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Wat er deep

PRoJogae

The patrol had been from Marsenber, charged with protecting the coastal farms
around the tear-shaped grove called Hermt's Wod. The sergeant, Ogden the
Hardri der, was one of Cornyr's best, well known for keeping his sector free of
bri gands.

Twel ve riders had served under Ogden. They were typical soldiers: a half-dozen
yout hf ul good- f or- not hi ngs, two drunks, two good nen, and two nurderers. QOgden
gave the dangerous assignnents to the nurderers. Predictably, the pair was

i nsubordi nate and had nmade a pact to add Ogden to their short Iist of

vi cti ms—though neither one had ever gathered the courage to attack the
sergeant.

Now, they woul d never have the chance. Ogden's patrol lay a hundred yards
north of Hermt's Wod, dead to the |last horse. The Purple Dragon, the crest
of King Azoun |V, still glimered on their shields, and their arnor stil

gl eaned whenever the noonlight slipped past the storntlouds and pl ayed over
their corpses.

Not that spit and polish mattered now. The jackals and crows had cone
yesterday, |eaving a gruesone ness in their wake. lra's ears were gone.

Phi neas' s toes had been gnawed of f. Ogden had | ost an eye to the crows. The
rest of the patrol had fared worse. Parts of their bodies were scattered al
over the field.

Even wi t hout the scavengers, the patrol would have been a grisly sight. They
had been riding through the field when the ground started bel chi ng poi sonous
bl ack gas. There had been no reason for the deadly em ssion. The field wasn't

| ocated close to any vol canoes, near any fens or bogs, or even within a
hundred niles of a cavern where funes might collect, The black vapor was
simply one nore exanple of the chaos pl agui ng the Real ns.

That had been two hot days ago, and the patrol had been lying in the heat
since. Their linbs were bloated and swollen, sonetimes tw sted i nto odd shapes
where the riders had broken them The sides of the bodies closest to the
ground were bl ack and puffy with settled blood, while the sides closest to the
heavens were doughy gray. The only sign of life that remained in Qgden's
patrol was the unsettling red tint that burned in their eyes.

Because their spirits had not yet departed, the soldiers were conpletely aware
of their condition. Being dead was not at all what they had expected. They had
been prepared to take positions with the glorious hosts of Tenpus, God of War
or to find eternal sorrow beneath the cold |ash of the Miiden of Pain, the
goddess Loviatar. They hadn't expected their consciousness to linger in their
corpses while their flesh slowly deconposed.

So, when Ogden received the command to rise and forma line, he and his
soldiers were relieved to find that they could obey. The nen and the horses
stood, stiffly and without grace, but they stood. The soldiers took the reins
of their dead mounts and arranged thenselves into a perfect row, just as they
woul d have done had they been alive.

The conmmand to rise had come fromthe city of Water-deep, where ninety
apostl es of wi ckedness and corruption kneeled in a dimy lit tenple. The room
was just | arge enough to hold themall, and | ooked nore |like the inside of a
mol dy crypt than a tenple. Its stone wails were black with mldew and sline.
The roomwas lit only by two oily torches set into sconces behind the huge
stone altar.

The apostles wore brown cerenonial robes of filthy, coarse material. They
stared at the floor, so fearful of disturbing the figure at the bl oody altar
that they scarcely dared to breathe.

The man at the altar was tall, emaciated, and | eprous. H's defornmed face was
lined by deep winkles and covered with [unpy | esions. Were mnor injuries
had destroyed the di seased skin, patches of stinking gray flesh hung off his



face and hands. He had made no attenpt to hide his condition. In fact, he
cherished his maladies and left his affliction exposed for all to see.

Thi s unusual attitude toward di sease wasn't surprising, though, for the figure
at the altar was Myrkul, God of Decay and Lord of the Dead. He was deep in
concentration, tele-pathically spanning the continent to give his orders to
Qgden's patrol. The effort was taxing on Myrkul's strength, and he had been
forced to take the spirits of five faithful worshipers to give himthe power
he needed. Like the other deities of the Real ns, Myrkul was no | onger

omi potent, for he had been exiled fromthe Planes and forced to take a hunman
host —an avatar—n the Real ns.

The reason was that soneone had stolen the Tablets of Fate, the two stones
upon which Lord Ao, overlord of the gods, recorded the privileges and
responsibilities of each deity. Unknown to the other gods and Ao, Myrkul and
the late God of Strife, were the ones who had stolen the two tablets. They had
each taken one and concealed it without revealing its hiding place to each
other. The two gods had hoped to use the confusion surrounding the tablets'

di sappearance to increase their power.

But the pair had not foreseen the extent of their overlord s anger. Upon

di scovering the theft, Ao had bani shed the gods to the Real ms and stri pped

t hem of nost of their power. He had forbidden his subjects to return to the

Pl anes without the tablets in hand. The only deity spared this fate was Hel m
God of Guardi ans, whom Ao charged with guarding the Cel estial Stairways

| eadi ng back to the Pl anes.

Myrkul was now a nmere shadow of what he had been before the bani shnment. But,
relying upon the spirits of sacrificial victins for energy, he could still use
his magic. At the noment, he was using that magic to inspect the patrol of
dead Cormyrians, and he |iked what he saw. The soldiers and their horses,

whi ch were begi nning to deconpose nicely, were clearly corpses. But they were
not exactly inanimate. Myrkul had been |ucky, for he had discovered the patro
before their spirits strayed fromtheir bodies. These zonbies would be nore
intelligent and nore graceful than nost, since they had died a relatively
short time ago. If the soldiers were to acconplish what Myrkul wanted, they
woul d need those extra advant ages.

Myrkul had Ogden point toward Hermit's Wod, then gave the patrol its orders
telepathically. There are two nen and a woman canped in that grove. In the
saddl ebags they carry, there is a stone tablet. Kill the nen, then bring ne
the wonman and the tablet.

The tabl et was, of course, a Tablet of Fate. It was the one Bane had hidden in
Tantras, which was in turn discovered easily by another god and a few humans.
The Bl ack Lord had desperately tried to regain the artifact by nmobilizing his
arnmy. This grand schenme was his downfall. Bane's maraudi ng hosts had al erted
his enem es, who gathered their forces and defeated the God of Strife—

per manent | y.

Myrkul was determ ned to pursue a safer course. Where Bane had used an arny to
retrieve the tablet, Myrkul would send a patrol to recover it. Nor would
Myrkul make the m stake of believing that once the tablet was in his grasp,
keeping it would be an easy matter. At this very nmonent, the trio bearing
Bane's tablet was being pursued by a ruthless betrayer. This traitor would
stop at nothing to steal the tablet fromthemor even from Myrkul's zonbi es.
But the Lord of the Dead knew of the cutthroat's plans, and he had al ready
sent an agent to discourage the traitor

As Myrkul pondered all these things and nore, a gol den, shinmrering disk of
force appeared in a part of Waterdeep far renmoved from Myrkul's noldy tenple.
The i mmuacul ate tower stood nearly fifty feet tall, and was built entirely -of
granite bl ocks. Even near the top, it had no visible entrances or w ndows, and
resenbl ed nothing quite so nmuch as a pillar of polished stone.

An anci ent man stepped out of the gol den disc, then turned and di spersed the
portal with a wave of his hand. Despite his age, the nan appeared robust and
fit. A heavy maroon traveling cloak hung off his bony shoul ders, not quite

di sgui sing the | eanness of his form His face was sharp-featured and thin,



with alert, dancing eyes and a | ong straight nose. He had a head of thick
white hair, and a beard as heavy as a lion's mane.

"Whommay | say is calling?" The inperious voice cane fromthe tower's base,

t hough no speaker was visible.

The old man regarded the tower with distaste, then said, "If Khel ben no | onger
knows his teacher, then perhaps |I've come to the wong place.”

"El minster! Welcone!" A black-haired man stuck his head and shoul ders ri ght

t hrough the tower's second story wall. He had a neatly trimred bl ack beard,
steady brown eyes, and handsone features. "Cone in! You remenber where the
entrance is?"

"OfF course," Elnmnster responded, wal king to the base of the tower and
stepping through the wall as if it was a door. He stopped in a neatly arranged
sitting roomcluttered with dragon horns, iron crowns, and other trophies from
the wizard's adventures. Elmnster withdrew his nmeerschaum pi pe fromhis
cloak, lit it froma burning candle, then sat down in the room s nost
confortable chair.

A moment | ater, Khel ben "Bl ackstaff" Arunsun rushed down the stairs, hurriedly
pul ling a purple cloak over the plain robe of white silk he usually wore while
alone in his tower. The dark-haired mage winkled his nose at the overly sweet
odor fromthe pipe, then took a seat in the chair usually reserved for guests.
"Wl come back to Water-deep, ny friend. Wat brings you—=

"I need thy help, Bfackstaff," Elmnster said, pointing his pipe stemat tbe
younger w zard.

Bl ackstaff grinaced. "My nagic's not been—

"Don'tye think I know that?" the old sage interrupted. "It's the same al

over. Not a nonth ago, ny favorite pipe blewup in my face when | used a
pyrotechnics spell on it, and the last time | tried a rope trick I had to cut
nysel f 1 oose. "

Bl ackstaf f nodded synpathetically. "I contacted Piergeiron the Pal adi nson
tel epathically and ended up broadcasting our thoughts to the entire city of
Wat er deep. "

El m nster stuck his pipe back in his mouth and puffed on it several tines.
"And that's not the worst of it. Chaos is running ranmpant through the |and.
The birds of Shadowdal e have started digging burrows, and the River Arkhen is
full of boiling blood."

"It's the sane here in Waterdeep," the younger w zard said. "The fishernen
won't | eave the harbor. Schools of nackerel have been sinking their boats."
The ol d sage absent-nindedly blew a green snoke ring, then said, "Ye know the
reason for all of this trouble?"

Bl ackst af f | ooked unconfortable. "I know it started when Ao cast the gods out
of the Planes for stealing the Tablets of Fate. |1've had trouble | earning nore
than that."

El m nster sucked on his pipe thoughtfully, then said, "Fortunately, | haven't.
Shortly after the Arrival, | was sought out by a company of four adventurers—a
femal e mage naned M dnight, a cleric called Adon of Sune, a fighter naned

Kel emvor Lyonsbane, and a thief who went by the name of Cyric. They clained
they had rescued the goddess Mystra from Bane's grasp. Afterward, Mystra had
tried to return to the Planes, but had perished when Hel mrefused to let her
pass. Wth her dying breath, they clainmed, Mystra had sent themto warn ne
that Bane woul d attack Shadow dale, and to seek nmy help in finding the Tablets
of Fate.

"At first | didn't believe them" El mnster continued, pausing to puff on his
pi pe twice nmore. "But the woman presented a pendant that the goddess had gi ven
her. And, as they had proni sed, Bane attacked Shadowdal e. The four conported

t hensel ves very well in the dale's defense.™

The sage purposely left out any nmention of the hardship the heroes had
suffered as a result of his own di sappearance during the Battle of Shadowdafe.
The townsfol k had accused M dni ght and Adon of nurdering him Fortunately,

that matter had been cleared up

"In any case," Elmnster noted, "I soon |learned that one of the tablets was in



Tantras. After briefly being separated as a result of the Battle of

Shadowdal e, | once again net M dnight, Kelenmvor, and Adon in Tantras."

"What of the thief —Cyric, did you say?" Bl ackstaff asked. He was a keen
listener and had not missed the fact that Elmnster had left Cyric's nanme out
of his last statenent.

"The thief left the party on their journey to Tantras. |'mnot sure what
happened, but it seenms he may have betrayed his fellows. In any case, he's not
i nportant to what came next. Bane followed M dnight and her friends to
Tantras, then tried to recover the tablet hinself. The god Thrm who had taken
up residence in the city, net Bane in conbat. The resulting battle threatened
to destroy Tantras, but M dnight rang the Bell of Aylan Attricus —"

"She what ?" Bl ackstaff interrupted, rising to his feet. "Nobody can ring the
bel | —not even me!"

"M dnight did," Elnmnster confirmed. "And she activated the anti-magic shield
surrounding the city. The avatars of both gods were destroyed." The ol d sage
sat quietly puffing on his pipe.

After a nmonment, Bl ackstaff asked, "And then what?"

El mnster blew a series of smoke rings. "And that is where we begin,"” he said
at last. "Mdnight and her friends are bringing the tablet to Wterdeep."

The younger wi zard considered this for a long tinme, |ooking for sonme reason
for maki ng such a | ong and hazardous journey. Finally, he could find none and
asked, "\Wy?"

El mnster snmled. "For two reasons,” he explained. "First, there is a

Cel estial Stairway nearby. Second, because the other tablet is here and we
need both of themto return the gods to the Planes."

"Atablet is in Waterdeep?" Bl ackstaff asked. "Where?"

"That's why | need you," the sage said. "All | could learn was that | m ght
find a tabl et by going to Waterdeep."

The younger mage rolled his eyes. " Waterdeep's a big city."

El m nster put his pipe away. "Then let's get started. 1'd like to find the
tablet by the time Mdnight arrives."

Vi sitoRs

M dni ght's eyes, as dark and deep as the night, foll owed the shadow as it
nmoved behind the upturned roots of a toppled willowtree. A strong w nd

whi spered through the dark forest, rustling bushes and shaking tree |inbs,
filling the wood wi th dancing sil houettes of ambi guous form and size.

Overhead, the clouds of a passing stormraced by the noon, draggi ng heavy
shadows through the tangled grove like silent warriors.

M dni ght and two conpani ons were canped at the south end of a tear-shaped
wood. Her friends were sleeping in a snmall |lean-to shelter erected between two
trees. One of the men, Kelemvor, was snoring with deep soft runbles that
sounded like a growling wolf.

Whi |l e her conpanions rested, M dnight sat twenty yards away, keeping watch.

Not yet thirty and gifted with a | ean body, she was a woman of sultry charns.
Eyebrows as thin and black as painted |ines hung over her eyes, and a long
braid of jet-black hair trailed down her back. Her only flaw, if it could be
called that, lay in the premature worry lines furrowed over her brow and

et ched around her nout h.

Those worry lines had grown deeper over the last few days. Adon, M dnight, and
Kel emvor had been aboard a small galley bound for the port city of Ilipur,
where they intended to find a caravan bound for Waterdeep. As the vesse
entered the final leg of its journey, through a sheltered sea called the
Dragonnere, an unnatural stormrose out of the calmwaters and al nost tore the
ship to pieces. The stormhad | asted for three nerve-w acki ng days, and the
gall ey had only been saved by the valiant efforts of its crew

The superstitious captain, already nervous about a Zhent-ish trireme that had
been foll owi ng them had blamed his bad |uck on his passengers. Wen the storm
finally let up, the captain had inmediately turned toward the nearest |and and
put the three conpani ons ashore.

A rustle sounded fromthe lean-to and M dnight turned to see Adon creeping



toward her. In his right hand, the cleric carried a nace he had bought from a
sailor. Wth his left, he held a set of saddl ebags. One bag contained a fl at
stone about a foot wide and a foot and a hal f hi gh—the Tabl et of Fate their
conpany had recovered in Tantras.

Even now, in the mddle of the night, Adon's sandy hair was neticul ously
brushed. Hi s build was slight, though muscul ar enough and wel| proportioned,
and his green eyes sparkled with a light of their own. Adon's other features
were symmetrical if sonmewhat plain, save for the red scar that traced a dark
path fromthe left eye to his jawine.

The scar was a grimrem nder of the personal crisis that the cleric had
suffered over the past few weeks. On the night of the Arrival, when Ao had
cast his gods fromthe Planes, all of the clerics in the Realns had |ost their
power. Unless they were within a mle of their deity, their prayers for spells
simply went unanswered. At first, this had not shaken the optimstic Adon, and
he had remained faithful to his deity, Sune, the Goddess of Beauty.

Then, near Tilverton, he had been scarred in an anmbush. At first, Adon had
feared the bl em sh was puni shment for some unknown of fense agai nst his
goddess. This feeling had grown steadily stronger. Finally, during the Battle
of Shadowdal e, El mi nster suffered an acci dent and Adon found hinsel f powerl ess
to help the ancient sage. The cleric then fell into a catatonic depression
When he finally recovered, several weeks later, his faith in Sune had been
lost. Instead, the cleric had focused his fervor and dedication on his fellow
nman.

"Why are you awake?" M dni ght asked, whispering |oud enough to nake herself
heard over the wi nd. Crouching next to her, Adon answered in a whisper, "Wo
can sleep with that racket in his ear?" He nodded at Kel emvor's sl unbering

form then offered, "I'Il take over if you're tired."

"Not yet," Mdnight said. She turned back to the toppled willow tree. The
shadow she had observed earlier was still crouched behind the tree's upturned
roots.

"I's somet hing wong?" Adon asked, noting Mdnight's interest in the willow He
foll owed her gaze and noted the dark form skul king behind the tangle. "Wat's
t hat ?"

M dni ght shrugged and replied, "A shadow |I've been watching."

The noon poked its face through the clouds and cast a silvery light into the
grove. On the top of the shadow, M dnight could see the silhouette of a head
and shoul ders.

"It looks Iike a man," Adon observed, still whispering.

"So it does."

The cleric | ooked toward the |ean-to. "W shoul d wake Kel emvor."

Adon' s suggestion made sense. Neither the cleric nor Mdnight were at ful
strength. Like the abilities of all mages, Mdnight's powers had becone
unstabl e since the fall of the gods. Adon's condition was no better. Even if
he had still believed in his deity, Sune was certainly too distant for himto
call upon her power.

But M dnight wanted to |l et Kelemvor snore a while |Ionger. She was not

convi nced the shadow was dangerous, and if it was, the nage didn't want to
alarmit with a sudden flurry of activity. Besides, even without their spells,
she and Adon were capable fighters. "W can take care of ourselves if need
be," she said. "But | don't think there's any danger."

A cloud covered the nmoon again, plunging the wood back into darkness. Adon
squinted at the root mass, puzzled by Mdnight's assertion. "Wy not?"

"If that's a man, he nmeans us no harm He'd have done somet hing by now if he
did," Mdnight answered. "He wouldn't be sitting there watching us."

"If he didn't mean us harm he would have cone into canp by now, " Adon
count er ed.

"Not necessarily," Mdnight said. "He might be afraid to."

"We hardly | ook like thieves," Adon said, waving his hand at hinself and the
magi c-user. "\Wo'd have reason to fear us?"

M dni ght did not answer imredi ately and avoided the cleric's gaze. As soon as



Adon had asked his question, it had occurred to her that the shadow m ght
belong to Cyric, the trio's mssing conrade. It had been only a few weeks
since the thief had di sappeared on the River Ashaba, but already it seened
that he'd been gone for years. She missed his grimwit, his al oof bearing,
even his dark tenper.

After Mdnight did not respond to his question for several nonments, Adon
turned toward the |l ean-to. The magi c-user grasped his shoulder to keep him
fromleaving. "It mght be Cyric," she whispered.

Spi nning around to face M dnight, Adon hissed, "Cyric! It couldn't be!"

"Why not ?" M dni ght asked, gl ancing back at the shadow. "The trirene that
worried our ship captain did seemto be follow ng us."

"That's still no reason to think Cyric was aboard," Adon countered. "How could
he have known we were | eaving Tantras, much |ess which ship we were on?"
"Cyric has his ways," Mdnight said grimy.

Adon frowned and squeezed his mace until his knuckles turned white. "Yes, he
proved that in Tantras."

Both M dni ght and Adon turned to | ook at Kel emvor. The fighter had seen Cyric
last, in Tantras. A Zhentish assassin had attacked Kel emvor, but failed to
kill him Wen the battle was over, he spotted Cyric in the crowd, watching
the attenpted mnurder.

Rermovi ng M dni ght's hand from his shoul der, Adon declared, "I'mgetting
Kel envor . "
"But he'll kill Cyric," Mdnight said, concern creeping into her voice.

"Good," Adon responded. The cleric again turned toward the | ean-to.

"How can you say that?"

"He's joined the Zhentilar," Adon snapped over his shoulder. "Or have you
forgotten?"

According to runmor, Cyric had been with one of the Zhentish arnies that had
cone to attack Tantras. G ven Cyric's presence at the attenpt on Kel envor's
life, Adon believed the runor.

"What did you expect?" Mdnight inquired, still unconvinced of her friend' s
betrayal. "Cyric's a schener. Faced with joining Bane's Zhentilar or dying,
he'd join. That doesn't nean he's betrayed us."

"That doesn't mean he didn't," Adon said, still speaking over his shoul der

The wi nd gusted, whipping the grove into a clanor of rattling branches.

"A few weeks ago, Cyric was a trusted friend and a good ally," M dnight said.
"Or have you forgotten that he was the one who saved our lives in Shadowdal e?"
"No," Adon admitted, finally turning around to face M dni ght again. "And
haven't forgotten that Cyric would have left ne for the executioner's axe if
you hadn't refused to abandon ne."

M dni ght didn't know what to say, for the cleric was right. After El mnster

di sappeared during the Battle of Shadow dale, the people of the town had
convened a hasty trial and accused Adon and M dni ght of the old sage's death.
Unfortunately, Elmnster's di sappearance had al so been the event that
triggered Aden's catatonic depression, so he was un-abie to say anything in
his own defense. He and M dnight were quickly found guilty and condemed to
deat h.

The ni ght before the schedul ed execution, Cyric had come to rescue M dnight.
The thief had been disgusted by Aden's collapse during the trial, however, and
had taken the cleric along only upon Mdnight's insistence. Then, as the trio
had fl ed down the River Ashaba, Cyric had treated Adon like an unwanted dog,
speaking to the cleric only to insult him and occasionally even hitting him
M dni ght had been forced to intervene on Aden's behal f many tines.

As the magi c-user remenbered the unpl easant journey, the nobon appeared again
and pale light bathed the forest. This time, it |ooked as though the noon
woul d shine for a while, for the only clouds near it were the ones the w nd
had just bl own past.

Adon took the opportunity to | ook squarely into Mdnight's eyes. "I owe Cyric
nothing," he said. "As far as |I'mconcerned, |'mindebted to you for saving ne
at Shadow-dal e. "



"Then | want you to pay back that debt," M dnight responded, returning Adon's
stare. "Don't assume that Cyric has betrayed us just because he's treated you
badly in the past.”

"You don't know Cyric |like Kel =

M dni ght held her hand up to silence the cleric. "Are you going to honor your
debt or not?" she denanded.

Adon frowned angrily. "I'Il never trust Cyric."

"I"mnot asking you to," M dnight responded, |ooking back toward the shadow.
"Al'l 1 ask is that you give Cyric the benefit of the doubt. Don't kill himon
sight."”

Adon's face betrayed his frustration and he | ooked away. "All right. .. but
you'll never convince Kel envor."

M dni ght breathed a sigh of relief. "W' |l handl e that problem when we cone to
it. First, | think 1'd better find out what Cyric wants."

Wthout waiting for a reply. M dnight began crawing toward the willow roots.
Soggy | eaves cushi oned her knees and hands, nuffling what woul d ot herwi se have
been a loud rustle.

"Wait!" Adon hissed. "You don't even know if that's him"

"We've got to find out, don't we?" M dnight responded, pausing only an
instant. "You can wake Kelemvor if it isn't."

Sighing in frustration, Adon slung the saddl ebags over his shoul der and
prepared to rush to the nage's aid if the need arose.

As M dni ght advanced, the hiss of the wind nuffled Kel emvor's snoring, though
the soft growl did rermain audi ble. The magi c-user gripped her dagger tightly,
realizing that the farther away fromher friends she crawl ed, the nore she
exposed herself to attack. As Adon had pointed out, they could not be sure the
man behind the root tangle was Cyric. It could just as easily be a thief or a
Zhentish spy who had trailed themfrom Tantras. But M dnight did not see that
she had any choi ce except to go out and see.

Twenty feet later, the mage put her hand on a stick and snapped it. The shadow
didn't stir, but as Mdnight glanced back, Kelenvor rolled over, found his
swordhilt, then returned to his snoring. She turned back toward the w |l ow
roots and advanced anot her ten feet.

The wi nd suddenly cal med, |eaving the grove eerily quiet. To the north, the
pop and crack of snapping sticks rang through the wood. Al armed, M dnight
stopped and | ooked in the direction of the commotion. Several |arge

sil houettes were noving through the undergrow h.

"Cet Kel emvor," Mdnight called to Adon. "Sonething' s com ng!" She gl anced
back at the willow s roots and saw t hat the shadow was gone.

Two hundred feet to the north, thirteen Cornyrian sol di ers—ence the patro
under Qgden the Hardrider—were slowy riding south, still searching for

M dni ght and her conpani ons. Mdst of the nen were missing ears, fingers,

noses, even whol e hands or feet. Jagged wounds | aced their torsos where
carrion eaters had torn themopen in search of an easy neal. The horses were
no better off, with great strips of hide ripped away and the tender portions
of their bodi es gnawed away, Back at the |ean-to, Adon put his hand over

Kel emvor's nout h, then shook the fighter's shoul der. The brawny warrior woke
with a start, then instinctivelv thrust Adon aside, knocking the cleric onto
his back. A nmoment later, the fighter realized that it had been Aden's hand on
his face and pulled his friend back into a sitting position—ot thinking to
apol ogi ze for knocki ng hi mover.

Kel emvor' s appearance was as rugged as his nmanner. Standing just shy of six
feet tall, he was heavily mnuscl ed and broad-shoul dered. Three days' growth of
bl ack beard covered the chiseled features of his face, and his green eyes were
hi dden beneath a frowni ng brow. The warrior noved

with a feline grace that was the only remaining trace of the |ycanthropic
curse of which he had recently freed hinsel f.

"What is it?" Kelenvor asked, rubbing the sleep fromhis eyes.

"Somet hing's coming fromthe north,"” Adon replied, slinging the saddl ebags
over his shoul der and hefting his nmace. "M dnight didn't say what." The cleric



did not mention the shadow that m ght or m ght not have been Cyric, for he had
prom sed not to kill the thief on sight. Inform ng Kel emvor of Cyric's
presence woul d anpbunt to the same thing.

"Where is she?" Kel emvor asked, kneeling.

Adon turned back toward the willow roots. M dnight was nowhere in sight. "She
was here a mnute ago," he said.

Kel emvor cursed and pulled his sword out of its scabbard. "W'd better find
her."

At that noment, Mdnight had just crawed to within a hundred and fifty feet
of the shadows north of canp. She could see the silhouettes of eight nmounted
men, though the nmage heard the sounds of other riders behind them The eight
riders that she could see were nmoving slowy toward the | ean-to, so the

magi c-user began | ooking for a place to hide.

By the time she found it, pressed against the back side of an alder tree,

Kel emvor and Adon had begun their search for her. The fighter had craw ed
behind a fallen tree's tangled roots and was | ooking for signs of her there.
Adon was crouched hal fway between the [ ean-to and the roots.

"M dni ght?" the cleric whispered. "Mdnight, where are you? Are you safe?"
Though she coul d barely hear Adon's queries, Mdnight did not answer. The
horsenen were only a hundred feet away, and she feared they woul d hear her
reply. She gripped her dagger tightly, praying the riders had entered the wood
by coi nci dence and intended no harm But as they cane closer, M dnight saw two
dozen red eyes burning out of the darkness and doubted her prayer would be
answer ed.

The magi c-user pressed herself closer against the tree, hoping to fade into

t he shadows against its trunk. She rummaged through her cl oak pockets, taking
an inventory of spell components. This battle, she feared, would not be won
wi t hout magic.

While M dnight prepared a spell, the riders continued advancing. In the pale
[ight of the noon, the first sign of life they saw was Adon crouched between
the willow roots and the | ean-to. The two point riders charged. Behind them a
second wave of six horsemen spread out through the wood and trotted forward,
trying to flush M dnight and Kel envor fromtheir hiding places. The other five
riders remai ned deep in the forest, still hidden from M dnight's sight.

The two point riders nmade straight for Adon. They did not see the dark figure
lurking fifty feet beyond the cleric, hidden beneath a broad-|eafed bush.
Suddenly, the figure rose to his knees, lifted a short bow, and twanged the
bowstring. The arrow took the first horseman in the throat, knocking hi m out
of his saddle. The rider |anded on his left arm rolled four tinmes, and cane
up holding his sword. Wth the arrow still protruding fromhis throat, he
rushed into the forest to search for the archer

Unawar e of his conpanion's fate, the second point rider continued toward Adon
The cleric dove for cover beneath a fallen log that was ten feet to the |eft
of the root nmass. The rider hung off his saddle, his shoulder only three feet
of f the ground, and lifted his sword.

As the horseman rode past, Kelemvor |eaped from behind the root tangle. His
bl ade fl ashed once, and the rider's head bounced al ong beneath his nount's
hooves. The warrior inmediately slipped back behind the roots, his thoughts
occupi ed by the arrow that had knocked the first horseman out of the saddle.
Kel emvor knew Adon had not fired the arrow, for the cleric had been right in
front of him The warrior also doubted that Mdnight had fired it, for he had
never seen her use a bow and arrow.

The fighter's deliberations were interrupted when the second wave of riders
approached. Five of the horsemen rode past Kel envor's hiding place wthout

sl owi ng down, but one stopped ten feet in front of the willow roots.

The overwhel ning stench of rotten flesh forced the air

fromKel envor's lungs. The fighter staggered and nearly dropped his guard.
Then he saw the rider's red eyes and knew that he couldn't let his attacker's
odor put him off guard.

In order to fight through the willow roots, the decayi ng horsenman di snount ed,



being careful to keep his nount between himand Kel envor. Then the rider
stepped around his horse and quickly thrust his sword through the tangle of
roots. Kel emvor sidestepped the blade, then plunged his own sword back through
the tangle. The tip bit into the attacker's spongy flesh, but the rider paid
the wound no attention. It was then that Kel enmvor decided he was fighting a
cor pse.

As the zonbie attacked Kel emvor, Adon rolled out from beneath his tree,

| eavi ng i he saddl ebags—and the Tabl et of Fate—hidden there. He scranmbled to
his feet and rushed toward the fight, hefting his mace. The cleric's first

bl ow caught Kel emvor's undead assailant in the back of the head. Though the
attack caused the zonbie no pain, it knocked the thing off its feet. Kel emvor
rushed around the root tangle, then he and Adon hacked and smashed t he body
into a dozen different pieces.

Wiile the Ione zonbie fell to Kel emvor and Adon, the other five riders of the
second wave were searching the forest for the elusive archer. So far, they had
seen no sign of the woman they were supposed to capture. Incorrectly assum ng
she had been the one who had fired the arrows, they were determ ned to capture
her before she escaped into the forest.

In actuality, Mdnight was still standing next to the tree where she had taken
refuge when the battle began. In her hands, she held a pinch of dust and her
water flask. If Adon and Kel emvor had not destroyed their attacker, she would
have used the conponents to create a nagical ice storm Wth |luck, the
resulting hail would have pounded the riders into bits—provided, of course,
the spell had not misfired disastrously. Fortunately, however, M dnight had
not been forced to risk using nagic.

Li ke Kel emvor, M dnight was curious about the identity of the archer who had
knocked the first zonbie out of its saddle. She suspected the archer was
Cyric, but if so, did not understand why the thief had not revealed his
presence before the battle had begun. Perhaps he had overheard the di scussion
bet ween her and Adon, and had decided to wait for a safer opportunity to
present hinsel f.

As M dnight contenplated the archer's identity, four nore riders thundered
past her tree and went to attack Adon and Kel emvor. Adon had retrieved the
saddl ebags from where he had dropped them and he and the fighter were again
searching for M dnight.

"M dni ght ?" Kel emvor yelled. "Wiere in Myrkul's real mare you?"

When Kel envor and Adon heard the poundi ng of nore hooves, the pair turned
toward the reinforcenents. The cleric draped the saddl ebags hol ding the tablet
over his shoul der, then he and Kel envor slipped behind the fallen tree's root
mass. They intended to force the riders to dismunt in order to attack

Before the riders reached the two nmen, however, M dnight stepped away from her

tree, in her hands, she still held the conponents for the magical ice storm
"Kel emvor, Adon!" she yelled. "Take cover!"
She poured some water onto the dust, then cast the spell. Imediately, her

head began to spin in pain, her linbs went [inp with fatigue, and her body
started jerking in convul sions. A hundred silver streaks flashed from her
fingertips, then, twenty feet behind the horsenen, abruptly gathered into a
small cloud and rose into the treetops. An instant later, tiny balls of flane
began falling fromit. The cloud drifted toward Kel emvor and Adon, setting
fire to everything belowit-Wthin seconds, a wall of flane separated M dni ght
fromher friends. The magi c-user's spell had m sfired.

As the cloud drifted toward them Adon and Kel emvor slowy rose to their feet.
When M dni ght had warned themto take cover, both nen had realized she was
risking a spell and had i medi ately dropped to the ground in fear

The four horsenen stopped ten feet in front of the pair, then disnounted to
attack through the root tangle. As the wal king corpses canme forward, their
mounts fled into the forest to avoid the approaching rain of fire.

"Mdnight's on the other side of the fire," the fighter said to Adon. "When
say to, get out of here and run into the forest. W'll circle around the
flames, then take M dnight and go."



The cleric had no tinme to acknow edge Kel emvor's plan. The zonbi es had arrived
on the other side of the roots. Two of theminmedi ately began poking their
swords through the tangle. The other two tried to circle around to attack
unobst r uct ed.

Kel emvor moved to neet the corpses trying to get around the roots. Adon stayed
behind the tangle to keep the other two fromclinbing through. Wen the second
zonbi e jabbed its sword between the roots, the cleric brought his nace down on
t he bl ade and smashed it. The corpse hissed, then threw itself at the roots,
pushing its armthrough in an angry attenpt to grab the cleric.

Meanwhi | e, Kel emvor nmet the other two zonbies and prevented the pair from
flanking his position. The first corpse attacked and the warrior easily
parried, then | opped off its sword hand. The second one sl ashed at Kel emvor's
head, but he ducked and backed away.

Behi nd Kel envor's attackers, the cloud began dropping tiny fireballs onto the
ground. The underbrush i medi ately caught fire and flames began licking at the
zonbi es' backs.

"CGo!" Kel envor yelled. The warrior kicked the armed zonbie in the chest,
knocking it into the fire. In the same instant, the other zonbie threw itself
at Kelenvor, flailing madly. The fighter net its charge with a shoul der, then
shoved it back into the fire beside its conmpani on. Both zombi es began to burn,
but resolutely started back toward Kel emvor. He turned and ran into the forest
on his right, confident the corpses would not catch himbefore bei ng consuned
by fire

Adon sinply backed away fromthe root tangle and clinbed over the fallen
tree's trunk. He fled in the opposite direction from Kel emvor. The corpses
that had been attacking himtried to clinb the root tangle, then burst into
flame as the cloud passed over their heads.

On the other side of the fire, Mdnight tried in vain to see what was
happening to her allies. Her linbs trenbled and her head still throbbed from
the effects of her misfired spell. Finally, she called, "Kelenvor, Adon!"

The magi c-user heard no response, but suspected her voice would not carry

t hrough the noisy fire that separated them The raven-haired mage didn't know
whet her to try circling around the fire to neet her friends, or stay where she
was and hope they could reach her

Then M dni ght heard the nmuffled thunder of nore hooves behind her. Wthout
turni ng around, the magi c-user ran back to the shadows of her alder tree. The
ri der hanmmered past, the snell of rancid neat riding its wake. M dnight could
not hel p gaggi ng.

The zonbi e that was once Ogden the Hardrider drew up short and wheel ed around
to face the magi c-user. The nount snorted, expelling an odor so foul it could
only have cone fromthe |ungs of sonething dead and rotten

M dni ght presented her dagger in what she hoped was a threatening manner. She
t hought about reaching for a spell component, but rejected the idea. It would
be i mpossible to use nagic before the rider reached her. Besides, the

i ncantation probably woul dn't work.

The rider sheathed its blade, then wal ked its horse toward M dnight. Even in

t he pal e noonlight, the magi c-user could see her attacker in detail. The
Purpl e Dragon of Cor-nyr decorated its shield. Its helmgleanmed with

refl ections of the nmoon, and the zonbie's | eather breastplate shined with oi
and polish. But its gray skin hugged its cheekbones |ike shrivel ed | eather

and a single red eye bul ged froma sunken socket.

The horse must have once been magnificent, powerfully nuscled, and well
grooned. Now, the creature was nore frightening than inspiring. Noxious black
fumes discharged fromits nostrils every tinme they flared, and the bit drew
the beast's |ips back to expose a row of huge teeth that seened, fanglike and
shar p.

M dni ght started to back around the tree, being careful not to turn away from
Qgden. The zonbie urged its horse forward, quickly catching up to her. The
magi c-user kept her dagger pointed at the corpse and did not turn to run. Her
chance of defeating the thing in conbat was narrow, she knew, but her chance



of outrunning it was nonexistent.

Finally, the horseman closed the gap entirely and | eaned over to grab her

M dni ght slashed at its ribs, opening a deep gash. The corpse didn't care.
Five icy fingers gripped the mage's wist and nearly jerked her armfromits
socket as the zonbie lifted her off the ground and draped her over the horse's
back.

A hand, as cold as granite and just as hard, pressed her down onto the saddle.
M dnight tried to dislodge herself and slash at her captor, but it kept her
pinned firmy in place and conpletely hel pless. The rider started to walk its
horse forward

By now, Kelemvor had circled around the perineter of the fire, and he saw

M dni ght bei ng draped over the zombie's saddle. The fighter i mediately ran at
a full sprint to cut the horseman off.

Before the rancid horse had taken a dozen steps, Kelemvor caught it. The
fighter | eaped out of the shadows and hit the zonmbie in the m dsection
knocking both it and M dni ght out of the saddle. The horse bolted. M dnight

| anded on the zonbie, and Kel envor |anded on her

The fighter stood up inmmediately, sword in hand. Using his free hand, he
jerked Mdnight to her feet. The corpse kicked at Kelemvor's |egs, but the
warrior hopped out of the way.

"Are you okay?" Kel envor asked M dnight. At the sane tine, he used his free
armto push her clear of the battle.

"Fine. Were's Adon and the tablet?" She stepped back fromthe fight, know ng
Kel emvor needed roomto maneuver nore than he needed the little help she could
provide with a dagger. Before Kel envor could respond, the zonbie drewits
sword and sl ashed at the fighter's stomach. He had to retreat a step, and the
corpse leaped to its feet. Kel envor attacked with a backhand that the zomnbie
bl ocked easily, then it countered with a series of vicious slashes.

Meanwhi | e, Adon, still carrying the tablet, had just circled around the other
side of the fire. To the east, the cleric saw that nost of the renaining
zonbi es were being destroyed by the cioud of fire. A few of the undead were
loping into the woods, but the cleric did not think he was in danger, as |ong
as he nmoved away quietly. Then he heard the clangi ng of swords and decided to
hazard nmoving faster.

Back with Kel emvor, M dnight hovered on the edge of the battle, dagger in
hand. She was ready to strike if the zonbie presented her an opening, but
Qgden still noved with startling speed and grace. So far, she hadn't even
dared to approach within striking range of the undead creature.

Kel emvor sl ashed and the corpse parried, then thrust at the fighter's head. He
ducked inside the jab and smashed his hilt into the zonbie's jaw. The bl ow
failed to stun the thing even slightly, so Kelenmvor dropped to a knee and

roll ed away. He stunmbled back to his feet just in time to block another of the
corpse's bl ows.

As she lingered on the edge of battle, it becane increasingly clear to

M dni ght that Kel emvor was getting tired and would need help to destroy the
zonbi e. The magic-user's first thought was to try a magic mssile, but after
her earlier failure, she feared magic would do nore harmthan good. As risky
as it was, she knew the best choice was stabbing the zonbie in the back

Then, as she started to circle around to the thing's rear, M dnight saw Adon
com ng through the brush. The corpse seened oblivious to him so the

magi c-user deci ded to make sure the cleric remained unnoticed. She noved
directly opposite Adon. Then, as Kel emvor slashed at the zomnbie's head,

M dni ght hurl ed her dagger at its side.

The bl ade struck point first and sank several inches into Ogden's torso. The
zonbie parried a thrust, then glanced at M dnight and snarled. The nomentary
di straction was all Kelemvor needed to |land his first blow, opening a deep
gash in the creature's | ower back. The corpse whirled on the fighter, slashing
at himnmadly. Kelenmvor barely managed to duck the wild swing, then the zonbie
raised its sword to strike again —and this tine Kel emvor was so off bal ance,
he woul d not be able to avoid the bl ow.



Adon stepped out of the brush and smashed his nace into the back of the

zonbi e's knees. The corpse dropped to the ground. Kel emvor stepped forward and
separated the undead creature's sword hand fromits wist. The cleric snashed
his mace into the zonbie's nose, the fighter lifted his sword to strike again,
and within noments Ogden the Hardrider no | onger presented a threat.

For several seconds, Kel emvor stood panting over the foul -snelling body, too
exhausted to thank Adon and M dnight for their help.

Regar dl ess of whether he received thanks or not, Adon didn't think it wise to
allow the warrior to rest for long. "We'd better get out of here," he said,
pul ling Mdnight's dagger out of the cadaver's ribs and using it to point
toward the woods. "There are still one or two zonbies out there.”

"What about the archer who hel ped us?" Kel envor panted. "He may be in
trouble."

"I'f they haven't found himyet, they're not going to," Adon said, sharing a
knowi ng gl ance with M dni ght.

"I"'msure that this particular archer can take care of hinself," the

magi c-user added. If the archer was Cyric, as she and Adon suspected, the |ast
thi ng he needed at the nonent was to have Kel emvor roam ng the woods,
searching for him

The warrior frowned. "Do you two know somet hing | don't?"

M dni ght started walking to the north. "We'll talk about it later," she said.

"The men will see no rest tonight," Dal zhel said, slipping past the cockeyed
door.
A burly man who stood nearly six and half feet tall, Dalzhel resenbl ed a bear

both in build and disposition. He had broad, hul ki ng shoul ders, a heavy bl ack
beard, and a long tail of braided hair that hung down his back. His brown eyes
were cal m and observant.

Cyric didn't respond to Dal zhel's comrent. |nstead, he watched warily as his
i eutenant entered the room The thief and his nmen were five miles north of
Eveni ngstar, in the great hall of a ruined castle. The hall was fifty feet

Il ong and twenty feet wide. An inposing fireplace doni nated one end of the
dusty chanber, the roaring fire within providing the rooms only light. In the
m ddl e of the floor sat a thirty-foot banquet table, gray and cracked from age
and neglect. Around the table and scattered in the hall's corners were a dozen
rickety chairs.

Cyric had placed the sturdiest chair before the fireplace and was sitting in
it. Wth a hawki sh nose, narrow chin, and dark, stormnmy eyes, his sharp
features were equally suited to sly hunor or sinister noods. A recently
acquired short sword lay across the thief's lap. The bl ade's reddi sh luster
left little doubt that it was an extraordi nary weapon.

Rermovi ng his wet cl oak, Dalzhel noved to the fire. Beneath the cloak the
Zhentish soldier wore a shirt of black chain mail. Though the arnor wei ghed at
| east thirty-five pounds, Dal zhel renoved it only to sl eep—and then only when
saf el y hi dden away.

"You coul d not have picked a darker lair," Dal zhel noted, warning his hands
over the hearth. "The nmen are calling this place the Haunted Halls."

Though he did not say so aloud, Cyric understood the sentiment. Located in the
bottom of a deep gorge and overl ooki ng the turbulent currents of the Starwater
River, the ruin was as forlorn a place as he knew. The castle had been built
bef ore Cornyr had beconme a ki ngdom yet many of its brooding walls and bl ack
towers remained intact. It was a hundred yards long and fifty wide, with outer
wal s still rising to a height of thirty feet in places. The gat ehouses showed
no signs of the castle's age, though their elaborate portcullises had |ong
since fallen into disrepair.

The great hall, residential apartnents, kitchen, and stable had once stood
snuggl ed agai nst the keep's interior wall, their doors and w ndows opening
onto the courtyard. Only the great hall—built fromthe same black granite as

t he gat ehouses—enmai ned conpletely intact. The other buildings, constructed of
sone | esser stone, had fallen into ruins.



G ven the castle's conbination of crunbled walls and inmposing edifices, it did
not surprise Cyric that the men found the place unsettling. Still, he had
little stomach for their conmplaints. Dal zhel and the rest of the troops had
arrived at the castle that norning, in plenty of time to avoid the stormthat
had raged all afternoon. Cyric, however, had not cone until dusk—eold, tired,
and wet after an afternoon in the rain. He had no wish to listen to the nen

si nmper .

Heedl ess of his commander's mpod, Dal zhel continued to speak. "There's
somet hi ng beyond the outer curtain,” he said, trying to gain Cyric's interest.
He renoved his scabbard and placed it upon the dusty banquet table. "Or so the
wat ch says."

Cyric had little concern for what lurked outside the walls to frighten his
men. He deci ded to change the subject and asked, "How is nmy pony? That fell ow
carried me well, considering how hard | rode."

"Wth rest it'll recover—provi ded soneone doesn't kill it first," Dal zhel

said, returning to the fireplace. "There are those who grunble that it has
eaten better than the men."

"It's proven nmore use!" Cyric snapped. The pony had carried himnearly one
hundred and fifty mles over the last three days. A war-horse could not have
done better. He considered threatening death to anyone who touched the pony,
but rejected the idea. The order would breed resentnent, and someone m ght
take up the challenge. "If it survives until norning, take the pony to the
plain and free it."

"Aye. That's for the best," Dal zhel responded, surprised at his conmander's
unexpected hint of conpassion. "The nmen are in a foul mpod. Couldn't we have
stayed el sewhere?"

"Where woul d you suggest?" Cyric grow ed, glaring at Dal zhel's standing form
"Eveni ngst ar ?"

"OfF course not, sir," the soldier responded, stiffening his posture.

Dal zhel had meant the question to be rhetorical. Gven that he and all the nen
wore Zhentish arnor, few things would have been as foolish as seeking | odgi ng
in a Cornyr-ian town.

Cyric | ooked away and glowered into the fire. "Never question ny orders!”

Dal zhel djd not respond.

The hawk-nosed thief decided to further chasten his |ieutenant by bringing up
a sore subject. "Where are your messengers?" he denmanded harshly.

"Hol ed up with two-copper wenches fromone end of Cor-nyr to another," Dal zhe
retorted, standing nore or less at attention.

Cyric had ordered sentries to watch all roads |eading out of Cormyr, and it
had fallen on Dal zhel's shoul ders to execute the conmand. So far, not a single
messenger had reported.

"And 1'd be with "em ™ Dal zhel continued, "if nmy nother had blessed me with
the sense of an ox."

Cyric wheel ed on Dal zhel, the rose-colored short sword in his hand and the
desire to use it in his breast.

In return, the Zhentish |ieutenant backed away and snatched his scabbard off

t he banquet table, then met his commander's angry glare with a puzzled gaze.

H s reply had been out of line, but Cyric had never before responded to
unruliness with such vehenence.

Three tentative raps sounded at the cockeyed door The intrusion brought Cyric
back to his senses and he thrust the short sword into its scabbard. "Enter!"
he ordered.

The ni ght sergeant, Fane, slipped into the room He was a stocky nan with a
scraggly red beard. Water dripping fromhis cloak, he turned to Dal zhel and
reported, "Alrik is mssing fromhis post."

"You' ve | ooked for hin?" Dal zhel demanded, |aying his scabbard back on the
tabl e.
"Aye, '
found. "

Dal zhel cursed under his breath, then said, "Assign another to his place.

Fane replied, hardly daring to nmeet Dal zhel's gaze. "He's nowhere to be



W'll deal with Alrik come norning.'
was over.

Fane did not leave. "Alrik isn't one to desert," he insisted.

"Then doubl e the guard," Dal zhel snarled, turning back to the sergeant. "But
don't let the men grunble to nme about it. Now go."

H s eyes betraying irritation. Fane nodded and backed out the door

As the sergeant left, Cyric realized that he had turned on Dal zhel for a ninor
infraction. It was not a smart thing to do. Wthout exception, the nmen were
cutthroats and thieves, and he needed Dal zhel to watch his back. It would not
do to have his bodyguard angry at him

By way of apol ogy, Cyric said, "Everything depends upon those nessengers."

Dal zhel understood the explanation for what it was and accepted it with a nod.
"It shouldn't be as difficult for the messengers to avoid Cormvrian patrols.
The storm nmust have nuddi ed the roads and slowed their pace. It seens that

Tal os the Raging One is against us."

"Aye," Cyric replied, dropping back into his chair. "All the deities are

agai nst us, not just the God of Storns." He was thinking of five nights ago,
when he had been spying upon Mdnight's canp and a group of zonbie riders had
appeared. It was possible they had been just another aspect of the chaos

pl agui ng the Real ns, but Cyric thought it nore likely a god had sent themto
capture M dnight and the tablet.

"Not that it gives nme fright, understand," Dal zhel said, watching Cyric
closely. "But this business hardly seenms the affair of comon soldiers. It
makes a man curious. "

Cyric kept his silence, for any man privileged to know his intention might try
to usurp his place.

"The bl ood between you and the three we seek nust be bad indeed," Dal zhe
pressed.

"W were once . .. friends, of a sort,’
harmin admitting that much.

"And what of this stone?" Dal zhel asked. He tried to sound nonchal ant, but his
i nterest was nore than casual. Cyric wanted the fiat stone the trio carried as
much as he wanted them Dal zhel wi shed to know why.

"My orders are to recover it." Cyric tried to intinidate Dal zhel with an angry
stare. "I don't care to know why."

Cyric was lying. Before the battle of Shadowdal e, he and his conpani ons had
hel ped the goddess Mystra attenpt to | eave the Real ns. The god Hel m had
refused to | et her pass unless she presented the Tablets of Fate, which had
been stolen from Ao, the nysterious overlord of the gods. Cyric knew little

el se about the tablets, but he suspected that Ao would pay a handsone reward
for their return.

Cyric had spent nost of his life putting bread in his nmouth by thieving or
fighting, always without a sense of destiny or purpose. For nore than a
decade, this shiftless existence had seenmed an enpty one, but the thief had
been unable to find a higher purpose in life. Every time he tried, the matter
ended as in Shadowdal e, his efforts unappreciated. Oten as not, Cyric found
the very people he had tried to help chasing himfromtown.

After Shadowdale, Cyric finally realized that he could only believe in

hi nsel f—Aot in the abstract concept of "Good," not in the sanctity of
friendship, not even in the hope of love. If his |life was to have a purpose,

it had to be his own best interest. After deciding this, Cyric began to
formulate a plan that not only gave neaning to his life, but one that would
literally allow himto choose his own destiny. He would recover the Tablets of
Fate and return themto Ao in return for a reward that woul d doubtlessly nake
hi mas weal thy as any ki ng.

Wt hout knocki ng, soneone brushed past the heavy wooden door and stepped into
the room Cyric stood and brandi shed his short sword. Dal zhel grabbed his own
weapon. Both men turned to face the intruder

"I beg your pardon, ny commanders!" It was Fane again, still dripping wet. H's
eyes were | ocked on the naked bl ades in the hands of Dal zhel and Cyric, and

He turned away, indicating the audi ence

Cyric responded guardedly. He saw no



his eyebrows were arched in fright. "I've nerely conme to report,"'
"Then do it!" Dal zhel ordered.

"Edan's post is also enpty." Fane winced as he said the words, half-expecting
Dal zhel to strike him

The Zhentish lieutenant merely frowned. "He could be hiding with Alrik."
"Edan is unreliable,” the sergeant admtted.

"If two men have abandoned their posts,” Cyric interrupted, addressing

he gasped.

Dal zhel, "your discipline is not half as strict as you claim"

"Il fix that come norning," Dal zhel growed. "Still .. . have you doubl ed
t he guard?"

"No," Fane replied, blanching. "I didn't think you nmeant that as an order."

"Do it now," Dal zhel snapped. "Then find A rik and Edan. Your punishment for
di sobeying ny order will depend on how quickly you find them"

Fane gul ped, but did not reply.

"Di snissed, " Dal zhel said.

The sergeant turned and scranbl ed out the door

Dal zhel turned to Cyric. "This is bad. The nen are unruly, and unruly nen
fight poorly. Perhaps their spirits would be lifted if they saw a reward in
sight—that halfling village we raided provided little enough |oot."

"I can't help how the men feel. We have our orders,"” Cyric lied. If he could
keep the men in line a week or two | onger, the tablets would be his.

Dal zhel didn't put his sword back in its scabbard. "Sir, the men know better
W foll owed you from Tantras because you had brai ns enough not to get us
killed there. But we've never believed your orders cone from Zhentil Keep
You're no nore a Zhentilar officer than you are the H gh Lady of Silverynoon,
and we've known it for a long time. Qur loyalty is to you and you al one.™

Dal zhel paused, |ooking squarely into Cyric's eyes. "A few answers would go a
Il ong way toward hol ding that loyalty."

Cyric glared at Dal zhel, angered by his lieutenant's hal f-spoken threat.
Still, he recognized the truth in the words. The nen had grown resentful and
rebel li ous. Wthout the prom se of reward, they would soon desert or nutiny.
"I suppose | should be flattered that the nen chose me over their honel and, "
Cyric said, then paused and pondered what he should reveal to Dal zhel

He might tell himabout the Tablets of Fate or the fall of the gods. Cyric
could even tell his bodyguard that he suspected that one of the trio they were
chasing held the power of the dead goddess Mystra. The hawk-nosed thi ef shook
his head. If he was hearing that story for the first time, he night not
believe it.

"What are you after?" Dal zhel asked, his curiosity aroused by Cyric's |ong
pause.

"I"l1l tell you this nuch,"” the thief said, |ooking at Dal zhel. "The stone
want is half of a key to great power. The other half lies in Waterdeep, where
t he wonman and her friends are going. The wonman, M dnight, has the power needed
to turn that key. We'll capture her and the stone, then go to Waterdeep and
find the stone's twin. Wien that's done, Mdnight will put the key in the

lock—and I'Il turnit! I'lIl be nore powerful than any man in the Real ns, and
"Il reward you and the nen with gold or whatever you desire."
Cyric turned back to the fire. "That's all 1'Il say. | don't want anyone to

make the m stake of believing he can take ny place." Dal zhel stared at Cyric
for a full mnute, considering the story. The prom ses were grand, but they
were al so vague. Cyric sounded as though he expected to make hinself an
enperor without a battle. Dal zhel had once fought for a petty Sembian nobl e,
Duke Luthvar Garig, whose del usions of grandeur had resulted in the
destruction of an entire arnmy. It was not an experience Dal zhel was anxious to
r epeat .

However, Cyric spoke with a purpose and lucidity Luthvar had | acked, and

Dal zhel had never thought of his conmmander as a man given to wild inmaginings.
Besi des, the Realnms were in chaos, and Dal zhel knew his | egends well enough to
know t hat ki ngs were just nercenaries who had enough courage to carve a realm
out of anarchy. It seemed he had found hinself in the service of a king in the



maki ng.

"If any other man made such prom ses," Dal zhel noted, "I'd count hima foo
and | eave. But | swear ny allegiance to you, and so shall the others."

Cyric smled as warmy as he could. "Be careful of what you swear," he warned.
"I know what |'m doing," Dal zhel replied. He pulled his cloak over his

shoul ders and put his sword back into its scabbard. "If you'll excuse ne, |'Il
attend to our nmen."

Cyric nodded and watched Dal zhel go, wondering if his |ieutenant knew that he
m ght be standi ng agai nst the gods themnsel ves. The thief had no doubt that one
or two of the gods, at |east, would be chasing M dnight as soon as they

| earned she had the tablet.

In following Mdnight from Tantras, Cyric's original intention had been to

sei ze her and the tablet when her ship docked in IHpur. But, as they entered
the Dragonmere, a squall had risen froma calmsea. It had been inpossible to
say whether the stormwas a deity's work or just another of the chaotic
phenonenon pl agui ng the Real ns.

Regardl ess of its source, the stormhad driven Mdnight's ship north. Cyric
had foll owed as best he coul d, but maintaining contact had proven inpossible.
Finally, on the afternoon of the third day, the stormhad died. Cyric had
sailed north, correctly guessing the galley would linp toward the port of
Marsenber. He quickly intercepted the small ship, but discovered that the
superstitious captain had set his passengers ashore somewhere near the nouth
of the Imerflow Cyric had reversed his course and, over a span of sixty
mles, set scouts ashore to search for his old friends.

It had been Cyric hinmself who |ocated Mdnight's canp, in a small wood near
the mouth of the Imerflow He had sent his conpanion to sumon Dal zhel and
the twenty-five men held in reserve with their ship. Then he had crept up to
t he canp, hoping for an opportunity to kidnap M dnight or steal the tablet.
But the storm had nuddied the fields and del ayed his reinforcenents. Before
Dal zhel could arrive, the nysterious zonbie riders had attacked M dnight's
canp. Wthout showi ng hinmself, Cyric had used his bowto aid his former allies
enough to keep the tablet fromfalling into the zonbi es' hands.

During the conbat, one of Mdnight's spells had m sfired and set the wood

abl aze. Unfortunately, Cyric had been trapped on one side of the fire,

M dni ght and the tablet on the other. She, Adon, and Kel emvor had escaped
before he could foll ow.

By the time Dal zhel had arrived with reinforcenents, Cyric had been forced to
adopt a desperate plan. Because he had little hope of finding Mdnight and his
old friends in Cornmyr, where soldiers wearing Zhentish arnmor would be killed
on sight, Cyric had to force Mdnight to find him He decided to herd her
north, making sure she and her conpany had little opportunity for rest. H's
intention was to attack after they reached Eveni ngstar

He posted patrols of six men along all the najor roads |eading south. The
patrols were to remain inconspi cuous until they saw M dnight's conpany. Then
they were to attack and drive her north.

Cyric and the rest of his Zhentilar marched northwest on foot, noving at night
to avoid Cornyrian patrols. Along the way, Cyric visited the towns of Whel oon
and H | p, arrangi ng unpl easant receptions in case M dnight and conpany
stopped there. North of Hilp, Cyric's Zhentilar had stunbl ed across an
isolated halfling village. O course, they had plundered it, which was where
Cyric had acquired his new sword and the pony.

Afterward, Dal zhel and the nen had continued north on foot, dispatching
sentries to watch key crossroads. Cyric had taken the pony and arranged nore
trouble for Mdnight's conpany in the other cities they mght visit.

The hawk-nosed thief felt that his plan was both a sound and subtle one. But
with no word fromhis nessengers, he didn't know whether or not it was
wor Ki ng.

Fane rapped on the door, interrupting Cyric's reflections, then entered

wi t hout awaiting permission. His face was as pale as bone. "W've found Afrik
and Edan," he said. "Dal zhel requests your presence."



Cyric frowned, then rose and grabbed his cloak. "Lead the way." He kept his
short sword in his hand, just in case Fane was | eading himinto a nutinous
anmbush.

They slipped past the hall's crooked door into the dark courtyard. Cyric's
boots sank to the ankle in mud. A driving rain, so cold it should have been
sleet, stung his face. The eerie wail of the wind echoed fromthe keep's stone
wal | s.

In the opposite corner of the courtyard, torchlight flickered between what had
once been the guards' barracks and the blacksmth's shop. That was where the
wel | was | ocated. Fane led the way across the yard, each step creating a slurp
that punctuated the hard patter of the raindrops. Three men stood beneath the
i nner curtain's eaves, trying to shelter their torches and thenselves fromthe
rain. Two of the nmen were pointedly |ooking away fromthe well. Since it stil
provided water, it was the one itemthe castle's periodic inhabitants kept in
good repair.

A moan, |owpitched and fera!, issued fromthe well's depths. Tied to the

bl ood- sneared crossbar was a gray cord that descended into the dark pit.

Dal zhel stepped forward and grabbed the cord. Wthout speaking, he began to
pul | . An angui shed screamrang out deep down the well. Dal zhel allowed the cry
to continue for several seconds before dropping the cord.

"What was that?" Cyric asked, peering into the black depths.

"Edan, we think," Dalzhel reported.

"He's still alive," Fane added informatively. "Every tine we try to pull him
up, he screans.”

Though he had seen nmany sl ow deaths, and had caused one or two hinself,
Cyric's stomach turned as he tried to i magi ne what had happened at the ot her
end of the rope.

Fane drew his sword to cut the rope.

Cyric grabbed Fane's arm and said, "No, we need the well." He turned to the
two nmen hol ding torches. "Pull himup and end his msery."

They pal ed, but did not dare object.

Next, Dal zhel and Fane led the way to a latrine on the outer curtain. The
castl e had been abandoned too long for the thing to stink fromuse, but it
exuded a coppery odor that was equal parts blood and bile. Frominside cane a
pl ai ntive groan.

"Alrik," Fane reported.

Cyric peered inside. Airik faced the corner, kneeling in a pool of his own

bl ood. He held his hands cupped in front of his stomach. A barbed, wooden tip
protruded from his | ower back, suggesting that a stake had been driven through
hi s body. Because of the barbs, the stake could not be rempved w t hout
dragging Alrik's intestines out with it.

When Cyric pulled his head out of the cranped room Dalzhel said, "I've never
seen such cruelty. I'Il lay ny blade into whoever—=

"Don't promnise what you might not dare to deliver,"” Cyric said coldly. "Put an
end to Alrik's msery. Fane, wake every man and send them out on patrol in
threes.”

"They' re awake already," Fane reported. "I could not have—= He was interrupted
by a terrified yell fromthe inner gatehouse.

"No!" A high screech followed. It did not fade, even after the nan's throat
shoul d have gone hoarse.

Cyric turned toward the gatehouse, unsure of what he would find. Few hunans
were capable of the efficient brutality with which Arik and Edan had been
tortured. Still, the thief nmoved at his best pace. If he appeared frightened
of the nurderer, his nmen would no | onger be afraid of himand that was an
invitation for rmutiny.

Dal zhel and Fane foll owed cl ose behind. By the tine they reached the

gat ehouse, the screamwas no | onger audible. A dozen men had gathered in the
stairwell, standing in a line running up to the second floor. Their torches
cast a flickering yellow light on the walls.

The nmen did not even notice Cyric when he arrived, so Fane bell owed, "CQut of



the way! Stand aside!"

When t he onl ookers made no nove to obey, Fane nuscled a path up the stairway.
Cyric and Dal zhel foll owed, eventually reaching a doorway. Five nmen stood
inside, staring at a crunpled formin the center of the room A dark pool was
spreadi ng about their feet, and the barest whisper of a croak cane fromthe
shape on the floor.

"Let your betters have a | ook!" Fane ordered, pushing his way into the crowded
chanber.

Cyric and Dal zhel shadowed Fane into the room "Put a stop to that noan,"
Cvric ordered. "And nobody wal ks al one tonight"

Fane obeyed i medi ately, delivering the stroke of mercy with an unnerving | ack
of enotion.

A man standing in the doorway grow ed, "And cone norning, | walk out oi
here! " The speaker was Lang, a lanky fighter skilled with both sword and bow.

"I didn't sign on to fight ghouls."

Dal zhel imrediately pulled his sword on the mutineer. "You'll do as you're
told, and nothing else!l" he said. Cyric noved to Dal zhel's left and stood
shoul der-to-shoulder with him If this cane to blows, they would stand or fal

t oget her.

"I"ve had too nmuch danger and not enough |loot, nyself!" cried Mardug, who
stood in the room behind their backs. "I"'mw th Lang!"

A muted chorus of agreement rustled down the stairs.

"Then you'll go with Lang to the Real m of the Dead,"

Dal zhel said evenly, turning and sw nging his sword. He slapped Mardug in the
head with the flat of his blade. The nutineer dropped to his knees.

Lang drew his bl ade and | unged at Dal zhel's back. Cyric intercepted the attack
and easily parried it with his short sword, then kicked Lang in the stomach
and sent himcrashing into the doorjanb.

Bef ore Lang could recover, Cyric touched the tip of his sword to the
mutineer's throat. "On any other night, | would finish you," he hissed,
trenbling with exhilaration. A blood-lust such as he had never known was
coursing through Cyric's veins, and it was all he could do to keep from
pushi ng the sword forward.

"But we're all upset by the deaths of our friends,"’
make this all owance."

The hawk-nosed thief let a heavy silence hang in the roomfor several nonents,

Cyric continued, "so I'l

then turned to Dal zhel. "Lang and Mardug can | eave now," he said, speaking
loudly so the men on the stairs would hear him "Anybody el se who wants to

| eave can join them Everybody that's still here at dawn is with me until the
end. "

"Aye." Dal zhel turned to the two mutineers. "Be gone before the conmander
changes his mnd."

The two men took their | eave and pushed their way down the stairs. Nobody el se
nmoved to join them

Cyric remained quiet. When he had lifted his sword, a powerful hloodlust had

i nvaded his body, but it still hadn't died away. If anything, it had grown
stronger. Although he had never felt any conpunction about killing, this was
somet hing new to him Not only did he want to draw bl ood, he wondered how he
woul d sleep if he did not.

After several nonents of silence, Fane asked, "Wat are we going to do?"
"About what?" Cyric asked absently.

"The murderer," Fane replied. He used his toe to turn the body over, strangely
fascinated by its grotesque wounds. "We've got to find him"

"That m ght be foolish," Dalzhel said, grimacing at the way Fane played with
the body. "If we send nen to |look for the nmurderer, we're exposing themto
attack."

Cyric and his lieutenant were thinking along the sanme lines. During his life,
Cyric had known many evil nen. Nut one was capabl e of what he had seen

toni ght. "Have the nen gather in groups of six," the thief ordered. "One group

inthe great hall—= Aterrified whinny sounded fromoutside, interrupting the



i nstructi ons.

"The stable," Dal zhel observed.

The men nunbl ed, but stood still and waited for their orders.

Agai n, the pony whinnied, this time sending chills down Cyric's spine. "W'd
better have a | ook," he said, cringing at the thought of what they would find.
The nmen on the stairs reluctantly started toward the stable, Cyric and Dal zhe
cl ose behi nd.

By the time the hawk-nosed nan reached the ground floor, the pony was quiet.
As Cyric stepped into the courtyard, a ghostly wail whistled through the
castle. Qutside the stable, ten men stood with their swords drawn, peering
inside and clearly reluctant to enter. Cyric slopped his way across the ward
and pushed them aside. Grabbing a torch, he entered the stable, his sword arm
aching with the desire to | ash out at sonething.

The pony lay dead in its stall, a withered and puckered hole over its heart.
The lips of its nmuzzle were tw sted back in horror, and one eye stared
directly at Cyric.

Dal zhel approached and stood next to his commander. For a nonment, he observed
in silence, wondering whether or not Cyric was nourning the beast's death.
Then he noticed sonet hing on the beam over the stall. "Look!"

A circle of drops had been drawn in blood. Cyric had little trouble

recogni zing the Circle of Tears. It was the synbol of Bhaal, Lord of Murder
God of Assassins.

Bl ack Gaks

Kel emvor reined his horse to a stop and lifted his wa-terskin to his lips. He
t hought he snell ed snoke, but that was no wonder. Despite the absence of the
sun, which had sinply failed to appear that norning, the day was blistering. A
flickering, swirling orange fog clung to the ground, bathing everything it
touched in dry heat.

The fog had | eached all moisture fromthe soil, turning the road into a ribbon
of powdery dust that choked nan and beast alike. The horses noved slowy and
resentfully, stopping every few steps to sniff for the cool odor of a river or
pond. Kel envor knew they would find no water. The conpany had al ready crossed
several brooks, and the only thing in the streanbeds had been bill ows of
orange mi st.

After washing the dust fromhis nouth, Kelenvor turned his rugged face to the
left. Through the fog, the forest that ran along the road' s left flank was
barely visible. He sniffed the air and definitely snelled snoke. It carried a
greasy odor resenbling burned meat. Visions of battles involving razed towns
and vill ages cane unbidden to his m nd

"I snell snoke," Kelemvor said, twi sting around to face his conpanions.

The second rider, Adon, stopped and sniffed the air. "So do I," he said. He
kept his head slightly turned to hide the scar beneath his left eye. "I would
guess there's a fire, wouldn't you?"

"We shoul d have a | ook," Kel envor said.

"What for?" Adon demanded, waving his hand at the fog. "It wouldn't surprise
me if the air itself were burning."

Kel emvor sniffed again. It was difficult to be sure, but he still thought he
snel l ed scorched neat. "Can't you snell it?" he asked. "Burned flesh?"

The third rider stopped behind Kel emvor and Adon, her bl ack cape now gray wth
road-silt, her hair braided into a pony tail. "I snell it, too," M dnight

said, inhaling. "Like charred mutton?"

Si ghing, Adon turned to face Mdnight. "It's probably a canpfire,” he said.
"Let's go."

Absent-mindedly, the cleric rested a hand on the reason for his concern, the
saddl ebags containing the Tablet of Fate. Nothing was nore inportant than
getting it to Water-deep as quickly as possible. Adon did not want to waste a
single monent with detours, especially after the troubles of the |last few
days.

Kel emvor knew t he source of Adon's concern. After escaping the zonbie riders,



t hey had gone to Weloon to rest. However, the trio had scarcely arrived when
Lord Sarp Redbeard accused Kel envor of nurdering a | ocal nerchant. \Wen the
town watch attenpted to seize the fighter, the trio had been forced to escape
on stol en horses.

If Adon wasn't worried about the \Wel oon Watch, then he was concerned about
the Zhentilar. After Wel oon, the three conpanions had ridden to Hlp and
turned south toward Suzail. Fromthere, they intended to take passage across
the Dragonmere to Ilipur, where they could join a caravan bound for \Waterdeep
They had nade it only as far as the Starwater Bridge when six Zhentilar had
anbushed them Kel envor had wanted to stay and fight, but Adon had w sely

i nsi sted upon fl eeing. Though the green-eyed warrior had been strong enough to
fight, Adon and M dnight had been too weary to face two-to-one odds.

Kel emvor doubted that the Zhentilar or the \Wel oon Watch was pursuing them
The watch consi sted of nmerchants and tradesmen. They had surely turned back
after a day's ride. It was even nore certain that the Zhentilar were not
foll owi ng. Inside Cornyr, they mght survive hiding by day and skul ki ng about
at night. But if the Zhentish soldiers dared to nove openly, it would be only
a day or two before a Cornyrian patrol tracked them down and fini shed them
"Don't worry, Adon," Kelemvor said. "W have tine to do a little exploring.
I'"msure of that rnuch."

"What are you unsure about?" M dnight asked. She had | ong ago | earned what

Kel emvor left unstated could be nore inportant than what he said.

Knowi ng it would be futile to hide his concern, Kelemvor said, "I don't
understand why we net Zhentilar in Cormyrian territory. It makes no sense.”

M dni ght relaxed. "It nmakes plenty of sense. They serve Cyric. He's trying to
keep us fromusing the southern route.”

Kel emvor and Adon exchanged know ng gl ances. "If | believed Cyric wished us to
go north," Kel envor snapped, "that woul d be reason enough to go south."

"At any cost," Adon added, noddi ng.

"Why do you say that?" M dnight asked sharply.

"Because Cyric wants ne dead," Kel envor replied.

It was an old subject. For nearly a week, M dnight had been I aboring to
convince her friends that Cyric had not betrayed them by joining the
Zhentil ar.

"Whose arrows saved us five nights ago?" M dni ght denanded, referring to the
nmyst eri ous archer who had ai ded them agai nst the zonbie riders. She | ooked
away and stared into the forest, confident they could not provide a

sati sfactory answer.

"I don't know," Kel enmvor responded, determined not to |let M dnight have the
last word. "But they weren't Cyric's. He wouldn't have mi ssed me and hit the
riders instead."

M dni ght started to protest, but thought better of it and dropped the subject.
Kel emvor woul d not change his opinion easily. "Let's get on with it," she said
sternly.

"Yes," Adon agreed, urging his horse onward. "Every hour forward is an hour

cl oser to Waterdeep."

Kel emvor grabbed Adon's reins. "Into the forest," he said.

"But . . ." Frustrated by Kelemvor's refusal to accept his | eadership in even
this sinmple thing, Adon jerked his reins out of Kelenvor's hand. "I won't go,"
he pouted. "It's just soneone roasting a sheep.”

Annoyed by Adon's obstinacy, Kelenmvor set his jaw and narrowed his eyes. But
he stopped hinself from being as stubborn as Adon. Instead, he said, "If
you're right, this will only take a minute. But if you' re wong, sonebody

m ght need our help."

Despite his reasonabl e tone, Kelemvor was determ ned not to | eave w t hout

i nvestigating the smoke. It carried the snell of death by fire, and to him
that nmeant soneone was in trouble.

And now that he could, Kel envor Lyonsbane was anxious to offer his help to
anyone who truly needed it.

For five generations, the men in Kelemvor's fanily had been forced to sel



their fighting skills because of their ancestor's greed. Kyle Lyonsbane, a
rut hl ess mercenary, had once deserted a powerful sorceress in the mdst of
battle so he could | oot an enemy canp. In retaliation, she had cursed himso
that he changed into a panther whenever he indulged his greed or lust. In
Kyl e' s descendants, the curse had reversed and manifested itself whenever they
attenpted to performselfless acts.

The curse had been nore of a prison than any nman could imagine. Forced into a
career as a nercenary, Kelenmvor had appeared to be as ruthless as his ancestor
had been. Consequently, his life had been one of isolation and |oneliness.

As strange as it seenmed, Lord Bane, the God of Strife, had changed all that.
Through a conplicated series of events, Kelenvor had tricked Bane into
renoving his famly curse. He was now free to help others, and he was

determ ned to never again turn away from someone in need.

When Adon showed no sign of agreeing to Kelenvor's request, it was M dni ght

who settled the matter. Sniffing the air again, she said, "I do snell burned
flesh." Despite the fact that she was still angry at the fighter for his
condemation of Cyric, Mdnight agreed with Kel emvor. "Come on, Adon. Kel's
right."

Adon sighed, resigned to the detour. "Then let's nmake this as fast as we can."
Kel emvor led the way into the forest. There, the fog did not seem as thick,
nor the tenperature as hot. As far back into its depths as they could see, the
forest was ablaze with bl ood-col ored sumac | eaves. The three conpani ons
continued forward, pausing every few nmnutes to sniff the air and nake sure
that they were continuing in the right direction

Presently, they found a path |l eading farther into the wood. As they
progressed, the odor of snoke and charred fl esh becanme stronger. Eventually,
they had to dismount and | ead their horses, for the trail was narrow and ran
beneat h | ow hangi ng branches. After five minutes of wal king, the path started
up a small hillock. Every now and then, gumy bl ack snoke rolled down the
trail, mxing with the orange fog. Presently, the sunmacs thinned out, giving
way to a ring of black oaks that towered eighty feet over the tops of the
smal | er trees nearby.

In the center of the ring of oaks was a scorched and tranpled circle fifty
yards in diameter. Afire had cleared the entire area. Here and there, rubble
| ay heaped in knee-high nounds. Though the village had obvi ously burned sone
ti me ago, several wecked houses still emtted thin colums of greasy snoke.
Pointing at a pile of stones around a pit, Mdnight was the first to speak
"That must have been a well."

"\What happened?" Adon gasped,

"Let's see if we can find out," Kelemvor said, tying his horse to a sumac
tree. He went up the hillock to the first pile of rubble, then began tossing
asi de sooty stones.

The smal | structure, no nore than fifteen feet on a side, had been constructed
with great care. A fine nortar and rock foundati on extended four feet into the
ground, and soneone had used mud to chink the walls and keep out the w nd.
Eventual | y, Kel envor came upon a tiny hand. Had it not been winkled and

weat hered, he woul d have assunmed it belonged to a girl. He quickly pulled the
rest of the body from beneath the stones. The hand bel onged to a woman. Though
no taller than a child and lighter than Kel emvor's sword, she had been ol d.
The oils and pignment had | ong ago drai ned fromher skin, leaving it ashen and
cracked. Her face had been a kind one, with eyes that were friendly and soft
even in death.

