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If cattle were bards, butchers would be villains. Thisjordaini proverb reminds us that every
tdeis shaped by thetdler. | an Matteo, King Zdathorm's newly appointed counselor, a jordain svorn
to the service of truth, and Halruaa, and the wizardlords who rule.

Once, not long ago, | would have sad these three masters speak with one voice. Now a
hun-dred voices cdl my name, dl of them compdling, many of them contradictory. Be that asit may. This
is no time for introgpection or philosophy— too many tasks lie before me. | will present my tde in
draightforward fashion.

Haruaas higory begins in Netheril, an ancient northern redm famous for extravagant magic.
Before Netheril's glory become her downfdl, a group of wizards left ther homedand and trav-ded far
south, settling in a beautiful haven pro-tected by mountains and sea. In this, our Haruasa, we have
avoided the excesses of logt Netheril through elaborate laws and protocols, and through a series of
safeguards. The jordaini, counsdors to the wizard-lords, provide one of these safeguards.

We are an order of warrior sages, strong of mind and body, vessds destined to reman forever
empty of Mystras Art. The Lady of Magic has granted us no arcane tdent whatsoever but rather has
imbued us with a strong resistance to magic. Jordaini are identified before birth, taken from our families,
and raised to know the art of warfare and the lore of our land. Lacking magic, we can advise our wizard
patrons but can never coerce them. Nor can any wizard compel us. The secrets entrusted to us cannot
be stolen or dtered through magi-ca means.

Additiond laws and customs ensure the jordaini's faith-ful service. Amhbition cannot tempt us, for
we possess na-ther land nor title. We are forbidden indulgences that cloud the mind and discouraged
from forming persond ties that might bias our judgment. Among the most pow-erful guardians of jordaini
purity are the magehounds, wiz-ards who serve as Inquisitors in the church of Azuth, Lord of Wizards.

Magehounds are granted spells and magicd items pow-erful enough to pierce even a jordain's
resstance. If a magehound declares ajordain urfit to serve, that jordain's service is over. If a magehound
damsthat ajordain istainted by magic, this pronouncement is a sentence of death. Harsh indeed, but the
trust between wizard and counsglor demands absolute certainty.

Last soring a magehound, an df woman known as Kiva, vigted the Jordaini College. She passed
judgment on Andris, the most promising student in recent memory. His "deth” was carried out on the
spot Kiva, though, proved fase. She spirited Andris away and used her postion to secretly gather an
amy of magic-resstant warriors. She led them into the Swamp of Akhlaur, so named for the infas-mous
necromancer who disappeared there two centuries past. Here lurked the laraken, a monger that fed
upon magic. In my opinion, Kivas intention was not to destroy the laraken but to unleash it upon the
land. Her purpose, insofar as | can ascertain, was to wreak havoc upon Hal-ruaas wizards.

Kiva might have succeeded but for a young woman named Tzigone, a street walf untrained in
megicd arts. Tzigone possessed a powerful raw tdent for evocation. Her voice was the lure intended to
draw the laraken away from its magica sustenance: a bubbling spring originating in a lesk from the



Elementd Plane of Water. Where Tzi-gone is concerned, however, things s8ldom go according to
expectations!

Tzigone cdled the laraken and hed it in her sway while we fighters attacked. We might have
destroyed the mon-ster, but it escaped through the gate leading into the Plane of Water just before Kiva
moved this gate to some unknown place. This effort was greater than Kiva's srength, and by battle's end
she dung to life by the thinnest of threads. | mysdf delivered her to the fastness of Azuth's temple, hoping
the priests might revive her and learn the gate's secret location.

Kiva revived indeed. She escaped and gathered dlies for a renewed attack upon Haruaa. She
and the dves of the Mhair Jungle raided the Lady's Mirror, an Azuthan shrine and a treasury of rare
spellbooks and artifacts. Other mag-ica treasures were collected for her by a band of Crinti raiders—the
"shadow amazons' of Dambrath, femae war-riors descended from human barbarians and drow eves.

Although it pains me to write this, Kivas dlies dso induded Andris, who learned of his digtant
dven heritage shortly after the battle of Akhlaur's Swamp. We jordaini know no family, and Andris was
overwhemed by the prospect of kinship. This, perhaps, led him to see honor in Kivas actions where
nothing of the sort existed.

Kiva mugt have had contact with wizards in neighbor-ing lands, for her plans moved in concert
with theirs. Though | hesitate to suggest Haruaan wizards were aso in colluson with her, the actions of
Dhamari Exchelsor, a wizard who befriended Tzigone, undoubtedly added to the chaos. (L&t it be noted
that Azuth's Inquisitors have exam-ined Dhamari and have found him not guilty of conspiracy with Kiva.)

While these diverse events were unfolding, | searched for Kiva, fearing that the df woman might
open the gate and unleash the laraken. Andris, who awaits trid for treason, inggts that Kivas purpose
was to destroy the ancient necromancer Akhlaur. She followed him into the Plane of Water expecting to
preval but not to return.

So Andris swears. | wish | could beieve him. To Andris, Kivawas a hero who sacrificed her life
to destroy every vestige of Akhlaur's dark reign. | have seen Kiva a work, and | do not beieve anything
good can be born of such hatred, such evil.

Whatever the truth of the matter, the former mage-hound was defeated. Once again, Tzigone
thwarted Kivas designs. Two doors were closed by the magic Tzigone trig-gered: the gate to the Plane
of Water and a vell between our world and the Unsedlie Court. As | write, Tzigone is trapped in that
dark and unknowable redlm. May Lady Mystra grant Tzigone grace and strength to survive until a way
can be found to free her!

Despite our victories and our sacrifices, the turmoail Kiva set in motion was not eedly quelled. The
Crinti attacked in force from the north, and the fighters who engaged them were further harried by the
Unsediefolk. An army of clock-work warriors was unleashed upon the royd cdity of Hdarahh. Any one
of these foes might have easily been put down, but our strength was diminished by Kivas earlier ploys.
Divisons of militia were diverted to the western borders to guard againg further incursons of hodile
eves As word of the laraken's defeat spread, many doughty wizards and adventurers disappeared into
Akhlaur's swamp to search for treasure the necromancer reputedly left behind.

Even the season congpired to ad Kiva, for in the early summer, before the coming of the
monsoons, piracy reaches its height Halruaa's ships set sall to protect sea-going commerce and coastal
towns, taking many of our best fighters Haruaas might is considerable, but it was thinly spread and
sordy tested.

Now came the truly sunning blow. An invason force from Mulhorand passed over the eastern
mountains into Halruaa itsef—undetected by Halruaan magic.

For the firg time in nearly a century, King Zdathorm, the greatest diviner in the land, faled to
foresee acoming threat | cannot express how profound and devastating a blow this dedlt to the Haruaan
mind. Perhaps this was what Kiva had intended al dong.

If this notion strains credulity, consider this One of Kivds dlies, the creator of the devadtating
clockwork army, was Queen Beatrix, Zdathorm's deeply beloved wife.

| have nothing but admiration for my king, but in truth | must name Bestrix as Zdathorm's greatest
weakness. Whatever she once might have been, she is no longer Hal-ruaas queen. Scarred within and



without by terrible suf-fering, she has been seadily withdrawing from the world, seeking companionship
only from the clockwork creatures whose creation she oversees.

Ealy last moon cycle, one of Begtrix's warrior con-structs went amok. | fought and destroyed it
but not before one worker was killed and several more were injured. In thetimeit took me to report this
to the king, the clockwork mongters megicaly disappeared. The family of the dain worker was offered
resurrection, the wounded given hed-ing and redress. The matter might have been dropped, had not
TZigone intervened once again.

Tzigone can mimic voices with uncanny darity and hold an audience in her hand with skill a bard
might envy. Lady sheleft behind her life as a street performer to play the role of apprentice wizard, but
her unsettled life has honed other, more questionable skills. Her fingers are light and nimble. She conjures
entertaining haf-truths as eadly as a behir spits lightning. She walks like a shadow, dimbs like a lizard,
and amirks at the mogt formidable locks. Even the palace wards and safeguards could not deny her.

Tzigone dipped into Bestrix's workroom and with a magic mouth statue she recorded a most
digurbing interview between the queen and Kiva The df woman came to Bestrix, commended her for
her efforts, and took the metd mongtersin preparation for the coming battle.

When Tzigone brought the statue to me, duty com-pelled me to inform Zadahorm of his wifes
treachery. The queen awaits trid. This tragedy destroyed what might oth-erwise have been regarded as
one of Haruaa's greatest triumphs.

Destroyed? Yes, | fear so. The invaders were repelled, and the floodgate was closed both in fact
and metaphor. But the queen stands accused of treason. Although no one dares speak the words,
everyone knows King Zdahorm is likewise on trid.

If the king knew of his queen's perfidy, he is as qguilty as she. How could the most powerful
diviner in dl of Halruaa not see what was hgppening in his very paace? On the other hand, what if he
truly could not? Is his power gone? |s this why he knew nothing of the invason until Mulho-randi forces
stood upon Haruaan soil?

All of Haruaa whispers these questions. If the cycle of higory turns true, soon powerful and
ambitious wizardswill do more than whisper. No one has chdlenged Zaa-thorm's crown for nearly three
generaions, and the land has been at peace. In past times, though, Haruaa has known terrible wars of
ambition, wars in which wizard fought wizard with spells of astonishing art and devastating power.

Thisbringsmy tde full circle and to another safeguard we jordaini provide. We are the keepers
of the lore, and we spend the firg twenty years of our lives committing Halru-aan hisory to memory.
Stories of wizardwars are the most fearsome we know. | pray dally to Lady Mysira that we Hal-rusans
have learned from these oft-told tales and grown wise enough to avoid war.

Yet | cannot ignore this disturbing truth: if these prayers are granted, then we will be the firg truly
wise menin higory.

Prelude

In a dark moment of Halruaa's past, some two hun-dred years ago, a black tower stood near the
edge of an ancient swamp.

Cages lined the wdls of the great hdl, a vast circular chamber encompassing the entire ground
floor of the tower, which in turn was far bigger then its black marble exterior suggested. In these cages a
bewildering variety of prisoners paced in frudration or dumped despairingly againg the bars. Their
mingled cries filled the tower, rever-berating like echoes riang from the Abyamd pits. Red-robed
gpprentices camly went about their business, either oblivious or uncaring.

In one cage huddled a amdl, bedraggled femde, clad in a brief shift that did little to hide scars left
by repeated magicd experiments. She stared fixedly past the dwarf-forged bars, her eyes glazed with the
knowledge of certain death.

Once known as Akivarig, a proud df mad of the Crimson Tree cdan, now she was smply Kiva,
the necromancer's favorite captive and toy. Her heart had died the day the necromancer daugh-tered her



clan, but an unexpectedly deep reserve of stubbornness and cunning sustained her life. She had even
aurvived the laraken's birth, a feat that surprised both her and her humen tormenter. But today, at long
lad, it would end.

Kiva ventured a glance at the large, ovd glass set into the bars of her cage, a window into a
world of water and magic. Behind it raged a fearsome mongter, a demon lured to the Plane of Water
from the primordia depths of the Abyss. Twice the height of aman and as heavily muscled as a dwarf, it
was purest evil encased in powerful flesh. Kiva knew the demon well—the wizard had captured and
tormented it before—and memories of past encounters with the fiend filled her with terror and loathing.

The demon's massve figs pounded soundlesdy on the portd. Like a water-bound Medusa, it
was crowned with edls, which writhed furioudy about a hideous, asymmetri-cd face. Thar tiny fangs
gnashed and snapped in counter-point to the demon's Slent screams. The necromancer commonly kept
the demon imprisoned in magica limbo until the point of frenzy. Kiva never knew when the demon might
erupt into her cage. Thiswating was one of the wizard's crueler torments.

Kivareminded hersdf of the experiment planned for that very night, one she could never survive,
but even the promise of death brought little comfort. The joys of an dven dterlife were as far beyond her
reach as her dreams of putting a knife in the necromancer's heart!

She craned her head, looking for the necromancer's favorite toy—a crimson gem that imprisoned
the captured spirits of her dlan. To Akhlaur, an df's lifeforce was a source of energy, a thing no more
highly regarded than the sticks of deadwood a kitchen wench might use to stoke a cook fire. For one of
Akhlaur's dves, death offered nothing more than a new kind of endavement.

The gem was not in its usud place. That meant that Akhlaur and his laraken were out hunting
agan.

A long, strident creak ripped through the cacophony. Kiva sat up, suddenly aert, and her reslient
Soirit grew bright with hope. The stone sentinds had awakened at last!

The necromancer's tower was guarded by undead armies, warded about with terrible traps and
protected from wizardly incurdon by the magic-draining hunger of the laraken. Never before had anyone
fought through these defenses and triggered the twin gargoyles protect-ing the tower door.

Kiva struggled to her feet and pushed aside the mat of har tha once had been a lugtrous jade.
She dung to the bars and drained her ears for the sounds of battle. A distant clamor grew geadily
louder urtil it settled around the stone warehouses imprisoning most of the necromancer's captives. The
df maid's heart legped—many of her people languished in those prisond!

She heard the warehouses stout oaken doors explode like lightning-struck trees. A chorus of
dven song surged, then faded as freed prisoners fled into the surrounding forest. Joyous tears spilled
from Kiva's eyes, though she hersdf did not hold much hope of rescue.

The tower's doors flewv open and crashed into the wal. Two enormous gargoyles, Smilar in
appearance to the water demon, stalked into the room. They took up ambush positions on ether side of
the open door.

After a moment of stunned disbdief, the apprentices quickly armed themselves with wands or
firebdl spells. One young man conjured a crimson lightning bolt and held it doft like a ready javein. Even
the tower itsdf prepared for invason. Bright lines of fire raced through the cracks between the marble
ties, gathering power that would erupt in geysers of random, killing flame. Stone carvings girred to life
Winged serpents peeled away from the caling's basrelief and spirded heavily downward. Black marble
skele-tons wrenched free of the grimly sculpted tangles that passed for art

A hush fdl over the tower as the captives awaited the coming battle with a mixture of dread and
hope.

Up, and quickly!

The slent command rang in Kivas mind like an dven battle cry. Perplexed expressons on the
faces of the other captives suggested the message had come to dl. There was powerful magic in the Slent
voice, magic untouched by the necromancer's maevolent amusement. That was enough for Kiva

Hope lent her strength. She legped and seized a cross-bar, svung her feet up and hooked them
over the bar, then pulled hersdf up and reached for the next handhold. Around the room other captives



scrambled upward as best they could.

An angry gray cloud erupted in the midst of the tower with a roar like a captive dragon. It
exploded into a torrent of rain. The force of the downpour threatened to tear Kiva from her perch, but
she cdlimbed doggedly, and a smdl, unfamiliar curve lifted the corners of her mouth as she per-ceived the
attacker's strategy.

Steam rose from the floor with a searing hiss as the arcane waters met the necromancer’s lurking
flames. The apprentices sumbled back, screaming, throwing aside their magica weapons as they tried to
shidd tharr faces from theriang, scading mist.

Ingantly the cloud changed, compressing into an enor-mous, ice-blue blanket. It swept over Kiva
like a ghostly embrace, then drove down into the scalding mist. Steam changed to delicate webs of ice
crystas, which in turn crunched down into a thick, solid sheet of ice.

Stone and marble guardians froze, their feet encased in ice, the magic that animated them gone.
One winged snake had not yet landed. Its wings locked in place as the ice-cloud passed over it, and it
plunged down, exploding on impact and sending shards of black marble skittering across the frozen floor.

Only the twin gargoyles shrugged off the magic-killing rain. They thrashed about franticdly, but
they could not break themsdlves free of the icy trap. Someone ese, appar-ently, could.

Neat cracks appeared in the ice around them, and the stone mongers rose into the air on smdl
frozen squares like mongtrous sultans on tiny flying carpets. Still sruggling, they soared through the open
door and landed with thun-derous findity back in their accustomed places.

Kiva dropped back to the floor of her cage, ignoring the burning chill beneath her bare feet. She
darted a quick look around for more defenses.

Severd of the gpprentice wizards lay dead, their bodies covered with a thick shroud of ice.
Others were captured in ankle-deep ice, some shrieking in agony, others dready fdling into shock and
dlence. One young wizard had had the presence of mind to dimb above the risng steam. He sat upon the
shoulders of a marble skeleton, staring with stupid amazement at the limp crimson rope in his hand— dl
that remained of his splendid lightning bolt. A wild-eyed femde apprentice stood hdfway up the spird
dairs, franti-cdly peeled away the budding twigs that had appeared on her wand, as if denuding the
branches could restore the magic logt to the rain. She glanced up, briefly, as the invaders entered, then
returned her attention to her ruined wand.

Severd menin warrior's garb stalked into the room, their eyes scanning for further resistance.
When they per-ceived none, they set about freaing the captives. A tdl, strongly built man came to Kivas
cage, a man with a scimritar nose and a sngle long braid of dark chestnut hair. He took a samdl wand
from his belt and lowered it to the skull-shaped lock securing her door.

"Dont!" croaked Kiva in a voice left raw by too many screams, too little song. She reached
through the bars and seized the wizard's wrist. With her free hand she pointed toward the "mirror” and
the suddenly cam and watchful demon.

The monger grinned in anticipation. Bloody saliva hung from its fangsin long strings.

"You cannat,” Kiva repeated. "Didurb the lock, and you unleash the demon.”

The wizard glanced a the drooling fiend. "Don't fear, child. We will not let it harm you."

"Lord Akhlaur will soon return! Y ou cannot fight him and the demon both,” she argued.

"Neither can Akhlaur fight two such battles. Has the demon any loydty to him?'

Loyalty to Akhlaur? she echoed, slently and incredu-loudy. "The demon is a prisoner.”

"Then you need not feer its release. 1t will not be you or me whom the creature seeks. Just be
ready to flee as soon as the door opens.”

Suddenly the wizard's eyes clouded, asif he were listening to disant voices. After a moment his
gaze sharp-ened, hardened. He spun toward his comrades. "Akhlaur comes.”

They formed ranks, their wands held like ready swords or their hands filled with bright globes
that coursed with the snap and shudder of contained power.

A tdl, black-haired man strode into the tower. Rich black and crimson robes swirled around him,
and he gazed about with the faint interest a courtier might display upon enter-ing a balroom. Behind him
came Noor, hisfavorite appren-tice, a doe-eyed young woman of soft beauty and ironclad ambition.



Cradled in Noor's hands was a ruby-colored crystd nearly as large as a man's head, sparkling
with thousands of facets and shaped like a many-pointed gtar. It glowed, quite literdly, with life. Kivas
gaze dung to the crimson gem with a mixture of longing and despair.

"Wd| met, Zdathorm," Akhlaur said with a hint of amusement

The name gstartled Kiva. Even here, a prisoner in an iso-lated estate, she knew that namel She
hed heard dtories of the wizard who was dowly bringing peace and order out of the killing chaos
spawned by Akhlaur's rise to power.

A second shock jolted through her when one of the wizards broke from the group and strode
forward. The great Zdathorm was a man of middle years and midding height. His hair and beard were a
soft brown, a pdlid color by Haruaan standards. Nothing in his face or garb suggested power. His hands
were empty of weapons or magic. He stood a ful head shorter thean Akhlaur, and his somber,
plain-featured face provided sharp contrast to the necromancer's aristocratic features. An image flooded
Kivas mind of ajousting match between a farmer's dun pony and a raven-black pegasus.

"l wondered when you'd get around to vigting,” Akhlaur said. His gaze moved from Zadathorm
and did dignissvdy over the battle-ready wizards. His amirk sharpened into a contemptuous sneer.
"This was the best you could do? Transformation into mindless undead could only improve thislot!"

A white-haired wizard spat out a curse and lifted hiswand to avenge thisinsult. As he levded it at
Akhlaur, Kiva noted the expresson of pure panic flooding Noor's face. The apprentice uttered a
grangled little cry and flung out a hand asiif to stave off the magicd assault

light burst from the old wizard's wand. It veered sharply away from Akhlaur and streaked toward
Noor like light-ning to a lodestone. As magica energy flowed into the crimson gem, Noor's black har
rose and writhed about her contorted face. The old wizard's wand quickly spent itsdf, blackened, and
withered to athin line of faling ashes.

The magic came on, flowing untl the wizard's out-stretched hand was little more than
skin-wrapped bone. Where there was life, there was magic, and Akhlaur's crim-son star drank swiftly
and deeply of both. The brave man died quickly, and his desiccated shdl fdl to the ice-covered floor
with afant, brittle clatter.

Stunned slence fdl over the wizards. Only Zdahorm maintained presence of mind. He beckoned
to the crim-son star. The gem lifted out of Noor's dack hands and floated over to hm. To Kivas
agonishment, Akhlaur did not intervene.

"You cannot harm me with that," the necromancer said, dill with a hint of amusement in his voice.
"Nor you me" Zdahorm returned grimly. "With this gem, we entrusted our lives to each other's
keeping.”

The necromancer lifted raven-wing brows in mock sur-prise. "Why, Zdahorm! Take care, or |
shdll suspect you of harboring doubts about our friendship!"

"Doubts? | don't know which is the greater perverson: the use you have made of this gem, or the
mongter you made of the man | once cdled friend.”

Akhlaur sent adroll glance toward his gpprentice. Noor stood over the dain wizard, both hands
clasped over her mouth and tears streaming down her lovely face. The necromancer took no notice of
her distress.

Tiresome, isnt he?' he said, tipping his head in Zaathorm's direction. "What can one expect of a
men whose family motto is Too stupid to die?"

Zdathorm lifted the gem asif in chalenge, then swiftly ' traced a spell with his free hand. Every
wizard in the room mirrored his deft gestures.

The room exploded into white light and shrieking power. Kiva dropped and hugged the floor of
her cage as the tower wrenched free of its moorings and soared above the forest canopy.

Agan she amiled, for the power of this cagting was as great as any magic shed endured at
Akhlaur's hands. Moving an entire tower, a wizard's tower—Akhlaur's tower!—was an agtonishing fest!
Immediatdy she sensed Zdathorm's intent, and again she dared to hope.

When the tower shuddered to a stop, Kiva closed her eyes and inhded deeply, as if she could
draw the forest into hersdlf. Senses she could never describe to a human told her where the tower now



rested. Deep in the swamp was arift carved into the land by a long-ago cataclysm known to the eves as
the Sundering. The rift was a hidden place, a suitable tomb for Akhlaur's tower—and a place far from the
laraken and its magic-draining power.

Kiva hauled hersdf to her knees and looked about for the necromancer. He stood crouched in
guard pogition, brandishing a skull-headed scepter and an ebony wand like a par of swords. Her throat
clenched in dread, for she knew the spdlls stored in these weapons and knew Akhlaur could hold off
megica attacks for a very long time.

Yet hedid not strike.

Her gaze did to the necromancer's face. A puzzZled moment passed before she understood his
wild eyes, histwisted expression.

Akhlaur was afraid.

Of course! The magicd ran had dripped away even these powerful wegpons! Akhlaur's
confidence had rested upon his laraken and its aaility to strip spdls from other wizards and transfer them
to its master. Now the tower had been removed wel beyond the laraken's hunting ground, and no new
megic flowed to the waiting scepter and wand.

Akhlaur's frantic gaze sought out his apprentice. "The laraken!” he howled to Noor, brandishing
his scepter at the drding wizards in the manner of one who attempts to hold off wolves with a stick.
"Summon the laraken!”

Kiva laughed. The sound was ragged, yet it rang with both hatred and triumph. Noor would not
do as Akhlaur asked. The dain wizard had been her fathe—Kiva knew thisin her blood and bones, just
as she knew the spirit of the old wizard was now imprisoned in the crimson star, dong with Kivas kin.
The anguish and guilt on Noor's face when the white-haired wizard died was as familiar to Kiva as the
sound of her own heartbeat

However, obedience to Akhlaur was a powerful habit The girl's hands began to trace a
summoning spell before she had time to consider her own will. She hesitated, and haf-formed magic
crackled hi ashining nimbus around her as her uncertain gaze swept the room.

Severd of the wizards had levedled their wands a her, ready to day her if need be. All of them
looked to Zaathorm, who held up arestraining hand and studied Noor with sympethetic and measuring
eyes.

"Your father," he said softly, "was a hard man but a good one. He bdlieved magic carries a stern
price. He came here to pay his daughter's debts."

Noor's eyes dung to the crimson star in Zdathorm's hands. ™Y ou will free them?!

"Yes" the wizard said smply. In a softer voice, he added, "I will grant them rest and respect”

Joy rose in Kiva like soringtime. For a shining moment, she believed Zadathorm could actudly
free her, would free them dl!

With a angle, sharp gesture, Noor finished the sum-moning spell. Kiva had witnessed the
laraken's summoning many times, and she saw a once that the spdl cast was not the spel Noor had
begun.

Power crackled through the tower, and the roar of angry sess filled the air. Risng above the
surge was a keening, vengeful shriek. A dhriek Kiva knew well.

She frantically backed away from the portal, flatten-ing hersdlf againg the bars as she awaited the
demon's release.

Sand clear!

Agan the voice—the voice of the wizard who'd started to free her—sounded in her head. Kiva
edged away from the bars. Bright energy jolted through them, and the lock's skull-like jaw went dack as
it melted. Kivatore a the door, not caring that the heated meta burned her fingers.

She sumbled away from the cage. Her retreat was un-heeded, for the wizards atention was
fixed upon the crea-ture bursting free of the shimmering ova and the open cage.

The water demon shielded its glowing red eyes with a dagger-taloned hand as its gaze swept the
room. Red orbs focused upon the necromancer. Hatred burned in them like hdllfire

"Akhlaur," the demon said in a graing, watery voice, pronouncing the word like afoul curse. It



sprung, impossi-bly quick, its massive hands arched into rending talons.

Thewizard dropped his usdess wegpons and seized the creature's wrigts. He franticdly chanted
gpdls to summon preternatural strength and killing meagic. Zdathorm's wiz-ards fdl back as evil fought
evil like two dark fires, each determined to consume the other.

Arcane power crackled like black lightning around the sruggling pair. Akhlaur's luxuriant black
har snged away and drifted off in a cloud of ash. His handsome face blistered and contorted with
pain—pain that fed his death-magic spdls.

Suddenly the edls upon the demon's head shrieked and flailed in agony. One by one, they burned
and withered, then fdl limp to the creature's massive shoulders like lank strands of hair. Fetid steam rose
from the demon's body, and green-black scales lifted from its flesh like worn shin-gles. Too furious to
meet death aone, the demon forced Akhlaur inexorably back toward the portal.

The necromancer's hate-filled eyes sought Noor's face. He captured her gaze, then jerked one of
the demon's hands, pantomiming a dashing mation. The girl's head snapped back, and four burning lines
opened her throat.

Then Akhlaur was gone. In the mirror, the entwined fig-ures of necromancer and demon rapidly
diminished as they fdl away from the glowing portd. Kiva fet a surge of tri-umph, then a sudden,
gut-wrenching drop.

To her astonishment, she fet hersalf sucked into the Plane of Water with the necromancer!

Down she fdl, anking through a sea of magic, fdling away from her forest, her dan and kin.
Away from her past her heritage. From hersalf. Faling too far to ever, ever return.

In some part of her mind, Kiva knew she was trapped in a dream. Two centuries had come and
gone since Akhlaur's defeat She awakened abruptly but not with the sudden jolt that usudly followed an
interrupted dream.

To her horror, she was fdling ill, tumbling hdplesdy through thin mountain air. The vison of
Akhlaur's tower had been only a dream, but this nightmare was very, very red!

Thedf flaled and tumbled, dawing at the empty dark-ness. Wind whistled past her and carried
her shrieks away into the uncaring night. Stars whirled and spun overhead, mocking her with the long-lost
memories of arlit dances in dven glades. Kiva fdt no sorrow over her forgotten inno-cence—its loss
was too old to mourn. As she fdl toward certain death, her only regret was the unfinished revenge that
hed sustained her for two centuries.

A sudden blur of light and color flashed past her, circled, and dipped out of sght. Kiva struck
something soft and yidding and fdt hersdlf received and cradled asif in stirong, slken arms.

For several moments she lay facedown, too dazed to move, too stunned to make sense of ether
her fdl or her rescue. After awhile she raised her head and peered into the eaborate, swirling pattern of
acarpet. Thewind sill whistled past her, but its passage no longer felt cold or mocking.

A flying carpet, then. Kivafdt about for the edges of the magicd conveyance and rolled toward
the safety of the middle. She cautioudy sat up and found hersdlf face to face with Akhlaur himsdf.

Two centuries of exile in the Plane of Water had taken its toll on Akhlaur. Lustrous black hair
hed given way to a pate covered with fine, faintly green scales. His long fin-gers were webbed, and rows
o gills shaped like jagged lightning dashed the sides of his neck, but his expresson of fant, derisve
amusement was meaddeningly familiar. For a moment Kiva heartily wished shed Ieft him in his watery
prison.

"You are arestless deeper, little Kiva," Akhlaur ob-served in an arch tone.

"Elves do not deep,” she reminded him, though she wondered why she bothered. Akhlaur was
angularly unin-terested in dven nature except as it pertained to his exper-iments.

"I trust you are unharmed by your little adventure?' he asked, his manner a blatant parody of a
measter's concern for hisfathful servant.

Kiva managed a fant amile, though she suspected Akhlaur had nudged her off the carpet in the
fird place just to enjoy her fdl and her terror!

"It was ... exhilaraing,”" she said, imbuing her words with the dark irony Akhlaur so enjoyed. "All
the same, | am grateful for rescue.”



The necromancer indined his head gracioudy, accept-ing her thanks as genuine. He had reason
to think Kiva sin-cere. There was a death-bond between them, forged two centuries past so she could
aurvive the laraken's birth. Kiva could not harm Akhlaur without daying hersdf, and she counted on this
to convince the wizard of her sincerity.

"Seep," he ingructed her. "We have much to do upon the morrow."

Kiva obediently curled up on the carpet and pretended to drift back into reverie, but dreams of
the past dimmed before the greet battle ahead.

During this battle, Akhlaur, the wizard who had come so close to conquering dl of Haruaa,
would fight not as her master but as her deadly and unwitting tool.

Chapter One

A gmdl, swarthy young man glided like a brown shadow through a labyrinth of corridors far
below King Zaahorm's palace. Dawn was hours away, and this deep place was it only by the smdl blue
globein the young wizard's hand.

Moving with the assurance born of experience, he bardy glanced a the ancient skeletons
molder-ing in sSde corridors, Slent tetament both to the soirit of Haruaan adventurers and the wards
guarding the land's deeply buried treasures.

He made his way to the center of the maze and stepped into a cirde ringed with deeply etched
runes. As he chanted in the ancient, secret lan-guage of Halruaan magic, the stone benegath his feet melted
away, swirling downward like dense gray mis and reforming as a narrow, drding stairway.

Down he went, moving deeper and deeper into the heart of the land. With each step he intoned
the specific arcane word required. He respectfully avoided treading upon the blackened spots mark-ing
thefind resting places of wizards whose mem-ories had fdtered.

At the foot of the stairs was a great hdl, lined on each Sde by a score of living guards. Here
gathered many of Halruaals great necromancers, keeping watch over secrets last whispered by lips long
ago faded to ash and memory. They nodded to the young man as he passed, giving the deference due to
the king's messenger. None of them suspected the true iden-ity of the black-eyed, brown-skinned youth.

The disguised wizard stopped before an enormous door and bowed to the ancient, cadaverous
archmage who guarded it He handed the old man a scrall.

"A writ from the king," he said in the lilting accents common to the coastal idands.

The archmage glanced at the missve, then lifted his rheumy gaze to the messenger. "By the king's
command, we mugt answer your questions with the same candor we would offer him. | swear by my
wizard-word oath it will be s0."

The youth indined his head in respectful thanks. "I would know who raised and commanded the
undead army during the battle againgt the Mulhorandi invaders™

The guardians exchanged uncertain glances. "The king himsdf is acclamed for this victory,” the
archmage ventured.

The messenger snorted. "When did the king become a master of necromancy? Tdl me who
among your ranks could have done such athing.”

The old man'slipsthinned as if to hold back the answer he was sworn to give. "It is beyond my
at," he admitted at last. "No one in this room could cast such a spdl. We can dl raise and command
undead, certainly, but not in such numberd If the king did not cast this spell, then hisequd did.”

"Who is equd to the king?' asked the disguised wizard, imbuing his voice with a mixture of
indignation and con-cern, such as afathful young messenger might express.

"l assume you speak rhetoricaly, as did 1," the arch-mage hastened to add. "For who could be
the king's equd ?'

Who indeed? The wizard swallowed the wry amile that tugged at his lips. The old archmage's
parry was as deft as any swordmaster's, but in truth many wizards were beginning to wonder if perhaps
they might prove to be the king's equal. The guardian's question might have been rhetorical, but it would



not long remain in the bloodless realm of rhetoric.

Thewizard bowed his thanks and gestured toward the door. The archmage moved aside, dearlly
eager to end this disurbing interview.

Massive, ironbound doors swung inward on slent hinges, untouched by morta hand. Torches
mounted on the wdls flared into life, reveding a circular room with sev-eral doors but no floor other than
agaping pit Faint but fearsome howls wafted up from untold depths, carrying afeint charnel scent and the
promise of oblivion.

The wizard stepped into the empty air, counted off sev-erd paces to the left, and strode
confidently across the void. He passed through three other magicaly trapped rooms before he came to
the place he sought.

Thisfind chamber was empty but for the ruby-hued crystd floating in the room's center. Shaped
like a many-pointed gtar, it burned with its own inner light and filled the room with a crimson glow.

The wizard let his disguise mdt away, reveding the mild, middle-aged face of the man who had
cdamed the crimson star more than two hundred years ago. He dropped to one knee and began the
difficult process each vist demanded: emptying his mind of thought, his heart of sorrow and guilt. When
a last the slence within matched the profound Hillness of the chamber, he rose, lifted his eyes to the gem,
and spoke.

The heart of Halruaa seeks counsd,”" King Zdathorm said softly.

In leen words Zdathorm described the battle spdlls that just two days before had sphoned the
fluids from hundreds of living men to create an enormous water eementa, then raised the desiccated men
into an undead army.

"What wizard, living or dead, might have cast such a gpdl?" he concluded.

He tuned his mind's ear for the slent response, the familiar, dfsong voices of sages long dead.
They spoke in a sngle-note chorus of wordless, overwhdming terror. Waves of emation swept over him
like anicy storm, stedl-ing his breath. Stopping his heart.

Crushing pain enveloped Zdathorm's chest, sending him staggering back. He fdl heavily againg
the chamber's only door, unable to move or breathe. For long moments he beieved he would die in this
room.

FHndly heding magic, more ancient even than the sages remembered fear, pulsed from the
crimson star.

The king's heart legped panfully, then took up its normd rhythm. Sowly his agony receded.
Once again, the crimson star had preserved its creator.

Once again, it had given Zdathorm an answer he could find nowhere else. The gem was undying
higory, centuries of experience preserved in elernd immediacy. In dl of Hal-ruaas long history,
Zdathorm knew of only one wizard who could ingpire such terror in the time-frozen sages hearts.
Though no word had been given, Zdathorm had his answer dl the same.

Somehow, Akhlaur had returned.

Chapter Two

The dtreets below King Zaahorm's palace teamed with life, even though the sun barely crested
the city's eastern wdl. Matteo stood at the king's sde, ligening as Zdathorm received a seemingly
end-less line of supplicants.

It was Matteo's firg day as King's Counselor, and aready he was fighting off the urge to fidget
like a schoolchild. The king had charged him with the defense of Queen Beatrix. Why not let him get on
with it?

Matteo could not understand the king's indstence on honoring his cusom of granting daily
audience. In these extraordinary times, mundane routine seemed as out of place as a witless shegp among
unicornd

Reminders of the recent battles were every-where. Laborers dill cleared away the debris and



rubble duttering the king's city. The pyres in the burid gardens outsde the dty walls burned steadily.
Professond mourners sang themsdlves into rasping slence, then yidded ther places to others. Ther
keening songs soared up into the smoky clouds, commending the spirits of fdlen Halruaans to the gods
and their bodies to the sky.

The Hdruaans were a proud and defiant people who mingled mourning rituds with extravagant
victory celebrations. Students at the mage schools were sent home until after the new moon. Merchants
and artisans closed their shops before highsun and did not reopen after the sundegp hours were past
Street perform-ers sang bdlads and acted out tableaus; fireworks dazzled the night skies. Somber,
hardworking Halruaans, wizards and common folk dike, devoted themselves to defiant cele-bration, as if
to thumb thelr noses at ubiquitous Degth.

Outside the palace, the familiar song of the street began a swift crescendo and took on a fantly
dissonant note. Zaathorm nodded to Matteo. Glad for the diverson, the young jordain went to the
window to see what was going on.

As adways, a throng waited outside, hoping for audience with the king. The scene had a fedtivd
ar. Street vendors came to display therr wares, and wandering performers kept the crowd entertained.
Matteo quickly averted his eyes from a young juggler, for the lad's deft hands and care-free grin
reminded him too panfully of hisfriend Tzigone.

His gaze did over the dancing bear that plodded and whirled like a corpulent matron, and settled
briefly upon the drovers hawking exatic beasts. Beaming parents handed ther children up for rides upon
camds from the Cdimshan deserts or an enormous three-horned lizard from the jungles of Chult or an
aged and rather threadbare unicorn. There was even ayoung € ephant, an anima seddom seenin Halruaa.
Two smdl, shrieking children dung to the gaudy red and ydlow litter on the animd's broad, gray back.

Matteo's eyes darted back to the ephant. Its long trunk lashed back and forth, as if swetting
away an attack-ing swarm. He looked closer and redlized this was pre-cisely what the animd was doing.
Severd people had taken to pdting the unfortunate creature with fruit and morning cakes.

He turned back to Zaahorm. "One of the drovers has brought an eephant. The crowd is
attacking it, perhaps because the animd is native to Mulhorand and a reminder of the invaders™

A scowl darkened the king's face. He rose from his throne and stalked toward the window,
gesturing for Matteo to fallow. Courtiers parted as the two passed, watching with furrowed brows as the
king broke his own unbending custom.

Zdathorm led the way to a hidden airwell, where narrow, winding steps spirded down to the
Street These he took at an astonishingly brisk pace.

"With respect, sre, may | ask your intentions?" Matteo called as he jogged after the king.

Zdahorm stopped and shot a glance back at his coun-sdlor. "The people outside the paace are
waiting for me to settle disputes. This particular one isn't going to improve with age.”

Matteo would have argued the wisdom of marching into the middle of a street disturbance, but he
assumed the king had his reasons. He followed quickly, loosening the peace-ties on his daggers as he
went

By the time they reached the street, the Stuation had devolved into chaos. The eephant whirled
this way and that, lunging at its drcle of tormenters with short and astonishingly swift charges. Two
wizards had cast splls of levitation to lift the terrified children out of the boxlike litter. They were floaing,
kicking and walling, toward the franticaly outstretched arms of thar parents.

Severd more wizards advanced on the animd. Smdl bals of crackling, bluish energy flew from
their out-stretched hands and exploded againg the eephant’s hide with sharp, Szzling pops.

Matteo immediadly sensed ther srategy: Back the ele-phant into a walled garden, where it could
be easly con-tained. The animd, though, was too panicked to cooperate. Emitting dhrill, trumpeting cries,
it began to rear and pitch like a bee-stung gtdlion.

"ldiots" muttered Zaathorm.

Since ther miniature lightning shockballs were not put-ting the eephant into retreat, the wizards
began to hurl larger missles. A smdl barrage of many-colored lights hurtled toward the terrified animd.

The king lifted both hands and dammed hisright fist againg hisleft padm. Immediady the missles



sruck aninvisblewadl and were deflected off a a sharply dimbing angle, ascending the sky like fedtiva
fireworks.

One of these missles, a bolt of energy shaped like a dim crimson javelin, glanced off the magica
barrier and came around in atight turn, like a fish changing directions in a swift moving stream. It hurtled
directly, unerringly, toward the spellcaster who had disrupted its course.

Matteo's response was part training, part inginct He legpt in front of the king, his hands lunging
for the shaft of the magicd javdin. The wegpon scorched through his clenched fig—only his deeply
inbred resistance to magic kept the thing from burning down to bone.

Even as hisfingers closed on the shaft, he twisted his wrigt dightly, not trying to stop the wegpon
s0 much as to shift it off course. The magic wegpon turned broadside but kept its course. Matteo's right
am jerked free of its shoul-der joint in a searing, white-hot flash of pain. He hurtled backward, sill
holding the crimson bolt, and dammed into a courtyard wall.

Matteo tossed aside the disspating weapon and reached for his left-handed dagger, ready to
protect the king if need be, but in the brief moment it took him to blink away the dancing stars from his
vigon, Zdathorm had moved to stand beside the eephant

The king stroked the animd's bristled gray hide in a soothing manner. When the drover came up
to take the reins, Zdahorm spoke a few quiet words. Matteo could not hear what was said, but he
noted how the color leeched from the drover's face. The man backed away, ducking his head repeatedly
in quick, nervous bows.

Zdahorm's gaze swept the quiet, watchful throng. "Many are the tasks before us. Haruaa is
equd to them dl, so long as our energies are not distracted from the red work a hand. Those of you
who require the king's judg-ment may wait in peace. Those who came seeking spec-tacle have been
satisfied and can go ther way."

Though the king spoke camly, his voice reached the outskirts of the crowd. Some of the morning
revelers dipped away, others reclamed ther placesin line with sub-dued faces.

Matteo returned to Zdathorm's sde, cradling the elbow of his injured am in his left hand. "Fine
gpeech,” he mur-mured. "Many are the tasks before us—and what better way to illudrate this then for
the king and his counsdor to tend the well-being of a pack animd?"

Theking sent im a sharp glance. "If pain prompts you to sarcasm, by dl means let us repair your
shoulder imme-diatdy."

Matteo managed a amdl bow. "My gpologies, sre. Though | thank you for you kind thought,
hedling spells and dlerica prayers have about as much effect upon a jor-dain—"

"Asflattery has upon amule” Zadathorm broke in. "An anadogy, mind you, thet | find surprisngly
ot

He took hold of Matteo's am and gave it a sharp twis and a sudden, precise shove. Pan
exploded in Matteo's shoulder and skittered dong his limbs and spine. As sud-denly as it came, it was
gone but for a deep, dull ache.

Matteo rolled his shoulder experimentaly. "Amazing. | doubt a jordaini battlemaster could have
done better.”

For some reason, Zdahorm found that amusing. "High praise indeed!”

He strode toward the paace wdl and the sairs, which had suddenly reappeared in a new
location. Matteo fol-lowed.

"If I may ask, what did you say to the eephant drover?'

"Jeharid? | told him | calmed the dephant by speak-ing with it mind to mind. | reminded him the
eephant is an intdligent, perhaps even sentient beast, and sugges-ted that Snce he could bear witness to
many of Jaharid's less-than-legal activities, it behooved him to treet the animd with courtesy and respect.”

Matteo took thisin. "The eephant told you these things?

The king sent a quick, amused look over his shoulder. "Our large, gray friend did not offer an
opinion concerning Jaharid's business practices. Few eephants are wel versed in Haruaan law.”

"I see. You know this Jaharid, then."

"Never sat eyes upon the man. A smple divination spel yidded his name, dong with an



interesting image: Jaharid bartering with a Mulhorand pirate for a baby eephant. If you'd had dedings
with the Mulhorandi, would you want them brought to light? Mark me, Jaharid will treat the animd wel
and give it no cause for complaint”

Matteo considered this. "According to what | know of the Art of divination, this seems an unusud
ingght Div-ination is the study of the future.”

The king lifted one shoulder dismissvely. The seasons pass and return. The future can often be
read in the pat-terns of the past”

Though the words were prosaic, they sent an image jolt-ing into Matteo's mind: Tzigone, deep in
trance as she sought her own earliest memories, accidentally moving past her own experiences to witness
events occurring long before her birth. Zaahorm, it seemed, had unconventiond talents of his own.

"You are more than adiviner,” Matteo observed.

Zdathorm stopped and turned. "I am king," he said smply. Hislips twisted in awry amile, and he
added, "At least for the moment”

He waved away Matteo's attempted protests. "No wizard has stepped forward with a chdlenge,
but it is only a matter of time. We both know this. Your former patron, Procopio Septus, stands tdl
amongd the wating throng.”

Matteo secretly agreed. Still, "Sire, you know | am sworn not to reved one patron's secrets to
another."

Zdathorm sent him an inquiring look. "Did | ask you to? Procopio isambitious. | need no jordain
to tdl me what my own eyes perceive.”

"Of course not, my lord." Matteo heditated, then asked the question that had been harrying him
since his gppoint-ment "Forgive me, but why exactly do you need me? | have lived twenty-one summers,
hardly enough time to gain the wisdom a king's counselor requires.”

Theking smiled fantly. "Surdly you've heard the whis-pers questioning my fitness to rule. Do you
agree with them?'

This question Sartled Matteo, and the answer that came to mind sunned him. Zalathorm waited
for him to speak, studying him with eyes that needed no magic to measure a man.

“I'm not sure,” Matteo said at last.

Zdathorm nodded. "Therein lays the answer to your question. An older, wiser jordain would
have told me what he thought | wished to hear."

"If | offend, | beg pardon,” Matteo began.

Theking cut him off with an upraised hand. "If you gpologize for each outbreak of candor, well
have little time to speak of other matters. Honesty is a laudable trait, but let's agree now that it's best
appreciated long after the advice isgiven.”

This blunt speech conjured in Matteo's mind an image of Tzigones pert face, her expressve
mouth twisted in exasperation at his inability to add "interesting color" to the truth, her big brown eyes
cast skyward. Matteo swalowed the sudden lump in his throat and banished the widful amile from his
lips

"Perhaps you disagree?" the king inquired. "Not at dl, sre" he said, indining his head in a amdll,
respectful bow. "Indeed, | have heard that sentiment expressed before.”

By highsun, dl the petitioners had been heard. The street song dimmed to a somnolent murmur as
the resi-dents of Hdarahh sought shelter from the midday heat. Sundeep hours were both cusom and
necessity in this sultry land.

The king and his counsdor, however, did not take time to rest Matteo followed Zadathorm
through a maze of cor-ridors and up winding sairs, past aamed guards and magi-cd wards guarding the
high tower where Queen Bestrix was imprisoned.

Her amdl chamber was comfortably appointed but as starkly white as a greenmage's infirmary.
The wadls were freshly whitewashed and the carpet quilted from thick pelts of lambskin. White sin
cushions hegped the bed, and a long settee had been covered in white-embroidered slk. Here sat
Bestrix in profound dillness, immobile as the metd congtructs that had been her passon and her
downfdl.



Despite her captivity, the queen was gorgeoudy gowned in white satin and cloth-of-glver. An
elaborate wig of white and slver curls framed a face as pde as porcdan. Her dark eyes were
kohl-rimmed and enormous, gartling againg the unnaturd palor.

Zdathorm stooped to kiss the snowy cheek. "You are wel, my lady?"

After amoment, she responded with afant nod.

Theking sat down beside her and took one of her amdl, gill hands in his. "You are here by my
command. In this| had no choice. But | beieve nothing that has been said of you."

The queen lifted her eyes, not quite medting Zaathorm's gaze. Though she stared blankly past
his shoulder, she lifted her free hand and gently touched his cheek. Overcome, Zdahorm captured the
amdl hand and pressed it to hislips

Though loath to intrude, Matteo stepped forward. "My lady, do you remember Kiva vidting you,
taking away the clockwork crestures?'

"Kiva" Bedtrix repeated. Matteo might have taken this response for a smple echo but for the
uncharacteridticaly grim note that had entered the queen's voice.

Matteo crouched down so his eyes were levd with hers. "You are accused of congpiring with
Kiva, and build-ing the clockwork creatures on her command. Were you enchanted?'

"Not by Kiva"

Matteo and Zdahorm exchanged puzzled glances. The queen seemed unusudly lucid, but this
pronouncement was unexpected. "By whom, then?'

"Not who." A cloud passed over Bestrix's face, dulling the faint light in her eyes. She withdrew
her hands from the king's grasp and folded them in her pristine lap.

“If not whom," Matteo persisted, "then what?"

A hint of animation returned to her painted face, and she glanced toward him. "Yes"

"y e

"Yes What?'

Matteo puzzled this over. The light broke suddenly. ™Y ou were not enchanted by a person but by
athing?'

After amoment, Bestrix nodded.

Fndly, progresss Matteo sent a triumphant glance toward the king. The expresson on
Zdahorm's face sent him rocking back onto his hedls.

The king stared at his wife, his countenance deadly pae and stamped with horror. He dipped
onto his knees and buried his face in the queen's Iap. His words were fant and choked with emotion, but
Matteo caught something that sounded like, " Gods above, what have | done to you?"

After amoment, Matteo went to the door and tapped softly. The guard let him out, and he stood
quietly in the hdl until the king rgjoined him.

"Sre, disturbing though this interview was, we made progress. We should continue.”

Zdathorm shook his head. ™Y ou will get nothing more. The moment has passed.”

"Beforeit did, you learned something Important”

"Yes" Zdahorm cleared his throat then spun away and stalked toward the tower dairs.

Matteo fdl into step and waited, but the king did not eaborate. After severd moments, the
jordain gave up any pretense of patience. Stepping into the king's path, he rounded to face hm and
dfixed hm with a chdlenging stare.

"With respect, my lord, you command me to defend the queen but tdl me nothing that might aid
inher defensal”

To Matteo's surprise, the king dropped his gaze first "Magic is ot the solution to every problem.
Sometimesiit creates as many problems as it solves. | was not aware of one of these problems until just
now. There is nothing more to tdl you." He held up a hand to forestdl Matteo's ready protest "Nothing,
a least that isnot held in slence by powerful enchantments and wizard-word oaths.”

Thejordain stood his ground for a few moments more, then fel back with a sgh. A wizard-word
oath was sacred, unbreakable. This was not a matter of choice. As a conse-quence of swearing "by wind
and word," the lips of a Halrusan wizard were magicaly sealed.



So there it was, then. Matteo's difficult task had taken a downturn into the redms of impossibility!
He had twenty days to uncover a secret the king could not speak, a secret a nation of wizard-lords had
not uncovered.

Twenty days, and each passing day left Tzigone adone, abandoned in a place of horrors beyond
Matteo's imagining.

After a moment, he redized the king was sudying him. "You are thinking of your friend,"
Zdathorm stated gently.

Matteo managed a faint amile. "l did not think any but a magehound could plumb a jordain's
heart"

"She is her mother's daughter. Such women are capable of ingoiring joy and pan in great and
equa measure. | do not know away to release your friend," he said, shrewdly anticipating Matteo's next
question, "but may | make a suggestion?'

"Pleasal”

"Follow your heart where it takes you. Perhaps the daughter's secrets will shed light upon the
mother's.

Matteo seized the king's arm, bringing them both to a stop. "Do you foresee this?' he sad
eagerly.

The king pulled away and fixed hm with a searching gaze. "Can you conceive of any
circumstance, jordain, in which you would willingly, even gladly violate an oath? Regardless of the cost to
you, or the gain to another?"

Matteo hesitated, then shook his head.

Then you are the better man. Once before, | paid loves price in honor's coin. | would do so
agan if | could free Beatrix. Since | cannot help the queen, | will bless the man who can and bear any
cost to mysdf asabargan.”

Before the jordain could respond, Zdahorm smply dis-appeared.

With a deeply troubled heart, Matteo accepted the truth of his task. Zdahorm was as much a
prisoner as ether Begtrix or Tzigone, and the jordain's task was to free Hal-ruaas king.

Evenif that meant destroying him.

Chapter Three

Deep, slvary mig—mig s0 thick it came just short of rain, so pade and dhll it resembled
shape-shift-ing ghosts—swirled a dow dance through the dismd landscape. The degp moss shrouding
the conicad fary mounds was as sodden as sponge, and moisture dripped from blighted trees in
mad-dening, oddly syncopated rhythms.

A andl, battered figure huddied in the dubious shdter of a amdl stone cave, her thin ams
wrapped around her knees. The cave, dank and cold though it was, offered at least the illuson of
protection, and as Tzigone was finding out, in this place, illu-Son was a very powerful thing indeed.

Onefigment of Tzigone's imagination suffled & a smal, dark carcass. The griffin, though nearly
as insubgtantid as the mig, had fought at her command, and with beak and tdons like those of an
enormous eagle it had sent the Unsedie falk into retreat.

Her tormenters had left behind the body of a fdlen comrade. Tzigone forced hersdf to sudy the
torn and broken thing, hoping to find some vulnerability in her strange captors. The dark fairies were so
quick thet her eyes could not fully perceive them.

The dead fary was closer to four feet then to Tzi-gones five Though Tzigones form was
waiflike, bardly recognizable as femde, she fdt postively robust next to the delicate creature. Its kin was
raven-black, its festures even more narow and angular then an df s Smdl, oddly shaped
wings—crumpled but Hill beautiful—draped from narrow shoulders. They were of a strange, trand u-cent
black under which a rainbow of colors seethed and shimmered. The fary's long, ova head had no har
and needed none. The eerie beauty of the creature discouraged any comparison to humans. The Unsedie



were what they were, and they were terrible beyond imagining.

Tzigone dlowed her gaze to dide away, hoping the creature nosng at the dark fary's corpse
would be gone by the time she glanced back.

It was not. In this place, nightmares refused banish-ment

The mongtrous illuson was like no living creature she knew. Matteo had told her when she
accidentaly conjured it thet firg time that no one had seen such a beast for nearly three hundred years.
The long-extinct griffin had a mon-strous draconian body, legthery, scantily feathered wings, and a
primitive avian head. A thick mane surrounded its neck, and it crouched on powerful leonine haunches,

The mongter plunged its wicked beak into the carcass and shook its head sharply. FHesh came
free with a Scken-ing, wet sound, followed by the snap of fragile bone.

Tzigone shoved her fig againgt her mouth and tried to replace horror with gretitude. After dl, the
midy griffin had given her a brief respite from the dark fairies and their rentless torment—torment that
was madlly illuson but no less panful for that.

Somehow the Unsedie folk managed to get into her mind and heart. They tormented her with dl
the things they found in the dark corners and dl the things her busy imagination could conjure. The
monsirous griffin proved that sword could cut two ways.

Her nimble mind danced ahead to thoughts of escape. There had to be a way out of this gray
world. She and Matteo had fought the dark faries before, and it was apparent that Matteo knew little
about ther foe. That was a bad sgn. In Tzigongs opinion, Matteo knew more than the gods had
forgotten. If he couldn't ded with the Unsedlie folk, what chance had she?

On the other hand, Dhamari Exchelsor had known how to open the vel between the Worlds.
Ohbvioudy there was a spdl, and Matteo would find it

"Dhamari," she murmured, suddenly remembering that he shared her exile. She rose painfully to
her feet, gingerly testing her chilled limbs. After a few tentative steps, she set out to find the treacherous
wizard.

She walked for along time through the swirling migs. Findly, disgusted and weary, she kicked at
a giant toad-stool and watched the spores rise in an indignant cloud. At this rate, shed never find
Dhamari. If she could conjure illusonary creatures, why not a pack of hunting hounds?

That notion didn't appeal. During her street days, Tzi-gone had been chased by canine guardians
too often to hold much affection for them. Besides, summoned crea-tures could be dangerous and
unpredictable, even in the world she knew. She remembered the owlbear that had savaged her felow
travelers—and she fiercdly banished this line of thought. Such memories could be deadly here. Instead
she conjured an image of Dhamari's panicked face as she dragged him with her beyond the vell.

A fant, inchoate whimper nudged her from her reverie. She opened her eyes just in time to keep
from tripping over the wizard.

Dhamari Exchdsor lay curled up like a newborn mouse. His sparse hair was soaked with
perspiration, and hiswide, glazed, saring eyes spoke of unending nightmares. The wizard was trapped in
hisown mind, tortured by his own misdeeds. Tzigone couldnt think of more fitting justice.

Jugtice or nat, in this state Dhamari was of no use what-soever.

With a 9gh, Tzigone sank down beside the comatose wizard and placed one hand on his
shoulder. He was nearly as cold as the mist. She chaffed his hands and noted the chain threaded through
hisfingers. Curious, she tugged at the chain. A smdl meddlion dipped out of his clenched figt, a ample,
familiar-looking ornament fashioned from mist-dull metd.

Frowning, she fdt around in her boot, where shed last put her mother's meddlion. It wasnt
there. Somehow, Dha-mari had taken it from her.

She yanked the precious trinket out of the wizard's hand. Dhamari's body jerked convulsively,
and his mouth stretched into arictus of anguish.

This protected my mother againgt you and your agents,” she murmured, understanding what ailed
the wizard. "When you've gat it, it protects you from yoursdf, which is probably the only reason youve
survived thislong.”

On the other hand, the meddlion aso offered Tzigone a key to the past and the answers tha



might be hidden there. Surdly anything she learned through her emerging powers would be more honest
than anything Dhamari might tdll her.

Jug a little while, she decided. She closed her hand around her mother's tdisman. Usng the
memory exer-cises Matteo had taught her, she sank deep into the past.

The city of Halarahh lay deeping beneath a coverlet of mist, oblivious to the young woman
who ran the walkways atop the city's thick, stone walls. Swift she was, with dim, tawny limbs and
an effortless gait that brought to mind a young doe. The watchwizards who kept the predawn
guard nodded a respectful greeting as she passed, for Keturah's name was known in this city of
wizards. She was small of stature, lithe and quick as a dancer, with an abundance of glossy brown
hair and large dark eyes full of laughter and secrets and magic....

Tzigone jolted back to consciousness. Thiswas her mother, seen more vividy than Tzigone could
remember her! Quickly, eagerly, she thrust aside the epiphany and went back in, deeper, past the midy
impressions into Ketu-rah's own perspective. Dimly, in some corner of her mind, Tzigone redized she
had become Keturah. Her hand tight-ened around the precious taisman, and she gave hersdf to the
vison.

* * % % %

Tzigone/Keturah rested her ebows on the carved wal and began to hum as she gazed with
contented eyes over the city, the heart of her beloved land and the home of the reclusive King Zadathorm.
From her vantage, Keturah damed a view a hawk might envy.

