man-beast with two slavering wolf's heads atop its broad shoulders. The third appears to be nothing more than a cloak blacker than midnight, with two red eyes glowing balefully from within its hood. The three shapes float upon the mists before Hellspont, their bodies seeming to ripple and shift from second to second as if they were nothing more than heat mirages.

"Hear me." Hellspont addresses the spirits, his voice low and yet loud as thunder. "The Zarovan seer Amelia hides within her Sactuary in the Mists, attended by mist ferrymen. Destroy her minions and bring her to me. At once." With those words, the spirits fade into the mists.


Amelia’s scheme was spoiled, however, as Trebor Minntt reappeared and warned Amelia that Hellspont intended to invade her Sanctuary in the Mists very soon. The other Taverners had already decided that Amelia could not be trusted anyway and refused Griffton’s request.

Through Grifton, none of what has been said to and by the taverners escaped from Amelia's ears. Still sitting upon the dark alter, she she is drawn into a deep reflection.
The Plane-Touched! Him all along, all along! It changes everything! Everything so well prepared crumbles to tiniest ashes! 

Is Hellspont coming for her? At this single thought, An icy hand of fear grabs her heart! She is cornered! Lost! Even her so carefully prepared defences are destined to fail! Cold sweat slowly claims her face. Nowhere to hide! How can it be possible?! 

Afraid, vistana? Afraid, you little seer girl? Afraid for your tiny little life? Trying so hard not to let go of your meaningless pride? We have played the Seer for quite some time and enjoyed it, didn't we? And now? Why, you little sweet thing, we have reached the end of the route, and what are you going to do of it? Game over!...


Her eyes widen at the words her own mind just invoked! So familiar a voice it had been! An image forms in her head. A little dwarf with a funny pipe, mocking her from the shadows.

No! She shall not surrender! It is not for that they made her Seer! No matter that she had been young, she had been capable! And she still is now! She will retreat, but not surrender! It is the only path! 

But how could she have missed the danger?! HOW!?

A knot that spawned another.


NO! Is that possible?!


A knot within another.

Yes, it is the only explanation! And this means that time, for once, plays against her!

As if awakening from a trance, she grabs the medallion, and shouts out orders: "Assemble all the charms! I am leaving!" 

A few seconds later, a ferryman appears before her, carrying a package of black tissue.


It is time for her to leave her sunken ship. The mists appear around her, the ground leaves her feet.

She concentrates her thoughts one last time on the image of the little dwarf. How she hates him! Now more than ever!

An unusually accurate giorgio saying comes in mind.

"Striking first is good. But striking last is better."

The mists carry her away.


A knot within the other...

Afraid for her life, Amelia appears before the adventurers, submitting herself before them, in exchange of protection. The group agrees, not without hard feelings. 

Trebor revealed how he came by this information—by consorting with Hellspont—the increasingly volatile Castor attacked him, stabbing him through the shoulder with his sword. Again, the other Taverners restrained him, allowed Trebor to explain why he had done what he did. 


Soon after, a patrol of the Falkovinian Talons arrived to storm the brothel—the impression was that somehow Willow’s “extracurricular activities” apart from running the brothel were not at all to the liking of Vlad Drakov. (March 16th). 

Most are talking about Willow’s girls as a treat after the battle, as per the suggestion of their leader… 

As the troops arrived, Trebor dispatched most of those still outside with a cloudkill spell while the rest of the group engaged those already inside in melee combat. 

As the fighters went after the general soldiers (including Oscar, who revealed impressive martial arts skills to complement his spellcasting abilities), Evee cast an invisibility spell on herself and moved out into the hall, to find the leader of the guards. 

Still silent and invisible, the young mage/thief scanned the hall, found nothing, and continued downstairs toward the main hall, moving with caution but not making a sound. These stealthy moments brought a smile to her face—when nobody could see or hear her, it made her feel like a ghost and she loved the stealthy sensation. 

Arrived at the bottom of the stairs, her eyes then sees her prey. The leader of the guard, unmistakebly identified by his uniform, is looking pleased of himself, and is waiting at the other end of the long hall, while his men search the manor. He picks his nose for a moment, looking absolutely uncaring of the battle noise up there. 

At this moment, one of Willow’s girl enter the house by a dide entrance, visibly not knowing what was going on inside. She is surprised from seeing the Captain there and she freeze. He laugh and jump at her, catching her arms and pushing her to a wall. “Now, where have you been, Miss”, he sneer. “I’m a Falcovnian Captain, you know." he says to her, while making himself look more imposing then he really is. "And I’m on a mission and I have the order to ... control everybody that’s in this manor.” Glancing at her with visible lust, and liking the way he holds her tight and powerless, he adds “I think I’m going to control you now. Come with me”. 

He then pull her toward a room nearby and throw her on a desk. “Do what you do to your clients”, he snarls. The girl is still frozen from fear and can’t make a move. The Captain then move his left arm in the air as he was going to hit her but he is surprised by a smooth voice, low, feminine, murmured, just behind him. 

The words he heard were “Die, bastard” and the contrast between the voice's tone and what it said surprised him and stopped his arm from hitting the girl. It is then that the point of Evee’s sword suddenly appeared, protruding from his left breast, through his heart, that was now having hard time to pump blood. 

His left arm still in the air, he looks incredulously at the short sword entering his torso, just under his left arm pit, and the womanly hands holding it. He falls to the ground and the last thing he hear is Evee’s sudden breath release, from the sudden effort of the backstab, and of rage. 

Evee look at the still body on the floor for a moment and spit on him. “Damned, I hate that kind”, she said to the girl with a calm, low voice. 

She then turns to her and smile. “The place is being invaded by Falcovnian guards. You better hide here for a moment, until we clean the place…” Still smiling, Evee then bow to the girl, winks at her and goes back in the hall, after having watched that no guards are there...

After the fight, the Taverners learned that Galen had once again been taken away—this time by a band of renegade psions linked to Brom’s past. The band consisted of Clarissa, their leader, a female half-elf; Bala Holiwrath, a female halfling; Oliver Dodger a male human; Modrin Daggerblade, a male dwarf; Sabine, a female elf; and Glimdar, a male gnome. 

"Has the lost one decided to rejoin the game?" Came Sabine voice from behind Brom. "It's hard to play without all the pieces."

All these mentalists were working for a psionic lich, and at their master’s behest they knocked Brom unconscious and stole Galen, disappearin through a magical portal. Later, Brom revealed that he was once one of them. 

After the battle, and while nursing Brom back to health, Trebor noticed a figure he recognized running quickly from the woods—Dmitri Stanislaus, another patron from the Malodorous Goat. After he arrived, Dmitri got into an argument with Willow, claiming that a second, larger group of Talons were in pursuit of him and warning her that she must leave, and quickly.

At this same time, unbeknownst to the rest of the group, Javier secretly followed the mentalists through the portal and knocked each of them unconscious. Using his unique abilities as a shadow walker, he slowly made his way through the Shadow Rift and back to Barovia, bringing Galen with him. 

Meanwhile, Friar Oscar used his magic to teleport to the mentalists, but he didn’t arrive until after Javier’s battle with them. Not finding Galen, and unaware of Javier’s actions, he then captured Clarissa and teleported to Mordent, where he hid in a ruined hermitage near his monastery. He planned on questioning her as to where Galen might be… but the hag’s curse twisting inside him made him willing to resort to quite unpleasant means of finding out the information.

Back in Falkovnia, Trebor found a faint trace of the magic portal through which the mentalists had fled. After studying the magical emanations for a while, the tiefling found a way to open the gate using a human finger bone as the “key” to the magical “lock.” However, he was unable to determine the destination of the portal, and he communicated what he found to the rest of the group. On hearing this, Celestar and Evee volunteered to go through the portal first, wherever it might go, and report back to the group. Willow and her girls appeared at the same time, apparently having taken Dmitri’s warnings about the approaching Talons to heart. If the Taverners found that the portal led to a safe place, they wanted to flee through it as well. As Willow herself put it, “Almost any place is better than Falkovnia… for us, at least.” 

To allow Evee and Celestar to report back what they find after going through the magical gate, Castor brought up the idea of establishing a psionic mindlink to Evee. She was understandably concerned about such an intimate connection and asked him to explain it to her.

“Well, not to oversimplify it, but linking minds together is much like harnessing two horses together--it will be as though I am right there beside you, wherever you are, and you are here beside me, as far as our communication goes. Again, I won't see or hear what you see or hear--you'll have to consciously describe everything for me to pass it on to the group”. For Evee’s peace of mind, Castor offered to structure the link so that the young mage could end it at any time by saying the word “severance” aloud. Fueled by Castor’s psionic headband, the link would last for some time without depleting the blademaster’s mental reserves. 

However, Evee’s concern was not for herself alone. While waiting with Celestar for Trebor to open the gate, Evee sneakily used the opportunity to scan Castor’s troubled mind:

One last thing, Evee “said” to the blademaster through their link. You did not answer me—if you probe my inner thought without me approving it, will I know it is happening ?

An average person would not know, Castor said soberly. Wizards tend to have more formidable willpower and more focused minds... so you might pick up on it if I were to go against my word. Which I won't. I promised.

Just before jumping in the gate, Evee replied, Castor, why did you think I would refuse to link my mind with yours ? The young woman then concentrated on Castor’s thoughts like the ESP spell she knew, probing the deepest she could without revealing it in her surface thoughts.

Most people I've known become very nervous at the thought of someone else intruding on their privacy, through magical scrying or mental powers. Even with someone you trust completely, it can still be frightening…And I wouldn't blame you for not trusting me completely... I wouldn't blame any of you for that. 

As Evee concentrated, looking for more information in Castor's thoughts, she was able to pick up his anxiety, along with the following broken thoughts: How long can I…Too dangerous…Hurt people…Not what they think…Cursed…Danger to others…Leave the group…For their safety…Losing self…After a moment, his surface mind became silent… 


After arriving on the other side of the gate, Evee and Celestar learned that they were in the land of Lamordia, near a shrine or cottage of some sort in the shadow of the Sleeping Beast mountain range. Surveying the bodies of the unconscious mentalists sprawled on the ground before them, Evee sent Castor periodic updates about what they had found. So it seems it is OK here…We did not fall in to a trap or anything… Neither Celestar or me have detected anything out of the ordinary… No magic here… The mentalists are there, unconscious. Except that their chief, that half-elf lady is not there... So we do not know what happened… Might be a good idea for the rest of the group to come this way… 

Evee then used the physical distance between Castor and herself to probe even deeper in her questioning about his anger. After a long few moments, Castor made a difficult request of her: I must ask you a favor, Evee... Oscar mentioned something about a curse before he left... and I don't think it's coincidence that he and Trebor and I have been looking and acting differently since our fight with Arianthne. I ask you this: if at any time you think I might really lose control of myself and hurt anyone in the group... do something. Cast a spell that will paralyze me, or teleport me away, or put me to sleep, or something. And if magic won't work... steel usually does. Please promise me.  Evee hesitated, but agreed… and this exchange formed the basis for a closer emotional link between the two…

As they “talk,” Evee and Celestar moved to explore the cottage, which Celestar determined was less than two miles from a small village he remembered as… Verlorenshaus?

Suddenly, a voice came from behind Celestar and Evee. "Ooh... the King will be upset to find the Queen in check." Whipping around, Evee and Celestar were surprised to see the elf standing, no longer bound. Sabine walked forward staring intently at Evee, who was currently drawing her short sword. "The King doesn't like to lose pieces." Sabine sighed. "They are ever so difficult to find under the floor boards. Especially when rats move them around. Isn't that right..." Sabine scrunched up her nose, as though reading small print in the dark. "Evee?" 

Evee started, sparing a quick glance at her angel companion. "How did you know my-" She started to ask, when Sabine jumped in with more. 

"Poor brother, home with others while you risk your turn in the game. Sad, sad, sad." Sabine sat down on a nearby chair. "You have questions about the rules? It is no fun to play if you don't know the rules."

Evee's eyes widened as the elf spoke of her brother. "What game ? What rule ? What is this ..." Evee tried desperately to keep the elf woman talking while she mentally contacted Castor. Quick! One of the mentalists has awaken and she is babbling nonsense. 

As she did, Sabine cocked her head to one side and looked Evee in the eye. The young mage gasped in pain. Looking at her hand she saw that it was badly bruised—exactly the way it was all those years ago when a door had closed on it. With a horrifying shock, she realized that it was indeed that very same bruise. "Not nice to lie." Sabine murmured, innocently playing with a lock of her hair. "Would you like to be the Queen?" She asks Evee. "Its ever so much fun. You get to boss pieces around and be ever so pretty."


Warned by Castor, the others Taverners jumped into the gate. On the other side of the portal, the group broke into a run toward the house in which Evee, Celestar, and Sabine stood. Opening the door, a strange sight greeted the Taverners—Sabine was speaking to Evee in a calm, matter-of-fact tone when the group arrived. Evee's short sword was on the floor, fallen from her shaking fingers—clearly she was terrified of Sabine. 

Thinking quickly, Castor sent a quick mental missive to Brom, informing the pistoleer that he had activated a psionic dampening field to keep Sabine from using her abilities. Nodding, Brom approached them, and turned to Sabine. "The King told me to send you on home... He's changing the game.”

"But he's missing a piece." Sabine pointed out. "Your bishop cheated, and now the King is in need of a Queen." She turned to Evee. "And he is thinking about you." 

Evee lurched back against the wall, her terror still evident on her face, before stumbling out through the door.

Outside, trembling and trying to regain control of herself, Evee saw that Willow and her girls were also passing through the gate, all holding loose packages, bags and other things they quickly grabbed before leaving Falkovnia.  The girl Evee saved from the Talon captain waved at her, and she waved back. Willow’s group then moved on down the hill, toward the city of Verloreneshaus, led by Willow herself.

Inside, Castor eventually had to drop his dampening field, and Sabine immediately let loose with a mind blast. The air in front of her shimmered with the force of the blow, blasting back everyone, including her companions. Brom, who had been lucky enough to see the attack coming, had erected a mental shield, which had cushioned the blow, while Castor’s own instinctive defenses helped him to shrug off the worst of its effects. Amelia again summoned Mist Ferrymen but somehow Sabine was able to quickly dismiss them—much to the Vistani’s continuing surprise. Brom gasped out a warning not to kill Sabine, but had no time to explain why. Nonetheless, the group moved to attack, but Sabine proved a difficult foe to engage—aided by the strength of her madness, her elven dexterity, and an amazing ability to anticipate blows before they fell.

Outside, Evee was planning to sit and meditate when she “heard” Castor’s mental pain from Sabine’s blast and, a moment later, Sabine’s scream. The young woman rushed back into the house and saw Sabine striking out at Amelia, while most of the other Taverners were staggering, still stunned by Sabine’s first attack. Evee immediately jumped on Sabine and began hitting her with her fists, and with the pommel of her dagger (still conscious of Brom’s warning not to kill her). Meanwhile, Castor managed to shake off his pain and leapt at Sabine as well, closing the distance between them in one bound. Just as Evee made a strike against Sabine's temple, stunning her momentarily, Castor unleashed a vicious double-handed chop at the sides of her neck. The pressure points, combined with  the wounds inflicted by Evee, Trebor, and Dmitri, proved enough to overcome the elf. She fell to the ground, apparently unconscious. 

Then, after a silent moment where the Taverners were letting the tension fall, they heard a sudden scream of rage: Evee jumped on Sabine’s limp body, her left hand firmly holding her by the collar while her right hand hit the elven woman in the face with the pommel of her dagger—over and over again. The young woman wept and screamed at Sabine, again and again: “I DON’T PLAY GAMES, DO YOU HEAR ME ?” Finally Castor caught Evee’s arm and pulled her off the unconscious woman, trying to soothe her through their mental link. 

Evee stop ! She is unconscious ! STOP!!

Evee looked at Castor with a slightly demented look in her eyes. I don’t play games… I don’t want to be the queen in her insane game…I don’t want to do it … Castor, I’m afraid … What have I done ?… She ...is like my brother… and I hit her …Why ?…


A few moments later, the other psions (with the exception of Sabine) awoke. Obviously angry at having been defeated and losing their prize in the process, they spared a quick glance of hatred at the Taverners before making their way over to a corner of the building. Bala, the halfling, manifested a dimensional door—several of the Taverners wanted to pursue them, but Brom warned them off—and disappeared.

Outside, the snow began to fall again, and the group decided to rest in the inhabited house and recover from the battle as best they could. While they did so, Brom told them more of his ancient and evil mentor:

"You have all heard of liches... sorcerers of great power who conduct rituals that transform them into undead beings—this undead state effectively renders them immune to the ravages of time. But I have heard tales of psionicists who achieve such power as well, through mental ability alone. The Mindlord, as we all called him,  claims to be from a realm called Athas, and wishes to return. I don't know what he plans to do, but if he doesn't get his servants back, he's going to strike out.

“I worked as his agent, doing... things. All through the Core and into the Mists. The old corpse gave me his journal, for all the good it would do me, as well as my backpack, sword, and several other items. He said that it was a reward for good service, and that I need never return. Now it seems that they want me back. He says that he doesn't want Galen, that it was just a test, but I don't trust him any further than I could throw him." 

"The Mindlord was a telepath when he was alive." Brom continued. "And a powerful one at that. He learned how to mess around with the inner workings of others’ minds to a very high degree. If Clarissa had not returned, he would have taken one of us and forced the training on that person, even if it meant creating psionic talent from scratch. From Sabine's reaction…it looks Evee was his choice...”

Brom and Evee then had a long conversation on the implication of Sabine’s words. After a while, the topic of their talk switched to the curse some of the group were suffering from, and how they might aid them. Evee then revealed some of her own past:

“A good friend of mine in Barovia has the privilege of knowing well a Vistani tribe there. I’ve been invited a few times, which I know is quite unusual for them—after all, I’m a giorgio too! But, anyway, most of the time I could not make it, I had to stay with Leon. Have you ever been inside a Vistani vardo ? It is amazing, full of dried roots, powders… it’s really amazing the amount of stuff they can put in these vardos.” 

“The elder lady of the tribe, I don’t remember her Vistani rank or title, did like me. I do not know why. Perhaps out of pity because I’ve lost my parents… Her name is Sophia….So that tribe could maybe help us getting rid of the curse, if we found her.”


Meanwhile, Hellspont entered the picture once again. Watching the Taverners’ actions from his lair, the dwarf’s gaze snapped up from the cauldron, the red glare from his eyepatch piercing the mists. “My minions have been thwarted at the Sanctuary of the Mists," he said, his voice low. "It seems that Monsieur Griffton and I need to have a little chat.” 

At the heart of a dark garden lost within the Mists stood Amelia’s sanctuary, silent and brooding. The overbearing silence was broken by a tap...tap...tapping sound, approaching as if from a great distance. A dwarf wearing a slouch hat and carrying a silver-tipped ebony walking stick stepped from the fog, bowing to Griffton and engaging him in pointed conversation.

“Monsieur Griffton… what if you could obtain your freedom and retain the embrace of your previous existence? Would that not be more desirable than being just a hungry predator within the Mists, no better than any other Mist Ferryman?”

Despite the tempting nature of Hellspont’s offer, Griffton remained loyal to Amelia. Further discussion proved fruitless… and when the dwarf realized that, a beam of eldritch energy shot from his eyepatch and transfixed the spectre. Griffton writhed and cried out in agony as he felt his essence dissolve under the force of Hellspont's wrath. 

Far away in Lamordia, the Vistana Amelia gasped in pain as a burning sensation seared her chest. Removing her medallion from within her blouse, she watched with horror as the Symbol of Shining Death warped before her eyes, changing from a star with seven points to a star with six points. 

"Striking first is good, but striking last is best." Hellspont said, grinning wickedly. "And the Dweller in the Mists always strikes last." With those words, the fog swirled about the dwarf and his dark companion, carrying them away from the Sanctuary in the Mists. 


This night, just before sunrise, the Taverners once again began to settle down, needing a quiet and uneventful night but knowing they had little right to expect it—at least with the way their luck had been so far.

As his companions made preparations to sleep the day away, Grigg walked outside. Staring up at the darkened sky, he let the snowflakes pepper his features. It never ceased to amaze the warrior how silent the world would get when snow fell at night, like the world was holding its breath to hear the snow hit the ground. It was one of the few times that Grigg felt at peace. 

Needing the night air, Grigg walked about for a bit. While walking through a small patch of trees, Grigg's senses came to full alert. Just a small noise, like the whisper of a long cloak touching the ground, but it was there. Grigg gripped Deadbreaker and spun on his heels to face the stealthy being that shared the night with him. 

There. By the far tree, a shadow sliding between shadows. It was a hulking thing, nearly seven feet tall and broad of shoulder, but even at a distance its eyes seemed to shine clearly. Eyes that locked with Grigg's own, and they burned with something undescribeable. Yes, as much as hate seemed to burn within them, so did it seem all-consuming sorrow as well. Through some unknowable silent communication, Grigg knew the creature did not seek conflict, not tonight. Only to roam unmolested, as Grigg himself was doing. Straightening, Grigg released his hold on Deadbreaker, moving his hands out to his sides, nodding slightly in a gesture of non-violence. 

The Creature continued to stare for a long moment, and then it turned and faded back into the shadows, continuing on its journey. Grigg set out back to the structure where his friends had bedded down for the night. Grigg rolled out his blanket just inside the door and settled down to sleep, with his thoughts flashing back to the creature. It was a strange encounter to be sure, but nothing to worry the others over. 



September  4th, 756

Meanwhile, as Javier trod the path of shadows with the sleeping babe Galen tucked protectively in his arm, he mused upon his encounter with the mentalists. There was something about the half-elf – perhaps it was her strength of will – that reminded him of his wife, Cecelia, who was lost due to the tricks of a vile dwarven necromancer calling himself Maximillian Hellspont… Where should I go now? he asked himself. The others could be anywhere in this land. I need someone who can help me find them. The girl, Evee, mentioned a tribe of Vistani in the land of Barovia several times. Perhaps they can help me... As Javier traveled down the path, he began to hear the strains of a lone violin. 

Rounding a bend, he entered a clearing by a large pool in the river. Ten wooden covered wagons formed a large circle around the remains of a central bonfire. Vistani men and women moved about the camp, preparing breakfast in cooking pots set over smaller fires, performing chores, repairing equipment, and tending horses. A violin player sat near the remains of the bonfire, playing a simple tune. All activities ceased as Javier entered the camp, the Vistani pausing to regard him with guarded looks. The violin player rose from his seat and strode to a wagon set apart from the rest. As he arrived at the wagon, its door opened. A small, wizened old woman stood framed in the doorway, gazing at Javier and Galen. She carefully descended the steps and took the arm of the violin player, who helped her walk over to Javier. The woman’s dark eyes shone with an almost supernatural brightness as she peered piercingly at the warrior. "You have traveled a great distance, Shadow Walker," she said with a quiet voice. "Welcome to our camp. My name is Sophia." 

Whatever secrets she might have revealed are not known, however… as Javier and Galen are summoned back to the main body of the group by Trebor’s magic at exactly that moment. 


Once the child was returned, Drinnik—showing himself greatly changed from the soulless vampire even he thought himself to be—sang a lullaby to Galen: 

“Away, my young one, away,
The Light has come and gone today,
Your inner glow will lead the way,
Away, my young one, away,

You're loved my little one, loved by all,
You're mother, you're father, one and all
Sleep in my arm's and no harm will fall,
You're loved, my little one, loved by all

Hush, my child, you're safe right here,
With me, my child, no danger's near,
The light of our love will dispel the fear,
Hush, my child, no danger's near,

Smile, my pretty, and light the sky,
Smile, my pretty, and fly upon high,
Smile, my pretty, and birds will fly,
Smile, my pretty, and sleep tonight,

Away, my young one, away,
The Light has come and gone today,
Your inner glow will lead the way,
Away, my young one, away.”

“My mother told me that,” Drinnik said to Galen, “It's you're Aunt Liseme's favourite.”

As the kender began his song again, Castor glanced up from his books (the journal Brom received from the Mindlord, along with several Van Richten’s Guides plundered from the cottage’s library), regarding Drinnik with eyes bloodshot from staring at the small print. As the lullaby progressed, the same melancholy that settled over everyone else began to touch the blademaster as well, but his reaction was quite different. When the song finished, Castor remained motionless for a long moment, turning to regard the sad smiles of everyone—the contented memories amid the melancholy. His hands began to tremble. Like a striking snake he leapt to his feet, casting the books aside and bolting through the door. 

Through their mindlink, Evee was rocked by a wave of sorrow so profound it forced her to grasp Grigg's shoulder for support. The gentle gusts of wind outside the shrine seemed to carry with them a soul-wrenching sob…



Perhaps an hour or two later, a confrontation of sorts occurred between Dmitri and Castor. Noticing that the blademaster never seemed at ease around him—indeed, that he seemed to look on the ranger with open hostility—Dmitri invited him to take a walk, ostensibly to explore the area around the cottage and determine the safety of remaining in the area. 

Once the two men were out and away from prying eyes, the two “bared their claws,” as it were.  

“I'm... aware... that you are not at all what you appear to be, Stanislaus.” Castor began, “You look like a 'civilized' human being—and you are not. Normally, I respect a person's secrets... as long as they don't intend harm to myself or those with whom I travel. So I ask you—did Timothy send you after us? Or did Lukas?” 

Dmitri smiled. “Neither. As for who I am and who I serve...I am my own master. I work to my own ends; I aid whom I will and go where I please, and to every thing I dedicate its time; the time to succor and the time to destroy, the time to speak and the time to think, the time to aid and the time to turn away.”

 As he spoke, Dmitri’s voice grew low and hypnotic, and the snow falling around the blademaster seemed to be falling sideways. A pulsating hum filled the air, and a feeling of being pursued suddenly flooded Castor’s being. However, it seemed as though his body was betraying him, leaving him incapable of preparing for the inevitable confrontation—vertigo surrounded him, and he was barely able to keep his balance. A huge wolflike image floated before Castor’s eyes, leaping at him with teeth bared and claws outstretched. Staggering under the onslaught of images, Castor saw Dmitri standing nonchalantly beneath the frosted branches of a tree several yards away (having voluntarily released him from his natural lethargy power).

Realizing that he had to answer such impressive power in kind, Castor marshaled his thoughts and his concentration, and directed his mental energies at Dmitri. The ranger’s half-smile soon faded, replaced by a look of confusion as he found himself unable to move his limbs. A high-pitched scream seemed to envelop his brain from the inside, and he sought to press his hands against the sides of his head… but his arms remained firmly anchored to his sides. As he stared at the seemingly impassive blademaster, Dmitri felt his superhumanly strong heart shudder, and skip a beat. Then another.

And then all was normal again, as Castor released Dmitri as well. The two stared coldly at each other, each having taken the measure of the other… until Dmitri allowed his half-smile to return. 

“Well, Ravenwood. I've impressed you, you've impressed me, and I think we understand each other better. Shall we rejoin the others?” The two adventurers then exchanged oaths—Castor swore not to reveal Dmitri’s true nature as a greater wolfwere, in return for Dmitri’s promise that he would not harm anyone in the group… “for the honor one free warrior owes to another.”

The rest of the day passed uneventfully as the Taverners continued to wait for nightfall to begin the next leg of their journey. Drinnik chose this quiet time to reveal more of his past:  

“I loved my sisters, now they’re gone. But this day still burns in my memory, the last day we saw each other. It was the day before War was offically declared in Palanthas. We split and went off on our adventures. After days of travel I arrived at the Temple of Neraka. But being the young, naive kender I was, I was captured. I was taken to the prisons and tortured. Tortured by goblins, evil humans, and the terrible, terrible draconians. They inflicted foul tortures on my mind and body, I was battered, abused and nearly killed. 

“But then the Innfellows, or the Companions as they are also known, arrived and sent the Dark Queen Takhisis back to the Abyss, and I was free! I traveled to Mount Nevermind, my brain almost twisted beyond recognition, desperate to find my sister. But when I got there, the gnome Heliop told me that there was an explosion, and she disappeared through a cloud of smoke. He does say he remembers seeing a city of blades in the smoke, but in my anger I pounded his head in with a hammer. 

“Quickly I fled and headed to Kalaman, hoping Liseme was all right. But when I got to the tavern she was staying in, they said she'd disappeared as well. In my madness I burnt the place to the ground.  Then I stalked the world in search of my sisters, and if people couldn't tell me, I killed them. Eventually, just prior to the Great Upheaval here, I found a strange doorway of Mists near the ruins of Xak Tsaroth, so I entered. I appeared in Darkon and carried on my search in much the same way, not realizing where I was. Eventually I was attacked and changed, and I've already told that story.”  

The group remained silent for a long moment, as they took in this new information about the kender with whom they were traveling. Finally, Evee spoke up. “I can well understand you got crazy because you lost your loved sisters. Know I do hope you will be OK in the future, I really do. I heard tales of a vampire who was somewhat horrified of his condition, and could not do harm to ordinary people, and instead chose his prey from the ranks of evil persons, like murderers, pimps, evil merchants or tax collectors, drug sellers, kid molesters. You can't change what you are, Drinnik, I think. There is no cure for what you are as there could be one for someone who was a werewolf. I think the vampire I told you about got an interesting way to get a place in the living society by cleaning it of its most darkened souls.”

Later that same afternoon, the door to the building flew open, only just staying on its hinges. There, in the scattered late-afternoon light, stood Darrius Telkemnor—back from wherever Trebor had dropped him. He was dressed in the tattered rags of the fine robes he wore the last time the group saw him, encrusted with trace amounts of dried blood. The most horrifying thing about his appearance was not his clothing, however… but his face. It too was covered in dried blood,  most of which was coming from his left eye socket where the ripped tatters of his eye remained. 

“Where is he?” he yelled at the assembled travelers “I want the child back! What dark things have you done to my creation while I languished?" Opening yet another wound on his already marred head, he stared up at the assembled group and gasped out, “Help me... please... I am but a broken old man. Please...” The psionic wizard then lapsed into unconsciousness, his wounds continuing to ooze blood. Quickly Grigg moved to tend the old man, aided after a moment’s hesitation by Castor and Oscar.

Approximately an hour and a half before sundown, Oscar, Brom and Evee decided to go to the village of Verlorenshaus, approximately an hour’s walk away, to buy horses for the planned journey to Mordent. Before they set out, Castor contacted Evee through their mindlink.

Evee, it's probably a good idea for us to stay in contact if you and Oscar go for the horses. Since our mindlink reached through the magical portal, it should remain intact for such a quick journey. But, bad things seem to happen when this group separates. Be wary... though I know I don't have to tell you that. 

Yep. Agreed. No prob. Evee replied. We can rely on each other...like when you ran into trouble outside with Dmitri and never said a word about it, huh ? 

Castor spun around to face Evee and found her standing still, smiling at him. At first he was relieved that she was not that angry over his apparent lack of trust. But he also noted some sadness in her eyes. 

Yes, Big Boy, she said to him. We will stay in touch while going there. We'll be out less than a few hours. One hour to walk there, two hours at most to buy the horses, and maybe some food, and back in twenty minutes on the horses. That makes our return around 8 pm; we'll be back with the darkness.

Meanwhile, Jeris found a bag containing an efreeti ! After a short battle, the efreet was back in the bag. Jeris decided to keep it, against the advice of almost every Taverner. Except for one. 

Castor, would you trust one of these thing wishes ? Evee hissed through their mental link. If you ever plan to call on this thing for help, I think I'll join Hellspont ! Do you think Jeris has the wisdom to outsmart such a thing ? I'm sorry to tell you that, Castor, but I think you are not being responsible for her on this ! She is a kid ! Or is it a wisdom test for Jeris and you don't really intend to let it any longer in her possession, or let her use it ?

No, we haven't gone crazy. Castor replied. At least, I don't think we have. I don't know how to explain it, but I think we have to let Jeris do this. She believes that--with everything that's in her. And no, I'd never trust it any farther than I could throw it... but that's just me. 

Trebor tells me it can grant wishes, the magical spell--that's incredibly powerful, and we may need something that powerful to help us against Hellspont, the Huntsman, or whoever else takes an interest in the child. Think of it as a last-ditch weapon, like a magical dagger hidden at the small of your back. 

I'm not taking it away from Jeris--I gave her my word I'd let her make this decision. If the rest of you think I've lost my mind, then you'll have to try to take it from her. And I'll have to try to keep you from doing it. If it makes you feel any better, Trebor and Celestar don't think she's doing the right thing either... and they both think I'm crazy for not grabbing it and tossing it in the river when we had the chance. So you're not alone. 

I don't have all the answers, Evee... I've never pretended that I did. Sometimes, all you've got to go on are your instincts... and mine are telling me to trust Jeris on this. I can't explain it any better than that. 


The situation between the blademaster and the mage became a little clearer as the conversation continued.

I trust your judgment, Big Boy... and I think I need a hug…Evee said, laughing softly.

Castor smiled. I might have an extra one around here somewhere--an extra shirt for Dmitri, an extra shirt for Jeris, an extra hug for Evee... 

Make it two then ! or three... or four ... or … Evee trailed off into silence, but continued slowly. Does it makes you uncomfortable that I ask you this ? I…I was under the impression you felt the same, but can you ever be sure of somebody else's emotions ? I do not know about you, but I found out this adventure is shaking my emotions strongly on many things ... and... I do not know how to tell you this, Big Boy ... I feel the need for something else ... something different... more, err... like being closer ... How about you ? Or am I just plain stupid here ? If I am, just tell me... I'll move out of the way… I can be so silly at times ... 

The silence on Castor’s end of the link seemed to stretch out for a long time. Finally, he managed to speak. Evee... I... The silence stretched out for nearly a full minute. Then Castor 'spoke' again, hesitantly: Evee... I just... I mean, I'm not good at... damn, this is difficult. This adventure has shaken me up, too. Everything is so strange--ever since I came to this land, I've tried to avoid making anything but the most casual friends, because friends are liabilities that enemies can use against you. Despite my efforts, it happens... and then they're gone so quickly, to a sword or a claw or a fang. And now, suddenly, I have them again. And I trust them--most of them at least. But... I don't know how to tell you this, Evee... I've never--that is, I haven't... 

I know you won't share this with anyone else, if I ask you not to... so I'm asking. Most of my life has been devoted to studying combat and mental discipline. In truth... all of it has, apart from my early days when I spent most of my time trying to locate my next meal. I've never really... found... the time for... and now I'm more than a little confused...Can we talk about this later, Evee? You're not being stupid or silly... I just... there's so much we need to talk about... 

A little crestfallen (but a little encouraged at the same time), Evee decided to let things go for the time being. Smiling at Castor, she set out toward Verlorenshaus with Oscar and Brom.


During their travel toward the village, the trio heard a voice near the Black River, calling out for help. Being cautious, they hesitated, but still managed to rescue a young boy of approximately ten or twelve, who was trapped in the frigid water. He'd evidently been there for some time, judging by his numb limbs and bluish complexion; his foot was wedged between two rocks beneath the icy waters, and it was only through great luck that the Taverners happened to hear his calls.

 (April 10th) 

The young boy’s name, the child managed to gasp out, was Jacob Carrick. As Evee and Brom worked to calm the young boy, Friar Oscar attended to his frostbitten limbs. On the edge of delirium, Jacob told the trio that his father was Abel Carrick, a well-to-do jeweler in the village they were heading toward (which told Brom why the boy looked familiar to him, as he’d known Abel Carrick growing up as a child in Verlorenshaus). Always trying to do the right thing, the three brought him back to the village, to Carrick’s combination store/home. 

When introducing himself to Carrick’s servants, Brom alters his features slightly and gives his name as Johan Beiderwood. Not to be outdone, Evee, gives a false name as well.

“Sorry, I forgot to introduce myself. My name is Magali Beirderwood, I’m Johan’s wife.” Evee smiled to Brom, who silently slapped his forehead, unseen by Carrik’s servants. She turned to Oscar, who was taking care of Jacob’s blue-tinged feet, and continued, “… and please let me introduce you to Bruchesi, our dedicated servant, for quite some time.” Oscar nearly fell over in surprise. 

Eventually, the group met the following “cast of characters” in the Carrick household:

Abel Carrick—a burly man, about 6'2" tall, but with dextrous, long-fingered hands and pale skin. He is a jeweler, and a prosperous one--his hair is dark brown, and his eyes are a light, flinty gray. The "master of the house" as it were.

Jacob Carrick—Abel's oldest son, around twelve years old, with reddish-blond hair and bright blue eyes. He is strong, healthy, and seems very protective of his younger brother. With his gift for storytelling, it is possible he will one day become a bard.

Xander Carrick—Abel's younger son, around nine years old, with dark brown (almost black) hair and the same blue eyes as his brother. In contrast to Jacob, he is neither strong nor healthy. His complexion is sallow, his body is thin and weak, and he suffers from a chronic cough. Despite all this, he is intelligent and perceptive, generally cheerful, and wishes to become a ranger one day. The poor boy is quite thin and sickly looking, his continual cough is induced by his mysterious allergies to anything canine or lupine... and his eyes look much older than the mere nine years he can claim.

Anneke Graymalk—an older woman, past forty, with a dark-complexion, gentle dark gray eyes. She is Carrick's chief maidservant, and is Jacob's nanny. She also recently discovered for certain that she is a half-Vistani--descended from the Equaar tribe --and isn't quite sure how to react to that. 

Herger Westwind—another servant, a fat and corpulent man whose chilly gray eyes seem to evince a keen if somewhat paranoid mind. He is not quite as tall as Carrick, but close. His thick black hair falls in a fringe over his broad forehead and curls past his collar. He is no stranger to fighting, has muscular arms despite the extra weight he carries, and uses a musket well.

Rethel Westwind—another servant, Herger's brother, as whipcord-thin and unassuming as Herger is fat and apparently pompous. He is the hunter of the household, and provides the venison, rabbit, and other game for the table. He and Herger are close to the same height. His light brown hair is cropped short and frames a lean face with a square jaw and a stubborn chin. His own eyes are dark hazel.

Talia—another maidservant, Xander's nanny. She is tall and imposing, with raven-black hair and bright green eyes. She seems quite intelligent and quick-witted, but she hasn't been seen much lately

Shortly after the trio introduced themselves to the servants, a towering wolfish beast attacked the house, seeking Jacob. Oscar, Brom, and Evee immediately set to battle with the beast (at the same time, Evee relayed what was happening to the others back at the cottage and they immediately raced to join their companions), only to find to their surprise that it is impervious even to silver, the bane of most lycanthropes. After a long and difficult struggle, however, the sheer numbers it faced (Brom with his pistols, Oscar with his martial skills, and Evee with her swords, along with Herger and Rethel with their muskets) induced it to flee.

Turning back from the fleeing monster, Oscar realized that Brom was badly hurt in the battle—four long bloody furrows mar his chest where the beast raked its claws. He again tried to lend what aid he could in tending to Brom’s wounds, only to be interrupted by another scream from the other side of the building—the beast had re-entered by the back door!

Brom managed to push aside the pain of his wounds and attack the beast again with a ray of burning psionic fire. While Oscar kept it busy attacking him (leaping about with an impressive display of acrobatics), Evee managed to backstab the beast, running her blade clean through the right side of its chest and puncturing its lung. Faced with such determined foes, the beast finally did flee into the night. As it left, Oscar threw two shuriken at it—one made of copper, and one of gold. One of these seriously injured the monstrous creature as it transformed to four-legged form, but in the darkness it was impossible to tell which one.  

Anneke then stepped out of a hall closet, still holding Jacob tightly to her. The young boy clutched a metallic fighter figurine in his hands, his eyes wide with fear but also with what Evee recognizes as courage and determination. This sight made Evee smile at him “You’ve been very couragous, young man ! Wow ! That’s an adventure to tell your friends about, huh?”

“Yes,” Jacob replied softly. “But I don’t think they’ll believe me…” Evee gently squeezed the boy’s shoulder and walked outside, into the cold, thinking about her brother. Watching the stars, she tries her best to sort out the confusing emotions within her. 

In the meantime, Drinnik, waiting for the sun to fully set before joining the others, had an encounter with Astranni Dottir, his archenemy, who threatened him in every imaginable way and battled him before fleeing. During the course of their battle, the Dottir also threatened Galen, which enraged Drinnik but nearly cost him his life as it trapped him for some time in the sunlight.

As soon as Castor informed the rest of the group that their friends had managed to drive the wolf-beast off, Dmitri immediately asked what direction it had fled. When Castor told him, the ranger set off at a blurring run, following the trail. In so doing, Dmitri discovered that the beast had met another of its kind along the way and—it appeared—they had fought each other. Managing to sort out the trail of the original beast from the maze of tracks, the ranger came upon a lone figure who identified himself as a monster hunter named Edwin Van Torfus. Van Torfus claimed he had been left on his own when he and his assistant were tracking the beast and the assistant ran away in fear. 


Meanwhile, Brom secretly visited the alchemist’s shop, his parents’ shop. Stopping to drain some lost psionic energy from his capacitator, he took a deep, calming breath and stepped up to the front door. Reaching above the doorframe, he fumbled around until he found what he was looking for. With a barely audible click, a small brick popped free from its mortar, pivoting on a hidden hinge. Reaching into the alcove, Brom grabbed a dusty brass key and placed it into the lock. As the door opened slowly, he replaced both the key and brick.

Making his way quietly to the back, his eyes fell on a family portrait. It showed a husband and wife standing side by side, with a small boy between them. Even without light, Brom could tell that the portrait was very well cared for. Sighing, Brom made his way into the workshop. Looking at the seemingly random placement of ingredients, the Shaper let his memory fall back to the filing system. He gathered the ingredients that he needed and started a small fire in a metal pan in order to heat the mixture. 

"I've been waiting." A voice whispered from behind him. Brom turned to face the newcomer: It was Clarissa, the half-elven telepath who had helped abduct Galen!

“I knew that you would come," she said, stepping forward and putting a hand on his shoulder. "Sabine confirmed it." She then introduced Brom to his young sister Kathryn, whom he had not seen in many years—indeed she was barely an infant when he was taken by the Mindlord. Brom left the house, after Clarissa told him she was helping Kathryn in her schoolwork and was also assisting their parents around the shop. As he walked away, Clarissa's voice sounded in his head once again. 

In case you haven't had time to look, she sent her thoughts to him. That crystal ring I gave you is encoded with a power to get you a real body. Whenever you are ready, just pick one. His blood running cold at the thought of the murderous telepath so close to his family, Brom continued out into the night air and back towards Carrick's house. 

While awaiting the arrival of the rest of the Taverners, Brom and Evee had a conversation on family. Brom told her that about what had happened at his parents’s shop 

“I hoped to find dust and ghosts... I didn't and now I don't know what to do.” 

“You know that a family is the most meaningful thing one can experience in his or her life, right?” Evee replied. “You know it, maybe more than me ... Brom, my friend, you can make peace with the past! There is no action someone does that can't be forgiven by a loving family. You have a family, Brom … something I don’t have anymore. I miss it like you have no idea..." 

At precisely this time, Dmitri reached the end of the trail, which surprisingly led back to the Carrick house, where the creature first attacked! Later he would find that the wounds Oscar and the others inflicted on the creature as they drove it away seemed strikingly similar to the wounds the master of the house, Abel Carrick, had when he appeared at the door. Battered and bruised, the jeweler claimed to have been attacked by a band of brigands. Most of the group did not miss this, and began to suspect Carrick of being the werebeast himself! 

In gratitude for their help in defeating the creature and protecting young Jacob, the Carrick household offered shelter to all the Taverners. Soon after, most of the group expressed their wish to solve the beast's mystery and stop it for good. While this discussion was taking place, Trebor took the opportunity to examine the newcomer Van Torfus with his glasses of true seeing and discovered that the “monster hunter” was in fact an orc using magic to disguise himself as a human. The tiefling decided not to say anything for the moment. 

In the meantime, a quarrel began between Drinnik and Castor over the seeming return of Drinnik’s soul along with the rest of the group. After some harsh words were exchanged, the vampire turned into mist and flowed out into the night, determined to prove to all how bad he could still be, not realizing he was being controlled magically by a former Kargat compatriot named Astranni Dottir.

The grey-green mist that was Drinnik flowed through the town. They don't understand me, he thinks to himself. How can they? They're alive! And they think I'm good. Me, the scourge of the Grim Fastness, the Terror of Loupet. I'll show them all I'm still the big bad. 

He stopped outside a likely-looking house, and floated up the wall. Perched on the window, he spied a young child in bed. Fast asleep, where the evils of the night cannot harm her… or so she thinks.

Drinnik sank slowly back to the ground and reassumed kender form. He then began throwing stones at the window, which eventually opened to reveal a little girl, huddled up in her night dress.

“Hello, little one,” Drinnik whispered in perfect Lamordian (a language the Taverners later learn he cannot actually speak). “Do you want to play?” Putting on his most kender-ish charm, the vampire managed to convice the little girl to invite him in, whereupon he assumed his mist form once more and floated in through her window.

“Wait here! I'll get—mmpph!” The little girl’s speech was cut off as Drinnik wrapped an impossibly strong hand around her mouth. He sank his teeth into her young, tender neck and started to drink the vital red fluid. His burns—received during the battle with Dottir before sunset—began to heal immediately. At that moment he seemingly regained control of himself and discovered to his horror that he had killed a child—something he had never done and had sworn never to do. In a loud scream he cursed Dottir for all time. Soon after, Trebor appeared, and led the astonished kender back to the Carrick's house. 


While this was going on, Castor had a sudden vision of Drinnik attacking the girl. The blademaster screamed and fell to his knees. “Blood....blonde hair.....a doll......so much blood......the burning, going.........power returning........ the blood, not much left....... empty, the flasks empty....... gone, but better........youth, invigorating.....ARRRGH!”. This intense intrusion into the vampire's alien mind—something Castor had suffered before on other occasions and consequently had little resistance to—nearly proved enough to drag him into the abyss of madness. Brom added to this strain as well, as the Shaper forced his mind into Castor’s as well, desperate to find out if the blond-haired girl Castor saw being drained of blood was his sister, Kathryn. The warrior’s mind shut down, unable to deal with the myriad of psionic connections, and he fell to the floor, unconscious. 

As Castor slumped and the last images faded from his mind, Evee clutched her own temples in pain, screaming out as a wave of psionic energy backlashed into her brain, firing off random neurons. It felt as though her very mind was on fire. The young woman fell back on the table on which she sat, moaning as blood began to drip from her own nose. Then just as suddenly as it began, the pain was gone, leaving only a memory and a feeling of... Evee struggled to put a name to it... finally deciding it had none, but floated between "loneliness" and "isolation." With a start, she realized that she could no longer feel her mental link with Castor... the psionic thread that bound their minds together was gone, leaving only twin trails of blood from her nose to mark its passing. 

Everybody rushed toward Castor, and he was taken upstairs to be attended to. Nobody understood exactly what linked Castor's mind to Drinnik's so suddenly. Meanwhile, Brom tended to Evee as best he could.

“Evee, I'm going to make a special cup of tea for you and Castor." Brom said, smiling a little. "It will help with the coming headache, but I warn you, it tastes worse than Tepest berry wine."


Trebor and Drinnik returned about that time and Trebor explained to the group what Drinnik had done—stressing that it happened because of Dottir’s control of the kender. Drinnik walked over to Evee, seeing that she refused to look at him. 

“I promised you that I would never harm an innocent,” he began. “I've heard your tale, and it pains me. Evee Beiderbecke, I make this oath to you now. If I ever harm an innocent again, you are to stake me with this," he gestured with his hoopak, "and I also swear this: I will make you a necklace made out of weresnake teeth set in gold.” He took Evee's hand and kissed the fingers. “Miss Beiderbecke, you are my friend and compatriot, and I will never ever harm you.” 

When he finished speaking, she closed her eyes, her fists still white from rage. After what seemed like a long moment, Evee took a long breath and looked at the kender with cold eyes. She sighed again, and looked away. Suddenly, she turned to Drinnik and kissed him quickly on both cheeks. 

“Right,” she said. “Let's find this Dottir and make us a new snake skin bag too...” 

Grigg hoisted Castor gently into a carry, and followed Rethel and Talia upstairs. There they placed the unconscious man in a bed, covered him with blankets, and left a fresh candle burning beside him. 

Evee stayed with Castor at his bedside for some time. 

That night, Garudos Celestar discovered a mysterious extra-planar sphere with his name on it, inscribed in angelic script. After mentally probing the Orb (as it came to be called), the angel revealed prophetic runes that indicated he would be going on a difficult journey soon… and that he would come to a point past which there was no way to return. Eventually, a voice within the Orb, sharp and thick with the power of the heavens, beckoned Celestar to leave Verlorenshaus and the rest of the group and head to Death’s Glacier in the Sleeping Beast mountains.


With Castor securely tucked into bed and sleeping as soundly as he ever did, Evee decided to join Trebor in a bit of “night work.” In an effort to learn more about the Carrick household and Abel Carrick in particular, the two thieves began to discreetly explore the house, centering on Carrick’s study. Padding down the hallway silently and invisibly, they managed to determine which door led to their target, by the virtue of it being the only door kept locked at all times.

From what the two nightwork practitioners could see, each of the four walls in the room were crammed to overflowing with books, grimoires, scrolls, and papers. Indeed, along the walls, there was not enough space to fit another stray piece of parchment, so tightly crammed together were the vessels of knowledge. 

The rest of the room was dominated by a huge oak desk with an ornate leather-bound chair sitting behind it—at the far end of the study. These, along with a night-table and a reading chair near the left wall and a long table covered with beakers and flasks of powders and liquids close to the right wall, were the only pieces of furniture in the room. On the desk at the far end of the room, Evee could make out the shape of a thick, heavy tome, a jumble of papers, and a parcel wrapped in a dark cloth. 


Sweeping over the room with a detect magic spell, Evee discerned nothing enchanted on or around the desk, or anywhere else that she could see. As Trebor moved to the right-most wall and began searching for secret doors or sliding panels, he found nothing out of the ordinary—except the mounted head of a large wolf, stuffed and preserved with a taxidermist's skill. The eyes of the creature seemed to glow with life—impossible, of course, merely a trick of the light in this room. Nonetheless, the lifelike eyes appeared to glare out of the lupine face—as though it was watching the room angrily. Or hungrily. 

Next to the wall was a table with the various beakers and flasks set up in a maze of fragile glass and cork. Indeed, it almost seemed as if an experiment were running at that moment as a dark red liquid swarmed through a corkscrew-shaped length of glass piping and dripped into a partially stoppered flask. Somewhere along its journey through the corkscrew pipe, the dark red liquid gradually darkened to black. 

Driven by the natural curiosity that affected all members of the Society of Sensation, Trebor dipped his finger into the red liquid, trusting his high tolerance to poisons to protect him from any harmful effects. He first sniffed the substance and after detecting no smell, shook his head at Evee, who looked slightly horrified at what he was about to do. Then he put the finger to his mouth and allowed the smallest amount to touch his tongue.... 

As soon as the droplet made contact with his flesh, the tiefling instinctively gagged at the sour taste of the liquid--it reminded him of a potion of alteration he brewed long ago, but the lack of magic surrounding it seemed odd. Sifting through the drop in his mouth, he detected faint granular particles with a sandlike consistency. Looking more closely at the bit of the liquid on his finger, he observed tiny black flecks suspended in the concoction. Following the path of the liquid back through the maze of tubing, Trebor spied what he took for a filtering system of some sort, though to unfamiliar eyes it simply looked to be more glass tubing ending at a suspended crucible. In the crucible were larger flecks of black, each about the size of the tiefling's smallest fingernail. Picking one up, he studied it intently, and concluded it is a particle of some sort of plant or herb. However, the pieces were still too small to identify for certain. 

Turning around, he saw that Evee had retrieved two items from the clutter on the desk—a thick, tome and a small parcel wrapped in black cloth. With an ironic smile, Trebor made out the title on the cover of the book--Van Richten's Monster Hunter's Compendium Volume I, which if he remembered correctly dealt with werebeasts as one of its subjects. The book had a bookmark of tattered black ribbon between its leaves. 

While the tiefling examined the book, Evee opened the parcel and looked at the contents in surprise. Tucked neatly into the cloth were six sprigs of various herbs and plants—the combined knowledge of the two thieves identified them as, respectively: garlic, juniper berries, poppy seeds, belladonna, bay leaves, and aconite. "Aconite"—better known as... wolvesbane.

Opening the Monster Hunter's Compendium Trebor lifted the tattered black ribbon from the crisp leaves and looked at it momentarily. It was approximately eighteen inches long and perhaps an inch wide—it looked to be an old hair ribbon. Indeed, caught in a tear in the ribbon was a single, coppery-blond hair. Turning his attention to the pages of the book, Trebor was surprised to find that the marked section of the tome did recount information on werebeasts. The section currently marked dealt with the possible origins of the "scourge" of lycanthropy. 

As he picked the book up, however, the tiefling was puzzled to note a weakening of the spine that caused the pages to fall open at another section—one which discusses the "moral and ethical" outlook of these creatures. By the weakening of the spine, it seemed that whoever owned the volume had vigorously read and re-read this particular section—as if these questions were of extreme importance to him or her. 

As the spine fell open, a sprig of another herb fell out of the book, pressed flat between the pages. This, Trebor's skilled eye noted, was fennel. Which, according to the marked section of the Monster Hunter's Compendium, was the chemical allergen to werejackals. 

In continuing to search the room, Trebor and Evee found nothing else of interest on the desk—business papers, accounting forms, inventory lists for the shop, and some personal correspondence. However, the three drawers built into the desk offered some interest. The long one in the center held nothing more than writing paper and an inkbottle, and the deeper one on the left side was empty. The one on the right was nearly identical to the left drawer... except that it was locked… and trapped ! A violent flash occurred and Trebor was wounded, more his pride than his body in not thinking to check for traps before opening the drawer.  

Still muttering to himself, Trebor opened the drawer and reached inside with the hand that held a continual light stone. The yellowish rays danced over the interior of an empty drawer—but why would an empty drawer be both locked and enspelled? 

Evee's sharp eyes noticed a knot in the wood that formed the bottom of the drawer. Reaching out, she pressed the knot and the false bottom swung up, revealing a folded sheaf of papers. 

Smiling widely at Trebor, she reached in and pulled them out, presenting them to the tiefling with the air of one giving a great gift. Trebor made a gesture similar to rolling one's eyes, and examined the papers. As he did so, a surprised look crossed his face. 

"Evee..." he whispered, a tinge of excitement creeping into his voice. "Have you ever heard of a god called Anubis? Or Fenris? Or one simply called the Toothed Maw? From what I can tell, these are fragments of religious texts dealing with all three of them..." 

As Trebor and Evee sat hunched behind the desk, they heard a quiet female voice, striving for calm but quivering with anger. "What... pray tell... is going on in here?!" The voice was Talia's, though how she got in the room without either Evee or Trebor hearing is a mystery. "Come out!" she said in a low, angry voice. "Come out and identify yourselves!" They both managed to escape unnoticed, fleeing outside, into a seedy bar called the Storm Tales Tavern. 

There, they paid special attention to the conversations around them, listening intently for any stories or rumors concerning werebeasts and strange occurrences. Eventually they stumbled on a honest-looking man named Morik Allyn. Before entering the bar, Trebor took on a shape of a comely woman, a young maiden called Pepa Minntt. Both Taverners questioned their new acquaintance, eventually learning that the village at one time, some years ago, had been victim of some sort of supernatural creature who preyed on their children. The news seemed quite valuable, and both “ladies” continued to converse with the man, who was quite patient with them, considering that they would usually brush aside his questions to them without answering and simply ask him another. For his part, once he determined that they were not interested in him romantically, Allyn was quite polite and behaved as a gentleman.

That night, Dmitri had a conversation with young Xander Carrick about bows, arrows, and other tools of the ranger—between sneezes, the young boy admitted he wanted to be one eventually. In trying to determine if Xander carried the lycanthropic scourge of which he suspected the boy’s father, Dmitri “accidentally” allowed Xander to cut himself on a golden-tipped arrow. The wound bled profusely, solidifying the wolfwere’s suspicions—it seemed the boy must be what Dmitri’s people called auruvaasa. On seeing this, Jacob—recovered completely by this time and always protective of his younger brother—immediately put an arm around Xander and steered him away from Dmitri, glaring at him with what seemed like suspicion. 

After the boys went to sleep, Dmitri excused himself and went out for some air. Eventually, he found himself in the same tavern, where he met a longtime acquaintance of his from Kartakass—a fellow wolfwere currently calling himself “Ivold Tepes.” Both Kartakans talked for some length, discussing each other's recent whereabouts and shedding a bit more light on the secretive ranger’s past. At this point, the conversation with Morik Allyn came to an end, and all three departed from the tavern. 

Castor's state hadn't improved since the two thieves had left his room… though it did not appear to have worsened. Evee, coming back tired and a bit drunk after the time she spent in the Storm Tales Tavern, sat for a time on Castor’s bedside, watching him sleep. Eventually the fatigue and the alcohol in her unaccustomed system proved too much for her, and she fell asleep by his side.

Drinnik spent most of that night raging at Dottir, who had found a way to speak to him inside his head, bombarding him with thousands of humiliations. The kender swore once again top make her pay when the opportunity presented itself. 

Dottir, in the meantime, began her plan to lure Drinnik's lost sister, Liseme Shoehorn, into Ravenloft, and to force the kender to destroy her as the one being he loved more than anyone or anything else. The female kender apparently did come, finding herself and her traveling companion (a gully dwarf from Krynn) on the road to the city of Ludendorf. Dottir revealed herself to them on that road, posing as a lost young maiden on her way to the same place. Eventually she forced a magical sleep spell on the two travelers, and began carrying them to a lair she had set up—a cave somewhere within the borders of Lamordia. 

Back at the Carrick home while the others were sleeping, Oscar disappeared into the Mists in pursuit of Drinnik, but a minor miscalculation with a spell component caused him to reappear instead near Liseme—who was under Dottir’s augmented sleep spell. Oscar too found himself unable to fully resist Dottir’s power, and was dragged along with them to Dottir’s cave. 

September  5th, 756

As the rays of the rising sun touched his face, Castor jerked awake with a shout. In a blur of motion, the blademaster leapt out of the bed—over the rudely awakened Evee—and scrambled to the far wall, instinctively putting as much distance between himself and the other Taverners (or perhaps, the rising sun?) as possible. Eventually, the party managed to calm him down, and Brom decided to test a theory by having Castor try to use one of his powers. When the blademaster found he could not, Brom nodded.

“You’ve undergone a psionic fugue, Castor,” the Shaper explained. “Basically all your powers were diverted to protect your sanity under the onslaught of images from Drinnik’s mind. It’s not pleasant… and your powers will be gone for approximately twenty-four hours. But they should return in time.”

“How can you know that?” Castor asked.

“Because the same thing happened to me on almost a daily basis when I was under the Mindlord’s tutelage.” Brom replied simply. “But the thing I don’t understand is how yours and Drinnik’s minds were ever linked in the first place. I’m not a telepath by training or skill… but I don’t think you could ‘accidentally’ have joined your mind to his. Especially when you and Evee were already linked together…”

Brom then snapped his fingers, an idea occurring to him. He invited Castor and Evee to follow him to his old home, the Van Tassel alchemist shop. In the daylight, his parents were there, but they did not recognize him; once again he altered his features slightly and introduced himself as “Johan.”  Helping to cover their deception, Clarissa—who was, true to her word, still there—acted as though Castor and Evee were old friends of hers and thereby set Mr. and Mrs. Van Tassel’s minds at ease. At this, Brom's father told Castor how much they’ve enjoyed having Clarissa around.

“Clarissa has been such a blessing in the way she takes care of Kathryn... but you know how she is with children.” With some effort, the blademaster managed to keep a smile on his face, until Clarissa herded them all (except for Brom’s parents) into a back room of the store.

"So..." Clarissa smiled. "What do you need me to do?" 

Brom glanced at Kathryn and then back at Castor. "Castor seems to have been linked with an undead mind somehow," the Shaper said. "He wasn't given our intense training, though, so he's fugued. I get the impression it wasn’t the first time he linked with an undead… but it’s worn down his resistance instead of strengthening it." 

"And why does that concern me?" Clarissa asked, drumming her fingers on the arm of the chair. 

"I want you to trace the link and shut it down if you can." Brom said. "If you can't, at least find out what formed it." 

Clarissa's smile became wider. "Okay," she grinned. "But he'll have to let me do a very deep probe into his inner mind. You never know what false links might have been formed." 

Castor smiled as well, but like Clarissa’s the smile carried more menace than humor. Reaching into his belt pouch, the blademaster pulled out a rubber ball and tossed it to Kathryn, who giggled and chased it out the door. Evee followed, sparing Castor a worried glance.

“You won’t find me so easy to manipulate, Ravenwood,” Clarissa said, her grin growing wider.

“Oh,” Castor said offhandedly, reaching into his pouch once more. “I think I have something in here for you as well.”

As quick as lightning, Castor lashed out with the dagger he’d just retrieved from the pouch, slicing a shallow cut into Clarissa’s shoulder. 

"Not exactly the way to get on my good side, half-elf. Or should I say, half-man?" the telepath sneered, her hand going to her arm.

“You’d know all about that, wouldn’t you? Curious as to why that single cut is burning so badly?” Castor returned nonchalantly, tucking the dagger away. As it disappeared into his pouch, Clarissa noticed a slight greenish substance coating the edge. “It’s because the blade is poisoned. I have it on good authority that your heartbeat, respiration, your very life will begin to slow down, very soon. It will become impossible to breathe, to think… and you will die. Unless of course, you get this antidote... within about half an hour.”

He held up a vial of blue liquid, which he tossed to Brom. “And you won’t get it… unless I emerge from your telepathic probing in no worse shape than I enter it. Shall we get started? The clock is ticking…” 

Shaken, Clarissa stared at Brom. “You can’t let him do this—you know that, don’t you?” But the Shaper merely shook his head. Unsettled, Clarissa began the telepathic probe, linking her mind to Brom’s as well.

In an instant, Brom found himself in a mindscape. It was connected to three completely different areas. Brom was standing in what appeared to be an alchemical laboratory, except the beakers and vials were labeled with childhood memories that he could see swirl inside them. In the corner was a painting of himself, only it constantly shifted into various shapes and forms. The area to his right gave way to form a spacious mansion, or at least one of the rooms of one. He had spent much time running through Clarissa's mental hallways, but that time had passed… and she had apparently done a great deal of restructuring since then. 

Into the distance the third mindscape continued, a rugged and treacherous terrain. For as far as the eye could see, mountains stretched to the sky, dotted by little waterfalls from icy peaks. Clarissa and Brom immediately set out to explore the seemingly endless terrain. 

“Gods,” Clarissa murmured to herself. “How old is this man?”

The walk was a hard one. In mental time, it took hours, though only a scant few minutes had passed in the real world. Several times Clarissa had almost fallen over a cliff or into a raging river, only to have Brom pull her to safety at the last moment. Despite her uncertain footsteps, the half-elven telepath seemed to know just what she was looking for. Several times she had steered him away from areas that seemed ripe for explosion. A careful probe had been enough to explain that these were Castor's doubts and fears, powerful and volatile. Other features included a crushing waterfall that signified his sense of responsibility, and an acrid desert that Clarissa described as simple world-weariness.

 Suddenly, the telepath sped up, beginning to walk towards a particularly jagged set of rocks when she screamed. Her mind flooded with a torrent of images... images of a very different world. A round one. One that was not surrounded by Mists and did not constantly eat away at one’s sanity. 

The images stopped when something knocked her out of the formation that she had inadvertently stepped into—a formation shaped like a huge eagle or hawk taking flight. Shaking her head, she looked up at Brom, who was encased in a shining suit of ectoplasmic plate mail that was gradually dissipating. He raised an eyebrow, and she found the intense images were already fading.

She murmured. "He must protect this area often... see that's where his powers have gone." She gestured to a hole in the terrain, plugged with a mismatch of glowing rocks of varying sizes. Next to it was something else… something Brom at first thought was merely another powerful memory given form within the mindscape. Studying it, he realized it had no business being where it was—completely alien to the surrounding terrain. Appearing at first to be a tall tree, Brom soon realized that it was a pillar of obsidian. The black glass reached for the sky, disappearing behind the clouds. Smiling in triumph, Clarissa walked into the object, passing though as though it were thin air. Only a few moments later, she stepped out. "This is it." She smiled. 

"Can you break the link?" Brom asked. 

"No. It's too strong. I may be able to divert it a little, but I'd need some time to think of an approach." 

"You don't have time." Brom pointed out, motioning to her shoulder. 

"Then feel what I felt and realize what is happening.”

 Brom touched the obsidian link, watching as his hand caused a minor ripple to occur in its perfect surface. Finally, he took a deep breath and plunged inside. 

And was greated by a familiar feeling. In the real world, Brom's eyes flew open as he came out of the trance. "Galen." He gasped. 

Coming out of the psionic trance, Brom quickly tossed the woman the antidote. She gulped it down greedily, taking a moment to rub a few drops into the wound on her shoulder. Castor’s eyes opened as well, and Brom studied him. “Are you all right?”

Castor nodded, beginning to unfold himself from his sitting position. Suddenly Brom's fist connected with Castor’s chin—not with much force, but it was unexpected enough to send the blademaster sprawling. "You idiot!" Brom snarled, his hands clenched at his sides. "What in the name of blessed Ezra, Hala, and Bane possessed you to do that? Poison? What if she had died?" 

Castor took a moment before answering to pick himself up off the floor, spitting blood from where his teeth clicked together over his tongue. Surprisingly enough as of late, he did not look angry—merely annoyed. He shrugged, unsure why Brom was so concerned. "If she had died... well, one less psychotic mentalist to worry about, right?"

"Damn it, Castor—if she had died then Evee or Kathryn would have been her replacement!" Brom shouted. The Shaper moved forward and grabbed Castor by the front of his tunic. "The Mind Lord plays his games with a certain number of pieces! If Clarissa could no longer fulfill her function for him, he would have taken Evee! Or Kathryn! You put them in danger!" 

Brom looked as though he was about to take another swing at Castor, and the half-elf took a quick step back and to the side, holding his hands up as surprise registered on his features. "Brom, I... I didn't know that! Evee never told me, if she knew... did she?" Brom nodded, eyes still smoldering. "Then... then I made an error in judgment. A grievous one—I'm sorry. I would never have put either of them in danger if I'd known... I swear to you I wouldn't have." 

Meanwh
ile, Evee and Kathryn were outside playing ball. After a few minutes, they realized that they were both hungry, and Evee decided to try to find some fresh pastries. After raiding the bakery, the two young ladies walked toward a nearby park, where the thick snow formed a clean white powder over the ground. As they walked, they continued their conversation, and Evee was surprised at how intelligent and mature Kathryn seemed for such a young girl. 

Arriving at the park, they swept the snow off a see-saw and sat on opposite ends, wolfing down their sweet treats. As the minutes turned into an hour, their silly and lighthearted conversation turned to a more serious topic: 

"Kathryn,” Evee began, “I have a secret to tell you. It's a very important secret for me. It's about Clarissa's friends. I think they are not ... nice people. Oh, don't be afraid, they are nice with Clarissa but I know they wouldn't be nice to others. You understand what I mean? Some people can be very bad with other people and can do hurtful things… so, promise me you will never meet them, even if Clarissa asks you." 

Kathryn, frowning, replied. "Yes, Mrs Evee, I promise you" 

"Good,” Evee said, forcing a smile. “It's very important that you keep that promise..." 

After Evee asked, Kathryn showed her a simple telekinesis trick with a small wooden stick. That confirmed Evee that the little girl had psionic power and her future could be dangerous.

After Evee and Kathryn returned to the store, Brom took her into another room, along with Clarissa and his parents, and Evee and Castor found themselves alone… standing much closer than they ever had.

"Big Boy ?" 

“Yes ?" Castor asked. 

"Why everything is so complicated?"

Not certain exactly what she was referring to, Castor frowned. “Err... I don't know."

 

"I meant... you know know you can count on me" 

“Of course, Evee, I know that…"

Looking Castor directly in the eyes, she whispered, "I mean, really..." 

The silence drew on, becoming uncomfortable, as the two adventurers simply gazed at each other, blushes rising in both their faces. Finally, Evee smiled and grabbed Castor by the collar and brought his face closer to hers. Smiling even wider at the utter surprise on Castor’s face, Evee whispered, "Big Boy, I think we have to talk of many things... soon."

Castor's face reddened and he swallowed with difficulty. He attempted to say something, but no words would come out. Some part of Evee's mind wondered at his complete loss of composure—but she was glad to see she’d had an effect on him. Finally, after a few more very long moments, he settled for pushing back a single strand of Evee's hair and hooking it around her ear, leaving his hand there perhaps an instant or two longer than necessary. He gave a hesitant half smile and a single nod… 


An hour or so later, when they left the house, Brom left a small skin of water for his parents as a gift. When Evee asked him about it, Brom replied that his mother was from the land of Kalidnay. "A gift of water is a sign of respect with her. It always has been." Brom explained. "She actually worships it."

Evee listened to Brom's explanation, her smile growing. "So what it means is ... they now know it was you! Brom, you made it! You made contact! When do you plan to go back home? You have a family!"

"Whoa! Whoa!" Brom held up his hands in a helpless gesture. "Johan made contact, not me. The water could have been given for a million different reasons. Still... I did agree to stay in touch with Kathryn. Maybe..." A smile grew on his lips, as they continued their walk back to the jeweler's.

Evee, still smiling, continued. "Brom, I did not speak a lot to your mother, but I think she is far from stupid. Isn't she? So she will make the connection between you and Johan, that's for sure, if she hasn't made it already." 

Brom looked at Evee, frowning. "So?” she pressed on. “Why not give them what they need! Both of them miss you! You miss them! What else do you need?" 

Evee’s face turned serious.  "And as for Kathryn, we'll have to talk. Seriously. This little girl is brilliant. We should do everything we can to make sure she is not trained by your ancient master. She doesn't deserve that..." 

"No one does." Brom murmured. "But I can't just take her. Our parents have suffered the loss of one child for years. Another loss like that would destroy them. Clarissa promised that Kathryn wouldn't be taught anything about her powers, though. I don't trust her, but I know that she isn't going to snatch her and bring her to that old corpse." 

Back at the Carrick house, in order to assure their relative safety, Trebor confined Drinnik within a magical circle in their room upstairs. After a hasty preparation, Trebor magically sealed the door and used different colored sands to make arcane patterns on the floor. Drinnik sat at the center of these patterns, wearing only his trousers and shoes.


Using holy water and a dagger Trebor burned sigils of power into the kender's flesh. This wise preparation eventually blocked a new attempt by Dottir to control Drinnik. "Ah! Just in time!" Trebor smiled at Drinnik. "Well, what did you see? What's this thing I see in you?" 

Drinnik looked at Trebor, clearly dumbfounded. "My soul, it's coming back, I have my soul again."

Trebor frowned in puzzlement, then smiled as the answer came to him. "Of course! Your soul! Your soul is sending the messages to Castor! Of course, this is just speculation, but I think we have our solution to the visions!" 

About this same time, Drinnik somehow felt Dottir had captured his sister. Furious, he begged Trebor to find and bring back the Vistani Seer Amelia, who, he was certain, would know where Dottir had taken Liseme; and could transport him to her through the Mists. Little did he know, he was playing exactly into Dottir's claws. 

Against his better judgment (and muttering about “Vistani whores” the whole time), Trebor performed the necessary communication spell and Amelia showed herself willing to appear before the group. Much to everybody's surprise, she was gentle and kind, almost too eager to comply with Drinnik's demands. Soon after her arrival, the entire group was summoned downstairs for lunch. Everyone went, except for Drinnik—who could not eat human food. Jeris did go downstairs, but with the servants’ permission she merely filled a plate for herself and added some meat for Galen, then went back upstairs to tend to the child. She also decided to use the opportunity to try to learn a bit more about the vampiric kender, and asked him about his past—how he became what he was and why Dottir hated him so.

"A long tale,” Drinnik replied, sighing and making himself comfortable. “Sit, my friend." 

"You see, before the Grim Harvest and during the Great UpHeaveal I worked for Lord Azalin...." 


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

Dottir looked at Drinnik. "Are you sure that there's only one place?" 

Drinnik looked at his old friend. "Look, Anni, Lord Azalin told Drakas that he was only going to train one of us to be the head torturer, and we all know who that is!" The kender looked smug. 

"Oh, ha-ha!" Astranni punched Drinnik on the arm. "Why train you? You're asleep most of the day, so I'm obviously the better choice!" 

"I only sleep so I don't have to listen to your annoying voice!" The kender and weresnake laughed and walked through the streets of Il Aluk. "Anyway, Lord Azalin is planning something major soon. He ordered that Sunstar elf away and he was offering a way to kill Strahd! You know something's up then." 

Astranni shrugged. "Still, you know that I'm the one for the job." 

"Liar!" said Drinnik, grinning as he chased the woman down the street." 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 


"So, you and Dottir were friends then?" Jeris asked, cuddling Galen. 

"Yes, I suppose." Drinnik shrugged. "Dottir had a way of making you think that she was the only person you could trust, then she'd stab you in the back. It was why she was such a good torturer—get the sap to like you, then turn the rack one more notch. Personally I liked the hands-on approach. Stab and slash the right places and you can keep a person alive for days." 

Jeris shuddered, feeding a piece of meat to Galen. The infant seized it hungrily and chewed. "Thanks for the image." 

"Perhaps I should tell you the early years of my undeath. You see I was very bad before I was turned, I killed, but I killed all the liars who said they hadn't seen my sisters. It's taken thirty years, but now I believe Trebor… I believe they’re alive. I also believe that Dottir has Liseme." 


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

Kalaman, Krynn, 738 Barovian Calendar: 

"I told you, I haven't seen her." The barkeep stepped away from the kender. This was something new. He'd always had to stop kender walking off with his cutlery, but he was not used to kender threatening him with it. 

"Liar! This was the last place she stayed! Look, she even signed your guest book!" The kender pointed to a splotch in the register that a female kender had indeed made. 

"Look, her room was empty this morning, I don't know where she is!" the barkeep rubbed his eyes. "I'm sorry." 

"So am I." Drinnik jumped on the barkeep and slashed his eyes with the knife. The man screamed. Drinnik fled the bar, but not before relieving a comatose minotaur of his dagger. Then he threw an oil lamp inside the building and ran, his flight lit by the flames of the tavern. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 


"I was a bitter creature, I blamed everyone for Niesme and Liseme's disappearence." Drinnik sighed. "Anger misplaced is a boon to the Dark Queen, my mother used to say." 

"Then what?" Jeris asked. 

"I was hunted. I was chased out of Kalaman. I evaded the law using the same techniques I used to avoide the draconians, goblins and humans at Neraka." 

"Draconians?" Jeris looked at Drinnik, her eyes wide. "What're they?" 

"Created by the dark clerics and black-robed mages from the eggs of the good dragons, draconians are half-man, half-dragon hybrids." Drinnik looked at Jeris, "And they smell awful. 

"Anyway, my desperate flight from Kalaman took me far south, so far infact, that I reached the swamps surrounding Xak Tsaroth. Xak Tsaroth had been the city where the Gods returned to the Heroes of the Lance. 

"I survived in the swamps by eating the snakes and the toads. I even killed an alligator once, that's when I figured out the magic in this," Drinnik indicates the dagger at his waist. "It attacked me and I threw the dagger, whispering a prayer to the first god that came to mind, Sargonnas, Lord of Vengance… and poof! It appeared in my hand again. 

"I drank from the rare pools of clean water in the swamp. It was on one of these days that i found the Oval." 

"The Oval?" 

"I call it the Oval, Trebor gives me more planar terms for it. It was an oval of sheer blackness hanging in the air. White mists billowed out. I figured I'd be safer in there than I was on Krynn, so I jumped through..." 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

Darkon, near Karg. 739 Barovian Calander. 


Drinnik looked through the woods. A week he'd been here, and in that week he'd managed to kill one merchant and his family, a newly wedded couple traveling to her father's house, a young bard who counldn't sing, and now he was preparing to kill the man heading towards him. 

It was night, and the man looked relatively weak. Drinnik covered the points to his ears and hid his long hair down his shirt. "Mammy! Mammy! Where are you, mammy?" he cried, hoping that the man would think him a child like everyone else. 

"Stop the act, Drinnik Shoehorn." The man said, his voice thick with an accent Drinnik was not familiar with. 

"So, you know my name. Damn witnesses." Drinnik snorted, then pulled out his dagger. "Still this place was getting old. I need new blood." 

"So do I, Mr Shoehorn." The man lifted his head, his eyes burnt red, his mouth revealed a pair of shining fangs. 

Fear was unknown to most kender, so instead of turning and running, as the man had expected, Drinnik merely stood, unimpressed. "My friend Gorrillio did the same thing at last year's Yule festivals. A neat trick… but not the best I’ve seen."

The vampire stood, stunned for a moment. "You really are something. I knew I'd picked right when I decided on you."

Before Drinnik could even move the man was behind him. Stong hands clampped his arms to his sides and a burning sensation tore at his neck as the man started to drink the kender's blood. 

"My name is Samoht Werst, but from now on you call me Master." Werst drained Drinnik dry.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 


Jeris looked at Drinnik, her eyes welling with tears. "You had no choice, he just did that." 

"Yes, and it's also the reason I never made any slaves of my own." 

"Out of compassion?" 

"No, because of what I did to him. Jeris, I'll continue this story later, I'm tired and I haven't had much sleep." 

Jeris looked at Drinnik. "You just can't leave it there! What happened next?" 

Drinnik looked back at the young girl, then rubbed his eyes. "Well, Werst took my body to the Kargat base in Karg and waited for me to rise. I was indoctrinated into the Kargat and soon became friends with Astranni Dottir...." 


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

Karg, Darkon 738 Barovian Calendar 

"Welcome, all new Kargat members! I am Lord Samoht Werst, Master of this Cell." The man Drinnik had been attacked by stood on a dais in the old mansion. Drinnik looked about the ballroom and wondered, So this is what it’s like to be dead, huh?

The young woman next to him gave him a nudge. "Psst, look at him, or he'll kill you." The woman looked at Drinnik. "I know this seems a bit like a school, but I've been told that this is one of the best Cells around. I'm Astranni Dottir, and I take it you’re new?"

"Drinnik Shoehorn." Drinnik looked at Astranni, then at Werst. "He made me like this and I hate him."

Dottir clamped her hand over Drinnik's mouth. "Walls have ears." 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

"That's how we met. The mansion, called Nerrobarg, I think it means ‘Old Way’ or somesuch, became a place where Werst used to try to rally us." Drinnik shrugged. "I hated him for what he did. Not because of the power being a vampire gives me, but the fact I was completely subservient to him." 

Jeris looked at Drinnik, her expression still riveted. "So what did you do?" 

"I was sick and tired of Werst taking the credit for my jobs. I was the best in that cell, even Dottir admitted that." Drinnik spat on the floor. "I hated his arrogance, so I set him up for a fall." 

"How?"  

"I played on the one thing that Lord Azalin hated the most, Strahd Von Zarovich..." 


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

Castle Avernus, Darkon. 739 Barovian Calendar. 


The hall was silent. All awaited the approach of their master, the lord of all, Lord Azalin Rex, King of Darkon. 

Slowly a drummer started, beating a slow march on his drum. Then a trumpet sounded, then more. Violins added their wail to the cacophany, then cymbols and harpists started. The tune was triumphant, one of rulership, one of majesty and power. 

Then He appeared. The lord, the master, the king. Standing at the top of a flight of stairs he looked magnificent. Drinnik dropped to one knee on sight, Werst just stood. In his mind he was equal to Azalin and he didn't want anyone to know that. 

Azalin stood holding a ruby-crested staff. His Iron Crown encircled his head, his black hair sleek against his skull, his sharp, hawkish features scanned the assembled crowd. He was wearing a robe of the deepest purple, trimmed with real golden threads. Slowly he descended the staircase and stood at the bottom. He raised a hand and silenced the music.

Werst finally bowed to one knee and took Lord Azalin's hand. "My Lord, it is an honor." He kissed Azalin's knuckles, then stood. "But a confusing honour. My Lord, it is highly irregular to be called away from my post, let alone to be called away and to bring with me an agent of the lowest order." 

Azalin fixed his stare on Werst. "Your cell is one of the best I hear, Worst." He purposely mispronounced the vampire's name. "Efficent, ruthless, subtle. All the qualities I look for in my Kargat." 

"Yes, my Lord, thank you." Werst bowed low. "I humbly accept your praise." 

Azalin patted Werst on the head, as a master would reward a dog. "But word reaches me that we have a traitor in the Kargat, one who betrays me to that foul cur from Barovia, Strahd Von Zarovich." 

Werst looked genuinly shocked, Drinnik silently smiled to himself. He still hadn't risen. 

Azalin reached into the folds of his robe and pulled out some bloody papers. He threw them on the floor at Werst's feet. "Read." He commanded. 

Werst picked up a piece of parchment at random and began to read. "Out loud." Azalin shouted. 

"Lord Strahd, 

This communique must be brief as the Kargat are waiting for me to give my weekly speech. Enclosed are the tactics you requested of Azalin's latest battle against Vlad Drakov.

As you can see, my lord, Azalin has a tremendous amount of power, not as much as you of course..." 

Azalin pulled the paper out of Werst's trembling hands. "You betray me to my most hated enemy!" The lich-king bellowed. "You dare think that I would not find out about this! You worm, on your knees!" 

Azalin flicked his wrist and a bolt of green energy shot from his finger, stricking Werst in the chest. "You think you can survive? I am glad that loyal members like this, this," Azalin struggled for a moment as he tries to recall Drinnik's species (kender being extremely rare in Darkon), "kender to show us how a proper Kargat is run." 

With another movement Azalin caused Werst to fly across the room. Then the lich-king began to chant. A massive surge of energy poured from Azalin and into Werst, causing him to melt on the spot. As the last of the corpse evaporated into nothingness, Azalin looked at the still-kneeling kender. 

"You shall be rewarded for your foresight. You and one other member of your cell will be transferred to the Grim Fastness. There you will learn the secrets of torture. Who will your accomplice be?" Azalin looked at Drinnik.

"Astranni Dottir, my Lord." The woman who wrote those letters, he added silently in his mind. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

"And that's why Dottir and I trained at the Grim Fastness." Drinnik looked at Jeris, curious as to what her reaction would be.

"And?" 

"And what?" Drinnik looked at her. "I got selected, she was angry. I did try to placate her but she saw Azalin's choice as favoritism and decided she would prove that she was the better torturer and assassin and kill me." 

"Which is what she is doing now." 

"Yes, and it is why I am going to prove her wrong." 

"There's more to this, isn't there?" She asked. "And you’re not going to tell me, are you?" 

"Yes to both questions. Jeris, no one knows me better than Trebor Minntt, and even he does not know the real me." 

Sounds of conversation poured from downstairs. "You should really go and eat something." Drinnik said, looking at Jeris. 

"No, I'm fine,” she said, motioning to her now-empty plate. “I'm safe any way. The 'big bad' is stuck in a circle." She says chuckling to herself. Even Galen lets out a laugh. "What happened in those ten years between the Great Upheaveal and the Grim Harvest?"

"I travelled. Dottir and I were often sent on missions of assassination." Drinnik stretched the muscles in his arms. "Her tactic was to seduce them, then kill them. I would be different. I would gain the trust of their child, play with them, pretend I was a child. Eventually I'd be asked to spend the night, which I did. And then I'd kill my target." 

"But the daylight?" 

"Strahd may be useless in Azalin's eyes, but he did develop one very useful spell, called mimic mortal. It's a rare spell, but it allows one like myself to travel during the day. I had a ring with the enchantment wrought into it. Unfortunately it ran out, and I never got a replacement." 

"Tell me of Azalin, and tell me of your training." 


"All right. Most of the training took place in Castle Avernus, Azalin didn't like to travel. He was preparing for the Requiem, I suppose..." 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

Castle Avernus, Darkon, 745 Barovian Calendar 


The dwarven vampire Axrock looked at Drinnik. "The Master's a bit busy today Drinnik." 

"But it's the last day of my training!" Drinnik looked shocked, "why is he busy?" 

"Why do you think? That snake bitch is trying to win his favours again. She says she's captured one of Strahd's 'maidens'." 

Anger coarsed through Drinnik. "That whore! Strahd only has four maidens and in a report sent from Barovia recently he still has four!" 

"Tell that to Lord Azalin." Axrock immediately regretted that statement. 

"I will." 

Drinnik stormed into the torture chamber. "Lord Azalin, I must protest. Dottir is lying, this harlot can not be one of Lord Strahd's maidens." 

"She is, Shoehorn." Azalin held up a hand. "She's the first daughter of Strahd Krizerg from Mantira Bay. Really Dottir, a little research is all I ask." 

"I'm sorry lord." Dottir had the grace to hang her head low. "It'll never happen again." 

"Good. Now, Shoehorn, on with your training, last session today. Be in my laboratory within the hour." Azalin gathered his robes and swept out the room. "And Dottir, clean up the torture chamber." 

Drinnik looked at Dottir and laughed. "You never learn, Dottir." 

"Shut up, kender. I'd make twice the student you would." 

"Height has nothing to do with it." Drinnik laughed and left the room. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 


"Was she really that insane?" Jeris asked. 

"More so. I think that she wanted power, and like Raistlin Majere, would give anything for it. Why else would she be bedding Ari Jani?" 

Jeris decided to let that one go for the time being. "Then what?"

 "Then came the Grim Harvest..." 


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

Kantora, Nova Vaasa, Barovian Calendar 749 

Drinnik sauntered down the night streets of Kantora, happy in the knowledge that he'd carried out another successful assassination. "I really must get back to Darkon. Lord Azalin needs to see this. Now this is the quickest way back to Necropolis." He looked at the map. It was true Drinnik couldn't read, but he guided himself by the pictures. 

"Wait, this map says Darkon!" He noticed one of the words he could understand. "I just called it Necropolis! What in the name of Hiddukel is going on?"

Drinnik turned into a wolf and headed for the Necropolitian border. Realising he wasn't going fast enough he changed to a bat and flew the rest of the way. Taking refuge in a cave, he awoke the next morning and flew to Karg. 

"An explosion!" Exclamations he heard from every direction. 

"Lord Azalin, dead!" Drinnik went paler. 

"No!" He whispered. He covered his eyes and wept, "No!" 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

"How could you mourn his death?" Jeris asked.

"Put it this way, if Castor died, would you be upset?" 

"Of course!" 

"If Amelia died, would you be upset?" 

"Well, yes. I suppose." 

"Azalin was like a father to me, how was I supposed to react?" 

"I see." Jeris said, not at all certain that she did, as she put Galen in his cradle. "I think I am still a little hungry. I'll be back soon." 

"OK, it's not as if I'm going anywhere." Drinnik said, sitting down unhappily. 

What are you getting out of telling her our story? Some perverse pleasure? The voice of Dottir rang out in his mind.

"No," Drinnik said out loud, "I'm confessing, not telling our story." 

In a few minutes, Jeris came back upstairs carrying another plate of food. "So, after the Grim Harvest you wandered the Core?" 

"Yes. I worked for many people, Jaqueline Montarri, Ivan Dilisyna, Prince Othmar. It was on one of my trips to Lamordia when I first met one of my good friends..." 


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

The outskirts of Neufurchtenburg, Lamordia. 752, Barovian Calendar 


Drinnik had just completed another kill and was happy. He didn't realise he was being watched… and from the very alley he approached, no less.

"Mama!" The sob came from the alleyway. 

Intrigued, Drinnik walked towards the sound. "Hello?" he called. 

"Mama." the voice said again. Drinnik saw the speaker, a young human girl, about 7 years old. 

"Mama." She said looking at Drinnik. "Take me to mama." 

"I'd rather not." Drinnik says. "I'd prefer to go home." 

"Heartless beast!" The girl said, then she leaped at Drinnik, fists pounding, eyes flareing, fangs bared. 

Drinnik dodged and bared his own fangs. Then the pair fell about laughing. 

"I'm sorry." The girl said, "My, my, a kender vampire. Who'd have thought it?" 

"Any one with half a brain." Drinnik replied jovially. "And a young maiden, Krynnish I take it? Not many recognize kender." 

"Yes, I'm Meriliee, Meriliee Markuza, I was born in Dargoth." Meriliee extended her hand. 

Drinnik shook it. "Drinnik Shoehorn, I was born in Kendermore." 

The two sat and spoke of Krynn, then they stalked and killed a couple, laughing all the time. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

"I haven't seen Meriliee since 754, when we parted on bad terms." Drinnik told Jeris, shrugging. "I went from job to job, killing the ones I was paid to kill." 

"And then you wound up working for Malocchio Aderre? Of Invidia?" Jeris asked.

"Ah, gullible, foolish Malocchio. Trebor tells me of Malocchio's kind on the planes, but none are a patch on Malocchio Aderre..." 


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

Castle Loupet, Invidia, 754 Barovian Calendar 


The kender looked furiously at the foppish youth that had dared kidnap him. "You'll pay, child!" Drinnik roared. 

"Come come. That's no way to talk to your new master, what do you think Gesmas?" 

The man with the leg brace looked at Drinnik. "A vampire would be useful lord, even if it is a kender." 

"Oh, Gesmas, you don't see how useful this kender really is!" Malocchio Aderre clapped his hands, "What with you about to go to Sithicus, this chappy could tell you about Soth!" 

"I'm not telling you anything!" Drinnik roared again. 

"Untie him!" Malocchio chortled. "I want to speak to him!" 

Drinnik was untied and led to a plush chair in front of a fire. "Now, tell me of yourself." 

Drinnik told Malocchio that he'd worked for some of the most powerful people in the Core and that he had served under Azalin as one of the torturers in Darkon. Malocchio offered Drinnik a place to work in his own dungeons, and Drinnik accepted. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 


"It was easy. I'd torture them for the information Aderre wanted, then I'd torture them for what I wanted." Drinnik shrugged again, "It was the perfect setup." 

"But how did you end up in the Goat?" Jeris asks, feeding Galen while not actually looking at Drinnik. 

"Well..." 


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

Castle Loupet, Invidia, Present Day 


"Drinnik, a word." Malocchio looked at Drinnik. 

"I have a job for you, Drinnik." Malocchio steepled his fingers. "Since the unfortunate loss of Gesmas, I have no eyes outside of Invidia. But rumours of a strange tavern in Barovia have reached my ears." 

"Lord?" Drinnik asked, sipping warmed blood from a wine glass. 

"A tavern, in Vallaki, called the Malodorous Goat. I want you to go there. It has a select clientele, one who I feel I can learn a great deal from." Malocchio leaned forward in his chair. "You leave in an hour, good luck." 

Drinnik realised he'd been dismissed and left the room in silence. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 


"So you were sent to spy on us." Jeris accused.

"I was, but now a better job has proposed itself, protector of Galen." Drinnik replied, looking at the baby fondly. 

"But Dottir is trying to stop you?" Jeris asked.

"Yes, and there may be a time when I'll need your help, Jeris. A time when you wouldn't think it." Drinnik looked at Jeris. "Go down stairs and join the others, I'll wait here." 


Dottir, in the meantime, lost no time. As Oscar awoke and found himself her prisoner, she proceeded to torture him with a swarm of flesh-eating scarabs that would slowly kill him. Unable to endure the pain forever, Oscar fell down, apparently dead. In truth, however, his necromantic grimoire had transported his soul to Maximillian Hellspont, where the two had a long conversation as though they knew each other quite well. What they might have talked about remained a mystery, but when Oscar materialized back in Nova Vaasa, he was naked, inhumanly pale and apparently embracing more of the darkness within him. Wasting no time, he began to prepare a lair for himself, in a ruin inhabited by a pack of kobolds.

Crowded around the table and in the process of filling their bellies with beef, mutton, and pieces of bread that still steamed in the cool air were Rethel, Herger, Jacob, Xander, Master Carrick, and Anneke, who sat just as everyone wandered in. After a faint glance of amusement at the boys, both of whom were literally stuffing their faces with every scrap of food on the table that the others didn't seize first, Anneke smiled at the newcomers and gestured at the empty chairs. They sat and began helping themselves, joined a few minutes later by Amelia. 

After everyone had served themselves, Evee decided it was as good a time as any to speak with Carrick. 

“Mr. Carrick, we discussed this within our group and we decided we will help you to get rid of the beast. Yesterday night, we drove it away while there were only three of us in the house. Now that the whole group is there, except Oscar... Bruchesi, we think we could finish it the next time it appears. What do you think?" After waiting a moment and getting no response, she repeated herself. “We can get you free of that beast..." 

Looking directly at Evee with very old eyes, Carrick laid his chin on his hand and asked her, "And why would you want to try?"

Evee’s reply was immediate. “I do not know about the others around here, but I will speak for myself. I want to stop it… because it wants to kill a child. That, I can’t be aware of without doing something. And…do not worry, I won’t ask for a penny. I’m not doing this as a mercenary.”


"I'm here to try and protect my home." Brom said, shifting out of his 'Johan' guise and back into his  ‘Brom’ form. "Because this town has lost too many children to the night already." Looking across the room, during the confusion brought by the sudden change in his appearance, Brom met Evee's gaze. She smiled at him through watery eyes, and nodded.

At that point, Brom realized Carrick did indeed have something to hide—some secret that preyed on his mind and wore against his very sanity. Standing, he asked to have a private word with the jeweler in a separate room, and Carrick agreed.

After walking inside and closing the door, Brom looked around the room, making certain that no one was listening. Then, turning to Carrick, he spoke. "I realize that a lot of weight has been placed on you in the last little while, my friend. But I must know all of the matter. I understand that there may be things that are difficult to say in company, and that's why I asked to speak with you in private. First of all, we have learned that your wife may have been a victim of a similar monster. I am sorry if this is painful to speak of, but we need to know the truth. Not guesswork, and not rumor! If there is something, anything that you fear or know, it must come out now—before  others can be hurt. 

“I swear that I'll do whatever I can to help you, Herr Carrick." Brom continued, his eyes full of sympathy. "You are in a very bad situation, and I want to help you out of it. I of all people know what it feels like to be trapped within a beast and nightmare of your own making, and will not judge. But I must know now." 

Stunned, Carrick remained silent for a long moment. Swallowing with some difficulty, the burly merchant finally spoke. "Before I continue, I must ask you a question... a question that will answer several of yours. Are you..." he swallowed hard "... are you here to kill me? Will you slay me with that sword at your side, or with some power I do not comprehend?" 

Looking steadily at the man before him, Brom shook his head. "I swear that I am not here to kill you, and shall prevent the others from such an action. Now, Herr Carrick, I believe it is time for a story." 

Carrick swallowed again. “Very well… you should make yourself comfortable, for the story is not a short one or a pleasant one, I fear. 

"I am a merchant, as you know—-I deal in gems and articles of jewelry, and I am not too modest to say that I’ve done rather well at it. My parents were poor, so we did not have a great deal—-as you might expect, that deficiency in my youth has made me a materialistic adult... with a fascination for precious stones and metals. 

"I began my adult life not as a merchant, however... but as an adventurer not so dissimilar from you all. The chief difference would be that my skill with a sword was only slightly better than that of your average militiaman. But thanks chiefly to blind luck, my first adventures were also my last—-and my share of the profits from the venture was a small chest of gemstones, necklaces, bracelets, brooches, and rings. I took them to a jeweler for appraisal, and ended up apprenticing myself to him, learning a trade for which I had more aptitude than swinging a sword. 

"As the days turned into weeks, and I approached my twenty-fifth year, a beautiful woman came into the shop, and shattered most of the illusions I had held about women up until that point. Her eyes were the same sky-blue you note in my sons, and her hair was like spun copper and gold mixed together—-it flared like the very sun, even in the darkest night! She was slim, graceful, and... and powerful, for lack of a better word. That’s how she seemed to me." 

A sad smile came over his face at the memory.

"To make a long story shorter, I wooed her and won her heart—-or so I believed. We courted for a year and a day, and on the eve of the Festival of Summer's Night, we were married by a local Ezran anchorite named Pierson Wayfinder. 

"To say I was happy would be like saying the Vistani are cryptic—-essentially true, but a vast understatement. And it seemed that fortune was indeed smiling on me—-shortly after Revka Rakingclaw became my wife, I learned that the gem-cutter to whom I was apprenticed had decided to retire, offering to sell me first a partnership, and then full ownership of the store. Suddenly I was a man with means as well as the most beautiful wife anyone could imagine. 

"The years flew by, as happy ones always do—I suppose you know—and Revka and I were blessed with not one but two fine sons. The first we named after my own father, Jacob, and the younger we named for Revka’s brother, who had died young, she told me—-Alexander, or Xander for short. He was always too small for such a long name, we thought. 

"I was away on purchasing trips often... more often than I should have been, more often than those boys should forgive me for... so I didn’t know much about the places she went. She had told me her father had been a ranger, so she spent time taking the boys into the forest here and teaching them woodcraft. She said she wanted them to feel as comfortable out of doors as she did, so they wouldn't feel obligated to take over my business when I retired. As the years went by I... had less and less time for them, so I was glad she was helping them, teaching them something I couldn’t—-I was too much of a town person and saw too little too late. 

"I didn’t even hear about the rash of child killings that were moving closer and closer to our humble village until the fourth one occurred here in town. Boys and girls, all between the ages of five and fifteen, were found in the hillsides around the village... or at least, parts of them were found." 

Carrick shudders, and pours himself another glass of water, downing it in one gulp. He looks as though he wishes it were something much stronger. 

“When I got home from a trip later that year, I found a crude symbol carved into our door. I wasn’t sure what it meant, but I had the impression it was a ward of some kind—-a ward against something. I don’t know why I thought that—-as I’ve had no magical training—-but from the moment the thought entered my head, I couldn’t get it out. 

"I asked Revka about it... she hadn’t seen it yet. When she did, she was furious! She kept saying things like ‘I’ll get them’ and ‘they can’t do that to us’ and other things I didn’t understand. She stormed out of the house like someone had threatened her personally, and didn’t return for several hours. 

"I was worried, of course—-nights here in Lamordia have never been the safest in the Core, even without the beast attacks-—but I wasn’t sure what to do, or how to find her. I had the impression she knew something I didn’t know. When she finally returned, she had the cruelest smile on her face that I have ever seen, before or since. 

"I asked her where she had gone, and she said she went to see her family—-family I had never met, and had simply assumed were dead or otherwise disconnected from her. But I was wrong. 

" ‘Darling,’ she said, ‘I went to visit my brothers and sisters—-they know what we need to do, to avoid the suspicion of these pathetic locals. They have answered my question—-and it is a hard question, so the answer is hard as well.’ 

" ‘What are you talking about, Revka?’ I managed to stammer out. ‘What brothers and sisters?’ 

" ‘Why, my brothers and sisters in the forest, of course,’ she said, looking at me with a raised eyebrow. ‘Surely you didn’t think I was an orphan or an only child?’ 

"I admitted that I had. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘it’s not the case. And I’m afraid what we must do to waylay suspicion is going to be difficult... but our own survival is paramount, correct? We are young, and may carry on the bloodline.’ 

"I made some kind of noise, too confused to even try to speak coherently. 

" ‘Choose,’ she said softly. ‘One will go, and then the townspeople here will leave us alone.’ 

" ‘Choose?’ I echoed, trying to find my voice. ‘What in the Nine Hells do you mean, choose? Choose what?’ 

"She looked at me strangely, as one looks at a feebleminded servant. ‘Choose the offering to the Wild One, the Toothed Maw, the god of all beasts,’ she said slowly, carefully. ‘One will perish, and the other will remain with us.’ 

" ‘I don’t understand!’ I cried out. ‘Who will perish? What offering? Who is this Wild One?’ 

"She knelt down beside me, taking my face in her hands and looking directly into my eyes. ‘Choose Jacob or Xander,’ she said softly. ‘One must be offered to placate both the god and the pathetic people of this village.’ 

"I barked a laugh, certain she was joking in some horribly tasteless way, but she held my face with strength I had never known her to possess. ‘The right of the choice falls to you as the sire,’ she said, her gaze never wavering. Looking back, it seemed like the look of a religious fanatic, or a priestess of some kind. ‘Surely this cannot be a surprise to you.’ 

" ‘Of course it’s a surprise! What in Ezra’s name are you talking about?!’ I shouted, struggling to wrap my mind around what she wanted me to do. Sacrifice one of our children—our precious children, I finally realized—to some god I’d never heard of? How could this be happening? 

"She simply stared at me, in silence, and something akin to surprise, then wonder flitted across her face. 

" ‘Wild One,’ she breathed, as an oath, ‘You truly do not know what I am, do you? Or what our children will be?’ 

"I was getting angry. ‘Start making sense right now, woman, or I’ll have you committed to the nearest sanitarium! I’m done with your cryptic comments! Tell me the truth!’ 

"She didn’t speak immediately. But what she did do was more effective than any words could have been. Before my eyes, my beautiful, lovely bride, my wife of ten years... changed. She opened her mouth and howled like a beast, like a wolf, and her body started growing, lengthening, packing on muscle and sinew and fur as she grew to six feet, then seven feet, then higher! She stood over me, a slavering beast from my worst nightmares! A werebeast!!! 

"I backed away, falling over furniture I couldn’t see because my eyes were riveted on her--they felt as though they would surely pop out of their sockets and fall to the floor like marbles. She was hunched over, and long black claws sprouted from hands too broad and hairy to be those of my beautiful, loving wife. And in my mind, I heard her voice still. 

"You truly didn’t know, did you? she asked me. You truly had no idea, after all these years—-with all the time I spent in the forest, with my trips away every month without a word of warning, and with my never handling any of the poisonous money you carelessly leave lying around. Even in our most intimate moments... you never saw what I was. What I am. 

" ‘What are you?!’ I stammered. ‘What have I brought into my life, into my bed?’ 

" I am the Beast, she said simply. And since you, a human, cannot bring yourself to choose, I will make the choice—as the law of my faith and my people demands. Try to stop me, and you will be the sacrifice instead. By the Wild One, I should have chosen a more suitable mate.” 

"So she turned, going down the hallway to where our children slept, oblivious to the horror their mother had become... and oblivious to her murderous intent. I don’t know how long I stood there, uncomprehending... but finally something got through to me—-all the time I had found for my business but not my children, all the times I had chosen it over them... and how I loved them. And I acted like a father for perhaps the first time since their birth. 

"She was at the door to their room, about to twist the knob... and enter, and destroy three lives by taking one. And I flew at her. I tackled her, and threw her to the floor with strength I never knew I could possess. Somewhere along the way, I seized my old, adventuring sword from above the mantle... I had not used it for long years, but it held some small enchantment that saved my life once before. I think I prayed it would do so again... but I don’t remember thinking at all. 

"I drove her out through the back of the house, cutting, stabbing, punching, raging at her, screaming at the top of my lungs. She was shocked, surprised to see such fury from me—-as I had always been of a calm temperament. Or perhaps it was because I was human, and in her arrogance, she never expected such savagery from such a low being, I do not know. 

"She fought me as well, inflicting numerous cuts with her claws and teeth… but I ignored them. Pain could wait. Fear could wait. Even death itself could wait... I would destroy this monster first, this monster who would kill our... my children... and then I would accept whatever fate the gods decreed. 

"Finally the moment came, after a haze of blood and pain I cannot fully remember to this day. I stabbed her through the eye with my sword, ran it through into her very brain. She fell, almost without a sound, twitching and convulsing on the ground. 

"And in those last moments, I heard her voice in my head again: This is not the end... and even if it is for me, it is not for our children. I will live on in them… the Beast will live on... 

"And then she was silent, and still. 

"I waited for a long time—-I don’t yet know how long—-before one of my servants came, roused by the noise of the battle. Herger was there... and he came with his muskets, echoing shots into the corpse until he was well and truly sure it had no life left in it. 

"He wanted to get me inside... but I refused, ordering him instead to go back and look after the boys--and above all, keep them inside and away from the windows. He hesitated, but agreed... and I buried the body of the thing that had been my wife in a shallow grave at the edge of the forest. 

"I never told anyone the full story... and Herger didn’t ask, though I don't know for certain what he suspects even now--I'm sure he knows more than he tells. 

"The next day, with my wounds still bleeding, I called the boys to my bed and told them that... that their mother wasn’t coming home again. That she’d been attacked by thieves and cutthroats and I’d been too late to save her—-they tried to be brave, gods they tried, but so young!—-and they cried in sadness and some anger, I think. 

"I think they blamed me for it for a long time, but even that was better for them than knowing what she was... and knowing what she was prepared to do to her own blood-offspring. 

"When my wounds healed, I began to study up on werebeasts, looking for legends, stories, anything I could find. And I came across a book written by an herbalist from neighboring Mordent... an herbalist who exchanged his mandragora and ginseng for garlic, holy water, stake and mallet. A man by the name of Rudolph Van Richten." 

At Brom's surprised start, Carrick smiled again, wearily. 

“I see you've heard of the man--no surprise, I should think. But my fears were doubled, even tripled after reading… I learned there were two kinds of werebeasts, as the young man with the axe said--those born to the state, and those infected with it after birth. 

"If my wife was an infected werebeast, then both our children would be--there was no control over it... and no way for me personally to cure it. If she was born to that state, then our children would be the same way, or would be infected… either way, they would be beasts at heart, fully feral animals when they reached young adulthood. The only question was whether or not it would be part of their blood, or something that could be healed. 

"I have worked on a means to suppress it in my boys... a nonmagical means the effectiveness of which I do not yet know. I have waited and watched all this time, hoping and praying for a miracle... and my prayers have not been answered. Indeed, it seems they’ve been wholly ignored... for I soon found that I was infected as well. 

"I don’t go on purchasing trips once a month... that is merely a convenient lie. I go to vent the beast she shackled to my soul, and to protect those I love most from those it hates most." 

The burly man suddenly seems very small, and very alone. "And I nearly failed again. I only remember bits and pieces of what happens when I take on the form... though it’s better than it once was. But it's all still indistinct... perhaps I don't truly wish to remember, and I've blotted it out to avoid going insane.” 

He jerked an arm in the direction of the front of the store, indicating its ruin. 

"And it gets worse... when I fled, I was attacked. By something that looked and moved just like me. It’s hazy, but I do remember it... I think it was her. I think it was Revka I encountered on the road tonight. I think the mother of my children is still alive. 

"And I don't know who has begun killing the people of Verlorenshaus again... her, or me." 

Later, after Brom shared Carrick’s tale with Evee and Trebor, Evee asked, "Just to make it clear, yesterday, did we or did we not fight Abel Carrick?" 

"I have no idea." Brom admitted. "And I don't think Carrick knows either. But I do know that you have to find the true lycanthrope that started this bloodline if those infected are to be saved, and I would assume that to be Revka. If she has survived somehow, we need to destroy her before anything else can occur. If not, then we search for the creature that turned her. We shall cross that bridge when we come to it." 

Brom then took Evee and Trebor back upstairs to Carrick’s study, where he and the merchant had agreed to meet. Once inside with the door closed and bolted, Carrick spread his arms wide to encompass the entire room, and shrugged. "You must have questions about what you found in here last night... where should I begin?" 

Brom looked to Evee and Trebor for a long moment, but neither of them seemed inclined to speak—perhaps since Carrick now knew they had burgled his study the previous night. The Shaper sighed and pulled out a battered leather-bound journal and made a few notes to himself. Then he looked up at the jeweler.

“We do need to know a few things, sir. I’ll list them, in no particular order:

1. What was Revka's form? Jackal or wolf? We seem to be confused about that. 

2. What have you been giving the boys to ward off their changes? Do you give them differing formulas? 

3. Tell me about your staff. What do you know of them and their pasts? 

4. Have you discovered who the 'Wild One' is? What about the sigil of warding? Did you ever discover what it meant or who it was placed there by? Do you have a copy?”

Carrick blinked. "Fair enough. First, about the formulas.” The merchant motioned the trio to follow him over to the maze of beakers and tubing Trebor had discovered the previous night. Brom immediately opened his journal to a fresh page and begins scribbling notes with a stick of charcoal.

"This flask holds a non magical equivalent of a special potion... at least, if my research and measurements are accurate. I really know nothing of magic beyond the occasional gift of the gods, so this is my attempt to synthesize from herbs and mundane chemicals the same things a wizard achieves with his Art." 

"It seems to have elements of alteration magic," Trebor put in. "Or, rather, of some potions of that type with which I'm familiar." 

Carrick looked at him askance. "You can tell such a thing merely by looking?" 

"No, I... I tasted it." 

The jeweler was silent for a moment. "Well, you still live, so obviously it didn't hurt you. And if my calculations are correct, you shouldn't have a problem with lycanthropy for some time, should... should future circumstances be unfortunate.

"In any case... the formulas combine a number of different chemicals, but the chief ingredient in them is aconite and fennel. From the book you saw on my desk--"he motions to the Van Richten's Monster Hunter's Compendium"--you'll know that those are the herbs most abhorrent to werewolves and werejackals, respectively." 

He ran a hand through his hair and thought for a moment. "I'm afraid I cannot truly tell you what Revka's... what manner of beast she became, because I don't know. From what I've read, I would assume she was a werewolf—I can't conceive of a werejackal growing to over seven feet tall, though I suppose it's possible. 

"The only fact that really points to the jackal is the smell that came off her... jackals tend to have powerful body odors, and quite distinctive, according to Herr Van Richten. As I said, I don't remember much of our... of our fight... but I do remember that, I think. 

"Because I don't know precisely what manner of beast she was, I give both Jacob and Xander formulas based on aconite--or wolvesbane, if you like--and fennel. They both receive roughly the same amounts of each. 

"As to my staff... they've all been with me for years now. As I said, I came into money and could afford to employ servants around the same time I married, so Rethel and Herger have been with me since the beginning--they are brothers, as I mentioned, though they don't really look alike, do they? 

"Herger was a bare knuckle brawler-type who tended bar before he found I could pay him more than a night spent cracking heads could. He's quick-tempered but very loyal. Rethel actually leaves from time to time on wilderness treks--he's something of a woodsman himself. 

"Anneke joined us a few years later—about the time Jacob was really becoming a handful—Talia a few years after that. I'm not exactly certain where either of them came from... though Anneke has talked about a great lake and a rather ghoulish castle in her earliest memories--to me that says Barovia. I believe Talia is from there as well--she's the one who told me of the 'indiscretion' last night, by the way." 

When Brom repeated his question about the 'Wild One', Carrick sighed.

"I've discovered who I think it could be. I haven't been able to track down any information on any deity called the 'Wild One', but there are several beastly gods that are followed in lands near here." 

He motions the trio over to his desk, where the three bundles of paper Evee and Trebor found the night before are still in the neat pile in which they left them. 

"Fenris is usually depicted as a wolf, if you do not know... and Anubis has the head of a jackal. Both of these gods are referenced in another work, however, as being themselves servants to a greater beast called simply 'the Toothed Maw'. 

"I have yet to find an exact copy of the ward... but it looks somewhat similar to this rune I discovered in a text on Anubis." 

Carrick reached into the pile of papers seemingly at random, and pulled out a large sheet. On it was a smudged charcoal drawing--Trebor recognized it as vaguely Egyptian in origin. 

"This is close, though not exact," Carrick said. "For some reason, I can't seem to see the glyph clearly in my mind... but I only glanced at it, and it was more than two years ago after all.

"And no, I don't have any way of knowing who placed it there. My first thought was that it was simply someone in the town who suspected my house of being involved, because we were never visited by the beast, praise Ezra. But I don't really know what to make of this, truly I don't. 

"And about Xander... poor child. He's..." Carrick's voice thickened with emotion once again. "He's had that cough almost since the day he was born... and that was before everything happened with... with his mother, so I don't believe the potions I give him are hurting him. He sometimes coughs himself completely hoarse in the middle of the night... and then he's tired and listless during the day, Talia tells me." 

The jeweler wiped at his eye, self-consciously. "Nothing from the apothecary can seem to cure him... a tonic helps relieve the cough temporarily, but it's always back as soon as the medicine runs out. That's... that's another reason he's so thin--sometimes his throat gets so sore that he can't eat. 

"From what I can tell, he's very healthy in other respects... never gets any other kind of sickness that I know of, which we're certainly lucky that such is the case. I don't know that he could handle anything else on top of what he has. Just that damned cough, over and over again." 

Trebor considered all that Carrick had told them, and the room was silent for a moment as the others, too, seemed to be considering the next course of action. Carrick waited patiently. After a while Trebor spoke. "Could you tell us where Revka was buried? It may provide us with some clue as to what we are dealing with, and how we can break the curse. Also, could I have a copy of the rune? I have some experience with languages and may be able to work out what it means." 

Carrick looked at Trebor with sad gray eyes. "Yes... yes, I can take you to the spot where I... where I buried her. Since you and Herr Brom both think you can glean something important from that... I can take you there. As for the rune... as I said, this isn't it exactly, but I believe it's close." He passed the sheet of parchment to Trebor, who folded it carefully and placed it in his bag for later study. Glancing over at Brom, he noticed the Shaper had made a rough sketch of the design in his journal. 

The jeweler closed his eyes wearily. "Do you have any other questions? Anything that you feel would be helpful is yours to know if it is mine to tell." 

After a moment, Evee spoke up again. "Yes... and it's a bit difficult to ask ..." Abel looked at her, expecting the worst… but relieved when he saw her smile. "About you ... do you control your transformation? If not, then what makes you change ? Is it the moon?"

Carrick sighed quietly. "I personally think 'control' is far too powerful a word for my situation with... with what's inside me. As I told Herr Brom in private, I am able to rein in some of the things that come with this disease... and I stress the word 'some.' Normal animals react... badly to my presence, but I heal far more quickly than I once did. At first, I would lose myself in the new form—the form that has elements of man and animal. As time passed, I began remembering at least some of what happened when the Beast came upon me... and I found I was able to take on a four-footed form as well." 

At Evee's question about triggers, he shrugged. "Whenever I am faced with great danger... if someone I care about is threatened... and for some reason, hearing the howl of the wolves in the distance... all these can strain my control to the breaking point. The moon pulls at me as well... usually once every month, with a siren call I hear no matter what I do. Though it 'conveniently' coincides with my purchasing trips. But there is one thing I... I cannot resist--the sight of... of blood. More than a scratch or a pinprick and I... I'm lost." As he said this last, the jeweler flushed with shame. 

Minutes later, just after the trio left with Carrick to find his wife’s grave, a citizen’s shout was heard outside. Going out and inquiring of a passerby, the Taverners learned that murder has been committed—at the same house where Drinnik slew the little girl. But Drinnik feasted only on the child… so who could have done it?

Quickly, Dmitri and Castor rushed outside, and were surprised to find a crowd of fearful villagers surrounding the same house where Drinnik had killed last night. Among the folk, they found Morik Allyn, who recognized Dmitri from the previous evening at the Storm Tales Tavern. Allyn explained the particulars—that the entire family of one Tobias Redthorn had been murdered the previous night. As he spoke to them, the wiry fighter seemed edgy, suspicious… and disappeared entirely before the constable appeared.

And such a constable! A man well over six feet in height, with dark hair, weather-roughened skin, and a suspicious gaze that inspired fear in almost all those around him—and indeed gave even the hardened warriors pause—Constable Montirr, the Sheriff of Verlorenshaus. They tried to engage the domineering man in conversation—even offering their own assistance to his deputies—but the constable only saw fit to grace them with a handful of words,  warning them he would watch Abel Carrick closely… along with anyone close to him. 

Meanwhile, Astranni Dottir was in the process of summoning help from the planes. Three figures appeared before her, two walking and one floating. One looked like a horrid amalgamation between man and dragon; once it might have looked majestic, but at the moment looked merely wasted… and corrupted. The other was a man dressed in a grey robe, the unholy symbol of Vecna (the Maimed Lord, the God of Secrets) hanging from his neck but a similar design branded into the pale skin of his forehead. His head was bare at the front, with two tufts sticking up over his ears. The third figure was swathed in a large grey cloak, its hands hidden inside the arms of its grey robe and its head hidden in a deep grey cowl. 

"You promised this soul to my Dark Queen, Takhisis!" the dragon-man shouted in a dry, hissing voice. "Pay her toll or I, Drorrak, mightiest of her Majesty's Aureks will extract her vengence!”

"No! The soul has been promised to my lord! He Who Rules The Spider Throne! The Maimed Lord! Vecna!" cried the smaller man. 

The third figure looked on impassively. "The payment is for me, for my gifts."

Dottir smiled and looked at the three. "Your payments will be delivered! This is merely the bait to the souls I have promised!" she shouted in glee. In his sack Elmar the gully dwarf whimpered. 


Drinnik himself, in the meantime, lost all his remaining patience and ordered Amelia to take him to his sister immediately. Contrary to her previous actions, she agreed to do so with no apparent anger, summoning the Wandering Mist Horror Annyshaera Dumai, an old servant of Hellspont. The Seer then ordered the creature to take Drinnik to Dottir… and the mist-thing complied. 

As Dottir completed the beginning of her unholy ritual, the moon rose overhead and blotted out the sun, forming a full solar eclipse. As the black disk set itself against the sun’s fiery corona, Abel Carrick hunched over, clutching his stomach in pain. The jeweler fell to his knees, and the present Taverners  instinctively moved to help him, thinking him still hurt from the injuries he received the previous night. Abruptly Carrick struck out with the back of a brawny hand, moving so quickly that even Trebor missed the gesture completely. The hand caught the tiefling on the side of the head and launched him a good six feet away.

Brom and Evee immediately threw down their digging tools and leapt out of the hole they were digging, assuming battle stances. 

{Boss!! It got dark so quickly!! Something's wrong! Someone's going to step on me in the dark!! Boss!!!} As the darkness continued to fall, the Shaper tried to tune out the screams of his psi-crystal as he focused his thoughts and marshaled his mental energies. 

Carrick grew before them, his normally loose and comfortable clothing stretching tight—to the absolute limit—over his expanding frame. Brownish-black fur covered the backs of his hands, and his nails elongated into wicked black claws that looked all too familiar to Evee and Brom. The crunching sounds of the bones growing and rearranging was nauseating to hear. The jeweler turned his head skyward, and his eyes darkened from their customary gray to the blackest black of the overhead eclipse. 

Letting loose a mind-shattering howl, Carrick's face lost the last of its humanity, his mouth elongating into the fanged maw of one of the largest werewolves any of the trio had ever seen. Saliva dripped from the fangs as the man-beast ripped the already tattered jacket and leather bag from its body. 

Dropping its head, it turned toward the three Taverners, passing over Trebor before settling on the Shaper and the thief/mage. If beasts could be imagined to grin, the monstrosity before them did so. Leaping forward, claws outstretched, the thing that was once Abel Carrick—human, merchant, and father of two young, wide-eyed boys—was joined quickly by some dark shapes moving at the edge of the trees. Wolves, some part of Brom’s mind told him. He's summoned wolves to aid him... 

Trebor struggled to his feet and shook his head to clear the mist that shrouded his vision and the fuzziness that clouded his mind. When his vision cleared he saw the monstrous creature that hit him towering over Brom and Evee. Drawing his enchanted short sword Causality, he advanced slowly. Movement at the edge of his vision caught his eye—the wolves were moving towards them like predators stalking the kill. 

Unleashing the magic from a spell scroll, Trebor burned two of the wolves to death as Brom (pushing Brace's irritating voice out of his mind for the moment) snatched up the pistols from his belt and took aim at the impossibly quick monster approaching him. If times were perfect, he would have aimed for the beast's legs... but there was no perfect time, and certainly not this one. Just as the creature reached him and slashed out with its dagger-like claws, the Shaper fired off his snaplock pistols. The metallic bullets could not miss at such close range, and they did not—tearing holes the width of quarterstaves through the beast's stomach. 

The werewolf cringed and yelped in pain as it slashed both of Brom's pistols from his hand with the swipe of one death-dealing paw. A second slash ripped a furrow in the Shaper's shirt but thankfully did not break the skin as he dove to the side and out of the way, noticing with some part of his brain that one of the holes he just made had closed up... but one still bled furiously. 

As Brom attempted to marshal up enough mental power to form his mental cocoon, two of the summoned wolves leapt for Evee's throat. The young girl barely managed to get her enchanted longsword up in time to slice a hot red line across the wolf's stomach, but the other clamped down on her shoulder for a vicious bite. Stubbornly she refused to cry out as she stabbed the biting wolf through the stomach, its own blood mixing with hers that seeped from her wound. 

Finally summoning enough concentration, Brom managed to entrap the werebeast within a shimmery cocoon of greenish ectoplasm. The remaining wolves were also killed, just as Castor, Dmitri and Grigg arrived. (May 10th)


Trebor then explained the others who Dottir had summoned for help. 

"I know who the Arcanloth is,” he said tonelessly. “He is my father.” Trebor's revelation seemed to echo in the suddenly quiet forest, as if every creature within was dead or reeling in shocked silence. Castor was struck mute; looking around at the faces of the other gathered Taverners, he saw his surprise mirrored on their faces. Brom and Dmitri broke off their heated conversation and turned to stare, while Evee's eyes quickly grew overbright and she turned away. The blademaster walked over to her and put an arm around her shoulders, giving her a reassuring squeeze. She returned the half-hug but remained silent as Trebor continued. "He is an evil creature given to the pursuit of power, not unlike myself at one time. But I have spent 702 years fighting what I am and I succeeded, at least the real me succeeded." 

"So what are you going to do?" asked Dmitri, with his arms folded accross his chest.