Kel emvor gently laid her on the ground beside her collapsed hone.

"Hal flings!" Mdnight exclained. "Wy would anybody raze a halfling village?"
Kel emvor sinply shook his head. Halflings did not hoard gold or treasure. In
fact, they usually had little of value to creatures other than hal flings. The
fighter went back to his horse and began taking the saddl e off.

"What are you doi ng?" Adon demanded, cal culating they had at |east two hours
of light left.

"Maki ng canp, " Kelenmvor replied. "This may take sone tine."



"No, absolutely not!" Adon objected. "W came up here, and now we' ve got to
go! I"'mvery firmabout that."

"A man—even a snmall man—deserves a burial," Kelemvor said, pausing to glare at
Adon. "There was a tinme when | would not have needed to remnd you of that."
Adon coul d not hide the hurt Kel emvor had caused him "I haven't forgotten
Kel . But Waterdeep is weeks away, and each hour we delay brings the world
closer to ruin."”

Kel emvor dropped his saddle, then renmoved the bit from his horse's nouth.
"There may be survivors who need help."

"Survivors?' Adon screeched. "Are you nmad? The pl ace has been sacked to the
last rat." Wen Kel emvor did not respond, Adon turned to Mdnight. "He'll
listen to you. Tell himwe don't have tine. This may take days."

M dni ght didn't respond i nmedi ately. Though he was as stubborn as ever, this
was not the Kel emvor she remenbered. That man had been selfish and

unt ouchabl e. This one was consunmed by the m sfortune of a people he didn't
even know. Perhaps his curse had been responsible for nore of his callousness
and vanity than she realized. Perhaps he had truly changed.

Unfortunately, Mdnight knew that Adon was right. Kelemvor had picked a
poor tinme to exhibit his new personality. They had a | ong journey ahead of
them and could not afford to waste a single day.

The mage di smounted and noved to Kel emvor's side. "You' ve changed nore than |
woul d have believed possible,” she said, "and this gentle Kel envor is one
like. But nowis not the time. W need the old Kel emvor these days, the nman
whom a titan could not sway."

He | ooked at Mdnight. "If | turn away fromthese half-1ings, what good has it
done to renove ny curse?"

It was Adon who answered. "If you let the Real ns perish, what will it nmatter
that your curse has been lifted? Stop thinking of yourself and let's be on our
way! "

Kel emvor sinply turned toward the halfling village and, over his shoul der,
said, "You do as you must and I'Il do the sane."

M dni ght sighed. There would be no reasoning with Kel envor now. "I1'll nake

canp, " she said. "W need a rest anyway, and this place | ooks well hidden."
She tied her horse to a tree and began clearing brush away froman area at the
hillock's base.

Frowni ng, Adon resigned hinself to Kel emvor's stubbornness and also tied his
horse. Then he gave the saddl ebags with the tablet to M dnight and noved to
hel p Kel emvor.

"l suppose you'll finish sooner with an extra pair of hands,"” the cleric said
gruffly. The statenment sounded nore harsh and vindictive than he'd neant it
to. Adon had no wish to see the halflings remain unburied, but he coul dn't
hel p bei ng angry at Kel emvor.

The fighter eyed Adon coldly. "I suppose the halflings are beyond caring who
lays themto rest,"” he said

They worked for an hour and a half, uncovering two dozen bodies, nmany of them
burned horribly. Aden's nood turned fromangry to downcast. Although three

hal fl1ing mal es had perished defending the outskirts of the village, the
victinms were nostly wonen and chil dren. They had been beaten, slashed, and
tranpl ed. Wen they had run into their hones for refuge, the structures had
been put to the torch and pulled down on top of them

There were no survivors, at least in the village, and no indication of why the
settl enent had been destroyed.

"Tbrorrow, we'll dig their graves," Kelemvor said, noting that the daylight
was fading and it was al nost dusk. "We should be finished and on our way by
noon." He hoped the delay woul d be acceptable, he had no wi sh to antagonize
Adon further.

"I saw no sign of a burial ground," Adon said. "It might be better to cremate
t hem t oni ght . "

Kel emvor frowned. He suspected Adon was trying to rush him but he was no
expert on halfling funerals. If anybody knew the formof the cerenony, it



woul d be Adon. "I'Il think it over while we rest,"” the fighter replied.

They returned to the edge of the hillock, where Mdnight had created a small

cl earing and made beds from cut brush. As Kel emvor and Adon approached,

M dni ght said, "I'm starving! Were are the corn biscuits?"

"I'n ny saddl ebags," Kel emvor responded, pointing at his gear

M dni ght grabbed his saddl ebags and | ooked inside, then turned them upside
down. A few crunbs fell out, but nothing el se.

Kel emvor frowned. "Are you sure those are mine?" he asked. "There should be a
dagger, a heavy cloak and gl oves, a bag of neal, and several dozen cakes of
cornbread in there.”

"I think they're yours," Mdnight replied. She grabbed anot her set of

saddl ebags and turned them over. The tablet and Adon's mirror spilled out, but
not hi ng el se.

"We' ve been robbed!" Adon yelled. H s cloak, food, and eating utensils were
gone.

Al armed, M dni ght grabbed her own saddl ebags and began runmagi ng t hrough t hem
"Here's my dagger, ny spellbook, mny cloak. " She pulled each item out as
she naned it. "Nothing's mssing."

The three conpanions stared dunbly at their canp for a mnute, hardly able to
bel i eve that soneone had robbed them Finally, Adon picked up the tablet and
hugged it.

"At least they didn't take this," he said, putting it back in his saddl ebags.
Though he would miss the rest of his gear, he was so relieved not to have | ost
the tablet that he felt happy.

Kel emvor wasn't so optimstic. "We'll have a hungry night unless |I catch us
something to eat," he said. "Perhaps you should start a cooking fire, Adon."
He renoved the flint and steel fromthe pouch that hung at his neck and handed
themto the cleric.

M dni ght nodded, then gathered her things and placed them near Adon. "l saw a
butternut tree as we cane in. Its fruits are nourishing, if bitter." The mage
stood up and brushed herself off. "Take care of what the thieves |eft us,
Adon," M dnight said, turning toward the forest.

"Don't worry," Adon assured her. "It's one thing to rifle un-watched packs and
quite another to steal frombeneath an attentive guard's nose."

"Let's hope so," Kelemvor grumbled, heading into the forest in the direction
opposite M dni ght. Though he did not say so, the fighter hoped that he would
run across sone sign of the thief.

An hour | ater, Kelenvor returned with nothing save a healthy dread of the nuts
he woul d have to call dinner. N ght had fallen quickly, and he had been unable
to see any tracks or droppings. Even when he'd sat quietly al ongside the
trail, the fighter had heard nothing but the hooting of an ow .

M dni ght sat beside a small fire, opening gumy husks wi th her dagger. In her
lap was a pile of shriveled nuts that |ooked about as appetizing as gravel.
Adon had gat hered a sizable stack of wood and was using his nmace to smash it
into fire-sized sticks.

"No neat?" the cleric asked, obviously disappointed- He had al ready tasted
some of the butternuts and was hopi ng that Kel emvor woul d bring back sonet hi ng
el se for eveningfeast.

"Plenty of meat," Kel emvor answered. "All on the hoof and far away." He
grabbed hi s saddl ebags and poked around inside, hoping the thief had nissed a
br oken corner of corn cake. Save for a few crunbs, the sack was conpletely
enpty. Kel emvor sighed, then decided to put away his renmai ni ng bel ongi ngs
before they al so di sappeared. "Let me have nmy flint and steel,” he told Adon
"I'n your sack," the cleric replied, throwing a stick onto the fire.

"They're not there," Kel emvor said, turning the saddl ebags over.

"Look again," Adon snapped, irritated by the fighter's failure to return with
a decent nmeal. "I put it there a half-hour ago."

Kel emvor's heart sunk. "The thief has returned,"” he announced.

M dni ght grabbed her own saddl ebags and turned them over. They were enpty. She
turned on Adon. "You stupid oaf, ny spellbook's gone!"



"You were supposed to be guardi ng— Kel emvor stopped in mdsentence and fought
back his rage. Anger would not recover their belongings. "Forget it. Anybody
who can rifle packs beneath your nose is no ordinary thief."

M dni ght studied the fighter in open astonishment. "You can't be Kel emvor
Lyonsbane!" It was not like himto be so forgiving. The fighter's calm
deneanor made M dni ght feel enmbarrassed by her own anger. Still, she coul dn't
contain it. Wthout her spell book, she was powerl ess.

Adon was paying no attention to either of them He snatched up the saddl ebags
containing the tablet and slung themover his shoulder. He felt like a foo

for letting the thief return, but he could live with enbarrassnent as |ong as
they had the tablet.

Though he had conquered his anger, Kelenvor wasn't ready to give their
possessions up for lost. He went to the edge of the canpsite and carefully

i nspected the shrubbery. After several mnutes of searching, he found a few
crunmbs of corn biscuit. The warrior quietly called his conpanions over and

poi nted out the crunbs.

M dni ght started into the forest at a sprint, heedl ess of the noise she was
maki ng. Kel emvor and Adon qui ckly caught her

"Slowy," the fighter suggested, placing a hand on her shoul der

"We don't have tine!" she retorted. "The thief has my spell book!"

"He won't get far tonight," Kelemvor replied. "But if he hears us com ng

we'll never find him"

"What makes you think he's afraid of the dark?" M dnight snapped, tw sting
free of Kelenvor's grip.

"Fan out and be quiet," Adon ordered, taking charge of the situation. He knew
Kel emvor was right about noving quietly, but he also thought it unlikely they
would find the thief on the basis of a few crunbs. "W need another clue

bef ore we know whi ch way our thief went."

M dni ght sighed and did as the cleric suggested. Ten minutes |later, she found
a ball of sulfur wax on the ground. It was one of the extra spell conponents
she had kept in one of her saddl ebags.

"I't's not much," Adon noted, turning the ball over in his hand, "but it's al
we have to go on." He traced a line fromwhere Kel envor found the crunbs to
where M dnight found the wax. It |l ed away fromcanp at an angle ninety degrees
to the direction Mdnight and Kel emvor had originally intended to go. "I'd say
he's out there sonmewhere. We'd better approach quietly."

The trio began picking their way through the dark forest. Several tines, a
foot fell on a dry stick and snapped it, and once Adon tripped and coul d not
contain a groan as he | anded. Neverthel ess, the heroes' eyes quickly grew
accustoned to the dark and they becanme nore adept at noving quietly.

Soon, the telltale glimer of a canpfire danced off the tree trunks ahead. The
conpani ons slowed their pace and crept up to the edge of a clearing.

Two dozen hal flings, nostly wonen and children, sat in a circle. They wore the
same sinmple cotton clothes as the dead halflings fromthe village. A matronly
worman was usi ng Kel emvor's dagger to slice corn cakes into bite-sized
portions. Three juicy rabbits, each large enough to feed the entire canp,
roasted over the fire.

Several halfling children huddl ed together beneath a tent nade from Kel envor's
heavy cl oak, while an old nman poured wi ne down his throat fromthe thunb of

Kel emvor's gl ove. Although the canp did not appear cheerful, neither was it

nmel ancholy. The hal flings were resolutely continuing their Iives under adverse
conditions, and Kel envor could not help but admire their determination

Adon signaled the fighter to circle around to the left side of the canp, then
instructed Mdnight to circle around to the right. The cleric silently

i ndi cated that he would stay where he was.

Kel emvor moved to obey and, seven steps later, put his foot on a stick. It
cracked with an alarm ng pop. The half-lings turned toward the sound, and the
adul ts grabbed nearby large sticks to serve as weapons.

The warrior shrugged and stepped into the clearing. "Don't be afraid," he said
softly, holding his enpty hands in plain sight.



The matronly halfling stared at Kel envor in astonishnent and fright. The

ot hers stepped away, brandishing their weapons and chattering between

t hensel ves in their own | anguage. The children began to cry and ran behind the
adul ts.

Kel emvor kneel ed, hoping to appear less intimdating. "Don't be afraid," he

r epeat ed.

A moment | ater, Mdnight stepped into the light on the opposite side of the
canpfire. She said, "We're not going to hurt you." Her voice was conforting
and nel odi ous. The hal flings | ooked startled, but they did not flee.

A shrewd | ook of conprehension crossed the matron's brow, then she turned to
Kel emvor. "What you want? Come back to finish job?" She held the stol en dagger
toward the fighter.

Adon stepped into the Iight, taking advantage of the opportunity to say, "No.
W' re not the ones who—

"Phaw " the woman spat, turning Kel envor's dagger in Aden's direction. "Tal
Ones all the sane. Cone to loot rich halfling cities." She waved the weapon
nmenaci ngly. "Not take Berengaria w thout fight. Cut off—=

"Pl ease!" Adon cried, pointing at the dagger. "That's our knife you' re using
to threaten ne!’

"M ne now," Berengaria replied. "Spoils of war, |ike tent— She waved at

Kel emvor's cl oak, "—and wi neskin." She pointed at his gl ove.

"We're not at war!" Kelemvor interrupted, his patience strained. Considering
how close they lived to Hlp, these halflings seemed remarkably wild and
uncivilized. Perhaps they weren't welcome in the city, for halflings were
commonly considered to he a race of thieves. Apparently, it was a well -earned
reputation.

"We at war," Berengaria snarled. She nodded at two old nen and they stepped
forward, bearing spears folded into two pieces. Despite the old nen's
trenbling arns, Kel envor was nervous. Their spears were wooneras, a speci al
weapon he had seen used to good effect. The woonera was sinply a three-foot
stick with a groove along the length and a cup at the end. The halfling
warrior placed his spear in the groove, then used the stick |ike an extension
of his arm |aunching the spear with incredible speed and accuracy. In the
proper hands, the weapon was as accurate and powerful as a | ongbow

Adon stepped forward, careful to keep his enpty hands in sight. "W didn't
destroy your village. We're your friends."

"To prove it," Kelenvor added, "we'll make a gift of the dagger, the tent, and
the wi neskin." He pointed at the itens as he mentioned t hem

Adon frowned but said nothing. The "gifts" Kel emvor had named bel onged to him
and it was his business if he wanted to give them away.

The matron studied the heroes for a long tinme, shrewdly appraising their
words. "G fts?"

Kel emvor nodded. "To hel p your village recover."

"What you want in return?" Berengaria demanded, squinting at the warrior
"The book," Adon said. "And Kelenvor's flint and steel. W need those to
survive."

Berengaria frowned in concentration, but the children began giggling and she
said, "Done. W all—=

M dni ght, silent until now, let out a cry of anguish and rushed to the fire.
Pul ling his sword, Kelemvor |eaped past Berengaria and her two old nen.
"What's wrong?" he demanded.

"My spell book!" the raven-haired mage yelled. "They burned it!" She snatched
Kel emvor's sword, then started poking at a wide strip of shriveled |eather in
the fire. Kelenvor knew the book was where M dnight stored her spells when
they were not committed to nenory, so he could understand why she was so
upset. Still, he grabbed his sword away from her and put it back into its
sheath; fire was no better for a sword's tenper than it was for a spell book
M dni ght stared into the fire, a single tear running down her cheek. "Gone,"
she whi spered.

"It's not so serious,’

Kel emvor said, trying to confort her



M dni ght whirled on him her hands clenched into fists. "Serious!" she
screanmed. "You oaf! Those were ny spells—wi thout them |'m nothing!"

A pall of silence fell over the canp. For several mnutes, Mdnight stared at
Kel emvor as if the fighter had burned the spellbook hinself. Finally, she

hi ssed, "Was burying those halflings worth this?" She turned away and stared
into the fire.

A moment | ater, Berengaria approached Adon. "W still have deal ?" she asked
timdly. "W still friends?"

Adon nodded. They had nothing to gain by punishing the halflings. "W're stil
friends. You didn't understand."

"She m ght not have realized what the spellbook was," said a clear, nmasculine
voice. "But that'd be all she didn't understand.” A gaunt halfling male
stepped into the clearing. H s skin was the color of ash, his eyes were rimed
with red, and a sl oppy bandage circled his forehead.

The ot her hal flings backed away fromthe newconer, whispering anongst

t hensel ves. He knelt beside the fire and picked up two roasted rabbits. "Have
t hese," he said, giving one to Adon and one to Kel emvor. "There are plenty
nore where they cane from and it's only a fair trade for all you ve lost."
Kel emvor accepted the rabbit, but made no nove to eat it. The warrior had an
uneasy feeling about this halfling, and it was not just because the others
feared him "Wo are you?" he demanded

"At herton Cooper," the halfling replied, his gaze never faltering fromthe
fighter's. "But nost call me Sneakabout. Now eat up. Berengaria has not been a
good hostess this night."

"Yes, please do," Berengaria added. "W can al ways catch nore coneys." The
matronly hal fling put the dagger away and snil ed.

It did not escape Adon's notice that Berengaria's Comron had suddenly
improved. It was clear to the cleric that the halfling had been playing them
for fools.

"You' ve known all along we didn't attack your village, haven't you?" Adon
demanded. "You were stealing our gear while we collected your dead!"

"That's correct,"” Berengaria replied, wincing. Then she turned to Kel emvor and
added, "But that doesn't negate our deal. \Wat's done is done. Besides, our
need is great."

The green-eyed fighter grunted and took a bite fromthe rabbit. He had no

i ntenti on of demandi ng back what he had offered to the halflings, for
Berengari a spoke the truth about their need. Nevertheless, he didn't enjoy

| osi ng his possessions through guile and trickery.

The warrior chewed slowly, considering Atherton Cooper. Sneakabout was taller
and thinner than nost of his race, and there was a certain nenace to his
manner. The tall halfling was the only able-bodied male in the canp, and that
initself was suspicious. Still, Sneakabout was the only halfling who had not
stolen fromor lied to the heroes, and Kel envor was determned to treat
honesty and respect in kind.

"Where are the other nmen?" the fighter asked between nout hfuls of rabbit.
"There weren't nmany in the village, and there are fewer here."

"Gone to massage their vanity while their wonenfol k starve in the forest,"
Sneakabout replied.

Berengaria turned from M dni ght, whom she was trying to confort, and added,
"The menfol k were hunting when the Zhentilar-—
"Zhentilar?" Adon interrupted. "Are you sure?"

"Aye, |I'msure," Berengaria replied. "They wore the arnmor of Zhentil Keep
didn't they? Anyway, the nmen were gone, or there would have been a different
story to tell in Black CGaks. Now our warriors have gone to track down those

sons- of - sows! "
"And to get thenselves killed," Sneakabout added bitterly.

Berengaria gl ared nenaci ngly at Sneakabout. "They'll be fine w thout your
conpany, " she snapped.
Sneakabout snorted in reply. "They'll be outnunbered, outsized, and

outwitted."



Kel emvor agreed wi th Sneakabout, though he didn't say so. Even if the
hal fl1ings caught the raiders, the Zhentilar would cut the inexperienced
warriors to shreds. The soldiers of Zhentil Keep were vicious sneaks and
backst abbers who woul d never fight unless assured of an easy victory.

After a thoughtful pause, Snheakabout glumy noted, "I wish | were with the
fellows."
"Why aren't you?" Adon asked, watching the halfling suspiciously, still not

confortable with the dem human's sini ster bearing.

"They woul dn't have ne," the hal fling answered, shruggi ng-

"It was his fault they canme in the first place!" grunbled Berengaria, pointing
a gnarled finger at Sneakabout's face. "He had his own pony and a nagi c sword.
That's what they wanted!"

Adon turned to Sneakabout. "Is that right?"

The hal fling shook his head and | ooked at the ground. "Maybe," he nunbl ed.
Then he lifted his gaze. "But | doubt it. They woul dn't have needed to raze
the whole town to get what they wanted—they caught me on their way in."

The halfling' s red-ri med eyes grew hard and distant. "Say, you wouldn't be
going north, would you? 1'd sure like to catch those Zhentish pigs!"

Kel emvor swal l owed a bite of rabbit and said, "As |uck would have it—=

"Kel emvor!" Adon hissed sharply. "W've got our own trouble."

Sneakabout drew hinself up before Adon. "Wthout your spellcaster's book

you'll need all the help you can get. I'mas fine a scout as you'll neet
outsi de of Elventree."
Adon shook his head firmy. "I'mafraid—=

"He can ride with nme," Kelemvor noted flatly, his voice a throaty grow .
"Where's your sense of courtesy, Adon?"

The young cleric glared at the warrior for a long nonent, once again irritated
by Kelemvor's refusal to listen to him At |ast, he decided not to argue the
point, as long as the fighter was willing to yield sonething to him "Then we
| eave at dawn!" Adon said, sunmoning his nost conmandi ng voi ce.

Kel emvor woul d not be bullied. "No. The halfling dead—

"WIl be buried by halflings!"™ Adon finished, pointing at Kelemvor with a
grease-covered finger. "You don't care about these people! You only want to
prove your curse is gone. Don't you think we know that?" He gl anced at

M dni ght, who was still staring at the remains of her spellbook. "Your test
has cost us too nuch, Kel."

The cleric put his hand on the raven-haired nage's shoul der. He | ooked at the
fire and added, "I just hope we can make it to Waterdeep wi thout M dnight's
spells to aid us."

The four conpanions left Black Oaks at dawn—hungry, cold, and wet. During the
ni ght, the orange fog had changed to a chill drizzle that continued to fal

t hrough the norni ng. Breakfast had been nonexistent. The hal flings had eaten
the last of the corn biscuits the night before, and in the gray norning light,
t he greasy hare | ooked appetizing only to Kel emvor.

Adon took the | ead, suggesting they travel north to Eveningstar, then rethink
their route to Waterdeep. Sneakabout made the m stake of saying he knew a
shortcut, so Adon insisted that the halfling ride with himto act as a guide.
Nei t her enjoyed the experience. Despite his |l oss of faith, Adon's conversation
was no | ess pedantic, and Sneakabout was not a tolerant listener

Kel emvor, his brow gl oony and troubled, followed next. Twice, he tried to

apol ogi ze to M dnight for [osing her spellbook. Each tine his voice failed him
and he barely managed a croak

M dni ght cane last, still too upset to speak. There was a holl ow knot of panic
and sorrow in her stomach. Since her sixteenth birthday, she had carefully
recorded every spell she could learn in the book, and it had becone al nbost an

extension of her soul. Wthout it she felt barren and worthl ess, |ike a nother
wi t hout chil dren.
Still, all was not lost. Mdnight still had several spells firmy conritted to

menory, and she could copy these down in a new book. Some were so comon that,
given time and the help of a friendly mage, she could easily re-learn them



Wth a week or two of research, the raven-haired nage m ght be able to rebuild
others. But a few, such as the phantasmal force and plant growh spells, were
so alien to her way of thinking that she could never reconstruct them Those
spel I s were gone, and there was nothing she could do about it.

All in all, the situation was not as terrible as it had at first seened.
Unfortunately, that realization had not yet dimnished Mdnight's anger. She
desperately wanted to bl ame sonmebody for the book's destruction, and since
Kel emvor had been the one who had | ed themto Black Caks, he was the easiest
target.

But in her heart, Mdnight knew that the warrior was no nore responsible for
the crisis than she was. He hadn't thrown the spellbook in the fire, and even
the hal flings had not burned it in malice. It had been an accident, pure and
simpl e, and nothing woul d be acconplished by venting her anger on friends.
However, Adon wasn't hel ping to cool anyone's tenper. Several tines, he had
chasti sed Kel emvor for |eading the conmpany to Bl ack Oaks, rem nding the gl oony
fighter that the spellbook would be intact if not for that detour. Amazingly,
the warrior had accepted the assertion. Aden's angry insight the night before
had subdued the brawny warrior as no sword ever would, and M dni ght resented
the cleric for it. Despite her own pain, she did not enjoy seeing Kel envor's
spirit broken.

Consumed by her mel ancholy reflections, the magi c-user barely noticed as
nor ni ng passed. By m dday, the conpany was deep in the forest, and she stil
hadn't set things right with Kelemvor. In part, this was because the path was
too narrow for their horses to wal k side by side. So, when Adon unexpectedly
called a halt, she guided her nmount forward and stopped at Kel envor's right.
"Kel emvor —" she began

Adon tw sted around and held up a silencing hand. "Listen!"

M dni ght started to object, then heard a loud rustle ahead. It came from far
up the trail, and sounded as though an army were marching over a plain of
dried | eaves. Creaks and rasps, and then dull, distant thuds began echoi ng
toward t he conpany.

"What is it?" M dnight asked.

"I can't inagine," Adon replied.

Sneakabout slipped off Adon's horse. "This is where | earn ny ride,’
hustling up the path.

The hal fling di sappeared around a bend. For ten mnutes, M dnight, Kelenvor,
and Adon sat on their horses. The rustle grew louder, until it could nore
properly be called an uproar, and the creaks and rasps becane squeal s and
groans. The thuds assumed a rhythm ¢ cadence and grew i nto thunderous boons.
Fi nal |y, Sneakabout quickly canme running back, his short |egs carrying him at
his best sprint. "Of the trail!" he screamed. "Now "

The halfling's face was so terror-stricken that no one even thought of asking
for an explanation. They sinply spurred theirs nmounts and crashed into the
forest, regrouping thirty yards off the trail

When Sneakabout joined them Adon started to question him "Wat—=

The cleric didn't have an opportunity to finish. A hundred-foot-tall sycanore
tree stepped into sight, sw nging dozens of branches like arns. As its roots
twi sted forward, an ear-splitting creak echoed through the forest. The ground
trenbled as the roots flopped onto the trail. Another sycanore nmarched behind
the first, and behind it, a hundred nore.

For an hour, the conpany watched in flabbergasted silence as gri msycanores
mar ched dlown the trail. By the tine the thousandth tree passed, the conpany's
ears were ringing and their heads were spinning. Kelenvor's horse grew
skittish, and he nanaged to keep it under control only with the greatest
effort.

Finally, however, the last tree passed out of sight and the conpany returned
to the trail. Their ears rang for the rest of the afternoon, precluding

di scussion of the peculiar sight. But as they rode northward, they saw

t housands of huge hol es where every sycanore tree in the forest had torn its
roots tree and marched off.

he said,



Just before dusk, they reached the northern edge of the forest. Eveningstar
lay a mile ahead, oil lanps already lighting its wi ndows. The town was
unfortified, with about fifty buildings of significant size. The conpanions
rode to the outskirts of town, then paused before entering. Menories of the
mur der accusations in Weloon were fresh in their m nds.

As a crossroads village, Eveningstar had a few stables, inns, and provision
markets at the edge of town. Toward the center stood shops of skilled
craftsmen who produced wi ne, wool, farmtools, and, M dnight noted, parchnent.
The streets were clean and peaceful enough. Although the shops had al ready

cl osed, men and wonen noved freely about, paying no attention to the four
strangers.

After pronouncing it safe to proceed, Adon nudged his nmount forward. M dni ght
asked the party to wait while she knocked at a parchment shop, hoping the
proprietor was still there. Unfortunately, except for businesses serving
travelers, it appeared Eveningstar closed at nightfall. She would have to wait
until morning to buy the materials for a new spell book

On Sneakabout's suggestion, the heroes went to the Lonesone Tankard, the only
inn in Eveningstar. The inn was clean and warm-a wel cone relief after the
chill ride. An expansive dining room crowded with travelers and |ocals,
occupi ed nost of the ground floor. M dnight noted with approval that its
wooden floors were free fromdirt and grinme. A stairway along the left wall
led to the I odgi ngs on the upper stories.

Sneakabout bribed the guard who was stationed at the desk to watch for

unr egi stered conpani es. After accepting the halfling' s noney, the guard
studied Mdnight warily. "You wouldn't be a thaumaturgi st?" he inquired.

"No, no," Sneakabout answered for her, "she's nothing of the sort. A lady of
the arts, that's all."

The guard | ooked doubtful. "Hi s Mpjesty King Azoun |V has decreed that
enchanters of any type nust register with the local herald when traveling in
Cor nmyr . "

Sneakabout hel d out another gold piece. The guard snatched the coin away and
said, "OF course, with all the folks on the roads these days, nobody can keep
track of 'emanyway." Wth that, he left the desk and all owed the conpany to
conduct their business with the inn's steward. After the company rented two
roonms, the steward showed the four to a table near the back of the taproom

A young serving girl inmediately brought ale and wi ne, then asked if the
conpany wi shed to eat. A few mnutes later, she returned with steam ng pl ates
of sliced turnips, boiled potatoes, and roast pork. In spite of her nood, the
aroma was enough to make M dni ght hungry. She hel ped herself to generous
portions of turnips and potatoes, but had only one slice of the pork

Even with the fine food, the group had a dreary meal. M dnight wanted to

apol ogi ze to Kel emvor, but not in front of her other conpani ons. Adon and
Sneakabout were the only ones who felt |ike making conversation, but not to
each other. Adon tried to liven things up with a discussion of their route,
but everybody el se insisted upon postponing that chore until norning. Kel emvor
was lost in his own thoughts, and M dnight's patience was chafing under the
relish with which Adon pursued his tenporary position as group | eader

When the neal finally ended, the four clinbed the stairs to the second fl oor
The hour was early for sleep, but they had ridden hard that day and woul d ride
as hard tonorrow. Their roons each contained two cots and a snmall w ndow
over| ooki ng the dark currents of the Starwater

"The men will take this room" Adon said, indicating the one on the right.
"You take that one, Mdnight. | don't think anyone will mind if we nove a bed
into the other room"

"I't'"ll never fit," Sneakabout said. "I'll stay with Mdnight."

Kel emvor frowned jeal ously, but it was Adon who objected. "You can't be
serious!"

M dni ght i gnored Adon and smled at the halfling. "Thanks, but | prefer
Kel emvor's conpany."

Adon' s jaw dropped sl ack. "But you' re—=



"I don't think it's necessary to dictate sleeping arrangenents, Adon,"

M dni ght said, her voice calmand even

Adon shrugged. "You haven't spoken to Kelenvor all day," he said. "But it's
none of ny business if you want to spend the night with him | was only being
consi derate."

Sneakabout sighed. After sharing the saddle with Adon all day, he had hoped to
avoi d spending the night with the pedantic ex-cleric.

M dni ght stepped into her room w thout saying anything el se. When Kel envor
didn't follow her, she stuck her head back into the hall. "Are you coning or
not ?" Kel envor shook his head as if to clear it, then stepped inside. M dnight
cl osed the door behind him |eaving Adon and Sneakabout in the hall

Kel emvor gl anced around the room nervously and funbled at the clasp of his
swordbelt. He finally released it and laid the scabbard on the nearest cot.
"What's wrong?" M dnight asked, slipping her danp cape from her shoul ders.
"This is hardly our first night together."

Kel emvor studi ed her, wondering whether she had forgiven himor lured himin

here to take vengeance. "Your spellbook," he said. "I thought you were angry."
"Angry, yes, and nore. But you aren't the one who threw it in the fire." She
managed a weak snile. "Besides, | can rebuild it, given tine and parchment."

The fighter's face showed no sign of relief.

"Don't you understand?" M dni ght asked. "The book's |loss wasn't your fault.
The halflings threwit in the fire. You couldn't have prevented that."

Kel emvor nodded. "Thanks for forgiving me. But Adon was right. | went to the
village for selfish reasons.”

"Your reasons weren't selfish," she said, taking his hand. "There's nothing
wrong with hel ping strangers."

For a nonent, Kelenvor's fingers remained |linp and passive, his enerald eyes
searching M dnight's. Then he returned her grasp and pulled her close. A

| ong-snol dering enber flared to life in both their bodies. Mdnight's apol ogy
had gone further than she intended, but she did not care.

Later that night, Mdnight sat awake, Kel emvor snoring in the cot next to
hers. Making love with himhad been different than it had been before Tantras.
The warrior had been gentler, nore considerate. She had no doubt that he had
truly changed with the Iifting of his curse.

But her lover's curse, or lack of it, was not the source of the magic-user's
wakef ul ness. This new Kel emvor was nore appealing and attractive than the man
he had been before Tantras, and M dni ght was thinki ng about what that

di fference nmeant to her. He was nore dangerous, for he gave nore and therefore
demanded nore in return. But the mage didn't know how much she could give, for
her art had al ways been, and al ways woul d be, her first |ove.

Al so, there was the mission to consider. She was growi ng nore attached to

Kel emvor, and the mage feared that an enotional attachnent would influence her
if she were forced to choose between his safety and the safety of the tablet.
In the hall, a foot scraped on the floor. Mdnight slid out of bed and put on
her cloak, fully alert. An hour ago, she had heard Sneakabout's soft steps as
he slipped out of Aden's room Where he had gone, she did not know. The little
man had his own secrets, as she had hers, and it was not her place to intrude.
But this step had been too heavy to be Sneakabout's, for halflings could wal k
as quietly as snowfall. M dnight slipped her dagger fromits sheath and went
to the door.

Vi sions of thieves and cutthroats dancing in her head, M dnight cracked the
door open and peered out. A single oil lanp that hung over the stairs lit the
hall. Its feeble light revealed a man standing at the top of the stairs,
wavi ng the steward away. The dark man's ot her hand was tucked beneath his
dripping cloak. He turned slightly to study the hallway, and his hawki sh nose
was sil houetted agai nst the | anplight.

Cyric! Her heart pounding with joy and fear simultaneously, M dnight stepped
into the hall. The thief turned to nmeet her, his eyes wide with alarm
"Cyric!" she whispered, advancing toward him "It's so good to see you!"
"You—er, |'mhappy to see you as well," he said, removing his hand from



beneat h his cl oak

"What are you doi ng here?" she asked, taking his arm and guiding himfarther
down the hall. It was less likely they'd be heard there, and M dnight didn't
want to awaken Kel envor or Adon. "Were your arrows the ones that saved us from
the zonbie riders?"

Cyric nodded, his eyes narrow slits. "I trust the tablet is safe?"

"OfF course," Mdnight replied, nodding. "And the Zhenti-lar who've been
forcing us north? They're yours as well?"

"Right again,"” he replied. "I wanted you in Eveningstar.'
beneat h his cl oak

M dni ght grew serious. "Wy? What hazards lie to the south?"

Cyric frowned for a nonment, then sniled. "The forces of Bane's allies, of
course," he said flatly. "The Bl ack Lord may have perished, but he had many
allies—and the zonbie riders are the least of them" The thief w thdrew his
hand fromthe cloak again and laid it across Mdnight's shoulder. "That's why
I''mhere."”

H s hand sli pped

A sense of dread overcanme Mdnight. "If you' ve cone to rejoin us, we nust be
careful . Kel and Adon have not forgotten Tantras."
Cyric pulled his armback hastily. "That's not what | mean. |'ve cone for

you," he said, "and the tablet."

"You want nme to abandon—

"They cannot protect you," Cyric snapped. "I can."

M dni ght shook her head, thinking of Kelemvor. "I can't," she said. "I won't."
Cyric studied her angrily for several seconds. "Think! Don't you realize the
power that you possess?"

M dni ght shook her head. "I |ost ny—=

"Wth the tablets, we can be gods!" the thief snapped.

M dni ght had the unconfortable feeling that Cyric was talking to hinself. "Are
you mad?" she asked. "That's bl aspheny!™"

"Bl asphemy?" Cyric |aughed. "Agai nst who? The gods are here, tearing the
Real ms apart in search of the Tablets of Fate. Qur only gods shoul d be

oursel ves. W can forge our own destinies!”

"No." M dnight backed a step away.

Cyric grabbed her el bow. "The gods are on your trail. Two nights past, Lord
Bhaal butchered three of nmy best nmen. I'll not burden you with the details of
their deaths." The thief's eyes seenmed to glowred for an instant. "Had Bhaa
wi shed to stay for a day or two, he could have killed ne and all ny nmen," the
thief continued. "But he didn't. Do you know why?"

M dni ght did not respond.

"Do you know why?" Cyric repeated, gripping her el bow harder. "Because Bhaa

wants you and the tablet! You'll never nmake it to Waterdeep. He'll catch and
kill Adon and Kel envor, kill themin ways nore painful than you can inagine."
"No." Mdnight pulled her armaway. "I won't permt it."

"Then come with me," Cyric insisted. "lIt's your only chance . . . It's their

only chance. "

Down the hall a little ways, the door to the mage's room opened. "M dnight?"
It was Kel emvor's sl eepy voice.

The thiefs hand slipped beneath his cloak and cl osed around the hilt of his
swor d.

"Go!" Mdnight said, shoving Cyric toward the stairs. "Kel will kill you."

"O I'Il kill him" Cyric said, drawing his weapon. The short sword's bl ade
had a reddi sh sheen
The drowsy fighter stepped into the hall, pants hastily fastened and sword in

hand. Upon seeing Cyric, he rubbed his eyes as if unable to believe what he
was seeing, "You? Here?" The warrior brought his guard up and advanced.

M dni ght stepped away from Cyric. "Don't force me to choose between friends,"
she war ned.

The thief |ooked at her coldly. "You' re going to have to nake that choice
soon." Wth that, Cyric slipped down the stairs and di sappeared into the dark
Kel emvor did not follow, knowing that in the dark, the advantage woul d bel ong



to Cyric. Instead, he turned to Mdnight. "So, you were right. He followed us.
Way didn't you call me?"

"He came to talk," Mdnight replied, unsure whether Kelemvor's tone showed
hurt or anger. "You'd have killed him"

Just then, Sneakabout came bounding up the stairs with a rope slung over his
shoul der and a book of parchnent in his hands. Wen he saw M dni ght and

Kel emvor, he nearly fell over hinself. "You re awake!"

"Yes," Kelenmvor grumbled. "We had a visitor."

"You' re about to have nore. A Zhentilar band is riding this way." The halfling
gave the book to M dnight w thout explaining where he'd gotten it.

Kel emvor opened the door to Adon's room "Get up! Gather your things!" Then he
turned to Mdnight. "Do you still believe Cyric wanted to tal k?"

"You drew your weapon first," she replied, pointing at Kel emvor's sword.
"Uh—an you finish this |later?" Sneakabout interrupted. He took the rope off
hi s shoul der.

"W may not have a chance," Kel emvor answered. "We'll never reach the

st abl es—=

"No need to," the halfling chimed, grinning widely. "Wen the Zhentil ar
started nosing around, | saddl ed our horses. They're beneath ny w ndow. "

Kel emvor sl apped Sneakabout on the back, nearly knocki ng hi mdown. "Good nan!"
Then the fighter turned to Mdnight and said, "Collect our gear. W'Ill discuss
this later."

Though resentful of his tone, Mdnight imediately did as Kel emvor asked.
Whil e the magi c-user hastily packed, the fighter took the rope and | ooped it
over a beam Adon and Sneakabout clinbed out the wi ndow and slipped into the
saddl e of the first horse. The warrior dropped the tablet and their gear to
them A nmoment |ater, Mdnight returned with the remai ning bags, then clinbed
out the wi ndow and slid down the rope to her waiting horse. Kelemvor dropped
their packs to her and followed an instant later. The hal fling guided them out
of town by way of a back street, and they didn't see even one of Cyric's nmen.
H gh

"Let down your guard, friend Adon," said Lord Commander Kae Deverell. A robust
man with red hair and a deep, jolly voice, Lord Deverell sat at the head of a
| ong oaken table. Behind him a fire roared in a magnificent hearth,
illumnating the roomw th flickering yellow light.

To Deverell's right sat Kel envor, and to Kelemvor's right, stretched down the
table |like horses at a trough, sat fifteen Cornyrian officers. A nug of ale
and a plate of roasted goat rested before each nan. Iron candel abras stood on
the table every few feet, supplenmenting the light fromthe fireplace.
Sneakabout occupied the first seat to Lord Deverell's left, foll owed by Adon
The saddl ebags containing the tablet rested on the floor next to the cleric's
chair. To Adon's left sat Mdnight, who was drinking wi ne instead of ale, and
on her left sat six Cornyrian war w zards.

Three serving wenches bustled in and out of the shadows at the room s edge,
keepi ng everyone's mug filled and making sure no plate was ever enpty.

"You and your friends are safe enough here," Deverell continued, stil

addr essi ng Adon.

The cleric snmled and nodded, but did not rel ax.

M dni ght grimaced i nwardly, enbarrassed by Adon's rudeness. After |osing her
spel | book, she could synpathize with his caution. But he was acting as though
t he conpany were canped along the road. There was no reason for his insulting
behavior in a Cormyrian stronghol d.

I nside Hi gh Horn, the tablet was safe—+f any safe place existed in the Real ns.
Protecting the only road across the Dragonjaw Mountains, the fortress had been
built for defense. It stood upon the sumit of a cragged peak, and its curving
wal I s overl ooked t housand-foot cliffs. Only three paths, each heavily
fortified and guarded, led to the mghty castle. Even then, each road ended in
a drawbridge and a triple-doored gatehouse as secure as any in Cornyr.

Due to the chaos in the Real ms, seventy-five nen-at-arns and twenty-five
archers manned the outer curtain's frowing towers at all times. A sinilar



force guarded the inner curtain, and eight nore soldiers stood constant watch
at the entrance to the keep tower. The guest enclave had been converted into
barracks for the fortress's expanded conpl enent. Travel ers now had the choice
of camping in the nountains or staying outside the walls at a cold, hastily
erect ed guest house.

The four conpani ons had been spared this disconfort because Kae Deverell was a
Harper, and he w shed to atone for the poor treatnment M dnight and Adon had
suffered at Harper hands during their trial in Shadowdal e. Unknown to the four
conpani ons, the Cornyrian conmrander had al so received a nmessage from El nmi nster
requesting that he aid Mdnight and her conpany if they passed his way.
Deverell grabbed a nug of ale froma serving wench's hand, then sat it in
front of Adon. "Don't ridicule my hospitality by drinking | ess than your
fill," he said. "Not a rat enters H gh Horn w thout ny perm ssion."

"It is not rats that concern me," Adon replied, thinking of Cyric's visit to
the inn. The thief had said that Bhaal was pursuing them Adon doubted that
even Hi gh Horn's defenses could keep the Lord of Miurder at bay.

A surprised murrmur rippled down the | ong banquet table and a dark cloud
settled on Deverell's face.

Before the | ord comander voiced his indignation, Mdnight spoke, "Please
forgive Adon, Lord Deverell. | fear his weariness has crushed his sense of
courtesy."

"But not mne!" Kelenvor said, grabbing the cleric's nug. The warrior had
spent many evenings with nen |like Deverell and knew what they expected of
guests. "To pl ease Your Lordship," he said, draining the rmug in one |ong
swal | ow.

Deverell smiled and turned his attention to the fighter. "My thanks, Kel envor
Mugbane! " The | ord commander grabbed a full mug and gul ped it down as fast as
Kel emvor had. "OF course, host duty dictates we match you cup for cup!" He
called the serving wench and nmotioned to the officers seated to Kel envor's
right. "Until he can lift it no | onger, see that no man's nmug goes enpty!"

The Cormyrians gave a perfunctory cheer, though nore than one nman grinmaced at
t he command. Adon al so groaned inwardly, when Kel emvor drank too nuch, he
could be difficult. The cleric thought they m ght have been safer canping in

t he guest house.

As the officers finished their cheer, a page rushed into the room and
approached Deverell. The |ord commander nodded for the page to approach
Though the young man whi spered into Deverell's ear, his words were not lost to
Sneakabout' s keen heari ng.

"Mlord, Captain Beresford bids me informyou that two guards are absent from
the outer curtain.”

Deverell frowned, then asked, "Is it still raining?"

The page nodded. "Aye. The drops are as red as blood and as cold as ice." The
boy could not keep his fear fromshowing itself in his voice.

Deverel |l stopped whispering. "Then tell Beresford to worry no nore, and we'l|l
di scipline the derelicts come norning. |I've no doubt the guards are hiding
fromthe strange weat her."

The page bowed and left. Deverell returned his attention to the banquet table.
"What a night we shall have!" he cried, addressing Sneakabout. "Shall we not,
short friend?"

Sneakabout smiled and lifted his mug to his lips. "I will long remenber it."
Adon made a nmental note to be sure all the pewterware renmai ned on the table at
the evening's end. He had seen for hinself that the halfling' s fell ows were

i ncorrigible thieves, and Sneakabout had al ready provided reason to doubt that
he had the sense to |l eave their host's property al one.

After escaping The Lonesone Tankard in Eveningstar, Sneakabout had tried to
convi nce the conpany to anmbush the Zhentilar. He was convinced that Cyric's
band was the one that had destroyed his hone. The halfling had been so

determ ned to take vengeance that Kel emvor had been forced to restrain him
Afterward, Sneakabout had been furious. The halfling had claimed then that the
only reason he didn't |eave the conpanions inmedi ately was because Cyric woul d



soon catch them agai n.

It was a reasonabl e assunption. The conpany's head start fromthe Lonesone
Tankard had earned themonly a fifteen-m nute advantage. Twenty-five riders
had appeared on their trail as soon as they'd left town. Six exhausting hours
| ater, when the conpany rode into Tyrluk, Cyric and his fastest riders were
barely two hundred yards behind. Adon had | ed the way straight through the
village, hoping the local mlitia would assail Cyric's conpany of Zhentil ar
But the hour had been early, and if any watchmen had seen Cyric's band, they
had el ected not to sound the alarm

From Tyrl uk, the conpanions had fled in the only possible direction: into the
nmount ai ns. An hour |ater, they had caught a troop of Cornyrian nountain
soldiers on the way to High Horn. It had taken little effort to persuade the
captain that Cyric's conpany was Zhentilar, especially after the band fled at
the first sign of the Cornyrians. The captain had pursued, but Cyric's nmen had
escaped easily. On the open road, the Cornyriansl nountain ponies were no
match for horses—even when the horses were exhausted from hours of hard
riding.

The Cormyrian captain had assigned a few scouts to trail the Zhentilar band,
then resuned his journey, saying that Hi gh Horn woul d dispatch a
charger-mounted patrol to deal with the intruders. This plan had not thrilled
M dni ght, who still had no wish to see Cyric hurt, but she could hardly have
obj ect ed.

After chasing Cyric away, the captain had invited the conpany to ride with him
to High Horn. The rest of the journey had been uneventful. When they had
reached the fortress and the captain had made his report, Kae Deverell had

of fered the conpanions the safety and confort of the keep. After thirty-six
hours in the saddle, there had been no thought of refusing. Kelenvor and

M dni ght were glad to I et down their guards and rel ax—though certainly not
around each other. In fact, they had barely spoken since Eveningstar

Thi nki ng about his friends' relationship, Adon could only shake his head. He
did not understand what attracted M dnight and Kel emvor to each other, the
closer they grew, the nore they fought. This tine, Kelenvor was angry because
M dni ght had not sounded the al arm upon discovering Cyric outside their roons.
M dni ght was angry because Kel emvor had pulled his sword on their old friend.
The cleric had to take the warrior's side in this particular dispute. Cyric
woul dn't have crept into the inn if he had not intended them harm Adon rubbed
the ugly scar beneath his eye thoughtfully, for finding hinmself in agreement
wi th Kel envor al ways gave hi m pause.

"Does it hurt, mlord?"

Snappi ng out of his reverie, Adon |ooked at the serving girl who had asked the
guestion. "Does what hurt?"

"The scar, milord. You were rubbing it awfully hard."

"Was | ?" Adon asked, dropping the offending hand to his lap. He al so turned
his head so the red mark woul d be | ess visible.

"I have a small jar of soothing ointnent. Could | bring it to your chanber
this night?" she asked hopefully.

Adon could not help but smle. It had been a long tine since a wonan had
presented herself so boldly. And the serving girl was pretty enough and had a
generous figure that had been toned by plenty of hard work. Her yellow hair
spilled onto her shoulders like a silk shawl, and her blue eyes sparkled with
an innocence that in no way inplied |ack of experience. She seened much too
beautiful to spend her life serving ale in the halls of this bl eak outpost.

"I fear the ointment woul dn't do any good," Adon noted softly. "But I'd

wel come your conpany. "

The chatter at the head of the table died, and Kel emvor gl anced at the cleric
with a raised eyebrow

Real i zi ng he had made a social gaff, Adon quickly added, "Perhaps we could

di scuss your—er, your—

"Mlord?" the girl asked, inpatient with his floundering.

"Are you happy as a serving wench? Surely, you have other anbitions. W could



tal k—=

"I like what | do," she answered in a huff. "And it wasn't talking | had in

m nd. "

Lord Deverell roared in |laughter. "Your charnms are wasted on him Treen," he
said to the wench, breaking into a new fit of |aughter

The officers slapped the table and guffawed. Kel envor frowned, uncertain as to
whet her he had missed the joke or the situation sinply wasn't funny. Finally,
Deverell brought his mrth under control and continued, "Perhaps, Treen, you'd
have better luck with Kel envor—a tower of virility if ever | saw one!"

Treen obliged her liege by rounding the table to Kel emvor. She ran her hand
over his arnms. "Wat do you say, Sir Tower?"

M dni ght and Adon were the only ones who did not burst into |aughter

Kel emvor took a long swig of ale, then sat his mug on the table. "Wy not?" he
asked, glancing at M dnight. "Someone nust make anmends for Adon's rudeness!™
The warrior was intentionally trying to provoke M dnight. He was confused and
hurt by the bitterness of their disagreenent concerning Cyric, and could not
hel p but believe there was nmore to it than he understood. If his flirtation
angered M dnight, then at |east he would know she cared enough to becone

j eal ous.

When Treen slipped her fingers beneath Kel emvor's shirt, Mdnight could hold
her tenper no |longer. She sat her wi ne goblet down hard. "This is one thing
Adon should do for hinmself," she said coldly.

A surprised mutter ran around the table. Kelemvor smiled at M dnight, who
simply gl owered back. Treen with drew her fingers frombeneath the warrior's
shirt. "If this man bel ongs to you, mlady—" Treen began

"He belongs to no one!" M dnight snapped, standing. She did not doubt Kel envor
had meant to hurt her, and he had succeeded. The raven-haired magi c-user
frowned and turned to Deverell. "I amweary, Lord, and wish to retire.”" Wth
that, she spun on her heel and di sappeared into the gl oom

The table remained silent for several nmonents, then Treen turned to Lord
DevereU, "lI'msorry, Lord. | meant—=

Deverell held up a hand. "A jest gone awy, girl. Think no nore of it."

Treen bowed, then retreated into the kitchen. Kel emvor drained his nug, then
lifted it to be filled again.

Adon was glad to see the girl go. In the days ahead, it would be difficult
enough for M dnight and Kel envor to get along. The cleric knew the pair |oved
each ot her, though at the nonent petty anger prevented themfromrealizing
that fact thenselves. But if they didn't come to grips with their feelings
soon, the journey ahead would be a long one. It would have been rmuch sinpler
it seemed to Adon, if M dnight had been a man, or, better yet, Kelenvor a
wonan.

The page entered again and approached Lord Deverell. In the rooms silence, it
was i npossible not to hear his whisper. "Mlord, Captain Beresford orders ne
report the absence of three sentries fromthe inner curtain.”

"The inner curtain?" Deverell exclained. "There, too?" He considered this for
a nonent, nmunbling to hinself. Like nost of the men in the hall, he was rather
drunk—too drunk to be maki ng conmand deci sions. "Beresford's discipline mnmust
be sorely lacking," he said at last. "Tell the captain | will personally
correct this problem-in the norning!"

Sneakabout frowned at Adon. That five guards woul d abandon their posts in one
ni ght seemed strange. "Perhaps we should sleep lightly tonight,"” the halfing
whi spered, glancing at Kel envor. The warrior had just downed his third mug of
al e since Mdnight's departure.

Adon nodded, a sudden sense of doom and foreboding overconming him "I1'll see
if I can slow himdown." Like Sneakabout, the cleric did not feel confortable
sleeping in a castle where the guard abandoned its post. He would feel even
nore unconfortable if Kelemvor went to bed inebriated.

Bef ore Adon coul d speak to Kel enmvor, though, Lord Deverell lifted his nug.
"Let us drink a health to Sir Kel envor and the Lady M dnight. May they both
rest well—= He winked at Kelenvor. "—though it be in separate beds!"



A wave of laughter ran around the table and the officers chorused, "Here,
here!"

"I don't know about Lady M dnight," Kelemvor said, raising his nug to his
lips. "But Sir Tower will not sleep this night!"

"I'f you have another mug of ale,"” Adon noted as he stood up, "the choice will
be out of your hands. Cone al ong—we've had a hard ride and need sonme rest."
"Nonsense, nonsense!" Lord Deverell cried, glad to see his party resuning a
festive air. "There will be tine enough to rest tomorrow. M dnight said she
wanted a day to replenish her spellbook, did she not?"

"True enough, mlord," Adon replied. "But we've been on the trail a long tine
and aren't accustoned to such rich fare. Kelenmvor nmay feel this night for days
to cone."

The green-eyed fighter frowned at Adon, resentful of the unexpected
supervision. "Come norning, |I'll be as strong as ny horse,"” he bragged,
standi ng and swaying slightly. "Besides, who naned you captai n?"

"You did," Adon answered quietly, speaking the truth as he knew it. Kel envor
had | ost his sense of purpose. The detour to Black Gaks had been only one
exanple of the warrior's inability to focus on recovering the tablets. Someone

needed to fill the void, and Mdnight, intelligent as she was, seened
unwi I ling to take charge of the conpany. That had left only Adon to be the
| eader, and he was determined to fill the role as best he coul d.

"I did not," Kelemvor responded slowy, dropping back into his chair. "I

woul dn't follow a faithless cleric.”

Adon wi nced, but made no retort. He knew the warrior had to be very upset—-and
very drunk—to lash out at a friend so fiercely.
Sighing, the cleric said, "Have it as you will.'
with the tablet.

Kel emvor frowned, realizing that he had treated Adon cruelly. "I'msorry. That
wasn't called for."

"I understand," Adon replied. "Even if you don't go to sleep, try not to drink
too much." He turned to Lord Deverell. "If you'll excuse ne, |I'mvery tired."
Kae Deverell nodded and snmiled, glad to be rid of the killjoy-After Adon had
gone, Kelenmvor's nood grew even darker. He spoke little, and drank even |ess.
It fell on Sneakabout's shoul ders to keep Lord Deverell's party jolly and
exuberant, which he did by reciting halfling stories and poens. Finally, two
hours later, Lord Deverell drank one ale too nany and slunped into his chair,
unconsci ous.

The six Cornyrian officers who had outl asted their commander breathed sighs of
relief and stood. G unbling about the |ateness of the hour, they picked up the
| ord commander and went to put himto bed. Fromtheir inpatient attitude, the
hal fl1ing guessed that sinmilar duties fell on their shoulders with too great a
frequency for their liking.

After seeing Kelemvor to his roomon the tower's third floor, Sneakabout went
down to the second floor and peeked in on M dnight and Adon. Both were

sl eepi ng soundly, so he began an investigation of the keep tower.

VWhile the halfling explored, Adon drifted through the night in the msts of a
sl eep as deep and peaceful as he could renenber. Though the cleric had not
realized it until leaving Lord Deverell's table, the previous two days of
riding had truly exhausted him He had coll apsed into bed wi thout undressing.
But Adon had not forgotten the five m ssing guards or the danger that pursued
their company, and part of his nmind remained alert. So when he suddenly found
hi nsel f conpletely awake with the dimmenory of hearing a scream he did not
doubt for an instant that sonething was wong. Hi s first thought was that

Bhaal had come for the tablet. The cleric slipped his hand beneath the straw
mattress and felt the reassuring texture of the |eather saddl ebag.

Adon | ay motionless, listening for another scream The only sounds were his
own pani cked breath and the patter of rain on the shutters. For another thirty
seconds, nothing stirred in the black room Adon began to suspect he had
dreaned the screamand silently chuckled to hinmself. It had been a long tine
since he'd been afraid of the dark

He picked up the saddl ebags



But Adon knew better than to feel silly for being frightened. Bhaal was on
their trail, and fromthe Lord of Murder, there was only one protection: the
bl essi ng of another god. Adon could no | onger provide that protection, and he
worried for an instant that it had been wong to turn away from Sune Firehair.
The cleric caressed the ugly scar beneath his eye. Certainly, it had been
wrong to turn away because she hadn't renoved the blemish. In a tinme of so
much strife, it had been selfish to expect her to repair his nmarred visage.
Adon coul d accept that fact now, just as he accepted the inperfection

What he coul d not accept, however, was the gods' indifference to their

wor shi pers. Since his youth, he had venerated Sune, believing the goddess
woul d watch over himin return for his dedication. Wen she had allowed himto
be scarred, Adon had fallen into a deep despair, realizing Sune cared little
about her worshipers. Recovering fromthat disappointnment had been a sl ow and
t edi ous process. H s confidence and will to live had returned only when he'd
turned his devotion to his fell ow man.

But this newfound devotion had not renewed the cleric's faith in Sune. In
fact, the nore dedicated to other nmen he becanme, the nore Adon resented
Sune—and all the gods—for abusing the faith of their nortal worshipers.
Unfortunately, it had been faith in Sune that supplied Adon with clerica
abilities. No matter how deeply felt or sincere, devotion to fell ow nman woul d
never restore those powers. CGods were magi cal, supernatural, and, for reasons
of their own, they rewarded fervent belief in their existence with the barest
fraction of their power.

The door to the stairwell creaked open, abruptly ending Adon's reflections. A
sliver of yellow light slipped into the room Wtching the partially opened
door, Adon reached for his mace and put his feet on the floor

As the cleric stood, a black shadow fl ew out of the doorway, striking his face
with a cold weight. Shrieking in surprise, Adon fell back onto the bed
"Quiet!" Sneakabout hissed. "Put that on."

Adon angrily peeled the mail shirt fromhis head, then slipped into it.
"What ' s happeni ng?" he asked.

But Sneakabout, who had spent the |last three hours exam ning every trap in the
keep tower, had already di sappeared. As the halfling reached the bottom of the
stairs, the doors to the banquet hall opened. Six Cornyrian guards rushed into
the room carrying torches and weapons.

"Jalur, help me bar the doors!" ordered the sergeant, waving his drawn sword
at the entrance. "Kiel, Mkare, and you others—+to the stairwell!"

Surprised at how quickly the Cormyrians had retreated into the keep, the

hal fling crept toward the kitchen. H's destination was the roomdirectly bel ow
Adon's, the steward's office. Unfortunately, the office was | ocked and
Sneakabout woul d have to pick the lock or find a key. Then he would have to
rearrange the furniture so he could reach the crank. It would take tine—tine
he m ght not have. The halfling had no idea what it was that the guards were
fighting, but he knew that it had torn through themw th frightening speed.
The guards knew little nore about their opponent than Sneakabout. Orel had
seen somet hing crawm down a dark corner of the inner wall. A nonment later, a
tim d-1ooking man had stepped out of the shadows and wal ked nonchal antly to
the keep's entrance. Orel and another guard had stepped out of the foyer to
chal l enge him He had knocked their hal berds aside, then slipped a dagger out
of his sleeve and killed themboth with a single, |long slash.

A third guard had yelled an alarm which had also proven fatal. The stranger
had thrown a dagger through the guard's throat, silencing himin mdscream
Fitch, the sergeant, had ordered the survivors to retreat inside. He felt
foolish for running froma |one attacker, but the snooth efficiency with which
the man killed I eft no doubt that he was no ordi nary assassin. Because their
assignment was to protect the keep tower, Fitch thought it w sest to retreat
and bar the door, then send a man to call for help.

H s strategy didn't work. The doors were thick and heavy, designed for
strength instead of maneuverability. As the sergeant and a guard pushed them
into place, the stranger stepped out of the foyer. The guard died an instant



later, the attacker's fingers wapped around his |arynx.

Brandi shing his sword, Sergeant Fitch yelled his last order to the nen on the
stairs. "In Azoun's nane, keep himdownstairs!"

On the second floor, Adon heard the sounds of a brief scuffle, which was
followed by a few words he could not understand. A flickering torch lit the

| andi ng that separated his roomfrom M dni ght's. Her door was al so ajar, but

t he chamber was too dark for himto see inside. The magi c-user m ght be there,
or she m ght have already fled.

Tb Adon's left, the stairs descended in a gentle, clockw se spiral. Five feet
down, another torch hung in a sconce, casting its dingy |ight upon the cold
stone steps. Wiere the stairwell curved out of sight, the shadows of four
Cornmyr-ians were retreating up the stairs. Each sil houette held a pol earm
Judgi ng fromthe shadows, it appeared a single nman was pursuing them One of
the Cormyrian sil houettes lunged. A flurry of activity foll owed, then a weak
chuckle rolled up the stairs. An instant later, a nman screamed in agony.

The other three guards retreated another step. Their chain-mail ed backs were
visible to Adon now, but the attacker renained unseen. Adon could not believe
a single man pressed so fiercely, but the shadow appeared to be nothing nore.
The cleric had no doubt that the nysterious attacker had cone for the tablet.
He went to the w ndow inside his roomand opened the shutters. An icy, driving

rain struck himfull in the face. Di sm ssing any thought of the storm Adon
propped the tablet in the window If necessary, he would shove the tablet out
the window rather than let it fall into an eneny's hands. Wth any |uck, one

of Deverell's men would pick it up at the tower's base and fl ee.

When Adon returned to the door, clutching his nace, only two guards renai ned.
They stood on the second fl oor |anding, facing their attacker despite the
terror in their faces. Two steps bel ow t hem stood the nysterious assassin.
When Adon saw the little nman, he could not help but be puzzled by the
Cornyrians' fear.

The man stood no taller than five and a half feet, and had a slight build. H's
bal d head was tattooed with swirls of green and red, but that was the only
thi ng about himthat was even renotely frightening. Fromthe stranger's

appr ehensi ve brow hung a timd nose, with nervous, bul ging eyes on either
side. The only prom nent features on the entire face were two flapiike ears
and a set of buckteeth. The face was the kind that made Adon thankful for his
own good | ooks, scar and all. The nman's body had been allowed to wither into a
gaunt bag of bones held together by sinew and w |l power alone. Small gouges
and cuts covered himfromhead to toe.

"What's wrong?" Adon demanded. "Stop him"

One of the Cornyrians glanced in the cleric's direction. "You try it—or get
out of the way!"

A cl anor arose outside the tower as word spread that the keep was under
attack. The tattoo-headed nman turned to listen for an instant, then calmy
returned his gaze to the two guards in front of him The stranger stepped
forward, slapping their hal berds aside as if the weapons were no nore than
sti cks.

"Cet back!" screaned the second Cornyrian, kicking at the bald man.

The guard's boot caught the stranger square in the forehead. The bl ow shoul d

have sent himtunbling down the stairwell, but the tattooed head sinply rocked
back. Then the little man growl ed and, nmoving w th astoundi ng speed and grace,
struck the offending leg and broke it. The guard screanmed and fell, his head

striking a stone step with a sickening thunp.

Adon suddenly knew why the guards had not stopped the attacker. The little man
was an avatar.

"Bhaal !'" Adon gasped, unconsciously lifting his nace.

The avatar turned toward the cleric and drew his thin lips back in an

acknow edgi ng snile.

A wave of fear washed over Adon, and he could not force it away. Wen he had
faced the god Bane in similar circunmstances, Adon had had his faith to
strengthen him Death had not been frightening then, for he had believed that



dying in Sune's service was a high honor that would bring a great reward in
the afterlife.

There were no such guarantees now. Adon had abandoned the goddess, and if he
di ed, only endl ess despair and not hi ngness would foll ow. Wrse, there would be
nobody to set the matter straight. Bhaal would take the tablet and plunge
manki nd i nto darkness and mi sery.

The | ast guard dropped his hal berd and drew his sword. He crouched into a
fighting stance and slowy traced a defensive pattern in the air.

Still two steps below the [ anding, Bhaal turned his attention back to the
guar d.

The Cormyrian hazarded a gl ance at Adon. "Are you with ne?"

Adon swal | owed. "Aye," he said. The cleric stepped out of his roomand stood
over the guard who had fallen a nonent earlier

The remaining live soldier shifted to the other side of the |anding, then

rai sed his sword. The guard was deliberately giving the god an openi ng so Adon
coul d attack

Heedl ess of the trap, Bhaal stepped forward, and Adon swung his nmace at the
avatar's head. The god easily ducked the blow Before the Cornyrian could

sl ash, however, the Lord of Murder punched himin the abdonmen. The man barely
retai ned his bal ance and stunbl ed back on the | andi ng. Bhaal now stood next to
Adon.

Staring the avatar in the eyes, Adon brought his mace into a guarding
position. The Cornyrian staggered a step forward and lifted his sword, too.
"What now?" the guard asked, gasping for breath.

"Attack!" Adon yell ed.

The Cormyrian obliged with a vicious overhead sl ash. Bhaal sidestepped it
easily, moving backward toward M dni ght's chanber.

The magi c-user's door flew open. M dnight stood in the entrance to her room
dagger in hand. She had been watching the battle in silence, cursing the |oss
of her spellbook and waiting for an opportunity to strike. Finally, it had
cone. She thrust the blade into the avatar's back

Bhaal 's eyes widened in surprise. He started to turn, and Adon sei zed the
chance for an easy attack, smashing his mace into the avatar's ribs. The god's
knees buckl ed and he tunbl ed down the stairs, roaring in a rage.

The avatar canme to rest six steps down, M dnight's dagger still planted in his
back.

"I's he dead?" M dni ght asked.

Bhaal rose and glared at the magi c-user, cursing in a | anguage no human coul d
duplicate. Wthout paying any attention to his wounds, the Lord of Murder
junped for the |anding.

The Cormyrian yelled and | eaped to neet the avatar, blade flashing. Bhaal net
the guard in midair, blocking the soldier's sword armwi th a bone-crunching
bl ow and simultaneously driving his fingers into the nman's throat. The avatar
reached the landing with the guard's gasping body in his hands, then dropped
the corpse down the stairs without a second thought.

It was then that Adon understood. Nothing they could do would stop the avatar
Bhaal was animating the body with his own life force.

The tramp of boots and a chorus of yells announced that reinforcenents had
entered the keep tower.

"Run, Mdnight!" Adon yelled. "We can't kill him"

The cleric turned toward his own room intending to shove the tablet out the
wi ndow. Bhaal grinned, then turned toward M dnight.

"Adon!" the magic-user screaned. "Wat are you doi ng?" She could not believe
her friend woul d desert her

M dni ght's cry brought Adon back to his senses. In his concern to protect the
tabl et, he had forgotten she was defensel ess. He turned and hefted his nace,
finding Bhaal's back to him It was as good a chance as he'd ever have.

Adon brought the mace down hard on the back of Bhaal's head. Bone splintered
beneat h t he weapon. The surprised avatar teetered and stumbl ed, and Adon

t hought for a nonment the god might actually fall



Bhaal lifted a hand and felt the wound. H s fingers cane away bl oody. Wt hout
so nmuch as turning around, he kicked backward, catching the cleric in the
ribs. Adon flew into his chanmber, crashed into his bed, then crunpled to the
floor gasping for breath and wonderi ng how he woul d ever pick hinmself up

Adon felt the floor trenble faintly, then nmetal screeched against netal. He
had no i dea what could be causing the strange noise and vibration

"What' s happeni ng down there?" Kelenmvor yelled fromup the stairway. Hi s voice
was hoarse with groggi ness.

Bhaal | ooked up the stairs, his head little nore than a bl oody pul p.

"By "formis mailed fist!" Kel emvor cursed, descending the keep's stairs with
heavy, unsteady steps. "Wat are you, | wonder?"

Bhaal turned back to the magi c-user, apparently unconcerned with the warrior.
Heart pounding with fear, M dnight held on to her door for support while
searching her mnd for a way to defend herself w thout a weapon

A mghty roar echoed fromthe walls. Kelenmvor flewinto view, swinging his
sword in a mghty arc. Bhaal dropped his shoulder, letting the fighter |and on
hi s back, then stood up and catapulted the warrior down the stairwell.

Kel eravor flashed out of Aden's sight as quickly as he had entered it.

A series of thunps and curses announced that the Cor-nyrian reinforcenents had
broken the fighter's fall—and that they woul d be del ayed even further. Adon
forced hinself to stand, his breath comng in short, painful gasps. H's
doorway was aligned directly opposite Mdnight's, and he could see Bhaa

sl ow y advanci ng on the mmgi c-user

M dni ght renai ned notionl ess as the Lord of Murder noved toward her. She had

t hought of a way to delay Bhaal, but it depended upon surprise. Wen the god
reached the threshold to her room she slamed the door, using its bulk as a
weapon.

The nove did catch Bhaal by surprise, and the heavy door hit himsquarely in
the face. The avatar stunbl ed back two steps, then M dnight pushed the door
shut, slid the bolt into place, and braced her body against it. The tactic
woul d not hold the Lord of Murder for long, but it might allow her tine to

t hi nk of something better

Bhaal stood in the nmiddle of the I anding and stared at the cl osed door,
venting his anger in a stream of guttural curses.

Adon coul d easily understand how M dni ght's nmove had stunned the evil god, for
it had certainly astoni shed him Wat he could not understand, however, was
why Bhaal was concentrating so intently on her. Perhaps the god assuned t hat
she carried the tablet, or, not realizing that her spellbook was |ost, feared
her magi c nore than Adon's mace. Whatever the reason, the cleric decided to

t ake advantage of the situation

Adon stepped into his own doorway. Six feet down the stairs, Kelemvor and

ei ght Cornyrians lay in a heap, dazed and groani ng.

As the cleric raised his mace, the fl oor vibrated beneath his feet again, and
faint netallic clinks echoed around the |anding. Though he coul d not i magi ne
what caused them Adon shrugged off the strange vibrations and prepared to
attack.

In the same instant, Bhaal rushed forward and ki cked M dnight's door. The bolt
snapped of f and the door flew open, sending the magic-user spraw ing.

Adon m ssed Bhaal's head and his mace struck the floor with a hollow cl ang.
Two stones fell out of the landing. The cleric stepped back into the doorway
to his roomand frowned at the hole in astonishnment.

Bhaal turned to face Adon, the avatar's face betraying irritation. Then the
entire | anding collapsed, carrying the Lord of Mirder and the body of one
fallen guard with it. The | anding crashed onto the first floor with a
deafening clatter. O ouds of dust billowed up out the newy opened pit.

M dni ght craw ed back to her doorway, and, for a nmonent, both she and Adon
stared down into the hole. When the air finally cleared, they both saw that
Bhaal 's crunpled formlay in the rubble, its neck cocked at a severe angle and
obvi ously broken. The small body, spraw ed and tw sted, had been crushed in a
dozen pl aces.



But the avatar's eyes renmi ned opened, and they were staring at Adon with
deliberate wath. The god curled first his left hand into a fist, then his

ri ght.

M dni ght gasped, unable to believe the avatar still I|ived.

"What does it take to kill you?" Adon cried.

As if in answer, Sneakabout stuck his head out of a hole belowthe cleric's
doorway. It was where the beam supporting the |anding shoul d have been

"That didn't do it?" the halfling asked. "Wat have you dragged nme into?"
"\What happened?" M dni ght asked, still staring in wonder at the coll apsed

| andi ng.

"It was a trap," Sneakabout noted casually. "A last |line of defense. The
landings in this tower are designed to collapse, in case the keep is breached
and the residents need to sl ow down pursuit while they retreat to the roof."
As the halfling spoke, Bhaal drew a knee up to his chest, then propped hinself
into a sitting position.

"Never mnd," Adon said, pointing at the avatar

Sneakabout gestured at the top of Aden's doorway. "There's a crank behind the
door!" he cried, waving his hand for enphasis. "Turn it!"

The cleric stepped behind the door. The crank was where Sneakabout said it
woul d be. The cleric began turning it. Aterrible, rusty screech filled the
room The beam overhead—the one that supported the Ianding on the third

fl oor -began novi ng.

"Hurry!" Sneakabout screaned.

M dni ght backed away from her door, sensing it mght be wiser to be conpletely
i nsi de her roomwhen the landing fell.

Adon cranked harder. The supportive beanms slowy w thdrew, and a stone dropped
out of the landing. Then two nore dropped. Then a dozen. Finally, the whole
thing crashed down, falling through the hole where the second floor |anding
shoul d have been

Sneakabout poked his head out of his hole again, and M dnight craw ed to | ook
out her doorway. The Cormyrian reinforcements finally reached the second
floor, Kelenmvor stunbling al ong behind them Everybody peered through the hole
and stared at the rubble on the first floor

"Is he dead?" Sneakabout asked.

Adon shook his head. "No. When a god's avatar dies, the destruction is

i mrense. "

"A god!" Sneakabout gasped, nearly tunbling out of his hole.

Adon nodded. "Cyric wasn't lying. Bhaal is chasing us." The cleric paused and
pointed at the rubble. "That's him"

As if in response to Adon's revel ation, the dust clouds cleared, Bhaal |ay
buri ed under a small pile of rock, a hand and foot protruding from beneath the
st ones.

"He | ooks dead to ne," Sneakabout decl ared.

The hand twitched, then it pushed a stone away.

M dni ght gasped. "If we can't kill him" she said, |ooking to Adon, "isn't
there sonme way to inprison hin®"

Adon frowned and cl osed his eyes, searching his nenory for some trap that

m ght hold a god. Finally, he shook his head, "Not that |I know of."

The hand pushed anot her stone away.

"To the first floor, nmen," ordered the Cornyrian sergeant.

"Quick, before he frees hinself!" Kel emvor added, turning and | eading the way
down the stairs—to die in a hopeless fight, Adon thought.

"Perhaps we shoul d | eave now, " Sneakabout offered weakly.

M dni ght was not listening. As soon as she had suggested inprisoning Bhaal, a
spel | unlike anything she had ever studied had formed in her mind

The mage went back into her room and runmaged through her cloak, then energed
with two balls of clay and some water. After soaking the first ball in water,
M dni ght crunbled it between her fingers and sprinkled it over the pile of
rubbl e bel ow.

"\What are you doi ng?" Snheakabout asked, watching the bits of nud fall



"Encasing himin stone,"” M dnight explained calmMy. She continued crunbling

the cl ay.
"Magi cal | y?" Adon asked.
"OfF course—do | look Iike a stonesmth to you?"

"What if you miscast it?" Adon objected. "You might bring the tower down
around our ears!"

M dni ght frowned. The spell's appearance had excited her so much that she
hadn't considered the possibility of it going awy.

Bhaal shoved away several nore stones.

"What do we have to | ose?" M dnight asked. The nagic-user closed her eyes and
focused on her magic. She quickly uttered the chant, crushing the fast of the
first ciay ball.

When she opened her eyes, the rubble had turned to a syrupy, translucent fluid
the color of ale. She had expected nmud, not pine sap, but at |east Bhaal's
mangl ed formremai ned encased. Hi s hateful eyes were focused on M dnight, and
he was struggling to free hinself.

Kel emvor and the Cormyrians charged into view on the first floor, then stopped
at the edge of the golden glob. One tried to stick his sword through the goo
and stab Bhaal, but the syrup gripped his blade and would not release it.
"What's the neaning of this?" the sergeant denanded.

"How are we supposed to attack through that mess?"

"I wouldn't advise attacking at all," Adon replied, "unless you have no ot her
choi ce. "

M dni ght soaked the other clay ball, then began sprinkling it over the yellow
gl ob.

"Just what do you think you're doing?" the sergeant demanded, pointing at
M dni ght's hand with his sword.

Sneakabout replied for the magic-user. "Never mind. By the way, |I'd stand back
if I were you."
M dni ght cl osed her eyes and recited another spell, this one designed to turn

the sticky nmess solid. Wien she finished, the golden fluid began hardening.
The avatar's struggles slowed and conpletely stopped w thin seconds.