The sun edged over the highest peaks of the eastern mountains, fading the sgpphire clouds of
night to slvery pink. To the south, far out over Lake Hdruaa, dense, gray storm clouds grumbled like
titanic dwarfs roused too soon from their beds. The dity itsdf awakened quickly, offering no arguments to
the coming day. Carts and horses clat-tered purposefully toward market. Migt rose from the public
gardens, jasmine scented, and with it wafted the lilt of young voices as Snging maidens gathered dew for
potions to court beauty and love. The brisk cadence of their song sped the task, for even in this, the
coolest season, the sun's warmth came on quickly.

Keturah watched as sun-loving creatures began to emerge with the dawn. Winged snakes,
brilliant as ropes of gemstone, took to the air. Orange and yelow lizards darted up the walls on broad,
dicky finger pads. In the moat beyond the city wall, aroar like that of a bull crocodile lifted into the sky.
An answering cdl rumbled from the gardens that flourished in the shadow of the great wall.

A concerned frown furrowed the wizard's brow. She ran down the flights of stairs leading down
theinsdewdl and into the public garden. She stopped at the edge of a pond and began to Sngin a clear,
rich dto—a voice lovdy inits own right but also full of magic's lure.

In response, a large reptilian snout thrust up from the pond. Golden eyes dashed with obsidian
pupils fixed upon the Snging wizard, in moments the creature undulated out onto the shore, reveding a
behir, a beast more fearsome than a crocodile, more delicate than a dragon. Four pair of legs framed a
long, serpentine body covered with scales of cobalt blue. The neck was long and graceful, and dender
horns flowed back from along, pointed head. Behir were as highly prized as swinein this city, but insteed
of bacon and ham and sausage, the exotic reptiles were apportioned for magica components and
scrimshaw. It was a custom to which Keturah could never quite reconcile hersdlf.

The behir paused uncertainly on the shore. Tiny blue sparks crackled around it as the creature
suffled, taking in the scent of Keturah's magic.

Her melody softened into a lullaby. Crysdline fangs flashed as the behir yawned hugdy. The
creature circled twice, like a drowsy hound, then lay down with its snout cradled on its foremost paws.
The szzles of magic faded as the behir sank into deep deep.

Keturah kept Snging, but she threw her hands out wide and began the gestures of a powerful
spd| of diminution. Each sweep and flow of her hands brought them closer to her center, and with each,
the behir dso diminished in 9ze. Her cagting continued until the twelve-foot creature was no bigger than a

dragonfly.



She picked up the miniaure behir and placed it on her shoulder. Indinctively the behir's tiny
claws dug into the linen of her tunic. She set off for home, planning as she ran how and where to set the
cresture free.

Keturah stopped a few paces away from her tower and marveled, as she often did, that this
estate was hers. En-circled by awal was a series of fine buildings servants quarters, a guesthouse, a
bathhouse, even a sable. Lush gardens were fragrant with flowering herbs and bright with the
morningong of birds. The crown of her estate was the wizard's tower, a tal, sx-sded dructure of
green-veined marble, enrobed with flowering vines and topped by an onion dome roof of verdigris
copper.

At five-and-twenty, Keturah was young to have such a grand home, but she was a magter in the
at of Evocation, a school of magic highly regarded in Haruaa and the most uncommon of magicd
tdents. There was much demand for her time, and she was paid accordingly. The tower was hers in
exchange for tutoring Dhamari Exchelsor, the only son of wedthy eectrum miners and wine merchants.
Keturah did not like owing her home to a Sngle student, but this was common practice. Apprentice fees
were steep. A truly gifted student never lacked for teachers, but aspiring wiz-ards of moderate taent
expected to pay dearly for thar training. Dhamari's talents were modest indeed.

To his credit, he worked hard. Unlike some of Keturah's mae apprentices, Dhamari showed no
interest in her or in his fdlow apprentices. Nor did he pester the servant girls He was dways proper,
aways polite and respectful. Ketu-rah would have thought him cold but for his fascination with the
newest apprentice.

She dghed, troubled by the turn her thoughts had taken. Kiva, an acolyte of the Temple of Azuth,
hed recently been sent to Keturah as part of the obligatory training in every school of the magicd Arts.
Kivawas awild df, ararity inthisdvilized land. Her golden eyes reminded Keturah of a jungle cat, and
Keturah suspected the df was every hit as unpredictable.

Of one thing Keturah was certain: Kiva was a bad influ-ence on Dhamari. He was intrigued by
creatures of legend and dark magic, and the exotic Kiva seemed to inflane his imaginaion with
posshilities. Of late hed been asking Keturah for spells that would dlow him to cdl and com-mand
creatures, as she did, but Dhamari had little talent for this particular type of evocation—or any other, for
that matter. Very soon Keturah would have to encourage him to seek a new master and explore other
schools of magic. The very nation filled her with nameless relief.

Keturah shrugged off these thoughts and strode through the outer gate. She stopped cold, frozen
as wurey asif she'd been hdted by an ice dragon's bregth.

Her neck prickled, and waves of gooseflesh swept down her aams. A second chill shuddered
through her as her mind acknowledged what her senses had perceived: some dark and foul creature had
invaded her homel

She began to chant a el of discernment Tendrils of bilious green misg—the manifestation of a
powerful magic-seeking spell—twined through the ar. Grimly she followed them into the tower and up
thewinding stairs. A sudden cacophony exploded from a room high above, and the mis was no longer
necessary to guide her onward.

She sprinted up the find flights and raced toward the main laboratory. The heavy wooden door
was closed, and it bulged and shuddered under the assault of some unknown  power. Keturah
summoned afirebdl and held it doft in one hand. With the other hand she threw open the door, legp-ing
adde as she did.

The door crashed into the wall as a tangle of heaving, writhing vines spilled out into the corridor.
Billows of smoke followed, bearing the acrid scent of sulfur.

Though Keturah could not see into the room, she could pick individud notes from the racket
glass vids shattering, fire crackling, priceless spellbooks thudding againgt the wals, furniture clattering as
it overturned. A man's grunts spoke of pain and exertion, and a beautiful, bel-like soprano voice lifted in
keening chant. Above it dl rang a dill, insandy glesful cackle that tore a the ears like fin-gernails on
dae.

"Animp," Keturah muttered. She left her firebdl sus-pended in air like a giant firefly and began to



tear with both hands at the vines blocking the entrance. "The idiots have summoned an imp!”

She managed a smd| opening and sruggled through. For amoment she stood teking stock of the
chaotic scene.

A richly dressed young man stamped franticaly at a smoldering carpet. His boots smoked, and
histhin face was frantic with terror and smudged with soot. He lofted his dagger with one hand, dashing
futildy at the creature cir-cling him like an overgrown gnat

His attacker was a particularly nasty imp with a body the size of a housecat, enormous batlike
wings, aydlowish hide, and a hideous face dominated by a twisted and bul-bous nose.

The imp had been busy. The tapestries and drapes showed the assault of its claws, and the
ripped edges smol-dered from its touch. As the imp circled Dhamari, it spat little bursts of scading
steam, cackling with ddlight at the young man's pained cries.

Kiva stood over a potted lemon tree, chanting a growth spell. This was dearly not the df
woman's firg attempt at containing the imp. The center of the room was domi-nated by an ornate cage
fashioned from the vines of a flowering herb—an ingenious spdl but for the fact that the cage door stood
gar. Imps were notorioudy difficult to contain.

Keturah hissed out a Sgh of exasperation.

Dhamari glanced up and caught sight of his mistress. Guilt and rdief fought for possession of his
fece.

"Prase Mydtral Keturah has come”

His exclamation distracted the df from her spdlcagting. Kiva whirled toward the wizard, and the
expression on her strange, coppery face changed from concentration to accu-sation, as if Keturah were
somehow responsible for the rampaging imp.

"Do something!" the df snapped.

At that moment Kivas future a the tower came to a cer-tain end. Keturah st her jaw and
reached into the bag tied to her belt. She removed a bit of powder wrapped in a scrap of slk—a charm
of the sort any prudent evoker carried as a safeguard againgt a miscast summoning. 1bis she tossed into
theimp's path.

The dlk dropped away and the sparkling powder stopped in midair, Soreading out into a
tranducent wall. Batlike wings backbeat franticdly as the imp tried to evade, but the wall caught and held
it like afly in sap. The creature sruggled and shrieked and cursed, but nothing availed. Findly it fdl into
seething slence, ydlow chest heaving asiit eyed the wizard with murderous rage.

"Be gone" Keturah said quietly. As quickly as thought, both the creature and its megica prison
disappeared.

Thewizard turned to study the cause of this debacle. Kiva, despite her spell battle with the imp,
looked as poised and polished as a queen. The df was clad in a fine green gown and decked with
metching gems. Her dark green hair had been illfully coaxed into ringlets, and each curl glowed with the
color and sheen of jade. Subtle paint enhanced her exctic features, and a complex perfume, green and
wild and somehow disturbing, mingled with the scent of the plants that transformed the room into an
exploding jungle. The df was more than a hand's breadth taler than Keturah yet so ddicately fashioned
and exquisitely groomed she made the young wizard fed coarse and common. In Kivas presence,
Keturah often had to remind hersdf she, not the df, was midressin this tower.

"S0 you conjured animp,” she said coally. "Ddiber-ady?"

Dhamari and Kiva exchanged glances. "Yes," the young man admitted hesitantly.

"l see Keturah swept one hand toward the wild, wilting foliage. "This, | suppose, is banishment
that reverses this summoning?'

"You know it is nat," the df replied in equaly cordid tones. "You have not seen fit to teach the
necessary ban-ishment spdlls.”

With greet effort, Keturah banked her temper. "Neces-sary indeed! It is unspeskably reckless to
cast aspell, any spell, that you cannot counter. You didn't even carry a pro-tective charm, did you?'

Dhamari hung his head, but Kivamerdy sniffed, asif to mock so obvious a question.

"Both of you have forgotten severd primary laws of evo-cation,” Keturah continued. She ticked



them off on her fin-gers. "Don't cast magic you can't counter, don't summon crestures you cannot banish,
and never, ever summon ay creature you can't handle”

"A creature | can't handle," Kiva echoed, pronouncing each word with incredulous precision.
"My dear Keturah, I've handled mongers far more imposing than a amdly ydlow imp!”

Keturah hed her apprentice's glare for a moment. She peded the tiny, degping behir from its
perch on her shoul-der and carefully placed it on a branch of the lemon tree. "Very wdl, then," she said
camly. "If you're as knowledge-able as you daim, subdue this creature.”

The df glanced at the lizardlike creature and sent Ketu-rah a look that, had it been on a humen
face, might have been cdled a smirk. Her delicate, coppery fingers reached for the tiny reptile.

Lighting bolts s9zzled out of the behir, blackening Kivas fingertips and sending her green har
dancing around her face like leavesin a sudden wind. She snatched back her hand, drawing her breath in
aquick, pained hiss. The gaze she turned upon Keturah was coldly furious and utterly inhuman.

"You baseborn cow," she said softly.

A shiver coursed dong Keturah's spine, for the contrast between the beautiful voice and the
maevolent tone was chilling—sasif she'd heard her death kndl tolled upon fary chimes.

She quickly pushed aside this dark fancy. "A wizard's reach must never exceed her grasp, Kiva,
and a wizard's pride must be balanced by kill and knowledge. Remember this lesson, and the behir's
ging will be wdl worth the pain. Itisdso your last lesson,” she continued briskly. "You have until sunset
to make arrangements with your temple and quit this tower. We will not meet again.”

For along moment the two femaes locked stares. Kiva broke away firg, dipping into a deep and
mocking bow. "If you say so, mistress, then it must be true” She turned and left the room, moving
through the tangle of foliage with the sure, Slent step of ajungle cresture.

Keturah watched her go, her face troubled and thought-ful. Now she had one more culprit with
whom to deal, and her anger returned in full measure as she rounded on the white-faced youth.

"If you wish to continue in this tower another day, Dha-mari, you will give me your pledge, by
wizard-word, never again to work such a spdl!”

It was a harsh condition, but Keturah did not think it unjust. Such oaths were never asked or
given lightly. There was no provison for regret or disavowa. No wizard could ever be foresworn, even if
he dearly wished to be—not even if doing so would save his own life.

None of this seemed to concern the fledgling wizard. His boots gill smoked from stamping out
the imp's fires. His face was particolored like a painted harlequin's pale on one sde and on the other red
from the bursts of scding steam. His dark eyes were unfocused by pain and limpid with terror. As the
implication of Keturah's words seeped through his distress, rdief swept over his face like a hed-ing tide.
He took one of Keturah's handsin both of his and dropped to one knee.

"Mystrais merciful, but no more so than you!" he said fervently. "The Lady's blessng upon you! |
was certain you would discharge me from the tower as you did Kiva."

"So | ddl, if you do not swear. Kindly rein in your joy," she sad tartly as she tugged her hand
free. "What | ask of you is no smdl thing!"

"Asyou say, midress” he agreed, but so great was his rdief that he did not seem particularly
abashed by the scolding. He rose to his feet and took a golden meddlion from around his neck. On it
was his 9gil, a magicd rune that was his sgnature and far more. This he gave her—a symbolic act
showing he was quite literdly in her hands. He pushed back his deeves, closed his eyes, and hdd his
hands doft in an attitude of el cagting.

"By word and wind, sun and star, by the sacred flames of Lady Mystra and the magic She grants
me, | swear that never inthislife or any to comewill I summon a creature | do not understand and cannot
control.” His eyes popped open, and he turned an earnest gaze upon Keturah. "This oath | swear gladly
and fredy, as | will any other you require of me!"

Sincerity shone in his eyes and rang in his tones. "It is enough,” she sad, rdenting. She sent
him-to summon the gardener to clear awvay the vines and flowers. He left her presence swiftly, as if
lingering might change her mind.

Left done, Keturah started to sort through the mess. She returned two spellbooks to an empty



shdf and began to kick through the vines in search of the rest Her lips set in a giim line as she noted a
burned and crumbled page entangled in the foliage. She freed the scrap of parchment and smoothed it
out, hoping it was not from one of her pre-cious books.

A glance told her it was not Most of the page had been burned away, and what remained was
brown and crisp at the edges, but she could make out a few oddly shaped char-acters. The markings
were entirdy unfamiliar to her: sharp, angular, eegant—yet somehow full of menace,

Keturah blew away some of the soot and ash and gave the scrap a closer study. She didnt
recognize the pel or even the language, but she thought the markings looked vegudy Elvish. Full of
foreboding, she left the laboratory for her private library, a sandl room housing the treasures inherited
from her last master. From a hidden wall safe she took alarge, dim volume.

The book was an artifact, the most vauable thing Keturah owned. There were only two pages in
it, dectrum sheets hammered thin and perfectly smooth. On the left page was etched a blank scrall, and
the right-hand page depicted an ova mirror and asmdler scroll. Each page was bordered by a complex
desgn that upon careful ingpection appeared to be fashioned of thousands upon thousands of runes,
markings too numerous and tiny to be identified separately. According to Keturah's master, nearly every
known spdl was included in the tangle. The book could reved the origin of any spell, and sometimes the
identity of the wizard who had created it. Keturah had never tested the dam, for the price of such magic
was high.

She st to work with a diamond-tipped stylus, painstak-ingly etching the strange runes onto the
eectrum scroll. When stisfied she had reproduced the spdl fragment faithfully, she stood the open book
upright on the table, angled so page faced page. She took a amdl candle made with cogtly spices and
placed it between the pages, lit it, and began the words and gestures of the complicated spell. The
slver-white sheen of the dectrum "mirror" faded, to be replaced by clouded glass and a shadowy,
featurdess face. The scroll beneath began to fill with smdl, precise Haruaan runes.

She leaned close and began to read aoud.

"The spdl is incomplete, and one of the runes is re-versed and turned widdershins a quarter
circe The spel is likdy Ilythiiri in origin. No wizard's visage comes to the mirror's cdl, but this much I,
The Book, can say with cer-tainty: the spel fragment is ancient beyond reckoning. Do you wish The
Book to attempt a trandation?'

Keturah leaned back and blew out along breath.

Ilythiiri. The very word held terror, though it named a people gone from Haruaa since time out
of mind. Ilythiir was the name sages gave to the southland's dark eves, the ancestors of the evil drow.

llythiirian magic—by wind and word, what was Kiva thinking!

Keturah hurried to her treasure room to fetch gold and gems needed for the next levd of inquiry.
She closed the book to erase both scrolls, then opened it and recopied the spel fragment and the spell
for trandaion. The treasure she placed in a amdl cauldron, dong with a chunk of beeswax and an
assortment of magicad powders. She placed the cauldron on the banked cods of her hearth. When the
wax melted, she poured the whole of it into a candle mold and waited impatiently for the spell candle to
st She st it dight and watched as the treasure melted away with the candle, lending power to the spdll.
New runes etched themselves onto the ectrum page. As she read, Keturah could fed the blood drain
from her face drop by drop.

The spd| fragment spoke of the Unsedlie Falk: dark fairies that haunted the mountains of Halruaa,
mysterious creatures of such unfathomable evil even the drow were sad to fear them. The rune that had
been reversed and twisted was a charm of warding againg these deadly fey folk.

"Awarding reversed," she sad dowly. "So the el Kiva cast was not a warding but a
summoning!”

Sweet Mydtral This explained why Dhamari had hesi-tated when sheld asked if they'd summoned
theimp delib-erately. The summoning was ddliberate, but the imp's appearance had been a mistake, and
a lucky one. Keturah was not certain she could have handled the dark crestures her students had
intended to evoke!

The Lady be praised, nether Dhamari nor Kiva was skilled enough to breach the boundaries



between the world they knew and the hidden realm of the Unsedie Court. Keturah was not certain she
hersdf could do so, and she had no desire to seek an answer. Dhamari would not try again: she had his
wizard-word bond on it. But Kiva...

Keturah legped up from the table and looked around fraticdly for the scrap of
parchment—important evidence if Kivas ambitious were to be curtailed. The df woman was a fledgling
megehound. Keturah was not so young and idedlidtic to believe the Azuthans would rule against one of
their own on her word aone. The clerics of Azuth, Lord of Wizards, were aminarity in aland devoted to
Mystra and were jedlous guardians of their god's prestige and position. Most Azuthen priests were good
men and women, but when faced with wizardly interference they became as defensve as cornered
wolves.

Keturah's eyes fdl upon the brown-edged scrap, nearly logt in a tangle of wilting vines. It had
fdlen from the table while she worked her spells of inquiry. She dropped to her knees and reached for
the parchment.

Her fingers closed around a puff of green mig. It swirled through her fingers and wafted up to
touch her face, and with it came a deep, green scent that was dl too familiar. The mig abruptly
disappeared, leaving Kivas per-fume lingering in the air like mocking laughter....

The wizard responded with a shriek of agony. Tzigone muttered a phrase she'd picked up on the
sreets and stooped beside him. Quickly she tucked her mother's tdisman back into his hand. His
screams immediately subsided to a pathetic whimper.

"I want you to survive" she told him. Her voice was cold and her eyes utterly devoid of the
playful humor that had become both her trademark and her shield. "Il find a way out of this place for
both of us—and when thisisdl over, I'm going to kill you mysdf.”

TZigone dragged hersdf from the vison and glared at the writhing, cowering Dhamari. Because
illuson had such power in this place, she swore she could dill smdl the df woman's perfume and the
gench of sulfur in Dhamari's clothes.

She shook the wizard, shouting a himin an atempt to raise im from his sdlf-inflicted torpor. He
only shied away from her, flaling his hands ineffectudly and pleading with her not to impae him with her
horns

"Horns" she muttered as she rose her fegt

For along moment she watched the wretched man, a terrible person caught in a swamp of his
own misdeeds. The urge to kick him was strong, but she shook it off.

"Grow a backbone, Dhamari! Thanks to you and Kiva, | can tdl you from experience thet it's
possible to survive dmost anything.”

Chapter Four

The waning moon rose unnoticed over the streets of Haarahh, its light shrouded by somber
clouds rigng from the pyres. Two dark-clad men dipped through the darkness to the wall surrounding the
green-marble tower.

Matteo followed as Basdl Indoulur—a powerful conjurer and the lord mayor of Haar, Haarahh's
gger city—moved confidently up the wal. The portly wizard dimbed as nimbly as a lad, finding
handholds and crevices in the smooth marble that the jordain's younger eyes could not perceive. But
then, Basd had known Keturah very wdl, and probably had reason to know the tower's secrets. What
aurprised Matteo was how well the man could dimb and how much pleasure he seemed to take in this
gmdl adventure despite the serious-ness of ther purpose.

For the firg time, Matteo saw a smilarity between the wizard and Tzigone, who had been Basdl's
apprentice—and who was perhaps aso his daughter. Matteo suspected that Basel might be his father, as
wdl. Raised at the Jordaini College with no experience of family, Matteo nonetheless fet a bond between
himsdf and these two dis-parate rogues, a bond as binding upon his heart as truth itsdf.

The two men clambered over the wal and waked with quick-footed stedth through gardens



fragrant with herbs. Dhamari, who had taken over the tower after Ketu-rah's exile, had been a master of
potions, and the narrow paths leading to the tower were nearly obscured by dense growth. The intruders
mede ther way to the base of the tower without incident and stood for a moment eyeing the vines that
seemed to erupt from the green-veined marble.

Basd caught Matteo's eye. With a rueful smile, he dropped his gaze pointedly to his own
rounded belly.

"I'm twice the man | was lagt time | climbed this tower. Unfortunately, | mean that quite literdly.
Are you sure we can't use the front door? What place in dl Haruaa is denied to the king's counsglor?’

"None, provided | wish to have my actions scrutinized by the city council. Dhamari is a casudty
of war. He named Tzigone as successor to his tower, but she is dso missng, and she has not named an
har. Until the Coundil of Elders rules on this matter, the tower will be sealed againgt magi-cd intruson. If
we disturb the wards on the doors or atempt to enter the tower through magicd means, Proco-pio
Septus will hear of it"

"Ah" Basd's face hardened. "Better a knife a& my throat than tha maen looking over my
shoulder." He glanced a Matteo. "I know he was your patron.”

"Never apologize for gpesking truth. For what it's worth, Tzigone hdd a smilar opinion of our
lord mayor. She cdled him 'Old Snowhawk.™

"Among other things, no doubt. Well, let's get this over with." Basdl began the chant and gestures
of aspdl.

Matteo had seen wizards employ cloaking spdls before, but this was the firg time held seen
years peded away by magic. Basd's face narrowed and firmed. Jowils lifted and disappeared, and the
ravages cause by middle-aged resg-nation and too much good living faded away. But his twin-kling
black eyes were unchanged by the remova of afew lines, and his black har was 4ill plaited into dozens
of tiny, bead-decked braids.

Basd winked at the staring jordain. "Dashing, wasn't 17?7

Matteo responded with a wan grin. In truth, he had been searching the wizard's younger
countenance for some reflection of his own face. Basdl's festures were rounded, while the jordain's face
hed been fashioned with bolder strokes. sharply defined brows, a determined chin, and a narrow nose
with a decidedly convex curve. Matteo's hair was lighter, too—an unusud deep chestnut with flashes of
red. At nearly Sx feet, he was tdl for a Haruaan and con-siderably tdler than Basdl. Only their builds
were some-what smilar: broad through the shoulders, with deep chests and wel-muscled limbs.

The jordain was nat the only one to note this resem-blance. Basdl winked again. "Let this be a
lesson to you. See what can happen when you stop your daly wespons training? For good measure, 1'd
uggest you stay away from aged cheeses, red wines, and sugared figs"

Matteo tugged experimentaly a the thick tangle of flowering vines. "If this venture fails shdl |
indude that advicein your eulogy?"

Basd snorted. "Since when was sarcasm included in ajordain's rhetorica studies?”

The young man shrugged and began to dimb. Wizards towers were protected by magicd wards,
but as Matteo had learned from Tzigone, mundane methods often proved more effective than counter
spdls. Even so, the method of entry into Keturah's former tower grated on his conscience. There was
little about his friendship with Tzigone that did not

By Hdruaan law, Tzigone was a wizard's bastard, an unwitting crime that brought disgrace or
even death. She was d<o a thief and a rogue, yet Matteo, who was sworn to uphold Halruaas laws,
shidded her a every turn.

Women, it would seem, tended to complicate life on a rather grand scae.

Basd hauled himsdf through an open third-floor window and dusted off his hands. "No sense
dimbing any higher. The place is deserted.”

"Dhamari's servants don't seem particularly loyd,” Matteo observed.

Basd's atificidly young face turned grim. "With very good reason. Come."

He led the way up tower dars to Dhamari's study. Matteo entered and scanned the vast
chamber. It was like mogt other wizards workrooms, but for an enormous cork-board stretched dong



one wal—a butterfly collection, from the looks of it. He went closer, and as he studied the creatures
pinned to the wdl, his distaste deepened to horror.

Dhamai had not drawn the line a butterflies. Tiny chamedeon bats were nealy displayed
adongsde a desic-cated fary dragon and atiny, mummified sprite. Severd empty pins were thrugt into the
cork. Matteo pulled one and studied the fleck of tranducent, papery blue that dung to it.

He showed it to Basdl. Thislooks like a scale from a starsnake's discarded skin.”

The wizard muttered an oath. "l would give ten years off my life to know when and how Dhamari
got that kin."

Matteo nodded, underganding the wizard's point. Twenty years ago, Keturah had been
condemned as a mur-derer for her adility to summon these dangerous creatures. It was a rare ability, and
after she fled, no one had thought to look for guilt esawhere.

"How could both Tzigone and | have migudged him so thoroughly?*

Basd reached into a amdl bag a his bt and took from it the tdisman Dhamari had given
Tzigone "I've done a number of megicd tests, and discovered that this is not Keturah's talismen but a
copy—a very good copy, but one entirdy lacking magic. At fird, | thought the magic had faded after
Keturah's desth.”

A logicd assumption, except Keturah was not dead. Noting the bleak expresson in the wizard's
eyes, Matteo heartily wished he were free to tdl Basd dll.

The origind holds a permanent spell, very powerful, which protected the wearer from a particular
person and dl those who worked in his behdf," the wizard concluded.

"In Keturah's case, that would be Dhamari,” Matteo mused. "Is it possble Dhamari kept the
origind talisman, udng it as protection against himsel f?"

Basd whidtled softly. “I wouldn't have thought the little weasd capable of such cunning, but that
would explain how he concealed hisred character and motivations™

"Ambition," Basd sad shortly. "Shortly after Keturah took on Dhamari as an apprentice, she
overheard him boadting that he would become both an Elder and an arch-mage. She told me this because
she found it rather odd and quite out of character. Dhamari was a man of modest talent, and he seemed
to understand and accept this. But enough talk Let's find out how he got as far as he did.”

They fdl to work, searching the workshop and libraries for anything that might shed light on the
spd| Dhamai had given Tzigone—the spdll that had hurled them both into the Unsedlie Court

Matteo quickly discarded scrolls describing poisons and transforming potion, lingering insteed
over anything that dedlt with dven magic. This seemed prudent, as Kiva had played a part in Dhamari's
gods, or perhaps vice versa. Fndly, in the very bottom of a deep chest, he unearthed a moldering tome
embossed with dashing, angular runes.

His heart danced wildy as he redized the sgnificance of those runes. He strode over to Basd,
carying the spell-book with the same care and repugnance he would show a deadly viper.

“llythiiri," he said, handing the book to the wizard. "I have read legends of Haruaas dark elves,
but | never imagined that artifacts, even spellbooks, might have sur-vived so long."

Basd placed the fragile tome on a reading table and began to page through it After afew minutes,
he drew a samdl parchment rall from his tunic and began to copy the dark dven spdlls.

"Isthat wiss?'

The wizard glanced up. "Isit wise to drink snake venom in hope of curing another snake's bite? If
the ancestors of drow dves and Crinti bandits can hdp me counteract what Dhamari has done, 11 hand
my entire fortune over to their accursed descendants!”

Matteo thought of Andris, imprisoned for ading the treasonous Kiva. "Can any good come of
evil?'

Basd sniffed and kept copying. "l could stick my head in the sand and pretend evil doesn't exigt,
but dl that would do is present my arse as a convenient target”

"BUL"

The wizard glanced up, his eyes sharp. "Do you want to help Tzigone, or don't you?'



As Matteo hdd the chdlenging gaze, his own stern con-science mocked him. "I'm coming to
redize mora choices are often difficult and seldom clear-cut,” he said at last

Basd grunted. "I'll take that as a yes. Why don't you keep looking while | copy these spells”

Matteo held his ground, determined to tdl the wizard what little he could. "Queen Bestrix will
gand trid at the new moon. Did you know King Zdahorm has charged me with her defense?"

The wizard's eyes narrowed. "Yes, | heard. Why do you mention this now?"

"Snce we are working together to free Tzigone, it seemed reasonable to ask your advice in this
other matter."

"I don't envy you your task," Basd said bluntly. "Some of the artisans who built the clockwork
creatures came for-ward to identify the ruins. Magica inquiry determined that dl of these artisans worked
for the queen and no one ds="

"Yes" This was one of many disurbing facts Matteo's search had turned up.

"Perhgps you can prove Queen Bestrix intended no harm, no treason.”

"I'm not sure 'intent* is relevant here. In recent years, the queen has not shown hersdf capable of
logicd thought Also, any defense of this sort will be countered with stories of madmen and therr acts of
destruction. Halruaan history has its share of such tales. None of these insane villains escaped justice, nor
will Begtrix if this argument is pre-sented as her only defense.”

"Perhgps you can prove her work was misused. Under Haruaan law, if a wizard creates a odl
and a dedtructive spdl variation is created and cast by a second wizard, the first wizard is held blameless.
Bertrix made the clock-work creatures, but Kiva took them away and used them as warriors. If Begtrix
hed no understanding of Kivas intentions—and it is likdy she did not—perhaps she is protected by this
law."

"If Kiva were available for magicd questioning, this might be a reasonable defense.”

Basd thought for a moment. "Have you considered the possihility that Bestrix's state of mind is
the result of an enchantment?'

Matteo remembered the look on King Zdathorm's face when Bedtrix sad that shéd been
enchanted—not by a who, but a what.

This will be difficult to prove" he murmured, thinking of the oaths that bound Zdahorm to
Slence.

"Has the queen been examined by magehounds? By diviners?'

"She has. They can find nothing either to condemn or exonerate her. There seems to be a magicd
vel over the queen blocking any sort of inquiry.”

A val the king could not dispd, he added slently. He wondered once agan why Zdathorm
would put so impor-tant atask of divinaion upon the shoulders of a magic-dead counsdor.

"You look troubled,” Basdl observed.

Matteo shook off his introspection. "It is a perplexing matter, but | thank you for your council.
You have a solid grasp of Haruaan law, as | would expect from any former jordaini master—"

He broke off abruptly, but Basd's wide, startled eyes announced that the cat was dready in the
creamery. The wizard quickly composed his face and settled back in his chair.

"Apparently you have a good many things on your mind! Is there any particular reason for
inquiring into my past employment, or are you indined to fits of random curiogty?'

For a moment Matteo debated whether to follow this path. The need to know won out over
propriety. "Yesterday, after the king named me counsdlor, you said we had mat-ters to discuss” His
heart pounded as he waited for the wizard to admit what Tzigone had hinted and Matteo sus-pected:
Basd was his naturd father.

The older man's expression remained puzzled. "'l was pesking of Tzigone's rescue.”

Matteo fdt an unreasonable surge of disappointment Not yet ready to let the subject drop, he
asked the wizard what he had taught.

"Defense againd battle wizards. Why?'

That is a particular interest of mine. In the future, per-haps we could discuss it? That is if you
remember much from your years at the Jordaini College.”



The perpetud twinkle in Basdl's eyes dimmed. "Ian't there ajordaini proverb about memory being
acurse aswdl as ablessng?'

" don't think s0."

The wizard's amile was brief and bleak. There should be."

* k % % %

Basd's words followed Matteo into the palace dun-geons. Just days before, he had delivered a
prisoner to this place—a fdlow jordain, and his oldest friend. The memory of that fdt very much like a
curse.

The corridors were uncommonly quiet and dark, and the light of Matteo's torch seemed to push
uncertainly at the darkness. He rounded a corner and dmost sumbled over a large, huddled form. He
stooped over a paticularly burly guard and touched his neck. Life pulsed benegth his fingers, fant but
steady. Only a very killed fighter could drop an armed man without harming him. That meant Matteo's
quarry had passed thisway.

The jordain stood and walked cautioudy toward the archway leading into the next corridor. He
dug a handful of flour from his bag and tossed a bit of it at the arch. No tell-tde streaks of light appeared
amid the brief flurry of powder.

Thejordain frowned. As queen's counselor, held made a point of learning palace defenses. This
door should have been warded with a powerful web of magic.

He bent down and ran his hands over the smooth stone floor. There was a fant, gritty resdue on
the stone, a crys-taline powder mingling with the flour. Matteo sniffed at the crystals dinging to hisfingers
and caught afant, sharp scent.

"Mingrd sdts" he muttered. He rose and headed toward the eastern dungeon at a run.

Andriss cdl was far below a minerd soring that served the paace bathhouse. Over the years,
water had seeped through dirt and stone and left dmost imperceptible deposits on the wals. Minerd sdts
were gmple and common but powerful in knowledgesble hands. Certain witches used sdt to contain
meagic within boundaries or to ward off magicd attacks. Wizards used crystds to focus and amplify
megical energy. Crystds could dso scatter such energy. Minerd sdts, hundreds of tiny crystds
scat-tered in just the right place and at precise times, could dis-rupt certain spells. Andris possessed such
knowledge.

After the battle of the Nath, Andris had yidded himsdf up to Matteo willingly, amost
remorsefully. Why was he trying to escape now?

Matteo sprinted to the cdl. As held anticipated, the door was gar. A large key drooped from the
lock, and two sense-less guards sat propped up againg the bars. He picked up a water pitcher from a
large trestle table and dashed the contents into the guards faces. The two men came awake sputtering.

He saized one of the guards by the shoulder and gave him a brisk shake. "Your prisoner has
escaped. Tdl me, how was he brought in?'

The gargoyle maze" the guard muttered, massaging his temples with both hands.

"Sound an darm, and send guards down the main gar-goyle corridor. Tdl them to extinguish the
torches behind them as they go. They are to veer off into the moat pas-sages and dlow themsdlves to be
heard doing s0."

The guard struggled to take thisin. "Thet leaves the long corridor unguarded.”

"Leave that to me" Matteo sad.

He got the men on their way. The trestle table was clut-tered with gaming dice and empty mugs.
He swept these aside and picked up the unattached table top. He balanced it on his head and walked
quietly toward the end of the man gargoyle corridor—which, not incidentdly, came close to the grated
sawer tunndls, and the dungeon's best hope of escape.

The corridor was dark, and the fant smoky scent of extinguished torches lingered. Matteo
kicked the heavy oak door a the end of the hdl, dodng it and throwing the hdl into impenetrable
blackness. He moved forward sev-erd paces until he found a crack in the stone paving, then eased the



table down and wedged it into the crack. Letting the table leen toward him, he put his shoulder to it and
waited.

His keen ears caught the sound of a light-footed man running barefoot He braced himsdf just
before someone hit the tabletop at a dead run.

Immediatdy Matteo threw the table forward and hurled himsdf with it. Despite the double
impact, the table jounced as a man pinned beneath struggled to free himsdf. Matteo's seeking hands
found the man's throat

"Bedill, Andris. Don't make this worse than it dready is" There was a moment's silence, then a
raspy voice in-quired, "Matteo?"

"Who e'se would guess that you'd be counting off pacesin the dark?"

A moment of slence passed, and Andris let out a muted chuckle. Matteo released his grip and
rolled off the table. He tossed it aside and helped the winded prisoner to his feet. "Eighty-seven paces,”
Andris said. "Another five, and | would have dowed down for the door. You couldn't have backed up
jud alittle, | suppose.”

The thought crossed my mind. Briefly." Matteo threw open the door, and faint light filtered in.
Andriss trandu-cent form was nearly invishle in the gloom, and he looked more ghosily then ever. His
face, dways angular, was gaunt and drawn.

He's dipping away, Matteo redized. The grief and dismay this redization brought surprised him.
By now, he thought he'd be inured to the pain of losing hisfriend. He swalowed hisdismay and levded a
gern look et the former jordain.

"Why were you dtempting escape?’ "It's not what it seems. Though this might be difficult to
believe, | was looking for you."

Matteo folded his arms. "Here | am. Here | would be, had you merdy asked the guards to
ummon me”

"Doyou think | didn't try?" Andris retorted. "They indsted the king's counselor has better things
to do then ligen to atraitor's prattle.”

Matteo could see the logic in that "I should have l&ft ingructions with the guards.”

Andris shrugged. "Y ou're here now. By the way, con-gratulations on your new office. | can think
of no man more worthy of the honor."

"Please, keep repedting that thought,” Matteo said dryly. "If words truly have power, they might
turn that sen-timent into redity. Now, what did you want to tdl me?'

"I heard the guards speak of the battle againgt the Mul-horandi invaders™ Andris began. "Was it
true, what they said about the necromantic spdlls?!

"They could hardly have exaggerated.”

"Who cast them?'

Matteo's brow furrowed. "To the best of my knowledge, the king did."

"Hashe sad 07

The jordain considered this. "He hasn't denied it”

Andris gripped Matteo's arm. "What I'm about to say might be difficult to believe, but hear me
out Before | Ieft the Jordaini College to rgoin Kiva, someone sent a blink bird to adert me to books
hidden in my chamber. One of these books dedlt with jordaini ancestry. | learned the name of my dven
forebear. A name you know wel."

"Kiva" Matteo said dowly. "She could be hundreds of years old, aliving ancestor. That was why
you cast inwith her!”

"It was one of the reasons, yes, but that is atae for another time. The other book was a grimoire,
the spellbook of Akhlaur. Akhlaur the necromancer.”

"Gods above! Are you saying that el was in the book? That it was a pdl of Akhlaur's
creation?"

That and more. Matteo, Akhlaur isdive. Heis back."

Matteo stared at himin slence. "How isthat possible?"

"l don't know, but it's the only logicd explanation. Kiva had the spellbook for a while, but she



was gone before the spdll was cast. Any Haruaan wizard would be quick to daim such a feat. Zaathorm
has neither dlamed nor denied it. | suspect he has come to the same concluson | have. He's dlowing
people to think what they will as he pre-pares for the inevitable confrontation.”

Matteo's head whirled as he tried to assmilate his friend's grim logic. He didn't wish to bdlieve it
but neither could he refute Andriss words. He blew out a long breath, then drew one of his daggers and
took ahit of flint from his bag. A sngle deft movement produced a spark and set awal torch dight. Thet
accomplished, he turned to hisfriend.

"I think you'd better tdl me everything you know."

Andris nodded. "Y ears ago, before Akhlaur began hisrise to power, three young wizards, friends
from boyhood, created a powerful artifact. This artifact was a symbal of their friendship. It joined them,
lending the strength of dl to each. This they did in response to dangerous times, for dl three were active
in Haruaas defense. In youthful arro-gance they caled themsdlves the Heart of Hdruaa. The artifact
would protect them and their descendants, creeting alegacy of guardianship.”

Matteo jolted as he recdled a conversation with Zaathorm in which the king had hinted of
powerful magic pro-tecting the "Heart of Haruaa."

Andris noted this response. "Whdt isit?"

"Not long ago, Tzigone and | were attacked by thugs and taken to an icehouse. Between us, we
dispatched most of the men. The dead and wounded smply faded away. King Zdathorm told me that
when the Heart of Halruaa is concerned, either the threat or the threatened are removed from danger. A
samilar thing happened when clockwork monsters went amok in the queen's workshop.”

The ghoglly jordain's eyes went wide. Matteo lifted an inquiring brow, but Andris shook his head.

"Never mind—a flegting and unformed thought, not worth spesking. | suspect you came here to
ask meto hdp you retrace Kiva's steps, to determine what role she played in the queen's downfal.”

"Thet istrue”

“I'll hep you. In exchange, you must help me destroy the Caba.”

A burst of gtartled laughter escaped Matteo. "Asif the two impossible tasks currently before me
were not sufficent! Andris, | don't even know what the Cabd idl"

"l jugt told you."

Matteo sobered. The artifact? The Heart of Haruaa?'

"W, it's good to know that palace life hasn't made your wits less nimble” Andris said dryly.

"That does make a certain macabre sense” the jordain mused. "Yet dl my life I've heard taes of
asecret group of wizards who supported and controlled the Haruaan gov-ernment in mysterious ways.
Y ou're saying mere's no truth to these tales?'

Andriss fant amile held a world of bitterness. "Some-times truth can be found only in layers of
irony."

"If that's not a jordaini proverb, it should be," Matteo retorted. "How do you know these things?"

"I read Akhlaur's grimoire" he reminded Matteo. "I know why the artifact was created, and |
know what it became. 1t must be destroyed.”

Matteo regarded his friend for along moment "Once, | would have taken any course of action on
your word aone. Forgive me, but those days have passed.”

The ghodlly jordain nodded. "Fair enough. You saw how the laraken drained the life force—the
magicd essence—of dl the dvesit encountered.”

Matteo averted his eyes from Andriss tranducent form. "Yes"

"Where did that magic go?"

He blinked, then frowned. "I assumed the laraken con-sumed it, as we do food."

Andris shook his head. The laraken was only a conduit The stolen life-forces are contained in the
heart of an ancient, magic-goring gem.”

"You're sure of this?' Matteo pressed.

"l saw a dmilar gem in the Khaerbaa Swamp. | brought it to Kiva She shattered it | saw the
dven soirits, captive for centuries, released. Never have | seen such joy! When-ever falowing Kiva
weighed heavily on me, | thought of that moment and my part in it".



Matteo nodded, understanding at last what had moti-vated his friend.

"Will you hdp me?' Andris pressed.

Sill he hesitated. ™Y ou wish to destroy an artifect that supports King Zaathorm's reign.”

"Why not? Wasn't it you who told me that no good can come of dliance with evil? You dso
spoke of conflict between a jordaini's three megters: truth, Haruaa, and the wizard-lords. It istime for the
truth to be told, and you may have to choose between your patron and the good of Haruaa."

Perhaps this, Matteo mused, was wha Zdathorm had intended. Perhaps this Caba was the
mysterious "what" that held Beatrix under enchantment.

"I will consider,” he agreed. "In exchange, give me your word that you will not escape. Swear this
upon your even honor."

Something blesk and cold thawed in Andriss eyes. "l didn't think you understood what that
meant to me"

"I don't, entirdy, but I'm learning the importance of her-itage.”

He extended his hand, and they clasped wrigts like com-rades never parted. "You won't come to
regret this" Andris vowed.

"No need. | regret it dready,” hisfriend retorted, only hdf in jest.

The corridor ended in alocked gate. Matteo raised hisvoice to hal the guards. A amdl bettaion
promptly clat-tered up. Matteo sngled out the man wearing a comman-der's indgnia

"You will release thismen," he stated.

The guard bristled. "On what authority?'

Matteo merdy lifted one brow, an imperious gesture that prompted Andris to swdlow a smirk.
The guard dipped his head in a nervous bow. "I do not presume to argue with the king's counsdor, but
thismen judt tried to escape!”

"I obtained his word that he will not escape from me. Did you?"

The guard opened his mouth, then closed it in a thin-lipped grimace. "No," he said after a moment

Matteo nodded pointedly at the door. The guards set about unchaning the locks and removing
the magicd wards.

"You do that very wel,” Andris murmured as they strode down the corridor. A hint of his old
twinkle had returned to his tranducent hazd eyes, and shades of ther former camaraderie added an
amusd edge to hisvoice.

Matteo sent him a sddong glance. "My skills seem to be improving. | never thought the day
would come when | could outsmart Andris. And with a trestle table! It is said that a man is equd to the
weapon thet fdlshim."

The ghoslly jordain snorted. "Go ahead. Enjoy the moment.”

"l intend to! At this rate, | will soon be able to best you in battle.”

Andriss amile returned in full. "As a wise man recently observed, keep repeating that thought. If
words truly have power, they might eventualy turn into redlity.”

Chapter Five

The aroma of strange herbs filled the ar, and the soft mudc of reed flutes and long-necked
gringed instruments followed Matteo down the corridor of the greenmage's domain, a wing of the palace
where the palace servants and courtiers sought heding.

Matteo paused a an open door and gazed for along time at the big man who lay, propped up
with pillows, in a narrow bed. Themo, Matteo's jordaini friend and classmate, was findly awake after a
long and unnaturaly deep dumber. His eyes were open and focused, and he gazed out the window with
ardflective ar.

Matteo tapped on the doorframe. "The king's coun-sdor, come to cdl,” Themo said without
looking over.

A amile pulled at the corners of the jordain's lips. "How did you know?"



"Y ou're the only one who knocks. The green-mages burst in at dl hours like rampaging ores.”

"At leest you haven't lacked for company.” Matteo came in and set his gift, a andl bottle of
golden heerlu wine, on the bedside table.

Themo seized the bottle and pulled out the cork with his teeth, then took a long pull. He wiped
his mouth on the back of his hand.

"You were spesking of ores and their man-ners?' Matteo teased in adry tone.

Thebig jordain shrugged. Td better hammer while the forge burns and the iron is hot. You know
how the jordaini masters can be about wine"

Matteo sat down in the room's only chair. "You seem resigned to returning to the Jordaini
College"

"Have | any choice?"

The question was rhetoricd, but Matteo answered it anyway. "Follow your heart, and become a
warior rather than a counsdor.”

Surprise widened Themo's eyes. Thisis possble?’

"It is uncommon, but not entirdly unknown. A dispensa-tion from Zaathorm would free you from
your vows." Matteo looked keenly at the somber-faced man. "I thought you would be pleased by this
prospect.”

Themo threw aside the covers and paced over to the window. He propped his hands on the gl
asif he could not bear, unsupported, the weight he carried. Tm not sure I'm meant to be awarrior.”

"That's a strange sentiment from the best fighter to come out of the Jordaini College this decade.”

Thejordain let out a short burst of humorless laughter. Truth, Haruaa, and the wizard-lords" he
reminded Matteo. "You might be doing well for yoursdf in the last two cate-gories, but seems to me
you'e fdling a bit short in truth-telling. How many times have you pinned me? How many times has
Andris gotten his blade againg my throat? I'm the biggest among us, sure, but the best?’

"You have something Andris and | lack. Y ou fight with passion, even joy."

He turned away. "So do the drow."

Matteo blinked in surprise, but then he saw the sense of it "The dark farries saw your love of
battle, and turned it againgt you. That's what overcame you, and what causes you to doubt yoursdf ill.
They twisted it, Themo."

"Not by much," the big man responded. "During that bettle, | relived every misteke I've ever
made, and every dark secret | have. That waan't dl—it was like | was respongble, persondly, for every
wrongdoing in Halruaa's past.”

Fear, bitter and burning, rose in Matteo's throat like bile. If Themo suffered so in a short battle
with the dark faries, how was Tzigone faring in the Unsedie Court? Until now Matteo had been able to
temper his concern with memories of her quixotic sense of honor. Tzigone was no paadin, but she had
courage and a good heart.

Yet if Themo could be tormented by knowledge of history, how much more torture could be
extracted from Tzi-gone's gift of reverse divination? She could rdive the past, bringing it back as vividy
asadorytdling illusonig

"Sorry, Matteo. Those who step in rothe piles shouldn't wipe their feet on their friends carpets.”

Matteo looked up sharply, startled by this odd and unfa-miliar proverb. "Pardon?"

"I didn't mean to pile my troubles onto your shoulders” Themo rephrased, misundersanding
Matteo's sudden, somber turn.

He shrugged. "No magic, no pendty,” he said, speaking a phrase they'd often used as lads. These
chance-spoken words triggered an ingpiration. As boys, they'd fought like a litter of puppies. Some of
Matteo's fondest memories were the moments he and Andris and Themo and ther jor-daini brothers had
spent pummding each other into the dust

"Pdace lifewill be the ruin of me" he complained, pat-ting his fla somach. "Too much wine, not
enough exer-cise. I'd be grateful for a practice match.”

He noted the tentative interest dawning in his friend's eyes. "It would infuriate the greenmages,
which would no doubt raise your spirits” he added.



Theres that,” Themo agreed with a flegting smile The big jordain reached for his tunic. He pulled
it over his head and buckled on his wegpons bt "Better go out through the window," he commented,
glancing toward the open door.

Matteo followed him, dimbing over the low windowsll into a courtyard garden. He glanced
around the "battlefield." Low, soft, green moss grew underfoot, sprinkled with tiny, ydlow flowers. A
fountain played into a shdlow fishpond in the center of the courtyard. The trees that shaded the garden
hed been trimmed so that the lower limos were wel out of reach.

He drew his sword and raised it to his forehead in salute. Themo mirrored the gesture, then fell
back into guard pogtion.

Matteo made a short, lunging feint. The big jordain wasn't fooled. He shifted onto his back foot
and came back quickly with an answering attack. There was no weight behind it though, and Matteo
eedly parried. The firg ten-tative exchange finished, they broke apart and circled.

"You are less familiar with a sword than with the jordaini daggers,” Matteo commented. "Shdl we
change wespons?'

Themo grinned. "Fed free. | don't mind the extra reach.”

Asif to demonstrate, he brought his sword up in a high arc, swishing above Matteo's head. This
left his chest unprotected, but Matteo was not tempted to attack. Despite his Sze, Themo was cat-quick,
and coming within his longer reach would be foolhardy.

Instead Matteo ducked and spun, moving in the direc-tion of Themo's swing. Rather then parry,
he struck his opponent's blade, speeding it on its sweeping path and put-ting Themo dightly off balance.

The big jordain recovered quickly and brought his elbow back hard. Matteo leaned away from
the blow so that it just grazed his tunic, then danced nimbly aside.

Themo came on with a series of jabbing attacks, which Matteo met in quick, ringing diaogue.
They moved to-gether, skirting the edge of the fishpond.

Matteo noted the dlint in his friend's eyes and reviewed his memory of the courtyard's layout. The
fountain was but two paces behind him. For a moment Matteo was tempted to dlow his opponent to
back him into the water. He quickly discarded this notion. Evenif the ruse was lost on Themo—and that
waan't likdy—Matteo had aways thought deliberately losng a maich was a lie told with weapons rather
then words.

He shifted to his right and spun away. Three quick steps brought him up behind Themo. He
swept his blade in, levd to the ground and turned so the flat of it would smack the big jordain on his
backside.

Themo took the taunting blow, then with a speed aston-ishing for his sze he whirled and seized a
hendful of Matteo's tunic. He threw himsdf back, dragging the smdler jordain with him.

They went down together with a resounding splash. Matteo pulled away and got his feet benesath
him—and promptly tripped over one of the pots that held water lilies.

The big jordain planted a hand on Matteo's chest and shoved. Down he went again. When he
came up, sputtering, Themo was dready out of the pond, grinning like a gargoyle.

"A wise fighter usesthe terrain,” his friend reminded Matteo.

The samdler man waded toward his opponent "I didn't expect you to take the fight into the water.”

"You should have" Themo lunged again. Matteo ducked under the attack and came up hard,
knocking the sword aside with his blade and falowing with a punch just below the ribcage. Themo
folded with a resounding "Oof!"

"Good one," he congratulated in strangled tones.

Matteo used the brief respite to dimb out of the pond. He lunged suddenly, his sword diving low.
Thebig jordain legped over the blade and stepped back. His sword traced an intricate, circular pattern, a
mixture of chalenge and bravado.

On Themo came, his weapon legping and flashing. With each blow, his grin broadened. His dark
eyes sparkled with reborn joy as Matteo met each attack and responded in kind.

After many moments they fdl apart, gasping for ar.

"I won," Themo said in awondering tone.



Though the match was a draw, Matteo did not disagree. What Themo had logt was his once
agan. Matteo made his farewd|s and spoke a few placaing words to the thin-lipped greenmages who
hed gathered to observe the mock battle. As he Ieft, he heard Themo's teesing responses to his heder's
scolding, words that quickly drew the heet from her words. The lagt thing he heard was the greenmage's
laugh-ter, sounding surprised and pleased and entirdy femde.

Matteo chuckled, pleased that Themo could indulge his non-jordaini inclinations. He would not
be the least sur-prised if the big man headed to the port city of Khaerbaa &t firg opportunity to renew his
acquaintance with a certain good-natured barmaid.

His amile faded quickly. Tzigone, the friend who needed him most, would not be so essly
rescued.

* %k %k % %

Never had Tzigone been so weary. Gasping for bregth, she sank to the ground, not caring about
the sodden mass, not feding the chill.

They had come again, the dark fairies. Thistime they had pulled from her the memory of the first
few years of her life, after her mother had been captured and she had been a child adone. For years
Tzigone had sought to recover these memories, thinking to find in them the key to who she was. Now she
was grateful for the darkness that had shrouded them for so long.

TZzigone flopped onto her back, willing hersdf to breathe dowly and deeply. She had run for what
might have been hours, fleeing from one terrifying memory only to find her-saf enmeshed in another. She
might be running ill, but her Unsedlie tormenters had released her. If they ran her until her heart burdt,
they would have no more pleasure from her.

Seeking rest and escape, she traveled deep into her memory—past the traumas of a street child,
past the time spent as daughter of a fugitive wizard. The secrets of her own life had been bared. If there
was answer for her, away out of this endless prison, it was not in her lifetime, but her mother's...

It was twilight, Keturah's favorite time, and the three young wizards with her seemed as happy as
she to be out under the open sky. The four of them stood on the flat roof of the guesthouse, watching as
the setting sun turned the sform clouds over Lake Haruaa into a dragon's hoard of shining gold and ruby
and amethyst. Behind them loomed Keturah's tower, its green-veined marble gleaming in the fading light.

Keturah watched as the apprentices practiced a smple spdl of summoning. Earlier that day, she
hed taught them to cdl the bats that emerged with the coming of night-tiny, chameleon bats that changed
color as they whedled againg the sunset clouds.

The youngest gpprentice, a girl not yet in adolescent bloom, had donned gloves of bright pink
glk. A bat landed on her hand, hanging from her finger like an endearingly ugly fuchsa blossom. The girl's
laughter was happy and excited—childhood's magic blended with that of her emerging Art Keturah
chuckled in sympathy.

A bdll tolled from the garden below, indicating a vistor too important to ignore. Keturah sgnaed
the students to continue and headed for the stairs to answer the summons

Her vidtor was an df, an exceaedingly well-favored mae with coppery skin and a drikingly
handsome face. But for his traditiona white garments and the bright blue, green, and ydlow enamding on
his meddlion, he might have been mistaken for ether a warrior or a professond mde courtier. Keturah
knew him by name and by sght, as did mogt of Halarahh society. King Zaathorm might be reclusive, but
the same could not be said of his queen. Forddla enjoyed grand fetes and fedtivals, and she was
frequently seen in the company of Zephyr, her favorite counsdlor.

Keturah put the gossip firmly out of mind and ex-changed the expected pleasantries. As soon as
she could do so without offending proprieties, she asked what serv-ice she could render her queen.

"No more than is required of al wizards"" Zephyr ob-served sternly. "You will follow Haruaas
laws”

Keturah blinked. "How have | falled?'

"You are not yet wed."



That iss0," she said cautioudy, "but | am young, and in no great hurry.”
"You are 9x and twenty," he pointed out "Wizards are required to marry before the age of five
and twenty."

"I have never heard of that law," she protested.

"Mogt wizards are early wed, S0 it is ssdom necessary to evoke thislaw. But alaw it is, my lady,
and you cannot flout it"

"I suppose nat," she said, and sighed. "I will consult a matchmaker before moondark.”

Thereis no need. The maich has dready been made.”

Keturah's heart seemed to take flight, only to reach the end of its tether and thump painfully back
into place. "It isthe woman's prerogative to initiate the match!"

"There are exceptions,” he pointed out. "From time to time, it is determined that one wizard's
lineage is excep-tionaly well suited to thet of another.”

"Determined? By whom?"'

"The match was submitted to the Council of Elders and approved.”

Ordinarily, suggested matches could be appealed, but if matters had gone that far, there was no
undoing them.

"Who was chosen for me?' she said resignedly.

"Dhamari Exchesor."

Didodief swept through her like an icy wind. "Thet is not possblel He was my apprentice. It
would be unseemly.”

"He Ieft your tower nearly a year ago,” the dven jordain pointed out "His current master deems
hm ready to test for the rank of journeyman wizard, generdist school. His specidty is the crafting of
potions. He will not require your tutelage in the Art of evocetion.”

Keturah took along, steadying breath. "When two wiz-ards maiched for marriage are areedy
acquainted, it is custom to consider the nature of ther fedings. Never did anything pass between us that
should lead to marriage!™

"He has dready agreed. The maich is made and ap-proved. It is done but for the wedding feest,
which | under-stand is st for this very night." The jordain cocked his head and considered the clatter
goproaching Keturah's gate. "Tha would be the Exchdsor family. As midress of this tower, should you
not greet them?'

Moving in a daze, Keturah went out into the courtyard. Dhamari Exchelsor entered the garden,
his expresson drangdy shy. Keturah took a smdl amount of comfort from this. If she was to be
overwhemed by events far above her control, at least she was not aone.

Dhamari was closdly followed by hisfamily and their retinue. They had a priest of Mystra in tow
and servants bearing trays upon which were arranged the traditiond marriage items a slver chdice, a
scrall, asmdl, jeweled knife. One of the servants held a robe of crimson slk that was richly embroidered
and encrusted with gems. This she hdd out to Keturah, ducking indignantly over the woman's smple
tunic and bare legs.

"Now?" Keturah murmured, sending alook of appeal toward the queen's counsdlor.

Zephyr shrugged. "Why wait? The matter is settled.”

Moving like one in a dream, Keturah dlowed the ser-vant to help her into the robe, to tie the
marriage cord around her was.

She echoed the spdlls of binding and drank from the chaice when it was given her. When they
handed her the ceremonid knife and pushed back the deeve of her robe to bare her wrigt, she stood for
amoment sudying the puls-ing life beneath her skin.

As if he feared what she might do, the priest quickly took back the knife and handed it to
Dhamari. He nicked Keturah's wrigt, then his own. They pressed them together, a symbal of bloodlines
mixed.

When & lagt the ceremony was over, the Exchesor dan erupted into loud celebration. Dhameari
winced and sent Keturah a shy, rueful amile

"You look as overwhdmed as | fed, my lady. If you desire afew moments privacy to catch your



breath, | will try to keep the revelers away."

She nodded, grateful for his understanding, and dipped off in search of a quiet corner of the
garden.