"The only thing I can. I'm going to end this. Now." Trebor took Drinnik’s dagger and used it in casting a location spell to find where Drinnik was. Then he cast spells on himself… spells that seemed to make him shimmer with magical energy. Lastly he handed Evee a scroll. She looked at him, bewildered. "It's a teleport scroll. Cast it and come to me with Castor if he receives another vision. Your magic and his blades might be needed.

"I'm not great at goodbyes,” the tiefling continued. “But it was nice knowing you and the others… make sure Galen gets to the monastery safe."

"You'll be back." replied Castor calmly.

“I hope so.” 

With that, Trebor read the words on the scroll and disappeared, leaving the Taverners in the forest clearing with the werebeast that was Abel Carrick. 

 While resuming their dig, they explored Dmitri’s knowledge of lycanthropy.

"The Toothed Maw? It was a name that his wife, the woman that infected him, called her god." Brom explained, sending a quick mental summons to Brace and then resuming human form. "I don't know... I just get the feeling that there maybe more to this than simply a man infected with lycanthropy. This smells of a cult." 

"A cult?" Dmitri asked, curling his lip in disbelief. "I wouldn't say so...unless you mean some sort of family god, a god of the pack. Most werewolf packs have one. In Verbrek, it's Odanaula; in Kartakass, Fenris. Here, perhaps, the Toothed Maw...I suppose it's possible." 

"Fenris was mentioned in Carrick's notes." Brom murmured. "But how many family gods demand the sacrifice of the strong son over the weak? I'll admit that I don't know a lot about lycanthropes, but such a sacrifice seems to go against letting the strong survive."

"Unless...” Castor broke in. “…  unless there's more of a difference between Jacob and Xander than we first thought. Is there any possible reason why Jacob would be a fitter sacrifice than Xander? What do we know about the younger boy's sickness?"

As they all pondered that question, Brom glanced at the form of Carrick, still encased in the cocoon. Why had he promised to help the man? He of all people knew how such curses worked. Carrick was most likely better off dead. Redemption seemed overrated. But, then again, if he didn't earn his second chance, then he wouldn't have deserved it.

"Go and help Trebor." Brom said, looking at the other Taveners. "I've read much about Inajira. He's going to need help." 

"But what about Carrick." Evee asked, playing with the ends of the scroll. "We can't just leave him like that." 

"I'll watch him." Brom said. Turning around, he snatched up Brace, just as the gem reached him. Quickly remounting the psi-crystal on its chain, he handed it to Evee. "You have to go because only you can read the spell. Take Brace. If you get into trouble, I'll know. Meanwhile, I have a past to dig up." He resumed digging. 

Evee put Brace in her beltpouch. "Sure... you're OK with Sir Abel? You can contain him long enough? And protect him from those who do not understand?" 

Brom did not answer, avoiding her gaze, so Evee turned to Castor, still touching the scroll Trebor gave her. "Want to go there, with Trebor? I'm not sure I'll be very helpful against such a threat, but I want to be there beside you." Looking at the ground, she adds, "Though I'd prefer to turn invisible before going there... it might be more in tune with what I can do."

Castor was silent for a long moment. Inside, he marveled at the simple strength in the human woman before him. Perhaps some of this was visible on his features... but it was difficult to tell. He gave a small smile and hooked a finger under Evee's chin, tilting her face upward so her eyes could meet his. 

"Thank you, Evee—I do want to help him. I even want to help Drinnik, believe it or not. But this is Trebor's battle—a personal one that he needs to fight on his own. He told us not to use that scroll unless I receive another 'vision'... and I won't interfere in his greatest battle without the greatest need." 

He glanced at Grigg, who nodded, seemingly in approval of the blademaster's words.


As the Arcanoloth threatened Dottir with a broken deal, the tingle of magic filled the air: Trebor arrived at the scene ! "It appears a new player has come—the deal is fulfilled, and you have your soul!" said Dottir, smugly. 

Trebor smiled at Drinnik, Liseme and Elmar before turning to Dottir. "You have made a grave mistake, you sleep with evil and do not have the payment to give." 

Inajira turned from the man to the priestess. "What does this fool mean, where is the soul you promised?" 

The image of the human male began to melt off Trebor, with his face elongating and his skin turning black. Fur began appearing as his glasses rose up his face and merged with his skull, while his ears grew sharp points, similar to an elf. His hands grew black claws and his face began to take on the form of a jackal.

"Do you recognize your prize now?" asked Trebor carefully, aware of every movement made by Dottir and Inajira. 

"The cambion—a unique specimen indeed. I applaud you Dottir… and our business is done,” murmured Inajira, seemingly happy with his prize. 

Trebor held up a finger to prevent the arcanaloth from continuing. 

"There's just one small problem… Father." He let the words hang in the air for a moment. All around were shocked into silence, even Amelia did not quite believe what she heard. Drinnik and Liseme stood, dumbfounded with their jaws open. Elmar scratched himself. 

"You lie!!!” snarled the yugoloth, pointing at Trebor. Suddenly the Tiefling disappeared in an inferno of white hot fire. 

And just as suddenly the fire dissipated and surrounded the Arcanoloth, while a blue energy field shimmered around Trebor. Inajira dispeled the magical fire with a gesture, but not before he was slightly singed by the flames. Trebor smiled, his confidence building. "Do you honestly believe that I would come here unprepared? I have learned much from your side of the family—my heritage has served me well." 

"Not well enough!" Inajira lunged forward before Trebor could react and gripped him by the throat. "I recognize you now, pretender—you are the son of the drow elf who thought she could gain favor from me. You should have died before now… your soul was promised to me long ago and now I will collect!!”

Trebor struggled in the choking grip of his father, trying to get a word out but failing. Slowly his body went limp as the air left him and he fell into unconsciousness. 

Inajari prepared to draw out the tiefling’s soul… but pauses at the last second and turns his incredulous eyes on Dottir. "You have tricked me, snake!! This body is but an empty shell—there is no soul housed here! You have broken our bargin and you will pay the price!”

The yugoloth waved his hand and suddenly Dottir could not move. On the floor, Trebor began to stir and laughed a little before pushing himself to his feet. Still groggy and wobbly, he nonetheless managed to stand. "Yes, Father… she tricked you into believing that I was the true Trebor Minntt. But I am nothing but a copy made by magic.”

The arcanoloth snarled and turned on Trebor, a bolt of magic flying from his palm toward the tiefling. With a wave of his hand, Trebor dispelled it, causing the arcanoloth to stare in slight disbelief. 

"You have grown stronger in my presence, come with me and we can grow powerful together. we can forge our own land within this accursed place." 

"I cannot go—I have obligations to fulfill, deals already made."

The yugoloth turned to Trebor, surprised. "You would spurn my invitation?" 

"I do not want to be like you. I do not wish to cause pain and suffering just to increase my own power. I am not driven by the greed that dominates your race." 

Inajari considered this for a moment and let out a disturbing laugh, his Jackal face twisting into a smile. "We will meet again, Trebor, and next time you will come with me, it is your destiny, it is part of you.”

The arcanoloth turned to leave and just before he disappeared he whipped around and sent a wave of ice towards Trebor, enveloping the tiefling in crystalline cold. He then turned to Dottir, still held in place by his spell. 

The ice wave hit Trebor, who had not been expecting it—and he freezes, a living block of ice, unable to move or communicate. 

"I will not kill you Dottir. In fact I will give you a chance. When I leave, the spell holding you in place will be broken—it is up to you to defeat the Kender and his companion. But know this: one day I will collect on your debt." After speaking the yugoloth disappeared and the spell holding Dottir in place was broken. 

Dottir looked at the block of ice surrounding Trebor. "So you're not the real Minntt. I should have guessed." She traced a finger along the side of the ice block. "Still, a worthy prize, one I may just keep." 

Another battle followed, where Niesme, Drinnik’s sister appeared, as a servant of Fizban. "What? A goddamn family reunion? I think not!" Dottir ignored what was happening and looked at the group. In her mind she called together the words to one of her most powerful spells. "Ariga dost tir amo/Shlar tri morgh trask kriyn shlor!" A bolt of black energy shot from her fingers and headed toward Drinnik and Niesme… but Drinnik, with the reflexes of a undead, pushed his sister to safety and watched as the bolt struck the draconian dead. 

Screaming in futile rage, Dottir vanished. Trebor, Drinnik, the dwarf Elmar and Liseme walked to Carrick’s house, whereupon Trebor teleported back to the grave and informed the others of what just happened.


In the grave, the digging taverners found two mysterious objects (in a box with a design that nearly hypnotized Carrick in his half-wolf form). It contained a disk (silver-colored, and depicting an indistinct four-legged form bound in chains with its head thrown back in ecstasy or agony; the reverse side of the amulet was rough-textured, as if the metal was unfinished, but seemed to be devoid of any inscription or embellishment) and a small onyx statuette with a human body and the head of a jackal. Besides those two objects, there was nothing in the grave—including no body of Revka Carrick.

A few moments later, the sounds of wolves surrounding the clearing rang in the Taverners’ ears. As they advance slowly, Dmitri turns to them and walks a few steps toward the beasts, away from the Taverners.

“What are they doing here?” Trebor asked.

Dmitri replied, "They have come, you might say, to plead their case—and to pass their sentence."

“What,” Trebor inquired, surprised. “You mean they would judge us for killing those wolves Carrick summoned? We were trying to protect ourselves, and him--.” 

"AND WHY THE HELL WERE YOU PROTECTING HIM?" Dmitri screamed, all self-control lost in a flare of rage. "What has he done to merit your protection? Tried to kill his children? Tried to kill you? Oh, you are very careful of the life of this human, aren't you? Save him! Cure him! Protect him! And what do you say of me and my people? Kill them all, the brutes! Never mind that they were in the thrall of that demon, that moon-worshipping traitor!" As Dmitri raged froth speckled his lips and chin; his features gradually distorted, becoming more feral, the teeth longer, the cheekbones sharper and more pronounced; the mouth widening to the maw of a wolf. 

Calming as quickly as he grew enraged, Dmitri looked at all of the Taverners with a lack of expression almost as frightening as his rage. The inhuman guttural cadence of his voice rasped in every word, as he said, "I do not blame you for killing my people in defense of your life. I blame you for killing them and protecting the jornvoater responsible for their action." Dmitri's eyes, grown yellow, flickered across the Taverners, and he continued, "Give him to us and we have no further quarrel. Give him to me now, or all of you present will regret having preserved Master Carrick—yes, even he himself will wish he might have died. And those of you who most wish to save him will regret it most deeply." 

As he said this last, the wolfwere looked at Brom and Evee. "This is the justice of the People, bound by the blood you have shed. I am sorry for you. But for this I should have been honored by your company." 

The howling of the wolves burst forth again, louder still; one enormous dire wolf, dappled black and tan, appeared briefly at the edge of the wood, looking at the Taverners with huge red eyes. No one spoke; Dmitri backed away, hands up, then turned and walked into the woods. The wolves dispersed, though their occasional howls sounded often enough that the group knew they were not alone. They were watched. And they were being judged.

Suddenly Jasper appeared out of the shadows. From within the confines of his cloak a small movement could be seen. The cat-man began to whisper into it.

"It is all right now. These people are friends." Out of the folds if the cloak a young girl of but fifteen with golden hair and a tattered white dress slowly emerged. Clutched to her chest was a small tarnished shield. "I would like you all to meet sister Anna, first acolyte of the lost church of Ezra. And my sister..."

At the house, Amelia spent some time listening patiently to Anneke's questions about her half-Vistani heritage, illuminating her thoughts and augmenting her knowledge of her people tenfold. She called forth the mischievous power most giorgios call simply the Evil Eye. Among her favorite abilities, it could be used not only to shatter any object she might encounter, but also to cloud the judgement of many a human being. It was the latter power that she directed toward the unsuspecting Anneke Graymalk.

Rising from her seat, she continued to speak, having reached a decision. "Anneke. You do recall your promise to aid me, I believe. I dare say, it is now or never.” At this, Anneke was a little taken aback, but nodded resolutely. “Very well, for the matter is no small one. You see, not all of your current guests are… well, as 'pure' as they pretend to be. And I certainly do not wish to alarm you with that, but one of them is what your people call a vampire...” The Vistana paused, letting the statement sink in. As the older woman started to speak, she shook her head. “No, Anneke, I am afraid I cannot reveal which one of them, though you will soon know for yourself. And I also will be bold enough as to request you not to ask too many questions, either. 

“Suffice it to tell that bloodsucker has escaped our wrath for years, all the while committing the worst imaginable crimes against us. His obsession has been such he forgot all sense of reason. He killed many of us, Anneke, and tortured also. Soon, however…” a smile crawled to her lips, “…his protection shall fail. And then, he will, of course, be ours, although he doesn't realize that yet. To cease his evil and confront him to his own sins, I have been sent. This is my purpose." 

At this, Anneke remained mute for a few seconds, before speaking: "But... 'Tis is so terrible, Madam! Surely I thought those people were good men!"

"They are, Anneke, they are. The only thing is, they do not realize that fiend's evil and foolishly protect him. Ha! Thus, Anneke, I must beg you help me with this, I now dare say..."

"But how, madam?" 

"In a very simple way, actually,” Amelia responded, walking toward the stove. “You see, that pudding--.”

Anneke immediately leapt toward the stove, having forgotten all about the cooking dinner.

"Fear not, Anneke, I indeed may tell you there hardly is any reason to worry…” and Anneke felt her troubles dissipate as if by magic at the sound of the Seer’s reassuring voice. “Indeed, I dare say, this pudding will be the sweetest thing you have ever made. And surely among the most, ahem, memorable one your guests will be given to taste. Now, the favor I wanted to ask you...”

Out of a pocket, Amelia withdraws a small vial of greenish liquid. “This, Anneke, I believe, will make a perfect final ingredient. Here is what I ask. When suppertime comes, you will produce a masterpiece of a pudding to the dinner table. And, you will state you prepared it quite specifically for those brave heroes that came to help the village at the time of trouble, and only for them, except, of course for the bloodsucker I told you about. He, of course, will hardly touch mortal food. But, as I intend it to happen, no more than a few hours later, this toxin will affect them."

At this Anneke's eyes flared wide. "Ye wish to poison them, Madam?!"

Amelia shook her head. "Well, yes, Anneke. But really this poison is very, very special indeed! It will simply..." she trails off, moving close to Anneke and whispering the end of the sentence inaudibly. 

Anneke's eyes widened even further in surprise. "Great Ezra, Madam, you can do that?!?!" 

Amelia nodded enthousiastically. "As you can see, Anneke, no harm will be done at all. No need to worry about yourself, as they will never make the link between your meal and what will happen to them. They will simply grow more mad at me. As usual." 


High atop Death Glacier in the Sleeping Beast mountains, Garudos Celestar encountered the being who delivered the Orb to him—another Celestial who called himself the Nephirim. The Nephirim claimed that it sought to protect Celestar’s soul, to save him from his inevitable corruption by the dark lands of Ravenloft. He also claimed that Galen was irredeemably evil (as the spawn of a demon and a shadow elf) and must be destroyed for the sake of all the demiplane. The Nephirim apparently believed this quite zealously and refused to listen to Celestar’s explanations that the child was still free to choose… and could easily become as powerful a force for good as for evil…

 

Meanwhile, Jeris, looking out the window at the stars, noticed a small light coming over the mountains of the horizon. As she watched, it came closer and closer, traveling at a blinding speed. It was only then that she could make out its shape; that of a bird with a halo around it. Too late, she realized that it was headed straight toward her. Gasping, Jeris was only able to back up two steps before the dove of light streaked through the open window and hit her squarely in the chest. The young girl was thrown back against the opposite wall, next to the door. She slumped to the floor, her hands cupped over her heart, with the slightest hint of a smile on her face as she fell fast asleep. 


Shortly after Jeris’ “accident,” two kobolds showed up, claiming to serve a nearly godlike being called the White Lord. Their benefactor, they claimed, wanted only to protect Galen. 

"We have been sent in a Holy Quest by the White Lord of Owl's Nest Keep, with orders to protect the Babe Galen with our very last breath," declared the larger kobold, an armored warrior named Lancelyn.

"The White Lord is the wisest and more powerful mage in the lands since the demise of Azalin Rex," said the smaller kobold after identifying himself as Lancelyn’s brother Merlot. 

Far away on his throne, the aforementioned Lord groaned slightly. "Some years ago, we were a savage tribe of raiders, when the Lord came upon us and taught us the ways of civilization. No one paid us any attention then… but He said than one day we will be accepted as one of the civilized races! If those whinny gnomes can, we can too!" The armored kobold nodded eagerly in agreement.


After an hour or so had passed and the Taverners had carried Carrick’s unconscious (and once-again-human) form back to his home, they put him in his cot to rest as much as possible. Perhaps another half-hour went by, with the group nearly giving up trying to awaken the unfortunate jeweler when Carrick's eyes snapped open without warning. He let out a scream and made as if to leap off the cot and toward the window. The thick iron chains binding his hands and feet (a precautionary measure by the Taverners) turned the leap into a clumsy lurch, and the jeweler fell back to the cot, making a choking sound. 

Instantly Grigg Deadbreaker was there, gripping the sides of the man's crazed face and looking directly into his eyes. "Listen, Herr Carrick!" he said softly but emphatically. "You're home. We brought you here... and for the moment at least you are no longer the beast. You must control yourself!"

Carrick stared ahead at nothing for a long moment, but gradually the light of reason seemed to come back in his eyes. 

After downing half a brandy cup in one clumsy gulp (with just enough slack in the chain to manage it), Carrick continued to sip. When he spoke, it was in a voice raw and harsh in sound but not tone. His face flushed, and he looked guiltily at his hands.

"Where... where is the older gentleman? And the young girl Evee? When the eclipse happened, did I... that is, are they..." He could not bring himself to finish. 

“Trebor and Evee are O.K." Brom smiled softly, hoping to calm the man. "She's just off investigating something, and he's down stairs. When the eclipse came you changed, but we were able to contain you... um, after a small scuffle." 

The Shaper then explained to Abel "When... when we dug, all we found was a small box and an amulet. We didn't find any remains of your wife."

Carrick looked at him in surprise. "What do you mean, you didn't find her? She has to be there—I killed her with these very hands! You found nothing of her at all? And what's this about a box and an amulet? What are you talking about?" 

In answer, Grigg moved over to the table, retrieving the box and amulet from where Evee left them. "Indeed, we found no trace of your wife's body. So either we were digging in the wrong place, or someone or something removed her from her resting place. I would assume the latter however, since we did find this..." 

Carrick's eyes grew overbright once again, but he quickly wiped at them with the back of his hand. 

"What did you say you'd found? Ah..." 

As Grigg brought the box closer for his examination, Carrick studied it for a few moments. Then he nodded excitedly. "Yes, this looks like the runic carving that was on the door of my home on that long-ago day. See, note the outer circle, and the inner circle..." 

As Grigg brought out the amulet, Carrick's eyes widened and he dropped the box to the floor with a thud. Throwing his hands back behind him, the jeweler lunged away, just as he did in his beast form.

"Take it away! Take it away, whatever it is! Get it out of my sight!!" he cried, throwing an arm over his eyes. 

Upstairs, conversing with Sir Lancelyn and the sorcerer Merlot, Castor and Trebor were distracted by a stirring from Jeris' bed. She shook her head slightly as she rolled over onto her side, propping herself up on her right arm. She kept her left hand positioned over her heart. "Castor, you're back," she said cheerfully, albeit with the weariness of any other person who has just awakened. "That's funny," she commented to no one in particular. "I must have been really tired; I don't even remember crawling into bed. I did have this really nifty dream..." 

Jeris cut herself off as she looked into her left hand, cupping something inside it so none of the others can see. "It's beautiful," she whispered. Jeris looked at the object in her hand, a sparkling look of wonder in her eyes. "Look, Castor, isn't it perfect?" she asked the other half-elf, holding the object that hung from a thin, silver chain. It was a figurine of an angel, just small enough to palm. While most of it was made of silver, the outstretched wings were a shimmering gold, and the two eyes sparkled like tiny gems. The proportions, details, everything about the necklace seemed utterly perfect. 

Though Castor had only seen him in his true form once, the remarkable likeness of the figure was unmistakeable: it looked exactly like Garudos Celestar. 

Castor pondered Jeris' story for a long moment. Then he shrugged. "I don't know, Jeris. I really don't know much about angels... or devils, or much of anything involving 'the planes' as Trebor calls them. Maybe we should ask our resident expert. Anyway, about this 'invigoration' you're feeling... maybe you have your own personal sentinel watching over you now. A 'guardian angel' for lack of a better word..."


Within the woods to the north of the small village, two wolves lay beneath a pine tree. Both were monstrously large; one dappled black and tan, the other dark brown with the hair on the chest thin and pale, revealing a mass of scars. The howling of one of their kin caused them to raise their ears; the black-and-tan wolf, the larger of the two, turned to the other and "said", Why did you not call us forward, brother? They were few, if mighty; we might have revenged ourselves on them and on the beast they foster in the same moment. 

The other wolf shifted slightly and chuffed, disgruntled and slightly uneasy. You underestimate them, brother. They might have killed us all. The demon-thing and the tall one have killed many in their time; the mind-man and the heavy one are hardly less dangerous. 

And the girl? the larger wolf asked idly. 

The smaller laid his head on his paws and commented, dryly For all I know she may be the small avatar of the white god himself. Although she doesn't look it...but they are strange. Dangerous, to themselves and others. Powerful...and foolish... He pauses, then continues, I don't understand what brought them together. Pausing again, he mutters, as if to himself, I ought not to have blamed them. They are only human, after all. One cannot expect humans to give the People justice. 

The black-and-tan wolf looked at his companion and commented drolly, his tongue wagging, Why, brother--making excuses for humans?

The brown wolf gave him a glance, then apparently decided to ignore the jibe; he went on smoothly: That is why we are here--to give the People justice. Call the hunt, brother. Do we kill the jornvoater, or do we seek this beast the brother named to me, the one who smells of curuvaasa and auruvaasa both? 

Ah...such decisions... the larger wolf murmured wryly. Let us find the despised one first. Your friends will be expecting the other. 

The smaller wolf made no reply to the larger's sarcasm; wondering, Ivold asked himself, Can he really think of them as friends? Glancing at Dmitri, he thought, You are a strange one, old companion; and you have changed greatly since I saw you last. For how much longer will you walk with the People?

Still silent, Dmitri got to his feet and padded off, pausing to call the People to him; Ivold shrugged and followed. 

Dmitri padded through the woods, sniffing at the thin winter air and hearing the calls of the People reassembling themselves to hear him speak. Reassuring himself that all was well for the moment, he sat on his haunches and stared at the gibbous moon. The white god, as the People call him—the god of death, the deceiver. 

They say he was a friend to our people, once, Dmitri thought, and then chuckled—a silent gesture showing a startling number of long white teeth. All these years later, and I still tell myself the stories I learned as a child. The religion of our forefathers is not easy to escape. 

Remaining silent for a moment, he then chanted under his breath, These are the virtues which a cub must cultivate, these are the virtues sought in a brother:  

He shall heed the council of his fathers. 

He shall be valorous in battle. 

He shall support and defend the People, for it was for this that the yellow god made him.

He shall show the open hand to his brother and the closed hand to his enemy. 

His brother's enemy is his enemy; his brother's friend is his friend. 

Always he shall support the People against the lastborn and their servants; these and the other creations of the yellow god are his lawful prey.

Of the creations of the white god he shall not eat, but shall strike them to the dust and show their carcasses to the yellow god at his coming. 

This is the way of the People. 

So the brother will live, and he who does so shall have strength and wisdom, wives and children, and the white god shall have no triumph over him; he shall be born again. 


In Abel’s room, Evee looked thoughtful for a moment and glanced over at Grigg and Brom, who were both still focused on Carrick, sympathy apparent in their eyes. "I think I saw someone spying on us when we came back here… maybe you saw him too? I'll go take a look around the house. Don't worry ..." 

Putting on her winter coat (an old brown leather overcoat studded with red embroidery), Evee added her newfound magical cloak on top of it. Unsheathing her short sword but keeping it hidden, the young thief walked outside and studied the quiet street. Guided by some inner instinct, she turned and began to walk north, toward the park where she and Kathryn had their conversation. 

As she was passing an alleyway, Evee suddenly heard the sound of a mechanical gear gently spinning and ending with a click. Fearing it might be a crossbow being loaded, the young woman immediately darted away, fleeing for cover. As she did, she threw her hands up beneath the cloak, to make as imprecise a target as possible for the coming bolt (and hoping its magical properties might aid her). Darting into another nearby alley, she looked back in the direction of the noise and saw... nothing.

But she heard a voice, as a stranger sidles partway out of the alley’s shadows.  From her own alleyway, Evee waved with her free hand for the stranger to remain where he was, all the while keeping her hand tightly on her concealed weapon. She smiled at the man coldly. "Sir, You might not want to step closer. Some black cats hide even larger cats—which you might not want to get unleashed on your soft behind." 

The stranger politely bowed to Evee, revealing a head covered by a bright yellow bandanna. How he managed to remain concealed before was a mystery… but one which could be explored later. Drawing himself back to his full height, the stranger said cheerfully, "I shan't come closer mademoiselle! As for the sound you heard—well, I doubt you'd know what it is! It is called a Pistolet. Er…forgive me, but I'm wondering if you are as beautiful as I suspect that you are, ma très chère!" 

Suddenly, the stranger heard a soft shhhhiiiinnnnkkkk! from behind him—the scrape of metal against metal. Jasper had followed Evee and was right behind the stranger. "Mon fier, I must add one other thing to that saying,” the cat man intoned softly. “Though all cats may be grey, they never hunt alone...purrrrr…”

The obviously outnumbered stranger slowly and carefully moved into the light, revealing himself fully. The first thing that Jasper and Evee noticed was that he had no weapon in his hands, despite his earlier claim about a “pistolet.” The stranger was a young man in his early twenties, whose mix of brightly colored clothing identified him as a gypsy. His short hair was jet black and his complexion slightly tanned. In contrast, his eyes were a deep azure green that made Evee think for a moment that she was looking into the eyes of supernatural creature. The gypsy’s features weren't especially handsome but something exotic about the overall mix made him very interesting. A very smooth face and a thin but sturdy frame completed the picture. Wearing a heavy fur coat over his clothes, the young man was nonetheless barefoot even in the snow; and revealed more clearly in the light were the mysterious Vistana-like designs on his yellow bandanna. His only visible weapon at the moment was an exquisite rapier hanging on a chest belt. 

After giving the two Taverners a moment to observe him—and to lower their weapons at least a bit, the gypsy bowed once more. "Let me introduce myself ma chère demoiselle: Charneka Varentowsky, juggler exceptionnel! I am at your mercy and I wouldn't want it to be otherwise!" The newly-introduced gypsy smiled widely, and Jasper and Charneka both had the same thought—a half-Vistana.

Jasper and Evee questioned the young gypsy at length, to try to figure out why he followed them. Charneka smiled and answered jovially, "I thought you were robbers that's all. But again my instinct tells me that it ain't the case. Am I mistaken?" 

At his lighthearted tone, Evee relaxed and winked at Jasper, then smiled at the stranger "No, of course, you're not making a mistake. We are not robbers—nothing of the kind.” She paused for a moment, a question forming in her mind. “What do you know about werewolves?"

As Evee pronounced the word, Charneka swallowed and his smile disappeared instantly. He lowered his eyes for a brief moment and then met Evee’s gaze once again. "I know enough. One of my friends was a werewolf and we were forced to kill him." The look on his face indicated that Charneka didn’t particularly cherish those memories—indeed, he seemed to have a hard time thinking on them at all. "The man was a paladin, if you know what a paladin is, and his loss will never be replaced. I also hunted a werebear once… a long time ago with the greatest hunter there is." 

Charneka closed his eyes for a brief moment then continued: "I know two things about werewolves: How to kill them and that some are salvageable." A determined look then appeared in his eyes. "I'm not sure I want to know the answer but... why do you ask?"

Deciding that Charneka might be a good addition to the group, given their current situation, Jasper and Evee asked him to accompany them back to Carrick’s house. Just in time for dinner …


Somewhere in the nearby woods, Dmitri sat on his haunches, tongue lolling, listening to the sounds of the gathering People coming for the hunt; the gibbous moon shone dirty gray over the forest, giving his brown coast the look of being covered in hoarfrost. Sniffing the air, he lay down and waited, his thoughts turning again to his erstwhile companions, the jornvoater, and the wolves dead at the edge of the forest. 

I don't understand. Why did they protect him? If Van Tassel had not caught him in his mental web, he might have killed them, or infected them with his madness. What do they gain? Not money, not fame, not women—or men,he adds, thinking of Evee. He is no powerful ally, either. Perhaps for the cubs' sake? Why, when they are auruvaasa as well? Why again, when he, their father, tried to kill them himself? And why should they feel anything for the cubs? It is not as if he or they are of their family. They never knew him before last night... 

A voice within his head—almost like something external, something not himself, awakened by his questions—asked, Why did you mourn the dead of the People, Vladimir? What did you gain?  

Nothing... 

Did you know them? 

 No. 

Why did you mourn them, then? Why did you wish to help them? Why would you have given up your life for theirs, or even to avenge them? 

For a long moment, Dmitri struggled for an explanation; finally he mutters out loud, "I did not need to know them. They were my brothers." 

The wolfwere found himself waiting for a response, but none came; the wind sighed in the pines, the moon glittered on the snow. A strange feeling overcame him—something like grief, and regret, and pain, something questioning and unsure of itself. He struggled for words to articulate the feeling for a long moment, then asked himself, slowly: Do humans feel that way, too? 

(May 31st, 2001) 

When Jasper, Evee and Charneka entered the house, Anneke greeted them with a broad smile and announced that dinner would be served soon. After introducing Charneka, Evee asks if Anneke needs any help with the preparations—especially since she has brought another hungry mouth.

Quickly Anneke shook her head, a strange light in her eyes. "No! Er... thank you, but no. The mutton stew is almost ready, and we've bread and spiced apples to go with it. And then of course, dessert is... p-p-pudding, a special delicacy in these lands." Glancing back at the young gypsy with a curious smile, Anneke continued, "And the more the merrier, as they say. There is plenty to go around, even in the harshest winter, thank Ezra." 

Going to a small gong mounted in the hallway, she lifted a padded mallet and struck it briskly three or four times. The loud clang carried throughout the house in a signal at once familiar to the regular household and startling for the Taverners who were not expecting it. 

Gradually the hungry parties filtered in from throughout the house, grabbing plates and lining up along the western wall of the kitchen, where the dinner feast was prepared and laid out. A huge pot of smoky mutton stew was in evidence, as were large plates of spiced apples, dried figs, smoked corn, hot buttery bread, and the dessert masterpiece—the red pudding, a famous Lamordian favorite. A large table sat at the center of the room, its design ingenious enough to allow an expanded section to be added to its middle. Thus, there were enough chairs and room for everyone concerned. 

In Abel’s room, hearing the dinner gong, the Taverners debated for a few moments over whether or not Carrick was calm enough to safely eat with the rest of the household or if he should stay chained in his bed.

Grigg proposed unchaining him. "A man should be able to eat with his family without chains. I believe it may be good for him to do so. If I am wrong," he added, knocking on the wooden table, "With the combined strength of our little group, I think we have more than an even chance of subduing him should the beast assert itself tonight." 

The other Taverners agreed with Grigg’s assessment, and the half-orc proceeded to unlock the jeweler. When the group left the room, Grigg took the rear and pocketed the mysterious amulet before leaving. "It may prove useful should things get out of hand,” he murmured to himself as he walked out the door.

Closing his eyes in relief and nodding his thanks, Carrick followed Trebor into the kitchen. As soon as they saw him, Herger and Rethel jumped up to greet him, but something in the jeweler's face caused them to fall silent. He smiled wearily to Anneke, whose face was by then quite drawn and tired. As he reached out for the food, she gently pushed his hand away. 

"Ye look tired, sir, more tired than ye've admitted to," she said quickly. "Sit yerself down, and I'll fill yer plate and place it before ye." 

"Thank you, Anneke," Carrick replied, sitting down at the table. He laced his fingers in front of him, looking around at the group of strangers who were not such strangers anymore. That they would risk themselves for him... when they didn’t even know him... it touched his heart more deeply than they would ever know. As Anneke placed the food before him, his appetite reasserted itself, and he dove in, spooning the still-hot mutton into his mouth with evident relish.

As Castor came downstairs for dinner, Evee noticed the kobolds for the first time and gave Castor a questioning glance. Castor smiled wryly and sent her a message telepathically (a one-way communication unlike the mindlink they shared earlier).

This is Sir Lancelyn, a knight strong of arm but not so swift of mind by his own admission, he 'said' to her. His brother, the robed one, is called Merlot, and claims to be a sorcerer. I don't know much of them--they're harder to keep on one topic than Drinnik at his most kender-ish. They come from Nova Vaasa, and they serve someone called the 'White Lord'... but I haven't been able to find out why, or who he is. 

I see, Evee “sent” back, smiling. Well…if your powers are back, I wouldn't mind setting the mindlink back... 

Castor's face reddened slightly, but he forced a smile as well. We might be able to do that... er, but before we do, I have a question. Did... Brom tell you what happened with Clarissa? I mean... did he tell you what I did to her?


Waiting for the punchline of the joke she believed Castor was making, Evee’s smile grew. No, he didn't. What did you do to her? 

Castor's smile evaporated, and his eyes showed a hint of sadness. It's... it's not funny, I'm afraid. You... might not want to link with me when you hear what happened...

Evee's smile turned sour, fearing the worst. With a calm voice, she said, "Castor, tell me what happened? What did you do to her?"

At the odd looks he received from those near enough to hear Evee's words, Castor shook his head slightly. "She's alive and not permanently harmed," he whispered. "I'll finish the story later, I promise." He then moved to take his place in the serving line, bowing slightly and gesturing to Evee to go ahead of him. 

Evee looked at Castor with puzzlement and did not move toward the serving line. Instead, she turned to face Castor completely, blocking him. She winked first with one eye and then the other, signaling to the blademaster to focus on her thoughts. You said she's alive and not permanently harmed? What do you mean? You hurt her? Why?

Castor sighed and glanced around, noting that no one was looking in their direction. Yes, I hurt her. After you and Kathryn left the room, I cut her with a blade I'd coated with poison--a poison an old acquaintance assured me was fatal within an hour if the person infected didn't have the antidote, he said telepathically, looking to Evee's face to gauge her reaction. I figured it was the safest way to keep Clarissa from doing any damage inside my head--if she wanted to live, she wouldn't rip anything loose in there. What I didn't realize was that when I poisoned her, I also put you and Kathryn in similar danger from the Mind Lord--he'd take either of you to replace her. That's what Brom meant when he told me 'it was fine, I didn't know' on the way back. But he was furious with me at the time--I've never seen him that angry. The probe ended, he gave her the antidote, and he hit me in the jaw. Basically all in one motion.

He glanced down at his feet, then back up at Evee. I don't feel bad about what I did to her--she'd shown her true colors when she tried to kidnap Galen--but I... I didn't mean to put you in harm's way. Like I told Brom... I'm sorry, I didn't know. Castor flushed again and looked away, embarrassed.

Evee listened carefully to Castor's 'confession'. As he looked at his feet, she smiled. Reaching out, she carefully placed the back of her hand on his cheek and left it there for a moment, feeling the tension in his jaw. After a heartbeat or two, he looked back at her saw her smile, a different smile than any he had seen from her before. 

She winked again with both eyes. Dear Big Boy ... relax, nothing bad happened. It could have, but it didn’t. It's all behind us now. What you did with Clarissa was clever—I wouldn't have thought of that ... but, maybe I would have used pepper sauce instead ... 

Keeping her slightly mocking grin in place for a moment longer, she quickly turned serious. What makes you think I would not want to link my mind to yours? Because you once made a mistake? Then I'm the one who would have made a mistake.

Castor remained silent, but hesitantly reachesda hand up... his fingers gently brushed the back of Evee's hand. I just... I wanted you to know I wouldn't... knowingly make things dangerous for you.

"I know..." Evee whispered.

Castor continued, And... and I'd understand if you didn't want... I mean... argh! I mean, I'm not a hero or a knight, Evee—no matter what Lord Telkemnor called me. I'm not like you, or Brom, or Grigg. You're all doing this because it's the 'right' thing to do, aren't you? I don't know what 'right' is anymore... or if there even is such a thing.

Evee looked at Castor for a long moment, slight disbelief on her face at the last thing he said. What ... do you mean when you say you don't know what is right or if there is such a thing as a right thing to do? Her face was serious, questioning… but there was some definite anxiety there as well.

Castor's face reddened once more, and he seemed about to say something, out loud or directly to Evee's mind... but he did not. Gently he drews Evee's hand away from his face and held it in front of him, palm down. Bending slightly from the waist, he dropped a hesitant kiss on the back of her hand and shook his head slightly. He then moved away and seized a plate, beginning to pile it with food. The faint reddish tinge to his skin remained.

As Castor moved away, Evee looked at him. For a moment, her face showed anxiety and despair Please, she thought to herself. Please tell me he is not the one Sophia told me about .... 


The dinner did not last very long, as was quite late when they sat down (around 9 p.m.) and everyone was quite tired after all the events of the day. The Taverners spent most of the remainder of the evening chatting and discussing their plans for the next day, and the Carrick household quizzed the group on how long they had been together. Trebor told them that the group had met each other for the first time less than a week earlier—surprising the servants, who expected that the group must have been formed some time ago.

“But, how do you all fight so well, so organized in battle?” Herger asked, remembering their earlier battle with the werebeast. 

“We only look organized,” Trebor replied, smiling. “We’re just very good at improvising.”

Abel and Talia then questioned him about the child upstairs. Trebor managed to explain some things about Galen drawing the group together while avoiding anything too specific about the child’s nature. 

The only two people in the household who remained unusually quiet were Evee and Anneke.

When asked, Anneke pretended she was very tired and asked the group to excuse her “poor company.” Evee just smiled but did not answer—obviously in a world of her own, thinking.

It should be noted here that the poison in the Lamordian pudding is etherol. The following is an excerpt from the VRG to the Vistani: 

"Another maddening tincture of [Vistani] making is etherol. This colorless, odorless liquid may be taken for a rather flat-tasting water, far from refreshing. One to four days after it has been ingested, its victim begins to lose appetite; food no longer tastes palatable, and it rests heavily in his stomach. Soon after, he begins to lose his sense of touch, which inhibits his motor functions and capacity to recognize pain. Eventually, someone points out that he seems translucent, that he almost glows if a bright light shines behind him. At that point, the poison's effects accelerate considerably, and the victim begins to literally fade away. Over a few short days, he becomes increasingly transparent, and ultimately he fades completely, helpless as a geist. Worst of all, once he has past a certain point, nothing can save him, for he is no longer substantial enough to to take an antidote or receive any form of magical absolution. Madness is not inevitable, but it is certainly likely, for the victim's fate becomes plain to him well before it claims him.”
Evee say she is going upstairs for a moment to get into more comfortable clothes. But instead of going for the common bedroom, she walk inside a small, unlit, empty room, that she locks behind her. She then sits in a corner, face on her knees, and she starts to sob, helplessly, punctuating it by heavy sighs. 

Damn…

…why…

 … please, Ezra or whatever, tell me Castor is not the one … nooo… it can’t be him… 

Nooooo … 

… Sophia told me you will fall from grace … gosh, now I see the first signs… why … why does it have to be you ?… don’t fall, Castor… Ezra, I implore you … please … I can’t have that denied from me … darn, I never asked anything from anyone, but now I do…  Please, don’t make Castor trip and fall … I  won’t be able to stand it … 

… not after what happened to ma, pa and my sisters … and Leon… please … why am I so alone… Will Leon be OK one day ?… Got lost into his night … Is he building a world of his own, like Sabine ? … why … 

… Oh Castor… one day, there will be a place for us … I walk, I wade, through full lands, and lonely I stumble… why so alone…  I never had somebody to really speak to, to care for me, to love me…  

… don’t make him turn from good, please … 

… I can’t think of the void it would be in my gut … in my head … when I watch you move, I can’t think straight… and I am silenced… and I can’t think straight … 

… Castor, don’t leave me … please … tell me you will not …don’t fall … please… 

… gosh, it’s my fault: Sophia warned me, and I fell for you, darn stupid me, and now you will be falling  and lose all that you are … nooo, please… 

… I should have stayed in my hole with Leon…  

… I can’t believe life is so complex… a nightmare, it’s a nightmare  … 

… give me a reason to be a woman… I just want to be a woman… don't you stop, being a man, just take a little look from my side when you can, sow a little tenderness… no matter if you cry… 

… please… 

… will I be alone all my stupid life ? … does it have to be a life full of dread ? … May be I should have died too that night at my parent’s farm … 

… I can’t believe I’m here just for that …  


After about an hour of sorrows, she is back downstairs, with the same clothes, reddened eyes, and a fake smile, but those who notices say nothing and the one Evee was hopping to get comfort from is busy reading and doesn't notice. 

Sighing, Evee goes in the kitchen to get some more pudding …


What am I missing? Brom asked himself, pacing back and forth across the room. So many things just didn't make any sense. Why Jacob... Why? The Shaper flipped slowly through his notes. Strong, healthy and the most likely to carry on the bloodline. Isn't that what survives in the wild? Then why is the creature after him? From the way Dmitri spoke it seems like the wolves would fight to the death for their offspring. I've seen mothers fight tooth and claw for their cubs. Then why would a werewolf attempt to sacrifice the strong son when the weak... the weak... 

With a sudden realization, Brom walked purposefully towards Carrick's closet. Grabbing a handful of clothing he went into another room and changed. Minutes later, he walked out, carrying his backpack in his hands. Tossing it into the closet, he waited until the coast was clear, and slipped out the door, heading for the edge of town.

As Brom made his way through the town—his form that of Abel Carrick—he hoped against hope that he wouldn't need to worry about combat. 

A half hour later, reaching the house from which Trebor had detected magic during their earlier visit to Revka’s grave, Brom pulled out a power stone. Releasing its energy, his vision blurred slightly as the detect magic power came into effect—revealing tendrils of faint energy leaking from beneath the door and from the house's only window. From the stone, Brom 'felt' something about the magic--something in its... timbre, for lack of a better word... that didn't match either the psionic or conventional wizardly power with which he was familiar. 

As he pushed open the door, his ears alerted him to a faint click, followed by another. Suddenly, a large object the size of a thick tree blurred into motion, swinging down toward him on a rope—too quickly to truly identify, but several metallic points glinted in the moonlight. Instinctively, the Shaper used his ectoplasmic form power, allowing the trap to pass through his ethereal body.

The house was obviously a place of importance to someone, as the inner walls were lined with stone rather than the wood evident from outside. The only window—on the right wall facing the forest—was covered with a dark, viscous substance, reducing the light inside to virtually nil. Brom's darkvision played over the single large room into which he had stepped—it appeared to be the only room in the structure. The floor seemed to shimmer somewhat, alternating between a rough-wooden set of boards and a field of endless polished ebony. The smooth gray stone of the walls looked to be of fine work, perhaps even dwarvish in origin. 

The room itself was dominated by a single piece of furniture, a smooth dark wooden beam approximately eight feet long and standing almost four feet high. The near-black wood was draped with a fine purple cloth, coiled like rope. Three black candles in dark pewter holders, nearly burned down to nothing, emitted a faint, foul-smelling smoke into the interior of the room.  Beneath the wooden beam was a richly-woven deep purple rug that bore intricate designs. The weave of the rug was quite tight and well-done, and the fabric itself would likely fetch a high price at any cloth merchant's store, particularly there in Verlorenshaus. Examining the rug, Brom saw a familiar design... in a flash, he realized that the runic script was similar—though not identical to—part of the design on the box that the Taverners found at Revka Carrick's grave. He quickly sketched part of the design in a journal he pulled from his pocket. 

Moving over to the window, Brom could see nothing out of the ordinary. The substance was thick and jellylike, seemingly smeared on the windowglass for the specific purpose of keeping the occupant(s)' activities private. As he peered more closely, he saw a tiny opening on the underside of the black substance—an opening like a small, teeth-filled mouth! Just as this realization hit, the substance seemed to ripple and sway as if moving itself to better cover the eight-square-foot window. It appeared to take no notice of the ethereal Shaper, however. 

As Brom turned to examine the rug more closely, a square of flooring flipped up from the side opposite Brom, as if on some kind of internal spring. A sharp click provided only an instant of warning before three crossbow bolts fired off, directly at the Shaper. The first two passed harmlessly through his ghostly form. However, the third drew a line of white-hot pain through his left shoulder as it flew through to lodge in the wall—thrumming slightly as it penetrated the stone. Brom grimaced, his hand going to his shoulder—the piercing pain is not so great, but his shock at its very presence seems to aggravate the wound. 

Mentally vowing not to be so unprepared again, the Shaper looked back down at what he recognized as a trapdoor. Revealed was an inky black passageway leading down to an indeterminate depth. The very limit of his darkvision could not penetrate the end of the passage, but it did reveal the beginnings of rough-hewn steps and handholds carved into the stone. 

The descent into the passageway was slow going, as Brom was forced to carefully wedge his fingers and toes into the cracks between the carved outcroppings to avoid slipping. Finally, after what seemed like hours, Brom rather abruptly reached the end of the descent... the controlled aspect of it at least. Probing downward with his foot for the next available toehold, he felt the stone flake off under his weight and he scrabbled for purchase, dropping the candle he was holding in the process. 

As it fell, he saw it land on the floor of the passageway, approximately twenty feet below. It splashed into a large puddle of liquid. Scanning around with his darkvision, Brom strained to take in the features of the cavern into which he had just fallen. The structure widened considerably, and the "room" in which he found himself was large enough for him to stand comfortably. He spied a number of small creatures crawling along the walls—some of the shapes were sizable insect-like creatures—centipedes, roaches, even a large spider or two. Despite his seeming invisibility to them, they nonetheless elicited a wave of disgust. 

Taking in all the available sights around him, the Shaper determined that there were two passageways exiting the room. As he unwound a ball of twine and made his way into one passage, he spied a tendril of smoke or mist curling around the corner in the direction he was heading. The passage continued for about ten feet before curving sharply to the right. The gradual incline of the floor caused the brackish water in which he stood to become shallower... soon it was no more than an inch deep, then half that--but it was much thicker, like a sludge. The corner itself was a stone pillar that looked to be chipped to a razor's edge—if the twine was pulled taut against that it would undoubtedly be severed cleanly. Brom noted this and unrolls some extra slack in the twine, draping it along the damp floor. There were several bats in the cavern.

Changing his mind, Brom decided to explore the other passageway first—though it turned out to be more of a crawlspace than a passageway. As the Shaper approached it, a low humming reached his ears. It was odd... not continuous exactly, but repetitive. 

Brom used more of his waning psionic energy and turned his body once again to ectoplasm, thus allowing him to move through the space that should be too small for him. Trailing the twine behind him, Brom slithered through the passageway, too much like a snake for his own comfort. The walls of this passage—barely two feet in diameter—were of solid rock and stone, worn smooth and level. As he continued to move, trying not to think of what might happen should he be forced to reassume solid form in the cramped confines, the humming sound grew louder while dropping in pitch at the same time. 

Then the humming sound dropped away, replaced by another set of low-pitched clacking sounds—fast, numerous, and drawing nearer... within the very same tunnel in which Brom was crawling. Soon the very walls of the tiny space into which he had packed his immaterial form seemed to vibrate with their intensity. At the last moment, before he closed his eyes, he saw the individual forms of hundreds, perhaps thousands of blue and black beetles, roaches, and other insectoid creatures. Their carapaces clicked on the sides of the passage in a thunderous cacophony, and their black and red eyes gleamed, eagerly seeking warm flesh to devour. As expected, they passed harmlessly though Brom's form, finding no sustenance in his ethereal body, but the wave continues unabated for what seemed a long, long time. The feel of the creatures passing through his very being was... disturbing and nauseating to say the least. 

The passage continued to twist and turn for some time, and there were places where the Shaper found he had to flow more than crawl in order to continue. The rough stone through which he moved pressed in on him, and he once again pushed back a wave of claustrophobia. 

Finally, blessedly, at the very limit of his vision, he spied a flicker of light. His relief threatened to overmaster him, but as he swarmed toward the opening—which was gradually becoming larger, as was the cavern through which he moved—the sound of the humming reached him again. But it was no longer simple humming—it was chanting. A low, thrumming chant, a song... one which sounded to Brom's ears a bit like the howling of dogs...

Surveying the room he was in, Brom spied several piles of objects and equipment. Most of it appeared in good condition, as if it were simply cast off in this very room before the owners proceeded on. Clothing was also balled up and thrown in the various corners—tunics, breeches, dresses, and a small chest with a large iron padlock. The final feature of note was a pile of cleanly-whittled wood stacked neatly in a corner. The larger pieces were about the size of quarterstaves, while the smaller ones were perhaps half that length. A silver carving knife was stuck into the topmost piece of wood—its handle bore the likeness of a canine, carved from obsidian. 

Brom sifted through the piles of equipment and miscellaneous items. Most were fairly well-made, and would likely fetch a good price in Verlorenshaus as well, were there some way to take them up. 

Looking more closely at them, Brom recognized a tailor's mark in one tunic—the mark of Fraulein Kotlar's family, the village's tailor! Studying the rest of the items, he spied similar marks in most of them—people of the village had been down there. And quite recently, given the fact that there was not a speck of dust or a hint of moisture saturation on the clothing. 

Among the various piles, three items radiated magical emanations—a small yellow-white cylinder about a foot long (capped on either end), a ring, and a black pearl about half the size of Brace. 

As Brom lifted the lid of the chest, he felt a sharp pinprick on the middle finger of his right hand. Jerking his limb away from the chest, he saw a single drop of blood in the center of the first pad. Heaving mightily against the lock, he succeeded in popping it open. Brom's mouth dropped open in surprise. 

The chest was filled almost to overflowing with yellow citrines, dark green emeralds, pale gray opals, and white pearls. None of them were as large as the one he previously found, but all the stones were well-formed with few if any flaws, even to his near-expert eye. Scattered among them were a few chips of porcelain. Protruding up from the piled riches at the back of the chest was what looked to be the stoppered tip of a drinking flask. It appeared to radiate magic as well... 


{Um... Miss Evee? The Boss says that if he isn't back in a few hours, to avenge his death... and, um... to keep me. Not to sell me. PLEASE DON'T SELL ME!!!!!}, Brace said. 

Evee raised her eyebrows when she ‘heard’ Brace. Pulling the gem from her belt pouch and laying it flat in her hand, she asks out loud (to inform the other Taverners what is happening): “Brace, where is Brom now? Does he need help?" 

{He said he's in that house and that it's trapped.} The Crystal whined. {I keep trying to call back, but he's ignoring me.} 

"Hmm..." Castor murmured, taking out the journal Brom had given him and flipping to a page near the middle. "According to this, when a psionicist dies, his psi-crystal shatters." 

"So as long as Brace is still here, Brom's alive." Evee finished. 

{Um... Boss...} 

The smaller group decided to get back to the mysterious house as quickly as possible, leaving the Carrick home approximately an hour before midnight. Snow fell on the ground as they walked, crunching underneath their feet. As silently as possible, they trekked to the house on the border of the forest, while keeping an hear open for possible wolves. About a hundred feet away, the group stopped and Evee asked Brace to find out how things were going with Brom—and if there was anything in particular they should avoid on entering the trapped house.

Watching the Taverners as they leave from his perch on Carrick’s rooftop, Jasper shook his head. For the past hour he had been sitting there, drawing strength from the quiet solitude of the falling snow. Now, even on a night that should have been one of good food and restful repose, something once more troubled the odd party. "No rest for these it seems," the cat-man murmured to himself. Climbing down the side of the building he quietly slipped in an open window. 

Up in the small spare bedroom Anna sat in meditation. In front of her lay a few apple cores and a small half-eaten bowl of pudding. Sighing to herself, she began to pray. "Bright Lady, hear my words. It has been a strange couple of days. For 15 years I lived not knowing where I came from or truly who I was. I followed your teachings, believing all would be revealed. Then, out of nowhere Jasper appeared at the chapel—bloody and disoriented. I know it is Your will that guides me but this is all so new and strange." 

As she finished speaking she heard a voice in the back of the room. "Why did the rest of them rush out of here?”

She whirled. "You have to stop sneaking up on me like that, brother. They left to help one of your friends. Boom… Brac...Brom—Brom, that’s it." 

"What trouble has the old shifter gotten himself into this time? No matter—I will catch up to them and see if I can be of assistance." 

"I will come too. I may be of help as well.” She began to stand “Hmm—that’s funny. My hands feel numb.” She got to her feet and swayed, dizzy. Jasper caught her just before she could hit the floor. "Whoa, there, sis. That praying must have wiped you out. Lean on me and we will catch up." 

As they left Jasper could see the snow melting as it hit her face. 

Somewhere far off, deep in the woods outside of town, the wolves were singing; their howling echoed to the Taverners’ ears as they approached the house. As they listened, they were struck by the melancholy of the sound—threatening, perhaps, but also mournful, as if lamenting some loss. 

As the first howls sounded, Evee shuddered. "That sound always give me the shivers." She touched her face and continued, confused. "Is it that cold? I can't feel my face...we should have dressed more warmly... " 

At Evee's comment, Castor looked confused as well. "It... it doesn't feel that cold," he murmured softly. "But I can't feel my hands, either. Maybe I should have worn thicker gloves--." He broke off as his sword slipped out of his hand to ring clearly on the rocky ground. Evee turned, wide-eyed—she had never, since she first saw him in the Malodorous Goat, seen him even come close to fumbling a weapon. Her own surprise was mirrored on his face. 

"Gods..." he breathed, staring at his hand and flexing it. "What's happening?" 

Evee rubbed her hands together and then scratched her neck and her face. Wild-eyed again, she looked at the others and said, "I simply feel nothing. What is this… some kind of new curse?” 

The others ‘tested’ themselves in similar ways, and drew similar conclusions. 

All except for Trebor, who shrugged. “Strange… I feel the same as usual, if perhaps a bit cold, but I do feel my fingers. For the rest … ahem, let’s get Brom out of here quickly, so we can go back to Carrick’s house.”

As Evee pushed open the door of the house, it refused to swing inside more than two or three inches, as if something heavy was wedged behind it. Pushing harder, she was still unable to move it. Careful of danger, Evee crouched down and looked inside to see what was blocking the door. Peeping inside, Evee saw a large log, more than a foot in diameter and studded with iron spikes, resting against the door. The log itself was suspended on chains from the central ceiling beam—apparently rigged to swing down and impale the unwary when the door was opened. 

Levering it back away from the door with her sword while the others push, Evee succeeded in opening the door and stepping inside. The interior of the house was completely dark. To those with infravision, there were two sources of heat in the room—both near the center, and drifting upward slowly. After a moment's thought, it was apparent that the heat was from candles that were no longer burning.

Evee opened her continual light medallion, trying to dim it with her hands so it shed light mostly inside the house and not outside. As the last Taverner stepped through the door, Trebor and Evee motioned to them to be cautious and silent. After all, this was what the two thieves did. Evee began scanning the room, attempting to spot anything that seemed the least bit out of place, while trying not to think of the numbness in her hands—such an infirmity could be deadly in one of her callings, she mused darkly. After a moment, she noted a filmy black substance covering the house's only window. The blackness shimmered under her light source. 

Trebor glanced about as well, feeling his way over the walls and searching for the traps Brom mentioned. Glancing down at his feet, he noticed an odd, shimmery look to the floor. To the others, the floor appeared to alternate back and forth between polished black ebony or obsidian... but to him a far less benign truth was revealed. The flooring of the seemingly ordinary single-room house was covered by hundreds of precise, archaic runes. Some seemed the beginning of protective spells, while others appeared to be fully realized magical circles—for the purpose of summoning some creature not native to this world. Oddly enough, the magical writings appeared to contain no power, though what Trebor could discern seemed correctly written. 

Anna shivered to herself. "This is a place of evil, an altar of darkness," she whispered. "Even the Bright Lady's power is weakened in here. I do not like this at all..." 

Shining her light into the hole, Evee noted the same thing Brom had seen before—a passage approximately four feet in diameter, with rough steps and handholds carved into the only stone wall of the tunnel (the other three, she saw, were hard-packed clay and dirt). As she stepped to the side to shine the light in the hole at a better angle, her right foot landed on another patch of flooring, slightly lighter in color. A loud click sounded in the silence, and all eyes turned her way.

All Evee's senses were heightened at that moment. Without removing her feet, or changing the amount of weight on that foot, she peered closely at the floor where her foot had triggered the sound. The others watching her calmly inspecting the area. "Group, move back, seems I found a trap. Move back so you don't get hurt. I don't know what it is." 

At Evee's words, Castor looked up sharply, and quickly assessed the situation. Following Trebor's advice, he turned to search along the walls for any portholes or notches from which a projectile might be fired. Before doing so, he gave Evee a long look... one that was clearly meant to be comforting. 

Though focused intently on her current situation, Evee could not help but notice the grace of his movements. Obviously the half-elf was hampered by whatever was causing the numbness in his limbs... but he still searched as if on a familiar task, gliding his fingers over the wall seams and molding in a manner similar to how Evee would if their positions were reversed. 

Trebor moved forward, pulling carefully at the edge of the rug and clearing the space around Evee's foot. His light fingers gently probed the floor, and after a moment he leaned down to blow a bit of dust out of a hairline crack in the flooring. Looking up at Evee, he half-smiled nonetheless. Apparently he truly was enjoying himself—thieving instead of spellcasting. 

"Looks to be a simple pressure-sensitive plate, Evee,” he said to her. “The problem is we don't know what it's attached to—everyone else, spread out, and look for any notches or holes in the wall where something might shoot out at her. The crystal—between whimpers for mercy—did mention something about crossbow bolts. But be careful." Looking back at Evee, he said with a half-smile, "You can keep your foot steady, right?" 

Evee looked at her fellow thief and smiled. "No, dear, I feel like I could dance. Wanna waltz?" 

The others resumed their search on the floor. Evee remained calm and motionless. A thought occurred to her. "Hey guys, if you don't know what is linked to, I can cast a wraithform spell, so I could change into a ghost-like being: it will keep me safe as most thing will pass through me without harm." 

The snow began to fall again as a dark figure dressed in a heavy cloak approached the house. Sensing the unmistakable presence of evil within the house, the figure cast a protection spell over himself. Then pulling a stick from his robe, advanced cautiously toward the door. Within the house, the individual noticed several figures standing around someone at the other side of the room. They appeared to be be discussing something and were oblivious to his arrival. Using this opportunity to surprise them, the figure depressed a button on his staff and tossed back his cloak. 

"All right everyone, drop your weapons and put your hands where I can see them!  Try anything, and I guarantee that it will be the LAST thing you ever do." 

Everyone turned around to meet the newcomer and were puzzled by what they saw. Standing in the doorway was a halfling, roughly 2 feet tall with green eyes and red hair, wearing a breastplate that appeared to have been concealed by his cloak. Several scrolls were stuck through his belt, as were a pair of punch daggers. But the most unusual thing about him, though, was the 5 1/2 foot bastard sword that had assembled in his grasp.

"Excuse me, sir," said a man from behind the halfling. He was dressed in all grey, and the hood on his cloak was up. Why are you troubling these people? The man sent a telepathic suggestion to the halfling, indicating that he should put his weapon down and be calm. 

His face beginning to flush for having failed to notice the figure behind him, the halfling whirled around to face the cloaked individual. The telepathic suggestion apparently had an effect, as the halfling seemed to calm down slightly (though he kept his sword positioned to strike if necessary). 

"Ah, someone who talks," said the halfling, trying to regain his composure. "Then maybe you could explain what such a large number of people are doing in this house of evil. From what I can tell, either you're having a town meeting or summoning some unearthly creature from the Abyss. And seeing as this is NOT a town hall and you don't appear to be members of a town council, you can understand why I'd assume the latter." 

{AHHHHHHHHHH! BOOOOOOOSSSSSS!!!!}

As the two new comers turned to one another, the small crystal in Evee's pocket began to scream. 

{AHHHHHHHHH! EVIL HALFLING! EVIL HALFLING!!!} 

The halfling half turned his head to see who had 'screamed', for lack of a better term. Poking out of the pocket of what appeared to be a human female, was a small crystal that was the source of the noise. When it screamed again, the halfling's eyes narrowed as he concluded what the crystal was. "A lich phylactery!" he said under his breath. "I KNEW there was evil here."

Screaming war cries, the halfling charged towards the crystal with his sword raised high. "SERVANTS OF DARKNESS! DIE IN THE NAME OF JUSTICE!!!!" he yelled, leaping into the air, determined to destroy the crystal on the first strike. 

Suddenly the halfling found himself frozen... where he leapt, nearly a foot off the ground. Slowly he rose, not of his own volition, to nearly seven feet high. He was unable even to turn his head... at least for the moment; his only freedom of movement lay within his eyes.

Turning them slightly to the side, he glimpsed a dark-haired man in a white tunic and black breeches, with a burgundy headband around his head. His hands were clenched into fists, but they held no weapon... though there was a bastard sword at the man's hip and what looked to be the haft of a battleaxe protruding from behind his back. The man's features were lean and sharp, and his eyes were a cold blue-gray. Currently, they blazed with green light as they fixed upon him. Tendrils of the greenish energy hazed around the halfling... and he realized that the man was responsible for his paralysis. 

"I... applaud your sentiment," the black-haired warrior intoned in a low, dangerous voice. "But this isn't the time, or the place for it. That isn't a lich's phylactery, and we are not evil. We're here looking for a friend—a friend who is still very much among the living. Now if I let you go, will you be reasonable? If you will, well and good. If not, I've no compunction about pitching you out the door and into the nearest frozen lake."

The man in grey slowly stepped into the room, and pulled down his hood. He was human, with black hair and grey eyes. He looked over the group, cautiously noting Castor's psychic display. 

"Unlike this little man," he began, "I am not here to kill you. I am simply a wanderer, coming across this place. My name is Mo'Dahl, Kerrin Mo'Dahl."

The halfling noticed an almost imperceptible glance at the human woman with the crystal as the dark-haired warrior nodded to the other newcomer. "Well met. However, we have more immediate concerns at the moment... it appears one of us has triggered a trap..." 

At this moment, Evee waved and smiled. “Yes, if you don't mind, we'll introduce ourselves later…”. She then turned toward Castor, without moving her feet on the trapped tile, and gave him a nod of thanks. 

Trebor nodded to the newcomers as well and then knelt down next to Evee and continued to examine the trap. A few moments later he stood up again and looked Evee square in the eyes. "I can disarm it but it might take a while, just be ready to run when I tell you to.” With that Trebor dropped back down to his knees and reached into his robes, pulling out a long thin piece of metal that resembleds a tube with a knife on the end and a few files and other unidentifiable thief tools. He quickly set to work probing between the floorboards with the tube object, apparently searching for something with the bladed end. 

Minutes passed, and there was a loud snap! as the last wire was cut.  Evee braced herself, ready to duck or cast her protective spell. But nothing happened. Trebor leaned back and smiled widely, quite pleased with himself. "That should do it," he said softly, and Evee gave him a relieved smile, easing her foot up off the pressure plate. The piece of flooring remained where it was, slightly lower than the rest of the floor. 

The conversation then resumed between the Taverners and the newcomers. The halfling—a Pendal Shortfuse by name—glanced at the wide variety of characters in the house, then turned to meet Evee again and eyed her suspiciously. 

"So. You're a..... housewife?" he asked, repeated what Evee had said moments before. He ran a gloved finger over the floor and scooped up a thick layer of dirt. He slowly sifted the dirt between his fingers for a few moments and arched an eyebrow at Evee. He then pointed to the dust-covered floor. 

"You missed a spot." 

Back in the lower cave, Brom took out his remaining power stones, and casually examined them. Listening to the sounds all around the cave, he kept his hand on the hilt of the dagger. Glancing up towards the hole he fell from he shook his head. "Why do I always get myself in these situations?" he muttered to the darkness. Realizing that the others might be in the house, he opened up his mind to talk with Brace.

{EVIL HALFLING!!!!! EVIL HALFLING!!!!} Brom froze. 

"Bala?" He asked, feeling a cold sweet form on his skin.

{No!There'saevilguyhalflingwhosaysthathe'saclericofHalaandheattackedmebutCastorstoppedhimandIscreamedandscreamedandthisotherguyappearedand-}

"Shut up and calm down Brace!" The Shaper growled. "Tell them that, if they could toss me down a rope and a light, I'd be very grateful." 

The panicking gem transmitted Brom's request to Evee, who was now very close to throwing darts at the halfling. Brace also asked Evee to protect it from the halfling, not to sell him, to make sure Brom stayed alive because it would shatter if he died… all in less then 10 seconds. "Brace, shut up now or I'll throw you to the midget". She had to repeat herself a few times, but Brace finally fell silent. The others Taverners couldn’t help but smile at Evee's annoyed expression. 

Evee turned to the group, her finger pointing at Brace "Brom said he wants a rope and a light. Who has the rope?" As she spoke she took one continual light out of her beltpouch, covered with clay so it did not emit light. 

Trebor handed her a length of rope. Evee broke the clay covering the continual light spell and fixed it at one end of the rope. She then slowly dropped into the hole, aided by the light. "Brace, tell Brom we are coming and ask him if he sees the light. I don't want to shout his name here, unless I'm told to." 

Pendal watched Evee descend down the hole. After a few moments of silence he glanced at the others and pointed down the hole where she had gone. 

"So... she does sewers as well?" 

Meanwhile, Pendal continued his earlier conversation with Trebor "As for why I'm here, Mr. Minntt, all I can say for now is that I come from a temple of Hala in Falkovnia, and that I was wandering through the area when I came upon you guys. I'm sorry I can't say more than that at the moment. However, you haven't really told me why you're all here."

On the mountain, the Nephirim stood on the ledge staring at the Orb in his hands. The sphere continued to pulse with an inner light, much brighter than before, much more holy and pure. For untold hours he stood staring at the Orb and for those same hours the being inside stared back at him. 

The being was little more than an image, a remembered appearance of the creature whose soul was now housed in the sphere of glass and metal. From inside the being could see very little, just misted glass and the being that was his jailer, the being who claimed to be his salvation.

But Garudos had known better, he had foreseen this eventuality and had planned for it. Even now the Nephirim knew he had lost the battle even though he had imprisoned the soul of the Celestial. From his glass prison Garudos could feel the part of himself that he had sent away, he could feel the child who now carried his magic as a trinket around her neck. 

Still the Nephirim stood, staring at the Orb, trying to decide what went wrong and why the soul looked lifeless and empty. 

He must have sent part of himself away, must have hidden an aspect of himself somewhere else to try to save himself from judgment. No matter, I will find it and bring it back. The words echoed through the Orb, bouncing off the glass walls that imprisoned the soul of Garudos Celestar. 

He must not find the spark, he must not find the part of me that is missing, thought Garudos. 

The Nephirim held the sphere to his head and closed his eyes, feeling inside the Orb, probing the soul within. Garudos resisted, holding his memories away from the Nephirim, concentrating on the child that brought him on this journey. Images of Galen flooded the mind until the Nephirim forced him to break the link. 

"Very well Garudos. Have it your way… but I will find the part of you that you have secreted away, you cannot stay hidden forever." 

With that the Nephirim turned and walked down the side of the ice spire, his destination set. He would go to the village where the fallen one’s companions rested… the village of the evil child and the vampire and the demon. Surely one of them will know where the soul is housed, he thought as he began to trudge through the snow. 

Well Nepherim, thought Celestar, within the orb. I hope you're happy now. Congratulations; you've just imprisoned one of your own who's been trying to fight back the evil of this land just as hard as you have been. I assume you can hear this? I can hear you. Celestar's thoughts radiated in his mind - calm and purposeful. 


Meanwhile, Drinnik sat by the fire, calmly checking on his sister and playing with Galen. He looked thoughtfully at Amelia for a moment. "You've been quiet recently," he mentioned, "People will get wary. It's not like you not to interfere with our travels."

Amelia looked at the kender and smiled. "Cheap jibes will not affect me kender, there are things in this world which must be said, I merely say them." 

Drinnik shrugged. "Why did you really come back, Vistani? There was never any love between you and the rest of us. For crying out loud, they prefer me to you, and I'm a confessed killer." 

"Lessons must be learnt, Shoehorn. I say not that I am the teacher, I say that I am the one being taught." Amelia responded cryptically. 

"I knew there was a reason I didn't like you, Amelia. I have met many Vistani in my time, but none are as arrogant as you." 

Amelia's resolve cracked for an instant. "The only Vistani you met are the ones you murdered!"

Drinnik turned his back on the Vistani. "Everyone has a job, that was merely mine."

Amelia rose. "Your only 'job', as you put it, Shoehorn, is evil. Yes, evil, along with terror, dismay, wickedness, spite and more such, all kept close at hand inside your precious bag of horrible tools. But,” she allowed herself a glance at the clock, “I dare say there will be a time for all this, of course. Time, Shoehorn, the one instrument of misery you have no sway of, which is also the most efficient of all. And it is mine."

"You can go rambling as long as you want,” - Drinnik answered, suddenly a bit more annoyed by Amelia's speeches than usual. “But you hardly scare me. Many have tried, even your kind. Even the very likes of you. But, I am what I am, and this is something you in turn cannot change!"

Can't I? Amelia thought to herself. We'll see about that... 

Changing the subject, she spoke again. 

"You asked why I am here, with you, Shoehorn? Why, your memory is surprisingly short then. Has it been not you who so kindly called me forth to assist you? Who uttered all those sweet words about me being your 'shining queen'? Ha! It perhaps slipped past your little pesky mind that Vistani services require repayment?" 

Drinnik frowned. "So that's why you are here? Well, I should have known. After all, you're just a Vistana. So, what is this 'repayment'? I, of course, doubt you will take cash?” He slowly stepped toward his unguarded sister, just in case. “So, what will it be?" 

At this moment, Amelia's eyes flashed with lightning, as she stared at the kender as a great hunter on his next prey. The only difference was that the prey happened to be a vampire. 

"You think not much of me, dear vampire, if you think me unable to know the feelings of your bloodsucking kind. Tell me, how long has it been since you had a true 'supper'? Wolves? Ha! I know how they feel. I know how their blood sieges your stomach at this very moment, causing you pain, like tainted water inside a mortal. Call this a decent feast? I think not. Tell me, you must be so... hungry..." 

At that, her fingers rose to her head and began to untie the black kerchief that covered her head. 

The garment fluttered to the floor, soon followed by the heavy shawl that kept her shoulders warm. She stood face-to-face with the vampire, her precious golden hair falling down her figure. Then, her hands went to her breast, where they began to undo the buttons of her dress. After a few were undone, she pulled down on her vestments, unmasking her beautiful shoulders and an upper portion of her breast. She then stepped toward the totally confused vampire, leaning her head forward, as to better show her neck. 

The wonderful neck. The unbelievable neck! All the sudden, the kender felt his fangs bare themselves, visible to all, as he himself was licking his lips in anticipation. Though some portion of him weakly protested, he found himself hearing the familiar predatory voice of his being inside his mind. So easy. She offers herself. HERself! Almost too good to believe! 

Amelia smiled alluringly at the bloodsucker. "My blood is quite rich, Shoehorn. I dare say, you are quite welcome to have your own share of it..." 

Jeris padded downstairs, rubbing her eyes sleepily. "Hi, Drinnik… hello, Amelia. You two are up late. Well, I guess not so late for Drinnik. Anyway, I couldn't sleep, it's too warm. Is there any pudding left?" She unconsciously played with the amulet, and did not seem to notice (or mind) the interaction between the vampire and Vistana. 

Drinnik snarled, ignoring Jeris. His entire body shook with want. He closed his eyes and shuddered. "I... would... not... sully my palate with your blood, Amelia!" he managed to force out the words. He turned with sickening speed and picked up a small figurine off a table. In one fluid movement he threw it against a wall. "Do you think you are clever, whore?" he snapped. "Tempting my bloodlust? 

"I won't kill, don't kill for pleasure anymore. I am not a murderer—not anymore. You, on the other hand, wouldn’t really count, would you? I'm sure I'd be doing the Lands a favor if I sent your miserable excuse for a soul to the Abyss where all the worms of the evil are eaten!"

He pulled back and knelt next to his sister. "Listen, you gypsy, I won't eat you as much as you desire it, I have a soul and I intend to keep it this time." 

Amelia smiled and took another step forward. "Have you? Perhaps you should consider what you say.” Her eyes glittered slightly with malice. “So, you still think it was Dottir who kept your soul from you? That it is all her doing? You overestimate her, Shoehorn, and underestimate me!” She raised herself to her full height—the better to watch Drinnik from above. “You soul is burning to see you again, Shoehorn. Too bad for you it is in my possession! And it burns..." 

The vampire glared at Amelia. "You say you have my soul? Well, I've dealt with enough Vistani to know of your foul magic. You say I called you, saying you were the 'shining queen' or similar. There's only one queen in my unlife, Amelia, the Dark Queen, Lady Takhisis. I'm sure your soul would be a great gift for her." 

Amelia met the kender’s glare with her own. "Still, there is nothing you can do without your pet daemonling. I hold all the cards, vampire. I can deal with you." 

Drinnik let out a lion-like roar. "Leave Trebor out of this! I called you to help me destroy Dottir, but the bitch got away. You should have left, but instead you hang around like a lost dog with no home. Your foul magic might be able to destroy me, but be warned. Despite everything that has happened, I am still one of the Taverners. They may not like me, but they know I'd avenge their deaths so they'd do the same for me.

"You're no better than any scum,” he continued, anger coursing through his body. “The last maggot that thought he could control me I framed. Werst died, Amelia, but his death will seem pleasant compared to yours. Why so cocky? The Taverners could kill you in a second. I think even she--" he indicated Jeris, "--could destroy you." 

The kender bent protectively over his sister. 

Amelia's lips formed a sadistic smile.

"My death, Shoehorn, is a stake you can hardly gamble! Unless you lost all possible reason. Look at yourself! Werst! Dottir! Even that brat Merilee! All live! Live inside you, Shoehorn, for all to see, except you! But be not fooled! Since the pits of Abyss cannot reach you now, I will do even better! Yes, kender, I will bring HELL to you, since you so deserve it!” A look of indeniable triumph crossed her face. “For all to contemplate! And maybe then, at last, the people you murdered will rest peacefully at last! I will accomplish all this, and dare not doubt it!" 

She moved to the door, exposing her back to the vampire in a challenging fashion. Opening it, she doomed the kender with her last, irrevocable words: "You wanted me to leave, Shoehorn? I am leaving. But beware, for I shall not be any more gone because of it! And when I return, tomorrow, then I will introduce you to a fate so grim even your undeath will seem merciful before it! Your wretched existence will soon end. And, I dare say, if I were you, I'd make sure to enjoy every single second of it from now on. While there is still time!" 

With that, she exited the room, with no one making a move to stop her. And as with the two previous times, her departure induced an almost unnatural sense of relief to everyone in the room... 

The kobolds whispered between themselves and Drinnik let out a roar. In one movement he grabbed Lancelyn and held him by the throat. "Is this all one giant game to you, kobold?" He lifted the kobold in the air. His eyes flared red and his fangs elongated. "You come here, you and your miserable partner, and say that you want to protect Galen—that your master gave you the mission. Well, where is your master? He is so powerful and cares about Galen, so why isn't he here? Why has the organ-grinder sent the monkey?" 

He threw Lancelyn into a plush chair and turned and faced Jeris. "I'm going out to find the others. Watch those fools and my sister and the child. Any harm comes to Galen and Liseme and I'll have your pretty little head."

Drinnik changed into a wolf and let out a howl. He dove through a window and followed Trebor’s scent to get to the Taverners. 

The kobolds watched Jeris depart the room momentarily, and then looked at each other, all naiveté suddenly gone. Lancelyn knelt, grasping his throat, and muttered a healing prayer to Ares, then glared at his brother. 


"You could have done something." 

Merlot shrugged. “You are OK, aren't you? Don't pout." He turned to watch the path Drinnik-the-wolf had made. "Well, that was a very interesting meeting, don't you think?"


"Yes. And the vampire is losing all control, too." The knight sighed. 


The sorcerer threw his brother a diminutive figurine, shaped like an owl. "Report to Lord Oscar, and watch the babe. The girl, too. I'll be back as soon as I can." The kobold’s form began to melt until an owl stood on the window sill. 

It opened its wings, but stopped when the knight called. "Mery, about the girl. I suppose you have noticed the pendant?" The owl nodded, and Lancelyn relaxed. "Be very careful out there." 


In the woods, a witch traveled with the beast within her controlling her form. Since her escape from that place, she was unsure of everything, even herself. Just what had the Doctor and the Stranger done to her? If only she knew of the rest of her stay there, things would appear clearer to her. In her mind, she dwelled in the darkness the beast had set about her consciousness. She questioned herself so often. One thing she had noticed however, was whatever magic they had unleashed upon her, it was slowly beginning to fade. 

As the beast traveled, Megan detected the scent of one she thought lost to her forever. Deep within, hope began to arise once more after so long in the darkness. How long had passed since she had last seen him? Deep within her soul, she screamed the name aloud, hoping the beast may listen. 

"DRINNIK!!!!!" 

The beast stopped its run for a brief moment, detecting the new scent in the air, within, the pitiful witch screamed and the beast listened. For a long time now, it had been free, able to hunt as it pleased within this land where it brought nightmares to all it encountered and played with. Maybe this new scent will bring another new game? 

"So, Drinnik is its name, is it, small one? We shall see how willing he is to play as the others were, and meeting an old friend is always a memorable moment." 

Within, Megan stirred once again, she had raised the power and now she would destroy the barrier sealing her soul within, in reply to the beast she spoke with courage. "You will not harm him, if you attempt to do so, we will both surely be destroyed. NOW GIVE MY MY BODY BACK!!!!" 

Energy unlike any other unveiled itself in the beast’s mind, painful and debilitating. The creature writhed in agony, feeling itself slip away into the recesses of its former prison. When it was over, Megan stood where the beast once had.

"See beast? You knew it was inevitable and that I would regain control. Now I will seek out Drinnik, I need to know where I am and what has happened…" 

Megan leapt into a sprint, her body felt strange, stronger than before, She dared a glance down and screamed in horror. Though she had regained her freedom, the beast still looked out into the world. Somewhere she had lost her humanity and the form of the beast was the only form left to her! Within the beast grinned and began to laugh.

"No time for this, I need to know what has been happening, his aura is wrong." 

Again, she sprinted off, following his scent, though her body was wrong, she was sure her old friend would know her somehow. 

The scent of Megan wafted through the air. Drinnik stopped and morphed back to kender form. He sniffed the air.

"Megan?" he called, "Megan Llewellyn, from the Malodorous Goat? Is that you?" He stopped, listening for a reply.

The Witch listened as she heard Drinnik call. How was it possible for him to sense her, she wondered. He was obviously far from being human. Sensing that his scent came from close by, she listened to the area about her.... then she knew his position. 

"It's me, Drinnik! I'll be there in a minute, have you any idea where we are? Because I haven't a clue." Knowing Drinnik was far closer now, Megan decided to warn him. "By the way, I'm not exactly how you may remember me, things have happened!" 

Drinnik looked at the wolf thing in front of him. Despite himself he started laughing. 

"You want us to help lift the curse of lycanthropy from you? Good timing, Megan, that's just what we're trying to do to some man in that town. I think that the rest of the Taverners might be interested in this." He motioned with his hand. "Follow me." 

He headed off in the direction of the party, musing what a small demiplane we all live in. "So, er, what happened to you?" 

Still staring up the well and muttering under his breath, Brom began to reconsider the situation. Out of the corner of his eye he noticed a glimmer of light from the north passage. Catching his attention, he looked closer, his hand instinctively going for the silver dagger at his side.

 
In the shadows of the passage a small light bobbed side to side. A light appeared to be coming closer. Brom tightened his grip on the dagger, "Now what?" he thought to himself as he braced for the inevitable confrontation. 

The Shaper could just make out a cloaked figure carrying a small lantern which emitted the weak light. The figure stepped into the main room from the passage. She stopped a few feet from Brom and took a good look at the man standing before her from the safety of her deep hood. Raising a small hand she pushed the hood back. A small female human, though from her size and slight build one might be tempted to think of half-elves first. She observed Brom in a casual way, making little effort to disguise her actions. Finally, she stepped back, "Well, shall we? Or are you enjoying the scenery too much?"

Standing there dumbfound for a moment, Brom stared at the woman before him. "Um... Unless you can fly, I think we may be here for a while," he said, pointing to the hole above. "But that doesn't seem to be really important at the moment. I'm rather curious as to who you are and how you got down here?"

"Hmmm?" she looked at him questioningly for a moment before the truth of the situation completely occurs to her. "Oh," she waved off her confusion, "Of course you’re not going to follow just anyone around down here. You’re a smart boy—you listened to your mother when she told you not to go with strangers." She gave him a little wink and an amused smile that was a strange combination of mystery and fun. "Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Mina Baie, at your service," Mina bowed in what would have been a sweeping curtsy had it not been for the slimy water.


While Evee started to climb down the well, Charneka finally emerged from the shadows where he was hidden. He had felt that something was wrong and hid a fraction of a second before the halfling entered the house. Now that he felt that he wasn't a menace, Charneka suddenly emerged to stand a few feet behind the halfling and clears his throat. "Bonjour my little friend!" Then he turned to the rest of the group. “How's Evee?" he asked, pulling his knife out. 

Something akin to a nervous tick crept across the halfling's face as the gypsy turned towards the hole. 

"Heh. Little? Little? LITTLE?!?" In a flash, Pendal's bastard sword assembled within his grasp. With a cry of rage, the blade seemed to cut in front of the gypsy. A moment later, the blade of the knife fell away from the hilt, having been cut into several pieces. 

"Listen here, you over-accented, rapier-flipping son-of-an-ogre. I don't mind you jumping out and catching me off-guard. But if you... EVER call me 'little' again, I will take that sword of yours and jam the hilt into you in such a way that would make LOVIATAR shriek in agony by thinking about it." 

Evee positioned herself in the chimney-like well, as a climber, to allow Brom climb up on the rope but Brom refused. "Evee, I'm not going to risk pulling you off that wall!" Brom said as a small wave of vertigo hit him. "Besides, I doubt that I could make the climb myself." 

Expending a little bit more mental energy in the hope of staving off the worst of the poison's effects, the Shaper turned to Mina. "If you know a way out of here, I'd say that we should use it." Glancing back up to Evee, he called out. "Can you climb back up safely? If not, just let go and I'll catch you. Brace can climb up and tell the others what is happening... and have Castor toss down his battle axe if he doesn't mind.

"I've got company, and she says she knows the way out. We're right below you, can't you see us?" Brom continued. "Besides, all I have is a small, non-magical knife from what appears to be a werewolf cult. I'd rather have something with a larger kick... and a poison cure if you have one." 

"I see what you mean,” Evee called back. “Let me lend you my long sword then. It is magical and the only one I have of that kind … so make sure you bring it back as sharp ... and it doesn't give off light." Evee tied her longsword scabbard to the rope, making two knot instead of one, as she could not feel her fingers. She then unreeled the sword, smoothly, until it reached Brom.

Evee started climbing up the well, going slower than usual again, to make sure she was safe. At the end, Castor gave her a hand out of the hole. She then realized that he and the other taverners, except Trebor, were much paler and that though it might be a trick related to her being tired, the light ws dimly passing through them. She checked her hand on her continual light medallion and got the same result. She looked at Castor with anxiety apparent in her wide eyes.

Castor noted Evee's worried look. He drew closer to her. "I don't know," he whispered softly. "I don't feel any different... but I can't really feel anything right now." Taking Evee's left hand, he hesitantly laced his fingers through hers, hiding the gesture from the rest of the group with his body. "Not even that," he murmured, before gently releasing her hand. 

Asked about the halfling, Castor admitted that Pendal possessed some impressive fighting skills—skills he demonstrated against Charneka. Evee exclaimed softly, concerned that Pendal was good enough with his blade to impress Castor, "Oh ? What did he do?"

The blademaster folded his arms across his chest. "Our new gypsy friend pulled a knife on him... and he whipped out a stick that somehow transformed into the blade he was trying to attack you with—and he cut Charneka's knife into pieces. Without injuring him. The halfling has some definite skill... if little discipline. Of course, as of late, who am I to criticize?" 


Do humans feel that way, too? 

Dmitri shivered uneasily as this thought occurred to him, feeling vaguely disoriented and confused—the same feeling he had had when he stood at the edge of the Shadow Rift and stared out over the nothingness. The sense that until this moment he has misunderstood the world around him in some fundamental way gnawed at him. Can humans feel that? And...what does it mean if they can? 

Suddenly, an image appeared to him, sharp and detailed as if it were truly before his eyes; he seemed to see the two wolves and the cub he met in pursuit of the werebeast the previous night, and then the two wolves dead, burned by Van Tassel's mental energies; the fear and grief of the cub, alone in a den beneath a fallen tree, awaiting the return of its parents. Was it evil to kill that brother and sister, Vladimir? the same calm voice asked. 

Yes. 

Why? 

Dmitri struggled to articulate his feeling of outrage, hatred, and fear at seeing the wolves lying dead for a long moment, then replied, They didn't have to kill them! They caught the jornvoater alive and saved him—why not the brothers? And what of the cub, their child? Shall it not die as well? 

Why not save alive Abel Carrick, Vladimir, if to kill is evil? Why take him from his children, if the cub needs its parent? 

Dmitri howled aloud, "They are auruvaasa, the despised, the changeling! The father is jornvoater, false friend of the People, who summons them to their doom, not caring for their lives!" 

No. 

Dmitri cringed at the rebuke of this single word; only now did he realize that it was not merely a mental dialogue, but a conversation with some unseen being speaking to his heart. The voice continued, soundless but forceful, He and his sons shall be my servants, and you shall help them. 

And if I do not? Dmitri queried, his teeth gleaming in a sardonic grin.

Then you shall be left to your fate. 

A vision burst across Dmitri's consciousness—a vision of a knife falling, the dull gleam of the cold iron blade, and her, laughing as she brought the knife home, the blood surging over her white hands as she exulted, and her face distorting, elongating, teeth growing, ears sharpening, into the features of a half-human, half-lupine beast. Literally prostrated by the force of the vision and the aura of despair which permeated it, he seemed to hang for a long moment over an abyss...and then, he was falling, falling... 

Vladimir Szestelyn, Ivan Lukas, Dmitri Stanislaus—you have called yourself by many names, you have practiced many deceits, and your deeds have been deeds of darkness before me. Look and remember! 

It is suddenly night, and the fire at the center of the circled wagons of the vardo is no brighter than the stars overhead to the two lovers; the melancholy singing of a violin drifts over them as they look up at the stars. The young woman, a beautiful young Vistana with dark hair and startling green eyes, looks up smiling and whispers, "Vlad--I love you."

The young man—thin, with dark hair and eyes and a merry, mischievous grin—laughs slightly and bends to kiss her again. "I know you do," he says, with a smile. "The sword?"

She sighs and steps away, "Always the same question, Vladimir...I'll try..." Turning back to him, she looks up into his face searchingly, almost afraid, studying his sharp features and slightly sardonic smile. "Vlad..." 

"Yes?" 

"Do you love me?" 

"Yes, Carmela Voronaev. I love you." 

Looking up at him solemnly, she says, "Will you love me forever, Vladimir? Will you swear that to me?" 

A long pause; then the young man says firmly, "I swear it. Forever, and with all my heart." 

Smiling, she goes on tiptoe to kiss him again, then says, "I will give up everything for you, Vlad. If you love me, it is enough." 

No, Dmitri whispered to himself, whimpering, Please...... 

It is now late afternoon; the rain beats down on the same young pair, standing in a grove of aspen just out of sight of the vardo, but now the young man is disdainful and sarcastic, the young woman weeping in fury and shame. "I tell you, I cannot," she repeats, choking in misery and rage. "My father refuses to show it to me; I think he suspects...It seems you care for nothing but the sword, Vlad." 

"You don't understand; I need the sword," he replies, curtly. 

Coming forward, the young Vistana takes the young man by the sleeve and says, "But what of us? What of your love?" 

The young man laughs bitterly. "So you believed me?" he queries caustically. "I tell you, I need the sword. You don't know what it means to my master..." 

"Your master?" she asks softly. "Your master? And who would that be, Vladimir? I know who gave this sword to my family; do you represent him, perhaps?" 

The young man makes no reply, but his dark eyes seem to burn like coals in his sharp-featured face.

Laughing bitterly, she goes on, "You shall never have the sword from me, Vladimir. This you shall have in its place: you shall always love in vain, and she whom you love most will be the cause of your death; and at the end this master who you serve so well will hunt you to earth and slaughter you like the dog you are." 

The young man falls back briefly before the fury of the young woman's gaze and the cold fury of her expression; recovering his self-possession somewhat, he smirks sardonically and says, "Pretty words, gypsy. But words have never harmed me yet." Turning, he disappears into the woods. 

Behind him the young Vistana falls to her knees, weeping in the autumn rain. 

How many deceits, Vladimir? And how many innocents whose blood shall be required of you? The voice echoed in Dmitri's mind; caught in the net of memory, he could do nothing but writhe, whimpering, as the vision continued. 

The cottage door dangles on one hinge; casually, Vladimir pushes it aside and steps inside. The lad—no more than fourteen or fifteen, the last of his family, now—raises the heavy ax higher, his face a mask of terror; stepping closer, Vladimir smiles, revealing inch-long incisors, and allows his face to change; gasping in horror, the boy drops the ax and averts his eyes, and Vladimir leaps forward... 

Would you condemn those humans who killed in defense of their lives, Vladimir, when so often you have killed for no more reason than because you can? the voice continued, mild yet piercing, sweet yet horrifyingly powerful. 

But they were only human! Dmitri screamed mentally, half-incoherent with guilt and fear.

Only human, the voice repeated musingly. Only human...Look and remember, Vladimir! 

Look and remember, Vladimir! 

Harkon Lukas stretches and laughs, the wounds on his shoulder and upper torso already disappearing, and surveys the scene with satisfaction. Several armored figures and another in the robes of a wizard lie in the clearing, their bodies mangled and bloody; the bodies of several wolves also lie, hacked and burned, in the mysterious dappled moonlight. Van Rijn stands, cradling his broken arm; Kobek steps forward and begins to invoke a prayer to Bane, passing his hand over the injured limb. Matthew Soulsinger takes human form again; moving to the mage's body, he begins a quick but thorough investigation of his pockets and pouches, singing to himself as he did so.

Vladimir Szestelyn looks at his companions, a curious mix of emotions in his breast; he had not realized his companions were so deadly, but, even so, without the intervention of the People they might have died here. Kneeling, he begins to sing the Prayer of the Fallen Brother. 

“Voater fidele, sua o grateam nos

Quia sang deruvo haeran, po

Jaamaca nosta, quia pedim...”

"What are you doing?" Harkon asks, his teeth glinting in something like a smile. 

Vladimir looks up at him blankly--surely he, surely the Old Wolf of the Wood knows this prayer? "The Prayer for the Fallen Brother, Meistersinger." 

"I've told you, Vlad my lad, call me Harkon," Lukas replies, then continues, smirking, "You don't believe that claptrap, do you? A bright young fellow like yourself? Rank superstition of the worst sort, I assure you." 

Vladimir shrugs, his face burning with embarrassment. Struggling for the right words, he finally replies, "But...H-Harkon...they died for us." 

Looking across the clearing, Harkon replies with a chuckle, "So they did. That, my friend, is what they are there for." Looking at Vladimir slyly, he goes on, "They're animals, lad. Tools for the use of the wise." 

Vladimir looks away, his head spinning and his chest tight. 

"Well, boy?" Harkon asks, perhaps a bit too calmly. "Am I right?"

For a moment he struggles to speak the single syllable of negation, to defy his master, but he cannot. "Yes," Vlad mutters. "I'm sure you're right."

Harkon nods and prods a lupine body with the toe of his boot. "Of course I'm right. You can't build an empire with wolves, you know." 

Dmitri groaned as the memory appeared, fresh and sharp in his mind's eye. "Jornvoater," he muttered, the froth forming on his lips. "The Old Wolf—my master—jornvoater." And then the vision seized on him again. 

Ivan, as he called himself in this time, comes to the door of the cloister and enters to see Sister Englebright, plump and cheerful, looking solemnly at her patient; it whines and turns to stare at him as he enters, and he feels the shock of recognition as the yellow eyes meet his own and the familiar scent comes to his nostrils.

"Why are you healing a wolf, Sister?" Vladimir/Ivan/Dmitri asks, hoping that she heard nothing unusual in his tone of voice. 

"Because he needs healing, Ivan dear," the anchorite replies cheerfully. "I found him in a trap near Oldsman's Wold. Frantic and angry, I can tell you, and with good reason! It was a bear-trap, I think..." 

"So you freed him and brought him here?" Ivan asks, unbelieving. 

"Well, yes...don't tell the Bastion! I'm still in trouble for bringing dogs to the chapel." 

"I'll say nothing," Ivan promises. Squatting, he looks sidelong at the wolf and "says", You are fortunate, brother. 

Indeed, the wolf replies, its tongue lolling. Is she of the lastborn, or one of the People, do you think?

Oh, she is of the lastborn, Ivan replies. But she loves to heal all sick things.

"Why, it's almost as if you and he were talking," Sister Englebright comments, her hands deftly daubing at the cuts left by the trap. 

"Yes, I've always liked...dogs," Ivan replies slowly. The wolf growls slightly at the word "dog"; Dmitri "replies", Sorry, brother.

Returning into the night, Ivan ponders the scene in amazement...human and wolf, together... 

Dmitri lay, panting, almost sobbing, on the forest floor as the vision left him and the voice returned. 

Tell me, Vladimir, it asked quietly. Which of these was truly your brother? 

Dmitri's heart beat as if he had been running for hours; he found himself weak, hardly able to stand on all fours. Licking his chops, he thought, Sister Englebright was my sister; and my master was jornvoater... The human can be my brother... 

But why is he not, then? Why do we struggle? 

For a long moment, no reply came; then, in a sudden welter of images, Dmitri saw the wolves standing over their cub, and Abel Carrick with his hands on his sons' shoulders; an eagle, shrieking, ready to defend its chicks; the boar-sow standing over its shoats, snorting defiantly; and then the images came to quickly to follow, some of animals he had known from childhood, others he had never seen and could hardly imagine, each living and breathing, hunted and hunted, dying and being born, and for a moment all of it combined to hint at something his mind could hardly conceive, some vision of possibility, of structure, which he had never imagined and could hardly comprehend at the moment.

"All brothers," he whispered aloud. "All in a...a structure...a plan...a grand...a Grand Scheme..." 

At this phrase a shock passed through him, and the voice replied, Now you begin to understand.

Suddenly the clearing was lit by a piercing, clear white light; Dmitri cowered away from it, for a moment, but the light seemed to radiate acceptance... understanding... power... 

From within the light a figure approached; a wolf with beautiful white fur that glimmered oddly in the light—light which seemed to emanate from the wolf itself. It was larger even than Dmitri, but had no air of menace; rather it conveyed a sense of regal power. As it reached Dmitri, its form blurred and shifted, becoming that of a woman dressed in white, carrying a longsword in her right hand and a shield in her left. Dmitri looked for a moment into the figure's lustrous eyes, then turned away, stung to the heart yet exalted. 

"Blessed Goddess," he whispered. "I am not worthy." 

"Who is worthy, Vladimir?" the figure asked quietly. "You have been an instrument of darkness, but for such I search, to return them to light. Once before I called you—is it not true?" 

"Yes, my lady. It is true," Dmitri replied, crouching low and closing his eyes. 

"Why did you turn away, Vladimir?" the figure asked quietly. 

For a long, long moment, Dmitri said nothing; then he muttered, "I was afraid." 

"Afraid of what?" 

"Of...my past...I didn't...believe...you would save such as I..." 

The figure nodded; the two fell silent again, then the woman in white queried, "Yes?" 

"I believe, Mother of Tears. Help thou my unbelief." 

The figure smiled, then her face became stern; she stated firmly, "I shall not call again...if you shall deny me now, your doom shall be upon you like a thunderstorm, like a winter gale, and no-one shall support you on any hand, but leave you to your fate." 

"It is justice, Lady." 

The figure nodded again, then said, "Will you take up my shield and serve me, Vladimir?" 

Choking back his tears, Dmitri shifted to human form and took the white shield offered him; it seemed to burn and cool his hands at the same time, gleaming with a small portion of the white lady's glory. 

The lady spoke again. "I am Ezra, and this is the revelation of my Grand Scheme to you, Vladimir Szestelyn; thou shalt preach the reconciliation of man and beast, causing each to know that every living thing takes its place within my Grand Scheme. That being who plays well his part shall be supported, and he who opposes the Scheme shall be destroyed. This is the will of Ezra, and the gospel thou shalt preach."

"Yes, blessed Goddess. I hear and obey," Dmitri whispered. As he spoke, there was an explosion of light around him and a sound like many thousands singing, and then Dmitri was alone in a clearing, the only light that of the pale moon; there was no sign of the woman in white. 

Cutting of a small end of the rope where Evee attached her sword, just before she could pull it, Brom looped it into a small necklace. Using a small amount of power, he sped up the molecules, causing them to glow gently. Mina looked at the glowing rope. "Oh how pretty," she cooed in a sweet little voice, reminiscent of that of an impressed child. 

"Would you be in need of a weapon, Miss Baie?" He said, offering the sword to her hilt first. "After all, we should really head back to the surface... Unless you spotted anything strange down that tunnel. 

"So..." The Shaper continued, as they started to walk. "You still haven't explained how you know Carrick." 

"Abel. He's a good man.,” started Mina, “We're old friends. I travel quite a bit and I've wandered through this little town a few times. A real good man.” Mina's voice was soft as she spoke of a person who had obvious meaning in her life. "And those boys!" she continued, laughter entering her voice again. "Those boys could tire out an army. I haven't seen them in over a year, they must be so big by now. The mother, on the other hand…" Again, the change in topic brought a change in tone, this time giving the clear impression that this relationship did not hold the warmth of those previously mentioned. "That woman never liked me. Then again, I never really liked her, so we got along just fine. I know I caused a couple spats when I would pass through town and Abel would invite me home.” Mina sighed and glanced over to Brom, who walked beside her, quietly listening. "Then again, I can't say I really blamed her that much. You know how wives and mothers get when another woman shows up. Women protect what's theirs and won’t let anyone else move in on their territory. Like a she-wolf defending her lair.” 

"I'm currently running an investigation for Carrick." Brom said, offering his reasons for being there. "I knew him as a child and he has entered into a... situation. If you know anything about it, I'd be grateful for the help. 

That statement hit Mina like a powerful punch to the gut. She stopped in mid-step and grabbed Brom's arm. "What happened?! Is he okay? Where are the boys?" She was staring straight into his eyes again, like she had when she first unveiled herself in the cavern. For the first time Brom saw fear on her face. "I should have known something was going on. I mean… when I walked into the kitchen, Anneke didn't greet me and the boys didn't jump on me like usual. Then when I saw your friends sitting around the main hall before the fire it didn't sit well with me." 

"They're... they're fine!" Brom stammered, his eyes wide with surprise. "There was a small incident, but..." Seeing the look in Mina's eyes though, he realized that she wouldn't stand for a lie. "As I was coming into town with two of my friends, we found Jacob in the river. Don't worry, he's okay! At any rate, we brought him home and were promptly attacked by a werewolf. We fought it off, but Abel came in a few minutes later, hurt. After several other events, Carrick confessed something to me of an extremely personal nature, and involving his dead wife. He brought us to her grave, but there was no body. We passed this house and I later decided to investigate. That brings me here. So far, because of this case, I have werewolves, wolfweres, and possibly an entire cult to some god called the 'Toothed Maw'. 

Mina became quiet after Brom's briefing of recent events as she tried to grasp all the information she had just been given. Mental images of little Jacob in an icy river repeatedly flashed through her mind. But he was okay, right? He said Jacob was fine. The whole time she mentally sorted out the new information Mina never released Brom's arm; when she assured herself that Jacob was well her grip relaxed slightly, but she did not release his arm. Wait. Did he say the body was missing? Werewolves? Wolfweres? What in the name of all that’s holy have I stumbled into?

She glanced back at Brom, who said, "I'm not in the mood for your constant question dodging. Why are you down here?" 

Mina stared Brom squarely in the eye, "I'm not dodging questions, I just thought my reason for being here was rather obvious." Her tone was cool and calm, she crossed her arms over her chest. "I came to get you. 

“As for myself, I’m just a wanderer," continued Mina. She glanced at Brom from the corner of her eye, barely moving her head. The corner of her mouth twitched upwards again as she saw the now familiar annoyance inch over his features again. "Ooops, was I being vague again?" Mina asked in an over-innocent voice that held an obvious hint of laughter. "Sorry about that. Let's see. Basically I just wanted to see what I could see. Experience what was out there. Not like I had much holding me down..." Her voice drifted off with the last statement, as if troubled. After a moment, she shook herself. 

"Hey, it's a great, big, world out there, after all," she continued, regaining her morale. "I guess you would know that as well as anyone else? How long have you been investigating, Mr. Alchemist?" 

The two continued to converse as they walked along. An indeterminate amount of time later, the passage widened and they spotted—and then smelled—a large gray pool running down the middle. In the faint glow of the rope, Mina spied a ripple on the surface of the gray water. As she tried not to think about what that might mean, Brom surreptitiously scanned the cavern with his darkvision. The cavern was quite wide and expansive, and the moisture on the walls glistened slightly to his augmented eyes. 

Looking to the sides, Brom spotted two paths that diverge around the borders of the foul river, in opposite directions. Both were fairly well-worn, but quite small—one honestly looks as likely as the other, trailing off into the darkness at the limit of his vision

Shrugging, the two wanderers chose a path, guided by Mina (who had been down here before). The river of foul waste continued to ebb and flow, and the ripples in its surface still seemed to follow them, slowly and ponderously. Whatever manner of creature lurked beneath the surface, it seemed a patient sort. Perhaps it was merely waiting, biding its time until its prey makes one telling mistake... 

As the two companions reached what Brom guessed to be the halfway point of the cavern, he noted a faint flutter of light at the far end, away from the foul liquid and whatever it might hide. Flickering torchlight, perhaps? Could other souls be wandering around down here as well? 

As Mina and Brom reached the edge of her remembered path through the chamber, a popping sound made Brom crane back. At the edge of the foul river of waste, a whiplike appendage rose from the water and snapped down forcefully onto its surface. The resulting splash arced over onto the two intruders, spattering onto them. Where it touched bare flesh, the rank-smelling foulness burned like acid, causing them to muffle cries of pain. 

The two of them immediately leapt away onto the dry stone once more, Brom with the longsword out, Mina with her crossbow up and at the ready. Their vision blurred and burned from the droplets that landed in or ran into their eyes, and their muscles twitched frantically with the influx of adrenaline. 

But after vanishing beneath the surface of the gray waste, the... thing... did not reappear. A full minute passed, then two as they scanned the surface... and there was still nothing. 

Behind them now, off in the distance, the flickering torchlight passed again... and a faint sound echoed through the cavern, refracted and reflected too much to make out clearly. It was a deep baritone sound... and in the right circumstances, it might be mistaken for a moan...

Only a short distance from Brom and Mina, another creature continued its pursuit of them, muttering to itself. "Sniff sniff. Oh for the love... what is this stuff I'm swimming in? I swear, if they're not down this tunnel..." The sound of a loud splash, followed by a quiet moan, caused the creature to shut up and dash towards the disturbance. It began creeping along the walls as it reached the source of the action. From its position was visible a man and a women, apparently human, but hard to tell for certain in the dim light given off by the glowing pieces of rope the two had. They appeared to be the source of the disturbance, as they occupied themselves with wiping themselves off. 

"So that must be this 'Brom' character and his lady friend I've been hearing about." The creature thought. "But I wonder... what caused them to make all that noise?"



Elsewhere, a newcomer stood wreathed in rapidly fading wisps of mist. It must find its prey. The prey was near, toward the north it seemed, but the signal was strangely muted. The Prey must be hunted, that was the overriding goal of the newcomer’s existence, and a goal it would not fail. 

The Predator walked northward, quickly and with anticipation. In a little under two hours, the hunter came to a small shack, bordered on one side by a small enclosure housing some sheep. When the hunter approached the shack, the sheep caught its scent and flew into a frenzied attempt to escape the prison of their pen. 

An old man exited the shack, brandishing a pitchfork, "Who's out there? Show yourself!" 

The old man barely saw the shape move before it was upon him, lifting him by the throat. Through his shock, the old man heard a gravelly whisper ask; 

"Where is the Son?" 

To the north, one of the Taverners shivered. It was as if someone had walked over their grave. 
Grigg sat in the spare room upstairs, with Abel Carrick secured for the night. The half-orc sat in a chair by the window, with only a candle illuminating the room. An hour or so after dinner, he had begun to feel a bit odd. A numbness had set into his hands and face, not dissimilar to the effects of multiple flagons of ale. Yet, he'd barely had anything to drink for the past month, let alone that night. Deciding that it might be best to sit for a time, the fatigue of the day overcame him and he dozed off for a few minutes. 

In no time at all, it seemed, a sudden chill had awoken him, an unpleasant dream of shapes emerging from the mist still fresh in his mind. With a thought to check on Galen and the other Taverners that had remained behind, Grigg began to rise from the chair. As he reached out with his fingers to snuff the candle, he saw something that caused him to freeze. 

His hand, glowing bright red from the flame that stood behind it, instead of blocking the light as it should. Holding his hand up to the window, he saw again the apparent insubstantial nature of it. The edges seemed to be almost fraying into thin smoke. 


"By Mideen..." was all he uttered before blowing out the candle and hurriedly moving downstairs. 

The hunter continued its journey, heedless of the blood that spattered its form. The old man had known nothing of the Son, but had provided a moment’s distraction. 

Cresting the top of the mountain, the hunter saw the lights of several dwellings in the distance. 

Yes, the pull was getting stronger.


Back in the house near the forest, Trebor cursed, finally realizing what was happening. "It was the Vistani whore who poisoned you—Charneka recognizes the poison! I knew I should have killed that witch when I had the chance… no matter, her death will be long and painful. In fact, I daresay Strahd will be able to hear her screams in his castle.” He drew a deep breath and smiled in a very unsettling way. "She should have known not to try something this foolish. Even she is not so stupid that she could not realize what will happen to her because of this.” 

He looked directly at Evee and Castor, his eyes glowing with a demonic light, the odor of ash that always surrounded him filled the room and was much stronger than before. "We must go and find her before she succeeds in whatever scheme she has concocted.” 

With a flash of evil-looking green in his eyes, Jasper's features almost became more feral looking in appearance with teeth barred in a full snarl. "If her poison brings any harm to my sister or the babe I will be the first to draw blood." 

"Dear brother, I feel fine. A bit numb, that’s all." Anna answered. As she went to place her hand on his arm to calm him, her form passed through him as if he was nothing more substantial than a shadow. Jasper moved to catch her only to find himself passing through her quickly-fading image. Within seconds all that was left was her muffled cries. 

"RRRRRRRRROOOOOOOOAAAAAAAAARRRRRRR!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!" Knocking over all who stood in his path, Jasper bolted for the house, his feline legs carrying him at blinding speed. 

Trebor followed quickly, his robes whipping around him. As he made his way toward the Carrick household, various tortures echoed through his mind and he wondered exactly how one could expose someone’s nerve endings so flaming brands can be applied directly to them. His feet barely left prints in the compacted snow and a cold wind began to blow as rainclouds gathered in the sky. He muttered obscenities that would not be fit in houses of ill repute and taverns of the lowest form. 

Far in front of him he could see the figure of Jasper running toward the house. The tiefling considered shouting but realized that that might attract too much unwanted attention; he thus settled for quickening his pace. As he got within a few hundred yards of the Carrick house he saw the light upstairs and realized that Liseme, Drinnik, Grigg, Jeris and the kobolds were still in the house. 

Are the kobolds working for Amelia? he wondered. No not subtle enough for her. Does she wish harm to any in the house? Possibly. This last thought gave him cause to quicken his pace even more, driving his ancient legs even faster. 

He was so absorbed in his own thoughts that he did not notice the figure in front of him and almost ran headlong into it. 

"May I inquire as to your business this night, Sir?" asked the figure, glancing at Trebor and the sword at his side. 

Trebor stared the man in the eyes. His first thought was to kill him, but some part of his mind noted that the man was a member of the local law enforcement. He appeared to be wearing some kind of a uniform under a thick leather cloak and was well armed in the form of a sturdy long sword. He also had a signal whistle around his neck… one hand rested on his sword and the other on the whistle.

"I was taking a walk and now I’m going home. Please move out of my way," the tiefling said, trying to keep the anger out of his voice. 

"And why would you wish to be taking a walk all alone on a night like this… you being an elderly gentleman and quite rich by the looks of you?” asked the guardsman.

"Because I needed the air." Trebor answered in as calm a voice as he could muster. 

The guard looked Trebor up and down. "You don't live around here, do you sir?" he asked, suspicion creeping into his voice. 

"No, I am staying with the Carricks. Now kindly move out of my way and let me attend to my business." Trebor’s teeth clenched as his anger surged to the forefront of his mind. 

"No need to get angry, sir,” the guard said, eyes widening as he drew his sword.

"I wouldn't do that if I were you". 

"Don't threaten me outsider!" The guard’s voice seemed uncertain, not frightened just cautious. "I think you should come back to the office with me… the sheriff wants to talk to people like you."

"Move aside, I do not have time for your petty questions!" Trebor's voice changed, mere anger replaced by malice. The guard raised his sword and pointed it at Trebor's throat. 

"Don't move, stranger." The guardsman reached for his whistle.

Quicker than the guard could have anticipated, Trebor's hand flew around the sword and swiped, flat- palmed, in front of his face in a waving gesture. The guard’s eyes glazed over. Trebor smiled.

"Now move aside and return to your watch house. When you arrive there I want you to attack the other watchmen. You did not meet me tonight… we never had this confrontation." 

Following the hypnotic suggestion, the guardsman stood aside, and began to slowly make his way back to the watch house. 

Trebor continued on his way to the Carrick house. As he turned a corner, he was confronted by Drinnik and his bestial companion (Megan). Shocked, Trebor tried to ask "Who is that?" But he only got as far as drawing a breath before Drinnik interrupted him.

"That whore has my soul! She has my soul and won't give it to me. I want her dead, Minntt. I want her to suffer like an angel given to the Demons of the Abyss. She wants to kill me and she wants Liseme to suffer. Remember your oath. I can't stop her on my own and I need you and the rest to help me." 

"She's poisoned the rest." Trebor replied.

"Qulartheri dar shrompmos!" Drinnik cursed in elven. 

"I don't think she's that bad." Trebor said, with absolutely no sincerity in his voice. "Where is she?" 

"She left and said she'd be back tomorrow. Until then, maybe you could help Megan here." He indicated his companion. "She's from the Malodorous Goat Tavern as well."

Meanwhile, with strength unseen yet by any of the Taverners Jasper passed through the thick front door as if it was little more than balsa wood. Hearing the alarming sound of shattering wood the first of the city watch (who happened to be at the house investigating, on the sheriff’s orders) raced to the door to see the hunched form breaking the last board with his bare hands. 

As he pulled his sword and held it with a shaky hand—still unsure about what he was seeing—he called out with all the courage he could muster. "Le-lea-leave NOW! Be-be-be Beff-fffa before I have to (gulp) hurt you." 

Within a single heartbeat the watchman felt himself lifted off the ground, two feet from the floor. 

Spitting out the words slowly as if he could no longer remember how they are formed Jasper softly roared at the man "Where…is… the… gypsy … wench!" 

"(choak)(gag)U-u-u up St(gulp)airs" 

Tossing the man to the side—resulting in an audible crack as the watchman hit the far wall—Jasper bounded up the first three steps with a single leap. As the cat-man pushed open the door, he heard an audible click behind him. He instinctively moved to duck away, but before even his lightning-quick reflexes could react, the smokepowder weapon roared in defiance.

The ball of hot lead caught him in the shoulder, spinning him around completely—just in time to catch another projectile in the left leg. The pain from both wounds was exquisite, and served only to fuel his rage even more as his own blood begins spurting from the wounds to fall on the cold wooden floor. 

Standing in front of him, reloading their weapons, were two men—one fat, the other thin, but both with cold eyes that showed much anger and little fear. Between them was a tall and imposing woman, with raven-black hair and bright green eyes. She held a quarterstaff in her hand and pointed it at Jasper. The tip of it sparkled with yellowish energy, begging to be released. "Twitch and you die, cat-man." Her voice carried a cold, flat promise... though behind it there was a detectable note of... bitterness perhaps?

Before Jasper’s pain-fueled rage could propel him forward, everyone in the room heard the gypsy’s voice cry out. "You three put your weapons down! Jasper, YOU CALM DOWN!!! They don't look like Vistani to me!"


Talia, Herger, and Rethel turned to see the gypsy holding two pistols, one aimed at Jasper and the other at Talia. The gypsy continued: "I don't want to hurt anyone! So everybody just calm down and I'll put my weapons down!" There was no sign of fear in the gypsy's eyes.  

Staggering out of the guest room he had been in, Grigg moved to Jasper and knelt by his side. Making a quick check of Jasper's wounds he noted that they were not life threatening. He spoke as he stood unsteadily, putting himself between Jasper and the guns pointed at his prone form, "His name is not "cat-man," Talia. It is Jasper, and he has no more choice in his appearance then I do. Yes, he is one of our number. He is usually in much more control, but recent events may have something to do with his fury." 

With that Grigg drew down the hood and collar of his travelling cloak. In the lantern-light of the hall, though his clothing and equipment seemed solid enough, his flesh had taken on a spectral/transparent quality. "From his outburst, I wager that he believes that darkling witch Amelia has something to do with it." 

The half-orc then moved back to Jasper, helping him to sit up, "She is not here Jasper, calm yourself. I will help you, but if you let your anger ride you, it will run you into the grave."

Meanwhile, the remaining Taverners began their walk back to Carrick's house. The mood of the group was quite angry, and several discussions took place about how best to make Amelia suffer when they caught her. 

Evee stayed a short distance behind the group, walking while looking at the stars... So different from Barovia, she thought. Strangely, all fear from the poison was gone. She was almost enjoying her light body, so easy to walk in the snow. No wolves howling now ... I wonder where Dmitri is .... 

Arrived at the house, Evee felt weak and had great difficulty even entering the dwelling. The front door was destroyed and that alarmed her. Forcing her legs to carry her inside, she spotted a wounded man lying on the floor, dazed by Jasper's attack. One arm was curled up at an odd angle, while his throat trickled blood from the cat-man's clawed grip. He moaned weakly, trying to breathe. 

Though she did not recognize him, or the bloodstained uniform he wore, Evee lifted the man into a seated position, to help him breathe more easily. The effort left her panting for breath, but she managed to speak some encouragement to the injured man. "Don't worry, sir. Relax ... I'll go get some help for you ... I'll be back." 

Hearing no noise from the ground floor, Evee struggled up the stairs. The climb took nearly all her remaining energy, and she had to pause and rest a few times before making it to the top. After what seemed to be hours of effort, she managed to pull herself onto the landing. Hearing a noise behind her, she turned her head to spy Castor lurching up the stairs behind her. How he got there she wasn't sure—since she lost most of the others in the dark—but he didn’t look much better than she felt. The power and grace of his movements were gone, and he lurched and stumbled like a zombie or a golem. His form still seemed more solid than hers... and his eyes still blazed with his anger, or power. 

He dropped to a knee beside Evee and reached out to her. "Are... are you... all right?" he asked. 

Relieved that the blademaster had not gone off and gotten himself killed, she smiled as best she could. "Sure, I feel like running back to Vallaki. Care to join me?" 

"What's happening here? Who was shot? And where's Amelia?" Castor took hold of Evee’s hand and she helped pull him the rest of the way onto the landing. Exhaustion was evident on his lean features. 


"I have no idea what’s happening," Evee murmured, waving back toward the voices, which seemed to have calmed down. "And I don't know who was shot ... but I don't think Amelia is still around. Which would confirm again that she is the one who did this..." 

The young thief tried to stand, but could not—the dizziness overcame her and she fell back against the wall. "Sheesh... can't do a thing,” she said. 

Looking at Castor for a long moment, her eyes grew watery. "Castor... are we dying?" 

The blademaster leaned heavily against the wall, trying to push himself to his feet. At Evee's question—and at the look in her eyes—he sagged back down beside her. He feebly lifted a hand and covered Evee's with his own. But the poison, with its numbing effects, denied them even this small bit of comfort. 

"No, I... I don't know," he said softly, frustration and tenderness warring on his face. His slightly-slanted eyes were wide, and perhaps a bit overbright as well. He looked as though he desperately wanted to say something else, but couldn’t quite get the words out.

Evee waited for something more, but the blademaster fell silent. She looked at him and thought about hugging him… but the poison effect would ruin it all. Finally, she spoke again, her voice slowed by the fatigue and dizziness.  “You know, Castor, the other night… when I went to a tavern with Trebor to look for rumors about a werebeast—oh, by the way, you should have seen him disguised as a woman, it was well worth seeing—we met a guy there, someone by the name of Morik Allen, or Alik or something… Morik I’m sure of. Anyway, he was flirting with us … Trebor and I were trying not to laugh… and this guy asked us what kind of man could hope to catch our eyes. It was… well, it was a silly conversation,  and I think it’s even sillier now that I’m talking about it… but since I started…  I will always remember my answer to him.

“It was this: ‘a fighter is good. I like strong men. He’d have to show wit and also a good sense of humor. He would be sensitive yet masculine—a real man. He’d be protective of me, but he would respect my private life. He’d die for me and I would for him’ …” 

Evee’s eyes turned watery again. She clumsily brushed her face with her hand , and the tears fell down her cheeks. Struggling, she continued to speak. “Castor, if I die, I just want you to know that … I know I sound silly again … and clichéd. But … I think you are the most important person I’ve met in the last ten years, maybe for all my life. Castor, when I said that to Morik, I… I was thinking about you …” 


As Evee trailed off, Castor looked at her for a long moment with an expression that hovered between stunned and sad. Then, his eyes never leaving hers, even to blink, he summoned his psionic power again. 

As before, the sound of Castor's heartbeat—and her own—materialized in her mind. The vibrations moved toward each other, matching each other's rhythms... and Evee realized their minds were linked again. 

You... you don't sound silly, Evee. Or cliched. the half-elf's mental voice 'said', so much warmer and vivid than when he simply projected his thoughts at her. It isn't silly at all. 

With a start, Evee saw the teardrops lifting themselves off her face, to cast themselves away as if of their own volition. Some part of her mind marveled at the control it must take for him to use his powers that way. 

I'm sorry I couldn't say this before, but I... I care for you, too, Evee. More than I know how to say... and in a way I've never cared for anyone in my entire life. 

A single, tiny drop of red-tinged moisture fell from Castor's right eye. It streaked down his sharp cheekbone in a almost invisible red line. 

If we are dying... I want you to know, too... with your intelligence, your playfulness, your genuine love for this life--you've shown me that there's more to it all than swinging a sword. Even if I've forgotten from time to time... I'm a better person, because of you. And—for the first time in a long time—I want to be. Thank you. 

His eyes—and the link that once again bound their minds together—revealed the truth of his words. But Evee knews him well enough to know—he never lies.

Evee left her hand under Castor's. She smiled, looking radiant if such a thing was possible while under the influence of poison. I'm so happy ... I've never thought I'd be so happy when I would die ... and she started to laugh and cry again at the same time. 

She closed her eyes and thought for a moment, listening to the sound of their hearts beating in unison, and smiled. Will you ever forgive me for having tried to pickpocket you the first time we've met ?  

Castor nodded, half-smiling as well.
Well, now I hope we aren't going to die, I'd be really disappointed . Evee ‘said.’ Let's go find the others… see if they’ve missed us.

Finding new energy, Evee managed to struggle to her feet. Helping Castor to do the same, they walked around the corner, where the others stood, holding onto each other for more than just support. (June 13th)

As the two companions turned the corner, they saw that tempers had calmed somewhat. Surprisingly enough, it appeared that none of Carrick’s servants were affected by the poison, whatever it was. Filing that away for the moment, Evee probed Brace’s connection to Brom, in order to see if the Shaper needed aid.

{He says that he's better now, but wants to know how you are. He's a little concerned about your disappearingness. Um... the girl is one Mina Baie, and he wants you to ask the staff, Carrick and the kids about her if there's time.} Surprised, but glad that Brom is not alone, Evee posed the question to Herger. 

The fat man scratched his grizzled black hair, a thoughtful look on his round features. Then he smiled widely in remembrance. "Oh, aye! Miss Baie is an acquaintance of Master Carrick's... has been fer some time. Young slip of a lass, not much elder than yerself, Miss Beiderbecke—been comin' around fer the past five years, passes a few drinks or meals with us. She's looked after the boys a time or two... they're quite fond o' her, ye know—she brings 'em trinkets from her travels. Bit mysterious, bit o' a wanderer-type... but a good lass fer all I know."

He paused for a moment and continued in a lower voice. "Mistress Carrick and Miss Baie never got on well as I remember... don't know why, though. The master only had eyes fer his Revka, any man blind or deaf could tell that. Why do ye ask? Have ye seen her about?" 

Meanwhile, Rethel continued to glare distrustfully at Jasper's wounded form as Grigg attended him, and at Drinnik, holding Galen as he related the details of Amelia's plot. The lean man said nothing, but he rubbed his bottom lip as though thinking deeply.

