Darwin Stoneybrook

CG
Half-Elf Ranger/Cleric of Crustan

Darwin was born sometime during the fall of 1312 in the northern forest of Cresent near the foothills of the Crown of the Moon.  It is unknown exactly when he was born or who his family is.  While still an infant Darwin was found by a passing Elf Druid named Dierdre Stoneybrook who decided to adopt and raise the child as her own.   According to Dierdre, and Darwin has never had any reason to doubt the story, he was found in a caved in house with no sign of who had left him there.  He was still in relatively good shape so it could not have been for much more than a day.  It was actually Dierdre’s animal companion Baeddan (B’aa than) a female boar who found the child and alerted Dierdre to his presence.

Dierdre was passing through the area on her way home from a celebration of the equinox during the month of Bounty with the Elder Druids.  There had been much excitement at the gathering because of a portent that had been discovered pointing to a major change in world was imminent.  At the time the Druids had no idea what this change might be or when it would be occurring, only that a long sleeping power was beginning to wake.  When Dierdre found the child Darwin in the caved in house she couldn’t help but think that the child might be connected somehow.  As it turned out, Darwin is important, but not in any way that Dierdre could have foreseen.

Growing up in the northern forest with his mother and Baeddan, Darwin became intimately familiar with the ways of nature and the forest.  He learned how to live off the land and to respect the ways of nature and the natural world.  While birth, life, and death are the natural rhythm of the world, Darwin had decided early on that he would not hunt anything belonging to the True Cycle because taking life was not necessary to preserving his own.  As a result he is a strict vegetarian, but will eat products that an animal can produce which bring no harm to the animal in question.  For example eggs, cheese, milk, and the like are acceptable, but any meat products are not.

While living in the forest he, like his mother, became a protector of it from invaders, both living and undead, that would come to their notice.  There were several occasions when he would heal animals that had been wounded by hunter’s arrows.  And then track down the hunter to remind them how powerful the vengeance of nature could be.  There were other times when having found the hunter in question he would help them because their circumstances were so poor.  While he was quick to judge in most cases, his intuition was rarely wrong in these cases.

While he and his mother lived in the forest proper while he was growing up, there was a local farming village, to small even to have a name, nearby.  As he became more proficient with healing and working with animals some of the local villagers began bringing him livestock and pets that had become sick or injured so that he could tend to them.  It wasn’t often and they typically didn’t have much to give, but Darwin was willing and able to help in any way that would allow all to live in harmony within the True Cycle.  In some cases he felt that it was best just to let the animal pass on to the next Cycle rather than suffer in this one.  Those occasions were usually the hardest to explain to the people, many of whom had come to depend on the horse or cow or dog as an integral part of their lives and livelihood.

One of Darwin’s earliest memories was riding around on Baeddan as his mother attended to the woodlands where they lived.  She was friendly with most of the animals that lived near where they did and she would frequently just sit in a glade and converse with them for hours each day.  As she was walking around the forest she would pick out choice morsels that she knew her friends would love and pass them out like candy from a grandmother.  For those creatures with relatively short lives, she had known several generations and would often compare the newest additions to their grand and great-grand parents.  As the time passed she found that she had more to talk about with the woodland creatures than she did with the people who lived nearby.

As a result of this upbringing Darwin didn’t have what most would consider a formal education.  However he did learn the rhythm of the True Cycle and the complex webs of life that existed around his home.  When he found that he could speak with the animals in much the same way that his mother could his excitement and wonder at the balance of nature was only deepened.

While his mother was his main instructor in the ways of the world, he did befriend a man in the local town who was a wonder with shaping a special kind of stone.  It could be shaped in ways to make blades, axes, and arrowheads that were like those made from metal!  It only required patience and the ability to read the stone to know where it would chip and break when it was hit.  The man, a human named Robert of Conboy was a farmer and respected in the community.  He and his family lived simply but comfortably in the village.
As Darwin was coming into manhood he began to court one of Robert’s daughters, Saffron.  As one of the few young women that he had ever had contact with it was only natural.  Their affection while genuine was young.  It wasn’t long before the cycle of life caught up with this sleepy village.