Dhamari watched her go, then sought out the queen's jordain. He found the df lingering by the
front gate, watch-ing the celebration with narrowed eyes.

Thething is done and well done," he said.

"Is it?" Zephyr countered. "You came here wdl before the gppointed hour, before Keturah
learned the reason for this match. By law, she mugt be told.”

"Shewill be, when thetimeisright. Leaveit in my hands"

When the jordain hesitated, Dhamari pressed a amdl, coinHfilled bag into his hand. "Our lady has
no need of wedth. Sheis enriched by your fathful service," he said meaningfully.

"And the potions?'

"l am qudified to adminigter them." He paused for awigful smile "You have not seen the wizard
Keturah in atemper. It would be best if she hears the full story from my lips and in private.”

"Asyou say." Zephyr handed Dhamari a wooden box.

Dhamari opened the box and took from it one of many tiny vids. He emptied the potion into the
contents of a gem-encrusted wine cup. "Wewill begin this very night," he assured the jordain. "You may
tdl your lady that dl will go as planned.”

An odd little smile touched the df's face. "Shewill be gratified to hear this I'm sure.”

"And please, convey my regards and thanks to the queen.”

That strange, secretive amile flickered again. "l will do that, as well," Zephyr agreed, "dthough at
asomewhat later time”

He punctuated this cryptic remark with a proper jor-daini bow, then he turned and disappeared
into the night with disconcerting even grace. Dhamari shrugged and took a amdl packet from a hidden
pocket of histunic. He ripped off a corner and spilled the powder into the wine. For a moment the liquid
fizzed and bubbled, seething as it turned a hundred shades of crimson and purple and green. Then,
suddenly, it settled back into the sedate, aged gold of fine haerlu wine. Dhamari smiled with satisfaction
and went in search of hisbride...

* * % % %

Fury, pure and searing, tore Tzigone from the past and jolted her back to hersdf. Around her
lingered the fant shad-ows of the green tower, and the garden full of ghodly revel-ers. Tzigones eyes
sought her mother among the shadows.

"She didn't know," the gil murmured, thinking of the potions which had shaped both her mother's
dedtiny and her own. "That son of a scorpion poisoned her!™

Fury filled her, focused her. Tzigone swiftly fal back into her vison of the past...

* k *k k %

Keturah's respite was short-lived. A member of the Exchelsor family, a stout, matronly woman
whose name Keturah had never heard spoken, pounced on her like an overweight tabby and dragged
her into the midgt of the feadting. The bride stood with her back to the garden wal, an untouched plate of
food in one hand, watching the celebration with the bewildered detachment of an ancient, fading wraith
gpying on the living. By wind and word, she could not understand why these strangers were so pleased!

Her new-made husband came toward her, a wine goblet cradled in both hands. There was a
grange dlint in his eyes that made her skin crawl. Keturah was no stranger to the ways of men, and she
knew full well the response her face and form evoked. She took the cup from him and managed a sngle
gp. Her somach roiled in protest, and she turned away so that he could not read her revulson.

Dhamari's mother chose this moment to bustle over. Dressed in cloth-of-slver, a reminder to
of her wedth in eectrum mines, she rudtied like aspen leavesin agde.



"Where is your steward, daughter? There are arrange-ments to be made and apprentices to
digniss”

"Digmissmy gpprentices?’ echoed Keturah blankly. "Whatever for?'

The womean tittered. "You mugt have drunk deeply if you've forgotten the moon of seclusion!
Lady Mystra grant, you will soon theregfter devote yoursdf to a mother's duties. There will be no time
for apprentices for years to come.”

Ambition gleamed bright in the woman's eyes, shedding light on the family's collective glee.

The Exchelsor family had wedth in great abundance, and they did not hesitate to use it to get
what they wanted. They'd given her this very tower as Dhamari's apprentice fee. Ther son was
accounted awizard, but his talents were smdl, and he would never be famed for his magtery of Art. But
if he wed awizard of power and growing acclam, he might sre a child who could do what he could not
With Keturah's help, Exchelsor could be known as a wizard's lin-eage. In Hdruag, that was the path to
nobility.

But if her precipitous marriage had no more basis than a merchant family's ambition, why had the
Coundl ap-proved it? Keturah did not believe the Elders could be swayed by wedth done. What hidden
gft did Dhamari pos-sess that might make a child of their mingled blood so desirable? What could
possbly have brought this matter to the interest of Queen Fiordella?

She looked around for Zephyr, but the even jordain was not to be found.

"Drink," Dhamari urged softly, nodding at the cup Ketu-rah clenched. "I put a potion into it to
hep you deep. When morning conies, we will begin to make sense of this”

Because his words so closdy echoed her own thoughts, Keturah lifted the jeweled cup to her
lips. As Dhamari promised, each sip brought her deeper into blessed leth-argy. She was dmly aware of
the increasingly raucous wed-ding feast, and of the rigng moon, and of her guests snickering jests as
Dhamari caught her when she swayed and carried her into the tower.

Then Dhamari was gone, and there was only the young apprentice, her childish face worried and
perplexed as she helped Keturah out of her wedding robe and into her soli-tary bed.

Maybe Dhamari was right, Keturah thought as she drifted into dumber. Perhaps with the coming
of dawn, dl of thiswould start to become clear....

The eerie song of the dark faries pulled Tzigone away from the memory, drawing her back into
the frenzied terror sheld so recently escaped.

She pressed both hands to her throbbing temples. "These things don't know when to quit," she
murmured. With difficulty, she brought to mind an illuson.

The fant glow of firdight brightened the mig, reveding a cozy tavern bedchamber and two
inhabitants—a lad dressed in a farmer's clothes and a red-haired woman clad in flowing layers of black
glk. She drifted closer and smiled at her suitor. Fangs, long and lethd, gleamed in the firelight The boy
backed away, tripped over a sool, and crab-waked fraticdly toward the door. Faster than
thought—as fadt as the dark faries—the beautiful vampire moved to bar the way. Her delicate hands
seized her prey and jerked him upright. For a long moment she hed him trapped, savoring his terror.
Then she lowered her head and fed. After afew brief moments, she tossed him aside. He fel to the floor,
drained and Hill.

"Blood is a pale thing next to the wine of fear” she whis-pered.

Theilluson faded away, and with it, the dark fairies tor-menting song.

A gmile ghosted across Tzigone's face. The Unsedlie have ther faults, but no one can dam they
can't take ahint," she grunted, and then sank back into her borrowed memories...

* k % % %

Mig swirled, then parted to reved Keturah sanding on a narrow balcony endirding her tower, a
private place sheltered from the intense heat by the shade of the onion dome just above and shielded
from curious eyes by the soaring height of the tower. Here she came often to walk aone.

A year and more had passed snce Keturah's strange wedding. She no longer took apprentices,



for reasons she feared to admit even to hersdf. Her most frequent com-panions were the creatures that
came to her call.

The wizard propped her ebows on the wal and watched as a starsnake glided by on iridescent
wings, looking like ropes of jewels againg the sgpphire sky. She began to Sng, and her voice was strong
and sure asit rose into the wind.

The creature winged past, heedless of her cdl.

Keturah's song died abruptly. She buried her face in her hands and drew a long, shuddering
breath. This was not the firg time that her magic had failed her. Over the past few moons, it had been
growing increesingly unreliable.

For some reason she had kept these amdl fallures from Dhamari. This was not a difficult thing to
do. He spent most of his time working aone. Potions fascinated him, and he was absorbed with the
cregtion of a spellbook that would ensure the fame of the Exchelsor wizards. Oddly enough, since their
wedding he had done nothing ese that might establish his lineege and legacy.

Thar firg days of marriage, the traditional moon in secluson, had been a puzzlement to Keturah.
By day they had waked on the shore, cdling creatures of the sea and watching them splash and play in
the cresting waves off-shore. She had shown Dhamari the spdls for summoning giant squid and teesing
from them sprays of sepia that could be captured and used as a component for wizard's ink. They had
spoken with selkies, watched the dolphins a play, but it seemed that they had once agan become
mistress and apprentice. Dhamari was polite, respectful, detached. He left her a the door to her
bedchamber each night and returned to his studies.

This pattern continued &fter their return to Haarahh and to Keturah's tower. Dhamari was
unfalingly courteous. They ate together each evening, and he poured exqui-Ste wine from the Exchelsor
cdlars and engaged her in learned conversation. Their associaion was not dtogether unpleasant, but
neither was it amarriage. It was not even a friendship, and Keturah could not bring hersdf to confide to
this stranger her concern over her waning power.

Keturah watched the starsnake disappear into the sun-rise clouds. She hadn't been able to gather
enough magic to get its attention, Hill less compd itswill!

She cloaked hersdf with magic and with a wrap of flow-ing slk, then quigly made her way
across the dty to the home of the greenmage Whendura. There were many such physicians in the city,
minor wizards and priests who had studied the magehound's art as wel as divination and herbd lore. The
common folk had their midwives and clergy, but a wizard's hedth was so bound up in Art that a specid
st of diverse kills was needed. Whendura was well respected, but her home was far from the
fashionable coast, a location ddiberately chosen to give dients a sense of privacy and security—or, as
much as such things existed in Halruaa.

Whendura, a smdl, plump woman who looked as if she ought to be plying grandchildren with
honeycakes, met Keturah at the door with a warm amile. She ushered her vistor up two flights of gairs
to a smdl room, chat-ting cozily as she pounded herbs and mixed them with watered wine. Keturah
stripped down to her shift and set asde dl her spdl bags and charms and wands, so that nothing magica
might confuse the greenmage's tests. She drank the green dudge Whendura offered, then endured a long
lig of questions and much magica poking and prodding.

At last Whendura nodded and began to gather up her wands and crystds. " So much magic within
you," she said respectfully. "It isa great gift that you give Haruaal"

Keturah frowned. "l don't understand.”

The greenmage's busy hands dilled, and a flash of com-passion lit her eyes. "Don't fret over it,”
shedl but crooned. "It is often so. The potions can bring confusion.”

"Potions” Keturah echoed without comprehension. "Confuson?'

Whendura gave her a reassuring amile. "It will be dif-ferent when the babe is born," she sad
gently as she con-tinued to gather up her tools. "May Mystra grant,” she added under her bregth.

Keturah redlized that she was gaping like a carp. "Babe? What babe?"

It was the greenmage's turn to be astonished. "Y ou are not with child?"

"No," she sad flatly. "It Is not possble” How could it be, when her "hushand’ had never once



crossed the threshold of her bedchamber?

"Then why have you come for testing?'

"l told you," Keturah said impatiently. "My meagic isdiminishing in power and rdligbility. To whom
should I come but a greenmage?*

Rty and comprehension flooded the woman's face. "It is dways so, for a jordain's dam. Do not
look so shocked, child,” she said, dearly distressed by what she saw in Ketu-rah's face. "You were told
dl of this, but sometimes a woman loses memory adong with magic.”

The truth dammed into Keturah with the force of a monsoon gde. She was being prepared to
give birth to ajordain!

Keturah forced cdm into her reding mind and brought forward what she knew of such things
Though jordaini births did occur unaided from time to time, it was more often a rare and highly secret
procedure, invalving potions that stopped the hereditary transfer of magic from mother to child.

So that was the reason why Dhamari was content to leave her a her door each night! Their
meatch had been granted because it had the potential of producing ajordaini child. Keturah thought of the
spiced wine they drank during their shared evening medl. No doubt held been dip-ping her potions to
shape the dedtiny of their eventud child. He would not risk disupting the process before it was
completed.

Why would he do such a thing? Never was this fate im-posed upon a woman without her
knowledge and consent!

Wrath, deep and fierce and seething, began to burn away her confuson. The parentage of the
jordaini coun-selors was held in secret, but great honor was afforded wiz-ards who gave a counsdor to
the land. It was a sure way for awizard to advance in rank and status, and none need know the reason.
Despite the vast power of Haruaals magic—or perhaps because of it—many children died in infancy. A
potentid jordain was taken from his mother's arms and listed in the public records as a illbirth, lost
among the many babes born too fral to carry the weight of Halrusan magic. Never would the parents
know the name or the fete of ther child, and never would the public know why certain wizards acquired
rare spellbooks, choice assgnments, or even positions on the Council of Elders.

All this Keturah's friend Basdl had told her late one night, shortly after the death of his wife and
newborn child. His description of this secret process had carried the bitter weight of a confession.

Keturah heard the greenmage's voice in the next room and the soft, mdlow chimes that opened
the scrying portal. She crept to the door, pushed it open a crack, and listened.

"So great a sacrifice” Whendura said, spesking into the scrying globe. "If Keturah has logt this
much memory so soon, | fear her mind will not survive the birth of the child.”

"You did wel to contact me. | had not redized it was so bad with her." Dhamari's voice floated
from the globe, res-onant with earnest concern. "Childbearing does not come easy to Keturah, in the
morming she wants no one near her. Sometimes her sickness lingers until highsun. |s there no potion that
can relieve her auffering?’

Theringing Sncerity in his voice made Keturah want to shriek with fury.

"You know thereisnat,”" the magehound said sternly. " She cannot take any magica potion of any
kind, for fear of dtering the ddlicate baance and harming the child."

Keturah's eyes widened as a grim possibility seared its way into her mind. Dhamari knew her
devation to Haruaa. If she were chosen as ajordain's dam, she would find away to accept her fate. Yet
he had made sure that she knew nothing of this.

"Keep my lady with you,” Dhamari went on in his gentle voice. "She is too confused to travel
aone. | will come presently and collect her."

Keturah hurried to the window. A tdl iron trelis cov-ered with pae lavender roses leaned against
the wall, lead-ing down into the greenmage's garden. As she eased hersdf out and began to dimb down,
she blessed Mystra that Dhamari had never had much tdent for trave spells. He would have to depend
upon thelr stables. The ride to the magehound's home and back granted Keturah some time,

Once she reached the ground, she conjured a travel porta and legped through it. She emerged
not in her own home but in the public gardens, near the pool where she had found the blue behir nearly a



year ago.

For amoment she consdering attempting another gate spdl but was afraid what the next random
location might be. She sat off on foot, hoping that the sedate mare Dhamari usudly rode kept to its
usud, plodding pace.

After what seemed an eternity, she reached her tower. She raced up the dairs to gather a few
belongings and seek some answers.

"Midress"

Keturah stopped on the stair landing and whirled, regarding a woman with a face amilar to her
own, yet somehow coarser and lacking in symmetry.

"What isit, Hessy?"

'Did you see Whendura the greenmage this morn?”

Keturah blinked. "Yes. What of it?'

"Sheis dead. | heard it cried in the marketplace.” Hessy swalowed hard. "It is sad she was
killed by starsnakes."

"A gtarsnake? At this hour? Unless she dimbed one of the bilboa trees to accost one in its deep,
that seems un-likdy."

"She was attacked in her own tower. They say there mugt have been at least three of the snakes.”

Dread began to gnaw a Keturah, gving way to growing certainty. The winged snakes never
ventured within human dwelings. They were dso fiercdy solitary creatures, capable of bearing young
without need for another of ther kind. They avoided each other assduoudy—never had she seen more
than one of them in the same place. Though starsnakes had a high resstance to magic, no naurd
star-snake would attack a wizard—unless compelled to do so by a powerful pell.

Keturah began to see the shape of Dhamari's plan. He could not dlow the sympathetic
greenmage to become Keturah's dly for fear of what the two women might together discover. Keturah
would be confined to her tower, under Dhamari's care, until the birth of the vauable child. Then she
would be turned over to Haruaan lav—if indeed she survived the birth with her mind intact—and the
child would be Dhamari's to control. No doubt a magehound would detect some spark of magic in the
babe, and the child would be rejected by the jordaini order. Everyone would regard this as a tragic waste
and look upon Dhamari with great sympathy.

Oh, but he was clever! The only flaw in his plan was Keturah was not yet with child. He probably
hed spdlls pre-pared to entrap her long enough to remedy this lack.

"It was Dhamari who found Whendura, | suppose.” Her voice was harsh as a swordsmith's rasp.
"Or whét little was l&ft of her?!

Hessy nodded, and her eyes confirmed Keturah's un-spoken suspicions. "The militia are
questioning her ser-vants about who came before him. He has not been truth-tested for her death. The
militadid not deem it nec-essary, as he is a maker of potions and not a wizard known for his ahility to
summon such creatures.”

"Unlike hiswife" Keturah said bitterly. "Yes, Dhamari can be very convinang.”

"They will test you," Hessy said hopefully. "They will learn the truth.”

Keturah shook her head. "He has been giving me potions that confuse magicd inquiry. Whendura
thought | was with child, and she is among the best greenmages in the king's city. The council will wait
unil after | have given Dhamari a child. By wind and word, that | will never do!" she swore. "Let the
meangy whelp of arabid jackd find meif he can!”

The servant hesitated, then pressed a bit of bright metd into Keturah's hand.

"Wear this taligman wherever you go," she whigpered urgently. "It will tdl you when Dhamari is
near, or those he sends.”

Keturah stared a the servant in puzzlement Thisis a rare and costly thing. How did you come by
it?'

The girl attempted a smile "You pay me well, and my needs are samdl. | saved every com |
could, hoping that when the time came, | could see you safely away."

"When the time came?'



"I dean hislab," Hessy said flatly. "I have seen the spdlls he creates. Forgive me for not spesking
of what | knew!"

Many wizards enspelled ther servants and apprentices to keep them from betraying secrets.
Even s0, Hessy’s con-cerns were for her migtresss safety and not her own. Words utterly failed
Keturah. She opened her ams, and Hessy rushed into them. For a moment the two women stood
clasped in a ssters embrace.

Keturah pulled away and walked to the open window, chanting a Spdl as she went Hardly caring
if the spdll held or not, she stepped out into the wind ...

* k *k k %

TZzigone hit the ground facedown, landing with a spine-numbing jolt and a solid splat She pushed
hersdf off the mossy cushion and rose to her feet, wiping the moisture from her face. For a while she
paced, waiting for the last lin-gering shadows of her vison to fade. When dl she could see was the bleak
expanse of rocky moor, she sat down with her back agangt one of the jagged standing stones that
littered the dark fairies realm.

So there it was—the beginning of her story. For years, Keturah had evaded Dhamari's pursuit,
findly fdling into the hands of Kiva, the dven magehound. Somewhere in between, Tzigone had been
born.

That was interegting, but Tzigone didn't see how it could help her get free of this place. She
would try again... later. Right now she was bone-weary, soul-weary.

Even s0, she gathered her amdl remaining strength and sank back into recent memory. When she
opened her eyes, atdl, solid figure stood over her, ams crossed and an expression of fond exasperation
on his face. The illuson of Matteo was nearly as ghodlly as the form of his friend Andris, but Tzigone
took comfort from theilluson of his presence.

She raised her eyesto his shadowy face. "Good news, Matteo. Dhamari is not my father."

You're sure of this? inquired the illuson with typica jor-daini skepticism.

"Pogtive. | saw it in one of those past memory trances you taught me to do. The little weasd
never even made an attempt a fatherhood. Y ou'd think dl those wands and chdices and crystd bdls that
wizards have lying around would plant the idea. The man has no appreciation for symbolism! He never
once cast a spdl, if you follow.”

Matteo's midy visage furrowed. No spells? But Dhamari isa wizard.

Tzigone groaned. "I'll put this in terms a scholar can gppreciate: ether there was no lead in
Dhamari's 2ylus, or he was just never in the mood to write"

A fant flush suffused theilluson's face. You saw this?

There wasn't much to see, praise Mydra"” The amuse-ment faded from her eyes, and she studied
Matteo for along moment "None of thisis redl, you know. Nothing here is red, anyway, and | wouldn't
bet on whatever* s happening back in Haruaa. Lifeis modly illuson and wishful think-ing, isn't it?'

Yes.

"Youre the only person I've ever known who is exactly what he seems.” She grinned flegingly.
"I'm sorry for dl thosetimes | cdled you boring and predictable.”

No you're not, Matteo's illuson responded.

Tzigone chuckled. "Wdl, maybe not all those times”

She began to drift, and leaned back againg the stone. "Stay with me for awnhile?!

Always.

Because this was the Unsedie court and because illu-sons had great power here, the answer
TZzigone heard was wha she needed to hear. As the exhausted girl sank toward deep, she redized that
truth, inits purest form, was quite different from fact. Matteo was worlds away, but he was truly with her.

The familiar warmth of her friend's presence enfolded her like a cloak. Drawing it around her,
Tzigone settled down to deep while she could.

The dark fairies would return soon enough.



Chapter Six

Two figures strode across the swvamp water sur-face, confident in the spdlls that alowed them to
traverse the murky water as easily as a northman might cross a winter-frozen pond. Despite ther reliance
upon magic, both these travelers looked utterly at home in this wild place.

Kivas coppery skin and jade-green har pro-clamed her a ndive of the jungles The colors of
her beauty blended with the lush foliage, and her movements held the subtlety of shifting shadows. The
human's scaled, faintly green skin, the gills on his neck, and the webbing between his fingers suggested a
cresture well suited to places where ar and water mingled.

The amphibious wizard hdted, leaning on his g&ff as he rested. For severa moments the only
sounds were the voices of the surrounding swamp, the fant crackle of energy that surrounded the
wizard's saff—aliving but giff-frozen ed, hard as mithrd—and Akhlaur's [abored bregthing.

"The ar is thin. Two hundred years in magic-rich water cannot be countered in mere days" he
snapped at his companion, asif she had chided him for some weakness.

Kiva lifted her hands in a defensve gesture. This jungle has dways been difficult for humans.
Surdy you remember the last time you were here”

Akhlaur's thin lips curled in a sneer. "Not so difficult The natives died as easlly as those in any
other place”

Thewild df bit back her outrage and kept her face cam. "When you are ready, we should move
on."

They pressed deeper into the Kilmaruu Swamp, the dte of Kivas fird great victory. Twilight
gloom settled over the svamp as they neared a swift-running river bordered by deep gorges and spanned
by the remains of a bridge fash-ioned from a single, enormous log.

Akhlaur regarded the skeleton of the three-horned creature sprawled across the blackened
wood. His face took on a dreamy expression, asif he were log in fond memory.

"Mongers from Chult—I'd dmogt forgotten that spdl! Bringing them here was difficult but
worthwhile. The wild eves had never seen such creatures before. Quite anusng.”

"No doubt,” Kiva sad flatly. She pointed toward the opposite bank. "That way."

The necromancer eyed the gpparently impenetrable forest wall. "It did not look so when lagt |
came through. There were terraced gardens amid the trees.”

"Two hundred years,” the df reminded him. The jungle covers dl and forgets nothing.”

He sent her a sharp glance. "That sounds suspicioudy like awarning, little Kiva™

"A proverb,” she said mildly, "of a sort often spoken by the jordaini. During your exile, these
sayings have infested the Halruaa language like gnats upon overripe fruit”

"So much for my gift to Haruaa" Akhlaur observed. "It is sad that no good deed goes
unpunished™

Severd responses came to Kivas mind, dl of which were dmog guaranteed to kindle the
necromancer's rage. She acknowledged his ironic proverb with a nod, then led the way across the log
bridge. They crawled through the rib cage of Akhlaur's creature and passed into the forest The wizard
followed her down long-forgotten even paths that no human, magicdly gifted or not, could ever see.

Night fel, and the path traced a steeply doping hill. They skirted severa ravines and pits—al that
remained of the eves outer defenses. Findly they stood within the crumbling wals of the ancient dven
city.

Moonlight filled the courtyard, lingering on the black-ened, vine-covered ruins

Akhlaur looked about in dismay. "What happened here? Rillage | could understand, had it been
widdy known that eveslived inthis part of Halruaal But this was a hidden city. Certanly a few learned
wizards suspected its exis-tence, but sages and looters seldom drink from the same bottle.”

"Not looters, Lord Akhlaur, but time. Time and Haruaa hersdf conspired in this destruction.”

"l am not one for riddles” he warned.



She took a moment to choose her words. "The destruc-tion of Haruaes eves could not have
been accomplished by one wizard, not even one as powerful as you. During your rise to power, dl of
Haruaa looked the other way and pretended not to know.”

The necromancer looked at her asif sheld Stated that most of the trees were green. "You are just
now discover-ing the nature of humankind? Even those who consider themselves virtuous see only what
they wish to see. Espe-cially those who consider themsdlves virtuoud After dl, illusons once crested,
mugt be maintained.”

"Yes my lord," she agreed, though his observation made little sense to her.

A drange slence hung over the dity as they worked their way over piles of cryddline rubble
toward the treas-ure Akhlaur had left here.

Kiva stopped at the door of the dven temple, saring in revulson at the scene before her. What
hed once been a place of great beauty and serenity now resembled an aban-doned charnel house.

Bones lay in tdl heaps. Long, delicate df bones were tumbled together with the thick, yelowed
remnants of humans, svamp goblins, even such creatures as birds and crocodiles. Many of the bones
hed been blackened and broken, probably by the explosion the clever jordain Andris used to break the
charge of the undead creatures. Kiva wondered how long it had taken for the shattered, scattered
remains to gather themsdlves and return to this place.

She glanced a Akhlaur. He nodded, and she stepped over the threshold.

Theintruson triggered defensive wards. Shudders ran through the piles of bone. With a horrible
clatter, the undead guardians rose.

Elven bones skittered across the floor, cast asde as the other creatures took shape. Kivas eyes
narrowed, asif to hold back the gleam of triumph they held. The eves whose bones these were had
passed far beyond Akhlaur's power.

The others, however, had not. A skeleton of gray stone, the unmistakably squat and sturdy frame
of along-dead dwarf, lofted a giant's thighbone like a dub and stalked for ward. The floor around the
undead dwarf writhed as hoards of giant snakes and crocodilian skeletons undulated forward, ther
naked fangs grinning wickedly. Other skele-tons marshaed behind this undead vanguard, some of them
entire, some partia creatures that limped or hobbled or crawled toward the intruders.

The necromancer chanted softly, gesturing toward the advancing army, directing them to go here
and there, asif he were a master of dance. The advancing wal of undead creatures parted, moving to
face each other in two long lines.

A sharp crack rang through the temple as every bipedd creature snapped off one of its ams and
hed it doft with the other, forming an arch to honor and welcome their magter.

Akhlaur swept through the gridy arch to the temple's most sacred and powerful place. The df
followed, sup-pressing her disgust with grest difficulty.

So much magic, and for what? Would humans never learn that just because a thing could be
done, it did not follow that it should be? For dl ther complacency, thar careful laws and customs,
Haruaans had not falen far from the tree of their Netheril ancestors.

Akhlaur stopped abruptly. For along moment he gazed in congternation at the empty atar.

This was the most dangerous moment. All Kivas wileswould be tested here.

The necromancer turned furious eyes upon her. "Where is the globe?’

Kivajugt shook her head, as if she were too sunned to speak. "Solen," she marveled at lagt "It
mud have been solen.”

"What wizard could get near this place?"

She suppressed a sneer. Of course Akhlaur would assume that only a Haruaan wizard would be
capable of such afest! "None, my lord,” she said hedtily. "I heard rumors, though..."

"Speak!”

There were tales of an amy of magic-dead fighters. Jor-daini, modly."

An expresson of extreme distaste twisted the wizard's face. "Agan, these jerdayeen,” he
scoffed, usdng the old Netheril word for court fool. "Not one of my more success-ful experiments.”

"Yet these fools have become highly regarded coun-selors in Haruaa" Akhlaur chuckled & her



words, and Kiva added, "Even the long employs them.”

Her tone was innocent enough, but her words had the desred effect Speculation crossed
Akhlaur's face, quickly chased by wrath.

"Zdahorm," he muttered. "He sent the jordaini in. He has the globel”

Kiva nodded dowly. "It is possible. Who ese could have known so much about your magic and
about these dves?'

Who ese indeed? she thought. For a moment, Kiva relived the flash of joy—an emotion she had
thought ban-ished from her heart forever—that she had known when Akhlaur's green crysta shattered
and the trapped spirits within took flight.

Akhlaur turned and stalked back through the skeletd arch, muttering as he went. Two globes
missng, and with them dl the magic they held! Thousands of spells, hun-dreds of life-forces—al that,
golen. By curse and current, Zaathorm will pay!"

A dy, satisfied amile crossed the df woman's face. She quickly banished it. "You were so0 close,
Lord Akhlaur. Had Zdathorm not interfered, you would have gathered the lion's share of Halruaals magic
into your hands. As you will yet do," she added hedlily when the necromancer shot a glare over his
shoulder.

"On that you may depend,” Akhlaur grumbled. "I have other bases, other Sites of power. They
will be more than enough.”

When they emerged into the ruined courtyard, he swept both ams wide. A shimmering ova
appeared. Akhlaur stepped through—

And sank like a stone into miry water.

Kiva emerged from the magic gate behind him, waking lightly on the swvamp water. She, unlike
Akhlaur, had been expecting this wet reception.

The wizard shot out of the water and settled down beside Kiva, looking none the worse for his
dunking. He looked about him in congternation. "What is this place?’

"You knew it as the Swamp of Ghalagar, my lord. Now it bears your name"

He nodded, remembering. "My tower stood here before Zaathorm and his wretched band of
charlatans moved it Where isthe rest of the estate?’

"The prisons were there" Kiva said, pointing to a dense growth of flowering vine. "Where we
gtand, the gardens once grew. There was a leak, you see, from the Plane of Water. A smdl trickle of
liquid magic kept the laraken fed and kept the wizards out”

Akhlaur's pae green face brightened. "So my tower is undisturbed?'

"But for the gem | used to free you, yes." She paused for effect, then added, "I used an undine to
retrieveit for me"

The necromancer's eyes narrowed. "Pray do not tdl me my tower is under water!"

She shrugged gpologeticdly. "Zadahorm dropped it into a deep rift. | am one of only three living
souls who knows where the tower lies™ Her words held a subtle barb, reminding the necromancer that
two of hisfoes il lived.

Akhlaur scowled and looked around at the swamp. "Ameazing, what the passng of years can
bring."

That isthe fate of long-lived people, my lord. We bear witness to many things and endure greet
changes.”

Akhlaur nodded, not understanding the pardld Kiva intended. She was 4ill young, as an df s life
was reckoned, but during her lifetime one of the mogt terrible chapters of her people's history had been
written. The wizards and loremasters did not acknowledge these grim truths, and the people of Haruaa
neither knew nor cared.

Wél, they would soon know.

They stood together for a moment, gripped in private and very different contemplation. Akhlaur
shook off his introgpection firs His keen black eyes scanned the land-scape, <tling on a large, black
dirge busly gorging itsdf on the corpse of a fhamar, a hairless swamp marsupid. The feeding insect
resembled a monstrous mosguito, but its body was nearly as large as a housecat, and its black-furred



bdly tight with stolen blood. A weird humming melody rose from the feeding monster.

That will do," Akhlaur said, and began to chant

The dirge grew rapidly, dmog indantly. In an eye-blink, the imbedded shout eongated into a
deadly javein, and the extra length thrust the suddenly much-larger creature higher into the sky. The
gtirge-song snapped off aoruptly. Akhlaur's chant filled the sudden silence.

The insect turned its multiple eyes toward the wizards. Its enormous wings began to whir like
wind through aspens, and it soared with deedly intent toward Akhlaur.

The necromancer held up a hand. The stirge stopped inmid air, as suddenly and completely as if
it had dammed into an invisble wal. Akhlaur made a amdl drding gesture with his hand, and the
hovering stirge dowly turned its back.

"Have a sedt," Akhlaur suggested, pointing toward the monger's feet. The cresture had
back-turning talons, which curved into a basket-like shape.

Gingarly Kiva eased hersdf into the offered "seat." Akhlaur settled down beside her and spoke a
command word. The gigantic stirge lurched into the air with a speed that stole Kivas bregth.

The dirge took off through the jungle, tilting this way and that as it worked its way through the
thick canopy. Branches parted to let them pass, bright birds flew squawking in startled protest. Kiva
directed the way with a terse word when needed, dinging tightly to her grotesque perch.

At lagt the dtirge settled down near along, narrow pool. Kiva legped away and brushed flakes of
dried blood—the creature was not a tidy eater—from her hands and arms. Released from the spdll that
bound it, the creature hummed off, rgpidly shrinking back to normd dze asit went

Akhlaur sudied the water for a long moment. He lifted both arms high and began to chant the
gpdl that had cre-ated the enormous water dementa during the Mulhorandi invason. The surface of the
pool shimmered, then tons of water leaped upward to take new shape.

A manlike cresture, thrice the height of an df, doshed toward the shore. Akhlaur continued to
chant, thistime forming a spdll of evaporation. The creature faded into mist, which rose, wraithlike, into a
thick, railing gray cloud. Thunder rumbled inits bdly, and lightning flashed impa-tiently.

That lowers the water levd consderably.” Akhlaur said, looking well pleased with himsdf.
"Where sdl | send the cloud? Khaerbaal ? Hdar?'

Theking's city,” Kiva suggested, choosing her words deliberatdly. "Send it to Hdarahh."

Akhlaur smiled like a shark and pointed toward the east The cloud darted away, intent upon
dropping its burden upon Zdathorm's city. The necromancer glanced expec-tantly at Kiva

"A marvelous pdl, Lord Akhlaur," she obliged. "I have never seeniitslikel”

"Nor, | daresay, has anyone in Haruaa. For two hundred years | have lived and learned in a
world of liquid magic."

Kivas lips twitched. "Then | trust this summer's rainy season will prove unusudly interesting.”

The necromancer chuckled, pleased by the df s dark humor, then set to work, giving Kiva one
task after another asif she were some green apprentice or even a sarving wench. She accepted her role
without complaint Playing servant to Akhlaur was nothing compared to dl she had dready endured—and
asmdl price to pay for her long-sought revenge.

An unseasonably fierce sorm raged outsde the win-dows of Basd Indoulur's tower. Wind
shrieked through the king's city like unholy spirits, and steady gray rain made memories of sunny days
seem as digtant as childhood dreams. Basd Indoulur considered the storm an appropri-ate backdrop for
his studies.

He sghed and pushed away the book, a rare tome bor-rowed from the man who had succeeded
hm at the Jor-daini College. Basdl had fought the Crinti bandits in his youth, though he knew little about
these shadow amazons beyond his persona experience with hand-to-hand tactics. But the more he read,
the more Basdl became convinced tha the key to this matter lay with the drow-blooded raiders. The
otherwise fearless Crinti dreaded the dark fairies. This suggested the shadow amazons possessed useful
informetion.

Basd rose and began to pace. His long-time rivd, Pro-copio Septus, was an avid student of the
Crinti, as he had demondtrated in his recent victory againg them.



A victory that, in Basdl's opinion, was perhaps a little too timdy and convenient. Perhaps it was
time to shake the lord mayor's tree and see what fdl out.

An hour later, Basdl Indoulur lifted his goblet and beamed at his host To the hero of the hour,
mester of sorm elementas. The spel components for that grand feet must have cost a amdl fortune! But
no sacrifice is too great for Halruaa, and other songs by the same mingrd.”

Procopio Septus pretended to drink hiswine and tried not to glare a his vistor over the goblet's
rim. Try as he might, he couldn't decide what to make of Basdl's vist The portly conjurer—with his jovid
ars and obvious love of good living—was, on the face of things an easy man to dismiss. However,
those who followed Haruaan palitics knew him to be a fair, even wise ruler of the city of Hdar. Many
wizards, paticulaly of the conjuration school, owed ther training to Basd Indoulur. He was never
without a lesst three apprentices. Procopio marveled that Basdl had not yet replaced Tzigone, the
troublesome little wench whose contributions to the recent battle had carried far higher a cost than any
Procopio had incurred.

In fact, Procopio had known nothing but gain from the recent invason. Scanda had dogged him
in the months since Zephyr, his dven jordain, had been executed as a traitor and a collaborator of the
magehound Kiva. After Procopio's successesin the Mulhorandi invasion, this had been dl but forgotten.
The people of Haarahh stood solidly behind ther lord mayor, proud of his megicd feats and military
success. More than one wizard had come to him quietly, hinting that perhaps the king was not quite what
he once had been, subtly suggesting that perhaps it was time for aman of Procopio's talents to come into
his own.

Y et Procopio could not forget that he had achieved these heights through a number of hideoudy
illegd actions. He searched Basdl's round face for any hint of a smug, know-ing smile Was it his
imaginaion, or did those twinkling black eyes hold a maevolent gleam?

"You are not here soldly to drink my hedth," he said bluntly.

Basd placed a hand over his heart, pudgy fingers splayed. His expression of contrition looked
genuine. "You are weary of speeking of your victories. | should have red-ized this, knowing you for a
modest man. Forgive me, but yes, | came here laden with questions. | have dways found there to be
much confusion in the aftermath of battle.”

Procopio heard the warning in these words. Though Basd might be an odious little toad at
present, years ago hed earned a name as a competent battle wizard. He was subtly waving his own
colors, reminding Procopio that he had the experience to see what others might miss.

Thediviner rose. "l will show you something that may answer many of your questions.”

He led his vigtor to hisgaming room. Here stood sev-erd tables, each with a different elaborate
terrain repre-senting historic battlegrounds. He went to the table that depicted the mountainous northern
region known as the Nath, the sSte of hisvictory againg the Crinti.

A word from Procopio sent hidden drawers around the table springing open. Thousands of tiny,
animated figures legped from the drawers and hurled themsdves into battle.

Tiny skyships floated above a valey filled with miniscule warriors engaged in fierce hand-to-hand
combat Streaks of colored lightning darted from the miniature skyships. Basdl's eyes widened as they
settled upon atiny ship with gaudily colored sails, upon which were painted voluptuous winged evesin a
rather advanced state of undress.

"Yes, that isindeed your Avariel," Procopio assured him. "You see before you the battle we
recently shared. With these tables, these toys, | can reenact battles agan and again, tesing different
drategies and scenarios. Over the years | have learned much.”

Procopio took a wand from his belt and waved it over the table. Some of the figures melted
away, and others took their place. Many of the warriors were tiny, gray femaes.

"Crinti," he affirmed, noting Basdl's thoughtful nod. "They have been a particular interest of mine.
No one dse, to my knowledge, has made such a study of the shadow amazons.”

"S0 your knowledge of the Crinti rose from your interest in war games?”

"None of my choices are entirdy random, my dear Basdl," Procopio said, punctuating his words
with a patron-izing Smile. "You forget thet | am adiviner. It ismy art to see what another man does not”



His words, like Basd's, hdd a subtle warning. The fool-ish conjurer chuckled and dapped
Procopio on the back, asif he were congratulating an old friend on ajest wel told.

"S0 you keep tdlingme" he said with jovia humor. "It's a fine pogdition you find yoursdf in. If no
one e can see dl these mysteries you keep hinting of, who could possibly dispute your dams?*

Procopio responded to the teasing with a fant smile, but he could not bring himsdf to give more
then terse responses throughout the rest of the conversation. Findly his lack of cordidity pierced even
Basd's well-padded armor, and the portly nuisance took himsdf off to bedevil another.

The diviner went immediatdy to his study, denching in one hand a bright yelow bead from the
end of one of Basdl's ubiquitous braids. A smple spdll had coaxed it free, and another had brought it to
Procopio's hand. With this persond item, he would make short work of finding out Basdl's secrets.

Procopio spent the rest of the afternoon in mounting frus-tration, sudying his scrying globes for
something he might use againg his foe. Basd Indoulur was remarkably free of enemies, even grudges.
Procopio brought up images, one after another, of the conjurer's former apprentices. A gmile came to
each face when Procopio subtlety nudged thoughts of ther former master into their minds. It was the
same with Basdl's servants, his dity officids, his fdlow wizards. It seemed that none of Basd Indoulur's
acquaintances had anything against him but Procopio himsdf.

Ingpiration struck. Procopio gathered his own animosty into a sngle, focused energy. This he
sent into a blue-black globe, soaring out across dl Haruaa to seek its own reflec-tion. When the globe
began to clear, and a scene to play before him, a dow smile spread across the diviner's face.

Impossible though it might seem, there was another who hated Basdl even more than he did.

* k % % %

In the aftermath of any victory, there is mourning as well as celebration. Much of Halruaas grief
found voice in grand and solemn ritud, but dl across the land, private tears were shed, and slent oaths
made.

One of the mogt beautiful old villas in dl Halarahh was the Belgoon family estate. Ancient and
sorawling, it was home to four generations of wizards and severd family branches. As did most Haruaan
buildings, thisvillaheld it shares of secrets.

In a chamber far below the oldest manson on the estate, an old man kndlt before a glass vault. In
it lay his greatest treasure, his young and adored wife Sinestra. She was dead—xkilled not in battle but by
mysterious megic.

Guilt mingled with Uriah Belgoon's grief. He was wel beyond his prime, and his name would
never be induded among the ranks of Haruaas great wizards. Other than his wedth and his absolute
devotion, he had little to offer a woman such as Sinestra. But there were other wedthy men in Halruaa,
and Uriah had noted wdl how many a man's eyes followed Sinestra. He had given her a protective
charm, agem that would bring her directly homeif any other man should touch her.

Home she had come. Uriah had found her in ther bed, her too-gtill face strangely changed. He
knew her, though, from the ring she wore and by smdl hidden marks that he hoped only he might
recognize.

Sinestra's death had reveded a gartling secret: her beauty had been lent her by magic. This Uriah
had never suspected. Granted, he was not the most powerful of wiz-ards, but Sinestra had been his
apprentice, and he'd never sensed unusud srength in her gift. The wizard who'd molded Sinestra's face
into that of a goddess mugt have possessed alevd of Art beyond Uriah's compre-hension.

Perhaps Uriah's lack of wizardly <kill had killed her! Perhaps his amdl, protective spdl had
turned a greater wizard's brew into poison. This thought tormented him until he could no longer bear it

He hauled himsdf to his feet and went off in search of an Inquisitor, a specidly trained wizard
attached to the temple of Azuth. Few wizards were as adept at ferreting out the origins of spells as was a
magehound.

Before dark he returned with a tal, thin man whose petulant expression |eft little doubt concerning
hisopinion of this errand. Uriah suspected the man would not have come at dl but for the reputation of



the Begoon clan. The magehound expected lavish compensation, but that expec-tation didn't improve
hisopinion of his benefactor.

Uriah was long past caring how other Haruaans meas-ured him. He led the man to Sinestras
tomb and Ieft him to do his work. He lingered a the far corner of the chamber, however, watching
intently as the magehound cast his spdls of inquiry.

The expression on the magehound's face turned from impeatience to incredulity. Findly he lowered
his slver-and-jade wand and turned to Uriah.

"I have grave news indeed.”

The old wizard stedled himsdf to hear that his spell, his ineptitude, had caused the death of his
beloved Sinestra

Thereis a spdl upon your wife so that another man's touch will return her to your sde.”

Uriah confirmed this with a single nod.

The man who touched her was Lord Basdl Indoulur.”

For long moments, wizard and magehound regarded each other, neither quite able to take in the
truth of this. Findly emotion began to rise in Uriah's heart There was fear—for Basd Indoulur was a
noted conjure—>but fear paled before his fury. With his anger came a murderous resolve.

"You are certain of this?"
His voice was steady, grim. A wary expresson—a shad-owy verson of respect—entered the
magehound's eyes.

"Beyond doubt What would you have me do with this knowledge?*

The old wizard considered. He would avenge Sinestra, of that he was certain. The problem was
his utter lack of ideas concerning how to proceed!

He took a heavy, gold chain from around his neck and handed it to the magehound. "For now,
keep this knowl-edge close. When the time comes, | will cal upon you to bring inquigtion. You, and no
other.”

The magehound's eyes flashed with ambition. In these uncertain times, Haruaans searched for
tratorsin every wel and under every bed. If he could ddiver as powerful and canny a wizard as Basdl
Indoulur to judgment, his fame would be assured!

He indined his head to Uriah, favoring the minor wizard with a bow usudly exchanged only
between men of equa rank and power.

"Asyou say, Lord Uriah, it will be done."

The wizard waited until his guest left, then flung himsdf upon the curved dome of Sinestra's tomb
and wept Each tear watered his hatred of Basd Indoulur. Surely an oppor-tunity to strike would come,
even to amen such as hel If it did not, he would find a man who had greater power and a better chance
of success.

His Sinestra was dead. One way or another, Basdl Indoulur would pay.

Chapter Seven

A band of warriors followed asmdl, green-clad wizard, a hdf-even woman who moved through
the svampy jungle like a cat They followed close-ly, their faces grim and ther eyes congantly scan-ning
for some new danger.

In the canopy overhead, a bird loosed a burst of maniacd laughter. The peeping of hidden tree
toads brought to mind a bevy of madevolent sprites, tittering behind tiny hands as they plotted mis-chief.
A prowling jungle cat—a danish creature more cunning and deadly than a mountain wolf— roared out an
invitation to hunt. From the sur-rounding forest one fdine voice after another picked up the refrain until
the very trees seemed to vibrate in time with the desth-promising song.

The largest man in the group, a distant cousin to the wizard, threw down his machete. "Only fools
enter the Swamp of Akhlaur, be there a laraken here or not!"

The hdf-df stopped and turned. Despite her diminutive Sze, she possessed an aura of power that



froze the fightersin mid-step. like her men, she showed signs of hard travel in swetering heat. Her black
hair hung in limp strands around dightly pointed ears, and her large, amond-shaped eyes were deeply
shadowed in a gaunt and heat-reddened face.

"Doyou cdl me afoal, Bahari?' she said with deceptive cam.

He stared her down. "Thirty of us entered this place. Seventeen remain. How many more need to
die?'

Her chin lifted, and her dark eyes narrowed. "I gave my wizard-word oah."

Tm sure your father's wife was very impressed by this" he sneered. "You are quick to serve a
woman who despises you.”

The hdf-dven wizard turned away. "I would not pre-sume to know Lady Charnli's heart. Nor
should you."

"I know her better than | want to. No matter how this ends, she's not likdy to reward ether of
us and shdl never thank you."

The wizard shrugged and turned her attention to the path ahead. The jungle vines grew thick, and
enormous, Softly glowing green flowers nodded amid the tangle. One of the flowers, a large but tightly
furled bud, tossed and bucked wildly, as if it contained a frantic bird druggling to free itsdf from a
soft-shelled egg. Muffled pegping came from within the flower.

The wizard raised her machete and carefully diced the flower from its gem. A tiny, golden
monkey tumbled out, flaling and shrieking. She dropped her machete and caught the little creature, then
jerked back her hand with a sartled oath as the monkey sank its needidike teeth into her thumb. Off it
scuttled, scolding the haf-df asif she had been the source of its misery dl dong.

Bahai lifted a sardonic eyebrow in dlent comment on the nature of gratitude. He retrieved his
machete and hers from the jungle floor and handed her one with a courtly bow—a mockery of the proud
Haruaan family that ex-cluded them both.

With a hiss of exasperation, the hdf-df turned her atten-tion back to the flowering vines. The
lovdy plants were car-nivorous and grew where carrion was in great abundance. Oddly enough, only a
few bones were entwined among the vines

She dudied the area carefully. The vines grew from the ssumps of thick, much-older canes. A
long, ydlowed bone drew her eye. She eased it out of the old roots, moving her head to one sde to
avoid a sngpping blossom.

The wizard stood and showed the warriors a human thighbone. "Not Zilgorn. This man has been
too long dead. But this place has been recently disturbed—these vines are new growth on old sems. We
goon."

The men groaned, but they stood aside as the wizard cast spells to wither away the dangerous
vines They made short work of sngpping aside the remaining dry twigs and stepped into what appeared
to be alarge, deeply shaded dearing.

Bahari lit a torch. Hicking light fdl upon heaps of marble, dl that remained of a oncefine
structure pulled down by the passing of time and the inexorable green hands of the jungle. Vines filled the
room like a nest of degping snakes, nearly obscuring the remains of a temple of Mystra. They curled
around the atar and twined through the skeletons of warriors who had died with their weaponsin hand.

Two of the men made sgns of warding over ther hearts.

This mugt have been the Mydran dhrine on the old Ghdagar edtate,” the hdf-df mused. "My
mother spoke of it Her people lived beneath these trees long ago, before the Ghalagar dan logt these
lands and changed their name to Noor."

The wizard turned to leave, pulling up in sudden sur-prise when she came face to face with a
glassy statue of an df woman. Her eyesfilled with deep sorrow, and as she backed away she chanted a
few keening words in the Elvish tongue.

"Necromancy," observed Bahari grimly. "The stench of desth-magic dings to this place. Let's
agree that this jungle is afitting tomb for Zilgorn the necromancer and be done with it".

She shook her head. "Zilgorn was my hdf brother, no matter wha ese he might have been. We

goon.



Somber and slent, the amdl band Ieft the temple and followed a narrow, barely perceptible path
doping down toward the river. The sounds of swamp creatures grew louder—the grumble of great frogs,
the roar of crocodiles, and the chittering of thousands upon thousands of insects.

Ther quest ended at the banks of ariver, and the strange sentind ganding at water's edge.

The husk of skin-wrapped bone suggested atdl, power-ful man. Shreds of once-fine scarlet linen
dung to the corpse, and long, black hair moldered about the fleshless face.,

The hdf-df approached and gingerly lifted the gold meddlion that hung around the dead man's
neck. She stud-ied it for a moment, then nodded once in confirmation.

Bahari folded his arms. "So it ends. You knew Zilgorn's likely fate before you stepped foot into
this accursed place.”

"Hismother isold. She should not spend her last years wondering what became of her firstborn

The fighter threw up his hands in disgust. His eyes narrowed, and in one cat-quick motion, he
brought his machete up like a sword and lunged at the haf-df.

The attack was unexpected, but she was quick enough to roll aside. As she fdl, she heard an
unnarving crackle erupt from her haf-brother's body. A shower of acrid brown dust burst from his
desiccated chest—along with the brilliant green head of a swamp viper.

The mercenary traced a quick, circular movement with his machete, spinning the deadly snake
around the blade and thwarting its lunge. He shouted to two of his men, then hurled the snake to the
ground between them. They began wildly hacking at the creature with their machetes.

A smd| exploson rocked the dearing, and a glowing cloud burst from the mutilated snake. It
hung for a mo-ment in the heavy, humid air, quivering with gethering magic. Then a amdl sorm erupted,
and glittering green sparkles descended like bits of bright, lazly drifting hail.

"Zombie powder!" the wizard shrieked as she rolled to her feet and kicked into a run. "Don't
breath in, don't let it touch you!"

Mogt of the men heeded her, damping hands over their mouths and noses as they fled the
descending hall. One fighter tripped over a root and fel. Glittering green limned him, and a bright light
flared and died. Horrible spasms wracked his body, and his cries faded to alingering rattle.

The others backed away in horrid fascination as their comrade rose, lurching toward them with a
chunk of bloody snake clutched in one hand.

Surprigngly fast, he seized a comrade and clamped his hand on the man's jaw. Forcing it open,
he stuffed the snake down the man's throat

Agan green light flared, and the second man expired in violent paroxysms. Two pairs of dull,
glazed eyes turned upon their comrades and kingman. Loyadlties forgotten, the two men drew wegpons
and attacked.

The mercenary nearest them was too dow to under-stand, too dow to react The newly made
zombies fdl upon him. He went down ghrieking, dutching at the pumping sump of his sword arm. In
moments he also rose, widding his own severed am as a bludgeon.

The hdf-df dowed to a stop as she redized that none of her warriors kept pace. She turned and
watched the river-sde battle in horror and disbelief. She had no spdlls that might help—her art was the
Grafting of hedling potions— but even to her unseasoned eyes, it quickly became appar-ent that this fight
could have only one end. Each man who fdl rose again, only to join the swdling ranks of his undead
comrades.

"Hed" she shouted to the survivors. "Hee or digl”

Bahai turned toward her. in a few quick strides he was at her Sde. He swept her up essly and
dung her over his shoulder, taking off a a loping trot The haf-df dung to his badric strap, grateful that
her warrior cousin proved loyd to the Charnli family despite his previous complaints.

Findly Bahari stopped. He casudly threw the haf-df to the ground.

Startled, she rolled and looked up a her rescuer's face. His eyes were dull and glazed,
geadfastly fixed upon some-thing behind her. He dropped to one knee and bowed his head—or wha
was left of it.



With sckening understanding, the wizard gazed at the man's crushed skull. Her gaze followed the
sound of other warriors dropping to the ground in obeisance. To her dismay, the entire party had
followed Bahari to this place. Quaking, she lifted her eyes to the object of the undead warriors
veneration.

A tdl, bald men regarded the amdl amy with a thin amile on his green-scaled face. Then his
black eyes settled on the hdf-df wizard. He hed out a webbed, fantly green hand. Another, smdler
viper dripped from it like drool and dithered toward her.

She tried to flee, but her treacherous body refused to obey. Trapped in the waking nightmare,
she could only scream helplesdy as the viper dithered up the length of her body. Then the snake crawled
into her mouth, and she could scream no more.

Asthe viper disappeared down her throat, a terrible chill spread through her, sped by waves of
agonizing convul-sons, life dipped away like mig, leaving behind a strange, cold darity. Every spel she
had ever learned or cast stood ready in her mind, as quiescent as the undead warriors. She lifted her
hand and gazed with horror at the transfor-mation—the pae bronze color was fading to a sSckly gray,
and the skin on her ddlicate fingers had grown tougher than a dock worker's.

Franticdly she drew a amdl knife from her belt and diced at her own wrist. Blood wdled, thick
and dark, but the pulse of life was nearly gone. She could not even take her own life. It had dready been
taken from her.

"Not this" she croaked, her eyes imploring the strange green wizard. "Kill me, but do not make
mealich!"

A sharp gasp drew the hdf-df s eyes to the woman in the wizard's shadow. She was a wild df,
copper-skinned and crowned with lustrous green hair. Her golden eyes mir-rored the horror that gripped
the dying wizard.

The hdf-df's gaze dropped to Bahari's discarded machete, then returned to the df woman's face.

"Es-Caerta,” she pleaded, an Elvish phrase that defied trandation, used only at the end of formd
prayers blessng and beseeching the gods.

Whether the green df understood or not, it seemed fit-ting to the haf-dven wizard that this
should be her last spoken word.

Without hesitation, the df woman stooped and saized the machete. She threw hersdf into a spin,
arding once, twice, to gan power and momentum. In the ingtant before the blade hit, the haf-df s eyes
sought her savior's grim face, and her slent lips shaped the dven blessing one find time.

Kiva staggered to a stop, the bloody machete clasped in both hands. For a moment she regarded
her handiwork: a neatly decapitated head, even eyes closed in peace and a fant, contented smile upon
bloodless lips.

The next indant she was hurtling through the air. Her back struck a tree and she did to the
ground.

When her vison cleared, she saw Akhlaur ganding over her, his pae green face twisted in fury.

"Have you any ideawhat you've just wasted? Y ou have deprived me of a servant as obedient as
any of these fools but with an undying wizard's power!"

Usng the tree as a support, Kiva pushed hersdf to her feet "It's impossble to change another
wizard to alich!”

He dismissed this obvious misperception with a wave of one webbed hand and continued to
glare, dearly waiting for some word of explanation.

But Kiva could think of no judtification for her impulsve act—at least, none that Akhlaur would
accept "She was hdf-dven,” she sad at last, "and therefore not a worthy servant”

The necromancer's wreth fdtered, and a Strange, letha amusement dawned in his eyes like a dark
aun. "What of your descendants, little Kiva? Did you so disdain their human blood? Did you day them,
aswdl?

A flood of emotions—fedings Kiva had thought long dead—»burst free from some locked corner
of her heart She dropped her eyes to hide her loathing and hatred and shame. Any one of these
responses could prove fatd.



Nor could she answer the necromancer's questions without stepping off another precipice. She
had given birth, just once, before the laraken's spawning had de-stroyed dl hope of further progeny. Her
long-ago daughter had been hdf-dven, a scrawny, sckly thing barely dinging to life, dmost completely
devoid of magic. Akhlaur had never acknowledged his child by Kiva, but he had made good use of the
grl. That sad little half-breed had been Akhlaur's fird magic-dead servant, the germ of an idea tha
eventudly became the jordaini order.

To Akhlaur, that long-ago daughter was the subject of a necromantic experiment, and nothing
more. He would be insulted by any daim of kinship. Yet Kiva could not take a Smilar viewpoint without
digparaging the child's humen father.

No answer was correct Any response could bring harsh reprisals. It was the sort of crud game
Kiva remembered from her distant captivity. But she was no longer that cap-tive dven girl.

Her chin lifted, and her eyes cooled to amber ice. "My only living child is the laraken. It carries a
portion of Akhlaur's magic. How could | possibly disdain that?"

For along moment their stares locked. Then Akhlaur stooped and seized the hdf-df s head by
the hair. He lifted it and regarded it thoughtfully. "How old do you suppose she was?'

Kiva blinked at this unexpected question. "Forty, maybe forty-five years. Quite young for a
haf-df, and about the same as twenty-five years of human life”

"Then | suppose there's little chance she achieved arch-mage status.”

"It seems unlikdy."

"Aty. I've a el that requires the powdered skull of an archmage who died during the lich
trandformeation.”

Kiva shot him an incredulous look. "Is this a common enough occurrence to warrant its indusion
inspdl compo-nents?”

"If the spdl were common, it would hardly be worth casting.” The necromancer negligently tossed
the head into the pool, and tapped thoughtfully on his chin as he gazed out over the soreading ripples.
"Wdl, no matter. There are other ways of rasng the tower."

He gave a terse command to the undead warriors. They fdl to work digging a narrow cand that
would divert the water downhill to a nearby river.

"A amdl thing," Akhlaur said with a shrug, "but this river feeds the pool drowning my tower. The
more water is removed from that pool, the easer the task of rasing the tower. Perhaps | will return the
tower to its origind loca-tion. An unusudly strong place of power, that.”

Dark ingpiration struck Kiva, a smdl repayment for Akhlaur's crud game. She was not the only
one whose past hedd moments of shame and defedt.

"Perhgps we should vigt this place agan before begin-ning such a massve undertaking. It is
possible the laraken drained dl power from that spot. If that is so, one place in this swamp is as good as
any other.”

Akhlaur consdered, then began the chant for a magicd gate. He and Kiva stepped through, to
emerge near the mirky bog that had firg welcomed them to Akhlaur's Swamp.

Thisis the highest point in your former estate,”" Kiva said. She pointed to an obdisk, a ganding
stone deeply coated with moss and hdf submerged in water. "The tower stood there.”