Charneka shook his head at a question Drinnik posed. "No she doesn't want you to die. I'm not a specialist in Vistani poisons but I do know that this one isn't meant to kill you." The gypsy’s voice is emotional… is he blaming himself for being unable to cure his newfound companions?

Megan then made a suggestion. “I don’t think this Amelia person knows I’m here…” she said thoughtfully. “Perhaps we could set a trap for her…”

Castor nodded, an eager look in his eyes at the thought of turning the tables on the Vistani. "Indeed... Amelia shouldn't have any way of knowing you're here, madam. Though she claims to be a Seer... perhaps that will work to our advantage. No one… not even the Vistani… are all-knowing. Unfortunately… we don't know how we were poisoned... unless someone else has had a recent inspiration from the gods.” 

"Well, if inspiration from the gods you want, inspiration you will get," said a voice behind Castor, and the group saw the forgotten kobolds approaching them. The shorter one seemed intact, but his brother was completely transparent and was weakly trying to hold on Merlot's shoulder. The sorcerer spoke again. "So it is a poison, and not a spell. It explains much, indeed. Well, if you want to know, I ate and drank everything except the red pudding, as I don’t really like sweets. Lancelyn had three helpings, and he looks much worse than any of you." He looked at all the other poisoned taverners. "Did you all take pudding?" 

Castor's eyes widened as the kobold sorcerer posed the question. First surprise, then realization flashed across his face. I did... though I only ate half of what was put before me. Evee? Grigg? Charneka? Jeris?" The two women and the half-orc all nodded, while the gypsy shook his head. The blademaster's eyes narrowed, and he glanced back to Merlot.

"I guess we have the answer, sorcerer," he nearly snarled, his renewed feelings against Amelia quite apparent. 

His eyes met those of Herger and Rethel. "A question still stands, gentlemen—but now we need to know if you all consciously agreed to this, or if the Vistani woman merely used you as she uses most everyone. I notice, though you too ate the dessert, you all seem unaffected..." Castor’s last words were dripping with venom and simmering anger begging for a focus. 

Herger glared at the nearly-immaterial warrior. "I don't like yer tone, swordsman," he said gruffly. "We've done nothin' but offer ye hospitality ever since ye and yer friends arrived—and we've just been attacked by one o' yer own! We'll not be accused o' poisonin' our guests and throwin' our own honor away by the likes o' ye!" 

His face flushed in anger, and his voice got louder and louder as he talked, until at the end he was shouting at the top of his lungs. This seemed to draw Rethel out of his reverie, and the slender man placed a lean hand on his brother's shoulder. "Peace, Herger," he said softly, his own quieter, smoldering anger evident on his face. The fat man turned away and mumbled something indistinct as Rethel turned to Castor. "Ye have our word that neither of us knows anything about any poisoning," he said, his dark eyes steady. "Nor do I think any in the household would have done such a thing against ye all, not willingly. But we're simple folk, and Vistani magic is powerful, mysterious. Much as it pains me to say it... if Madame Amelia were to have used her powers to make one of us harm ye, we... we likely wouldn't know, or remember." 

An indecipherable emotion passed across Charneka’s face. "I just want to point something out, gentlemen…  your Anneke is a half-Vistana!" 

At that precise moment, a vague and strange feeling overcame Evee. A sensation, though not of pain, but of utter dread that seemed to steal away the last dose of her strength. Her feet refusing to support her any longer, she fell to the ground. All the Taverners quickly pressed themselves around her. 

Castor  was instantly at her side. "Evee! What is it?" 

Evee, with some difficulty, raised her eyes to meet his. "I... I feel... I have - Nothing... I am nothing. I am nothing. Nothing..." she repeated in a dreamy voice. Before the eyes of everyone, she slowly vanished, reaching a state when only her outline was visible. She tried to say something else, but her voice reached the group only as a distant echo. 

As Evee disappeared, Castor's eyes widened in alarm. "NO! Gods, no!!" he cried out, trying desperately to hold to her, the place where she was. As the moments passed and she gradually faded completely, he arched his head back and screamed out a stream of profane curses in six different languages, including one that sounded similar—to Drinnik's ears—to Qualinesti Elven. 

Glancing quickly around the room, the blademaster saw the others fading out into nothingness as well, one right after the other. Closing his eyes, he again summoned his willpower, and his form sharpened back into focus for a moment. Reaching to his belt, he unhooked his battleaxe with one hand and reached into his belt pouch with the other, withdrawing four strings of three tiny gemstones and two larger rubies.

Extending them to Charneka, he pushed the weapon and the stones into his hands. As they made contact, the gypsy could feel a slight vibration to all of the objects. "Give... give the jewels to Brom when he returns--they'll be of help to him. And give my axe to anyone who knows how to use it—it  should serve them well against the beasts of the night. It always did for me..." 

Castor's form faded noticeably, and he turned back to Trebor, who was still seething silently in rage and frustration. "Take her, Trebor, make her pay for what she's done to us..." 

As Castor put the axe and the jewels in Charneka's hands, the gypsy nodded. His face was heavy with sorrow and he told the blademaster: "Don't worry we'll get Evee back and you and the others as well!" Charneka rose to his feet and quickly realized that the axe was too heavy for him. He put it down gently and muttered, "I'll go to see Anneke!"

 The gypsy then left the room quickly and, after checking a few rooms, finally found Anneke's. Giving only a perfunctory knock, the gypsy walked into the bedroom, prepared to awaken the woman, who should certainly have been asleep—as it is past midnight. But she was not.

Her work-worn form was slumped over, still dressed in her day-clothes, sitting on the edge of her bed. Her rough hands were wound in her apron, twisted up in it. Spots of wetness blotted the off-white fabric. When Charneka burst in, her head snapped up in surprise. Her eyes were quite red and swollen... as though she had been crying. Instantly she was on her feet, wiping at her face. In a very quiet, almost timid voice she asked, "What d'ye want?" 

The gypsy swallowed then said: "My friends have been poisoned! Evee is almost gone and the others are following. We need your help." Charneka then took a small step forward and said: "You've got to help them I beg you!" There was no sign of anger in his face, only sadness. 

The woman stammered for a moment, then turned away, unable to bear the intensity of the gypsy's gaze. "P-P-poisoned?! H-How could such a thing happen, here? Have ye lost yer wits?" There was something odd in her tone of voice, something unsteady. Blocked from Charneka's view by her body, her hands fiddled nervously with something.

Charneka stepped back and said: "It was Amelia's doing. Do you know anything about it? You can tell me, I'm a gypsy and I know gypsy blood runs in you."

Anneke stiffened, still facing away from Charneka. "So ye have the gift of knowing blood in a stranger's veins," she murmured softly. "But can ye see as well the blood on their hands?" 

Spinning around abruptly, she extended her arms wide, dropping a small object to the floor as she did. Charneka's sharp eyes noted the small silver charm, a intricately-worked figurine in the design of the Equaar tribe. He also saw the reddish stains on Anneke's extended hands. As he watched, thick droplets fell to the ground, dotting the floorboards next to the charm. 

"I couldn't... I had no choice..." the half-Vistana woman whispered softly. "I had to...  I had to... she made me... your friends..." Anneke struggled to speak, but could not seem to be any clearer. 

Charneka seized her right wrist in alarm, but on looking closer he realized that what he first took for blood was actually splatters of the pudding from earlier in the night. Or rather, it was a mixture of the two—Anneke appeared to have rubbed her hands until they bled. The raw skin looked quite rough and painful, and the gypsy winced. 

Anneke fell to her knees, her eyes glistening again, half-leaning on Charneka for support. "She told me about my family, about my past, my link to the Vistani," she said in a desperate tone, tears leaking freely down her face. "Ye of all these people must know what it's like, not knowin' from where ye came... bein' stranded between two worlds that can't meet and sufferin' near-madness with every violin-note and full moon! The charm's a family crest o' sorts, a gift left to my mother by its maker—my unknown father... Lady Amelia illuminated my past, told me o' the Equaar, and their love for the wild! Fer the first time in forty-three years, I know where I came from! Fer that I'd have done most anything... But I didn't want anyone to get hurt! I swear t'ye I didn't! But I couldn't refuse her, I couldn't... it was like I had no choice in the matter..."

The young gypsy comforted her as best he could. “I understand. Vistani powers are dangerous, mysterious, and quite potent. Did… did Amelia say what would happen to those under her poison’s sway?”

Anneke clutched desperately to the young gypsy, sobbing like a child. At Charneka's words, her eyes widened, and the sobs tapered off somewhat. "M-Mistress Amelia t-told me that hic!... that no one would be p-p-permanently harmed. She s-s-said it wuh-was to repay her fer the 'kindness' she'd showed me. B-B-But I made sure Rethel and Herger and T-Talia didn't eat o' the same concoction. Shuh-she claimed a 'greater good' would be served by it... she said it over and over again..." 

The gypsy roses back up and he wasn’t sure what to do. He gently passed his fingers through Anneke's hair and closed his eyes. He said: “Why did she poison them? And do you have a sample of the poison? An herbalist we met might be able to make an antidote."

Anneke slumped and turned away, avoiding Charneka's touch. She shook her head and wiped at her eyes. "I... I don't know as I can tell ye why," the older woman said dully. "She told me, but... but I feel I can't speak of it. That I mustn't. All I know I might say is... she believes it's fer reasons good enough ta warrant such grave actions as she—as I—have taken.  The poison is... i-in-ingested... it... the kitchen... still there..." 

As Anneke spoke this last sentence, it was as though she had to literally force the words from her mouth, fighting against some force or compulsion Charneka could not see. She cannot speak of it, he thought to himself, Not directly, at least. Probably because the Vistana forbade her... with her magic. 

Charneka stepped back to give her some room and he said out loud: "I'll be right back, don't move and if something happens, don't ask me what, but if something happens call for me and I'll be right back." 


Drinnik paced the front room, anger almost causing his heart to beat. "I want her dead! Deceased! Decimated!" 

"I plan it,” said Trebor calmly. "I'll skewer her with Causality." 

"No. I determine her death." Drinnik said coldly. "There's something I've always wanted to try." 

"What?" Trebor asked, curious.

Drinnik switched his language to Solamnic, the most virtuous language of Krynn. "In Tepest I heard of how they killed a woman suspected of being a witch. They put red-hot sandals on her feet and made her dance til she died. The Vistani are good dancers. We could open a book on how long Amelia would last." 

Megan raised her head once more—Trebor’s raised voice was something she was not used to; it hurt her lupine ears somewhat. The hood was made well, covering her face in shadows, making her face all but invisible from those who may look at her. 

"You mean to say this Gypsy wench is coming here? She must be brave to think you would simply give in. Let me know if there is something I can do to help?" She looked once more about the room at those who were fading and to where those who have gone once stood. "This looks grave for you, but I will use my skills to get you all back, if herbalism will not suffice, I am sure magic will." 

Then, Charneka left Anneke in her room and he sought out Trebor and Drinnik. When he finally reached them he cautioned them: "Don't do anything rash—and wait until I'm finished talking. The witch used a spell on Anneke and thus used her to poison the others with the first batch of pudding I believe. The poison is still there so an herbalist might be able to make an antidote."

His anger growing more evident, Trebor sneered. “And why would Anneke do something like that? What could she have against us, the ungrateful…”

The gypsy’s eyes widened in surprise. “I don't know. Anneke is under some spell influence but I think I can find a loophole in the spell and make her talk. If I can't, well, I thought you were a mage Trebor… can’t you cast something?" 

Upon hearing Charneka's statement about Amelia using a suggestion spell on Anneke, Trebor was unable to restrain his anger and punched the wall. When he removed his fist there was a large indentation where he hit. Composing himself he turned to look at Drinnik and discovered he was not there. Shock hit him and he sprinted through the house looking for the kender. He found him on the floor of a room, a mix of anger and sadness on his face. Trebor noticed one other thing, Liseme was gone.

"Drinnik, what happened to your sister? Where is she?" Trebor knelt down to comfort his friend and noticed the scraps of torn paper. He reached into a pouch and drew forth a spell scroll, again cocking his head to one side as he read it and again shaking his head as if to remove something from his mind. He read the spell as he traced an arcane symbol in the air over the scraps of paper and a ghostly image of the paper in full appeared in the air in front of him. Reading it, he growled in anger. "Don't worry Drinnik, I'll make her pay for this." 

Drinnik looked at Trebor, his eyes red from the anger and the crying. "You said that last time. You said that you wouldn't let anything happen to either of us."

Trebor bowed his head in shame then looked Drinnik in the eyes. "I'm sorry."

Drinnik turned from Trebor, anger coursing through his veins like blood in a live man. Before the tiefling could react, the kender changed into mist and flowed through a crack in the door. 

"Well, bugger." Trebor whispered. 


Back in the cave…

As the two intruders moved farther away from the foul gray river, they could not help but breathe a bit more easily. Looking ahead, Mina searched her memory for the time it should take to get to the exit. Through the next passageway, there should be another smaller tunnel branching off to the left. She didn't remember it being much farther to the aboveground egress... surely only half an hour, an hour at most. 

Following the flickering torchlight and peering intently through the blackness, the two could now see that there was not merely one flame, but four. Perhaps another adventuring party? 

As the two companions continued towards the torchlight, Brom tried to keep from dwelling on what Mina's defense might mean. He had never known of such a power before. Had never even heard of it... But then again, every psion was unique, and some developed powers like mages researched spells. 

Without warning, Brom felt a sense of dread descend on him. It was as though something had stolen a part of him. After a moment of confusion, he realized something. Brace was quiet. Ever since Brace's creation, there had always been a background noise to Brom's mind. A sense of someone concentrating in seeing the world for being a terrifying place. And now it was silent. 

"Brace?" He called out, only to hear the echo through his own mind. "Brace?" What could have happened? He knew that the crystal hadn't been destroyed. If it had, he would be keeling over in absolute agony as the feedback of energy burned through his mind. Instead, he was merely cut off. How could that be? Brace was safe with Evee, and Evee was... was... 

Carefully touching Mina on the shoulder, he motioned for her to move faster. "Some is very, very wrong,” he whispered to her. "We have to get back to Carrick's place. Now." 

With that, he began to run slightly quicker towards the torch light.

As the two companions broke into a run, they heard a slight buzzing sound behind them—

And then the world exploded! A tremendous roar sounded from the cavern chamber they just left, a sound louder than the loudest thunderstorm, magnified a hundred times by the close walls of the cavern they entered. A blast of concussive force and heat literally picked them up off their feet and hurled them forward a dozen yards, scorching the backs of their clothes at the same time. 

Both moved to cover each other, or simply not to get separated as the fire rained over their heads. For a seeming eternity their world was nothing but heat, the foul stench of their own clothing burning, and a thunderous cacophony that threatened to burst their eardrums and permanently deafen them.

"Mina,” Brom hissed while looking around, trying to see the result of the blast. "Mina! Are you all right?" To his relief, Brom heard a small moan come from Mina's curled body. Groaning, Mina rolled out of her duck-and-cover position, flopping flat out on her back. 

"Ow." she griped flatly, taking a deep breath. After what seemed like a rather long silence, she took another deep breath and spoke. "Cave in?" 

"Yes," replied Brom quietly. 

"Wonderful!" finished Mina sarcastically. 

With the woman regaining her composure, Brom heard a faint moan coming from the rubble. Digging frantically through it, he found his hand closing around... a black cloak. Giving a strong tug, he suddenly found himself holding a two foot halfling at eye level... soaked in guano, scorched, and pummeled by rocks. He could see the halfling's face... which had a look that could shatter a stone golem. "Put. Me. Down. NOW!!!" 

The Shaper did so, and the halfling began dusting himself off as he came out of shock, "Thanks, I guess. You would be 'Brom', I presume?" He took a quick look around, his eyes resting on Mina. "And I would assume you'd be his lady friend?" 

A few minutes passed… and to say that Mina and Pendal did not get off on the right foot would be a vast understatement.

 I have little patience for rude, arrogant midgets. And this... person seemed to fit comfortably into that category, she thought. She used her psionic power to glue Pendal’s sword on the floor.

Coming out of his meditation, Brom heard a string of curses that would turn a sailor blue coming from around the corner. Hurrying towards the noise, he spotted the halfling grasping at his sword. A sword that was apparently fused to the ground by some invisible force. The sword was surrounded by green psionic energy that warped to thwart all of Pendal's attempts to lift it. "Telekinesis." Brom muttered under his breath. "We are definitely going to have a talk about this later."


Suddenly, a low, eerie wail issued from the far passageway, in the direction of the flickering lights. The sound seemed to permeate their bodies, traveling through their eardrums, entering their bones and chilling them with intangible fingers of ice. The torchlights in the distance disappeared from view for a moment, but they soon came back into view, burning steadily, invitingly. 
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midnight: 

Back in the house, Castor was the last Taverner to fade from view, his own disappearance slowed by his mental powers. The blackness encroached on his vision until it faded, and an indeterminate amount of time passed. The first thing the blademaster felt was a chill, which was, oddly enough, followed by a feeling of ease. He felt as light as a feather. His eyes still closed, he managed to shake off a portion of the sleepiness into which he had been plunged. 

Instinctively, he raised his hand toward his belt and found to his amazement that he could feel it once more. This vague of joy vanished almost as quickly as it came, as the blademaster realized he was no longer breathing... yet he lived. 

The shock proved enough for him to force his eyes open and be confronted to a very strange scene: 

He was no longer in Lamordia. Thick woods surrounded him, with a sky of black clouds racing above. Yet, there was no feeling of precipitation in the air. Assembling his mental forces, Castor drew a deep breath he felt he had no need for. No scent of wilderness, leaves, and fresh earth he used to find in forests was present around him. 

Castor's second shock came as he examined his own condition. He suddenly realized that his feet were not touching the ground, and that he floated above it, as if he weighed nothing. Even more surprising, his own body seemed to emit a faint bluish light.  

Wrapping himself in his discipline as best he could, Castor floated over to the nearest tree (floated, for his movements seemed only commanded by his thoughts). With hesitation, he tried to grab a branch of it, to feel the touch of fresh leaves. But to his amazement, he found his hand passing through it, as if the tree was but an illusion. 

After a moment spent staring at it all with disbelief, Castor saw other forms like him, in the distance. He recognized them to be the other Taverners that were affected by the poison, plus the kobold knight. Coming closer to them he saw that they appeared to be sleeping. 

He brushed Evee’s face and tried to awake her with softly spoken words. After a few moments, Evee's eyes opened. She looked at Castor's eerie blue shape for a moment, and then at the dark woods around them, while touching her face and feeling the touch. 

Evee's tone was relaxed but her eyes showed her true fear when she said "What is this? Are… are we ghosts? Where are we?"

Holding on to Evee, somewhat reassured by being able to touch something or someone, Castor brushed back a strand of her hair, concern apparent on his face. He looked away for a moment, attempting to study the hazy landscape with as much serenity as he could manage, before turning back to her. "If we're dead, I must say... this isn't how I pictured the afterlife. I thought to stand in judgment before the gods... but they don't seem to be here to give their verdict." 

He released her, but held to her hand and glanced around again, taking in everyone's hazy forms. 

"Something's wrong about this, something's very wrong..."

"What?" Evee asked as calmly as she could. "What's wrong?" 

"I don't know," Castor admitted. "I've never been dead before... if we are dead, that is." The flat tone with which the words were delivered indicated that he wasn't aware of making an unintentional joke. "And I don't think we are... I don't think we all would have ended up in the same place. How do you feel, Evee?" 

Evee looked at the other Taverners, and noticed that Grigg was awakening, stretching like a child.  Seeing Grigg's questioning look, Castor shrugged his shoulders. 

Evee shrugged as well, in answer to Castor’s question. "I don't feel dead at all. In fact, I'm quite relaxed and feeling well... But I have read about ghosts who do not know they are dead ..." She frowned. 

“The Border Ethereal,” put in Lancelyn. “We are in the etheral border … where are the mages when you need them? So, humans, do you know where are we? It does not look like Nova Vaasa, and it is certainly not Lamordia!" 

Evee looked around and murmured thoughtfully, "True, we aren't in Lamordia anymore ... The forest is older and darker ... In fact, that forest reminds me of where I come from, Barovia" 

The Taverners then heard sounds, in the silence, transmitted through the woods themselves. A pleasant sound of an evening campfire. The noise was soon followed by the distinct hot glow in the far distance, between the trees...

"What is that?" Evee asked, curious. "We should awaken Jeris and go take a look" 

Nodding at Evee's words, Castor floated quickly over to Jeris and shook her gently to awaken her. The half-elf girl's eyes opened blearily, and she stretched as if awakening from a nap. Then, looking around, she frowned. "What's happened? Where are we? And why are you all... glowing like that?" 

Castor shook his head. "We're not sure yet. We all feel well enough, though... and Sir Lancelyn has suggested we might be floating in the Border Ethereal. I think I've been here before, but it was..." he frowns, "... well, it was a long time ago." 

Looking around and determining that everyone had awakened, Castor, Evee, and Lancelyn apprised them of the situation as best they could. Then, the group of ethereal adventurers hesitantly began to float over toward the crackling campfire.

"Do not worry fallen one… I wish no harm to the child yet. I simply wish to free you of darkness—and to do that I must find what you sent away," the Nephirim said, while quickening his pace through the snow. 

"Do enlighten me, Nepherim, as I assume that your conversation will be my only entertainment from in here. How has the child sent me along the dark path? Last I was aware, protecting innocence was the epitome of goodness." 

"Protecting the innocent is just and right, but protecting a child of darkness is wrong. The child has an intelligence that none of you are aware of… base survival instincts that make the rest of you do what you do. Why else would a half-daemon and a vampire—the very epitomes of evil—wish to protect it with their lives when they have nothing to gain?" 

"You admitted yourself that it is possible to rise above evil. It has happened before; I'm sure you know of Jander Sunstar? What makes you so sure that a tiefling cannot change his ways as well? There are many mysterious entities in this land - and not all of them are evil. There are the two of us, and Isolde, and neither of us know what other benevolent outsiders might exist here. That is where you must be careful, Nepherim. No longer are good and evil detectable by a simple spell; one must prove him or herself by her actions here." 

The Nephirim actually laughed. "You think the daemon spawn has not proven himself to be evil? He's been using you all since the moment he met you… and he is still using the others. Truly you have been blinded by the darkness Garudos, but I will show you the light again." Pausing for a moment, the Nephirim continued. “I am interested, who is this Jander you speak of?" 

"Jander Sunstar, the elvish vampire of Barovian tales. Repulsed by his own unlife, he worked to avenge the cruelties of Barovia's wicked count before bathing himself in the light of the sun—he had been unable to see for so long. He rose above the usual nature of his kind. You are obviously powerful, Nepherim, and have been able to track me across these lands. But I wonder, how long have you been here? You seem to be less aware of this demiplane's nature than I am, and I claim only the most basic awareness of its traits. I would have thought that any being as powerful and well-traveled as yourself would have known of that tale by now."

"I have been here just a few short weeks. I came seeking Isolde and concluded my business with her before moving on to you. I know little about this land but enough to know that its evil can infect even the purest of heart and soul.” 

"Interesting; that must have been very recent,” Garudos said, thinking out loud. “I was at Isolde's Carnival a mere few days ago, and she made an appearance, though I did not speak with her. Why did you want to speak with her?" 

Drinnik reassumed his kender form about one hundred feet from the house. He ran toward the woods, getting deeper and deeper into the forest. 

"I'm here!" he shouted. "Come get me, Amelia! You called me, so I came!" He echoed the last line of the letter. "You stoop low, whore. In my career I never stooped to kidnapping someone who was not my target. Hidden veils won't save you. And when I get my hands on you, nothing Trebor could do would look as evil. I reckon Hellspont is having a whale of a time watching this. One of his former allies attacking the people he hates most." 

Still the kender raced through the woods, his strength only growing as he thought of the wicked witch that awaited him at the end of the path. Darker and darker became his surroundings, though the vampire barely gave it any notice. His fangs bared, he ran fast, ready to jump on the Vistana and tear her to shreds even then. 

Progressively, the darkness became almost complete around him. All around him, it seemed to the kender, heavy breathing is heard that is not his. His assassin instincts instantly sprouted to the surface, and he lowered his pace, silently pulling a coal-black dagger from his pack—the kind of blade that remains invisible in the night. He stopped completely, feeling the darkness draping him from all sides. 

At another moment, he would have greeted it cheerfully, as it had always been among his only trusted allies in the past. Yet at the moment, the night felt different. It was not something the vampire could discern distinctly, yet creatures of darkness like him were always able to know the ways of the night itself. And at that moment, the night seemed unusually treacherous... 

At that moment, Drinnik began to see small red spots appearing all around him, as if the eyes of many bloodthirsty creatures were opening to stare at him hungrily. Few at first, there eventually seemed to be hundreds of red eyes looking through him with maniacal glee. At that, even the former Kargat assassin and current vampire was slightly confused. How could so many creatures have arrived so suddenly without being heard? Yet there they were, watching him very closely from the veil of shadows. He could even hear their voices... 

It was hard to reproduce the great array of sounds that surrounded Drinnik, as surely as the glowing eyes around him. At one moment, the creatures seemed to be heavily breathing, like a dozens of giant dogs. At other times, they were hissing like a legion of poisonous snakes. At still other times, their voices changed into a grotesque parody of sobbing emitted by an abandoned child. 

Still unsure how to react, Drinnik thought carefully on his current situation. Never, in all his undead career, had he heard of anything remotely resembling what he faced. Myths, legends of past, all were silent before the night in question—offering no knowledge or forewarning. The whispering voices seemed to almost daze Drinnik in their embrace, and in the middle of it all, a sudden realization came to him. He was not surrounded by a horde of gleering creatures—all those peering red eyes belonged to but one single being, a creature of darkness whose invisible body surrounded him from all sides!

Drinnik shuddered as he felt fear for the first time in decades. Cautiously he put his hand inside a pouch and pulled out something wrapped in cloth. Carefully he unwrapped the item and held it aloft. 

The Holy Symbol of Ao, Highest of the Torillian Gods, burned bright in the air, then dimmed as the kender threw it at the creature. 

"Come on Amelia!" he shouted, showing a bravado he didn't feel, "Come out! Only a coward sends their minions! Are you no better than Hellspont?"

At the kender's gesture, one that lacked the righteousness and hate of evil beings, the presence only seemed to thicken. The kender almost dropped the symbol to assume his battle position, when he distantly perceived a noise that was different from the dreaded whispering voice he had been hearing until that moment. It was a cracking noise, one that could be associated with that of a burning fire. Perhaps Amelia was not such a coward after all? Time would tell. 

Slowly, the vampire turned to the direction the new noise seemed to be coming from. And indeed, a pale glow was visible through the veil of shadows. The kender moved forward, and again the glow grew slightly brighter, and the noise less distant. Turning the back to the wall of hungry eyes, he moved in that direction. 

Soon, after a minute or so of walking, Drinnik came upon a clearing in the woods. In the middle of it, a pleasant-looking campfire was blazing, as if left alone but a second ago. Besides it, lay a heavy and dry trunk of an old pine-tree, inviting him to sit down. The eyes behind him were gone.


After knocking and then getting no response, Charneka looked into Anneke's room and saw her silently crying like she was a few minutes before. The gypsy entered, wanting to say something but the words stuck in his mouth. He sat on her bed, just beside her, and looked at the floor. He thought, How can I make her talk even if there’s a spell on her? Unable to think of a solution, the gypsy muttered a question.

"So she did this for the greater good huh? What greater good?"

After the disappearance of Drinnik, Trebor walked upstairs and to the door of Anneke's room. Not pausing to knock he simply opened it and barged past Charneka to confront Anneke. He then picked her up by the collar of her clothes and slammed her against a wall. "You will tell me where the Vistani plans to take Drinnik and where she has Liseme hidden or you will be my practice toy for what I will do to the whore when I find her. Tell me NOW" 

The scent of ash filled the room, its curdling stench stronger than usual… and the eyes of Trebor's human persona began to glow a rose color that matched his glasses.

Charneka instantly drew his two pistols and pointed them at Trebor: "I knew I shouldn't have told you! She's under Amelia's spell! We need to break it before she can talk! You're a mage, you ought to know that! She's as much a victim as Castor or Evee. If we help, she will help us! Please Trebor, let her down. Killing her won't bring the others back and will only justify Amelia's cruel acts." The gypsy lowered his guns and implored Trebor. 

Trebor lowered Anneke slowly to the ground and gazed into her eyes. He nodded very slightly as if looking at something no-one else could see. He then clicked his fingers together and Anneke slumped to the ground in a heap. Trebor turned to Megan and Charneka. 

"She needs rest before she will talk, Amelia’s spell took a lot out of her, I'll question her when she wakes up."  He then picked Anneke up and put her onto the bed, looking back at Charneka and Megan. "I suggest you two get some sleep. I’ll stay awake, and make sure nothing happens to anyone." 

Megan looked at Anneke on the bed and then to Trebor. The girl had been through a lot, but hadn't everyone else lately? "Trebor, what has this poison done exactly? Has anyone found it if any samples of it are accessible? I can sleep later, if there is something I can do. I wish to help if I can before I rest." 

Before Charneka left the room, he stopped: "Etherol!" he exclaimed, startling the wolfwoman and the tiefling. He then started laughing and said: "I got it--it's a potion called etherol…and normally it takes days before the effects are felt." The gypsy turned to Trebor and Megan and said with some sadness, "Finding an antidote won't do anything since they won't be able to drink it. They are no longer solid so they can't touch anything we might concoct. The only thing we can do is kill Amelia for what she has done: she doomed them to live as specters!"


Charneka turned to Megan and the two sat at a table. The gypsy continued explaining what ingredients might be in the poison. He gave several examples—a ghost, the blood of a ghostwatcher, abstract things like a vampire's dream, etc. Afterward, he warned her that it might be dangerous to trifle with it but it seems necessary. 

Megan thought about Charneka’s words, pondering the warnings of what else might be contained within the poison. They were daunting to say the least, since she had heard of so many of the examples… not to mention encountering a ghost she narrowly survived less than a year before. Despite all this though, the research had to be done, no matter the effects on her. 

"So this stuff is pretty dangerous even without coming into contact with it. I'm starting to wonder if this is such a good idea but I promised I would help. Is there anything else I should know about this poison? Is it contact activating or ingestive?" 

“Ingestive, as far as I know,” the gypsy replied. “But that’s normal etherol,  which as I said normally takes effect in days, not hours. Who knows with this stuff?”

Nervously, Megan picked up the small bottle and prepared to remove the stopper, allowing her access to the contents within. Though none could see it though, below her thick shaggy fur, she was a nervous wreck with sweat pouring from her skin in rivulets.

Sensing that the wolfwoman was anxious, Charneka instinctively reached for her hands to reassure her but he stopped as he began to touch the fur. Embarrassed, the gypsy withdrew his hands and asked what exactly Megan planned to do with the poison. 

"What I plan to do is smell it first, if there is anything I can identify, I should be able to pick up its scent if it isn't hidden well enough." 

The witch looked down at the bottle and released the stopper, breathing a sigh of relief over the lack of nastiness coming out of it, she gave it a quick sniff, coming up with an odorless scent. 

"Well, we can forget the scent, it is odorless, even to my heightened senses. As to what we do now is anyone’s guess, but I think we should replace the stopper, we don't want accidents with this stuff." 

With that, the stopper was replaced for the moment.

About that time, Kerrin Mo’Dahl approached the two. "The girl.. Jeris. She has a... friend upstairs. Someone who I think could help them. I could go get him, if you'd like." 

Trebor replied immediately before Kerrin could leave the room. "Are you insane or just stupid? You should know what havoc an efreeti can cause!" 

Mo'Dahl raised an eyebrow, wondering if the demonling knew something about his true identity. Still, until proven otherwise, he decided to proceed as though they all still thought him human. "I am certainly not stupid. I am merely unafraid of a little genie, apparently unlike the rest of you. While your friends in there play around with the poison, quite possibly without any result, I'm offering a way to bring them all back, quickly and easily. Surely you see the logic in that?" 

Trebor smiled. "Not afraid of a little efreeti? You really must be stupid." 

Later, Trebor gave an amulet to Charneka. The device served as homing beacon of sorts—a necessary part of the plan, as Charneka decided to drink the poison and join the group wherever they might be. Though he was unsure about the merit of the idea, he realized he was the only logical choice, being the only “normal” human among the remaining group.

Charneka walked upstairs and went to Anneke's room. He slowly looked inside to see how the giomorgo was doing. Anneke was lying in her bed gently wiping off the last tears she cried. The gypsy smoothly got her attention and while remaining outside her room he asked her: "Anneke, we need to know what was the dosage of the poison used in the pudding." 

 
Sniffling softly, Anneke regarded the gypsy with overbright eyes. "Dosage? Why d'ye ask? Surely yer not thinkin' of... of takin' it knowingly?!" 

Charneka laughed. "I would be crazy to do that n'est-ce pas?" He abruptly stopped laughing: "Yes, I will! I'm gonna turn ethereal to see where the others are being held and Trebor will get them back!"

Charneka's eyes shone with confidence and the determination to save his newfound friends. 

Meanwhile, downstairs, Trebor prepared to cast his location spell again. He placed all of the neccesary items down on the floor and took out the scroll. He quickly scanned over it and began to shake his head, as if to clear out a rogue thought. This continued for a few seconds before he finally finished reading the scroll, which he then placed on the ground beside the map used to show the location of the spell’s target. Then he took a deep breath, lifted the furry form of Gustav out of his pocket, placing him on the table and sitting down on a chair to wait for Charneka’s return. 

Megan watched Trebor prepare his spell, her own emotions a turbulent storm. Her friends, found quickly and gone again even more quickly… so difficult to adjust. Her thoughts alsok kept returning to Mo’Dahl… something about him seemed familiar, yet nothing she could think of linked her to him. Maybe he was the one that did this to her? No... If it had been him, he'd make sure to stay away from her, also, he was a friend. One like all those she had recently discovered to have lost to that damned Vistani poison. 

"Are you sure this will work Trebor?" the witch asked, thanking her gods that her wolflike throat hid the shakiness in her voice. "If it helps any, I will ask my Goddess and God to protect Charneka. If anything happened to him, it would be my fault for not taking that poison myself. I just wish I knew how it would affect a non-human." 

Returning after learning the amount of poison used for all the Taverners, Charneka sat down and did some figuring with a piece of parchment and a stick of charcoal. After a moment, he looked up. "You were right, about two drops should be enough." Trebor and Megan noticed that the gypsy didn’t seem quite sure about drinking the poison and was obviously scared… but a spark of determination suddenly flashed in his eyes. “Won't you wish me, bon voyage?" 

When Megan saw the doubt crossing Charneka's face, she wanted to take the poison away from him and hide it away. However, with the lives of her other friends at stake, she could not let herself hold one life over the lives of many others. "All I can do Charneka is wish you luck, I'm sure I will see you again soon." 

She then flashed him a smile, to hide her own fears and make him feel that everything will be all right again soon. 

The gypsy thanked her, and mustering his courage drank the few drops of the poison. "Now we wait!" Knowing that he would soon be becoming weak, he went into the living room and let himself fall onto a sofa. 

The young witch watched him go and started to wonder if they could have gotten the doasage wrong. She decided to pray for him, and left to find a quiet room to do so—to pray for his safety and for that of all the others. 

Trebor waited quietly with Charneka, ready to cast the location spell as soon as he disappeared. The gypsy was still lying in the sofa and was saying to himself: "Stupid poison! Isn't even working right!" 

He then passed his hand through his hair and noticed that he could not feel a thing. "Never mind!" Mo'Dahl stoppeds his pacing and wandering near the gypsy on the couch. 

"The potion is working, you say? What does this transition feel like? Not unpleasant, I hope." 

To the astute, something in his voice might have indicated that perhaps he was not hoping for the poison to feel particularly nice… 

With the halfling distracted by his suddenly immobile sword, Mina silently crept forward to the edge of the wall. As she had left her glowing rope with Brom she moved cautiously across the stone floor being careful not to desturb any loose stones. Edging around the corner she got her first clear look at their new company. For a moment surprise overtook her.

But only for a moment. Standing before her was a group of four adults, three men and a woman, each carrying the torches that had directed the travelers to them. From their dress and casual air they would seem to be just average people from the village. They stood in a circle talking. 

Perhaps Mina’s loss of surprise was just relief. She had prepared herself for gruesome beasts, the sight of which would make one’s blood run cold. Instead she was greeted by a scene common enough to be found in any marketplace in the region… except perhaps for the swords in evidence on two of the men, and the heavy mace on the woman’s hip. And that was what struck her. What where these people doing down here? And so calm? Why, most people would be panicking if they found themselves in smelly, underground caves in which there had just been an explosion. But these four were perfectly calm, chatting away as though they were at a town social. Something was definitely wrong with this picture. She slowly rose and turned back to where she had left the boys, or at least where she thought she had left them. 

As Mina smoothly moved towards the other end of the section of passage, she felt motion approaching her. Then she realized, the cursing had stopped. How the he... she began to think, and then she caught a glimpse of the halfling approaching her. He started to open his mouth, no doubt to make some "witty" remark about her 'trick' with the sword. Before he had a chance to utter a syllable Mina clamped one hand over his annoying mouth, which was amazingly big for such a tiny little man (or maybe he just made it seem that way) and the other on the top of his head. Sinking her nails slightly into his check and scalp she gave him a look of soul-chilling intensity. She pushed him backwards, obviously against his will, when she felt another presence in the passage. Knowing it must have been Brom, she looked in his direction and nodded towards the far wall. 

As she turned to face Brom, Mina had the distinct feeling that if she looked at that halfling for one more second she would do something she would not regret… but Pendal would. "I saw them," she whispered to Brom. "They look like villagers but something seems wrong about that. They just seemed rather calm for... well, commoners.” 

In the glow of the ropes she looked up to Brom’s face and got a clear look at his expression. He was obviously tired, though he appeared to be paying close attention to her words. But looks could be deceiving, as she worried was the case with the villagers. There was something eles. Something he had apparently been trying very hard to conceal but she could still glimpse in his eyes. 

"What happened?" she asked with concern. When he paused, she looked closer into his eyes, "Brom?"

"I... I'm..." Brom glanced at Mina, obviously weary about something. "I've lost my link to my psi-crystal." 

"What, you mean that rock back in house?" Pendal asked, rubbing his jaw and glaring at the woman. 

"Exactly." The Shaper nodded. Mentally, he probed his mental pathways, much like a child would poke at a gap in their teeth with their tongue, and was surprised to feel some give. 

Getting closer to where Mina stood, he peeked around the corner. If there were cultists around, he was sure that these were it. He hated cultists. 

Turning to look at the scratches on Pendal's face, he whispered to Mina. "Give the little guy a chance. He hasn't exactly done anything." As Mina's eyes widened and she began to take offense, Brom held up one hand. "Hey, you insulted him first." He pointed out. "I know what Evee said, but she does have a flare for exaggeration. Can we put away our differences until we're out of this hole?" 

Tightening his grip on the sword, Brom glanced at the people in the distance. "Besides, we may need him for what is coming." 

Putting aside the urge to break Mina's arm for the time being, Pendal sneaked out with Brom and peered at the figures next to the flame. "From the looks of things, we have a few questions to answer. First, we have to figure out if they're friendly. Since it seems unlikely that any sane person would be caught dead down here, we may have to assume they're not friendly." 

At the mention of the word 'sane', Brom raised an eyebrow at Pendal, who saw it. "My point exactly. Next, if they aren't friendly, do we sneak by them or fight them? And if we do fight them, how do we go about it? Suggestions?" 

"Well I wouldn't exactly be placing any bets on them being friendly," whispered Mina. She began to walk towards Pendal, who instinctivly went for his weapon. "Relax," she said, then sighed, realizing the failed logic of that word. She could hardly blame him for being edgy. "I was trying to keep you distracted so I could get a look at what we're about to have to deal with. As you have proven to have the subtlety of a brick to the head, I wanted you out of the way for a minute. I'm trying to keep the element of surprise on our side. I have a damned good feeling that those aren't just any villagers so we'll need every advantage we can get.”

She glanced over to Brom before finishing her speach. "Though I do not feel you have done much to give us a reason to trust you, I'm still willing to work with you as, at this moment, we'll need all the muscle we can get on our side." Mina continued to watch the halfling’s face as she finished her hushed speach. Half-fearing he might pull that over-grown letter opener out of his pocket again, she held out her hand. To herself she thought if he doesn't take my hand in the next two seconds... but she knew it wasn’t a good idea to go into battle when the war was in the ranks. 

Pendal stared at Mina for a moment, pondering her sudden change of tone. But preferring the devil he kinda-knew to the devil he didn't, he continued in helping plan their attack. "Glad to see you're bubbling over with concern. But unless Brom objects, I guess the general consensus is that these people are something to worry about. And I take it from your tone, Mina, that you'd prefer a straight fight to sneaking by." 

Watching the two of them carefully, Brom considered the plan. "Let's see if we can draw some of them away first,” he said, holding out his hand. Slowly, a greenish, whispy substance appeared, flowing and writhing like a living thing. Gradually, it took on the shape of a ball, with slots cut into it. Finally, it solidified, becoming a large wooden ball. Smiling, Brom gestured, and the ball lifted into the air, beginning to float further down the cavern. 

At this point, the casual conversation between the four villagers ceased, and the silence became thick and oppressive. The moaning sound, whatever it was, had stopped for the moment... and as the trio listened, they hear a muffled whisper, too faint to identify. 

Mina watched Brom's psionic powers in action. His reputation is warranted, she thought, half-exhausted and still performing. Admirable.

"Where to you plan for them to go?" she asked Brom. "Though a distraction would be appreciated. I don't want to hurt anyone unless we know for sure they pose a real threat, such as going lupine on us.”

Looking at the ball he had shaped, Brom glanced at his companions, considering the question. "We wait for them to turn away from us and then we go," he said, the ball creeping forward slowly through the air near the top of the cavern. "Don't hurt them unless you have to... Ready? Now." 

With that, the ball accelerated as though it had been thrown. As it flew over the villagers, Brom murmured a prayer that they hadn't noticed. Then, he swerved the ball to the right, causing it to slam into the wall with a resounding CLACK. No longer in his psionic grip, the ball bounced into the opposite wall, creating the same noise again, though slightly quieter. As momentum carried the noisemaker away, Brom gripped the handle of Evee's sword and watched for the villagers’ reaction. 

As the sphere began clacking off the surfaces of the cavern—making almost as much noise as a rampaging rothe, but not quite—there were several sounds of strangled surprise, mingled with... fear? 

Suddenly a clear shout rang out. "Blessed Ezra and Bane preserve us!!! Is there anyone there?!" 

Brom blinked several times in surprise. Praising Ezra and Bane in the same breath? Putting down the sword and dagger, he motioned for Pendal and Mina to stay hidden. Taking a deep breath, he shifted his form, regaining that of Carrick, and cautiously stepped into sight. 

"He... Hello?" he called back in Carrick's voice. "There was a cave-in and I became trapped. Who... who’s there?" 

As Brom stepped into view, he was able to truly observe the forms of the four villagers clearly for the first time. Of the three men, two were young—barely old enough to shave, it appeared—and the third was somewhat older, around fifty, Brom guessed. All three had short dark hair (except for the older man, whose pate is more salt-and-pepper), and eyes so black they almost seemed to have blue highlights in the flickering illumination of their torches. The woman accompanying them had fiery red hair, pale skin, but her arm was thrown over her face in a protective gesture, so her eyes remained in shadow. All four individuals wore simple commoner clothing. 

All four were looking around wildly, waving their torches around in seeming desperation, attempting to catch any movement that might escape their attention. As Brom spoke, the older man's ears perked up, and he glanced about even more nervously, a frown on his face. "Who's... who's there??!! I know that voice! Speak, sir, speak again! Are you injured?!" 

As Brom stepped fully into the torchlit area, the two younger men immediately moved in front of the older man, drawing well-crafted longswords and holding them in a guard position. 

"Identify yourself, stranger, or face the judgment of Ezra!!" they cried in unison. But they were pushed gently aside by the older man, whose eyes locked on Brom's with a kind of shock. 

"Abel? Is that you?" 

"Of course it’s me!" Brom snapped back. "Do you care to get that light out of my eyes? I can't recognize you with the glare! And what's all this about invoking both Ezra's and Bane's name at the same time? Last I heard, the clergy hated one another.”

At Brom's words, the older man laughed heartily. It was an odd laugh, one that bordered dangerously close to hysteria, but a genuine laugh nonetheless. "Put your weapons and your torches down, lads," he said, clapping the two younger men on the shoulders. As they complied, Brom saw the silver pendants hanging around their necks, engraved with the silver longsword symbol of Ezra. 

The elder man moved with surprising grace for a man his age, stepping slowly over to Brom. As he did so, the smile stretched over his face again. He reached out to shake Brom's hand, enveloping it in both of his. "You're quite right, friend Abel... in most locales, the followers of the Bright Lady and those of the Black Lord have nothing but harsh words and harsher blows for each other. But the situation at hand is unique. When Daymon, Kolos and I lost our way down here with Carith, we felt our holy crusades could wait until we found our way out." 

He tugged at a small sprig of familiar herb pinned to the lapel of his tunic... and Brom could not shake the feeling that he had seen it before, and recently. 

"By the Bright Lady, it's good to see you again, Abel... how did you come to be down here? A cave-in, you say? Are you injured?"

"I'm fine, Father." Brom said, his mind reeling as he tried to remember the name of the man. “I was walking with some friends that I hadn't seen for some time when the ground collapsed from under us. The next thing we knew, we were underground and surrounded by guano, which seems to have exploded a little while ago. We barely got out alive." While waiting for Mina and Pendal to step around the corner, Brom turned to Father... Father... Wayfare? Wanderfore? WAYFINDER! 

"I was curious as to why you might be down here,” he pointed out. "Especially with servants of Bane." 

The old priest smiled again. "Servant of Bane, singular. As I said, Daymon, Kolos and I still hold to the Bright Lady's light. And if you must know, Carith hails from a temple of the Dark Lord that is not so... dark. Her brothers and sisters can be… cold at times, but not necessarily evil." 

Turning to those gathered behind him, he motioned them forward. 

"This is Abel Carrick, a craftsman and merchant from here in town... several years ago I had the privilege of joining him and his wife in the eyes of Ezra and the world. Last I heard, he was doing quite well for himself, and his family... though that was some five years ago." 

Looking back to Brom, he gestured to the first of the two men, on whom was visible a long, thin scar running from beside his left eye and curving down past his cheekbone. "Kolos here and his brother Daymon are being kind enough to escort an old priest back to his homeland, after the Church was kind enough to reassign me to Verlorenshaus. 

"Carith"—he gestured to the red-haired woman, whose flashing blue eyes reminded Brom of the daylit summer sky--"seems to have found her way here independently of us. We stumbled into a cave on the edge of town after hearing a moan we took for someone being injured... Carith says she followed the same thing, but in a hidden door in the forest--." 

"I'm quite capable of speaking for myself, Pierson," the woman called Carith interrupted, her eyes narrow and suspicious. "But I think you've said enough for the moment. I'm just as 'curious' as yourself, Mister Carrick—why would you be 'talking with friends' in a cave with a pool of guano in it? Sounds as if it's hardly the best backdrop for a friendly chat." 

"I never said that we were talking in the guano, Madam." Brom said with a slight chuckle. "I would even show you the hole that we fell down from, but, alas, it is buried under several tons of stone." 

Turning back to Wayfinder, his face became somber. "My wife passed on two years ago. It was very... sudden. If you don't mind, I would rather not speak of it at this time, especially with strangers." He glanced pointedly at Carith. "Besides, I think that it might be a good idea to attempt to find a way out of here. The tunnel we have come from has collapsed. You can see for yourself if you like." 

At Brom's mention of Carrick's wife, Wayfinder's face fell.

"Oh, my son, I am so sorry for your loss..." the elder anchorite said, his eyes full of surprise and sympathy. "I should have known when the letters stopped that something had happened. Forgive me for asking... but might we speak of it later, in private? I don't wish to dredge up fresh grief... but I would like to know more—if you can manage it." 

Shifting slightly, Wayfinder indicated two modes of egress from the cavernous room. "We came through that one--" he said, pointing to a passageway branching off to the left, "--and were trying to decide which way to go from here. If the way you came from is blocked, then there's only one choice for a way out." 

The priest squinted in thought and pinched his lower lip with one hand, while tugging at the herb in his lapel with the other. "You said you were talking with some 'friends'... as in more than one. Were you separated? Can we offer aid?" 

Pendal stood hiding around the corner from the encounter, hearing the entire exchange for himself and trying to decide what to make of it. He turned to Mina. "Well, they seem to welcome known friends rather readily. Let's see how they welcome strangers. Stay here out of view in case their response is... less than hospitable." 

With that, Pendal put his daggers beneath his cloak, put his symbol of Hala around his neck in plain view, and stepped around the corner towards Brom and his new acquaintances. "Hey... aaaaahhhh... Abel! What's taking you so long? I've been waiting for you back there for the past...." 

At the halfling's sudden appearance, the two young brothers were immediately on their guard again. By the ease with which they hold their longswords, Pendal's practiced eye could discern some definite skill—they were not yet seasoned warriors perhaps... but the potential was there, waiting to be tapped and polished.

For several moments, the two young anchorites stared cautiously at Pendal. Then, one of them, the one without the scar, lowered his sword slightly and raises a hand in greeting. 

"Well met, priest of Hala," he said cautiously, apparently having noted the symbol about the halfling's neck. "It appears we've a gathering of the faithful here, does it not?" 

Pendal's face broke out into a broad grin, but with seemingly genuine concern and no cynical intent behind it. "Salutations, noble servants of Ezra. This humble servant of Hala asks if he may provide any aid to you or your party. Have you any wounded I may tend to?" 

This offer seemed to set at least one of the young men at ease—the one without the scar. The one whose face bore the mark did sheathe his sword as well, but remained silent as the other spoke. 

"Many thanks for your offer, servant of Hala, but the Bright Lady has been good enough to shield us from injurious harm so far," the young man said. "I am called Daymon Feldspar, and this is my brother, Kolos. Might we have the pleasure of your name, fellow friend of the light?" The young man's manner of speaking suggested a great deal of scholarly and academic study... but perhaps limited experience in the real world, some part of the halfling's mind noted. 

While they spoke, the red-haired woman remained in the background, a distrustful look in her light eyes. Pendal noticed that she never moved her hand far from the steel mace at her belt, next to her pouch. The other hand moved up to her throat, to absently stroke the symbol hanging there—the black hand on a red field that signified the Church of Bane. If she had questions of her own, she apparently chose to remain silent for the moment. 

Great, thought Pendal sarcasticaly as he noticed the large hand around the woman's neck. He made a mental note to keep a close eye on her, then refocused his attention to the two warriors. 

"Oh, forgive me. My name is Pendal, cleric of the Healing God. A pleasure to meet you, especially in such an inhospitable place." 

...a brick to the head thought Mina as she watched Pendal's entrence. And he had the nerve to accuse her of not having tact. Sighing to herself, Mina arranged her cloak. Raising the baggy hood she laid it so the edge rested on the front of her head, framing her face. Flicking a switch on her crossbow, the wings folded down, making it easier to hide. She moved her bag in front of the crossbow to keep it completely out of sight. Reaching to the floor, Mina rubbed her fingers along the ground, collecting dust which she wiped across her already slightly dirty face, smearing most of it along the shoulders and her cloak. As a final touch she pulled several strands of hair loose for their knot at the back of her head, letting them tumble in unruly clumps in front of her face.

Batting her eyelashing a couple times in preparation, she slowly edged towards the corner, peering around in an obvious though timid fashion. She shifted over a little more, a bit further from the corner, much further then any experienced person would have. Shifting large, blinking eyes towards Brom she called softly, "Abel, is everything all right?" Her wide, blinking eyes scanned the gathered group like those of a frightend rabbit who might bolt at the slightest motion. "Pe.. Pendal told me to stay back there while he went to che... check on you, but I didn't like it along in the dark like that. Do you know these people?" 

"Don't worry Mina!" Brom called out to her. "All is well. We are with friends." 

Placing a hand on Wayfinder's shoulder, he leaned in conspiratorially. "I'm sorry, but we were worried that you might be violent if I came out armed. Do you mind terribly if I go back and retrieve my sword?" Seeing the anchorite nod, Brom walked over to Mina and picked up the sword and dagger. 

"I'm out of power," he murmured, giving her a glance that let her know that he wasn't ready to fool around. "You wouldn't happen to have a full capacitator on you, would you? You know them, right? Three small rubies tied together with a few wires? Glow? Hmm?" 

Mina glanced down at Brom as he stooped to retrive his weapons. Her usual smile had become a straight line. The seriousness of the situation was obvious, their safety surely resting in the older man believing Brom was Abel—a charade that would fall to pieces should Brom's power fail completely within the view of the newcomers. "Hold on," she whispered "and go along with me."

Slightly louder, she said "Can I help?" and stooped down beside him, her back blocking him from the view of the others. "This might tickle," she whispered. A moment later she let out a shriek of terror. "Ahhh! Spider!! Spider!!!"

As she screamed she lunged at Brom, grabbing his arm, knocking him off balance. As they fell back Brom felt an incredible surge of energy enter his arm and flow through his body. It was a warm feeling, as though he could feel every drop of hot blood in his body flowing through his veins. An instant later, Mina released his arm and sat up, uttering a mass of indistinguishable apologies. 

Brom vaguely heard something about spiders and being sorry for overreacting, but nothing was clear for several moments. His head was still buzzing with whatever it was that had just happened to him. He shook his head to clear it and stared at her. Mina was kneeling beside his now-sitting form, still brushing off his already extremely soiled clothes, biting her bottom lip, staring at him. 

Mina raised her hand to brush the dirt out of his hair. "Are you all right? I didn't mean to over-react. So silly, wasn't I… to throw such a fit over a little spider barely the size of my thumb?" Despite the innocence of her words her eyes stared directly into his, silently re-asking the question her mouth had just spoken aloud. Satisfied by the look of awareness she saw returning to his eyes, she patted him softly on the shoulder and stood. 

Shaking his head slightly to clear out the last of the cobwebs, Brom probed his mental reserves. They were far from full, but at least he had some energy. Briefly he wondered if she had thought he needed the energy to keep up Carrick's form. Oh well, no matter what the reason... 

"Come, Mina," he smiled, taking her arm to steady her. "Let me introduce you to our new friends." 

Slowly, as they walked, he wondered how she had been able to do that. He knew very few that could perform such a transfer. What was more, his mental pathways seemed to have opened up more. Maybe he would try a higher power later. Maybe.

Daymon spoke again. "I believe Father Wayfinder was mentioning that there's only one way left to us," he said, scratching at the side of his head. He gestured to the open passageway behind him. "We came from this one, you all came from that one,"--he pointed over Pendal's shoulder--"so it seems this one is the only way worth the bother." 

He pointed to the remaining passageway, leading off into the darkness. As his eyes struggled to pierce the dark veil, the moaning sound the three adventurers heard before once again reverberated through the room. 

Instantly all the newcomers' weapons were out again, longswords for the young men and a heavy steel mace for the red-haired woman, Carith. Father Wayfinder did not move for a weapon, but a quick murmured prayer seemed to strengthen him, and his holy symbol crackled with the power of the Bright Lady. 

"What in Ezra's sweet name is that?!" Daymon muttered, surprised. 


As the glowing shapes of the Taverners floated through the woods toward the light source, everything grew all too silent around them. No birds, or small animals, usually indifferent to the horrors of the night, were apparent around them. Even the wind itself, it seemed, had chosen better than to remain in this forlorn region. 

Eventually, the trees stepped back, revealing a small clearing. In the centre remained a pleasant-looking campfire, crackling invitingly. At its side, on the trunk of a large pine, sat a lonely kender, his gaze plunged into the dancing flames, and throwing in an occasional fir-cone or two. 

Some time had passed since Drinnik first came upon the clearing. Or was it just a few moments earlier? He couldn't tell. If the kender was ever asked what he was doing there, and for how long it had been, he would probably answer he had always been here, and nowhere else. Perhaps this serenity of heart was precisely what he had always been waiting for in his undead anguish. 

The kender soon recognized the presence of another side within him, a feeling long forgotten, that seemed to rebel against this. A very, very tiny spark of malice awakened again, and slowly, he began to recall things. Liseme and Niesme, his beloved sisters. His home. But with it also darkness, brought upon by a mental image of Azalin the lich-king, his second father after death. One by one, fragments came back to their places, and he seemed to recall almost everything. Including a Vistani witch in a black dress that mocked him from the shadows. Yet, not all those memories seemed to fit at the moment. At times, it seemed that he was not the main player of his own story, and perhaps these memories were someone else's. He was more than slightly confused by all this. 

Slowly, he turned his head away from the fire. Behind, he saw a gypsy woman with a familiar face, as well as those familiar vain looks. He recalled how this woman seemed to prefer black among all the other colors of her dress. At the moment, however, she was dressed in black entirely, from head to toe, her golden hair and her pale skin providing the only grisly contrast. "Stand up!" Amelia uttered in a commanding voice. 

Anger started to rise in Drinnik again. "You called, I came. You drag the innocent into your little crusade?" he asked. "Once I'd have said no one is innocent, but these are. Your hatred toward me has nothing to do with the rest of the Taverners. Face it, Amelia, your vendetta is a sham. The Vistani have had ample time to punish," he said the word with a sneer, "me. Why now? Why here in the Lamordian woods?" 

He turned from the flames, "People think that I am one of the 'Creatures of the Night'… you are merely human and look at the devastation you have wrought. I was turned to a vampire, I was sent to the darkness through a horrid life. I was tortured by the draconians and goblins of Her Dark Magesty. What's your excuse, Vistani?" 

Amelia raises her finger toward the vampire. “Silence!”  she declared in a stunning, iron voice that only Vistani seemed to master, and which almost nothing seemed to resist. “Drinnik Shoehorn, your venomous rambling will STOP NOW. You had plenty of time for these words before. Now, your time has run out.

“You have been brought here to be punished for your actions, or, though I doubt it, to regain your grace. And soul. Be no judge about whom I hate now, you or some other. You know too little of us to speak any further word about that. For four years, you have murdered us, not without causing untold sufferings to your victims. The dukkar was the mind of it, of course… but you, you were the executioner. And your name became among us the very name of horrible death that approaches with a sack full of horrible instruments. And more! During all those years, untold curses have been uttered against you! One for each victim that met pain and death under your stroke of evil. None have reached you. Yes. You can pride yourself for that, Shoehorn, and you may clearly live with the thought that we were powerless against you, even all my people. All we could think of, every defense, magical or otherwise, you slipped through. And know this, Shehorn, we Vistani do not like that. Indeed, I dare say, we do not.

“But mind you, it was not your own merit that enabled you to do this. No, it was the Dukkar, under whose wing you were protected all this time. Of course, he found you a capable tool for him. If it was not for the brat Malocchio, why, you probably would be bursting with afflictions as we speak. But  I dare say all that is over now, over like a bad dream. For I, and I only, have discovered the secret of your protection, and have managed to unmake it! DON'T EVEN DARE ASK HOW! It is a knowledge that will, with luck, never reach the ears of an enemy like you!” 

She ended her speech in a triumphant voice – “And now, I dare say, the roles are reversed. Now that you are helpless, it is our time to take on the tools of pain and try ourselves on you. Our tools are different, mind you, but you shall try them all. We will afflict you with misery you never would have believed possible to exist, not even you, Master of Pain. We have waited eagerly. I have come to take you. I am your grim reaper. Afraid? I knew you would be. 

“But here is what I propose you: a chance to avoid all this. Yes, I can be that kind. All you will need to do is taking part of your last judgement. Prove yourself worthy of all the afflictions I mentionned, and you shall get them. But, should you prove your words, and perhaps even manage to show it is I who am in the wrong in this, why… then you will have a present: your soul on a silver plate. That is it.”

Her voice grew solem as she continued. "Do you, Drinnik Shoehorn from Krynn, plead yourself guilty of having reached the lowest pit of inpurity, of causing untold suffer in the ranks of thousands of innocents to further your pleasure, and to have conspired against all that is valiant and honorable? Say ‘yes’ and the judgment shall commence. Otherwise, your punishment will be carried out with no further consideration!" 

“What? Have you become judge, jury and executioner," the kender sneered at the word, "all rolled into one? If I am to be placed on trial, I need council. Who will that be? You? I'd rather have Ivan Dilisnya—at least he knows he is insane. 

"But to end this, this pretense of a court, to stop your arrogant banter, which I admit does amuse me, I say 'yes'. But ask yourself this, Amelia. These lives I have ended, would I have ended them if I was not working for Malocchio? You say he used me… but I used him. You forget my friendship with Minntt has given me an insight to Outsiders, which Malocchio is. I used him for information, I did not do it to cause harm to the Vistani. So I say yes to your question, but I plead Not Guilty, for then I would have to admit that I commited a crime." 

Amelia turned her back to the kender, the ultimate display of her contempt for one obviously in her power and at her mercy. For a moment, Drinnik was tempted to jump at this back and tear it to pieces. If not for his soul…

The seer, in the meantime, pursued her speech. “Judge. Jury. Executioner. Court. Council. For this night, it is my advice you forget about all those vulgar giorgio inventions. For one who can gaze into your soul, there is no need for those matters. Else you will be very sorry, very. But you accepted. Follow me.” 

She set out into the forest, her black shape carrying much resemblance to the grim reaper she pretended to be. “Zsalev!”she called out. And again, the nightmare repeated itself, and again Drinnik found himself pierced by thousands of gazes from all sides. That time, it even seemed to him the voices the creature emitted even matched his own, when he was obsessed by evil thoughts. 

"Tell me, Shoehorn,” Amelia broke into his reverie. “Have you ever had your fortune read?"

"Once, by the Lady Gabrielle,” Drinnik replied, surprised at the question. “Lord Azalin sent me with a message for her. I delivered it and foiled an assasination attempt. In return she read my Tarokka. But it was a confusing reading. She said 'After the Harvest is reaped, diluted blood will be your guide.' I was as puzzled then as I am now… Why? All this for a game of cards?"

The Nephirim came to a ridge of ice and looked down at the sheer drop down to the frozen ground 300 feet below. He then stepped up to the ridge, pulled out two pieces of spiked metal and proceeded to climb down. Garudos realized that the being must have been quite physically fit… as he continued to converse while climbing. "I went to see her for the same reason I sought you out, to test her purity." 

“And the verdict?” Garudos asked, honestly intrigued. 

The Nephirim continued down the ice sheet that was the rock face and neared the bottom. 

"Pure."  

"We're going down now," the imprisoned angel remarked, finally deciding to mention the fact. "Have you changed your plans? This is certainly not the way I came to Death's Glacier." 

Receiving no answer, Celestar shrugged mentally and continued. "Tell me, Nepherim, how did you track myself and Isolde down so quickly? With her Mist-riding Carnival, she can be very hard to catch. The last time I saw her, we were in Barovia, and I traveled through a gate to arrive here in Lamordia." 

The Nephirim paused for a second, looking at the landscape around him. He closed his eyes and reached out with his other senses, trying to find… something. After a few moments he resumed his journey and answered Garudos. "I follow the pull of the Spark. That is how I found you." 

Garudos Celestar mentally frowned. He had hoped that by shrouding his spark with his magical powers, it could escape the notice of the Nepherim. Hopefully it would weaken the signal enough for Jeris to have the chance to keep moving, as was likely with the presence of Galen close by. Perhaps she would be able to unlock the secret; she had the spark of the arcane, and the magic in the pendant could help her create a focus to control it, and then she can help protect it until Celestar could take on his own burden again. 

Isolde came out pure, he thought to himself. What are his 'requirements? We have each chosen rather non-traditional paths in our service of goodness... for what is the Nepherim looking? Involvement with evil denizens? Many of Isolde's troupe have committed heinous acts, although she does punish them... 


At the appearance of Amelia, Castor's face twisted briefly into a mask of hate. "What have you done to us, Vistana?" he whispered to himself, his eyes staring daggers into the blond woman and the kender. "What have you done? If we are dead, then is this the gods' final punishment? To take our lives, and to make us hover about you, our murderer?!" 

Seeing her standing before Drinnik, her own face twisted into her familiar haughty and superior expression, Castor seethed, his hands clenching, unclenching, and clenching again. He managed to contain his anger for the moment... but his eyes flashed red with more than blood. 

Somewhere, at the back of his mind, he felt a mental tickle, when Evee brushed a hand over the back of his neck. He ignored it, however, still lost in his hatred of the woman who represented an anathema to everything he held dear—a manipulative, self-serving, conscienceless liar; one who is not fit to even speak the word ‘honor.’ The imperious woman whose face morphed before the blademaster's memory-haunted eyes into the faces of dozens, hundreds of others, all so caught up in their own arrogance and self-assured superiority that they were oblivious to his presence. 

Evee took it all in with a surprising degree of outer calm; her rage was focused on her next move. Positioning herself behind Amelia, short sword in hand, she prepared to try something. Having often experimented with the wraithform spell, she tuned her mind to come back from the ether to the prime, concentrating to let go one level of energy to get back from the border ethereal to the prime plane (or in this case, the demiplane). But Evee’s face turned sour as her attempt failed and her still-ethereal limb passed through Amelia’s body. “We’re really trapped in here …” she said softly to herself. 

"There has to be something we can do." Jeris said. "Hey! Drinnik! We're all here for you! Don't let her win!" she called out, unsure if the vampire could hear her or not. At these words no one reacted in the material realm. Apparently the words never reached the kender's ears. 

Lancelyn the kobold chimed in, apparently determined to make the best of a bad situation. "Anybody have some playing cards? I know a great game…" His cheerful offer was ignored, however.

Grigg looked thoughtful for a moment and said “Why do you think she brought us here to watch? To be witnesses of her ‘superior’ Vistani wisdom? To be the jury at this ‘trial’?”

"She has no need for juries or anything else contrived by 'mere giorgios,'," Castor fairly spat, his fists still clenched in anger as he watched the scene unfold before him. "The gods know the kender may deserve whatever she's about to do to him, but Amelia knows nothing of justice—that isn't the issue here, for all her posturing and strutting. Her pride has been wounded, and now someone must pay. It's mere pretense—and we're here because she means to show off her 'superior' Vistani power to us, nothing more." 

Almost as an afterthought, he added, "For all her power and 'enlightened vision', she is still such a selfish, petty soul. I wonder if her people know of this... and if they would approve if they did. She reminds me much of a man I met in Forlorn... he'd been cast out of his tribe for some reason..."

Evee turned to Castor "I will ask Sophia next time I see her... as I also think Amelia is overdoing things..." 

At Evee's mention of Sophia, Castor raised an eyebrow. His jaw was still tight when he spoke, but apparently he had mastered his anger for the moment. Or at least was prepared to wait until he could act in some way. "Tell me about Sophia, Evee. You said she's of the Zarovan, right? The same tribe of which Amelia is supposedly the Seer? When did you run across her? Is she anything like... like her?" 


Evee smiled at Castor’s question and explained to the group “Sophia ? Madam Sophia ? She is one of the wisest and brightest people I’ve ever met. And she is not hateful as Amelia is. Nope, far from it … she is kind, and caring. And no, she isn’t Zarovan. She leads a group of Vistani from the Vatraska tribe. That’s one of the three tribes of the Kaldesh tasque, the one that ‘produces’ things; while the other tasques devote themselves more to… ‘entertainment.’ The other two Kaldesh tribes are the Equaar—the horse tamers—and the Kamii, who are makers of weapons and charms. The Vatraska are…” Evee suddenly smiled more widely as she realised what she was going to say, “… oh, you’ll laugh when you will hear this… they are makers of potions, as well as poisons and their antidotes.” 

By her expression, all the Taverners could tell she was thinking good things of Sophia and her group. “When Sophia’s group is in the Vallaki area, they camp their vardos on a farm very close to where I live. That farm is owned by a very generous and open-minded farmer, Eval Ostevic, who married a half-Vistana named Rosalia. He never caused trouble for the Vistani—quite the opposite in fact—and he often helped them, expecting nothing in return. So during their stay in Vallaki, the Ostevic household is always invited one night to the Vistani camp, as a ‘thank you’ gesture for the welcome. And since I’m often with them, I was invited too. Their songs, their dances, the colours, the stories… you have to be there, it is another world…

“So I had the privilege to be invited a few times. Don’t ask me why, but Madam Sophia did like me. I guess she had pity for me, since I know that Rosalia once told them what happened the night I became an orphan, but it might be something else, I don’t know… I’m just a giorgio, you know! The reasons why she treated me well are her own… as is often the case with the Vistani.

“Oh!” Evee continued. “There was also another Vistani who liked me, a boy… well, a man… but then, the next time the tribe was in Vallaki, he wasn’t with the group and I heard he got married or something… well he was with someone else. Anyway …” Evee smiles disarmingly at Castor’s slightly jealous expression. “But Madam Sophia is so nice. She is as generous and kind as a grandmother to her people and those she protects, but I know she can be very tough in her ‘business’ dealings. I would not like to negotiate with her … she is very bright and has a sharp eye for every detail, no matter how small.

“When I told you that she liked me, Madam Sophia herself twice told my fortune with the tarokka deck… she explained to me the basic meaning of each card, the ritual of it, the basic card layout patterns and the symbolism of it all. It is absolutely fascinating, I tell you… and I’m sure she told me just a small portion of that great divining art…” Evee trailed off, suddenly seeming to remember something unpleasant. She gave a quick worrying glance to Castor, who raised an eyebrow but said nothing. 

She continued after a moment, frowning. “Well, I don’t know how would Sophia react to Amelia’s actions … but then again, the only relations I had with Sophia and her tribe were social, courteous, happy ones. So I don’t really know how she thinks about that kind of thing… I guess the Vistani put their people before all things, but I may be mistaken on that …” 

The young thief turned back to the scene unfolding before her. "Wonder what she will tell him about his fortune ..." 


Amelia smirked at Drinnik's comments. "The traitor Aderre has Madame Eva's own Tarroka deck, but we will have to do with my own set." She waved a hand and the Mists formed a shape in front of her. The tendrils crept into the form of a table and chairs. "Sit." Amelia gestured to Drinnik, speaking in her familiar commanding tone. 

The kender took his seat and eyed Amelia carefully. "What's the deal? Seven cards to a hand?" 

Amelia frowned patronizingly. "Hush." She picked up a bundle wrapped in black silk that was not on the table a moment before. "Shuffle the deck." 

She handed the cards to Drinnik, who wearily obeyed. She placed the pile to one side. "You agreed to the judgment I bestow. This Tarokka reading will determine when the Trial takes place. Agreed?" 

"Agreed." Drinnik nodded. 

Amelia lifted the first card and placed it one the table. "The Torturer," she said. The card showed the image of a small figure with long hair holding a glowing poker. The face was clearly recognizable as Drinnik. 

"I'm flattered." 

"Silence. This card is the Focus Card. It represents you. The Torturer, the bane of the Vistani." She lifted the next card and placed it underneath the Torturer. "This card represents the near past. The card is the innocent." The picture on the card was of a young maiden lying in a bed of flowers. "The card speaks of an innocent caught up in this strife." 

"Liseme." Drinnik muttered. 

"I concur. The card points to your sister. The third card is," she lifted the next card and placed it to the left of the focus card. "The Anarchist. This represents a force opposing you directly. The opposer is not clear yet." 

She looked at Drinnik. "The cards are not clear to your fate yet, Shoehorn. But maybe this," she turned the next card, "The Hangman, the card that represents the near future, will. It speaks of tests or trials. Luckily for you, it does not give the results." 

"Go, me." Drinnik muttered sarcastically. 

"The fifth card is The Hooded Man." She placed it to the right of the Focus Card. "It warns to be careful of your most trusted allies, they are untrustworthy in themselves. What was that quaint little phrase of yours? 'Evil always turns upon itself'? Well, this card signifies this may just happen. 

"The sixth card represents the distant past. For you it is The Ghost. It speaks of some action in days gone will come back to get you threefold. You should not have meddled with the Vistani, Shoehorn." 

"Oh, I am so sorry." Drinnik responded caustically. "And next?" 

"Next is the card that opposes the Focus Card. The Elementalist. It speaks of forces of nature which oppose you. Honour, Justice, these forces are in me and the card represents that. This card symbolizes my rightful crusade against you." 

"See me jump for joy." 

"Silence!" Amelia shrieked, full of the fire of the self-righteous. "The cards read badly for you! They spell your doom! For behold the card of the distant future is," she lifted the card dramatically, as if foreseeing it spelling the kender's doom, "The Mists? What?" she shouted, surprise evident on her face. 

"What's wrong?" Drinnik asked, suddenly worried. 

"The Mists signify that the future is not for seeing. It has many courses it could take and destiny has not decided on one. It is a good card for both of us. It says that you will be found guilty for me, but innocent for you." 

"Ah-ha," Drinnik said sarcastically. 

"The final card represents your strongest ally; The Traitor. It speaks of a man who is out for himself. A man who will do anything to stay on top, we both know who this is. The man who cannot be trusted." 

"Trebor." Drinnik whispered under his breath. "The card represents Trebor." 

"Yes." Amelia looked at the nine cards in front of her. "The reading is mixed. It says you will get your trial, but the outcome is unsure. A satisfactory reading for the Justice of the Vistani, and a reading that does not bode well for you." 

She stood, allowing the table, the cards and the chairs to disappear and causing Drinnik to fall to the floor. "Ghosts of the Mind and all device away, I bid the invisible see the light of day!" Amelia shouted. She threw a small clay pot at the floor and a gout of blue smoke covered everything. When he recovered his sight, Drinnik could see, and see through the Taverners in the woods. 

Noticing Drinnik was focusing his gaze on them, Evee realized he could see them. She waved and smiled. She spoke slowly and carefully, allowing the kender to read her lips if he could not hear her. "Are you OK ?" 

Drinnik looked at his ghostly compatriots. "Evee? I can't hear you!" He struggled to make out Evee's words, "What? AM I OK?" Evee nodded. 

"Yes, but I have this overwhelming urge to kill a buxom Vistani whore. Is that normal?" 

As Evee and Drinnik spoke, Castor seemed to take little notice. He continued to stare in silence at the place where Amelia last stood, arms folded across his chest and hands hidden from sight. His anger was almost a tangible thing—remarkable, when one's physical being was ethereal. 

Evee and the others soon heard a voice coming from the deeper woods: "... are you? Par les Brumes! I know how ghosts feel!!" It was the gypsy's voice—Charneka had found them! 

Jeris looked around, seeking the source of the voice. "That sounds like... is that Charneka? How'd he get here so quickly?" 


Leaving the house, Megan took a short walk into the forest until the house was no longer in view, except a faint glow from a light visible in one of the windows. By then, the poison would be working through his body, writhing into the gypsy’s soul and rending it from this world and into the ethereal.

Now, in seclusion, Megan finally pulled her hood back. Though Charneka, Trebor and Drinnik had seen her face already, she was not ready for the others to see what they had among them. Though they might have been friends to her, they might not be ready to see what she could unveil.

Silently, she looked away from the house and knelt upon the ground. The beast within tried to make its normal mockery of herself and all she held dear from deep within… but she ignored it as best she could. Then, feeling the quietness about her, she welcomed the Weave into her soul and physical self, and prayed for the safety of Charneka and all her other friends she stood to lose. 

An enormous dark brown wolf pacing the forest path halted and lifted its nose to the air, testing it carefully. Argevaasa? Dmitri asked himself. Perhaps. And why not? We seem to have everything else in these woods. He slowed, attempting to determine how close the unknown wolf-thing may be, then slinked through the wood, leaving only paw-prints in the frost as a sign of his passing. At last a robed figure, kneeling—in an attitude of prayer, seemingly—the lupine head and sharp ears starkly apparent to his vision. 

A religious werewolf, yet? Dmitri wondered, grinning largely. It would seem to be the night for it... The wolfwere wondered briefly if such could be considered an irreverent thought and resolved to curb his natural tendency to flippancy as being unworthy of a minister of the Bright Lady. He coughed low in his chest to attract the praying figure's attention and stepped into the small clearing, his fur dappled by what remained of the faint moonlight.

Megan heard the other approaching long before he made his presence known, though with her prayers being as important as they were, she tried to ignore the presence. When he did make his announce himself however, her link with the Weave was interrupted and she ended her prayer quickly. Without turning to face him, she spoke as softly as she could, though even that sounded grownish in her lupine form. 

"Welcome stranger, do you have business in these woods or are you merely enjoying a nightly stroll? Don't worry, I won't bite or harm you unless you intend to do so upon me."

The wolf sat back on his haunches, his tongue lolling from his mouth. “Don't worry”, he replied, “I don't bite, either. Unless I have reason... as for why I'm here, where else would a wolf be? But I would say business, rather than pleasure, has brought me. Will you tell me your name, sister?”

Megan turned to face the creature, surprised at the sight of the wolf—it hadn’t smelled very wolf-like. She looked at it and grinned. "Only if you tell me yours...." she said, laughing a little. Then she realized how uncomfortable she was with the sound of it—very ragged and throaty—though it did at least sound like a laugh. "The name is Megan Llewelyn. Now what is yours? Fair is fair after all." 

Megan. Megan Llewelyn...Ah, yes. The young woman—a priestess of some sort—from the Malodorous Goat Tavern, who didn't wear shoes and whose senses were more than humanly sharp...So that was the explanation for that... Dmitri shook his head slightly at this turn of events. Small world, he thought. 

He stood, shifting in a single moment to a fully human shape, the fur melting away along his body and the bones flowing like liquid beneath the skin. "Dmitri Stanislaus, Miss Llewelyn. I believe we once had the pleasure of investigating a murder scene together?" After speaking, he bowed slightly.

"I am one and the same, my friend," Megan replied, glancing down at her present form with some disgust. "Though with a few minor changes you could say.”

A thought struck her, and she continued. “Er… are you a werebeast or some other form of shapechanger?" Carefully, she reached slowly and secretly for the silver knife tucked into her sleeve, Friend or not, she though, he is like those that made me this monster. 

"Werebeast?" Dmitri asked, his eyes watching the wolf-woman warily as she put her hands into her sleeves. "One might say so, but it would hardly be an exact term. Tell me, were you praying just now?" 

"Praying? I guess you could say that… it was more of tuning into my deities when you showed up. Though there will be plenty of time for praying I am sure." Megan took her hand back out of her sleeve, leaving the knife in its hidden sheath for now. Instead, she felt curiosity get the better of her. "But do tell me, what manner of beast are you exactly?" 

"That depends," Dmitri replied with just a hint of a smile, "On what you mean by beast. You have already seen my animal form, so I take it that you are not asking about that. By using the word beast do you wish to imply that I am sub-human? If so, I must inform you that I am no kind of beast at all. I might add, if that is the sense you intended to give the word, that your question is highly ironic, given your current appearance...But perhaps I mistake your meaning." 

Shrugging his bare shoulders slightly, Dmitri continued, "But I am glad to meet you. In fact, I might almost ascribe this meeting to your gods—and mine. Tell me—do you believe in the reconciliation of beast and man?" 

"When I say ‘werebeast’, I assume that you are a lycanthrope are you not?” Megan replied, eyes searching Dmitri’s. “Given my current situation, the term is a little unorthodox in the very least. I have been infected with this affliction since we met dear friend, though until tonight, I wasn't certain of what was to happen to me. Given the fact that I am able to control this form though, I can see a more positive future for myself." 

Megan rose and strolled over to sit down under a tree and gestured for Dmitri to join her. "If you are not a lycanthrope though, it makes me wonder what you could actually be. I have heard of other races that could change form, but I have not encountered them firsthand… not knowingly that is. But to your question—a reconciliation between man and beast? I don't think I follow you. I hope I don't sound ignorant, but could you please explain?" 

Dmitri padded over to the tree and sat next to Megan; he seemed to feel only a slight discomfort in the chill night air despite his nakedness. Somewhere in the distance a wolf howled, and others responded. Dmitri half-smiled at the sound, then turned back to Megan and answered her.

"Lykos for wolf, anthropos for man. Man-wolf. The word fits well enough, I suppose. You speak of infection, but I was born to it." Grinning slightly, he continued, "And in me it is not, as it were, a disease, as it is in the moon's children. And I would not discount the possibility of a divine hand in this meeting." 

Turning his gaze to the young wolf-woman, he said, "As for the reconciliation of man and beast... how long has man lived at enmity with the natural world—striven to break it to his will, to make wet land dry and dry land green, to make water run uphill, to bend the beasts to his control and destroy those who remain untamed? And how long have the beasts feared and hated him? Must these things be so? I had always thought...that man, at last, would always be my enemy...but this night I have seen differently…”

Megan went silent for a moment and looked down at the ground, then started to speak once more. 

"I see what you mean now about a reconciliation between man and beast. Given that though, I am afflicted with this disease, I was bitten whilst running a little errand for a songmeister of Kartakass. It seems I was led into a trap when I was set upon by werewolves and got infected by them. At least none of them lived long nough to gloat upon my misfortune, but I was in no condition to strike at the one who betrayed me." Megan looked back at Dmitri, hoping she hadn't hurt his feelings or angered him. Just in case she had, she followed herself up quickly.

"I doubt any of them had any good in their hearts though; they were only wanting to hurt others with terror and death. Even if I had destroyed some of your kind, they deserved it and I would do it again in a moment. They caused darkness in this world, and if my efforts cast even a little light in another’s life, then it won't be in vain." 

Megan suddenly cocked her head to the side, and looked back toward the house. Quickly she leapt to her feet. "Charneka just left us!"

Megan began to run back toward the house, but remembered Dmitri under the tree. Turning she looked hurried and deadly serious. "Are you coming? I feel I have to get in there quickly!" 


As Trebor prepared his location spell and waited for the poison to take effect in Charneka, he began to let his mind wander, back to the days when he worked for the god of time, known to mortals as Grandfather Time. He smiled as his head slumped to the side and he began to sleep, the strain of the last week finally catching up with him. 

As he slept his mind drifted further away from the world he inhabited and soon his dreams were filled with images of his wife, Pepa. As he dreamt, he saw Pepa through his own eyes—not the rose- tinted world he had become accustomed to—but his real eyes. 

She is running down the street, her tail whipping behind her and she is laughing. A quick glance backwards reveals that she is being chased by a group of armed men. Most likely Hardheads, he thinks to himself. That last catches him off guard, as he realizes that he is in fact running from the Hardheads too, following his wife through the back streets of Sigil's Hive ward. 

Only now does he notice the heavy bag on his shoulder, a bag making suspicious clanking sounds. A bag that appears to be full of stolen goods. He smiles to himself and quickens his pace to match that of his wife. 

They come to a dead end, a wall newly-built by the Nabus towers in front of them. The hardheads can be heard not far away. 

Pepa surveys the wall and, still smiling, jumps up, catching on to a rough stone with her hand before wrapping her tail around a nearby piece of broken drain. The leverage provided by the pipe allows her to pull herself up the wall and once perched on top she lowers her tail for Trebor to affix the bag to. He places the bags straps over the tip of her tail just as the Harmonium come running around the corner and begins to stride towards the tiefling, weapons drawn and held in front of them. Trebor looks up to find Pepa gone and begins to search for a way out, an escape of some sort. 

Finding none, he considers his options—arrest and probable death… fight… or try to run. Considering the large nature of the men approaching that last option seems the best and Trebor explodes from the depths of the alley and charges straight at the men. Surprise is the only emotion he sees cross their faces as he vaults over them and back into the street, his feet splashing in the muck of the hive as he lands. 

Before they can follow and get their bearings he quickly changes his appearance to match that of the local populace, rags for clothes and a body covered in sores and scars. As he strolls down the street trying to control his breathing and reduce his heart rate, the Hardheads come crashing past, searching for him. 

Now that he has a chance to look around he notices a few things that have changed—walls that have been erected, houses that have been demolished, things that were not there last time he was in Sigil but could have been built in the time he was away. 

He takes a detour back to his shop, passing the demolished armory that was once the faction house of the Doomguard. For a short time after the War of the Factions, the site of the armory had been used by a group of mages as a school called the Tiefling Institute of Mystical Arts. This place had not lasted very long as Vecna had remade the armory during his bid for control of the City of Doors. 

Glancing at what should have been the shell of a once great building Trebor stops dead in his tracks as the Tiefling Institute towers above him, rebuilt but not the same as he remembers. Somewhere in the back of his mind something begins to tickle his senses. 

He continues home to his wife, who has begun to sort through the items they acquired during the evening’s work. They did not steal out of necessity, but for the sheer pleasure that nightwork can provide to the adept thief. 

The tickle gets stronger; he tries to ignore it but fails and his mind is brought back towards the land of the Mists. A moment before he awoke an orange ball of light and energy appeared to him and feelings of vengeance began to fill his being… intense feelings like nothing he has felt before. An image also appeared, an image of his companions trapped in the ethereal in a forest clearing somewhere along with the cause of his anger—Amelia. The image was clear and stayed with him as he took the last steps back to the waking world. 

He stood, shaking his head to clear the fuzz of sleep and looking around the room at Charneka and Kerrin. Something about Kerrin still made him pause… but the feeling of vengeance filled his entire body and he could bear it no more. He crossed his arms over his chest and disappeared. 

He reappeared in the forest clearing, 10 or so paces away from Drinnik, and began to look around, searching for the hated whore who would pay for her betrayal. Not finding her filled him with even more anger—he felt as if he were literally about to explode. The air around him began to crackle with magical energy—causing Drinnik to turn from his conversation with Evee, which in turn caused Evee and the rest of the affected Taverners to turn. The magical energy continued to build until the air around Trebor turned blue with power. 

The half daemon screamed as the power coursed though him, channeled by his rage. To those adept in the magic arts, the bolt of energy resembled a simple blot of power that any mage could cast, but the power in this bolt was not so small. A glowing red orb the size of a large rock formed in the air in front of Trebor, draining the power from around him. As the air returned to its normal color the ball of power flew toward a nearby tree. The tree, a massive specimen that had withstood the passing of centuries, was all but disintegrated as the bolt of energy struck it. 

Trebor fell to the ground, unconscious. As the tiefling toppled, Evee reflexively tried to catch him, but of course, her arms passed through his still-solid body. "Is he OK?" 

 There was a brief shuffling from within Trebor's robes and the furry head of Gustav popped out. The ferret-like creature looked around for a few moments before disappearing back inside the folds of the unconscious tiefling’s clothes. The group could see that he had reverted back to his true form—the canine-headed creature with pointed ears on the side of his head. His normally black-colored fur appeared streaked with white and his hands were deathly pale.

As he took this all in, Charneka he turned back to the Taverners. "Don't know if I should tell you this but, Brom wasn't back when I came here. Another reason for us to get there as quickly as possible!" 

A few minutes later, Drinnik reformed in front of the ghostly gang, having morphed to bat-form to reconnoiter the area. "Well, we're about a mile from the Invidia border and about five miles from the Falkovnian one—in Barovia. I reckon we wait until he," he nudged Trebor with his foot, "wakes up." 

Suddenly, without warning, Trebor leapt to his feet and grabbed the kender around the throat, lifting him into the air. The kender's legs kicked frantically as Trebor began screaming and slammed Drinnik against the nearest tree. Pulling out a green-bladed dagger, he positioned it over Drinnik's unbeating heart. Some of the Taverners instinctively moved to pull Trebor off Drinnik, but their ethereal bodies prevented them from doing anything. Helplessly, they watched as Trebor plunged a dagger towards the heart of his friend. 

Drinnik screamed as the blade pierced his body and passed straight through, pinning him to the tree behind. Drinnik raised his hands to his heart and looked Trebor in the eyes. "How could you?" 

Trebor appeared to be some kind of a daze, not knowing where he was or what he was doing. He stared at the blade in his hands for a few moments then slumped to the ground again. 

The kinder looked down at his comatose friend. "Damn, this was an expensive shirt as well!" He pulled the dagger out of his flesh and pocketed it absently. Seeing the surprise on the faces of the other Taverners, he shrugged. "What? I'm dead! The blade has to be enchanted to harm me." 

Evee spoke up."Drinnik, go away, or climb a tree or something. Trebor is clearly not himself. What if he uses a magical blade next time?" 

Minutes later, Trebor groaned and rolled over, facing the sky. He mumbled again and tried to sit up, which he managed with a lot of grunting and groaning. He looked directly at Drinnik and seeing the wound in the kender's chest, was instantly on his feet—sword drawn and his left hand in a pouch, ready to pull out a spell. "Where is she?" he hissed.

"She disappeared into the Mists. Once again the eel has slipped from our grasp." Drinnik shrugged. "Though I have a feeling that she'll be back, sooner or later." 


Megan didn't bother waiting to see if Dmitri was going to join her, instead she charged into the house once more. At least her bestial form gave her greater powers of movement, she thought, still hoping to reclaim her proper form again. She ran through the rooms in search of Trebor and Charneka. Seeing them gone, she made her way back outside again. 

Panicked at the thought of more of her friends disappearing, Megan gave in to fear and ran through the woods screaming for Trebor, Drinnik or Charneka to answer her calls.

Dmitri watched the half-lupine figure streak toward the house; he remained seated, quietly certain that he would get some very odd looks if he appeared at the Carrick's doorstep naked—and possibly a hostile response from the Taverners. I wonder if she's planning on coming back? I would like to ask her what happened in Kartakass...Who was that songmeister, for example? 

Standing, he trotted a little farther into the woods; coming to a tall fir tree, he leapt, caught a lower branch, and swung himself up into the branches. Climbing a little higher, he retrieved his rolled cloak and clothes from a fork in the tree and tossed them to the ground, along with his short sword, bow, arrows, and boots. Dropping to the ground, he dressed quickly; after a moment's hesitation, he elected not to put on his boots or to buckle the short sword at his side. Putting the boots, sword, and bow under one arm, he trotted back to the tree where he had been seated with the Wiccan to find her just approaching from the house. 

Turning, he followed the Wiccan, running lightly. Catching up to her just as she reached the house, he thrust the short sword, bow, and boots into the Wiccan's hands. "Miss Llewelyn? A favor. See that Xander gets these—he's a boy who lives here," he said, giving the wolf-woman a steady look. "Tell him to grow into them, and that I hope to see him again." 

With a last glance up at the house, Dmitri turned and ran back into the woods, quick and silent as a ghost. 

Megan watched Dmitri run off into the shadows and looked down at the package in her hands. She was wondering who this Xander was, but if someone was to hand him this package, she didn't think it should be her, given her appearance. More likely she would scare someone to death than seem pleasant by handing over gifts for another. 


The woman stood on the hill, watching the swirling Mists under the Barovian full moon. She did not hear the silent steps getting close behind her until the man spoke.

"Beautiful, isn't it?" said Oscar. Amelia whirled and stared wide-eyed at the man.

"How did you get here?" she shouted. Oscar ignored her and continued watching the Mists for a few moments, noting the deep forest just under them.

Amelia spat a curse while the Mists caressed her. How has this giorgio managed to come here? And, more importantly, now? The Mists left her safe in a new hill, hundreds of miles—and years—from that Barovian night. A hill that had on its top a very incongruous tea table and an even more incongruous man sitting with a steaming cup of liquid. Oscar smiled.

"Tea?" he asked. My Gods, he thought, watching her expression, this is turning to be every bit as much fun as I had expected! He watched with interest as Amelia regained her composure in a record time. Amazing. 

"How. Did. You. Get. Here?” she demanded, speaking slowly and enunciating every word. Well, perhaps she had not fully regained it yet. Oscar lifted a very white eyebrow.

"My dear, you seem to be forgetting some of the basic principles of time travel. Namely, that part about time travel. I have been waiting here for two hours. Really, you women should try to get to your appointments on time..." 

The woman colored in sheer fury for a moment, then exclaimed again. "What do you want? An antidote for your giorgio friends? Tell me how you learned... what you learned, and we'll talk about it." 

"Why do I get the impression than 'giorgio' is an awful insult when you say the word? But, much as I may cherish the idea of telling you all you want while getting a 'maybe we'll chat' as only answer, I fear I am not here for an antidote. I am here to kill you." 

Even before he had finished talking, the teacup was already falling and a blinding blast of light sent the Vistana rolling several feet. She had barely enough time to raise a shield when the second shook it. She felt her shield cracking. Amelia crouched, favoring her bleeding shoulder and summoned her magic to disappear once again into the Mists.

"Never underestimate an opponent, stupid." said Oscar to himself. "I wonder where that damned woman is?" 

Amelia left the Mists in a familiar forest, and breathed a sigh of relief when she saw the camp light on the distance. She walked toward her own caravan muttering several very colorful curses directed to the infernal mage, and ignored the surprised or curious glances her Vistani brethren gave her. Safe in her home, she drank a healing potion and changed her clothes, discarding the black dress in favor of a white one. It was clear that harsh measures must be taken. A giorgio had dared to insult her–her, a Seer of the Zarovan! She left her caravan and walked toward a more brightly decorated one, one she had rarely dared to enter, and knocked.

"Come in, Amelia. I want to give a look to your shoulder." 

Amelia gave a wistful sigh. She wondered if she would ever be a Seer as powerful as Madame Eva. She opened the door, and this time did not even blink when she saw Oscar sitting at the table, several cards on one of his white hands, while waving at her cheerfully with the other.

"Hi!" The accursed man had the gall to say, a bright smile on his face. She noticed than he wore new clothes, completely white—her white dress now seemed a very bad idea. His hair also seemed longer, now than she though on it. "Lady Ev... sorry, I meant Madame Eva is teaching me a fascinating game with the cards. She calls it 'poker', but I don't seem to be very good at it." The man glanced sadly at the pile of golden coins in what Amelia supposed was Eva's side of the table. "I do hope your shoulder is all right,” he added as an afterthought.

"I find it surprising that you worry for my shoulder, sir,” Amelia returned carefully. 

Oscar chuckled."Oh, I did not mean to hurt you. Have they ever told you than you look very good in white?" Amelia gaped for a moment, and Madame Eva spoke before she could find an answer.

"Mister Owlsnest and I have been talking for some time, dear. It seems than you have run into some trouble with giorgios." Her motherly smile froze for just a moment. "You should know better. We have agreed that this little feud will stay private, so you two will stay here to settle matters. Take all the time you need, dear." 

Amelia stared at her for a second and then turned her full glare to the mage, who seemed unimpressed. "Do you actually expect to fight me here, in my own home? Among my own people?"

"Directly to the point—how very refreshing, coming from you. It seems I really should have tried to know you among your people sooner. By the way, you did not seem to have any qualms about fighting us among our friends..." Oscar let the silence last for a second. "But, alas, I am not here to fight you. I just came for a truce. I am sick of fighting archmages every time I turn around." He raised his hands to forestall any questions. "No, don't answer. Think on it, sleep on it or whatever you wish. I am sure you will be able to find me easily to send a reply." With that, he rose and left the caravan—and, she expected, the camp. 

"But there must be something we can do!" Evee exclaimed, when a white figure suddenly emerged from the Mists. She though it was a ghost at first… but after a few moments she realized it was a man dressed in white. With white hair, too... and a skin clearly not natural. Castor, who had been unsheathing his sword, was the first to recognize the figure.

"OSCAR!" he shouted in shock. The former monk smiled and waved cheerfully, ignoring all the questions. He fished a small flask from his pocket, and tossed it to the half elf. The flask turned misty in mid-flight, and then completely transparent by the time it reached Castor’s hand. Oscar spoke, and the Taverners realized they could hear him.

"Castor, my friend, I think you should try the poison antidote. I have been told than it has a wonderful bouquet..." 

Drinnik looked at Oscar, an ironic grin forming on his face. "You’re dead. Dottir killed you. Are you back…or have you become one of us 'children of the night'?" 

The mage smiled slightly. "Drinnik, you should stop asking those kinds of questions... you could end up getting answers, you know." He turned to face the ghostly Taverners. "But, I do have to ask—how did you manage to put yourselves in that situation? With the lovely Amelia nearby, I would not trust Zeus Himself if he claimed the sky was blue. Er... is something wrong with Trebor? He looks strange." Oscar seemed to reflect for a moment. "Well, stranger than usual, I mean." 

"Amelia has some little vendetta against me.” Drinnik replied. “She's kidnapped my sister and has disappeared into the Mists. Trebor appeared here when he realized where we were. Unfortunately he's collapsed. 

The others have been poisoned with a Vistani brewed poison, which obviously you know because you have given Castor the antidote. How exactly do you know, Oscar? And why do you look so different?" 

"It would be too long a story, and I don't really want to talk about it anyway, Drinnik. I had been watching you, when I discovered the poisoning, I went directly to the, well, dealer. I bribed a raunie to get the antidote." Oscar shuddered theatrically for a moment. "I expect than the bill will be awful when I get it." 

The gypsy turned and looked at the flask in Castor's hands. He asked Drinnik: "Can we trust him about the poison?" 

Jeris walked over to Oscar, and looked carefully at him. "Oscar? You're back?" she asked, knowing he can't hear her. "Castor?" she said, looking back toward the other half-elf. "There's enough in there for all of us, right? That looks kind of small..." 

Evee was so surprised she stayed silent for a long while. She looked at Oscar with disbelief. 

Through the mindlink with Castor, she asked him, What is this? He looks like Oscar but we know Dottir killed him, right? I don't feel safe about this ... is it really him ? 

The former monk watched her, a slightly amused look on his face. "Look at it this way, Evee. What other choice do you have? Stay a ghost for the rest of your life? Or trust yourself to Amelia's tender mercy?"

His eyes lighted in glee at her expression. "Don't look so surprised, I cannot hear your thoughts." The glee turned unmistakably mischievous. "But your face always betrays you when you are talking to Castor..." 

At the mischievous look in Oscar's eyes, Castor finally seemed to shake off his shock. He's right, Evee, the half-elf sent through their mindlink. We don't have much of a choice here. It's either stay ethereal and go insane... or take a chance on an old friend. 

But he's changed, Castor, Evee mentally replied, keeping her eyes on Oscar. Something's different about him. Why isn't he answering our questions?

I don't know... but I'll take a chance on an old friend before a new enemy any night of the month. And if he's begun a journey down a path of darkness... perhaps we can help pull him back. The same way you're helping me. 

Evee glanced back over at him, surprised, and a bit of a blush began to rise in her cheeks. Meanwhile, Castor turned to Jeris. "I think there's enough here. If Amelia poisoned us with a single vial in that huge pot of pudding as Charneka says , it should only take a drop or two to bring us back. Right, my friend?"

This last is directed to Oscar, with a questioning look and a raised eyebrow. 

Oscar blinked, as if he had been lost in thought, and then nodded. "Yes, it is enough for twenty doses. Or so that pirate of a Vistana said," he muttered to himself. He hesitated, "I casted an ethereal shape and tried it. It is somewhat painful, I fear, but seems to work. If you are worried, you can let Lancelyn try it first. He won't mind, I know." he smiled at the kobold, who nodded in response and waved his hand for the flask. 

Castor seemed to consider Oscar's words for a moment, then shook his head. "No need, my friend," he said, making a slight bow to Oscar. "I trust you." 

Pulling a small glass from the pouch at his belt, the half-elf tipped the flask over and allowed a few drops to fall into the glass. Picking it up in his left hand, he raised the glass as if in toast. "To friends thought gone," he said softly. His voice went unsteady for only the briefest of instants—but Evee and Oscar both noticed. "And to their unexpected return."

He tipped back the glass and drained it, grimacing at the taste. Wiping the side of his mouth, a thought struck him, and he glanced at the kobold before turning to look back at Oscar. 

"You know his name... how? Are... are you the White Lord he spoke of?!" 

Oscar's eyebrows shot up, and he glanced at the kobold in amusement. "The White Lord? I suppose I am." He shook his head. 

Jeris took the vial as it was passed to her, and eyed it for a moment. Oscar said it would hurt. But.. it was better than staying like this. Besides, Castor and Evee took it, it should be safe enough. She consumed a few drops, then knelt and handed it to Lancelyn. "See you back in the prime, little guy." 

Trebor waited patiently for the group to return to normal, all the while eyeing Oscar suspiciously. Once Castor solidified, he approached him, smiling. "So any idea's on how to get back to Vanderloussindoussinmoussin or whatever the place is called?"

Castor knelt down and picked up a handful of earth, crumbling it between his fingers and clenching his hand into a fist. He stared into the distance for a moment, then shook his head. 

"Definitely Barovia again... what? Back to where? Oh, of course... 'Verlorenshaus' wasn't it? I don’t know—either one of our neighborhood mages teleports us again… or we do it the hard way, on horses. Of course, that’s several days’ ride… through Falkovnia, Dementlieu, or Dark—er, Necropolis, depending on how we go.” 

Trebor looked around the group and then back to Castor. "I can get us back with a teleport spell if no-one objects to magical travel. But I know some people have an aversion to it. Anyone have an objection to being teleported back to Verlorenshaus?" 

Evee immediately hugged Drinnik and Trebor as she too solidified out of the ether. Then, she shook hands with Oscar while narrowing her eyes at his white shape. Hearing Trebor's question, she frowned. “Err... since we are in Barovia... if we aren't too far from Vallaki, I'd like to go see my brother. I've never left him for this long. I'm sure he is OK with the Ostevics, but ..."

Trebor considered this for a moment. "Well, I won't be able to teleport us all at once—the spell just can't cope with this many people. Some of us might get lost during transit, so I was going to make two trips anyway. I promise I’ll write two teleport scrolls just so you can go see your brother… how would that be?" 

Trebor smiled, seemingly back to normal. Some of the group noticed however—the smell of ash is stronger than before.

Evee hugged Trebor again and said "You're a very good friend, you know that? OK, let's do it that way. And I can read your scroll too, so you don't have to come back here to pick the rest: You take one group and I bring the other…"


The door to the Malodorous Goat Tavern in Vallaki opened, and all patrons turned to look. The tavern attracted many strange characters, monsters, weird races, madmen and Illuminati, and it was often worthwhile to take a look at any newcomers. 

But not these two. The only special thing about them was that they wore chain armor and a longsword scabbard hung at each of their belts. They quietly moved to a table and began talking in hushed tones. 

After about two hours, however, they had quietly managed to talk to nearly everybody in the place, including the staff of the tavern. They did it with great care, often creating encounters with the patrons. Their stealth and ease of speech made certain they were not thought of as spies… which they were. 

They all asked the same question: "There is a woman by the name of Beiderbecke living in the area. I have a message for her. Any idea where I might find her?" 

And they all got the same negative answer. Many did not know her and those who did didn't want trouble and gave the same answer. The two men expected that it would take some time, but soon a slightly drunken older man told them what they needed. 

They left the tavern immediately.

Hearing the noise, Brom pulled out Evee's sword and began to glance around looking for the source of the sound. Keeping his concentration on holding Carrick's shape, he motioned for Mina to get closer to the group. "I don't know about everyone else," he murmured, "But I'm all for getting out of here." 

As the moaning sound continued, a wispy whitish fog gradually began to seep into the room from minute cracks and fissures along the floor, gathering around the feet of the seven occupants. Its movement was slow, but continual... and it caressed the limbs of the adventurers with cold, clammy tendrils. 

About the same time, the light from the glowing rope and the torches began to dim slowly. In moments they gave off no more light than a candle... and soon after they died out completely. 

The room was plunged into utter darkness... but the temperature continued to drop. Soon all within the cavern were fighting off shivers. 

The moaning continued... though it seemed to come from all directions—as though the suffering soul were standing next to each adventurer... 

Mina's spine stiffened as the light faded away and the cold mist surrounded her. Beside her she could hear Brom's subtle movements, knowing he had his sword at the ready. The last she can remember of the others, Pendal and his two new friends were to one side, the older priest was just in front of Brom and herself, and the priestess of Bane was at the back of the room, behind the rest of the new associates. She knew little about the quiet woman or her cult and was wary of letting her out of her sight. Now Mina was left with little choice. 

Pendal shifted into a more defensive stance and put his hand on his sword within his cloak. Despite the sudden blackness surrounding all of them, he could still instinctively feel where everyone was positioned. He also got the feeling that they were not alone. Just who the new guest(s) was, was another question entirely. 

Suddenly, there was a rustling sound behind Pendal. The halfling was about to turn toward the noise—certain it must be Mina or someone else without sense enough to keep still—when something descended on his skull with a loud CRACK!! Stars exploded in the darkness obscuring the halfling's vision, and his head felt as if it was splitting wider open with each thunderous beat of his heart. He staggered, dropping to one knee with the force of the blow. 

Brom and Mina felt an extreme chill, a wave of cold that seemed to freeze their very beings. Just as Brom readied his longsword and prepared to scan the blackness with his darkvision, he too felt an explosion of pain in his head, and stars began to swim before his eyes as well. 

Somewhere in the dark, there was a confused babble of screams, both masculine and feminine, followed by a croak of pain and the thud of something heavy hitting the ground. 

Pendal gripped his head tightly, muttering colorful descriptions about his assailant's lineage, parents and their mating habits. He rolled to one side, pivoting so that he was facing the direction of the assault. A quick slug from one of his healing potions helped to clear his head somewhat, but he still remained disoriented. The thud of something hitting the ground helped to re-orient him. Punch daggers drawn, he used his instincts to creep towards the source of the fallen object, on guard for another assault from the new visitor(s). 

Grunting in pain, Brom felt his form drop into that of a plain doppleganger. Thankful for the darkness, he decided to forgo attempting to change back, at least for the moment. Turning in the direction he had been hit from and listening for the rustling noise, he looked around with his darkvision, searching for movement. Holding the sword in a way that he hoped would give the appearance that he knew what he was doing, Brom slowly took stock of their situation, ignoring the pain in the back of head as best he could. 

Scanning around with his darkvision, Brom saw a great deal of movement. Chips and shards of stone and gravel were slowly beginning to circle the group... dozens, perhaps hundreds of them. And they were picking up speed... as they flew against the outer walls of the cavern, they knocked loose more shards. These too joined the others, circling the outer perimeter of the party, trapping them. 

Brom also spied a humanoid figure stepping away from a vague shape on the floor of the cavern. The figure had one limb raised high, while the other appeared to be holding the side of its neck. Muffled sounds escaped from the figure, adding to the sudden cacophony around them. 

At the same time, Mina felt an explosion of pain at the back of her head as well... she staggered under the force of the blow. But... was it a physical attack? She suddenly wasn't sure... 

The moaning sound continued, and the sharp chipping screech of the circling debris grew louder as it continued to pick up speed. 

"What is this?! What's happening?!! Gods!!!" a young-sounding voice rang out in the darkness. 


After a walk that seemed to stretch on for days, the Nephirim finally neared his target. He stood within a forest in a land known as Barovia and watched the group of adventurers discussing what to do next. 

Some members of the group were not as hale and hearty as they usually were; they resided in the Ethereal plane as a side effect of a poison forced upon them by a vengeful Vistani. The Nephirim watched as the daemon spawn appeared and assaulted the very creature he claimed to protect. 

Strange that you would trust one such as that--one who would attack his own friends. Surely you believe me about the Daemon now? Surely you understand how you were tricked into trusting him? The words flowed into the Orb and were felt as much as heard by Garudos Celestar. 

The Nephirim continued to watch the group, trying to see which one harbored the Spark-- the vessel for the missing part of the fallen one. He eyed each member of the group separately until his eyes fell on the young form of Jeris… and more specifically her necklace. 


Megan reached the house again, still holding the package for the mysterious Xander with which Dmitri had entrusted her. As she reached the door, she turned suddenly and walked over to a small log. Sitting on it she started to wonder about many things. First and foremost among them, where the hell was she? No one had told her since she got here, though, when she thought about it, she hadn't really asked. She was far too busy getting caught up in the business of the day. She remained there for a short while, hoping someone would come back, though if they had, she didn't notice from her reverie. 

She pulled herself out of the Weave once more and stood, walked to the house and entered. 

"Is anyone here at all?" Then she added under her breath, to herself. "Don't tell me I am alone with you again?" 

Inside the beast answered, something that made Megan cringe within. She felt weak by the beast’s reply and sat on the nearest chair. And waited. 

"Yes, I am still here," Mo'Dahl replied. "But I believe I am the only one from your group, well, other than yourself." 

Mo'Dahl liked this girl. She was so tormented, an excellent source of pain. She seemed fairly calm at the moment, though, perhaps something should be done about that.. 

"While this wolfish form is certainly stronger, don't you prefer being human?" 


"THEY'RE GONE!!!!" 

The frantic shout rang out of the back room of the house, and the doorway to front of the building flew open. The wolf-woman and the gray-robed man turned in surprise to find two tall men--one stocky but muscular and the other as lean as whipcord--holding smokepowder muskets. 

"The boys are gone!!" the whipcord-lean man shouted again, his hand clenched into a fist that he pounded against his forehead. Megan searched her memory for this man's name--surely it was mentioned... Roneth? Raglan? Rethel!! "Gods, I never should have left them alone!!" 

Kids? There were children here? Unfortunately, Mo'Dahl was not the cause of their disappearance. 

"Be calm. I'm sure they are nearby," Mo'Dahl said. Perhaps with the right words, they'd go away to find their little humans. 

Megan stared at the two men who just entered, one of them had mentioned Xander, the boy for whom the gift was intended. "Excuse me, you say that children have disappeared? Where did they disappear from? I haven't seen any children since I arrived here not long ago, but then I haven't seen much of anything except this house and the forests." 

Megan picked up the package from Dmitri and walked over to the stouter man and handed him the package. Then she spoke again. "This package was given to me to be handed over to Xander, when he turns up, I think it better you give it to him, I will probably scare the child. Do you have anything belonging to either of them? Maybe we can get something if you don't, but if I have their scent, I may be able to follow it." 

As Herger shifted his musket to one arm and accepted the package, Rethel reached out and touched the bow absently. "As far as something with their scent on it... what d'ye mean ta say? Are ye part hound?" The look in the bulky man's gray eyes suddenly grew frosty and wary. "Or are ye--." 

He broke off as another door opened, whirling to face the tall, broad-shouldered form of Abel Carrick as he walked into the room. His eyes were rimmed in red and streaked with tears that he hurriedly wiped away. Megan's eyes widened as she inhaled the sharp scent of... wolf? 

The jeweler stepped forward in long, hurried strides to stand abreast of the two servants. Behind him was a willowy raven-haired woman with striking green eyes--the woman remained silent, but wrung her slender hands nervously. 

"I think not, Herger," Carrick intoned softly in a voice of unmistakable authority despite his overbright eyes. "I've known of people with augmented senses before. Surely with the powers of the guests we've been entertaining, a sharp nose is nothing of which to be frightened?" 

Without waiting for an answer, Carrick turned to Megan. She noticed him sniffing the air as well, and he turned a knowing look upon her. In his own gray eyes, Megan read ... empathy... 

"I do have something belonging to both of the boys," he said, his voice cracking with emotion. "I retrieved them as soon as Talia told me they were missing--I thought to... ah, conduct the search myself." 

He held up a worn but finely-made scarf and an oversized tunic, one item in each hand. "The scarf is Xander's and... and the shirt is Jacob's. Please, madam, we haven't met... but if you can join me in finding my sons, I will owe you a debt that I could never repay." 

Megan looked at the scarf and took it carefully, not letting the men see her monstrous hand within the cloak. She then raised it to her hooded face and gave it a quick sniff to pick up the scent. "The boys were here then? I think it best to look about the house until their scent becomes more apparent; there has been a lot of traffic through this house tonight and I prefer to pick up a clean scent. It is far easier to pick out from among others once it is found." 

With that, Megan turned and began a tour of the house, seeking out that elusive scent. 


In a quiet and concerned tone, Evee asked Trebor what happened to him just before he came in this clearing, and also asked him if he remembered anything about attacking Drinnik. "You looked really strange, like if you were sleepwalking or something ..." 

Trebor looked confused, and slightly distraught. "I attacked Drinnik?" He turned and looked at Drinnik, eyeing the hole in the kender's shirt, and then back at Evee. "Me? I remember dreaming, something vivid about Sigil … then I got here. I looked for Amelia but couldn't find her and I must have fallen unconscious because the next thing I remember is waking up on the floor…" 

. 

The tiefling considered this for a few moments and then completely changed the subject. 

"We've got to get back to Lamordia."


Brom glared at the two figures in the darkness and decided that they were behind this mess. Drawing on the pool of mental energy that Mina had given him, he began to do what he did best: he shaped it. 

Without warning, a dark shroud appeared over the figures. Though Brom knew it to be green in color, it appeared as a black mass in his vision. As it descended, at a pace much more rapid than he had expected, it caved inwards, grasping at the figure holding its neck. The shroud quickly entwined the figure, and without warning, burst into a bright, green flame. 

All the adventurers instinctively cringed away from the sudden explosion of light from the green flames. The figures of the two young warriors lurched away and swung wildly at the air with their swords while throwing an arm over their eyes. 

Then, just as suddenly as the fiery glow appeared... it began to fade once more. Brom poured more mental energy into the flaming shroud, and all around him felt the heat grow more intense, but the darkness continued to dull the glow. 

As it faded, a feminine scream resounded through the cavern as if breaking free of some barrier, its high soprano shriek loud even over the rushing wind made by the storm of circling rocks. Before the last of the light faded again, Brom caught a glimpse of the shocked and outraged features of Carith, the Banite priestess! Brom had hit her with his power! The smell of her sizzling flesh added to the lingering stench of the cold mist in the cavern, and her scream--muffled by her hand--continued to pierce the air... 

"NO!" Brom's cry of denial echoed through the cave. Rushing over to the Banite, he ignored his lack of form as he grabbed her, holding her carefully. "I'm sorry. I'm sorry." He repeated over and over again, cursing his stupidity. She had done nothing to him and she was going to die. "I'm sorry, I'm sorry." Wishing that he could absorb some of her pain, he held her, a grey doppelganger in human clothing, apologizing for all his sins, past and present.

Growling under her breath, Mina considered her present position. Closing her eyes for a moment, she concentrated. The pain that filled her head seemed to melt away, like water flowing over her hair, down her back and away.

The green burst had long faded but still Mina's head snapped towards Brom’s horrified voice. Like everyone else in the cavern she had seen the green cloak. A powerful weapon, and from Brom's reaction, something had gone very wrong. Jumping quickly to her feet, Mina scurried after Brom's footsteps. She came up behind him as he knelt on the ground. 

"What happened?" she asked in a quiet and calm voice with an underplayed strength behind it. 

In a slight shock, Brom didn't seem to notice Mina. When she asked her question, his looked up at her dully. "I caused this," he murmured, cradling the Banite priestess. "Help her. Please help her." 

"WHAT IN THE 9 HELLS WAS THAT ?!?" Pendal came stumbling towards Mina and Brom, his cloak smoldering from Brom's recent attack. "Was it you that I heard screaming, Mina? And what is that awful sme..." Pendal paused, as the smell triggered painful memories long since supressed, allowing him to recognize the scent. It was the stench of burning human flesh. He followed his nose to where Brom and Mina were, nearly tripping over the Banite's body in the process. Running his hands over the body, he attempted to assess the harm done to the priestess by the attack. He then leaned back in the darkness as if to contemplate the situation. 

"Oh bugger. The Banite." Pendal took a deep breath and let out a sigh. "Well... I did promise my aid to everyone I suppose." He pushed Mina and Brom out of the way while he felt within his bag for any useful potions or ointments, also chanting a few prayers over the Banite in the process to invoke Hala's healing upon her. 

"Brom, since I suspect that it was you that did that, and I'm assuming that you're not idiot enough to launch an attack like that without seeing your target, I want you to use that amazing sight of yours to keep watch in case our visitors decide to return. Mina, check to see if anyone else needs medical aid, then get me some water and damp cloths. I don't care how." 

For the briefest of moments, Brom wanted to run out of the cave, screaming. He could feel his mind fraying and preparing to snap, when a sudden calm fell over him. At the same time though, it was like a weight pressed down on his mental pathways. There was a dullness that he wasn't completely used to... the same kind that had occured when he had lost his powers the first time. 

Panic reigned for a moment when he realized what had happened. "I've fugued." He murmured, almost sighing in relief. 

In the darkness Mina took a few steps away from the injured woman and her new attendent. Reaching into her side bag she rooted around for a few moments before finally producing a canteen and a couple of sturdy handkerchiefs. Returning with cautious steps, she set the items on the ground near Pendal. 


A stranger in a blur of black and green appeared at the edge of the noisy cavern, coming from the shadowy woods with the Mists lurking in the background. As a brilliant green light blasted though some distance in front of her, she sighed ironically and thought to herself, yes, this is strange land has surprises.... 

The stranger was a woman but of strangely exotic features. She looked like a human in dark green traveler clothes, but her slanted eyes and somewhat narrow face, including her utmost effort to cover up as much skin as possible, made her a bit out-of-the-ordinary. Her clothes camouflaged her nicely in the trees. She had little on her person though. 

From her wrists to elbows, she was covered by some loose black cloth. Her belt had a curved dagger with a little skull as the base. It didn't really signify anything, just made a good decoration. She carried a scimitar in her left hand. 

Her long cloak whipped a little as she took a cautious step forward. Her dark black hair fell freely on her shoulders, except for a piece of decoration in her hair that looked to be the horns of some animal. She sighed, hearing and seeing nothing but the flashes of green light. 

Should I do something? No of course not, Cimmer! Geez, here you are just running like a chicken with its head cut off... Arg... where are those now? she thought as she took another careful step forward. 

She did not know how she ended up in the cavern but she had been here for quite a while...long enough to be chased by unknown creatures… that finaly left her alone… for now …

Pendal briefly thanked Mina for her supplies before he snached them up and began using them to treat the Banites wounds. He continued working feverently to help the priestess, the occassional scream coming from her as he peeled the charred clothing off her skin and laid moist bandages in place.

A new intruder had entered, but unlike the previous guest, this one seemed to be more... solid. "Psst. Brom! Mina!" Pendal hissed between his teeth. "We have company!" He pointed in the direction where his instincts told him the new visitor was, hoping that Brom or even Mina's vision was powerful enough to see his hand pointing in the darkness. 

Cimmer half-heartedly listened to the little guy, slightly amused at his behavior. Then she spoke "I'm  just a passerby … I do need help…" She paused and sighed knowing she was sounding slightly agitated. 

The strange voice coming out of the darkness caused Pendal to jump back somewhat from his patient, dagger drawn and ears helping him focus on the newcomer's position. "Stay right there! Don't try anything funny!" 

The halfling sounded on edge, but his stance and the way he gripped his weapon gave the impression that he was ready to put up a fight, darkness or not. 

He continued to focus on the figure. "What do you know about the hellbeasts which attacked us only moments ago? You wouldn't happen to know anything about that, would you?"

Meanwhile, Evee retrieved Brace from her beltpouch and asked it, "Brace, contact Brom and tell him we are safe now. Tell him also we are in Barovia but we're on our way to Lamordia quickly. And ask him how things are going with him." 

{OK... err... Miss Evee, are we safe, really ? }
"Yes, Brace... well, our safety depends on how quick you ask Brom what I told you to ask him." 

{OK... I'll do it right now, I'll be quick, I promise, you will see... quick, I'll be... just don't ... } 

"Brace shut up and do what I ask or I'll send you back in the ether for the ghosts to find you…" 

{Yikes... OK... You know I like you, Mistress Evee ... }

Evee closed her eyes and tried to get the annoying voice of the gem out of her head. She knew the others were smiling at her annoyed expression. 

{Um... Miss Evee?} 

"Yes Brace?" 

{Uh... in theory, what would you do to me if I couldn't get in contact with Brom? In... in theory I mean?} 

Evee blanched, fearing what this could mean. "What do you mean you can't talk to him?" 

{Well, he's either more than a mile away, or he lied about me smashing when he dies.}

Evee relaxed. "Oh, you can't reach him if he is farther than a mile. I see. We are way too far." 

"Now Oscar, would you care to answer ..." Evee turned to where Oscar was standing but he was no longer there. 

The group as a whole looked everywhere, to find Oscar had disappeared! And the kobold knights too! The group spread into the nearby woods for a quick search but Oscar remained unseen. 

Trebor cleared his throat. "OK, let's go to Lamordia. Let's see... how many of us are here ... Castor, Evee, Grigg, Anna, Charneka, Drinnik, Jeris, me... that's eight." Trebor retrieved two scrolls from his backpack handed one to Evee "You know what to do with that, don't you?" 

Evee, smiled. “Yes, of course! ... anybody have a match ?" 

Trebor rolled his eyes and read the scroll, teleporting away to Lamordia, with Drinnik, Grigg and Jeris. Evee did the same, with the remaining adventurers. She made the others smile when she pretended to be unable to read the scroll, holding it upside down, then quickly turned it the right way, a sheepish grin crossing her face. "Oh... you trust me on that, don't you ?" 

Both groups appeared in the backyard of Carrick's house. The sun was close to rising and Drinnik raced inside. 

"Oh bugger, oh bugger, oh bugger." Drinnik repeated softly under his breath. He dove under a table and pulled his cloak around himself. 


The wasting heat of the Wildlands was stifling. Fortunately Dr'ukmar was used to it. He'd lived here his entire life, but only once had he had to attend one of King Crocodile's Courts. He pawed his way across the plains, wondering what the fetid reptile wanted. He, like all other animals in the Wildlands, hated Crocodile. He looked west and saw the great clouds of dust being sent up by the Elephant herd. 

Dr'ukmar snorted; the Elephants were not that popular. They had been first to give Crocodile their gift at the First Court. He winced as he thought that other creatures had given their powers to the bloated thing that was King Crocodile. 

Dr'ukmar turned his head again and saw another shape in front of him. "Alone travelling, eh?" it asked in the tongue of the Hairless Apes, something all the creatures had been cursed with. "Lost pride? Cast out Lion dangerous to us. Me kill, be great hero, eh?" 