The Cormyrian sergeant tapped the yellow glob with his sword. The bl ade chi ned
as if he had tapped granite.

"Where did you |l earn that?" Adon asked.

"It just came to ne," Mdnight replied, her voice weak and tired. "I don't
understand mysel f." She suddenly felt very dizzy, and realized that the spel
had taken nore out of her than she'd expected.

Adon stared at M dnight for a nonent. Each day, it seened the nage | earned
somet hi ng new about her magic. Thinking of his lost clerical powers, he could
not help but feel a tinge of jealousy.

"WIl this hold?" Kel enmvor asked, tapping the glob

Adon | ooked at Bhaal's prison. The liquid had dried into eighteen inches of
clear, crystalline rock. Inside, the avatar continued to stare at M dni ght.

"I hope so," Adon replied, resting his own gaze upon Mdnight's weary face.
San

Despite a fitful night of sleep, Mdnight woke just an hour after dawn.
Slivers of light slipped through the seanms in the wi ndow shutters,
illuminating her roomin eerie green tones. She pulled her cloak on and opened
the wi ndow. Were the sun should have hung was an i mense, multi-faceted eye
simlar to a fly's or spider's. It burned with a radiant green |ight that
turned the entire sky to enmerald and cast a lush gl ow over the gray nountains
around Hi gh Horn

M dni ght blinked and | ooked away. Atop the keep's inner wall, the sentries
marched their routes without paying the eye any attention. The magi c-user
wondered if she were inmagining the thing, but when she | ooked back, the eye
still hung in the sky.

Fasci nated by the magnitude of its hi deousness, M dnight studied the green orb
for several minutes. Finally, she decided her captivation was pointless and

dr essed.



The mage proceeded with the task of dressing slowy, stopping to yawn often
After inprisoning Bhaal, Mdnight had fallen into a restless sleep that did
little to replenish her energy. Though the god's attack had terrified her, the
ride from Eveni ngstar had fatigued the mage to the point where staying awake
had been out of the question

Her sl unber had been short-lived, however. Two guards had cone to |lay planks
over the coll apsed landing, interrupting her rest. Mdnight had spent the next
two hours flinching at H gh Horn's unfaniliar sounds, then finally drifted
into an unsettled sleep that had |lasted until she woke to the green dawn.
Though still drowsy and exhausted, M dnight knew it would be pointless to
return to bed. Sleeping during the day was difficult for her, especially with
the clamor of castle |life outside the wi ndow Besides, the magic-user was
anxious to turn her thoughts to the spell she had used | ast night.

The spell had sinply appeared in Mdnight's nind, which both puzzled and
delighted her. Magic was a rigorous discipline, demandi ng careful and tedious
study. The nystical synbols that a mage inpressed upon her brain when studyi ng
a spell carried power. Casting the spell discharged the power, draining al
menory of the synmbols until the spell was studied again. That was why

M dni ght' s spel | book had been her nost val ued possession

But the stone-to-mud spell had appeared in her mnd wthout study. In fact,
she had never studied it, and had considered it beyond her ability to cast.

Fl ushed with excitenent, M dnight decided to sumopn another spell. If she
could call nystical synmbols at will, the loss of her spell book would be a
trivial —perhaps even | ucky—thing.

She cl osed her eyes and cl eared her m nd. Then, renenbering how Kel envor had
spurned her last night, she tried to trace the synbols for a charmspell into
her brain.

M dni ght did not need to try for | ong, however. Nothing happened, and the

magi c-user i medi ately knew that not hing woul d. She sat down and anal yzed
every detail of the previous night's events. After the collapsed | andi ngs had
failed to kill Bhaal, she had realized their only hope was to inprison the
god—and a nethod for doing so had come to her

But M dni ght couldn't renenber any of the spell's nystical synbols, and
realized that the incantation had come to her in pure, unadulterated form She
puzzl ed over this for several mnutes. In effect, nystical synbols were
spells, for synbols put the spelfcaster in touch with the magi c that powered
her art. It was inpossible to cast a spell w thout using a mnystical synbol.
Wth sudden clarity, M dnight understood what had happened. She had not cast a
spell at all, at |east not as nobst magi c-users thought of one. Instead, she
had tapped the magi c weave directly, shaping its power w thout symbols or
runes.

Her stomach fluttering, M dnight decided to try sumoning the charm spel
again. This time, she concentrated upon the desired effect instead of the
synmbol s associated with it. The power swelled within her and she intuitively
knew how to say the words and make the gestures that would shape the nagic

i nto her charm spell.

M dni ght's hand went to her chest and she ran her fingers over a flat, snmooth
line crossing her collarbone. That was where, just weeks before, the chain of
Mystra's pendant had grafted itself to her chest.

"What have you done to ne?" she asked, |ooking toward the heavens. O course,
no one answered.

As M dni ght contenpl ated the magi ¢ weave in her roomon the second floor, a
dozen hungry Cormyrian officers stood in the banquet roomon the first floor
They had been awaiting the arrival of Lord Deverett, and dawn repast, for over
an hour.

Finally, the lord commander stunbled into the room H's eyes were sunken and
bl oodshot and his skin pallid yellow. H's condition had nothing to do with
Bhaal 's attack of the night before. Lord Deverell had slept through the entire
battl e and knew about it only because his valet had recounted it for him

Al t hough he had drunk I ess ale than Lord Deverell, Kelemor was |ess



accustoned to the potent drink and was in a condition simlar to the lord
conmander's. However, he was still in bed, having earlier inforned a maid that
he woul d not be rising before m dday. Adon, too, remained in bed, finally
resting quietly after a series of dreams involving Bhaal and various forns of
sl ow deat h.

Sneakabout was the only one of the four conpanions present when Lord Conmander
Deverell took his seat. Though any other host night have found the absence of
Sneakabout's friends strange, perhaps even rude, it did not trouble Deverell.
In fact, it made himfeel less guilty about rising so |ate, and these days he
could do with less guilt. The night officers were sure to grunble about his
valet's inability to rouse himlast night, and Deverell couldn't blame them
Lately, there had been too nany occasions for simlar remarks. But he felt he
could not be blanmed for keeping hinself entertained in the forlorn halls of

H gh Horn.

Deverel|l waved the officers and Sneakabout to the table. "Sit," he said
wearily. "Eat."

The of ficers sat without conment. From conversations he'd had earlier, the
hal fl1ing knew that the Cornyrians were in a foul nmpod. Mst had spent the

ni ght on cold ranparts and were anxious to go to bed, though cerenony dictated
they break bread with their lord first.

Servi ng wenches brought out steam ng bowl s of hot cereal. Deverell |ooked at
the gruel and pushed it away in disgust, but Sneakabout dug in with a hearty
appetite. He liked boiled grains nore than roasted nmeat or sweet cake.

A moment | ater, Deverell turned to the halfling. "My steward tells ne you
broke into his office last night."

Sneakabout gul ped down a mout hful of oats. "The need was great, mlord."

"So | hear," Deverell replied, shaking his head sadly. "My thanks for your

qui ck thought."

"Think nothing of it, mlord. It was but gratitude for your hospitality."
Though raised in Black Oaks, Sneakabout had seen the inside of enough pal aces
to know t he nandates of courtesy.

A murmur of approval rippled through the room The lord comuander tried to
smle and inclined his head. "Your words are kind, but | nust apol ogize.

prom sed safe refuge, and ny failure to provide it is a grievous violation of
host duty."

"I't wasn't your fault, Lord Deverell," Mdnight said, stepping into the room
Lord Deverell and the others stood to acknow edge her presence. "Lady

M dni ght," Deverell observed. "You |ook well this norning." Mdnight smled,
appreciating the flattery—though she knew her fatigue showed. The nmgic-user
approached the table, continuing to speak. "You mustn't feel bad on our
account. Qur attacker was Bhaal, Lord of Mirder."

Whi spers rustled round the table. She had just confirmed the runor that had
circul ated through the ranks all night. A few nmen cast nervous gl ances toward
the courtyard, where Bhaal still lay in his anmber prison, but no one made any
comment s.

Sneakabout added, "There was not hing you could do. Nobody coul d have stopped
him"

"But you slowed himdown, friend halfling," Deverell responded, notioning

M dnight to a seat. "Perhaps you should be ny watch captain."

One of the officers, a | anky man nanmed Pell Beresford, frowned. So did

M dnight. In the few days she had known him she had devel oped a fondness for
the hal fling—and the cl everness he had shown in tw ce saving their conpany.
The prospect of parting with himdid not make her happy.

"I know you haven't traveled long with Mdnight and her friends," Lord
Deverell continued, resuming his seat. "If you wish to stay here, ny offer is
serious. | can always use nmen with keen wits."

"You flatter me," Sneakabout said, astonished. Humans rarely offered positions
of authority to hal flings.

M dni ght bit her Iip. If Sneakabout took the offer, she would have to
congratul ate hi mand appear happy.



"I"d like to accept,” the halfling replied, looking into Deverell's blurry
eyes. "But ny path runs with Mdnight's for a while yet."

M dni ght breathed a sigh of relief.

Then, thinking Lord Deverell deserved further explanation, Snheakabout added,
"I"ve certain unfinished business with a Zhentilar band pursuing them"

"Bl ack Gaks," said Pell Beresford, pushing aside his enpty bow .

Sneakabout nodded. "How did you know?"

"Before dawn, forty of your people passed this way. They were trailing a troop
of Zhentilar that one of our patrols chased off during the night."

"No doubt the same Zhentilar that chased you into our company," Lord Deverel
obser ved.

"I must | eave at once!" Sneakabout exclai med, hopping out of his chair. "Where

did they go?"

"Patience," said Lord Deverell. "They undoubtedly fled to the west, and those
| ands belong to the Zhentil ar—+f they belong to anybody. You'll never find the
ones you seek, though plenty of evil will find you. It would be wiser to
forego your vengeance and accept ny offer.”

"If it were only a matter of vengeance, | would," Sneakabout sighed. He neant

what he said. As much as he ached to repay the nmen who destroyed Bl ack Oaks,
he knew t hat no good would cone of trailing theminto the Tun Pl ain.

But Sneakabout had no choice. Wen the Zhentilar had attacked his village,
they had stolen his sword. Now, as evil as it was, he had to steal it back
The thing had a will of its owmm—a will that had | ong doni nated Sneakabout,
forcing himto murder indiscrimnately and often. If the red bl ade's absence
had not been driving himinsane, Sneakabout woul d have been happy to be rid of
t he thing.

But an irrational desire to recover the sword dom nated all of his thoughts
and he had not slept an hour since losing it. Sneakabout knew his synptons
woul d get worse. The sword's previous owner had turned into a raving lunatic—
before dying in a poorly planned attenpt to recover the weapon

The I ord commander, nisinterpreting the desperation in Sneakabout's eyes as
resol ve, said, "Do as your honor dictates. No matter how great ny need, |
can't command you to stay."

Sneakabout bowed to Deverell. "My thanks for your hospitality.” He turned to
M dni ght. "Pl ease say good-bye to Kel envor and Adon for ne."

"Where are you goi ng?" M dni ght denanded, rising to her feet.

"To track down the Zhentilar who destroyed ny village," the haifling answered,
gl ancing at the door anxiously. "As | remenber, you wanted to avoid them"

M dni ght ignored his barbed conment. "You're going to catch your people and
join the war party?" she probed.

"You know they won't have ne," Sneakabout replied testily.

"I'f you go alone, the odds are twenty-to-one," Deverell said. He shook his
head in disbelief.

"Are you mad?" M dni ght added, grabbing the halfling s shoul der

Noticing that the Cornyrian officers were listening to the exchange,
Sneakabout hesitated before replying. Mdnight did not know about the sword's
curse. Nobody did, and he thought it wise to keep it that way. Finally, the
haifling pulled away fromthe magi c-user and snapped, "l've slipped into
better guarded canps."”

"And then what?" M dni ght demanded. "WII you slit twenty throats as the
Zhentil ar sl eep?"

Just one, the haifling thought. He'd done that often enough. But all he said
was, "I nust go."

"You'll be killed!™ Mdnight cried. She clenched her fists, angry at the
l[ittle man's stubbornness.

"Perhaps not," Lord Deverell noted, turning to haifling. "W often send heavy
patrols into the Tun Plain. It's time for another. If you rode with it, you'd
be safe until you caught the zZhentilar who raided your village."

Bef ore Sneakabout could reply, Deverell turned to Mdnight. "The patrol could
al so escort your conpany as far as Yell ow Snake Pass, if you're going that



way. "

Several officers arched their brows, thankful they had been pernmanently
assigned to garrison duty.

"We'd certainly welconme that," M dnight said. She and her conpani ons had not
yet discussed their new route to Water-deep, but she knew both Adon and

Kel emvor woul d agree. They'd been driven so far north that risking the Tun
Pl ai n and Yel |l ow Snake Pass woul d be rmuch easier than going south to join a
car avan.

"Good," Deverell said wearily. "I'Il have the quartermaster assenble a few
supplies. You'll need nountain ponies, cold weather gear, spare weapons, rope,
a map. . "

Cyric sat huddl ed behind a boul der, a wet cloak drawn over his shoul ders. To
all sides, white-streaked peaks eclipsed the horizon, scraping their jagged
snout s agai nst the sky's gray belly. Cyric's nmen were canped on the only fl at
space visible for mles, a field of nan-sized rocks at the base of a towering
cliff. The field ended atop another cliff that overl ooked the road from Hi gh
Hor n

A gentle, cold breeze washed down the valley, carrying with it the sour odor
of skunkweed. Though a few scrappy bushes grew in sheltered pockets, there
wasn't a tree or plant taller than a dwarf in sight.

Dal zhei stood next to Cyric, having just relayed what he thought was a
reasonabl e request fromthe nen.

"They can't build fires," Cyric replied, not that he coul d see where anybody
would find the wood to start one. After a night of icy drizzle, an insect eye
had risen in the sun's place. Though the eye had cast a green light over the
mount ai ns, its rays had | acked warnth, causing nore grunbling anong Cyric's
al ready di sheartened nmen. Mercifully, clouds had finally noved in at nidday
and conceal ed the eye. At |east the day now | ooked like it should be cold.
The chill did not trouble Cyric. Though the water in his canteen was frozen
solid, he could not have been warner if he had been sitting before a roaring
fire. Although the thief did not fully understand the reason for his warnth,
he suspected the red sword had sonmething to do with it.

"We're ill prepared for mountain travel," Dal zhei grunbled, his nose and ears
white fromthe cold. He | ooked toward the west, where eighteen of Cyric's
conpany sat huddled in the rock field. "The nen are frozen and hungry."

One of the Zhentish soldiers |et out an agoni zed wail, as he had every few
m nutes since dawn. The howl s unsettled the horses and put Cyric's nerves on
edge.

"No fires," the hawk-nosed thief repeated. Though his men were freezing, there
could be no fires, for fires created snoke, and snoke was visible for m|les.

"When our spies sight Mdnight and we start noving, the men will warmup."
"That's little confort," Dal zhel replied, rubbing his hands together. "Half
the men will be frozen corpses by then."

"Think!" Cyric snapped. He touched the tip of his sword to a nearby rock

"This is us." The thief noved the tip of his sword a few inches to the east.
"And here is Hi gh Horn. The Cornyrians are over five hundred strong, with
patrols crawling all over."

Dal zhel wi nced at the nention of High Horn. Last night, they had canped a nile
fromthe fortress. A patrol of fifty Cornyrians had surprised them After
losing quite a few of his nen, Cyric had been forced to flee into the
nount ai ns.

The Cormyrians, mounted on sure-footed nmountain ponies, had dogged their trai

t hrough nmost of the night. The enemy patrol had only turned back when Cyric's
band of cutthroats ambushed themin a narrow gorge. The Zhent-ish outl aws had
taken the rest of the night to find the road and their present resting place.
Al ong the way, the Zhentish sergeant, Fane, had broken both his legs in a bad
fall, two horses had stepped off cliffs, and half the nounts had gone | ane
stunbling through the rocky terrain. Though he had originally snickered when
he saw the Cornyrians' riding ponies, Dalzhel would now gladly trade three nen
for a dozen of the sure-footed beasts.



Cyric placed his swordtip north of the spot representing his conpany. "The
Farsea Marshes. Honme to the Lizard People."” He touched the sword to the west.
"Dar khol d, Zhenti-lar stronghold."

"We have nothing to fear fromthat direction, at |least," Dal zhel said.
"Darkhold's forces were decimated in the battles at Shadowdal e and Tantras."
Fane wail ed again, causing the horses to whinny. Both nen glanced in his
direction, then returned to their conversation

"W have plenty to fear from Darkhold,"” Cyric snapped. "Wth his nunbers

deci mated, the garrison commander is

surely sending raiders into the Tun Plain to look for recruits. Don't you
think they'd cone after us?"

Dal zhel reluctantly nodded. "Aye." A puff of steam came out of his nouth with
his voi ce and obscured his face. "W'd be stuck on garrison duty for the rest
of our lives."

"If they didn't recognize us as deserters,” Cyric added.

Dal zhel shivered. "This had better be worth the trouble. Fighting Cornyrians I
can take—but being tortured as a deserter is another nmatter."

"You don't have a choice, do you?" Cyric snarled, irritated. A staggering urge
to kill his lieutenant washed over him He lifted his sword, then realized
what he was doi ng and stopped. The thief closed his eyes and cal med hinself.
"I's somet hing wong?" Dal zhel asked.

Cyric opened his eyes. The anger had faded, but bl oodlust had replaced it—a

bl oodl ust nore powerful and nore sinister than anything the thief had ever
felt. The enotion was not his own, and that nade Cyric truly angry.

"You' d better check on the watch," the hawk-nosed nman grunbl ed, thinking of an
excuse to get Dal zhel out of his sight. "And I et me know the ninute our spies
report from H gh Horn."

Dal zhel obeyed inmredi ately and w t hout question. He had no wish to add to the
tension that was playing over his conmander's face.

Cyric sighed in relief, then laid his sword across his knees. The bl ade had
pal ed and was now beige instead of a healthy red. Pity for the weapon washed
over him

Cyric laughed aloud. Feeling sorry for a sword was no nore his enotion than
the thirst he had felt for Dal zhel's bl ood.

Fane how ed again, sending a shiver of irritation down the thief's spine.

Kill him

Cyric hurled the sword off his knees and watched it clatter to the rocky
ground. The words had come unbidden to his mind in a w spy, fem nine voice.
"You're alive!" Cyric hissed, the cold biting his ears and nose for the first
tine.

The sword remai ned silent.

"Speak to nme!"

H s only answer was Fane's pitiful groan.

Cyric retrieved the sword and inmedi ately grew warm The desire to kill Fane
washed over him but he nade no nove to act on the urge. Instead, the thief
sat back down and laid the sword across his knees agai n.

"I have not decided to kill him" Cyric said, glaring angrily at the weapon.
Before his eyes, the blade began to pale. Hunger and di sappoi ntment crept into
his heart, and the thief found hinmself conpletely absorbed with pangs of
hunger. As the blade grew nore pale, Cyric becane increasingly oblivious to
his environment. By the tine the weapon had turned conpletely white, he was
awar e of nothing el se.

At Cyric's back, a girl's voice said, "I'mhungry."

He stood and spun around. An adol escent girl, perhaps fourteen or fifteen
years old, stood before him She wore a diaphanous red frock that hinted at

ri peni ng womanhood, but which al so betrayed a hal f-dozen protruding ribs and a
stomach distended with starvation. Black satiny hair framed a gaunt face, and
her eyes were sunken with fatigue and desperation

Behi nd her stretched an endl ess white plain. Cyric was standing in a wastel and
as flat as a table and as featureless as the air itself. The boul ders on which



he had been sitting were gone, as were the nmountains that had surrounded him
and even the sword that had been |ying across his knees.

"Where am | ?" Cyric asked

I gnoring his question, the girl dropped to her knees. "Cyric, please help ne,"
she pleaded. "I haven't eaten in days."

The thief didn't need to ask how she knew his nanme. The girl and his sword
were the sane. She had noved himinto a sphere where she coul d di sgui se her
true formand assunme a nore synpathetic one.

"Send nme back!" Cyric denanded.

"Then feed ne."

"Feed you what ?" he asked.

"Feed nme Fane," the girl begged.

Though the plea m ght have shocked M dni ght or Kelemvor, Cyric did not recoi
fromits hideousness. Instead, he frowned, considering her request. Finally,
he shook his head. "No."

"Why not ?" she asked. "Fane neans nothing to you. None of your nen do."
"True," Cyric admitted. "But | decide when they die."

"I"'mweak. If | don't eat, we can't return.”

"Don't lie to me," Cyric warned. An idea occurred to him Wthout taking his
eye off the girl, he turned his attention inward. Perhaps she was nmani pul ati ng
his imagination and he could break free by force of wll.

"I"'mdying!" The girl staggered a few steps and col |l apsed at the thiefs feet.
The girl's scream broke Cyric's concentration. They renmained in the wastel and.
The young girl's skin had turned gray and doughy, and it truly | ooked as

t hough she woul d perish. "Then, good-bye," Cyric said.

The girl's eyes gl azed over. "Please. Have nmercy on ne."

"No," the thief growl ed, returning her gaze with a cold stare. "Absolutely
not . "

What ever the sword's true nature, there was no doubt it was evil and
mani pul ative. Cyric knew that to give in to its plea was to becone its
servant.

The girl buried her head in her arms and began to sob. Cyric ignored her and

| ooked at his feet, trying to visualize the junbled, gray rocks upon which he
had been sitting. Wen that didn't work, he turned his gaze to the sky, trying
to see the soft, curved lines of clouds in the barren bow above.

The sky remmined a white void.

Cyric stared at the horizon, searching for the towering peaks that had
encircled himjust mnutes ago. They were gone.

As if reading his mnd, the girl said, "Disbelief won't save you." Her voice
had grown deeper, nore sultry and mature.

Cyric | ooked at her. She had become a woman, her red frock now clinging to a
full, round figure. As he watched, the void upon which she lay fornmed itself
into a white bed and lifted her off the ground.

"You're in nmy world now," the woman purred. "And it's as real as your own."
Cyric didn't know whether to believe her or not, but he realized that it made
no di fference. Whether she had truly transported himor was only playing ganmes
with his mnd, he could not |eave this place on his own. He had to force her
to return him

"I"myours," the woman cooed.

Despite the dark circles beneath her eyes, she was vol uptuous, and Cyric m ght
have been tenpted had he not known that she was trying to lure himinto

servi tude.

"Every gift has a cost," the thief said. "Wat is the price of yours?"

The wonman tried to redirect the conversation. "I'll keep you warm when ot hers
are cold. Wen you' re wounded, 1'll nake you well. In battle, I'll give you
the strength to prevail."

Her promi ses interested Cyric, for he would need magic in the days to cone.
Still, he resisted his desire to go to the bed. "What do you want in return?"
"No nore than any woman wants from her man," she replied.

Cyric did not respond. The meaning of such a statenent could easily be



twisted. He was determined to nmaster the sword, not be indentured to it

t hrough sone vague covenant.

"Let's be nore specific," he said coldly. "Ill feed you only when and where it
pl eases ne. In return, you'll serve nme as your master."

"What ?" the woman screaned. She twi sted her face into a grotesque nask of

rage. "You dare to suggest that | becone your slave?"

"That's your only choice," Cyric replied. "Serve me or starve."

"You're the one who'll starve!" she snarled, baring two |ong fangs.

A crash sounded behind Cyric and he spun around. A dirty gray wall stood where
nmonents before there had been nothing. Then another wall slammed into place on
his right, and a third to his left. The thief turned around again, just as the
fourth wall and a ceiling appeared. The floor turned hard and dirty, and the
thi ef suddenly found hinself standing in a prison

Beneat h her bl ood-col ored robe, the wonan's body had withered into a grotesque
and frightening parody of womanhood. Her sunken eyes had grown cold with
hatred and malice. A pair of silvery nanacl es appeared in her hand. She
stepped toward Cyric. "G ve nme Fane."

Wth her sinewy nmuscles and clawike fingers, the wonan | ooked as t hough she
coul d di senmbowel Cyric in seconds. But he didn't retreat or show fear. To back
away was to surrender, to become her slave—and he was determined to rot in

t he foul est dungeon before serving someone besi des hinself.

"I want Fane!" the woman hi ssed, opening a shackl e.

As the hag reached for his arm Cyric punched her with all his strength. The
bl ow connected squarely with her jaw. She staggered two steps back, her nouth
agape in astoni shnent. He struck again. This tine, the woman caught his fist
in her open hand, stopping it in mdair.

"Fool!" Wth her free hand, she cl osed one shackle over the thief's wist.
"You'll pay for that!"

Cyric slamed his other fist into the woman's head, surprising her once again.
She rel eased the manacl es and stunbl ed away, puzzl ement showi ng on her face.

"I can kill you," she gasped, as if surprised that she had to nmention that
fact.

"I'f you want to starve!" Cyric replied. He began twirling the chain hanging
fromhis wist. Wth nearly two feet of steel |inks between shackl es, the
manacl es made a serviceabl e weapon. "Return us to Faerun,"” he ordered.

The woman sneered at him "Not until you feed ne."

"Then we'll both die," Cyric told her flatly.

He swung the chain. The hag barely nanaged to duck the attack

"Stop!" she hissed. Her expression was a m xture of disbelief and fear. It had
never occurred to her that, despite being marooned, the thief would attack
Cyric did not stop. He swng the chain again, but it suddenly di sappeared from
his hand. Wthout an instant's pause, he stepped forward and punched the
worman' s chin. She took the blow with a painful grunt and fell on her back
"You're minel" Cyric yelled. "Do as | say!"

Instead of replying, she swept her feet at his ankles, knocking his legs from
beneath him He dropped to the floor, landing on his shoulders with jarring
abr upt ness.

The wonman sprang to her feet and | eaped at Cyric. He rolled to his left, and
her claws raked his back. He came up on his knees, facing the gruesonme woman
eye-to-eye. She brought her el bow across his chin, snapping his head back

But Cyric didn't aliow hinmself to fall unconscious, and he did not retreat. If
he wanted to be the sword's master, he could not shrink fromfacing the
weapon's spirit in its nost hideous form He grinned and smashed his fist into
her tenmple, then imredi ately stood and slipped his other arm across her neck.
The wonman ranmed her fist into Cyric's ribs, driving his breath away.
Nevert hel ess, the thief slipped around behind her, |ocking his hands together
Wth all his strength, he pulled his forearm across her throat.

The hag's face turned white and she snarled, then clutched at the thief's arm
with her spindly fingers. Cyric pulled harder. Her claws ripped deep grooves
into his arns.



When Cyric still did not release her, the wonan stopped clawi ng at his arns.
Instead, she tried to slash at his eyes, but he pulled his head away. Then
stiffening her fingers like fork tines, she tried to reach behind her back and
drive her fingers into his rib cage. By then, however, she was too weak and
the attack did little damage.

"Take us back!" Cvric ordered. "Take us back or | swear I'll kill you now"
The hag's arns fell linp, but Cyric maintained his choke-hold. After a tine,

t he woman's body went slack and her head drooped onto her shoul der. Her eyes
had rolled up into their sockets. After a few nore nonents, the outlines of
the wonan's face began to soften, and it became a white snear.

"Take us back!" Cyric said again, this time subdued. AH he could see before
himwas a white bl ur.

"Sir, are you feeling well?"

Cyric |l ooked toward the voice and saw that the speaker was Shepard, one of his
Zhentil ar. Behind Shepard stood another five nmen, their faces winkled in
concer n.

"I"mback!" Cyric gasped. It was true. He stood at the side of a boul der

hol ding his short sword in his hand. The bl ade was as pale as ivory.

"Beggi ng your pardon, sir, but did you go sonewhere?" Shepard asked. For the
| ast m nute, he and the others had been watching Cyric talk to hinmself and
westle with his short sword. Sone of the nmen—Shepard incl uded—were begi nni ng
to suspect their comander had | ost his mnd.

Cyric shook his head to clear it. The fight could not have been an illusion
Everything had felt so real

When Cyric didn't reply, Shepard suggested, "Perhaps the cold—=

"I mwarm enough!" Cyric responded testily. "Do you know the penalty for
approaching ne without |eave?" He did not know how to explain what had
happened, and thought it better not to try.

"Aye, Lord," Shepard replied. "But—

"Leave ne, before | decide to enforce it!" Cyric ordered.

The nmen behi nd Shepard breathed a sigh of relief and began drifting away.
Their commander's petul ance had convinced them he had returned to nornmal.
After glaring resentfully at Cyric for a monent, Shepard bowed his head. "As
you wi sh, sir. But |I'd have Dafzhel | ook at those scratches if | were you." He
turned and left.

Cyric looked at his forearns and saw that they were striped with cuts. He
smled. "I won!" he whispered. "The sword is nine."

The thief sheathed his weapon, then sat down. He pressed his cloak over his
wounds and passed the tine by listening to Fane's screans. They no | onger
seened as irritating as they once had.

An hour | ater, Dal zhel scranbled through the boul der field and approached. He
| ooked al armed. "The spies have returned from H gh Horn," he reported. Though
he noticed the scratches on Cyric's arms, he wasted no time by aski ng about

t hem

Cyric stood. "And?"

"The wonman and her conpanions are riding this way."

"Set up an anbush," Cyric said sharply.

Dal zhel held up his hand. "There's nore. They ride with fifty Cornyrians."
Cyric cursed. His twenty men were no match for a patrol of that size. "The
Cornyrians will break off eventually. W'Ill have to trail the patrol."

Dal zhel shook his head. "They're watching their back trail. They don't want to
be foll owed. "

"Then we'll ride ahead and use scouts to watch them from an advanced
position."

Dal zhel smiled. "Aye. They won't be expecting that."

"Then prepare the nmen," Cyric said, pulling his blood-soaked cl oak over his
shoul ders.

Dal zhel did not turn to obey. "One nore thing."

"What ?" Cyric demanded angrily, picking up his saddl ebags.

"The | ookout on the road saw forty halflings ride past this norning. They



m ssed us, but he thought they were |ooking for our trail."

"Hal flings?" Cyric asked incredul ously.

"Aye. They're about half a day ahead of us. There's no telling when they'l
realize they mssed us and circle back."

Cyric cursed. He did not l|ike being trapped between the halflings and the
Cornyrians. The halflings he could handl e, but an engagement wi th them woul d
attract too nuch attention

Fane |l et out a bloodcurdling scream It echoed off the mountains and caused
both nen to wince. Gven the Cornyrians and the hal flings, it was obvious they
woul d have to do sonething to keep the wounded man silent.

""lbnight," Cyric said slyly, ignoring Fane for the nmoment, "send a few nen
ahead to lay a false trail. Steer the halflings toward our friends in

Dar khol d. "

Dal zhel grinned. "That's why you're the general. But what about—=

"Fane?" Cyric interrupted. A crooked smile on his lips, the thief went over to
t he wounded sergeant and chased away the attendants.

Dal zhel followed, then asked, "Wat are you doi ng?"

"He can't ride," Cyric responded, drawing his sword. "Even if he could, he'd
gi ve away our position. Cover his mouth.”

Dal zhel frowned. He did not like the idea of killing one of his own nen.

"Do it!" Cyric ordered.

The |ieutenant obeyed automatically and Cyric plunged his pale sword into the
injured man's breast. Fane struggled only briefly, biting Dalzhel's hand as he
tried to cry out. A nonent later, when Cyric pulled the blade fromthe wound
and cleaned it, the weapon's rosy luster had returned.

Sneakabout stopped his pony and scanned the plain. Nothing | ay ahead but an
undul ati ng sea of pale green grass. The day was a clear one, so the halfling
could see their destination, the Sunset Muntains, to the northwest. The range
was so distant it |ooked |like a reddish cloud on the horizon.

As the halfling studied the mountains, the tall prairie grass at his nount's
feet began hissing and withing |like snakes. The pony whinnied and stonped its
hooves, displeased with the pause. Since norning, the grass had clutched at

t he horses' knees whenever their |egs weren't noving.

I gnoring the disconfort this |atest chaos caused his mount, Sneakabout dropped
hi s gaze and searched the nearby ground for signs of other riders. The
squirmng grass made it difficult to see, but the halfling didn't consider

di smounting for a closer |ook. The grass stood three feet high, and he had no
desire to test his strength against its tangles. Despite this difficulty,
Sneakabout spotted a dozen clunps of earth that passing horses had kicked up
Radnor, a Cornyrian ranger with deep blue eyes, rode up and joi ned Sneakabout.
Though initially hesitant to accept the halfling's help in scouting ahead of
the patrol, Radnor was now glad that he had. The small nan was experienced in
trail lore, with senses as sharp as any Radnor had ever seen. Gven the task
he'd been assi gned, the ranger could use sone help.

Radnor's job was to keep the patrol undetected as it passed through the Tun
Plain, the prairie between the Sun-

set and Dragonj aw Mountains. Located in the gap of control between Darkhol d
and H gh Horn, the plain was a no man's |land both fortresses tried to

dom nate. High Horn did this by regularly sending heavy patrols into the

pl ai n.

Dar khol d exerted its influence through puppet lords, roving bandits, and other
nef ari ous agents. So, whenever a Cornyrian patrol encountered soneone on the
pl ain, the captain never knew if he was neeting a Zhentarini agent or not.
Normal ly, a patrol's mssion was to search out and interrogate suspicious
characlers. Bul Captain Lunt, the |eader of this company, was adopting a
different strategy. Because his orders were to penetrate clear to Yell ow Snake
Pass, which was near Darkhold, Lunt had charged Radnor with avoiding the
plain's residents altogether

So far, Radnor had done his job adnmirably. The patrol that left H gh Horn five



days ago, crossing the River Tun two days ago, and still it remained
undet ect ed.

"What signs, friend halfling:'" Radnor asked. Like Sneakabout's pony, the
ranger's nount snorted and stonped at the grass.

Sneakabout pointed at the overturned earth. "Another group riding toward
Darkhold. 1'd guess no nore than twenty, nounted on chargers."

This was the tenth set of tracks they had crossed goi ng toward Darkhol d, but
neither man comrented on it. Instead, Radnor asked, "Wy chargers?"

Sneakabout smled. He al ways enjoyed showi ng off his scouting skills. "The
gait is too long for ponies, the line is disorderly. The horses are spirited,
so the riders give themplenty of head. Draft horses plod, chargers dart."
Radnor | eaned forward in his saddl e and studi ed the earthen clunps. "Yes, so
see. "

The hal fling' s pony nickered angrily. It sidestepped away from Radnor
uprooting several tufts of grass wapped about its legs. The two scouts took
the hint and let their ponies walk while they spoke.

"Anything to the north?" Sneakabout asked.

"A caravan passed two or three days ago."

Sneakahout frowned. "Any tracks fromthose | ane horses's"

Radnor shook his head. "Just oxen pulling wagons."

The halfling's interest in the | ane horses aroused the ranger's curiosity, but
he did not bother seeking an expl anation. Sneakabout had al ready di smi ssed two
inquiries with superficial answers.

What Sneakabout woul d not reveal was that the | ame horses belonged to Cvric's
rai ders. The hal fling knew this because, while scouting alone shortly after

| eaving Hi gh Horn, he had found their hastily abandoned canp. There were a | ot
of scuffed rocks where horses had banged their hooves, and |l anme tracks had |ed
away fromthe canp. Cvric's nen had left little el se behind: a few crunbs of
uneaten food and the bl oodl ess body of an injured conmpanion. To Sneakabout,

t he body confirmed that someone in Cvric's conpany had taken his sword-he knew
of no other weapon that drank bl ood.

The hal fling had not reported his find, for the captain's order to avoid
contact had angered him Lord Deverell had suggested Sneakabout ride with the
patrol in the hope of engaging the men who had raided his village. But upon

| eaving High Horn, the patrol captain, concerned only with reaching Yellow
Snake Pass, had issued the command contradicting Deverell's prom se. The

hal fling was determ ned to force Lunt to keep the |lord commnder's word, even
if it meant leading the patrol into the niddle of Cvric's canp.

Two days after |eaving H gh Horn, the halfling had found a broken woonera
cord. This he did report to Radnor. The cord neant that his fell ows were al so
| ooking for Cyric. For their sake and his, Sneakabout wanted to find the
Zhentish thief first. The halfling couldn't kill all of Cvric's men, but at

| east he could kiil the one with his sword—and prevent a fellow villager from
taking it. Fortunately, the halfling war party had no idea where to find the
Zhentilar and was traveling straight toward Darkhol d.

For two days after finding the woonmera cord, Sneakabout had periodically run
across a lame hoofprint or glinpsed a straggler's |inping horse on the

hori zon—al ways in advance of the patrol. At first, this had puzzled him for
Kel emvor had told himthat Cyric wanted M dni ght and the stone tablet that
Adon carried. Gven that fact, he could not understand why the raiders were
ahead of the patrol, as if fleeing fromit.

But Sneakabout had finally realized that the stragglers were keeping tabs on
the Cormyrians. Fromthat point on, the halfling had made a point of scouting
the southern flank, where the spies always |urked, and where he would be the
only one who noticed them

After Sneakabout had been brooding for a few nmonments, Radnor said, "I'd better
return to ny position. Keep a sharp eye out for trouble."” He turned his pony
toward the northern flank.

The hal fling withdrew fromhis thoughts |ong enough to acknow edge the scout's
departure. "I will," Sneakabout called. "You do the sane."



Radnor, along with Kel emvor and M dni ght, was one of the few humans the

hal fling liked. Though an acconplished ranger with an inportant position in
the Cormyrian army. Radnor was not threatened by Sneakabout's scouting
abilities. To the contrary, the ranger had often conplinented the halfling on
hi s keen observati ons.

In fact, the nore time Sneakabout spent with humans, the nore he liked them
Unlike the villagers in Black Qaks, they did not find his serious nature
insulting or arrogant. In fact, they respected himfor it and treated him as
an equal, ararity in relationships between halflings and humans.

But Sneakabout knew that this growing affection could be his downfall. As he
became nore fond of his conpani ons, he was beginning to feel guilty about
betraying them The halfling had even considered reporting Cyric's spies to
Radnor and Kel enmvor, although he had resisted the urge so far

Unfortunately, the decision mght be taken out of his hands. There had been no
signs of the spies for two days. Sneakabout feared Cyric's raiders had | ost
the patrol, or had finally been forced to slot by their |ame horses. The
haifling felt hel pless. He could | eave the patrol and | ook for Cyric al one,
but the Tun Plain was |1 oo |large to search without help. Frustrating as it was,
the only thing to do was wait for the spies to return. Cyric had not trailed
M dni ght and the tablet this far sinply to let them go.

But, even if the Zhentish spies did not return, the haifling suspected he had
a chance of survival wthout the sword. Sneakabout still had not slept a wink
since Black Oaks, and constantly |onged after his stol en weapon, but there
were no other signs of insanity. It seemed vaguely possible his condition
woul d grow no worse. Perhaps he had the willpower to endure the sword's
absence. Perhaps not.

Twenty mles south of Sneakabout and the Cornyrian patrol, there was an

i mense bog known as the Marsh of Tun. Located in the mddle of the plain, the
marsh was a dismal, foul-snelling place. Mdst nmen went to great lengths to
avoid it, for vicious, evil beasts lurked in the shelter of its watery

confi nes.

Such beasts did not concern Cyric, who knew the marsh coul d contain nothing
nore sinister than his own heart. Taking advantage of its seclusion, the thief
and his men had made canp on the marsh's northern edge. He and Dal zhet were

di scussing the failure of their spies to track the Cor-nyrians.

"Where are they?" Cyric roared. It had been two days since they'd | ost sight
of the patrol.

"I'f we knew that, 1'd be after them" Dal zhel snapped back

Cyric turned and stared over the Tun River. Its slowy churning currents had
turned the coppery color of boiling blood. Despite his frustration, the
unusual scene calnmed the thief. Wthout turning back to his burly |ieutenant,
he said, "My plan is worthless if we cannot find Mdnight!"

"And perhaps if we do." Dal zhel replied.

The hawk-nosed man turned and stared at himw th such cold nalice that Dal zhe
dropped a hand to his swordhilt.

"I know M dnight," Cyric said. "She won't betray her friends, but she won't
betray me either.”

"I"d never trust ny life to a woman's whim" the burly |ieutenant grunbled.

"I don't ask you to," Cyric replied evenly. "All | ask is that you find her

If | had not listened to you and stopped to raid that stable—=

"Al'l our mounts would be | ame and we woul d have | ost the Cornyrians anyway."
Dal zhel realized he was still holding his swordhilt and released it. "At |east
now we have fresh horses."

The thief sighed. His lieutenant was right. Horses were not nen. One could not

force themto wal k upon crippled | egs. "If Darkhold captures her—=
"Darkhold won't get her," Dal zhel stated calmy. "Mst of their raiding
parties are farther south than we are. |'ve positioned sentries near the three

groups that mght intercept the patrol."
Cyric's eyes widened in alarm "How do you know one of your sentries won't
betray us?"



Dal zhel shrugged. "W nust run that risk. Wien M dnight and her conpany | eave
the Cormyrians and turn south, there's no other way to be sure we'll be the
first to sight her."

A thought occurred to Cyric and he laid a hand on Dal zhel ' s shoul der.
"Darkhol d's gangs are working in the southern towns?" he asked.

"All ten that we know of, mlord."

"W can assune Bane took nost of the patrols out of Yell ow Snake Pass to
attack Shadowdal e and Tantras, can't we?" the thief asked, staring into space.
"Aye," Dal zhel replied, frowning. He did not see the point his comander was
wor ki ng toward. "That woul d nmake sense.™

Cyric grinned. He had originally assumed M dni ght and her conpany woul d stick
close to Cornyrian protection and foll ow Dragonjaw Road south to Proskur. It
had been a reasonabl e assunption, for Darkhold's grip on the western Tun Plain
was secure. Once in Proskur, Mdnight's conpany could easily join a caravan
traveling to Waterdeep

But the Cornyrian patrol had ridden due west, and the thief had been forced to
change his thinking. Cyric had decided the soldiers were escorting M dnight
across the desol ate sections of the northern Tun Plain. Once they had crossed
the plain, the patrol would turn hack and M dni ght would drop south. The thief
had assuned M dni ght and her conpani ons would cross the Far Hills south of
Darkhold, trying to reach the walled town of H uthvar

But Cyric suspected he had heen wong. "What if Mdnight isn't riding for

H ut hvar ?"

"Where el se could she go?" Dal zhel demanded, rubbing his chin.

"Yel | ow Snake Pass lies due west of H gh Horn," Cyric said, |ooking northwest.
"Not a beggar passes through there w thout Darkhold s permssion," Dal zhe
objected. "Your friends would never try it!"

"They would," the thief replied. "We're not the only ones who m ght suspect
the pass is enpty."

Dal zhel's eyes wi dened in shock. "I'll tell the nen to break canp. W can

| eave in an hour!"

Seven nornings after |eaving H gh Horn, the Cornyrian patrol awoke at the base
of Yell ow Snake Pass. Named for a fearsome, yellow dragon that had inhabited
it several hundred years ago, the forested pass now seemed cal mand safe.

In the sharp norning light. Yell ow Snake Pass | ooked no | ess inpressive than
it did at dusk. A wi de, deep canyon snaked its way to the Tun Plain fromthe
heart of the Sunset Mbuntains. Bushy conifers and white-barked poplars covered
the valley floor, except where tremendous red bluffs poked snoot h-edged rips

t hrough the green carpet. These cliffs rose one after the other like a titan's
staircase leading toward the range's sunmit.

Sheer, spi ke-shaped peaks flanked the valley like rows of sharp teeth, forning
canyon walls as steep and as slick as

slate tiles. The peaks were stained deep red, giving the whole valley an eerie
feeling of twilight. Every now and again, the silvery ribbon of a nmountain
streamrushed off a canyon wall, dissipating into a m sty spray. The trai
twisted its way along the valley floor, clinmbing slowy toward the distant
sunm t.

M dni ght studied the scene with equal parts of awe and fear. Beside the
magni fi cence of Yell ow Snake Pass, she felt at once peaceful and
insignificant, as if she could lose herself in its reaches. The nmgic-user
knew t he beauty of the pass was nisleading. Like any nountain trail, it was
fraught with potential disasters ranging fromnysterious fevers to aval anches.
Had the dangers been only of the natural variety, she would not have been
frightened. But Zhentil ar donmi nated Yell ow Snake Pass, and M dni ght had no
doubt that they wanted her and the tablet as badly as anyone did. Fortunately,
as she and her friends had hoped, it appeared the Zhentil ar had abandoned t he
pass.

Captai n Lunt and Adon approached. Lunt said, "My nen and | will be taking our

| eave now. "

fr-- M dnight turned to face the captain. He was a man of forty, his curly



black hair lined with gray streaks. "Qur thanks for your escort, Captain. You
saved us a great deal of tinme."

Lunt | ooked up into the nountains. "Even if the Zhentilar have left, there are
ot her hazards in the pass." He paused, then set his jaw as though he had
resol ved a troubl esonme conflict. "We'll go with you—erders be dammed,"

M dni ght | ooked at Captain Lunt and smiled. "How nuch do you know of our
journey?" she asked.

"Not much. Lord Deverell said Faerun's safety depends upon your success." The
Cornyrian officer paused again, then noted, "But | mean what | say about

com ng along."

"We'd be glad for your conpany, Captain," Adon said. "But Lord Deverell wanted
you to stop here for a reason. A small party will fare better in the
nount ai ns. "

Lunt's face sank. "Aye, you're right." He turned toward M dnight. "Unti
swords part, then."

"Until swords part,"” M dnight responded.

Captain Lunt returned to his nen. The Cornvrians left w thout further
cerenony, save that Sneakabout and Radnor exchanged daggers as tokens of
friendship. The halfling threw his saddl ebags over his pony's back, then
mount ed. "Shall we be on our way?" he asked. "This path |ooks Iike a |ong
one."

"You | ead, Sneakabout," Adon ordered, |oading his own pony's saddle. "I'l|
follow, then M dnight and Kel envor."

Kel emvor groaned. Though the others | ooked at himexpectantly, he said

not hi ng.
Fi nal ly, Adon asked, "Wat's the problem Kel?"
The warrior |ooked away, picking up his saddl ebags. "It's nothing. | was

thinking of the trail dust, that's all."

"I"'msorry," Adon responded, puzzled. It wasn't |ike Kelemor to object to a
little thing like riding order. "But we need a rear—

"Adon, why don't you and | switch places?" Mdnight interrupted. "l suspect
Kel emvor's groaning has less to do with trail dust than trail conpany.”

Adon frowned. "This is ridiculous," he snapped. "You two haven't stopped
fighting since Eveningstar."

M dni ght i gnored himand nounted her pony. "Lead the way, Sneakabout."

The halfling obligingly started up the trail, but Adon was determi ned to make
his point. He mounted his own pony and qui ckly caught the magi c-user. "From

Kel emvor, | can understand this. But you, M dnight?"
Fromthe rear of the line, Kelemvor called, "It's Cyric. He's got her so
conf used—=

M dni ght twisted in her saddle. "Me! You're the one who's confused—but that's
not hi ng new," she spat. The statenent felt hollow and fiery to her, the way
angry words often did.

"M dnight," Adon said, "Kel's right about Cyric. Wiy can't you see that?"
Wthout waiting for an answer, he twi sted around to face the warrior. "But
vou' re just as much to bl ame—=

"Who asked you?" Kel emvor roared, disnissing Adon with a wave of his hand.
Sneakabout interrupted the argunent to say, "I think I'll scout ahead." Wen
nobody paid any attention to him the halfling shrugged and urged his pony
into atrot.

After a short pause, Adon added, "You're both being stubborn."” He was grow ng
nore exasperated by the second. "Don't let your spat interfere with our

m ssi on. "

"Adon, be quiet," Mdnight snapped. She spurred her pony ahead

The cleric ignored her order. "Like it or not, we're in this together—=
"Adon," Kelenvor interjected, "one of your sernons won't solve the problem™
The warrior's statenent quieted the cleric for alittle while, but the rest of
the day was filled with bitter arguments and | ong peri ods of silence as sharp
and as distressing as the peaks overhead. The nmountain ponies Lord Deverell
had given themclinbed the conifer-lined trail slowy, kicking up puffs of



powdery dust each time they set a hoof down. Tinme passed slowy. Each mnute
of choking on the dust seened an hour, and each hour an endl ess, wearing day.
Twi ce, Sneakabout led theminto the forest to avoid approaching Zhenti sh
caravans. O herwi se, despite their growi ng fatigue, the conpanions did not
stop. So great was their aninosity that they even ate the nmidday neal in their
saddl es.

In his heart, Kelemvor knew that Adon was right—as he had been so often
lately. The warrior and the mage could not allow their anger to interfere with
the task at hand. Too nuch depended on the conpletion of their m ssion

As she rode, M dnight was having simlar thoughts. However, she was deternined
not to apol ogize first. Kel emvor was the one who had deliberately prol onged

t he argument back at Hi gh Horn. In addition, the nagic-user thought she was
right about Cyric. It was true that their old friend was sel f-serving and
nmercenary, but Kel emvor had been nore so, and he had found redenption. It was
unfair to deny that same redenption to Cyric,. and M dni ght woul d not give up
on her friend so quickly.

Finally, dusk cane. Sneakabout |ed the group off the path, slopping in a
forested area near a cliff. The cliff overl ooked the portion of the valley
they had already clinbed, so the heroes could watch their trail until night
fell conpletely.

When M dnight crept up to the cliff's edge, her heart sank with

di sappoi ntnment. The grove of trees where they had canped | ast night was still
vi si bl e.

As soon as he had unpacked and tethered the ponies, Adon took the tablet and
di sappeared into the forest. The cleric was disgusted with the petty argument
bet ween M dni ght and Kel emvor and just wanted to be al one toni ght. Sneakaboul
al so went into woods, but only to see if he could forage sonething for dinner
Ni ght was already falling when M dnight spread out her sleeping roll. Left

al one with Kel envor and nothing to do, she decided to nmake tonorrow a nore

pl easant day. After digging through the cl oaks, spare weapons, and

nm scel | aneous supplies Deverell's quartermaster had given them she finally
found a sack of corn tash. The magi c-user renoved a handful of biscuits and
of fered one to Kel envor

The warrior accepted it with a grunt.

"Adon's right," Mdnight said. "W can't let our enptions interfere with our
quest."

"Have no fear," Kelenvor grunbled. "I won't make that mi stake again."

M dni ght threw her tash to the ground. "Wy are—

"Cyric," he interrupted.

She puffed in exasperation. "Cyric won't harmus. W might even persuade him
to our cause, if you wouldn't allow your mstrust to color your judgnent"
"Cyric has earned ny mstrust," Kelenvor said evenly. "And it's your judgment
that's colored."” Realizing further discussion would | ead to another argunent,
the warrior abruptly left and went to his bedroll. Angered by the rude nmanner
i n which Kel envor had ended the conversation, Mdnight wal ked over to the
cliff and sat down to brood. Twenty mnutes |ater, Sneakabout startled her
when he suddenly appeared at her side. She had not heard the half-1ing

appr oach.

"Everyone went to bed early tonight, | see," he said, opening a sack and

of fering a handful of berries to Mdnight. "I guess | picked too many of

t hese. "

Deep in the forest, Sneakabout heard a faint snap. M dnight showed no sign of
hearing it, so he decided to investigate later. "I'll stand watch tonight,"
the halfling offered. "I can't sleep anyway."

M dni ght nodded, taking a handful of raspberries fromthe sack. She had | ong
been aware of the halfling' s insomia. She suspected it was related to the
magi ¢ sword that had been stolen fromhimin Black Oaks. Wenever the
magi c- user questioned hi mabout the sword, however, the halfling al ways
changed the subject, and she had given up trying to |l earn nore about it.

I nstead, she asked, "Did you see Adon?"



Sneakabout nodded. "I don't understand why you and Kel envor take orders from
him"

"At the monment, he's wi ser than Kelenvor or I."

"He's a fool."

Anot her faint snap came fromthe forest, and this tinme Mdnight also heard it.
"I"ll go and see what that is," the halfling whispered, rising. "It's probably
nothing. 1'll be back in a few m nutes."

As Sneakabout faded into the woods north of canp, M dnight remai ned seat ed.
She continued to watch the spot where the halfling had entered the forest.

A minute later, the magi c-user heard a faniliar voice at her back. "Your
conpani ons are getting shorter, M dnight."

The mage spun around to face the speaker. He wore a hooded, dark cloak, but
hi s hawki sh nose was still visible.

"Cyric!" Mdnight hissed

The thief smled. H s band of Zheritilar was sneaking through the woods on
foot, encircling the canp. While he waited for his lieutenant to position the
men, Cyric had been watching M dnight and the halfling. Hoping to convince the
magi c-user to conme with himw llingly, the thief wanted one |ast chance to
speak with M dni ght al one

"Aye," Cyric replied. "You didn't think 1'd be easy to |ose, did you?"

"What are you doi ng here?" M dnight demanded, standing.

The smile dropped fromthe thief's face and he crossed his arns. "l've cone to
tal k sonme sense into you."

Several sticks snapped in the trees north of canp. M dnight frowned, glancing
toward the forest. "If Kel emvor sees you, he'll cut—=

"Let him It's time we had this out."

As if on cue, Kelenmvor roared, "Cyric! You won't escape this tinme." The
fighter rushed out of the night, sword firmy in hand.

M dni ght stepped in front of Cyric. "Hold your sword, Kel! He cane to talk."
Kel emvor slowed his charge and tried to circle around the raven-haired mage.
The thief stood perfectly still, a hand on the hilt of his sword.

Qut side canp, a surprised yell arose. A nonent |ater, Adon screaned, "Wke up
We're surrounded!" He ran out of the forest, waving his mace. The saddl ebags
with the tablet were slung over his shoul der.

Cyric drew his sword

I gnoring Adon's tardy warning, Mdnight said, "Kelenvor, Cyric, |lay down your
weapons!" She | ooked fromone to the other

Bot h nmen scorned her plea. Hefting his mace, Adon came to Kel envor's side
"You were foolish to cone here," the cleric said, glaring at Cyric. "But you
won't live |long enough to make the same m stake again."

"No!" M dnight objected. "He cane to tal k!"

"If that's what he said, he's lying," Adon snarled. "H s nmen are sneaking
toward us right now "

Cyric waved his rose-colored short sword. "If that's how you want it, old
friends," he hissed, "that's howit will be." His voice cracked with a sharp
command: "Dal zhel !'"

The sound of snapping sticks echoed fromthe edge of the forest. Kelemvor and
Adon | ooked over their shoul ders. A hundred yards away, a dozen shadows were
enmergi ng fromthe woods.

Kel emvor | ooked fromthe shadows to Cyric. "You'll die with us, you know. "
"No one's going to die tonight," Mdnight said, stepping toward the fighter
The warrior snorted and roughly pushed her out of his way. "Sonmebody will."
"Stop!" Mdnight ordered sharply, but her command went unheeded.

Kel emvor lifted his sword and charged. Hefting his mace, Adon foll owed.

Cyric met Kel emvor's charge first, ducking under the swing. He came up
standi ng behind the warrior, but Adon arrived in the same nmonent. The cleric
| evel ed his mace in a bl ow vicious enough to smash a giant's skull

Cyric's short sword flashed and bl ocked Adon's stroke, stopping the mace in
mdair. The cleric's whole body trenbl ed, then he stunbl ed back a step,
shaki ng his head in disbelief. The thief swept his feet at Adon's ankl es,



taki ng him by surprise and dropping himto the ground.

Cyric swng at Adon. Kel emvor deflected the red bl ade, though, then slashed at
the thief's head. Cyric ducked, and the warrior stepped forward again, slicing
down toward his opponent's throat.

M dni ght cried out. The fight had broken out so quickly that she'd been unabl e
to prevent it. Now she felt helpless to stop it. To the north, the mage saw
one of the shadows point his sword at the fight. His foll owers began to run
toward canp. Sneakabout still had not returned, and the magi c-user hoped he
had not perished at the hands of the nen conming fromthe forest.

M dni ght knew t hose nmen had to be stopped. She decided to risk creating a

magi cal wall of fire ahead of them G ven the current instability of magic and
the recent changes in her relationship to the weave, she didn't know if the
spell would work properly. Still, if Cyric's nmen reached the fight, all was

| ost. The nmmgi c-user reached into her robe and withdrew a few pi nches of
phosphorus to serve as a material component.

The proper gestures and words for creating a wall of fire cane to Mdnight's
m nd. To her surprise, there was no indication as to what she should do with

t he phosphorus.

VWil e M dnight prepared to cast her spell, Cyric bl ocked Kel emvor's sl ash.
Their bl ades cl anged | oudly, but the block held. As Kel emvor's eyes wi dened in
surprise, Cyric brought his sword down and lunged for the warrior's

unprot ected chest.

Kel emvor barely nmanaged to save hinmself by kicking the thief squarely in the
stomach and knocking himtoward the cliff. Cyric landed flat on his back six
feet away.

Meanwhile, Cyric's nen had closed to seventy yards. M dnight sprinkled the
phosphorous in a semicircle around her body, then called upon her magic to
create a wall of fire

The white granules sinply fell to the ground.

An instant later, a |loud pop sounded in front of the charging Zhentil ar.
Tendrils of glow ng yell ow snoke sprang out of the ground between them and

M dni ght. The tendrils began to wave in the breeze, as if they were corn

stal ks. Dal zhel and the others slowed their advance, uncertain of what to nake
of M dnight's strange nmagic.

olivious to the msfired spell, Kelemvor, Adon, and Cyric continued to fight.
The thief scranbled to his feet. Adon did |ikew se.

The cleric and Kel emvor advanced cautiously. Cyric backed away, buying tine to
plot a strategy. The cliff dropped away a nere ten feet beyond his back

Then Kel envor noticed a shadow creeping up behind the hawk-nosed thief. It
stood about as high as a nan's waist, and could only belong to a halfling.
"Your swordsmanship has inproved," Kel envor observed, trying to keep Cyric's
attention focused on him "O is it that blade you now carry?"

"You'll know soon enough,"” Cyric responded.

Kel emvor nodded to Adon. They charged from opposite directions. Cyric stepped
away, then heard a soft patter at his back

Sneakabout sprang just as the thief turned. Back on the Tun Plain, the

hal f1ing had dared to hope he could forget the sword. But one sight of the
weapon had rekindled his desire to recover it.

Cyric stepped aside, catching Sneakabout's armin his free hand and hurling
the halfling at Adon. An instant later, the thief had to defend hinself

agai nst Kel envor, and barely managed to stop a powerful slash.

But Kel envor was not finished. He kicked Cyric in the ribs, knocking himthree
steps backward. The thief now stood at the edge of the cliff, bent over and
gaspi ng.

Kel emvor kicked again, this tine knocking Cyric off his feet. The thief |anded
with his sword armtw sted awkwardly beneath his body, bal anced precariously
on the cliff. A scream of pain and rage escaped his lips.

Upon hearing his commander's scream Dal zhel swore he would all ow the snoke to
delay himno longer. He ran into the withing mass of yellow tendrils. When
the wisps did not hurt him the burly |ieutenant waved his men forward.



As the Zhentil ar approached, Kel emvor stepped forward to finish Cyric.

In a forceful voice, Mdnight yelled, "Stop, Kelenvor!"

Kel emvor responded without | ooking away from Cyric. "No." He pointed the tip
of his sword at the thief's throat.

Adon and Sneakabout picked thensel ves up, then noticed the approachi ng
Zhentilar. The cleric quickly retrieved the saddl ebags with the tablet, while
Sneakabout di sappeared into the shadows.

"I'f you kill him" Mdnight cried, "we die too."

W thout |ooking away from Cyric, Kelenvor said, "W're not going to die

al one. "

"W don't have to die at all," Adon yelled, turning to face the approaching

conpany, who were now only thirty yards away. To them he yelled, "Stop, or

Cyric's dead!" The cleric pointed at Cyric, who still lay beneath Kel emvor's
bl ade.

Dal zhel's first instinct was to charge the scarred man. But upon seeing his
conmander' s predi canment, he halted and notioned for his subordinates to do

i kewise. "M Ilord?" asked the burly lieutenant.

For the first tine, Cyric dared to nove. He slowy pulled his sword armfrom
beneath his body. "Wait there."

Kel emvor frowned. "Now what are we going to do?" the warrior asked Adon
"Zhentil Keep sent Cyric for the tablet. He's not going to give up."

Cyric laughed bitterly. "You're m staken. They're no | onger ny masters. | want
the tablet for ny own reasons."

"To satisfy your lust for power," Kelemvor snapped.

Cyric ignored him "I have twenty nen. Let us join forces. W all want to
return the tablets to the Planes."

Adon snorted. "You'd slit our throats while we slept."

"Can you look into nmen's hearts, Adon?" M dni ght demanded. "Are you a pal adin
that you can tell when a nman is being untrue?"

The cleric didn't reply.

"Then how do you know what he intends?" M dnight was relieved that her friends
had to hear Cyric out-

After a | ong pause, Kelenvor answered M dnight's question with his own. "How
do you know what he intends?"

"I don't," Mdnight admitted. "But he was our friend. He deserves our trust
until he abuses it."

Kel emvor snorted. "He's done that already."

A mani acal gl eam sparkling in his eye, Sneakabout returned to the group with a
| ong rope. He began anchoring one end to a boulder at the cliff's edge.

Dal zhel watched the halfling carefully, ready to charge.

"What are you doi ng?" M dni ght asked.

“I'"1'l hold himhostage while you three clinb down the rope,"” Sneakabout
replied. "You'll be long gone before his nmen ride back around the cliff."
"What about you?" Adon asked.

The hal fling shrugged. "1'Il think of something."

In reality, Sneakabout already had a plan in mind. He intended to kill Cyric,

then recover his stolen properly. Wth luck, he could slide down the rope a
short distance, then clinmb onto the cliff before the rope was cut. The plan
was risky, but it was the only way to both save his friends and get the sword
back.

Cyric frowned at the halfling' s resourceful ness. "I know when |'m defeated,"
the thief lied, hoping to stall and |ooking at Mdnight. "If you let me go,
"Il take nmy men and never bother you again.”

"He's lying!" Sneakabout yel ped, finishing his knot.

"No doubt," Adon said, "but at |least we'll live through the night."

"I still want to kill him" Kelemvor said, pressing the tip of his sword
against Cyric's throat. "Can't you stop his nen with a spell, M dnight?"
"No!" the raven-haired nage exclained. "I won't even try."

Kel emvor sighed in frustration. Still holding his sword to the thief's throat,
he said, "Then you live, Cyric . . . for now Stand up."



Cyric carefully stood, acutely aware that Kel emvor could kill himwith a mere
twitch.

"Your command, milord?" Dal zhel asked.

"Tell himto go down the trail to the bottomof the cliff," Kelemvor ordered
never taking his eyes off the thief.

Cyric hesitated before obeying. "How do | know you'll release nme?"

"My pronmise is better than yours," Kel envor spat. "You know that. After
they're gone, you can clinb down the rope. Nowtell them"

Cyric hesitated for a long noment. He had no doubt the warrior would do as
prom sed. But, after coming so close to capturing Mdnight and the tablet, the
thief could not bear to |let them escape.

Kel emvor pushed gently against his sword and the tip drew blood. "I don't know
how much longer 1 can resist the tenptation,” the fighter warned. "Send them
away!"

Cyric had no choice and he knew it. Kelemvor could kill himin an instant. "Do

as he says, Dal zhel," the thief ordered.

Dal zhel nodded and sheathed his sword. But before |eaving, he addressed

Kel emvor. "If you do not rel ease hi munharnmed, we wll be back."

The burly lieutenant turned and |l ed the others away.

A few mnutes later, Adon wal ked to the edge of the forest and peered into the
darkness. "1 think they're gone."

"Cood, " Sneakabout said. "Kill himnow "

Kel emvor shook his head. "I won't betray my word," he runbled. Then, never
taking his sword from Cyric's throat, the warrior steered his prisoner to the
rope. "If | ever see—*

"You won't have the chance,"” Cyric yelled.

Wt hout sheathing his short sword, the thief ran the rope around his thigh and
over his shoul der. Then he began picking his way down the face of the cliff,
using his free hand to feed the rope through the makeshift rappelling harness.
Cyric's sword armremained free to hold his weapon.

"Don't nake ne regret saving you," Mdnight called.

The thief sinply grunted and conti nued down the cliff.

As he watched Cyric go, a groan of disappoi ntment escaped Snheakabout's i ps.
Overwhel mi ng despair overcanme him and the halfling knew that he could not |et
his sword go. Drawi ng his dagger, Sneakabout grabbed the rope and w apped his
| egs around it, then disappeared down the cliff after Cyric.

The halfling' s action surprised everyone and it was a noment before they
reacted. By the tine they peered over the cliff's edge, Sneakabout was no nore
than a dark form noving down the rope.

When Cyric felt the rope jerk, his first thought was that Kel envor had cut it.
But when the thief didn't fall, he knew that sonething el se was happeni ng.
Cyric | ooked up and saw the halfling sliding down the rope.

"I want my sword!" Sneakabout screaned.

"Come and get it," Cyric called. He stopped descendi ng and braced hi nsel f.

A moment | ater, the halfling reached himand lunged. Cyric easily bl ocked the
attack and sent the halfling's dagger flying into the night. The lack of a
weapon did not deter Sneakabout. He slid farther down, |anding atop Cyric's
shoul ders. Holding the rope with one hand, the halfling clawed at Cyric's
sword armwi th the other.

Cyric wenched his armfree, then laid the edge of his bl ade against the

hal fling' s neck. "You' re mad!" he hissed.

Sneakabout resisted a powerful urge to grab the weapon. At the nonent, the

hal fling was conpletely at Cyric's mercv and knewit. "Gve me ny sword." he

begged.

As the thief began to conprehend the reason for Sneakabout's mad attack, a
cruel smile creased his lips. "As long as | have this, you'll never stop
hounding me, will you?"

The halfling started to lie, but realized there was no point in it. Even if
Cyric was foolish enough to believe him Sneakabout would only have to hunt
the thief down again. "You shouldn't have taken it," the hal fling said, making



a feeble grab for his sword.

"Ch, yes, | should have," Cyric answered. He pulled the bl ade across
Sneakabout' s throat.

On top of the cliff, the three conmpanions did not hear Sneakabout's gurgle.
They sinmply saw a small form plumet soundl essly into the darkness at the
bottom of the cliff.

For several monents, M dnight, Adon, and Kel emvor remained in notionless
shock, unable to believe the halfling was gone. Then, as Cyric resumed his
descent, Mdnight tried to call Sneakabout's nane. A strangled gasp was al

t hat escaped her lips.

Not so for Kelemvor. "Cyric!" he roared.

The thief |ooked up and saw the fighter raising his sword to cut the rope:
Fortunately, he had been prepared for sonething like this. As Kel emvor brought
his bl ade down, Cyric grabbed hold of the cliff's face.

Adon saw the rope fall, but Cyric's silhouette sinply di sappeared agai nst the
cliff's face. "We'd better |leave inmediately," the scarred cleric nurnured.
"Cyric's still alive .. -and | don't think he intends to keep his word."

the Summit

The afternoon had cone and gone and still the task remai ned unconpl et ed.

Qut side H gh Horn's inner gatehouse, a dozen Cornyrian soldiers were
struggling with pulleys and ropes to raise Bhaal and his anber prison off the
ground. Earlier that day, the masons had nortared support posts into the wall,
hi gh over the gate. The soldiers were attenpting to hoist Bhaal onto those
support posts and fasten himthere as a trophy.

In the fading light of dusk, Lord Commander Kae Deverell paced back and forth
out si de the gatehouse, a parchment scroll crushed in his fist. The crest of
the Purple Dragon, King Azoun's royal seal, still clung to the scroll's edge
where the |l ord commander had broken the wax. Deverell slapped the parchment
against his leg, as if venting his frustrati on would speed t he worKk.

The nessage from Suzail had cone at noon: Lord H gh Marshal Duke Bhereu riding
to High Horn to investigate drunkenness and sagging norale. Especially in this
time of crisis, such behavior nust be avoi ded. Take his reconmendati ons as ny
wi shes. Hope this nmessage finds the weather fair. H s Mjesty, King Azoun |V.
"Drunkenness and saggi ng norale!"” Deverell hissed to hinself. "W'll see about
that."

The [ ord commander had a plan to convince Duke Bhereu the king was

m si nformed. That was why his soldiers were hanging the Lord of Murder over

t he gat ehouse. When Bhereu entered Hi gh Horn, the high marshal would have to

| ook Bhaai right in the eye. The duke woul d have no choi ce except to inquire
about the trophy. Wen Deverell explained what it was, Bhereu would be forced

to report that matters were well in hand at Hi gh Horn. After all, drunks and
cowards did not capture gods.
The breeze canme up, bringing with it a chill rain. Deverell |ooked into the

wi nd and saw a bank of swarthy clouds comng toward the fortress. The watch
woul d have a cold night.

The | ord commander turned to Pell Beresford, captain of the night watch. "I'm
expected at dinner. See that the anber is raised and secured.”
Pul l'ing his hood over his head. Pell |ooked toward the storm "If | may, sir

it might be wiser to | eave the thing down until norning. The wi nd could give
it a battering."

Deverel |l also | ooked toward the storm but he shook his head. "I want it in
pl ace when the sun rises. You'll just have to be sure it's well secured.”
The lord commander left w thout further comment. He did not notice his
subordinate's eyes burning with resentnent, nor Bhaal's hand, the only part of
the avatar that protruded fromthe anber, closing into a fist.

"As you wi sh, sir," the watch captain hissed.

Pell had to adnmit his anxiety was not for the amber alone. As far as he was
concerned, the blob was no prize to be displayed. The creature inside, along
with Deverell's drunkenness, had cost the |lives of many good nen.



If the incident had been isol ated, Beresford woul d not have found it so

di sturbing. But, often as not, the captain stayed on duty |ong past dawn
because the | ord commander had kept the day officers carousing into the
nmorni ng hours. Pell had yet to see Deverell lucid, or even sober, at norning
repast. Having his post offered to a halfling—ef all things-had been the | ast
straw.

So the captain had dispatched a rider to Suzail and | odged a formal conpl aint.
He had not expected the king to send the Iord high narshal to investigate, but
Pel | knew his grievance had not been the first against Deverell. \Watever the
reason, though, Duke Bhereu was due tomorrow-and if that grotesque anber was
not hangi ng above the inner gate as "proof" of Kae Devereli's conpetence, Pel
woul d be just as happy.

Nevert hel ess, Deverell had issued a direct order, and Beresford was too good
an officer to disobey. As though it had been his own idea, Pell set about
hangi ng the anber. Wthout Devereli's presence to nake the men nervous, the
captain conpleted the task within the hour

Beresford spent the rest of the night huddl ed deep within his cloak,

nmet hodi cal | y naki ng the rounds, keeping the nmen alert and at their posts. The
captai n passed beneath Bhaal a dozen tines, pausing each time to inspect the
trophy's noorings and nake sure it remai ned secure in the heavy w nd. Pel
even posted two men beneath the anmber blob, just in case the wind tore it

| oose.

In the dark, however, Beresford and his guards failed to notice that the Lord
of Murder was using his free hand to fray the rope that held himin place. By
the tine the night wind blew itself out and fal se dawn's gray |ight appeared
behi nd the eastern peaks, only a strand held Bhaal's prison in place.

Pel | stood along the western wall, enjoying his favorite hour of the watch.
The night air would grow no nore biting, and the castle was as still and as
qui et as a snow bank, only the crisp coughs and whi spers of the nmen echoing
fromthe cold stones. It was a peaceful time, a tinme when a nman could turn his
t houghts to breakfast and a warm bed.

But a loud crash told the watch captain that he would not enjoy that |uxury
this norning. Beresford turned to his page and said, "Rouse Lord Deverell and
tell himhis trophy has fallen." Pell started toward Bhaal's prison

i medi ately. He needed no report to know what had happened.

What the captain found at the gate was far worse than he had expected. In the
nm ddl e of the entrance, the anber |ay broken and enpty. The two sentries
posted beneath it were dead, the cobbl estones red and slick. Two nore nen
kneel ed in the blood, picking up pieces of the anber |ike children who had
overturned their mother's favorite vase.

"Where's Bhaal ?" Pell demanded, kicking at the amber fragments. The sentries
stood. "Not here, sir," said one.

"I see that," the captain answered, waving his hand at Bhaal's shattered
prison.
"He was gone when we arrived," explained the second sentry, still holding a

handf ul of fragments.

Pell's heart sank. He could not understand how t he avatar had survived his

i mprisonnent, but now was not the time to ponder the question. "Sound the
alarm Wake and arm every man—

Beresford's page cane running out of the gate. "Bhaal, sir! He's in Lord
Deverel l's chanber!"

Wt hout another word, Pell and the sentries ran for the keep, charging up the
central staircase in less than a mnute. \Wen they reached the top floor, the
captai n shoved open the | ord conmander's door and rushed into the apartnent,
his sword drawn.

A dozen guards stood in a circle, their hal berds | owered and pointed at a
nmoti onl ess form Beresford pushed into the circle. A gaunt, lifeless body |ay
on the floor. The tattoos on the corpse's head |l eft no doubt that this had
been the man trapped in the anber. But the fire had left his eyes, and he no
| onger | ooked even renotely nmenacing. Pell had no doubt his soul had | ong



since departed.

"Who killed hinP" the captain denanded.

"Nobody, " answered the page. "That's how | found him"

Peli | ooked up. "Were's Lord Deverell?"

The page's eyes roaned the chanber as if searching it. Finally, he answered.
"Cone, mlord."

Kel emvor took another step, stumbled, and sent a rock boundi ng down the
nmount ai nsi de. The warrior took a deep breath, jerked his pony along by its
reins, then stepped forward again. Hs skull throbbed with a terrible
headache.

Hopi ng to keep his thoughts focused on sonething besides the pain in his head,
Kel emvor thought back over the |last few days. After Sneakabout's death, he,

M dni ght, and Adon had continued up Yell ow Snake Pass. Two days later, the
conpani ons had encountered a huge curtain of black nothingness. The curtain
was not physical. Rather, it was sinply a boundary beyond whi ch they coul d not
see.

Unfortunately, the barrier had stretched clear across the canyon, precluding
any hope of slipping around it. The trio had debated the curtain's nature for
several minutes, finally concluding it was either the residue of a msfired
spell or one of the chaotic phenonena pl aguing the Real ns. \Whatever the
curtain's origin, no one had been anxious to step inside it. Adon had picked
up a stick and pushed it into the blackness. Wen he withdrew it, the part
that had been inside the curtain had vani shed.

The conpany had decided not to risk entering. Instead, Kelemor had pointed
out a small, recently blazed trail |eading up the south wall of the canyon.
The conpani ons had followed the trail, hoping that whoever had laid it knew
his way through the Sunset Mountains. That had been one and half days ago,
three and hal f days since Sneakabout's death.

The trail had quickly started up a steep scarp of junbled stones and rosy
dirt, beconmi ng the chain of zigzags upon which Kel emvor now struggled. Every
step ended with his foot sinking into sand or shifting unsteadily on a | oose
stone. A dozen yards above, the slope ended in a saddle slung between two

j agged peaks. Only bl ue sky showed beyond, but Kel emvor took no confort from
that fact. Too many tines, he had crested a simlar saddle only to find

anot her | oom ng in the distance.

