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CHAPTER SIX

The thought came so easily I was surprised it took that long before one of us voiced it. I was less
baftled by the fact that it was Wharfrat who said it while the rest of us were still busy shining our
armor lights at the bodies of the dwarves.

“Thank the gods!” he cried, then broke out in sudden laughter. We looked at him as if he were a
madman — and he acted much like it, hopping about in what I suppose is a seaman’s jig, sung words
piercing his laughter occasionally. Then he wrapped his arms around a stunned Bluff, shouting,
“We're off the hook! The fish got their food already!”

Before Bluff could do anything, Wharfrat jumped to his next poor victim — Rymondas who barely
escaped the small man’s arms.

“What in all the abysses is this?!” Carter yelled, stepped up to Wharfrat and shook him heavily.

The laughter abated a bit — not much, mind you -, and Wharfrat cheerfully told his employer,
“We can go home now, Cap’n! The dwarvesre dead, and we're alive!”

“Numbskull!” was Carter’s response, along with a push that drove Wharfrat against a stalagmite.
“What killed the bloody dwarves? Did you think about that for a heartbeat?” The vintner turned
around, faced us with his infamous eyes. “Any of you care to second the idiot’s opinion? You,
Cardsleeve? You want to go back to your bed and your wonderful dream?”

The laborer didn’t respond, except by glancing involuntarily over to Red. The latter didn’t spare
him any attention, he had resumed inspecting the corpse whose steed had thrust him again a column.
(Morbidity, perhaps, that he picked this one. Or he thought it would yield the most information,
being the most violent death.)
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“Open your ears!” Carter continued, striding past each of us, firing his index finger at us. “That
sound’s still there. So some dwarves died. There’s still something else down there, and by all the
demons in the abysses, I will znot share my home with that thing! Pilgrim!”

“Me?!” I croaked, helplessly pointing at myself.

“Any other devout people around here?” Carter shot back, rounding upon me. “Your prayer bit
did something. I don’t care what, but I want you to get back to it. Tell the gods that I'll sacrifice half
my wines of this year — no, forget that, half of a/l my wines to them if we get out of here. Go on! On
your knees, pilgrim!”

His fists descended upon my shoulders, slamming me down without my having to do much of
anything. I hadn’t much else to do, so I folded my hands, lowered my head — and discovered that
there was a dead arydog’s skull straight before me, its glassy eyes pointing at my throat. For an
instant I had the strange idea it would revive, to snap its jaws shut around my throat and finishing
the job its comrades had started in the beginning of the night.

Which set me to thinking about what time it was now. We had been journeying for a long time,
and I for one had lost all sense of when it was. It might have still been morning, but just as well noon
or even later. I was fatigued, tired, none of which helped things any.

How did we go on? Well, of course we had taken breaks, dozing here and there, yet none of those
breaks lasted more than a few minutes.

Maybe you can deduce from my words that I didn’t pray to the gods then. I couldn’t find the
courage to face the divine powers again — so many images assaulted me, most of them that dream
priestess with the goddess Alyssa’s face, challenging my faith.

I closed my eyes, mumbled something that would sound like prayer. (In fact, now that I think
about it, I may have prayed, after all. At least those may have been the words, subconsciously coming
to my tongue and lips. Maybe... No, I have no firm answer, and too many speculations would ruin
this.)

While I was on my knees I paid attention to what was going on around me — it wasn’t as if [ were
doing anything else. I heard Grapes call out, “Pa, don’t trust that stupid thief! Let Valanda smite the
fornicating dwarves, she —*

For a moment I wondered what had made Grapes stop. Then a resounding slap echoed through
the cave, cutting through any words that were mumbled in the back. A groan followed, along with
sobbing, and then Carter’s voice. “Shut up! Where did you learn that language? I'll have words with
your mother, you stupid piece... You haven’t got an ounce of sense in you, Grapes! Stop whining!
Stand up straight! Be a man! That’s what you claim to be!”

The sobbing continued, and so would have Carter’s shouting. The vintner was terrified, I
understood. Why else would he have berated his son like this? He hadn’t done any of it before, and
how would Grapes have developed his attitude otherwise? I guess most of the times Carter kept his
anger bottled up, only letting it out now and then — not directly, but through valves like Slim Tim.

I will not criticize his way of raising a child, since I have never been put into that position. Nor

will I ever, since... Besides, Valanda came to Grapes’ rescue. First [ heard another slap, and a gasp of
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astonishment run through the crowd around me. I dared open my eyes for a moment — just a slit -,
and there the wizardess was, her hand still raised where she had hit the vintner.

And Carter, his head was turned sideways, frozen after the slap.

“Let the boy be what he is,” she said — didn’t shout, didn’t raise her voice at all. “You brought the
child here, Carter. You could have told him to stay at home. Yes, you could have.” Her voice softened
during the last words, growing gentle, almost like a lover’s words in the dark of night. “He does
listen to you. He loves you, Carter. The gods alone know why, but he does. He wants to prove he’s a
man, to you. So allow him to be a frightened child. Do that.”

I realized that my eyes were fully open by that time, my head raised all the way as I was waiting
for Carter to rebuke her, shove her back. Do any of the things that I would have expected the vintner
to do.

Although, after Valanda’s words, a part of me knew he wouldn’t. That part was right.

Carter rubbed his cheek, nodded slowly. He turned away from her, towards Grapes. The boy’s
eyes were red, the tears streaked his face, and he was mumbling something. “I'm not a boy, 'm not a
child!” Like a mantra, he kept repeating it, both to his father and to Valanda. More to Valanda,
perhaps.

The wizardess stood there, looking at father and son. For the first and only time I could see the
family resemblance; it stood out more strongly than that between Grapes and his uncle.

“Valanda, I'm — Grapes managed to squeeze out more intelligibly. “I am a man, you'll see, I'm...”

“No,” she answered, with a smile. She walked over to him, grasped his chin with her slender
fingers, made him look at her face. And she dropped her glamor. For a mere instant. I don’t know if
anybody else saw it — after all, they didn’'t know what to look for, and they weren't looking at her
that closely. But I saw the wrinkles appear in her face, the signs of age and years and years.

So did Grapes. His eyes widened, red, teary. “You're —*

She stopped him from saying any more. Her glamor returned to hide the wrinkles. Gently, her
fingers slid around his head, to the back and crooked it forward so that she could kiss the boy’s
torehead. “Go, boy,” she whispered. “There are other wizardesses in the world.”

She stepped back. Grapes reached up to his forehead, fingers tracing the outlines of her lips. She
wore lipstick, the red had embedded itself on the boy’s skin, amidst the grime of our journey.

“Carter,” Valanda said, then walked over to me. I hurried to close my eyes again, take up the
mumble of prayer which didn’t fool her one bit. How to relate what followed? She spoke to me, yet at
the same time there was Carter and his reaction — of which I learned later.

One after the other, then.

Carter waved to Bluff and Theralas. “Take my boy back home,” he said tiredly.

Theralas nodded, doing his best to hide a happy smile. Bluft on the other hand shook his head.
“No, boss, I'm not going. You're right, I don't want to share my home with that rumbling thing

down there. And I don’t want my wife and children doing that, either.”
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“You want them to live without a father?” Carter replied — that made Grapes stop. He had been
about to complain about being sent home, and now suddenly he was faced with a reality he hadn’t
expected. His tearducts dried that instant, and he stared emptily at his father, mouthing “Pa?”.

Bluft didn’t move. “I want them to live, boss. 'm staying.”

“Hey, boss!” Wharfrat shot forward. “Let me go! I'll take your brat upstairs, and happily so!”

Out of nowhere Red appeared to smack his fist against the tiny man’s neck. “You'd leave my
nephew alone first chance you get, you weasel! No,” he grabbed Wharfrat’'s shoulders, twisted him
around, “you’re staying, and you're fighting! You've got that.” It wasn’t a question. He would have
made his superiors in the Cayaborean army proud, as ferocious an authority as he was at that point.

“Then you go, Red,” Carter said. “T'ake my —*

“Forget it,” his brother said, looking over Wharfrat’s shoulder — or more likely his head. “I've got
a wife, too. And your own nephew or niece is on the way.” Carter stared, and Red smiled lopsidedly.
“Didn’t get around to telling you, I know. Marla’s been pregnant for three months. It doesn’t matter.
Weathervane’s your best choice if Bluff is staying. He knows his way around both his bow and his
sword, and he’s got a sense of danger. Agreed?”

Carter looked at Weathervane. The former militiaman shrugged. He wasn’t happy about this, I
gather, but he had a sense of duty — probably more from his own soul than anything that militia
could have instilled.

Let’s cut things short now. Weathervane took the lead of the small group, guiding Theralas and
Grapes back up home, to Guardpeak. Grapes had protested weakly, had tried to properly say good-
bye, but by that time Carter had resumed his customary gruffness. He sent the boy off, and that was
that.

I wonder if they made it. As far as [ know today there weren’t any wild dwarves or arydogs left
above us — none that were alive anyway. But there’s the danger below us, and I've already told you
how the tunnels and caves keep swerving you oft your path. You think you're going up, and really
you're heading further down. None of them knew this part of Deersrun Hill well, so...

I keep wondering. And hoping. Yes, I hate that boy — still do, always will. But who knows?
Maybe he grew up to be a good man. Maybe he found himself his own wizardess. I hope so.

B BN BN OB O N W O

Valanda knelt next to me. “Any luck?” she whispered, in a mischievous tone. She fnew I hadn’t
been praying!

“No,” I mumbled, the words fitting perfectly into my semblance of a prayer. “The gods... They
haven’t...”

“I know,” her voice came to my ears as if far away. After a moment I realized that it was because
her mind was miles away, on top of Guardpeak — or heading there, I suppose. Why did she have to

like Grapes so much? Why did she have to be like all the other women I've ever known.
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Yes, even the ones I've bedded. Lucky me, I was always second-best. Do you want to hear me
count all the times a girl screamed another man’s name when I was just feeling so great?

No, I didn’t suppose so. It's not that I'm ugly, you know. Just that I've never been special to
anybody, not even the baker’s daughter who went out with me for seven months straight. Irvanya.
She dropped me when that piper boy came to town, three years older than me, pretty much a
vagrant, but oh so grown up in her eyes. And —

I should stop with that. Valanda was thinking about Grapes, I gathered. And about Carter, and
about all the rest of us who were still heading on downwards. There was a magical force beneath us,
but she wasn’t sure anymore whether it was a dwarven bard, or something else that had her
completely baffled.

Add to that the fact that my pleas to the gods didn’t get us any divine assistance. Maybe there
was —

“Is there a ritual I should be following?” I whispered as easily as I could, tensing my muscles for
her answer, that she should discover I had absolutely no idea what I was doing. After all, pilgrims
usually ask priests for assistance, for guidance in their journey, and they might have gotten some
information that dumb old me had never been smart enough to ask about.

Valanda took her sweet time answering. I had almost given up on her when she finally said, “No,
Ahnfredas, there isn’t. Trust in your faith. That is all there is to it. 'm —* She broke off. I dared
glance at her face. The glamor was still in place, yet again I somehow saw around it, to the aged face
she hid. No, that sounds wrong. A matured face, I should rather say. She was still young enough not
to have passed into matronship, and maybe — I actually wasted a minute or so, or more wondering
about it — she never would. There were old women I had met, indisputably ancient, yet there was
something in their bearing, in the cut of their faces that you could tell they had been heartbreakers in
their youth. Not like others whose attractiveness was turned off without the faintest memory of what
they had once been. Sometimes you see a painting of the old, ugly hag when she had been young, and
you're stupefied that a person this beautiful could degenerate into that.

“I'm sorry,” she went on after a moment. “My own faith cannot supplement yours. It’s... tainted.”

Ask me what moved me to speak those words I spoke. I have no answer. “Mylady,” I said slowly,
“love isn’t a taint. Even for... that boy.” (Yes, it took me some effort not to use an expletive when
talking about Grapes. I wish him well and all that, yet... Oh, I already said how I feel about him.)