The Chimpanzee dropped in front of Dr'ukmar. It was holding a crude spear in its hand. "Or maybe you go to Croc's Court, eh? Me go too, King Crocodile want Simar personally, eh." 

Dru'kmar had crossed the plains with the chimp Simar, but finally they reached King Crocodile’s swamp. They waited for the last of the Denizens of the jungle to arrive. When the stragglers had taken their place a monkey stood on a large tree stump. "His grace, King Crocodile, Lord of the Swamp, ruler of the Jungle Lands !" 

A large shape detached from the shadows behind the monkey. King Crocodile lay before the assembled animals in all his unholy glory. Flies buzzed about him, his hide a dark green, near-black color. "Creatures of the Jungle, hear me now for I make an important announcement. The Hairless Apes are back. Two lands have opened on the borders of our peaceful Jungle, one a great sea and the other a jungle. Hairless Apes have been spotted in great numbers in these new lands." 

"Lord Crocodile, that might not be the wisest course of action to attack." Upmir the leader of the contingent of Elephants, rumbled respectfully (if such a thing were possible). "The Hairless Apes might get suspicous and start randomly killing the animals of the Jungle. A wiser plan might be in order, sire." 

Dr'ukmar looked at the Elephant in shock. The Lion had never seen such audacity in a creature. "I second motion, eh." Simar said. "Hairless Apes too much liability. Dangerous to majesty, eh." 

"Explain yourself, Prince Simar." Crocodile sneered. 

"You take our gifts, eh. Last time animal ancestors of long ago wrap jungle in mists. We safe from Hairless Apes. I think we anger Animal Ancestors, they send Hairless Apes as punishment. You certain to die if you go against Animal Ancestors, eh." Simar explained. 

Crocodile mused upon this. "I agree, Prince Simar. Your words make a certain sense to me. Therefore the forum is open for debate. How do we stop the Hairless Apes?" 

"My Lord," Dr'ukmar bowed his head reverently, "the esteemed Upmir wants to summon the Jungle Spirits. My Lord, I speak for my pride when I say nay to such a dangerous course of action. But I will not try to sway your judgment." 

King Crocodile digested this plan. "You realize that no animal has been able to summon even a portion of the Jungle Spirits since Cobra left our lands. The snakes are the key to summoning the spirits and no snakes have been seen since the Animal Ancestors wrapped the jungle in mists to save us from the Hairless Apes." 

Upmir bowed his head and flared his ears. "I am aware, sire. That is why I suggest we send an emissary into the new jungle. The emissary will be able to find snakes there, surely." 

"I agree. But who do we send?" Crocodile scanned the essembled managerie. "Dr'ukmar of the Sheartooth pride, you will go. As will S'cra'car of the Boars and Trenjic of the Vultures. The three of you have to find a snake able to perform the rites." 

The trio obeyed, left, and headed deeper into the Plains. The remains of battles between the Tigers and Lions scattered the surrounding fields. The War of Claws was going badly for the Lions and Dr'ukmar knew it. The Archduke Hendrak had sent secret messages to the Gorillas on the Plateau to try and get outside support. The Gorillas were demanding a high price: a quarter of the Pridelands and half of the Striped Plains (the Tigers’ lands) as payment. The Archduke was not a good negotiatior and the talks were going badly. 

Dr'ukmar, Trenjic and S'cra'car left the Sheartooth Pride and headed for the new Jungle, unaware that they where being watched from the Swamp. 

"And you think that they will bring back Cobra?" King Crocodile turned his attention from the Black Pool of Tree Water. 

"SSSertain." A silken voice answered. "The lion isss strong. He thinksss that he ssshould be leader of hisss Pride. My people can sssee thesse thingss, my Liege." 

Crocodile looked at the Black Pool again. "Nianala, you serve me well. However, you have been wrong in the past, and I have had to punish you." The Lord of the Jungle arched his great head back. "Leave nothing to the imagination, you were lucky I merely destroyed your children last time. You won't be lucky this time." 

"Yess, Lord Crocodile." Nianala bowed, her knuckles scraped against the walls of her cave. "SSire, the Hairlesssss Apess, are they asss much of a threat asss you think?" 

"The Hairless Apes are propheised to kill me. I am concerened, not worried. What can they do with thier sticks and stones?" King Crocodile laughed, a very human laugh. "I will annihalate them all if need be." 

Nianala said nothing. The creature had been warped by the Primal Force of the Black Pool from her original form; that of another crocodile. Now she had the arms of a simian, the eyes of the boar, the mane of the lion, the teeth of the tiger, the tusks of the elephant, the coat of the zebra, the wings of the vulture and the tail of the hyena. 

The trio reached the swamp’s borders and looked on expectantly. A small whirlpool appeared in the murky water. Reeds and other swampy debris got caught up in the churning water. Slowly a fountain of water rose and coalesced into the form of a crudely shaped person. "I am Vessa, the Seer of the Swamps. I know why you are here." 

Dr'ukmar bowed his head. "Lady Vessa. We come searching knowledge. Please can you tell us about the New Jungle." 

Vessa inclined her 'head'. "The New Jungle is known as Sri Raji by the Hairless Ape. I have not been able to enter it for a reason I do not understand. It is ruled by a fierce creature named Ari Jani… you would be wise to leave this creature alone." 

"Wise Vessa, would there be snakes in New Jungle?" S'cra'car asked. 

"Yes. But know this; entering the New Jungle does not mean success. I see many troubles plaguing your path. One of you will be killed by your worst fear, one of you will be taken to a land far from here and one of you will make a pact with your most hated enemy." Vessa sighed. Suddenly the mud, twigs and water that made up the Seer of the Swamp collapsed with a splash. 

Trenjic looked at the swamp. "So we leave for Sri Raji now?" 

Dr'ukmar cocked his head on one side. "Yes. We leave for the New Jungle now." He tried to ignore Vessa's prophecy. 

The Black Pool of Tree Water clouded. Nianala looked at it thoughtfully. "They leave ssssoon, Majesty." 

King Crocodile frowned, "I ordered Vessa not to get involved." 

"Why, Majesty?" Nianala, stirred the pool with a misshapen finger. 

"I want this quest to fail, Nianala. I want the creatures of the Jungle to give me their powers again. My own power is waning, soon a young lizard of a crocodile will try to kill me. If they give me their powers again I will be unstoppable." 

"Lord, a question. Why don't you cause the Jungle's Tears to appear around the Jungle?" 

Crocodile laughed. "I tried to enter the New Jungle and I found I could not leave the Old Jungle. These Creatures will be my eyes and ears in the New Jungle, they will tell me what I need to know." King Crocodile turned and swam away. 

Nianala watched him leave. When she was certain that he had gone she stired the Black Pool with the staff of a Hairless Ape that had been brought to her. 

A shape appeared in the murk. It looked like a man with a tiger's head. 

"Who are you?" the figure growled. 

"I am a friend." Nianala replied. "I give you information on the Land of Beasts." 

"And your payment for this information?" The tiger-man purred. 

"Kill King Crocodile, the lord of the land." 

Dr'ukmar, Trenjic and S'cra'car reached the Border of the New Jungle in two days. Night was falling as they stopped. "Animal Ancestors pleased with journey." S'cra'car said, "They not try to stop us with Jungle's Tears." 

"Indeed." Dr'ukmar replied. "So do we head on now or wait until morning?" 

Trenjic did not reply. "Trenjic?" 

The vulture ignored the Boar and Lion, her eyes where locked on a strange square leaf. Colors swirled on the leaf, a picture formed of a group of Hairless Apes with multicoloured clothes on. "We should go here, I think," she whispered. 

Dr'ukmar followed her gaze to a circle of wagons. "There?" he asked, but Trenjic was already on her way. 

As the Trio got closer to the Wagons, they saw that it was in disarray. 

"I'm not partial to speaking to animals, but we've been here before and I've learnt a bit. So, my four legged Georges, what brings you here?" A Hairless Ape stood before them. He was dressed in a suit that was striped Dark purple and grey in colour. He wore a black cloak with white lining and a top hat. He idley swung a cane behind his back. "Oh, and Mr. Lion, don't think of attacking me, you'll surely die--my friend Munter doesn't like violence, as a rule." 

Dr'ukmar stood slack jawed at the audacity of this Hairless Ape. It mocked him with its very stance. "Why? Where's this 'Munter'?" Dr'ukmar growled. 

"Oh, I say, I'm right here." A large thing stood behind the first Hairless Ape. It was nearly eight feet tall and was green in colour. Unruly grey hair had been tied back and a pair of pince-nez glasses sat on a long, hooked nose. It was wearing a fine tweed suit and a white tie with a black cravat. In one hand it held a pipe. "My, my, talking creatures. Tindal, you spoil us." 

"Dr'ukmar, over there in the cages, snakes!" Trenjic whispered under her breath. 

"We get! Not have to go to Sri Raji!" S'cra'car muttered. 

"Come, sit by our fire. I'm sure Isolde would be, intrigued to say the least!" Tindal leaned on his cane. 

Nianala looked into the Black Pool. She scowled. "They are not sssssuppossssed to be here. They will ruin everything!" she hissed. 

The lion lay in front of the fire, gazing into its depths. The 'Carnival' as the one called Tindal informed him, travelled from place to place. 

Trenjic scratched her beak. "So we can't have your snakes then?" 

"Alas no, my feathered friend." Tindal shrugged. "Silessa would be lost without them. Still, Sri Raji is not far. I'm sure you'll find something." 

Trenjic flustered her wings in obvious disappointment. "Great." 

"You said you would tell us about this 'Sri Raji'." Dr'ukmar growled. 

"Now, now. Anymore of that and Munter will make you into a throw rug for Isolde's Vardo. Sri Raji, Sri Raji. Shame it's not a full moon or the Man-beast could fill you in. … Sri Raji is like here, but hotter. And fewer flies. It's a very religious society, I recall, all worshipping some god called Kali, I think. I maybe wrong, but that's not likely." Tindal smirked again. "Ruled by the Priest Ari Jani, I think. Powerful man, if he is a man. I've been around and I've learnt not to expect the expected. Some people are not people at all." Tindal let out a quickfire laugh. "Especially us!" 

Dr'ukmar continued staring at the flames. He wanted to kill and eat this man, but something was telling him not to. He looked up into the eyes of a tall, beautiful woman. She had raven-black hair and was wearing clothes that he'd previously only seen on men. At her side was a large sword. Dr'ukmar growled and twitched his tail. 

"Easy, Dr'ukmar." The woman said. "It has been a long journey, and it will get harder. Calm and relax yourself, you are in no danger." 

To his surprise, Dr'ukmar actually felt relaxed. 

"Isolde!" Tindal looked at the woman warmly. "A pleasure to see you, my lady. Is there trouble?" 

"No, Tindal. The heat here displeases me. My vardo was stuffy and I felt like some clean air." Isolde brushed an errant hair out of her face. "Something stirs in the jungle. It is an evil that I cannot place. It is something that should not be… it feels like an unholy union of lizard and bat. Fortuna tells me she sees Green Blighting the Jungle. I see something out of place, Tindal. It is not safe here. We leave at dawn." 

Isolde sat by the fire and stroked Dr'ukmar's mane. A golden shimmer left Isolde's hand and surrounded the lion. He lifted his head. "What have you done to me?" he shouted as his face contorted. He found that his fur was disappearing, that his mane was receding to the top of his head alone. His front paws turned to hands and his rear to feet. He sat and blinked the eyes of the Hairless Ape. "What have you done?" 

Isolde looked at him and smiled. "To the human, you are human. A disguise to aid you in the cities of Sri Raji. I give the same to the boar, but not the vulture. I see a departure by her. She leaves with the Carnival, it is her choice." 

Dr'ukmar looked at Trenjic. "Is this true?" 

The vulture tried to look sheepish. "I was thinking it." 

Dr'ukmar's face softened. "Then Vessa's prophecy is coming to pass. You are leaving us for places far off. I would be angry, but the prophecy could have meant me." 

Trenjic nodded. "I'm glad you understand, Dr'ukmar. There is a saying amoung vultures: 'A dead lion may save you from hunger, but a live lion will save you from death.' You are my live lion, don't let anything change that." 

Dr'ukmar smiled. A strange expression for one who has never done it before. "Peace of the Pride to you, Trenjic of the Greyfeathers. May we meet again before the Animal Ancestors take us." 

Trenjic nodded again. "Peace be with you." 

Dr'ukmar and S'cra'car wandered through the Jungles of Sri Raji in their new forms. Dr'ukmar silently complaining the entire way about the limitations of the new body. 

S'cra'car lifted a hand and pointed to a section of the jungle that a strange noise was coming from. "It sounds like carts." S'cra'car said. 

Dr'ukmar nodded and crept up through the plants. He did indeed see a cart, and the driver saw him. It was a woman wrapped in green silk. Dr'ukmar noticed she smelled familiar, but could not place why. 

"Hello, and greetings. Are you lost, friend?" she asked. 

"Er, yes. Myself and my friend are trying to get to the closest settlement. Can you help us?" D'rukmar asked. 

"Of course! Here, sit in the back of my cart." The animals obliged the woman. "I don't see many people on the roads. What are your names?" 

"Dr.. Dramman, I'm Dramman," said Dr'ukmar, "and my companion is Saracen." 

"Oh, my name is Dottir, Astranni Dottir," The woman said, smiling. "and perhaps you can help me with a problem I have." 

"Astranni, what is that mark on your neck?"

Dottir clasped a hand over her neck, covering the still healing cut. "I was attacked. There was a fight and an evil creature hurt me. He plans to kill me and I have done nothing!" Dottir managed to cry convincingly. "I tried to visit him as he was an old friend, but something in our past made him hostile to me. He got all of his companions to hurt me." 

Dr'ukmar stiffened. "They attacked you? And you are a woman?" Dr'ukmar had a rudimentary grasp of the ways of the Hairless Ape. 

"Yes, oh the monsters!" Dottir sniffed. "I could not defeat them, I am only a poor defenseless woman." 

"Perhaps we help?" S'cra'car said. 

Dottir guided the cart to the nearest settlement, a small village called Muwambi. She arranged for the three of them to have lodgings in the local tavern. That night, after Dr'ukmar had gone to bed, she plied S'cra'car with drink. "So, where are you and your friend from?" she asked, pouring S'cra'car his seventh pitcher of wine. 

"Oh, the, the, hic, Jungle." S'cra'car said, "We on verra secret missssssion for King Crocorocodile." He giggled. 

King Crocodile? The ruler of the Wildlands? Dottir thought, "And what does King Crocodile want you and Dramman to do?" 

"Find a ssssssssnake. A slithery, slimy snake." S'cra'car chuckled, then fell to the floor, dead drunk. Dottir nudged him with her foot. 

"A snake, eh?" She smiled and went to her room to prepare. 

Dottir locked the door to her room as soon as she entered. Fooling the lord of a domain was not an easy task, but she had done it before. Granted, that was the idiot Maligno, a puppet without strings, but she had managed it. 

She reached into a bag and pulled out a large, well-cared-for book. She opened it about half way and began reading out loud. "The Contingency spell allows a mage to store a spell without having to memorize it. To do this the mage must..." She murmered over the last few lines. Picking her spells wisely, Dottir read until dawn. If her plan went well, then Drinnik Shoehorn would lose more than his baby. 


On Jeris, the pinpoint eyes of the tiny necklace figurine sparkled, moreso than they should have in the light. The glow seemed to come from within, and Celestar's image within the orb pulsed with a thin halo of light as well. 

"I sense where your eyes are gazing, Nepherim," Celestar contacted his captor sternly. "She is innocent and pure; do not lay a hand on her. You will not be pleased with the reaction." 

The Nephirim continued to gaze at Jeris. On this we agree Fallen One--she is pure, if misguided. She has not yet followed some of her companions into darkness. Fear not… I will not harm her. I simply want something she has and I will get it without causing her distress. I do not wish to harm the innocent, only those deserving of divine retribution. 

Trebor handed Evee a scroll and the group disappeared back to Lamordia. 

Come, Garudos, we must follow them back to the land they call Lamordia. There I will free you of darkness. 

The Nephirim turned and headed toward the land known as Lamordia. He did not hurry his pace but Garudos got the feeling that the journey would not take as long as it should have. 

Celestar focused inward, away from the prying eyes and thoughts of the Nepherim. He knew that he could not contact Jeris directly; the magic he used to create the amulet would not allow for that; but he might be able to make Jeris aware of something amiss before the Nepherim arrived back in Lamordia. 

Once again, the eyes of the figurine began to glow, just as they did in close proximity to Celestar in Barovia. Celestar knew that Jeris would get some sort of feeling from it, but whether she acknowledged it as something important or dismissed it is another matter altogether...


As Pendal and Mina attempted to treat Carith's wounds, the Banite priestess continued to twitch. Finally, her hand fell away from her mouth, and she lay limply on the floor of the cavern. She tried to gasp out something, but it came out as a meaningless whisper. Pendal wiped at his brow as he directed Hala's healing energy into her, while Mina quickly checked her pulse. The red-haired woman was unconscious, likely from the pain, but her heart still beat. For the moment at least. 

A quick, muttered chant was heard off to the side, and a small sphere of yellow light sprang into being, held in the palm of the scarred young anchorite. Kolos checked his blade, eyes narrowed in thought, then he gasped in surprise at the scene before him. Carith, Mina, Brom, and Pendal were revealed in the tiny light he held, but so was the prone form of... Father Wayfinder?! The elder anchorite lay in a heap, his salt-and-pepper hair showing stark white... except for the crown of his head, which was flecked with glistening red blood.  "Daymon! Where are you?! The Father is hurt! Daymon!!" The cry rang out ragged from a hoarse throat. 

Quickly the magical light began to fade as well, swallowed again by the encroaching blackness. The sound of the flying debris continued, perhaps even picking up speed. As the entire area faded to darkness once more, Mina and Brom both became aware of a... presence in the chamber. A definite, malevolent presence... or perhaps more than one. 

Brom scanned the darkness, looking for the cause of the assault. Briefly his mind flashed with possibilities as to what might be near them. 

The concussive blows. The malevolent presence. The screams. What did they... 

The screams! 

The priests had been lured down into the cavern by a wailing moan. A banshee would be much more obvious. Something from the Shadow Rift maybe? Here? Doubtful. The only other possibility was... 

Hoping that Evee's sword would be enough, he waited for the darkness to make the first move.

Mina reached under her cloak and flicked the release switch on her crossbow. She slid her fingers over the pre-loaded bolt to reassure herself that all was ready... just in case. 

Pendal quickly stepped away from the priestess' body, sheathing his dagger and drawing his bastard sword. A sharp *click* resonated as it fully assembled itself. He would have preferred to rush to the aid of Father Wayfinder, but circumstances dictated otherwise. 

Suddenly Mina, Pendal, and Brom were assaulted by horrific images that seemed to spring out of nowhere, fully formed visions of bloodshed and madness. Scenes of days-long torture, oceans of blood, rivers of pain... all these played themselves out in their minds' eyes in an instant, an onrushing tide of murder and horror that threatened to sweep them under in its strength. 

Before they could even fully comprehend what was happening, the circling rush of stones changed direction--and began flying at them, glancing off their heads, shoulders, and hands, nearly jarring their weapons loose. 

In Brom's mindscape, there existed a small room that could be easily identified as an alchemist's lab. Suddenly, one of the jars tipped over. An acid suddenly began to drip out of the locked cabinets. Within moments, the cabinets burst open, spilling their contents. In moments, the entire room was in shambles. Brom opened his eyes, an insane gleam in them marking what had occured in his mindscape. Grinning manically while ignoring the shards that crashed into his abused form, his eyes fixed on Kolos. 

Without warning, a blast centered on the anchorite. A warm glow blew out from the center of Kolos, warming the skin and leaving the body completely intact. At the same time, within the flash, which quickly engulfed Pendal, Mina, Brom and the two fallen priests, all connection to the Negative Material Plane ceased, causing a pocket of positive energy to spring into being. A second later, the flash receded.

Dropping to the ground, Mina summoned her power reserve. The flying rocks seemed to ricochet in mid air, rebounding towards Kolos who continued to laugh vindictively as his eyes glowed at them from across the cavern. With the stones re-routed, the distraction they had caused was also removed. The images of blood and the deep-rooted terror they brought with them filled her and began to grow. As the visions filled her mind, the smells of blood and smoke, screems of pain and fear ripped at her heart and mind. 

NO! Mina cried inside her mind. Not now! Stop! She clamped her eyes shut and concentrated hard. The images faded slightly as she mentally pushed past them. Her eyes burst open with a glare of determination behind them. 

With her head clear the sound of sick laughter found her ears again. The first voice was no longer alone, but had been joined by another voice. A closer voice. Brom had fugued, but apparently that small roadblock had been overcome. That could not be good. The cold, hard look in his eyes and the edge held in his laughter caused fear to run through her. It had all been too much for him, the priestess, the visions. He was overloaded. He'd gone back... 

As the flash engulfed Kolos' body, he screamed again, and the light flashing in his eyes winked out. The scream was choked off abruptly, as though his vocal cords had snapped, and he raised his hands to tear at the sides of his head. A faint smile crossed his face, and the young anchorite--who no longer appeared so young--fell forward onto his face, landing in a boneless heap on the cold stone floor. 

A greenish-yellow vapor flowed upward from his body, coalescing into a vaguely-humanoid outline. The vaporous figure threw back its own head, crying out in unmistakable pain. This scream--distinctly inhuman--echoed back and forth along the cavern walls until it sounded like a choir of demons heralding the end of the world. 

Mina and Pendal immediately felt as though their heads were gripped in vises, tightening slowly and inexorably. The warped images of horror continued to flash across their minds, wearing away at their respective discipline and faith. Blood began to flow from their ears and noses... 

An internal explosion in slow motion. This was what it felt like as the demonic scream crashed into Mina's mind. Heat rushed to her head, her ears seemed to burn. In her hand she could still feel the stone Brom had handed to her. Concentrating on steeling her mind against the sound, she squeezed the stone. The power contained inside it began to stir. It grew warm in her hand as it awoke. A green flash materialized in the midst of the group, bursting outwards, covering them. As the light expanded, the stone in her hand crumbled until what was left flowed between her fingers like sand. 

Still giggling insanely, standing just within Mina's shield, Brom glanced around, looking for his target. He saw it all so clearly now. "It's out there you know," he murmured, stalking back and forth like a caged animal. "Always out there. But I know how to stop it. If only for a while. Always watching it is. There in the darkness, the shadows. Always watching. Always waiting. But I know how to stop it. No more calling in the darkness. No more threats. No more missing babies, stolen by the dark. No more!" 

Once again, another blast of Positive energy flooded the area, farther from Brom in a random area of the cave. Then another, and another and another, each in a different area. 

Mina stared at Brom. He's ranting, she thought. He's completely losing control. This can't happen. With a jolt of energy, she jumped at Brom, hands outstretched. Her hands curled like claws, she tangled her fingers into his hair, holding his head still. 

"No! Don't you see--they are there! Out there! Watching! I can see them! Always in darkness! Stop! What are you doing?" Brom babbled as he struggled against the pressure Mina was placing on his head. He pushed on her, trying to move her off of him. The more he pushed, the harder she dug her nails into his scalp. 

"Stop fussing, junior, or I'll blast you 20 feet into this floor and forget about you." Mina sputtered. 

As though about to respond to her comment, Brom stopped his darting eyes and looked directly at her. This was what she had hoped for--direct eye contact always made these things easier. At his first glance she pinned him with a hard, soul-defying stare. 

Around her the outside world began to blur. All that existed in her world were Brom's empty eyes. These soon began to disappear into the fog that surrounded her. The fog solidified into the blackness of a dreamless sleep. That sight carried with her, held in the back of her mind when her eyes opened again. 

_____________________________________________

Before her was a disaster--there was no other way to describe it. Though she had prepared herself for such a scene, she could not have prepared herself for what would actually be waiting for her when she arrived in Brom's head. Each mindscape was unique, as individual as the person to whom it belonged; some were lavish mansions, others were treacherous mountains and steppes. 

She now found herself standing in an alchemist's lab--one that looked like it had recently been ransacked. Cabinets and drawers were opened or knocked to the floor. Papers and books were spilled around. Tables, chairs and stools were toppled, some broken into pieces. But the worst feature was a thick green liquid that had collected in pools on the wood-plank floor. The floor showed extensive damage... as though it was being eaten away by some unseen foe. This attracted her attention above all else. This is what she had come for. The acid that ate away at the floor was the madness that was eating away at his mind. 

In a corner of the shop, behind a toppled chair, Mina spied a fallen mop. As she approached and reached for it she saw a bucket on the floor beside it. Good--the tools were still here; she wouldn't have to manufacture her own. Grasping both objects, she gave the mop a quick shake. Watching her step so as to avoid direct contact with the acid, she crossed the room to the sink and water pump at the far side. Reaching the sink she pumped water into the bucket and set herself to work. 

Cleaning the acid was a sensitive business. Should her skin and the acid meet, the results would not be pleasant. Just as this acid was the source of Brom's madness, so it could become the source of hers, should it infect her. If that happened, she would not only fugue and be unable to help Brom, but she would also be unable to aid the rest of the group in their present battle. 

The work went slowly due to the extra care with which she worked... but she had to get it all. When she felt secure that the acid was gone she turned her attention to the rest of the mess. Long minutes passed, and the room returned to the order it had once known with neatly stacked shelves, organized equipment, and a clean floor. Her psionic intuition guided her as she replaced the objects where she felt they should be. If she was correct, this would be enough to set things right for Brom. 

With a final glance over the room, Mina closed her eyes and relaxed her mind.

_____________________________________________ 

As she closed her eyes she felt herself drift out of the alchemist's shop. After a moment of blackness, she could again feel the coolness of the cavern, could hear Brom's breathing and the tension in her fingers still tightly wound in his hair. Mina drew a deep breath, and relaxed her grip. Her hand fell from his head completely as she blacked out.

It was like the first breath of air after being submerged for a long period of time. One moment the darkness was watching him constantly, searching for weaknesses. The next, he was focused again, and staring up into Mina's soft, green eyes. Time seemed to linger for a moment as he realized what had happened. 

"Tha-" he began, when she suddenly collapsed on top of him, exhausted from her work in his mind. Carefully rolling her off him, Brom stared out at the darkness and prayed that he was right. 

"Pendal!" he yelled, hoping to be heard above the wind. "I think it's a Caller in Darkness! The images aren't real! Ignore them and we might be able to stop it!" 

With his darkvision, Brom could see the shield power flickering. Without Mina, it was quickly losing stability. As the rocks smashed against it, the Shaper considered what he could possibly do, when all of a sudden it hit him. Concentrating, he created 5 walls of ectoplasm, effectively boxing them in. There wasn't much air, but at least the creature couldn't force its powers through. Taking stock of their situation, Brom gathered that they might have five to ten minutes of air, maximum. 

"We need a plan, and we need it fast," he muttered, moving to check if the others were all right. 

Pendal held his position, using his sword to slice some of the rocks coming toward him neatly in two and dodging the others. As he did this he found an ectoplasmic barrier blocking the incoming boulders. Turning, he saw a seemingly sane but weary Brom standing over Mina's body. As she was apparently breathing, Pendal dismissed the idea that she had met with an untimely demise. With the moment of peace he'd been granted by the wall, the halfling took the new information into account. 

A Caller, eh? Pendal thought to himself. Vicious things they are. Many tortured and damned souls, all combined to create a living nightmare. "All in one tidy little package." Pendal smirked. The Halite doubted even he'd be able to turn such a creature. Suddenly, a thought struck him. He knelt on the ground and laid his sword upon his lap. Uttering prayers to Hala for strength and protection, the vorpal edge of his sword began emitting a holy light. 

The creature's unearthly screams separated and multiplied, while losing none of their intensity. Blood continued to seep from Pendal's ears as the halfling immersed himself in his prayers for the coming physical combat. A warrior sees many horrific things over his life--comrades cleaved and bloodied and burned, friends gasping their last breaths of air into his face... but few see so many in their minds' eye, all at once. So much pain, so much suffering, all at once. 

Straining to see through the shimmery ectoplasmic walls boxing them in--and the images flashing through their heads--the two conscious adventurers could make out the yellowish form above Kolos evaporating as well. Once again it curled in on itself, becoming the cold, caustic fog that flowed around the borders of the "box" the Shaper had created. The shimmery fog expanded, flowing all around the ectoplasmic box itself, latching on like some sort of ethereal jelly. As it did so, the green walls bent inward, as though a giant hand was squeezing them from all sides. Brom grimaced with the strain of keeping his creations in place. Nonetheless, the Shaper sensed the creature is in pain. They have hurt it, pained it... but it is not dead yet. 

In the darkness, Daymon, Father Wayfinder, Mina, and Carith each lay silent and unconscious. Brom and Pendal exchanged a glance, knowing that they alone must find the answer if anyone was to ever reawaken. The storm of rocks and stones continued to hammer away at the ectoplasm as well, and the tormented howling of the creature continued to grow impossibly louder. 


Pacing like a caged animal Jasper mumbled to himself as he walked the floor. "I knew I should have stayed in the Goat." He gave the servents an icy stare. "At least no one shot me while I was there."

From down beside the fireplace a soft coo was heard. As Jasper picked the babe up it began to smile. Attempting to get the child to go to sleep Jasper began purring an old lullaby. 

After Carrick and Megan explained that the Carrick boys were missing, the group looked at each other in confusion.

"Okay, we need to find the Carrick boys... but that won't be difficult. I already have a location spell set up and I'm sure we can find something of theirs in the house. After that, we need to cure Carrick and that I have no idea how to do without locating the original lycanthrope and killing it. We have to track it down, but it could be anywhere." Trebor spoke on, apparently unaware that he had just revealed Carrick’s secret to his servants.

At Trebor's words, Carrick's face paled to the color of the snow outside, and he dropped the scarf and the tunic he was holding. The muscular merchant sagged against the wall of the house, all the strength gone from his legs. Covering his face with his hands, he shuddered, as though he could feel the wide-eyed stares of his servants on him. 

And perhaps he could. Rethel stumbled backwards and dropped into a hard wooden chair, his green-gold eyes threatening to burst from their sockets. Talia also looked shocked, the sharp lines of her face standing out, her hands covering her mouth. Herger closed his eyes and grimaced, shaking his head and muttering to himself.

"By all the gods, Master Carrick," Rethel said in a weak, pleading whisper, his musket falling from his numb hands to clatter on the floor. "Tell us it ain't so, sir. Tell us yer not the beast come ta slay yer own boys... tell us there's another story, and... and make us believe it." 

Carrick didn't look up, but shook his head slowly. When he spoke, it was in a weak, hoarse voice utterly unlike his normal hearty baritone. "I can't, Rethel. I would give every last bit of gold and silver I have to be able to... but I can't. These... adventurers have agreed to help me. They... they know the full story."

He slowly pulled himself to his full height, still leaning heavily against the wall. "And they can tell you what they know. I... I place myself in your hands. My servants, my friends, you who've been with me since before the boys were born--you shall judge me. You shall be my jury. And if you cannot see your way to help me with this--to help me find Jacob and Xander and rescue them--then you shall be my executioners as well." 

He walked unsteadily toward the door, pulling it open and placing the palm of one hand against the frame. Looking back, his eyes--weary, bloodshot, and overbright--carried a sadness that made his next words unnecessary. They met the gaze of each of the Taverners, then moved back to his servants. 

"I will await your verdict... out here in the daylight. It seems appropriate--since all my sins are to be revealed today. May the Bright Lady guide your decision." 

With that, Carrick stumbled through the doorway and out into the morning air. A gust of wind slammed the door with a CRASH. 

Rethel remained silent, a stunned look on his face. He stared out into space, apparently oblivious to anything but the turmoil of his own thoughts. Talia also did not speak--a curiously blank look covers her own features as well. 

Herger shook his head again, muttering under his breath. The fat man strode purposefully out the doorway to the hall and returned with a stack of wooden cups and a bottle of an amber colored liquid. 

Setting these on the countertop, he uncorked the bottle and poured three strong drinks. His movements were quick and deft despite his size, and some of the Taverners recalled he was once a bouncer and bartender before Carrick hired him. As he passed one to Rethel and one to Talia, the strong aroma of fermented apples became evident. 

Rethel gulped down the flog whiskey and Herger poured him another, downing his own drink at the same time. Talia, for her part, sipped at the liquor while still looking dazed. 

After a few moments, Herger cleared his throat. 

"I thought somethin' close to that," he admitted, pouring another cup for himself. "He wouldn't tell me what that thing was that I helped him kill... and it's left its mark on him, just as dangerous as any wild beast o' the wood." He appeared to think for another moment before continuing. "Regardless o' the curse that floats in his veins, he's still me employer... and me friend," he declared. "And whatever the rest o' ye think, I won't blame the man fer somethin' not o' his doin'." 

Looking out, Castor spied Carrick sitting in front of the tailor shop across the street, squinting into the morning sun. Motioning to the merchant, he crooked his fingers in a "come here" gesture. Hesitantly, Carrick complied, returning to the house with a look of resolution on his face. 

Prepared for their decision... even if they decide to kill him, the blademaster thought, a grudging respect for the unfortunate man building up within him. 

The half-elf's own instincts still warred inside him--on one hand, Carrick was a monster, and had probably killed dozens of innocent people. In that way he was no different than the horde of werecreatures Castor had slain without a qualm over the years. On the other... his sons were innocents. And they were lost... alone... and afraid. And they needed their father, whatever he was. 

And what was it about the boys that kept Castor's mind returning to them? Something in their eyes... their innocence, perhaps? Their lack of prejudice and judment? What was it that seemed so... familiar? 

Shaking himself, the half-elf pushed open the door, allowing Abel Carrick to re-enter the shop.

Megan was silent in the conversation until now, but the time for her to speak had come. She had been in deep thought and had been unaware of all that transpired after Carrick's announcement as a lycanthrope much like herself, but the hope of a cure did fall upon her ears. 

"You mean to say there is a cure for this curse? Then I also seek a cure, but first, I must regain my true form, for if the curse removes the beast, but not this form, then I may never be truly human again. I too must face the beast that first started this affliction and slay it then? I killed the beasts that infected me, but I do not know if any of them were the first of their bloodlines." 

Megan stood and removed her hood, letting Herger and Rethel see her form for the first time. They were aghast at her appearance, though after Carrick, they appeared somewhat less alarmed than they might have. Then Megan strode to the table where the others were gathered. 

"I will seek out my own beast when all is dealt with here. Until then, I owe my services to my friends, the very people in this room. I will help find Carrick's children and halt the deeds of the woman who caused suffering for so many of you. Only when all that is done will I be able to concentrate on getting myself free of the burden that struggles to destroy others." 

The witch sighed, her eyes filled with sadness. 

Grigg remained silent throughout all the recent events. But he snapped out of his reverie quickly as Megan lowered her hood. After Megan finished, Grigg fished the cloth- wrapped medallion found in the empty grave of Carrick's wife and set it on the table. 

"I'm thinking perhaps I should not be carrying this for the time being. We still do not know exactly what it is, but we do know that its presence is quite unpleasant to Master Carrick. Since we now have a few more knowledgable faces in the group, perhaps one of them can shed some light on its nature." 

With that he unwrapped the silver medallion and stepped back from the table. 

Instantly Megan cringed back from the medallion, unable to stop herself. She took a few quick steps away and averted her eyes, compelled by some force as unknowable and uncompromising as the beast inside her blood. Try as she might, she could not look upon the amulet.

Mirroring Megan's instinctive action, Carrick lurched back from the tabletop, turning to face the wall behind him. His breathing was once again rapid, and his pounding pulse was evident in a vein along the side of his neck. Turning to the side to look at his servants, he struggled to get the words out. 

"I take it that you have decided to aid me, rather than... than kill me. I thank you for that, my friends--inadequate words, but true all the same." 

Herger glared pointedly at Rethel and Talia, who shared a concerned glance before nodding, resigned. "We'll help ye... but what must we do?" Herger asked, addressing the Taverners. "If ye can locate the lads with a simple bit o' magic, then get castin', I say!" 

Trebor nodded. "Could you draw a rough map of the local area? Nothing special, just the houses in the town and a few miles around?" The tiefling passed Herger a piece of parchment and a stick of something resembling charcoal. A few minutes later the map was ready, and he began to read his scroll. Once the fire had burned itself out the ash began to flow over the map and settled over a specific spot. 

"They're there" said Trebor, indicating the spot on the map. "Thats where we'll find them, do you know anything of that place?" 

Herger scratched his head as he studied the rough map he had drawn, frowning for a few moments. 

"I don't know. That point's only about five miles north an' west o' here... an' maybe three or four from the city o' Mitternacht. But it's in the middle o' the woods, not in some settlement... how could they have gotten there?" 

"She must have taken them, Herger," Rethel put in, his voice drawn and tired. The lean huntsman shifted back in the chair; it creaked under his weight. "But why? Why would she want that? And even if she is such a beast as could sacrifice her own blood, why... why take both o' the boys, 'stead o' just the one she wanted?" 

"Maybe she didn't," Talia said softly, apparently recovered from her shock. When she continued, it was in a firm tone of voice. "I'm not convinced that it's Mistress Revka--no mother could do that to her children. But whatever took them might have chosen one. And no matter which one, the other might have followed on his own--you both know how protective the lads are of each other..." 

"Who's with me for a bit of a jaunt into the forest?" Trebor looked around, fully expecting everyone to want to come, with the exception of Drinnik who was still cowering under a cloak.

The gypsy who reentered the room was the first to answer: "Well, I don't know about you Trebor, or the others who are less human than most, but I think we should get some sleep. I feel like this whole night lasted a month instead!" Everyone noticed that Charneka has taken his Vistani winter coat off and they saw his beautiful silver rapier, his two smokepowder guns and half a dozen throwing knifes hanging on a chest belt. The gypsy added: " What do you all think?" 

Trebor looked slightly annoyed. "I tend to avoid sleep as a rule... and besides, the children might change location before you wake up." 

Evee interupted "Well, Charneka, we don't know why these kids were kidnapped. I think it would be better to go after the Carrick kids and to bring them back safely... and then go to sleep. But I agree with you--I could easily fall asleep where I'm standing..." 

"I have to agree with Evee" Megan stood and tried to look as directly at the others as she can without facing the item that appeared so menacing to her. "I have no idea when I last slept, but I am not tired at this time. Myself and Carrick will be of use in tracking the children more accurately as our sense of smell is far superior to most of you. Even with that map, our skills may be invaluable at this time. Now please put that charm away." 

Evee waved to Grigg, and he put the amulet back inside his beltpouch. "I haven't slept for the last 20 hours or so... but I think the kids need us more then we do need sleep." 

After Grigg put the charm away, Carrick breathed a noticeable sigh of relief and turned to face the rest of the group once more. "I know it's been some time since you've slept... but I was fortunate enough to get a couple of hours of rest before this happened. And... and I won't be able to rest anymore anyway--not when I don't know where my children are." 

The merchant turned to Trebor. "If avoiding sleep will not harm you, then I would go with you. Because of what I've become, I can follow the boys' scent... immediately. The problem is that if I... if I... that is, if I lose control and change, I won't merely want to find them. I'll want to... to..." 

Carrick broke off, apparently unable to continue. Herger extended the bottle of flog to him, but he waved it off. "No... I need to be in control of myself. As much as I can, at least. If any of you will go with me now, then I will try to find them. If you will not, then... then I suppose I will go alone."

Grigg replied simply, "You will not go alone. I will go with you." 

"OK," Evee said, nodding. "Then let's start the search. Can everybody be ready in 10 minutes ?" 

All nodded, and Evee took up her backpack. Some then noted that Evee never scattered her things and thus was always ready to go at a moment's notice. She adjusted her short sword carefully and looked longingly at her empty long sword scabbard. Realizing she had given her only magical sword to Brom, she turned to the group and inquired, "Anybody have a magical sword to pass this way? I seem to be... er... momentarily light." 

Trebor reached into his pouch and pulled out a heavy iron sword. "It's quite heavy, I warn you--I use it to fight fiends." He placed it on the floor and pulled out another scroll to read. The scroll crumbled to dust and a blue light appeared in its place. The light floated over the sword and settled on it, giving it a healthy blue glow for a few seconds before the light died away. Trebor picked up the sword and handed it to Evee. "It's not enchanted forever, just a few days... but it is quite potent so it should serve you well." 

Evee took the sword and began testing it for balance. While heavier than her other blade, it nonetheless felt good in her hand.  

"Hold on, I'll be right back," Jeris said, running upstairs. A moment later she came back down, with a new pouch hanging from her belt. 

As she came back down, Mo'Dahl watched her. Such a pure child... She would be excellent to feast on. But no, not yet. There will be more... but first I will have fun with this one, he thought. Turning to look at the rest of the group, a small smile appeared on his face. Fools! Their brains will be a treat when I have finished with them! 

As Jeris returned with the bag, Castor glanced up from where he and Evee were talking. He sighed, again hoping the young girl would be careful with the powerful being she held imprisoned. 

The flicker of movement from Mo'Dahl caught his eye, and the expression on the human's face seemed--just for a moment--dangerous. Castor's eyes narrowed, and he vowed silently to keep an eye on the grey-clad newcomer. As before... something just wasn't right about him. Something different... and something vaguely familiar... 

Then again, the Carrick boys seemed familiar as well, but he knew beyond any doubt that he'd never met them before. Perhaps he was overreacting, his protective attitude toward Jeris causing him to imagine dangers where there were none. 

And perhaps not... 

At this thought, Castor noticed the eyes on the figurine around her neck lit up suddenly, sparkling from within. Jeris did not seem to notice it yet, although a look of discomfort crossed her face and she unconsciously put a hand over the charm... 

"Jeris," Castor whispered softly. "Your necklace... is there something wrong with it? Is it hurting you? What's happening?" 

Jeris looked up, then noticed her hand on the amulet. "Oh.. It's... warning me, I think. I'm not sure what, but I think there's something dangerous coming." 

As the others made preparations to leave, Castor pulled one of the strings of jewels he retrieved from Charneka along with his battleaxe. Concentrating, he touched the capacitor to his forehead and leeched the psionic energy from it--the reddish sparks flowed outward from the stone and into his eyes, beneath his closed eyelids. 

Then he replaced the used capacitor in the pouch at his belt, and extended his clasped hands before him. His fingers contorted and wove among each other, forming a painfully complicated design. He remained in this position until everyone else was ready to go, lost in a meditative exercise. 

When the others were ready, Evee tapped him on the shoulder, and he turned to face her. 

Ready to go? she asked him silently. 

Yes... but I don't mind telling you this is strange. I never... EVER... thought I'd be helping a werebeast for any reason. My instincts are telling me the same thing Dmitri's were telling him--to kill Carrick and be done with it. Are we fooling ourselves into thinking we can cure him? Who knows how many people he's killed or infected in the past two years? 

Evee looks sad, but remains silent. Castor grimaced and put an arm around her. 

I'm sorry. I didn't mean... I'm sorry. We must be doing the right thing, right? You're sure of it, right? 

The blademaster looked Evee in the eyes, watching her carefully. She nodded once. 

Yes. For the boys. No one should have to grow up without their parents. No one. 

The two stared directly at each other for what seemed a very long moment. Then Castor nodded and gave her a gentle squeeze. 

Then we do what we can. For Jacob, and Xander. 

As she looked out into the cold night, Anna stopped and shivered "Um I think I will stay here with the baby. If Mr. Drinnik cannot be out in the sunlight then he will be little help if the child needs it. But perhaps I can help in another way." 

She cleared her throat and began to chant. "By the will of the Bright Lady, let all things of darkness flee from the light. By the will of the Bright Lady it will be done." 

As she spoke, all (except Mo'Dahl) felt a warm glow encompass them. 

"By the will of the Bright Lady let their bodies be forced anew. Let your refreshing light shine on them." As she touched each of them they felt refreshed as if they had rested for a full night (protection from evil + dispel fatigue). 

Megan rummaged through her bag after the amulet was put away, listening to the others and most concernedly to Carrick's worry of losing control. Deep in the bric-a-brac she carried about, she found a small pouch, sniffed it and nodded in recognition. She then closed the bag, shouldered it and walked back to the group. 

"Carrick, if you are worried about losing control and becoming a beast again, take some of this. It will help fight off the change but only for a few hours at most. Plenty of time to get you somewhere you won't hurt anyone." 

She thinks for a moment as she handed over the small pouch and followed up what she just said in a slightly threatening tone: "If you should change though--without warning, even though there should be plenty--if you wish to harm anyone in this group, I will see you won't. If need be, I will harm you if you try to hurt others, but I will not make a point of it to kill you, only to stop you hurting my friends." 

She then smiled at Carrick and nodded to the others. Somehow, though her smile was pleasant, there was a menacing undertone that could not be ignored easily. 

Hesitating only for an instant, Carrick reached out to take the offered bag. Sniffing at the contents, he jerked away and looked thoughtfully at the wolf-woman. 

"Under different circumstances... well, under different circumstances we two wouldn't have much to talk about, would we?" he said softly, a sad smile tugging at the left corner of his mouth. "But thank you for your offer... for both of them. 

"If I do... change again, then yes--do whatever you have to do. I would add no one else to the list of those I've... harmed. Thank you, Megan. I am indebted to you, as I am to all your friends. However this... turns out, I will be forever grateful for the kindness of strangers." 

The merchant took a step away and moved toward the kitchen, apparently intending to take the concoction immediately. At the last moment, before passing through the door, he turned back to the wolf-woman. "Are you a religious woman?" 

Surprised at the question, Megan nodded. 

"I've never been a religious man... never found the time for it, I suppose. Do you think such indifference can anger the gods so much that they would heap a curse upon the indifferent one? Take away his wife, his children... and his very humanity, all in one fell swoop? And if so... when are they satisfied that the punishment is enough?" 


Elsewhere, near the city limits, the Hunter felt the pull of its prey renewed. "He is near..." it thought. The thought of being so close to completing its mission made the Hunter's mouth water with anticipation. 

Casting its eyes skyward, the creature noted the lightening of the horizon as dawn approached. Best to find shelter and wait for night to fall again, rather than alert the dwellers of this city to its prescence. 

Moving stealthily to a boarded up home, set apart from the rest, the Hunter spotted the angled doors leading into the home's root cellar. The doors were chained, but the Hunter's strength snapped the bonds easily as he heaved upward on the doors. 

The Hunter found a spot deep in the shadows and seated itself. As sunlight showed itself feebly through the cracks of the door hinges, the Hunter picked absentmindedly at a series of scabs, uncovering fresh scar tissue. Leaning back against the cold, earthen wall the Hunter grinned, baring his jagged teeth. One word rumbled through the confines as he closed his eyes. 

"Tonight..." 


Pendal scanned the chaos surrounding him, his grip tightening as he saw the ectoplasmic barrier begin to buckle under the relentless assault of rocks. A quick second glance at Brom showed that simply maintaining the barrier was an effort in and of itself. He looked over at the newcomer standing in the corner, who had been fairly silent until recently. Swallowing his pride, he called out to her. 

"Hey! Do you have anything that might harm or distract a malicious undead spirit? A positive energy burst would be useful, but anything else that could grab its attention or help my friend here would be greatly appreciated." 

Pendal's words were almost--but not quite--swallowed up in the unearthly howling of the creature that still crushed against Brom's ectoplasmic barrier. Glancing over at the pile of unconscious forms, Pendal blinked to make certain his eyes were not playing tricks on him. The Banite priestess was struggling into a sitting position, her burned flesh slowly knitting together! 

The red-haired woman raised a hand and murmured a brief, soft chant. Cimmer, Brom, and Pendal all felt a surge of strength within them, granting them some small measure of additional courage (aid spell). 

Just as this happened, however, the sounds outside grew louder and louder... echoing in each of the trio's ears and obscuring any other sounds. Pendal and Brom both tried to speak, but if any sound came out it was lost in the chaos of noise. 

Mina began to stir. The fog of her dreams began to lift from her mind. Though the images had receded to their hiding spot in the back of her mind, the voices would not stop. Slowly she forced her eyes open. The greenish haze from her dream still surrounded her but now she recognized it as ectoplasm. The events of the last few minutes came back to her. Obviously Brom was doing much better then he had been. Focusing her eyes she could make out his legs from his seat on the ground beside her. Sitting up slowly, she rested her hand on Brom's. Focusing on the flow of his energy, she traced the ectoplasmic cell he had created, re-enforcing it with a wall of her own making. She was tired now and this took a little more effort then she was accustomed to using for a task such as this. 

Cimmer, with a new reserve of strength, shook her head. Boy, that thing... 

She winced a little... for she had some measure of compassion for undead creatures. Cimmer cried out to the undead, "Why are you doing this? You're hurt!" 

The undead thing didn't seem to want to listen and Cimmer used her magic to attack the undead. It seemed to work--if the monster's even shriller cries were any indication. She thought her eardrums would explode. 

Amid the pain, she realized--she was too close to the wildly thrashing monster. 

"Oh!" she shouted, as she darted out of harm's way, "Could use a little help!" 

If possible, the creature's freakish howling grew even louder, its echoing volume threatening to rupture everyone's eardrums. Cimmer's magic... did it hurt the creature, or merely enrage it? 

A crunching sound near Cimmer's feet caused her to look down--and immediately she wished she hadn't. The rocky floor of the cave was cracking open... fissures formed and ran beneath the adventurers' feet with a sound like a hungry wolf biting through a bone. More of the cold foglike substance began to seep up through the cracks, caressing each adventurer's body like a perverted imitation of a lover. 

Wherever the vapor touched bare skin, that skin instantly went numb, and the iciness of its touch threatened to steal the wounded's very life force... 

Cimmer regreted having the courage to stand up to ths creature and yelled in pain as she felt the coldness causing her to go numb. 

Need...need...oh help... she thought, panicked and wide-eyed at her inability to move. She tried to summon an ally but she lost her concentration as the weakness drew upon her. 

As Mina's force began to press at the walls, Brom let his connection with them drop. They would stay intact for a few more seconds, but that was all he could have kept them up anyway. Screaming a battle cry, he clumsily slashed at the creature with Evee's sword, hoping that pure determination would make up for what he lacked in skill.

As Brom slashed at the tendrils of fog, they seemed to coalesce slightly and jerk away. The howling turned into hisses of pain as the magical blade struck the mist. 

Suddenly the roomful of fog coalesced into three shimmery humanoid figures, definitely separate from each other. Their limbs were indistinct, diffusing into vague shapes as they moved outward from the central masses. 

And suddenly each one was looking pointedly at Brom and Mina... with a look in their spectral eyes that drifted somewhere between anger... and hunger… 

A moment later, both psions felt a power attempting to invade their bodies, to weaken them. Glancing down at her hand in shock, Mina saw her skin begin to grow dry and leathery... almost withering. Brom felt a change he cannot describe, a sudden weight beneath his eyes... 

Grunting in effort, Brom felt the attempted possession wear against his mind. Realizing that this might be his only time to attempt to understand the creature, he opened a mental funnel, creating a contact with the creature. Summoning the painful training he had received from the Mind Lord, he prepared to contact the undead mind. 

As the telepathic connection fell into place, Brom was buffeted by the expected waves of dementia --more scenes of blood and death, more violent madness. The storm of emotion--every bit as powerful as any storm in the physical world--rocked the Shaper, rattling his mental defenses, but not breaking them. As the creature realized this, a torrent of loathing rained down on Brom, loathing that quickly morphed into the sharper, stronger blade of hatred. 

The creature poured more of its madness into the link, seeking to drag Brom down with it. As he staggered from the onslaught, he managed to find a chink in the monster's own mind... and probed it cautiously. What he sensed was isolation, loneliness... and jealousy ?! 

Focusing on creating a protection from the encompassing wave of madness, Brom struck at the chink. Not with a physical weapon, but with a whip of energy. As the Ego Whip struck, he concentrated at focusing the jealousy against the form itself. 

Pendal had been watching the last few events with great interest. The creature had divided itself into three individual entities, all of whom were now devoting their full attention to the psions. With all the chaotic events of the past few moments, it seemed like this was the only chance he would have to catch this thing(s) off-guard. He scanned the ectoplasmic barrier for its weakest point, and upon determining it, used his blade to easily slice through it and charge toward the three spectral forms. Dodging the incoming debris and closing the gap in moments, he attacked the specters with his now holy blade, his battle cry eclipsing the screams coming from the entity. 

"Return to your Dark Masters fiend, and tell them Terrick sent ya!!!" 

As Pendal swung wildly, the shimmering creatures lurched away, desperately attempting to dodge the power of his holy weapon. One was fortunate enough to sweep itself aside, lashing out with a spectral hand at the back of the halfling's neck. The other was not, and let out a shrill cry of true pain as the weapon cleaved it in half. 

Pendal felt a cold, empty pain where the other creature made contact, and his strong warrior's heart skipped a beat as the deadening force moved inside of him. 

Cimmer, meanwhile, was recovering and crawling away from the crack in the ground. Brom had been keeping it busy so she had some time. She tried her best to dodge the nearby shadowy beast's claws. She chanted a death ward spell and focused it on Pendal, Mina, and Brom.

The nearby creature slashed madly at Cimmer and Cimmer ducked away again, laughing at it. "Go bother someone else!"  Inwardly, she just wanted to run away and leave them here to fight it but …

As Brom struck out with the Ego Whip power, he felt it lash home... and the jealousy within the was diluted by a wave of despair. As it happened, Brom was able to probe even more deeply--and was shocked at the familiar feel of the structured mental pathways in the creature's warped mind. Not a specific person he knew... but a way of thinking, of being... 

Meanwhile, the other two forms engaged Pendal and Cimmer. 

The air directly in front of the halfling's eyes suddenly burst alight, blinding him for the moment. Pendal felt a crunch as his sword was nearly knocked from his hand by a larger chunk of whirring rock. The other hand... tickled slightly, as though a dozen insects were crawling on it at once. 

Cimmer, meanwhile, was also rocked backward by some unseen concussive force. She steadied herself as best she could and started to ready another magical spell--but found to her horror that she could not speak! She moved her mouth to chant the words to the spell... and still no sound came out. The spectral fingers of the figure before her reached out toward the side of her face...

Cimmer gasped in horror and tried to back away. Panicking she tried to use her dagger, even her acid breath, but paused a moment. Cimmer felt a strange feeling and paled to a ghostly white color. It was something familar about this emotion but she couldn't remember exactly what. 

Blinking, she felt something deep inside her … she smiled showing her jagged teeth and put a hand on the shadow's hand. why is this familar to me? why can't I remember? why? oh man, I'm so calm...


Dmitri sped into the woods. Reaching the trees, he stripped quickly and took wolf-form as another enormous wolf, dappled black and tan, approached. 

What now, Dmitri? it asked voicelessly, with a twitch of the muzzle and gesture of the tail. 

Now, we find the curuvaasa--or whatever the beast is. I must speak to her. 

Speak to her? What do you have to say to the vile infectious mongrel? 

The slightly smaller, brown wolf gave the other a flat look and replied, I intend to make her an offer. 

The larger wolf shrugged slightly and said, What--a long death or a brief one? The People have found her trail. Come. We hunt. 

We seek, the smaller wolf corrected shortly. 

I hunt. You may do whatever you please. 

I will indeed. 

The larger wolf snorted slightly; the two wolves moved into the woods together, loping at the same speed but out of step. 

As the two enormous dire wolves padded through the forest, the sounds of the woods all around them, the scent of the People heavy in their nostrils--dried blood, fur damp from the melting snow, the excited pump of blood in their lupine veins--they each pondered the nature of the creature they sought. 

The lastborn's unfortunate and imprisoned--dogs--could breed with jackals, both of them knew. Through the human's hand in nature, even wild dogs could physically merge with the carrion-eaters, producing a creature with elements of both but which was truly neither one. But could the creations of the white god do the same? Could two breeds of moon-worshipers make their home in one body? Could auruvaasa and curuvaasa truly merge? Perhaps with the strengths of both and the weaknesses of neither? 

It was not a pleasant thought for Dmitri or Ivold. Not a pleasant thought at all. 

The black sky overhead was gradually giving way to daylight, the yellow god once more proving his dominion over the world. As the sky lightened, Dmitri's sharp ears alerted him to the sounds of the forest--the song of the lark, the stirring of the rodents in their burrows, the joyful call of the stag as it searched for its mate. The wood was awakening. 

The scent of the hybrid creature led them deeper into the forest to the northeast of Verlorenshaus. Glancing over his furred shoulder, Dmitri sees the Sleeping Beast mountain range at their backs. 

Eventually, the unique scent merged with the stink of dead flesh--the leavings of a jackal pack's meal... 


The Nephirim arrived in the Lamordian town moments before the group of adventurers left on a quest to save two more children from the clutches of evil. The Nephirim waited on the outskirts of town, knowing full well that the group must pass that way and that there was no need to draw unwarranted attention to himself. 

He smiled as he realized the irony of the moment. Fallen one, do you realize that you have come full circle since you left to discover the truth of the Orb? The Unity of Rings has been fulfilled--our journey together is near an end. You began your quest from this place, and you end your time in darkness here. A child took you from the light and now a child will return you. To hold true to the rule that binds the Multiverse, the rule of Threes, and complete your journey from light to darkness and back to light only one more event must take place... and that will come soon. Are you not happy you will be redeemed?
Celestar didn't answer. His mind was focused not on the Nepherim's words, but on the mysterious being's feelings. Redemption is fine, Celestar thought to himself, but trapping someone inside a talking rock is generally not a good way to make them trust you. I know you have a heart, Nepherim. You revealed its presence once, now I must see it in full. Who are you, and why are you truly here?

Celestar concentrated all his remaining energies onto the Nepherim's aura. Let me break through your darkness. 

The Nephirim shook his head as if the action would remove Celestar's voice from his mind. I have no darkness, leave me alone. 

Celestar paused, and addressed the Nephirim, Leave you alone? We are connected here; your thoughts to mine and mine to yours. It's not as though I have anyone else with whom to make conversation.

Focusing back on the Nepherim, Celestar resumed his soul-searching. You are shrouded in mystery; what is hidden in these shadows? You are a celestial, and we are of the same credo. Let me work with you, not against you... Show me the light, Nephirim, requested the trapped angel in the orb. 


Back at the Carrick house, the group gathered up most of their equipment and moved out. They felt rejuvenated by Anna's spell and Megan's herbal tonic as they left the jewelry shop and silently began their walk toward the north end of the village of Verlorenshaus. The group took great care so as not to wake up the militia, or to attract any other unwarranted attention. 

It was close to dawn and the first rays of the sun were slowly becoming visible. The town was quiet and silent, as one might expect of a small village in the early morning. Some of the adventurers were not accustomed to such quiet and wondered at the eerie image it presented them--a deadly quiet village, cold and snowy... as if all habitants had suddenly fled or died ... 

At the northern outskirts of the village, they rechecked their map to make certain they were still on course. After a few moments, they resumed their walk and chose a snowy but still passable trail. They saw no tracks preceding them... but the wind and the still-falling powder could well have erased any signs.

Trebor strode happily through the fresh snow, enjoying the crunching sound that came with walking over the virgin landscape of Lamordia. He was smiling and was taking deep breaths of the fresh morning air. The sun had just risen and was warming the frozen land and all seemed right with the demiplane. He walked up to Evee and Castor, who had taken point and were talking amongst themselves. 

"You know if I wasn't off the rescue some children and kill some horrible monster, I could really enjoy this. I love the fresh air on a brisk morning..." 

Castor and Evee turned and eyed Trebor strangely. 

"What?" the tiefling asked, one brow raised. "You think I can't enjoy a simple walk through the snow this morning?" He stooped and scooped up up a handful of snow, forming it into a ball shape. 

"Hey, Evee." 

Evee turned to see a ball of snow flying towards her. Trebor grinned.

Instantly Castor's hand flashed in front of Evee's face and batted the snowball away. Evee gave him a playful shove, about to reach down and scoop up her own snowball, when she noticed the confused look on Castor's face as he stared at the snow clinging to his hand. 

At her raised eyebrow, he shook his head. "What... what did he just do?" 

"Big Boy, you're kidding, right?" she asked him, dropping a wink. "You've never been in a snowball fight before?" 

Castor shook his head. "Snowball fight?"

Evee sighed, exasperated but grinning nonetheless. "You've really got to get out more, Big Boy."

As Trebor released the snowball, he noticed a single snowflake, twirled into the air from his throw. It landed right on the tip of his nose, sparkling from the sunlight and into his eyes. Every slight movement of Trebor's head caused the snowflake to sparkle in a slightly different, yet beautifully simple glow...

Seeing Trebor focusing on his nose, Evee and Castor used the opportunity to throw a few snowballs at Trebor. The tiefling dodged most of them, but Evee hit him right in the face with a snowball that curved sharply at the last second.

"True!" she said, grinning. "If we weren't on an important quest, it might be fun to be here... but we'll have to be more serious when we arrive..." 

A thought occurred to her and she frowned. "Any idea on how to get there and see what is going on? I don't have any magic missiles left, but I still have an invisibility and a wraithform spell that I could cast. If I do both, I'm quite undetectable ... er, for most people. The combination does not last long but it might be worthwhile to get a better idea of who is there... or to position myself for the attack." 

Hefting a snowball in his hand--only the third one he had made in his entire life--Castor's face grew serious for a moment. "Good thinking, Evee... we need to plan our strategy before we get there. If Carrick's wife really has taken the boys, then we'll have at least one enemy werewolf to deal with--and possibly two, or three." This last was pitched low, so that Carrick and Megan Llewelyn would not easily overhear. "But every time I've walked into battle thinking I knew what I was facing... and that I could easily handle it... I was wrong. We've heard speakings of a cult of some sort; and who knows how many dangerous wild animals there are out here in the forest..." 

He grimaced, crushing the snowball in his hand and letting the cold white powder fall to the ground between his splayed fingers. "Not to mention Dmitri and his... 'People' are out there as well." 

Evee smiled slightly and let her snow ball drop as well. "Exactly... since we don't know what we will face, we can't make great strategies... as they usually have faults when tested in the field, as you said. But since we can't plan our offensive, then the best thing we can do is protect ourselves." 

Trebor added, "Personally, I think the wraithform spell is a good idea. Evee won't be detectable at all if she is partly in the Ethereal plane. I also think that I should join her, I could sneak up behind the principle creature and put Causality to its throat--the sword is quite magical and made partially of pure silver so the creature won't want to do anything rash. That would give us time to get the children to safety and get rid of any other advantage the creature might have."

Evee nodded, and continued, "I'm thinking, it might be a good idea for me to go directly for the kids--to protect them--instead of going for Revka, since we don't know what they plan to do with these..." 

Castor nodded, drumming his cold fingers against his smooth chin. "I can go ethereal on a limited basis as well... but I'd really rather not unless I have to. Somehow I've had all I can take of an ectoplasmic form for right now," he said, smiling humorlessly. "Most of what I can bring to this battle will be from Severance here... she was crafted to slay creatures like Revka. She has a few nasty surprises for them... and she should warn me when we're close."

As the discussion continued, Carrick walked ahead of Castor, Evee, Trebor, Charneka, and Megan. He was dressed in loose, heavy clothing, and wore a worn leather backpack at his back. Also on his back, tied vertically between him and the pack in a makeshift sheath, was a two-handed sword wrought of fine steel, which he retrieved from over the fireplace before leaving his home. The dark grey weapon caught the emerging sunlight as he walked, sparkling here and there from the dawn and from the Kartakan enchantments within. 

He walked on in silence, hunched over with his hands shoved deep into the pockets of his pants. The tail of the blue scarf protruded from his left pants pocket (where it was still clenched in his fist), while the brown tunic he carried was tucked under his right arm. Both pieces of fabric flapped in the chill wind. For all the people around him, talking and throwing snowballs, he still looked like the loneliest man in the world

Evee noticed Abel's sad face expression. Her eyes met with his and she smiled, but his expression barely changed. Not knowing what to say--an unusual state for Evee--she looked elsewhere. 

Through their mental link, she communicates silently but grimly to the blademaster. Castor, have you noticed Abel's face? It must be awful for him to do that again... do you think he will be all right ? You know, this time Brom isn't with us to encase him ... 

At Evee's words, Castor turned to study the lycanthropic jeweler's face. Without turning away, he messaged Evee back in a surprised tone: Yes... he's planning on hunting down and killing the mother of his children--for the second time. And he isn't doing it for revenge, or because of the evil inside him... he's doing it to protect those children. Perhaps I've not given him enough credit...

As Castor trailed off, Evee waited for a moment for him to continue. When he did not, she replied, It's awful... he is probably asking himself if it is a nightmare He must be scared for his kids ... and terrified of his reaction once he finds them. She paused for a moment, then added, How do you think Carrick's servants will react in this? They'll probably focus on her--if we find her--but ... if Carrick transforms and attacks ... 

Castor ran a hand through his hair. As far as the servants go... I don't know. I'd like to think they'd go straight for her... but they did tell us how much they liked Revka when we first arrived. That could make them hesitate at a critical moment. Maybe you should ask them. You've... ah... you've got a way with people that I don't. 

The young thief turned abruptly to Castor, surprise on her face. The others then understood they'd been 'talking' for a while. She smiled and replied, Me ? I have a way with people? Are you serious? You, they take seriously. You look serious and trustworthy. Me, hey, I'm just a thief ... and a girl ... They won't really listen to me ...

Meanwhile, when the gypsy saw Carrick, he went to him and gently tapped his shoulder. "Don't worry, I know it's tough for you. I knew three other people who were in a similar situation. I will help you, don't worry about it. After all, I was trained by the famous Rudolph van Richten himself!" The gypsy's smile seemed genuine. 

When the gypsy finished speaking, Carrick tried to smile... but he couldn't quite do it. 

"Three other people who had to hunt down their werewolf wives to keep them from killing their children?" he said wryly. "You must be well-traveled, my gypsy friend." 

He swallowed hard as his voice caught in his throat. "Thank you for trying to help, though. Do... do you have children? Or younger brothers or sisters?" 

As Carrick pronounced these words, the gypsy staggered and almost fell. Abel helped him to get his balance back and he saw that the gypsy's smile had completely vanished. Charneka angrily freed himself from Abel's helpful grip and quickly stalked away. Abel had the time to see the flame of rabid hatred burning in the gypsy's eyes. 

As the gypsy stormed away, Carrick started to say something... but apparently thought better of it, grimacing and sighing to himself. He tried to catch Castor’s eye. When he did, he looked meaningfully at the angry gypsy, as if to say See to your friend. He then sniffed the air and walked on, enwrapped in his own problems. His breath plumed out in front of him in the frosty air, and his boots crunched the snow noisily beneath his feet

At that moment, Castor saw Charneka storm angrily away from Abel Carrick, and met Carrick's eye. I was being serious, Evee... but okay. I'll talk to the servants if you go talk to Charneka. He was talking to Carrick, but he just stormed off... and he looked angrier than I've ever seen him. Deal?

You were really serious when you said that? Sheesh, I always thought nobody but you ever took me seriously.  Her smile was self-mocking but also somewhat bitter. Yes, I'll go talk to Charneka... but you'll have to explain that later ... 

Evee smiled at Abel and thought to herself and Castor, Abel is really a great person, I think... he is deep in his own anxieties and he still can care about others ... 

Knowing all should be focusing for combat and not on grim thoughts, Evee walked to Charneka and asked, mimicking his Dementlieuvian accent. "Hey, monsieurre, what's up with you? Are you okay?" 

The gypsy stopped and seemed to be holding something back, probably anger, Evee guessed. Then, he slowly turned towards her and some calm seemed to settle on his face. "I'm all right now, giorgio." Evee was quite surprised--he called her giorgio and he even lost the accent that she had mocked. It seemed to her that a Vistana answered her. 

As she usually did when in front of strangers, Evee hid her surprise under a polite smile on a stone cold face. She let a moment pass and she told Charneka, "OK, well, if you need to talk, you know I'm there." She then walked slower than him, to put a little distance between him and her. 

She 'sent' Castor a verbatim of what just happened and she added, Thank God I have a way with people, as you say ... 

Megan found that no one else stood between her and Carrick--and to be honest, she preferred it that way. If he were to change and attack anyone, it would be her and she was strong enough to deal with him--even without the others. Also, with her he couldn't pass his curse on. The others could be affected by it and she wasn't going to have any of them become as she was. As the daylight grew, she listened to the crisp snow crunch beneath her bare feet--though they were cold, it could have been worse. If she were human, she'd be developing frostbite on both of them right about now. 


As Evee approached Charneka, Castor walked over next to Herger and Rethel. The two brothers immediately stopped talking and looked at him guardedly. "Gentlemen," he said softly, noting with approval the way their hands moved over their muskets --quickly and deftly. "I wonder if I could have a word with you. I have a delicate question to pose." 

Rethel looked down at his musket and reflexively cocked it. A moment later, he released it, then cocked it again. The lean man said nothing, but Castor got the impression he was listening very carefully, despite his apparent inattention. 

Herger however, did speak, turning his cool gray gaze on the half-elf as he did so. 

"Pose yer question, sir... but take a care how ye phrase it. Our nerves are wore a mite thin, they are... as I'm sure ye understand." 

The blademaster nodded. "I'm sure they are... The question is actually a two-parter. First, you've admitted how much you both liked R--Master Carrick's wife... that you were fond of her as she seemed to be of you both. With that in mind... can you kill her? Second, if Carrick should lose control and transform into the beast again... can you shoot him? If fate decrees you must do either, or both... can you? If you've any doubt, we all need to know now." 

In response, Rethel checked the wadding in the barrel of his musket with the ramrod, jamming the metal deep into the weapon. He still did not speak, but he gave a quick, perfunctory nod to Castor. 

Herger nodded as well. "I believe we can. In my mind, the master killed the mistress two years ago... and fer my money that's best fer the kids as well. If she'd truly be willin' to offer up her own offspring ta' appease some beastly god... then aye, we can take her." 

After a long moment of hesitation, he continued. "Aye, and the master as well if we must." 

At the two men's hesitation, Castor shook his head. "Forgive me for speaking so bluntly, but we've little time to be polite. You gentlemen both must understand--the 'mistress' you refer to was only an act. A mask, a false face to be donned when convenient circumstance called for it. Revka Rakingclaw was born a beast--and that's all she ever was, inside, truly. As for Master Carrick... well, perhaps there is hope for him. He seems prepared to sacrifice his life and his well-being for those boys. But make no mistake here either--the wolf in his blood is not prepared to do any such thing. If he changes..." Castor looked both men directly in the eyes at this point, "if he changes, you must... not... HESITATE. 

You've seen how fast and savage he can be when the wolf has hold of him--and if you don't take the shot when you have it, more people will die. Or worse--become as he is. I know... I've seen it happen before." 

For the first time, Rethel spoke, his voice edged in anger. "We know, Mister Ravenwood. We 'simple village folk' are takin' this in as best we can. We know what we must do... and aye, we're prepared for it if the gods decree it so. But we don't need ye ta' lecture us this way. And fer yer own peace o' mind--Master Carrick said much the same thing ta us afore we left. Used some of the exact same words in fact." 

At Castor's raised eyebrow, Herger broke in. "Aye, he did. An' gave us the special ammunition we'd need ta put him down if it came to it," the fat man said, holding out his hand. Cradled in his huge palm was a pile of bullets made from a yellow metal. 

"Gold," Herger answered Castor's unspoken question. "From his wares. Melted down his own weddin' ring fer two just like these, carries one in each pistol on his belt. 

"If he's prepared ta do what he must... how can we do any less? We'll be ready, Mister Ravenwood... this I swore to 'im. And I've never lied ta him fer goin' on a decade... I'm not about ta start now." 



Jeris walked along happily, trailing a little bit behind the rest of the group, as she looked around at all the neat things to see. Strangely, she seemed impervious to the cold. Suddenly, however, she got the strange and unshakable feeling that she was being watched. She looked around uneasily, then noticed Mo'Dahl standing behind her, staring at her unnervingly. 

"Come here," he said quietly, so quietly that Jeris wasn't sure she heard it at all. 

Unconsciously dispelling the protection from evil spell Anna had cast on her, Jeris padded back to see what the man in grey wanted. "Jeris," Mo'Dahl said, "do you know where you got that angel necklace from?" 

Jeris shook her head. "I--" 

"I think I know who it belongs to. He's right around here, and it seems like he wants the necklace back." 

"How do you.." Jeris began. 

"Shh. Just listen. I know many things, many more than you would guess. For example, I know why you're not getting cold. Have you ever wondered why that is?" 

Jeris shook her head, and Mo'Dahl continued. 

"A spell. A simple spell, that protects you from temperature. You do know you can cast spells, don't you?" 

This time Jeris' response was a nod. 

"How about you come with me? I can teach you many more secrets." 

"No, I need to--" 

Mo'Dahl gazed piercingly into the girl's eyes. "I said, you're coming with me." 

Jeris nodded, and Mo'Dahl takes her hand. The two disappeared. 

A little bit ahead of the group, a small necklace fell onto the snow at the feet of the Nephirim. In the snow around it was written I believe this is yours. 

The necklace flared with light, glistening off the snow. Celestar was snapped from his concentration as he realized what had happened. 

How... he thinks, What have you... Jeris?!?

What did you do to her? he mentally contacted the Nepherim. She should not have willingly taken it off on her own... 

Within the orb, Celestar's image pulsed with a golden glow. 

The Nephirim picked up the necklace, turned and walked away. I told you that i would find your spark, Fallen One. Now it is time to finish your trial.

Who was that? asked Celestar. You got it from someone else; what did whoever it was do to the girl? Is she all right? 

That was a person of whom I know little--someone called Mo'Dahl. As for the girl, she is not my concern. The Nephirim set a steady pace away from the Taverners. 

Dottir closed her book and smiled evilly. Fooling King Crocodile was going to be easy, then she would have her revenge on that blasted kender and his associates. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

Nianala looked at Dottir through The Black Pool of Tree Water. She frowned. She did not know this Hairless Ape's plans and that worried her. 

She waved a hand over the Pool. The Feline face of Lord Ari Jani appeared. 

"My gracious Sheik." she said, "There is a problem with our plan--a woman seeks to get involved." 

"Who? Can you show me her?" Ari Jani snarled. 

"Yes, Wise Lord." She picked up a plant from the edge of her cave. Carefully she crumbled the dry and brittle leaves into the Pool. Green mist rose from the liquid and Astranni Dottir's face appeared. 

"I know this woman. She worked for King Azalin. She came here once looking for a man named Osquas. Strange woman, there was something not quite right about her, a strange serpentile feeling." Ari Jani mused. "Kill her then!" 

Nianala looked at Lord Jani. "I feel that she should not be let into the Old Jungle. King Crocodile will not summon the Tears of the Jungle for any reason." 

"Then I will raise my Walls of Fearkill." Ari Jani smirked. "Let her be killed by her own worst fear." 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

Dottir loaded up her cart the next day. Dr'ukmar looked at her. "This is where our paths divide, Astranni Dottir." 

"Yes, I suppose so." She yawned--having been awake all night preparing. "You and Saracen will be all right on your snake hunt?" 

"What makes you think we are looking for snakes?" Dr'ukmar shot S'cra'car a dark glance. 

"Your friend cannot hold his honey ant wine." Dottir smiled pleasantly. "Don't worry. I can tell you a story of the Jungles if you want." 

"Go on, although I believe we have no time for stories." Dr'ukmar was still staring at S'cra'car. 

"They say about five miles from here Jekuntar the Green lives. They say that she is a great cobra and that her bite is death to all but the king. Rumours say that her snake form is a punishment of the gods. They say that she was once a great green dragon from the world of Darkon." Dottir used the name of her old home, hoping that the 'men' hadn't heard of it. "She has more magic inside her than any creature in existence... they say she can destroy lands and that she eats humans by the thousand. But she cannot become a dragon again until she has drunk the water of the king. There are no kings in Sri Raji, only the high priest of Kali." 

Dr'ukmar nodded to Dottir. "Thank you for the tale." 

"My pleasure," she replied, Fool she added mentally. 

After she had gone Dr'ukmar turned to S'cra'car. "You idiot! How could you tell her our mission! She's a Hairless Ape, she can not be trusted!" 

"Then we not follow story?" S'cra'car asked. 

"We'd be fools not to. She seemed genuine." Dr'ukmar cursed this train of logic. "Fine, off we go." 

It only occurred to him later that she did not give them a direction to follow. 

The pair headed off into the jungle. They never realized how much they had to struggle to get through. "This easier on four legs." S'cra'car mumbled. 

After four hours walking they reached a clearing. Coiled up on a large tree stump was the largest snake either of them had seen. It was also the first snake that either of them had seen, so it could have been only three inches long and still have been the largest. As it happened, this snake was about thirty feet long. It raised its hooded head and looked at them. 

"It's very dangerous to be out this far into the jungle." They heard the speech, but the snake's mouth didn't move. "What do you want from Jekuntar?" The snake asked. 

"Lady Jekuntar, Ruler of Darkon, the Queen who Should Be and Will Be Again, I am Dr'ukmar of the Sheartooth Pride. I am a lion and this is not my true form." Dr'ukmar bowed and hoped his sweet words had worked. "This is my companion, S'cra'car, Master of the Boars. We come here by royal decree of his Majesty, King Crocodile of the Swamps. He sends you greetings and would like you to visit." 

"Visit? What swamps?" Jekuntar reared up about fifteen feet. "Tell me. There are no swamps here." 

"The Swamps of the Jungle--the Hairless Apes call it The Wildlands, but we call it home." Dr'ukmar was still bowing. 

"Stand, Dr'ukmar of the Sheartooth Pride." Jekuntar uncoiled and slithered towards him. "Why does your king want my company?" 

"Lady, he needs you. He wants you to rid the lands of the Hairless Apes." 

"And how does he want me to do that?" Jekuntar coiled around the man/lion. 

"By summoning the Animal Ancestors." Dr'ukmar shivered with fear. 

The snake looked into his eyes. "I will do it, but what will your king give me in return?" 

"Rulership." Dr'ukmar bluffed, not actually knowing what a dragon was. "Rulership of the Wildlands." 

Jekuntar smiled as best as a snake can. "Deal." 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

Nianala looked into the Black Pool and frowned. She had not meant to view this meeting, but she was glad she had. Only one thing puzzled her. She had chosen to scry on this Dottir woman, but she had seen the snake first. Something was wrong, Nianala could feel it. 

The three set off near enough immediately for the border, reaching it in a matter of hours. 

When they did something strange happened. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

The shrubs under Dottir gave way to stone paving. She was no longer slithering but walking in her human form. There was a door in front of her--she knocked. 

"Come in," said a dry, rasping voice. "Ah, Astranni, please sit." 

Lord Azalin gestured to a chair. He was wearing his majestic purple robes with the red trim. His Iron Crown was sitting regally on his forehead. He steepled his long, thin, gloved fingers. 

"You have displeased me, Astranni," he growled. "People who displease me have a tendency to run or die. Which will you choose?" 

"Master?" she asked, shocked. "Master, how have I displeased you?" 

"You framed Werst! You gave Strahd the papers, not him! You thought I would not find out, but the clever chap Shoehorn told me. He presented a much more pleasing argument. My agents in the Grim Fastness are going to have fun with you." 

Suddenly Dottir was not looking at the Hawk-like face of her king, but the rotted features of a corpse. Its eyes still burned with a familiar glow. "Run or die, Astranni. It is your choice." 

She did the only sensible thing. She ran. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

Dr'ukmar turned to see where the others were, but instead found himself on the plains of his homeland. His mother stepped forward to greet him. "Mot-" he started. 

"You are brave, Hairless Ape." She said, "Coming to our lands. But you are not welcome. We kill trespassers here." 

Dr'ukmar was not a coward by nature. He blamed the body. He turned and ran. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

S'cra'car carried on. The others had disappeared but he thought that if he reached the swamps first, King Crocodile would appreciate the boars more. The ground beneath him became marshy. He headed further into the swamp. The grotesque form of King Crocodile lay before him in all his bloated glory. 

"Majesty! We find snake!" 

"And where is it, S'cra'car?" Crocodile asked, "I see no snake. You have failed. For your failure I decree that no boar should walk this land. You have doomed your race, but if you can reach Sri Raji before I kill you, you are free." 

S'cra'car had no idea why he did what he did, probably because he ran out of time. "You kill boars? You die, not them!" 

S'cra'car charged King Crocodile, his mind racing with the songs that the Boars would sing about him. 

Lazily the King opened his mouth. His impossibly sharp teeth glinted in the sunlight. He closed his mouth with the force only crocodiles were capable of. S'cra'car's body hit the floor, blood pouring from the neck where his head had once been. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

The human shaped lion and the snake shaped weresnake looked at the headless boar. 

"H-how?" Dr'ukmar asked. 

Lord Arijani does not want someone to leave. 'Jekundar' said in Dr'ukmar's mind. He will open the border soon--he is arrogant and will think that this has worked. 

"But S'cra'car?" Dr'ukmar fell to his knees. 

"He was not strong enough in his mind like us." Dottir said. "Don't worry. He didn't suffer." 

"DIDN'T SUFFER? HE IS MISSING HIS HEAD!" Dr'ukmar roared. 

"But he died for his king and he was in human form. To humans there is no greater honor then dying for your country." 

Dr'ukmar thought of this. "We will bury him. I am not leaving him for the carrion-eaters." 

"Go ahead, but I shall not help you. I have to conserve my energies for the summoning." Dottir lied, Besides, you stupid beast, how can I help? I have no arms! she laughed inside her head. Oh, Shoehorn. You are going to pay, and pay dearly for what you did to me. 


An animal-like roar came from the bundle under the table. Anna jumped with fright. 

"Mr Drinnik, are you all right?" she asked timidly. 

"I DID NOTHING, DOTTIR! YOU DID IT! YOU CANNOT BLAME ME FOR LORD AZALIN'S CHOICE!!" Drinnik shot out from under the table. He raced to the windows and closed the shutters. "I cannot hide now. I must be fully mobile if she attacks." 

He turned to Anneke. "Close all the shutters. I want this house sunlight free, do you understand?" 

They harbor a vampire among them, a night-born creature of evil that feasts on the blood of the pure... the Vistani's words came back to Anneke, freezing her in place with the strength of the memory and the shock of what was unfolding before her. 

This being, this childlike one--he was a vampire! A stone-cold killer, who preyed on decent, hardworking families--men, women, and children alike! And yet he claimed to protect this child they have among them? 

The weathered woman looked about for some guidance or direction... but none was to be found. Herger and Rethel were so intent on finding the children that they hadn't spared so much as a backward glance as they left. And who knew where Talia might be? The panic was about to overcome her... 

But suddenly, a feeling of calm so alien to her high-strung nature descended over her... and the washwoman did not think to question from whence it might have come. Anneke's face hardened, her eyes narrowing at the childlike creature before her. Then she forced a hesitant smile... just as he would expect from her. 

"Of... of course, Mister Shoehorn. Sunlight free, we can do that..." 

Quickly, she moved to go about her appointed task, closing the shutters and raking their slats upward to direct the stubborn sunbeams to the ceiling rather than to the floor. Moving to another room, she secreted a small, slender object in the lining of her apron as she closed those shutters as well. 

You seem to have many enemies, Mister Shoehorn, she thought to herself. And you've just made one more. Be wary, blutsauger... not all your enemies are without. 


As the sun peeked over the edge of the mountain, staining the snow with its blood-red light, the Taverners heard a chorus of howls from deeper in the woods--slightly to the north and west, lying directly in their path. Gods above, Castor thought to himself. There must be dozens of them... 

As the howl of the wolves pierced the air, the jeweler tensed noticeably. In one smooth motion, he swung his pack off his shoulders, stuffed the scarf and the shirt into it, and realigned it on his back. Then he reached back and drew the two-handed sword. 

Unsheathed, the other Taverners could see that the blade was more than five feet long, and nearly three inches wide at its widest point... and they have some idea of why the merchant sported the muscle he did. 

From the way he held the blade, in a guard position, Castor and any other swordsmen  could tell he had some experience with the huge weapon. It rested as easily in his hands as a much smaller sword, steadier than one would expect. He said nothing, but a strange expression crossed his face as the wolves broke into a chorus of howls once again. A mixture of fear and... kinship? 

After this second chorus of howls, there was silence for a long moment, and then a single, sharp bark, echoing from somewhere far ahead of the Taverners. 

Another brief chorus of howls about five minutes later told that the pack was moving away from the Taverners much more quickly than they could move themselves--moving toward the north and west, as if the Taverners and the wolf-pack shared the same destination... 

After the third chorus of howls, Abel tensed even more. Sniffing at the air, his eyes widened, and a panicked look crossed his face. Without a word, without even a sound, he broke into a headlong dash. So inhumanly quick were his footsteps--and so suddenly did he start running--that he was more than fifty yards away by the time the rest of the Taverners noticed him. 

"Master Carrick!" Herger shouted into the wind. "Come back, sir!! Come back!!" 

He and Rethel both moved to follow the jeweler, clutching their muskets in both hands.

Racing through the snow, every sinew screaming as he urged himself to greater effort, Abel rushed forward. Straining every sense, he attempted to determine the path taken by the wolves--and if he was gaining on them. 

Five minutes later and a mile deeper into the woods the wolves howled again, and he could tell he was gaining--but how quickly he could not say. The pack seemed curiously dispersed, and he might be much nearer those at the rear than those near the front. Urging himself to greater speed, each breath coming in the cold air like swallowing a white knife, he pressed forward. 

Suddenly there was a short, sharp bark of warning from barely fifty yards in front of him. He had almost caught up with the trailing edge of the wolf-pack. 

Dmitri and Ivold cocked their ears at the bark of warning--a human, alone, behind them but closing fast. Impossibly fast. No human could maintain that speed in this terrain, unless... Auruvaasa, they communicate to each other in the same moment. The pattern of warning barks showed that they need to lead toward the east to ensure that he intercepted their progress. Together, they moved to cross his path, then stood, waiting for his approach. 

After a moment Dmitri took human form; Ivold glanced at him in surprise, then melted into the underbrush, leaving Dmitri apparently alone in the clearing. 

Abel Carrick burst into the clearing, sword high, and comes to a stop, staring in confusion at seeing Dmitri, calm, quiet, and naked--a fact which he seemed to ignore entirely. 

"Master Carrick," Dmitri says, nodding. "What brings you here?" 

Surprise apparent on his features for only a moment, Carrick pressed his lips together and breathed deeply of the cold, crisp air, shunting it to his lungs to quench the fire in his burning muscles. 

After a long moment, he did speak. "The ranger," he said simply, nodding back. "I'm afraid I've forgotten your name. But my son hasn't, I'm sure. I'm... hunting... in a manner of speaking. A whiff of old perfume in the air. What... what of yourself?" 

As he said this last, he turned his head from left to right, sharp ears picking out the nearly inaudible sounds of the wolves that were gradually closing in on him. If he was afraid, he did not show it. Nor did he lower his sword. 

"Dmitri...or, perhaps I should say, Vladimir Szestelyn, at your service," Dmitri replied coolly. If he was unnerved by Abel's sword, he didn't show it either. "Hunting, eh? I am hunting as well. What is your quarry?" 

Abel's ears detected the presence of several wolves, most behind him; a black and tan monstrosity, as tall as Dmitri, appeared and sat beside him, its tongue lolling in a grin which was a grisly imitation of good humor.

At the appearance of the monstrously large wolf, Carrick took a single step back, obviously startled. Then, taking a closer look at the wolf's huge maw, he shifted his attention to its eyes... and nodded at whatever he saw there. 

"Well... well met, Herr Szestelyn," Carrick said cautiously, cocking his head to the side to keep aware of what was behind him but never taking his eyes from Dmitri's. "And to your... friend, as well." He slowly turned the massive sword over, careful not to move too quickly. He rested its point along the ground and laid his forearm parallel to the foot-long grip. The gesture was one of ease... perhaps once forgotten, but easily recalled at this moment. 

"My quarry is... unique, as far as I know. She is a beast who..." he grimaced, straining to keep his voice steady. "... who would slay her own offspring. She is one I thought--and hoped--long dead. But you and your... companions--what is your quarry? Do you..." he trailed off for a moment as he glanced back at the huge wolf beside Dmitri, realization seeming to dawn in his slate-grey eyes. "Do you hunt prey with four legs... or two?" 

The merchant's left hand began to trail toward his coat pocket. 

"Either," Dmitri replied, "Depending on the day. It might seem, indeed, that we have the same quarry in mind. One of your own kind, or something very like it. It is important that I find her, because I have an offer to make. Don't." Dmitri commanded shortly as Abel's hand entered his pocket. "This need not end in bloodshed, if I can convince her--convert her, I should say. Which reminds me--you and I have something to discuss."

The merchant was silent for an instant. Then he barked out a harsh, humorless laugh. 

"Convert her?!" he asked in an astonished tone, keeping both his hands motionless--one on the sword, one still in his coat. "Herr Szestelyn, forgive me--but I'm afraid you're taking on a lost cause. Even the beasts with whom you travel here would fight to the last breath in defense of their young. This... this creature... would slay hers. Without a thought, except it please the blasphemous deity she worships." 

The sadness and weariness was starkly apparent in Carrick's eyes now, and his voice broke as he said the word 'creature.' "You waste your time. And what business have we? Something to do with the way you stared at me the whole time you were my guest?" 

"Conversion is precisely what I hope for," Dmitri replied coldly. "The hope may be slim, but if the Bright Lady may be served by such as you and I, then why not her? Indeed, it seems you suffer from several misapprehensions on this point, Master Carrick. But setting that aside, and speaking of our business--it has something to do with the way I stared at you, yes."

Dmitri stared at Abel for a long moment, the cold wind whipping around them and the weak dawn sunlight falling across Dmitri's face. Then he asked, tonelessly, "Master Carrick. In your years as an auruvaasa--a werewolf--how many innocent people have you killed?" 

At Dmitri's question, much of the fight seemed to go out of the merchant's eyes. His entire face seemed to sag. "So it's to be like this, then? You're to judge me for my crimes? Appointed by the Bright Lady herself, are you? How nice for you..." he spat.

"I don't know. I've suffered this curse for more than two years... and I'm only now learning to control some of this--thing--within me. But when I change--when the moon sings to me--I forget what it is to be human. Under the moon's sway, I no longer know... and I no longer care." 

The merchant's eyes grew bright, and he blinked rapidly to clear his vision. "Dozens. Perhaps hundreds. And the Bright Lady alone knows how many innocents now share my curse... but you said 'such as you and I,' didn't you? Have you killed, Herr Szestelyn? Murdered innocent human beings? I think perhaps you have... or you wouldn't have seen it in me so easily." 

Dmitri's eyes seemed to look into--or through--Carrick as he replied; his face was at the same time stern and anguished, and his voice nearly--but not quite--emotionless as he answered. "We may speak of that another time, Master Carrick. I am not in any real sense your judge, but I represent Her--and if this be a trial, then it is yours, not mine. You are guilty, Abel Carrick--of the murder of many, and the misery of many more. Tell me, why should your life be spared?" 

The werewolf took a long time in answering. When he did, it was in a quiet, weary voice... but he met Dmitri's penetrating stare unflinchingly. "The Bright Lady Herself knows... perhaps it shouldn't be. Surely I've killed as many innocents as Revka has... surely I'm as evil as she..." 

He trailed off, looking to the sky. The growing brightness of the sun struck the left side of his face, highlighting every scar, every weary crease. 

"Perhaps I am lost, Herr Szestelyn--I cannot shift the blame entirely to another... I bear my own guilt, and I will pay for my crimes. But if me trying to save my sons is not reason enough... then my life should be spared only long enough so that I may end hers. If evil can destroy evil... is good not born from the deed? And is not the world better for it?" 

Dmitri half-smiled and replied, "I don't believe you understand yet, Herr Carrick. The chief purpose of good is not to destroy evil, but to redeem it. As for you--I don't know why you should be spared. I don't know why your wife should be spared--I don't know why the Bright Lady should spare me, since I'm not different than you truly. But she did. And more than spare me, she called me, and told me to call you--and your wife and sons." 

Dmitri paused, then said, "Your sons are young and innocent, Abel, and the Goddess may call them again should they refuse now. But for you and your wife--there will, I think, be no more chances. Abel Carrick, will you follow Her and be redeemed, regardless of what she may require of you?" 

The silence from the werewolf was deafening. Seconds stretched into a full minute, then two, and still Abel Carrick remained silent, squinting up at the sun as it rose further into the sky. At last, he lowered his gaze back to Dmitri, resolution evident in his eyes. 

"I have never been a religious man, Herr Szestelyn. Whatever flimsy faith I might have once possessed was struck down beneath the horror with which I've lived. But if you are truly Her messenger... and She truly has called one like you to Her work... then you should know my answer," he said as steadily as he could. "Yes. If the Bright Lady will aid me now in seeing to Jacob's and Xander's safety... I will do whatever She requires. Even if I must carry the very world on my shoulders for the rest of my days." 

Dmitri smiled, then his expression darkened slightly and he said sadly and a little sternly, "Remember that promise, Master Carrick--for you may have to fulfill it. But all for Her glory in the end." 

Dmitri looked at Abel for a moment, then said, "Is your sword iron?" Abel returned the look blankly for a moment, then shook his head.

"No. But it is enchanted--by a songforger from Kartakass, or so I was told." 

"Songforger?" Dmitri echoed, incredulous and impressed. Then, apparently deciding he would wait until another time, he asked, "May I hold her?" 

Abel hesitated, then handed the sword over, and Dmitri said, "Kneel." 

The werewolf knelt, slowly, with a comical look of distrust at Dmitri. "I don't want to be a knight," he said quietly. 

Dmitri grinned and replied, "Nor shall you be." 

Cutting the palm of his left hand, he let the blood pool and then dipped the first two fingers of his right hand in the blood. Reaching to Abel's forehead, he sketched a circle there and whispered, "Thy Shield, O Goddess, shall protect the innocent." Crossing the circle with a horizontal and a vertical slash, he continued, "Thy Sword, O Goddess, shall smight the evildoer." 

He motioned to Abel to stand, then continued, dipping his fingers again and touching Abel's forehead, saying, "Holiness of thought." Touching his lips, he said, "True speech." Touching his chest, he said, "Just desires." Touching his hand, he continued, "Right action." Ending by touching Abel's knee, he finished, "Coming and going in peace." 

He then flicked the remaining blood from his hand, and, looking Abel in the eye, said, "A brother has shed his blood for you; so shall you shed blood for a brother. The Goddess has given all to you. So shall you give all to the Goddess. So be it." 

"So be it," Abel replied shakily, his eyes tearing. Dmitri stepped forward and embraced him briefly, then stepped back and looked around. The great black and tan wolf had disappeared, although the others seemed to be present still. 

Barely noting the absence of the black-and-tan wolf, Carrick turned in a slow circle, ears cocked, and eyes closed. His mouth contorted as if he was trying to speak, but could not... and when he opened his eyes they shone in what Dmitri could only guess was some measure of the rapture he himself felt when the Bright Lady touched him. 

"Blessed Ezra," Abel Carrick finally whispered. "Herr Szestelyn--Vladimir... I... I think She has-- calmed my heart." 

Scenting the air again, his brow furrowed momentarily in puzzlement. "The scents on the wind--they quicken me, excite me... but not as before. Not to murder and chaos, but freedom and... and joy! Not to be shut away beneath the beast, but as a part of it--as it is part of me. A single being, but part of... of something larger." He wept freely, the tears of joy streaking down his face. "Praise be to Ezra," he whispered, "For Her gift to me--peace of the soul. And my thanks to you--for delivering Her light to me, though I walked in darkness..." 

Dottir looked out towards the Old Jungle. "Shall we cross?" She asked Dr'ukmar. 

"We shall try." The lion walked unsteadily toward his homeland. 

The snake slithered along side him. Dr'ukmar fell as he entered the Old Jungle. Hair sprouted from his skin and his mane burst from around his neck. His body changed back into that of a lion. 

The pair headed toward King Crocodile's swamp. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

Nianala frowned. The lord of the New Jungle dropped the Wall of Mindfear too early. She watched the two in the Black Pool of Tree Water. She watched until they reached the swamp... 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

"Ah, Dr'ukmar!" King Crocodile bared his teeth. "And a snake! You outdo yourself. Where are Trenjic and S'cra'car?" 

"Trenjic left with the Hairless Ape's 'Carnival' and S'cra'car is dead." Dr'ukmar lowered his head. "This is Jekuntar the Green." 

"Majesty." Dottir said, "I request a drink from the king. I am cursed and the cure is the Water from a king." 

"Drink, drink my dear." King Crocodile sneered. "Drink and all will be well." 

Dottir smiled inwardly then drank from the swamp, or at least pretended to. She changed, shifting form from snake to snake-human hybrid. Her contingency spell kicked in and wings grew from her back, giving her the appearence of the Green Draconian with a tail instead of legs. 

"Cured! Cured!" she shouted. "My lord! I say that I can summon the animal ancestors for you!" 

Jekuntar waved her arms and fog poured from them. Glittering lights filled the air and chiming bells sounded. "Alas, the Animal Ancestors desire a sacrifice. They demand a babe born from nothing with the blood of shadows and the mind of a devil. They demand a babe made from rawness." 

She waved her hands. An image appeared in the swamp water. A small child-like creature was stalking around a dark room, clutching a baby to his chest. He was shouting at a woman. "There is the babe, in the arms of the one who cursed me. He is dangerous, but I will help the brave warriors who you send, majesty." 

Dottir smiled. She loved it when a plan came together. "Send your best. Send Lions, send Tigers, send Gorillas, send Chimpanzees. Send all the animals of the Jungle to get that babe!" 

King Crocodile was impressed with the display. "Yes. Dr'ukmar, take the best from your pride. Meet here as soon as possible. War, I feel, is inevitable." He grinned.

Less than four hours later King Crocodile's small army was assembled. Dr'ukmar scanned the surrounding animals. There were three gorillas from the Plateau, Simar and a contingent of five chimpanzees, two vultures, seven tigers led by their leader's daughter, San-listulaman, five hyenas and him and four lions--two lions and two lionesses. 

King Crocodile lay next to Jekuntar. "The wise Jekuntar, Great Green Dragon of Darkon, bids you all to go to capture the Hairless Ape babe. It is the savior of the Jungle, it will anihilate the Hairless Ape lands. The Ritual of Awakening cannot take place without it. Jekuntar will use her powers gifted by the Animal Ancestors to transport you to a place colder than any you could imagine. But it is this place that you will find the babe. Ware the creature holding the child, the one that will fight the hardest to save it. It changes into the form of a large Jackal-creature, to mist, to the form of a bat and can summon the fetid insects that plague our lands. Jekutar will grant the leaders the ability to harm this creature, as I hear that the incantation is most challenging. Go, my Army of the Jungle, bring the baby and we will be victorious!" King Crocodile bellowed at the end of his speech. 

The preparations went ahead, the war was going to begin. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

Nianala watched from the Black Pool. Jekuntar was a mystery to her. She watched the creature every day, but still nothing. 

The war was going to go on, Nianala knew, it couldn't be stopped. Crocodile had not visited her since Jekuntar entered the Old Jungle. That did not bode well. 

She glanced into the pool. The preparations were complete. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

Dottir had made a complex arcane circle on the floor. It was designed to boost her spell so she could transport all the animals to Verlorenshaus. She was glad that the polymorph spell had hidden all her components in pockets made from her flesh. The design of the body was a difficult one to maintain and her concentration could not waver. The circle was complete and all the animals were inside it. 

Dottir chanted the lyrics. King Crocodile watched in evil glee. Hopefully he would be able to convince the other animals that this was a sham and that they should give him their gifts again. He planned on killing the babe as soon as it arrived anyway. He looked at 'Jekuntar'. She was at the end of her spell. 

A searing blue light leapt from her hands and surrounded the circle. Red streams shot from complex sigils drawn in the mud. Gold light spiralled round the assembled managerie. 

Crocodile closed his eyes--when he opened them, his army was gone. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

In the snowfields around the little Lamordian village of Verlorenshaus they arrived. The assembled animals' body heat started melting the snow. 

"Remember," San-listualaman rumbled, "do not kill any Hairless Ape except those in the house with the babe and those who defend it." 

Around her different heads nodded in agreement. "The hunt is on." she roared, the roar echoing around for miles. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

In the house Drinnik looked up. "Anneke, what is the largest animal in these parts?" he asked. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

On the trail of the Carrick boys the Taverners heard the roar. Evee found Castor standing near her, Severance held in a defensive posture to protect her. 

"What was that?" he asked, eyes narrow. 

"Certainly no wolf," Trebor answered, his own rose-tinted lenses curious. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Anneke looked up from whatever she was doing. "What was that?" 

"What was what?" Drinnik asked, irritably. 

"That gibbering, laughing noise. It came from outside." She moved to a window and made as if to open the shutter. 

The laughing came again, this time from the window near Anneke. She backed off. The laughing came from the door and the window. Suddenly the door burst open. Anneke grabbed a kitchen knife while Drinnik dove out of the way of the sunlight and readied his hoopak. Anna started chanting. 

The first hyena made it to Anneke in three bounds, biting and snarling. The second one got cracked on the head by the copper shod on the end of Drinnik's hoopak, the third jumped for Anna, but a potted plant suddenly grew and snatched the beast out of the air. Anneke and the hyena started circling one another, as Drinnik wrestled his opponent. 

As Anneke's hyena dove for her, she swung the knife. The strange combination of dog and cat hit her and she fell to the floor, covered in blood from the creature's slit throat. 

Drinnik bared his fangs and his eyes glowed red. He pinned the hyena to the floor and started to drink. The hyena shouted "Gloog, run, tell San-listulaman that we are doomed!" 

A fourth hyena darted from the door. Drinnik stared at his dead meal in shock. "Anna, close the door! Anneke, get rid of that thing." 

Wiping the knife on the dead hyena's mottled coat, Anneke bent and dragged the animal toward the fireplace. Wrestling it with years of work-muscle, she threw it into the flames. The corpse twitched once or twice as the burning heat began to consume it. Turning back to face the group in front of her, the half-Vistana sidled over to the window, keeping both it and the vampire in clear view. 

Anna started chanting softly. Her eyes flashed violet at the same time as the hyena's. 

"Can you help us?" she asks it calmly. 

"Of course, of course!" The hyena replied, its eyes unfocused, "What do you want to know?" 

"Why are you here? Where are you from? Why did you attack us?" Anna asked. 

"Ah! Jekuntar the Great Green Dragon told our lord and master, King Crocodile, that she needed that," he indicated Galen with his head, "to perform a ritual. I come from the Old Jungle and we attacked 'cos Jekuntar told us that he," he indicated Drinnik, "is dangerous." 

"Dangerous? How?" Drinnik looked at the hyena. 

"She say that you steal from her in past, put her in great pain and misery. You want to kill her." 

"But I would never do that! 'Never deal with a dragon', that's one of my father's favorite sayings! I never... hang on. Did you say 'dragon'? As in big lizard with wings?" 

"Yes. Jekuntar is a big lizard, with wings." the hyena looked at Drinnik, who'd gone even paler than normal. 

"Eep," he said in a small voice. 

Anna looked at the hyena. "Go back to your people with a message. Galen will not be given to anyone--we are his sworn protectors, aren't we Mr Drinnik?" 

Drinnik looked at Anna, still stunned. "A dragon. A green dragon." He shook his head. "Ye Gods." 

The hyena looked at the kender. "Me go now?" it asked. 

"Yes." Anna let the spell down. "Go." 

"Anneke, we need to board up these windows. Gods know how many creatures will attack us. The Old Jungle? King Crocodile? But how did they get from the Wildlands? Through the Mists? How did they travel the Mists... AMELIA!" the kender shouted. 

Drinnik turned on Anneke. "What are her plans?" he shouted, his fangs elongating, his eyes burning. Anna screamed, but the kender ignored her. "What are Amelia's plans for me and the baby? You should know! You helped her!" 

Instantly Anneke threw open the shutter, bathing Drinnik in the hot fury of the sun's rays. The vampire screamed and lurches backward, out of the light, and the washwoman stepped into it, brandishing her knife. "I know nothing more than I've told, vampire!" Anneke shouted in a strong tone, markedly unlike her usual quaver. "I only know Mistress Amelia wanted ye to die--and however ill she used yer friends, I cannot fault her fer that! Turn yer fangs from me or I'll throw open all the shutters and see ye burn ta' ASH!!!!" 

"If I die, then Galen dies. If Galen dies I think that a certain group of travellers will be a mite upset." Drinnik looked at the woman. "That was a dirty trick, Graymalk." He rubbed his burns. "Pray nothing else attacks us. I do not know if I could defend us, now." 

"Then keep yer fangs ta yerself, 'oh mighty defender o' the innocent babe'!" she returned in an angry, mocking tone quite reminiscent of Amelia. "Unsheathe yer bloody teeth at me again and whatever passes fer yer soul will join yer dark queen! And if anything does attack, well... perhaps we should just get out o' here. Bundle up the child--and you, I suppose--and get ta the market. There's almost always people there, even at sunup... settin' out their wares fer the day." 

He cannot defend them? Simar smiled, revealing broken teeth. Simar attack now, Simar get baby and glory! Simar waved to the other five apes. Two stood near the windows and the rest stood by the door. "Attack!" Simar shouted as he burst through the door, shedding sunlight into the room. 

Drinnik screamed. He jumped into a shadowy corner and concentrated. 

As the first ape leapt forward, Anneke groped inside her apron and brought up a snaplock pistol. She fired at the closest ape--barely four feet away from her--and the shot blew away its brain-cap. 

A grim look in her eyes, she heaved the heavy pistol at another simian, but the thrown bludgeon missed its target, flying instead over the creature's shoulder. 

"Anna, a little help here!" she shouted, brandishing her knife as she moved to put herself in between the apes and the child called Galen. 

Drinnik opened his eyes. Through the smoke still coming off his body his eyes can be seen glowing red. "Come! Come! Come the vermin of Verlorenhaus!" he shouts. Rats of all sizes poured in from the city. They came from houses, the forest and even Carrick's home. They attacked the chimps, bringing another two down. The apes' animal screams of anguish were made worse by the human words they shouted. 

Simar looked at Drinnik. "Jekuntar right. You dangerous!" 

The lead chimp fled, leaving the one Anneke was fighting. Drinnk collapsed from the effort of using his powers during the day. 

Anneke's eyes twitched to the side, noting the vampire's collapse. She shook her head... unsure precisely how to feel--and decided to wait until she had dealt with the creature before her. 

The small chimpanzee was much stronger than it appeared, and as the washwoman lunged forward with the knife it dodged to the right and connected with a wild fist to her face. Her head snapped back and her eyes teared up as the blow landed on her cheek. 

And then face changed, as if struck by inspiration. Reaching to her neck, she pulled out the token of her father and presented it, like a priest attempting to turn a vampire. Anneke was half-Vistani, descended from the Equaar tribe--a tribe that was said to have an almost empathic link with animals. The chimpanzee recognized something about the design and feared reprisal from the Equaar. The chimpanzee's golden eyes widened in surprise. He looked to the hand with which he struck her, then to her angry face. 

"I... Soreee..." he croaked out, before spinning on his short legs and knuckle-running to the door. 

Anneke breathed a quick sigh of relief and reached out, picking up Galen. The child was frightened, obviously... but less so than she would have imagined. 

She quickly motioned for Anna to come forward, and wrapped the baby in a nearby blanket for its protection. "It's time to go, Anna," she said urgently. "We have to get to the marketplace--the animals, or whatever is controlling them, won't dare attack us among a crowd of humans." 

Anna nodded and murmured another quick prayer of protection before following the washwoman out the door. 


Megan listened to the wolves as they called to each other throughout the forest. Their call was not normal it seemed, more anxious than the regular one would hear. She doubted the others would notice the difference and felt no need to point it out just yet; instead she fought down the beast within her, taunting her to join the beasts, her brethren--which Megan knew they were not. 

She then turned to Evee and the others. "I don't feel that the wolves will be a threat to us-- they fear humans more than anything else. It is widely misunderstood that wolves prey on men and beast alike. If anything, they will flee long before you meet them. To be safe though, keep anything that can spark a flame within reach, if we do encounter them, it is best to chase them off than kill them mindlessly." 

The She-Wolfwoman smiled pleasantly from beneath her cowl and lowered it. Herger and Rethel still appeared to be alarmed by her appearance, though much less than last time. Her form, standing just shy of 7', powerful yet lithe muscles filling her body (which was wrapped up within a gown and robes) with power no human could ever achieve. Though she wasn't a threat to her companions, they might not be certain the others would think so as readily. 

"I'm sure Carrick hasn't gone far--his scent is still strong enough for me to pick up easily, even without his trail. I'd guess he is a mile or so downwind of us, though I may be wrong of the distance given wind directions and differentials in the speed it travels in the forest. If I am wrong though, his scent is very clear and easy enough for me to follow without trouble." 

What Megan wanted to know--and what she had decided not to ask--was, who, or what else was with him? 

Castor shrugged, drawing his other weapon. "We'll never catch him. He's as fast as D--as our ranger friend was. Our only chances are to have Megan track him"--he turned to glance meaningfully at the Wiccan--"or just try to follow the sounds of the wolves. If he's changed, and he's calling them to him, that will be as good an indicator as any." 

Turning to Megan, Charneka replied to her words: "You probably know more of most wolves than I, Miss Lewellyn... but these likely aren't normal wolves. They're probably under the sway of Carrick... or his wife... or someone else. I submit that the danger may still be there. In any case, you say you can follow Carrick's scent? Then I suggest we go--he may need our protection... if only from himself." 

The gypsy added something to Castor's words: "Well, I know that the last time I was in Barovia, the Black Wolf didn't seem aware that wolves are supposed to be afraid of humans!" Charneka seemed to be slowly getting his Dementish accent back.

Evee quietly listened to all this but suddenly burst "Hey ! Jeris ! Mo'Dahl ! They're gone !" 

Trebor looked, and not seeing either Jeris or Mo'Dahl, turned back to Evee. "I thought there was something wrong about Mo'dahl--he's probably kidnapped her. Now we are faced with yet another choice, do we look for Jeris, or help Carrick?" 

Trebor did not seem worried in the slightest and actually appeared quite happy. 

The gypsy turned to Evee: "Why did we bring that girl en premier lieu? I mean... What's with her?"

Evee was surprised by the question "Well, she is a sweet girl, innocent and all. She is learning to focus her magic. And it is the first time she's ever been on an adventure with us and--she disappeared..."

Megan chimed in. "Did you just say Mo'dahl? He was with me when we accompanied Dr. Saint-Saens... he may know what happened to me if it happened there. I didn't recognize him at all! I suspect Jeris isn't in any immediate danger, but I suspect even greater that Mo'dahl isn't human, not even partly. But we cannot worry about that now, we have to find Carrick, his scent is very strong and I can follow it easy enough, let's go before something happens." 

Megan turned to run, got a few paces away, and turned once more. "You are right, these wolves are different, but they don't appear hostile, more hurried. But I still prefer to get to Carrick before something happens as I feel he isn't alone." 

She turned away once more and sprang in the direction he went, forgetting who she was with, at full speed. Remembering the others though, she slowed so they could follow at a pace suitable for them.

The Nephirim found himself a secluded grove within the forest. The snow in this area was untouched, even by animals, and in the distance wolves could be heard howling. By the sound of things, more than one soul will find salvation tonight, Fallen one. 

The Nephirim began to etch the same runes into the ground that were etched into the top of the ice spire. He then drew out a second circle, the runes different but no less powerful. After a moment, two circles could be seen--one inside the other with a set of runes between. At the center of this he placed the necklace--which glowed with an inner light. 

In the first circle he placed Garudos's Orb, which he stood on a small pedestal to prevent it from touching the ground. He then walked back to the circle containing the necklace and took a small golden hammer out of his bag. Time for redemption, Garudos. This day I shall save your soul and bring you back to the light.
The Nephirim raised the hammer and brought it down onto the necklace..... 

The hammer fell, but never reached the necklace. The figurine emitted a fierce flash of light, beams of energy shooting out in various directions. The Nephirim's arm was thrown back, so it appeared as though he were in position to begin the strike, rather than finish it. 

That pendant is too important not to protect it magically, Celestar transmitted in a simple, explanatory tone. It'll take more than your ritual to release the power within.
Since he had the Nephirim's focused attention once again, Celestar returned to a more important matter in his mind. What happened to her, Nephirim? Something must have gone wrong, or she would not have given up the necklace. You said that she is none of your concern - she is. She is an innocent who may be in danger, and it is our duty - both of ours - to help her if that is so.

The Nephirim turned towards the Orb, anger flashing in his normally calm and collected eyes. 

She is none of my concern--my duty is your salvation! But I will grant you the knowledge of her I have. She was in the company of Kerrin Mo'Dahl, a creature of darkness as far as I can tell... and it was Mo'Dahl who gave me the necklace, not the girl. 

Celestar's thoughts turned to disappointment. And you care not? You are willing to accept the aid of a creature of darkness when it will assist your cause, yet investigate nothing where an innocent girl is concerned? Find her and make sure she is all right, please.

I did not ask for nor receive the aid of the creature of darkness, the Nephirim replied. I simply accepted something that was given to me. I have already said the child is not my concern. If it makes you feel better, I'm sure that your 'friends' will rescue her, or have you lost faith in them?

I know that Castor, Evee, and the others are fully capable of handling situations that have come their way. Celestar replied. Why should I trust you, however? Locking someone inside a rune-covered orb is usually not the way to become his savior. I ask you to show the goodness in your heart, the caring you have for others, rather than the antagonism you've shown me. How much faith do you have in goodness and purity? Will you help to support it, so that it can mature and blossom in power in the future, or will you let it slip away into the darkness. I'm not going anywhere in here; you can take the time to help her.

The Nephirim does not reply, he simply picked up the Necklace and took it over to Garudos's Orb. He then placed it next to the crystal sphere and picked the Orb up. Garudos could feel that the Nephirim seemed to be fighting some kind of internal struggle, a struggle that overwhelmed him and forced him to fall to his knees in the center of the runic cicle. He placed his hands on the top and bottom of the Orb and twisted, the two halves coming away into his hands. 

Garudos felt a freedom within his grasp, freedom that he could almost touch, but not quite reach. The Nephirim placed the two halves of the Orb on the snow covered ground in front of him and picked up the necklace. 

The internal struggle raged on and tears streamed from the eyes of the Celestial judge, the one who "could not" be corrupted. His body shook visibly as he raised the necklace over the Orb and dropped it inside. Garudos felt whole again, complete--his Spark had returned and with it came his magic. Freedom stepped closer. 


All of a sudden the internal conflict that raged on stopped and the the Nephirims's eyes glazed over. He picked up the two halves of the crystal prison and placed them back together. Freedom disappeared in a single brief but eternal moment. 

He placed the Orb back on its pedestal and walked over to where he dropped his hammer. The small black instrument gleamed in the early morning sun and would look menacing, could anyone see it. 

The end is near, Fallen One. The time of your salvation has come. 

He walked over to the Orb and raised the hammer above his head. The sun had risen above him and for the first time he truly looked like the Celestial he was. Garudos Celestar, Movanic Deva of the 3rd layer of the Seven Heavens, I hereby pronounce judgment upon you.

The words echoed through the forest and also in the mind of Garudos. In the name of the Powers of Light, I hereby pronounce you...

The hammer came down upon the Orb. 

The Orb shattered. 

The Nephirim disappeared. 

"Innocent..." 

Garudos found himself standing alone in the snow-covered clearing. A small crystal sphere lay at his feet--bearing the name Garudos. 

Celestar peered into the orb, looking beyond the rune and into its crystalline interior. The light of the thin moon reflecting of the snow bounced into it and was refracted into a beautiful rainbow. 

"Thank you, Nephirim," Celestar whispered with true gratitude in his voice. "Friend Nephirim." 

Celestar suddenly snapped out of reverie when he realized a more pressing issue at the moment: Jeris! 

Spending a few more moments in concentration, feeling the magic flowing through his body once more, the old archmage in midnight robes conjured up a tailwind to carry him in flight as he looked for any sign of Jeris or the other Taverners. 

Jeris sat in a small wooden room, on an uncomfortable wooden chair, with her hands tied behind her back. 

Mo'Dahl paced back and forth in front of her as he talked: "First of all, I'd like to thank you for coming with me. Now, from your perspective, things may not look too good. You've been captured by a man who has the power to dominate you with a simple exertion of will, and you sit tied up in an unknown locale where your friends cannot help you." 

"Perhaps, however, you have not realized your friends can't help you. After all, the daemonling does have that convenient location spell. Rest assured, though, that I took that sort of thing into account, and we are presently absolutely unfindable. We can't have anyone crashing our little party, now, can we? I ask, however, that you not be alarmed. I am not going to hurt you. yet. I simply wish for us to talk. So, I think I will untie you, and maybe you can get a little bit more comfortable." 

Mo'Dahl steped around Jeris, slowly untying her hands. Leading her out the door, he allows her to sit on a deep purple couch in the adjoining room. 

"Now, we can have a nice chat. I think I'll remove the current thrall I have on you, so you'll support your end of the conversation." Mo'Dahl chuckles, seemingly rather amused by this situation. 

"Chat?" Jeris asks, the dull gaze of being mentally dominated having faded from her eyes. "What would I want to chat with you about? Why have you abducted me?" 

"Now, now, no need to get angry. I'm remaining perfectly calm, you know. And besides, you just contradicted yourself. Now, I understand you have a bag, and it has some... unique qualities, shall we say?" 

Jeris glares at Mo'Dahl for a few moments longer, then answers. "What do you want with it?" 

"How about you tell me what it is," Mo'Dahl says, "then I'll tell you why I want it." 

"Can't you steal the knowledge from my head? Why do you need to ask?" 

"It's more pleasant this way. You would like things to go pleasantly, wouldn't you? Now, just tell me about the bag, so we can keep this discussion on nice terms." 

"It's a special bag. It can hold lots of stuff," Jeris says. 

"But that's not all. You have something special in there, don't you?" 

Jeris nods. "An efreeti." 

"Yes, that's what I wanted. Now, why haven't you used him? He's offered three wishes, correct?" 

"The others don't want me too. They don't think it's safe." 

"Well," Mo'Dahl says, reaching over and pulling the bag from Jeris' belt, "What if I told you I didn't mind you using him?" 

At being grabbed by someone else, the bag speaks. "Hands off, illithid. The girl gets her wishes first." 

"So," Mo'Dahl says, setting the bag at the half-elf's feet, "what do you wish for, Jeris?" 

At her silence, Mo'Dahl continues. "There has to be something you want. Control of your powers? How about for that other half-breed to feel the same way you do about him? Or at least, to be freed from my captivity? Do you wish nothing?" 

Jeris frowns, and thinks about her response for a minute. Taking a deep breath, she speaks. "I'm not going to use Sam for myself. I'll keep him until I can use his wishes to help someone else." 

At this, Mo'Dahl laughs. "Such a noble child. I can see that you're young, and inexperienced with the world." 

Jeris tilts her head curiously, having noticed that Mo'Dahl had been shifting and pacing uncomfortably while they talked.

"Are you uncomfortable, Kerrin?" 

Mo'Dahl glares at her. "Call me Mo'Dahl. And yes, this... robe, that I am currently donning, makes me uncomfortable. I do not like it. However, it would be rather indecent of me to drop it and reveal what's hidden beneath, wouldn't it?" he says, chuckling softly. 


The bark of a wolf from somewhere to the south and east breaks the morning stillness; Dmitri mutters, "Humans--several--between a mile and a half-mile off. Our friends, I suppose." Glancing at Abel, he says, "We'd better hurry. I want to talk to her before the rest arrive and attempt what the deamonling calls a diplomatic solution. Leave your sword." At Abel's puzzled expression, Dmitri says, "You won't need it, and it's not really appropriate, anyway. Do you want to go in man-form?"

The question hangs in the air for a long moment... until Carrick smiles. For the first time since Dmitri met him, the smile is a genuine one. His tears have dried, and his eyes gaze around as if truly seeing for the first time. 

"No," he says simply, calmly. "If these are all my brothers now--made so by the will of the Lady--I will wear the wolf-shape." 

Quickly stripping off his own clothing, the merchant uncovers a pale but well-muscled body that shivers slightly as the frosty air hits it. He folds up his jacket, shirt, trousers and boots and stuffs them into the pack. 

Stepping over to a nearby tree, Carrick leaps into the high branches, carrying his clothing and weapon to a hollow near the upper limbs and stowing it there. He drops back down, landing in the snow with a slight crunch. 

Tipping his head back, he lets out a howl that perks up the ears of the other nearby wolves. Then he falls forward, his body shifting and rearranging... 

Dmitri's face and form blur and shift as he kneels, twisting into the form of an enormous dark-brown wolf. Turning, he howls twice; a chorus of howls answer him, and together the wolves sprint into the forest. 

Until another enormous dire wolf stands next to Dmitri, similar in size and with a slightly darker pelt to match the color of the merchant's near-black hair. The ranger cannot help but notice the eyes, however--the same light gray of Carrick's human form, rather than the midnight black of the uncontrolled auruvaasa the group encountered earlier... a symbol that he is in control. 

The darker wolf nods once. Let us go, Vladimir... and may Ezra go with us. 

In the chorus of howls, the pack--of wolves, dire wolves, werewolf and wolfwere--sprint into the forest. 

The wolves raced through the snowy wood in the red light of the dawning sun, moving almost as a single being through the snow. They were moving together as they near their quarry; the scent is faint but easy to detect in the still, crisp morning air. 