The necromancer studied the obelisk with narrowed eyes. "The power of this place is gone, but
for aglimmer of magic dinging to that stone. Come." He cast a spell that would dlow them to wak upon
the swamp water. Kiva fol-lowed, knowing full wel what they would find.

The tranducent image of adim, doe-eyed girl dumped by the obdlisk, eyeing something benesth
the water with a mixture of hopelessness and longing. The necromancer's eyes widened in recognition,
then narrowed to furious dits

"Noor!"

Akhlaur spat out the name of his former, treacherous apprentice asif it were a curse. The ghodly
gr looked up. Terror suffused her face. She turned away, flinging up both hands to ward off the barrage
of sodls he hurled a her. Firebdls sped toward her, szzing and seaming as they passed through the
humid air. Black lightning flared from the wizard's hands, charring the moss covering the obelisk to ash.



None of this had any effect on the ghost of Noor.

However diverting the aght of a thwarted Akhlaur might be, Kiva findly tired of the disolay and
seized the necromancer's arm. "l do not think you can destroy the ghost, Lord Akhlaur. She died when
Zdathorm claimed the crimson star. It seems likdly that her spirit is somehow linked to the gem. Y ou will
nat be able to avenge yoursdf upon Noor as long as Zdahorm haolds the crimson star. The sooner the
gem s destroyed, the sooner Zdathorm's power will be broken!”

The necromancer composed himsdf. In an eyeblink, his rage-twisted face smoothed out into its
usud fant, super-cilious smile "Zdahorm's downfal would be ddightful to behold, but why would |
want to destroy the gem?'

Kiva noted the fant flicker of uncertainty in the necro-mancer's black eyes. "But you could
destroy it, if you so chose."

Thewizard's lip thinned into atight line, and for a moment Kiva feared that she had overestimated
his power. "It can be done" he sad a last "Three of us created the gem. Its destruction would aso
require three."

The df's shoulders dumped. "Then you can't defeat Zaathorm.”

" didn't say that," Akhlaur snapped, stabbing one long finger in her direction. "The crimson star
will be difficult to work around, but not impossible. 1 will rebuild my magica arsenad past anything
Zdathorm can command.”

Kivaturned aside abruptly, pretending to be absorbed by the fading outline of Noor's ghost. At
the moment, her own dreams fdt nearly as insubgtantid.

For many long years, Kiva had assumed Akhlaur would want the gem destroyed, so tha he and
Zdathorm could fight toe to toe. It had never occurred to her that dl three of the gem's wizardly creators
would have to be in accord.

Such accord seemed beyond the grasp of those once-friends, long ago turned mortal enemies.
One of these wiz-ards, Kiva hdd firmly in hand, but Akhlaur was proving more difficult to control than
she had anticipated.

Inspiration struck. Akhlaur did not actudly dam the three creators mud destroy the gem. He
merdy noted it took three. Kiva reviewed what she knew of the gem and its powers. It protected the
three crestors—and their descendants.

Their descendants! She knew three of these descen-dants dl too wdl! Time and again they had
evaded death and dipped through traps. If these accursed wizard-spawn could benefit from the crystd
dtar's protection, perhaps they could aso destroy it!

Kiva turned to the necromancer. "I need to go to the king's city to gather information that may
prove usful.”

The wizard dismissed his dven "sarvant” with an absent wave of his hand. Kiva quickly conjured
a gate and stepped out into a prepared location—a deeply shadowed arbor in the public gardens of
Haarahh.

She nearly sumbled over a young couple, common laborers judging by their dress, too absorbed
in each other to notice her arriva. Kiva picked up the rude knife the lad had set aside. She brought the
hilt down hard on the girl's head, then dispatched the suitor with a quick dash, taking care not to get any
of his blood on the stunned girl. Kivaknelt by the girl and gave her head a quick, wrenching twist.

Kivas vicim was smdl and dim, and her gown looked to be a near fit for the dender elf. Since
the gl had pre-pared for an assgnation, shed worn a cowl and cloak. This would provide cover for the
df's tdltde hair. Ddighted with this unexpected bounty, Kiva quickly cdlamed her prize. She quickly
dressed hersdf in the dead girl's clothes and made her way through the deepening twilight to Basdl
Indoulur's tower.

A dark-haired young woman in an apprentice's sky blue robes opened the gate. For a moment
Kivafdt that she was dill regarding a ghost, so closdly did the girl resemble the long-dead Noor.

"You are Lord Basdl's apprentice? The Noor heiress?!

Thegirl smiled. "I am one of the apprentices, yes, but Snce | have an older sster I'm not likdy to
inherit | am Farrah, second daughter of Ahaz and Beryl Noor. How may | serve?



Kivaglanced over the girl's shoulder. "Actudly, | came seeking another apprentice. A girl known
as Tzigone"

The amilefdl from Farrah's face. "Tzigone was logt in the recent battle. You must be newly come
to Haarahh, for her story issung a every corner.”

At Kivas urging, the apprentice repeated the tde. During a pivotd battle, when the Crinti
threatened to overrun the Haruaan army and the dark faries stood poised to pour through a portal and
into the fray, Tzigone had not only closed the floodgate but had aso dropped the vel between the
worlds. She had sacrificed hersdf, binding her magic with that of other wizards to sedl these

Kiva remembered the jolt of power that had thrown her and Akhlaur free of the Plane of Water.
So that was the source of it! She supposed she ought to be glad the timing of Tzigones spdl had
coincided so wdl with her own, but dl she could fed was fury. Once again, Keturah's little bas-tard had
interfered!

Wel, perhaps dl was not lost

"What of Tzigon€e's friend, the jordain known as Matteo?"

Farrah brightened. "Another hero. He lives and serves King Zdahorm as counsdor.”

A sharp burgt of panic Szzed through Kiva, quickly mastered. "I know Matteo. He mugt be
deeply saddened by Tzigones loss. What became of hisfriend Andris?'

"He lives" the girl sad shortly. "He awaits trid for trea-son, but | hear he was released to
Matteo's keeping. Matteo wished to vigt the place where Tzigone disappeared and took Andris as a
guide

More likdy, Kiva thought grimly, he had something more productive than mourning in mind. If
she and Dha-mari Exchelsor could find a spell that parted the vell to the Unsedie Court, eventudly other
wizards would do the same,

If that occurred, the three wizard-spawn descendants would be together in one place. That
amplified matters admirably.

Kiva fingered the knife hidden in the folds of her stolen cloak and contemplated her next steps.
Even though the cowl covered her hair and ears, her face was unmistakably even. Farrah Noor must not
tdl anyone that an df woman had visted, asking questions about Tzigone and Matteo. There were few
eves in Hdruaa, and the appearance of one at this time and place would hint too directly at Kiva She
could ether kill Noor or take the memory from her.

Murder was risky in Halruaa, for it led to magicd inquiry. Even memory loss could be reversed.

The df forced agmile onto her face and thanked Farrah Noor for her time and her kindness. She
waked away from the tower and into a Sde street, where she watched until a surdily built young man
entered the tower by a side door. After awnhile, lamplight flickered in a room severd floors above. Kiva
mede out the man's slhouette.

She closed her eyes and brought to mind his face and form, chanting a spdll that would cast an
illuson over her-sdf. Clad in the young man's image, she sauntered over to the tower door and knocked.

Agan Farrah came to the door. Her dark eyes widened in surprise. "Mason! What, forgotten
your key agan?'

To avoid teltde speech, Kiva went into a fit of cough-ing, nodding to show agreement. The girl
stepped aside to let "Mason” pass. Kiva pulled the knife and waited while the gil shut and locked the
door. When Farrah turned to face her lant, when the shocked puzzle-ment in the girl's eyes turned to
fear and supplication, Kiva struck.

Sill wearing Mason's form, she cleaned the dripping blade on Farrah's robes and made her way
up toward the tower room. Mason was dready adeep, lying on his back and snoring like a sallor. Kiva
took a potion of forgetful-ness from her bag. This she poured into the apprentice's open mouth, drop by
subtle drop. When the vid was empty, she dropped it on the floor dong with the blood-smeared knife.

When Farrah's body was found and magicd inquiries made, the magehounds would recover an
image of the last face Farrah had seen, and they would discover her bdief concerning her killer's identity.
Mason, of course, would know nothing about the murder. His convenient loss of memory might be
construed as self-preservation on his part, or as one layer of an elaborate deception. Either way, the



Stuation would take sometime to unravel.

Kivaintended to use this time well. She began the cast-ing of another far-traveing odll. Before
Farrah Noor's body cooled, Kiva would stand in the Nath, the wild north-western mountains. By this
time tomorrow, descendants of dl three of the crysta star's wizard creators would be in her hands.

Chapter Eight

Storm clouds rumbled over the wild mountains. Rain fdl steadily, and an occasond dzze of
light-ning cast brief illuminaion over the blesk terrain.

Kiva moved through the Nath like a shadow, aided by the keen night vison of her people. She
kept dert, for her ef-blooded quarry dso had vison wel suited to darkness.

Years of acquaintance with the Crinti bandits had taught Kiva their patterns, their habits, their
haunts. She quietly made her way through twist-ing passes and over tumbled stone to a hidden watch
post. There stood a tdl warrior, a shadowy figure with ssorm-gray skin and hair, her feet planted wide
gpart and her face lifted to the wild sky asif to defy the gods.

"Xerigh," Kivamurmured, recognizing the Crinti scout. She reached into her bag and fin-gered its
contents until she found the spell com-ponents she needed. Then she rose and shouted out a hal in the
mangled, bastardized Elvish didect the Crinti used with such pride.

The scout whirled, sword out and face wary. Her suspicion turned to joy when Kiva stepped out
of her hiding place.

Xerigh loped forward and swept Kiva into a crushing, ssely embrace. "Elf-sger! | am so
pleased you are not dead!”

“That gratifies me, as wel," Kiva said with as much warmth as she could manage. She quickly
extricated her-sdlf from the Crinti's ams and held out a smdl, deeply tar-nished slver locket. "I have
brought you a gift"

The Crinti took the trinket and examined it with inter-est.

"Open it," Kiva suggested.

Xerish found the clasp. Ingde the locket was a crumbling lock of white hair. She lifted astonished
eyesto Kivas face.

"Rdics" the df said, confirming the warrior's unspoken question. "The only known remains of
Mahidra, the war-rior woman who founded your clan."

The Crinti quickly put the locket around her neck. Over-whelmed, she drew hersdf up and
sduted Kiva, her figts thumping againg opposite shoulders. "l will prove mysdf worthy of this honor, this
| swear. My lifeis yours™

That brought a flicker of agmile to Kivas face. Tdl me, how did we fare in the recent baitle?"

The gray face clouded. "Badly. Many Crinti fdl to the Hdruaans, some fled the dark faries.
Scouts gather the survivors. We return to Dambrath before the new moon.”

Kiva nodded as she took thisin. "The camp is near?' "An hour's run, maybe two. | will take you
there"" Xerish broke into along-legged trot The df eedly fdl into stride. When the conica mounts of the
fary hills came into Sght, just a few paces away but shrouded in the rain and mig, Kiva fdl back,
gripping her knees and struggling for breeth asif she had been winded by the run.

The Crinti circled back, her face puzzled. Kiva abruptly straightened, flinging out one hand and
hurling a bolt of black and crimson energy at the bandit. The magic missile struck Xerish in the chest and
sent her hurtling toward one of the mounds. She hit hard, her arms thrown out wide. There she stuck like
abug to flypaper, too sunned to draw breath.

Kiva took tools from her pack—a smdl hammer and four long, siver spikes. She ran a the
gunned Crinti with the grim intent of a vampire hunter. Dull thuds resounded through the chilling rain as
Kiva pounded the stakes through the woman's hands and ankles. Through it dl, the magicaly trapped
Xerish did not cry out. Crinti warriors did not acknowledge pain, but her strange blue eyes burned with
bewilderment and betrayal.



Kiva rose and began to wak widdershins around the mount, chanting as she went. Fndly she
came around, hed her captive's accusng gaze, and dapped her hands sharply together. Magic flared like
black lightning, and the Crinti woman was sucked abruptly into the mound.

The df waited expectantly as the dark spdl ran its course. A life for a life—Kiva glady doomed
Xerish to the place Crinti feared more than death in exchange for a more ussful being's freedom.

Findly the crackling energy erupted into a second explosve burst Kiva closed her eyes and
turned her head away from the sudden, blinding flar. When she looked back, a wretched figure cowered
a the base of the fairy mound.

"No," Kivasad flaly, garing in disbdief at her prize.

The freed human was not Tzigone—was not even femade! A Hdruaan mde crouched at Kivas
feat. His pde face bore a diginct resemblance to a hairless weasdl, and his scant hair was plastered
agang his skull by sweat and blood.

Shrieking with incoherent rage, Kiva kicked the wizard again and again. He merdly curled up, his
ams flung over his head, his thin form sheking with sobs. A familiar talisman flew from his hand. He
lunged for it, wrapping the chain around each finger and dutching the trinket as if it were his only link to
life and sanity.

As, Kiva suspected, it truly had been.

"Dhamari Exchdsor," she said with loathing. "Why isit that whenever a spdl goes awry, Dhamari
isnot far away?"

The weeping man suddenly went dill. After a moment, he ventured a glance at his tormenter.
"Kiva?'

There was aworld of hope in that Sngle word. Kiva gri-maced. If Dhamari saw solace in her, he
mug be in very bad shape indeed!

But Kivawas ever willing to improvise. She crouched beside the wizard, crooning slly, soothing
words. He took the flask she handed him and drank, hestantly at firdt, then with great thirst and greater
need. Andly she took the flask from his hands.

"You are safe, Dhamari. | have brought you back."

Kiva watched him dowly absorb this, watched as his eyes took focus and turned as hard as
obsdian.

"Where is Keturah's bastard?"

Theicein Dhamari's voice startled her. She sat back on her heds and regarded him. He returned
her gaze without fdtering, and for long moments Kiva stared into a mirror of her own soul.

"Hatred,” she sad gpprovingly. "A thirg for vengeance. Where is the snivding weasd | have
known and loathed these many years?'

The wizard took her taunting without flinching. "He is gone, as who would know better than you?
Together we learned why the Crinti dread the dark fairies. You know what happens to those who pass
beyond the vel and return. | have been through a crucible. The dross has been burned away, and my
heart's ambitions have been forged into sed.”

"Like the drow before you," Kiva said, repeding the legend explaining the dark eves absolute
evil.

Dhamari actudly smiled. "Even 0. | am ready to re-sume what | set about years ago, before
Keturah's escape and death set my plans awry.”

"Yes | believe you are" she said thoughtfully. "Before you continue your rise to immortdity, there
isone thing you should know. Keturah is not dead.”

The wizard stared a Kiva "How is this possble? You yoursdf told me of her desth! You
brought me her talisman!" He brandished the chain with its smal, smple meddlion.

Kiva grimaced. "The Crinti are thorough. When they fin-ished with Keturah, she was beyond
recognition. They told me she was dead, and | bdieved them. No one who saw her then would have
doubted it."

"But sheisdive”

"More or less. She is now known as Queen Bestrix."



Dhamari stared at Kivafor a long moment, then he began to laugh without humor. "So Keturah,
migtress of evocation, has become the mad queen of Haruaal Odd, the little turns life takes."

His mirth abruptly disappeared. "So that iswhy the Council of Elders presented me with a bill of
divorcement so soon after Keturah's disappearance! | had thought this a courtesy, for wha wizard
wishes to maintain any aliance with an accused murderess? It was Zaathorm's doing, wasn't it?'

"That seems likdy," Kiva said, though it was nothing of the sort. Zephyr, her kinsman and her
dly, had seen to his detall.

"So Zdahorm knows of his queen's past identity,” Dha-mari repeated, in the manner of one who
was trying to stretch hismind around too large an idea.

"How could he not? Isn't he the greatest diviner in dl Haruaa?'

Dhamari considered this his face troubled. "If the king knew dl that had passed between
Keturah and me, | would not be dive today. Nor did he know of the Mulhorandi inva-son. Is it possible
that his powers of divination owe more to legend than redity?’

"Many wizards are asking that very question. | suspect you will find Halarahh to be an interesting
place. Shdl | return you to your tower?"

The wizard nodded. He rose painfully to his feet and limped through the megica gate Kiva
conjured.

Left done, Kiva consdered the fary mound. The spdl of subgtitution was difficult and expensive.
She could not cast it again, not without many hours of study, days of rest, and spell components that
were exceedingly difficult to come by. For the time being, Tzigone would have to stay where she was.

Kivaonly hoped she could get to the girl before Matteo did.

* k *k k %

Dhamari stepped out of the magic portd and into his own gardens. The dank chill of the Unsedlie
redlms and the pdting ran of the Nath were nothing but unpleasant mem-ories. Here in the king's city,
dars gleamed overhead, and the soft night air was as sultry as a whispered promise.

He stood for along time, breathing in the intense, green fragrance, grateful merdly to be dive and
free of the dark faries. He did not regret what he had become during his torment—far from it—but he
was just as happy to have the transformation done and over with!

His eyes swept over the gardens, lush and fragrant in the waning moonlight, then narrowed as
they settled upon the gatehouse.

The gatekeeper was gone. Dhamari stalked to the tower and threw open the door, bellowing for
his servants. Only slence greeted him.

Worry replaced ire. The wizard hurried up the gtairs to his workshop. As he had feared, his
laboratory had been disturbed, its contents sorted with a haste that suggested his "vistors' preferred not
to be caught a their search. Dhamari set to work, methodicaly going through the tumbled vids and
scrolls and books, noting which were, missng. Most disurbing were the missng works on the Unsedie
folk.

Someone was a work on a el to free Tzigone. Why else would anyone take such things?
Dhamari sncerely doubted anyone would go to such effort on his behaf!

A fant, sardonic amile twisted hislips as he recdled his own rescue. "I thought Kivas welcome
lacked a certain warmth,” he murmured. "So Kiva dill has a use for Tzi-gone. | wonder what that might
be"

Dhamari had other, more immediate problems to pon-der. He leaned back in his chair and
considered the wreck of hislibrary. The intruson into his tower was not athing lightty done. Haruaan law
frowned upon those who de-spoiled a wizard's tower.

It occurred to him that the tower had been warded. If held been the fird to enter the tower by
conventiond or magicd means, hisarriva had triggered magicd darms. He hurried to the window. Sure
enough, severd men in the blue-green uniforms of the city militia quick-stepped toward the tower.

Dhamari hurried to a hidden door that led to a passage set between two rooms. There he s,



ligening to the sounds of the militia tromping through his tower. Ther search was long and maddeningly
thorough. When at last dl was dlent, he crept back out into his sudy and the prob-lem that awaited him
there. Someone knew far too much about him. But who?

The answer struck Dhamari like a fig. Surdy the thief was none other than Basd Indoulur,
Tzigones sdf-gppointed guardian and, mogt likdy, her grel Basd had flown his skyship into the
dangerous Nath to rescue Tzigone. He had put hislife at risk to aid Keturah after her escape. What was
robbing a wizard's tower, in com-parison?

"This could be a problem,” he muttered. Once Basd heard of Dhamari's return—and he
would—he was sure to follow Dhamari's every move like a hawk on a hare.

The wizard rose and began to pace. "Wha to do?' he said digtractedly. A conjurer of Basd
Indoulur's stature was too dangerous to ignore, and too powerful to take on directly. At least, too
powerful to take on done.

Dhamari hurried to his strying chamber and settled down before a large, amber globe. He
quickly cast the spdll that would seek out Kiva.

Agonizing minutes passed before the df s face drifted into focus. As Dhamari opened his mouth
to speak, he noted dender black spires rigng from the ground behind Kiva. His jaw locked open in
gaping astonishment

"Thisis not agood time" Kivasad curtly.

Dhamari sputtered. "'l should say not! Those spires—| have seen them sketched in a lore book.
Why did you not tdl me you were raisng Akhlaur's tower?

"Snce | intend to share his treasures with every wizard in Halruaa, I'll post word of my progress
indl the locd tav-erns” she retorted.

A terrifying possibility occurred to Dhamari. In the mo-ments before Tzigone had dragged him
into the Unsedie Redm, he had caught sght of Kiva disgppearing into the gate thet led to the Plane of
Water. If she had returned, who or what might have accompanied her?

"Whet of the laraken? What of Akhlaur?’

The df's gaze did to one sde. "We will spesk later. | must go.”

"He's back, isnt he?' Dhamari persisted. "He's dive, and you have brought him back from exile.
This ishow you plan to depose Zdahorm? Kiva, that islike ridding a barn of mice by bringing in viperd
What will Halruaa become with that accursed necromancer on the throne?”

"Akhlaur will never rule Hdruaa," she sad softly, her eyes burning with hatred. "l swear it
Zdathorm's crown will pass to another.”

Dhamari's astonishment swiftly transmuted to interest To whom?'

She lifted one shoulder impatiently. "Procopio Septus, most likdly."

The lord mayor is a powerful man," Dhamari alowed, "and respected among the Elders. But
what wizard, or what two or three or twenty, could possibly stand againgt Akhlaur?"

"Do not trouble yoursdf. Thet ismy concern.”

Dhamari's only answer was a derisive sniff.

The dven face in his globe grew very dill. "Never forget, Dhamari, that | freed you from the
Unsadie court. | could very essily send you back.”

He doubted this but was not interested in testing the matter.

"I have overstepped. As gpology, please accept this infor-mation.” He quickly told her about the
missng spellbooks and Crinti lore and of his suspicions concerning Basdl Indoulur. "1 know this man,
Kiva He and Keturah were friends from childhood, perhaps more than friends. He might not be
impasing to look upon, but he is dangerous.”

Kiva hissed out an exasperated sgh. "I cannot take three steps without tripping over a Halruaan
wizard! Some-thing mugt be done to hold them off a bit longer.”

Dhamari waited for her to eaborate. When she offered no further information, he went on to
another matter. "If you hate Halruaa's wizards so much, why would you sup-port Procopio Septus?”

She shrugged again. "Because he is ambitious, and because he is not Zdathorm.”

Dhamari was speechless, dazzled by the dawning of new posshilities "I suppose any other



wizard would do aswdl?"

Kiva was dlent for a moment, her amber eyes noting the birth of new amhbition. "You have
crossed me before, Dha-mari. | won't forget that But as long as you prove loyd, who knows what your
future might be? My friends have sat upon the Coundcil of Elders, become jordaini masters.” She amiled
briefly, unpleasantly. "My former mistress reigns as queen. Perhaps you'd like to reclam Zdathorm's wife
aong with histhrone?

A warning bdl began to tall in the back of Dhamari's mind. Kiva had spoken of Keturah as if she
hed recently learned of the woman's new identity, but was it possible that Kiva had had a hand in putting
Keturah on Haruaa's throne? If so, to what purpose? There was much about his plans that Kiva did not
know. Mogt likdy the df could make the same daim!

"You speak of powerful friends, but many of them are dead,” he pointed out. "The queen is a
madwoman, thanks to your Crinti barbarians. It seems to me that you're a dan-gerous friend to have."

"Afar more dangerous foe. Measure the haght of your ambitions, Dhamari. After you have
compared the risks to the prize, we will speak again.”

"Why wait? Tdl me what | have to do."

Agan Kiva darted a glance to one side. "Two things Firdt, strike up a partnership with Procopio
Septus. Let him pull your wagon dong until the time comes to discard him. | will send you a magic
missive detaling his recent mis-deeds.”

"Good," Dhamari said, nodding. "Blackmail provides the foundation for a good many politica
relationships”

"Second, seek out wizards likdy to support Zdahorm and destroy them. | mugt go." The
coppery face winked out of the globe, suddenly and completely.

"Jugt two things," Dhamari muttered as he pushed away from the scrying globe. "Extort one of the
most powerful wizardsin Halruaa, and day those who support the king. Mere trifles”

He hurried to the shdf where he kept his message bottle. He st it on a table and sat down to
wait

Before too long, a scroll appeared ingde the bottle— Kivas message, magicaly sent. Dhamari
esgerly shook it out and smoothed the parchment out flat As he read, he began to chuckle with ddight

Oh, yes, Procopio would accept him as a partner. The lord mayor would have little choice.
Dhamari had to admire the man's daring. Procopio had been clever indeed—yper-haps clever enough to
succeed in chdlenging Zdathorm, but it was one thing to chadlenge a king, and quite another to actudly
wear his crown.

Dhamari walked over to a mirror of polished bronze and regarded his reflection, thoughtfully
brushing at his scant hair. He was not a handsome man, or an imposing one, or powerful—at least not in
the ways that Halruaa measured magicd might In fact, there was nothing particularly com-pelling about
him.

Thewizard shrugged. No métter. There was not a man dive who would not be vadly improved
by the addition of a crown.

Kivahurried back toward the risng tower. Fortunately, the cagting was long and difficult, and it
seemed unlikdy the necromancer noted her inattention. Akhlaur dill stood with his eyes shut, his webbed
hands outstretched. The blood from the needed sacrifices pooled around his feet and seeped dowly into
the ground.

The black tower glisened as it rose, dowly, like an obsdian dementd teking shape. Around it
stood a slent horde of long-dead skeletd creatures, raised from the sur-rounding swamps to participate
inthis strange reincarna-tion.

As the tower rose, thousands of naked bones took on flesh and form. The water that had
drowned the tower and its treasures seeped upward into the patient dead. Undying servants—not quite
zombies, not quite water dementals— stood ready for their master's command. Ancient bone showed
through tranducent, watery flesh.

It was, Kiva had to admit, an ingenious way of ridding the Site of much of the water. The drained
pit would remain benegth the tower, providing space for dungeons and middens, and the warriors would



hep Akhlaur stake hisdam.

She waited until the tower doors had risen levd with the newly firm ground. Doors and windows
opened by unseen hands, and desert-dry winds whistled through the tower rooms. At last the tower
stood as Kiva had lagt seen it: an imposing work of Haruaan art, a peerless storehouse of necromantic
arts, aplace of horrors too wel remembered.

Kiva added her gpplause to the listless, watery patter of zombie hands. "Never have | seen such
aspel, Lord Akhlaur, or such an amy! These warriors should be more than sufficient to drive away the
attacking wizards."

The triumphant amile fdl from the necromancer's face. The tower is under attack?'

Shefdl back a step and brought alook of chagrin to her face. "I misspoke, my lord. No attack is
underway, to the best of my knowledge, but rasng the tower required an enormous amount of magic.
There are wizards who might sense spdls of such magnitude. Sooner or later, they will come to
investigate”

The necromancer acknowledged thiswith a nod. "Obvi-oudy you have a suggestion.”

" do, my lord. With your permission, | will summon the laraken back to the Swamp of Akhlaur.”

Akhlaur's black eyes narrowed. "How do you know this spdl?!

"Itisdmilar to the magic that summoned its parent, the water demon. | saw it cast often enough
to burn it into memory." With effort, Kiva kept her voice leve and cam.

The necromancer looked intrigued. "Few can learn spdlls by observation done. You have dways
been among my best apprentices, little Kiva" he said, ignoring the fact that she had learned about this
particular arrow not as a sudent archer, but as atarget "Very wel, let us see what you can do."

Kivaamiled blandly. "Indeed you will, my lord."

A flicker of suspicion entered the wizard's eyes, then was gone. "The best of my gpprentices” he
repested in a tone as mild as hers. "'l am eager to see what other lessons | have inadvertently taught you.”

She heard the warning in his words and noted the keen interest in his eyes. For the fird time,
Akhlaur seemed to condder the possihility that dl might not be as it seemed. He did not look dismayed
by that prospect-to the contrary. Nothing pleased him more than a crue game, a hidden purpose.

The df hdd her amile and slently promised to give the wizard dl he desired and more.

Chapter Nine

Morning crept over the Nath, fading the night sky to a dismd gray. The rain tha had fdlen
deadily dl night ceased with the coming of light, and mig rose like summoned spirits from the stony
ground.

Sim gray figures moved through the swirling, land-bound clouds, preparing ther horses,
gath-ering supplies, bundling weapons plundered from the Haruaans and from their own dead. Shanair,
the Crinti chieftain, sat her shadow-gray mare and watched as her decimated forces prepared for retreat

One of the warriors cinched a thick bundle of bloodstained arrows to a tdl bay gdlion—a dead
Haruaan's war-horse turned pack animd. She caught Shanair's eye and gave the chieftain a quick, fierce
amile

"Hne arrows, and each one wrenched from an enemy's body! This gdlion will breed a hundred
fods by summer's end. All will fetch a good price in Dambrath.”

Shanair nodded, understanding what prompted the woman's boasts. They would return to their
naive land laden with plunder. They would have honor and wedth. As raiders, they had done wdl
indeed. No one need speak of their deeper, falled purpose.

It would be good to return to Dambrath. Shanair glanced around the campsite, a rddivdy flat
place carved high into the mountaingde by a long-ago rockdide. The ste was lit-tered with boulders and
nearly surrounded by jagged diffs Files of tumbled rock squatted above them like tipsy, dwarven
sentinds. A amdl, potable soring bubbled up from somewhere deep in the heart of the mountain, and a
few shdlow caves offered shelter from the dements. It was a highly defensible place, if not a comfortable



one, but no fit-ting home for a Crinti warrior. Soon Shanair would again ride free over open plains.

The prospect gave her less pleasure than she expected.

A fant buzzing, like that of a captured wasp, came from asmdl leather pouch affixed to her belt.
Shanair's gray face furrowed in puzzlement as she unbuckled the fasten-ers and drew a smdl, smooth,
round stone from the bag.

Elf-sister, | greet you.

A familiar voice sounded in Shanair's mind, a lilting, bell-like soprano thet lent rare grace and
elegance to the rough Crinti didect Shanair knew only one person whose voice hdd such musc.
Clutching the stone, she dapped her hedsinto her horse's Sde and reined the beast away from the camp.

"Kiva" she whispered. "We thought you dead!"

Do you really think | would leave before the battle was over?

Shanair, suddenly ashamed, glanced back over her shoulder a the budling camp. She hersdf
was preparing to do precisely that.

Her practicd nature quickly reasserted itsdf. "What more can be done? The baitle was fought.
Many Hdruaans died, but too many remain. We Crinti are too few to push them into the sea.”

The Crinti need not fight alone. The floodgate—

"The floodgate is closed,” Shanair said flaly. "We fdt the magic shake the mountains. We saw
the soring disappear.”

There was a moment's pause, and the stone in Shanair's hand surged with power. The Crinti,
attuned to Kiva through some magic she did not understand, recognized temper flaring bright and quickly
controlled.

What | was about to say, Kiva went on pointedly, was that many magical treasures are
buried around the site of the floodgate. Dig a circle around the place of the spring's origin, about
seven paces from the center.

Shanar shook her head before she remembered the df could not see this response. "This
morning, Xerish did not report We tracked her to one of the dark fairy mounds. There she disappeared.
Thisis no place for the Crinti."

This time the stone flared hot enough to burn Shanair's fingers. Did you find another set of
tracks, or are the Crinti not skilled enough to follow a true ef's trail?

The venom in Kivas words smarted worse than the burning stone. "One trall only,” Shanair
admitted.

There were two trails leading to the Green Crone, Kiva said, giving the Crinti name for that
particular fary mound. Xerish failed me, and | sent her beyond the vell. Do as | say, Shanair, or you
will find you have far more to fear than the Unsedlie folk.

Themagicd contact broke off aruptly, leaving Shanair stunned and enlightened.

"Elf-ager," she muttered in sdf-disgust All this time, she had believed Kiva viewed her as a
comrade, if not quite an equd. The Crinti dedt death with a quick hand. Though they were brutd and
unforgiving of failure, no one among them would ever torture one of their own. Kiva had given Xerish to
the dark fairies. Nothing could have painted the truth in starker colors than this.

Shanar and her proud people were nothing to Kiva

She tugged on the horse's reins, turning it back around to the camp. After the recent defest, the
Crinti had re-treated to the place where the floodgate had been hidden. Not only was it a defensble
camp, but dl the scattered Crinti knew it to be the falback place. Each day had brought new stragglers.
If Kiva spoke truth, there was enough magic In this place to send them dl beyond the vell.

"Cdl in the sentinels and scouts" she shouted. "We leave this accursed place before the sun
burns avay the migd”

Basd Indoulur stooped and peeked cautioudy through the low, open door. The wizard who'd
crafted Procopio's gaming tables was said to be an unusud soul, but the red-ity was odder than Basdl
hed anticipated.

A stout, middie-aged femde gnome ceased her work long enough to give him a cheery wave.
"Youd be Lord Basd, then? Come in, comein."



He ducked through the door and exchanged pleas-antries with his host. She was an odd-looking
little crea-ture, brown as a mushroom except for eyes of cornflower blue and a bright, rosy bloom on her
plump cheeks and large, button nose. Her abundant brown hair was caught back in a blue kerchief, and a
neat, white apron covered her kirtle. Although famed for her kill as an dchemigt and atificer, the little
wizard looked more like a cook holding sway in a miniature, well-managed kitchen.

After gregting Basdl, she went back to alow table. Shelves above it were lined with jars filled
with strangely colored powders.

"This has the look of an apothecary shop,” Basd ob-served.

"That and more." The gnome winked at him, then picked up a miniature mortar and pestle. She
began vigor-oudy grinding at something pale gray and ungpeskably foul amdling.

"Ba guano,” she said chearfully. "Very ussful in creat-ing explosions. Have some?”

She hdd out a smdl, paper-wrapped packet, much as a homey granny might offer a treat to a
child.

Not wishing to offend, Basd accepted the odd gift. "You sad | might have alook around?'

The gnome waved her hand toward asmdl side room. "All the Crinti loreisin there. Stay as long
asyou like. Don't worry about making a mess—I've dready seen to that"

He thanked her and made his way over to the smdl room. Unlike the main chamber, this area
was an untidy jumble. Tiny, carved figures tumbled about in various stages of completion. Rles of
minigture limbs and wegpons waited to be attached to tiny bodies. Fully assembled fig-ures had been
daubed with paint, but the detailed work that made them look like living things had yet to be completed.
All the figures would eventudly be enspdled into the dmog-living toys Procopio Septus favored so
highly.

A long table was heaped high with old books and shards of pottery. Basdl reached tentatively
into the pile. His hand brushed something furry, and he indinctively pulled back.

An enormous tarantula, its body nearly aslarge as arat's, darted out a him, hissng like an angry
cat.

Basd's battlefidd nerve deserted him in the face of this unexpected foe. Letting out a Sartled
shout, he seized a heavy tome and lofted it high over the attacking arachnid. He kept ydling as he brought
the book down, hoping to drown out the sound of impact. His efforts were only par-tidly successful.

"Mind the spiders,” the gnome caled chearfully. "For some reason they tend to gather in that
corner.”

Basd regarded the splattered creature with disgudt, then turned his gaze to his chosen weapon.
Greenish ooze dripped from a cover embossed with danted, spindly runes, which proclamed the book
to be a higory of the southland's dark elves. He scraped the book clean with the packet of bat guano
and settled down to read.

Hours passed, and Basd pored through one book after another. He pieced together scroll
fragments and shards of spdll-vessds of a sort not used for hundreds of years.

Findly he stood and stretched, thinking fondly of a fort-night by the sea and perhaps a pilgrimage
to a hay Mydtran shrine. He would need something of this nature to cleanse himsdf of the creeping,
soul-deaedening evil held immersed himsdf in.

"Like crawling through a midden," he muttered, glaring at Crinti lore. "If water seeks its own levd,
amdl wonder that Procopio is so taken with such thingd™

The gnome peeked around the doorjamb. "I'm for the tavern. Found what you need?’

"Actudly, no," he admitted. "I'm looking for an ancient spell, probably created by dark eves™

A hit of the cheeriness faded from the gnome's face. "Wdl, | suppose you have your reasons.
There's abook or two in the root cdlar that might serve. Never had much use for them mysdf, and they
seemed right at home down there.”

Basd followed her to a miniature kitchen. She kicked aside a wooden door in the floor and
disappeared down aladder. The wizard accepted things she handed up to him— a pair of rutabagas for
tomorrow's stew, some dried herbs, a smdl bag of coin, and findly a book bound with black wyvern

hide, long ago faded to a dull, papery gray.



He thanked the gnome and began to turn the ancient vdlum pages—carefully, for they were
fragile By the look of them, they had probably been written by some of the firs wizards from ancient
Netheril. Basd struggled with the archaic language and the even more ancient spells.

Fndly he found one that quickened his heart and chilled his blood.

A dak-even spdl opened a smdl gate to the Unsedie redm, dlowing one mortd to be
subdtituted for another. It was possble for both to return, but only if the would-be res-cuer possessed
rare darity of character and a heart that offered no foothold to the dark faries magic. The rescuer— or
the sacrifice, depending upon the outcome—mugt wear a talisman containing, among other things, a lock
of hair from an ancestor, preferably awizard of greet prowess.

Basd grimaced. While this requirement would not be difficult for most Haruaans, it presented a
red chdlenge for a kinless jordain. Yet Basdl could think of no one but Matteo to whom he would
entrugt this task.

He copied the complex spell, working as quickly as he dared. He paid the gnome woman for her
time and hurried to his tower, where a gate awaited that would take him to the floodgat€e's location—the
place where Tzigone had dis-appeared and where Matteo was bound.

Chapter Ten

Four men rode northward through the rugged Nath, falowing the faint, twisting tral left by a dry
streambed. Although dl four were Haruaan and dl were clad in the jordaini garb of white linen, it
occurred to Matteo that he and his friends pre-sented a drikingly diverse group.

lago, the amdl, dight man who led the way, had seen wel over thirty summers, at least ten more
then the three men with him. Themo was the youngest, a bluff, cheery giant who was ill in many ways
more a youth than a man. Andris was tdler than most Haruaans and wiry rather than muscular. His
coloring was unusud: auburn hair, hazd eyes, and freckled skin that refused to burnish in the sun. Hints of
these colors remained, despite Andriss myderious transforma-tion during the battle in Akhlaur's
Swamp. Despite dl, Matteo dill considered Andris the best jordain he knew.

Y et nothing resembling brotherhood passed between Andris and the other two jordaini, who'd
accepted the ghoglly jordain's presence only after much argument and under protest. Even Themo, who
hed counted Andris a boyhood friend, had little to say to him.

As they neared the battle Ste, the expresson on lago's face changed from wary to gim. He
reined his horse back and fdl into step with Matteo's steed.

"I understand the need to trace Kivas path. Andris has cause to know it better than any other,
but perhaps you should consider his true purpose in bringing us here.”

"Andrisisdill ajordain,” Matteo said quietly. "He fol-lows our code. | would stake my life on his
word."

"And ours aswdl," lago grumbled.

Eager to change the subject, Matteo turned to Themo. "You have not spoken of your plans.
Wheat will you do, now that you've been released from jordaini service?'

The big man gave him afleeting grin. "I'd like to survive thistrip." He lifted one shoulder in ashrug
and gestured to the jordaini garments he wore out of lifelong habit Truth is, Fm feding more adrift than |
expected to. The only thing | know isthe jordaini order.”

Theworld istoo wide for asngle man's eyesto take in,” Matteo observed.

"Jug 0. | don't need someone to do my thinking for me, mind you, but it's easier to think things
through if you have some sort of reference point Maybe 111 join the militia”

Matteo nodding approvingly. There is great need for such as you.”

He would have said more, but Andris placed a trandu-cent hand on Matteo's arm. He pointed to
agndl muddy patch of ground just off the path, dmost obscured by a tumble of rocks. There, barely
discernable from horse-back, was afant footprint.

Matteo Sgnded a hdt He did from his horse and went over for a closer look. The print was long



and narrow, mogt likdy a woman's foot, and the boot sole showed sgns of repeated repair. A fant
amear of blood appeared on a rock nearby, as if the traveler had sumbled and caught hersdf. Most
likely, someone aready wounded and weakened had passed this way, and recently. Neither the blood
nor the muddy print was completdly dry.

"Crinti Stragglers,” Matteo said softly. "Keep your weap-ons a hand.”

lago shot a disgusted look a Andris. "So much for hisjordaini honor!"

Shrill, ululating bettle cries rose from a dozen hiding places, coming a them from dl sides and
echoing off the surrounding mountains.

The floodgate dlearing,” Andris said urgently. "It's near-by and gives our best hope of holding out
agand so many.”

"How many would that be?' retorted lago. "How large an ambush have you arranged?”

No one heard his objection, for they were dready riding hard on the heds of Andriss mount.
lago kicked his horse into a run, falowing the other jordain up the steep, narrow path created by the
streambed and into a dearing.

Andris legped from his horse and put his shoulder to a large, rounded boulder. Themo came to
hep him. They rolled it into the opening made by the stream, and then piled more rocks on top. The
mekeshift dam would not stop the Crinti, but it would dow them down.

"Now there's only one way in," Andris said, pointing to the pass leading out of the clearing.

"And only one way out!"

A woman's voice, harsh and heavily accented, rang through the clearing. The jordaini whirled,
just intime to see alarge net soinning toward them from behind a pre-carious pile of rocks. The weighted
net dapped into them and brought them down in a tangle of limbs.

Over adozen Crinti warriors stepped from the shadows of samdl caves, planting themsdlves in a
crcle around the edge of the net and holding the jordaini trapped beneath. One of them, a tal woman
with crimson tattoos encirding her upper ams, looked Andris over gppraisngly.

"Elf-blooded or nat, | did not think you would return. Y ou have also spoken with Kiva?'

Matteo noted the stunned expression that crossed his friend's face, the flicker of confuson and
indecison.

"No," Andris said shortly. "I didn't know she had returned.”

"Then you brought the humans here on your own. Well done." The big Crinti pulled out a sword
and dit open the net over Andris. She reached down and hauled him to his feet.

Her gaze skimmed her other captives. Her strange, blue eyes narrowed when they settled upon
Matteo. "This one killed Whizzra. It was his woman who summoned the dark bines™

"My friend," Matteo corrected.

Shanair laughed and cast ady glance toward Andris. "And here is another of your ‘friends? You
do not choose them wisdly. This one betrays you, and the gil was not strong enough to master what she
summoned. Sheis dead now, or gone beyond the vall, which is much worse.”

She turned to her warriors. One of them had a large, powerful crossbow cranked and ready,
levded a Matteo's chest The chieftain jerked her head in Matteo's direction. "Kill him firdt, but dowly."

The gray archer smirked and lowered her am.

"Wait," Andris said. He pulled out his jordaini daggers. 'I've known this man since boyhood. A
crossbow is too swift and too kind."

He turned to Matteo. He flipped both daggers, caught them by their points, and sent first one
then the other spin-ning toward the captive jordain.

The fird dagger struck the ground near Matteo, neatly dicing through the tied ropes of the net
Matteo thrust his arm through the opening and closed his hand around the handle of the second, pinning
dagger.

A risky move, catching a thrown dagger, but one the two of them had practiced together since
boyhood.

Matteo diced through the net and burst out into the dlearing, drawing his sword as he came. He
dropped into guard position, prepared to hold off the Crinti's blades as Themo and 1ago struggled free.



As he moved, he saw Andriswhirl and ssize the woman's crossbow. The jordain forced her am
up a the large, ungtable rock formation that had hidden the Crinti ambush.

Boulders tumbled down into the dearing, bringing more stones with them. Andris hurtled
forward, driving lago toward a smdl overhang. The four jordaini flattened themsdves into the scant
shdlter as the thunder and dugt of fdling rock filled the clearing.

"She was wrong, you know," Matteo shouted at Andris. The pae jordain sent him an inquiring
look. "The Crinti chieftain. She said | do not choose my friends wdl.”

A quick look of gretitude flashed in Andriss pae eyes. "Obvioudy she never met your horse
Cyric."

The two jordaini shared a chuckle. When the avdanche ceased but for echoes carying the
grumbling thunder from mountain to mountain, they came cautioudy out, swords reedy.

Most of the Crinti had gone down under the tumbling stone. Some shifted weskly, others lay
bloody and Hill. Only a few Crinti were left standing—odds the jordaini could reasonably face. The
chieftain staggered to her feet, her wild, sted-gray har crusted with blood.

"Another traitor," she said, eyang Andris with disdain. She spat at the ground. "You are not
worth fighting. She isnot worth fighting for . We go."

The surviving Crinti turned and disappeared through the pass, swiftly mdting into the hills

"Shouldn't we give chase?' Themo asked.

lago sent him a withering look. "Remember the battle cries that sent us scurrying into this hole?
Thiswas asmdl group. Mogt of them are out there. If they want to leave Hdruag, | say we let them.”

He turned to Andris. "Y ou have proved me wrong. See that you keep doing s0."

“I'll do my best,” the jordain agreed, "but | should warn you that despite my best intentions, |
seem destined to betray those around me"

"A dtrange sentiment,” Matteo protested, "from someone whose quick thinking kept us dive"

"I thank you for that thought, but remember that her-itage plays a Srange part in dedtiny.”

Then it's just as wdl we jordaini seldom know of our ancestry,” lago sad curtly. "Do you think
the Crinti was tdling the truth about Kiva? Is she dill dive?’

Andris Sghed. "I don't know whet to think. The spdls cast during the invasion were right out of
Akhlaur's spell-book. Few living wizards could cast them. To my thinking, (he posshbility of Akhlaur's
return indicated that Kiva died in the Plane of Water. But Shanair spoke of Kiva as if her survivd was a
fact we both knew. She had no reason to lieto me"

Another tremor shuddered through the dearing. "Another rockdide," groaned Themo, eying the
distance between the jordaini and their recent shelter.

"Worse than tha" Matteo pointed to the center of the cdearing. Cracks splintered the
hard-packed ground, reveding glimpses of severd drange items that had been didodged by the
tremor—a cat-headed Statue carved in jade, a sword hilt forged from crimson meta, a strangely shaped
rod.

Thisis a natura dte of power, made stronger by those hidden artifacts. Wizards use ritud to
focus magic, but thisis not the only way of doing so. Sometimes magic can be triggered by other strong
energies”

"Like an avdanche," lago said.

Themo nudged the discarded crossbow with his foot, then sent a Sddong glance a Andris.
"Seemed like a good idea a the time, did it?'

Andris wasn't ligening. He stared at the strange circle of light dawning in the dearing. It erupted
ina sudden bril-liant flare, then faded.

In its place stood a mongrous creature, easlly twice Themo's height. Exaggerated even ears
dashed upward, framing a hideous green-scaled face. Living edls writhed about the mongter's head, their
tiny, fanged jaws sngpping. Four massve arms flexed, making the mongter look like a mutated wrestler
preparing for attack. Each of the four hands sported curved taons as deadly as daggers. Thick, greenish
hide armored the mongter, and dightly luminous drool dripped from its bared fangs.

The mongter's black eyes settled upon the stunned jor-daini, and it threw back its head and let



out a shrieking howl that spanned the spectrum of sound, at the same time a thunderous grumble and a
raptor's shriek.

"Hdy mother of Mystra," breasthed Themo.

lago drew his weapons. "Few men are granted their wishes. Y ou wanted to fight the laraken.”

"Obvioudy, | lied."

Despite his jest, the big jordain was pde as death. Matteo remembered Themo's recently
confessed doubts about his worthiness as a warrior. Yet Themo pulled his sword and shouldered his
andler comrades aside, rushing in to take the firs dashing blow of the laraken's claws. The other jordaini
followed close behind.

Matteo gave a dlent prayer for the men who had fdlen in the last battle with this foe and those
who were about to join them.

* * % % %

Basd Indoulur stepped from the shimmering magic of his transportation spdl into a grim, gray
world. The sun dimbed duggishly toward its zenith, looking fant and pae through its shroud of mig He
found himsdf nearly at the top of the mountain, looking down into a smdl, rock-strewn clearing.

The dght below chilled him. Four men battled a fierce, four-armed creature. The monster seized
one of the men in dl four hands and lifted him, struggling and kicking, to its waiting fangs. A dlint of sun
reflected from the man's hair, and auburn lights flashed like a premonition of spilled blood.

"Maiteo," murmured Basdl, his voice thick with grief and dread.

A smdler man darted forward, his sword angled high and braced like a lance. He threw himsdf
a the mongter, and his sword found an opening beneeth the creature's upraised am.

Its bellow of pain and rage shook the mountains. Hurl-ing Matteo aside, the creature fdl upon
thisnew foe. Its two lower hands saeized the man's sword arm at wrist and elbow. With a quick twigt it
snapped the arm like a reed, bending the forearm into an impossible angle.

The other men—a huge man in jordaini garb and one that looked more like a soap bubble than
flesh and snew— dashed a the monger with ther respective weagpons of sed and crystd. Matteo
staggered to his feet, found his fdlen sword, and rgoined the battle. All of them fought fiercdy, dearly
determined to rescue their comrade.

But the creature would not be cheated or deterred. Still holding the smal man's mangled arm, the
mongter jerked him up high and used him like a flal to beat back his own would-be rescuers. Again and
agan the mongter lashed out The three jordaini dodged and rolled aside from each blow, but they were
helpless to prevent injury to thelr cap-tured comrade. In moments, the man was reduced to some-thing
that more closdly resembled a broken dall than a brave jordain.

The monger backed away severa paces. Each of its massve hands closed on one of the
wounded man's limbs, and the cresture threw dl four of its ams up high. For the briefest of moments it
held the man doft, well above the reach of his comrades.

Then, with aringing shriek, the mongter threw its four arms wide and tore its victim apart.

All this happened far more quickly than the tdling would take. Muttering an oath, Basdl reached
into his deeve for a battle wand, one he had carried for twenty years. Levding it a the strange mongter,
he chanted the spdl| that would loose qinging bolts of cold. He smiled as icy blue light streaked from the
wand. Cold and ice were rare thingsin Haruaa, and Basd's enemies had sedom been prepared for such
an attack.

He looked forward to seeing this one's response.

* k *k k %

Matteo ducked under dashing claws, then lashed out high. His sword retraced a bloody line
under the laraken's lower Ieft arm—one of the mongter's few vulnerable spots. Ichor flowed fredy down
the creature's sde. Matteo dropped and rolled away, yidding his place to Themo. When the big man



was forced to evade, Matteo came back in.

The two of them harried and worried the creature, like a parr of wolves sngpping a a stag.
Matteo tried not to think of lago's fate or his conviction that they al would share it

"Fdl back," he snapped at Andris. His friend seemed more insubgtantia than ever, little more than
ashadow. The presence of the laraken obvioudy leeched away his strength. Yet Andris kept coming in,
usng his near-transparency as a means of dipping up behind the mon-ster unseen.

Andris ignored Matteo and dashed at the laraken's tail. The mongter shrieked and thrashed the
wounded ap-pendage wildly. One blow connected, sending Andris tum-bling painfully over the rocky
ground.

But Matteo and Themo made good use of the diverson. They moved out wide on ether sde of
the laraken, swords flashing as they kept dl four of the monster's hands busy and held wdl out from its
body.

The creature wheded thisway and that, asif senang its vulnerability.

The attack came from an unexpected quarter. A bolt of pae blue szzZled down from a nearby
mountaintop, heading directly for the laraken's chest.

Matteo's firg impulse was to legp between the mongter and the magic. Indantly he checked
himsdf—his resist-ance to magic was strong but certainly not absolute, and since he had never before
seen amissile of this nature, he did not know if he could surviveit.

Instead he threw himsdf a Themo, knocking his friend clear of the magic missle They rolled
together, swiftly bresking apart and coming to ther feet in ready guard— just in time to see the missile
find its target.

The blue light softened and spread as it approached the mongter. A glowing haze enveloped the
laraken and sank into its hide like water into a sponge. As the laraken ab-sorbed the magic, its wounds
closed and the muscles on its corded limbs swelled with renewed srength.

"It's heding,” Themo marveled, garing at the mongter. "What now?"

"We hope that whoever cast that spel in't supid enough to do it again,” Matteo said grimly.

The laraken shrieked and came at them in a darting charge. Matteo set his feet firmly, lifted his
sword, and pre-pared to die well.

Suddenly another fighter appeared between him and the charging laraken. With astonishment
Matteo recognized Basd Indoulur. The portly conjurer sumbled and fel to one knee, dropped
prematuredly from a blink spell that had been intercepted and drained by the laraken's hunger.

"No magic!" Matteo shouted as he charged forward to protect the wizard.

The laraken dashed at Basdl with rending talons. Matteo caught the laraken's wrigt near the hilt of
his sword and threw himsdf to one sde. The laraken, expect-ing more resistance, was led dightly
forward. Matteo only hoped Basd had the wit and indinct to use this moment to escape.

The wizard threw himsdf into a forward rall, going between the laraken's legs and coming up
behind, a sword in each hand. The monster whirled and dashed.

Basd met the laraken's blow with one sword and brought the other weapon into guard position.
Suddenly the at-guard sword lengthened, legping up toward the laraken's unprotected armpit

Matteo shouted awarning, but it was too late. To his astonishment, the sword dug deep into the
mongter's body, unaffected by the mongter's magic drain. Basd released the impding weapon and
backed away.

The jordain smiled briefly as he redized what had just happened. He had seen such a weapon
demonstrated once before. A deadly maing between a crossbow and a sword, it was a double-layered
contraction fashioned of cunning levers and sorings. A trigger sent the outer layer hurtling forward,
effectivdy doubling the length of the sword.

Matteo charged the bdlowing mongter with a high, dashing feint, hoping to free an opening for
one of the other fighters to drive the imbedded blade sill deeper.

But the laraken ignored him. Its form began to waver and fade, much like the landscape when
viewed through the shimmering filter of a magic porta. The creature gave one find roar and disappeared.
The trick weapon fdl free and clattered to the rocky ground.



Matteo picked up the blade and returned it to its owner. "A well-chosen weapon. Your syle of
fighting seems familiar.”

"It should be. We trained with the same man. Vishnawas my swordmaster well before you were
born." Basd looked around the dlearing, littered with rock and dead Crinti warriors. "Youve had a busy
morning. Who are these others?'

"lago is dead,” Matteo sad softly. He eyes did over the jordain's scattered remains and moved
to the survivors. "Themo has a gash requiring stitching. Andriswill have to speak for himsdf—his gtate is
beyond my knowledge and understanding.”

The ghodly jordain sat dumped on a rock, staring with unseeing eyes at the place where the
laraken had disappeared.

"I will tend Themo,” Basd said softly. ™Y ou see what can be done for the other.”

Matteo came over and placed a hand on Andriss shoul-der. It seemed to him that his friend was
no longer quite

"She'sdive" the jordain said flaly. "The Crinti spoke the truth. Kivaisdive”

Matteo crouched down to eye levd. "How do you know?"'

Andris cast a bleak ook up at Matteo. The laraken is back."

Basd glanced up from his work. "That's the problem with fighing mongters. It's rather like
house-tending, in that it never seems to be done and over with. Y ou spoke of Kivas return. Why do you
equate one mongter with the other?'

"I saw Akhlaur's spellbook,” Andris explained. The necromancer created the laraken, but there
are limits to his powers over it. He generdly has an apprentice trained to summon the laraken, for he
cannot Who but Kiva could do thisthing?'

Matteo blew out a long breath and sat down next to his friend. "Kiva, dive and digned with
Akhlaur! But how could she summon the laraken? Y ou saw what happened to her last time she got too
cdosetoit”

Andris shook his head. "I have the feding well find out far too soon.”

Chapter Eleven

The laraken was fdling again. It flailed wildly, claw-ing at the swift-flowing stream of magic.

Then the magic was gone, and the laraken stood mired to its haunches in murky water. Familiar
sounds and scents filled the humid air. The puzzled creature redized, without under-standing why, thet it
had been returned to the place of its birth.

Suddenly the laraken was ravenous. The Plane of Water had yidded a steady, constant supply of
meagic. Here in the swamp, the monster would need to hunt. The laraken threw back its head and sniffed
thear. A fant scent of magic, the spoor of its prey, lingered in the humid air. The laraken fol-lowed the
scent as unarringly as a hound, stalking out of the mire and toward the borderlands of the swvamp.

It crouched behind the thick trunk of a bilboa tree and peered at the sraggling line of humans
cutting their way through waist-high grasses. Magic dung to them like scented smoke.

The laraken's black tongue flicked out, tasting the ar with reptilian pleasure. The mde who led
the group carried a sword decorated with a glow-ing gem and filled with magic—fairly glowing with it
The laraken drank the savory draught.

Abruptly the wizard stopped, his hand going to the despoiled sword. Sted hissed as he drew the
wegpon, and he stared for along, disodieving moment at the dull, clouded stone in the hilt He tossed the
usdless blade asde and shouted incomprehensble noise a his comrades. One of them, a woman wearing
robes of jungle green, stepped forward and brandished atdl black aff.

In response, the bilboa trees began to gir like awaken-ing titans. The ground shook as roots tore
free of the soil. Ancient wood creaked as the ensorcedlled trees stretched and flexed, trying out their first
fledgling steps.

The laraken backed away, enthraled by this wondrous display. It ducked as a thick limb swept



over its head in pon-derous attack, and it began to drink. Leaves withered to brown ash as the living
trees yielded up their magic-enhanced lives The laraken dhrieked with joy a the intox-icating megic
flowing into its limbs.

The wizards threw down their wegpons and fled in panic. The laraken reached out, draining their
spdlls, drinking their essence. Giddy with magic, the creature did not at fird notice the uprooted bilboa
trees begin to totter and sway.

Down they went, moving a the dow, inexorable pace that characterizes nightmares. Living trees
shattered benesth the weight of the toppling giants, and a ghill chorusfilled the air as creatures that made
verdant cities of jungle trees died dong with their homes. The humans, those dain by the laraken's hunger
and those yet dive, went down under the tangle of killing limbs.

The laraken scuttled back, dodging the upturning roots and the churning soil. A sudden swel of
torn root caught it and sent it tumbling.

Pain lashed through the monster. Hying branches and unearthed rock tore at its hide as the
humans swords could not. The sated pleasure of the laraken's recent ban-quet faded as the stolen magic
flowed into the heding process.

Quickly the glow of the megica feast faded. Far too quickly.

Suddenly the laraken understood. The spdlls, the stolen magic, were being taken away! That
meant that He Whose Spells Could Not Be Eaten had a o left the world of watery magic.

The laraken—not quite heded, ravenous to the point of agony—threw back its head and
ghrieked in despair.

Kiva watched as Akhlaur received the solen magic. His long, black daff crackled with bluish
light and gethering energy. Hisfantly green face was intent as he considered the nature of his booty.

"Druid pdls" he sad disgugtedly, and tossed the ed aside. "The laraken will have to do better
then that."