She laughed lightly — quite a different reaction than I had expected. “Love, Ahnfredas? I don’t
love Grapes. Nor have I loved Carter, nor Red.” She stopped, and I heard her gasp. She had told me
more than she had been planning on. Truth be told, more than I had wanted to hear. Implications
kept rolling about in my head, roiling, boiling, churning like a storm — and I forced them down to
listen to her next words. “It is not that I'm a bad person. At least, [ don’t think so. Yet I've never...
felt for a man. Not in the way that the poets sing about. It’s... difficult, and I don’t — She stopped,
and I knew she was looking at me. For a short while I kept my eyes closed, tried to think about the
gods, every single one of them with the exception of the love goddess Alyssa. It was only a short

while before my eyes opened, and our glances locked. Sweet Alyssa, sweet Lady, she was beautiful.
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Her eyes were oceans I would have gladly drowned in. “I don’t even know why I'm telling you this,”
she continued softly. “I don’t confide in priests, and much less — a small chuckle, then, “Much less in
simple pilgrims. But you...”

Her fingers moved, reached out to me. My own hand reacted quite without my ordering it
anything, closing around her fingers, reveling in the softness and warmth.

“You are not a simple pilgrim, Ahnfredas,” she said.

Were her words the kind of romantic sound that you hear about from the bards? That you read in
poems, and that romance novels like the ones by Hrolfwald the Keroullian Dove?

No, definitely not. She was making a statement, and it chilled me to the bones, despite the fact
that I held her fingers clasped within my own — the latter very much in line with the romances.

Py —

Her free hand reached out to touch my cheek. A gentle touch, lightly sweeping over my skin —

B

electrifying to me, but what had it been to her? “You are...” she began, her voice tapering off. Then
something happened in her eyes — I cannot describe it, like a torch being lit in the distance -, and she
said firmly, “I will stay with you.”

Valanda gave me a brief moment to stomach that statement — and a statement it was, somewhat
without feeling, as if she had seen the future. (I know that wizards are commonly unable to do that.
That is in the province of clerics, yet she understood something better than I did — and ever will.)
“Now reach out with your mind, Ahnfredas. Below us. Close your eyes, and imagine that your sight
is traveling through the rock.”

What in the abysses did she mean by that? I know I was staring at her — and her wistful mien
broke up into the toughness I'd grown accustomed to. “Focus your mind!” she said forcefully. “Close
your eyes!” Only when I did so, she continued, sounding a tad more gentle, “There is rock beneath
us. You can feel it. Hard, unyielding, natural, in place for millenia of millenia. You see it in your
mind. Now see within.”

“Within?!” I whispered. I tried to, and there was an image in my head — one of darkness, like you
would imagine.

“Yes,” Valanda confirmed. “Within. Drift deeper, deeper into the rock. Is there a light?”

There was one in my vision, the moment she said it. “Uhm, yes. Mauve-colored, and spinning, and
— no, wait, there’s another one, it’s within the first, and the first is falling apart, while —*

“All right,” she grumbled, withdrew her fingers from my hand and slapped me lightly on the
forearm. “That’s just your eyes. You don’t see anything at all, aside from the inside of your lids.”

“I think so,” I had to agree. “I was hoping I -

“So was I,” Valanda muttered. She grasped my forearm. “Time to get back up, pilgrim. This won’t

do us any good.”
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I didn’t know what to make of our conversation. Well, I did grasp that I was useless. Nothing
that I hadn’t known before. You know, throwing around the gods’ names is one thing, true faith is
another. The Alyssian temple was back before my eyes, and how I stomped out, only to find myself
faced with the gods in my own bucolic vision. (Think it was a real vision, don’t you? For a while
there I was tempted to believe the same thing. It's easy, isn’t it? Well, that’s one thing the gods
aren’t — easy to grasp. Maybe that was a deity sending me a vision, but more likely it was my own
fear of what would happen to me in the afterlife. I didn’t relish what the Messenger of Death would
tell me when I asked it about what would happen to me. I was afraid that I would find myself
somewhere in the abysses rather than the realm of the gods.)

I swallowed all my self-doubts. (Nearly choked on them, if you care to know.) Our party was
moving on, and I'd better pay some attention.

Valanda stayed next to me now. Carter and Red threw us some odd glances, as if I had been in a
position I didn’t deserve. Truth be told, I agreed with them wholeheartedly. The wizardess didn’t
speak to me again as she had when we had both been kneeling. Her hands kept well away from mine,
even — or especially — when mine strayed close to hers. A complicated person, I suppose. A woman,
some in my hoped for audience surely will say.

Whatever, for once I won’t deviate too far from the course of my tale.

We left the cave of the dead dwarves — not a fixed term, I have to say, but closest to the various
crudities my comrades used to describe the place. Following it was another tunnel sloping
downwards, leading into a series of caverns of varying sizes and varying floor directions. I think we
actually rose a couple of feet rather than descended for a while there. The best guess I have is the
volume of the stony music and the voice.

No, it never stopped singing. For hours and hours it had gone on already, and there wasn’t a sign
it would ever give. Could that be a mortal person singing? Wouldn’t that one have to take a break
now and then — to have a drink, to moisten that throat before going on?

Whoever — or whatever — it was beneath us didn’t need a drink now and then. That was grating
on us pretty badly. Scraps was thinking along the same line, I overheard some of his conversation
with Slim Tim about the topic. Unfortunately I couldn’t just fall back to their place in our formation
— not without stepping back from Valanda.

Would she have followed me? Would she have made true on that promise to stay with me?

And what did that mean, anyway? (Yes, that occurred to me when a heartbeat earlier I had been
straining to hear the conversation between Scraps and Slim Tim.) Stay with me. Like a lover? Like a
sister? Or — a grueling thought if there ever was one — like a mother? I realized during one of those
pondering moments that Valanda might very well have been my mother. She was old enough, even
though just barely.

Sobering, that thought is. It was a minor relief to know that my real mother was by far Valanda’s
elder. In fact I could have made a similar claim about my mommy having mothered Valanda!

A minor relief, as I said.
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The music stayed with us. I stayed with Valanda. I didn’t want to risk losing whatever tenuous
bond we had forged during our kneeling together.

A fool? Yes. I am that, and much worse.

But I didn’t understand Valanda back then. Nor can I claim any understanding now. She s a
complicated person. Maybe my kind audience is right, and all women are complicated. Forgive me

for my own sampling of the female kind is rather limited.
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The cavern looked like any of the others. There weren’t any dead dwarves about — quite a relief
for me who had been half expecting another massacre at each corner we turned -, nor was there
anything else of note. Nobody had ever bothered to put a glowater light in here. We were too far for
even the most irregular of Guardpeak spelunkers to reach.

Some of my comrades were surprised that the webbing of caves reached this far down. By their
best guesses we were now truly below ground — below the foots of Deersrun Hill. Slim Tim had
commented on that when he passed me, on his way to take the lead from Torrindas, on Carter’s
order.

Why had Slim Tim spoken to me in the first place, I would wonder for a long time. He was
simply commenting, much as he would to anybody else in the troop. Some dour words — mixed with
the excitement to be further down than his forefathers had ever dared -, that was all there was to it.

But he’'d spoken to me, even addressed me as “Pilgrim”, which meant that he didn’t confuse me
momentarily with one of the laborers. All my comrades in this journey knew that I had been useless,
and they resented my wearing Longstick’s armor. Or did they? Had I been along with them for so
long that none of that mattered anymore? That I was just another damned soul heading to
slaughter?

I wish I could have asked Slim Tim about that. For a moment I was elated, and I smiled at
Valanda, trying to share my happiness. The wizardess noticed rather late, but then — well, it was
another happy moment for me since she returned my smile. Even without the glamor, her smiling
face could make any man fear that his lower regions would overly prove his excitement. (If you are
wondering, the answer is yes. I was hoping, though, that the chainmail would be so heavy that
Valanda couldn’t possibly notice. And if your thoughts are still following the gutter route — she did
notice. That was part of the reason her smile stayed on me that long. I will never comprehend how
she could look at my eyes and stz/l notice... that.)

Slim Tim. I liked him, from what little I knew about him. He was a good fellow. He didn’t deserve
what happened to him only a cave or two after he’d taken point.

You see, the point man was ahead of us by some one hundred yards. The breastplate light was
dancing ahead of us in the darkness, occasionally fudged by our own lights, but most often an eerie
will-o’-the-wisp guiding our way.

Then, suddenly, the igns fatuus disappeared.
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Slim Tim screamed — for just a moment, then a loud, disturbing crunching sound cut oft his agony.
The crunch came again, and again, and again, sounding ever more wet and moist. And exulting.

We started running for Slim Tim.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

I was in the back of our group — mind you that I don’t speak of any formation. Whatever
semblance to one Red had instilled in us by that time fell apart when we heard the obnoxious sounds
from up ahead and Slim Tim’s light vanished. But I wasn’t very fast, and I fell behind, Valanda still
next to me — even though she wasn’t encumbered by any unfamiliar heavy armor, and for a moment
my sight was consumed by the sight of her long, nearly naked legs moving.

Had Slim Tim disappeared from my awareness for that moment? Yes, that is true. No matter that
my blood was pounding and I had been utterly consumed with concern for my comrade, the sight of
Valanda’'s legs swallowed me hook, line and sinker for a heartbeat or two. The realization of that
would smart we for a long time to come.

Red was in the front of the group, one of the first to see the round, dark boulder about seven steps
into the cave where Slim Tim had been. In the light of the breastplates it seemed at first a strange
rock — a stone that had somehow formed perfectly round, with some strange appendages underneath,
jutting out like ropes, and more limp appendages on top. There was color, yes, but while running you
don’t really figure that this thing is a dark brown rather than the grayish tones of stone.

The latter was true of Rymondas, for sure. He kept on running — while Red stopped dead in his
tracks, stunned for a heartbeat only. Rymondas had been one full step into the cavern when Red
screamed, “Halt! Everyone!”

And the limp appendages on top of the boulder perked up, were revealed to be stalks at the end of

which eyeballs opened. Blueish eyes, with large, dark centers — very unlike human eyes, but still
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recognizable. Their sight tore into Red, into Torrindas, into Cardsleeve who had been at the top,
behind Rymondas.

Rymondas didn’t notice. Several breastplate lights were concentrated on the eyestalks, showed
them twitching hither and yonder, clear sign of life — no doubt that what Red had thought a boulder
was really the carapace of a creature. Later we would see that one of Slim Tim’s legs had escaped it,
cut off by the weight and cutting edge of the carapace.

More would remain of Rymondas.

| S i i O i O Ol

The creatures are called shellcrunchers. By whom, you ask? The people of Guardpeak had never
had an idea that these beings existed, much less that they could lurk in the lower ranges of Deersrun
Hill. Are they so rare, then, you ask?

Maybe. I am not an authority on that. I have learned of their name, and I have learned far more of
their physiology than I care for. Happily not from direct contact. If I had, I would be as unable to
write these lines as Slim Tim and Rymondas.

Shellcrunchers lurk on the ceilings of caves, hanging on by the tentacles on their underbellies.
The latter are made up pretty much of a single maw, or perhaps I should rather describe it as a fleshy
cavity lining the inside of the carapace. Their eyes — on the stalks I already mentioned — are slung
around that carapace, tight to the surface, barely visible from below as they twitch and turn in an
imaginary gust of wind, observing everything below them. If you were to look up — early enough,
that is -, you would see a brown rim, a dark shell, and inside white flesh moving in continuous
ripples. And of course the eyeballs, blue things that don’t speak of hunger as an arydog’s will
invariably. No, these eyes are empty, seeing things that don’t allow a glance into the beast’s soul.
Cold and icy.

Perhaps — if you're lucky, depending on your definition — you will notice a drop or two falling
from the shellcruncher. An acidic liquid that turns into smoke when hitting the ground. Acid. It is
exuded by the flesh inside, and it slowly dissolves the victim.

Ahbh, but you wonder just how the shellcruncher’s eyes can see in complete darkness? I don’t have
an answer for you there. I suspect they can see warmth, register the living beings passing beneath
them, and they can judge whether the potential victim’s size is worth dropping from the perch.

That is how they catch their prey. They simply let go of the ceiling, they fall down — the weight
of their shell controlling the fall -, and the carapace covers the prey. Any excess is cut oft by the
edges of the shell. Whatever is inside may still be alive for a while, as the acid boils away skin,
exposes flesh underneath, shooting pain through the remaining nerve cells. There’s something in
there — a muscle, an interior piece of carapace, I don’t know — which crushes the ribs or armor,
making sure that the prey gets the full exposure of the acid.

I will never know about Slim Tim. He didn’t scream — at least we didn’t hear anything. I hope

that the pain from the shellcruncher’s initial attack made him black out, and when the Messenger of
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Death came to take his soul to the realm of the gods, Slim Tim had no idea of the pain his body had
suffered.

Rymondas, though...