An icy wind gusted over the ridge and stung his face. The warrior paused for a
rest. Just breathing took effort, and the effort nmade his head hurt even nore.
Two hundred steps behind Kel enmvor, Adon was slowly working his way up the
trail. A thousand steps beyond him M dnight rested where the trail sw tched
back on itself. To avoid kicking rocks down on one another, Kelenvor had
recommended the clinbers keep sone di stance between them M dni ght was taking
t he suggestion to an extrene.

Bel ow M dnight and to the left, Kelemvor could still see the black curtain
that had forced themoff the pass. To the right, the main canyon snaked its
way back to the Tun Plain. The distance was less than thirty mles in a
straight line, but nore than twice that far following the trails that worned
along the valley floor. A carpet of pine trees stretched fromthe plain to the
base of the slope, but ended there and came no higher

Kel emvor had no doubt that Cyric and his Zhentilar were somewhere down there,
followi ng at their best pace. Wat would have surprised the warrior, had he
been able to see them were the forty halflings near the entrance of the
canyon. Sixty mles outside of Darkhold, one of their scouts had stunbled
across Cyric's trail, and the men fromH ack Gaks had turned north in pursuit.
They had just found Sneakabout's body, and, puzzled as they were by what had
befallen him were now certain they were on the right trail

olivious to the hal flings, Kelemvor turned his gaze to the terrain upon which
he stood. Nearby, tiny white flowers grew out of |unps of fine grass
resenbling bread nold. Here and there, pale green lichens clung to the |argest
of the rust-red rocks. No other plants could endure the rigorous climte, and
the barren environment made the fighter feel disheartened and isol ated.



"Come on, Adon," Kelemvor called, hoping that offering encouragenent woul d
make himfeel better, too. "W're bound to reach the top sooner or later."
"Later," came Aden's strained reply.

Kel emvor shivered and resumed clinbing. He had broken into a sweat during the
hard clinb, and the wind chilled him The warrior thought of putting on the
wi nter clothes Deverell's quartermaster had provi ded, but decided against it.
More clothes would only make hi m sweat nore.

The nmount ai nside was a cold and solitary place, and the warrior could not help
but regret that he was risking his life there. Wien the trio had begun their
journey to Waterdeep, the m ssion had seemed conpel i ng enough. Now, with
Sneakabout gone and the trouble between himand M dnight, Kelenvor felt Iike a
nmer cenary again.

H s anger with M dnight colored his mobod, and he knew it. Twi ce, Cyric had
been in his grasp, and twice the mage had freed the thief. The fighter
couldn't understand why she was so blind to Cyric's treachery.

Kel emvor's love for Mdnight only made matters worse. Wen she had saved the
thief, the warrior had felt she was betraying him He knew that there was
not hi ng between Cyric and M dnight to cause his jeal ousy, but that know edge
provided little confort.

The fighter had tried to explain away his fury a hundred times. M dnight had
not seen Cyric slipping fromone canp to another as a spy during Arabel's

Kni ght sbri dge Affair, and did not know how treacherous he could be. The naive
magi c-user truly believed the thief was possessed of a noble character and
woul d hel p them

"This had better be the top," Adon called. "I've lost my stomach for
cl i mbi ng. "
"Perhaps you'd rather try the curtain," Kelenvor returned, waving his hand at

the bl ack screen that still bl ocked the valley.

Adon paused and | ooked down, as if contenplating the warrior's suggestion
Finally, he said, "Don't tenpt ne."

Kel emvor chuckl ed, then took one nore step. His foot found solid purchase. A
steady, stiff wi nd pushed at his chest with force enough to nake standi ng
difficult. The warrior |ooked up and found hinmself on top of the little ridge.
Ahead, the nountain range dropped steadily away. He had reached the top

The trail followed the other side of the saddle down to a sharp ridge. This
ridge ran strai ght ahead for about fifteen miles, |like the spine of some huge
book, until it joined a small chain of needle-tipped peaks. At the top of the
ridge, the trail split. The best-used trail ran to the left, |eading down into
a basin of lush green grass. It eventually disappeared into a heavily forested
canyon that twisted in a westerly direction into a distant grassland.

The other trail descended the right wall of the spiny ridge, eventually
touching the shore of a small nountain |ake. Fromthere, the path ran al ong
the edge of the violetblue water to an outlet, then followed a river into a
sl eep-wal | ed gorge to the northwest.

After taking in the view, Kelenvor turned and waved to Adon. The warrior's

| oad no | onger seened heavy, and his dreary nood faded as though he were
drinking Lord Deverell's fine ale again.

"This is the top!" he yelled.

Adon | ooked up and shrugged, then held his hand to his ear. Kelenvor couldn't
rai se his voice above the wind, so he made an arcing notion, pointed down the
other side of the pass, then raised his arns in a sign of triunph.

Adon i nmedi ately perked up, then began tugging his pony's reins in an effort
to speed up his ascent. Kel envor woul d have signaled to M dnight too, but she
had fallen so far behind he feared he woul d di scourage her

A few mnutes later, Adon reached the summt, scranmbling on his hands and
knees.

"Are we finally at the top?" the cleric gasped. He was so w nded he coul d not
lift his head to | ook.

"See for yourself," Kelenvor replied.

After catching his breath, Adon stood and peered down on the | ake. The view



lifted his spirits, as it had Kelenmvor's. "W're there! The journey's downhil
from here!'’

Looki ng back to M dni ght, Kel envor asked, "How s she doi ng?"

Adon turned, suddenly feeling norose. "Sneakabout's death still grieves her."
Kel emvor gave his pony's reins to Adon, then started back down the trail. The
cleric quickly placed a restraining hand on his shoul der. "No."

"But she's tired!" Kel envor objected, turning to face the cleric. "And I'm
strong enough to carry her."

"She doesn't want help," Adon replied. Two hours ago, he had offered to take
her pony's reins. The mmgi c-user had threatened to change himinto a crow

Kel emvor gl anced back at M dnight's slownmving form "It's tine we spoke."

"I agree!" Adon exclaimed, relieved that the warrior had finally overcone his
st ubbornness. "But let her finish the clinb alone. Nowisn't the tine to inply
she can't carry her weight."

Kel emvor was not inclined to agree. "Five minutes ago, |'d have given ny sword
to sonmebody who'd carry me up the pass. | don't think she'd take it wong."
The cleric shook his head. "Trust me. dinbing gives you tinme to think
Despite the cranps in your |egs, the pounding in your ears, and the fog in
your head, clinbing pronotes thought."

The fighter frowned. In him it pronoted nothing but a poundi ng headache. "It
does?"

"Yes," Adon insisted. He released the warrior's shoulder. "Wile I was
struggling up the trail, a few things occurred to me. M dnight saved Cyric,
then Cyric killed Sneakabout. If you were her, wouldn't you feel responsible?"
"OfF course | would," Kelemvor responded quickly. "And | told her— He stopped
in mdsentence, recalling the bitter argument that had foll owed Sneakabout's
deat h.

"Exactly!" Adon said, nodding. "Wat did she say?"

"It didn't make any sense," Kelemvor replied defensively. "She said it was our
fault that Sneakabout had died. She said Cyric cane to talk and we attacked
him" The warrior frowned. "You' re not saying she was right?"

Adon grew serious. "W did strike first."

"No," Kel envor objected, holding up a hand as if to ward off an attack. "I
don't kill lightly, not even before . " He let the sentence trail off.
"Before Bane lifted your curse?" Adon finished for him "You' re worried that
being free of the curse nmight not nean you're | ess of an animal."

Kel emvor | ooked away.

"We all have self-doubts,” Adon replied, sensing that now was a good tine to
open up to the fighter. "Wth me, it's wondering if |I was right to turn away
from Sune.'

"A man has to follow his heart,"” the warrior said, grasping the cleric's
shoul der warmy. "You could have done nothing else." Kelemvor's mnd returned
to what M dni ght had said about attacking their former ally. "Could we be
wrong about Cyric?"

Adon shrugged. "M dni ght certainly thought so."

Kel emvor groaned.

The cleric quickly added, "But |I'm convinced we're right. Cyric's nmen were
surroundi ng our canp, so | doubt he cane to talk. It isn't wong to strike
first if your target nmeans you harm"

Adon paused, letting his reassurances take their effect. Finally, he proceeded
to the main point. "But that doesn't matter. Wiat matters is how you and
reacted to Mdnight."

"What do you mean?" Kel emvor asked, glancing at the nmage again. She was stil
pl odding up the trail, making slow but steady progress.

"When | suggested we were wrong to attack, you felt defensive, didn't you?"
Kel emvor nodded.

"How do you think Mdnight feels? Since Sneakabout died, you' ve hardly spoken
to her. |I've done nothing but |ecture her about Cyric. Don't you think she
feel s worse than we do?"

"Probably," Kelemvor muttered, |ooking at the ground. M dnight always seened



so conposed that it had never occurred to himshe mght be suffering the sane
sort of inner turmoil he was.

Studyi ng the warrior's bowed head, Adon continued. "Wth us bl am ng
Sneakabout's death on her, it seens likely that—o matter how she protests
ot herwi se—M dni ght bl anmes hersel f, too."

"Al'l right," Kelemvor said, turning toward the west side of the ridge, away
fromboth Adon and Mdnight. "I see your point. She feels bad enough w t hout
us rubbing it in."

Kel emvor was ashamed of his behavior since Eveningstar. Wthout facing Adon
he said, "Life was much sinpler when the curse prevented me fromthinking
about anybody el se. At least | had an excuse for being selfish.” The warrior

shook his head angrily. "I haven't changed at all! I'mstill cursed.”
"Sure," Adon replied. "But no nore or |less than any other man."
Kel emvor turned back toward M dnight. "All the nore reason to carry her. i can

apol ogi ze for ny harsh words."

Adon shook his head, wondering if the fighter had understood anything that had
been said. "Not yet. Mdnight already feels |like a burden, and offering to
carry her will only convince her she is- Sit down and wait until she gets here
hersel f."

Though cl ouds were gathering in all directions, Kelenvor did as the cleric
asked. The saddle was no place to be during a storm but Adon's words seened
Wi se. Besides, even if a storm broke, descending the west side of the ridge
woul d take only a fraction of the time it had taken the heroes to ascend the
east side.

Adon went to his pony and rummaged through the supplies fromH gh Horn. A
mnute later, the cleric pulled out a parchment map and, retaining a secure
grip on it because of the wind, carefully studied it.

Kel emvor, on the other hand, contenpl ated the changes in Adon. The cleric's
sel f-confidence had returned, but was tenpered with a conpassion that had been
| acki ng before Tantras. Were the transformation had cone from the fighter
could not imagine. But he was glad for the newfound wi sdom-even if Adon stil
requi red a thousand words to convey what could be said in ten

"You surprise me, Adon," Kelemvor said at last, watching his friend study the
map with diligence. "I didn't think you so cunning in the ways of the heart."
Adon | ooked up. "I'mas surprised as you."

"Perhaps Sune is closer than you think," the green-eyed fighter suggested,
renmenberi ng what the cleric had said regardi ng m sgivings about turning away
from her.

Adon snil ed sadly, thinking of how distant he felt fromhis old deity. "

doubt it." He grew reflective for a nonment, then pulled hinself out of his
reverie. "But thanks anyway."

Enbarrassed by the unaccustonmed sentinmentality of the noment, Kel envor | ooked
away and wat ched M dni ght

struggling up the trail. She noved slowy, resting with each step, keeping her
eyes focused on the ground ahead of her. The warrior found hinself adnmiring
her grace and how it mrrored her inner strength.

A wave of concern for her washed over him "WII Mdnight survive all this?"
Kel enmvor asked.

"She will," Adon replied. He didn't even |l ook away fromthe map. "She's as fit
as you or |."

Kel emvor continued studying the magic-user. "That's not what | nmean. W're
just two sol diers who happened to be in the wong place at the wong tinme. But
there's nmore to it for her." The warrior was renenbering the amul et she had
carried for Mystra. "This involves her. Could her magic—+ don't know how to
put it—but could it remake her sonehow?"

Adon grew reflective and | owered the map. "I don't know magic," he said at
last. "And it wouldn't help if | did. There isn't any question that Mdnight's
power is increasing. Wat that means is anybody's guess, but | suspect it will
change her,

As if sensing she was the subject of conversation. Mdnight |ooked up. Her



eyes met Kelemvor's and the warrior felt a jolt of euphoria. "I couldn't bear
to lose her. |'ve just found her again," he said.

"Be careful, my friend," Adon replied. "M dnight alone will determ ne whether
she is found."

Abruptly, the wind died. Gay clouds hung over the nountains in all
directions. Mdnight was only five hundred steps fromthe top now, and stil

Kel emvor resisted the tenptation to go to her. If it rained, it rained. He was
determ ned not to nake her unhappy by hel pi ng her

Adon passed the map to Kel envor, oblivious to the change in weather. "Look at
this," he said. "The shortest way to Hill's Edge is through the western
canyon." The cleric pointed at the canyon on the map. "But if we build a snall
boat, it mght be faster to float down the River Reaching." He indicated the
river leaving the small |ake. "What do you think?"

Kel emvor didn't bother with the map. Looking at the river, he said, "After the
Ashaba, | thought you'd have had your fill of boats."

Adon grimaced at the menory of the difficult journey from Shadowdal e to

Bl ackf eat her Bridge, but he continued undaunted. "This m ght save us a week."
Kel emvor sinply shook his head. Adon m ght have | earned sonet hi ng about
peopl e, but when it came to route-finding, the cleric still |acked the sense
of a mule. "No raft we can build will stand up to the rough water in that
canyon," the warrior said, pointing at the rugged valley bel ow the | ake. "Even
if it didn't fall apart and drown us, we'd be killed going over sone
waterfall."

Adon studi ed the canyon. "Of course. | see what you nean."

Five mnutes later, the sky had grown omi nously dark. M dnight was only a
dozen steps fromthe sunmit, and Kel emvor could barely wait until she reached
it. Remenbering how his own spirits had |ifted when he stepped onto the
saddl e, the warrior was determ ned to take the opportunity to apol ogi ze. After
that, the rest of the trip would go snoothly.

M dni ght slowy pl odded up those | ast feet and stepped onto the ridge. She
breathed a sigh of relief when she saw that they had, at |ast, reached the

t op.

Kel emvor could not contain himself. "You' re here," he said enthusiastically.
M dni ght | ooked around. "I see that." Though she could not m ss Kel envor's
cheery tone, she didn't share his deiight.

The magi c-user was still too angry, though she could no | onger say why.
Initially, Mdnight had bl aned Sneakabout's death on Kel envor and Adon. After
all, they had attacked Cyric w thout provocation, and everything el se had

foll owed. But she was beginning to fear their old friend m ght be playing her
for a fool. She wi shed she had seen what had passed on the rope between Cyric
and the halfling, whether Cyric had acted in self-defense or had killed
Sneakabout in cold bl ood.

A driving rain of black drops began to fall. The water was so cold it should
have been ice, and where it touched the conpanion's skin, it left itching red
circles.

From t he surroundi ng peaks echoed a quiet wail that woul d not have been out of
pl ace had there been a breeze. But the wind was calmand the air still. In
another tinme or place, they would have puzzl ed over the black rain and the
unnatural how , but at the nmonent it nerely seemed another irritation
Shruggi ng off the rain, Kelenvor exclained, "Fromhere, it's all downhill!"
"Then | suggest we continue downhill before this rain burns us to death."

M dni ght yanked her pony's reins and started down the trail.

The magi c-user's curtness deflated the spirits of both Kel emvor and Adon. As
they scranbled to follow, Kelenvor whispered, "How nmuch | onger must we wait
before she'll et us forgive her?"

"I wouldn't hold nmy breath," Adon responded.

It had taken themnnearly two days to clinb the east side of the saddle, but it
took only a quarter that long to descend the west side. Cold and itching from
the black rain, the three conpanions reached the ridge separating the | ake and
the forested canyon just before dusk. Kelemvor noticed a small cliff in the



western basin. In a niche at its bottom they found beds of nmpbssy grass and a
shelter fromthe unnatural weather. After assigning watches and gul ping down a
drab meal, the conpany settled in for a dreary night of sleep

The first two watches passed w thout incident, save that it stopped raining
during the second. Still, Mdnight, who had the third watch, slept little and
knew it was useless to try. She attenpted to occupy her m nd by puzzling out
the reason her magic had failed against Cyric's men. The nagic-user could not
under stand why snoke tendrils instead of a wall of fire had appeared. She had
executed the gestures and words exactly as they had come to her

Any nunber of things could account for the unexpected results. Perhaps the
wrong words and gestures had appeared in her mind. O dropping the phosphorous
bef orehand coul d have altered the magic's form But it was just as likely the
magi ¢ had sinply gone awy, as magi c had done so often since the night of the
Arrival .

M dni ght coul d conclude only one thing fromthe whol e incident, her

rel ationship to the weave was definitely different than that of a normal

magi c-user. Ot herw se, the incantation, whether correct or incorrect, would
never have cone to her in the first place.

But through nost of the night, M dnight could not keep her thoughts from
returning to the battle on top of the cliff. Over and over, she heard Kel emvor
asking her to keep Cyric's nmen at bay so he could kill the thief, and heard
herself flatly refusing. Then the image returned of Snheakabout sliding down
the rope after Cyric, and tine after time she saw his silhouette plunging to

t he ground. Then she woul d hear Kel envor blanming her for the halfling s death.
By the time her watch cane, M dnight had decided to | eave the conpany. Back in
Eveni ngstar, Cyric had said she was endangering her friends' lives. The thief
had been trying to persuade her to join himinstead of staying with Kel envor
and Adon. But Sneakabout's death had convinced her that Cyric was right. As
long as she remained with the fighter and the cleric, they were in danger—rom
Cyric, the Zhentilar, and Bhaal

An hour before dawn, M dnight judged it would be safe to | eave her conpani ons
unguarded. The night had passed wi thout incident, and the two of them were

hi dden beneath the cliff. The mage saddl ed all the ponies, then slipped the
tablet fromits resting place next to Adon and tied it on to her own nount's
saddl e.

Finally, she bade a silent farewell to her friends and led all three ponies
away. She woul d | eave Kel envor's and Adon's nounts somewhere down the trail
after she had ridden far enough to insure they would find it difficult to
catch her.

DaogePt oas

M dni ght kneel ed behind the twi sted trunk of a shagbark tree. A small expanse
of grassland |lay at her back. Beyond the prairie stood the rosy crags of the
Sunset Munt ai ns, where she had abandoned Kel emvor and Adon just four days
ago. The norning was a dreary and gray one, but behind the peaks, the sun had
bl eached the clouds to bright white.

The scrawny shagbark stood atop a bl uff overlooking the R ver Reaching. A
narrow fl ood plain separated the river's eastern shore fromthe enbankment.
Both the plain and the slope were covered with tall scraggly brush. A
wel | -used trail led down the bluff to an inn and livery stable that sat in a
small clearing at the river's edge.

Built fromriver rock and nortar, the inn was a one-story structure. The
stabl e had been constructed with tw sted pl anks hewn from gnarl ed shagbark
trees. Currently, over thirty ponies and horses stood crowded within its
confines. One end of the corral protruded a short distance into the River
Reaching so that the animls had a constant supply of water

Qutside the inn, two Zhentilar sentries lay dead with short spears protruding
fromtheir chests. Another sentry had fallen in the doorway. Thirty hal flings
| ay scattered throughout the clearing, black arrows in their breasts. A
handful of the small warriors had reached the inn and hacked ei ght w ndow



shutters off their hinges. Beneath three sills, bloodstains darkened the stone
wal I s, and hal f-1ing bodies |ay beneath two nore w ndows.

Wth a sad heart, Mdnight realized that she had stunbl ed across the nmen from
Bl ack Gaks, Sneakabout's vill age.

Sl eeping only four hours a day, the halflings had marched straight through
Yel | ow Snake Pass. Two ni ghts ago, they had slipped past Adon and Kel enmvor
finally catching up to their prey the previous evening. The war party had
attacked just before dawn, surprising the sentries with a vicious volley of
wooner a- | aunched spears.

If they had stopped there, the halflings nmight have returned to Bl ack Gaks
with their pride and their bodies intact. But they had foolishly rushed the
stone building. The Zhentilar inside, well trained and disciplined, had
awakened the instant the sentries screaned. The soldiers had fired severa
vol l eys of arrows out the w ndows. Mst of the short fighters had fallen

bef ore reaching the inn.

M dni ght found herself curiously angry at the halflings. Over thirty of them
had di ed, and they had gai ned not hing. The fool hardy attack agai nst the inn
had wi ped out their conpany, and the survivors would have been no match for
the strength of full-sized nmen in hand-to-hand conbat.

Though it was clear the halflings had | ost the battle, Mdnight realized that
there m ght be survivors. If so, the mage had to aid them Part of her
conviction was due to guilty feelings about Sneakabout's death, but the magic-
user was al so a conpassi onate wonan who despi sed needl ess suffering. She
sinmply couldn't bear the thought of l|eaving any halflings in merciless
Zhenti sh hands.

M dni ght al so wanted to sneak down to the inn for another reason. She had | ong
suspected Cyric's Zhentilar were the ones who had rai ded Sneakabout's vill age,
and the halfling's crazed attack on the thief had gone a | ong way toward
confirmng that suspicion. If so, then Cyric would be at the inn, and his
presence woul d nean that he had violated his pronise not to follow her. The
magi c-user had to see if her suspicions were true.

M dni ght crawl ed away fromthe shagbark tree and retreated to the gully where
her pony was tied. As the raven-haired magi c-user approached, the pony stonped
its hooves and snorted.

"What do you want?" M dni ght asked. "We left Hill's Edge an hour ago. You
can't be hungry again."

O course, the pony said nothing. Mdnight shook her head and si ghed heavily,
feeling silly for addressing a dunb animal as if it could respond. The

magi c-user had grown so | onely she thought of the beast in human terns.

M dni ght m ssed Adon and, especially, Kelenvor. Sneaking out of canp, she had
felt no special need to make anends with her friends. Now, she ached to take
back the anger between them

But it was too late. The mmgi c-user had a mission to acconplish, and she knew
that it would be better to forget Kel envor and Adon for now. Perhaps that was
why she had begun thinking of the pony as a conpani on

At | east this newfound enpathy had served M dnight well. Tw ce, the pony had
snel l ed something that frightened it. If the magi c-user had not been attuned
to her mount's moods, she would have mi ssed the pony's skittish-ness and
pressed forward into disaster. The first time, M dnight woul d have stunbl ed
into a goblin patrol. Though it m ght have been easy to escape using her
magi ¢, M dnight was just as gl ad she had not needed to try.

The second time, the pony had smelled something that frightened it badly. Wen
the mage had investigated, she found one of the few patrols Darkhol d had kept
in Yell ow Snake Pass. M dnight's magi c m ght have handl ed the Zhentilar, too
but the patrol had been escorting a humanoid stone statue standing ten feet
tall. As soon as she had |ooked into its vacant eyes and had seen it wal ki ng
under its own power, M dnight had recognized the statue as a stone gol em and
hurried away. By their very natures, stone golenms were al nost i ”Mmune to nagic.
O her than that, her journey down Yell ow Snake Pass had been uneventful. Last
ni ght, she had stayed in a small hostel in Hill's Edge. Though nost residents



of the town had been cold and distant, the innkeeper was a warm man not averse
to offering good advice to his custoners. Wien M dni ght had asked where she
could discreetly buy a fast horse, he had suggested the livery before which

t he mage now stood. Fortunately, M dnight had approached it cautiously, for
H1l's Edge had been crawling with Zhentilar, and she had correctly suspected
there m ght be nore at the stable.

The pony nuzzled M dnight under the arm |ooking for sonething to eat. The
mage ignored it and took the saddl ebags off its back. Wthout Adon and

Kel emvor to help guard the tablet, she didn't want to | eave the saddl ebag
containing the artifact unattended.

She started to pick her way down the slope, being careful to stay well hidden
in the heavy brush and not to kick | oose rocks or snap twi gs. Wen the mage
reached the bottomof the bluff, a cold drizzle began. The rain snelled foul
and rotten, as though sonmething in the clouds had died. The inn remained dark
and still.

M dni ght paused to search for signs of a sentry. Then she heard a faint chorus
of deep laughter behind the inn. A high-pitched voice cried, "Not again,
beg—aaaaghh! "

Taking care to remain concealed in the brush, the magic-user circled around to
t he southern side of the building. The high-pitched voice screamed again, then
fell silent. A few seconds later, the foul drizzle changed to a shower, and

M dni ght reached the edge of the clearing. She stopped a hundred feet away
fromthe building, where she had a clear view of the area between the inn and
the river.

Standing up to their chests in water, four Zhentilar held a ten-foot |ong | og
in place against the current. They had carved a deep groove in the center of
the wood, and in this groove rested the joint of two | ong poles |ashed

toget her at right angles. The Zhentilar had tied a halfling to the far end of
each pole, leaving his arns free so that he could swi mand hold hinself above
wat er .

The diabolic result of this construction was that a prisoner could not hold

hi nsel f above the surface without forcing his conrade at the other end beneath
the water. Two wet halflings already lay on shore, one dead, the other
coughi ng weakl y.

Four nore Zhentish soldiers stood at the river's edge, chuckling quietly and
betting on which prisoner would survive. Another man stood apart fromthem
evidently uninterested in the cruel sport. He was a large nan with bl ack

brai ded hair, a bushy beard, and gl eam ng bl ue-bl ack chain nmail.

A cl oak-shrouded figure left the four wagering Zhentilar and wal ked toward the
| one bl ack-haired man, pulling his cape tight over his shoulders. M dni ght

i medi ately recogni zed Cyric.

"Come on, Dal zhel, join the fun!" the hawk-nosed thief cried.

"You're wasting tinme, sir."

Cyric | ooked back to the water torture. "Nonsense. The nen are enjoying

t hensel ves." He did not add that he found the diversion entertaining, too.
"What of the woman? We should ride after her."

"There's no need,"” Cyric said confidently. "The spies in Hll's Edge spotted
her and tell ne that she's alone." He paused and smiled. "She'll conme to us."
A roar went up fromthe Zhentilar, and M dnight saw that one prisoner had
broken the surface of the river, plunging his conpani on beneath the waves.
"Anot her plan, mlord?" Dal zhel asked, ignoring the cheering spectators.

Cyric nodded, then | ooked back at the struggling halflings and chuckl ed.
"She's going to ride right into our arnms," he said absently.

M dni ght |icked her lips and tasted an angry sweat. She had nearly done just
that. In fact, she mght yet be captured.

Dal zhel raised an eyebrow doubtfully. "Even if she knows where to find us,
doubt she'll trust you after you killed the haifling."

"Trust nme?" Cyric guffawed, grabbing Dal zhel's nassive shoul der for support.

"I don't expect her to trust me any longer. I'lIl no |longer play those ganes
with her."”



Dal zhel frowned in puzzlenment. "Then why woul d she join us?"

Cyric laughed even harder and pointed to the river. "The ford," he said. "It's
the only one within sixty mles. She has to cone this way."

Enbarrassment crept over Dal zhel's face and he smiled sheepishly. "OF course,
mlord. W'll anbush her."

"Wthout Kelemvor to buy her tine, we'll have her bound and gagged before she
casts her first spelll™

M dnight's heart felt as though it had turned to ice. Kelemvor had been right
Cyric was a traitor. She needed no nore proof. The magi c-user exhaled quietly
and choked back her anger. The icy feeling in her heart renai ned, and she
vowed Cyric would pay for his betrayal

The shower increased to a downpour. An eerie wail cane down the river and the
fetid rain fell as though driven by a hardy wi nd. Even though the air remained
deathly calm M dnight ignored the bizarre rain. Since the night of Arrival,
she had seen many things a thousand times stranger

But Cyric and Dal zhel did not share her |ack of concern. The last tinme they
had heard that wail, in the Haunted Halls, they' d | ost several good nmen. Both
men frowned and | ooked skywar d.

"I'I'l check the sentries,"” Dal zhel said.

M dnight's scalp bristled with alarm She had seen no sentries, and the fact
t hat she remai ned undi scovered proved they had not seen her. Sonething was

W ong.
"Il finish with the halflings," Cyric grunbled, turning back to his nmen and
pri soners.

M dni ght saw that the soldiers had forgotten about the halflings. They, too,
renenber ed what had happened the last tine they heard a wail |ike the one that

echoed around them now. Several of the Zhentilar held their hands on their
hilts, nervously glancing in every direction, expecting Bhaal to appear at any
nonent .

As Dal zhel turned away, Cyric called out a last instruction. "If M dnight

doesn't show within the hour, we'll go to Hll's Edge."
"Aye," Dal zhel replied, "assunmng we're not fighting for our lives."
"You will be," Mdnight whispered. "I prom se." Though she did not understand

the source of Cyric's distress, she intended to use it to maxi num effect.

Her first order of business, however, was to free the hal flings. Though
fearing her magic mght msfire, she had no choice except to rely upon it. She
sumoned the words and gestures for telekinesis magic to m nd. A nornal

tel ekinesis spell sinply noved objects horizontally or vertically. The

magi c-user was ganbling she coul d mani pul ate the ends of the ropes w th enough
dexterity to | oosen them

M dni ght i medi ately perforned the incantation. To her astonishment, all the
ropes in the area, not just the ones binding the halflings, immedi ately

| oosened and began to unravel of their own accord. The two halflings on the
torture device cane free and floated down the river. Then their ropes began
swi mmi ng for shore, as though they were snakes. The cord | ashing the poles
cane undone, too, and crawled onto the log, coiled itself, and struck at one
of the Zhentil ar.

Cyric's men voi ced astoni shed shouts and angry curses. The thief started
toward the river. "Kill the prisoners! Kill themthis instant!" He pulled his
short sword. In the gray light, its pink blade seemed especially threatening.
H's men i mredi ately noved to obey, drawing their blades. The hal flings swam as
fast as they could, and the nen lunged after themclunsily, hacking and

sSw ngi ng—soneti mes at the escapees, and sonetines at the ropes squirm ng past
them The halflings were exhausted and it was all they could do to keep their
heads above the water. Still, the current was a fast one, and it seened

possi ble the river would carry themout of danger's reach. Cyric grow ed
angrily and waded into the river to intercept one of the escapees.

When M dni ght noticed that the living ropes were crawling toward her, she
backed into the brush, noving closer to the river. The ropes adjusted their
course and kept craw ing toward her.



One of the Zhentilar noticed what the ani mated ropes were doi ng and pointed at
them "Look!" he yelled. "They're after sonething!"

Cyric glanced at the ropes. "See what it is!" he ordered. At the sane tinme, he
adjusted his position to intercept his prey. Mdnight backed away agai n,

t hrough the bushes. If the Zhentilar's attention had not been focused in her
direction already, the resulting rustle would have gone unnoticed. But the
squirmng ropes were craw ing straight toward M dnight's hiding place, and it
was i npossible for the soldier to mss the noise. An instant |later, he saw

M dni ght's form huddled in the brush

"There's sonmeone in there!" He yelled, stopping. "A woman!"

M dni ght stood, ready to flee.

In the same instant, Cyric turned toward the brush and saw the mage's famliar
bl ack cl oak. "M dnight!" he called. "You' re here at last!" Wthout |ooking
away fromthe thicket, he reached out and snagged the hal fling who was
drifting by.

"I am" she growed. In that instant, the raven-haired nagic-user decided not
to run. As of yet, Cyric and his nen had nade no nove toward her, but they
woul d obvi ously give chase the instant she fled. The longer Cyric tal ked, the
| onger M dnight had to develop a plan of escape. "And | know you for what you
are."

Cyric shrugged. "What's that?" Mving snoothly and casually, he pulled the

hal f-drowned halfling to himand slit his throat.

"Monster!" M dnight yelled, taken by surprise. "You'll pay for that!"

An instant of doubt flashed across Cyric's brow He let the halfling s body
slip into the water, then waded toward shore. H's nmen started after M dnight,
but he waved them back. "No," the thief said. "You won't make me pay. W were
friends once, renenber?"

"That's over!" The magi c-user thought of killing Cyric and the appropriate

i ncantation came to her, but she did not cast it. Before he died, M dnight
wanted Cyric to know what she was punishing himfor. "You betrayed ne, Cyric.
You betrayed all of us, and by Auril's blue skin, I'mgoing to—~

"Be careful by whom you swear," Cyric cautioned, stepping onto the riverbank
"The CGoddess of Cold is nore of my persuasion than— The thief's eyes suddenly
bulged in terror and his lips pursed to forma single word. "No!"

Cyric's unexpl ained fright caused Mdnight to hesitate. She sensed novenent
behi nd her—then the anbusher was upon her. A vicelike hand cl anmped over the
mage' s nmouth, burning her lips where it touched them and a steely arm snaked
around her wai st, causing her intestines to churn in revolt.

M dnight tried to cast her death spell, but found that she could not. The
thing held her imobile; she could not voice the words or make the gestures to
execute the incantation. The iron-gripped attacker lifted the mage of f her
feet and retreated into the brush

When that day became night, it did not grow dark. The sky twinkled with a

t housand different colors, as though the heavens were filled with glittering
genst ones. Kel envor could not deny that the flickering light cast a certain
macabre beauty over the land. But he woul d have been happier with the
customary stars and noon overhead, and he envied Adon for having found a
retreat fromthe eerie night.

Adon sat cross-1legged before the small fire, his attention focused on the

yel l ow fl ames. Though he knew Kel emvor sat beside him that it was night and
they were canped on the bank of the River Reaching, he was not "aware" of
these things. Hs mind had retreated into itself, follow ng the convol uted

pat hways of prayerful neditation

"Anyt hi ng yet, Adon?" the green-eyed fighter asked. Though he was not well
versed in these matters, it seemed to himthat sonething should have happened
by now.

The interruption shattered the trance and Adon cane spinning back to the world
with dizzying speed. The cleric closed his eyes and shook his head from side
to side, digging his fingers into the cold nud.

He had been sitting before the fire since dusk, w thout eating, drinking, or



so nmuch as shifting his weight. Hi s back ached, his I egs were nunmb, and his
eyes burned. Irritated with Kel emvor's intrusion, Adon asked, "How |l ong has it
been?”

"Hal f the night, maybe nore,"” the warrior nuttered, doubting the w sdom of
interrupting the cleric's neditation. "lI've been to gather wood a dozen
tinmes."

He didn't add that someone was watching them If he told Adon now, the cleric
woul d react with surprise and the nysterious figure would know that she'd been
di scover ed.

Adon rolled his neck, letting his aggravation drain away with his stiffness.
He coul d not bl ane Kel emvor for being inpatient, and the interruption had not
changed the trance's result. "I found nothing," the scarred cleric reported.
"Sune cannot hear me ... or will not answer."

Adon wasn't surprised by this fact or even di sappointed. Attenpting to contact
Sune had been Keienvor's idea. Even though it was a desperate plan with little
chance of success, the cleric had agreed because they stood to | ose nothing by
trying.

The fighter, however, was di sappointed. He snapped a stick and threwit into
the fire. "Mdnight's lost, then," he said sadly.

Adon laid a gentle hand on his friend' s shoulder. "W'Ill find her."

Kel emvor shook his head. "She's been gone four nights. We'll never catch her."
The cleric could say nothing. Wen she had abandoned them M dni ght had ridden
north, well into the gorge of the River Reaching. Munted on her sturdy

nmount ai n pony, M dni ght could have taken no nore than three or four hours for
the first leg of her escape. But on foot, it had taken Adon and Kel envor a
full day to reach the clearing where she had left their nmounts. By the tine
they had returned to the main route, M dnight had a head start of a day and a
hal f.

Her desertion would have been disturbing in itself. But when they found

M dnight's trail again, Kelemvor had al so discovered the hoofprints of a dozen
horses followi ng her. He and Adon had both agreed the horses could only bel ong
to Cyric and his nen.

"Well, what should we do now?" Kel envor asked

Adon didn't have a single idea to offer, and he wi shed Kel envor woul d stop

| ooking to himfor answers. Still, he knew soneone had to make a deci sion

and, with Mdnight mssing, Kelemvor would not be the one. So Adon stood and
unfol ded the map Deverell had given them After a nonment of thought, he placed
a finger on a dot a fewniles down the river. "W'll go to Hll's Edge," he
said. "Mdnight will need a strong horse to cross the plains, and so will we.
Adon started to kick dirt on the fire, but Kelemvor stopped him Placing a
hand on the hilt of his sword, the fighter turned toward the river. Fifty feet
away, the woman who had been watching them was approachi ng.

The cleric foll owed Kel emvor's gaze. "Is that you, M dnight?" he called.

The wonman continued to approach. "No, it's not," she replied, her voice soft
and nel odi ous. "May | approach your canmp anyway?"

Havi ng spent the night staring into the fire, Aden's eyes were unaccustoned to
the dark. Even in the eerie light of the sparkling sky, he couldn't see the
nmysteri ous wonan cl early. Neverthel ess, he was the one who replied. "You're
wel cone here.”

A few seconds later, she stepped into the firelight and Adon gasped. The woman
stood as tall as Kelemvor, with silky brown hair and deep brown eyes. Her

conpl exi on was fair, though the glittering sky cast over it a multihued tint
that lent an ethereal quality to her beauty. Her face was oval -shaped, with a
| eanness that contrasted the fullness of her striking figure. In contrast to

t he el oquence of her beauty, she wore the rugged clothes of one who lived in
the w | der ness.

A wave of hope washed over Adon. Perhaps his prayers had been answered.

"Sune?" he asked meekly.

The woman bl ushed. "You flatter ne.
Adon coul d not help frowning as his nmonentary excitenent faded.



Noticing the cleric's disappointnment, the woman fei gned di sappoi ntment herself
and said, "If only the Goddess of Beauty is welcome in your canmp—

Kel emvor raised a hand and said, "Don't be offended. W didn't expect anybody
to wander into our canp, especially you—er, | mean a beautiful woman."

"A beautiful wonman," she repeated distantly. "Do you think so?"

"Certainly," Adon said, bow ng. "Adon of —ell, just Adon, and Kel envor
Lyonsbane at your service."

The wonman bowed in return. "Well net. Javia of Chaun-tea at yours."

"Well met," Adon replied. If she served Chauntea, the Great Mther, that meant
the woman was a druid. That explained her presence in the wl derness.

"I'"ve been watching your prayer fire," Javia explained. "Was it Sune you were
prayi ng to?"

"Yes," Adon responded gl umy.

Javia stared at the scar on the cleric's cheek. Her conpassionate eyes showed
t hat she understood the renorse the bl enish would bring to a foll ower of the
CGoddess of Beauty.

Adon turned his head to hide the scar

Javi a blushed and snmiled shyly. "Forgive ne. | don't often neet travelers here
and | forget howto act."

"What are you doi ng out here?" Kel emvor asked.

Sensing the fighter's suspicion, the wonan said, "Perhaps |I'minterrupting
your service—

"Not at all, Javia," Adon protested, taking her by the hand and guiding her to
a log beside the fire. "Sit. Please."

"Yes," Kelenmvor said moodily. "Praying wasn't solving our problens anyway."
Javia arched her eyebrows in alarm "Don't say that!"

"I didn't nmean—" Kel emvor began, recoiling fromJavia's vehenent response.
Then he decided it was better to be honest and expl ain what he neant. "In our
case, it's true." He pointed at Adon's cheek. "All the praying in the world
didn't get rid of that scar, and Adon got it in Sune's service."

"Surely not in Sune's service!" Javia exclained, her voice sharp with
reproach. "She is no goddess of filthy war."

"Do you think that's why she let me suffer?" Adon asked, his grief working its
way to the surface again. "Because | fought in the wong cause?"

Javia's face softened and she turned to Adon. "Your cause may have been right
enough, " she said. "But expecting a goddess to serve a worshiper ..." She |et
the sentence trail off as though Adon ought to know better than to expect
somet hing |ike that.

Adon felt his anger rising. "If not a worshiper, then who?" he demanded.

Javi a | ooked puzzled for a moment, as if she had never considered the
guestion. Finally, she answered, "Herself—who el se?"

"Hersel f," Adon echoed indignantly.

"Yes," Javia replied. "Sune, for exanple, cannot concern herself with the

wel fare of her followers. The Goddess of Beauty nust think only of beauty. If
she contenpl ates ugliness, no matter how briefly or for what purpose, then she
brings ugliness into her soul. If that happened, we would no | onger have a
pure ideal —all beauty would contain sone ugliness."

"Tell me," the cleric demanded angrily, "what do you think worshipers matter
to the gods?"

Kel emvor sighed. To the warrior, many things were worth argui ng about —but
religion was not one of them

Javi a regarded Adon for a long tine. Finally, her voice warm but
condescendi ng, she replied, "W're like gold."

"Li ke gold," Adon repeated, sensing that Javia's neaning was not to be found
on the surface of her words. "So we're the coins in some godly purse?"

Javi a nodded. "Sonething like that. W are the wealth by which the gods
neasure their—=

"By which they neasure their status,” Adon interrupted. "Tell me, what contest
are they playing at now? Is it worth the destruction of the world?"

Javi a | ooked up at the sparkling sky, then, oblivious—er indifferent—to Aden's



anger, she said, "I fear this is no game. The gods are fighting for control of
the Real s and the Pl anes.”

"Then | wish they'd take their battle somepl ace el se," Kelemvor said hotly,
wavi ng his hand at the sky. "W want no part of it."

"That is not our choice," Javia said sternly, wagging her finger at Kel envor
as though he were a child.

"How can you be so dedicated to then?" Adon demanded, shaking his head in
amazenment. "We don't matter to them "

Though he di sagreed with Javia, the scarred cleric was glad that she had
wandered into canp. Despite the intensity of the argument, he felt nore at
peace with hinself than he had in ages. Javia's succinct opposition hel ped him
see that he had been right to abandon Sune. Serving a goddess who did not care
about her worshipers was not only foolish, it was wong. Mnkind had too many
problems to waste its energy in the unproductive worship of vain deities.

The debate continued for twenty mnutes w thout any resolution. Javia was too
vehemently faithful and Adon too deterninedly heretical for themto-reconcile
their differences.

When the conversation deteriorated into a pointless and repetitive argunent,
Kel emvor excused hinmself and went to his bedroll. "If the two clerics are
going to stay up all night arguing," he muttered to hinself as he closed his
eyes, "they can keep the watch."

Bad Cor apany

The trail bent south and ran al ong the base of sone rolling hills. The sun

ki ndl ed a golden hue in the tufts of drab grass that speckled the dusty soil.
Here and there, a few reddish cliffs dotted the barren hillsides, the crisp
morning light igniting blazing tones in the sandy rock

Wt hout warning or reason, one cliff burst into fire, burned for a few

m nutes, then collapsed. Flam ng boul ders bounced down the hill, touching off
smal |l fires wherever they touched the greenery.

I gnoring the nysterious eruption, Bhaal -ho now used Kae Deverell's haggard
body as an avatar—guided his and Mdnight's nounts into the hills. Though the
cliff's spontaneous conmbustion frightened the magi c-user, she did not have the
energy or strength to object to the change in route. Mdnight felt nore asleep
t han awake, and was al nost delurious with pain. Were Bhaal had closed his
hand over her mouth, her lips and chin still burned. The mage's stonmach was
worse. Her entrails stili churned fromthe Lord of Murder's polluted touch

As the horses picked their way up the hillside, Mdnight flopped helplessly to
and fro. Too exhausted and di sheartened to hold herself in the saddle, she
remai ned nounted only because it was inpossible for her to fall off. Bhaal had
bound her hands to the saddle's horn and her feet to the stirrups.

Had she not suffered through the last thirty hours, M dnight woul d never have
bel i eved a human bei ng could endure so nuch. After snatching the magic-user
fromthe confrontation with Cyric, Bhaal had bound and gagged her, maki ng

magi cal incantations inpossible. Then the god had | ashed M dnight to a waiting
horse, mounted his own, and, |eading her nount, ridden away at a trot.

The pace had not slackened since. The Lord of Miurder had ridden through an
entire day and night without slowing for rest or explanation. If the horses
did not collapse first, Mdnight feared her bones would crumnble from constant
jarring. Confirmng its own exhaustion, the magic-user's horse struck its hoof
agai nst a rock and stunbl ed. The mage lurched left to keep her bal ance. The
saddl ebag with the tablet, still slung over her shoulder, shifted. A streak of
pain ran up her spine.

M dni ght groaned. \Wen he had abducted her, Bhaal had |eft the saddl ebag sl ung
over her shoul der and sinply secured it into place with a | eather thong. The
saddl ebag had al ready rubbed the skin on the nmage's shoul der raw. A warm wet
stain spread fromthe abrasion and ran down her back in ticklish streans.

Bhaal paused. He turned to face her. "Wat do you want ?"

Unabl e to speak through the gag, M dnight shook her head to indicate the groan
nmeant not hi ng.



The foul god frowned, then resuned riding.

M dni ght exhaled in relief. Despite the pain in her shoul der, she did not want
Bhaal to take the saddl ebag away. The nmagi c-user still clung to the hope of
escape, and she wanted the Tablet of Fate with her when the opportunity cane.
Unfortunately, Mdnight did not know what to do if she did escape. Unl ess she
di sabl ed Bhaal, which seened unlikely, he would sinply track her down agai n.
The magi c-user wondered what Kel envor would do. As a warrior, he had certainly
faced capture and knew net hods of escape. Even Adon m ght have a solution. He
had studied the gods and woul d know i f Bhaal had any weaknesses.

M dni ght coul d not help longing for the presence of her two friends. She had
never been nmore frightened, nor nore lonely, in her life. Despite the need for
t heir conmpany and counsel, however, she did not regret abandoning her allies.
Had they been at the ford, Bhaal would have murdered them both. If Kel emvor
had di ed, the magi c-user might have lost the strength to continue her
struggle. Mdnight could not allow that to happen

The magi c-user chastised herself for trying to rescue the halflings. She had
pl aced the tablet in peril, and doubted that she had saved even one life. But
M dni ght quickly realized that abandoning the survivors of the war party would
have changed not hi ng. Bhaal woul d have tracked her down anvwav. In the end, it
was meking the task easy for himthat upset her

The Lord of Murder suddenly stopped the horses. They had reached the top of a
hill, and M dni ght could see dozens of miles in all directions. Fifteen mles
back, an expanse of orange and red stretched toward the south. It was the
forest that had hugged their left flank through the night.

Bhaal di snounted, then renpved his horse's bridle and tethered the beast.

"The horses need rest," he grunbl ed, untying Mdnight. \Wenever the avatar
touched the mage's skin, her skin grewred and irritated. "D smount."

M dni ght gl adl y obeyed. The instant her feet touched the ground, Bhaal grabbed
her wist. Scorching pain shot through her armup to her shoul der. She
screamed i n agony.

"Don't try to escape,"” Bhaal snarled. "I'mstrong. You're still weak."
Confident that he had made his point, the fallen god rel eased her

The fresh agony jolted the magic-user into full alertness. She pulled the gag
of f her mouth and consi dered sunmoni ng her magic. M dni ght quickly rejected
the idea, however. The Lord of Mirder would not have untied her—er allowed her
to renove her gag—dnless he was prepared to counter any attack

I nstead, the mage cleared her throat and asked, "Wat do you want?"

Bhaal stared at M dnight, but did not respond. The face of the avatar—tord
Deverell's face—was pale and sickly yellow The eves were sunken, the skin
stretched over the bones |ike |eather over a drunhead.

"Hol d your hands together like this," Bhaal said, pressing his pal ns together
M dni ght briefly considered being uncooperative, but decided to obey. At the
nmonent, she was too exhausted to argue, and there was nore to gain by letting
Bhaal believe she had | ost hope.

As M dni ght pressed her pal ns together, she asked again, "Wat do you want?"
Bhaal produced a | eather thong. "You," he answered.

This answer did not surprise Mdnight. When the Lord of Miurder had first
abducted her, she had assumed he wanted the tablet. After he had not killed
her, however, the nmage had begun to suspect he wanted sonething el se. "M?
Why ?"

Bhaal tied the nmage's thunbs together, pausing to consider his response.
Finally, he answered, "You're going to kill Helm"

He spoke the words so rapidly and quietly that M dnight thought she had

m sunderstood him "Kill Hel n?" she asked. "Is that what you sai d?"

The Lord of Murder tied her little fingers together, then repeated the process
wi th each of her other digits. It was obvious to Mdnight that the god was

bi ndi ng her hands so she could not trace the gestures necessary to call on her
magic. "Yes, kill Helm" he finaliy confirnmed.

"I can't kill a god!" M dnight yel ped, astounded.

"You killed Torm" Bhaal growl ed. "And Bane." He puiled the thongs painfully



tight.

"Al'l 1 did was ring the Bell of Aylan Attricus! | saved Tan-tras. Bane and
TormKkilled each other."

"There's no need for nodesty," Bhaal said. He finished binding Mdnight's
hands and stepped away. "Lord Myrkul is the one who's angry about the Bl ack
Lord's death. After Bane destroyed ny assassins, | was happy to see himdie."
"But | didn't kill him... or Torm And | can't kill Helm"™ M dnight insisted,
gesturing with her bound hands. Bhaal's mi sconception both angered and
frightened her. If he had abducted her in order to destroy Helm the fallen

god had made a terrible mstake. "It was the bell!" she insisted.

Bhaal shrugged and renoved her horse's saddle. "It's all the same. You rang

t he bell when nobody el se could. Now you will kill Helm™

"Even if | could,” Mdnight replied, finding a place to sit, "I wouldn't. You

must know that."

"No," Bhaal told her sharply. He tossed the saddl e on the ground near his. "W
know you'll do as you're told."

"What gives you that idea?" M dnight asked. She found it interesting that
Bhaal had referred to Myrkul as an ally. The mage deci ded to make the nobst of
her captivity by learning as nuch as she could fromthe Lord of Murder

Bhaal stared at the mage with a steady gaze. "Though you left your friends, we
know how rmuch you care for them'

"What do you nean?"

Bhaal wal ked around to the other side of her horse and renoved its bit. "It's
rat her obvious, don't you think?"

"Kel emvor and Adon are no | onger part of this,’
growi ng inside of her.

"W understand that," Bhaal sighed, squatting to tether the horses. "And it
will stay that way—providing you do as we w sh."

"I can't do what you want!" she yelled, rising to her feet. "I don't have the
power. You're supposed to be a god—why can't you understand a sinple thing

i ke that?"

Bhaal studied her with his dead, coal -black eyes. "You don't |ack the power,"
he said. "You just don't know how to use it yet. That's why you need Mrkul
and ne."

"Need you?" Mdnight cried. The idea of "needing" the Lord of Miurder and the
Lord of the Dead sent shivers of revul sion up the mage's spine.

"You think it will be easy to wield the might of a god?" Bhaal asked, walking
over to her. "Wthout us, you'll burn up. The CGoddess of Magic was very

power ful when she transferred her power to you."

"The m ght of a god?" M dnight repeated. Her mi nd wandered back to the night
she had col |l apsed praying to Mystra the night of the Arrival. That had been
when her |ife changed, when the Real ms thensel ves had fallen into supernatura
di sarray.

For several weeks now, the suspicion that she carried Mystra's power had been
growing in the nage's mnd. Mdnight had tried to blanme the changi ng nature of
her magi c on the chaos infecting the Realms, but it had grown increasingly
difficult to ignore the evidence, her power over magi c was expandi ng, she no
| onger needed her spellbook, and finally, she could now use incantations she
had never studi ed.

But having suspected the truth did not |essen the inpact of its confirnmation.
The Lord of Murder's revelation left Mdnight stunned and frightened, and she
could not help retreating fromall that it inplied

Bhaal took advantage of M dnight's dazed state to pressure her. "\Wen he
exiled us, our nmaster stripped us of our power. Now, you alone are Helms

mat ch." The CGod of Assassins turned away from M dni ght and | ooked toward the
sky. "If we are to return to the Planes, you must destroy the CGod of

Quar di ans. "

"Wuldn't it be easier to give Hel mthe Tablets of Fate?" M dni ght asked,
speaking to Bhaal's back. "Wn't Lord Ao open the Planes to the gods when the
tabl ets are returned?”

t he magi c-user snapped, fear



Bhaal whirled around, his eyes flashing with rage. "Do you think we enjoy
being trapped in this puny world? This facade has cost nme all of ny

wor shi pers!" he snapped. "W'd return the tablets in an instant if it were
possi ble."

M dni ght was not sure she believed the Lord of Murder. From what she had

| earned, the gods were fighting over who would get credit for returning the
tabl ets. But Bhaal's words gave her cause for doubt.

"Are you saying it's inpossible to return the tablets?" the mage pressed.

The god pointed at the saddl ebags on M dnight's shoul der "Wy do you think
we've pernmitted you to keep that one? It's useless.”

"Usel ess!" M dni ght gasped, her heart sinking.

"W can't get the second one. Nobody can," Bhaal expl ained, waving his hand
angrily. "Wthout both tablets, Helmwon't let us back into the Planes. That's
why you must kill him"

"Where's the other tablet? Has it been destroyed?"

Bhaal sneered. "In a manner of speaking, yes. It's hidden in Bone Castle, in
Myrkul's Real mof the Dead." He pointed at the ground. "And there it will stay
until we are freed fromthe Real ns."

"I'f you know where it is, why don't you— M dni ght stopped in midsentence
realizing her question was silly. The gods had been bani shed fromthe Pl anes.
The Real m of the Dead, being Myrkul's home, was undoubtedly closed to them
since it was in Hades.

Bhaal allowed M dnight a nonent to consider what she had | earned so far
Finally, he said, "You see? We're on the sane side, we want to return to the
Pl anes, and you want to get us out of Faerun. But you'll need to kill Helm
bef ore that happens. Do you see that now?"

M dni ght did not answer inmmediately. It had occurred to her that if she could
destroy Helm she could al so recover the other tablet from Bone Castle. But
the mage did not want to reveal her idea to Bhaal, although he clained that he
al so wanted to return the tablets. Even after thirty hours in the saddle, she
was not nuddl ed enough to believe she could trust the word of the Lord of

Mur der .

Still, if her plan was to work, M dnight needed nore information. "If | mnust
kill Helmin order to save the Realnms, then | will,"” Mdnight lied. If she was
going to |l earn what she wanted from Bhaal, he had to think she was convinced.
"But before | agree, you've got to answer sone questions. | want to know t hat

you've tried every other possibility."

"Ch, we have," Bhaal replied, using his saddle as a chair.

M dni ght did not believe the fallen deity's words were sincere, but she

pret ended ot herwi se. "The gods are barred fromthe Planes, not anybody el se.
Why haven't you sent a nortal into the Realmof the Dead to retrieve the
second tabl et?"

Bhaal 's jaw dropped just for an instant, but |ong enough to betray his
surprise. "That's nol as easy as you make it sound," he said.

M dni ght did not mss the shock on Bhaal's face, but was unsure what to make
of it. She could not believe that the Lord of Murder and the Lord of the Dead
woul d not have thought of sonething so sinple.

"Answer the question,"” Mdnight demanded. "Wy haven't you sent sone norta
after the tablet? There must be ways for humans to reach the Real mof the
Dead. "

"There are ways," Bhaal conceded.

"How?" M dni ght asked. She sat down facing Bhaal, now, using her own saddle
for a stool.

The God of Assassins tw sted Deverell's enaciated face into a sour grin. "They
can die," he said.

M dni ght frowned. That was hardly the answer she wanted. "You can try to force
me to cooperate by threatening Kel emvor and Adon, but you won't be able to
trust ne unl ess you answer these questions. Wy haven't you sent a norta

after the second Tabl et of Fate?"

Bhaal studied her for a long time, nmalice in his eyes. Finally, he dropped his



gaze and said, "W have tried. Lord Myrkul has sent dozens of his nost | oyal
priests to Dragon-spear Castle and—

"Dragonspear Castle?" Mdnight interrupted. From what she had heard,

Dr agonspear Castle was little nore than an abandoned ruin on the road to
Wat er deep.

"Dragonspear Castle," Bhaal confirnmed, nodding. "Beneath it, there is a— He
paused, as if searching for the proper word, "—there is a bridge between this
world and the Real mof the Dead."

"Then why don't you have the other tablet already?" M dnight asked. By
ment i oni ng Dragonspear Castle, Bhaal had already told her what she wanted to
know, where to find the entrance to the Real mof the Dead. It was better not
to dwell on the subject, or he would quickly discover his m stake.

Bhaal shrugged and | ooked away. "The nortals go in, but they don't cone out.
The Real mof the Dead is a dangerous place for the living."

"I'n what ways?" M dni ght asked and she shifted her wei ght unconfortably in the
saddle. "Surely, Lord Myrkul's priests—=

"We've tal ked enough about the Real mof the Dead," Bhaal snapped, suddenly
rising and snarling in anger. "You will help us, Mdnight ... or your friends
will suffer for your stupidity and your obstinacy,"

M dni ght stared at Bhaal, feigning surprise and indignation, but said nothing.
Fromthe foul god's sudden anger, she knew that she had asked one question too
nany.

Bhaal pointed at the ground next to her saddle. "Sleep while you can," he
grunbl ed. "We | eave as soon as the horses are rested." Wth that, he turned
away—then all owed hinself a satisfied grin. So far, everything with the mage
had gone as Lord Myrkul had predicted.

Kel emvor kept a wary eye turned toward the forest on the south side of the
road. A hundred inky shadows hung in rust-col ored boughs, ferociously
chittering at a dark thing skulking in the underbrush. As the warrior watched,
a lone squirrel dropped out of a tree and bounced out to the niddle of the
dusty road. It had tufted ears, a bushy tail, and eyes darker than its fur
Where the nmorning sun's yellow rays touched it, the creature's dark fur
absorbed the light. The rodent | ooked nore like a tiny denmon than a squirrel
Kel emvor continued to ride toward the little animal. It stood its ground,
studying the warrior and his horse with ravenous eyes.

"Strange creatures," Adon coment ed.

"They certainly don't seemnatural,"” Kel envor agreed.

I nside the wood, a stick snapped with a | oud pop. The nmass of squirrels
gathered in the trees shrieked in anger and dropped to the ground. Wthin
seconds, a man rose, cursing and scream ng as the rodents swarmed him

Kel emvor and Adon could not see the man well enough to tell whether he was a
hunt sman or sonmeone else with a | ess honorable reason to lurk in the wood.
"Too mean," Kel emvor added, referring to the squirrels.

The fighter hoped Adon woul d not insist upon chasing the bel eaguered man down.
The cleric was making a habit of interrogating strangers, and it was begi nni ng
to annoy Kel emvor. Twenty-four hours ago, they had discovered M dnight's pony
near the ford at Hll's Edge. They had also found close to forty dead

hai flings, and signs of the torture that had occurred behind the inn. Though
unsure of howto interpret these signs, Kelemor and Adon had decided to
assune Cyric had captured M dnight.

They had been in the saddl e ever since, |ooking for their eneny at every
canpfire they passed. Kelenvor had grown tired of this nethodical search. He
knew that Cyric was increasing his | ead while Adon wasted their tinme harassing
honest merchants.

But the cleric was convinced that, at last, they had caught up to the thief.
"After that man!" he ordered.

Kel emvor made no nove to obey. "why waste nore nore tine. Cyric's ahead of us,
and we won't catch himby chasi ng woodcutters."

"Wyodcutters!" Adon excl ai ned. "Wiy would a woodcutter be so far fromtown?"
"A hunter then," Kel envor responded.



"So you're certain that isn't Cyric's sentry?"

"No, " Kel envor said. "But—

"Then we've got to go after him"

"No," Kel envor insisted. "W can't | ook behind every rock for Cyric. W'l

lose himfor good if we keep this up!"

Adon saw the wi sdom of Kel envor's argunent, but believed the fleeing man was
nore than a hunter. "All right. But hunters don't lurk at roadsides. Trust
ne."

Kel emvor sighed. Lately, he'd found it increasingly difficult to disagree with
Adon for long. Warily eyeing the black squirrels, the warrior spurred his
mount into a gallop. The sturdy caravan horse easily broke through the thicket
at the forest's edge. A dozen rodents |eaped fromthe trees, attacking

Kel emvor and his nount with tiny claws and teeth.

The horse ignored them and continued forward while Kel envor swore and ri pped
the creatures off his body. By the tinme they were free of squirrels, the
warrior and his horse were deep within a nmultihued world of shadows and autumm
l'ight.

Adon foll owed cl ose behind, cursing and ripping black rodents off his body.
The man they were chasi ng was nowhere in sight.

"What now?" Kel envor asked.

Adon flung the fast squirrel into the forest, then said, "W argued too |ong.
He's gone."

To their left, Kelemvor heard the muffled patter of hoof-beats. He turned his
horse to pursue, notioning Adon to follow The sooner they caught the fellow,
the sooner the cleric would I et them get back to chasing M dnight.

As he rode, Kelenvor kept an eye turned toward the forest floor. Severa

m nutes later, he stopped. He hadn't seen a single hoofprint, scuffed rock, or
freshly broken stick upon which he could base a trail

"Where is he?" Adon asked.

Kel emvor hushed his friend, then listened carefully. The hoofbeats were gone.
But deep in the forest, he heard sonething el se—the nicker of a tired horse.
He turned his nount toward the sound and rode slowly ahead. "Follow ne .
quietly."

A mnute later, the warrior heard the soft nurnur of a voice. Kelenvor

di smount ed and gave his reins to Adon, then crawl ed through the thick
underbrush with his sword drawn. He had to go slowy, for the ground was
littered with dried twigs and | eaves that nade it nearly inpossible to nove
silently.

Eventual ly, he came to the edge of a small clearing, where a rider in Zhentish
arnor held the reins of a winded horse. Beside the rider stood a |arge,

bl ack- bearded man. Behind the horse, hidden fromview, stood a third man. A
hundred feet to the trio's right, seven Zhentilar were sleeping on the ground,
their arnmor stacked neatly beside them

Adon was right, Kelemvor realized. The man at the roadsi de had been a sentry.
"You're sure they couldn't follow you?" asked the bearded nan.

"I"'mcertain," replied the sentry.

The unseen man spoke. "W can't take chances, Dal zhel. Stupid as he is,

Kel emvor has a certain cunning.”

The voice was Cyric's.

Kel emvor's heart pounded with anger and excitenent. "Stupid!"he nmuttered under
his breath. "W'll see who's stupid when ny sword creases your neck!" The only
thing that kept the warrior fromattacking i nmedi ately was that he did not see
M dni ght. He would not risk her life to vent his wath.

Cyric continued speaking to Dal zhel. "Wke the nen."

"But they've slept |less than three hours!" Dal zhel objected.

"Wake them" Cyric snapped. Turning to the sentry, he added, "And you ride
back over your trail. Be sure the two nen didn't foll ow you."

As Dal zhel and the sentry turned to obey, Kelenvor started to back out of his
hi di ng place. He intended to reach Adon before the sentry did. The stocky
warrior, however, was not accustonmed to skulking in the bushes. In his rush to



beat the Zhentish soldier, his scabbard caught on a bush and rustled it

[ oudly. Kel emvor cursed under his breath and froze, hoping Cyric and his nen
woul d not notice the sound.

But Cyric, Dalzhel, and the sentry ail stopped and turned to look in the
fighter's direction.

Kel emvor realized he had two choices—attack or retreat. He nade the sane

choi ce he always did, he | eaped fromhis hiding place and charged. The sudden
assault took his opponents by surprise.

Dal zhel was first in Kelemvor's path. The huge Zhentilar's weapon had not even
cleared its scabbard when Kel emvor |eveled a vicious slash at his undefended
side. The Zhentilar stepped forward and bl ocked the slash by smashing his fist
into Kel envor's el bow.

The bl ow nearly knocked the sword out of the stocky warrior's hand. Dal zhe
grabbed for Kelemvor's wist, but the green-eyed fighter pulled free and

st epped back. This allowed the huge Zhentilar to draw his weapon, but it also
freed Kel emvor to attack again.

The exchange occurred so rapidly that Cyric and the sentry didn't have tine to
react. If Dal zhel's refl exes had not been so quick, Kelenvor would have killed
all three men with their weapons still sheathed. The initial nelee was over,
however, Cyric and the sentry drew their swords.

Kel emvor studied his opponents. Though it wasn't his battle style, he knew he
woul d have to fight carefully and cautiously. Dalzhel lifted his sword into a
hi gh guard, inviting a lunge. The warrior refused the bait. He had no
intention of closing within arms | ength of the black-haired Zhentil ar

Whi | e Kel emvor and Dal zhel stared at each other, Cyric slipped around the
sentry's horse and stopped out of sword reach. The sentry advanced and st ood
to Kelemvor's right, much too close for the fighter's confort.

"Kel, nmy friend!" Cyric said. "Meet Dal zhel. Alone, he m ght be your nmatch

But at three-to-one—=

Whil e Cyric bragged, Kel envor evened the odds. Hi s blade flashed once, opening
a deep gash in the sentry's abdomen. Screaning in agony, the man stunbl ed away
and col | apsed.

"Two-to0-one," Kel enmvor corrected, bringing his sword back to guarding

posi tion.

Back with the horses, Adon heard the scream of the wounded sentry. He w apped
Kel emvor's horse's reins around a linb, then lifted his mace and urged his
horse through the underbrush

Dal zhel allowed his annoyance to flicker across his face. Kelenvor was truly
dangerous, he realized. Cyric would be wiser to et himhandl e this fight

al one. But the burly Zhentilar did not dare say that. Cyric was far too vain
to accept such a suggestion

Qut of the corner of his eye, Kelenvor noticed that the seven sl eeping
Zhentil ar had awakened. They were pulling on their helmets and gathering their
weapons. Being careful not to ignore Dal zhel, Kel emvor addressed Cyric,
"Before | kill you, tell me where Mdnight is."

A sneer crossed Cyric's lips. "If you' ve cone for her, you die in vain. You,
Dal zhel, and | together couldn't save her."

At that noment, Adon reached the clearing. To his right, Kelemor faced Cyric
and one other man. In the nmddle of field, seven Zhentilar were preparing to
go to Cyric's aid. Adon decided to nmake sure they never arrived. The cleric
knew his friend had survived two-to-one odds nany times, but eight or

ni ne-to-one woul d have been a chall enge for even Kel envor. The cleric kicked
his mount into notion and charged.

As soon as Kel emvor heard Adon arrive, he attacked, beating Dal zhel back with
a series of overhand slashes. Cyric jabbed at the warrior's side, but Kel envor
easily bl ocked, then sent Cyric reeling with a kick to the stomach.

Meanwhi | e, Adon smashed two skulls as his horse thundered through the
Zhentilar canp, then turned around and charged again. This time, however, the
Zhentilar were ready for himand stood in a | oose group. At the last instant,
Adon veered to the left. The cleric's target lifted his sword to bl ock, but



t he nmonentum of the charging horse overpowered the defense. The sword went
flying, and the mace smashed the victims ribs. A second Zhentiiar fell when
Adon's horse tranpled him An instant later, the horse and rider gall oped
away.

On the other side of the clearing, as soon as Kel envor kicked Cyric out of the
way, Dal zhel fell upon the warrior and thrust for his abdomen. Kel emvor

bl ocked with a | ow sweep, then Dal zhel's foot cane from nowhere and snashed
himin the head. Kelenvor's vision darkened and he felt his knees buckle. The
warrior fell to his right, trying to put distance between hinmsel f and Dal zhel
As Kel emvor dropped, Adon turned his horse around for another pass at the
remai ni ng Zhentilar. The three men stood huddl ed together, fear show ng on
their faces. "Get out of here!" Adon called, spurring his horse into a third
char ge.

The three Zhentilar glanced at each other uncertainly, then at the bodi es of
their dead and wounded fellows. An instant later, they turned and ran. Adon
foll owed | ong enough to make sure they would not return. It did not occur to
the cleric that Kel envor m ght be in trouble.

In fact, Kelemvor was about to die. He rolled away from Dal zhel but quickly
bunped into Cyric's legs. The thief inmediately pressed the tip of his sword
against the warrior's throat and held it there. Kelenvor did not nove,
expecting Cyric to say something.

Instead, the thief remained quiet, searching his old friend' s eyes for signs
of fear. To his disappointnent, the warrior's face betrayed anger and hatred,
but no fear. Though Cyric begrudgingly adnmired his old ally's bravery, he did
not find it admrable enough to spare him

Kel emvor saw the thief's eyes harden and knew Cyric had decided to kill him
The warrior swung his left hand and smashed his forearminto Cyric's wist,
knocking the sword away fromhis throat. The red bl ade grazed the side of the
Kel emvor's neck, but didn't draw bl ood. At the sane tine, the warrior spun and
swung his feet at Cyric's ankles, sweeping the thief's feet from beneath him
As Kel emvor struggled to save his life, Adon decided the three Zhentilar would
not be com ng back. He swung his horse toward the other end of the clearing,
turning just intime to see Cyric fall, then Kelenvor roll away. Dal zhe
rushed forward to defend his fallen commander, but the green-eyed fighter
rolled right into the Zhentilar's feet. Kel emvor wapped his arms around the
burly man's ankl es. Dal zhel fell, cursing and beating the hilt of his sword
agai nst Kel emvor's back.

Adon spurred his horse toward the fight just as Cyric rose to his feet again.
Though he had knocked Dal zhel to the ground, Kelenvor was no match for the
bearded man in unarnmed conbat. Not only was Dal zhel's strength greater, but he
was a nore experienced westler. Dal zhel worked his way onto Kel envor's back
and cl anped his arnms around the warrior's throat. Kelemvor rolled and pulled
at his opponent's arm but could not shake off the chokehol d.

Cyric reached the fight before Adon. The thief hovered over the struggling
pair, |ooking for an opportunity to plunge his blade into Kel emvor's back. A
nmonent |later, the scarred cleric rode up and Cyric turned to face him Adon
stopped twenty feet away and did not attack. Although being nounted gave him a
conbat advantage, it also prevented himfrompicking his target carefully. If
he struck from horseback, he was as likely to tranple Kel emvor as kill Cyric
or the Zhentish sol dier.

"Let himgo!" Adon yelled, hefting his mace.

Dal zhel glanced at Cyric for instructions, but the thief shook his head. The
burly Zhentilar continued choking Kel envor.

"It's come down to the four of us," Cyric observed, noting that Adon had
killed or chased off his nen.

"I guarantee that you won't survive this, Cyric. Release Kelemvor and tell nmne
where M dni ght is" Adon threatened.

Cyric broke into a fit of maniacal |aughter, thoroughly enjoying the irony of
the situation. Wile he, Adon, and Kel envor fought, M dnight was facing a
danger far greater than death.



"What is it?" Adon demanded. "What have you done with her?"
Cyric managed to control his hysterics. "Me? |I've done nothing with her," he

sai d. "Bhaal has her—and now that we're about to kill each other, he'll keep
her."

"Bhaal !'" Adon yelled. "You're lying!"

Cyric waved his hand around the clearing. "Were is she?" he asked. "I'm not

lying. W've all lost her."

Upon hearing this, Dal zhel relaxed his chokehold, but did not release it.
Cyric's words had made himrealize that this battle was sensel ess. Neither
side had M dnight or the tablet, and he saw no profit in dying or killing over
a pointless vendetta.

"I know I'm an outsider here," the burly lieutenant said, eyeing Adon and his
mace. "But I'min no hurry to die, which is what's going to happen to at | east
three of us."

Nobody bothered to argue. Dal zhel and Cyric clearly had Kel emvor at a

di sadvant age. But as soon as they killed the fighter, there would be nothing
to prevent Adon from charging. Fromthere, nobody could predict what woul d
happen, but Dal zhel suspected that either he or Cyric would fall to the

hor senan.

Dal zhel continued. "And if three of us die, nobody's going to get what he
wants. The survivor, if there is one, will hardly be in any condition to take
t he woman back from Bhaal . "

"What's your point?" Kel emvor gasped.

"You and your friend are good fighters," Dal zhel said flatly. "So are Cyric
and |I. Together, we stand a chance of defeating Bhaal, but—=

"I'"d sooner die here," Kelenvor gasped, struggling to free hinself from

Dal zhel ' s grasp

"That's fine and good," Cyric responded. "But how does it help Mdnight? If
Dal zhel kills you, then Adon kills Dal zhel =

"I'd kill you first," Adon interrupted.

"I"'msure you'd try," Cyric responded, glaring at the cleric. "But what
happens to M dnight? No matter who kills who, Bhaal keeps M dnight and the
tablet. Is that what you want ?"

The thief's words had an effect on Kelemvor. He did not trust Cyric, but at
the nmonent that did not matter. He was about to die, which nmeant he coul d not
save M dnight. Wat Dal zhel proposed would give himthe opportunity to help
her. Kel emvor would sinply have to be ready for the thief's inevitable
bet r ayal

"What do you think, Adon?" Kel envor asked.

Cyric's face betrayed his surprise. The thief had little respect for the
cleric's opinion, and when the three of them had travel ed together, neither
had Kel envor. "Don't tell ne this fool does your thinking now?" the hawk-nosed
man excl ai ned.

Kel emvor ignored the thief and waited for Adon's reply. "Ch, yes. Cone, friend
Adon. Let's have a truce until we recover Mdnight," Cyric said sarcastically.
"Then we'll let her choose her own conpany."

There had been a tinme when Adon woul d have accepted the proposal at face

val ue. But he was not the same naive person the thief had once known. Still,
what Cyric and Dal zhel proposed was the only hope he could see for M dnight.
"We'| | accept," Adon said at last. "But | know you won't keep to your word."
The cleric paused for a nonment, then | ooked into the thief's eyes. "As | said
once on the Ashaba, Cyric, | know you for what you are. Don't think for a

nmonent that we'll let our guard down."

"Then it's agreed,"” Cyric replied quickly, ignoring the cleric's comments. He
turned to Dal zhel . "Let Kelenvor up, then let's prepare to ride with our
friends—=

"We are not friends," Kel envor warned, rubbing his throat.

Cyric smled weakly. "As you wi sh."

Dal zhel retrieved his sword and sheathed it, then turned to Kel emvor. "Wel
met. May our bl ades fail before they cross again."



To Kel emvor, the archaic nercenary greeting seened sadly appropriate. The
fighter had once again found hinself pursuing an uncertain goal wth
conpani ons he could not trust, just like the tine he had hel ped Lord Gal roy
"recover" several herds of "stolen" horses fromthe honest ranchers of Kulta.
Just like the hundreds of other quests he had gone on for profit before his
curse had been lifted.

Kel emvor sheathed his own sword and replied, "But only after we have broken
our backs with bounty."

Conpleting the ritual with the traditional sign of respect, the two nen
grasped wists and gave each other's arns a healthy tug. Kel emvor noted that
Dal zhel's grip was sure and strong.

Bri dge

The four riders, Cyric, Dalzhel, Adon, and Kel emvor, stopped their horses at
the crest of a bluff. After three rigorous days of riding, their uneasy
alliance was still intact.

The ni ght was a nmoonl ess one. But the clouds, which were drifting into and out
of different patterns of geonetric precision, quivered with mlky

i ncandescence. The result was a shifting, silvery light that illum nated the
land with a dusklike gl eam

The bl uff overl ooked the shinmering currents of the Wnding Water. Ahead and
to the conpany's left, five stone arches spanned the river; Boareskyr Bridge.
In front of the bridge, the remains of a perpetual tent city hugged both sides
of the road. Al that remained of it now were fire scars, a few charred
horses' carcasses, and the fire-blackened foundations of the city's only two
per manent buil dings. On both sides of the deserted settlenment, brush as high
as a man's head covered the river's flood plain.

Kel emvor didn't even wonder what had happened to the nomadic city. In these
times of chaos, it could have been anyt hi ng.

"The wi nged horses are over there," Adon said, pointing a hundred feet east of
the bridge. Two pegasi were cavorting low in the sky.

"Then let's go," Dal zhel ordered gruffly, urging his horse forward.