Despite his words, he seemed pleased. The laraken would quickly advance Akhlaur's rise to
power, even if many of the spels it drank were of no use to its master. Whatever magic Akhlaur
possessed was magic that another wizard did not.

"One thing concerns me about the laraken's return,” Kiva said. "I am afrad its presence might
drain away my hard-won spdlls. It did so once before™ In a few words, Kiva told the necromancer how
she had regained her wizardly magic and how the effort had aged her.

"You raided the Lady's Mirror,” Akhlaur repeated, dearly amused. "I mug say, little Kiva, your
intiative is rather impressive.”

The necromancer snapped his fingers, then plucked a smdl, glittering vid from the empty air. "All
problems have solutions. Y ou recognize this powder?'

The df hesitated, then nodded. It was the same glowing green substance that had triggered the
zombie transfor-mation in the haf-even wizard's guard.

"Thereis a death-bond between us" Akhlaur went on, "which dready gives you some immunity
to the laraken. | can drengthen that bond. While | am not averse to taking your spdls, it serves my
purpose to keep you as aloyd servant.”

Kiva pretended to consder this "But whet if | die, my lord? The desth-bond between us is
dready as strong as it can be without binding both ways."

"Hence the potion,” Akhlaur said with strained patience, as if gpesking to a particularly dow and
gupid child. "I have no intention of dying, of this | assure you! This potion will grant you a type of
immortdity. An df can expect an unna-urdly long life; this will ensure a lich transformation at the end of
it'

"I had never aspired to such an afterlife" Kiva said, spesking for once with complete truth. Elves,
particularly wild elves, viewed transformetion into any undead creature as an unspeakable abomination
and afate to be avoided at any cost

The necromancer took her words a face vaue. He mo-tioned for Kivas water flask and poured
the potion into it She accepted the flask eagerly and tipped it back. Remem-bering the terrible death
throes of the haf-even wizard, Kiva gave athegtrica shudder and dropped to the ground. She thrashed



and flailed, twiging hersdf into wild contortions— conveniently managing to spit out most of the tainted
water unnoticed. By her reckoning, a Sp would drengthen the death-bond suffidently without preparing
her for lichdom.

At lagt Kiva dragged hersdf to her feet "And you, Lord Akhlaur,” she said hoarsely. "Have you
a0 taken this pre-caution?'

The necromancer gave her a condescending amile. "Aslong as the crimson dtar lasts, what power
could possibly bring me down?"

"I have often pondered that very question,” she said.

Akhlaur's face fdl dack with astonishment, then dark-ened with wrath. Just as quickly, his
expression changed to dark mirth. "The best of my gpprentices,” he repeated.

Wizards from dl over Haruaa gathered in the council chamber of King Zaahorm. The king's
greatest magicd treasure—at least the greatest treasure of which people were aware—was a gredt,
amber globe that could summon wizards from every corner of the land. Each wizard who achieved the
datus of Elder wore a golden ring set with a round amber stone. Using these artifacts, Zaahorm could
summon a coundl a any time and could communicate with some or dl of hisfathful wizards.

The problem, mused Zaahorm wryly, was thet few of these wizards were entirdy as fathful as
they wished to appear.

He looked out over the sea of waiting, respectful faces. Zdathorm was a powerful diviner, as
adept a gauging the heart and purpose of a men as any wizard dive. The truth he saw behind many of
those faces pained him to the soul.

"I have summoned you here to discuss the aftermath of the Mulhorandi invason,” he began.

Applause swept through the hdl as wizards halled ther king for his role in the recent victory.
Zdathorm cut the ovation short with a sharply upraised hand.

"BEvery man and woman here had a part in Halruaa's vic-tory. Let us address the future. We have
received word from Mulhorand. An ambassador seeks permission to offer terms of peace.”

Silence hung thick in the crowded room. "Wha pos-sible terms could they seek?' demanded a
thin, querulous voice. Febir Khorn, a wizened man whose face wore every day of his ninety years,
thumped his gaff indignantly on the polished marble floor. His advanced years, longtime friendship to
Zdahorm and absolute loydty to the king purchased him the right to speak his mind a will. "If the
Mulhorandi stay out of Halruaa, we will let them live What more could they ask or expect?'

A chorus of huzzahs and gpproving laughter filled the hdl. Zdathorm amiled at the indignant
wizard. "It ismy sin-cere wish that everything was as forthright as you, my friend, but, despite Haruaas
victory, severd myderies remain. These we must and will address.”

His steady gaze swept the crowd. No one doubted that he spoke of his own queen, and her
coming trid for treason. Many of the wizards dropped ther eyes, shamed by ther whispered
accusations and speculations. It was widdy rumored that Zaathorm's queen would never come to trid a
al, that her misdeeds would be shidlded by the king's power.

The battle between the sorm dementds provides a key to one such mysery,” Zdahorm
continued. "Procopio Septus turned back the attack, usng a sorm dementa fashioned in his own image.
It is likdy that the Mulhorandi wizard did the same. | propose tha we have an atis sketch the
Mulhorandi storm dementa and send it back to Mulhorand with their diplomeat™

Procopio stepped forward. "The man is dead—xkilled when his dementd was vanquished. What
benefit would this bring?'

"We will ingg that the Mulhorandi supply us with the man's true name, as wdl as some of his
persond bdong-ings, so that we can pursue a ful divinaion into his plans and purposes. If the
Mulhorandi do this, we will seek no reprisds. If they attempt to shidd this man for fear of exposing
others involved in the invasion, we will retdiate with an attack on Mulhorand.”

An astonished babble exploded. Haruaa had repeled many invasons over her long history, but
never had she launched an attack upon another country!

Thereiswisdom in tradition,” shouted Procopio above thedin. .

Complete slence fell over the hall. This was the first open chalenge to the king.



Zdahorm's steady gaze acknowledged the wizard lord's words for what they were. "You
obvioudy think that tradi-tion holds more wisdom than your king. Tdl uswhy."

Such bluntness was rare in Halruaan society, and for a moment Procopio looked disconcerted.
He quickly gath-ered himsdf and responded in kind.

"Fuly athird of Haruaan wizards and fighters were destroyed in the recent battles. Four hundred
fdl in the king's city alone. It istime to rebuild, not to extend forces aready depleted.”

Zdathorm nodded gravely. "Our losses were great, but would you have us cower behind our
mountain wals, weak and timid in the eyes of the world? Why give our neighbors cause to consider
another attack?"

A murmur of agreement rippled through the room. Pro-copio indined his head in a dight bow.
"You know your subjects wdl, my lord. You apped to our pride, and we are indeed a proud people.
Thereis an important difference, however, between pride and blind arrogance. The invason—the firg in
more than a century!—demonstrated a serious weakness in our defenses. To deny thisis fally. Making a
scapegoat of one of the invading wizards might be satisfying, but it detracts from the larger problem.”

Zdahorm's gaze did not waver. "The larger problem, indeed. In your opinion, Lord Procopio,
was the recent threat againg Halruaa from without or within?'

Procopio's lips tightened into a thin line and severd of Zaahorm's supporters nodded
goprovingly. This was a deftly chosen question, for the lord mayor could give but one answer.

"Both, my lord."

"Then we mugt pursue both. We will send envoys to Mulhorand. We mugt know more about the
wizard who enspdled our borders and learn how he mingled the magic of Mulhorand with the hidden lore
of Halrusa—and we mugt learn who helped him."

Zdathorm paused to give weght to that pronounce-ment. As his meaning became clear, sunned
dishdief spread from face to face like a spell-borne plague. Reved-ing Halruaan magic to foreigners was
the most egregious treason, the most unthinkable betraya!

Y et, what dse could have happened?

" hegtate to speak of this" the king went on, address-ing dl the wizards, "for | see how your
eyes dide to those next to you, weighing and wondering. Unlike mogt of you in this room, | have lived in
atime when wizard fought wizard. We must avoid a return of those days. We mug stand together, even
as we root out weakness and treach-ery. | pledge to you, by wind and word, that dl will be brought to

light"

The slence enshrouding the room grew heavier. Zaathorm had given his wizard-word oath,
even though his queen stood accused.

For amoment Zdahorm believed that he had averted the criss of amhition and conflict. Perhaps
redity reflected his young jordain's belief—perhaps truth was indeed the most powerful wegpon to use in
Halruaels service,

But Procopio wheded to face the assembled wizards, indignation and incredulity sharp on his
face. "Are we dl to submit to Inquisition? What sort of tyranny is this? What of the laws of Haruaa, the
rights of her wizards?'

The utter lack of logic startled the king. "I do not pro-pose to do away with ether.”

"Not openly, no," the wizard returned, "but magic and secrecy are like sword and sheath. A man
who carries naked sed ismore likdy to useit. You speak of the dan-gers of wizardwar, yet it seems to
me tha you fan the flamed in casting suspicion upon every wizard in Haruaa, perhaps you hope to
deflect it from known traitors and incompetent leaders?’

Muitters of protest mingled with muttered agreement. A woman in warrior's garb shouldered her
way forward, her hand on the hilt of her sword. Wizards parted to let her pass. Rhodea Firehair was as
tdl and ruddy as a northern barbarian, skilled with both blade and battle magic. She came nearly toe to
toe with the lord mayor, forcing him to look up at her considerable height

"You go too far, Procopio,” she growled.

The diviner indined his head. "l pray you are right, Lady Rhodea. None of us wishes to see
Hdruaa torn by more conflict. But | see what is coming, even if others do not."



Procopio's condemning words rang through the hdl. He turned and walked from the room, his
back to the throne. After a moment's hestation, severa more wizards followed or quigtly disappeared.

Rhodea strode to the throne and took up a place a Zadathorm's left-hand sde—the traditiond
postion for a cham-pion. Her sword sang free of its scabbard, burning with magic as fiery as her own
hair. Blood-red light bathed the battle wizard as she raised the sword and dammed it sharply againg the
buckler strapped to her left forearm. A high, metdlic note echoed out through the room like a battle cry.

"Zdahorm has spoken. Any who would chdlenge the king or his decisons mugt come through
me" she an-nounced over the gim music of her sword.

Deep slence ruled the counsd hdl. Then, one by one, the wizards began to step forward with
loud acclamations, some of which provided deliberate cover for those wizards who dipped quietly away.
Already dedls had been made and sides chosen.

With snking heart and soul-deep sorrow, Zdathorm acknowledged the truth in Procopio's
words. There was little difference, sometimes, between foreseeing a battle and causing one.

He did not need his divination megic to understand that a wizardwar had begun.

Chapter Twelve

Later that day, Rhodea Firehar stomped angrily into the vast, stone chamber that housed
Hal-ruaa's mint. She acknowledged the guards with a curt nod and submitted withill grace to the spdlls
of divination that each vidtor, no matter how wel known, was subjected to before entering.

Usudly she acknowledged the wisdom of such precautions. It would not do to dlow a thief or
hostile wizard to dip into the mint. Much of Halruaas wedth poured through this place. Rich ore came
in by the wagonload, to emerge as the degantly stamped skie that formed the basis of Haruaan currency.

She was in no mood, however, to endure the foolishness of her fdlow wizards. The shameful
disolay in Zdathorm's counsd hdl left her sword hand itching for the fed of her weapon. The sword 4ill
glowed faintly red from the power that had fueled her indignant defense of her king.

Rhodea stopped by the cooling pool and plucked a fresh-minted coin from the water. The imege
of King Zdahorm, the only ruler Rhodea had ever known and the only one she intended to serve, gazed
back at her.

She nodded curtly. "Asit should be."

The wizard's mood improved as she walked dowly through the mint Here, dl was as it should be.
Stout, dour-faced dwarves shepherded their ore through the smdting process. Artisans labored with tiny
tools, engraving plates for new coin. A tdl, red-haired young woman argued loudly with the dragon
keeper, her hands milling in furious gestures.

Rhodea amiled fondly. Her daughter, Thdia, possessed in ful measure the family's passonate
nature. Though she would never be a great wizard, the girl shared her mother's steadfast dedication to
Haruaa, in time she would run thismint and run it well.

The subject of her ire was a hdf-dven wizard, specidly chosen for his long life and his skill with
megica creatures. Many years were required to raise and train a hatchling dragon and to learn the spells
that kept the young creature reatively docile.

There was ajordaini proverb about the dangers of over-doing matters, something to the effect of
chaining a dragon to do your cooking, yet the mint did precisdly that. Risky, yes, but dectrum ore was
difficult to mdt, and few things burned as hot as dragonfire.

Rhodea came dongsde the arguing pair, who fdl dlent. "Greetings, Thdia And to you, Pizar.
Problems?

Thdiaglared at the hdf-df. "The dragon is acting strangdly. | told this .. . keeper ... to review his
spdls of binding. Heistoo proud and stubborn to ligen.”

"I have reviewed them,” the dragonmaster returned heatedly. "Of course the dragon is restless!
She nears matu-rity. Soon we will no longer be able to control her a dl. It istime and past time to return
her to thewild! Another hatchling is nearly old enough for firebreath. It's better to suspend production of



coin for a short time than risk both the dragon and the mint."

Rhodea nodded thoughtfully. "1 agree. You have my per-misson to release this dragon as soon
as the spells of trans-portation can be arranged. But do not release it into the Caimshan wastes, as usud.
Mulhorandi recently sent some of their finest citizensto call. Perhaps we should return the courtesy.”

Shocked slence fdl over the contentious pair. They exchanged glances and began to grin like
urchin conspira-tors. Rhodea chuckled and moved on.

She strode over to the main vat to observe the dragon. The creature was 4ill young, no more
then twenty feet long and covered with bright red scales. Mithril chains and unbreakable spells kept the
creature secure during its brief servitude. The dragon seemed tame enough, bresthing gouts of flame a
the base of the enormous vat whenever the dwarves on the scaffolding above shouted for it.

Rhodea looked up. Four dwarves, working two to a whed, turned the crank that dirred the
ammeing brew. Another dwarf stood on alower levd of scaffolding, adjust-ing the knobs that opened a
creular hole near the top of the kettle. Gleaming sivery liquid poured down a long trough toward a
andler kettle, where dill more dwarves scooped out the rgpidly cooling metd and smoothed it into
plates.

Much of the work was done by dwarves. They were the only creatures who could abide the
intense heat. Even o, ther bearded faces were nearly as red as Rhodeas famed tresses.

Suddenly aterrible stench filled the room, like that of a thousand well-rotted eggs. Rhodea spun,
her hand clamped to her mouth, toward the source.

The dragon hdd its post, its eyes dill magic-glazed into quiescence, its breath dill coming in
regular burgts. But the dragon's scaes were no longer the clear, bright red of early adolescence but a
verdant green. Its breath yielded not fire, but a noxious ydlow cloud.

Rhodea gasped in agtonishment The sudden intake of foul ar sent her into a paroxysn of
coughing. The dwarves on the scaffolding were harder hit, coughing vidlently and teetering on their perch
like drunkards. One of them logt his grip and fdl into the molten ore with a terrible scream.

Bright droplets of liquid metd splattered the dragon.

Pain jolted the creature free from the protective spdlls. It began to roar and druggle. Its tall
lashed, knocking the supports from under the vat.

The vast kettle tipped, sending a killing river of slver sailling dowly over 6& wooden floor.
Wooden scaffolding burst into flame, and fire darted up the tapestries that soft-ened the stone walls. In
less than a heartbeat, the promise of wedth was transmuted into a death threst Rhodea reached for her
Elder's ring, which would trans-port her immediatdly to the safety of Zaathorm's court. Franticaly she
sought her daughter.

Thdia stood too near the sivery lava. Rhodea would never reach her intime.

The wizard tore the ring from her hand and poured dl her considerable strength into the family
battle cry. Thdia spun toward the sound and indinctively caught the ring her mother hurled toward her.

Rhodea Firehair watched her daughter fade from the room, then turned to face the white wave of
heat that pre-ceded the killing flood. A warrior died with wegpon in hand. Rhodea drew her sword and
strode toward the light.

* * % % %

Word of the mint's destruction spread quickly, nearly as quickly as the malten ore and the fire
that swept its wake.

Procopio Septus read the report again, muttering under his breath about incompetent fools, but in
truth, he didn't understand how this thing could have come to pass.

Many of Hdruaas mages frowned upon the use of drag-ons in the samdting process. The
crestures were as tame as dragons would ever be, hand-raised from hatchlings and warded with
powerful protective spells.

"A vidtor, Lord Procopio.”

The wizard looked up, frowning. "I am not a leisure” he told his steward.



"Hetdlsamog interesting tae," the man persisted. "He daims to have fought his way out of the
Unsedieredm.”

Procopio's jaw fdl open. He knew of Dhamari Exchel-sor's disappearance. He knew aso that
the wards on the wizard's tower had been breached. The millitia had searched and found no one, but
there was clear evidence of theft. The magicd wards had not yet been examined to deter-mine the
identity of this thief—the Lord Mayor had higher priorities. It had not occurred to him that Dhameari
himsdf might be the "thief."

He quickly mastered his surprise. "Let im come. | amin need of a bit of diverson.”

The steward showed in a smdl, dight man. Procopio knew him only by sght and had dways
congdered him an unassuming little man, hardly worth the time and trouble under ordinary circumstances.

Procopio exchanged the courtesies that protocol de-manded. Even a great wizard was required
to acknowledge lesser men, and Procopio was paliticaly astute enough to court dl men to some degree.
Even a mediocre wizard could be a supporter, and at this pivota moment Procopio needed every man
and woman he could mugter.

He amiled at the little man with a cordidity he did not fed. "' hear you have an interesting tale.”

"Yes" Dhamari sad dryly. "Your steward seemed to find it amusng. | don't suspect your
credulity will stretch much farther. Be that asit may. | haven't come to discuss such things | can tdl you
about the death of Rhodea Firehair, the salf-declared champion of our current king."

Though the little wizard was being far from subtle, Pro-copio ignored the treasonous remarks. He
steepled his fin-gers and gazed mildy over them at hisvistor. "I have heard reports of the fire"

"Would you like to hear precisdy what happened?’

"Hlegse"

"Those who examined the ruins of the mint saw only the charred bones of a young dragon,”
Dhamari said without preamble. "It did not occur to them to inquire what color the dead dragon might
have been."

"I fall to see the point"

The dragon was shapeshifted from red to green. This detail will not be in any report you might
reed.”

Procopio leaned back, beginning to see where this was going and, for the firs time, truly
interested in the little wizard's words.

The raw ore came from an area with heavy minerd deposits. When the dragon was changed
from red to green in mid exhaation, its fiery breeth changed to gas. This mingled with the gases risng
from the vat and formed a poisonous and extremely voldile miasama. | imagine the dwarves working over
the kettle dropped like stones."

"You have a digurbing imagination,” Procopio mur-mured. "Yes, | can envison the scene. The
kettle knocked over, and the heat from the molten ore set the place afire. The gas incapacitated the
workers, cutting off their spells and their escape. A grim but effective ploy, yet it has one rather large and
glaing fault. Assuming you're right, the magic that would transmute red dragon to green would have to be
anecromancer's Spdl of enormous power. Who could have done this?'

Dhamari spread his hands modestly. "As you may know, the Exchelsor family owns much of
Halruaa's mining lands. Since | supplied the ore, getting a magica device into the mint was easy enough.”

A burgt of incredulous laughter escaped Procopio. "You were responsible for this spd|?!

"If you will not believe me, will you ligen to the only sur-vivor? Like dl members of the Council
of Elders, Rhodea Firehair has aring that will teleport her to Zaathorm's court in times of need. Her lag,
heroic deed was to hurl the ring a her daughter. She could not know that a rather smilar magicd device
hed been prepared to intercept any who might try to escape. Shdl we hear what the little red-haired
wench has to say on this subject?’

"By dl meand"

Dhamari drew asmdl red globe from, the folds of his robe and threw it to the floor. The crystd
shattered, and a disheveled young woman staggered into the room.

She looked wildly around. Relief suffused her face when she recognized the lord mayor.



"Lord Procopio! Mystra be praised! Y ou must summon help, and quickly! The mint is burning!”

Procopio rose and led the gifl to a chair. "It has been dready seen to, my dear. Please, tdl me
what happened.”

He ligened as Thdia Firehar told her story, which matched Dhamari's in most particulars. The
litle wizard took up a place behind the girl, patting her shoulder soothringly as she spoke in quick,
broken phrases.

At lagt shefdl slent. Dhamari met Procopio's eye. "Have you heard quite enough?”

The lord mayor nodded. Dhamari drew a knife and thrust it deep between Thdias shoulder
blades. He gaveit avicious twig, then shoved the dying gifl to the floor.

"Bravely done," Procopio said coldly.

Dhamari dhrugged. "She was a trained warrior, | am not | have learned to work within my
limitations. But let no doubt remain. Test me and see”

The wizard settled down in the chair Desth had vacated and submitted to Procopio's divingion
spells. Severa moments passed as Procopio cast one pdl after another, not readily convinced even by
his own puissant magic. Fndly he could not deny the little wizard's daims.

"You did it," the diviner marveled. "But how?"'

"I purchased a spd| dready created. All that was needed was a smple trigger word.” Dhamari
examined his finger-nails, eaborately casud. "Did you know that Kiva firg learned magic from Akhlaur,
the greatest necromancer of histime?'

Theimplication struck Procopio like athrown dagger. "Kiva gave you this spd1? She dlill lives?!

The wizard chuckled. "I seem to be somewhat better informed than the diviner who aone
foresaw the Mulho-randi invasion. In fact, one might say thet | am very, very wel informed.”

He handed Procopio a copy of the magic missve Kiva had sent him, a damning document that
gave details of Pro-copio's recent colluson with the treacherous df.

Procopio skimmed the parchment and threw it down. "What do you want?"

"An exchange, nothing more," Dhamari protested. "I admire your cunning and have no intention of
hindering your quest for power with this unfortunate information. Indeed, | have information of my own to
giveyou."

"At what price?'

"One you will not mind paying,” he said dyly. "You want Zdathorm deposed. So does Kiva. So
dol."

"Do you? Whét isthis priceless informetion?'

"The king's queen, Betrix, is something rather more than a mad wizard and a traitor to Haruaa,
though one would think that would be sufficdent. She is an accused murderess, an adulteress whose
daliances produced a wizard's bastard, and, last and perhaps least in any eyes but mine, my former
wife"

Procopio rose so abruptly that his chair upended. "Besat-rix and Keturah are one?'

"Yes, and it is likdy the king knowingly took a fugitive aiimind as his wife. If he did not know
who and what Beatrix was, then heis afool who has no business ruling a kingdom.”

The diviner began to pace as new plots took form. Dha-mari amiled. "I can see that this pleases
you. Our fird order of business, however, is to ded with a mutud enemy—Basd Indoulur, a man who
could undo us both."

Procopio stopped abruptly and regarded his vistor with new respect. "You have a plan?'

Dhamari spread his hands modestly. "'l was rather hoping you might.”

"Basd has surprisngly few enemies. The only other | can find is Urigh Belgoon.”

"Has he a substantid grievance?'

"I would not think so were | in his postion, but the bereaved's wife was considerably more
comdy than mine" Procopio sad dryly. "It appears that Lord Basel has mur-dered old Belgoon's pretty
young bride."

A wide amile spread across Dhamari's face. "Y ou have proof?"

"Not yet"



"It might not be needed,” the little wizard mused. "If fact, it might be better not to trouble the
Coundil with this matter. Uriah Begoon is a srong supporter of the king. Goad him into taking his own
vengeance, meking him sub-ject to Haruaan law, and we will have destroyed two more of Zdathorm's
supporters.” Dhamari glanced pointedly at the dead girl. "I will ad this with other attacks, as successful
asthisone”

"Andin return?'

"For now, | would like my return held in secret. | carry magic that obscures my purposes, but |
would ask of you additiona spells to mask my presence, and a place where | might stay secluded. When
thetimeisright, | will emerge—as a supporter of Halruaa's new king."

"Done”

Procopio extended his hand to the surprisngly re-sourceful litle man. They clasped wridts,
seding a bargain with other wizards' blood.

Chapter Thirteen

Dug dill swirled through the dearing, and faint echoes of the deadly battle rumbled back to the
jordaini from digant peaks. Matteo and his friends set about tasks that came in the aftermath of
baitle—tending the wounded, gathering weapons, honoring the dead.

Andris composed lago's body as best he could, then he kndlt a the dead man's side and gently
closed his eyes. He began chanting a litany of the jordain's deeds and accomplishments, looking weirdly
like a spirit come to welcome a brother to the next world.

Themo sat white-faced but stoic as Basdl In-doulur stitched the gash on his shoulder. "Shame we
don't have a priest handy," Base murmured, his plump, jeweled hands moving with practiced kill. "This
will leave an ugly scar, but we can close you up, and poultice the wound with a mold paste to keep it
from festering.”

The big man's face wrinkled in disgust, but he offered no comment concerning his trestment.

Andris rose and came to Matteo's Sde. "There is not enough dead wood hereabouts for a proper
funerd pyre, and the ground is too hard and rocky to permit burid. Since there is no shortage of rocks,
perhaps we should build a cairn, as the dwarves are said to do for their fdlen kin."

Matteo's shoulders rose and fdl in a deep sgh. "lago's worse days were spent in the Nath. It
doesn't seem right that this should be his resting place.”

"Our horses have run off,” Andris said patiently. "Most likdy the Crinti have rounded them up.
How could we bring lago's body away with us?'

"By skyship,” Basd put in. He deftly tied and tucked the ends of Themo's bandage and rose.
"Before | |eft Hdarahh, | sent Avariel ahead. I'm putting the ship at your disposal.”

Matteo brightened. "Thet will help. In addition to every-thing se | mug do, the king must hear
that Kivais dive, the laraken is back, and Akhlaur may have not only sur-vived but even returned.”

"If Zaathorm doesn't dready know, werein more trouble than we redize” Basd commented. "l
understand your duties, but formditieswill have to wait on matters that cannot”

The young man's eyes blazed with hope. "Y ou found a spdl to free Tzigone?'

"By Mydtras grace. And, as usud, the Lady's blessngs are not entirdy unmixed.”

Basd quickly described the spel to Matteo. "I would go for her mysdf, and gladly,” he
concluded, "but my heart has enough dark corners to ensure falure. 1 can think of only one man who'd
last in the Unsedie Court longer than a showfdl in a Haarahh bathhouse” When no understand-ing
entered Matteo's eyes, Basdl added, "I know only one man who vaues Tzigoneslifeas | do."

Thistime Matteo didn't hesitate. "If it'sin me to bring her back, | will."

Themo jolted to hisfeet with acry of protest The effort proved too much for the wounded man;
hisface drained of color, and hedl but dropped back onto the ground.

"Dont," he said through gritted teeth. "You saw wha happened to me when we fought those
thrice-bedamned faries. Whet'l it be like in therr world?"



"Perhaps Tzigone will tdl you, once she returns” Matteo said quietly.

"BU"

Matteo sent Themo alook that froze the big man's protest in his throat He turned back to Basdl.
"What about my jordaini resistance to magic?'

"There are exceptions to every rule” Andris put in with obvious reluctance. "Trave spells ssem to
be one. At Kivas Sde, | walked across Hadruaain asngle step.”

"Kivawas a magehound,” Basd reminded him. "Her spdlls would have more effect on you than a
wizard's might. She is not, however, the only magehound in Halruaa, and the church of Azuth possesses
certain artifacts that can bypass, at least to some extent, a jordain's magicd resist-ance.”

"Ancther magehound,” grumbled Themo. "'Some extent: This plan is shgping up nicdy.”

The wizard's shoulders rose and fdl in a profound sgh. "I won't pant this picture with fasdy
bright colors. The risks are enormous.”

"Not as high as the price of no action whatsoever. |Is the spdl ready?' A look of horror crossed
Matteo's face as a grim possihility occurred to him. "Or was it absorbed by the laraken?’

Basd placed a reassuring hand on the young man's shoulder and pointed to a nearby peak.
"When | redized what sort monster you men faced, | left my magica items up on the ledge there. No, the
spdl isnot quite ready. We need to discuss one of the needed spell components.”

Thewizard hesitated. Matteo nodded encouragement "Y ou need alock of har from an ancestor,
awizard of consderable power."

Matteo's gaze did to the wizard's multitude of tiny black braids. A fant wigful amile lifted the
corners of hislips. "And you've come to give me the needed token."

Basd's brows rose. "l wish it were that easy! A jordain's lineage is not exactly common
knowledge."

"Minewill not be spoken of ligntly," Matteo said, hold-ing onto patience with difficulty. "If you
like, I will swear an oath to tdl no one you are my father, but for the love of Mystra, let's get on with it!”

He wasn't prepared for the dumbfounded expresson that flooded Basdl's plump face. Matteo's
heart plummeted as he redized his error.

"l see that | misspoke," the jordain said dowly. "Tzi-gone's most heartfelt quest was her search
for family. She found my mother, so | assumed she took her appren-ticeship with you because you were
ather her father or mine. It is known that your wife and child passed away in childbirth. Thet is often said
of jordaini births. | thought—indeed, | hoped..." His voice trailed off into un-comfortable slence.

The conjurer gathered the shreds of his composure. "My wife did indeed bear a jordaini child,
but the babe was a dillborn girl.”

"You're certain of this?'

Basd's gaze was blesk but steady. "Beyond doubt | refused to leave the room when the
greenmage ddivered the child. | hed my daughter in my arms. With my own hands | lit her pyre. | am not
your father, Matteo. Believe me, | would daim you if | could.”

"And | you," the jordain said softly, "but let's speak of the world as it is, not as we wish it to be.
I've learned that seerching for a jordain's mother is not only futile, but harm-ful. We mug focus upon my
paternity. Tzigone told me my father was one of the masters at the Jordaini College.”

"How did she find that out?' Themo demanded, looking both aghast and intrigued by this notion.
This was not something jordaini discussed or pondered—such knowl-edge was considered beyond
retrievd.

"She got into the birth records kept in the queen's palace.”

There you go. You'e the king's counselor.”

Matteo shook his head. "I don't have Tzigones kill a evading locks and wards, and the legd
pathways to such knowledge are long and convoluted.”

"Therés another possihility,” Basdl said. "During my years as a jordaini master, | learned of a
hidden book lig-ing the jordaini ancestry.”

"I have seen it,” Andris said flaly.

Matteo brightened. "Did you read of my ancestry?'



The ghodlly jordaini hesitated. "Mine was bad enough. Gods only know what swamp you sprang
from." He punc-tuated his haf-hearted jest with an equdly wan amile.

"Thet isan evason, not an answer," Matteo observed.

"With reason,” his friend said softly. Truths of this nature provide a dark mirror. | have learned
that where family is concerned, each man mus face his own reflection.”

At that moment the clouds parted, and a wash of color swept over the rocky ground. Matteo
glanced up. An enor-mous flying ship glided through the dissipating clouds, seemingly sped by the winged
eves painted upon ship and sal. Sunlight filtered through bright, slken salls.

Basd's crew brought the skyship daringly close to the dearing. A rope ladder tumbled down.
The wizard scam-pered up, amazingly nimble, and within moments a make-shift ding was lowered to
rase the injured Themo. Matteo and Andris saw lago's body aboard, then they climbed onto the
skyship's deck.

They stood together by the rail, watching as the Nath fdl swiftly away.

"It isfitting that 1ago's ashes be scattered on jordaini land,” Matteo commented as the skyship set
course for southwestern Halruaa. "At least one aspect of this trip will end asit should."

"I'd reserve judgment urtil we learn what new thing has gone awry,” murmured Andris as he
nodded toward Basdl. The wizard strode toward them, one hand steadying the large seabird perched
upon his shoulder. His face was grim, and his eyes burned with wrath as wdl as something that might
have been unshed tears.

"You should hear this" he said abruptly.

The wizard plucked a amdl feather from the bird and blew it from his pdm. Immediaey the
feather dissolved into milky haze. Base spoke an arcane phrase in Loross, the ancient language of
Netheril and Halruaa, and the mig swiftly reformed into the shape of a stocky young wizard, a powerful
looking man with muscles of the sort built by hours of abor.

The gpparition bowed. "My pardon for thisintruson, Lord Basdl, but | have grave news."

Thisis Mason, one of my apprentices,” the wizard interjected softly.

"l am sending this messenger from your tower in the king's city, for | cannot bring word to you
directly. Farrah was found murdered in the front hdl of the tower. The ser-vants summoned the militia |
was shaken from degp and brought to the magehounds for questioning.” He heditated for a moment,
swdlowing hard. The knife that killed Farrah was found in my room, aong with a vid from a potion of
forgetfulness that erased the entire evening from my memory.

"l am innocent of this, Lord Basdl, | swear it! There is nothing in me, no magic in dl of Haruaa,
that could compe me to do thisthing. Y et the magehounds say Farrah died bdieving it was my hand that
struck the blow."

The ghodtly image broke off and passed a hand wearily over his face. "Please don't return on my
behdf," he said in a softer voice. "Farrah is gone, and in deference to your postion, | am dlowed to
reman under house arrest in your tower until you have time to address this matter. Tzigone needs your
best efforts. The rest can wait.”

His shoulder squared. "I suspect you will wish to carry the news to Lord Noor yoursdf. | should
warn you that heis unlikdy to believe in my innocence. Farrah and | have spoken of marriage. | have no
wizard's lineage to offer, and Farrah's family consdered my love an inqult to their daughter and ther
family. They dready think me a peasant and a knave. Defending me would only anger them. Let them say
what they will. They can do me no further harm.”

Mason's voice broke, and the image disappeared like a burdting soap bubble. The seabird leaped
from Basdl's shoulder and winged off toward the south.

Basd watched the avian messenger until it disappeared into the clouds. "Il travel with you as far
as the Noor estates,” he said without looking back at the slent jordaini. Ther daughter was murdered
whilein my care." He started to say more, then shook his head and strode quickly away.

"Your friend Tzigone was ther felow apprentice. She seems to be near the center of every tangle
we encounter,” Andris pointed out.

"I've noticed that,” Matteo said in a dry tone. "In Tzi-gone's defense, however, she does not



create all the chaos that surrounds her. From the day we met, Kiva has never been more than two steps
behind. | would be surprised if this murder proves to be an exception.”

Andris abruptly turned his gaze on the landscape below. Recognizing his friend's need for slence
and privacy, Matteo followed suit

The rugged Nath was an unpleasant memory, and the fidds and forests spread out beneath them
were lush and green. Matteo leaned on the ship'srail, gazing down over his Haruaa with the fond eyes of
ababe for its mother or alover hislass.

The Noor estates bordered the Swamp of Akhlaur. A faint cloud misted the forest canopy like a
net of delicate Slver filigree crowning a wild df s har, or perhaps a cunningly spun web, ready to
ensnare dl who ventured too near. Both images brought to mind the memory of Kivas beautiful,
maevolent, even face. A dhill passed through Matteo, and he pushed away from the ral. He was not
unhappy when Basd disembarked, and the skyship sailed away from the swamp and its memories.

By late afternoon, the sweeping lands surrounding the Jordaini College came into view, and far
beyond, adim line of blue and siver sea. The skyship settled down upon alake at the northern border of
the jordaini estate. While Andris set about making lago's funerd arrange-ments and summoning heaers
to care for Themo, Matteo went to the stables and sdlected a horse for the ride to the college.

He set abrisk pace, for sunset was not far away. At this hour the fidds were bustling with activity
as people har-vested the endless round of crops, tended orchards, despoiled beehives of ther sweet
bounty, and cared for pampered livestock.

These lands were worked by commoners, Haruaan peasants who made their own livdihood
while supplying the Jordaini College. As Matteo rode through, children tossed down their hoes to wave
chesrily, obvioudy de-lighted for even thissmdl diverson.

He did not find it amiss that a child should work aong-side his parents, for his own youth had
been no different. From before dawn until well after sunset, taxing lessons and hours of memory arills
dternated with rigorous phys-ica traning. Rare was the moment spent without ether a book or a
wegpon in hand.

Y et he dso remembered time for play. A smile curved Matteo's lips as he rounded a bend in the
dirt path and the river cameinto view. Year after year, mdting snow from the highest mountains brought
arush of white water. Each spring's flood widened the ravine just a bit. Here an aged tree leaned over
the water. A few young boys, naked as newborn mice, had hung a rope from a tree limb, and they took
turns swinging out over the ravine and dropping into the water. Ther hoots of laughter filled the air,
inter-spersed with good-natured boasts and insults This was a familiar scene, one often played out
downriver among the jordaini lads.

But these boys could expect to learn a trade, wed a neighbor's daughter, build a cottage they
might call their own, and raise children who would know who their parents were. For the jordaini, there
would be no family. This was ensured by afind secret rite, a so-called "purification ritud” inflicted before
they left for the wide world. Thanks to Kivas machinations, another man had taken Matteo's place. The
df woman's experience with human maes had left her bdieving that Matteo would disgrace himsdf and
his order, given hdf a chance.

As Matteo rode through the jordaini lands, he searched the faces of every young man he passed.
He didnt redly expect to find the man who'd taken his place, of course, and after a while his thoughts
shifted to cdculating the odds againg this occurrence. He was therefore surprised when his gaze fdl upon
a man whose hair was the same color as his a dark and diginctive chestnut rardy seen in the
south-lands.

He reined his horse in for a closer look. The man was sanding a the sde of the road, gazing
morosdy a some-thing in the high grasses. A low, wooden cart lised to one sde on a broken whed.
Two piebad carthorses took advantage of the amdl disaster to nibble at the roadside meadow flowers.

The young man was tdl and strongly built, much like Matteo in generd 9ze and appearance. On
close examination his festures were not dl that Smilar, but the unusud richness of red in his hair drew the
eye and cast a powerful illuson.

Matteo cdled out a gregting. "May | help you, brother?’



"Don't see how. The whed splintered in that rut and the thrice-bedamned millstone tipped off the
cart,” the peasant grumbled. He glanced up, and immediaidy sank into the deep bow that showed proper
respect for wizards and their jordaini counsglors.

Matteo brushed aside the sammered gpologies and asked the man's name.

A look of gpprehendion crept over the young man's bee a being sngled out in this fashion, but he
didn't hestate.

"Benn," he supplied. "Of village Fdaria."

"All problems have solutions, Benn, and yoursis easier than most | see you carry an extra whed "
Matteo noted as he swung down from his horse.

"What fool wouldn't? The whed's the least of it. Getting that millsone back in the cart—that's
whet | cdl a prob-lem.”

He looked surprised when Matteo peded off his white tunic and began to drag the heavy
wooden whed off the cart, but he fdl to work beside the jordain. In short order they had the new whed
in place, and then they stood sde by sde eyeing the millsone.

"Too heavy for two men," concluded the peasant

Matteo's gaze fdl upon a par of long, sout oak oars lashed to the side of the cart "Not
necessaxrily. A Haruaan sage once damed that he could lift the entire world, pro-vided he had a lever
long enough.”

"Easy to say, hard to prove," Benn observed. "For starters, where would he sand?’

Matteo laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. "An excdlent point. Let's see what we can
manage, short of ganding on the moon and using Y ggdrasil, the Northmen's world tree, as alever.”

Together they rolled a likdy boulder to use as a ful-crum. Ben guided the horses and cart into
position, back-ing up little by little as Matteo used the oar to raise the millsone. At last he lowered one
edge of the stone onto the low cart, then moved the fulcrum into position to lever up the far Sde.

When the task was done, Benn handed Matteo a goat-skin of wine. Matteo tipped it back for a
polite Sp. As he lowered it, he noticed the peasant eyeing him gppraisingly.

"No offense intended, my lord, but we might be mis-taken for brothers.”

Matteo was dlent for severd moments, not sure what good might come of teking the path this
observation opened. "Perhaps, in certain lights and under certain extraordinary circumstances, we might
even be mistaken for the same men."

The peasant nodded, accepting this. "'l often wondered whose place | took.”

His tone was matter-of-fact and without rancor. Matteo swiftly cut him off. "Don't say more.”

"What harm? Y ou know the story as wdl as |." He met Matteo's gaze with a levd stare. "No, |
See that's not true. Y ou're packed with more questions than my sister's five year-old son.”

"You may have been enspelled not to speak of this™

"Doesnt seem likdy. | told my Phoebe when | asked her to wed, and here | stand. If it sets your
mind a ease, | don't have much memory of the before and during. Afterwards, the gatekeeper came to
see me. Made me promise to ‘foreswear vengeance,” which | guess is a fancy way of saying | should let
degping dragons lie. He aso said the man whose place | took had no part init and would haf-kill anyone
who did."

Matteo gave agrim nod of agreement. After a moment, he ventured, "Are you treated wel here?"

The peasant pointed toward a shug cottage, just over a stone bridge that crossed the river.
Well-tended fidds sur-rounded his domain. A amdl flock of goats grazed on a Ml, and a pair of rothe
caves gamboled in the paddock.

"If I hadn't been brought to the Jordaini College, my years would have been spent in another
man'sfidd. See what | have here. The jordaini hold title to the land, but it's mineto work as | see fit."

Benn shrugged. "My Phoebe pines for babes from time to time, but we two have a fine life
together. She is mistress of her own home. She makes her cheeses and sdls them to the jordaini for a fair
price, and she's a good hand with weaving. | bought her a fine loom for her bride's gift," he sad with
pride. "How many men can dam that?'

The jordain's answering amile was genuine. "Few men achieve such contentment Y our happiness



lifts a burden from my heart. It surprises me, though, that the guard could produce so much ready coin.
A good loom is a codtly thing.”

"Oh, wasn't the guard. "Twas a master paid me off." Matteo's heart thudded painfully. "Would
you know him if you saw him again?'

The young man snorted. "Not such a chore. An old man, but tall—about the height of you and
me. Had a beak like a buzzard. This sound like anyone you know?" The jordain nodded, for he could not
force speech through his suddenly congricted throat. There was only one master who fit that
description—his favorite master, an dderly battle wizard, and the last man in the Jordaini College whom
Matteo would have suspected of involvement in this grim chapter. The last man he would have suspected
of congpiring with Kiva.

With a heavy heart, Matteo mounted his horse and kicked it into a run. As he galoped toward
the college gates, Andriss words rang in hismind:

Some truths are like dark mirrors.

Seeking his reflection in this particular man's face, if it came to that, would be a difficult task
indeed.

Tzigone sank down onto a large stone, too exhausted to walk farther. She stared out into the
misg—a congtant, chill-ing presence that never seemed to recede a single pace no metter how far she
walked. There was no edge to that mig, a least, none that she could find.

She was reaching the edges of her endurance. This morning sheld had to cut a new notch in her
bdt just to keep her trousers up. Time passed srangdy here, but she suspected that severa days had
passed snce her last med. Though shed rationed hersdf gps of water like a dwarven miser doling out
gold, the waterskin sheld brought from Halruaa was empty.

Sheidly tossed pebblesinto a amdl pool, watching the ripples spread. Fierce thirgt urged her to
throw hersdf a the water, but her days as a street performer had left her with a wedth of cautionary
taes. Many a story warned of mortals passing through strange magicd realms, only to be trapped forever
if they ate or drank.

Tzigone gathered her remaining strength and sank into the deep, trancelike concentration that
preceded her bor-rowed memories. Each day, it was eader to dip into her mother's past, perhaps
because she hersdf was close to sharing her mother's fate,

That uncharacterigticaly grim thought dissipated in aflash of sunset color and sweeping winds. In
this memory, Keturah was riding aflying wyvern! A smdl grin of antici-pation lit Tzigone's face as she fdl
completely into her mother's memory, once again becoming Keturah in a vison more vivid than any
dream.

Keturah dug her fingers between the blue-black scaes of the wyvern's back and leaned low over
the creature's sn-uous neck. The thunderous beat of batlike wings buffeted her, and the dense forest
below sped by in a verdant blur.

The young wizard dung desperately to her perch and to the magic that had summoned the
wyvern. She could sense the maevolent will of the dragonlike creature, dternatdly puzzled and angered
by Keturah's gentle compulsion.

Submitting was difficult for the creature, and coopera-tion impossble. Each downbeat of the
wyvern's wings lifted them lurching into the sky, and each short glide was a somach-turning drop, for the
wyvern amply did not think to adjust itsflight for the extra weght of a passenger.

A furious shriek burst from the wyvern. Keturah looked up, startled, as a shadow passed over
her. Above soared an enormous griffin, wings outstretched. It glided in mgjestic circles as it took measure
of the wyvern and itsrider.

Keturah's reluctant mount banked sharply and began to dimb, its rider and her magic completely
forgotten. The wizard began to sing another spdll, but the creature's vengeful shrieks and the keening of
thewind blocked her efforts as efectively as an archmage's counterspell.

The wyvern's long, barbed tall whipped toward the grif-fin like dark lightning. The griffin shied
back, rearing in midair. Its massve, white-feathered wings backbeat furi-oudy, and its taloned forefeet
and leonine paws thrashed at the ar as it struggled to avoid the attack.



A balt of energy flashed from the griffin's direction, 9z-Zling into the wyvern's side. With a shriek
of pain, the wyvern veered away. Keturah noticed for the firg time that the griffin carried a rider—a dight
young man, deeply browned by a life spent between sea and sun. As thar gazes locked, the dtartled
expression on his face told Ketu-rah that he had been equaly unaware of her.

It was a moment's contact, quickly broken by the errdtic flight of the wounded wyvern. Now
utterly beyond Ketu-rah's control, it circled back for another attack. The wyvern dropped into a hurtling
dive, coming just below the enor-mous winged lion. Asit passed under the griffin, the wyvern threw itsdf
into araling spin, swinging its poison-tipped tall like an enormousflal.

Suddenly Keturah was fdling though the air. Another burst of megic darted from the griffin,
caching her and dowing her flight to a dow, gentle drift.

Gratitude surged through her, and amazement. The young giffin rider had saved her, and a
consderable risk to himsdf. Wyverns viewed griffins as naturd enemies, and Keturah's erswhile mount
seemed intent upon tearing this one from the skies. The rider, if he wished to survive, would do wel to
save his spdls for his own benefit!

As she floated down, Keturah craned her head back to watch the battle. Again and again the
wyvern struck, sngp-ping and ginging a the grest lion-bird. As she had feared, many of the attacks got
through. Maintaining the feether-float spell was obvioudy limiting the young wizard's defensive power.

The forest canopy rose to meet Keturah. She drifted through the smdl upper branches, then
seized a handhold and began to dimb down.

Meanwhile, the storm of feathers and scaes raged over-head, growing ever closer and more
frantic. The shriek of the griffin mingled with wyvern roars. Trees rustled and branches cracked as the
gigantic creatures plummeted toward the ground, locked together infind combat.

Keturah flattened hersdf againg the tree trunk as the enjoined creatures tumbled past her. Ther
descent was a long, Sckening series of lurching drops and crashes, fol-lowed by a more horrible slence.

She hdf dimbed, hdf did down the tree. The great crea-tures lay at the base of the tree, locked
together in an embrace 0 fierce that Keturah envisoned them taking the battle to whatever dtalife
awaited them.

Keturah quickly forgot such thoughts when she saw the griffin rider. He was il strapped into the
saddle. Blood poured from a cut on his scalp. One leg was bent a an improbable angle.

She quickly loosed the straps and ran her hands lightly over his neck and down his spine, then
getly probed his skull. Nothing other than his leg seemed broken, praise Mystra, so she carefully
dragged him away from the giant beasts.

All that night, she dternated between tending the wounded man and gathering enough wood to
keep acirde of fires burning. The fire was a risk—Dhamari's latest hound was not far off her trall—but a
gmd| thing compared to the risks this young man had taken on her behdlf.

Keturah did not have to summon drange and dangerous creatures that night to ward off her
trackers. Creatures came of ther own valition, answering the lure of fresh meet in great supply. In a
summoning as complex as any that gathered humankind together, the scavengers roared and howled the
invitation to dine. Then—again, far too like the Haruaans for Keturah's comfort—they fdl to sngpping
over the scraps.

Indl, the night was long and grim, and not a moment passed that Keturah expected might be her
rescuer's last The voices of the scavengers seemed to cdl his name, as well.

To her astonishment, the young man's eyes opened shortly before dawn. For severd moments
they followed her movements as she dipped a cdloth in her tiny kettle and placed it on his forehead.

"I'm dive" he observed grimly. It seemed to Keturah that he was neither surprised nor pleased
by this redization.

"You'e lucky. I've seen fewer wounds on a defeated army.”

He hauled himsdf panfully into a dtting position and regarded her thoughtfully. "Do you have
experience with the military, or isthat afigure of speech?’

Her lips twitched. "If you're asking if I'm a camp fol-lower, the answer is no. | mug say, though,
that | find it admirably optimigtic for aman in your condition to ask."



She expected the youth to be mortified. Instead, he responded with a surprisngly deep chuckle.

"It's been many years since anyone accused me of opti-mism!”

It was on the tip of Keturah's tongue to mock his choice of words—after dl, her
rescuer-turned-patient looked to be even younger than she—but something about him stayed her teasing
comment She studied him for along moment "Y ou are wearing a magica disguise” she decided.

Agonishment flooded his face. "It should be undetectable,” he said ruefully. "Gods above, the
spdlsinvolved are complicated enough!™

That explains a few things" Keturah mused. "Some of the spells you tossed at the wyvern were
far beyond most wizards of your apparent years. Maintaining such a disguise can be didracting even
without the feather-fal spdl, for which | thank you. | suppose that's how you were overcome during
baitle

"Youretoo kind," he said dryly. "Actudly, to the best of my recollection, | think | was knocked
sensdless by a pass-ing seabird. The stupid thing couldn't maneuver around the battle.”

Keturah burgt out laughing. "A man whose magic defies wizardly scrutiny, who rides griffins and
casts spdlls like the king himsdlf, downed by a dumsy pdican!”

After amoment the man's lips twitched. "l suppose the Stuation has a certain ironic apped.” His
amile faded quickly, and he regarded her for along moment "Wel?'

"That's a deegp subject.” She dhrugged a his blank stare. "Sorry. Tha was one of my father's
favorite jests. No wonder he never made much of aliving as a bard.”

"Y ou're not going to ask me my true identity?'

Keturah shrugged again. "If you wanted it known, you wouldn't have conjured a disguise. If it'sl
the same to you, I'd just as soon dispense with introductions dl around.”

"Your secrets are your own," he agreed. "As far as I'm concerned, we were both born this
morning. We have no life but that which lies before us" This prospect seemed to please him. His amile,
boyish and frank, loosened some of the bonds around Keturah's heart

"I like the sound of that."

"Asdo |." He glanced down at his splinted leg and sighed. "It appears that wel be in this forest
for quite some time. What shdl | cdl you?'

"Something exatic, | think. Hmmm. Vadhti ?'

He snorted. "Only if you want me to envison you wear-ing purple vels and dancing with finger
cymbas”

"No then. Smanatra? Chelis? Lissa?' With each sugges-tion his expresson of mock horror grew.
Keturah threw up her handsin feigned disgust "Since you're so picky, why don't you name me?"

He considered her for along moment with eyes that seemed to scan her soul. Andly he took her
hand and lifted it to hislips.

"You're Bedtrix," he said softly.

* k % % %

The mists of memory swirled, and Tzigone's vision picked up many days later. Keturah and
the young wizard stood at the mouth of a cave carved into the heart of a living bilboa tree. Their eyes
were fixed upon each other's faces as if they sought to memorize what they saw, and thar hands were
clasped in the manner of lovers loathe to part

"Before you go, there are things you must know,” Ketu-rah said.

Her lover shook his head. "I know your heart. Your laughter is the musc dearest and most
familiar to me. What dseisthere to learn”?’

"We have been wed for two days, but we have yet to speak of bloodlines™

In some far corner of Tzigone's mind, joy flickered and burned bright. So this man was her
father and her mother's true husband! She should have known her mother would not be so
careless as to condemn her child to the fate of a wizard's bastard.

The young man nodded. "Very wdl, then. | am adiviner, hut | aso possess a power not officaly



recognized by the Council, a power of mind rather then ritud.”

"Pgonics" Keturah said, her face troubled. "l have read of it | studied the art of evocation, but
my magic aso has a ferd streak. My father, who was a bard, once told me there were sorcerers in my
mother'sline”

Her husband lifted his brows, but he did not seem dis-pleased. "Any child of ours will be a wild
thing indeed!”

Keturah's amile faltered. "I was wed before, to a man who was never a true husband.”

"S0 you told me. If there was no true marriage, you are not legdly bound to him."

"I know that," she broke in. "There is more. He secretly gave me potions to ensure a jordaini
child, potions atered with dangerous herbs. Thisisthe legacy | might pass to your children.”

The wizard lifted her hands to his lips. "Life is shaped by many things, sweet Begtrix. Choice is
far more impor-tant than heritage. We will teach our children to choose wisdy.”

Keturah sent an arch gaze around their hidden camp. "And we are such experts on this matter?'

"Of course. Did we not choose each other?!

* k % % %

As the lovers moved into a farewdl kiss, Tzigone eased her awareness away. She could not
intrude upon this shared sweetness, even if they were her parents. Especially snce they were her
parents!

Thevigon left her filled with soft joy and an illuminaing glimpse into how her strange magic came
to be.

TZzigone drifted dowly back, moving through the faded years. When she came fully to hersdf, she
was S0 ex-hausted that her eydids fdt too heavy to lift. The intense vison had taken more strength then
she had to spare. Tzi-gone did not regret it. With a happy sgh, she pried opened her eyes.

A drde of dark faces surrounded her. Severd Unsedie folk regarded her solemnly, like ravens
preparing to feed upon the magica repast she had unwittingly provided. Horror flooded her as she
redized that the dark fairies knew dl that she had learned.

Tzigone saized a till-samoldering stick from her dying campfire and leaped to her feet. She spunin
acircle, driv-ing back the ethered-looking fiends.

The faries fdl back, nimbly avoiding her attack. Before she could turn full circle, however, they
darted back, legp-ing onto her and bearing her down to the ground.

There was no time to cast an illuson to fight them and no gsrength left for such magic. Tzigone
went down under the vicious ondaught, feding the burn and sting of dozens of amdl, spiteful wounds.

Now the true attack came. A long-hidden memory stirred, emerging from that dark place where
TZzigone hid a girlhood spent in the streets and shadows. She smelled the fetid breath of drunken men and
fdt severa pairs of rough hands. She heard the rip of her own smal garments.

This had happened before—the attack, the helplessness, the terror. Gods above, she
remembered it dll.

Then came memory of a quick, acrid stench, like the scent of lightning come too close. Tzigone
remembered struggling free of her attackers and running for the safety of the trees. It had never occurred
to her to look back. Now she knew what she would have seen.

Two of the dark fairies were dead. Severa more twitched in short, jerky spasms. Their glowing
black eyes were clouded and glazed by the surge of magic that had burst from childhood memory. The
aurviving faries darted away from this unexpected attack, moving too quickly for morta eyes to follow.

The author of this devastation was amost as surprised as the dark faries. Without design, without
thought, Tzi-gone had summoned killing magic—as she had done once before as a child.

She recdled her mother's long-ago words and the sto-ries she had heard since of common men
and women who suddenly unlesshed uncommon power. Magic came nau-raly, and sometimes
unexpectedly, to those born of a sor-cerer's bloodline.

Tzigone sumbled back from the gim scene and sank to the ground. The exhausted



sorceress—for such she truly was—sank into dreamless oblivion.

Chapter Fourteen

Matteo entered the Jordaini College by the north gate and rode directly to the training fieds.
Though the sun was little more than a crimson rim above the western mountains, Vishna was il a work
with his jordaini charges. Severa pairs of amdl boys trained with short wooden gaffs, leaning the
routines of attack and parry that prepared them for the traditional matched daggers.

The old wizard glanced up, scowling at this infraction of rule. Horsemanship was learned in the
arena and on the surrounding trails. The train-ing fidds were to be kept levd and free from debris.

When Vishna noted the rider's identity, hisire changed to consternation. He swiftly mastered both
emoations and clapped his hands sharply. The sparring jordaini boys lowered therr weapons and came to
attention.

"That is enough for today," he said with a amile. "Go to the evening med before the cooks come
a uswith cleavers, angry that we've scorned their handiwork.”

Thejovid tone was familiar to Matteo, as was the dight twinkle in the old battle-wizard's eyes. It
seemed to him, though, that Vishnas cheer was decidedly forced.

When the boys had |€ft, Visdhna strode over to Matteo's horse. "Perhaps you and | could walk
together, before it grows too dark for this old man's eyes.”

Matteo swung down and gave his mount alight dap on the rump. The horse trotted gladly off for
the stables, and the jordain fdl into step with his former master.

Nether spoke until they entered the deeply shaded riding paths. Faint moonlight filtered through
the trees, and lightning beetles greeted the night and each other with flirtatious winks of light

Fndly Vishna broke the slence. "Some time ago, | advised you to hone your kill a evasion, if
not falsehood. Do you recdl that?!

"Vividy."

Vishna amiled faintly. "You were not pleased by this advice. Court life has not dimmed your
principles. Truly, I'm glad for it, but though you need not lie, you should learn not to wear truth on your
face. I've known you since your birth, Matteo, and the questions you've come to ask could hardly be
planer had you tattooed them across your forehead.”

The wizard lifted one hand and traced a complex ges-ture. Y ears faded away, and his thin, wiry
frame thickened and took on muscle. The exaggerated curve of his nose softened, and histhin, gray locks
grew thicker, more lustrous. Even in the fant light, Matteo could make out a familiar, rich shade of
chesinut.

Thisismy true form," Vishna said in a voice that was suddenly fuller and more resonant

Matteo nodded dowly, trying to accept the truth he saw in the wizard's face. The resemblance
between them was too driking to ignore. This, then, was the man who had sired him.

The gory is long." Vishna began to wak again, a long warrior's gtride that matched Matteo's
favored pace. "You know me as a battle wizard, and so | am, but I'm far more powerful than | pretend
to be and far older. Many years ago, there were three of us, friends from boyhood, united in our love of
Haruaa and our infatuation with meagic."

Matteo stopped dead, daring a his mentor—his father - in horror. "You, Zdathorm, and
Akhlaur."

"You know the tale?'

"Andris put it together. It was you who gave him the books, wasn' it?"

The wizard was slent for a long moment Truth unspo-ken can fester. This story has been too
long untold. Zala-thorm and | lived long past our expected years, in part because of the protection given
us by the crimson gtar. | chose to live quietly, teking a number of names and living out severd lives This
incarnation, Vishna the jordaini master, is only the latest™

A grim thought occurred to Matteo. Perhaps the resem-blance between him and Benn could be



explained in the most obvious fashion. "Do you have other children?!