B BN BN OB O N W O

Valanda pushed Torrindas aside — the head laborer barely resisted -, thus giving me a clear view
of the scene ahead. For a heartbeat I had seen a shadow fall through the light of Red’s breastplate.
Then Rymondas’ had darted upward, and there was the terrible crunch from the boulder that had
now grown on top of the thin man.

The shellcruncher had misguessed its drop, or maybe Rymondas had had an inkling at the last
moment, throwing himself to the side, enough that the cruncher got only his legs and a part of his
torso. The top wasn’t cut off, not entirely. Blood was spilling from his wound, his breastplate was
cracked, the magical light in that area erratic, while the rest was shining clear and straight up to the
ceiling — revealing a dozen or more of the hollowed-out, acid-dripping shells clinging by their
tentacles to the rock above.

“Rymondas!” someone screamed. Carter stepped forward — halted at the last moment by Red who
was shouting about the beasts at the top of the cave.

Scraps dove under Bluff's stretched out arm, screaming in a voice that sounded little human.
Frantically he jumped over a rock, escaped a combined capture attempt by Bluft and Carter — neither
of whom dared follow Scraps into the cave.

And meanwhile Rymondas was screaming, wailing, crying. The agony pierced through the rocky
music from below, through our own shouts, reaching deep into my bones. He was still alive. His
arms were flailing. With some ebbing sense he was pushing against the carapace on top of him,
trying to lift it, upend it, something to free his legs. I was staring at him, wondering how he could
still be alive.

A cheer — how strange in the situation — made me focus my eyes to something closer to us.
Scraps. There was a shellcruncher only a foot away from him, tentacles squirming about in confusion
where their prey had vanished to. The eyestalks quavered on top of the creature. Not for long,
though. Just when I realized that Scraps must have been keeping track of the crunchers on top,
leaped out of the first one dropping — just then his blade flashed, cutting two of the eyestalks off.

Crunch!

The noise came from inside that creature, taken up a heartbeat later by those two that had found
prey of their own. Rymondas screamed at a higher pitch.

Our cheers died down. So did the ferocious grin on Scraps’ face — bigger than the entire man was,
it seemed. “Come on!” he shouted. “Ain’t any more up above if you follow my steps!”

He was right. I directed my breastplate to the top, checked the ceiling for more of the
shellcrunchers. There weren’t any. Surprisingly enough, I was the first who did so, and only when I

started moving did the others look more closely at the ceiling.
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Nobody tried to stop me. (Not that they didn’t care for me, they were simply too stunned. I'm
sure that Red would certainly have done so, had he been close enough to me. Or Valanda.) I ran
through the cave, half thinking that I must have missed one creature — yet if I had that one missed
both me and the others coming after me.

Scraps had reached the carapace on top of Rymondas. The latter noticed him, through the tears in
his eyes, the blood from his mouth, spewing out, joining the salt of his tears. He screamed something
that might have been Scraps’ name, or maybe a plea to help him.

If it had been that, he needn’t have bothered. Scraps immediately started hacking at the eyestalks,
which trembled, tried to get out of the way. The tentacles underneath shot out, and Scraps had to
leap out of their way.

That was when I joined him. I have never done more with a sword than look at it — at least not
that I can remember. On the other hand I had used a club, and my mind did its best to reason that a
sword wasn't much more than a club with a very sharp edge. That was my thinking — or the closest
thing to it — when I brought the blade down on one of the tentacles, one that had been trying to
snare Scraps’ foot.

The blade cut straight through it.

Crunch! that creature made.

Crunch! Crunch! the other two that had dropped chimed in.

“Damn...!” Scraps cried, then slashed down at another tentacle. That one had been forewarned —
an eyestalk was watching the wiry drummer closely.

It hadn’t yet caught on that I held a blade as well, and mine took out another tentacle. The cut off
piece kept writhing for a while before it died. (Truth be told, I remembered tales about cut oft limbs
staying active, that they will catch you, choke you. Tales of zombies, I suppose, but I wasn’t taking
any chances and stayed away from that writhing tentacle.)

Angrily Scraps swept his blade at that eyestalk closest to him. Crunch! the creature triumphed
when he failed. (Was I starting to assign meaning to the awful noise? Gods, please, don’t let me think
too much about this!) Red was by us, then, and a step later Carter. We hacked at the tentacles, at the
eyestalks, anything that we could see moving.

“Upend the damn thing!” Carter roared. Some of the tentacles were left, but they were writhing
on the opposite side of the creature. Carter inserted his blade into the tiny space between carapace
and ground, shoved it in as far as he could. “Help me, damn you!”

Red understood, did the same, pushed his sword into the edge. There was a scream, a wailing,
piercing scream. Somehow my subconsciousness decided that had to be the shellcruncher, but in
retrospect I know it had been Rymondas.

The two of them heaved on their swords, using them as impromptu levers. Crunch! the creature
complained or triumphed again. I caught one of its eyestalks then, and the next Crunch! surely wasn’t
a happy one.

Bluft and Cardsleeve were then with us, joining Carter’s and Red’s efforts. They were heaving and

heaving, but the carapace didn’t come loose.
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“The fornicating tentacles are holding it down!” someone yelled. I have the tempting idea that had
been my voice, yet I can’t quite remember if I had been that smart.

Whatever, Scraps and I raced around to the other side, did our best to cut those tentacles off. One,
guided by the last remaining eyestalk, slammed into my side — with more force than I would have
expected -, and then I felt myself jerked off my feet. The bloody thing was sticking to my breastplate!
I fell forward, my head impacted on the hard carapace. Fortunately I had a helmet on. The gods
alone know what would have happened otherwise, the thing was so blasted strong.

Scraps’ blade cut through that tentacle, while he brutally kicked me away from the shellcruncher.
Just in time. Out of the edges of my eyes I saw a pair of tentacles reach for me.

My sword had fallen from my hand. I threw my arms out, searched for it. Crunch! That must have
been another tentacle that Scraps had taken out.

Then I found my blade, did my best to turn around, get to my feet, and —

“Move over, you two!” Carter’s voice sounded, seconded by Red screaming, “Back! Now!”

Scraps and [ did.

We were followed by a terrible, moist sound that sickened me, and the Crunch! Crunch! was almost
reassuring in its familiarity. The carapace was moving. Toppling. The four men on the other side
were puffing hard, groaning, but they succeeded. The shellcruncher fell over, away from Rymondas,
and its hollowed shell, with the boiling, smoking acid was revealed.

No. It wasn’t the acid that was smoking. It were the pieces of flesh sticking to the cruncher.

I didn’t care. I didn’t even look at Rymondas. My mind was turned oft. All I recall is that I got to
my feet, tightened my grip around my blade, and then I stabbed the sword into the shellcruncher.
Something hard and brown moved inside it — Crunch! -, jerking my blade to the side.

Then the others chimed into the frenzy. Their blades stabbed down, slashed in, turned and
twisted inside the creature. More smoke rose. One last time something Crunchled in there, then the
only noises of that kind came from the other creatures.

We kept going. How long? My only guess is what Valanda told me.

Oh, youre wondering what Valanda did at that time? Don’t ask me for particulars but I
understand she was working to disable the shellcrunchers on top. All right, particulars — the effects I
could ascertain. All the shellcrunchers dropped from their perches, well away from us, more or less
harmless. Their tentacles snapped inside, the eyestalks crouched as close to the carapaces as they
could, making the creatures look much like natural boulders.

We only knew this by the cacophony of Crunch! Crunch! Crunch! around us. It didn’t matter. All
that mattered was destroying this one shellcruncher.

We succeeded. At one point the carapace was parted by a blow of our blades, or maybe a
combination, and that stopped our frenzy.

Red looked over to Rymondas. Our comrade was dead. Bled to death, much like Longstick. His
breastplate, covered with blood, was still lit, of course, shining an eerie, ruddy light on Rymondas’
broken, twisted face.

“Stop it,” Red said softly.
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None of us listened. Scraps and Bluff turned around, ready to attack the nearest shellcruncher —
the one under which Slim Tim had vanished. Carter kicked one half of the carapace, sent it spinning
and tumbling over the floor. I stabbed at mine again, luxuriated in the smoke that rose when my
blade hit it.

“Rymondas is dead,” Red said. “Stop it!” he suddenly yelled.

That did it. We looked up, over to him, and then at our comrade. We stopped.

“Blast it!” Wharfrat growled. “Ought to’ve been faster with this sucker.”

Wharfrat? When had he shown up? And had he... I don’t know why but I glanced at his sword. It
was clean, uncovered by the shellcruncher’s gore and acid. You little dungheap pisser, you stayed away,
and now you pretend you've been one of us! That thought flashed through my mind, but before I could
step forward and smash the hilt of my blade on the seaman’s head, I stopped. When had I started

thinking about myself as “one of us™?
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I was staring at the remains of Rymondas. Somehow Wharfrat had vanished from my
consciousness. Instead memories were tumbling through my mind, of Rymondas. I had only met the
man last night. (What time was it anyway?) Yet there was so much I remembered of him. Walking
ahead of me. Next to me. Behind me. His eyes glaring when I put on Longstick’s armor. A joke he
told to Theralas; I had only gotten the gist of it, and it hadn’t seemed very funny to me. Perhaps the
wording was what had been special. I thought that I ought to ask Theralas about that joke, that it
would be fitting to understand at least that part of my memories a bit better.

Of course I never got the chance.

Scraps was the one who moved first. He yelled something, an invocation of dread forces —
Shenaumac’s minions -, as he threw himself at the shellcruncher that had consumed Slim Tim. He
hacked at the tentacles, keeping well out of their reach himself. At least he thought so.

When one of the tentacles managed to smash his blade aside, and more started to snare him, the
rest of us came over to his aid. We worked methodically, destroying all the tentacles and the
eyestalks. Simple butchery. There was none of the fury with which he had tried to rescue Rymondas.
Had we been faster? I can’t tell.

Finally we toppled that shellcruncher, and saw that there was nothing except for broken pieces of
armor left underneath it. There had been time enough for the creature to completely consume Slim
Tim.

Scraps fell to his knees. He reached out with his right hand, in the direction of the armor but
didn’t dare touch it. The metal was smoking with the creature’s acid. “Bloody bastard,” he growled.
“Just figured out you were a fellow musician, and then you go on and get yourself killed.”

I happened to stand next to him. The words It wasn’t his choice flashed through my mind, but I
was smart enough not to say them. Instead I laid my hand on his shoulder and said, “Play your

drums for him, Scraps.”
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How did I think of that? I have never been good with words — and my first example should prove
that sufficiently. Yet what I spoke made the wiry man look up to me, tears forming in the rims of his
eyes, and he nodded. “You bet your arse on that, pilgrim. I'm gonna play drums on the skulls of the
fornicating dwarves that got us into this mess.”

“Right,” I said.

Red moved next to us. “We'd better get moving again,” he said tensely. “No way of knowing
whether the dwarves got something else planned for us.” Louder he followed up his words, not
bothering to check with Carter, “Rows of two, folks! The first row keeps the lights trained ahead, the
second checks the ceiling, the third goes left and right. Got that?”

Some muttered agreement, some ignored him. At least that's how it seemed. Red decided he’d
better cuft the memories into each one of them, especially Cardsleeve. Then, I suppose, all of us
understood.

Carter had been standing off to one side, watching the entire scene from cold eyes. They seemed
that way to me, so very cold in a face that was as immobile as a boulder. Valanda walked over to him,
spoke to him. Carter didn’t answer. He kept on staring. She said something else, with as little effect,
then she walked back to me and shrugged.

Red got us into the formation he wanted. I wound up in the second row, pointing my breastplate
at the top as well as I could while still walking forward and seeing something. Valanda was next to
me, and on the other side was Wharfrat. Lucky dungworm he is, there was the wizardess between us.
My forehead was smarting from when the shellcruncher had slammed me into its carapace, and I was
certain that Wharfrat had been a safe distance away at that time.

I wanted to hurt the little seaman, I realized after a couple more steps, more than I'd ever wanted
to hurt anybody. I wanted to see him inside another shellcruncher — no, I didn’t. I wanted to be the
one applying the hurt to him.

That frightened me. I have always been a peaceful man, or at least not given to violence. What
did this mean? That now violence seemed a part of me, and that I was loath to put my sword back in
its scabbard?

I didn’t understand myself. I wished I could talk to Valanda about it, maybe she would be able to
explain it to me. Yet I would certainly not broach that topic with Wharfrat nearby. No, not because
he was the target of my violent thoughts. Or maybe because I didn’t want him to know what I had in
store for him.

