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I HAVE TWENTY SKILLED ASSASSINS
AT MY DISPOSAL.…

Aballister held up a small, bulging bag and shook it once to show the others that its thickness came from many coins—gold, surely. Dorigen understood the bag’s significance, understood what it would buy for Aballister, and for Bogo as well. Bogo had come from Westgate, a city hundreds of miles to the northeast, at the mouth of the Lake of Dragons. Westgate was notable as a bustling trade town, and it was known, too, for a band of assassins who were among the cruelest killers in Faerûn.

“Even your Night Masks will have a difficult time striking at our young scholar, whether he’s in Shilmista or has returned to the Edificant Library,” Dorigen asserted, if for no better reason than to take some of the bite out of Aballister’s icy demeanor concerning his son. For all that she hated Cadderly—he had broken her hands and stolen several magical items from her—Dorigen simply couldn’t believe Aballister’s viciousness toward his own son.

“He is not in Shilmista,” Bogo replied with a grin, his brown eyes flashing with excitement, “nor in the library.” Dorigen stared at Bogo, and her sudden interest obviously pleased the young wizard. “He is in Carradoon.”


“This is pure sword and sorcery reminiscent at times of Fritz Leiber’s Fafhrd and the Gray Mouser series.”

—Don D’Ammassa on Promise of the Witch-King




“… breathes new life into the stereotypical creatures of the milieu: the motivations of his villains make sense without violating the traditions of the game. His heroes face dilemmas deeper than merely how to slay their foes. Salvatore has long used his dark elf protagonist to reflect on issues of racial prejudice … and this novel is no exception.”

—Paul Brink, School Library Journal on The Thousand Orcs







[image: ]

R.A. SALVATORE’S

THE CLERIC QUINTET

BOOK I
Canticle

BOOK II
In Sylvan Shadows

BOOK III
Night Masks

BOOK IV
The Fallen Fortress

BOOK V
The Chaos Curse





[image: ]




The Cleric Quintet, Book III
NIGHT MASKS
©1992 TSR, Inc.
©2009 Wizards of the Coast LLC

All characters in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.

This book is protected under the copyright laws of the United States of America. Any reproduction or unauthorized use of the material or artwork contained herein is prohibited without the express written permission of Wizards of the Coast LLC.

Published by Wizards of the Coast LLC.

FORGOTTEN REALMS, D&D, Wizards of the Coast, and their respective logos are trademarks of Wizards of the Coast LLC in the U.S.A. and other countries. Other trademarks are property of their respective owners. Hasbro SA, Represented by Hasbro Europe, Stockley Park, UB11 1AZ. UK.

All Wizards of the Coast characters and their distinctive likenesses are property of Wizards of the Coast LLC.

Cover art by Duane O. Myers

eISBN: 978-0-7869-5434-6
640-25328000-001-EN

U.S., Canada, Asia, Pacific, & Latin America, Wizards of the Coast LLC, P.O. Box 707, Renton, WA 98057-0707, +1-800-324-6496, www.wizards.com/customerservice

Europe, U.K., Eire & South Africa, Wizards of the Coast LLC, c/o Hasbro UK Ltd., P.O. Box 43, Newport, NP19 4YD, UK, Tel: +800 22 427276, Email: wizards@hasbro.co.uk

[image: ]
Visit our web site at www.wizards.com

v3.1





To Aunt Terry, who’ll never know
how much her support has meant to me.




Contents


Cover

Other Books by This Author

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Prologue



Chapter One: Placid Fields

Chapter Two: Mopping Up

Chapter Three: Heartfelt

Chapter Four: A Long Time to Dawn

Chapter Five: Home Again

Chapter Six: A Beggar, A Thief

Chapter Seven: The Maze

Chapter Eight: Unnecessary Evils

Chapter Nine: Evil Visions, Evil Deeds

Chapter Ten: Professionals

Chapter Eleven: What the Shadows Say

Chapter Twelve: Mortality

Chapter Thirteen: The Stooge’s Stooge

Chapter Fourteen: To Capture A Soul

Chapter Fifteen: A Good Day to Die

Chapter Sixteen: Scramble

Chapter Seventeen: Mentor

Chapter Eighteen: Reflections on the Water

Chapter Nineteen: Sorrow and Divine Joy

Chapter Twenty: I Telled Ye So

Chapter Twenty-one: Pikel Bait

Chapter Twenty-two: Striking Back

Chapter Twenty-three: An Offer He Couldn’t Refuse

Chapter Twenty-four: Layers of Treachery


Epilogue

About the Author




PROLOGUE
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The larger man regarded him warily, beginning to understand, and asked, “You know all in attendance?”