When Darwin finally achieved adult proportions he was about 5’10” and a lean 165 lbs.  While no one would mistake him for the strongest man in the woods, he certainly was one of the swiftest.  He has sandy brown hair, brown eyes, and a tanned complexion from the years spent living out doors.

In keeping with his desire to do as little harm as possible to the natural world, he fashioned for himself armor and weapons not made from metal or animal hides.  It certainly took some work to learn how to shape the flint and obsidian he could find, but eventually he was able to produce a fine set of axes that he would use when necessary to defend his home and friends.  His armor was made from the bark of the oldest and strongest trees in the forest and his clothing is simple and made from natural fibers like hemp and burlap.  While leather might give him better protection from the hunters and poachers that he tangled with, he has known too many good stags and does to want to wear their memories.

Just as he was starting to come into his own as a ranger in the forest where he was raised, his mother received a disturbing summons.  Through a vision she received during the longest night in deepest Penitence of 1338 she was called to a great gathering of the Druids at the Farm of the Grey Dove.  She believed that this was the event the Elder Druids has foreseen all those years ago.

As they prepared to leave their home and the only place Darwin had ever known he had a feeling that the world was changing in ways that he couldn’t understand.  It filled him with a sense of foreboding and seemed to cast a grey pall over his thoughts.  For Darwin the frustrating thing was that his mother seemed to be reacting in exactly the opposite manner, she was excited and giddy with anticipation of what was to come.  In the way of most young men about to leave on a grand adventure he said his goodbyes to the only other woman who could hold his attention.  They were passionate in only the ways young lovers could understand and there were many promises of waiting until returns.  As Darwin and Dierdre were about to finally leave, Saffron gave to Darwin a token of cloth to remember her on his long journey.

Their trip to the Farm of the Grey Dove was long but relatively uneventful.  It took them the better part of six months to arrive at the destined location.  Along the way they met up with more and more of the Druids of the world, both young and old.  Dierdre was able to rekindle many old friendships as well as develop new ones with their companions on the journey.  Most of the people that they talked to had similar visions to the one that Dierdre had experienced, but none could make any sense of it other than the compulsion to gather at the Grey Dove Farm.

When they finally arrived, the group Dierdre, Baeddan, and Darwin was traveling with turned out to be one of the last to arrive.  It was the largest gathering of its kind in the known history of the Druids.  There was much talk among the gathering about the events of the past year.  The return of the Jade Tower and the reawakening of the old gods left many speculating about what was to occur here.  At last Fortuna GreyDove herself came to the fore and spoke to the assembled crowd.  She had been given instruction in her visions about a special ceremony that all assembled would be required to participate in.  She did not know what the outcome of the ceremony would be, only that it must begin at dawn on the solstice in Harmony and would take a full day to complete.

As the preparations were begun, Darwin was left out of most of the details.  He, not being a Druid himself, was not allowed to participate in the secret rituals that were required.  Finally the appointed day arrived and the ceremony began.  At first there wasn’t much to see or hear, but the chanting and singing ebbed and flowed with several crescendos that would crash back into near silence as the day wore on.  After the first few hours of watching closely Darwin became bored with the proceedings and fell asleep.  During his fitful sleep he was haunted by visions of pain and destruction.  He dreamed of a village being torn apart by raiders.  Most of the people and animals were killed and the whole village was burned.  He thought that he recognized the village as his own, but there was no way for him to be sure.  Once that terrible scene had played out he saw a vision of rebirth and reformation.  It was of an acorn growing into a mighty oak tree which was then torn asunder by unimaginable force.  The force itself didn’t seem to have a specific location, only seeming to come from a great bright circle in the sky.  As the pieces of the mighty oak tree began to fade, it seemed that they didn’t rot in the way of normal trees, more like they dissolved into the earth and some nearby creatures.  Then he saw tendrils being drawn out of the animals and the earth like some creeping ivy slowly growing from many spots.  As they coalesced they began to form the shape of the mighty oak tree once again.  It was then that very loud singing and chanting awakened him, louder than any he had heard during the day.

