Lut hien's Ganbl e

PROLOGUE

It was a tinme in Eriador of darkness, a tine when King G eensparrow and
his wi zard-dukes bl anketed all the Avonsea Islands in a veil of
oppressi on and when the hated cycl opi ans served as Praetorian Guard,
allied with the governnent against the conmon folk. It was a time when
the eight great cathedrals of Avonsea, built as bl essed nonunents of
spirituality, the epitone of homage to hi gher powers, were used to cal
the tax rolls.

But it was a tine, too, of hope, for in the northwestern corner of the
nmountain range called the Iron Cross, in Mntfort, the largest city in
all of Eriador, there arose cries for freedom for open revolt. Evil Duke
Mor kney, G eensparrow s pawn, was dead, his skinny body hangi ng naked
fromthe tallest tower of the Mnistry, Mntfort’s great cathedral. The
weal t hy nmerchants and their cyclopian guards, allies of the throne, were
sorely pressed, bottled up in the city’s upper section, while in the

| ower section, anpng the | esser houses, the proud Eriadorans renenbered
kings of old and called out the name of Bruce MacDonal d, who had | ed the
victory in the bitter cyclopian war centuries before.

It was a small thing really, a speck of light in a field of blackness, a
single star in a dark night sky. A w zard-duke was dead, but the w zard-
king could easily replace him Mntfort was in the throes of fierce
battle, rebels pitted against the established ruling class and their

cycl opi an guards. The vast armes of Avon had not yet marched, however
with winter thick about the land. Wien they did conme on, when the night
that was Greensparrow flowed to the north, all who stood against the

wi zar d- ki ng woul d know true darkness.

But the rebels would not think that way, would fight their battles one at
atinme, united and always with hope. Such is the way a revol uti on begins.

Wrd of the fighting in Montfort was not so small a thing to the proud
fol k of Eriador, who resented any subjugation to the southern ki ngdom of
Avon. To the proud fol k of Eriador, uttering the nane of Bruce MacDonal d
was never a small thing—Aor were the cries for Eriador’s newest hero: the
sl ayer of Mrkney, the unwitting | eader of a buddi ng revol ution.

Cries for the Cinson Shadow.

THE M N STRY



The revolt had begun here, in the huge nave of the Mnistry, and the
dried blood of those killed in the first battle could still be seen
staining the wooden pews and the stone floor, splattered across the walls
and t he scul pted statues.

The cathedral was built along the wall separating the city's merchant
class fromthe comon folk, and thus held a strategic position indeed. It
had changed hands several tines in the weeks since the fighting began

but so determ ned were the revol utionaries that the cyclopians still had
not held the place Iong enough to clinb the tower and cut down Duke

Mor kney’ s body.

This time, though, the one-eyed brutes had cone on in full force, and the
Mnistry's western doors had been breached, as well as the snaller
entrance into the cathedral’s northern transept. Cyclopians poured in by
the score, only to be net by determ ned resisters, and fresh bl ood
covered the dried blood staining the wooden pews and the stone fl oor.

In mere seconds, there were no obvious battle lines, just a swarm ng nob
of bitter enem es, hacking at each other with wild abandon, killing and

dyi ng.

The fighting was heard in the | ower section of the city, the streets
bel onging to the rebels. Siobahn, half-elven and hal f-human, and her two-
score el vish conpani ons—+ore than a third of all the elves in Montfort—

were quick to answer the call. A secret entrance had been fashioned in
the wall of the great cathedral, which it shared with | ower Mntfort, cut
by cunning dwarfs in those rare tinmes when there was a lull in the

fighting. Now Si obahn and her conpani ons rushed fromthe | ower section of
town, scranbling up preset ropes into the passageway.

They coul d hear the fighting in the nave as they craw ed al ong the crude
tunnel . The passage split, continuing along the city’'s dividing wall,
then curving as it traced the shape of the cathedral’s apse. The dwarfs
had not had a hard tine fashioning the passage, for the massive wall was
no less then ten feet thick in any place, and many tunnels were already
in place, used by those perform ng nai ntenance on the cathedral.

Soon the elves were traveling generally west. They cane to an abrupt end
in the tunnel at a ladder that led themup to the next level. Then they
went south, west again, and finally north, conpleting the circuit of the
southern transept. Finally Siobahn pushed a stone aside and craw ed out
onto the southern triforium an open ledge fifty feet up fromthe fl oor
that ran the I ength of the nave, fromthe western door all the way to the
open area of the crossing transepts. The beautiful half-elf gave a

resi gned sigh as she brushed the | ong wheat-colored tresses fromher face
and consi dered the awful scene bel ow.

“Pick your shots with care,” Siobahn instructed her el ven conpani ons as
t hey crowded out behind her and filtered along the length of the |edge.
The command hardly seened necessary as they viewed the junbl e of

struggling bodi es bel ow. Not many targets presented thensel ves, but few
archers in all of Avonsea could natch the skill of the elves. The great



| ongbows sang out, arrows slicing through the air unerringly to take down
cycl opi ans.

A quarter of the elvish force, with Siobahn in the lead, ran al ong the
triforiumall the way to its western end. Here a snmall tunnel, still high
above the floor, ran across the western narthex and crossed the nave,
openi ng onto the northern triforium The el ves rushed anong the shadows,
around the nany statues decorating that ledge, to its opposite end, the
base of the northern transept. Mire cyclopians poured in through the door
there, and there were few defenders to stemtheir flowin this area. The
ten elves bent their bows and fired off arrow after arrow, devastating
the i nvading cyclopians, filling the northern transept wth bodies.

Below in the nave, the tide seened to turn, with the cyclopians, their
rei nforcenents dwi ndling, unable to keep up the nomentumof their initial
attack.

But then there cane an explosion as a battering ram shattered the doors
at the end of the southern transept, destroying the barricades that had
been erected there. A new wave of cycl opi ans charged in, and neither the
archers on the triforiumnor the nmen fighting in the nave could sl ow

t hem

“It is as if all the one-eyes of Mntfort have come upon us!” the elf
standi ng behi nd Si obahn cried out.

Si obahn nodded, not di sagreeing with the assessment. Apparently Vi scount
Aubrey, the man runors named as the new | eader of the king’s forces in
Montfort, had decided that the Mnistry had been in eneny hands | ong
enough. Aubrey was a buffoon, so it was said, one of the far too many
funmbl i ng viscounts and barons in Eriador who cl ai med royal blood, |ackeys
all to the unlawful Avon king. A buffoon by all accounts, but
neverthel ess Aubrey had taken control of the Montfort guards, and now t he
vi scount was throwing all of his considerable weight at the rebel force
in the cathedral

“Luthien predicted this,” Siobahn | anented, speaking of her |over, whom
the fates had chosen as the Crinmson Shadow. |ndeed, only a week before,
Lut hien had told Siobahn that they would not be able to hold the Mnistry
until spring.

“W cannot stop them” said the elf behind Siobahn.

Siobahn’s first instinct was to yell out at the elf, to berate himfor
his pessimsm But again Siobahn could not disagree. Viscount Aubrey
wanted the M nistry back, and so he would have it. No | onger was their
job the defense of the great building. Now all they could hope to do was
get as many allies out alive as possible.

And, in the process, inflict as nmuch pain as possible on the cycl opi ans.
Si obahn bent her bow and let fly an arrow that thudded into the chest of

a one-eyed brute an instant before it thrust its huge sword into a man it
had knocked to the floor. The cycl opi an stood perfectly still, its one



| arge eye staring down at the quivering shaft, as though the brute did
not understand what had happened to it. Its opponent scranbled back to
his feet and brought his club in a roundhouse swing that erased the dying
brute’s face and hastened its descent to the floor.

The man spun and | ooked to the triforiumand Siobahn, his fist raised in
victory and in thanks. Two running strides put himin the mddle of yet
anot her fight.

The cycl opi ans advanced in a |ine along the southern end of the swarm ng
nmob, linking up with allies and beating back resisters.

“Back to the southern triforium?” Siobahn ordered her conpanions. The
elves stared at her; if they rejoined their kin across the way, they
woul d be surrendering a val uabl e vant age point.

“Back!” Si obahn ordered, for she understood the |arger picture. The nave
woul d soon be lost, and then the cycl opians would turn their eyes upward
to the |l edges. The only escape for Siobahn's group was the sanme route
that had brought themin: the secret passage that |inked the far eastern
wall with the southern triforium The half-elf knew that she and her
conpanions had a long way to go, and if that small tunnel above the
western doors was cut off by the cycl opians, the northern | edge, and

Si obahn’ s group, woul d be conpletely isol ated.

“Run on!” Siobahn called, and her conpani ons, though sone still did not
under stand the command, did not pause to question her

Si obahn waited at the base of the northern triforiumlooking back across
t he nave as her conpanions rushed by. She remai ned confident that her

el ven band, the Cutters by name, would escape, but feared that not a
singl e man who was now def endi ng the nave would get out of the Mnistry
alive.

Al the elves passed her by and were noving along the tunnel. Siobahn
turned to follow, but then | ooked back, and a wave of hope washed over
her.

As she watched, a snmall, perfectly squared portion of the back end of the
cathedral, directly below the secret tunnel that her group had used to
enter the Mnistry, fell in. Siobahn expected a resounding crash, and was
surprised to see that the wall did not slamto the floor but was
supported by chains, |ike sonme drawbridge. A man rushed in, scranbling
over the angled platform his crinmson cape flow ng behind him He | eaped
to the floor, and two short strides brought himto the altar, in the
center of the apse. Up he | eaped, hol ding high his magnificent sword.

Si obahn snil ed, realizing that those cunning dwarfs had been at work on
nore than the secret entrance. They had fashioned the drawbridge, as
wel |, probably at Luthien's bidding, for the wise young nan had i ndeed
foreseen this dangerous day.

The defenders of the Mnistry fought on—but the cycl opi ans | ooked back
and were afraid.



The Crinmson Shadow had cone.

“Dear Luthien,” Siobahn whispered, and she sniled even wider as Luthien's
conpani on, the foppish halfling Aiver deBurrows, rushed to catch up to
the man. diver held his huge hat in one hand and his rapier in the
other, his purple velvet cape flowed out behind him He got to the altar
and | eaped as high as he could, fingers just catching the Iip. Kicking
and scranbling, the three-foot-tall Oiver tried desperately to clanber
up beside Luthien, but he would not have nmade it except that Luthien's
next conpani on rushed up behind, grabbed the halfling by the seat of his
pants, and heaved hi m up.

Si obahn’s snile faded as she regarded the newconer, though surely the

hal f-elf was glad to see Luthien in such strong conpany. This one was a
worman, a warrior from Luthien’s hone island of Bedwydrin, tall and strong
and undeni ably beautiful, with unkenpt red hair and eyes that shone green
as intensely as Siobahn’s own.

“Wll net, Katerin OHale,” the half-elf whispered, putting aside the
nmonent of jeal ousy and rem nding herself that the appearance of these
three, and of the three-score warriors that poured over the drawbridge
behind them might well be the salvation of those trapped defenders in
t he nave.

Crossing the tunnel within the west wall was no easy task for the elves,
for Siobahn's fears that the cycl opians would cut themoff were on the
mar k, and the one-eyed brutes were waiting for themin the crawl spaces
above the western narthex. The defense had not yet been organized,

t hough, and the elves, with help fromtheir kin fromthe southern tunnel
fought their way through to the southern triforiumwith only a few m nor
injuries.

Coming out onto that |edge, Siobahn saw that the fighting bel ow had
shifted somewhat, with the defenders gradually rolling toward the east,
toward the escape route that Luthien and his force had opened.

“Fight to the last arrow,” Siobahn told her conpanions. “And prepare
ropes that we nmight go down to the southern wing and join with our
allies.”

The ot her elves nodded, their faces grim but truly they could not have
expected such an order. The Cutters were quick-hitters: in, usually with
their bows only, and out before the eneny could retaliate. This was the
M nistry, though, and it was about to be lost, along with many |ives.
Their usual tactics of hit and retreat be damed, Siobahn expl ai ned
hurriedly, for this battle was sinply too inportant.

Luthien was in the fighting now, his great swordBlind-Striker cutting
down cycl opi ans as he spearheaded a wedge of resistance. Oiver and
Katerin flanked him the hal fling—tremendous hat back upon his |[ong and
curly brown | ocks—ighting with rapi er and mai n gauche, and the woman
deftly wielding a light spear. Oiver and Katerin were forni dable
fighters, as were the nen holding the Iines behind them a wedge of fury



wor ki ng out fromthe semcircular apse, felling enem es and envel opi ng
allies in their protective shield.

For the cycl opians, though, the focus of the march was Luthien, the

Cri mson Shadow, slayer of Mrkney. The one-eyes knew t hat cape and they
had cone, too, to know the remarkable sword, its great golden and jewel -
encrusted hilt sculpted to resenble a dragon ranpant, outspread w ngs
serving as the secure crosspi ece. Luthien was the dangerous one: he was
the one the Eriadorans rallied behind. If the cyclopians could kill the
Crimson Shadow, the revolt in Montfort mght quickly be put down. Many
cyclopians fled the deternined stalk of the mghty young Bedwyr, but

t hose brave enough put thenselves in Luthien’s way, eager to win the
favor of Viscount Aubrey, who would |ikely be appoi nted the next duke of
the city.

“You should fight with main gauche,” diver renmarked, seeing Luthien
engaged suddenly with two brutes. To accentuate his point, the halfling
angl ed his | arge-bl aded dagger in the path of a thrusting spear, catching
the head of the weapon with the dagger’s upturned hilt just above the
protective basket. A flick of diver’'s deceptively delicate wist snapped
the head off the cyclopian’s spear, and the hal fling quick-stepped

al ongsi de the broken shaft and poked the tip of his rapier into the
brute’s chest.

“Because your left hand should be used for nore than bal ance,” the

hal fling finished, stepping back into a heroic pose, rapier tip to the
floor, dagger hand on hip. He held the stance for just a nonent as yet
anot her cycl opi an cane charging in fromthe side

Luthien smled despite the press, and the fact that he was fighting two
against one. He felt a need to counter Aiver’s reasoning, to one-up his
di m nutive friend.

“But if |I fought with two weapons,” he began, and thrust wi thBlind-
Striker, then brought it back and | aunched a wi de-arcing sweep to force
hi s opponents away, “then how would | ever do this?” He grabbed up his
sword in both hands, spinning the heavy bl ade high over his head as he
rushed forward. Blind-Striker came angling down and across, the sheer

wei ght of the two-handed bl ow knocki ng asi de both cycl opi an spears,
severing the tip from one.

Around went the blade, up over Luthien’s head and back around and down as
t he young man advanced yet again, and again the cycl opi an spears were
turned asi de and knocked out w de.

Blind-Strikercontinued its furious flow, follow ng the sane course, but
this time the young nan reversed the cut, comng back around fromthe
left. The tip drewa line of bright blood fromthe closest cyclopian's
shoul der down across its chest. The second brute turned to face the
conm ng bl ade, spear held firmy in front of its torso

Blind-Strikerwent right through that spear, right through the brute’s
arnor, to sink deeply into its chest. The cycl opi an staggered backward



and woul d have fallen, except that Luthien held the sword firmy, and the
bl ade held the brute in place.

The ot her cyclopian, wiping away its own blood, fell back and scranbl ed
away, suddenly having no desire to stand against this young warrior.

Lut hi en yanked his sword free and the cyclopian fell to the floor. He had
a nonent before the next cycl opian adversary came at him and he couldn’t
resist glancing back to see if he had taken the snile fromdiver’'s face.

He hadn’t. Oiver’'s rapier was spinning circles around the tip of a
cycl opi an sword, the novenent apparently confusing the dimwi tted brute.

“Finesse!” the halfling snorted, his strong Gascony accent turning it

into a three-syllable word. “If you fought with two weapons, you would
have killed them both. Now | might have to chase the one you | ost and

kill the nost ugly thing nyself!”

Lut hi en sighed hel pl essly and turned back just in time to liftBlind-
Striker in a quick parry, intercepting a wi cked cut. Before Luthien could
counter, he saw a novenent angle in under his free hand at his left. The
cycl opian jerked suddenly and groaned, Katerin O Hale's spear deep inits
bel ly.

“I'f you fought nmore and talked less, we'd all be out of here,” the wonan
scol ded. She tugged her spear free and swung about to neet the newest
chal | enge coming in at her side.

Lut hi en recogni zed her bluster for what it was. He had lived and trained
besi de Katerin for many years, and she could fight with the best and pl ay
with them too. She had taken an immediate liking to Aiver and his
swaggeri ng bravado, an affection that was certainly mutual. And now,
despite the awful battle, despite the fact that the Mnistry was about to
fall back into Aubrey’s dirty hands, Katerin, like Oiver, enjoyed the

pl ay.

At that nonent, Luthien Bedwyr understood that he could not be surrounded
by better friends.

A cycl opian roared and charged in at him and he went into a crouch to
nmeet the rush. The brute jerked weirdly, though, and then crashed onto
its face, and Luthien saw an arrow buried deep in its skull. He foll owed
the Iine of that shot, up and to the left, fifty feet above the floor, to
the triforiumand to Siobahn, who was eyeing himsternl y—-and he got the
distinct feeling that she was not pleased to see himat play beside
Katerin O Hal e.

But that was an argument for another day, Luthien realized as yet another
brute canme on, and several nore beside it. The wedge had passed out of

t he apse and crossed the open transept areas by this point, and the
narrow formation could effectively go no farther, for now Luthien and his
conpani ons were fighting on three sides. Many of the trapped defenders of
the Mnistry had joined their ranks, but one group of a hal f-dozen was
still out of reach, only thirty feet ahead of where Luthien stood.



Only thirty feet, but with at | east a dozen cycl opi ans bet ween them and
t he rescuers.

“Organize the retreat,” Luthien called to Katerin, and as soon as she

| ooked back to hi mshe knew what he neant to do. It seened overly daring,
even suicidal, and Katerin's instincts and her |ove of Luthien nade her
want to try the desperate charge beside the nan. She was a sol dier

t hough, duty-bound and understandi ng of her role. Only Luthien or Qi ver
or she could | ead the main group back across the apse and through the
breached eastern wall, back into the streets of the |ower section, where
they woul d scatter to safety.

“diver!” Luthien yelled, and then was forced to fight off the attack of
a burly and ugly cycl opi an. Wien he heard a weapon snap behind him he
knew that diver had heard his call. Wth a great heave, Luthien sent the
cyclopian’s arns and weapon up high. At the sane tinme, the young warrior
hopped up on his toes and spread his | egs wi de.

Aiver rolled through, coning back over to his feet with his rapier tip
angled up. This was a tall cyclopian, and short diver couldn't nake the
hit as he had planned, driving his rapier up through the brute’s
diaphragmand into its lungs . . . but he settled for a belly wound
instead, his fine blade sliding all the way in until it was stopped by
the creature’s thick backbone.

Lut hi en pushed the dying brute aside.

“You are sure about this?” Oiver asked, seeing the barrier between them
and the trapped nen. The question was rhetorical, and nerely for effect,
for the halfling waited not for an answer but | eaped ahead into the
throng of cycl opi ans, weaving a dance with his blade that forced the
attention of the nearest two down to his |evel.

“You have nmet ny fine friend?” the halfling asked asBlind-Striker swept
in just above his head and above the defenses of the two brutes, slashing
them away. A iver shook his head incredulously at the continued stupidity
of cyclopians. He and Luthien had used that trick twenty tines in the

| ast two weeks alone, and it hadn't failed yet.

Back at the nmain group, Katerin, too, shook her head, amazed once again
at the fighting harnmony Luthien and O iver had achi eved. They

conpl enent ed each other perfectly, nove for nove, and now, despite al
odds, they were nmaking fine progress through the cycl opi ans, down the
m ddl e ai sl e between the high-backed pews.

Up on the triforiumledge, Siobahn and her cohorts realized what Luthien
and Aiver were trying to do and understood that the only way the young
warrior and his halfling friend, along with the six trapped nen, could
possi bly escape was if they got support fromthe archers. Katerin had the
mai n group in organi zed retreat by then, fighting back across the open
transept area and fast approaching the apse, so Siobahn and her friends
concentrated their fire directly before, and behind, Luthien and Qi ver



By the time the two conpanions got to the pews where the fighting
conti nued, only four of the men were | eft standing. One was dead; another
crawl ed al ong the wooden bench, whinpering pitifully, his guts torn.

A cycl opi an | eaned over the back of the high pew behind him spear poised
to finish the job. Luthien got there first, andBlind-Striker lived up to
its nane, slashing across the brute’'s face.

“Run on! To the breach!” Adiver instructed, and three of the four nen
gladly followed that conmand, skittering behind the halfling. The fourth
turned and tried to follow, but got a spear in his back and went down
heavi l y.

“You rmust leave hinl” diver cried out to Luthien as cyclopians cl osed
all around them “But of course you cannot,” the halfling nmuttered,
knowi ng his friend. Oiver sighed, one of his nmany sighs for the duties
of friendship, as Luthien beat back another brute, then dropped to his
knees, hauling the wounded man up onto his free shoul der.

The two got back out of the pew easily enough, but found the aisle fully
bl ocked with so many cyclopians in front of themthey couldn’t even see
the three retreating men who had conme out just before them

“At least he will serve as a shield,” Oiver remarked, referring to the
man sl ung over Luthien’ s shoul der.

Luthien didn’t appreciate the hunor, and he growl ed and rushed ahead,
amazed when he took down the closest cyclopian with a single feint-thrust
maneuver .

But it was blind luck, he realized, as the next cyclopian cane in,
pressing himhard. Unbal anced, he had to fight purely defensively, his
sword barely diverting each savage thrust. Luthien understood the danger
of delay, knew that tine was agai nst him Cycl opians were com ng out of
the pews to either side and chargi ng down the aisle behind him G abbing
t he wounded man had cost himhis life, he suddenly realized, but still,
Lut hi en Bedwyr didn’t regret the decision. Even knowing the result, if
the situation was before himagain, he would still try to save the
wounded nman.

H s vision inpeded by the runp of the unconsci ous man, Luthien could
hardly see his opponent when the brute dodged to the left. Had the

cycl opi an been smart enough to rush in fromthat angle, it surely would
have cut Luthien down. But it cane back out to the right, and Luthien
saw, though the cyclopian did not, a slender blade following its path.
The cycl opi an stopped and cut back to the left again, right into Aiver’s
rapier.

That deadly rapi er blade angl ed down for some reason that Luthien did not
understand. He turned to regard Aiver, and found the hal fling bal anci ng
on top of the pew back.

“Follow ne!” Aiver cried, hopping ahead to the next high back, thrusting
as he landed to force the nearest cyclopian to give ground.



“Behi nd you!” Luthien cried, but Aiver was noving before he ever spoke
the words, turning a perfect spin on the narrow plank. The hal fling

| eaped above a sidelong cut and struck as he | anded, again with perfect
bal ance, his rapier tip poking a cyclopian in the eye.

The brute threw its weapon away and fell on its back to the bench,
grasping at its torn eye with both hands.

“So sorry, but | have no tine to kill you!” Aiver yelled at it, and the
hal fling waved to Luthien and rushed to the side, down the pew instead of
down the aisle.

Luthien wanted to follow, but could not, for a horde of cycl opi ans beat
himto the spot, and he could feel the hot breath of nany nore at his
heels. He roared and slashed wildly, expecting to feel a spear tip at any
nonent .

The tumult that suddenly erupted about himsounded |ike a swarm of angry
bees, buzzing and whi pping the air every which way. Luthien yelled out at
the top of his lungs and continued to strike blindly throughout the
terrifying nonent, not really understanding.

And then it was over, as abruptly as it had begun, and all the cycl opi ans
near the young man | ay dead or dying, stung by elvish arrows. Luthien
spared no tinme to glance back to the triforium he skittered al ong
between the pews in fast pursuit of diver.

When they exited the other end, along the northern wall of the cathedral,
they were glad to see that the three nmen they had rescued were beyond the
altar, clanbering over the tip of the angled drawbridge, where Katerin
and ot hers waited.

Aiver and Luthien nmade the edge of the northern transept, and saw
Kat erin hol di ng her ground as cycl opi ans scranbled to cl ose the escape
route.

Few cycl opi ans bl ocked the way to the apse, and those fled when one was
t aken down by Siobahn’s last arrow. On ran the two conpani ons, Luthien
still carrying the wounded man.

The altar area teenmed with one-eyed brutes, and the allies holding the
breach were overwhel med and forced to fall back

“No way out,” diver renarked.

Lut hien grow ed and sprinted past the halfling, to the base of the apse,
then up the few stairs to the semcircular area. He didn't go straight
for the altar, though, but veered to the left, toward the arched northern
wall. “Close it!” he yelled to his friends at the drawbridge

After a nonent of stark horror and shock, Oiver cal med enough to figure
out Luthien’ s reasoning. The halfling quickly gained the angle that woul d



put hi mahead of his encunbered friend. He made the wall, ripping aside
an awkwardly hanging torn tapestry to reveal a wooden door.

Anot her barrage of arrows fromthe triforiumkept the path clear
monentarily as Oiver stood aside and let Luthien lead the way into the
narrow passage, a steeply angled and curving stair that wound its way up
the Mnistry's tallest tower, the sane stair the two conpani ons had
chased Morkney up before their fateful encounter. Oiver slanmed the door
behi nd him but cyclopians soon tore it fromits neager hinges and took
up the chase.

The first thing Luthien noticed when he went into the dark stair was how
very cold it was. Twenty steps up, the young man cane to understand why

t he cycl opi ans, on those few occasions since the uprising when they had
occupied the Mnistry, had not cut down the body of their fallen | eader.
The normal |y treacherous steps and the curving walls were thick and slick
with ice, snow and water no doubt pouring into the tower fromthe open
landing at its top.

In the darkness, Luthien had to feel his way. He put one foot up after
the other, as quickly as he could go, nore often than not |eaning heavily
agai nst the man he carried, who was, in turn, wedged agai nst the frozen
wal |

Then Luthien slipped and stunbl ed, banging his knee hard agai nst the
unyi el ding stone. He felt novenent to his side and saw the halfling' s
silhouette as Aiver passed, lowto the floor, using his main gauche as
an inpronptu ice pick, stabbing it, setting it, and pulling hinself

al ong.

“Yet another reason to fight with both hands,” the halfling remarked in
superior tones.

Lut hi en grabbed Oiver’s cape and used it to regain his bal ance. He heard
t he cycl opians right behind, struggling, but com ng on determ nedly.

“Care!” diver warned as one block of ice cracked free of a step, sliding
down past his friend and nearly taking Luthien with it.

Lut hi en heard a commotion behind him just around the bend, and knew t hat
t he cl osest cycl opi an had gone down.

“Leave a rope end,” the young warrior instructed when he came up to the
cleared step

Aiver imrediately tugged his silken rope fromhis belt and dropped one
end close to Luthien, then pressed up the stairs with all speed.

Luthien didn’t dare | ay the unconscious nan on the floor, fearing he
woul d slide away to his doom He turned on the cleared step and braced
hi nsel f, readying his sword



He couldn’t see the cyclopian’'s | ook of horror, but could well inmagine
it, when the first creature stunbled around the bend right bel ow him
only to find that the quarry was no longer in flight!

Blind-Strikerhit hard and the brute went down. Luthien stunbled as he
struck, falling against the wall, and he w nced when he heard the
agoni zed groan of the unconsci ous nan.

Down the dying brute slid, taking out the next in line, and the next
behind that, until all the cyclopians were in a bouncing descent down the
curving stair.

Luthien shifted the man to a nore secure position on his shoul der, took
up the rope, waited for AQiver to tighten the other end about a jag in

t he uneven wall, and began his deternmined clinb. It took the conpani ons
nore than half an hour to get up the three hundred steps to the snal
landing just a few steps below the tower’'s top. There they found t he way
bl ocked by a wall of snow. Behind them cane the poundi ng footsteps of
cycl opians closing in once nore.

Aiver dug into the snow with his nmain gauche, the dagger’s thick bl ade
chi pping and cutting away the solid barrier. Half frozen, their hands
nunb fromthe effort, they finally saw |ight. Dawn was just beginning to
break over Montfort.

“Now what are we to do?” diver yelled through chattering teeth and the
how i ng, biting wind as they pushed through to the tower’s top.

Luthien laid the unconscious man down in the snow and tried to tend his
wound, a wicked, jagged cut across his abdonen.

“First we are to be rid of those troubl esonme one-eyes,” diver answered
his own question, while he searched about the tower top until he found
t he bi ggest and nost solid block of ice.

He pushed it to the top of the stairwell and shouldered it through the
openi ng wi th enough force so that it slid dowmn the five steps and across
the I andi ng, then down the curving stairwell below that. A nonment |ater,
Aiver's efforts were rewarded by the screans—api dly dim nishing
screanms—ef surprised cycl opi ans

“They will be back,” Luthien said grimy.

“My so young and foolish friend,” diver replied, “we will be frozen
stiff before they ever arrive!”

It seemed a distinct possibility. Wnter was cold in Montfort, nestled in
t he nountains, and colder still three hundred feet up atop a snow covered
tower, with no practical shielding fromthe brutal northern w nds.

Luthien went to the tower’'s side, to the frozen rope Aiver had tied off
weeks ago around one of the block battlenents. He shielded his eyes from
the stinging wind and peered over, down the length of the tower, to the



naked body of dead Duke Morkney, visible, though still in shadow,
apparently frozen solid against the stone.

“You have your grapnel ?” Luthien asked suddenly, referring to the
enchanted device the wi zard Brind Arour had given to the halfling: a
bl ack puckered ball which once had been affixed to the now frozen rope.

“I would not leave it up here,” Aiver retorted. “Though | did | eave ny
fine rope, holding the dead duke. A rope you can replace, you see, but ny
so fine grapnel . . .”

“Get it out,” Luthien shouted, having no patience for one of Aiver’s
| egendary orations.

Aiver paused and stared hard at the young man, then cocked an eyebrow
i ncredul ously. “I have not enough rope to get us down the tower,” the
hal fl1i ng expl ai ned. “Not enough rope to get us hal fway down!”

They heard the grunts of approaching cyclopians fromthe entrance to the
stairwel|.

“CGet it ready,” Luthien instructed. As he spoke, he tugged hard on the
frozen rope along the tower’s rim freeing sone of it fromthe
encapsul ating i ce.

“You cannot be serious,” diver nuttered.

Lut hi en ran back and gingerly lifted the wounded nan. Another cycl opi an
grow emanated fromthe curving tunnel, not so far bel ow

diver shrugged. “I could be wong.”

The halfling got to the frozen rope first. He rubbed his hands together
vi gorously, blowi ng on them several tinmes, and into his green gauntlets,
as well, before he replaced them Then he took up his main gauche in one
hand and the rope in the other, and went over the side without
hesitation. He worked his way down as quickly as he could, using the

| ong- bl aded dagger to free up the rope as he went, know ng that Luthien,
with his heavy | oad, woul d need a secure hol d.

Aiver grimaced as he canme down to the rope’s end, gingerly setting his
foot atop the frozen head of the dead Duke Morkney. Settling in, he
glanced all about in the growing light, trying to find a place where he
could use his magical grapnel, a place that could get himto another
secure footing

Not hi ng was apparent, except one tiny w ndow far below. To nmake matters
worse, Oiver and Luthien were com ng down the northern side of the

M nistry. The courtyard bel ow was on the wong side of the dividing wall
and was fast-filling with cycl opians, |ooki ng and pointing up.

“l have been in worse places,” Oiver said flippantly as the struggling
Lut hi en joined him the poor wounded man slipping in and out of
consci ousness and groaning with every bounce.



Lut hi en braced hinself, putting one foot on Mdrkney' s frozen shoul der. He
turned so that he could clench the rope with the same hand that held the
unconsci ous nman, and tugged his other hand free.

“There was the time that you and | hung over the | ake,” diver went on
“A so huge turtle below us, a dragon to our left, and an angry w zard to
our right 8

Oiver's story trailed off in a synpathetic “Ooh,” when Luthien held up
his hand to show that the rope had cut right through his gauntlet and
into his skin as well. He would have been bl eedi ng, except that what
little blood had cone out had al ready darkened and solidified on his
pal m

Cycl opians gained the tower top just then and hung over the edge, |eering
down at Luthien and diver.

“W have nowhere to go!” the frustrated diver cried suddenly.

Lut hi en consi dered the apparent truth of the words. “Throw your grapnel
around to the east,” he instructed.

Aiver understood the wi sdomaround the eastern corner would put them
back on the right side of Montfort’s dividing wall—but still, the command
seenmed foolish. Even if they swuing around that way, they would be hangi ng
nore than two hundred feet above the street, with no practical way to get
down.

Aiver shook his head, and both friends | ooked up to see a spear hangi ng
down fromthe tower’s lip, then rapidly dropping their way.

Luthien drew outBlind-Striker (and nearly tunbled away for the effort)
and lifted the solid blade just in tine to deflect the mssile.

Cycl opi ans howl ed, both above and bel ow t he conpani ons, and Luthien knew
that the parry was purely lucky and that sooner or |later one of those
dropped spears woul d skewer him

He | ooked back to Aiver, neaning to scold himand reiterate his command,
and found that the halfling had already taken out the curious grapnel and
was stringing out the length of rope. Aiver braced hinself and flung the
thing with all his strength, out to the northwest. As the rope slipped
through his fingers, Qiver deftly applied enough pressure and brought
hinsel f around toward the east, turning the angle of the flying ball

A final twist slapped AQiver’s hand against the icy wall to the east, and
the snmoot h-flying ball disappeared around the bend.

Nei t her conpanion dared to breathe, imgining the ball striking sidelong
agai nst the eastern wall.

The rope didn't fall.



Aiver tugged gingerly, testing the set. They had no way of know ng how
firmy the grapnel had caught, or if turning its angle as they swuing
around would free it up and drop themto their deaths

Anot her spear fell past them nearly taking the tip from Luthien’ s nose.

“Are you conming?” the halfling asked, holding the rope up so that Luthien
could grab on.

Luthien took it and hugged it closely, securing hinself and the
unconsci ous nman, and | ooping the rope bel ow one foot. He took a deep
breat h— i ver did, too.

“You have never been in a worse place,” Luthien insisted.

Aiver opened his nouth to reply, but only a scream cane out as Luthien
slipped off the frozen duke, his weight taking the surprised halfling
along for the ride.

An instant later, a better-ainmed cyclopian spear buried itself deeply
into the top of Duke Mrkney's frozen head.

The trio slid along and down the icy-snooth tower wall, flying wide as
t hey swung around the abrupt corner, and crashed back hard, sliding to a
jerking stop forty feet below the enchanted grapnel.

They found no footing, and | ooked down, way down, to yet another
gathering below, this one of their allies. Even as they watched, the | ast
of the Cutters came out of the secret eastern door, using a rope to
descend the twenty feet to the ground, past the drawbridge, which had
been cl osed and secured. There was no way for those allies to help them
no way for Katerin, or even the agile elves, to scale the icy tower and
get to them

“This is a better spot,” diver decided sarcastically. “At |east our
friends will get to see us die.”

“Not now, Aiver,” Luthien said grimy.

“At | east we have no spears falling at our heads,” the halfling
continued. “It will probably take the dimw tted one-eyes an hour or nore
to figure out which side of the tower we are now on.”

“Not now, Qiver,” Luthien said again, trying to concentrate on their
predi canent, trying to find a way out.

He couldn’t see even a renote possibility. After a few frustrating
nmonents, he considered just letting go of the rope and getting the
i nevitabl e over with.

A spear plummeted past, and the pair | ooked up to see a group of brutes
gri nning down at them

“You could be wong,” Luthien offered before Aiver could say it.



“Three tugs will free the grapnel,” diver reasoned, for that indeed was
the only way to rel ease the enchanted device once it had been set. “If |
was qui ck enough—and always | an+ mght reset it many feet bel ow”

Luthien stared at himw th bl ank amazenent. Even the boastful diver had
to admt that his plan wasn’'t a plan at all, that if he pulled free the
grapnel, he and Luthien, and the wounded nan as well, would be darker
spots on a dark street, two hundred feet bel ow

Aiver said no nore, and neither did Luthien, for there was nothing nore
to say. It seenmed as though the | egend that was the Cinson Shadow woul d
not have a happy endi ng.

Brind Amour’s grapnel was a marvel ous thing. The puckered ball could
stick to any wall, no matter how sheer. It was stuck now sidel ong, the
eye-| oop straight out to the side and the wei ghted rope hangi ng down.

Luthien and Aiver felt a sudden jerk as their weight finally nmade the
ball half-turn on the wall and straighten out, shifting so that it was in
I i ne above the hangi ng rope. Then, suddenly and unexpectedly, the pair
found thensel ves descending, the ball sliding along the icy surface.

Luthien cried out. So did diver, but the halfling kept the presence of
mnd to jab at the stone with his main gauche. The dagger’s tip bit into
the ice, threwtiny flecks all about, drawing a fine Iine as the descent
conti nued.

Up above they heard cycl opi an curses, and anot her spear woul d have taken
Aiver had he not thrust his main gauche above his head, knocking it
away. Down bel ow, they heard cries of “Catch thenl”

Lut hien kicked at the wall, tried to scratch at the ice with his boot
heel s, anything to nmaintain sone control along the sliding descent. He
couldn’t tell how high he was, how far he had to go. Every so often, the
puckered ball cane to a spot that was not so thick with ice and the
nmonent um of the slide was | essened. But not conpletely stopped. Down went
the friends, sonetinmes fast and sonmeti nes sl ow, screaming all the way.
Lut hi en noted the secret door forty feet to the side and an instant |ater
he felt hands reaching up to grab his |legs, heard groans all about him as
conrades cushioned the fall and the ground rushed up to swallow him

Then he was down, in a tunble, and A iver was above him the halfling s
fall padded by Luthien’s broad chest.

Aiver | eaped up and snapped his fingers. “I told you | have been in
wor se pl aces,” he said, and three tugs freed his enchanted grapnel.

A nmonment | ater, thunderous poundi ng began at the cl osed drawbridge, the
cycl opians outraged that they had lost their prize. Blocks split apart
and fell outward, the brutes using one of the nmany statues within the
cathedral as a battering ram



Lut hi en was hel ped to his feet; the wounded man was scooped up and
carried away.

“Time to go,” said Katerin O Hale, standing at the stunned young Bedwyr’s
side, propping himby the el bow

Lut hi en | ooked at her, and at Siobahn standi ng besi de her, and |l et them
pul I himaway.

In the blink of a cyclopian eye, the Eriadorans di sappeared into the
streets of Montfort’s |ower section, and the cycl opi ans, standing
hel pl essly as they finally breached the wall, didn't dare to follow.

Sone di stance away, O iver pulled up short and bade his conpanions to
wait. They all |ooked back, following the halfling s gaze up the side of
the Mnistry’s tower. The ice-covered eastern wall shone brilliantly in
the norning light, and the image the halfling had spotted was

unm st akabl e, and so fitting.

Two hundred feet up the wall |ooned a red silhouette, a crinson shadow.
Lut hi en’ s wondrous cape had worked anot her aspect of its magic, |eaving
its tell-tale image enbl azoned on the stones, a fitting nessage fromthe
Crimson Shadow to the common fol k of Montfort.

TO THE BI TTER END

You should not be up here,” Oiver remarked, his frosty breath filling
the air before him He grabbed the edge of the flat roof and pulled

hi nsel f over, then hopped up to his feet and cl apped his hands hard to
get the blood flowing in them

Across the way, Luthien didn’t reply, other than to nod in the direction
of the Mnistry. Oiver wal ked up beside his friend and noted the
intensity in Luthien s striking cinnanon-col ored eyes. The halfling

foll owed that gaze to the southwest, toward the nmassive structure that
domi nated the Montfort skyline. He could see the body of Duke Mrkney
still frozen against the cathedral wall, the spear still stuck in the
dead man’ s head. The rope around his neck, however, now angled out from
the building, its end pushed away fromthe buttress where it had been
tied.

“They cut the rope,” the halfling how ed, thinking the garish scene
perfectly outrageous. “But still the dead duke stays!” Indeed the

cycl opians had cut the rope free fromthe tower top, hoping to dislodge
Mor kney. Farther down the tower side, though, the rope remai ned frozen
and so the cycl opi ans had done nothing nmore than create what |ooked like
a ghastly antenna, sticking up from Mrkney's head as if he were sone

gi ant bug.



Luthien jutted his chin upward, toward the top of the tower, and shifting
his gaze, diver saw cycl opi ans bunbling about up there, cursing and
pushi ng each other. Just belowthe lip, the tower glistened with wetness
and sone of the ice had broken away. The halfling realized what was
happeni ng a nonent | ater when the cycl opi ans hoi sted a huge, steam ng
cauldron and tipped it over the edge. Boiling water ran down the side of
t he tower.

One of the cyclopians slipped, then roared in pain and whirled away, and
t he hot caul dron toppled down behind the water. It spun along its
descent, but stayed close to the wall, and slanmred into the butt of the
spear that was enbedded in Mrkney’'s head. On bounced the caul dron,
bendi ng the spear out with it, and the soldiers on the roof w nced as
Morkney’ s head jerked forward violently, nearly torn fromhis torso. The
spear did cone free, and it and the cauldron fell to the courtyard bel ow,
to the terrified screans of scranbling cyclopians and the derisive hoots
fromthe many common Eri adorans watchi ng the spectacle fromthe city’s

| ower section.

The pushing atop the tower becane an open fight and the offending

cyclopian, still clutching the hand he had burned on the caul dron, was
heaved over the battlement. H s was the only screamfromthat side of the
dividing wall, but the hoots fromthe | ower section cane |ouder than
ever.

“Ch, | do like how they bury their dead!” Oiver remarked

Luthien didn't share the halfling’s mirth. The Mnistry had been lost to
Aubrey, and it was Luthien’s decision to let the viscount keep it, at

| east for the tine being. The cost of taking the building back, if they
could indeed roust the cyclopians fromthe place, would not be worth the
many |ives that woul d be | ost.

Still, Luthien had to wonder about the w sdom of that deci sion. Not
because he needed the cathedral for strategic purposes—the huge buil ding
coul d be defended, but the open courtyards surrounding it nmade it usel ess
as a base of offensive operati ons—but because of its synbolic

ram fications. The Mnistry, that gigantic, inmposing tenple of God, the

| argest and greatest structure in all of Eriador, belonged to the comon
folk who had built it, not to the ugly one-eyes and the unlawful Avon
king. The soul of Mntfort, of all of Eriador, was epitomnized by that

cat hedral ; every village, no matter how snmall or how renote, boasted at

| east one family menber who had helped to build the Mnistry.

The next caul dron of boiling water was dunped over the side then, and
this time, the cauldron itself was not dropped. The hot liquid rmade it
all the way down to the duke, and the rope, freed of its icy grasp,
roll ed over and hung down. A few seconds |ater, the upper half of
Morkney’s frozen torso cane free of the wall and the corpse bent out at
t he wai st .

The two friends couldn’t see nuch on the top of the tower, of course, but
after a long period when no cycl opi ans appeared near the edge, Luthien
and Aiver surmsed that the brutes had run out of hot water.



“I's along way to clinmb with a full cauldron,” the halfling snickered,
renenbering the winding stair, a difficult wal k even without the cold and
the ice.

“Aubrey believes that it is worth the effort,” Luthien said, and his grim
tone tipped Aiver off to his friend s distress.

Aiver stroked the frozen hairs of his neatly trimed goatee and | ooked
back to the tower

“W could take the Mnistry back,” he offered, guessing the source of
Lut hi en’ s nood.

Lut hi en shook his head. “Not worth the | osses.”

“W are winning this fight,” diver said. “The merchant types are caught
in their homes and not so many cyclopians remain.” He | ooked at the wall
and i magi ned the scene in the northern courtyard. “And one |less than a
nmonent ago,” he said with a snort.

Luthien didn’t disagree. The Eriadorans were close to taking back their
city—€aer MacDonald, it had been called—from Greensparrow s | ackeys. But
how | ong woul d they hold it? Already there were reports of an arny com ng
from Avon to put down the resistance, and while those were unconfirmed
and possibly no nore than the mani festation of fears, Luthien couldn’t
deny the possibility. King G eensparrow woul d not tolerate an upri sing,
woul d not easily let go of Eriador, though he had never truly conquered

t he | and.

Lut hi en thought of the plague that had ravaged Eri ador sonme twenty years
before, in the very year that he had been born. H s nother had died in
that plague, and so nany others as well, nearly a third of the Eriadoran
popul ace. The proud folk could no |l onger continue their war with
Greensparrow s arm es—forces conprised nmostly of cycl opi ans—and so they
had surrendered.

And t hen anot her plague had conme over Eriador: a blackening of the
spirit. Luthien had seen it in his own father, a man with little fight
left in him He knewit in nmen |ike Aubrey, Eriadorans who had accepted
Greensparrow with all their heart, who profited fromthe m sery of the
commonf ol k.

So what exactly had he and Aiver started that day in the Mnistry when
he had killed Mrkney? He thought of that battle now, of how Morkney had
given over his body to a denon, further confirmati on of the w ckedness
that was Greensparrow and his cronies. The nere thought of the evi

beast, Praehotec by nanme, sent shudders coursing through Luthien, for he
woul d not have won that fight, would not have plunged Qiver’s rapier

t hrough t he duke’s skinny chest, had not Mrrkney erred and rel eased the
denon to its hellish honme, the human thinking to kill the battered
Lut hi en on his own.



Looki ng back over the events of these |ast few weeks, the blind luck and
the subtle twists of fate, Luthien had to wonder, and to worry—for how
many i nnocent people, caught up in the frenzy of the fast-spreading

| egend of the Crinmson Shadow, would be puni shed by the evil king? Wuld
anot her plague, like the one that had broken the hearts and w |l of

Eri ador when Greensparrow first becane king of Avon, sweep over the |and?
O would Greensparrow s cyclopian arny sinply march into Montfort and
kill everyone who was not loyal to the throne?

And it would go beyond Montfort, Luthien knew Katerin had cone fromlsle
Bedwydrin, his hone, bearing his father’s sword and news that the
uprising was general on the island, as well. Gahris, Luthien’s father

had apparently found his heart, the pride that was Eriador of old, in the
news of his son's exploits. The eorl of Bedwydrin had declared that no
cyclopian on Isle Bedwydrin would remain alive. Avonese, once Aubrey’s
consort and passed on by Aubrey to become the wife of Gahris, was in

chai ns.

The t hought of that ponpous and pai nted whore brought bile into Luthien’s
throat. In truth, Avonese had begun all of this, back in Bedwydrin.

Lut hien had unwittingly accepted her kerchief, a synbol that he would
chanpion her in the fighting arena. Wen he had defeated his friend,
Garth Rogar, the wi cked Avonese had called for the vanqui shed man’s

deat h.

And so Garth Rogar had died, murdered by a cyclopian that Luthien | ater
slew. Wiile the ancient rules gave Avonese the right to nmake such a
demand, sinple norality nost definitely did not.

Avonese, in pointing her thunb down, in demanding the death of Garth
Rogar, had set Luthien on his path. How ironic now that Aubrey, the man
who had brought the whore to Bedwydrin, was Luthien’s nortal enemny in the
struggle for Mntfort.

Lut hi en wanted Aubrey’s head and neant to get it, but he feared that his
own, and those of nmany friends, would roll once King G eensparrow
retaliated.

“So why are you sad, my friend?” Qiver asked, his patience worn thin by
the stinging breeze. No nore cycl opi ans had appeared atop the tower, and
Aiver figured that it would take them an hour at |east to descend, fill
anot her caul dron, and haul the thing up. The confort-loving halfling had
no intention of waiting an hour in the freezing wi nter w nd.

Lut hi en stood up and rubbed his hands and his arnms briskly. “Cone,” he
said, to Aiver’'s relief. “I amto neet Siobahn at the Dwelf. Her scouts
have returned with word fromthe east and the west.”

Aiver hopped into line behind Luthien, but his step quickly slowed. The
scouts had returned?

The worldly diver thought he knew then what was bothering Luthien.



The Dwel f, so nanmed because it catered to nonhunmans, particularly to
dwarfs and el ves, was bustling that day. It was sinply too cold outside
to wage any major battles, and many of the rebels were using the tinme to
resupply their own larders and relax. Located in one of Mntfort’s
poorest sections, the Dwelf had never been very popular wth any except

t he nonhuman residents of Montfort, but now, as the favored tavern of the
Crimson Shadow, the hero of the revolution, it was al nost al ways full

The barkeep, a slender but rugged man (and | ooki ng nore fearsone than
usual, for he hadn't found the tine to shave his thick black stubble in
nearly a week), wi ped his hands on a beer-stained cloth and noved up to
stand before Aiver and Luthien as soon as they took their custonary
seats at the bar.

“W're | ooking for Siobahn,” Luthien said i mediately.

Bef ore Tasnman coul d answer, the young Bedwyr felt a gentle touch on his
earl obe. He closed his eyes as the hand slid | ower, stroking his neck in
t he sensuous way only Si obahn coul d.

“W have business,” Oiver said to Tasnman, then |ooked sidelong at the
coupl e. “Though I amnot so sure which business ny excited friend favors
at this tinme.”

Lut hi en’ s ci nnanon eyes popped open and he spun about, taking Siobahn's
hand as he turned and pulling it fromhis neck. He cleared his throat,
enbarrassed, to find that the half-elf was not only not alone, but that
one of her conpanions was a scow ing Katerin O Hal e.

The young man realized then that the gentle stroke of his neck had been
given for Katerin's benefit.

Aiver knewit, too. “I think that the war conmes closer to ny hone,” he
whi spered to Tasman. The barkeep snickered and slid a couple of ale-
filled rmugs before the compani ons, then noved away. Tasman' s ears were
good enough to catch everything inportant that was said along his bar

but he always tried to nake sure that those conversing didn't know he was
in on the discussion.

Luthien | ocked stares with Katerin for a long nonent, then cleared his
t hroat again. “Wat news from Avon?” he asked Si obahn.

Si obahn | ooked over her |eft shoul der to her other conpanion, an elf
dressed in nmany layers of thick cloth and furs. He had rosy cheeks and
| ong eyel ashes that glistened with crystals of nelting ice.

“I't is not promising, good sir,” the elf said to Luthien, w th obvious
rever ence.

Lut hien winced a bit, still unconfortable with such formal treatnent. He
was the | eader of the rebels, put forth as the hero of Eriador, and those
who were not close to himalways called him*“good sir” or “nmy lord,” out
of respect.



“Reports continue that an army is on the way fromAvon,” the elf went on.
“There are runors of a great gathering of cyclopian warriors—Praetorian
Guard, | would assume—n Princetown.”

It made sense to Luthien. Princetown |ay diagonally across the Iron Cross
to the southeast. It was not physically the closest to Montfort of Avon’'s
major cities, but it was the closest to Mal puissant’s Wall, the only pass
t hrough the great nountains that an arny could hope to navigate, even in
m dsumrer, let alone in the harsh w nter.

Still, any march fromPrincetown to Montfort, crossing through the
fortress of Dun Caryth, which anchored Mal puissant’s Wall to the Iron
Cross, would take nany weeks, and the rate of attrition in the harsh
weat her woul d be taxing. Luthien took sone confort in the news, for it
didn’t seem probable that G eensparrow would strike out from Princetown
until the spring nmelt was in full spate.

“There is another possibility,” the elf said grimy, seeing the flicker
of hope in the young Bedwyr’'s eyes.

“Port Charley,” guessed Katerin, referring to the seaport west of
Mont fort.

The el f nodded.
“I's the runor based in know edge or in fear?” diver asked.
“lI do not know that there is a runor at all,” the elf replied.

“Fear,” diver decided,and well-founded, he silently added. As the
realities of the fighting in Montfort had settled in and the rebels
turned their eyes outside the enbattled city, talk of an Avon fl eet
sailing into Port Charley abounded. It seenmed a | ogical choice for
Greensparrow. The straits between Barandui ne and Avon were treacherous in
the winter, and icebergs were not unconmon, but it was not so far a sail,
and the great ships of Avon could carry many, nmany cycl opi ans.

“What allies—= Luthien began to ask, but the elf cut himshort, fully
expecting the questi on.

“The folk of Port Charley are no friend of cyclopians,” he said. “No
doubt they are glad that one-eyes are dying in Montfort, and that Duke
Mor kney was sl ain.”

“But . . .” diver pronpted, correctly interpreting the elf’s tone.
“But they have declared no allegiance to our cause,” the elf finished.

“Nor will they,” Katerin put in. Al eyes turned to her, sone
guestioni ng, wonderi ng what she knew. Luthi en understood, for he had
often been to Hale, Katerin’s hone, an independent, free-spirited town
not so different fromPort Charley. Still, he wasn't so sure that
Katerin's reasoni ng was sound. The names of ancient heroes, of Bruce



MacDonal d, sparked pride and loyalty in all Eriadorans, the folk of Port
Charl ey i ncl uded.

“If a fleet does sail, it nmust be stopped at the coast,” Luthien said
det er mi nedl y.

Katerin shook her head. “If you try to bring an army into Port Charl ey,
you will be fighting,” she said. “But not with allies of G eensparrow.”

“Wuld they let the cyclopians through?” diver asked

“I'f they will not join with us, then they will not likely oppose
Greensparrow,” Siobahn put in.

Luthien’s mnd raced with possibilities. Could he bring Port Charley into
the revolution? And if not, could he and his rebels hope to hold out
agai nst an arny of Avon?

“Perhaps we shoul d consider again our course,” Oiver offered a nonent
| ater.

“Consi der our course?” Katerin and Si obahn said together.

“Go back underground,” the halfling replied. “The winter is too cold for
much fighting anyway. So we stop fighting. And you and |I,” he said to
Lut hi en, nudging his friend, “will fly away like wise little birds.”

The open proclamation that perhaps this riot had gotten a bit out of hand
sobered the nood of all those near to the halfling, even the many
eavesdroppers who were not directly in on the conversation. diver had
rem nded themall of the price of failure.

Si obahn | ooked at her elvish conpani on, who only shrugged hel pl esslYy.

“Qur lives were not so bad before the fight,” Tasman renarked, wal ki ng by
Lut hien and A iver on the other side of the bar.

“There is a possibility of diplonacy,” Siobahn said. “Even now. Aubrey
knows that he cannot put down the revolt without help from Avon, and he
dearly craves the position of duke. He might believe that if he could
strike a deal and rescue Montfort, Geensparrow would reward himw th the
title.”

Lut hi en | ooked past the speaker, into the eyes of Katerin O Hale, green
orbs that gleanmed with angry fires. The notion of diplonmacy, of
surrender, apparently did not sit well with the proud warrior wonan.

Behi nd Katerin, several patrons were jostled and then pushed aside. Then
Katerin, too, was nudged forward as a squat figure, four feet tall but
sturdy, sporting a bushy blue-black beard, shoved his way to stand before
Lut hi en.



“What's this foolish talk?” the dwarf Shuglin demanded, his gnarly fists
cl enched as though he neant to leap up and throttle Luthien at any
nonent .

“W are discussing our course,” Aiver put in. The halfling saw the fires
in Shuglin's eyes. Angry fires—for the dwarf, now that he had found sone
hope and had tasted freedom often proclained that he would prefer death
over a return to subjugation

Shugl in snorted. “You decided your course that day in the Mnistry,” he
roared. “You think you can go back now?”

“Not |, nor Luthien,” the halfling admtted. “But for the rest . . .”

Shugl in wasn’t listening. He shoved between Luthien and Aiver, grabbed
t he edge of the bar, and heaved hinself up to stand above the crowd.

“Hey!” he roared and the Dwnelf went silent. Even Tasman, though certainly
not appreciating the heavy boots on his polished bar, held back.

“Who in here is for surrendering?” Shuglin call ed.
The Dwel f’s crowd remmined silent.
“Shuglin,” Luthien began, trying to calmhis volatile friend

The dwarf ignored him “Wo in here is for killing Aubrey and raising the
flag of Caer MacDonal d?”

The Dwel f exploded in cheers. Swords slid free of their sheaths and were
sl apped toget her above the heads of the crowd. Calls for Aubrey’s head
rang out from every corner.

Shugl i n hopped down between A iver and Luthien. “You got your answer,” he
grow ed, and he noved to stand between Katerin and Siobahn, his gaze
steel ed upon Luthien and nuscular arns crossed over his barrel chest.

Luthien didn't mss the smle that Katerin flashed at the dwarf, nor the
pat she gave to him

O everything the dwarf had said, the nobst inportant was the ancient nane
of Montfort, Caer MacDonald, a tribute to Eriador’s hero of old.

“Wll said, ny friend,” Aiver began. “But—=

That was as far as the halfling got.

“Bruce MacDonald is nore than a nane,” Luthien decl ared.
“So is the Crinson Shadow,” Siobahn unexpectedly added.

Lut hi en paused for just an instant, to turn a curious and appreciative
|l ook at the half-elf. “Bruce MacDonald is an ideal,” Luthien went on. “A



synbol for the folk of Eriador. And do you know what Bruce MacDonal d
stands for?”

“Killing cycl opians?” asked diver, who was from Gascony and not Eri ador.

“Freedom” Katerin corrected. “Freedom for every man and woman.” She
| ooked to Siobahn and to Shuglin. “For every elf and every dwarf. And
every halfling, Qiver,” she said, her intent gaze |ocking with his.
“Freedom for Eriador, and for every person who would |ive here.”

“W talk of halting what we cannot halt,” Luthien put in. “How many
nmerchants and their cycl opi an guards have been killed? How many
Praet ori an Guards? And what of Duke Morkney? Do you believe that
Greensparrow will so easily forgive?”

Lut hi en slipped off his stool, standing tall. “W have begun sonethi ng
here, something too inportant to be stopped by nere fear. W have begun
the freeing of Eriador.”

“Let us not get carried away,” Oiver interjected. “Or we night get
carried away . . . in boxes.”

Lut hien | ooked at his dimnutive friend and realized how far diver—and
many ot hers, as well, given the whispers that had reached Luthien' s ears—
were sliding backward on this issue. “You are the one who told ne to
reveal nyself in the Mnistry that day,” he rem nded the halfling. “You
are the one who wanted ne to start the riot.”

“1?" diver balked. “I just wanted to get us out of there alive after you
so foolishly junped up and shot an arrow at the Duke!”

“I was there to save Siobahn!” Luthien decl ared.

“And | was there to save you!” Oiver roared right back at him The
hal fl1ing sighed and cal ned, patted his hand on Luthien’s shoul der. *“But
let us not get carried away,” diver said. “In boxes or any other way.”

Luthien didn’t calma bit. H's thoughts were on destiny, on Bruce
MacDonal d and the ideals the man represented. Katerin was with him so
was Shuglin, and so was his father, back on Isle Bedwydrin. He | ooked
toward Si obahn, but could not read the feelings behind the sparkle of her
green eyes. He would have liked sonething fromher, sone indication, for
over the past few weeks she had quietly becone one of his closest

advi sors.

“I't cannot be stopped,” Luthien declared |oudly enough so that every
person in the Dnelf heard him “W have started a war that we nust win.”

“The boats will sail from Avon,” diver warned.

“And so they will be stopped,” Luthien countered, cinnanon eyes flashing
“In Port Charley.” He | ooked back out at the crowd, back to Siobahn, and
it seened to himas if the sparkle in her eyes had intensified, as if he
had just passed sone secret test. “Because the folk of that town will



join with us,” Luthien went on, gathering strength, “and so will all of
Eri ador.” Luthien paused, but his w cked snmile spoke vol unes.

“They will join us once the flag of Caer MacDonald flies over Mntfort,”
he continued. “Once they know that we are in this to the end.”

Aiver thought of remarking on just how bitter that end m ght becone, but
he hel d the thought. He had never been afraid of death, had lived his
life as an ultimate adventure, and now Luthien, this young and naive boy
he had found on the road, had opened his eyes once nore.

Shuglin thrust his fist into the air. “Get ne to the nmnes!” he grow ed.
“I"1'l give you an arny!”

Lut hi en consi dered his bearded friend. Shuglin had | ong been | obbying for
an attack on the Montfort m nes, outside of town, where npst of his kin
were inprisoned. Siobahn had whispered that course into Luthien's ear
many tines, as well. Now, with the decision that this was nore than a
riot, with the open declaration of war agai nst G eensparrow, Luthien
recogni zed that action nust be taken swiftly.

He eyed the dwarf directly. “To the nmines,” he agreed, and Shuglin
whooped and hopped away, punching his fist into the air.

Many | eft the Dwelf then, to spread the word. It occurred to Aiver that
sone mght be spies for Aubrey and were even now running to tell the
vi scount of the plan.

It didn't matter, the halfling decided. Since the beginning of the revolt
inthe city's lower section, Aubrey and his forces had been bottled up
within the walls of the inner section and could not get word to those
cycl opi ans guarding the Montfort mnes.

“You are crazy,” Siobahn said to Luthien, but in a teasing, not derisive,
manner. She noved near to the nan and put her |ips against his ear. “And
so exciting,” she whispered, but |oud enough so that those closest could
hear. She bit his earlobe and gave a soft grow .

Looki ng over her shoul der, glinpsing Katerin's scow, Luthien recognized
again that Siobahn’s nuzzle, like her earlier display of affection, was
for the other woman’s sake. Luthien felt no power, no pride, with that
under standi ng. The last thing the young Bedwyr wanted to do was bring
pain to Katerin O Hale, who had been his |over—and nore than that, his
best friend—+those years on |sle Bedwydrin.

Si obahn and her el vish conpanion left then, but not before the half-elf
threw a wi nk back at Luthien that changed to a superior |ook as she
passed Katerin.

Katerin didn’t blink, showed no expression what soever.

That al one nade Lut hi en nervous



Not so long afterward, Luthien, Oiver, and Katerin stood al one just
i nside the door of the Dwelf. It was snowi ng again, heavily, so many of
the patrons had departed to stoke the fires in their own hones.

The talk between the three was |ight, but obviously strained, with Qiver
poi nt edl y keepi ng the subject on planning the com ng assault on the
Mont f ort mi nes.

The tension between Luthien and Katerin did not dimnish, though, and
finally Luthien decided that he had to say sonething

“I't is not what it seens,” he stammered, interrupting the ranbling Qi ver
i n m dsentence.

Katerin | ooked at him curiously.

“Wth Siobahn, | mean,” the young nan expl ai ned. “W have been friends
for some time. | nmean . . .”

Lut hi en found no words to continue. He realized how stupid he nust sound;
of course Katerin—and everyone el se! -knew t hat he and Si obahn were
| overs.

“You were not here,” he stuttered. “I nean . . .”

Aiver groaned, and Luthien realized that he was failing m serably and
was probably meking the situation much worse. Still, he could not bring
hinself to stop, could not accept things as they were between himand
Kat eri n.

“It’s not what you think,” he said again, and AQiver, recognizing the
scowl crossing Katerin's face, groaned again.

“Siobahn and I . . . we have this friendship,” Luthien said. He knew t hat
he was being ultimately condescendi ng, especially considering the

i mportance of the previous discussion. But Luthien's enption overrul ed
his wi sdom and he couldn’t stop hinself. “No, it is nore than that. W
have this . . .”

“Do you believe that you are nore inportant to nme than the freedom of
Eri ador?” Katerin asked himbluntly.

“l know you are hurt,” Luthien replied before he realized the stupidity
of his words.

Katerin took a quick step forward, grabbed Luthien by the shoul ders and
lifted her knee into his groin, bending himlow She noved as if to say
sonet hing, but only trenbled and turned away.

Aiver noted the glisten of tears rimrng her green eyes and knew how
profoundly the young man’s words had stung her.

“Never make that m stake about nme again,” Katerin said evenly, through
gritted teeth, and she left w thout turning back.



Lut hi en gradually strai ghtened, face white with pain, his gaze | ocked on
t he departing woman. \When she di sappeared into the night, he | ooked
hel pl essly at A ver

The hal fling shook his head, trying not to | augh.

“I think I"'mfalling in love with her,” Luthien said breathlessly,
grimacing with the effort of talking.

“Wth her?” diver asked, pointing to the doorway.
“Wth her,” Luthien confirned.

Aiver stroked his goatee. “Let ne understand,” he began slowy,

t houghtfully. “One worman puts her knee into your cabarachees and the
other puts her tongue into your ear, and you prefer the one with the
knee?”

Lut hi en shrugged, honestly not know ng the answer.
Aiver shook his head. “lI’mvery worried about you.”

Lut hien was worried, too. He didn’'t know what he was feeling, for either
Katerin or for Siobahn. He cared for them both—no nan could ask for a
dearer friend or |over than either woman—and that made it all the nore
confusing. He was a young man trying to explore enotions he did not
understand. And at the sanme tine, he was the Crinson Shadow, | eader of a
revolution . . . and a thousand lives, ten thousand |lives, might hinge on
his every deci si on.

Aiver started for the door and notioned for Luthien to follow The young
man t ook a deep and steadying breath and readily conpli ed.

It was good to | et soneone el se | ead.

BREAKOUT

Hal f a dozen cycl opians, the | eaders of the operation at the Mntfort

m nes, turned dunbfounded stares to the door of their side cave—a door
that they thought had been | ocked—when the nman and the halfling casually
strode in, snmiles wide, as though they had been invited. The two even

cl osed the door behind them and the halfling stuck a pick into the |ock
openi ng and gave a quick tw st, nodding as the tunblers clicked again.

The cl osest brute scranbled for its spear, which was |ying across hooks
set into the squared cave’'s right-hand wall, but faster than its one eye
could follow, the nan hopped to the side, whipped a magnificent sword
fromits sheath on his hip, and brought it sw nging down across the spear



shaft, pinning the weapon. The cycl opi an shifted, neaning to run the nman
down. But it paused, confused, at the sight of the man standing calmy,
unt hreat eningly, his hand held up as though he wanted no fight.

Bef ore anot her cyclopian could react, the halfling rushed between the
closest two chairs and | eaped atop the table, rapier in hand. He didn't
threaten any of the brutes, though. Rather, he struck a heroic pose.

A chair skidded from behind the table and one cycl opian, the | argest of
the group, stood tall and onminous. Like Luthien over to the side, Qdiver
waved his hand in the air as though to calmthe brute.

“Greetings,” the halfling said. “I am diver deBurrows, highwayhal fling,
and ny friend here is Luthien Bedwr, son of Eorl Gahris of Bedwydrin.”

The cycl opi ans obviously didn’t know how to react, didn’'t understand what
was going on. The Montfort mnes were sone di stance south of the city
itself, nestled deep in the towering nountains. The place was perfectly
secluded; the brutes didn't even know that the battle for Montfort was
ragi ng, for they had heard nothing fromthe city since before the first
snows. Except for the prisoner caravans, which wouldn't resunme until the
spring nmelt, no one visited the Montfort m nes.

“COf course, you would know himbetter as the Crinson Shadow,” diver went
on.

The | arge cyclopian at the end of the table narrowed its one eye
dangerously. There had been a breakout at the nines just a few nonths

bef ore, when two invaders, runored to be a human and a hal fling, had
slipped in, killed nore than a few cycl opians, and freed three dwarven
prisoners. The entire group of guards in this small side room had been on
a shift far underground on that occasion, but these two certainly fit the
descriptions of the perpetrators. The cyclopian and its allies couldn’t
be sure of anything, though, for this sudden intrusion was too
unexpect ed, too strange.

“Now | wanted for ne and ny friend here, and for our two hundred ot her
friends outside”—that turned nore than one cycl opian’s head toward the
cl osed door—to just cone in here and kill you very dead,” diver

expl ained. “But my gentle friend, he wanted to give you a chance to
surrender.”

It took a nonent for the words to register, and the | arge cycl opian
caught on first. The brute roared, overturning the table.

Aiver whirled away fromthe brute on his heel, expecting the nove. He
scranbl ed and | eaped, flicking his rapier to the left, then to the right,
slicing the two closest cycl opians across their faces.

“I will consider that a no,” the halfling said dryly, falling into a rol
as he landed and turning a conplete sonersault to find his center of
bal ance.



The cycl opian nearest to Luthien growl ed and | owered its shoulder to
charge, but Luthien pointed toward the trapped spear. “Look!” the young
Bedwyr cri ed.

The stupid brute conplied, turning to see Luthien’s sword rapidly
ascendi ng, as Luthien snapped a w cked backhand. Blind-Stri ker ’'s heavy,
fi ne-edged bl ade cracked through the brute s forehead.

Lut hi en | eaped over the corpse as it crunbl ed.

“I told you they would not surrender!” yelled Aiver, who was engaged
with two cycl opi ans, including one of the two he had stabbed in the face.
The halfling’s aimon the other had been better, his rapier taking the
creature directly in the eye. Like its conpanion, the brute had stunbl ed
out of its chair, but had then tripped over the chair, and it squirned
about on the floor, flailing its arnms wildly.

Lut hi en charged the side of the tipped table, |lowering his shoul der as

t hough he neant to ramit and knock it into the cycl opian across the way.
The one-eye, outweighing the nman considerably, |ikew se dropped its
massi ve shoul der, nore than willing to oblige. At the |ast nonent,
Luthien cut to the side, behind the upturned table, and the brute hit the
furniture al one. Overbal anced, the cycl opi an cane skiddi ng by, and
Luthien hardly gave it a thought as he snappedBlind-Striker once to the
side, into the cyclopian’ s ribs.

The young Bedwyr cleared the junble and squared his footing, facing
evenly against the largest brute, who had retrieved a huge battl e-ax.

“One against one,” he nuttered, but in truth Luthien figured that this
particul ar cyclopian, seven feet tall, at |east, and wei ghing near to
four hundred pounds, counted for one and a half.

The two facing diver, neither holding any weapon, gingerly hopped and
skittered fromside to side, |looking for an opening so that they could
grab the miserable rat and his stinging blade.

Aiver casually shifted and turned, poking his rapier’s tip into grasping
hands and seem ng as though he was truly enjoying every nonent of this
fight.