"None living, no."

"What of your children's descendants?' Matteo pressed,

The wizard sSighed. There is one. He will bear no chil-dren, and | am glad for it. It's better that the
bloodline ends with me."

The enormity of this revelaion rocked Matteo back on his heds. Vishna had known that his own
blood flowed through Benn's veins, and yet he had dlowed the peasant to take Matteo's place at the
purification rite. Perhaps he had even arranged this travesty!

"Yet you mugt have married,” Matteo said coldly. "A strange choice for a man determined to end
hisown line"

"A life as long as mine grows londy,” the wizard replied, "but | did not act entirdy without
responghility. Twenty-two years ago, | married a wizard whose bloodline sug-gested she could bear a
natura jordain. Do you know that term?”

"A child born with jordaini potential without the inter-vention of potions.™

"Yes There are risks, which | assume you aso know, but this course seemed safe enough. In
fact my wife's pregnancy was uneventful. Childbirth is never easy—you know that perhaps one hbirthing in
three resultsin degth to ether babe or mother.”

"Yes"

"This is especidly true when great magic is involved, and one of the reasons why wizard
bloodlines are so carefully regulated. My wifes mind shattered under the gtrain of childbirth.”

Vidhnafdl slent for along moment The parentage of any jordaini child is not known to the order,
but I deter-mined that | would know my son.”

"S0 you supported the falsehood that your wife and babe died in childbed and came to the
Jordaini College."

"About thet time, Basel Indoulur decided to leave. His story is not mineto tel.”

"I know it dready. His daughter was dtillborn, as jordaini femdes usudly are"

Vishnds eyebrows rose. "Basd has confided in you. That asmplifiesmy tae. The short of it is that
his position became open. As ajordaini magter, | could keep close watch on my son.”

The wizard stopped suddenly and reached out to clagp Matteo's shoulders. "Before | continue,
you must swear you will do nothing that might bring harm to the df woman Kiva"

"Mog people bdieve tha Kiva died when the floodgate closed,” Matteo said, choosing his
words carefully. "Have you reason to think otherwise?!

The wizard shook his head impatiently. "Alive or dead matters not. | cannot continue this story
unless you swear."

Rductantly, Matteo did so. He would have to trust the gods and the laws of Halruaa to ded with
Kiva as she deserved.

"Kivawas one of the prisonersin Akhlaur's tower. | freed her from a cage. She was a tiny thing,
little more than a child and incredibly ill-used. | did not recognize her when we met years later, but she
remembered me"

Matteo began to understand. "You tried to atone for the wrongs done to her by your former
friend and partner.”

"Guilt is a powerful thing," the wizard said with deep regret "I swore by wizard-word oath to help
her destroy the residud evils left behind by Akhlaur's reign. That seemed not only harmless but worthy.
By the time | red-ized Kiva was not the helpless victim she purported to be, | was congtrained by my
oath and Kivas magic from work-ing againg her."

"S0 you had to require a Smilar oath from me before continuing. Otherwise, even tdling this story
could be con-strued as a betrayd.”

"Yes" The wizard sghed. "l view many of my actions without pride. My most egregious error
was hdping Kiva recruit jordaini students. | learned too late that she had a specid grudge againg the
jordaini order."

Matteo could not trust himsdf to speak. This man, his own father, had betrayed his jordaini



brothers.

"Although trapped by my vows," Vishna continued, O tried to do as litle harm as possible. When
| intercepted Andriss thess about the Kilmaruu Paradox, | redized he had an excelent chance of
undoing the mess Akhlaur had left in the Kilmaruu Swamp. So | presented Andris to Kiva as an
extremdy taented battlemaster, one idedly suited to deaning up after Akhlaur. | didn't think Kiva could
hurt Andris”

"Why not?" demanded Matteo.

"l was stunned by Andriss ‘death’ and redlized how wrong I'd been about Kiva" went on
Vighng, asif he hadn't heard the jordain's question. "I was deeply relieved to learn of Andriss survivd,
but | fdt responsible for what happened to him in the battle of Akhlaur's Swamp. Because | owed Andris
some amdl measure of truth, | put before him books that would explain why Kiva did what she did.”

These books—can you say more of this without break-ing your oaths?'

The wizard shook his head. "I would not speak of them even if | could. The knowledge in those
books turned Andris to Kivas sde”

"No. He might have descended from Kivas line, but it seems to me that choice is more powerful
then heredity.”

"You and Andris, good men both, are proof of that,” Vishna said, punctuating his comment with a
sad amile "You are the son of a coward and he the seventh-generation descendant of a mad df woman
and the mongter who was once my friend.”

Y et another bolt of shock tore through Matteo. "Andrisis a descendant not just of Kiva but dso
of Akhlaur?

Vidhnds eyes widened. "You did not know this?'

"Andris didn't tdl me—at least, not in so many words." Fndly Matteo understood what Andris
meant when he warned that he seemed destined to betray those around him. For months, he had been
laboring under the heavy weight of his perceived fate.

Matteo stared at the wizard as if into a dark mirror, but he fdt no kinship with the man he had
once loved. Vishna's blood might be his. Vishnas choices were not

There is enormous peace in confessing this story and in acknowledging, if just between the two of
us, that you are my son. A sad chapter is closed, and we can begin anew."

The sfishness of that statement floored Matteo nearly as thoroughly as the man's admitted
cowardice. He stepped back, avoiding the wizard's offered embrace.

"Once we spoke of the Caba," he said. "You denied thet it existed.”

A turmail of indecison filled Vishnds eyes. "Perhaps the descendants of three old friends can set
things aright Perhaps | can yet leave alegacy of honor. | will tel you what | know."

Suddenly he began to change. The years flooded back, and the robust middle-aged warrior was
once agan the aging wizard Matteo had long known. But the process did not stop. More years sped by,
and the spare flesh on the old wizard's bones withered. His eyes turned to fevered black poolsin a face
gone papery thin and gray as death. Before Matteo could move, Vishna fdl to the ground, his fral body
contorting in the find throes of a death long cheated.

"A lichnee" Matteo breathed, recognizing the grading transformation of living man to undead
wizard. "Goddess avert, you are becoming alich!”

“No!"

The dngle word rattled out in a whisper, but it hedd a world of horror. This dearly was not
Vishnasintent! Some-how, his fate was being imposed—a sentence of living death in payment for a find
act of courage. According to everything Matteo knew of magic, this should have been impossble.

He swept the dying man up in his ams and ran toward the college, shouting for assistance.
Curious students flowed from their dwelings, then shot off with typica jor-daini obedience to fetch their
masters.

The wizards who answered the summons could do no more than Matteo to stop the myserious
process. FHndly, they shook their heads and stepped away, as they might to avoid a leper.

Vishna reached out a pased hand toward Matteo's dagger.



The jordain hesitated, understanding what the wizard had in mind. Matteo had been taught that
life was sacred, but better a quick death than the dipping away of the soul and the dow-creegping
madness that overtook undead wiz-ards. He pulled his dagger and curved his father's frall fin-gers around
the hilt of the jordaini blade.

To Matteo's surprise, Vishna lifted the blade to his hair and diced off a thin gray lock. This he
handed to Matteo. He struggled to form words.

"Basd," he croaked. "Three. Legacy."

Matteo nodded resssuringly as he deciphered this mes-sage. Obvioudy Basd had contacted
Vighna, his old sword-master and successor, to enlig his help in Matteo's search for an ancestor's
tdisman. Legacy was aso clear enough, for Vishna had agreed that destroying the Caba would be a
means to atone for his mistakes. But three?

The jordain's eyes widened as he made the connection. Three wizards had formed the crimson
dar, and Vishna had suggested that three descendants were needed to undo this grim legacy. Akhlaur,
Vishna, and Zaathorm. Andris, Matteo, and—

Goddess above! This had been a day for reveations, but none sunned Matteo more than the
notion of "Princess Tzigone!"

Vishna made a feeble gesture with his free hand, indi-cating that he wanted Matteo to leave.
Thar eyes dung for amoment, and then Vishna laborioudy moved the blade to his throat His unspoken
pleawas clean he did not want his son to see him die by his own hand.

With deep reluctance, Matteo rose to honor the old man's last wish. As he strode quickly away,
he glanced down at the lock of har clenched in his hand. It was no longer thin and gray, but a deep,
lustrous chestnuit.

* * % % %

Back a Akhlaur's tower, the necromancer and the df watched as a par of skeletd servants
dirred abubbling kettle. Unspeskably foul steam rose as the remains of sev-eral ghouls boiled down to
dudge A hdf dozen vids stood on a nearby table, ready to receive the finished potion. On the far side of
the room, severa of Akhlaur's water-fleshed servants struggled to control a chained wyvern. Three of
them dung to the beast's thrashing tail, while a fourth darted about with a vid to catch drops of poison
dripping from the barbed tip. From time to time, one of the undead servants was pierced by awing rib or
aflaling talon, and the fluids surrounding the old bones drained away like wine from a broken barrdl. Still
more undead servants busied themselves with mops, deaning the stone floor of their comrades remains.

Kiva observed dl this with a cdm face and wdl-hidden revulson. The tower and the forest
beyond were filled with the claiter of undead servants. Kelemvor, the human's Lord of the Dead,
probably had livelier company than thid

Suddenly an aura of flickering, blue-green fagrie fire surrounded Akhlaur. A speculative amile
touched the necromancer's thin lips. He dug into his voluminous deeve and produced a tiny, ebony box.
The glowing aura grew brighter and more condensed as it focused upon the box, then began to shrink as
if it were dipping indde the little cube.

"A el cast long ago is findly bearing fruit," Akhlaur announced with great satisfaction. He
began the rhythmic, atona chant of a spell of summoning.

"Heis creating alich," Kivamurmured with a mixture of horror and relief. She had seen Akhlaur
prepare this phy-lactery many years ago and feared he had prepared it for his own transformation!

She hdd her bresth as she waited to see wha unfortu-nate wizard would come to the
necromancer's cdl. An ancient man, litle more than skin-wrapped bone clad in too-large jordaini
garments, began to take shape on the stone floor. With a start, Kiva recognized the ruins of the wizard
who had freed her from this very tower some two centuries past—and who had done her bidding for
nearly twenty years.

At lagt the soft radiance faded into the cube, and the ed-erly wizard lay in seeming death.

"Remember the lagt time Vishna entered this tower?' she warned. "He was a powerful wizard.



Hewill be afor-midable lich."

Akhlaur brushed asde her concerns. "When Vidina revives in his new form, he will be
completely under my control,” he declared. He smiled horribly. Together, we will pay a cdl on our old
friend Zdahorm."

* k % % %

The king sat quietly in a lofty tower chamber, watching his long-beloved wife with despairing
eyes. He had logt Bedtrix before, and so great was his joy in their reunion that he faled to question too
cosdy the circumstances of her return. That haunted him now, though he was not cer-tain what he might
do differently, if given the chance to return to that point intime,

Bertrix sat with her hands folded in her white-satin lap, her vacant, painted eyes gazing a the
window. Zaathorm wondered what she saw. Despite dl his powers of divination, he had never been
able to see beyond the vell that separated them. Magic he could not dispel clouded his queen's mind. The
crimson gtar, the Cabal of whispered legend, protected itsdf and its creators with vells of secrecy or even
madness.

It was the sort of "protection” Zadathorm would not wish upon his worst enemy. Not that he
needed to—his worst enemy survived by the power of the same artifact that sus-tained Zaahorm's own
life, hisreign.

Perhaps because his thoughts lingered on the artifact, Zdahorm fdt a surge of familiar power
running through him like a sudden fever. Protective magic burned through his senses, as wdl as a
desperate sruggle for heding. There came the wrenching snap of a life bound to him, cut suddenly and
brutaly free.

"Viding" he murmured, senang his old friend's death. "How isthis possible?’

Bertrix turned an incurious gaze upon him. The king stooped to kiss her pale cheek and hurried
away. He quickly resumed his magicd disguise and, as a brown-skinned youth, descended into the
dungeon to consult the Cabal.

For a long time he stood slent before the crimson star, studying the glowing facets for an
explanation of what had befdlen his friend. Findly he dropped to one knee and qui-eted his sorrowing
thoughts.

The heart of Haruaa seeks counsd,” he murmured. Tdl me, is Vishnaamong you?'

The only response was profound slence. He received no sense of his lifelong friend from the
crysd.

"So Vishnaistruly dead," Zdathorm said quietly, won-dering why he could not quite accept that
truth. It seemed to him that something of the wizard lingered—yperhaps nothing more than an echo of their
collective magic, but something.

He turned back to the crydd, for another question demanded answers. Ambassadors from
Mulhorand had yielded up the name of the wizard whose spdls had shielded the recent invason from
view. Unfortunatdly, it seemed that nothing remained of Ameer Tukephremo but his name. The wizard
hed died in the invason, his body logt, and his home and possessions destroyed by fire. Nothing
remained that would aid Haruaan wizardsin divination.

Zdahorm found that far too convenient for credulity.

Nevertheless, he projected a mental image of the man's face and a description of the cloaking
spd| that had shielded the invasion. If there was, as he expected, Haru-aan magic mingled in that cagting,
the even sages would detect it After dl, Haruaan magic descended from ancient Netheril, whose earliest
meges were taught by dves. Despite the enhancements—some would say corruption and
abominations—that Netherese wizards added to his magic, the roots of their tradition were decidedly
dven.

His suspicions were quickly confirmed. The even sages recognized the touch of Haruaan magic
but could not iden-tify the caster.

Zdathorm consdered this puzzle as he made hisway through the [abyrinth to the exit and back to



his palace. When divinaion would not serve, there were other ways to smoke out treachery.

Logic was foremost among them. Who was in a pogtion to act, and who stood to gan? His
thoughts drifted to Pro-copio Septus, who seemed exceptiondly well versed in the magic of the eastern
lands

As the king neared his private rooms, he noted the samdl, white flag tucked into a bracket
mounted near the door. Though a diviner of Zaathorm's power could easily sense the presence of most
living beings, the jordaini's magic resistance made them difficult to perceive. It was custom and courtesy
for ajordain to give notice of his presence.

Matteo was back aready from the Nath. Zaathorm quickened his pace.

Theyoung jordain rose when the king entered the room and sank into a deep bow. "My lord, |
have much to report"

No preamble, none of the niceties of Haruaan protocol. Zaathorm nodded with approva. "Get
onwith it

"The laraken has returned. My jordaini brothers and | battled it in the Nath. All would have died,
but the mongter was magicaly removed from battle. This suggests that Kiva may have returned from the
Pane of Water, and possbly Akhlaur as wel. The necromancer's spellbook contains a spdl of
dehydration Smilar to that cast againg the Mulho-randi inveders.™

The spdl was Akhlaur's” the king agreed. "There is no doubt in my mind. His tower has been
raised—I've sensed a disturbance in the magic that hid it from treasure seekers.”

The jordain amiled faintly. "Lord Basd said this report would be unnecessary.”

"Bad?'

"Lord Basd met usin the Nath and put his skyship a my disposd.”

"Good thinking. From now on you shdl have your own ship. Have the steward see it to. What
more?’

Tmgoing after Tzigone. Lord Basd has found a spdl that should serve. Its casting requires a lock
of hair from one of my ancestors. | spoke with my father."

"Ah." Zdahorm looked a him keenly. "This saddened you.”

"Degply. | knew the man dl my life. He was one of my jordaini masters. He taught me dl | know
of battle magic and watched over me from my earliet years. Yet | knew him as my father only on the
day hislife ended."

The king looked dartled. "Vishnal Of course youre Vishnas son—now that | look for it, the
resemblance is plan. | fdt his death. Tel me why it coincided with your mesting.”

Zdathorm listened as the jordain related Vishnas story. "A lich transformetion. So that iswhy |
sensed his essence dill lingering. It's trapped somewhere, changing and gath-ering strength, awaiting a
return to Vishnas body. Gods abovel” he shouted, damming one fig againg the wal, "how could
Akhlaur do this to aman he once caled friend?'

"I fear he is not finished with Vishng" Matteo sad qui-etly. When the king sent him a quizzicd
glance, the jordain added, "Akhlaur is a necromancer.”

"Necromancers can command the undead,” Zdathorm said in desparing tones. "As long as
Akhlaur lives, Vishnawill never be dlowed to die”

Chapter Fifteen

Matteo stood a the base of the fary mound into which Tzigone had disappeared. Basd
Indou-lur's skyship hovered overhead, but the wizard and Andris had come down into the Nath with him.
Basd stood ready to cast the spell, a mage-hound's jeweled wand in his hand and an uncharacteridicdly
gim expresson on hisround face.

Matteo glanced from the wizard to the ghodly jordain and back. "I'm not sure which of you is
pder," he quipped.

"I'm not the one cading the spdl,” Andris responded. "Lord Basd has the respongbility of



sending you hi. My only task is welcoming you back.” He spoke stoutly, refusng to acknowledge the
posshility that Matteo might not return. The two friends clasped wridts, then fdl into a brief embrace.

Matteo stepped back and nodded to Basdl. The wizard began the chanting of the spdll. It was a
complex thing, a strange and jagged melody that sounded sinister even in Basd's pleasant, un-trained
baritone.

A high-pitched, eerie wind began to whidle through Matteo's thoughts, swiftly growing into gde
force. The powerful wind drove him back toward the conicd hill. Yet the gathering storm was for him
aone—the winds did not touch the other men. Andris lifted a tranducent hand in farewd|.

Suddenly the Nath was gone, and Matteo was hurled into a chill, gray world. He hit and rolled,
quickly coming up into a battle-ready crouch, hisjordaini daggers drawn and ready.

There was no need—he was done. In fact, as he scanned the rock-strewn moor around him,
Matteo saw no other dgn of life There were no birds crawling across the pewter-colored sky, no
scurrying voles amid the dull grasses, not even the hum and chirp of insects.

Y e strange images seemed to swirl through the air, and voices lurked benesth the slence. There
was more to this place than Matteo's eyes could perceive—he was certain of that. The magic here was
90 thick, so foreign to Haruaan magic, that even he could perceive its presence.

He wondered, briefly, what he might see through the eyes of a dark fary. This mity moor was
some sort of mag-icd antechamber, no more red than a dream.

The ground beneath him was damp and thickly covered by moss, and as he walked the spongy
surface seemed to absorb his energy. Certainly it dowed his steps. The mig thickened, until he could see
no more than a few paces ahead. He cdled Tzigones name, but sound did not seem to carry much
farther than sght could reach.

Suddenly, asif from nowhere, a solid fig flashed into Matteo's face. There was no time to evade,
30 he took the punch, turning his head with the blow rather than bracing againd it. He seized a handful of
coarse linen and pulled his assalant down with him. They were evenly matched in Sze, and for severd
moments Matteo druggled to pin the man. When he did, he gazed down into a furious face, one
disconcertingly like his own.

"Benn," he said in astonishment, recognizing the young peasant

"Why did you bring me here?' the peasant demanded. Guilt surged as Matteo considered this
question. Wasiit possible that he had truly dragged the young man into this grim place? Had his jordaini
resistance to magic distorted Basdl's spellcasting?

The man began to sruggle. "Haven't you and yours done enough?'

"It was not my choice" Matteo said earnestly. "I never meant you any harm.”

"How many people have to pay for your jordaini honors?' inquired a soft, dmost tondess femde
voice.

Matteo released Benn and staggered to his feet, sunned by the sudden appearance of the amdl,
lisless woman he had met but once. He quickly indined his head in the tra-ditionad bow of respect to a
wizard—for thisiswhat his mother had been, before his birth had reduced her to this state.

"My lady, you took your own path," Matteo said respect-fully. "I regret where it has brought you,
but the choice was never mine to make."

The woman's eyes seemed to stare right through him. "It is cold here,” she muittered, as if she had
heard nothing Matteo said.

He moved closer. "Vishna never told me your name" he said softly.

A puzzled expresson crossed her face, bringing another stab of quilt and pain to the young
jordain's heart His birth mother had lost so much of hersdf that she could no longer remember her own
name!

Another possihility occurred to him. Perhaps his mother did not know her name because he did
not know it. Tentartively he reached out to the smal woman. His hand low-ered to her shoulder and
went through. She was no more substantia than the mig.

Matteo whirled toward the peasant. Benn was gone. Indeed, he had never truly been there.

The jordain took a long, ungteady bresth and consid-ered his Stuaion. These disturbing



encounters were illu-sons somehow plucked from his own mind. Apparently the Unsedie folk had no
trouble bypassng hisjordaini resistance!

On alogicd leve, Matteo knew he bore no guilt for his mother's decison or for the children lost
to the young peas-ant and his wife. These were choices made by others. Vishna had often warned him
not to take responghility where there was none, tdling him that it was aform of pride.

Pride, Matteo suspected, could be his downfal here.

He held out his hands, fised them, and turned them this way and that. His own form seemed
nearly as wrathlike as that of his unfortunate mother. A moment of panic gripped him. If he could not
count on his srength and hiswarrior skills, dl was lost!

Pride again, heredized. As ajordain, he had dedicated hislife to developing the strength of mind
and body, but here, logic had little footing. And strength? Matteo lifted a hand to his jaw. It ached from
the blow Benn'simage had dedt him. Hereilluson ruled. The cdm, pragmatic cer-tainty of a jordain was
asout of place here as the white robes of Mysira on a tavern doxie.

Soft, mocking laughter sang softly through the migts, coming a him from dl sdes. Matteo
snatched out his daggers and whirled this way and that, wetching for the attack. No dark faries came,
and as he considered the sound, he redlized that the voices sounded more morta than fey, thet they were
dl the same voice. The laughter was a young man's, deep in pitch and derisive in tone.

With a sudden jolt, Matteo recognized the sound of his own voice. His disembodied thoughts had
taken wing and were mocking him.

"Cdm certainty,” he said, repeating in disgust the description of himsdf. This was as much an
illuson as any-thing he had encountered! For nearly a year, Snce the day Kiva had entered his life and
shattered his assumptions, he had been wracked with doubts about the jordaini order. He was no fit
jordain, no matter what comforting lies he told himsdif.

A sudden bright truth came to him—a moment of epiphany that turned a year of turmoail on its
head. Per-haps certainty was not the reward of fath, but the opposite of it! Perhaps faith meant keeping
on, despite doubts. He had done that, and he would continue to do so. His doubts did not invaidate his
lifes task; paradoxicaly, they con-firmed it

The laughter died away. Matteo permitted himsdf a amile at this smdl triumph, then marshded his
thoughts and focused on his logt friend. If the mind was so power-ful in this place, perhaps he could
conjure Tzigone by force of will.

He dmog tripped over her amdl, huddled form. With a glad cry, he sank to the ground and
gathered her into hisarms.

The jordain was not prepared for the jolt of power that 9zzled over him. Somehow, he managed
to keep hishold on the girl. The strange magica surge enveloped them both, sending their hair crackling
around their faces and scorching their garments. The tattered remnants of Tzi-gone's apprentice robe
blackened and steamed, but she hersdf seemed unhurt. Matteo blessed the jordaini resst-ance tha
protected them both.

Tzigones enormous brown eyes searched Matteo's face, regidering but not quite accepting his
presence. She looked dazed, and her amile was afant ghost of her old insouciant grin.

"Mindif | smoke?' she said, batting away the curling wisps that rose from her snged clothes.

Perhaps it was surprise, perhaps the tension of ther sur-roundings, but Tzigone's remark struck
Matteo as won-derfully absurd. He laughed adoud from the sheer ddight of having his friend back.

The wry hdf-amile dropped off Tzigones face. "I knew it," she muttered, disconsolate. "Youre
anilluson.

Thered Matteo has less sense of humor than adug.”

"Somehow, | can't be offended,” he said, ill grinning.

"Tdl me about it," she grumbled. "Goddess knows, I've tried!"

"It's me" he indged as he framed her amdl face with both hands, "and | can prove it Do you
remember when we were chased by the wemic?"

A amirk tweaked her lips. "Y ou thought wemics could dimb trees, seeing that the bottom hdf of
them islion. Would you be frightfully disappointed, dearest illuson, to learn that griffin kittens can't purr?”



"Do you remember this?' he persisted. Before she could respond, he bent down and gently
kissed her lips. Nothing of this nature had ever passed between them— surely she would have to know
this was no memory-con-jured illuson.

Tzigones eyes widened, and a familiar, urchin grin spread across her face like a quirky sunrise.
"Itisyou! It has to be! Who dse could possbly believe a kiss like that would be worth remembering?’

She hurled hersdf into hisarms, dinging to him with a fervor that belied her teesing words.

The Unsedie migs degpened around them, and the chill seemed to dnk into Matteo's bones.
With sudden certainly, he rediized that the magic had indeed dipped insde him, trying to find something
to twist and control and tormen.

Suddenly he was intensdy aware of the girl in hisarms in a way he had never been before. The
heat and the need were compelling, disturbing.

He searched his heart for the truth of this. There had been moments when he was intensdy aware
of Tzigone as femde, and he had fdt an occasond twinge of in-trigued curiogty. But that was not the
heart of their friendship.

This triumph was short-lived, for a sudden heaviness settled upon him—the obsessive weight of
the debts that first shaped and defined thar relationship. He glanced down and noted Tzigone regarding
him with an equaly troubled expression. On impulse, he decided to turn this latest test into a joke.

"You take your debts serioudy,” Matteo reminded her. "If | get you out of here, the price will be
an entire year without any infraction of Haruaan law."

Shewriggled out of hisarms. "Before you talk about price, you need to see something.”

Matteo followed her through the mist, keeping close on her heds for fear of loang her.

She stopped abruptly and turned to him. "Dhamari is gone. | think | know why." She stepped
asde, giving Matteo afull view of the mig-veiled horror.

A Crinti woman sat propped againg a steep-sided coni-ca mound, her head ldling to one side.
Her face was black with dried blood. Where her eyes had been were dark,. empty holes.

"She tore them out with her fingernalls” Tzigone sad dully. "Whatever she saw here was more
then she could face. Dhamari isgone, and sheis here. It was a trade, Matteo. A trade. | won't take my
life a the cost of yours."

That's not how it will be" Matteo said gernly. "We are here together, and together well leave,
We have to trust in that and in each other.”

A slvery sword clattered to the ground between them, sending them both legping back in
surprise. Matteo recog-nized the sword as the weapon Tzigone had stolen from a swordsmith shop the
day they'd met and later hidden behind his horse's saddle. Possession of a solen sword had earned him a
night in the city prison.

"Which one of us did that?' he wondered, pointed to the sword.

"Does it matter? The samdl betrayas add up," Tzigone said, her usudly merry voice troubled.
"How many times have | solen your meddlion?'

"Four or five" Matteo said dryly.

She shook her head and held up ajordaini emblem, a slver disk enameed with ydlow and green,
dashed with cobalt blue. "Twenty years on the streets isn't something eesily forgotten, Matteo. Sooner or
later, I'm going to cause more trouble for you than ether of us can handle”

Matteo disagreed—he trusted Tzigone, and he searched his mind for something that might
convince her she was worthy of this trust. Even as the thought took shape, a clat-ter of hooves and a
bad-tempered whinny erupted from the migt

He watched, open-mouthed with astonishment, as a tdl black ddlion trotted toward them—a
horse thet some irreverent stable hand had named "Cyric" after an insane and evil god.

"Lord and lady!" Tzigone exclamed. "All that thing needs is glowing red eyed™

The horse whickered and blew as Matteo stroked his ebony muzzle. The horse was warm and
solid to his touch, not like the illusons the dark fairies had shaped from his stolen thoughts. "Y ou're no
nightmare, are you, Cyric my lad? | mugs admit, however, that when you snort like thet | dways expect
to amdl brimstone.”



TZigone eyes narrowed as she regarded the jordain and his favorite mount. ™Y ou're actudly fond
of that beast"

"Indeed | am! Cyric has thrown me, nipped my shoul-der, and once when we were traveing he
kicked over my lean-to and ddiberately passed water in my cooking kettle."

"What's not to love?' she muttered.

"Yet he would run himsdf to death if | needed speed, and there is no horse dive thet 1'd rather
trug in battle. Cyric is capable of a deeper, more profound loydty than any creature | know. Any,
perhaps, save one.”

He dapped the ddlion's rump and sent it running off into the mig. "You followed me into
Akhlaur's Swamp and fought the laraken, though you had no way of knowing it would not leave you an
empty crystd shdl. You are here in this place because your friends and your Haruaa were threatened,
and you gave yoursdf intheir place. You and Cyric are two of akind, Tzigone"

"Wdl, agirl can't hear that too often,” she said dryly.

There is nothing more powerful than friendship—and no friend | would rather have" he sad
earnestly. "That power has a magic of itsown.”

Tzigone's eyes brimmed. She dashed away tears with the back of one grubby hand and pointed.
Matteo turned. The mig parted to reved a moss-covered, conicd hill. A shimmeing ova beckoned
them.

Her face froze, her amile shattered. He followed the line of her gaze. A swift-darting svarm
approached, a sndl amy of dark faries apparently bent upon holding their cap-tives in this misy
netherworld. There was no way the two friends could reach the portd intime.

Matteo pressed one of his matched daggers into Tzi-gone's hands and drew his sword. They
hardly had time to fdl into position, back to back, before the dark fariesfdl upon them.

Tiny knives flashed, too fast for the eyes to follow. Matteo fdt the stings, shdlow and taunting.
His sword flashed out again and again, trying in vain to drive them back, and he moved his dagger in
swift, complex defendve patterns.

So quick were the fey mongters that they easly darted in and back, working around each of his
strokes and lunges, stabbing at him again and again yet dways keeping beyond reach of his blade. Pain
flooded over Matteo, but pain more like intense sunburn than anything a knife might inflict.

He glanced down. His white garments were flecked with blood from hundreds of pinpricks, and
his forearms appeared to be covered with afine rash.

At thisrate, it would take a very long time to die.

He fdt Tzigone step away from him, and quickly he moved back into postion, determined to
keep her back covered.

"Let mego," sheindggted, drding around asif to evade his protection.

Matteo easily moved with her, his sword and dagger flashing. "Forget it," he informed her curtly.

She hissed in exasperation and spun, nearly as fagt as the faries, ddivering a sharp kick to the
back of Matteo's knee.

He only fatered for a moment, but that was enough for Tzigone. She darted away. The Unsedie
folk followed her like vengeful shadows.

Before Matteo could regroup, a flash of power lit the miy rem. He threw up one hand to
protect his eyes.

When he could see again, he stared in astonishment &t the charred bodies of severd of the dark
faries. The rest had scattered—or maybe this was the sum totd of their attackers.

The dark faries were smdler than he had expected and so drangely beautiful that he amost
regretted their fate. A terrible keening song rose from beyond the mig as the Unsedlie folk bewailed their
dead.

"They can die here" he marveled.

"So can we," she retorted as she scanned the mid for the next attack. "You didnt by any chance
bring iron with you?'

"Basd sad it can't be done," he said in blegk tones. "Iron weapons won't cross over the val.”



Tzigones eyes narrowed as she considered this. "Not if you follow the rules, it won't. Cdl Cyric
agan.

" didn't cdl him the firg time."

"Sureyou did. You're better at it than | an—that was the most convincing illuson I've seen yet”

"That'simpossble! I'm ajordain!™

Even as he spoke, Matteo redized the truth of her words. He could see megicin this place, sense
it in a way that powerful wizards and dven magi were said to do. The Weave, the magic Mystra soun
and sustained, was as for-eign to him as ar was to a fish, but perhaps this place knew magic of another
sort

The Shadow Weave," he said. "It does exid! And | can sense it, even useit!”

He saized the girl's shoulders and turned her to face him. "Shortly before | Ieft the Jordaini
College, we re-ceived word of a new sort of magic gfting into the North-lands, perhaps even into
Hdruaa It issad that the goddess Shar created another source of magic, one that has nothing to do with
Mystra. Sages suspect that she experimented in isolated lands, perhaps in other planes of existence. This
place of mig and shadows may be one such reelm!"

Tzigone looked skeptical. "Faries have their own gods. Didn't they have anything to say about
this? They just stood by and let this Shar set up housekeeping?”

This is not the Unsedie Court,” he explained, "but a corridor between ther world and burs.
Nothing is red here. | suspect that the dark faries have no power to hold us—perhaps they are
protecting their own borders, as we do ourd llluson is dl-powerful here. It may be tha people who
sumblein are trapped Ismply because they bdieve they can't leave."

She frowned as she tried to sort dl this through. "So you're tdling me that youre some sort of
wizard, after dl.”

"No! Wdl, perhaps,” he amended. "The jordaini are ves-sels empty of Mystras Art. It is
possible that this void makes us uniquely suited to the Shadow Weave."

Tzigone shrugged. "You're usudly right What interests me mogt at the moment is the notion that
we could leave any time. Now would be good for me”

A fant glow dawned in the nearby mids as another gate took shape. The fant keening of fary
song surged in darm, and amdl black streaks hurtled toward them.

Matteo put two fingers to hislips and blew a sharp, gill whigtle.

The datter of hooves announced Cyric's return a moment before the black gdlion legped from
the mig and charged the attacking fairies. The illusonary gdlion proved fully as evil-tempered and loyd
asthe origind. Cyric plunged into the advancing horde, screaming with equine rage. The horse reared up,
lashing out with his hooves.

"Iron horseshoes," Matteo murmured with satisfaction as he drew dagger and sword. "You can
cast spdls here-magic of many sorts is present Tranamute these to iron.”

Tzgone raced through the words of a spell. The weap-ons grew heavier, and ther shining metd
turned as dull as the mig

"Wdl done," he said as he handed her the iron dagger.

"Cyric and me," Tzigone said, holding up two entwined fingers.

Severd dark shapes outflanked the ddlion and sped toward them. Tzigone dropped into a
knife-fighter's crouch and dashed out For a moment a dark fary femde stood reveded, sunned into
immobility by the unexpected presence of an iron weapon. Then Tzigone lofted the dagger and pressed
the attack. Though dowed and weak-ened by the poisonous metd, the fairy dill possessed the speed
and agility of any swordmaster. The grimy little sor-ceress and the amdl, fey being circled and dashed,
one determined to reach the porta and the other equaly set upon barring the way.

Matteo fdl into guard postion, scything a path with his iron sword. He and Tzigone backed
dowly toward the glowing portal. Findly Tzigone threw the dagger at the nearest foe and gave Matteo an
ungentle shove.

They turned and ran the lagt steps to the magicd portd. Together they leaped through, landing on
ground that fdt blissfully solid and hard.



He picked himsdf up and looked for Tzigone. Basd had aready swept her up into a crushing
embrace.

Andris came over to Matteo's side. "It is said that those who enter the Unsedlie court come out
being what they truly are," he said softly. "What did you see? What did you learn?!

Matteo's gaze swept the Nath, searching for some sgn of the Shadow Weave. He did not see its
megic as he had in the Unsedlie corridor. Not sure whether to be disappointed or relieved, he shrugged.
"l an smply ajordain, nothing more.”

The gl came over to Matteo, beaming, but pulled up short when her gaze fdl upon the nearly
transparent Andris.

"Nine hollow Helld What's he doing here?!

"Andrisis a jordain, pledged to the service of Halruaa. He is hdping me tend severd tasks of
great importance.”

"lant that cozy?' Tzigone folded her arms. "Last | knew, you two were going a each other with
swords and looking pretty damned serious about it. Last | heard, he was work-ing with Kiva and the
Crinti."

"Weve come to an understanding,” Matteo said.

Thegirl shook her head. "I don't think you've got another Cyric here, Matteo."

Andris attempted an ironic amile. "Shdl | take that as a compliment?'

"You can take it to hdl and back, for dl | care," Tzigone told him. "In the meanwhile, keep out of
my way."

The ghodlly jordain bowed and waked quietly away. Matteo started after him, then decided his
friend would prefer solitude.

"Y ou're wrong about Andris," he told her softly. "He is a good man, with perhaps too strong a
sense of hisdedtiny.”

"Maybe" She tucked her am through his and sent him a crooked smile "You do have an
annoying habit of being right."

"I have an annoying habit of being blind," Matteo said.

TZzigone pulled away and propped her figs on her hips. "You want to repesat that for people who
don't speak jordaini?'

"Andris was right—those who pass the val see them-selves as never before. | didn't realize how
large a part pride played inmy life Now | seeit a every turn, and it is not an atractive Sght.”

"You're proud,” she agreed, "and that's like saying Sinestra Belgjoon, one of the most beautiful
women in Hal-ruaa, isvain. The way | see it, you're both entitled.”

"Pride directs the focus inward. | look to Haruaan lore for answers. You are much more flexible
then 1. Without your quick thinking, we might not have fought our way through the dark fairies”

Her eyes went wide. "Who showed me how to recover memories? That came in very handy.
Who was it who told me | was awizard and urged me to learn about my magic?'

Matteo sighed. "Y ou would have found your way to these thingsin time”

"Il bet you tdl a corpse the same thing. 'Dont worry about this minor defeat, my good
felow—I'm sure you would have picked up that sword sooner or later. She gave a wickedly precise
imitation of Matteo's speech. "Would it sdve your jordaini pride if | played the pat of a swooning
maiden?' she asked in her own voice.

Theimage was s0 ludicrous that Matteo couldn't help but amile. "It might.”

"W, forget it Now that we're back, what are you? Still ajordain?'

He consdered that. The sharp contrast between the shadowy plane and the world he knew had
muted his perception. The ahility to see magic had faded, yet there was something....

"I suppose that depends upon your definition,” he said.

"Jordain," she recited hdpfully. "A prissy, arrogant know-it-all who can drone on about any
subject at dl until his listeners start bleeding from both ears. Someone who couldn't bend alaw in a gde.
An old mad who only knows enough about fun to keep me from having any."

Matteo's lips quirked. "That does sound familiar,”" he agreed.



Tzigone nodded and returned to hisarms. "Then tdl methis Why am | so glad to be back?’

Chapter Sixteen

Sunrise colors painted the sky as Avarid flew swiftly toward Haarahh and the modest villa that
Basd kept in the king's city. The skyship swept over the city, dowing and sgttling as it approached the
grd| tower.

Tzigone, who had bathed and dressed in blissfully clean garments, stood at the rail, taking in the
vivid scene as if the heet of the Haruaan sun and the brilliant colors of sea and city could burn away
memories of agrim, gray place. Suddenly she leaned over therall and pointed.

"What in the Nine bloody Helsisthat?'

A fant pollen-yellow aura surrounded the wizard's tower.

The building had been megicdly sedled," Basd explained, his face suddenly somber. "With dl that
has happened, | did not have a chance to tdl you of Farrah Noor's death. Mason has been accused.
Since there is some uncertainty in the testing, he is dlowed to reman in the rdaive freedom of my
tower."

Tzigones brown eyes went enormous with shock. That can't be true! Mason would never hurt
Farrah. They were lovers, you know. He was insandy giddy over her.”

"If you are cdled to speak for imin court, | would suggest choosing different words to express
thar mutud affection,” Matteo advised.

"Farrah's dead,” she repeated, trying to take this in. "Tha doesn't seem possible. How did it
happen?’

"From what | understand, she was killed with a knife, which was later found in Mason's room.”

That's thin," Tzigone scoffed. "What do the mage-hounds say?"

"Mason remembers nothing at dl about her death, and they can't retrieve memories he doesn't
have. He will be held in the tower until the more puzzling aspects of the St-uation can be resolved.”

"Such as the militia, Lord Basd?" inquired Matteo, pointing to the guards at the gate.

The wizard grimaced as he took in the detachment of uniformed soldiers encirdling the tower
grounds. "We haven't men to spare on such foolishness™

They landed Avarid a the nearby skypond—one of the shalow, man-made lakes that provided
convenient dock-ing for the flying ships—and hastened on foot to Basdl's villa To ther astonishment, the
militia captain sgnaed to his men, and the guards barred the gates with crossed halberds.

"My apprentice shows consderable talent for wizardry, but at his current levd of ill he hardly
meritsthis leve of security,” Basd said coldly. "It is neither law nor custom to isolate a man held in house
arrest Y ou have no reason to hold me from my own tower on Mason's behdf."

The captain bowed. This does not concern your ap-prentice, Lord Basdl. Begging your pardon,
lord, but | have awrit for your arrest.”

The wizard took the parchment and studied the runes. After amoment he rolled it up and handed
it to the guard. "Very wdl. Thisismy apprentice, Tzigone. Sheisto be given free access to my tower, to
come and go as she pleases.”

"Asyou say." The captain Sgnded again, and two guards flanked the wizard.

Matteo stepped in and held the captain's gaze with an imperious stare. "Is Lord Basdl to be taken
inwithout ben-efit of counsd?"

After amoment, the man stepped aside and motioned his men to do the same.

"Whet can | do to hep?' Matteo asked Basdl softly.

"Youve more important things on your plate. Il send to Haar for one of my own jordaini
counsdlors.”

"At least tdl methe charge!”

Thewizard glanced a Tzigone. "l am accused of Sines-tra Belgoon's murder.”

The girl's jaw fell dack with astonishment She snapped it shut and quickly caught up. "Sinedra is



dead, to0? How? Where?'

"I can't answer how, but the where is plain enough. She was in my tower, searching your room.”

"Of course she was," Tzigone said dearly and digtinctly. "Sinedra and | were friends, and she
was looking for me. But of course you knew that. It's not as if you would mis-take her for a thief, or
anything like that"

Basd leaned closer. "Child, this is not the time to spring to my defense. Say no more until we
have opportunity to speak. There are things about Sinestra you should know."

Tdl me now," she urged.

The wizard glanced toward the guards, who were be-coming vishly restless. "Sinestra was once
Keturah's ser-vant” he said, spesking softly and quickly. "I knew her. We hdped your mother escape
after she was condemned as a murderer. You cannot afford to become entangled in this. Now, go back
to the tower. We will speak when we can.”

Basd stepped back and motioned to the guards. They reformed ranks, and he fdl into step with
them. Tzigone watched him go, her face stunned.

"Not good," Matteo fretted. This gives Basdl an appar-ent motive.”

She soun and stalked back toward the tower. "Basd didn't do it. He wouldn't do anything
remotely illegd.”

"Wdl," Matteo hedged. At Tzigones prodding, he told her that he and Basdl had dipped into
Dhamari's tower and had taken from it a number of vauable spells and books.

"But he got them for me, right?" Tzigone persisted. To research the spdl that freed me?”

T

Then he did no wrong. The tower was Keturah's before Dhamari stole it. I'm Keturah's daughter
and heir. What-ever Basd took was mine He didnt do anything wrong, ever, and Il tdl that to
everyone wholl ligen. Let'sgo.”

She changed directions again, hurrying toward the city palace. Matteo matched her pace.
Tzigone, you will never get into the council chamber!™

"Why not? Who's going to stop the queen's jordain?"

"l am counselor to Zdathorm now,”" he corrected.

"Even better!”

Matteo sghed and pulled her to a stop. "I will bring you on one condition: You lisgen and say
nothing. Until dl is known, your tendency to add interesting facts to the truth could create complications.

She gave grumbling assent They waked in slence to the pink marble palace and walked
unhindered into the council hdll.

The vaulted room was dominated by a vast marble table shaped like a hdf moon. Thirteen
members of the Council of Elders sat around the table's curve, ther faces grave a the prospect of
hearing charges againgt one of ther own.

Matteo and Tzigone found a seat in an empty upper ba-cony and watched as an Inquidtor of
Azuth began the spdlls of tegting.

The magehound was atal, black-haired woman, fussly clad in the green and yelow robes of an
Azuthan inquisitor and decorated with far too many gems. No doubt she wished to appear important and
grand. Even her gestures had a theetrical extravagance that set Matteo's teeth on edge. He could imagine
the vidious satire Tzigone would enact after the trid!

With aflourish, the magehound took out a Slver rod and placed it againgt Basdl's forehead. "The
charge brought by Uriah Belgjoon is true" she announced in ringing tones. "Basd Indoulur was the man
who touched Sinestra and triggered Lord Belgjoon's spdl."”

"That may be 0," Basd sad evenly, "but | merdy closed the woman's eyes. She was dready
dead, dain by magic | did not cast”

Tzigone leaned out over the railing, her eyes fixed upon the man seated in the very center of the
group of Elders. "Damn! Theré€'s old Snow Hawk. That can't be good.”

Procopio Septus fit the description in every particular. He wore his prematurdy white har
cropped close, which drew aitention to a strong curved nose and black eyes like those of a hunting



hawk. Matteo knew there was no love lost between Procopio and the accused wizard.

"Heis the lord mayor of the king's city,” Matteo reminded her. "He often hears accusations and
gtsin judgment. If thereisto be atrid, it will go to the full Council of Elders.”

TZzigone sent him alook of incredulity. "There will be atrid, dl right. He hates Basd.”

Matteo wasn't so sure. Procopio was a canny man. He was unlikdy to remand a case to the
Coundl of Elders unless he was certain it could be won.

He watched his former patron with great interest. Procopio lisened gravely as the magehound
cast spdls that would recreate the last moments of Sinestras life. She spoke of Sinestra and Basdl taking
inatower cham-ber, Sinestra overcome by a pdl, dying in terrible con-vulsions.

"Did Lord Basd create that spdl?* asked Procopio.

The magehound hesitated. "Thet is impossble to say, snce the object of the el cannot be
tested. Basdl touched her, and she melted away.”

"Was he the man who killed her?'

"I cannot say,” she repeated, speaking with exaggerated precison. "The vison is not conclusive.
Lord Basd was responsible for triggering the spell. That much | can tdl you. The rest you mugt learn by
other means."

Procopio Septus rose. "Let us review wha little we know. Sinestra Belgoon came to Lord
Basd's tower. She was killed by some mdevolent magic, the author of which remains unknown. Lord
Basd closed her eyes, and his touch triggered a spell that removed her to her own home. Her husband,
Uriah Belgoon, conducted the funerd rites before bringing accusation againgt Lord Basdl. Does that fit
the particulars?'

He glanced from Basdl to the magehound to the aging, portly man who sat in the accuser's chair.
All nodded.

"Vey wdl then, Lord Basd is free to go." He lifted one hand to cut short the Belgoon wizard's
protests. "Haru-aan law isvery clear on this matter. When murder is sus-pected, magicd inquiry must be
conducted a once. After the body is destroyed, it isimpossible to question the dead.”

Uriah Belgoon's face turned purple with wrath, but he chopped his head once in curt acceptance
of the sentence. He watched as Lord Basd waked from the chamber, his eyes burning with hatred.

"Old Snow Hawk is up to something,” Tzigone mused. In asngle, swift movement she rose from
her seat and headed for one of the tapestries decorating the walls

Matteo lunged for her and got a handful of air for his efforts. He pedled back the edge of the
tapestry and looked up. She was dimbing it, finding handholds in the weave. Her passage would be
unnaticed from the other side, for the tapestry hung a bit away from the wall, atached at the top to a
marble ledge. This ledge ran the length of the cor-ridor and down severd hdls. It was wide enough to
provide Tzigone a pathway, and high enough to hide her aslong as she kept low.

With a 9gh, Matteo abandoned thought of pursuit He would, however, mention this possible
security lgpse to the paace guards. Most likdy, they would laugh behind his back a the seeming
absurdity of it.

That, he mused, was precisdy why Tzigone had sur-vived as long as she had.

Tzigone edged dong the marble ledge, wigdling her way like a serpent. From this vantage, she
could see the entire hdl and most of the exits. Procopio Septus left through the south hdl, on the hedls of
a throng intent upon finding shade and refreshment before the sun rose high and the sundegp hours
Started.

She followed him through increasingly narrow dity streets, moving like a shadow. Findly she tired
of this and dimbed a rose trdlis to the roof above. She ran lightly over the roofs and dropped back down
severd houses ahead.

Procopio dipped into a dark doorway. After a dight hes-itation, Tzigone followed. The door
locked behind her with a sharp click, though no hand touched the bolt She threw hersdf under a richly
draped table just as a chanddier flared to life A rainbow of colors filled the room as light streamed
through the multicolored crystas that draped the ornate lamp.

The wizard gestured, and the rope holding the chande-liers lengthened, lowering it to his height.



He congdered it for a moment, then plucked aydlow crysa. This he tossed into the air.

The gem hung for a moment, then swiftly grew into a large, tranducent bubble, dightly golden in
hue. Its sur-face rippled dightly, and Dhamari Exchelsor stepped into the room.

TZzigone gritted her teeth to hold back an exdlamation of dismay. The emerging wizard looked no
more pleased than she.

"You have broken the terms of our agreement,” Dha-mari said.

Procopio extended his hands, pams up. "How s0? Y ou requested a place of concealment. What
better than your own demi-plane? No wizard will find you there."

The little wizard conceded this with an ill-tempered nod. "I'm spesking of Basd Indoulur's
hearing. | thought we agreed to handle this matter privaidy."

"l let him go," Procopio said.

Dhamari stared at himin disbelief. Understanding came, and a dow, wicked smile curved his lips.
"Uriah Belgoon, denied justice, will have no choice but to take matters into his own hands. You know,
of course, that heis not very powerful. He has little chance of killing Basd."

"Not on his own, certainly.”

"Excdlent," Dhamari crowed. "Basd would be difficult to convict: Uriah will not. Two more of
Zdahorm's sup-porters out of the way."

"We arein accord,” Procopio sad.

Tzigone scowled in agreement—after dl, insects usudly did march in formation. She fdt no
aurprise a learning that Procopio Septus harbored treasonous thoughts or that Dhamari was dlied with
him. The problem would be find-ing someone other than Matteo who would believe this talel

Dhamari reached for the crystd. "Il return to the plane later. There are some smdl maiters |
need to attend.”

Thediviner agreed and strode to a door on the far Sde of the room. Arcane light flared around
the cracks, giving testament to a magic gate summoned. Dhamari dipped out the way Procopio hed
comein.

Tzigone gave him a moment, then followed him down a tree-shaded lane. She scooted up a
scarlet beech tree and ran lightly dong one of its massve limbs, keegping just ahead of the wizard. There
were few people about at this hour, for the sun was high and fiercdy hot. Tzigone waited until there was
no one in Sght. She dropped from her perch, s8zing Dhamari's tunic and dragging him into the narrow
divide between two shops.

Seeking escape, he fumbled for his crystal. Tzigone was quicker. She seized his hand and gave it
asharp twig that brought him down to one knee. Dhamari looked up at her and gasped in astonishment.
Before he could let out his breath in a shout, Tzigone bent low and drove afig into his bely. He folded,
and afamiliar glint of Slver hung from his neck.

Her mother's talisman.

Tzigone lunged for it. The wizard dapped her hand away and seized her wrigt with his other hand.

Sorcerous energy poured from the angry girl. To her astonishment, it merely collected in a circle
on Dhamari's wrigt

He released her and rose to his feet, holding up one am to display a copper bracer. "Your
mother had a temper, t0o," he said amugly. "I collected some interesting wards, just in case.”

Tzigone threw both hands high in a dramatic flourish of spell-casting. Ingtinctively the wizard lifted
his hands asif to ward off the attack. Instead, Tzigone stepped in and brought her knee up hard.

A high-pitched wheeze gusted from the wizard. For a moment he looked at her with undisguised
hatred. Tzigone could dmost see the gnomework gears turning in his mind as he sought the vilest curse
possible, the most wounding words. Nothing could have prepared her for what he said.

Tour mother isdive”

He spoke with such certainty that Tzigone dmost believed him. The world shifted weirdly
benesth her feet

"I would know if she were dive"

"How could you, when even she doesn't know?' Dhamari taunted. His gaze did down her, and



hislip curled in a sneer. "I mug say, you are the most unlikely princess | have ever behdd.”

Tzigone froze in the act of denying this. Beatrix—this was the name her unknown father had
bestowed upon Keturah. Queen Begtrix?

"Asyou may have heard, the queen will be tried for trea-son in a few days." Dhamari paused for
achilling smile. The queen might be exonerated of the charge of treason by reason of her very apparent
insanity, but the court will be less lenient if it becomes known thet she has another, murderous identity.”

"You killed that greenmage!” Tzigone threw back. "You killed her, and painted Keturah as the
murderer!”

Dhamari looked nonplussed, "How do you—" He broke off abruptly, visbly gathered himsdf.
"Why do you say that?'

She looked him over, then snatched a glove from his belt. Thisis deerskin.”

The wizard clucked softly. "My dear child, if you think that proves anything, you're as mad as
your mother.”

"You summoned the deer usng one of Keturah's spdls™ Tzigone went on, "and you held it
trapped and helpless while you shot it. It took four arrows. You're not much of a marksman,” she added
a an adde, then resumed her tdling. The man who tanned the legther lives on the Exchesor family
estates. He has four fingers on hisleft hand and he wears an eye patch.”

The color drained from Dhamari's face during this recitation. "What does this mean?"

"It meansthat | can divine the past rather then the future. In the dark fairies ream, | spent a lot of
time looking into Keturah's past | can't tdl you what a rdief it was to learn that you could not possibly
have been my father."

The wizard's pae face took on adull red flush. "Let me remind you that a vison induced by dark
faries is hardly admissble tesimony. Nor are you a credible witness. | sus-pect that you can't be
megicaly tested for veracity—your resistance to magic is too strong.”

All of thiswas true. Even so, Tzigone kept her taunting smile in place. "You can be tested, can't
you? If you take a 9ngle step agangt me or mine, I'll come after you with witnesses who have credentids
the gods might envy."

He stared at her for amoment "A sword at your throat, a sword a mine”

Tzigone shrugged. "It1l do for now. Now get out of my Sght”

She watched him go, then sprinted off toward the public gardens. There were hidden pathways
through the giant trees shading the city, and Tzigone knew them dl. Such knowledge, combined with her
megica resistance, gave her access to any place she cared to go. Not even the king's palace could hold
her out. She quickly made her way to Matteo's room and found it empty. Gritting her teeth, she
remembered his recent promotion and set a path for the room once occupied by Cassia, the king's last
head coun-sdlor.

She dipped into the room. Matteo was in earnest con-versation with the ghodly jordain. Both
men looked up a her approach—at this point, she was too angry to soften her footsteps.

"Isit true?' she demanded.

Matteo studied her face for a long moment For some reason, he did not have to ask what she
meant. "Yes"

Tzigone took along, cadming breath. "How long have you known?'

"A few days. | learned of it the day after your disappear-ance. | would have told you before this,
hed | been free to do s0." He stopped and considered his words. "No, that's not quite true. | would have
told you regardless, before—"

"Before it was too late" Tzigone finished. Before Queen Betrix, formerly known as Keturah,
was executed for trea-son.

The jordain nodded.

Andris looked from one to another, his tranducent face both puzzled and wary. "Perhaps | should
go. I'll cal the guard to take me back to my cdl.”

"No," Matteo sad sharply. "You can stay with me until your trid is over or go wherever you
like"



He turned to Tzigone. "Shdll | take you to her?"

She nodded and fdl into step. They passed through a labyrinth of paace hdls and climbed the
highest tower, one hemmed about with magicd wards and accessed only by a narrow, winding Stair.
Guards—both human and magica—were stationed in amdl acoves cut into the wals, hidden places tha
appeared suddenly, and, Tzigone suspected, changed places randomly. No one who dimbed these qairs
knew when they would confront a guardian, or what sort. The queen was well protected—and Haruaa
was wdl protected from the queen.

Findly they paused before an ironbound door. Matteo gestured to the guards, who unchained the
locks.

Tzigone leaned againg the doorframe and studied the queen. Bedtrix sat in a narrow chair, her
hands folded in her lap. Incurious brown eyes, degply rimmed with kohl and enormousin a smal, painted
faced, gazed back. There was no recognition in them.

Tzigone waited for her thudding heart to dow to a pace that permitted speech. She glanced at the
dit of window. The day had passed swiftly, and sunset colors sained the skies.

"Itisnearly night, Your Mgesty, and time to prepare for deep.”

When the queen made no protest, Tzigone took a basn and filled it with water from a heated
cigern. She found a soft doth and kndt beside the queen. Flaying the part of a handmaid, she gently
removed the cosmetics from the queen's face.

Without the white paint, Begtrix looked smdler, younger, and far more beautiful. She did not,
however, resemble the mother Tzigone remembered or the woman she had glimpsad in her vison.

There mugt be amagicd illuson over her," Tzigone said. "I'm going to dispd it"

Matteo began to warn her, but not soon enough. Tzi-gone's spdl quickly stripped away the
cloaking magic.

Her eyes filled with tears. The face before her was not recognizable as Keturah—was barely
recognizably human. Skin and flesh had been flayed off, and what remained had been deeply burned by
fire and acids. The woman had no ears and not much of a nose. On tha harrific face, the elab-orate
white and slver wig was a mockery, like gems on a corpse.

Without thinking Tzigone reached to remove the wig. The queen seized her wrids with a
urprigngly strong grip.

"No," she sad quiely.

Tzigones heart shattered. This Smple gesture con-vinced her as nothing ese could have. She
backed away, dipping in a bow. "Good night, my lady.”

She turned and fled the room. Matteo followed. He found her on the stairwel, stting with her
face turned to the wdl and her arms encirding her knees. He settled down beside her and waited.

"I should have known better than to touch her wig," she sad at last. "My mother had beautiful
hair. Even now, she can't bear for anyone to see her without it"

"So you believeit'strue”

Tzigore lifted one shoulder. "Why wouldn't 1? You've never lied to me. Of course, you haven't
exactly been lavish with the truth, ether.”

He started to reach for her, then pulled back. "What will you do now?"

"Hmm?" She glanced up a him. "I'm heading straight for the tower. You have my word on it," she
added in a sharper tone when Matteo lifted a questioning brow.

He nodded and walked her to the nearest exit. As Tzigone sped into the twilit city, she blessed
Matteo for his particular brand of logic. He assumed she would return to Basdl. It never occurred to him
to ask her which tower!

* k *k k %

Pebbles crunched under Uriah Belgoon's feet as he crept through the garden surrounding Basd
Indoulur's tower. He considered cadting a globe of glence but regret-fully abandoned that idea. A ydlow
haze dung to the tower, the mark of warding againg magicd intruson. He wouldn't risk discovery. Too



much rested on surprise. He would have but one chance.

He crouched behind a flowering hibiscus dong the man path and not far from the tower door.
His fingers tightened around the hilt of a dagger. Magic would be per-ceived, but who would expect a
sngle man to come to the mighty conjurer's domain armed with little more than a table knife? Sooner or
later Basd would pass, and he would die.