“Of course.”

The burly fighter looked back just in time to see the last of the other patrons slip out the door then added, “And they have left at your bidding?”

“Of course.”

“Mako sent you …”

The weaker man curled his lips in a wicked grin, one that widened as the fighter regarded his skinny arms with obvious disdain.

“… to kill me,” the large man finished, trying to appear calm.

His wringing hands, fingers moving as if seeking something to keep them occupied, revealed his unease. He licked his dry lips and glanced around, not taking his dark eyes from the assassin for more than a heartbeat. He surely noticed that the smaller man wore gloves, one white and one black, and must have silently berated himself for not being more observant.

The thin man replied, “You knew Mako would repay you for his cousin’s death.”

“His own fault!” the large man retorted. “It was he who struck the first blow. I had no ch—”

“I am neither judge nor jury,” the puny man reminded him.

“Just a killer,” the fighter replied, “serving whoever gives you the largest sack of gold.”

The assassin nodded, not the least bit insulted by that characterization.

The little man noticed his target’s hand slipping casually into a hidden pouch in the V cut of his tunic, above his right hip.

“Please, do not,” the assassin said, and the fighter stopped and eyed him with surprise.

“Of course I know of the knife you keep there,” the assassin said. “Do you not understand, dear dead Vaclav? You have no surprises left for me.”

Vaclav paused then protested, “Why now?” His ire rose with his frustration.

“Now is the time,” replied the assassin. “All things have their time. Should a killing be any different? Besides, I have pressing business in the west and can play the game no longer.”

“You have had ample opportunity to finish this business many times before now,” Vaclav argued.

In fact, the little man had been hovering around him for tendays, had even gained his trust, to some degree, though Vaclav didn’t even know the man’s name. The fighter’s eyes narrowed with further frustration when he further contemplated that notion and obviously realized that the assassin’s frail frame—too frail to be viewed as any threat—had only helped win his trust. If the man, now revealed as an enemy, had appeared more threatening, Vaclav never would have let him get so close.

“I’ve had more chances than you would believe,” the assassin replied with a snicker. The large man had seen him often, but not nearly as often as the killer, in perfect and varied disguises, had seen Vaclav.

“I take pride in my craft,” the assassin continued, “unlike so many of the crass killers that walk the Realms. They prefer to keep their distance until the opportunity to strike presents itself, but I”—his beady eyes flickered with pride—“prefer to personalize things. I have been all around you. Several of your friends are dead, and I now know you so well that I can anticipate your every movement.”

Vaclav’s breathing came in short rasps. The assassin could imagine what was going through the fighter’s mind: Several friends dead? And a weakling openly threatening him? He had defeated countless monsters ten times that one’s weight, had served honorably in three wars, had even battled a dragon! But he was scared. Vaclav surely had to admit that.

“I am an artist,” the slender, sleepy man rambled. “That is why I will never err, why I will survive while so many other hired murderers go to early graves.”

“You are a simple killer and nothing more!” the large man cried, his frustration boiling over. He leaped from his seat and drew a huge sword.
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A sharp pain slowed Vaclav, and he found himself somehow sitting again. He blinked, trying to make sense of it all. He saw himself at the empty bar, was, in fact, staring at his own face! He stood gawking as he—as his own body—slid the heavy sword back into its scabbard.

“So crude,” Vaclav heard his own body say.

He looked down at the figure he had come to wear, the killer’s weak form.

“And so messy,” the assassin continued.

“How …?”

“I have not the time to explain, I fear,” the assassin replied.

“What is your name?” Vaclav cried, desperate for any diversion.

“Ghost,” answered the assassin.

Ghost lurched over, plainly confident that the seemingly androgynous form, one he knew so well, could hardly muster the speed to escape him or the strength to fend him off. Vaclav felt himself being lifted from the floor, felt the huge hands slipping around his neck.

“The … ghost … of who?” managed the desperate man. He kicked as hard as his new body would allow, so pitiful an attempt against the burly, powerful form his enemy possessed. Then his breath would not come.

Vaclav heard the snap of bone, and it was the last sound he would ever hear.
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“Not ‘the ghost,’ ” the victorious assassin replied to the dead form, “just ‘Ghost.’ ”

He sat then to finish his drink, thinking how perfect the job had been, how easily Vaclav had been coaxed into so vulnerable a position.

“An artist,” Ghost said, lifting his cup in a toast to himself. His more familiar body would be magically repaired before the dawn, and he could take it back then, leaving the empty shell of Vaclav’s corpse behind.