“And | haven't even drawn ny second bl ade,” the halfling taunted. One of
t he cycl opians lurched for him and he responded by sinking his rapier
through its palm the tip sliding several inches deep into the brute’s

f orearm

The cycl opi an how ed and grasped its wist, falling to its knees with the
pai n, and the novenent tenporarily trapped the rapier. Quick-thinking,
Aiver drew out his main gauche, but he found that the other cycl opian
was not conming for him The brute had rushed to the side to retrieve a
nasty-1 ooki ng ax.

Init charged, and Adiver sprang atop the shoul ders of the kneeling
cycl opian and squared to neet the attack, eyes-to-eye.



The hal fling sprang away, though, as the kneeling cyclopian reached up to
grab at his feet and the charging brute |aunched a w cked overhead chop.

The descendi ng ax m ssed—ri ssed Aiver, at |east—and the attacking
cycl opian groaned as the head of its kneeling fellow split apart.

“Ch, | bet that hurt,” the fleeing halfling renarked.

Luthien pivoted to retreat froma sidel ong swi pe. He went right down to
one knee and lurched forward in a thrust, scoring a hit on the advancing
brute’s thigh.

It was a grazing blow, though, and did not halt the giant cyclopian's
charge; Luthien had to dive forward in a headlong roll to avoid the next
SWi pe.

He cane up to his feet, spiraling back the other way, and scored anot her
hit on his opponent, this tine slashing the one-eye’'s runp. The nonster
grow ed and spun, and the heavy ax knockedBlind-Striker aside.

“Rermenber not to parry,” Luthien told hinmself, his hand stinging fromthe
sheer weight of the hit. He raised his sword in both hands then, and
hopped back into a defensive crouch

“W told you that you should surrender,” Luthien teased, and in | ooking
around at the carnage, the large brute could hardly argue. Three of its
conrades were dead or dying, a fourth was blinded, struggling to regain
its feet and swiping wildly at the enpty air. Even as the |argest brute
started to yell out a warning, Oiver stuck the blind cyclopian in the
butt as he rushed past.

The blind brute wheeled, turning the wong way around, and was pronptly
knocked flat by the cyclopian chasing Aiver. The charging brute stunbl ed
over its falling conmpanion, but lurched forward in an inpronptu attack
swinging with all its mght.

A iver skipped aside and the ax drove deep into the upturned table.

On its knees, off balance and fully extended, with its blind conrade
grabbing at its waist, the outraged cycl opi an had no | everage to extract
t he stuck bl ade

“Do let me help you,” Aiver offered, rushing up and slipping his main
gauche into his belt. He reached for the ax, but shifted direction and
thrust his rapier through the cyclopian’s throat instead.

“l changed ny mind,” Aiver announced as the gurgling cyclopian slipped
to the floor.

Luthien’s sword went up high as his nonstrous opponent brought its ax
overhead. The young man rushed forward, knowi ng that he had to nove

qui ckl'y before the huge one-eye gained any nomentum He slamred hard into
his adversary.Blind-Striker struck against the ax handl e and took a



finger fromthe brute’'s right hand, and the attack was stopped before it
ever truly began.

Still clutching the sword hilt in both hands, Luthien spun to his right
and took a glancing blow on the hip froma thrusting knee. Luthien kept
his back in close to the brute as he rotated; he knew that this routine
woul d bring victory or defeat, and nothing in between. He dropped his
bl ade over his right shoul der and bent |ow, then cane up straight hard,
slicing his blade right to |eft.

Bl i nd-Stri kercaught the one-eye under its upraised |left arm tearing
muscl e and bone and nearly severing the |inb.

The cycl opian’s ax banged off its shoulder and fell to the floor. The
brute stood a nonent |onger, staring blankly at its wound and at Luthien.
Then it staggered a step to the side and fell heavily against the wall,
its lifeblood pouring freely.

Luthien turned away to see Aiver tormenting the blind cyclopian, the
hal fling darting this way and that, poking the hel pl ess creature
repeat edl y.

“diver!” Luthien scol ded.

“Ch, very well,” the halfling grunbl ed. He skipped in front of the brute,
waited for its flailing arns to present an opening, then rushed in with a
t wo- handed thrust, his rapier sliding between cyclopian ribs to find the

creature’s heart, his main gauche scoring solidly on its neck

“You really should grow anot her eye,” Oiver remarked, skipping back as
the brute fell headl ong, dead before it hit the floor

Aiver | ooked at Luthien alnost apologetically. “They really should.”

A hundred feet east along the nountain wall fromthe side cave Luthien
and Aiver had entered, Katerin O Hale cane running out of a tunnel in
full flight, nore than a dozen drooling cyclopi ans cl ose behi nd.

The woman, her sword dripping blood fromher first kill inside, started
as though she neant to run down the road toward Montfort, but turned
i nstead and rushed at a snow berm

A spear narrowmy nissed her, diving deep into the snow, and Katerin was
glad that cyclopians, with one eye and little depth perception, were not
good at range weapons. Elves were nuch better.

Over the berm she went, diving headl ong, the brutes howing only a couple
of dozen feet behind her.

How t hey ski dded and scranbl ed when Si obahn and the rest of the Cutters
popped up over the lip of that banking, their great |ongbows bent back!
Li ke stinging bees, the elvish arrows swarnmed upon the cycl opi ans; one



fell with eight arrows protruding fromits bul ky chest. A handful nanaged
to turn and run back toward the m ne entrance, but nore arrows foll owed
to strike them

Only one cyclopian |linped on, several arrows sticking fromits back and
| egs. Another bolt got it in the back of the shoulder as it neared the
cave, but it stubbornly plowed on and got i nside.

Shugl in the dwarf and a host of rebels, nostly human, but with severa
other drawfs anmbng them were fast in pursuit. Soon after the bl ue-
bearded Shuglin dashed into the cave, the wounded cycl opi an shrieked a
death cry.

Behind the berm Katerin squinted against the glare off the white snow
and | ooked to the west. The door of the side cave was open again, just a
bit, and an arm waved up and down, holding Oiver’s huge hat.

“No need to fear for those two when they are together,” Siobahn remarked,
standing at Katerin' s side.

Katerin | ooked at the half-elf, her rival for Luthien's attention. She
was undeni ably beautiful, with long and | ustrous wheat-col ored hair that
made Katerin self-conscious of her own red topping.

“They have nore than their share of skill, and nmore than their share of

| uck,” Siobahn finished, flashing a disarmng grin. There was somet hi ng
det ached about her, Katerin recognized, sonething renoved and superi or.
Still, Katerin felt no condescension directed toward her personally. A
the elves and hal f-el ves shared that cool deneanor, and Siobahn was anpbng
the nost outgoing of the lot. Even their obvious rivalry over Luthien
seened less bitter than it could have been, or woul d have been, Katerin
knew, had her rival been another proud wonman from her honel and.

Si obahn and her band filtered over the snow berm followi ng the others
into the mne entrance. Siobahn paused and waited, |ooking back at
Kat eri n.

“Wll done,” the half-elf said as she stood anong the cycl opi an corpses,
her sudden words catching Katerin off guard. “You baited the brutes
perfectly.”

Kat eri n nodded and rolled over the banking, sliding to her feet on the
other side. She hated to admt it, but she had to, at |east to herself:
she | i ked Si obahn.

They went into the cave side by side.

Much farther down the tunnel, Shuglin and his charging band had nmet with

stiff resistance. A barricade was up, slitted so that crossbows could be

fired frombehind it. Cyclopians were terrible shots, but the tunnel was

nei ther high nor wide, and the | aw of averages made any approach down the
I ong and straight run to the barricade treacherous.



Shugl i n and hi s conpani ons crouched around the closest corner, angered at
bei ng bottled up.

“W nust wait for the elven archers,” one man urged.

Shuglin didn't see the point, didn't see what good Siobahn’s band m ght
do. The cycl opi ans were too protected by their barricade; one or two
shots m ght be found, but even skilled elves would not do nmuch damage
with bows.

“W got to charge,” the dwarf grunbl ed, and the chorus around hi mwas
predi ctably grim

Shugl i n peeked around the bend, and nearly lost his nose to a skipping
bolt. By the nunmber of quarrels comng out and the briefness of the del ay
bet ween volleys, he figured that there nust be at |east a dozen

cycl opians on the other side of the barrier. Three tines that nunber of
fighters stood beside the dwarf, and twenty tinmes that nunber woul d soon
filter in, but the thought of losing even a few allies here, barely into
the mnes, didn't sit well.

The dwarf pushed his way back fromthe corner, comng up to a nan who
carried a great shield. “Gve it to nme,” Shuglin instructed, and the nman
eyed himcuriously for only a nonent before he conplied.

The shield practically covered the dwarf fromhead to toe. He noved back
to the corner, thinking to spearhead the charge.

A cycl opi an groaned from behind the barrier. Then anot her.
Shuglin and his allies | ooked to each other, not understanding.

Then they heard the slight twang of a bow, far down the tunnel ahead of
them and behind the barrier another one-eye screaned out.

Shuglin’s powerful |egs began punping; he verily threw hinself around the
corner. His allies took up the battle cry and the charge

“Silly one-eye,” canme a voice with a familiar Gascon accent from beyond
the barrier. “One poke of ny so fine rapier blade and you cannot see!”

A quarrel skipped off Shuglin's shield. A man flanking himtook a hit in
the I eg and went down.

Heari ng swords ringing, the dwarf didn't pause | ong enough to | ook for an
openi ng. He |l owered his strong shoul der and plowed into the barricade.
Whod and stone shook | oose. Shuglin didn't get through, but his allies
used himas a stepping-stone and the barrier was quickly breached. By the
time the dwarf regained his wits and cl anbered over the rubble, the fight
was over, without a single rebel killed or even seriously wounded.

Luthien pointed to a fork in the passage, just at the end of the
lanplight. “To the left will take you to the | ower |evels and your
ensl aved kin.”



Shugl in grunted; Luthien knew where the fighting dwarf wanted to be.
Shugl in had been in the mnes before, but for only a short while. The
dwarf had been taken prisoner in Mntfort for aiding Luthien and Qi ver
in one of their many daring escapes. He had been sentenced to hard | abor
inthe mines as all convicted dwarfs were, along with two of his fell ows.
But diver, Luthien, and the Cutters had rescued the three dwarfs before
t he cycl opi ans had had the chance to take them down to the | ower |evels.

“And where are you off to?” Shuglin wanted to know, seeing that Luthien
and Aiver weren't nmoving to follow him

Lut hi en shrugged and smiled, and turned to |l eave. Qiver tipped his hat.
“There are nany smal |l er side tunnels,” the halfling explained. “Look for
us when you need us nost!”

Wth that heroic promise, diver scanpered off after Luthien, the two of
them going right at the fork, back to the narrow passage that had | ed
them here fromthe guard room They had i ndeed found many tunnel s | eadi ng
of f that passage, several of which sloped steeply down. The main entrance
to the lower nmines, where the dwarfs were kept as slaves, was to the |eft
at the fork, as Luthien had told Shuglin, but Luthien and Qiver figured
that if they could get down lower in secret, they could rouse the

ensl aved dwarfs and strike at the cycl opi an guards from behi nd.

They did nmake their way down and in the |lower tunnels found a score of
dirty, bel eaguered dwarfs for every cyclopi an guard. Though battered and
hal f-starved, the tough bearded folk were nore than ready to join in the
cause, nore than ready to fight for their freedom Pickaxes and shovel s
that had been used as nining tools now served as deadly weapons as the
growi ng force nade its way al ong the tunnels.

Shuglin's group, rejoined with the rest of their allies, including
Katerin and the Cutters, found their reception exactly the opposite. The
mai n entrance to the [ower mnes al so housed the | argest concentration of
cycl opians. They fought a bitter battle in the last room of the upper

| evel, and predictably, the large platformthat served as an elevator to
the I ower |evel was destroyed by the cycl opi ans.

Usi ng bl ock and tackle and dozens of ropes, Shuglin and his dwarfs

qui ckly constructed a new transport. Getting down was a different matter,
and many were lost in the first assault, despite the fine work of the

el vish archers. Once the | ower chanber was secured, the group faced a
difficult, roomto-roommarch, and there were at | east as many well-arned
cycl opians as there were rebels.

But there were as many dwarf slaves as both forces conbi ned, and when
Luthien and Aiver and their makeshift arnmy showed up behind the
cyclopian lines, the defense of the mnes fell apart.

That same night, the dwarfs crawl ed out of the Montfort mnes, many of

t hem | ooki ng upon stars for the first time in nore than a decade. Al nost
wi t hout exception, they fell to their knees and gave thanks, cursing King
Greensparrow and singing praises to the Crinson Shadow.



Shugl in put a strong hand on Luthien’ s shoul der. “Now you’ ve got your
arny,” the bl ue-bearded dwarf promised grimy

Wth five hundred powerful dwarfs canped about him Luthien didn't doubt
t hose words for a noment.

Standing off to the side, Aiver’'s expression renai ned doubtful. He had
previously offered to Luthien that perhaps the dwarfs should run off into
t he nmountai ns, and that he and Lut hien and whoever el se would cone could
ride north, into the wilder regions of Eriador, where they might blend
into the | andscape, so many nore rogues in a |land of rogues. Despite the
vi ctorious and heartwarm ng scene around hi mnow, Oiver seenmed to be
hol ding to those thoughts. The pragmatic hal fling understood the greater
nati ons of the wi der world, including Avon, and he coul d not shake the

i mmge of Greensparrow s arnmy flowing north and crushing the rebels. Many
times in the last few weeks, diver had pondered whet her Avon used the
gallows or the guillotine.

Aiver the highwayhal fling longed for his life out on the road, an
outl aw, perhaps, but not so much an outlaw that an entire arny would
search for him

“W cannot flee,” Luthien said to him recognizing the forlorn expression
and understanding its source. “It is time for Montfort to fall.”

“And for Caer MacDonald to rise,” Katerin O Hal e quickly added

A WSE MAN S EYES

The many wi nters had played hard on the old w zard Brind’ Amour’s broad
shoul ders, and the crow s-feet that creased his face were testanent to
his many hours of study and of worry. No less were his worries now—

i ndeed, he suspected that Eriador, his beloved land, was in its nost
critical tinme—but his shoulders were not stooped, and anyone | ooki ng at
the wi zened face would likely not notice the crow s-feet, too entranced
by the sheer intensity of the old man’s deep bl ue eyes.

Those eyes sparkled now, as the wi zard sat in the high-backed chair
before his desk in a roughly circular cave, its perfectly snmooth fl oor
the only clue that this was no natural chamber. A single light, sharp
like a spark of lightning, illum nated the room emanating froma
perfectly round crystal ball sitting atop the desk between a human skul
and a tall, treeli ke candel abr a.

Bri nd’ Amour | eaned back in his chair as the |light began to fade and
consi dered the inmages that the enchanted ball had just shown to him



The dwarfs were free of the Montfort mnes and had conme into the city
besi de Luthien and diver

The dwarfs were freel

Bri nd’ Amour stroked his snow white beard and brushed his hand over his
white hair, which he had tied back in a thick ponytail. He could trust
t hese i mages, he rem nded hinsel f, because he was | ooking at things as
they were, not as they m ght be.

He had done that earlier, |ooked into the future. A risky business, and
an exhausting one. O all the magical enchantnments a w zard m ght cast,
prophesyi ng was perhaps the nost troubl esone and dangerous, for | ooking
into the future involved nore than harnessing sinple energies, such as a
strike of lightning, and nore than sending one’'s consciousness to anot her
real -tine place, as in sinple scrying. Looking into the future neant
bringi ng together all the known el enents of the present in one place, a
crystal ball or a mirror, then forcing |ogical conclusions to each, as
wel |l as resultant new conflicts. Truly such prophesying was a test of a
wi zard’ s intelligence and intuition.

Brind Amour rarely dared such prophesyi ng because, despite his curiosity,
he realized that the future was not dependable. He coul d cast the spel
over his crystal ball, huddle close, and study the fleeting i mages—and
they were always fleeting, flickers, and partial pictures—but he could
never know which were true and which were only possibilities. And of
course, the nmere fact that sone prying w zard had glinpsed into the
potential future made it nore likely that the natural outcome woul d be

al tered.

Bri nd’ Amour hadn’t been able to resist a quick glance this one day, and
he had cone away with one image that seenmed pl ausible, even likely: a nan
atop atall tower in Montfort. Brind Anour had a general idea of the
current events in the city—he had visited Montfort mentally on a couple
of occasions, |ooking through the eyes of a half-elf—-and though he didn’t
recogni ze the man on the tower, he knew fromthe rich clothes and anple
jewelry that this was obviously one of G eensparrow s supporters.

The wi zard | eaned back in his chair. A man atop a tower, he thought.
Taunting the popul ace. A | eader, a synmbol of what renmained in Montfort of
King Greensparrow. Sonet hing woul d have to be done about that,

Bri nd’ Amour nused, and he knew t hat he could work this change hinself,

wi t hout great expense and no risk at all. Perhaps his journey into the
real m of what night be had been worth the cost this tine.

The cost . . . He renenbered the many warni ngs his masters of centuries
ago had gi ven hi m concerni ng prophesying. The risk

Bri nd’ Anour shook all that fromhis nind. This tine was different. This
time he had not | ooked primarily at what might be, but at whatwas. And
“what was” was a full-scale revolt in Mntfort, one that mght turn into
a revolution for all of Eriador. In a roundabout way, Brind Amour had
begun it. He was the one who had given the crinson cape to Luthien
Bedwyr; he was the one who had set the Oinson Shadow and his halfling



cohort on the road to Montfort. At that time, Brind Anour had only hoped
Lut hi en coul d cause sone m schief, perhaps renew ng the whi spered | egend
of the Crinmson Shadow, hero of old. Brind Anobur had dared to hope that in
the years to cone he might build upon the whispers surrounding Luthien to
gradual ly dimnish Eriador’s acceptance of w cked King G eensparrow.

Fate had intervened to rush events nmuch nore quickly than the old w zard
had anti ci pated, but Brind Anbur was not saddened by that fact. He was
excited and hopeful. Above all else, Brind Arour believed in Eriador and
her sturdy fol k, Luthien Bedwyr anpong them

H s divining had shown himthat several villages, including Luthien s own
of Dun Varna on the Isle Bedwydrin, had taken up the cause. Just that
nmorning a fleet, nostly converted fishing boats, had put out from Dun
Varna, braving the icy waters of the Dorsal on the short trip to

nei ghboring Isle Marvis. Aboard were reinforcenents for the eorl of
Marvis as he, like Gahris, eorl of Bedwydrin, tried to rid his |and of

t he hated cycl opi ans.

Bri nd’ Amour whi spered a few words and snapped his fingers three tines,
and the many tips of the candelabra flickered to flamng life. He rose
fromhis chair, snoothing his thick and flowi ng blue robes as he nmade his
way near a table that lay deeply buried under a pile of parchnents.

Bri nd’ Amour shuffled them about, finally extracting a nap of the Avonsea
| sl ands. Thousands of colored dots, green and red and yell ow, covered the
map, representing concentrations of people and the sides they represented
in the conflict. South of the nountains, in Avon proper, those dots were
nearly all green, for those loyal to the throne, or yellow, indicating a
neutral bent. North of the nountains showed many green concentrations, as
wel | the merchant section of Montfort renai ned one green bl ob—and nost of
the others were yellow still. But the red dots, synbolizing the rebels,
were growi ng i n nunber.

The wi zard held the map up before himand cl osed his eyes, reciting the
words of another spell. He recalled everything the crystal ball had just
shown him the new events in Montfort and the fleet in the north, and
when he opened his eyes, the map now i ndicated the changes, with a wave
of red flowing toward Isle Marvis and a red wall thickening about
Montfort’'s entrapped nerchant quarter.

“What have | begun?” the old wi zard nused, and he chuckled. He hadn’t
anticipated this, not for another hundred years, but he believed that he
was ready for it, and so was Eriador. Luthien had retrieved Brind Amour’s
staff fromthe lair of the dragon Balthazar, and now Luthien, w th handy
Aiver beside him and a grow ng nunber of other |eaders surrounding them
bot h, was showi ng remarkabl e progress.

Bri nd’ Amour replaced the map on the table and pinned down its corners

wi th paperwei ghts that resenbled |ittle gargoyles. He sighed deeply and

| ooked back to the i mense desk and the dancing flanes of the candel abr a,
throwing nore light than normal candl es ever could. The crystal bal
tugged at his curiosity, as it had for many weeks, not to | ook at

Eri ador, but to explore beyond the land’ s southern borders to see what
was brewi ng in Avon.



Bri nd’ Amour sighed again and realized he was not prepared for that
dangerous venture. Not yet. He needed to rest and gather his strength,
and | et the budding rebellion growto full bloom Briefly, he regretted
havi ng | ooked upon the future earlier, for the present continued to cal
out to himand he was too tired to answer. Scrying the future was taxing,
but for a wizard in Brind Amour’s secret position, sending his nagica
energies over the niles to view the present events of the wide world was
si npl y dangerous. Such energies could be detected by Greensparrow and his
dukes, and since few wi zards remained in the world, any of Brind Anour’s
scrying attenpts could be traced to this nost secret of caves in the Iron
Cross.

The wi zard spoke a word of nmagic and gently puffed, and the flanes atop
the candel abra flickered wildly, then blew out. Brind Amour turned and
went through the door, down a narrow passage which led to his bedchanber.
He had one nore thing to acconplish before he could Iie down for a well-
deserved sleep. He trusted in his vision of what might soon cone in
Montfort, of Greensparrow s man standing atop that tall tower, and he
knew what to do about it.

He stopped at a side roomalong the corridor, a small arnory, and
searched anong t he hodgepodge of itens until he located a specific,
enchanted arrow. Then he delivered it—a sinple magical spell, really—to a
certain beautiful half-elf in Montfort, one who al ways seened to be in
the mddl e of the trouble.

The wi zard went to his rest.

Lut hien woke with a start. He spent a long minute letting his eyes adj ust
to the dimlighting and | ooki ng about his small room nmaking sure that
all was aright. The fireplace glowed still—+t could not be too |ate—but
the flames were gone, the pile of logs consunmed to snall red enbers,

wat chf ul eyes guardi ng the room

Luthien rolled out of bed and padded across the floor. He sat on the
stone hearth. Its warnmth felt good against his bare flesh. He noved the
screen aside, took up the poker and stirred the enbers, hardly

consi dering the novenents, for he was too filled with a multitude of
enoti ons that he did not understand. He put a couple of logs on the pile
and continued blowing softly until the flames cane up again.

He wat ched themfor some tinme, allowing their tantalizing dance to bring
hi m back to Bedwydrin, back to Dun Varna and a tine before he had taken
this nost unexpected road. He remenbered the first time he and Katerin
had made | ove on the high hill overlooking the city and the bay.

Luthien's smle was short-lived. He rem nded hinself that he needed his
sl eep, that the next day, like all the others, would be filled with
turnmoil, with fighting and decisions that would affect the lives of so
many peopl e.



Lut hi en replaced the poker in its iron stand near the hearth and stood
up, brushing hinmself off. As he approached the bed, the light greater now
that the fire was up once nore, he paused.

The covers had roll ed over when he got up, the thick down bl anket bunched
up high, and beneath it he could see Siobahn, |ying naked on her belly,
fast asl eep. The young man gently sat down on the edge of the bed. He put
his hand under the edge of the cover, on the back of Siobahn’s knee, and
ran it up slowy, feeling every inch of her curving formuntil he got to
her neck.

Then he spread his fingers in her lustrous hair. Siobahn stirred, but did
not wake.

She was so snooth, so beautiful, and so warm Luthien couldn’t deny the
hal f-elf’s overwhel nming allure; she had captured his heart with a single
gl ance.

Why, then, had he just been thinking of Katerin?

And why, the young man wondered as he craw ed back under the covers,
snuggling cl ose to Siobahn, was he feeling so guilty?

In the days she had been in Montfort, Katerin had given no sign that she
wanted to be back together with Luthien. She had not uttered a single
word of di sapproval about the relationship Luthien had fostered with

Si obahn.

But she did di sapprove, Luthien knew in his heart. He could see it in her
green eyes, those beautiful orbs that had greeted himat dawn after the
ni ght he had beconme a man, on a hill in Dun Varna, in a world that seened
so many mllions of mles and nillions of years away.

It was all lace and frills, niceties and painted | adies who served the
court well. The sight revealed in the crystal ball turned Brind Anour’s

stomach, but at the sane tine, it gave himhope. Carlisle on Stratton, in
Avon far to the south of Eriador, had been built for war, and by war,
centuries before, a mghty port city bristling with defenses.
Greensparrow had conme to the throne ruthlessly, in a bloody and bitterly
fought battle, and the first years of his reign had been brutal beyond
anything the Avonsea |slands had seen since the Huegoth invasions of
centuries before.

But now Carlisle was |l ace and frills, an overabundance of sweetened
candi es and carnal offerings.

Brind’ Amour’ s nagi cal eye wove its way through the pal ace. The wi zard had
never before been so daring, so reckless, as to send his mnd s eye so
near to his archeneny. If G eensparrow detected the magi cal emanati ons



The thick stone walls of Brind Arour’s nountain hi deaway woul d be of
little defense against Greensparrow s allies, mghty denbns fromthe pits
of hell.

The sheer bustle of the palace anmazed the distant w zard. Hundreds of
people filtered through every roomon the | ower level, all drinking, al
stuffing their faces with cakes, many stealing away to what ever darkened
corner they could find. Burly cyclopians lined the walls of every room
How i ronic, the wi zard nused; many of the one-eyes stood before
tapestries that depicted ancient battles in which their ancestors were
defeated by the nen of Avon!

The eye noved along, the images in the crystal ball flitting past. Then
Brind Amour felt a sensation of power, a magical strength, and for a
nmonent, he thought that Greensparrow had sensed the intruding energy and
he nearly broke the connection altogether. But then the old wi zard
realized that this was sonething different, a passive energy: the
strength of Greensparrow hinsel f, perhaps.

Bri nd’ Amour | eaned back and considered that point. He recalled Luthien's
battle with the wi zard Duke Morkney atop the tower of the Mnistry.
Morkney had called in a denon, Praehotec, and had given the beast his own
body to use. In watching that battle, Brind Amour had felt this very sane
sensation, only it was stronger here.

The ol d wi zard understood, and he was filled with revulsion. Wth a | ow
grow , he leaned forward, throwing all his concentration into the

di vini ng devi ce and noving the eye along, follow ng the beacon of
Greensparrow s energy. It sailed up the back stairs of the palace, to the
second floor where there weren't so many peopl e, though even nore one-
eyed Praetorian Guards. It went down a nmaze of thickly carpeted hallways
and cane to a cl osed door.

Brind Amour felt a jolt as the eye came up to that door. He tried to
force it through, but found that a barrier was in place: the room had
been magi cal ly seal ed.

Greensparrow was behind that door. Brind Amour knew it, but knew, too,
that if he sent enough of his own energy to break through the bl ocking
ward, the wi zard-king would surely sense it.

Suddenly, the image in the crystal ball went dark as a huge cycl opi an
passed t hrough the insubstantial eye. The door opened, and Brind Amour
was quick to urge his eye to follow the brute through

The room beyond was rel atively enpty, considering the |avish furnishings
t hroughout the rest of the palace. A single throne was centered in the
square chanber, atop a circular dais, two steps up fromthe floor, and
while the chair was ornate, decorated with glittering genstones of green
and red and violet, the floor was bare, except for narrow strips of red
carpeting running fromeach of the roonis four doors to the dais.

GreensparrowBrind Anour knew it was the wetch, though he hadn’'t seen
the man in centuries, and had never known hi mwell —-4ounged in the throne,



fiddling with a huge ring upon the mddle finger of his left hand. H's
hair was |ong and black and curly, and his face was pai nted and caked,

t hough the nmakeup did little to hide the obvious toll his years of study
and dealings with denons had taken. He appeared foppish, but Brind Amour
was not fool ed. When G eensparrow | ooked out to regard the approaching
cycl opian, his anber-colored eyes flickered with intelligence and
intensity.

Brind Amour wi sely kept his magical eye near the cyclopian, hoping the
strength of the inmposing brute would somewhat mask the nagi cal energy.

“What news, Bel sen’ Krieg?” the king asked, seening bored.

Bri nd’ Amour dared to nove his magical eye out enough to get a good | ook
at the brute. Belsen’ Krieg was anong t he sturdiest and ugliest cyclopi ans
the old wi zard had ever seen. Rotting tusks stuck up over Belsen' Krieg' s
upper lip, which had been split in half diagonally just belowits w de,
flattened nose. The brute’s eye was huge and bl oodshot and a thick brow
hung out over it like an awning on a storefront. Scars crossed both of

Bel sen’ Krieg’s cheeks, and his neck, as thick as a child s chest, seened
to be a yell owgreen blob of scar tissue. His black-and-silver Praetorian
GQuard uni form though, was perfectly neat, with gold brocade stitched on
bot h shoul ders and an assortnent of nedals and ri bbons maki ng his nassive
chest seem huger still.

“W have heard nothing from Mntfort, ny King,” the cyclopian snorted,
his diction inpressive for one of his race, but his articul ation
difficult to understand due to his al nost constant snuffling.

“Morkney’ s other cannot get back into the city,” Geensparrow said, nore
to hinmself than to Bel sen’ Kri eg.

“Morkney’ s other?” Brind Amour whispered, thinking the choice of words
odd. Was the wizard-king inplying that all of his dukes had personal
rel ati onships with specific denbns?

“So we must assune that the fool duke is dead,” G eensparrow went on.

“A mnor inconvenience,” Belsen Krieg offered.

“I's ny ship ready to sail?” Greensparrow asked, and Brind Anour held his
breath, thinking that the king nmeant to go to Eriador personally to put

down the revolt. |If that happened, the old wi zard knew, Luthien and his

friends didn’'t have a chance.

“The waters are clear of ice all the way to Chaunadore Port,”
Bel sen’ Krieg replied i nediately.

Gascony? Brind Anmour’s heart |eaped with sudden hope. G eensparrow was
goi ng to Gascony!

“And the waters to the north?” the king asked, and again, Brind Anour
held his breath



“Less so, by all reports,” the cycl opi an answer ed.

“But you can get through,” G eensparrow replied, and the words were not a
guestion but a comand.

“Yes, ny King.”

“Such silly business.” G eensparrow shook his head as though the whole
affair was thoroughly distasteful. “W must show themtheir folly,” he
went on, and rose fromhis chair, straightening his fine purple baldric
and the thick and ruffled cloak. “Kill every man, wonman, and child
associated with the rebels. Make an exanple of themthat Eriador will not

forget for centuries to cone.”
He had said it so casually, so ruthlessly.

“Yes, ny King!” cane the predictably eager reply. No cycl opi an ever
guestioned an order to slaughter hunmans.

“And | warn you,” G eensparrow added, just before exiting the chanber
t hrough t he back door, “if ny vacation is interrupted, | will hold you
personal Iy responsible.”

“Yes, ny King,” Belsen’ Krieg responded, and the cyclopian didn’'t seemto
be worried. Indeed, to the fearful old wi zard watching fromnore than
five hundred niles away, the cycl opian seenmed to be rejoicing.

Bri nd’ Amour cut the connection and | eaned back in his chair. The crystal
ball went dark, and so did the room but the wizard didn’'t command his
enchant ed candel abra to |ight.

He sat in the dark, considering the connection his enenmies held with
denons, a relationship that was apparently still very strong. Brind Anour
t hought of the fateful decision of the brotherhood those nany, many years
ago. The cathedrals had been built, the islands knew peace, and few cared
much for the wizards, old men and wonen all. Their tinme had passed, the
br ot herhood had deci ded—even the great dragons had been put down,
destroyed or inprisoned in deep caves, as Brind Amour and his fell ows had
seal ed up Balthazar. Brind Amour had | ost his staff in that encounter,
and so convinced was he that his tinme was ended, that he did not even try
toregainit.

Al'l of the brotherhood had gone to sleep, sone to eternal rest. Qhers,
such as Brind Amour, sent thenselves into a nmagical stasis in private
castles or caves. Al of them. . . except for Greensparrow. He had been
only a minor wizard in the old days, but one who had apparently found a
way to extend the tinme of wi zards.

Bri nd’ Amour had chosen stasis over death because he believed that one day
he m ght be useful to the world once nore. Thus, when he had gone to his
magi cal sl unber, he had enacted spells of alarmthat would call to him
when t he day was dark. And so he had awoken, just a few years before, to
find G eensparrow seated as king of Avon and deep in unholy alliances
with denons.



Brind’ Amour sat in the dark considering his enem es, both human and
fiend. He sat in the dark, wondering if he had been wi se to set Luthien,
and Eriador, on such a collision course against such an eneny as this.

I NCH BY | NCH

It is not so deep,” Shuglin grunbled, the end of his blue beard slick
with sline.

“l amnot so tall,” Aiver retorted w thout hesitation.

The frustrated dwarf | ooked over to Luthien, who pronptly hoisted the
conpl ai ning hal fling under one armand struggl ed on through the ice and
t he ruck.

“diver deBurrows, wal king a sewer!” diver grunbled. “If | had known how
low | would sink beside the |ikes of you . ”

H s conpl aint becane a nmuffled groan as Luthien pitched suddenly to the
side, slammi ng them both agai nst the wall.

They canme up apart, Aiver hopping to his feet and sl apping at the muck
on his blue pantal oons, crying “lck! Ick! Ick!”

“W’'re under the nmerchants,” Shuglin put in, his gravelly voice thick
with sarcasm “You probably should be quiet.”

Aiver cast a hopeless glance at Luthien, but he knew that his friend was
nore anused t han synpathetic. And he knew, too, that his conplaints were
mnor; in light of the inportance of this day, even Qiver could not take
them seriously. Only a week after the opening of the mnes, the rescued
dwarfs had shown their value, repairing old weapons and arnor, fashioning
new equi pnent, and opening up the sewers under the enbattl ed merchant
gquarter. Now Luthien and Aiver, Shuglin and three hundred of his bearded
kin, were creeping along several parallel routes and would come up right
in the mdst of their enenmies.

Still, the halfling figured that he didn't have to enjoy the journey. The
lanterns |it the tunnels well enough, but they did nothing to ward off
the dead cold. Ice lined the sewer tunnels and was thick about the
floor’s rounded center, but there was fresh waste above the ice and it
woul d take nore than a freeze to defeat the awful stench of the place

“They had barricaded the openings,” Shuglin explained, “but we got
through in nore than a dozen and killed four cycl opi ans who were nearby
in the process.”



“None escaped to warn of our approach?” Luthien asked for the tenth tine
since the expedition had set out fromthe city’s | ower section.

“Not a one,” Shuglin assured him also for the tenth tine.

“I would so enjoy nmarching through this rmuck only to find the eneny
waiting for us,” Aiver added sarcastically.

Shugl in ignored himand took up the march again, noving swiftly down the
straight tunnel. A few nonents later, the dwarf stopped and signaled for
those following to do |ikew se

“W are found,” the dismal hal fling said.

Shugl in took the lantern from another dwarf and held it high in front of
the nouth of the passage. He nodded as a |ike signal came from across the
i ntersection, and he poked his stubby thunb upward. “All in tinme,” the
dwarf remarked, notioning for the others to nove al ong once nore.

They canme into a small cubby at the side of the passage. A | adder—ef new
dwar fish constructi on—was secured agai nst one wall, |eading up a dozen
feet to a wooden trapdoor.

Luthien notioned to Aiver. It had been agreed that the stealthy halfling
woul d | ead them out of the sewer, and Aiver was happy to oblige, happy
to be out of the nmuck even if the entire cyclopian force was waiting for
hi m above. He sprang ninbly and silently to the |adder and started up

Bef ore he neared the top, the trapdoor creaked open. Oiver froze in
pl ace and those down bel ow went perfectly silent.

“Ch, no,” the halfling nbpaned as a naked pair of cyclopian buttocks
shifted over the hole. Aiver buried his face in his arns, hoping his
wi de- bri mred hat would protect him “Ch, please shoot himfast,” he
whi spered, not thrilled with the possibilities.

He breat hed easi er when Luthien’'s bow twanged and he felt the rush of air
as an arrow whi pped past. He | ooked up to see the bolt bury itself deep
inthe unwitting cyclopian's fleshy bottom The brute how ed and spun
and took a dwarfish crossbow quarrel right in the face as it foolishly

| eaned over the opening. The scream ng went away and the friends heard
the cyclopian fall dead on the floor of the small room above.

Aiver adjusted his hat and | ooked to the upturned faces below. “Hey,” he
called out softly, “the one-eyes, they look the sane from both ends!”

“Just go on!” Luthien scol ded.

Adiver shrugged and scanpered up the | adder, coming into a small, square
room where the snmell was nearly as bad as down bel ow. Sone brute was
knocki ng on the door.

“Bergus?” it called



Aiver turned back, putting his face over the opening, lifting his finger
over pursed lips and notioning for the others to clear out of the way.
Then he padded silently to the door. It rattled as the brute outside
jostled it, for only a small hook held it closed.

“Bergus?” the brute growl ed again, and AQiver could tell that it was fast
grow ng inpatient.

The door shook as the cyclopian hit it harder, perhaps with his shoul der.
Aiver | ooked to the dead cycl opi an and consi dered the angl e.

“You all right?” canme a call, and the door shook again. diver slipped to
the side of it and drew out his rapier.

Three | oud knocks.
“Ber gus?”

“Help ne,” diver grunted softly, trying to imtate the | ow tones of a
cyclopian and to sound as though he was in trouble. As soon as he spoke
the words, he brought his rapier flicking up, unhooking the latch. An
instant |later the cyclopian hit the door shoulder first, barreling

t hrough, and Aiver stung the inside of its knee with his rapier point,
t hen kicked the brute’s back foot in behind its | eading one.

The over bal anced cycl opi an pitched right over its fallen conpanion.
Aiver was quick in the chase, guiding its flight so that it nearly
tumbl ed right into the hole. A strong armlashed out to the side, though,
and the brute was able to hold itself up, with only its head and

shoul ders and one arm goi ng over the |inp.

Aiver junped back and noved to strike, but he heard a twang from bel ow
and the cyclopian jerked violently, then went still. The halfling rushed
back to the door and closed it once nore, checking to ensure that no one
el se was around. Then he went to the cycl opi an and heaved the creature
into the hol e.

“Good shot,” he said to Luthien when he saw the nan step over the body to
get to the | adder. “But do you know which end of the thing you hit?”

Luthien didn’t even | ook up. He didn't want to encourage Qiver, didn't
want the halfling to see his anused smle.

Al'l across the quiet upper section of the city, the invaders filtered out
of several such outhouses and other privies |ocated inside nerchant
dwellings. The air was still cold and dark before the dawn, and they
could hear fighting over at the wall, near the Mnistry.

“Right on tinme,” diver said, for the diversion—an attack by forces from
the | ower section—was not unexpected.

Lut hi en nodded grimy. Right on tinme. Everything was going according to
pl an. He | ooked about, his eyes adjusting to the dimlight, and he
nodded, seeing lines of grimfaced dwarfs, who had lived for years as



sl aves under the tyranny of Greensparrow, filtering into nearly every
shadow.

The young Bedwyr started off, Oiver in tow, heading in the genera
direction of the fighting. They quick-stepped al ong the shadows of one

| ane, coming to an abrupt stop at a corner when they heard footsteps fast
approachi ng fromthe other way.

A cycl opi an skidded around the bend, its one eye going wide with
surprise.

“This is too easy,” the halfling conplained, and stuck his rapier into
the nonster’s chest. A second later,Blind-Striker split the brute s skul
down the mddle.

Luthien started to answer, but both he and Aiver junped and spun as a
fight expl oded behind them A group of cyclopians had rushed out of a

si de avenue, also heading for the fight, but they found battle sooner

t han expected as two bands of dwarfs, Shuglin anong them caught themin
a squeeze, overwhelmng themin the street.

Skirm shes erupted all across the nerchant section, and the fighting

i ncreased when the sun broke the horizon, sending slanting rays into the
turnmoil of war. Luthien and O iver encountered only mniml resistance—
two cycl opi ans, which they quickly defeated—en their way to the wall near
the Mnistry, where they would link with their allies, but found that a
nunber of dwarfs had beaten themto the spot. Already the cycl opi ans
hol di ng the position were hard-pressed.

“Keep alert!” Luthien ordered the halfling. The young man took out his
fol ded bow, opened and pinned it in a single novenent and had an arrow
ready to fly. Wiile Oiver guarded his back and flanks, he picked his
shots, one by one.

Grappling hooks cane sailing over the wall, and with the dwarfs engagi ng
the defenders on this side, others roaning the streets to cut off any
rei nforcenents, the cyclopians could not resist. Elves and nmen streaned
up and over the wall, joining the fighting throng.

Luthien tried to put an arrow up qui ckly, seeing one man slip down and a
cyclopian nmoving in, sword high for the kill.

“Dam!” the young Bedwyr shouted, knowi ng he could not nake the shot in
tinme.

The cycl opian hal ted suddenly. Luthien didn’'t understand why, but didn't
guestion the luck as he finally got his arrow sighted.

The brute fell headl ong before he could let fly, two arrows protruding
fromits back. Following their line, back along the wall, Luthien spotted
a familiar figure, beautiful and lithe, with the angular features of a
hal f-el f.



“Si obahn,” diver said behind him the halfling obviously pleased and
inspired by the fine figure she cut, standing tall atop the wall in the
shining norning |ight.

Bef ore Lut hien renmenbered that he had a bow of his own, the half-elf held
hers up again and fired, and another cyclopian fell away.

“Are you going to watch or play?” diver cried, running by the young man
Lut hi en | ooked back to the main fight, which was on in full now, at the
wal |l and in the courtyard beside the towering Mnistry. He slung his bow
over his shoulder and drew outBlind-Striker, running to catch up with his
friend.

Both spotted Katerin, |eaping dowmn off the wall into the mddle of the
fray, right in between two cycl opi ans.

Aiver groaned, but Luthien knew the sturdy wonman of Hale better than to
be afraid for her.

Back and forth she worked her spear, parrying and sl apping at the
surprised brutes. She thrust forward viciously, driving the spear tip
into one’s belly, then tore it free and shifted her angle as she reversed
direction, the spear’s butt end slamm ng the other cyclopian in the face.
Katerin twirled the weapon in her hands and jabbed the tip the other way,
slicing the brute’s throat, then rotated it again and canme back
furiously, finishing the one that was holding its spilling guts.

Lut hi en, obviously pl eased, |ooked at Aiver. “Two to two,” he remarked.
“Say that five times fast,” the halfling replied

Bef ore Luthien could begin to respond, diver poked his finger back
toward the wall, and Luthien turned just as Siobahn fell ed another brute
fromthe wall with her deadly bow.

“One up,” Aiver said snugly, and it seenmed to the two as if they had
unintentionally taken sides.

“Not so!” Luthien was quick to call, and diver turned to see Katerin
running full out. She skidded down into a crouch and hurled her spear
catching a fleeing cyclopian right in the back of the neck, dropping it
to skid across the cobbl estones on its ugly face

“I't would seemas if they were evenly matched,” diver said, and his sly
tones made Luthien realize that he was tal ki ng about nore than fighting.

Luthien didn’t appreciate the comment; diver saw that as soon as he had
uttered the words. He rushed off, rapier held high. “Are you to watch or
to play?” he cried again.

Luthien Il et go of his anger, put aside his confusion and all thoughts of
the two wonderful wonen. Now wasn’t the time for deep thinking. He caught
up to Adiver and together they rushed headlong into the battle.



Mer chant houses were raided by the dozen that fateful norning in Montfort
and scores of slaves were freed, nost of whomgladly joined in the fight.
Hundr eds of cycl opi ans were beat en down.

The human nerchants, though, were not summarily killed, except for those
who fought back against the rebels and woul d not surrender. G ving them
the option to surrender was Luthien's doing, the first order he had given
to his rebels before the assault had begun. Luthien did not confortably
assune the role of |eadership, but in this matter he was as forceful as
anyone had ever seen him for the young man believed in justice. He knew
that not all of Montfort’s nerchants were evil nen, that not all of those
who had prospered during Greensparrow s tine necessarily adhered to or
agreed with the w cked king s edicts.

The final fight for the city was a bitter one, but in the end the
cycl opian guards, city and Praetorian, were sinply overwhel ned and the
taking of Montfort was conpl et ed.

Except for the Mnistry. The rebels had avoi ded attacking the place unti
all else was acconplished because it was too defensible. The five doors
which led into the cathedral, including the secret one that had been cut
in the eastern wall and the broken section of that sane wall, had been
secured and braced and could withstand trenmendous puni shnment.

But now the Mnistry was all that remai ned as a bastion for those | oya
to the king of Avon. And with the mines taken, those brutes bottled up
i nside could not | ook anywhere cl ose for support.

Luthien and A iver headed back for the place after a tour of the
conquered merchant quarter. Luthien had hoped to find Viscount Aubrey
alive, but had seen no sign of him He wasn’t surprised; vernmn |ike
Aubrey had a knack for survival and Luthien suspected that he knew
exactly where to find the man.

The two conpanions joined the bul k of their army, which had gathered in
the courtyards about the great structure of the Mnistry, hurling taunts,
and occasionally an arrow, at any cyclopian that revealed itself in any
wi ndow or atop the smaller towers.

“W can get in there!” Shuglin the dwarf declared, running up and
grabbing Luthien by the arm

“They have nowhere to run,” Luthien assured him his voice soothing in
its tone of conplete confidence. “The battle is over.”

“There could be near to five hundred of themin there,” Katerin O Hale
interjected doubtfully, joining the three.

“Better reason to stay outside and wait,” Luthien was quick to reply. “W
cannot afford the |osses.”

The friends noved about the courtyard, helping out with the tending of
t he wounded and trying to organi ze the forces. Now that the cycl opi an
threat was ended, a nyriad of other problenms presented thensel ves. There



was | ooting by many of the frustrated commonfol k who had lived so | ong
with so little, and npbre than one nerchant house had been set abl aze.

Ski rmi shes took place between dwarfs and nen, two races who had not |ived
besi de each other in any nunbers since Mrrkney had shi pped nost of the
dwarfs off to the nmines, and decisions still had to be nade concerning
the fate of the captured nerchants.

Early that afternoon, Luthien finally caught sight of Siobahn again, the
hal f-el f wal ki ng determ nedly his way.

“Come with ne,” she ordered, and Luthien recogni zed the urgency in her
Voi ce.

From across the courtyard, Katerin and diver watched hi m go.
“It is business, that is all,” Aiver said to the wonan

Katerin scowmed at him “Wat nmakes you believe that | care?” she asked,
and wal ked away.

A iver shook his head, and adnmired Luthien nore at that nonent than ever
bef or e.

“This is the npst dangerous tine,” Siobahn said to Luthien after she had
escorted himfar away fromthe crowd. She went on to tell of the |ooting
and of dissatisfied nmurnmurs anong the rebels.

Luthien didn’t understand the seenmingly illogical reactions, but he saw
what was happeni ng around hi mand coul d not deny Siobahn’s fears. This
shoul d have been their nonent of glory, and indeed it was, but mngled
with that glory was a tunult of confusing enotions. The rebel nob did not
nmove with a unified purpose, now that the actual battle had ended

“The fighting will ebb for many weeks perhaps,” Siobahn said.

“Qur only strength is in unity,” Luthien replied, beginning to catch on
to her reasoning. Their goals had been net; even the Mnistry could hold
out only as long as the food inside |lasted. The cycl opians bottled within
t he massive cathedral could not threaten themin any substantial way, for
the rebel s hel d strong defensive positions across the open plazas that
surrounded the Mnistry. If the cyclopians canme charging out, their
nunbers woul d be deci nated by archers before they ever engaged in close
conbat .

So Montfort had been taken, but what did that nmean? In the weeks before
the final attack, Luthien and the other |eaders had clearly defined the
goal, but they had not devised a plan for what would foll ow

Lut hi en | ooked away from the open plaza, westward over the nerchant
section, and the plune of black snoke fromthe torched houses showed him
beyond doubt that this was i ndeed a dangerous tine. He understood the
responsibilities before himand realized that he had to act quickly. They
had taken Mntfort, but that would nean nothing if the city now fell into
di sarray and anar chy.



The young Bedwyr inspected hinself carefully, noted the muck fromthe
sewer and the bl ood of eneny and friend ali ke. The magnificent crinmson
cape, though, showed no stains, as if its magic would tolerate no

bl em shes.

“l have to clean up,” Luthien said to Siobahn.

She nodded. “A washbasin and a cl ean change of clothes have al ready been
prepared.”

Lut hi en | ooked at her curiously. Somehow he was not surprised.

Less than an hour later, with less time to prepare than he woul d have
liked, but with the breakdown of order growi ng anong the cel ebrating
popul ace, Luthien Bedwyr wal ked out into the middle of the plaza in front
of the Mnistry. The young man’s head swirl ed as he considered the nass
of onl ookers: every one of his rebel warriors, every one of Shuglin’s
kin, the Cutters, and thousands of others, had all cone to hear the
Crimson Shadow, all cone to learn their fate, as though Luthien served as
t he mouth of God.

He tried not to look at their faces, at the want and need in their eyes.
He was not confortable in this role and hadn’t the slightest idea of how
or why this responsibility had befallen him He should get Aiver to
address them he thought suddenly. Qiver could talk, could read the
needs of an audi ence.

O Siobahn. Luthien | ooked at her closely as she guided himalong to the
steps of a gallows that was under construction for those captured
cycl opi ans or nerchants who were deened worthy of such an end. Perhaps he
could get Siobahn to speak.

Lut hi en di smi ssed the thought. Siobahn was half-elven and nore akin to
elves than to nmen. Yet if ten thousand peopl e were now gat hered about the
pl aza, watching fromthe streets, the wall, and no doubt even bel ow the
wall in the | ower section, where they could not see but could hear the
rel ayed whi spers, not seven hundred of them had any bl ood ot her than
human.

He wal ked up the steps beside Siobahn and took sone confort in the
famliar faces of Aiver, Katerin, and Shuglin standing in the front row.
They | ooked expectant and confident; they believed in him

“Do not forget the city’'s true name,” Siobahn whispered in his ear, and
t hen she stepped to the side of the platform Luthien, the Crinson
Shadow, stood al one.

He had prepared a short speech, but the first words of it would not cone
to hi mnow. He saw cyclopians in the wi ndows of the Mnistry, staring
down at himas eagerly as the gathered crowd, and he realized that their
fate, and the fate of all Eriador and all of Avon, was held in this
noment .



That notion did little to cal mthe young nman.

He | ooked to his friends below him Qiver tipped his nonstrous hat,
Katerin threw Luthien a wink and a deternined nod. But it was Shuglin,
standing patiently, alnost inpassive, burly arns across his chest and no
telling expression on his bearded face, who gave Luthien the heart he
needed. Shuglin, whose people had suffered so horribly in slavery under
the tyranny of Duke Morkney. |ndomtable Shuglin, who had led the way to
the nmines and would hear no talk of ending the fight for Montfort unti
the j ob was done.

Until the job was done

H s ci nnamon eyes steel ed, Luthien | ooked out to the crowd. No |onger did
he try to recall the words of his speech, rather he tried to decipher the
feelings in his heart.

“My allies!” he shouted. “My friends! | see before me not a city
conquered.”

A long pause, and not a whisper rippled about the gathering.

“But a city freed!” Luthien proclainmed, and a huge roar went up. Wile he
waited for the crowd to quiet, Luthien glanced over at Siobahn, who
seened perfectly at ease, perfectly confident.

“W have taken back a snmall part of what is rightfully ours,” the young
Bedwyr went on, gaining nonentum gaining heart. He held up his hand,
thunb and finger barely an inch apart. “A small part,” he reiterated
loudly, angrily.

“Montfort!” someone yelled
“No!” Luthien quickly interjected, before any chant coul d begin.

“No,” the young Bedwyr went on. “Montfort is just a place on a map, a map
in the halls of King Greensparrow.” That name brought nore than a few
hisses. “It is a place to conquer, and to burn.” Luthien swept his hand
around to the plume of snoke behind him dimnished now, but stil

rising.

“What gain in taking Montfort and burning Montfort?” he called out above
the confused nmurmurs. “What gain in possessing buildings and itens, in
hol di ng things, sinple things, that G eensparrow can conme back and take
from us?

“No gain, | say,” Luthien continued. “If it was Montfort that we
conquered, then we have acconplished nothing!”

A thousand shrugs, a thousand whi spers, and a thousand curious questions
filtered back to Luthien as he paused and held his conclusion, baiting
the crowd, building their anxiety.



“But it was not Montfort!” he cried at |ast, and the whispers di m ni shed,

t hough the curious, confused expressions did not. “It was nothing that
Ki ng Greensparrow-no, sinply Geensparrow, for he is no king of mne!—an
take fromus. It was not Montfort, | say. Not sonmething to conquer and to

burn. It was Caer MacDonal d that we took back!”

The plaza exploded in roars, in cheers—for Luthien, for Caer MacDonal d.
The young Bedwyr | ooked at the beam ng Siobahn. Renenber the city's true
nane, she had coached him and now t hat he had spoken the words, Siobahn
| ooked different to Luthien. She seened as if the cloud had passed from
her face, she seened vindi cated and confident. No, nore than confident,
he realized. She seened secure.

Si obahn, who had been a nerchant’s slave, who had fought secretly against
the ruling class for years and who had stood beside Luthien since his
rise in the underground hierarchy, seened free at |ast.

“Caer MacDonal d!” Luthien yelled when the gathering had qui eted sonewhat.
“And what does that nean? Bruce MacDonal d, who fought the cycl opi ans,
what did he fight for?”

“Freedom” cane a cry directly below the platform and Luthien did not
have to | ook down to know that it was the voice of Katerin O Hale.

The call was echoed from every corner of the plaza, around the city’'s
dividing wall, and through the streets of the city’s |ower section. It
cane to the ears of those who were even then | ooting the wealthiest
houses of the city, and to those who had burned the nmerchants’ houses,
and t hey were ashaned.

“W have taken back not a place, but an ideal,” Luthien explained. “W
have taken back what we were, and what we nust be. |In Caer MacDonal d, we
have found the heart of our hero of old, but it is no nore than a snal
piece, atiny gain, a candle’s flicker in a field of darkness. And in
taking that, in raising the flag of Caer MacDonal d over the Mnistry once
nmore . . .” He paused, giving the crowd the nonent to glance at the great
structure’s tall tower, where sone figures were stirring

“And we shall!” Luthien prom sed them when they | ooked back, and he had
to pause again until the cheering died down.

“I'n taki ng back this piece of our heritage, we have accepted a
responsibility,” he went on. “W have lit a flame, and now we nust fan
that flane and share its light. To Port Charley, in the west. To the

i sl es, Bedwydrin, Marvis, and Caryth, in the north. To Bronegan, south of
the northern range, and to Rrohlwyn and their northern tip. To Chal nbers
and the Fields of Eradoch in the east and to Dun Caryth, until all the
dark veil of Greensparrowis lifted, until the Iron Gross and

Mal pui ssant’s Wall divide nore than land. Until Eriador is free!”

It was the perfect ending, Luthien thought, played to the perfect

syl lable and perfect enphasis. He felt exhausted but euphoric, as tired
as if he had just waged a single-handed battle agai nst a hundred

cycl opians, and as satisfied as if he had won that fight.



The thrill, the conradery, was back within the swelled ranks of the
rebel s. Luthien knew, and Si obahn knew, that the danger had passed at
| east for the nonent.

The arm es of Greensparrow would conme, but if Luthien and his friends
could nmaintain the sense of higher purpose, could hold fast to the truths
that lay in their hearts, they could not |ose

What ever ground Greensparrow recl ai med, whatever lives his arny clained,
t hey coul d not | ose.

The rally did not | ose nomentum as the mnutes slipped past; it would
have gone on all the day, it seened, and long into the night. But a voice
sounded fromthe top of the Mnistry, an answer to the claims of Luthien
Bedwyr .

“Fools, all!” cried a figure standing tall atop the tower’s battlenents,
and even fromthis distance, sone four hundred feet, Luthien knewit to
be Vi scount Aubrey. “Wat have you taken but a piece of |and? What have
you won but a nonment’s reprieve and the promise of swift and terrible
vengeance?”

That stole nore than a little of the mrth and hope.

Lut hi en consi dered the man, his adversary. Even with all that had
transpi red, Aubrey appeared unshaken, still nmeticul ously grooned and
powdered, still the picture of royalty and strength.

Fei gned strength, the battl e-toughened Luthien pointedly told hinself,
for though Aubrey wore the weapons and ri bbons of a warrior, he was
better at ducking a fight than wagi ng one.

Lut hi en hated him hated everything he stood for, but could not deny the
man’ s influence over the crowd, which did not recognize the ruse for what
it was.

“Do you think that you can wi n?” Aubrey spat with a derisive snicker. “Do
you think that King Greensparrow, who has conquered countries, who even
now wages war in |lands south of Gascony, and who has ruled for twenty

years, is even concerned? Fools, all! Your winter snows will not protect
you! Bask in the glories of victory, but know that this victory is a
fleeting thing, and know that you, every one, will pay with your very

souls for your audacity!”

Aiver called up to Luthien, getting the man's attention. “Tell himthat
he was stupid for not better blocking the sewers,” the halfling said.

Lut hi en understood A iver’'s notives, but doubted the value of his

nmet hods. Aubrey had a powerful weapon here, a very real fear anong the
rebel s that they had started sonething they could not hope to finish.
Mont f ort —€aer MacDonal d—was free, but the rest of their world was not,
and the force they had beaten in this city was a tiny fraction of the
m ght G eensparrow could hurl at them



They all knew it, and so did confident Aubrey, standing tall atop the
i mpervious tower, apparently beyond their reach.

When Luthien did not nove to answer, Oiver did. “You talk so brave, but
fight so stupid!” the halfling yelled out. A few half-hearted cheers
arose, but did not seemto faze the vi scount.

“He didn’t even block the sewers,” Qiver explained loudly. “If his king
fights with equal wisdom then we will dine in the pal ace of Avon by
summer’s end!”

That brought a cheer, but Aubrey pronptly quenched it. “The same ki ng who
conquered all of Eriador,” he reni nded the gathering.

It could not go on, Luthien realized. They could gain nothing by their
banter with Aubrey and would only continually be rem nded of the enormty
of the task before them Qdiver, sharp-witted as he was, had no
ammuni ti on to use agai nst the viscount, no verbal barbs which could stick
the man and no verbal salves to soothe the fears that Aubrey was

i nciting.

Luthien realized then that Si obahn had noved to stand beside him

“Fi ni sh your speech,” the half-elf said to him lifting a curious arrow
out of her quiver. It looked different from her other bolts, its shaft a
bright red hue, its fletching nade not of feathers but of sone naterial
even the half-elf did not know. She had discovered the arrow that
nor ni ng, and as soon as she had touched it, it had inparted distinct

tel epathic instructions, had told her its purpose, and for sone reason
that she did not understand, the telepathic voice seenmed faniliar to her.

Wth her elven blood, Siobahn understood the neans and ways of wi zards,
and so she had not questioned the arrow s presence or its conveyed
nmessage, though she renai ned suspicious of its origins. The only known
wi zards in all of the Avonsea I|slands, after all, were certainly not
allies of the rebels!

Si obahn kept the arrow with her, though, and now, seeing this situation

t he exact scene which had been carried on tel epathic waves, her trust in
the arrow and in the wizard who had delivered it to her was conplete. A
nane magi cally came into her head when Luthien took the arrow fromher, a
nane that the half-elf didn't recognize.

Luthien eyed the bolt. Its shaft was bright red, its fletchings the
whitish yellow of a lightning bolt. It possessed a tingle withinits
seemngly fragile shaft, a subtle vibration that Luthien did not

under stand. He | ooked at Siobahn, saw her angry glower turned to the tal
tower, and under st ood what she neant for himto do.

It struck Luthien then how influential this quiet half-elf had been, both
to himand to the greater cause. Siobahn had been fighting agai nst the
nmer chants and t he cycl opi ans, against the reign of G eensparrow, nuch

| onger than Luthien. Along with the Cutters, she had been stealing and



bui |l di ng the network that becane Luthien s army. Siobahn had enbraced
Lut hi en, the Crimson Shadow, and had prodded himalong. It was she,
Lut hi en recal l ed, who had inforned himthat Shuglin had been captured
after the dwarf had hel ped Aiver and Luthien escape a failed burglary.
It was Siobahn who had pointed Luthien toward the Mnistry, and then to
the mnes, and the Cutters had arrived at those m nes when Luthien and
Aiver went to rescue Shuglin.

It was Siobahn’s own trial that had brought Luthien to the Mnistry
again, on that fateful day when he killed Duke Mrkney, and she had
followed himall the way up the tower in pursuit of the evil man

And now Si obahn had given Luthien this arrow, which he sonmehow knew woul d
reach its mark. Siobahn had |led himto his speech and now she had told
himto end that speech. Yet she carried a | ongbow on her shoul der, a
greater bow than Luthien's, and she was a better archer than he. If this
arrow was what Luthi en suspected, sonehow crafted or enchanted beyond the
norm Siobahn could have made the shot easier than he.

That wasn’t the point. There was nore at stake here than the life of a
foolish viscount. Siobahn was propagating a | egend; by allow ng Luthien
to take the shot, she was holding himforward as the unm stakabl e hero of
the battle for Caer MacDonal d.

Luthien realized then just how great a player Siobahn had been in all of
this, and he realized, too, something about his own relationship with the
hal f-el f. Sonething that scared him

But he had no tinme for that now, and she wouldn’t answer the questions
even if he posed them He |ooked back at the crowd and Aubrey and focused
on the continui ng banter between the viscount and diver.

Aiver drew occasional laughter fromthose around himwith his taunts,
but in truth, he had no practical responses to the fears that Aubrey’s
threats inspired. Only a show of strength now could keep the rebels’
hearts.

Lut hi en pi nned open his folding bow, a gift fromthe w zard Bri nd Anour,
and fitted the arrowto its string. He brought it in line with Aubrey and
bent the bow back as far as it would go.

Four hundred feet was too far to shoot. How nuch |ift should he all ow
over such a distance and in shooting at such a steep angle? And what of
t he wi nds?

And what if he m ssed?

“For the heart.” Siobahn answered his doubts in an even, unshakabl e tone.
“Straight for the heart.”

Lut hi en | ooked down the shaft at his foe. “Aubrey!” he cried, commandi ng
the attention of all. “There is no place in Caer MacDonald for the lies
and the threats of Greensparrow”



“Threats you should heed well, foolish son of Gahris Bedwyr!” Aubrey
retorted, and Luthien winced to think that his true identity was so well -
known.

He had a nmonment of m xed feelings then, a nonent of doubt about killing
the man and the role he had unintentionally assuned.

“l speak the truth!” Aubrey shouted to the general gathering. “You cannot
Wi n but can, perhaps, bargain for your lives.”

Just a noment of doubt. It was Aubrey who had cone to |Isle Bedwydrin
along with that wretched Avonese. It was Aubrey who had brought the woman
who had called for Garth Rogar’s death in the arena, who had changed
Luthien's life so dramatically. And now it was Aubrey, the synbol of
Greensparrow, the pawn of an unlawful Kking, who stood as the next tyrant
inline to terrorize the good folk of Mntfort.

“Fi ni sh the speech,” Siobahn insisted, and Luthien let fly.

The arrow streaked upward and Aubrey waved at it, discarding it as a
futile attenpt.

Hal fway to the tower the arrow seened to falter and slow, | osing
nmonentum Aubrey saw it and | aughed al oud, turning to share his mrth
with the cycl opi ans standi ng behind him

Bri nd’ Amour’ s enchant nent grabbed the arrow in nidflight.

Aubrey | ooked back to see it gaining speed, streaking unerringly for the
target Luthien had sel ected.

The viscount’s eyes w dened as he realized the sudden danger. He threw
his hands up before himfrantically, helplessly.

The arrow hit himwith the force of a lightning stroke, hurling himback
fromthe battlenent. He felt his breastbone shatter under the weight of
that blow, felt his heart explode. Sonmehow he staggered back to the
tower’s edge and | ooked down at Luthien, standing atop the gall ows.

The executioner.

Aubrey tried to deny the man, to deny the possibility of such a shot. It
was too | ate; he was al ready dead.

He sl unped in the crenellations, visible to the gathering bel ow.

Al eyes turned to Luthien; not a man spoke out, too stunned by the
i mpossi ble shot. Even Qiver and Katerin had no words for their friend.

“There is no place in Caer MacDonald for the lies and threats of
Greensparrow,” Luthien said to them



The hushed npnent broke. Ten thousand voices cried out in the
exhil aration of freedom and ten thousand fists punched the air
defiantly.

Lut hi en had fini shed his speech.

QUT OF HI'S ELEMENT

We could take it down on top of them” Shuglin offered. The dwarf
conti nued to study the parchment spread wide on the table before him al
the while stroking his blue-black beard.

“Take it down?” diver asked, and he seened as horrified as Luthien.

“Drop the building,” the dwarf explained nmatter-of-factly. “Wth all the
stones tunbling down, every one of those danmed one-eyes woul d be
squashed flat.”

“This is a church!” Aiver hollered. “A cathedral!”
Shugl i n seened not to understand.
“Only God can drop a church,” the hal fling insisted.

“That’s a bet | would take,” Shuglin grunbl ed sarcastically under his
breath. The place was strongly built, but the dwarf had no doubt that by
knocki ng out a few key stones .

“And if God had any intention of destroying the Mnistry, he would have
done so during Morkney's evil reign,” Luthien added, his sudden
interjection into the conversation taking Shuglin away from his enjoyable
Mmusi ngs.

“By the whales, aren’t we feeling superior?” came a voice fromthe door
and the three turned to see Katerin enter the roomin Luthien and
Aiver’'s apartnment on Tiny Al cove, which still served as headquarters for
t he resi stance even t hough great mansi ons and Duke Morkney’ s own pal ace
|l ay open for the taking. Staying on Tiny Al cove in one of the poorest
sections of Montfort was Luthien's idea, for he believed that this was a
cause of the comon folk, and that he, as their appointed | eader, should
remai n anong them as one of them

Lut hi en eyed Katerin carefully as she sauntered across the room The
apart ment was bel ow ground, down a narrow stair fromthe street, Tiny

Al cove, which was, in truth, no nore than an alleyway. Luthien could see
the worn stairs rising behind Katerin and the guards Si obahn had posted,
rel axi ng agai nst the wall, taking in the warm day.



Most |y, though, the young Bedwyr saw Katerin. Only Katerin. She was one
to tal k about feeling superior! Ever since the incident in the Dwelf,
Katerin had taken on cool airs whenever she was around Luthien. She
rarely net his eyes these days, seened rather to | ook past him as though
he wasn't even there.

“Cf course we are,” Aiver answered with a huff. “We won.”

“Not superior,” Luthien corrected, his tone sharp-sharper than he had
i ntended. “But | do not doubt the evil that was Mrkney, and that is
Greensparrow. W are not superior, but we are in the right. | have no—=

Katerin's expression grew sour and she held up her hand to stop the
| ecture before it had even begun.

Lut hi en wi nced. The woman’s attitude was getting to him

“What ever you intend to do with the Mnistry, you should do it soon,”
Katerin said, suddenly grim “W have news of a fleet sailing off the
western coast, south of the Iron Cross.”

“Sailing north,” diver reasoned.
“So say the whispers,” Katerin replied.

Lut hi en was not surprised; he had known all al ong that G eensparrow woul d
respond with an arny. But though he understood that the war was not

ended, that Greensparrow would conme, the confirmation still hit himhard.
Caer MacDonal d wasn’t even secured yet, and there were so many ot her

t asks before the young man, nore decisions each day than he had nade in
his entire life. Fifteen thousand people were depending on him | ooking
to himto solve every problem

“The weat her-watchers believe that the warmw ||l stay,” Katerin said, and
t hough that sounded |i ke good news to the wi nter-weary group, her tone
was not [ight.

“The roads fromPort Charley will be deep with nmud for nmany weeks,”
Lut hi en reasoned, thinking he understood the wonman’s di snay. The snow was
not so deep, but traveling in the early spring wasn’'t much better than a
Wi nter caravan.

Kateri n shook her head; she wasn’t thinking at all of the potentia
probl ens coming fromthe west. “W have dead to bury,” she said.
“Thousands of dead, both nman and cycl opian.”

“To the buzzards with the cycl opians!” Shuglin grow ed.
“They stink,” Katerin replied. “And their bloated corpses breed vernin.”
She eyed Luthien squarely for the first time in several days. “You mnust

see to the details. "

She ranbl ed on, but Luthien fell back into a chair beside the small table
and drifted out of the conversation. He nust see to it. He nust see to



it. How many tinmes an hour did he hear those words? diver, Siobahn
Katerin, Shuglin, and a handful of others were a great help to him but
ultimately the last say in every decision fell upon Luthien's

i ncreasingly weary shoul ders.

“Wll?” Katerin huffed, drawi ng himback to the present conversati on.
Lut hi en stared at her bl ankly.

“I'f we do not do it now, we may find no tinme later,” Aiver said in
Katerin's defense. Luthien had no idea what they were tal king about.

“W believe that they are synpathetic to our cause,” Katerin added, and
the way she spoke the words made Luthien believe that she had just said
them a m nute ago.

“What do you suggest?” the young Bedwyr bl uffed.

Kat eri n paused and studi ed the young man, as though she realized that he
hadn’t a clue of where the discussion had | ed. “Have Tasman assenble a
group and go out to them” Katerin said. “He’'s knowi ng the farners better
than any. If there’'s one anong us who can make certain that food fl ows
into Caer MacDonald, it is Tasman.”

Lut hi en brightened, glad to be back in on the conversation and that this
was one decision he didn't have to nake alone. “See to it,” he said to
Kat eri n.

She started to turn, but her green eyes lingered on Luthien for a |ong
whi l e. She seened to be sizing himup, and .

And what ? Lut hien wondered. There was sonething el se in those orbs he

t hought he knew so well. Pain? Anger? He suspected that his continuing
relati onship with Siobahn did hurt Katerin, though she said differently
to any who would |isten.