As Dmitri runs, his mind works furiously. Where has Ivold gone, and what had his reaction been to the ceremony? Embracing auruvaasa as a brother, and declaring himself the servant of the Lady of Tears...What will he tell the Old Wolf? 

Dmitri shuddered involuntarily at that thought, then another question springs into his mind. Vladimir Szestelyn, he thinks to himself. Why did I give Abel that name?...But so the Goddess called me--Vladimir Szestelyn, and so will I call myself. Let there be no more lies..

As the pack of wolves continues to race through the hard-packed snow, Carrick's brownish-black form matches the rest stride for stride. Dmitri sees him move through the clustered pack, loping along and seeming to pause beside each one. Distracted by his own thoughts, Dmitri is unable to make out what the werewolf is 'saying' to them, in the silent language of the lupines. 

Until, that is, he slows beside a normal wolf mere feet from Dmitri's loping form. Watching carefully, the wolfwere observes the muzzle twitches and tail shakes that make up his 'words.' 

And the words are simple. Forgive me, brother. Know that I regret my crimes against you all... and I will atone. 

The minutes pass, and the pack remains on the hunt of the creature they seek. Perhaps another two miles go by uneventfully... Before the dire wolf at the very head of the pack skids to a stop, slipping slightly on the snowy ground at the edge of a clearing. Turning, she says: The creature we seek--its scent leads... there! 

She tossing her shaggy gray head back she perks up her ears. The rest of the pack does the same, and their sharp hearing detects a beautiful song rising on the wind. A high, clear alto voice, feminine and delicate yet powerful at the same time... the sheer beauty of its tonal qualities would make a Kartakan bard weep. 

Peering forward, the near-black dire wolf freezes motionless. 

It is her... he says. I would know her voice anywhere... may the Goddess be merciful. 

Dmitri stands, not quite entranced by the voice, but attracted--immensely attracted--by the purity of the voice. Shaking himself slightly, he pads forward, followed by Abel at his right and the dire wolf, alpha female of her pack, at his left. The other wolves and dire wolves fan out, coming to the edge of the clearing but no farther. 

Dmitri howls, Here, brothers. To us! and the answering howls show that the wolves have come together once again. Dmitri shifts in a single, slow upward movement into his human form and steps forward, hands outstretched in the gesture of peace.

At the wolves' answering howl, the woman--a strikingly beautiful face to match her voice--rises smoothly to her feet, a smile on her face. Her copper-colored hair wafts down past her waist in wavy ringlets, catching the morning sunlight and reflecting it back even more brightly. 

She too is naked, and as she stands Dmitri is taken aback by her appearance. Such beauty as Carrick described... and yet he did not do her justice. She is tall, graceful of limb and delicate of feature--perhaps deceptively delicate. Her eyes perfectly match the cerulean of the sky, and a light scattering of freckles dusts the pale skin of her cheeks. 

Dmitri pads forward, arms outstretched, as those beautiful eyes narrow. She does not retreat, or advance... she merely stands, as serene as the gentle gusts of the spring yet to come. 

"From whence came you... ferevaasa?" The question is delivered with calm authority. 

Dmitri replies strongly, his voice ringing from the trees, "I come from the woods, milady, as you can see; but it is from whom I come that concerns us most. Know that the Lady of the Shield, bright Ezra, has sent me to you to call you to her service. This is the message which Ezra has for you: man and beast shall be reconciled. Speak plainly: will you join us in Her cause?" 

At Dmitri's words, the woman frowns in surprise. 

"'Man and beast shall be reconciled'? What a strange idea... how could this happen? Beasts prey on men with their weapons, and men prey on beasts with theirs..." 

Oddly enough, her tone is one of honest surprise and is quite reasonable. She takes a step back and gestures to the rock before her, seating herself once again on a tree stump. 

"Will you sit and tell me more of this, ferevaasa servant of goddesses? I would know more of this--this seeming impossibility..." 

"I serve one goddess alone, lady." Dmitri replies politely, coming forward and seating himself. The enormous brown-black wolf whines slightly; Dmitri gives it a glance and gestures slightly with one hand, as if counseling patience. "The Mother of Tears has given me a mighty vision, in which I could see--well, many things, most of which I have no words to explain. But she instructed me specifically to speak to your family; to your husband, to your sons, and to you." 

Pausing as if to organize his thoughts, Dmitri continues, "The time when man and beast were not at war is only myth--although, I think, a true myth. But that time must come again... Man has forgotten that he is kin to the beast, lady, and they, in turn, have forgotten him. Only in a few individuals do their natures meet, and that mostly unhappily, the creature partaking of the worst features of his scions--the ferocity and ignorance of the beast and the duplicity and wastefulness of the human. But it need not be so. Let the humans learn honor and economy from the beast; let the beast learn generosity and understanding from the human. It may yet be; and that is the work to which you are now called." 

Noting Dmitri's gesture to the huge wolf, the woman gives a half smile. 

"If your friend would come closer, he would find I am no stranger to his people," she says almost shyly. In response to her words, the brown-black lupine shudders and remains where he is, stretching his forepaws in front of him as if preparing to spring. 

Another wave of Dmitri's hand, and he subsides, remaining watchful. 

"You weave a fine tapestry with your words, sir," the woman intones softly, pushing back a stray strand of her fiery hair. "Such sentiments do much to keep one warm. I too have heard of a time when man and beast did not live by the death of each other... but such utopia seems unattainable. As for my husband and my... my sons..." 

The woman trails off, looking away. Dmitri glimpses, to his surprise, a tear growing in her sky-blue eye. Hastily she wipes it away and concentrates on mastering her voice. 

"This 'calling' you speak of... what if I am already called to the service of another god? Am I to betray my vows? Especially when my god has been my only constant in these dark lands..." 

Dmitri gave the woman a sidelong look, then replied, "Before I urge you to do such a thing, tell me of the god you serve, lady, and of the service you have given him." 

At this the brown-black wolf gives a half-choked bay of rage; Dmitri looked at him sharply, then a considering expression crosses his face. He asks, "Do you have something which you wish to say on that point, Abel?"

"I serve the god called Machra, faithful protector of--." she breaks off as Dmitri speaks to the brown-black wolf, whose gray eyes are shining brightly with anger. Her own blue eyes widening, she stammers. 

"Abel?! But... but that's impossible! You--your scent is different, I would have known..." 

Her brows knit in concentration as she stares at Carrick. Dmitri senses her reaching out to him with some magic, some power of her mind. But nothing seems to happen... until Carrick rears back on his hind legs and began to shift his shape. 

Rising smoothly as the wolf retreats back inside him, the now-human Carrick closes the distance between himself and the woman and seizes her roughly by the shoulders. 

"Damn it, Revka, that's enough!! I don't know how you're alive, or why--and I don't care! Roam the world at will, do whatever you wish--but return my sons to me! They do not deserve whatever mad plan your Toothed Maw has for them--they are innocent!" 

The woman looked over at Dmitri, a helpless expression on her face, but made no move to resist her husband's strength. 

"Abel, my love, what are you saying? Have you gone mad?! I would never hurt our cubs... our boys. Never!!! What has happened to you, to make you rail at me this way?!" 

Dmitri quickly lays a hand on Abel's shoulder, saying, "Peace, friend. Let us not act precipitously." Abel releases her and steps back, his face a cold mask; the woman still seems shocked, frightened, and innocent of malice.  Dmitri looked at her with a colder gaze than before. 

At last Dmitri speaks, "He is bound to another now, lady--but tell me of this Machra, whom your husband called the Toothed Maw; and tell me why your husband thinks your younglings are in danger." 

The woman slumps back onto the tree stump, still puzzled and frightened apparently. 

"Machra, the Great Wolf of the Sky..." she says softly, not looking at Abel or Dmitri. "Faithful companion to Father Silvanus, ruler of the Sacred Groves of every druid. Machra served Father Silvanus for countless eons, as his faithful guardian, companion, and friend. Machra's swift feet and unquestioning devotion meant Silvanus was invulnerable to attack, even from the other gods. The Great Wolf's strength and quickness were so great that none could lay hand, blade, or blunt weapon upon Silvanus… it was the truest picture of man and beast in harmony that could ever be painted." 

The woman turned slightly, her voice growing harsher. 

"So it went for century upon century... until Silvanus betrayed his longtime companion and best friend. Silvanus found love with Brigit, the goddess of fire... but soon after she took human form to learn of humanity and died from a stray arrow shot from a careless bow. Silvanus wept, mad with grief... so mad that he challenged Arawn, god of the dead, to immortal combat with Brigit's essence as the prize. Arawn refused, saying he would not fight... but he would return Silvanus' love if the Druid Father would sacrifice someone else he loved as much--Machra."

"Silvanus was taken aback, stunned at the terms Arawn set forth. But there was no choice for him, or so he believed. Even standing before Arawn, Machra showed no fear, sure his best friend would not give him up to save the life of a goddess he had known so briefly." 

The woman pushes herself to her feet, her delicate limbs flexing as she rises to her impressive height--nearly as tall as Dmitri's current form. 

"There is no word to describe the feeling of shock, of betrayal that Machra felt when Silvanus agreed to the bargain. As Arawn reached out with his cold, gray fingers, preparing to surrender the god-essence of Brigit with his other hand... Machra's millennia of love curdled into hatred as black as an eclipse. And he sank his teeth into Silvanus' side, ripping away a portion of the god's own essence before fleeing, untouched, into the night." 

Revka walks forward to stand behind Abel, her sweet breath washing over him. She slides one arm delicately around his waist, clasping his shoulder with the other one. 

"Can you imagine the feeling... the magnitude of such betrayal, my love?" she inquires softly as Abel flinches away from her touch. "I can..." 

Suddenly the seemingly fragile and innocent woman seizes the burly merchant by the neck... and with no effort at all she flings him away, high into the air. 

Flying through the air clumsily, tumbling end over end like a two-hundred fifty-pound rag doll, Abel smacks against a thick, ice-encrusted oak tree more than fifty yards away. As his body meets the icy bark, there is a sickening crack!, and he slides down the side to fall into a boneless heap, unconscious at best. 

Revka turns and regards Dmitri with the same eyes he found entrancing mere minutes ago. But now they burned with orange fire--the mark of truest faith, or truest madness. Or both. She stalks forward, raising her hands and chanting under her breath. No more than a foot away from Dmitri, she stops and smiles one of the most chilling smiles even he has ever seen on a human. 

"So as you can see, I've no need for your 'Lady of Tears'--I know all of sorrow, of betrayal, of weakness that I shall ever willingly learn. But now I will teach you of strength!!!" 

Quicker than a striking snake, so quick that even Dmitri's superhuman reflexes are a moment too slow, the woman's leg lashes out, catching the wolfwere in the sternum and cracking at least one rib, by the pain. 

He too, flies backward... some twenty yards, landing hard on his back. Revka's grin widens, and a gleaming, glowing sword appears in her hand--a hand that stood empty a moment before. As the rising sun reflects off its blade, Dmitri instinctively knows it is made of cold-forged iron... enchanted cold-forged iron. 

"Let the lesson begin, false ferevaasa prophet!" she screams, her features twisted with a mixture of glee and fervor. "The friend of my betrayer deserves the same fate!!" 

Writhing in the snow, Dmitri feels the blood surge to his chest, the bones knitting as he breathes. Standing slowly, he looked at the naked amazon with the glowing blade in hand.

"Hear me now: kneel and beg forgiveness for your sins and the Goddess Ezra shall hear you. Strike me again...and you will die." 

The woman laughs, and Dmitri looked at her with controlled fury.. 

"Then let there be no mercy," he says, calmly. "Strange, that you should take the weapons of a man to defend yourself. Have you no faith, to meet me as the People have always done?" Dmitri's form blurs as he kneels, taking wolf-shape; the rising sun glints readily  in his eyes as he comes forward. 

A frigid blast of arctic air blows through the clearing as the dire wolf that is Ezra's champion prepares to pounce upon the nude woman bearing the glowing blade. Both glance towards the heavens for a mere instant to see dark, heavy stormclouds rapidly filling the sky. Within seconds, the morning sun is completely obscured. The howling wind increases in intensity as heavy snowflakes begin to fall from the dark clouds. As the combatants turn back to face each other, the falling snow quickly becomes a blinding blizzard. 

Dmitri circles to keep the wolf-woman downwind of himself--a difficult task in the gusting breeze and fitful eddies of air lashing the pair, but far more reliable than vision, especially in wolf-form. Her body heat is no more than a dull glow, obscured by the chill air. Will she fight me in trueform, or insist on using the blade? Dmitri wonders. Another part of his mind puzzles over the sudden change in weather--unnatural, certainly. Dangerous? Perhaps... 


Megan the Wolfwoman came to a sudden halt, skidding in the snow. She whirls about sniffing the air about her and listening to her surroundings. She then half turns to the others and motions for them to stop also. 

Trebor still has a huge smile on his face. 

"Ah, for the love of the chase. Seriously, I think circling around would give us far more change of getting the drop on whatever is out there." 

He looked at Megan, his eye lenses glittering. "What can we be expecting then, Megan?"

"I may not know as much about werebeasts as some and being one makes very little difference. I am still getting used to this form, I'm normally not the one in control when I look like this, the beast is. As for what is out there, Carrick's scent is strong, but I'm not sure about the others. The other scents are a mix, I'm sure one of them is a little recognizable, but I'm not sure." 

Megan looked back at the determined Gypsy. He was definitively tired from running.

"If you think you can make it Vistana, then come along, but if things get nasty, I may not be able to look out for you if we have to fight something. Someone will have to look out for you or just try to stay out of the way if you can't fight." 

Megan then charges off into the pale blanket, her powerful legs kicking up loose snow and avoiding obstacles as if they weren't there.

"If you think you can make it Vistana..." When he heard the word Vistana, Trebor saw the gypsy’s mussels clench and the knuckles around his guns turn bone white. 

 Glancing over to Charneka for a moment, Evee noted it too. "Hey, relax. If you have a problem with what you are, or were, it is not the time now. You'll tell us your story later. You're with us, not against us, right ?" Her gaze is cold. 

She then turns and starts to run, following Megan. 

A noise in the snow behind Castor makes the Taverners turn, weapons drawn. Three large, white, fluffy shapes bound out of the forest making little meeping noises. 

Suddenly one shakes and causes the snow to fall off it revealing a creature that is not quite a cat and not quite a dog. 

The Hyena looked at the Taverners. "What is your business concerning the Unborn one, The child made of Devil and Shadow? Speak, lest my felines decide to attack." The hyena says haughtily. 

Behind it the Tiger and Lioness continue to bicker. "What about that thing with odd horns? 'Let's kill it and eat it!' you said. Is that all you Tigers think about? No wonder you aren't winning the war." 

At the animals appearance, Evee readies her sword dropping into a defensive couch. Evee stares and listens at the animals, curious. She never saw animals like that, except may be in children book. What is this new wonder ? Talking animals ? ... might be polymorphed wizards ... or other kinds of lycanthrope ?, she thinks, for her and Castor. 

Trebor turns to the animals. 

"For the child of shadow and devil, the unborn one, I assume you refer to Galen, the baby. We are it's guardians and if you or any like you have harmed it I swear I will destroy you and all you hold dear." 

"Bravado is not a becoming thing, creature. Lady Jekuntar tells us to bring the baby so she may sacrifice it, if you think you could stand the might of her and King Crocodile, I suggest you try." The tiger growls bears it's teeth. 

The tiger moves with feline agility and speed pinning Evee to the floor, the cat's jaws poised over her neck. "One word, one word from me and the child dies. But I am in a particularly playful mood. I'll let her go if you, Ravenwood, can defeat the Lioness in combat, no armor, no weapons, no psionic abilities, just you and the cat. You win, the child goes free, you lose she dies. You're call, Half-human." 

At the creature's words, Castor's eyes narrow and his jaw clenches in anger. 

He sheathes his weapons and unbuckles his swordbelt, laying it on the ground. Pulling off his burgundy headband, he reveals for the first time his slightly-pointed ears. 

Sparing a glance at Evee, he sends her a message: Evee... you once said you could cast your wraithform spell in an instant--be ready if this doesn't work. But it will.

A frigid blast of arctic air blows through the clearing as the Taverners face the trio of talking animals. Each pauses for a mere instant to glance toward the heavens. Dark, heavy stormclouds rapidly fill the sky. Within seconds, the morning sun is completely obscured. The howling wind increases in intensity as heavy snowflakes begin to fall from the dark clouds. The falling snow quickly becomes a blinding blizzard. 

Stretching his arms high over his head, he shakes them a moment to limber them up. 

"What proof do I have that the tiger will not attack Evee--if I defeat your champion?" 


Simar returned to the Animal Army. "They get three of my chimpanzees, eh. We left with two and two hyenas. Send Gorillas next, they big and fearsome." 

The two gorillas lumber through the streets of Verlorenshaus. "Come out, baby. We won't harm you." 

Anneke ducks down a handy alley. Damn, she thinks, What next? Bloody animals. 

Anna points to a door leading into the kitchens of a tavern. "We can hide in there," she mouths. Anneke nods, creeping to the door. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 


Drinnik cautiously closes the doors and windows. Hopefully the animals still thought that the baby was there, but as the Archmage Raistlin Majere was credited with saying "Hope is the denial of reality." 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Ducking into the tavern's kitchen with the young child and Anna, Anneke nodded once to the cook, a brawny bald man named Korvan. The cook and the washwoman had shared a song or two in the past... perhaps he could help her now. 

"Anneke, what brings you back here? Carrick need another case of flog already? I thought the last one you bought would keep him happy for at least a week!" 

"No, I'm not here for Master Carrick... it's somethin' more... ah... personal." 

"Something more--good gods, woman, you've got a child with you? When did this happen?!" the brawny cook slaps his forehead in astonishment. 

"It's... it's not what ye think, Korvan... neither the child nor the young lady is mine. We've need of a place to hide--as strange as it sounds, we've animals chasin' us." 

"Animals?" Korvan sounds dubious. "What do you mean?" 

"I've no time ta explain, man!" Anneke hisses. "I beg ye, please let us stay here. We'll be silent, bother no one--just so we can stay among humans!" 

Korvan hesitates for a moment.. "All right, stay back here... maybe you can give me some help with the morning's bread, eh? And we've got some milk if the little one's hungry..." 

The washwoman closes her eyes in relief. "Thank ye, Korvan. We're indebted to ye." 

The trio finds a quiet corner of the kitchen--as far away from any doors or windows as possible--and prepares to await whatever may seek them next. 

Outside the town of Verlorenshaus, the army of animals from the steamy Wildlands shiver uncontrollably as a frigid blast of arctic air blows in from the north. The animals begin to mutter in fear as dark, heavy stormclouds rapidly fill the sky, obscuring the morning sun. The bitter intensity of the howling wind increases as heavy snowflakes begin to fall from the dark clouds. Within moments, the falling snow becomes a blinding blizzard. 

High upon the slopes of the Sleeping Beast, a ruined monastery huddles against the onslaught of the fierce blizzard. Blowing snow began to drift into the vacant windows of a forgotten chamber. Within the looming darkness of the chamber, a transaction is being finalized. 

"Very well," a deep, rumbling voice says. "I did as you requested. The borders are closed. Now my debt to you is paid in full." 

"Indeed," a low, sinister voice replied A walking stick echoed a constant tap tap tap upon the cracked stone floor as a short figure walks over to one of the windows. Thick, pungent smoke swirls lazily from an ivory meerschaum pipe clenched between the figure's teeth as it gazes out the window. 

"A most glorious blizzard," the figure says to the darkness behind it, gazing out the window. "It shall serve my purposes nicely." 

The short figure turns from the window to face the darkness. The figure raises a hand before it. Smoke from the ivory pipe swirls within the figure's palm and coalesces into a rolled parchment tied with a scarlet ribbon. 

"Our contract has been fulfilled," the shadowy figure says. The parchment bursts into flames, illuminating the sinister grin of the one-eyed dwarf. The red arcane eye symbol embroidered on the dwarf's black eyepatch glows within the firelight. "It has been a pleasure doing business with you, My Lord. Please do not hesitate to call upon me again if you should ever need my...services." 

An enormous, cloaked figure wordlessly strides from the darkness and past the dwarf. The hulking figure stalks from the sanctuary of the ruined chamber into the raging fury of the blizzard. Within seconds, the figure is lost from view. 

"Yes, my good Adam," Maximillian Hellspont muses as he gazes into the storm. "Your blizzard shall serve my purposes very nicely indeed." The dwarf turns from the window and strides into the darkness of the chamber, pipe smoke swirling thickly around him. 


Dottir cursed. The closing of Lamordia's borders by Adam had severed her spell. She hoped that the animals could fend for themselves for a while.... 

As Dmitri circles through the biting snow, his sharp ears manage to pick out the sound of Revka chanting in a low voice amid the howling wind. 

A sudden flash before Dmitri's eyes throws him into blackness, and he instinctively throws his body to the left. The move saves him pain and blood-loss, as a white-hot slash is scored across his right flank. The pain burns in stark contrast to the chilling wind outside... and immediately the wolfwere realizes his guess was correct--the blade is cold-forged iron... as nothing else could hurt so badly. 

Revka's laughter carries on the wind as well... though it is impossible to determine the direction. "Machra respects intelligence, ferevaasa!" she calls. "I use the weapons at hand!!" 

Another rush of air to the wolfwere's right barely alerts him in time, and he throws himself forward. His teeth graze Revka's flesh... but she is as quick on her feet as he... 

Dmitri takes advantage of the priestess's backward motion to put some distance between them, backing quickly to the edge of the clearing. Standing, he shifts quickly to human form and reaches for an ash tree. "Ezra, my goddess, hear me," he mutters. "Grant me a weapon against this woman." 

The tree shudders and a long piece of it--perhaps six feet long and three fingers thick--comes away in his hand. Turning, he brings the stout wood around just in time to block another slash from the cold-iron sword. "So!" he calls above the howling wind. "Shall we fight as humans do?" 

Edging to the windward of the woman, now, to take advantage of his superior vision in human form, Dmitri mutters, "Strike with the power of the goddess!" The staff glows with a blue-white light as he whips it around, striking Revka hard above the knee. 

She staggers slightly, but backs away quickly, the sword flashing in her hands. Grinning, Dmitri steps forward, quarterstaff at the ready. 

Favoring her wounded knee slightly, Revka pads back away from Dmitri, eyeing his shillelagh appreciatively. 

"An excellent choice of weapon, Stanislaus, or Szestelyn, or whatever you call yourself," she says cautiously, her voice still muffled by the howling wind. Testing the weight on her wounded leg, her eyes widen as it refuses to support her weight, and she lurches forward to regain her balance. 

Darting forward for another strike, Dmitri sees--too late--her gaze change from pain to glee. With a wave of her hand, she gestures at the wolfwere... 

And suddenly, the very tree from which he drew his weapon rebels! A tangled mass of above-ground roots blurs and shifts into a writhing group of serpents! Leaping away from one, two, three bites, Dmitri inadvertently stumbles toward Revka-- 

And narrowly manages to roll with her striking blade, which settles for slicing along his ear rather than severing his head. She laughs again as the enchanted snakes fall to the ground behind Dmitri, slain by the cold air swirling about them. 

"Quick on your feet for the moment, eh?" she calls out. "We'll see how long that lasts..."

Dmitri grins at the wolf-woman's bravado, then strike viciously at her chest, leg, and head; she parries all three blows and presses him back with a rapid series of slashes and thrusts, which he only barely turns aside. The two separate and circle each other again, Dmitri slightly favoring his wounded side and Revka somewhat more obviously limping. 

Is she faking it? Dmitri wonders. Hoping to distract her, he shouts above the storm, "And your children, Mistress Carrick? What of them? Your husband believed they were here, and that you intended to harm them...tell me, why was that?" 

Parrying another attack, Revka lurches to the side, limping again on her wounded leg. Quarterstaff continues to ring out against sword, conflicting magic sparking between them in eddies of blue and orange light. 

"My husband is a fool, ferevaasa!" she shouts back as the two continue to circle each other. "As are you for listening to him! The firstborn has been chosen for an honor greater than either of you can comprehend!" 

Dmitri grimaces as the sword whistles past his guard, cutting into his upper arm. Striking back quickly, he almost strikes Revka across the face, but she ducks and kicks at his outstretched leg. There is a dull snap as the bone breaks and Dmitri almost falls. Face alight, she thrusts at him, but a lucky blow across her face dizzies her for a moment and Dmitri is able to take a defensive posture--one which, he hopes, will require less movement. 

Keep her distracted, he thinks distantly. It will only be a lucky blow now...if at all... 

Weaving slightly, exaggerating his injury, Dmitri says, "It seems to me that I've heard that story before--although the names were different. I seem to remember the story of the hero Luka, son of the yellow god, who had a servant--a human servant--named Mathav, whom they called Lupa, the Wolf, because of his loyalty to his master and because he was a mighty hunter who dressed in the furs of the beasts he had killed...and also because they were as close as twins, Luka and Lupa, and so their friends gave them similar names... And Luka did, indeed, fall in love with Aleca, a fire spirit like he himself. And when the white god, whose name cannot be spoken by mortal lips, stole Aleca to give light to the House of Bones, Luka followed, and Lupa went with him."

"But Lupa was afraid, because he knew that the lightest touch of the bone spear of the white god was death. But he said nothing, and went to the House of Bones with his master." 

"And when the white god came forth, with the frost billowing from his lips and his bone spear in his hand, Luka faced him boldly for the return of Aleca; but looking on Lupa, the white god could see his fear." 

"So the white god whispered to him I will be your protector, Mathav, and you will never know death if you side with me. And Lupa believed him, and struck his master to the heart, and the white god took Luka's bone and hid it in the House of Bones, and made Mathav his servant." 

"And it pleased the white god to give his new servant a gift--so that his coat of skins became his own, and forever after he walked as a wolf at the white god's side. And the white god gave him a new name, like his old name: Makrav, meaning, the ravenous mouth." 

"Or, as some might translate it, the Toothed Maw." 

With a scream, Revka hurtled forward, face a mask of hate and blade flashing. 

Striking wildly with her blade, Revka utters an inarticulate scream. Snarling, she spins and bats Dmitri's quarterstaff aside, scoring another slice along his wounded side. The pain flares, instantly white-hot again! 

"You LIE, blasphemer!! You twist the truth to suit your ends, to glorify yourself! You and your vaunted 'People'!" 

Stabbing forward with her sword, she leaves herself open to a violent strike across her right arm. The sharp sound of cracking bone pierces Dmitri's ears. But the werewolf woman seems to ignore the pain, shifting her sparkling blade to her left hand with little thought. 

She snarls "Like all your breed, you seek to raise yourselves by casting us into the lower depths... making us inferior to you! In my time in Kartakass those words were on every tongue! But it is you who are inferior! Pathetic, soulless pretenders... nothing more than mindless mirror images of us. Through mutation--" she fairly spits the word, "--and nothing more, you can ape a human form, but an eternal part is beyond you. And the humans are no better--denying who they are and the blood that still flows in their veins. 

"But it is we who are the fusion you spoke of! We who are the truest breed! We who are the perfect union of man and wolf--ensouled as human, but blooded as the beast!" 

Ducking backward, she staggers for a moment on her wounded leg, one hand raised to the sky... 

As the werewolf raises her hand, Dmitri leaps forward, rolling; a bolt of lightning hammers into the ground behind him, and a clap of thunder, louder and sharper than a gunshot, rocks the clearing. 

Dmitri gets to his feet, dizzy and with his vision blurred, and barely deflects a blow aimed at his neck. Struggling backward, limping awkwardly on his broken ankle, he replies, gasping, "It is only a story...and who knows the truth, now? But there is no better between man and beast, or those who take either form. It is only better to obey the Grand Scheme...and your heathen sacrifices of blood have no place in it, for life is precious. Even yours." 

At his words, Revka stops, motionless. The sword in her left hand lowers slightly. 

"Pretty words, wolfwere--another warm tapestry." she says softly, a strange look in her eyes. A strange look comes over her face, a sudden light in her eyes. Comprehension? Understanding, perhaps? Certainly she seems calmer all of a sudden. 

"But you lie, as all not of the faith and of the blood lie. And who are you to judge how I serve my god? Who are you to tell me I do not follow him as I should?" 

She trails off. When she speaks again, it is in a lower voice, almost as if she is talking to herself. "Am I put to the test now, Machra... do you not discern the depths of my faith?" 

Behind her, illuminated by another flash of lightning, Dmitri spies Abel groggily lurching to his feet in the distance. The male werewolf leans against the tree for a moment, then began to stagger toward the two combatants, falling several times beneath the push of the storm. 

"I am saying," Dmitri says, taking advantage of the priestess' change in mood to lean heavily on his staff, "if what this god demands is blood and pain, that you should not follow him. It is the god, and not the priestess, whom I judge." 

Abel struggles to a halt a few meters from the pair; the priestess seems to be ignoring them both, engaged in some conversation with herself--or another. Abel and Dmitri exchange glances, but do not move toward her. 

If she senses Abel creeping up behind her, she does not show it. Indeed, she continues to stare into space, conversing with... someone. "Have you sent the pretender to test me, mighty Machra? I owe my life to you... you awakened me from the bite of my husband's blade, forged me into a new creature. I honor you with my blood, and the blood of my blood. What more do I..." 

As she trails off again, a faraway look in her eyes, Abel looked meaningfully at Dmitri. His body began to sprout hair, and he grows taller, still standing on two legs... and stops... waiting for Dmitri's word. 

"I was not sent to "test" you," Dmitri replies sharply, "but to call you. But it seems you will not hear." Coming forward, Dmitri glances at Abel and gestures him to move away; 

Abel pauses, then, grudgingly moves toward the edge of the clearing. 

"I tell you now--forsake this god who demands your blood and the innocent blood of your sons, or you will suffer for it. For the gods of darkness do not support their children in the end, but drag them speedily down to Hell." 

"I spoke not to you, arrogant wolfwere," she says calmly, a cold look in her sky-blue eyes. "My god is not a god of darkness. Only the gods themselves can speak truth into being--and you are no god." 

Glancing behind her, she notes Abel backing away from her, as per Dmitri's orders. She rolls her eyes in a mixture of amusement and pity, apparently dismissing him. Then she turns back to Dmitri. "Perhaps a test of our combat skills is not telling enough," she says, musingly. "Your ability with your staff and mine with my sword reflects training, not faith. Perhaps another sort of 'combat' is in order, arrogant one. Have you any ideas?" 


The sudden force of the first arctic blast nearly knocked Celestar from the sky as he flew over the mountains outside Verlorenshaus, looking for any sign of Jeris or the Taverners. He regained his concentration, however, and quickly wrapped himself in a cocoon of warmth and conjured a bright light at the end of his walking stick just as the furied flurries slammed into him. Using his staff as a beacon to avoid hitting anything, he dropped altitude and flew closer to the treetops. 

"Unnatural," the old archmage said to himself. "I have to find the others; Jeris is lost somewhere, and the others are probably out in this blizzard... I only hope they weren't caught more unaware than I was." 


Megan, hoping the animals wouldn't notice, continued her magickal rite to gather the snow about her, the flakes hidden among those falling from the clouds above. Somehow, she will free Evee of the Tiger and harm it for putting her friends life in danger. 

Trebor also uses the snow storm as his window of opportunity, moving faster than a cat to position himself with his sword aimed at the back of the tiger's head where it's brain connects with it's spine. 

"I am giving you exactly 3 seconds to release my friend before I sever your spine." 

Trebor presses the blade hard to the tiger drawing a small amount of blood. 

Unexpectedly, the Tiger Blinks off of Evee and appears behind Trebor. "Tell me, Mr Daemon, what does a half daemon do when it faces a Tiger that can blink into and out of reality? We my be animals but, Hairless Ape, we have Magicks too." 

Seeing that the lioness is caught off guard by Trebor’s sudden movement, Jasper prepares to attack. With blinding speed he leaps the ten yards to the feline slicing her with a quick down stroke. With a growl and a snarl, the lioness looked at the cat-man with loathing. "What manner of beast are you?!?" 

"Why my dear", he says as he circles around her, "I am many creatures." 

Before the beast can even tighten her legs for the pounce Jasper lunges by opening a deep gash over her shoulder. 

"For one I have the blood of cheetah..."

He runs forward again only to slide under her and open another bleeding cut to her heaving chest. 

"...the claws of a panther..."

With one final burst of speed he picks her up by the neck, her blood staining the new fallen snow. 

"...and when someone tries to hurt my friends..." 

With the blinding snow clouding their visions, the nearby Taverners hear only a soft "crack" and a scream of pain unlike they have ever heard before. 

"...I have the vengeance of a god." 

With that he bounds back into the trees and lets out a roar. 

Megan reaches the Hyena as she pulls a glistening blade free of its secrete sheath . The cold looking metal carves forward as she leaps over the beast, though not quick enough for the beast to dodge, cutting only half an ear free of the rest of its head. Megan turned as she landed and struck out again, this time burying the knife in the animals side, glancing off ribs beneath the flesh. The hyena screams in pain as blood starts to run from the wound. 

"You dare attack me she-wolf" The hyena growls in pain and anger at the lupine woman. "You expect to defeat me with such pathetic attacks?" 

"Not at all" Megan replies to the strange creature before her, the snow at its feet scattered with crimson spots. "I expect to tear you apart with my own claws, I merely wanted to make you suffer first, for trying to hurt Evee and my friends." 

Megan tosses the dagger aside, the blade now tainted with the hyenas blood. She grabs quickly at the animals throat, then lifts the beast into the air without effort. "Shall I crush your throat or tear you apart with my claws?" Megan asks the squirming beast. 

"Whatever you want to try, you'll be dead before you hurt me any more...." 

The Hyenas babble is cut short as Megan lashes out with her other claw, turning the animal’s threats into cries of agony, the harsh wind drowning out much of them as Megan continues to attack the creature with her powerful claws, barely visible at times though the billowing snow. 

Meanwhile, Evee rolls her feet and those who know her notice she is furious, even if her face would show nothing to someone else. Both swords are out, one in each hand, and she keeps an eye on the blinking tiger.

The tiger gowls "Then tell me, please. I am the only one left, killing me will end our crusade against the evils of the Hairless Apes. Congratulations, my friends, you and your villainy have destroyed my people. We are doomed to destruction because of the Actions of the Hairless Apes, what you touch, you destroy. It is only a matter of time before the Old Jungle is raided and pillaged for your lands. For your progress," it spits the word. 

"We do not kill so we can conquer. We kill to survive, out of necessity. You kill for pleasure. You line your walls with our heads. You kill us and wear our skin." 

"We are only doing what is right for our race, for all of animal-kind, but this goes against your beliefs so it is wrong. Tell me what a 'Dottir' is so I can die and join my comrades in the Jungles of the Skies with the Animal Ancestors, do it and chalk one more 'victory' on your list and tell your children how you defeated me this day. I even think that one of you 'big-strong men' will skin and steal my carcass. What would you do if you saw my majesty King Crocodile wearing a cloak made from human skin?" 

The Tiger lays its head on the floor. "I only ask that after you have told me you strike true and kill me in one blow." It laughs sarcastically, "and a mighty victory was won this day by the Hairless Apes of the Cold lands." 

Trebor kneels down before the Tiger and pulls out a small green bottle, which he uncorks. He then pours some of the liquid into the blinded eye of the creature. The tiger roars and swipes at Trebor as the liquid runs deep into the wound, causing immense pain. The pain slowly subsides and the eye began to heal, it's vision returning, albeit to a limited degree. 

"Not all 'Hairless Apes' believe in the mindless slaughter of animals, especially ones that are able to think and speak. Some of us even like such creatures and grow strong bonds with them." Gustav climbs out of Trebor's robes and sat on his shoulder. 

"Go now, Tiger and take your animal friends with you, before they are all destroyed." 

"Destroyed?" The Tiger roars. "That ungodly mix of woman and wolf killed the hyena, that ungodly mix of man and cat killed the lioness. You offer mercy when it is not yours to give. The Hairless Apes care not for the creatures of the Jungle. What you did is to ease the conscience of this group. The Tiger is injured, let us heal it and make us feel better, pah!" The Tiger paws at its injured eye. "The others are after your baby. If what you said is true I suggest you go after them. Others of the jungle have been killed by the baby's protectors, so the others may not feel inclined to mercy." 

Megan turned to the Tiger, the hyena limp in her hold. "The hyena as you call it isn't dead, just has just passed out. If you feel better though, I will see to it that it lives." 

Megan raised her other arm and holds the hyena more carefully, lowering it to the ground and casts a prayer over it. Within moments the wounds on the animal close and the beast groans for a moment, opens its eyes and closes them once more. 

Megan then turns to Evee and looked her over. "Your neck looks bad Evee, give me a few moments to recover and I will see what I can do about healing it." 

Evee puts her hand on her neck and notice the blood. "Oh... I don't think it's very bad, merely a scratch, I think. Since these are real animals, I don't think it's urgent... err... But if you have something to help, it would be welcome, many thanks."

Turning to the Tiger, Evee laugh and snarls "Hey, stuffed toy, you came here because one snake lady told you to ? And you try to kidnap a baby, a cub ? and you take me as hostage, threatening to kill me ? ... err, what were we supposed to think of your actions ? How do you justify your acts ? How are they different from those actions you hate from the hairless apes ? " 

"If you thought that you, your family, everyone you know, be they friend or enemy, everyone in your world, could be saved by sacrificing one, one tiger cub, would you do it?" The Tiger sat regally. "Do not condemn us for our motives, we merely wanted the best for our kind. It is an action you yourselves would take if it could save your people." 

Evee's eyes narrowed "OK, tiger, let's say you have the baby. What would you do with it ? I don't understand how it will save your people..." 

"You know how some of your religions demand animal sacrifice?" The Tiger asks. 

Evee nods. "Good, Jekuntar told us that to summon the Animal Ancestors and to seal off the Old Jungle from the Hairless Apes she needed the blood of a baby made of shadow and devil's blood. A baby made from rawness, so to speak. She would sacrifice this baby to the animal ancestors, who in turn would seal our lands permanently from the Hairless Apes." 

Evee looks at Castor and sighs "We suspect that this 'Jekuntar' is in fact an old enemy of us, Dottir Astrani, an airless ape, shape-changing into snake as she wants. She is a servant of Azalin and she used your people to put us in trouble. I'm very sorry all this happened. You should go back with your people. This baby isn't to be given for sacrifice." 

"I see we have made a grievous error here." The Tiger shakes its head. "I will go to San-listulaman and explain. Maybe it is not too late." 

The Tiger bows as best it can. "I apologize for my actions. I hope that if we meet again, the circumstances are more favorable." 

Evee smile to it and say "Your apologies are taken and accepted with due honor. Hairless humans make mistakes too and it is a virtue to acknowledge it. Now, go in peace." 

It turns and bounds off towards the town. 

Before it goes away, Evee shouts "Please be careful about that snake-woman, she has many dirty tricks in her bag !" 

(July 18th) 

Benefiting from the lack of sun because of the heavy snow storm, Drinnik scours the streets until he finds Anneke and Anna's scents. He creeps up to the Tavern door, and knocks timidly. 

Korvan answers. "Yes?" 

"Is Anneke Greymalk here and a young woman named Anna? They had a baby." Drinnik asks. 

"Who wants ta know?" 

"Drinnik Shoehorn, I'm a, err, friend." Drinnik looked at the man and uses his charms. "Look at me, be in me." he murmurs, "I mean no harm, let me in." 

Korvan glances down at the kender, a puzzled look on his face. 

"You mean... no harm..." he repeats in a slightly dazed tone. Then the bald man seems to shake himself, as if waking from a dream. A guarded look forms in his eyes. 

"Err... son, suppose you tell me exactly how you know Miss Graymalk, and I'll tell you if I've seen her. I happen to be her friend as well. Sound fair?"

Anneke, Anna, and the baby Galen huddle together in a quiet corner of the tavern's kitchen as Korvan leaves to answer a knock at the door. Magda, Korvan's wife, chops vegetables and pours them into a large cauldron hanging on a metal bar near the central hearth. Occasionally, she glances in the trio's direction. When she finishes with the vegetables, she swings the cauldron to hang above the crackling flames. She pauses and gazes thoughtfully into the fire. 

"There she is, that Greymalk witch," a now-familiar voice, her Guardian Spirit, whispers to Magda. "You saw the glances that passed between her and Korvan when she entered. Your suspicions are true, they are having an affair!" Magda's eyes narrow and her lips purse as she gazes into the flickering flames. 

Anneke and Anna shutter as the fire in the hearth cracks and pops loudly, launching several glowing embers into the air as the burning wood settles. The two women relax when they realize that the startling sound was not caused by wild animals breaking into the tavern. 

Anneke, concernedly glances around for Korvan, wondering what is taking him so long at the door. 

"Look how she looked for him, so possessively," the spirit's voice continues whispering to Magda. "Look at the baby she clutches so protectively. Doesn't it bear a striking resemblance to Korvan? I'll bet that the babe is their bastard whelp!" Magda glances toward Anneke and Galen, then glances away when they look toward her. 

"Yes, Spirit, you are right," Magda whispers under her breath, too low for the others to hear. "What shall I do? I have never been able to give Korvan a child. If she has given him a child, what would keep him from turning me out and taking her to wife? Oh, what shall I do?" 

"You know what you must do," the spirit whispers back to her. "You must get rid of the child. Throw it into the hearth. Do not fear. Once you have done that, I will get rid of she who has bewitched your husband and her evil companion." 

Magda nods to herself slightly. Smiling, she turns and walks toward Anneke and Anna. 

"Mistress Greymalk," Magda says pleasantly. "You and your companion look so tired, and the baby seems hungry. Why don't you let me take him and feed him while you rest?" 

She smiles down at Galen, reaching to tickle the baby under the chin. "Such a cute little thing! You would like a nice warm bottle, yes?" She looked toward Anneke, hands outstretched to relieve her of Galen. "May I?" 

As Magda holds her arms out for the baby, Anneke smiles, though her eyes still hold a hint of watchfulness. "This a rare babe, or so I'm given ta understand, Magda Stormgather. Doesn't seem to favor milk so much as... er... never mind. Thank ye fer yer offer... but I'm afraid I'll be needin' to hang on to the young one fer now. Somewhat of a... strange mornin' it's been... and I don't rightly want to let him out o' me sight." 

Anneke clutches the child closer as Drinnik walks in. 

"Problem, Shoehorn?" she asks him.

Drinnik scurries over to Anneke and Anna. "Really big monkeys are after us now." He sat by the fire, miming warming himself. "I saw two big gorillas prowling the streets. I'm concerned. I have a suspicion to who is behind these attacks, I should have guessed." Drinnik stares at the flames. "We should have killed her on the mountain." he says cryptically. 

At Drinnik's words, Anneke's eyes flicker over to Magda. "Magda, would you excuse us for a moment? The young lad there still seems ta be pretending some game or another... do ye mind?" Anneke then turns to Drinnik and whispers "Makin' cryptic comments like that within earshot o' regular people is liable to set them ta slay ye, Shoehorn... and ta make life difficult fer this babe ye seem to want to 'protect.' Is yer intellect no bigger than yer feet? How have ye survived so long? Humanity'd crush the lot o' ye if we all knew yer kind existed." 

Magda's smile disappears and her eyes harden as Anneke refuses her offer to assist with Galen. Magda turns away and strides to the central hearth as a young boy enters the kitchen and sat next to Anneke and Anna. Soon the trio are in deep conversation, ignoring the rest of the room around them. 

"Something's happening, Anneke. Amelia is at the core of it and I can not explain it." Drinnik shrugs. "As for the Animals, I'd say my old friend Astranni Dottir is behind that. She's the reason I had Trebor contact Amelia and that caused the whole Ethereal debacle." 

The kender sighs. "I am forgetting myself recently. For over a decade I passed through Karg without anyone knowing my undead state, but now I seem to tell anyone I meet." 

He looked at the flames and is silent for a moment. "Perhaps it is one of the costs of having a soul in a dead shell." Drinnik began to quiver, "How I miss life. I wish I could watch the sun, run though fields with my sisters. Before I am destroyed I wish I could see the sunrise over the High Clerists Tower one more time." 

His gaze falls on Galen. "This little one keeps me going now. And if Dottir takes him, she will know more suffering than either of us have inflicted or that I myself have suffered." 

He strokes Galen's head. "But first I must take this trial at the hands of perhaps my greatest foe. Amelia decreed that I stand trial for my crimes against the Vistani people, yet I was only doing my job. She is hell-bent on destroying what good is left in me. She has my soul now, but it has connected with this dead shell. She has my soul and my sister, and we are all that is left of the Shoehorn Clan." 

Anneke holds Galen close again. Drinnik lets out a laugh through the tears coursing down his face. "I envy you Anneke. You are mortal with a mortal's passion. I am dead, with the hunger." 

The room is silent, save for the crackling of the fire and the roar of the storm. "Is Anna alright?" Drinnik asks. 

Anneke sighs. Damn a tender heart, she thinks to herself. "I think so. I told Korvan to look out fer her... without being obvious about it, ye understand. If she told them of bein' a priestess of Ezra, like as not they'd give her a full belly and a cold drink--if she'd see her way to spreadin' a bit o' the Lady's favor around. Anyway, I think she's in the washroom, tidying herself up." 

Shifting Galen from one arm to the other, the half-Vistana looked at the child's curious eyes. Ever changing with the light, they now look green... though she could swear they were brown only a few moments ago. And they look on Drinnik with... affection? She sighs again and ventures another question. "So yer sisters know of yer... 'conversion'? And they still care for ye, no matter what ye've done?" 

"Liseme doesn't know. Niesme does, but she's dead." Drinnik grinned. "She's always been the most accepting one of us. But I think Amelia will try to pollute Liseme's mind with tales of my actions." 

"I see..." Anneke says softly, tickling Galen's chin. "Ye speak of envy, vampire... envying mortality and mortal's passion in me. Would ye be surprised ta know I've... I've begun to envy ye in a way? Just in the past two minutes, ye've proven ye have something I never have. Precious mortality, sure... but not a family that loves ye and cares fer ye no matter what. Yer pulled in different directions, Shoehorn. I understand that. But do ye regret anything ye did fer the sake o' yer 'job'? D'ye now regret the innocents ye've killed, the people ye... ye tortured?" 

As Anneke utters the last word, her voice hitches a bit... and Drinnik is reminded of her half-Vistana heritage. Is there more to her anger than just the hatred the living have for the living dead? 

"I can see that in people's minds I have done wrong. But I was evil, but to regret my past would be denying who I am. I don't regret it, but I do feel that I need to atone for my crimes." Drinnik thinks about this. "Whatever happens, at least Galen will be safe." 

Anna joins the conversation. "Mr Shoehorn, When I was just seven winters I overheard my mentor talking to a young man very much in your position. He had killed , why I do not know why. He had come to the temple to end his life. He thought that his heart was black and his soul darker still. As he wept before the statue of Ezra, knife ready to pierce his heart, my master put his hand on his shoulder and told him something that stuck with me : My son, no matter how dark the night and no matter if the last candle goes out… for it takes but a single spark to delight it and from the light the rest shall come to flame. At that, the man walked out and asked forgiveness to the family of those slain."

"Sweet words, Anna. But it will take more than that to placate Amelia's bloodlust." Drinnik replies.

Meanwhile, elsewhere in the room … "Spirit," Magda whispers in a low voice as she faces the flames. "She would not let me have the babe! Now she has another companion, a young boy! What shall I do?" 

"Stupid mortal!" the spirit's voice hisses angrily. The fire in the hearth crackles and pops loudly, sending a shower of embers floating throughout the kitchen. Startled, Anneke, Anna and Drinnik glance toward the fire for a moment before returning to their conversation. "That is no young boy! The witch is consorting with a bloodsucking creature of darkness! Foolish mortals! How could you have let something like that enter your dwelling!" 

"Spirit, protect us!" Magda whispers fiercely, glancing toward Drinnik and Anneke, horrified. "Please! Do whatever you can to drive these monsters from our home!" 

"Whatever I can?" the spirit asks, a hint of malicious glee entering its voice. "Why, I thought you would never ask!" 

With those words, Magda sees a malevolent face flicker menacingly within the flames. Before she can react, a bolt of flame erupts from the hearth, enveloping her. Anneke, Anna and Drinnik look up at the sound of Magda's screams as she stumbles away from the central hearth and collapses against a table. In the blink of an eye, the entire table is engulfed in flames from Magda's burning body. The flames begin to spread rapidly throughout the kitchen. 

A roaring sound draws the trio's attention back to the central hearth, where flames are beginning to spread out onto the floor. The ever increasing crackling of the fire began to sound like sinister laughter, and for a moment they see a twisted, fiendish face within the flickering flames. Without warning, another large bolt of flame shoots from the fire, headed straight toward them!

Drinnik dives at Anneke and Galen, pushing them to safety under a table. 

The searing heat burns at his cloak and his long hair. He looked at the burnt form of Magda. "What now?" he shouts, watching the flames. 


Dottir curses as her scrying spell is abruptly cut off by Adam’s borders closing. 

"What is the matter, Jekuntar?" King Crocodile asks. 

But Dottir is consumed with rage. "Damn that infernal bag of body parts! You have denied me my vengeance, Adam. Pah, any debt I owed you now is gone." She turns to face King Crocodile. 

"Something tells me that you are not all that you seem. What vengeance could you possible want, Jekuntar?" King Crocodile snarls. "You are a fraud! A fake! You could no more summon the Animal Ancestors than I could. You are nothing. I had a friend of mine cast a spell like yours, but this one told me of you, Astranni Dottir, the hairless ape who take human form. You fooled me, I will give you that, but the Primal Magicks of the Jungle are no match for Human magic." 

King Crocodile moves towards the weresnake with startling speed. "My animals will not be fooled for long. I say this turn of events goes in my favor, however. Now they will be forced to grant me their gifts again, especially when they see your head in my swamp." 

Dottir reaches into a pocket of flesh and pulls out an amber rod and some fur. She rubs these together and mutters an arcane phrase. 

The lightning leaves a black char mark down the King's back. He howls in pain. "That is the last mistake you will ever make,” he snarls lunging at Dottir as she slips a ring onto her finger. 

In one bite he takes her left arm. As the blood gushes over the jungle grass  she manages to gargle out "Stru-mire," and disappears. 

King Crocodile concentrates for a moment and summons the Jungle's Tears, but knows that it is too late, the creature is gone. He shrugs as best a crocodile can and swallows the arm. "My plans further faster than expected," he grins. "Nianala is next." 

He slips into the swamp and soon there is nothing left of his passing. 


In the cave, seeing Pendal split one of the forms in half, Brom smiled grimly. Feeling the presence still at his mind, he concentrated on gathering a little more energy. 

"Get out of my head!" He snarled, slashing again with another Ego Whip. A moment later, he targeted one of the forms with another positive burst and watched as it was temporarily subsumed by the blast. 

As Brom lashes out with the positive energy burst, the stricken creature seems to fold in on itself, effectively evaporating. Glancing back and forth, all the conscious adventurers can see is the single form that is engaged in mental combat with Brom. 

For the Shaper's part, he feels a resonance within the being similar in many ways to the warped and perverted aura of the Mindlord--evil, intelligent, and quite... hungry...

The creature's mind pressures Mina's and shows no sign of relenting. It squeezed and pushed, searching for a loop hole, a weak link, any way to completely enter her and take over. Mina concentrates on re-enforcing her mental defenses. This thing was incredibly strong. With a final rush of effort, the beast's mind was forced away from her mind, allowing her to focus on the other events happening around her. 

Before her eyes a battle was ragging. Both Pendal and Brom were fully attacking the divided creature. Cimmer was no-where to be seen. For a few moments she studied Brom's behavior. He was obviously under a great deal of stress, emotional and mental. For a moment she feared that her attempt to clear his mind had failed and he was losing his grip on sanity again. At this point she was willing to trust that, besides the stress of the battle, he was still in control of his mind.... maybe. Watching his eyes flashing and listening to his yells she could tell that the battle of swords was not the only one taking place. 

Following Brom's example she focused on the ghostly form and released a powerful blast of positive energy. 

During the battle, Cimmer still hide in the fold of the cave wall. She was shaken from her previous encounters and didn't know why she had been so calm one minute, the next fighting, and performing an act of cowardice in the next minute. She clamped her eyes shut and tried to concentrate on getting back with Grendel.  Oh joy the perks of memory loss... she thought as she tried to speak outloud again, unsuccessfully . She had the urge to run and find Grendel. She was worried and regret that they had to split up so they could get away from the people. She groaned silently and bolted as fast as she could, in the direction where Grendel might be...

Pendal swung furiously at one of the divided creatures, trying to figure out what to do next. Well, Pendal thought, it was hurt when I cut it. I guess the holy aspect of my weapon did the trick... sorta. Too bad this thing isn't smart enough to know that its supposed to die when cut in half.

Pendal glances over at Brom fighting alongside him and sees that he isn't faring much better. Besides the obvious physical combat he was involved in, Brom also seems involved in some psionic warfare. And unless he wins one of those battles soon, he was doomed. There was no way he could fight the creature on two fronts for long… 

Once the group has lost sight of the animals, Trebor beckons them to gather round. 

"It seems we again have a choice, do we continue with our quest to find Carrick and his children, or do we return to Verlorenshaus to find Galen as the tiger says that others like him have been sent to retrieve the child? Galen does not have much in the way of protection back in town. What do we do?" 

The first voice to be heard does not come from the circle of Taverners; rather, it seemingly comes from a floating light appearing in the swirling snows behind Evee and Trebor. "Miss Beiderbecke, Mr. Ravenwood!" Turning around, the Taverners see a figure emerge from the blizzard - an old character in dark robes and holding a staff tipped in a glowing light. 

"Master Celestar!" exclaims Castor.

"Our little angel!" laughs Evee, who suddenly notices the heat emanating from Garudos Celestar's spells as he lands next to her, like a warm hearth in this freezing weather. All of the Taverners affected by the cold notice it as well, and huddle closer to the archmage. 

Celestar's expression, however, remains less than delighted. "Where's Jeris?" he asks urgently. 

Megan moves in closer to the group and the new arrival, "Master Celestar was it that Castor called him?" the witch thought to herself. "He can't be an enemy by the reactions of the others and there is no hostility that I can pick up, not toward us at least". Megan moves up to him and offers a greeting. 

"I don't think we have met, I am Megan Llweelyn" 

"A pleasure to meet you, Ms. Llweelyn, although I'm afraid there are issues we must attend to before we get a chance to chat." 

Behind her, unnoticed to everyone but her, the Hyena picks itself up and limps off into the blizzard. Celestar follows Megan's distracted glance. He sees the last shadow of the animal limping into the snow, although he cannot tell for certain what it is through the blizzard. As his gaze return to the group, he notices the body of the Lioness. 

At Celestar's question about Jeris, Castor's face grows dark. He reaches down to retrieve his swordbelt and other equipment, his hair hanging in his eyes. 

"We don't know, Master Celestar," he says in a steady tone. "We turned around... and she was gone. Again..." 

Evee glances over, worried... the tone of his voice when he spoke the last word was familiar--harkening back to the last time Jeris disappeared... 

Trebor seems to show little concern for the whereabouts of Jeris. Evee look at Trebor, curious. She then shakes her head and say to the group "OK, we are now about half a mile from where the kids are, according to the map. Since we are that close to the kids, my advice would be to get there quickly and retrieve them. Then, we go back in town to help Drinnik, Anneke and Anna. Any other idea ?" 

"I want to look for Jeris," offers Celestar. "I believe that something terribly wrong has happened to her." Celestar thinks back to the necklace, and the Nepherim. While considering that the Nepherim truly needed a friend to show him compassion, Celestar is still upset that the other celestial showed no concern whatsoever for the girl. "Who is this Mo'Dahl? I did not get to meet him before I parted from your company." 

Finished retrieving his equipment, Castor picks up a slender tree branch from the ground and snaps it in two. "We don't know that either..." he says angrily as he breaks the inch-thick branch over his knee. "But there's something... unsettling about him. Something familiar... gods, I knew that, but I didn't take the time to really think about it..." 

The half-elf trails off into muttered cursing. 

Evee look concerned for Jeris's fate. It's funny, she say to Castor by the mental link I once thought she was a rival for you ... now, I'd do all I can to find her.... 

She shakes her head and say to the group "Then let's go as fast as we can to the boys. They probably suffer also from the snow storm ..." 

Castor nods, self-recrimination still apparent on his face. I know you would, Evee... and so would I. She's a lot like you, you know... she's kept her goodness in spite of everything that's happened to her. 

Evee nods at Garudos concern. "Sure... I understand, but do you think it is wise to split the group ? May be ! I don't know ! If not, since we are very close to the boys, let's go for them, and then we'll go back to town or for Jeris." 

"All right," Celestar acquiesces. "We'll go looking for them, but we must hurry. Jeris should not have taken off that necklace..." Celestar suddenly realizes the one-track thought he has been taking, and how unconcerned he must seem for Herr Carrick's children. "What happened to the Carrick boys; you can tell me after we make our decision and get started if it will save us time." 

Megan looked about for a moment, wandering the area whilst the others talk, listening in on them. She finds the dagger she tossed into the deepening snow and places it in the hidden sheaf of her long sleeve before rejoining the others. 

"I would also suggest finding the Carrick boys, though Mo'Dahl must also be dealt with. When we went with Dr Simon St. Saens, he looked very different, since then he has altered his appearance so I cannot recognize him at least. The change may have been over time so no one would notice, but the change is there." 

She then looked at Trebor and Evee before looking toward Castor and Celestar 

"also, in the Carrick house, he showed me a glimpse of his real self, a small pink tentacle from under the hood of his cloak, it was only there for a moment but it was there. Mo'Dahl is far from human I'm afraid, and probably something far deadlier." 

She looked back at Trebor again. 

"Probably more dangerous than you Trebor, and I know you aren't exactly all you appear to be." 

At Megan's words about a tentacle, Castor slaps his forehead. 

"Gods," he murmurs out loud. "A tentacle?! A thrice-damned bloody illithid..."

Megan looked perplexed for a moment, the confusion is obvious, even on her lupine features. "What is an Illithid?" 

Castor seizes another limb from the ground and snaps it in two--this time only with his hands. A reddish, smoldering fire is evident in his blue-gray eyes, and a grimace of revulsion crosses his face. 

"The quick answer is that they are every psion's worst nightmare. A race of creatures who have perfected mentalism to the point that they need not study it--their very blood gives them the powers. Masters of deceit, and trickery, they use illusion and guile to manipulate others... to maneuver them into a position where they can control them. And once they control them, they... they eat them..." 

Castor throws both halves of the limb away in an angry overhanded double-toss. "Or their brains at least. We're nothing but prey to them... and they are the stuff of our nightmares..."

Megan looked shocked by the description Castor gives of the Illithids, what vile beasts they must be, she though, the beast replied something about liking the sound of them. This made Megan feel ill inside as the beast reveled in the humanity the Illithids must dish out upon the food of the world. Aghast, Megan did her best to collect her thoughts and emotions. 

"They must be truly hideous of heart and mind to do such things to people. I never thought a creature of such vileness could ever exist, even in this dark world." 

Castor's face softens somewhat. 

"Nor did I, Megan... until I unexpectedly found myself in their company. Other enemies may be fought--with sword, axe, tooth, or claw... but the mind flayers cannot always be battled that way. They can control your very body... use it as a tool to destroy you. And... and a moment spent among them is never--EVER--forgotten." 

The normally-calm warrior gives a shudder. 

Megan reveals "I have met men almost as cruel as that, they are what took my family, my friends and myself away from me" This last bit captures Castor somewhat, for if they took her from herself and she is here, what does that mean? 

"They tortured my kind, secretly wanting us to repent our ways so they could feed their hungers in the shame we brought upon ourselves in such actions. We refused to submit though, so they tortured and killed us. Hunted us in our homes, murdered our friends and families. They, like your Mind Flayers tried to control our actions and lives and I speak of man, not some nightmarish monsters from whatever pits they came." 

Megan looked at the group in turn, Castor seemed a little unsettled by what she just told, the others seemed caught up in the events of the moment, though inside they may have been listening. 

"My friend, there are many horrible monsters in this world, but I am yet to meet anything as vile as the Inquisition, not in the flesh at least." 

Celestar's eyes narrow as he hears Megan's last line. He knows the significance of an inquisition - a force used in the name of good by the ignorant or the megalomaniacal. It is the ignorant kind that about which he worries more, however. Organizations like that are why he gave creatures like Darrius, Trebor, and Drinnik a chance... 

As his mind turns back to Drinnik, Celestar realizes that he still has unfinished business there as well. It had been daylight, so he'll have to assume that Drinnik was left in Verlorenshaus, if the other Taverners did not take on their duty to destroy him. 

Now is not the time for such thoughts, however. Celestar focuses back on the Carrick boys and Jeris, who must be found and rescued before he goes to deliver judgment to the vampire. 

"Shall we get started? If anyone would like, I can place wards on them to help resist the cold..." Immediately, there is profound agreement among the Taverners who would be affected.

Evee have been silent for a while, looking stunned when the others discussed the possibility that Mo'Dahl was a brain eating monster. how can we let him in our group without checking on him ? Darn, we gave Jeris to Mo'Dahl by our stupidity ... it's all going way too fast, we can't think straight ... 

She nods at Celestar for the cold protection. "Let's move to find the boys". She get her things and wait. 

Trebor looked at the rest of the Taverners in amazement. "Are you all forgetting why we are all here in the first place? Galen. I mean we should be going back to town to protect him, our primary cause for concern, not rushing off the protect the Carricks or trying to find a girl who shouldn't have even come with us in the first place." 

Trebor looked at Garudos. "I'm sorry to say that if Mo'Dahl is an Illithid, then Jeris is most likely dead already, in all but body at least, we should just give up on her." 

He looked back to the rest of the group. "I think we should go back to town to rescue Galen and then look for the Carricks, what do you think?" 

Evee look at him with puzzlement, especially at the remark on Jeris. 

Big Boy, Evee 'sends' to Castor, there is something wrong with him. We better watch him or he might snap again. Remember when he stabbed Drinnik ? Make sure you and Grigg are ready ... 

When Trebor has finished, Evee smile at Trebor and say "Err, Trebor, we just said we were to go for the Carrick boys, since we are very close to them? It isn't a choice over what is more important over something else... Now, if you want to go back, go !" 

Trebor smiles, very disconcertingly. "But, Evee dear, it IS a choice of what is more important, with Galen being the clear winner, after all he is the reason that we are all together. Why compromise his safety for the sake of a couple of children who mean nothing to us?" 

Evee ‘sends’ Castor Do you think I should tell him that we all met in a tavern and that isn’t a reason we all should be drinking all day ? Castor gives Evee a quick amused glance.

Evee smile again and tells Trebor, very calmly: "I do not agree with that and I'm going for the kids. But that's alright, don't worry, I'm OK with the idea that we split the group. Go back to Verlorenshaus, we'll catch you there soon" 

"So you're willing to compromise the safety of Galen to rescue the Carricks? Even though Galen is clearly more important?" He looked to the rest of the group. 

"And you all agree with this? What happened to you all that makes you care so little for the child we have all sworn to protect and so much for two children from a backwater town that means nothing to any of us, save Brom who isn't even here?" 

"Did something happen to Mr. van Tassel," Celestar asks quietly. Any of the Taverners can see the confused look on the archmage's face, although none can truly guess everything that goes on in the angel's heart at this moment. 

Celestar thinks through all the responsibilities which suddenly seem to have landed on him, some of which he has ignored. He had left the group to follow a talking rock which even he did not trust to track down a vampire who murdered while under his watch; yet in doing so he neglected both his charge of Galen and, eventually, justice for Drinnik and that poor little girl. 

Then, he brought Jeris into his problems with the Nepherim, believing that she and his magical spark would be safe. The deva spark has returned, but what about the girl? Into what had he unwittingly thrust her? 

And there's still the Nepherim. Celestar would like to find him again as well, to try and help bring out the compassion which the other celestial has locked away. He has aided a demon, what of his own kind? 

And now there's the dilemma with the Carrick boys. Celestar left their house to follow his own path, and now they are in danger. The group is divided; before, they had been cooperating harmoniously, as all groups should. What had happened between them in his absence? 

All the duties, responsibilities, commitments whirled about in Celestar's mind. Galen... Jeris... Drinnik... the Carricks... too many people to whom Celestar owed his attention! He had never had this much trouble ordering his life in the outer planes; even on the primes, he always knew which path would most further the order and purity which he held sacred. Yet suddenly, the choices overwhelmed him. 

One final question nagged at the celestial in human guise. What about Trebor, who seemed to be trying to prioritize the group in a certain direction. Why had Celestar decided to trust him in the first place? He would have to get filled in by Castor and Evee, and soon. He just had to have faith that they would still be as dependable as they had been before...

Trebor looked around the group, seeing that their minds are set upon saving the Carrick children first he shakes his head. 

"If you must rescue the Carrick children before going to the aid of Galen, then I cannot change your minds, but I for one remember the reason we began our quest and I will go to his aid. Good luck with your quest and I hope you succeed in finding the children soon. I am returning to town." 

With that he turns and walks away from the group, heading in the direction of Verlorenshaus. His pace is quick, but not so quick that none could follow and catch him if they wished. Due to the snow storm he is soon out of sight. 

Evee answer’s Celestar question about Brom, telling him where and with whom is currently is. "But the last time Brace spoke to him, he was ... not to be spoken. I know Brace is trying once in a while...", Evee said, looking concerned, probably about Brom, but also about Trebor. 

With that, Evee turns in the direction they should be going and say "can we go, now ?" 

Megan turned to watch Trebor vanish into the blizzard. She wondered if he was right about leaving the Carrick children they had promised to save and return to Galen? Evee seemed adamant to get on with retrieving the Carrick children and the closer proximity seemed the correct choice at this moment. Even if the animals had found them, Drinnik should be able to protect the baby easily enough. Turning back to the group, she agrees with Evee. "I second your motion Evee, we should get this done as quickly as we can. Drinnik should be able to protect the baby, but for how long I do not know. Vampires are something of a mystery to me." 

"Drinnik is still around.... and is the only one 'protecting' Galen?" Celestar asks sharply upon hearing Megan's statement. Quickly muttering the words to a spell, he began floating again, the snow whipping around him as he ascends. 

"I'm following Trebor back to Verlorenshaus," the archmage states. As he flies into the blizzard, he adds to himself, "I only hope Jeris will be all right until I can take care of this..." 

Throughout the long exchange with Trebor, Castor has been silent. As he finally disappears into the distance, the blademaster shrugs. "He makes a good point... Galen did bring us all together. And I understand what it's like to... to not care. But I won't set myself up to choose which child's life is more important than the other--I'm no one to judge that... and neither is Trebor, regardless of what he may think." 

Stepping closer to Evee and Megan, he nods to them, and any others who choose to go for the Carrick children. "Let's go. Megan, now that the animals are gone... can you pick up Carrick's scent again?" 

Evee frowns, as if she regret what she will say before saying it "And we still don't know for sure that Galen will be on the good side... while we know the Carrick kids are." 

It is then that some realize Evee never really took care of Galen. 

Charneka approaches the group and says: "Well, you can count on me!" He then notices Evee giving him a look that she remember his past attitude and the gypsy raises his arms in defense: "And I'm sorry when I lost control earlier..." He lowers his eyes. "You don't know about my past but when I think about it... nobody ever cared before so I should be grateful... I'm sorry and... you can count on my guns." 

"No prob, let's say that now isn't the time to raise shields. We need to be a close knitted group for what we have to do.", Evee replies.

"So who comes with us ? Trebor and Garudos went back to Verlorenhaus, and Castor, Charneka, Megan and me are going for Carrick. What about you, Grigg, Rethel and Herger ?" 

The two men clench their muskets firmly, and Rethel checks the two pistols shoved through his belt. 

"We're with ye," Herger states. "With respect ta the babe, he's in Anneke's care... and she's one o' those 'quiet' types who get frightenin' when they're angry. The master must come first, eh brother?" 

"Aye," Rethel says quietly, looking away. "Fer all we both owe ta him and all he did fer us, our guns are with the gypsy's. Let's find the boys an' bring 'em back safe." 

Grigg look in the direction where Trebor and Garudos went, turns to the group and say "I'm with you too. Let's get there while we are close and back in town as soon as we can. This snowstorm could be the start of something more powerful." 

Megan looked in the direction she knows to head off in, the direction they were circling around before the animals descended upon them. Now the scent had disappeared beneath the cold windows and heavy snow. Turning back to the others, she gave them a long look and shakes her head slowly. 

"The scent is lost to me beneath the wind and snow, though I do know where we were heading to before. Maybe there we can pick up a trail or similar evidence of the passage of either Carrick or his children." 

"If we wait any longer though, the trail, if any exists may disappear beneath the snow as the scents did, so we should dally no longer and get moving." 

The gypsy is the first to start moving and he adds on the way: "There's something about that blizzard... I've heard tales about the Strange Lamordian Blizzard. All I remember is that it forms at time of the year even in summer and that... Well some say that it's intelligent and appears to serve some purpose!"


"Well," Mo'Dahl says. "How about we now move to the important part of the discussion. I noticed, in my short time with your friends, that they weren't exactly the most normal group of people. You, the other half-breed, the daemonling, Megan.." Here he pauses to stop and smile. "I'll have her yet… The vampire, but most of all, the most unusual member of your group would have to be the child. I would like you to tell me about this child." 

"I'll tell you nothing about Galen," Jeris says. 

"That's another thing. You all protect him, most of you it would seem with your lives. Why? What's so important about this.. Galen, as you call him?" 

Jeris is silent, and glaring at Mo'Dahl. 

Mo'Dahl shrugs. "I suppose, if you insist, we can do this the hard way. Please follow me." 

Mo'Dahl stops at the door, and turns to look at Jeris, who still sat on the couch. 

"I said, follow me," he repeats, backing it up this time with a suggestion. 

Slowly, Jeris gets up and pads barefoot across the carpet. 

Outside the room is a stage, with a desk off to one side. Seats fill the rest of the room, which appears to be an auditorium. 

"Lemot, could I have a dungeon?" Mo'Dahl asks. 

The man at the desk looked up, and brushes long greasy hair back from his face. "I'm busy." 

"Come now, after all the things I've done for you.." 

"Fine, fine!" Lemot says, and returns to writing furiously. 

Leading Jeris onto stage, Mo'Dahl walks into a dungeon. 

Jeris looked around, startled. "How did.." 

"Now, my dear, things will get quite a bit more unpleasant," Mo'Dahl interrupts. 

The first thing Mo'Dahl does is drop his disguise. Suddenly, he is a tall creature, tightly robed in black and vaguely humanoid. However, hanging from his shining pink face are four tentacles that writhe by his throat. 

Stifling a scream, Jeris takes a few steps backwards, tripping over a low iron bar. One of Mo'Dahl's hands shoots out, and grabs the front of her shirt, pulling her close to him. Close enough to run his tentacles across her face. He tugs her over to a damp corner and drops her there, leaving her shaking and whimpering. 

"I'll be back for you later. Enjoy the stay," Mo'Dahl says, and strides out the dungeon door, which slams and locks behind him. 



From the tree limb Jasper looked down at the rest of the Taverners. As they each takes there turn arguing over which path to take he just shook his head and sighed. “That is what’s wrong with this world. Everyone talks and talks but nothing ever gets said. Sorry mister Carrick but the safety of the babe and of my sister outweighs the safety of your boys...” 

With a leap that barely drops a handful of snow to the ground Jasper leaps off into the gray dawn. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 


“Brumpf. It not this cold in the jungle. Tell me again why we are out here amidst the hairless ones when we could be gathering fruit and more important, mates?” 

“Quiet, Pup,” the almost gray beast bellowed, “King Croc told us to get the small man-child for him and that is what we will do. Now keep that pit of your closed and keep those eyes of your open. This odd rain is making is hard to see. You go check that house over there,” it sniffed the air, “that’s the one the smells of food are coming out of...” 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Off in the swirl of blowing snow a soft roar was heard. 

“See, I hear the lioness now. Go check out that house while I see what she wants.” 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 


Turning his ears forward to catch the sound, Jasper heard the thundering footsteps of the Ape as is it lumbered through the drifts of snow. "Hmmm, Either someone got hold of a extra strength hair potion or these are the beasts sent after Galen. Well you know what they say, the dumber they look...Tree climber! How does the hunt for the child go?" 

Turing and sniffing the air the beast squinted through the blowing wind. “Lioness? Is that you? You smell like man. But after battling them that is too be expected... Umm yes we are very close to finding the man-child, there was no opposition after we chased the hairless one from the town. And the one that didn't flee...let’s say we ate well. It just happens that I have an affinity for them primate. In fact I like them a lot. You might even say...” 

Leaping from the snowdrift Jasper landed a clean gash across the Ape's windpipe. “...I am one of them." 

Cleaning the blood from his claws Jasper proceeded to skin the now cooling body of the beast. 


As Celestar flew through the snowstorm, his mind began to wander back to the events that had just transpired. Why did he make a decision so rashly? He had been content before to allow the other Taverners to choose their own paths; he would guide them, but they were leading the group, not he. But should Drinnik and Galen be his first concern? After all, he hadn't sensed that the blessing, which he placed on Galen at the Carnival, had been broken, so the child should still have protection. The other Taverners had still seen fit to keep Drinnik in the group... and what happened to Jeris? The responsibility for her disappearance weighed down on Celestar's soul - Mo'Dahl disappeared with her, and gave the necklace to the Nepherim. Why? What did he plan to do with her, and how did he know that the Nepherim wanted it? 

Celestar was suddenly snapped from his thoughts when he nearly passed Trebor Minntt trudging through the snow. Dropping down next to the tiefling, he greeted him solemnly,  "I'm coming with you, Mr. Minntt." 

Trebor nodded. "Nice to know someone else has come to their senses. Good to have you on board again Mr. Celestar and please, call me Trebor." 

The half-daemon and the angel trudged through the snow together, quickening the pace occasionally. The journey was mostly passed in silence. 

Celestar slipped back into his own concentration. Should he tell Trebor about Jeris and the necklace? What about Drinnik? How can he still be trusted? Maybe Evee and Castor could fall to a vampire's charm and ignore the murder, but Trebor shouldn't. although the two of them seem to have a rather long past together. The loyalty of friendship? 

After a while, with the only sound being Trebor's feet crunching in the snow and the wind as it whips around Celestar's floating form, Celestar decided to ask a question. "I want to know something," he began cautiously. "Why wasn't Drinnik punished for murdering that girl? Why is he still around, and still being the one to guard Galen?" 

Trebor looked at the angel and answered "It wasn't Drinnik's fault, I went after him, teleported to his location after I saw what happened in Castor's mind. I discovered that Drinnik was being controlled by a creature named Dottir, a member of the Kargat and former friend of his. She is jealous of him and seeks to harm him, that's why she tricked the animals into attacking us before, she knows that killing Galen will affect Drinnik, cause him to play by her rules." Trebor went silent after speaking of his friend. 

"I suppose Galen is the most important thing we should be worried about right now," Celestar agreed slowly. Still, the distraction on his countenance was obvious. 

"We should check the Carrick place first, in case they are still there", said Trebor. Garudos nodded in agreement. 

From a distance, they saw the devastation wrought by the Dottir's army. Windows had been smashed in, the door destroyed earlier by Jasper lay in tinderwood on the floor of the kitchen, the shutters, precious protection from the burning light for Galen hung useless on the walls. Trebor and Garudos looked at each other in dismay and, as one began to run toward the house. 

They found no sign of Drinnik, Galen or any of the servants left behind. 

"You found a pile of ash anywhere?" asked Trebor. Garudos shook his head. "Then Drinnik isn't dead and he wouldn't let Galen go… they've got to be in town somewhere." 

As Garudos and Trebor rushed back out into Verlorenshaus, they both noticed that the blizzard has picked up in its intensity. While Celestar's spells protected him, he could sense the power and chill of the wind and snow that ripped through the streets of the town. 

Okay, Celestar thought to himself. Jeris is gone, Galen is gone, Drinnik is gone... what was I doing leaving like that? 

Huddled in an alleyway, the pair found Elmar Gludhp, Liseme Shoehorn’s Gully dwarf companion. He was shaking with cold. Celestar cast a spell of warmth on the creature. By speaking with the Gully dwarf, they learnt that Drinnik, Anneke, Anna and Galen where in the Storm Watch tavern.

Trebor and Garudos trudged through the snow to the tavern. Just as they arrived, Garudos noticed the burst of flames from through the window. "Trebor, look! There's a fire in the tavern, and I doubt they have a hearth that large!" 

Celestar and Trebor saw Drinnik dissolve into a green-gray mist and flow into the street. The snowstorm still raged outside. 

Drinnik heard a voice in his head …My army has been destroyed! My plans for vengeance ruined! I blame you, Shoehorn, I blame you for everything! Dottir's voice raged, Soon I will find a way. I, Astranni Dottir, daughter of Dottir Sanuil, Master of the Ca'sil Tribe, vow that your doom will be soon. I declare mah-tzejt, the promise of death on you. You will endure suffering that takes pain to a whole new level. Anguish will be relaxation, pain relief after what I intend. Enjoy your unlife whilst you can, I will end it. 


"What are we testing, then?" Dmitri asked coldly, the dim light glittering on his teeth and in his eyes. "I think it is not a question of faith, or at least what you seem to mean by faith. Your belief is either a delusion, a belief, or a perversion, worship of some god of darkness. In either case, you will find that, no matter how great your faith, you cannot match mine; for mine is a living goddess, who is swift to hear the call of Her true servants. I tell you, if you seek a sign it will only be given to your destruction and to prove that you rejected your salvation." 

Revka laughed eerily and gestured with the sword. "Blind, bitter arrogance," she replied, almost cheerfully. "Give me a sign, then, if you think your goddess can outdo Machra." 

Dmitri bowed slightly and said, "Very well. Here is the test I propose. If this Machra be a true god, let him demonstrate his power over the element of purity. Call fire from Heaven, Revka Carrick, if you can." 

"If I can?" Revka echoed, a wan smile crossing her face. "Arrogant wolfwere. Such surety speaks not of faith... but of stupidity. The task you propose is nothing to me--a prayer my god has answered before, and will again." 

She broke off, noticing out of the corner of her eye that Abel now stood beside the gray dire wolf. "My poor, sad husband," she said softly, shaking her head. "Have you chosen another mate? What makes you think she would have you any more than I would? Perhaps it is time for another lesson to be taught." 

As quick as thought, her form blurred and she was suddenly beside Abel, who stared in shock at the now-headless dire wolf beside him. His eyes grew bright at the sight of the blood as the magnificent alpha female's decapitated body fell to land in the snow with a crunch. Then they flashed red, and Revka smiled again. "As always, too little too late, husband. Changed as you are, you are still nothing compared to me." 

Revka heaved the corpse of the wolf into the center of the clearing, where the shaggy gray head soon followed. A wide smile on her face, her own blue eyes bright with the light of her faith, she called back to the stunned Dmitri. "Shall I, arrogant one? A suitable sacrifice to Lord Machra, I think..." 


As Evee, Herger, Rethel, Grigg, Castor, and Megan set out again, guided by Megan's senses and memory, they moved away from the Sleeping Beast Mountains, keeping it at their backs. A mile passed, and the group was well into another patch of forest when Rethel raised his hand for the group to stop. 

Padding almost silently over to a tall tree, he examined a scratch in the bark, low to the ground. "Piece of cloth," he murmured. "Tough fabric, thick weave... possibly the master's. But it's mighty low to be a claw-mark if he's in his beast form." 

Sheltered slightly from the falling snow and howling wind by the grove of trees, the group spied another slash of similar size and shape on another tree farther down. And another, leading deeper into the forest. 

Charneka asked, "What do you think we should do?" 

Megan turned to the gypsy. She was as confused as he, but refused to show it. "I have no idea at this time, but these scraps must lead somewhere, even if it is a trap I say we follow them." 

She looked carefully at the snow. Glancing about the area carefully, she also became aware of a faint scent, one she had met not long before the others returned from wherever they went ethereal. "Hang on", she spoke to the group "Carrick was here with someone else, the scent is also familiar to me." She sniffed the immediate area, careful not to disturb the faint track in the snow. "Yes…it was definitely Dmitri, he was here with Carrick or they passed within minutes of each other. By the faint tracks left by the snowfall, I estimate they passed in the same direction, though I don't know if they did so together." 

Megan watched the ground carefully, keeping track of the almost impossible trail that was slowly disappearing into the falling snow. "This trail isn't easy to follow and is disappearing fast guys, hope we find what we are looking for before we freeze, lose the trail or get completely lost." 

Rethel moved along, near Charneka. His easy stride and near-silent movement over the snow showed his skills as a huntsman. Not quite a full ranger perhaps, but one certainly acquainted with the outdoors. Herger, on the other hand, was big and loud... even with the swirling snow around them and the howling of the wind, his big feet fell with a crunch loud enough to be heard. 

Rethel looked toward the wolfwoman as they walked, a question floating unasked in his eyes. Finally, he decided to voice it. "Miss Llewelyn, if I may ask... how were ye afflicted as ye are now? I understand some things are too painful ta speak of... but if ye'd favor me with the knowledge I'd be grateful. Particular grateful if such could help the lads..." 

Herger's eyes widen at this unvoiced idea--that the children could be beasts as well. He said nothing, but gripped his musket tighter, beginning to sweat even in the icy air. 

Megan spoke to the man without turning. The concern in the man’s voice was detectable, though he tried to hide it as best he can. Maybe the others didn't note it, but she did.        "Don't worry yourself Rethel, it doesn't pain me to tell of how I became a werewolf anymore. My only concern is that I find a cure one day and free myself of the burden. I was performing a little service in ridding a town in Kartakass of bandits, the Songmeister that employed me also neglected to mention they were werewolves, fairly savage ones at that. I fought the beast and slew them, but it took all I had and left me seriously wounded. One of those wounds left me infected. I don't know if the Songmeister his information from me or not, but I see it that it may have been partially at fault, part of me thinks that at least." 

She turned to the man; he stood closer to her than she first thought. "How I came to be stuck in this form I don't know, though I plan to find out wen I piece together the event of my missing memories. Mo'Dahl was there in the last memories I had before I changed, after that I know nothing until shortly before I met up with Drinnik outside town last night." 

 As the group continued its trek through the snow, they heard the sounds of combat drifting in on the wind. The dull thud of some blunt object striking flesh.  The sharp ring of a blade glancing off a stone. Herger and Rethel immediately heft their muskets and double their speed, rushing off into the snow... 


The stump of Dottir's left arm burned with pain. She cursed King Crocodile and called him every thing her imagination would allow. 

She looked at her surroundings. The spell had taken her back to her lodgings in Sri Raji. She fumbled through a chest and pulled out a potion bottle. She greedily drank the bitter liquid and watched as a green glow enveloped her left shoulder. 

The sound of bones cracking and flesh tearing filled the room. Dottir bit back a scream as she watched a new arm grow. 

She looked at the unblemished flesh. "If there be any power in these Dark Realms that can get me my revenge on Shoehorn, come to me now. I will pay any price, give any thing to see that vampire dead. I will deliver my soul to the Abyss itself if I have to, but that creature must die If any listen, grant me my wish." Then she fell onto the bed, collapsing with exhaustion


San-listulaman looked at the last of her forces. The lions and tigers, Simar and the chimps and two hyenas. 

"Time for a famous last stand?" Dr'ukmar asked, a savage glee creeping into his voice. "Oh great general, why the delay?" 

"Something comes." San-listulaman indicated a figure in the snow. 

The Tiger got closer. "Princess San-listulaman! We have been tricked! Halt the attack, for a more dangerous enemy is closer to home! Jekuntar is a fraud! She is a werebeast, a Hairless ape that can change into a snake. She lied and we are paying the price." 

San-listulaman narrowed her eyes. "Is this true?" 

"With all my heart I say yes. She is an enemy of the child's protector, and that is why we are here." 

San-listulaman roared. "You go to town, find the gorillas and explain, you Dr'ukmar are with me. The rest of you I command to find a way back to the Old Jungle and warn his majesty." 

The animals nodded and fled. Soon the Lion and Tigress were left alone. "And I'm here because?" 

"You and I are high members of our respective societies. It is up to us to repay this debt of honor. We slighted them, we owe them our lives and they are forfeit of them. Come, we find their leader." 

She headed off towards the Taverners, Dr'ukmar following in silent disapproval. 


After a period of time that Jeris can't quite estimate the length of, the illithid returned. "Well, my dear. Now that you've had time to rest up, we can begin." 

Mo'Dahl roughly grabbed Jeris and pulled her to her feet. "You'll really wish you had decided to talk before, because now it's too late." 

 He slammed the girl against an upright wooden table, eliciting a grunt from her on the impact, and an attempt to tenuously focus her wandering gaze on her captor's writhing face. After strapping Jeris' wrists and ankles to the table, Mo'Dahl proceeded to tear off her clothing. 

Jeris moved her mouth, but only an incoherent mumbling emerged. Mo'Dahl nonchalantly walked over to a rack on the wall, and removed a small packet of tools. Setting them on a small table next to him, he pulled one tool out of the pack. 

"Ah, I see you have one scar already," he said, running a cool slimy hand along the scar on Jeris' stomach. "I hope you don't mind some more."


Lemot Sediam Juste looked up from his desk, and glared in the direction of the stage. What the hell was Mo'Dahl doing? he wondered. The girl's screams he found to be most distracting. 


In the damp air of the cave the only sound to be heard was Dottir’s repeating of a single sentence, almost as if a mantra: "I will kill you Shoehorn, I will kill you. I will kill you Sho..." 

"Milady," the tall man with the top hat said with the thick southern accent, "that is no way for a fragile thing like you to be speaking. Who is this 'Shoehorn' that troubles you so?" 

 With lightning quick motion, the woman struck, flinging a handful of daggers at the stranger only to have them bounce from him as if they where little more then pebbles. 

"Now, now my petite cherie, is that any way for a lady to treat a guest? Now as I asked before, who is this...Shoehorn?"


 "First," Dottir said, her voice filled with venom, "tell me who you are!" 

"Alas, I forget myself, I am so sorry. My card,” 

Puppetmaster 
Things fixed, problems solved, solutions found.

Payment negotiable

"And what it is that you do, Mr. ...Puppetmaster?" 

"Like the card says Miss, I fix things with my own special...shall we say...talents. I might have an arrangement that may be of interest to ya..." 


 Dottir smiled. She had just lost and regained an arm, so she wasn't happy. Someone else to do my dirty work for me, hmm? I like it!  “Tell me, Puppetmaster, how are you against the undead?" She asked. 

"Why, I find them to be repulsive little critters. So, messy and smelly. But I think I see where this is going, Why, Miss I would be glad...no, honored, to remove any vile undying entity from your sight...." 

Taking Dottir's hand the man bowed low and kissed it gently. "...for a small fee of course." 

"How small a few, Puppetmaster?" Dottir asked. 


Outside the cave, through the blur of trees and the ground, Cimmer suddenly stopped to catch her breath after the run. She realized that she was alone in the forest now and relied on her eyes to look for anything suspicious. A rustle nearby almost made Cimmer jump out of her skin.

Looking around quickly and using her inborn direction of the north, she ventured on and hoped to find Grendel without unpleasant encounters. After a few minutes of running, she studied the environment around her and she paused at a familiar sound of feet. "Grendel?" she whispered, knowing it was a little silly to call out in the unknown darkness. 

"Oh good! I finally found you. Where did you go woman? I was looking you." Cimmer shook her head and saw an about 15 foot crocodile, grinning exaggeratedly. She was relieved to see something she knew was at least a friend, and a trusted one. Cimmer knelt and she hastily explained what she had been through the last couple of hours. 

Grendel listened and blinked his amber eyes as she finished. Grendel whispered harshly, "What? Are you insane? You are not the type to run off!" 

Cimmer defended herself by snarling a little in annoyance, "Hey, stop it! I can't remember, ok? Don't grind me for trying hard to remember." 

Grendel snarled back, "Well you ought to try harder! Silly woman! Get your stupid memory back! I hate being the one who knows everything." 

Cimmer sighed, "You must help me, my friend, I trust only you because I don't know of this place very well." 

Grendel fell silent, "Let me help yes. But you try harder!" 

Cimmer hated being bossed around by a crocodile that has human intelligence. Within minutes, the druid and crocodile walked together in silence. After being lost in thought, she looked around and asked Grendel, "Grendel, was I a coward before I lost my memory?"  

Grendel seemed to think and chuckled, "Oh hell no…I'd say you'll get it back when you-" The crocodile stopped himself for he heard a sound, "Hear that?" 

Cimmer paused and surveyed the bushes ahead and the trees from behind, and nodded silently. It seemed to be a group of something with the occasional tapping of hooves. Grendel crawled away and Cimmer turned into a tree. Oh what's next? she thought as she heard them briefly fading. 

Grendel, who was hiding in the undergrowth nearby, whispered in his animal tongue, "Hey I know who it is. It's that half-wit paladin! He stinks of horse manure." 


Cimmer tried not to smile and Grendel fell silent as the sounds came much closer. Cimmer could tell it was group of five people. Pass. Just pass! 

After a tense moment, the group passing some feet away, Cimmer breathed. They had seemed to fade and disappear. Grendel stepped out a couple of steps, pauses, and shook his head. "No one here. We good for now…" Cimmer sighed and whispered as soon as she changed back. "That was too close."


Suddenly a blur of yellow and brown hair jumped on the crocodile and Grendel tried to snap and shake him off but the attacker succeeded in binding his jaws with rope skillfully. A brief second later, Cimmer found herself face to face with an elven ranger. The ranger was clearly a headstrong warrior and was dressed in yellow and green garments including a breast plate and helmet as the armor gear. He was tall but Cimmer was strangely taller. She was roughly almost seven-foot while the elf was merely five tall. 

Cimmer bit her lip a little as she saw his sword ready to strike anything that moved. The ranger spoke with much contempt for her, "You get up slowly…now!" 

Cimmer rose slowly and raised her hands a little whispering, "Please don’t hurt me." 

Warily eyeing the ranger, she had a blur of a memory of her fighting him before and blinked, "You are the elf that named Jaq?" 

Grendel knew that Cimmer was not herself and growled trying to move his jaws to break free of the binding. 


The ranger placed his tip of his sword almost touching her chest, without breaking his gaze. "You did many crimes, and you shall pay with your life." He muttered angrily, "You’re nothing but a coward." 

Cimmer tried not to stammer as she whispered, "I am… but I don’t know what you’re talking about!”


The ranger was not impressed when Cimmer looked utterly confused. "You have butchered many lives and you tell me that you do not know what I am talking about? You killed my family and I will have my revenge now!" the elf declared excitedly. 

Cimmer thought this was nothing but a nightmare but reckoned that playing along may help and narrowed her reptilian eyes as she spoke in a louder but still soft tone, "I am sorry but they were in the way…" she sighed, "Kill me then if that relieve your pain." 

The ranger was about to say or do something but Grendel’s tail swept the elf’s legs, making him lose his stance and Cimmer immediately kicked his sword out of his hand. As if by instinct, she grabbed him by his throat and brought him close to her face. The ranger could see that some random patches was a hint of greenish scales and kicked wildly. He choked out, "Arg…" 

Cimmer grinned toothily and glared at the ranger, "It’s rude to get a pointy object in front of a lady." 

Grendel still struggled with his jaw being tied but Cimmer couldn’t help him at the moment. She hissed at the ranger, "No reply? Gee, men…here I am acting so strangely yet naturally and I have a sudden urge to kill. So please don’t tempt me any further. I don’t know why I’m doing this." 

The ranger was looking determined as his hand slid trying to reach his dagger. Cimmer tightened her grip on his neck and grabbed his wrist with her other hand.

"Please don’t make me…" she warned the ranger, and inwardly was enjoying this but at the same time, she was wondering if she has regaining her identity. 

The ranger croaked, "You kill me…" he coughed a little for air, "you still die…" 

Cimmer smiled showing off her teeth which is not a frequent thing she does and laughed, "Oh boy and I have no idea why I am enjoying this. Perhaps if I kill you then it’ll make more sense." 

The ranger’s eyes widened and tried to scream but it was too late. Cimmer dug her clawed two-inch nails in his neck and snapped it in a matter of little time. The ranger’s body thudded softly on the ground as Cimmer dropped him and hurriedly untied Grendel’s binding.

"You all right, Grendel?" she asked while she untied him and surveyed cautiously around. She didn’t want the paladin or the rest of the dead ranger’s friends to barge through and kill her. 

Grendel flexed his jaws and grinned like a happy go lucky crocodile about to get feed, "Well, can’t leave him lying around." 

Cimmer was about to protest but Grendel already was chewing away happily so she just waited until Grendel was full. She was too tired to argue with a crocodile that had a mind of his own. Grendel burped a little as he finished. The ranger’s body had barely any flesh on him, yet his armor was still in mint condition.

They walked away. Cimmer sighed as she trudged on and hoped that no more surprises would pop out. Lost in thought, she surveyed the land periodically pausing to check if the paladin was around.

Grendel whined, "Are we there yet? I'm getting hungry already."

Cimmer half preoccupied and half listening, "Hmm. oh um, go down the hill and keep walking until you get the cave..."

Cimmer stopped and didn't really want to face the thing again in the cave. She sighed, "Um, Grendel. I think it's a good idea if we stay here."

Grendel gasped, "And miss out all that fun! No way!"

Grendel bit her ankle lightly and Cimmer jerked in surprise and angrily hissed at him. Grendel, laughed, "Now stay mad! Wussy...."

Cimmer growled, "Now you-"

Grendel whispered, "Shut up!" 

Grendel snickered to himself and bounded hurriedly down the hill. Cimmer snarled as she ran after him and pausing to shift herself into a black wolf with silvery strands. 


In the Storm Tales tavern, as the woman ignited before her and the vampire disappeared, Anneke's eyes harden. She reaches over and grabs Anna by the shoulder and got out, following Trebor. 

The half-Vistana raced out the door, both her charges in tow. Be with them, Bright Lady, she pauses to pray. For this was no mere fire... but witchery and dark magic. 

Slipping quickly out the door amid the smoke and rapidly vacating patrons, Anneke and Anna drifted down the street, into a side alley. Reaching into the pocket of her dress, the woman pulled out a small ring--a plain band of silver. Slipping it onto her finger and holding to Anna's hand, the three slowly faded from view. 

Celestar watched as Drinnik exited the Tavern, and then was distracted as Anna and Anneke fled the building with Galen. Celestar watched them fade from view but recognized the type of magic and quickly activated his magic so he could see them. 

"Can you take care of the fire?" he asked Trebor. "I'm going to check on Galen." 

Trebor snorted and drew a scroll from his bag; he muttered a few words and waved his hand towards the flaming building. The flames began to die down and eventually stopped, leaving behind the smoldering remains of the tavern. 

Meanwhile, Celestar followed behind Anna, Anneke, and Galen before calling out, "Pardon me, Miss Graymalk, but is that you and Galen? Are you all right, there appeared to be a terrible fire in the Tavern." 

Anneke did not answer immediately, shocked that Celestar was able to see through her hiding magic. The archmage recognized this, and responded, "I have had experience with illusions such as that, and know how to bypass them. You needn't worry; your disguise has not failed." 

Anneke quickly shifted the sling that carried Galen so that the child was shielded by her body. The older woman attempts to do the same to Anna, but the young girl would not move, fixing Celestar with her own orbs. 

Anneke called out, in a voice quite strong, though she was obviously afraid and disoriented, as one would expect of someone who has had her entire world turned upside down in the past twenty-four hours, her voice remained steady and strong. "I'll worry when ye've identified yerself, sir. We've not yet met... so I'll thank ye ta tell me how it is ye know my name..." 

As Celestar stepped forward, into the light, Anneke's eyes flared wide in recognition. 

"Mister Celestar? Is that truly ye? I thought ye lost on some errand, somethin' the others wouldn't talk of... do ye honestly stand before me? Or is it some trick o' the vampire's?" 

"No, it's actually me, and it's good to see you again. And may I ask, who is your new companion?" the archmage answered. "I saw Drinnik exit the Tavern a few moments before the three of you came out, what happened in there? Trebor's putting out the fire; he should be done in a few moments." 

Anneke gave a sad smile. "My new companion is called Anna, she's a priestess of the Bright Lady, and shines some o' the Lady's light over us all now. As to what happened... I honestly don't know. A friend's wife fell over a table, burnin' as if some sort o' effigy! I... I didn't really have time t'react well. I took the babe and the young woman and stole away." She looked at the archmage for a long moment, something unreadable in her dark eyes. "Did ye... did ye work yer errand out well enough? Is whatever ye sought... within yer grasp again?" 

"Yes; with the exception of a few unanswered... personal... questions, I suppose you could say my trip was a success," Celestar answered, seeming to gaze off as though distracted by one of the snowflakes whizzing by on the wind. Suddenly, he snapped back to Anneke, Anna, and Galen. "But now is not the time to talk of that. Did you say there was a woman badly burnt in the fire? We must hurry back; perhaps I will be able to heal her. Please, come with me." 

Celestar started running back toward the Tavern; nearly bumping into Trebor along the way but dodging as he sensed the usual discomfort the two shared when in close proximity. As he continued to hurry backward toward the Storm Tales, he called out, "Trebor, when you put out the fire, was there anyone badly burnt in there?" 

Trebor shrugged uncaringly. "Couldn't say, I just put it out and made my way back here before I lost sight of you and Anneke. Why?" 

Celestar threw Trebor a scowl and continued toward the Tavern. "We need to see if she's all right, and if we can help her and anyone else. Come on, Trebor, you know it's the right thing to do."


Celestar saw the Tavern ahead through the snow, despite the fact that the firelight in the window had dimmed due to Trebor's actions. Celestar wasted no time and tossed a spell ahead of him, throwing the door open whilst he was still twenty paces away. He entered the door and found himself in the common room. 

 Trebor scowled and wandered slowly towards the tavern, not really paying much attention to what Garudos considered 'the right thing to do'. 

Drinnik skulked into another tavern in the town. He sat quietly, after 'convincing' the barman to give him a drink. After a while he felt eyes looking at him. He turned just in time to see a man look away. 

Drinnik shrugged and turned back to his drink. Again he felt the eyes. He turned and saw the man prick his finger. The vampire could smell the blood from here. The man sucked at his finger. Drinnik wanders over. He leans close to the mans ear and whispers "To drink is to know." 

Recognition flared in the man’s eyes. "I thought so." He smiled grimly. "The Second Circle said somebody would be sent. Good." The man looked at Drinnik. "They told us a new member would join us, and frankly we are grateful. Since Boris's accident we've needed a new person to help with the pigs." 

Drinnik stared in blank, but polite, miscomprehension. "Pardon?" 

"The new recruit? We where told someone named Mynilar was coming, but he got shipped somewhere else, so I assumed it was you. If you are not the new recruit, who are you?" The man's voice took on menacing tones. 

"You do not speak to a member of the Inner Circle in such distasteful tones. I should rip your head off right now!" Drinnik bared his fangs to the man alone. 

"Oh, Blessed One, I humbly apologize. If I had of known you where one of the Sanguine I would never had spoken in such a way. My life is yours." The man bowed his head. 

"Your life was always mine, cur, and don't forget it." He growled softly. "In your cell, who has contact with the Second Circle?" 

"I do, master." The man said. 

"And where and when is your next meeting?" Drinnik hissed. 

"Blessed One! I am not allowed to divulge such knowledge not even to one such as your self!" The man turned white with fear. 

"You are telling me?" Drinnik clenched a hand around the man's wrist and squeezed. A gentle pop-pop noise emanated as the man's bones cracked. "I am your superior, I am your master. TELL ME!" Drinnik shook his head and realized that this was getting nowhere. 

"Look in me, be in me," he cooed softly, as if he was speaking to Galen. "Take me to your master, take me to him now." 

"Y-yes, Blessed One." The man said as he gently rocked from side-to-side. 

The pair left the Tavern into the blistering cold of the blizzard. Eventually they reached a butcher's shop. The man invited Drinnik inside. "Gentlemen! A member of the Inner Circle has deemed it worth to visit us!" He said, sounding rejoiced, "He is going to help us with our mission." 

"Yes, yes." Drinnik said dismissively. "But first I must speak with the member of the Second Circle alone." 

The others left, leaving Drinnik and the man alone. "I should have guessed that the Kargatane would have a cell here. I don't actually need to see the Master of this Cell, I wanted to test your loyalty to King Azalin. Tell me, who runs the Kargatane now?" 

Drinnik walked around the room with an air of pomposity that the Taverners would never have believed in him. He walked regally, as if he owned the place. As a Kargat agent, technically he did. "Lady Kazandra, out of Martina Bay." 

"Kazandra, never met her." He picked up a clever and weighed it thoughtfully. "I need to get a message to the Malodorous Goat Tavern, in Barovia. It is in the town of Vallaki." He ran his finger down the blade. "Where is the nearest cell to that?" 

"I-I believe that there is a cell in Vallaki, Lord. It is in a bookshop, I believe." The man cowered on the floor. 

Drinnik smiled. That's why they are so paranoid in there, he thought, casting his mind back to the shop. "Good. Who is the spokesman of the group?" 

"I do not know his name, but one of the others might." The man looked at Drinnik, "Lord," he added, after catching the Kender's expression. 

"Get a message to him. Tell him to go to the Malodorous Goat and speak to the owner, Mister Pann. Tell him to tell Pann that Drinnik Shoehorn is calling in a favor. Tell him to send Sxizz'trak immediately. Tell him to tell Pann that that evens the score between us. Do you understand?" 

The man cowered beneath Drinnik's gaze. "Yes, Blessed One." 

"And clean this place! Ye Gods, I would not feed G'Hennans food from this shop!" 

Drinnik fled the shop, leaving the man to think that he had just escaped with his life. 


As the waves of doubt and despair flooded over Brom, he dropped into a mental defense. While the waves flew crashed into and around the mental armor, Brom cursed the creature. "What are you?" he yelled at it, preparing another burst of energy. 

As Brom screamed his defiance, the wispy creature in front of him seemed to smile. Certainly whatever passed for its lip curled into a rictus, showing pale gray teeth. 

It hissed and the hissing sound gradually shaped into words, dry and ragged like the skin of a mummy. "Something... very different... from you..." 

Once again Brom felt his mental shields wavering under a torrent of despair. The figure reached out for Mina with its wavery, indistinct fingers wrapping them around her upper arm with the chill of the grave. 

As the hand began to pull at her arm Mina gasped. An eerie chill began to flow through her arm. She tried to pull away but the physical effort seemed futile. The tighter its hold on her arm became, the harder it pushed on her mind. As she re-enforced her mental shields she decided to fight fire with fire. Focusing directly on the creature she forced her developed mind through his to its root, releasing a powerful blast.

As Brom moved to close his eyes in concentration, a blast of heat surged forward from the wispy figure, targeted directly at the Shaper's head. As the heat wave blew towards him, Brom threw himself to the ground, rolling forward a few feet. Clumsily getting to his feet, the Shaper held on tight to Evee's sword. Lunging towards the hand that held Mina, he swung at it clumsily, praying to whatever deity was listening that the minor enchantment would be enough. "You want different?" He thought to himself. "Fine. We can do different!" 

Pendal stopped turning for a moment when he saw one half of the creature 'die'. Feeling a bit winded from the effort required to turn the creature; he leaned slightly on his sword, his holy symbol dangling from his neck. He then turned to face the second half. "Hmmm. This thing seems to survive being cut in half, although as evidenced by the fact that my turning destroyed one half, its condition makes it much weaker. So I wonder what would happen if it were... quartered." 

With that, cleric deftly pulled his sword from the ground and within moments closed the gap between himself and the other half of the creature. Pendal swung. "This time stay dead!" 

As Mina lashed out with her mind and Brom and Pendal struck with their blades, the gray-green creature let out another howl of pain, this one louder than any of the others. A surety suddenly struck the three adventurers; this is a true cry of anguish, not some magical or mental ability to alter their perceptions. 

Mina's mental power locked the creature into place. Pendal's sword cleaved the misty head from its shoulders and Brom's blade sliced through its immaterial trunk. The creature's body evaporated into nothingness, a mournful cry that echoed in the trio's heads the only sign of its passing. 

From the ground, somewhere in the darkness, there are two weak moans. One masculine, one feminine. 

Shaking slightly, Brom glanced around, deciding to ignore the noise for a moment. Slowly placing his hand on the blade of Evee's sword, he charged the steel, causing it to glow. Though the light held no warmth, Brom sighed in relief, taking comfort in it. Watching it for signs of fading, he held the sword up, pointing it in the direction of the fallen clerics. 

Moments pass, and the light from the charged blade did not fade. Revealed in the light were the prone figures of Carith and Father Wayfinder. Carith's scarred form was draped limply over the elder anchorite's as though she sought to protect him in her last moments of consciousness. 

The form of the anchorite himself was mostly concealed by Carith's barely breathing form, but enough of his head was visible that Brom could see a large, ugly knot about the size of his fist rising from the crown of Wayfinder's salt-and-pepper hair. 

As he moved the sword around, Brom spied the figure of Daymon Feldspar, lurching away from the light, and that of Kolos across the room, facedown on the cold stone floor. 

Brom then realize that they fought more than one thing. Two psionic ghosts led the first wave of the attack, the misty forms. And a Caller in Darkness was what put most of the images in their heads. 

"Daymon?" Brom called out, moving towards the figure as Pendal moved to check on the unconscious priests. Suddenly, Brom began to stumble, catching himself in time only by using the sword as a support. 

Shaking slightly as the adrenaline drained from his body, the Shaper reached down and held out his hand to help Mina up. Looking her straight in the eye, he floated her off a very clean and orderly alchemist lab. "Thanks." He whispered, winking at her. With that, he lifted the blade higher, causing its light to cover over Daymon. 


Cleaning the rabbit blood from his claw Jasper looked up from supper and gazed out on the town below. In the distance he saw the forms of the daemonling and the celestial. 

“My, my, my.” The tall man said, as he stepped out from behind a snowdrift, “I am at a conundrum. I do not know sir, whether to say you are a strapping young lad, or to say that you are a fine example of feline anatomy. My good man, what exactly are you?” 

“If you must know ‘sir’, “ Jasper said readying his claw, “I am a cat-man. Now who may I ask are you, sir?“ 

“Alas I have forgotten my manors again. You know this is the second time in less then a week. My employers call me ’Puppet master’.” 

“And just who are you employers, sir? 

“Well as of quite recently I am under the contract of a acquaintance of your small group. The Taverners is it? Such a quaint name. Miss Dottir has told me so much about you…” 

At the sound of the treacherous weresnake’s name Jasper leapt at the figure only to find himself flying face first into an iced over log, cutting his lip in the process. 

“Now, now. That is no way for a civilized gentleman to act. Now stand up there son, I may have a handkerchief here in my hat to wipe up that blood.” 

As the man reached into his hat Jasper was horrified to see him draw out five silver strings and fling them towards him. As they wrapped around his limbs Jasper could feel them moving on their own. 

“Let me be the first to explain to you that you are now totally under my power. Feel free to try to scream, pull free, and or alert anyone around to your most unfortunate condition. I still find that to a most entertaining yet totally futile practice.” 

All Jasper could do was silently scream as he began to walk towards the village.

Drinnik waltzed back into the Carrick house with a lazy smirk on his face. "What are you so happy about?" Trebor asked.

"Oh, nothing, nothing. Just calling in an old debt." Drinnik continued to smirk. "Let's just say that Lord Azalin had eyes everywhere, and not all are as... specialized as I am. Or Dottir is, for that matter." He grinned wider. "I think Astranni Dottir still hasn't realized that she is playing a game in which we both wrote the rules." 

"'Rules are made to be broken,' wasn't that one of your father's favorite sayings?" Trebor placed Galen in his cot and vaguely coos at him. 

Drinnik stretched like a predatory cat. "I can bend these rules so much that not even Dominic d'Honaire could figure them out. I've had practice in deception." 

"That's not a feat of which to be particularly proud, Mr. Shoehorn," remarked Celestar disapprovingly. "At least, not in public," he finished just loudly enough for Drinnik to hear. 

At the edge of town the Puppetmaster grins gleefully as the Kender strolls into the house. 

"Tis time my fine furred friend. Enter and make me proud..." 


As the door is quietly pushed aside a rush of cold air quickly invades the room causing Galen to let out a soft 'kachoo'. 

"Close the bloody door Jasper before you freeze us all out, " Trebor said holding the babe closer, " and were have you been all this time? 

I was out hunting for food... 

"I was out hunting for food." 

"Well? Catch anything? We can always throw another catch into the pot." 

Only a rabbit, I think the babe may be hungry... 

"Only a rabbit, I think the babe may be hungry..." 

Let me hold him for awhile, I still have the heart... 

"Let me hold him for awhile, I still have the heart..." 

Take him out side...If anyone asks say your taking him for a little walk. 

As the rest warms themselves by the hearth Jasper begins to walk out the shattered door, internally trying to resist every step. 

As his shadow disappeared across the threshold, Drinnik looked up from his lounging.  "Hey, where is Jasper taking Galen? Jasper! Where are you going?" 

"I am taking him for a walk..." 

"But it’s freezing outside! Where do you think you'll take him in this weather?" 

"I am taking him for a walk..." 

t that the Kender dons his cloak and run to the door only to see Jasper casually walking down the lane, the baby cooked in one arm. 

"Jasper! Get in here! Now!" 

Run to me...Bring me the babe... 

To the Kender’s amazement Jasper took off down the main road running at full speed strait into the arms of a well-dressed man, with top hat. 


"Jasper!" 

"Good day to you, Mr. Shoehorn. We shall be seeing more of each other. Oh and Miss Dottir sends her regards..." 

With that the man wraps his cloak around the small convergence only to disappear in puff of multi-colored smoke leaving only a small rectangle of paper on the ground. 

(July 26th, 2001)

Drinnik screamed in impotent rage. He ran to the spot where the Puppetmaster disappeared. He picks up the piece of card and headed back to the Carrick House. He shoved the piece of card into Trebor’s hand.  "Do something." he says. 

Trebor thought for a moment, raising his hand to scratch his chin absentmindedly. "Do you have any idea who took Galen? Do you recognize the man, or know of someone Dottir might have used?" 

He passed the card to Celestar who read: 

Puppetmaster 
Things fixed, problems solved, solutions found

Payment negotiable


It had gold lettering and a silver ornate border.

As Herger and Rethel charged forward, the sounds of the battle ceased. Low voices drifted in on the chill wind, but whatever combat was taking place had apparently ceased. Charneka quietly followed Rethel and Herger, one gun drawn and his enchanted knife in his other hand. He preferred to be careful.

Racing forward, the group stormed into a clearing. The scene before them was not at all what they expected, Abel Carrick stood off to the side, beside a shaggy gray wolf the size of a pony. He was naked, but seemed entirely unselfconscious of the fact, or of the biting cold in the air. A tall, willowy woman bearing a dark-bladed longsword was chuckling slightly at something the third occupant of the clearing has said. 

While the others rushed forward for the clearing, Evee started to go round to get to the other side of the battlefield, looking for the Carrick kids.

As Evee strained her eyes to see through the snow, she spied, to her surprise, the figure of Dmitri Stanislaus. His compact, muscular frame was relatively relaxed as he leaned on a gnarled quarterstaff that seemed to shimmer in the failing sunlight. 

As Rethel and Herger both spied the woman, their mouths fell open in surprise. Whatever they thought, whatever they told themselves to get through the insanity of this day it did not prepare them for the sight that greeted them. Their entire beings seemed to sag, and they simply stared at the woman in the clearing. 

"Gods..." whispered Herger. "It... it truly is Mistress Revka... back from the dead..." 

A wolf snorted as Evee trekked in front of him, barely visible as its black fur blended with the shadows. If he scented her, he seemed content to ignore her, watching the tall woman in the clearing. 

Evee's eyes flared wide as the woman decapitated a gray wolf the size of a small pony, casually, as if it meant nothing to her at all. Dmitri looked pained, she can see, but had not yet spoken.

Big Boy, be careful, that Revka is quite a cold-hearted killer. Evee then walked backward from the watching wolf she just crossed, remembering never to show her back to a wolf, until she was unseen in the snow, then turned and walked away from the clearing. She walked slowly, in search of the kids or a clue. 

Dmitri's face went red, then white as Revka dragged the body of the wolf into the center of the clearing. He struggled for a long moment to speak, but no words come forth. Suddenly, the wolves at the edge of the clearing broke into a chorus of howls, and the Taverners appeared at the edge of the clearing. There was a short, strangled bark from behind Dmitri, and he spun to see two large cat-beasts spring to attack two wolves.  They crushed the animals beneath their weight. A tiger and a lion each ripped out the throat of the creature they are on.

The lion looks up. "Did we do good?" Dr'ukmar asked. 

Megan saw Evee disappear into the blizzard; the others also appeared busy about the area. Blood from the freshly killed wolves stain the snow a deep crimson in the poor visibility and the great cats gloated over their fallen forms. Within, the Beast taunted Megan, tempting her to give into her animal instincts and join them in the destruction they seem to spread. Battling the other down once more, she was reminded once more that she was still human, even if only in spirit. 

The wolfwoman looked over the area once more, then back to the Lion and Tiger, the beasts seemed to stay where they where, and how did they avoid her keen nose? How? She took a few steps toward them and stopped, addressing them as intelligent creatures. 

"Ye may be strong, but we have defeated you already, be gone from here whilst ye still hold onto yer lives. All life is equal, as is yer own and everyone else here. If thou wish harm upon others, then it to shall fall upon thee and there is nothing sadder than the senseless destruction of life. Turn back and return from whence ye came or harm may come to ye. I showed mercy upon the Hyena animal before, fore death should not be dealt to a controlled creature, I offer ye this one chance to leave, please take it." 

In case the animals refused her offer and attack, Megan unsheathed her silver dagger and whispered a small prayer over it. 

The tiger bowed her head reverentially. "My name is San-listulaman, this is Dr'ukmar. We have sent the animals home. We, on the other hand, owe you a debt of honor that we may never be able to repay, but we will try." 

"NO!" Dmitri screamed, but too late; the bodies of the wolves lay broken in the snow, the cat-things crouched over them. The challenge momentarily forgotten, Dmitri shouted, "BE STILL! THERE... WILL... BE...NO...MORE...BLOODSHED!"

Calming slightly, he went on, "All of you, stay where you are. You especially!" he thundered, pointing at the enormous cats. "We have something to discuss." Turning back to Revka, his eyes burnt like two coals beneath his black brows, he hissed, "Creatures of darkness, jornfrara, you have signed your own death warrant with that deed of murder. I will allow you this challenge for the glory of my goddess, but when it ends...as a murderer you must die." Stepping back, he gestured at Revka, his face cold and distant. "Call on your god of darkness, traitoress." 

Revka smiled, a twinkle of genuine amusement in her eye. The truth of the emotion left no doubt in Dmitri's mind this woman had either given herself to the darkness or was utterly mad. "Your threats mean nothing to me, wolfwere--curse me as you will in your garbled Kartakan, spout your words of impotent fury! All so very amusing... a beast who seeks an end to bloodshed! All in the name of human justice!" 

She cast aside her sword, throwing it carelessly toward Abel, who raised a hand and caught it neatly by the pommel. The grab was so quick and unthinking as to be elegant. Meeting Dmitri's eyes, he made a quick sign of Ezra's blessing with his free hand. 

Revka did not notice, however. "As for dying as a murderer... well, even if Lord Machra has chosen to test me by bringing you before me, you'll find that my death is beyond your abilities. And that it always was." 

The nude woman stepped forward, to the center of the clearing, and stood mere feet from the carcass of the magnificent gray wolf. She began to chant again, more of a song really, and the wondrous musicality of her voice still struck Dmitri with surprise, even through his righteous rage. 

The chant continued, growing louder, weaving an undercurrent of melody around the howling wind. Not drowning it out, but incorporating it, making it part of the song. Abel's gray eyes narrowed, and he shook his head, holding his huge clawed hands to his ears as if in horrible pain. 

Through the blowing snow, a tiny bit of warmth circulated through the air, causing some of the ice around the carcass to melt into water, soaking the bloody gray fur. At long last, the song reached a crescendo, a blast of sound so pure and sweet that the humans among the group nearly fell to the ground and weep. 

But nothing more happens. Revka's sky-blue eyes widen in shock and her song begins to trail away…


Not receiving and answer from Drinnik, Trebor ground his teeth while thinking of what to do. He sighed deeply and then muttered something about "first things first." 

He reached into a pouch and pulled out a scroll, one of his somewhat dwindling supply, and also a black feather, possibly belonging to a raven. He read the arcane words and the scroll turned to dust while the feather caught fire. Smoke rose from the flames and formed the image of a bird, which began to solidify into that of a raven. The raven looked dead, very dead. It appeared as a rotting, festering, insult to ravens. Trebor looked surprised and then appeared to become dizzy for a second. He shook it off and addressed the raven. 

"Seek Castor Ravenwood and Evee Beiderbecke, they are in the woods to the north east of here, seeks them and give them this message: ‘Galen is gone, taken by Jasper and some unknown being of power. Return to the Carrick house as soon as possible’." Trebor then waved a hand and the bird flew out of the ruined door. 

Soon after, in the woods outside Verlorenshaus, the rotting corpse of a bird appeared in front of Castor, whose first instinct is to destroy the creature. He raised his axe for a killing stroke when the bird spoke in the voice of Trebor. 

"Galen is gone, taken by Jasper and some unknown being of power. Return to the Carrick house as soon as possible." 

Back at the Carrick place Trebor mused over what to do about finding Galen. The strange man would almost certainly have protected himself against conventional divinations, even ones cast at the with exceptional skill and power. This is going to be difficult, he thought to himself. 

The Daemonling thinks he is clever, doesn't he? Oh, I will use the link between you! Dottir said mockingly. She cackled inside Drinnik's head. Any spell he tries will fail. I know that and you know that. Adam has sealed the borders, and you know what that means, don't you? 

Drinnik searched the recesses of his memory. "Adam usually stays on the Isle of Agony, the largest of the Islands in the Finger Chain. I suggest we start there." he cracked his knuckles, "Coming Mr. Celestar?" 

"Yes, I'll come, although the Darklords can sense my presence when I'm in close proximity to them, so you may not want me along. However, did it ever occur to you to look at what that man and Jasper left behind?" Celestar handed the note to Drinnik. "Look at it, and tell me what you make of it. If the borders are closed, then most likely our new little 'friend' can't cross it either... at least not with Jasper and, I assume, Galen in tow. And even if he can, I can still follow him. Maybe we can use this little clue to find out who and where he is without going through Adam." 

"Capital!" Drinnik clapped his hands, "Now if you'll excuse me, I have some business to take care of." With that he slipped back out into the storm. 

"Now where's he going?" Celestar asked Trebor with an irritated look on his face. 

"I... I've no idea," Anneke muttered, an odd look in her eyes. "I had an idea ye were a good sort, Mister Celestar," she says in a whisper. "What makes ye traffic with the likes o' that predator? Or the other fellow... the one who smells of brimstone..." Her gray eyes widen at the thought. 

Celestar's demeanor immediately dropped at the question. A look of true sadness and confusion crossed his face, pitiful behind those bright, youthful eyes and healthy pallor that seem to contradict the white hair and age lines of the years.

"I... I don't know," he whispered softly. "I'm still trying to figure that out myself. There was something, in the beginning, that I thought I saw in him, in them, but I can't seem to find it anymore... and I'm not even sure what it was." Celestar looked over to Trebor, still standing by the door, hoping that the tiefling did not hear, although he doubted it. 

The half-Vistani shrugged, a similar look of sadness crossed her own creased features. "I've spent me life not knowin' who I was, or from where I came," she whispered. "It was what I wanted more than anything else... ta know who and what I was. And when... when she came along and told me of it, I... I was willing to do whatever she asked. And it was only by the grace o' the goodly gods that... that yer friends returned from where I sent 'em," she continued, blushing with shame. "Even though she led me into it... I agreed. Thinkin' I was doin' right, ye understand... ta balance the scales and make the vampire pay fer what he did. To my p-- to my father's people." 

She wiped a tear from her gray eye. "I... I think ye know more than ye say, Mister Celestar. An' that's fine--ye needn't share everything with me. But think--yerself may be givin' the vampire more credit than he deserves. He speaks of a soul, and of a desire to protect the little one... but surely ye know they're masters of lies, vampires. Surely ye know trickery and deceit are their stocks in trade..." 

"I know, I know," he said. "I should be more careful... I used to be." 

Thinking about the painful memories the conversation had brought up for both of them, he decided to change the subject. "I want to ask you something. Jeris Moralin, the young girl is missing, and I think that I may have been at least part of the reason. Unfortunately, with the blizzard and choosing to check on Galen, I was unable to look for her earlier. Was there a Mr. Mo'Dahl with the group before?" 

Anneke shuddered. "Aye, there was a Mr. Mo'Dahl with the group, as I recall. Somethin' wasn't right about him--surely it wasn't. I... I suppose in all the commotion we didn't notice." 

Tamar sighed as he looked out over the snow-blocked path. This storm made it five times this season that the path to the temple of the hundred gods and the effects of cabin fever were starting to set in. 

“Shiva,” he said turning to the multi armed statue flanking the temples large entry, ”what will it take for you to finally let the spring return? I’d sacrifice a goat if supplies weren’t so low. And you Kali! Maybe if you’d stop goading her on we could get a little sunshine here! ”

Staring at statues Tamar began to chuckle. “Look at me, talking to statues like they can actually talk back…” 

“Well my good sir,” said a voice from within the snow, “statues are not known to be good conversationalists. Now I, however have been known to hold interest for a dinner or two.” 