Ten m nutes ago, when they had first seen the pegasi, the four had debated the
wi sdom of chasi ng the wi nged horses. Adon had won the argument, claimng that
the pegasi were as intelligent as men and mi ght have seen sone sign of

M dni ght and Bhaal .

Unseen to the four riders, the objects of their search were |lying hidden in
the cl osest fire-blackened foundation. M dnight was asl eep, bound and gagged,
her head resting on the saddl ebag with the tablet. Bhaal was watching the
frolicking pegasi, his eyes burning with an appetite for their |ives.

Finally, the Lord of Murder could resist the tenptation no | onger. He decided
to go after the winged horses. If Mdnight tried to flee while he was gone, it
was just as well. Myrkul's plan called for her to escape near Dragonspear
Castle, but Bhaal could see no harmin letting her go earlier. The fallen god
t hought about taking the tablet with him but decided against it. If the mage
woke and found it gone, she would realize he had lied to her about it being
wort hl ess. Besides, it would only be in his way while he hunted.

Bhaal ' s contenplation cane to an abrupt end when he heard a horse nicker in

t he brush ahead. The pegasi were still sailing through the air, but he was
sure that the sound had come fromthe ground. That meant someone was out
there. Wthout making a sound, the Lord of Miurder clinbed out of the
foundati on and di sappeared into the heavy brush

A minute | ater, when she was confident Bhaal had truly |left her unattended,

M dni ght opened her eyes. She sat up and began pushing her hands back and
forth in her bindings. The magi c-user had been worki ng her hands agai nst the

| eat her thongs all day, and had finally stretched them far enough that she now
m ght be able to free herself.

Meanwhi | e, several hundred feet away, Dal zhel's horse reared at the edge of a
dry gully. On the opposite bank, something rustled the spindly bushes. The
Zhentish |ieutenant reached for his sword, then a man's form | eaped fromthe



hedge. The horse reared again, lashing out with its fore-hooves. Two sharp
cracks sounded as it struck the attacker

The dark form grow ed, then grabbed one of the horse's forelegs. There was a
hol | ow pop, then tendons and carti -

| age began cracking. Wen the horse dropped back to the ground, whinnying in
terror and pain, it was mssing a |leg. Dal zhel |eaped free as his nount

col | apsed.

On the other side of the fallen horse stood Kae Deverell's form He hardly

| ooked human. Hi s body had bl oated and taken on a doughy texture made nore
sickening by the silvery light of the |um nescent clouds. Because it had been
used wi thout regard to preserving it, the body was covered wi th wounds and
brui ses fromhead to toe. The fecund odor of infection hung in the air around
the avatar.

The four riders inmediately knew they had found Bhaal —er rather, Bhaal had
found them Choking his gorge back, Kelenmvor spurred his nount forward and
l[ifted his sword. Bhaal raised his fist and rushed forward. Kel envor
transferred his free hand fromthe reins to the saddl ehorn so he could |ean
down to Bhaal's |evel

They met with a crash and Kel emvor's sword sliced into soft flesh. However,
Bhaal 's fist also found its mark. The warrior slipped fromhis stirrups and

| anded on his back. The inmpact knocked the breath from his |ungs.

Cyric came next, |eaping over Kelenvor the instant the fighter hit the ground.
The thief's sword flashed. A sharp hiss sounded as its red blade bit into the
avatar. Bhaal roared in anger and turned. The Lord of Murder grabbed a handful
of hide, then tore a long strip of flesh off the flank of the thief's horse.
Cyric's mount screeched in alarmand kicked, throwing its rider

As Cyric fell, Bhaal retreated into the hedge on the far bank

Adon spurred his mount forward, barely clearing Kel emvor as the warrior tried
to rise. The horse's hooves | anded in front of Kelenvor's nose, then Adon
gal l oped on in pursuit of Bhaal. The cleric's horse crashed into the hedge and
slowed to a dead stop, unable to penetrate the thick brush into which Bhaal
had di sappeared. The horse then slipped down a steep bank and stunbl ed,
spilling Adon onto the creek's bed.

By the time the young cleric and his three conpani ons recovered, Bhaal was
gone. Cyric's horse had run off. Kelemvor's and Aden's nounts were nervously
paci ng up and down the dry wash. Dal zhel's horse lay on the ground whi npering.
Its left | eg had been snapped off at the knee, |leaving a white, rounded knob
exposed.

Approachi ng the wounded beast from behind, Dal zhel quickly ended his nount's
suffering. Afterward, he said, "No animal should have to face the Iikes of
that."

"Nor any man," Adon replied. "But here we are."

Cyric quickly joined them H s eyes sparkled with excitement and the bl ade of
his sword was deep red. "Dal zhel, take the point," he ordered. "Kel, Adon
take the flanks. We'll flush himout."

"And do what?" Dal zhel denmanded.

The burly Zhentilar seenmed a prudent and not altogether evil man, and Kel envor
had troubl e understandi ng why Dal zhel followed the |ikes of Cyric. In the

t hree days they had ridden together, Kel envor had cone to regard the man not
al t oget her unki ndly.

"We'll kill Bhaal, of course!"™ Cyric said.

"You're mad," Kel envor replied, shaking his head.

Cyric turned. "Mad?" he exclaimed. The thief lifted his sword, being careful
not to appear threatening. He merely wanted Kel envor to | ook at the bl ade.

"Mad? .. . perhaps. But with this, | wounded Bhaal. Imagine, | injured a god!"
"W chased himaway," Adon said, "that's all." He picked sonething out of the
sand, then held it up for the others to see. It was a dirty, bloated thing: a
hand severed at the wist. "W can hack the avatar to pieces, but we'll never
kill Bhaal ."

"No," Cyric insisted. "I can destroy himl can feel it!"



"Maybe we'll kill Bhaal and maybeWe won't," Kel emvor grumbled. "But that's
not why we're here. W came to find Mdnight."

"Look!" Adon pointed skyward. The cl ouds had arranged thenselves into a mass
of perfect rhonmbuses. But that was not what had excited the cleric. The pegasi
were flying away.

"They're fleeing!" Adon said. "They nust have seen Bhaal ."

Kel emvor nodded. "We've got to hurry!™

"Why?" Dal zhel asked. "Adon just said we couldn't—=

"Bhaal has M dnight and the tablet. He could be |eaving," the green-eyed
fighter replied.

By the time Kel envor finished the sentence, Cyric was hal fway up the bank

Kel emvor was soon cl ose behind the thief. Adon and Dal zhel had no choice
except to follow.

At the top of the gully, they split into two groups. Dal zhel and Cyric took
the left flank, Adon and Kel emvor the right. In the heavy brush, the two pairs
soon | ost sight of each other. Kel emvor and Adon noved as quietly as possible,
as much to hide their position fromCyric as from Bhaal. M dnight was here
somewhere. |f they found her, the thief would turn on themthe instant she was
safe. They preferred to make that eventuality as difficult as possible.

Dal zhel 's surprised yell announced that he and Cyric had found the Lord of

Mur der. Kel emvor and Adon went toward the scream noving as rapidly as
possi bl e wi t hout maki ng nuch noi se. When they finally reached the battle, it
nearly took Kel envor by surprise. Dalzhel's burly formrushed past hima few
yards ahead, his black arnmor gleamng in the glow ng clouds' silvery light.
Bhaaf was only four steps behind the Zhentish |ieutenant. Then came Cyric,

sl i pping noi sel essly behind the foul god, maneuvering for a surprise attack
Kel emvor started forward, but Adon quickly pulled himback. "Let them deal
with Bhaal ," the cleric whispered. "W should find Mdnight."

Wt hout warning, Bhaal stopped and spun on his pursuer, jabbing at Cyric with
the sharp bone protruding fromhis severed wist. The fallen god foll owed the
jab with an open-handed strike fromhis other hand. Cyric barely dodged the

bl ows, then returned the attack with a wild slash and backed away.

Dal zhel finally noticed his pursuer had turned on his commander, then stopped
and turned around. Moving cautiously but quickly, he advanced on Bhaal's back.
The Lord of Murder ignored the other Zhentilar and nmoved toward Cyric. The
god's attention was focused intently on the red blade, as if it was his only
concern. The thief stopped, then made a fool hardy | unge. Bhaal dodged easily,
but Cyric followed the blow with a ferocious kick and caught the avatar in the
ribs.

Bhaal did not fall. Instead, he grabbed Cyric's |leg and grinned. Renenbering
what Bhaal had done to Dal zhel's horse, the thief turned and tried to dive
away. Luckily, Cyric pulled his leg free and | anded in a sonersault. Bhaal
sneered and advanced, noving out of Dal zhel's striking range just as the
Zhentilar lifted his sword.

Afraid to take the time necessary to stand, Cyric continued forward with a
series of rolls. Bhaal followed three feet behind, prepared to strike the
instant the thief stopped moving.

"They need hel p!'" Kel emvor whi sper ed.

"Do you think they'd hel p us?" Adon obj ect ed.

"No, but—=
"Save your strength,” the cieric insisted. "Wiether it's Bhaal or Cyric,
there's no doubt we'll have to kill the wi nner."

If Cyric had been fighting the God of Assassins al one, Kel envor woul d have
honored Adon's wi sh without hesitation. The thief deserved to die. But so far
Dal zhel had treated themfairly. Kelemvor did not like standing by while the
Zhentish lieutenant risked his life.

Sensing his friend s thoughts, Adon suggested a nore conpelling reason to stay
out of the action, "Now s our best chance to free Mdnight. . . while Cyric
keeps Bhaal busy."

Kel emvor sighed and nodded. "Then let's go find her."



Adon started crawl i ng around the nel ee.

Only two hundred feet away, M dnight had finally pulled a hand free of her

bi ndi ngs. A few nonents earlier, she had heard a screamin the brush and knew
t hat Bhaal was attacki ng someone. Though M dni ght had no i dea who the victim
was, the magic-user wanted to help him She freed herself fromthe | eather

t hongs and her gag, gingerly laid the saddl ebags over her raw shoul der, then
peered over the

edge of the foundation.

As Kel emvor and Adon circled around the battle, the warrior could not help
pausi ng to watch. Dal zhel finally caught Bhaal and swung with his m ghtiest
stroke. Hi s blade whistled straight for the avatar's neck

The Lord of Murder ducked the attack with casual ease. He turned and net

Dal zhel with his stunp, plunging the sharp bone deep into the soldier's

shoul der. Dal zhel screamed and dropped his sword, but did not fall or retreat.
Instead, the Zhentilar stepped forward to westle the god, tearing at the
avatar's eyes with his left hand.

Cyric used this respite to good effect, standing and novi ng toward Bhaal. Once
again, the avatar had turned his back to the thief. Cyric lifted his sword and
charged, hoping to take advantage of the distraction Dal zhel provided by
westling with the fallen god.

Adon grabbed Kel emvor's shoul der, tearing his attention away fromthe battle.
"Wio' s that?"

The cleric pointed at a dark sil houette creeping toward the battle on its
hands and knees. Through the heavy brush and in the dimlight, Kelemor could
not see the shadow well enough to see who it was, or even if it was a man or a
worran.

"I can't tell," Kelenvor said softly. "But whoever it is, he's interested in
this fight." He glanced back to the battle.

Cyric was at Bhaal's back. The thief attacked with a vicious slash he hoped
woul d cl eave the avatar down to the breast bone. But Bhaal heard hi m coni ng
and, easily breaking free of Dal zhel's hold, pivoted out of the way. The God
of Assassins caught Cyric's arm then used the thief's own monentumto throw
himten feet into the brush

As Cyric sailed past, Dal zhel snatched his sword off the ground, then plunged
the blade into the avatar's rib cage. Bhaal snarled and ki cked the Zhenti sh
soldier in the stonach. Dal zhel fell backward and | anded with a crash.

The Lord of Murder casually plucked Dal zhel's sword from between his ribs and
tossed it aside. Then he | eaped onto his opponent's prone form thrusting the
splintered stunp of his wist into Dalzhel's throat. Dal zhel screanmed once,
then fell quiet.

Cyric scranbled to his feet, shaking his head. He had heard Dal zhel's scream
and knew that Bhaal had killed his lieutenant. Though the thief did not fee
anything resenbling grief, there was a holl ow sensation in the pit of his
stomach. Dal zhel had been a val uable aid, and Cyric would mss his service.
Upon hearing the terrible scream M dni ght knew Bhaal had killed again. Then

t hrough the brush, she saw the avatar rise and turn toward another victim The
magi c-user could not see who Bhaal was attacking, for the evening' s silvery
light was too dimto reveal his face at this distance. But whoever it was,

M dni ght did not want to abandon himto the fallen god.

The magi c-user sunmoned the incantation for a lightning bolt. Since

i mprisoni ng Bhaal at Hi gh Horn, she had not used her nmagic successfully. There
was no reason to believe it would work now, but that did not matter. She could
not help Bhaal's victinms any other way, and if she did nothing, the Lord of
Murder would kill them anyway. As soon as the proper gestures and words cane
to mind, the magic-user stood and pointed at the avatar

Adon and Kel emvor both saw the sil houette rise, then they heard a fem nine

voi ce reciting an incantation.

"Magi c!" The men hissed the words in the sanme instant. They pressed their
bodies flat to the ground. Neither knew what to expect, but both were sure it
woul d be hazar dous.



M dni ght finished her incantation and a |lightning bolt shot from her finger

Then, it abruptly gathered into a brilliant ball O sputtering light. The
bri ght sphere rose over the thicket, hangi ng behind Kel envor and Adon like a
tiny star. The shining globe illum nated the ground within a hundred yards as

clearly as if it were the m dday sun

In the bright Iight, Kelemvor and Adon i medi ately recogni zed the dark-haired
spel l caster, "M dnight!" they cried, rising simltaneously.

Bhaal and Cyric also noticed the tiny sun's appearance, but could not see what
had caused it. The gl obe hung between them and Mdnight. Al they could see
was a circle of brilliant 1ight.

Cyric swore, then focused all of his attention on the avatar. He did not know
what had caused the light. Wat he did know was that, w thout Dal zhel's aid,
he was no | onger a match for the Lord of Murder. The thief wasted no tine
cursing Kel envor and Adon for abandoning him He knew he'd been a fool for
expecting themto cone to his aid.

After squinting at the mniature sun for a noment, the Lord of Murder

nonchal antly turned back to the thief and advanced. Cyric sl ashed. Bhaal
easily dodged, slapping the thief's sword hand aside. Cyric kicked, hoping to
keep his attacker away. The avatar bl ocked the foot, then stepped in cl ose and
clipped his opponent's jaw with a fist as hard as stone.

Cyric's ears rang and his head swam He tried to swing his sword, but Bhaa

hit himonce nore. The thief felt his body going Ilinp. The Lord of Murder
struck his jaw again, then his stomach, then continued pumeling Cyric unti

he dropped his weapon and fl opped to the ground in a hal f-conscious heap
Whi | e Bhaal battered Cyric, Adon and Kel envor rushed toward M dni ght. The

magi c-user's miscast |ightning bolt hung at their backs, its overpowering gl ow
casting their faces into deep shadows. It did not matter. M dnight recognized
their voices and rushed to neet them

"How did you find nme?" the raven-haired mage cried, huggi ng Kel emvor. She spun
hi m around so the miniature sun was at her back and she coul d see his face.
"Never mind. It's just good to see both of you. I'mso glad you're still—=
The magi c-user broke off in nmidsentence. She was going to say "alive," which
returned her thoughts to whoever was currently fighting the God of Assassins.
She still had not seen his face.

"Who's fighting Bhaal ?" she asked, hooking a thunb over her shoul der. She
still could not take her eyes off Kelenvor's face.

Kel emvor and Adon | ooked toward the fight, squinting against the glare of the
m niature sun. "Cyric," Kelemvor answered. "W're working together—

M dni ght rai sed an eyebrow. "Toget her?"

"It's a long story," Adon said. "W don't have time to explai n—=

The miniature sun flared brilliant white, sending daggers of pain through the
eyes of both Keiemvor and Adon. Then a thundercl ap sounded and a shock wave
knocked themto the ground.

After the blinding flash, the thicket grewrelatively dim Only the silvery

i ncandescence of the geonetric clouds Iit the brush. Bhaal dropped Cyric,
battered and bl oody, and | ooked to where the gl obe of |ight had been

Fifty feet away, M dnight was picking herself up off the ground, but her two
conpanions still lay holding their hands over their eyes.

"You escaped, " Bhaal called to the mage. "I'll have to punish you for that."
Wt hout responding, Mdnight |ooked fromBhaal to Cyric's bruised and bl oodi ed
body, then back to the avatar's face. Wthout taking her eyes off the vile
god, she retrieved the saddl ebags fromwhere they had fallen, then laid them
over her shoulder. To her friends, she hissed, "Get up!"

But Kel envor and Adon had been | ooking toward the ball of light when it had
burst. When they opened their eyes, they saw nothing but white.

"I"'mblind!" Kel enmvor cri ed.

To his left, Adon groaned. "I+ can't see anything either!™

"Then be quiet!" Mdnight said. "Don't draw attention to yourselves."

The magi c-user did not need to worry. Bhaal was thinking about other things.
It had never occurred to himthat, upon slipping her bonds, M dnight would not



flee imredi ately. Now he had to recapture her or the wonman woul d know t hat he
had | et her escape. |If that happened, she mght figure out what he and Myrkul
really wanted fromher. The fallen god wal ked toward M dni ght. "Stay where you
are," M dni ght warned.

Bhaal snickered. "Wiy? You don't have the power to kill me—yet."

Bef ore Kel envor's eyes, the white faded to gray. Perhaps his blindness was
tenporary.

"We've got to do sonething," Adon whispered. Hi s vision had returned enough so
that he coul d vaguely see a shape advanci ng toward M dni ght.

"What ?" Kel emvor responded.

"Attack. Perhaps M dni ght—=

"We can't. I'mstill blind!"

Adon fell silent, knowi ng Kel envor was right. Unable to see clearly, they
woul d only get in the way.

As the Lord of Miurder wal ked toward the mage, Cyric began to stir. The thief

was surprised he was still alive, for Bhaal's blows had felt |ike hanmer
strikes. He ached fromhead to toe, and the sinple act of breathing sent waves
of agony through his torso. Still, Cyric knew that if he did not act, he would
| ose his chance to capture M dnight and the Tabl et of Fate.

He retrieved his sword. "You've tasted Bhaal's blood," he whispered. "If you
want nmore, help ne."

Yes, nmore, the sword responded. 1'Il help you. The words came to mind in a

sultry femal e voice

The sword's hilt warnmed in his hand and Cyric felt vigor and strength fl ow
back into his body. He rose to his knees, then stood and stunbled after the
Lord of Murder.

Bhaal stopped noving forward. "Surrender, Mdnight." As an afterthought, he
added, "And give nme the tablet,"

"No," Mdnight replied, stepping away.

"You have no choice,"” Bhaal said, gesturing at Kelemvor's prone form

M dni ght sunmoned the incantation for another lightning bolt, then pointed at

Bhaal . "I have plenty of choices. Mst of theminvolve killing you."
The Lord of Miurder studi ed the wonan, unconfortably, knowi ng she nmight be able
to carry out her threat. "Destroying ny avatar will kill your friends—and

possi bly you, too," the god said. "You know that."

M dni ght frowned, remenbering the i mense power that Torm and Bane's
destruction had unl eashed outside Tantras. And Mystra's death had | eveled a
castle in Cormyr. This tinme, at |east, Bhaal was telling the truth. She could
not kill himw thout destroying her friends.

Then she saw Cyric creeping up behind Bhaal, his sword poised to strike. The
thief's body | ooked battered beyond recognition. Mdnight found it incredible
that Cyric could still move, much | ess nove as silently as he did.

"You have no choice,"” the Lord of Mirder repeated.

Bef ore Bhaal could notice she was | ooking el sewhere, M dnight returned her
attention to the god's face.

"I"ll destroy you anyway," she said. "Wiat do | have to | ose?"

Cyric was only two steps away from Bhaal. Mdnight let the lightning bolt drop

fromher nmnd, then called the incantation for a teleportation spell. The mage
knew t hat her plan was born of desperation, for she could not renenber the
last tinme her magic had worked properly. But if it worked at all, the results

woul d be better than surrendering to Bhaal —er dying in the explosion if
Cyric's attack was successful

Bhaal tw sted Deverell's torn lips into a snile. "If you do as | ask, your
friends will live."

Cyric's boot scraped a rock. The avatar's face betrayed al arm and he whirl ed.
The thief brought his red bl ade down and plunged it deep into Bhaal's breast.
"You fool!" the Lord of Mirder screaned.

The bl ade's col or deepened to vibrant burgundy, and the fallen god howed in
rage. His roar was as loud as thunder and as eerie as the wail of a ghost.
"At least | killed a god before | died," Cyric said triunphantly through



clenched teeth. At the sane time, the raven-haired nmage uttered the words to
her incantation.

Bhaal ' s scream ended and his body expl oded. Then the earth dropped away
beneath M dnight and her allies. A flickering ocher flanme. A candle stuck in a
bottle in the center of a wooden table, its wood, gray and cracked and as dry
as tinder. A flimsy, unpadded chair in a dark, wet room hidden in the sewers
of \Wat erdeep

This was what his glory had come to.

Ao woul d pay, Myrkul swore. The Lord of the Dead did not enjoy nodesty in
accommodati on, he did not enjoy hiding fromnortals, and he nost certainly did
not enjoy being confined to the Realnms. For all these indignities, Ao and Hel m
woul d pay.

But he had to be careful. The Lord of the Dead had seen what cane of

carel essness. Tantras had been a disaster, and it had only been through his
foresight that Myrkul had not suffered the sanme fate as Bane. He was in the
realmof nmortals now In a certain sense he was nortal, for now he could

peri sh—as Bane and Mystra and Torm had peri shed.

| magi ne, the Ruler of the Dead dying. The thought woul d have made Myrkul

l augh, had it not been so unnerving.

No, it would not do to go neeting rivals head-to-head. He had to remain

hi dden, where enemies could not find him where they had no reason to suspect
his presence. He had to work through agents, to plot out intricate plans and
al ternate contingencies, as he had concerning M dnight and the Tabl ets of

Fat e.

It would have been a sinple matter to kill the dark-haired magi c-user and take
the tabl et she held. The Lord of the Dead had agents and priests all over the
| and, and no one could survive the unrelenting series of attacks he could
bring to bear. But then his followers would have had to deliver the tablet to
himin Waterdeep, and none were as capable a deliveryperson as M dnight.

O course, Myrkul had no intention of letting the womman keep the tablet. He
woul d not feel secure until both Tablets of Fate were in his hands.
Indirectly, that was why he had not ordered the magic-user's death. He needed
her to go to Bone Castle and recover the second tablet, too.

The Lord of the Dead had plans within plans, and they all depended on the
worman. Bhaal had sinply wanted to capture M dnight's entire conpany, then use
her friends as hostages to force her to recover the second tablet. But so far
M dni ght had displayed an alarnming fortitude, and Myrkul believed she would
easily thwart such crude nethods of persuasion. It was wiser to trick her into
doing his will, to make her think that retrieving the second tablet was her

i dea. To acconplish this, Bhaal had captured her, then let her "trick" him
into revealing the second tablet's hiding place.

Even this plan had a weakness, and the Lord of the Dead was not blind to it.
Once the worman had both tablets, she could easily return themto Helm To
prevent that, Myrkul had instructed Bhaal to | et her escape near Dragonspear
Castl e once she knew about the castle's hidden entrance to the Real mof the
Dead.

At Dragonspear, Myrkul had prepared a trap to recover the first tablet. This
trap would also force Mdnight to go to the Real mof the Dead to recover the
tablet in Bone Castle. O course, no strategy could foresee every eventuality.
That was why Myrkul nade a habit of contacting Bhaal to confirmthat

everyt hing was proceedi ng according to plan.

The Lord of the Dead concentrated on the candlelight. The flame wavered and
flared. Myrkul waited, expecting it to coalesce itself into the ugly, bloated
head of Bhaal's avatar.

But the flame remained a flane.

Myrkul tried once nore to work his variation of a comrune spell, and again the
flame remai ned a flame. The Lord of the Dead considered the possibility that
magi cal chaos had caused his spell to fail, but rejected the idea. If the

failure had been due to chaos, the magic would Iikely have m sfired sonmehow
H's spell had sinmply failed to go off.



That could only mean Bhaal had perished. The avatar had been destroyed and the
Lord of Murder's essence had been di spersed through the Real ns and the Pl anes.
The t hought distressed Myrkul, and not only because it rem nded himof his own
nortality. OF all the gods, perhaps he and Bhaal had been the closest. Bhaa
presi ded over the process of death and killing, while Myrkul had domni ni on over
those already dead. Theirs was a synbiotic relationship. One could hardly
exi st without the other.

Myrkul all owed hinmself a nmonent of distress for his fell ow god' s passing, then
turned his thoughts back to his plans. The last time they had communed, Bhaa
had reported that the wonman knew about the entrance to the Real mof the Dead.
Therefore, she would be going toward Dragonspear Castle. H s plan renai ned
unchanged, save that the woman would arrive at the castle unescorted. He could
still spring his surprise and separate her fromthe first tablet.

But Myrkul was far from happy. |If she had defeated Bhaal, M dnight possessed
the power to counter his trap and take the first tablet with her into the
Real m of the Dead. Then, if she succeeded at Bone Castle, she would have both
tablets. After returning to the Realns, it would be a sinple matter to find a
Celestial Stairway and present themto Hel m

I f that happened, Myrkul would be def eated.

He and Bane were the ones who had stolen the Tablets of Fate. By now, Ao had
surely discovered that, and Myrkul doubted there would be a reward if he
returned what he had stolen in the first place. Though the Lord of the Dead
had not revealed this to Bhaal, he had no use for either of the tablets. His
sol e purpose for recovering themwas to be sure that no one ever returned them
to the Planes, for Myrkul suspected the overlord of the gods would destroy him
as soon as the tablets were recovered.

But the Lord of the Dead knew that preventing the return of the tablets was a
tenmporary solution. Sooner or later, Ao would grow tired of waiting and dea
out his punishment anyway. |If Myrkul wanted to survive, he had to strike
first. And that was why, through another conplicated series of plots, the Lord
of the Dead had arranged for Mdnight to recover the second tablet.

After stealing the Tablets of Fate, Myrkul and Bane had each taken one and

hi dden it away. Bane had placed his in Tantras. Myrkul had hidden his tabl et
in Bone Castle, in the heart of the Real mof the Dead. To prevent anybody from
stealing the artifact, the Lord Myrkul had placed a trap on it.

The minute M dnight took the second tablet out of the Real mof the Dead, she
woul d rel ease the realmMs denizens and all the spirits of the dead. Wen that
happened, Myrkul intended to be waiting. He would kill M dnight and take the
second tablet fromher. Then, utilizing the sane nethods he used to power
Bane's avatar in Tantras, he would harness the souls of the dead—this tine for
his own avatar.

After that, he would be prepared to nmeet Ao. Myrkul was far fromcertain that
even given the energy of mllions of souls, he would prevail. Above all, the
Lord of the Dead hated to reveal hinself to his enemes. Still, this desperate
pl an was his only chance to turn defeat into victory.

But, if Mdnight took her tablet to the Real mof the Dead, Myrkul's plan would
grow even nore dangerous. Wien she returned to the Realns with both tablets,

it would prove difficult to find her in the confusion acconpanying the
energence of his denizens. The nage would be able to slip away and take the
tablets to Hel m

The safest plan, Myrkui knew, was to make sure she did not take the first
tablet into the Real mof the Dead with her. He would have to take extra
precauti ons at Dragonspear Castle to insure the nage |ost the tablet she had
recovered in Tantras.

The sword remained in his hand. Cyric knew that and no nore. H s thoughts
drifted ainmessly through the fog that had becone his mnind

He felt as though he had been beaten to death.

Fists. Fists as hard as stone. Bhaal, beating himsensel ess, smashing his jaw
and ribs and nose, finally stopping and | eaving the job undone. Then Cyric



renenbered rising to his feet, despite his serious injuries, and stabbing the
Lord of Murder.

That had been his undoi ng. The avatar had turned white

and flashed into oblivion. Cyric wondered where he hinself was now. Probably
the Real m of the Dead, he thought for an instant.

No, he was alive. Hi s head hurt too much, and the agony in his ribs cane only
when he breathed. He felt as though he had been tranpl ed.

The hawk-nosed man opened his eyes and found it was dark. He lay face down in
snow, apparently in the mddle of a road. Around him three figures were
rising to their feet.

"Where are we?" Adon asked, studying the snow covered fields on both sides of
the road. H's vision had conpletely recovered.

"Farther up the road to Waterdeep, | hope," M dnight answered wearily. "That's
where | was trying to take us, anyway." Her linbs felt heavy with fatigue. Her
| ast incantation had been taxi ng on her body.

"How d we get here?" Kel emvor muttered, rubbing his eyes. H's vision had
partially returned, but the fighter still saw spots of |ight dancing across

t he snowy | andscape.

"I teleported us," the nage replied. "Don't ask me to explain how"

Cyric decided to remain notionl ess. He was out nunbered three-to-one and
doubted that he could have noved even if he tried. Wth the return of ful
consci ousness, his pain had grown worse.

Kel emvor chuckled, a bit nervously. "It's good to see you again!" he said,
huggi ng M dni ght. Back at Boareskyr Bridge, their initial greeting had been
too hurried for his Iiking. "I can hardly believe you're alive!"

"Why shoul d that surprise you?" M dnight asked, returning his hug warny
Assuming a stern tone, Adon grunbied, "After the way you ran off—=

"It's a good thing | did," Mdnight interrupted, freeing herself from

Kel emvor. She could not believe how quickly the cleric's condescendi ng manner
had set her nerves on edge. "Or you'd both be dead!"

"We'd be dead?" Adon excl ai med, stepping backward in frustration. "Bhaal
didn't—=

Before the cleric finished, he tripped over Cyric and crashed to the ground.
Only Adon's scream of astoni shment kept the wounded thief's nuffled groan from
bei ng heard. Cyric kept his eyes closed and did not nove. Hi s only hope was to
convince his rivals that he was harmn ess.

Kel emvor cane over and casually kicked Cyric's body. "Look what's lying here
in the road |like a dungheap!" the warrior growled. He felt the pulse in
Cyric's neck. "And he's alivel™

The thief made sure he had a solid grip on his sword

"Cyric!" Adon hissed, standing and turning to Mdnight. "Why'd you bring hin®"
"Believe ne, it wasn't intentional,"” Mdnight snapped, frowning at the thief's
i mobil e body. "Besides, | thought you were working with him"

"W were," Kelenvor said. H's sword scraped free of its scabbard. "But we're
finished with that now "

Cyric peeked out of a half-opened eye, trying to find the strength to lift his
swor d.

Adon st epped between Kel emvor's blade and Cyric's body. "W can't kill himin
cold bl ood. "

"What ?" the warrior demanded. "Ten minutes ago, you wouldn't let ne fight

Bhaal with him" He tried to step around the cleric.

"At that time, he was dangerous to us," Adon said, shuffling to keep hinself
between the warrior's sword and the notionless thief. "That's not true any

| onger. "

"I saw himslay a drowning halfling and torture another,” M dni ght objected,
poi nting an accusing finger at Cyric's head.

"We can't kill himwhile he's hel pless,” Adon insisted. He | ooked past

Kel emvor and addressed the magi c-user.

M dni ght, however, was not easily convinced. "Cyric deserves to die."

"I't's not our right to judge our fellows," Adon said softly, still holding off



the fighter. "Any nore than it was the right of the Harpers to condemm you and
| to death."

Kel emvor frowned at that nmenory, then sheathed his weapon. During the Battle
of Shadowdal e, El mi nster had di sappeared. The locals had | eaped to the
concl usi on that sonmeone had nurdered the sage, then fal sely accused Adon and
M dni ght of the crine. Had Cyric not broken themout of jail, the pair would
have been execut ed.

"This is different," Mdnight insisted. "He betrayed us, and he played ne for

a fool." She reached for Kelenvor's sword.

The warrior placed a restraining hand on his hilt. "No," he said. "Adon's
right."

"I'f we kill him" Adon said, waving a hand at Cyric's helpless form "W're

mur derers—ust like he is. Do you want that?"

M dni ght pondered that for a nmoment, then jerked her hand away fromthe sword.
"Leave him then. He'll die anyway." She turned and started up the road.

Kel emvor | ooked to Adon for instruction.

"We shouldn't kill a helpless man," the cleric said. "But we don't have to
help him either. He can't do us any nore harm He's lost his men and if we
hurry, we'll put some nmiles between us before he wakes up." He started after
M dni ght. "Let's hurry, before she disappears again."

They caught M dni ght quickly, then Kel emvor asked, "Were are we goi ng?"

M dni ght paused.

Though just barely, she was still within Cyric's earshot. Had she | ooked at
the thief, she mght have noticed himturning his head to hear her answer.
"I"mgoing to Dragonspear Castle," the raven-haired mage said, her hands on
her hi ps.

"Then we're all going to Dragonspear Castle,"” Adon noted calmy. "Are Kel envor
and | going to have to split the watch to keep you from sneaki ng of f,

M dni ght ?"

"The gods themnsel ves are against ne," the magi c-user warned, |ooking fromthe
cleric to Kel emvor, then back again. "You'll be risking your lives."

"We'd be risking nore by |eaving you alone,"” Adon retorted, a smle growi ng on
hi s face.

Kel emvor caught M dni ght's el bow and turned her so he could | ook straight into
her eyes. "CGods or no gods," he said firmy, "I"'mwth you, Mdnight."

M dni ght was warned by the devotion of her friends, but still was not ready to

accept their offer. Though she was tal king to both Adon and Kel emvor, she

| ooked only into the warrior's eyes as she spoke. "The choice is yours, but
you' d better hear nme out before you deci de. Sonewhere bel ow Dragonspear
Castle, there's a bridge to the Real mof the Dead."

"I'n Wat er deep?" Kel envor cried incredul ously. He was thinking of the city's
famous cenetery, which was properly known as "The City of the Dead."

"No, the Real mof the Dead," the mage corrected. Then M dni ght | ooked at Adon
"The other tablet is in Myrkul's castle.”

Kel emvor and Adon stared at each other in dunfounded silence, hardly believing
that she neant the resting place of souls.

"Don't feel bad if you choose to go hone," Mdnight replied, interpreting
their astoni shnent as hesitancy. She gently renoved her el bow from Kel envor's
grasp. "l really don't think you should cone anyway."

"I thought the choice was ours," Adon said, snapping out of his shock

"Aye!l You're not going to |l ose us that easy," Kel envor added, taking M dnight
by the arm agai n.

It was Mdnight's turn to be astoni shed. She had not all owed herself to hope
t hat Kel envor and Adon woul d want to acconpany her. But now that they had
declared their intention to do just that, she felt | ess Ionely and

i measurably nore confident. Mdnight threw herself into Kelenvor's arnms and
ki ssed him | ong and hard.

Castl e
The rise was so gentle Adon hardly knew he was wal ki ng uphill. Hal fway up, the



cleric stopped and shifted the saddl ebags with the tablet to his other
shoulder. It was the nost exciting thing he had done in al most four hours.
Along with Kel emvor and M dni ght, Adon had been traveling al ong the desol ate
road for five days. To the west, coarse stens of tall golden grass rose froma
prairie of wet, slushy snow. A mle to the east stood the dark cliffs of the
H gh Mbor. Ahead, running mle after mle, was the straight and endl essly
boring road to Waterdeep. Adon had never thought he would long to feel a steep
nmount ai nsi de beneath his feet, but right now he woul d have gladly traded a
mle of easy road for twenty mles of precarious mountain trail.

Despite a hard norning's march, Aden's toes were shriveled and nunb. Three

i nches of slushy snow covered the road, soaking through even the well-oiled
boots Hi gh Horn's quartermaster had provided. Judging fromthe pearly
conpl exi on of the sky, nore snow woul d soon fall

Even accounting for their northward progress, the season had changed early
this year. A white shroud al ready bl anketed the H gh Mor, and sheets of ice
crowned the streans that poured fromthe wild country's heart.

Adon felt as if the nature gods were conspiring to nake his journey difficult
and cold. It was far nore likely, he realized, that the unseasonable cold was
a reflection of the absence of those gods. Wthout their supervision, nature
was running ranpant, randomy changi ng as one nindl ess force gai ned suprenacy
over anot her.

The unpredi ct abl e weat her was just one nore reason he and his conpani ons had
to succeed in their quest. Wthout an orderly progression of the seasons, it
woul d not be long before the farners lost their crops and whol e popul ati ons
starved.

As Adon pondered the inportance of his mission and the dreariness of
conpleting it, a sharp bark sounded fromthe other side of the rise. He

i medi ately turned and waved Kel emvor and M dni ght off the road, then began
searching for a hiding place hinmself. The |l and was so barren he finally had to
settle for kneeling behind a scraggly bush

A band of gray appeared at the top of the rise. The cleric squinted and | ooked
cl oser. Twelve wol ves were wal king abreast in a straight |line. Another rank
followed the first, and then another and another, until a whole colum of

wol ves was marching down the road in perfect step

As the columm advanced, Adon wondered whet her he should run or continue hiding
behi nd his pathetic bush. One of the wol ves barked a sharp command. The first
line drew abreast of the cleric's hiding place, then each wolf snapped its
head to face himin a perfect dress |left maneuver. Each succeeding |ine
repeated the drili as it passed.

Adon gave up hiding and returned to the roadside, shaking his head in

di sbelief. Kelenvor and M dni ght joined him

"Ni ce parade work," the fighter noted, observing the wolves with a critica
eye. Hs voice was as casual as if the trio had been watching an arny of nen

i nstead of aninals.

Wth studied disinterest, Mdnight asked, "I wonder where they're off to?"
"Baldur's Gate or Elturel," Kelemvor observed, turning and | ooking to the
sout h.

"How woul d you know that?" Adon demanded, frowning at the warrior
"You haven't heard?" M dnight asked. She lifted her brows to indicate
incredulity at Adon's ignorance.

"The sheep are revolting in the south,"” Kel emvor finished.

The cleric put his hands on his hips. "Wat are—=

Bot h Kel emvor and M dnight burst into fits of |aughter

Adon flushed angrily, and turned toward the road.
"There's nothing funny about the breakdown of Order,’
M dni ght and Kel envor only | aughed harder

Adon turned away, but after five minutes of watching the colum pass, he
chuckl ed. "Sheep revolt,"” he muttered. "Were did you come up with that?"
"Why el se woul d you need an arny of wol ves?" Kel emvor asked, grinning.
Finally, the last rank of wolves passed, leaving the trail black and rnuddy.

he snapped.



Kel emvor stepped back onto the road and sank past the ankles in cold muck.

He cursed, then said, "W need horses."

"True, but what can we do?" Adon asked, stepping into the road. "W' Il never
find horses out here, and if we stray off the road, we're likely to get very
lost."

In five days of marching, they had net only one small band of six hardy
warriors. Although the small conpany had been ki nd enough to confirmthat

Dr agonspear Castle |lay ahead, they had refused to part with even a single

hor se.

"At this rate, the Realns will be dead a year before we make Dragonspear
Castle," Kelemvor conplained, his hunor now conpl etely drained.

"Don't be so sure," Adon responded. "W should be close. It m ght be over the
top of that rise." The cleric was deternmined not to let the fighter's sudden
bad nood infect him

Kel emvor snorted and kicked at the nud, sending a black spray toward the
roadsi de. "Close? We're not within a hundred miles of the castle."

Adon stifled an acid reply. Despite Mdnight's return, the cleric still found
hi nsel f serving as conpany | eader. It was not a position he enjoyed, but

Kel emvor had shown nore interest in keeping M dnight company than in assuning
conmand. As for the nmage, she seemed content to | et someone el se gui de them

t hough it should be her, by all rights, who was the group's |eader. Adon
didn't understand why the nagic-user shirked the responsibility, though he
suspected the reason m ght concern Kel emvor. Perhaps she feared the fighter
could not love a taskmaster. \Watever the cause, Adon was |left to play the
captain. He felt distinctly unconfortable in the role, but he was deterni ned
to do his best.

"I"msure Dragonspear Castle is close by," Adon said, hoping to buoy

Kel emvor's spirits. "All we've got to do is keep putting one foot in front of
the other."

"You put one foot in front of the other," Kelemvor snapped. He turned to

M dni ght. "You got us away from Boareskyr with a wave of your hand. Wy don't
you try agai n?"

M dni ght shook her head. "I've thought of that. But it's risky to

tel eport—especially with nagic so fouled up. | only did it because we woul d
have di ed anyway. We're lucky we didn't appear in the mddle of the Geat
Desert."

"How do we know we didn't?" Kelemvor nuttered

M dni ght stepped onto the edge of the nuddy road and started up the rise. "I'm
sure," she said.

M dni ght was relieved that the teleport incantation had worked, and not only
because it had saved their lives. It was the first tinme that her magi c had
wor ked correctly since Hi gh Horn. In Yell ow Snake Pass, her wall of fire had
resulted in harm ess stal ks of snoke, and at the ford she had animated the
ropes by accident. Even at Boareskyr Bridge, her first incantation had failed
pat hetically, producing a ball of light in place of a Iightning bolt.

The mage had feared that she m sunderstood the change in her relationship to
magi c. When she sunmoned an incantation, only words and gestures appeared in
her m nd-never any indication of the proper material conponent or what to do
withit. At first, this had disturbed M dnight and she had feared that she was
m sinterpreting sonething. But each time she tried to cast a spell, there was
never a need for material conmponents. The magi c-user had finally decided that,
because she tapped the magi c weave directly, no internediary agent—tike a
spel | component—was required to transmt the mystical energy.

The horizon suddenly seened di stant and M dnight realized that she had reached
the crest of the gentle rise. She paused to | ook around. Even though it was
barely noticeable, the rise was the highest ground nearby and afforded a vi ew
of the terrain ahead.

Twenty yards behind the magi c-user, Adon was still trying to encourage

Kel emvor. "For all we know, we're only ten mles away from Dragonspear
Castle."



"Actually," Mdnight interrupted, studying a sprawling ruin to the right of
the road, "lI'd say we're closer than that."

Adon and Kel emvor | ooked up, then rushed to her side. Nestled against the base
of the H gh Mor, atop three small hillocks, stood the deteriorating walls and
toppl ed spires of an abandoned citadel. Fromthis distance, it was difficult
to say how |l arge the castle was, but it mght have rivaled the fortress at

H gh Horn.

"What have we here?" Kel emvor asked. He was | ooki ng down the road, but neither
M dni ght nor Adon noti ced.

"Dragonspear Castle, what el se?" Adon replied. He had no way of confirmng his
guess, but he suspected there were no other ruins of such size on the way to

Wat er deep.
"Not the castle," Kel emvor snapped. He pointed down the road, where, over a
mle away, ten caravan drivers had just left the trail. They were slowy

fleeing toward the ruined castle, pursued by a dozen sluggi sh attackers.
"Someone's attacking a caravan!" M dni ght excl ai ned.

"The battle's not noving very fast," Adon said, watching the two groups.
"Maybe the attackers are undead.”

"You're probably right," Kelenmvor said, turning to | ook at the cleric. "And
the drivers are nmoving slowy because they're probably tired after a | ong
chase." The warrior's eyes betrayed his desire to intercede.

Adon silently cursed his conpanion. Wiile the trio could easily destroy one or
two undead, there were a dozen attacking the caravan. Even with M dnight's
magi ¢, they could not defeat so nmany creatures. He wi shed Kel emvor woul d
consi der the value of their own lives, as nost nen would. But the fighter was
no | onger a common man if he ever had been. A conmmon nman woul d not be | ooki ng
for the entrance to the Real mof the Dead, nor would he have undertaken a

m ssion that nade such a journey necessary.

"W can't get involved," Adon said thoughtfully, pretending to think al oud.
"I'f we get killed, the Realnms will perish.”

Adon suspected that M dnight would not involve herself with the caravan if he
said not to. But Kel emvor would resent an order to abandon the drivers.
Therefore, the cleric wanted the fighter to nake the decision for hinself.
Besi des, Adon had no wish to let the burden of abandoning the caravan rest
upon hi s shoul ders al one.

M dni ght studied the scene for a full mnute, weighing Adon's words agai nst
her desire to help. If they abandoned the drivers, she would feel guilty for
the rest of her life. But the mage al so knew that hel pi ng coul d endanger the
tabl et.

"W can't interfere,” she said, turning away. "There's too much at risk."
Adon breathed a sigh of relief.

"I don't know about you two," Kel envor grunbled, eyeing his companions with

di sapproval, "but | can't abandon innocents to their deaths. |'ve done that
too often—=
"Think with your head, not your heart, Kel." Mdnight's words were

surprisingly gentle. She laid a hand upon his arm "Wth the gods thensel ves
agai nst us, we cannot—

"But they'Il die!" Kelenvor objected, pulling his armfree. "And if you all ow
that, you're no better than Cyric."

Not hi ng coul d anger the nmage nore than being conpared to Cyric. "Do what you
want," she snapped. "But do it w thout ne!l"

M dni ght's out burst upset Kel envor, but he didn't let that prevent himfrom
starting toward the battle. Before Kelemvor had taken a dozen steps, Adon
called, "Vait!"

The cleric could not allow the conpany to separate again. No matter what
danger |ay ahead, they stood a better chance of survival if they faced it
together. "We can't let the undead into the castle, or we'll be cut off from
the Real mof the Dead."

"True," Mdnight nuttered grudgingly She didn't know whether to be angry that
Kel emvor had forced Adon to change his mind, or to be happy that the cleric



had found a way to justify saving the caravan

"As slow as the battle's moving, we can reach the castle before the undead."
Adon sighed. "Perhaps we'll find the inner ward in defensible condition."

"I'f we do," Kelemvor said, "we'll let the drivers in and keep the undead
outside. That's the caravan's best chance—=

"And ours," M dnight agreed. She had mi sgi vings about intervening in the
fight, but at |east Kelemvor was willing to do it safely. "If we're going to
do this, we'd better hurry." The three conpanions started toward the castle at
atrot.

Ten mnutes later, a lone rider approached the top of the rise. After his
one-time friends had abandoned him Cyric had craw ed of f the road. There,
sustai ned by the vigor of the sword, he had fallen into a slunber nore deep
and profound than he believed possible. It had not been a peaceful sleep
filled as it was by the stench of death and the screeches of the damed, but
it had been a restorative one.

Then, after two days of wal king, he had net the sane six riders that

M dni ght' s conpany had passed. The thief recited a cleverly fabricated story
of how the trio had robbed himand |l eft himfor dead. The riders
synmpathetically reported that the scoundrels were on the road ahead. Despite
Cyric's clever story, however, they refused to give himone of their horses.
Instead, they offered to allow himto ride with themuntil they reached the
nearest stable. That sanme night, the thief had killed all six,five of themin
their sleep. Then, taking a horse, a bow, and a quiver of arrows, he had
turned north after Mdnight's conpany and the tablet.

When Cyric reached the top of the rise, he realized that he had caught his
enemi es just in time. Dragonspear Castle stood to the right of the road, and
M dni ght's conpany was just slipping into the outer ward. Then the thief saw
t he caravan noving toward the gate, their awkward attackers followi ng. Noting
that there was about to be a battle, Cyric strung his stolen bow and spurred
his stolen mount. He did not want to miss the chance to put a few arrows in
his old friends' backs.

In the outer ward of Dragonspear Castle, Mdnight had al nost given up any hope
of defending the crunbled fortress. The outer wall was so pocked with hol es
and breaches that nothing short of an army could man it. Fortunately, the

inner ward was in better condition. All four of its lowers still stood, and
the walls remained nore or less intact. The inner gate hung askew on its
hi nges, but | ooked as though it could still be closed.

After a quick inspection, Kelenvor declared, "W can hold the inner ward.

M dni ght, go to the southwest tower and |l et us know when the caravan reaches
the outer wall." The warrior stepped behind the inner gate and inspected the
hi nges. "Adon and I will close this when the tinme cones."

M dni ght quickly clinbed to the top of the wall, then went to the sout hwest
tower. It was the tallest and npst secure of Dragonspear's remaining towers. A
spiral stairway ran along the wall facing the courtyard, and the only
entrances to its roons were fromthe staircase. The stairway itself had only
two entrances, one fromthe top of the wall and one fromthe courtyard. At one
time, each entrance could be sealed in case the courtyard or walls were
overrun, but the doors had been battered off their hinges |ong ago.

M dni ght entered the tower's staircase and clinbed to the top room It had
once served as the office of soneone inportant, perhaps the steward or

bailiff. A heavy, age-worn desk sat near the door, and the remants of
tapestries, now noth-eaten and faded, hung on two walls. In the center of the
room hung a rusting iron chandelier, three of its sockets still containing the
stubs of ancient and yell owed candles. So that the chandelier could be Ilit
easily, it was suspended by a griny rope running through a pulley system and
tied off to an eyehook in the wall

The room had two small w ndows. One overl ooked the outer ward, and through it,
M dni ght could see the path fromthe outer gate to the inner. Through the

ot her wi ndow, she could see the inner ward and the inner gate.

Kel emvor and Adon had found a | ong beam and were using it to lever the gate



cl osed. M dnight could see that there would al ways be a gap between the gate
and the wall, but she still felt nore secure. The gate would certainly make
the inner ward defensible.

Despite her increased sense of safety, though, M dnight was upset with

Kel emvor for dragging the company into this conflict. To satisfy the warrior's
sense of virtue, he was risking all of their lives and letting the fate of the
worl d hang in the balance. Still, Mdnight wasn't surprised. The fighter had
al ways been a shortsighted, stubborn man, and that had not changed when Bane
lifted his curse. The only difference was that, instead of seeking paynment for
even the slightest favor, he now insisted upon correcting each and every

i niquity he encountered.

Even if it was frustrating and i nconvenient, M dnight thought she could live
wi th Kel emvor's stubbornness, but only after the tablets were returned to the
Pl anes. Until then, even if it meant distancing herself fromher |over, she
could not let her feelings interfere with her duty any | onger.

But at the nonent, Mdnight's duty was to make sure her friends were not
surprised when the caravan arrived. As long as she continued watchi ng Kel envor
and Adon, she was neglecting that duty. The magi c-user turned to the other

wi ndow.

Fifteen mnutes later, the first caravan driver reached the outer gale,

| eading a string of four frightened packhorses. M dnight saw no sign of his
undead pursuers, though she had not expected to. Zonbies were slow and easy to
outrun—at least in the short term The trouble was that they kept com ng
eventual |y exhausting their prey.

M dni ght went to the rear wi ndow of the tower. "They're at the outer wall!"
she cal | ed.

Adon and Kel emvor, who had just pried the heavy gates into place, drew their
weapons. They stood to one side of the narrow gap. In his imagination,

Kel emvor was alreadv listening to the drivers proclaimtheir gratitude.

But Adon was not thinking about the drivers at all. The saddl ebags contai ni ng
the tabl et were slung over his shoul der. He w shed he had given the artifact
to Mdnight for safekeeping. In addition to being exposed to theft, it would
only get in the way during battle. Unfortunately, it was too late to do
anyt hi ng about that now

M dni ght returned to the front wi ndow. The ten caravan drivers were |urking at
the outer gate, peering into the ward as if they feared the inside of

Dr agonspear Castle nore than what pursued them They were a strange crew,
wearing striped, hooded cl oaks that kept their faces hidden in dark holl ows.

M dni ght was surprised at their |ack of urgency. The un-dead could not be so
far behind that they had time to waste

Finally, she yelled, "You in the caravan! Run for the keep!"

Wthout any hurry, the drivers started forward. The caravan was halfway to the
i nner gate when the first corpse clanbered through a gap in the outer wall.
The zonbie wore the sane striped cloak as the drivers, though its hood was
thrown back to reveal a coarse braid of black hair, eyes |acking any spark of
life, and doughy gray skin.

M dni ght assuned a terrible creature nmust have befallen the caravan, slaying
hal f or nore of its nunber and setting the dead against their fellows. Four
nore zonbies clinbed into the outer ward and conti nued after the caravan. The
drivers didn't | ook back. Instead, they concentrated upon | eading their horses
toward the inner gate.

Down in the ward, Adon and Kel emvor | aboriously opened the gate a little nore
to admit the horses as well as their masters. The zonbi es were pursuing so
slowy that Kel emvor had no doubt that there would be plenty of tinme to close
the gate after the drivers reached safety.

From the tower w ndow, M dnight watched as the |ast zonbie clinbed through the
outer wall. The chase seened wong to her, however. The whol e thing had been
too slow and too rel axed. Nor did she |like how the drivers had responded to
her offer of hel p—ithout a word of acknow edgment or thanks.

As the first driver reached the gate, an overpowering stench of decay and



death filled Kelemvor's nostrils. At first, the odor puzzled him for the
zonbi es were not close enough for himto snell them Then, thinking about how
slowy the caravan noved, the warrior began to suspect the drivers were not
what they appeared to be.

"Close the gate!" he yelled to Adon, grabbing the beamthey had used to |ever
the door into its current position

"What do you mean?" the cleric demanded, confused. Like Kel envor, he snelled
somet hing foul. But he assumed it was nerely the horses—er something in their
packs.

The green-eyed fighter cursed and pushed one end of the beamtoward the
cleric. "They're zonbies! Al of them Now, close the gate."

Conpr ehensi on dawning in his eyes, Adon took his side of the beam and turned
to position it beneath the heavy gate.

But he was too late. The first zombie pushed through the gap. Beneath the
driver's striped hood, Adon saw a bl oated face and |ifel ess eyes. The thing's
thin lips were pulled back in a grotesque grin, revealing a set of broken

yel | ow t eet h.

It raised an armand clawed at the cleric.

Adon ducked and grabbed his mace, but dropped the beam For a second the
cleric wished that he was still in Sune's grace, still able to turn undead
That wi sh passed as two nore drivers pushed through the gap

Kel emvor grabbed his sword and hacked at the first zonbie's neck. The thing's
head rolled off its shoulders neatly, but the body renai ned standing. It began
swinging its fists blindly. Then the next two zonbies attacked, both focusing
on Adon. One | anded a savage blowin the cleric's ribs, and the other
backhanded himso violently that his ears rang.

"Run!" Kel enmvor yelled. He slashed a zonbie's armoff, then backed away a

st ep.

Adon started to obey, but stunbled over the beam and nearly fell. He swung his
mace, hitting the cl osest zonbie. Bone cracked and the creature's tenple caved
in, but it did not fall. Two nore drivers stepped forward, one to either side

of the cleric.

M dni ght heard several dull thuds as her friends' weapons struck the zombies,
then ran to the wi ndow overl ooki ng the inner ward. She saw Kel enmvor hacki ng at
three of the undead that surrounded Adon. Two nore drivers were pushing

t hrough the gate, and the mage knew plenty nore were approachi ng outsi de.

Kel emvor sl ashed, tearing the cloak fromthe head of a driver. Its eyes were
duil and lifeless, and its skin doughy and gray. The fighter slashed again and
the driver lost an arm+then pressed forward to counterattack

M dni ght knew her mi sgivings had been justified, Adon and Kel envor were as
good as dead and the tablet |ost, unless she could pluck themfromthe m dst
of battle. Remenbering the heavy chandelier in the mddle of the room the
mage went to the wall and rel eased the rope. The chandelier crashed to the
floor. She drew her dagger and cut the rope free, then hastily coiled it.

Down in the courtyard, Adon thought he was dooned. The cleric was surrounded
by three zombies that seened inpervious to his mace—er at |east imune to the
damage he was dealing with the weapon. Mre undead were entering the courtyard
every few seconds. He snashed a driver's ribs and felt them break, then
cringed as the zonbie raked at his face with four filthy fingers.

To Aden's left, Kelenmvor's sword found a target, beheading a zonbie and
temporarily clearing a small path between the warrior and the cleric. Adon

sei zed the chance to fling the tablet to Kel envor.

The saddl ebags struck the fighter in the shoul der, then tangled around his
left arm Intent upon recovering the artifact, the zonbies turned toward the
tablet and | eft Adon al one. Although Adon and Kel emvor did not know this,
before his destruction, Bhaal had told Myrkul where M dnight kept the tablet.
Accordingly, the Lord of the Dead had instructed the zonmbies to recover any
saddl ebags the heroes carried with them

Al t hough Adon did not know the source of the zonbies' information, it took him
only an instant to realize they wanted the tablet and knew where it was.



"Run!" he called to Kel emvor, stepping forward and cracking a corpse's skull
"Cet out of herel”

Kel emvor thought his friend was nmerely being noble.

"No!" the fighter cried, slicing into a zonbie.

The thing did not fall, then two nore stepped to its side. Al three undead

| ashed out at the warrior, and he had no choice except to back away.
Neverthel ess, still having failed to notice that Adon was no | onger under
attack, Kelenvor yelled, "1 got you into this, and I'll get you out of it!"
"I doubt that," Mdnight yelled. She stood atop the wall behind Kel envor, the
hastily coiled rope in her hands. The mmgi c-user dropped one end of the rope
toward the courtyard. She ran the other end through an arrow loop in the

cl osest merlon and began tying it off.

Kel emvor slashed at a leg, slicing deep into an attacker's knee. The zonbie
pressed forward, conpletely unaffected by a wound that woul d have crippled a
living man. The fighter's other two attackers | anded powerful blows in his
ribs, then two nore zonbies crowded around and began flailing at him The
warrior retreated another few steps, and a nonment later his back was pressed
agai nst the wall.

Seei ng what M dni ght intended and realizing that he could do little to help
Kel emvor, Adon screamed, "Up the rope, Kel! I'msafe!" Wth that, he turned
and ran for the nearest stairway.

M dni ght fini shed her knot, then returned to the wall's edge. The rope ended
eight feet off the ground, easily within Kelenmvor's reach. However, the
warrior was so busy fighting zonmbies that he could not start clinbing.

The magi c-user clinbed onto the rope and slid down, stopping a foot before its
end. M dni ght knew she | acked the strength to pull the warrior out of battle,
but she hoped that with her aid, Kelenvor could grab the rope and quickly
climb out of the zonbies' reach. "Kel, give ne your hand!" she cried.

The warrior glanced up and saw M dni ght's outstretched hand, then the zonbies
| anded several blows. He swung his sword viciously, buying hinself a foot of
breat hi ng space. Imediately, he lifted the saddl ebags and placed themin

M dni ght' s hand.

"Take it!" Kel emvor veil ed.

At first, Mdnight didn't want to obey. But then the zonbies turned their
attention to her, sinply trying to wal k over the warrior. She accepted the
saddl ebags, slung them over her shoulder, then started up the rope. The
warrior stayed on the ground and continued sl ashing at zonbies.

A few seconds later, Adon arrived at the top of the wall and hel ped M dni ght
climb up the last few feet. After she was safely on the wall, she turned and
yelled, "I'msafe, Kel. Come on!"

The warrior imediately sheathed his sword and, ignoring the zonbies, turned
and grabbed the rope. He pulled hinself to the top of the wall as quickly as
he coul d. M dnight cut the rope behind him then said, "Follow nme!"

She led the way back to the tower, entering the first doorway she cane to.
Though this room | acked an iron chandelier and an age-worn desk, it was
simlar to the one fromwhich she had taken the rope.

As soon as they were inside, Adon asked, "Wat now?"

"We've got to think of a plan,” Mdnight replied, sheathing her dagger. "And
we'd better do it before the zonmbies find a way to get up here.™

Kel emvor went to the wi ndow and watched the zonbi es stunble around the ward.
"I"'msorry | got you into this," he said. "1 just thought—eh, damm it, | just
didn't think."

"Don't blanme yourself," Adon responded, gripping the fighter's shoul der
"Those zonbi es woul d have attacked no matter what you did. Sonmebody sent them
after the tablet."

"It was Myrkul," Mdnight sighed. "I told you that he and Bhaal were working
together. Well, he nmust have tried to contact Bhaal and di scovered that | had
escaped with the tablet.”

"\Whet her Myrkul sent them or not," Kelenvor grunbled, "I should be skinned and

roasted alive." He took the saddl ebags from Adon and started to renove the



tablet. "Maybe | can trick theminto follow ng ne."

The scarred cleric pushed the tablet back into a saddl ebag. "No, Kel. W stand
a better chance of surviving if we stick together." Adon had purposely |eft
the tablet in the warrior's hands. In the conming battle, he thought it best to
have it protected by their nost capable fighter

Kel emvor frowned and, when Adon did not take the saddl ebags back, threw them
over his shoul der.

Sensing the fighter's mood, Adon added, "It's better things worked out this
way. O herw se, the zonbies woul d have, attacked us by surprise.”

"Aden's right," Mdnight added, touching Kelemvor's arm There was nothing to
be gai ned by naking the warrior feel bad, and she did not enjoy watching him
vilify himself. "Let's just see if we can find the entrance to the Real m of
the Dead. After all, we were headed here anyway."

"Where do we start?" Kel emvor asked, peering out the window. To his alarm the
warrior saw that many of the zonbies had stunbled onto the stairs and had
reached the top of the wall. Wrse still, they were comng toward the tower.
The fighter stepped away fromthe w ndow, saying, "W'd better get out—

A loud clatter rang through the room startling all three of the conpanions.

M dni ght grabbed Kel emvor's arm and jerked himout the w ndow, then pointed at
an arrow lying on the floor. On the stone wall was a fresh scratch where the
arrow had struck the stone. Kel emvor nonchal antly picked it up. "Zombies don't
use bows," he said. "Were'd this conme fronP"

"We'll figure that out later," Adon said, fearing the zonbies were only one
part of Myrkul's trap. "Let's get out of here!" He led the way down the
stairs.

They descended the spiral staircase past three rooms, not pausing until they
reached ground level. Here, the heroes took a nmonent to peer into the room on
the ground floor. Its only door was the one they were now standing in.

"We'd better go down to the basement,"” Adon noted frantically, continuing down
the dark staircase

"Wait! We'll be trapped!" Kel emvor objected.

"We're already trapped,” Mdnight replied, following the cleric.

"And the zonbies will probably go up first since they saw you and M dni ght go
up the wall," Adon added. "Maybe we can sneak out when they clinb the stairs.”
Kel emvor nodded and Adon led the way down into a dim dank basenment. The
muf f 1 ed whi sper of running water echoed fromthe walls, though no one could
identify the source of the sound. High in the mddle of the inner wall, a
smal I wi ndow opened into the inner ward at ground level. The little light the
room received entered through this opening.

Adon briefly considered trying to escape out the wi ndow, but quickly rejected
the idea. It was |arge enough to provide ventilation and light, but far too
smal |l to accommodat e Kel envor's broad shoul ders—er even M dnight's, for that
matter.

The room contai ned only nol dering debris. There were sacks of spoiled grain
and casks of rancid wi ne—ebviouslv |left by wanderers who had used the tower as
tenmporary | odgi ng—enpty, rotting barrels and a coil of noldy rope attached to
a worm eaten bucket. The room s wooden fl oor was decayed and spongy.

Whi | e Adon and Kel envor listened to the zonbies ascend the stairs, M dnight
expl ored the room occasionally picking away pieces of plank with the tip of
her dagger.

After five mnutes, Adon shook his head and cursed. "The zonbies aren't doing
what we'd hoped, M dnight. The ones fromthe courtyard are still on the ground
floor." The cleric paused and | ooked at Kel envor. "W're trapped.
"I'"ll lead the way up," the fighter growl ed. "Maybe we can fight our way out."
"Not yet," Mdnight said, puzzling over the floor. The other rooms in the
tower had not had any rot, and she didn't understand why this one should be
any different. Then she thought of the bucket and the rope, which were simlar
to the ones used in wells. She went to the center of the room "Kel, use your
sword to pry up one of these planks! Quickly!"

Al t hough puzzled, the warrior did as asked. A section of floor three feet



square cane up. The thin, nuffled whisper

echoing fromthe walls changed to a quiet roar

"What is it?" Kel emvor asked.

"An underground stream " Adon answered, kneeling next to the warrior.

Poi nting at the bucket and rope, Mdnight added, "It's an energency water
supply, used in case of siege."

Adon sniled and pointed into the hole. "The zonbies won't follow us down
there!™”

"If we have the courage to go ourselves." Kelemor stuck his head into the

bl ackness.

"What do you see?" M dni ght asked.

"A cavern,"” he nuttered. "But it's dark. | can't see the bottom" He pulled
hi s head out.

M dni ght kneel ed next to her friends and | ooked into the hole. She could see
not hi ng but darkness, hut it sounded as though the stream runni ng under the
tower was fairly |arge.

Kel emvor grabbed the rope and bucket. "I guess we'll have to trust this
thing." He tied one end of the rope around a beamon the ceiling, then grabbed
it and pulled hinmself off the floor to test the strength of his knot.

Adon scowl ed. "Perhaps we'd be wi ser to | ook for sonething—=

The room grew a shade darker, as though somet hi ng was bl ocking the light.

W thout finishing his sentence, Adon turned toward the cellar w ndow and saw a
man's form kneeling on the ground outside. The man had a faniliar hawkish
nose.

"Look out!" Adon screaned, realizing he was the only one who saw Cyric. The
scarred cleric lunged at Kel emvor and shoved himto the ground.

M dni ght turned. Sonething buzzed past her ear and struck Adon with a wet

t hunp. The scarred cleric groaned | oudly and dropped to his knees beside her
"What is it? What's wong?" M dnight asked.

Adon didn't answer. Hi s eyes rolled back into his head, then he pitched
forward into the hole. Mdnight |unged and caught himby the shoul der and the
bl oody shaft that protruded fromhis ribs. The stick snapped and the cleric's
body slipped fromthe mage's grasp. A nonent |ater, she heard a distant

spl ash.

"Adon!" she gasped, unable to conmprehend how she had cone to be holding a
broken arrow shaft in her bl ood-sneared hand.

Kel emvor understood perfectly. He was | ooking at Cyric, who was nocking
another arrow. "I'Il kill you!" the fighter roared, rushing to thrust his
sword out the w ndow.

"You m ssed your chance,” the thief replied, easily retreating out of

Kel emvor's reach. "But you should know that | was aimng for you just then
That foppish cleric got in the way."

"I haven't mssed ny chance,” M dnight hissed, turning to face the w ndow. At
the sound of Cyric's voice, her heart had turned as cold as ice, and she had
t hought of the perfect way to kill him The incantation for a cone of cold
appeared in the mage's nind. She pointed her finger at the w ndow and call ed
upon her magic.

Cyric hit the ground and rolled, expecting to neet sonme hi deous mmgi cal death.
I nstead, a wave of black frost rolled out of the window As the thief cringed
on the ground, the frost coal esced into a black ball and zi pped past him

ri cocheting fromone of the keep's walls to another. \Werever it touched, the
stones sprouted hoarfrost and icicles, then crunbled to dust. The ball finally
bounced over the wall and, leaving a trail of icy destruction in its wake,
went bounding off into the H gh Mor.

Breathing a sigh of relief, the hawk-nosed thief scranbled away fromthe

wi ndow. Now t hat Kel emvor and M dni ght knew he was on their trail, it would be
much more difficult to kill them

After watching Mdnight's spell msfire, Kelemvor peered out the window. Cyric
was nowhere in sight. "You mssed," he reported, still too nunbed by Adon's

death to react.



M dni ght did not respond. She lay curled up on the floor, gasping for breath
and sweating uncontrollably. Her body ached fromhead to toe, and the

magi c-user felt as though willpower alone held her spirit inside her body. She
recal | ed Bhaal's warning that she would burn herself up if she did not |earn
how to wield Mystra's nagic.

That was exactly what it felt |like she had done. Any spell wore a magic-user
down, and part of a nmge's training involved increasing her body's tol erance
to magical energies. But Mdnight, newWly gifted with the ability to call upon
alimtless supply of magic, did not yet have the endurance to w thstand such
energies. In theory, she could call upon her magic to do al nost anything, but
she now understood that the effort might |eave her a |ifeless husk of fiesh
and energy.

When he turned around, that was exactly what Kel envor feared he was seeing.
"M dni ght!" he gasped.

For the first time since Adon had entrusted it to him Kelenvor set the Tabl et
of Fate aside. He dropped the saddl ebags, knelt beside M dnight, and took her
into his arms. "How can | hel p?" the fighter asked softly. "What can | do?"

M dni ght wanted to tell himto hold her, to keep her warm but she was afraid
to speak. Right now, she needed her strength just to stay conscious.

Kel emvor heard the shuffling of heavy steps on the stairway, and he knew the
zonbi es had di scovered their hiding place. Hs first thought was to charge the
stairs, but he knew the undead woul d tear himto pieces. That would | eave

M dni ght al one and at their nercy.

I nstead, he cut the bucket away fromthe rope and threw it aside. The fighter
tied the free end of the rope around M dnight's waist. He intended to | ower
her into the cavern, then clinb down after her

He quickly realized he did not have tine. The first zonbie appeared in the
door just as he slipped the nage into the hole. Kelenvor ignored the thing and
began | owering M dnight. Two nore of the wal ki ng corpses entered the room

M dni ght only knew that Kel emvor was |owering her into the darkness and that
her strength was slowy returning. Wth the cavern walls echoing its bubbl es
and gurgl es back toward her, the stream sounded incredibly large, nore like a
smal | river.

A few nonents | ater, her descent stopped and she found herself hanging in

dar kness. Though it sounded as if she were only a few feet above the stream
there was no way for the nage to confirmor deny that suspicion. M dnight

| ooked up and saw a di msquare of light. There were forms dancing around it,
but she could not make out any details.

Back in the tower's basenent, the first zonbie ignored Kel envor and picked up
t he saddl ebags contai ning the Tablet of Fate. The fighter finished |owering
M dni ght, then grabbed his sword and hacked at the zombie. The thing's arm
fell off and it dropped the tablet. But before Kel emvor could retrieve the
artifact, the zonbie's fellows joined it and all three attacked.

The fighter slashed at themto no avail. He connected solidly with the one
whose arm he had al ready | opped off, opening a gash in its abdomen and
temporarily stunning it. Heedl ess of their own safety, the other two corpses
closed in, flailing wildly.

Forced to retreat away fromthe tablet, Kelemvor stunmbled into the pit in the
m ddl e of the room He grabbed the rope to keep fromfalling, then leveled a
vi cious slash at one of his attackers. The zonbie's head flopped off its neck
and dropped to the floor. Another of the undead threw itself at the hand

Kel emvor was using to hold onto the rope. The fighter instinctively slashed
and connected. Then the stroke continued past the zonbie's body and the
warrior could not draw back quickly enough to avoid cutting the rope.

M dni ght heard Kel envor scream then the rope popped and went slack. She
dropped into the stream felt the current grab her, then began fighting to
keep her head above water. Though she was still exhausted fromthe m sfired
spel |, she knew that she had to find a reservoir of strength or drown.

Two spl ashes sounded to Mdnight's ieft as Kel emvor and the sword he had
dropped hit the water in quick succession. The nage tried to swimtoward the



di sturbance, but she was too weak and the current was too strong.

A moment later, Kelenvor called to her. "M dnight?

Where are you?"

"Here," she croaked. In the rushing water, she barely heard her own voice and
knew it would not be audible to her lover. Mdnight tried to swmtoward the
fighter, but the streamsinply swept her away.

Kel emvor had nore strength than M dnight, but he didn't try to swimout of the
current. He knew that the nage had to be downstream and was determ ned not to
lose her. Allowing the tablet to fall into Myrkul's hands was bad enough, but
Kel emvor was unwilling to face life w thout M dnight.

The warrior swam downstreamw th all his m ght. He paused every now and then
to cross the current, hoping to find Mdnight. It was a good plan, but the
fighter had underestimated the power of his strokes. He was quickly so far
ahead of the mage that he stood no chance of neeting her.

Kel emvor continued his search for fifteen mnutes before growi ng so exhausted
that he could only concentrate on survival. For another quarter-hour, the
stream swept the fighter and the nagic-user farther into darkness. Sonetines
it rushed into | ong passages conpletely filled with water, and both M dni ght
and Kel emvor believed they would drown before they bobbed back to the surface,
exhaust ed and gasping for breath. At other tines, they bounced agai nst rocks
or the cave's walls. Despite the pain of such encounters, though, they always
clutched and grasped at the slick surfaces, hoping to latch onto sonething and
pull free of the current.

Nei t her one drowned nor pulled free. Both Kel envor and M dni ght continued into
t he darkness, cold and blind, aware of nothing but the rush of the stream the
wei ght of their soggy clothes, and the fetid water they swall owed with every
ot her breat h.

After a time—Kel emvor could not say how |l ong he'd been in the water or how
many mles he had fl oated—+the stream strai ghtened its course and grew nore
quiet. The fighter started to remove his clothes, for their weight was only
contributing to his fatigue. But a strange sl urping sound echoed off the
cavern wal I's, and Kel emvor paused to hold his head above the water and |isten.
The noi se was coming fromthe mddle of the channel

He swam across the stream then the current grew faster and the slurping grew
| ouder. Kel emvor turned his body away fromthe noise, then stroked harder and
harder as the current spun himaround. Finally, he felt hinself being pulled
back up the stream The exhausted fighter |owered his head and swamw th al
his strength. At last, he broke free and conti nued downstream

The twi sting current had been the edge of a whirlpool, the warrior realized.
It had been a small one, or he would never have broken free, but the effort
still left himexhausted.

Then Kel envor remenber M dni ght.

"Mdnight!" he called. "There's a whirlpool. Swimto the right!" He called
this warning over and over again, until at last he could no | onger hear the
sucki ng sound of the whirl pool

Even i f she had been cl ose enough to hear the warning, M dnight could have
done nothing to avoid the danger. She was too drained to swimor even to pul
of f her heavy clothes. Her |inbs were nunb and clunsy with cold and
exhaustion, her lungs burned every tinme she took a breath, and her mind was

i ncoherent with fatigue.

When the stream straightened its course ahead of her, Mdnight let herself
drift into the center of the channel, relieved for a respite fromthe
turbulent currents. Wile the slurping sound grew | ouder, she held her head
out of the water and drew ten delicious, uninterrupted breaths. Then, as the
wat er becanme faster, the fatigued mage pushed her feet downstream-and felt
hersel f spiraling downward

She had slipped into the whirl pool wthout realizing what it was, and now she
barely cared. M dnight sinply held her breath and rel axed as the water carried
her away. While Kel emvor and M dni ght struggled to keep from drowni ng.

M dnight's nmisfired magi c ski pped al ong the H gh Mor. Werever the ebony



gl obe touched, the earth turned to black ice. It glanced off a naple tree and
the sap congealed in the trunk. It bounced into a stag and froze the blood in
the animal's veins.

Nearly an hour later, the black ball tunbled into a creekbed and coul d not
escape. It rolled downhill, dashing fromone side of the gully to the other

| eaving a ribbon of black ice in its wake. The gully enptied into a snmall,
rocky canyon. The gl obe ricocheted fromone wall to another, changing dripping
springs into sable icicles.

As the ball bounced down the canyon, the underground stream carried Kel emvor
farther away fromthe whirlpool. Finally, the current grew swifter and water
filled the cave conpletely. At first, the fighter was not concerned, for his
lungs were full of air and the stream had dragged hi mthrough a dozen sinilar
passages. But two m nutes passed and the warrior's lungs ached to draw anot her
breath. He swamto the top of the stream scraping at the ceiling in a vain
search for air pockets. His head grew |ight and, to keep frominhaling, he

cl anped a hand over his nose and nmouth. For a minute or so nmore, the cavern
did not open up and Kel envor remai ned submerged.

Then, as unconsciousness threatened to take him the current died away. The
warrior floated upward and a dim greenish radiance lit the water. Kel emvor
realized he had escaped the cavern. But his lungs still screaned for air and
an unreasoning voice told himto breathe.