The red-haired woman turned and wal ked out of the room back up the
stairs past the elven guards.

O course, the proud Katerin O Hale would never admt her pain, Luthien
reasoned. Not about anything as trivial as |ove.

“W’ll find no volunteers to bury one-eyes,” Oiver remarked after a
noment .

Shuglin snorted. “My kin will do it, and ne with them” the dwarf said,
and with a quick bowto Luthien, he, too, turned to |leave. “There is
pl easure to be found in putting dirt on top of cyclopians.”

“More pleasure if they are alive when you do,” diver snickered.
“Think on dropping that building,” the dwarf called over his shoul der,

and he seened quite eager for that task. “By the gods, if we do it, then
the cyclopians inside will already be buried! Save us the trouble!”



Shugl i n stopped at the door and spun about, his face beamng with an
idea. “If we can get the one-eyed brutes to take their dead inside, and
then we drop the building . . .”

Lut hi en waved at himinpatiently and he shrugged and | eft.

“Whatare we to do about the Mnistry?” diver asked after noving to the
door and closing it.

“W have peopl e distributing weapons,” Luthien replied. “And we have
others training the forner slaves and the comoners to use them

Shugl in’s fol k have devi sed sonme defenses for the city, and | nust neet
with themto approve the plans. Now we have dead nen to bury and food to
gather. Alliances to secure with neighboring farmvillages. Then there is
the matter of Port Charley and the fleet that is supposedly sailing north
al ong the coast. And, of course, the dead cycl opi ans nust be renpved.”

“l get the point,” Oiver said dryly, his Gascon accent making the | ast
word into two syllables, “po-went.”

“And the Mnistry,” exasperated Luthien went on. “I understand how
important it is that we clear that building before G eensparrow s arny
arrives. W may have to use it ourselves, as a |last defense.”

“Let us hope the Avon soldiers do not get that far inside the city,”
Aiver put in.

“Thei r chances of getting in will be nmuch greater if we have to keep a
guarter of our forces standing guard around the cathedral,” Luthien
replied. “I know it, and know that | nust cone up with some plan to take
t he pl ace.”

“But . . .” diver pronpted.

“Too many tasks,” Luthien answered. He | ooked up at diver, needing
support. “Am| to be the general, or the mayor?”

“Which woul d you prefer?” diver asked, but he already knew the answer:
Luthien wanted to fight agai nst Greensparrow with his weapons, not his
edi cts.

“Whi ch woul d be the better for the cause of Eriador?” the man replied.

Aiver snorted. There was no doubt in the halfling’s nind. He had seen
Luthien | ead the warriors, had watched the young nan systematically free
Montfort until it becanme Caer MacDonal d. And A iver had observed the
faces of those who fought beside Luthien, those who watched in awe his
novenents as he led theminto battle.

There canme a knock on the door, and Siobahn entered. She took one | ook at
the pair, recognizing the weight of their discussion, then excused
hersel f fromthose who had conme with her, waving them back out into the
street and closing the apartment door. She noved quietly to the table and
remai ned silent, deferring to the apparently nore inportant discussion.



This was not an unusual thing; Siobahn had a way of getting in on nobst of
Aiver and Luthien s conversations.

“lI do not think the Crinson Shadow woul d be such a |l egend if he was the
mayor of a town,” the hal fling answered Lut hien.

“Who then?” Luthien wanted to know.

The answer didn’t cone fromdiver, but, unexpectedly, fromthe half-elf,
who had al ready surm sed the problem “Brind Amour,” she said evenly.

As soon as the weight of that nanme registered, both the friends nearly
fell over with surprise—+tuthien would have had he not been sitting
al r eady.

“How do you know that nanme?” diver, finding his voice first, wanted to
know.

Si obahn put on a wy snile.

Aiver | ooked at Luthien, but the young Bedwyr shrugged, for he had not
nmentioned the old wizard to anybody in the city.

“You know of Brind Amour ?” Lut hi en asked her. “You know who he is and
where he is?”

“l know of a wizard who lives still, sonewhere in the north,” Siobahn
answered. “I know that it was he who gave to you the crinmson cape, and
t he bow.’

“How do you know?” diver asked

“I't was he who gave to ne the arrow that you used to slay Viscount
Aubrey,” Siobahn went on, and that was expl anati on enough.

“Then you have spoken to hin?” Luthien pronpted.

The half-elf shook her head. “He has . . .” She paused, trying to find
the right way to put it. “He has | ooked at ne,” she expl ai ned. “And

t hrough ny eyes.” She noted the surprise-hopeful surprise—en both her

conpani ons’ faces. “Yes, Brind Anour understands what has happened in

Montfort.”

“Caer MacDonal d,” Luthien corrected.

“I'n Caer MacDonal d,” Siobahn agreed.

“But will he come?” Oiver wanted to know, for the suggestion seened
perfect to the halfling. W better than an old wizard to see to the day-
to-day needs of a city?

Si obahn honestly did not know. She had felt the presence of the wi zard

besi de her and had feared that presence, thinking that G eensparrow was
wat chi ng the novenents of the rebels. Then Brind Amour had cone to her in



a dream and had expl ai ned who he was. But that was the only contact she
had made with the old wi zard, and even it was foggy, perhaps no nore than
a dream

Al t hough, considering the arrow she had found in her quiver, and Luthien
and Aiver’s confirmation of the existence of such a man, she now knew,
of course, that it had been nmuch nore than a dream

“Do you know where he is?” Luthien asked her
“No. "

“Do you know how to speak w th hinf”

“No. "

At a loss, Luthien | ooked to Aiver

“He is a fine choice,” the halfling said, the exact words Luthien wanted
to hear.

Lut hi en knew that the w zard' s cave was somewhere within the northernnost
spurs of the Iron Cross, to the north and east of Caer MacDonal d, on the
southern side of a wide gap called Bruce MacDonal d’s Swath. The young
Bedwyr had been there only once, along with diver, but unfortunately on
t hat occasion neither of them had found the chance to spy out the | ocale.
A magi cal tunnel had brought theminto the cave, whisking them off the
road right in the mdst of cyclopian pursuit. The pair had left via a
magi cal tunnel, as well, Brind Anour setting themdown on the road to
Montfort. Judging fromwhere they were taken by the w zard, and where he
had dropped them off, Luthien could approxi mate the |location, and he knew
that Brind Amour’s sight was not limted by stone walls.

Wthin the hour, the eager young nan sel ected nessengers, a dozen nmen he
sent out fromthe city with instructions to ride to the northern tips of
the Iron Cross, separate, and find high, conspicuous perches, and then
read loudly from parchnments Luthien gave to each of them a note that the
young rman had witten for the old w zard.

“He will hear,” Luthien assured Aiver when the two saw the dozen riders
of f.

Adiver wasn't sure, or that the reclusive Brind Arour woul d answer the
call if he did hear. But Aiver did understand that Luthien, weary of the
busi ness of governing, had to believe that relief was on the way, and so
the halfling nodded his agreenent.

“So bids Luthien Bedwyr, present Lord of Caer MacDonal d, which was
Montfort,” the young man called out, standing very still, very formal and
tall, on a flat-topped hillock.



Sone di stance away, another man slipped off his horse and unrolled a
parchment simlarly inscribed. “To the w zard Brind Anour, friend of
t hose who do not call thenselves friends of King Greensparrow . . .”

And so it went that norning in the northernnost reaches of the Iron
Cross, with the twel ve nessengers, two days out from Caer MacDonal d, each
going his own way to find a spot which seenmed appropriate for such a cal
into the wind.

Bri nd’ Amour woke late that norning, after a refreshing and much-needed
rest: twelve solid hours of slunber. He felt strong, despite his recent
journeys into the real mof magic, always a taxing thing. He did not know
yet that Viscount Aubrey was dead, slain by the arrow he had delivered

into Siobahn's quiver, for he had not peered into his crystal ball in
many days.
He still wasn't certain of Luthien and the budding revolt, of how | ong

Montfort could hold out against the army that would soon sail up the
coast, or about his own role in all of this. Perhaps this was all just a
prelude, he had told hinself the night before as he crawled into his bed.
Perhaps this runbling in Eriador would soon be quieted, but would not be
forgotten, and in a few decades .

Yes, the old wizard had decided. In a few decades. It seened the safer
course, the wi ser choice. Let the tiny rebellion play itself out. Luthien
would be killed or forced to flee, but the young Bedwyr had done his
part. Ch, yes, the young warrior fromlsle Bedwydrin would be renenbered
fondly in the years to conme, and the next tinme Eriador decided to test
the strength of Avon’s hold, Luthien’s name would be held up beside that
of Bruce MacDonald. And Oiver’s, too, and perhaps that would inspire
sone hel p from Gascony.

Yes, to wait was the wi ser choice.

When first he woke, feeling lighthearted, alnost jovial, Brind Amour told
hinsel f that he was happy because he was secure now with his decision to
stay out of the fight and let it play out to the bitter end. He had
chosen the safe road and could justify his inaction by |ooking at the
greater potential for Eriador’s future. He had done well in giving
Lut hi en the cape; Luthien had done well in putting it to use. They had
all done well, and though G eensparrow would not |ikely grow ol d+he nman
had |ived for several centuries already—he m ght becone bored with it

all. After twenty years, Greensparrow s grip had al ready | oosened
somewhat on Eriador, else there never could have been such a rebellion in
Montfort, and who coul d guess what the next few decades woul d bring? But
t he peopl e of Eriador would never forget this one nonent and woul d
crystallize it, capture it as a shining flicker of hope, frozen in tine,
the | egend growing with each retelling.

The old wi zard went to cook his breakfast full of euphoria, full of
energy and hope. He might do a bit nore, perhaps when the battle was
renewed in Montfort. Maybe he could find a way to aid Luthien, just to
add to the | egend. Greensparrow s arny woul d no doubt regain the city,



but perhaps Luthien could take on that ugly brute Belsen’ Krieg and bring
himto a smashing end.

“Yes,” the wizard said, congratulating hinself. He flicked his wist,
snapping the skillet and sending a pancake spinning into the air

He heard his nane and froze in place, and the pancake fl opped over the
side of the skillet and fell to the floor.

He heard it again.

Bri nd’ Amour hustl ed down the passageways of his cavern honme, into the
room he used for his magic. He heard his nane again, and then again, and
each time he heard it, he tried to nove faster, but only bunbl ed about.

He thought it was Greensparrow cone calling, or one of the king' s | esser
wi zards, or perhaps even a denon. Had he erred in sending his sight out
to the palace in Carlisle? Had G eensparrow postponed his announced
vacation in Gascony to deal first with troubl esonme Brind Anmour?

Finally, the old wizard got the thick cloth off of his crystal ball, put
the itemon the desk in front of him and cal ned hinmself enough to | ook
into its depths.

Bri nd’ Amour sighed loudly, so very relieved when he | earned that the cal
was not froma wizard but froma nere nman, apparently a nessenger.

Relief turned to anger as Brind Anpbur continued to seek and he cane to
know that there were several men calling for him

“Fool !'” Brind Amour grunbled at Luthien as soon as he realized exactly
what was going on. “Daring fool,” he whispered. This was not Mntfort;
these lands were still in the hands of cyclopians and others loyal to

Greensparrow. No open revolt had cone, at |east not as far as Brind Anour
knew.

And to speak Brind Amour’s name so clearly, so loudly, where
Greensparrow s ears mght hear! If the king of Avon realized that

Bri nd’ Anbur was sonehow connected to the revolt in Montfort, if he knew
that Brind Amour was even awake from his centuries-long sleep, then his
eyes woul d surely focus nore closely on Eriador; he would not go to
vacation in Gascony and would turn all of his attention north instead.
The cause woul d be crushed.

The cause.

For a long, long tine, Brind Anour, ever cautious, had tried to convince
hinsel f that the cause was not so inportant, that the fight in Montfort
was just a prelude to what mi ght happen nany decades down the road. But
now, fearing that all of the rebellion was in jeopardy, considering the
deep feelings rushing through him he had to wonder if he had been
fooling hinself. He nmight justify letting this rebellion die in Mntfort,
but only for a short while. Wen it was done, when the blood had washed



fromthe fields and the city’'s walls, Brind Anour would |anment the return
of Greensparrow, the opportunity for freedom+for freedommow —ost.

What ever course he now consi dered, Brind Amour knew that he had to
silence those silly boys with their silly scrolls. He felt strong indeed
this morning and discovered that he dearly wanted to test his nagic.

The wi zard noved to the side of his desk, opened a drawer, and took out a
huge, bl ack | eat her-bound book, gently opening it. Then he began to
chant, falling into the archaic runes depicted on the pages, falling
deeper into the real mof nagic than he had gone for nearly four hundred
years.

The twelve nmen on their twelve hills had been reading and rereading their
scrolls for nore than two hours. But their instructions had been to read
on fromsunrise to sunset, day after day, until their call was answered.

Now t heir cal lwas answered, but not in any way they, or Luthien, had
antici pat ed.

A sudden bl ack cloud rolled over the peaks of the Iron Cross, south of
the readers. The bl ackest of clouds, a ball of mdnight against the bl ue
sky. A stiff wind kicked up, ruffling the parchnents.

Al twelve of the nmen held stubborn, loyal to Luthien and convi nced of
the i nportance of their m ssion.

On cane the cloud, dark and om nous, bl ocking out the sun, except for
twelve tiny holes in the blackness, twelve specific points that caught
the rays of day and focused themthrough a nyriad of ice crystals.

One by one, those hol es rel eased the focused ray of |ight under the
cloud, and each of those beams, guided by a w zard | ooking into a crystal
ball in a cave not so far away, found its nmark, shooting down fromthe
heavens to strike unerringly at the unfurled parchnents.

The brittle paper ignited and burned, and one by one, the readers dropped
the usel ess remants and ran to their nearby nounts. One by one, they
energed fromthe foothills at a full gallop. Sorme |inked up, but those
who had charged out first did not stop and | ook back for their

conpani ons.

In the cave, Brind Amour settled back and |l et the crystal ball go dark.
Only a fewnmnutes earlier he had felt refreshed and full of vigor, but
now he was tired and old once nore.

“Fool i sh boy,” he nuttered under his breath, but he found that he did not
bel i eve the words. Luthien's judgnent in sending out callers mght have
been aniss, but the young man’'s heart was true. Could Brind Arour say the
sane for hinself? He thought again of the uprising, of its scale and of
its inmportance, of his own insistence that this was just a prel ude.

Was he taking the safe route or the easy one?



THE CRI MSON SHADOW

Could we not have gone in the lower door?” diver asked, thoroughly cold
and miserable and with still nore than a hundred feet of clinbing | oom ng
bef ore him

“The door is blocked,” Luthien whispered, his nouth close to AQiver’s
ear, the cowl of his crinmson cape covering not only his head but the
hal fling's as well. “You did not have to cone.”

“lI did not want to |l ose ny rope,” the stubborn halfling replied.

They were scaling the eastern wall of the Mnistry, nore than hal fway up
the tallest tower. The night air was not so cold, but the wind was stiff
this high up, biting at them and threatening to shake them free. Luthien
huddl ed ti ght and checked the fastenings of his magical cape. He coul dn’'t
have it bl owi ng open up here, leaving himand Oiver exposed hal fway up
the wal l!

He had been wearing his cape daily since the rebellion began, for it was
t he synbol that the conmon folk of the city had rallied behind. The
Crimson Shadow, the |egend of old cone to life to lead themto freedom
But the cape was nuch nore than a showpiece. Cloistered withinits
protective magics, the cape tight about himand the cow pulled |ow,

Lut hien was | ess than a shadow, or nerely a shadow bl ended i nto other
shadows—for all practical nmeasures, conpletely invisible. He had only
used the cape in this canmoufl agi ng nmanner a couple of times during the
weeks of fighting to go over the wall and scout out enemy positions. He
had t hought of trying to find Aubrey, to kill the man in his house, but
Si obahn had tal ked hi mout of that course, convincing himthat the
bunbl i ng viscount was, in reality, a blessing to the rebels.

This time, though, Luthien would not be tal ked out of his plan; in fact,
he had told no one except diver of his intentions.

So here they were, in the dark of night, alnbst up the Mnistry's tall est
wal . There were cycl opi ans posted up there, they both knew, but the
brutes were likely huddl ed close around a fire. What would they be on

wat ch against, after all? They could not see the novenents of nmen on the
streets below, and they certainly did not expect anyone to come up and
join them

Aiver’'s last throw had been good, heaving the magi cal grapnel up to the
end of the rope, but after clinbing the fifty feet to the puckered ball

t he conpani ons found few places to set thensel ves. There were no w ndows
this high up on the tower, and the stones had been worn snooth by the

i ncessant wi nd.



Lut hi en hooked his fingers tight into a crack, his feet barely holding to
a narrow perch. “Hurry,” he bade his conpanion

Aiver | ooked up at himand sighed. The halfling, his feet against the
wal I, was tucked in tight against Luthien's belly—the only thing hol ding
Aiver aloft was Luthien. Aiver funbled with the rope, trying to loop it
so that he could fling it up the remaining fifty feet, all the way to the
tower’s |ip.

“Hurry,” Luthien said nore urgently, and diver understood that the young
man’ s hold was not so good. Muttering a curse in his native Gascon
tongue, the halfling reached out and tossed the magi cal grapnel as high
as he could. It caught fast, no nore than twenty feet above them

Agai n canme that whispered Gascon curse, but Luthien dismissed it, for he
saw sonething that the halfling did not.

Aiver quieted and held on tight to Luthien, who took up the rope and
clinbed only a few feet, comng to a stop atop a jutting stone.

“Make the next throw the last throw,” Luthien whispered, planting hinself
firmy.

Aiver tugged three tines on the rope, the signal for the grapnel to

| oosen. It slipped down silently and Aiver reeled it in. Now, since

Lut hien had solid footing, so did Aiver, and the halfling took his tine
and measured his throw

Perfect: the grapnel hit the wall with the slightest of sounds just a
foot below the tower’s I|ip.

Again diver grabbed on and Luthien took up the rope, ready to clinb.
Aiver grabbed his wist, though, and when Luthi en paused, he, too, heard
t he novenent up above.

Lut hi en ducked | ow under the protective cape, sheltering hinself and
Aiver. After a long nmonent, the young Bedwyr dared to | ook up and saw
the silhouette of a cycl opian peering over the wall down at him

Lut hi en thought the game was up, but the brute nade no nove and no sound,
gave no indication at all that it had seen the conpani ons.

“Not hing,” the cyclopian grunbled, and wal ked away fromthe rim back to
the warnmth of the fire.

Aiver and Luthien shared a sigh, and then the young Bedwyr haul ed t hem
both up the rope to the tower's lip.

They heard the cyclopi ans—+three, at |east—about a dozen feet away.

Aiver’'s head cane over the lip first, and he confirned the nunber and
t he di stance. Luck was with the halfling, then, for he noted, too, the
noverrent of a fourth brute, nilling about on the landing just a few
stairs down fromthe tower’s top



Aiver signaled his intent to Luthien, and then, |ike a weasel slipping
along a riverbank, the halfling picked his way along the top of the wall,
around and over the battlenments w thout a sound.

Luthien silently counted; diver had asked for a count of fifty. That
conpl eted, the young Bedwyr pulled hinself up to the tower’s lip, peering
at the three brutes huddl ed about their small fire. Luthien slid up to
sit on the wall, gently rolled his | egs over, and put a hand to his
sword’s hilt. He would have to strike fast and hard and could only hope
that Aiver would take care of the one by the stairs—and hopefully, there
was only one at the stairs!

No tine for those thoughts now, Luthien scolded hinself. They were three
hundred feet up the tower and fully comitted. He slipped down off the
wal |, took a deep breath as he set his feet firmy, then charged, draw ng
hi s bl ade.

Blind-Strikerhit the first cyclopian where it crouched, slashing

di agonal ly across the back of the brute’ s shoul der, severing the
backbone. The cyclopian fell w thout a sound, and Luthi en whi pped the
sword across as the second | eaped up, spinning to face him H s bl ade got
the creature through the chest—+wo dead—but snagged on a rib and woul d
not imediately cone free at Luthien s desperate tug.

The third cyclopian did not charge, but turned and fled for the stairs.
It jerked weirdly hal fway there, then stopped altogether, went to its
knees, and fell over on its back, dead. Luthien noted Aiver’s nain
gauche enbedded deeply in its chest, a perfect throw

Aiver cane out of the stairwell and casually stepped over and retrieved
his thrown weapon. “What were they eating?” the halfling inquired,
wal ki ng past the kill toward the small fire. He picked up a stick, a
chunk of cooking mutton on its other end.

“Ah, so fine,” the halfling said, delighted, and sat down.

A few nonents went by before Aiver |ooked up to see Luthien staring at
himincredul ously. “Do hurry,” the halfling bade the young man.

“You are not com ng?” Luthien asked.

“l said | would get you up the tower,” diver replied, and went back to
the nmutton feast.

Lut hi en chuckl ed. He pulled off his pack and dropped another silken cord,
this one as long as the tower was tall, at Qiver’'s feet. “Do prepare the
descent,” he bade the hal fling.

Aiver, face deep in the nutton, waved hi maway. “Your business will take
| onger than mne,” he assured Luthien.

Lut hi en snickered again and started away. |t nade sense of course, that
he shoul d go down alone. Once inside the Mnistry, he would have to nove



qui ckly, and he could not do that with diver tucked under the folds of
his cape.

He found the fourth cycl opian, dead of a rapier thrust, on the | anding
just below the tower level. An involuntary shudder coursed Luthien's
spi ne as he recognized how efficient his little friend could be. Al for
t he good cause, he remi nded hinself, and started down the |onger, curving
stair. He met no resistance all the three hundred steps to the floor, and
to his relief found that the door at the bottomof the stair, along the
curving wall of the cathedral’s eastern apse, was ajar.

Lut hi en peered into the vast nave. A few torches burned; he heard the
snores of dozens of cyclopians stretched out on the nmany benches. Only a
few of the brutes were up, but they were in groups, tal king and keeping a
hal f heart ed wat ch

They were confident, Luthien realized. The cycl opi ans were convi nced t hat
the rebels wouldn’t accept the |osses they woul d no doubt suffer if they
attacked the fortified Mnistry. A good sign

Lut hi en canme out of the door and crept anbng the shadows, silent and

i nvisible. He noted nore cyclopians mlling about on the triforium

| edges, but they, too, were not paying nuch attention. Luthien went
right, to the north, and scouted out the transept. The doors down there
were heavily barricaded, as expected, and a group of cyclopians sat in a
circle before them apparently ganbling.

They were bored and t hey were weary—and soon they woul d have nothing to
eat .

Lut hi en thought of going all around the transept, back into the nave and
down to the west. He changed his mind and went back to the apse instead,
then around the semicircle and into the southern transept.

Hal f way down, he found what he was | ooking for: a huge pile of

foodstuffs. The young Bedwyr smiled w ckedly and noved in cl ose. He took
out a small bl ack box, which Shuglin had designed for him and then six
smal | pouches, filled with a black powder that the dwarfs used in their

m ning. He considered the pile for a few nonents, placing the pouches
strategically. He set two between the three kegs of water he found on one
side of the pile, probably the only drinking water the brutes had.

Next canme sone flasks of oil, wapped in thick furs so that they would
not clang together. Carefully, the invisible intruder doused the pile of
provi sions. One of the cyclopians near to the southern transept’s door
sniffed the air curiously, but the snell of Luthien's oil was not easily
detected over that of the lanterns already burning throughout the

M nistry.

When t he cycl opi an went back to its watch at the door, Luthien huddl ed
under his cape with the black box, perfectly square and unrenarkabl e,
except that the top had a small hole cut into it. Luthien carefully
opened the box. He tried to study Shuglin’s design to see what was
inside, but in the dimlight he could make out little. There were two



small glass vials, that much he could see, and the strike plate and wi ck
were in between them

Lut hi en | ooked up, gl anced around to make sure that no cycl opi ans were
nearby. Then he huddl ed | ow besi de the pile, making sure that his cape
and the piled provisions shielded the box. He flicked the strike plate.
It sparked, but the wi ck did not catch.

Lut hi en gl anced about again, then repeated the notion.

This time, the wick lighted, burning softly. Now Luthien could see
Shugl in’s design, the anber liquid in one glass, the reddish liquid in
the other, and the | eather pouch below, probably filled with the same
bl ack powder.

Intriguing, but Luthien had no tine to study it further; Shuglin
guaranteed hima count of twenty-five, no I onger. He closed the box and
crept away, back into the shadows, back into the apse, through the door
and onto the | owest stairs. There, he paused, watching.

Wth a hiss and a sputter, the black box exploded, igniting the pile.
Cycl opi ans hooted and shouted, charging in all directions.

A second expl osi on sounded, and then a third and a fourth, close
t oget her, and the water kegs burst apart.

Luthien turned and sprinted up the stairs, smling as he heard four nore
di stinctive bl asts.

“l take it that we are done,” Adiver renarked between bites of nutton
when t he young man, huffing and puffing, stunbled out onto the tower’s
t op.

“W have to go and tell the guards around the plaza to be alert,” Luthien
replied. “The cyclopians will try to break out soon.”

Aiver took one last bite, wi ped his greasy hands on the furred cape of
one of the dead cycl opi ans, and noved to the wall, where the grapnel and
rope were already fastened to the longer cord that reached all the way to
the street, ready to take them down.

Inside the Mnistry, the cyclopians found nost of their provisions ruined
and nearly all of their potable water |lost. They jostled and fought
anongst thensel ves, every one blanming another, until one brute found the
answer in the formof a crinmson shadow of a caped man, indelibly stained
on the wall of the eastern apse

Lut hien’s enchanted cape had left its mark

Wrd raced up Avon’s western coast, across the nountains into Eriador
and fromvillage to village, to Caer MacDonal d and beyond. A great fleet
was sailing, bracing the freezing waters: at least fifty Avon ships,



enough to carry nore than ten thousand Praetorian GQuards. And those ships
were lowin the water, said the runors, low and brimring with sol diers.

The news was received stoically at the Dwel f. Luthien and his conpani ons
had expected the arny, of course, but the final confirmation that it was
all nore than runor, that G eensparrow was i ndeed aware of the rebellion
and responding with an iron fist, sobered the npod.

“I will set out for Port Charley in the norning,” Luthien told his
gat hered conmanders. “A hard ride will get ne there before the Avon fl eet
arrives.”

“You cannot,” Siobahn replied sinply, with finality.

Lut hi en | ooked hard at her, as did Aiver, who was about to volunteer to
ride off beside his friend (all the while hoping that he mght turn
Luthien north instead, back into hiding in the wlds).

“You govern Caer MacDonal d,” the half-elf explained.

“Do not leaders often sally forth fromthe place they |ead?” Qiver
remar ked.

“Not when that place is in turmoil,” the half-elf answered. “W expect a
breakout fromthe Mnistry any day.”

“The one-eyes will be slaughtered in the open plaza,” Oiver said with
all confidence, a confidence that was wi despread anong all the rebels.

“And Lut hi en Bedwyr nust be there,” Siobahn went on without hesitation.
“When that fight is done, the city will be ours, wholly ours. It would
not be appropriate for that inportant nmonment to pass with the | eader of
the rebellion halfway to Port Charley.”

“W cannot underestinmate the inportance of Port Charley,” Luthien

interjected, feeling a little left out of it all, as if he weren't even
in the room or at least as though he didn't have to be in the room
“Port Charley will prove critical to the rebellion and to Caer MacDonal d.

Even as we sit here bantering, Shuglin's people work frantically to
prepare the defenses of the city. If the whispers speak truly, then an
arnmy equal in size to our own force will soon nmarch upon our gates.”

“Equal odds favor the defense,” Katerin O Hale remarked.
“But these are Praetorian Quards,” Luthien enphasized. “Huge and strong,
superbly trai ned and equi pped, and no doubt the veterans of nmany

canpai gns.”

“You doubt our own prowess?” Katerin wanted to know, her tone sharply
edged wi t h anger.

“I want the best possible outcome,” Luthien firmy corrected. In his
heart, though, he did indeed doubt the rabble arny’'s ability to hold



agai nst ten thousand Praetorian Guards, and so did everyone else in the
room proud Katerin included.

“Thus, Port Charley is all-inmportant,” Luthien went on. “They have not
declared an alliance, and as you yourself have pointed out,” he said to
Katerin, “they will not be easily convinced.”

The red-haired woman | eaned back in her chair and slid it out fromthe
table, visibly backing off fromthe conversation.

“W nust bottle that fleet up in the harbor,” Luthien explained. “If the
folk of Port Charley do not allow themto pass, they will have to sai
on, and m ght waste many days searching for a new place to land.”

“And every day they are at sea is anot her day they m ght encounter a
storm” diver said slyly.

Lut hi en nodded. “And another day that they will tax their provisions and,
knowi ng cycl opians, their patience,” he agreed. “And another day that
Shuglin and his kin have to conplete their traps around the outer walls
of Caer MacDonal d. The fleet nust be kept out. W cannot fail in this.”

“Agreed,” Siobahn replied. “But you are not the one to go.” Luthien
started to respond, but she kept on talking, cutting himoff. “CQthers are
qualified to serve as enissaries, and it will not |ook as good as you
believe to have the | eader of the rebellion walking into Port Charley, to
say nothing of the reaction fromthe cycl opians already in that town.

“You think that you will inpress themw th your presence,” Siobahn went
on, brutally honest, but her tone in no way condescending. “All that you
wWill inpress themwith is your foolishness and i nnocence. Your place is
here—the | eaders of Port Charley will know that—and if you show up there,
you will not strike themas a man wi se enough for themto followinto
war . ”

Lut hi en, slack-jawed, his shoul ders sl unped, | ooked over at Aiver for
support.

“She’s not so bad,” the halfling admtted.

Lut hi en had no way to di sagree, no argunents against the sinple |ogic.
Again he felt as if Siobahn, and not he, was in control, as if he were a
puppet, its strings pulled by that beautiful and sly half-elf. He didn't
like the feeling, not at all, but he was glad that Siobahn was at his
side, preventing himfrom maki ng foolish m stakes. Luthien thought of

Bri nd’ Amour then, realizing nore clearly than ever that he was out of his
el emrent and in desperate need of aid.

“Who will go, then?” Aiver asked Siobahn, for Luthien, by his expression
al one, had obvi ously conceded the floor to her on this natter. “Yourself?
| do not think one who is half-elven will nmake so fine an inpression.”

Aiver nmeant no insult, and Siobahn, concerned only for the success of
the rebellion, took none.



“I will go,” Katerin pronptly put in. Al eyes turned her way, and
Lut hi en | eaned forward again on his stool, suddenly very interested and
wor ri ed.

“I know the people of Port Charley better than anyone here,” Katerin
st at ed.

“Have you ever been there?” diver asked.

“I amfromHale, a town not so unlike Port Charley,” Katerin answered
“My people think the sane way as those independent fol k. W have never
succunbed to the rule of Greensparrow. W have never succunbed to any
rul e save our own, and tol erate kings and dukes only because we do not
care about them”

Lut hi en was shaking his head. He wasn’t sure that he wanted to be away
fromKaterin right now And he didn't want her riding off alone to the
west. Word of the fight in Caer MacDonal d had spread throughout the
sout hl and of Eriador, and none of them knew what dangers m ght await any
em ssary on the road.

“There i s another reason you cannot go,” Katerin said to Luthien. “If the
men of Port Charley do not join in our alliance, they will have all the
ransomt hey need for Greensparrow with the Cri nson Shadow delivered into
t heir hands.”

“You doubt their honor?” Luthien asked incredul ously.

“l understand their pragmatism” Katerin replied. “They care nothing for
you, not yet.”

Katerin's point did not nake Luthien feel any better about letting her
go. She, too, would prove a fine bartering point with the king of Avon!

“Katerin is right,” came word froman unexpected ally for the wonan of
Hal e. “You cannot go, and she can acconplish what we need better than
anyone in Caer MacDonal d,” Siobahn reasoned.

Katerin | ooked hard at the half-elf, suspicious of her rival’s notives.
For an instant she wondered if Siobahn wanted her to go so that she would
per haps be killed or taken prisoner, but looking into the half-elf’s
green eyes—sparkling, intense orbs so |ike her own—Katerin saw no

ani nosity, only genuine hope and even affection.

Luthien started to protest, but Siobahn stopped himshort. “You cannot

| et your personal feelings block the path to the general good,” the half-
el f scolded, turning to glare at the young nan. “Katerin is the best

choi ce. You know that as well as anyone.” Siobahn | ooked back to Katerin,
sm | ed, and nodded, and the wonan of Hale did |ikew se. Then Si obahn
turned back to Luthien. “Do | speak truly?”



Lut hi en sighed, defeated once nore by sinple logic. “Take Riverdancer,”
he bade Katerin, referring to his own horse, a shining highland Mrgan,
as fine a steed as could be found in all of Eriador. “In the norning.”

“Tonight,” Katerin corrected grinmly. “The Avon fleet does not drop sai
when the sun sl eeps.”

Luthien did not want her to go. He wanted to run across the room and w ap
her in a tight hug, wanted to protect her fromall of this, fromall the
evils and all the dangers in the world. But he realized that Katerin and
Si obahn were right. Katerin was the best choice, and she needed no
protection.

Wt hout another word, she turned and | eft the Dwel f.

Luthien | ooked to Aiver. “I will return when | return,” the halfling
explained with a tip of his hat, and he noved to follow Katerin.

Lut hi en eyed Si obahn, expecting her to stop the halfling, dissuade him as
she had Lut hi en.

“Ride well,” was all the half-elf said, and AQiver tipped his hat to her
as well, and then he, too, was gone.

Those remaining in the Dwelf had many other things to discuss that night,
but they sat quietly, or in small, private conversations. Suddenly a nman
rushed in.

“The Mnistry!” he cri ed.

It was all he had to say. Luthien |eaped down fromhis stool and
practically stunbl ed headl ong for the door. Siobahn caught him by the arm
and supported him and he paused, straightening, and eyed her directly.

Her snile was infectious, and Luthien knew that, despite the fact that
Aiver and Katerin were likely already on the road, he would not fight
al one this night.

The desperate cycl opi ans charged out of the Mnistry through the north,
west, and south doors, roaring and running, trying to get across the

pl aza and into the shadows of the alleyways. Swarns of arrows net them
fromevery side, and then the rebels didn’'t even wait for the cycl opi ans
to charge; they rushed out to neet them matching desperation with sheer
fury.

Luthien and the others fromthe Dwelf did not go over the wall. Rather,

t hey pounded their way through the eastern wall, where it had been
breached before, up fromthe city's | ower section and back into the

M nistry once again. As the slaughter continued in the plaza, nore than a
few cycl opi ans thought to turn and flee back into the cathedral. There
was still sone food remmining, after all, and they figured that if they



could get back in and barricade the doors once nore, there would be fewer
of themleft to share it.

But Luthien's small group net them and kept the cathedral’s main door
thrown wi de so that rebels, too, could get inside. Once nore the hall owed
floor of the great cathedral ran deep with blood. Once nore a place of
prayer becanme a place of cries, shouts of anger, and shrieks of the
wounded.

It was finished that night. Not a single cyclopian remained alive in the
city of Caer MacDonal d.

PORT CHARLEY

Port Charley was a huddl ed village, white-painted homes built in tight,
neat rows up a series of cut steps along the foothills of the Iron Cross
and overl ooki ng the tunmultuous Avon Sea. It was said that on the cl earest
of days the shining white and green cliffs of Baranduine, far to the
west, could be seen from those hi ghest perches, beckoning the souls of
men. Port Charley was a dreany place, and yet cheery on those rare days
that the sun did shine, bouncing gaily off the white-faced houses, off
the white fences outlining every yard and bordering each of the city’'s
tiers.

Such was the day, bright and sunny and cheery, when Oiver and Katerin
cane in sight of the village. They noted that there was no snow in or
about the town, just w ndblown rock, white and gray streaks am dst the
squared and neat cottages. Splotches of green and brown dotted the

| andscape, and a few trees stood bare, poking high and proud between
cottage and stone.

“Too early to bloom” diver remarked. He kicked Threadbare, his yellow
pony, to a faster trot.

Katerin spurred Riverdancer on, the powerful white stallion easily pacing
the smal | er pony.

“l have been here in the spring,” diver explained. “You really should
see Port Charley in the spring!” The halfling went on to describe the

bl ossoning trees and the many fl owers peeking fromsheltering crevices in
the stones and fromthe many, many w ndowboxes, but Katerin only half-
listened, for she needed no descriptions. To her, Port Charley was Hal e,
on a larger scale, and the young wonman renenbered well the land of her
youth, the wind blowi ng off the cold waters, the spattering of bright
color, purple nostly, against the gray and white. She heard the sound of
the tide, that low runble, the grow of the earth itself, and she
renenbered | sle Bedwydrin and taking to the sea in a craft that seened so
glorious and huge tied up at the wharf, but so insignificant and tiny
once the | and becane no nore than a darker |ine on the gray horizon.



And Katerin renenbered the snell, remenbered that nost of all, heavy air
thick with salt and brine. Heavy and healthy, priml sonehow. Port
Charl ey and Hal e, these were places to be nost alive, where the soul was
closest to the realities of the tangi ble world.

Aiver noted the dreamy, faraway | ook in the woman’s green eyes and went
qui et .

They canme in fromthe northeast, down the single road that forked, going
right to the dunes and the sea, and left to the |owest section of the
village. Oiver started left, but Katerin knew better

“To the wharves,” she expl ai ned.
“W nust find the mayor,” Oiver called after her, for she did not slow.

“The harbornaster,” Katerin corrected, for she knew that in Port Charl ey,
as in Hale, the person who controlled the docks controlled the town as
wel | .

Their mounts’ hooves clattered |oudly on the wooden boardwal k that snaked
t hrough the soft sandy beach to the wharves, but once they approached

t hose docks, where water |apped |oudly and nmany boats bunped and banged
agai nst the wooden wharf, the sound of their mounts becane insignificant.
Qul I s squawked overhead and bells sounded often, cutting the air above
the continual groan of the rolling surf. One boat glided toward the docks
at half-sail, a swarmof gray and white gulls flapping noisily above it,
showi ng that the crew had |l anded a fine catch this day.

Squinting, Adiver could see that a man and a worman were at work on the
deck of the boat, chopping off fish heads with huge knives and then
tossing the unwanted portions into the air straight overhead, not even
bothering to look up, as if they knew that no piece would ever find its
way through the flock to fall back down.

Katerin led the way up a ranp to the |l ong boardwal k that fronted the
village. Seven long spurs jutted out into the harbor, enough room for

per haps two hundred fishing boats, five tines Hale's nodest fleet. An

i mage of those snmall boats darting in and around massive war gall eons
flashed in Katerin's mind. She hadn’'t seen many ships of war, just those
t hat occasionally docked in Dun Varna, and one that had passed her
father’s boat out on the open sea off Isle Bedwydrin's western coast; she
had no i dea what one of those ships could do. She could well imagine

t heir power, though, and the inmage sent a shudder al ong her spine.

She shook the disturbing thoughts away and | ooked at the harbor. She
hoped it had a shall ow sounding, too shallow for the great ships to put
in. If they could get the eneny into smaller |anding craft, the fishernen
of Port Charley would make a |l anding very difficult indeed.

Katerin realized that she was getting ahead of herself. Formulating
battl e plans by the folk who knew these wat ers best would cone |ater.
Ri ght now, Katerin and Oiver nerely had to convince the folk of Port



Charl ey to stand against the invading force and keep Greensparrow s armny
out in the harbor.

Ri ver dancer’ s hooves cl onped al ong the boardwal k, Threadbare ri ght
behi nd. Katerin understood the wharf’s design, sinilar to the one in
Hal e, and so she nade her way to the fourth and central pier.

“Shoul d we not wal k the horses?” Qiver asked nervously, his gaze | ocked
on the slits in the boardwal k, and the spectacle of the dark water far
bel ow them The tide was out and soon diver and Katerin were a ful
thirty feet above the | evel of the water.

Katerin didn’t answer, just kept her course straight for the snal

cottage built beside the pier. Only a couple of boats were in—+t was
still early in the afternoon—and a few crusty old sea dogs waddl ed al ong
the various piers, turning curious glances at the strange newconers,
particularly at the foppish halfling, so colorful and out of place in the
wintry village.

An ol d woman, her face brown and cracked and her white hair thin, as
t hough the incessant sea breeze had blown half of it away, cane out to
greet them before they reached the cottage.

She nodded at them as they disnounted, and smiled, show ng nmore gum than
tooth: her fewremaining teeth were crooked and stained. Her eyes were
the Iightest of blue, alnost washed of color, and her linbs and fingers,
like the teeth, were crooked and bent in awkward angles, w th knuckl es
and joints |ike knobby bunps on her old frane.

But she was not an unattractive sight. There was a goodness about her, a
genui nely nobl e and honest soul, sonmeone who had wal ked a straight path
despite the crooked |inbs.

“Yer won’t find passage south fer anot her two-week,” she said in nasa
tones. “And not fer north fer another two-week after that.”

“W do not seek passage at all,” Katerin replied. “W seek the
har bor naster.”

The ol d wonman spent a |ong nonent regarding Katerin, studying the hard
texture of her hands and the way she held herself straight despite the
stiff breeze. Then she extended her armwarmy. “Yer found her,” she
said. “Gretel Sweeney.”

“Katerin O Hale,” the young woman replied, and her mention of the port
town to the north brought a snile and a nod of recognition fromGetel.
The ol d harbormaster recogni zed a fell ow seagoer when she saw one. She
didn’t know what to make of Qiver, though, until she thought back across
the years. Gretel had been Port Charley' s harbormaster for nearly two
decades, and she made it a point of watching every foreign ship dock and
unl oad. O course she did not renenber everyone who passed through her
village, but Aiver was one who was hard to forget.

“Gscon,” she said, shifting her armtoward the hal fling.



Aiver took the offered hand and brought it to his lips. “Aiver
deBurrows,” he introduced hinsel f, and when he let go of Gretel’s hand,
he di pped into a sweeping bow, his hat brushing the wooden decki ng.

“Gscon,” Getel said again to Katerin with a wink and a nod.

Katerin got right to the point. “You have heard of the fighting in
Mont fort?” she asked.

Getel’s alnpst white eyes tw nkled with conprehension. “Strange to make
a Gascon an enissary,” she said.

“diver is a friend,” Katerin explained. “Afriend to ne and a friend to
Lut hi en Bedwyr.”

“Then it’s true,” the old woman said. “The son of Bedwydrin's eorl.” She
shook her head, her expression sour. “To be sure, he’s a |ong way from
hone,” she remarked, as Katerin and A iver | ooked to each other, each
trying to gauge Gretel’s reaction. “As are yerselves!”

“Trying to nake that hone whol e again,” Katerin was quick to respond.

Getel didn't seeminpressed. “l’ve got tea a brewing,” she said, turning
toward the cottage. “Ye've got much to tell me, and no doubt to offer ne,
so we nay as well be confortable during the talking.”

Aiver and Katerin continued to | ook at each other as Getel disappeared
into the cottage.

“This will not be easy,” diver renarked.

Katerin slowy shook her head. She had known that the fol k of Port
Charl ey wouldn’t be inpressed with any rebellion. The place was so nuch
like Hal e. Whay should they rebel, after all, when they were already free?
The fisherfolk of Port Charley answered to no one but the sea, and with
that as their overlord, Luthien and his fight in Montfort, and indeed,
even King Geensparrow hinself, did not seemso inportant.

A young boy bounded out of the cottage, running down the boardwal k and
toward the town as the two friends tied up their nmounts.

“Getel is calling in sonme friends,” Katerin expl ai ned.

Aiver’s hand i mediately and instinctively went to the hilt of his
rapier, but he pulled it away at once, renenbering the noble | ook in
Getel’s eye and feeling foolish for entertaining such a fear even for a
noment .

“Tea?” Katerin asked resignedly. She was thinking of the task before her,
of convincing Gretel and her conpatriots of the inmportance of the

rebel lion, of asking these people to risk their lives in a fight they
likely cared nothing at all about. Suddenly she felt very tired.



Aiver led the way into the cottage.

Gretel would hear nothing of the troubles in Montfort, which Katerin
i nsisted on calling Caer MacDonal d, and not hing of the old | egends cone
tolife until the others arrived.

“dd fisherfolk,” the harbormaster explained. “Too old for the boats and
so we of Port Charley use their wisdom They know the sea.”

“Qur troubles do not concern only the sea,” Aiver politely renm nded the
wonan.

“But the sea be our only concern,” Getel said, a stinging retort that
rem nded Aiver and especially Katerin of just howdifficult this
nmount ai n woul d prove to clinb.

Gretel wanted to tal k about Hale; she knew sonme of the northern village's
ol der fisherfolk, had net themat sea during the sal non runs many years
bef ore, when she was young and captai ned her own boat. Though she was an
i npatient sort, a woman of action and not idle talk (especially not with
cycl opian ships sailing fast for Eriador’s coast!), Katerin obliged, and
even found that she enjoyed Gretel’s stories of the mghty Avon Sea.

Aiver rested during that time, sipping his tea and taking in the smells
and sounds of the seaside cottage. The other old sea dogs began arriving
presently, one or two at a tinme, until Getel’s snall cottage was quite
filled with brown, winkled bodies, all snelling of salt and fish. The
hal fl1i ng thought he recogni zed one of the nen, but couldn’'t quite place
him his suspicions only hei ghtened when the fellow | ooked Aiver’s way
and gave a wi nk. Perhaps this had been one of the crew on the boat that
had taken AQiver into Port Charley several years before, or one of the
others at the boardi nghouse where diver had stayed until he had grown
bored of the port and departed for Mntfort.

After a nonent of studying the old creature, tucked protectively, even
nmysteriously, under a heavy bl anket, even though he was sitting near the
burning hearth, Oiver shrugged and gave it up. He couldn't place the
man.

Despite that, diver thought it a perfectly grand gathering, and Katerin
felt at hone, nore so than she had since she had left Hale at the age of
fourteen to go into training in the arena at Dun Varna.

“There, then,” Getel announced after one particularly bawdy tale
concerning ships that didn't quite make it past each other in the night.
“Seens we’'ve all gathered.”

“This is your ruling council?” diver asked.

“These are all the ones too old to be out in the boats,” Getel
corrected. “And not old enough yet to be stuck lying in their beds. Them
soon returned with the day’s catch will hear what we’ve to say.”

She | ooked at Katerin and nodded, indicating that the floor was hers.



Katerin rose slowy. She tried to remenber her own proud village and the
reacti ons of her people if they were faced with a simlar situation. The
folk of Hale didn’t nuch care for Greensparrow, didn't talk much about
him didn't waste nmany words on hi mneither did the folk of Port Charl ey—
but what she needed here and now was action, and anbival ence was a | ong
way fromthat.

She rose slowy and noved to the center of the room |eaning on the snall
round table for support. She thought of Luthien in Caer MacDonal d and his
stirring speech in the plaza beside the Mnistry. She wi shed that he was
here now, dashing and articul ate. Suddenly she bl anmed herself for being
so arrogant as to think to replace him

Kat eri n shook those negative thoughts fromher nind. Luthien could not
reach these fol k—Katerin's folk. Hs words were the sort that stirred
peopl e who had something to | ose, and whether it be G eensparrow, or
Lut hi en or anyone el se claimng rul ership of Eriador, and thus, of Port
Charl ey, the folk here recogni zed only one king: the Avon Sea.

Katerin continued to hesitate, and the fisherfol k, nen and wonen who had
spent endl ess hours sitting quiet on open, unremarkabl e waters, respected
her delay and did not press her

The young worman conj ured an i nmage of Port Charl ey, considered the neat
rows and neticul ous | andscaping, a pretty village cut fromthe nost
i nhospi tabl e of places. So rmuch |ike Hale.

But not so nmuch like nost of the npre southern Eri adoran towns, Katerin
realized, especially those in the shadows of the Iron Cross. The young
worman’ s face brightened as she realized the course of her speech. The
folk of Port Charley cared little for the politics of the |land, but they,
as much as any group in Eriador or Avon, hated cycl opi ans. By al
accounts, very few of the one-eyes lived in or near Port Charley; even
the nerchants here usually kept strong nmen as guards, not the typica

cycl opi an escort.

“You have heard of the rebellion in Caer MacDonal d,” she began. She
paused for a nmoment, trying to gauge the reaction, but there was none.

Katerin's eyes narrowed; she stood straight and tall away fromthe table.
“You have heard that we killed many cycl opi ans?”

The nods were acconpanied by grim gap-toothed sniles, and Katerin's
course |l ay open before her. She spoke for nore than an hour before the
first questions canme back at her, then answered every one, every concern

“All we need is tine,” she finally pleaded, nostly to Getel. “Keep the
Avon fleet bottled in your harbor for a week, perhaps. You need not risk
the Iife of a single person. Then you will see. Caer MacDonald will fend
off the attack, destroy Greensparrow s arny in the field, and force a
truce fromthe southern ki ngdom Then Eriador will be free once nore.”

“To be ruled by . . . another king,” one man interrupted



“Better he, whoever it nay be,” Katerin replied, and she thought she knew
who the next king of Eriador would be, but saw no sense in speaking of
himspecifically at this time, “than the denon-allied wi zard. Better he
than the man who invites cyclopians into his court and appoints them as
his personal Praetorian Guard.”

The heads continued to nod, and when Katerin | ooked at Aiver, she found
that he, too, was nodding and smling. Quite pleased with her
performance, the young woman turned directly to Gretel, her expression
clearly asking for an answer.

At that nonent, a middle-aged man, his hair salt-and-pepper, his face
ruddy and showi ng a few days of beard, burst into the cottage, w de-eyed
and out of breath.

“Ye've seen them” Gretel stated nore than asked.

“Anchorin’ five mles to the south,” the nan explained. “Too close in to
sail through the dark.”

“Warshi ps?” Katerin asked.

The man | ooked at her, and then at Oiver, curiously. He turned his gaze
to Getel, who notioned that he shoul d conti nue.

“The whol e dammed Avon fleet,” he replied.
“As many as fifty?” Katerin needed to know.

“I"d be puttin’ it nore at seventy, mlady,” the man said. “Big ’uns,
too, and low in the water.”

Katerin | ooked again at Gretel, anazed at how conposed the old woman,

i ndeed t he whole gathering, renmained in light of the grimnews. Getel’s
smle was perfectly conforting, perfectly disarm ng. She nodded, and

Kat erin thought she had her answer.

“The two of yer will stay with Phelpsi Dozier,” Getel said. “On
t heHori zon, a worthy old tub.”

Dozier, the oldest nan at the gathering, perhaps the oldest man Katerin
had ever seen, stepped up and tipped his woolen cap, snmling with the one
tooth remaining in his wide nouth. “She’s nostly at the docks nowadays,”
he sai d, al nobst apol ogetically.

“I"I'l have ny boy see to yer horses,” Getel continued, and her tone
seenmed to indicate that the nmeeting was at its end. Several of those
gat hered stood up and stretched the soreness out of their muscles and
headed for the door. Night had fallen by then, dark and chill, the wind
groani ng off the sea.

“W have many preparations,” Katerin tried to put in, but Getel hushed
her .



“The folk of Port Charley’ ve made them preparations before yet were even
born, dear girl,” the old harbormaster insisted. “Yer said yer needing a
week, and we’'re knowi ng howto give it to yer.”

“The depth of the harbor?” Katerin asked, |ooking all around. She didn't
doubt Getel’s words, but could hardly believe that seventy Avon warshi ps
could be taken this lightly.

“Shal I ow,” answered the old man by the hearth, the one Aiver thought he
recogni zed. “The ships will have only the last forty feet of the | ongest
two piers beside which to dock. And that section can be easily dropped.”

The halfling noted then that the man’s accent didn’'t match the salty
dialect of the others, but that clue only left Oiver even nore

bef uddl ed. He realized that he should know this nman, but for sone reason,
as though sonething had entered his brain and stolen away a nmenory, he
could not call himto m nd.

He di sm ssed it—what else could he do?—and left with Katerin and Phel psi
Dozier. They found theHorizon tied up near to shore on the next pier in
line and Phelpsi let theminto the hold, surprisingly well furnished and
confortabl e, considering the general condition of the |ess-than-seaworthy
ol d boat.

“CGet yer sleep,” old Dozier invited them tossing pillow out to them
froma closet. He nodded and started for the door

“Where are you going?” diver was confused, for he thought that this was
the man’ s hone.

Dozi er wheezed out a somewhat lewd |augh. “Gretel’s to let me stay with
her this night,” he said. He tipped his wool hat once nore. “See yet at
t he dawn.”

Then he was gone, and diver tipped his hat toward the door, hoping that
he woul d possess such fires when he was that old. The halfling kicked off
his high boots and fell back onto one of the two cots in the tiny hold,
reaching imediately to turn the lantern down |ow. He noted Katerin's

| ook of a caged animal and hesit at ed.

“l thought you would be at hone in such a place,” he renarked

Katerin's eyes darted his way. “Too much to be done,” she repli ed.

“But not by us,” diver insisted. “W have ridden a hard and | ong road.
Take the last offered sleep, silly girl, for the road back is no
shorter!”

Katerin remai ned uneasy, but diver turned down the |antern anyway. Soon

Katerin was |ying back on her cot, and soon after that, the gentle rhythm
of the I apping waves carried her away into dreans of Hal e.



A stream of |ight woke her, and Oiver, too: the first ray of dawn. They
heard the outside comotion of people running al ong the wooden pier and
realized that the fleet was probably in sight. Together, they junped from
their cots, Katerin rushing for the door while Aiver pulled on his

boot s.

The door was | ocked, barred fromthe other side.

Katerin put her shoul der against it hard, thinking it stuck.

It would not budge.

“What silliness is this?” diver demanded, com ng up to her side

“No silliness, nmy halfling hero,” canme a voice from above. The two | ooked
up to see a hatch swi nging open. They had to squint against the intrusion
of sudden light, but could see that the opening was barred. Getel knelt
on the deck above, | ooking down at them

“You prom sed,” Katerin stuttered.

Gretel shook her head. “I said that we could give yer a week if we had a
mnd to. | didn't say we had a mind to.”

For a nonment, Katerin thought of grabbing the main gauche off of Oiver’'s
belt and whipping it the old harbornmaster’s way.

But Gretel sniled at her, as though she read the dangerous thoughts
conpletely. “I, too, was young, Katerin O Hale,” the old wonan sai d.
“Young and full of the fight. | knowthe fire that burns in yer veins,

t hat qui ckens the beat of yer heart. But no nore. My love fer the sword’'s
been tenpered by the wisdomo' years. Sit quiet, girl, and hold faith in
the world.”

“Faith in a world filled with deceit?” Katerin yelled

“Faith that yer don’'t know everything,” Getel replied. “Faith that yer
own way m ght not be the best way.”

“You will let the one-eyes through Port Charley?” Oiver asked bluntly.
“Two of the Avon ships have already put in,” Getel announced. “Myve them
al ong, so we decided. In one side and out the other, and good riddance to
themall!”

“You damm Caer MacDonal d!” Katerin accused

Gretel seened pained by that for a nonment. She dropped the hatch cl osed.

Katerin grow ed and threw herself at the door once nore, to no avail. It
held tight and they were | ocked in

Soon they heard the unified footsteps and drum cadence of the first
cycl opian troops marching in fromthe pier. They heard one brutish voice



above the others, surprisingly articulate for one of the one-eyed race,
but neither of them knew of Bel sen’ Kri eg.

Bel sen’ Krieg the Terrible had conme with nearly fifteen thousand har dened
warriors to crush the rebellion and bring the head of Luthien Bedwyr back
to his king in Carlisle.

PREPARATI ONS

Lut hi en wal ked the | ength of the Caer MacDonald line, the area beyond the
city's outer wall. Caer MacDonal d had three separate fortifications. The
tallest and thickest wall was inside the city, dividing the wealthy

nmer chant section fromthe poorer areas. Next was the thick, squat
fortification that surrounded the bulk of the city, and finally, fifty
feet out fromthat, the outer defense, a bare and thin wall, half again a
short nman’s height, and in sone places no nore than piled stones.

Beyond this outer wall, the land was open, with few trees or houses.

Sl opi ng ground, good ground to defend, Luthien thought. The cycl opi ans
woul d have to cone in a concentrated formati on—en nmasse, as diver had
called it—for the city could only be attacked fromthe north or the west.
East and south lay the nmountains, cold and deep with snow, and though a
few of the one-eyes night swing around that way, just to pressure the
def enders, the main group would have to conme uphill, across open ground.

And that ground was being nade nore difficult by Shuglin’s industrious
dwarfs. Every one of them greeted Luthien as he wal ked past, but few

bot hered to | ook up, would not interrupt this nost vital of jobs. Sone
dug trip trenches, picking through the still-frozen earth inch by inch.
These were only about two feet deep and fairly narrow, and woul d afford
little cover, but if a charging cyclopian stunbled across one, his
nmonent um woul d be halted; he might even break his leg. Gther dwarfs took
the trip trenches one step further, lining the ridge closest to the city
wi th sharp, barbed pickets.

Lut hi en grew hopeful while watching the quiet, nethodical work, but, in
truth, there were few dwarfs on the field. Mdst were over by the wall
and that was where the young Bedwyr found Shuglin.

The bl ue-bearded dwarf stood with a couple of friends by a small table,
poring over a pile of parchments and every so often | ooking up toward the
wal I and grunting, “Uh huh,” or some other noise. Shuglin was pleased to
see Luthien, though he didn’t even notice the man’'s approach until
Lut hi en dropped a hand on his shoul der.

“How does it go?” the young Bedwyr asked.



Shugl i n shook his head, didn’'t seem pl eased. “They built this damed wal |
wel I ,” he explained, though Luthien didn't quite understand the problem
Wasn't a well-built wall a good thing for defenders?

“Only eight feet high and not so thick,” Shuglin explained. “Wn't stop
t he cycl opians for long. A ponypig could knock a hole in the damed
thing.”

“l thought you just said they built it well,” Luthien replied.

“The understructure, | nean,” said Shuglin. “They built the
under structure well.”

Lut hi en shook his head. Wiy would that natter?

Shugl i n paused and realized it would be better to start fromthe
begi nning. “We decided not to hold this wall,” he said, and pointed up
Caer MacDonal d’s second wal |

“Who deci ded?”
“My kin and nme,” Shuglin answered. “W asked Si obahn and she agreed.”

Again Luthien felt that oddly out-of-control sensation, |ike Siobahn was
tuggi ng hard at those puppet strings. For an instant, the young nan was
angry at being left out of the decision, but gradually he cal ned,
realizing that if his trusted conpanions had to conme to himfor approva
on every issue, the whole of them would be bogged down and not hi ng

i mportant woul d ever get done.

“So we're thinking to fight fromhere, then retreat back to the city,”
Shugl i n conti nued.

“But if the cyclopians gain this wall, they'll have a strong position
fromwhich to reorgani ze and rest up,” Luthien reasoned.

The dwarf shrugged. “That’'s why we're trying to figure out how to drop
this damed wall!” he grunbl ed, his frustration bubbling over.

“What about that powder you put in the box?” Luthien asked after a
nmonent’ s thought. “The box | used to destroy the supplies in the
Mnistry.”

“Not nearly enough of the stuff!” Shuglin huffed in reply, and Luthien
felt foolish for not realizing that the cunning dwarfs woul d have

consi dered the powder if it was a practical option. “And hard to make.”
Shugl i n added. *“Dangerous.”

The dwarf finally | ooked up fromthe parchments, running his stubby
fingers through his bushy blue-black beard. He rem nded hinself then that
Luthien was only trying to help, and was even nore desperate about the
def ense of Caer MacDonald than were Shuglin’s folk.



“W’' |l use sone of the powder,” the dwarf el aborated, “on the toughest
parts of the wall, but dam, they built it well!”

“W could knock it down now and just begin our defense fromthe second
wal I ,” Luthien offered, but Shuglin began shaking his head before the
young rman even finished the thought.

“W'll get it down,” the dwarf assured Luthien. “The trick is to get it
to fallout, on top of the stupid one-eyes.”

Shugl i n went back to his parchments; another dwarf asked hima question.
Lut hi en nodded and wal ked away, reassured by the conpetence of those
around him Shuglin and his kin were trying hard to steal every advantage
fromtheir enemes, to hurt the cycl opians at every turn

They woul d have to, Luthien knew. They woul d have to.

The two trapped friends sat glumy, listening to the passage all norning
| ong. Marching feet, thousands of them the clanking and bristling of
heavy arnor and shields, and the clonp of hooves: ponypigs, the
cyclopians’ favorite nmount, smaller than horses and not as swift, but

t hi cker and nore nuscular. The two heard the caissons roll, packed with
weapons, no doubt, and food.

It went on, and on, and on, and Katerin and Oiver could do nothing to
stop it. Even if they found some way out of theHorizon ’'shold, there was
not hi ng they could do anynore to slow the Avon arny, nothing anyone could
do.

“When they are gone, we will be freed,” Oiver reasoned, and Katerin
agreed, for it seened to her that Getel and the people of Port Charley
hel d no grudge against the rebels. They nmerely wanted no trouble in their
town. To proud Katerin, though, that position was not acceptable. The war
had cone, and in her nind, any Eriadoran that did not join themwas, at
best, a coward.

“Then we nust ride so swiftly,” Aiver went on. “North and east around
the arny, to warn our friends.” He al nost said “our friends in Caer
MacDonal d,” but at that nonent, with the unendi ng, unnerving runble of
the arnmy on the dock above him it seened to the halfling that the city
in the nountains nmight soon be known as Montfort again.

“For whatever good that will do,” Katerin replied, her tone bitter. She
pounded a fi st against the unyielding door and sl unped back on her cot.

The processi on outside continued, all through the norning and into the
early hours of afternoon. Qdiver’s nmood brightened when he found sone
food in a conpartnent under his cot, but Katerin wouldn't even eat, her
mouth too filled with bitterness.



Finally, the clanor outside began to | essen sonmewhat. The solid runble
became sporadi c and the voices of cycl opians were fewer, much fewer. And
then, at last, a knock on the door.

It swung open before either could respond, and Gretel entered, her face
sonber but wi thout apol ogy.

“Good,” she said to Aiver, “lI see ye've found the food we left yer.”

“I do so like ny fish!” the happy halfling replied. “Oh,” he said, his
eyes cast down when he noticed the scow Katerin was aimng at him

“You promi sed,” Katerin grow ed at G etel

The ol d woman hel d up her hand, waving away the renmark as though it was
insignificant. “W do what we nust,” she said. “W do what we nust.”

“Even if that neans dooning fellow Eriadorans?” Katerin retorted

“I't was in all our best interests fer us to let the cyclopians pass, to
treat themas friends,” Getel tried to explain.

But Katerin wasn't hearing it. “Qur only hope was to bottle the fleet in
the harbor, to keep themoff-shore until the defense of Caer MacDonal d
could be conpl eted and support could be nustered throughout the |and,”
she insi sted.

“And what woul d yer have us do?”
“Deny the docks!” the worman of Hale yelled. “Drop the outer piers!”

“And then what?” Getel wanted to know. “The brutes’d sit in the harbor
whittling sticks? Yer smarter, girl. They d ve gone to the north and
found a beach o' their own, and put in, and we could not have stopped

t hem ”

“I't woul d have bought us tine,” Katerin answered w thout hesitation.

“W are a town o' but three thousand,” Getel explained. “W could not
have stopped them and if they then marched back to Port Charley . ”
She | et the words hang unfinished in the air, dramatic and om nous, but
still Katerin didn't want to hear the reasoning.

“The freedom of Eriador is all that matters,” she said through gritted
teeth, green eyes flashing dangerously. She flipped her fiery hair back
fromher face so that Getel could see well her unrelenting scow .

“Gretel echoes nmy own words,” cane a voice fromjust outside the door,
and an old nman wal ked into the snall room H's hair and beard were snowy
white, hair tied back in a ponytail, and his robes, rich and thick, were
bri ght bl ue.



Aiver’'s nmouth drooped open, and he realized then who the man at the
nmeeting, the man at the hearth, had been. Cl ever disguise!

“l do not know you,” Katerin said, as if to dismss him though fromhis
clothing, and indeed his deneanor, he was obviously a man of sone

i mportance. She feared for a nonent that he m ght be one of
Greensparrow s remmai ni ng dukes.

“Ah, but | know you, Katerin OHale,” the old nan said. “The best friend
Lut hi en Bedwyr ever had.”

“Ch?” said diver, hopping up fromhis cot.

Katerin | ooked to the halfling, and then to the old man, and saw t hat
there was recognition between them smiles friends mght exchange. It hit
her suddenly.

“Brind Anour ?” she breat hed

The old nman fell into a graceful, sweeping bow “WlIl net, Katerin
O Hal e, and long overdue,” he said. “I aman old man,” he w nked at
Aiver, “and getting ol der every day, but still | can appreciate such

beauty as yours.”

Katerin's first instinct was to punch him How dare he think of such an
uni nportant thing at this tine? But she realized that there was no
condescension in his tone, realized sonehow that the beauty he referred
to was much nore than the way she | ooked. He seened to her, all at once,
like a father, a w se overseer of events, watching them and neasuring
them like the old fisherfolk of Hale who trained the novices in the ways
of the sea. Brind Amour was akin to those old fisherfol k, but the
training he offered was in the way of life. Katerin knew that
instinctively, and so when she realized what he had first said in support
of Getel’s words, she found sonme confort and began to hope that there
was sone ot her plan, sonme better plan, in notion.

“W nust let the brutes through Port Charley,” Brind Amour said to the
pair, nostly to Katerin, as though he realized that she would be the
hardest to convince. “W nust |let them and G eensparrow, think that the
revolt in Mntfort—=

“Caer MacDonal d,” Katerin corrected

“No,” said Brind Anour. “Not yet. Let themthink that the revolt in
Montfort is a mnor thing, an isolated thing, and not desired by any
out si de of that one city. W nust plan long term”

“But the defenses will not be conpleted in tinme!” Katerin replied, her
pl eadi ng voi ce al nost a wail .

“Long term” Brind Anour said sharply. “If Eriador is indeed to be free,
then this one force of cyclopians will prove the |least of our troubles.
Had we kept them out of the harbor, had we shown themthat Eriador was in
general revolt, they would have sinply sent one of their ships sailing



back to the south to inform Greensparrow and return with reinforcenents.
In the meantime, those cycl opi ans renai ni ng woul d have overrun Port
Charl ey and secured the defenses of this city, giving G eensparrow an
open port north of the Iron Cross.

“How many warriors do you think Luthien would lose in trying to uproot
fourteen thousand Praetorian Guards from Port Charley?” the old w zard
asked grimy, and Katerin's sails had no nore wi nd. She hadn’t seen that
possi bil i ty—neither had Luthien apparently—but now that Brind Anour
spoke, it seened perfectly logical and perfectly awful.

“W are not yer enemies, Katerin OHale,” Getel put in

Katerin | ooked hard at her, the young wonman's expression clearly asking
t he question that was on her m nd.

“But we are enem es of the one-eyes,” Getel confirmed. “And whoever
rul es Eriador should be of Eriador, not of Avon.”

Katerin recognized the sincerity in the old woman’s face and under st ood
that Port Charley had indeed joined the alliance agai nst G eensparrow.
Agai n because of her know edge of her own town, Katerin understood that
Gretel would not have nade such a bold and absolute statenment if she
didn’t have the backing of her townsfolk.

“I still think that it would have been easier to keep them out of the
docks,” Katerin had to say. “Perhaps we m ght have even sunk one or two
of their ships, taking half a thousand cycl opians to the bottomwi th

t hem ”

“Ah, yes,” Brind Anour agreed. “But then they woul d have kept those ships
we did not sink.” Katerin and diver |ooked at the old man, his face

wi dening with a wicked grin. “Not tomorrow night, but the night after
that,” he said, and he and Gretel exchanged a serious nod.

Bri nd’ Amour turned back to the expectant conpanions. “The night after
next will be a dark one,” he explained. “Dark enough for us to board the
Avon ships. In two nights, Eriador will have a fleet.”

The wi zard’s snmile was infectious. The halfling spoke for Katerin and
hinself: “1I do like the way you think.”

MOSQUI TOES

The word ran ahead of the marching force |ike wi ndswept fire, crossed
fromtown to town, raced along the roads and the mountain trails, and
cane to Caer MacDonal d before the whol e of the Praetorian Guard had even
mar ched out beyond Port Charl ey’s eastern borders.



Lut hien took the news stoically, putting on a bold face for his
conpanions, telling themthat the cycl opians’ passage through the port
city had been expected, and though he had hoped for nore tine, the

def enses woul d be ready. A rousing cheer acconpani ed his every remark
after the victory in Caer MacDonal d and the raising of Eriador’s ancient
flag over the Mnistry—the decorated nmountain cross, its four equal arns
flared at their corners, on a green field—+the rebels were ready for a
fight, eager to spill nore cyclopian bl ood.

Lut hi en appreciated that attitude and took heart in it, joining in the
“cel ebration” Shuglin began in the Dwnelf, the theme of the party giving
prai se for so nmany one-eyes to kill. The young Bedwyr |eft early, though,
expl ai ning that he had nuch to do the next day and remni nding themthat
many snall villages, nost of them not shown on any maps or even nanmed by
any but those who lived there, |lay between Caer MacDonal d and Port

Charl ey. Wen he left the Dwelf, the young Bedwyr did not go back to his
apartrment in Tiny Alcove. Rather, he slipped around to the back of the
tavern and clinbed the rain gutter to the roof.

“What have we begun?” Luthien asked the starry night. The air was crisp,
but not too cold, and the stars glistened |ike crystalline ornanents. He
consi dered the news fromthe west; the cycl opians hadn’t even been sl owed
in Port Charley, and that could only nean that the folk of the port town
had not enbraced the rebellion.

“W need themall,” Luthien whispered, needing to hear his thoughts
aloud. He felt as if he was preparing a speech, and considering the way

t hi ngs had gone, he knew that he might well be. “All of Eriador. Every
man, every woman. \What good nay our efforts be if those we seek to free
do not take up arms in their own defense? What worth is victory if it is
not a shared win? For then, | do not doubt, those who are free because of
our sacrifice will not enbrace that which we have acconplished, will not
see the flag of Eriador as their own.”