Ghost had not lied when he mentioned pressing business in the west. A wizard had contacted the assassin’s guild, promising exorbitant payments for a minor execution.

The price must have been high indeed, Ghost knew, for his superiors had requested that he take on the task. The wizard apparently wanted the best.

The wizard wanted an artist.


ONE
PLACID FIELDS
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Cadderly walked slowly from the single stone tower, across the fields, toward the lakeside town of Carradoon. Autumn had come to the Southern Heartlands and the few tress along Cadderly’s path, red maples mostly, shone brilliantly in their fall wardrobe. The sun was bright and warm, in contrast with the chilly breezes blowing down from the nearby Snowflake Mountains, gusting strong enough to float Cadderly’s silken blue cape out behind him as he walked, and bend the wide brim of his similarly blue hat.

The troubled young scholar noticed nothing.

Cadderly pushed his sand-brown locks from his gray eyes then grew frustrated as the unkempt hair, much longer than he had ever worn it, defiantly dropped back down. He pushed it away again, and again, and finally tucked it tightly under the brim of his hat.

Carradoon came within sight a short while later, on the banks of Impresk Lake, surrounded by hedge-lined fields dotted with sheep, cattle, and crops. The city proper was walled, as were most cities of Faerûn, with many buildings huddled inside against ever-present peril. A long bridge connected Carradoon to a nearby island, the section of the town reserved for the more well-to-do merchants and governing officials.

As always when he came by that route, Cadderly looked at the town with mixed and uncertain feelings. He had been born in Carradoon, but didn’t remember that early part of his life. His gaze drifted west past the walled city to the towering Snowflakes then to the passes that led high into the mountains, where lay the Edificant Library.

That had been Cadderly’s home, though he realized that that was no longer true, and thus he felt he could not return there. He was not a poor man. The wizard in the tower he had recently left had paid him a huge sum for transcribing a lost spellbook—and he had the means to support himself in relative comfort for a time.

But all the gold in the world could not have provided a home for Cadderly, nor could it have released his troubled spirit from its turmoil.

Cadderly had grown up, had learned the truth of his violent, imperfect world—all too suddenly. The young scholar had been thrust into situations beyond his experience, forced into the role of hero-warrior when all he really wanted was to read of adventures in books of legend. Cadderly had killed a man, and had fought in a war that had blasted, torn, and ultimately tainted a once-pristine sylvan forest.

He had found no answers, only questions.

Cadderly thought of his room at the Dragon’s Codpiece, where The Tome of Universal Harmony, the most prized scriptures of the god Deneir, sat open on his small table. It had been given to Cadderly by Pertelope, a high-ranking priestess of his order, with the promise that within its thick bindings Cadderly would find his answers.

But Cadderly wasn’t sure he believed that.

The young scholar sat on a grassy rise overlooking the town, scratched at his stubbly beard, and wondered again about his true calling. He removed his wide-brimmed hat and stared at the porcelain insignia attached to its red band: an eye and a single candle, the holy symbol of Deneir, a deity dedicated to literature and the arts.

Cadderly had served Deneir since his earliest recollections, though he had never really been certain of what that service entailed, or of the real purpose in dedicating his life to any god. He was a scholar and an inventor and believed wholeheartedly in the powers of knowledge and creation, two very important tenets for his Deneirrath sect.

Only recently had Cadderly begun to feel that the god was something more than a symbol, more than a fabricated ideal for scholars to emulate. In the elven forest Cadderly had felt the birth of powers he could not begin to understand. He had magically healed a friend’s wound that otherwise would have proved fatal. He had gained supernatural insight into the history of the elves, not just their recorded events, but the feelings, the eldritch aura, that had given the ancient People their identity. He had watched in amazement as the spirit of a noble horse rose from its broken body and walked solemnly away. He had seen a dryad disappear into a tree and had commanded the tree to push the elusive creature back out—and the tree had heeded his command.

There could be no doubt for young Cadderly: mighty magic was within him, granting him terrifying powers. His peers called that magic the Grace of Deneir, saw it as a blessing, but in light of what he had done, of what he had become, and the horrors he had witnessed, Cadderly was not certain he wanted that power within him.

He got up from the grassy rise and continued his journey to the walled town, to the Dragon’s Codpiece, and to The Tome of Universal Harmony, where he could only pray that he would find some answers and some peace.
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He flipped the page, his eyes desperately trying to scan the newest material in the scant heartbeat it took him to turn the page again. It was impossible. Cadderly simply could not keep up with his desire, his insatiable hunger, to turn the pages.