Uriah waited as the moon crept above the rooftops of the king's city. Findly his patience was
rewarded. The fat little toad who had killed his beloved Sinestra emerged from the tower and dipped into
his garden. Basdl Indoulur stood gezing up a the moon and the seven bright shards that followed it
through the sky, asif the answer to some greet puzzie might be written there.

A heavy 9gh escaped the wizard. To Uriah Belgoon's ear, it held the weight of conscience. He
gripped the dagger, dowly raisng it as the hated wizard began to stroll down the path.

As Basd drew dongsde the hibiscus, Uriah poured dl his strength into a Sngle lunging attack.
For a mo-ment, he was arborne and invindble—a walf atacking a riva, a young warrior defending his
lady, a god avenging evil.

The next, he was lying on his back and marveing a how the moonshards danced and circled.

"Lord Belgoon," said a surprised, familiar voice.

Uriah's eyes focused upon Basd Indoulur's face. A sense of failure swept through the old man,
and the crush-ing weaght of futility gripped his chest like avise.

There was nothing more to be done. Sinestra was gone, and gone aso was the dream of
vengeance that had sus-tained him. On impulse, he snatched up the fdlen knife and placed it over hisown
heart. He gripped the hilt with both hands and prepared to plunge it home.

The crushing pain intendfied, and the weapon dipped from suddenly nerveless fingers. Waves of
agony radi-ated from Uriah's chest into hisarms. He could not move, he could not even curse the wizard
who took thisfrom him.

Dimly he sensed Basel drop to one knee. The portly wizard seized the knife and tossed it aside.
He struck Uriah's chest hard with the hed of one hand, placed his ear agang the old man's chest, then
gruck again.

Uriah watched these efforts as if from a great and growing distance. He understood the truth of
his death and the nature of Basdl Indoulur's efforts. Suddenly it did not matter to him that the wizard he
hated dill lived and that he seemed determined to pummd life back into Uriah's bodly.

The old wizard turned his eyes toward the moon-shards, remembering every bright legend he had
ever heard about what might await him and believing them dl. The lights grew and merged, filling his
visgon with brightness.

* * % % %

Tzigone crept through the streets toward the Belgioon mansion, intent upon retrieving something
that had be-longed to Sinestra. Basel was free today, but that was no guarantee againg tomorrow.

One thing puzzled her—why hadn't Sinestra's death been investigated? Usudly magehounds were
cdled a once. Once the murderer was reveded, the remains were promptly cremated and the ashes
scattered so that no fur-ther inquiry could be made. By law and custom, the secrets of Haruaan wizards
died with them.

The ancient, sprawling mangon was amazingly easy to enter. All the lights were dimmed in
mourning, and the windows were open. This spoke volumes about old lord Belgjoon. Haruaan custom
was to close dl windows—an old superdtition, based on the idea that open windows beck-oned the
spirits of the departed and tempted them into lin-gering. Apparently Belgoon wanted to hold onto his
wife as long as he could!

Magic wards protected the windows and skittered across Tzigone's skin like ddicate insects as
she dimbed over the sll. She dipped through the quiet house toward a room ablaze with candles.
Sinedtra's room had been left untouched, dmogt like a shrine.

Shaking her head at the old man's fond foolishness, Tzi-gone set to work. She found a smal



slver brush with a broken handle, tossed negligently into a drawer. This was important—whatever
Tzigone presented for testing had to appear to be discarded. No magehound could legdly test a stolen
object.

As she picked up the brush, a bit of folded paper caught her eyes, something tossed into the
drawer and forgotten. She lifted one edge of the packet and recog-nized the oddly colored powder
Sinestra had taken from Procopio's tower.

"Dont touch that," advised amde voice behind her.

Tzigone leaped and whirled, coming face to face with Matteo's friend Andris.

He caught the packet sheld inadvertently tossed into the ar and leaned away from the amdl puff
of dust that escaped it. "You redly shouldnt take this If Lord Belgoon redizes the loss, they'll look for
the thief."

"He probably doesn't know she had it. She didn't know what it was" Tzigone explained, feding
rather dazed and stupid. It had been a very long time snce someone had crept up on her! "For tha
matter, / don't know what it is"

Andris folded back the paper and showed her the powder. This particular shade is known to
atigs as 'mummy brown." Once it was precisdy that—a pigment made from the ground remains of
mummies. It has not been used for years, of course, but was farly common during a period when
northerners were given to exploring and despailing the Old Empires”

Tzigore lifted one eyebrow. "l can see why you and Matteo get dong. Why did you follow me?'

"Actudly, | didn't." He cleared histhroat "I came to help Lord Basdl, on Matteo's behdf.”

"Now | know you're lying. Matteo wouldn't have sent you here.”

Andriss ice-green eyes narrowed. "Did he send you here?!

"Good point,” Tzigone admitted. After a moment, she added, "Did you find anything?"

Andris moved over to thewadl and tapped lightly on a carved pandl. It did aside slently to reved
ahidden pas-sage. He shrugged aside Tzigone's incredulous stare. "The origind designs for nearly every
mangon of note areinthe jordani libraries”

She whidtled softly. "If you're ever in need of a partner, | might be avallable

They made their way down a series of hidden dairs and hdls. Findly Andris led her into a
deep-buried chamber. The room was round and empty but for a long, glass box resing on a marble
table. Uriah Belgoon had entombed Sinestra under glass.

TZzigone edged closer. Her friend had changed from a raven-haired beauty into the woman
Tzigone had once glimpsed in a magic-digpeling mirror.

"She does look a hit like my mother,” she mused.

"Keturah," Andris remembered. "Kiva spoke of her in the Swamp of Akhlaur.”

Tzigone nodded, but her thoughts were elsewhere. She placed one hand on the glass and sank
deep into concen-tration, seeking the spel that killed Sinestra. Its nature was familiar enough—a
paticularly virulent slence spdl often placed upon servants—but try as she might, Tzigone couldn't fed
who had done the cagting. The person was powerfully, magicdly shielded from her Sght Tzigone fdt a
fant echo of her mother's magic. "Dhamari,” she said, pronouncing it like a curse.

Chapter Seventeen

Andris and Tzigone had no problem entering the palace, for Matteo had liged them in the
guard-house book. They were ushered through with an extravagant courtesy that Tzigone would have
found amusing had she been in a brighter mood and more congenia company.

"Friends of the King's Counselor,” she muttered in a dead-on imitaion of the guard's
obsequious tones. Tm surprised there's no medd to go dong with thet title”

"Yes, | rather expected someone to pull out a sword and knight us."

Tzigone shot a surprised glance a the trandu-cent jordain. His tone matched hers—bemused
humor, untainted by envy over Matteo's postion.



She considered the puzzle Andris offered. Y ou two have been friends for along time?*

He shrugged. "All our lives, but consdering our reative youth, I'm not sure that qudifies as a'long
time"

"So why did you go over to Kiva?'

"Those are two separate lines of occurrence,”" he said evenly, keeping his eyes sraght ahead.

Tzigone made a rude noise. "Minerd-rich soil enhancers—rothe manure sounds pretty good
when you put fancy words to it, doesn't it?"

A flegting smile touched the jordain's lips. "You have a knack for finding the sdient point For a
long time, | tried to convince mysdf that one thing had nathing to do with the other.” He glanced at her. "I
Suppose you know my sory."

"I've heard it. | just don't understand it"

"We Haruaans are raised with a strong sense of her-itage and destiny. It was you who told me |
was ef-blooded, so it should come as no surprise to learn there are blood ties between me and Kiva™

"That explains part of it."

"Not dl," he agreed. "For awhile, | thought Kivas gods judified her methods. Admittedly, there
was the battle itsdf. As a jordain, the most | could expect was to advise wizards on tactics and watch
from afar.”

"Which iswhy Kiva snatched you in the firs place" Tzi-gone concluded. "Matteo says you're the
best to come out of the Jordaini College in years. Better even than heis”

Andris sent her awry grin. "Honest to afault, isnt he?'

"I've noticed that." She stopped a the door leading to Matteo's chambers and appraised the
jordain. "I think I could like you," she said, her voice sounding surprised even to her own ears, "but that
won't stop me from killing you if you turn againg Matteo again.”

He didn't smirk at this announcement, as many men might have. Tzigone was waif-thin, and her
head didn't reach the jordain's shoulder. She was unarmed, and he was a skilled fighter who carried
severd fine wegpons. He had been trained in methods of combat againgt powerful wiz-ards. She wore
light blue robes that marked her as a mere wizard's apprentice. Yet he gppraised her with the same
intense scrutiny that she focused upon him.

"Then Matteo is doubly protected,” Andris sad a last, "for | will extend to you that same
courtesy."

TZzigone nodded, satisfied. The door opened, and Matteo's eyes shifted from her to Andris. "You
two look uncharacteristicaly earnest. | don't suppose this bodes well.”

"The good news is that Sinestra Belgjoon was never cremated,” she said without preamble. "The
bad newsistha Dhamari Exchelsor isin the city, and he knows about my maother.”

Matteo muttered a barnyard epithet and turned to Andris. "Forgive me for leaving you without a
word of explanation, but these are not my secrets to share.”

"You don't need to explain anything to me" Andris protested, but his eyes it up a the inferred
trugt

Matteo briefly clasped his friend's shoulder, then he and Tzigone set off down along corridor. He
did her asddong glance. "You and Andris seem to be on better terms.”

"You might say we have an agreement” When Matteo sent her an inquiring glance, she shrugged
and elaborated: "We set boundaries around when and why we'd kill each other.”

"Ah. An important step in any burgeoning acquain-tance,” he sad in a dry tone. Tdl me of
Dhamari.”

Her face grew troubled. "Kiva must have brought him back across the vell. He hasn't the ill to
manage that kind of spell. Where are we going?' she asked abruptly as they took a turn into a wide,
marble corridor.

"Zdathorm's councl hdl. He must hear & once that Bestrix's secret is not as well kept as we'd
hoped.”

"Thiswill hurt the king," Tzigone noted, congdering this aspect for the fird time. "Zdahorm has
been Haruaa's mortar for a very long time. Without him holding the wiz-ards together, things could get



veay messy."

"I don't think we can stop that from hgppening,” Matteo said quietly. "Nor do | think we should
try to hide the truth in an attempt to prevent trouble. Truth has away of coming out and those who try to
hold it back are the fird to be swept away.”

They walked quietly into the vaulted marble chamber that was the king's counal hdl and waited
inan acovewhile a trio of angry wizards presented complaints to the king. All were connected in some
way to the dain wizard Rhodea Firehair. The Council of Elders had ordered an inquigtion into ther
affars All three protested. They were heavily invested in important magica research. Magica inquiry a
thistime, they ingsted, could open their secrets to other wizards and bring finencid rum.

"Never mind the rum a wizardwar could bring," Tzigone muttered darkly. She looked up to find
Matteo saring & her. "Wha?'

"The good of the long, the fragile peace.” He shook his head. "You did not ponder such things
before.”

She shrugged and ran her fingers through her short, touded, brown hair to tame it somewhat "I've
never had an audience with the king before, either.” She caught the hem of Matteo's tunic as he turned
toward the throne. "Does he know about me? That I'm the queen's daughter?”

Matteo hesitated. "He learned this not long ago, yes."

"Will he let me wdk out of here? Haruaa's laws don't exactly embrace people like me"

"Zdahorm isalanful king, but heisaso a powerful diviner. If he acted upon everything he knew
about his sub-jects, he would soon have no kingdom to rule”

"Cynicd, but probably true" She blew out a long breath and tried not to dwell upon the things
Matteo was so obvioudy not tdling her. The man had no tdent for lying—he couldn't even hold
something back without looking pained.

That was one of the reasons she trusted him and why she followed him into the throne room of
Halruaa's long.

Zdathorm's gaze flicked toward the newcomers, then did to his senescha. The blue-robed men
immediatdy strode over to the guards, who ushered out the Hill-angry wizards with promises of a swift
resolution. He followed them out and shut the chamber doors, leaving the two young people aone with
the king.

Matteo dipped into a low bow, which Tzigone imitated deftly and precisdy. It occurred to her,
too late, that a jordain's bow and an apprentice wizard's were two very different things. The king didn't
seem to notice, but Matteo's expresson—quickly mastered—couldn't have been more horrified if
Tzigone had drop-kicked the king's favorite hunting dog.

Thejordain hadlily cleared histhroat. "Y our mgesty, thisis Tzigone, apprentice to Lord Basd."

Zdahorm rose from the throne and took her hand. "Welcome, child. How can | serve the hero
of Akhlaur's Svamp?'

Tdl me about my mother,” she blurted out. From the corner of her eyes, she saw Matteo blanch
a this egre-gious broach of protocol. Most likdy, a string of fancy phrases was required before getting to
the point.

To her surprise, the king merdly nodded. He led the way to an dcove with severa chairs and
waited until dl were settled.

"Where would you like to begin?'

"Did you know her before she left the city, her tower?”

"No," the king said. "I had heard her name, of course, for Keturah was considered a master of
evocation and awizard likdly to ascend to the Council of Elders a a remark-ably young age. But in the
years preceding Queen Fior-ddllas degth, | had become something of arecluse.”

"How did you meet?'

"A chance medting during her exile. She presented her-sdf as a wizard tired of magic's demands
and in need of solitude”

"That's it?' Tzigone said increduloudy. "You had no idea who she was? What she was accused
of doing?'



Zdathorm hesitated. "I could discern that she pos-sessed a good heart | did not inquire into her
name and pagt.”

Tzigone leaned back and folded her arms. "And years later, you married her.”

Theking looked to Matteo with lifted brows. "I did not tdl her, my lord,” the jordain said hedtily.

"I didn't think you had. So the queen's secret is known."

"How widdy, | cannot say,” Matteo admitted, "but it seems likdy that this and more will be
brought to light in Beetrix's trid."

Zdathorm merdly nodded and turned back to Tzigone. "Yes, | married your mother in a public
caemony years dter our fird meding. She came to Hdaahh in the mog extreordinary of
circumstances—the lone survivor of a brutd Crinti raid, her beauty and her memory lost beyond recdl.
The council was so ddighted by my decison to wed and so charmed by Bestrix hersdf thet they were
remark-ably accepting. The history provided by the magehound Kiva was considered enough. Even |
accepted this as truth, not having reason to suspect otherwise.”

That seems incredibly careless for a monarch.”

"l agree," he said evenly, "and while | offer no excuses, consder this. When | met your mother, |
hed been king for nearly fifty years. Queen Forddla had recently passed away. She was the fourth queen
to share my throne. All were paliticdl marriages, of course, for how many people in Haruaa marry to
please themsdves?!

"Enough was enough,” Tzigone concluded.

Zdathorm amiled fantly. "My thoughts precisely. The Council of Elders did not agree. After
Fordellas desath, there was considerable discusson concerning whom | should wed next. Some of our
more 'modern’ wizards were even damoring for a hereditary monarchy, such as those in the northern
kingdoms. Y ou can imagine the furor this notion inspired.”

Tzigone nodded sagdly. "Every femde wizard in Hal-ruaa went strutting around with her wizardly
bloodlines tat-tooed across her cleavage, hoping to catch your eye.”

Matteo put a hand over his eyes and groaned. The king, however, chuckled a this image. "Ther
methods were dightly more subtle but not by much." He quickly sobered. "The issue of marriage was
only one of many. | had reigned long and lived far longer. Too long, in fact.

"Lifeisa priceless blessng,” continued the king, "but three hundred years weighs heavily upon a
man. The years bring the same cycles, repeated with minor and predictable variations. Generation follows
generation, each asking the same questions and making the same mistakes. After cen-turies devoted to
Haruaa and her magic—especidly to the art of divinaion—it seemed to me that nothing could ever
surprise or ddight me again.”

Then you met my mother,” Tzigone concluded.

"Yes" He met the girl's eyes squardly. "She was worth a kingdom then. Sheisworth it sill. Don't
fear any harm the truth might do to me or my reign. | suspect the truth will be kind to Beatrix—and to
Keturah, aswdl."

"It might not be so kind to you,” she said bluntly. "Beset-rix was married before.”

"Dhamari Exchelsor—"

"I'm not talking about him," Tzigone broke in. "She had a red marriage, to some young man who
fdl off agriffin. | can seeinto the past,” she explained, nating the king's dumbfounded expression.

The king collected himsdf and glanced & a water clock, a tdl glass cylinder filled with
many-colored floaing bals. He grimaced and rose.

"Wewill speak more of this at first opportunity. Lord Basd's hearing will begin shortly.”

The two young people rose with the king. "But he was released!” protested Tzigone.

"Yes, in the matter of Sinestra Belgoon's desth. Another wizard is dead. Urigh Belgoon died
just lagt night, in Basdl's garden. It appears tha his heart gave out, but since this is the third death to
occur in Basdl's tower this moon, the council wishes to inquire more closdly. Tzigone, if you know
anything that might help Basdl, | want you to present it

A look of uncertainty crossed Tzigones face. "You are said to be a tdented peformer,” the king
sad. "It might ease your mind to speak asif you were playing a part”



"Not a bad idea," she admitted, "but the pink palace is a far cry from my usud venue. Nothing
I've played in Street corners and taverns hits the right note.”

Zdathorm took her hand and raised it to hislips, a gesture reserved for great ladies. "Then create
anew role. Face the crowd as one who knows in her heart she is daughter to a queen and a princess of
Hdruaa."

For along moment Tzigone stared at the king, dumb-founded. Then she began to laugh—rich,
unrestrained, bawdy laughter that shook through her like a storm. Findly her mirth faded, and regd
heuteur swept over her bee. She beckoned to Matteo.

"Come, jordain,” she intoned. "We have much to pre-pare before | give audience.”

She swept out like a starship in full sail. The two men watched her theetrical progress from the
room.

"Itissaid that aking need never gpologize," Zdahorm said, his eyes twinkling. "But judging from
the look on your face, Matteo, | suspect I've just stretched that proverb to the bresking point.”

* k *k k %

That afternoon the pink-marble audience hdl was filled to capacity with Haarahh's wizards.
From his pogtion behind the king's seat, Matteo searched the amdl crowd walting before the dais and
found Tzigone among those who waited to give evidence. Their eyes caught, and he gave her a dight,
encouraging nod.

When the crumhorns sounded the resumption of coun-cil, Zdahorm glanced at the parchment
before him and called upon Tzigone asfird to give testament.

She dimbed the dais and executed the proper bows to the king and the assembled dignitaries.
"Before | speak in Lord Basdl's behdf, | wish to advise this councl of an emerging magicd gift, one that
has helped mefind the evi-dence | will present. | have recently discovered a tdent for reverse divination.
| can see into the past with greater detall than isyidded by alegend lore spdl.”

A murmur of astonishment rippled through the crowd.

In Halruaa, magica skills were dowly and assduoudy acquired. Sorcery was frowned upon, and
"recent discov-eries’ of inborn taents were rare in their ordered society

Matteo stepped forward. "I will attest to this. | have seen her go deep into memory and in doing
S0 accidentaly pro duce a memory that belonged to someone long dead.”

A wizard of the Begoon dan rose, a supercilious smile on his face. "Begging the jordain's
pardon, but wasn't thisgil a common street performer? How do you know this ‘ancient memory' that so
impressed you wasn't just another tavern tale?"

"Thismemory was powerful enough to conjure avighleilluson,” Matteo said coolly.

"Lord Basd, her mentor, is a conjurer. No doubt she learned this trick during her
apprenticeship.”

"This occurred before Tzigones training began,” Matteo countered, "before her magicd feats in
Akhlaur's Swamp, before she had any notion of hersdf as a potentia wizard. The imege she conjured
was arare species of grif-fin, extinct for over three centuries. Few lore books con-tain any reference to
such a beast. It isunlikdy that a child of the streets would have access to such books. | was there at the
time and no one, no matter how skilled a performer, could have feigned Tzigones astonishment. Her
teent for reverse divination isa naturd gift, and it isvery red."

Tzigone faced down the wizard, who looked ready to argue with Matteo's assessment. "Give me
something to hold, and I'll tdll you its history."

"Herd" A woman rose in the balcony and tossed down a shining bauble. Tzigone deftly caught it
and held it up for generd inspection. It appeared to be an exceptiondly fine opa necklace, with large,
glowing white stones et in Sl-very filigree

Zdathorm looked to the donor. "Lady Queirri Venless™ he said, naming the wizard. "To the best
of your bowl-edge, does thisgirl have reason to know the higtory of this necklace?"

"No. This| swear, by wizard-word oath,” Queirri replied.



TZzigone turned her face toward the wizard, and her eyes took on a distant, unfocused expression.
"You were twdve years old, wandering the foret near your home Thee were
hunters—poachers—setting up traps and lures. Curi-ous, you hid and watched as they ran a baby
unicorn into their traps and daughtered it for spdl components. You fled home with the tae. Your
mother, outraged, had the poachers hunted down and killed. Their desths have aways weighed heavily
upon you, and you dill dream of the unicorn. You kept the horn and had it fashioned into this necklace.
You weer it as areminder that sometimes the price of magic istoo high.”

A long moment of slence filled the hdl. "A fandful tae from a two-copper peformer,” the
nay-saying wizard sneered.

"Neverthdess, it happens to be true”" Queirri sad qui-etly. "No dngle living person knew the
whole of thistale but me"

Zdathorm nodded. "I am convinced. Lord Basdl's ap-prentice may speak for him, and her words
will be afforded the same weight given to any diviner.”

Procopio Septus rose aoruptly from his place on the Elder's dais, his hawklike face blazing with
indignetion. "Respectfully, | mug protest. Giving this... apprentice the same regard as a magter diviner
diminishesusdl!"

A subtle murmur of agreement, barely audible, blew through the hdl, cooling Tzigon€es listeners
as rely as an ocean breeze.

"One wizard's magic enriches dl of Haruaa," Matteo said, repesting a common proverb. "No
menistruly dimin-ished by another's kill."

Procopio ignored this digresson. "As lord mayor of Hdarahh, | have a responshility to uphold
Hdruaen law. By this law, no person who is under sentence of death can bear witness for or against
another. It has come to my atention that Tzigone is the illegitimate daughter of the renegade wizard
Keturah. By law, she was born under sen-tence of death.”

Tzigonés chin came up. "I'm no bastard. My mother and father were wed."

Procopio snapped hisfingers, and a sheaf of parchment appeared in his hand. "Here are papers
of divorcement between Keturah and her husband, Dhamari Exchelsor. This gil was begotten by an
unknown father well after his divorce.”

"My mother married a second time.”

"Did she? Whom?'

"A young man she met in the forest. He fdl off a griffin, and she tended him."

"Does this hapless rider have a name?!

Her gaze fatered for just amoment "I don't know his name.”

The wizard's white brows rose. "An honest answer,” he said with exaggerated surprised. "The
fact is that there is no record of another marriage. A wizard's bastard, a magic-widder of uncertain
parentage—and especidly one who ‘discovers unusud and unpredictable gifts—is a threat to Haruaa
By law, this threat should have been diminated over twenty years ago!”

Basdl Indoulur rose abruptly. "Keturah and | were friends from childhood, and remained friends
after she was fasdy accused and fled the city."

"Fdsdy accused?' Procopio broke in. "Not submitting to magicd tegting is as good as an
admission of guilt!”

"Who was the Inquistor of Hdarahh at that time?' Matteo asked cdmly. "Who would have
examined Keturah?'

The lord mayor sent im a venomous glare. "How should | know? That was five and twenty
years past”

"Sx and twenty,” Matteo corrected, "and the mage-hound in the city at that time was Kiva, an df
woman since convicted of treason. | can present documents from the Jor-daini Council exonerating
severd jordaini whom Kiva had fasdy condemned over the years™

"Y ou're arguing that Keturah would have had reason to fear amilar treetment? On what bass?

"Kivawas an gpprentice in Keturah's tower," the jordain said camly. "Keturah dismissed her for
reckless magic. Even if she knew or suspected nothing of Kivas larger designs at that time, she had



reason to know the df woman's character and to believe her capable of taking ven-geance.”

Basd turned to face Procopio, and in his round face was the lean, hard shadow of the warrior he
hed once been. "You cdled Tzigone a wizard's bastard. In Haruaa, few words are as offensve or as
dangerous as these" He paused to give weight to his next words. "On behdf of my daughter, | demand
you give formd apology or face mein mage dud.”

A furor broke out a Basdl's words. Procopio had to shout to be heard. "This is absurd! Basd
Indoulur cannot speak for this girl, no more than she can speak for im! No man under sentence can bear
witness in another's defense!™

Matteo gestured for slence. "That is true, Lord Proco-pio, but no sentence has been passed
agang Lord Basdl. This hearing is an inquiry, nothing more. Basel can legdly speak for Tzigone"

"Who then can speak for him!" the wizard snapped. "A most convenient circle!™

He turned to face the sea of intent faces. "This is jordaini sophigtry at its most absurd! This
counselor would have us spin around until we are too giddy to remember the rea-soning behind our laws.
Perhaps he hopes we did not notice that in daming paternity, Basdl Indoulur admits ading a fugitive
wizard and thus adds to the charges againgt himsdf! Perhaps he hopes we forget that a child cannot be
ather thefirg or the only witness to speak in behdf of her parents. Are we to ignore dl our lavs?"

"Are we to ignore lawful chalenges?' added Basdl with pointed mockery. "If you fear to face me
in mage duel, Procopio, please say so planly. I'm feding a bit giddy from the effort of following your
evadve remarks.”

Chuckles rose from various corners of the hdl, ceasing abruptly as Zaathorm rose. "All will be
done according to Hdruaan law," he sad dernly. "This dtudion is unusud and requires careful
contemplation. Permit me a few moments with my counselor.” He motioned for Matteo and disappeared
into a 9de chamber.

The jordain followed and shut the door behind him. ™Y ou actudly fdl off a griffin?'

"It'salong tde" the king grumbled. "When did you redlize that Tzigone was my daughter?’

"Vishna mentioned the power of three—three descen-dants of the three wizards who created the
Cabd. At thetime, | knew that Andris had descended from Akhlaur and | from Vishna My Sre sent me
off to rescue Tzigone. In context, it would follow that he considered her the third.”

"l see" mused Zaahorm.

"Of course, the expression on your face when Tzigone mentioned the griffin confirmed it. How
did this happen?' he demanded, making no effort to hide his frustration.

Zdahorm threw himsdf into a chair and sent abaeful look at his counseor. "In the usud manner,
| suppose, though | doubt that's what you're asking.”

Despite the seriousness of the Stuation, Matteo's lips twitched. "There is the find bit of evidence.
That is pre-cisdly what Tzigone might have said. With respect, sre, how could you not know that you
hed a daughter?"

"It's Imple enough. Shortly after we were wed, | left Beatrix—Keturah, if you will—for a few
days, intending to go to Haarahh to renounce the throne. Urgent effairs of state detained me, and when |
returned to explain | would need a bit of time to resolve matters in my past life, she was gone. | sought
her, as did others. Bestrix was remarkably successful in duding pursuit, as was her daughter after her.”

"No jordain can be traced by magic,” Matteo observed. The potions given to Keturah protected
them both."

"It's more than that. The crimson star watches over the Heart of Halrusa—its creators and their
descendants. That ishow | learned of Tzigones relationship to Beatrix. In vison, | saw her pulled into the
Unsedie redm," Zdahorm explained. "Puzzled, | cast pells of lore-seeking, searching for any written
information about Tzigone. Cassids lagt few entries into the king's lorebook were mogt enlightening. As
you know, my former counselor was not among the queen's supporters.”

Matteo began to pace. "Let's consder the current tangle. Basdl has damed Tzigone, who is, in
fact, your daughter, in the service of truth, you should daim Tzigone as your own, but thiswould discredit
Lord Basd and dmog certainly depose you, a a time when both of you are sorely needed. No doubt
you are condirained from doing this by various oaths and artifacts.”



"A bleak picture, but accurate,” the king agreed. "But there are many roads to one destination.”

He rose and returned to the chamber. All fdl dlent as he raised his scepter. "Sometimes laws
shape the future, but more often they acknowledge changes that have aready occurred. This debate has
convinced me of need for a new ruling. Wizard-breeding has contributed to Hal-ruaa's strength, but it is
time to do away with these laws. How can any righteous nation punish children for the actions of their
parents?'

The king's pronouncement fdl into stunned slence. "Are we to breed like foxes and northern
barbarians, with no more to guide us than impulse and proximity?' one of the Elders wondered.

Zdathorm amiled faintly. "I think more highly of Hal-ruaals people than that”

"Ye the Haruaan people and Haruaan law are inseparable!” protested another. "We are what
our customs and safeguards have made us."

"Yet you cannot deny that we Hdruaans are endledy inventive. When law and tradition fal
ghort, we devise new solutions” Zaathorm gestured toward Tzigone, dill sanding defiantly by Basdl
Indoulur's side. "Condder this young woman. Though untrained in magic, she charmed Akhlaur's laraken.
Thereislittlein Haruaan law and lore to explain that, but we have dl benefited from her gift. There may
be others like her among us. It isfdly to condemn them out of fear and ignorance.”

Theking looked to Procopio Septus, and indined his head dightly in the gesture one great wizard
used to acknowledge another. "With dl respect to both parties, it is my decree that Lord Basd's
chdlenge be asif it never was. | declare Tzigone blameess in the matter of her birth. She may speak on
Lord Basdl's behdf."

Procopio's face went livid, but he had no choice but to return the bow and return to his seat.
Profound slencefilled the hdll as the assembled wizards pondered the king's unspoken words.

Matteo drew in along breath, impressed by the king's subtle solution. Zadathorm had quietly put
asde more than a mage due chalenge—in dlowing Tzigone to speak, he had repudiated Basd's dam of
paternity without actudly accusing him of fasehood. His purpose in removing the sentence againg the
bastard-born would be more puzzing to the liseners. Perhaps he was underscoring the fase-ness of
Basd's dam, perhaps it was a way of saving the gifl without naming her true father. The debate would
absorb the wizards, and leech some of their ire away from the new law. Zdahorm knew his subjects
wdl!

The king nodded to Tzigone. She stepped forward, look-ing poised and dmodt regd. Her gaze
swept the crowd. With the timing honed by years performing on street cor-ners and taverns, she waited
until every eye was upon her and the slence thick with expectation.

"I saw Sinestra Belgjoon's body," she said, spesking in rounded, ringing tones that filled the
room. "She was not cremated according to Haruaan law and custom but kept under glass like a work of
at or atrophy.”

Shocked exclamations and muttered disclamers rippled across the room.

"Isthis possible?" the king asked Mdchior Belgoon, Uriah's nephew.

He stepped forward. "It is, my lord. My unde intended to honor the custom in time but could not
bear to part with her so soon.”

"Though 1 am not without sympathy,” Zadathorm sad gravely, "this is a serious métter.
Accusations were spoken againg Basdl Indoulur days after Sinestra Belgjoon's death. The law States that
an accused murderer is entitled to con-front the spirit of his victim. All assumed this was not pos-sible.
You alowed that assumption to stand.”

Machior's face darkened a this reproof, but he bowed to acknowledge the king's words. "My
unde employed a magehound to inquire into the cause of Sinestra's death. He was assured that Basd
Indoulur was respongible for her deeth.”

"He was responsible, dl right," Tzigone agreed. "He asked a question she couldn't answer.
Apparently she tried, even though there was a pell of slence upon her.”

"Goon," sad Zdathorm.,

"I tried to divine that e, trace it back. There is a pro-tective vel surrounding the caster. |
couldnt get past it, but 1 recognized it. It had the fed of my mother's tdisman. Dhamari Exchesor is



wearing it"

Tha is impossble” Procopio sad flaly. "Dhamari Exchelsor disgppeared into the Unsedie
reAlm!"

"Sodid I," responded Tzigone, "yet, here | am.”

For along moment, she and the powerful wizard locked stares.

Zdathorm looked to his scribe. "According to law, Dhamari's tower would be warded against
intruson. Is there record of hisreturn?'

The scribe cast aquick cantrip and picked up abig ledger. The pages rippled swiftly, flipping first
one way and then the other, then the book snapped closed.

"None, sre"

Matteo noted the faint samirk that lifted one sde of the diviner's lips. "If you have evidence of
Dhamari Exchelsor's return, please share it," invited Procopio politdy. "Until then, do not besmirch a
wizard's name with accusations you cannot support!™

Tzigone swept a hand wide in a gesture that included the crowd. "Isn't that what we're doing
here? Three people have died in Basd's tower: Sinestra Belgjoon, Farrah Noor, and Uriah Belgoon.
Basd knew them dl, and he loved Farrah like a daughter. He tried to save Lord Urigh when the old
man's heart fatered. These deaths are his tragedy, not his crime.”

She lifted her chin, and her sweeping gaze seemed to capture every pair of eyes and lock them to
hers.

Matteo drew in a quick, startled breath. In that gesture, he saw a shadow of Zadathorm's
commanding presence. He glanced a the king, but Zaahorm's thoughtful gaze was fixed upon his
unacknowledged daughter.

"Basd isinnocent. This| swear thisto you," Tzigone said, giving each word the weight of a royd
pronounce-ment, "by Lady and Lord, by wind and word. Let any who wish to prove me fase do the
same.”

No one spoke. No one moved. It didn't seem to occur to anyone that the chdlenge just thrown
down had come from a walf with shorn tresses and an apprentice's blue robes. She took her seat, and
the decison to release Basd was swiftly endorsed by a subdued council.

Matteo marveled at the irony of this Had this taken place in a tavern, the patrons would have
applauded and ordered another round. The wizards didn't seem to redize that Tzigones persona was
nothing more than a non-magi-ca illuson cast by a taented Street performer.

Or was it? He and Tzigone had just returned from a place where illuson and redity had no clear
boundaries. Perhaps, he mused, things were not so different on this Sde of the vall.

Later that day, Procopio Septus made hisway to the shop of a behir tinker, an artisan who made
fanaful objects from a behir's colored, crysaline fangs. He listened with barely concealed impatience as
the man demonstrated a muscd ingrument fashioned so that its strings were plucked by plectrums
fashioned from multicolored fangs, enspelled so that the resulting sound could imitate nearly anything the
musidian wished.

"A marvelous toy, but | have no timefor music," Proco-pio sad flatly.

Thetinker nodded and reached for a set of tiny, exquis-itely carved spoons. "Perhaps a gift for a
lady? These arein great demand.”

"Yet you seem to have so many of them,” the wizard said dryly. "Not quite the thing. A lamp,
perhaps?"

The shopkeeper's brow furrowed. Before he could admit that he had none, Procopio nodded
toward the crysta chanddier that hung in the rear corner of the room. The man's eyes widened in
agonishment

"Il take thet one," the wizard announced.

Two hundred skie" the tinker suggested without miss-ing a step. "A bargain.”

Procopio dickered a hit, as custom demanded. The tinker settled on a price that might have been
conddered fair, had the lamp truly been histo sl.

The wizard examined his purchase, surreptitioudy removing the yellow crystd from it. He gave 6a



tinker an address of a quiet inn and asked to have it delivered and hung in a private room he maintained
for one of his mistresses. It would not remain there long, of course. Given the pervasive nature of magic
in Halruaan society, it was faly to keep a dimensond porta in one place for very long.

He made his way to the bin and took the crystd from a hidden pocket in his deeve. A few words
opened the porta, and Dhamari Exchelsor stepped into the room.

"What news?' he asked. Procopio related the eventsin a terse, factud manner.

"Let metdly this score,”" Dhamari said increduloudy. "Uriah Belgoon is dead, and Basel Indoulur
isnot. Whereis the 'hdd' the old man was supposed to receive?"

"Latein coming,” grumbled Procopio. "But some good did follow. Machior Belgjoon, nephew to
Uriah, has seen opportunity in his unclés death. The Belgoon name is on every Hdruaan's lips. To a
clever man, notoriety is as good as fame. He sees hmsdf as Zaathorm's successor and is gathering
supporters.”

Dhamari amiled. "Excdlent Y ou do not wish to be seen as the only contender for the throne."

"Once the firg sword is unsheathed, other wizardswill step forward, ether to support a powerful
contender or to make daims of their own. Few of them will get far.”

"S0 you are setting up straw men to be knocked down. Induding Malchior, | suppose.”

"Induding Zdathorm,” Procopio corrected. "Your task is to ensure that wizards who stand
agang Mdchior die, making hm appear more formidable than he truly is. Let Machior gain support,
until he appears to be the primary chdlenger to Zalathorm's throne.™

Dhamai nodded. 'To even the date, | should see to the demise of some of Machior's
supporters, as wel. Then when Malchior fals, he will appear to be one of many. You can then argue
that the mighty, benevolent Zdathorm has been reduced to dispatching lanvful chalengers like a
back-dley assassin.”

"WH| reasoned,” Procopio agree. He looked keenly &t the little wizard. "You can accomplish

"I can. The time | spent enjoying your hospitdity yielded some excdlent spdlls, ones that should
prove dif-ficult to detect.”

The congpirators talked for severd moments more before Procopio dipped away. When
Dhamari was done, he took his scrying globe and summoned the imeage of a beautiful even face.

A dow gmile spread across Dhamari's face as the spires of Akhlaur's tower came into view.
Zdathorm would fdl indeed, but not by Procopio's machinations. The coming carnage would be far
beyond the lord mayor's proud expec-tations, and when it was done, even a man of Dhamari's Stature
would stand very tal indeed.

Chapter Eighteen

That evening, after another fruitless and frudrating vist to the queen's tower, Matteo returned to
his private chambers. He was not surprised to see Tzi-gone awaiting him, sprawled comfortably, if not
eegantly, on a velvet settee. He stopped short, however, as a second figure rose from a high-backed
chair.

"King Zdahorm," he sad in surprise.

"Close the door, please,” the king said. "There is something more to be discussed, and | would
rather not do so infull hearing of passng servants.”

Matteo shut the door and came to St near Tzi-gone. He took her hand and held it firmly.

She sent him an incredulous look. "That bad, isit?"

"Jugt watch," the jordain said tersdly. He nodded toward the king.

Zdahorm's visage had begun to change. The blurred lines of middle years gave way to ta,
sun-browned skin. His features sharpened, and his frame compacted to the lithe form of a men hdf his
apparent years. The robes of a Hdruaan wizard-king changed into smple garments such as a young
wizard out for adventure might wear.



Tzigone stared at this figure stepped from Keturah's memories. "The griffin rider,” she said at las.

"Yes" Zdahorm sghed, and the waght of long years was in his eyes. "'l admire Basd for what
he did. Indeed, | envy him and wish | were free to do likewise"

Tzigone blew out along breath. She stared at the king for along moment, then absolved him with
awink. "Don't mention it. | mean tha quite literally. Basdl is my dear friend. He stood up before dl the
gods and hdf of Hal-ruaa and implied that he was my father. You sort of glossed over it, and that was
fing but if anyone comes right out and publidy calshim aliar, | would be com-pletely dragondung.”

Zdahorm's brows shot up, and he sent an inquiring * look & Matteo. The young jordain turned a
deep shade of red.

"I believe thet is a colloquid expression for extreme anger, my lord, one that holds connotations
of something hot, steaming, unpleasant, and rather too large to ded with."

The king turned a widful amile upon the girl. Then | will leave matters as they stand. A
dragondung sorceress is not something | care to contemplate.”

"A sorceress,” Matteo mused, saring thoughtfully at the girl. This explained a great many things.

TZzigone grinned and hurled a amdl honeycake at him. Things change. Try to keep up.”

He deftly caught the amdl sticky missle A wicked impulse stirred, and he yieded a once.
"While were contemplating change, perhaps we should dso consder a long-running debate in the
Coundil of Elders concerning the nature of the crown.”

She rolled her eyes and then glanced at Zdahorm, eva-uating the Slver circlet resing on his
brow with a practiced eye. "Electrum and sapphires would be my guess™”

There's afaction in Halruaga," he continued, "that wishes to establish a hereditary monarchy.”

Matteo let that shaft Snk home. When Tzigones eyes flew wide, and her face dackened with
horror, he tossed back the honeycake. It struck the bemused girl on the fore-head and stuck there.

The king passed a hand over hisface asif to erase a amile, then sent a Sern glare at Matteo. "Is
that any way to treat the crown princess?' he said with mock wrath.

He rose, plucked the cake off Tzigone's forehead, and left the room. His footsteps quickly faded,
adong with afant chuckle.

TZzigore licked her gticky fingers and looked thought-fully a Matteo. "You know, | think | could
Oet to like him."

"Asyou say, Your Highness™

Her eyes narrowed. Matteo responded with a bland smile. "Things change,” he reminded her.
"Do try to keep up.”

Basd Indoulur drolled through the public gardens that lay between the city paace and his
Haarahh tower. Sunset colors crept into the sky over the city, and the bright, com-plex perfume of a
thousand flowers lingered in the soft air. The wizard took his time, for he was in no hurry to return to his
londly tower.

With no family of his own, Basdl lavished time and atten-tion on his apprentices, but Tzigone
would not be returning to the tower for quite some time. Procopio Septus had seen to that. Now that
sheld been publidy acknowledged as Keturah's daughter, her mother's tower was hers.

He dghed as his thoughts shifted to his other two ap-prentices. Farrah Noor was dead, and
Mason, accused of her murder, was congrained by magic from leaving Basd's villa The young
gpprentice was dternatdy morose and frantic, but he steadfastly maintained hed had nothing to do with
the girl's degth.

Basd bdieved him, but Farrah's death had had dire and far-reaching impact on the uneasy
wizards. In these unessy days, the trid of one wizard for another's murder was like a match to oiled
timber. The sooner they sorted through thistangle, the better. He wondered if perhaps Tzigone might be
able to ferret out the true story from the potion bottle, as she had with the noblewoman's necklace.

Suddenly a bolt of orange light Szzled up into the sky and exploded like festival fireworks.
Droplets of bright magic spread into a brilliant fountain and sprinkled down over Basdl's tower.

The wizard broke into a run. Hed never seen such magic, but he suspected its purpose. A
protective shield surrounded his villa, kegping Mason in until his fate was decided. It dso kept people



out, but no magic was inviolate— there were spdls that could eat through this shidd as surdly as a black
dragon's acid mdted through a north-erner chain mall.

He burst through the arbor gates and sprinted down the street leading to his home. All the while,
brilliant bursts of colored light exploded over his tower.

Clever, he thought grimly. Festival fireworks had been common occurrences snce the recent
victory. No one would find it odd to see them over Basd's tower, and he had apparent reason to
celebrate. No one would sus-pect the true purpose of these lights urtil after the deed was done.

He pulled up short as three off-duty guardsmen saun-tered out of a posh tavern. "Sound an
dam," he panted out, pointing up at the lights. "My tower is under attack."

The men exchanged puzzled glances, but they were not in the habit of arguing with wizard-lords.
They executed the proper bows and set off & none-too-urgent a pace.

Basd rounded the corner to find his estate besieged. At least a dozen wizards ringed the wals,
hurling one sparkling spdl after another into the evening sky. All of them wore the Noor indgnia and
many had the glossy blue-black har common to Farrah's family.

Smdl, shimmering gates ringed his tower, sanding ready to grant the attackers a quick retreat.
With so many wizards againg a sngle apprentice, no doubt they expected a swift and easy victory.
Indeed, the glowing yelow aura surrounding the estate had worn as thin as a soap bubble. It shimmered
periloudy under the continuing magica assault.

"Soit begins™ Basd murmured as he reached for awand in hisdeeve. He leveled it a the nearest
Noor wizard and unleashed a Spell held never thought to widd againg a felow Haruaan.

Tzigone stood by the window in Matteo's chambers, gazing moodily out over the city. They'd just
come from the tower. Her vigt with the queen—she could 4ill not equate that gill, sad woman with the
moather she remembered— had left her uncharacterigticaly subdued.

In the background, Matteo and Andris talked softly, planning not only the queen's defense, but
Andriss as well. Matteo expected that his friend's dliance with Kiva would be forgiven in light of his
savice to Haruaa, both before and after his fal. Andris seemed less convinced of this. Tzi-gone
suspected that in this regard, Andris was more on target.

A brilliant orange sunburst caught her eye. For a mo-ment she watched as fireworks soared,
blossomed, and faded. Suddenly the niggling uneasinessin the back of her mind exploded into redlization.
Shewhirled toward Matteo.

"That's over Basdl's tower," she said, pointing.

Thejordain looked up. "So it is. Basd isfond of fedtive things He has reason to celebrate.”

"Helogt an gpprentice,” Tzigone retorted. "Basd loved Farrah—he wouldn't send up sparklers to
mingle with the clouds from her funerd pyrel”

The two men exchanged glances, then came to flank Tzigone. "Cinibar rain,” Andris said grimly,
nodding to the descending orange sparklers.

"Mog likdy," Matteo agreed. Moving as one, the two jordain strode to the wall and took their
wespon belts from the hooks.

"What? What?' she demanded.

"Cinnabar rain could dispd the magicd shidd the coun-cil placed over Basdl's tower.”

Tzigone dug into a smdl bag a her belt. "Meet me there," she said, and she hurled a handful of
bright sand at an open window. The frame filled with shimmering light Tzigone legped through it

She landed lightly in a battle-ready crouch just outsde the walls of Basd's villa Her eyes
narrowed and swept the battlefield. Two wizards lay dead, charred beyond recogni-tion. Basd tossed
adde the spent wand and took another from his deeve. As she watched, a thin stream of water erupted
from it, splashed a spdllcasting wizard, and arced up to intercept a lightning bolt of glowing cobat blue.

Water and magicd energy converged with a seering hiss. The blue bolt split in two. Haf szzed
back down aong the stream of water toward the wizard who had cast it, the other sped toward the
water wand.

Before Tzigone could shriek out awarning, Basd tossed the wand to a nearby wizard and dived
to one sde.



Lightning stuck, smultaneoudy charring the discarded wand and the attacking wizard. A stench
of burned mest filled the air, and two wizards—now nothing more then stat-ues of coa—toppled to the
ground and shattered into ash.

Keeping low, Tzigone ran over to Basdl's side, dodging the bolts directed a him. Together they
dove through a portd in the ssemingly solid wal and rolled through to the garden side.

"Nice trick with the wand," she said. "With that timing, you should have been a bard.”

Basd nodded absently and glanced up at the thinning shidd. "We don't want to be in the open
once that shidd goes. Where the Nine bloody Hdlsis the militie?'

A digant percussion, the rugtle of many feet running in rhythmic formation, brought a Sgh of rdlief
from the wizard, but before he could speak, the soft ydlow light of the pro-tection el began to flow
downward, like mdting treacle diding over an invisble dome.

Basd took awand from his belt and pressed it into her hand. "Farrah's family wants vengeance.
Make them earn it."

Before Tzigone could protest, the wizard enfolded her in a quick embrace. She fdt a touch nearly
as deft as her own, and the cool pressure of a ddicate chain around her neck. When Basd released her,
a glver tdisman glimmered over her heart, and her world began to blur and shimmer. For a moment
Tzigonés world looked like two illusons cast into a Sngle place. She could see the garden, and adso the
high-est and most secure room in the wizard's tower.

She druggled againg the spdll like an insect caught in sap, desperate to stay where she was, to
fight at Basdl's Sde. But suddenly the world snapped back into focus, and she stood at the window of the
tower armory in guard position, wand raised high and clenched in her fid like a ready knife.

Mason whirled toward her, relief and guilt sruggling for possession of his countenance. "Lord
Basd?'

"Inthe garden,” she said grimly, and brought the wand down in a stabbing mation.

A dark line poured from the wand, quickly broadening as it went and changing into a swvarm of
fire ants. The winged horrors spun down toward one of the attackers, in moments they enguifed the
wizard, who rolled shrieking amid the singing cloud. His agony was brief. Desth fol-lowed swiftly, and
the fire ants scattered into the night

Agan Tzigone stabbed, and the wand spat another swvarm a a wizard who was employing a ol
of levitation to breach the wal. The fire ants surrounded him in midair. In response to his agonized
screams, one of his kin hurled a amdl green bolt at the dying man. The magic struck the railing black
cloud, and the dhrieking ended in a burst of magica energy. Green droplets fdl to the garden, dong with
afantly ratling hal of fried insects. Oddly enough, the spdl of levitation survived. The corpse floated
above hiskin like agrim banner.

The wand yidlded two more killing swarms. Tzigone tossed aside the spent wesgpon and |ooked
around a the arsenad. Mundane wegpons of wood and sted stood ready, and many conicd, fantly
gdowing vids lined severd shelves. A wooden rack held battle wands, lined up nedtly as the swords.
There was even asmdl balista, mounted on whedls so it could be moved to any of the several windows.

"Load that," she snapped, pointing toward the giant crossbow.

Mason quickly put a bolt into place and cranked it back. She took one of the vids fdl quickly
and deeply into a brief trance to check its nature and use, then gave a curt nod. She yanked the cork out
with her teeth and fitted the vid over the bolt's point, securing it with a twist The vids had been cunningly
fashioned to fit over the points of the giant arrows.

TZzigone stepped behind the bdlisa and levded it a a point just beyond the wal. Severa Noor
wizards converged there, therr hands moving in unison as they mingled their meagic in some great pell.
She took a deep breath, hdd it, and pulled the balligta trigger.

The giant bolt hissed free and plunged down toward the spell-casting wizards. It shattered on the
ground nearby, sending a tremor through the tower and a flash of orange-red light over the wizards.

Suddenly the light separated into three didtinct, frantic fires The conflagration spel caught dl
three, setting them aflame.

Tzigone's gaze snapped back to Basdl. A fant glow around him spoke of a sphere of protection.



Colored light rained down on him as two wizards hurled one colored bolt after another into the air
directly above him. The portly wizard had aready fdlen to one knee, sruggling to maintain the sphere as
long as he could but unable to return the attack.

By now the militia were vishle, coming a a dead run. Tzigone caught a glimpse of white anong
the blue-green uniforms and knew that Matteo came with them. He was, however, coming far too dowly
for her peace of mind!

She looked to the enormous bilboa tree at the edge of the public garden, and began to sing. Her
voice soared out into the sky, carrying into the complex city hidden among the leaves and branches.

The exploding lights reflected on enormous gossamer wings and scales the color of gemstones.
Starsnakes, com-pelled by the sorceress's cdl, spirded down from the glit-tering night sky. Two of them
entwined a wizard in a snuous, deadly embrace. His frantic, defensve spells did off their scaled hides
like water. A burst of energy szzled through him. Tzigone glimpsad a blue-white flash of bone beneath
the burning flesh.

She glanced back at Mason. "You should get out of here. Basdl is drawing fire away from the
tower to buy you time to escape.”

Asif they divined Basdl's intention, the two wizards bombarding him changed tactics. The femde
advanced toward the tower, wand pointed toward the window framing Tzigone and Mason. The other
kept the barrage of magica fireworks raining down on Basd's protective shidd to keep the powerful
wizard pinned down.

A bal of light began to grow a the end of the Noor woman's wand, expanding until it was wider
across than the wizard's shoulders. Indinctively, Mason and Tzigone backed away from the window.

That's going to hurt,” Tzigone muttered.

At that moment Basd dropped the shidd and pulled a throwing knife from a wrist sheath. The
knife exploded into glowing crimson in his hand and spun toward the gather-ing sphere of destruction.

Basd's attacker kept up the barrage. Blue and gold ran showered over the exposed wizard,
searing into flesh and sending his oiled braids legping into flame. Fre sur-rounded Basd, turning his
countenance into that of a burn-ing medusa. His eyes met Tzigone's frantic gaze, and he lifted his fingers
to hislips as if to blow her akiss.

Thefirebal exploded.

The magic, interrupted in its cagting, spilled down over the wizard and flowed over the garden
like lava. The tower shook as a second exploson shuddered across the burning magic, and the flame
winked out. Nothing remained of the garden or any of the wizards who had fought there,

Tzigone was dimly aware of the szzle of smdl fire Sodls, the clatter of weapons, and the shouts
of fighting men. Severd of the Noor wizards fled through ther gates, but most were subdued by the
militia

Swift footsteps wound up the gairs to the tower. Matteo burst into the room, his eyes quickly
scanning the scene.

Mason seized a sword and lunged. Almost absently, Matteo drew a dagger, parried the attack,
and disarmed the man with a quick twigt. He kicked the sword aside, shoul-dered past the burly
apprentice, and went to Tzigone.

Shefdl into hisarms and dung, dry-eyed and stunned. "Basd," she whispered.

"l saw."

Severd uniformed men clattered into the room. Their eyes widened as they took in the arsendl.
"Look at dl this" one of them murmured in awed tones. "Lord Basd was expecting an attack.”

Tzigone stepped away and placed a restraining hand on Mason's chest. The young men glanced
into her face, then dropped the sword. Matteo faced down the man who'd just spoken.

"Dont be absurd. There's not awizard's tower indl Hal-ruaa that hasn't aroom like this"

They were after thisman," Tzigone said, nodding a Mason. "I've seen a couple of those wizards
before, come to vist Farrah Noor. Mason is suspected of her murder.

That was her family, and they were too impatient to wait for jusice.

"Wizard fighting wizard," muttered the man wearing captain's braid. "Thisis a dark day, the firs



of many."

"The tower was beseged,” Matteo retorted. "Basd's apprentices merdy defended it The law
dlows any man or woman to defend their lives and homes. Do not make this into something it was not”

He spoke with the guards for severa minutes more. FHndly they left to deal with the captured
wizards and send messages to western Haruaa. Those who escaped would be rounded up and brought
to trid.

When at last the millitialeft, Mason belted on a sword and began to gather up glowing vias.

"What, precisely, do you intend to do with those?' Matteo inquired.

The apprentice shot him a quick, grim look. "Basd is dead. I'm going after the Noor family.”

"Put those vids down before you drop them,” the jor-dain said sharply. "If you haven't the vison
to see how far these flames could burn, & least consider the practical details. How far do you suppose
you'd get in your quest for vengeance? You have not yet been absolved of Farrah Noor's murder. If
you've an hour to spare, I'll lig dl the spells that could track you down in less time than the recitation of
them would take."

The young man's eyes shifted briefly to the smoking, blackened garden. "So I'm to stay here.”

Matteo's visage softened. "Come with me to the palace. Youll stay in guest chambers under
guard until this matter is settled. Tzigone?'

"Go ahead. I'll fallow you in awhile™

The jordain hesitated, but he gpparently sensed her need to be done. The two men left the tower.

When dl was quiet, Tzigone went to the window and leaned heavily againg the sll. The charred
gates stood open, and the magic that had encircled the tower was gone.

The interrupted fireball had melted rock and soil into a sheet of dark glass. In it was reflected a
dim, shining cres-cent. She glanced up. The smoke 4ill risng from the garden cast shifting patterns
againg the waning moon.

TZzigone stood there as the moon crested the sky, saying a private farewdl to the man who had
been her father, if just for one brief day. There would be no somber rites for Basdl Indoulur, no formd
funerd pyre such as honored Haruads grest wizards. She suspected Basd would prob-ably prefer
meatters as they were.

A soft, furtive sound pierced her reverie and sent her spinning around. She drew back,
astonished, as her gaze fdl upon Dhamari Exchelsor.

The wizard looked equdly startled to see her. "What are you doing here?' he blurted out

Her chin came up. "I'm Basdl's apprentice, and by Haruaen law, his heir as wel. | have every
right to be here. You dont.”

"Basd had no busnessinmy tower, ether," he spat out

Tzigore lifted one brow. "Your tower? When you di-vorced Keturah, you forfeited legd rights to
it. It's mine. Y our belongings have been sent to the Exchelsor vineyard estates.”

"Not dl of them. I'm come to reclam what Basd stole from me."

Her eyes narrowed. "You just happened to show up now. Y ou were surprised to find anyone ill
divein the tower."

"Unpleasantly surprised,” he said, his eyes burning with hatred and his hand dowly drifting to a

bag hanging at his belt

"Did you know about this attack?"

"It was not a subtle thing," the wizard countered. His hand dipped into his bag and flashed
toward.

Indinctively Tzigone threw up both hands. Magica energy coursed from her, ready to ward off
the spell.

But the wizard knew her magic dmogt better than she did. No spdl flew from his hand, but a tiny
winged cresture.

It exploded into full sz, filling the room with rustling wings and thick ropes of topaz and emerad
scaes.

The starsnake flew a Tzigone, its jaws flung open for attack. She sang a Sngle clear, high note,



and the winged snake veered away, crding up toward the ceiling.

She kept Snging, indinctively finding a srange, atond meody that somehow matched 0a snake's
frenzied, undu-lating flight

In moments she fdt the magic that entrapped the crea-ture mdt away. The starsnake shot out of
the open window.

Tzigone stepped forward and drove her fig into Dha-mari's dack-jawed face. He sumbled
backward and fdl heavily againgt a rack of edged weapons. Down clattered the swords and knifes, their
keen edges leaving bloody tracks on the wizard's body.

Dhamari flalled at the fadling blades, trying vainly to pro-tect himsdf but meking matters far worse
than they needed to be. Each thrashing movement |eft another gash—in his panic, he was cutting himsdf
to ribbons. Y et none of hiswounds bled. Eveninthis, Keturah's talisman protected him from himsdif.

Tzigone reached down and closed her hand over her mother's tdisman. "Enough,” she said in
cool, even tones. "Eventudly, everyone has to face who he is and live or die with the results” With a
quick tug, she broke the chain and tore it free.

The fdlen wizard's body erupted into a crimson foun-tain, and his shrieks of rage and pain rang
out into the night. In moments he lay limp and slent.

TZzigone put her mother's meddlion around her neck and left the tower without a backward
glance. It wastimefor her to take her own advice and face who she truly was.

Matteo dept not at dl that night. Dawn crept over the city, and dill he gazed a a moon grown
periloudy dim and fral. Moondark was only two days away, and when the moon was born anew,
Beatrix would come to trid.

Andriss charge of treason might be forgiven. An ob-scure Haruaan law forgave offenders who
did Haruaa a great service. Certainly Andris had done so many times over. Bedtrix was another matter
entirdy. Matteo gill had no notion of how to defend her, other than finding a way to shatter the
Caba—and with it, the king's most powerful shield. That path could only lead to chaos and unbridled
wizardwar.

Lagt night's attack on Basd's tower was not a unique occurrence. More than one wizard had
stepped forward to chdlenge Zaathorm's right and fitness to rule. Mage duds took place in street
corners and city gardens as ambitious wizards strove to prove supremacy. Other wizards watched and
chose up sides. Other illegd and more deadly forms of combat were becoming commonplace. Reports
of spdl bat-tles and magicd ambushes were daily occurrences. Just yesterday, three of the men who
declared agang Mdchior Begoon had disappeared, and no one could discern the magic or the
spellcagter responsible.