At the arrival of these newcomers, a tall black clothed man with high hat, a catman and a baby, Tamar said, “Um yes, yes! Welcome to the temple of the hundred gods. Do you come for worship, guidance, lodging?” 

“Actually, sir we come for…the temple. Yes, this establishment will do fine. Now if you would be so kind as to vacate the premises we can proceed to remodel, perhaps a less gothic motif…” 

“I don’t understand, what do you mean?” 

“Such ignorance. I mean my good sir that I am taking this here temple as my private abode. Now if you would run off like a good boy I can proceed…” 

“I must worn you that I have been trained in the iron foot style by a master of the north wind. Leave this hollowed ground or I will be forced to terminate you.” 

At that, Shiva’s statues moved and sliced Tamar in half. “Oooowwww such mess. Youth, one real battle and they fall to pieces….”

 
 The Puppetmaster reached into a pocket and places a small emerald in front of the statue of Kali. He remembers Dottir's words well. 

"I take it you can cross a sealed edge?" The Weresnake asked. 

"Milady, 'tis but a trivial task to me." The Puppetmaster bowed low, playing on Dottir's ego. "No lock nor fastened portal bar my entrance." 

"Good. I want you to take me with you." Dottir smiled. 

"How, milady?" 

"I will secret myself as a small emerald. A second spell placed upon myself will cause me to regain my usual shape if I am placed in a spot sacred to my gods." Dottir explained. 

"Very well, good lady." The Puppetmaster watched as the weresnake manipulated the arcane energies around her... 

Very well indeed, thought the Puppetmaster. He sat and waited for the emerald to expand. Slowly Astranni Dottir formed, standing in her unholy glory in front of her goddess. "Blessed Kali! I thank thee for this new chance!" 

The Puppetmaster grinned. "Milady, are you fine?" 

"Very." She looked at Galen. "And I get better by the minute."

Dottir looked at the recumbent form of Jasper, "He seems so docile and calm, tell me does it work on the Undead?" Dottir grinned evilly. 

"Well, Madam, Let me tell you. My threads can work on just about anyone. I have never, and I mean never, found anyone not susceptible to them." The Puppetmaster leaned against a pillar. 

"But can you harm undead?" Dottir asked. 

"Well, Madam, the answer to that is..." The Puppetmaster said, "...I do not know. I am ever so sorry but I have yet to actually get my hands dirty fighting one of those nasty brutes. But fear not my good Miss Dottir! I, to steal a quaint saying from the locals, have more tricks up my sleeves then Vistani have charms."

Motioning to the looming statue of Shiva to take his coat, the Puppetmaster called out to Jasper. "Do be a good little feline and bring Ms Dottir and I some of that exquisite ceremonial wine. Ah that’s a good boy, now as I am no longer in need of your service I think a little evening entertainment is in order." 

"And what exactly do you have in mind..." Dottir asked.

"Well my dear, I think it would be fitting end to our feline friend here to recreate the battle between Hercules and the Nemian lion..." 

With a low bow to the statues, the Puppetmaster reached into his hat throwing out the magic threads onto the carving of the Olympian god. Within moments it stood before him, staring at him with unblinking eyes. 

"Let the entertainment begin!" 

At that the mighty idol lurched forward grabbing Jasper by the neck lifting him off the ground. Only able to silently scream, Jasper felt his arms move against his will, scratching and clawing as the air left his body. With one last sickening Crack the mammoth creature calmly snapped the cat-mans neck, tossing him in the corner like a ragdoll. 


"Bravo, good sir, bravo..." 

As the two drank and talked out the night, neither noticed the body of the cat man slowly fade away and disappear. 

The conversation remained light for a while, then Dottir reached into a woolen bag. She pulled out a small cube that she threw against a wall. In a fairly unimpressive explosion of red smoke a wizard’s lab appeared. Dottir smiled, "For the girl on the go." 

She sifted through various items on the desk, and finally picked up a glowing black diamond. "Ah, the Gem of Tumorah. I'm glad that I think ahead. Take note, friend, always have a back-up plan." 

"What do you mean?" The Puppetmaster asked. 

"When my first plan failed I went back to Sri-Raji to search for this. Then I met those animals and came up with a plan on the spur of the moment. This was my main cause." She held the gem up to the light. "With this I can turn Shoehorn evil again, and control him. Not even the daemonling could break the enchantment!" Dottir laughed. 

"I just need to get him to hold it for me." She mused. "Suggestions?" She asked the Puppetmaster. 

"But of course...." 

Reaching into his pockets he produced a small golden chain with what looked to be a small obsidian claw dangling from it. 

"A gift from an employer. Place the gem in the claw and place it around the neck of the young child. When Mr. Shoehorn arrives to save the day he will undoubtedly attempt to rip it off thinking it to be an item to suck out the child soul or some nonsense like that. A little dap of sap to keep him from flinging it away and Voilà, one transfixed troublemaker... " 

"I say, sir, you are a genius!" Dottir smiled and took the pendant. 

She fastened the gem into the claw. "The best thing about this gem is it can effect anyone, even creatures to whom magic is not a worry." She smiled again, "Shoehorn will not know what has hit him." 

She placed the gem around Galen's neck and the baby started to cry. 


As the nude woman brushed carelessly at her hair, Castor's eyes widen in shock. The strength went out of his legs and he dropped to his knees in the snow with a crunch. 

"It's... it's her," he whispered aloud, though his words echoed through the mindlink to Evee. "It's... her... she's the one... how could I have missed it..."

Quickly San-listulaman ran behind Castor, breaking his fall. He found himself cushioned by the warm stripy fur. "Tell me and Dr'ukmar what to do, we can be an asset." 

Dr'ukmar had crouched into a classic pounce position. 

As he landed on the great cat, Castor shook his head, as if he didn’t hear. Completely stunned, he shook his head again. "She brought me here..." he whispered. "The wolfwoman... the priestess... so many years ago..."

"Sire, shall we attack?" San-listulaman asked urgently. "She is merely a hairless ape, we can kill her."  

Some of the great cat's words finally seemed to penetrate Castor's mind. He looked at the cat dully. His blue-gray eyes were distant, unfocused as if from strong drink. "S-She is not merely a hairless ape, Striped Lady," Castor murmured after a long moment. "She... she is of the in-between. A werebeast, she lives both as wolf and 'hairless ape.' She is an abomination and SHE MUST BE STRUCK DOWN!!"

Megan crossed over to Castor and the tiger and offered to help him to his feet. She then turned to San-listulaman. "I think it is best that you and Dr'ukmar stay out of this. Revka is not an ordinary creature, she is a werewolf, like myself, though maybe not infected as I was. It may be that you two cannot harm her." 

Castor pushed himself to his feet with a cry and drew his battleaxe from his belt. The air thrums around the blade, and a high-pitched song pierced the ears of the Wiccan, Abel Carrick, Dmitri, and Revka. The werebeasts all felt as though white-hot lances were driving through the sensitive tissue of their eardrums. Castor's eyes were wide with untamed fury as he cocked his arm back to throw, aiming at Revka... 

As quickly as the half elf cocked his arm back, a gray, leathery vine lashes out from the tree behind him, encircling his wrist tightly. Castor let out a cry as he was yanked backward, off his feet. 

As the tiger and lion turned, their feline eyes widen. It is no mere tree that now pulled the warrior back from the edge of the clearing, the icy oaken trunk moved with the sound of bones crunching, and a light flickered in the shadows. Another tendril lashed out to seize Castor's other wrist and another around his feet, pulling him in toward the trunk, toward a gaping, shadowy maw... 

Megan spun about to see the great, terrible tree dragging Castor towards itself. A shiver ran through her at the sight of the maw like hollow ribbed with jagged bark at its edges. Instinctively, she darted forward; tearing at the binds that held him. 

"Castor, these binds are too strong for me alone, sorry." 

She turned back to the tiger and lion, thinking their help may well be needed. "San-listulaman! Dr'ukmar! Lend me your strengths!" 

As the vines around his wrists constricted, the blademaster's hands immediately turned purple with the influx of trapped blood. He let out an inarticulate cry for help, but refused to loosen his grip on the axe. Twisting and thrashing, he aimed a chop at the vine around his leg, severing the frosty tentacle in one stroke.


At Castor's cry, Herger and Rethel spun around, raising their muskets instinctively. As they sighted in on the mutated tree, similar tendrils snaked out and lashed around their necks, choking them. With strangled gasps, the two men where hauled backward as well, toward another grinning abomination. Their muskets dropped from their hands, and another set of tendrils lashed out toward Charneka and Grigg... 

When the gypsy saw the tendrils coming at him, he rolled from his cover and went back into the plain field of snow. He instantly jumped to his feet and made a run for it. He then turned to look at the tendrils now out of reach. Unfortunately, they were now going at the others. The gypsy put his gun back in its holster and drew his rapier. He then got an idea and started to circle in order to get behind the monstrous tree. 

San-listulaman growled and dived at the evil treant. Her roar rebounded off of the slopes of the mountains. Dr'ukmar pounced at the tree as well. The tiger's roar echoed back, reflected by the mountains, and the gnarled bark of the creature before her actually seemed to vibrate from the thunderous sound. 

As the two great cats pounced toward the evil treant, the great oaken thing lashed out again with its branches, striking at them like bullwhips. A great gaping gash appeared on the side of the lion's tawny head, just in front of his mane, while a blow across the shoulder knocked one of San-listulaman's huge paws wide. More of the cackling laughter echoes from behind the two cats, and more blows strike at their hindquarters. Gods... how many of these unholy things are there...?

Evee rushed back to the clearing when she ‘heard’ Castor’s anger. She ran along one side of the clearing, ignoring the Dmitri and Revka fight. She stopped when she saw the tree holding Castor and the others. Castor, the fire I’m going to do isn’t true… Hold on … 

She then moved to be more inside the clearing, to avoid the treants. Immediately after, she started casting a spectral force of magical fires building around Castor, Grigg, Charneka, Herger and Rethel. The fires did not touch them but spread onto the vines, and then reached the main trunks, as if Evee had just started a magical defense against the trees. Evee then maintained it to make the tree feel quite uncomfortable, hoping they will release their prey. The illusion was visual, aural and, above all, thermal.

A brilliant golden streak shot by Evee toward the deadly tree that first grabbed Castor and seemed to explode inside the twisted maw as a sparkling flare of light. The wicked plant loosened its grip on its victims, not letting go, but was distracted enough to give the Taverners a few moments to react. 

Charneka stopped running when Evee's magical fire surrounded him, saving him more than she thought since Charneka was rushing into another Carnivorous tree. The gypsy backed away and tried to reach Evee.


Hearing Hergar and Rethel, Megan turned to see another mutant tree snatch them back. She released the vine that trapped Castor’s wrist and stepped back, raised the snow about her into a ball and threw it at the tree holding Hergar and Rethel, stuffing the open maw. "That should hold it for now" 

She then pulled out a small knife from under her skirts and started cutting at the vine holding Castor. 

A roar behind the Taverners caused them to turn. Grigg stood, Deadbreaker ready. But standing there were animals; chimps, lions and tigers. The gorilla Greymantle stepped forward. "We not abandon general." He shouted, "ATTACK!" 

The assorted menagerie charged at the treant. Shoots burst from the snow and wrapped around the legs of the Gorilla. He lost his balance and fell. Simar then lead the charge. 

Dreadwood lashes out with two vines and snatched on of the last chimps. It threw it into its gaping maw. Bloody gore trickled from the thing’s mouth whilst wet crunching emanated from inside it. It gazed at the animals, and laughed. 

Charneka got beside Evee and took a steel flask from inside his coat. He opened it and poured something into a small belt purse. He turned to Evee. "Can you throw exploding flames?”

 
She turned to him, made a "no" with her head and made a quick gesture with both hands to her temples, whilst she indicated that she was concentrating. 

At the furious onslaught of animals, fire, holy light, and blades, the grove of treants rocked backwards, literally ripping themselves out from the ground and lurching away. 

The tree holding Herger and Rethel released them as Evee's illusionary fire singed its branches, and it let out an unholy howl. 

The two treants attacking the lion and tiger seemed to shrug off the worst of the fire's effects, adding their own shouts to the other's. More of their branches struck down, lashing around the thick, corded necks of the two felines. 

The evil treant lashed out again, clearly unfazed by Evee's fiery attack. It threw another chimpanzee into its gaping bark-encircled mouth, seeming to grin even more widely. As it did, another set of branches lashed out at Evee, attempting to disrupt her concentration. 

Evee smiled at the effect her spell had on the minions of the evil treant, but this smile was short when she noticed the main treant, the one that animated the others, wasn't affected by her illusion. 

Seeing it trying to get her, she walked further away from it, closer to Dmitri and Abel, hoping that the branches would not be long enough to get to her. There, she focused on her fire to drive the animated trees away. 

As Charneka started forward with his rapier, a crunching sound caused him to look down and a wave of disgust flooded his being as an equally horrid wave of insects flooded over his feet, seemingly from nowhere. Their pincer-mouths churning and apparently immune to the cold the deadly horde begins to swarm up the gypsy's legs.

Greymantle tore at the vines around his feet, Simar used a knife he found to help him. 

"We in trouble." He said.

"Me know." Greymantle grumbled. 

The tigers and lions circled one treant, preparing to pounce. San-listulaman and Dr'ukmar broke off their attack. "Greymantle! Why are you here?" San-listulaman asked. 

"We find no exit. We need you and find you. You in danger, we help." 

A yelp sounded from the battle as the last two hyenas met the animal ancestors. 

"How many do we have?" Dr'ukmar asked. 

"Not many. Five tigers, three lions, Simar, you two and me." Greymantle answered. 

"Great." San-listulaman moaned. 

As Evee focused on the other treants, Dreadwood lashed out, not with branches this time, but with a burst of light from its "eyes." The beam of sickly yellow light enveloped Simar, Greymantle, and San-listulaman, missing the lion by bare inches. As the animals began to glow with the sickly light, they felt themselves weakening and the snow-covered ground seemed to be coming up toward them. They were shrinking! 

"Um, we be getting small." Greymantle pointed out. 

"I kind of noticed." San-listulaman answered. 

Dr'ukmar watched as another of his lions was taken out. With a roar he charged back into battle. 

"What we do?" Simar asked. 

"Watch." 


In wolf form, Cimmer stopped as she saw the cave mouth roughly 50 feet away from her.  Sighing and panting, she waited for Grendel. 

She wanted to find some answers from the threesome who fought much more valiantly than she did. The first thing they'd probably do is cleave me in half she thought. She grinned sadly and figured it would be best to be in a form in which she can speak. She shifted back to her usual self, her clothes only ruffled from the shifting and the black clothing on her arms was still perfectly intact. 

Cimmer whispered blankly to Grendel who was already walking to the mouth, "Be nice. Last thing we need is a fight..."

Grendel pouted a little and bounded into the cave rather enthusiastically, perhaps too enthusiastically. Cimmer growled to herself wondering why she ever befriended Grendel in the first place. 

Grendel slowed down a little and watched the aftermath of the fight with interest. He thought the one with the sword was a strange one and the woman next to him smelled delicious. He looked over to see a halfling with his sword and drooled a bit, and looked at the rest with boredom. 

Grendel stepped into the light and spoke rather excitedly almost like a 2 year old, "Hi!" 

Jumping in surprise, Brom held out Evee's sword, pointing in the voices direction. 

"Ezra, Hala and Bane." He muttered, a sense of exhaustion dulling the surprise he knew he should be feeling. "That has to be the second biggest croc I've ever seen. Mina, could you just go over there and make sure it isn't going to eat us?" 

Ignoring the murderous stare from the other Psion, Brom began to walk over towards Daymon. 

Mina took a step forward cautiously but looked a little uneasy in approaching it. Grinning, Grendel looked at Mina, "You smell like meatballs and gravy!" 

"Grendel! I told not to- " a angry voice yelled from the shadows of the cave. Cimmer steps in from the darker shadows of the cave into the part where everyone else was. It seemed to be good timing on her part. Mina looked tensely at the crocodile who just grinned at her happily. He pouted at Cimmer's yelling. 

Grendel whined, "But I'm hungry..."  Cimmer sighed annoyedly "Grendel I don't have time for this so for the love of god don't make me tie your jaws!" 

Cimmer settled down a bit since Grendel was somewhat on her last nerve. She turned to Mina and spoke apologetically, "He meant that as a compliment not the other kind of meatballs and gravy. He's friendly"

Cimmer paused and muttered more or less towards Grendel, "I guess I cannot leave you alone for one minute!" 

Cimmer gave up in apologizing for Grendel's behavior and spoke rather softly to the people of the cave, "Um, I should introduce myself. I'm Cimmer and that's Grendel..." 

Mina's initial tension from the entrance of the talking croc quickly faded. Blinking, Mina turned her attention to they young lady who was speaking to her. "Hello, Cimmer. That's quite the pet you have there". She didn't seem dangerous, but then again looks could be deceiving, Mina knew this better then anyone. "Might I inquire as to why you are down here. This is not exactly the safest place to take an evening stroll". 

Pendal, who was busy tending to the injured clerics, spins around to see an enormous crocodile staring hungrily at him. Being tired and not in the mood to argue with yet another creature, Pendal stares daggers into the crocodile while a low, menacing growl comes from his lips. Surprised by this reaction the croc backs away from the halfling, temporarily loosing its appetite. "Stupid overgrown handbag..." Pendal mumbles as he checks over the clerics for signs of life. 

He heads over to check on Kolos' limp form. "I hate to interrupt this meeting guys, but could someone start feeding these people a few of my healing potions while I check on everyone else?" 

Cimmer studied the woman in front of her and sighed sadly. She whispered, "Uh, I don’t know how I ended up here. I woke up in the frozen forest and was caged like some animal. People looked at me with such hate. A creepy guy -" 

Mina listens carefully as the woman continues. This "creepy guy" had her intrigued. Then again, that seemed to be a fitting description for half the males she had encountered in her life, regardless of species or age.

Cimmer shook her head, "I tried to make sense of it all and nothing came to my memory. It’s a blank slate..." 

She trailed off and knelt to stroke Grendel’s itchy spot briefly and Mina asked, "You escaped from the cage?" 

Cimmer smiled sadly, "Yes, with help." 

Grendel growled somewhat and looked at Mina with pride, "Yup. Her scaled hero with snapping jaws kept her from being killed for no reason." 

Grendel knew the reason but he deliberately left it out, for it was too discriminating. 

Grendel excitedly continued with no regards of letting Mina talk again. "We escaped but still being hunted! But they fear me! hehe! Me and my snapping jaws!" 

He laughed a little and grinned at Mina, "Cimmer will be dead meat without me!" 

Cimmer blinked and didn’t look impressed with Grendel’s word but nonetheless the crocodile ranted on excitedly but had a hint of warning in his tone, "That lady is my buddy, and if anything hurts her they answer to my jaws!" 

Cimmer turned slightly red at her companion’s being protective and rubbed her arms slightly, "As you can see, stranger, I have him for this dangerous world. I wish I could remember but I fear it’s only fragments that are too vague."

"Your lucky to have such a guardian, Miss Cimmer. And, Sir Grendel, yours are truly impressive jaws. It is nice to see a reptile that takes pride in his oral health, your teeth are in excellent condition". Mina smiled down on the smiling croc.


"Wait here, I'll see to the halflings demands. Wouldn't want him coming after us with his overgrown letter-opener." She smiled again at the girl, winking to let her know she was making a joke, hoping to put the newcomer at ease. "By the way," she calls over her shoulder as she heads for the group of wounded, "My name is Mina".

Cimmer smiled a little and spoke almost humbly, "How can I help then? In the midst of my confusion I guess helping won't hurt..." she trailed off wondering if she had healing spells as she looked around, feeling no hint of sympathy for them, yet she wanted to help. 

As Brom moved over to attend Daymon and Pendal moves to Kolos, both brothers give a weak moan, still clutching to their swords. At the two adventurers' gentle words, they gradually come around. "What... what happened?" Kolos murmurs softly. "The last thing I remember was... FATHER WAYFINDER!!!" 

At his shout, Daymon's head snaps around, and both brothers lurch toward the prone form of the elder anchorite. Wayfinder lies motionless, the weak rise and fall of his chest the only sign that he is still alive... 

Deciding that questions would have to wait for later, Brom motioned for Pendal to help one of the injured. "If you can help, please do so", he murmurs to Cimmer. 

Cimmer blinked and nodded silently making a mental note that she’ll ask Brom his name later and walked over to the Banite who looked beyond her capabilities to help. She started to cast cure serious wounds but was unsure of if it would work or not. Suddenly a pair of jaws dug deeply in her arm. "Ow!" she jerked back and looked to see a Grendel glaring at her. Grendel let her go and Cimmer was shocked to hear Grendel snarl in his animal voice, "You wouldn’t…there’s a price in helping! Don’t help them…" 

Cimmer growled as she rubbed her arm, "Ok, so be it. Why don’t you freeze your tail off outside without the collar, if you’re going to act like this. Now leave me alone." 

Cimmer hoped the other people and the wounded wouldn’t become too wary of her. She winced and looked at her wounded arm. One would assume that a crocodile’s bite would make Cimmer bleed for a while but no blood came spewing out of the wound. Cimmer felt pain nonetheless and took a minute to check her arm clothes. She then noticed eyes gazed upon her suspiciously and smiled a little in hope to make the little disruption less serious than it is, "Just a little disagreement. Nothing to concern anyone." 

Mina riffled through Pendal's bag, creating a musical chinking as various bottles of potion were bumped together. Finding the healing potions the halfling had been called for, she took two, then rose and headed for the clerics. 

She kneel before Daymon, carefully looking over his wounds. Seting one of the bottles on the ground near Pendal, she uncorks the other and helps the injured cleric drink it down. She also removes her cloak and rolls it into a pillow for the injured man to rest on as the potion takes effect. He does fights her a bit, to get up.

"The father," he says, his words coming in a choked whisper. 

"Is fine," Mina finishes for him as she gently pushes him down. "He is being cared for and will be alright. No worry". She says this in what she hopes is a calming voice. The desired effect of its tone may have been over shadowed by the physical force she was using to restrain him. As the potion absorbs into his system, he stops struggling and closes his eyes. 

Raising quietly, Mina edges over to the place where Brom is attending the older cleric. 

"How does he look?" she asks quietly. From his posture Mina can tell Brom is troubled. 

"He should live." Brom murmurs, looking up. "But we should get him out of here soon." 

"I think that goes for everyone", Mina replies as she glances around the cavern. Pendal is still tending the other brother, the one she had seen to was resting for the moment. Cimmer and the croc were 'chatting' in the corner. The Banite continued to moan quietly from where she lay. 

Staring at Carith's scars, the ones that his own carelessness had caused, Brom swallowed the lump that was forming in his throat. Moving quickly, he walked over to Daymon. 

"Are you all right?" The shaper asked. "If we can move, I suggest we do so. Is your temple near the exit?" 

At Brom's question, Daymon Feldspar, the young anchorite manages to shake himself back to full alertness. "N-No, we come from a small temple several days' journey from here. We... we were charged with escorting Father Wayfinder back to the village of Verlorenshaus where... where he served as priest and anchor of the Bright Lady's faith." 

The young man swallows hard, and when he speaks again, his voice is thick. He gingerly touches the side of his head, only to find it bleeding from a wicked-looking cut inflicted by the gods know what. "And... and we failed him. Failed to protect him... failed Lady Ezra..." 

Brom shakes his head. "Don't believe that for a second." He murmurs. "No one had any idea that those... things were here. But we should get above ground as soon as everyone can be moved." Seeing that everyone was being cared for, Brom began to search the area, activating his ability to sense psionic vibrations, just in case. 

Pendal gets up from tending Kolos and moves over to see how the Banite is progressing. 

Hmmm. For a group that just met less than an hour ago, everyone seems to be working rather nicely together... The bemused halfling thinks to himself. 

After changing a few bandages on the priestess and providing her some water, he moves to check up on Brom's care of Father Wayfinder. "Alright guys. Wayfinder and the Banite seem to be holding their own for now, but I'd much sooner have them out of this cave and into a house with a warm fire and clean blankets. So unless anyone has any specific objections or better ideas, I'd like to get them on stretchers and transport them immediately. You may have to construct the stretchers yourselves, so sticks with rope or a makeshift hammock will do. And I'll need all able bodies to either help in lifting these two or to guard us as we march. Remember, we should only need two to carry each stretcher." 

After barking orders like a military sergeant, Pendal turns towards Daymon. 

"Where is the nearest town or temple, and how do we get there?" 

The young anchorite dabs at the wound on his face with a cloth. Pendal notes ironically that the twin brothers now sport matching scars as well... except Daymon's is on the left side of his face, where Kolos' is on the right side. 

"Friend Pendal, we wandered into these caves because we heard a cry for help... and if I remember right, it was in Darkon--ah, I mean Necropolis. Do you know where you all came in? Are we in Lamordia now?" 

Cimmer found it best to let the three care for the wounded and stepped out of the way watching. She knew now that healing people wasn't her specialty. She blinked a little and replied to Pendal, "I am sorry but I have no rope, I do have a volunteer to drag the stretcher though" she smiled as she looked towards where Grendel was grumbling. 

A little payback is good she thought as she looked around for sticks. Grendel still grumbled, not really paying attention to Cimmer's statements. 

He looked over at Cimmer walking near the outside somewhat disgustedly. Cimmer looked around outside in the icy weather but not too far away from the cave's mouth. 

"Hmm...it's too frozen to find enough sticks..." she muttered before returning into the cave. Cimmer spoke somewhat distantly, "May I object to something. I cannot find any sticks in this frozen wasteland but I do know where to get some. It requires patience though so the question is, do we or I for that matter have the time?" 

"I'm bored", Grendel said, "My time's precious!" 

Cimmer looked at him seriously, "You're staying here to help drag the wounded or the collar's off."
Grendel fell silent and didn't want to freeze so he reckoned he shouldn't press his luck. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

Meanwhile, a few yards south, three members of the Observatory watched carefully by. 

"Do you think we need to light a fire now? It's getting rather cold...." asked Iovall, his modron-shell armor clanking away. 

"Sssshh!" snapped Druinor, a finger to his lips, "shut up or they'll know we've been spying on them" 

Megan sighed. "Well, I think this is silly. Don't we have anything better to do than watching other people's lives unfolding?" 

"Our equipment's in that cave, Meg," Druinor whispered back. "Who knows what they're gonna do? I spent thirty platinum pieces on the mercury detector alone!" 

"Oh stop being such a baby; they won't even know it's there." 

"Well, not quite." 

Megan looked sternly at Druinor. "What do you mean not quite?" 

"Remember the moisture detector I gave you last Yule?" 

"Yes, but I don't see how--by Ezra's undergarments don't tell me you--" 

"Yes I did." 

"Megan shook her head. "You know what, I'm out of here. I am going back to the Observatory, I will stay there and crochet, while you and Iovall can freeze up spying on equipment and follow the party until the Abyss for all I care, and when you get home we are gonna have a looong ta--" 

"Ssh!" 

"Don't ssshhh! me, you dragged me into th--" 

"Wait! Listen to that!" 

The three strained their ears just west, where a buzzing sound could be heard." 


Mikhil rubbed his eyes. "A member of the inner Circle gives us a mission and threatens death if we don't comply and you are telling me that the borders are closed?" 

Sara nodded. "It isn't our fault." She brought the clever down again. 

"What are you doing?" Mikhil asked. 

"These steaks won't prepare themselves!" She said, "WE may be a secret society, but we are also a butcher's shop." 

Mikhil rubbed the bridge of his nose. Calm down, calm down. Breathe. In, and out. In and out. Sometimes the idiocy of Sara galled him, but he conceded that she had her uses. 

Her ways of getting information from Aubrecker's men surprised him. She sometimes kept him awake all night. 

"Who leads the Vallaki cell anyway?" Mikhil prodded a suspicious piece of liver. 

"Some man named Ernst Turagdon or something." Samuel leafed through a book. "There a ragtag bunch there, consisting of Mynilar, a poet with awful poems, Jaerdaph, a drow, William, a podling of all things, Holder, a maniac as far as I could tell, Drawden, now that man had serious emotional issues, and that Ernst. I had a feeling he was listening to my thoughts, he creeped me out. 

"Oh, and then there is Ryven." Samael shuddered, "He will have been dead for over 5 years now, but they don't believe it, except Mynilar." 

"And these bumbling fools are part of the Kargatane? How do you know these things?" Mikhil stopped prodding the liver. 

"Part of my job. I met them all individually and I have a friend who keeps tabs on who Lady Kazandra sends there. I'm running a book with the Mordentshire cell on how long till Strahd kills them. I'm down for 762." Samael grinned. 

Mikhil nodded and left the kitchen. Mikhil Torren was not, by conventional standards, a pleasant or sane man. He rose through the Kargatane quickly, usually by murder and deceit. He also carried out every order given to him, to prove his worth. 

He was a tall man, standing a shade over six and a half feet, and a lean man. his fingers wriggled permanently as if his hands ended in worms. He hated Verlorenshaus and would have given anything to be in one of the larger cities of the core. 

He looked across the serving room and saw Theodore serving a customer. "Close up for the day, Theo. We have business to take care of." 

The Verlorenshaus Kargatane sat in the basement of the Butcher shop. 

Mikhil surveyed his troops. 

Sara, a redheaded scatterbrain who could control the secrets of Wild Magic, Samael, a man whose skill with a sword was matched only to his faith in his god, Vecna, Theodore, a man with the mind of an aboleth (this was a long, long story), Feymeir, an elf termed Drow by his Silvanesti brethren and Albrecht, a dwarf with numerous Dark Gifts.

Mikhil shook his head. No one in this room trusted anyone else, and everyone left a five foot radius around Theodore. 

"... and that's the problem." Mikhil finished, after a few minutes of explanation. 

"So we have to cross a closed border?" Samael mused. "Difficult, but not impossible. I suggest an Ethereal spell. Turn one of us Ethereal, that should work." 

"We tried that in Tepest, and the result was you being sent here. Poor Alison, we never found most of her body." Sara sighed. 

"If we where in my Great City of Tathonath we would solve this problem!" Theodore said in a booming voice. "My people would not sit here in committee and dawdle. We are a race of masters!" 

"Yes, yes." Mikhil waved Theodore into silence. "Any sensible suggestions?" 

"What about sendin' a spook?" Albrecht hissed. "A spook'd do fine." 

"Ghosts are, unfortunately, in poor commodity in this shop." Mikhil replied. "Time is in the essence here! We need to get to Vallaki soon!" 

"A boat!" Sara jumped to her feet excitedly. "We charter a boat to get as close to the storm as possible, then we use a polymorph spell and turn one of us into a fish, then they can swim under the storm!" 

"An excellent plan, with only two drawbacks," Samael said, "One, no captain would sail in this weather and Two, we do not have the polymorph spell." 

The Kargatane sat in deep cogitation for a moment. "Now, this is only a suggestion, but couldn't we get Adam to let one of us out?" Samael asked. 

"Oh, yes. 'Excuse me, Mr Adam, but we'd like to leave your lands so could you stop the storm for us please?'" Theodore snorted, "You, my dead Samael, are an idiot." 

"Shut it, fish boy." Samael muttered under his breath. 

"WHAT WAS THAT?" Theodore jumped to his feet. 

"Children, children. Calm down or I will be force to let The Thing That Should Not Be out of it's cage." 

The pair fell silent. That sort of thing should not be said to anyone, even a crazed aboleth-minded human. Theodore sat and let his bottom lip protrude. 

"So, any suggestions?" Mikhil started again. 

"Tell us the situation again, perhaps there is something we missed..." Samael said, to a chorus of groans. 

Feymeir put down the book he was reading. "I don't suppose she could be of any help?" He pointed to a picture. It was of a startlingly beautiful human woman. Her hair was long and black, her face perfectly symmetrical and flawless. Under the picture the name "Elspeth" was clearly visible. Feymir closed the book. The Title read Dr Rudolph Van Richten's Guide to Demons. "I've been researching her, thinking that she could be a valuable ally. I even have a trade prepared. We give her this," he held up an orb that glowed a sickly blue light, "an Orb of Erinnian. A magical item of much worth. Useless to mortals, but in the hands of a Demon it can unleash deadly power. It has a price, but what doesn't these days?" 

"And you know where she is?" Mikhil's mouth went dry. He wasn't fond of demons. 

"I believe she has residence in Neufurchtenburg. A woman fitting her Motus Operand lives there." 

"What's a Moatus opperandy?" Albrecht asked. 

"What she is like." Said the elf. 

"Ok, then how do we summon her?" 

All eyes turned to face Sara. "Oh no. No, no, no. I don't want to summon a demon. Please, no, ye gods no." 

Mikhil turned back to the group. "Let's prepare then!" He chuckled. 

The Verlorenshaus Kargatane cleared the basement of the butchers shop. Under protest, as she kept saying, Sara drew an arcane circle. Various Urns, chalices, buckets, cups, plates, saucers, blood traps and The Thing That Should Not Be's water dish were filled with Holy Water. 

"I 'ate this stuff," Albrecht complained. "The tiniest bit 'its me and I'm ill furra week." 

Feymeir smirked. "Ah, and what a blessed silence that week was." 

Mikhil watched as Theodore drew Aboleth markings on the walls. "Good, good. Are we ready?" 

"No," Sara complained, "We'd go faster if you'd do something." 

"I am doing something, it's called supervising. Not everyone can do it." 

Mumbled complaints came from the other five Kargatane. Samael finished his prayers to Vecna. "The Maimed Lord has granted me the spells." Samael grinned. "Let's start this party with a bang!" 

Mikhil nodded. Albrecht pulled a small goat into the middle of the room. It urinated with fear. The urine trickled over the runes of power, smudging them slightly. "Oh, for the Sake of Darkness!" Sara exclaimed. The others looked at her in surprise. 

"What a strange curse." Feymeir said. 

"It was one of my mother's favorites. Anyway," she became angry again, "That blasted goat has ruined my circle. Get it out so I can start again!" 

Mikhil left the Kargatane to finish the floor. he went upstairs and had some of his secret vice. He placed the aniseed drink on the table and went to his cupboard. He took out a small glass, a strange sieve and a sugar cube. 

He went back to the table and placed the glass down. He put the sieve over the glass and the sugar cube on the sieve. Drop by drop be filled the glass, pouring the liquid over the sugar cube. 

"Ah, a working man's vice." Drinnik leant in the door frame. 

"Blessed One!" Mikhil looked at Drinnik in surprise. "We have not sent the message yet." 

"Oh, that's not why I am here. I take it there is a mage here? Good. See if they have a scroll inscribed with the spell Mimic Mortal, I happen to need it at the moment." 

"Yes, Lord." You could here the capital L. 

Mikhil went to Sara's room, dodging past the cage of the Thing That Should Not Be. He searched until he found the scroll. He handed it to Drinnik. 

"Spiffy!" Drinnik chimed. "And, remember, if that message is not sent, I will collect your knee caps." 

After the vampire had left, Mikhil picked up his glass and drank the absinthe in one. 

"OK, OK, barring anymore interruptions by incontinent goats, the ritual circle is complete." Sara wiped her head, leaving a smear of green powder. 

Feymeir smiled. He placed the Orb of Eriannian on a cushion in the center of the circle. Mikhil watched from an absinthe induced blur. "So, we're nearly ready?" He asked. 

Samael looked at him. "We just need to chant. Sara and I will channel the energies from the chanting and the goat's blood. Feymeir will then send the Orb's power signature to Elspeth. hopefully she will come and take our bargain. Then we can leave and send one of us to Vallaki for the Blessed One." 

Albrecht pulled on the goat's rope. "So's wes startin'?" 

"Yes, yes." Mikhil cleared his throat. "The Dark that dims the light, the beauty of chaos, we call thee. The Dark that dims the light, the Beauty of Chaos, we call thee," Mikhil, Albrecht, Feymeir and Theodore chanted. 

Samael and Sara began muttering, Samael in the ancient tongue of Flanaess, the Language of his home domain and Sara in the arcane tongue, the language of magic. 

Albrecht drew a jagged dagger over the goat's throat at a signal from Sara and Feymeir plucked a mote of the blue light from the Orb. He flicked his wrist and the light hit the blood. The now violet liquid ran over the circle, covering only the powder. 

Sara continued chanting, but Samael stopped. Out of his pocket he pulled a small vial of Unholy water. He sprinkled this over the corpse of the goat. 

The body half melted and half evaporated. A sickly greenish light filled the room. Then the light changed to a mist almost unperceptively. 

The mist gathered into the form of a beautiful human woman dressed in the clothes of nobility. "Foul Mortals! By what right have you summoned me?" Elspeth screeched. 

"Dark Mistress," Feymeir bowed regally, "myself and my lowly companions have summoned thee for a boon." 

Theodore muttered something under his breath, Feymeir pretended not to notice. "We beg for you to help us leave Lamordia. The storm prevents us, but we know you can leave at any time." 

Elspeth turned towards the elf. "You summon me for that?" She hissed. "You summon me to use me as a transport service? I should gut you all now and use your innards to make myself a fine set of clothes. You mortals disgust me." 

"Lady, we would more than repay you for such a task." Feymeir held the Orb of Eriannian in view. "Take us to the border and we will give you this. It will more than help you if you encounter any baatezu in these lands. Of course if you do not want it, I am sure that the Black Duke would appreciate it." 

Elspeth seemed to muse over this. "How do I know I can trust you?" 

"Lady, how do we know the same?" 

"I could just kill you all." Elspeth said sweetly. 

"No you could not, lady. We have taken certain... precautions before this ritual." He pulled something from behind his back. An extravagant golden comb, set with rubies, emeralds, diamonds, sapphires, opals and even more precious stones was held in his hand. The teeth where individually carved from ebony and ivory, giving it a striped look. The end of the handle was shaped into that of a beautiful woman with bat wings. The wings ran the length of the comb. "You do what we say, or we give this to a friend of ours. I dare think what they would do with your phylactery." Feymeir smiled. The other Kargatane smiled. They knew they had one, and by the looks of it, so had Elspeth. 

"Fine, mortals. I take you to the border and then you give me my comb and the Orb, deal?" Elspeth sneered. 

"I think something a little more formal than that is required, my lady," Mikhil replied. 

Elspeth read over the contract that Theodore had drawn up for the fourth time: 

I, the succubus known in these lands as Elspeth, do promise to take one member of this cell of the Kargatane to the border of Lamordia and Necropolis with out causing any harm to said member of any of his or her associates. 

I also promise that after I have performed said action that I will leave the Kargatane members in safety and never have to visit them again or have to appear to any of their summons. 

In return for these promises the Kargatane will give me the Orb of Eriannian and the Golden Comb. 

Signed... 

Elspeth looked at the paper in fury, then signed her name. 

"Done and done." Mikhil said happily. "Now, Samael, I hope you enjoy your trip." 

Samael went white. "B-but.." 

"Bye Samael," Sara said. 

"Ta-ta," said Feymeir. 

"Toodle-oo" Albrect smirked. 

"Good bye," Theodore said. 

Samael looked at the demon, who merely smiled. 

"Shall we go?" She asked. 

Before he could answer Elspeth grabbed his arm and the pair vanished. 

Samael stomped his feet. "Y-uou could have-ve let me get a c-c-c-oat." He stuttered. 

"The weather is, to use a mortal term, pleasant in Necropolis. Come," The Succubus motioned the man forward. 

When she stepped over the border a sphere formed around her of perfect calm. The closed effects did not bother her. Her Reality Wrinkle must disperse the energies, Samael wondered. 

He ran through the gap onto Necropolitan soil. "The deal is done. Now I return to your fellows to get my payment." 

Samael nodded, turned and ran in the general direction of Barovia. 

On the whole, Samael reflected, it had not been a good day. He looked out onto the stretches of plains that made up western Necropolis. He shrugged. He would have to travel through Falkovnia and Borca to get to Vallaki. 

A noise caused him to turn. "Youse funny lookin', Mister." Said a small child with olive colored skin. "Granmama says that all giorgios are funny lookin'." 

Samael relaxes. "Tell me child," he said soothingly, "where is your Granmama now?" 

"At camp. Me's take you." The child slipped her grubby hand into Samael's. It was covered with the grime only children seem to collect. 

She lead him to a small encampment. An old Vistani woman knelt close to the fire. "Sit, giorgio, tell me what you are doing." 

"I am headed to a town called Vallaki, Raunie, I have a message for someone there." Samael said with all honesty. 

"A message that the Whispered One would like you to give? You'll find no converts there, giorgio." 

"Raunie, the Failed God has much faith in the people of this land. He believes that much can aid them. I am merely his mouth piece." Samael cringed inwardly, he hated thinking about Vecna being far from him. He was a child of Cavitius and missed that land. 

"Raunie, please take me to Vallaki, I can pay." Samael pleaded. 

"You have nothing we want." 

"Madam, I serve He Who Knows All, I can tell you anything." 

"Where have you traveled from?" 

"Verlorenshaus, in Lamordia." Samael answered. 

"One of our kind was there. She plans to punish the Creature of Nightmares, He Who Wrought Terror for the Dukkar." The woman spat into the fire. "You do not know him, do you?" 

"No raunie I do not think so." 

"Good. Tell me something I should here and I will let you ride with us." 

Samael whispered a silent prayer to Vecna, hoping that he would grant some of his eternal wisdom. Silently a voice told him a secret. 

"Madam, as we speak Malocchio Aderre has captured Madame Ivviannia Drusska of the Corvara Tasque and he plans to eliminate her." 

The Raunie nodded. "We will take you to Vallaki and then save Ivviannia." 

Samael offered a prayer of thanks to The Maimed Lord. 

Samael sat in a vardo with a group of male Vistani. They spoke in the patterna, so Samael could make out only about one word in twenty. 

He was quite nervous as he had made out, in one sentence "Blade," "insert" and a word which could have been donkey or something similar. 

After about an hour travel they made it to Vallaki. 

Samael shuddered. He always did when he traveled the Mists. 

"We are here." The old woman nodded to a collection of buildings. "Vallaki, Barovia." 

Samael nodded and headed to town. Stuff the message, he thought, I need a drink. 

Samael stumbles into the Malodorous Goat. A bleakly dressed barmaid stares at him. "Name yer poison." 

"Meekelbrau." He replies. 

Chandra sneers and fills the glass. Samael drinks it in one. "Where's the bookshop?" He asks. 

"O'er the way." Chandra answers. "Ye'll never get anything from them though, most miserable bas-" she starts. 

"Chandra! Stop harassing the customers!" Juan Maanuso, the barkeep shouts from the firepit. 

Chandra mumbles and turns, leaving the Kargatane to his drink. 

Ernst poured through the book. He was sure it contained a hidden message. Right now he was employing the Il Alukian Script code. That meant taking the first letter of the fourth word of the seventh line on each page and using the next letter of the alphabet. He was losing hope, unless the message really did read "Fui iaohg gsoghiaos sa hipl." 

He sighed and rubbed his temples. A knock on his room door made him look up. 

"What? Who is it?" he called. 

"Mynilar," said a voice. 

"I'm busy!" Ernst shouted back, actually grateful for the interruption. 

"Fine, then I'll tell the messenger with the note from an Inner Circle member to go, shall I?" Mynilar began to count under his breath. 

By the time he reached three the door burst open. "What? A messenger? Do they have something from Lady Kazandra?" 

"No." Mynilar shrugged. Inwardly he smiled at Ernst's crest fallen look. "But they do want to speak with this cell's leader. Unfortunately, that means you." 

"I'm not the leader, Mynilar," Ernst said, regaining his composure, "and you know that. They want to speak to Ryven." 

"Ryven's dead, you can not speak to the dead." Mynilar moaned, as if this was the source of an ongoing argument. 

"It is no wonder, dear Mynilar, that Ryven never speaks to you. If you went around proclaiming that I or even Holder had died, I'm sure we would not speak to you as well." Ernst turned and went downstairs to the bookshop. 

Mynilar was white with anger. "BUT HE'S DECOMPOSED!" he shouted, but Ernst apparently did not hear. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

Samael looked around the bookshop, admiring the dedication that these men put into their hideout. A man in a long, coiled robe spoke to him. "We keep thizz plazze very clean. Ryven demandzz it." The man introduced himself as Jaerdaph. 

"Really." Samael didn't really care. Jaerdaph continued to follow him. "We keep it really zzhipzzhape here, nothing ever goezz wrong." 

"Look's shop-shaped to me," Samael said. Jaerdaph looked at him blankly. 

"Ship shaped, shop shaped? It's a jo- oh never mind." Samael shook his head. 

"Ah! Mr Horrence, Mynilar tells me that you have a message for us?" A tall, thin man stood at the top of the stairs. "He says that you have to give it to the leader of this cell. I am his second, Ernst Turagdon. Ryven is busy at the moment, so I am sure we have time for a cup of tea to pass the minutes away pleasantly." 

Samael looked at the men. "Alright," he said hesitantly, "I don't suppose one cup could hurt, right?" 

Samael nervously watched a large, black cat over his teacup. Ernst smiled. "We seldom get visitors from the North, it is really a pleasure to see someone from up there." 

"Ac-actually, I'm from Cavitius." Samael stuttered. 

I know, Ernst thought, I can see it in your pathetic little mind. 762, eh? We'll see about that! Ernst continued to scan Samael's mind. 

The cat stretched. "That's Wyan's. He's new here, and doesn't realize that we don't like cats." 

"Or spiderzz." Jaerdaph piped in. 

"Quite." Ernst smiled unpleasantly. "Cavitius, you say? I've never been there." 

Samael looked around the kitchen. It was obviously a kitchen that no woman had ever been in. Sara had made their kitchen her own domain and refused entry to anyone who wasn't clean. This kitchen looked as though it had never been cleaned, at all, ever. 

Samael began to shake. "Nice place." 

"You should have seen it when we first moved in, a mess, wasn't it Jaerdaph?" 

"Yezz, though Ryven soon got thingzz zzorted out." Jaerdaph answered. 

"Can I see Ryven now?" Samael asked. 

Mynilar opened his mouth to say something, but a look from Ernst silenced him. "I'm going to work on my poem." 

He stomped away angrily. Samael felt two pairs of eyes staring at him. The men sat in silence, with only the tick of the clock to break the monotony. 

Ernst looked at the clock. "Ryven should be awake about know." he put his cup down. "I will take you to him." 

Ernst lead the man to an attic bedroom, Jaerdaph stayed downstairs, although Mynilar joined them, a look of amusement played on his features. 

"Ryven?" Ernst said, "Ryven, we have a guest, may we come in?" 

No reply. 

"We can go in." Ernst said happily. 

"But he never answered." Samael said, through lips which had suddenly gone dry. 

"That means he's in a good mood!" Ernst said. 

The man slowly opened the door to Ryven Trelbare's room. This man, the leader of the Vallaki Kargatane was who Samael had traveled to see. 

Sitting in a chair in the middle of the room sat a man. After Samael's eyes had had time to focus he realized he was looking at a corpse. Ryven was dead. The rumors were true. The man had been placed in a sitting position with his hands folded in his lap. 

"He's dead!" Samael blurted. 

"Oh no! Not you too! Has Mynilar been speaking to you?" Ernst asked. 

Samael looked at the corpse. Slowly its head rolled off and onto it's lap. "His head has just fallen off!" 

"Mr Horrence! It is not right to say such things about a person's disability!" Ernst looked genuinely shocked. Carefully he replaced Ryven's head. "Forgive our guest, Ryven, he has traveled far." 

Samael noticed the slightly glassy and unhinged look in Ernst's eyes. "Yes, yes. Sorry Ryven." Mynilar's jaw dropped. 

"But you saw, I mean his head, you can not deny, I mean, for the gods sake..." He stuttered into silence. He took a deep breath and calmed himself. "Ryven is dead! Dead as a doornail, gone from this world! I pulled his head off to prove this!" 

Ernst and Samael looked blankly at Mynilar. Samael shuddered as he spoke to the corpse. "Mr Trelbare, I give greetings from the Verlorenshaus Kargatane." 

He paused, as if receiving an answer. This seemed to please Ernst. "We were contacted by a member of the Inner Circle. They told us to give this message. Mr Pann, owner of the Malodorous Goat, is to send someone or something to Drinnik Shoehorn in Verlorenshaus. Its name is Sxzzt-itt." 

Mynilar looked at the man. "That's it? You came all the way from Lamordia to tell us this?" He threw his hands in the air. "I give up. Idiots! I'm surrounded by idiots!" 

"Yes, yes, very nice." Ernst turned. "Mynilar, see that our guest gets out safely." 

Ernst left. Samael turned slack jawed to Mynilar. "They all think that he is alive?" 

Mynilar looked at the man. "And you don't?" 

Samael lifted Ryven's head and started to catch it in his hands. "No! I'm holding his head!" 

"They're delusional and weird." Mynilar confessed. 

Samael nodded. "The Inner Circle annoy me. I don't see why he could not have just sent me to the tavern. Damn kender." 

"Kender? Tavern?" Mynilar said, "He was here? No, no, surely not, he would have taken me back to Martina Bay and left these clods behind." The shirtless man shrugged. "I just nod and smile now." He said sympathetically. 

"Me too." Samael said. 

Mynilar saw the man out of the shop. "Hey, visit soon. I need sanity!" 

Samael half promised and walked from the shop. When he was sure that the door had closed he broke into a full run, promising himself that he would never return there ever again. 

Mynilar turned the rest of the Kargatane. "He's gone." 

"So, we're nothing but message boys now." Ernst sneers. "Well if we are going to do something right, we do it ourselves." 

He looked at the others. "Mynilar, you give the message." 

"I can't. I refuse to go near alcohol. Jaerdaph can go." 

"I'm buzzy. Zzend William." 

"I'm working on the report. Send Drawden." 

Drawden looked up. "I can't go! I've got work to do!" 

Five pairs of eyes turned to Wyan, the newest member. "Wyan! You go." Ernst smiled. 

Wyan blinked a few times. "And that's how we decide things here is it? No actual discussion? No teamwork? Just delegation." The young man glared at the others. 

"This is highly unorganized. I will be registering a complaint with Lady Kazandra." He tried to look indignant. The others looked at him blankly. 

"We will take this up with Ryven, if we are forced to. And he will be angry for days." 

"Ryven' de-" Mynilar started. Then he realized if he went along with this he wouldn't have to do any actual work. "Yes, and you know what a temper he has." The man grinned. 

Wyan stared at him. Out of all the men in the bookshop he considered Mynilar the only sane one because of his refusal to say Ryven was alive. 

"But you..." he started. "Fine, I'll go. But it is under protest, mind." 

The rest shuffled out, content that evil had triumphed in the argument. Only Mynilar stayed. "And we all know how chatty Mynilar is for a corpse." He grinned. "Tough luck, kid. One day you'll learn the rules. Until then get over to that blasted tavern and tell them that message!" 

Mynilar strutted cockily out of the room. Wyan looked at his cat. "This is not going to be a good day." 

The cat seemed to nod in agreement. 


Trebor sits, waiting for Drinnik to return and ponders the logic of travelling with a Celestial. He sits, looking at Garudos and feels nothing but racial hate for the Angel, a hatred that almost makes him sick just being in the presence of such a good creature. 

What's wrong with me? he asks himself, what's happened to make me so twisted. It wasn't just the Celestial, it was almost everyone, even Drinnik, though so far he had kept his word to the kender's father and protected him, despite the fact that the promise was broken because Niesme was dead her soul destroyed in the Plane of Arborea and Liseme was missing, taken by Amelia. 

His mind turned to the others in his group, to Castor and Evee and Brom and Grigg and Megan and all of the other's he had traveled with this past week or so. Is that all it's been? He asks himself just over a week, so much had happened it felt like months. But why did he feel this hostility to his companions, why did he feel that they where against him, always looking for a way to distance themselves from him? He trusted Evee and Castor almost as much as he trusted Galen and he though a lot of the others, even to the point of putting his life on the line for them. But something was knowing away at him, eating away inside him telling him something was wrong. 

Then there where these strange feelings he got each time he cast a spell, granted not so long ago he commanded real magics, but that went along with his other powers when he turned from his master, correction when the real Trebor turned from his master. But that didn't explain the dizziness and the feeling that something was entering is mind when he read a scroll. 

His mind floated back to his companions. Why their sudden disregard for Galen? Why had they not replied to his message? Certainly they could have at least sent word that they where returning to help in the search for Jasper and the black clad man. Perhaps they no longer cared about the child's well being, but the one thing he was certain of himself was Galen must be protected, he must not be allowed to fall into the hands of others and used wrongly, he was too special, too important. 

He wonders at the changes in himself, both physical and mental, both caused by Arianthne, making him more like his parents, but was that a bad thing, it had given him new a perspective on things such as the selfishness of his companions in there petty quest to save two mortal children! He also thinks of his father and whether he made a mistake turning down his offer of tutelage, still that offer was still on the table if he wished to take it and take it I may, he thinks. 

A voice stirs him from his thought, a sickening voice as melodious as the Seven Heavens, Garudos. "Trebor.... Trebor, do you have any idea where Drinnik is? We should be going soon, the longer we wait the further away Galen gets." 

Trebor glances up at the Celestial. "No idea, but he should be back soon." 


"I hope so," Garudos responds. "I don't want to sound untrusting, but we have no idea to where he's gone, or what his plans are to help find Galen. I... I don't like to feel idle. I should be out there finding Galen, or at least Jeris..." 

Celestar stops and turns away from Trebor, only to see Anneke and Anna in front of him. Sighing, he walks over to the broken window and looks out the one intact panel (the rest have been covered up by thin boards during the wait) and into the swirling blizzard outside. 

It's so chaotic; so abnormal, the archmage thinks to himself. Too much has happened in this past decade. I knew that there were powers beyond my control here - Strahd, that horror Malocchio - but I thought that if I concentrated on protecting Galen, I could leave a positive foothold in this dark, depressing land. But I was distracted... what's wrong with me? 

Drinnik saunters back into the building, humming pleasantly. "Present," he says, throwing a scroll at Trebor. "Well, perhaps Mr Celestar would prefer it, but I don't really care, it's merely a back-up incase our plan works." 

He looks at the Daemonling and the Celestial, "Why so glum?" 

"Not glum, now are we going or are we sitting around waiting for the storm to end like pixies? And what's this?" he says, indicating the scroll. 

"It's a spell called Mimic Mortal. I thought it would be useful if we convinced Adam to open the borders. Basically it allows a vampire to shun some of it's weaknesses and give up some of it's powers temporarily." Drinnik grins. "I've had it cast on me before, when I was in the Amber Wastes and I've never been more grateful." 

"Where did you get it?" Trebor asks. 

"I'll never tell." The kender replies, with a cheery grin. 

Trebor seems interested. "Might grab myself a copy of it, you never know when it may come in handy. Anyway does anyone else have anything to do or can we go?" 

An idea thought strikes him and he turns to Garudos. "If it's not too much trouble can you send a message to the others and tell them what we are doing, in case they ever actually come to their senses and decide to help us." 

Trebor tries to keep as much hatred out of his voice as possible but it is still obvious that he isn't coping with the presence of the Celestial very well. 

Drinnik suddenly screams and falls to the floor clutching his head. "The wolfwoman..... the priestess....." he mutters. He screams again and blood pours from his nose and ears. 

He starts to convulse, spasms wracking his body. 

As quickly as they started they stop. "C-Castor and the others. They are I-in danger." Drinnik tries to stand. "Ye Gods, who do we help?" 

"Certainly," Celestar responds flatly, turning from the window. Crossing his thumbs so that his hands are in the shape used to create a bird shadow puppet, eyes sparkling with their golden glow, he summons the now familiar dove of light and conjures a rolled scroll in the air. "Go find Castor and Evee," he whispers. "Have them read what happened to Galen, then offer assistance if they're in trouble." 

Mr. Ravenwood and company:

Mr. Shoehorn has received a distressing image through his mental link with you. If you are in over your heads, just ask for aid, but right now we must be concerned with events that have just unfolded here in Verlorenshaus: Jasper and a mysterious stranger have kidnapped Galen. When you are victorious over your obstacles, as I have faith that you will be, please return here as quickly as possible!


Sincerely,
Garudos Celestar 

Trebor shrugs, as if there is no decision to make. "We continue with our plan and go to find Adam, we would not reach the others in time to be any help." 

"Could you at least sound a little more concerned about their well-being?" Celestar asks irritably. 


"You could! You could teleport or something!" Drinnik shouts angrily. "I could change into a bat! We have to help them Trebor, they are our friends!" 

"They made their decision." Trebor replies calmly, "They thought that the mortal children where more important than Galen." 

"Fine! I'll go on my own! If I die, Minntt, you will have failed in your oath to my father." Drinnik snorts derisively and runs from the building. 

Trebor seems very angry. "Bollocks will I. I told your father I would protect you but not when you did something utterly stupid. You go, you go alone and you know that." 

"Miss Graymalk, Miss... Anna... I'm sorry, I didn't catch you last name... anyway, will you come with me? I'm worried about them, maybe we can help. Herger and Rethel are with them, aren't they?" Celestar turns to Trebor. "Do as you like; they need to be here to help find Galen as well - we are all together in this guardianship." 

Facing Anneke and Anna again, Celestar asks as his eyes sparkle, "Have either of you flown before?" 

At the boyish twinkle in the old man's eyes, Anneke raises an eyebrow. "'Flown'? Like a bird? Not as such, sir..." The look on her face is not fearful... nervous perhaps, but not afraid. 

"First, however, you may be a little cold out there. I can help with that," Celestar offers, placing the middle three fingers of one hand on Anneke's forehead, and the middle three of the other on Anna's. Seeing the golden glow in the archmage's eyes, and feeling the warmth flow through her body, the two women are amazed by the experience - Celestar's power flows into them, tingling, but seemingly fulfilling. Anna seems to shiver for a moment, but her bright eyes reveal that it is no longer because of the cold. 

"Hold on tight," Celestar instructs as he grabs each of them around the waist. "We're in for a bumpy ride with this blizzard out there." 

With that he floats so that the two girls' feet are just off the ground, through the door, and into the sky, the wind whipping around the trio as they head out to aid the others. 

Charneka notices a small shape in the air, it looks like a bat. But it is day time, isn't it? 

Suddenly, in midair the bat changes and a figure falls from the sky, a pointed object aimed at a treant. As it gets closer to the ground, the unmistakable form of Drinnik becomes clear.

Celestar, Anneke, and Anna soar through the blizzard, just over the treetops of Verlorenshaus' valley. After traveling for what seems to be far too long considering the urgency of the situation, Celestar finally spots the battle through the snows. A few moments later, Anneke and Anna can see it as well, and Celestar begins to drop down, trying to pinpoint an area as far from both the large pack of wolves and animated trees as possible before landing and entering the fray... 

While the monstrous tree attacks the other, Charneka manages to reach unnoticed the trunk of the tree. On the way he grabbed Herger's musket. The gypsy then throws his leather bag in the gaping mouth than breaks the musket inside provoking a small explosion... Big enough to ignite the powder inside the bag and several charges of smokepowder explode inside the tree. 

As the bag of smokepowder explodes, Dreadwood gives a cry of unmistakable pain. Splinters rain on the shrinking animals, and on the gypsy, puncturing their skins in dozens of tiny places. 

As the side of the evil treant bursts into flame, the yellow light again leaks out of what serve as eyes on its hideous face, and a cloud of water vapor coalesces out of the air, smothering the fire. 

Another branch lashes out at Charneka as the treant howls again, this time in fury. The thick, knobby oaken branches wrap around the gypsy's legs and hoist him into the air by his feet, flinging him away, back toward the clearing... 

As Anna looks at her new friends fighting the vegetation monstrosity she begins to pray to her goddess... "Let the wrath of the goddess burn away the evil, Let the wrath of good descend to the earth. Let the fires of truth force back the night. Hear my plight and ignite."

With a blinding flash the swirling storm opens for a few brief moments allowing a pillar of pure flame to descend upon the undead treant.

As the blade bites deeply into the trunk of the monster--burning the sodden wood where Charneka's explosion occurred--the treant releases Castor, dropping him to the ground from nearly fifteen feet in the air. The half-elf falls to the ground, landing awkwardly on one leg... 

Meanwhile, a choking yellow-green mist begins to erupt from the monster's chipped and uneven mouth. As it oozes along the ground and envelops those closest to it, the air is shot with the stench of something long dead (cloud of putrefaction, much like stinking cloud except it rots organic matter…). 

As the pillar of flame engulfs the treant, it gives another howl of furious pain. The monstrosity blackens and burns, shriveling much faster than an ordinary tree would... 

But again, the water vapor in the air coalesces around the monster, helping to quench some of the flames--though by no means all. 

The thing lashes out at the newly-arrived Anna, instinctively realizing she is the source of its agony--again, not with its branches, but with something else... Suddenly, Anna is filled with a compulsion to turn and run away--not from fear, but more from revulsion (dispel good). 

Evee grins at the fire on the treant and scream "oil ! throw some oil !". She releases her illusion, knowing it will continue to work without her control for three minutes. She gets a few skins of oil in her hand, from her pouch. She notices Grigg doing the same. 

They throws the oil skins ...
As Evee turns to look at Castor, she sees him landing awkwardly on his left leg. He hits the ground, and a splintering CRACK!! splits the air. 


Looking around the clearing at the Taverners, Megan's heart sank as she saw them in trouble. Within herself, she drew up more energy : throwing her arms wide, she screamed her prayer aloud "Lady Kerridwen, she of the Forests and Vales, lend me strength to bend those under your domain to my will and damn them in your divine torment!" 

As the last word echoes throughout the forest, a great groan and cracking sound can be heard from among Dreadwood and the other attacking trees. Without warning, a second spell is uttered : "Lord Cernunoss of the Wild Hunt! He who rules all in the plants and beast, lend me power to remake as you once made into an image of my choosing, so they feel pain as we do!" 

Instantly, Dreadwood lets out a howl of terror and agony as it begins to warp before the group. Limbs twisting and splitting into new forms. The other trees do the same, Dreadwood's screams echoing within their own gaping maws. 

(Megan just cast an em-powered Warp Wood spell.)

The blademaster slumps to the ground, screaming in pain and holding his newly-broken leg. The greenish-yellow fog begins to envelop him, and he squirms weakly, trying to lurch away from it... 

Forgetting all caution, Evee drops her remaining oil skin and runs to Castor, after having taken a large gulp of air, thinking maybe it could help against the greenish gas... 

After casting her spell, Megan notices the fog only in time to avoid it, unfortunately, Castor is not so lucky. Looking about, she sees a limp vine from one of the trees that is now screaming. She grabs it and throws it at the Blademaster. 

"Castor! Wake up and grab the vine and I'll pull you out!"
Charneka slowly raises his head from the ground and spits some blood. All of his bones seem to have shattered but he manages to lift his limp body with his arms. He tries to get to a normal tree so that he can hide for now. 

"EVEE! Stay back and I'll get Castor out, see to Charneka instead, he's in bad shape!" 

Seeing that Castor had not taken the vine, Megan ran forward into the fog, dragged Castor upon her massive shoulder (she is a 7' wolfwoman remember) and drags him to safety, the fog causing her clothing and fur to smolder slightly under its touch.

About her and the others, the trees continued to scream as their forms altered further by the second. The spell should be ending since Megan had lost concentration right away, but instead it kept going somehow. Then, without warning, the groans and crackling stopped. So did the screaming, soon the trees will be after them again. 


Dmitri and Revka might be in another world for all the attention they pay to the treant raging at the edge of the clearing, Revka intent on her chanting and Dmitri watching her with a peculiar fixity of expression. Indeed, the blizzard is so intense that the forms of the struggling Taverners are dim and ghost-like, although they are only about fifty feet away, and the sounds of their battle are muted almost to inaudibility by the raging gale. 

Only Abel Carrick hears his muttered, "Lady Ezra, justify me now," as Revka's song comes to a conclusion, but his face clears as the god Machra fails to respond to the plea of his erstwhile servant. In shock and horror, Revka stares uncomprehending at the wolf, then at Dmitri, her eyes blank and terrified. Dmitri's expression shows no pity for her; he says, calmly, "Now you see, lady, that your god could not--or would not--support you as will my goddess." 

Stepping forward, Dmitri notices for the first time the treant and the Taverners engaged in combat with it. Eyeing Revka briefly, he shouts above the storm, "Is this some creature of yours, priestess of a false god?" Revka, still in shock, makes no reply. 

Dmitri shrugs slightly and moves forward toward the tree. "Release them!" he shouts hoarsely. The treant grimaces with its jagged mouth and a root erupts from the ground, seizing Dmitri by the ankle and pulling him from his feet. "Lady Ezra, defend me!" he cries, and a flicker of light appears at his chest, a dim circle of light just wide enough to cover his chest. The tree roots slips from his ankle. Striding forward, he ignores the lashing limbs of the tree, which seem unable to reach him--repelled by some mysterious shield of force. 


Pitching his voice more loudly still, Dmitri says, without turning, "Behold the burnt offering I make to Ezra, Revka Carrick!" Raising his hands high above his head, he prays, "Bright Goddess, defend thy servant and show forth thy arm of power to we here assembled, that the faith of the believer be justified and the unbelief of the faithless condemned! I pray thee, Goddess, strike and spare not!" 

At the last word a brilliant white glow is seen in the clouds overhead, quickly brightening to such a degree that all present save Dmitri close their eyes and duck their heads. A pillar of white fire strikes the crown of the treant and runs like lightning along the branches and trunk, burning with an incredible white-hot intensity which claws at the eyes, leaving only a white glare and the black-paper shadows of the Taverners sprawled in the snow. A keening wail escapes the treant, and its branches seem to lash wildly--but only for the briefest of instants. 

The flame devouring the treant seems to coalesce for a brief moment into a cross of light caught in a circle, and then the light dies. Nothing remains of the treant other than a few ashes lost in the falling snow. 

As their eyes clear, the Taverners gape at the clearing; the trees around them are putting out green shoots and the grass is rich, thick, and verdant. The scene is one of late spring, or even summer, making a bizarre contrast to the falling snow. 

Dmitri has fallen to his knees; weeping, he whispers over and over, "Thank you, bright lady. Thank you." 

Having placed Anna down so she could call upon her miracle, Celestar floats, with Anneke still in tow, over to where Megan has carried the wounded Castor. Watching the evil tree out of the corner of his eye, the two pillars of fire spiraling down to hit it is almost exhilarating - not in their destruction, but in the awe of the holy power that has just been summoned. Celestar recognizes the power... the force of true faith. 'It was the right choice to come here,' he thinks to himself. 

Celestar drops Anneke next to Evee and Charneka, then flies over to Megan and Castor. "Let me help him," the archmage offers as he helps the wolf-lady lower Castor to the ground, noting the sharp twist of his broken leg. 

The golden glow spreads from Celestar's eyes to his hands and into Castor's wounded leg. Castor can feel the surge of energy as the blood is slowed, the bone realigns, and the wound is sealed. "You'll have to try and stay off of it for a couple of days, possibly a week," Celestar instructs. "Not that that's been an option recently. I can't completely heal it, but it's a lot better that spending six weeks like that. Just be careful - during the natural healing time it can snap again easily." 

Evee walk back to the green, lush, grass area, with Charneka. They stare eye-wide to the surreal green circle. "Well, I should be going to church more often...", Evee says, with a smile.

Seeing Castor's wound is fine from Celestar's healing spells, Evee turns back to the clearing to watch Revka...

Evee feels a tap on her shoulder and hears someone coughing. It's the gypsy who's regained more of his consciousness (he was a bit "out-there" when she first grabbed him). He tells her: "Boy, you're as strong as beautiful!"

Evee look at him with a slightly wicked smile. She then take a "maiden" look and say "zank you, strong warrior" (mimicking his accent), while quickly battling her eyelashes. 

She then turn her attention back to Revka.

Seeing Megan running quicker to Castor then her, and knowing the wolfwoman won't need help, Evee turns to help Charneka, who was dangerously close to the greenish mists. 

She tell him to put his weight on her shoulder and they quickly walk away...

The Wolfwoman looks up at the archmage and nods to him her thanks, then reaches into one of the many pouches on her bag and retrieves a small bottle before removing the stopper and placing it to Castors lips. 

"Drink a little of this, it will help with any pain you may suffer." 

Giving him a few small sip of the vile tasting liquid, she replaces the stopper and secludes it once more. Looking about the clearing at the mass of spring plants, she feels the opportunity to collect further ingredients for her remedies. Then she spots Revka and feels the hatred and darkness in her aura, almost knocking the poor witch into vomiting in revulsion. 

Drinnik looks at the Taverners. "So, what did I miss?" He grins. "Ye Gods, I leave you all alone for five minutes and it all goes to the Abyss!" 

"What shall I do?" 

The gypsy, who's involuntarily facing Drinnik (assuming Evee's looking elsewhere) tells him: "Oh, you just missed me blowing a tree from the inside, mister mage over here throwing fireballs at it and Megan trying to save us all from the greenish poison mist that didn't affect you!" 

Dmitri stands slowly, leaning on his staff, and turns toward Revka, his expression a strange mix of exhaustion, righteous wrath, and pity. "You have seen the power of the goddess, Revka Carrick," he says quietly. "And I am afraid the sign given for the edification of these," nodding to the Taverners in general, "is given to your damnation." 

Dmitri raises his staff and the wolves slip from the trees, more than two score all told, with about a dozen being the massive dire wolves of the deep forest; many of the Taverners exclaim or draw weapons, but Dmitri says firmly, "Leave them be! They are not here for you...but for her." 

The wolves circle Revka slowly, their teeth and eyes bright with ire

Megan looks over to Revka Carrick, about the clearing at the wolves and the other Taverners, the animals looking about at the wolves and the burnt remains of the treant Dreadwood. She stands to her full height and returns her gaze to Revka once more, turning it into a cold hearted glare. At the thoughts within her, the beast within grins with uncontrollable joy, unsettling Megan on the inside. 

"Where are your children Revka? Give us your children and you may get out of this alive. If you have harmed them though, tainted them with your vile disease, I will see you die slowly and horribly." 

The other Taverners see that the threat is real from only a small glance into Megan's eyes. Slowly, she begins to walk toward Revka, those she passes notice the air almost appearing colder about her. 

Drinnik surveys the situation with a detached air. Something is bothering him. "She's close, at least one of them is. I can't figure out who." 

The kender blinks. "One of them wants me more and she will be the first." he says cryptically, "She'll either slither or stride, but she is close." 

His eyes glaze. "Amelia, Amelia, where are you? I feel your presence, like I feel Dottir. You are both close. Come on! Come get me." 

He shakes and collapses to his knees. Evee flashes a look of concern. "You Ok, lil' bloodsucker?" 

"Fine." Drinnik says in a barely audible voice. 

Celestar's eyes glow golden, and a third golden sparkle appears in the center of his forehead. He stares directly at Revka, his mind pressuring her own. 

'Let me detect your thoughts... let me see where the children are... where are they? Whether you want to reveal it or not, the information must be on the surface now...' 

The look on the beautiful woman's face is a wonder to behold. Her eyes, as blue as the spring sky, stare wide and uncomprehending at the group around her. She looks up at the sky, but does not seem to see the changed nature of the air around her. Nor does she seem to see the splintered remains of the treant Dreadwood off to the side, or the smoking husks that remain of the true trees animated by its magic. 

Indeed, for all the reason left in her eyes, she may well not see anything around her at all. 

Her beautiful face is etched in lines of a pain more real than any physical hurt, the pain of the utmost betrayal. The tears leak freely down her face, dropping to the now-lush ground beneath her bare feet. All the while she tries to speak, but cannot, instead gazing inward at something none of the others can see... 

Raising her arms to the sky, she falls to her knees and cries out in a voice vibrating not with the power of faith, but the presence of all-consuming anguish. 

"LORD MACHRA!!!" she screams hoarsely, as if the very act of speaking wrenched out her vocal cords. "I have served you in every way--I have followed your teachings, I have borne your sorrows--I have walked your path though it cut me to the core! I have not even withheld my firstborn son from you--the pureblood, my cub, my life!! WHY DO YOU FORSAKE ME NOW??!!!" 

As if in umbrage to her words, a bolt of lightning--or what appears to be lightning--lances down from the clear blue sky, enveloping her in a blaze of yellow light. Everyone--except for Dmitri and the once-more human Abel Carrick--instinctively shield their eyes once again. 

The wolfwere's faith in the Bright Lady, his closeness to his goddess--allows him to see Revka's form evaporate, seemingly into nothingness. 

And yet, as he meets Abel's own overbright eyes... he knows they have not seen the last of her. Her presence--or that of her foul god--still remains, a spot of blight on the purity and goodness that is the favor of Lady Ezra... 

As Revka disappears in the blast of lightning, Castor whispers softly from his position at Celestar's feet. His physical pain is forgotten for the moment, overshadowed by stunned incomprehension in his eyes. 

"No... she's gone. She brought me to this damned place... and she's gone..." 

Seeing the final moments of Revka, the witch can't feeling sorry for her. Surely her dark path had been one of seduction and promise than rather that of one who began life truly evil. In passing of the woman, despite being her enemy, Megan says a silent prayer to Kerridwen for her and places a single rose petal in the ground before her. 

"With Revka gone, finding the children will be more difficult. We must pray they are close." 

"Castor, you have mentioned that Revka brought you here twice now, what do you mean by that exactly?" 

After a long moment, Castor seems to realize that the Wiccan is speaking. He cradles his wounded leg, remaining seated. A dreadful calm descends over his face as he casts his mind back into memories neither pleasant nor unclear. 

"I... I am not from this world, Megan. My earliest memories are not of a land of darkness, surrounded by Mists that play games with one's sanity. I was born... well, some time ago... in a world called Greyhawk. 

"My world is round, not this flat plane of corruption... and it suffers no shortage of evil to battle. But the evil in my world more often takes the form of a hard-hearted merchant or a corrupt constable than a beast like we've seen today." 

The half-elf trails off for a moment, confusion shrouding his eyes. Then he shakes his head and continues speaking. "To make a long story short, on my travels early one morning I spotted a beautiful woman who--at least it appeared to me--was being attacked by a pack of wild wolves. I... I leapt to her defense--naive soul that I was--and managed to fight off the pack. 

"Except they were not mere wolves... they were werewolves--perhaps infected souls like yourself, Megan--and they were paying homage to the woman, not attacking her. 

"As we fought each other, a gray haze began forming with the rising of the sun... and soon I lost her in the fog. I lost... everything... 

"When I could see again, I found myself in Verbrek--among more of the werebeasts. I escaped them... but I never forgot the face of the wolf-woman who trapped me in this dark world." 

Castor heaves a sigh and rubs a hand across his forehead, brushing back his black hair. "That woman was Revka Carrick. In truth, I can't believe I didn't recognize her blood in the boys... that image has been in my nightmares since I came to this place. 

"The gods alone know how she still lives, so many years later..." 

The witch turns to Castor, like so many others, he too was robbed of all he had and brought to this nightmarish world. 

"I know not of this Greyhawk you speak of, but I too am drawn here by unseen forces. I lived in a world we called Earth, a place when my kind, witches were persecuted for no reason and hunted to death. That was the life I had there, though it was certainly happier than mine here until we were caught, tortured and killed...." 

Megan trails off there, her voice saddening as the last words leave her mouth. Regaining some of her composure, she continues 

"I too was killed, that I believe, but when my eyes opened, I was surrounded by mists, very much alive, eventually being brought here, in a land called Necropolis. Why I am here I do not know, but I do what I can to strike vengeance on those that are too weak to do so." 

Adding to herself in secret "Like my family and friends were", a tears runs from her eye as she thinks this, but is hidden well among the fur adorning her face. 

Evee is tired suddenly and she sits beside Castor, listening to him, serious look on her face. She takes his hand. She rises one eyebrow when he mention Greyhawk. 

She smile and say "Grey-Hawk, you said ? My father said he came from this world too ... strange coincidence, isn't it ?". The thought of her father brings a veil of sadness on her face for a moment. "... and he also said a mist did bring him here, with a group of friends..."

Castor shifts slightly, moving his wounded leg to a more comfortable position. From the tightening of his jaw, Evee can tell he is still in pain. 

"Your... father? Yes, very strange coincidence indeed. What...argh!... did he do there? 

"mmm, I don't know or remember a lot. He was a mage, of course, and was part of a group of adventuring peoples. His name was Bismark, Bismark Beiderbecke. I guess you don't know him as this Greyhawk world seemed very large... He came to this world about 30 years ago..." 

"You seem to be surprised by Revka's age. You say you came here a long time ago ? How long ago ?"

"As to how long I've been here, I... I don't know, really. The nights I've spent seem to... to blur into one long river of darkness. And for much of the time I was... not myself." 

The tone of his voice changes, growing quiet again. Through their connection, Evee can sense him shrinking in on himself, wrapped up in the guilt of which he seems so fond. 

"When I arrived--in Verbrek-- Timothy said something to me before he 'invited' me into the Hunt. Something... something about welcoming me to his new home properly. Yes--that was it. 'Welcome to my new home... ' 

"I don't suppose anyone knows how long ago that could have been? Certainly no one in Verbrek knew..." 

Evee shakes her head "hey, I don't even know where that place is ... so I don't know when it was founded ..."

Castor's eyes widen fractionally, and when he speaks it is in a wistful tone. "It... it is quite a large world. A wide open land, full of barbarians, clerics, kingdoms and duchies and fiefdoms at war with each other. But the thing I remember most about it... the days seemed to last so much longer there." 

The half-elf pauses, then opens his mouth as if to speak again--and is interrupted by Drinnik's shout that he has found Jasper. Instinctively he jerks toward the call for help, but Celestar stops him with a strong grasp on his shoulder. 

The two walk forward, slowly, toward the sound of Drinnik's voice. Castor's jaw remains tight, grimacing against the pain of his wounded leg. 

The gypsy had carefully listened to Castor's tale and nods since he seems to have heard similar stories before... He then asks: "Where is Revka? The light blinded me so what happened to her?" 

Dmitri shrugs and says, "Gone...Not dead, I'm sure. But she may wish she were." An expression of distaste crosses his face, then he shrugs again and says, "Whether for good or ill, I think we'll see her again." Limping slightly and leaning on his staff, he smiles at Anna and says, "Good morning, sister. Thank you for adding your faith to mine." Looking around the Taverners, who are marveling at the green grass and the ashes of the treant, his face becomes sad and weary. When he speaks again, it is haltingly, and in a voice near tears. "I owe several of you an apology," he says. "Brom...not here, I see...you, Evee, Castor, Grigg...also Trebor, but he's not here either..." 

"I should not have opposed you. Saving Abel Carrick and his sons alive was the right course of action, and I was too blinded by hate to see it. Will you forgive me?" 

Evee look at Dmitri and smile to him. She smile like at a long lost friend. 

"Dmitri, forget it. You did what you thought was best for your people. You do not have to be ashamed for that, you did what you thought was best. That you later saw a more peaceful faith is of course welcome. You know, while you were away, we made peace with the jungle animals too" *waves to the shrunk lion, tiger and the others* "I think we learned something too - respect for all life that wishes peace." 

She pauses for a moment and add "Will you come back with us now ? It seems we have more troubles now... as somebody kidnapped Galen" 

"... and we haven't found Abel's son yet"

Dmitri looks slightly puzzled and says, "Galen? Oh, the child. Kidnapped, you say?" Puffing his cheeks and exhaling heavily, he mutters, "It seems to be going around." 

Looking again at Evee, he smiles slightly and says, "I am glad to hear you say that you have learned respect for all life that wishes peace; that is what I am trying to bring about, now. The Bright Lady has given me a duty..." 

"And the first part will be to find Jacob and Xander." Turning to Abel, he asks, "Do you know where they are, friend Abel? Somewhere near, I should think." 

Abel absently fingers the sword he caught--Revka's sword. The burly merchant seems completely absorbed in his own thoughts, staring out to the pile of ash marking the spot where Revka and the gray dire wolf last lay. 

At last, Dmitri's question seems to sink in. 

"I do not know, friend Vladimir," he says softly, his eyes never leaving the center of the clearing. "She... she spoke of 'not withholding the firstborn' from her god... but she could have taken Jacob anywhere. Anywhere in this forest--it was always as much home to her as our own house. Perhaps even more so..." 

Suddenly, his eyes widen. "Gods... can it be that simple? Could she have..." 

The merchant trails off, glancing over to Dmitri. When he speaks again, it is in an urgent tone. "In your calling to the Bright Lady, have you forsaken your talents as a woodsman? Or do you practice those skills still?" 

Dmitri laughs and lays a finger alongside his nose. "I remain as canny a woodsman as you please, Master Carrick," he says. "Tell me, what is this idea which has just struck you?"


Dr'ukmar looks at the other animals, and laughs. "You're all sooo small!" 

"Shut it!" San-listulaman growls. "How long will this last?" she directs the question to Evee. 

Evee smile and drop "No idea. I do know it isn't permanent, but I have no idea how long would it take." 

At the anguished face she sees in the animals, she adds "this is druidish magic, I guess Meg could have answered if she didn't fall asleep. My guess is a few hours..."

Charneka is rubbing his legs since they are still hurt from his fall and says: "By the way: I used a 70 GP of smoke powder to blow this tree up!" 

Drinnik cheerfully pats Charneka on the shoulder. "Good for you. We don't reimburse for personal loss!" 

Drinnik seems to be in an awfully good mood. 

The gypsy gets back on his feet and says: "Why is it always happening to me? I never get to fire my guns! All of my powder is spent scaring-don't take it personally Evee- Barovians, breaking chains off a prisoner or used in bombs!" The gypsy seems a little mad but nothing too serious. "When will I get to fire at a normal creature of Evil vulnerable to bullets?" 

He then turns towards the others: "Oh I'm fine don't worry!" His face changed from anger to plain joyfulness! 

"Well, what now?" Drinnik asks. "Where are the children?" 

The mist curls slowly across the ground, spreading thinner to almost dispersal. 

After a sleepless night, the walk and the battles, Megan was also starting to feel a little fatigued. To get a moments rest, she sat on a root that once belonged to the horrible Dreadwood they had just defeated. Fishing into her bag, she discovered she was out of the powder needed to revitalize herself for a few hours. Within she felt odd, different, something was happening. 

"Guys, I don't feel so good..." 

Her words go unheard as her eyes drift closed, into a restful nap. 

As Megan drops to the ground, Castor instinctively lunges toward her, forgetting the pain in his leg for the moment. 

He is forcibly reminded of the wound as the leg once again caves beneath him, sending him back to the ground. Muttering to himself in irritation and pain, he turns to regard Abel Carrick, who has just asked Dmitri a question. 

"What did you say, Mister Carrick? I didn't quite hear you..." 

Garudos Celestar shakes his head as he watches Castor fall to the ground. "You're going to need to be more careful while that leg of yours heals," the archmage advises. "Here, lean on my staff; I'll help you along," he offers, helping Castor to his feet next to him. 

Wordlessly, his face red, Castor accepts the archmage's help. With Celestar's aid, the blademaster manages to pull himself into a standing position. After a moment's hesitation, he leans on to the staff, curling his right leg upward beneath him.

Castor's eyebrows rise in surprise as the older man easily supports the rest of the half-elf's weight.

"Remind me, Master Celestar," he says quietly, "After we have found the children and rescued Galen... I would like to talk with you. That is... if I may." 

"Certainly, Mr. Ravenwood. It would be my pleasure," Celestar responds. "But for now, we need to find the Carrick children, Galen, and Jeris Moralin. Revka disappeared before I was able to scan her mind for information; what's the next plan?" 

"Of course. And I believe Mister Carrick had something to say about that?" 

The half-elf looks questioningly to the merchant, still staring out into the field where his erstwhile wife disappeared. 

Carrick turns to face the rest of the group--still showing no self-consciousness about his... lack of apparel. Once again, the group is struck by the change in the merchant--no longer does he seem a beaten man, at war with himself. In its own way, the change is as stark as that of Dmitri Stanislaus. 

The jeweler hefts the longsword he acquired from Revka. 

"There is... there is a cave not far from here--back toward the Sleeping Beast. A cave where Revka... where she and the boys sought shelter when the rain or snow came upon them unexpectedly. They had to be careful because they couldn't risk Xander getting... getting sick. Jacob told me about it once--it seems like a lifetime ago. 

"That's my only idea. If she didn't take them there... then they could be in Dementlieu or Falkovnia, or even Necropolis by now..." 

"That's probably our best bet then," Castor replies, neglecting to mention the obvious fact--with the howling blizzards dotting the edges of Lamordia, there is no way to follow the children if they have been taken to any of the other places. 

"But why did you ask Dmitri if he was still a ranger?" This last is said with a look to Dmitri that even the wolfwere with his newfound insight cannot read. 

"Because he wanted to know," Dmitri replies laconically. "It isn't a foolish question, under the circumstances." He looks around the clearing with an expression of bemusement, and those seeing him realize that he, too, marvels at this spectacular manifestation of Ezra's power. Shaking his head slightly, he continues, "We'd better go now, though. The trail may already be gone in the snow...hopefully they were here and I'll be able to pick up the scent." 

With an unreadable glance at Castor, he walks to the edge of the clearing and disappears. A bark echoes from the wood, and the wolves leave the clearing and run into the forest, criss-crossing each other's paths, their noses to the ground.

"Because I've never been to the cave," Abel replies evenly. "And I don't know exactly where it is. Even with his gift for storytelling, Jacob couldn't describe exactly where it was or how to get there. And to be honest, I never paid much attention... I was always worried more about the business than I should have been." 

The story sounds plausible enough, and several of the Taverners nod their heads in agreement. But some (read, anyone with a Wisdom of more than 13) sense something uneven in Abel's voice. Something that makes them feel he is not telling the whole truth... 

At the edge of the clearing, leaning against the stump of what was once Dreadwood, Megan mumbles something in her sleep and fidgets a little before settling down once more, snoring lighting due to her large wolf snout.

Charneka approaches Abel and says: "Is there anything thing you might want to tell us?" The gypsy raises an eyebrow to indicate he knows that Abel is withdrawing something important.


The merchant's eyes widen fractionally, and he shakes his head. 

"I don't know enough yet to say anything more... but I think I might have an idea why she chose to... to try to sacrifice Jacob rather than Xander." 

Turning back to the rest of the group, he shrugs, flipping the longsword elegantly and folding his arm, so that he carries the weapon blade-up behind his right shoulder. 

"Does anyone have any other ideas? I'm not a strategist or a leader..." he eyes Castor as he says this last.

Evee get in the conversation and say "Oh, I'm not either. But one thing I know is that we should get moving to this cavern, as the kids are alone or with possibly unfriendly company ..." Evee look worried a moment but hides it for Abel. 

"And you, Abel, how do you feel ?" 

While Evee is talking to Abel, Charneka turns to Dmitri: "So woodsman, can you get us to the cavern?"

And while waiting for a reply, he goes to Megan to wake her before the "hunt" begins. 

The gypsy crosses over to Megan and gives her a quick tap, then a nudge, a vibrant shake and eventually she wakes up, yawning, displaying her monstrous fang filled maw to him. Her eyes open and only half way as she yawns again and straightens the crick that was coming in her neck. She stands before him, her head high above his own. 

"Thanks, I needed that nap, I think I overdid it with that last prayer, I feel drained. We off somewhere?" 

She looks down at the small man before her, he had certainly seen better days, being used as a fly swatter by a treant wasn't good for his, or anyone's health. 

"Let me get my bearing back and I'll see if I can help fix you and the other up a bit later." 

Charneka says: "I'll be alright!" Obviously, he's not telling the truth: dry blood from his nose and mouth, bruises on his arms and he doesn't put any weight on his right leg. 

He explains that they are going to go to a cavern where Abel's children might be.

The gypsy then wonders about the whereabouts of Herger and Rethel. He turns about and looks for them to see how they're doing. 

"So the cavern it is then. Sounds like a good idea, but is everyone okay for the journey? I don't think I'll be able to help anyone with healing until I get some proper sleep." 

She then looks about the clearing at the disheveled Taverners, Castor and Charneka were probably in the worst shape, the others seemed to be coping okay for the time being. Inside, she hoped the Archmage would live up to his title if they met trouble. 




Trebor watches Drinnik turn into his bat form and leave, to help the others. Turning he watches Garudos take to the air carrying Anna and Anneke with him, leaving him alone in the shell of the Carrick house. Sighing he grabs a single undamaged chair and sits dejectedly . 

"They have left you." A voice from the shadows calls out, causing Trebor to turn and try to identify the speaker. Looking around the entire room he sees no one and begins to stand to try and locate the source of the voice. 

"They fear you, what you have become, what you can be." The same voice, this time from a different set of shadows, behind the startled half-daemon. Trebor spins to face the mysterious voice but again no one is there. 

Who are you?" He asks he shadows. 

No Answer. 

Trebor stares deeply into each shadow trying to pinpoint the source of the voice. 

"They do not trust you, have never truly trusted you." The voice speaks again; it’s words spoken in a whisper, yet still seductive and inviting. Trebor begins to see logic in the words, seeing that the group had never trusted him, can never trust him just like when he was a child. 

"They will kill you when they return, they do not count you as one of their own now, not after you refused to aid them." Trebor begins to believe the voice, it's seductive tones drawing him into it's web. He could not be here when the others returned, they would kill him for his betrayal. He turns and walks out of the door, not knowing where he is going but knowing that he is going to find the truth. As he leaves the house Gustav slips out of his pocket and lands softly on the floor before scuttling back in. Its master had gone insane, he had to help him, but only the masters companions would be able to cure the shattered mind of the half-daemon. 

As Trebor trudges through the storm, towards the northern boarder of the land and the mountains a figure steps out of the darkness in the corner of the room recently occupied by Trebor. The figure looks to be a human dressed in rich robes, except for his head, which was that of a war dog. The figure rubs his hands together and cackles to himself, before stepping back into the shadows and disappearing. 

Exiting Verlorenshaus from the opposite end of town to that which his companions may enter, Trebor trudges on. He does not want to confront them, not yet, not till he understands why they don't trust him, why they cannot understand and accept him. 

"You are two halves of a whole." Comes the voice of the Shadows again 

"Two halves that were never meant to be combined." The voice remains quite, like a whisper yet oddly seductive and enticing. The voice makes the words sound true. 

"Who are you?" Asks Trebor. "Show yourself so I might know the voice of my conscience." 

Again, no Answer. 

Trebor heads down the path, directly away from town, trudging through the snow, head bowed against the storm. The weather does not bother him but he stills feels cold and pulls his robes about him closer. 

"Where will I go?" he asks out loud, though questioning himself. 

"Anywhere, everywhere." Answers the voice, always seeming as if where just behind him, though he does not bother to check, knowing that the speaker is not there. 

"This land can be yours, can be part of you." says the voice. "You can be at one with it, not against it. You can bind it to you, merge it with your soul." 

"I have no soul." 

The voice goes silent, leaving Trebor to his thoughts. The Tieflings mind remains focused on one thing, his companions and their resentment of him. One part of him wants to simply kill them, return their treachery, another part of him wants to consider all possibilities before taking action, making sure that his choice is the right one and discovering the best form of revenge for each of the 'Taverners'. Another part, the part that has grown fond of them, the part that is most 'human' wants to return and apologize. That part is quickly submerged within his mind by the boiling pot of the other two. The half-daemon marches on, trudging through the snow on his way to powers know where. 

As Trebor continues to traps through the snow, heading to wherever the road leads and trying to ignore the voice that now perpetually berates him with comments on how his friends never trusted him and how he should exact revenge upon them, he notices that Gustav has gone. Searching his robes he finds no trace of the creature he loves so much and attempts to form a telepathic link with it, but alas to no avail. Resigned to the fact that he has lost possibly his only friend and that he is now truly alone in the demi-plane he sits by the roadside, upon a rock that he heats up with his ability to control the temperature around him. he sits down and lapses deeply into depression. 

The voice continues to coerce him. "You have potential inside you, use it, take charge of what you can be. Take advantage of your heritage, be all you can be. Bind your body with the land." 

"Leave me alone." He replies flatly, his voice devoid of all emotion. 

"Like your friends, even the one you are sworn to protect?" The voice replies, cynicism sneaking into the voice. 

Trebor shakes his head again, sadly this time and closes his eyes. 


He is taken to a world far removed from here and again he has his true eyes back, his eye lenses are just glasses that rest upon his nose. 

-----------------------------------

He sits in his shop, arguing some trivial point of Baatezu law with a trident. He is content, his wife if out, most likely stealing something as Pepa does enjoy her 'job' and Calem is off leading Trebor's group of 'finders' on another mission, information gathering on Krynn, trying to find out exactly what is going on. 

He has little to do and no customers seem to be coming in today so he has decided to shut up and just relax, his quest to restore the 'shape of the multiverse' still taxing him, even after these few months, death does that to a person. 

There is a knock at the door and Trebor shouts that they are closed until he hears something about Hungry. 

He smiles to himself, Xanxost. 

Walking over to the door, Trebor is sure to pick up some of his rarer items and store them in a pouch for safekeeping before unbolting the glass paneled door. In front of him stands a large frog-like creature, big and green. 

"Xanxost Hungry." says the creature who picks up a handful of rings near the door and stuffs them into his mouth. Just then a halfling walks past the door and Trebor shuts it quickly before Xanxost can grab him. 

"MMMMMM mortal, Xanxost hungry." Says Xanxost, who picks up a sword and begins to chew on it's blade. 

-----------------------------------


Back in the mists the dog headed creature called Inajira steps out from the shadows of a tree looks at the sleeping Trebor and smiles. He begins to weave a spell and soon a glowing blue net settles over the slumbering tiefling and somewhere else, not far away two creatures awaken. 

In his sleep Trebor's dream becomes a nightmare. 

Inajira steps back into the shadows and disappears. 

One word lingers in the storm. "Punishment." 

Gustav leaves the house after the appearance of the strange dog headed man. He runs across town and begins to follow the trail back to where Trebor last left the other Taverners. Strange, the little creature thinks to himself, I can't feel him inside my mind anymore and as an after thought, I wish he'd turned me into a bird or the like, then I'd get there much quicker. Regardless the creature hurries, moving as fast as his little legs could carry him towards his master's companions and hoping that they would see him upon their return to town.. 

Gustav finally manages to find his master's friends. They are in a clearing apparently nursing their wounds. He runs up to the one he recognizes most, the one called Evee, and climbs up her clothes, coming to a rest on her shoulder. He looks at Evee, who eyes the ferret strangely, not recognizing him. 

"Squeak." 

Evee them recognizes his collier, it's Gustav, Trebor's 'familiar'. 

"Hey, what's that ? Seems our lil devil traded his lizard pet for a ferret. What's up ?"

Gustav squeaks at Evee, as if trying to convey some urgent meaning to her. She looks at him in a confused way and he shakes his tiny, furry head. Looking around the light creature spots Castor and jumps from Evee's shoulder, then scampers over to the half-elf and climbs up to his shoulder. 

"Squeak." 

"What's up?" Asks Castor, slightly amused. It is then that he feels a prying into his head, something that feels like someone is trying to make contact with him. 

At the creature's gentle press against his mind, Castor forces himself to open a tiny 'window' in his mental armor. He does not attempt to communicate directly with the lizard-turned-ferret--unsure if such things are even possible--but projects a feeling of safety and well-being toward the creature, giving the small animal a chance to make its wishes known. 

The creature returns the feelings of well being and then floods Castor's mind with images of Trebor in varying stages of distress and pain. 

At the influx of images, Castor grits his teeth and closes his eyes, leaning more heavily on Garudos and the staff. 

Where is he, Gustav? Where is your master, your friend? And why has he changed? Is this still the night hag's curse? 

Even if the familiar cannot understand his words, the concern with which the half-elf accompanies them should be apparent. 

The influx of images stops and an image of Trebor leaving Verlorenshaus appears, followed by an image of something that resembles Trebor's now-true form only this creature looks less elf and more canine, with a pure bred war dogs head and rich robes. This image is followed by that of Arianthne. Gustav seems distressed

Castor freezes motionless at the image of the man with the war-dog's head. 

"Master Celestar," he whispers softly. "You know of all things... otherworldly. What does an arcanaloth look like?"


Wyan left the bookshop grumbling. "You know, I think they are just jealous because I still have my youth." 

The cat draped around his shoulders seemed to purr in agreement. 

He pushed open the heavy oaken door of the Malodorous Goat Tavern. A surly, black clad barmaid stared at him. "Yer one of those men from the bookshop. Whatta ye want here?" 

"I need to speak to Mr Pann, it is urgent." Wyan looked at Chandra haughtily. 

Chandra laughed. "Ye want Pann?" She laughed again. "He be in his office." She indicated a door. "Good luck, ye'll need it." 

Wyan ignored her and knocked on the door. No answer. 

He knocked again. 

A small wiry man dressed in the current Mordentshire style answered the door. "What?" 

"I have a message from Drinnik Shoehorn. May I come in?" 

Pann looked at him. "Yes, yes." he flustered. 

Wyan was allowed into a small, cramped office. A wizards laboratory was slowly fighting a winning war against what a conventional office could contain. 

"Shoehorn says send Srxx'itt to him in Lamordia and your debt will be repaid." 

Pann nodded, then pointed to the door. "Leave." 

Wyan bristled at the sharp command, then left. 

He went back to the bookshop. Ernst was sitting at the front desk with the book he was trying to decode. "Well?" 

"I delivered the message." Wyan placed his cat on the floor. 

Ernst smiled. "Good. I have cracked the code! This uses the Erstwhile Numerating Invidian-Gundarakite Messaging Actions or the ENIGMA code. The message so far reads; "Time for Plan B, the culling of the Karg-" and that's as far as I have got." 

Wyan smiled thinly. On the whole, he thought, I really should have stayed in bed. 

Drinnik stands humming, looking quietly distracted. 

A small explosion of blue-green smoke in front of his face makes him perk up. 

"Ah! Srxx'itt!" he looks at the small, leathery bat thing in front of him. "Glad you could make it!" 

The Quasit looks at Drinnik. "My massster doesss not appreciate this, kender." 

"Now, now. Pann knew I'd call in the debt, and he said it could be anything I wanted." 

The kender rummages around in a pocket. He pulls out a blue piece of cloth. "This is not the reason I wanted you, but I suppose it will have to do." he sighs. "Take an aura reading of this. It belongs to a baby called Galen Vallaki. Use the aura reading to find the baby and report back to me. Then we will see if the debt is repaid." 

The quasit stared at the kender angrily. "Missster Pann will not like this." 

"Oh, boo-hoo." 

The quasit disappears in another burst of smoke. 

The rest of the Taverners look at Drinnik. "What?" he asks. 

White 

Laying in the cold snow Jasper tried to look around him. 

White 

No movement marred its glossy expanse, no sound to be heard amidst the howling wind. 

A soft breeze blows past his sensitive nose offering the promise of warmth and the sent of wild flowers... 

"Lilacs, smoke? What is this...Am I finally dead...Is this all there is to the afterlife...?" 

Seeing only white Jasper slowly crawls towards the gentle warmth. 

Drinnik steps out of the grassy verge. The clouds look as though they are about to break and let the sun come pouring through. The kender shuddered at the thought of spending eternity as a pile of dust. 

A shape in the snow makes him pause. Over a verge he can seen a dark shape lying in the snow. 

Cautiously he creeps up, seeing it is a body. Wondering if they are dead, and there fore useless, savable or so near death that he can feed, he turns the body over. 

The features of Jasper stare at him. 

"Ye Gods! Jasper? Jasper! Are you OK?" Drinnik looks at Jasper. "HELP! HELP! IT'S JASPER! CASTOR! ANNA! QUICKLY GET HERE!" 

He fusses over Jasper, not knowing what to do. 

Voices.... 

Looking about for the source Jasper is horrified to only see blinding white. 

Forcing himself into coherent thought as wave after wave of fatigue washes over him Jasper try to speak 

"Drinnik...Dottir has...babe in dan....Temple of...Sheva, Kali...Don't...not me...I didn't..." 

His body pushed to the last ounce of strength The cat-man collapses into the inviting grass. 

Charneka runs to the cat-man to check if he's alright. He cries out: "Megan, I'm a juggler, not a healer!" The gypsy turns to Drinnik: "What was he talking about?" 

The witch walks over, her body is exhausted by the way she keeps pushing it onward. She reaches the others and the Cat-man. 

"I don't know if I can help any, my prayer in the battle with that tree thing almost did me in for a while. I will see what I can do though." 

She leans over the fallen man thing and turns him over, he is breathing, but his eye lids appear red and swollen, he had suffered some burn from what she could tell. Placing her hand over his eyes, she whispers a small prayer to Kerridwen and draws a small pattern on the fallen mans forehead before placing her hand over his eyes. A faint glow appears, almost un-noticed, but it is there, when she takes her hand away, the burn appears unchanged. She turns then to Charneka. 

"I'm sorry, I can't do anything just yet, I feel useless with so much energy used on that prayer in the battle." 

The cheery aura that surrounded Drinnik dissipates almost visibly. His eyes glow redder than the fiery pits of Hell, his teeth elongate into needle points of death. 

He arches his back and lets out a scream louder than any noise emitted by the battle. "The whore! The demon wretched piece of minotaur faced piece of dragon waste! That blasted wench!" Drinnik runs over and grabs Castor by the shirt collar. "She has him! That blasted weresnake has the baby." 

Castor pushes Drinnik off of him. "Who told you?" 

"Jasper." 

A small puff of blue-green smoke explodes in front of the kender. "The baby is with a-" it starts. 

"A weresnake named Astranni Dottir. Thank you, Srxx'itt, you may go back to Pann." 

The Quasit bows in mockery and vanishes. "Castor, you are the leader. What do we do?" 

Charneka returns near Drinnik and says: "For now one problem at the time. We get the children as soon as Dmitri finds the cavern, then we go for your Galen child."

The gypsy thinks: "Or we again split the group?"

Drinnik grabs Charneka and pushes him angrily to the ground. 

"Galen is the reason we are travelling. Forget the Carrick children, Trebor was right. Galen is our priority." Drinnik snarls, his face still contorted by his vampire features. "We go back to Verlorenshaus, there is no-" 

He is cut short by a slap from Evee. "Listen to yourself! You are not thinking rationally!" She grabs Drinnik by the lapels. "The only reason you want to go and get Galen is your little vendetta with Dottir. Going alone is suicide. Stay with us and help us rescue these children." 

Drinnik angrily pushes the woman away. "So this is it?" He snarls, "The Taverners forgetting their charge. Dottir got Galen, she got past us. Maximillian Hellspont could have got him, and if he had would you still be here or would you have charged off on a holy crusade to rescue him?" 

"Besides, look beyond this field," comments Garudos Celestar, still supporting Castor and motioning out at the blizzard whirling around the tiny verdant pocket. "The borders are still closed. Most of you can't cross them, so it would be futile to try and make a mass attack on someone powerful enough to take Galen from this group - only a couple of us could get beyond Lamordia anyway. We should finish our business here; then when the borders reopen, we can go as our full force to rescue him. Where are the citizens of the Wildlands who remained here?" Celestar looks around for the shrunken animals. "Was Dottir in your lands when the blizzard hit?" 

Inside, however, Celestar's thoughts run rampant. 'What on Oerth are you saying? You can get through the borders, and you should be powerful enough to beat this Dottir character on your own... even though you've never met her, and should try and judge her power first...' 

Celestar sighs aloud, gazing into the swirling storm... 

"Yes. She was in the Royal Swamp." San-listualaman growls. "When are we going to grow?" 

"Back off, Drinnik." The words are spoken with the half-elf's trademark calm. 

"None of us have forgotten Galen... especially not me. For whatever reason, that child has bonded you and I... and from that bond, that connection--I need to look out for him as much as you do. That's... that's part of my job now. 

"But Master Celestar is right--until these storms let up, we have no way of following Trebor or Galen. But we will find the baby, Drinnik. You and I... we owe it to him..." 

Castor's eyes are calm and clear.

Most notice Evee's gaze turn to the blademaster. Her face is impenetrable, then show a small smile. "Yes, Drinnik, we'll do whatever it takes to get Galen back to safety with us, I swear", Evee adds. 

The gypsy who was hurt by Drinnik's push, awkwardly gets back on his feet. He says: "Let him go to his Dottir! Personally, I think he cannot help us with such an attitude!" The gypsy turns back to go see Jasper.


"I'll show you an 'attitude', Vistani," Drinnik growls. "Listen, boy, the child Galen is the most important thing to us. More important than Revka's children." 

Drinnik looks at the rest of the Taverners. "We have to go back to town. Galen is in danger." 

He walks to Jasper and gently raises his head. "Where is Dottir? Here, in Lamordia?" 

Summoning the strength to make sound Jasper calls out meekly 

"Temple....Hundred gods...Deaths glacier...." 

At that he collapses into a deep sleep 

"Death's Glacier!?!" Celestar exclaims, his eyes wide with shock. 

While Drinnik turned to Jasper, he hears the so-called Vistani walk away and a second later, everyone, except Drinnik and Garudos, are taken by surprise as a gunshot is heard. When they turn towards the gypsy, they see the smoke coming from his gun and the hole he made in the snow. 

The gypsy whisper: "Sacrebleu que ca défoule!" 

"Castor, she's here." Drinnik calmed. "She's in Lamordia. This may be our chance to kill her and get Galen back." 

The kender rubs his eyes, tears of blood smeared his cheek. His face returns to normal. "Please, Castor. Let me go and fight her." 

The Kender looks at the half-elf and pleads. 

You foul maggot! the voice rages in his head. You will never see your precious child again if I have anything to do about it. 

Come! Come if you must, but I will always win, because I am a winner. You are merely a kender, a race laughed at even on their homeworld. mocking laughter fills the kender's head. 

I rule you. Do not forget that. 

The wail of a child fills the minds of both Drinnik and Castor. 

"Castor, she's hurting him, we have to go." Drinnik falls to his knees. "I can't fail him like I failed my sisters." 

Dmitri emerges from the forest in human form, still naked--a fact which neither he nor anyone else seems to find unusual. "We have the scent of the lads," he says. "Master Carrick and anyone who wishes to come will do so, I hope, and quickly, before the snow ruins the trail." 

Drinnik explodes, "BUT GALEN--" 

Dmitri cuts him off shortly. "Galen may be your responsibility, Master Shoehorn, but the Carrick boys are mine--or, I should say, their father's and mine. Anyone who wishes to come with us had better do so now." 

With that, he disappears into the trees. 

"OK, Dmitri, I'm going with you." 

Evee turns to Drinnik and plea one more time "Drinnik, please, come and help us on the Carrick kids. That should last a few hours at the most. Then, we'll go for Galen, promised. If we stay together, we are stronger, don't forget that" 

"Evee, the Carrick boys mean nothing to me, I have no emotional attachment like you. I was trapped in Trebor's magic circle through everything, kidnapped by Amelia and accidentally killing that girl," he says in Balok, "Galen is more important. I am sorry, but I have to go. I'll meet you all back in Verlorenshaus." 

Drinnik changes into a bat and flies off. 

As Drinnik soars into the air, he hears a voice in his ear; it sounds like someone is standing next to him and whispering to him. 

'Drinnik, please wait a moment. This is Garudos Celestar. I want to help you find Galen, but I need some information, first. How powerful is Dottir? I've never met her. The others are right; divided your group is much weaker, but it depends on how we separate. If you think I can beat her, please come back...' 

Back on the ground, Celestar uncups his hand from over his mouth. He leans over and speaks quietly to Castor. "How's your leg? Do you want to try and make the trek to find the Carrick boys, even though it might be a much longer journey than necessary because we haven't pinpointed their location yet, or do you want to join with Drinnik?" 

Drinnik tries to speak with his mind, hoping Celestar will here him. 

She is an accomplished wizard. She was always a quick study. Her power is unbelievable in one so young. She studied under some of the greatest of Darkon, including Lord Azalin. Drinnik pauses. She may not be as powerful as you, but she is crafty. If she knew you were coming, she'd prepare.

Celestar cups his hand back over his mouth and continues his message. 'I can prepare as well; protections and wards against creatures of darkness are my specialty. If I go with you, do you think it will be enough? We can't have too large a split in the group, or else the entire group will be crippled should a catastrophe occur. However, if we let most of the group look for the Carrick children, perhaps both parties can be successful...' 

Castor shrugs. 

"It's all right. It still hurts and I can't walk on my own--must have been a bad break. But I should be okay in a little while. 

"Drinnik has a point--I've neglected Galen for too long. But I can't choose one life over another as easily as he can, Celestar. If Evee still has her teleport scroll, she can use it to transport me--or us--to Galen as soon as we find the Carrick boys. I still have a... token of him." 

The blademaster reaches into his belt pouch gingerly and withdraws a small scrap of brown cloth. Not the child's blanket, but a piece of the rolling bundle in which the child first appeared in the Malodorous Goat Tavern two weeks ago. 


Lekar was a placed willed with darkness, the reverend liked it that way. Since he arrived a few short weeks ago, he had purged the town of 3 followers of dark paths and felt rather pleased with the fact. His smile faded as he entered his accommodations, finding only darkness within, and an unseen presence. 

"You return here at last" A voice spoke softly through the thick veil that filled the room 

"Do not worry, I am not here to end your pitiful existence yet, you know why you are here, why haven't you completed your task?" 

The reverend thought deeply, removing the heavy hood that hid his face, in the dim remains of light that seeped in around the edges of the door, now a jar, a thin, gaunt head is visible, scarred and tattooed. "The beast will not live longer, Lamordia is closed as you well know, when the storm ends, I shall go after it again. Are you sure it has no memory of our last encounter?" 

"None" The darkness replied "It is oblivious to your past attempt to destroy it. The storm should pass soon, go back to Lamordia and hunt it before it spreads outside your reach once more. If you do not dispose of the creature this time, you know your life will be taken instead." 

The reverend sighed and turned back to the door, he felt tired, but his actions as an inquisitor came above all else. He was failing in the eyes of his superiors, he could not afford to fail to let darkness live another day, even if he was part of it himself. As the reverend left, the darkness smiled to itself and stood, walking to the rear entrance the figure stopped. "Does he suspect anything?" Another asked. "None" The first replied, and left. 


Dottir's eyes snap open. "Puppetmaster, the kender and his companions know we have Galen." 

"Who told them?" Confusion waved across the man's face. 

"The runt you killed. He is alive and with them!" Dottir howls with rage. "He has spoilt everything! He has ruined my plans! Puppetmaster, we need to come up with a better plan, before the Angel realizes that we are no match for him!" 

Dottir paces the chamber, she can feel the eyes of the Puppetmaster boring into her. "The rat is close, I can feel him." 

"I'm sure he'll be here soon, my lady." 

"I hope he doesn't bring that damned Angel with him. He's had a quarrel with the daemonling, so he won't be a trouble." Dottir pinches the bridge of her nose. 

"I need more wine." She pours another glass, then takes a swig from the bottle. 

"Calm down!" The Puppetmaster says in shock, "You don't want to be drunk!" 

"These are the highest stakes we can play for." She takes a long draught from the goblet. "The kender's very being is at stake, my very being is at stake. I do not want to lose." 


As Dmitri disappears into the wood, Abel looks after him thoughtfully. He appears to mull something over for a moment, before nodding to himself. The merchant walks over to Herger and Rethel, crouched at the edge of the clearing. Rethel is putting a salve on Herger's throat where the constricting tree-limb broke the skin. 

"Gentlemen... friends," he says softly, kneeling down beside them. "Thank you for standing with me. You must know the whole tale by now... and you've seen what Revka has done for the dark one she served. I... I ask you to stand with me for a few moments longer. For the children's sake... and for mine... I need your strong arms and keen eyes. What say you?" 

The two brothers share a quick look between them. In the silence, they speak volumes... and apparently reach an understanding. 

"Yer a good man, Master Carrick," Rethel says softly, Herger nodding in agreement. "Ye always were... and ye've always done right by us. Fer yerself, and fer the lads... aye, we'll stand with ye." 

Abel closes his eyes in relief, then extends Revka's enchanted sword pommel-first to Rethel. The lean man raises an eyebrow as he accepts it. 

"I... I am not as I was," Abel answers. "When the children are safe, perhaps I can tell you more. But now... now my brothers will help me find my sons. Follow--as swiftly as you can." 

Rethel is about to say something when Abel turns and steps away from him, falling to all fours onto the grass. As he does, his form ripples smoothly and fluidly, changing into that of a pony-sized wolf with a shaggy brown-black coat. 

Scenting the air, he howls loudly, and his call is answered in the distance by a chorus of several others. The monstrous lupine lopes out of the patch of greenery, back into the bone-chilling snow. 

On the scent... not to kill, but to rescue... 

Smiling at the confused face on Herger and Rethel, Evee tells them, while mimicking Abel's voice "well, gentlemen, you heard the boss, let's go !". 

At their shocked face, she adds, smiling "Your friend Abel needs all the friends he has and I'm sure he is very grateful that you support him... especially you both." 

Then she ask the Taverners "OK, who comes ?"

"I'm with you!" says the gypsy as he finishes reloading his gun. 

Megan stands, slower than normal on her climb. She then turns and smiles at Evee. 

"Me too, I want to see them safe" 

"I... I can't." 

Evee looks at Castor, surprised. The half-elf continues: 

"Drinnik's right--I've neglected Galen for too long. I am supposed to be his protector... and it's time I started doing it." 

He turns to the rest of the group. "Drinnik and I are connected... connected by some force Galen has created. I can track him as surely as the wolves can track the boys. Any who go to find Galen and Dottir, come with me." 

Charneka looks around and says: "Okay, it's me, Dmitri, Abel, Herger, Rethel, Megan and Evee!"

He turns to Jasper: "And you?"

"So ? It can't wait for a few hours ? I told Drinnik we would go after Galen after we reunited Abel and his kids", Evee is clearly upset and sad. 

Evee's face turns red but she say, calmly, but clearly retraining herself not to shout "Dottir has Galen only to get to Drinnik. It isn't Galen that she wants, it's Drinnik's ashes. I go for family first. Anyway, we lost too much time anyway.", the last being said with angriness. 

Without a look at Castor, she turns to Dmitri and say "let's go" 

As the others prepare and make decisions, Megan searches through her bag for several minutes, pilling out a small knife with a hooked blade and white handle. She then collects several wild flowers and herbs from about the clearing, just in case they are needed. She then sits once more, pulls out a stoppered flask and drinks from it, places a herb in her mouth and drinks again, swallows and spits the herb out with a sour expression. 

"Ready when you are"

Castor's eyes are sad, but merely nods at Evee's back. Then he turns to the archmage. 

"What say you, Master Celestar? Galen, or the Carrick boys?" 


Kolos looks carefully at his brother's face, noting the matching scar Daymon will now carry for the rest of his life--a reminder, as Kolos's was for him, that death hovers only inches away at any moment. And that the Bright Lady's power is the only shield from it. 

Kolos shakes his head, surveying the rest of the group. 

"I... do not know what that was... or what it did to me. And at the moment, I do not care. If we are still in Necropolis, the nearest city is likely Rivalis. If we have crossed into Lamordia--where we were headed--we are likely near Mitternacht." 

He blots at a cut on his side with one hand while clutching his holy symbol with the other. 

"If we will seek out the surface, Daymon and I will... will carry Father Wayfinder--." 

He breaks off another sound reaches the group's ears... another low, monotonous sound. Nothing supernatural about it... but disturbing nonetheless. Almost like chanting... 

Elsewhere in Necropolis …

The light from the braziers dances on the walls of the cave casting eerie shadows that move with a life of their own. Each wall has a series of holy symbols upon it representing Gods of good, each desecrated and vandalized so that they bear images far removed from the ones that they used to represent. A second series of holy symbols runs around the walls, providing a circle of sorts and these symbols are not ruined but bear the images of the foulest Gods in existence. This circle almost pulsates with power. 

The room is not particularly large, about 10 paces across and is almost round in shape, four braziers burn in the 'corners' of the cave, giving off a think black smoke that obscures vision and smells of decaying flesh. 

The room is dominated by a think oak table that is set in it's center and which has a fifth brazier burning beneath it, this one not giving off the same black smoke as the others, but burning as fiercely. 

Upon the table, which is angled slightly so that it's middle is raised higher than the edges and forms a kind of shallow pyramid, are strips of beaten brass that mark out a symbol that looks like a triangle with a sword etched into it's surface upon the center of the table, over the point of the pyramid. Arranged at each of the four corners, leading inwards towards that central rune are other arcane runes that glow slightly with the heat of the brazier. Located at the very corners of the table are fire blackened manacles and around the edge is a piece of split copper tubing providing a kind of drainage gutter for the table. This gutter is linked to a piece of copper tubing that empties over the fifth brazier. 

From the entrance to the cave, which is appears darker than the darkest night, come four robed figures, carrying a screaming child, a human boy aged around 8, who struggles against his captors. Following them is a fifth figure that stands within the entrance to the cave, only visible because he is blacker that the surrounding tunnel. 

The Four figures carry the child over to the table, while the fifth waves his right hand in an arcane gesture which quiets the child and stops his struggling. The four figures, whose robes appear to be black, trimmed with gold and silver, place the child upon the table and attach the manacles to his limbs, one of them. Though the runes glow bright with the heat and the child’s flesh begins to burn, he does not cry out, such is the nature of the spell of the mysterious robed figure in the doorway, he simply lies there while the room fills with the sickly sweet smell of burning flesh. 

The four figures then retreat to stand before each of the braziers and draw curved knives made of a some kind of red stone which they place within the glowing coals of the braziers. 

The Fifth figure then enters the room and circles the table, slowly, more gliding than actually walking. Seemingly satisfied he then returns to the mouth of the cave and again waves his hand. 

This appears to dispel the enchantment upon the child, who begins to scream as he feels the glowing runes burning into his flesh for the first time, his back arches as he raises himself off the table, leaving sizzling pieces of flesh attached to the runes. 

The black smoke grows thicker. 

This appears to be a signal for the four robed figures, whose faces are obscured by heavy hoods, to draw their knives from the coals and advance upon the child. The fifth figure begins to speak. 

"From the darkness from whence we are all born to the darkness to which we all must go, I give this child in sacrifice that you might grant my request." 

The four robes figures begins to carve runes upon the child’s chest, runes identical to those on the table. The child screams louder as each new rune is added to his flesh. Blood begins to flow freely from the child, though not in sufficient amounts to kill it, and runs over the table, sizzling where it touches the red hot runes, and running into the drainage pipes around the edge. A hissing sound like that of meat in a frying pan fills the room as the blood empties into the brazier. 

The smoke thickens once. 

"Darkness take the body and soul of this child as a gift, but give unto me you grace and grant my request." 

The child's chest is now a bloody mess, with runes etched over it's entirety. The flow of blood from the child's veins has slowed and the Brazier beneath the table begins to dull. 

The four figures back of again towards the four braziers and the fifth approaches, drawing forth a black bladed blade. Suddenly the coals of all five braziers glow brighter than ever and the child’s crying renews as the runes upon the tables glow white with heat. 

The figure begins to circle the table again until he reaches the child’s head, where he begins to carve a final rune, this rune does not bleed but seep a thick black liquid that covers the child’s face and seeps into his eyes, nose and mouth. The child's screaming is cut short as the black liquid runs down his throat and begins to suffocate the boy. The fifth figure steps back to watch the final moments of the child’s life. 

The smoke grows so think that all in the room are unable to see and all that can be heard are the choking sounds of the child. Final the sounds stop and the colas in the braziers grow dim, even as the black smoke coalesces in the center of the room, over the table, leaving the rest of the room clear. 

The smoke forms into a humanoid shape that floats down he stand at the head of the table, gaining form as it goes. It takes on the form of a human boy, aged about 8, his body covered in wounds in the shape of runes, that weep a black liquid. The body begins to grow solid, though it remains incorporeal and translucent. 

The Fifth robed figure walks so that it stands in front of the child. The child speaks, it's voice quiet and calm. 

"Master, you require me?" 

The fifth figure points the mouth of the cave, where a sixth figure now stands, an assumed look upon his face. He wears no robes and appears as a human male, aged about 30 with short brown hair, wearing simple traveler’s garb. 

"You know belong to him, follow him as you would me." 

The figure than walks to the sixth man. 

"You will now give me what I was promised." More on an instruction than a request. 

"Your payment is waiting for you within your home, enjoy it, you have done well." 

The robed figure nods and exits the room down the tunnel. The human man motions to the child. 

"Come we have much work to do." 

The child follows without a word. 

As the pair leaves the four remaining figures shake their heads, as if clearing them from a heavy sleep. They cry out in alarm as though they do not recognize their surroundings and push back their hood. They bear a striking resemblance to one another, the woman and three men. They also bear a striking resemblance to the child on the table. The woman and eldest men turn to one another in unison and then to the table. 

The woman screams. 

The man cries one word. 

"SON."

The pair walk away from the cave, the howling of the family can still be heard inside, screams that curse the very primordial powers themselves. 

The pair make their way to a small Hamlet that is located off the main road to Necropolis, a small place with no more than 4 houses huddled together for protection. 

"What is the name of this place Child?" asks the simple man. 

"It bears no name because it is of no consequence." Answers the child solemnly. 

No lights can be seen in the squat granite dwellings, for it is the middle of the night and all are resting peacefully. The simple man smiles. 

"You must gather your strength child, for the coming events will be difficult and require all of your power." 

He points to the nearest house. 

"Feed. Feed and grow mighty." 

The child moves quickly, gliding along the ground, his feet not even moving, but his wound-covered body is still propelled forward. He reaches the thick oak door that services the first house and raises a torn hand to its wood. The hand slips through the oak as though it where air and the child glides into the house, a thick black liquid stains the door and marks his passing. 