Or maybe I was simply too confused to think clearly.

| S i i O i O Ol

An hour later Carter took pity on our weary troops and called for a stop. “Finally,” Scraps
muttered. He'd stopped tapping out the rhythm below us for a while, but lately he’d taken it up

again, trying to pace his steps with it and ideally stay awake. Now he sank to the ground, not taking
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the time to move even one step closer to the wall. Scraps just closed his eyes, and the next instant I
heard him snoring loudly.

Carter scowled, ready to shout for him to get back up — when Red shook his head. “It’s enough,”
he said. “We can’t keep moving. You know that.”

The vintner pursed his lips, cast a quick glance over at Valanda. He didn’t find any help from the
wizardess who was busy finding a comfortable place to sit down. “All right,” Carter relented. “We'll
rest. Bluff, you and I will take first watch. In two hours, we’ll change with Torrindas and Red. After
that)” his eyes flared, “we will march on. Am I understood?”

A grumble in the back — I have no idea who it was -, that was all the answer he got. Aside from
the better part of us following Scraps’ and Valanda’s example. What was it that kept Carter going?
The man had been awake and active as long as the rest of us. In fact, longer than all, excluding Red. I
had gotten the short reprieve of sleep while the vintner had been drawing up his battle plan.

I suspect it was because he’d sent Grapes off. Now he needed to prove that he'd had good reason —
not to mention that he didn’t want the rest to think about not coming back up to Guardpeak. He’'d
spoken of that before, had an inkling that he wouldn’t see his boy again. That was probably the
reason. I'll never know.

As you can imagine, I didn’t pay a lot of attention to the proceedings around me. When I sat
down, I thought I'd fall asleep like a candle snuffed out. Sleep enveloped me slowly, though — slowly
enough that I saw Wharfrat watching Carter. The seaman was curled up, pretending to sleep, but his
eyes were open a slit, focused on the vintner as Carter walked to one end of the cavern.

I was wondering what Wharfrat was planning, but then I was whisked away to a far, far happier
place in dreamland.

An all too short time later I woke up again when a scream echoed through the cave.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

The scream was blood-curdling.

It shot through my mind — bursting me from the darkness of sleep into the momentarily blinding
glare of the breastplate lights stabbing through the cavern. My hands instinctively rushed for my
staff, fumbling about to my right where I usually put the staff.

They came up empty, of course. (Perhaps fortunately, for I discovered that Valanda had rolled
closer to me during sleep. Had she not jumped up immediately, my hands might have found
something rather unexpected.)

Shouts followed the first scream, anger boiling over. I saw Red kneeling, drawing his bow. What
is the matter? I thought, strangely detached from the scene before me. In a way I was more concerned
with the absence of my staff, not realizing that it had broken on the head of an arydog — yet I was
tully aware of the people around me, who they were, and what they meant.

An arrow sped through the air. It clunked oft a rock, and from beyond, distorted by the winding
caverns, came a cackle. “Bugger yourselves, sharkfeeders!” a voice shouted.

Wharfrat.

Fury brought me fully into reality, and my right hand finally remembered that I had a sword
instead of a staft now. It didn’t do me any good, rising, drawing my blade and looking about for the
godscursed bastard son of a fish. Maybe I looked like one of the great warriors, in that magnificent

armor, a gleaming blade ready for action, hatred on my face. More likely, I looked like a great fool.
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If I did, the same can be said for my comrades. Scraps was blinking, his hair a mess, and his
helmet in one hand. (A helmet? Oh, dammit! I'd forgotten I had one as well. So much for the heroic
look — it was by my feet now.)

Torrindas and Bluft ran through our midst, both with their bows at the ready. They ran towards
the end of the cave where Carter stood guard. I clearly remember wondering why they had shot an
arrow at the vintner, and why Wharfrat had laughed about that.

“Stop, you two!” Red’s voice blared — husky yet authoritative. “Let him run.”

Neither of the two stopped, and Red suddenly fired an arrow past them — missing both their heads
by a scant foot. “Stop! Do as you're told, bloody fools!”

“But — Bluft shouted, and was immediately interrupted by Red. “Shut up! Pilgrim!”

Me? 1 had only time for that tiny thought when Red waved at me to come forward, urgently. “Can
you heal, pilgrim?” he yelled, desperate hope tinging his voice.

“Heal?” I muttered confusedly. “I'm not a cleric, I —*

“Demons and abysses! You're a pilgrim, aren’t you? Ask the gods for healing! Ask them!”

I had never seen Red as desperate as this. He looked like a demon himself, consumed by hope and
hatred at the same time — all merging into a forlorn appearance. His hands were still waving, toward
the place where Carter had been.

Finally I followed the hands, and I understood.

It had been Carter screaming, when Wharfrat had sidled up to him, silently, and cut his throat.
Sloppily enough that the vintner had been able to yell and alert the rest of us.

He was still alive. Valanda had been much faster than anybody else, kneeling by his side, pressing
cloth against Carter’s neck. A shred torn from her dress, but it was already drenched with the red life
force of the vintner. His eyes were wide open, still taking in the situation, filled with pain and
desperation. Yes, he and Red were brothers. How could it be that it was so obvious at this terrible
time and none of the others?

“Ask them!” Red shouted again, and now he reinforced his words by shoving me brutally towards

Carter and Valanda.

B BN BN OB O N W O

Valanda’'s legs were bare all the way. Most of her upper dress was gone, as well, revealing the
scanty underclothing she wore and the wonderful swell of her breasts. Believe me, if you will, that I
wasn’t even aware of that. Carter’s head was on a bloody heap of the shreds that his lifeforce had
already drenched, and the latest was shortly before joining its cousins. Both of us were pressing with
all our strength against the wound, hoping that it might be enough to staunch the blood. It seemed
as if gallons had spurted out already.

“Pray!” Red yelled, only inches from my ears.
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My head spun around, facing him, and I screamed at him, “... grant us the boon of healing! Gods in
the skies, in the heavenly abode, protect us from mortal fears! Grant that my hands may relinquish
pain and give succor!”

Red jerked back, hearing the words of prayer — and I almost let go of the shred on Carter’s throat.
I had been praying — the words of a Decalleigh cleric, invoking the god’s magic. How did I know
these words? How did I know when they were properly spoken?

Had the gods finally come to aid me?

No, dear reader, let not your thoughts drift that way. I am a pilgrim — not one with the true
intent of ever reaching his destination, not one with true faith. Yet I had spent years conversing with
priests, with the faithful in their flock. During that time I picked up so much knowledge, storing it in
my subconscious memory. So many prayers, so much information is there, and I hadn’t realized it.
How much better my fagade as a pilgrim would have been if I had used it in my days on the surface!
How much more money could I have conned out of fools? How far away from Deersrun Hill and my
ill destiny could I have been?

Carter. You want to know whether Carter died.

Yes. He did.

I think he had met the Messenger of Death before Red yelled at me. Blood was still pumped out
by his heart, but the soul had left for the abodes beyond.

I didn’t know at the time, so I turned back and continued my vain attempts to staunch the flow of
blood. At some point afterwards, I stripped my leg armor off, so I could reach my dirty robe beneath,
adding the shreds of that cloth when there was so little left of Valanda’s.

Red was quiet. As I discovered later, after hearing my angry words of prayer, he had knelt down
and joined his voice to my words. So did many of the others, gathered around us. Torrindas stayed
on his feet, bow at the ready. Ever the vigilant, ever the pragmatic Torrindas. We weren’t attacked,
Wharfrat didn’t come back, and his arrow stayed nocked.

After a long time Valanda shook her head. “He’s dead,” she whispered.

“I know,” Red said flatly.

“No,” I said, as eagerly as I could, “the gods can still —*

The wizardess pushed my hands back, my fingers clawing the black, wet cloth. “The gods might,”
she said softly, “but neither of us can, Ahnfredas.”

Scraps raised his head, said, “People can be resurrected, if the gods want. A priest can —*

“I am not a priest!” I shouted, surprised to find tears pooling in my eyes. I hadn’t even liked Carter!
Why did his death hurt so much? Why did I want him to rise from the dead, to continue leading us
into the doom waiting for us beneath?

Because he had given us faith, as a good leader will do. I can explain it now, and I can also say
that he hadn’t been a good leader in other respects — yet he had kept us going far longer than we
would have otherwise. And now a part of myself wondered whether we would have even the courage

to retread our steps back up to Guardpeak.
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“I stand over my brother’s grave,

Leaves I have strewn on the fresh ground,
Wreaths I have placed, to keep remembrance bright,
Of him who shared with me his all,

Of him who stood tall and bowed low,

Of him who laughed loud and cried silent.
Here I stand, over leaves and wreaths,

To ask that his soul shall journey to peace,

To the place intended when his life’s bowl was full,
To the place achieved when his life’s bowl had grown dry.
Oh, just Lord, grant my plea,

Spoken over leaves and wreaths.”

My voice was somber when I spoke the traditional prayer of a Decirius priest, the Leaves and
Wreaths, over the rocks under which Carter was buried. We hadn’t slept a wink. Silently we had
gathered stones and piled them up on the vintner’s body. Then we had gathered in a circle around
him, somehow leaving me to stand at the head of the pile of rocks, and Red had nodded to me.

I am a pilgrim. I am not a priest. Yet at that point I knew what the others expected of me. We
hadn’t been able to do anything for Slim Tim, for Rymondas, or for Longstick. Well, Longstick had
been buried, but... Back then I hadn’t known I remembered the proper words, nor did any of the
others want me to say them. Maybe Carter had tried his best to recollect the Leaves and Wreaths.

Whatever had been the case then, for that brief moment I was their shepherd, guiding our small
community through the good-bye of the man who had brought us here.

“Grant my plea,” I repeated after a moment, looking up at the rocky ceiling, “and let our brother
be the last visited by your messenger on this day.”

“So be it,” Valanda said as somberly as I sounded. The others repeated her words, one after
another. Red was the last to say, “So be it.” His voice was the darkest of all of us. He had whispered
the Leaves and Wreaths along with me, and I had heard his voice break when I had spoken of Carter
as a “brother”.

I turned to him, put my hand on his shoulder. “Your brother is with He Who Decides now. No
matter how unfair his death seems now, the Just God will bring balance. Trust in Him.”

Red’s lips were pressed tightly together. He was breathing hard, his eyes were drilling into mine.

“Trust in Decirius,” I repeated.

“Trust,” Red repeated harshly — then shook his head, nodded right afterwards. “Yes, you're right.
Thank you, pilgrim. Balance will be brought.” He pushed my hand oft his shoulder, his head jerked
around towards the other men. “Go back to sleep! Youre no good to anybody as this tired mess!

Torrindas, you and I will stand guard. The rest — sleep!”
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A ridiculous idea, if you get right down to it. Our juices were boiling after Carter’s murder and
funeral. How could anyone sleep? That close to the grave? But you couldn’t resist Red at that time,
not when he sounded so much like his brother. And when he made that much sense, if you thought
about it.

“Pilgrim,” he nodded to me respectfully as he made his way to the spot where Carter had been
standing earlier, while Torrindas took the place that Bluft had held before.

There were only seven of us left. Scraps, Cardsleeve and Bluft slid down to the ground — slowly,
doubt and fear obvious in their faces. I blinked, unsure of myself. Then I walked back to the place
where I had slept before — clearly marked by the helmet I still hadn’t put on. I sat down, took up the
helm and turned it over in my hands, staring at the metal reflecting the light of my breastplate.

Valanda sat down next to me. “You should pay attention to your own words, Ahnfredas,” she said
in a voice so low that not even Bluff nearest to us could understand her.

“What?” I answered, unconsciously putting the helmet on.

The wizardess smiled, reached out one hand and removed it from my head. “Trust, Ahnfredas.
Trust in the gods. They spoke through you.”

Had it been anybody else, I would have laughed. Instead I shook my head. “No, they didn’t. I felt
nothing, Madam. No sign of the gods or anything of the kind.”

“My name is Valanda,” she commented while she brushed my hair straight. It must have been as
messy as Scraps’, after sleeping on the ground, and getting dust in the filthy strands. She took her
time brushing my hair, avoiding my eyes. “You spoke the right words, Ahnfredas. You were a priest
a moment ago, whatever you felt. The gods have more ways than the ones you think of.”