He was finished with The Tome of Universal Harmony, a work of nearly two thousand pages, in mere moments. Cadderly slammed the book shut, frustrated and fearful, and tried to rise from his small desk, thinking that perhaps he should go for a walk, or go to find Brennan, the innkeeper’s teenaged son who had become a close friend.

The tome grabbed at him before he could get out of his seat. With a defiant but impotent snarl, the young scholar flipped the book back over and began his frantic scan once more. The pages flipped at a wild pace. Cadderly couldn’t begin to read more than a single word or two on any one page, and yet, the song of the book, the special meanings behind the simple words, rang clearly in his mind. It seemed as though all the mysteries of the multiverse were embedded in the sweet and melancholy melody, a song of living and dying, of salvation and damnation, of eternal energy and finite matter.

He heard voices as well—ancient accents and reverent tones sang in the deepest corners of his mind—but he couldn’t make out any of the written words on the pages of the book. Cadderly could see them, could feel their meanings, but the actual lettering slipped away.

Cadderly felt his strength quickly draining as he continued to press on. His eyes ached, but he couldn’t close them. His mind raced in too many directions, unlocking secrets, then storing them back into his subconscious in a more organized fashion. In those brief transitions from one page to another, Cadderly managed to wonder if he would go insane, or if the work would actually consume him.

He understood something else then, and the thought finally gave to him the strength to slam the book shut. Several of the higher ranking Deneirrath priests at the Edificant Library had been found dead, lying across that very book. Always the deaths had been ruled having been the result of natural causes—all of those priests had been much older than Cadderly—but Cadderly’s insight told him differently.

They had tried to hear the song of Deneir, the song of universal mysteries, but they had not been strong enough to control the effects of that strange and beautiful music. They had been consumed.

Cadderly frowned at the black cover of the closed tome as though it were a demonic thing. But it was not, he reminded himself, and before his fears could argue back, he opened the book once more, from the beginning, and again began his frantic scan.

Melancholy assaulted him, and the doors blocking revelations swung wide, their truths finding a place in the receptacle of young Cadderly’s mind.

Gradually the young scholar’s eyes drooped from sheer exhaustion, but still the song played on, the music of the heavenly spheres, of sunrise and sunset and all the details that played eternally in between.

It played on and on, a song without end, and Cadderly felt himself falling toward it, becoming no more than a passing note among an infinite number of passing notes.

On and on …

“Cadderly?”

The call came from far away, as if from another world. Cadderly felt a hand grasp his shoulder, tangible and chill, and felt himself turned gently around. He opened a sleepy eye and saw young Brennan’s curly black mop and beaming face.

“Are you all right?”

Cadderly managed a weak nod and rubbed his bleary eyes. He sat up in his chair and felt a dozen aches in various parts of his stiff body. How long had he been asleep?

It was not sleep, the young scholar realized then, to his mounting horror. The weariness that had taken him from consciousness was too profound to be cured by simple sleep. What, then?

It was a journey, he sensed. He felt as though he had been on a journey. But to where?

“What were you reading?” Brennan asked, leaning past him to regard the open book.

The question shook Cadderly from his reflections. Terrified, he shoved Brennan aside and slammed the book.

“Do not look at it!” he replied harshly.

Brennan seemed at a loss. “I … I’m sorry,” he apologized, obviously confused, his green eyes downcast. “I didn’t mean—”

“No,” Cadderly interrupted, forcing a disarming smile to his face. He hadn’t intended to wound the young lad who had been so kind to him over the last few tendays. “You did nothing wrong. But promise me that you’ll never look inside this book—not unless I’m here to guide you.”

Brennan took a step away from the desk, eyeing the closed tome with fear.

“It’s magical,” Cadderly acknowledged, “and it could cause harm to one who does not know how to read it properly. I’m not angry with you—truly. You just startled me.”

Brennan nodded weakly, seeming unconvinced.

“I brought your food,” he explained, pointing to a tray he had placed on the night table beside Cadderly’s small bed.

Cadderly smiled at the sight. Dependable Brennan. When he had come to the Dragon’s Codpiece, Cadderly had desired solitude and had arranged with Fredegar Harriman, the innkeeper, to have his meals delivered outside his door. That arrangement had quickly changed, though, as Cadderly had come to know and like Brennan. The young man felt free to enter Cadderly’s room and deliver the plates of food—always more than the price had called for—personally. Cadderly, for all his stubbornness and the icy demeanor he had developed after the horrors of Shilmista’s war, had soon found that he couldn’t resist the youth’s unthreatening companionship.