Kel emvor kept his hand pressed over his face. Wth what rerai ned of his
strength, he swam Ten seconds | ater, he broke the surface and gul ped down a
dozen breat hs.

He was in a small nountain | ake—o nore than a large pond, really. There was a
smal | beach a hundred feet ahead. To the fighter's right, a waterfall plunged
into the lake froma ninety-foot cliff. The snmall creek feeding the waterfal
ran down the center of a narrow, rocky canyon

Sonet hi ng bl ack and spherical was bounci ng down that canyon, rebounding from
wall to wall. Though he had not seen the destruction the ball left inits
wake, a terrible feeling of apprehension washed over Kel envor. He began

swi mming for the shore, fighting his own weariness and the cunbersone wei ght
of his wet clothes. He thought about stopping to shed his pants and boots, but
that woul d have taken too nuch tine.

Kel emvor was hal fway to shore when the sphere reached the cliff. The waterfal
turned into a cascade of black ice. The ball skipped into the air, then fel
toward the | ake.

Seei ng what had becone of the waterfall, Kelenvor swam harder, Kkicking and
stroking nadly despite the agony in his linbs. The ball fell steadily,

i nexorably, toward the | ake. Kelemvor was only twenty-five feet fromthe
shorel i ne when the gl obe touched the water.

Beneath the sphere, a black circle of ice appeared. The ball skipped away,
touching down twice and |l eaving two nore icy patches in its wake. As the gl obe
bounced out of the I ake, the black circles began to expand.

Kel emvor continued to swm Ten feet fromshore, an icy vise grabbed at his
ankle. The warrior kicked free and swam two nore strokes, then his hands
touched bottom The water suddenly grew frigid, especially around his | egs. He
tried to stand, but found his thighs and wai st [ocked in nerciless jaws of
ice. Trying to break free, he threw hinmself forward—only to conme crashing
down in shallow water, his chin barely past the shoreline.

The ice continued to form advancing toward the fighter's shoul ders and
threatening to trap his arnms and chest. Kel enmvor could not |let that happen. He
pushed his torso out of the |lake and waited while the water froze beneath him
Wien the ice reached his hands, he noved themto the shore and continued to
hol d his body out of the water.

The ice stopped form ng when it reached his chin. After a nonent of silence,

t he | ake began poppi ng and creaking, adjusting itself to the increased vol une
of frozen water. The ice sheet rose a few inches, then surged three feet
forward, |eaving Kel emvor and his icy prison well ashore.

As the fighter waited for further adjustnents, he examined his situation. He



was trapped fromhis waist to his knees in a sheet of black ice. Below his
knees, he could kick freely, whirling cold water around his calves and feet.
Judgi ng by what he could feel, the ice was about six inches thick

In front of him two inches of snow bl anketed tufts of beach grass and capped
several dozen pieces of driftwood littering the shore. Beyond that, a steep
bank of sand rose ten feet. Six inches of soil topped the enbanknent,
provi di ng neager purchase for a few tw sted dwarf pines that perfuned the air
with a sweet citrusiike odor.

The | ake itself was nestled in a hollow at the base of the Hi gh Mor. To

Kel emvor's left, a single brook—now frozen and bl ack—drai ned the tiny | ake.
The only visible inlet was the frozen waterfall, though Kel envor knew that at
| east one underground stream al so fed the | ake.

After his brief exam nation of his surroundings yielded no easy nethod of
escape, Kelenvor jerked and tried to pull free of the ice. Wen he failed, he
screamed in rage

H s bell ow cane echoing back to him as clear and as crisp as when he voi ced
it. The echo only nmade the fighter feel nore desperate. Kelemvor shrieked
again and dug his hands into the sand, then pulled with all his mght. A keen
ache shot through his shoulders and down his spine. Hs arns, still fatigued
fromthe long swm felt as heavy as clubs. Still, he did not stop pulling.
Finally, Kelemvor's mnuscles began to quiver, then he started shivering and
realized how cold he was. The air stung his fingers and his face, while his
torso prickled with icy needles. Below his waist, the cold gnhawed at his
bones, burning his buttocks and thighs with frosty agony.

He worried nost about his feet. Despite his tightly |aced |eggings and
wel | -oil ed boots, his feet were soaked. Kelemvor suspected that the stinging
in his toes was the first stage of frostbite. If he did not escape soon, the
warrior knew he would | ose his toes, perhaps even freeze to death.

A crow |l anded in the | ow branches of the closest pine, then stared at the
trapped fighter with a hungry gleamin its eye. Kelenvor hissed at it. The
bird remai ned perched in the tree, politely waiting for the green-eyed man to
die. It could afford to be patient. Judging fromits lustrous feathers and

pl ump body, the crow fed itself quite well.

Kel emvor did not enjoy being sized up as if he were a leg of mutton. "C- Cone
back tomorrow " he called, the cold causing himto stutter. "I'mnot going
anywhere. "

The crow blinked, but did not |eave. Although it was in no hurry to start its
feast, the bird did not intend to | et some other scavenger claimits prize.
Kel emvor grabbed a piece of driftwood and hurtled it at the black bird. The
stick mssed and hit the tree next to the crows. The bird turned its black
eyes on the trenbling boughs, then | ooked back at the warrior

"Just |l eave ne alone," Kelenmvor grow ed, waving his hand at the bird. "Let ne
die with some dignity."

The hopel essness he felt surprised the fighter. Kel envor had never been one to
give up before the battle ended. But he had never felt this frightened before.
Kel emvor avoi ded exami ning that fear too closely. He had faced death many

ti mes before, and had never felt as despondent as now. The fighter was afraid
of something nmore than dying. He told hinmself that |leaving the tablet to the
zonbi es was what had upset him

But he knew that was a lie. Though Kel emvor understood the inportance of
returning the tablet to Helm losing it would not produce such angui sh. The
true reason for his distress was Adon's death, and the uncertainty of

M dni ght's fate. Though he had no way of know ng what had happened to her, the
warrior felt certain she could not have avoi ded the whirl pool

Stop thinking, he told himself. Stop thinking before it's too |late. Kel envor
suddenly wanted to go to sleep so he could wake up and di scover that the
zonbi es and under ground stream had been bad dreans.

But the fighter did not dare to close his eyes. Even through his grow ng

di sorientation, Kelenmvor knew that sleep could be deadly in freezing

condi tions.



The shivering went away and his rmuscles began to stiffen. Kel emvor knew he was
slipping closer to death. He kicked his |l egs, then beat the black sheet
beneat h his chest.

The ice did not crack, did not pop, did not give at all. He was as good as
dead, yet was still alive. That makes me un-dead, Kel emvor thought, |ike the
caravan zonbi es. He chuckled grimy at this half-formed thought.

But undeath was better than what had happened to Adon and M dni ght.

Forget it, he told hinmself. Thinking about the past will bring nothing but
nore sorrow. Survive first, then think

Not thinking was easier said than done. If Kelemvor had not insisted upon
rescui ng the caravan, had not been so stubborn, his friends would be alive.

But the fighter had been stubborn, as he always was. He thought that perhaps
he deserved to die.

"Stop it!" He spoke the words al oud, hoping to snap hinself into a nore alert
state of m nd.

The crow squawked once, as if suggesting Kel emvor get on with his death.
"Fetch a dagger, then, or a sharp rock," Kelenvor nuttered to the bird. "I
can't kill nyself with ny bare hands."

The bird cocked its head, then ruffled its feathers and stared at Kel envor
with a di sapproving glare.

Kel emvor stretched forward and grabbed a thick piece of driftwood. The crow
prepared to take flight, but Kelemvor had no interest in attacking the bird
again. Hefting the branch Iike a club, the fighter turned to his right as far
as he could, then smashed the branch down on the ice.

A loud crack peal ed across the | ake, echoing off the cliff on the far side.

Kel emvor tried to nove his leg and found it would not budge. He raised the | og
and struck again. Another loud crack rolled across the ice-covered | ake. The
wooden club snapped in tw, and one end went skittering across the ice,

| eaving the fighter holding a two-foot |ong wooden stake.

The crow squawked several tines, then hopped out of the tree. It |anded on the
shore, just out of Kelenmvor's reach, and squawked once nore.

Kel emvor considered throwing his stick at the bird, then thought belter of the
i dea. The broken branch was not nuch of a tool, hut it was all he had. Instead
of attacking the crow, he grasped the stick as he night a dagger, then hit the
ice with its sharp end.

Sonet hi ng gave, so he struck again and again, his novements grow ng
increasingly jerky and erratic. Finally. Kelenvor stopped to see what he had
acconpl i shed. The fighter had snashed the end of the branch into a rounded
pul p. H s hand throbbed with the force of his blows, but the exertion had
warnmed his body a little.

The bl ack ice showed only the tiniest depression. It was nuch harder than the
driftwood, and the fighter's efforts had done nothing to break it. If he
wanted to smash his way free, Kelemvor knew he would have to find sonething
harder than the driftwood, harder than the iee.

Kel emvor thought of the flint and steel in the purse he kept around his neck,
but quickly discarded the idea; they were just chips he used to start
canpfires. They m ght serve well enough as hard points if fastened onto the
end of the stick, but he had no way to do that. Besides, they would certainly
be lost if they flew off the end of the stick, and that was a risk the fighter
coul d not take. Wen he freed hinself, he would need the flint and steel to
start a fire. If it cane down to death, he would use the flint to scratch at

the ice, but il would be futile effort and he knew it.
Kel emvor turned his attention back to the shoreline. Wth the dulled stick he
still held, the warrior could reach other objects. Unfortunately, the only

things on the shore were nore sticks and the bird. A wave of despair passed
over Kel emvor as he decided that he could do nothing to save hinself, for the
ice was too thick and too hard. He was going to die, like the others

Don't think about them he told hinmself. Thinking about themw |l denoralize
you, make you want to die.

And Kel envor wanted to live. It surprised him sonmehow, but he definitely



wanted to live

The crow hopped to within the fighter's reach. The bird pretended to take no
noti ce of Kelemvor, though it was difficult to tell exactly what its black
eyes were focused upon. Perhaps the crow was testing the warrior, trying to
deci de how rmuch longer it would take for himto die.

"I won't hurry on your account," Kel envor grunbl ed.

The crow cocked its head, then opened its beak and hi ssed. Kel emvor thought of
t he beak pecking at his eyes, of the spiked claws digging at his ears and
nose. He winced.

Then an idea occurred to him though it was born not of w sdom but of the
irrationality that cones with freezing to death. He scratched at the ice with
his fingernails and noticed that he had scraped away the slightest bit. O
course, even muddl ed as he was, Kel emvor knew he woul d be | ong dead before
working free of the ice with his own nails.

But the crow s claws were sharper than fingernails. And the fighter could see
many possibilities for the beak

As if sensing his thoughts, the crow watched Kel envor warily.

"I think "Il go to sleep,"” Kelemvor said, concerned by how thick his speech
had becone. In his confusion, he feared the crow m ght not understand himif
he slurred his words.

The bird, of course, showed no sign of understanding himat all.

Kel emvor laid his head in his arns, keeping one eye open, just enough to watch
the bird. It felt good to rest his head, and he noticed that he was finally
warm The warrior was extrenely drowsy, and thought the effort of his long
swimhad finally caught up to him He closed both his eyes.

Ten mnutes later, the crow decided to investigate the i mobile man. Taking to
its wings, the bird approached twice and fluttered overhead w thout |anding.
Finally, it settled a foot fromKel emvor's head and stared directly into the
warrior's face. The man's eyes remained firmy closed, and his breath was so
shal low it could not be detected.

The crow hopped forward, then pecked at the fighter's nose. Wen Kel emvor did
not stir, the crow pecked again, this time taking a pinch of flesh away in its
beak.

Kel emvor woke with a start and saw the black formin front of his eyes. Even
as addl ed as he was, the fighter realized the crow was causing his pain. He

l unged and his right hand closed on oily feathers. Hs |left hand caught the
bird by the leg, and the warrior felt a bone snap

The crow squawked and slashed with its free foot. Kel emvor closed his eyes.
Sharp claws ripped into his brow The fighter screamed and the bird pressed
harder, trying to rip through the man's eyelids and jerk an eyeball | oose.

Kel emvor rel eased the bird and covered his face. An instant later, the crow s
wi ngs heat the air and the bird was airborne. The fighter w ped the bl ood from
his brow and | ooked after the bird. The fight had charged Kel emvor's body with
adrenaline, and the warrior was thinking clearly enough to wonder why he had
ever believed it possible to scratch through six inches of ice with a crow s
cl aw.

"Filthy squab!" Kel envor called, touching his fingers to the cuts in his

f or ehead.

The crow circled several tinmes, then flew away toward the west. Wth sone
alarm the warrior noted that the sun was sinking and there were only about
two hours of daylight remaining.

He began to feel lonely and frightened, and wi shed he had not chased the bird
away. Though it had been waiting to pick his bones, at |east the crow had been
conpany.

Kel emvor noted that his | egs had gone nunb fromthe thighs down, and that his
hands had taken on a blue tint. He was in danger of beconming a lunp of ice.
The fighter began waving his hands and trying to kick his feet, hoping to get
t he bl ood circul ating and warm t hem

This was only a tenmporary solution. If he was going to survive, he needed to
warm hi nmsel f. Fortunately, it | ooked as though the tools to do that were



within arm s reach.

Hopi ng that this was not another confused idea brought about by the cold,

Kel emvor started gathering nmaterials to start a fire. Stretching as far as he
could, the fighter swept the snow off tufts of beach grass and pulled them out
by their roots. He stored the grass inside his shirt, and did not stop
gathering it until his shirt was bul ging. The warrior was working nore by
instinct than by thought, for he had started a thousand fires and trusted his
intuition nore than his nuddled intelligence.

Next, he gathered all the driftwood within reach, separating the smaller

pi eces fromthe larger. Wthin mnutes, he had three small piles of wood.
Finally, he selected his six largest sticks and laid themto his left, side by
side so they made a small platform From experience, he knew that once the
fire was burning well, the flanes would convert the ice directly to steam But
inthe initial stages, the fire had to be kept off the ice.

Kel emvor renoved a handful of grass and rubbed it vigorously between his hands
todry it. He laid it atop the platformof sticks and repeated the process
until he had a small pile of fairly dry tinder. Then he took the flint and
steel fromhis purse and started striking themtogether. Five anxious and

pai nful mnutes later, a spark caught. One bl ade of grass began to burn, then
two, then several. The fighter put on nore grass and, after it started

burni ng, held several twi gs over the fire to dry.

Thirty seconds | ater, Kelemvor began to shiver and could no | onger hold the
twigs. He laid themon the fire. The wood began to snoke, then one caught. The
fighter blew gently on the flane. The other two tw gs began to burn.

Kel emvor put his flint and steel away. Mnutes later, a small circle of orange
flames danced in front of him The breeze eddi ed around his body, blow ng ash
and smoke into his face. Hi s eyes teared and he coughed, but the warrior
didn't care. To him the snoke was perfume and the coughing a small price to
pay for heat. Soon, he stopped shivering and his whole torso was warm

Ten minutes later, Kelemvor no longer felt confused. He was fatigued and nunb
bel ow t he wai st, but he was no | onger drowsy. Hi s notor coordination had
returned to normal. The fire had nade a small bow in the black ice, and the
fighter took confort in seeing that it melted like normal ice. Now, all he had
to do was find a way to break it.

Kel emvor considered starting a fire where his hips disappeared into the frozen
| ake, but rejected the idea. He could not reach enough driftwood to nelt away
that much ice. What he needed was a way to chip the ice, and that neant he
needed somet hi ng hard.

The | ake was surrounded by all sorts of cliffs, boulders, and rocks, but there
wasn't even a pebble within reach. They were afl buried beneath the sandy
beach.

Had Kel emvor still been half-frozen and nuddl ed, he woul d have mi ssed the
significance of his iast thought. However, now that he was warm his thoughts
were focused and he was nentally alert. Wth renewed determ nati on, he grabbed
t he strongest piece of driftwood within reach and began digging in the sand in
front of him

Not six inches below the surface, he found the first rock. It was a round,
hand- si zed stone useful for throw ng, but not for smashing through ice. He
kept digging.

The second stone was a little better, being about the same size, but with
jagged features nore suited to chipping. He set aside this rock, too, and kept
di ggi ng.

A foot beneath the surface, Kelemvor found the ideal stone. It was a dark gray
thing, featureless and drab. But to the fighter, the stone was nore beautiful
than any dianond. It was as large as he could handle with a single hand. On
one end it had a small, sharp point, and the other end was |arge and ideal for
gri ppi ng.

Kel emvor took the stone, then smashed it into the ice near his hip. A small
spray of black chips shot up. He brought the rock down a dozen nore tines,
trying to create a crack in the ice. The result was sinply a dozen nore snall



chi ps.

At the top of the slope, wings fluttered. The crow settl ed beneath its tree,
holding its left claw off the ground.

Looking at the injured |l eg, Kelenmvor said, "lI'msorry about the foot."

The crowtilted its head and, unable to stand for |ong on one foot, settled on
the ground as though sitting in a nest.

The fighter snmiled and held up the rock. "It |ooks like dinner will be late,"
Kel envor added.

The crow s head bobbed twi ce. Had Kel envor's mind been nore addl ed, he m ght
have interpreted the awkward gesture for agreement, as if the crow were

sayi ng, "Delayed, but not cancelled."

The fighter decided to ignore the crow and began chi ppi ng beneath his chest,
where the ice was thinner. To his delight, a large, jagged section broke away.
Working toward his waist fromthis break, Kelemvor managed to start a crack
that pointed nore or less toward his right hip.

He worked for twenty mnutes, pausing every now and then to throw sonme nore
driftwood on the fire. In that tine, he managed to extend the crack clear to
the mddle of his hip. Then, as the sun sank toward the moor hills and the sky
turned pink, his fire nelted through the ice. It dropped into the water,

| eaving a sizzling and snoking hole two feet to his left.

"No!" Kel envor screaned.

H s only answer was the chill npan of the w nd.

The fighter began to grow cold imediately. He tried to pull out of the ice,
hopi ng the crack he had opened was enough to free him Hi s hips did not budge.
Kel emvor reached for nmore grass to start another fire, then found he had

al ready used nmost of it. Wrse, only a few sticks of driftwood remained within
reach. Even if he did start a second fire, it would never last through the

ni ght .

He beat his forehead against the ice and cursed. Already, nunmbness was
creepi ng back into his hands and fingers, and he knew that there was not much
warnth left in his body. At |ast, Kelenvor allowed hinself to think the

unt hi nkabl e, he had been wong to insist upon rescuing the caravan. His

st ubbornness had gotten Adon, and probably M dnight, killed.

"Friends!" he screaned. "Forgive nme! Please, Mdnight! Ch, Mdnight!" He
screamed her name again and again and again, until he could no | onger bear
hearing the hills throw the nanme back at him

When he stopped yelling, the crow fl apped down to the shore, taking care to
land out of armis reach. It squawked three tines, as if suggesting Kel emvor

gi ve up and die.

The bird' s eagerness enraged the fighter. "Not yet, squab!" he snarled. He
grabbed the first stone he had uncovered, the snmall round one, and flung it at
the crow. Though his aimwas w de, the crow took the hint and flapped away
into twilight. After the bird had gone, Kelenmvor picked up his |arge stone and
angrily pounded at the ice on his left. If he was going to die, he was
determned to fight until the end.

Kel emvor was so angry that he did not notice the tiny fractures his bl ows were
causing. Five minutes later, a long crack opened in the black ice fromhis
shoul ders to the hole the fire had caused. It took only ten mnutes nore to
open a seamall the way to his left hip.

Then, as the warm hues of dusk gave way to the violet tones of night, the
section of ice under Kelenvor's chest broke free. The fighter pulled his body
forward, no longer clanped into place by the ice at his hips. Wthout pausing
to celebrate, he hauled hinself onto the shore and began gathering grass and
wood.

After starting his fire, Kelemvor renmoved his frozen pants and boots to
examne his feet and | egs. The | egs were blotchy and pal e, but he thought they
woul d recover given tinme and warnth. His feet were in worse condition. They
were white, nunb, and cold to the touch.

Kel emvor had served in enough col d weat her canpaigns to know severe frostbite
when he saw it.



Awakeni ng

M dni ght woke from a deep slunmber, her body sore and stiff. She had been
dreaming of a dry bed in a warminn, so the nage was confused and di soriented
when she opened her eyes and found something el se. The gl oomwas so thick she
couldn't see her own nose, and she was |ying face down on cool sand, half in,
hal f out of |apping water. Behind her, a waterfall pounded the surface of a
smal | pool

The waterfall rem nded M dnight of her journey down the subterranean stream
and the unpl easant drop through the whirl pool. The magi c-user had | anded in

t he dark pond behind her. After that, she had floated aimessly until she'd
reached the shore upon whi ch she now | ay.

M dni ght had no way of knowing it, but that had been ten hours ago. Fatigued
fromthe msfired cone of cold and the struggle in the stream her body had
collapsed into a restorative sleep as soon as inmedi ate danger passed. The
mage now felt physically and nentally rejuvenated, but was still enotionally
exhaust ed. Adon was dead, and that know edge bl ackened the joy and wonder of
her own survival

M dni ght wanted to bl ane sonebody for Adon's death, and Kel envor was the

easi est one to condem. If the warrior had not insisted upon aiding the
caravan, the zonbies woul d never have trapped the party and Cyric woul d not
have caught them unprepared.

But such reasoni ng was weak, and M dnight knew it. There were too many

coi nci dences and contingencies. That Cyric would recover so quickly had been
unt hi nkabl e, and the nagic-user still could not imagi ne how he had. But given
the fact that he had, it was inevitable that the thief would catch up and
attack. M dnight had been just as blind to that possibilty as Kel envor, and it
was not fair to blane the warrior for not foreseeing what she had al so failed
to predict.

If the blame for Adon's death lay with anybody. M dnight thought it lay with
her. She shoul d never have let her friends convince her not to kill Cyric when
she had the chance. The magi c-user al one had seen how brutal the thief had
grown, and she should have known that his wi |l power and ruthl ess-ness woul d
give himthe strength to pursue them

She woul d not make the sane m stake again. There was nothing she could do to
bring Adon back. But if she ever escaped fromthis cavern and saw Cyric again,
she woul d avenge the cleric's death.

The t hought of escaping the cavern turned M dnight's thoughts to Kel emvor,
whom she assunmed was also in the cave. The warrior had splashed into the
stream after her, and that had been the last she'd heard of him It did not
seem unr easonabl e to assune he had dropped through the whirl pool behind her
He could be sitting thirty feet away, thinking hinself alone in dark

"Kel emvor!" M dnight called, rising to her feet.

Her voice echoed off the cavern's unseen walls, barely audi bl e above the roar
of the waterfall

"Kel emvor, where are you?"

Again, the only answer was her echo.

A depressing thought occurred to her. She had avoi ded drowning, but that was
no guarantee the fighter had. After all, Kelenvor had been carrying the
tablet. It would have been difficult to keep from drowni ng while hol ding onto
t he saddl ebags.

"Kel emvor," she called, nore desperately. "Answer ne!"

He did not answer.

Picturing Kel envor's drowned body floating beneath the waterfall, M dnight
drew her dagger. She sunmoned the incantation to create magical |ight and
performed it. The dagger began glowing with a brilliant white light. It

suddenly grew extrenely hot and she dropped it, her fingers searing w th pain.
The magi c-user kneel ed and thrust her hand into the pool's cool water,
irritated that her nagic had m sfired.

Still, the dagger glowed brightly enough for Mdnight to see that she was on



the shore of a dark pond. Twenty feet away, the waterfall poured into the cave
froma hole in the ceiling, churning the surface of the pond into a dark
froth. The ceiling was fifteen feet high and vaulted like the interior of a
cat hedral . Hundreds of stalactites hung fromit, their tips glistening with
nmoi sture. Droopi ng spheres of mnerals, with skins as rough and pebbly as
dragonhi de, sprouted fromthe walls. In every corner, nmurky tunnels and

al coves ran back into the depths of the cave.

"Kel!" M dni ght called again.

Her voice echoed off the walls, then faded into the sound of the waterfall

She was al one, |ost underground. Adon was dead and Kel envor was gone—naybe
dead as wel|.

As if to enphasize the nmage's norbid point, her dagger's |ight suddenly di med
and changed to a red hue. She | ooked down and saw that it had becone a puddle
of molten iron. It was slowy trickling away, taking the |ast vestiges of
light with it and | eaving Mdnight in the dark once nore.

The magi c-user considered her situation. First of all, even if it was

i npossible to find a way out of the cavern on foot, she realized she was not
trapped. If the circunstances became desperate, she could try using her art to
escape. Considering the unpredictability of magic, doing that would be risky.
But if there was no other option, Mdnight would not hesitate to trust her

[ uck.

Once the mage realized she had a way out of the cave, it becane easier to
think calmy. The second thing M dnight considered was that she was al one.
Adon was certainly dead. If Cyric's arrow had not killed him the fall or the
stream had. But the only proof she had that Kel emvor drowned was her own
conjecture, and it was born out of solitude and fear rather than sound
thinking. After all, Kelenvor was stronger than M dnight, and she had not

di ed. Even burdened with the tablet, his chances of surviving were mnmuch
greater than hers. It seenmed likely that he had washed out of the water in a
different part of the cavern.

Finally, Mdnight realized that though she did not know where she was, it was
somewhere nore or | ess beneath Dragonspear Castle. According to Bhaal, the
entrance to the Real mof the Dead was al so beneath the castle's ruins.

M dni ght concl uded that the smartest thing to do was explore the cavern. Wth
l uck, she would find either Kel envor or the Real mof the Dead. Unfortunately,
she woul d need a light. The nmagi c-user thought of using her dagger's nolten
metal to ignite sonething as a torch, but did not have anything wi th her that
woul d burn | ong enough to do her any good.

She had no choice except to try using her nagic again. M dnight renoved her
dagger's sheath fromits belt, then sumoned the incantation for creating
light. This time, a bright flash appeared. The unexpected burst of light hurt
the mage's eyes, |eaving her stunned and dazed with white spots swiming in
her vi sion.

A few nonents later, her sight returned to normal and the rmage saw that she
remai ned in total darkness. Her nmagic had again failed. M dnight decided to do
wi thout |ight for now, then started wal king al ong the shore of the pond. She
moved slowy and carefully, testing her footing with each step and wavi ng her
hands in front of her head to | ocate unseen obstacl es.

Every few nmoments, she paused to call Kelemvor. Soon, M dnight discovered that
the echo of her voice provided hints about the size and shape of the cavern
The longer it took the echo to return to her, the farther away fromthe cavern
wal | she was. By turning in a circle and calling Kel emvor's nane, she could
get an idea of the cavern's shape.

Armed with this discovery, she soon circled the pond. It seemed to be about a
hundred yards in diameter, though it was difficult to be sure with all of the
twists and turns in its shoreline. The only audible inlet was the waterfall,
and the only outlet a snmall brook that trickled out one end.

Since she had found no other exits, Mdnight slowy wal ked al ong the brook's
edge. The mmagi c-user constantly called Kel enmvor's nane, always noving in the
direction fromwhich it took the echo the longest to return. In the conplete



darkness, it was difficult to guess tinme and distance. Still, M dnight soon
real i zed the cave was inmense

M dni ght continued to foll ow the water along its snaking course for what she
guessed to be two hours. Cccasionally, the corridor broadened into |arge
roonms. Fromthe echoes, it sounded as though dozens of al coves and side
passages opened off of these roons. Although the magic-user took the time to
call down these passages, she was careful not to wander away from the brook
It was the only reliable neans of navigation she had. Besides, if Kelenvor had
fallen through the whirl pool, she suspected the best chance of finding himlay
in follow ng the water.

Eventual |y, the brook entered a | arge room and formed anot her pond. M dni ght
carefully explored the shores of the pond, but could find no outlet. On one
end of the pool, there was a gentle gurgling that suggested the water drained
out through a subnerged passage. The magi c-user sat down in frustration

For a long tine, Mdnight tried to puzzle out what m ght have happened to

Kel emvor and what he might be doing as a result. The nore she pondered the
possibilities, the nore it seemed that in the end, Kelemor would go to
Wat er deep. Assum ng he had survived, which was the only thing the mage al |l owed
herself to beiieve, the fighter knew two things that she thought woul d
eventually force himto make that choice. First, the tablet had to be
delivered to Waterdeep. Second, M dnight's eventual destination was also the
City of Splendors, and if they had a chance of neeting again, it would be
there.

As the magi c-user contenpl ated Kel envor's situation, a white silhouette
floated into the cavern froma side passage. It was roughly the shape of a
man, but appeared to be nade entirely of light. It illumnated everything
within twenty feet of it.

"Who are you?" Mdnight called, both frightened by the form and curious about
it.

The figure turned and approached to within ten feet of her, then stopped and
| ooked her over wi thout speaking. It had the features of a robust man: heavy
beard, square jaw, and steady eyes, all fornmed with light. The body, also

not hing nore than white light, had the nmuscul ature of soneone well acquainted
wi th hard wor k—per haps a bl acksnith.

After studying her for a nmonent, the white silhouette turned away w t hout
speaki ng and started toward a corridor opposite the one fromwhich it had
ent er ed.

"Wait!" Mdnight called, rising. "I'm]lost—-help ne."
The white formpaid her no nore attention. The mmgi c-user scranbled after it,
struggling to stay within the small circle it illumnated. Wthin a few steps,

t he sandy shore gave way to pebbles, then the pebbles gave way to | arge rocks.
Despite the treacherous footing, Mdnight scurried al ong behind the white
spectre, determ ned not to |l ose her light source or the nysterious silhouette.
It did not take Mdnight Iong to notice that the apparition seenmed to be

foll owi ng a passage running nore or less in one direction. Several tinmes, the
tunnel opened into |large roons. |In such chanmbers, M dnight feared she woul d

| ose the silhouette, for the caverns were littered with jagged boul ders,
sudden drops, and sloping floors. Once, she nearly stepped into a deep hol e,
and another time she had to | eap across a crevice. Still, despite having to
rush blindly through short expanses of cavern. M dnight nanaged to stay with

t he spectre.

After what nust have been five hours of exhausting travel, the silhouette
drifted into a vast area of darkness. The ceiling was about fifteen feet high
but M dnight could not see the far side of the chanber. As she scranbled after
the spectre, the echoes of the rocks she dislodged seened di stant and subdued.
The mage call ed out Kel emvor's nane, and the sound of her voice drifted away

i nto darkness, giving her the inpression that this chanber was inmense.

M dni ght continued into the room follow ng the glow ng apparition. Five

m nutes later, they reached a smooth wall of quarried granite. An expert stone
mason had fitted the bl ocks so tightly that M dnight could not have slipped a



dagger's blade into the seans. The granite itself had been cut and polished so
expertly that even the finest thief would slip trying to gain a handhold on
it.

The wall ran in both directions as far as the silhouette illum nated, and rose
fifteen feet to butt against the ceiling. Her pulse quickening with
excitement, Mdnight followed the spectre along the wall, running her hand
down the slick cold stones.

Finally, they intersected a stone-paved street that entered the wall. Unlike
the wall itself, the road showed signs of its incredible age. Some of its

cobbl est ones had cracked or sunk into the ground, while others had becone

di sl odged and | ay scattered about.

The street ran beneath the wall in an arched tunnel. A heavy bronze-pl ated
portcullis sealed each end of the vault. To either side of the main arch
there were smaller vaults, just large enough for a man to stand up in. These
tunnel s were seal ed by heavy, bronze-plated doors.

The door on the closest tunnel hung cockeyed and open, and the sil houette
entered the vault w thout hesitation. M dnight slipped past the door and

foll owed. Again, the workmanship in the roomwas flawl ess. Each stone was
squarely cut and set into place without the tiniest gap, and the keystones had
not slipped a fraction of an inch in what M dni ght assumed nust have been

t housands of years.

At the other end of the tunnel, they reached another partially opened door
again plated in bronze. The spectre slipped past it and di sappeared. M dni ght
qui ckly followed, pushing the door open. Its hinges creaked loudly froma |ack
of oil.

The street continued straight ahead, save that now curbstones and si dewal ks
lined it. On either side of the road, gray, square buildings rose to a hei ght
of two stories. Made of quarried stone, the buildings had a sinple and cl ean
architectural style. On the first floor, a rectangular door led into each
dwel I i ng, and on the second story, one or two square w ndows overl ooked the
street. Wthout exception, they were constructed with the finest workmanship,
t hough M dnight did see a few signs of deteriorati on—+oose stones and gaps in
t he seans between bl ocks.

But it was not the buildings that caught Mdnight's interest. The white
spectres of a thousand nmen and wonen flitted here and there, their gl ow ng
forms illumnating the city in pale, twinkling Iight. The streets buzzed with
the eerie cackle of their conversations.

Upon seeing so many apparitions in one place, it occurred to M dnight that
this was a gathering place for shades |like the one she had followed into the
city. An instant later, she concluded that the glowing white forns were the
soul s of the dead. Noting that the soul spectres were not paying her any
attention. Mdnight started down the street. Though frightened, she was
determ ned not to let that fear get in her way. If this city was the Real m of
the Dead, then the other Tablet of Fate was hi dden somewhere nearby. She
intended to get it and | eave as quickly as possible. Then she would find

Kel envor .

Hal fway down the first block, a soul spectre approached M dnight. He had the
formof an elderly man, with winkles on his brow and confused, vacant spheres
of light where his eyes should have been

"Jessi ca?" the man asked, reaching out for Mdnight's hand. "Is that you?
didn't want to | eave until we were together."

M dni ght recoil ed, anxiously avoiding his touch. "No. You're |ooking for
somebody el se. ™

"Are you sure?" the spectre asked, disappointed. "I can't wait nuch |onger."
"I"'mnot Jessica," Mdnight answered firmy. Then, nore gently, she added,
"Don't worry. |'msure she'll be along when her tine cones. You can wait for
her."

"No, | can't!" the spectre snapped. "I don't have time—you'll seel" Wth

that, he turned and drifted away.
After the soul spectre left, Mdnight continued down the street. Severa



ti mes, shades approached her, demanding to know if she was a | oved one or
friend, though they sel dom seened as confused as the old man. M dni ght was
able to excuse herself with nothing nore than polite denials, then continue on
her way.

For the first two blocks, the road was lined with enpty shops, often with
living quarters located directly overhead. M dni ght poked her head into the
doors of four of the buildings as she went. Each time, a small party of
spectres greeted her—+twice with polite invitations to join them once with

di sinterested rudeness, and once with a rather hostile demand to be l|eft

al one.

As M dni ght progressed farther into the city, she grew increasingly inpressed
by the thoughtful ness and pl anning that had gone into building it. The streets
all intersected at right angles, and the bl ocks were nmore or less uniformin
size. But the dwellings thensel ves were not drab or uninteresting. The
bui | di ngs had been designed with a stoic artistry. They had cl ean, square
forms and symmetrical plans that |ent thenselves to function as well as
beauty. Exterior walls were adorned with sinple etched lines that echoed the
rect angul ar designs of the structures. Doors were always placed in the center
of the building, with an equal number of wi ndows located in similar positions
on either side of them The sinple architecture left Mdnight with a rel axed,
peaceful feeling.

The city's third block was entirely taken by a single structure that rose al
the way to the cavern's roof. This building | acked both doors and wi ndows, its
only opening being a great arch | ocated exactly in the m ddl e of the bl ock.

M dni ght went to this arch and entered the nassive structure.

She emerged in a great open courtyard. On three sides, it was lined by

t hree-story promenades. Behind the pronenades, arched doorways led into

spaci ous roons. A massive building, supported by white colums of the finest
mar bl e, dom nated the end of the courtyard to Mdnight's left. The altar in
its entrance suggested it was a tenple.

At the other end of the courtyard, dozens of spectres |ounged on the edge of a
marbl e fountain. In the center of the fountain, a magnificent spout of water
shot high into the air and turned to mist. A strange harnony, at once
unsettling and cal mng, radiated fromthe fountain, and M dni ght found herself
drawn toward its waters.

The spectres near the font seened oblivious to her presence, so she approached
and peered into its pool. The water was as still as ice and as black as
Bhaal 's heart, but also as clear as glass. The magi c-user felt as though she
were | ooking into another world, where peace and tranquility rei gned suprene.
Beneath the water lay a great plain of shimmering light. It sprawied in al
directions as far as Mdnight could see, and she felt as though she could see
to the edge of the Realms. The plain was entirely featurel ess, save that
mllions of tiny figures mlled about on it.

Gazing at the magnificent plain, a nood of serenity and destiny supplanted the
mage' s sorrow concerning Adon's | oss and her anxiety about Kel emvor's absence.
She felt it would not be long before she and her old friends were reunited.

M dni ght did not know why she felt this way, but suspected it had sonmething to
do with the vast plain bel ow

A deep, rough voice interrupted the magic-user's reverie. "I'msorry to see
you here."

M dni ght | ooked up and saw a spectre addressi ng her. The shade was famliar
and she could not help flinching. The voice bel onged to Kae Deverell, but to
her, the formwould forever be Bhaal's.

"Don't be sorry," M dnight said-

Deverell took a seat on the fountain next to her. "And your friends— forget

t heir names—how do they fare?"

"I don't know about Kel emvor," M dnight replied, "but Adon's down here
sonewhere. "

"And the hal fling?" Deverell asked. "Wat about Sneaka-bout?"

"He died in Yell ow Snake Pass," M dnight said. She did not elaborate. The



menory of Cyric's treachery pained her too nuch.

Deverell sighed. "I had hoped to hear better news."

A spectre | eaped through Deverell and dove into the fountain, then sank toward
the plain in long, graceful spirals. The lord comander draped a hand into the
wat er and wat ched the spectre descend with a m xture of envy and fear
"Cblivion-how it draws us," Deverell nused. He closed his eyes as though he
were pulling a long draft fromhis nug back at H gh Horn. Though his hand did
not disturb the water's glassy surface, the dark liquid was draining away the
pai n and angui sh that cane with being dead. It was al so draining away the
Cornyrian's nmenories of life.

At length, he withdrew his hand. The time for himto leap into the pool would
cone soon enough

As soon as they died, the souls of the dead were drawn by Myrkul's nmagic to
one of the thousands of places like this, the Fountain of Nepenthe—a pool or
well filled with the black Waters of Forgetfulness. In normal tines, Myrkul's
attraction was so strong that a soul spectre would inmrediately |eap into dark
waters, then energe on the plain on the other side.

Wth Myrkul barred fromhis hone, however, his magic had been consi derably
weakened. Many soul spectres were finding the strength to resist his
attraction—al though only tenporarily. Al through the Real ns, soul spectres
wer e gat hered outside long forgotten wells and pools and fountains, vainly
attenpting to resist the final call of death.

Deverell tore his thoughts away fromthe fountain and turned to M dni ght.
"Tell me, who has the tablets now? What will happen to Cornyr and the Real ns?"
"Kel emvor has one of the tablets,” Mdnight said, unaware that she was |ying.
"And the other is here sonewhere."

"Here?" Deverell asked, perplexed. "What would it be doing here?"

"It's in Bone Castle,"” Mdnight explained. "Myrkul took it."

"Then the Real ns are dooned," Deverell replied flatly.

"Unless | can get to the castle and recover the tablet,” M dnight said,

di pping her fingers into the fountain's glistening waters. Unlike Deverell
she caused expanding rings of ripples. The water both chilled and conforted
her .

"Stop!" Deverell yelled, reaching for her arm H's fingers closed right

t hrough her bones, |eaving the flesh cold and nunb. "You're alivel"

"Yes," Mdnight said reluctantly, unsure what to nmake of Deverell's reaction
"Pull your hand out of the water!"

M dni ght obeyed, wondering if she had offended the soul spectre by touching
the fountain.

This cal med Deverell. "You're alive—and that nmeans there is hope," he said,
"but not if you let those waters drain your nenory. Now what is this about
Bone Castl e?"

"That's where the other tablet is,” Mdnight explained. "lI've got to get

i nside and recover it. Can you take me there?"

Deverell's formgrew even whiter, if that was possible. "No," he nuttered and
turned away. "I'mnot ready for the Fountain of Nepenthe. And even if | was,
|'ve never been to the Real mof the Dead."

"This isn't it?" Mdnight demanded.

"Not by an arrow s long flight," Deverell said, shaking his head. "We're in
Kanagl ym according to the others."

" Kanagl yn?"

"Built by the dwarves when the Hi gh Mor was fertile and warm ™"

M dni ght could not imagine a time when the Hi gh Mor was fertile, much |ess
warm "But there are no dwarves here now," she observed, |ooking around the
fount ai n.

"No," Deverell agreed. "They never inhabited it, at least not for |long. The
town well ran dry within a year of Kanaglym s conpletion. The dwarves sank a
deeper well on the site of the old one. Eventually, they struck a limtless
supply of water, the Waters of Forgetful ness.

"Wthin a nonth, they realized their mstake and renaned their beautiful well



the Fountain of Nepenthe. A nonth after that, nost of them abandoned Kanagl ym
conpl etely. Those who were too stubborn to evacuate sinply forgot where they
lived and wandered off into the dark."

"Then this isn't Myrkul's realm" M dnight sighed. "Bhaal said there was an
entrance to the Real m of the Dead bel ow Dragonspear. | thought | had found
it."

"That you have," Deverell responded, nodding toward the fountain.

"Under the water?"

"Aye. The dwarves dug this well so deep they struck Myrkul's domain," Deverel
expl ai ned.

"It should be easy to reach, then,
"A sinple water-breat hi ng—

M dni ght said, peering into the dark pool

"No," Deverell interrupted. "Not through the water. It drains your enotions
and your menories."
M dni ght was not worried. "I have other ways to pass." She was thinking

specifically of teleporting, but a better idea presented itself to her. It was
somet hing called a worl dwal k, which created an ul tra-di nensi onal connection
bet ween pl anes.

M dni ght had never heard of that spell before, but she had a good idea why she
woul d be able to use it. Then, without giving the matter any conscious

t hought, she realized she knew not only how to performthe incantation, but
how it was constructed, the theory that nmade it work, and that El m nster had
devel oped the original spell.

The magi c-user was astoni shed. There was no reason she should know all that.
The information had sinply come to her. She decided to see what el se she could
do. M dni ght searched her nenory for a conplete listing of Elnmnster's spells.
Her mind was imediately flooded with the incantations for, construction of,
and theory behind every spell El mnster knew, which seened an endl ess |ist of
magi c. Reeling fromthe plethora of information, she turned her thoughts away
fromthe ancient nage's magi c. Renenbering an interesting spell she had once
wi t nessed, in which a nage interposed a disenbodi ed magi cal hand between

hi nsel f and an attacker, M dnight explored her mind for information about that
spel I . Again, she i mediately discovered that she knew everything about it,
fromhowto performthe incantation to the fact that a w zard named Bi gby had
invented it several centuries ago.

Sonehow, M dni ght realized, she had acquired an encycl opedi c know edge of
magi ¢, al nost as though she had access to a nystical book containing every
spell ever invented. There was no doubt that this new ability was related to
Mys-tra's power, but the magi c-user did not understand why it had come to her
at this particular nonment. Perhaps it was because she was so close to an exit
fromthe Realnms. O perhaps it was sinply another devel opnent in her expandi ng
relationship to the planet's nagical weave. Whatever the reason, M dnight
could not help but feel encouraged. She would certainly need every advant age
available if she was to recover the Tablet of Fate from Bone Castle.
Contenpl ati ng the task of recovering the tablet brought M dnight's thoughts
back to Deverell and his interest in helping her. Turning to the lord
conmander, she asked, "You're already dead, so what do you care what happens
to the Real ns?"

"A man's honor does not die with his body," Deverell replied. "As a Harper, |
swore to uphold the good and conbat evil wherever | found it. That vow will
bind me until..." He nodded toward the fountain.

"I hope that's a long tinme," M dni ght responded.

Deverell did not reply, for he knew that he didn't have the wll power to
resi st the fountain much longer. "You | ook tired. Perhaps you should rest
before you go," he said. "I'Il watch over you."

"I think I will,” Mdnight replied. She did not know how long it had been
since she had slept, but the mage suspected that there would be little
opportunity for rest in the Real mof the Dead.

They went to one corner of the courtyard and M dnight lay down. It took her a
long tinme to fall asleep, and then her rest was filled with dreans and bad



onens. Still, she slept as |ong as possi ble and when she woke, her body—f not
her mind—felt ready to continue her journey.

As she stood and stretched, M dnight noticed that a crowm of several thousand
soul spectres had gathered in

t he courtyard.

"I"'msorrv," Deverell said. "Wen you fell asleep, word of a Iive wonan's
presence spread quickly. They've conme to | ook at you, but mean no harm"

Looki ng at the spectres' envious faces, Mdnight felt sad for them "It's al
right," she said. "How long did | sleep?"

Deverell shrugged. "lI'msorry, but | no |longer have a sense of tine."

M dni ght started forward, then a thought occurred to her and she turned to
Deverell. "If sonebody died at Dragon-spear Castle, would his soul cone to
Kanagl vn?"

Deverell nodded. "OF course. The Fountain of Nepenthe is the closest access to
the Real mof the Dead fromthe ruins.”

M dni ght turned and addressed the crowd. "Kel envor, are you here?" she cried.
The crowd of soul spectres shifted uneasily and | ooked from one to anot her

but nobody cane forward. M dnight breathed a sigh of relief.

The magi c-user addressed the crowd again, this tine expecting a response.
"Adon, how about you? Come here so we can talk." Mdnight was not sure how she
woul d feel about speaking to a dead friend, but she had to try. "Adon, it's

M dni ght!"

Adon still did not show hinself.

Five mnutes later, Deverell said, "Perhaps he is scared, or could not resist
the fountain for long."

M dni ght shook her head. "That's not |ike Adon. He isn't one to give up."
Deverell searched the crowd. "Well, he's not comng forward, | don't think
you'll gain anything by waiting for him"

M dni ght reluctantly nodded. "Perhaps it's for the best. It would only cause
us both pain."

"Then, if you're ready," Deverell said, extending a glow ng hand toward the
Fount ai n of Nepent he.

M dni ght gat hered her courage and nodded. "As ready as |'Il ever be."

Deverell led the way through the cromd of soul spectres. Wen he reached the
Fount ai n of Nepent he, he stopped and turned toward M dnight. "Until swords
part, then."

Deverell's farewel | heartened M dnight, for she recognized his words as a
warrior's sign of respect. "My your noble heart save your soul," she replied.
The magi c-user | ooked back to the throng of soul spectres, searching for
Adon's face or some sign that he had come to see her off. The crowd renained a
swarm of inpassive and unfamliar faces.

M dni ght turned to the pool, trying to i nmagi ne what she would find on the
white plain below Finally, hoping that if her magic was ever going to be
reliable, it would be reliable now, she summoned the incantation for
Elmnster's worldwal k and perforned it. A shimering disc of force appeared
over the fountain. M dnight took a deep breath and stepped inside.

Cyric stood before a small inn, his horse's reins in his hand. The inn was

| ocated in the barren prairie between Dragonspear Castle and Daggersford. The
tavern and | odge were in a stone building standing in the shade of six maples.
The stable sat fifty yards to the west, its corral built over a small stream
that provided a constant supply of fresh water

But the stream was now cl ogged by dead livestock, and the stable had burned to
the ground. At the tavern, the sign of the Roosting G yphon |ay on the snow,
hal f-burned and illegible. The shutters were smashed and splintered, and w sps
of greasy snoke drifted out the open w ndows.

Is there anything for nme? the thief's sword asked, the words form ng inside
his mind as if they were his own thoughts.

"I doubt it," Cyric answered. "But 1'll | ook around.” He and the sword—he

t hought of it as a "she"—had fallen into the habit of addressing each other as
conpani ons—even friends, if such a thing were possible.



Pl ease—anything will do. I'mw thering.

"Il try," Cyric replied sincerely. "I'mhungry, too."

Nei t her of them had eaten since stealing the horse fromthe six hapl ess
warriors who had "rescued" Cyric. The thief

suspected the sword was in far worse shape than he was. For the first part of
their fast, the sword had used its dark powers to keep himfromfeeling the

ef fects of hunger. After Dragonspear Castle, however, she had grown | oo weak
to continue sustaining the thief.

That had been two days ago. Now, Cyric's belly ached with hunger and he was

I i ght headed and weak with exhaustion. Both he and the sword needed sustenance.
But there had been no chance to feed. After Mdnight's attenpt to kill him
Cyric had entered the tower, intending to chase M dnight and Kel emvor wherever
they went. But as he started down the stairs, the zonbies had emerged with the
tablet. The thief had assumed that Kel emvor and M dnight had died at the
undead creatures' rotting hands.

He had turned to follow the zonbies, determined to steal the tablet fromthem
at the first opportunity. So far, the undead caravan drivers had not given him
a chance. They had marched far into the snow plain west of the road, where

t hey woul d not be observed by passing caravans. Then they had turned north and
started wal king at a plodding, relentless pace, and had not stopped since.

Fi nal |y, because the caravan road ran northwest and the zonbi es had conti nued
mar chi ng straight north, thev had intersected the road near the inn. Froma
hi di ng place in the snow, Cyric had watched the undead raze the inn before
resumng their relentless march. Al though the thief was not sure why they had
destroyed the tavern, he suspected it had been a mistake. By traveling so far
off the road, the zonbies were clearly taking pains to avoid detection. They
had probably been instructed to kill anyone who saw them So, when they ran
across the inn, they had sacked it. O course, destroying an establishment on
a well-used road would hardly keep their presence secret, but zomnbies were not
smart enough to think of that detail

Anyway, now that the undead had di sappeared over the horizon, Cyric thought it
was safe to see if they had | eft anything behind. He tied his horse to a naple
tree, then entered the tavern. A dozen bodies littered the floor, scattered
between tables and in the corners. It appeared the nen had tried to fight the
zonbies off with fire, for expired torches lay strewn about the dirt floor. In
several places, the torches had touched sonething flamrable, causing fires
that still snoldered here and there. It |ooked as though the flames had fallen
just short of engulfing the inn

"How do you feel about drinking blood fromthe dead?" Cyric asked his sword.
How do you feel ahout it? she replied. Does anybody | ook good to you?

"I'"mnot that hungry," Cvric answered, disgusted.

| am the sword said flatly.

Cyric unsheathed his sword, then went over to the corpse of a burly woman
wearing an apron. In her hand was the handl e of a butcher knife, but the bl ade
had been snapped off. Her throat was bruised where a zonbi e had choked her
Cyric knelt at her side, preparing to slip his sword between the corpse's
ribs,

"She's dead,"” said a man's strained voice. "They all are!"

Cyric quickly rose and turned around. A balding, portlv man stood in the
doorway, a | oaded crossbow in his hands.

"Don't shoot," Cyric said, slowy raising his hands. He assumed t he man had
seen enough to guess that his intentions were not honorable. The thief was
merely looking for a way to stall until he could turn the advantage his way.
"This isn't what you think."

The portly man frowned. "Wat's wong with you? Wiy are you so afrai d?" The
man did not suspect Cyric of anything nefarious. He was in shock and had
forgotten the effect that holding a | ethal weapon woul d have on ot her people.
Gathering his wits, Cyric nodded at the crossbow "I thought you m ght have

m st aken ne for—=

"For a zonbie?" the nman scoffed, |ooking at his crossbow and bl ushing. "I'm



not that rattled."

The fat man stepped behind the bar and | aid the weapon down. "WII| you join ne
in a draft—onplinments of the house? As vou see, |'mout of business."

Cyric sheathed his sword and went to the bar. "I'd be happy to."

The portly man poured Cyric a nug of ale, then set it on the counter and
poured hinself one. "I'mcalled Farl," he said, offering his hand.

Cyric took the hand. "Well nmet. I'mCyric," he replied, forcing as nmuch warnth
as he could into his voice. "How did you survive this . "

The fat man frowned. "Zonbie attack," he nuttered flatly. "I was in the
baserment when it happened. Just |ucky, | guess."

The thief narrowed his eyes and stared at the innkeeper for a nmonment. "Yes,"
he said. "I guess you were |ucky."

"Yes, well, here's to luck, Cyric!" Farl called, draining his mnmug.

After watching Farl enpty his nmug in a single gulp, Cyric tipped his own.
Unfortunately, his enpty stomach rebelled at the strong brew and he could not
finish it. He sat the nug down and braced hi nsel f agai nst the bar

"Are you ill?" Farl asked absently. At the nmonent, he was still too stunned
and shocked to feel any real concern for a stranger, but he was too observant
a host not to take notice of his guest's condition.

"Nay," Cyric replied. "I haven't eaten in a week."

"That's too bad," Farl nuttered automatically, pouring himself another nug. He
downed it in one long gulp, then belched quietly into his sleeve. Finally, it
occurred to the fat man that Cyric might |like something to eat.

"Wait here," the innkeeper said, shaking his head at his negligence. "I'lI
fetch you sonething fromwhat remains of the kitchen." He poured another ale
and left the room

Farl is a juicy norsel, the sword urged.

"Aye, he is. But you'll have to wait your turn,” Cvric said.

| can't wait any | onger!

"I"ll decide how long you can wait,'
"' m f adi ng.

Cyric did not answer. He felt foolish for arguing with a sword. Mre

i mportantly, he found her demandi ng tone of fensive. But he al so knew that the
sword was being truthful. The color of her blade had faded to white.

Wthout me, you wouldn't have recovered from Bhaal's wounds, the sword

i nsisted. Do you want ne to starve?

"I won't let you starve," Cyric said patiently. "But 1'll decide what | feed
you. "

Farl came shuffling back to the door, a large tray in his hand. "Wo are you
tal king to?" he asked.

You owe me Farl! the sword hissed. The words were hot and urgent in Cyric's

t hought s.

"I was talking to nyself,"” the thief said. "It's one of the hazards of riding
al one. "

Farl sat the tray on the counter. He had assenbl ed the best his kitchen had to
of fer: roast goose, stewed tomatoes, pickled beets, dried apples. "Have a
feast," he said. "It'll just go to waste if you don't eat it."

"Then I'Il eat until my horse can't carry ne," Cyric replied, noting that Farl
had brought all the food he would need for sone tine to cone. "Could I have
anot her mug of ale to wash it down?"

"OfF course," Farl nuttered, taking the nug and filling it. "Have all you
like." He smled weakly.

"Rest assured," Cyric replied. He accepted the nug with one hand and drew his
sword with the other. "I will."

The thief reached across the food and struck quickly. He plunged the bl ade
into the fat nman's chest while the innkeeper's lips were still twisted in a
feeble snmle.

Farl made one feeble grab for his crossbow. Then, his browraised in

puzzl ement and he col | apsed behind the counter. So the bl ade would stay

i mbedded in the man's breast, Cyric released his sword's hilt.

t he thief snapped.



The thief grabbed a piece of goose and took a large bite out of it. Then he
| eaned over the counter and | ooked at his sword. Speaking around a nout hful of
cold meat, he said, "Enjoy your neal."

The White Plain

As she stepped through the disc, Mdnight felt herself disappear from
Kanagl ym then reappear on the white plain. Her mind felt as if it had not
nmoved at all, as if it were an anchor and her body had pivoted around it.

As soon as M dnight inhaled, caustic vapors burned her throat and nose. Wen
she tried to focus her eyes, she saw nothing but white and m ght as well have
been | ooking into the sun. The ground quivered beneath her feet |ike something
alive and restless, and a nillion droning voices set the air buzzing with a
mur mur that made her skin tingle.

Gradual ly, Mdnight's vision returned. The worl dwal k' s shinmering disc hung in
the air next to her. It did not seemw se to |eave a portal between the pl anes
open, so the mage concentrated on closing it and the gateway di sappeared.

A moment | ater, she began to make sense of the weird information her senses
wer e gat hering. She stood on an endl ess, chalky plain, in the nidst of nore
peopl e than she could count. Unlike the soul spectres of Kanaglym these
creatures possessed material, tangible bodies. Had she not known otherw se,

t he magi c-user woul d have thought the people on the plain were alive.

To the mage's right was a huge crowd of several thousand. Everyone in the
throng faced one direction, their attention fixed on the sky as though

wat chi ng sonet hi ng M dni ght coul d not see. As she studied the nmass of spirits,
a murmur rose fromits far side, racing toward her |ike a wave on a storny
ocean. Finally, it broke over her with such volume that she grinaced.

"Tyr!" the crowd call ed.

Thousands of worshi pers had sinmultaneously called the name of their |ord.

M dni ght could easily imagine the cry crossing the interplanar void and
reaching Tyr's ears back in the Real ns.

"O Tyr, CGod of Justice, Balancer of the Scales, answer this, the call of your
faithful ," the worshipers cried, their prayer clear and understandabl e despite
t he nunber of nouths speaking the words. "Wen will you deliver us, we who
dedi cated our lives to your glory, to spreading truth and justice into every
corner of our planet, Toril? Hear the appeal of your worshipers, Tyr. Look
Here is Mshkul the M ghty, who brought King Lagost to justice; and bere is
Onik the Wse, who judged between the cities of Yhaunn and Tul begh, and here
is Qurat of Proskur, who . . ."

The prayer droned on, proclaimng the loyalty of Tyr's worshipers and listing
t he acconplishnents of each one. Judging fromthe size of the nmob, the litany
woul d continue for days. The mage noved away fromthe crowd, searching for a
hint as to Bone Castle's |ocation.

O'ten, she encountered huddl ed groups of people ranging fromfive or six to
ten thousand. In one instance, M dnight encountered a dozen wonen flailing

t hensel ves and screani ng devotion to Loviatar, Lady of Pain. Another time, she
met a thousand worshipers of Il mater standing shoul der to shoulder in resolute
silence. Cccasionally, she saw groups singing praises to gods so ancient their
nanes had been forgotten in the Real ns.

Several hours of wandering later, Mdnight realized that she woul d never find
her way around the Real mof the Dead wi thout directions. Stopping a rotund
man, she asked, "Can you tell me how to find Bone Castle?"

H s eyes opened wide in fear. "No—o, | can't!" he snapped. "Why would | know
where it is—and why woul d you want to?" He abruptly turned and fled into the
crowd.

M dni ght stopped three nore people and asked themthe same question. The
reactions of all three were strikingly sinmlar, each claimed ignorance of the
castle's location, and each told her in no uncertain terns that she was a foo
for asking. The mage decided to stop inquiring about the castle. For sone
reason, her question disturbed the dead.

To Mdnight's left, soneone screaned in terror. The magi c-user spun toward the



sound. Thirty feet away, a nound of flesh was attacking a woman. The crowd had
cleared away fromthe struggle, so Mdnight had a clear view of the conflict.
The wonman appeared to have been about forty years of age, with hair as black
as Mdnight's, save that it was streaked with gray. Mre interesting to the
magi c-user was the wonan's pendant: a blue-white star within a circle.
Mystra's synbol .

The wonman's attacker was a hideous thing. Its head resenbl ed that of a nan,
with a normal nose, nmouth, and ears. But it also had dull fangs that drool ed
yel low bile and eyes that glowed as red as hot enbers. The head sat atop a
grot esque body thicker around than a hogshead cask, and | ong, gangling arms
hung fromits shoul ders. Spongy nasses of |eathery hide bul ged where nuscl es
shoul d have been, and ol d wounds oozed a foul green pus in a dozen places. The
creature's legs were so pudgy they barely held its body off the ground. Still,
the mound of flesh tottered after the woman with remarkabl e speed and grace.
"Come here, hag!" it growl ed. The beast's voice was so | ow and guttural that

M dni ght barely understood the words. In one hand the fat blob carried a rusty
scimtar, and in the other a pair of manacles that it waved after the woman.
Because she knew so little about the Real mof the Dead, the mage hesitated to
i nvol ve herself, but that indecision didn't last for long. She could not allow
an attack on one of Mystra's followers. "Leave her alone!"™ M dnight yelled.
Upon hearing the nmage's words, the wonman fled toward her. The thing stopped in
its tracks, then frowned and shook its head as if it were unable to believe
what it had heard. Finally, it grunbled, "She belongs to Lord Myrkul ."

As if tbe explanation were adequate, the beast ran after the woman and smashed
the manacl es into her head.

Mystra's follower fell in a linp heap

"Stop!" M dnight ordered, advancing toward the fight. "Touch her and you die!"
The thing paused to stare at the raven-haired womran. Finally, it roared, "D e?
Touch her and |I die?" It broke into a cackle that sent waves rolling through
its fat body. Then it kneel ed and placed a shackle on the woman's wi st.

A powerful inprisonnent incantation appeared in Mdnight's mnd. The

magi c-user hesitated for an instant, then felt the magi cal weave around her.

It was strong and stable, not wavering and unpredictable as it had been in the
Real ms. M dnight smiled and repeated the spell.

The thing placed a shackle on the wonan's other wist.

After conpleting the incantation, M dnight started toward the nound of flesh,
saying, "I warned you."

The wonan's attacker |ooked up and snarled, then stood to meet M dnight.
"You'll rot in—=

The magi u-user reached out to the foul creature and touched it, triggering the
i mprisonnent nmagi c. The nound of flesh stopped speaking in midsentence, then
froze in place. An instant later, a dark sphere engulfed the fat nonstrosity
and carried it into the white ground. It would remain there in suspended

ani mation until sonmeone freed it.

M dni ght started to trenble, then sat down and cl osed her eyes. Wile
confronting the ugly mound of flesh, the magi c-user had been angry and

determ ned. Now that the fight was over, however, she felt surprisingly queasy
and frightened. Although the magi cal weave had felt stable when she called
upon it, Mdnight could not help but shiver at what m ght have happened had
her magic m sfired.

She tried to put thoughts of failure aside. The incantation had worked

flawl essly, and the mage realized that she had no reason to believe that nagic
was unstabl e outside the Real ms. For several nmoments, M dnight renained
sitting with her eyes cl osed.

"Do | know you?" asked a man's voi ce.

The voi ce seenmed vaguely famliar, though M dnight could not place it. She
opened her eyes and, to her surprise,

saw a hundred people staring at her. The woman M dni ght had saved was nowhere
in sight. She had vani shed wi thout thanking her savior

The man who had spoken stood directly ahead of M dnight, wearing a scarl et



robe trinred with gold. He was Rhaynon of Lathander

"What are you doi ng here, Rhaynon?" M dni ght asked, standing. The last tine
she had seen himwas at the trial in Shadowdal e. He had been very nuch alive.
"Then | do know you!" Rhaynon cried, delighted. "I was right!"

However, the cleric didn't answer Mdnight's question. In fact, he had died in
the forest outside of Shadowdal e, when an oak tree's |inb becane nobile and
strangled him He rarely cared to tal k about the experience.

"Yes, you know ne," M dnight confirmed. "You testified against Adon and ne at
the trial for Elmnster's nurder”

Rhaymon frowned. "Elmnster? But he's not dead ... is he?"

"No," Mdnight said quickly. "The trial was a m stake."

Rhaymon frowned, w shing he could remenber nore about Mdnight's trial, for
his menories had begun to slowy slip away since he'd cone to the plain in the
Real m of the Dead. But the cleric did renenber that M dnight had not been
executed. "I don't remenber nuch about the trial," he admtted. "But you
escaped, so, as the faithful of Lathander say, 'a bright dawn made the dark
night worthwhile.' "

"I"'mnot sure |'d say that," Mdnight replied, thinking of the people Cyric
had rmurdered to gain her freedom

Rhaymon di d not take note of M dnight's uneasiness. "You were brave to rescue
that woman," he said, wagging a finger at her. "But you were also foolish. You
won't save her by stopping just one of them"

"What was that thing?" Mdnight asked, pointing at the spot where she had

i mprisoned the nmobile nmound of flesh

"One of Myrkul's denizens," Rhaynon expl ai ned.

M dni ght's heart junped and she suddenly felt very vul nerable. She noticed
that the spectators were still staring at her. "I wi sh they'd stop watching ne
like that,"” M dnight noted uneasily, glaring back at the crowd.

Rhaymon turned and addressed the gapers. "Go on—there's nothing to see here."
When the crowd continued to stare, Rhaynon took M dnight by the el bow and

gui ded her away. "Don't mind them They're curious about your eyes."

"My eyes?" M dnight asked

"Yes. A monent ago, your eyes were closed. The dead don't close their eyes,
you know. " Rhaynon stopped and studied M dnight for a nonent. "l suppose that
nmeans you're alive?"

"And what if it does?" M dnight asked, |ooking away and avoi ding a direct
answer to Rhaymon's question

"Nothing. It's just unusual." The cleric guided her forward again. "Mst dead
don't use mmgi c—ot unless they're liches. By the way, which are you: undead
or alive?"

M dni ght sighed. "I'malive, Rhaynon. And | need your help."

"What do you want ?" he asked, |eading the way around a group of old

| adi es—orshipers of Lliira, the Goddess of Joy—folling on the ground,

| aughi ng.

"I need to find Bone Castle," Mdnight replied. "The fate of the whole world
depends on ny success." She did not say nmore. Until Rhaynmon agreed to help, it
seened wise to reveal as little as possible.

"Bone Castle!"™ Rhaynon exclained. "That's in Myrkul's city!"

"Isn't this Myrkul's real n?" M dni ght asked.

Rhaymon shook his head. "Not quite. But you can get there easily enough."
"WIl you help nme?"

"What you say must be true," Rhaynon replied, "or you'd never risk the kind of
eternal suffering you'll find in Myrkul's city. I'"msure that Lord Lat hander
woul d want nme to do what | can."

"Thank you," M dnight said. "Were do we go?"

Rhaymon pointed to his right. "Wst."

"West ?" M dni ght asked, searching the barren sky for sonething by which to
tell her direction. "How do know that's west?"

Rhaymon smiled. "I don't. But when you're dead, you acquire a certain sense
for this place that | can't explain. You'll just have to trust ne on this—-and



a hundred things like it."

Considering the difficulties she had encountered so far, M dnight thought that
seened wi se.

Rhaymon | ed the way through the mlling crowd, pausing or turning aside every
now and then to nmake sure they did not cross paths with a denizen. After what
nmust have been hours of wal ki ng, M dnight began to stunble.

"How nuch farther is it?" she asked.

"Alot farther," Rhaynmon answered, continuing forward steadily.

"We've got to find some way to get there faster," M dnight gasped between
panted breaths. "I've got to neet Kel emvor in \Waterdeep."

"There is no faster way to travel," Rhaynon noted calnmy. "Unless you care to
attract denizens. But don't worry. Time and distance are different here.

Whet her it takes you a day or a nonth to reach Bone Castle, the tine that
passes on Tbril will be only a fraction of the time that passes here."

They continued wal ki ng for several nore hours, then the mage could go no
farther. She coll apsed and sl ept while Rhaynon watched over her. After a |ong
time, Mdnight woke refreshed and they continued their journey. The nage took
the opportunity to have Rhaynon expl ain what he knew about Myrkul's realm

Adj usting his pace so that Mdnight wal ked at his side, Rhaynon said, "Mrkul
has two domains: his city in Hades, which is where you are going and which he
rul es absolutely, and the Fugue Plain, which is a dem plane outside his city
that he oversees as part of his duties. Wien sonebody dies in the Realns, his
spirit is drawmn to one of the thousands of gates between the Realns and the
Lord of the Dead's two dommins. The spirits of Myrkul's faithful go directly
to his city in Hades."

Here, Rhaynon stopped wal king and interrupted his lecture. "You mght actually
beat your friend Kel envor to \Waterdeep, you know. "

"How?" M dni ght asked, al so stopping. The idea of using the Real mof the Dead
as a short cut delighted her

"The chances are good that there's a gate between Water-deep and Myrkul's
city," Rhaynon answered. "If you can escape fromthe city at ail, you can
return to the Realms via the gate to Waterdeep."

"Thanks for the suggestion,” Mdnight replied grimy, starting to wal k agai n.
Rhaymon resumed his pace and his lecture. "Although Myrkul's faithful go
directly to his city, everybody el se cones to the Fugue Plain, which is really
a waiting area for the spirits of the dead. Here, Myrkul's deni zens—ho were
once his worshipers, | suppose—harvest the spirits of the Faithless and the
Fal se—~

"The Faithless and the Fal se?" M dni ght interrupted.

"The Fal se are those who betray their gods," Rhaynon expl ained. "The Faithl ess
don't worship any gods."

"What do the denizens do with the spirits?" M dnight asked, thinking of Adon
and his break with Sune.

"Take themto Myrkul's city for an eternity of suffering, 1'd inagine,"
Rhaymon noted calmy. "I don't know-but |I'msure you'll find out soon enough."
"No doubt," M dnight replied darkly.

"After the denizens cull out the spirits of the Faithless and the Fal se, the
Faithful wait here for their gods to take themto a final resting place in the
Pl anes. "

"Then why is the Fugue Plain so crowded?" M dnight asked, eyeing the mlling
nasses.

Rhaymon frowned. "Because this is our final test,"” he said. "Wth only one or
two exceptions, the gods have chosen to | eave us here to prove our

wor t hi ness. "

"It seens callous to abandon | oyal worshipers like that,"” M dnight observed.
"They haven't abandoned us," Rhaynmon answered quickly. "They'll cone for us
soneday. "

M dni ght accepted this answer, though it was obvi ous that Rhaynon's statenent
was founded on hope, not know edge. For if the gods were concerned about their
wor shi pers, the Fugue Plain would have been far |ess crowded.



They continued their conversations and their trek for another two days. The
mage learned little nore of significant interest. Eventually, the crowds began
to thin, and a dark |ine appeared on the horizon. M dnight had no doubt that
they were getting close to Myrkul's city.

Finally, the dead cleric and the mage reached a point beyond which there were

no more nmilling souls. The dark line on the horizon had changed to a dark
ri bbon stretching fromone side of the endl ess plain to another
Rhaynmon st opped wal ki ng. "l've brought you as far as | can," he said. "Beyond

here, 1'mno use to you."

M dni ght sighed and tried to snmle, though she felt |onely and abandoned.
"You' ve done nore than enough already,"” she replied softly.

Rhaynmon pointed toward the left end of the ribbon. "I understand the entrance
to the city is down there," he said. "I brought you here so you coul d approach
the wall without neeting the denizens as they go to and fromthe gate."

M dni ght took Rhaynon's hand. "Wrds cannot express my gratitude," she said.
"Il mss your conpany."

"And 1'll miss yours," he replied. After a small pause, he added sone

| ast-m nute advice. "Mdnight, this is not the world of the living. \What seens
cruel and evil to you is the normal course here. No matter what you find in
Myrkul s city, remenber where you are. If you interfere with the denizens,
you'll never |eave."

"Il remenber your advice," she said. "I pronise.”

"Good. May the gods favor your path," Rhaynon said.

"And may you keep your faith," M dni ght responded.

"I will,"” he answered. "I promse." Wth that, he turned and wal ked back
toward the soul s upon the Fugue Pl ain.

M dni ght turned toward Myrkul's city and started wal ki ng. Two hours later, an
eerie nmoan reached her ears and musty whiffs of rot plagued her nose. The

magi c-user continued at her best pace. The npan gradual |y became a suppressed
wai |, and the stench of decay grew stronger and hung nore steadily in the air.
The wall constantly grew hi gher and | arger, and as M dnight got close to it,
she saw that its surface swayed and withed—as if it were alive.

The mage wondered if the wall was made of serpents. That woul d explain the
absence of sentries. If the wall itself was nenaci ng enough, Myrkul would not
need guards.

M dni ght continued forward, approaching within fifty feet of the wall. The
suppressed wail changed into a cacophony of nuffled sobs, the foul snell of
decay grew so strong it nauseated her, and the nmagic-user saw that she had
been m staken about the withing forms in the wall. What she had taken to be
serpents were thousands of squirmng | egs.

The wall was constructed entirely of human bodi es. Men and women were stacked
fifty feet high, their bodies turned inward to face the interior of the city.
The | argest people gave the wall bul k and height, while the smaller ones

chi nked gaps and filled holes. They had all been sealed into place with a
greeni sh nortar that rem nded M dnight of solidified nold.

The hi deous barrier was nearly enough to end Mdnight's journey. For a long
time, she could only stand and stare in sickened shock. The nmagi c-user had
intended to clinb over the wall, but could not bring herself to grapple the

| egs. Instead, deciding to the make use of her magic, she sumoned and
performed the incantation for levitation

| mredi ately, her feet left the ground and she rose into the air. Every now and
then, M dnight grasped a squirmng leg and used it as a guide. A nonent |ater
she pulled herself into a prone position just inches over the top of the wall,
hoping to look like just one nore body.

A squall of hows and screeches greeted her. The nagi c-user recoiled and

covered her ears. On the other side of the wall, the cries of the dead had
been nuffled by the space between the Fugue Plain and Myrkul's city. But when
M dni ght had pulled herself onto the wall, she had crossed fromthe dem pl ane

into Hades. The air inside the wall snelled rank and profane, with a caustic
bite that scorched her nose and throat when she breathed. The dark gray sky



cast only a dimlight over the city. Here and there, pinholes of illumnation
penetrated the murky heavens. From what Rhaynon had told her, M dnight
suspected that the tiny lights were gateways between Myrkul's domain and
various spots in the Real ns.

The city itself sat in a great bow that sloped down fromthe wall toward the
opposite horizon. The metropolis was so i mense that, even fromatop the wall,
M dni ght could only see that the far side disappeared into a haze of

i ndi stingui shabl e detail.

Closer to Mdnight, a broad avenue circled inside the wall's perinmeter. Twenty
feet down the road, thirty whip-carrying denizens were driving several hundred
slaves in Mdnight's direction. As the group passed beneath her, the

magi c-user saw that the slaves had remarkably simlar, drab features: gray
hair, yellowgray skin, and expressionless gray eyes. But the people they
carried had distinctive features. Here was a worman w th buckteeth, there was a
man with a | arge nose, and behind himwas an obese wonan with a triple chin.

Al t hough the mage wanted nothing nore than to free the slaves, Rhaynon's
war ni ng against interfering with the deni zens remai ned fresh in her nnd

M dni ght sinply turned her head away. After the slave train passed, she turned
to watch the city again.

I nside the perineter avenue stood a countless nunber of ten-story brownstone
structures. These buildings had once been identical, but ages of decay and
corrosion had twisted theminto a plethora of different shapes. Wile sone
remained in pristine condition, nmany had deteriorated so badly they were
little nore than stacks of rocks that mght collapse at any noment. O hers had
sprouted twi sted nminarets and crooked towers, and were now warped into shapes
only vaguely rem niscent of their original form

As M dni ght studied the buildings, she observed that structures of simlar
condition were grouped together

Then she noticed the city was divided into boroughs of nore or |ess equival ent
size. The areas with pristine buildings were divided into orderly blocks with
straight, clean streets. \Were the buildings were crunbling, the streets were
so clogged with rubble that it appeared inpossible to traverse them I|n areas
with twisted and grotesque buildings, the streets were crooked and narrow,
curling and wi ndi ng back on thenselves with nazeli ke confusion. There was no
sign of anything that m ght be Bone Castle, and M dnight did not know where to
begi n her search.

But she knew she had to get off this wall. After waiting for another caravan
of slaves to pass, M dnight pushed herself over the city and floated down to
the road that ran along the wall. She paused a nmonent to reconnoiter the area.
One group of three denizens was tottering down the avenue after her, and two
nore were approaching fromthe borough directly ahead. Fortunately, both
groups were over five hundred feet away, so she sprinted down the avenue away
fromthem After ten seconds of running, she ducked into a borough of
deteriorated buildings that had | ooked abandoned fromthe wall.