“Do they?” I muttered. If they did, they hadn’t been too kind to me all my life. Oh, so gruft were
my thoughts, I ought to thank sweet Maidoyu for softening my tongue. Still, my words then were far
from the right ones when I said, “Didn’t you mention that your own faith is wanting?”

Her hand on my head paused for a moment, tightening on a clump of hair — then she continued as
gently as before. “Yes, I said that, didn’t I?” She laughed lightly. “Oh, Ahnfredas, you have no idea
what I have done. Who I am. Carter knew.” Another pause, another laugh. “Good Carter. Can you
imagine that this brute used to be the most romantic fellow in the world? A light dancer, a dream to
be in his arms? He used to write poems. Soft and sweet poems. When he recited them, the girls
swooned.”

She added her other hand to the business of straightening my hair. “He was much like Grapes.
Not as pretty, of course, but as effective.” (I must admit that my heart skipped a beat when she called
Grapes “pretty”. Not “handsome”, as a real man ought to be described by a woman.) “Oh, yes, he was.
And I, I was a young wizardess, fresh from the college, looking to make my mark. At the college,
they’d told me that a good wizard always travels, always learns. If you don’t, they said, youll be a
dusty speck in a library, but not one as one with magic. I came here, as arrogant as you please, sure
that everyone would bend their knees to me, to have my magical services.

“Carter didn’t. Oh, no. He wrote poems for me, yes, but as beautiful as they were, to him they

were only practice for the real love of his life.” She paused for a brief sigh. “I knew that when I lay in
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his arms, Ahnfredas. I knew that I was no more than a diversion, a stop on the way from him. That
hurt me, in more ways than I can imagine. For so long I wondered how his wife — Driyaliva, her
name was — could be better than me. She’d been around ever since his childhood, yet he hadn’t really
noticed her, not until he had become my lover. Maybe being with me made him hunger for someone
else, someone who was more suited to him. I don’t know, and I never will.”

She laughed and sighed at the same time. Such a strange occasion, I cannot fully explain it. Nor
can I explain how empty I felt at the time, and how much I clung to her words.

“He started dancing with Driyaliva, every time that I wanted a break. He was smooth, I'll grant
the old lug that much.” Another laugh, one that should have been bitter yet was full of sad mirth. “He
still wrote poems to me. But they weren’t really about me, you know. They were about Driyaliva.
Oh, well, you know how it turned out. I was cast aside, and she became his wife, the mother of
Grapes. She died when the boy was five. The Shaking Fever took her. Carter never took another
lover. He never looked at me as he had in the old days.”

She shook her head, and her hands finally sank from my head. I looked up, into her eyes. They
weren’t as sad as I expected them to be. They seemed happy. I didn’t understand, and the confusion
must have been obvious. “Leaves and Wreaths, Ahnfredas,” she said with a small nod. “He 1s with the
Just God, and his soul shall journey to peace, as your plea will be granted. I loved that man. I tried to
make up his loss with Red... Oh, yes, I did. What would the Lady Alyssa say to that?” She giggled —
so unfitting a noise, yet she made it sound charming. “I suppose,” she smiled at me, “that the Lady
would call me a good follower of her creed.”

Her mirth waned suddenly. “You wondered about my faith. It left me that day, when Carter
married Driyaliva. And if anything had remained, it was shattered when Grapes was born. Such a
beautiful babe. Every bit as beautiful as he grew up to be. Don’t judge me too harshly, Ahnfredas. I
am not a good woman, I know that. Once I dreamed of being great at my craft, yet I have spent all
my life at Guardpeak, and I am no more than a hedgewizard, good for a small spell or two, but
nothing that would excite another wizard. Nobody would want to read my spellbooks, as dry and
empty as they are. There is no greatness there, nothing new, only the same tried and true, the old
and weary.

“That is who I am, Ahnfredas. An old woman who has buried her dreams a long time ago. My
life’s bowl may still show a lot of water, yet it ran out a long time ago in my mind.”

She dropped her glamor. All her wrinkles showed true to me, as they had to Grapes only a few
hours earlier. (What had happened to the boy? To his companions, Weathervane and Theralas?
Were they resting now, as tired as we were?) Her eyes were dark, as if she expected me to recoil
from her age.

Instead I smiled, reached out my hand — quite involuntarily, believe me, I beg you — and brushed
over her cheek, toward the wrinkles around her eyes. “I have seen these before, Madam — no,

Valanda. You are a beautiful woman, and the Lady Alyssa is glad to count you among her followers.”
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Her eyes tightened suddenly — along with mine as I realized what I had just said. Had my dream —
the one where her face had been superimposed over that of the goddess — intruded on reality, had I
mixed up dream with truth? Had I —

“You, pilgrim, have a way with words. If you so choose.” She smiled. “Do so more often.”

Then she sank away from me, rolled herself up on the floor and fell asleep. She snored. Yes, I
know, quite a counterpoint to the preceding scene, but she did snore. (And, yes, I know that I need to
keep Valanda from reading these lines, or she will insist on my striking out those words about her
snoring. Mind you, she is a woman, and like all of her kind, she is given to being vain. Perhaps more
so than some others, but... Alas, I can get rather talkative.)

I sat there for a little while longer, looking at her asleep. It dawned on me that she was nearly
naked, and as alluring as her figure was, I knew it was wrong. I took off my armor, stripped off my
robe — what remained of my filthy pilgrim’s clothes, that is — and draped it over her. Then I put the
armor back on, feeling strangely satistied. Come the next day, or what would pass for the same in
this subterranean realm, Valanda would wear my robe, while I would wear only Longstick’s armor.
Yes, I did remember the man who had previously owned these sheets of metal over me.

I felt different when I lay down to sleep myself. As if something important had happened —
something aside from the deaths surrounding us. As if something inside me had changed, but I could
not put my finger on what it had been.

I whispered a prayer, and then I returned to sleep once more. No dreams haunted my sleep for a

change.
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“Blessed morning,” I murmured, still curled in my sleeping position, one hand on my blade, the
other on my helmet — I can learn lessons, you know? -, “given to us by bright Atawn, shed on us the
light of knowledge of Darawk who is thine entrusted husband, shed on us the peace ensured by
Seram who is thine cousin, judged by Decirius who is thine uncle. Let us bathe in joy and beauty, as
granted us by thine daughter Grenage, let us begin a day in thine shine, wonderful Atawn.”

Do you find it strange that one such as I should say a prayer at waking up? One as deep and
heartfelt as this seems to be?

Or perhaps you believe that I had found my way to the gods and to the belief that a true pilgrim
should have? If so, I fear I have to disappoint your fervent thoughts and pleas for the safety of my
soul. It was nowhere near the benign shelter of divine protection. I had gotten into the habit of
speaking a prayer automatically, much in the way of a soldier who awakens with his sword raised,
ready to strike at a potential foe.

Oh, yes, I have to admit that recent events made my words seem more righteous than before. I
thought back to Valanda’s confession about her past, and how her face had merged with the Lady
Alyssa’s in my memory. Perhaps I had indeed been channeling the gods for a moment there, or

perhaps I was just a fool.
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Honestly? I am not even sure as I write these words. Every now and then I lift the quill, gnaw on
its end — fortunately the one clean of ink, the feathers tickling my teeth -, as I ponder my words and
how to explain my feelings at that time. In a way I have always been a devout person, yet I have kept
on throwing my own faith down the gutter for a moment of well-being, a night at an inn with a
succession of well filled steins, with nary a thought for the gods.

Was I just faking it then, as I had always done? Or did I believe that the gods would in fact listen
to me?

When I heard Cardsleeve, Scraps and Torrindas say, “So be it”, I was startled, that much I recall.
Their words were true, filled to the brim with belief in the gods — and that after hearing my would-
be prayer! Was that the change I had seemed to feel before falling asleep? That the others had begun
treating me as a cleric? Or at least a pilgrim in the grace of the gods?

If you were here now, you would marvel at the grim smile on my lips. The grace of the gods.
Would that I could still dream of attaining that! But, alas, that is still in the future for you who read
these lines. And I should not sound too depressed about this. My fate is not as evil as it may seem to
some others, yet... Let us just say here that I am what I had not dreamed of being, and this will
become clear to you in later pages.

Back when I rose, doing my best to hide my discomfort at the respect with which my comrades
regarded me, Red was sitting crosslegged before the cairn under which Carter was buried. His face
was drawn, deep shadows under his eyes. I turned to Scraps and whispered, “Has he slept?”

The wiry little man shrugged. “I don’t know. I took third watch, and he was sitting there. I
reckon he might have fallen asleep like that. People do that, you know? I did once at the drums, and
the lords know how —“ He cut himself short, blinked and stared at me uncomfortably. “I'm sorry,
pilgrim, I shouldn’t mention the gods in vain, and —*

“The gods understand us better than we do them,” I answered — rather more interested in having
my comrade speak easily than maintaining the facade of a godsfearing man. Of course, as you can
imagine, my words had rather the opposite effect. Scraps looked cowed by my display of faith and
humility, and he slunk away, towards Bluff to speak with him.

Had I achieved respect from my comrades only to be as remote from them as before? Now that
was a dismal thought.

Valanda saved me from these ponderings. “Red,” she said loudly, “what now? Are we continuing,
or are we returning?”

It was only then, I would say, that the rest of us realized that there was a choice now that Carter
was dead. A hard realization, and one that hurt. But it was there. I saw the thought hit the others, as
unexpected as it impacted on my mind. We could go back up, to the safety of Guardpeak, away from
the pounding of the alien noise below. And from the doom that seemed to wait for us.

Instead of Red, Bluff cleared his throat. “I don’t know about you folks, but I don’t see what has

changed. There’s still danger down there, and I for one am going to find out what it is.”
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“Really?” Cardsleeve muttered. “I'm not too keen on dying, let me tell you. Why don’t we just go
back up, gather some more people, and some real power? I'd rather put my faith in a good hand of
cards, rather than this mess of oak leaves we got here.”

He looked about to Scraps and Torrindas for agreement, but the latter looked as calm and
unperturbed as always — and Scraps, he was still mulling things over. Bluff, though, shook his head.
“Weathervane is heading back up. He'll tell people what's going on down here. If we don’t come
back, they’ll know to send more down here. But we can take care of things now.”

“And what if we can’t?” Cardsleeve countered. “I don’t see any acorns around. All we have are a
few swords, our wizardess and the pilgrim. Whatever —*

“Whatever,” Red joined the discussion, slowly unfolding his legs and rising from the cairn. “We
have a duty to our families. Cardsleeve, you don’t have a wife, but you've been eyeing the tanner’s
daughter on Heralds™ Street, haven’t you? If I know rightly, you've bought her a pair of ear rings last
week. Do you want her to suffer from that?” He pointed straight to the floor, and to the noise.

Cardsleeve grimaced. “No, of course I don’t, but —*

This time it wasn’t one of us who interrupted him. Instead, it was the music that did when it
changed, grew more menacing for a moment. And the ground around us shook again — more softly
than when the earthquake hit us earlier, but still similar enough to send every one of us looking for a
safer position.

A good idea, since a portion of the floor fell away, crumbling like a loaf of bread. We stared as
stairs were revealed, the debris dancing under the tremors, hopping down ever further until the
stairs were as clean and pristine as you please. Granted that they were made of rough stone,
tashioned by magic rather than mortal hands.

My comrades whispered prayers, sought for divine protection. I didn’t. I looked back, towards
where the exit leading back up was. Somehow I knew before what I would see. The ceiling there had
collapsed, in a small area, just enough to pile up enough stone that we could not hope to pass. Up
ahead, where the cave had continued before, the same thing happened — ever so gently stones were
falling, like snow flakes in winter. Like they probably did that very instant far above us.

I was put in mind of a cat playing with a mouse. In a morbid way I had always enjoyed watching
that spectacle, and I have never rooted for the mouse to escape. Things look rather differently when
you take the mouse’s place, you know?

“Trust,” I said, louder than I had expected. “Trust in He Who Decides to bring balance.”

Red’s head whirled about, stared at me with a hard glance that would have made Carter proud of
his brother. “Balance? Yes,” he nodded, waved my comrades towards the stairs, “we will bring
balance to our sheets. Draw your weapons, men. Valanda, think about the proper spells. Pilgrim —
Master Ahnfredas, I rely on your faith to guide us.”

My faith? Oh, what doom we were certain to head into!

I didn’t say these words out loud. Instead I bowed my head and hoped that Red didn’t see my
hand snaking nervously towards my blade. As little experience as I had with a sword, I put rather

more faith in the cold metal than my own belief.
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“Let’s go!” Red said, every bit the Cayaborean drill sergeant he’d never been.