The simple man awaits his return in anticipation. 

Soon the child leaves the house and moves to the next and then the next and the next, until he has passed through each home, whereupon he returns to his master. 

"I have begun to grow strong master but more is needed." 

"More is always needed. Do not worry there will be many opportunities to feed, we have a long journey ahead of us." 

The pair turns and set off, heading south, back towards the mountains, leaving the hamlet behind, each door stained with their passing.

The pair travels through the mountains by way of a small pass, used mostly by the traders that frequent the main road to Necropolis. The moon is full, but cloud cover makes it difficult to see more than a few feet in front of them and the a howling wind stings the eyes if one should dare to glance at the road ahead. The road is slippery and wet, due to the mountain runoff from a downpour a few days previous. The precariousness of the road does little to hinder the progress of the pair and they have covered many miles in a few short hours. 

The child, it's skin a myriad of wounds from his creation floats above the ground, his feet still moving as if he were walking. The man, dressed in simple travelers clothes walks briskly and unaided by walking stick, seemingly unaware of the hazards of a wet road on a dark night. 

The pair continue to walk in silence, the child not needing to speak, because he has no thoughts but those of his master's wishes and the man, simply having nothing of worth to say, is content to keep his thoughts to himself. 

Before long the pair crests a low peak on the mountain, the whole range arrayed before the appearing to lead to the sky itself. Below, on small outcropping lies a ramshackle hut backed up against the rock face for protection from the elements. A flickering light shines in its single window. 

The man and wound child make their way towards the house, down a broken path that leads off the main pass. To their left if a drop that cannot be estimated because of the darkness, but all the available evidence suggests a fall would spell death for the unlucky soul. To their right lies a sheer rock face leading to the crest of the mountain, loose rocks can be head tumbling down and over the edge of the gorge. 

The child approaches the doorway and stops to look at his master, who waves him on. Once again the child passes through the door, leaving a thick black stain on the wood. A few moments later the child re-emerges, through the door, his wound covered body standing out against the thin wood of the door. 

"We shall rest here, child. I am tired and this is as good a place as any." says the man, the latter part being more said to himself that the child. 

He moves towards the door and places one hand upon it, being careful to avoid touching the residue of the child’s passing. One hard shove and the door stands open, the content of the shack blowing about as the strong wind catches them. 

The man enters and beckons the child to do likewise, before shutting the door behind them. The shack is small and it's only furnishings are a small bed and a table with a single chair. Hanging from the ceiling are bunches of herbs, collected from the high mountain passes, the owners means of making money, The owner of the hut lies on the bed, her ancient flesh stretched taught from the child's feeding. Her body lies spread out, a bone and water filled sack of flesh. not much of a meal for the child, he thinks 


The man walks over to stoke the small fire, the one comfort of the decrepit dwelling and sits on the edge of the bed. He smiles to himself contentedly as he looks at the child, hovering silently near the door. 

Happy that this nights work is done he roles the body of the woman over to the far side of the bed, near the wall, and lies down to sleep.

Dawn breaks over the high mountain peaks, rays of light filter through the diminishing cloud cover and warm the cold rocks. Ice that formed over the cold night begins to melt and small rivulets of water begin to flow down the barren mountains, occasionally joining together to form streams. 

The simple man wakes in the hour just after dawn and bears witness to the sun rising to its full glory over the mountaintops. He steps out of bed, avoiding disturbing the body of the old lady, making sure to replace the tattered blanket over her still body. 

The Wound-Child remains by the door to the ramshackle hut, unmoving, undisturbed from the night before. The rune etched face of the Child remains stolid as the simple man gathers what he can from the hut and tries to build a small fire to make himself breakfast upon. The simple man casts a disdainful eye over the child and a flicker of remorse echoes through his mind. 

A few minutes later a small fire crackles in the makeshift hearth and the simple man puts a small pot onto boil. Into this he mixes herbs from a small pouch, herbs he was given a few days earlier under the instruction to take them in a bowl of broth each morning. 

Soon after the pitiful broth has been made and consumed and the fire within the man has been rekindled, his quest is clear again. He walks to the door, gathering a few herbs from the ceiling as he goes, making sure to stow them in a different pouch to his regular supply. 'For flavor' he thinks to himself as he passes the Wound-Child and opens the thin wooden door to the outside world. He waves a hand towards the child who silently follows his master out of the door. 

The sun had scarcely been up an hour when the man and child set off upon their journey again, leaving behind the squalid hut of and old woman and a sign of their passing, a thick black stain upon the door.'

The man, dressed in a simple mans garb, and the child, whose body is covered with rune carvings that endlessly seep a thick black ichor, leave the small hut behind, returning to the main path as the sun rises over the mountains. Being a few short hours since sun up, the pass is still chill from the night before, but the child is long past noticing and the broth eaten by the simple man has revitalized him, giving new zeal to his quest. 

The continue through the mountains, the simple man always in front by a few paces never tiring, the child, never falling behind, floating just above the ground, is small legs still pumping as if walking. The sun begins to warm the pass as time passes, though it never really gets warm because of the altitude. The two travel in silence, the Wound-Child having no cause to speak, the simple man choosing not too. 

As the pair crests an incline, they come to a split in the path, one leading left and circling around the mountain, the other continuing straight ahead. From the distance a faint clanging noise can be heard from the left road. The simple man pauses, and breaths deeply allowing the cool, fresh mountain air to fill his lungs and soul, the faintest hint of smoke can be caught on the breeze, blowing from the left. 

The man looks to the right path, the path he must follow to reach his destination and complete his quest, it continues into the distance, over the next incline and beyond. The path to the left looks less well traveled but intrigues the simple man enough to give pause to his quest, pause enough to investigate at least. The Wound-Child hovers behind him, silent not caring which path he follows. 

The Simple man takes another look to the right and turns back to the left path, telling himself that he will just take a brief look and return t his journey. 

The path is not worn like the main trial and is overgrown with the hardier types of plats that grow up mountains, small bushes and lichen. It leads around the side of the outcropping he was walking on and ends at a cave, about 300 meters from the main pass. 

A sign adorns the mouth of the cave. 

Welcome to Ironhold. Travelers 'welcome'. 

Intrigued the simple man enters, the Wound Child following silently behind.

As the pair travels down the dark tunnel that leads to the village of Ironhold, the simple man is struck by a thought and turns to the Wound Child, who is waiting patiently behind him. He looks at the Child’s body, covered in open wounds that ooze a black liquid constantly, and the way the child floats as if walking. He mutters a few words and the child’s body takes on the appearance of his host, the child that was used to create the Wound Child. The child appears as a small boy with brown hair and blue eyes wearing simple cloths like his companion and although his yes are dulled as if dead, he looks human enough to pass inspection. On his right hand he wears an intricately carved white gold ring which the simple man removes. 

The pair continue down the tunnel, the light further diminishing, though not bothering the travelers, and the scent of smoke increasing with each passing step. Soon a small village lies before them, shrouded in darkness except for the light of the forges. Ironhold. 

Small beings scurry about their business, moving quickly, most carry heavy loads and some push barrows of what looks like ore. At the far end of the cavern is a second, smaller, cavern where some of the beings are laboring, growing the lichen and moss that provides food for this subterranean community. 

As the pair stand there, watching the small beings go about there work, one wanders up to them, no doubt wondering who they are and what they are doing. 

"Who are you?" Asks the man, a dwarf judging by his size and beard. he is dressed in the clothes of a forge worker, leather trousers and a thick leather apron, in one hand he carries a heavy looking hammer and he is covered head to toe in sweat. 

"I am but a simple man, travelling along the pass and intrigued by your secluded community, tell me how long has this village been here?" 

The forge worker appears to be taken aback by the mans tone, calm, straightforward and educated, not usual in such a simple and average looking traveler. His eyes narrow. 

"You wouldn't be here collecting taxes would you, because we don't take kindly to tax collectors around here." The dwarf hefts his hammer and begins to slap the head of it into his other hand in a threatening way. 

The simple man raises his hands in defense. "No I am simply a traveler who wishes to sell this ring..." He shows the dwarf the ring he took off the child. "to buy food for myself and the child." 

The dwarfs eyes widen at the sight of the ornate ring, heavy despite it's small size. 

"Come right this way." He says indicating the path into the village. "What did you say your name was?" 

"I didn't, but you may call me Simion." 

The simple man and the Wound Child follow the dwarf into the town. The simple man senses that the child wishes to eat... 

The simple man follows the dwarf through the small town hidden within a spacious cavern in the mountains south of the land called Necropolis. Following close behind as always is the Wound-Child, although now his appearance is shrouded by the simple man's magic, making him appear to be no more than an innocent child. 

The dwarf takes the man to small building, built up against the side of the cavern. The building is a single story high, made of the same dark rock as the other buildings and appears to have been carved out of the mountain itself. A small sign bearing the image of a smiling face with a pile of coins below it swings from a rusty iron pole attached to the wooded doorframe. Strange runes can be seen at the top of the sign, but the simple man is unable to read them. Probably dwarven he thinks. 

"You can sell your ring in here, then get something to eat in the tavern across the way." The dwarf says, indicating to the building on the other side of the smoke filled street. The dwarf then turns away and moments later disappears around a corner. 

The simple man opens the door and steps inside. The store is gloomy inside, with only two thick candles providing light and both of them situated behind the counter, near a angry looking dwarf who sits behind a thick wooden counter with a glass display upon it. In the display is a large amount of gems and rings all with meticulously written prices beneath them. 

"What do you want?" Asks the dwarf, fingering a nearby axe and sizing up the simple man. 

The simple man pulls the rings from his pocket and shows it to the dwarf, it sparkles in the sparse light. "I wish to sell this ring." he says flatly. 

The dwarf motions him closer, eyes gleaming at the sight of the ring. When the simple man is close enough the dwarf gestures for him to hand over the ring and immediately begins to examine it closely. Feeling he needs a closer look he picks up a strange goggles contraption from below the counter and extends the eye pieces so that the ring is magnified. 

After a few slow minutes removes the goggles and looks at the simple man before him. 

"Where'd ya get it?" he asks simply. 

"A gift from my dear departed wife." Lies the simple man, no matter, the dwarf will not care the ring is inviting enough for any dwarf to want to own. 

The dwarf grunts in acknowledgement. "So why'd ya want to sell it?" 

"To provide money for food on our journey." He gestures to the Wound-Child. "My second son is ill and only a the aid of a man in a nearby land can help him." That last was the truth, albeit stretched slightly. 

Again the dwarf grunts in acknowledgement. "I'll give you 250 pieces of gold for it." 

The simple man feigns astonishment at the 'large' sum of money and nods in agreement. An empathic message passes between the Wound-Child and him, the child was getting very hungry, and therefore dangerous, but this dwarf was now too important to kill, another would have to be found. He turns to the child and mouths the word soon. 

Meanwhile the dwarf is counting out gold pieces into a small leather pouch. Satisfied that it contained 250 gold pieces he hands it too the simple man, who takes it with feigned flourish. 

He turns to leave when the dwarf shouts to him. "Hey, you got to sign the ledgers book, else we can't do business. The simple man smiles again and takes the quill handed to him, signing his name in perfect educated strokes, Simion Vesp. 

Then leaves and heads for the inn, both him and his companion needed sustenance. 


The simple man and his companion, the Wound-Child, enter the small tavern and upon closing the door the simple man is pleased to note the room is somewhat sound proofed from the noise of the forges outside, even if he has to stoop to accommodate the low ceiling. 

Another dwarf stands behind the low bar, polishing tin mugs and a few other patrons are scattered about the tavern, most of the small town being hard at work despite the early hour. The barman nods the simple man as he enters and the other patrons eye him suspiciously before returning to their drinks. The simple man walks over to the bar and puts a gold piece down in front of the dwarf. 

"Two bowls of hot water please?" 

The dwarf looks at him as though he were insane. 

"Water?" he says, gruffly. 

"Yes, I am in need of the water to make a broth for my son and I, we have caught coughs and the herbs I have ease the pain and annoyance." 

The dwarf nods and walks away, towards the kitchen door shaking his head. The simple man finds a corner table and sits, mentally instructing the Wound-Child to do likewise. He receives a mental image off the child, an image representing hunger. The man looks around the bar, sizing up each patron and deciding that they would provide ample food for the child. Can I subject the innocents in here to this? he thinks to himself. Does the life of one so dear to me warrant all of this? he wonders. Just then the dwarf bartender puts two bowls of steaming water down in front of the man. The simple man then takes out his bag of herbs, making sure it is the correct bag and not the herbs he collected from the old woman’s hut, and empties a handful into each bowl, allowing them to infuse the liquid. 

He stirs each bowl and places one in front of the child, instructing it to eat, although he realizes that the child will gain no nourishment from the food, such is the nature of the Wound-Child. He eats he broth and watches as two of the patrons leave, probably off to work, leaving only the bartender and one other. The simple man smiles to himself. and waves a hand in an arcane pattern under the table, muttering a few words of magic under his breath. 

"Feed well but quickly." He says to the child, indicating to the dwarf behind the bar and the lone patron. 

Immediately the Wound-Child's disguise is dropped, revealing it's true form of a child whose body is covered, head to toe, in intricate runes carved into the flesh. Each rune weeping a thick black liquid that stains anything it touches. The Wound-Child's eyes blaze black for a moment before returning to their normal shade of ice blue. 

"What in the name of the gods is that?" Shouts the barman, reaching for his axe on instinct as the Wound-Child approaches him. The other patron also turns but a gesture by the simple man leaves him rooted to the spot, unable to turn his eyes from the child as it approaches the barman. 

The barman charges the Wound-Child, hoping to kill it swiftly and aims a strong crosscut at the child throat. His aim is true and the blade passes cleanly through the neck of the child causing it's head to fall from it's shoulders, the severed head turning to a thick grey smoke as it falls and dissipating before it hits the ground. The dwarf stares in disbelief as the headless child reaches forward and grasps him by the arms, the grey smoke working it's way back towards the neck and coalescing into back into the head of the child. A scream cuts through the room as the dwarf looks into the eyes of the Wound-Child, eyes that once again blaze black. The Dwarf's skin begins to tighten on his face, veins showing as the are compressed against bone. His cloths begin to ripple in a wave leading towards the Child's grip, as though something where being sucked from the unfortunate man's body and being used as sustenance by the creature. The dwarf's skin begins to loosen again as his muscle is broken down and sucked from his body leaving the dwarf a sack of water and bone that sags to the floor of the tavern. 

The simple man finishes his bowl of broth and moves on to his second. Of coarse one life is worth many when that one life is held dear he thinks as the begins to eat the second bowl. There is a knocking at the tavern door as someone tries to open it and finds it locked. Mutterings, in a language foreign to the simple man, come from outside and the knocking ceases. 

After finishing his second bowl of broth, made from the herbs he was given by the same man who sent him upon this quest, the simple man looks up to find that the Wound-Child has made short work of the paralyzed patron. 

"Time to leave I think." He says, more to himself than to the child. He waves his hand and again mutters some arcane words and the child resumes his human appearance. He walks to the door and opens it, his spell dispelled, carefully closing it behind the Wound-Child so as not to leave the black stain. 

The two then walk calmly out of town are back on the main mountain path by the time the bodies of the bartender and tavern patron are found. 


Megan looks on in shock at Trebor’s horrid visage, he had changed alright, she was afraid she had, but had put hope of Jeris's safety above and threat she suspected.  Thinking herself a fool, she stands with difficulty and hobbles over the Half Demon with a grim expression.

"What have you done to yourself Trebor?  What do you mean by fun?  If you have plans, leave Jeris out of them, she has suffered enough already!"

Inside, the hidden beast rears its head and howls in joy at the darkness seeping through Trebor, then realizes its fate if Megan should die and cowers.  It pleads with Megan for her to turn and run, but in its weakened state, she cannot hear the beast within.  

Trebor cocks his head to one side and smiles a dog faced toothy grin.

"Ah Megan, so strong, so honorable, offering to remain willingly if I let your friend loose. You see, dear Megan, part of the fun is keeping you here. As for me, I haven't changed one bit, rather I've come to my senses, realizing that none of you ever truly appreciated me."

He calmly steps past Megan and walks over to Jeris, where he begins stroking the young girls face and whispering quietly. "Poor Jeris, did the nasty illithid hurt you?" He begins to laugh as he stands and turns back to Megan. "I always said adventuring was a dangerous business and that children should not pursue it unless they are willing to accept the consequences of their actions."

He bridges his hands against one another and each knuckle cracks. "We are not so different you and I, either of you. Do you realize that?"

Megan smirks at the half demon and starts to hobble her way over to him and Jeris. "No, I am not that different from you, I agree with that, but neither is anyone else.  We all have light and darkness within us, something you appear to fail to understand.  Unlike you though, we challenge and strive to force down the darkness within us all, you have simply given up that fight haven't you?  Who persuaded you to do so?"

Reaching the half demon, the smirk disappears from her face, replaced with grim determination and concern for Jeris, helpless against anything the fiend may do to her.

"You know that I will not let you have Jeris nor harm her, she is my friend.  One thing I do understand is that battling darkness is a dangerous thing, nearly losing my life to it many times before I even met you.  What makes you think you are better than me or anyone else? Also, I told you to leave Jeris alone and I mean that, you harm her and I will make you suffer as long as I draw breath.  I realize that I am in no condition to fight you now, but if I must, then I will.  Perhaps I am not the child you think I am? What are your plans for us then?  I assume you wish to let us know them before you carry them out?"  

Trebor smiles. "Don't you always find that the case? The villain wants to tell the heroes his plan before he kills them."

He makes a gesture with his hand and a chair slides along the floor rapidly, hitting Megan in the back of the legs and causing her to sit down sharply.

"To be honest, I just wish to talk... for now. Other cogs have been set in motion and nothing can be achieved until the right time. So until then I have time to spare."

He gestures again and a second chair slides up to him, more slowly this time. He gathers his robes and sits gracefully. He glances at Jeris, an amused smile on his face.

"Would you like a chair too? Or perhaps you would prefer a cot, I'm sure there's one upstairs somewhere."

He looks back at Megan, who stares back at him, her face full of grim determination. "What makes you think that I have given up the fight that rages inside me, Megan? I have not acted against you and simply stated the obvious in relation to Jeris. I have brought you to safety and have not harmed you, indeed..."

He mutters some simple incantation and waves his hand, fresh food and water appear in front of each of the 'hostages'.

"...I have given you food and allowed you time to gain well needed rest. Please, eat. So what makes you think I have given up in my fight? Perhaps I have simply changed tactics."

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

In a field, not far from the town, Trebor rolls in his nightmarish slumber, the blue net completely absorbed into his body. His dreams are of himself, but not himself and of dark deeds that have be done and will be done.  

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Megan moves her hand to the bullet wound in her leg, the chair had aggravated it, she wasn't sure she could stand now so it was just as well she is already seated. "No one with any goodness in their soul would say what you do to Jeris, she can't help what the Illithid to her.  Nor will she be the way she is now, I will find a way to restore what he did to her." Looking across the spread of food, the aromas of which touched every scent receptor in her nose...

"Though I must thank you for the food you offer, I must also decline, I'm not sure if I can trust you just yet and I only accept food from those I trust."

"Tell me though, if you haven't given up the fight against darkness, then why do you need myself and Jeris as hostages?  It seems to be that you hold the group responsible for neglecting your worth among them when the opposite is true, I have always admired your skills and abilities.  I can't think of anyone who is among the group that doesn't."

Megan picks up a piece of fruit and cuts it in two with her dagger, expecting the interior to be rotten, it appears as fresh as the exterior.  Sniffing it, she places it back on the table before her. "I must admit that I expected the food to be poisoned somehow, maybe you aren't completely untrustworthy after all?"

"Tell me though" the witch continues "If you have simply 'changed your tactics' as you put it, what are your common goals now?  It seems obvious that myself and Jeris are involved in them, to some extend at least."

Not waiting for an answer, Megan looks over at the lost half elf, sorrow welling in her heart at the pitiful sight she had become in such a short space of time. Returning her gaze to Trebor, she feels the need to ask another question. "Can you restore Jeris?  I know you are powerful, if you can do that, then perhaps you aren't as lost as I assume you are."  

Trebor looks at Jeris, examining everything about her. "I could heal her, yes, but restoring her would be difficult. Mo'Dahl has taken something from her that I cannot replace. She is broken, shattered inside, he performed tortures on her that would make even Drinnik proud."

He sighs deeply. "As for your fate, only time will tell what will happen to you, for the first time in a while Time is once again on my side."

He again gestures at the food, then picks up an apple himself and bites into it.

"I implore you, eat, regardless of the outcome of this little chat, you will both need your strength. Granted me eating won't make you believe that I am not trying to poison you, but on this you will simply have to trust me, I really don't wish you any harm."

He smiles to himself as both Jeris and Megan eye the food suspiciously.

"I like you Megan, I always have, you share my thirst for knowledge and, believe it or not, my loyalty to those whom I consider friends. I have no intention of harming either of you, you are simply going to aid another in proving a point to someone you know well. I was telling the truth when I said that my fight is not over, you see, dear Megan, although this is about revenge, it is not directed towards you or Jeris, but against some of the others, who have abused the trust I placed in them by refusing to aid me in my time of need."  

Megan, going but on a limb picks up the apple she cut through and takes a bite, tasting it for a moment for poisons before continuing to eat.  She nods to Trebor in thanks for the meal and implores to Jeris to also eat.

"Restoring even Jeris's wounds are beyond my ability right now, I need time to prepare both the weave in order for me to use more magick and for my skills as a herbalist.  Tell me, is there a way to take back from Mo-Dahl what he took from Jeris to make her whole again?"

Inspecting Trebor's expression, she had no reason to believe that he was lying, but more manipulating events to his own advantage. "You want to prove a point to someone, is that what all this is about?  You surprise me that you would get so work up!"

Megan lets out a little laugh. "Still, if this is about when we decided to continue searching for Mr. Carrick's children instead of coming back here to protect Galen, then you must remember that I also voted to continue after the two boys.  Though if you do feel betrayed by some of them, I can understand that you would feel that way."

Finishing the first half of the apple, Megan starts on the other half. "I will not let you harm the others though, not physically, emotionally nor spiritually.  Though you may deny it, there is something different about you now.  What happened to you after you left us earlier and why would you need us?"  

Trebor shrugs. "Little happened to me after I left. I came to town with Garudos and had a very interesting conversation with him on the way. Then I proceeded to ensure Galen was safe. Soon after Jasper appeared and requested to hold Galen, which we allowed. The traitor then took the child and gave him to some being named the Puppetmaster. I sent a message to your group, which was evidently ignored, and then Drinnik and Garudos decided that the best thing to do was forget about Galen and go to your aid! But I digress, part of this may be about revenge, for certain people not repaying debts owed, but not all of this is about revenge."

He pauses and indicates towards Jeris. "I really would advise you to get her to eat, there is little enough of her left as it is."

He then looks back to Megan and continues. "You say that something must have happened to me, that I must have changed somehow, whether I believe it or not. Why? Maybe the case is that I was using you all from the start. I must admit I recognized the importance of Galen when I first saw him, and from there it was easy enough to convince the others that coming with me on the journey I had planned to the carnival was the best thing for the child."

He smiles. "You see, dear Megan, I could not allow Galen to fall into the wrong hands, why he could be used against me!!!"

Megan snarls "So, you have been using the others from the start to save your own neck and your plan has run afoul because Galen is no out of your control.  Jasper must be some piece of work to fool us all so easily.  But why would someone want to use the child against you?  I know you aren't human, I doubt that about myself these days, you have to be something very different if someone like Galen could pose such a problem to you?  Who are you really?  You haven't told us all the truth have you?"

Megan then grabs a plate for fruit and goes down to where Jeris stares blankly into space.  The movement hurts her leg, but Trebor is right in getting the girl to eat something. "C'mon Jeris, try eating something, it is good food, it won't hurt you."

Megan then picks up a pear and cuts it in half, putting one half in the girls hand and keeping the other.  Taking a bit to prove it is safe, she smiles at the half elf. "See? No harm done, now you have a go"  

With a cold blast the door to the house swings open violently. "You know demanding, its not nice to talk about people behind their backs..."

Outlined by the dim light Jasper leans on the doorframe, his eyes wrapped in a simple cloth. Behind him huddles Anna clutching her holy symbol.

Megan spins about, the pain in her leg feels like a thousand knife stuck in her leg.  Seeing Jasper at the door, the mouth drops open in surprise.

"What!? How?!  What are you doing here Jasper, where's Galen, what have you done with him?"

Moving closer to the huddling Jeris, she continues  "Who is that with you there?"  

The Dog headed creature that is Trebor stands up and suddenly Jasper and Anna find themselves unable to move. The holy symbol is wrenched from Anna's hand and flies through the air, landing in the snow somewhere behind her.

Trebor them walks up and scratches Jasper across the face, leaving deep wounds behind.

"That is for calling me deamonling. The wound will continue to bleed until I heal it, so you'd better give me the answers I want."

He then returns to his chair. "But first I will finish my conversation with Megan. To answer your question, I am the same person I have always been, give or take a hag's curse and the influence of the unknown., I am Trebor Minntt, son of Inajira. The difference is that I have begun to harness my gifts, something I was never able to master before, I know have full control of a variety of abilities, be they arcane, supernatural or mental."

He looks at Jasper, straining to escape the hold of the power. "As for Galen, you have seen him, felt his power, if he falls into the wrong hands and Fiend could harness his power against all of the others, especially in the power's forsaken ,backwater, demi-plane. I cannot allow that to happen because while I have few plans of domination, I do not wish to be under the heel of another, hence Galen must be taken somewhere his safety can be insured."

Megan looks at Jasper at the doorway wondering if what Trebor said was true about the wound before looking back to the daemonling.

"You seem to get very worked up about name calling don't you?  Also, I told you that I wouldn't let you hurt my friends, not even those YOU feel betrayed by.  The way I see it with Galen, ids that you want him for yourself to control.  You may not be aware of it yourself, but you may not be in full control of yourself."

Standing slowly, Megan crosses over to Jasper, mops some of the blood away from the wound, it is pretty deep and would take magick to heal, something she didn't have right now.  She then turned back to Trebor once more

"You have access to all of your abilities again, don't you think that a sudden inrush of power into a being can effect their rational and personality?  You may be the son of that demon Inajira, but you certainly don't have his mental control from what I have read about him."

Megan hobbles back to Trebor once more and bends over where he is seated.

"Remove your hold on them now, you are harming them physically, no matter what.  I know I cannot fight you in my current condition, but I will try if you hurt them any more!"  

Trebor laughs. "I am in full control of my faculties, Megan. As I said I will release Jasper and heal him IF he answers my questions."

He turns to Jasper. "All I wish to know is where you took Galen and if you don't tell me, I will wrench the information from your mind."

Slowly, after Megan's prodding, Jeris eats a bit of the food. It doesn't taste right, though. Somewhere in the back of her mind, Jeris notes that fruit used to be much better. What happened? Trebor was nice, why didn't he give her yummy food?

Jeris is distracted from her thoughts, though, as she notices Megan's limping. Gently, she touches the back of her leg. "You're hurt.." she says softly.  

Megan stops at Jeris's touch and her quiet voice and lowers herself to the floor where the girl sits.  Megan hides the pain as best she can with a warm smile, but is certain that Jeris could still see the pain through it.

"Don't worry about my leg, it'll be okay in time.  When I can do magick again, I will make my leg better, and you if I can.  I know you would like to be better again wouldn't you?  I will soon have your pretty face back to normal."

Turning back to Trebor without getting up, Megan sees the change in him and what it is at last, he is more determined towards his goals than ever.  He now wants to do things for his own good, not the good of the group. "I think you should tell him Jasper, don't make him hurt you more than he already has."

She pleads to the paralyzed man in the doorway.  

Jasper say "No, Wiccan. I shall tell him nothing. The angel and kender know where the babe is and I trust they will return with him. And you, wise council of the group, traveler of places supposedly infinite in number yet you show no proof, a creature of born the son of a creature of pure evil say that you don't trust us... You, who have been through attacks by godly huntsmen, curses by hags, treachery of a vistani and a manipulations of a crazed dwarf as we all say that we want the babe dead! As you say, the child may fall into the hands of fiend, but what are you Deamonling other then the spawn of a fiend! If that offends you, Trebor Minntt, ex-servant to a so called God, bastard child of an mangy beast and a sl*ty B**tch of a mother, then take my life! But know this, when death comes to take me it will not my soul he takes nor will be your, for You Don't Have One!"

 Looking at Jasper, Megan can say only one thing to him. "If you choose not to tell him, that is your decision to make and yours alone.  But you are wrong in one place, everything has a soul, even our dog headed friend here."

Turning back to Jeris, Megan encourages her to eat more of the pear.  Then speaks to Trebor whilst doing so. "If Jasper is telling the truth, and I think he is, there is no point in putting him through this, release your hold on them and heal him.  I don't know why you would need any of us anyway.  Especially Jeris and myself."  

"But Megan I do need you and you are wrong, I do not have a soul. You see I, by rights should not exist, I am not even the real son of a Fiend, I am but a copy. The real Trebor, the one who lives happily in Sigil with his wife, he has the soul, I am but a mistake born through magic that not even powers fully comprehend."

He looks at Jasper. "You know, I didn't think you would tell me, so I'll simply have to find out for myself."

He puts his hand to Jasper's head and suddenly the cat-man can feel the evil inside him, searching his mind for the information. Jasper tries to resist, hides the knowledge away in some deep crevice of his mind but still Trebor searches, slicing through barriers and knocking down the walls of sanity in his quest for the location of the child. finally Trebor smiles and Jasper screams. "Thank you. You know I really do wish that could have been less painful, still some people are so stubborn.

He crosses his arms over his chest. "Back in a moment." He disappears.  

Jeris blinks a few times, as if trying to gather her thoughts.  "I don't like the fruit.. doesn't taste right." She holds the pear up to Megan. "See? I think he did something." 


Seeing Drinnik billow his way into the temple, Celestar turns his gaze to Castor.  "Well, do we dare try our luck?  I think that we're as prepared as we are going to be."

Castor nods his head in agreement, and Celestar starts to head down the hill toward the temple before remembering the two new companions.  "You are welcome to come with us... but be warned.  We have at least two powerful nemeses within... do you need protection?"  

Castor squares his shoulders and begins to follow the archmage, glancing uninterestedly at the two new companions. He nods once to each of them, seeming preoccupied.

His hands fall to his waist and rest easily on the handles of his weapons--his right hand on the haft of his battleaxe, and his left on the pommel of his sword.

As the silence continues, Castor shakes his head. "I'm sorry, Mr... Vesp, was it? Yes, I answer to the name you have spoken... but I'm afraid we're somewhat pressed for time here. Do I--er, that is, have we met before? I almost never forget a face..."

"Yes, my name is Vesp, Simion Vesp. The reason I was looking for you is..."

He doesn't get to finish his sentence, as he speaks the wound covered child behind him pushes him out of the way with such force that the simple man flies through the air and lands some 10 feet away.

While Garudos and Castor look on, shocked, the child moves towards Castor, quickly moving through the air, upon reaching his he places both hands on the half elf and suddenly Castor freezes.

Simion stands and rushes towards the Wound-Child... "Noooooo, not him, he's my only chance."

The simple man grips the Wound-Child by the shoulder's but is simply shrugged off. Garudos tries to move forward but is stopped by an aura of evil permeating from the foul child, unable to help castor he hurries over to Vesp, who is kneeling in the snow, sobbing.

Castor can feel his strength being drawn out of him, his muscles being broken down and sucked from his body by the Wound-Child, who gets stronger with each passing moment. After only a few seconds in the grip of the child the half elf feels his grip on consciousness slipping and fights to remain awake, fights to remain alive. When all hope seems lost, the Wound-Child releases it's grip and smiles with it's deformed mouth, as Castor begins to lose consciousness, and scurries off into the storm.

The simple man watches the creature he had been travelling with, the 'gift' for this Castor Ravenwood, leave and shakes his head. "It's over, my son is dead, none can save him now, Mr Ravenwood was my last chance."

Immediately, Garudos Celestar is by Castor's side, scanning him with magic to determine the nature of the damage dealt by the strange little creature.  As his glowing eyes focus their glow up and down the half-elf's body, he queries the simple man.  "Why did you bring that... thing... here to him?  What was it... what did it do to him?"  

The simple man is on his knee's sobbing, upon hearing Garudos's question he turns to look at the angel, his eyes red and his face stained by tears. "I... I don't know what it is, I only know it is called the Wound-Child and I was told that it was to be delivered to him, then he would help my son... My son, my son died of the wasting disease 3 years ago, how could I have been..., what happened to me?"

He clutches his head and begins to cry again harder than before. "I'm sorry, I'm sooo sorry."


Abel Carrick looks to Samuel Weathermay, then to the carnage surrounding him. Nearly two dozen dead wolves litter the frosty landscape around him--some normal sized beasts, some larger, and some the size of ponies... but all magnificent animals in their own rights; the perfect fusion of power and grace.

And some of them--some of his BROTHERS--were dead by his own hands. He shakes his head sadly and whispers to the dead pack, "I'm... so sorry..." He then drops to his knee and bows his head, his lips moving silently in... prayer?

After a few moments, he pushes himself to his feet, glancing wearily at Dmitri, who still wears his expression of stunned shock, then back to Samuel.

"I... I cannot stay here.  I must find my boys," he whispers. "For the glory of Ezra, yes, but for myself as well. I must find them--I must."

The merchant's broad shoulders slump in fatigue, but he nonetheless leaps gracefully up into a tree a few dozen yards to the south. Swarming to the top, he retrieves his clothing and sword, and re-garbs himself against the chill of the wintry air.

"Come with me if you will," he calls. "If you cannot, I understand. I have no right to ask any more of any of you."

He turns his back to the burgeoning fire, and strides off into the darkness. After a moment, Rethel and Herger glance at each other, and take up their muskets, following him into the trees...

Charneka staggers as he follows Carrick and the others and he stops saying: "Hey monsieur Trebor is back!" He cries to him: "Trebor, we thought that you were going to stay with Megan and Jeris!"  

Dmitri looks at the wolves fallen in the snow, his eyes bleak.   Even after Abel Carrick strides off into the trees, he squats staring at the scene of carnage.   Suddenly he seems to come to himself; shaking himself slightly, he sets off into the trees, quickly passing Herger and Rethel and catching up to Abel Carrick.  They do not speak to each other, but move forward in silence, bound by a single purpose.  

'Trebor' walks forward, the scent of ash thick in the air as he moves. those looking closely notice that he moves with much more grace than last time, approaching slowly and carefully.

He does not say anything by simply walks to the group and inspects each member, as before, nothing of him is visible except his glowing eyes.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

In a field just outside Verlorenshaus Trebor screams in his sleep. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Charneka, feeling that Trebor observes him says: "Huh, you OK?". The gypsy feels that something is not right with Trebor.

Trebor nods, but remains silent. He looks at Evee and you get the feeling he is smiling. There is something definitively wrong with this guy, but you don't know what.

Evee look at the place Trebor is. Facing his strange look for a moment, she then turns toward Charneka and this one can read puzzlement on her face, as well as anxiousness too perhaps. The last thing I want now is to have Trebor turning bad on me. What's wrong with him , she thought.

But she doesn't say nothing. She turn and go on following Abel and Dmitri.  

As Carrick and Dmitri trudge forward in silence, both werewolf and wolfwere keep their own counsel. Perhaps in some way due to the silent communication afforded them in wolf form, they find they do not truly need to speak aloud.

Abel reaches into his pack and pulls out a snaplock pistol. With practiced ease, he dumps a measured smokepowder charge into the end of the barrel, packing it and a piece of cotton wadding into the weapon with a small iron ramrod. He then loads the weapon with a yellowish bullet--gold, most likely. 

Perhaps a dozen yards behind them, Herger and Rethel check their own weapons, Herger holding to his musket tightly as Rethel pulls out two more snaplock pistols to replace his own musket--the one devoured by the treant. Some time passes, and the brothers talk among themselves in low voices--surely if they wished, Abel and Dmitri could hear it... but they did not.

A snapping twig somewhere in front of Abel and Dmitri instantly brings both of them to full alertness. Both men who are more than men quickly take a few silent steps apart from one another and freeze, motionless.

Another snap now... closer...  

Charneka realizes that the shapeshifters heard something so he hides himself behind a tree, his two pistols in hand. He waits to see what is coming but he also keeps an eye on Trebor, whom he thinks is not himself.  

As another twig snaps, Herger and Rethel pull back the hammers on their smokepowder weapons. In a move obviously practiced before, the hefty man drops into a crouch, bracing the barrel of his musket atop his left forearm and pointing it straight ahead. Directly behind him, Rethel extends both pistols over his brother's head, pointing one to each side of the musket barrel.

Dmitri and Abel both heft their weapons, the werewolf with his two-handed sword and the wolfwere with his enchanted quarterstaff.

Another snap. Closer.

The two beast men cock their heads to the side--the breaking deadwood was quiet, much quieter than they had first thought.

'Watch for the Westwinds' smokeshot,' Abel "says" to Dmitri wordlessly. 'They're no strangers to combat. They'll flank us, but we're the point men.'

'Understood,' Dmitri "replies" with a nod of his head. 'Whatever this approaching creature is--stay human. It might be what controlled the pack before. When it appears, we charge it--you aim high, I'll aim low.'

'One strike each, and we duck away,' Abel nods. 'Give Herger and Rethel a chance to fire.'

Another snap. Even closer.

Bursting out a small dark figure lurches out of the foliage, nearly on top of the two beast men. Snarling they turn to attack the still shadowed figure--

--when a soft, thick, wet sound emanates from the figure, at once familiar to both of them--to ALL of them!

At the last possible moment, Abel and Dmitri feint the swings of their weapons, feeling tendons in their forearms shriek in protest.

The pale, sickly figure of Xander Carrick stood before them, shivering in his bare feet and coarse nightclothes. A look of utter and complete misery is etched into his young features. He stifles another wet hack before managing to croak out:

"D--Daddy?!"  

Getting closer to the spot, the others soon see the newly-discovered lad. Quickly, he makes sigh to the Westwinds to lower the weapons, and quickly walks forward, bending over the boy. Seeing that he is perhaps the only one left who has a warm coat to offer, he delves into his backpack and soon handles the warm vestment to the poor lad.  

Seeing yet another taking his coat off, Charneka realizes that he is freezing up where he stands. He warms himself by rubbing his arms and says: "I've got an idea, I'll make my self a coat out of the fur of the dead wolves we left back. Don't worry, I can manage." With a word of warning from Evee the gypsy nods and begins to backtrack. .

Trebor turns and follows Evee, his eyes never leaving her. His pace begins to mach hers and causes a small shiver to rise in her spine.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Back in a field near Verlorenshaus Trebor's nightmares degenerate further and his screams continue to get louder. The canine headed creature smiles of the struggling form as it emerges from the shadows. "Soon" he whispers to himself.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

After having seen Charneka going alone in the wild and the sudden change in Trebors demeanor, Evee’s concern grows. She knows she is no match for him in combat and she have no spells to calm or hold him. If something should happen, she thought, the only thing she could do is wraithform but she knew it would only delay Trebor a few minutes at most. Silently she wished Castor was here so may be he could protect her.

With the appearance of  Xander, Evee quickly turns her attention to the boy. She smiles reassuring to him asks softy "Xander, you'll be alright with us. Now tell me, do you know where is Jacob ?"  

As Evee adds her cloak to the one Samuel Weathermay gave the young boy, Xander remains motionless. He gazes upward with a solemn expression on his face, looking curiously from side to side. His skin is ashy, except for twin spots of red high on each cheek. 'Either cold, or shock,' Evee thinks grimly.

 Hovering over the prone from Able casts his sword aside and sweeps Xander upward in his arms, crushing the emaciated boy to his chest. The merchant's slate-gray eyes slowy regain there light, and a single tear streaks downward from each of them.

"My son," he whispers in a choked voice. "I thought I'd lost you, boy... I thought I'd lost you forever...Xander? Xander!!"

As the others watch, the sickly boy's head lolls backward bonelessly, his eyes grow cold and his body going limp.

Instantly Dmitri springs forward, casting aside his quarterstaff for the moment. He moves to pull the boy away from Abel, who resists, uncomprehending. "Abel," he says in a tired but gentle voice. "I can help him--the Bright Lady can help him. We don't know his wounds, but she knows all things. Let him go..."

The werewolf hesitates for a moment, then nods, giving Xander over to Dmitri, who clears a wide swatch of snow from beneath a tall tree and lays the boy down gently.

"Kneel here, Abel, and pray to Ezra--I will do the same. Together, if we are in her favor... she will use us to heal him."

Abel nods again, dropping to his knees and clasping his hands in front of him. Quickly the two followers of Ezra begin to pray, waving their hands over Xander's prone form...  

Evee watches Abel, as he smooches his son, with watery eyes. How she wished Castor was with her to share that moment.

 As the two beast men pray, the swirling snowflakes seem to push away from them, encircling them but not touching them. Evee can feel a benevolent power surrounding the trio, a ray of comfort in this dark time.

Minutes pass, and the color gradually returns to Xander's cheeks. His eyes flicker beneath his closed lids--as if he is deep in a dream--but his breathing gradually slows to normal. 

Opening her own eyes, Evee spies a small yellow figurine clutched in Xander's left hand--a brass model of a knight on a charger. The horse is rearing up in a dramatic pose, and its form is immediately familiar to Evee...

Evee smiles at Xander proud feature. She look at the fighter on a horse and say "Isn't it Jacob's ? Where is he, Xander, do you know"  

Abel, who has finished praying and is simply kneeling with his hands on Xander's thin shoulders, waits for Dmitri to finish his own prayer. Wiping away his tears, Abel nods to Herger and Rethel as they help Dmitri as the wolfwere sags from the effort of channeling the Bright Lady's favor.

"Yes, this toy was Jacob's... I made it for him out of some scrap metals I had lying around the shop. He'd never part with it unless..." the merchant trails off, unwilling to complete the thought. 

Meanwhile, Dmitri leans in, still supported by the strength of the Westwinds, and sniffs gently at the side of Xander's neck, an uncertain expression on his face.

"Abel," he says softly, nodding significantly down to Xander.

The boy's father leans in as well, and mimics Dmitri's action. "It is," he replies to Dmitri's unspoken question. "At least, I think it is--their scents are more alike than any other two people I know, but I believe that's Jacob's scent on Xander's collar. As... as though they were hugging each other before..."

Dmitri nods, and Rethel places a reassuring hand on Abel's shoulder.

"D'ye... d'ye smell Mistress Revka's scent on him as well?" the lean man asks. At Abel's confused look, he continues. "Well, sir, if she did take 'em both, and Xander escaped... then perhaps young Jacob did too. And if he didn't, I think between ye, me, and the ranger fella... we can follow his tracks though the snow--backtrack 'im, as it were."

"Aye," Herger agrees, from his position beside Dmitri. "Let's hurry, though. The snowfall will cover anything that might be left of them in quick order--let's move out!!"

Another questioning look from Abel, and Dmitri nods. 

"But, what should we do with Xander?" Abel asks. "I don't want to leave him--not after just finding him again--but I don't want him out in this snow either. What... what should we do?"  

Evee simply say "I can walk at the end of the group, with Xander. I can take care of him... if something happens... and I agree we should proceed quickly to get to his brother's location"  

Making no sound Trebor grasps Evee's arm and swiftly draws a green bladed knife, which he puts to her throat. Whispering his voice sounds different, more elegant than normal but with more malice.

"Miss Beiderbecke, we have an appointment which you are not going to miss. We leave now."

Keeping the blade to her thought he pulls he along into the dense woods. Caught by the wind his hood blows down and before the snow obscures them from vision the others can see what appears to be the head of an elf, a black skinned elf with white hair. The scent of ash disappears.  

Evee stares at Trebor, fear bringing tears to her eyes, but her mood quickly turns to anger.  Wrenching away she shouts "Trebor, leave me ... NOW!".

As he continues dragging her to the woods, Evee shouts "HELP ! Trebor is not himself !!!". Struggling she tries to gain the attention of the group.  

"Your cries amuse me, Evee dear, but our friends cannot help you, after all would they risk your life by coming after me?"

He presses the blade back to her throat. "I suggest you stop struggling, you may cut yourself."  

Evee hears that but stubbornly stop walking "What do you want from me ? I won't go any further even if you threaten to kill me here. What do you want ?"  

"Evee, I don't have to kill you to make you come with me, you should know that by now. as for what I want, lets just say I'm looking to have a reunion of old friends and your one of the guests of honor, besides wouldn't you like to see Castor again?"

He waves his free hand, the telltale tingle of a spell begins to charge the air. "I won't hurt you unless I have to, so stop struggling and come quietly and soon this will all be over and you can play happy families with muscle boy again."

He laugh and the spell begins to take hold, Evee can feel herself being pulled to another location and Trebor tightens his grip, ensuring she cannot escape 

Just as Evee and Trebor disappear, Abel glances up from his son, his eyes widening in surprise.

"What the--"

Suddenly, Xander's eyes fly open, and his arm shoots up to clutch at his father's lapel.

"Daddy?" he whispers, amazement in his voice. "Is it... is it really you?"

Abel turns to him, grabbing Xander's small hand between both of his. "Yes, son, it's me--I'm here, and I'm not going to let anything bad happen to you. Not again--I promise. Are you okay? How do you feel?"

Xander blinks, seemingly disoriented. "I... I feel okay. Good, even. I'm... I'm not even that cold anymore... what happened, Daddy?"

Abel smiles across at Dmitri, who merely lies against the tree, spent with the effort of healing the boy. "My new friend Vladimir... and his--our--goddess healed you, son. You're going to be fine..."

His face darkens slightly. "But can you tell us what happened? And where Jacob is? We've been looking for you since you disappeared--last we knew, you were both in your bedroom after dinner. What happened? How did you get here?"

Xander shakes his head again, lifting a thin hand to his forehead. "I... I'm not sure, Daddy... Jacob and I played for a while, and then we fell asleep. And then... then..."

Xander's thin face pales noticeably. "A... a monster came for us--came into our room! Daddy, I was so scared!!"

Abel pulls Xander into a hug, speaking softly to him. "I know, son, I know you were scared... but you're okay now! Understand me? You're safe--and I'm not going to let anything bad happen to you--I promise."

The little boy sniffles, and nods. Swallowing hard, he continues, his voice thick. "A monster--and it could talk... talk in my head, Daddy! Jacob heard it too! It came in through the window... Jacob must have woke up first, because he pushed me under the bed and told me to be quiet, and not to come out--NO MATTER WHAT. That's what it said... so I hid... but I heard it talk!

"It said... ahh... 'Finally the time has come... and you will fill a destiny more grand than you can imagine.'"

Abel's eyes are wide, and his voice is sad as he pulls away slightly to look in Xander's eyes. "But where did she take him, son? Did she say anything else? Do you know where your brother is?"

A tear leaks from Xander's eye. "I couldn't stop her, Daddy! I tried to do what Jacob said, but he screamed, and I rolled out from under the bed and ran at it! I grabbed the heaviest thing I could find--" here he glances down at the figurine still in his hand"--and hit her with it. And she slapped me away...

"She--it--said I wasn't 'pure enough'.  It picked Jacob up and jumped back through the window and ran away. I didn't think--I just followed them through the snow.

"They're... they're at the cave--back toward the mountains. Back where Mommy took us, before she... before she..." Xander bursts into tears again.

Abel cradles his crying child in his arms, surveying the group with pain-filled eyes. "It's okay, son, it's okay," he whispers to him. "You did great--you kept yourself safe, and now you've helped us to get Jacob. And we will get him back safely--I promise you that."

Dmitri pushes himself to his feet, a look of resolution on his face. "He's right, Xander--you've done well. And... and for what it's worth, I'm proud of you as well."

He turns to the rest of the group, his sharp eyes moving over their faces. His brow creases. "Where is Evee? And Trebor?"

Castor slowly responds to Celestar's magic; his eyes flutter as tears gush forth and mix with blood trickling from his nose. "Castor," Celestar coaxes.  "I'm sorry; my focus has been in the arcane, not the restorative.  You should be all right, however... can you sit up?"

The Angel's concern was apparent as he moved Castor into a more comfortable position. "G-Galen." The half elf coughed. "Get Galen. I w-will be alright for a while."

Garudos looks at the half elf, then to the simple man. "Sir, we have not met, but I am on an urgent quest. I am one of the protectors of an unusual babe, one who is in grave danger. "I implore you, watch my friend that you have caused suffering to. The Wound-Child has gone, leaving my friend crippled. I beseech the goodness that I know exists within you, watch my friend."

Celestar's soothing words poured over Simion. "I will watch. I cannot do anything else but to show my sorrow for the boy's actions."

Celestar looked at the man, his face alight with pleasure. He handed the man a small glowing stone. "Say Garudos Celestar and throw that against something hard. I will hear and I will come. Only use it if he worsens."

The man nodded and watched as Celestar continued up the hill.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

"He's close!" Dottir laughed. "Watch the cage! It flares with his own power!"

The Puppetmaster tipped his hat to the weresnake. "I must say that that is one mighty fine contraption."

"Yeah us?" Drinnik asks.

The weresnake's lips curve into a sneer and she tried to reply. Her words where cut short by the front doors slamming into the walls. The blizzard outlined the form of Garudos Celestar.

"I take it you are Miss Astranni Dottir," Celestar responds to the turned heads of the two villains and Drinnik Shoehorn.  "And Mr. Puppetmaster, I believe that we have met once before.  I assume you both know why I am here.  Give me the child, please."  Despite the courtesy, Celestar's voice remains flat and down-to-business.

Dottir smiled. "Puppetmaster! Get his staff!"

The Puppetmaster bowed at the woman, "Yes, milady."

Celestar muttered the somatic component for a spell under his breath, then he threw something at the Puppetmaster. The lightning bolt destroyed a part of the side of the desecrated temple. 

"Ya'll have to try harder than that." The Puppetmaster smiled, not a char on his body.

Meanwhile Dottir watched the fight with interest. "Watch, Drinnik, see the failings of the just. See how they overestimate themselves!"

The kender twisted his lips into a sneer that matched Dottir's own. "That would make two of you."

Dottir turned, but Drinnik struck her with his hoopak. "You dare think that I would be under your control twice? You dare think that I would willingly threaten the babe?"

Dottir scrabbled backwards, fear contorting her face. Drinnik's eyes blazed with the wrath of the undead, the fury of Hell. His fangs grew to their full length. His  fist clutched at the wooden haft of his weapon. "My, my, Astranni, you never learn. I am not a puppet to be controlled like that thing did to Jasper. I am one of the immortals, one of the Blessed of Chemosh. I have seen death and I spat in its eye." The kender threw his hoopak to one side. "I am the very embodiment of all humanity fears, the still living yet still dead. I am the thing that grown men fear."

He snarled like a werewolf. "You think that I can be toyed with? You have no idea of my power."

The kender put one hand under the top of the heavy alter, then flipped it aside like it was wood. "I see you fear me. Has the bear slipped its leash?"

He snarled, then moved with supernatural speed. Suddenly he was behind Dottir, one hand one her neck, one gently stroking her hair. "We are both still Kargat at heart, neither of us can deny it."

He threw the woman across the room. "But you hold yours like a shield to hide behind, using the Kargat as a reason for all of your betrayals. I use the Kargat like a sword, using it for a purpose, my purposes."

He snarled again, stalking towards the woman, "There is nothing for you here. Flee, leave me in peace and I will grant you life."

The weresnake fumbled in a pocket, then produced a small vial. She uncorked it and splashed the contents over Drinnik. She stood and changed, assuming the form she had used to trick the animals of the Wildlands, the awful amalgamation of snake and woman.

Drinnik rolled around the floor, screaming, clutching his face. "It seems your Dark Queen does not favor you much. Her own blessed water harms you."

"A trick! A trick of the powers that hold sway here!" Drinnik cursed.

"Never the less," Dottir hissed, "The battle is fair now..."  

At the horrible sounds coming from inside the temple, Castor's eyes widen, and he instinctively lurches to his feet. 

Or tries to. The pain from his still-wounded leg causes him to clamp his lips together, barely suppressing a shriek. As he tries to catch himself by thrusting his left hand to the rock he lay against, the weakened limb refuses to support him any more than his leg would.

The half-elf, the proud warrior who has striven for physical and mental perfection his entire life, curses himself and the creature that stole his strength and health from him. He falls back to the snow, landing awkwardly on his left arm, and cries out again at the snap of his overburdened wrist.

'Gods,' he thinks to himself. 'Two broken limbs in one--" 

Then the agony washes over him again, burying his thoughts beneath its fury, and he gazes helplessly at the man calling himself Simion Vesp.

"How... how do you know my name?" he manages to gasp out, struggling to master his tongue enough to form the words. "Who... who told you of me? And... what did you expect me to do with the monster you brought to me?!"  

The simple man turns towards Castor. "I... I don't know, I only cared for my son, something must have affected me, I really don't know what. I only knew I had to come here, to this place and to bring the Wound-Child to you, then you would help my son. I don't understand, my son died three summers ago, how could I have believed you would be able to help him?"

He chokes back tears at the thought of his son, his eyes begin to well up again and he wipes away the tears with his robe.

A creature walks out of the storm towards Castor, a creature with the head of war-dog, wearing dusty grey robes; the scent of ash lies thick in the air. Two pinpricks of rose colored light sparkle from the glass lenses that fill his empty eye sockets. The creature approaches Castor and  smiles at him.

"Ah Castor, feeling a little under the weather?"

The simple man watches on in terror.  

For a long moment, Castor stares uncomprehending at the war-dog headed creature before him. Beads of sweat form on his brow, and without his headband to stop them, begin to trickle down his face. The snow piled around his prone body begins to melt, but still he remains motionless, staring up at the creature who has just appeared.

"What..." he manages to gasp out through the pain of his weakened and shattered body. "Who are you? And how do you know my name?!"

He tries once again to struggle to his feet, but falls back to the snowy ground once more, this time unable to suppress a sharp scream. Pain is nothing new to him--nothing new to any warrior--but ever since the other creature attacked him, his body has felt so... weak... brittle... old... broken.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

The Puppetmaster smiles at Celestar "Well well my good sir you have struck the first blow without provocation. That sir is against the gentlemanly rules of conduct. Now, to arms! (Chuckle) Or rather I should say...four arms. "

Out of the shadows two large multiarmed figures quickly advance on the angel. As Celestar rolls forward to escape their grasp a sharp white hot pain shoots down his back as a marble arrow pins his robe to the back wall. Seconds later another missile hits home attaching him to the wall akin to a field bird hung out for supper.

"Now my good sir I will be taking that staff as you are in no position to stop me. Oh and one other thing, (the puppet master takes off his glove and strikes it across Celestars face) duel ruling in favor of me . "

Dottir glanced at the Puppetmaster and grinned at his success. She turned back to Drinnik, the holy water eating at his face like acid. She coiled her large tail then sprang.

Drinnik barely made it out of the way. Lumps of flesh fell from his face, making splashing sounds as they hit the temple floor.

His face was a nightmare. It looked like it had been partially melted off. He snarled and looked at the tatters of meat in his hand. In one fluid movement he threw the flesh at Dottir's face then changed into a wolf.

The wolf hit the weresnake and caused both to fall to the floor. They rolled down the steps and came to a halt on the stone floor near the alter Drinnik had thrown.

The two creatures disengaged, Drinnik changed back to a kender. He drew a dagger and snarled. "Cheap tricks, Dottir, you will not get me again."

"SSsuch brave wordsss." The snakewoman hissed. 

She lunged for Drinnik, catching his waist in her gaping maw. She closed her teeth on nothing as the kender exploded into a cloud of green grey mist. He floated to the floor and became corporeal again.

The two monsters circled, waiting for one to make the first move.  

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Celestar scans the room as he takes in the Puppetmaster's taunts.  He shows no reaction to the glove across the face, not even a flinch.  'Clever little fellow,' the archmage thinks to himself. 'Attack inanimate garments to bypass wards.'  Hearing the Puppetmaster demand the staff, he turns his thoughts to a little surprise for the being while scanning the room, looking for Galen.  With sudden horror, he realizes that the child is nowhere to be found.  

"Where is the infant?" he asks the Puppetmaster.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

A mad shriek suddenly shakes the temple, as one of the temple's windows is shaken by powerful knocks. When it finally bursts apart, by the opening enter a whole swarm of furious birds, screaming about in an insane manner. Without losing time, they dive on the building's occupiers, flying, biting, and tearing the flesh. Their fury seems unstoppable, as they attack in a most disorganized manner possible, sometimes fighting each other as well. 

Outside, the storm is heard getting stronger, fiercer! Its icy wind enters through the shattered window, chilling everyone on its path.  

For a moment it seemed that Dottir and Drinnik were on the same team again. Using skills of battle that neither has used for years, the swooped and dodged, using each other to cover their back.

The birds fell to the floor around them. The weresnake was forced back to her human form because of the cold.

Enraged, the birds fly off to the ceiling, several even knocking their heads on it, for their fury seems to have no bounds. Drinnik and Dottir have put an end to many of them, but the others still swarm ahead. The poor animals seem to have lost all measure of reason, only madness driving them.

The storm outside rages like never before, so much that a few cracks develop around the broken window. the snow keeps going in, and the floor is instantly covered with a fine layer of hard ice. 

Suddenly, a bolt of thunder shakes the roof of the structure: The building has been hit by LIGHTNING!  

Within the temple, Celestar senses a new presence... not one within the complex, but near enough that he can pick up a slight signal... the feeling seems somewhat familiar, yet still distinct...

Celestar brings his mind back to the task at hand from the split-second of wandering thoughts.

"Where is the child? he asks again as his magic rips the arrows from the walls, zipping just centimeters past the Puppetmasters head to clatter harmlessly to the temple floor.  No longer pinned, Garudos Celestar's eyes flare with light as he stares into those of his opponent...  

The Simple man enters the temple, unable to resist the unseen pull he rushes to the main chamber to find Garudos and Drinnik as they arrive just as the lightning strikes the roof.

Upon seeing the Angel he runs up to him and begins to babble almost incoherently. "Creature...friend....child....meet...."

He looks at Garudos and Drinnik expectantly.  

Celestar does not take his eyes off the Puppetmaster as he responds to the simple man.  "Child... what have you discovered about Galen?  This one won't answer me."

"Gone, taken by the dog creature, he's taken your friend."

Simion looks terrified, his eyes are wide with fright and his face is pale, still mixed in with the terror and despair is seething anger. A multitude of rage and terror dance across his form.   

Drinnik turns to the Simple man. "A dog creature? Inajira? Trebor's father?"

Seeing him distractedm,  Dottir takes a swipe at the kender. "Fool!"

As she leaps at the vampire lightning once again strikes the temple. With a thunderous crash the huge statues fall on the weresnake. "Puppetmaster! Help me!"

Drinnik ignores the stricken woman. "Garudos, I'm going to stop Inajira!"

The kender changes to a wolf, the stops, sniffing a familiar scent. Not now, he thinks, Please Gods, not now.  

By the time Drinnik gets back outside, 'Trebor' and Castor are gone and the scent of ash in the air is fading because of the onslaught of the storm.

Back inside, the Simple man looks at Garudos. "The Creature said for you and the little man to go to him, he said you could find him."  

Drinnik shifts back to kender form. "Come on!" he shouts. "I know you are here, hiding as usual!"

He circles the clearing. "Where you behind the light show? The storm and the ravens? You think that that intimidated me?" He snarled to the world in general. "I know you are close, Amelia Voronaev, your stench fills the air! Show yourself, and let your wickedness permeate some other poor soul!"  

With the sudden speed and force of lightning, Garudos Celestar forces his way past the Puppetmaster, conjuring the power of flight without wings to carry him above the four-armed statues that grasp for him.  "I do hope we can reconcile our differences at a later date," Celestar bids the Puppetmaster and Dottir.  Swooping down, he grasps the simple man by the waist and turns to face the pair of villains.  "Do try to behave in the future."

Carrying the simple man in his arms, Celestar backs toward the entrance of the temple.  Despite his backward movement, he avoids obstacles as though he had eyes in the back of his head.  Whispering the simple man, he asks, "Did Mr. Shoehorn say... Inajira?  The arcanaloth?!?"  

The Simple Man looks more confused than ever.

"He did say that name, In..a..ji..ra..." the words roll off his tongue with the difficulty of one not used to dealing with Fiends "but who or what he is or an Ar..can..o.loth is I truly do not know." 

He turns and looks directly as Garudos, noting the feeling of safety in his presence. "What are you and what has happened to me?"

"I don't know what has happened to you," Celestar admits.  "But I am willing to help you find out.  When we have more time, we will discuss this more thoroughly..."

Celestar and the simple man float through the entrance to the temple and into the blizzard, leaving Dottir fuming within...

The Puppetmaster sends his automaton minions to help the weresnake.

Dottir brushes the masonry dust off of her and looks at the well dressed man. "The quarry has gone, my plan has failed. Your contract has been fulfilled. Now, your payment is due, what is it?"

She coughs, then looks the man square in the eye.  

"My dear, I am a man of my word. And my word was that I would help you kill one Drinnik Shoehorn. As he is still one of the...err...unliving I have not yet completed my task. Thus where you go next I am honor bound to follow."

Quickly reaching into his pocket he produces a small pouch.

"Take this my dear. When one wishes to travel to a location one need only think it and throw the bag to the ground. Though it only has a ten mile radius I'm afraid." (Aug. 14th, 2001)


Back at the Carrick's, Megan tries her best to tend to Jasper's bleeding wound. 

In a bust of foul smoke Trebor reappears holding Galen. "Regardless of what you think of me, I am not entirely heartless."

Handing Galen to Megan he approaches Jasper, reaching into his pouch as he walks. As pulls out a scroll and reads it's arcane words; a blue glow surrounds Jasper, healing the wound on his face.

"I have no quarrel with you Jasper, or you Megan, only those who broke their words to me. You are all free to go, take good care of Galen." The hold on Jasper and Anna fades away until the pair can move again.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

In a field not far from the town Trebor rolls in his slumber, sweat dripping from his hair. He had managed to defeat the demon inside this time, but who knows what would happen the next time, he was getting weaker and the worst was yet to come.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Holding the small child, Megan watches Trebor heal Jasper before vanishing once more.  The pair in the doorway begin to move, she looks down at the silent baby in her arms.

"I don't know why he asked me to look after you, I've never been good with small children.  Still, after all you've been through today, I thought you'd be crying or something.  At least you're alive though."

Looking at the child reminds Megan of what Jeris seems like now, lost in a world she cannot understand.  Blinking a tear away, she looks up at Jasper,

"Galen seems fine, but Jeris isn't.  Mo'Dahl did something with her mind, from what I hear, that is typical of an Illithid.  I have to look after Jeris and rest, can I trust you to look after the baby without you taking him away?"  

"Do not worry, the last time I was not under my own powers. From the first day I pledged to keep this babe safe and that I what I will do."  

"Then if you can take him now, I would be really grateful”, Megan replies, “I really aren't good with children.  Adults I can handle, just not babies."

She then struggles in getting up and limps over to Jasper, handing him the child.  Turning back to Jeris, Megan walks back to her and helps her stand, directs her to the table and gets her to sit down.

"At least you aren't a baby Jeris, then I would have to worry.  Now you keep eating, and don't touch the sharp knives."

Looking back over the Jasper and the woman with him. "So, who's your friend Jasper?  Wasn't there a dwarf with you as well earlier?"  

Reappearing outside the house Terbor quickly turns himself invisible before walking to one of the windows and looking inside. Making sure that Galen is in safe hands he smiles to himself.

He disappears again, only to reappear in the mountains just in time to see the Wound-Child run away from Castor. The child quickly disappears into the storm and Trebor slowly looses track of him  He remains standing, watching, out of sight of the Angel and the half elf and their mysterious companion.

Sensing something watching her, Megan looks about at the room and the portals in and out of it.  Seeing nothing, she goes back to convincing Jeris to eat more.  

Jeris seems confused, and tilts her head curiously before responding. "What's wrong with the knives? How else do I cut fruit?"  

Megan looks down at Jeris, she certainly wasn't the same after Mo'Dahl did whatever he did to her.  It made Megan want to weep over the evils of that creature. "If you can use a knife safely Jeris, then you can use them I guess, just don't cut yourself okay?"

Megan miles down at the girl and picks up the piece of fruit. “This isn't right” says Jeris as she looks at the fruit before tasting.

"The fruit seems fine, don't worry about it.  There is nothing funny about it, I don't think Trebor would have done anything to it since he was eating it himself?  He said he wasn't going to hurt you.  I believe him, though he has changed, regardless of what he said, don't you agree?"  

Jeris nods. "Ya.. his head looks funny now. You different, too." She stops talking as she puts her concentration towards slicing an apple in half. She seems to be just as nimble as before, but having a little trouble calling upon such abilities. She gets the fruit cut safely, however, and shrugs out of Charneka's coat before taking a bite.

She looks up at Megan curiously and asks, "You sure? Seems different to me. Hm, you different, Trebor different, fruit different.. did everything change while I was gone?"  

"How did Trebor's head look funny to you?  I know I am different now, but only on the outside, I can't quite explain what happened to me, but, can anyone ever describe what happens to most people?  I must ask you though Jeris, what did Mo'Dahl do to you? Maybe if you tell me, I can try to make you better again somehow."

Megan watches her cut with the knife, almost as easily as she ever could, she had to admit that, but something had altered her, her mind seemed... incomplete.  She sat down to join the half elf before continuing.

"As for what else changed whilst you were away, maybe you tell me if things are different, I may not have noticed."  

Jeris looks down, and slowly shakes her head. "Don't wanna think about it."  She then looks up, though, as if Mo'Dahl had never been mentioned. "This is a nice robe. Where'd you get it?"  

Noticing that Jeris appears determined to avoid talking of Mo'Dahl, Megan thinks it best to do the same.

"The robe was made for me by some Elves I befriended up near the Mountains of Misery shortly after I arrived in this world.  When I got here, I could not understand anything spoken to me, nor could I read the languages.  I used gestures to get by until I met them.  Their language is very similar to the native tongue of my country and they taught me many things, I taught them things in return.  When we parted ways, they gave me this as a farewell gift, I gave them a few recipes for medicines I had created."

Megan picked up an apple and cut it in half as she talked.

"I have studied the weave to the pattern pretty well, I would probably be able to make them myself.  Not completely sure of that though.  Maybe you should keep it a while until we find you something else to wear?"  

"Oh, elves. I don't think I've met an elf before. Ya, could be good to hold onto this robe 'til we find something else for me. But I don't want to keep it. It special for you, from elves. Megan's robe," Jeris says, happy to chat about anything pleasant.

As she's slicing her fruit, though, she slips and cuts her finger, but not deeply. She mutters an "ow" and quickly sticks her finger in her mouth.

"Oh, don't worry. Just another cut, I have lots o' those already." She smiles, but it's clear she finds no amusement in that statement.  

"Well, once the others get back, we can relax and have some rest, after that, I will make all your cuts better, and my leg too, something we can both look forward to.

Megan smiles as she says this, trying to lighten Jeris's mood again. "Anyway, you are welcome to borrow my robe for now, so don't worry about it."

Looking at Jeris's finger, Megan turns and reaches into her bag, after a little spotting, she turns back with a salve and cloth.  She then pours some of the salve onto it and reaches for Jeris's cut finger.

"This should stop the cut from hurting, for now at least, it should also stop it from getting infected, better safe than sorry.  It will sting a little though."  

Placing the salve on the girls finger, Megan wraps the small bandage on tight and ties the end to keep it on.  She then looks back at the girl. "I trust that didn't hurt to much.  I am going to go have a rest in one of the bedrooms, just come see me if you need anything.  I have to recover my magicks as well, so I may be a while and don't worry if I don't reply to you right away, I tend to meditate rather deeply."

With this, Megan turns and walks to the door, opens it and steps through, heading for a room to lay down. and maybe take a nap when she has done what needs doing.

After a few moments, Jeris gets up and follows Megan. She sits in one corner of the room, with her legs stretched out in front of her. "I think I'm gonna sleep some, too," she says, in case Megan is still listening.

"Not a problem Jeris, though it may be better to lay on a bed that sit on the floor." Megan helps the girl to bed, her mind is more that of a child now than what it was.  She hoped there was a way to restore the girl to what she was.  Inside though, she feared that there wasn't.  Megan then walked over to a chair elsewhere in the room and sats down.  She had slept in worse places, but meditation was needed for now.  Recover the magicks she had used was her current goal.  


"Castor, I'm hurt you don't remember me, I've been with you since the start of our little adventure, perhaps this will help jog your memory."

He shakes his head and Trebor's normal visage appears on the creature's shoulders. He stands there for a moment, smiling, his rose tinted eyes lenses sparkling through the storm, then he shakes his head again and the face of the war-dog appears again.

"I see you are injured, you do look a little pasty, no matter we'll get you fixed up in no time, provided you act like a good little half-elf and come without resisting."

Simion continues to cry, his mind seemingly unable to cope with what has happened to him. Suddenly his head jerks upwards and he looks at 'Trebor', his eyes burning with anger and tears.

"You..., I know your voice, you sound like that stranger who sent me here, told me that this man could heal my son."

He stands, fists clenched tightly. "What did you do to me?" He screams. "Why did you do this to me?"

He begins to run towards Trebor, who raises a hand and stops the Simple Man in his tracks. Trebor turns to him, a look of slight confusion on his face.

"I did nothing to you, but you are going to do something for me. Go inside the temple, tell  Drinnik and Garudos..." he says the name of the Celestial with venom, "that Trebor have taken their friend, and for his good and there own they should come to me, I'm sure Garudos will be able to find me if he tries."

The Simple Man turns around, forced by some unseen power, and begins to walk towards the temple, once he is inside 'Trebor' turns back to Castor.

"I know you won't want to come with me, but think on this; I have taken Galen from the temple and only I know where he is and if you want to protect him then I suggest you do not resist my efforts to remove you from this place. Now answer me, will you come willingly or do I have to use force?"  

Castor shakes his head, trying to clear it, and squints his eyes against the pain even that motion causes. Gritting his teeth, he fixes the creature before him with a glare that makes his eyes look like nothing more than shards of blue-gray ice. He starts to speak, swallows, then starts again.

"It... appears you have me at a... a slight disadvantage, Trebor. But--agh!--I guess that's true of all of us... isn't it? The omnipotent half-demon--argh!--trafficking among us lowly mortals..."

He closes his eyes again, and braces his body with his left hand, pushing himself to his feet. Or his foot, rather... as his left leg hangs crookedly from below the knee. This doesn't seem to have greatly affected his balance, oddly enough.

Cradling his broken right wrist in his good left one, he gazes solemnly at 'Trebor', jaw tight, still in obvious pain.. "I will go with you peacefully--for what choice do I have? A bear with one arm doesn't fight well... and a wolf with a lame leg doesn't run far.

"I fear though, that if you move quickly I won't be able to follow at all--unless you could see to healing my leg..."

"You can move as fast as I want you to, the speed of magic will suffice." Trebor puts one arm around Castor and the two disappear into the realm of sorcery. Moments later Drinnik comes running out of the temple and begins to scream about Amelia.

Castor and Trebor reappear in a snow covered field, the storm still raging strong making it difficult to see very far. Somewhere nearby someone is screaming and the voice sounds familiar. Trebor keeps hold of Castor as the pair slowly make their way towards the sound, as they get closer the storm seems to abate, making it easier to see. Nearby is a large, leafless tree that stands alone in the field and under it lies a figure, tossing and turning in what appears to be sleep, nearby is a second figure, watching as Trebor and Castor get closer. The second figure seems to be hard to make out but bears a striking resemblance to the creature that has hold of Castor, the being under the tree is impossible to make out except for his dusty grey robes.

As they approach the creature that is standing raises one hand to halt the pair's progress some twenty feet from the tree, from this distance it is clear that the creature comes from the same breed as Trebor. He stands tall and is dressed in rich robes making him look like any rich merchant, except for the large canine head that tops his shoulders.

"Welcome Mr Ravenwood, I trust you know who I am?"

Trebor drops castor to the ground and walks towards the creature, coming to halt a few feet behind him, close to the tree. The other canine headed creature raises his hand in a beckoning motion and castor finds himself floating through the air and coming to rest at the creatures feet.

"You should rest while you can, my other 'guests' will be here shortly."  

Castor grimaces as the arcane energies caress him, lifting him through the air and depositing him at the dog-headed creature's feet. As the force presses down upon him, his lips thin and his jaw tightens.

Forcing himself to remain standing--most of his weight on his uninjured leg--he cradles his wrist and looks across at the figure before him. If he feels any fear--and the creature before him is obviously well-acquainted with that emotion when it comes from mortals--he does not show it.

Instead, his expression is calm and bland... with a hint of honest curiosity.

"Inajira, I presume? You must be so proud of your son... now that he's joined the family business, I mean. Murder, corruption, damnation... yes, you must be proud.

"I trust YOU can tell me why you've brought me here? I'm hardly a threat to you as I am--and one should always neutralize the most powerful enemy first. Poor tactics... unless you would care to explain?"

Somewhere... far off in the distance, there is another sound carried on the wind. A sound too faint to identify as of yet... but it sounds almost like a song...  


Abel surveys the remainder of the gathered group.

"Where are they?" he asks again. "Where are Evee and Trebor? Did anyone see where your friends disappeared to?"

When no one answers, he shrugs, turning to Rethel, Herger, and Dmitri. "We shall have to trust in our new friends to look after themselves... but we still have a decision to make--what are we to do with Xander? I... I don't want to endanger him anymore--."

Dmitri raises a hand to interrupt. "I don't believe that decision is wholly ours to make, Abel. I think... I FEEL... that Xander must accompany us. If... if he feels he can, that is."

Abel's face pales. "No! Are you insane, Vladimir? He managed to escape from his muh--from this creature and her minions... I won't take him back to the jaws of--."

"How do you think he managed to escape in the first place, Abel?" Dmitri inquires calmly. "Certainly he is a resourceful young man... with a great deal of potential as a woodsman"--here he smiles reassuringly at the young boy--"but do you really think a nine-year-old human could survive on his own out here? Escape from a werewolf and whatever minions she controls, find his way through forest-land he hasn't visited in years, all in a driving blizzard... through nothing more than blind luck?"

He reaches out and lays a hand on the boy's thick, dark-brown hair, ruffling the straight strands gently. "I say no--the blessing of the Bright Lady is on this boy... and I believe he has a greater part to play in all this than we might first believe. If he is willing to bear his burden... are you not willing? To bear the 'weight of the world' upon your shoulders?"

Abel grimaces, reminded of his own words as they come from the wolfwere's mouth. He nods. "Yes... I suppose I must... I swore a sacred oath after all..."

Both men look down at Xander, who muffles a quiet cough and gazes back up at both of them with wide eyes the color of the spring sky--the color of Revka Carrick's, without the hardness, the fury, the insanity. The eyes of a child... whom they both wish could remain a child for at least a few years longer.

"Will you come with us, Xander?" Abel asks softly. "I can't make you, and neither can Vladimir... but we ask you."

The thin boy looks from one to the other, then back again. Finally, he nods once. "I... I'll do whatever you say, Daddy... I want to help Jacob... and you'll protect me, right?"

Abel nods solemnly. "From the very demons of hell if that is what awaits us. I promise, my son."

The rest of the group gathers up their weapons and prepares for the journey to the cave. Despite heavy spirits and the heavier fatigue that drags at them like iron chains, they follow the young boy's directions and soon reach the mouth of the cave he spoke of.

It is sheltered low on the side of the mountain, and the outcroppings around it provide shelter from the blizzard from every direction but one.

Abel pauses a moment, glancing up at the sublime edifice that is the Sleeping Beast, then drops his head, looking to the others. "Does anyone have anything approaching a plan?"  

Samuel Weathermay surveys the entrance. "I think not. - he says finally - but remember, Revka is no more, so, I believe it shouldn't be too hard. On the other side, we should be careful. I suggest going in one by one. Like this, we'll augment our chances."  

Abel nods. "We won't fit in there en masse... not all of us, anyway. But who takes point, and who brings up the rear? There's no way of knowing what we'll encounter... and the last time I went cave-crawling was nearly fifteen years ago."

He shrugs out of his backpack and drops it gently to the ground, the snow beneath it crunching softly as he does so.

"Xander," he whispers softly, "This is something that was given to me a long time ago... I was going to wait until you and your brother were old enough--but plans change."

He reaches into the pack and withdraws a small, unremarkable-looking copper ring with a single shard of topaz in it. The boy, still trembling, reaches out and takes it, placing it on the middle finger of his left hand--but he looks questioningly at his father.

"If we're in danger, and you cannot escape any other way," Abel whispers softly to him, his voice pitched so low that no one without augmented ears can hear, "concentrate on the ring--it will make you impossible to see."

Xander's eyes widen, and he nods solemnly. "Whatever you say, Daddy... but I think we need to hurry. Jacob needs us, and... and I don't know if he has much time."

Abel nods and rises to his feet, glancing at Dmitri. The wolfwere seems to consider some silent question, then nods back to him. Raising one hand above his head, he holds his quarterstaff parallel to the ground and begins chanting the words of Ezra‘s blessing.. Gradually, a warm feeling of confidence steals away some of the fear and fatigue in the rest of the group.

Abel and Dmitri glance at each other again for a long moment, then Abel nods once, moving forward. Dmitri gently ushers Xander in front of himself, keeping the boy between them.  

Herger and Rethel look questioningly at the rest of the group. "We'll bring up the rear, if ye like," Herger says. "With our smokepowder weapons, we'll be better ta cover the lot o' ya from behind."

Nodding, the group begins to file into the cave.

Slowly and carefully the gathered group begins to file into the cramped cave. Each striking a light, Herger and Rethel lit the  two torches they pulled from their packs--the guttering flames cast wavery, indistinct shadows on the walls of the cavern. The shadows move and writhe, as if in torment, as the flame gutters and flickers without any apparent breeze.

The air beyond the cave's mouth is hot and heavy, and breathing deeply makes the adventurers light-headed. It carries no scent, not even the musk of long-ago occupants or the acrid scent of fungus on the walls. The room into which they have stepped is approximately forty feet square--give or take--and bares no signs of former habitation, despite Xander's previous words.

Rethel offers his torch to Abel and Dmitri. "We'll keep one light at either end o' the group," he says, "so we'll all see as best we may."

Dmitri ignores the offer, and Abel shakes his head. "Keep it for yourself, my friend," he replies softly. "We can see well enough without it... but keep one hand free for your pistol--and be ready for a fight, should it come to that."

"It will," Dmitri breathes softly. "Have no doubt, brother."

With those ominous words hanging over their heads, the group descends further into the earth. Now the air does seem to have a smell to it... but it might just be the pitch of the newly-lit torches.

Then again, it might not.

After several long minutes, the group has continued through the cavern, following closely behind Abel and Xander. For his part, the boy remains quiet and outwardly calm. 

Suddenly, a cry pierces the air--more of a whine, really. High-pitched, breathy... yet powerful at the same time. The cry sounds for three or four seconds, then ceases... and resumes a few seconds later.

Herger and Rethel immediately bring their weapons up, cocked and ready. "What was that?" the hefty man says softly, without moving his lips.

From around the corner of the cavern--which seems to be getting smaller as the group goes on--the cry sounds out again. Now it seems there might be more than one soul making the cry... what could it be?  

At this, Weathermay instantly draws his short sword, ready to strike, if needed. "Prepare to fall back - he whispers to the others, then, assembling his courage, he shouts - "Hello! Who's in there?"

He makes a few hesitant steps backwards, ready to flee at any instant.  

As Weathermay shouts, his voice echoes off the cavernous walls, bouncing back at him and at the rest of the party with twice the force and volume he gave it.

And for several long moments, nothing happens. Curious, Abel and Dmitri both narrow their eyes and scent the air, but they turn to each other and shake their heads.

"I don't smell anything," Abel says in a whisper. "Nothing but the pitch from the torches--nothing at all."

Dmitri nods. "Nor do I... but that does not mean that nothing is there. Back a moment, if you will."

Abel nods and gently nudges Xander backward to give the wolfwere some room. Dmitri holds forth the quarterstaff he carries and begins to mutter a quiet chant.

Just as he completes it, two small specks of movement appear at the corners of their vision. A quiet 'meowwww' echoes from around the corner, and two small animals move lithely into view.

Xander's eyes light up. "Cats!" he cries, smiling. "Cats don't make me sick, do they Daddy? Can I have one??!" He darts forward and moves to pick one up, and Dmitri grabs him by the collar.

"Xander, no!" he shouts, swinging the boy around to put his own back to the animals.

And not a moment too soon--the creatures bare their teeth and hiss loudly. The sound is like a pine knot crackling in a fire, and the creatures leap--one at Dmitri's unprotected back, and one at Abel's face, biting and clawing furiously.

In the shaky light of the torches, Weathermay and the rest can see--the cat-like creatures bear no fur... merely a scaly hide the color of marble...  

As Abel and Dmitri spin around, attempting to dislodge the creatures from their backs, Herger and Rethel exchange a glance and move, dropping their torches to the ground. The pitch-covered sticks gutter momentarily, but do not go out.

Herger races forward--his speed belying his considerable bulk--and steps between Abel and Dmitri. He extends both hands outward and shoves each of them into opposite walls. Caught completely off-guard, the werewolf and the wolfwere each stumble backwards and slam into the stony cavern walls with a sickening crunch.

Still moving with eerie speed--his considerable belly dancing beneath his shirt--Herger grabs both men by the collars and pulls them face-down to the floor, dropping with them as he goes.

Revealed in the torchlight, the great feline bodies are torn, but their eyes still shine with unholy light--

Until Rethel discharges both his smokepowder pistols--the steel balls fly forward and slam into the eyes of each cat, closing them. The monsters are thrown off their victims by the force of the impact, but the lean sharpshooter doesn't stop there.

Kicking his foot forward, he launches one of the burning torches at his brother. Herger reaches up, snags it neatly out of the air by the non-flaming end, and smoothly touches it to each of the bodies--setting them ablaze.

The creatures howl in pain and defiance, but are quickly consumed by the yellow-orange fire. Fire that purifies some, and destroys others.

Helping the two men to their feet, and ignoring the shocked expressions on their faces, Herger nods to Rethel.

"Crypt cats," the hefty man spits in disgust. "Damned things." He then reaches down and picks up Abel's sword and Dmitri's quarterstaff and presents the men with their weapons, calmly retreating to the rear of the group again and picking up his musket from where it fell.

As Rethel reloads his pistols, the two brothers shrug. "About time we started earnin' our keep, ain't it?" Rethel says.

Dmitri nods, and Abel reaches out for Xander, who has stood completely still during the entire exchange. After making certain his son is unharmed, Abel turns to his servants.

"You've done well, my friends," he says, reaching a hand behind his back to dab at the wounds left by the felines' teeth. "And again, I owe you my thanks. But how did you--."

He is interrupted by Dmitri, who is once again sniffing the air. "Incense, brother," he warns Abel. "Sweet and spicy... yet tainted somehow. We are not far from your w--from the beast's followers." He glances down at Xander. "Can you be brave a bit longer, cubling?"

The young boy looks from Abel to Dmitri and back again, his wide blue eyes clearly visible in the flickering torchlight. "Yes," he says simply.

Dmitri smiles and squeezes the boy's shoulder. "And Ezra bless you for it, cub."

Xander looks curious. "Who's Ezra?"

Dmitri's smile widens. "I think you and I shall have a great deal to talk about--"

Suddenly another ragged scream pierces the air. Without a word, Dmitri, Xander, and Abel race off into the darkness, followed quickly by the rest of the group 

Megan feels the world about fade off into darkness as her minds empties of all traces of reality, or at least the physical reality and welcomes the Weave into her heart once more.  Its embrace envelopes her utterly and whispers into her mind as she seeks what it is she will need in the future to come.  She knows where what she seeks resides, though the path to it is never the same.

The weave spins inside her thoughts, churning upon the line between light and darkness, it is here that she must find the magicks able to restore the girls mind, if not, they must not exist at all.  Even if the witch cannot restore the girl to what she was, then at least she can restore her external beauty.  With haste, Megan slips through the weave, collecting the healing magicks required in doing so before resuming her search for the magicks she has heard of only in rumor and legend.

Beyond her, she is still aware of the world about, to describe the senses the meditation brings forth and to still allow other worldly contact is impossible, not even Megan could ever understand it, before long though, she never bothered to care how it was so.  Reaching out with her soul, she feels the touch of Kerridwen and Cernunoss, surely they will aid her now in the search of the lost arts.  

In the cave, Pendal tightens his grip on his sword even more as the strange choir continued to sing.  For him, the worst part of the situation at the moment is the aspect of the unknown surrounding this new event. Gritting his teeth, the halfling went through his various options, knowing that there was only one course of action.

"Only one way to find out what's going on."  The Halite thinks.  He turns towards the wounded lying on the ground.

"Kolos!  You and your brother watch over Father Wayfinder and the others while we scout ahead.

Shout if you have any trouble!"

With that, the cleric begins creeping towards the source of the... 'music'. 

Brom  looks towards the noise and sighs.

"Ezra, Hala and Bane," He muttered.  "Do I ever wish I had my pistols and pack."  

Cimmer was almost memorized by the chanting, for it sounded hauntingly beautiful. She wanted to pick out the words to make sure it was a threat or not. 

Cimmer sighed in frustration and shook her head as she pulled out her scimitar for defense if necessary. She tried pinpointing as she strained her ears to hone in on the music. Grendel stayed still trying to figure out what will come...

Crossbow at the ready, Mina follows the two men towards the music in the dark.  There was nothing she hated more then rash action; running into the unknown to face a mystery foe.  Poor organization.  It's a wonder that that halfling was still alive if he acted like this on a regular basis.

As she continued to jog after the others her mind fluttered beyond her, her eyes traveling faster then her feet, passing both the forms charging on ahead of her.  Even if they were willing to charge into the unknown, she was not.

As Mina sends her thoughts out in front of her, the singing seems to increase in volume. Glancing through her slitted eyes, she sees no reaction on the faces of Brom or Pendal, or on the faces of the Feldspar brothers, as they attend to the still-unconscious clerics of Ezra and Bane.

Closing her eyes again, she focuses her thoughts, and once more she is able to see--in her mind's eye. The perspective changes, moving forward fluidly and quickly, but she has no difficulty in following it, and no disorientation--thanks to her concentration.

The view before her swims into the darkness of the farther cave mouth, and back down into a side cavern. Always, she keeps the singing voices ahead of her, homing in on them as a giant eagle would home in on a tasty deer for breakfast.

After what seems like hours--but she knows mere moments have passed in the "real world"--her fluttering vision collides with the flat face of a cavern wall--

--and breaks through, into a large and spacious room. The cavern she is able to sense is easily twice the size of the guano-spattered one she and Brom and Pendal passed through. Flickering torchlight casts wavery shadows on the outer walls--these shadows dance and sway to the rhythm and music of the chanting voices.

A huge slab of hewn stonework dominates the room, but there isn't enough light from where her mental vision centers for her to see it clearly.

The chanting falls into silence for the briefest of moments, and a high-pitched cry rings out into the darkness...  

The moment he heard the scream, Brom began to run faster.  Glancing at Mina, he noticed her concentration.  Waiting for her to glance his way, he mouthed the words "Mind Link".  Maybe if they could communicate silently, this would go easier.  

The sudden scream sends a shudder down Pendal's spine.  The last time he had heard a scream like that, it was from some poor sod who was on a rack pulled a little too tight... Pendal pushed the thought out of his mind.  There'd be enough time to brood on that later.

Continuing his charge down the hallway with his sword raised high, the halfling glances to his side and notices Mina's brow furrowed in concentration.  The only logical explanation for that was a scrying spell.... he hoped.

Cimmer paused thoughtfully, for she is behind Pendal. She was not sure what the songs were a 

threat or not so she used a protection spell to protect the group from any danger that may lie ahead 

Grendel muttered, "Oh brother. This is fun..."

Cimmer glared at her friend and pulled out her scimitar just for more safety and the last in the group for the reason to see what the unknown possible threat could do. I won't run away this time. Memory or no memory she thought as crept slowly forward.  

The scream provides a rude awakening, snapping Mina out of her near hypnotic state.  As her eyes flash open she comes to an instantaneous halt.

"This is insanity!" she hisses loudly.  

The sound of her boots scraping in the dirt causes the others to turn back.

"We have wounded in the main cavern,  we are exhausted from the first battle and I have the distinct impression that we will be grossly out numbered if we charge in there.  I saw another large cavern, larger then any we have been through yet.  It was poorly lit, with only candle so I couldn't see much but I am pretty sure there was a some sort of stone alter in the center of the room".

Mina stared pointedly at the small group in the passage.  "It is my opinion, and I strongly  urge you all to agree with me on this, that we should take the wounded and get out of these caverns.  We should head for where Brom's friends are and return with reinforcements to deal with what is hiding here."

Her eyes quickly scanned the group, and feel on Pendal.  "This is not a retreat!" she added firmly, "but even the lowest ranked soldier knows when it is time to regroup.  The present situation is like initiating an attack in the fog, you do not know where you are going and you do not know what is waiting for you.  May be a only a bush... may be a cliff.  Now," she continues, glancing over the group, "are you with me?".    

Brom steps next to Mina and look her in the eyes. "Mina, how many other ways are there out of here?" The Shaper pointed out. "I know we can't go back the way we came, so is there any other way out?  If not, we have to go through there anyway."

Glancing down the passage, Brom sighed. "And I don't know what they're doing, but if that was a scream of pain...  Look, I've seen one too many cult rituals.  If everyone wants to leave, I'll go, we do have wounded who need help."  

Stopping in his tracks, Pendal ponders Mina's statement, turning it over in his mind.  The idea of laying down and sleeping for the next year sounded very tempting, but with the possibility of cultists nearby, staying awake for the next while didn't sound that bad.  Besides, he'd been through worse.  Putting his sword back beneath his cloak, he chuckles half-heartedly.

"Mina, I appreciate what you're trying to do, and I respect that.  However, if someone IS being tortured by a cult, I am NOT going to aside and do NOTHING!  Besides, haven't you ever heard of ingenuity?"

With that, the halfling removed a bottle from his cloak and took a slug from it, making a mental note to brew some more soon.  After a moment, Pendal began turning... invisible.

"I'm going to scout on ahead and find out what the problem is.  You guys go on back and look after the wounded... and see what you can do about setting up a defensive position from anything that comes around the corner.  The only thing worse than launching a poorly prepared attack is being unprepared for an ambush.  And I think we can all agree that there've been more than enough ambushes for one day."

The last thing to vanish was his snide smirk.  "Oh Mina, try to think of some better analogies by the time I get back, all right?"  

Sighing and rolling her eyes at the halfling, and not unhappy at his disappearance, Mina stared back at Brom. "I told you, it was too dark to see much, but I doubt there is much we could do now in our present state.  I'm starting to wonder if that halfling isn't more fighter then cleric!  He's practically a war monger the way he looks for fights, that one."  

She shakes her head and looks back at Brom.

"I promised I would get you out of here, safe and sound, and that is exactly what I plan to do.  How much energy do you have left?" she asked Brom as they turned back to the cavern.  "Shall I take the Father and you the Banite?  Frankly, right now I really don't care who knows what about me, I just want to get you and the rest of them out of here.  And the sooner the better".  

Cimmer shook her head listening to the three. Grendel was unusually quiet. Cimmer finally stepped behind the three and whispered firmly and harshly "Why don't we save ourselves? We're wasting time here. I mean look we're still in the stupid cave..."  

Brom glanced at his feet and sighed, realizing how difficult it was going to be to find consensus among these different people.

"I'm rather low." He admitted to Mina, attempting to ignore the disappearance of Pendal, hoping that the halfling wouldn't do anything stupid. "But I've left to many people behind.  I won't go out of our way, since we have wounded, but if we can help with reasonable safety, I can't just leave someone in trouble behind.

"I've done that too often before."  He murmured.  

Cimmer sighed, shaking her head, "I don’t understand. You would risk your life for the wounded?" 

Cimmer felt confused and Grendel's utter silence was not helping at all.

As the group considers its options again, the scream rings out again. Closer now, Brom, Mina, and Pendal can all hear the cry much more clearly--and immediately wish they could not. Their eyes widen as it rings out a third time--a high, ragged cry, dripping pain and... and outrage. The outrage of innocence lost--innocence taken forcefully.

The three look at each other in the wavering, unsteady light. Dear gods... a child crying?  

Cimmer winced a little and Grendel somewhat slumped. He knew something of what had happened years ago and didn't want her to go through it again.

Grendel sighed and shook his head, "Cimmer, please don't-"

Cimmer harshly whispered "no" to Grendel as she stepped forward with sympathy written on her confused face, "A kid? This changes our situation doesn't it..."

Cimmer looked at the group not really expecting an answer and cautiously ran towards the scream. Grendel thought she was acting too impulsively and ran up to Pendal. 

"Don't let her go!" he cried as he insanely nudged Pendal's heel as if to hint go after her. He knew he couldn't run that fast as long.

For a moment Mina's heart forgot to beat as the screams echoed in her head.

All other thoughts , any other possible plans that had seemed reasonable moments ago, vanish from her mind.  Any actual thoughts ceased, her mind a blank buzzing collage.  Crossbow in hand, she takes off down the passage towards the sound, hurdling the crocodile as she goes.  She passes Cimmer as she goes.  In her mind is a whisper reminding her that, somewhere, an invisible Pendal is roaming these same halls.  She slows her pace enough to limit the amount of noise her boots made on the rock and dirt floor.

Turning corners and bends Mina moves through the mysterious space.  Yes, she had been in these caverns before, but she had never ventured this far from the main tunnels.  This was all new turf.  As she slipped around yet another uneven edge in the wall she came to the end of her journey... a dead end.

From her scrying attempt earlier she new she had to get to the other side of this wall.  Her projected vision has been able to melt through the wall like a ghost, but the same would not likely be possible for her body.  From the other side of the wall the cries continued.  Mina considered her options.  She could just blast through the wall with little effort but that may put those on the other side in danger not to mention she could not be sure of the structural integrity of the caverns themselves.  There must be a way through.

At the same time Pendal was tracking the source of the voices, his hands searching the cavern walls for any hint of architecture or a secret door.  If there's anything that cults had enough of (besides members), it's secret doors.  The potion of darkvision he had taken earlier seemed to be granting the desired effect, but the rarity of the ingredients plus the fact that it was the only bottle he had brewed beforehand meant that he'd best be out of the cave before the effect wore off.

Another child's scream snapped back from worrying about provisions to the task at hand.  He felt the weight of the sword in his hand and smiled.  Who ever was responsible for this would face justice soon enough.  

Pendal moves along the cavern wall, his quick fingers moving deftly over the rough-hewn surface. With his newly-enhanced darkvision, the stone and rock that made up the wall appears as an interlaced pattern of gray and black shadows, rough as an uncut diamond....

Except there. Right THERE. A patch of surface slightly bigger than the halfling's hand, as smooth as blown glass. Feeling gently downward, he is able to detect a thin trail of the polished rock, dropping straight down to the cavern floor. At the very bottom, there is a single rough stone the size of his boot, protruding outward like a finger.

Meanwhile, the fine membrane of Mina's eardrum seems to shrink away from the sound of the crying. The chanting still surrounds it, weaving an undercurrent around the screams that is almost hypnotic--but her focus and concern for the one crying out allow her to push it away.

Feeling along the wall, she detects nothing out of the ordinary--but the stone seems quite thick. Tapping upon it gently with her knuckles, she hears a low *thoomp*--there is indeed space on the other side of the wall, but the wall itself is quite thick. Blasting through might be possible, but it would take a great deal of time. Time that the child--whoever he or she is--may not have...  

Frustration begins to build inside Mina .  She had found the space, she could hear the chants and cries, but she had no way in.

"Damn it!", she growls and hits her fist against the wall.  This was supposed to have been a simple search and rescue, find Brom and get him back to Carrick's house;  and then Brom had started talking about Able and the boys..... the boys.  She pounded her fist against the wall again.  Frustration was quickly becoming anger.

"Pendal!" she called out, as loudly as she dared, "Where are you, you smart-alec halfling?  I know you’re only invisible.  If your near let me know.  Have you found anything?  A door way?  An opening?  Anything?!".

Soon the anger would become desperation.  

The tone in Mina's voice startled Pendal for a minute.  Something about it seemed out of chara...... concern.  That's what it was.  And even more prominent was an underlying sense of fear.

So the Ice Queen does have a heart.  Pendal thinks.  He calls out to her.  "Mina!  Down here!  Found what looks like a trigger for a door.  Get whoever you can and have your weapons ready."  He listens to the chanting in the background, trying to discern the number of voices.  "And an army would be helpful as well!"

Part of him wanted to thoroughly examine the thing for traps, but another scream indicated that there was no time for such things.  Gritting his teeth the Halite, shrouded in invisibility, begins pulling on the protrusion in the ground.

Brom reached into his pocket and found the small ring that he had picked up earlier.  Reaching out, he puts his hand over the protrusion before Pendal can pull on it.

"Let's just give this a shot." He said as he placed the ring on the protrusion.

As Brom places the tarnished ring over the rocky protrusion, it slides on as if it were made to do so. A CLICK sounds inside the stony wall, and a four-feet-wide section of the rockface pivots, as if on an internal spindle.

With a grinding sound that would be extremely loud if not for the chanting, the edge of the door stops approximately two feet away from the main part of the wall.

Flickering orange light breaks in through the opened door, casting indistinct moving shadows on the far wall. The chanting immediately increases in volume--muffled as it was by the stone. A strong, spicy smell begins to waft into the tunnel--burning incense, if Pendal's nose is not lying to him.

The adventurers wait for another cry... but there is none. Only the chanting... which sounds strangely like... barking? Howling?

Or is that merely their imaginations?  

Hearing the barking, Brom felt a shiver go through his spine.  Wishing that he had his backpack, and the one or two scentbreaker potions, he swallows hard.

"We move quickly, and quietly." He murmurs. "I think that we might find out something about Abel's affliction here, Mina."  

As Brom and Pendal peer forward around the corner formed by the inner stone wall, their eyes begin to sting from the thick, heavy smoke in the air. The vapors carry the sweet, spicy scent they detected earlier.

Through the whirling gray haze, they can make out little, even with enhanced darkvision. The smoke does not impede the sounds of the chanting, which seem to be gradually speeding up.

From what little the two adventurers can make out, they seem to be far above the main floor of the chamber... which seems to be monstrously large. The back of a huge stone... SOMETHING faces them, hewn out of the chamber's inner wall.

The smoky air is warm... and gradually becoming hotter...  

Cimmer was creeping silently all this while and she never thought that this kind of crying lead to air which was becoming hotter. She realized she was in the back of the group again. Grendel was nowhere to be found, although it was not a big surprise. Cimmer knew he goes wherever he wants and he was probably taking care of the wounded. She hoped he wouldn't make it too visible. After a moment, she blinked and her face slightly changed from constant confusion to a hidden blank look.  The others seem to be preoccupied with what lies ahead. She smiled strangely and thought to herself, Arg, this memory loss charade is becoming tiring. Me? Of all people! This cave's really bugging me. Although it does have a homey touch. hmm...maybe I should watch. It's fun watching...

Cimmer wanted to snicker but held back since she knew that she might have to fight. She stood defensively and watched...

Mina remained a few paces back of the men, well man actually, at least that is what it would appear to the unknowing viewer. The hot, humid fog surrounded her more and more with each step making it harder and harder for her to breath.  Her crossbow still tightly gripped in one hand, the other untied the top button of her shirt, giving herself a little more breathing space.  She shoved up her sleeves and continued walking, never missing a beat.

When they stopped, finding themselves at a balcony-like edge, looking over a cavern, facing what seemed to be a man-worked all section.  Without a doubt, this was the room she had seen.  

Shortly ahead of Brom, Pendal scouts ahead for any sign of the cave's local residents.  The overpowering heat and smoke saturating the chamber makes the halfling immediately think of lava.

Why is it most evil cults insist of having lava within their underground layer?  Does it actually serve any practical purpose for their rituals?  He thinks.  Maybe it's just for decor, to make people realize that they have now entered a den of evil.  Someone's got to speak to these people about subtlety...

Pendal stops his rant as he spots the carved 'shape' hewed out in the cavern wall.  After getting his bearings as to where he was, he peers into the smoke filled haze below him, hoping to see what lies below the balcony.  As he does so, he creeps along it towards the carved figure, hoping to get a better view as to what was happening.  Besides, most dark rituals require an alter, and nearly all alters are located below whatever relief is present on the wall.  With another scream coming from the chamber, Pendal hurries his pace.  

As Pendal strains his head outward, peering beneath the balcony onto which he and Brom have crept, he sees a single figure standing below. The angle and the smoke in the air make it difficult to determine whether the figure is male or female... or height... or much of anything else.

As he places a hand against the outcropping to steady himself, a loose chunk of rock falls from beneath his fingers to rattle on the hewn stone floor thirty feet below.

The figure moves slightly, glancing upward, and Pendal catches a glimpse of his or her eyes... shining yellow, like some kind of animal...  

The sight of the eyes peering through the mists at him startles the halfling.  He tenses to leap down and attack the figure, remembering at the last moment that he was invisible to the creature.  The color of the eyes, in combination with the howling echoing throughout the chamber made him think of... werewolves?

By Vecna's crusty tooth... cursed Pendal silently.  All the fun of trolls, none of the weaknesses.  He grinned at the weight of the vorpal weapon within his hand.  I wonder how they feel about decapitation?

With that he searched the rock face for a good perch to grip, and as quietly as possible with his sword in one hand, he descended the rock face to the mist below.

I hope either Brom or Mina is reading my thoughts at the moment.  Something about being invisible makes it rather difficult to signal others silently.  Although the think smoke here might make that a moot point.

As Pendal descends the precarious rockface--his deft fingers finding cracks and holes where there seem to be none--the shadowy figure below him continues to stare upward. Keeping one eye on it, the halfling realizes thankfully that he hasn't been detected--the creature, whatever it is--must have noticed the falling rock.

As he moves downward, into the fog, he breathes in and clutches at his throat, barely suppressing a cough. The fog is indeed smoke--spicy smelling, but strong and thick enough to make his eyes water. A small choking sound escapes him, and the figure immediately tracks him again.

The halfling freezes, motionless. Now that he is closer, he sees that the figure is indeed tall and well-muscled--taller than most humans he has met. Apparently male, the figure is bare-chested, wearing what appears to be a toga around his waist. In his left hand (the wrist of which is encircled by a golden bracelet), he holds a pike, braced against the ground.

The man's yellow eyes track back and forth through the smoke, apparently searching for the halfling...  

Invisible to the naked eye, Pendal marveled at how the situation had gone from bad to ugly so readily.  Great.  Stuck on a wall with that psychopath looking for me, and unable to do anything about it.  And here I was only a few days ago deciding not to mix a feather-fall potion.  'What will I need that for?  It's not as if I plan to go cliff jumping or anything.'  Just my luck...

Apparently the loud chanting wasn't working to his advantage and masking his descent as he'd hoped.  He much preferred to continue climbing down the wall, but the way Tall-Dark-And-Mysterious was looking, it wouldn't take long for it to locate his position on the wall and either cook him with a fireball or skewer him with a spear. However, with the ground still not visible below him, jumping off wasn't a welcoming option either.  But he couldn't hang on forever, especially with a bastard sword in one hand.  And even if he could, the screaming indicated that the victim somewhere in here wouldn't.

Praying to Hala that the ground below was close (or at least there), the cleric pushed himself off the wall, ready to roll as soon as he hit the ground so avoid any welcoming party the sound of his landing would inevitably attract.  

As the halfling plummets, he has time to seriously reconsider the merits of his idea. Falling through the spicy-smelling fog, Pendal hits the ground just slightly off-balance, twisting his foot painfully.

Immediately he rolls to his left--just in time to avoid the blade hurled at his former location. The shiny blade twangs as it slices cleanly into the stone wall a hand from his head.

Looking upward quickly, he again spies the tall, shadowy figure glaring at him. The eyes of the humanoid creature flare bright yellow again, then narrow. The ears on either side of the his head twitch like the ears of a cat or a dog.

A low, inhuman growl rises in the man's throat, and he throws his head back, lips seeming to tear as his mouth opens impossibly wide...

A deep, rumbling howl fills the room, and the chanting is immediately silenced. Pendal's head twitches from side to side, trying to take in as much of the surroundings as possible. In doing so, he inadvertently takes a deeper-than-normal breath, and the spicy smoke makes him cough against his sleeve.

Cold fingers begin walking their way up his spine, but he manages to fight it off with his warrior discipline. Stepping forward, out of the flickering torchlight, are four other tall humanoid figures.

A wisp of smoke passes in front of them... and they no longer look so human. Their limbs, visible as backlit silhouettes, are wiry, muscular, and coiled with power. 

A drop of sweat trickles down the halfling's nose, as the old familiar combat-readiness comes upon him. Fight or flight, win or lose, live or die--he is ready.

Or so he tells himself... as all five figures immediately leap to the attack, snarling and spraying spittle all over. Do they SEE him? It suddenly doesn't seem to matter, as three silvery spears streak through the air, directly toward the invisible halfling's heart...  


Celestar exists the temple (in his human archmage form) carrying the frightened figure of Simion Vesp around the waist.  The pair make their way through the blizzard to around the location where Simion believes Castor and the dog-headed creature were left.  Unfortunately, the continuing blizzard has skewed any trace of them; the only clue left is Drinnik standing in the snow screaming to Amelia.  "Calm down, Mr. Shoehorn, you'll wear out your voice trying to top the volume of this storm.  Did you find anything concerning what happened to Castor?"  

The small group exits the abandoned temple, into the raging storm. Since that time, the wind has almost doubled in fury, the snow painfully hurting the face and eyes, and the cold biting in the heroes' flesh. But still they progress, Vesp leaning on Celestar's shoulder, who alone seems to have the strength to resist the terrifying wind. 

Above the characters, black clouds seem to rage, even now, in the dead winter that is Death's Glacier in the Sleeping Beast. Lightening flashes above, from time to time, never reaching the ground. The birds from the previous attack now lie buried in the snow, seemingly frozen to death. 

Suddenly, Celestar realizes that his own inner strength begins to fail face to the fierce wind around them. The storm's strength is now all but comparable to that of a real hurricane, blowing over the whole island. To a distant observer, the storm looks like a massive column of snow and wind, rising to heavens, with the island in the center. 

Finally, after what seems to be an eternity of dwelling through the endless white hell, the man and the celestial finally reach the sight of Drinnik Shoehorn, still somehow managing to stand on his feet, shouting something into the air. His words are now all but unheard to even himself in the endless, pitiless wind. 

Without warning, as if some higher force had waited for the three companions to join together, the storm's strength increases! It increases further, and the storm now changes into an uniform, impenetrable white wall all around them. The shout of the hurricane is now all but deafening, and the situation helpless. Soon, the wind be so strong as to blow them away, high, high above the ground, never to be seen again...

Celestar is the first to react. Quickly, he raises his golden staff high above in the air, mumbling some unheard mystical words. A white glow comes from the staff, as the angel thrusts it firmly into the ground. 

"Hold on to it!!!! - he shouts so hard that everyone hears, despite the shouting wind overhead - and don't let go!!! Or you'll be carried away!!!

It seemed to rage, even now, in the dead winter that is the Isle of Agony. Lightening flashes above, from time to time, never reaching the ground. The birds from the previous attack now lie buried in the snow, seemingly frozen to death.  

Shoving the tip of the staff into the snows beneath him, Celestar pushes Simion so the simple man is between the archmage and the staff.  Simion finds himself amazed at the strength of this seemingly old man. "Mr. Shoehorn, grab on!" Celestar calls out again.  

A terrified Simple Man asks "Where are we going?"  

Celestar calls back to Simion over the howling wings, "Hopefully, nowhere until we're in control!" and shouts into the snows obscuring even his angelic sight, "Mr. Shoehorn, hurry!"  

Drinnik holds onto the staff. "She is behind this, I know it!"

Celestar notices that the aura of uncomfortableness he usually feels around creatures of the night is not apparent in Drinnik anymore...  

"Who's behind it? I thought that... that creature that took your friend was male, it certainly sounded it." The Simple Man holds tight to Garudos, as if unwilling to let go, the aura of safety is apparently very comforting to him.  

"Not Trebor, a Vistani wench named Amelia." Drinnik growled.

Suddenly, as Garudos tries to focus his mind to find a solution to the current situation, his supernatural sight detects a movement overheard, on the top of a near mountain. Even through the blizzard, he spots a lonely figure standing above, strangely unaffected by the wind around it. The figure bows down, in order to lift what seems to be a huge boulder. And then... Celestar's eyes widen as he sees the rock being hurled in the direction of the party! The stone misses them, fortunately, landing somewhere to their left. But then the figure ahead grabs another boulder, and again sends it flying into their direction, landing somewhere near. This time, no doubt is possible. Whoever is up there, he (or she, or it) has set to strike them down!!!  


Garudos Celestar focuses harder, reciting the knowledge and words of the champions of good in the planar heavens entwined with his personalized magical incantations; a counterpoint of the arcane and the divine.

Protection is what we need, so protection we must gain.

The world cannot harm us, and we shall not harm the world.

The force of magic and power of righteousness will serve us, and we will serve righteousness with magical force.

We are one with the music of the spheres, and the sphere shall surround to protect and pacify those within...

Celestar's incantation seems to be doing its work. For just as the following boulder makes its way through the air (this time precisely aimed at the spot the heroes are standing), it instantly chatters, the pieces being carried away by the roaring hurricane. From above, a rage roar is heard. Though the wind blows in its greatest fury, the roar seems to be more powerful than even it. As though the tempest only enhanced its sound. No voice of a man it could have been. The voice of a monster...

The archmage say: "Something is out there, and it doesn't like us.  Now that we have some more physical protection, I'm going to try and get us out of here..."

Journey to earth and passage to heaven,

Destiny will carry through time and space.

Magic is the energy to take us where we need to go,

Faith is the power that will deliver us safely...   

September 7th, 756

midnight: 

Just as Castor is drawn towards the canine headed creature and 'Trebor takes his place behind the creature, another pair of intrepid adventurers materialize out of the storm, some 30 yards away, down the road. One a grey robed, black skinned elf with rose tined lenses for eyes, the second a young woman being forcefully lead towards the gathering by the tree by the other 'elf', who has a dagger to the lady's throat.

Once the canine headed creature has finished talking to Castor the half elf warrior slumps to the floor, his weakened body unable to hold his weight and the creature turns towards the newcomers, a toothy grin upon his face.

"Welcome Miss Beiderbecke, we have been waiting for you." He indicates to Castor, who raises his head at the mention of Evee's name. "I believe you know Mr Ravenwood already."

The black skinned elf releases his grip on Evee, removing the green blade from her throat and walks over to stand behind the creature on the opposite side to the other humanoid, who has the head of a war-dog and also wears dusty grey robes similar to those worn by the elf; it's eyes glow from the same rose tinted lenses. The scent of ash fills the air and assaults the senses.

Evee moves cautiously towards Castor and as she does she notices another grey robed creature lying beneath the nearby tree, this creature is rolling around as if in torment. The tormented creature looks to be a cross of the tow figures that stand behind the canine headed being, it has the head of a war-dog, but with the ears of the elf, it's fur also resembles the color of the elf’s skin, except for the slightest hint of green on top of it's head. It's hands are claws, similar the war-dog creature and although it's eyes can't be seen it's a safe bet they are made of the same rose tinted lenses as the other creatures. As Evee gets closer to Castor the canine headed creature speaks...

"I trust you know who I am?"

Evee shakes her head, trying to think of a way to aid Castor.

"My name is Inajira."

Evee tries to ignore what the creature is saying.

Castor, can you hear me? She sends through the telepathic link.

While doing that, Evee isn't doing what she crave for - to get shelter in Castor's strong arm. She knows that their emotional link can be a tool their enemies could play with. Castor, what is going on ? What is wrong with Trebor ? , she sends.

She also say, outloud "Inajira, huh ?" and then whispers "hey, gem, tell your master what is going on, we might need his help" That last comment was for Brace. Evee still have it in her belt pouch.

{Um... Miss Evee?} Brace mumbles. {He's says that he's a little busy and really far underground. Do you really need him?}  "No, but tell him what is going on", Evee says outloud, while looking at the still figure of Castor on the floor.

"Sir Inajira", Evee says, now looking at the demonic figure, hiding her fear behind a stone cold face, "We can't do nothing for you, we have nothing which you may want. Leave us alone. Let us go"

"But Evee, you just arrived, surely you don't want to leave the party so soon." He looks at Castor. 

"Besides I don't think Mr Ravenwood can leave right now and we have so much to discuss."

Under the tree the being in the dusty robes stops tossing and turning and begins to stir, moaning softly as if rising from a deep sleep.

"Ah the guest of honor is waking up, just a couple of other guests and we should be ready to begin. In the meantime why don't you sit and rest."

The last seems like a command and Evee feels compelled to sit.

The two beings behind Inajira stare straight at Evee and Castor, their respective captives, watching them closely as if expecting them to make some kind of hostile move.  

Evee doesn't say another word and stare at the demon. She make good care however as not to look in its eyes, as she remember having read that demon's gaze can charm. She then turn her gaze at the awakening figure, trying to figure out more ...  

Castor's head cautiously turns, taking in the scene before him from his prone position on the ground. As his eyes alight on Evee, their cold blue-gray color seems to lose some of its iciness.

Evee, he calls out to her. What happened? Are you hurt? Be careful when you speak with me--we don't know what powers this thing may have...
Evee turns to look at the figure on the bed, knowing she might not control her tears is she continue staring at Castor's blue eyes. I'm OK, don't worry. Nothing happened to me, she sends. I just have the impression that I'm a mouse in a trap ... Why is Trebor's father here ? Is it Trebor on the bed ? Then who is the other one besides Inajira ?
Aloud, Castor speaks to the war-dog headed creature before him. "Inajira, eh?" he manages to hiss through gritted teeth as his weight accidentally shifts onto his injured leg. "Well... you must be proud of Trebor... now that he's joined the family business. Murder, corruption, damnation... all in a day's work for you two, right? Or should I say...agh!... you three?"

He reaches into his belt pouch with his good hand, and the figure who captured him is immediately at his side, yanking the limb from the pouch. Clutched in it is a flask. Castor smiles bitterly. "Thirsty? It's only brandywine..."

If you're a mouse in a trap, we both are. As for what's going on here, I don't know yet--but that figure that brought you in looks familiar somehow... have you ever heard of drow? Castor's mental voice trembles slightly. Flickering her eyes back to him, Evee notes the pained expression on his face, the unnatural bend of his leg, and the way his left hand hangs limply at his wrist.  

Evee again refrains from running at Castor to help him. She feels so cold and alone. She now remembered that they haven't slept for the last 24 hours or more and suddenly feels feeble. She is glad to be sitting already.

She continues looking at the strange demonic trio and sends Castor, you don't look good... What about your other powers ? The one similar to Brom's ? I have a few powers left myself but it's been a long while since we slept so I'm close to total emptiness ... 

I don't feel good either. Ever since the... the child-thing attacked me--before Trebor or whatever this is came along--I've felt as weak as a newborn baby. Broken leg, broken wrist... and I can't seem to concentrate anymore. One or two mental powers, and I'll be empty as well. Completely defenseless... A sad smile crosses his face--or perhaps it is merely another grimace of pain.

How do we get ourselves into these things, Evee?  

Forgetting her fears for a moment, her smile is genuine when she sends Indeed, all of this is so far away from my simple farm life ... sheesh, that will something to tell our grand-children ...  

She then turns to Inajira, waiting for him to answer.  

Life has never really been simple, has it Evee? Every day brings more dangers and strange acquaintances... and more people you have to watch carefully... But you're right--and... and I'm sure you'll make a great grandmother one day... Castor's mental voice falls silent, and he turns to regard the creature still holding his arm.

"I promise it's only brandywine," he says through gritted teeth, no longer smiling. "Take a whiff... " He trails off again as the dog-faced creature tightens his grip on Castor's good hand. A quiet CRACK resounds as his second knuckle pops out of place, and the weakened blademaster curses under his breath...  

Inajari smiles as the dog faced creature pops Castor's knuckle and then calls the creature back using the name Trebor. At the mention of the name the dark elf,  the creature lying under the tree and the dog faced being turn towards the daemon.

Suddenly both of captured adventurers hear a voice through their shared link. You know it's rude to talk behind your host's back, I should punish you, but I won't, this time.

He then begins to speak normally. "It appears that my other guests have been delayed so we'll have to begin without them."

The being under the tree begins to climb to it's feet. It moves slowly, as if being manipulated, it's limbs moving mechanically. Once it is upright it opens it's eye lids which reveals the same rose tinted lenses as you have come to expect from this collection of beings. It looks around and does not appear to notice the other beings that bear a striking resemblance to him. He also only glances at Evee and Castor, as if not recognizing them. Inajira beckons it towards him.

The two other beings begin to become transparent, fading from existence. The change is only gradual but over the coarse of the minute or so it takes for the other creature to reach Inajira it definitively becomes noticeable., though the creatures do not seem to notice.

Once  the creature is standing next to Inajira he puts an arm around it's shoulder and smiles again. 

"You are correct Mr Ravenwood, I am a proud father, but not as proud as I would lie, that is why you are here, to bring my son home to me."

Looking closely you can see that the sparkle that is normally so obvious in Trebor's eyes has gone, he appears to be a hollow shell, empty on the inside. The other creatures continue to slowly fade.

Inajira looks at Trebor. "Son, do you recognize these people?"

Trebor stares long and hard at the pair and a spark of recognition flickers across his face, he turns to his father and nods. "They are Castor Ravenwood and Evee Beiderbecke, two of my travelling companions who are protecting the child Galen." His voice sounds hollow as well, the words spoken without emotion as matter of fact statements.

"Good, then we'll begin" Says Inajira. He looks at the pair, “you know we should retire to somewhere more comfortable and with less chance of unwanted company, I do so hate gatecrashers don't you?"

He waves his hand and moments later the group are in a warm room, that has a roaring fire in the hearth. The place looks familiar and on closer inspection appears to be one of the guest rooms of the Malodorous Goat tavern.

The two other beings stand silently behind Inajira's chair, Trebor is sitting in a chair next to him, hollow eyes focused on Evee and Castor. Two empty but comfortable looking chairs stand behind the pair. Inajira motions to the chairs for the pair to sit.

"Now down to business, Miss Beiderbecke, Mr Ravenwood, recent events aside, would you describe Trebor as a friend?"

For a quick moment, Castor is startled by the abrupt change in surroundings. Recovering quickly, he glances around, apparently perceiving the familiarity of the room. Turning his head, he looks behind him, then back at Evee. She 'hears' nothing through their mental link--apparently the half-elf realizes it is not so private as they had hoped--but she sees (or thinks she sees) his left eye drop in a quick wink meant to be reassuring.

Or perhaps she imagines it.

Limping gingerly backward, Castor falls heavily into the chair, the wood creaking as he does so.

"And why not?" he muses out loud, apparently to himself. A humorless half-smile plays about his lips as he holds both his hands in front of his bloodshot eyes. The left one still hangs limp and lifeless from his wrist, while the right one throbs nastily, knuckles swollen to twice their normal size. His arms, however, are thinner--the sleeves of the white tunic he wears flap noticeably in the warm, moving air of the room. 

"This all makes perfect sense, doesn't it, Evee? All the time we've spent trying to help three children find their parents... and--agh!-- now Trebor's father comes for him--a real family reunion--and for us. And they say the gods have no sense of humor.

"What--argh!--what would you know of friendship, Inajira? From what Trebor has told us, your kind deals in avarice, greed, lust... not--argh!--camaraderie..."

As the half-elf speaks, he takes a swig of the brandywine in the flask... perhaps hoping to dull the pain that causes him to gasp out every few moments.

After Castor answers, Inajira's gaze turn to Evee. She ignores him for a moment, the time she spends telling Castor, outloud "Since when do you drink, Big Boy ? I'm not your mother, but I don't think you should be drinking now. We need clear ideas for that casual meeting ... please ..."

She then turn back her attention to the demonic figure "Yes, I do consider Trebor to be a friend. Nearly since when I first met him. I always fought by his side to protect the baby named Galen, until recently, when I found another cause to be more urgent. I'd have done many things for him and he knows that."

Inajira watches Evee closely as she speaks as if trying to detect any hidden motive or meaning in her words.

"I thought you would say that, after all why wouldn't you believe Trebor to be a friend, as I said he aided you in every way possible. But you never helped him did you Evee, not even when he came to you and asked your aid in rescuing Galen, not even after you promised you would always be there to help him. From the start he aided you, made you feel secure in his presence, but you spurned him in favor of the other children, left him to seek your ward, your charge, the whole reason you are on this quest, alone. No-one likes an oath breaker Evee, least of all someone who prides himself on agreements, and you broke you oath to him."

He shakes his head in mocking sadness.

"I would have thought you capable of so much more, but appearances can be deceiving and that is clearly true in your case."

He looks to Castor. "What about you Mr Ravenwood, would you consider Trebor to be a friend?"

Trebor remains still, no emotion crosses his hollow features, the shell of the tiefling is clearly empty. The tow other beings continue to slowly disappear, they are slightly transparent now but still seem to be fully able to manipulate the world around them, though they stand still and unmoving.  

Evee interrupts "What ? Can I add something ?"

Inajira was going to answer but Evee doesn't wait:  "Who are you to say that ? You do say I'm an oath-breaker, where does that comes from ? Which oat ? Hey, I'm not married to your son ! Just because once we had different opinions is making me an oath-breaker ? Seriously !"