The t horoughfares were cluttered with rubble and deserted. Fromthe building' s
wi ndowsi |l l's, sputtering yellow |lanmps cast putrid circles of light into the
street. As M dni ght passed one of the | anps, she inhaled a breath of the

sul fu-rous vapor. She briefly choked and her skin stung where a wi sp of black
snoke had touched it.

The magi c-user ducked down an alley and clawed over a pile of rubble half as
hi gh as one of the buildings. Then she tunmbled down the other side and ran
into the alley that connected with another street. She turned left and ran

hal fway down it. Finally, confident the denizens would never find her

M dni ght clinbed over another pile of rubble and stopped in a blind

cul - de-sac.

She needed a guide. In a city of this size, it would be inpossible to find
Bone Castle w thout help. Even had she known the castle's location, the city
was so alien it would be a sinple matter to make a m stake and get kill ed.

M dni ght realized she woul d have to sunmon hel p. Imediately, the incantation
for summoni ng nonsters cane to mnd, along with all of the extraneous



i nformati on about its creator and the theory behind its construction. It was
not a nmonster she wanted, but after contenplating the original spell for a
nmonent, M dni ght saw how she could nodify the incantation to suit her needs.
The spell was designed to call an unspecified nonster to aid the caster
Instead of a nonster, however, M dnight needed to call a person, but had no

i dea who. By adjusting a few finger mani pul ations and altering the intonation
of the spell's verbal conmponents, the mage thought that she could call someone
who both knew his way around Myrkul's city and would be willing to aid her

M dnight was a little frightened by what she was about to try. Normally, only
t he npbst advanced nmages altered or created spells. But, considering the

know edge avail able to her and the stability of the magical weave in the

pl ane, M dni ght was confident of success.

After reviewi ng her adjustnments, the magi c-user perforned the incantation. A
nmonent | ater, sonmeone began clinbing over the rubble in the entrance to her

cul -de-sac. M dnight waited anxiously, prepared to dash into a building if the
visitor was not what she expected.

A balding clinbed into view atop the rubble, then stopped and frowned at her.
He had the sane drab features, gray hair, yellowgray skin, and expressionless
gray eyes as the slaves M dnight had seen fromatop the wall. In fact, the

hal f1ing was distinguishable fromthose slaves only in size.

At herton Cooper had no idea how he had come to be in this alley. Just a nonment
ago, he had been laboring to nmortar a struggling woman into the wall.

" Sneakabout ?" M dni ght asked, peering uncertainly at the short figure.

The halfling' s frown deepened. He recogni zed sonething in the woman's voi ce
and in the name she had called him Then he renmenbered: Sneakabout was his
nane. "Yes—that's right," he observed. "Wo are—=

The answer came to himbefore he finished asking it. He had once been friends
wi th the woman who now stood before him "Mdnight!" he exclained, sliding
down the rubble. "Wat are you doing here?"

The mage held her arms out to the halfling. "Not what you think," she replied.

"I"'malive."

M dni ght's coment about being alive kindled a painful realization for
Sneakabout and he stopped short of her arms. "I'm dead," he said, unpleasant
menories flooding his mnd. "Wy did you let Cyric kill ne?" he demanded.

M dni ght didn't know what to say. She had not expected to nmeet Sneakabout, and
was not prepared to justify saving Cyric to soneone the thief had nurdered. "I
woul dn't make the same decision again," she said, dropping her arns.

"That's little consol ation," Sneakabout hissed. "Look at what you've done to
me!" He ran his hand down his body.

"I didn't let Cyric kill you!™ M dnight snapped. "You threw yourself at his
mercy!"

"I had to!" Sneakabout said, nore nenories washing over him He | ooked away
fromMdnight's eyes. "He had ny sword. | had to get it back or go insane."
"Why?" M dni ght asked. So she would he at the halfling's eye | evel, she sat
down.

"It's an evil, cursed thing," he explained, still not |ooking at the mage. "If
you lose it, you must recover it. The man | stole it fromdied trying to stea
it fromme, just like | died trying to take it fromOCyric."

M dni ght suddenly understood why Sneakabout was in the City of the Dead. By
pursuing the sword, by living only for it, he had betrayed his god.

"So you're one of the False," she gasped.

Sneakabout finally turned to | ook her in the eye. "Yes, | suppose | am"

"What does that mean?" M dni ght asked. "Wat is your fate?"

The baffling shrugged, then casually | ooked away as if his fate was of little
concern. "I'mone of Myrkul's slaves. |I'll spend eternity nortaring the
Faithless into the wall."

M dni ght drew a sharp breath. "Wat are you worried about?" Sneakabout asked.
He turned back with an irritated frown on his face. "I thought you worshi ped
Mystra? Not that being faithful is nuch better than being faithl ess when

you' re down here. The Fugue Plain is overflowing with the abandoned soul s of



nost of the gods' faithful."

"I"'mnot worried about nyself," the mage said. "A few weeks after he killed
you, Cyric killed Adon . . . and Adon died with no faith in the gods."

"Then its the wall for him" Sneakabout said, shaking his head glumy. "I1'II
probably be the one that nortars himin."

"I's there anything that you can—

"No!" the hal fling snapped, waving his hand to cut off Mdnight's plea. "He
chose his fate when he was alive. It can't be changed now. I|f that's why you
sunmoned me—

"It's not," Mdnight said sadly, upset by the halfling's curt response. She
wondered if he would be as unwilling to help her recover the tablet as he was
to hel p Adon. Hoping to | ook nore conmandi ng, she stood. "You nust take nme to
Bone Castle."

Sneakabout's eyes wi dened. "You don't know what you're asking! Wen they catch
us, they'll. " He paused and considered his situation. The deni zens coul d
do nothing that was worse than what they were doing to himnow.

"I'f you don't help nme," Mdnight said, taking the halfling by both shoul ders,
"the Realms will perish.”

"What's that to nme?" Sneakabout replied, backing away. "Wth luck, so wll
Myrkul's city."

"Help me get the Tablet of Fate and return it to Water-deep,"” M dnight said,

foll ow ng Sneakabout. "I1'll end your msery."
He stopped backi ng away. "How?"
"I don't know yet. But I'Il find a way."

The hal fling raised a skeptical eyebrow.

"Trust ne," Mdnight pleaded. "Wat do you have to | ose?"

O course, Sneakabout had nothing to | ose. If the denizens caught hi m hel ping
M dni ght, they would torture himfor eternity—but they were already doing

t hat .

"All right. I'lIl help,” the halfling said. "But realize thai you've nade a
very inportant promise. If you don't keep it, you might be considered one of
t he Fal se when you return.”

"I know that," Mdnight said. "Let's go."

Sneakahout turned and started over the rubble at the end of the cul -de-sac.
For several hours, he led Mdnight through a maze of twi sting alleys and
cluttered streets. Cccasionally, they entered a region of straight clean
avenues. The halfling always crossed these places quickly, then |l ed them back
into a deteriorating or tw sted borough

M dni ght was glad to have Sneakabout as a guide. Although vaguely aware that
they were wal king toward the | ow end of the city, she was conpletely |ost.
Even the hal fling stopped now and then to ask directions of one of the False.
He al wavs confirmed his directions with two or three others.

"The Fal se," he explained, "are not to be trusled. They'll send you straight
into a pack of denizens just out of habit."

Finally, noticing that M dnight was stunbling with weariness, Sneakabout I|ed
her onto the roof of a decaying building. "You need to rest,"” he said. "W'lI
be safe up here."

"Thanks," Mdnight replied, resting her head on her arnms. As she | ooked up at
the sky, the mage noticed pinholes of light that resenbled stars.

Noti ci ng where M dni ght was | ooki ng, Sneakabout said, "Those are the gates to
the Real ns."

"Are you sure?" the raven-haired mage asked. From what Rhaymon had told her
she had concluded the same thing. But, since one of the dots would be her
escape route, she saw no harmin being certain.

"What el se would they be?" the halfling asked. "There are no stars in Myrkul's
city."

"If that's an exit," Mdnight queried, rolling onto her side, "what keeps the
dead and the denizens fromusing it?"

Sneakabout shrugged. "What prevents nen fromgoing to the real stars? They're
too far, | suppose, and there are certain barriers. You' d better rest—and eat



somet hing, if you have it."

"Il rest," Mdnight replied, realizing she hadn't eaten in what nust be
days. It did not matter. Even if she had possessed food, she could not have
kept it down. The snell and the cries of the dammed were sinply too
unsettling.

A few hours later, she and the halfling resunmed their march toward the | ow
side of the city. Sneakabout |led the way through mle after mle of cluttered
avenues and twisting alleys. Finally, he stopped on a |opsided bridge spanning
a river of black ooze

"We're alnost there,” he said. "Are you readv?"

"Yes," Mdnight replied. Despite her anxiety, she was telling the truth.
Thanks to Sneakabout, she felt as fresh as could be expected after wandering
Myrkul s real mfor the equivalent of al nbst a week.

The pair continued down the street, then turned into an alley that snaked

t hrough one of the chaotic boroughs. A few minutes later, an eerie noan began
to drift up the narrow | anes. Sneakabout sl owed his pace and nmoved cautiously
forward. M dnight followed half a step behind.

The alley turned sharply to the left. The stench of rot and decay grew so
strong M dni ght began gaggi ng. She tapped Sneakabout's arm and they stopped so
she coul d get used to the odor. Several minutes later, they noved forward
again. The alley joined a broad boul evard, and on the other side of the

boul evard was anot her wall built from human bodi es.

Havi ng seen one of the hideous barriers did not minimze the effect of this

one. It still turned Mdnight's stomach. Now, it al so enraged and depressed
her because Adon would share the fate of its hapless building bl ocks.

"This is Bone Castle," Sneakabout said. He pointed to a tail, ivory-colored
spire that poked its crown above the barricade. "And that's the keep tower."
M dni ght coul d not believe what she saw. Behind the wall, just a hundred feet
away, rose a spiraling tower built from human bones. The tower ended in a
steeple. Atop the steeple, lit by six magical torches and in plain view of

anybody who coul d see Bone Castle, was a stone tablet. The mage i mediately
recogni zed it as the twin to the one she had left with Kel envor.

Li ke a hunter displaying a prized trophy, Myrkul had put his tablet where al
his subjects could admire it.

"There it is!"™ Mdnight whispered.

Sneakabout sighed. "So | see. How are you going to get it?"

"I"'mnot sure yet," the mage replied, studying the situation. "This is too
easy—+t doesn't make sense to | eave the tablet unguarded.”

"Don't nake the mistake of thinking it's not guarded," Sneakabout said. "There
are thousands of guards.”

"How so?" M dni ght asked.

"If we can see the tablet, so can all the denizens—and dukes and

princes—ai thin sight of Bone Castle.™

"Dukes and princes?" Mdnight asked.

"Who do you think commands the denizens?" Sneakabout replied. "The dukes rule
t he boroughs. The princes rule the dukes. Each is nmore vicious than its
vassal s. "

M dni ght nodded. If Myrkul's court was |ike nobst others, there would be no
shortage of dukes and princes near Bone Castle. "What el se?"

"The best way to guard a treasure is to lull the thief into thinking it's
unguar ded—then trap himwhen he tries to steal it. 1'd expect a nagical ward
or two near the tablet."”

M dni ght did not bother asking Sneakabout how he knew so nmuch about theft.
Though he had clainmed to be a scout, and had proven that he was when he was
alive, it was no secret that many hal flings | earned the basics of thievery to
survive. Right now, Mdnight was grateful that he had. She woui d never have
been foolish enough to go after the tablet wi thout |ooking for possible
defenses, but it was good to have the haifting confirm her suspicions.
"Anyt hi ng el se?"

"That's enough," Sneakabout said. "A thousand guards and a trap or two will



saf eguard al nost anyt hi ng—udnl ess you happen to have pretty potent magic at
your disposal ."

Though she knew the hal fling had added this |ast comment to bol ster her
confidence, M dnight was hardly encouraged. "Let's hope it will be enough.”
She studied the tower for a noment, considering her plan of attack. "W'l

turn invisible—=

"No good," Sneakabout interrupted. "The denizens especially the dukes will see
t hrough that w thout a second gl ance.™

M dni ght frowned, then thought of another plan. "All right, then. W'll fly up
there, 1'll dispel the magi cal wards. Then we'll take the tablet and be gone."
Sneakabout considered this plan for a nonment. "How long will that take you?"

H s use of the second person was deliberate. He knew he could not go with

M dni ght .

"Not long," Mdnight said confidently.

"Probably too long," Sneakabout answered. "They'll be after you in the time it
takes you to fly up there, maybe |ess."

"Then what can | do?" M dni ght gasped.

"You' d better think of another plan," the halfling said. "You can't keep your
prom se if they capture you."

M dnight fell into a long silence and tried to think of another approach
Finally, she said, "This will work. 1'll prepare our escape route before
touching the tablet. Then, instead of going to the tablet, I'Il bring it to
us. W'll be gone in an instant."

"That should work," Sneakabout replied. "But 1'll take ny | eave before you try
it."

"Leave?" M dnight asked. "You aren't coming with nme?"

Sneakabout shook his head. "No. |"'mdead. In the Realnms, |'d be undead and
nore m serable than | am here."

M dni ght took the halfling's hand. "You'll never know what your hel p has neant
to—

"And | don't care," Sneakabout interrupted tersely. He could not help
resenting the fact that M dnight would be | eaving and he woul d not. "Just
renmenber your pronise."

He pull ed his hand away and wal ked up the alley.

M dni ght wat ched hi m go, confused and hurt by his sudden col dness. "I1'I|
remenber," she said.

Sneakabout turned a corner and was gone.

M dni ght | ooked after himfor a noment, once again |lonely and nore than a
little afraid. The mage silently vowed that, after returning the Tablets of
Fate to Helm she would find a way to hel p Sneakabout, and not only because of
her prom se.

But the first thing she had to do was recover the tablet and get out of
Myrkul s city before she was killed. The magi c-user sunmoned El minster's

worl dwal k to m nd. Then, renenbering what Rhaynon had said about finding her
way back to Waterdeep, she began to pick the spell apart, to |l ook at how

El m nster had put it together

It required fifteen mnutes of hard concentration for M dnight to understand
the intricacies of Elmnster's construction. It took another fifteen mnutes
to alter the incantation so the other end of the portal would seek out the
access well to Waterdeep. After finally finishing, Mdnight was still unsure
she woul d energe near the City of Splendors. If she had known which one of the
pi nhol es of light was the gate to Waterdeep, the alteration woul d have been
much sinpler. As it was, she would have to trust her fate to the fact that she
had done her best.

Satisfied with her preparations, Mdnight performed the worldwal k i ncantation
A trenendous surge of magi cal energy rushed through her body, tiring her.
Still, it was nothing al arm ng—er even surprising, considering the power of

t he magi ¢ she was summoni ng.

A shimering disk of force appeared. M dnight found herself w shing that she
could see what lay on the other side, but there was no tinme for idle



contenpl ati on. Next, she summopned the incantation for tel ekinesis, then
performed it with the tablet as the target. An instant later, in response to
her probe, the tablet slipped out of its supports and rose an inch into the
air.

W thout wasting any nore tine, Mdnight willed the tablet to come to her. It
nmoved slowy at first, then began picking up speed, and was soon streaking in
her direction. Though the mage coul d hear nothi ng above the cries of the
Faithless in the wall, Mdnight imgined a wild chorus of surprised yells and
out raged bel |l ows spreading through the boroughs around the castle. |If anybody
was | ooking toward the tablet, they could not fail to notice that Myrkul's
trophy was bei ng stol en.

As if to confirm M dnight's suspicions, something rose into view fromthe
other side of the wall. Huge, batlike wings sprouted fromits fat feathered
body. Wth its nultifa-ceted eyes and protruding fangs, the creature's head

| ooked li ke a cross between a vanpire's and a fly's.

The tabl et arrived and M dnight caught it. Inmediately, she felt nagic so
powerful she could detect it without a spell. Sonething was wong, for the
other tablet had no nmgical aura at all. The mmgi c-user suspected Myrkul had
pl aced a ward or sigil directly on the artifact.

But it hardly mattered at the nonent. A dozen nore denizens had risen behind
the first, and a hundred nore forns were approaching fromthe other side of
the keep's bone-white tower. M dnight did not have time to pause for a close
exam nation of the Tablet of Fate.

She stepped into the disk and found herself running up a short corridor of
light. The last tine she had cast the worldwai k spell, the nage had sinply

st epped through the di sk and appeared on the Fugue Plain. There had been no
tunnel . The mage began to fear she had spoiled Elmnster's spell by tinkering
with it.

Then, thirty feet ahead, M dnight saw a wall of water covering the end of the
corridor, as though she was running up the inside of a well. Renenbering how
she had altered the incantation so the portal would seek the access well to
Wat er deep, the mage realized the worl dwal k had worked exactly as specified. On
the other side of the water lay Toril

M dni ght ran the rest of the way up the tunnel and stopped next to the wall of
water. She turned around and tried to cl ose the portal

The shimrering disk remained in place, and the bat-w nged deni zen from Bone
Castle entered the other end of the corridor. Mdnight tried again to close
the portal and again she failed.

The creature smled, baring its wi cked fangs. "It won't work," the creature
hi ssed, its voice |like the sound of nmetal scraping stone. "Werever the tabl et
goes, we go."

Two nore of the nonster's fellows flew into the portal

"How?" M dni ght gasped.

"It doesn't matter," the bat-wi nged creature said. "G ve the tablet back."
Then M dni ght understood. The magi c she detected on the tablet was one of
Myrkul s fiendish traps. He had nmade it inpossible for anyone stealing it to
escape his guards. The Lord of the Dead coul d have used variations on hold
portal, dispel magic, gate, passwall, and a nunmber of other spells to make the
tabl et a hom ng beacon for his m nions.

Exactly how he had done it was uninportant, though. Wat did matter was that
when M dni ght took the tablet to Waterdeep, she would unl eash Myrkul's
hordes—the tabl et would hold the gate open for the denizens and draw t hem

t hrough. She couldn't let that happen any nore than she could return the
tablet to the Lord of the Dead' s vassals.

M dni ght realized she had to block the corridor, and the perfect incantation
for doing so came to her. It was a prismatic sphere, a globe of scintillating
colors that the denizens woul d never penetrate. Wile they clawed and
scratched at its exterior, she would he tucked safely inside.

"-Last chance, woman," the bat-w nged denizen said, starting up the corridor
"There's no escape.”



"That's what you think," Mdnight replied.

She perfornmed the incantation. An instant later, a shimering sphere encased
her, at the same tinme bl ocking access to Waterdeep

M dni ght's body felt like it was on fire, and her head hurt so badly she could
barely think. Wthin the space of a few nminutes, the nage had cast two of the
nost powerful spells known to mages anywhere. The effort had taken its toll on
her body. It didn't really matter, however. The nage was safe as long as the
prismatic sphere held out. And in Mdnight's case, that could be a long tine.

Gty of

After breaking free of the ice and spending a | ong night next to a small fire,
Kel emvor had left the H gh Moor and wal ked to the caravan road on his frozen
feet. At the roadside, he had stopped and built a roaring fire, then sat down
to wait for the blaze to attract help.

While his feet thawed, Kel emvor had puzzled over what to do. M dnight had
fallen into the underground stream and he had no i dea what had becone of her
after that. But it had seened that the nage's chances of survival were as
great as his own, especially if she had called on her magic. Therefore, the
fighter had decided to assume she was alive.

Still, Kelemvor had had no idea what M dnight mght do. She m ght have tried
to recover the tablet fromthe zonbies, if she even knew that it had been
lost. If not, the nmage would have tried to go to the Real mof the Dead to
recover the other tablet. There had al so been the possibility that M dnight

t hought he was dead, in which case Kel emvor had not had the faintest idea what
she woul d do.

The warrior had quickly realized he could not predict Mdnight's actions. The
only thing he knew for sure was that she would eventually go to Waterdeep
After reaching that conclusion, the fighter had considered trying to recover
the tablet fromthe zonbies. But, alone, w thout a weapon and di sabl ed by
frostbite, there would have been no chance of success. Besides, given the way
t he undead had pursued the tablet, Kelemor had suspected the zonbies were no
| onger at Dragonspear Castle. They had probably already fled toward their
master, and the warrior had not had the vaguest idea where he m ght be hiding.
In the end, he had decided to go to Waterdeep. There, he would wait for

M dnight. If she did not show up, he would recruit help and start out in
search of the tablet and his |over

Fortunately, the fighter had finished his plans before his feet thawed. Wen
sensation had returned, it had been inpossible for the fighter to think of
anyt hing but pain. He had felt as though he'd stepped into a vat of boiling
water, and the torment had continued unabated for twenty-four hours.

A conpany of ten fast-noving riders had come by in the mddle of the warrior's
agony. They had | oaned Kel emvor a spare horse and invited himto acconpany
themto Water-deep

A day and a half later, they had cone across the remains of the Roosting
Gryphon I nn. For no apparent reason, the inhabitants had been sl aughtered. The
conpany had puzzled over this until a rider found the proprietor's bl oodl ess
body. Imedi ately, the merchants had attributed the carnage to a vanpire. But
Kel emvor had voiced a suspicion that the attackers were the sanme zonbi es that
had fallen upon his company at Dragonspear Castle.

Seven days later, canped half a mle off the road, the nerchants had

di scovered the fighter was correct. In the middle of the night, a dozen
zonbi es had wandered into canp, slaying the sentry and hal f the conpany before
they realized what was happeni ng. Kel emvor, recogni zing the zonbies' striped
robes, had grabbed a sword and tried to organi ze a defense. But the merchants
had pani cked, and those who did not perish had fled into the night. The
warrior, still linmping fromfrostbite, had nade his way to a horse and
escaped.

That had been three days ago. Since then, he had been playi ng an exhausting
gane of cat and nmouse with the zonbies. The undead were traveling toward
Wat er deep, but were avoiding the road in a clunsy attenpt at secrecy. Every



now and t hen, Kelenvor rode close to themto nake sure they were still noving
to the northwest. The zonbies kept tabs on himw th scouts, and had tried to
anbush himseveral tinmes. The extent of their success was that the fighter had
not slept since the attack on the merchants.

Kel emvor's lack of sleep had taken its toll. As his horse cantered al ong the
road, he had to concentrate on the countryside to stay awake. To the right, a
vast, snow covered plain extended as far as the eye coul d see. Sonewhere out

t here, Kel emvor knew, were the zonbies. To his left lay a brown ribbon of sand
that could only be the Sword Coast. Beyond the coast, a glistening, azure
plain of water stretched to the far horizon, the Sea of Swords.

The road topped a small hill and the horse stopped of its own accord, then
snorted and stonped its foreleg. Kelenvor | eaned down to pat its neck, then
noti ced his mount had smashed sone scaled thing. The fighter's first thought
was that the scal es belonged to a snake, but then he saw fins and gills.

It was a fish.

Kel emvor | ooked down the road. On the other side of the hill, thousands of
wriggling, flopping fornms, all crawling inland, covered the plain. It was as
if the sea had suddenly beconme undesirable and the fish were noving inland in
pursuit of better water. Though he found the sight disconcerting, the warrior
was not frightened. Like alnbst everyone in the Real ms, Kelemvor had becone
accustoned to such strange sights.

Besides, fromthe top of the hill, he could see Waterdeep. The road ran for
only one nore mle, ending at a fortified gate that sat, alnost, on the beach
of the Sword Coast. To the gate's south lay the Sea of Swords, dotted here and
there with the sails of great cargo ships. To the north, a snmall escarpnent,
no more than a few feet high, rose fromthe white prairie. As the slope
continued east, it grew both steeper and higher, until it could properly be
considered a cliff over much of its |ength.

Atop this cliff ran a high city wall, dotted at regular intervals by sturdy
towers. It was broken only in the center of the escarpment, where the cliff
was so tall and steep that no man could possibly scale it. Behind the wall, a
hundred stalwart towers proudly held their turrets just high enough to be
visible fromoutside the city. The fighter had no doubt that, at long |ast, he
was | ooki ng upon the Gty of Splendors.

Beyond Waterdeep, a small mountain lifted its crown seven hundred feet above

t he plains, watching over the city bearing its nane. At the top of Mbunt
Wat er deep stood a | one tower, around which flocked birds of enornous size.
Even fromthis distance, Kelemvor could see their bodies and the shape of
their w ngs.

The fighter urged his horse forward. It noved reluctantly, picking its way

t hrough the fish migration as though wal ki ng down a nuddy street and not
wanting to soil its hooves.

As he neared the gate, Kelenvor saw that the huge birds over \Waterdeep were
not birds at all. Wiile they had the wi ngs and heads of great eagles, their
bodi es and feet were those of lions. They were griffons, and upon their backs
they carried nmen. The fighter could not help but imagi ne how nuch easier his
journey woul d have been if his conmpany had possessed such nounts.

In his weariness, Kelenvor was so absorbed by the griffons that, when his
horse suddenly stopped, he alnost did not realize he had reached the gate. Two
men-at-arnms stood in front of him both wearing black scale mail enbossed with
an upturned, gold crescent noon surrounded by nine silver stars. Behind them
stood another man, this one wearing a m xture of green |eather and bl ack chain
mail, with only the gold crescent noon for a device. Over a dozen simlarly
dressed men stood in the gate, attending to other travelers.

"Halt and state your nane and your business,"” said the first guard. He avoided
stepping too close to the grimy warrior. Though accustoned to unbat hed

travel ers, this one appeared nore sullied than nornal.

"Kel emvor Lyonsbane," the fighter sighed. He knew he snell ed bad. Being cold,
hungry, dirty, and exhausted, he suspected he | ooked even worse.

"And what's your busi ness?"



Kel emvor began to chuckle. The only response that canme to mind was that he had
cone to save the world. He wondered if the guards woul d believe him

The ot her guard stepped forward, irritated by what he perceived as disrespect.
"What's so funny?"

Kel emvor bit his lip, trying not to |augh. The euphoria of exhaustion had
settled over himand he found it difficult to control his mirth. "Nothing. I'm
sorry. There are these zonbies that | was foll owi ng—

The two guards snickered, but the man wearing green arnor stepped forward.
"Zonbi es?" he asked. Hi s enployer had told himthere night be trouble with
zonbies in the weeks to cone.

"They attacked us and killed one of ny friends," Kel envor responded.

"Your name agai n?" the guard asked.

"Kel emvor Lyonsbane." The fighter realized he sounded i ncoherent, if not

conpl etely insane.

The guard's eyes widened. This was one of the people for whom he was waiting.
"Where are the other two—M dni ght and Adon of Sune?"

"I told you," Kelenvor yelled, suddenly angry at having to repeat hinself.
Though he knew his nmoods were a result of his fatigue, he could not control
them "Zonbies attacked us! Adon's dead and M dnight's gone! She'll be here
somewhere-—+'ve got to find her!™

"Rel ax—you' re safe now," the guard said, realizing his enmployer would be nore
adept at handling the traveler's incoherence. "I"'mYlarell. W' ve been
expecting you."

"You have?" Kel emvor asked. H s mind abruptly shifted gears. "There are
zonbi es out there—you've got to find them"

"W will,"” Ylarell murrmured. "The zonbies won't hurt you in here. Now cone
with me—there's sonebody who wants to see you." The guard took the reins to
Kel emvor's horse and |l ed the way through the gate. After passing through a
vacant plaza of snow covered grass, Ylarell led the fighter to another wall.
He said a few words to the guards here, and then took Kelemvor into the city
proper. Though the warrior had seen many cities in his time, Waterdeep's size
and magni fi cence stunned him The streets bustled with carts and pedestri ans,
all intent on some task that nmust have seened inportant to them The briny
odor of the harbor drifted over the rooftops on the left, where sturdy

war ehouses were interspersed with shabby tenements. To the right, a thicket of
i nns and stabl es stood shoul der to shoul der, packed so cl ose Kel emvor did not
see how caravans reached the ones deeper in the ward.

As they passed farther into the city, nerchant shops and fine inns lined the
streets. Then they entered a residential neighborhood, where grand houses and
even a villa or two stood al ong wi ndi ng avenues. Finally, Ylarell stopped
before a | arge tower.

"Whommay | say is calling?" The voice came fromthe base of the tower, though
Kel emvor saw no wi ndow or door there.

"Ylarell of the Watch, with Kel envor Lyonsbane."

A door suddenly appeared where none had been before, and a tall, black-haired
man stepped out of the tower. "Well net, Kelenvor! | am Bl ackstaff Arunsun
friend and ally of Elmnster. \Where are your conpani ons?"

Yl arell interceded on Kelenvor's behalf. "He's in bad shape, mlord."

Bl ackst af f nodded in understanding and retreated into the tower. "Bring him
in"

Yl arel |l hel ped Kel enmvor di smount and took himinto a small sitting room A
nmonent |ater, Blackstaff |ed another nman into the room Though ancient, the
second man | ooked every bit as robust as Blackstaff. A full head of hair and a
beard as heavy as a lion's mane franmed his sharp-featured face.

"Elmnster!" Kelemvor growl ed- In his exhausted state, the fighter had no
troubl e bl am ng the ancient sage for the hardships he and his friends had
endured. It was apparent to the warrior that El nminster had reached Wt erdeep
wel | ahead of himand with a lot |ess trouble.

"I ought to slit you gizzard to gullet!" Kel envor snarl ed.

"I lack the gizzard," Elmnster replied, not intimdated. "Now tell ne what



has becone of thy friends."

Kel emvor related the events that had occurred at Dragon-spear Castle, naking
t he necessary digressions to explain about Bhaal and Cyric. Wen he finished,
both Bl ackstaff and El mi nster sat in dunfounded silence, pondering the effect
of the fighter's report upon their plans.

Finally, Elmnster groaned in frustration. He had not counted on M dni ght
finding her own entrance into Myrkul's realm "If she went after the second
tabl et alone, the Realns may be in serious trouble."

Kel emvor was heartened by El mi nster's unspoken assunption that M dni ght had
survived the underground stream But he was far from encouraged by the sage's
concern about M dnight going after the second tablet alone.

Bl ackstaf f stood, already formulating a plan to control the danage. "Ylarell,
fetch Gower and nmeet us at the Yawning Portal Inn. Then gather a patrol to

| ook for the zonbies who attacked Kel emvor—ae'll need to recover that tablet
ri ght away."

El m nster al so stood. "The Pool of Loss, ny friend?"

Bl ackst af f nodded. "CGower will show us the way."

The two mages did not say any nore. They both knew what had to be done.
Locat ed deep under Munt \Water-deep, the Pool of Loss was the cl osest access
well to Myrkul's realm They were going into Hades to retrieve M dnight and
the tablet—+f that were still possible. Elmnster and Bl ackstaff quickly
turned to | eave without any further explanation

Kel emvor wondered if they had forgotten he was in the room "Wait for ne!" he
demanded.

Bl ackstaf f regarded the fighter with equal parts of aggravation and
forbearance. "This is beyond you, friend. You' ve done well to get this far."
"I"'mcomng," Kelenvor replied, irritated at being patronized.

"You're barely coherent!" Bl ackstaff objected.

"Il follow you anyway," the warrior threatened.

Bl ackstaf f | ooked to El mi nster, who studied Kel emvor with cool scrutiny. "He
m ght prove useful," the sage said at last. "Gve hima restorative."

Bl ackstaff lifted his hand and a vial of nmurky green fluid appeared. He gave
the potion to Kelemvor, then noted, "This will nunb your fatigue . . . for a
while."

Though curious about the vial's contents, Kelenvor did not ask. The w zards
were obviously not in a cooperative nmood, and he thought it w ser to save his
qguestions for nore inportant things. The fighter drank the potion down. As

Bi ackstaf f had prom sed, he i mediately felt refreshed

Wt hout paying Kel emvor any nore attention, the two nmages wal ked sout h through
a maze of twisting alleys and streets, stopping only when they reached a
sizable inn. The sign over the door read "The Yawning Portal."

Bl ackstaff and El minster entered and, oblivious to the attention of the
patrons, went directly into the office. Kelenmvor followed, taking a seat at
the office's single table. Wthout being asked, a serving wench brought them
each a nug of ale, then left and cl osed the door

The owner of the Yawning Portal was a retired, prudent warrior naned Durnan

t he Wanderer. Unknown to his patrons, Kelemvor, and anybody in the room except
Bl ackstaf f and El m nster, Durnan was one of the nysterious Lords of Waterdeep
the secret denocratic council that governed the city.

As with Durnan hinself, there was nore to the name of his inn than net the
eye. "Yawning Portal" was a tongue-in-cheek reference to the tendency of those
who indulged in the tavern's fare to tell tall tales. But the name al so
referred to a deep shaft, resenbling an indoor well, which led into the
caverns beneath Munt Waterdeep. That shaft was why Bl ackstaff had brought his
guests here, despite Kelemvor's assunption that this was just where they woul d
neet Gower —whoever CGower was.

Bl ackstaf f and El m nster sat without speaking, so Kelenvor did not break their
silence. Their bearing awed him but he al so thought they were being inpolite
to a man who had crossed the Realns at their behest. It did not matter

t hough. They represented his only chance of rejoining Mdnight, and he woul d



gl adly endure their rudeness to see her again.

Ten mnutes later, a stocky, broad-shoul dered nan entered the office. Yiarel
and a ruby-nosed dwarf followed him Not bothering with introductions,

Bl ackst af f addressed the dwarf. "Gower, you're going to guide us to the Poo
of Loss."

The dwarf sighed. "It'll cost you."

"Thy price?" inquired El mnster suspiciously, well accustoned to the dwarven
tendency to overval ue service.

"Fi fteen—o, make it twenty—ugs of ale," Gower responded, deciding he m ght
as well try for a large fee.

"Done, " Bl ackstaff answered, know ng Durnan woul d cover the fee w thout
mention of repaynent. "But only after we return. W need you sober."

"Seven now*

"One before we leave, and that's final," Blackstaff grunbled. He turned to the
br oad- shoul dered man. "Durnan, rmay we use your well?"

Dur nan nodded. "Wyuld you |like sone conpany into the pool ?"

El m nster, who knew of Durnan's prowess, turned to Blackstaff. "If he's as
good with the sword as he cl ai ns—=
Durnan snorted at Elminster's coyness. "I'Il fetch ny blade and Gower's nug."

Bl ackstaff led the way into the next room which contained an indoor well.
Durnan met themthere with Gower's ale, a glittering sword, a coil of rope,
and a hal f-dozen torches. After giving torches to everyone and lighting his

own fromthe lanp on the wall, Durnan stuck a foot into the well's bucket.
"Let me down slowy, Yiarell. | haven't been in here for some tine."
Ylarell |owered Durnan into the well. Blackstaff followed, then El ninster and

Cower Finally, Kelemvor put a foot into the bucket and grabbed the rope.
"Lower away," the fighter said.

Yl arel | began cranking, and Kel emvor descended into the dark shaft for severa
m nutes. Ten feet above the bottomof the well, Blackstaff reached out of a
side tunnel and pulled the fighter toward him Kel emvor stepped out, then

Bl ack-staff turned to the dwarf and said, "Lead on, Gower."

Not even bothering with a torch, Gower started down the tunnel. Durnan

foll owed next, then the two nages, and Kel emvor brought up the rear. They
descended into a labyrinth of half-collapsed dwarven tunnels and natura
passages. On occasion, the conpany was forced to wade through steam ng water,
sometines so deep Durnan had to carry Gower to keep the dwarfs head dry.
Finally, they reached a slick passage that dropped into the darkness at an
unconfortabl e angle. Kelenmvor was sure that if someone fell onto it, he would
slide all the way to the bottom

Thi nki ng the same thing, Durnan said, "I'll tie off the rope and we can use it
to descend."
"Nonsense," Gower said, sitting down at the edge of the steep passage. "W

don't need a rope for this."

Wth that, he pushed hinmself forward and slid into the darkness.

Durnan, El minster, and Bl ackstaff gave each other challenging gl ances, but
hesitated to follow Finally, El mnster put his hand on a boul der and said,
"Ye could secure the rope to this."

Durnan tied the rope off, then the conpany foll owed Gower into the steep
passage. The dwarf waited at the bottom a condescending smrk on his face.
The corridor had enmerged in cathedral-like roomso |arge the torches did not
light the ceiling or the far side. The glow ng, white spectres of hundreds,
per haps even thousands, of people were drifting aimessly about the cavern
"The Pool of Loss is over there " Gower said, pointing toward the niddle of
the room "But there's sonething strange going on."

"What are those?" Kel emvor asked, nodding at the strange sil houettes.

El mnster did not bother to answer. Hs attention was fixed on the shinmering
donme of scintillating lights that Gower had pointed to.

Bl ackstaf f | ooked at El minster. "Are you thinking what |'mthinking?"

"Yes," Elmnster said, returning Blackstaff's gaze.

They bot h | ooked back to the done.



"What ? What are you thinking?" Kel emvor demanded, poking his head between the
two w zards.

As usual, the mages did not answer, but they both suspected that the

shi mering gl obe was a prismatic sphere, one of the nost powerful defensive
spel s a magi c-user could cast. They were trying to figure out what it was
doi ng down here.

An instant |ater, again wthout saying anything, they started toward the done.
Dur nan, Gower, and Kel emvor foll owed, though Durnan and Gower were much | ess
appr ehensi ve than Kel emvor. They had worked with Bl ack-staff before and were
confident that if it was inportant for themto know something, he would tel

t hem

When t he conpany reached the dome, they saw that it sat within a small
stone-wal | ed pool. It appeared to be a sphere with the bottom half hidden from
view The fit was so precise that there was not the slightest gap between the
stone wall and the shinmrering gl obe. The sphere continually flashed in a
pattern of red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, and violet, as though it
were a striped ball spinning on its axis.

The mages circled the well for several nore nminutes, inspecting the done first
closely, then fromfarther away. Finally, Blackstaff asked, "Wat do you make
of it?"

El m nster frowned and turned to Kel emvor. "Could this be Mdnight's work?"

The fighter shrugged. He had no idea what the gl obe was or whether M dni ght
could have created it or not. "All | can tell you is that she was growi ng nore
powerful all the time. She once— He searched for the word the mage had used
to describe plucking themfrom one place and depositing themin another. "She
once 'teleported four of us hal fway from Boareskyr Bridge to Dragonspear
Castle."

El mnster's eyes wi dened. "She did?"

"Then she could have cast this," Blackstaff concl uded.

I nside the sphere, M dnight had been resting for hours. The magi c-user was
recovering fromperformng the worldwal k and prismatic sphere incantations in
qui ck succession. She was conpl etely unaware that help had arrived. The

deaf eni ng screans and how s of a thousand enraged deni zens were drowni ng out

t he voices of Elmnster and conpany.

Fortunately, noise was the only thing that had entered the gl obe. Severa

deni zens had flung thensel ves agai nst the sphere or tried to assail it with
spells. Each time, Mdnight had heard a cry of pain or anger as the sphere
directed an attack back at its originator.

As long as the sphere renmai ned up, both M dnight and the Real n8 were safe from
t he deni zens. But the spell would expire soon, and the nage feared it would

t ake nost of the strength she had recovered to recast it. Wile this would
keep her safe and the denizens out of the Realnms for a little while longer, it
was only a short-term solution

And M dnight did not dare | eave the sphere until she countered Myrkul's trap
Until then, the tablet had to stay inside the sphere. Ot herw se, she could be
creating a passageway for the denizens between Myrkui's real mand wherever she
went .

Then, with a start, the mage realized she could use a pernmanency incantation
to indefinitely prolong the prismatic sphere. The gestures and words cane to
mnd easily. It would be as wearing as renewing the sphere, but at least it
only had to be done once.

Wth a sigh, Mdnight perfornmed the incantation. The effort drained her, but
not completely. Wthin eight hours or so, she would have the strength to
overcome the magi c Myrkul had placed on the tablet.

Back outside the sphere, Kelemvor and the other four rescuers were stil

puzzl ed.

"These things don't |ast forever," Bl ackstaff was saying. "And if M dni ght
cast it, she's probably around here somewhere."

"Yes undoubtedly inside," Elm nster said. "That's what prismatic spheres are
desi gned for."



"She's inside that thing?" Kel envor exclained. He started toward it, but
Durnan qui ckly restrai ned him

"No, nmy friend," Durnan said. "If you touch it, you won't be fit to feed to
t he dogs."

"Then how do we get her out?" Kelenvor cried.

"Perhaps we don't want to," Elmnster sighed, running a hand through his
beard. "The mage who casts a prismatic sphere can enter or leave at will. If
M dnight is inside, there's a reason.”

"Then what do we do?" Kel emvor denmanded.

"We | et her know we're here," Blackstaff said. "Wen | count to three, let's
all shout her nane."

Their shout night have worked, if not for the cacophony of denizens' screans
on the side of the sphere facing Myrkul's city. As it was, however, their

voi ces were lost in the nmael strom of noise, and M dni ght never knew her nane
had been cal | ed.

Next, the company tried throwing things into the sphere: bits of clothes,
stones, rings. Nothing got through. More often than not, the sphere hurled the
items back at whoever had thrown them Blackstaff even tried to penetrate the
globe with a telepathy spell, but it either msfired or the sphere repelled
it. The bearded mage was stunned into dunfounded shock for twenty m nutes.
Kel emvor found Bl ackstaff s silence a welcone respite fromthe w zard's
condescendi ng manner .

"Well, Elmnster, what do we do now?" Kel envor asked, crossing his arns over
hi s chest.
"W wait," Elmnster replied. "The thing will fall after an hour or two."

So they sat down to wait. Eventually, a few soul spectres drifted over and
idly gossiped with Elnminster and Bl ack-staff, but Kel emvor, Durnan, and Gower
superstitiously avoi ded speaking with the dead. Several times, one of the

sil houettes found itself unable to resist the call of the Pool and tried to
enter despite the sphere. In each instance, it was repelled or disappeared in
a white flash.

Four hours later, Blackstaff stood. "This is ridicul ous! Nobody can keep a
prismatic sphere up this long!"

"Apparently M dnight can," El nmnster observed.

"I"'mgoing to dismantle it!" Blackstaff decl ared.

"That m ght not be w se," the elder mage replied. "Even if ye cast all the
spells without a misfire, we dare not risk elimnating the sphere w thout
know edge of why she cast it."

"You can disnmantle the sphere?" Kel envor asked. He stood and rushed to

Bl ackstaff s side.

"Yes," Elm nster explained. "It's a nost conplicated and tedi ous procedure.™
"Tell me about it," Kelenvor demanded. Like Biackstaff, he was tired of

wai ting.

"Very well," Elmnster sighed. "It appears we have nothing better to do at the

monent. A prismatic sphere is in reality seven magi cal spheres, each providing
a defense against different attacks."

"To dismantle one," Blackstaff interrupted, "you nust cast a cone of cold to
destroy the red sphere, which defends agai nst nmundane missiles |ike arrows,
Spear s—

"And rocks with nmessages on them " Kel emvor finished.

"Precisely," Blackstaff said. "Next, you nust use a gust of wind to—

"We don't need to dismantle the whol e sphere,” Kel emvor excl ai nmed.

Bl ackstaff frowned, irritated by the interruption

Kel emvor ignored the mage, then continued, "All you have to do is negate the
first sphere. Then we can throw something inside to get Mdnight's attention."

El m nster | ooked doubtful. "I don't Iike—=

"\What ot her choice do we have?" Durnan said, expressing an opinion for the
first time. "W can't stay down here forever. | have a business to run!"
"Very well," Elmnster sighed, reaching into his robe and pulling out one of

his distinctive nmeerschaum pi pes. He gave it to Kel emvor. "She shoul d



recogni ze this—+try not to break it. If ye will do the honors, Bl ackstaff?"
"Wth pleasure,” the nage replied.

I nside the sphere, Mdnight had just identified the nature of Myrkul's trap

He had combi ned powerful variations of |ocate object and hold portal spells to
ensure that his denizens could always foll ow wherever the tablet was taken. In
effect, the |ocate object spell served as a beacon marking the tablet's

| ocation, and the hold portal spell prevented the thief fromclosing his
escape route.

Fortunately, Mdnight's prismatic sphere had not closed her escape route, it
had nmerely bl ocked it. She could | eave and the deni zens could not follow.
Because she had used an incantation to nmake the sphere permanent, it would
never fall. In effect, the door between Myrkul's city and the Real ns remai ned
per manently open, but the hallway had been filled with an inpassable
obstructi on.

As M dni ght contenpl ated her discovery, something flewinto the gl obe and

| anded in her lap. She junped to her feet and nearly stepped out into the
wai ti ng hands of Myrkul's denizens.

Then the raven-haired nage picked up the object and di scovered that it was a
clay pipe—a distinctive, famliar clay pipe.

Qut si de the sphere, everyone was breathing a little easier because Bl ackstaffs
spell had not msfired. Al so, Kelemvor had tossed Elnmnster's pipe into the
sphere without it reboundi ng.

"What if she doesn't recogni ze your pipe?" Kel emvor asked.

At that noment, M dnight stepped out of the sphere, the tablet in one hand and
Elmnster's pipe in the other. "Does this belong to one of you?" she asked.

"M dnight!" Kel emvor whooped.

They rushed into each other's arms and enbraced—but not before El mnster

shat ched hi s pi pe back

For a long, unconfortable mnute, Blackstaff, El mnster, Durnan, and Gower
waited while the reunited | overs kissed and hugged each other. Finally, when
it becane apparent the pair was oblivious to the presence of others, El mnster
cleared his throat.

"Perhaps we should attend to the business at hand?" he suggest ed.

M dni ght and Kel envor reluctantly separat ed.

Addr essing M dni ght and pointing at the sphere, El minster said, "Perhaps ye
woul d care to explain why youve been hiding inside that thing for the better
part of a day?"

"Not here," Gower insisted. "lI'mthirsty—and you owe nme ni neteen nugs of ale!"
"One monent, Gower," Blackstaff said inpatiently. "lIs it safe to | eave?"

M dni ght nodded. "Ch, yes," she replied. "W can | eave now. The sphere is

per manent . "

Both El minster and Bl ackstaff raised an eyebrow

"There—you see?" the dwarf said. "Let's go"

Wth that, Gower started toward the exit. Realizing they could not find their
own way back to Durnan's tavern, the others reluctantly foll owed, barraging

M dni ght with questions as they wal ked.

" No!" Kel enmvor hissed. He took the tablet off the floor and put it on the
table. "Here's your tablet. Take it and get the other one yourself!"

"Thi s discussion does not concern you, Kelemvor," Black-staff retorted. He was
not accustomed to being addressed so sharply, especially by mercenary
warriors.

"That's right, not anynore. And it doesn't concern Mdnight, either."

Bl ackstaf f scowl ed and started to suggest Kel envor was a coward, but El m nster
st epped between the two nmen. Frowning at Bl ackstaff, the sage said, "Calm
down. W can discuss this |ike gentlenen, can we not?"

Bl ackstaf fs scow changed to an enbarrassed grimace. Elmnster's coment was
directed primarily at him and he knew his friend was right. The young w zard
shoul d have enough self-control so that a stubborn warrior did not irritate
him "Forgive me," he muttered. "The stress is telling, I"'mafraid."

Kel emvor al so rel axed, but did not apol ogize.



They were in Durnan's office in the Yawning Portal. M dnight |lay on the couch
where she had coll apsed into a deep sleep. Her black hair was as coarse and as
stiff as a horse's taii. Her conplexion had faded to the col or of ash, and her
red-ri mmed eyes were sunk deep into their sockets.

The Real m of the Dead had taken its toll on her. Kelemvor could not bear to
see her join another battle, which was what El m nster and Bl ackstaff proposed.
"She braved Myrkul's city," the fighter said. "Hasn't she done her part?"
"Cthers have also sacrificed,"” Blackstaff retorted. "Ylarell was a fine man."
Kel emvor did not know how to respond. When he and his five conpani ons had
returned to Durnan's tavern, a nmenber of the city watch had been waiting with
bad news. After lowering Mdnight's rescue party into the well, Ylarell had
taken a group of nen to find the undead Kel envor had descri bed. The patrol had
tracked the wal king corpses into the foul-snmelling tunnels that carried away
Wat erdeep' s offal and refuse.

The undead had anmbushed the patrol two hours later. Ylarell and his conpany
had been winning the battle until an evil -1 ooking human appeared and used

magi cal poison to aid the zonbies. Only one guard had survived, and only
because he had remai ned unobserved. The watch commander knew of Bl ackstaff's
interest in the zonbies, and had elected to send no nore nen into the tunnels
until he spoke with the wi zard.

Connecting what M dni ght had | earned from Bhaal with sone of his own research
El m nster had suggested that the man who had aided the zonbi es was Mrkul

Now, the ancient sage and Bl ackstaff wanted to use M dnight and the tablet to
bait a trap for the Lord of the Dead.

Kel emvor thought his |over had done enough. More inportantly, he doubted she
had the strength to face Myrkul. "She's too weak," he said, kneeling at her

si de.

"Weak as she is," Elmnster replied patiently, pointing a gnarled finger at
the femal e mage, "she wi el ds nore power than Bl ackstaff and | together."

"No!" Kel envor said, standing.

"The decision is hers," Durnan said. He sat slunped in a chair behind his

desk, a mug of ale in his hand. "In Water-deep, no man speaks for a woman
unl ess she asks himto."
"You'll take her over ny dead body," Kel emvor snapped, putting hinmself between

M dni ght and the others. "Or not at all."

M dni ght opened her eyes and reached for the fighter's hand. "Kel, they're
right. I must go on."

"But | ook at you!" the warrior protested, kneeling at her side. "You're
exhausted! "

"I'I'l be fine after | rest.”

"You can hardly stand," Kelemvor said, running his hand over her dry hair.
"How can you fight Mrkul ?"

El mMnster laid a winkled hand on Kel envor's shoul der. "Because she nust—er

t he whole world mght perish.”

Kel emvor dropped his head and stared at the floor. Finally, he |ooked at

El m nster and said, "Can you explain this to nme? Wiy nust M dnight draw Myrkul
out? Wiy do we need the other tablet?"

Bl ackst af f snapped, "Elm nster doesn't need to explain hinself to the |ikes
of =

The anci ent sage raised a hand to silence the bearded wi zard. "He has a right
to know," Elminster said.

"While ye and thy friends have | abored to retrieve the tablets, this is what |
have | earned." The sage notioned at the air above the table. "Qut of the mists
at the beginning of time there cane a will who called itself Ao. Ao wi shed to
create an order." Elmnster flicked his fingers and a gol den scale hung in the
air. "He balanced the forces of chaos and order, spending the first eons of
his life catal oguing and setting theminto opposition.™

Dozens of |unmps of coal appeared and settled onto the scale's dishes. "By the
time he conpleted his task, the universe had grown too vast and intricate for
even Ao to watch over." The scal e wobbl ed and spilled the coal



"So Ao created the, gods." The chunks of coal conmpressed into glittering

di anonds, each with the synbol of a god etched upon it. "To preserve the
order, he assigned each god certain duties and powers." The di anonds returned
to the dishes and the scal es agai n hung bal anced.

"Unfortunately, so he would not need to watch over them constantly, Ao created
the gods with free wills. But with free will cane anbition and greed, and the
gods were soon struggling to increase their power at each other's expense.”
The di amonds started noving fromone dish to another, again unbal ancing the
scales. "Ao could not stop the struggle without elimnating the gods' free
will, so he began to oversee the transfer of powers and duties.” In an even
stream the di anonds began moving fromone dish to another. The scal es

st eadi ed.

"And he created the Tablets of Fate to reflect the powers and duties of each
god. Now the gods could exercise their ambition, yet the tablets would allow
Ao to be sure the Bal ance was al ways mai ntai ned. But Myrkul and Bane were nore
concerned with their own aspirations than the Bal ance.™

Two dark-col ored di anonds | eft the dishes and circled the scales in crazy,
erratic patterns. "So they took the tablets and hid them away, intending to
steal as nuch power as possible during the confusion that foll owed."

Al'l the dianonds bounced out of the dishes and whirled about the room The
scal es spun and jerked wildly, until at last they overturned and crashed to
the table. "In anger, Ao cast all the gods fromthe Planes, sparing only Helm
To the God of Cuardians, Ao assigned the task of keeping the other gods out of
t he Pl anes.

"Wthout the gods to exercise their powers and performtheir duties, the
Real ms began slipping into chaos." The di anonds rai ned down on the table.

"Unl ess we recover the tablets and return them" El mnster concluded, "the
Realms will perish." A bright flash filled the room then the scales and the
di anonds di sappeared in w sps of snoke.

Kel emvor could not argue with Elm nster's concl usion. Sonebody had to return
the tablets. But he still did not see why it had to be M dnight.

Before the fighter could voice his thoughts, though, Durnan set his nug aside
and spoke. "It seens everybody—gods and nortals ali ke—shoul d want the sane
thing, to return the tablets to Ao. | shudder to say this, and | only bring it
up to be sure you' ve considered the possibility, but would it matter if Mrkuf
returned the tabl ets?"

"Very much!" M dni ght snapped, rising to her feet. Durnan's suggestion
appal | ed her. She had not endured Bhaal's touch, watched Adon die, and braved
the Real mof the Dead in order to let the Lord of Decay prevail. "Ao will | ook
favorably upon whoever returns the tablets. Allow ng Myrkul that privilege
woul d be worse for the Realns than not returning the tablets at all. Can you

i magi ne a world where the Lord of Decay is favored?"

"Besi des," Kel envor added, "if Mrkul stole the tablets in the first place,
doubt he would return them now. "

"True," Blackstaff concurred, surprised to find hinself in agreement with the
warrior. "He'd be afraid Ao would punish himfor his theft."

"W have no choice," Elnmnster said, |aying both hands on the tablet. "W nust
recover the other tablet from Myrkul."

"But why does M dnight have to do it?" Kelenmvor asked. He | ooked from

El mnster to Blackstaff. "Why can't you two do it? After all, you're supposed
to be great nmges."

"We are," Blackstaff said defensively. "But not great enough to kill Myrkul."

"Kill Myrkul! You're nad!" Kel emvor yelled
"No," Blackstaff replied, neeting the warrior's heated gaze with a calm
deneanor. "M dnight can do it. Shortly before the Arrival, | lost nmuch of ny

control over magic, as did all nages. But, unlike clerics, our powers did not
fade at the nonent of the fall or perish entirely. W could see no reason for
this. So, while Elmnster was investigating what had happened to the gods,

was trying to find out what had happened to nmagic."

"What did you find out?" Durnan asked, for the first tine sitting up straight.



"He di scovered that | was in contact with Mystra just before Ao bani shed the
gods," M dnight said. "She gave part of her power to ne."

"Correct," Blackstaff replied. "Sonehow, Mstra |earned of Ao's anger before
he exil ed the gods. Perhaps Hel mwarned her, for it's runored that they were
| overs. Be that as it may, Mystra entrusted part of her powers to M dnight,

i ntending to recover that part when she entered our world."

M dni ght sighed, "Unfortunately, Bane captured the Lady of Msteries when she
arrived. Kelemvor, Adon, and | had to rescue her." Mdnight left out Cyric's
nanme, for she did not care to renenber she had called the thief a friend.
"While captive, Mystra | earned that Bane and Myrkul had stolen the tablets.
She tried to return to the Planes to tell Ao, but Hel mdestroyed her when she
tried to fight past him Her last act was to invest her powers in me so that |
coul d recover the tablets."

"And that's why M dnight must be the one who confronts Myrkul," Bl ackstaff
said, laying a hand on the warrior's shoulder. "She's the only one who can
defeat him™"

Kel emvor did not bother to object. No matter how much he wanted to deny it,
the warrior saw that M dnight was the one who had to confront the Lord of the
Dead.

But he still disliked the idea of using her as bait. She would have a better
chance of surviving if they attacked Myrkul, instead of allow ng the Lord of
the Dead to surprise them "If-we must fight Od Lord Skull," he said, "then

let us do it on our terms, not his. Maybe we can catch hi m unprepared. "
"Carry the battle to his ground?" Bl ackstaff asked.
Kel emvor nodded.

"I approve," Elmnster said, smling. "Myrkul will not expect it. The survivor
fromYlarell's patrol shall lead us to his lair."

"If that's what Kelenvor thinks is wise, then that's what 1'll do," M dnight
told them sniling at the warrior. "But first, | nust rest."

"Then | suggest we go to ny tower and see if we can't dispel the magic on
this," Blackstaff said, picking up the tablet. "If we intend to surprise

Myrkul , we can't have his wards detailing our noves for him" He |l ed the way
out of the Yawni ng Port al

As they stepped into the street, M dnight paused to | ook at the sky. It was a
sickly green instead of blue, and the sun was purple instead of yellow but
she did not care. After enduring the white sky of the Fugue Plain and the drab
gray of Myrkul's city, she was just glad to have a sun and sky over her head.
Then she noticed a ribbon of scintillating colors descending fromthe heavens
to the sunmit of Munt Waterdeep. It was too distant for her to see details,
but she suspected it was a Cel estial Stairway.

"Don't stare," El mnster whispered. "Mst people cannot see it. They will

t hi nk ye've gone daft."

"I don't care," Mdnight said. Still, she tore her gaze fromthe stairway and
foll owed hi mdown the street.

They had not taken nore than a dozen steps before flapping wings startled

Kel emvor. The fighter spun around and cane nose to beak with a crow on

Bl ackstaff's shoulder. The bird's left |eg had been neatly splinted.

The crow screeched in alarm and pecked at Kel emvor, who barely managed to

rai se an arm and save his eye.

"Leave ne al one, dung-eater!" Kelenvor flailed and cane away w th a handful of
f eat hers.

The crow squawked, then fluttered to Bl ackstaff's other shoul der. Peering
nervously around the wi zard's head, the crow croaked what sounded |ike a

sent ence.

"Do you know this avian messenger?" Bl ackstaff asked Kel emvor.

"As well as any man can know the wormthat would eat his corpse,” Kel emvor
responded, glaring at the bird.

"Crow apol ogi zes, " Bl ackstaff said.

When Kel envor nmade no nove to accept the apol ogy, the bird squawked tw ce

nor e.



"He says you'd have done the sane thing if you were hungry."

"I don't eat crows," Kelemvor replied. "And | don't talk to them either." He
turned away and started for Blackstaff's tower.

Fifteen feet bel ow Kel emvor, in the dark sewer under Rainrun Street, Mrkul
suddenly stopped noving. Behind him twelve zonbies also halted, though fetid
wat er continued to slosh around their |egs.

"The tablet's in the street, nmy friends," the Lord of the Dead whi spered, as
if the zonbies actually cared what he was saying. None of his worshipers were
with him Over the past few weeks, the Lord of the Dead had sacrificed his
entire Waterdeep sect to provide energy for his nagic.

Myrkul stared at the ceiling of the dark passage and absent-m ndedly touched

t he saddl ebags slung over his shoul der. The saddl ebags contai ned one of the
Tabl ets of Fate—the one his zonbies had stolen at Dragonspear Castle.

An hour and a half ago, via the |ocate object spell he had placed on it,
Myrkul had sensed that M dnight had brought the other one to \Waterdeep

| mredi ately, he had set out after the nage, intending to recover the tablet
bef ore assum ng | eadershi p of the host of denizens he expected to besiege the
city at any nonent.

But things had not proceeded according to plan. It had taken himfar |onger
than expected to | ead his zonbies through the | abyrinth of Waterdeep's sewers.
Now that he had finally arrived, the tablet was being noved. Hi s origina

i ntention had been to attack while the tablet was inside a building, where the
battl e woul d not be observed by the city watch.

He did not think it would be wise to alter his plan and attack in the streets.
Al ready, he had destroyed one patrol, and the watch conmanders woul d soon grow
curious about what had happened to it. Tangling with another did not seem
smart, at least not until his denizens gave the comranders something else to
worry about.

Unfortunately, somnething was wong. The deni zens shoul d have arrived right on
the heels of the woman. But it was evident that she had spoiled his plan and
prevented his subjects—and all the spirits of the dead—fromfollow ng her to
Wat er deep.

Just then, Myrkul sensed that the tablet was noving again. "Let's see where
they are taking this tablet," he said to nobody in particular. "Then we will
decide what to do." The Lord of the Dead turned and started sl oshing back the
way he had cone.

A hundred feet down the tunnel, Cyric heard the zonbies reverse direction and
cursed under his breath. He had been

in the absol ute darkness and stinking water of the tunnels for half a day,
follow ng the zonbies and their master. H s nerves were beginning to feel the
effect of close call after close call

Once, right after he'd entered the sewers, he had cone close to stealing the
tabl et. The zonbies had attacked a watch patrol. By the light of the patrol's
torches, the thief had seen the tablet slip into the rank water when a

wat chman had hacked an arm off the zonbie carrying the saddl ebags. Cyric had
ducked beneath the surface and swam through a jungle of legs after it. Two
hands had snatched the saddl ebags away just as he reached it.

The thief had drawn his sword and surfaced with the idea of attacking whoever
had the tablet, but had seen Myrkul casting a spell, then snelled a caustic
odor. He had ducked back beneath the water and swam away while a cl oud of

poi son killed the patrol. Since then, Cyric had been followi ng the Lord of the
Dead through the sewers, waiting for another opportunity to take the tablet.
As he heard the zonbies come closer, Cyric noved up the tunnel ahead of them
until his hand touched one of the intermttent |ladders that led up to an
access hole. The thief clinbed up the |adder and remmi ned perfectly notionl ess
as the zonbi es passed beneath him He did not come down until the sound of

sl oshing was a hundred feet away.

Unawar e t hat he was being foll owed, Myrkul concentrated solely on maintaining
contact with the tablet. He followed it through a tw sting maze of sewer
tunnel s. Sonetinmes he had to pause while M dnight and her conpany passed



through a tangle of streets and followed no direction in particular. Sonetimes
he had to backtrack when the tunnels took an unexpected turn.

Eventual | y, however, the tablet stopped noving, and Myrkul was satisfied it
had reached its destination. He went down the tunnel to an access |adder, then
clinmbed up and raised the iron cover just enough to see the building into

whi ch his enemi es had gone.

It was a large tower with no wi ndows or doors—ene that had come to his
attention in the past. The tower bel onged to Khel ben "Bl ackstaff" Arunsun, one
of Waterdeep's nost powerful mages.

Myrkul descended back into the cloaca. "W will |leave the tablet with

Bl ackstaff for now," he said to his uncaring zonbies. "Recovering it would
draw attention to us, wouldn't it?" He paused and smiled a rictus grin. "W'|
go to the Pool of Loss now, and see what is keeping ny denizens. Then

per haps, we'll worry about the other tablet." The Lord of the Dead turned and
I ed his zonmbies into the darkness.

A few nonents | ater, when he was confident Myrkul would not see him Cyric
clinmbed the | adder and | ooked at Bl ackstaff s tower. At |east one being in the
tunnel had been paying attention to Myrkul's words.

The thunder of five hundred hobnail ed boots on cobbl estone ended a sl unber as
deep and as restful as any M dnight could recall. She rolled over and buried
her face in the feather bed, cursing the city for its noise. An officer barked
an order and the soldiers runbled to a stop outside her w ndow.

Her di mroom suddenly seenmed as quiet as a graveyard. The sil ence woke her
more fully and quickly than any clanmor. At once both curious and frightened,

M dni ght | eaped from her bed and threw her cioak over her shoul ders.

At the base of Bl ackstaffs tower, a voice asked, "Wwommay | say is calling?"
"Mordoc Thbrsilley, Captain of the Conpany of the White Wvern, of the Cty
Guard of Waterdeep, for Khelben 'Blackstaff Arunsun. And be quick about it!"

M dni ght threw open her wi ndow shutter, which was magically hidden to people
on the street. In the courtyard bel ow, over two hundred troops stood at strict
attention. Their commander was facing the blank wall at the base of

Bl ackstaffs tower. Each nman wore bl ack scale mail enbossed with an upturned
crescent nmoon of gold encircled in nine silver stars. The entire conmpany was
fully armed, with hal berds in hand and daggers and bastard swords on their

bel ts.

Though all of themkept their attention fixed directly ahead, their faces were
far from expressionless. The ol der nen had the grimiook of veterans returning
to battle, while the younger men could barely keep thenselves fromtrenbling.
M dni ght' s door opened and Kel emvor rushed into the room

"What ' s happeni ng?" the raven-haired nage asked.

"I don't know," Kelenvor replied, |eaning out her window to study the troops.
Though he was no | onger a soldier and had no desire to beconme one again, his
heart stirred at the spectacle of a company fully dressed and ready for

battl e.

"How | ong have | been asl eep?" she asked, hoping the answer would give her
sone clue as to the excitenment's cause.

"Six hours," Kelenmvor said, without turning away fromthe troops. He had seen
the ook in their eyes many tines before, and he knew what it meant. "They're
off to battle," the fighter noted. "And they don't think they're com ng back."
He turned and linped toward the stairs. Blackstaffs restorative had worn off,
and the warrior's feet still suffered the effects of having been frostbitten
"We'd better see what's happeni ng"

M dni ght foll owed himdown three flights of stairs to the anteroomon the
ground floor. Blackstaff and El m nster were already there, El mnster hol ding
the tabl et beneath his arm Both nen | ooked as though they had not rested in
nore than a day. Wiile Mdnight had slept, the two wi zards had been | aboring
to remove Myrkul's magic fromthe tablet. She wondered if they had succeeded.
Mordoc Thbrsilley, commander of the White Wvern, was just unrolling a | ong
scroll. He addressed Bl ackstaff. "Are you Khel ben ' Bl ackstaff Arunsun?" he
asked.



"You know who | am" Bl ackstaff answered. "We've met many tines."

Mor doc | ooked up fromthe scroll apologetically. "This is official business,
Your Spl endi dness." He began to read fromthe scroll, "For the good of al
citizens of Waterdeep, and in order to defend the city fromits enenies,

Khel ben ' Bl ack-staff Arunsun is hereby commanded—

"Commanded! " Bl ackstaff snorted, insulted that anyone woul d dare use such a
termto him He ripped the scroll out of Mrdoc's hands and read the rest
silently. Finally, he asked, "I amto take command of the Wvern Conpany?"
"Aye, that would be the long and short of it," Mrdoc replied, hastily adding
"sirl"

"Incredible,” Blackstaff muttered, "I'm no general."

"And our eneny is no arny," Mrdoc replied.

"What is it then?" Elm nster said, irritated at the intrusion. "And be quick
about it. We have inportant business to attend to."

"As near as we can tell, sir, they—=

"Who?" Bl ackstaff demanded. "What is it you want?"

"Fiends, sir. Hundreds of 'em and their number is increasing all the tine.
They came fromthe caverns beneath Munt Waterdeep, then started pillaging the
city. They've got everything from Harborwatch Tower to Snail Street—that's
nost of the Dock Ward. W' ve slowed them down, but that's about all. And the
griffons are taking a beating fromthe ones that can fly. Before long, they'l
have all, of \Waterdeep—dnl ess you can stop them"

"The deni zens," M dni ght gasped. "They escaped the Pool of Loss."

"So it would appear,"” Elminster replied, scratching his beard. He i mediately
realized that Myrkul was the only one who could have countered M dnight's
spell. But he did not understand why the Lord of the Dead woul d have bot hered.
Even for the God of Decay, destroying Mdnight's sphere woul d have been far
fromeasy. Elmnster did not see why Myrkul would waste the energy, when he
undoubt edl y knew what he wanted was in Blackstaff s tower. The old sage and

Bl ackst af f had been unable to dispel the magic the Lord of the Dead had pl aced
on the artifact.

"We'd better act quickly" Blackstaff said to Eininster. At the sane time, he
thrust the scroll back at the captain.

"The men are outside, sir," Mrdoc said, assum ng the bl ack-bearded w zard had
been talking to him

"Men?" Bl ackstaff retorted. "Take them and begone. | have inportant matters to
attend to."

Mor doc frowned and reached into his cloak. He | ooked as though he were a dog
that had just been kicked, and with good reason. It was not safe to be the one
who told Bl ack-staff Arunsun he had to do sonmething against his will.

Mordoc withdrew a ring, then handed it to Blackstaff. "Sir, the warden of the
guard ordered nme to give you this."

Bl ackstaff reluctantly accepted the ring. It belonged to Piergeiron the

Pal adi nson, the only acknow edged Lord of Waterdeep, Warden of the CGuard,
Commander of the Watch, Overnaster of the Guilds—and a dozen other titles.

Bl ackstaf f sighed and slipped the ring onto his finger. He had been sunmoned

to serve his city. If he did not answer Piergeiron's call, he would lose his
citizenship. Turning to Elm nster, he said, "I have no choice."
El m nster nodded. "Go. It will be better if sonebody keeps the denizens at

bay. Undoubtedly, they're coming for the tablet."

"You know where to hide it?" Blackstaff asked.

El m nster nodded. "Aye, the vault. Now go."

Bef ore | eaving, the dark-haired mage turned to M dnight and Ketemvor. "If you
need anyt hi ng—

"A dagger," Mdnight requested i Mmedi ately, recalling that hers had nelted in
t he caverns bel ow Dragonspear Castle.

Bl ackst af f nodded. "Elninster can get it for you." He turned and wal ked
through the wall, saying, "Perhaps this will take only a little while."
"Perhaps,"” Elmnster repeated absently. After Blackstaff |left, he remained
silent for a long time, puzzling over why Myrkul had rel eased the denizens.



Finally, Mdnight ventured to ask, "Wat now?"
Her question snapped El m nster out of his nusings." Yes—what now? W hide the
tablet, | suppose.”

"Why?" Kel emvor exclaimed. "I thought we were going to attack Myrkul ™"
"The situation has changed,"” the old sage said. "It appears he is coming to
us."

"Which is why we should attack,"” the fighter maintained. "It's the last thing
he' Il expect."

"True," Elnmnster noted thoughtfully. He |liked Kel emvor's aggressive strategy,
but suspected the warrior had not thought through the details of his plan
"How are we going to sneak up on our enemy when he can track us by our
tabl et ?"

Kel emvor remmined confident. "We |eave it here, so he thinks we're still in
the tower."

"Leave the tabl et unguarded?" El m nster objected.

"Why not ?" Kel envor said. "If we defeat Myrkul, we'll be the only ones who
know where it is. If Myrkul kills us, at least he'll have to steal it from

Bl ackstaff's tower."

"And how are we going to find Myrkul ?" El m nster asked, drumm ng his bony
fingers on a tabl etop.

"The sane way he's finding us," Mdnight replied. "I can locate his tablet as
easily as he can locate ours."

El mi nster shook his head doubtfully. "Ye know how unpredictable magi c—=
"We're fighting for the fate of the Realns,"” the warrior said forcefully.
"We'll have to run a few risks."

"I think we should carry the fight to Myrkul, too," Mdnight said. "I, for
one, amtired of running. WIIl you conme with us or not, El mnster?"

El mnster raised his eyebrows at Mdnight's gentle rebuff. She had just taken
| eadership of this small conpany, but that was to be expected. "OF course ||
cone," the sage replied. "Ye are going to need all the help ye can get."

El minster went to the library and took the tablet into Blackstaff's

sub-di nensi onal vault, where he also retrieved a dagger for Mdnight. To the
sage's consternation, he could not seal the roomwhen he left. After a couple
of quick experinents, the ancient w zard determnmined the door sinply could not
be closed while the tablet was inside. Mirkul's nmagic kept it open, in effect
rai sing the sub-di nensional vault back into the normal dinmension. The only
thing guarding the tablet would be an illusion of a wall.

Still, as nervous as that nade El minster, he realized Kel envor was right about
one thing. If they stopped Myrkul, the tablet would be safe anywhere inside
Bl ack-staff's tower. On the other hand, if Mrkul killed them it would be
better if the tablet was not al ong. The wi zard pushed a bookshelf in front of
the vault, then went back downstairs.

VWhile Elmnster hid the tablet, M dnight perforned her |ocate object

i ncantation. She nearly went nad as it msfired, flooding her mnd with the
present | ocation of every item she had ever owned. However, after collapsing
in a confused heap for a few m nutes, the nmage sorted through the junble of
contradictory directions and focused on M/rkul's tablet.

By the time Elnminsler returned, she and Kel emvor were ready to go. After
accepting Bl ackstaff's dagger fromthe sage, Mdnight led the way into the
courtyard, a queasy feeling of dread settling in her stomach. Her nagic was
pul ling her south and a little east, the same way a | odestone pulled toward
north. She started down Swords Street, brushing past hundreds of people
rushing in the opposite direction

"We're going toward the battle," Kel envor observed, el bowing a path through
the mass of refugees. In the distance, colums of snoke rose over the city.
They had not wal ked nore than two hundred feet before M dnight sensed the
tabl et was now nore to the east than the south. She turned onto Keltarn Street
and wal ked down a short block, to where it joined the Street of Silks.
"That's strange," she said, pausing at the intersection. "It's to our north
now. "



The mage led her friends up the Street of Silks into another throng of
refugees. She feared her magi c had beconme unreliable. Still, the sensation of
being pulled toward the tablet was clear and strong, so she continued forward.
Two hundred feet later, Mdnight turned west. "The tablet's over there." She
poi nted across a solid block of buildings.

"This way, then," Kelemvor said, running up the Street of Silks to where

Tharl eon Street joined it. He turned west down the narrow alley, then waited
for Mdnight and El minster to catch up

"It's straight ahead,"” M dnight said.

They wal ked down the street until it reached Swords Street again. Blackstaff's
tower stood across the avenue and to the right.

"We've nmade a circle!l" Kel enmvor observed.

"Perhaps 1 located the wong tablet,” Mdnight said neekly, trying to sort

t hrough the confusion in her nind

"I don't think so," Elmnster grunbled. He pointed across the road and to the
north, at a figure in a black robe. The man carried saddl ebags over his

shoul der. He was wal ki ng straight toward Bl ackstaff's tower, violently pushing
asi de anyone unfortunate enough to get in his way.

"Myrkul '™ M dnight cried.

"Yes," Elmnster replied. "He's cone for the other tablet."

Kel emvor drew his sword. "And he doesn't know we're behind him" The warrior
started across the road.

So she coul d sunmon anot her incantation if needed, M dnight stopped
concentrating on the tablet. The three allies crossed the street and noved up
behi nd Myrkul, finally getting a clear shot at his back just as he reached the
t ower.

M dni ght sunmoned a |ightning bolt. "Cover your eyes," she warned.

The instant Kel emvor and El m nster obeyed, the nmage pointed at Myrkul's back
and uttered the words to the incantation. A loud crackle filled the air. A
dozen bl ue streaks | eaped off Mdnight's finger and shot into Swords Street,
striking buildings and people. Tiny blasts flared wherever the bolts touched,
gouging small craters in walls and burning fist-sized holes into bodies.
Myrkul stopped at the tower's entrance and turned around. He saw M dni ght,

fl anked by El minster and Kel enmvor, staring in horror at the results of her

bot ched incantation. The Lord of the Dead had not expected to find the trio
outside the tower, but it did not concern him He had ways of occupying them
while he retrieved the tablet.

Myrkul gestured at the sewer entrance behind M dnight, then entered the tower.
A cry of alarmspread up the street. Kelemvor turned in time to see several
soggy corpses clinb out of the sewer. They wore the same striped robes of the
undead that had stolen the tabl et at Dragonspear Castle. The skin on their
faces was winkled and decaying, and their expressions were dull and

| et hargic.

"Zonbi es!" the warrior gasped.

"Ignore them " the ancient w zard yelled. "Into the tower."

Kel emvor and Elminster ran for the tower. Behind them they dragged M dnight,
who was still dazed and angui shed by the destruction her spell had caused.
When they reached the tower, Myrkul was nowhere in sight, though the rank odor
of sewage still hung in the air.

"Upstairs!" Elmnster said. "In the library!"

Kel emvor | ed the way up the spiraling staircase, advancing slowy and
cautiously. Mdnight followed, while Elmnster came |last. The first zonbie
entered the tower just as the ancient sage stepped onto the stairs.