Lut hi en noved to the western edge of the roof, kicked away a pi ece of

har dened snow and knelt upon the bare spot. He could see the nassive
silhouette of the Mnistry, where so many brave fol k had di ed. The
Mnistry, built as a synmbol of man’'s spirit and |l ove of God, but used by
Greensparrow s pawn as a house of tax collection, and as a courtroom Not
even a courtroom Luthien nused, for under Mrkney, the Mnistry was a

pl ace of condemmation and not of justice.

Stars twinkled all about the tallest tower, as though the structure
reached right up into the heavens to touch the feet of God. Truly it was
a beautiful night, calmand quiet. Few lights burned in the city, and the
streets were quiet, except right in front of the Dwelf, where the

i mpronmptu cel ebration continued and an occasi onal soul wandered outsi de.
Beyond the city’'s wall, Luthien could see the fires of the dwarven
encanpnent. Some were bl azing, but nost had burned down to | ow enbers, an
orange glow in the darkened field.

“Sleep well,” the young Bedwyr whispered. “Your work is not yet done.”



“Nor is our own,” Luthien heard behind him and he turned to see
Si obahn’ s approach, her step so |light and quiet that she wasn't |eaving
an inpression in the hardened snow that covered nost of the roof.

Lut hi en | ooked back to the Mnistry and the stars. He did not flinch, did
not tense at all, as Siobahn put her hand under his ear and ran it gently
down his neck to his shoul der.

“Katerin and Adiver have failed,” Luthien said, bitter words i ndeed. “W
have failed.”

Si obahn cl eared her throat, and it sounded to Luthien as nore of a
sni cker than a cough. He turned to regard her

How beauti ful she appeared in the quiet |ight of evening; how fitting she
seermed to the tine of starlight, her eyes twinkling like those stars in

t he heaven above, her skin pale, alnost translucent, and her hair flow ng
thick and lustrous, in such contrast to the delicate and sharp angl es of
her el ven features.

“You decl are defeat before the battle is even begun,” Siobahn answered,
her voice cal mand soot hi ng.

“How many cycl opi ans?” Lut hien asked. “And they' re not ordinary tribe
beasts, but Praetorian Guard, the finest of G eensparrow s arny. Ten
t housand? Fifteen? | do not know that we could hold back half that
number.”

“They will not be as many when they get to Caer MacDonal d,” Si obahn
assured him “And our own nunbers will grow as villagers flock in from
the western towns.” Siobahn slid her hand down Luthien’s shoul der, across
his chest, and | eaned cl ose, kissing himon the tenple.

“You are the | eader,” she said. “The synbol of free Eriador. Your will
must not waver.”

Once nore Luthien Bedwyr felt as if he had beconme a pawn in a gane that
was much too large for himto control. Once nore he felt hinself in the
enbrace of the puppeteer. Siobahn. Beautiful Siobahn. This tinme, though,
Luthien did not resist that touch, the pulling of his strings. This tine
the presence of the half-elf, a tower of strength and deternination, cane
as a welcome relief to him

Wt hout Siobahn beside him behind him Luthien believed that he woul d
have broken that night, would have | ost his purpose as he |ost his hope.
Wt hout Siobahn, his guilt for those who would soon die, and who had

al ready died, would have overwhel med t he prospects of the future, for
with such a trenendous force marching toward the liberated city, the

t hought of a free Eriador seened a fleeting, tw nkling fantasy, as
unreachabl e as the stars that flanked the tower of the Mnistry.

Si obahn led himfromthe roof and back to the apartment in Tiny Al cove.



Katerin did not sleep well that night, too worried for her honel and, but
she heard AQiver’s contented snores in the roomnext to hers, confortable
guarters at a small inn high up the levels of Port Charley. The next
nor ni ng, though, the wonman of Hale was not tired, too excited by the
sight of the departing arny as she and diver joined Brind Arour near to
t he eastern road.

The main body of the Avon force was |ong out of sight, several miles from
the town already, and now cane the supporting troops, nostly driving
wagons | oaded with provisions. Gretel directed its departure, working
side by side with one of the largest and ugliest cyclopians either
Katerin or diver had ever seen.

“The very ugliest!” Oiver assured his conpanions. “And | have seen many
cycl opi ans!”

“Not as many as |,” Brind Anour interjected. “And Bel sen’ Krieg, for that
is the brute’s name, is truly the nost inposing.”

“Uly,” diver corrected.

“In spirit as well as in appearance,” Brind Arour added.

“He will ride out soon to join with his force.” Katerin’s tone was
anxi ous.
“Belsen"Krieg will lead them not follow ” Brind Anour confirmed. The

wi zard notioned to a powerful ponypig, heavily arnor plated, with

shar pened spi kes protrudi ng from every concei vabl e angle. Just |ooking at
the nonstrous thing, both Aiver and Katerin knew that it was

Bel sen’ Krieg’s. Only the nost ugly cycl opi an woul d choose such a gruesone
and horri bl e nount.

“As soon as Belsen’'Krieg and his soldiers are away, we can stop the
wagons,” Katerin reasoned, her face brightening suddenly. That |ight
di mred, though, as she regarded the ol d wi zard.

“The wagons will roll throughout the day,” Brind Anour explained. “And a
small er group will depart tonmorrow. But all the food that | eaves with
that second group will be tainted, and their drinking supply will be
salted with water fromthe sea. That should give Bel sen’ Kri eg enough good
supplies to get himnore than halfway to Montfort, fully comritted to his
mar ch. Above all else, we must prevent himfromturning back to Port

Charl ey. Let themreach their goal, hungry and weary, and not ready for
the fight, with Luthien before themand our army on their heels.”

Both Adiver and Katerin | ooked curiously at the wizard, reacting to that
| ast remark.

“Yes,” Brind Amour explained. “Port Charley will send a fair force after
t he cycl opi ans, and the one-eyes will be pecked every mle of their
march, for every village between here and Montfort has joined in our
cause.”



Katerin was no |l onger arguing with the wi zard, though she wasn't sure if
he was stating fact or hope. Her instincts, her anger, continually
pronpted her to act, to strike out in any way she could find against the
cycl opians and the foreign King Greensparrow. Al ready Brind Amour had
earned her trust. She realized that he, and not she, had brought Port
Charley into the rebellion, before she and Aiver had even arrived. |f
the wizard’'s claimwas correct, he had al so secured alliance with the
other southern Eriadoran villages, and if the w zard was right about Port
Charl ey, Eriador woul d soon possess a fleet of great warships that was
probably nearly as large as Greensparrow s remai ning fleet in Avon.

Still, Katerin could not forget the arny nmarching east, marching to Caer
MacDonal d and her bel oved Lut hien. Could Caer MacDonal d hol d?

She had to admit, to herself at |east, that Brind Arour was right as well
in his argunment about letting the cycl opians march upon that city. In the
| arger picture, if Eriador was indeed to be free, this force led by

Bel sen’ Kri eg—a nere token of what Greensparrow could ultimately hurl at

t hemmi ght be anbng the | east of their troubles.

That truth brought little confort to Katerin O Hale and sent a shudder
al ong her spi ne.

Si obahn’ s predictions were proven accurate the very next day, when
villagers fromthe towns nearest Caer MacDonal d began fl ocking into the
city. Mostly, it was the young and the old who cane in, in orderly
fashion and all carrying provisions, ready to fight if necessary, to hold
out agai nst the w cked king of Avon to the last. And every group that
cane in spoke of their hardiest folk, who were noving to the west to neet
wi th and hinder the approach of the cyclopian force.

Luthien didn’t have to ask to know that this was sonehow Si obahn’s doi ng,
that while he sat up on the roof, mulling over what seened |ike an
assured defeat, the half-elf and her stealthy cohorts were out and about,
rousing the towns, telling themthat the time for their independence had
cone.

The response fromthose towns was overwhel m ng. That day and the next,
Lut hi en watched his garrison within the city grow from six thousand to
ten t housand, and though many of the newer soldiers were elderly and
could not match a powerful cyclopian in close conbat, they had grown up
on the Eriadoran plains hunting deer and el k, and they were skilled with
their great yew bows.

So al so were those younger warriors that went out in bands fromthe
small er villages, and Belsen' Krieg’'s arny found itself under assault
barely two days and ten miles out from Port Charley.

The damage to the nmassive force was not excessive. Every once in a while
a cycl opi an went down, usually wounded, but sonetines killed, and flam ng
arrows whi pped into the supply wagons, causing sonme excitement. Mre



i mportant, though, was the effect of the skirm shers on the arny’s
noral e, for the cyclopians were being hindered and stung by an eneny that
hit fast from conceal nent, then flittered away |like a swarm of bees in a
swi ft wi nd—an eneny they could not see and coul d not catch

Bel sen’ Kri eg kept themtogether and kept them marching straight for
Montfort, promising themthat once the city was overrun, they could
sl aughter a thousand humans for every dead cycl opi an.

Aiver | ooked out at the heavy fog that came up that night, the third
after the cyclopians had put into Port Charley, and he knew that this was
no natural event. Since he had nmet up with Brind Amour, the wi zard had
constantly conpl ai ned about how weakened nagi ¢ had becone, but diver

t hought this enchantnent wonderful, the perfect cover for this night’s
busi ness.

Seventy ships from Avon |ay anchored out in the harbor, great warships,
many with catapults or ballistae set on the poop deck. In studying those
magni ficent vessels that day, diver and Katerin had agreed that it was a
good thing Brind Anour had intervened in Port Charley. Had they foll owed
their original plan and tried to keep the cyclopians out in the water,
this picturesque and enchanting town woul d have been reduced to piles of
rubbl e.

Katerin, Brind Amour, and Gretel joined Qiver at the dock a short while
|ater. Immediately, the young woman scowled at Aiver, and the halfling
pretended that he did not understand.

Katerin grabbed the plumed hat off his head and ruffled his purple cape.
“Coul d you not have dressed better for the occasion?” she grunbled.

Aiver pulled the hat back fromher and put his free hand over his heart,
as though she had just nortally wounded him “But | aml” he wailed. “Do
you not understand the val ue of inpressing your eneny?”

“I'f we are successful this night,” Brind Arour put in, “then our eneny
will never see us.”

“Ah, but they will,” Aiver assured him “I wll wake at |east one and
| et himsee his doom before ny rapier blade pierces his throat.”

Katerin smled. She loved the halfling s accent, the way he nade rapier
sound |ike “rah-pee-yer.” She wasn’t really angry with Aiver’s dress;
she was just teasing hima bit to get the edges off her own nerves.
Katerin was a straightforward fighter, an arena chanpion, and this
steal thy assassination techni que was not nuch to her |iKking.

There was no other choice, though, and she understood that. Seventy
shi ps, nearly a thousand cycl opi an crewren. There could be no ni stakes;
not a ship could escape to sail south and warn G eensparrow.



Port Charley was bustling that night. Many of the cyclopian sailors were
ashore, even nost of those who were supposed to be on watch out at the
boats, lured in by the pronmise of fine food and drink, and other, nore
base, pleasures. The town’s three taverns were bursting with excitenent,
and so were the nore than a dozen private hones that had been opened up
to accomodate the crews.

The killing would begin at nidnight, when nost of the one-eyes were too
drunk to realize what was happening. By that time, a hundred snmall boats
woul d be well on their way through the fog, out to the anchored shi ps.

“The signal!” Getel nmotioned toward a flickering light to the north. She
held up her own lantern to the south, unhooded it for just a nonent, then
again, and the nmessage was relayed all down the line

Brind Amour, Oiver, and Katerin stepped into their small boat along with
two of Port Charley’ s folk, a husband and wife.

“I'n Gascony we have such bugs as we are this night,” Aiver said to them
qui eting his tone as both Brind Amour and Katerinshhh’d him “They cone

from Espan, nostly, and so does their nane,” the halfling continued in a
whi sper. “Msquitoes. O ever bugs. You hear themin your ear and swat at
them but they are not there. They are sonmewhere el se on your body,

t aki ng drops of your bl ood.

“W are nosquitoes,” the hal fling decided. “Msquitoes on G eensparrow.”

“Then | et us hope that enough nobsquitoes can suck a body dry,”

Bri nd’ Amour renmarked, and they all went silent, drifting out fromthe
docks, the oars barely touching the water, for stealth and not speed was
t he order of business this night.

Aiver was first up the anchor rope of the first ship they came upon, the
hal fling swiftly clinmbing hand over hand to the rail. He paused there,
and then, to everyone’'s disbelief, he began tal king.

“Greetings, nmy one-eyed, bow | egged, wave-riding, so ugly friend,” he
said, and reached under his cloak and produced a flask. “You are nissing
all the fun, but fear not, I, diver deBurrows, have brought the fun to
you!”

Most alarmed were the villagers in the rowboat, but Katerin, who was
beginning to figure this strange halfling out (and was begi nning to
under stand why Luthien |liked Aiver so nuch), stood up and steadied
herself in the boat, taking the | ongbow from her shoul der

They couldn’t see what was transpiring beyond the rail, just Aiver’'s
back, his purple cape fluttering in the breeze. “I have brought you a
worman, as well,” the halfling said. “But that will cost you a few of your

so fine Avon gold pieces.”

Predi ctably, the eager cyclopian | eaned over the rail to get a | ook at
t he goods, and Katerin wasted no tinme in putting her arrow into the
brute’ s head.



Even as the bolt struck the mark, diver grabbed the cyclopian by the
collar and heaved. The one-eye hit the water between the ship and the
rowboat, bobbing facedown after the initial waves had settl ed.

Brind’ Amtour wanted to call up and scold Adiver, for the noise was too
great. Suppose ot her cycl opi ans were about on the deck? But diver was
out of sight.

There was indeed anot her cycl opi an awake and roam ng the deck, but by the
time Katerin, the next up the rope, had nmade the rail, it was already
dead, diver standing atop its massive chest, w ping his bl oodstai ned
rapi er blade on its cl oak.

“Mosquitoes,” the halfling whispered to her. “Buzz buzz.”
And so it went up and down the line, with every ship boarded and taken.

Back on shore, the killing comenced as well, and in only two of the
twel ve houses and one of the taverns did the cyclopians have enough wits
about themto even put up a struggle.

When the wizard' s fog cleared later that night, nearly twenty of Port
Charl ey’'s fol k were dead, another seven wounded, but not a cycl opi an
renai ned alive in the town, or in the harbor, and the rebels now
possessed a fleet of seventy fine warships.

“I't was too easy,” Brind Amour said to diver and Katerin before the
three retired that night.

“They did not expect any trouble,” Katerin replied.
Bri nd’ Amour nodded.
“They underestimte us,” diver added.

Still the wizard nodded. “And if that truth holds, Mntfort will not be
taken,” he said. The wi zard dearly hoped he was right, but he renenbered
the i mge of nighty Bel sen’ Krieg, sophisticated, yet vicious, and doubted
that the days ahead woul d be as easy as this night.

Late the next norning, so that the nosquitoes had the tinme for a good
night’s rest, the town of Port Charley organized its own force, nearly a
t housand strong. Wth Katerin upon R verdancer, diver on Threadbare, and
Brind’ Amour on a fine roan stallion, joining old Phel psi Dozi er-who had
been a conmander in the first war agai nst Greensparrow twenty years

bef ore—at the head of the columm, the soldiers started out toward the
east .

Headi ng for Montfort, which Brind Anour would not yet let themcall Caer
MacDonal d.



TAI NTED

Bel sen’ Krieg, his ugly face a mask of outrage, pulled the cord from one
of the sacks piled in the back of the wagon and reached inside with his
huge hand. Those terrified cyclopians around himdidn’t have to wait for
their general to extract the hand to know what woul d be found.

“Tainted!” the ugly general bellowed. He yanked his hand fromthe sack
and hurled the worthl ess supplies—part foodstuffs, but nostly fine beach
sand—high into the air.

Montfort was only thirty mles fromPort Charley, as the bird flies, but
given the rough terrain and the season, with sone trails bl ocked by piled
snow and tunbl ed boul ders and others deep with nmud, the cycl opi an genera
had pl anned on a five-day march. The arny had done well; as far as

Bel sen’ Krieg could deternmine, they had crossed the hal fway point early
that norning, the third day out. And now their route could be directly
east, sliding away fromthe nountains to easier ground for nore than half
t he remai ni ng di stance.

But they were nearly out of food. The soldiers had |left Port Charley with
few supplies, the plan being that the wagons would continually filter in
behind themon the road. So it had gone for the first two days, but when
t he wagons had |l eft the afternoon of that second day to go back to Port
Charl ey and resupply, they had been attacked and burned.

Bel sen’ Krieg had pronptly di spatched a brigade of a thousand of his
finest troops to neet the next east-noving train. Despite a few ninor
skirm shes with the increasing nunbers of rebels, that caravan had gotten
t hrough, to the cheers of the waiting arny. Those cheers turned to silent
frowns when the sol diers discovered they had been deceived, that the
suppl i es whi ch had gone out of the port city on the second day were not
supplies at all.

The cycl opi an | eader stood and stared back to the west for a long, |ong
time, fantasizing about the torture and mayhem he woul d weak on the
fools of Port Charley. Likely it was a small group of synpathizers for

t he rebel s—+he fact that the wagons got out of the town at all nade

Bel sen’ Krieg believe that the crimnals in Port Charley were few. That
woul dn’t hinder Belsen’ Krieg' s revenge, though. He would flatten the town
and sink all of their precious fishing boats. He would kil

The cycl opian dism ssed the fantasy. Those were thoughts for another day.
Ri ght now, Bel sen’Krieg had too many pressing problens, too nany
decisions. He considered turning the force back to Port Charley, crushing
the town and feasting well, maybe on the nmeat of dead humans. Then he

| ooked back to the east, to the easier ground, the rolling fields of
white and brown that lay before them They were nore than halfway to
Montfort, and of the twelve or so mles remaining, at |east ten of them
woul d be away fromthe treacherous mountains. Wth a good hard march, the



arnmy could reach Montfort’s walls by twilight the next day. They mi ght
even happen upon a village or two, and there they could resupply.

There they could feast.

The cycl opi an began to nod his huge head, and those around him stared
hopeful Iy, thinking that their magnificent |eader had found a sol ution.

“W have two nore hours of good |ight,” Bel sen’ Krieg announced. “Doubl e-
step!”

A coupl e of groans emanated fromthe gathering about the general, but
Bel sen’ Krieg’'s scow silenced themeffectively.

“Doubl e-step,” he said again, calmy, evenly. Had this been an ordinary
cyclopian tribe, one of the wild groups that lived in the nountains,

Bel sen'Krieg’s life would |ikely have been forfeit at that nonent. But
t hese were Praetorian Guards; nost had spent their entire lives in
training for service to Greensparrow. The grunbling stopped, except for
the unintentional runblings of enpty stomachs, and the arny resuned its
mar ch and gai ned another two miles before the sun di pped bel ow the

hori zon and the chill night breeze cane up.

Bel sen’ Kri eg’s advance scouts canme back to the arny soon after it had
pitched canp, reporting that they had discovered a village ahead, not far
off the trail, only a fewmles to the north of Montfort. The place was
not deserted, the scouts assured Bel sen’Krieg, for as dusk fell, |anps
were |it in every house.

The brutish cyclopian | eader smiled as he considered the news. He stil
did not know what to make of this rebellion, did not know how wi despread
it mght be. Going into a small village mght be risky, mght incite nore
Eriadorans to join in the fight against G eensparrow. Belsen Krieg

consi dered his own soldiers, their norale dwindling with their supplies.
They would go into the town, he decided, and take what they needed, and
if a few humans were killed and a few buil dings burned, then so be it.

That runor spread through the cycl opi an encanpnent qui ckly, eagerly, and
t he sol di ers bedded down with hope.

As the darkness settled in deep about the canp though, the night, |ike

t he one before, becane neither quiet nor restful, and hope shifted to
uneasi ness. Bands of rebels circled the canp, peppering the brutes with
arrows, sone fire-tipped, others whistling invisibly through the dark to
thud into the ground or a tree, a tent pole or even a cycl opi an,
surprising and unnerving all those around. At one point, a volley of
nearly a hundred burning bolts streaked through the night sky, and though
not a single cyclopian was slain in that barrage, the effect on the whole
of the arny was truly unsettling.

Bel sen’ Krieg realized that the small rebel bands would do little rea
danmage, and he knew that his soldiers needed to rest, but for the sake of
noral e, he had to respond. So bold an attack could not go unanswered.
Conpani es were forned up and sent out into the darkness, but they saw



not hi ng anong the snowy and nuddy fiel ds and heard nothi ng except the
taunts of the elusive Eriadorans, who knew this ground, their hone
ground.

One conpany, returning to the encanpnent, was attacked openly, if only
briefly, as they neared the crest of a small hill. A group of nen sprang
up fromconceal ment atop that hillock and charged down through the

cycl opian ranks, swatting at the brutes with clubs and ol d swords, poking
at themwith pitchforks and slicing with scythes. They ran right through
the cyclopians with no intention of stopping for a pitched fight, and
rushed out, disappearing into the darkness. A few seconds of frenzy,
another small thorn poked into the side of the huge arny.

In truth, only a dozen Praetorian Quards were killed that |ong night, and
only a score or so were wounded. But few of the brutes slept, and those
who did, did not sleep well.

“The bait is set?” Luthien asked Siobahn soon before dawn of the next

day, an overcast, rainy, and wi ndswept day. He | ooked out from Caer
MacDonal d’s northern wall, across the lightening fields and hedgerows. He
noted the lighter shade of gray, the last remmants of snow, clinging to
the dark patches, losing the battle with spring.

“Felling Downs,” the half-elf replied. “W had fifty soldiers in there
all the yesterday, and burned the lights long into the night.” Siobahn
chuckl ed. “We expected to be attacked by the cyclopians’ advance scouts,
but they stayed out.”

Lut hi en gl anced at her sidel ong. He had wondered where she had been the
previ ous night, and now he thought hinself foolish for not realizing that
Si obahn woul d personally lead the group out to the small village north of
Caer MacDonal d as bait. Wherever the fighting nmght be, Siobahn would
find her way to the front. Even Shuglin and the other dwarfs, so tortured
under Greensparrow s rule, were not as fanatical. Everything in Siobahn's
life revolved around the rebellion and killing cycl opi ans.

Everyt hi ng.
“How many have gone?” Luthien asked.
“Three hundred,” canme the quick reply.

Agai n Luthien |ooked at the half-elf. Three hundred? Only three hundred?
The cycl opian force nunbered fifty times that, but they were supposed to
go out and deal the brutes a stinging blowwith only three hundred
warriors? Hi s expression, eyebrows arching high over his eyes, clearly
asked all of those questions.

“W cannot safely cover nore in the ground to the north,” Siobahn
expl ai ned, and fromher tone it was obvious that she w shed they could
send out the whole of their force. She, perhaps even nore than Luthien,



wanted to hit hard at the cycl opian army. “W cannot risk many |ives on
the open field.”

Lut hi en nodded. He knew the truth of what Siobahn was saying; in fact, he
had initially argued agai nst going out from Caer MacDonald at all. But

t he anmbush plan was a good one. For the cyclopians to take the easiest
and nost logical route into Caer MacDonal d, they would have to cross a
small river west of Felling Downs, then turn south, through the town and
straight to the foothills and the walled city. There was only one rea
bri dge across that river anywhere in the vicinity, northwest of Felling
Downs, but Luthien and his cohorts could cross the water in the rougher
ground just to the west of Caer MacDonal d. They would then strike out to
the north and take up a secretive position in the hedgerows and ot her
cover just south of the bridge—a bridge which Shuglin's fol k had al ready
rigged for collapse. Wen the bul k of the eneny arny got across, heading
out for Felling Downs, that bridge would be taken down and those
cycl opi ans caught on the western side would face the wath of Luthien's
mar auder s.

“Know this as an inportant day,” the young Bedwyr renmarked. “The first
true test of Avon’s arny.”

“And of our own,” Siobahn added.

Luthien started to argue, was going to remark that the taking of Montfort
had been their first test, but he stopped, admitting the truth of

Si obahn’s words. This would be the first time the rebels battled with a

| arge contingent of Praetorian Guards, a trained and prepared arny.

“The group is away?” Luthien asked.
Si obahn nodded, and unconsciously | ooked to the west.

“And you will soon set out to join with then?” Luthien asked. The
guestion was rhetorical, for of course Siobahn would rush to catch up
with those who woul d soon see battle. “Then we nust hurry,” the young
Bedwyr qui ckly added.

The fact that he had suddenly included hinself in the anmbush was not | ost
on Si obahn. She stared I ong and hard at Luthien, and he coul d not
determne if her | ook was approving or not.

“You are too val ua—= cane the begi nning of her response.

“W are all too valuable,” the young Bedwyr said, deternined that he
woul d not be turned away this tinme. Lately, every tinme Luthien included
hinself in plans that would likely lead to fierce conbat, soneone

usual Iy Siobahn, would pipe in that he was too valuable to risk hinself
so.

Si obahn knew better than to argue. She coul d convi nce Luthien of many

t hi ngs, coul d gui de himthrough many deci si ons, but she had | earned
during the taking of Montfort that no amount of coercion would keep the
brave young man out of harm s way.



“This is the test of Avon’s arny,” Luthien explained. “And | must see how
t hey respond.”

Si obahn t hought of several argunments against that course, primarily that
t he defense of Caer MacDonal d, and the norale of the rebels, would be
weakened indeed if Luthien Bedwyr, the Oinson Shadow, was killed before
t he cycl opi ans even reached the city walls. She kept her doubts private,
t hough, and decided to trust in Luthien. He had been in on every major
skirmish within the city, and whether it was skill or just dunb |uck, he
had cone through it all practically unscathed

They set out together alnobst imediately, running west and then north,
along with a few elven archers. Less than an hour after the dawn, the
three hundred warriors, hand-picked for this inportant battle, lay in
wait within a mle south of the bridge over the small river known as
Felling Run. Across the water to the east, the nmarauders could see the
pl umes of snmoke rising fromthe chimeys of Felling Downs, nore bait for
t he cycl opi ans.

And soon after, to the north, they caught their first glinpse of Avon's
arny, a huge black and silver mass, tearing up the turf, shaking the
ground as they stonped determinedly on. Luthien held his breath for many
nmonents after he realized the extent of that force. He thought of Qiver
and the halfling' s plan to abandon the rebellion and flee to the

northl and, and he wondered, for the first tine, if Aiver mght not have
been right.

FELLI NG DOWNS

The plumes of snoke rising fromthe chi meys of Felling Downs were in
sight as the cyclopian force plodded al ong, traveling generally southeast
now. They cane to Felling Run, a small river, a swollen streamreally,
bei ng no nore than twenty feet across and averagi ng about wai st deep.
Runni ng water was visible fromthe high banks, but nobst of the river
remai ned frozen over, patches of gray ice |ined by white snhow.

Bel sen’ Kri eg wal ked his sturdy ponypig right up to the bank, just south
of the one bridge in sight, and considered the water and the town beyond.
They coul d cross here and turn directly south for Montfort, crushing the
village on their way, or they could turn south now and head into the
foothills west of the city. The huge and ugly cycl opian | eader still
wanted to sack this town, still thought that the bl ood and the supplies
woul d do his force good, but he was leery for sonme reason that he did not
understand. Perhaps it was that the town was too tenpting, too easy a
kill. The people here knew that the cyclopi ans were on the way.

Bel sen’ Krieg was certain of that, especially considering the peppering
his force had taken all the way from Port Charley. Everyone in the south
of Eriador knew about the march, and many obviously did not approve. So



why woul d the folk of the village across the river remain in their hones,
knowi ng that the cycl opians woul d be com ng through? And why,

Bel sen’ Kri eg pondered, had the rebels in Mntfort left this bridge,
obviously the easiest route to the captured city, standing?

“A delay, ny lord?” cane a question from behind, startling the unusually
i ntrospective cycl opi an. Bel sen’ Krieg | ooked over his shoul der to see
four of his undercommanders astride their ponypigs, eyeing himcuriously.

“The soldiers grow inpatient,” remarked the undercommander who had spoken
before, a slender cyclopian with long and curly silver hair and great

mut t onchops si deburns, both attributes highly unusual for the race. The
brute was call ed Longsl eeves for his penchant for wearing fine shirts,
buttoned high on the neck, with sleeves that ran all the way to the top
of his thin hands.

Bel sen’ Kri eg | ooked back across the Felling Run, to the plunes of snoke.
The inviting plunmes of snoke; the cycl opi an knew t hat Longsl eeves spoke
truthfully, that his soldiers were verily drooling at the sight.

“W have to nove them” another of the undercommanders put in.

“Across, or to the south?” Bel sen’ Krieg asked, nore to hinself than the
ot hers.

“To the sout h?” Longsl eeves bal ked.

“W can go to the south, into the foothills, and approach Montfort from
the western fields,” answered a | esser cyclopian, just an aide to one of
t he nount ed under commanders. Longsl eeves noved to strike the inpertinent
brute, but his master held the sl ender cycl opi an back, expl aining that
this brute anong the group was the nost famliar with this region, having
spent nmany years in the Montfort city garrison

“Continue,” Belsen' Krieg ordered the aide.

“Felling Run ain’t much up that way,” the brute went on, pointing to the
south. “Just a few streans all runnin’ together. W could go right up and
wal k across them and still have two mles a' goin’ before we got to
Montfort.”

The aide’s excitenent wasn’t shared by the underconmanders, who

under stood the inportance of sacking this town, giving their tired
sol di ers sone play and sone food. Bel sen’ Krieg recognized that fact and
synpat hi zed with his undercommanders and their fears of desertion. The
town was just across the river, half a mle away perhaps, across rolling,
easy fields. Quick and easy pl under.

But still that naggi ng sensation remained with the general. Belsen Krieg
had seen many, many battles, and like all of the finest warriors, he
possessed a sixth sense concerni ng danger. Something here sinply didn't
snell right to him



Bef ore he could act upon those feelings, though, to explain them or
sinply to order the arny to the south, his undercomranders hit himwth
every argunent for crossing and sacking that they could find. They sensed
the way their general was |leaning and feared that they would lose this
one easy battle before the pitched fight at Montfort’s walls.

Bel sen’ Krieg listened to themcarefully. He feared that he night be
getti ng paranoi d, upset about ghosts. Mich of Eriador apparently sided
with the rebels in Montfort—the bandits attacking his canps and the
wagons of tainted supplies proved that—but by all appearances, nost of
the country remai ned quiet, not |oyal to G eensparrow, perhaps, but
certainly cowed.

The under commanders continued to argue; they wanted a taste of blood and
maybe sonme food. Bel sen’ Krieg doubted that they would find rmuch of either
in the inconsequential town across the river, but he relented anyway. He
marched with a force of nearly fifteen thousand Praetorian Guards, after
all, and the easier ground to Montfort was indeed on the other side of
the river.

“W cross here,” the general stated, and the faces of the four

under conmanders brightened. “The town will be flattened,” he further
offered to their wicked sniles. “But,” he said sternly, stealing the
growing mrth, “we must be in sight of Montfort’s walls before the day
ends!”

The under commanders each | ooked to Bel sen’ Krieg’' s ai de, who bobbed his
head eagerly. Montfort was no nore than five mles of easy ground beyond
the village of Felling Downs.

Not so far to the south, crouched behi nd hedgerows, craw ing am dst
tunmbl es of boul ders, even in trenches dug along the back of a ridge,
Lut hi en and his three hundred waited nervously. They had expected the
cyclopians to swarmright across the bridge on the way to Felling Downs,
but for sonme reason they did not understand, the arny had paused.

“Dam,” Luthien nmuttered as the nonents passed uneventfully. They had
ganbl ed on the cyclopians crossing; if the brutes turned south before the
river, then Luthien and his raiders would have to flee back to Caer
MacDonald with all speed. Even if they got away w thout nuch fighting, as
Lut hi en believed they could, nothing would be gained, only lost, for the
few hundred here coul d have been better served by remaining in the city,
in helping with the continuing defensive preparations.

“Dam,” the young Bedwyr said again, and Si obahn, crouched beside him
had no words to confort himthis tine. She, too, knew the ganble, and she
sat quietly, chewing on her bottomlinp.

Toget her they watched as several cyclopians ran ahead of the halted nass,
running for the bridge. The brutes pulled up to a trot, then a wal k as
they neared the structure and began pointing out specific places to each



other, making it quickly apparent that they had gone out to inspect the
structure.

“Dam,” canme the predictable |ament anong the raiders, and this tine it
was Si obahn, not Luthien, who spoke the words.

The bridge across Felling Run was not a large structure. It was nade
conpl etely of wood and stood no nore than fifteen feet above the ice-
covered stream It was wi de and solid, and had stood with only m nor
repairs for |onger than anyone could renenber. Ten horses, or seven w de
ponypi gs, could cross it abreast, and its gently arching roadway was
grooved by the countl ess nerchant wagons that had crossed it, naking
their way fromPort Charley to Montfort.

The five cyclopians sent to inspect the structure were not tentative in
the | east as they cane upon the solid wood. The fall to the river was
only fifteen feet, after all, and the river was obviously shall ow and not
very swift running. The brutes fanned out, two to a side and one in the
m ddl e, directing the inspection. They went down to their knees, gripping
t he edges and bending over to take a | ook at what was under neat h.

The great oak beans appeared to be solid, unbreakable. Even the
cycl opi ans, never known for feats of engineering or construction of any
kind, could appreciate the strength of the bridge. The call of “yok-ho,”
the cycl opian signal that all was well, came fromone, then another, both
on the right side of the bridge.

The brute peeking over the bridge s |eft-hand side, nearest to the
eastern bank, noticed sonething strange. The wood under here was

weat hered and gray, except for two pegs the cyclopian spotted: new pegs,
with sawdust still clinging to their visible edge

“Yok-ho!” called the first brute on the left, who then joined the curious
cycl opi an near the eastern bank, the only one who had not given the
signal .

“Yok- ho?” he asked, bending | ow to see what had so sparked his
conpanion’s interest.

The curious brute pointed out the new pegs.

“So?” his conpanion pronpted. “lIt’s been a tough winter blow. The bridge
needed fixing.”

The ot her cyclopian was not so certain. He had a naggi ng suspicion, and
he wanted to crawl over the edge and snake in for a closer look. His
conpanion wasn't thrilled with that idea, though.

“Call out yok-ho,” the one-eye insisted.

“But the peg—=>



“I'f you don’t call it out, we'll be turning south,” the other grow ed.

“If it falls—= the curious cyclopian tried to explain, but again he was
cut short.

“Then those on it will tunble down,” the other replied. “But those who

get across, and we'll be in the front of that group, will get to the town
and get to the food. My stomach’s been growming all the day, and all of
yesterday! So call it out, or I'Il put ny fist into your eye!”

“What do you see?” demanded the cyclopian standing in the mddle of the
bri dge.

The curious one took a |last |ook at the pegs, then at the scow of his
conpani on. “Yok-ho!” he cried out, and the brute in the mddle, as eager
as any to get to the town, didn't question the delay any further.

Wrd was relayed back to the waiting arny, and they began to nove
i medi ately, tightening ranks so that they could get across the bridge as
gui ckly as possi bl e.

Under that bridge, tucked into cubbies between the great beans near to
the center of the understructure, three dwarfs, who had heard the
conversation at the lip of the bridge and now t he thunder of marching

f oot st eps and ponypi g hooves on the pl anks above, breathed deep sighs of
relief. Each dwarf carried a large nallet, ready to knock out designated
pegs and drop the bridge when the signal canme fromthe south.

Down to the south, Siobahn, Luthien, and all the others breathed relieved
sighs, as well, as they watched the Avon arny crossing over to the east.
Lut hi en took out his folding bow and pinned it open; the others fitted
long arrows to their bowstrings. Then they waited.

Hal f the force got across, including all of the cavalry, and still the
rai ders held their shots.

The l'ines of cyclopians stretched out across the way, nearing Felling
Downs. The brutes would find the town deserted and all supplies gone,
though the villagers had left nore than a few traps, snares, and oil -
soaked buildings, flint and steel attached to door janbs waiting for a
cyclopian to wal k in.

For the waiting marauders, the timng had to be perfect. They didn't want
to trap too many cyclopians on this side of the bridge, but it would take
them a couple of mnutes to get down there to engage the brutes and they
didn't want to wait so long as to allow all the cycl opians to run across.
One elf was dug in less than two hundred feet fromthe bridge, in a deep
hol e beneath a lone tree. Her job was to count the remaini ng one-eyes and
signal back, and so Luthien and the others waited for the flash of a
mrror.

Most of the arny was across, the trailing brutes growi ng nore confident
and | ess structured in their fornmati ons now. Siobahn nodded up and down
the Iine and great bows bent back, anticipating the call



The mirror flashed; the air hummed with the vibrations of bowstrings. The
first volley went out to the bank just east of the bridge, a three-
hundred arrow barrage to prevent any of the brutes who had al ready gone
over from runni ng back across before the bridge fell

Confusion erupted fromthe cyclopians as the stinging, deadly darts
whi pped in. Hows and cries filtered up and down the ranks; to the south,
a horn bl ew

So much confusion hit those upon the bridge, scranbling brutes trying to
decide which way to run, that the one-eyes never even heard the poundi ng
as the dwarfs took up their mallets, slamm ng out the pegs.

The second barrage canme flying fromthe south, this tine plucking into
the ranks of sone three hundred brutes remmaining on the western bank

Commands rang out all along the cyclopian line, the arnmy trying to turn
about to neet the unexpected foe. Those cycl opi ans near the bridge
scranbled to get into formati on on both banks, lining up their great
shiel ds to deflect the next volley.

One group of cavalry, a dozen ponypig riders, including undercommander
Longsl eeves, cane galloping onto the bridge fromthe west, trying to get
back and take command of the force |eft behind.

Beans groaned and creaked; bel ow came a trenmendous cracking sound from
the i ce and splashes. The cavalry unit was nore than hal fway across,
scattering cyclopian infantry, even knocking a few over the side.

The bridge collapsed beneath them

Now al |l of the bowshots fromthe south were concentrated on those
unfortunate cycl opians trapped on the west. Each barrage took | ess of a
toll as nore and nore got into their tight defensive posture, great
shiel ds lined edge to edge.

Wth cries of “Free Eriador!” and “Caer MacDonal d!” the raiders |eaped up
fromtheir conceal nent, bows twangi ng as they charged. Wthin twenty feet
of their opponents, the cyclopians cane out of their netal shell and
charged ahead, eager for close conbat. But this tactic was known and had
been anticipated, and al nost as one, the rebels skidded down to one knee,
pul i ng back for one nore shot, point-blank, into their enemes.

That |ast volley decimated the cyclopian ranks, killed nearly a hundred
of the brutes, and sent those renmaining into a scranble of pure
conf usi on.

Qut caneBlind-Striker, and Luthien Bedwyr, his crinson cape billowing in
t he norning breeze, |ed the charge.

Across the river, the cyclopian arny hooted and cursed. Sone threw their
| ong spears, others fired crossbows, but cyclopians, having only one eye



and no depth perception, were not adept at missile fire, and their
barrage, however heavy, was ineffective.

Still, the eneny was in sight, and the cycl opi ans were hungry for bl ood.
Many picked a careful course along the angl ed | ogs of the bridge which
had not fallen, while others, on orders fromtheir tyrant commander
swarned down the banks, trying to cross on the ice.

Sone got al nbst hal fway before the ice broke apart, dropping theminto
the freezing waters.

On the western bank, the nmassacre was on in full. Qutnunbered by nore
than two to one, the remaining cyclopians, Praetorian Guard all, put up a
good fight initially. But as nore died, and as it becane apparent that
little if any help would cross over fromthe eastern bank, groups of the
brutes began to run off, back to the west, the way they had conme, w shing
they could run all the way to Carlisle in Avon

They didn't get nearly that far. Barely a hundred yards fromthe bridge,
t hey found nore enem es, those independent rebel bands that had peppered
the force since it had left Port Charl ey.

The rebels from Caer MacDonal d saw t he unexpected help as well, and their
hearts soared and the cyclopians’ heart for the battle fell apart. Above
it all was Luthien, running fromfight to fight, slashing wthBlind-
Striker and calling out for Eriador, inspiring his warriors.

Those cycl opi ans across the river, particularly one huge and ugly brute
atop a huge and ugly ponypig, also noticed the Crinson Shadow.
Bel sen’ Krieg called for a crossbow.

Si obahn and the hundred el ves who took part in the raid broke free of the
nel ee as soon as it became apparent that the cycl opians would be easily
sl aughtered. Taking up their bows, the elves lined the western bank, nore
than willing to trade nissile volleys with the one-eyes. Mstly, they
concentrated their fire on those brutes splashing in the river, or

crawl ing along the remains of the bridge. Half of the elves provided
cover fire as the three courageous dwarfs crawl ed out of the bridge’'s

wr eckage and picked their way up the western bank

In short order, the bridge was clear of one-eyes, and those still alive
in the suddenly red-running river had turned about and were scranbling
for their own ranks.

Lut hi en canme up to the bank beside Siobahn,Blind-Striker in hand and

dri ppi ng cycl opian blood. He |ooked to the half-elf—and then both fel
away suddenly as a crossbow bolt cut the air between them Turning to

| ook across the bank, they recogni zed Bel sen’ Krieg and knew that this
huge brute had been the one to shoot at them+to shoot at Luthien. It had
been no random attenpt.

The el ves kept up their barrage, but the cyclopian army, willing to
abandon conrades for the sake of their own hides, was fast pulling back,
under standi ng that they could not trade volleys with the Iikes of elves.



Bel sen’ Kri eg renmmi ned, statuesque atop his ponypig. The one-eyed general
and Luthien stared at each other long and hard. The armies would neet in
full very soon, of course, but suddenly it seenmed to Luthien as if those
forces, all of the men and dwarfs and elves, and all of the cycl opi ans,
were no nore than extensions of their two generals. Suddenly, the

i mpending fight for Montfort, for Caer MacDonal d, becanme a personal duel

Bef ore Luthien could stop her, Siobahn put up her bow and let fly, her
arrow streaking across the river to strike Belsen'Krieg in the broad
shoul der.

The cycl opian general hardly flinched. Wthout taking his unblinking
stare fromLuthien, the brute reached up and snapped off the arrow shaft.
He nodded grimy, Luthien answered with a sinmilar nod, and then

Bel sen’ Kri eg wheel ed his ponypig and gal |l oped away, riding through a hai
of arrows, though if any hit himor his nmount, it wasn't apparent.

Lut hi en stood silent on the bank, watching the nonstrous brute depart.
The eneny was real to himnow, very real, and as awestricken and afraid
as he had been when first he glinpsed the black and silver swarmthat was
the arnmy of Avon, he was even nore so having | ooked upon the powerful

| eader of that force.

On the western bank, it was over in a matter of mnutes, with | ess than
four-score casualties to the raiders, nostly wounds that woul d heal, and
nore than three hundred cycl opian dead littering the snow and nuddy
field.

A conplete victory for the rebels, but as the Avon arny fl owed away from
the bridge, toward Felling Downs and Caer MacDonal d beyond that, Luthien
wonder ed how much this mnor skirmsh would ultimately affect the fina
out cone.

Later that nmorning, Aiver and Katerin and the force fromPort Charl ey,
still many nmiles to the west, saw the plunes of black snoke rising in the
east, as Felling Downs was consuned by the fires, the rage, of the

cycl opian arny.

The sight was bittersweet, for the marching force had heard fromthe
i ndependent bands of the anmbush set at Felling Downs that the fight went

well. Still, those plunmes of snoke rem nded themall that the war woul d
not be without cost, and on a nore practical and i medi ate |evel, that
they still had a | ong nmarch ahead of themand a long fight after that.

As twilight settled in deep over Eriador, the folk fromPort Charley set
their last canp before the fight. diver rode out alone fromtheir ranks,
proddi ng Threadbare across the ghostly gray fields. He came up a hill ock—
a high ridge for this far north of the Iron Cross—and he saw the fires.

Hundreds of fires, thousands of fires, a vast sea of cyclopians. Mire
enem es than boastful Oiver had ever seen gathered in one place, and the



hal fling was sorely afraid, nore for Luthien and those in Mntfort than
for hinmself, for he understood that no matter how hard they marched and
how early they left, the force fromPort Charley would not conme on the
field until the end of the next day.

“Luthien will hold,” cane a voice that startled diver, nearly dropping
himfromhis mount. Brind Amour wal ked up besi de him

Aiver | ooked all about, but saw no nount nearby, and he understood that
the old nan had used a bit of w zardry to get out here.

“Luthien will hold for the first fight,” Brind Anour assured Odiver, as
if he had read the halfling s every thought, every worry.

The words were of small confort to diver as he continued to scan that
vast encanmpnment to the south and east.

Those cycl opi an canpfires were visible fromthe high towers of Caer
MacDonal d as well, and Luthi en and Si obahn, atop the Mnistry’s highest
platform marked themwell and watched themfor a long time in silence.

They knew, too, that if those fires were visible to them then Caer
MacDonal d’s dark walls were visible to the hungry and angry cycl opi ans.

The city was quiet this night, deathly still.

AGAI NST THE WALL

The next was not a bright dawn, the sky hazy gray with the first high

cl ouds of yet another gathering storm Wen shafts of sunlight did break
t hrough, the fields sparkled with wetness, as did the helns and shiel ds
and glistening speartips of the Avon arny, fornmng into three huge
squares, four to five thousand soldiers in each

Lut hi en wat ched the spectacle fromatop the | ow gatehouse of the city's
inner wall. He and his group had craw ed in just ahead of the Avon force,
| eaving the cyclopians to set their canp on the field, for the one-eyes
had met up with nore ninor resistance in the foothills between Felling
Downs and Montfort. No groups had actually engaged the vast arny; they
had just stung the one-eyes enough to keep them diverted, allow ng
Luthien’s band to slip far to the south and cross the river, then dash
back into the protection of the city as the night had deepened around

t hem

Before Luthien lay a hundred feet of enpty ground, all structures and
wagons havi ng been renoved by the dwarfs. The enpty field ended at the
| ower outer wall, the base of which had been chopped and wedged, ready to



drop outward, away fromthe city. Thick ropes pulled taut ran back into
the courtyard, a third of the distance to the inner wall. These were
pegged solidly into the ground, and beside each stood an ax-wi el di ng
dwar f .

Those dwarfs woul d have a long wait, Luthien hoped. The first defense
woul d conme fromthat outer wall; its | ow parapets were |ined shoul der-to-
shoul der by archers and pi kenmen. Luthi en spotted Siobahn anong that |ine,
her | ong wheat-col ored tresses hanging |ow out of a silvery wi nged

hel met, her great |ongbow in hand.

The young Bedwyr next |ooked for Shuglin, but could not find the dwarf.
In fact, Luthien saw none of the bearded fol k, except for those twenty
dwarfs ready to chop the lines and one or two in place along the outer
wal I . Luthien | ooked up and down his own line along the inner wall, but
still, for some reason he did not understand, he found no dwarfs. He

| ooked back to Siobahn instead, admring her fierce beauty, her sheer
strength of character. Al those around | ooked to her for guidance as
surely as they | ooked to the Crinson Shadow.

The whooshi ng sound of a catapult behind him fromthe Mnistry, brought
the young man fromhis contenplations of the fair half-elf. He lifted his
gaze beyond the outer wall and saw the three black and silver nasses
approaching, a row of solid nmetal, with shields butted together, perhaps
sixty-five fronting each of the squares. diver had warned Luthien that
they would do this, calling the formations “testudos,” but no words could
have prepared Luthien for the splendor of this sight. One testudo was
directly north of the city, a second northwest, and the third al nost
directly west, a three-pronged attack that woul d pressure the two main
outer walls. At least they weren't surrounded, Luthien thought, but of
course, Caer MacDonal d could not easily be surrounded, since its southern
and eastern sections flowed into the towering nountains, virtually

i npassable at this tine of year.

Any relief that Luthien night have realized with that thought was | ost as
t he Avon march progressed. The cyclopi ans cane |ike a storm cl oud,

slowy, deliberately. Above the din of the march and the excitement al ong
the wall, Luthien heard the cyclopian drumrers striking a rhythmc,

nonot onous beat .

A heartbeat, continuous, inevitable.

A ball of flaming pitch hit the field in front of the brutes—sone of
those in the front rank were splattered. But their shields deflected the
m ssil es and they never sl owed.

A lunmp of panic welled in Luthien’s throat, a sudden urge to run away,

out of Caer MacDonal d’s back gate and into the nmountains. He hadn’t
foreseen that it would be like this, so controll ed and detern ned. He had
expected the cyclopi an | eader to rmake some announcemnent, expected sone
horns to blow, followed by a roaring charge.

This was too cal cul ated, too confident. The Praetorian Guard held tight
ranks; their line hardly fluttered as the next catapult shot hit in their



mdst. A few were killed or wounded—sone had to have been—but the mass
didn’t reveal any losses in the least, just rolled on to the cadence,
conti nuous, inevitable. To Luthien, so, too, seened the inpending fall of
Caer MacDonal d.

Lut hi en gl anced all around. Al was suddenly quiet on his side of the
wal |, and he realized that the nen and wonen around hi mwere entertaining
simlar fears. A voice in Luthien's head told himthat it was tine for
himto be the | eader, the true | eader. The rebels had hit a critical
nonent before the battle had even been joi ned.

Luthien clinbed to the top of the battlenent and drewBlind-Striker from
its scabbard. “Caer MacDonal d!” he cried. “Eriador free!”

Those waiting behind the outer wall gl anced back, sone confused, but
sone, |ike Siobahn, knew and appreci ated what the young Bedwyr was up to.

Luthien ran along the wall to the gatehouse on the other side of Caer
MacDonal d’s huge front gate. He continued his cry, and it becane a chant,
taken up by every soldier manning the city wall.

Those on the outer wall, with the enemy fast closing into range, did not
cry out, but surely they were heartened by the cheering behind them Up
cane the lines of bows, arrows fitted and ready.

The cycl opian army continued its slow and steady march. Fifty feet away.
Forty.

Still Siobahn and her conpanions held their bows bent, seeing little to
shoot at along the barricade of netal shields. Another catapult |ob
landed in the nmidst of the army, far back anong the ranks, and then a
ballista bolt, driving down fromone of the Mnistry's towers, slamed
into the front line, and no shield could hold it back. It buckled the

bl ocking netal in half and bl asted t hrough, skewering one cycl opian, and
the force of the hit knocked those brutes flanking himfromtheir feet,
causing a tenporary break in the line.

The archers were quick to let fly and the stinging arrows penetrated the
mass, taking their toll.

Barely twenty feet away, the cyclopian square at the northwest bend in
the outer wall broke ranks and charged, screaming wildly. The bow strings
hunmmed; pi kenen j abbed down fromtheir higher perches, trying to keep the
brutes fromthe eight-foot barrier.

Si obahn, farther to the north with her elves, called for a volley before
the square facing themeven broke ranks. It was a cal cul ated ganble, and
one that paid off, for at close range the powerful elfish | ongbows drove
arrows right through the bl ocking shields, and the el ves were quick
enough to fit their next arrows so that they fired agai n al nost

i medi at el y.

A third and fourth volley foll owed before the cycl opians could finish
closing the twenty feet, but as devastating as the bow fire was, it



hardly dented the great mass, five thousand Praetorian Guards to this
square alone. The brutes did not panic, did not weep for their fallen
They swarmed the wall and clanbered up it, often clinbing over the backs
of their own dead.

Si obahn’ s el ves fought brilliantly—-so did the folk, nostly humans,
hol di ng the northwestern corner and the western expanse—but their line
was thin, far too thin, and in a matter of nonents, the wall was breached
in several places.

Fromthe inner wall cane three short blasts of a horn, and all on the
outer wall who were able broke ranks and fl ed back for the city gate.

To their credit, those dwarfs ready with the axes waited until the very
| ast nmonent, gave everyone fighting along the outer wall every possible
second to get away. But then they could wait no nore; cycl opians were
inside the line and bearing down on themand if they did not put their
axes to quick work on the ropes, they would find thensel ves engaged in
cl ose conbat i nstead.

One by one, the ropes snapped, each with a huge popping sound, and the
stones of the outer wall groaned.

Luthien held his breath; the wall seemed to hang in place for a |ong,

| ong while, perhaps held up by the sheer bulk of the force on the other
side. Finally, it tunbled, breaking fromthe west around to the north
like a great wave upon a beach.

In truth, not too many cyclopians were killed by the falling wall. It
didn't collapse, but rather fell like a tree, and many of the brutes were
able to scranble back out of harnmis way. But their formation was broken
by the ensuing confusion, and when Luthien’s line along the inner wal

| oosed their first barrage of arrows, nore hit cyclopian flesh than

bl ocki ng shi el ds.

Luthien didn’t witness that devastating barrage. He and fifty others were
down in the courtyard behind the main gates, nmounted on the finest steeds
that could be found within the city. Caer MacDonal d’ s inner doors were
swung wi de, and ropes and | adders were dropped over the wall to aid in
the flight of those allies coning in fromthe outer wall. Archers picked
their shots carefully, taking down the |eading cyclopians so that as few
as possi ble of the defenders woul d be caught in conbat outside the city.

Qut fromthe gates came the cavalry, led by Luthien, crinmson cape and
reddi sh hair flying wild behind himBlind-Striker held high to the gray
nmor ni ng sky.

Beyond the rubble of the outer wall, Belsen Krieg and his undercomranders
regrouped qui ckly and sent on a new and furious charge. Luthien and his
mounted allies prepared to neet it and slowit, so that those running
fromthe outer wall could get to safety. The young Bedwyr regrouped the
caval ry around him set the line for the charge. The bul k of the

cycl opians were sixty feet away, twenty feet inside the rubble of the
outer wall.



Luthien’s eyes wi dened in amazenent as the ground erupted right at the
feet of the eneny force, as Shuglin and his five hundred dwarfs craw ed
up fromtheir conceal nent, hacki ng and chopping their hated, one-eyed
enem es with abandon.

Anot her volley of arrows whi pped down fromthe wall behind Luthien; the
ballista atop the Mnistry blasted a huge hole in one rank of the
cycl opian line.

“Eriador free!” Luthien bellowed, and out he charged, fifty horsenen
al ongside him running headlong into the withing black-and-silver mnass.

The nost horrible and confusing mnutes of Luthien Bedwyr’'s young life
ensued, ami dst a tangle of bodies, the whir of arrows, the screans of the
dyi ng. Every way he turned, Luthien found another cyclopian to slash; his
horse was torn out fromunder himand he was caught by a dwarf whom he
never got the chance to thank, for they were soon separated by a throng
of sl ashi ng enem es.

Luthien got hit, several tinmes, but he hardly noticed. He droveBlind-
Striker hal fway through one cycl opian, then yanked it free and sl ashed
across, gougi ng the bul bous eye of another. The first one he had hit,

t hough, was not quite dead, too enraged and confused and horrified all at
once to lie down and die.

Luthien felt the warnmth of his own blood rolling down the side of his

| eg. He spun back and noved to finish the grievously wounded brute, but
never got the chance as another wave rolled in between them pushing them
far apart. Al ways before, even in the scranbles in and around the
Mnistry, Luthien's battles had been personal, had been face-to-face with
an opponent, or side by side with a friend, until one could nove along to
the next fight. Not this tinme, though. Half the cycl opians Luthien
engaged were already carrying wounds from previ ous encounters; nost of
the friends he spotted were carried away by the sheer press of that

nmur der ous frenzy before he could even acknow edge t hem

Wth the archers who had fled the outer wall bolstering the line, the
fire fromthe inner wall was devastating. And with Luthien's cavalry and
the dwarfs scranbling am d the cyclopian ranks, the brutes could not form
up into any defensive shell

The nomentum of the anbushi ng groups had pl ayed out, however, and though
the cyclopian line had bent, it had not broken. The confusing battle
turned into a frenzied retreat for Luthien's group and the dwarfs, what
few could manage to get away fromthe roiling mass of Praetorian Guards.

They canme out in bunches nostly, every one trailing blood, from weapon
and from body, and not a single dwarf or rider would have nmade it back to
the city had not the archers on the wall covered their retreat.

Lut hi en thought his life was surely at its end. He killed one cycl opi an,
but his sword got hooked on the creature’s coll arbone. Before he could



extract the weapon and turn to defend hinself, he got swatted on the ribs
by a heavy club. Breathless and dizzy, the young Bedwyr spun and tunbl ed.

The next thing he knew, he was hal f-running, half-carried fromthe
throng, heading for the wall. He heard the grow s of cyclopians on his
heel s, heard the buzz of arrows above his head, but he was distant from
it sonmehow.

Then he was dragged up a | adder, caught from above by several hands, and
haul ed over the wall. He | ooked back as he tunbl ed, and the last thing he
saw before his consciousness |eft himwas the face and bl ue-bl ack beard
of Shuglin as the dwarf, his dear friend, canme over the wall behind him

“You are needed up on the wall,” came a call in Luthien’'s head, a distant
pl ea, but a voice that he recogni zed. He opened bl eary eyes to see
Si obahn bendi ng over him

“Can you rise?” she asked.

Luthien didn’t seemto understand, but he didn't resist as Siobahn |lifted
his head fromthe blanket and took up his arm

“The wal | ?” Luthien asked, sitting up and shaki ng the daze from his mnd.
All the nmenories of earlier that norning, the horror of the pitched
battl e, the blood and the screanms, flooded back to himthen, |ike the

i mges of a nightmare not yet forgotten in the light of dawn.

“W held,” Siobahn informed him prodding himon, forcing himto his
feet. She took hold of himas he stood, steadying him “W scattered them
and stung them Their dead litter the field.”

Luthien Iiked the words, but there was sonmething in Siobahn’s words, an
edge of anxiety, that told himshe was trying to convince herself nore
than him He wasn’t surprised when she conti nued.

“But they have re-formed their lines and are advancing,” the half-elf
expl ai ned. “Your wounds are not so bad, and your presence is needed at
the wall.” Even as she spoke, she was draggi ng himal ong, and Luthien
felt like an ornanent, a figurehead, synbol of the revolution. At that
nonent, he didn’t doubt that if he had died, Siobahn wouldn't tel

anybody; she’d just prop himup against the wall, tieBlind-Striker to his
uprai sed hand, and shove a dwarf under his cape to call out glorious
cheers.

When Luthien got up to the wall, though, he began to appreciate the cold
edge of Siobahn’s actions. The field before Caer MacDonal d, all the way
to the rubble of the outer wall, was covered in bodi es and red-soaked
wi t h bl ood, huge puddl es of blood that couldn't find its way into the
frozen ground. Every so often, sonmeone fromthe wall would hurl sonething
down to the field and the air would throb with beating wi ngs as countl ess
carrion birds lifted off into the gray sky—a sky that had grown darker as
t he day progressed.



It was such a surreal, unbelievable scene of carnage that Luthien could
hardly sort it out. Mdst of the dead were cycl opians, all silver and
black and red with bl ood, but anmong themwere the corpses of many nen and
worren, a few elves, and nmany, many of Shuglin's bearded fol k.

That’ s what Luthien saw nost of all: the dead dwarfs. The brave dwarfs
who had sprung up in the midst of the marching arny, causing chaos and
destruction, though they knew they would pay dearly for their actions. It
seermed to the young Bedwyr as if all of themwere out there, broken and
torn, sacrificed not to save Caer MacDonald but only to ward off the
first cyclopian charge

H s face ashen, breathing hard, Luthien |ooked at Siobahn. “How many?” he
asked.

“More than three hundred,” she replied grimy. “Two hundred of them
dwarfs.” Siobahn stood straighter suddenly, squared her shoul ders and her
delicate jaw. “But five tinmes that nunmber of cyclopians |lay dead,” she
estimated, and it seemed to Luthien that there were at |east that many
bodi es covering the field.

Lut hi en | ooked away, back to the field, then beyond the field and the
rubble, to the swarni ng bl ack-and-silver nmass, the Avon arny coning on
once nore. He took note of a lighter patch of gray in the sky and figured
that it was not yet noon, yet here they came again, to repeat the scene
of carnage, to cover the dead with a second | ayer.

“All in one norning,” the young nan whi sper ed.

Lut hi en examined his line. There would be no falling outer wall this
time, no anbush by Shuglin’s people. This tinme, the cycl opi ans woul d
march right to the inner wall, and if they overcane its defenders, if
they got into the city, Caer MacDonal d woul d be | ost.

Would be lost, and the rebellion would be at its end, and Eri ador woul d
not be free. Luthien did not consider the personal inplications of it

all, did not even think that he nmight die in the next hours, or wonder
about the consequences to hinself if he did not die and the city was
lost. Now, up on this wall, the situation was |arger than that; there was

too nuch nore at stake

Strength flowed through Luthien's battered |inbs; he hoisted his sword
high into the air, conmanding the attention of all those nearby.

“Eriador free!” cane the cheer. “Caer MacDonal d!”

Next to Luthien, Siobahn nodded approvingly. She hal f-expected t he young
Bedwyr to pass out from his wounds and knew that he would find this next
battle difficult indeed. But he had acconplished what she needed of him
and i f he was anong the dead after this attack, she would cultivate the
| egend; she woul d have every renmini ng sol di er defendi ng Caer MacDonal d
add the nanme of Luthien Bedwyr to the cheer.



Those thoughts were for another time, the half-elf told herself. The
catapults fired, the ballistae twanged, and the squared cycl opi an groups—
two now, not three as in the first attack—pl odded on. Upon the wall, a

t housand bows bent back and fired, and then again, and again, and again,

a thick hail of arrows whistling and t hunpi ng agai nst shi el ds,
occasionally slipping through a crack in the cyclopi an defensive
formation.

Still they cane on, the black-and-silver, undeniable flood. They crossed
the rubble of the outer wall, stepped over or on top of the dead. An

i ncessant poppi ng noise, the rapid bursts of arrows sl amm ng agai nst
netal , became one long drone, mxing with the hum of bowstrings, the very
air vibrating.

The Praetorian Guard broke ranks less than fifty feet fromthe wall.
Ladders appeared; dozens twirled ropes with heavy grapnels as they
charged the wall. One large group supported a felled tree between their
lines and charged the mai n gates.

Arrow vol l eys fromthe gatehouses deci mated the group hol di ng the
battering ram but nmany ot her cycl opi ans were nearby to take up the tree.

Now the ring of swords, steel on steel, was heard up and down the wall.
Cries of rage mingled with cries of agony, snarls and wails, hoots of
victory that becane horrifying, agonizing shrieks a nonent later as the
next opponent struck hard.

At first, cyclopians died by the score, ten to one over the defenders.
But as nore grapnels canme sailing over the wall, as nore and nore

Praet ori an Guards gai ned footing, stretching the line of the defenders,
the ratio began to shift.

Soon it becane five to one, then two to one.

Lut hi en seenmed to be everywhere, running along the battlenments, striking
hard and fast before racing on to the next fight, chopping a taut
cyclopian clinbing rope on his way. He lost track of his kills and wasn’t
really certain how many brutes he actually finished anyway. He felt that
t he defenders woul d hold, though the price would be heavy i ndeed.

An expl osion, a shudder along the wall near to the gatehouses, nearly
knocked the young Bedwyr fromhis feet and did i ndeed tunble a coupl e of
men and cycl opi ans near by.

A second followed, then a third, acconmpanied by the sound of hanmers
wor ki ng furiously.

“The door!” sonmeone shouted, and Luthi en understood. He gl anced over the
wal | and saw the nass congregating, saw the end of the dropped tree, its
m ssi on conpl et ed.

Down fromthe wall |eaped Luthien, into the courtyard, into the tangle.
He believed that he was rushing to his death, but couldn’t stop hinself.
The cycl opians were in the courtyard, pouring through the broken gates.



Thi s was where Caer MacDonald would fall or hold, and this was where
Lut hi en Bedwyr had to be.

Soon, as it had been out in the courtyard for the first fight, there were

no defined lines, just a mass of soldiers, killing and dying. Luthien
tri pped over one dying man, and the stunble saved his life, for as he
lurched low, a cyclopian sword, still dripping with blood of the victim

Lut hi en had tripped across, whi pped high, just above the young Bedwyr's
bent back. Luthien realized that if he stopped, he would be killed before
he could turn and face this adversary, so he threw his wei ght ahead,

pl owi ng i nto anot her group.

Right into the mdst of three cycl opians.

Up on the wall, Siobahn and her elves continued sending a stream of
arrows into the nass outside of Caer MacDonald' s wall, while the |arger

and stronger humans battled with those brutes stubbornly scranbling up
t he ropes and | adders.

“Find their leaders!” the half-elf commanded, and many of her archers
were already doing just that. They scanned the nob, seeking out any one-
eye giving orders, and whenever an elf spotted one, he called all those
archers near to himto bear a concentrated barrage.

One by one, Belsen’'Krieg s underconmanders went tunbling to the dirt.

Lut hi en went down to his knees in a spin, conpleting a semcircle and

whi ppi ng his sword across, straight out, driving two of the cycl opi ans
back. The young nman brought his | ead foot under him com ng about and up,
batting the third brute’s blade high and lunging forward, gutting the
one- eye.

Lut hi en rushed forward, tearing freeBlind-Striker as he passed, then
cutting right around, using the falling brute as a shield fromthe other
two, who were close on his heels. He canme out behind the tunbling

cycl opi an, slashing and chargi ng.

One of the cyclopians wielded a trident, the other a sword, and both
weapons were knocked aside in that furious charge. The cyclopian with the
trident junped back, put one hand over the butt end of the weapon, and

| aunched it straight for Luthien’ s head.

Lut hi en, quick as a cat, dropped down and parried, sword comi ng high and
deflecting the angle of the deadly missile. He didn't let the trident fly
past him though, but caught it halfway along its shaft in his free hand
as the sword defeated its nmonmentum then reversed its angle, bringing its
butt to the ground just in front of himand angling it out to the side,
setting it against the charge of the sword-w el der

The cycl opi an skidded to a stop, but got poked in the shoul der.



Luthien wasn’t paying attention. He left the trident the nmonment it was
set, rushing out the other way, toward the brute that had hurled the
weapon. The cyclopian scranbled, trying to pull a short sword fromits
belt. It got the weapon out, but too |ate, while Luthien's sword sl amed
hard against its hilt, knocking it fromthe one-eye’'s grasp

Straight up wentBlind-Striker , cutting like a knife, slicing the brute’s
face fromchin to forehead. The sword spun around and down in a di agonal
Swi pe, tearing at the brute’s collarbone, across its |ower throat and
down and under its right breast. Luthien nanaged yet another stab as the
brute fell away, again in the belly.

The young Bedwyr whirled about, instinctively slashing his sword before
him just intime to pick off the sword of the renmining brute. Back
caneBlind-Striker , parrying the weapon again, and then a third tinme, and
wi th each pass, Luthien gained ground, forced his opponent to backpedal
Pure rage drove the young nman; this was his honeland; his Eriador. He
stabbed and sl ashed, dropped and cut at the brute down | ow, then | eaped
up and poked at the cyclopian' s eye.

“How many can you bl ock?” he screaned into the brute’s face, pushing it
back, ever back, up on its heels until it stunbl ed.

A club knocked free froma nearby nelee hit Luthien on the | eg and he,
too, stunbled, and the cyclopian tried to reverse the nonentum tried to
go on the offensive. It jabbed with its short sword, but wasn't able to
throwits weight into the thrust. Luthien fell back, then came forward in
a rush, beyond the extended weapon, Blind-Striker driving straight into
the brute' s heart.

It had all happened in the span of a few nonments; three kills before the
bl ood had even dripped fromthe blade. Luthien tore his sword free and

j unped about, expecting to be overwhelnmed in the crush. He was surprised,
for suddenly there seened to be nmany fewer cyclopians in the courtyard.
He | ooked at the doors and saw that Shuglin's tough three hundred had
fought in a line to seal the courtyard, and now many dwarfs had their
shoul ders to the battered doors, holding themfast. Still, by Luthien's
estimation, there should have been nore cycl opi ans, nore frenzied
fighting, in the courtyard.

Luthien sprinted to a stack of crates piled nearby and | eaped atop it,
and fromthe better vantage point, he understood the cyclopian tacti cs.
Instead of fighting a pitched battle just inside the gates, many of the
one-eyes had broken away and were running and scattering al ong Caer
MacDonal d’ s streets

A cry fromthe wall above Luthien declared that the cycl opi ans outside
were inretreat. It was repeated all al ong the defensive |ine,
acconpani ed by rousing cheers. Wth the slaughter becom ng nore and nore
one-sided inside the gates, the second assault, like the first, had been
repel | ed.



Luthien didn’t feel much like cheering. “dever,” he whispered, a private
appl ause for his adversary, no doubt the huge and ugly cycl opi an he had
seen at Felling Run.

Si obahn was beside hima nonent |ater, her shoulder wet with fresh bl ood.
“They have broken away,” the half-elf reported.

“And many have slipped into the city,” Luthien replied grimy.

“W will hunt them down,” Siobahn promnised, a vow Luthien did not doubt.
But Luthien knew, and Si obahn did, too, that hunting the brutes woul d be
an expensive proposition. The fact that they would have to take the
effort to search out these cyclopians was exactly the point of the
maneuver, for it would take as many as ten defenders to search out each
creature that had slipped into the many all eyways of Caer MacDonal d.

Sonmewhere far away fromthe wall came the cry of “Fire!” and a plune of
bl ack snoke began a sl ow and steady ascent over the interior of the city.
The cycl opi ans were already at work.

Lut hien | ooked to the wall and t hought again of his clever adversary, a
tactician far better than he woul d expect fromthe crude one-eyed race.
There were, perhaps, twenty thousand enem es facing each other, another
few t housand already |ying dead, but suddenly it all seened to be a
personal struggle to Luthien, as it had out by Felling Run. The ugly
cycl opi an agai nst him

And if he lost, then all of Caer MacDonal d woul d pay the dear price.