We marched on, stepped on the stairs. They didn’t turn into tentacled monsters destroying us
right then and there. Instead they remained stairs, winding down into the darkness.

On we went, accompanied by the drone of the music and the never-ending voice singing in the

distance.
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CHAPTER NINE

There was nothing comforting about the magically created stairway we were descending. Voice
and booming, grinding noise accompanied us, as ever present as our breathing, as our heavy boots
falling on the stone steps, and the occasional grumbling when one of us missed a step, had to steady
himself. Himself, mind you. Valanda didn’t seem to share our problems. Effortlessly she walked
ahead, next to Red, with me in trail. She kept checking the stairwell for any traps with her spells, as
far as I can tell. The rest of us were limited to using the beams of our breastplate lights — but what
good would that do if something magical were waiting for us.

Yet whatever had created this passage — had killed the dwarves, our friends -, it was content with
letting us march on down. If you care to know, by that time we were about a mile below Guardpeak,
which meant the regular surface was more than a thousand yards above our heads. Not a comforting
thought, and had I known more about this, I would have frightenedly tried to calculate the tons of
rock that could crash down on me any heartbeat.

As if I had needed any additional fright. Scraps was walking next to me most of the time, doing
his best to keep up with the rest of us, hampered by his stubby legs as he was. But he was a
determined individual if there ever was one, and I was marveling at the pace he set — flagging every
now and then, with him dropping back to the rear, yet he always showed up at the front quickly.

“Would be better to get this over with,” he muttered at one point, nearly an hour after we started

our descent.
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He'd spoken to himself, but it was the first time I had the chance to speak, so I seized the
opportunity. “It’s nervewracking, that’s what it is,” I said, scratching my head carefully under my
helmet. “Better to face it straight out, right?”

“Uhm,” Scraps mumbled. “Of course. Yes.” And then he dropped back, suddenly appearing weary.

I sighed. There was still the same distance I had sensed before. Bluft and Torrindas regarded me
with the same strange sense of respect. I wanted to yell at them that [ wasn’t a priest, not even a real
pilgrim, just a base coward who welches money from strangers. Would they believe me? The day
before, certainly, but now? Oh, by Olmawi’s beard, I didn’t quite believe myself.

I was alone again. For a while I tried to concentrate on my steps, not missing the stairs — again.
My body wasn’t hurting anymore, and the armor wasn’t chafing. At least I didn’t sense it. I was
probably too tired to care, and my nerves reacted accordingly. That’s the best explanation I can find.
It was almost as unnerving as the situation, not being able to take refuge in some aches, in
overcoming my fatigue.

Instead I had to wonder about myself. Valanda had told me that I had used the right words at
Carter’s funeral. She had been right. I ran through all the conversations there, and I couldn’t quite
remember myself having ever been that perfectly at ease. Oh, sure, words have been a strength of
mine since the first time my father caught me stealing an apple from a neighbor’s tree and I found a
way of making it sound righteous. (Not that it convinced my father. The evidence, half-eaten, was
still in my hand, after all.) Yet my mind had always been churning at high speed during those
exchanges. Every time I'd been trying to con a fool on the road or in a village, I had been watching
closely the moves of the other person’s eyes, the tug on the lips, the replies — adjusting my own
words and my expression to best suit it. Come to think of'it, that was a lot of work. All right, it gets
easler with practice, yet you can never rest on the laurels of yesterday’s gold coin, and you have to
stay aware of everything around you. There might be somebody smarter walking towards you — or
somebody who noticed your act a week before, in the wrong direction.

You get the idea, don’t you? Now I realized that I hadn’t even thought about what I wanted to
say when I spoke to Red, to Valanda, or to any of the others. The proper, comforting words had just
come out, as if there had been no alternative at all. Thinking back, it took me a heartbeat to devise a
dozen alternate ways the conversations might have run. Yet I hadn’t been searching for any options
then.

I prayed then, to Decirius, chief of the gods, for guidance, for a sign that maybe the others were
right, and I had been forgiven my sins. No sign came. Of course not. In my mind, I could imagine the
gods laughing at this. If you are so keen to be told the truth, the Decirius of my thoughts said, then you
have not the faith you pretend to.

Next I missed a step.

I flailed out with my arms — more than I would have needed to -, managing to unsettle myself
completely, slipping forward — and being rescued by Bluff who pulled me back in time before
hurtling headlong down the stairs. “Careful, pilgrim,” he said in a concerned voice as he steadied me.

“Yes, yes, I = I shook my head, patted myself down. “Thank you, Bluff, I was —*




Wyman & Bogues Tales of Strange Adventures: The Pilgrims’ Trial and Faith 72

“Of course,” the giant of a man nodded. He believed I had been praying for help, rather than
pursuing a foolish notion. I really should have put him right. I should have.

Instead I resumed my position in our group and continued walking.

B BN BN OB O N W O

There was a light at the end of the tunnel.

And we missed it almost completely until we stumbled out of the rocky confines of the stairwell.
Only Valanda had noticed it — perhaps because she was the only one who didn’t have a magical light
shining ahead and painting its circle on the ground and walls. But the wizardess had assumed we had
seen it as well, so she was the only one who strode ahead to take a good look around.

The rest of us, we froze in our steps. (The first, anyway. Scraps ran into Red, and Bluff and
Torrindas nearly barreled me over, if I hadn’t been lucky enough to follow Valanda.) There was light
around us. A lot of light, tinged with the blue of the glowater bowls way above.

It lit a cavern that was so large I am trying hard to think of a different word to describe it. A
cavern has walls that you can see, but this one... In the present day, while writing this, I know that
there are walls, but they were miles away. You must be wondering about the tunnel we exited — that
it should have pierced a wall. My answer is that you are wrong. We hadn’t realized while descending
that this stairwell was a corkscrew tunnel like the one we followed earlier — only this one’s winding
were so wide we had believed to be walking straight ahead.

Indeed that tunnel ran through a supporting pillar, one more than two hundred feet wide. And
there were more of its kind, most of them behind cloudy mist wafting through the expanse. They
looked like stalactites and stalagmites, in a distortedly gargantuan way. Distorted and gargantuan,
yes, those are good words to describe what we saw.

It was like the cave of a giant, everything bigger than what we knew. Lichen grew on large
rockfaces — like debris or the small boulders common above, only these were several times as tall as a
man. Many of them, anyway. Smaller, more ordinary kinds were scattered about as well, yet we
didn’t pay attention to them for a long time.

The air was moist and warm, like the shore of Shane’s Sea in summer. I believed I smelled the
saltiness of the sea, along with a faint trace of seagrass. My home wasn’t close to the sea, but I had
spent some time there a year earlier.

I mentioned the lichen. It wasn’t the only growth here. Far from it! Bushes covered the ground,
and it took me a while to realize that it wasn’t stone we were standing on but true earth, dirt,
ground. Take a look at it, unknowing that you are in a cave a mile below the surface, and you can’t
tell it apart from a good piece of soil on top. The bushes and the trees didn’t seem to mind, not one
bit, thank you.

There was a grove of apple trees growing right next to the exit, with their fruit ready to be
plucked and enjoyed. Bluff cast them a hungry glance, took one step towards them — only to

reconsider when he remembered where they were. (Had I mentioned that our supplies had run out
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half a day or so before? Up to that point I myself hadn’t realized I was hungry. All I knew was that
Longstick’s liquor bottle had given me its last drop of relief shortly after entering the stairwell.)

A shadow hastened across a grassy meadow, too fast for any of us to really see it. A squirrel, I
thought, running with a load of acorns, to squirrel it away. (Yes, I know, a pale joke.) Then I took a
closer look. The meadow was covered by grass, but it wasn’t a hill as I had first thought. It was a
number of the giant boulders, part of them ground down into a gentle slope over time, and the grass
made them look like the peaceful places I knew from back home, near Deswellyn’s Great Statue of
Splendor. There was something alien about it, though, something rough hidden beneath the peaceful
appearance — or perhaps, it was just the fact that the rocks beneath, the rough edges at the sides,
reminded me of where I really was.

Then there was the squirrel — or what I had thought of as one. The creature rushed up a tree, hid
behind a twig or two, then peeked its tiny head out at us, licking a split tongue nervously over its
scaly lips. It was a lizard, brownish, lean, long, and twitching its black eyes around constantly. I only
had time for a brief glance, then the squirrel-lizard vanished behind the leaves.

“Where’s the light coming from?” Torrindas wondered, calm once more.

“Where did the entire place come from?!” Scraps exclaimed, checking himself the next instant,
surprised how loud he’d been.

No evil swooped down on us, nothing at all happened. Nothing except for the breeze continuing
to carry salty air toward us, along with something like birdsong. Except that the cadences were all
wrong — or at least unfamiliar. No finches, no sparrows, no ravens, none of the familiar birds.
Nonetheless it sounded alike, in a strange way, as if an entirely different breed of animals had grown
to occupy the same places as the beings above — as birds, as squirrels had.

Was that possible? Could there be a world beneath our own? One so large that it supported an
entirely different range of creatures?

Good reader, I must disappoint you in this. I know much more than I did at that time, but I still
haven’t found an answer. I could tell you much about this place, yet it wouldn’t suffice. A lifetime of
studying it would not, I fear, and neither would such a lifetime produce an answer.

“There,” Valanda said, shaking us from our various ponderings, as she pointed to the sky — or
ceiling, I should say. “That’s where the light comes from.”

We looked up, and realized that the roof of a cave should not be aflame with light as a good, blue,
sun-lit sky, graced by Atawn’s gift to mortals. It was made of rock, yes, and the light was blueish.
“Glowater,” Red whispered, struck by the wealth on the ceiling. How did it stay up there? How could
glowater dety the pull of gravity?

Magic? That much I can tell you, it wasn’t. We thought we saw an ocean of glowater on that roof,
broken here and there by islands of clean rock — rare islands. In truth there was only the finest cover,
warm glowater mist catching on the cold rock, moistening it. So much that its light was streaming
down on us, yet still not enough to drip down.

Over time more would gather, and it would start drizzling down. I beware of calling it rain, for it

is a rather steady companion down here, and it is so sparse that you catch a few drops here and there.
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On the other hand, there can be rain occasionally. There are nooks and crannies in the roof — natural
cavities, where glowater may accumulate, and sometimes the winds grow so strong that they whip
the moisture into your face, as harsh as a storm on the surface can be. These storms are infrequent, I
hasten to add. Also, most of the time it is only the wind, slightly moist, that is beating against you.

As we would learn within an hour, you don’t need a rainstorm to get drenched here. The more or
less constant drizzle from above is quite enough.

If you wonder about the warmth, that is a natural occurrence as well. There are hot streams
about, caused by volcanic activity. What are the streams made of? Glowater. Oh, yes. One was
gurgling along less than three hundred feet from us, an entire creek of glowater, resplendent in itself,
and worth more than the entire city of Guardpeak.

“If I could bring just a gallon of that upstairs,” Red would marvel, staring at the creek emptily.

Scraps would chime in, in his own way, mumbling the words of a song about glowater and the
riches it could bring. I don’t remember much about the song, only that the protagonist was brought
down in the end by his own greed.

Not a happy song, but suitable to how we felt.

B BN BN BN OB N W O

Before we came there, we had a different, more immediate problem to solve. The growling of our
bellies had grown so loud that it seemed to drown out the rock-grinding noise and the voice from
beneath. Except that it wasn’t beneath us anymore, it surrounded us, the echoes bouncing oft from
the rocks, the ceiling and the distant walls.

“I'm hungry,” Cardsleeve grumbled and started walking towards the apple trees.

He hadn’t taken three steps when the earth shook violently under him, enough to make him leap
for the nearest rock formation, clinging to it in maddened fear of another quake tearing open the
ground.

I gasped. There hadn’t been the slightest tremor beneath me.

Wondrously I looked around and saw that the other men had reacted much like Cardsleeve.
Torrindas and Bluff hadn’t tried to wrap their arms around anything, but by the way they stared at
the ground, I could tell there had been a tremor underneath them. Red was crouched, bow in his
hands, ready for another ambush — by whoever, now that the dwarves were dead. Scraps had hurried
back into the mouth of our tunnel.

Valanda looked at me, confusion on her brow. “You didn’t sense anything?” she asked.

“No,” I could only shrug.

The wizardess nodded and held out her hand. “Then come with me, Ahnfredas.”