Cadderly eyed the plate of supper for a long while. He noticed a few specks of crumbs on the floor, some from a biscuit and some darker—the crust of the midday bread, he realized. The curtains over his small window had been drawn and his lamp had been turned down, and turned back up.

“You couldn’t wake me the last three times you came in here?” he asked.

Brennan sputtered, surprised. “Th-three times?”

“To deliver breakfast and my midday meal,” Cadderly reasoned, and he paused, realizing that he shouldn’t know what he knew. “Then once more to check on me, when you turned the lamp back up and drew the curtains.”

Cadderly looked back to Brennan and was surprised again. He almost called out in alarm, but quickly realized that the images he saw dancing on the young man’s shoulders—shadowy forms of scantily clad dancing girls and disembodied breasts—were of his own making, an interpretation from his own mind.

Cadderly turned away and snapped his eyes shut. An interpretation of what?

He heard the song again, distantly. The chant was clearer, the same phrases repeated over and over, though Cadderly still couldn’t make out the exact words, except for one: aura.

“Are you all right?” Brennan asked again.

Cadderly nodded and looked back, not so startled by the dancing shadows. “I am,” he replied sincerely. “And I have kept you here longer than you wished.”

Brennan’s face screwed up with curiosity.

“You be careful at the Moth Closet,” Cadderly warned, referring to the seedy private festhall at the end of Lakeview Street, on the eastern side of Carradoon, near where Impresk Lake spilled into the Shalane River. “How does a boy your age even get into that place?”

“H-how …?” Brennan stuttered, his pimpled face blushing to deep crimson.

Cadderly waved him away, a wide smile on his face. The dancing shadow breasts atop Brennan’s shoulder disappeared in a burst of splotchy black dots. Apparently Cadderly’s guesses had knocked out the teenager’s hormonal urgings.

Temporarily, Cadderly realized as Brennan headed for the door, for the shadows already began to form anew. Cadderly’s laugh turned Brennan back around.

“You will not tell my father?” he pleaded.

Cadderly waved him away, stifling the urge to burst out in laughter. Brennan hesitated, perplexed, but he relaxed almost immediately, surely reminding himself that Cadderly was his friend. A smile found his face, and a dancing girl found a perch on his shoulder. He snapped his fingers and swiftly disappeared from the room.

Cadderly stared long and hard at the closed door, and at the telltale crumbs on the floor beside his night table.

Things had seemed so very obvious to him, both of what had transpired in his room while he was asleep, and of Brennan’s intentions for a night of mischief. So obvious, and yet, Cadderly knew they should not have been.

“ ‘Aura’?” he whispered, searching for significance.

The young priest looked back to the tome. Would he find his answer there?

He had to force himself to eat, to remind himself that he would need all his strength for the time ahead. Soon after, one hunger sated and another tearing at him, Cadderly dived back into The Tome of Universal Harmony.

The pages began to flip, and the song played on and on.


TWO
MOPPING UP
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Danica blew a lock of her strawberry-blond hair from in front of her exotic, almond-shaped brown eyes and peered intently down the forest path, searching for some sign of the approaching enemy. She shifted her compact, hundred-pound frame from foot to foot, always keeping perfect balance, her finely toned muscles tense in anticipation of what was to come.

“Are the dwarves in position?” Elbereth, the new king of Shilmista’s elves, asked her. His silver eyes kept more to the trees surrounding the path than to the trail itself.

Two other elves, one a golden-haired maiden, the other with black hair as striking as Elbereth’s, joined them.

“I would expect the dwarves to be ready in time,” Danica assured the elf king. “Ivan and Pikel have never let us down.”

The three elves nodded, and Elbereth couldn’t help but smile. He remembered when he’d first encountered the gruff dwarves. Ivan, the tougher of the pair, had found him bound and helpless, a prisoner of their enemy. Never would the elf have believed he would come to trust the bearded brothers so implicitly.

“The dryad has returned,” the black-haired elf wizard, Tintagel, said to Elbereth. He led the elf king’s gaze to a nearby tree, where Elbereth managed to make out Hammadeen, the elusive dryad. Her tan-skinned, green-haired form peeked from around the tree trunk.

“She brings news that the enemy will soon arrive,” remarked Shayleigh, the elf maiden. The anxious tone of her voice and the sudden sparkle that came into her violet eyes reminded them all of the fiery maiden’s lust for battle. They had seen Shayleigh “at play” with both sword and bow, and had to agree with Ivan Bouldershoulder’s proclamation that he was glad Shayleigh was on their side.