TW LI GAT

It will snow tonight,” Siobahn remarked to Luthien and the others manning
the wall around them In the city behind them several fires raged. Mny
cycl opi ans had been hunted down during the course of that afternoon, but
others were still out there, prowing the shadows.

“He’ll not wait,” Luthien assured her.

The half-elf | ooked at the young man. The way he had spoken the words,
and his referral to the eneny | eader, and not to the Avon arny, gave her
i nsight into what the young Bedwyr m ght be thinking.

Si obahn | ooked over her shoul der, back toward the city, and saw anot her
group of warriors, their faces covered in soot, emerging fromone | ane,
headi ng for the wall. Bel ow her, Shuglin's dwarfs worked hard at
reinforcing the gate, but it had never been designed as a ward agai nst so
large a force. Up to now, battles for the city had usually been
relatively small-scale, nostly against rogue cyclopian tribes. The main
doors, though large, were not even bolstered by a portcullis, and though



t he plans had been drawn up to put one in place, the other defensive
preparations, such as rigging the outer wall for collapse, had taken
pr ecedence.

“Repl ace themon the wall,” Luthien instructed another man near to him
referring to the group comng out of the city. “And send a |ike nunber
back into the city to hunt and join with the children and the elderly in
battling the fires.” The man, his face grim nodded and |eft.

“March on,” Luthien whispered into the biting wind as he | ooked back out
over the fields, and Siobahn knew that he was calling to his eneny. This
was a brutal battle, and only growing worse. All the abl e-bodied nen and
worren had been fighting at the walls, but now even the children and the
el derly, even those fighters who had been sorely wounded, had been forced
tojoininto fight cyclopians, or to fight flanes. “Let us be with it.”

“You are so certain that the one-eyes will cone,” Siobahn stated

“The stormwi |l be a big one,” Luthien replied. “He knows. Their march to
the city will be nore difficult in the norning, if they can even cone

t hrough the storm Uphill and through bl owi ng snow.” Luthien shook his
head. “No,” he assured those around him “Qur eneny will not wait. The
time to strike is now, with the sun still in the sky and the fires
burni ng behind us, with our position weakened at the wall and the doors
still hanging | oose fromthe |ast assault.”

“The dwarfs work well,” one other nan remarked, needing to report on sone
positive news.

Luthien didn’t argue the point.
“They will cone on,” Siobahn agreed. “But can we hol d?”

Lut hi en | ooked at her for just a nonent, then glanced all around, at the
faces of those nearby who had suddenly becone quite interested in the
conversation. “W will hold,” Luthien said deterninedly, teeth clenched.
“W will drive themfromour gates once nore, kill themin the field, and
then let the stormstop them and freeze what few are left alive. Eriador
free!”

An inmpronptu cheer erupted fromthat section of the wall. Siobahn didn’'t
join in. She stared long and hard at Luthien, though he, |ooking over the
fields, didn't seemto notice her. She knew the truth of his little
speech, knew that any apparent conviction in his words was for the sake
of the others nearby. Luthien was no fool. Three, four, maybe even five
t housand cycl opi ans were dead or wounded too badly to continue to fight,
but between the defenders’ dead and those who were within the city’'s
interior, hunting cyclopians and battling flanmes, the force along the
wal | was at | east as badly depleted, and every defender |ost, every |ost
archer, who might fire a dozen arrows before the brutes even got near to
the wall, was worth several cycl opians.

They had al nost lost the wall in the |last attack, and the odds then had
been much nore in their favor, the defenses nore solid.



Luthien directed a sharp glance at the half-elf, as though he had sonehow
heard her silent reasoning. “Send the word throughout the city,” he
instructed. “Get everyone who is not at the wall or otherw se engaged,
within the walls of the nerchant section. Let nost go into the Mnistry.”

Si obahn bit her Iip. She was cold fromloss of blood and the freezing
wi nd, and fromthe confirmati on that Luthien shared her doubts. These
were plans of retreat, a contingency based on his belief that the outer
wal I, and thus, the outer city, would be lost before the nightfall.

“And give themall weapons,” Luthien added as the half-elf started away.
“Even the children. Even the very old.”

Si obahn did not | ook back because she did not want Luthien to see her

wi nce. The gravity of the potential defeat weighed heavily on her, as it
did on Luthien. After the fighting, the victorious cycl opi ans woul d not
show much nercy.

They were all seasoned to this type of battle now, after only a single
day, and so there was no panic along the wall when the bl ack-and-silver
mass appeared again, in tw huge squares, marching slowy toward t hem

The heartbeat of the druns; the thunder of the footsteps. An occasiona
bow t wanged, but at this distance, even arrows fromthe great elvish

| ongbows had no chance of penetrating the blocking shield wall. Luthien
wanted to pass the word along the line to hold all shots. The cycl opi ans
woul d get closer, after all, much closer.

Lut hi en kept quiet, though, realizing that his desire to scold his own
was wrought of his ultimate frustration and fear, and understandi ng that
t hose sane enotions guided the defenders who did fire their bows. The
archers mght not be doing any real danage to the cyclopian |ine, but

t hey were bol stering their own courage.

It occurred to Luthien that courage and stupidity might not be so far
apart .

The young Bedwyr shook that nonsense fromhis mind and fromhis heart.
This was Caer MacDonald, his city, his Eriador, and there was nothing
stupi d about dying here for this concept called freedom which Luthien
had never truly known in the short two decades of his life.

The cycl opi ans reached the rubble of the outer wall and cane over it,
like an indontable wave of bl ack-and-silver death. Now the bows sang
out, one after another, many at a tine, and the catapults and ballistae
fired off as fast as the crews manni ng them coul d rel oad baskets of
stones or heavy spears. But how nany could they kill? Luthien had to
wonder as he, too, let fly with his bow. A hundred? Five hundred? Even if
that were the case, the cyclopians could spare the | osses. The air about
Lut hi en hunmed with the song of quivering bowstrings, but the cycl opian
ranks did not falter. As the defenders on the wall had beconme quickly



seasoned to the type of battle on this field, so had the Praetorian
Quard, and the defenders of Caer MacDonal d had not hi ng new or unexpected
to throw at them

The squares dissolved into a rushing nob. Qut cane the grapnels and
hundr eds of ropes, out cane the | adders, dozens and dozens of stripped
trees with branches pegged or tied on as cross-steps, for the cycl opi ans
had not been idle during the hours of mdday. Caer MacDonal d’s wall was
not hi gh enough to delay the charge; the defenders did not have the tine
to sl aughter enough of the brutes, or cut enough of the ropes, or knock
away enough of the | adders.

Lut hi en wondered if he should call the retreat imediately, run back to
the inner wall by the Mnistry with his soldiers, surrender the outer
section of the city. In the few nonents that he took to make up his mnd,
t he decision was made for him The battle was joined in full

Shuglin's battered dwarfs, as solid a force as could be found, held the
courtyard, ready for another breach along the main gates. Looking out
fromthe gatehouse, Luthien realized that the dwarfs would not be enough.
A swarm of Praetorian Quards battered at the barricaded doors. A line of
caval ry waited behind them the heavy ponypigs and the | argest and
strongest of the cyclopians. Luthien spotted the ugly general anong those
ranks. He wanted to call for a concentrated volley to that spot, but in

| ooki ng around, he understood that it was too late; few on the wall stil
hel d their bows, and nost of those who did were swi nging the weapons |ike
clubs, battering at the cyclopians as the brutes clinbed up in stubborn,
unendi ng | i nes.

Luthien sprinted along the wall. He cut one rope, then a second, then
heard a shout bel ow and deci ded that the best place for himwould be
anong the dwarfs. The breaches along the wall were dangerous, of course,
but if the courtyard was |ost, then so, too, would be the bulk of the
city.

As he canme down anong Shuglin’s throng, Luthien saw that the fighting had
al ready begun at the gate. One of the doors was gone, buried under the
wei ght of the press, and in the bottleneck at the gates, the dwarven and
cycl opi an dead began to pile up.

Lut hi en canme across Shuglin and grabbed his friend by the shoul der, a
farewel | sal ute.

“W’'ll not hold themthis tinme,” the dwarf admtted, and Luthien could
only nod as he had no words to reply to the grim and apparently
accurate, argument.

The cycl opi ans began to gain ground at the gate, the press of one-eyes
forcing the dwarfs back. And each step back w dened the area of battle,
all owed room for nore cyclopians to pour into the fight.

“Eriador free,” Luthien said to Shuglin, and the two exchanged sm | es,
and together they rushed in to die.



Tears rinmed Siobahn’s green eyes as she darted fromposition to position
atop the wall, bolstering the defenses wherever a cycl opian had gai ned a

foothold. Her sword carried dozens of nicks, from chopping through ropes

and bangi ng agai nst the stone of the walltop, but the inperfections were

hardly noticeable beneath the thick |layer of blood and gore that stained

t he bl ade.

She ran on toward yet another break in the |ine, but skidded to a stop,
nearly tunbling in a bloody slick, as she noticed a silver hel net com ng
up over the wall. Her sword crashed down, cleaving the helm cleaving the
cycl opian’s skull.

Si obahn al l owed herself a nmoment to catch her breath and survey the wall.
Cycl opi ans were coning over in |large nunbers; soon they would be a
virtual waterfall of bodies, |eaping dow into the city, Caer MacDonal d,
Wi pi ng out whatever gains the rebellion had nade. Montfort’s flag would
fly again, it seened, along with the pennant of G eensparrow, and under
them Siobahn’s people, the Fairborn elves, would know sl avery once nore

The half-elf shook her head and screamed at the top of her |ungs. She
woul d not play whore again for sone nerchant in Greensparrow s favor. No,
she woul d die here, this day, and would kill as many Praetorian Guard as
she could, in the hope—and it was fast becom ng a fleeting hope—that her
efforts would not be in vain, that those who canme after her would be
better off for her sacrifice.

Anot her silver hel m appeared above the battl enent; another cycl opian fel
dead to the field bel ow

Lut hi en was fighting now, beside Shuglin, yet they were nowhere near the
broken gate. The dwarven ranks could not hold tight enough to stemthe
cyclopian flow It was |ike grabbing fine sand, too nuch fine sand to fit
into your hand. And still the brutes were conming in an endl ess, incessant
wave.

Lut hi en wondered when the enemny cavalry would burst through. He hoped
that he woul d get a chance, just one chance, at the ugly cyclopi an

| eader. He hoped that he might at |least win a personal victory, though
the war was surely |ost.

Blind-Strikercut a circular parry, narrowy deflecting a cycl opi an spear.
Luthien realized the price of his distraction, feared for an instant that
his fantasizing about the eneny | eader had put himin a perilous position
i ndeed, up on his heels with no roomto retreat!

H s one-eyed opponent noted the opening, too, and cane on fiercely. But
suddenly the cyclopian lurched and fell away, and standing in its place
was Shuglin, who offered a wink to his human friend.



“To the door?” the dwarf asked through the tangle of his blue-black
beard.

“I's there any other place for us to be?” Luthien answered wi stfully, and
t oget her they turned, |ooking for an opening that would lead themto the
front Iines of the fight.

They stopped suddenly as a sharp hissing sound erupted fromthe stone
above the broken doors. Green sparks and green fire sputtered about the
structure, and the fighting stopped as dwarfs, cyclopians, and men turned
to wat ch.

There cane a sparkling burst of bright fire, a puff of greenish-gray
snoke, and then, as abruptly as it had appeared, it was extingui shed, and
where it had been, instead of snpoth, unremarkable stone, |ooned a
portcul |l i s—a huge portcullis!

“Where in the nane of Bruce MacDonald . . .” Shuglin started to cry out,
anong the astoni shed cries of everyone el se who wi tnessed the renarkabl e
spectacle, particularly those unfortunate cycl opians directly bel ow the
massi ve, spi ked creation

Down canme the portcullis, crushing the one-eyes belowit, blocking the
advance of those beyond the gate and preventing the retreat of the brutes
i nsi de.

The dwarfs didn't wait for an explanation, but fell into a battle frenzy,
hoping to clear the courtyard quickly that they m ght bolster the defense
of the wall.

Lut hi en spent a few nonments marveling at the portcullis. He knew it was a
creation of magi c—he was one of the fewin the battle who had ever
personal |y witnessed such a feat before—but he wondered if someone in the
fight had caused it, or if it was sone unknown magi c of Caer MacDonal d,
sone magi cal ward built into the stones of the city to conme forth when
the rightful defenders were in dire need.

A horn fromfar across the field and cheers fromthose defenders on the
wal | who had a nonent to consider the scene answered Luthien s questions.
He broke free of the tangle in the courtyard, scranmbled up to the
parapet, and witnessed the charge of allies.

Lut hien’s gaze focused inmedi ately on two nounts, a shining white
stallion and an ugly yellow pony, and though they and their riders were
but specks on the distant field, Luthien knew then that diver and

Kat eri n had cone.

I ndeed they had, along with a force that had swelled to al nost two
thousand, the mlitia of Port Charley’s ranks nore than doubl ed by bands
of rebels joining themalong their march

Arrows rained on the confused one-eyes outside of the wall. Here and
there, bursts of flane erupted above the cyclopi an heads, releasing



shards of sharpened steel to drop anong the brutes, stinging and blinding
t hem

Lut hi en knew magi ¢ when he saw it, and in considering the allies
approachi ng, he knew who el se had cone to the call of Caer MacDonal d.
“Brind Amour,” he whispered, his voice filled with gratitude and sudden
hope.

Si obahn was beside himthen, wapping himin a tight hug and ki ssing him
on the cheek. Luthien wapped one strong arm about her and did a conplete
pivot, a quick turn of pure joy.

“Katerin has conme!” Siobahn cried. “And Oiver! And they’ ve brought sone
friends!”

The nonment of elation for the pair, and for all the other defenders, was
qui ckly washed away by the reality of the continuing fight. Luthien
surveyed the scene, trying to find some new plans. Even though the
defenders were still outnunbered, he entertained the thought of
destroying the entire cyclopian arny on the field, there and then. If the
confusion anbng the one-eyes could hold, if there was any desertion anbng
their ranks .

But these were Praetorian @Quards, and Luthi en had not overesti mated the
cunni ng of their |eader. Bel sen Krieg, too, paused and considered the
battl e, and then he turned his forces, all of themwho were not trapped
inside the city.

“No!” Luthien breathed, watching the thousands of bl ack-and-silver clad
Praetorian Guard forming into a newline as they ran straight toward the
approaching reinforcements. Even fromthis distance, he could estimte
the nunbers of his allies, and he put themat no nore than two thousand,
| ess than one-fourth the nunber of enenies that woul d soon overwhel m

t hem

The young Bedwyr called for archers to fire into the ranks of the
departing brutes; he wanted to organize a force that could rush out of
the city to the aid of Katerin and Oiver. But the battle along the wal
and in the courtyard was not yet won, and Luthien could only watch.

“Run,” he whispered repeatedly, and his heart lifted a bit when the
approaching force turned about in an organi zed retreat.

The Avon armny gave chase, but diver and his conpani ons had not been
caught of f guard by the cyclopians’ turn. They had expected to be chased
fromthe field, and were nore than happy to oblige, running all the way
back to Felling Run and across the river on nakeshift bridges they had

| eft behind, into defensible positions on the other bank

Then the bridges were pulled down, and the cycl opi ans cane upon a natura
barrier they could not easily cross, especially with hundreds of archers
peppering their ranks once nore.



Frustration boiled in Bel sen’ Krieg, but he was no fool. He had |ost the
day, and probably near to two thousand soldiers, but now he was confident
that the rebels had played out their last trick. Even with these
unexpect ed rei nforcenents, the cyclopian | eader did not fear ultinmate

def eat .

Tonor row woul d be anot her day of war.

And so the cyclopian force noved north. The sun settled on the western
hori zon, sonmehow findi ng an openi ng anong t he thickening clouds to peek

t hrough and shine upon the walls of the city that was still known as Caer
MacDonal d.

At | east for one nore day.

CHESS GAME

The fighting within the city did not end at twilight. The wall and
courtyard were cleared soon enough, but many cycl opi ans had slipped into
t he shadows of Caer MacDonal d; several fights broke out in alleyways, and
several buildings went up in flanes.

Soon after sunset, too, the stormthat Siobahn had predicted broke in
full. It began as heavy sleet, drunmng on the roofs of the houses within
the city, drenching the fires of the encanpnents from Avon and Port

Charl ey. As the night deepened and the tenperature dipped, the sleet
became a thick, wet snow.

Lut hien watched it fromthe gatehouse, and later fromthe roof of the
Dnelf. It seemed to himas if God, too, was sickened by the sight of the
carnage, and so He was whitewashing the grisly scene. It would take nore
t han snow, however deep it lay, to erase that imge from Lut hien Bedwr’s
m nd.

“Luthien?” cane a call fromthe street bel ow-Shuglin’s throaty voice
Lut hi en cautiously picked his way across the slippery roof and peered
down at the dwarf.

“BEm ssary fromdiver’s canp,” Shuglin explained, pointing to the tavern
door .

Lut hi en nodded and headed for the rain gutter that would allow himto
clinb down to the street. He had expected that their allies would send an
em ssary; he had wondered if perhaps the whole force night conme into the
city.

Apparently that was not the case, for the night grew long and the fires
of the encanpnent still burned far in the west, beyond Felling Run. The



em ssary would explain the intentions of the force to himso that he
coul d coordi nate the novenents of Caer MacDonal d’s defenses. Luthien
found that his heart was racing as he slipped down the rain gutter,
lighting gently on the street, which was already two i nches deep with
snow.

Perhaps it was Katerin who had cone in, Luthien hoped. He hadn't realized
until this very nonent how badly he wanted to see the fiery, red-haired
woman of Hal e.

When he rushed into the Dwelf, he found that the emi ssary wasn't Katerin,
or Aiver, or even Brind Amour. It was a young woman, practically a girl,
by the nane of Jeanna D el finbrock, one of Port Charley’'s fisherfol k. Her
I ight eyes sparkled when she | ooked upon Luthien, this | egend known as
the Crinson Shadow, and Luthi en found hinself enbarrassed.

The neeting was quick and to the point—t had to be, for Jeanna had to
get back to the encanpnent | ong before dawn, dodgi ng cyclopian patrols
all the way. Aiver deBurrows had wanted to bring Port Charley’'s force
in, the young wonman reported, but they could not safely cross Felling
Run. The cycl opi ans were not so far to the north, and they were alert and
woul d not all ow such a nove

Lut hi en wasn’t surprised. Many of Caer MacDonal d’s defenders were dead or
wounded too badly to man the walls. If the two thousand or so
reinforcenents were allowed inside the city, the holes in the city’'s

def enses woul d be plugged, and the cycl opi ans woul d have to resune their
assault practically fromthe sanme place they had begun it the previous
day.

“Qur deepest thanks to you and all your force,” Luthien said to Jeanna,
and now it was her turn to blush. “Tell your |leaders that their actions
here will not be in vain, that Caer MacDonald will not fall. Tell diver,
fromme personally, that | know he will show up where nost we need him
And tell Katerin O Hale to take care of ny horse!” Luthien couldn’t help
a sidelong glance at Siobahn as he spoke of Katerin, but the half-elf did
not seem bothered in the |east.

Wth that, Jeanna D elfinbrock left the Dnelf and the city, picking her
careful way across the snowy fields back through the raging stormthe few
mles to the Port Charley encanpnent.

Later that night, Luthien and Siobahn lay in bed, discussing the day past
and the day yet to come. The wi nd had kicked up, shaking the snal
apartrment in Tiny Al cove, humm ng down the chi mey against the rising
heat so that the air in the small room had a snoky taste

Si obahn snuggl ed close to Luthien, propped herself up on one el bow, and
consi dered the concentration on the young man’s fair face. He lay flat on
his back, staring up at the dark. But he was | ooki ng somewhere el se, the
perceptive half-elf knew.



“They are fine,” Siobahn whi spered. “They have canpfires bl azing and know
how to shelter thenselves fromthe weather. Besides, they have a wi zard
anong them and from what you’ ve told ne of Brind Arour, he'll have a
trick or two to defeat the storm”

Luthien didn’t doubt that, and it was a conforting thought. “W could
have swung themto the south and brought theminto the city along the
foothills,” the young nman reasoned.

“W did not even know the extent and | ocation of their canp until well
after sunset,” Siobahn replied.

“I't would only have taken a couple of hours,” Luthien was quick to
answer. “Even in the storm Mst of the lower trails are sheltered, and
there was little snow on themto begin with.” He breathed a deep,
resigned sigh. “W could have gotten themin.”

Si obahn didn’t doubt what he was saying, but the |last thing she wanted
now for Luthien was added guilt. “diver knows the area as well as you,”
she rem nded Luthien. “If the folk of Port Charley wanted to get into
Caer MacDonal d, they woul d have.”

Lut hien wasn’t so certain of that, but the argunent was noot now, for it
was well past mdnight and he couldn’t do anything about the canp’s
| ocati on.

“Shuglin informs me that he and his kin have some new traps ready for the
cyclopians,” the half-elf said, trying to shift the subject to a nore
positive note. “Wen our enenies cone on again, they' Il find the wall
harder to breach, and if they' re caught out in the open for any length of
time, Aiver and his force will squeeze them from behind.”

“diver hasn’'t enough soldiers to do that.”

Si obahn shook her head and chuckled. “Qur allies will strike froma
di stance!” she insisted. “Ht with their bows at the back of the
cycl opians, and run off across the fields.”

Luthien wasn’t so certain, but again he did not wish to press the
argunent. He continued to stare up at the ceiling, at the flickering
shadows cast by the wi nd-dancing flanes of the hearth. Soon he felt the
rhythm c breathing of the sl eeping Siobahn beside him and then he, too,
drifted off to sleep.

He dreaned of his adversary, the huge and ugly cyclopian. Al the tactics
of the day filtered through his thoughts, all the noves the brute had
executed: the first powerful probe at the city; the second assault, the
feint, where many cycl opi an arsoni sts slipped in; and the tactic when the
new arny appeared on the field, the sudden and organized turn of the
skilled Praetorian Guard. They woul d have been destroyed on the field
then and there, woul d have been squeezed and in disarray, caught

def ensel ess. But their |eader had reacted quickly and decisively, had
swung about and chased the folk from Port Charley all the way back across
Fel I'i ng Run.



Lut hi en’ s eyes popped open w de, though he had been asleep for only a
little nore than an hour. Beside him Siobahn opened a sleepy eye, then
buri ed her cheek agai nst his muscul ar chest.

“He is not com ng back,” Luthien said, his voice sounding | oud above the
background murnur of the wi nd.

Si obahn lifted her head, her long hair cascadi ng across Luthien's
shoul der.

“The cycl opi ans,” Luthien explained, and he slipped out from Siobahn’s
grasp and propped hinself up on his el bows, staring at the red gl ow of
the hearth. “They are not com ng back!”

“What are you sayi ng?” Siobahn asked, shaki ng her head and brushi ng her
hai r back from her face. She sat up, the blankets falling away.

“Their | eader is too smart,” Luthien went on, speaking as much to hinself
as to his conpanion. “He knows that the arrival of the new force wll
cost himdearly if he goes against our walls again.”

“He has conme to take back the city,” Siobahn rem nded.

Luthien pointed a finger up in the air, signaling a revelation. “But with
everyt hing that has happened, and with the storm he knows that he nmay
| ose.”

Si obahn’ s expression reveal ed her doubts nore clearly than any question
ever coul d. Cyclopians were a stubborn, single-mnded race for the nost
part, and both she and Luthien had heard nany tal es of one-eye tribes
charging in agai nst overwhel mi ng odds and fighting to the last living
cycl opi an.

Lut hi en shook his head agai nst her obvi ous reasoning. “These are
Praetorian Quards,” he said. “And their leader is a cunning one. He wll
not cone against the city tonorrow.”

“Today,” Siobahn corrected, for it was after mdnight. “And how do you
know?”

Lut hi en had an answer waiting for her. “Because | would not attack the
city tonor—today,” he replied.

Si obahn | ooked at himlong and hard, but did not openly question his
rational e. “What do you expect of hinP” she asked.

Until that very nonent, Luthien had no idea of what his adversary mi ght
be up to. It canme to himsuddenly, crystal clear. “He’s going across the
river,” the young Bedwyr asserted, and by the end of this sentence, he
was finding breath hard to cone bhy.

Si obahn shook her head, doubti ng.



“He will go over the river and catch the folk of Port Charley out in the
open,” Luthien pressed, growi ng nore anxi ous.

“Hs goal is the city,” Siobahn insisted.

“No!” Luthien replied sharply, nore forcefully than he had intended. “He
will catch themin the open field, and when they are destroyed, he can
cone back at us.”

“I'f he has enough of a force left to come back at us,” Siobahn argued
“And by that time, we will have nany nore defenses in place.” She shook
her head agai n, doubting the reasoning, but could see by Luthien’s stern
vi sage that he was not convi nced.

“Ti me works agai nst our eneny,” Siobahn reasoned. “By all accounts, they
are practically without food, and they are far from hone, weary and
wounded. ”

Luthien wanted to renmi nd her again that these were not ordinary
cycl opians, were Praetorian Guard, but she kept going with her reasoning.

“And if you are right,” she said, “then what are we to do? diver and the
others are not fools. They will see the brutes coming, and then the way
will be clear for themto get into Caer MacDonal d.”

“Qur eneny will not |eave an open path,” Luthien said grimy.

“You have to trust in our allies,” Siobahn said. “Qur responsibilities
are i n defending Caer MacDonal d.” She paused and took note of Luthien's
hard breathing. Cearly, the man was upset, confused, and worri ed.

“There is nothing for us to do,” Siobahn said, and she bent |ow and

ki ssed Luthien, then sat back up, maki ng no nove to cover her nakedness.
“Trust in them” she said. Her hand noved al ong Luthien’s cheek and down
his neck, and his nuscles rel axed under her gentle touch.

“But there is sonething,” he said suddenly, sitting up and | ooking
directly into Siobahn’s eyes. “W can go out before dawn, along those
trails in the north. If we circle . . .”

Lut hi en stopped, seeing the | ook of sheer incredulity on the half-elf’'s
face.

“Go out fromthe city?” she asked, dunbfounded.

“Qur eneny will catch themin the open,” Luthien pleaded. “And then, if
he deci des that he hasn’t enough of a force remaining to capture the
city, he’ll turn about and march for Port Charley, now wi de open to him
The cyclopians will slaughter that town and dig in, and with the season
nmovi ng toward spring, Greensparrow will have an open port in Eriador and
will send a second, |arger force across the nountains.”

“How many are you thinking to send out?” the half-elf asked, concerned by
Lut hi en’ s reasoni ng.



“Most,” Luthien replied without hesitation

Si obahn’ s expression turned grim “If you send nost out, and our eneny
cones back agai nst Caer MacDonald, he will be entrenched within the city
before we can strike back at him W will be defeated and wi t hout
shelter, scattering across Eriador’s fields.”

Lut hi en expected that criticism of course, and there was indeed nmuch
truth in what Siobahn was arguing. But he didn't think that his adversary
woul d conme back at the city right away. Luthien's gut told himthat the
cycl opians would cross the river.

“I's this because of her?” Siobahn asked suddenly, unexpectedly.

Luthien’s jaw dropped open. The reference to Katerin in such a way pai ned
him even nore because for just a nonment, he wondered if it mght be
true.

Si obahn saw hi s wounded reaction. “lI amsorry,” she said sincerely. “That
was a terrible thing to say.” She | eaned cl ose and kissed Luthi en again.

“l know that your heart is for Caer MacDonal d,” Siobahn whispered. *
know t hat your decisions are based on what is best for all. | never doubt
that.” She kissed himagain, and again, deeply, and he put his arnms about
her and hugged her close, feeling her warnth, needing her warnth

But then, in this night of revelations, Luthien pushed Siobahn out to
arms length, and his puzzl ed expression caught her off guard.

“This is not about nme, is it?” he asked, accusingly.

Si obahn didn’t seemto under st and.

“All of this,” Luthien said candidly. “The |ove we make. It is not ne,
Lut hi en Bedwyr, that you love. It is the Crinson Shadow, the | eader of
the rebellion.”

“They are one and the sane,” Siobahn replied.

“No,” Luthien said, shaking his head slowy. “No. Because the rebellion
will end, one way or the other, and so nmight |I. But then again, | night
not die, and what will Siobahn think of Luthien Bedwyr then, when the
Cri nmson Shadow i s needed no nore?”

Even in the quiet light, Luthien could see that Siobahn's shoul ders,

i ndeed her whol e body, slunped. He knew that he had wounded her, but he
realized, too, that he had nmade her think

“Never doubt that | |ove you, Luthien Bedwyr,” the half-elf whispered.

“But . . .” Luthien pronpted.



Si obahn turned away, | ooked at the glowi ng enbers in the hearth. “l never
knew nmy father,” she said, and the abrupt subject change caught Luthien
by surprise. “He was an elf, ny nother hunman.”

“He died?”
Si obahn shook her head. “He left, before | was born.”

Lut hi en heard the pain in her voice, and his heart was near to breaking.
“There were problens,” he reasoned. “The Fairborn—=

“Wre free then,” Siobahn interjected. “For that was before G eensparrow,
nearly three decades before G eensparrow. ”

Lut hi en quieted, but then realized that Siobahn's tale made her nearly
sixty years old! Mich canme into perspective for the young man then

t hi ngs he hadn’t even considered during the wild rush of the last few
weeks.

“I am hal f-elven,” Siobahn stated. “I will live through three centuries,
per haps four, unless the blade of an enenmy cuts ne down.” She turned to
face Luthien directly, and he could see her fair and angul ar features and
i ntense green eyes clearly, despite the dimlight. “My father |eft
because he could not bear to watch his love and his child grow old and
die,” she explained. “That is why there are so few of nmy m xed heritage.
The Fairborn can | ove humans, but they know that to do so will |eave them
forlorn through the centuries.”

“lI am a tenporary conpanion,” Luthien remarked, and there was no
bitterness in his voice.

“Who knows what will happen with war thick about us?” Siobahn put in. “I
| ove you, Luthien Bedwyr.”

“But the rebellion is paranmount,” Luthien stated.

It was a truth that Siobahn could not deny. She did indeed I ove Luthien,
| ove the Crinson Shadow, but not with the intensity that a human m ght

| ove anot her human. Elves and hal f-elves, longer living by far, could not
afford to do that. And Lut hien deserved nore, Siobahn understood then.

She slipped out of the bed and began pulling on her clothes.

A part of Luthien wanted to cry out for her to stay. He had desired her
since the nmonment he had first seen her as a sinple slave girl

But Luthien stayed qui et, understandi ng what she was saying and silently
agreeing. He |oved Siobahn, and she loved him but their union was never
truly meant to be.

And t here was anot her wonan that Luthien |loved, as well. He knewit, and
so did Si obahn.



“The cyclopians will not cone into the city tonorrow,” Luthien repeated
as Si obahn pulled her heavy cl oak over her shoul ders.

“Your reasoning calls for a tremendous ganble,” the half-elf replied

Lut hi en nodded. “Trust in ne,” was all that he said as she wal ked out the
door.

LUTH EN S GAMBLE

Luthien barely slept the rest of that night, just lay in his bed, staring
at the shadows on the ceiling, thinking of Siobahn and Katerin, and the
eneny. Mostly the eneny: his eneny, the hul king, ugly cyclopian, nore
cunni ng than any one-eye Luthien had ever known.

Si obahn returned to the apartnment an hour before dawn to find Luthien
fully awake, dressed, and sitting in a chair before the hearth, staring
into the rekindl ed fl anmes.

“He’s not going to come,” Luthien said to her, his voice even, certain.
“He’s going to take his arny across the river and catch Qiver’s force
unawar es. ”

After a few nonents of silence, with Siobahn nmaking no nove to reply,
Lut hi en gl anced over his shoulder to regard the half-elf. She stood by
t he door, hol ding his cloak.

Luthien pulled on his boots and went to her, taking the garnment and
foll owi ng her out of the apartnent.

The city was already awake, full of activity, and nost of the bustle was
nearby. Siobahn had gathered practically all of the arny, ready to foll ow
Lut hi en out of Caer MacDonal d. The snow had turned into sleet and then to
rain, but the wind had not abated. A thoroughly miserable norning, and
yet, here they were, the thousands of Caer MacDonal d’'s makeshift mlitia
ready to march hard and fast to the west, ready to brave the el enments and
t he cycl opi ans. Luthien knew who had pronpted them

He | ooked at the half-elf then, standing calmy by his side, and his eyes
were noist with tears of gratitude. He understood the depth of his

ganbl e—+f he was wong and his adversary struck agai n agai nst Caer
MacDonal d, the city woul d be overrun. Siobahn knew that, too, and so did
every man and wonan, every elf and dwarf, who had conme out here this
norni ng. They woul d take the ganble; they would trust in Luthien.

The young Bedwyr felt a huge wei ght of responsibility upon his shoul ders,
but he allowed hinmself only a nonent of doubt. He had played this out in
his m nd over and over throughout the night and was confident that he



under stood his adversary, that he was correctly anticipating the eneny’s
nove.

Si obahn and Shuglin pulled himto the side.
“I amnot going with you,” the dwarf informed him

Lut hi en | ooked at Shuglin curiously, not knowi ng what to nake of the
unexpect ed decl arati on.

“The dwarfs will conprise nost of the defenders left in Caer MacDonal d,”
Si obahn expl ai ned. “They are best with the ballistae and catapults, and
t hey have rigged traps that only they know how to spring.”

“And we are not nuch good in the deep snow,” Shuglin added with a
chuckle. “Beards get all icy, you know.”

Luthien realized then that Shuglin's hesitance to go out had nothing to
do with any doubts the dwarf m ght harbor. Caer MacDonald had to renain
at least noderately defended, for even if Luthien s assessment proved
correct, the cyclopians mght send a token force at the city to keep the
def enders within the walls distracted.

“You have all the horses,” Shuglin began, turning to the business at hand
and unrolling a map of the region. “There are a few anong you who know
well the trails you'll need—we have even di spatched scouts to report back
as you go along, in case the weather forces you to take an alternate
route.” As he spoke, the dwarf noved his stubby finger along the nap,

t hrough the foothills beyond Caer MacDonal d’s southern gate, out to the
west, around the Port Charley encanpnent, and then circling back to the
north, back to the fields where they woul d neet the cycl opi ans.

They set out without delay, a |long streamof six thousand desperate,
determned warriors. Al of the elves were anong the ranks, and all of
the caval ry group, though fewer than two hundred fit horses could be
found in the entire city. Like ghosts in the predawn dark, they went
wi thout Iights, without any bustle. Quietly.

Many carried | ongbows, each archer wei ghed down by several quivers of
arrows. One group carried packs of bandages and sal ves, and the two dozen
dwarfs that did go along were broken into groups of four, each group
supporting a huge log across their shoulders. The goi ng was sl ow on the
slick trails—tuthien and the other horsemen had to wal k their nounts al
the way through the foothills—but the rain had cut hard into the snow.
Every now and then they encountered a deep drift, and they bored right
through it, using swords and axes as ice picks and shovel s.

As the sky lightened with the approach of dawn, the Port Charl ey
encanpnent cane into sight in the fields to the north, just across
Felling Run. Luthien found a high perch and stared long and hard in that
direction, |looking for sone sign of the cycl opi ans.

Beyond the Port Charl ey encanpnent, the field was enpty.



Doubts fluttered about the young Bedwyr. Wiat if he was wong? Wat if
t he cycl opi ans went to Caer MacDonal d instead?

Lut hi en fought them away, concentrated on the chosen course. The ground

| evel ed out just a few hundred yards to the north; a rider could get into
the Port Charley encanmpnent within twenty mnutes. Luthien dispatched
three, with information for Oiver. He told themto pick their way

t hrough the remai ning rough terrain, then split up as they crossed the
field in case cycl opi an assassi ns were about.

Lut hi en saw t hose sanme three riders milling about the still-noving colum
a short while later. He went to them confused as to why they were still
t here, and found that Siobahn had overrul ed him

“My scouts near the base of the foothills have spotted cycl opian spies in
the field,” the half-elf explained.

Lut hi en | ooked again to the north, to the encanpnent. “CQur friends should
be informed of our position,” he reasoned.

“W have little enough cover where we are,” Siobahn replied. “If we are
found out . . .” She let that notion hang heavily in the air, and Luthien
didn’t have to press the point. If his adversary found out about the nove
before the arnmy of Avon marched, then their target would surely becone
Caer WMacDonal d.

Agai n doubts filled Luthien's mnd. If cyclopian scouts were in the field
bet ween his colum and the Port Charl ey encanpnent, mght they already
have | earned of the march?

Si obahn saw a cl oud cross the young man’s face, and she put a conforting
hand on Luthien’s forearm

The entire force took up a position northeast of the Port Charley canp,
filtering down to the edge of the fields, out of sight, but ready to
charge across and neet the foes. It was good ground, Luthien decided, for
their rush, when it cane, would be generally downhill into cycl opians

mar chi ng across slippery, uneven ground.

Wheni t canme, Luthien wondered, orif it canme? He continued to peer across
the whitened fields, enpty save the blowing rain

A long hour passed. The day brightened and the rain turned into a cold
drizzle. The folk of the Port Charley encanpnment were stirring, breaking
down their tents, readying their gear.

Anot her hour, and still no sign.

Si obahn waited with Luthien. “Qur allies do not cross the river,” she
kept saying, the inplication being that Caer MacDonal d was not under
attack, that the cycl opi ans hadn’t noved.

This did little to calmLuthien. He had thought that his adversary woul d
attack at first light, hard and fast. He wondered if the cycl opi ans mi ght



be going the other way, around to the east, to cone in against the city.
If the cyclopians could nanage the rough terrain, that would be a fine
plan, for then the Avon arnmy woul d not be caught in between the defenders
and the Port Charley group—+ndeed, the reinforcenents from Port Charley
woul d have to swing all the way around the city, or cross through the
city itself, just to get into the battle.

Near panic, Luthien |ooked around at his canp, at the caval ry rubbing
down the dripping horses, at the dwarfs, oil-soaking their great |ogs, at
the archers testing the pull of their bows. The young Bedwyr suddenly
felt hinmself a fool, suddenly believed that he had set themall up for

di saster. He wanted to break down the canp then, march back swiftly to
Caer MacDonal d, and he al nbst called out conmands to do just that.

But he could not. They were too fully conmtted to change their m nds.
Al they could do was sit and wait, and watch.

Anot her hour, and the rain picked up again, mxing with heavy sl eet.
Still no word from Caer MacDonal d, though a plunme of black snoke had
risen into the gray sky above the city.

Anot her single arsonist, Luthien told hinself. Not a full-scale battle—
certainly not!

He was not conforted.

He | ooked at Siobahn, and she, too, seened worried. Tine worked agai nst
them and their hoped-for anbush, for if the cycl opi ans were not
attacking, they were likely gathering infornmation.

“W should try to get word to the Port Charley group,” Luthien said to
her.

“It is risky,” she warned.

“They have to know,” Luthien argued. “And if the cycl opi ans nbve agai nst
the city, we nust be inforned immediately to get in at their backs before
they overrun the wall.”

Si obahn consi dered the reasoning. She, like Luthien, knew that if the
cyclopians did indeed throw their weight on the city, no anmount of
forewarni ng would matter, but she understood the young man’s need to do
sonet hing. She felt that sane need as well.

She was just beginning to nod her agreement when the word canme down the
I ine, anxious whisper by anxi ous whisper.

“To the north!”

Luthien stood tall, as did all of those nearby, peering intently through
the driving rain. There was the bl ack-and-silver mass, finally making its
way to the south, a course designed to encircle the Port Charl ey
encanpnent and cut off any retreat to the west.



Lut hi en’ s heart skipped a beat.

Bel sen’ Kri eg thought himself a clever brute. Unlike nobst of his one-eyed

race, the burly cyclopian was able and bold enough to inprovise. H's goa

was Montfort, and if he didn't get the city, he certainly would have sone
explaining to do to nerciless G eensparrow.

But Bel sen’ Krieg knew that he could not take Montfort, not now, with this
second force on the field, and likely with nore rebels flocking in to
join the cause. And so the cunning general had inprovised. He split his
remai ni ng el even thousand Praetorian Guard, sending three thousand

strai ght south on the eastern side of Felling Run, to use the river as a
def ensive position as the Port Charley folk had used it against him This
group was not likely to see much fighting this day, but they would hold

t he encanped arny to the western bank, where Bel sen’ Krieg and his
remai ni ng ei ght thousand woul d make short work of them

The cycl opian main group had nmarched all nmorning, up to the north, then
across Felling Run, and then back to the south, giving the eneny a w de
berth so that they would not be discovered until it was too |late. There
was good ground west of the encanpnent, the cyclopian | eader knew. He
woul d squash this rebel rabble, and then, depending on his |osses and the
weat her, he could make his decision: to go again against Mntfort, or to
turn back to the west and crush Port Charl ey.

Now t he eneny was in sight; soon they would understand that they could
not cross the river, and by the tinme they recognized the trap and were
able to react to it, they would have no tinme to go in force into the
nmount ai ns, either. Sone m ght scatter and escape, but Belsen’ Krieg had
t hem

Yes, the cyclopian | eader thought hinself quite clever that norning, and
i ndeed he was, but unlike Luthien, Belsen Krieg had not taken into
account the cleverness of his adversary. As the cyclopian’s force pivoted
to the good ground in the west, another force had even better ground, up
above them in the foothills to the south.

“This is not so good,” Aiver renarked to Katerin when word of the

cycl opi an nove reached them They stood together under a solitary tree,
Thr eadbare and Ri verdancer standing near to them heads down agai nst the
driving sleet.

“Likely they' ve got the river blocked,” Katerin reasoned, and she
noti oned that way—there was sone novenent on the fields to the east,
across Felling Run. “We have to go into the nmountains, and quickly.”

“So smart,” diver whispered, honestly surprised. The halfling didn't
like the prospects. |If the cyclopians chased theminto the broken ground
to the south, they could not hold their force together in any reasonable
manner. Many woul d be slain, and many nore woul d wander hel plessly in the



nmountains to starve or freeze to death, or to be hunted down by cycl opi an
patrol s.

But where else could they go? Certainly they couldn’t fight the Avon arny
on even, open ground.

A pop and flash, and a snell of sulfur, came out of the tree above them
and they | ooked up just as Brind Anour, materializing on a branch above
and to the side, found his intended perch too slippery and tunbled to the
ground.

The ol d wi zard hopped up, slapping his hands together and strai ghtening
his robes as though he had intended the dive all along. “Wll,” he said
cheerily, “are you ready for the day’'s fight?”

Katerin and Aiver stared at the happy w zard incredul ously.

“Fear not!” Brind Amour informed them “Qur enemies are not so many, and
not so good. They are hungry and weary and a |l ong, |ong way from hone.
Cone along, then, to the horses and to the front ranks.”

Aiver and Katerin couldn’t understand the man’s |ightheartedness, for
they did not know that the wi zard had been watching through the night and
the norning with far-seeing, nagical eyes. Brind Arour had known of the
cycl opian pivot for sone tinme, and he knew, too, about the secret friends
perched in the south.

No need to tell Oiver and Katerin, Brind Amour figured. Not yet.

Katerin brushed a | ock of drenched hair back fromher face and | ooked at
Aiver. They exchanged hel pl ess shrugs—Brind Anour seened to know what he
was doi ng—fetrieved their nounts, and followed the wi zard. Al the Port
Charl ey canp canme astir then, digging into defensible positions,
preparing to nmeet the cycl opi an charge.

“l do hope he has sone big boons ready for them” Oiver said to Katerin
after the wizard left themin the front ranks. The halfling stared across
t he open ground at the masses of black and sil ver.

“They are not so many,” Katerin replied sarcastically, for the cyclopian
force dwarfed themfour to one, at |east.

“Very big boons,” diver renarked.

It seenmed fitting to themboth that the stormintensified with a burst of
snow just as the cycl opi ans began their roaring charge.

To their credit, the hardy fisherfolk of Port Charley did not break ranks
and flee. Wrd filtered dowmn the line that a cycl opi an group had i ndeed
entrenched on the eastern riverbank, and it seenmed as if the roaring nmass
of enem es would sinply plow over them But they did not flee. Their
bowstrings took up a humm ng song, and the folk began to sing, too,
thinking this to be their last stand.



Bri nd’ Amour stood back fromthe front ranks, his skinny white arns
uplifted to the sky, head tilted far back and eyes cl osed as he reached
out with his magic toward the storm to the energy of the thick clouds.
Many of those sinple fisherfolk about himwere afraid, for they did not
know of magi ¢ and had grown up all of their lives hearing that it was a
devil -sent power. Still, none dared to try to interrupt the w zard' s
spell, and old Dozier, who renmenbered a tinme before G eensparrow, stayed
close to the wizard, trying to confort and reassure his frightened

conr ades.

Brind Amour felt as if his entire body was elongating, stretching up to
the sky. O course it was not, but his spirit was indeed soaring high
reaching into those clouds and graspi ng and gat hering the energy,
focusing it, shaping it, and then hurling it down in the formof a
lightning bolt into the front ranks of the charging cycl opi ans.

Bl ack-and sil ver-clad bodi es rebounded with the shock. One unfortunate
brute took the blow full force, his nmetal arnor crackling wth blue
sparKks.

“Ch, that was very good!” diver congratul ated. He | ooked up to his
right, to Katerin on Riverdancer, sitting nuch higher than him She
wasn't watching the scene ahead, wasn’t even | ooki ng back over her

shoul der at the wi zard. Rather, she was looking left, over Aiver, to the
sout h.

“Not as good as that!” she replied

Aiver spun about just as the horns sounded, just as Luthien's cavalry

|l ed the charge. The halfling spotted four plunmes of black snoke as the
dwarfs Iit the logs, so soaked with oil that they defied the storm Ropes
had been strung around fl at- headed pegs on each end of those | ogs, two
dwarfs holding on to each end, running blindly, full out down the sl ope,
rushing down with their rolling, burning ramns.

“Luthien,” Katerin whispered.
“I really do love the man,” diver decl ared.

“So do |I,” Katerin said, under her breath, but diver caught every word,
and he snmiled, warned by the thought (and nore than a little jeal ous of
his sandy-haired friend!).

The cycl opian formati on becanre a mass of madness. The brutes fell al
over each other trying to get out of the way; nmany hurled spears or even
threw their swords in sheer desperation.

But the sturdy dwarfs held true to their course, cane right up to the
brutes before letting go of the |ogs, bowing down dozens of the one-
eyes.

Ri ght behind the dwarfs, firing bows as they canme, charged Siobahn and
her kin and the many nen and wonen of Caer MacDonal d. There was no way to
stop on the slippery turf, but the force had no intention of stopping, or



even slowi ng. They barreled on, their sheer nonentumtranpling down many
enem es and sendi ng many nore running fromthe battle.

Tucked in the center of the line near the back of the cyclopian
formation, Belsen’ Krieg watched in pure frustration. The ugly general had
never dreaned that the humans woul d be dari ng enough to cone out of

Mont fort .

Anot her lightning bolt exploded anbng his troops. It killed only a few,
but struck terror into the hearts of all those nearby. The battle had
just begun, the folk of Port Charley hadn’t even joined in yet, but

Bel sen’ Kri eg recogni zed the danger. H s sol diers were exhausted and weak
from hunger. He had | ost sone to desertion during the night, sonething
practically unheard of in the Praetorian Quard. They needed a victory
now, and Bel sen’ Krieg had thought he woul d gain one, an easy one, agai nst
the smal|l encanpnent.

So he had thought.

Anot her bolt fromthe skies jolted the ground near the cycl opi an | eader
cl ose enough so that he was splattered with the bl ood of a blasted brute.

The huge one-eye took up his sword. He focused on the battle that was
drawi ng near; with typical cyclopian savagery, Belsen' Krieg decided to
| ead by exanple.

He encountered his first eneny a ninute later. A quick pass with his
ponypi g, a quick swipe with his sword, and the brute noved on, his weapon
dri ppi ng bl ood.

Luthien’s group of a hundred and seventy cavalry were the first to hit
the cyclopian line. Like those running behind them the riders couldn’t
hope to sl ow down on the slick slope, and so they didn't try, using the
sheer bul k of their strong nmounts to run down the first ranks of one-
eyes.

There were no targets to pick, only a nass to slash at, and Luthien did
just that, connecting on every swi ng, cleaving helnms and skulls, turning
his horse this way and that, stabbing at anything that noved bel ow him

He heard the shrieks of terror to the east, the runble of the burning,
rolling logs, and the screans as the bearded folk | oosed their fury. He
heard the hum of bowstrings and the clang of steel against steel and knew
that all his forces had cone crashing in.

A lightning bolt jolted the ground, another soon after, and Luthien, who
had wi tnessed the fury of w zards, was glad that Brind Arour was on his
si de.

Then, fromup front cane nore screans, nore ringing steel, and Luthien
understood that the Port Charley folk had joined. He thought of Qi ver



and Katerin, on Threadbare and Ri verdancer, and he hoped that his friends
woul d survi ve.

But these were all fleeting, distant thoughts to the young Bedwyr, for
the sea of black and silver churned below him He took a hit on his
thigh, a glancing blow that stung his horse nore than it stung him
Lut hi en broughtBli nd-Striker whi ppi ng about, |ooking to pay the brute
back. But the one-eye was already gone, had already noved along in the
tangl e. No problemfor Luthien, though, for nmany other enem es were
within striking distance. H's great sword rushed down, snashing the side
of a helnmet with enough force to snap the neck of the creature wearing
it.

And so it went for many nminutes. Athird of the horsenmen had been pulled
down, but many nmore cyclopians than that were dead around them and many
nore scranbled to get away.

Lut hi en pressed on, followed the nmass, hacking with abandon. Every so
often he yelled out, “Eriador free!” and he sighed every tinme he was
answered, every tine he found confirmation that he had not been totally
separated from his conrades

It was not a long battle—not |ike the assault on Caer MacDonal d’s walls,
or even like the swirling mass within the courtyard after the gates had
been breached. The cyclopians, their norale |ow, seeing an easy victory
become sonething terrible, broke apart wherever they were hit hard,
scattering, trying to re-forminto sonme defensive posture. But each tine,
they were hit again by the fierce Eriadorans; each tinme, their pocket
formati ons were bl asted apart.

By the time the cyclopians had cone to fully understand the wei ght of the
unexpected force fromthe south, several hundred were dead, and the
presence of a wi zard anong the ranks of the fisherfolk, indeed a very
powerful wi zard, struck terror into their hearts. They had grown up under
Greensparrow, the personal force of the w zard-king, and they knew.

They knew.

There was nore organi zati on and nore determ nati on wherever Bel sen’ Krieg
and his nounted underconmanders nade their appearance, but even the huge
one-eyed general understood this disaster. He kept hoping that the three
t housand across the river would join in, but that was not what he had
instructed themto do. Belsen Krieg recognized the |limtations of his own
race. The Praetorian Guard were fabul ous soldiers, disciplined and brave
(for cyclopians), but they did not inprovise. They were led by a single
figurehead, in this case Bel sen’ Krieg, and they noved as extensions of
his will to direct and straightforward commands. Those brutes across the
river had been told to dig in and hold the ground, and so they woul d,
sitting there stupidly while the main force was nassacred on the field.

The cycl opi an general spotted Luthien and the Caer MacDonal d cavalry,
chopping his ranks apart directly south of his position. As soon as he



recogni zed the young Bedwyr, the crinson-caped man fromthe river,

Bel sen’ Kri eg under st ood who had precipitated this anbush. As Luthien had
recogni zed himas the cycl opi an general, so he recogni zed Luthien’'s

aut hority.

The cyclopian was too filled with rage to tip his shining helmat his
cunni ng adversary. He wanted to pound his ponypig over to Luthien and
chop the man down! But Bel sen’ Krieg was snarter than that. His formation
the classic mlitary square at the start of the charge, was no nore, and
he could not reorganize any significant portion of his frightened and
weary force. Not now Not with the press fromtwo sides and a w zard
hurling lightning fromthe skies.

He t hought of gathering as many as he could and charging straight to the
east, toward the river, in an attenpt to link up with his other force

but the scouts he sent out anobng the ranks came back shaking their ugly
heads, for the nain host from Caer MacDonal d had conme in at the

sout heastern corner and had already joined with the folk of Port Charl ey.

Bel sen’ Kri eg | ooked again to the south, spotted Luthien for just a
nmonent, crimson cape flying, sword sw ngi ng hi gh. Thatone again, the
cycl opi an thought. That ni serabl e human hasdone this, all of this.

The word came from Bel sen’ Krieg then, a command the Praetorian Guard were
not used to followi ng. “Run away!”

Lut hi en gradually came out of the mass of fighters, or rather, the mass
gradual 'y di mi ni shed about him He had to work harder to search out
targets then, and whenever he spotted a cycl opi an, he kicked his horse
into a short gallop and ran the brute down.

He was bearing down on one such eneny, the cyclopian’s back to him when
the creature lurched over and groaned, apparently grabbing at its groin.

Qut fromthe side cane a famliar, dashing halfling, the wide brimof his
hat droopi ng | ow under the weight of snow.

Aiver ran about the brute, stabbing it repeatedly with his rapier.

Luthien was thrilled and surprised, so nuch so that he hardly noticed a
second brute coming in at the halfling s back

“diver!” he cried out, and he feared that he was too | ate.

But the ever-alert halfling was not caught unawares. He spun away from
the brute he was fighting, down to one knee, and stabbed as the cycl opi an
whi pped its sword high above his head. The rapier tip sank deep, into the
one-eye’'s groin. Like its conpanion before it, the brute bent | ow and
groaned, and Aiver's next thrust put a clean hole inits throat.

The halfling | ooked up then, as Luthien s horse pounded by, the young
Bedwyr finishing off the first cyclopian Aiver had stung with one
vi cious swipe of Blind-Striker.



“I have lost ny horse!” Oiver cried at his friend.

“Behi nd you!” cane Luthien's reply as yet another Praetorian Quard, a
huge cycl opi an brandi shing a spi ked cl ub, charged at Aiver’s back

Aiver whirled about and dropped; Luthien charged by, slicing his sword
up at the brute. To its credit, the cyclopian got its club up to
deflectBlind-Striker , though Luthien's nmonmentum as his nount passed
ripped the weapon fromthe one-eye’s hand. The brute couldn’t bl ock
Aiver’'s thrust, again low, aimed at that npst sensitive of areas.

Lut hi en turned and finished the defensel ess cyclopian as it doubl ed over.

“Why do you keep hitting themthere?” demanded Luthien, a bit disgusted
by AQiver’'s tendency for |ow bl ows.

“Ch,” huffed the halfling as though he was wounded by the accusation. “If
you were ny size, you would swing for the eyeball?” Luthien s shoul ders
drooped and he sighed, and O iver snapped his fingers in the young
Bedwyr’ s direction.

“Besides,” diver said coyly, “lI thought you were fond of cabarachee
shots.” Luthien’s eyes narrowed as he caught the reference to Katerin
that night in the Dnelf. “This one-eye,” diver pressed on, “perhaps he
will fall in love with me.” The snickering halfling glanced down at the
brute, dead on the field. He shrugged and | ooked back at Luthien. “WlI,
per haps he woul d have.”

A rush of cavalry stormed past the friends then, one rider skidding his
horse to a stop near Luthien. “The one-eye | eaders,” the man said
breat hl essly, “on ponypigs, getting away!”

Lut hi en turned his nobunt about and reached down to take diver’'s hand

“But nmy pony!” the halfling protested as Luthien yanked hi mup behind the
saddl e. diver gave a shrill whistle and peered all about, but the snow
was t hicker now, blowing fiercely, and the yell ow pony could not be seen.

The battle had stretched out along the fields far to the north, with the
cyclopians in full flight. Luthien and his cavalry group, sone twenty
riders, ignored the running cyclopian infantry, concentrating instead on
catching up to the ponypigs

Ponypi gs could nove well, especially on the nuddy fields, but not as well
as horses, and soon Bel sen’ Krieg and his dozen remmi ning escorts were in
si ght.

On cane the cavalry, crying for Eriador and Caer MacDonal d. The cycl opi an
| eaders knew that they were caught, knew that they could not outrun the
horses, and so they turned, ready to neet the charge.

Lut hi en saw t he huge one-eyed general, and Belsen’ Krieg saw him It
seermed sonehow as if they were renoved fromthe field then, or that all



of the others were, for the young Bedwyr put his nmount in line, and so
did the cyclopian | eader, and no fighter on either side noved to
intercept or interfere.

Luthien pulled up; so did Bel sen’Krieg. They sat staring at each other,
hati ng each ot her

“Cet off,” Luthien said to diver

The hal fling considered the huge cyclopian, barely a dozen yards away.
Aiver could see the hatred between these two, the rivalry, |eader
against leader. “Tinme to go,” he agreed, and rolled off the runp of
Luthien’s nount, turning a conplete sonmersault to | and gingerly on his
feet—well, alnost, for he hit a particularly slick patch of ground and
his feet flew out fromunder him |anding himuncerenoniously on his
backsi de. The enbarrassed hal fling gl anced around, near to panic, but
none of the others took any noti ce.

“Caer MacDonal d!” Luthien growl ed at the cyclopian | eader.

Bel sen’ Krieg tilted his huge head as he considered the words, then
bri ght ened wi th understanding. “Montfort,” he corrected.

Lut hien yelled out and charged; Bel sen’ Krieg pacing his every nove. Their
great swords rang loudly as they passed, with no substantial damage,
though Luthien’s armtingled fromthe weight of the cyclopian s bl ow

Aiver realized a problemthen. He was standing alone in the mddle of
the field, and suddenly the huge brute was closer to himthan was
Lut hi en! The hal fling whi npered and considered his rapier, seening so
puny agai nst that nounted nonstrosity, but to his ultimate relief, the
brute did not even notice him just wheel ed the ponypi g about and began
t he second pass.

Again their swords sl ashed across up high, connecting in the air between
them But Luthien had changed his grip this tinme, andBlind-Striker
rotated down with the nmomentum of Bel sen’ Krieg’'s nighty sw ng, Luthien
ducki ng and nearly getting his head shaved as the cycl opian’s bl ade
barrel ed through.

The agile Bedwyr had allowed his sword to roll right out of his hand, and
he caught it alnost inmediately, his grip reversed. He thrust it straight
out, aimng at Belsen' Krieg's thigh, but he wasn’t quite qui ck enough
andBl i nd- Stri ker drove deep into the ponypi g's flank instead.

The powerful nount ranbl ed past and Luthien had to let go of his reins
and grab his sword hilt in both hands to avoid | osing the weapon. He did
hold on to the blade, and it did tear free of the passing ponypig, but
Lut hi en got yanked fromhis horse in the process. He splashed down in the
muddy field, struggling up in tine to see Belsen’ Krieg extracting hinsel f
from his downed mount.



“Now you die!” the cyclopian pronised, stal king over without the
slightest hesitation. The brutish general’s great sword sl ashed, then
cane in a rapid backhand, and Luthien barely got his weapon up to parry.

Bel sen’ Krieg pressed the attack with an overhand chop and a straight
thrust; Luthien blocked and hopped aside at the |ast nonent.

The cycl opi an canme on savagely, but Luthien was up to the task, letting
Bel sen’ Krieg play out his rage, deflecting or dodgi ng every attack. Every
once in a while, the young Bedwyr found a slight opening andBlind-Striker
penetrated Bel sen’ Krieg’'s defenses, but the young Bedwyr had to be quick
and retract the blade inmedi ately, ready to bl ock the next vicious
attack.

Though Luthien saw the thin lines of blood on his adversary, he
understood that he was really doing very little damage. He felt like a
buzzing wasp biting at a giant, an inpossible nmatch. Luthien pushed down
any ensuing panic, telling himself that the wasp could wi n.

But only if it was perfect.

It went on for sone tinme, Luthien dodging and stinging, but Belsen Krieg
seenmed to feel nothing, and his attacks did not slow wth exhausti on.
This one was good, Luthien realized, far better than any cycl opian he had
ever faced. And strong! Luthien knew that if he nmissed a single parry, if
this brute connected even once, he would be cleaved in half.

And then it happened; Luthien, circling, stepped on a patch of uneven ice
and skidded down to one knee. Belsen’ Krieg was on himinmedi ately, the
great sword choppi ng down.

Up canmeBlind-Striker, horizontally above Luthien’s head. Belsen’ Krieg's
sword hit it near the hilt and was stopped, but Luthien’s arm buckl ed
under the tremendous wei ght of the bl ow and he dropped his blade. He
wasn’'t seriously wounded, he believed, but the pain was intense.

He grabbed upBlind-Striker in his left hand and thrust ahead, trying to
force the one-eyed nonster back. He got Belsen' Krieg in the belly, but
not enough to stop the brute.

Lut hi en scranbled to get his blade up, but was knocked forward suddenly,
as someone, sonething, ran up his back.

Springing fromLuthien’ s shoul ders, O iver caught Bel sen’ Krieg by
surprise. The cyclopian’s eye w dened, a wonderful target, but diver
of f balance as Luthien slid to the side, mssed it, his rapier stabbing
Bel sen’ Kri eg’ s cheek instead.

The cycl opi an screaned and flailed his huge arns, falling back fromthe
fight. He straightened out as Luthien and Oiver picked thensel ves up
standi ng side by side.

“You are a one-eyed, ugly thing,” diver taunted. “You would not know the
val ue of friends!”



As if to accentuate the halfling's point (and Aiver had timed things
that way), a shining white stallion, long coat glistening with wetness,

t hundered ri ght behind the cyclopian, slamm ng the huge brute across the
shoul ders and | aunchi ng hi m headl ong, face-first into the nud.

Bel sen’ Krieg canme up sputtering to find hinself surrounded by Luthien and
Aiver, and now Katerin O Hale, nagnificent atop R verdancer, her red
hai r darkened with wet ness and snow gathering on her shoul ders. Her smile
was wi de and bright, her green eyes sparkling nore than the ice crystals
form ng at the ends of her thick hair, as she considered the situation,
the victory that was won this day.

Bel sen’ Kri eg | ooked about for support. He saw his |ast undercomander
lurch over and slide slowy off a ponypig, its falling bulk revealing the
vi ctorious horseman behind it, sword red with bl ood. Mre than a dozen of
Luthien’s cavalry remained, along with the few Katerin had brought with
her, including one slight wonan riding a yellow pony that had little hair
inits tail

Aiver grinned at the sight of his bel oved Threadbare, but turned serious
at once when he faced the cycl opi an | eader.

“I think you should surrender,” he remarked.

Bel sen’ Kri eg | ooked around for a long while. Luthien could practically
hear the creature’s thoughts—the caged ani mal | ooking for an escape.
There was none to be found. Luthien wasn’t sure what Bel sen’ Kri eg woul d
do, which way the brute would turn, but then, unexpectedly, the one-eye
threw his huge sword to the ground.

As one, the group relaxed, Luthien taking a stride toward the cycl opi an
| eader. H's sword armstill ached, but not so nuch that he coul d not take
upBlind-Striker , flexing his nuscles and grimaci ng through the pain

Qut cane a knife, and daring, wild Bel sen’ Krieg charged ahead.

“Luthien!” Katerin and Aiver yelled together. Before the word had even
left their mouths, Luthien's free |left hand whi pped across, catching the
cyclopian by the wist. Luthien could hardly nove Bel sen’ Krieg’'s nassive
arm but he used the support to shift himself instead, inside the angle
of the rushing dagger. And as he noved, his own sword jabbed ahead,
creasing Bel sen’ Krieg' s breastplate, cutting through the arnor, into the
brute’s | ungs.

They held the macabre pose for a long nonent, then Bel sen’ Krieg grow ed—
and the nouths of those witnessing the event dropped open in disbelief—
and began forcing his knife hand toward the young Bedwyr.

Lut hi en tucked his shoul der down agai nst his sword hand and jerked at the
bl ade, and Bel sen’ Krieg’s novenent cane to an abrupt halt. Again they
hel d the pose, unblinking, their faces barely a few inches apart.



“One up,” Luthien grow ed, and the dyi ng Bel sen’ Kri eg had no response,
for indeed the young Bedwyr had been one step ahead of himthroughout the
battl e.

Luthien jerked his blade again, then felt it sinking down as

Bel sen’ Krieg’'s legs slowy buckled, bringing the brute to his knees.
Luthien felt the strength go out of Belsen Krieg's massive arnm the knife
dropped to the ground.

Luthien pulledBlind-Striker free, but even w thout the support,
Bel sen’ Krieg fell no farther. The dead cycl opi an | eader knelt on the
field.

Al ready the snow began to gather about him

| MPLI CATI ONS

The battl e—+he rout—ended swiftly, with half of Belsen Krieg's force
killed and the other half running off blindly into the open fields.
Losses to the Eriadorans were remarkably light; the folk of Port Charley
could count their dead on the fingers of six hands, though Luthien's
group, which had thrown itself into the cyclopian throng, was nore
bat t er ed.

Bot h Eri adoran arni es gat hered back together on the field near to where
the Port Charley encanpment had been. They tended their wounded, finished
of f any cycl opi ans who were sorely hurt, and put all the one-eye
prisoners in line. Fortunately there weren't many prisoners, |less than a
hundred al t oget her, and these, having seen their proud Praetorian CGuards
routed so horribly, were little trouble.

The storm grew around themall, the day darkening, though it was near to
noon. Brind Amour organized the march with all of his archers in front.
They fought a small skirm sh as they crossed Felling Run, a couple of
vol l eys of arrows nostly. The cycl opi ans responded by hurling heavy
spears, but, with typical cyclopian accuracy, not a single Eriadoran was
hit.

There wasn’t nuch fight left in those entrenched Avon sol di ers—they were
beginning to break and fl ee before the Eriadorans ever got to the river.
For the rest of that day, the biggest obstacle facing the arny of Eriador
was in getting back to the shelter of Caer MacDonal d as the blizzard came
on in full about them

Back on Riverdancer, Luthien heard the cheers as he approached the wall ed
city, for news of the rout had preceded the returning arny. The young
Bedwyr had | ost a couple of friends this day, a woman and two men who
frequented the Dwel f, but his sadness was tenpered in the belief that his
friends had not died in vain. They had won the day; Eriador had won the



day! The victorious arny along with their allies of Port Charley poured
into the city, scattering anong the streets, breaking up into snal
groups that they mght recount the day’s gl orious events.

Luthien, Katerin, and diver went back to the apartnment in Tiny Al cove to
catch up on the events of the last few weeks. The young Bedwyr was
thrilled to see his dearest friends again, particularly Katerin. He
hadn’t realized how much he had m ssed the woman. O course he thought of
Si obahn and their encounter the previous evening, but he hadn't really
yet figured out what it all neant.

Al that Luthien knew at the tine was that he was glad, so glad, to see
Katerin O Hal e once nore.

Sone time later, they were joined at the apartnent by Brind Amour
Si obahn, and Shuglin, who had al so been quite busy that day.

“W killed every cyclopian running the streets of Caer MacDonald,” the
dwarf assured them “No nore fires.”

Brind Amour, reclining in the nost confortable of the three chairs in the
small sitting room hoisted a cup of wine in toast to that wel cone news.
Si obahn and Aiver, |ikew se seated and sipping wine, joined in, as did
the other three, hoisting nugs of gol den honey nead.

Seated on the stone hearth, Luthien | ooked across the open fireplace at
Katerin, and they were warned by nore than the flanmes that burned between
t hem

“Wll,” Shuglin corrected hinself, shifting closer to the hearth, “no
nmor eunwanted fires!”

That brought a slight chuckle fromthe group

“W still have several thousand cycl opians running free across the
countryside,” diver renarked.

“Qut in the blizzard,” Katerin snorted.
“W will catch those who survive the storm” Siobahn said grimy.

Lut hi en nodded; on the way back into Caer MacDonal d, pursuit groups had
been arranged. The fleeing cycl opi ans woul d be hunted down.

“There are no towns nearby, except for Felling Downs,” Siobahn went on
“And the brutes will find no shelter there, for the houses have all been
razed. Likely, they will turn for Port Charley.”

Lut hien was hardly |istening, nore concerned with the half-elf’'s serious
tone. The hard day’s battle had been won, but Siobahn would not all ow
herself a break in the intensity. Yes, for Siobahn the rebellion was
paramount, all-consum ng. She woul d do whatever it took to free Eriador
and free her people from G eensparrow.



What ever it took, like bedding the Crinson Shadow? Luthien shook the

noti on away the nonent he thought of it, scolding hinmself for thinking so
little of Siobahn. There was sonething real between hinself and the half-
el f, somet hing wonderful and warm and though they both knew that it
woul d never be nore than it was now, Luthien vowed then and there that he
woul d not | ook back on his lost relationship with Siobahn with doubt or
renorse. He was a better man for know ng her; his life was happier
because she renmained a part of it. And in | ooking at her now, Luthien
believed with all his heart that she felt the sane way.

He turned his gaze from Si obahn, who continued tal king of the duties
still before them across the hearth to Katerin. She had been staring at
him he realized, for she blushed (sonething rarely seen on Katerin's
tanned cheeks) and turned her green eyes away.

Luthien gave a small smile to hide the pain and cl osed his eyes, hol ding
fast his inmage of the woman from Hale as he rested his head back. He
dozed then, as the conversation conti nued, even intensified, about him

“Qur fearless leader,” Aiver remarked dryly, noticing Luthien s pose and
rhyt hm c breat hi ng.

All five had a laugh at Luthien' s expense. Katerin reached across to
shake him

“Let him sleep,” Siobahn bade her. Immediate tension filled the air
bet ween the two wonen as Katerin turned to regard the half-elf.

“He has | abored day and night,” Siobahn went on, ignoring the wonan’s
vi sage, an expression that revealed the rivalry between the two.

Katerin strai ghtened and dropped her armto her side.

“Wll, of course those cyclopians who fled this day will be of little
consequence,” Brind Amour interjected, sonewhat |oudly and inportantly,
forcing all eyes to turn to him “Many will die in the stormand those
who do not will be in little condition to fight back when we catch up
with them They'Il nake to the west, of course, to their fleet, which is
no longer their fleet!”