She repeats what Inajira just said, slightly mimicking his voice, but not making fun of him (fiends are dangerous, she heard)  : "I would have thought you capable of so much more, but appearances can be deceiving and that is clearly true in your case."

"I'm not surprised that someone doesn't find me good frequentations for his son... It happened before" (sad smile) "... but, from a fiend, I expected something better ! I'm not an oath breaker, OK? ..."

Evee is angry but is able not to show it too much. She is also somewhat more relaxed. 

Inajira is clearly amused by Evee's spirit in standing up for herself.

"But Evee dear you are an oathbreaker, even if you don't remember the oath."

Evee raises an eyebrow, inviting the Fiend to continue. "When you first met Trebor you were partaking in a competition with a Dr Simon Saint Saens. Dr Simon was using the competition as a means of scouting potential targets for his experiments and Trebor saved you from such indignation by giving you a pouch of gold. Your own words after this generous act were..." He mimics Evee's voice almost perfectly "Thank you for such a kind gift and know that if you ever need my aid I will be there."

Evee is about to say something but this time it's Inajira's turn to cut her off. "So you see you did break an oath to my son and he's not very happy about it."

Castor, who has remained silent up until now cuts in before anyone else can speak. "You have not answered my question, what do you want with us?" He speaks bluntly, keeping his sentence short so as to concentrate of controlling the growing pain within him.

"All in good time Mr Ravenwood, remember patience is a virtue." Replies Inajira, never taking his eyes of Evee.

"So Miss Beiderbecke, do you still deny you broke an your oath to Trebor?"

"Inajira, yes, I deny that I broke an oath to Trebor. I've always considered him a friend and would never hurt him... and I trust he knows it ..."

Evee waits for a moment and adds "What do you want from that masquerade, Inajira ?"  

Castor glances down at the flask of brandywine in his (slightly) stronger hand. The dislocated knuckle still throbs and it--along with all the other sprains and breaks in his body--threatens to drive him mad from the pain. Try as he might, he does not remember what it was like not to hurt--if he ever lived in that state, free from this agony, it was gone, like the sight of a beautiful woman through a drunken haze of wine. A flash of possibility, nothing more.

But perhaps there is hope... it will take time, but perhaps some still remains...

The half-elf considers Evee's words as best he can, and recaps the flask. It is a clumsy job with only one good hand, but he manages it, and tucks it away into his belt pouch.

"Do I consider Trebor a friend?" he muses out loud, echoing Inajira's words through gritted teeth. "Once, yes--or as close to one as I thought likely to find here. We had a common goal for the--argh!--moment... and we fought alongside each other. Comrades in arms at least..."

He wipes the perspiration from his upper lip with the sleeve of his tunic, wincing as he does so. "And I never betrayed Trebor, however you might try to twist the truth. I disagreed with him, yes... and his pompous attitude irritated me to no end... but I did respect him.

"And you still haven't answered--ack!--answered us. Why do you care? You didn't even... know he existed until now. Would you avenge your 'poor son', Inajira? Protect him from the --argh!--'bad old mortals' who hurt him?"

A bleak, humorless smile pinches Castor's face. Or at least, his teeth show themselves. Evee sees that they are yellow and crooked--wholly unlike the even white teeth Castor has always sported.

What is happening to him? How sick is he, truly?  

Inajira seems impressed by Castor's reply, but turns to address Evee first. "How can you deny that you broke an oath? You went back on your word, hence you broke your word. Ah well it doesn't matter, as long as Trebor knows the truth all will be well."

He returns his gaze to Castor. "A noble answer you gave, all full of honor and goodness, just like I expected. You wish to know my part in this?"

He grins. "You are right, until recently I did not know of the existence of my son, I believed the Drow sleeper who was no more than a pawn in my schemes, had died leaving no heirs, evidently I was wrong. Once I knew about him I simply wanted what was best for him... and me."

The two figures stop fading and remain in a semicorporal state. Trebor remains emotionless and empty.

"You see I know that except for two others who could not make it too the party, Trebor respected you two and considered you is most worthy pawns, knowing that I just had too meet you."

He waits to see their reactions.  

Evee wisely choose to keep her mouth shut, as she feels Inajira is trying to make them angry and exploit that with his son.

After a moment, she replies, in a calm but clearly irritated voice "What do you mean, pawns ? That Trebor considered us pawns ? Pawns for what ?"  

 His cold blue eyes still sharp despite the obvious haze of pain in them, Castor mentally files away Inajira's curious reaction. He remains silent, flexing his right hand gingerly. It pops loudly as the dislocated knuckle seemingly finds its proper position again... but he never takes his eyes from the arcanaloth.

Sitting rigidly in the chair, he awaits Inajira's explanation, if one should be forthcoming...

Inajira smiles for a moment, “pleased that you didn't know that you were being used”.

"Why you were merely his pawns, a way for him to prevent Galen falling into the hands of another, more powerful entity who could use the power inside the child to harm him. He used you all from day one, earning your trust by being the best friend he could, gaining promises, just like yours, Evee, promises that meant he could call on you for aid. He used his power to protect you, knowing that you would do the same for him."

He looks at Castor, popping his knuckle back into place.

"The reason you are here is to bring Trebor back to the fold, to make him see that I am his salvation. You will help me convince him to come with me, for he is not a willing pupil and hates me greatly, fortunately for me I have something to work with, a curse that has made him become that which he hates, me."

Evee is glad she is sitting as she feels her leg would tremble if she wasn't, from fear that what the demon says is truth. How she feared treachery...

But she listens to the demon and then angrily rolls her eyes. "Sir, I don't believe you. You are lying. You are badly portraying the Trebor I know. I'd believe that story if it was Trebor who would say so, and I'd be really surprised if he did. It is lies ..."

To Castor do you believe that ?

Through the link, both Evee and Castor feel immense pain through their mental link causing them to grip their heads and press tightly as if to hold in their minds. I have told you both before. It is impolite to talk behind your hosts back, do not do it again..
At Inajira's telepathic intrusion, Castor cannot suppress a scream. Yellow teeth clenched in a snarl, eyes clamped tightly shut, he groans as blood begins to pour from his nose.

The red fluid drips over his stained white tunic, adding bright crimson to the rust-colored splotches already there--the blood from enemies fought and vanquished.

Leaning forward over his knees (the right one swollen noticeably larger than the left), he retches violently. If he had eaten anything in the past day, it would now be on his boots.

As the nausea passes, the blood continues to drip from his nose and he wipes it with the sleeve on his right arm.

Inajira smiles as the pain subsides within his two captives. "You say you want to hear it from Trebor himself, to know that he has been using you all from the start. Very well. Miss Beiderbecke, I believe you have the ability to use magic, take this."

He hands her a scroll. "It is a spell of truth, cast it on Trebor, ask him yourself."

The Daemon reclines in his chair, sitting far back in the deeply cushioned seat. A smile crosses his lips as Evee decides what to do next.

Evee look furious at the yugoloth after the head thing, but she says nothing. She look at him and promises herself a revenge later. 

Shen takes the scroll he hands her and look at it. "Only way to know if it's true, huh ?"

Without looking at the scroll, she turns toward Trebor, who was still silent and blasé, and ask "Trebor, is it true what your father told us ? That you used us ?" 

Trebor ignores Evee's question, acting as if he had not heard her.

"'Salvation'?" Castor croaks out weakly, a sickly smile tugging at the corners of his mouth, "You avoid the--agh!--question, Inajira! What is Trebor to you? Can you not just force him to obey you? Why do you--agh!--need us?"

As Evee glances over at him, she sees nothing but pain on his face--a face that seems much older than it did when they parted in the forest. Still pale, but weathered... and is it a trick of the light, or is that a patch of gray at his temple? The mental link is still there, but his inner voice remains silent. 

"And if--argh!--if he knows we mean nothing to him... nothing but pawns as you say... why would he care what we tell him?"  

"Because, Mr Ravenwood, a willing pupil is so much better than a pupil that does not wish to learn. As for why I need you, it is enough for you to know that he has grown fond of his pawns and does not wish to waste their talents, even growing to trust their council. I need to break that bond, prove you are not worthy of his trust and then he willing to submit himself to me."

He looks at Evee, eyes glowing with a mixture of pleasure and anticipation.

"He can't hear you, he can't here anything, he's an empty shell and mind that cannot connect with it's body. The spell will tap into that mind, make it give you the truth you crave. Cast the spell Evee, cast it and know the truth."

He waits for Evee or Castor to react.  

Evee look at the confident demonic figure before her and say "I don't trust you... Hey, why should I ?  How do I know this is the right spell ? How do I know this spell is what you say it is ? ... No way, I'm not casting that scroll" With that, Evee let the scroll drop on the floor.  

"You don't have to trust me, read the scroll and find out for yourself, you don't have to cast the spell to recognize it. Or, if you want, take one of Trebor's scrolls and use that, you know that his scrolls can be trusted."

He looks at Trebor and indicates to the bag hanging from the Tiefling's waist. As Evee wonders what to do he looks back at her and Castor and leans forward in his chair before continuing to speak.

"Before you dismiss my claims, there is one more thing you should consider, Trebor is my son and the son of a Drow matriarch, the blood that flows through his veins is tainted with the evil you dismiss so easily. The point is do you really believe that one so tainted could be truly good and devoted to a cause other than their own? Do you really believe that when he left you and visited Mr Hellspont that he wasn't tempted, that if Max hadn't cut short the conversation he wouldn't have switched to the side the benefited him the most? Do you truly believe that he kidnapped Darius Telkmnor so Max would trust him enough to reveal his secrets and not to remove a possible threat to his plan for Galen?."

He sits back again while the pair consider his words.  

Castor grimaces again, leaning back in the chair and looking up at the ceiling. The blood continues to drip from his nose, flowing down his face and across his lips. He licks them absently, refusing to look at Inajira, and squeezes his 'good' hand into a white-knuckled fist.

Evee has time to wonder to herself. Is the demon getting to him? Does he believe what Inajira is saying?

After a few moments of silence, Castor does speak. His voice too has lost most of its strength--still a pain-laden croak more than anything else.

"I'm sorry," he whispers, still gazing up at the ceiling, "but you'll have to do better than that. I have heard of drow, and I know something of the evil they do--stories at least. But it is no greater than the evil humans and surface elves do every moment of every day, with every other creature they deem 'inferior'. And..."

He trails off and focuses his gaze back on Inajira. Some part of the yugoloth's mind notes that Castor's eyes look like those of a dead man. He stares at the fiend--through the fiend--as though Inajira were not even there.

"And I would think Trebor's 'evil' would come as easily from your side of the family as his mother's. Perhaps even moreso."

Another sickly yellow smile. "And even if you tell the unvarnished truth... why should we help you? Do you intend to slay us where we sit if we do not? "  

"Nothing so vulgar, but be warned that only I know where Galen is." Inajira pauses for a minute and a wide grin, again, splits his canine face. "Besides, your help is not necessary, just preferred. I do not need you, but it would make the transformation more complete and much simpler."

He looks at Evee, who is still contemplating the scroll he gave her. "You require proof, but do not trust me enough to use a scroll penned by me, very well. These..." He indicates to the two vanishing creatures, "are Trebor. They are the parts missing from him, one half for each side of him. If they merge back with his body they make him whole again. Small parts of them can bring him back for a short while."

He stands up and walks slowly around the chair, carefully drawing an exquisite dagger. He raises the blade as he nears the drow figure and quickly brings it down severing a finger. The creature doesn't seem to notice the lack of a digit and remains standing and unmoving. He approaches the second creature and again raises the dark grey blade, candlelight flickering up and down the macabre engravings decorate it's surface, again quickly bringing it down to sever a finger. 

After carefully replacing the dagger inside his rich robes he moves to Trebor, who still sits empty and unmoving, and places the two daggers in the tieflings mouth where they quickly disappear. A faint glow flickers into existence inside the rose tinted lenses of Trebor's eyes. He murmurs something unknown and looks around the room slowly, his actions looking as if he where under the influence of a slowing spell. He tries to shake his head to remove the fuzziness and appears to fail. His eyes settle on Evee and Castor, vague recognition apparent in his eyes, which appears to be misted over. 

Inajira smiles at Evee and the indicates to Trebor with a wave of his hand. "Go ahead, Evee dear, ask Trebor if what I said is true."

After that he settles back into his chair and watches to see what Evee does.  

"Evee dear, you said ? since when ?" Ignoring Inajira's malicious smile, Evee go toward Castor and give him a squeeze on one shoulder, with her hand. "Hang on", she murmurs.

She sits next to Castor and look at the weird thing that is Trebor. "Hello Trebor. I want to ask you something. Inajira is trying to convince us that you used us as pawns for the control of Galen, since the beginning. Is it true ?"  

Trebor looks at Evee, his eyes empty and hollow, a spark of recognition flares across his face before disappearing. "Yes." Is his simple answer to the question. The room appears to grow slightly colder, but it could just be your imagination.  

Evee listens to Trebor and hears what she thought was impossible.  She stares eyes wide at him for a long moment, again ignoring Inajira's smile, then she takes her face in her hands and sigh. My friend betrayed them... me ... It can't be true ! It just can't be ! It's a lie ! Please ... 

But thinking more, the truth suddenly came to her like a blunt weapon hit:  It was  Trebor who answered... I don't know why he is kept in this state by Inajira, but I know it is Trebor who answered, I saw it in his eyes ...  WHY ?   Why did he do that ? We would have helped him anyway ! ... Why all   my so-called friends betrayed me ! Will it be the same from Castor ? Is it what Sophia predicted ? Oh, no ... Let me go from here, I wanna go home, please let me go ... I wanna see Leon …  Evee's shoulders start shaking softly.  

Inajira snaps his fingers and the room visibly darkens while becoming gradually colder. The two other parts of Trebor's person fade suddenly to mere ghosts, allowing the door to the room to be seen through them. As the creatures fade the spark within Trebor grows, though his expression remains cold and soulless.

As the room grows colder and darker a faint glow can be seen within the Tiefling's eye lenses, betraying the return of his consciousness and he begins to slowly shake his head giving the appearance of a man waking from a deep sleep.

He mumbles a few words of a strange and unfamiliar language before stretching and yawning deeply. At last he looks at his surroundings and seeing an injured Castor and a weeping Evee, looks to Inajira, anger crossing his face.

"What have you done to them?" he asks his voice barely a croak, though he does not seem to understand why.

"Me? I have done nothing, this is all your work, son". Replies the Daemon, his face solemn but a look of amusement briefly crossing his eyes. "It appears your plan backfired, your pawns know you for what you are and what you intended for Galen and themselves and they are most displeased." He waves his hand in a grand sweeping gesture that encompasses both Evee and Castor.

Trebor looks from Evee, still weeping, to Castor and back and forth between the pair for several tense moments before fixing his stare on Castor. "What has he done to you?"

Castor is unable to answer because a sudden fit of coughing forces him to clutch at his chest. When he looks up blood can be seen staining his teeth crimson.

Trebor looks at Evee. "You can't believe him, he's lying, you know I would never harm Galen or any of you. I don’t know what he has told you but it's not true!!"

Evee looks up, a mixture of anger and sadness evident on her face. "It's not what he said but what you did." She says softly.

"I... I don't know what to say" He lowers his head in shame and goes silent.  


Megan felt the embrace of the deities begin to slip as she pulled herself away from the weave, into reality.  Or rather, the reality more accustomed to the human mind.  Even after all these years, she still had no better understanding of it as she did then, the feeling of being completely alien and having no form was not one you wished upon yourself for to long.

Finally, the room where she sat came back to her, as well as her physical form.  Spending a few moments regaining the faculties of her body before he rose, she looked back at Jeris, still laying in the bed behind her.   Climbing on shaky legs, her own injury striking like lances into her thigh, she circled round and moved Jeris's hair aside, placed her hands and let the healing energy flow from her, restoring the girls beauty.  If not her mind, this was the least she felt she could do.

Megan then sat once more and uncovered her leg, the bullet had made quite a mess, but the magick easily restored that to.  Though it would remain stiff for another hour or more, she could at least aid others more effectively.

Walking into the front room, Megan looked around to see if the others had got back yet....  

 "Anna, Take the babe while I cut up some food for it." Handing the child over to the priestess Jasper looks at the swaddled form. Knowing that babes of that age show no emotion the cat-man can not help but think the look of fear fills the small black eyes. 


The face of a dog. 

"AHHHHH!!!" Jasper screams as pain shoots through his head.

Three forms, gloating over a fallen form. 

The pain grows stronger and more focused. It is as if someone is trying to escape out his eyes.

"Welcome Miss Beiderbecke, we have been waiting for you, I believe you know Mr Ravenwood already..." 

The swirling images begin to burn there way into Jasper brain as he tries in vane to block them.

"I trust you know who I am...." 

"NOOOOOOO!!!!!!"

"My name is Inajira."

Inajira......

Inajira......

Finally free of the pain Jasper begins to resume a standing form. 

"Sister. Pray...Pray to who ever will listen...Pray for strength and forgiveness....Gather the child, wrap him a in warm clothes and yourself too." As he speaks a fiery green glow erupts from his eyes.

"But brother why do we venture out into the snow and cold?

"To kill a deamonling....My Ezra forgive me...."

As Garudos intones the last word of his Celestial incantation, the stars in his eyes brighten to such as shine that it feels as though the archmage, the simple man, and the vampire are swimming in a pool of light.  Drinnik screams as the instantaneous journey feels to last an eternity...

...The stars cool and Celestar rises from the floor, helping Simion Vesp to his feet.  The simple man rubs his eyes as he adjusts to the change in light, while Drinnik remains on the floor; hands clamped tightly over his face to block the radiant journey.  Garudos surveys his surroundings.  The spell was successful; they have returned to the guest room upstairs in the Carrick house.

'We will be safe from the storm... for now,' Celestar thinks to himself.  'Now we have to find Trebor, Galen, and Castor.'

"You can open your eyes now, Drinnik; our escape is complete."  Looking at the shivering Simion, the archmage offers, "Let's go downstairs and start a fire by which you can warm yourself."

Looking back to ask, "Are you coming, Mr. Shoehorn?" Garudos supports Simion as they head down the stairs into the main room of the Carrick household to find a fire burning already and Megan coming out of her reverie at their arrival.

"Miss Llewelyn, it's a pleasure to see you again," Celestar greets her as he seats Simion down in front of the hearth.  Giving her a briefing on the recent events, he finishes with the disappearance of Castor, to be interrupted by Jasper's entrance.

"Don't forget Evee," the form in the door way calls out. Throwing down his heavy cloak Jasper looks at the gathering. "And you don't have to find them, I know where they are. The demon that has masqueraded as Trebor took them. There are now in the Malodorous Goat Tavern. Humph, never though I'd say that name again. The child knows, he-it showed me everything. But with this bloody storm I can wander around for days and never be more than a mile from town. We know where they are and I can't do a damn thing to help."

Grabbing a stray bottle of wine Jasper downs it in one gulp, throwing the bottle into the growing flames. 

"Brother, you can-"

"Go away, go pray to your goddess or something. Everyone leave me alone."

"But-"

"LEAVE ME ALONE!"

At that Jasper grabs his cloak and curls up in a corner staring at the fire. 

"What about Galen; does Trebor still have him?" the archmage asks before he is distracted by movement from the corner of his eye.  "Jeris!" he exclaims.  "Are you all right?"  

"It is good to see you as well Garudos, and the rest of you". Megan adds whilst looking around at them "I think Jeris will be okay, I healed her wounds, the physical ones at least.  Mo'Dahl did something to her, I don't know what.  It almost seems that she has been reduced to a child in her mind."

"As for Galen, I think Jasper has him, he was here with Anna I think, I don't know where they are now though." Again she looks around the group that had just arrived, worrying that something else may be wrong. "Has something happened that I don't know of?"  

"Mr. Ravenwood has disappeared.  Apparently, Mr. Mintt showed up while Drinnik and I were confronting Miss Astranni Dottir and spirited him away.  Also... I believe that there is a powerful demon present in the area, of a kind known as the arcanaloth.  If this is true, we may have quite a bit on our hands to worry about.  I will meditate and try to pinpoint their location," the archmage offers.  

"Trebor isn't acting himself if you ask me.  He claimed that myself and Jeris weren't captives, but wanted us to some degree, he paralyzed Jasper and Anna in the doorway and interrogated Jasper before leaving.  I would almost swear it isn't the same person if it wasn't for his scent."

Megan looked a little perplexed for a moment and then continues. "I have heard the name Dottir several times since I joined the group this morning, who is this person?  As for a demon, I haven't felt anything, but my power doesn't extent that greatly."

"Also, do you have to be so polite all the time, I assure you that you can just call me Megan, I won't take offense to it." She then smiles at the arch mage.  

The simple man looks around, surprised that he is alive and in some unknown place. He sits down in one of the few unbroken chairs and cradles his head in his hands before beginning to sob. As the others talk he continues to cry, not knowing what is going on, where he is or why he has been drawn into something far greater than he could have imagined possible.

Suddenly his head jerks upwards sowing a tear stained face. He looks towards Garudos and tries to get the attention of the mystical being that saved him from the storm. Finding that his frantic gesturing is getting him nowhere and his voice has been reduced to a croak by the constant sobbing he gets up and taps the Celestial on the shoulder, again feeling the comfort that such close proximity to the angel provides.

When Garudos turns he Simion manages to croak out a sentence. "He's... coming, the creature, it's coming."

He seems very distressed and the only thing stopping him from collapsing is the aura of safety afforded by the Celestial.  

Drinnik looks at the fire. "Trebor never spoke of Yugoloth's much, I'm sure Garudos' knowledge is superior to mine, but he said that arcanaloth's are barters and traders, that they make the contracts that bind the most."

Megan, quite unnerved by the demons name decides that maybe she had better sit down also.  "Yugoloth? Arcanaloth? What are these things? I have never heard of them.  And as for this Inajira, I have heard horrible stories of him from others.  He is something I would prefer not to face, but if the safety of others relies on it, you can expect whatever aid I can give."

At this point, Garudos Celestar has been seated, his eyes closed and looking beyond what the others can see in the room.  Despite his concentration elsewhere, he unconsciously comforts Simion Vesp.

After several long minutes, the archmage opens his eyes.  "I think I know where they are.  The presence of an arcanaloth such as Inajira is strong, even more so by proximity to Mr. Minntt.  We need to find them and discover what is happening, and if Inajira is indeed in Lamordia."

"We also need a few people to stay behind and take care of Galen," he continues.  "I can't carry the infant with me, and we don't want it to fall in Inajira's hands.  Who has the child at the moment?"  

The simple man continues to mumble, over and over. "He's coming... he's coming." His words become louder and he falls to the floor clutching his head. "He's almost here, we must escape."

He begins to rock backwards and forwards repeating the phrase over and over like a mantra.  

Megan was starting to get very nervous now, Inajira's power is superior to Trebor's?  That was something she thought hard to imagine.  If this demon was, then he may be more than the entire group could handle this time.  Fighting other men, women and more mundane monsters was one thing, a demon was something Megan never thought could exist until she arrived on this world.  She said a silent prayer in her mind and drew herself back from her thoughts

"Will we be able to stop this Inajira from taking Galen from us?  If I may though, I would prefer to go face him than wait to hear for news."  

Simion Vesp, alarmed that no-one is listening to his jumps to his feet and runs around the room, grabbing people and, while shaking them, shouts. "He's here, I told you he was coming, we're all going to die." After doing this to three or four people he runs straight out  of the building, screaming all of the way.  

Drinnik watches the man dwindle into the distance. "What a strange person." he turns to Garudos. "We need to get to Trebor. The borders have been sealed by Adam, so we can not leave via magical nor mundane means. Tell me, Mr. Celestar, are you familiar with the phrase 'reality wrinkle'?"  

Megan, after been violently shaken by the hysterical man gets up and walks to the door after him.  She looks about outside but sees nothing, as if he had faded into the blizzard itself.  As to his warnings of Trebor being there, she could see no trace of that either.  A little worried, she turns back to the others.

"I don't see him out here, neither of them.  Do you think Trebor will come here, or will we have to go to him?"

A frozen blast of wind slams into Megan's back, throwing her gown wildly about her.  Those that are looking her way see patterns running along her lower legs in various shades of white, yellow, red and pink.  Feeling cold in the open doorway, Megan closes it again and rejoins the others at the table.  

"Vaguely, " responds the archmage to Drinnik earlier question, as he follows Megan to the door.  Glancing at Miss Llewelyn, he continues "I know that some creatures, such Inajira and possibly Mr. Minntt, can cross the borders, even when closed, on my own.  I learned the phrase from Isolde of the Carnival."  Turning to Megan, he changes topic to "It's okay, I will pinpoint him with my magic and fetch him."  With a muttering under his breath, the archmage places his right hand to his temple, his eyes glowing golden as he focuses on Simion Vesp.  After a few moments of divination, he speaks to the others, "I believe that I have located Mr. Vesp.  However, the presence of whom we presume to be Inajira has grown stronger... there may be a bit of truth in Mr. Vesp's warnings that he is coming.  I will go and bring him back here before he freezes.  The rest of you, please watch Galen and Jeris; I know you will all make sure they are safe." 

Garudos gets barely 20 paces from the door when he almost trips over a solid object. A quick glance down reveals the Simple Man, lying under a this layer of snow. He appears to be barely alive and his body seems to have begun to turn to some kind of mush, leaving him a water filled sack of flesh.  

As he carries Simion Vesp's body back into the house, another thought comes to Garudos.  "Elmar?" he calls out.  "Are you still out here?  Get inside before you freeze!"  Realizing the necessity to hurry inside, he rushes back in and lays the simple man's body down in front of the fire.

With a clutter and a clash, Elmar appears from the filthy alley, still impeccably clean. "Who you? Where Drinny and Li?"  

"Mr. Shoehorn is in here; hurry and warm yourself up.  Oh, and please close the door behind you so the wind doesn't blow out the fire," requests the archmage. With a sigh, Garudos Celestar turns to the limb, decimated body of Simion Vesp.  

Through bloodstained lips Simion mutters a few words. "The child... it ... it disappeared. It was... taken from here... taken far away... by... by... something... powerful."

He then goes limp again, his breathing remains shallow and his body sags as if all that it contains is water and bones.  


What a week. 

First I find my brother. Then I meet a group of people that would fit quite well in a side show, learn of a quest to keep a baby safe so that the world doesn't end and get caught up with a deranged halfling, a vengeful Vistani and a full fledged demon. 

Ezra I know you preach tolerance and testing of one character but this is ridiculous. 

Of all the powers you have bestowed upon me, not one of them can help my friends. I just started liking Castor and Evee and where are they now...being tortured by a demon that scared me with in an inch of my life. I can't help them. No one here can. We could all walk out, our hearts set high but for what...to be lost in a blinding snow and freeze to death. 

Help us Ezra. I know I ask a lot of you but I know that you have the power to change things. Please give me the power to help them, to fight that which wish to harm them, to heal them. 

Please goddess...... 

Looking up Anna is surprised to see everyone in the room frozen in there actions. The only thing still moving is a small flicker of flame in the fire.

As Anna stares a tiny spark of light begins swirling around her. Faster and faster is circles until it suddenly breaks into six multi colored specks each striking one of the motionless figures. 

Each speck swirls ever faster over the bodies covering each in a cocoon of color and light. 

At last the final light embraces the young priestess.

----------------------------------------------------

FLASH 

Celestar feels the light wash around him, the holy power emanating from Anna whirling around the room.  Basking in the glow, Celestar realizes just how long it has been since he has felt such powerful divinity; even around others from the upper planes such as Isolde, or in the temples of worship, that power has been dulled by this strange land in which he is trapped.  It's not Mount Celestia, but it is beautiful.

The light fades, and the archmage is left alone in the Carrick house.  All of them - Anna, Jasper, Megan, Jeris, Drinnik, Elmar... even Galen... have disappeared.

Celestar focuses for a moment, concentrating his magical energies into a powerful divination.  "She has discovered a way to cross the borders," he states quietly, thoroughly surprised.

"I need to find them," he concludes.  "And I know just what the signal is that will lead me in the right direction."

A few moments of silence, and then, "I wish that power would have taken me with them."

----------------------------------------------------

FLASH

Opening her eyes Anna is greeted by the face of a young barmaid. "If one more person pops in here with a load bang making me drop my drinks I'll go next door and barrow that green thing I see in the window and set it loose on the lot of ya!!! Now, what will it be?"  

Thank you Ezra she mouths wordlessly

Chandra glares at the small part of the Taverners. "Oh, great, you're back." She glares at Drinnik. "And where's ye foul smellin' friend?"

Megan looks about her surroundings wondering if it was real or an illusion.  She sniffed the scents in the air carefully, they were all real, all belonging to the Malodorous Goat, Shunned, she looked about at the others. "Wha!? How!?  How did we get here?"

She looked at the others, many seemed as perplexed as her self, the reality dawning on her slowly made he realize that she was home again.  Thinking out loud, she spurts. "I hope that kid hasn't ruined my practice whilst I've been away."  

Hardly believing it herself Anna turn to Drinnik. "Yes it is the act of Ezra but it is the last she will help us. If we are to help Trebor and the others we must do it on our own.    

Drinnik sits bolt upright. "Trebor's here. I can sense him, and something more powerful, like really powerful, like... his... father."

Drinnik charges up the stairs. He stops outside the room containing Trebor, Inajira, Castor and Evee. He bangs heavily on the door. "TREBOR!" He shouts, "TREBOR ARE YOU ALRIGHT? LET ME IN! IT'S ME, DRINNIK!"  

Evee was wiping her tears from her face with her sleeve, while looking coldly at Trebor, when Drinnik loudly knocked on the door and shouted.

She gets up, turn toward the door and shouts back: "Drinnik ! We are here ! With Trebor and his father ! "

She get ready to cast wraithform, one of the few spells she still have in mind, while looking at Inajira for reactions.

She also swiftly get Castor's sword in her hand from his scabbard. "What is the command word to that thing, Big Boy ?"  

Inajira looks up, astonished that his creation did not manage to hold the group up for longer, sensing that it had not been destroyed he suddenly realizes that they must have avoided it. He points his right hand at the door and the kender on the other side flies backwards hitting the opposite wall with incredible force and causing many large splinters of wood to break and come very close to staking him. 

As Inajira stands he raises his left hand and points at Evee, who immediately drops the sword she was holding all the while muttering an incantation under his breath that holds the door tight against intrusion.

Trebor remains seated, not understanding what has happened and not bothered by what is going on around him.

Inajira looks at Evee and grins wickedly. "It seems that your friends have arrived to help you, well maybe I should provide them with some entertainment, after all they have traveled such a long way to be here."

Again he waves his right hand and a creature appears in the corridor outside the room, directly in front of the door. It appears to be a human child, aged about 10. It has smoke black skin that is covered in a complex series of wounds that appear to be oozing a strange black liquid. The creature floats about six inches off the ground and appears to wear no clothing, allowing those gathered to see that it is male. It remains motionless outside the door as if daring someone to try and gain entry.

"That should keep them busy for a few minutes." Says Inajira, back in the room before turning his gaze to Trebor. "These people betrayed you, broke their words and now they are here to slay you. Would you choose them over me? Look at how weak their leader has become in your absence." He indicates towards Castor. "Would you really choose such weak minded people over me? I can grant you what you want, what you need."

Trebor looks up, sheer confusion apparent on his face. His appearance seems to have gone back to that which it was when the Taverners first met him, a human looking man of about 50 years with bright green hair and jet black fingernails and the ever present rose tinted lenses for eyes. He looks from Inajira, to Evee and castor and back and forth between the two. The creatures that stand behind him seem to be becoming whole again and the spark of consciousness begins to fade from Trebor's lenses...    

Drinnik looks at the sudden appearance of the Wound-Child. "Can you take care of this?" he asks. 

Without waiting for a reply he changes to mist and flows gently under the door.

He get his physical body again on the other side. Suddenly he is wracked with pain. He falls to the floor and wails. Arcane energy flashes around his wrists and ankles, appearing as manacles.

Inajira flashes a fleeting smile. "Ah, the vampire. Do not think that I was not prepared for you, my little kender."  

Before Drinnik can reply he find himself gagged with arcane energy. His body wracked with pain, all he can do is scream silently.  

Fishing around in his pouch Jasper pulls out a small green vial. "If one can't go through a door....."

Drinking the foul colored liquid Jaspers body begins rapidly bulking. Several rope like veins stick out on his now massive arms and legs. Surging adrenaline through his cheetah like legs he rushes forward grabbing the bloody child by his neck and slamming him into and through the wooden wall.

".....Send someone through the wall!"

----------------------------------------------------

The crashing noises cause the ceiling of the tavern room to shake. One of the chandelier's comes crashing down on Sally, a young barmaid who had just started. Miraculously, her blood doesn't mar her perfect white-and-red checked apron.

Chandra frowns and looks at the ceiling. "Well, I ain't goin' up there."  

----------------------------------------------------

Even as Jasper puts pushes the Wound-Child through the wall, moving at a tremendous rate, he can feel his strength draining away from him. He feels a vice like grip on his arms and notices that the Wound-Child has locked his hands around the cat-man's biceps. Jasper's flesh begins to ripple as if his muscle where being drained from him...  

Still in the bar, looking upon and feeling the carnage and raging energies about her, Megan dashes over to Sally after the chandelier falls on her.  Hefting the ornamental lighting aside, she surveys the girls carefully.  She is alive, a few small wounds pump blood slowly out of them, the smell is almost intoxicating to the witch.  Using a small amount of the weave energy she collected, she heals the bleeding wounds, leaving a few bumps and scrapes to another time.  Looking about the bar, she screams at the land lord.

"Get everyone out of here if you don't want them all to die, this place could collapse"

Without waiting for an answer, she climbs the steps, unleashing magick as she climbs.  One spell after another floods out of her body as she summons a dagger made of flame.  She arrives to see Jasper struggling with a horrible looking child, black puss oozing out of the gaping wounds that cover it.  She uses this opportunity to cast a circle of power (Protection from Evil 10' Radius) and then slams into the door, her still lupine powers coursing through her veins like burning magma.  Failing to force it open, she turns to help Jasper instead.

"JASPER! DUCK!"

As he does so, Megan lashes out with a sweep of her flaming dagger, the flesh on the child's face scorched beneath its touch.

Meanwhile, seeing Inajira is busy casting spells and threats to those outside, Evee swiftly and silently take back the sword on the floor. Castor murmurs the command word of the sword, and add, still murmuring "Don't do anything foolish ! He is much powerful then you !"

It takes her a short while and all her courage to move her gaze from the imploring Castor's eyes to Inajira's still figure, looking at the door, but when she look at the yugoloth, her gaze is cold and evaluative.

Without giving an answer to Castor, Evee say smoothly the command word to Firefang, take a long breath and run toward Inajira, flaming sword in hand. 

She knows Inajira is probably immune to fire, but at least, it's a magical weapon she has in hand. That might help. if I could only distract him long enough so the others could do something ... or perhaps I can hurt him so the others will finish what I started ...

She shouts "Trebor, my friend, help !"

Inajira turn toward Evee as he hears her coming. She swings her flaming sword at Inajira, who avoid the blow. 

She shout again "Trebor ! Please ! Lil green devil ! Help me !"

She readies herself for a second swing at the demon ...  

Outside the room in the hallway, Megan continues to slash at the child’s face, trying to free Jasper from its grasp.

"Jasper, can you get free?  You push yourself away from the child whilst I distract it!"  

The Wound-Child continues to ignore Megan's blows, focusing all of his strength on Jasper, the cuts caused by Megan appear to be closing, as more strength is drawn from Jasper. 

The Cat-man falls to his knee's his grip on consciousness failing as the creature sucks more and more of his muscle away. 

Jasper continues to fight his darkening vision, blinking away the encroaching blackness that threatens to overwhelm him. He manages to push himself back to his feet and with the last of his strength readies himself for one final attack...  

Trebor looks up at the mention of his name, just in time to see to Evee land a hard blow the Inajira's left shoulder. The force of the blow causes the Daemon to loose concentration on the spell he was casting and the built up magic dissipates harmlessly into the air as a fine blue mist.

He enraged Daemon turns to face Evee even as the deep wound on it's shoulder closes up leaving smooth flesh and tattered robes.

"You'll pay for that girl." He says through his gritted canine teeth as he raises his right hand and after muttering a word a stream of jet black magical energy flies from his open palm and catches Evee in the chest, throwing her backwards and pinning her against the wall. Evee's scream of pain would be the same if one was plunging ten red hot daggers in her belly at the same time.

Meanwhile Trebor watches, the recognition draining from his eye-lenses as the two creatures that represent his personality grow more solid by the second. He sees Evee, pinned against the wall, clothes ripped and chest smoking from the burning hot magical beam that holds her. He sees Castor, in a fit of heroism struggle to his feet and throw himself into the line of the beam, causing Evee to drop to the floor, body still smoking, and himself to be catapulted against the back wall with bone shattering force, ending the spell and knocking Castor into near unconsciousness.

Inajira turns to Trebor. "See, they try to hurt me, they want to stop me helping you become what you are. They don't trust our kind, no-one does, remember when you were a child?"

Trebor nods slightly, a wash of memories flowing over him. He remembers the harsh streets of Sigil, of the Hive Ward and of how he was an outcast, even from the other tieflings. He remembers being turned away from the feeding houses, the owners and voluntary workers not trusting him and sensing the evil that surrounds him, the corruption within him. He remembers lying starving in the filth that cover's the Hive Ward until he managed to catch one of the ravens that landed on his body, expecting a free meal. He remembers being hated and reviled all of his life, by people just like these.

The light within his eyes grows dark and red, even as it grows brighter. Still he does not move but a heavy aura of magic begins to surround him.  

Slowly the blacken flesh of the wound child gives way to the unrelenting force with a sickening slurp. 

With burning black ooze slowly winding its way down his arm Jasper throws the abomination from his weapon, sending it through the now breached wall. Staggering through himself he is horrified to hear a soft popping sound as the child bones reform....

 The child rises back to his feet, still floating a few inches above the ground. It wounds begin to close again, but this time stop before completely healing. As it advances forward, moving slowly and  methodically, watching both Megan and Jasper, a thick black stain can be seen where the creature hit the wall. It's eyes burn with an inner darkness as it makes it's move, attempting to finish Jasper off and repair it's broken body. 

Coughing up blood and bile Jasper spits at the dog faced demon. "Your kind? Trebor is no more your kind then I am a house cat. He may look like you, have your blood in his veins but deep down he has one thing that your kind will never have...a soul. No one he was born with...no. He earned his soul. He could have killed us all and taken the babe to worlds unseen. But he didn't. He knew that he found a race that he truly belonged in. Misfit. Everyone of us is the same: 

Castor, a half-breed. Kicked out of both his worlds. 

Evee, a single untainted spark in a lightless world.

Megan, beauty and the beast all in one.

Drinnik, a vampire that can still morn.

Grigg, face of a monster, heart of a poet

Brom, torment incarnate. 

Trebor we are your friends. You are one of us......"    

Even as Jasper finishes his speech the Wound-Child latches on again, digging his nails deep into his flesh and beginning to drain the last remnants of strength from the Cat-Man.

Inajira turns to Jasper and sneers. "He has no soul, he knows that and you know it. How could he ever have a soul unless I gave it to him? He is nothing more than a magical construct who needs training. He could have a soul, but only if I took it from his other self and gave it to him."

He turns back to Trebor. "Think about it, I could give you a soul, I could end the nightmares that plague you. I could give you anything, even his wife, I could make her yours."

Trebor seems to only barely hear either of them, the creatures that stand behind him are almost solid and the is almost lost to his world of nightmares again. He glances around the room, noticing the plight of those he called his friends, those who supposedly betrayed him. Evee lies in a smoking heap on the floor, barely conscious band wracked with agony. Castor remains on the brink of life and death, his body battered and broken, blood seeping between his cracked lips. Drinnik remains fixed in a silent scream, pinned in position by some arcane force and Jasper is being attacked by some creature from the very depths of the abyss.

As the spark that is his personality fades away he manages to speak a single word, enough to halt the progress of his deterioration. They seem be to spoken to no-one in particular, either that or to all who are present. "Why?"  

Megan enters the room after Jasper and looks about the scene, Evee, Castor and Drinnik appear to be injured very seriously, Drinnik locked in a silent scream of agony.  Jasper is once again in the hold of the bleeding child that spews evil and darkness.  Then she sees Trebor, he sits there, then she hears him speak over the noise of the room.  She turns to him and replies.

"If you want the answer to that, get up and try to help those that are trying to save you.  No one can ever tell you why they do anything, not if it is from the heart."

She then turns to Inajira. "Those that can tell you why they do things normally do them either out of evil, or they are lying."

She stares at the dog-faced demon and sizes him up, his aura is strong, more powerful than she could probably defeat.  He appears to pay little attention of her, she feels glad of this at the moment.  Looking back to the weakening Jasper, she reaches out and whispers a prayer, the area in the room suddenly grows cold and the flaming dagger in her hand turns to a shard of ice, thrusting it forward, she drives it into the evil child's back.

The child releases Jasper and lurches back, desperately trying to grab at the shard of ice impaling it.  

Drinnik fights the spell, managing to utter a few broken words. "Trebor... remember your..... pledge to my faith-" he screams and hits the floor. "Help! By Takhisis and Paladine! By the Balance upon which we live*, HELP ME!" The spell closes around him again, and silence pours from him

Lying on the ground, in a pool of blood, Evee crawls slowly toward Castor, and that grinding on the floor hurts terribly in her belly. She is close to passing out. She hears everything of the battle : Jasper's call to Trebor, Inajira's threats, and Drinnik shout for help, but it's like in an eerie dream. 

Her vision if glazed as she suddenly feel above it all. She suddenly do not see anything and think that her eyes are closed, while in fact they are opened. The pain is gone. She is weightless. The only thing she care for is Castor, who doesn't move, on the floor. She feels her hand touching his tunic (she is in fact touching her own cloak) and that is filling her with peace and calm. In her delirium, she sees both of them in a green forest, running, uncaring.

A sharp sting of pain in her chest bring her back to reality for a second. She realize she just passed out for a moment that she can't evaluate in length. 

She wanted to scream, and thought she did, but she just murmured "Trebor, help ... please...". But in the action, none did hear that feeble call.

Evee's face fall on the ground, eyes still opened, and she doesn't move. The pool of blood around her gets larger and larger.  

Megan watches Jasper for the moment, he appears weakened, but able to recover in time.  Hopefully he can deal with the Wound Child now.  She looks over at Evee, a pool of blood spreading out around her.  Then she turns back to Trebor again, he remains seated, where he has been since she entered the room.  Torn between helping Evee and Trebor, the bleeding Evee gains precedence and she crouches over her.

"Evee, let me help you"

Megan uses more of the weave energy she managed to store, but the fatigue is beginning to frown on her, she will be to tired to fight long.  Hoping her magick is enough to save Evee, she climbs back to her feet, feeling a little dizzy for a moment and turns back to Trebor and storms over to him, holds her arm up for a short moment and slaps him hard across his cheek.

"Wake up you idiot, do you think we'd be here if we weren't your friends?  Do you honestly think we don't care about you!?  Do you want all your friends to die like this?!"

She raises her hand once more, ready to slap him again if he doesn't reply.  

The scent of Evee's blood pours into Drinnik's nostrils, causing the blood lust to rise within him. His fangs grow, his fingers clench.

Then, a sound like a thousand shattering mirrors fills the room. The kender roars, loud and clear. His back arches and the manacles of energy shatter, fading before they hit the ground.

He snarls, reveling in all his vampiric glory. He turns to the wound child, snarls, then reaches into his tunic. Out comes his ensorcelled dagger.

He dives on the back of the mutilated child and stabs savagely. The child's blood drips onto his fingers.

"You are a creation of a daemon, a foul abomination. That makes two of us, but unlike me, you are alive." He sinks his teeth into the child's neck and drinks.

The liquid fills his mouth and rushes down his chin. Suddenly the kender convulses and regurgitates the fluid. "Unclean! I should have guessed, but when the blood lust is on..."

He looks at Inajira. "Your spells to cloud Trebor's mind will fail, wretch! We where brought together by a babe, a babe we all defend." he points to Galen on Anna's back, "A babe you swore to defend, Trebor. Here he is now in danger, danger brought on by your own father! What do you care for more? Your father and his own miserable dealings or Galen, a child who has brought you out of the cold of loneliness that was your life, you struggling on the outside of society, like me!"

The kender points angrily at Trebor. "Galen has done more than that! He has given you friends, made you part of a greater cause than what he," he indicates Inajira, "could give."

The kender turns to the Arcanaloth, "You are nothing here, daemon, you are not on the planes. You can not strike the big deals, you can not forge the contracts that continue the Blood War. You meddle in mortal affairs, you do work that is beneath you. You are nothing here compared to your brethren. You plot, you scheme and you plan. You hold Von Zarovich up as your enemy, the reason you are trapped in the Mists with the rest of us.

"Do you want to know why you are trapped? Because you are a fool! You misjudged the intelligence of Von Zarovich when he was a human! A human tricked you and you can never return to the planes! He took your book! I know, I worked for Azalin, I was partial to a lot of secrets, secrets about you!"

The dog-headed daemon snarls and throws a powerful bolt of energy at the kender. Drinnik screams in agony as his arm's flesh is burnt off to the bone. Somehow the kender smiles, "The truth hurts, doesn't it?"

As he collapses, memories of Liseme and Niesme fill his mind, all blotted away by the face of his true nemesis...  

The Wound-Child struggles, still trying to remove the shard of ice from his back, but only succeeds in driving it deeper into his flesh. The black liquid that seems to be his blood gushes freely from the wound and seems to weaken the creature enough for Jasper to gain the upper hand.

Meanwhile Trebor surveys the carnage caused by his father to those he once considered friends. The dark, red, evil light that filled his eye lenses seems to glow brighter and brighter until it becomes a soft pink glow.

Inajira notices the change in his son and turns to face him, losing interest in the rest of the group. 

"These people seek only to use you. They only wish to use your strength for their own purposes. See how weak they have become without you" He waves his hand around the room. 

Again Trebor looks around the room, his eye-lenses taking in each and every detail of his companions suffering.

While Trebor does this Inajira gestures discretely with his left hand, motioning towards the two creatures that represent everything that the Half-daemon is. The light in Trebor's eyes again begins to dull as the creatures become almost completely solid and move towards him. Inajira motions to them once Trebor's attention has returned to him.

"This is what is inside you, this is what you are. You cannot be more that what you are. You are my son, spawned by evil for evil. How can you reject me without rejecting yourself."

Trebor nods, understanding the words and the logic that accompanies them.

"You are right, but then again you are always right, Arcanoloths can twist the truth so the night is day, it is what they do, what they are. You are right that a creature spawned by evil for evil can never be more that it is but you forget I am not that creature. I am different I was created by magic for magic. In your own words I can never be more than I am, I can never be the creature you want me to be."

Trebor stands, the glow in his eyes becoming stronger and more vibrant. 

"The creature you want lives far from here, but even he is not what you want, he is too strong willed to ever be your slave. I am part of him, just as he is part of me, we share a link that even this powers forsaken demi-plane cannot break."

He reaches into under his robes, and a soft hissing sound precede a silver flash. He draws forth his sword, the blade flickering silver in the candlelight, the red veins that run down it's length seem to pulsate, like flowing blood. he raises it and seems to admire it's craftsmanship before leveling it at Inajira.

The Daemon waves a hand and Trebor lowers the blade, though not by choice. "You will not defy me, I will not allow it. You will die, slowly but first you will watch you friends die, one by one."

He looks At Evee, Castor and Megan.  "Such a tight knit group. I could have used people like you, it seems Trebor chose well, even if he is misguided."

Flames flare up around the trio, white hot flames that burn high and closer to them with each passing second.

"I will not allow this!!" Trebor shouts, his voice barely audible over the crackling flames.

"You have no choice"  Trebor is flung against the wall, where he hits hard and sinks to the floor. Through gritted teeth he mutters something unrecognizable and stares intently at the flames, which immediately begin to die down.

"I will not allow you to hurt them." he struggles to his feet and looks around to see which of his friends stand with him, and which are able to stand for what could be the last battle.

Drinnik claws himself to his feet, his calcified arm hanging limply by his side.

"Trebor?" He stammers, "Need help?" The kender tries to grin. 

Trebor doesn't say anything, he just smiles while keeping is eyes firmly on Inajira and his sword pointed at the Daemon.

"If you know me as well as you say. If you know who I am, then you know what this is." He waves the blade so the tip shakes from side to side. "You know what it can do and you know that you are powerless to stop it."

It seems to be Inajira's turn to smile.

"I do know about your blade and I do know what it does, but I am not powerless against it." The blade is wrenched from Trebor's grip and flung out of the room, coming to a halt in the corridor wall, buried up to the hilt.  

Drinnik looks up at Trebor and shrugs, "We're as dead as Lord Soth's pet canary, aren't we?"

The kender sighs, "I'm going to die, again."

Despite himself, Drinnik giggles a little. "Life, it's a nice place to visit, but I would rather stay here."  

Trebor shakes is head, slowly. "We are not going to die. I will not allow any of you to be hurt. If anyone dies it's him or me, but you will all be safe. I promised your father that I would protect you and I'll be damned if I'm going to break my word again."

Inajira approaches, slowly, watching the actions of the other Taverners, but not really perceiving any of them as a threat.

"I like the way you added 'again', fills me with confidence." Drinnik sighs again. "Can't we do something? Isn't there anything that we can use against his such as his eal-ray ame-nay?"

Drinnik tries to use Kargat-Oerthian, a dialect used to confuse non-Kargat members. He hopes Trebor understands him.  

"Forgive me Trebor...everyone... " Mouthing words of arcane hymns Anna begins touching each of the fallen. As her fingers graze there wounded forms soft golden swirls of light follow her hand. As she turns toward the tiefling she reaches out grabbing him by the temples. In a furry of pain Trebor feels his very life drawn from his body. Dropped to the floor by this sudden drain he sees in his magical sight the form of Anna dissolve into a being of pure blinding light.  Dashing forward the being grapples with Inajira searing his flesh with its presence. 

Flowing from it like water the being voice rings in ears of those still conscious...  "In Ezra's name, forsake this game and be gone!!!"

Blinding in their intensity, rays of golden holy light erupt from the demons body slowly dissolving it.

With a howl of rage Inajira calls out, "I  WILL HAVE MY SON !!! " 

In a final flash the light snuffs itself out leaving total darkness. 

Trebor looks up just in time to see his father vanish and groans as his body tries to give up on him.  he fights away the unconsciousness that threatens to overwhelm him and begins to crawl towards the two creatures that make his personality. As if commanded by some unknown force the attempt to flee the room, but in a last ditch effort Trebor throws himself at them, barely touching each.

The room suddenly goes dark, so dark that even those with night vision or infravision are unable to see anything, even worse no-one can even feel their own bodies, it is as if they hang suspended in limbo.

As quickly as it came, the darkness vanishes in a flash of light that blinds everyone in the room. The light slowly grows weaker and it becomes apparent that the space occupied by Trebor and the creatures is now filled by a globe of rapidly spinning blue light.

The light seems to pick up pace, spinning faster and faster until anyone looking a it feels the urge to be sick. Only then does it seems to slow to a stop revealing three beings suspended inside, Trebor and the other two creatures.


The two halves of his being seem to meld into one and float eye to eye with the tiefling, who stares blankly back at them. He raises his hands and takes hold of the other creature, drawing it closer and closer until they are indistinguishable from one another. Still Trebor pulls the creature closer, making it part of himself again, taking back that which was stolen from him, and only when there is only him floating within the light does the globe disappear, leaving Trebor to fall to the floor unconscious.

To those who examine him, he seems different; gone are the transformations caused by the hags curse. He appears as his normal self, with one notable exception: the small horns that graced his forehead are gone, leaving a smooth brow. His left eye-lens also contains a thick crack that runs right through it, from one side to the other.

He breaths deeply and the glow that signals his conscious mind is returning begins to appear in his eye-lenses. Once awake he shakes his head and looks around the room, noticing the battered state of his friends, and tears begin to roll from his eyes.

Shying away from Anna's touch, Drinnik collapses from exhaustion and creeps towards Evee. The kender can see tears on the young mage's face.

Drinnik's own face is still contorted by vampirism, but he cradles Evee's head and looks at the carnage.

Evee, eyes open but clearly not seeing anything, murmurs, "Is it… is it over ?" so faintly that Drinnik has to use his sharp senses to hear her.

The kender shrugs. "I-I don't know, Evee." 

Blood drips onto Evee's face, from Drinnik's tears. After a few drops, her face shows a faint smile at the cold feeling on her cheeks. 

He sighs, then opens his mouth in song.

"Kiri-Joloth gave us strength,

Mishikal gave us hope,

Solinari gave us power,

Habbakuk gave us might,

Branchala gave us skill,

Majere gave us protection,

But you, lord Paladine, gave us life,

Chislev gave us the wood for our hafts,

Reorx gave us metal for our swords,

Lunitari gave us the enchantment,

Sirrion gave us the chance in battle,

Zivleyn gave us the foresight to plan,

Shinare gave us the luck we needed

But you, Lord Gilean, gave us the patience we needed,

Chemosh brought death to our enemies,

Morgion brought the plague to their camps,

Nuitari brought the malice to their people,

Sargonnas brought the wrath to their leader,

Zeiboim brought the storms to their armies,

Hiddekeul brought the misfortune to their arms,

But you, Lady Takhisis, brought destruction to them all,

In the Gods we praise for they are the ones who light our way."

Drinnik finished his prayer. He look at Evee's face but she do not move. She appears to be sleeping quietly. He continues, "My mother told me that. She said that the Knights of Solamnia only sang the first verse and out-lawed the rest."

He then frowns at Evee's non-reaction to his song and start softly shaking her. "Hey, girl, if you don't want me to sing, you don't have to fall asleep! You just can say so!". 

He then realize that Evee isn't sleeping. 

Evee is dead. 

A faint smile is on her face. Drinnik will later realize that she died happy.

Drinnik looks down at Evee. "Evee?" he shakes her gently, "Evee? Wake up, Evee."

Evee doesn't respond. "Evee! C'mon! This isn't the right time for games!"

Tears of blood streak down Drinnik's cheeks. "Evee, oh no. No, oh by the Gods, no."

Castor winces and drags his body towards Drinnik. "Drinnik, what's the matter?"

Drinnik's eyes flitter to Evee. "By Nuda, no." Castor whispers.

Suddenly a scream fills the room as the Wound-Child rushes back in, still clawing at the ice shard lodged deeply in his back. The creature goes straight for Jasper, knowing him to be the easiest target. 

In one swift motion and with catlike grace, Jasper ducks the outstretched hands of the Wound-Child and spins around, arm extended. The claw he wears lodges deeply in the horrific creature's throat, cutting through to the bone. The creature attempts to staunch the flow of blood but only succeeds in holding its own head on as it falls backwards, hitting the floor with a sickening squelch.

Jasper is on it immediately, intent upon using the very last of his strength the kill the creature once and for all, but as he lands upon its body it seems to dissolve into nothing except a sticky black puddle. Exhausted and sapped of his strength and muscle, the cat-man collapses.

Grief-stricken, Drinnik looks at the Wound-Child. Anger courses through his body and he lets out a feral growl. His eye glow deep red and his fangs elongate.

Screaming a challenge he charges. The Wound-Child turns, its expressionless eyes lock on Drinnik. It reaches as if to accept him in combat, but Drinnik lifts it with his unholy strength. The negative energy the creature uses surges through the kender.

"Fool!" Drinnik snarls. "I am undead; I feed of the negative powers!"

Drinnik's supernatural strength rises even more. He grabs either side of the Wound-Child's head and lifts it in the air. "I hope you can here me, Wolf boy. You left your toy, which I am going to destroy."

The kender pushes his hands together. The Wound-Child wails like a baby, setting Galen off. Drinnik uses the pain from Evee's death, the anguish from hearing his child screech, and the rage at Inajira. He channels the raw emotions into his hands.

"I had a life, but it was taken from me," he whispers through clenched teeth, "but you are a thing, something that was created. It's time you were turned off."

His hands close together, crushing the skull of the Wound-Child. The body falls to the floor, then dissolves into sand, blowing away in an unknown breeze.

Drinnik looks at the gore on his hands, then wipes it on the bedspread. He falls to his knees and starts to cry.

Trebor pushes himself to his feet and staggers over to Evee's body. Grief stricken, he falls to his knees next to her.

"I'm sorry, Evee, I never meant for you to get hurt. I wanted to protect you all. I failed again."

He begins to cry again. The long minutes pass slowly; no one in the room speaking, no one knowing what to say to anyone.  Trebor looks up, eyeing the sorry state of the group.

He looks at Castor, whose battered and broken body lies next to Evee's corpse, and begins to search through his scroll case. Moments later he draws forth a scroll, one of the few he has left after the events of the last week. 

He begins to mutter arcane words over Castor's body, words that sooth the hearts of those present, words that bring an end to the tears. As he finishes the casting and the scroll crumbles to dust, a faint blue light covers his hands. He places his hands on Castor, one on his head, one on his chest, and the blue light flows from his hands to the broken body of the half elf, filling him with an inner light.

Faint scratching sounds can be heard as Castor's wounds knit and his bones mend. His clothes ripple as muscle re-builds itself, filling the fleshy sack that is Castor's body. Soon he appears to be the object of health, resting peacefully.

Trebor looks around the room again, taking in the wounds and injuries of the various Taverners.

"I know we are all tired, I know we are all wounded in both body and soul, and I know we have already given much, but we have a quest to complete." He indicates to Galen, resting in his harness on Anna's back. "We have to take Galen to safety."   

Megan stands amid the survivors and weeps silently, tears streaking her face.  She crosses back to Evee and places a hand on her brow. "I'm sorry, I was too late.  I know your death was not in vain, but I will avenge you, somehow."

Megan looks around at the others now. To call them exhausted would be an understatement.  She then reaches for the bed, pulls off the sheet, and covers Evee with it.  Megan then crouches and lifts the limp body.  Strangely, she feels light in her arms.

"Everyone, we have things that we must do now.  We must tend to the survivors and pay homage to those who died today.  Evee was one of you, one of us, if I am one of you.  I say we bury her now and leave us remembering her beauty."

She then walks slowly to the broken doorframe and stops.

"Anyone else coming?  If not, it wouldn't be the first time I have had to bury a dead friend alone."

(Megan may appear a little cold to the others, but she feels that she has to remain as strong as possible at this time.  The group is grief-stricken and, since Megan is a Witch, she sees death as a natural part of life and as a new beginning.  Still, she does weep for Evee having to die so young.  I hope this isn't the end of Evee, though.)

 As Trebor chants the spell from his scroll and places his hands on Castor's body, the blue light fills the half-elf with its healing glow. 

But only for a moment--as the open wounds inflicted by the Wound-Child's claws begin to close, as the thin sticks that are Castor's arms begin to fill out with accustomed muscle once more, he convulses, as if in unconscious pain.

Startled, Trebor nearly loses his concentration--the spell should be healing him... but what in the name of all the Powers is happening?

The wound in Castor's thin chest--the one caused by the magical blast he tried to intercept before it struck Evee--is torn open even more by his thrashing. The blood continues to gush from his nose, from his mouth, and from the newly ripped skin that tears away from the cauterized flesh surrounding the gaping hole in his chest.

As Trebor continues to channel the magic into Castor's unconscious form, he sees the half-elf's face grow drawn and tight--crow's feet stitch themselves at the corners of his eyes, and his thick dark hair crinkles up as if burned. White and gray streaks wash through it, and his taut, tan skin becomes loose and jaundiced... as though the half-elf is aging a decade with every passing second.

As Trebor's spell ends, the limp form crumples completely to the floor. Castor's mouth is stretched in a horrid grimace, and his teeth are as yellow as rancid cheese.

Catching the degenerated warrior by the throat, Trebor feels for a pulse. It is there... but just barely.

Trebor seems shocked that his spell failed and he looks around at the group in despair.

"I... I don't know what has happened, the spell should heal him. I don't understand."

He looks back at Castor, tears again streaming down his face. "I'm sorry," he whispers under his breath.

He then stands and looks to the group, especially Megan.

"I'll help bury Evee; it's my fault she's dead and my obligation to see her spirit reaches Arborea. Someone should look after Castor, I can do no more. I fear we may be digging two graves before the day is out."

He walks over to Jasper, taking a small vial from one of the numerous pouches and pockets hidden deep within his robes. Kneeling down next to the withered warrior he unstoppers the bottle and pours the foul smelling liquid down his throat.

"That should begin the healing process, but I'm afraid can no more till morning. I will have to write another scroll to heal you fully."

He then looks at Megan.

"I'm ready whenever you are. Evee must reach her rest."

 Megan smiles honestly at Trebor and nods to him.

"I wouldn't say this is entirely your fault, it was that demon's. He was controlling you.  You beat him though, we couldn't have without your help."

Looking down at Evee again, Megan holds in her sorrow. If only she were more powerful; there were tales of powerful witches able to raise the dead. These powers had always evaded her, though.  Maybe one day, Evee will return to them, in another life at least.  Megan looks forward to that day.

"I guess we should go do what has to be done then, Trebor. Who else is coming?  Sorry you can't help Drinnik; I know you want to be there as much as any of us. If you want, I will go with you later.  It is never best to be alone in these moments."

With Trebor in tow, Megan turns and walks through the shattered door frame and out of the tavern.  Many look around at the bloodstained sheet in the witch's arms, yet none approach. It isn't their place and any look at Megan makes them know that.  

As they walk outside, into the gray light that seeps through the clouds, Trebor looks around at the people in the streets. He pulls up his hood, not wanting to hide his appearance but not wanting to draw undue attention to the group. Still, one look from the glowing eyes beneath the hood is enough to convince people to go about their business.

Trebor keeps in pace with Megan, wondering where they will bury their dead companion, when a thought strikes him.

"What about her brother?" He says quietly. "He has a right to be here, to know what happened."

Megan just stares at the hooded Trebor for a moment. "Evee has a brother? I had no idea."

Her voice is saddened as if the knowledge of the brother is another knock against her soul.  She picks the hidden Evee up into a more comfortable position in her arms and looks back to Trebor.  Her eyes seem to shimmer with defied tears.

"Who should tell him?  I feel it should be someone known to both of them. I had no idea she had any family at all.  That also means that he may prefer to have her buried in a specific place.  We should consult with him on this before we take any proper action towards putting Evee in to the ground."  

Trebor thinks for a moment. "I think he is somewhere in town, staying with neighbors, but I'm not sure. Unfortunately, the best person to ask would be Castor. I can't even cast a location spell as I don't know anything about him beyond that he is young and that Evee was very protective over him, acting more like a mother to him than a big sister. Knowing about her passing beyond the eternal boundary may crush him."

Drinnik cradles his skeletal arm. "We've all lost so much on this journey, but Evee has lost the most." He wipes away a tear with his still-fleshed hand.

"Inajira has to pay, he has to pay dearly." The kender looks around in grim triumph. "We will get Galen to safety, we will stop Max from taking him, and we will avenge Evee. We owe her nothing less than that."  

The group wander about the village for a little while, asking people as to where they can find Evee's brother, Leon.  Though many try to ignore the group, they eventually find the information they need once enough proof is given that they know Evee well.  The whole time, Evee is kept hidden somewhere safe, to avoid suspicion and alarm.

Once they recover Evee's lifeless form, they make their way to the farm where Leon lives.  As they reach the door, Megan stops suddenly.

"Is there anyone here that knows Leon?  I think it may be best if someone he knows was doing this.  At least someone he knows, that knows Evee anyway.  Trebor, you can take on other forms, can you take on Castor's and pretend to be him?  Or maybe someone else Leon might know?"  

As the others mourn their comrade, there is a sound of weeping.  Or, more, the mental sound of weeping.  Gingerly reaching into Evee's pocket, Drinnik finds Brace.  The crystal seems to be crying; or at least, that's the only noise that it makes.

{Couldn't help... Couldn't...}

Whether the thought is Brace's or Brom's is anyone's guess.

"Brace?" Drinnik looks at the psi-crystal. "Brace? What's wrong with Brom?"

He holds the crystal firmly in his hand, as if he could crush it at any minute.  


A gust of wind blows the door open for a moment, causing lamps and candles to flicker and burn out. Just as soon as it enters, it is gone.  While the staff busy themselves with relighting them, a tall man in a great coat and top hat standing in the center of the room (who no one can recall being there before) knocks his cane on the floor.

"A blustery night, indeed..."

Saying that, he removes his top hat to reveal a head of lank, unkempt black hair, and glances around the room.  A pair of dark glasses, perched on a thin nose, gleam as gazes at the patrons with a look of either familiarity, or hunger.

"Friends--comrades--fellow wayfarers on the road--it is--good to see you again..."

He immediately strides to the corner and sits there.

"The Good Doctor has been--travelling in distant lands for awhile, but now, I return!"

He gives a laugh (oddly similar to a bark), and smiles.

"So--how have you all been?"  


In the cave, as the missiles streak for the halfling's heart, another cry echoes through the air above. It all seems to happen in slow motion...

The young spare figure of one of the Feldspar brothers launches itself out of the cavern above, onto the terrace. Landing nimbly on both feet, the young anchorite conserves his momentum and springs into another jump and somersault, landing directly behind one of the wiry, yellow-eyed creatures.

He breathes a quick prayer of forgiveness as he viciously stabs between the creature's shoulder blades with his sword. The silvery blade emerges from his target's chest, glowing with holy magic that is dimmed only slightly by the thin coating of blood and organ that covers it.

The creature screams and throws his head back, turning the scream into a howl. The body falls forward, and as it does it ... changes... 

The creature warps before Kolos' eyes into a tall, muscular, fur-covered form. The limbs are long and move fluidly as it coughs up blood and bile. But the fluid movement--indeed, all movement--gradually stops as the fur-covered creature dies on the floor of the cavern in front of Kolos.

His eyes are wide, horrified, and he instinctively lurches away from another attack, crying out for help to those above.

Up in the cavern, Daymon pushes past Brom and Mina and leaps into the fray, his eyes wide with fear but his jaw set in a gesture of determination.  

Brom, hearing the cry, curses.  Running to the edge, he leaps to the terrace, rolling slightly as he lands. Holding Evee's blade, he muttered a prayer and slashed at the creature's side, hoping that the weak slash will hit.  

As Evee's blade flashes forward, the creature dodges nimbly away from it. Nonetheless, the enchanted blade slashes between its ribs, and hot blood spurts from the cut.

The figures are still indistinct in the gloom, but each throws back its head and howls at the top of its lungs. The creatures begin to grow taller, broader. Matted yellow-brown fur begins to sprout from their bodies...

As it does, all the chanting in the room stops. As if lifted by the hand of a god, the smoke in the room begins to dissipate, drifting upward.

Pendal, Kolos, and Brom each have time to glance around the now clearly visible room--and take in sight of dozens, perhaps hundreds of similarly-clad humans. All wear identical loincloths, tunics, and expressions of hatred at the interruption of their ceremony.

And all of them are glaring directly at the trio on the floor of the cavern...  

"Oh, for bloody sakes!"  Mina growls to herself as she watches the turn of events taking place on the level below her.  "Why couldn't we have left while the getting was good?  How do I get myself into these messes?! 'Help him' I'd said 'You know the caves better then any of them would' I'd said. Well, I didn't know about this!  Damn it!  I'm just too damn nice, sometimes!"  

Finishing her rant, Mina telekinetically lowers herself with ease in front of the group of three men.  A harsh stare scans the advancing mob.  "You might want to plug your ears," she mutters.  Taking a deep breath, she closes her eyes and concentrates for a second.  The next instant a sharp hiss fills the air.  The cultists cover their ears, many stumbling around, some falling to their knees as though in great pain. (Cone of Sound) 

Pendal uses Mina's distraction to cast a minor healing spell on himself to help recover from the injuries received from the fall.

Not many of those spells left.  Lovely, thinks the halfling, beginning to feel the fatigue of going without rest for so long.  From the weight of his potion bag, it seemed he was also running low on his surprises as well.  If memory served, he probably had a about half a healing potion left and enough of his invisibility potion to keep someone out of sight for about 10 minutes.  Just bloody lovely.  How could they even see me?!?  I was flipping invisible for Hala's sake!  Well, at least they can now see who's gonna end their wretched exis...

Pendal's thoughts trail off as he looks for the first time at the virtual army of cloaked figures standing before the party.

Oooookay, this is going to be a little more difficult than I had originally planned.

Muttering a quick prayer under his breath, Pendal readies his sword and scans the crowd to see if there's any sign of the child who was screaming, trying to get an idea how many he'd have to cut through to reach it.  

As Mina launches her power into the onrushing men, they howl hoarsely; their own forms convulsing as the same change comes upon them. Malformed hands drop spears, swords, and other weapons and fly up to their ears, which now bleed profusely from the power of Mina's sonic attack. Through the ear-shattering cone of cacophony, Mina can hear their screams, which sound suspiciously like animal howls.

There is a shout from above as Daymon and Father Wayfinder leap as well into the fray, quick prayers falling from their lips. Pendal and Mina barely have time to register that the elder anchorite's injury seems much less severe as the two lean back against the sloping rock wall, falling in a slide only half controlled.

As the two land, stumbling to their feet, Daymon draws his sword and races to his brother's side, familial concern apparent on his young features. Wayfinder takes a bit longer to come to his feet, but he does, taking up a position behind the group, his eyes flashing brightly.

Peering around, Pendal spies a lone figure across the cavernous room, at least fifty yards away. The figure is clad in robes of bright silver, with sparkling black markings sewn into the cloth--cloth that hangs over the face and envelops it in darkness.

The figure stands beside a flat mound of stone, its edges chipped to wicked sharpness. In the center of the brownish-black stone is a sobbing human child--perhaps twelve years of age. Each of the boy's limbs are bound to the edge of the platform--both wrists are covered in blood, as are both ankles.

The robed figure has both arms folded across its chest, tucked into the voluminous sleeves of its garment--revealing no skin whatsoever. It could be anyone... or anything...

Between Pendal and the child are some thirty or forty figures--acolytes, if the strangely vacant look in their eyes is any indication. Each one is armed with sword, or spear, or axe... and each one looks ready to fight to the death.

His gaze falling on the boy, Brom's eyes narrow.  Turning to Mina, he yells to her, "I hope you have some other tricks up your sleeve!"

Gathering his concentration, the shaper moves to stand with his companions, ensuring that they are out of the way of the blast.  Waiting until the acolytes are closer, he releases the mental scream, focusing the attack into a cone as a Mind Flayer would.  

Mina's eyes drift along with the others' to the altar and the bound and crying child.  Her heart skips a beat as she looks at the boy, lying there, scared out of his mind.

Looking back to the comrades that surround her, she orders, "Keep them busy," and stoops to the ground behind the wall of defenders.  From the shaft of her tall riding boots she pulls a light, sharp dagger.  Focusing her eyes on the cloaked figure beside the altar she concentrates on it alone.  Smoke begins to drift upwards from the hem of its cloak.  Small flames begin to grow beneath the smoke, stretching to touch and catch onto more of the draping fabric.  Fire flashes from the excessive fabric of the sleeves and spreads to the hood.  The figure howls as its robe becomes engulfed by psionic flames (matter agitation). 

With it distracted, being literally cooked in its own robes, Mina tosses her dagger into the air, catching it with her mind and sending it soaring well over the heads of the cultists that separate the would-be rescuers from their young objective.  Directing it with ease from the safety of her position behind Brom and Pendal, she watches it slice through the ropes that hold the boy to the horrid altar.  She can almost feel her heart returning to a somewhat normal rhythm as her mind works. Even in the dim torch light, her trained eye can see the glint of the protective sphere that  encircles the child.  As the last few threads of rope snap below the blade, she sighs in relief.  In an almost invisible bubble, the still-crying child is lifted into the air, floating above the agonizing cultist, behind the adventurers.  Slowly lowering him, Mina holds out her arms to catch the child, sinking with him to the ground.  "It's okay, my sweet, you're safe now," she whispers over and over as she rocks the child in her arms.  

Pendal et al are slashing furiously at the cultists, trying to keep them at bay.  While they are still alive for the time being, there is no way that they will be able to keep the cultists back for long.  And after the stint Mina pulled by making their 'leader' a walking BBQ and snatching their sacrifice from them, the acolytes became even more enraged and savage in the battle (as if that was possible).

The cleric considers tossing his invisibility potion to Mina for her and the child to take so that they can get out.  But since he could be seen when he was invisible, that would make it a wasted action.  Besides, to get the potion he'd have to drop his guard, which would get him quickly skewered and removed from the fight permanently and hence unable to help anyone.  That fact also made getting the healing potion for the child a moot point.

Now that the child was in their care, the next point to consider was how they'd escape.  Since these creatures seem very determined to guard the child, they would probably have no qualms chasing them around the whole cave system, and even the whole realm, to get him back.   It was also doubtful that these things would be willing to sign a truce. That only leaves destroying them as the means to convince them to give up.

Brom and Mina are beginning to look as exhausted as I feel.  Probably means they haven't got many screams left in them.  And it's doubtful that any of Ezra's warriors over there have anything overtly destructive.  The Banite probably would, if she were here.  I wonder where that witch is hiding?  the halfling thought as he sliced through yet another acolyte.  If only I had some alchemists' fire on me...

"Hey guys!"  Pendal shouts.  "Who has something that can kill a lot of hellspawn very quickly?"  

As Mina cradles the boy in her arms, trying to soothe his cries, she brushes the reddish-blond hair off his forehead to reveal his bright blue eyes--eyes the color of the spring sky. He is older, certainly, than the last time she saw him, taller and stronger... but--she pauses to check for a tiny, crescent-shaped birthmark behind his left ear, and finds it--he is Jacob Carrick. The boy who always remembered every detail of every story she ever told him, who always knew where she'd been by the trinkets she'd brought back for him and his brother. The boy whose voice made her want to cry when he sang the songs she'd taught him.

He stares up at her, his eyes wide, still frightened... but not panicking. His mouth works, but no sound will come out--he's obviously screamed away the last of his voice. 

He is dressed in a ragged tunic and torn cloth pants--no doubt the clothes he was wearing when these... creatures... came for him. Though Mina has never seen the clothes before, they look like sleepwear. Gods, she thinks, did they snatch him from his bed?

Meanwhile, the robed figure Mina set afire brings its pain-filled grunts under control. With a wave of its thin, bony hand, the figure disperses the fire crawling over its robes--the flames gutter down to blue, then wink out completely. Another gesture, and the robes begin to knit themselves together... almost like flesh.

The dark figure stands to its full height, folding its arms beneath its robes again, and shakes its head deliberately from side to side, once.

Instantly, Jacob raises his bloodied hands to his head, pressing inward against his temples and crying out in a hoarse, gargling croak. A gentle wind seems to brush Mina's hair as it passes her on the way to the boy--but there is no wind down here. Blood vessels burst in Jacob's eyes and ears, and the thick, cloying liquid begins to pour out of both.

Meanwhile, more and more of the acolytes continue to attack Brom and Pendal, trying to swarm over them and win by sheer numbers. Both adventurers parry as many attacks as they can, but they cannot block them all. The tide of believers does not stop--those out of range of Brom's psionic attack simply step over those who are affected. 

Some of the acolytes drop their weapons, rocking backward on their heels and screaming out hoarse howls. With crunching sounds that remind both Pendal and Brom of past battles they would just as soon not remember, some ten or fifteen of the 'faithful' begin to shift in shape, growing taller and stronger; thick, rangy fur covers their bodies, and their mouths extend into gaping, black-toothed maws.

Brom is about to muster energy for another attack when Father Wayfinder brushes past him, his silver holy symbol presented out before him. Even in this oppressive darkness, the symbol shines with white light as the elder anchorite chants under his breath.

Suddenly, the very stone beneath the still-human acolytes' feet begins to soften. Their feet sink into the watery brown mess that the cavern floor is fast becoming, all the way up to their knees, and their eyes widen in astonishment, then panic. Soon they are swinging wildly at everyone and everything around them--no plan, no direction, but a great deal of power.

One of the non-human creatures immediately lashes out at the priest, with a wave of its black-clawed hand. A fistful of small, berry-sized objects flies across the room and scatters over Brom, Pendal, and the anchorite. Instantly each one bursts into white-hot flame, exploding in a starburst of fiery brightness. The flame engulfs all three of them, and the stench of their own skin burning soon fills their nostrils.  

As the concussion blows Brom off his feet, he fights back the urge to scream.  Hitting the ground hard, he begins to roll left to right in order to put out anything that might have caught fire.  Standing up, he lets his human facade drop, revealing a slightly scorched doppelganger.

Focusing on the cultists, he picks a spot a few meters above their heads.  Concentrating, he forms a wall of ectoplasm, making it as dense as he can.  Then, at the last moment, he changes its shape, creating a heavy ball with a diameter of 30 feet (or less if that is too big for the cavern).

As soon as he is finished, the ball drops straight down.  Turning to Mina, Brom calls out, his voice scratchy and far from his regular human timbre.

"Push!"  

 Mina's shoulders begin to shake slightly as she looks over the small body in her arms.  His red, tear-streaked cheeks.  She could see his face the last time she had seen him.  He had been crying because she was leaving, but now... . 

She carefully picked up his arm and looked at his wrist.  It is a mess of fresh and dried blood where it has been rubbed raw by the ropes.   

The ropes they had used to tie him to an altar.... 

The tears that have been pooling in her own eyes began to well and overflow.  Drops become streams that she cannot stop.  They flow down her face, dripping into the red tangle of hair that is clutched under her chin.  Her entire body begins to quake.  She holds the boy tighter.

Those bastards!!! she thinks. Those miserable, cowardly, inhuman, sons of satanic filth....  Her mental raging continues, with words and curses of every language crash into her mind at once.  Finally it is too much.

"Push," she hears a scratchy voice cry from somewhere in the darkness that is beginning to close around her.

From her lips comes the war-cry of a long-lost primeval race, a primitive ancestor that still holds a small part of our psyche, waiting for its chance to emerge.

The ectoplasm blob that Brom has dropped on much of the remaining crowd of cultists goes crashing across the cavern, taking with it many of those that had foolishly thought they had avoided it.

A few stones began to trickle down the walls as Mina released another howl of savage anger.

What have they done to my family, those damned beasts?!  You'll pay for this!  You'll all pay! You bastards!

She holds the boy still tighter as he too has begun to shake.  Despite the tears that still pour down her scratched and dirty cheeks, her eyes flash with a ferocity that would make even those closest to her back away in fear.

Her head snapped around to the cloaked figure.  Him, she thinks, he's done this.

Without another thought she stares at him with the intensity of the heart of a volcano.  A thin white light is visible for barely a second when there is a burst of white light which encompasses the cloaked figure.  Then next instant the light flashed and disperses, leaving behind it a cloud of dust and smoke where the cloaked figure had been.

Several larger stones bound down the walls of the cavern, smashing as they hit the floor.

Her anger still raging through her, she gathers her strength for one more action.  Her eyes scan the group of comrads that she has been fighting beside. The elderly priest, the halfling, the two ambitious clerics. A gasp catches in her throat as her eyes fall on Brom's form, or what she assumes to be Brom. The grey-ish, lean figure almost seems lost in Able's ample, though now tattered, shirt.  He must be exhausted, she thinks, which only adds to her resolve.  They had to get out of here.  Now.

Keeping all of them in mind, she closes her eyes and lowers her head to rest on Jacob's.  A glimmer appeared in front of Pendal.  Another on the far side of the priest.  Slowly a filmy wall grows around the battered group of adventurers, as if they now stood inside of a giant soap bubble.  Taking a deep breath to focus her efforts, Mina releases a jolt of energy.  The bubble and its seven occupants rise into the air.  As the mass rises, she manages to push it over the edge of the ledge they had entered on.  Unfortunately, due to the amount of energy she had expended or the last few hours, Mina had begun to weaken.  When hovering about a foot over the floor of the balcony, her concentration wanes, the bubble dissolves and the group falls to the ground with a sudden thud.

"It's alright now, Jake-y, Aunty Mina is going to get you home now.  Safe and sound."  Her tears have stopped but her voice is little more then a hoarse whisper, still choked with the emotions of finding her little darling as she has.  

(September 29th, 2001) 

Out of the corner of her eye, Mina spots what looks like torch light near the entrance to the balcony from the main cavern. Round two, she thinks in annoyance born of exhaustion and frustration.

"Brom," she whispers.  

Silence.

"Brom!" she whispers again more loudly.  She focuses her eyes on the various human heaps that resulted from the rough landing.  She spots the scrawny grey figure off to her left.  "Brom, give me your hand."  Mina stretches out her arm towards him.  If he can take her hand perhaps she can revitalize him enough so that he can at least regain a human form, and be able to defend himself, if it came to that yet again.  

Brom glances at Mina, shaking his head.

"It has nothing to do with my powers." He mutters. "I'm just tired.  Its been a long and stressful night."

He moves over and lightly touches Jacob, examining the wounds.

"Besides, I don't know how much more you can give," he explains, taking a moment to change his form back.  Despite the change though, he flickers every few moments in the dim light. "Rest for a moment.  After a tantrum like that, it isn't a good idea to exert yourself.  Protect Jacob.  I'll watch you while you rest."

He looks down over the edge to attempt to plan a new defense.  

Pendal stares dumbfoundedly at Mina as she cares for the child.  He had seen psions lash out in anger before, but the events of the past few moments put all those destructive terrors to shame.  After pondering over it in his mind for a minute, Pendal dismisses it as having something to do with women and their behavior during certain phases of the moon.  In other words, he files it under his growing list of things he'd never understand.

Gathering himself up, he dashes over to where Mina is and immediately hands her the last of his healing potion to give to the child.  As she begins dispensing the brew, Pendal begins checking the rest of the party for injuries.  Wayfarer and the Feldspar brothers, besides being somewhat shaken, seem no worse for wear.  It was the sight of Brom that causes Pendal to do what would best be described as a 'double-take'.

With his darkvision potion still active, Pendal can see Brom sitting with his head down, visibly exhausted.  What is most disturbing about him is how pale he seems.  The only thing he had seen of that particular shade of grey was the corpse of a person dead for several days.  He begins reaching for a flask of his special brew to help bring some color back into Brom's cheeks when Brom turns to 'face' him... so to speak.

About the only noticeable feature on what would be his face are two small eyes. The rest of his face is an absolute blank.  While it had crossed his mind when he had grasped his hand earlier in the cave, he now confirms his suspicions that Brom is in fact a doppelganger.

Under any other circumstance, psion or not, Brom's head would have been severed from his body before he finished turning it.  But after meeting a rather disoriented druid with a pet crocodile, a religious mission consisting of conflicting faiths, and a psionic avatar whose mental and hormonal stability is on par with Castle Ravenloft balanced atop Azalin's phylactery, in the same day in the same cave, the cleric of Hala is willing to accept the possibility of an altruistic  doppelganger.

Sitting down along side Brom, Pendal hands the tired soul a flask of some strong-smelling liquid and motions for him to take a sip.  Smiling slightly at him, the halfling seems to relax, as if the events of the past day hadn't occurred.

"Sit down and rest for a minute.  I wouldn't worry about an attack right now.  They're probably still trying to figure out what just happened.  Besides," Pendal motions towards Brom, "you're flickering."  

Mina barely acknowledges Pendal, simply taking the offered bottle.  Slowly she raises it to Jacob's lips and helps him drink.

"It's all right, sweetheart, this will help you feel better.  Drink it slowly," she whispers to him softly.

She is unconsciously aware of Pendal's movements around the strewn group.  It isn't until he heads in Brom's direction that she takes serious note of his actions.  As Brom turns towards the halfling she watches the cleric's reaction carefully; no telling what some religious-types might do in the face of diversity.  His initial start seems to give way to typical battle-born comradeship, symbolized by the passing of a flask as the two men sit on the ground side by side.

Breathing a sigh of temporary relief, Mina turns back to her young charge.  Reaching into her own sidebag she brings out a water bottle.  She helps the boy take a drink and then helps herself.    


In the early morning sun, the small group of Taverners moves on and then leaves the town limits, toward the area where Evee lived.

On the road, the silent grief stricken group sees two figures riding toward them, on a large brown horse. The man in front wears a leather armor and his long black hair flows in the wind. 

The second rider is a boy, about 10 years old, seated behind the man and holding him tightly with his arms. His hair is black, too. 

When the horse is near, the Taverners walk off the narrow road for a moment, to let the horse pass.

The man salutes the group by a short bow with his head. It is quite obvious this man is very anxious about something. Some do notice a Vistani-like design on his leather armor. 

When the boy sees the group, he let out a loud frightened cry, not unlike a wild animal suddenly struck with fear.

The rider stops his mount, a little more than a hundred feet past the group. He turns and says something to the boy, who looks at the group with fearful eyes. 

The man gazes at the group and looks thoughtful. He turns back his horse and slowly walks it towards the group.

He stops a good 30 feet from the group and asks, “Greetings, strangers. This road you are on isn’t going very far. May I ask where you are going ? Are you lost ?”

Megan looks at the man and the small boy and smiles as pleasantly as she can at him before talking to the stranger on horseback.

"My name is Megan. I live just north of Vallaki."

She then introduces the group to the man before going on.

"We have come to find Leon, Evee's brother. There is urgent business that needs to be attended to."

She hates the way she worded the sentence and cringes on the inside at her bluntness.  

The man's eyes widen from fear as Megan speaks of urgent business with Leon, looking at the bundle in Megan's strong arms.

"Oh, damn..." he murmurs to himself, while passing an arm around the silent boy's shoulders to hug him.

Before, he didn't seem to have minded Megan's appearance (or at least shown it), but now he looks at her and the old man with the green glasses suspiciously. 

His next phrase is said quickly, as if the man was suddenly very stressed and forgot his good manners. "Who are you ? What is your business ? What ... are you carrying ?"

Fear is again in his eyes, but not of the group as much as of the possible answers.

Megan looks down at the sheet that conceals Evee from view and then returns her gaze to the man.

"We are here to see Leon. There is something urgent that he must be told of. It concerns him far more than it concerns us. It has to do with his sister.  If the boy with you is Leon, I'd prefer not to say more right now; not with him around."  

The man nods at Megan's words. He then closes his eyes and sighs. He look suddenly grief stricken, as he seems to anticipate the bad news. He looks away, to hide his face from the boy.

After a moment, he turns back his mount and slowly moves away from the group, without a word.

As the group looks at each other in puzzlement as to what to do next, the man stops his horse and dismounts. He is roughly a hundred yards from the group.

The man smiles and talk reassuringly to the boy, who is now showing signs of nervousness. After a moment, the man is able to calm the boy. The man smiles to him genuinely. He gives him an apple, speaks a few more words, and walks towards the group.

As soon as he turns his back on the boy, and walks toward the Taverners, his smile leaves him. He suddenly looks like he is carrying the weight of twelve horses on his shoulders.

Meanwhile, the boy on the horse is calm, eating his apple while looking at the group. His child gaze is somewhat very strange, as if his gaze reaches the inner souls of the group. It unnerves them. They also get the impression that the boy seldom blinks his eyes, but that is perhaps due to the distance.

The man has now reached the silent group. His composure shows grief but he also has a sad smile, like someone resigned to an unpleasant and painful task.

"So, strangers, what do you have to say?", he says, more bluntly than intended. Immediately, he adds, on a more polite tone, "I'm sorry, I forgot my manners. My name is Eval Ostevik and I live on the farm at the end of the road", with a wave towards the direction of the road.

"The boy on the horse is Mrs. Evee's brother," he says, while looking briefly at the limp bundle in Megan's arms.  

Megan nods to Eval and then to the boy. No one that young should encounter death, she thinks to herself, then returns her attention to Eval.

"There is no easy way to say it. Evee died battling Inajira.  We have brought her here in case there were any preferences to her funeral.  I also thought it was best that Leon shouldn't see her; you may be able to break it to him easier."

Megan motions to Trebor and he removes the sheet from Evee's head, careful to keep it out of sight from Leon.  The sheet is replaced, hiding Evee once more.

"The demon's magick struck her and killed her. I tried to save her, but I was too late."

The last words escape Megan's lips almost as a broken whisper.  She hates herself for not being able to save her friend.  What better could she do than raise her as a mindless zombie? A walking corpse. No one deserves that fate, not even Inajira.  

The man's weight on his shoulders seems to double and his eyes turn watery.

"Oh damned, not Evee ... not her ... "

He put a hand on Evee's head, and tears fall on the sheet. "...not her ..."  He raises his head to look in Leon's direction. 

He is still on the horse, quiet. Suddenly Leon screams, with a broken voice, as if the boy isn't fully in control of his voice: "Eeeeeeeeveeeeeeeeee!!". The call is ghastly; the boy's scream sounds like a call for help, desperate.

Eval looks at the boy, still sitting quietly on the horse. He is sad, but there is amazement as well.

He somewhat regains his composure and looks at Megan and Trebor. "Preferences for the funerals, you ask? ... I don't know, never thought about that ... ... a regular thing, I guess... Something simple, we don't have money to pay for more important funerals."

Eval looks like he is remembering something important. "Or we could ask Madame Sophia if she wants to have a part in it? Madame Sophia is the Oma of a Vistani tribe that is currently staying near our farm. She said something told her to come back here quick. They arrived yesterday. Now I see what it is ..."

Megan wishes there was something she could do to help Eval and Leon in their mourning, but she knows that these things need to follow their own path and take their own time.  At least she can help with the funeral.

"If money is any question, I can help out some. I'm sure the others will too.  Evee was dear to all of us, even though I didn't know her as well as I would have liked.  Maybe in the next life I will."

"Also, if you need any other help, I will be around. I live just to the north of Vallaki. You can't miss my cottage; it has a lot of herbs growing nearby."

She then contemplates the Vistani that Eval had mentioned.

"It may be in our interests to see this Madam Sophia as she may know things about Evee that we never did. The Vistani are well gifted in their crafts and their wisdom is well regarded by myself.  Would you mind escorting us to her?"  

"Thank you for the proposed help, miss. Should you need something south, please do visit us. You are welcomed."

The boy on the horse shouts a second time, "Eeeeeeeeeeeveeeeeeeeeeeeeee!!", with the same voice that would send shivers to the most hardened person. 

Eval looks at the other two and says, "Strange day, for many reasons. One for mourning, one for joy and one for puzzling. One of them is the unexpected appearance of the Vistani tribe and another is the fact that Leon never spoke before yesterday."

The small group looks at Eval, inviting him to go on. "A terrible thing happened in the Beiderbecke family years back, and since then, Leon never spoke a word... nothing. That is, until yesterday night, when he started screaming Evee's name."

"This morning, Leon, who is usually scared to walk outside alone, even in daylight, walked outside to the road, toward the town, screaming Evee's name. I took him back but he tried again. My wife and I discussed it and we agreed that I should bring Leon to town, to find out why he wants to do that. That is when we crossed your path."

Again, the boy screams.

Eval Ostevik shivers and says, "Let's go home".

He walks back to his horse, gets on it, and leads it towards Megan and Trebor. 

Silently, they walk about a mile through the Barovian woods. The woods are very quiet and no animals are seen.

Then a small clearing show an isolated farm, surrounded with fields. The farmhouse is small and humble but well kept.

At the end of a field, in the distance, a dozen colorful Vistani vardos make a splash of color in this quiet grey scene.

"Let's accompany Evee back home for the last time", he says. He leads the group through the fields toward a very small wooden house, unnoticed before. "That is where she lived."

While Eval talks, a woman emerges from the building and runs toward the group. She hasn't even taken time to dress properly for the cold.

Looking at the running woman, Ostevik turns toward Megan. "Miss Megan," Eval Ostevik asks, "put Evee in her bed. We will leave her there while we arrange the rest. Make a fire in the hearth. I'll meet you there, but I have to see my wife first".

He guides his horse towards the running woman. He stops near her, dismounts, and hugs her. He tells her a few words, causing her to cry. He hugs her again. He takes his coat and puts it around her shoulders. After a moment, she takes Leon in her arms and they start walking towards the farmhouse.  

Megan carries Evee over to her small wooden home, looking more like a shack than anything else.  Inside, the place seems well attended to and clean.  Only a thin layer of dust covers most parts of the interior and its Spartan furnishings.  Megan finds it amazing that Evee actually lived in such squalor, though the life of a monster hunter isn't a rewarding one much of the time.

Minutes pass, and become hours, and still the limp form that used to be Castor Ravenwood lies on the floor, unmoving. The decay--if that is what it is--seems to have stopped, but for how long?

Drinnik sits and ponders the half-elf's condition as he waits for the deadly sunlight to fade from the sky. He and Castor had never gotten along--only slightly better than Lord Azalin and Strahd Von Zarovich. Still his kender curiosity had not left him... and he wondered what was happening to the half-elf whom Galen had designated his own protector.

Castor's form is thin, weak, and looks for all the world like a desiccated corpse--something Drinnik has seen his fair share of over the years. Pale, nearly bloodless, his skin the color and texture of parchment that has been locked away in a moldering vault for a century or two. His hair--formerly as black as a crow's wing--is now a mottled gray, thin and fine.

Were it not for the ever-so-faint beat the vampire's ears detect, he would write Castor off for a corpse. After all, there's only so long anyone can live without--

What was that?

A faint rustling in Castor's direction turns Drinnik back to the half-dead half-elf. His skeletal fingers suddenly clenched violently into a fist, and his body began to twitch, as though struck by lightning.

Drinnik's eyes widened in surprise as the hair began to grow thicker, darker, returning to its former length and color. His skin remains pale, but the wrinkles and crow's feet slowly begin to recede. It is as if whatever clock aged the half-elf only a couple of hours ago has now decided to turn itself back.

Before Drinnik's eyes, Castor's form blurs and morphs back into its familiar, youthful appearance. His gray-blue eyes flare open, and he immediately sights in on Drinnik.

"Where..." he gasps out, struggling to his feet. "Where is she? Where's EVEE!!!"  

Drinnik rushes over to Castor, his still skeletal arm hanging loosely by his side. "Castor, calm down. Evee has... Evee's... Castor, Evee died from Inajira's magic. The others have taken her to bury her. We.. we couldn't go, you were sick and Jeris isn't better yet," his eyes flicker to the young half-elf who is quietly playing with her hair, "and the light would kill me."

Drinnik coughed and spat black ichor on the floor. "I... I crawled over to her after Anna had used a spell to get rid of the daemon and cradled her head in my arms."

"She asked me, oh gods, Castor, she asked me if it was over and I said yes. She smiled and closed her eyes. I sang a mourning song from my world, but she died in my arms. I thought she was asleep, but she was dead." Blood drop tears course down Drinnik's cheeks. "The daemon threw magic at me and burnt the flesh from my arm. I think I convinced Trebor that what he was doing was wrong, but I'm not sure.

"I collapsed, and she came to view, her raven tresses flowing free around her head, that soft, mocking laugh chiding me. She was laughing at me because I failed, I let Evee die."

Castor's face remains impassionate as he gazes at the kender. "Who? Who came to you?"

"Amelia!" Drinnik bursts out sobbing. "She's after me and won't rest! She tortures my mind with visions of Liseme and fills my mind with words of death!"

Castor pushes Drinnik out the way and tries to stand. "I don't care about that wench. I care about Evee."

As Drinnik coughs and spits, his words finally sink into Castor's mind. Something like comprehension--but not precisely it--alights in his eyes.

"But... but when Inajira threw his magic, I... I intercepted it. I felt it... felt it burn through my chest... burn itself out..." he trails off and looks down at himself. Lifting his broad, callused hands, he parts the charred remains of his tunic--rags, if truth be spoken--and reveals scarred but unbroken skin beneath. Something in his face breaks, and his eyes narrow in... what? Shock? Disbelief? No... it is something else.

His face completely devoid of expression, his eyes dull, he turns to look at Jeris--still hurt, still wounded, but alive. Then he locks eyes with Drinnik.

"You're... you're sure?" he asks in an oddly bland voice. "She... she died? In your arms?"

Still retching, Drinnik nods, muffling a wet cough with the sleeve of his tunic. "She... yes. She just... she wanted to know it was over. That she'd made a difference."

The half-elf's teeth come together with a crack, in a rictus wholly unlike a smile. "And... no one sought out a priest? No one sought... a last reprieve?"

"With what, Castor?" Drinnik asks sadly. "We're here--back in Barovia, of all places! Do you really think there's a cleric powerful enough to do what you're asking? And if there were, that Strahd Von Zarovich would let him roam free? Only Strahd holds right of life or death in Barovia."

Castor stares, unblinking, at the kender. For a moment, Drinnik isn't certain he even heard him. He is about to repeat himself when Castor shakes his head.

"Where did they go, Drinnik? Where did they take her... her body?"

"To find her brother," the kender croaks out, muffling another cough. "And the family they lived with. To... to bury her."

Castor nods once, his face still curiously blank, and moves toward the door. Drinnik catches him by the arm.

"Wait, Castor! What about... Jeris? And Amelia! She laughed, Castor, laughed because I failed--"

Instantly Castor's arm flashes out, seizing Drinnik by the throat and lifting him high off the ground. The vampiric kender is so surprised--and weakened by his ordeal--that he does not react.

"Strahd take Amelia, Drinnik!!" the half-elf hisses, his own face only inches from Drinnik's. Through the hot anger etched on his once-again youthful features, Drinnik can see a single clear tear trickle from the corner of each eye. His ragged voice drops to a whisper. "And Strahd take you, too."

He drops the astonished vampire to the floor and strides out the door.  

Drinnik grabs a thick blanket off the bed and wraps it around himself.. Quickly he chases after the enraged half-elf.

"Oh, you think I am not upset over Evee's death?! She was the only one who never shunned me!" He runs to keep up. "The only priest they have is Anna! I don't think that she could do anything!"  

The half-elf ignores Drinnik as the kender runs alongside him. From what the vampire can see, Castor's eyes are narrow, hard, as if focused on some fast-approaching goal.

Scenting the air, Drinnik detects a slightly salty smell... Castor's sweat perhaps? Tears?

As he strides purposefully through the village streets, two teenagers--one boy and one girl, both half a head taller than Drinnik--dart into the dirt path directly ahead of Castor, the dark-haired boy chasing the fairer girl. Both wear happy, carefree grins that belay the nature of nighttime Barovia...

... Grins that change instantly to shock as both of them are seized by some invisible force and tossed back toward the door from which they came. They fly some ten yards away, landing in a heap of tough leather and groans. A faint reddish-orange glow surrounds them briefly before fading.

For his part, the half-elf still does not bat an eye; nor does he break his stride. His head is inclined toward the ground, and he stares forward through eyes like slate-gray mirrors.  

"You did that, didn't you?" Drinnik asks, his voice a whisper. "Oh, the great mighty Castor Ravenwood has grief issues. Hurting people is not the way, Ravenwood, I know."

Castor snarls and continues running, Drinnik keeps up, smoking slightly. "You turn your grief into rage and you will turn into me. It becomes a small bitter ball that never goes away. I had to put up with that in the bowels of the Temple of Takhisis when the draconians and the goblins thought that skewer the kender was a fun game.

"I've had to live with the loss of Liseme and Niesme for years. When I saw them in Lamordia I was shocked! What brought them here? I asked myself.

"I was given a chance at peace and I took it, but my chance was foiled by Amelia. You, however, are luckier than I am. They trust you, the Taverners. They will help you, but they would never do that for me. The vampire kender who was a murderer? The only reason I'm still alive is because they fear Trebor.

"Castor, randomly attacking people won't help."  

The half-elf continues his measured stride. Without altering the rhythmic pounding of his rapid footsteps, he says in a whisper so faint even Drinnik's superhuman hearing can barely make it out. "They shouldn't have trusted me."

A moment passes, then two, and he continues. "If I wanted your opinion, Drinnik, I would have asked you.... but I didn't. And don't flatter yourself--or Trebor. The reason you're still alive has nothing to do with either of you. It's something... different. Look behind you."

As Drinnik does, he sees a wooden table leg floating behind him. Four feet above his head, but inclined at such an angle as to make its trajectory absolutely clear--the vampire's heart.

As shock and anger and perhaps even a tinge of fear war on the kender's face, Castor continues, steel in his voice: "If I staked you now, there isn't a twice-damned thing Trebor could do about it. So stop talking... and get away from me!!"

As Castor utters this last, a wave of force coalesces around Drinnik and flings him away as well, snatching the blanket from around his body in the process. As the sun's rays pierce his undead skin, he screams in renewed agony, his vision blurring into a haze of red pain.

As his instincts kick in and he scrabbles for the blanket once more, wrapping his singed body in it, he sees the half-elf's form flicker once... twice... before fading into nothingness.

Castor is gone.



After laying Evee on the bed, Megan prays silently for a moment before leaving to rejoin the others. Entering the home of Eval, his wife, and Leon, she whispers something no one hears and goes over to Eval. The windows of the main room have been closed shut and only a candle lights the room. There is an incense odor, too. 

There, Eval and Rosalia, Eval’s wife, are sipping tea at the table. They clutch their handkerchiefs.  Leon isn't in the main room. 

When Trebor and Megan enter, they both stand up, and, after a short presentation with Rosalia, 

Megan asks, "I must ask you if you know anything about Evee in a religious sense. It helps the spirit to find peace if the proper religious rites are seen to. Also, I have had the misfortune of overseeing a few funerals before and that will help save the expense of employing a priest to perform it. Somehow, I feel Evee would feel better if someone she knew performed the ritual for her."  

Eval nods at the words, and when he look at Megan, she can see tears in his eyes. “No, she wasn’t religious. She believed in the magic arcane, but also in simple things, like one’s inner strength. And she often said the gods have probably abandoned us, no need to worry about them.” He offers a sad smile and adds, “No, really, I don’t think she was.”

An old but strong voice is heard in a corner. “For the unfortunate Mrs. Beiderbecke’s last honors, I wish to offer my services." 

Trebor and Megan are surprised to notice for the first time an old lady, clearly Vistani by her complexion, hair color, and clothing. She seems to have just appeared in the room, from the shadows, or perhaps only now she has allowed them to see her? She has a cup of tea in front of her and she is slightly smiling at their astonishment. She looks at Megan with curiosity.

“Trebor, Megan, allow me to introduce Madame Sophia, the Oma of the Kamshatskanic tribe," Eval says.

After the presentation, Madame Sophia explains that her young apprentice, Theresa, the one she chose to be Oma, felt that something bad was happening to Evee, two days ago. She also says that young Evee was very appreciated in the Kamshatskanic tribe, for her gentleness and courage but also for other things that Madame Sophia does not specify, and, even if Trebor insists, it seems hopeless they will receive any more information...

With that premonition from Theresa, Madame Sophia accelerated her tribe to Vallaki.

The group agrees to do a collective mourning, that night, with the Vistanis. The afternoon is spent quietly, silently. 


As evening comes, Rosalia serves a quick dinner and then leaves the room to get dressed. 

“Madame Sophia said that Evee’s remains should stay where they are now. We do not have to bring her to the vardos," Eval says. 

Rosalia enters the room. She is dressed in black from head to toe, and wears a scarf. In that dress, her Vistani blood is now more obvious. “Usually, in Vistani ways, the dead person’s spirit is mourned, but not his or her physical body," Rosalia comments. “Now we have to go. They are waiting for us." She takes with her a small bundle, made of Evee’s clothing and the few personal belongings she had. Eval takes Leon’s hand and exits the house.

The group walks towards the circle made by the Kamshatskanic tribe vardos. In the middle, a large, well-fed fire light the entire place. About 35 Vistani from all ages are seated around the fire, discussing amongst themselves. All men and women are dressed in black, while the children have a piece of black clothing on them, like a scarf or a shirt. 

Around the fire, the Vistani have left empty a large section for their guests, and, politely, some wave for the group to sit there. 

As the group sits, Madame Sophia then come out of her vardo, walking with a cane. She is dressed in flowing black robes. Her gaze is bright, youthful, and contrasts her ageless features. Some raw energies seem to emanate from her. She is an impressive person to look at, terrible and benevolent at the same time, like a black storm cloud.

She walks toward the center of the fire and says, with a sad but strong voice, “My family,  the giorgio friends Evee had. We are brought together this night for a sad event. We are remembering Evee Beiderbecke. Evee showed courage in fighting a demon, that cursed Inajira fiend, to help her friends. Without her action, perhaps there would be more mourning tonight. Evee died, and her spirit is here to visit us for the last time. Show her she can leave in peace. Let’s remember her innocence and her time here with us.”

She takes a black candle from her robe and lights it at the fire. She holds it in her hand, and suddenly, it flickers and extinguishes.

With that, a strange kind of cry is made by a few of the Vistani. It is like a painful cry. The other Vistani soon follow, and the air is filled with wailings, cries, and other demonstrations of painful, strong emotion. Even the kids are howling in pain. Some are shouting to the sky.

After a moment, Leon adds his voice to all this and shouts, “Eeeeeeeeveeeeeeee!!” at the top of his lungs. A little Vistani girl, about the same age as Leon, sits besides him and takes his hand. 

For the group, the whole aspect of it all is surreal, all those heartfelt screams of pain and the large bonfire… some feel dizzy, like the beginning of a trance…


As the last rays of the sun disappear over the Balinok Mountains, a soft glow appears in the woods outside of Vallaki.  Garudos Celestar supports the weak form of Simion Vesp.  This is good, Celestar thinks to himself.  His body is healing well.  That is a lot of magical energy to flow through one who has been injured so.  

He looks around at Dmitri and the rest of the Carrick family, who have graciously agreed to follow him to aid the Taverners in thanks for their earlier help.  They look confused however, apparently shocked at the speed and method of the journey... and Garudos inwardly sighs.  The events of the past few days must have been the first they've seen of such powers: that of Dmitri and Anna and their Goddess, not to mention his own considerable magical abilities.

Following his divine track of the blessing on the child Galen, the archmage, simple man, and the rest make their way toward the gathering of the Taverners.

Even before arriving at the site of the funeral, Celestar has the horrid premonition that something is terribly wrong.  As they near closer, they hear the cries of the Vistani, but one voice cuts through the air all the way to where Garudos is standing like a thousand tiny daggers into the heart of the angel...“Eeeeeeeeveeeeeeee!!!”

Standing in the shadows just beyond the edge of the firelight in the center of the circle, Garudos Celestar silently takes in the scene before him.  Evee Beiderbecke has perished.  Megan, Jasper, Anna, Elmar, Trebor, and Jeris all stand in the circle with the Vistani, heads bowed down except for Jeris, who looks confused at the cacophony of wails that surrounds her.

The group of mourners is surprised to see Garudos and the group to appear and waves for them to sit with them. They will greet him properly later. 

Garudos notices the old Vistani woman glance at him, once in a while.

As the crying continues, Celestar helps Vesp sit down, propped against a tree at the edge of the firelight, and slowly enters the circle.  Silently, the Carrick family members follow.  

Megan looks around at the others during the funeral, remaining silent except to comfort Jeris from time to time.  There had been too many losses among her friends lately. She had been wondering if she were really that cursed as to spread this much hardship among them.  Jeris did not appear to understand so well what was happening, so it seemed unfair to explain it to her now.  Maybe later in private, Megan would do so, but not yet.

The Vistani's pain demonstration continues ...

After two hours perhaps of such mourning, Madame Sophia gets up and the pain cries start to decrease. They stop completely after a few minutes. 

The total silence is by contrast difficult to bear.

After a long moment, Madame Sophia turns toward the fire and say “Evee, you saw how painful your departure was. You can leave in peace, as you know we will do the grieving for you... No need to stay... So let your spirit join the rest…”.

Her expression changes, and Madame Sophia is now smiling. “Evee, you will always be remembered as the beautiful person you were. Whatever tests life threw at you, you kept smiling and fighting. You were strong. That is what we will be celebrating now.”

The men get up and walk to their vardos. They return carrying musical instruments; guitars, violins, and tambourines. 

The first musical pieces are slow and still mournful. It is violin shrieks, not unlike the Vistani wailing. However, it slowly changes to a quicker, happier music. The transition is so slow it is difficult to pinpoint moments where the mood changed. The effect is to carry the mourner’s emotion away from grief.

One Vistani girl, the one who previously held Leon’s hand, plays violin. She plays like a virtuoso, watched with approving eyes by Sophia. The girl’s violin solos are amazing in what depth they reach your soul. The emotion is joy and sadness together. After one of these musical piece, she shouts, “Thank you Evee, it was fun playing in the woods with you!”.

The Vistani women start to sing, along with the violin, in a ever mounting crescendo of voices. When one reaches the highest note she can sing, she starts again lower, then slowly increases to a higher note, to restart when the highest note has been reached. Rosalia join her voice to the others, and her Vistani blood is again more apparent to the viewers.  

The overall effect of the song is enthralling. The giorgios understand it is symbolic of Evee’s spirit's ascension for something else ...

After a long hour of the music, the group is in a near-hypnotic trance and has the impression they will soon levitate, weightless. 

Madame Sophia then throws in the fire Evee’s personal belongings; clothes, comb, and similar everyday items, one by one. Eval turns to Megan and murmurs, “Don’t worry, I kept the spellbook for Leon." He winks once. 

They notice now that Leon is gone. “Surely he went to sleep," Eval says, while looking in the direction of his house. “At this hour, he's usually been sleeping for a while."

The last thing Sophia throws in the fire is a small bag of powder, taken from her robe. It explodes in a myriad of colors and the sparks reach high to the sky. Its effects last for minutes. 

At times, in the flames, some can see the image of Evee’s face appear. She is at peace, smiling. The flames are similar to her long hairs, flowing.

The music is now very happy, and the men clap their hands while the women start to dance.

At one point, the image shimmers for an unusually long hiatus.  All eyes seem drawn to the glowing image, in the fire.  The music seems to continue on its own; the motions and sounds are automatic; all concentration is on the visage in the fire.

Garudos Celestar slowly walks over to the fire and reaches into the flames.  He gently lifts Evee's chin so that her smiling face looks into his eyes.  The archmage bends down, and softly kisses the incorporeal form on the forehead.  The flames seem to burn brighter for a moment - a whiter, purer flame; and they almost appear to swirl over the top of Evee's head like a halo... before the image disappears into the flames.

Those looking closely see the moonlight shining off a single tear; a tiny star that falls from the eye of the angel into the fire.  

Throughout the ceremony, Abel Carrick and his sons and servants keep a silent, solemn vigil. Each is lost in his own thoughts as they listen to the mournful wails that are to release Evee's spirit, and later to the wondrous music that celebrates all she did in her short time here.

Herger and Rethel gaze into the flames, remaining silent as they ponder the life of the young woman who paid the ultimate price for her friends.

A vibrant lass, the brothers think to themselves. Kept the rest o' us smilin', even where there was precious little ta be happy about. Always protectin' her friends, able to battle with spell or sword... wish we'd gotten the time ta know the lass better.

At the conclusion of the ceremony, the two brothers drink a toast of flog whiskey--to Evee's memory.

Anneke Graymalk's eyes are wide as she struggles to take in the sublime nature of what is happening around her. Though her own father was a Vistani--a member of the Equaar tribe--she has known precious little of the Vistani except for the one called Amelia. Though she struggles to push aside her feelings of grief for herself--grief that the music and majesty she is seeing here is only temporary--she cannot help but smile as the music begins. It courses through her body, asking--no, demanding--that she dance, joining herself with Madame Sophia's people. And yet she does not.

Abel Carrick stands solemnly behind his sons, a hand on each of their shoulders. Even the wolf-pup is strangely quiet, as though he senses something amiss with his new friends--or that this is a special time for them. 

She knew--almost from the beginning--what I was... what I am, Abel thinks to himself. And she never judged me... never condemned me, even before the Bright Lady's blessing changed me. Neither he nor his sons join in the chorus of screams, but Jacob cannot stop himself from adding his voice to the songs. Though the older boy has never before heard them, he seems to pick up the words instantly... and his high, piping voice meshes flawlessly with that of the Vistani. 

As Jacob sings, Abel murmurs a prayer to Ezra... a prayer that whatever Evee's faith, whatever her individual belief system, that the Bright Lady will welcome her into a just reward in the afterlife. Whatever faults she may have had that he never learned of... she was a good person. And the merchant knows from his own experiences how difficult that can be--especially in this world.

As the fire dies down and Celestar holds the image of Evee there for just a second longer, each of them smiles slightly... and each is filled with the conviction that wherever Evee is now, she is happy... and at peace.  

Well outside the ring of dancing Vistani and grieving Taverners, Dmitri stands silently, leaning on his staff.  His eyes glow like coals, reflecting the red firelight; his face is calm, almost without expression.

"Well, Miss Beiderbecke," he whispers to himself, at last.  "Death ends all stories; but for all of that, we may still claim that it is a happy ending, especially to a story so sweet as yours."

He stands listening to the strange, wild music of the Vistani--the only music as potent as that of his kin, the minstrels and folk-singers of Kartakass.  For a moment he thinks of a Vistani girl he knew many years before, and how she danced, light as a leaf, to this same music...

Shaking himself and sighing, Dmitri makes the sign of the Shield and Sword and mutters, "In pace resquiat, Evee Beiderbecke.  The Bright Lady receive you to her."

After those words Dmitri falls into a reverie, staring into the distant fire as the Vistani music winds about his thoughts--thoughts which return continually to a single phrase.  

Death ends all stories.  

One of the Vistani men comes to the group and mention that it is now quite late, politely. At that, Eval and Rosalia get up, and wait for the group to do the same. 

Once the funeral ends, Megan talks with the others and with the Vistani present, wishing to have her fortune told.  The Vistani appear a little reluctant at first, but slowly change their minds and do so.  Once done, Megan leaves the group and goes home, to her herbalist shop north of Vallaki.

Over looking the fire from his perch in a tree Jasper gazes down at the still burning fire. "Good bye, Evee… Quam candala olim mortuus ventilo mille flamma . " (Latin- The candle that died has given flame to a thousand fires). 

Without a sound he hops down next to Anna. "Are you ready?" 

"Yes," she replies.

"Gather the child's possessions also. We are going to stop in Mordent to see a friend..."


The group leaves the Vistani to their joyful songs and dance. They walk in silence to Evee’s small house and find Leon asleep, cuddling near his sister. He has put a blanket on her and rested her head on a pillow.

"I’ll be back later…," Rosalia says, "I’ll put Leon to bed in our house." Rosalia takes Leon in her arms and carries him to their farmhouse.

Eval sighs and asks, “Now, my new friends, do we resume digging? I already started this afternoon.” 

After distributing torches, he leads them to a clearing in the woods. “This is… this was... one of her preferred areas. She often came here to read. It is also here that she once was surrounded by wolves and climbed a tree to escape.” 

In the middle of the quiet clearing, a hole in the ground show Eval’s afternoon work. They all take turns digging, in silence. 

In the meantime, Rosalia arrives with hot tea for the group. She is accompanied by the little Vistani girl, the one who played the violin so well. Rosalia introduces her: “This is Theresa. She and Evee went along very well. She insisted to Sophia that she could be there to bury Evee.” Theresa doen't care that she is the focus of all's attentions and instead look at Evee's face.

When the hole is deep enough, Rosalia goes back to the house to get Leon. 

Eval takes Evee’s remains and gently puts her body on the ground, in the hole. Theresa places red roses on Evee’s breast. It is the last time they will see her face. She looks asleep, quiet, peaceful.

Leon, partially awake, looks curiously at his sister but says nothing.

With a broken voice, Eval says, “I’ve never been good at words…. Farewell, Evee… I will miss you… you really were like my daughter …” and starts to weep quietly. 

Rosalia’s voice does not tremble when she says, “Sweet Evee … that was far too early to leave us … Don’t worry, we will take care of Leon. Have a good trip to the other side.”

Theresa looks at Evee for a long time, and simply says, “Goodbye, sister”. 

After that, Eval starts shoveling earth on Evee’s body. He insists on doing it alone. After a few feet of earth has been piled on the corpse, he adds sharp rocks on the grave, so the wolves won’t get an easy meal. He shovels the rest of the earth on the grave.

“It is over,” he says, sighing. 

“We have to think of something to write on her epitaph … We should do that tomorrow …”

Garudos Celestar responds from behind them. "How about 'In the end, the love you take is equal to the love you make'?"  

Meanwhile Trebor stands over the grave, his face not giving away the turmoil that eats away inside of him. He waits until the funeral is concluded then turns and walks away.

As he leaves the all too familiar smell of ash lingers in the air for a few seconds before departing and a few moments later Trebor and all traces of him are gone.

It is later that night when Megan returns to Evee's grave and plants a small tree beside it, to mark Evee's passing in her own way.


As the twilight turns to nighttime, the guests who had come to pay their respects to one Evee Beiderbecke trickle away, until only one lone man remains behind, watching over the departed friend's grave until daylight.

The man does not feel the other presence as it reaches into the back of his mind... and shuts it off, like a switch. He collapses into the snow with a thud, his dark head lolling bonelessly on his shoulders.

A darker figure stalks forward out of the gloom... 

When only a few feet away from the foot of the grave, he spreads his arms wide, like a man being crucified, and screams. Not with his mouth... but with his mind. The half-elf falls to his on the rocky ground, arms still outstretched. Evee... he calls in his mind, keenly feeling the absence of her mind, her soul, as a great gnawing ache. Knowing her had made him happier than he could ever remember being.

And now it was gone. She was gone.

Evee, he 'whispers' softly. We had so little time... and I'm so sorry. I would have gotten a flower for your grave... but I never asked you what kind you liked, did I?

But I know you liked light--and why not? You were a creature of  light, of goodness and caring and peace. All you ever did was try to protect others who couldn't protect themselves, to share your light with them...and I pray that you're back among your own kind at last. 

This... this is more for me than for you... but I hope you understand all the same.

Reaching inward, Castor focuses what tiny tendrils remain of his mental energies, and the chipped headstone that marks Evee's grave flares to pure white light. Gradually, the brilliant burst softens into a peaceful white glow. 

Here, at your grave, travelers through these woods will find a safe haven. A light to lead them through the darkness... as you hoped to lead me.

 A full minute passes in silence. Then two. And when he can stand it no longer, he bursts out again. 

What is this?! he cries out to the stars, to a god he no longer knows if he believes in. What do you want from me? You took her away... and for what? Just to watch me... to laugh and point from your lofty heights? To take pleasure in my pain?!

I've known agony before... but never like this! Never this... emptiness. This feeling that--that everything I've ever wanted or needed was within my reach... and now you've taken it all away!!

Castor drops his arms, and holds his hands palm up in front of his chest. Blood gleams in the hazy gray light of the new moon, its reddish hue deepening to purple as it drips from his hands to the hungry dry soil beneath him. Is it his? Is it someone else's?

He doesn't know... or care.

Then to HELL with all of you!! he screams. You expect me to go on?! You expect me to keep 'fighting the good fight'? You dangle happiness in front of me, only to snatch it away when I start to believe... and you expect me to keep going??! Following your 'plan'?!!

Castor stares down at the blood on his palms, then smears the purplish-red liquid over and beneath his eyes. The tears dropping from them smear clear, salty streaks through his newly-applied mask.

TO HELL WITH ALL OF YOU!!! he screams again, and the last of his mental energies expire. 

He pushes himself unsteadily to his feet, and stumbles away, back into the waiting darkness--the darkness that he knows, and that, more importantly, knows him. Knows him, he now realizes, better than he knows himself.

Behind him, the gravestone of Evee Beiderbecke continues to radiate a soft, comforting white light. It would remain... less visible by day, but a haven for innocents at night. A place of protection for those who could not protect themselves.


Evee would have wanted it this way.

A mournful cry echoes on the wind. The cry of a heart breaking... or a conscience departing. 

Perhaps forever.


Some time later Drinnik sorts through his pouches and comes across a small piece of parchment that he has never seen before. Upon opening it he sees a familiar symbol, an hourglass with all the sand in the top half. On the reverse of the paper is a crude drawing of the tavern sign at the Malodorous Goat with a number one drawn beneath it.

They will meet again… in one year …

END OF PART ONE

(Done by Jasper's player - David C)
A bard by the cool name of Jasper wrote the following… 

This is to ease your wait for the volume two of the story…  Enjoy !
In the tavern by the riverside
A young child coos and an old man sighs


In clothes of a traveler he came to hide
The fate of the world echoes in his cries.


Travelers of roads lost to the mist
One a young girl, never been kissed


One of face horrid and kind 
He left his life, his world behind 


One of one and of two
But a heart the same as me and of you 


Student of old, both darkness and of light
He temps the fates to set things right 


One as silent as the moon on the waterside
He looks for that which others might hide 


Sharp of wit and fast of hand
A de-facto leader of this small band 


A flash of spell, the swipe of a blade
The smile of the group is what she was made 


No angel born in fire or light
Can match what this demon did for Right 


Blood once flowed, a choice was made
Travel by night the smallest one bade 


Cured by the gods, scorned by fate
To hunt the rat, the cat must wait.

Dancing lights, the shadows of life
Death had a son, now he needs a new wife


Music and laughter 
Wine and much song
The story had meaning


But something was wrong
All around the cauldron go
A price to pay for all to know


A pact was made
A quest bestowed 
All of heaven behind them
All of hell down the road 
Hunter, demon, child, prey
They all gathered upon that day 


A battle was joined a battle was fought
And from a death a curse to them was brought.
“Hide you may and hide you might,
let all you hide be brought to sight.”

The tale is not done 
the words not all spoken
But that is all I will sing
Perhaps a small token?


Though there is much more
That is all I have written
Of the group called the Taverners 
from the Malodorous Goat
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