I took her hand, we walked towards the grove of trees. All the while I kept staring at my feet,
more than the way ahead. Good enough to note when there were rocks, bushes, or other natural
tripwires before me, but very funny-looking, I suppose. Not that I cared about that at the moment. I

was waiting for the earth to swallow me in a violent convulsion.
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Nothing happened. “Valanda...?” I whispered.

I felt the stares of our companions drilling into our backs. All save for Cardsleeve, who was doing
so from before us. After a couple of steps, he let go of the rock, put his feet firmly on the ground —
which tremored instantly, sending Cardsleeve scurrying up the stalagmite as far as he could.

I stopped. “Valanda!” I exclaimed, hardly understanding.

“Keep walking,” she told me, in a firm voice that brooked no disobedience. I did, and as we
covered the distance to the grove, she continued, “Whoever is causing the quakes doesn’t mind the
two of us going there. We'll fetch some apples for the others, and for us. Then — her head swiveled
around to look at me, and somehow I sensed the movement, looking up into her eyes, as sad as they
had been since Carter’s death, yet determined, “Then we will think about what this means.”

“All right,” I mumbled. She appeared to be right. We reached the grove of trees, and we heard
noise from inbetween the branches. Possibly more of the lizard-squirrels.

Why hadn’t the ground opened up under us? What made us special to the powers around us?
(And who were those powers? The dwarves were all dead, weren’t they? Or had there been some
fight amongst them, killing off one faction, while the other was waiting for us to take a bath in their
cookpots? Oh. I hasten to add that I don’t know whether wild dwarves eat humans, it’s one of the
many legends, and... Let’s just say that I couldn’t help wondering about that.)

What made us special, the wizardess and the pilgrim? One of us could do magic, while the
other... No, I told myself, you know that isn’t true! You are a pilgrim — not even a real one who
might rely on the gods!

I suppressed the wondering when we reached the trees, and there were all these wonderful, red
apples hanging from the boughs right before us. So many! I wanted to stuft my cheeks full of fruit,
worry about swallowing a while later. Gods! One tiny apple had been all I'd had in the last couple of
hours!

Valanda stopped me from taking a bite right away. “Let’s see if theyre real apples,” she said,
plucked one of the red fruits and studied it closely.

“What else would they be?” I muttered, and then remembered the squirrel that had turned out to
be a lizard. Carefully I took an apple of my own. There were no scales on it, if you're wondering. It
was just an apple, and the tree looked absolutely like the ones I'd known all my life. I whispered a
prayer to the lady Sira of Nature. It couldn’t hurt, I thought to myself, and —

Then I froze. “Valanda...” | breathed.

“Just a moment more, Ahnfredas,” she said studiously, “I want to —*

“Valanda!” I said more forcefully, and finally she looked over to me, and at the apple I was holding
in my hand. And she saw the soft glow emanating from the fruit, invitingly surrounding it,
highlighting a spot here and there, as if to say that this was the juiciest, tastiest.

“Ahnfredas!” she moaned in utter surprise. “That’s...” Her voice choked.

I reached out and touched the apple she was holding. It started to glow in the same manner —

except for a darkening, pulsing spot. Something guided me to take my dagger and pick at the spot. A
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worm was inside, highlighted by the glow. “That isn’t for us to eat,” I said. “The lady Sira, Warden
of the Wild, protects it.”

“Her will be done,” she said softly, gently bent over and deposited the apple between the tree’s
roots. When she straightened up again, she looked at me strangely. “Can you feel the gods now,
Ahnfredas?”

Her words struck me like an arrow between the eyes. Suddenly I was shaken from the reverie I'd
felt a moment earlier, and I tried to look inside myself. Was there divine assistance? Was there —

“No, Valanda, I cannot feel them,” I answered truthfully. My voice wasn’t bitter, at all, I must say,
to my own surprise. “They are here, though. With us. Let us gather apples for our friends and then
be on our way. We have much to do.”

“As you say, Ahnfredas,” she smiled.

I was not as convinced as I sounded, let me tell you that. There had been something guiding me —
I just wrote those words, and they were true. I could remember that, I could remember the touch
from beyond. And there was happiness associated with that touch.

Neither could I deny the glow in the apple. That was as solid a sign of the divine as I had ever
seen, granted to a true priest.

Yet now I felt as mortal as always. There was none of that guidance within me now. Even the
happiness was waning, when another thought occurred to me.

Let us assume that I had somehow transformed into a cleric. Which deity was I now beholden to?

There are no priests of two or more gods. There are pilgrims who dedicate themselves to a
particular god or goddess, yes, as most of us do. Most pilgrims do not, their faith guides them to the
many places of pilgrimage in our world. There is a favorite, I suppose, for all of them, a god whose
teachings are most important to them.

I never chose. After all, I am still young, and I thought that maybe one of those days, something
would occur to me. Something better than that favorite of all young men, the Lady. Alyssa clearly is
the one we cherish most of all while our bodies are still fresh and able. But dedicate yourself to that
goddess — and then marry and explain your favorite to your wife who is not necessarily well disposed
to that idea?

Ahh, now you wonder how a young man should ever wonder about marriage. Especially when the
Lady’s teachings seem to avoid this very topic. They don’t, let me tell you that. The Lady blesses
marriages. Don’t forget, she is also the goddess of jealousy.

If I am drifting apart from the tale, believe me, those were the very thoughts coursing through
my mind underneath the leaves of the apple tree.

Foremost, the question was whether I had better choose now. Provided, mind you, that I Aad
become a priest. Or was I still a pilgrim? Or, rather, had I now become a pilgrim who could ask any
of the gods for his or her assistance?

That couldn’t be true! Then I might be more powerful than a high priest of just one god! More
than the Divine Speaker at Faithold!
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My head was spinning, I had to sit down. Valanda stopped gathering fruit into a black cloth sling.
“Ahnfredas, what is wrong?” she asked, kneeling down next to me, bending over, letting me see her
breasts heaving in worried breaths, barely hidden by her underclothes. I stared at them, and
thoughts entered my head what it would feel like to touch them.

“Ahnfredas...?” she said, a harsh undertone suddenly in her voice.

Now that was enough to jar my head back up to her face — and for a tiny moment I thought I
could hear female laughter pealing in the distance, as if the Lady Alyssa delighted in reminding me of
my claim to young men’s favorite deity. Foolish, yes, for what I took for laughter in that instant was
nothing but the wind, and it was only my own desires betraying me.

Granted, though, that the Lady Alyssa had had a part in instilling them in mankind.

“Forgive me,” I said earnestly, “it was just...” Could I tell her that Alyssa had played a trick on
me? Oh, yes, that is very credible. If that were the case every time, it would make for such a
wonderful excuse to staring down a woman’s cleavage, right? If I could only find a way to sell this
excuse, why, I could buy myself a well-sized kingdom, couldn’t I? “Didn’t I give you my robe?” I
asked, hurriedly trying to distract her.

It worked. For the moment, anyway. “Er, yes,” Valanda shook her head. “I needed something to
carry the apples, and it's warm enough here to...” It worked for the moment, I wrote. She
remembered all too quickly. Women. They always can tell when you're making a fool of yourself.

So much for that idea of selling the Alyssa excuse and buying a kingdom.

“Let’s go, Ahnfredas,” she told me, rose and headed back, the sling fashioned from my robe over
her back. And if youre wondering, even though I trailed behind her, I kept my eyes well ahead
rather than allowing them to slide over to the wizardess’ backside.

More than once or twice, that is.
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CHAPTER TEN

We ate of the apples and felt heartened to have something akin to a solid meal in our stomachs.
Nonetheless I dreamed of a good roasted pig, with potatoes and a couple of assorted vegetables. The
only proper place for an apple would have been in the pig’s snout. Oh, yes, I enjoyed the fruit, and I
ate plenty of them. But I surely wasn’t alone in my dreaming.

Red took Valanda’s arm, leading her oft a few steps back to the cave to talk to her. Trying to find
out why the ground hadn’t shaken under her and my feet, of course. He didn’t want to disturb our
meal, he would claim later, but I think he was afraid of an explanation to disturb him.

Valanda couldn’t tell him more than she had said to me. Peering across my comrades’ shoulders, I
saw Red’s face darken — angry that there wasn’t a solution to be found.

My comrades spoke about the matter as well, in hushed tones that did their best to keep me in the
dark. I had sat down close to them, offering them the apples we had gathered. Don’t ask me how
exactly it happened, since I didn’t move, but at the end of the meal I was sitting well apart from
them. None of them meant any harm, I'm sure. It was just that they felt better giving me that space.

I know, in a different situation I might have enjoyed that. Being treated with respect, in this
manner. But here I didn’t want to be apart. No matter that the gods had given me some sign of their
attention — I was wary of thinking about affection -, I felt safer in company.

And let’s not forget that I had begun to like these fellows. Cardsleeve, who wouldn’t think twice
of separating me from my money over a couple of acorns from his sleeves. Scraps, who would love

nothing better than sitting at his drums — and being respected for that, rather than ignored or
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ridiculed. (How I could sympathize with him!) Torrindas, who was the proverbial rock in the storm.
Bluff, who wanted his family to live on at the price of his own life.

And Red, who kept pushing us onward, pretty much with the same reasoning. Add to that his
pain over his brother’s death.

Valanda, who... Valanda... You understand, since she might read these lines, I am wary of
talking about her. But she was — and is — a fragile person. You wouldn’t know from just talking to
her for a while, or walking alongside her. Yet she is. So sweet, so heartbroken, and... it didn’t matter
to her. She continued with her life, no matter what. I admire that about her.

What about me? What about Ahnfredas Bluekeg? A priest in the making, a fake pilgrim, a
coward, a fighter?

I didn’t know what to make of myself, whether I might be remotely worthy of such company, or

not. All I knew was that I had to push the confusion down and continue.
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Deciding where to go next was easy. For our comrades, anyway. Whichever way Valanda or I
strode, the ground remained as calm as you pleased. But were one of the others to follow us in the
wrong direction, the earth would tremble and the quakes would grow the more serious the further
they strayed from the path.

“I don’t like it,” Red muttered, scratching his chin, covered by a good deal of stubble.

Which reminded me to brush over my own chin. The stubble was starting to soften already, not
as hard as when it first grows and screams for a razor. That meant I had gone for a goodly three
days without a shave. Three days?! Could it really have been that long? Granted that I'd shaved the
morning before coming to Guardpeak, but... I was distracted by this for a while and needed a
moment to catch up to the conversation.

Red had asked Valanda whether she had any spell at her disposal to scan ahead of us. The
wizardess simply shook her head, rather than tell him that she would have used such a spell in the
caves above us long ago. Then Red had come over to me and asked the same question.

I blinked, looking at his face and the deep lines that had engraved themselves on it. How could I
possibly have likened him to Grapes before? These worries were completely foreign to the boy,
surely. I couldn’t imagine him ever developing such a look.

“Pilgrim?” Red muttered. “Still with us?” Ahh, so much for respect. The grand tradition of
Cayaborean soldiers, I suppose.

“Er, yes, I... No, I don’t know any spells, I mean I am not a — I wanted to claim I wasn’t a priest,
but somehow I couldn’t continue saying that, now could I? “I've never been trained,” I helplessly
shrugged after a moment.

“I know,” Red nodded, shook his head, turned half off, as he muttered, “I was just hoping — His

head swiveled around to me. “I'ry what you've been doing before, all right?”
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He didn’t stick around, to wait for any of my prayers to succeed. Instead he picked Scraps to walk
some twenty yards ahead of us, figuring out which way to avoid the tremors, and to warn us of any
potential dangers.

My prayer, you wonder? I chose Nash’Geo, god of traveling and crossroads, asking him to bless
our journey, to reveal any troubles. I was hoping for another golden glow to descend from the skies,
showing me the image of what lay ahead of us. Instead, I was given my usual reward for my efforts —

nothing.
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Prayers aren’t what they used to be. That is a thought coursing through my mind today, writing
these lines. Back then I was distraught, wondering if the glow around the apples had truly happened
and the lady Sira had shown herself to me. Maybe it had been a figment of my imagination? Maybe
Valanda had been caught up in it as well, or maybe I only imagined her reaction?

Why didn’t Nash’Geo pay any attention to me?

Because I wasn’t /s favorite? Or because he deemed that we find out what lay ahead on our own?
Or because I had imagined it all?