“Can Port Charley resist then?” Aiver asked in all seriousness, for nopst
of that town’s hardy souls were in Caer MacDonal d

“Few cycl opians will ever get there,” Siobahn promn sed.

“And we’' Il get enough fighters there before the brutes arrive,”

Brind’ Amour was quick to add. “They will be dogged every step, and we
know the faster ways. No, they'Il be little trouble. The army of Avon
that came to our shores is defeated.”

“But what does that nean?” Shuglin asked the question that was on
everyone’ s m nd.



Dead silence. In considering the long-terminplications of this day’s
victory, each of themrealized that it mght, after all, be only a snal
thing, a flickering reprieve in the darkness that was G eensparrow.

“I't means that we have won a battle,” Brind Arour said at |ength. “And
now we have a fleet to hinder any further invasion through Port Charl ey.

“But Greensparrow will take us nore seriously now,” the w zard warned.
“The snow is deep, and that favors us and awards us sone tine, but the
days are warmer now and it will not last for long. W can expect an arny
mar chi ng out from Mal puissant’s Wall soon after the nelt, and likely
anot her force com ng through the passes of the Iron Gross, both of them
greater than the force we just defeated on the field.”

What had been a cel ebration quickly dissolved, stolen by the grimdwarf’s
necessary question and the obvious truth of the wi zard s rem nder

Bri nd’ Amour scrutinized each of his conpani ons. These five, he knew, were
representative of the Eriadorans. There was Katerin, proud Katerin,
desperate for a return to the days of Eriador’s freedom Eriador’s glory.
Most of the islanders were |ike her—en Bedwydrin, Marvis, and Caryth-as
were the folk of Port Charley and the tribes north of Eradoch, in the
area of Bae Colt hwyn.

There was Si obahn, angry Siobahn, stung by injustice and consunmed by

t houghts of revenge. So representative of the sophisticated people of
Mont f ort —A0, Caer MacDonald; it could be called that nowthe w zard

t hought. She was the architect of it all, the cunning behind the

rebel lion, proud, but not too proud to allow the intrusions of a w zard
when she understood that those intrusions would benefit her people.

There was Shuglin, whose people had suffered nost of all. This one had
noved past anger, Brind Anour knew, and past resignation. Those dwarfs
who had died in their suicidal anbush out by the fallen wall had been
nei ther angry nor sad. They did as they believed they had to do, in the
sinpl e hope that Eriador, and their people, would have a better |ot for
their sacrifice. There he was, that bl ue-bearded dwarf, the purest of
soldiers. Brind Amour believed that if he had ten thousand |ike Shuglin,
he could sweep Greensparrow and all of Avon fromthe face of the world.

There was diver, the epitone of Eriador’s many foreign rogues. The rough
| and was a favored destination for those who could not fit in, either in
Avon or Gascony, or even in |lands farther renoved. Aiver’s value on the
field could not be doubted, nor could his value as Luthien's trusted
conpanion. But the true worth of Aiver, and of the many ot hers who woul d
no doubt surface as the rebellion spread, would be found in his know edge
of ot her places and other people. Should this rebellion, this war, reach
a |l evel where Gascony saw fit to becone involved, Oiver’s understanding
of that place would prove invaluable. Oiver the diplomat? Brind Amour
consi dered that possibility for sone tine.

And there, last, was Luthien, still dozing with his back against the
stone of the hearth. He was all of them Brind Armour realized. Proud as
an islander, angry as one of Caer MacDonald, a pure, unselfish soldier,



and the figure-head that Eriador desperately needed. After his exploits
in the battle, Luthien had beconme undeniably the cornerstone on which

Eri ador woul d succeed or fail. Already the tale of “Luthien’s Ganbl e” was
spreading far fromthe city walls, mngling with the stories of the
Crimson Shadow, the nysterious eneny to all that evil G eensparrow
represented. Who woul d have guessed that the young man from Bedwydrin
could rise so fast to such notoriety?

“l would have!” Brind Anour answered his own question suddenly, and
unintentionally, aloud. Enbarrassed, the w zard cleared his throat many
times and gl anced about.

“What was that?” Luthien asked, stretching as he cane awake.

“Not hi ng, nothing,” the wi zard apol ogi zed. “Just exercising ny jaw at the
m nd s request, you know.”

The others shrugged and let it go at that, except for shrewd Oiver, who
kept his gaze on the wizard as though he was readi ng Brind Anour’s every
t hought .

“You know,” the halfling began, draw ng everyone’'s attention, “l was once
inthe wild I and of Angarothe.” Seeing that his proclamation apparently
didn’t inpress anybody, the halfling quickly explained. “A hot and dusty
| and sone di stance to the south of Gascony.”

“The War of Angar?” inquired Brind Anour, nore worldly than the others,
despite the fact that he had spent npbst of the last few centuries asleep
in a cave.

“War of anger?” Luthien snickered.

“Angar,” diver corrected, appearing insulted. “Indeed,” he answered the
wi zard. “l fought with deBoise hinself, in the Fourth Regi nent of
Cabal ai se.”

The wi zard cocked an eyebrow and nodded, seening inpressed, though the
ref erence neant absolutely nothing to the others in the room diver
puffed with pride and | ooked about, but quickly deflated as he realized
t he i gnorance of his audi ence.

“The Fourth of Cabal aise,” he said with sonme inportance. “W were in
deepest Angarothe, behind the Red Lancers, the largest and nost terrible
of that country’s armes.”

Bri nd’ Amour net the curious gaze of each of the others and nodded his
understanding, lending gravity to Aiver’'s tale, though the wi zard highly
doubted that O iver had ever been anywhere near to Angarothe. Few Gascons
who had gone to that wild | and had ever returned. But Brind Anour did
know the tale of deBoise and the Fourth, one of the classic victories in
the history of warfare.



“W could not win,” Aiver went on. “We were two hundred agai nst several
t housand, and not one of us thought that we would cone out of there
alive.”

“And what did you do?” Luthien asked after a long and dramatic pause,
giving the halfling the necessary pronpt.

Aiver snapped his fingers in the air and bl ew a cocky whistle. “W
attacked, of course.”

“He speaks truly,” Brind Amour interjected before the expressions of

prof ound doubt could grow on the faces of the other four. “DeBoise spread
his line along the foliage marking the perinmeter of the eneny encanpnent,
each man with a drum They used sticks to bang against trees, imtated
the calls of huge el ephants and other such warbeasts, all to make their
eneny believe that they were many nore, an entire arny.”

“The Red Lancers were weary of battle,” diver added. “And they had no
good ground to wage such a fight. And so they retreated to a nmountain.”

“DeBoi se wat ched them and dogged themwith enpty threats, every step,”
Brind Amour finished. “By the tinme the |eaders of the Red Lancers cane to
understand the bluff, the Fourth had found the reinforcenents it needed.
The Red Lancers of Angarothe came off the nmountain, thinking to overwhelm
the small force, but were thensel ves overwhel ned. The only Gascon victory
of the canpaign.”

Aiver turned a sour ook on the old nman at that |ast statenent, but it
nmel ted away quickly, the halfling too eager to announce his own part in
the strategic coup. “They wanted to call it Qiver’s Bluff,” he asserted

Brind Amour did well to hide his chuckle.
“Afine tale,” Shuglin said, obviously not too inpressed.
“But does it have a point?” Katerin wanted to know.

Aiver huffed and shook his head as though the question was ridicul ous.
“Are we not |like the Fourth Regi nent of Cabal ai se?” he asked.

“Say it plainly,” Shuglin demanded.

“W attack, of course,” Oiver replied without hesitation. That wi dened
nore than a few eyes! Oiver paid no heed to their incredulity, but
| ooked at the wi zard, where he suspected he would find some support.

Bri nd’ Amour nodded and sni |l ed—he had been hoping all along that one of
the others would nake that very suggestion and save himthe trouble. The
wi zard realized that he was nore val uable agreeing with plans than in
convi ncing the rebels to foll ow plans he had construct ed.

Katerin rose fromthe hearth and sl apped her hands agai nst the back of
her dusty breeches. “Attack where?” she denmanded, obviously thinking the
whol e notion ridicul ous.



“Attack the wall,” Brind Amour answered. “Mal puissant’s Wall, before
Greensparrow can run his arny of Princetown north.”

Suddenly the prospect didn't seem so absurd to Luthien. “Take Dun Caryth
and cut the land in half,” he put in. “Wth the nountains and the wall,
and a fleet to guard our ports, we will force Greensparrow to attack us
on ground of our choosing.”

“And the daring conquest will make himthink that we are stronger than we
are,” diver added slyly.

Si obahn’ s green eyes sparkled with hope. “And stronger we shall be,” she
asserted, “when the northern lands | earn of our victory here, when all of
Eri ador realizes the truth of the rebellion.” She | ooked around at the
others, practically snarling with eagerness. “Wen all of Eriador cones
to hope.”

“diver’s Bl uff?” Brind Anour offered.

No one disagreed and the hal fling beamed—for just a nonent. Suddenly it
occurred to Aiver, who of course had not really been with deBoise in
Angarothe, that he had set themall on a nost daring and dangerous
course. He cleared his throat, and his expression reveal ed his anxiety.
“lI do fear,” he adnmitted, and felt the weight of Luthien's gaze, and

Si obahn’s, Shuglin's, and Katerin's as well, upon his little round

shoul ders. “They have wi zard types,” the halfling went on, trying to
justify his sudden turn. He felt that he had to show sone doubt to avoid
blame in the face of potential disaster. But if this did go off, and
especially if it proved successful, the halfling dearly wanted it to be
known as Aiver's Bluff. “I amnot so keen on the idea of daring a group
of wi zard types.”

Bri nd’ Amour waved the argunent away. “Magic is not what it used to be, ny
dear Aiver,” he assured the halfling, assured themall. “Else Mrkney
woul d have left Luthien in ashes atop the Mnistry and left you frozen as
a gargoyle on the side of the tower! And | woul d have been of nobre use on
the field, | promise.” There was conviction in the wizard s words. Ever
since he had left the cave that had served for so | ong as his hone,

Brind’ Amour had realized that the essence of nmagic had changed. It was

still there, tingling in the air, though not nearly as strong as it had
once been. The wi zard understood the reason. Greensparrow s dealing with
denons had perverted the art, had nade it sonmething dark and evil, and

that, in turn, had weakened the very fabric of the universal tapestry,
the source of magical power. Brind Anour felt a deep | anent at the | oss,
a nostalgia for the old days when a skilled w zard was so very powerful,
when the finest of wi zards could take on an entire arny in the field and
send them runni ng. But Brind Armour understood well enough that in this
war with G eensparrow and the king s w zard-dukes, where he was the only
wi zard north of the nmountains, an apparent |ack of magical strength m ght
be Eriador’s only hope.

“To the wall, then,” he said.



Lut hi en | ooked at Katerin, then to Shuglin, and finally, to Siobahn, but
he needed no confirmation fromhis friends this tinme. Caer MacDonal d was
free, but it could not remain so if they waited for Geensparrow to nake
t he next nove. The war was a chess game and they were playing white.

It was tinme to nove.

WARM WVEL COVE

The snow |l et up the next day, |eaving a blanket twenty inches deep across
the southern fields of Eriador, with drifts that could swall ow a nan and
his horse whole, without a trace.

A huge force left Caer MacDonal d anyway, nostly conposed of the folk from
Port Charley, in pursuit of those seven thousand Praetorian Quards who
had fled the battle. Waring sheepskin mttens and thick wooll en cl oaks,
with many layers of stockings under their treated doeskin boots and
carrying sacks of dry kindling, the Eriadorans were well equipped for the
wi ntry weat her, but those cycl opi ans who had run off nost certainly were
not. Tired and hungry, many of them wounded and weak from | oss of bl ood,
that first frozen and snow night took a horrible toll. Before they had
gone two niles from Caer MacDonal d’s gates, the Eriadorans came upon
lines of frozen bodies and shivering, blue-lipped cyclopians, their hands
too nunb and swollen for themeven to hold a weapon.

And so it began, a trail of prisoners soon stretching several miles back
to Caer MacDonal d’s gates. By midafternoon, nore than a thousand had cone
in, and returning couriers estimated that two or three times that nunber
were dead on the snowy fields. Still, a large force renmained, nmaking a
direct line for Port Charley.

Bri nd’ Amour used his magical sight to locate them and with the w zard
directing the pursuers, many cycl opi ans were caught and sl aught ered.

Under conmrander Longsl eeves, still carrying wounds fromthe bridge
collapse and with the head of an elvish arrow stuck deep in his shoul der,
led the main host of sone three thousand Praetorian Quards. They were
dogged every step and had not the strength to respond to the attack in
any way. Sonehow they persevered and trudged on, cannibalizing their own
dead and hunchi ng their backs against the stinging, blow ng snow

Soon they were down to two thousand, their nunbers barely larger than the
force pursuing them but the weather inproved steadily and the snow

di m ni shed by the hour. Purely out of fear, Longsleeves kept them noving,
kept themdriving, until at last the tall nasts of the Avon ships in the

har bor of Port Charley cane into view.



Anmong the cycl opi an ranks there was much rejoi ci ng, though every one of
t hem understood that with the city in sight the force pursuing them would
likely cone on in full

What the Avon soldiers didn't realize was that, while they were eyeing
the masts for salvation, spotters anong the folk within Port Charley were
eyei ng the cycl opians, locating shots for the crews, who had becone quite
proficient with the catapults on the captured ships.

One by one, the vessels loosed their flamng pitch and baskets of

shar pened stones. Longsl eeves would have called out a command to charge
the city, but as fate would have it, the very first volley, a burning
ball of sticky, black tar, buried the undercommander where he stood,
burned away his pretty hair, pretty sleeves, and his nuttonchops.

Confused and frightened, the | eaderl ess one-eyed brutes ran every which
way, some charging Port Charley, others turning back east, only to neet
ol d Dozier and his army. The slaughter was over within the hour, and it
took only one of the captured ships to sail the renmmining cyclopians to
the north, where the Dianond Gate woul d serve as their prison

Back in Caer MacDonal d, the preparations for the march to Ml puissant’s
Wal |l were well under way. A two-pronged novenent was deci ded upon

Shugl in and his kin would go into the Iron Cross to guard the passes and
hopefully to locate nore of their own to bring into the rebellion. The
main force, led by Brind Arour hinself, would strike out around the

peri meter of the nountains.

The sheer daring of the nove becane apparent as those days of preparation
slipped by. The force would not be so large, with the folk of Port

Charl ey back in their city, and with so many dead and wounded. The
Praetorian Guards, in such nunbers, were sinply too dangerous to be kept
within the city, and so they, like their kin who had been caught on the
field outside of Port Charley, would be carted west and then shi pped
north to the Dianond Gate, fromwhich there could be no escape.

That gave Luthien and Brind Anour only a few thousand soldiers to work
with, and it becane quite apparent that Aiver’s Bluff would depend upon
how many rei nforcenents the Eriadorans might find as the days wore on.
Wrd was spreading to the nore northern towns, they knew, and cheers
reverberated across the countryside for the freeing of Caer MacDonal d.
But they were asking nuch if they expected many farners to cone and join
in the cause. The planting season was fast approaching, as was the prine
fishing season for those Eriadorans who nade their living at sea. And
even with the stunning victories, both in taking the city, then in

hol ding it against an army of Praetorian Quards, the Eriadorans had |ived
| ong enough under the evil Geensparrow s rule to understand that this
fight was a | ong way from won.

“diver and | will go,” Luthien announced to Brind Amour one norning as
the two wal ked the city wall, observing the preparations, overseeing the
assenbly of wagons and t he nounds of suppli es.



The wi zard turned a curious eye on the young nan. “Go?” he asked
“Qut before the arny,” Luthien explained. “On a nore northerly arc.”

“To roust up support,” the wi zard reasoned, then went very quiet,
consi dering the notion.

“I will not be secretive about who I am” Luthien said. “lI go openly as
the Crimson Shadow, as eneny of the throne.”

“There are nmany cycl opi ans scattered anong those ham ets,” Brind Amour
rem nded. “And many nerchants and kni ghts synpathetic to G eensparrow.”

“Only because they prosper under the evil king while the rest of Eriador
suffers!” Luthien said, his jawtight, his expression al nost feral.

“What ever the reason,” Brind Arour replied.

“l know the folk of Eriador,” Luthien declared. “The true folk of

Eriador. If they do not kill the cyclopians, or the nmerchants, it is only
because they have no hope, because they believe that no matter how many
they kill, many nore will conme to exact punishment upon them and their
famlies.”

“Not so unreasonable a fear,” Brind Arour said. The wi zard was merely

pl aying the role of nay-sayer now, he had already conme to the concl usion
that Luthien's little addition to the march was a fine nove, a daring
addendumto a daring plan. And they would Iikely need the help.

Mal pui ssant’s Wall had been built by the Gascons centuries before to
guard agai nst just such a rebellion, when the southern kingdom after
conqueri ng Avon, had decided that it could not tame savage Eriador. The
wal | had been built for defense against the northern tribes, and woul d be
no easy target!

“But now they will know hope,” Luthien reasoned. “That is the neasure of
the Crinmson Shadow, nothing nore. What | do while wearing the cape |ong
ago becane uninportant. Al that matters is that | wear the cape, that |
let themthink | amsonme hero of old returned to lead themto their
freedom”

Brind’ Amour stared | ong and hard at Luthien, and the young nman becane
unconfortabl e under that famliar scrutiny. Gadually the wi zard s face
bri ght ened, and he seenmed to Luthien then |ike a father, as Luthien hoped
his father would be.

In all the excitenment of the |ast few weeks, Luthien realized that he had
hardly considered Gahris Bedwyr since Katerin's arrival withBlind-Striker
, the Bedwyr famly sword, bearing news that the rebellion was on in ful
on Isle Bedwydrin. How fared Gahris now? Luthien had to wonder

Homesi ckness tugged at him but a nmere thought of Ethan, his brother whom
Gahris had sent away to die, and of Garth Rogar, Luthien’ s barbarian
friend, ordered slain in the arena after Luthien had defeated him stole
that notion. Luthien had left Isle Bedwydrin, had left Gahris, for good



reason, and now frantic events gave himlittle tine to worry about the
man he no | onger considered to be his father.

He | ooked at Brind Amour in a different light. Suddenly the young Bedwyr
needed this wise old nman’s approval, needed to see himsnile as Gahris
had smi |l ed whenever Luthien won in the arena.

And Brind Amour did just that, and put his hand on Luthien’s shoul der
“Ride out this day,” he bade the young man.

“I will go to Bronegan, and all the way to the Fields of Eradoch,”
Lut hi en promi sed. “And when | return to you on the eastern edges of den
Albyn, | will carry in nmy wake a force larger than the force which soon
departs Caer MacDonal d.”

Bri nd’ Amour nodded and cl apped t he younger Bedwyr on the back as Luthien
sped off to find Aiver and their nounts that they m ght head out on the
r oad.

The old wi zard stood on the wall for some tinme watching Luthien, then

wat ching nothing at all. He had set Luthien on this course |ong ago, the
day in the dragon’s cave when he had given the young nan the crinson
cape. He was responsible, in part at least, for the return of the Crinson
Shadow, and when he considered Luthien now, so willing to take on the
responsibility that had been thrust his way, Brind Amour’s old and wheezy
chest swelled with pride.

The pride a father mght have for his son.

PASSAGE OF SPRI NG

He does the right thing,” Siobahn remarked, coming up on the wall beside
Katerin. Katerin didn’t turn to regard the half-elf, though she was
surprised that Siobahn had chosen this particular section of the wall, so
near to her.

Bel ow the pair, Oiver and Luthien rode out fromthe gates, Oiver on his
yel l ow pony and Luthien tall and proud on the shining white R verdancer.
They had already said their farewells, all that they had cared to nake,
and so they did not | ook back. Side by side, they trotted their nounts
across the courtyard to the fallen outer wall, the area still dotted with
several cyclopian corpses that the burial details hadn't been able to

cl ear away, bl ack-and-silver lunps in the dimnishing snow.

“They have a long ride ahead of them” Siobahn remarked.

“Who?" Katerin asked.



Si obahn gl anced at her skeptically and took note that her gaze was away
to the east, to the horizon still pink with the new dawn. Pointedly, the
proud worman did not | ook at Luthien.

“Qur friends,” Siobahn answered, playing the foolish, adol escent gane.

Now Katerin did look to Luthien and Qiver, just a casual glance
“Luthien is always on the road,” she answered. “This way and that,
wherever his horse takes him”

Si obahn continued to study the woman, trying to fathom her purpose.

“That is his way,” Katerin stated firmy, turning to | ook at the half-elf
directly. “He goes where he chooses, when he chooses, and | et no wonman be
fool enough to think that he will renmain for her, or by her.” Katerin

| ooked away quickly, and that reveal ed nore than she intended. “Let no
worman be fool enough to think that she can change the ways of Luthien
Bedwyr.”

The words were said with perfect calmand control, but Siobahn easily
read the underlying bitterness there. Katerin was hurting, and her cool
deneanor was a conpl ete facade, while her words had been uttered in just
the right tones to make them a barbed arrow, shooting straight for the
hal f-elf’'s heart. Rationally, Siobahn understood and knew that Katerin
had spoken out of pain. In truth, the half-elf was not insulted or
wounded in any way by Luthien's departure, for in her mnd, she and the
young Bedwyr had cone to terns with the realities of their rel ationship.

Si obahn remai ned silent for a |l ong nonent, considered her synpathy for
Katerin and the words the woman had just thrown her way. The verba

vol l ey had been strictly out of self-defense, Siobahn knew, but still she
was surprised that Katerin would attack her so, would go to the trouble
of trying to nake her feel worse about Luthien’s departure.

“They have a long ride ahead of them” Siobahn said once again. “But fear
not,” she added, with enough dramatic enphasis to grab Katerin' s gaze. “I
do know that Luthien does well on long rides.”

Katerin's jaw sl ackened at the half-elf’s uncharacteristic use of double
entendre and Si obahn’s sly, even |l ewd, tone.

Si obahn turned and slipped easily down the | adder, |eaving Katerin, and
the specter of Luthien and AQiver riding anay to the north and east.

Katerin | ooked back to the nowdistant riders, to Luthien, her conpanion
all those years back in Bedwydrin, where they had | ost their innocence
together, in the ways of the world and in the ways of |ove. She had
wanted to hurt Siobahn, verbally if not physically. She cared for the
hal f-elf, deeply respected her and in many ways cal |l ed Siobahn a friend.
But she could not ignore her feelings of jealousy.

She had | ost the verbal joust. She knew that, standing up on Caer
MacDonal d’s wall in the chill of an early spring day, watching Luthien



ride away, her face scrunched in a feeble attenpt to hold back the tears
that welled in her shining green eyes.

“You are so very good at running fromproblens,” Aiver remarked to
Lut hi en when the two were far from Caer MacDonal d’s wall.

Lut hi en eyed his dimnutive conpani on curiously, not understanding the
comrent. “Likely, we’'re running into trouble,” he replied. “Not away from
it.”

“Afight with cyclopians is never trouble,” diver explained. “Not the
kind that you fear, at |east.”

Lut hi en eyed hi m suspi ci ously, guessing what was to cone.

“But you have done so very well in avoiding the other kind, the nore
subtl e and painful kind,” diver explained. “First you send Katerin
running off to Port Charl ey—>

“She volunteered,” Luthien protested. “She demanded to go!”

“And now, you have arranged to be away for perhaps two weeks,” the
hal fling continued w thout hesitation, ignoring Luthien’ s protests.

Those protests did not continue, for Luthien realized that he was guilty
as charged.

“Ah, yes,” diver chided. “Quite the hero with the sword, but in |ove
al as.”

Luthien started to ask what the halfling mght be gibbering about and
deflect diver’s intrusions, but he was wi se enough to know that it was
already too late for that. “How dare you?” the young Bedwyr asked
sharply, and Oiver recognized that he had opened a wound. “Wat do you
know of it?” Luthien demanded. “What do you know of anythi ng?”

“I amso skilled and practiced in the ways ofanour, " the halfling
replied coolly.

Lut hi en eyed his three-foot-tall conpanion, the young Bedwyr’s expression
clearly relating his doubts

Aiver snorted indignantly. “Foolish boy,” he said, snapping his fingers
inthe air. “In Gascony, it is said, a nerchant is only as good as his
purse, a warrior is only as good as his weapon, and a |lover is only as
good as—

“diver!” Luthien interrupted, blushing fiercely.

“H's heart,” the halfling finished, |ooking curiously at his shocked
conpani on. “Ch, you have becone such a gutter-crawer!” diver scol ded.



“l just thought . . .” Luthien stanmered, but he stopped and waved his
hand hopel essly. Wth a shake of his head, he kicked Riverdancer into a
faster canter, and the horse | eaped ahead of Threadbare.

Aiver persisted and noved his pony to match the Morgan hi ghl ander’s
speed. “Your heart is not known to you, ny friend,” he said as he cane up
al ongside Luthien. “So you run, but yet, you cannot!”

“diver the poet,” Luthien said dryly.
“l have been call ed worse.”

Luthien let it go at that, and so did Odiver, but though the conversation
ended, Luthien's private thoughts on the matter nost certainly did not.
Truly the young man was torn, full of passion and full of guilt, |oving
Katerin and Siobahn, but in different ways. He did not regret his affair
with the half-elf—-how could he ever | ook upon those beautiful nonments

wi th sadness?—and yet, never had he wanted to hurt Katerin. Not in any
way, not at any time. He had been swept up in the nonment, the excitenent
of the road, of the city and the buddi ng rebellion. Bedwydrin, and
Katerin, too, had seened a million mles and a nllion years renoved

But then she had cone back to him a wonderful friend of another tine,
his first |ove—and, he had cone to realize, his only | ove

How coul d he ever tell that to Katerin now, after what he had done? Wuld
she even hear his words? Could he have heard hers, had the situati on been
rever sed?

Lut hi en had no answers to the disturbing questions. He kept a swift pace
toward the northernnmost tip of the Iron Cross, trying to put Caer
MacDonal d far behind him

The snow that had so hanpered the cycl opians and | eft so nany one-eyes
dead on the field as they tried to flee becane a di stant nenory, nost
traces of white swallowed by the softening ground of spring. Only two
weeks had passed since the battle, and the snow, except in the nountains,
where wi nter hung on stubbornly, was fast receding, and the trees were
thi ckening with buds, their sharp gray lines growing red and brown and

i ndi stinct.

Luthien and Aiver had been out of Caer MacDonald for five days, and now,
with several hundred soldiers filtering in fromthe west to join the
canpai gn, Port Charley folk nmostly, Brind Anour began his march. Qut they
marched in long |lines, many riding, but nost wal king, and all under the
pennants of Eriador of ol d—+the nmountain cross on a green field.

At the same tine, Shuglin and his remaining dwarfs, sone two hundred of
t he bearded folk, left Caer MacDonal d’ s southern gate, trudging into the
nmount ai ns, their solid backs bent |ow by enornpus packs.



“Luthi en has passed through Bronegan,” the wizard said to Katerin, who
was riding at his side.

The young worman nodded, understanding that this was fact and not
supposition, and not surprised that the wi zard could know such things.

“How many sol di ers has he added?” she asked.

“A promise of a hundred,” the wizard replied. “But only to join with him
if he returns through the town with many ot her volunteers in tow.”

Katerin closed her eyes. She understood what was goi ng on here, the nost
unpredi ctabl e and potentially dangerous part of the whole rebellion. They
had won in Caer MacDonal d and had rai sed the pennants of Eriador of old,
whi ch woul d gi ve peopl e sone hope, but the farnmers and the sinple folk,
living their quiet existence, hardly bothered by G eensparrow and matters
politic, would only joinin if they truly believed not only in the cause
but in the very real prospect of victory.

“COf course they need to see the nunbers,” Brind Amour said, as though
that news should neither surprise nor dismay. “W expected that al

along. | hate Greensparrow above all others,” the old wi zard said,
chuckling. “And am nore powerful than nost, yet even | would not join an
arnmy of two, after all!”

Katerin managed a weak snile, but there remained a |ogical problemhere
that she could not easily disnmiss. Not a single town north of Caer
MacDonal d, not another town in all of Eriador, except perhaps for Port
Charl ey, could raise a significant force on its own. Yet the towns were

i ndependent of each other, under no single ruler. Each was its own little
ki ngdom they were not joined in any way, had not been even in the so-
called “glorious” days of Bruce MacDonal d. Eriador was a rugged | and of

i ndividuals, and that is exactly what G eensparrow had exploited on his
first conquest, and exactly what he would likely try to exploit again.
The young worman tossed her shining red hair and | ooked around at the nass
noving in fair harnony behind her. Here was a strong force—enough to take
the wall, likely. But if Greensparrow struck back at them even when they
were secured behind the wall, even with the barrier of the nountains,
even with the newly acquired fleet to hanper the king' s efforts, they
woul d need many nore soldiers than this.

Many nor e.

“Where will Luthien turn?” Katerin asked, unintentionally voicing the
guest i on.

“To the Fields of Eradoch,” Brind Arour answered easily.

“And what will he find in that wild place?” Katerin dared to ask. “Wat
have your eyes shown you of the highlanders?”

Bri nd’ Amour shook his head, his shaggy white hair and beard fl oppi ng side
to side. “I can send ny eyes nmany places,” he replied, “but only if I
have sone reference. | can send ny eyes to Luthien at tinmes, because



can | ocate his thoughts, and thus use his eyes as ny guide. | can find
Greensparrow, and several others of his court, because they are known to
me. But as it was when | was trying to discern the fleet that sail ed
north fromAvon, | amnmagically blind to matters wherein | have no

ref erence.”

“What have your eyes shown you of the highlanders?” Katerin pressed,
knowi ng a half-truth when she heard it.

Bri nd’ Amour snickered guiltily. “Luthien will not fail,” was all that he
woul d say.

THE FI ELDS OF ERADOCCH

To the casual observer, the northwestern corner of Eriador was not so
different in appearance fromthe rest of the country. Rolling fields of
thick green grass—heavy turf,” the Eriadorans called it-stretched to the
hori zon in every direction, a soft green bl anket, though on a clear day,

t he northern nountains could be seen back to the west, and even the tips
of the Iron Cross, little white and gray dots, poked their heads above
the green horizon far in the distance to the southwest.

There was sonething very different about the northeast, though, the

Fi el ds of Eradoch, the highlands. Here the wind was a bit nore chill, the
al nost constant rain a bit nore biting, and the nen a bit nore tough. The
cattle that dotted the plain wore coats of shaggy, thick fur, and even

t he horses, Mdyrgan highlanders |ike Luthien's own Riverdancer, had been
bred with longer hair as a ward agai nst the el enents.

The hi ghl ands had not seen as rmuch snow this winter as normal, though
still nore fell here than in the southern reaches of Eriador, and the
snow cover was neither conplete nor very deep by the tine Luthien and
Aiver crossed through MacDonal d’s Swath and made their way into the
regi on. Everything was gray and brown, with even a few spl otches of
green, as far as their eyes could see. Melancholy and dreary, winter’s
corpse, with still some time before the rebirth of spring

The conpani ons canped about a dozen niles east of Bronegan that night, on
the very edge of the Fields of Eradoch. Wen they awakened the next

norni ng, they were greeted by unusually warmtenperatures and a thick
fog, as the last of the snow dissipated into the air.

“I't will be slowthis day,” diver remarked.

“Not so,” Luthien replied without the slightest hesitation. “There are
few obstacl es,” he expl ai ned.

“How far do you nean to go?” the halfling asked him “They have |eft Caer
MacDonal d by now, you know.”



Aiver spoke the truth, Luthien realized. Likely, Brind Anour and
Katerin, Siobahn and all the arny had already marched out of the city's
gates, flowing north and west, along the sane course Luthien and Qi ver
had taken. Until they got to MacDonal d’s Swath. There, they woul d cross
and go to the south, into den A byn, while Luthien and Aiver had turned
straight north, across the breadth of the swath, to Bronegan, and now,
beyond t hat and i nto Eradoch.

“How far?” diver asked again
“All the way to Bae Colthwyn, if we nust,” Luthien replied evenly.

Aiver knewthe inpracticality of that answer. They were fully three days
of hard riding fromthe cold and dark waters of Bae Colthwyn. By the tine
they got there and back, Brind Amour would be at the wall, and the battle
woul d be over. But the halfling understood and synpathized with the

enoti ons that had pronpted that response from Luthien. They had been
greeted warnmly in Bronegan, with many pats on the back and nmany toasts of
free ale. Yet the promises of alliance, fromthe fol k of Bronegan and
fromseveral other nearby comunities who sent emi ssaries to neet with
Lut hi en, had been tentative at best. The only way that these folk of the
m ddl e | ands woul d Iine up behind the Crinson Shadow, in open defiance of
King Greensparrow, was if Luthien proved to themthat the whol e of

Eri ador would fight in this war. Luthien had to go back through Bronegan
on his journey south, or at |east send an em ssary there, and if he and
Aiver had not nustered any nore support, then they would ride alone al
the way back to G en Al byn

And so they were in the highlands, to face perhaps their nost critical
test of the unity of Eriador. The highlanders of Eradoch were an

i ndependent group, tough and hardy. Many would call themuncivilized.
They lived in tribes, clans based on heritage, and often warred anongst
t hensel ves. They were hunters, not farners, better with the sword than
the plow, for strength was the byword of the Fields of Eradoch

That fact was not | ost on the young Bedwyr, the general who had

engi neered the defeat of Bel sen’ Krieg outside of Caer MacDonald. Al the
hi ghl anders, even the children, could ride, and ride well, on their

power ful and shaggy steeds, and if Luthien could enlist a fraction of the
t housands who roaned these fields, he would have a cavalry to outmatch
the finest of Greensparrow s Praetorian Guards. But the highlanders were
a superstitious and unpredictable lot. Likely they had heard of Luthien
as the Crinmson Shadow, and so he and A iver would not be riding into
Eradoch unannounced. Their reception, good or bad, had probably already
been deci ded.

The pair rode on through nost of that day, Luthien trying to keep them
headed northeast, toward Menni chen Dee, the one village in all the
region. It was a trading town, a gathering point, and many of the

hi ghl and cl ans woul d soon be making their way to the place, with excess
horses and piles of furs to swap for salt and spices and glittering
genst ones brought in by nmerchants of the other regions.



The fog didn’t lift all that day, and though the pair tried to keep their
spirits high, the soggy air and the unremarkable ground (what little of
it they could see) nade it a |long and arduous day.

“W shoul d canp soon,” Luthien remarked, the first words either of them
had spoken in sone hours.

“Pity us in trying to build a fire this night,” diver |anmented, and
Lut hi en had no words to counter that. It would indeed be a cold and
unconfortable night, for they'd not begin a fire with the neager and
soaked twigs that they might find in the highlands.

“W’' |1 make Mennichen Dee tonorrow,” Luthien prom sed. “There is always
shelter available there to any travel er who cones in peace.”

“Ah, but there's the rub,” the halfling said dramatically. “For do we
cone in peace?”

The ride seenmed | onger to Luthien, who again had no real answers for his
unusual Iy gl oony friend

They travel ed on as the sun, showing as just a lighter patch of gray,
settled into the sky behind them and very soon, Luthien felt that subtle
tingle of alarm that warrior instinct. Something just beyond his

consci ous senses told himto be on guard, and the adrenaline began to
course through his veins.

He | ooked to Aiver and saw that his halfling conpanion, too, was riding
a bit nore tensely in the saddle, ready to spring away or draw his bl ade

Ri verdancer’s ears flattened and then cane back up several tines;
Thr eadbar e snort ed

They cane |ike ghosts through the fog, gliding over the soft grass with
hardly a sound, their bodies so wapped in layers of fur and hide, and
wi th huge horned or w nged hel ns upon their heads, that they seened
hardl y human, seemed extensions of the shaggy horses they rode, seened
the stuff of nightmares.

Bot h conpani ons pulled up short, neither going for his weapon, transfixed
by the spectacle of this ghostly anbush. The hi ghl anders, huge nen, every
one of themdwarfing even Luthien, cane in fromevery angle, slowy
tightening the ring about the pair.

“Tell ne | amdreaning,” diver whispered.

Lut hi en shook hi s head.

“Somet i mes, perhaps, you should do only as you are told.” Aiver scol ded.
“BEven if it is aliel”

The hi ghl anders stopped just far enough fromthe pair so that they
remai ned i ndi stingui shabl e, seening nore |ike nonsters than nen. Qi ver



silently appl auded their tactic—they knew the ground, they knew the fog,
and they certainly knew how to make an appearance.

“They want us to nmove first,” Luthien whispered out of the side of his
nmout h.

“I could fall on the ground and trenble,” the halfling offered
sarcastically.

“They kill cowards,” Luthien said.

Aiver considered the honest enmpbtions flitting through his mnd at the
om nous presence sitting barely a dozen yards away. “Then | am dooned,”
he admitted.

Lut hi en snickered despite the predicament. “W knew what we were riding
into,” he said at length, to rem nd hinmself and bol ster his resolve.

“Geetings from Caer MacDonald,” he called in as strong a voice as he
could nuster. “The city that was unrightfully placed under the name of
Montfort by a man who woul d cl ai m ki ngship of all Avon and all Eriador.”

For a long while, there cane no response. Then one rider noved up through
t he passive line, wal king his black horse past the others and cl ose
enough for Luthien and AQiver to see himclearly.

The young Bedwyr’'s face screwed up with curiosity, for this one appeared
to be no highlander. He was |large, yet he wore no furs or hide, but
rather a conplete suit of black-plated arnor, the likes of which Luthien
Bedwyr had never before seen. It was creased and jointed, with netal
gauntl ets fastened securely into place. Even the man’s feet were arnored!
H's helmwas flat-topped and cylindrical —uthien noted that there were
two eye slits and not one; this was no cycl opi an—and he carried a huge
shield, black like his arnor and enbl azoned with a crest that Luthien did
not know a death figure, skeletal arns spread wi de, an upturned sword in
one hand, a downward-pointing sword in the other. A pennant with a
simlar crest flewfromthe top of the long Iance he held easily at his
side. Even the man’s horse was covered in arnor—head and neck and chest
and fl anks.

“Montfort,” the man declared in a deep voice. “Rightfully named by the
rightful king.”

“Uh-oh,” diver npaned
“You are not of the highlands,” Luthien reasoned.

The arnored man shifted on his horse, the beast prancing nervously.
Lut hi en understood that his words had sonmewhat unnerved the man, for his
guess had been on the mark. The nan was not of Eradoch, and that neant
what ever hold he had over the highlanders woul d be tenuous indeed. He had
cone to sonme neasure of power and influence by sheer strength, probably
defeating several of the greatest warriors of Eradoch. Anyone who coul d



best himwould likely inherit his position, and so Luthien already had
his sights set on the man.

But with the man’s inposing size and all that arnor, the young Bedwyr was
not so fond of that possibility.

“Who are you, then, you who tinkles in a hard spring rain?” diver asked
“A hard spring rain?” Luthien whispered incredulously to the halfling.
“Tinkle, tinkle,” diver whispered back.

The arnored man squared his shoul ders and brought hinself up to his ful
height. “I amthe Dark Knight!” he decl ared.

The conpani ons t hought on that one for a nonent.
“But you would have to be,” diver reasoned.
“You have heard of ne?”

“No. "

The Dark Kni ght grunted in confusion.

“You woul d have to be,” Oiver reiterated. “Is that not why it is called
ni ght ?”

“What ?” the exasperated man asked.
“Unl ess there is a nmoon,” Luthien offered.

Aiver smrked, pleasantly surprised. “You are getting very good at
this,” he offered to his friend.

“What ?” t he kni ght demanded.

Aiver sighed and shook his head. “So silly tinkler,” he said. “If you
were not dark, you would be the day.”

They couldn’t see the nan’s face under the netal helm but they both
i magi ned his jaw droopi ng open. “Huh?” he grunted.

The two friends | ooked to each and exchanged hel pl ess shrugs. “Peasant,”
they said in unison.

“I amthe Dark Knight!” the arnored man decl ared.
“Charge straight in?” Luthien offered.
“CfF course,” Aiver replied, and they both whooped, Luthien draw ngBli nd-

Striker and kicking Riverdancer into a great |eaping start. Threadbare
didn’t follow, though, Qiver sitting passively.



Lut hi en knew that he was in trouble as soon as the knight’'s |ance di pped
his way, as soon as he realized that the | ong weapon would slip past his
guard, and probably through his chest, before he ever got close enough to
nick his opponent’s horse on the tip of its nose. He brought his sword
arm down and grabbed up Riverdancer’s bridle in both hands—enly riding
skills, not fighting skills, could save him now.

Luthien waited until the |last possible second, then cut Riverdancer to
the left, angling away fromthe knight, and the strong and agil e steed
responded, cutting hard, clunps of turf flying fromits hooves. The

kni ght apparently expected the nove, though, for he, too, shifted,
turning his lance enough to nick Luthien across the shoul der, a painfu
sting. The young Bedwyr grimaced and whi pped his hands across the ot her
way, yanking hard on Riverdancer’s reins.

Again, the mighty horse responded, diggi ng hooves deep into the sod.
Luthien started to bringBlind-Striker up, but felt a twang in his right
shoul der. Qui ck-thinking and qui ck-novi ng, the young Bedwyr caught up the
sword in his left hand instead, and | ashed out, striking hard along the
center of the lance. Then he shifted his angle and sw ped a vicious
backhand t hat slamed the edge of the blade against the knight’'s
breast pl at e.

The sword bounced harm essly away.

The two riders pounded away from each other, the knight discarding his
shapped | ance and Luthien straightening in the saddle, taking up his
sword in his right hand again and testing its grip. He noted the
approving | ooks of the highlanders as he turned R verdancer about, just
short of their ranks. It was going well so far, the young Bedwyr
realized, for they adnired his courage, and probably they adnired his
horse. Riverdancer was nmuch shorter than the Dark Knight's steed, but
wi der and stronger. And Riverdancer was a hi ghland Mbrgan, as fine a
steed as had ever been bred on the Fields of Eradoch. Gahris Bedwyr had
paid a small fortune for the shining white mount, and in studying the
approvi ng nods now coming his way, Luthien realized that the horse had
been worth every gold coin.

The opponents squared off once nore. The Dark Knight reached for his
sword, and had it half out of its scabbard, but then a sour |ook crossed
his face. He regarded the sword for a nmonment, then slid the weapon away,
taking up a flail instead. He lifted it above his head, swinging it
effortlessly, the spiked iron ball spinning lazily on its heavy bl ack
chain. Better than the lance, Luthien thought, for at |east he would be
cl ose enough to strike before he got struck this tine

Lut hi en si ghed and wondered what good that might do. He had hit his
opponent hard the first time, a blow that should have felled the man. Yet
t he Dark Kni ght hadn’t even grunted at the inpact, and if he was feeling
any pain now, he wasn’'t showing it.

On cane the man, and Lut hien shrugged and dug his heels into
Ri verdancer’s powerful flanks. They passed close this tine, close enough



for Luthien to feel the puff of steamfromthe nostrils of the Dark
Kni ght’s towering steed.

Lut hi en snapped off a short backhand, catching the knight under the arm
as he lifted his spinning flail for a swing. Up wentBlind-Striker in a
qui ck parry, just deflecting the iron ball before it crunched Luthien's
skul | .

This time, Luthien didn't allow the pass. He knew that he had the
advantage in nounts here, and so he turned Riverdancer tightly, com ng
around behind the Dark Knight’'s steed. In a nonent, he was pacing his
opponent once nore, and he got in three hard strikes with his sword
before the arnmored nman could turn about to retaliate. They ran the line
t oget her, side by side, hamering at each other. Luthien’s hits were
nostly clean, whileBlind-Striker took the nonentumfromthe flail each
and every tinme. Still, the heavy ball battered the young Bedwyr, and
Luthien’s sword seemed to have little effect as it rebounded off the
other’s heavy plating.

Final ly, each of them breathing heavily, the opponents broke apart,
Luthien cutting Riverdancer fast to the side. He could not win this way,
he knew, for the nounted battle was too frenzied for himto find a crease
in the knight's arnor. The Dark Knight apparently knew it, too, for he
swung hi s nmount about, aining for Luthien.

“Pass!” he denmanded, and on canme the thundering charge once nore.

Lut hi en bent | ow and whi spered into Ri verdancer’s ear. “lI need you now,”
he said to the horse. “Be strong and forgive ne.” Of they charged,
ki cking up the sod, angling for another close pass.

Lut hi en hunched his shoul ders close to Riverdancer’s strong neck and
turned his nmount right into the path of the chargi ng opponent. The Dark
Kni ght straightened in surprise, his horse breaking stride.

Exact|ly what Luthien had prayed for.

The young Bedwyr did not slow at all. Riverdancer plowed headl ong into
the Dark Knight's steed, bowing the horse over so that it practically
sat on the ground before it was able to regain any senbl ance of bal ance.
The arnored knight held on dearly, accepting the hit as Luthien
thrustBlind-Striker around the tunbling horse’s neck.

Lut hi en, knocked dizzy fromthe inpact of the powerful steeds, held on
dearly as well. He focused squarely on his target, had known what he
needed to do before he had ever begun the charge. His one attack, the
sword thrust, was not for the knight's breastpl ate—what woul d be the
poi nt ?—er even for the slits in the man’s helnmet, which were out of reach
as the knight |eaned defensively backward. Luthien swung at the man’s
fingers, so that he dropped the reins. As the staggering Ri verdancer
shuffled to the side, Luthien |ooped those reins about his sword and
tugged with all his strength, and the knight’s horse lurched violently.



Lut hi en nearly overbal anced and tunbl ed off the other side of his horse,
but held on stubbornly, |ooking back just in time to see the Dark Kni ght
uncerenoniously slide off the rear flank of his nount, thudding hard to
t he ground.

Lut hi en slipped off Ri verdancer and nearly fell facedown as the world
conti nued to spin about him He staggered and stunbled his way to his
supi ne opponent, the man trying futilely to rise in his heavy arnor. The
flail whipped across, catching the young Bedwyr off bal ance.

Luthien’s eyes widened in surprise and he hurled hinsel f backward,
slipping in the nud to fall uncerenoniously to the ground.

The knight rolled and nanaged to get up as Luthien rose, the two facing
of f.

“Your attack was inmoral,” the Dark Kni ght declared. “You struck ny
hor se!”

“My horse struck your horse,” Luthien corrected indignantly.
“There are rules of conbat!”

“There are rules of survival!” Luthien countered. “How am 1 to fight one
arnored such as yoursel f? Wiat risks do you take?”

“That is the advantage of station,” the Dark Knight roared. “Come on,
t hen, sans equi ne. ”

Sitting not far away, O iver cocked his head curiously at the arnored
man’ s denmeanor. That |ast statement was a Gascon saying, reserved for
nobl es nostly, meaning conpetition, not always conbat, without horses.
Who was this knight? diver wondered.

Lut hi en approached cautiously. He could hit the man a dozen tinmes to

little effect, but one swipe of the flail would cave in his skull, or
reduce his ribs to little bits. And his right armwas hangi ng | oose,
still feeling the sting fromthe lance cut. The two circled and | aunched

nmeasured strikes for a few passes, then the Dark Knight roared and cane
in hard, whipping his flail across and back.

The man coul dn’t nove so well in that encunbering arnor, though, and
Lut hi en easily danced aside, swatting the knight on the back of the

shoul der. The knight turned and tried to follow, but the agile Luthien
was al ways a step ahead of himtap-tapping withBlind-Striker , as nuch to
prod the man on as to inflict any real danage. Already the young Bedwyr
could hear the man panting inside that heavy suit.

“An honorabl e man woul d stand and fight!” the Dark Knight proclained.
“A stupid man woul d stand and die,” Luthien countered. “You speak of

honor, yet you hide behind a wall of netal! You see ny face, yet | see no
nore than dark orbs through the slits of a helm”



That gave the man pause, for he stopped abruptly and | owered his flail
“A point well taken,” he said, and to Luthien’ s amazenent, he began to
unstrap his heavy helnet. He pulled it off and Luthien grew even nore
amazed, for the man was rmuch ol der than Lut hien had expected, probably
three tines the young Bedwr’'s age! H s face was rugged and w de, skin

| eathery and creased by deep lines. Hi s gray hair was cropped short, but
he wore a huge nmustache, also gray, a line of bushy hair from m d-cheek
to md-cheek. H s eyes, dark brown, were large and w de-spaced, with a

t hi ck nose between, and only his chin was narrow, jutting forward
proudly.

The Dark Kni ght tossed his helnmet to the ground. “Now,” he said, “fight
me fairly, young upstart.”

He charged once nore, and this tine, Luthien nmet the rush,Blind-Striker
whi ppi ng across, its angle and tining perfect to intercept the flai
across the chain, hal fway between the ball and the handle. The bal
wrapped tightly around Luthien’s sword. He tugged hard, thinking to take
t he weapon fromthe man, but the Dark Knight proved incredibly strong,
and t hough Luthien had the advantage of angle, the older man held on.

Luthien felt the throb in his shoulder, but forgot about it as the Dark
Knight's arnored | eft hand canme across in a vicious hook, slanmm ng
Luthien right in the face. Warmblood rolled down from Luthien’s nose and
over his lip, tasting salty-sweet.

The young Bedwyr staggered back a step, then wisely threw hinmself forward
before the man could | and a second wei ghted punch. The Dark Knight did
snap his knee up, and while Luthien was wi se enough to turn one leg in to
protect his groin, he took the hit on the thigh.

Lut hi en responded by jamri ng his open pal mup under the Dark Knight’s
chin, breaking the clench. The young Bedwyr |eaped back, tugging and
scranbling frantically, pulling hard on the knot the flail’s chain had
becone.

He got punched again, in the chest, then again, right on his wounded
shoul der. He reacted in kind and gri maced at the sudden throbbing in his
hand after banging it hard off the Dark Knight’s unyiel ding breastplate.

A left hook crashed in just under Luthien's ribs. He ran to the side,
throwi ng his nonentuminto the tangle of weapons, trying to change the
angle, or to push the flail handl e back over the ol der nman’s hand,
forcing himto | et go.

Finally,Blind-Striker slid free of its tangle, so quickly that Luthien
ski dded right past his opponent and stunbled down to one knee. The Dark
Kni ght turned to follow, whipped the flail in a circular notion over his
head. H s thought was to seize the nonent and attack i mmedi ately,
butBl i nd-Striker 's blade was nuch finer and stronger than the Dark

Kni ght had anticipated, and the flail was an old weapon, as old as its
wi el der. The iron chain, weakened by age and by the finest blade in al

of Eriador, split at one link and the studded ball flew through the air.



Across the way, Threadbare hopped to Oiver’'s command, and the halfling
deftly lifted his hands, protected by his fine green gauntlets, to
basket -catch the object.

The Dark Kni ght, apparently oblivious to the |oss of his weapon, roared
and rushed ahead, waving the handle and half a chain. He sl owed only upon
noticing Luthien’s suddenly amused expression

“Excuse ne, good sir knight,” cane the halfling s call from behind. The
Dark Knight turned slowy, to see Qiver dangling the lost flail ball by
the end of its broken chain. The knight |ooked fromdiver to his weapon,
his face screwed up with disbelief. Then he saw the horizon suddenly, and
then the gray sky, as Luthien kicked his | egs out from under him

The young Bedwyr was atop him straddling his breastplate, the tip
of Blind-Striker at the man’s throat.

“l beg of you,” the Dark Kni ght began, and Luthien thought it out of
character for this one to whine. “Please, good sir, allowne to offer a
final prayer to God before you kill ne,” the Dark Knight explained. “You
have won fairly—+ offer no protests, but | ask that | mght nmake ny final
peace.”

Luthien didn’t know how to react, so surprised to hear such talk from one
of Greensparrow s professed followers. “Wio are you?” he asked.

“COf course, of course, ny nanme,” the Dark Knight said. “And |, of course,
must know yours before you kill . . .” The man sighed and | et that
t hought go.

“l am Est abr ooke of Newcastle,” he declared. “Lord Protector, First of
the Sixth Cavaliers.”

Lut hi en | ooked over at Oiver, his lips silently nouthing, “First of the
Si xth?” The young Bedwyr had heard of the group before, a band of knights
dedi cated as personal bodyguards of the king of Avon and of the governors
of the six najor cities in that southern ki ngdom Luthien had thought the
group di sbanded with the arrival of G eensparrow, for the cycl opi ans now
served as Praetorian Guard. Apparently, he thought wrong.

Lut hi en paused, understanding that he had to consider this matter very
carefully. He liftedBlind-Striker away fromthe knight's throat and w ped
the blood fromhis face, all the while staring at the curious old nan

| yi ng supine bel ow hi m

“You are a | ong way from Newcastle,” Luthien said.

The man strai ghtened hinsel f, seenmed to regain a bit of his dignity
despite his predicanment. “I amon a mission,” he declared. “The first for
a cavalier since . . .” His face screwed up as he tried to renmenber. It
had i ndeed been a long tine

“Wll, no matter,” Estabrooke said at length. “lI have prayed. You may
state your nane and kill nme now.” He took a deep breath and | ocked his



dark brown eyes on Luthien’ s cinnanon-colored orbs. “Have at it,” he said
matter-of-factly.

Lut hi en | ooked all around. O course he would not kill this man, but he
wanted to figure out how his action, or inaction, mnmight be viewed by the
rugged hi ghl anders ringing him

“I never heard the claimof a challenge to the death,” Luthien said,
steppi ng asi de and extendi ng his hand. The Dark Kni ght | ooked at him
skeptically for a nonent, then accepted the grasp, and Luthien hel ped him
to his feet

“I will see to our horses,” Estabrooke offered, wal king away as he
noticed Aiver’'s approach.

Luthien saw the halfling, too, and with the blood still running fromhis
bent nose, he wasn’t very pleased. “You said that you woul d charge right
in,” the young Bedwyr scol ded.

“l never said that,” diver corrected.
“Youi nplied it!” Luthien grow ed.
Aiver blew a deep breath and shrugged. “I changed my mind.”

Their conversation canme to an abrupt end a nonent |ater when the ring of
nmount ed hi ghl anders suddenly converged, huge horsenmen and w cked weapons,
t wo- headed spears and axes with bl ades the size of a large man’s chest,
pi nning the pair hel plessly together.

Luthien cleared his throat. “Good sir Estabrooke,” he began. “M ght you
talk to your . . . friends?”

GLEN ALBYN

Excited whispers circul ated anong the Eriadoran sol diers as they set
their canp in the wide vale of den Al byn, northeast of the Iron Cross.
They had nearly crossed the glen; Dun Caryth, the anchoring point of

Mal pui ssant’s Wall, was not yet in sight, but the nountain that harbored
the fortress certainly was. The battle was no nore than two days away,

m ght even be fought on the next afternoon

The Eriadorans believed that they could take Dun Caryth and all the wall
with just the force from Caer MacDonal d, the five thousand that had
settled into Aen Al byn. Their hopes soared higher, for the whispers
spoke of nore allies. Luthien was on the way back to them it was said,
along with a thousand fierce riders of Eradoch and a |i ke nunber of
farmers-turned-warriors fromthe snmaller hanlets of central Eriador. Al



the Iand had risen against Greensparrow, so it seened to the soldiers as
they set their canp that night.

Too many issues swarned Katerin’s thoughts and she coul d not sl eep.

Eri ador had risen and would fight for freedom or for death. It was

sonet hing the proud woman of Hal e had dreamed of since her youngest days,
and yet, with the possibility of this fantasy | oomnmi ng right before her
eyes, Katerin felt the joy tainted

She had | ost Luthien. She heard the whispers of friends tal king behind
her back, and though there was no malice, only synpathy in their quiet
words, that stung Katerin all the nore. She knew that Luthien and Si obahn
were |overs, had known it for sonme time, but only now, with the rebellion
nearing its end and the prospects of |life after the war, did Katerin cone
to appreciate the weight of that truth.

She wal ked al one, quietly, past the guards and the groups huddl ed about
canpfires, many engaged in games of chance, or in soft songs from Eriador
of old. Sonme took notice of her passing and waved, smling broadly, but

t hey understood from Katerin's expression that she nmeant to be alone this
night, and so they granted her the desired solitude. Katerin wal ked right
out of the northern perineter of the encanpnent, out into the dark fields
where the stars seened cl oser suddenly, and there she stood alone with
her thoughts.

The war was barely six nmonths old, would likely not |ast another six

nmont hs, and what, then, would be left for Katerin O Hale? Wn or |ose
agai nst Avon, it seened to Katerin that life wi thout Luthien would not be
conpl ete. She had traveled nearly two hundred niles to be with him and
had gone nearly two hundred nore on mssions, including this march, for
his arny and his cause, and now it seenmed to the young woman that all her
efforts would be for naught.

Her sniffle was the only sound, and that was taken from her by the wi nd.

She was surprised, and yet, deep in her heart, she was not, when a
sl ender form much smaller than her own, wal ked quietly up beside her.

Katerin didn’t know what to say. She had conme out here to think of what
could not be, to come to terns with the realities of her life, and here
was Si obahn, apparently followi ng her right out of the canp.

Si obahn!

Katerin didn’t | ook at her, couldn’'t |ook at her. She sniffled again and
cleared her throat, then turned abruptly back for the encanpnent.

“How very stubborn and very stupid you will be if you let the nan who
| oves you, and the nman whom you | ove, get away,” Siobahn said suddenly,
stopping Katerin dead in her tracks.

The red-haired woman wheel ed about, eyeing her adversary skeptically. How
stupid will you be to let nme have hi n? she wondered, but she did not
speak, too confused by what Siobahn m ght be hinting at.



Si obahn tossed her 1ong and | ustrous wheat-col ored tresses over her
shoul der, |ooked up at the stars, and then back at Katerin. “He is not
the first man | have | oved,” she said.

Katerin could not hide the pain on her face at hearing the confirmation
of their passion. She had known it was true, but in her heart had held
out sone | ast vestige of hope.

“And he will not be the last,” Siobahn went on. Her gaze drifted back up
to the stars, and Katerin didn't hate her quite so rmuch in that nonent,
recogni zi ng the sincere pain that had washed over her fair, angular

features. “I will never forget Luthien Bedwyr,” the half-elf said, her
voi ce barely a whisper. “Nor you, Katerin O Hale, and when you are both
buried deep in the earth, |, young still by the neasures of ny race, wll

try to visit your graves, or at |east to pause and renenber.”

She turned back to Katerin, who stood, mouth agape. Tears ri nmed
Si obahn’ s green eyes; Katerin could see the glistening |ines that had
crossed the half-elf’s high cheekbones.

“Yes,” Siobahn continued, and she cl osed her eyes and breat hed deeply,
feeling the warm breeze and tasting the first subtle scents of the com ng

spring. “I will mark this very night,” she explained. “The snells and the
sights, the warmh of the air, the world reawakeni ng, and when in the
centuries to come | feel a night such as this, it will rem nd ne of

Lut hien and Katerin, the two lovers, the folk of |egend.”

Katerin stared at her, not knowi ng what to make of the unexpected speech
and uncharacteristic openness.

Si obahn | ocked that stare with her own and firned her jaw. “It should
pain you that Luthien and | have loved,” the half-elf said bluntly,
catching Katerin off her guard, turning her enptions over once again
“And yet,” Siobahn continued unabashedly, “I take sonme of the credit,
much of the credit, for the person the young Luthi en Bedwyr has becone.
Thi s person can understand | ove now, and he can | ook at Katerin O Hale
t hrough the eyes of a nman, not the starry orbs of a lustful boy.”

Katerin | ooked away, chewi ng on her bottomlip.

“Deny it if you will,” Siobahn said, noving about so that the young woman
had to | ook at her. “Let your foolish pride encase your heart in col dness
if that is what you nust do. But know that Luthien Bedwyr |oves you, only
you, and know that | amno threat.”

Si obahn sniled warmy then, a necessary ending, and wal ked away, | eaving
Katerin alone with her thoughts, alone with the night.

Luthien and Aiver were canped on the fields south of Bronegan that
night, part of a force nearly half the size of the arny in den A byn
After the victory over the Dark Knight, Estabrooke had indeed talked to



his “friends” as Luthien had asked, giving Oiver and Luthien sone
breat hi ng room and sone tine.

Noble to the core, Estabrooke pronptly and openly ceded to Luthien his
earned | eadership position over the thousand assenbl ed riders. Luthien
eyed the man with concern as he did so, understanding that such a
transition would not be easy.

Kayryn Kul t hwai n, a huge and fierce woman, the finest rider in all of
Eradoch and t he one Estabrooke had defeated in open challenge just a few
days before, inmmediately reclaimed that position. By the ancient codes of
the riders, the title could not be passed from outsider to outsider.

Lut hi en, son of an eorl and sonewhat trained in the matters of etiquette,
under stood the basic traditions of Eradoch. Estabrooke had ascended to a
position of |eadership by defeating the | eader of the gathered riders,
but that position would have never been nore than tenporary.

Very tenporary. Estabrooke was an outsider, and as soon as the

hi ghl anders coul d have deterni ned a proper order of challenge, the Dark

Kni ght woul d have been forced to battle and wi n agai nst every one of the
riders, one after another. And if any of them had defeated Estabrooke on
the field, there would have been no nercy.

“I's Kayryn Kulthwain the rightful |eader?” Luthien had asked those around
hi m

“By deed and by bl ood,” one man answer ed, and others bobbed their heads
i n agreenent.

“l came not to Eradoch to lead you,” Luthien assured themall, “but to
ask for your alliance. To ask that you join with me and ny fol k of Caer
MacDonal d agai nst Greensparrow, who is not our king.”

The nen and woren of Eradoch were not a conplicated folk. Their lives
were straightforward and honest, followi ng a narrow set of precepts,
basi ¢ guidelines that ensured their survival and their honor. It was al
Luthien had to say. Wen he turned back for Bronegan, the riders of
Eradoch were not behind him they were beside him-and it seened to both
Luthien and Aiver that the fiercely independent fol k of Eradoch had
wanted to join all along, but had been bound otherw se by the Dark

Kni ght .

Now t he two friends, the knight, and the riders were canped south of
Bronegan, along with hundreds of farnmers who had taken up arnms for the
cause, eager to join once they learned that Eradoch had come into the
al l i ance.

Luthien sat with AQiver long into the night, the halfling wapped in

bl ankets and working furiously to clean his marvelous clothing, and to
polish his belt buckle and his rapier. Aiver had put his purple breeches
too close to the fire to dry, and Luthien watched in silent amusenent as
t he foppish trousers began to snol der



The hal fling shrieked when he noticed, yanking the breeches away and
putting a nasty stare on his content friend.

“I meant to tell you,” Luthien offered innocently.
“But you did not!” diver stated.

Lut hi en shrugged, much as diver had shrugged earlier that sane day,
after Luthien’s painful encounter with the Dark Knight. “I changed ny
m nd,” the young Bedwyr said, imtating his dimnutive friend' s Gascon
accent .

Aiver picked up a stick and heaved it at him but Luthien got his arm up
intime to deflect it—though the novenent pained his injured shoul der. He
| aughed and groaned at the sane tine.

As if on cue, Estabrooke, seeming only half the size of the inposing Dark
Kni ght without his full suit of arnmor, walked into the light of their
fire, carrying a small bow . “A salve,” he explained, noving near to
Lut hi en. “Should take the sting out of your wounds and clean them Allow
themto heal properly, you see.” Like a protective nother, the older nman
bent over Luthien, scooping up a handful of the snelly gray sal ve.

Luthien tilted his head so that his thick hair shifted away fromthe
shoul der, giving the older man the opportunity to apply the stuff. Al
the while Luthien and diver watched the man closely, still not quite
under st andi ng why Estabrooke, First of the Sixth Cavaliers, was even in
Eri ador at that time. Luthien hadn’t broached the subject up to now, for
t he day had been one of rushed travel and inpronptu alliances. The young
man coul d not wait any | onger.

“Why are you here?” he asked bluntly.
Est abrooke’s | ook was incredulous. His lips pursed, sending his huge
nmustache out so far as to tickle the tip of his nose. “I ama Lord

Protector,” he answered, as though that should explain everything.

“But King Greensparrow, he is in Gascony,” diver reasoned. “Wiy would he
think to send you so far to the north?”

“G eensparrow?” Estabrooke echoed. “Ch, no, not that one! Duke Paragor,
it was, Duke of Princetown and all that.”

“When?” Luthien interrupted.

“I was visiting—fine city, that Princetown. The best of zoos, and the
gardens!”

Aiver wanted to hear about the zoos, but Luthien kept his priorities.
“The duke?” the young Bedwyr rem nded.

Est abr ooke | ooked at himcuriously, seemng for a nonent as though he did
not understand. “Yes, of course, Paragor, skinny fellow ” the Dark Knight



said finally, recollecting his original train of thought. “Should get his
face out of those books and into sonme pie, | say!

“Two weeks,” he added quickly to defeat Luthien's nounting scow. “Called
me in for a grand banquet, then asked me to cone north, to Era .
Eradoy. | say, what was the name you gave to this place?”

“Eradoch,” diver answered

“Yes, Eradoch,” Estabrooke continued. “‘Go to Eradoch,’ so said Paragor.
Put the ruffians in line. Long live the king, and all that, of course. It
was necessary to oblige, being a Lord Protector of the First of the

Si xth, of course, and Paragor being an emi ssary of the rightful king of
Avon.”

It made perfect sense to Luthien and Oiver. Duke Paragor saw the trouble
brewing in Eriador and was cl ose enough to the northern land to
understand the value of the riders. The duke woul d not have inpressed the
fierce highlanders, and neither would his nost usual cohorts, w zards and
cycl opians. But then Estabrooke, a knight of the old school, a man of the
sword and of indisputable honor, arrives in Princetown and the em ssary

i s found.

“But why did you turn sides?” diver had to ask

“l have not!” Estabrooke insisted as soon as he figured out what the

hal fling was inplying. “Your friend beat ne in fair challenge, and thus I
amindebted to himfor one hundred days.” He | ooked to Luthien. “Of
course you understand that you cannot use nme as a weapon agai nst my Kking.
My sword is silent.”

Lut hi en nodded and smiled, quite pleased. “In that time, good sir
kni ght,” he promi sed, “you will come to know the truth of your King
Greensparrow and the truth of what we in Eriador have begun.”

Now it was the half-elf’s turn to nmourn the |oss of Luthien, though
Si obahn had known since that wi ndy and rainy night in Caer MacDonal d t hat
their love would not be. It was official now, final, as it had to be.

Still, it hurt, and so Siobahn decided that she, too, would find no sleep
this night. She neandered for a while around the encanpnent, pausing | ong
enough to join in the singing at one canpfire, the gam ng at another.
Maki ng her way toward the southeastern end, she came in sight of

Brind Amour’s rather large tent. A lantern was burning inside, and the
shadows showed the old wi zard to be awake.

He was cl apping his hands, a smile stretching fromear to ear, when
Si obahn entered. She noted that he had just draped a cloth over a
circular itematop a snall pedestal -his crystal ball, she realized.

“You have seen Luthien,” Siobahn reasoned. “And know now t hat the runors
of his force are true.”



Bri nd’ Amour | ooked at her curiously. “Ch, no, no,” he replied. “Too nuch
fog up there. Too much fog. | think | saw the boy earlier, but it night
have been a hi ghl ander, or even a reindeer. Too nuch fog.”

“Then we cannot confirm—= Si obahn began.
“Rurmors usual ly hold sone neasure of truth,” the w zard interjected.

Si obahn paused and sighed. “We will need to formtwo sets of tactics,”
she deci ded. “Two plans of battle. One without help from Luthien, and
anot her should he ride in with his thousands.”

“No need,” Brind Anour said cryptically.
Si obahn | ooked at hi munblinkingly, in no nood for the w zard s ganes.

Bri nd’ Amour recogni zed this and wondered for an instant what m ght be so
troubling the half-elf. “Wrd of our victory in Caer MacDonal d precedes
us,” he explained at once, anxious to bring a snmle back to the fair

Si obahn’ s face. “The pennant flying above Dun Caryth is the nountain
cross on the green field!”

It hit Siobahn too unexpectedly and she screwed her face up, trying to
deci pher what Brind Amour mght be tal king about. Gradually, it cane
clear to her. Brind Amour had just claimed that the fortress anchoring
Mal pui ssant’s Wall was under the flag of Eriador of old! “The wall is
taken?” the half-elf blurted.

“The wall is ours!” the wizard confirnmed, lifting his voice.

Si obahn coul dn’t even speak. How coul d such a victory have been handed to
t hen?

“The majority of those living at Dun Caryth and in the various gate
towers all along the wall were not cycl opian, nor even Avon citizens, but
Eri adorans,” the old wi zard expl ai ned. “They were servants to the

sol diers, nostly, craftsmen and animal handl ers, but with easy access to
the arnories.”

“They heard of the Crinson Shadow,” Siobahn reasoned.

Bri nd’ Amour put his arnms behind his head and | eaned back confortably
against the center pole of his tent. “So it would seem”

EYES FROM AFAR

He was so thin as to appear sickly, skin hanging | oosely over bones, eyes
deep in dark circles. H s once thick brown hair had thinned and grayed



consi derably, leaving a bald stripe over the top of his head. The rest he
conbed to the side and out, so that it appeared as if he had little w ngs
behind his ears

Frail appearances can be decei ving, though, as was the case with this
man. Duke Paragor of Princetown was G eensparrow s second, the npst
power ful of the seven renmining dukes. Only Cresis, |eader of the

cycl opians, and the only duke who was not a w zard, was higher in line
for the throne: a purely political decision, and one that Paragor was
confident he could reverse should anything ill befall his king.

Paragor wasn’t thinking nuch about ascension to the throne this day,
however. Events in Eriador were growi ng increasingly disturbing.
Princetown was the cl osest and the nost closely allied of the Avon cities
to that rugged northern | and, and so Paragor had the highest stakes in

t he outconme of the budding rebellion in Eriador. Thus this w zard
proficient in the arts of divining, had watched with nore than a passing
interest. He knew of Bel sen’ Krieg' s defeat on the fields outside of
Montfort; he knew that the Avon fleet had been captured whol esal e and
sail ed north. And he knew of his own failure, Estabrooke, who had been
sent north with the intent of keeping the Riders of Eradoch out of the
Cri mson Shadow s fol d.