Tintagel motioned for the others to follow him to where the rest of the gathered elves, some two score of Elbereth’s people, almost half of the remaining elves in Shilmista, waited. The wizard considered the landscape for a moment, then began positioning the elves along both sides of the path, trying to properly distribute those better in hand-to-hand combat and those more skilled with their great longbows. He called Danica to his side and began his spellcasting chant, walking along the elven lines and sprinkling white birch bark chips.

As he neared the end of the spell, Tintagel took up his own position, Danica moving to her customary spot beside him, and sprinkled chips upon himself and his human escort.

Then it was completed, and where Danica and forty elf warriors had been standing, stood only unremarkable birch trees.
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Danica looked out from her new disguise to the forest around her, which seemed vague and foggy to her, more like a feeling than mundane vision. She focused on the path, knowing that she and Tintagel must remain aware of their surroundings, must be ready to come out of the shapechanging spell as soon as Ivan and Pikel began the assault.

She wondered what she looked like as a tree, and thought, as she always thought when Tintagel performed that spell, that she might like to spend some quiet time as a tree, viewing the forest around her, feeling its strength in her feet-become-roots.

But that would have to wait. There was killing to do.
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“Oo,” moaned Pikel Bouldershoulder, a round-shouldered dwarf with a green-dyed beard braided halfway down his back and open-toed sandals on his gnarly feet. He watched the distant spectacle of Tintagel’s spell. His longing gaze was plain to see, and Pikel almost toppled out of the tree in which he sat.

“No, ye don’t!” his brother whispered from across the way, disdaining Pikel’s druidic tendencies.

Ivan tucked his yellow beard into his wide belt, shifted his mithral-hard buttocks on the tree branch, and adjusted his deer-antlered helmet on his head, trying to find a comfortable position in a very undwarven perch. In one hand he held a club made from the thick trunk of a dead tree. He’d tied a heavy rope around his waist that looped up over a branch halfway across the trail.

Ivan had accepted the high seat, knowing what fun it would bring, but he drew the line at being turned into a tree—above his would-be druid brother’s whining protests. Ivan had offered a compromise, enquiring of Tintagel about a variation of his mighty spell, but the elf wizard had declined, explaining that he had not the power to turn dwarves into rocks.

Across the path, in a perch opposite Ivan, Pikel seemed much more comfortable, both with his tree seat and tree-trunk club. He, too, sported a rope around his waist, the other end of Ivan’s. Pikel’s comfort with the perch couldn’t defeat his frown, though, a frown brought on by his longing to be with the elves, to be a tree in Shilmista’s soil.

Guttural goblin grumbling down the path alerted the dwarves of the enemy’s approach.

“Sneaksters,” Ivan whispered with a wide smile, trying to brighten his brother’s surly mood. Ivan didn’t want Pikel pouting at such a critical moment.

Both dwarves tightened their grip on their clubs.

Soon the enemy band passed directly under them, spindle-armed, ugly goblins mixed in with pig-faced orcs and larger orogs. Ivan had to force himself not to spit on the wretched throng, had to remind himself that more fun would be had if he and his brother could hold their positions just a short while longer.

Then, as the dryad Hammadeen had told them it would, a giant came into view, plodding slowly down the path, seemingly oblivious to its surroundings. By the dryad’s words it was the last giant remaining in Shilmista, and Ivan wasn’t about to let the thing go lumbering back to its mountain home.

“Sneaksters,” Ivan whispered again, the title he had chosen for him and his brother, a title he knew that the giant, above all others, would appreciate in just another moment.

The huge head bobbed steadily closer. One goblin stopped and sniffed the air.

Too late.

Ivan and Pikel leveled their clubs and with a nod to each other, hopped off their high perches, swinging down at the path. Their timing proved perfect and the oblivious giant stepped between them, its gaze straight ahead, its head bobbing at just the right height.

Pikel connected just a heartbeat before Ivan, the heavy dwarves sandwiching the monster’s head in a tremendous slam. Ivan dropped his bloodied club and tore out his favored double-bladed axe.

On the path below, the smaller monsters went into a frenzy, pushing and shoving, diving to the dirt, and running in all directions. They had lost many companions in the last few tendays, and they knew what was to come.

The wizard, Tintagel, cried out the dispelling syllable, and Danica and forty elves behind her reverted to their original forms. The elves drew back their bowstrings, or charged with gleaming swords waving high.

The dazed giant wobbled, but stubbornly, stupidly, held its balance. Ivan and Pikel, dangling nearly twenty feet above the forest path, went to work.