It was already dark when he awoke the volume of the singing had not abated, but it was starting to take on a both more melodic and more cacophonic tones.  As he followed the source of the sound toward the center of the ritual area he saw all of the Druids who had gathered were chanting, singing and swaying like trees in strong wind.  Part of the discordance came from the gathered animals also joining in the chorus of voices, the braying of dogs mixed with the barking of elk and the roars of dire tigers, bears, and cries of hawks and eagles.  It was as if the entire assembly were not of themselves, but of something much more.  In the center was a dwarf who it seemed had grown roots and become one with the earth below.  He was the focus of all of the energy of the gathered assembly.  His voice was both louder, more melodic, and richer than any single voice in the group.  It seemed as if the very movements of the world were being conducted from his hand.  Then a final burst of energy and a deafening thunderclap, after which the entire assembly went silent at once.  The stillness of the gathering was so complete that none of the regular noises of the forest were present, not even the rustle of the leaves could be heard as the breeze had come suddenly to a halt.

Then a voice, which seemed to resonate in the very bones of the earth, began to speak.  It took a moment for Darwin to realize that it was the dwarf in the center of the gathering that was speaking, as the voice seemed to be everywhere and nowhere at once.  He told all assembled that on this day they had reawakened a god who had been gone from the world for many years.  His name was Crustan and had domain over all things in the natural world.  He had been driven into torpor by the followers of the life-giver, ORB, but would now take his rightful place in the universe.  It was then that everything seemed to go black once again.  He couldn’t be totally sure, but Darwin thought that even the trees were drooping in exhaustion from the energy required to perform the ritual.

He was awakened eventually by the sound of people and animals stirring.  There was no way to tell if it was the next morning or if a week had passed since the incredible events of that night.  As he was beginning to gather his wits about him, he noticed that many of the animal companions were wandering around aimlessly and more than a few of the druids that had been participating in the ceremony we not stirring at all.  As the crowd gathered themselves together to try and figure out what was happening many cries of anguish and frustration could be heard as the collected Druids realized that they could no longer communicate with their companions as they once had.  It also discovered that most of those who were not stirring ever would again.

Just as the encampment was beginning to descend into chaos that morning a clear voice could be heard above the assembly.  The woman that many called Grandma GreyDove was shouting to be heard.  She had been one of the Elders before the awakening and still carried a lot of respect within the larger group.  She explained that their first order of business was to perform the appropriate rites for those who had passed on to the Next Cycle and then to calm and corral the companions as best as could be done under the circumstances.  While this process began it became apparent that many of the companions having suffered such a sudden break with their masters would not suffer to being corralled and calmed.  There was one companion in particular, a venerable bull elephant, that having already suffered the death of his master was having none of the collective efforts to gather him in.  He suddenly broke free of the circle trying to contain him and in the ensuing melee trampled the beloved Baeddan among many others, before he was finally brought down himself.

While all of this was going on Grandma GreyDove was meditating and in consultation with the dwarf that Darwin had seen at the center of the circle.  When most of the grisly tasks had been completed and dusk was settling on the assembly, Grandma GreyDove’s voice could once again be heard gathering all of those present around her.  She told them that the god Crustan had been reborn on that night one week ago.  Where as before the assembled host had been known as the Druids and their rites and rituals had been performed in the name of the True Cycle of Nature, they would now be performed to honor Crustan as master of the natural world.  The reason that all had lost their deep connections to the world around them it was because Crustan took back to himself the spark of divinity that each had been carrying within them.  If each of the assembled would now take up the mantle of Crustan, as she had done, they would be able to regain many of powers that were theirs through their faith in the new god.  Those who would take up the mantle were asked to come forward and be blessed by the dwarf standing next to her.

It seemed that many of the assembly were willing, if not eager, to become disciples of the newly reawakened god, but many hung back unsure of what had happened and what would come.  After some convincing and cajoling Darwin finally managed to get his mother to go with him to be accepted into the new ordination.  Darwin wasn’t sure why his desire to become ordained was so strong, only that it seemed like it was part of what his vision from that night had been compelling him to do.  When he and his mother were finally presented to the dwarf they learned that his name was Brannoc OkenShield.  When the name was given Dierdre visibly reacted to it in a way that Darwin had never seen before.  They both went through the rituals and the blessings and were given carved wooden disks with the image of an uprooted oak tree.  Amazingly it was exactly the image that Darwin had seen in his mind during the ceremony.  After he had a chance to study it and started to meditate on it and the meaning of his visions, he heard a voice speaking in his mind.  It was telling him about new powers that were his to control if he had the will to use them.  They could only be brought forth through his connection to his patron deity, Crustan.