That very norning, a surly Duke Paragor had watched a thousand riders
follow the Crinmson Shadow into the swelling rebel encanpnent in den
Al byn.

“And all of this with Greensparrow away on holiday in Gascony!” the duke
roared at Thowattle, a short and muscul ar cycl opian with bowed | egs,

bowed arns, and only one hand, having |lost the other and half the forearm
as well while feeding one of his own children to a lion in Princetown’s
famed zoo. The one-eyed brute had fashioned a nmetal cap and spike to fit
over his linb, but the stunp was too sensitive for such a device and so
he could not wear it. Even with the |loss, Thowattle was the toughest
cyclopian in Princetown, unusually smart, and unusually cruel, even for
one of his race.

“They are just Eriadorans,” Thowattle replied, spitting the nane
derisively.

Par agor shook his head and ran the fingers of both hands through his wild
hair, making it stick out all the farther. “Do not nake the same m stake

as our king,” the duke cautioned. “He has underesti mated our eneny to the
north and the breadth of this uprising.”

“W are the stronger,” Thowattle insisted.

Paragor didn’t disagree. Even if all of Eriador united agai nst
Greensparrow, the arm es of Avon would be far superior, and even w t hout
the fleet that had been stolen, the Avon navy was |arger, and manned with
crews nore acclimated to fighting fromsuch |arge ships. But a war now,
with many of Avon’s soldiers away in southern Gascony, fighting with the
Gascons in their war against the Kingdom of Duree, would be costly, and



crossing the nountains or Mal puissant’s Wall, fighting on the Eriadorans’
hone ground, would help to bal ance the scal es.

“Fetch my basin,” Paragor instructed.
“The one of red iron?” Thowattle asked.

“COf course,” Paragor snapped, and he sneered openly when Thowattle’'s
expression turned to doubt. The cyclopian | eft, though, and returned a
nmonent |ater carrying the item

“You’ ve been using this too much,” Thowattl e dared to warn.

Par agor’ s eyes narrowed. | nagi ne a cyclopian scol ding himconcerning the
use of nagic!

“You told nme yourself that divining is a dangerous and delicate act,” the
cycl opi an protested.

Paragor’s stare did not relent, and the cycl opi an shrugged his broad
shoul ders and fell silent. Paragor would not discipline himfor his

i nsol ence, and indeed the duke heard the truth in the cyclopian’s words.
Di vi ni ng, sending his eyes and ears out across the mles, was a delicate
process. Mich could be seen and reveal ed, but often it was only half
truths. Paragor could locate a specific famliar place, or a specific
famliar person—+n this case, as in the last few, it would be Estabrooke—
but such nmagical spying had its limtations. A real spy or scout
collected nost of his information before he ever got to the target, and
could then use whatever he learned fromthe target in true context. A

wi zard’ s eye, however, nornally went right to the heart, blinded to al
the subtl e events, often the nore inportant events, surrounding the
targeted person or place.

Divining had it limtations, and its cost, and its trappings. Geat

magi cal energy was expended in such a process, and |ike a drug, the act
coul d becone addictive. Oten during this process, nore questions were
formed than answers given, and so the wizard would go back to his crysta
ball, or his enchanted basin, and send his eyes and ears out again, and
agai n. Paragor had known of w zards found dead, drained of their very
life force, slunped in their chairs before their divining devices

But the duke had to go back again to Eriador. He had seen the defeat at
Port Charley, the massacre on the fields of Montfort, and the ride of
Eradoch, and all of it was inevitably |eading his way, to Ml puissant’s
Vval |, which was under his domain.

Thowattl e placed the basin on a small round table in the duke’s private
study, a scarcely furnished and efficient roomcontaining only the table,
a large but rather plain desk and chair, a small cabinet, and a wall rack
of several hundred conmpartnments. The cycl opi an then went to the cabi net
and took out a jug of prepared water. He began to pour it into the basin,
but it splashed a bit and an angry Paragor pulled the jug fromhis one
hand, sl appi ng hi m asi de.



Thowattl e just shook his ugly head skeptically; he had never seen the
duke so flustered.

Paragor finished filling the basin, then produced a slender knife from
under the volunm nous folds of his brownish-yellow robes. He began to
chant softly, waving one hand over the basin, then he stabbed his own
pal mand allowed his blood to drip into the water.

The chanting continued for many mnutes, Paragor slowy |lowering his face
to within an inch of the bow, peering deeply into the swirling red
wat er s.

Peeri ng deeply, watching the form ng i mage

“An easy victory,” a young man—the Cri nson Shadow Paragor realized by the
cape he wore—was saying. He wasin a large tent, surrounded by an odd
crew. a foppishhalfling, an old nan that Paragor did not know, and

t hreeworren, all very different in appearance. One was tall andstrong,
with hair the color of a rich sunset, another wasmuch snmaller of franme—
perhaps with the bl ood of Fairborn—aith angular features and | ong wheat -
colored tresses,and the third was a rugged woman, dressed in the furs of
ahi ghl ander. Paragor knew this one, Kayryn Kulthwain, thewoman Est abrooke
had beaten to take control of the fol k of Eradoch.

“But this army was up for a fight,” the foppish halflingreplied in a
thi ck Gascon accent. “And now we have no fightfor them”

Paragor didn’t quite understand, but he didn’t let his mnd wander at
that time. He sent his gaze to the edges of the basin, seeking the object
of his divining. There was Estabrooke, seated passively on a stool,
resting against the side of the tent. What had happened to so quiet the
commandi ng caval i er? the w zard-duke wondered. The resignation on

Est abrooke’s face mi ght be the nbst unsettling thing of all!

Gradual |y Paragor realized that he was neandering fromhis course.

Al ready he could feel the weight of the nagic; his time was short. Near
the center of the tent, of the basin, the Crinson Shadow was speaki ng
once nore.

“As the fingers of a hand have the fol k of Eriador assenbl ed,” he said,
waxi ng poetic and holding his own hand upin the air. “Cone together into
a fist.”

“A fist that has punched King Geensparrow right in thenose,” the old man
said.“A solid blow, but have we reallyhurt hin®”

“Eriador is ours,” the red-haired wonan decl ar ed.
“For how I ong?” the old man asked cynically.

That set themall back on their heels. “Geensparrow is inGascony, that
much we know,” the old man continued. “AndGreensparrow will return.”

“The plan was yours, | renind you,” the halflingprotested



“I't did not go as planned.”
“The objective was gained nore easily,” the halfling said.

“But not with the sane effect as Aiver’s Bluff,” the ol dman snapped
right back. “W are not done, | fear. Not yet.”

“What is left?” the halfling asked.

“Forty-five mles is not so far a march in the spring,” theold man said
slyly.

The image in the divining basin faltered, Paragor’s concentration
destroyed by the sudden shock. Bl anching white, the skinny w zard-duke
fell back fromthe bow . Princetown—+the upstart fools were tal king of
mar chi ng to Princetown!

Par agor understood the peril. This was no small force, and Greensparrow
had not acted quickly enough. The armi es of Avon were not assenbled for
mar ch and were nowhere near Princetown. And what other fight had the
group decl ared al ready won?

Mal pui ssant’ s Wl | ?

The skinny duke ran his fingers through his hair again repeatedly. He had
to think. He had to sit down in the dark and concentrate. He knew a
little, but not enough, and he was tired.

Such were the limtations, and the cost, of divination.

“Princetown,” Siobahn reasoned, followi ng Brind Amour’s logic. “The Jewel
of Avon.”

“The stakes just rose for Aiver’s Bluff,” Brind Anour confirmed

“Geensparrow, he will never expect it, and never believe it,” diver
said. Then in quieter tones so that only Luthien could hear himclearly,
he added, “Because | amstanding right here and | do not believe it.”

“Princetown is isolated,” Brind Amour explained. “Not another nilitia of
any size within two hundred nmiles.”

Si obahn wore a confused expression, half doubting the possibility, half
intrigued by it. “They could send another fleet,” she pointed out,
“around the wall to cut us off from our home ground.”

“They coul d,” Brind Amour conceded. “But do not underestinmate the

wi | lingness of those Eriadorans who have not yet joined with us. The folk
of Chal nbers, a fair-sized town, are not blind to the events along the
nmount ai ns and along the wall. Besides,” the old wi zard added slyly,



rubbing his winkled fingers together, “we will strike quickly, within
t he week.”

Aiver understood that this might be his one chance to becone a part of
history, with his nanme attached to the daring assault. He al so understood
that the possibility existed that he, and all the rest of them would be
sl aughtered on a field south of Eriador. Quite a risk, considering that
the original objective of the rebellion (which, in fact, had only begun
by accident!) had al ready been apparently attained. “Princetown?” he
asked al oud, drawi ng attention. “To what point?”

“To force a truce,” Brind Anour replied without hesitation. The old
wizard didn't mss the cloud that then crossed Luthien s face.

“Did you think to take it all the way?” Brind Amour scoffed at the young
Bedwyr. “Did you think to go all the way into Avon and conquer Carlisle?
Al of Eriador would have to march south, and we would still be

out nunbered nore than three to one!”

Luthien didn’t know how to respond, didn't know what he was thinking or
feeling. The conpletion had cone easily—the wall was theirs and, for al
practi cal purposes, Eriador was out fromunder G eensparrow s shadow.
Just like a snap of AQiver’s green-gauntleted fingers. But for how | ong?
Bri nd’ Amour had asked. It seemed to Luthien then that the fight was far
fromover, that Greensparrow would come back after them again and agai n.
Could they ever truly win? Perhaps they should take it all the way to
Carlisle, Luthien thought, and end the dark shadow t hat was G eensparrow
once and for all tine.

“The common folk of Avon would join with us,” he reasoned, a hint of
desperation in his resonant voice. “As have the common fol k of Eriador.”

Bri nd’ Amour began to argue, but Aiver interrupted with a raised hand. “I
am schooled in this,” the halfling explained, begging the wizard' s
par don.

“They woul d see us as invaders,” Oiver said to Luthien. “And they woul d
defend their homes agai nst us.”

“Then why is Princetown different?” Luthien asked sharply, not pleased at
hearing the obvious truth.

“Because it is merely Aiver’'s Bluff,” the halfling said, and then cane
the predictable snap of his fingers. “And | want to see the zoo.”

“Only then do we offer a truce to Avon’s king,” Brind Anour expl ai ned.
“Wth Princetown in our grasp, we'll have something to barter.” Luthien's
expressi on was doubtful, and Brind Amour understood. The young man had
grown up on an isolated island, far fromthe intrigue of the world' s

| eaders. Luthien was thinking that, if G eensparrow was so powerful, the
king could nmerely march northeast from Carlisle and take Princetown back
by force, but what Luthien didn't understand was the enbarrassnent

factor. The only chance Eriador had of breaking free of Avon was to
become such a thorn in Geensparrow s side, such an enbarrassnment to him



in his dealings with the southern kingdons, particularly Gascony, that he
sinply didn’t want to have to bother hinself with Eriador anynore.
Princetown conquered m ght just acconplish that; then again, the w zard
had to adnmit, it might not.

“So there we have it,” Brind Armour said suddenly, loudly. “W take
Pri ncetown and then we offer it back.”

“After we let the animals go,” Oiver added, drawi ng anused smiles from
all in the tent.

Sinple and logical, it outwardly sounded. But not one of the planners,
not Luthien nor Aiver, Katerin nor Siobahn, Kayryn Kulthwai n nor even
Brind’ Amour believed it would be that sinple.

The arny canme upon Ml pui ssant’s Wall, anong the nost inpressive
structures in all of Avon, the next day. It stood fifty feet high and
twenty feet wide, stretching nearly thirty niles fromthe eastern edge of
the Iron Cross all the way to the Dorsal Sea. Gatehouses had been built
every five hundred yards, the nost inpressive of these being the fortress
of Dun Caryth. She reached out fromthe |last sheer wall of the rugged
nmount ai ns, bl ending the natural stone into the worked masonry of the
wal . Half of Dun Caryth was aboveground, soaring towers and flat-topped
walls brimring with catapults and ballistae, and half was below, in
tunnels full of supplies and weapons.

In viewi ng the place, Luthien canme to appreciate just how inportant this
easily won victory had been. If his arny had gone agai nst the Praetorian
Quards of Dun Caryth, they would have suffered terrible |osses, and no
siege could have lasted | ong enough to roust the brutes fromthe
fortress. The uprising had cone fromwithin the fortress walls, though,
and Dun Caryth, and all of Ml puissant’s Wall, was theirs.

Their wel cone was warm and full of cel ebration, the Eriadorans al
feeling invulnerable, as if Greensparrow s nane was no nore than a curse
to be hurled at enenies.

Bri nd’ Amour knew better, but even the w zard could not help but be caught
up in the frenzy when the victorious arnies cane together. And it was
good for them realized the wi zard-turned-general: celebration further
sealed their alliance and ensured that the | ess predictable folk, like
the Riders of Eradoch, were fully in the fold.

So they enjoyed that day at the wall, swapped their stories of hard-won
victory, and of friends who had given their lives. The arny from Caer
MacDonal d, and fromthe northern fields, canped on the plain north of Dun
Caryth that night.

Feel i ng i nvi nci bl e.



Back in his palace in Princetown, Duke Paragor paced the carpeted fl oor
of his bedchanber. He was tired, his magi c expended, but he wanted to
call to G eensparrow.

Par agor shook his head, realizing what that distant conmunication woul d
offer. Greensparrow woul d dismss the whole affair, would insist that the
upstarts in Eriador were a nob and not hing nore.

Par agor consi dered his options. The nearest dukes, fellow w zards, were
in Evenshorn, far to the south, and in Warchester, all the way around the
southern spur of the Iron Cross, on the banks of gl assy Speythenfergus.

It would take them weeks to even nuster their forces, and weeks nore for
their armes to trudge through the mud and nelting snows to get to
Princetown. The wi zard-dukes could get to Paragor’s side, of course, by
usi ng their magi c—perhaps they could even bring along a fair contingent
of Praetorian Guards. But would they really nmake a difference against the
force he believed would be conming down from Eri ador? And what of his own
enbarrassnent if he called to them and begged them and then the
unpredi ct abl e Eri adorans did not cone?

“But | have other allies!” Paragor snarled suddenly, startling Thowattl e,
who was sitting on the rug in a corner of the lavish room

Thowattl e studied his naster carefully, recognizing the diabolica
expressi on. Paragor neant to sumon a denon, the cyclopian realized, or
per haps even nore than one.

“Let us see if their will for war can be sl owed,” the w cked duke
conti nued. “Perhaps if the Crinmson Shadowis slain . . .”

“That would only heighten the I egend,” the wary cycl opi an warned. “You
will nake a martyr of him and then he will be nore powerful, indeed!”

Paragor wanted to argue the point, but found that he could not; the
unusual | y perceptive one-eye was right again. Paragor inprovised—there
were ways to kill a man's spirit without killing the man. “Let us suppose
that | can break the will of the Crinson Shadow,” Paragor offered, his
voi ce barely above a whi sper.

Per haps he could break the man’s heart.

COLLECTI NG ALLI ES

It was a bare room enpty of all furnishings save a single brazier set
upon a sturdy tripod near the southeastern corner. Each of the walls bore
a single sconce holding a burning torch, but were otherw se plain and
gray, as was the ceiling. The floor, though, was not so unremarkabl e.
Intricate tiles forned a circular nobsaic in the center of the room its
m ddl e area decorated as a pentagram The circle’s outer perinmeter was a



doubl e Iine, and within these arching borders were runes of power and
protection.

Par agor stood within the circle now, with Thowattle by the brazier, the
cyclopian carrying a small crate hol di ng many conpartnents strapped about
his burly neck. The duke hinmself had placed the tiles, every tiny piece,
years before—a npst pai nstaking process. Mre often than not, Paragor
woul d have finished one section and upon inspection discover that it was
not perfect. Then he would have to rip up all the tiles and start again,
for the Circle of Sorcery, the protection offered the w zard agai nst

what ever evil denon he sumoned, had to be perfect. The design had stood
the test for several years, against nany denpns.

Par agor stood absolutely still, reciting the I ong and arduous chant, a
call to hell itself interspersed with thousands of protection spells.
Every so often, he lifted his left hand toward Thowattl e and spoke a
nunber, and the cyclopian reached into the appropriate conpartnent of his
crate, took out the desired herb or powder, and plunked it into the
burni ng brazier.

Sonetines the conponent created a heavily scented snoke, other tines, a
sudden burst of flame, a miniature fireball. Gadually, through the hours
of the sorcerous process, the fires in the brazier began to nount. At
first, there had been no nore than a lick of flane; now a fair-sized fire
raged in the mddle of the brazier, the heat of it drawing sweat on the
al ready snelly cycl opi an.

Par agor seemed oblivious to it all, though in truth, he and his magic
were the true source of the brazier’s life. There were two types of
sorcery: lending and true sumoni ng. The first, lending, was by far the
easier route, wherein the wizard all owed a denmon to enter his body. The
true sumoni ng, whi ch Paragor now attenpted, was rmuch nore difficult and
dangerous. Paragor nmeant to bring a denon in all its unholy majesty into
this room and then to |l oose it upon the world, following a strict set of
instructions given it by the w zard.

Denons hated servitude and hated npre those who forced it on them but
Paragor was confident in his sorcery. He would bring in Kosnekal en, a
m nor fiend, and one he had dealt with successfully on several occasions.

The flames in the brazier went fromorange to yellowto bright white,
their intensity and fury growi ng as Paragor shifted dancing. The wi zard
spun about his circle, never crossing the line, calling out enphatically,
throwing all of his heart into the chant, an unholy tenor, his voice
breachi ng the gates of hell

He stopped suddenly, thrusting his left hand out toward Thowattl e,
calling for six, three tines, and the cyclopian, no novice to this aw ul
experience, reached into the sixth conpartnment of the sixth row,
extracting a brown, gooey substance.

Into the brazier it went and the flames burned hotter still, so hot that
the cycl opian had to back away several steps. Inside the circle, Paragor



fell to his knees, his left hand extended, tears mxing with sweat on his
sal | ow features

“Kosnekal en!” he begged as bl ack crackles of lightning encircled the
white fires, as the flames reached a new | evel of life.

Thowattl e fled to the northwestern corner and huddl ed, terrified, on the
floor, covering his eyes.

A forked tongue flicked fromthe flames and behind it, a dark shadow
appeared, a huge head capped by great curving horns. A nonstrous, nuscled
armreached out the side of the fires, followed by a | eathery w ng—a huge
| eat hery wi ng!

Paragor’s face went frompain to ecstasy to curiosity. Kosnekal en was a
lithe denon, man-sized, with tiny tipped horns, but this fiend was nmuch
| arger and, the wi zard could already sense, nuch nore powerful

Clawed fingers raked the air as a second armcane forth, and then, in a
burst of sheer power, the flames spewed forth the fiend, a gigantic,
twel ve-foot-tall nonstrosity with snoking black flesh and scales. Its
face was serpentine, long and wi cked fangs jutting over its |ower jaw,
drool dripping beside themand hissing like acid as it hit the stone
floor. Three-clawed feet scraped inpatiently on the floor, draw ng deep
lines in the stone.

“Kosnekal en?” Paragor asked, his voice barely above a whisper.
13 m. ”
“l called for Kosne—= the w zard began.

“l came in Kosnekalen's place!” the denon roared, its horrid voice, both
grati ng and squeal ing, echoing off the bare walls.

Paragor tried hard to collect his wits. He had to appear in command here,
el se the denon woul d crash out of the roomand go on a ranpage,
destroying everything in its path. “I require only a single service,” the
duke began. “One that should be pleasurable . . .”

“l know what you require, Paragor,” the denmon grow ed. “I know. ”

Par agor strai ghtened. “Who are you?” he denanded, for he had to know the
denon’ s name before he could demand a service of it. This could be a
tricky and dangerous nonment, the practiced sorcerer understood, but to
his surprise, and his relief, the demon willingly replied.

“l am Praehotec,” the beast said proudly. “Wwo was with Mrkney when
Mor kney di ed.”

Par agor nodded-he had heard a similar tale from Kosnekal en. Kosnekal en
had been nore than happy to tell the tale in great detail, and Paragor
had sensed that there was a great rivalry between the fiends.



“I was denied a pleasure then,” the evil Praehotec went on, barely
sublimating its boiling rage. “I will not be denied that pleasure again.”

“You hate the Crimson Shadow,” Paragor reasoned.
“I will eat the heart of the Crinson Shadow,” Praehotec replied.

Paragor smled w ckedly. He knew just how to open that heart to the
fiend.

Par agor’s vision had been narrowly focused on the events to the north of
Princetown, in @en Al byn and farther north, in Bronegan and the Fields
of Eradoch, but that focus, those self-inposed blinders necessary for
such divining, hadn't allowed hima viewto the northwest, into the
mount ai ns of the Iron Cross.

Shuglin stood tall in those nmountains, watching to the east, toward the
wal | and the city of Princetowmn. He and his remaining kin, |ess than

t hree hundred of the bearded fol k, had gone out from Caer MacDonal d when
the arnmy had marched, but had travel ed south into the heart of the
towering nmountains, where the snow still lay thick, where winter had not
yet relinquished its icy grasp. Shuglin had gone to guard the nountain
passes, though the dwarf and Brind Amour, who had sent him knew t hat

t hose passes woul d be bl ocked for nore than a nonth still, and maybe

| onger than that.

Bri nd’ Amour was the only non-dwarf who knew the real m ssion behind
Shugl i n” s dangerous march. That hope had been realized | ess than a week
out from Caer MacDonald, in a deep, deep cavern high up fromthe city.
For many years, the bel eaguered dwarfs of Montfort, now Caer MacDonal d,
had heard runors of their kin living free anong the peaks of the Iron
Cross. Most of the dwarfs were old enough to renmenber nountain dwarfs who
had cone into the city to trade in the days before G eensparrow, and one
of the group, an old graybeard who had been enslaved in the nines since
the earliest days of Greensparrow s reign, clainmed to be fromthat tribe,
t he descendants of Burso Ironhamrer. That ol d graybeard had survived
twenty years of hard labor in the nines, then the fierce battles of
Montfort. It was he, not Shuglin, who had | ed the troupe into the snow
packed passes, through secret tunnels, and ultimately into the deep cave,
the real mof Burso’s folk.

What Shuglin and the other city dwarfs found in that cavern nmade their
hearts soar, made them know, for perhaps the first tinme, what it was to
be a dwarf. Far bel ow the snow covered surface, in snoky tunnels filled
nore with shadow than light, the dwarfs had net their kin, their
heritage. DunDarrow, the Ingot Shelf, the place was called, a conplex of
mles of tunnels and great underground caverns. Five thousand dwarfs
lived and worked here, in perfect harnony with the stone that was the
stuff of their very being. Shuglin | ooked upon treasures beyond anyt hi ng
he could imagi ne; piles of golden and silver artifacts, gleam ng weapons,
and suits of mail to rival those of the mightiest and weal t hi est knights
in all of the Avonsea I|sl ands.



Though these were city dwarfs, they were wel conmed with open arns by the
king of the mnes, Bellick dan Burso, and hundreds of the nountain folk
gat hered each night in several of the great halls to hear the tales of
the battle, to hear of the Crinmson Shadow and the victory in Mntfort.

Now wrapped in thick furs, Shuglin stood on a high pass, waiting for King
Bel i ck. The dwarf Kking, younger than Shuglin, with a fiery orange beard
and eyebrows so bushy that they hung hal fway over his blue eyes, was not
tardy, and the eagerness of his step as he cane onto the | edge gave
Shugl i n hope.

The city dwarf knew that he woul d be asking much of this king and his
clan. Shuglin was glad that the king was a young dwarf, full of fire, and
full of hatred for G eensparrow.

Bel lick nmoved up to the | edge beside the bl ue-bearded dwarf and gave a
nod of greeting. “W daresn’'t trade with Montfort since the w zard-Kking
took the throne,” Bellick said, something Shuglin had heard a hundred
times in the two days he had been at DunDarr ow.

Bel lick gave a snort. “Many haven’t seen the outside-the-nmountains |and
in score of years,” the dwarf king continued. “But we’'re loving the
i nsi de-the-mountain | and, so we're contented.”

Shugl in I ooked at him not quite believing that claim

“Contented,” Bellick reiterated, and his voice didn’'t match the neaning
of the word. “But we’'re not happy. Most have no desire to go out to the
flatlands, but even they who are content are not liking the fact that we
cannot go safely outside the nmountains.”

“Prisoners in your own hone,” Shuglin remarked.

Bel i ck nodded. “And we're not |liking the treatnent of our kin.” He put
his hand on Shuglin’s strong shoul der as he spoke.

“You will come with ne, then,” the bl ue-bearded dwarf reasoned. “To the
east.”

Bel I i ck nodded again. “Another storm gathers over the nountains,” he
said. “Wnter will not et go. But we have ways of travel, underground
ways, that will get us to the eastern edges of DunDarrow.”

Shuglin snmiled, but tried hard to keep his enotions hidden. So perhaps he
was not out of the fighting yet, he mused. He would return to Luthien and
Si obahn’s side, with five thousand arned and arnored dwarven warriors in
hi s wake.

Luthien sat alone on the stunp of a tree and let the nelancholy afternoon
seep into his nobod. Aiver had been right, he knew. Over the last few
weeks, Luthien had been running away fromhis enotions, first by sending



Katerin to Port Charley, then by traipsing off with Qiver on the
roundabout circuit to Aen Albyn. He could continue to justify his
cowardice in the face of love by focusing on his bravery in the face of
war .

But he did not. Not now. There was great excitenent in the Eriadoran
canp, with whispers that they would soon cross through Ml puissant’s Wl |
and march south, but for Luthien, the battle suddenly seened secondary.
He believed that they could win, could take Princetown and force
Greensparrow to grant themtheir independence, but what then? Wuld he
beconme ki ng of Eriador?”

And if he did, would Katerin be his queen?

It all came inescapably back to that. Sitting on that tree stunp, | ooking
up at the indonitable Dun Caryth, dark agai nst a gray sky that was fast
fading to black as the sun di pped Iow, Luthien found hinself at odds,
caught sonmewhere between responsibilities to the ki ngdomand to hinself.
He wanted to be the Crinmson Shadow, the | eader of the rebellion, but he
al so wanted to be Luthien Bedwyr, son of an eorl on an island far to the
north, fighting only bloodless battles in the arena and ronpi ng through
the woods with Katerin O Hal e.

He had conme so far, so fast, but the journey would not be worth the cost
if that price included the loss of his |ove.

“Coward,” he berated hinself, standing up and stretching. He turned
about, facing the encanpnent, and started his march. He knew where
Katerin would be, in a snall tent across the way, on the northern edges
of the wi de canp, and he knew, too, that he had to face her now and put
an end to his fear.

By the time he got to Katerin's tent, the sun was gone. A single |lantern
burned inside the tent, and Luthien could see Katerin's sil houette as she
pul l ed off her leather jerkin. He watched that curvy shadow for a | ong
while, full of adnmiration and passion. Siobahn was right, Luthien knew.
He cared for the half-elf deeply, but this wonan, Katerin, was his true

| ove. When the wild rush of the rebellion was ended, even if they proved
victorious, it would be a hollow win indeed for Luthien Bedwr if Katerin
woul d not stand with him

He should go right into that tent and tell her that, he knew, but he
could not. He wal ked off into the darkness, cursing hinmself, using every
| ogical argunent to try to overcone his fear

It took himtwo hours to nuster the courage to return, now carrying a
lantern of his own, his clothing soaked by the mist that had come up and
his bones chilled by the breeze.

“Straight in,” he whispered determinedly, his stride quick and direct.
“Katerin,” he called softly when he got to the tent flap. He pushed it
asi de and stuck his head in, then brought the | antern around.

Then he froze with horror.



Katerin sprawl ed diagonally across her cot, her shoul ders hangi ng over
t he edge, her head and one arm agai nst the ground. It took Luthien
several seconds to digest that sight, to shift his gaze even a bit.

To see the gigantic denpn crouched in the shadows at the bottom of
Katerin's cot, the beast’s sheer bulk filling the corner of the tent.

“Do you renenber, foolish man?” Praehotec snarled, and canme forward a
squatting step

In one swift notion, Luthien set the | antern down and drewBli nd-Stri ker ,
giving a yell and rushing forward wildly. His charge surprised the denon,
who was nore accustonmed to wat ching nmen cower and run away.

Lut hi en smashedBl i nd- Stri ker across one of Praehotec’s uprai sed arns,
drawing a line of hissing, sputtering gray-green blood that snoked as it
hit the ground.

Scream ng and slashing, Luthien's fury would not relent. He didn’t think
of the creature he battled, didn't fear for his own death. Al he knew
was that Katerin, dear Katerin, was down, possibly dead, killed by this
evil beast.

The flurry continued for many nonments, a dozen strikes or nore, before
Praehotec | oosed a ball of sparking |ightning that | aunched Luthien
backward, slamring himinto a tent pole. He was up i mediately, hair
danci ng on ends, cinnanon eyes narrowed as he fought against tw tching
nmuscles to tighten his grip on the sword.

“I will burn the skin fromyour bones,” Praehotec wheezed, a grating,
di scordant voice. “I wll-—=

Lut hi en screanmed at the top of his lungs and hurled hinself forward. The
denon whi pped a huge wing out to intercept, taking a blow on its massive
chest but buffeting and defl ecting Luthien enough that the young man’s
weapon could not dig in.

Luthien tunbled to the side, gained control of the roll and spun about,
slashing frantically, for he knew that the denmon woul d be foll ow ng.

Praehotec, out of range, sneered at him but then the denon started
suddenly, coming up a bit out of its crouch, its huge shoulders lifting
the entire tent.

Luthien saw a glinmer, a rapier blade, sticking through the back of the
tent, right over Katerin's cot, ained precisely at Praehotec’s rear end.

“Ahah!” canme a triunphant cry fromoutside the tent.
Praehotec waved a cl awed hand and a gout of flane disintegrated the

material of the tent in that direction, revealing a very surprised diver
deBur r ows.



“l could be wong,” the halfling adnmitted as the denon turned.

An arrow whi pped over diver’s shoul der, thudding into the denon’s ugly,
snakel i ke face.

Praehotec roared, an unearthly, ghastly sound, and the hair on the nape
of Luthien’s neck tingled. The young Bedwyr rushed right in, his terror
overcone by the thought of Katerin.

He scored a single hit withBlind-Striker , and then he was sl apped away,
tunmbling, the whole world spinning. Lying flat against a corner, Luthien
shook his head and forced hinself to his knees, to see the denobn
approaching steadily, acidic drool dripping fromits fanged naw.

Anot her arrow, and then another, zipped in to strike the fiend, but
Praehot ec seened to take no notice of them diver darted in, and then
back out, stabbing with his blade, but Praehotec didn't care.

Paragor had instructed the beast not to kill Luthien, but mghty
Praehotec took no commands from puny hunans.

Lut hi en, believing that he was dooned, scranbled about, trying to find
his dropped sword. He canme up to his knees and balled his fists,
determned to go out with sheer fury. Then he was blinded by a sudden
bri ght ness. Luthien fell back, thinking the denon had struck again with
its magic.

He was wrong.

Brind Amour followed his lightning bolt into the tent, and Praehotec,
stung badly by the blast, and by the continuing streamof arrows fromthe
other direction, knew that the ganme was at its end. The fiend | eaped up
and scooped the unconscious Katerin in one powerful arm

“Think well the consequences of narching on Princetown!” the beast
r oar ed.

Bri nd’ Amour stopped his next casting, for Katerin was in the way. Siobahn
hit the fiend s back again with an arrow, but Praehotec straightened,
lifting its free armup high and thrashing the frail tent aside. Huge

| eathery wi ngs beat furiously and the denmon lifted away, clinbing into

t he ni ght sky.

“Katerin!” Luthien cried, trying to find his sword, trying to chase the
beast down. He ran out unarnmed and | eaped hi gh, catching one of
Praehotec’ s cl awed feet.

The other foot kicked him sent himspinning away i nto unconsci ousness.
A glowi ng spear appeared in Brind Armour’s hand and he hurled it up at the

denon, scoring a sparking, explosive hit; two nore arrows humred from
Si obahn’ s great bow, sticking painfully into the denon’ s | egs.



But Praehotec was too strong to be brought down by the missiles. Away the
beast flew, bearing Katerin, to the helpless cries of protest fromthe
conpani ons and fromnmany others in the encanpment who cane to | earn of

t he commoti on

Cries of protest and agony. Music to the fiend s ears.

BECAUSE HE MUST

He took her!” Luthien shouted, growing increasingly frustrated, even
desperate, with the ranbling conversation in Brind Anour’s tent sone tine
| ater. They—the wi zard, diver, Siobahn, and Kayryn—were di scussing the
inmplications of the denon’s raid. Now the focus was on whet her or not
they should still march to Princetown, or if the abduction of Katerin
signaled a desire for a truce.

Est abrooke was in the tent, too, the knight sitting on a stool off to the
side, thoroughly despondent.

“I't is inportant to renenber that the denon did not kill her,”
Brind Amour replied to Luthien, the wizard trying to remai n cal mand
conforting. “She is a prisoner, and will be nore valuable to . ”

“To whon?” A iver wanted to know.

Bri nd’ Amour wasn’t sure. Perhaps King Greensparrow had discovered their
progress and had reached out to them from Gascony. Mre |ikely, though,
the wi zard believed that the fiendish em ssary had come from rmuch cl oser,
from Paragor, duke of Princetown.

“W cannot renmain paralyzed on the field,” Siobahn put in, and Kayryn
added her support, going over to stand beside the half-elf. “This is no
paid arny, but men and wonen who have farns to tend. If we sit here
waiting, we will [ose many allies.”

“Duke Paragor of Princetown took her,” Brind Anour decided. “He knows
that we are coming, and knows that he cannot hol d agai nst us.”

“W will have to alter sone of the planning,” Siobahn replied. “Perhaps
we could send in spies, or offer a truce to the duke when we are right
before his walls.”

The cal cul ati ng conversati on began to nake Luthien’s blood boil. Paragor
had stolen Katerin, but these friends spoke of |arger plans and |arger
things. To Luthien Bedwyr, there was nothing nore inportant in all the
world, not even the freedom of Eriador, than Katerin's safe return.

Bri nd’ Amour and Si obahn woul d pl an accordi ngly, doi ng whatever they could
to help ensure the safety of the captured worman, but their primary
concern was not for Katerin but for the rebellion.



As it should be, Luthien logically realized, but he could not follow such
a course. Not now. He waved his arns in defeat, |ooked to the crestfallen
Est abrooke, and stornmed fromthe tent, leaving the others in a nonment of
bl ank and unconfortabl e silence.

“Exactly what Duke Paragor was hoping for,” Brind Amour remarked. The
wi zard wasn’'t judging Luthien, nerely making an observati on.

“You know where he nmeans to go?” Siobahn asked.

“He is already on his way,” Oiver replied, understanding the young man
too well. No one doubted the claim

Brind’ Amour wasn’t sure how to respond. Should he try to di ssuade
Lut hi en? Or should he offer support, fall in with Luthien s obvious
thinking that Katerin's safety should now be paranount? Brind Arour was
truly torn. He knew that he could not rush off in pursuit of the denon,
for the sake of Katerin or anyone else. H's responsibility was to no one
person, but to Eriador as a whole.

“He should go,” Siobahn said unexpectedly, draw ng everyone’s attention.
She | ooked at the tent flap as she spoke, as though she was wat chi ng
Luthien riding off even then. “That is his place.”

When she | ooked back to the others, she noticed AQiver nost of all, the
hal fl1i ng eyei ng her suspiciously.

“More fuel for the legend of the Crinson Shadow,” Siobahn insisted.
“Qr does the woman scorned wi sh her |over dead?” diver asked bluntly.

Bri nd’ Amour wi hced—the last thing they needed now was to be fighting
anongst t hensel ves!

“A fair question,” Siobahn replied calmy, diffusing the tension. “But |
am no worman, no hunman,” she reninded the halfling. “Katerin is in peril
and so Luthien nmust go after her. If he does not, he will spend the rest
of his days thinking hinself a coward.”

“True enough,” Brind Anour offered.
“W will not be led by a coward,” Kayryn of Eradoch said coldly.

Aiver, as frustrated as Luthien had been, |ooked at them one after the
other. They spoke the truth, he knew, their reasoning was sound, but that
didlittle to confort the halfling. He had been beside Luthien fromthe
begi nni ng, before Brind Amour had gi ven the young Bedwyr the crinson
cape, before whispers of the Crinson Shadow had ever passed down the back
streets of Montfort. Now Luthien was doing as he nust, was going after

t he wonan he | oved, and so Aiver, too, had to follow his heart and
follow his friend.

He gave a curt bow to the others and wal ked fromthe tent.



Est abr ooke, a noble man, a kni ght whose entire existence was founded on
stringent principles, silently saluted the halfling and the brave man who
had gone before diver.

Lut hi en paced Riverdancer easily along the edge of shadow cast by

Mal pui ssant’s Wall. The sun was | ow, breaking the horizon to the east,
casting a slanted but narrow shadow into Eriador. Not as black as the
shadow whi ch had crossed t he young Bedwyr’'s heart. It seenmed to Luthien
as if all the world had stopped the night before—as if everything, the
rebellion, the coming invasion, had sinply ceased, caught in a paralysis,
a nunbing of the spirit that would remain until Luthien reclained Katerin
fromthe clutches of the denon and its evil naster.

He wanted to hurry, to break Riverdancer into a powerful run, but he did
not wish to attract too much attention, either fromfriends who mght try
to stop him or from spying enem es who would warn the duke of

Pri ncet own.

He and his horse were by then a common sight to the guards at the
gatetower closest to Dun Caryth, and so they let himcross through the
wal | into Avon wi thout incident.

To Luthien’s surprise a foppish halfling on a yell ow pony was on the
other side of the wall, sitting quietly, waiting for him

“At | east you waited until the nmorning,” dAiver huffed and sniffled,

| ooki ng thoroughly miserable, his little nose bright red. He sneezed, a
trenmendous sneeze for one so small, then brought a bright yell ow and-red
checkerboard handkerchief up to wi pe his nose and goat ee

“You have been out here all night?” Luthien asked.

“Since you left the neeting,” diver replied. “lI thought you would go
strai ght away.”

Luthien didn’t nmanage a smile, though he was touched by the halfling's
loyalty. He didn’t want Aiver along this tine, however. He didn't want
anyone along. “This is for ne to do,” he said firmy, and when Qi ver
didn't reply, Luthien made a ticking noise in Riverdancer’s ear and gave
a slight prod and the great shining stallion trotted off to the south.

Aiver and Threadbare paced him the little pony scanpering along to
mat ch Ri verdancer’s | onger strides.

Luthien’s scow had no effect, and when he kicked Ri verdancer to a faster
trot, Threadbare, too, picked up speed. Finally, Luthien pulled his nount
up short and sat staring at the halfling. Aiver |ooked at himcuriously
and sneezed again, showering the young man.

“This is for ne to do,” Luthien said again, nore firmy



“l do not argue,” diver |isped
“Me, alone,” Luthien clarified.
“You could be wong.”

Lut hi en sighed and | ooked all about, as if trying to find sonme way out of
this. He knew how stubborn Aiver could be, and he knew how fast that
deceptive little beast Threadbare could run

“Do you know anyone el se so small enough to fit under the hem of your
hi di ng cape?” diver asked |ogically.

Luthien stared at his friend for a long noment, then threw his hands up
in defeat. In truth, the concession canme as a huge relief to the young
Bedwyr. He was determined to go after Katerin, and it frightened himto

t ake anot her on the perilous, probably suicidal, journey, yet he realized
that Aiver’'s place was indeed beside him as his place woul d have been
beside Aiver if the halfling s |ove had been whi sked away in the night.
So now he woul d have conpany for the long ride and the adventures to
follow, a trusted friend who had gotten him out of many predi canments.

Before the pair began to nove once nore, they heard the sound of hooves
behi nd t hem They |ooked back toward the wall to see two riders, one
| arge and wearing a horned highl ander hel mand the other snall of frane.

“Si obahn,” diver reasoned, and as the pair approached, Luthien saw that
the halfling had guessed right. Now the young Bedwyr grew frustrated. He
could rationalize having AQiver along, but this was getting out of hand!

Si obahn and the rider pulled up beside the conpani ons.

“You are not going,” Luthien offered, a preenptive strike agai nst any
argument to the contrary.

Si obahn | ooked at hi mcuriously, as though she didn't understand. “Of
course | amnot,” she said matter-of-factly. “My duty is to Eriador, and
not to Luthien, or to Katerin.”

For some reason that Luthien couldn’t quite figure out, that statenent
hurt nore than a little.

“But | condone your course,” the half-elf went on. “And | w sh you al
speed and all victory. | expect to see you, and you,” she said, |ooking
at diver, “and Katerin, waiting for us when we breach Princetown’s
gate.”

Luthien felt better.

“l have brought this,” Siobahn went on, extending her hand to reveal an
anber - col ored stone the size of a chicken egg. “From Brind Arour,” she
expl ai ned as Luthien took the stone. “Wen your task is conplete, or when
you are nost in need, the wizard bids you to hurl it against a wall and
speak his name three tines.”



Luthien felt the stone for sone tinme, marveling at how light it was. He
wasn't sure what the stone was all about, but he had seen enough of
Brind Amour’s nmagic to understand that this was no small gift. “Wat of
hi n?” the young Bedwyr asked, |ooking at the highl ander.

“Do you nean to ride into Princetown?” the half-elf asked
Lut hi en was begi nning to catch on.

“Malarmus will ride with you as far as the eastern end of A en Durritch
al nost in sight of Princetown,” Siobahn continued. “And there he will
wait with your nounts.” Unexpectedly, the half-elf then slid down from
her saddl e, handing the reins to Malanus. “For Katerin,” she said to
Luthien. “M/ walk to the wall is not so far.”

She nodded to Luthien, then to Aiver, and patted the runp of her horse
as she started back for Ml puissant’s Wall, back to the duties that would
not allow her to acconpany them

Lut hi en watched her with sincere adm ration. Siobahn wanted to go, he
realized. Though she and Katerin were rivals in sonme respects, they also
shared a deep regard for each other.

The young Bedwyr | ooked from Si obahn’s back, to her gifts, to
Brind Amour’s gift, and then to Oiver, sitting patiently, waiting for
Luthien to | ead on.

The ni ght had been dark, but the day was dawni ng brighter.

Back atop the gatehouse at Mal puissant’s Wall, Estabrooke, the First of
the Sixth Cavalier, watched the small forns on the southern field, the
Eri adorans in Avon, invading the proud knight’'s homel and. The i nmage of

t he denmon, of evil Praehotec, was still sharp in the old knight’s nind
For twenty years Estabrooke had lived in the shadow of G eensparrow,
hearing the tales of atrocities, of allegiances with dermonki nd. Some said
that the horrible plague which had broken Eriador’s will for war twenty
years before had been brought on by the Avon king, but Estabrooke had

di sm ssed such runors as peasants’ folly.

Sone said that Greensparrow was a sorcerer of the darkest arts, a denon
friend, a fiend hinself.

But Est abrooke had di sm ssed such runors, all the runors.

Now t he kni ght of the throne, the noble cavalier, had seen with his own
eyes. The runors had cone true for poor, torn Estabrooke. They had
materialized into a denonic, evil shape that the noble warrior could not
shake.

He wat ched Luthien and Oiver ride off. Secretly, and though it were
agai nst everything the nman had devoted his life to defending, Estabrooke



hoped that they would succeed, would bring Katerin back safely and | eave
Duke Paragor, the sanme duke who had sent the cavalier to Eriador, dead in
a pool of bl ood.

GHOSTS

The hi ghl ander, Mal anus, spoke not a word on the two days of riding it

t ook the conpanions to get into Gen Durritch, the wide and shallow val e
just southeast of Princetown. Here, there were no nore trees for cover
and only a single road, a brown snake wi ndi ng through the thick green
turf.

Luthien, playing the role of general again, studied the |and, inagined a
battl e that could be fought and won here. The ground sl oped up to the
left and to the right, into rolling, tree-covered hills. Perfect cover
and high ground. Elven archers could hit this road fromthose trees, he
realized, and down here, there was no cover, no place to hide fromthe
stinging, deadly bolts.

So intent was the young Bedwyr that he was caught fully by surprise when
Aiver’'s rapier tapped himon the shoulder. Luthien pulled up on
Ri verdancer’s reins and | ooked back to see the hal fling di snmounti ng.

“The western end of Gen Durritch,” Ml armus explai ned. diver notioned
with his chin to the west and Luthien squinted agai nst the [owriding
sun. Mount ai ns | ooned dark and cold, not so far away, and before them.

What ?Lut hi en wondered. A sparkle of white and pink.

Aiver walked by him “Five mles,” the halfling said. “And | do not |ike
to walk in the dark!”

Lut hi en slipped down from Ri verdancer and gave the reins over to Ml anus.
The hi ghl ander matched Luthien’'s gaze for a long nonment. “The bl essing of
Sol -Yunda go with you, Crinmson Shadow,” he said suddenly and turned
about, pulling hard with his massive, nuscled armto swing all three
riderless nounts with him “I await your return.”

Luthien just grunted, having no reply in light of his surprise. Sol-Yunda
was the god of the highlanders, a private god whom they sai d wat ched over
their kin and held no regard for anyone else, friend or foe. The

hi ghl anders hoarded Sol - Yunda as a dragon hoarded gold, and for Ml anus
to nake that statement, to utter those seven sinple words, was perhaps

t he nost heartening thing Luthien Bedwyr had ever heard.

He stood and wat ched Mal armus for a few nonents, then turned and sprinted
to catch up with Adiver as the halfling plodded al ong, toward the speck
of white and pink below the Iine of dark nountains.



Less than an hour later, the sun low in the sky but still visible above
the Iron Cross, the friends canme close enough to witness the true

spl endor of Princetown and to understand why the place had earned the
ni cknanme as the Jewel of Avon.

It was about the sane size as Caer MacDonal d, but where Caer MacDonal d
had been built for defense, nestled in between towering walls of dark
stone, Princetown had been built as a showcase. It sat on a gently
rolling plain, just beyond the foothills, and was w despread and airy,
not huddl ed Iike Caer MacDonald. A low wall, no nore than eight feet
high, of light-colored granite enconpassed the whole of the place, with
no di scernabl e gatehouses or towers of any kind. Mst of the houses
within were quite large; those of wood had been white-washed, and the
greater houses, those of the noblenen and the nerchants, were of white
marbl e tinged with soft |ines of pink.

The | argest and domi nant structure was not the cathedral, as in nost of
the great cities of Avonsea. That buil ding was inpressive, probably as
much as Caer MacDonald’'s Mnistry, but even it pal ed beside the fabul ous
pal ace. It sat in the west of Princetown, on the highest ground cl osest
to the nmountains, four stories of shining marble and gold leaf, with
decorated colums presented all along its front and with great w ngs
northeast and sout heast, |ike huge arns reaching out to enbrace the city.
A gol den dome, shining so brightly that it stung Luthien's eyes to | ook
upon it, stood in the center of the structure.

“This duke, he will be in there?” diver asked and Luthien didn’t have to
follow the halfling' s gaze to know whi ch building Aiver was talking
about. “W should have kept our horses,” the halfling remarked, “just to
get fromone end to the other.”

Lut hi en snickered, but wasn’'t sure if Aiver was kidding or not. The
young Bedwyr couldn’t begin to guess how many roons night be in that
pal ace. A hundred? Three hundred? If he kicked Ri verdancer into a ful
gallop, it should take himhalf an hour to circle the place but once!

Nei t her conpani on spoke, but they were both thinking the same thing: how
so oppressive a kingdom coul d harbor such a place of beauty. This was
grandeur and perfection; this was a place of soaring spirits and lifting
hearts. WAs there nore to the Kingdom of Avon than Luthien, who had never
been to the south before, understood? Sonmehow, the young Bedwyr sinply
could not associate this spectacle of Princetown with what he knew of the
evil Greensparrow, this fabulous city spread wi de before himseened to
nock his rebellion and, even nore so, his anger. He knew that Princetown
was ol der than Greensparrow s reign, of course, but still the city just
didn't seemto fit the nental image Luthien had conjured of Avon.

“My people, they built this place,” diver announced, draw ng Luthien
fromhis trance. He | ooked to the halfling, who was noddi ng as though he,
too, was trying to figure out the origins of Princetown.



“There is a Gascon influence here,” diver explained. “Fromthe south and
west of Gascony, where the wine is sweetest. There, too, are buil dings
such as this.”

But not so grand, Luthien silently added. Perhaps the Gascons had built,
or expanded, Princetown during their occupation of Avon, but even if
Aiver spoke truthfully, and the architecture was simlar to those
structures in southwestern Gascony, Luthien could tell fromdQiver’'s

bl ank stare that Princetown was far grander.

Shaken by the unexpected spl endor, but renenbering Katerin in the clutch
of the denpon and focusing on that awful inmage, Luthien notioned to the
north and started off at a swift pace; diver followed, the halfling s
gaze lingering on the spectacle of Princetown. From somewhere within the
city, near to the palace, it seened, came a |low and long roar, a bellow
of pure and savage power. A lion’s roar.

“You like cats?” diver asked, thinking of the zoo and wi shing that he
could have visited Princetown on another, nore inviting, occasion

The sky was dark and dotted with swift black clouds by the tine the
conpanions had circled Princetow, noving along the granite wall back to
the south, toward the pal ace. They canme around one sharp bend in the
wal I, and Lut hien stopped, perplexed. Looking to the west, he discovered
Princetown’s dirty secret.

Fromthe east, the place had | ooked so clean and inviting, truly a jewel,
but here, in the west, the conpanions |learned the truth. The ground

sl oped down behind the palace and the eight-foot wall that lined the city
proper encircled into a bow -shaped valley filled with ramshackl e huts.
Lut hien and diver couldn’t see nmuch in the darkness, for there were not
many fires burning down bel ow, but they could hear the nobans of the poor,
the cries of the wetches who called a nuddy | ane their hone.

Lut hi en found the sights and sounds heartening in a strange way, a
confirmation that his conclusions of Greensparrow and the unlawful and
ultimately evil kingdom were indeed correct. He synpathized with the folk
who lived in that hidden bow west of the city' s splendor, but their

exi stence gave himheart for the fight.

Aiver tugged on his cloak, stopping him

“d ose enough,” the halfling whispered, pointing up to the side of the
pal ace, | oom ng dark and tall not so far away.

“Here now” canme a bellow fromthe wall, a guttural, cyclopian voice, and
both friends dropped into a crouch, Luthien pulling the hood of his cape
over his head and Aiver scanpering under the folds of the magica

crimson garnent

On the wall, several |anterns cane up, hooded on three sides to focus the
beam of light through the fourth. Luthien held his breath, remn nding
hinsel f repeatedly that the cape woul d hide himas the beans crossed the
field before himand over him



“CGet back to your holes!” the cyclopian roared and fromthe wall, severa
crossbows fired.

“I would Iike it better if the one-eyes could see us,” diver renarked.

The barrage continued for several volleys and was then ended by a shared
burst of grunting laughter fromthe wall. “Beggars!” one cycl opi an
snorted derisively, followed by nore | aughter.

Aiver cane out fromunder the crinson garnment and straightened his
great, w de-brimmed hat and his own purple cape. He pointed to the south,
toward the towering palace wall, and the pair noved on a few dozen yards.

Aiver went right up to the wall, listening intently, then noddi ng and
smling at the sound of snoring from above. He pushed his cape back from
his shoul der and reached into the shoul der pouch of his “housebreaker,” a
har ness of |eather strapping that Brind Anour had given him Qdiver wore
the contraption all the tinme, though it was hardly noticeabl e agai nst his
puf fy sl eeves and |ayered, brightly colored clothing. It seened to be no
nore than a sinple, unremarkabl e harness, but |ike Brind Anour hinself,
the | ooks were truly deceiving. This harness was enchanted, |ike many of
the items it contained: tools of the burglary trade. Fromthat seemi ngly
tiny shoul der pouch, diver produced his enchanted grapnel, the puckered
ball and fine cord. But before he could unwi nd and ready the thing,
Lut hi en cane over and scooped hi m up.

Aiver understood; the wall was only eight feet high, and Luthien could
hoist himright toits lip. Quickly, the halfling | ooped the grapnel
openly on his belt, within easy reach, and then he grabbed the lip of the
wal I, peering over.

A parapet ran the length of the wall on the other side, four feet down
fromthe lip. Aiver |ooked back to Luthien, a wicked grin on his face.
He put a finger over pursed lips, then held it up, indicating that
Lut hi en should wait a nmonent. Then the halfling slipped over the wall,
silent as a cat—a little cat, not the kind they had heard roaring
earlier.

A monment later, while Luthien grew agitated and wanted to | eap up and
scranble over, Aiver cane back to the wall and held out his hand to his
friend. Luthien junmped and caught the lip of the wall with one hand,
Aiver's hand with the other. He came over low, slithering |like a snake,
rolling silently to the parapet.

Luthien’s eyes nearly fell fromtheir sockets, for he and Aiver were
right between two seated cycl opi ans! The startlenent |lasted only a
nmonent, stolen by the sinple logic that Aiver had been up here and knew
the scene. On closer exanination, Luthien realized that neither of these
brutes was snoring any longer. Luthien |ooked to AQiver as the halfling
wi ped the blood fromhis slender rapier blade on the furred tunic of one
dead brute.



Barely thirty feet away, the other group, the ones who had fired at the
conpani ons, continued a gane of dice, oblivious to the invasion.

Aiver slipped under Luthien's cape and the two started off slowy, away
fromthe dicing band, toward the |looning wall of Princetown’s pal ace

They had to slip down fromthe wall and cross a small courtyard to get to
the building, but it was lined with nmani cured hedgerows, and with
Lut hi en’s cape helping them they had little trouble reaching the pal ace
Aiver | ooked up at the line of windows, four high. Light came fromthe
first and second, but the third was nuch di mer and the fourth was

conpl etely dark

The halfling held up three fingers, and with a final glance around to
make sure that no cyclopians were nearby, he twirled his grapnel and |et
fly, attaching it to the marble wall beside the third-story w ndow.

The marbl e was as snmooth as gl ass, but the puckered ball held fast, and
after testing it, diver scanmpered up. Luthien watched from bel ow as the
hal fling again went to his harness, producing a suction cup with a wide
armattached. Aiver listened at the wi ndow for a nonent, then popped the
cup onto it and slowy but firmy noved the conpass armin a circle,

agai nst the gl ass.

Aiver cane back down a nonent later, bearing the cut glass. “The roomis
enp—~ he began, but he stopped and froze, hearing the approach of arnored
guards.

Lut hi en stepped up and swooped his cape over Qiver, then fell back
against the wall, the halfling in tow

Hal f a dozen cycl opi ans, wearing the bl ack-and-silver uniforns of
Praet ori an Guards, cane around the corner in fight formation, the one
farthest fromthe wall carrying a blazing torch. Luthien ducked | ow under
his hood, bending his head forward so that the cowl would conpletely

bl ock his face. He held his confidence in the enchanted cape, but could
only hope now that the brutes wouldn’t notice the fine cord hangi ng down
the side of the palace wall, and hope, too, that the cyclopians didn't
accidentally walk right into him

They passed |l ess than four feet away, right by diver and Luthien as
t hough the two weren’'t even there. Indeed, to the cyclopians, they were
not, purely invisible under the folds of the crinson cape.

As soon as the brutes were out of sight, Luthien noved out of hiding and
Aiver junped to the cord, clinbing quickly, hand over hand. Luthien
braced the rope for a nonment, allowing diver to get up to the second
story, then the young Bedwyr also took a tight hold and began to cli nb,
wanting to be off the ground as quickly as possible.

It seermed like many minutes drifted by, but in truth, the two friends
were inside the palace in the space of a few heartbeats. diver reached
out through the hole in the wi ndow and gave three sharp tugs on the cord,
freeing the puckered ball and pulling it in behind him Gone wi thout a



trace—except for the circle of cut glass lying on the grass and the inage
of a shadow, a crinson shadow, indelibly stained upon the white wall of
t he pal ace.

Luthien settled hinself and waited for his eyes to adjust to the shift in
the I evel of darkness. They were in the palace, but where to go? How many
scores of roons could they possibly search?

“He will be near the middle,” reasoned diver, who knew his way around
nobility fairly well. “In the roons to one or the other side of the done.
That done signals the chapel; the duke will not be far fromit.”

“l thought the cathedral was the chapel,” Luthien said.

“Duke types and prince types are lazy,” Oiver replied. “They keep a
chapel in their palace hone.”

Lut hi en nodded, accepting the reasoning.

“But the dungeons will be below,” diver went on. He saw the horrified

| ook crossing his friend' s face and qui ckly added, “lI do not think this
Duke Paragor woul d put so valuable a prisoner as Katerin in the dungeons.
She is with him | think, or near to him?”

Luthien did not reply, just tried hard to keep his breathing steady.
Aiver took that as acceptance of his reasoning.

“To the duke, then,” Aiver said, and started off, but Luthien put a hand
on his shoulder to stop him

“Geensparrow s dukes follow no | aw of CGod,” the young Bedwyr rem nded
him suddenly wondering if the halfling s reasoning was sound. “They care
not for any chapel.”

“Ah, but the palace was built before Greensparrow,” the halfling replied
wi t hout the slightest hesitation. “And the old princes, they did care.
And so the finest roons are near to the donme. Now, do you wish to sit
here in the dark and discuss the design of the palace, or do you wish to
be off, that we m ght see the truth of the place?”

Lut hi en was out of answers and out of questions, so he shrugged and
followed Aiver to the room s closed door, distinguishable only because
they saw the light fromthe corridor comng through the keyhol e.

That hol e was about eye-level with the halfling, and he paused and peeked
t hrough, then bol dly opened the door.

In the light, Luthien cane to see that Princetown’s pal ace was as

fabul ous on the inside as on the outside. Huge tapestries, intricately
woven and sone with golden thread interlaced with their designs, covered
the walls, and carved wooden pedestals lined the length of the corridor,
each bearing artwork: busts of previous kings or heroes, or sinple

scul ptures, or even gens and jewels encased in gl ass.



More than once, Luthien had to pull Aiver along forcibly, the halfling
nmesmnerized by the sight of such treasures within easy grasp

There was only one treasure that Luthien Bedwr wanted to take fromthis
pal ace.

Gradual ly, the conpani ons neared the center of the pal ace. The hal | ways
became nore ornate, nore decorated, the treasures greater and nore

cl osely packed together, giving credence to diver’s reasoni ng concerning
the likely I ocation of the duke. But so, too, did the light grow, with
crystal chandeliers, a hundred candles burning in each, hanging fromthe
ceiling every twenty paces along the corridor. Many doors were thrown

wi de, and all the side roons |lit; though it was very late by then, near
to mdnight, the palace was far from asleep. A compti on caught the pair,
particularly Luthien, off guard; the young Bedwyr even consi dered turning
around and hiding until later. But Qiver would hear none of that. They
were inside now, and any del ay could be dangerous for them and for

Kat eri n.

“Besides,” diver added quietly, “we do not even know if the party will
end. In Gascony, the lords and | adies are known to stay up all the night,
every night.”

Luthien didn’t argue, just followed his dimnutive conmpanion into the
party. Merchants and their prettily dressed | adi es danced in the side
rooms, often sweeping out into the hall to twirl through the next open
door, joining yet another of the many parties. Even worse for Luthien and
Aiver, Praetorian Guards seened to be around every corner.

The hal fling thought that they should wal k openly, then, and pretend to

be a part of it all; Luthien, realizing that even the magical crinson
cape could not fully shield themfromthis growing nob, reluctantly
agreed. He was well dressed, after all, especially with the fabul ous cape

shi mering over his shoulders, and Aiver always seened to fit in. And so
they half wal ked, half danced their way along the corridors. Qdiver
scooped two goblets of wine fromthe first cyclopian servant they passed
who was bearing a full tray.

The at mosphere was nore intoxicating than the wine, with nusic and
excited chatter, prom ses of love fromlecherous nmerchants to the many
fawni ng | adies. Aiver seened right at home, and that bothered Luthien,
who preferred the open road. Still, as he becane confident that their

di sgui se, or lack of one, was acceptable in this conmpany, particularly
with AQiver's foppish clothing and his own magnificent cape, Luthien grew
nore at ease, even nanaged a snile as he caught in his arnms one young

| ady who stunbled drunkenly out of a room

Luthien’s smile quickly disintegrated; the painted and perfuned woman
rem nded hi mmuch of Lady El ena, one of Viscount Aubrey’s entourage who
had cone to Dun Varna, his honme on faraway |sle Bedwydrin. Those two

| adi es who had acconpani ed Aubrey, Elena and Avonese, had started it all;
their bickering had precipitated the death of Garth Rogar, Luthien’s
boyhood friend.



Lut hi en stood the woman up and firmy strai ghtened her, though she
i medi at el y sl unped once nore.

“Qoh, so strong,” she slurred. She ran her fingers down one of Luthien's
muscl ed arns, her eyes filled with [ust.

“Strong and available,” Oiver prom sed, figuring out the potentia
trouble here. He stepped in between the two. “But first, ny strong friend
and | nust speak with the duke.” The hal fling | ooked around hel pl essly.
“But we cannot find the man!”

The woman seened not to notice Oiver as he ranbl ed al ong. She reached
fight over his head to again stroke Luthien’s arm not fathomng the
dangerous gl are the young Bedwyr was now gi vi ng her.

“Yes, yes,” Oiver said, pulling her armaway, pulling it hard to bend
her over so that she had to look at him “You mght rub all of his strong
body, but only after we have met with the duke. Do you know where he is?”

“Ch, Parry went away a long time ago,” she said, drawing frowns fromthe
conpanions. A mllion questions raced through Luthien s mnd. Were nght
Par agor have gone? And where, then, was Katerin?

“To his bedchanber,” the | ady added, and Luthien nearly sighed aloud with
relief. Paragor was indeed in the pal ace!

The | ady bent low to whisper, “They say he has a lady there.”

Aiver considered her jealous tones and, understanding the protective,
even incestuous, ways of a noble’s court, the halfling was not surprised
by what was forthcom ng.

“A foreigner,” the lady added with utter contenpt.

“W nust find himthen, before . . . before . . .” The halfling searched
for a delicate way to phrase things. “Before,” he said sinply, with
finality, adding a wink to show what he neant.

“Somewhere that way,” the lady replied, waggling a finger along the
corridor, in the same direction the conpani ons had al ready been
travel i ng.

Aiver smled and tipped his hat, then turned the woman about and shoved
her back into the room from whence she cane.

“These peopl e disgust ne,” Luthien remarked as the pair started off once
nor e.

“OfF course,” Aiver outwardly agreed, but the halfling remenbered a tine
not so | ong ago when he, too, had played these noble party ganes, usually
| endi ng a synpat hetic shoulder for those | adies who had not snared the
richest or the nost powerful or the nost dashing (though diver always
consi dered hinself the npbst dashing). O course they were disgusting, as
Lut hi en had said, their passions nisplaced and shall ow. Few of the nobles



of Gascony, and of Avon, too, fromwhat the halfling was now seeing, did
anything nore substantial than organize their drunken parties, with the
ri chest foods and dozens of young painted | adies. These frequent
occasions were orgies of lust and greed and gl uttony.

But, in Qiver’s thinking, that could be fun

The pair grew nore cautious as they continued toward the center of the
pal ace, for they found fewer partygoers and nore cycl opians, particularly
Praetorian GQuards. The nusic dinmed, as did the lighting, and finally,
Lut hi en deci ded that they should drop the facade and hi de under the
protection of the nagic cape.

“But how are we to find information to lead us to the man?” di ver
pr ot est ed.

It was a good point, for they still had no idea of which roomni ght be
Duke Paragor’s, and no idea if this “foreigner” the | ady had spoken of
was even Katerin. But Luthien did not change his mnd. “Too many
cyclopians,” he said. “And we are increasingly out of place, even if we
were invited guests to the pal ace.”

Aiver shrugged and hid under the cape; Luthien noved to the side of the
corridor, inching fromshadow to shadow. A short while later, they cane
to a stairwell, w nding both up and down. Now they had a true dil enmg,

for they had no idea of which way to go. The fourth floor, or the second?
O should they remain on this level, for the corridor continued across

t he way?

The conpani ons needed a neasure of luck then, and they found it, for a
pai r of servants, human wonmen and not cycl opian, cane bustling up the
stairs, grunbling about the duke. They wore plain white garb—&iver
recogni zed them as cooks, or as naids.

“E's got 'inself a pretty one this night,” said an old wonman, a single
tooth remaining in her nouth, and that bent and yellow, sticking out over
her bottomlip at a weird angle. “All that red hair! Wat a firebrand,
she be!”

“The old wetch? the other, not nuch younger and not much nore
attractive, declared. “She’'s just a girl, she is, and not "alf 'is age!”

“Shhh!” the one-tooth hissed. “Yer shouldn’'t be spaking so o' the duke!”

“Bah!” snorted the other. “Yer knows what he’'s doin’. He sends us away
fer a reason, don’t yet doubt!”

“dad | amthen, that we is done fer the night!” said one-tooth. “Up to
bed wit me!”

“And down to bed with the duke an’ the girl!” the other shrieked, and the
two burst out in a fit of cackling laughter. They wal ked right beside the
conpani ons, never noticing them



It took all the control Luthien could muster for himto wait until the
pai r had passed before running down the stairs. Even then, Qiver tried
to hold hi mback, but Luthien was gone, taking three steps at a tine.

Adiver sighed and noved to follow, but paused | ong enough to see that the
cape had left another of its “crinmson shadows” on the wall beside the
stairwel|.

Their options were fewer when they came down to the next |evel. Three
doors faced the stairwell, each about a dozen feet away. The two to the
si des were unremarkabl e—tuthi en coul d guess that they opened into
corridors. He went to the third, curbed his urge to charge fight through
and tried to gently turn the handl e instead.

It was | ocked.

Lut hi en backed up and snarled, neaning to burst right through, but diver
was beside him calmng him Fromyet another pouch of his renmarkable
housebreaker, the hal fling produced a slender, silver pick. A nonent

| ater, he | ooked back fromthe door at Luthien and smiled nischievously,
the | ock defeated. Luthien pushed right past himand went through the
door, coming into yet another corridor, this one shorter, incredibly
decorated in tiled nosaics, and with three doors lining each side.

One of those, the niddle door to Luthien's left, had a pair of burly
Praetorian GQuards in front of it.

“Hey, you cannot come in here!” one of the brutes grow ed, approaching as
it spoke and nmoving its hand to the heavy cudgel strapped to its belt.

“My friend here, he needs a place to throw up,” diver inprovised
j abbi ng Lut hien as he spoke.

Lut hi en lurched forward, as though staggering and about to vomt, and the
horrified cycl opi an dodged aside, letting himstunble past. The brute
turned back to conplain to Aiver, but found a rapier blade suddenly
piercing its throat.

The other Praetorian, not seeing the events behind Luthien, noved to slap
t he apparently drunken man asi de. Luthien caught the hand and noved in
close, then the guard went up on its toes, its expression incredul ous
asBlind-Striker sunk into its belly, angled upward, reaching for its

| ungs and heart.

Aiver shut the door to the stairwell. “W nust hope that we are in the
right place,” he whispered, but Luthien wasn't even listening and wasn’'t
waiting for any | ockpicking this time. The young Bedwyr roared down the
corridor, cutting to the right, then back sharply to the left, slaming
t hrough the door into Duke Paragor’s private bedchanber.

Paragor was inside, sitting with his back to his desk in the right corner
of the room facing the bed, where Katerin sat, ankles and wists tightly
bound, a Praetorian flanking her on either side.



Sonet hing el se, sonething bigger and darker, with | eathery wi ngs and red
fires blazing in its dark eyes, was in the roomas well.

THE DEMON ANDTHE PALADI N

Luthien's first instincts were to go to Katerin, but he kept his wits
about hi menough to realize that the only chance he and Katerin had was
to be rid of the wizard quickly, and hopefully the w zard' s denon al ong
with the man. The young Bedwyr took one running step toward the bed, then
cut sharply to the right, cocking backBlind-Striker with both hands.

The wi zard junped up and shrieked, throwing his skinny arns in front of
himin a feeble attenpt at defense. Luthien cried out for victory and
brought the sword in a vicious arc, just under the flailing arms, and the
young rman snarled grimy as the sword struck against the w zard’ s side,
boring right across. He saw the wi zard s robes, brownish-yellow in hue,
fitting for the sickly | ooking man, fold under the wei ght of the bl ow,
saw them fol l ow t he bl ade’s path

Blind-Strikerhad noved all the way around, left to right, and the robes
with it, before Luthien realized that Paragor was not there, that the
wi zard sonmehow was no | onger in these robes. The young Bedwyr stunbl ed
forward a step, overbalancing as his sword found nothing substantial to
hit. He caught hinmself and wheel ed about, the brownish-yell ow robes

fol ded over his bl ade.

He saw a shi nmer across the room agai nst the wall beyond the foot of the
bed, as Paragor cane back to corporeal form wearing robes identical to

t he ones wapped over Luthien’s sword. He saw Praehotec, eyes bl azing,
rage focused squarely on Luthien, coming over the bed, rushing right past
Katerin and barreling over one of the cyclopians as he went, the fiend s
great wings buffeting both Katerin and the other one-eyed guard.

Lut hi en knew t hat he was dead.

Li ke his conpani on, diver thought the key to this fight would be in
slaying the wi zard. And like his conpanion, diver cane to understand
that getting to Paragor would not be easy. At first, the halfling started
right, follow ng Luthien. Then, seeing that Luthien would get the attack
in, Aiver had cut back toward the nmddle of the room toward Katerin.
The halfling s eyes bul ged when he realized Paragor’s magi cal escape, and
how t hey bul ged nore when diver saw Praehotec, gigantic and horrid
Praehotec, coming over the bed!