We passed the glowater river, headed on, accompanied for a while by Scraps’ song about riches
and despairs — by that time Cardsleeve had taken the lead -, and we grew accustomed to the scenery.
If you didn’t pay too much attention to it, you could believe yourself on the surface. The cries in the
background might have been birdsong, and your ears were just covered by the helmet to make it
sound wrong. That was all.

I was quite busy pretending that this was another stretch of land unknown to me, and the biggest
danger waiting for me was a lack of foolish villagers. Or, all right, some predator who couldn’t be
scared off by my staff. The pretense was made rather difficult by my companions and the very
different garb I wore. I had been smart enough to stow a few apples underneath my breastplate, so I
could nibble on them now and then. IFor a while I grew interested in how dim our breastplates
seemed to be. In the darkness of the caves, they had cut powerful beams, yet here they were glowing
faintly. Because of the rich light around us, or because the spell on the breastplates altered them?

Oh, yes, I found quite a few things to occupy my mind — others than what was around me.

Prayers aren’t what they used to be.

About an hour after setting oft from the cave exit, a blue light seared across my eyes. I stopped,
my arms flailed upwards, and I must have yelled. The light faded almost instantly, leaving a shadow
on my sight, but I heard my companions crowd around me, asking what had happened.

I mumbled about a light, that I couldn’t see — the latter rather foolish, for my sight recovered at
about that moment. “There was nothing,” Bluft said, echoed by Scraps.

“The gods?” Red asked soberly.

I shook my head, rubbed my eyes. “I dont —*
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Cardsleeve’s scream relieved me of the need to answer. “Come over here, fast!” he shouted. “By the

abysses, I don’t believe this!”
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“Bloody pile of dungs!” I heard Bluft exclaim. Scraps said much the same things, but I'd rather not
repeat his words here.

The blue light had flashed before my eyes again, so I was quite a bit slower than my comrades
when they hurried forward to join Cardsleeve. Valanda stayed by my side, took my hand —
understanding better than myself that my vision wasn’t well enough. Finally we made our way to the
site, where a ring of armored backs was turned toward us.

“Pilgrim,” Red’s tired yet firm voice sounded, “come over here.”

One of the backs turned out to be his, as he stepped aside to let me look at Cardsleeve’s find. The
wizardess followed as far as she could, peering through the holes in the wall of metal armor. Red, and
Torrindas as well, moved far enough apart that there was plenty for her to see.

I, though, was at the front, and I sank to my knees in shock. I had expected several things, but
this... Well, have you ever found the body of a human being torn apart by a predator? Strips of flesh
spread over the ground, guts hanging out, half consumed?

Now imagine that same cadaver spiked on a stalactite that must have hit him from above, its top
perfectly severed rather than the jagged remains of the rock breaking off.

I covered my shock quickly — if I may say so, and nobody countered my claim -, blinked, and
reached out my hand carefully towards the remains of the man’s clothes. As far as I could tell,
drenched with blood and other parts of him, he had worn black breeches — cut Kraznyczarian style,
with tassels at the belt and under the pockets. One leg was missing, the other mangled, and a leather
boot stood strangely upright aside the pool of blood. The man’s shirt had been yellow once, good
dyed linen, and he’d worn a leather coat above, made from swamp dragon scales. I was rather sure of
that — a year earlier, | had met a merchant dealing in these wares, proclaiming how hardy they were
and how difficult to procure. Going by the prices he quoted to me, that might be true.

“Who was he?” Red asked.

I blinked, shook my head as I looked up. “I... doubt that I know this man.” I really had no idea.
There was no face left to identify him.

“That’s not what [ mean,” Red shook his head. “There’s an insignia on his coat, over there. It
looks like... I don’t know, like something I've seen on a temple in Dauverre, in Cayaboré, once.”

He pointed his finger at the insignia, and once more I felt my heart skip a beat. Yes, it was the
mark of a deity, but not one that you would care to see.

A split sword, two-pronged, with a slim clift inbetween, stains of dried blood on it, and fresh
blood dripping from both tips. The sign of the god Jengchan, illegitimate son of the ruling god
Decirius and Risa, goddess of natural disaster. Born after Risa pretended to be her twin sister,

rightful wife of Decirius, and hidden until manhood lest the Just God might smite his ill-bred
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offspring. Raised in secret by both Risa and the darkest of gods, Shenaumac, Jengchan chose to
devote himself to tyranny and conquest, empowered by his descent from the greatest of the gods. His
father.

Although one of the gods of our pantheon, his sign is rare in our world — much the same as can be
said for his foster-father, Shenaumac. Who would like to see the sign of darkness on the house down
the road, know that the clerics there are not like the other ones whose counsel you might seek? Who
would like to know that dark deeds are performed there, that your children might not be safe at
night — whether out on the street or lying in bed?

Leave it to Cayaboreans to allow such a temple. The clerics of Jengchan there are surely as
chained to their king as all other priests are. Do Cayaboreans allow followers of Shenaumac to travel
freely? To take an officer’s position in their army?

Are things different in other countries as well? I don’t think so — for all that my travels have
rarely brought me outside the Topay Coalition, it seems that people everywhere share our
discomfort at the dark gods.

Yet — the thought instilled fear in my heart — I was a pilgrim, and I had only a bit earlier
wondered whether I had become a kind of priest to all the gods. All the gods. Including such as
Jengchan or Shenaumac or Middage or Taurkémad. Best not to think about it.

“Jengchan,” I said finally, forcing the word over my lips. “That is the sign of the Tyrant.”

My comrades whispered curses, or prayers for protection, depending on their mood. Scraps asked,
“What's a priest of Jeng-, of the Tyrant doing here?”

I spoke before thinking, just answering the question. “I don’t think this was a priest. Much as they
stay in hiding commonly, this man bore the insignia openly, proudly. Why wouldn’t he wear the full
signs of the Tyrant’s cleric? The split-sword amulet, the blood-red coat?

“No,” I shook my head, “this man was a holy warrior devoted to serving Jengchan. See the neck?
There is a tattoo, most of it remains. It shows the split-sword emblem. That is the sign of the
Tyrant’s warrior. But... His kind always follows a priest, a full cleric. Are there other —*

I caught myself short, wondering how I could speak so cold-bloodedly about this topic, with a
man rent apart like this before me. I had pointed at the tattoo on the neck! I had spoken about the
state of the body, as if I saw its kind every day!

Now this wasn’t the first dead man I had seen before — nor had the deaths on our journey hence
been the first I had witnessed. Nonetheless I had never been as utterly composed as I was now.

“How do you know this?” Torrindas asked, and for the first time ever there was an unpleasant
tone in his voice.

Ah, yes. FFew people cared to learn much about the dark gods — just enough to stay out of their
way. As the smart would do.

Of course it would be an easy answer now to say that the entire pantheon is whom I worship.
Easy and not at all wrong. It wouldn’t sit well with me, though. I have met other pilgrims — at the
Great Statue of Splendor, where I had the first inkling of choosing this profession. They concentrate

on the good gods, those of brightness — no matter what dark spots may lie in their history -, and of
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the dark ones they know as little as other people. At best they know where to place a sacrifice, how
to conduct a basic ritual, to appease the deity.

Yes, I learned a number of them myself, and I have been smart enough to go through them, as
much as they disgust me. That doesn’t make either of us a follower — the purpose of these rituals is
only to avert the attention of darkness for a while. Doing that might not be a bad idea for you, kind
reader, although I strongly advise you to keep that practice in secret. Other people are not easily
convinced that your purpose is of a good nature.

Where to learn them? Ask a priest in your neighborhood. I would be surprised if that one didn’t
have an idea. Oh, sure, he or she will deny any knowledge, but I had the fortune of having a priestess
beholden to Haguen living near to my father’s home. Loyalty is Haguen’s strength, and this cleric —
Hrandenya, originally from the chilly southern lands — took that to mean she should protect her
flock as best she could. Which included appeasing the dark gods.

I served at her shrine occasionally — one of many young children driven by her forcetul demeanor
to do so -, and I was one of her favorites. Enough so that she included me in some of her rituals.
Nobody could question Hrandenya’s devotion to Haguen, or her innate goodness. But do not think
that she confided in me quickly, no, she took her time involving me in lengthy discussions, sounding
me out. (And my father as well, I should mention. She wanted to know how Hernaldas Bluekeg saw
the world, whether he could accept his son involved in this.)

I spend quite a bit of time justifying her actions, don’t I? For good reason, because I fear that you
may be recoiling from these pages now, think her a pretense priest of Haguen whose true devotion
was to darkness. Please, believe me, that was never the case. Just because it is difficult for us to
believe it is no less true that also our beloved, worthy priests occasionally traftic with the dark gods
— for the purpose of averting them from us.

During my travels I never spoke to another priest openly about this, but from snippets of
conversation, from hints here and there — buried within a lengthy discussion, quite involuntary from
the cleric — I have deduced that a large number of clerics do this. And their flocks flourish for it.

Well, a lenghty explanation, but one that I feel is necessary.

What [ said to my comrades amounted to nearly the same thing — only that I was more
concentrated on presenting a good front of myself. I know, selfishness is unbecoming for a priest. I
am not at all sure it was necessary. Torrindas would — I suppose — have been happy with the easiest
of explanations. When I went off on my waterfall on an excursion into religious topics, they were
looking forward to the end and wanting to accept whatever I said.

No, that isn’t quite true. Red was truly interested in my words, and so was Scraps. Bluft and
Torrindas, not so much, as I said before. But at first, venturing into that torrent, it must have seemed
to them as if [ were frantic to conceal some hidden darkness in myself. Just the opposite of what I
intended!

Nonetheless I must have been convincingly nervous and my usual frightened self.

“So,” Red shook his head as if to clear it of my words, “there would be more of these people?”
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I shrugged, unwilling to reveal more knowledge. “Well, yes, I think so. From what I know, the
Tyrant’s followers rarely travel alone. Theirs is to conquer; that is difficult to do alone. At best, a
priest may travel alone, intent on gathering new supplicants. So... Yes, there would be more. But...”
I shook my head again, looking at the cadaver. Especially the stalactite spiking it. “How did this man
die? From the dwarves, or whatever... The noise, I mean, and...”

“Right,” Red nodded. “We'll have to find out, too. It sure isn’t a good omen to see one of the
Tyrant’s warriors killed like this. There’re predators around here, peaceful as this place looks.”

Cardsleeve had recovered by now of the shock of his find. “How’d this man get here, Red?
Through our hill? Our caves?”

Oh, I had my ideas. Indeed, one in particular. Remember the open door through which I had
entered Deersrun Hill? Carter and Red had mentioned that none of the vintners leave the doors to
their caves intentionally open. It might have been an accident, as I had thought before, but with this
new evidence before me I thought it likely that a group of Jengchan warriors and a priest — or more?
— had forced that door open a short while before I chanced upon it.

But wasn’t it amazing? Dwarves and Jengchan followers sneaking into Deersrun Hill at the same
time?

Right before I could comment on that, the blue light flashed across my eyes again — this time,
though, I could sense a point of origin, just to our left. And there was an urgency to the light that I
hadn’t noticed before. It also passed very quickly, leaving nary a shadow left in my vision. “There...”
whispered hoarsely.

Prayers aren’t what they used to be.

This one was pretty late, for the bushes around us parted as a massive, scaled shape launched

itself out of the foliage — a missile letting go a roar — a missile that was heading for Scraps.
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My diminutive comrade had the presence of mind to leap aside, straight over the cadaver,
somehow grabbing the stalactite and using it as a pole to vault well out of the range of that sudden
shape.

The latter landed on the ground, right where Scraps had been. A giant snout snapped at
Cardsleeve, fangs glistening.

Cardsleeve wasn’t nearly as fast as Scraps. The fangs closed around his arm. Metal crunched.
Armor split, burst. And then it was flesh. Cardsleeve screamed.

The creature roared.

It was a giant, a goodly five feet tall in the shoulders, and the rest of the long body matched that
size. Four feet, clawed. All of it armored with dark green scales, like a crocodile, but the body seemed
more like a tiger’s. The head was a reptilian nightmare. Large fangs, in a stubby snout, in a compact,
nearly square head, with small eyes in the front, over breathing slits. And that head was closed

around Cardsleeve’s arm, tearing at it, about to wrench it from the socket.
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Those fangs, they were the same that had rent the Tyrant’s warrior apart.
And now they were doing that service to my comrade.

I drew my blade, barely thinking about it.

CONTINUED IN PART 3 (CHAPTERS 11 — 15)