The days that followed were a blur as the new order tried to gain some semblance of organization.  For the most part these efforts were unsuccessful as it was trying to place order around a group that was mainly individualistic.  The only thing that was generally agreed upon was that Grandma GreyDove should be the nominal leader of the order and that her farm represented a newly consecrated site for their order.  Afterward the gathering began to dissolve as the new order returned to their homes.

After a few days on the road home, Darwin began to notice that his mother was growing more and more despondent and wan.  Whenever Darwin tried to ask her about what was going on, she would always smile weakly and say she was fine.  When they would stop in a meadow or glade as they had before, she seemed to gain no rest from their break and would not engage with the animals that would inevitably gather around them.  At a certain point in their journey she seemed to become almost like the walking dead, not getting any weaker, and not stronger, as well as not initiating any action on her own.  Darwin had to do all of the work to keep them going as well as finding food that Dierdre would eat.

When they finally returned to their own woods and near their village, Dierdre finally began to become more like her old self.  When she was well enough to talk about what had happened she told Darwin many things that he was not expecting to hear.  To begin with Dierdre could not feel the natural world as she once had, it seemed like her connection to life had been drained away and in its place was left an empty pit.  Mostly this had been due to the death of Baeddan who had been Dierdre’s companion for more than 75 years.  Because of her lost connections, Dierdre knew in her heart that she would not be able to replace Baeddan.  She also finally told the story of why she had reacted so strongly to the name of Brannoc OakenShield.  Dierdre explained that when she was very young and had decided to take the mantle of a Druid, Brannoc was a friend of hers from the Crown of the Moon.  He was only a middling Druid at best as he seemed to have one foot on the earth and another in it.  Dierdre could not think of a reason why Crustan would choose him of all the Druids on Crescent.

After they had been reacquainting themselves with their local forest for a few days they decided it was time to return to their village and see how things had faired there.  As they approached Darwin’s apprehension grew because none of the normal sounds that he was used to hearing were coming from the trail ahead.  He practically burst through the last few stands of trees and came into the clearing that held the small village.  All that remained was the last ashen traces of the village.  It had been so long since the destruction that most of the evidence of who had done the damage was lost to time.  As Darwin frantically searched through the village for any sign of what might have happened to the Conboy’s and especially Saffron, all he could find was broken pottery and shattered stonework.  Darwin then recalled the vision he had prior to the one about the oak tree.  It was then he realized that it was this village that was burning all those months ago and, with he and his mother gone, there was no one left to protect it.  He fell to his knees then and asked his new patron for guidance and direction to find those responsible for the destruction, however he received no answer then.
As he roused himself from his prayers he noticed a glint from the corner of his eye.  In the mud near where the Conboy’s stone hut had stood was a small silver box that had been on the mantle of their home.  In it Darwin discovered a letter written for him by Robert.  Among other things, it said that a raiding party of humans whom they had never seen before had fallen on the village out of nowhere.  They set fire to all of the homes and stole all of the food and valuables that they could lay their hands on.  The villagers had gotten a little advance warning from Saffron herself because she had set a vigil in one of the trees waiting for his return.  Nearly all of the villagers had escaped alive, but with all of their livestock, crops, and valuables dead, stolen, or burned the village had scattered.  The note said only that the Conboys were moving South along with a few other families, but they didn’t know where they’d end up.
During the next new moon he received a vision while fitfully sleeping.  In it he saw a giant green stone tower on a hill.  It had silver running up four of the sides and seemed to be pulsing with an energy that Darwin didn’t understand.  He saw then a vanguard of creatures of all varieties, gnomes, dwarves, elves, humans, and even a few half orcs filing off into small groups.  He understood that in order to find the resolution he sought he must journey to the tower and join with this guard.  When he awoke and explained the vision to Dierdre, she bade him to go by himself.  She was feeling more herself within her own woods and didn’t want to leave them until she could come to terms with this new god and his desires for her.

Darwin didn’t know where the tower was or how to get there, but with a little luck and perseverance, as well as some divine guidance he eventually made his way to the Jade Tower and gained entrance into the Wardens.  Beside it turned out to be in the same general direction that Saffron was headed, right?