Wth a squeak, Qiver dove down, crossing under the tunbling cyclopian
and slipping under the bed as the denon charged out. The agile halfling
recovered quickly, in aroll that turned his prone body about, and he



scranbl ed right back out the way he had conme in so that he could stab at
t he downed one-eye with his rapier. He scored a hit, then a second and a
third, but the stubborn brute was up to its knees, bellowi ng |ike an
animal, turning around to face the hal fling.

Aiver stuck it once again as it turned, and then the halfling let out a
second squeak and faded back under the bed, the enraged cyclopian in
cl ose pursuit.

Fromthe very beginning, Katerin had not been a nodel prisoner, and she
kept up her reputation now. She accepted the hit as Praehotec passed, the
denon’ s wi ng knocking her flat to the bed and bl asting her breath away.
Her instincts yelled for her to go to Luthien, to die beside him for she
knew that he could not defeat this nmonstrous beast. But her wits told her
toinflict as much pain on wetched Paragor as she could, and so as she
went flying downward, she tensed her nuscles and threw herself into the
fall, hitting the cushioned bed with enough force to bounce right back to
a sitting position. The second cyclopian, half on the bed and half off,
dazed by the weight of Praehotec’s wing, was nore concerned with its
conpani on, who was scranbling under the bed, than with Katerin.

The brute felt her arns cone across its broad shoul ders, the chain

bi nding her wists scraping its face as her wists cane down in front of
its burly neck. In a split second, the cyclopian felt Katerin' s feet
against its upper back, and she was pushing and tugging with all of her
strength, her chained wists fight across the one-eye’'s throat.

The dom nant thought in Paragor’s mind as he easily vanished fromin
front of Luthien's mghty swing was that he had erred in keeping
Praehotec so | ong. Before he ever cane back to his corporeal form the
wi zard knew t hat the denmon woul d be going after Luthien, nmeaning to kil
t he young man and tear himapart, to punish the young Bedwyr, this

| egendary Crinmson Shadow, for its defeat on the high tower of the

M nistry.

Thowattl e’ s warnings of turning the young man into a martyr echoed in
Paragor’s nmind, and so his first attack, a beam of searing, crackling,
white energy, was ainmed not at Luthien, nor any of his conpani ons, but at
Pr aehot ec.

The denon was cl ose enough to Luthien by then that the wizard s attack
appeared to be an errant casting. The white bolt slamed Praehotec’s

| eathery wing, doing no real damage to the beast, but stopping its
charge, slanming the nonster against the far wall.

Luthien, fighting hard to curb his terror, I|unged forward,
thrustingBlind-Striker with all his strength. The nighty sword had been
forged by the dwarfs of the Iron Cross in ages past, its blade of beaten
netal folded a thousand tines. Now, after centuries of use, it was better
than when it was forged, for as the bl ade wore down, each |ayer was



harder than the previous. It sank deep into denon flesh. Luthien ignored
the hot, greenish gore that erupted from Praehotec’s torn torso and
pushed on, throwing all his weight behind the attack.Blind-Striker went
inright up toits jewelled and golden hilt—+the scul pted dragon ranpant.
The sharpened points of the scul pture’ s upraised wings, the formdable
cross-pi ece of the weapon, gouged small holes in the denon’s flesh.

Lut hien, snarling and scream ng, |ooked up into the denon's fiery eyes,
t hi nki ng he had won, thinking that no beast, not even a nonster of the
Abyss, could withstand such a strike.

Praehotec seemed in agony, green gore oozing fromthe wound, but
gradually a w cked grin wi dened across the nonster’s serpentine face. A
trenbling, clawed hand reached out to Luthien, who backed off to arms

I ength only, not daring to withdraw the blade. A long, |ow grow cane
fromthe pained denmon’s maw, Praehotec’s trenbling, weakened hand caught
Luthien by the front of his tunic and pushed him the twelve-foot giant
extending its long arm driving Luthien back step by step, and since the
young Bedwyr didn’'t dare let go of Blind-Striker , the sword foll owed,
sliding fromthe wound.

When Praehotec’s armwas fully extended, Blind-Striker was only a few

i nches deep in the nonster’s chest. Luthien yanked it all the way out and
snapped it straight up, nicking the bottom of Praehotec’s jaw. Before he
could do any nore harm though, the denon clenched its hand tighter and
yanked its armout to the side, hurling Luthien back by the door.

The young Bedwyr came up in a roll to see Paragor casting straight at
him Through the open door Luthien dove, pulling it closed behind him

The door slamed all the faster when Paragor’s blast of lightning hit it,
splitting the wood right down the mddle so that splinters foll owed
Luthien out into the hall. Luthien was up again in an instant, neaning to
charge right back in, but he had to dive aside as the door exploded and
Praehot ec burst through.

Lut hi en skittered behind the beast, back in front of the door. He saw
Katerin on the bed, tugging for all her life, the cyclopian gasping and
clawi ng at her hands and wists. He saw the second brute, dodging
futilely side to side as it tried to squirmunder the bed, as AQiver’s
darting rapier poked it again and agai n.

“Get out!” Luthien cried to Aiver and he pulled the anber genstone from
his pouch and sent it skidding under the bed, hoping the halfling would
see it and find the chance to take Katerin along with himif that stone
was i ndeed an escape.

Par agor was approachi ng, dark eyes focused right on Luthien, as though
nothing or no one else mattered in all the world. The duke's hair flared
in wild wngs behind his ears, and he seened i nhunan, as nonstrous as the
beast Praehot ec.

Lut hi en accepted that he was overnmatched, but he didn't care. Al that
mattered was that Katerin and diver mght escape, and so the young



Bedwyr spun about, snarling with fury and sl ashedBlind-Striker across
Praehotec’ s back, right between the w ngs.

The denmon how ed and whi pped around, clawed hand raking. But Luthien was
al ready gone, rolling to the side, and Praehotec’s great hand caught
not hi ng but the door janb and remai ning pieces of the door, |aunching a
vol l ey of splinters right into Paragor’s face.

“Fool !'” the duke yelled, hands going to his bloody face. “Do not kil
him ”

Even as Paragor yelled his instructions,Blind-Striker cane in again, a
crushing blow to the side of the crouching denmon’s head. Praehotec | et

out a wail, and no commands the w zard-duke could utter then, no
reasoni ng, would have contained the fiend' s fury. Praehotec wheel ed
wildly, filling the corridor with its huge form preventing Luthien from

ski ppi ng behind this tine.

They faced off, the denon still in a crouch, its wings tight to its back
so they woul d not scrape against the walls. The corridor was snall and
rather narrow, had been built for defense, and its ceiling was not high
enough to accommpdate the tall fiend. Praehotec was at no di sadvant age,

t hough; it could fight this way easily enough

Luthien, too, went into a crouch, backing down the hall as the denobn
stalked him C awed hands canme at him and all the young Bedwyr could do
was whip his sword back and forth, parrying. Luthien nearly tripped over
one of the dead cycl opians, and knew that if he had, his |life would have
cone to a sudden and viol ent end.

Regai ning his footing and | ooking up at his foe, Luthien watched in blank
amazerment as two dagger-length beans of red light emanated from
Praehotec’ s bl azi ng eyes. The serpentine maw turned up into another of
those awmful grins as the denpbn crossed its eyes to angle the beans. As
soon as the light beams touched, a third beamburst forth, a red |line
that hit Luthien square in the chest, hurling hi mbackward.

He fought for his breath, felt the burn, the spot of sheer agony, and saw
the grinning beast still approaching. He tried to backpedal, all his
sensibilities told himto flee, but the door held firmbehind him and it
could only open one way, into the corridor.

Had Lut hi en been thinking clearly, he mght have stepped asi de and thrown
it wide, then run out into the palace proper. But he could not stop and
reason, not with the pain and with Praehotec so close, great arns
reaching for him And then his chance was | ost altogether as Praehotec
wor ked nmore nmagic, swelling and twisting the door inits janb so that it
woul d not open at all.

“WIl you fall down and die, you ugly offspring of a flounder and a pig?”
Adiver shouted, poking the cyclopian yet again. He had pierced the
Ccreature twenty tines, at least. Its face, its chest, and both its



reachi ng hands sported bright lines of blood. But the brute didn't cry
out, didn't conplain at all, and didn't retreat.

Sonet hing skittered beside Aiver and he heard Luthien call out for him
to escape. Wthout even knowing what it mght be, the halfling
instinctively scooped up the bauble. Then he changed tactics. He poked at
the cycl opian again, but fell back as he did so, allowing the brute to
get further under the bed. Wien it had squeezed in all the way, diver
much snal |l er and nore maneuverable in the tight quarters, poked it hard
in the forehead, then scanpered out the other side, coming to his feet to
find Katerin still tugging with all her strength, though the strangled
brute was no | onger fighting back.

“I think you can stop now,” the halfling remarked dryly, bringing Katerin
from her apparent trance. “But if you really want to fight,” diver

conti nued, dancing away fromthe bed as the crawling cycl opi an sw ped at
him “just wait a nonment.”

Aiver danced away; Katerin stood up. She | ooked at the door, and so did
the halfling, watching Paragor’s back, the w zard apparently picking at
his face, as he exited the room

Then Katerin's attention was back to the i medi ate problem the cyclopian
reemer gi ng fromunder the bed. She crouched and waited, and as the brute

stood up, she called to it. As soon as it turned, Katerin | eaped and

t unbl ed, hooki ng her chained wrists under the one-eye’s chin and rolling

right over the brute s shoul der.

She cane around and down hard to her knees on the floor, tugging the

cycl opi an viciously behind her, bending back its back and neck. She
hadn’t pl anned the nove, but thought it incredibly clever and deadly

i ndeed, but the cyclopian was stronger than she realized, and she was not
heavy. The brute’s bl oody hands reached back over its shoul ders and

cl asped Katerin by the el bows, then tugged so hard that the sturdy wonan
gave out a scream

Aiver, busy exam ning the anber gem casually strolled right in front of
t he engaged one-eye. The brute, straining to | ook back at Katerin, didn't
even notice him

“Ahem” the halfling offered, tapping his rapier on top of the brute's
head.

The cyclopian visibly relaxed its hold on Katerin and slowy turned to
face front, to stare into the tip of Oiver’s rapier.

“This is going to hurt,” Aiver prom sed, and his bl ade darted forward.

The brute let go and grabbed wildly, trying to intercept, but the
hal fling was too quick and the rapier tip drove into the cyclopian' s eye

Aiver wal ked away, exanining the stone once nore, trying to recall al
t hat Siobahn had said when she had given it to Luthien. Katerin, her arns
free once nore, for the blinded brute was wailing and thrashing



aimessly, turned herself over to face the creature’s back, tw sting the
chains tight about its neck.

Had t he powerful cycl opian grabbed her again, it mght have been strong
enough to break the strangling hold, but the one-eye was beyond reason,
insane with pain. It thrashed and jerked, rolled to one side and then the
other. Katerin paced it, her bindings doing their deadly work.

Aiver wasn't watching. He noved to the bottom of the bed and hurled the
anber genstone at the wall, calling three tinmes for Brind Anour. It
shattered when it hit, but before a single piece of it could fall to the
floor, it becanme sonething insubstantial, began to swirl as a fog,
becom ng part of the wall, transform ng the wall

Aiver recogni zed the magical tunnel and understood that he and Katerin
could get away. “Ah, my Brind Amour,” the halfling | anented, and then he
| ooked fromthe potential escape route to the shattered door. None of the
three, not Luthien, the denon, or the w zard, was in sight.

“lI hate being a friend,” the halfling whispered, and started toward the
door .

Bef ore he had gone three steps, though, two forns canme rushi ng through
the anber fog into the room diver’'s jaw drooped open; Katerin
finishing her latest foe, dared to hope.

Bri nd’ Anbur and Est abr ooke.

The parries canme furiously and in rapid succession,Blind-Striker whipping
back and forth, left and right, always intercepting a hand just before it
raked at Luthien—er just after, before the denon could gain a firmhold
or sink its terrible claws in too deep. Luthien couldn’'t keep it up; he
knew t hat, and knew, too, there was no way for himto | aunch any
effective counter measures.

Beans of red light began to extend from Praehotec’ s bl azing eyes.

Lut hi en screamed, put one |eg against the door and hurled hinself at the
beast, rushing in between the extended, grasping arns. He cane in high,
but dropped | ow as Praehotec crossed its eyes, the beans joining and
sendi ng forth another jarring bolt that flashed over Luthien's head and
slamed into the door, blasting a fair-sized crack.

Lut hi en stabbed straight out, scoring a hit on Praehotec’s belly. Then he
slashed to his right, gouging the denon’s great wi ng, and followed the

bl ade, rolling around the beast, trying to go between Praehotec and the
wal | and get into the larger area of the corridor.

Praehotec turned, and though the giant couldn’'t keep up with Luthien’s
scranbling, the beast did swing a leg fast enough, lifting a knee into
Luthien’s side and sl amm ng himpainfully against the corridor wall.



Lut hi en bounced out the other side, still scranbling on all fours,
scraping his knuckles and gasping for breath, trying to make it back to
the door of the w zard’'s room though he didn't even have his head up, so
bad was the pain.

He saw the hem of the w zard’' s browni sh-yel |l ow robes, a sickly color for
a sickly man.

Luthien forced hinself to his knees, threw his back against the wall, and
squirmed his way up to a standing position. Before he ever fully
strai ght ened, before he ever truly | ooked Paragor in the eye, he heard

t he crackl e of energy.

Blue |ines of power arced between Paragor’s fingers, and when he thrust
his hands toward Luthien, those |ines extended, engulfing the man in a
jolting, crackling shroud.

Luthien jerked spasnodically. He felt his hair standing on end, and his
jaw chattered and convul sed so violently that he bit his tongue

repeatedly, filling his mouth with blood. He tried to | ook at his
adversary, tried to will hinself toward the w zard, but his nuscles would
not react to his call. The spasns continued; Luthien slamred the back of

his head against the wall so violently that he had to struggle to remain
consci ous.

He hardly regi stered the novenent as Praehotec finally turned and
advanced, a clawed hand reaching for his head.

Wth a roar of victory, the beast grabbed for its prey, neaning to squash
Luthien’s skull. But the energy encircling the young Bedwyr sparked on
contact and bl ew the denon’s hand asi de. Praehotec | ooked at Paragor,
serpentine face twisted with rage.

“You cannot kill this one!” the duke insisted. “He is mne. G to his
| over instead and take her as you will!”

Lut hi en heard. Above all the crackling and the pain, the sound of his own
bones and |iganents popping as he jerked about, he heard. Paragor had
sent Praehotec to Katerin. He had given the denon pernission to Kkill
Katerin . . . or worse.

“No,” Luthien growed, forcing the word fromhis nmouth. He straightened,
using the wall for support, and sonehow, through sheer will power, he
managed to steady hinmself enough to I ook the evil duke in the eye.

Bot h Paragor and Praehotec stared at the young Bedwyr with a fair anmount
of respect, and so it was Luthien, gazing over the duke’s shoul der, who
noti ced the blue-robed wi zard at the open doorway to the duke’'s
bedchanber .

Brind’ Amour’s hands noved in circles as he uttered a chant. He took a
deep, deep breath and brought his hands back behind his ears, then threw
themforward, at the same tinme blowing with all his m ght.



Lut hi en got the strange image of the wi zard as a boy, blow ng out the
candl es upon his birthday cake.

There cane an explosion of light, and a great and sudden burst of w nd
that flattened Luthien against the wall at the same tine as it bl ew out
the arcing energy emanating from Paragor’s hands, freeing the trapped
young Bedwyr.

Par agor stunbl ed, then turned about, glaring at this new adversary,
recogni zing himas the old man he had seen in the divining basin. Now,
with the display of power fromthe man, Paragor pieced things together

“You,” he snarled accusingly, and Brind Anour knew that the w zard-duke,
who knew the stories of the ancient brotherhood and had no doubt been

war ned of Brind Anour by Greensparrow, at |ast saw himfor who he really
was. Wth a primal scream Paragor lifted his hands, and they gl owed that
sickly browni sh-yell ow color. The wi zard-duke charged, his hands going
for the old man’s throat.

By the time Luthien gained enough of his senses to | ook up, he was |ying
on the floor, a sheet of golden |ight suspended in the air above him He
saw t he gi ant, shadowy form of Praehotec through that veil, saw the
denon’ s huge foot rise up above him

Luthien closed his eyes, tried to grab his sword, but could not reach it
in time, and screaned out, thinking he was about to be crushed.

But then it was Praehotec who was screanming, terrible, awful wails of
agony, for as the denon’'s foot entered the sheet of golden light, it was
consunmed, torn and ripped away.

Brind Amour’s hands, glowing a fierce blue to match his own robes, cane
up to neet the duke's charge. He caught Paragor’s hands in his own and
could feel the disease emanating fromthem a withering, rotting touch
Bri nd’ Amour countered the only way he knew how, by reciting chants of
heal i ng, chants of ice that woul d paral yze Paragor’s invisible flies of
si ckness.

Paragor twi sted and grow ed, pressing on with all his mght. And

Bri nd’ Anbur matched him twisted and turned in accord with each of the
duke’ s novenents. Then Paragor yanked one hand away suddenly, breaking
the hold, and sl apped at Brind Anour’s face.

The old wizard intercepted with a bl ocking arm accepting the slap, and
his forearm where his unprotected skin was touched by the evil duke,
wrinkled and withered, pulling apart into an open sore. Brind Anour
responded by slanming his own palminto Paragor’s nose, and where the
bl ue touched Paragor’s skin, it left an icy, crystalline whiteness, the
duke’ s nose and one cheek freezing solid.



Qul ping for breath, the evil duke grabbed Brind Amour’s hand with his own
and the struggle continued. Paragor tried to pull Brind Anour to the
side, but to the duke's surprise, the old wi zard accepted the tug, even
threw his own wei ght behind it, sending both of themtunbling dow the
hal |, away from Luthi en and Praehotec.

Lut hi en gawked at the spectacle, as Praehotec, unable to stop the
nmonent um sank nore and nore of its foot, then its ankle, into the |ight.

No, Luthien realized then, not light. Not a sheet of singular light, as
he had first thought, but a swirling nass of tiny lights, like little
shar p- edged di anonds, spinning about so fast as to appear to be a single
field of light.

How t hey ate at the denon flesh, cutting and gobbling it into
not hi ngness!

Everything turned red then, suddenly, as Praehotec | oosed another of its
powerful eye bolts, and an instant later, Luthien felt the denon’s bl ood
and gore washing over him He tw sted and squirmed and | ooked up to find
Brind Anmour’s protective barrier gone, along with half of Praehotec’s

|l eg. The denon’s acidic |lifeblood gushed forth, splattering the wall and
floor and Lut hien.

He took up his sword and rolled out fromunder the wounded denbn, cane up
to his knees just as Oiver, rapier held before him cane gliding past
wi t h Estabrooke, the Dark Knight's great sword glowing a fierce and
flam ng white.

Luthien tried to rise and join them but found that he hadn't the
strength, and then Katerin was beside him bracing his shoul ders, huggi ng
hi m cl ose. She ki ssed himon the cheek—and he saw that she had taken a
cudgel from one of the dead guards.

“I must go,” she whispered, and she scranbled up and ran off, not toward
Aiver, Estabrooke, and the denon, but the other way.

Lut hi en | ooked back to see Brind Amour and Paragor rolling and thrashing,
alternately crying out. The sight brought the young Bedwyr further out of
his stupor; he could control his muscles once nore, but how they ached!
Still, Luthien knew that he could not sit there, knew that the fight was
not yet won.

“Ick!” Aiver said, skidding to a stop before he hit the puddl e of denobn
gor e.

Praehotec, |eaning against the wall, didn't seemto notice the halfling.
It ooked right over Aiver’'s head to the shining sword and the arnored
man, this cavalier, this noble warrior, a relic of a past and nore holy
age. The denobn recogni zed what this man was, the nost hated of al
hurmanki nd.



“Pal adin,” Praehotec snarled, drool falling freely to the floor. Qut cane
the great leathery wings as the beast huffed itself up to its npst

i npressive stance, straight and as tall as the corridor would allow,
despite its hal f-devoured | eg.

Aiver was inpressed by the fiend s display, but Estabrooke, crying to
God and singing joyfully, charged right in and brought his sword down in
a great sweeping strike. The halfling watched his courage, knew the
denon’ s word, and understood what this man they had net on the fields of
Eradoch truly was. “Douzeper,” the halfling rmuttered.

Est abr ooke sheared of f Praehotec’s raised arm

The denon’s ot her arm cane around, battering the man; tw n beans becane
one before Praehotec’s eyes, flashing out, searing through the knight’s
arnor, ainmed at his heart. The stunp of the denobn’s ot her arm becane a
weapon as Praehotec whipped it back and forth, sending a spray of acidic
blood into the slits of Estabrooke's hel m

Still Estabrooke sang, through the blindness and the pain, and he sl ashed
again, gouging a wing, digging into the side of the denon’s chest with
t remendous force.

Praehot ec, bal anced on just one foot, rocked to the side and nearly
tunmbl ed. But the beast came back furiously, with a trenendous, hooking
blow that rang |like a gong when it connected with the side of

Est abrooke’s hel mand sent the cavalier flying away, to crunple in the
corner near to the battered door.

Finally, the w zards broke their entanglenent, each scranbling to his
feet, dazed and sorely stung. Several |esions showed on Brind Amour’s
skin and the sl eeves of his beautiful robes were in tatters. Paragor

| ooked no better, one leg stiff and frozen, icy blotches on his face and
arns. The duke shivered and shuddered, but whether it was fromthe cold
or sinple rage, Brind Anour could not tell

Bot h were chanting, gathering their energies. Brind Amour |et Paragor
| ead, and when the duke | oosed his power in the formof a bright yellow
bolt, Brind Anmour countered with a stroke of the richest bl ue.

Nei t her bolt stopped, or even slowed, the other, and both w zards
accepted the brutal hits, energy that struck about their heads and
shoul ders and cascaded down, grounding out at their feet, jolting them
bot h.

“Dam you!” Paragor snarled. He seenmed as if he would fall; so did
Bri nd’ Amour, the older wi zard anazed at how strong this duke truly was.

But Paragor was nearing the end of his powers by then, and so was
Brind Amour, and it was not magic, not even a magi cal weapon, that ended
the battle.



Katerin O Hal e crept up behind the wi zard-duke and sl anmed the cycl opi an
cudgel down onto the center of his head, right between the hair “w ngs.”
Paragor’s neck contracted and his skull caved in. He gave a short hop
but this time he held his footing only for a split second before falling
dead to the floor.

There was no rest, no reprieve, for Praehotec. Before the denon could
turn around, diver’s rapier dug a neat hole between the ribs of its
uni njured side, and nore devastating still was the fury of Luthien
Bedwyr .

Lut hi en did not know that word Praehotec had uttered—pal adi n”—but he
knew the truth of Estabrooke, knew that the man was not just any warrior,
but a holy warrior, grounded in principles and in his belief in God. To
see himfall wounded Luthien profoundly, renm nded himof the evil that
had spread over all the land, of the sacrilege in the great cathedrals,
where tax rolls were called, of the enslavenent of the dwarfs and the

el ves. Now that fury was loosed in full, defeating any thoughts of fear.
Lut hi en sl ashed away relentlessly withBlind-Striker , battering the denon
about the shoul ders and neck, poundi ng Praehotec down onto the sheared

| eg, which would not support the beast’s great weight.

Praehotec tunbled to the ground, but Luthien did not relent, striking
with all his strength and all his heart. And then, amazingly, Estabrooke
was beside him that shining sword tearing horrible wounds in the denon.

Agai n Praehotec’s rage was ained at the cavalier. The denon ki cked out
with its good foot and at the sanme tinme opened wide its maw and vonited,
engul fing Estabrooke with a torrent of fire.

The knight fell away, and this tinme did not rise.

Luthien’s next strike, as soon as the fires dissipated, went into the
denon’ s open maw, drove through the back of Praehotec’s serpent nouth,
and into the beast’s brain. Praehotec convul sed violently, sending
Lut hi en scranbling away, and then the battered beast nelted away and
di ssolved into the floor, leaving a mass of gooey green ichor

Lut hi en rushed to Estabrooke and gently turned up the faceplate of the
fallen knight's helm

Est abr ooke’ s eyes stared strai ght up, unseeing, surrounded by cracked
skin, burned by denon acid. Luthien heard bangi ng on the door, cyclopian
calls for Duke Paragor, but he could not tear hinself away fromthe

gri evously wounded man.

Sonehow Est abrooke smiled. “I pray you,” the knight gasped, blood pouring
fromhis nmouth. “Bury ne in Caer MacDonal d.”

Luthien realized how great a request that was. Estabrooke, this noble
warrior, had just validated the revolution in full, had asked to be



buried away fromhis honeland, in the land that he knew to be just and
cl oser to Cod.

Lut hi en nodded, could not speak past the lunmp in his throat. He wanted to
say sonething conforting, to insist that Estabrooke would not die, but he
saw t he grievous wounds and knew that anything he m ght say would be a
lie.

“Eriador free!” Estabrooke said loudly, smling still, and then he died.

“Douzeper,”diver whispered as he crouched beside Luthien. “Pal adin. A
goodly man.”

The bangi ng on the door to the outer corridor increased.

“Come, ny friend,” Aiver said quietly. “W can do no nore here. Let us
be gone.”

“Lie down and pretend that you are dead,” Brind Amour said suddenly,
drawi ng both friends fromthe dead cavalier. They | ooked at each ot her,
and then at the w zard, curiously.

“Do it!” Brind Arour whispered harshly. “And you, too,” he said, turning
to Katerin, who seened as confused as Luthien and diver.

The three did as the wi zard bade them and none of them were confortable
when their skin paled, when nore bl ood suddenly covered Katerin and
Aiver, who had not been splattered and beaten, as had Luthien.

Their startlenent turned to bl ank amazenent when they regarded the

wi zard, his famliar formnelting away, his white hair turning gray and
thinning to wild wings over his ears and his beard disappearing
altogether. As soon as his blue robes turned browni sh-yellow, the three
under stood, and as one, they |ooked down the hallway to see the dead duke
now wearing the form of Brind Anour

The wi zard cl apped his hands together and the door, swollen by
Praehotec’ s magic, shrunk and fell open before the blows of the

cycl opians, led by Paragor’s |acky, Thowattle. The brutes skidded to a
stop, overwhel ned by the grisly scene, two dead cycl opi ans, three

mutil ated humans and one hal fling, and a ness of bubbling green and gray
sline.

“Master?” Thowattl e asked, regarding Brind Anour.
“I't is over,” Brind Amour replied, his voice sounding |ike Paragor’s.

“I will clean it at once, ny master!” Thowattle promi sed, turning to
| eave.

“No tine!” Brind Anour snapped, stopping the one-armed brute inits
tracks. “Assenble the mlitial At once! These spies wagged their tongues
before |I finished with themand told ne that a force has indeed gat hered
at Mal pui ssant’s Wall.”



The three friends, lying still on the floor, had no idea of what the old
wi zard was doi ng.

“At once!” Thowattle agreed. “I will have servants cone in to clean

“They stay with ne!” Brind Amour roared, and he waggled his fingers at
the three prone friends and began a soft chant. Luthien, diver, and
Katerin soon felt a conmpulsion in their nuscles, and heard a tel epathic
plea fromtheir wi zard friend asking themto follow along and trust. Up
t hey stood, one by one, appearing as zonbi es.

“What better tornment for the dooned fools of Eriador than to see their
heroes as undead sl aves of their eneny?” the fake duke asked, and
Thowattl e, always a |over of the macabre, smiled wi ckedly. The brute gave
a curt bow and its cycl opian conpani ons foll owed suit. Then they were
gone, and Brind Amour, with a wave of his hand, closed the door behind
themand swelled it shut once nore.

“What was that about?” Aiver asked incredul ously, for a nonent, even
wondering if this was really Brind Arour, and not Paragor, standing in
the hall.

“den Durritch,” Brind Amour expl ained. “Even as we sit here and banter,
our arny, under Siobahn's direction, has taken the high ground all about
Gen Durritch. My excited cyclopian fool will give orders to double-tine

to Mal puissant’s Wall, to neet with the Eriadorans there.”
“And the Princetown garrison will be slaughtered in the glen,” Luthien
r easoned.

“Better than fighting themwhen they' re behind city walls,” the devious
wi zard added. Brind Anour | ooked back at Aiver. “You and | once spoke of
your value to Eriador beyond the battles,” he said, and diver nodded

t hough Lut hien and Katerin had no idea of what the two were tal king
about .

“The time has cone,” Brind Armour insisted, “though | will need the rest
of the night to recuperate and regai n any neasure of ny magi cal powers.”

Bri nd’ Amour | ooked cl osely at Estabrooke then, and sighed deeply, truly
pai ned by the sight. He had spoken with the cavalier at |ength over the

| ast coupl e of days, and was not surprised when Estabrooke had insisted
on sitting beside him waiting in case the nmagical tunnel shoul d open
Brind’ Amour hadn’t hesitated in the | east about letting the knight
acconpany him fully trusting the man, realizing the goodness that guided
the knight’'s every action. Estabrooke' s death was a huge | oss to Eriador
and to all the world, but Brind Amour took heart that the nan had
redeenmed his actions on behalf of the evil Paragor, had seen the truth
and acted accordingly.

“Come,” Brind Armour said at length, “let us see what niceties Paragor’s
pal ace has to offer to four weary travelers.”



DI PLOVACY

Luthien didn’t know how to approach her. She sat quiet and very still on
the bed in the room she had commandeered, across the hall and down one
door from Duke Paragor’s bedchanmber. She had let himin w thout argunent,
but al so without enthusiasm

So now t he young Bedwyr stood by the closed door, studying Katerin

O Hal e, this woman he had known since he was a boy, and yet whom he had
never really seen before. She had cl eaned up fromthe fight and wore only
a light satin shift now, black and | acy, that she had found in a
wardrobe. It was low cut, and really too small for her, riding high on
her snpoth | egs.

An altogether alluring outfit on one as beautiful as Katerin, but there
was nothing inviting about the way the worman sat now, back straight,
hands resting in her lap, inpassive, indifferent.

She had not been wounded badly in the fight and had not suffered at the
hands of Duke Paragor. No doubt the abduction had been traumatic, but
certainly Katerin had been through worse. Since the fight, though, after
those first few nonments of elation, the woman had becone quiet and
distant. She had reacted to Luthien as her savior for just a nmoment, then
nmoved away from hi mand kept away from him

She was afraid, Luthien knew, and probably just as afraid that he would
cone to her this night as that he would not. Until this nmonment, Luthien
had not truly considered the inplications of his relationship with

Si obahn. Katerin's jealousy, her sudden outburst that night at the Dwel f,
had been an exciting thing for Luthien, a flattering thing. But those

out bursts were gone now, replaced by a resignation in the wonan, a
stealing of her spirit, that Luthien could not stand to see.

“l care for Siobahn,” he began, searching for sone starting point.
Katerin | ooked away.

“But not as | |love you,” the young man qui ckly added, taking a hopeful
stride forward.

Katerin did not turn back to him
“Do you understand?” Luthien asked.
No response.

“l have to nake you understand,” he said enphatically. “Wen | was in
Montfort . . . | needed . . .”



He paused as Katerin did turn back, her green eyes rimed with tears; her
j aw ti ght ened.

“Siobahn is nmy friend and nothing nore,” Luthien said.
Katerin's expression turned sour.

“She was nore than nmy friend,” Luthien admtted. “And | do not regret

.” Again he paused, seeing that he was going in the wong direction. *“
do regret hurting you,” he said softly. “And if | have done irreparabl e
harmto our love, then | shall forever grieve, and then all of this, the
victories and the glory, shall be a hollow thing.”

“You are the Crinson Shadow,” Katerin said evenly.

“l am Lut hien Bedwyr,” the young man corrected. “Wio |oves Katerin
O Hale, only Katerin O Hale.”

Katerin did not blink, did not offer any response, verbal or otherw se. A
| ong, unconfortabl e noment passed, and then Luthien, defeated, turned
toward the door.

“I amsorry,” he whispered, and went out into the hall

He was down at the other end, nearing his door, when Katerin called out
his nane behind him He turned and saw her standing there, just outside
of her door, tall and beautiful and with a hint of a smle on her fairest
of faces.

He noved back to her slowy, guardedly, not wanting to push her too far,
not wanting to scare her away from whatever course she had chosen

“Don’t go,” she said to him and she took his hand and pull ed himcl ose.
“Don't ever go.”

From a door across the hall, barely cracked open, a teary-eyed diver

wat ched the scene. “Ah, to be young and in Princetown in the spring,” the
sentinmental halfling said as he closed his door after Luthien and Katerin
had di sappear ed.

The halfling waited a nonent, then opened the door again and exited his
room dressed in his finest traveling clothes and with a full pack over
his shoul der, for though it was night, diver had a neeting with

Brind’ Amour, and then a long, but inpossibly quick, road ahead.

The next norning, the proud Princetown garrison marched out of the city
to nuch fanfare. The long line nmoved swiftly, out to the east and south,
meaning to swing through the easy trails of Aen Durritch and then turn
north to Mal puissant’s Wall, where they would put down the rebels.



But the rebels were not at the wall. They were waiting, entrenched in the
hi gher ground of the glen, and the Princetown garrison never nmade it out
t he ot her side.

The I ength of the cyclopian line was barraged with mssile fire, elvish
bowst ri ngs hum ng, each archer putting three arrows in the air before
the first had ever hit its mark. After the first few terrible nmonents
the cyclopians tried to formup into defensive position, and the Ri ders
of Eradoch cane rushing down upon them cutting great swaths through
their lines, heightening the confusion.

Then there was no defense, no organi zed counterattack, and the slaughter
became whol esal e. Sonme cyclopians tried to run out the eastern end of the
glen, but the jaws of the fierce Eriadoran arny closed over them O hers,
near the back of the long Iine, had an easier tine getting out of the
glen’s western end, but they found yet another unpl easant surprise
awaiting them for in the nmere hour they had been out of the city, an
arny of dwarfs had encircled Princetown.

Not a single cyclopian got back to the city's gates that fateful norning.

Greensparrow shifted in his seat, a snile painted on his face, trying to
appear at ease and confortabl e, though the high-backed and stiff, stylish
Gascon chair was anything but confortable. The Avon king had to keep up
appear ances, though. He was in Caspriole, in southwestern Gascony,
nmeeting with Albert deBec Fidel, an inportant dignitary, one of the major
feudal lords in all of Gascony.

For sonme reason that Greensparrow coul d not understand, deBec Fidel had
turned the conversation to events in Eriador, which Geensparrow truly
knew little about. As far as the vacationing king of Avon was aware,

Bel sen’ Krieg was in Mntfort, though the last nessage fromone of his
underling w zards, Duchess Deanna Wl | worth of Mannington, had hinted at
sone further trouble.

“What do you nean to do?” deBec Fidel asked in his thick accent, his
bl unt question catching Greensparrow off his guard. Normally deBec Fidel
was a subtle man, a true Gascon dignitary.

“About the rebel s?” the Avon king replied incredul ously, as though the
guestion hardly seemed worth the bother of answering.

“About Eriador,” deBec Fidel clarified.

“Eriador is a duchy of Avon,” G eensparrow insisted.

“A duchy without a duke.”

Greensparrow control |l ed hinmself enough not to flinch. How had deBec Fi de

| earned of that? he wondered. “Duke Modrkney failed ne,” he adnmtted. “And
so he will be replaced soon enough.”



“After you replace the duke of Princetown?” deBec Fidel asked slyly.

Greensparrow gave no open response, except that his features reveal ed
clearly that he had no idea what the | ord m ght be speaking about.

“Duke Paragor is dead,” deBec Fidel explained. “And Princetown—ah, a
favorite city of mne, so beautiful in the spring—+s in the hands of the
northern arny.”

Greensparrow wanted to ask what the man was tal ki ng about, but he

reali zed that deBec Fidel would not have offered that information if he
had not gotten it fromreliable sources. eensparrow s own position
woul d seem weaker indeed if he pretended that he did not al so know of
these startling events.

“The entire Princetown garrison was slaughtered on the field, so it is
said,” deBec Fidel went on. “A conplete victory, as one-sided as any |
have ever heard tell of.”

Greensparrow didn’t mss the thrill, and thus, the threat, in deBec

Fi del s voice, as though the man was enjoying this suprenely. An emni ssary
fromEriador had gotten to the man, the wi zard-king realized, probably
prom sing himtrade agreenents and free port rights for Caspriole’'s

consi derable fishing fleet. The alliance between Avon and Gascony was a
tentative thing, a tenporary truce after centuries of countless squabbles
and even wars. Even now, nuch of Greensparrow s arny was away in | ands
south of Gascony, fighting beside the Gascons, but the king did not doubt
that if Eriador offered a better deal concerning the rich fishing waters
of the Dorsal Sea, the doubl e-dealing Gascons woul d side with them

What had started as a riot in Muntfort was qui ckly becom ng a major
political problem

Behi nd one of the doors of that very room his ear pressed agai nst the
keyhole, Aiver deBurrows |listened happily as deBec Fidel went on
speaking to Greensparrow of the benefits of making a truce with the
rebel s, of giving Eriador back to Eriador.

“They are too much trouble,” the feudal lord insisted. “So it was when
Gascony ruled Avon. That is why we built the wall, to keep the savages in
the savage north! It is better for all that way,” deBec Fidel finished.

Oiver's smile nearly took in his ears. As an anbassador, a Gascon who
knew t he ways of the southern kingdom s nobles, the halfling had done his
job perfectly. The taking of Princetown m ght nudge Greensparrow in the
direction of a truce, but the not-so-subtle hint that m ghty Gascony

m ght favor the rebels in this matter, indeed that the Gascons ni ght even
send aid, would surely give the wi zard-king much to consi der.

“Shall | have your room prepared?” Qiver heard deBec Fidel ask after a
| ong nmonent of unconfortable silence.



“No,” Greensparrow replied sharply. “I must be on ny way this very day.”

“All the way back to Carlisle,” Aiver snickered under his breath. The
hal fling flipped an anber genstone in his hand, agreeing with
Greensparrow s sentinents, thinking that it mght be tine for him too,
to be on his way.

THE WORD

Luthien and Katerin sat astride their nmounts on a hill overl ooking the
shi ni ng white-and-pink marble of Princetown. The sun was low in the
eastern sky, beam ng past them igniting the reflected fires along the
pol i shed walls of the marvelous city. In the famed Princetown zoo, the
exotic animals were awakening to the new day, issuing their roars and
grow s, heral ding the sunrise.

O her than those bellowi ng sounds, the city was quiet and calm and the
pani ¢ that had begun after the news that Duke Paragor was slain and the
garrison slaughtered had settl ed.

“Brind Anmour told the Princetowners that neither the Eriadoran nor the
dwarfish arny would enter the city,” Luthien remarked. “They trust in the
old mage.”

“They have no choice but to trust in him” Katerin answered. “W could
march into the city and kill themall in a single day.”

“But they know we will not,” Luthien said firmy. “They know why we have
cone.”

“They are not allies,” Katerin remnded him “And if they had the
strength to chase us away, they would do so, do not doubt.”

Lut hi en had no reply; he knew that she was right. Even though he knew of
Brind Amour’s intention of retreating back to Eriador, Luthien had hoped
that, after the massacre in Aen Durritch and if the folk of Princetown
enbraced the Eriadoran cause, they mght continue this war, indeed m ght
take it all the way to Carlisle. It had been as Aiver had predicted on
that day of planning the attack. The Princetowners were cal m now,
trusting, praying that the threat to their personal safety was ended, but
t hey made no pl edges of allegiance to the Eriadoran fl ag.

“And know, too,” Katerin said grimy, pounding home her point, “that our
arnmy will indeed enter the city and lay waste to any who oppose us if we
find anot her of Greensparrow s armes narching north to do battle.”

Lut hi en hardly heard the words, because he had not wanted to hear them
and al so because he noticed Aiver upon Threadbare, riding up the hill to
join them Also, to the left, the south, and still very far away, Luthien



noti ced the expected entourage approaching the captured city. Severa
coaches noved in a line, all stream ng pennants, fronted and fl anked by
cycl opi ans upon ponypi gs, the one-eyes smartly dressed in the finest
regalia of the Praetorian Quard. Luthien did not recognize all of the
pennants, but he picked out the banner of Avon and figured that the rest
were the crests of the southern kingdoms nost inportant families, and
probably the banners of the six major cities, as well. Mst prom nent
anong the line, along with the banner of Avon, was a bl ue pennant show ng
huge hands reaching out to each other across a gulf of water.

“Mannington, | think,” Katerin remarked, watching the same show and
pi cki ng out the sane, prom nent banner.

“Anot her duke?” Luthien asked. “Cone to parlay or work foul nagic?”

“Duchess,” cane a correction frombelow as Aiver hustled his pony toward
the pair. “Duchess Wl lworth of Mannington. She will speak for
Greensparrow, who is still in Gascony.”

“Wher e have you been?” Luthien and Katerin asked together, for neither
had seen the halfling in the five days since Duke Paragor was di spatched.

Aiver chuckled quietly, wondering if they would even believe him He had
used Brind Arour’s nmagical tunnel to cross a thousand nmiles, and then a

t housand miles back again. He had net with dignitaries, sonme of the nost

i mportant men in Gascony, and had even, on the occasion of passing the
man in the hall, tipped his great hat to King G eensparrow hinsel f! “It
was tinme for me to go hone!” the foppish halfling roared cryptically, and
he woul d say no nore, and Luthien and Katerin, too involved in
specul ati ng about the neeting that would soon take place, did not press

t he point.

Lut hi en had wanted to attend that parlay, but Brind Amour had frowned
upon the notion, reninding the young Bedwyr that the com ng negoti ator
was probably a wi zard and woul d be able to recogni ze the young nan,
perhaps, or at least to relay information about Luthien to the king in
the south. As far as Greensparrow and his croni es were concerned,

Brind’ Amour realized that Eriador would be better served if the Oinson
Shadow remai ned a figure of mystery and intrigue

So Luthien had agreed to stay out of the city and out of the neeting. But
now, watching the line of coaches disappearing behind the gray granite
wal I, the young Bedwyr wi shed he had argued agai nst Brind Anour nore
strongly.

By all neasure, Duchess Deanna Wellworth was a beautiful woman, gol den
hair cut to shoulder length and coiffed neatly, flipped to one side and
held in place by a di anond-studded pin. Though she was young—ertainly
she had not seen thirty wi nters—her dress and nmanner were nost el egant,
sophi sti cated, but Brind Amour sensed the power and the untanmed, wld
streak within this woman. She was an enchantress, he knew, and a powerful



one, and she probably used nore than her nmagic to get men into difficult
si tuations.

“The fleet?” she asked abruptly, for fromthe nonent she had sat down at
the I ong, oak table, she had nade it clear that she wanted this parlay
concl uded as quickly as possible.

“Scuttled,” Brind Amour answered wi thout blinking.

Deanna Wl lworth's fair features, highlighted by the nost expensive
makeup, but not heavily painted in typical Avon fashion, turned into a
skeptical frown. “You said we would deal honestly,” she remarked evenly.

“The fleet is anchored near to the D anbnd Gate,” Brind Anour adnmitted.
The old wi zard drew hinself up to his full height, shoul ders back and jaw
firm “Under the flag of Eriador free.”

Hs tone told Wl Ilworth beyond any doubt that G eensparrow woul d not get
his ships back. She hadn't really expected Eriador to turn them over,
anyway. “The Praetorian Guards held captive on that rock of an island?”
she asked.

“No,” Brind Anour answered sinply.
“You hold near to three thousand prisoners,” Wl lworth protested.
“They are our problem” Brind Amour replied.

Deanna Wl I worth sl apped her hands on the polished wood of the table and
rose to leave, signaling to the Praetorian Quards flanking her. But then
t he ot her negotiator across the table fromher, a bl ue-bearded dwarf,
cleared his throat loudly, a not-so-subtle rem nder of the additiona
force canped in the nountains, not far away. Princetown was |ost, and the
eneny was entrenched in force, and if an agreenent could not be reached
here, as Greensparrow had instructed, Avon would find itself in a costly
war .

Deanna Wl |lworth sat back down.

“What of the cyclopian prisoners taken in Gen Durritch?” she asked, her
voi ce edged in desperation. “I nust bring sone concession back to ny

ki ng!”

“You are getting back the city,” Brind Arour said.

“That was known before | was sent north,” Deanna protested. “The
pri soners?”

Bri nd’ Amour | ooked at Shuglin and gave a slight chuckle, an indication of
agreenment, and he explained with a wide and sincere snile, “W have no
desire to march a thousand one-eyes back into Eriador!”

Deanna Wl lworth nearly | aughed al oud at that, and her expression caught
Bri nd’ Amour sonewhat off his guard. It was not relief that fostered her



mrth, the wi zard suddenly realized, but agreenent. Only then did the old
wi zard begin to make the connection. Manni ngton had al ways been Avon’s
second city, behind Carlisle, and a seat of royalty-in-waiting.

“Wl | worth?” Brind Anpur asked. “VWas it not a Wellworth who sat upon
Avon’' s throne, before Geensparrow, of course?”

All hint of a smle vanished from Deanna’s fair face. “An uncle,” she
offered. “A distant uncle.”

Her tone told the keen-m nded wi zard that there was much nore to this
one’s tale. Deanna had been in line for the throne, no doubt, before
Greensparrow had taken it. How mi ght she feel about this rogue w zard who
was now her king? Brind Amour disnissed the thoughts; he had ot her

busi ness now, nore pressing and nore inportant for his Eriador.

“You have your gift for your king,” he said, thus bringing the neeting to
concl usi on.

“Indeed,” Deanna replied, still tight-1lipped after the inquiry about her
royal |ineage.

Lut hi en and Katerin watched, diver and Siobahn watched, and all the arny
of Eriador and all the dwarfs of the Iron Cross watched, as Brind Amour,
Shugl i n beside him and Duchess Deanna Wl |l worth cl ose behind, ascended
the tallest tower in Princetown, the great spire of the cathedral. Wen
he was in place, his volum nous bl ue robes whi ppi ng about himin the
stiff breeze, the wi zard spoke out, spoke to all the folk of the I and

Eri adoran and Avonite alike, in a voice enhanced by magic so that it
echoed to every corner of Princetown.

“The tinme has cone for the folk of Eriador to turn north,” the old w zard
declared. “And for the dwarfs of the Iron Cross to go hone.”

And then he said it, the words that Luthien Bedwyr and Katerin O Hal e had
waited so very long to hear.

“Eriador is freel”

EPI LOGUE

EPI LOGUE

Aki ngdon? A denocracy?” diver spat derisively. “Governnent, ptooey !”
They had been on the road for a full week, and though spring was on in
full, the weather had been sonewhat foul-Rot the expected weat her
considering the glorious return to Caer MacDonald. Now, with the walls of
the nountain city finally in sight, the Mnistry sitting huge and



i mposing up on the hill, their conversation had turned to the coronation
of free Eriador’s King.

There had never been a doubt in Luthien's nind about who that shoul d be.
Several of the folk had called for the Crinmson Shadow to take up the
reins as their |eader, but Luthien knew his talents and his linitations.
Bri nd’ Amour woul d be king, and Eriador woul d be better off for it!

“Pt ooey?” Katerin echoed.

“Government,” diver said again. “Do you know t he difference between a
ki ngdom and a denocracy?”

Kat erin shrugged—she wasn’'t even certain what this concept of denocracy,
whi ch Brind Amour had raised soon after they had all crossed back in to
Eri ador, exactly was.

“I'n a kingdom” the halfling explained, “a man uses power to exploit man
In a denocracy, is the other way around.”

It took Luthien and Katerin a long noment to catch on to that remark.

“So, by your reasoning, Eriador would be better off without a king?”
Lut hi en asked. “W can just let the towns run thenselves . . .~

“They will anyway,” Oiver put in, and Katerin had to agree. Few of
Eri ador’s proud folk would bend to the will of anyone who was not of
their particular village.

“Still, we need a king,” Luthien went on deternm nedly. “W need soneone
to speak for the country in our dealings with other lands. It has al ways
been that way, |ong before anyone ever heard of G eensparrow.”

“And Brind Amour will keep the people of Eriador together,” diver
agreed. “And he will deal fairly with the dwarfs and the el fish-types, of
that | do not doubt. But still, governnent . . .”

“Ptooey!” Luthien and Katerin spat together, and the three enjoyed a
hearty | augh.

The coronation of King Brind Amour went off perfectly, on a bright and
sunny day less than a week after the army had roll ed back into Caer
MacDonal d. |If there were any who di sagreed with the choice, they were
silent, and even the rugged hi ghl anders seened pl eased by the ponp and
t he cel ebrati on.

Bri nd’ Anbur had ascended to the role of | eader now, with the battles of
swords apparently ended and the di plomatic duels about to begin, and
Luthien was glad for the reprieve, glad that the weight and
responsibility had been lifted fromhis shoul ders.



Tenporarily. Luthien held no illusions that his duties had ended, or that
the war had ended. He had discussed the matter at length with

Brind’ Amour, and both of themwere of the m nd that G eensparrow had so
readily agreed nmerely to buy hinself sone needed tine. Both of them knew
that there mght remain yet a larger battle still to be fought.

Lut hi en t hought of Estabrooke then, who had given so many years in
service to the Kingdom of Avon. He thought of Estabrooke, who woul d be
buried in Caer MacDonald. A lifelong service to Avon, and the noble
kni ght had asked to be buried in Eriador. Luthien would have to think
| ong and hard on that irony.

But all such dark thoughts were for another day, Luthien told hinself as
t he decorated coach approached the platformthat had been constructed in
the wide plaza near to the Mnistry. Brind Amour, |ooking regal indeed in
huge purple robes, with his shaggy hair and beard neatly tri med and
brushed, stepped out of that coach and ascended the stairs to the joyful
cries of the thousands gat hered.

Gathered to mark this day, Luthien rem nded hinself, forcing all thoughts
of Greensparrow far fromhis consci ousness.

This day. Eriador free.

Here is an excerpt from

THE DRAGON Kl NG

The exciting final book in

The CrinmsonShadow Tri |l ogy.

Asi npl e spell brought himunnoticed past the guards, out fromthe main
gates of the greatest city in all of Avonsea, nmighty Carlisle on
Stratton. Under cover of a noonless night, the man rushed al ong, fighting
the rebellion, the inner turnoil, of his other self, the inpatience of a
bei ng too long inprisoned.

“Now ” inplored a silent call within him the w |l power of
Dansal | i gnati ous. “MNow.”

Greensparrow grow ed. “Not yet, you fool,” he warned, for he knew the
risks of this journey, knew that to reveal hinself to the Avonese

popul ace, to show his subjects who and what he truly was, would surely
overwhel mthem Dansallignatious, the other half of this man who was
King, didn't agree, had never agreed, through all the years of
Greensparrow s reign, through all the centuries before that since the
time when the two, wizard and famliar being, had becone one. To
Dansal |i gnati ous, the revelation would only nmake them grovel all the
nore, woul d nmake Greensparrow greater in their eyes, would even cow the
ki ngs of neighboring countries into paying homage to the ultimate power
t hat was Avon.

But then, G eensparrow reasoned, Dansallignatious would think that way;
it was the way of his kind!

Through the fields the King ran, his feet hastened by a sinple
enchantment. Past the outlying farns, past the small huts where single



candl es behi nd wi ndows showed that the folk were still awake. He felt a
tug on his spine, an itch across his powdered skin.

“Not yet,” Greensparrow i npl ored Dansal lignatious, but it was too |ate.
The beast could no | onger be contained. Greensparrow tried to run on, but
a painful crack in his leg sent himsprawing in the thick grass. Then he
was crawling, inching his way over a ridge to roll down into the shelter
of a grassy hol |l ow.

H s screams brought the farmers of three nearby cottages to their

wi ndows, peering out cautiously into the dark night. One man took up his
ancient famly sword, a rusted old thing, and dared to go out, noving
slowy toward the continuing sound.

He had never heard such torment, such agony! It canme from ahead, on the
other side of a grassy bluff.

But then it quieted, suddenly, and the farmer thought that the man nust
have been kill ed.

Only then did he realize his own foolishness. Sonething behind that hill
had apparently just nurdered a man. Wiat made him a sinple farner with
no experience or training with the sword, think that he would fare any
better? Slowy he began to back away.

Then he stopped, stricken.

A huge horned head lifted out of the shallow, rising, rising, ten feet,
twenty feet above him Lanmplight orbs, yellowgreen in color, reptilian
i n appearance, |ocked onto the man, showed him his doom

H s breath came in | abored gasps. He wanted desperately to turn and run,
but the sheer nagnificence of the beast held himfast. Up cane the dragon
to the top of the bluff, great claws rending the earth as it noved, its
wi de-spread wi ngs and trenmendous bul k, eighty feet fromhorned head to
swishing tail, blotting out the night sky.

“I't feels good, Greensparrow,” the beast said suddenly.

“Do not speak that name!” the beast then said in the sane thunderous
voice, but with a different tone altogether

“G eensparrow?” the farnmer nmanaged to whi sper, confused, overwhel ned.

“Geensparrow ” insisted the dragon. “Do you not know your King? On your
knees!”

The sheer power of the voice knocked the trenbling farnmer over. He
scranbled to his knees, bow ng his head before the nost awful of
creat ures.

“You see?” asked the part that was Dansallignatious. “They fear ne,
wor ship ne!”



The words were barely out before the dragon’s face twisted weirdly. The
voi ce that signified Dansallignatious started to protest, but the words
were blasted away as a huge gout of fire burst forth fromthe dragon’s
nout h.

The bl ackened corpse beside the nelted sword was not recogni zabl e.

Dansal |i gnati ous shrieked, outraged that his fun with the peasant had
been cut short, but Greensparrow willed hinself into flight then, and the
sheer freedom of the cool night air flow ng over |eathery w ngs brought
such joy and exhilaration to the dragon king that all argunments seened

petty.

A crowd of farners gathered about the side of the bluff the next day,
staring at the scorched grass and the bl ackened corpse. The Praetorian
CQuards were called in, but, as was usually the case where the brutish
unsynpat heti c cycl opi ans were involved, they were of little help. Reports
of the incident would go back to Carlisle, they prom sed, snickering as
they watched the dead nan’s grieving famly.

More than one of the folk gathered clained to have seen a great w nged
beast flying about on the previous night; that, too, would be told in
Carli sle.

Greensparrow, confortably back in the slender, alnost effenminate form
that his subjects had cone to know so well, the dark side of himthat was
Dansal | i gnati ous appeased by the night of freedom disnissed the reports
as the overactive imagi nations of sinple peasants.

“To be sure, even the fishing is better these days!” how ed an exuberant
Sharmus McConroy, first hand onThe Skipper, a fishing boat out of the
village of Gybi, the north port of Bae Colthwyn on Eriador’s w ndswept
northeastern shore. So naned for its tendency to | eap headl ong through

t he high breakers, half-clear of the water. The Ski pper was anong the nost
hi ghly regarded vessels of Bae Colthwyn’s considerable fishing fleet. She
was a thirty-footer, wide, with one square sail and a crew of eight,
salty old seadogs all, with not a hair anmong themthat wasn’t turning to

gray.

A d Captain Aran Toones liked it that way and steadfastly refused to
train a younger replacenment crew. “Got no tinme for puppies,” the crusty
captai n grunbl ed whenever someone remarked that his boat was a dooned
thing—nortal as a man” was the sayi ng. Toones al ways accepted the
ribbing with a knowi ng snarl. In Bae Colthwyn, on the Dorsal Sea, where
the great killer whal es roaned i n huge packs and the weather turned ugly
wi t hout warning, fishermen | eft w dows behind, and nore “puppies” drowned
t han reached manhood. Thus, the crew of The Ski pper was a reckl ess bunch
of bachel ors, hard drinkers and hard riders, challenging the mghty
Dorsal Sea as though God above had put the waves in their path as a
personal challenge. Day after day, she went out farther and faster than
any other boat in the fishing fleet.



So it was this mdsumrer day, The Ski pper running the breakers, sails ful
and straining. The weather seemed to shift every hour, from sunny bright
to overcast, that curious mixture on the open water where a body was
never quiet confortable; it was always too hot or too cold. Younger, |ess
experienced sailors would have spent a fair amount of tinme at the rail
bidding farewell to their norning nmeal, but The Skipper’s crew, nore at
hone on the water than on land, took the dramati c changes in bow egged
stride.

And their spirits were higher than normal this fine day, for their |and,
bel oved Eriador, was free once nore. Prodded by a rebel arny that had
pushed all the way to the Avon city of Princetown, King G eensparrow of
Avon had let Eriador out of his grasp, relinquishing the land to the
peopl e of Eriador. The old wi zard Brind Anour, a nman of Eriadoran stock,
had been crowned King in Caer MacDonal d as the season had turned to
sumer. Not that life would be rmuch different for the fisherfol k of Bae
Col t hwyn—except of course that they would not have to deal with cycl opian
tax bands anynore. King G eensparrow s influence had never really carried
that much weight in the rugged | and of northeastern Eriador, and not one
in fifty of the people along the bay had ever gone farther south than
Menni chen Dee on the northern edges of the Fields of Eradoch.

Only the folk of southern Eriador, along the foothills of the Iron Cross
nmount ai n range, where Greensparrow s tyranny was felt in force, would
likely see any dramatic difference in their day-to-day existence, but
that wasn’'t the point of it all. Eriador was free, and that cry of

i ndependence echoed t hroughout the |land, fromthe Iron Cross to den

Al byn, to the pinelands of the northeast and the splashing, rocky
shoreline of Bae Colthwyn, to the three northern isles, Marvis, Caryth,
and gi ant Bedwydrin. Sinple hope, that nobst necessary ingredient of
happi ness, had come to the wild land, personified by a King that few
north of MacDonal d’s Swath woul d ever glinpse and by a | egend cone to
life called the Crinmson Shadow.

When the news of their freedom had come to the bay, the fleet had put
out, the fishermen singing and danci ng on the decks as though they
honestly expected the waters to be fuller with fish, as though they
expected the dorsal whales to turn and flee at the mere sight of a boat
flying under the flat of Eriador of old, as though they expected the
storns to blow less fierce, with Nature herself to bow down to the new
Ki ng of Eriador.

VWhat a wonderful thing is hope, and to all who saw her this season, and
especially to the nen who crewed her, it seemed as ifThe Skipper |eaped a
little higher and ran the dark waters a little faster.

Early that norning, Shamus M:Conroy spotted the first whale, its black
dorsal fin, standing higher than a tall man, cutting the water barely
fifty feet off their starboard bow Wth typical abandon, the eight
seadogs hurl ed taunts and whi sky bottles the great whal e’ s way,
chal | engi ng and cursing, and when that fin slapped under the dark water,
novi ng away fromthe boat, they gave a hearty cheer and paid it no nore
head. The | east experience of them had spent thirty years on the water,
and their fear of the whales was |ong since gone. They could read the



dangerous ani mals, knew when to taunt and when to turn, when to dunp a
haul of fish into the water as a diversion, and when, as a final stance,
to take up their long, pointed gaff hooks.

Soon after, all signs of |and | ong gone, Aran Toonmes put the norning sun
over his right shoul der, runningThe Skipper southeast, toward the nouth
of the straits between Eriador and the Five Sentinels, a line of brooding
i sl ands, nore stone than turf. Toonmes neant to keep his boat out the
better part of a week, putting a hundred mles a day behind him His
course would take himout to the north of Col onsey, the |argest and
northernnost of the Five Sentinels, and then back again to the bay. The
wat er was col der out there, the old captain knew, just the way the cod
and nmackerel liked it. The other boats of Bae Colthwn's fleet knewit,
too, but few had the daring of TheSki pper , or the confidence and sea
know how of Aran Toones.

Toones kept his course true for three days, until the tips of Colonsey’'s
steep nountains were in sight. Then he began his long, slowturn, a
hundr ed- and- ei ght y-degree arc, bringing her around to the northwest.
Behind him working furiously, drinking furiously, and howing with glee,
his seven crewnen hauled in side-nets and long lines |oaded with fish:
beautiful, shiny, snelly, flopping cod and mack, and even bl ues, nasty
little predators who did nothing nore than swimand bite, swimand bite,
never stopping long enough to finish devouring whatever unfortunate fish
had gi ven them the nouthful. Shanmus M Conroy worked a belaying pin

wi I dl'y, thunking blues on the head until those tooth-filled nouths
stopped their incessant snapping. He got a nasty bite on the ankle,
cutting himright through his hard boots, and responded by hoisting the
ten-pound blue by the tail and whacking it repeatedly against the rail
to the hoots and cheers of the others.

For the seadogs, this was heaven.

The Ski pperwas |ower in the water hal fway through the turn, her hold

nearly full. The crew went down to one line, two nen working it, while
the other five sorted through the load, pulling out smaller fish that
were still alive and tossing themover, wanting to replace themwth

bi gger specinens. It was all a ganme at this point, a challenge for fun,
for a dozen snmaller fish were just as valuable as the eight bigger ones
that would fill their space in the hold, but the old sailors knew that
the I ong days went faster when the hands were noving. Here they were,
full of fish three hundred niles fromport, and with little to do but
keep the sail in shape and steer the dammed boat.

“Ah, so we’'re not the only boat with the gunption and heads to conme out
for a full hold,” Sharmus renmarked to Aran. Ginning at old Aran’s
skeptical |ook, Shamus pointed to the northern horizon, where a darker
speck had becone evident within the |line of bluish gray.

“Apity we’ve not a bigger hold,” Aran replied lightheartedly. “W coul d
have fished the waters clean before ever they arrived!” The crusty
captain finished the statenment by clapping the crewran hard on the back.

That brought a chuckl e from Shanus.



The Ski ppercontinued along its nerry way, the weather crisp and clear
the sea high but not choppy, and the fishing nore for sport now than for
business. It wasn’t until later that afternoon that Aran Toones began to
grow concerned. That speck on the horizon was nuch | arger now, and, to
the captain’s surprise, it showed no sail on its single square-rigged
mast, thus it was no fishing boat fromBae Colthwn. It was noving,

t hough, and swiftly, and it seened to be angling to interceptThe Ski pper

Toones brought the fishing boat harder to port, turning nore westerly.

A few nonents later, the other boat corrected its course accordingly.

“What do you know?” Shanus asked as he cane forward to join Toonmes at the
wheel .

“I don’t know,” Aran Toones replied grimy. “That’'s what’s got nme to
t hi nki ng.”

By now, the crew of The Ski pper could see the froth at the side of the

approachi ng vessel, a turbulence that could only mean a bank of great

oars, pulling hard. In all the Dorsal Sea, only one race nornally used
boats that could be so oared, as well as sail ed.

“Huegot hs?” Shamus asked.
Aran Toones couldn’t find the will to answer.

“What are they doing so far to the south and east?” Shanus asked
rhetorically.

“W don't know that they' re Huegoths!” Aran Toones yelled at him

Sharmus went nunmb and silent, staring at Toones. The caprain, who could
| augh at a dorsal whale, seened truly unnerved by the thought that this
approachi ng vessel mght be a Huegoth | ongship.

“Huegoths be the only ones who run so swift with oars,” remarked another
of the crew. The long line was forgotten now.

Aran Toones chewed at his bottomlip, trying to find some answer.

“She runs with beauty,” Shanus remarked, his gaze fix upon the | ongship.
It was true enough; the design of the ships of Huegoth barbarians was
not hi ng short of beautiful, finer than anything el se on the northern
seas. The graceful |ongships, seventy feet in length, were both solid and
swift and cut the swells with hardly a ripple.

“Enpty the hold,” Aran Toones deci ded.
The expressions of the other seven ranged from eager to incredul ous. For

several of the crewren, this command seened inpossible, ridiculous. They
had risked much in conming out this far to the southwest, so |long from



port, and those risks had been accepted precisely for the prize of fish
in the hold. Now the captain wanted to throw away their catch?

But the other four nen, including Shamus M Conroy, who had dealt with
savage Huegot hs before, agreed whol eheartedly with the call. Laden with
several tons of fish, The Ski pper could not outrun the |ongship; even
enpty, they could only hope to keep ahead of the Huegoths | ong enough for
the oarsnen to tire. Even then, the Huegoth could put up a sail

“Enpty it clear!” roared Aran, and the crew went to work

Toones studied the wind nore carefully. It was generally fromthe south,
not a good thing considering that the Huegoths, who did not depend on the
wi nd, were coming dowmn fromthe north. If he tried to turnThe Ski pper
about, he’'d be running into headw nds, practically standing still on the
wat er .

“Let’s see how good you can turn,” the captain nuttered, and he angl ed
back to the north. He'd go in close, cut right by the Huegoths. |fThe

Ski pper coul d survive that single pass, and avoid the underwater ramt hat
no doubt stuck out fromthe front of the barbarian ship, Toones would
have the wind at his back while the | ongship turned about.

A few hundred yards separated the vessels. Toones could see the activity
on the barbarians’ top deck, huge nen running to and fro. He could see
the tall, curving forecastle, carved into the |ikeness of a wolf.

Then he saw the snoke, rising up suddenly fromthe |ongship's center. For
an instant, the captain thought the |Iongship had sonehow caught fire,

t hought that perhaps one of the galley slaves had sabotaged the Huegoth
rai ders. But Toones quickly realized the truth, and knew that his dear
ship was in worse trouble still.

“CGet you behind a wall!” the captain yelled to his crew when the ships
were | ess than a hundred yards apart, when he coul d nmake out i ndividua
Huegot hs | eaning over the rail, their expressions bl oodthirsty.

Sharmus ran forward with a huge shield that he kept in the hold. He placed
it to cover as much of the captain at the wheel as possible, then
crouched | ow besi de Toones.

Toones had nmeant to go much closer, to practically dance with the Huegoth
boat before executing his sharp turn, to port or to starboard, whichever
way seenmed to give the nost |ight between the jockeying vessels. He had
to comrt sooner, though. He knew that now, with the black snpbke

bill owi ng high.

He turned right, starboard, and when the longship’s left bank began to
drag in the water, pulling her to port, Toones cut back to port harder
than he had ever tried to turnThe Ski pper. The good ship seened to
hesitate, seemed to stand right up in the water, beans creaking, nast
groaning. But turn she did, and her sails dipped for just an instant,
then swelled with wind, racing her off in the new direction, which by
conforting coincidence put The Ski pper straight in line with Bae Colt hwyn.



A barrage of flamng arrows soared out fromthe |ongship, a score of
fiery bolts trailed black lines of snoke. Many fell short, nobst missed
wi dely, but one did catch the prow of The Ski pper , and another found the
starboard edge of the nmast and sail.

Sharmus McConroy was there in an instant, batting at the flames. Two ot her
crewnen cane right in with buckets, dousing the fires before they could
do any real dammge

At the wheel, eyes |ocked on his adversary, Aran Toonmes wasn't conforted
Now t he | ongship’ s left bank pulled hard, while the right bank hit the
water in reverse, pivoting the seventy-foot vessel |ike a giant capstan.

“Too fast,” old Aran nuttered when he saw the incredible turn, when he
realized that The Skipper would have a difficult time getting past that
devastating ram Still, Aran was committed to his course now, he could
not cut any harder or try to pull back to starboard.

It was a straight run, wind in the sails of The Ski pper , oars poundi ng
the waters to either side of the longship. The little fishing boat got
past the longship’s prow and started to distance herself fromthe still-
turni ng Huegoths. For an instant, it seenmed as though the daring nove

m ght actually succeed.

But then canme the second volley of flamng arrows, crossing barely thirty
feet of water, nore than half of themdiving into the vul nerable sails.
Sharmus, still working to repair the m nor damage fromthe first voll ey,
took one right in the back, just under his shoul derbl ade. He stunbl ed
forward whil e another nman swatted his back furiously, trying to douse the
stubborn fl anes.

That fire was the | east of Shamus McConroy’s problenms. He reached the
wheel , verily fell over it, leaning heavily and | ooking close into Aran
Toones’ grim face.

“I think it got nme in the heart,” Shanmus said w th obvious surprise, and
t hen he di ed.

Aran cradl ed the nan down to the deck. He | ooked back just once, to
seeThe Ski pper 's sails consuned by the flanes, to see the |ongship,
strai ghtened now and in full row, banks churning the water on both sides,
cl osing fast.

He | ooked back to Shanus, poor Shamus, and then he was lurching wildly,
flying out of control, as the devastating ram splinteredThe Skipper’ s
rudder and smashed hard agai nst her hull.

Sonetine later—+t felt |ike only seconds—a barely consci ous Aran Toones
felt hinmself dragged across the desk and haul ed over to the Huegoth ship
He managed to open his eyes, |ooking out just asThe Ski pper , prow high
inthe air, stern already beneath the dark canopy, slipped silently under
the waves, taking with it the bodi es of Shanus and of G easy Sol arny, an
ol d seadog who had sailed with Aran for twenty years.



As he let go of that terrible sight, focused again on the situation at
hand, Aran heard the cries for his death and for the death of the five
ot her remai ni ng crewnen.

But then anot her voice, not as gruff-and deep, overrode the excited
Huegot hs, calming themlittle by little.

“These nmen are not of Avon,” said the man, “but of Eriador. Good and
strong stock, and too valuable to kill.”

“To the galley!” roared one Huegoth, a cry quickly taken up by all the
ot hers.

As he was lifted fromthe deck, Aran got a | ook at the man who had saved
him He wasn’'t a snall nman, but certainly not of giant Huegoth stock,
wel | toned and strong and with striking cinnanon-col ored eyes.

The man was Eri ador an!

Aran wanted to say sonething, but hadn’'t the breath or the chance

O the clarity. His life and the lives of his renaining crewnen had been
spared, but Aran Toones had lived a long, long tinme and had heard tales

of the horrors of |ife as a Huegoth galley slave. He didn’t know whether
to thank this fellow Eriadoran, or to spit in the nman’'s face