On the second floor, Elmnster told the mage and the warrior to stop outside a
cl osed door. "The tablet's in there—which nmeans Myrkul is, too," he

expl ai ned.
"W can't use magic," Mdnight whispered. "I've already hurt too many people."
"Nonsense," Elmnster growed. "If we don't stop Myrkul, the citizens of

Wat erdeep will be dead anyway."
"Elmnster's right. Waterdeep's a battlefield now " Kel emvor said. "Innocent



people are going to die no matter what. The only thing we can do—rust do—s
win the battle.”

The first zonbi e appeared around the bend in the staircase. Elmnster calmy
turned and touched one of the stone stairs, then whispered a conplicated
chant. Kel emvor noved to neet the advanci ng zonbie, but a stone wall sprang up
where the sage had touched the stairs.

"It worked," Elmnster sighed. He turned toward the door. "Be ye ready,

M dni ght ?"

She nodded, but did not speak.

El m nster | ooked at Kel emvor, and the warrior kicked the door open. M dnight
stepped into the room searching for the dark-robed figure they had seen in
the streets.

"There's nobody in here!" she reported.

Kel emvor and El minster peered over her shoulder. The library was, indeed,
deserted. One bookshel f had been tipped over, revealing a section of blank
stone wal | .

El m nster cursed, then said, "He's already got our tablet!"

"There's only one place he could have gone," Kel envor yell ed.

"Up!" Elm nster confirmed. "Quickly, before he escapes."

They started up the stairs, pausing to | ook into the roonms on each floor
Meanwhi | e, Myrkul slipped the second tablet into the other side of the

saddl ebags. Then he slung the bags over his shoul der and stepped out of

Bl ackstaff's vault into the library.

"Remar kabl e," he said, wal king over to the stairway and exam ning El mnster's
wal . "They are hunting ne!" He thought for a nonent, then added, "W can't
have nortals trying to destroy nme, can we?"

Myrkul cast a passwall spell at the stone barrier blocking the stairway. A
rectangul ar section of stone separated itself and began hoppi ng down the
stairs as though it were alive.

Myr kul wat ched the stone crush one of his zombies, then di sappear around the
bend in the staircase. His spell's nmisfire did not concern the Lord of the
Dead. He woul d soon have plenty of undead to call in \Waterdeep

"Up the stairs!"™ Myrkul said. "Kill the woman and her friends. They've caused
me too much troubl e already."

As the zombies shuffled past, Myrkul contenplated his next nove. He woul d
return to the Pool of Loss to call the spirits of the dead. After harvesting
the energy of their souls, he would go to the Celestial Stairway. Wth | uck,
Hel m woul d | et hi m pass, for he now possessed both tablets. Then the Lord of
t he Dead woul d destroy Ao. Everything was again proceedi ng according to plan
On the flat roof atop Blackstaff's tower, Kelemvor could not believe Myrkul
had escaped so easily. "Were is he?" he roared.

El mnster turned to Mdnight. "You can't trace the tablet anynore?"

M dnight tried to reactivate her |ocate object magic, but it was gone. "I can
redo the incantation, but it'll take a minute," she replied.

"We don't have tine. Let's go," Kelenvor said, rushing back down the stairs.
M dni ght and El mi nster foll owed.

Ten steps later, the warrior cane face to face with Myrkul's undead. The | ead
zonbi e opened a |l ong gash in the warrior's shoul der. Kel emvor reacted
instantly, backing away and countering with a backhanded sl ash that renoved
the corpse's arm In the same breath, the fighter kicked the thing, knocking
it down the stairs and into the zonbie behind it. Both corpses fell

"Run!" Kel emvor screaned.

El m nster took Mdnight's armand fled back up the stairs. As they retreated,
a third zonbie clinbed over the pile in the stairway. Kelenvor waited for it,
then hacked at its neck with two savage sl ashes. The thing's head cane free
with a pop, then dropped to the stairs and rolled away. The body renai ned
standing, flailing its arnmns.

The two zombi es Kel envor had knocked over regained their feet and pushed past
their headl ess conrade, intent on tearing the warrior to pieces. He backed up
the stairs slowy, slashing periodically to stall his attackers.



Qutside the trap door leading into the stairwell, Mdnight turned to
Elmnster. "We've got to help him" she cried.

"Kel envor can take care of hinmself,"” Elminster said. "Let's use the time he's
buyi ng us. How can we retrieve the tablets?"

M dnight tried to summon sone nmagi ¢ that would help, but all she could think
of was her |over. Cccasionally, the clang of steel on stone or a |oud grunt

rolled out of the stairway to announce that he still lived. Each tine, the
sound grew closer, so Mdnight knew the sage was right. Kel envor was buyi ng
time and not sinply throwing his life away. Still, she could think of nothing

but hel ping him

M dni ght returned to the stairwell.

"\Where are you goi ng?" El m nster demanded. "The tabl ets—think of the Real ns!"
"In a mnute!" Mdnight retorted.

She found Kel emvor staggering up the stairs, covered fromhead to foot with
scratches and small wounds, scarcely beyond the reach of two pursuing zonbies.
M dni ght paused, trying to think of sonething to halt the corpses.

Kel emvor slipped on a small stone and nearly fell. The rock bounced toward the
zonbi es, and then an incantation came to Mdnight. She perfornmed it as quickly
as she thought of it, and the stone instantly becane a boul der

It smashed into the first zombie, crushing him Then it slowed its descent and
bounced into the second corpse, knocking it off its feet. The boul der tottered
on a stair for a nonment, then reversed direction and sluggishly started
rolling uphill. It gained nomentum steadily, and a nonent |later the rock was
bouncing up the stairs as rapidly as it had started down t hem

M dni ght pointed at the boul der and screaned, "Look out!"

Kel emvor took two steps, glanced over his shoul der and saw the boul der. He
dropped to his belly and it bounced over him M dnight barely junmped out of
the way as the huge rock shot out of the stairwell and arced away into
Wat er deep.

The warrior scranbled out of the stairs behind it. He slanmred the trap door
shut, then hopped on top to prevent the zonbies fromopening it.

"Perhaps now we can attend to the tablets?" El minster suggested, tapping his
foot inpatiently.

M dni ght gl anced at the stairwell. Kelemvor | ooked secure enough for the
monent. "l have sonething in mnd," she said. "But | don't know how rmuch good
it will do. I can only grab one of the tablets with the spell, and it won't

stop Myrkul fromcomng after us."

"We' || handl e Myrkul when he gets here," Elmnster said. "Right now, our only
concern is getting the tablets back."

M dni ght nodded, then closed her eyes, envisioned a tablet, and perforned an

i nstant summons i ncantati on.

At the bottom of the tower, Myrkul was about to step into the courtyard when

t he saddl ebags suddenly becane unbal anced and slid off his shoul der. He picked
them up and | ooked into the side that had grown lighter It was enpty.

He cursed an oath so profane that even one of his clerics would have w nced,
then turned and ran back up the stairs.

On top of the tower, Mdnight stood staring at the tablet in her hands. Unti
now, her magic had not fatigued her. But the instant sumobns was conpli cated
and demandi ng, and she felt slightly weakened.

"Marvel ous," Elmnster said. "Call the other one, and we'll be on our way."
"How are we going to get off the roof?" Kel envor demanded, still standing on
the door. The zonbies were pressing on the other side, but did not have the

| everage to push the fighter off.

"Well think of something," Elnmnster replied.

M dni ght shook her head. "lI'mtiring. Even if the incantation doesn't msfire,
I won't have anything left to fight Myrkul." She did not doubt the Lord of the
Dead was conming at this very nmonment. "You summon the other Tablet of Fate,

El mi nster."

"I can't," the sage replied. "I haven't studied that spell in years. But | can
get us off this roof if you get the other tablet."



The conmment rem nded M dnight that, as powerful as he was, Elminster still had
to study his spells and inpress their runes on his mind

"Il try," Mdnight sighed, setting the first tablet down.

She called the instant sumons incantation to mind again, then pictured the
other tablet and perforned it. An instant later, a stormof fist-sized rocks
appeared over the tower and pelted the trio nmercilessly.

"It failed!" Mdnight said, feeling a little dizzy. Her body ached where a
dozen stones had hit her, and her nuscles burned with fatigue.

The trap door bucked beneath Kel envor, then it fiew open, launching himinto

the air. He landed six feet away and rolled to his feet, still holding his
swor d.

A zonbi e clinbed out of the stairwell. Kelenvor charged, cleaving the corpse
intwo with a slash so vicious he nearly threw hinself off his feet.
"Myrkul!'" he screaned, staring at a dark-robed nman behind his zonbies.

Kel emvor's sword suddenly changed into a huge snake and slithered around his
body. The serpent's scales were covered with a filthy green ooze, and a
forked, black tongue flickered fromits nmouth. Myrkul shrugged. He had

i ntended to heat the sword and burn the warrior's hands, but he would be just
as happy if a snake strangled the man to death.

The serpent westled Kelenvor to the floor, then Myrkul sent his remaining
zonbi es out onto the roof. M dnight grabbed her tablet and backed away.

El m nster, however, calmy waited for Myrkul's corpses to | eave the stairway.
Then he cast a spell he hoped woul d take them by surprise.

To the sage's imense relief, a swarmof fiery globes | eaped fromhis hand,
each one striking a corpse in the chest. Mst of the spheres carried the
zonbies off the tower roof. Some exploded into mniature fireballs that
reduced the corpses to piles of ash and charred bone. In an instant, the

nmet eor swarm had destroyed Myrkul's protectors.

After hearing Elmnster's voice and seeing the fiery trails streak over the
stairwell, Myrkul knew he would have to confront the wonan and her friends

al one. They had dared to hunt him and when that failed, they had stolen a
tablet off his person. The trio would continue to harass himuntil he
destroyed them Sighing in exasperation, the Lord of the Dead prepared a
defensive spell and clinbed out of the stairwell

El mnster was the first to see Myrkul step onto the roof. Kel envor was being
strangl ed by the snake, and M dnight, tablet beneath her arm was rushing to
her lover's aid. The Lord of the Dead wore a bl ack hood pulled over his head.
Beneat h the hood, he had scaly, winkled skin covered with knobby | esions,

bl ack, cracked lips, and eyes so sunken that his face | ooked |ike a skull.

Fi ery blue embers burned where his pupils should have been. The saddl ebags
containing the other tablet were slung over his shoul der

El m nster began to throw an ice stormat the avatar, but Myrkul lifted a hand
and cast the silence spell he had prepared. Everything within five feet of the
anci ent sage suddenly fell quiet, as did the mage hinself. Wthout the ability
to speak al oud, Elmnster could not conplete the verbal component of his spel
and it did not go off.

Not i ci ng what had happened to El minster, Mdnight shifted her attention from
Kel emvor to Myrkul .

"Come, ny dear," the Lord of the Dead said, his voice guttural and rasping.
"Gve nme the tablet. | will spare your friends."

M dni ght had no time to bandy prom ses with the god. She called a sinple mgic
mssile to mind, dropped the tablet, and perfornmed the incantation. A dozen
gol den bolts | eaped fromher fingers and struck Myrkul —then di ssi pated

harm essly, leaving a golden aura clinging to the Lord of the Dead's putrid
form

Myrkul lifted a hand and exam ned his new radi ance, then | aughed at her

bot ched spell. "How you taunt ne, nortal!"

M dni ght found herself trenbling and feverish. Although the incantation was
normal ly a rudinentary one, its potency had increased with her power. It had
taken nore out of her than she'd expected.



Myrkul held out his hand. "Once nore, give ne the tablet." He turned toward
Kel emvor and gestured at the snake. The serpent drew tighter around the
warrior's throat and his face i Mmedi ately turned purple. "You have only a
little time before your friend dies."

Even for an instant, the mage did not believe Myrkul would keep his word and
spare her lover. She had no intention of doing as asked, but neither could she
bear wat chi ng Kel envor die. Hoping the appearance of indecision wuld buy her
time to think, Mdnight tore her gaze away from Myrkul and | ooked out over the
city.

To the south, great pillars of black snoke rose fromthe city's North Ward.

M dni ght coul d even hear distant screans and faint clashes of steel. Dozens of
griffon riders were battling tiny forns in the air. A few griffons rode over
other quarters of the city, acting as nmessengers or scouts trailing eneny
groups that had broken through the line. One griffon, carrying two riders, was
flying toward Bl ack-staff's tower.

The riders were too distant for Mdnight to identify and she had no idea why
they were coning toward the tower. \Whatever their reason, she did not think
they would arrive in tinme to save her and her friends, or to prevent Myrkul
fromgetting both the Tablets of Fate.

"What is your decision?" Myrkul demanded.

"You win," Mdnight said, kneeling to retrieve the tablet at her feet. At the
same time, she sunmoned the nobst powerful spell that came to mind, tenpora
stasis. The incantation was so difficult it would probably drain her, perhaps
even burn her up conpletely, but she had no choice. If it worked, Mrkul would
be trapped in suspended ani mati on. Then she and her friends could deal with
himat leisure. If it did not work, Myrkul would w n.

M dni ght cl eared her mind, then perforned the incantation. A wave of fire
rushed through her body and she coll apsed to the roof. Her mnuscles ached and
her nerves tingled as though she had fallen onto a bed of needl es. The mage
tried to breathe, but |acked the strength to open her nmouth. A curtain of

dar kness descended over her eves.

M dni ght forced herself to stay alert, the curtain to draw back, and her | ungs
to expand. G adually, her vision returned and, weak as she was, the mage could
see again. Myrkul stood notionl ess, the saddl ebags containing the other tablet
still slung over his shoulder. Wthout its creator's will to guide it, the
snake wrapped around Kel envor seened confused and uncertain. It was squeezing
less fiercely now, its attention turned toward the Lord of the Dead's

nmoti onl ess form The warrior al so seened dazed, but managed to slip an arm

i nside the coil squeezing his throat, preventing the serpent from choking him
M dni ght stood and, carrying her own tablet, stepped toward the notionl ess
god. The enbers that served as Myrkul's eyes fl ared.

"Il +4'mnot finished quite yet," the Lord of the Dead croaked through quivering
lips. The avatar's whole frame was shaking. He was breaking free of the spell.
As she | ooked into the Lord of the Dead's eyes. Mdnight's heart sank. It
seened not hing could stop him Then the nmage noticed a gray streak plumeting
out of the sky. The griffon she had noticed earlier was diving to attack
Myrkul s back. M dnight dropped her eyes to the roof, not wanting to alert the
evil god to the bravery of the griffon riders. Although the attack would stun
Myrkul , it would not kill him The nagic-user knew she had to find a way to

t ake advant age of the surprise.

While M dnight and El minster, who was still under the influence of the silence
spell, prepared to take advantage of the griffon attack, Kelemor took severa
deep breaths and recovered sonme of his strength. He thrust his other arm

t hrough the coil around his neck, then grabbed the snake's head. Locking one
hand onto the upper jaw and the other onto the |lower, he pulled in opposite
directions with all his might. An instant |ater, bone popped and the warrior
ripped the jaws apart. The serpent's body slackened and it began withing in
pai n. Kel envor slipped out of its grasp. He pitched the sliny, squirmng thing
over the side of Black-staff's tower, then turned toward Myrkul .

Myrkul saw El minster coming toward himand turned stiffly to nmeet the attack



But the ol d sage stopped five feet away, confusing the Lord of the Dead. Then
Myrkul realized he could no | onger hear. Mdnight, still trembling fromthe
effort of the tenmporal stasis spell, sunmoned the incantation for

di sintegrati on and another for a dimensional door. If she could destroy the
avatar's body, the god's essence woul d di sperse. Then, through the di nensi ona
door, the mage could shift the explosion high over the Sea of Swords, where it
woul d do far less harm

An instant later, the griffon struck. Because of the silence surrounding

El m nster, Myrkul did not hear the whisper of its wings and was taken by
surprise. The god fell onto his left side, and the saddl ebags with the tabl et
slipped off his shoulder. The beast foll owed the god to the roof and sank al
four claws into the avatar's body. One of the griffon riders junped off the
creature's back. Even as the man's feet touched the roof, the great beast
flapped its wings to rise again.

Myrkul squirmed and grabbed at the saddl ebags, barely clutching theminto his
grasp.

Seei ng what was happeni ng, Kel envor charged across the roof. As the griffon
lifted the god into the air, the warrior threw hinself after the tablet. H's
hands cl utched the bottom of the saddl ebags, then Kel emvor pulled the tabl et
fromMrkul's grasp. He | anded on the roof and rolled awav.

Pai n shooting through his avatar's body, Myrkul felt himself being lifted off
the roof. He nmade one |last grab for the saddl ebags as Kel emvor rolled away,
but the griffon had already carried himtoo far into the air.

Myrkul twi sted around so he could | ook up toward the rider. "You will all pay
for this!" he cried, shaking his bony fist.

As she watched the griffon carry Myrkul into the air, Mdnight prepared her

i ncantations, but stopped short of performing them |f she destroyed the
avatar, the rider was certain to die in the mayhemthat followed. The

magi c-user went to the edge of the tower and watched the griffon fly over

Bl ackstaff's courtyard, Myrkul still struggling in its claws. The great beast
continued flapping, all but ignoring the withing body in its grip. Then the
Lord of the Dead stopped struggling and pointed at the griffon rider. An
instant later, the soldier slunmped over. He slipped out of the saddle and

pl unged toward the cobbl estoned street bel ow

M dni ght performed the disintegration incantation. A green ray shot from her
hand and touched Myrkul. The avatar's body gl eamed briefly, then a brilliant
golden flare erupted over the city. Mdnight quickly cast the spell for a long
range di nensi on door and transferred the dving avatar to a spot high over the
Sea of Swords, far from Water-deep

There was a loud crack as the avatar fell into the door, and another burst of
light washed over the citv fromthe west. The expl osion caused by Myrkul's
death was |ike a second sun rising over the sea west of Waterdeep. Wen it

di ed away, there was no sign of the griffon, its rider, or M/rkul. A brown
murk hung in the air east of the tower, where the avatar had been seconds
earlier.

The murk settled over a two bl ock area. Wierever it touched, plants w thered
and people fell to the ground choking. Wether they were built of stone or
wood, the buildings turned to dust and coll apsed, and even the streets

t hensel ves crunbl ed. Wthin nonents, two square bl ocks of \Waterdeep had been
turned into a desol ate, brown waste.

M dni ght sank to her knees, shivering with exhaustion and renorse. Hundreds of
peopl e had di ed when Myrkul's essence settled on them She could not help
feeling responsible for their deaths.

Sonebody wal ked up behi nd her

"I had to destroy Myrkul," she whispered, still staring at the poi soned area.
"What el se could | have done?"

"Not hing else," answered a famliar voice. "You cannot be bl aned for saving
the Real ns."

M dni ght stood and, ignoring the wave of dizziness that rushed over her
turned around. "Adon!" she cried.



Cyne

Cyric stopped just inside the stairwell and conceal ed hinmself in the shadows.
The overhead trap door opened onto a circular roof, where several people were
tal ki ng. Though the voices were nmuffled, he suspected that two of them

bel onged to Kel emvor and M dnight. The thief had watched them foll ow Myrkul
into the tower.

Cautiously, Cyric went up the stairs and | ooked out onto the roof. El nminster
was picking up one of the Tablets if Fate and putting it into the saddl ebags
Kel emvor and conpany had been using as a carrying case since Tantras. The
thief could not believe who was standing next to Mdnight. "Adon!" he hissed,
his voi ce barely audible.

I thought you killed hinf his sword said, the words formng within his mind
"So did I," Cyric whispered.

The thief frowned and shook his head. He had seen the arrow sink into Adon's
ribs with his own eyes, then watched the cleric tunble into a dark cavern. It
hardly seened possible that the scarred cleric was alive.

Four old friends have an uncanny knack for survival the red-hued sword

obser ved.

"I know," Cyric replied. "It's beginning to irritate ne."
M dni ght was nore surprised than Cyric to see Adon. "You're alivel" she
excl ai med, throwing her arns around the cleric. The nagic-user was still too

fatigued to be standing on her own, however, and her knees buckl ed.

Adon dropped his mace, caught the mage, and gently |owered her to a seated
position. "Are you well?"

M dni ght nodded wearily. "Yes—ust fatigued.”

Kel emvor joined them and cradled Mdnight's head in his lap. "This business

has taken its toll on her," he said.

"I'"ll be fine," Mdnight replied. "I need rest, that's all. Now what happened
to you, Adon?"

"I don't really know. After Cyric's arrow hit me, | fell into an underground

stream and was carried away. The next thing | renmenber is waking up in the
care of a gnome naned Shalto Haslett—-he claimed 1'd been clogging up his
well."

"How did you get to Waterdeep?" Kel envor asked, renenbering his own harrow ng
journey. "You couldn't have heal ed qui ckly enough to wal k."

"Shalto had a crow carry a nmessage to Wat erdeep. Then sonebody naned

Bl ackstaff sent a griffon for ne."

"Bl ackstaff!" Kel envor and M dni ght said simultaneously.

"I wonder how |l ong El m nster has known you're alive?" M dnight asked, gl ancing
toward t he anci ent sage.

"And why he didn't tell us?" Kel enmvor added.

Adon shrugged. "You'll have to ask him Al | knowis that I'mglad | arrived
when | did."

El mi nster approached, the saddl ebags in his hands. Both M dni ght and Kel envor
turned to the wi zard and angrily began asking their questions, but no words
cane out of their mouths. Myrkul's silence spell still clung to the sage,
deadeni ng the sound of the pair's voices. But fromtheir irritated expressions
and the gestures directed at Adon, El m nster could guess what they wanted to
know.

He and Bl ackstaff had decided not to tell Kelenvor and M dnight of their
conpani on's survival for good reason. The w zards had not wanted to distract
the pair fromthe task at hand. Shako's message had only said that Adon was
alive and needed transport to Waterdeep. Wthout knowi ng what condition the
cleric was in, the wizards had not wanted to raise Mdnight's and Kel enmvor's
hopes.

Elmnster tried to explain these things via gestures, but only succeeded in
confusing and angering the fighter and the mage further. Finally, he sinply
shrugged hi s shoul ders and | ooked away. To his alarm he saw that his work was
not yet over Myrkul's denizens did not seemto have noticed the destruction of



their iord, and were still savaging the troops in the Dock Ward. El m nster
gave the saddl ebags to Adon, then turned to M dnight and went through the
somatic notions for a dispel magic spell.

M dni ght qui ckly understood what El m nster wanted. But, despite wanting to
hear why he had not told them about Adon's survival, she was hesitant to cal
on her powers again. The fatigued nage was loath to risk the danger of a
another msfired spell. Besides, she was still weak and feared that casting
the incantation would drain what littie remained of her strength. M dnight
shook her head.

El m nster urgently pointed toward the south.

M dni ght and the others turned. The battle had drawn closer. The city was
burning as far north as Piergeiron's Pal ace. Between Bl ackstaff's tower and

t he pal ace, a hundred separate battles raged in the sky. The conbats were
graceful, looping things that seemed to nmove in slow notion. The dark specks
circled each other, trying to clinmb higher than their opponents one noment,

t hen swooped down to attack in the next. Mdnight could tell \Waterdeep's
guardsmen from Myrkul 's deni zens only by the size of the griffons.

Every now and then, a speck plumeted out of the sky and di sappeared into the
mael stromin the streets below. On the ground, the battle had progressed nmuch
farther north. Mdnight could clearly see conpani es of bl ack-arnored guardsnen
and green-arnored watchnen lined up to nake a stand al ong Sel duth Street,
which ran east and west. In front of their |ines, approaching along the
north-south runni ng avenues, were thousands of the grotesque denizens conmon
to the Fugue Plain in Hades. As the denizen horde nmoved northward, it drove
before it the battered and bl oodi ed remmants of dozens of guard conpanies that
had al ready thrown thensel ves agai nst the swarm

Every now and then, sone mage within the defending ranks woul d | oose a
fireball or hail stormat the advancing denizens. As often as not, the spel

m sfired, coating the streets with snow or showering the magi c-user's own
ranks with sparks and flanme. Even when a spell did work, it sel dom affected

t he deni zens. Magic nissiles bounced off their chests harm essly, and
lightning bolts sinply dissipated into the advancing throng with no effect.
Real i zi ng Waterdeep had little hope of repelling the denizens unl ess sonethi ng
changed, M dni ght notioned for Elmnster to stand away so she coul d speak
Then she performed the incantation to dispel the nagic on the old sage.

| mredi ately, a wave of fatigue shot through her body and her vision darkened.
M dni ght col |l apsed, trenbling, into Kelemvor's arns, then slipped into
unconsci ousness.

Kel emvor clutched her close to his body. "Wake up," he whispered. "Please,
wake up."

Adon knelt and touched his fingers to Mdnight's throat. "Her heartbeat is
still strong," he noted softly.

Kel emvor slipped Mdnight into Adon's arms, then stood and went over to

El mnster. "Wat did you nake her do?" he denanded.

"Calmthyself," Elm nster said, relieved to see that Myrkul's spell no |onger
pl agued him "M dnight will recover. She did nothing nore than exhaust

hersel f."

The wi zard went to the edge of the tower and | ooked down at the battle. The
deni zens had driven the remants of twenty shattered conpanies into the |line
al ong Sefduth Street. Waterdeep's defenders had opened holes in their ranks to
allow the routed troops to pass.

"And she did so in a good cause," Elmnster said, pointing at the denizens.
"They're coming for the tablets.”

"Why?" Kel emvor asked. "Myrkul's gone!™

"Apparently they don't know that,” Elm nster replied, "or they don't care. In
ei ther case, | nust stop them"™

"How can one man stop a host of those things?" Kel emvor denanded.

"Ye were a soldier. What's the best way to denoralize an arny?"

Kel emvor shrugged. "Starve it or cut it off fromits home. But who—=
"Precisely!" Elm nster said. "Cut it off from hone."



He addressed both Kefenvor and Adon. "Wen Myrkul's horde begins to retreat,
take the tablets to the Celestial Stairway. But don't nove before that or the
deni zens will come after ye. Do ye understand?"

Adon nodded. "But where is the Celestial Stairway?"

El m nster frowned as though the answer were obvious. "Up there," he said,
pointing toward the summt of Munt Waterdeep

"Two nmore questions before you go," Kel emvor said.

"Al'l right, but be quick about it."

"First, what are you going to do?"

"I"'mnot sure," Elnmnster replied. "Go to the Pool of Loss and close it off, |
suppose. Since the denizens aren't fromour plane of existence, that should
draw their attention away fromthe battle.”

"But you'll need hours to get there," Kel envor objected. "Even if you can nake
it back to the Yawning Portal through the battle—=

A condescending snmile creased Elmnster's lips. "My boy, have ye forgotten who
| an? What's thy second question?"

Kel emvor frowned, not entirely satisfied with Elmnster's first answer. Still,
he knew t he sage woul dn't explain hinmself further. The fighter asked his
second question. "Wiy didn't you tell us Adon was alive?"

El m nster actually | ooked enbarrassed. "Yes well, Black-staff and | discussed
that matter. There's no time to explain at the nonent. Perhaps when | return.”
Wth that, the sage went to the stairwell, already plotting his strategy.
First, he would cross into another plane, where there would be no need to
worry about the unpredictability of magic. Then El minster intended to travel
to the other side of the Pool of Loss and reseal it fromthere. It mght be
tiring, but the ancient w zard did not think it would be beyond him

As the sage stepped into the stairwell, Cyric slipped into a roomon the
tower's top floor. The thief had been watching and listening to everything
that occurred on the roof. It's good you didn't steal the tablets i mediately,
his sword commented. Even | coul d not have defended you froman arny of

deni zens.

Cyric did not reply. Instead, he waited for Elmnster's steps to descend well
past his door. Then the thief returned to his position at the top of the
stairwell, waiting for an opportunity to attack

A few mnutes after the wi zard left, M dnight regai ned consci ousness. She

i medi ately noticed El mnster's absence, and feared she had dispelled the sage
with Myrkul's spell, "Elmnster," she asked weakly. "Where is he?" "The Poo

of Loss" Kelemvor replied. "He went to seal it." "As soon as the denizens
start retreating, we're to take the tablets to the top of Munt WAterdeep,"
Adon sai d.

Kel emvor turned to the cleric. "What makes you think the denizens wll
retreat?" the fighter asked doubtfully. "Elm nster's one man agai nst an arny"
"We' || have to wait and see,"” Mdnight replied, "I need to rest anyway."

They turned to watch the battle. In the air, the superior nunber of griffon
riders appeared to be holding their own against the flying denizens. The
battling specks had noved no closer. On the ground, the story was different.
The deni zens had just reached the line at Selduth Street and were ripping
through it with the force of a tidal wave.

Wat er deep' s second rank of defenders charged Myrkul's denizens while the foul
creatures were busy destroying the first rank. Each soldier stayed | ong enough
to slash two or three times, then quickly retreated to forma new line. At the
same time, a third rank of pikesmen formed behind the second, prepared to
utilize the same hit-and-run tactics.

The strategy took its toll on the denizen arny, |eaving two hundred of their
bl oated, leathery bodies in the street. But it took a heavier toll on

Wat er deep' s defenders, who lost two nen for every denizen. Still, it was the
only strategy that worked, so the defenders repeated it over and over,
retreating farther north and cl oser to Blackstaffs tower. Finally, the battle
reached Keltarn Street, which ran west fromthe Street of Silver. It crossed
the Street of Silks and ended, scarcely five hundred feet from Bl ackstaff's



tower, at Swords Street. The deni zens were advancing up all three
north-runni ng avenues, the Street of Silver, the Street of Silks, and Swords
Street.

In accordance with the normal strategy, the Conpany of the Manticore fell back
along the Street of Silver, |eaving the denizens a clear path down Keltarn
Street. To the Manticore commander's surprise, the denizens turned down
Keltarn Street and fell on the flank of 3rd Watch Regi nent, who were defendi ng
the Street of Silks.

Wthin seconds, the 3rd Watch Regi ment perished. The deni zens fromboth the
Streets of Silver and Silks started down Keltarn Street toward the Conpany of
the Chimera, the last group of defenders on Swords Street.

"That's it," Kelemvor said. "We'd better run before they break through.”

"But El mnster—" Adon objected, waving his nmace |ike an accusing finger

"Did not succeed,” Mdnight interrupted. "And | doubt |'ve the strength for
even one nore spell.™

Kel emvor reached down to hel p the raven-haired mage stand, and Adon cast a

| ast gl ance over the battle. "Wait—they just night hold," he said.

Al'l three conpani ons turned just as the denizens reached Swords Street. The
Conpany of the Manticore was chargi ng dowmn Keltarn Street behind the denizens.
At the same tinme, the 5th Watch Regi ment, which had been held in reserve, was
rushing to reinforce Swords Street.

Kel emvor did not think even these devel opnments woul d stop the denizens. "W
can't take that chance," he said.

Cyric decided to make his nove while the three conpanions were still trapped
on Bl ackstaff s tower. He drew his short sword and slipped onto the roof as
quietly as he could, noving toward Kel envor's back

M dni ght saw Cyric first. "Kel!" she screaned.

"What ?" the warrior asked, bew | dered.

Cyric rushed forward, taking advantage of the fighter's confusion. He wanted
to finish the warrior quickly. The others he would take his tine with. But as
| ong as Kel emvor remained alive, he was dangerous.

"It's Cyric!" Mdnight yelled.

Kel emvor spun to face his attacker. Cyric's blade flashed past the warrior's
chest, missing its target by a hair's breadth. The fighter yelled in

astoni shment. Realizing he still had the advantage, the thief stepped forward
and slipped an ankl e behind the stocky warrior's knee. Kelemvor tried to
retreat and Cyric tripped him

As the warrior fell, Adon slipped to Cyric's right, the saddl ebags over his
shoul der and his nmace in his hand. M dnight stepped to Cyric's left.

The thief raised his sword to finish Kel envor.

"Stop!" Adon screaned, stepping within striking range of Cyric's head.

To the thief's right, Mdnight also stepped forward. She did not feel very
threatening. Her arnms quivered with fear for her lover's life, and the nage
was so exhausted it mght prove inpossible to |ift her hands for an

i ncant ati on.

"Don't be foolish," Cyric snarled. "Drop your weapons or |'Il slit Kel's
throat."
"You'll do it anyway," Adon replied. "At least you'll die, too."

The cleric raised the nace over his head, but M dni ght shook her head. "What
do you want?" she demanded.

"The sane thing |'ve always wanted," Cyric replied. "The Tablets of Fate."

"So you can become a god," M dnight nocked. "Ao will never make a god of a
thief and a nurderer.”

Cyric burst out |aughing. "Wiy not?" he asked. "This is the same overlord who
created Bhaal, Bane, and Myrkul!"

M dni ght frowned. It had never occurred to her that Ao mi ght be an evil god or
one who did not care about good or evil. However, that didn't matter at the
nmonent. She stepped back, sumoning a magic missile incantation

"He dies!" Cyric screaned, recognizing the | ook of concentration in Mdnight's
eyes. "The tablets, now"



M dni ght | ooked at Adon. "Let him have them" she said, dropping her hands to
her si des.

"No!" Kel envor exclained. "He'll kill me anyway."

The fighter started to rise, and M dnight knew Cyric would strike. Mdnight's
only hope of saving her lover lay with her magic. She quickly performed an

i ncantation, pointing her fingers at the thief.

Twenty gol den bolts flashed from her fingers—then mssed their target and
arced away into Waterdeep. An instant later, the ground runbled. Twenty

di fferent buildings shot into the heavens, |eaving |ong plunmes of golden flane
in their wakes.

M dni ght' s knees buckl ed and her head began to swim She stunbl ed backward two
steps, but did not allow herself to fall. Her magic had failed her

The misfired incantation astoni shed the nmen, but only for an instant. "Bad
luck," Cyric sneered. He turned his attention back to Kel emvor, who was rising
to his knees.

Adon stepped forward, sw nging his nmace. Cyric's anger changed to fear

Kel emvor had forced himinto a m stake. The thief swung his right |leg up and
thrust his heel into Adon's ribs, using the bloodstained hole in the cleric's
shirt as a target. His foot connected with a satisfying thunp.

The cleric bellowed in agony and dropped his nmace and the tablets, then
doubl ed over and collapsed. H s lungs burned with each breath, and he felt as
t hough anot her arrow had pierced his ribs.

Kel emvor | unged, hoping to topple Cyric before the thief regained his bal ance
from ki cking Adon. But Cyric anticipated the attack and si destepped the |unge
easily. As the fighter flew past, the thief stepped around behind him

Cyric could not help smling. Fromhis position, and with both Adon and

M dni ght all but hel pl ess, he could easily wound the warrior, yet spare his
life. Instead, the thief thrust his sword into Kel emvor's back, putting al
his wei ght behind it, burying the blade as deep as possible.

As Cyric plunged his weapon into the fighter's back, M dnight saw that the
wound did not bleed, and that the sword was drinking her lover's blood. A
sick, guilty anger canme over her. Screaming in rage and angui sh, the mage
pul | ed her dagger and found the strength to charge.

The fighter felt his life draining away. "Ariel," he whispered through the
pain. As his vision blurred, Kelemvor Lyonsbane wondered if, perhaps, he'd
done enough good in the short time he was wi thout his curse to be renenbered
as a hero. Then he died.

At the same tinme, Adon tried to stand. However, his body woul dn't do what he
wanted it to. When he pressed against the roof, his arns sinply quivered and
jets of agony shot through his torso.

Cyric calmMy pulled his sword out of Kelemvor's back and turned to neet

M dni ght's attack. He bl ocked the magic-user's wild stab, knocking the dagger
from her hand and sending it off the tower. Turning his parry into an attack
the thief dropped his bl ade beneath the mage's arm and | unged.

But M dni ght was qui cker than Cyric expected. She sidestepped his attack, then
raked her fingernails across his face. The nmage had forgotten about the

deni zens, the tablets, and even her own life. At the nonment, all she wanted
was to make Cyric pay for killing Kel emvor.

The hawk-nosed man screaned, then knocked M dni ght down with a powerful kick
She | anded flat on her back six feet away. The thief's face stung, and he
could feel blood dripping down his cheek. "You hurt nme!" he snarled, nore
ast oni shed than angry.

"Il kill you," she said, standing up. Her words were cal mand even.

"I don't think so." Myving so quickly and so snmoothly that M dnight did not
see the blow com ng, the thief rushed forward and drove his sword into her
abdonen.

M dnight felt a sharp pain, as if Cyric had kicked her again, and her breath
left her lungs. She | ooked down and saw the sword hilt protruding froma gash
in her robe, the thief's hand still wapped around it. Her intestines began to
burn, then the sword began sucking her life away. Too shocked to resist, the



magi c-user clutched at the hilt and tried to pull it out.

Cyric pushed, keeping the blade i nbedded in the wound. "Just a few seconds

| onger," he said, "and you'll be with Kel emvor."

M dni ght began to feel detached from her body, as though she and it were
separated by niles.

"I won't die," she hissed.

"Win't you?" Cyric asked, twi sting the bl ade.

"No!" M dnight cried.

She rel eased the sword, then straightened three fingers and jamed theminto
the thief's throat as hard as she could. The strike nearly smashed his | arynx.
Choki ng and gaspi ng, he stunbled away, pulling the sword out of the nage's
body.

M dni ght collapsed into a sitting position. She held her hands over her wound,
whi ch had begun to bl eed.

Cyric swal l owed and cleared his throat several times, attenpting to restore
the normal passage of air. Finally, he lifted his sword and started toward

M dni ght again. "For that, you die in pain," he gasped.

Barely capabl e of focusing on the thief, Mdnight raised a hand and pointed it
at him She tried to sunmon an incantation that would kill him but the pain
in her stomach cl ouded her head and she could not think clearly. Her mnd
simply filled with a junmbl e of nonsensical words and meani ngl ess gestures.
Just then, a fierce round of battle cries canme up from Swords Street. Watching
M dni ght over his shoulder, Cyric went to the edge of the tower to see what
had happened. Just a hundred yards fromthe base of Bl ackstaff s hone, the
Conpany of the Manticore and the 5th Watch Regi nent were engaged in a
confused, whirling nelee with Myrkul's horde. Human and deni zen bodi es ali ke

| ay stacked two and three deep, and blood ran down the gutters in streams. The
buil dings lining the street were scorched and hal f-destroyed fromthe
desperate magi c that wizards had flung into battle without regard to nmisfires
or precision.

As Cyric watched, a group of denizens broke through the line. Five nages
directed spells at them resulting in a spray of colors, an unexpected rain
shower, and two miniature tornadoes. But one of the spells went off correctly,
and a fireball engulfed Myrkul's warriors. To Cyric's surprise, the magic
reduced the denizens to charred |unps. A dozen of Waterdeep's soldiers gave a
rousi ng cheer, then rushed over to seal the gap the attackers had been trying
to exploit.

And fromwhat Cyric could see fromthe tower, the battle was going badly for

t he deni zens all across the city.

The battle was turning, though Cyric could not see the reason. In fact,

El mnster had finally reached the other side of the Pool of Loss and cl osed
the portal. The loss of contact with Hades was denoralizing the denizens. It
was al so weakeni ng nuch of their invulnerability to spells, fire, and weapons,
whi ch was due to magi c emanating from Myrkul's realm

Cyric decided that it was tine to take the tablets and find the Cel esti al
Stairway. He turned back to the mddle of the roof, where M dnight barely sat
upright. The nage continued to point her hand in his general direction. Her
face was too nmasked in pain for the thief to tell whether or not she was
concentrating on magic.

Cyric considered sl abbing Mdnight again. But then he | ooked at her wound and
t he pool of blood in which she sat. Recalling some of the incredible things he
had seen her nmagic do, the thief decided it would be wiser to let her bleed to
death on her own. Besides, with the tide of battle turning, he did not think
there was nuch tinme to waste

The thief went over to Adon and pulled the saddl ebags out of the cleric's
grasp. Adon feebly tried to rise and stop him naking it as far as his knees.
"Thanks," Cyric said cheerfully. Taking aimat the bl oody spot on the cleric's
shirt, the thief kicked himas hard as he could—+wice. "I'd kill you, but I
don't have any tinme to waste."

Then Cyric threw the saddl ebags containing the Tabl ets of Fate over his



shoul der and |l eft the tower.

Ao Speaks

After Cyric left Blackstaffs tower, M dnight collapsed and fell unconsci ous.
Adon dragged hinself to her side. He lore a ragged piece of cloth off the
mage's sleeve and used it to stanch the bl eeding fromher wound. The bandage
did not work conpletely, but at least the flow slowed to a trickle.

As they lay on the roof, Adon watched Waterdeep's soldiers defend the city. At
first, the guard conpani es and watch reginents sinply kept the denizens from
breaking through their lines again. Then, as the attackers' charge | ost
monentum the defenders started beating the horde back. Wthin mnutes,

Wat er deep' s troops were advancing, and a short tine |ater they were pursuing

t he deni zens back toward the Dock Ward.

But the defeat of Myrkul's host did little to encourage Adon. Each tinme he
took a breath, his lungs filled with fire, and each tine he exhal ed, bolts of
pai n shot through his torso. Periodically, he fell into fits of uncontrollable
coughi ng and wheezing. Cyric's contenptuous kicks had broken two ribs, in
addition to mangling Adon's already injured lungs. Several times, the cleric
tried to find the strength to stand and go after Cyric and the tablets. A wave
of unbear abl e agony al ways forced himback to his knees.

Forty minutes later, a griffon carrying two riders approached Bl ackstaff s
tower and |landed. A tall, black-haired man | eaped of f the beast, exani ned

Kei emvor' s bl oodl ess body, then inspected the rest of the scene. Finally, he
wal ked over to where Adon and M dni ght [|ay.

"What happened?" Bl ackstaff demanded, not bothering with introductions. The

wi zard had never met Adon, but he had no doubt about the cleric's identity.
"Cyric took the—= Adon fell into a violent attack of coughing and coul d not
finish the sentence.

After waiting a few nonents for the fit to pass, Blackstaff said, "Wait right
here—+'1l get sonething to help."

He di sappeared into his tower, then returned an instant later with two vials
of murky green fluid. "This is a restorative. It will ease your pain." He gave
one to Adon, then kneeled and poured the other into M dnight's nouth.

Adon accepted the vial and drank it down. Although he had never met Bl ackstaff
Arunsun, the bl ack-bearded nan's bearing left little doubt of his identity. As
t he mage had promi sed, the potion dulled the cleric's pain and put an end to
hi s coughi ng. Though Adon felt far from hardy, he found the strength to stand.
"Cyric has the Tablets of Fate!" Adon said. "You' ve got to—

M dni ght opened her eyes. "Khel ben?" she said. "Do you have the tabl ets?" She
still felt dizzy and weak, but her strength, like the cleric's, was slowy

r et ur ni ng.

I nstead of answering Mdnight's question, the bearded nage began asking his
own. "What happened to Kel emvor? Where's El m nster?"

M dni ght and Adon each tried to answer a different question sinultaneously.
The result was a garbl ed munbl e.

Bl ackstaff held up his hand. "Let's start fromthe begi nning. M dnight?"

M dni ght told Bl ackstaff about tracking Myrkul back to the wi zard' s tower. She
qui ckly expl ained how the Lord of the Dead had stolen the tablet fromthe
vault, then described how they had |lured the god back to the roof and
destroyed him "By the time we recovered both tablets, his denizens were
closing in on your tower," she finished. "Elmnster went to the Pool of Loss
to cut themoff from Myrkul's city."

"Then Cyric attacked," Adon said. He briefly recounted how Cyric had injured
hi m again, killed Kel emvor, stabbed M dnight, and finally taken the tablets
and left. Wen the cleric was softly relating the specifics of the green-eyed
fighter's death, Mdnight turned away and tried in vain to hold back her

tears.

Bl ackst af f considered the story for a minute, then said, "I'Il go and retrieve
El M nster fromthe Pool of Loss—

"What about Cyric and the tablets?" Adon interrupted. "You' ve got to catch him



bef ore he reaches the Celestial Stairway!"

"Patience, Adon," Blackstaff said calmy. "Unless he knows where the Stairway
is, Cyric will not find it easily. Only people of extraordi nary power can see
it. W have plenty of tine to | ocate himand recover the tablets."

The wi zard had no way of knowi ng that Cyric was at that nmonment hiking up the
side of Mount Waterdeep that faced the sea. On top of the mountain, he saw a
wi de, ever-changing ribbon of colors he did not doubt was his destination.
Perhaps it was the fact that he possessed both of the Tablets of Fate.

Per haps, in recovering the tablets, he had established that he was as
extraordi nary as Bl ackstaff and M dnight. But whatever the reason, the
Celestial Stairway had appeared to Cyric the instant he set foot on the
nount ai n.

Back on Bl ackstaff's tower, however, the bearded nmage remai ned oblivious to
Cyric's progress. "Wen Elninster and | get back, we'll recover the tablets
and return themto Helm" Although he did not say it, the w zard was concerned
for his old friend' s safety. If Elmnster was as tired as Bl ackstaff, the

anci ent sage could be in trouble. "For now, I'll send sonmeone to | ook after
you two."

"You can go get Elnminster,"” Mdnight said. "But 1'mgoing after Cyric now. You
don't know that murderer like | do." She | ooked toward the Celestial Stairway,
fearing in her heart that the thief was already standing at its base.
"I'"mgoing, too," Adon added.

"But you're wounded!" Bl ackstaff objected. He pointed at the bl oodstains on
their clothes. "Both of you!"

"I feel well enough to fight," Adon said. Wth his broken ribs, the cleric
knew he woul d be risking further injury to his lungs. But at the monent, his
own safety did not matter as much as preventing Cyric fromreturning the
tabl et s.

"The potion only nunbs your pain," Blackstaff cautioned. "It does not hea
your injuries. You'll collapse the instant you exert yourselves."

"I"ll take that chance,"” Mdnight growed, in no nood to wait for El m nster—er
anybody el se—+o0 avenge Kel envor's death. She was aware of her wound, but it
caused her only a little disconfort. Blackstaff's potion was an effective one.
"Do you have anot her dagger | can borrow?" she asked.

"And where's my mace?" Adon nuttered, struggling to keep the weakness out of
his voi ce. Though his pain had subsided, he still felt far fromstrong. But he
was not going to et Mdnight go after Cyric al one.

Bl ackst af f shook his head, frustrated by their insistence. He said, "As you

wi sh. But allow ne to persuade a pair of griffon riders to lend you their

Wi ngs."

The wi zard went to his rider and held a brief conversation. The griffon took
toits wings and flew toward the south, then Bl ackstaff disappeared into his
lower. A mnute later, he returned with the weapon the mage had request ed.
Soon, two griffons | anded atop his tower.

"The griffon riders will take you wherever you wish to go," he said flatly.
"But |'ve instructed themto bring you back the instant you show signs of
pain. Elininster and I will return within the hour. WIIl you at |east be here

to nmeet us?"

M dni ght gl anced at the corpse on the roof, then said, "Assunm ng we haven't
found Cyric, yes." She had no intention of returning if they found the thief,
for all that would matter then was revenge. Looking back at Bl ackstaff, she
added, "Thanks for your help."

Bl ackstaff smiled weakly. "No ... thank you. What you' ve done has benefitted
us all. Good hunting!" The wi zard turned back to his tower.

M dni ght and Adon went to the griffons. The riders, eyeing the pair's wounds
doubtfully, helped theminto the passenger saddles.

"Where to?" asked Adon

M dni ght | ooked at the ribbon of scintillating colors rising off Munt
Wat er deep. "Whether Cyric knows it or not, he nust go to the top of the
mountain. It's wisest to | ook up there first."



"That's easy enough,"” said one of the riders. "W keep our griffons there."
Five mnutes later, the griffons | anded just north of the nmountain's summt. A
stone tower stood atop the peak, and a covered stable sat fifty feet to the
east. Inside the stable were over two dozen griffons, all of which had
suffered serious injury—+torn w ngs, gashed heads, broken |l egs. An even greater
nunber of nen tended the beasts' injuries. The griffons were not the only ones
who had suffered. Human groans rolled out of the tower's door, as well.

M dni ght and Adon di smount ed, then | ooked around the peaktop eyrie. Directly
ahead, the northern ridge of Munt Witerdeep descended at a gentle grade,
gradual | y di sappearing into the magnificent tenple conplexes and grand vill as
of the city's wealthy Sea Ward. To the east, the nmountain dropped away
steeply, ending in the sheer cliff that marked the western boundaries of the
Castle Ward. The eight spires of Piergeiron's Palace poked over the head of
the cliff. Beyond the spires, the city of Waterdeep stretched across the
benchl and |i ke a magnificent diorama, conplete with snoking chi meys and
fluttering flags. Behind M dnight and Adon, to the south, a series of wooden
piers and granite battlenents girded the murky waters of the harbor

'"To the west, the peak fell away in a hundred-foot cliff. The terrain then

sl oped down five hundred feet to a defensive wall guarding the base of the
nmount ai n. Below the wall, a precipice plunged into the azure waters of the Sea
of Swords.

But it was not what |ay below the nmountain that caught Mdnight's interest. A
shi mering path of anber and pearl rose off the top of the peak and

di sappeared into the heavens. The translucent path simultaneously |ooked solid
and i mmateri al

As M dni ght wat ched, the stairway changed from anber and pearl into a set of
white steps. A noment later, it shifted again, this tine becoming a ranp of
pure silver. The stairway continued changing forns every few seconds.

"What are you | ooking at?" asked Adon. The only thing he saw to the west of
the peak was a cliff.

M dni ght pointed at the air above the cliff. "The Celestial Stairway," she

sai d.

Adon peered at the sky. He still saw nothing. "I'Il have to take your word for
it."

The griffon riders showed the pair through the tower and stable, but there was
no sign of Cyric. As she left the tower, M dnight concluded, "Cyric's not
here." The mage noticed that all the wal king and clinmbing stairs had caused
her wound to bl eed nore heavily, and she felt a little dizzy.

"Then it will be difficult to find him" Adon said, sitting down on the steps
to the tower. Unlike Mdnight, his injuries were causing hima great deal of

di stress. Though Bl ack-staff's potion had taken the edge off the cleric's
pai n, he was having trouble breathing and he felt extrenely weak.

"W'll find him" Mdnight grow ed. "Wen we do, I'Il kill him"
The mage's stonmach stirred uneasily. She had never plotted in advance to use
her magic to kill someone. To her, magic had al ways been a defensive shield, a

means of earning respect and power, a joyful art—ever a weapon to be used in
anger or for vengeance.

"I won't make the nistake of stopping you again," Adon said, renenbering
bitterly that he had tal ked his friends into sparing Cyric's life. He could
not help being angry with hinself. If he had kept quiet, Kelemvor would be
alive right now "But I'Il kill himfirst if I can."

The griffon riders frowned and exchanged uneasy gl ances. They were accust oned
to death and combat, but their charges sounded as though they were
contenpl ati ng murder. Bl ackstaff had said nothing about the strangers being
exenpt fromthe normal |laws of the city.
"I"mnot sure you should be talking like that,"
"Bl ackstaf f sai d—=

"Quiet!" Mdnight hissed, |ooking toward the south. "Into the building,

qui ckly!'" Cyric was standing on the south side of the summt, studying the
backsi de of the griffon eyrie. The saddl ebags containing the tablets were

one of the riders said.



slung over his left shoulder, and he held his sword in his right hand.

In order to make it nore difficult to see himfromthe streets of \Wterdeep
the thief had hi ked up the back side of the nountain. Then he had circled
around the far side of the cliff before clinbing to the sunmit. Though he did
not expect anyone to prevent himfromtaking the tablets to the Cel esti al
Stairway, it always paid to be cautious.

Cyric was glad he had been careful. From \Waterdeep, he had seen that there was
a tower and stable on the sunmt of the mountain. But he had not expected the
tower to be close to the Celestial Stairway, or to find so many guardsnen
mlling about.

After studying the area for a few nore minutes, the thief continued toward the
staircase. There really was no reason for the griffon riders to stop him

Besi des, even if they tried, he suspected he could rush the last hundred feet
to the stairway before they could detain him

Fromthe tower's door, M dnight watched Cyric advance toward the Cel esti al
Stairway. Finally, when he was fifty feet fromboth the staircase and the
tower, when M dnight believed Cyric could not escape, she prepared to attack
"Now " the rmage cried, stepping out of the tower.

Adon rushed out behind her, followed by the two griffon riders. As they
charged, Mdnight tried to summon a death incantation, but found she was too
weak. The gestures and words necessary for the spell were only blurs in her
consci ousness.

When Cyric heard Mdnight's cry, he did not waste ti ne wonderi ng why she was
not dead. The thief inmediately understood that despite her wound, the

magi c-user had found the strength to beat himto the nountaintop and set up an
anbush. Reacting instantly, he sprinted toward the Celestial Stairway.

As Cyric ran, a deep voice booned fromthe stairway. "No! Stop!" The words
were so | oud they echoed over Waterdeep |ike thunder.

A figure in glistening arnor appeared and started down the stairs. The arnored
man stood nearly ten feet tall, and his body seened stocky and powerful. H's
eyes were sad and conpassi onate, though they had a cold edge that hinted at
his merciless devotion to duty. The Unsl eepi ng Eye of Hel madorned the god's
shi el d.

The two guardsnen i medi ately stopped and kneel ed. The entire conpl enent of
sol diers atop the peak cane out of the tower and stable. Upon seeing Helms
magni fi cent figure, they also fell on their knees and did not nove. Severa
frightened griffons took flight.

The battle between the soldiers of Waterdeep and Myrkul s deni zens raged on
but the sight of Lord Hel mfurther underm ned the creatures' lines. On the

ot her hand, the brave guardsnen and watchrmen were heartened by the god's
appear ance over the city. Many prayed for divine intervention as they hacked
their way through the routed denizen horde.

Down i n WAt erdeep, tens of thousands of refugees fromthe battle stopped what
they were doing and | ooked toward the nountaintop. Several thousand correctly
guessed that only a god could have spoken so loudly. They began drifting
toward the slopes of Munt Waterdeep in the vague hope of glinpsing the
speaker. Helm's voice frightened nany others, and they began seeking shelter
in basenents and cellars. Mst citizens sinply stood dunfounded and stared at
the nountaintop in fear and awe.

Unlike the citizens of Waterdeep, the boom ng voice did not stun Cyric. He
continued running toward the Celestial Stairway. The thief did not think

Hel ms conmand was directed at him Even if it had been, he was not about to
stop until he had delivered the tablets.

The god's conmmand caused Adon to hesitate, but Mdnight did not even pause.
Cyric had killed Kel emvor and Sneakabout, had tried to kill her and Adon, and
had betrayed themall. The nmage did not care who conmanded her to spare his
life. She continued after the thief, her dagger in hand.

Hel mnmet Cyric at the bottom of the stairway, then stepped in front of him
protectively.

"This life is not yours to take,

the God of Cuardians said, glaring at



M dni ght .

"You have no right to command ne,
wal k, but continued toward Cyric.
"He nust pay for his crinmes," Adon gasped, com ng up behind M dnight.

"It is not nmy duty to judge him" Helmsaid flatly.

Wat ching M dnight carefully, Cyric stepped to Helm s side and gave himthe
saddl ebags. "I have recovered the Tablets of Fate," the thief said.

Hel m accepted the artifacts. "I know who recovered them" he replied, coldly
staring into Cyric's eyes. "As does Lord Ao."

Adon, who could not see the reproach in Helms gaze, cried, "He's lying! Cyric
stole those fromus, and he killed a good nman to do it!"

M dni ght screamed. She sl owed her pace to a

Hel mturned his craggy, enpotionless face toward the cleric. "As | said, | know
who recovered the tablets.”

M dni ght continued toward the stairway. Her legs felt weak and unsteady. "If
you are aware of Cyric's evil, why do you accept the tablets from hin?" she
dermanded.

"Because it is not his duty to pass judgment," said another voice. It was
hardy and resonant, without hint of anger or conpassion. "Nor is it his
prerogative."

A figure two feet taller than Hel mstood fifty yards up the staircase. Though
his face showed no particul ar age—he coul d have been twenty or he could have
been a hundred and twenty—his hair and beard were as white as al abaster. The
being's face, neither handsorme nor ugly, had even, symmetrical features that
woul d not draw notice on any street in the Real ns.

However, he wore a remarkabl e robe that would have distinguished himin the
nost el aborate court in Faerun. It fell as any cloth mght, with winkles here
and pleats there. Wien she | ooked at it, though, Mdnight felt she was staring
into the heavens. The robe was as bl ack as oblivion, dotted by mllions of
stars and thousands of mpons, all arranged in a pattern that was not quite
percei vabl e, but which gave the whol e robe a beautiful, harnonious feel. In
some places, bright swirls of light lit small areas. The swirls were bal anced
in other areas by regions of inky darkness.

"Lord Ao!" Hel m acknowl edged, bowi ng his head in supplication

"Bring ne the Tablets of Fate," Ao conmanded.

Hel m opened t he saddl ebags and renpved the tablets. In the god' s nighty hands,
the two stones | ooked small, alnmpst insignificant. Helmlook the tablets to
Ao, then kneeled on the stairway to await further commands.

Ao studied the tablets for several mnutes. In a hundred places throughout the
Real ms, the avatars of the surviving gods fell into a deep trance as Ao
sunmoned their attention

"On these artifacts,” the overlord said, sending his voice and immge to all of
his gods. "I have recorded the forces that bal ance Law and Chaos."

"And | have returned themto you," Cyric said, daring to neet Ao's gaze.

Ao | ooked at the thief wthout approval or disapproval. "Yes," he said,
stacking the tablets together. "And here is what it amounts to!" The overlord
of the gods crushed both tablets in his hands and ground theminto dust.

M dni ght cringed, expecting the heavens to cone crashing down. Adon cried out
in grief and astoni shnent. Cyric watched the dust fall from between Ao's
fingers, an angry frown creeping down his face.

Hel mjunped to his feet. "Master, what have you done?" the god asked, his

voi ce betraying his fear

"The tablets nmean nothing," Ao said, addressing all of his gods, no matter
where they were. "I kept themto rem nd you that | created gods to serve the
Bal ance, not to twist it to your own ends. But this point was | ost on you. You
saw the tablets as a set of rules by which to play juvenile games of prestige
and ponp! Then, when the rul es became inconvenient, you stole them. "

"But that was—" Hel m began

"I know who took the Tablets of Fate," Ao replied, silencing Helmwith a curt
wave of his hand. "Bane and Myrkul have paid for their offenses with their
lives. But all of you were guilty, causing worshipers to build wasteful



tenmples, to devote thenselves so slavishly to your name they could not feed
their children, even to spill their own bl ood upon your corrupt altars—all so
you could inpress each other with your hold over these so-called inferior
creatures. Your behavior is enough to make me wi sh | had never created you."
Ao paused and let his listeners consider his words. Finally, he resuned

speaking. "But | did create you and not w thout purpose. Now, | amgoing to
demand that you fulfill that purpose. Fromthis day forward, your true power
wi || depend upon the nunber and devotion of your followers."

From one end of the Realns to another, the gods gasped in astonishnment. In far
of f Tsurlagoi, Talos the Raging One growl ed, "Depend on nortal s?" The one good
eye of his youthful, broad-shoul dered avatar was opened w de in outrage and
shock.

"Depend on them and nore," Ao returned. "Wthout worshipers, you will wither,
even perish entirely. And after what has passed in the Realns, it will not be
easy to win the faith of nmortals. You will have to earn it by serving them™

In sunny Tesiir, a beautiful woman with silky scarlet hair and fiery red-brown
eyes | ooked as though she were going to retch. "Serve then?" Sune asked.

"I have spoken!" Ao replied.

"No!" Cyric yelled. "After all | went through—

"Quiet!" Ao thundered, pointing a finger at the thief. "I do not care to be
chal l enged. It nakes nme fear | have nade a poor choice for nmy new god."
Cyric's eyes went blank and he stared at Ao in shock

"It is the reward you sought, is it not?" Ao asked, not taking his eyes off
the thief.

Cyric stunbled up the stairway. "It is indeed!" he exclaimed. "I wll serve
you well, | swear it. You have ny gratitude!"

A deep, cruel chuckle rolled out of Ao's throat. "Do not thank me, evil Cyric.
Being God of Strife, Hatred, and Death is no gift."

"It isn't?" Cyric asked, furrowing his browin puzzl enent.

"You desired godhood, control over your destiny, and great power," Ao said.
"You will have only two of these—godhood and power—+to exercise as you will in
the Real mof the Dead. And all of the suffering in Toril will be yours as
well, to cause and inflict as you wish. But you will never know contentnent or

happi ness again."
Ao paused then and | ooked at M dnight. "But the thing you have desired nost,

Lord Cyric, will never come to pass. | amyour nmaster now. You serve ne .

and your worshipers. | believe you will find that you now have | ess freedom
than you had as a child in the alleys of Zhentil Keep."

"Wait," the new God of Strife cried. "I don't—=

"Enough!" Ao booned, turning his palmtoward Cyric. "I know you will perform
your duties well, for they are the only thing you are suited to."

M dni ght's heart sank. Wth Cyric ruling the Real mof the Dead, she could
never keep her prom se to rescue Sneak-about.

"Forgive ne." the mage whi spered, turning away fromthe stairway. "Sone

prom ses cannot be kept." She feared Cyric had been right about the nature of
life. It was a cruel, brutal experience that ended only in tornment and

angui sh.

"Mdnight!" Ao called, turning his attention to the magi c-user

At the sound of her nanme, Mdnight slowy turned to face the master of the
gods. "What is it?" she demanded defiantly. "I'minjured and fatigued.. | have
| ost the one man | | oved. What nore do you want from ne?"

"You have sonething that has no place in the Realms,"” Ao said, pointing a |ong
finger at her.

She i mredi ately knew he nmeant Mystra's power. "Take it. | have no further use
for it."

"Perhaps you do," Ao responded.

"I amtoo weary for riddles," she snapped.

"I have |l ost many gods during this crisis,"” Ao said. "As punishnent for their
theft, I will |eave Bane and Myrkul dispersed. But Mystra, Lady of Msteries
and grantor of magic, is also gone. Even | cannot restore her. WII you take



her pl ace?"

M dni ght | ooked at Cyric and shook her head. "No. That was not the reason |
recovered the tablets. | have no interest in corrupting nyself as Cyric did.
"What a pity you view ny offer that way," Ao replied, gesturing at Cyric. "I
have taken one nortal for his mal evol ence and cruelty. | had hoped to take
anot her for her wi sdom and true heart."

Cyric snickered. "Waste no nore breath on her. She |acks the courage to neet
her destiny."

"Accept!" urged Adon. "You nust not let Cyric win! It is your responsibility
to oppose him= The cleric stopped, realizing that M dnight had nore than
fulfilled any responsibilities she had. "Forgive ne," he said. "You are as
brave and as true a woman as | have ever known, and | believe you would be a
wort hy goddess. But | have no right to tell you what your obligations are."
At the mention of obligations, Mdnight thought of her promi se to Sneakabout,
then of the faithful souls waiting for deliverance in the Fugue Pl ain.

Finally, she imagined her lover's spirit wandering the vast white waste with
mllions of other dead souls. Ao's offer mght give her the means to spare

Kel emvor that eternal nisery, to rescue the Faithful fromtheir undeserved
torture, even to keep her promi se to Sneakabout. If so, M dnight knew Adon was
correct—she did have a duty to answer the overlord' s call

"No, you're right," the mage said, turning to Adon. "I nust go. If | don't,

t he deat hs of Sneakabout and Kel envor wilL have nmeant nothing." She took the
cleric's hands and smled. "Thank you for rem nding ne of that."

Adon snmiled in return. "Wthout you, the future of the Real ns would be very
dark."

Ao interrupted their conversation. "Wat is your decision, Mdnight?"

The mage qui ckly ki ssed Adon on the cheek. "Good-bye," she said.

"I"ll mss you," the cleric replied.

"No you won't," Mdnight said, a snmle crossing her lips. "I'll be with you

al ways." She quickly turned and stepped onto the stairway, which had becone a
pat h of dianonds, and went to stand opposite Cyric.

Addressing Ao, she said, "I accept." Then she turned to Cyric and added, "And
' mgoing to make you regret your betrayals for the rest of eternity."

For an instant, Cyric was afraid of Mdnight's threat. Then, the thief
renenbered that he knew the mage's true nane, Ariel Manx. He sml|ed weakly and
wondered if that woul d have any power over M dni ght now that she was a

goddess.
Ao lifted his hands. The Celestial Stairway and everything on it di sappeared
in a colum of light. The brilliant pillar blinded Adon and the thousands of

citizens who had been | ooking at the top of Mount Waterdeep in that instant.
In sunny Tesiir, Tsurlagoi, Arabel, and in a hundred other cities where the
gods had taken shelter, sinmlar pillars of light flared and rose into the
heavens. Finally, in Tantras, where the God of Duty had fallen agai nst Bane,
the scattered shards of Torm s |ion-headed avatar rose off the ground and
drifted back together. A golden pillar of |ight shot out over the sea, then
rose into the heavens, and Torm al so returned hone.

Epi | ogue

"So, this is where you' ve been hiding!"

Bl ackstaff s voice brought an abrupt end to Adon's uneasy slunmber. Though
still unable to see, the cleric knew he was lying in the eyrie's ness hall

al ongsi de a dozen nore suffering men. Shortly after Ao's ascension

Bl ackstaffs restorative potion had worn off and Adon had col | apsed. Sone of
the riders had brought himinto the tower and laid himout with their wounded.
"We've been | ooking for you for—well, for a few m nutes anyway," Bl ackstaff
sai d sheepishly, It had been over six hours since he had parted conpany wth
Adon and M dnight. At the Pool of Loss, the young w zard had found El m nster
inside a prismatic sphere, besieged by denizens on both sides of the gate to
the Real m of the Dead. Since Bl ackstaff had exhausted hinmself fighting in the
streets, it had taken a while to free his friend.



"W m ght have known a nalapert lad |like ye wouldn't wait for us before
returning the tablets,"” El mnster added, feigning irritation

Bl ackstaff |laid a hand on Adon's shoul der. "Well done, Adon!" he said. "Coneg,
let's go to nmy tower, where |'Il see that you' re cared for properly."

Bl ackstaff and El minster transferred Adon to a litter, then started across the
nmess hal | .

"Make way!" Bl ackstaff booned.

Eventual ly, the cleric's bearers reached the other side of the crowded room
and stepped into a brisk night wind. It carried the prom se of snow, as it
should at that tine of year. Blackstaff started to turn to the right, but Adon
stopped him "I'd like to pause in the fresh air before we go back to the
city." Although he was happy the Real ns had been saved, Adon's heart was heavy
wi th Kel emvor's death and M dnight's absence. The cleric wanted to take a
peaceful minute to pay tribute to his friends.

Adon lifted his head toward the heavens and a tear rolled down his scarred
cheek. The night wind stole the drop fromhis face and blewit toward the sea,
where it would join a million other tears and be forgotten

Per haps that was for the best, Adon thought. It was tine to forget the pain of
the past, to forgive the neglect of the old gods. Now was the tinme to look to
tomorrow, to forge stronger unions with the gods and shape the Realns in a
better, nore nobl e i mage.

As Adon contenplated the future, a circle of eight points of |ight appeared
before his eyes. At first, he thought the lights were a blind man's fancy and
tried to nake them go away. But they didn't fade. In fact, they grew stronger
and brighter, until at l|ast he recogni zed themas stars. In the center of the
ring, a streamof red mist continually hied toward the bottomof the circle.
"M dnight!" Adon said, realizing that he was seeing the new goddess's synbol.
A wave of tranquility rolled through his body, filling his heart with a deep
sense of harnmony. A nonent later, he felt strong enough to sit up in his
litter.

"What's wrong?" Biackstaff asked, turning to Adon

The cleric could see Blackstaffs tall formclearly. Behind the mage, one
drunken griffon rider was | eading another fromthe stable toward the tower.
"Not hi ng's wong," Adon said. "I can see again."

"Ye al so seem nmuch stronger," El m nster conmented.

"Yes," Adon sighed, pointing at the circle of stars overhead. "M dni ght cured
ne."

Bl ackstaff | ooked at the stars. "That's one of the new constellations," he

said. "It appeared this very evening. Do you know what it means?"

"I't's Mdnight's synbol," Adon replied. "And | swear by its

[ight and the nanme of Lady Mdnight that |1'Il gather a host of worshipers to
honor it!"

Bl ackstaff studied the stars. "Then let me be your first."

One of the drunken riders stunbled into the wi zard, nearly causing himto drop
Adon's litter.

Bl ackstaff whirled on them "Watch where you're going, dolt! Can't you see we
have an injured man here?"

"Sorry, sir," said the first rider. "He's blind."

"Bring himcloser,"” Adon nmurnured, notioning at the blind man. He laid a hand
on the man's eyes. The cleric silently called upon Mdnight to restore the
sol dier's vision

The blind rider shook his head several tines, then blinked his eyes tw ce.
Finally, he | ooked Adon over fromhead to foot, as if he could not believe
what he saw. "You cured ne!" he cried, falling to his knees besi de Adon's
litter.

El mnster frowned at the rider. "We'Il have none of that, now," the sage said.
"Adon's just doing what he does best."
Bl ackstaff smiled. "It appears life is returning to normal."

The dark-haired sage was correct. Wth the gods back in the Planes to resune
their duties, life was returning to normal all over the Realns. On the river



Ashaha, which had been running with a current so swift no man would brave it,
a fisherman pushed his boat out onto the gentle, slow currents he renenbered.
Wth luck, he would return at dawn with enough trout to feed his famly for a
week.

In Cornyr, an arny of sycanore trees that had been besieging the capital city
suddenly retreated. They nmarched back into the forest fromwhich they had
cone, each tree searching for the particular hole fromwhich it had ripped its
roots.

But not everything in the Real ns went back to the way it was before the night
of Arrival. North of Arabel, where Mystra had fallen against Hel m great
craters of boiling tar dotted the countryside, nmaking travel through that
region a tw sting, worrisone experience. Wiere Mdnight had rung the Bell of
Ayl an Attricus and Torm had destroyed Bane, the northern quarter of Tantras
and all the fields around it remained inert to nagic, much to the delight of

t hose who had of fended vengeful mages. Bel ow Boareskvr Bridge, where Bhaal's
avatar had fallen to Cyric's blade, the Wnding Water ran black and foul. No
living thing could drink fromthe river's polluted waters between the ruined
bridge and Troll-claw Ford, over a hundred nmiles to the south. These scars and
a dozen others would remain for generations, grimrem nders of when the gods
wal ked the worl d.

But Toril was not the only place to change as a result of Ao's wath. In the
Fugue Pl ain, god after god appeared in the air, ready to search out and cal
hone the spirits of the Faithful. First cane Sune Firehair in a blazing
chariot of glory. The Goddess of Beauty had a rosy conpl exi on and scarl et
eyes, with long crinmson hair that waved in the breeze |like a banner. She wore
a short, enerald-green frock that conpl emented her generous figure and
provided a colorful contrast to her ruby visage. Sune's chariot swooped | ow
over the endl ess plain, dragging great tails of flame behind her. As she
passed, her faithful grabbed hold of the flaming tails and were carried al ong
wi th the goddess, basking in the fiery radi ance of her beauty.

Then Torm arrived, garbed head to foot in gleam ng plate arnmor, his visor
raised to reveal his sturdy countenance and steady gaze. The God of Duty
charged across the plain on a magnificent red stallion, calling for his
faithful followers to fall in behind him Soon he was riding at the head of an
arnmy greater and truer than any that ever wal ked the Real ns.

Next came snowy-haired Loviatar, dressed in a gown of white silk, with a

pi nched nmouth and cruel fiendish eyes. Her chariot was drawn by ni ne bl oody
horses, which she drove with a barbed whip of nine strands. Beguiling Auril
Goddess of Cold, followed in a coach of ice, irresistibly alluring despite her
bl ue skin and al oof bearing. Then, with her green, seaweed hair and the face
of a manatee, came Umberlee, followed by all of the other gods'who had
abandoned their duty for so |ong.

As the deities collected their faithful fromthe Fugue Plain, a snall,
matronly hal fling wal ked through the confusion toward the city where the
Faithl ess and Fal se | angui shed. She had gray hair, sprightly eyes, and noved
with a determined gait. The wonan was Yondal |l a, provider and protector of al
hal flings. At the request of a fellow god, she was going to the city of
suffering to investigate the case of a halfling nanmed At herton Cooper who had
| ost his way and been trapped there.

Finally, after all the other gods had collected their faithful, came the
Wunded Lady, the new Goddess of Magic. Al though her |ong sable hair and the
sublime features of her face remai ned unchanged, M dni ght seemed even nore

al luring and enchanting than she had been as a nortal. Her dark eyes were nore
secretive and enigmatic, flashing now and then with hints of both great sorrow
and i mpl acabl e determ nati on. The Wunded Lady rode upon an al abaster unicorn
that left a translucent, glittering trail in his wake. Wen Mstra's faithful
stepped onto the sparkling path, they were whi sked al ong behi nd the Goddess of
Magi c.

At last, when all the Faithful had been gathered fromthe Fugue Plain, the
gods returned to their homes with their charges. M dnight and her nount went



to the Plane of Nirvana, that place of ultimte |aw and regi nented order

where there were always equal parts of light and dark, heat and cold, fire and
water, and air and earth.

As they approached Nirvana, Mdnight's faithful saw an infinite space filled
wi th circular subplanes hanging in the air. The subpl anes were arranged in
every direction, |locked to each other at the edges like the gears of a clock
Each planar level rotated slowy, and its revolution was transferred to

adj acent levels through its gears, so that the entire plane spun in unison

M dni ght's nount turned in the direction of the |argest subplane, carrying his
m stress and her faithful toward their new hone, a perfectly symetrica

castl e of tangible magic.

In anot her castle, very different from M dnight's new hone in Nirvana, Lord
Cyric sat in silence, brooding. H's defeated denizen arny swarmnmed about him
and the cries of the dammed in the wall around his city drifted to his ears.
The new God of Strife and Death |iked his new honme, though he found his
master. Lord Ao, troubl esone. Perhaps given tinme, Cyric nused, | will find a
way to revolt against the overlord of the gods.

As Ao watched M dnight and the other gods return hone with their faithful, he
felt a deep sense of relief. At last, his gods mght start fulfilling the
tasks for which they had been created.

The overlord was sitting cross-legged and al one, surrounded by a void so vast
that not even his gods could conmprehend it. O all the states of being he
could assune, this one was his favorite, for he was at once in tine and

di sconnected fromit, at once the center of the universe and separate fromit.
Ao turned his thoughts to Toril, the young world that had consumed so nuch of
his attention lately. Surrounded by a hundred pl anes of existence and

popul ated by a variety of fabul ous beings both sinister and benevolent, it was
one of his favorite creations—and one that he had conme close to | osing, thanks
to the inattentiveness of its gods.

But in two of its inhabitants—M dnight and Cyric—Ao had found the fabric of

t he Bal ance, and he had called upon themto right the world. Fortunately, they
had answered his call and bound the ful crum back together, but it had been a
dangerous tine for Toril. Never again would he allow his gods to threaten the
Bal ance so severely.

Ao cl osed his eyes and bl anked his mind. Soon, he fell within hinself and
entered the place before tinme, the time at the edge of the universe, where
mllions and nmillions of assignments |ike his began and ended.

A lum nous presence greeted him enveloping his energies withinits ow. It
was both a warmand a cold entity, forgiving and harsh. "And how does your
cosnos fare, Ao?" The voice was at once both gentle and adnoni shing.

"They have restored the Bal ance, Master. The Real ns are once again secure.”
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