Ivan’s axe took off an ear, and Pikel’s club splattered the monster’s nose all over its cheek. Again and again they smacked at the beast. They knew they were vulnerable up there, knew that if the giant managed to get even a single hit in, it would probably knock one of them halfway back to the Edificant Library. But the brothers didn’t think of that grim fact just then.

They were having too much fun.

Below the hanging dwarves came the sound of elven bows loosing hail after hail of arrows deep into goblin, orc, and orog flesh.

Creatures died by the score, others cried in agony and terror, and the merciless elves came on, swords in hand, hacking at the squirming forms of the vile invaders, the monsters that had so tainted the precious home of the People.

Danica spotted one group of monsters slipping away through the trees to the side. She called to Tintagel and sped off in pursuit, taking up her crystal-bladed daggers, one with a golden pommel carved into the likeness of a tiger, the other, with a hilt of silver, carved into a dragon.
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Pikel’s club knocked the giant’s head backward so brutally that the dwarves heard the sharp crack of the huge monster’s neck breaking. The giant somehow held its balance for just a moment longer, dazed, confused, then it died. It rolled up on the balls of its huge feet and toppled forward like a chopped tree.

Ivan surveyed the path ahead of the falling beast.

“Two!” the dwarf yelled, and the giant’s body buried an unfortunate pair of goblins as it landed.

“Ye owe me a gold piece!” Ivan roared, and Pikel nodded happily, more than willing to pay the bet. “Ye ready for more?”

“Oo oi!” Pikel replied with enthusiasm.

Without a word of warning to his brother, the would-be druid grabbed a tree branch and quickly pulled the loop around his waist, freeing his end of the rope.

Ivan managed to open his eyes wide, but the inevitable curses aimed at his brother would have to wait as he took a more direct descent to the ground. To Pikel’s credit, the plummeting Ivan did clobber a goblin beneath him.

The yellow-bearded dwarf hopped back to his feet, spitting dirt and curses. He casually dropped his heavy axe onto the back of the wounded goblin’s head, ending its complaints, and looked back up to his brother, who was making his way down the tree in a more conventional fashion.

Pikel shrugged and smiled meekly. “Oops,” he offered, and Ivan silently mouthed the word at the same instant Pikel spoke it, fully expecting the all-too-common apology.

“When ye get down here …” Ivan began to threaten, but goblins closed in around the vulnerable dwarf.

Ivan howled with glee and forgot any anger harbored against his brother. After all, how could he possibly stay mad at someone who had dropped him right in the middle of so much fun?
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The fleeing band’s lead goblin scrambled through the thick underbrush, desperate to leave the slaughter behind. The monster hooked one ankle on one of many crisscrossing roots in that overgrown space, and stubbornly pulled itself free. Then it got hooked again, and the brush’s renewed grasp was not so easily broken.

The goblin squealed and pulled then looked back to see, not a root, but a woman, smiling wickedly and holding fast to its ankle.

Danica twisted her arm in a sudden jerk and charged up and ahead from her low concealment, tripping the unfortunate creature. She was atop the thing in an instant, her free hand pushing away the frantic beast’s futile slaps while her other hand, holding the golden-hilted dagger, came slashing in for a single, vicious strike.

Danica rarely needed more than one.

The young woman pulled herself up from the slain creature, openly facing its surprised comrades, who weaved in and out of the trees behind and to the sides. The band eyed her curiously and looked around, not really knowing what to make of the seemingly lone human woman. Where had she come from, and why was she alone? Not another leaf or bush in the area moved, though fighting continued back on the trail.

Apparently with that thought in mind, an orog cried for a charge, eager to claim at least one victim to balance the loss of the giant. The monstrous band came crashing in at Danica from three sides, through the bush and brambles, gaining confidence and resolve with every step.

Elbereth dropped from a tree limb above Danica, his gleaming sword and shining armor revealing his prominent stature among the elven clan. Some of the monsters halted, and the others slowed, looking back and forth curiously from the elf and woman to their less brave comrades.

A short distance to the side, Shayleigh appeared from behind a tree and set her bow to work, dropping the creature closest to her companions.

The orogs cried out a retreat, a command goblins were always ready to follow. Elbereth and Danica moved first, though, catching the nearest goblins in a furious rush, while Shayleigh concentrated her fire on the orogs.

Those monsters not engaged ran wildly, picking their escape routes through the thick trees and brush.

When a wall of mist rolled up before them, terrified goblins skidded to a stop. The orogs prodded them from behind, knowing that to halt was to die.

An arrow thudded into the back of an orog, and another bolt followed its flight just a heartbeat later. The remaining two orogs shoved the lead goblin into the fog.