A sndl pink dove fluttered to a stop on Matteo's windowsll. The bird cocked its head and
looked at him expec-tantly. Matteo noted the smdl scroll case strapped to the dove's leg. He quickly
removed it and shook out the bit of parchment. It was a note from Tzigone, asking him to come at once
to Keturah's tower.

He hurried from the room, oblivious to the bird's aggrieved coos—such messengers were trained
to wait for a reply. The green marble tower was not far from the palace, and the streets were il quiet
under the fading night sky. Matteo sprinted down the street, intent on his god. After the attack on Basdl's
tower, he suspected the worse.

He ran past a stand of flowering xenia bushes and didn't see the out-thrust foot until it was too
late. He deftly turned the trip into arall and came up in a crouch, daggers ouit.

Branches parted, and Tzigones amdl face peered out & him. She gestured for him to join her.
After amoment's hesitation, he edged into the smdl hollow.

"Procopio Septusisin the tower,” she said.

Matteo's brows rose. "Y ou're certan?'

"He just waked in" She shook her head in sdf-reproach. "I haven't had time to change the
wards since | took over the tower."

He caught the implication a once. "Procopio knows Dhamari's wards! How could this be? A
diviner might be able to see through some of them but certainly not dl.”



"I imagine Dhamari handed him the counterspells,” she said grimly. "They're best of friends these
days”

The jordain huffed. "You didn't seefit to mention this?*

"Do you want to hear what | have to say, or would you rather fuss?' she said sharply.

He hdd up both handsin a gesture of peace. "Well come back to Procopio later."

"We dways seem to," she agreed. "Anyway, lagt night Dhamari came to Basdl's tower after you
dl left. He was very surprised to find anyone dill dive. My guessis he knew the attack was coming.”

Matteo looked troubled. "If he did, most likey Procopio knew as well. Proving that, however,
will be difficult Divin-ers are notorioudy hard to read through magicd inquiry.”

"Maybe this will hdp." Tzigone handed him a amdl packet. "l got this from Sinestra Belgjoon's
room. She found it hidden in Procopio's villa™

"Oh?' he said cautioudy.

Tzigone shrugged. "Sinestra had some notion about learning thieving skills. You might say she
was my gpprentice.”

"Sweet Mystra," he groaned. Twice-stolen proof is not much better than none at dl."

"Thet depends on the proof. Thisis mummy powder."

Stunned enlightenment crossed Matteo's face. "Only the Mulhorandi embam their dead. That
suggests Procopio was in colluson with the invaders On the other hand, per-haps Procopio got this
powder from a northern grave robber. It was once used as a base for paint—"

Too late" she broke in. "Andris aready told that tae, and once was plenty. And redly, do you
see Procopio as a would-be atig?!

He conceded this point with a nod.

"Here he comes," announced Tzigone. This should be fun."

Before Matteo could respond, Tzigone wriggled out of the bushes and headed for the tower.
With a groan, he followed.

They met the wizard a the gate, his ams ful of spell-books. He stopped short, and his
expression was cautious but not darmed.

"Shame about the invishility spdl," Tzigone said casu-aly. The damn things just never seem to
hold up, do they?' Her gaze skimmed the wizard, and she lifted one eyebrow in a palitdy inquiring
expresson. "Out for a quiet srall? A mug of breskfast de and alittle loot and pillage?’

Procopio's face flushed and then hardened. "I am responsible for Haruaan jugtice in this city, and
these items will be needed for the queen's trid. I'm sure Dhamari Exchesor would have wished it s0."

"Youre certainly in a postion to know that,” she shot back. This was Keturah's tower before
Dhamari stole her life. 1t's mine now, and everything in it. Don't think about poking around in Basdl's
tower, ather.”

Two towers. Aren't you the ambitious one?"

"I have two parents.”

"Both of them conveniently dead. In fact, many wizards have died of latie”” Procopio's black eyes
narrowed. "Amaz-ing, that ther killers are so hard to trace. If sdmog as if the murderer was magicaly
shidded from inquiry.”

Matteo stepped between them, intercepting the wizard's chdlenging glare. "I don't like your
implication.”

"l don't give an Azuthan damn what you like or didike" the wizard retorted. "Youre a fool,
jordain, if you can't see beyond that pretty face to what lies within. Legend—leg-ends in these very
books—claim that dark eves dipped through the val into Unsedie relms and came back as drow.
What sort of mongter did she become in the Unsedie Redm?!

TZzigone said quietly, "People become what they truly are.”

"What, in your particular case, might that be?' sneered Procopio.

Her chin came up. "There's one way to find out, wizard. Meet me on the duding fidd today at
twilight."”



Chapter Nineteen

For along moment Tzigone's chdlenge hung heavy in the astonished slence. Then Procopio let
out a gartled laugh, which quickly settled into an arro-gant amirk.

"This will be legd in every particular, so none can say | did murder. You, jordain, will bear
wit-ness the chdlenge was hers."

He started through the gate, chuckling. Matteo quickly moved into his path. "The books," he sad
smply.

Thar eyes met in dlent, furious sruggle. Fndly Procopio muttered an oath and let the priceless,
ancient volumes tumble to the garden path. He stalked out without a backward glance.

Matteo turned to Tzigone, who stood regarding the books. "Right there is dl the judtification I'd
ever need to squash him like atoad,” she muittered.

"Tzigone, what in the name of every god were you thinking? Procopio Septus is one of the most
powerful wizardsin Haarahh!"

" know." She glanced up. "Tdl me what to do next"

He folded his arms and scowled at her. "Move to Cormyr?”

"You know what | mean. There's got to be a stack of customs and protocols for this sort of
thing."

" "This sort of thing' hasn't been done for many years,” he retorted. "But yes, there are many
defining rules. A chdlenge cannot be issued by a powerful wizard againgt one of congderably lesser rank.
The spd| battle chdlenge mug take place on the old duding fidd out-side the city walls. | beieve it's
been used in recent years as pasturage for a herd of crimson zebras—racing stock, modtly.”

"So I'll have to watch my step, in more ways than one," she said. "What dse?'

"The Council of Elders must bear witness to the compe-tition. Given Procopio's Satus, Zdahorm
and Bestrix should be there aswel." He broke off and rubbed both hands over his face. Tzigone, wha
will this serve?'

She stood for along moment, collecting her thoughts. "I can't be tested through magic. Not even
Zdahormwill be able to take my word againgt Procopio. But if old Snow Hawk had anything to do with
Kiva, if he had any part in Basdl's death, he's going to die. If sthat smple”

He shook his head. "No, it isnt No one's going to die, because you're going to demand a mage
dud."

"What fun is that?'

"I'm serious, Tzigone! The path that begins with ven-geance leads to grief!”

"I'm not interested in vengeance," she said softly, "but destiny.”

Matteo fdl back, startled at hearing so grim a concept fdl from her lips.

"Your friend Andris would understand.” Tzigone raised a hand to cut off the jordain's argument.
"Hear me out. Kivas plans focused upon Keturah in some way | don't fully understand. When my
mother's magic started to fdter, Kiva passed my mother's task on to me"

"Bvenif that is so, why chdlenge Procopio?’

"Because of Kiva," she persisted. "She wanted this— wizard fighting wizard. Men like Procopio
and Dhamari are feeding it. If they think they're going to get something out of it, they haven't been paying
attention. Kivamight be crazy, but she's smart. She planned one diverson after another, whittling away a
Haruads wizards, diverting attention, dividing our strength. The Mulhorandi invason caught us on the
collective privy with our britches around our ankles”

A fant amileflickered on Matteo's face, but his eyes remained somber. "Thanks be to Mysdtra for
that last image! For amoment | thought mysdf ligening to a somber Halruaan princess.”

She bridled like a cornered hedgehog. ™Y ou think I'm challenging Procopio to prove something
about mysdf?'

"Not a dl. But | wonder if perhaps your chdlenge came from a sense of noblesse oblige. You
are more Zdathorm's daughter than you redize.



Her eyes narrowed. "You weren't ligening the other day. Basd Indoulur was my father, and he
didn't trust Pro-copio any farther than he could spit rocks. Procopio wouldn't face Basd, and maybe
that's another reason why this task fdls to me. Enough talk,” she said aoruptly. "I'd appreciate it if you'd
handle the details. | need to prepare for tonight.”

Matteo opened his mouth to protest, then shut it with a dlick. Tzigone's argument had tha desired
effect—point-ing out that any more time wasted detracted from her chances. He bowed dightly, keeping
his eyes on hers— the formd salute of ajordain to awizard of greet power and rank.

With a jolt of unpleasant surprise, Tzigone redlize thet if she passed this test, that was precisdy
how she would be regarded.

"Asyou say, lady, it will be done," he said softly, without a hint of friendly mockery in his manner.
"May Mystra guide and strengthen you.”

Tzigone watched him go, one hand clasped over her lips as if to hold back a laugh, or perhaps a
sob. At the moment, she wasn't sure which way to go. Matteo's formd farewel might sound absurd, but
this was what lay ahead for them.

She shrugged. "I could dways throw the mage dud and kill Snow Hawk later.”

This excellent compromise, spoken only hdf in jest, raised her spirits consderably. She gathered
up her mother's books and headed for the tower to prepare for the chalenge ahead.

That night, as sunset color faded from the sky and the soft purple haze of twilight spread over the
land, a greet throng gathered &t the western end of the duding fidd. Artisans and minor wizards had been
busy throughout the day. A makeshift wooden arena soared high over the fidd, and a the edge of the
fidd adais hed chars for the Elders and thrones for the wizard-king and his consort.

Bertrix was there, dressed carefully and eaboratdy in her usud slver and white. The only
concessions to her coming trid were the pair of wizards who flanked her and the armed guards who
surrounded three Sdes of the dais.

TZzigone came onto the fidd firs. On Matteo's advice, she came out in a Smple tunic rather than
her gpprentice robes. She repeated the chadlenge and listened while a herdd read the lengthy rules of
engagement.

Excitement smmered through the crowd as Procopio walked onto the fidld. He, too, was smply
dressed, perhaps to downplay the vast difference between his rank and his chalenger's. There would be
little honor in besting a mere girl. When he executed the proper bows, he made a point of acknowledging
Tzigones heroicsin the recent battles and in Akhlaur's Swamp.

The combatants moved to the center of the fidd and faced each other, saring intently into each
other's eyes as they matched minds. Procopio's white brows rose when he perceived the sze of arena
Tzigone had in mind—the max-imum alowed for their combined rank and status. A dy look entered his
eyes as he perceived her likdy strategy, and he conceded with a nod.

They turned, and each paced off hdf the length of the arena. That done, they again faced each
other. A shimmer-ing wal rose from the fidd, fooming an enormous cube between them. That
accomplished, the combatants moved aside to prepare defensive spells.

Matteo came to her side. "Any lagt words of advice?' she said lightly.

His brow furrowed in a conflicted frown. "Procopio Septus was my patron. | can't divulge any of
his secrets, but | can remind you of things that are obvious to al. He is proud, he is arrogant, and he is
short.”

She studied him for a moment, then grinned in under-standing. "I can work with thet"

The crumhorn sounded the beginning of the chalenge. Tzigone and Procopio took their places at
the edge of the magicd arena. When thefind note sounded, they stepped in a the same ingtant

At once Tzigone began to sng. Procopio waited confi-dently, arms folded and feet planted wide,
his black eyes scanning the heights of the arena for the appearance of some conjured beast.

A amdl behir with scales of pae blue appeared on the duding fidd, an unimposing creature that
would have little effect on the wizard—except for its drategic postion. The behir materidized between
Procopio's feet

The creature shook itsdf briefly, assessed its Stuation, and then attacked. 1ts smdl, dender head



lunged gtraight up, and cryddline fangs sought a convenient target. A smdl szze of lightning-like energy
jolted into its victim.

The wizard let out a roar of pain and fury. He kicked at the behir, which promptly let go. The
little creature scuttled off, its Sx pairs of legs churning.

Tzigone dispdled it with aflick of her hand. "Proud, arrogant, and short,” she said casudly, "and
maybe alittle shorter than he was a few minutes ago.”

Thewizard snarled and cdled her severa foul names. Tzigone shrugged. "Just be glad | inasted
on amage dud. Imagineif the behir hadn't been enspelled to do only subd-ual damage” She sent him an
innocent amile. "Of course, | wouldn't be surprised if you were subdued for avery long time...."

Procopio furioudy conjured and hurled a firebdl. His opponent clucked and responded with a
scatterspell. The brilliant missiles met and exploded into thousands of amdl pieces, which drifted down in
abright, harmless shower, winking out to ash before reaching the combatants.

"Not much imaginaion there," she said, "but you are devagtaingly handsome when you're angry.
It's a shame that you're, well, subdued.”

Wrath flared in his black eyes, then quickly banked. "This travesty will be over soon enough.
Youll face me again, witch, without these walls and rules”

"That's wha I'm counting on,” she said, her lips amil-ing but her eyes utterly cold. "Back to the
show. My turn.”

She began to chant A large, dusky creature took form in the center of the arena. The conjured
wyvern's snuous, barbed tail lashed angrily. It leaped into the air and described atight spird asit dimbed
to the top of the shim-mering cube.

Procopio quickly countered, forming the spel for the sorm dementd he had used to such
acdam during the Mulhorandi invason. The arena shivered as wind lashed through it. The resulting
clouds, tinged with color by the setting sun, flowed together, meding and shifting into the form of a giant
wizard. The cloud form inhaed deeply and sent a gust of wind at the diving wyvern.

The gde struck outstretched wings curved taut in a hawklike stoop. The creature let out a startled
dhriek and went into a spin. It plummeted toward the ground, its batlike wings whipping so furioudy that
it seemed they would tear loose. The wyvern pulled out of the soin a the last possible moment and
spread its wings wide, swooping so hear the ground that the grasses bent and whispered as it passed
over. The wyvern's deadly tail raked along furrow in the ground.

Procopio's storm eementa reached out with a giant, tranducent sword and diced at the tall. It fdl
to the ground, twitching and writhing like a gigantic worm. The wyvern screamed. Dark blood boiled
from the stump, and the greet creature's wings dowed.

Tzigone made a deft gesture that released the conjured wyvern. It disappeared in a puff of migt
The poison-tipped tall made a few more blind attempts to find and stab the wizard, then it, too, melted
away.

The cloud dementd stooped down and scooped Tzi-gone up in one hand. She pulled a dagger
and did it under the creature's thumbnail. The dementd roared—a sound like wind and thunder—and
tossed Tzigone into its other hand, shaking the offended member.

Tzigone had never feared heights, but dread seized her as the dementd flung her from hand to
hand. All the thing had to do was drop her, and Procopio's job would be fin-ished. It was exactly as
Matteo had feared: she did not have the mastery of magic to stand againgt awizard like Procopio.

She quickly shook off the moment of despair and cast a Imple fegther fal spdl. The dementa
heauled her up and threw her with dl its strength. Tzigone floated dowly down, touching the ground just
short of the glowing wall.

With a grimace, she acknowledged that this was far too close. The firs wizard forced out of the
cube was declared the loser. She'd entered the arena hoping to humiliate Pro-copio but not expecting to
win. Suddenly her gods shifted, her resolve settled.

She was a sorceress, like her mother before her. Al-though Basdl Indoulur was the only father
she hdd in her heart, in her vansran the blood of Halruaas king.

Tzigone stretched one hand toward one of the standards flying over the king's dais—a black slk



flag with a firebird emblazoned upon it. The enormous arena encompassed the flag, and anything within it
was far game.

At her cdl, o firebird leaped from the silk and began to grow.

With each beat of its burning wings, the creature grew. Heat filled the arena, as the firebird
cirded Procopio's crea-ture. The light from its wings reflected in the dementd, turning the clouds to
brilliant sunset hues. The creature batted at its arding foe asit dissipated into colored mig.

TZzigone turned to Procopio and raised one brow, invit-ing him to take his next turn. She was not
prepared for the ook of astonishment on the wizard's face, swiftly turned to fury.

Procopio stalked over to the king's throne, shouldering past the barrier of shining magic. Tzigone,
curious, fol-lowed.

"This was no just competition,” he began furioudy. "I did not issue this chalenge but was
honor-bound to accept. Yet | fight not one wizard, but two!"

Zdahorm regarded him coally. ™Y ou accuse this young womean of cheeting?'

"I accuse the king of intervening on behdf of his daugh-ter!™

At that moment, Tzigones suspicions were confirmed. Dhamari knew that Keturah and Beatrix
were one, and so did Kiva. Procopio was surdly aigned with at least one of them.

"I did not intervene in the spdl battle" Zdahorm sad quigtly. "As for the other, 1 will not
embarrass Lord Basd by directly refuting hisdam.”

"Basd isdead,” Tzigone said flaly. "He was an honest man, but he lied to protect me. He would
do anything for his apprentices, and when it comes right down to it, that's probably how hed want to be
remembered. You want me to be his daughter, that's fine with me, but do whatever you need to do."

Zdathorm studied her with measuring eyes. Tzigone was not certain what he saw there, but an
expression of resolve crossed his face. He rose from the throne and faced the whispering, puzzled
crowd. All could see that something strange was occurring, but few had heard Pro-copio's daim.

Raisng his voice, Zdahorm said, "Lord Procopio sug-gests that the fire roc summoned by this
young woman was my el and not hers. It was not. This | swear to you by wind and word. | do not
work magic through another wizard and will not take credit for another wizard's work.

"Many of you believe | created the water dementa againg the Mulhorandi from the fluids of
living enemies and raised their kdleta forms as an amy. | have never camed this fedt. It is important
that dl know these power-ful spells were not mine”

His gaze swept the slent throng. With a quick gesture, he dispdled the shimmering magic of the
arena. "This chd-lenge has been made and met. | declare Tzigone, lawful daughter to Zaathorm and
Bestrix, to be the winner.”

The king slenced the sputtering Procopio with a glance. "You underestimated your opponent.
You were S0 certain of her limits that you stepped beyond the bounds of the arena. By law, that is a
default.”

"Proud and arrogant,” Tzigone repeated. She glanced down pointedly. "Not to mention, short"

Procopio's jaw finned. He executed a choppy bow to Tzi-gone to acknowledge her victory and
strode off—without the proper acknowledgements to the king.

"That one will come back to bite you," she murmured as she watched the wizard stak away.

"It matters less than it did,” the long answered, "now that | can leave Haruaa with an heir.”

It was Tzigoné's turn to gape and sputter. Zdahorm glanced pointedly a his senescha. The man
hurriedly moved a chair to the king's left side and ushered Tzigone to it. She sank down, feding as though
sheld reentered a world ruled by illusons.

Zdahorm rose and addressed the stunned and watchful crowd. "One chdlenge was made and
met. | lay down another. | cdl upon the wizard who cast the great spdlls of necromancy agang the
Mulhorandi. | chd-lenge him to battle—in the old way, without boundaries of magic.”

The king gestured, and an enormous golden globe appeared, floating in the air before him. He
placed one hand on it and repeated his chadlenge in ringing, metered chant, sending it to every wizard
within the boundaries of Halruaa.

Again he addressed the crowd. "This land is on the brink of wizardwar. What will be done here



could either burn out in a sudden flare or light a fire that could con-sume dl of Hdruaa. Gather dl the
forces of sted and magic and bring them to this place. | entreat dl of you to put asde your persona
ambitions and petty chalenges. The wizard who cast this spell is formidable indeed. If | am not equd to
the chalenge | sent out this night, it might take the strength of every one of you to pick up the standard.”

* k % % %

Far away from the duding field, in the deepest part of Haruaas deadliest svamp, Akhlaur and
Kivawatched as the lich who had once been Vishna prepared his undead troops.

"He was a battle wizard," Akhlaur said with satisfaction. "The best of his generation.”

Kiva forbore from observing that Vishna was among the wizards who had vanquished and exiled
Akhlaur. "His plans seem sound enough. The battle will create a diver-son. But the crimson star—"

"Enough!” snapped the necromancer. The star aids Zdathorm and me in equad measure. 1t will
not change the battle one way or ancther.”

"Can Zdathorm be destroyed?' she persisted.

"Could Vishna?' he retorted. His mood suddenly bright-ened. "As alich, Vishnawill be a brilliant
and loyd generd. It will give me great pleasure to use Zaathorm's oldest friend to bring down hisream.”

As the df woman hit back a shriek of frudration, a golden light filled the dearing. Zdathorm's
voice, magni-fied by powerful magic, repeated the chalenge he issued to every magic-user in the realm.

Akhlaur's black eyes burned with unhaly fire, and his gaze darted to his undead battlemaster. "All
isin readi-ness?’

"Itis" Vishnareplied in a hollow voice.

"Gether our forces and weapons,” he announced. "Quiet your doubts, little Kiva. The three will
be reunited, and the crimson star will once again be mine to commeand!”

* k *k k %

The crowd dispersed after the mage dud. Andris, who had been seated near Matteo behind the
king's throne, waked glently toward the paace with Matteo and Tzigone, \us cryddline face deeply
troubled.

"Three of us" the jordain said a lagt. "We three are descendants of the origind creators of the
Cabal.

TZzigone elbowed Matteo. "Degtiny,” she repeated. "Maybe there's a reason we were dl drawvn
together. Sometimes one person's task fdls to another—or to three”

"What are we to do?' Matteo demanded.

"What | have intended dl dong," Andris said urgently. "We need to destroy the Caba—the
crimson gtar.”

"Now, just as Zdahorm issued a chdlenge to any and dl wizards who desire to take it?'

"Ask him," the jordain persisted. "If Zdathorm is truly a good and honorable king, he won't
congder hislife, even histhrone, as a higher good than this"

Matteo was dlent for a moment, then nodded abruptly. He made his way through the guards,
Tzigone and Andris on his heds.

The king looked a him quizzicdly. Matteo leaned in close and softly said, "Andris is descended
from Akhlaur."

Zdahorm's eyes widened. His gaze did from his coun-sdlor to his daughter, then to the ghostly
shadow of Andris. "I'll take you to it,”" he said Smply.

* * % % %

Ealy the next morning, the four of them stood in a cir-cular chamber far below the king's palace.
The crimson star bobbed gently in the center of the room, casting oft light over them dl. Andriss



tranducent body seemed carved from rosy crystd, and his eyes burned with fire that came from some
hidden place within.

"I have tried to destroy thismany times” Zaathorm said, "but one of its creators is not sufficient.
Mystra grant the three of you success.”

Andris pulled out a sword, lofted it with both hands, and threw himsdf into a spin. With dl his
grength, he brought the heavy weapon around and smashed it into the shining crystd. The next indant,
his sword went flying in one direction and Andris in another. The sword, once released from his grasp,
logt its glassy appearance and clattered heavily to the stone floor.

The jordain picked himsdf up. "Perhapsif we dl strike a once," he ventured.

Matteo and Tzigone joined him and took up positions around the gem.

"From above," Andris cautioned, "so no one is struck on the backswing.”

On Matteo's count, they dl brought weapons down hard. Before they neared the artifact, the
swords flew from their hands and clanged together, forming a tripod that hung in the ar over the globe.

"So much for togetherness,” Tzigone muttered, eyeing the enjoined weapons.

Andris paced around the artifact, his face furrowed in thought. "L et the princess try done.”

She made a rude noise, but she approached the gem dowly and touched tentetive fingers to one
of the sarlike spires. For many long moments she stood slent, her deeply abstracted look changing to
pain.

"So many," she said in a subdued voice. "l was a prisoner in the Unsedlie court for a few days.
These elves have been in captivity for more than two hundred years."

She eased her hand away and turned to the king, her eyes wide with underdanding. "Keturah
knows how it could be done! That's why Kiva wanted her dl dong—why she brought her here to the
palace!”

She looked to Zaathorm for confirmetion. "It is pos-sible," he admitted.

TZzigone was dready sorinting through the hdls toward the queen.

* * % % %

The throng that gathered on the duding fidd was far from the unified, disciplined host of
Zdahorm's vison. Wizardlords and ther retainers stood in separate ranks, eyeing their rivals. Each
faction boasted wizards, clerics, and mercenaries. The spdl battle againg Zdathorm would be only the
gart Anyone who successfully challenged the king would need dl these supporters in order to defend his
newly won crown againg other contenders.

Procopio Septus, as lord mayor of the city, had at his beck the entire militia of the king's city. He
strode dong confidently, reviewing the ranks. Serioudy depleted by war and confused by the turmail
among the wizards, the fight-ers looked uncertain of ther purpose. The wizard at his Sde looked even
less certain. Mdchior Belgoon, would-be chdlenger to the king, measured the opposing ranks with
worried eyes.

"Perhaps thisis not the time to make my bid for the throne," Machior ventured.

The king welcomed dl challengers. Your linesge is as good as his, and recent events have made
panfully obvious that the king's powers are faling. What better time to press your dam?'

"I did not cast the necromancy odl!”

"It hardly matters. Zdahorm has issued a chdlenge, and he will be honor-bound to answer any
who respond.”

Agan Mdchior's gaze swept the gathering throng. "What of the king's plea for unity until the
hidden wizard is unmasked?"

Procopio shook off this concern. Before he could speak, an enormous ova of shimmering black
opened againg the backdrop of forest, like arift into a dark plain.

Warriors poured through, hideous undead creatures that reeked of decay and stagnant waters.
The milittia—as well-trained as any fighting force in the southern lands, vet-erans and survivors of the
recent invason—shrank back in horror.



The undead army swiftly formed into disciplined ranks. Ther leader, atdl, gaunt wizard with livid
bluish skin and a gtill-glossy mane of chestnut, strode from the gate and took up position.

As drange as this Sght was, it did not prepare the sunned observers for what was to come. A
grdl df woman with long braids of jade-green hair emerged. Her cool, amber stare swept the wizards
and seemed to linger briefly on Procopio's face. Then she stepped aside to yidd way for an even more
daunting gpparition. A tdl, thin man, robed in the necromancer's scarlet and black, stepped into the
slence. In the bright morning sun, his pale greenish skin and fantly iridescent scales shone with a Sckly
olow—like some luminescent creature emerged from the sea depths.

Not awizard there had ever set eyes upon the strange figure, yet dl knew him for who he was.
One of the mogt infamous wizards of Halruaa, whose name had been lent to a deadly swamp and scores
of terrible necromantic spells, was not forgotten in a mere two centuries.

"Akhlaur."

The whispers seemed to coalesce into a Sngle tremu-lous breeze. The necromancer indined his
head, an archaic courtly bow once performed by great wizards to acknowl-edge their lessers.

The gathered wizards exchanged panicked glances, no longer so certain that ridding the realm of
Zdathorm was such a good and desirable god.

Akhlaur had no doubts on that matter. "Zdathorm has issued chdlenge™ he said in a deep voice
that rolled across the fidd like summer thunder. "I have answered. Fetch him, and let it begin.”

* %k %k * %

Kiva and Akhlaur retired to the rear of ther ranks to await the king's response. The df woman
paced furi-oudy.

"Troubled, little Kiva?' the necromancer asked.

She whirled toward him, flung a hand toward the dud-ing grounds. "Did you see dl those wizards
gathered to chdlenge the king? We should have let them! You know Haruads higory as wdl as |. Her
wizards might squabble, but they will unite againg a Sngle threast Had you dlowed Zdahorm to destroy
these chalengers one by one, your task would have been easier and its outcome assured! Now we will
facethem dl."

Her vehemence and fury raised the necromancer's brows. "You fear for your safety,” he sad
condescendingly, "and with reason. The death-bond ensures that if | die, so do you. | assure you,
between the crimson star and my not-inconsiderable magic, we are quite safe.

"Yes" the necromancer continued, "dl will go as planned. Nothing—least of al you—uwill
interfere with this long-desired confrontation.”

The dlf stood slent for along moment. "With your per-mission, | will waich your victory from the
foreg."

"As you will," Akhlaur said. Suddenly his black eyes bored into her. "Remember, you cannot
betray me and live"

" assure you, my lord," Kiva said with as much sincer-ity as she had ever brought to anything,
"that thisis never far from my thoughts"

* k *k k %

Matteo and Tzigone paused at the door to the queen's chamber.

"What do you propose to do?"

"I'm meking thisup as | go dong," Tzigone admitted. She walked softly into the chamber and
dipped a bow before the too-till queen.

On impulse, she began to sing. The queen's gaze re-mained fixed and blank, but her head tipped
ahit to one sde asif she were ligening. When Tzigone fdl slent, Beat-rix softly began to repest the last
song in aflat, dmog tone-less voice. Her voice strengthened as she sang. It was ragged from disuse and
long-ago hurts, but in it was the echo of beauty.



TZzigone shot a dazzling amile at Matteo. She sang another song, and again the queen repeated it.
Then Tzi-gone spoke of starsnakes, and the queen sang the little spell song that Tzigone had used to
summon the winged beasts. On and on they went, with Bestrix responding with songs appropriate to
various Stuations Tzigone pre-sented.

"WdI?" she said triumphantly.

"It makes sense," Matteo agreed. "Musc and reason do not dways follow the same pathways in
themind. A person who suffers amind sorm might not remember how to | speak but often can ill Sng
the songs learned before the | illness. However, Keturah's voice no longer holds the power to cast
megic.

"All she has to do is remember the song. I'll cast it."

After afew moments Matteo nodded. He Ieft the room and spoke with the guards, who released
the queen into his keeping. The three of them made their way down the wind-ing gairs to the dungeon.

Matteo and Tzigone went first. He had committed to memory each of the spell words Zaathorm
used during their descent and whispered each one to Tzigone—only a wizard's voice could undo the
wards. She repeated each gpdl word as they moved together from step to step. It was a long descent,
and by the time they reached the bottom both were limp with tension.

"For once that jordaini memory training came in handy,” she murmured as she took off into the
room.

A sudden bolt of energy sent her hurtling back into Matteo's arms. He sent her an exasperated
look.

"Memoary traning,” he reminded her. "Theré's no sense in having a jordain around if you don't
make good use of him!"

TZzigone recovered quickly and sent him ateasing leer. "I'll remind you of those words at a more
convenient time."

With asgh, Matteo pushed her awvay and gave her a shove. "Three paces, then turn left.”

They traversed the maze without further mishgps. Fndly the three of them stood before the
crimson globe. Andris and Zaathorm were dill there. The jordain stood off to one side, watching intently
as the king knelt before the shining artifact. Zaathorm rose and faced the newcomers.

"Akhlaur has returned. He awaits me on the fidd of battle”

Matteo looked uncertainly from the king to his oldest friend. "Much of Zadathorm's power comes
from the arti-fact,” he ventured.

"You told meit isimpossble to fight evil with evil means™ Andris reminded him. "What could be
more
wicked than leaving these spiritsin captivity, when we might be adle to free them?'

Zdahorm clapped a hand on the jordain's transparent  shoulder. Thet is the sort of advice a
king needs to hear. Do what you must, and when the task is done, join mein battle” He glanced a
Matteo. "When battle is through, I trust you will not mind sharing the honor of king's counsdor with
another?'

A wide grin split Matteo's face. The king amiled faintly. He stepped forward and gently touched
his queen's face in slent farewdll, then disappeared.

Andris looked to Tzigone. "Wha now?'

A whispered tune drifted through the room. Tzigone motioned for slence and lisened intently to
her mother's voice. The song was ragged, the notes faling short of true and the tone dull and breathy, but
TZzigore listened with dl the force of her being, absorbing the shape and struc-ture of it.

Enchantment flowed through the song, reveding a subtle web around the glowing gem. Matteo
stared at the gathering magic and recognized its source.

There was a defengve shidd about the gem that no wizard could perceive or dispe. Someone,
somehow, had crafted it from the Shadow Weave.

Matteo's nimble mind raced as he considered the meaning and implications of this. Kiva had
dudied the crimson star for over two hundred years. She had been Akhlaur's captive and mogt likdy
knew the secrets that kept the artifact inviolate againg attack. Where had Akhlaur learned these secrets,



some two hundred years ago? Knowledge of the Shadow Weave was only now cregping into Halruaal

The answer struck him like a firebolt. Akhlaur had learned as Matteo had—in the shadowy
antechamber of the Unsedlie court. In doing so, he had become what he truly was. Vishna had wondered
about his old friend's transformation from an ambitious wizard to a villan who saw no evil as beyond his
right and his grasp. Here was the answer.

But why Kivas interest in Keturah? Why the partner-ship with Dhamari?

Keturah could evoke creatures with a song. Spellsong was a powerful magic, one common to the
dven people. Perhaps this was needed to form a bond with the dven spir-its within. Then there was
Dhamari, with his determination to summon and commeand the denizens of the Unsedlie redm. He was an
amhitious wizard but not a taented one. Perhaps Kiva had seen in him a fledgling Shadow Adept and
encouraged him dong this path.

Perhaps it was not three descendants who were needed, so much as three tdents unlikdy to
occur in one person.

Matteo quickly took stock of his friends and their com-bined arsendls. 'Tzigone, touch the gem.
Seeif you can find some sense of Andriswithin it."

She shot him a puzzled look but did as he bade. Her face grew tense and troubled. "I can see the
battle in Akhlaur's Svamp,” she said. "Damn! 1'd forgotten how ugly thet laraken wad"

"Andris" prompted Matteo.

"Heés here. Or more accurately, a part of him is" She withdrew from the gem and her gaze
shifted from the ghogly jordain to Matteo. "What's this about?"

"Making contact with the spirits captured within. Andris is uniquely suited to doing this. The first
step involved in multiwizard magic is atunement. That is his task. The cagting of magic is dl about focus
and energy— the spell song you sng will no doubt be echoed by the dven spirits within"

Her gaze sharpened with understanding. "What about you?'

Matteo held her gaze. "Akhlaur cast a defensve web around the crimson gstar, made of the
Shadow Weave. | can seeit Perhaps | can dispd it”

Andriss pae hazd eyes bulged. "Y ou're a Shadow Adept?’

"I suspect that's overdating the matter,” Matteo said shortly, "but it's close enough for our
purposes. Let's get onwith it

"Those who used the Shadow Weave too often and too long can gain greet power of magic, but
over time they lose darity of mind," Andris reminded him. "Whatever else you might be, you're ill a
jordain. You stand to lose the thing that most defines you!"

Then let's do this quickly.”

Tzigone extended both hands to the jordaini. Each took one. For a moment they stood together.
Color began to return to Andris, flowing dowly back into the tranducent form. Matteo nodded to
TZzigone, and she began to sng the melody her mother had taught her.

The song seemed to splinter like light caught in a prism. It darted throughout the room, echoed
and colored by a hundred different voices. The light in the crimson gem intendfied with the power of the
gathering magic.

Matteo brought hisfocus to bear upon the shadowy web. He reached out with his thoughts and
plucked a one of the knots. It gave way, and two threads sorang apart He reached for another and
dowly, laborioudy began to untie Akhlaur's dark magic.

The effort was draining, more exhausting than any battle he had known. Matteo's breath came in
labored gasps, and the room reded around him. Even worse was the loss of darity. More than once he
dipped away, only to be brought back by the stern force of his will. Each time, he fdt like a men
awakened from a dream, uncer-tain for a moment of where he was or his purpose for being here. Yet he
pressed on. One more knot, he told himsdf. Only one. Now another, and so on, urtil the task is done.

Suddenly the web gave way. light flared like an explod-ing star, and the artifact shattered.

Matteo indinctively dived a Tzigone, who in turn legped to protect the queen. They went down
together, and Matteo shidded them both from the bits of crystd hurtling through the room.

To his surprised, he fet no sting from the flying shards. Cautioudy he lifted his head.



The room was il filled with rosy light. Moving through the light were cryddline forms, smilar to
that borne by Andris. All were even but for an dderly human man who hdd a strong resemblance to
Farrah Noor. The ghogtly human bowed deeply to them and disappeared.

The eves milled about, embracing each other and rgoicing in their freedom. Tzigone watched
with tear-misted eyes.

A light, tentative hand touched her arm. "Ria?" asked a tentative voice.

Memory flooded back, the one thing Tzigone had sought for so long—her name, the name her
mother used to cdl her. "It'sme" she managed.

Keturah's eyes, enormous in her white-painted face, searched her daughter's face. "So beautiful,”
she said wig-fully, "but no longer a child."

For the firg time in her life a an utter loss for words, Tzigone handed her mother the taisman.
Keturah's fingers closed around it, and her face went hard.

"Kiva is near, and with her comes a great and ancient evil." She reached out and touched
Tzigones cheek. "Our task is not quite finished—they mugt both be destroyed.”

She st off with certainty down a series of tunnds. Tzigone glanced at the jordain, and did an
agtonished double-take at the Sght before her. Andris was fully restored, and looked much as he had
before the battle in Akhlaur's Swamp.

Matteo nodded to her. "Wefdlow," he sad smply.

Tzigone raced after the avenging queen and prepared to face Akhlaur—and Kiva

Chapter Twenty

Two armies faced each other across the duding fidd. It was as Kiva expected—as it dways had
been. The warring factions of Halruaan ambition gathered to fight a common foe. Wizards and warriors,
private amies and the remnants of Halarahh's militia they dl stood shoulder to shoulder, nearly as pde
as the hideous foes the} faced.

Akhlaur's undead minions stood ready. Skeletal forms showed through watery flesh that reeked
of the swamp. All waited for some sgnd to begin.

Suddenly Zdahorm appeared, sanding before Haruaas army. He flung out one hand, and fine
powder exploded toward the undead army. A wind caught the powder, sending it swirling as a dust devil
rose in Sze and power. The pae tornado raced toward the undead and burst into a shower of flying
crysd.

The lich commander shouted an order, and many of the warriors fdl to one knee, covering
themsealves with large rattan shidds. The sdt storm, though, struck many of the undead warriors, and dl it
touched mdted like sdted dugs.

Thar skeletons merdy shrugged off their oozing flesh and advanced. Ther bony hands unlaiched
gmdl leather bags hung about their necks, removed vids glowing with Sckly yellowish light. The skeletd
warriors darted forward with preternatural speed, hurling the vids as they came.

"Deathmagter vidd" shouted one of the wizards. Sev-eral of them began to cast protective spells.

The front line charged. Some of the warriors pushed through, shilded by protective magic.
Others were not so fortunate. Terrible rotting sores broke out wherever the noxious liquid met flesh. Yet
dl of them, living and dying, fought with fervor. Their swords lifted again and again as they hacked the
attacking bones into twitching piles of rubble.

Arrows rained down upon the undead forces from the north sde of the field, which was shaded
by enormous, ancient trees. Kiva, who crept dong the forest edge, noted the scores of archers perched
inthe branches overhead. She noted that dl were clad in Azuthan gray, and she hissed like an angry cat.

As she feared, whenever the arrows found a target, undead creetures fdl and did not rise. Holy
water, no doubt, had been encased in glass arrow heads.

The wizards took full advantage of this, bombarding the army with one spdl after another. Fetid
geam rose as fire-bals struck watery flesh.



Kivas lips firmed as she recdled a terrible necromancy spdl she had learned at Akhlaur's side.
After jus a mo-ment's hestation, she began the cagting of a powerful defo-liation spell.

Ingant blight fdl over the woods. All vegetation with-ered and died, and leaves drifted like
mountain snow. Birds fdl limply to the ground, and human archers dropped like sacks of med. In
moments, a swatch of woods some fifty feet in every direction stood as barren as a crypt.

Y e another bit of the ancient even forests fdl before Halrusan magic.

Kiva shrugged aside the pain that coursed through her, blood and bone and spirit, when the great
trees died and the Weave shimmered and sghed. This terrible destruc-tion was but one more stain upon
her soul.

The two armies charged, meeting in the midg of the fidd in terrible melee. A smdl group of
Haruaans broke through, charging with suicidd bravery toward the place where the necromancer stood.

The df—victim, apprentice, and would-be master of Ha-ruaas most powerful
necromancer—responded without thought or hestation. Kiva lifted her hands, and red light crackled
from her fingertips It stopped the charge like a wdl of force. The warriors were lifted into the air,
sur-rounded by crackling light, their bodies twitching in excru-ciating pain. The nerve dance was one of
the many crud arrows in a necromancer's quiver. It would not stop the warriors for long, and it would
not kill many of them, but it hedd them helpless for severa agonizing moments. Few wizards could
mantan aspdl in such pain. The moment of invulneraaility provided opportunity—it was up to Akhlaur
and hislich to saizeiit.

Kiva turned and fled the battlefidd, running for the palace. When she brought Bestrix to this
place years ago, she had placed smdl devices that would enable her to dip past the wards and into the
paace.

Whether Akhlaur wished it or not, the crimson star would set this day.

* * % % %

Matteo and Andris raced down the sweeping marble expanse of the paace sairs. They pulled up
short as a battdion of militia marched into formation, taking a guard position. Procopio Septus stepped
forward and surveyed the dumbfounded jordaini with afant amile

"We will hold the palace," Procopio announced. "Some one mugt stand ready to take over 0a
throne if Zaathorm should fall."

"I dl the city's wizards stand with him, the king's chances of survivd rise congderably,” Matteo
shat back. These men are needed againg Akhlaur's army.”

Procopio's face darkened. "That ismy decison to make. You have yet to learn, jordain, thet it is
the wizard-lords who rule”

"Do what you will, but let us pass,” Matteo said. He drew his sword, and Andris followed suit.
"Every blade is needed.”

The wizard shook his head. "And let you carry this tde to Zdathorm, like a fathful hunting dog
retrieving a par-tridge? | think not"

The two jordaini advanced.

Procopio sneered. "What can two men do againd twenty warriors and a wizard?'

One of the militia—a tdl, thick-bodied man—shoul-dered his way though the group. He bowed
to Procopio and drew his sword, as if he intended to offer himsdf as champion. Before Procopio could
respond, the big man fisted his free hand into the wizard's gut. The flair of pro-tective wards flashed, but
the man shrugged them off with-out apparent effort. Procopio folded with a wheeze like a punctured
wineskin.

"With respect, my lord," Themo said digtinctly to him, "that would be three men and no wizards."

An enormous grin split the big man's face. He fdl into step with his two friends as they stalked
down the dairs toward a sea of ready swords.

As one, the men threw down their wegpons. Themo's face fdl. "Wher€'s the fun in that?' he
demanded.



"Y ou're ranking officer now," one of them said to Themo, "and it's treason to fight a commander.
Theré's a bigger battle to fight, but by dl the gods, if you tdl us to fight Haruaans I'll run you through
mysdf.”

The big man grinned fiercdly. "I'm guessng Akhlaur's amy were Haruaans, moslly, but they've
been dead too long to take offense.”

At hissgnd, the battaion picked up therr weapons ant prepared to run toward battle.

"To the royd stables" Matteo shouted.

They quickly damed swift horses, mounted, and rode hard for the northern gate. The duding
fidd was a short ride, and the horses ran asif they sensed the urgency 1 their riders.

Matteo leaned low over his horse's neck, skirting battle and riding hard for Zdathorm's sde. He
saw Akhlaur griding forward, a glowing black bal held adoft. Matteo groaned as he recognized a
deathspell—a powerful necromancy attack that snuffed out a life-force ingantly and irrevocably.

The king swept one hand toward the advancing necromancer. A bxilliant light flashed out—as
bright and pure as a pdadin's heart It swept toward the necromancer, a light that would disod darkness,
destroy evil.

The black globe winked out, and Akhlaur dumped to the ground. To Matteo's horror, the
necromancer's green scaled faced darkened, taking on the bronzed visage of; nenly dain warrior. The
wizard's robes changed to a blue green uniform, mottled with darkening blood.

"A zombie double" Matteo said, understanding the necromancer's diverson. He had lent hisform
to anewly dain Haruaan. The jordain looked franticaly about for the real Akhlaur.

A shadow dtirred amid the railing battle, and a black globe flared into sudden life It hurtled
toward the king. A shout of protest burst from Matteo, but he was too far away to reach Zdathorm in
time

A bay gdlion galoped toward the king, and the tall, red haired men in the saddle drew his feet
up beneath im and launched into a diving legp. The black sphere caught him in midar and sent him
oinning.

Andris struggled to hisfest, his daggersin hand. For moment, Matteo dared hope thet his friend's
jordaini resistance would prove equd to the terrible spell, but Andris hands dropped to his sde, and his
daggersfdl to the fidd. Matteo threw himsdf off the horse and caught the dying men as he fell.

Kiva raced toward the palace. She stopped near one of the trees that shaded the courtyard and
began to dimb. A soft thump landed behind her. Kivas wide-gpanning dven vison granted her a quick
glimpse of Tzigone, her hands darting toward Kivas hair.

Before the df could respond, Tzigone seized the jade-colored braid and yanked it savegdly.
Kivas head snapped back, and she lost her grip on the rough bark. Usng her fdl to advantage, she
kicked hersdf off the tree and into the wretched girl.

They went down together like a pair of jungle catsrolling, dawing, and pummding. Neither of
them noticed at firgt that Keturah had begun to sng.

Sowly Kiva became aware of dven voices joining in with the woman's ruined adto. She broke
away, backing away from the suddenly watchful Tzigone and gazing with dis-belief a faces too long
unseen.

The song faded. Quiet and watchful, the ven folk lin-gered near as if somehow thar life task
was not quite fin-ished.

Tzigone rose. "It's over, Kiva You've won. The dves are free”

Dimly Kiva became aware that she was shaking her head asif in denid. Yes, these were her kin,
her friends. There was her sgter, there the childhood friend who taught her to hunt, there her firg lover.
They were free. Her life purpose was fulfilled, and the proof of it stood by slently waiting for her to
understand the truth of it.

Suddenly Kiva knew the truth. It was not finished, her task. All these years, everything she had
done—she had believed that it was devoted to the freeing of her kin. But that was not what had driven
her a dl. Vengeance has utterly consumed her, leaving her less dive than these shadowy spirits.

With a despairing cry, Kiva threw both arms high. A flash of magic engulfed her and she



disappeared from sght

In less than a heartbeat, she emerged from the blind spell, one designed to take her to her
one-time dly. She stood at the palace sairs, where a glum-faced Procopio sat and brooded.

He jumped like a startled cat when her fingernall dug into his arm. "Come, wizard," she said in a
voice that was strange even in her own ears. "It istime for Halruaa to die!’

* k *k k %

Kivaand Procopio emerged from the spell in the midst of an undead throng. The wizard gagged
a the gench and lifted one hand to cover his nose.

The df snatched it aside and pointed with her free hand to the place where Akhlaur stood, limned
with black light.

"Look wdl, wizard," Kiva sad in avoice dill with mad-ness. "He is your mirror. He is you. He
isHalruaa, and may you dl molder in the Abysd™

She snatched a knife from Procopio's bet and plunged it into his chest. For a moment he stared
down at it, incred-ulous, then he dumped to the blood-sodden field.

* k *k k %

Deep in the ranks of his warriors, Akhlaur cast another pell. A terrible bone blight settled on a
seething mass of warriors. The undead were not harmed, but the living received each blow with twice the
force it might otherwise have had. Swords fdl from shattered hands, and men dropped to the ground,
writhing in agony as the fragile, jagged shards of broken bones stabbed through their flesh.

Gray-clad priests worked bravely, dragging the wounded aside and praying fervently over the
fdlen. Wiz-ards, in turn, protected the clerics. A cdircle of wizards cast protective spells upon a cluster of
gray-clad Azuthan priests, who chanted collective sodls meant to turn awvay undead.

Theforces of Halruaa, when united in purpose, were difficult to withstand. Skeletal warriors fdl
like scythed grain.

Akhlaur spun toward his lich. Vishna stood beyond the reach of the clerics. At a nod from
Akhlaur, the undead wizard summoned a deathguard—guardian spirits ripped from the Ethered Plane.
These bright warriors glided toward the priests like fdlen angels, as formidable as a charge of arborne
paadins. Vishna began the chant that could summon an even more dreadful magic.

A dark web formed over the battlefidd. As the corpse host ol took effect, the newly dead
began to rise and living soldiers, untouched by blade or spdll, fdl sensdless to the ground.

Cries of inarticulate dismay burst from torn throats as scores of living men redized that they were
inhabiting corpses. Their own bodies, living but discarded, lay de-fenseless. Already the undead warriors
staked toward them like wolves endirding trapped prey.

The Hdruaan warriors who had not fdt the touch of Vishnas spell, who did not understand the
spdl, rushed to meet their advancing comrades. Not understanding, they cut down the confused and
frantic undead. Abandoned bodies shuddered and died as the life-forces trapped in undead flesh were
released to whatever afterlife awaited them.

Thelich's eyes swept the crowd and found Zdathorm fighting hand to hand againgt an enormous,
bony con-struct thet seemed helf man, hdf crocodile. Akhlaur sped through the gestures of a powerful
enervation spell and hurled it a the king. Zdathorm jolted back, his face paing as strength and magic
were stripped from him. For the briefest of moments the eyes of the two of friends met.

With a thought, a gesture, Vishna sent a bolt of heding energy toward Zdathorm. At the same
time, he sent mentd command to the undead warrior a Akhlaur's Sde.

The creature drew a rusted knife and cut the tether to the black cube at the necromancer's
deeve. It sumbled forward, bearing the ebony phylactery that contained Vishna spirit So engrossed was
Akhlaur thet he did not noticeit loss.

Vighna took the tiny box from the skeletd hand am nodded his thanks. "I grant you rest and



respect,” he muttered. The skeleton bowed its head asif in thanks am crumbled into dust.

He scanned the battlefidd, and his eyes settled upon amdl, green-haired femde. With a gesture
of his hand, the undead commander parted a path through the seething throng. He made his way to
Kivas sde.

She glanced up a him with a haughty demeanor and hate-filled eyes. "Akhlaur commands you
now. What do you want with me?'

"Only to finish what was begun long ago,” he said. “I’ ve come to free you."

The undead wizard plunged a dagger into her heart

For along moment she stared at him. Hatred turned to bewilderment, then, to a strange sort of
relief.

Vishna released the dagger and let Kivafdl. After amoment he stooped and closed her eyes. He
gathered to dead df woman into his arms and walked into the blighted forest and toward the living trees.
There, amid the roots 1 an ancient tree, perhaps she could find the peace that had evaded her for so long.

At the end of the bettlefield, the ghosily form of Halruaels eves watched with sad approval.

Zdathorm thrugst aside the dead crocodilian warrior and scanned the bettlefield. The dying light
touched the faintly glowing forms gathered at forest's edge. As the meaning came to him, a amile filled his
face like sunrise, and an enormous burden lifted from his heart.

He shouted his enemy's name. Powerful magic sent the angle word soaring over the fidd like the
ghout of a god. The combatants ceased and fel away. All eyes went to the wizardking. Zaathorm
pointed to the watchful even spirits. "The Heart of Haruaa," he said smply.

Akhlaur whirled toward the spirits of the dves he had tormented and endaved. His black eyes
widened in panic. His webbed hands sped through a spdll that would com-mand and control undead, but
the eves were far beyond his reach.

The necromancer shouted for Vishna, for Kiva. There was no response.

"Let it go, Akhlaur," Zaathorm said, and there was more sorrow than anger in his voice. "Our
timeisfinished."

He took from around his neck a sSlver chain, to which was attached a smdl, crimson gem. "One
of our earlier attempts,” he explained, holding up the glowing gem. "When our only thought was to sustain
and protect each other for the good of Hdruaa"

Zdathorm threw the gem to the ground. It shattered, and suddenly the weight of years crushed
the king into dust. Where he stood was a smdl mound of bone heaped with moldering robes, crowned
with acirclet of dectrum and Slver.

A terrible scream came from the necromancer and drew dl eyes to the trandformation overtaking
him. Like Zdathorm, he withered away, but dowly, and he remained dert and in agony, shrieking in
protest and rage. His skeletal jaw shuddered with fury long after the sound had died away. Then there
was only dust, which blew away in the sudden gust created as every undead creature fdl to the ground,
released a last from the necromancer's power.

Stunned slence shrouded the battlefield. At last one wizard began to chant Zdathorm's name.
The survivors took up the chant, rasng bloodied swords and long-spent wands to the skies as they
lauded ther king for hisfind victory.

No one heard the smdl, ragged voice snging afaint melody, no one but the young woman at her
sde. Keturah's hand sought Tzigone's. Tharr fingers linked, and their voices rose together in song.

It was not a summoning and held not compulson but an entreaty. The fant shadows of even
spirits took up the refrain and their song drifted softly over the battlefidd to mingle once more with the
spellsong rigng from the queen and her sorceress daughter.

Fndly they parted, reveding the form of Halruaas king. Gently, as if they were teaching firg
steps to a sum-bling babe, they guided Zadathorm's spirit back to his morta remains.

The ghosily form melted into the king's body. Sowly, the decay began to reverse. The chanting
grew in volume as Zdahorm's subjects welcomed ther king back, with wild joy and without reservation.

Keturah ran forward and fdl into Zdathorm's ams. They rose together, hand in hand, and
Zdathorm raised their enjoined hands high. Her name was added to the chant, for many had seen her



ang the king's spirit back to his body.

FHndly Zaathorm lifted a hand for glence. Thisis a time for truths long untold. | know you are
weary, but ligen to atde too long hidden.”

He told them dl the truth behind the Cabd, the long peth to vengeance taken by an df woman
who had dedi-cated her life to its destruction. He spoke of the brave queen who for years had been
trapped between the artifact and the df, and the daughter who had never given up her quest to find and
free her mother.

Fndly he pledged to make changes and to pardon the wizards who plotted againgt him if they
pledged by wizard-word to work with him to make Haruaa dl that they have ever dreamed she could
be.

As one, the people of Hdruaafdl to ther knees and raised Zdathorm's name into the darkening
skies.

* k % % %

Unfamiliar tears dampened Matteo's face as he watched the scene unfolding. "At last she has
found her family, her name" he said with deep satisfaction.

"And you?'

Andriss words were whispered and sounded nearly as pale as the jordain once had been.

"l an ajordain, and dways will be" Matteo said. "If can see and sense the Shadow Weave, dl
the better. In years to come, the king may have need of this"

Andris smiled widfully. "I was a jordain, then an df-blooded warrior, and findly, one of three.
That was the best of dl."

He reached for Matteo. The jordain clasped his friend's wrigt in a warrior's farewdl, holding the
orip long after Andriss hand fdl dack, until his own hand fisted on the empty air.

After dl he had seen this day, Matteo was not surprised that Andris Smply faded away. He
watched as afamiliar form strode toward the waiting shadows. Andris was received joyfully and without
reserve by the eves he had helped to free. Together they turned their eyes toward the firs star and rose
to meet the evening sky.

Matteo's gaze shifted from the royd family to the stars. Andris, like Tzigone, was findly among
family.

Theking's jordain rose and quietly walked toward the royd family, ready to serve, content in his
own homecoming.

Epilogue

Matteo strode quickly through the city, sped by the light of the full moon and the sounds of battle
coming from the dockside tavern.

He shouldered his way into the room and regarded the familiar scene with resignation. A young
lad stood on one of the tables, juggling sev-eral mugs. A trio of angry men circled, grabbing a the boy's
feet. The performer held them off with well-placed kicks and an occasional hurled mug. Severa of the
patrons cheered him on and even tossed other mugs to replenish his artillery.

Unfortunatdy, not dl of those mugs were empty. Here and there ale-soaked patrons raised angry
words and quick figs to the juggler's bene-factors. Severd amdl skirmishes provided sde entertainment.
Bets were shouted, coin changed hands.

Matteo strode into the room and stalked toward atrio of brawlers. He seized two of the men by
their collars. He brought their heads together sharply and tossed them aside. The third man, seeing
him-sdf alone, snatched a sword from an observer's belt and brandished it with drunken menace.

The jordain's shoulders rose and fdl in a Sgh. He raised one hand and beckoned the man on.
Bdlowing like a bee-stung bull, the lout charged the apparently unarmed man.



Matteo stepped into the charge, seized the man's arm, and forced it down. The sword caught
between two of the floor's wide wooden planks. The man kept going without it

The lad, 4ill juggling, hurled dl three mugs in rapid suc-cession. All three struck the drunk's
forehead. He staggered, fdl to his knees and went facedown into a puddie of ae.

Drunken cheersfilled the tavern. The performer grinned like an urchin and took a deep bow.

Matteo seized a handful of short brown hair and pulled the "boy" from his perch. He deftly caught
the miscreant and dung her over his shoulder.

The cheers turned to catcals and protests, but by now it had occurred to the revelers that the
intruder wore jordaini white. Few of them were drunk enough to serioudy con-sider taking on one of the
wizard-lords guardians.

Matteo kept afirm grip on his captive as he strode away from the docks. After awhile she began
to squirm. He rewarded her efforts with a sharp dgp on the bottom.

"Hey!" protested Tzigone. "Is that any way to treat a princess?'

"Sart acting like a princess, and youll be treated as one”

She muttered something that Matteo studioudy ig-nored, then bit him on the handiest portion of
his anatomy.

Helet out a startled yelp and dropped her. Sherolled to her feet and backed away. "Were even
now," she pointed out

"Not even close! Tzigone, I'm supposed to protect you. You havent exactly made it easy.”

Her face crumpled into a frown. "How do you think | fed? All these protocols and rules and
expectations chafe like a badly fiting saddle. And don't get me started on the clothes | have to wear!
Shoes, too!"

He glanced down at her amdl, bare feet, and his lips twitched rductantly. "I suppose you're not
happy with me for spailing your fun."

"Damn right! You're the king's counsglor, and if the push for a hereditary monarchy comes to
anything, you might be stuck with me a very, very long time"

For a long moment she glared a him, then her anger changed to horrified redization. Matteo
mockingly copied her expression. They both dissolved into laughter.

He took her am and tucked it companionably into his "Since I'm destined to serve as your
jordain, dlow aword of advice: If you mus insult people, pick smdler men, preferably those who like to
drink done.

"Forget it I've got to keep your fighting edge up.” She glanced up a him. "How did you find me?'

“ThisisHaruaa," he reminded her. "There is no short-age of magic."

“True, but | can't be tracked by magic."

Matteo quirked one eyebrow and glanced pointedly at their moon-cast shadows.

Tzigones eyes widened in congternation. The Shadow Weave. Damn! | forgot about thet.”

"A wise young woman recently gave me an excdlent piece of advice. Would you like to hear it?"

Shelet out aresigned sgh. "Would it make any difference?

Matteo chuckled and ruffled his friend's touded brown har as if she were truly the lad she
pretended to be. “Things change" he told her. "Do try to keep up."