Watching from the boughs above, Tintagel launched another spell, throwing his voice into the mist through a rolled-up cone of parchment. His fog wall itself was harmless, but the cries of agony the wizard caused to emanate from within made the hesitant creatures think otherwise.

Three arrows took down the second orog. The remaining brute scrambled, seeking cover behind its goblin fodder. It came out the side of the group, thinking to circle around the fog wall … but it found Elbereth—and Elbereth’s sword—instead.
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“It’s about time ye got here!” Ivan growled when Pikel finally made his way down the towering tree to come to his side. Yards from the host of elves, and with many monsters between them, Ivan had been sorely pressed. Still, the tough dwarf had managed to escape any serious injury, for the bulk of the monsters were more interested in escaping than in fighting.

And it had quickly become obvious to the goblins that any who ventured near Ivan’s furious axe would not long survive.

Back to back, the dwarf brothers elevated the battle to new heights of slaughter. They overwhelmed the nearby monsters in moments then shuffled up the path to overwhelm another group.

The elves cut in just as fiercely, swordsmen driving the monstrous throng every which way, and archers, just a short distance behind, making short work of those creatures that broke out of the pack. The goblinoids had nowhere to run and nowhere to hide. Already, more monsters lay dead than those standing to continue the fight, and that ratio came to favor the elves more and more with every passing heartbeat.
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Tintagel watched as the first goblin that had been pushed into the wall emerged from the other side unharmed. The elf wizard resisted the urge to blast the thing down. His role was to contain the monsters so that Elbereth, Shayleigh, and Danica could finish them. He pulled more dried peas from his pouch and tossed them to the ground, perpendicular to the mist wall. Uttering the proper chant, the wizard summoned a second fog wall to box the monsters in.

Danica followed Shayleigh’s next three arrows into the confused horde. She whipped her daggers into the nearest targets, killing one goblin and dropping a second in screaming pain, and came in with a fury that her enemies couldn’t hope to match.

Nor could the remaining orog match Elbereth’s skill. The creature parried the elf’s initial, testing swing then brought its heavy club across wickedly. Elbereth easily sidestepped the blow and waded in behind, jabbing his fine sword repeatedly into the slower beast’s chest.

The creature blinked as though it was trying to focus through eyes that no longer saw clearly. Elbereth couldn’t wait for it to decide its next move. He whipped his shield arm around, slamming the shield—which had belonged to his father not so long ago—against the orog’s head. The monster dropped, star-shaped welts from the embossed heraldry of Shilmista crossing the side of its porcine face.

Shayleigh, sword in hand, came up beside the elf king and together they waded confidently into the goblins.

With no options left them, the trapped goblins began to fight back. Three surrounded Danica, hacking wildly with their short swords. They couldn’t keep up with her darting movements, dips, and dodges, though, and weren’t really coming very close to connecting.

Danica bided her time. One frustrated creature whipped its sword across in a harmlessly wide arc. Before the goblin could recover from its overbalanced swing, Danica’s foot snapped straight up, connected under its chin, and drove its jaw up under its nose. The goblin promptly disappeared under the brush.

A second beast rushed at the distracted woman’s back.

Bolts of magical energy flashed down from the tree above, burning into its head and neck. The goblin howled and grabbed at the wound, and Danica spun a half-circle, one foot flying wide, and circle-kicked it across the face. Its head looking too far back over one shoulder, the goblin joined its dead companion on the ground.

Danica managed to nod her thanks to Tintagel as she waded into the lone goblin facing her, her hands and feet flying in from all sides, finding opening after opening in the pitiful creature’s defenses. One kick knocked its sword away and before it could cry out a surrender, Danica’s stiffened fingers rifled into its throat, tearing out its windpipe.

Then it was over, with no more monsters to hit. The four companions, three of them covered in the blood of their enemies, stood solemn and grim, surveying their bestial but necessary handiwork.
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“Ye know, elf,” Ivan said when Elbereth and the others came back to the group on the trail, “this is getting too easy.”

The dwarf spat in both hands and grasped his axe handle, the blade of his weapon buried deeply into an orog’s thick head. With a sickening crack, Ivan pulled the mighty weapon free.

“First fight in a tenday,” Ivan continued, “and this group seemed more keen on running than fighting!”

Elbereth couldn’t deny the dwarf’s observations, but he was far from upset at what the goblins’ retreat indicated.

“If we are fortunate, it will be another tenday before we find the need to fight again,” he replied.

Ivan balked, and drove his gore-stained blade into the earth to clean it.

As Elbereth moved away, the dwarf muttered to his brother, “Spoken like a true elf.”
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